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    Stained



1


    The more I try to help others around me, the more I hurt myself. When will I learn? Never probably. I like to think I’m smarter than this, but the truth is, I’m not sure I am and this concerns me. Am I truly a glutton for punishment?


    Am I truly a masochist?
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    Leaving my father after everything that happened with Rebecca and that freaking psycho who kidnapped her, running off to Netty’s place in the city, it’s the worst feeling ever. Worse than diarrhea or period cramps. Worse than vomiting in public.


    Inside, I think I’m dying. This thing I’m doing to my father, leaving him behind, it feels like betrayal. But I can’t stay, not in that house, not with those horrific memories.


    What I have to do now is make new memories. Better memories. Not that I won’t miss my father. I will. The way he’s been ever since his transformation, version 2.0 of him, it’s me having the father I’ve always wanted. Even Margaret’s semi-not-hate-able. My tear ducts flex at the thought of leaving them behind.


    And the thought of Rebecca being gone, it’s a rolling sickness I can’t seem to shake. It gets worse wondering how I survived my attack. How I lived. Why I’m still alive.


    Then, for some completely obscene reason, an image of Jacob springs into my mind. A memory of him surfaces like some kind of unfinished business. The staying of tears presses on as my head sorts through the twisted, super-unhealthy history between me and Jacob. The last time I saw him I was rude to him. Basically I shut the front door in his face. And now I’m leaving him behind as well. Do I hate him? Do I want him? Do I still want to hurt him?


    All questions I don’t have answers to. All questions I barely want to contemplate. Yet there it is: Jacob’s perfect, stupid face. His image sits fresh in my mind, so much so that I can’t help feeling the feelings of him, seeing how he looked when he was happy with me, tasting the sweetness of his kiss.


    God, he smelled good, sexy.


    More thoughts course through my mind until one appears and takes me by surprise. An image of fat Savannah pops into my head. The imperfect version 1.0 of myself. She is standing in the hallway of her old school staring at Jacob who is burning her with the most hateful look ever. His lovely, kissable mouth is a riot of taunting words. The laughter coming from his face is an indescribable cruelty.


    Nausea swims inside me. My inside world is a dark place. The pit in my stomach returns and I feel so lost, so utterly helpless. Then I remember I am not that girl. I’m stronger. More in control. Besides, these newer versions of me, they understand revenge. They understand retribution. And now they are beginning to understand and embrace confidence.


    When version 3.0 of myself dumped that cocktail of urine and garbage on Jacob’s head, it was me trying to erase all those awful memories of his behavior, all those tortured feelings I felt. To have the person you’re crushing hard on rip your delicate little heart clean out of your chest and stomp on it with such disdain changes you.


    It changed me.


    But then I think of how he was so sweet to me when Margaret’s scumbag boyfriend, the tasteless writer, so garishly hit on me at dinner. As much as I was once certain Jacob would be the boy I loved to hate, I don’t think I hate him anymore. It’s amazing the varied history this version of me has with him.


    So now I don’t know how I feel. Is this regret? Remorse? Could this be relief? More questions I don’t have answers to. Perhaps I am tormented by all of these emotions. Lord knows I’m tormented! While I don’t know what to do with these feelings, I do know one thing and that’s that I don’t need any more freaking boy problems right now.


    I’ve nearly been killed three times, and my friend’s been taken. Boy problems, OMG, they pale in comparison! Honestly, it’s like having bowel cancer and worrying about butt zits.
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    My Audi S5’s navigation system takes me into downtown San Francisco, straight over to Netty’s apartment on King Street by AT&T park. The cement gray and burnt orange colored glass building is massive and beautiful. Very modern looking. The brushed silver lettering saying Avalon at Mission Bay perched on a stone wall in front of the building lets me know I’ve arrived.


    It takes twenty minutes to find a parking spot on the street. The closest is a spot down Berry Street, a decent hike away.


    I fret over my car for a full minute, then say screw it. If it gets broken into, stolen or towed, it wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen to me this week. I love my car, but right now, that love has to take a back seat to so many other things.


    In a half-nervous panic, I gather up all my stuff—suitcase, bathroom essentials, black garbage bag full of everything I couldn’t get into the two other cases, and a pillow—then I shuffle-walk down the street to Netty’s place.


    If I wasn’t so clean looking and attractive, people would think of me as recently homeless.


    Another San Francisco transient.


    The luxury apartment building’s entrance, a floating glass canopy leading into a large beautiful lobby, is amazing. Everything is done in brilliant oranges, royal blues and canary yellows. It’s all very geometric. It’s all very avant-garde. Looking around, it’s hard to think about getting raped in a place like this. It all seems safe and sophisticated and opulent.


    I like it already.


    I cross the tiled lobby with my things, drawing questionable looks from strangers, then push the UP button on the elevator and wait. Once the doors open, I ride five floors up, drag my stuff down the hallway and knock on Netty’s front door.


    Netty opens the door and pulls me into a hug. Her gorgeous mother, Irenka, is standing behind her, appraising me and my stuff with soft eyes and full lips. Her hair is longer and darker than I last remember. She looks ten years younger than she should. More like a sister than a mother. And that extra bit of weight she was carrying when she lived in Palo Alto, it’s all gone. She looks skinny, sexy, incredible.


    It nearly escapes my mind that she isn’t supposed to know me. Rather, she doesn’t know I’m fat Savannah in my permanent disguise. I want to say “Hi, you look incredible,” like it’s no big deal, but I don’t. She comes forward to take my things. I show her my best smile, then introduce myself as Abby Swann and thank her for allowing me to stay.


    “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” she says. Her voice is slightly husky, a sign of the hard turn of events in her life. Or perhaps this is her strength, or even sadness.


    “Thank you—”


    “You can call me Irenka,” she says. It’s easy to forget how beautiful her smile is. She doesn’t show it often.


    “Okay, Irenka. Thank you for letting me stay.”


    In the back of my mind, I’m thinking about heading to the bank in the morning and pulling out some cash to pay her for room and board. After Netty’s father was arrested and sent to a white-collar penitentiary, everything sort of went south for Netty and her mother. The way Netty makes it sound, they’re pretty much living hand to mouth. Looking around this quaint but beautiful home, you wouldn’t know it.


    Netty gives me the tour of the three bedroom apartment, which feels small compared to my father’s new place. What it lacks in square footage, however, it makes up for in elegance. The décor is lavish and cozy. Fluffy white rug, teal colored couch, grey ottoman, silver accents. The paintings are brilliant colors consistent with the rest of the building’s palate: blues, yellows, oranges, whites and reds.


    I’m not the biggest fan ever of maple and oak, but offset with black granite counters and black appliances, the kitchen is inviting.


    “What you pay for is the views,” Irenka says, as if the rest of the place is a giant embarrassment. I remember where they used to live, so I can see how difficult this would have been moving here. For a woman like Irenka, this must feel like rock bottom.


    “I think it’s lovely.”


    “When you don’t have much space to work with,” Irenka says in a deeply apologetic tone, “the process of beautification is…cost effective.”


    The way her voice carries only traces of her Russian accent, you wouldn’t think she’d have such a strong command of the English language, but she does. She once told Netty how ashamed she was of those who migrated from Russia and the Ukraine to America and couldn’t speak the language.


    “They want all the benefits of this country,” she told Netty when I was ten or eleven years old and standing beside her, “and they want our healthcare and our welfare money, but they don’t even have the courtesy to learn the language. It’s disgraceful.”


    At the time, she was taking English as a Second Language courses, along with speech therapy to soften her accent. It’s convenient to forget where you come from when you have millions in the bank.


    We eat at sunset. Out the gigantic picture window, night settles on the bay, and I realize Irenka is right: the illuminated cityscape standing against the dark sky is breathtaking. I feel swept into another world. Into a new life.


    For about a half an hour, we make small talk about nothing important, then watch television and turn in for the night. I have my own bedroom, but Netty comes in and lays down on the bed beside me. She wants to know the details of my attack, of Rebecca’s third kidnapping. Like two kids up well past their bedtime, I whisper my secrets in the dark. I tell her everything. Including the maniac doctor and what he did to me. She knows my secret—how I can heal from nearly everything—and now more than ever she tells me how thankful she is for Gerhard, even though she says he sounds like a dick.


    “I’m going to find her and get her back,” I vow to Netty.


    “I know,” Netty says. Her voice is sad, like she knows what I’m going to do is somehow going to end up bad. I’m sure it will, but for Rebecca’s sake, for my own, I have to at least try.
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    The smell of gasoline makes me stir. A stab in my heart has me jolting, squirming, kicking out. I hear myself moaning, fighting for breath through the haze of sleep, but I can’t stop. Really I should be screaming, but my throat feels squeezed shut because someone’s hands are choking me. Thrashing about, kicking like my life depends on it, I ward off my attacker. The struggle wakes me up in a bed wrecked by bad dreams. I sit up fast, my pounding chest still heaving out the fight. My skin is slick with sweat. Tears stain my cheeks. Looking around the black room, everything is unfamiliar.


    My instincts have me wanting to scramble to my feet.


    Where the hell am I?


    Then it all comes flooding back: Netty’s house. The minute I catch my breath, I see the shadow of a body in the door and startle. My heart racing, I see it’s Netty and I calm down.


    “Jesus, you scared the shit out of me!” I say in a half-whisper.


    “You were screaming,” she says. She yawns. In my semi-disoriented state, I thought that Netty was sleeping beside me. Then again, the way I’ve been fitfully sleeping ever since the pedophile music producer tried to kill me, I don’t know anyone other than Rebecca who could and would put up with my erratic sleeping behaviors.


    “Just a nightmare,” I say, wiping my eyes. God I wish Rebecca was with me now. Sleeping beside her was so comforting, like the teddy bear you adore and refuse to give up. Rebecca was my friend, my pseudo-sister, my security blanket.


    But it’s more than that. It’s so much more than that. The way my brain seems so twisted with bad dreams and despair, how I can’t shake the worst memories inside my head, anymore I’m thinking I need real therapy. Or something. I just can’t live like this. Not anymore.


    “Do you need a Xanax or something?” Netty says, which is strange with her knowing for years Margaret’s solution to every problem was prescription drugs.


    “Really?” I ask, incredulous.


    “My mom has some sleeping pills from when my father was taken to jail.”


    “I’m fine.”


    I lay back down in bed, right into a big ass sweat stain. It’s wide and damp and I scoot out of it quickly, turning sideways on the edge of the bed because that’s all the dry space this full sized mattress has left.


    “Go back to bed, Nettles. It’s okay, really.”


    This is my life, I tell myself as I hear Netty’s bare feet padding down the hallway’s creaking hardwood floor.


    This is my life and right now I hate every gosh damn inch of it.
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    When I wake up, I wake alone. Regrettably. I’m still missing Rebecca like crazy. And I’m missing my gigantic bed with my thousand thread count sheets and my impossibly heavy down comforter. Just for one second, I think about going home. And then the horrors of the last few days come rushing back and suddenly I don’t want to go home.


    Ever.


    After having my chest pried open, after having gasoline poured down a rubber hose straight into my heart, and after having a match put to that pond of gasoline inside me, it’s probably good that I’m sleeping at Netty’s, and living in an entirely different city.


    The minute I push the blankets off my body, the cold, San Francisco morning hits me, sending my skin into a fit of goosebumps. My feet chill on the hardwood floor and when I get in the shower, what could have been an invigorating thirty minutes of bliss turns out to be fifteen minutes of hot water turned luke warm. I stand in what quickly becomes cold water for another few minutes just to punish myself for…whatever.


    Then it is more cold floors, more goosebumps, more melancholy.


    Forty minutes later, my hair is done, my makeup is light but done right, and I feel…not so cold. I’m also grateful for the break in between my nightmares. They’ve left puffiness around my eyes and a weighted sluggishness in this otherwise perfect, GMO body of mine.


    When I put these tired eyes on the clock, it’s ten-thirty in the morning and Irenka is already gone. Off to plan some high-society swinger party for sure. I find Netty in the kitchen making a pot of coffee. Ah, the first signs of normal, I tell myself. The smell in the air, it’s heaven.


    I find myself smiling, though I don’t know why. Then again, does it really matter?


    “What?” Netty says.


    “Coffee is this generation’s version of crack. I want a cup so bad right now.”


    She pours me a cup and says, “From one addict to another.”


    “This isn’t the cheap shit, is it?” I ask, before taking a sip. The last thing I need is to over-hype my own coffee experience. The letdown would be catastrophic.


    “Not by a normal person’s standards.”


    My first sip is in fact heaven. My body sighs. A junkie getting her fix, that’s me and my coffee.


    “You want to do breakfast?” I ask.


    “If you’re buying, sure, but if not, I’m going to cook some eggs. I’m unemployed in case you’ve forgotten.”


    “I haven’t. That’s why I’m buying.”


    She seems to perk up a bit, and I have the feeling she’s starving for some of her old indulgences. “Have you been to Zazie’s down on Cole?” she asks.


    “No, but I hear it’s amazing.”


    “I met the owner, Jennifer Piallat, at a gathering in Cole Valley a couple of months ago,” Netty says. “Whenever I have extra money, I eat there. Her pancakes are beyond words.”


    “I can’t eat pancakes,” I say, thinking the last thing I need to do to this genetically synthesized body is fatten it up.


    “Bullshit,” Netty says. “These pancakes you can most definitely eat. We’re not talking about bleached flour that clogs your colon and makes taking a dump feel like you’re giving birth out your asshole. We’re talking gingerbread pancakes. Think, bosc pears and lemon curd.”


    I have to admit, it all sounds delicious. And I can’t help laughing at Netty’s PG-13 description of breakfast. It’s pretty funny hearing her swear, actually.


    “Trust me,” she says with the biggest Netty-grin ever, “this is the orgasm your face has always wanted but never had.”


    “Okay, potty mouth, I’m in.”
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    Twenty-five minutes later in my un-stolen, unmolested Audi, we’re walking in the front door of Zazie’s. Oh my God, the smell of the French restaurant is enough to make me rethink the meaning of life! Forget city life. Forget living on the go at near-light speed. The mouthwatering smell of chicken apple sausage hits my nose like roses for those willing to have a love affair with food. Right now what I want are eggs Florentine. A bowl of hot Irish oatmeal with raisins and walnuts and brown sugar. The biggest glass of freshly squeezed orange juice ever.


    Looking around the quaint, rectangular shaped dining room, I’m seeing pancakes and French toast and egg scrambles and it makes me think about being fat again. Like it wouldn’t be so bad to be able to eat all this food on a regular basis, if only I could purge myself of the guilt. If anything, this is foreplay for my inner fat girl. Ugh.


    “You bitch,” I whisper into Netty’s ear.


    “I know, right?” she says, excited.


    I want to cry. “This isn’t fair.”


    “If you can imagine,” she says, “practically all of it is healthy.”


    “Ha, right!”


    “Inside or outside?” she says.


    I’m taking in the décor: the pale yellow paint, the brick walls (practically a staple of any really good bay area restaurant) with its framed pictures of Zazie (the French film star and France’s version of Shirley Temple) and the wooden wine shelves. It’s warm inside, and the air smells so good I’m sure it’s fattening, too. Zazie’s: the gateway drug to obesity.


    Mmmm.


    At this point, I’m thinking: a pound here or there…I can afford it, so whatevs. Inside feels cozy, but outside looks beautiful, too. We’re talking about an enclosed garden-like setting, one that has you feeling far removed from the hustle and bustle of the city. It screams of tranquility and fresh air, but right now I’m trying to stay warm, so really, my mind is made up.


    “Inside. It just seems, I don’t know, perfect. Don’t you think?”


    “I do,” Netty says.


    “So you say the gingerbread pancakes, huh?”


    “Pick what you want,” she says. “It’s all to die for. Especially the Mexican scrambled eggs with chorizo, although, it’s gonna burn a bit when you crap.”


    “Gross,” I say, inadvertently scrunching my nose.


    “Just a warning. Then again, I’d have them again in a heartbeat because, holy cow, they’re worth every flaming turd.”


    Unfortunately it’s not really that loud in here, so the woman sitting at the table next to us leans over and says to Netty, “Are you talking about the Mexican scramble?”


    “I am,” Netty says proudly.


    She looks right at me, serious as can be for an older woman of maybe fifty or sixty, and she says, “Trust me, they’re worth it. The roasted peppers and white cheddar…simply divine.”


    “I’m sold,” I say, thinking a Mexican breakfast followed by a hot evacuation sounds like just the right combo. It will be like old times. What I’m thinking is the nostalgia alone is worth indigestion and personal humiliation. Really though, I feel sorry for whatever bathroom I’m going to destroy.


    Gross, I know, but seriously, whatthef*ckever.


    When the waiter asks me what I want, I’m like, “I’ll take the Mexican scramble, extra spicy please, with lots of ice water.”


    “That a girl,” the woman next to us says.
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    After an amazing breakfast that fails on every level to disappoint, Netty asks what I want to do and I’m like, “We need to find a costume shop. Someplace where they sell wigs and big sunglasses and stuff.”


    “What for?” she says.


    “Surveillance.”


    “On?”


    “Gerhard’s lab. That’s where I took Rebecca from. That’s where I’m going to start looking for her.”


    “And what are you going to do about the crazy doctor if you see him?”


    Damn. I left my tazer gun at home. My stomach drops, which weighs more than usual since it’s now holding breakfast. What was I thinking?


    Stupid, stupid, stupid!


    It takes me a minute to respond, then: “I don’t know. It’ll be strictly hands-off until I can assess the situation. Really at this point it’s just reconnaissance.”


    The waiter brings us our bill, I smile big at him and tell him how much I love this place, the food and the service, and then I leave a generous tip and we head back to the Audi.


    “Do you have your license?” I ask her. “I need to rent a car so you’ll have to take the Audi.”


    “What?” she says, the look on her face incredulous. “Why?”


    “Jesus, Netty, where are you? I told you, I’m doing surveillance and the Audi isn’t exactly subtle.”


    “No,” she says. “It’s not.”


    “So do you have your license or not?” I say, starting the engine.


    “Is this who you are anymore?” she asks, concern bleeding into her eyes and voice.


    I look right at her, into those lovely eyes of hers, and I say, “You know this is who I am.”


    “It just scares me sometimes, that’s all.”


    “License?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good, let’s go get a van.”


    “I thought we were renting a car.”


    “Netty, no one in their right mind would kidnap someone in a car,” I say, even though I took Rebecca from Heim in the Audi just recently.


    What I don’t say, however, and what Netty might eventually realize, is that I won’t be re-re-kidnapping Rebecca again, I’ll be taking the psychotic doctor, too. I’m going to see how that son of a bitch likes having his heart set on fire.




    Scarred up and Sarging
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    The drive to Vegas was an exercise in the mundane. Brayden drove from one crappy town to the next only to leave it all behind for more desert. Talk about depressing. All he could think about was Abby.


    After being kicked out of her house, after doing what they did together in Santa Monica and surviving what they survived, to be separated so quickly made him feel like an aborted fetus. His life felt like a sappy love novel where no one died, they were just devastated that someone hijacked their destiny.


    Maybe he teared-up somewhere along the way. Like in the desert when he was sure he was all alone on the road. His helplessness, it was pernicious at best. Why did he have to like Abby so much? She started out as a goddamn swamp donkey for heaven’s sake!


    But she wasn’t that…Savannah thing anymore. Hadn’t been that for awhile.


    Almost all the way to Vegas, he tried remembering the beastly troll look of her when she first arrived, but he couldn’t dredge up a clear enough image. There was only the feeling of her once being this uninspiring slug. The feeling he had of her now was different. All he could see was her new face, her spectacular body, that look of steadfast determination in her expression. Who Abby had been—the subcutaneous eyesore known as Savannah Van Duyn—that girl was long gone.


    This new version of her was an unattainable desire. A girl he couldn’t have. His first real crush, the one who would never be his. It sucked to admit that, but it was true. Painfully true. Brayden wasn’t ugly like he used to be, but he was no Damien. He was no Jake Teller. On a scale of one to ten, ten being so good looking girls went sterile just being near you, he was a four who became a seven. Barely. And Abby? She was a two who transformed into a ten. The very nature of her being a ten was him realizing tens don’t date sevens. Now she was realizing it, too.


    Of course, Romeo and Titan—his pick-up artist friends and his mentors—would adamantly claim otherwise. That’s why he liked them. Their philosophies, their strategies, their success, it created space for hope. It made him feel like the impossible could be realized. But the life of a pick-up artist could be a lonely one: you never got attached, never settled down. You just pursued girls, hooked up and pursued some more. Like a bad cycle with no room for romance, no room for love to foster, to grow and to form something more meaningful. God he sounded like such a girl right now.


    That didn’t make it unrealistic, though, did it?


    Finding the one girl who could be everything was the dream, but the thing about serial dating was you become A.D.D. for the next new thing. You crave the chase. The lay. A player works the odds. Getting laid, it’s basically a numbers game.


    Women are the conquest, but players don’t want a woman. They don’t want one person. They want women, as in more than one. As in many.


    Dating to guys like Titan and Romeo meant two, maybe three encounters followed by gratuitous sex, followed by the giving of the consummate let down. When he was staying with them before, both during Christmas break awhile back and recently at the beginning of summer, their phones were ringing off the hook.


    But he wasn’t like his friends. He didn’t need to get laid ninety-six times to feel whole. He could care less about the attention, or the reputation.


    All he wanted was one: Abby.


    So, when he finally pulled into Vegas at nearly ten o’clock, rather than joining up with Titan and Romeo, he checked into the Wynn hotel. Alone. He paid for a panoramic corner view room, then asked the front desk clerk—a twentysomething with a small chin beard and spiky hair—to have some sleeping pills delivered to his room.


    When the kid started to object, Brayden slid him a twenty and said, “Seriously dude, the drive from San Francisco has me restless, and I don’t have the patience to hunt for a pharmacy this time of night. I’ll take whatever you have, really. At this point, I’m not terribly picky.”
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    The pills arrived with his luggage. After sleeping for like thirteen hours straight, he called his father and told him where he was staying.


    “I haven’t heard from you for awhile now,” his father said.


    Brayden’s voice bore the tone of depressed youth. “I’ve had a bad run of things.”


    “You’re not gambling, are you?”


    “No.”


    “Do you need money?”


    “I should get a job, but…”


    “Why don’t you come and work with me for the rest of the summer. Eventually you’ll have to learn the business. Your time here, it won’t be for nothing.”


    “I don’t know, dad. I’m just not in the right frame of mind for that.”


    Brayden wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps about as much as he wanted to do ten inch lines of blow and watch midget porn in his mother’s underwear in front of a live television audience. Basically it wasn’t going to happen. And now? Right now he felt wasted from the sleeping pills and basically too depressed to do anything.


    He father was a successful oil man, but he was also a giant among regular men. That made him seem so much bigger to a kid, especially Brayden. The brilliant thing about his father—who was uglier even than Brayden—was he managed to turn his ugliness into a superpower, something Brayden could never do. Around the man, Brayden felt weak. Apologetic. Like the very sight of him was Kryptonite to his father’s super-sized Texas strength.


    Brayden’s father never really berated him for what was once physical weakness, or his excessive displeasure to the naked eye. His only transgression was trying to mold his son into the mini-me version of himself. It was this unreasonable nudging that caused Brayden to turn to computers.


    Online you could be anyone. Any face on the internet, you could save and post it as your own. You could be handsome, popular, famous, infamous, cruel or unrelenting. You could steal other, more successful people’s accolades for yourself, plagiarize some long dead poet’s work and intersperse it into love notes to women in online chat rooms, even cut pictures of some dude’s gigantic rod and paste it on your own pelvis just to make yourself look absolutely HUGE. Online, Brayden could be the Wizard of Oz. It was like a dream compared to the reality of his father’s boring, boring offline life.


    In his bedroom late at night, in the privacy of his room, subjected to only his own company and limited only by his outlandish imagination, Brayden discovered his own set of superpowers. The code he wrote and broke, the way he could penetrate even the most secure of firewalls, it was as if he were given some dark talent and all he needed to do to rule the world was refine it.


    So he did.


    Eventually he grew to be one of the most notorious hackers ever to rattle the cage that was the worldwide web. A feat he was particularly proud of. A feat he had to keep only to himself.


    The only reason Brayden let himself get caught was to prove to his father he wasn’t a nobody. That in a different world, he was a giant, too.


    Of course, he went and got himself arrested. He knew his father and their army of lawyers could get him off, but not without serious repercussions. He would soon be in the employ of the FBI working for free to stop guys like him from breaking into systems like theirs.


    Now the very thought of being on a computer startled his father. Made him worry for his son’s future. But for Brayden, it was only a matter of time.


    “You’re not using, are you?” his father asked. First the questions of gambling, now this? No, he wasn’t using a computer. The first signs of panic, however, were already changing his father’s voice.


    “No. No computers. It’s just…I went to stay with Abby for a few days and our friend Maggie, well, she sort of killed herself on account of being raped by this real piece of shit music executive.”


    Silence. A breath.


    “Wow,” his father said, like the idea of teen suicide was a novel one.


    Brayden sat up in the oversized bed, skimmed his palms over what was becoming a shadow of newly grown hair, then used the room’s touch screen device to open the drapes. He had booked several nights in the panoramic corner room, using what credit was left on his card to pay the deposit. When he checked in last night, the first thing he did was open the windows and marvel at the lights of the Vegas strip. The nighttime views did something to him. Made him think he could be different. Someone new amongst the darkness and the lights and the anonymity of the city. But then he just fell into the bed, the sickness in his stomach an ever expanding force brought on by so many things gone wrong.


    Now, with the phone to his ear, wearing only his boxers, he crawled out of bed and went to the window overlooking the daytime version of the strip.


    What an ugly sprawl, he thought.


    The words dry and hot came to mind. Everything looked dingy. You have to be a vampire to live here, he thought, because who in the fuck would want to be awake in this town during the day? Maybe he’d be that guy, that “vampire” who slept through the day only to go out and own the night. Maybe he’d live that life for awhile.


    “I keep wondering how bad it has to be for a person to choose suicide,” he told his father. A lot of people come to Las Vegas to suicide themselves. After what Maggie did, as quiet and unhappy as he usually seemed, he couldn’t help wondering if he was going to end up like that, too. “Did I say she was raped?” he asked in a faraway voice.


    “Yes, you did.”


    “Yeah.”


    His father took a moment to consider this before saying, “Is there anything I can do?”


    What he was really asking was if Brayden needed money, or if his son wanted him to investigate the music executive. Lloyd James, when given a task, was a pit bull of a man in that he refused to leave something like rape and suicide unanswered for. Brayden wanted neither. He was just talking, not even because he needed to be heard.


    All Brayden really wanted was to check the evening news and maybe the L.A. Times to see what got said when Demetrius and Bryn Giardino’s shot bodies were discovered. And he wanted to know the moment the cops found Giardino’s computer files containing all those desecrated girls. Brayden prayed the detectives on the case would get so bogged down in suspects they would just rule it a murder-suicide and be done with it.


    “I’m at the Wynn right now,” he said to his father’s question. “I guess I’m running a little low on money.”


    “It would be great to see you,” his father said. “Your mother misses you.”


    “Mother or step-mother?”


    “Both.”


    Brayden flipped on the flat panel television to the local news and muted it. If there was anything about that dead scumbag and his homicidal/suicidal wife, it would be on all the networks. Which it was not. In that moment, nothing about them was even known.


    The thing about high-profile murder/suicides was they wore you out because, once released, they hit the radio, the newspapers, the TV, the social media, everywhere.


    Mass media overkill.


    The big unknown was Abby’s blood. The big unknown was how much time the police would spend on all the unanswered questions when the guy killed by his wife was found to be raping teenage talent for a living.


    This could be an open-and-shut case if the cops were horrified enough.


    Or they could dig for the truth without reservation or prejudice, which he hoped they wouldn’t do. At this point, anything could happen. Not that he was scared. He wasn’t.


    Not yet, anyway.


    He just didn’t want this blowing back on Abby. It was a brave thing she did, trying to avenge her friend. Admirable beyond measure, in his book.


    His father cleared his throat and Brayden snapped out of it. “I want to be alone for awhile, you know?” Brayden said. “With my thoughts.”


    “I’ll wire some money into your account,” Lloyd announced.


    Brayden practically fell into one of the white chairs at the pedestal table. He felt weak, totally drained from so much driving. From the mental strain of the last few days. For a moment, all that he wanted was to let his body acclimate to the change of scenery. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, couldn’t help thinking about the past.


    Astor Academy to Las Vegas to Palo Alto to Los Angeles back to Palo Alto back to Vegas. He felt worse than exhausted. No more travel. The furthest he was willing to go in the next few days was maybe the bathroom, and if he felt like it, downstairs to one of the Wynn’s various nightclubs.


    There was XS and Surrender; there was Tryst. All amazing clubs. And the women, they were off-the-chart beautiful. Romeo and Titan took him there before. He had the best time.


    Thinking of being with other women made him wonder if he and Abby would ever get together. They were so close, but he was officially trapped in the dreaded “friend zone.” He could see her naked and she could see him naked, they could plan a murder together and nearly die, but they’d never have sex and she’d never be in love with him. This thought alone had him thinking about going downstairs and losing himself in someone who would never matter.


    “Brayden?”


    “Sorry, dad. You should see this view out here. It’s amazing.” The way he said it was the same way guys in drug movies said it when they were so hung over the next day they had to pick their face up off the floor just to breathe.


    “I’m sure it is.”


    “I really appreciate how you’re always taking care of me, dad. How you’re always doing nice things for me.”


    “Will twenty-five grand get you through the summer?”


    “Yeah, that’ll be just fine.”


    “I’ll make it thirty.”


    “That’s too much.”


    “Nonsense,” Lloyd said.


    The thing about Brayden’s father was, he was raised on a cattle farm in Texas. Brayden’s grandparents had money but they never used it for luxury. The old man was a hick through and through. His father only happened into the oil industry by his family’s association with the nearby Bush family. Lloyd left cattle for oil and never looked back. He loved the trade, but Brayden—like his dad—longed for a different future. Still, that didn’t mean Lloyd wanted to withhold luxury from Brayden the way it was withheld from him and his siblings. That’s why he was so giving.


    “I love you, man,” his father said. “Be safe. And call me if you need anything else.”


    “Love you, too, dad. And thanks…for everything.”


    They hung up the phone and Brayden slowly but efficiently slid right back into bed, and into an even deeper state of despondency. Eventually he pushed the button to close the drapes and the room once again fell into complete darkness. He shut his eyes, went to sleep. It wasn’t until just after three that afternoon that he opened his eyes again. And by then he told himself it was time to get his fake ID and head downstairs for afternoon cocktails.
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    Day game. It’s not exactly pick-up 101. Having day game is you as a pick-up artist taking your skills to the next level. Picking up women during the day at places like the grocery store, book stores, or the mall, it’s harder than you think. It isn’t like a nightclub where you use the cover of music and darkness to your advantage, or as a means of hiding the embarrassment of being rejected. Guys with day game, they don’t need wingmen. They go it alone.


    And the one thing they know—and they know this with absolute certainty—is you don’t just walk up to a woman and ask for her number. And asking for a date? When you’re a complete stranger? Talk about premature. Talk about putting the cart before the horse.


    Dudes with day game, their confidence is rock solid. It has to be. These guys, they weren’t born with skills or confidence, and chances were, when they first got into it, they had zero game. Chances are they were just AFC’s (average frustrated chumps) dying to elevate their skills. So they earned said skills one blistering rejection at a time. Just like he would earn it. Right now.


    Tonight.


    The more Brayden thought about it, the more he was like, what’ve I got to lose anyway? It was only a matter of crawling his worthless ass out of bed.


    As he laid there, in his ridiculously expensive room with the tall drapes closed and darkness his best friend, he figured he could do two things: one, he could get absolutely piss drunk at the downstairs bar, or two, he could quit being such a sad-sack-Sally and pull himself together. After nearly an hour of personal deliberation involving berating, chastising, name calling and a deep and lasting tirade of self-loathing, he decided to quit being such a bitch and just go.


    “Get up,” he muttered.


    Kick the legs out of the blankets. Push the blankets to the bottom of the bed, sit up. Move forward, slide your butt off the bed. Feet on the floor. Stand up, go to the bathroom.


    “Jesus,” he muttered.


    He walked into the bathroom, pulled out his hair trimmer, buzzed his head leaving only a shadow of hair. The glass shower was beautiful. The tiles inviting. He sloughed off his clothes and took the longest, hottest shower he could stand. Maybe he cried about his life. Maybe he cried thinking of what he did in Santa Monica, what he saw when Bryn Giardino blew her head off, what he felt when he was naked with Abby. He thought about being with her, about Christian Swann telling him he had to leave, about Abby taking Rebecca and leaving without saying good-bye. The hole in his stomach, it made the state of Montana seem small by comparison.


    He shut off the shower, dried off and then got dressed. He stood in front of the mirror, wasted, staring at his reflection. “You suck,” he said to the face in the mirror.


    From his overnight bag, he pulled out his eyebrow pencil, used it to both darken (and strengthen) his eyebrows and to lightly line his lower eye lids. When you’re a straight guy using makeup to make yourself more attractive to women, artistry as well as subtlety is critical. Too much and you’re going to look like you’re into other dudes; not enough and what’s the point?


    When he was done, he took a deep breath, appraised himself, smiled. For a second, he actually felt good about the way he looked. His nose was perfect, his chin masculine, his face chiseled into something handsome.


    All thanks to Abby.


    Titan and Romeo would be surprised. Perhaps even impressed. And Aniela? His previous wingman (rather, wingwoman) with that lovely face and that intoxicating body? Mmmmm. He knew exactly what her reaction would be. A vision of the busty Polish beauty sprung to mind. Her striking face, those big kissable lips, that curvy body, the way her breath smelled like candy. She would be so proud.


    “Time to go,” he said.


    He put on his pants, slipped on his best button-up long sleeve shirt, stepped into his Kenneth Cole shoes, then did the once-over. He opened one more button, checked himself in the mirror, then shook his head.


    Yes.


    The thing about him was, it would be easy to hook back up with Romeo, Titan, and especially Aniela. But he couldn’t do that. He left for Abby. She broke his heart and now here he was, back in Vegas, back to drown in the desert heat, the clubs and the immoral women.


    He couldn’t do that as a tagalong. He couldn’t ride on their coattails, poach their unwanted girls, feed on scraps. He had to get his own women and he had to know how, and the only way to do that was to open as many women as he could (into conversation), pull as many numbers as he could, get himself a few dates and maybe even get laid. At his age, losing his virginity was like winning an Oscar, sans the red carpet and all the freaking applause.


    Despite his clearly defined goals, he was a mess. He vowed not to save himself for Abby. He had to stop dreaming that sorry little dream. When he reunited with his Vegas friends, it would be as a man, not a love-struck little virgin boy.
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    The first thing Titan said to Brayden and the two other guys with him at their first session on the art of pick-up so long ago was this: “The idea of a soul mate is crap. Guys always think God created the perfect woman for them, if only they could find her. Me and Romeo are here to tell you she doesn’t exist. Soul mates don’t exist.”


    Back then Brayden’s young, influential mind was theirs. Back then there was something inside him—rather some other version of himself—waking up to their way of thinking. There was no perfect order; chaos truly reigned supreme. Brayden clung to the idea for dear life.


    “What you guys need to realize is there isn’t the perfect woman for time and all eternity as much as there’s the perfect woman for right now. Tonight’s catch might be a blonde stripper with bolt-on tits, a tight ass and fire-engine red lipstick. But tomorrow? We’ll hit a totally different scene. With girls of a different variety. The ending won’t be the same. The perfect woman tomorrow might be a housewife with small, fast tits and a big ass, but the kind of personality that tells you she’s ready to do it like her vagina’s being sewn up for good at midnight. A woman like this, you’ll find her buying vegetables or grocery store vodka, or taking her dog to the groomers.”


    Brayden smirked, but the other two students remained still. Like maybe they were scared inside.


    “Every night we’ll meet different women, perfect and imperfect women, angels and strippers and business women. You will learn to talk to them, to interact with them, and to eventually seduce them. It will seem impossible at first, but later, it will be much easier to imagine.”


    The goofy looking college kid who showed up around the same time as Brayden, Wendell Bryce, he said, “So you don’t believe in soul mates?”


    Brayden and the third guy—Peter Sidowski—they both tried their best not to hard-roll their eyes.


    Jesus, Brayden was thinking, is this dude even listening?


    “Bro,” Romeo said with a sly grin, “you’re going to see ten soul mates this next month alone and if you do what we say, you’ll be able to nail half of them.”


    “I haven’t even kissed a girl and you’re telling me I’m going to…have…that I’m going to have intercourse with five perfect women? This month?”


    “It’s up to you,” Titan said. Brayden couldn’t help but grin at the word intercourse. “Do what we say, and you’ll get all the vagina you want.”


    “But puss out,” Romeo warned, “and you’ll end up crawling back to your miserable life of hand lotion and girl-on-girl porn and absolute, crushing solitude.”


    Brayden developed the deepest admiration for his mentors.


    Titan said, “You’re here to change your life, and we’re going to help you with that.”


    That was the Christmas break following Savannah’s amazing transformation from beastly to gorgeous, the very same Christmas his dad said he couldn’t get the treatment Savannah blackmailed for him from Gerhard. Naturally, he was depressed. Naturally he’d been thinking, thanks for nothing dad.


    So there he was, back then, sitting in the living room of some upper middle-class bachelor pad with these two men, Romeo and Titan, who could probably pull the kind of women he would never let himself dream of. What Brayden didn’t say, what he wanted to say, was the girls he liked never liked him. Ever.


    Nope. Couldn’t say that. Not with his awful Tobey Maguire hair. Not with the pale, scrawny body full of scars. And certainly not with that Toucan Sam beak of a nose and that ridiculously weak chin.


    He wanted to say, the thing about having a geek parade of mismatched body parts is that you eventually start thinking of your soul mate the same way you think about Santa Clause or the Easter Bunny: as non-existent.


    So nurturing the idea of there not being a soul mate wasn’t a hard concept to swallow. The idea of getting laid on a regular basis, however, began to tumble through his already distressed mind like an idea of someone else’s. The problem was, their idea for him never really got traction.


    Him meeting ten soul mates and bedding five of them? What a laugh! The horrible cliché, that beggars can’t be choosers, he was the beggar who was always too ashamed to beg.


    In his mind he was practically screaming that guys like him always got the fat chicks, the beastly chicks, the most self-loathing of sopping wet wildebeests. Basically, he was thinking, guys like him got the girls no self-respecting dude ever wanted.


    At that moment in time, during that fateful Christmas break, he was at his lowest point in life. Back then, he felt worthless. Hopeless until he met Titan and Romeo. That’s when he found he could breathe again.


    Titan said, “First thing you have to do is learn to talk to women. To do that you need a handful of solid openers.”


    “What’s an opener?” Brayden asked.


    Titan said openers are essentially conversation starters. He told Brayden, Peter and Wendell that having a unique opening line is what will keep girls from telling you to piss off. Basically, it was a way in.


    “Saying ‘hello’ and praying for the best will only get you so far,” Romeo said. “Most times, it’ll get you nowhere. Hello is not an opener. It’s a word. You seeking out a girl’s opinion? Now you have the makings of a solid opener.”


    He remembered thinking, that’s exactly what I need!


    And it was.
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    Now standing in the lobby of the Wynn, telling himself the world was not coming to an end, he took a moment to reminded himself Abby was not in love with him, nor would she ever be. Brayden reminded himself to just get over her, to get on with life. And get back in the damn game already!


    He thought about the right opener, thought about the right situation, then realized, it didn’t really matter. He had openers. He just didn’t have a reason to use them. Until now.


    “Just start,” he told himself.


    For a minute or two he scoped out the scene, then ended up wandering. It didn’t matter where he went, he just started talking to girls, to women, to dudes with girls.


    “The key to good pick-up,” Romeo once told him, “is not to get attached to a specific outcome. Just start meeting people.”


    Brayden talked to anyone and everyone, worked his lines, figured out what went well and what bombed. He even started approaching couples, just to be able to understand the dynamics. The thing about most women in relationships is they’re already bored with their man. They’re already tired. What Romeo said was most women are already out hunting for the next guy to save them from the monotony of the current guy.


    Titan said he couldn’t agree more, and he’d bagged plenty of taken woman.


    In the first hour Brayden did ten approaches, used ten openers. It all went bad. Embarrassment was his foremost emotion. Physical sickness was what he felt roiling through his gut at the start of each approach. One girl told him not to try so hard, another ignored him all together (which was worse than being told to piss off), and a few giggled and told him they weren’t the right girls, but good luck on the next girls.


    The next hour he approached twenty. Then only five in the third hour because the way things were going, he wasn’t so scared anymore. He was determined. And maybe a little bold. The thing about rejection is it gets old. Pretty soon you figure shit out, you get reckless, you say screw it and push hard for what you want. Halfway through the third hour, he found his girl.


    On a scale of one to ten, she was Jennifer Aniston hot. Horrible Bosses Jennifer Aniston. She had a wedding ring on her finger, two kids and an asshole dog in tow (her husband’s Yorkie), yet still she gave him all the signs and her cell number. Still she told him to text her at exactly eleven thirty.


    She said, “That’s eleven thirty P.M. Don’t call, you understand? Just text.”


    He understood. It was late; she was sneaky.


    Satisfied, finally feeling good about himself, he ate a steak dinner then headed to VDKA, one of the more informal bars in the Wynn. He sat in one of the plush white barstools, then pulled out his fake ID and asked the bartender to surprise him.
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    The bartender, a hard, sexy blonde that looked thirty-five but was—in all reality—probably in her mid-twenties, said, “What’s your mood?”


    With the biggest smile ever, he said, “Hopeful.”


    She didn’t smile back, but she didn’t groan either. As far as responses go, he could give a shit what she thought of him.


    “Flavored or straight up?”


    He felt himself relaxing. Sitting up, smiling an uncomplicated, airy smile, he said, “What flavors do you have?”


    The blonde went into bartender mode. “We have tangerine, cucumber, red grape hibiscus. Or if you want something different, there’s bacon, maple syrup, espresso, bloody Mary, cinnamon—”


    “What about in premium vodkas, something that can stand on its own?”


    “How deep are your pockets?” she said, very businesslike, even though they both knew she knew he was a kid and most certainly underage.


    “Deep,” he said, grinning and cocking his eyebrow the way he was taught.


    “The Beluga Noble Gold is exquisite, I like CLIX, and Jean Marc XO—”


    “Tell me about the Jean Marc.”


    “Amazing,” she said. She said this the same way she would say great sex is amazing. “It’s a hand-crafted vodka from the Cognac region in France. It’s distilled nine times in small batches using copper stills, and it’s charcoal filtered through Limousin oak.”


    “At this point, I don’t know what you’re saying,” Brayden teased. “In English, please.”


    “It’s like warm silk going down, plus it has a long finish, which is something girls like me appreciate.”


    “That sounds good,” he said, grinning. “I’ll take that, straight up.


    “I need to see—”


    Brayden slid his very expensive, very flawless fake ID across the bar top and said, “I’m thinking of putting it on a lanyard, the way it’s being forced out of me wherever I go.”


    She smiled, looked at it a long time because deep down, in her gut, she knew he wasn’t twenty-five, then she slid it back and said, “You look young.”


    “Like I said, thinking of putting it on a lanyard.”


    “It’s a good ID,” she replied, not meeting his eyes.


    “I used to date this older woman, she was in her early thirties, and she said looking as young as I do, in my later years, I’d appreciate it. Right now I’m just tired of everyone thinking I’m a kid.”


    The bartender filled a glass, dropped in a black stir straw for no good reason he could figure, then set it on a cocktail napkin and pushed it in front of him. He didn’t drink it right away, he simply thanked her and took in his surroundings.


    The place was busy, but not packed. Conversations floated through the air in pieces, along with laughter and the stern tone of self-importance coming from some fat dude with two gorgeous hookers on his arm.


    The way it was in the movies, where some lonely, hot broad in a red dress with ample cleavage and overdone hair and perfect makeup sits down next to the leading man? That wasn’t how it was with Brayden. Even in a crowded bar, he felt shut off from the world. Not that it mattered. He told himself he was celebrating. Tonight he was going to pound out all his depression with a married woman. She would be his first. The one to convert him from a boy into a man.


    After a sip of vodka, which went down smooth and did finish long, he asked the bartender for a pen and another napkin. She gave him both and he started taking notes about the evening. About what openers worked best.


    Titan said, “Keep a journal, that way you don’t forget those hard lessons.”


    By the time he was done, black ink covered both sides of the napkin. When the bartender finally got the nerve to ask what he was writing, Brayden said, “My manifesto. One day I will be famous, then desolate and then humbled. I’ll want to know how it all began, and where it all went wrong.”


    She smiled, relaxed for a moment and then said, “How did it begin?”


    “Presumably with a married woman and her husband’s asshole dog. It should make for a great story.”


    She laughed and said, “I hope it does.”


    He was just finishing his third drink and trying not to wet his pants because his bladder was that full when a three-set of college girls took the bar stools next to him.


    Immediately they had his attention.


    They were laughing and joking and talking a hundred miles an hour and for the first time ever, he didn’t feel intimidated. Carefully, he folded his napkin, slid it into his pocket then sighed. It was deep and satisfying.


    For the first time since Abby’s father kicked him out of the house, he felt the sweet nectar of promise glistening in his heart.


    One of the girls looked at him and he held her eye. Before he would’ve looked away. Now he just sat there. Content. His face curved into that of a man with a dark, coveted secret he has yet to tell. That’s the look Romeo says drives women nuts.


    “These girls, they’ll see that look on your face, and they’ll have to know what you’re thinking,” Romeo had said. “They’ll just have to know.”


    The girl next to him, a nice looking brunette with a good body and straight white teeth, said “hi” and he said, “hey” back. And then her skinny blonde friend was like, “This is Vegas, why are you alone right now?”


    Beside the two of them, the furthest away, sat the requisite chubby friend. She had a pretty face, but her body wasn’t as good as either of her friends. He tried not to look at the roll in her tummy.


    Brayden smiled and said, “You know when you’ve been partying forty-eight straight hours and you’re so tired, but you’re totally wired from no sleep and too much fun?”


    They were like, “Yeah,” and he was like, “Me and my buddies, and a few girls whose names I’ve already forgotten, we were partying in a suite upstairs when Miley Cyrus comes waltzing in with a mob of groupies like fifteen deep. Now I’m not a fan, and that twerking thing on the VMA’s didn’t make me feel like I was missing anything special, but she sat down on the couch right next to me and sang one of her songs and I swear to God it was mesmerizing. That was practically two hours ago. I’ve been sitting here, alone since then because I just want to marinate and reflect, you know?”


    The girls were spellbound, hanging on his every word. His every lie. A real player, a guy with consummate skills, he could paint every situation as a Hollywood moment. Even being alone could be cool if you just have the right story.


    He put the rest of the vodka down, then turned his bar stool ever so slightly toward them. The cutest of the three, the brunette, she said, “What’s your name?”


    He made a show of looking uncomfortable and said, “I’m not supposed to be here right now. I think maybe me being here is illegal, or at the very least a breach of contract, so I’m not sure I should be throwing my name around, even though I’m no one special.”


    “Why aren’t you supposed to be here?” the skinny blonde asked. She wasn’t that cute the more Brayden studied her, but there was something magnetic about her personality.


    “I’m supposed to be in New York with my father signing a book contract right now, but the truth is, I didn’t write the book. My father paid Stephen King’s kid to write it for me.”


    It was almost scary how easy the lies came. Then again, when you don’t believe in soul mates, the idea of a long term relationship takes up exactly no space in your head.


    They all laugh, like they can’t believe it.


    “I’m not the writer type, you know?” he continued. “My father, he wants me to be, but I’m not. I’m more into celebrity scandal, taboo behavior, the seedy underbelly of places like L.A., New York and Vegas. It all just seems—I don’t know—so much more interesting. I mean, who wants to sit in a room strung out on coke or Oxy or porn, struggling to craft something witty and interesting so that someone I don’t know can one day read it and say I’m so clever, so insightful? Not me, that’s who.”


    “What would you rather be doing?” the smoking hot brunette sitting next to him asked. She turned her bar stool completely away from her friends to face Brayden. Their knees were practically touching.


    “Get any closer and I’ll have to tell you about invading my personal space,” he said with the slyest grin. Her face crinkled. He put his hand on her knee, gave it a shove. Her bar stool swung back, but then he grabbed her knee again, pulled it back halfway and said, “Don’t want you going too far.”


    Right then, the chubby blonde chimed in. “So seriously, what would you rather be doing?”


    “I’ll tell you what,” he said, “no offense, but my life is exciting to other people, but boring to me. I’d rather hear about you guys.”


    “We were going to get drunk, then stoned, and then we were going to have a slumber party,” the brunette said. She wore the invitation on her body. “You want to join?”


    He thought about the married woman, and then he thought of these three girls and he was like, “A slumber party sounds divine. It’ll have to be later though. So why don’t I call you in a couple of hours? It’s probably time to get back to my friends, and maybe pop an upper so I can go late.”


    He handed his cell phone to the brunette and said, “Put your number in here.” She did. After that he said, “Kiss me before I leave, in case we don’t see each other again.” He pointed to his cheek and she kissed him in that exact spot.


    He paid his tab to the bartender, who was watching the scene intently and smiling but in a curious kind of way. He started to leave when the so-so blonde said, “What are we, chopped liver?”


    He smiled, then let her kiss him, too.


    The chubby one, whose face was almost as pretty as the brunette’s, actually kissed him on the mouth. Her lips tasted like lemon drops.


    “We have a winner,” he said in a low, sensual voice, then he turned and waved good bye as he disappeared into the crowd.


    On the way up the elevator, the chubby girl who had kissed him brought something to mind, this thing Titan said when they were out last. He said, “Never write off ugly girls or fat girls. They may not be so easy on the eyes, but an ugly broad with ambition is sometimes better in bed than a hot broad who acts like her dick smells like warm toffee.”
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    When he got to his room, at exactly eleven thirty P.M., Brayden texted the married woman’s number, and ten minutes later she was knocking on his hotel door.


    The way you sometimes get so nervous you feel like you have to shart your pants, that was how Brayden felt. He couldn’t even swallow his throat was that dry.


    When he opened the door, she stepped inside, kissed him hard on the mouth, then shut the door, half-licked her lower lip and said, “Whatever little girl you kissed before me, by the time I’m done with you, you won’t even remember her name.”


    Insightful, this one.


    In the span of those searing hot thirty-five minutes, Brayden learned many things, but mostly he learned married women scared the shit out of him. The way she tore apart his virginity, how she sucked it up and abused it, how she rode him ruthless until his hip bones were bruised and his body was like a wrung out sponge and wrapped in a well-lathered sweat, she was monstrous and wonderful. She left him sprawled out on the bed…naked, pale and spent. She left him wrecked and content. Then she left him without a single word. Not even a good-bye. Ten bucks said her husband’s dog needed her. Not that it mattered. He didn’t even get the woman’s name.


    Laughing out loud to himself, he thought, this was perfect.


    When he finally sat up, after he showered, he called the brunette. She answered the phone and she was like, “We’re so high right now!”


    There was a lot of giggling going on in the background.


    “On what?” he said.


    “Pot. The best blend ever. It’s called God’s Uterus and it’s heaven. Swear to Jesus, you need to get your balls here like right now.”


    She gave him their room number and he went two floors down. When the smoking hot brunette opened the door, she was in her lingerie, a sheer purple and white laced two piece that was sexy as hell. The other two girls were in their lingerie, too.


    “We need to get you out of those pants,” the brunette said. Her eyes were bloodshot. Her mouth was hungry. She reached down and started undoing his belt. Her right breast fell out. She didn’t seem to notice.


    Oh my God, he thought. Oh my motherfreaking gawd!


    The brunette let his pants fall to the floor and he just stood there. Not picking them up. Not really caring because apparently this was their regular Saturday night and who the hell was he to cock block anyone’s regular Saturday night?


    “You want a hit?” the blonde said. The chubby one was taking a hard pull on a fat, homemade joint, but he was like, “I’ve got drug testing in the morning.”


    “What for?”


    He mumbled something unintelligible then said, “So how do you all know each other?” and that’s when the chubby blonde passed the joint to her skinny blonde friend, then started touching the girl’s arms and back seductively. The skinny blonde girl, her nipples were like spent bullet casings pressed against sheer fabric.


    “We’re roomies at ASU,” she said.


    “You seem close,” Brayden said. The brunette’s hand went to his neck. Fingernails raked over his head. Her tit was still out. Then all their tits were out. Then all of them were making out, watching him watch them.


    “You want to join us?” the chubby blonde asked. For some reason, he found her charming, even though he was sure he didn’t want to have sex with her.


    “I’m totally enjoying the voyeuristic nature of all this,” he said. Thinking about doing this again, having sex and not having any bullets left in the proverbial chamber, it made him nervous.


    The Jennifer Aniston look-alike, the mom he just had, she turned him inside out and left him dry. She took everything from him. To the brunette, he said, “Kiss her, but with tongue this time.”


    The brunette turned and kissed the chubby blonde and that was how it went. They all got each other off, then they asked to get him off and he said, “About an hour and a half ago, I hooked up with this married woman who did things girls your age still haven’t even heard of yet. In fact, she did some things to me that don’t yet have names.”


    They were all naked, wet and writhing. When he said this, they all sort of stopped moving. Like they didn’t know what to make of what he just said.


    “The thing is,” he said, turning down the lights and taking off his shirt, “there was one of her and three of you, so if you don’t mind, please just enjoy yourselves and in a moment or two, I’d be delighted to join in.”


    Much to his satisfaction, not a single one of them objected. They were merely thrilled to have an audience of his caliber.
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    The next day he woke up in his hotel room, went downstairs and worked out, then decided it was time to put his defining tragedy behind him. After all, he was no longer a virgin. No longer a boy. No longer inexperienced.


    Following a quick shower, he bought some board shorts at a gift shop downstairs and headed out to the pool to work on his tan.


    The idea of sitting out at the pool in front of all those strangers with his scars in full view gave his stomach a reason to make a really tedious, really exhausting roll. The excuses poured into his mind. He stopped in the middle of the hallway. Someone bumped into him, a woman with her kids on the way to the pool as well.


    “Excuse us,” she said coldly.


    You need to do this, he told himself. He started to sweat.


    Go.


    Go!


    He put one foot in front of the other and walked toward the pool. His face burned hot, his bowels sagged loose. Still he forced himself outside to the pool. Girls in bikinis were everywhere. Smoking hot girls he would lop off a baby toe to hook up with.


    Just do it.


    He reminded himself he was with the married woman last night, the virgin killer, and she hadn’t said word one about his scars. And of the three girls, the only one not high enough to notice was the fat girl and she was like, “Oh boy, I bet there’s a story behind those!” And there was.


    Screw it.


    He pulled his shirt off. His scars were officially out in the open. He sat down thinking it would have been easier to pull off his pants instead. He would have been less embarrassed with his ding-dong hanging out in the open for everyone to see.


    As he sat there showing the world his scars, he thought, this is the end of my weakness, my fear, my insecurity. He forced the sly grin. He made his face look like he had the juiciest secret in the world, and then he laid back and soaked in the sun like it was no biggie. Even though it was.


    Having game was about believing girls want you, and if they don’t it’s their loss, not yours. At the pool, he chatted up a few of the guests. One of them, roughly the same age as the Jennifer Aniston look-alike and nearly as beautiful, said, “I make a killer drink,” and Brayden was like, “Just one drink?”


    “You’ll only need this one,” she said. Her body was tanned and beautiful, and he watched her eyes drift down his body, roaming through his patchwork of scars.


    “It must be a special drink,” he said. At this point, now that he saw her seeing his scars, he was waiting for the excuses, the reasons to move on.


    “Adios Motherfucker.”


    “You’re leaving? So soon?”


    “No, that’s the name of the drink, silly.”


    “That’s a drink?” Brayden asked.


    “It’s a drink, and an experience.”


    “In that case,” he said, pulling on his shirt, “I’m in.”


    “My name is Becky, by the way.”


    Becky? Oh boy. Rebecca, then Becky? He took it as a good sign to go with her.


    Brayden stuck out his hand and introduced himself. Becky was a gorgeous red head with lovely green eyes and sensuous lips, and she was wearing the smallest black bikini he’d ever seen. Upstairs, on the fourth floor, she wrapped her towel around her waist and went to the mini-fridge.


    “So what’s in this drink anyway?”


    “Half ounce of vodka. Half ounce of tequila. Half ounce of gin. Half ounce of Blue Curacao liqueur, two ounces sweet and sour mix, two ounces of 7-Up.”


    “Jesus Christ of Nazareth,” Brayden said.


    She turned and grinned at him and said, “I know, right?”


    He sat at the table, but the minute his butt hit the seat, she said, “Dammit, this isn’t the right gin.”


    She turned around, gave him a meek look. “We need to make a gin run. Do you mind?”


    What else was he going to do?


    “I’ve got time, woman.”


    “I need to change,” she said. “Do you mind?”


    “No.”


    He started to turn around but she said, “No, I mean, is it going to bother you if you see me naked, that kind of ‘do you mind.’”


    “Oh,” he said, suddenly breathless, “no.” When it rains, it pours.


    She untied her bikini in slow motion and right there in front of him she got completely naked.


    “Since I’m not dressed,” she said, “you should get undressed, too, and maybe we could do it before getting drinks, and then maybe do it again when we’ve got a few down.”


    “I love the way you look,” he said, his stomach in his throat in a good way, “and I love the way you think, but I’m bored by meaningless sex, so maybe we should just get the drinks first and see what happens from there.”


    Titan said if a woman comes on too strong, put her off awhile and it will only enhance the flavor.


    She gave a non-committal shrug then said, “I suppose that’ll work.”


    In spite of what he just said, he couldn’t take his eyes off her and she put her clothes on in slow motion, not taking her eyes off him.


    In the back of his mind, Brayden was thinking, it’s time. He was thinking, after this, I’m going to Titan and Romeo’s. In the back of his mind, he was anxious to see the lovely and amazing Aniela.


    What he didn’t think about was Abby and how she would not approve of his odd behavior, or his attitude. What he didn’t think about was how he felt like he was losing himself in Vegas. How he got here wounded and weak, but how he’d be leaving here with an entirely new attitude based on things like man-whoring and debauchery.


    And some solid freaking day game.




    Baby Darth Vader and the Wondrous Things
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    I pull into what looks like a dying, low budget car rental agency, grab the bag of items I bought from the costume shop, then get out of my car and hand the keys to Netty.


    “You’re okay driving?” I ask. The thing is, I love my Audi. I mean, I love it, love it. Okay, I’m obsessed, it’s true. Whatever, sue me.


    “I’ll take good care of her, Abby,” Netty says. Then: “You’re sure about this?”


    “Yes,” I say, firm. “Go already.”


    She does.


    I walk inside the small white and blue building where it smells like oil and old packing blankets.


    I approach the thirty-something guy at the counter prepared to ask for the closest thing to a panel van he has. Looking the way I do, however, asking for a panel van might be the same as announcing a future kidnapping, so I quickly refine my strategy.


    “What can I do for you?” the man asks, his voice low, like he’s trying to hide it from something or someone. His breath smells a touch more sour than the air. It’s not a gross a smell, but it isn’t minty fresh either.


    He gives me the kind of look that says, “What the hell’s a pretty girl like you doing at a dive like this?”


    I smile anyway.


    My eyes flick down to the name stitched onto his pressed, cornflower blue shirt: Tyler. With his deep-set eyes, his bearded face, and his slightly larger than average ears, he looks like a Tyler.


    “I need a minivan, something not nice at all. Something I could lose friends by driving, if you know what I mean.”


    “I have the perfect van,” he says. He’s only seeing me in glances at this point. His fingers start hitting keys at a rapid click; his eyes are glued to his computer screen, this fat electronic box that looks like it was most likely made by sweat shop children in China back when Reagan was President.


    “I’ve got this beat-to-shit Ford Windstar minivan. It’s old and ugly, and it’s got almost two hundred thousand miles on it, but it’s clean inside and runs decent. I don’t charge much.”


    He’s looking at me now like he’s just asked a question he wants the answer to.


    “Sounds perfect.”


    “Driver’s license and insurance,” he says. I hand over both and he makes copies off an old Sharp copier that takes forever to do its freaking job. He looks at my license and says, “You ain’t twenty five, not that it matters on this car.”


    “No,” I repeat, “I’m not twenty-five, but I’m responsible.”


    “Alright. You want the extra insurance?” he says, handing me back my driver’s license and insurance card.


    The laugh that erupts from deep within me is almost embarrassing. I cover my mouth with my hand, unable to stop the reaction. Tyler raises his eyebrows, then—as if he’s embarrassed—he puts his fingers back to work on the computer for a good two minutes. My face sizzles with humiliation. This guy, he must think I’m the most conceited bitch ever right now. I turn away, try to hide the red creeping into my cheeks.


    My eyes look around the squared, dingy walls holding up the facility, while my mind scrambles to find a way for me to not look like some high society chicken head in front of this just-below-average Joe. Finally a dot-matrix printer rattles out its forms, which startles me and makes me turn back around.


    At this point, Tyler won’t look at me, but I want him to, so I can show him I’m human. I barely even consider the irony of this thought.


    He tears off the rental form, lays a pen on the counter and shows me where to sign, then tells me he’ll bring the van around.


    “Meet me out front, please,” he says over his shoulder.


    Out front, he pulls around a brownish colored van that, true to his word, looks like some nineties wreck found abandoned in some old warehouse by the docks. He gets out and says, “Bring it back with gas in it.” The air around him doesn’t seem as forthcoming. I probably shouldn’t have laughed the way I did.


    “Will do,” I say.


    “You’re very pretty,” he says, his eyes half-restless like most guys’ eyes get when they’re telling a girl like me how much they love the way she looks.


    At first, when I became Savannah Van Duyn, version 2.0, I cherished every random compliment I received. Deep down, I was in love with the extra attention. When I was fat Savannah, the way I felt was ugly and awkward. So, being different, feeling beautiful for the first time in my life, it felt amazing. The compliments continued, however, and though I hoped boys would like me for me, I quickly realized they only liked me for my looks. “I’m more than a pretty face!” I want to scream most of the time, but I didn’t. I don’t.


    Fortunately, and this might be me maturing into this life, into my life, I have come to terms with the idea that looks will always trump substance when it comes to boys liking girls.


    “Beauty is an illusion,” I reply.


    “What do you mean?” he says, perking up.


    I guess he’s not used to talking to beautiful girls in anything other than a professional capacity. Or maybe he’s got the stones to approach girls like me but isn’t skilled at speaking with them beyond the social niceties.


    “What I mean,” I tell him, “is sometimes the prettiest girls are really just assholes in disguise.”


    He finally looks up at me, holds my gaze with his own. “Are you an asshole?” he asks, visibly relaxing.


    “I hope not, but sometimes I think I might be,” I say. Then, I quickly add, “But I don’t want to be.”


    “You seem alright.” His grin is infectious.


    “Today I’m having a good day. Thanks for your help, Tyler, and thank you for the compliment. It made my day.”


    The truth is, it didn’t really make my day, but the way he’s smiling now, I think maybe I’ve made his, and this feels good. Like maybe I’m not so bitter and ruined that I can’t be a decent human being capable of functioning in society.
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    On my way to Gerhard’s San Francisco office, I pull into a gas station, park along the side of the lot nearest the bathroom, then head inside, buy a grossly overpriced energy drink, then ask for the key to the restroom. The guy takes my money then hands me the key.


    In the bathroom, which is clean smelling but not clean looking, I put on my wig—a black shoulder bob—adjust it, then I put on my big sunglasses. Okay, this is going to be confusing. Big glamour look, low rent van.


    Shit.


    Inside I feel every last jittery nerve. Lately that’s been the prevailing feeling. Me doing bad things for the right reasons while at the same time putting my life in jeopardy. On paper, most people would think of me as an idiot. Or some trust fund baby with a death wish.


    Maybe they wouldn’t be so wrong.


    The plan I had, to not stand out, this isn’t it. Me looking like this, everyone and their cousin will want to know who the hot brunette in the dodgy van is and why she’s sitting there like she’s planning to rob someone.


    God I suck at this!


    Less-than-gently, I wipe off my makeup, my lipstick, my eye shadow. Inside my purse I pull out a tube of moisturizer, rub it on my face, then toss the big sunglasses in the trash and rat up the wig. This is what Tempest would call the freshly-f*cked look (okay, so these censored f-bombs, this is just me not wanting to sound like such white-trash; the * is my best compromise!) What I’m doing here is going for the economically-challenged daughter look. The barely-above-homeless vibe. In truth, the more that I change my face, the more I feel like I’m just making a mess of everything.


    “Ah, hell,” I say. I leave the wig on, then trace a long, thick line of black eyeliner around my eyes. Girls driving vans like this should look like hookers. Or up and coming musicians. Now I’m thinking of my favorite rocker chick, Tyler Momson of The Pretty Reckless, and I’m doing the raccoon eyes, which actually works.


    I waltz into the gas station store and hand the clerk his restroom key (he frowns at me because I am not the same girl who took the key, and yet I am). He says “Thank you,” almost like it’s a question, but already I’m on the move.


    After continuously circling the block where Gerhard has his lab, hoping for a parking spot to open up, some douchebag in a four-door Porsche Panamera does me a solid and vacates a Gucci spot. I swing the van in, but being that I am terrible at parallel parking, I bump the Honda in front of me and the Chevy truck behind me (twice) before getting settled evenly between them. By the time I’m done, my heart is banging around in my chest and my armpits are practically stinking up the joint with sweat.


    As Brayden would say, big city life ain’t for pussies.


    People move up and down the sidewalks like a never-ending hoard, not looking at me, not thinking twice. This pleases me. It makes me think maybe I’m blending. But just when I’m getting comfortable enough with my stakeout prowess, some old-as-dirt Asian bitch half startles me out of my skin by pounding on my passenger-side window—the window facing the sidewalk. I turn and see this small, angry Chinese thing standing on the sidewalk. Her face is like worn leather and she’s glaring at me like I’ve just fisted the family dog or something. I roll down the window and she squeaks/barks at me in a very clipped, very accusatory tone, “You be here too long! Move van!”


    “I’m waiting for a friend,” I say, smiling.


    “Too long!” she repeats, slapping the van with the flat of her hand.


    “Not too long,” I say, not so nice anymore.


    “You move now!” the Chinese woman shouts, small and terribly ugly.


    “I’m not moving so you can f*ck right off,” I growl back. The thing about bullies is you have to stand your ground and never, ever show fear. Still, I don’t know what this woman’s problem is. It’s not like I’m parked in a loading zone.


    My vulgar aggression sends the petite woman into a fit of rage. Just then, I glance over and see Nurse Arabelle leaving the lab with a small girl. They’re walking hand in hand. I’m thinking, I didn’t know Arabelle had a daughter.


    “You move!” the woman howls, banging her hand on the side of the van harder and faster.


    I swallow the rest of my energy drink, then throw the aluminum can at the woman, hitting her square in the face. The bulgy-eyed look she burns me with, a horrified look mixed with shock and rage, gives me a moment’s pause. I roll up the window, the old power window taking its sweet time.


    Holy cow, I can’t believe I just did that!


    The woman blows out a violent huff, winds up and kicks the van, then turns and storms off, muttering something high and sharp in her native tongue.


    “What a wet crotch,” I mutter to myself.


    Looking back, I see Arabelle and the little girl getting into a car. I ease the van out into the street and slowly follow Arabelle in what appears to be an older Mercedes Benz. An E-500 sedan.


    I memorize the California plates, just in case.


    We cut through the city for about thirty blocks, then she circles the same street a few times until she finds a parking spot. Now I panic.


    My mouth makes some unintelligible mumbling sound as I pull past her. With no choice but to double park where I can see her, I pull over and punch my hazards. I tell myself there are always cars double-parked. There are always cars blocking traffic. This is San Francisco! Unfortunately, Arabelle seems to be in no freaking rush. Someone honks at me. So does someone else.


    A guy in a delicious looking 6 series BMW swings around me giving me the big middle finger. Still I stay put, my hazards flashing, my heart pounding like a hundred miles an hour. Finally Arabelle and the young girl get out of the car. They cross the street and stroll into their apartment building. It’s nice. Maybe even nicer than Netty’s place.


    This must be home.
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    Finally, I find a place to park. It’s nearing six o’clock and my stomach is growling. I call Netty. She says, “I’m going to karate,” and I’m like, “You’re doing what?”


    “Going to karate,” she says. Like I should know already.


    “When the hell did you start doing that?”


    “My mother insisted on it after the attempted…you know…”


    The attempted rape is what she’s trying to say.


    “So how is it?” I ask, not sure really how to respond. “Karate, that is.”


    “It’s what I needed to do to be able to function again. Before this, I was scared all the time. I didn’t want to leave the house. Now I feel better. Like if those two assholes tried that shit again, I’d have no problem breaking my foot off in their asses.”


    I can’t take this wig, so I pull it off, toss it on the seat next to me.


    The confidence in Netty’s voice puts me at ease. Feeling like those two boys robbed my friend of something as precious as her confidence (rather her overconfidence) has been tough to digest. Now, perhaps, I can start to let it go.


    “I’m so proud of you, Netty.”


    “After everything I went through, I needed this. You should come watch tonight. The classes are really fun.”


    “That’s why I’m calling. I’m in the van at Arabelle’s place right now.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah, I’m going to stake the joint out tonight. I just need some blankets and a pillow so I can sleep here. Parking sucks ass, but I found a choice spot, so I can’t leave it.”


    “Where exactly is this choice spot?”


    “I’m literally right in front of her place.” I give her a brief description of the van and Arabelle’s address.


    “What do you hope to gain sleeping there anyway?”


    “I don’t know, I’ll figure it out. All I know is I need to find Rebecca. I need to get her back with me.”


    “You’re effing crazy,” Netty says, quiet, like she’s serious, like she’s not kidding at all. As with everything Netty does and says, she goes full strength on the f-bomb.


    “I’m not crazy,” I reason, “it’s the DNA.”


    “Stop blaming everything on the DNA! Eventually you’ll have to come to terms with the idea that you are your DNA, and your DNA is you.”


    “I know,” I say sheepishly, “I’m just not ready yet.”


    But maybe I’m getting close.


    An hour and a half later, Netty double-parks beside my van, gives me blankets, pillows and a carry-out bowl of chicken noodle soup with napkins and bread. I thank her, kiss her, then tell her to hurry on so she doesn’t blow my cover. She laughs and tells me I’m funny, then she says, “Don’t go getting yourself killed.”


    I give her a grin and a mock salute, then say, “Will do.”


    She waves one last time as she’s taking off in my car. My lovely, lovely Audi. Which I miss immensely sitting in this dreadful van.
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    The thing about stakeouts is they suck ass through a straw. My back and legs are killing me and I had to pee so bad about three hours ago I used the empty soup container as a toilet. If you’ve never tried being modest while pissing in a cup in a van on the side of the road and trying not to get arrested for indecent exposure, trust me, don’t try it. When the street was clear, which was mostly the case, I dumped out my hot urine in the gutter just outside the passenger door. Yeah, that’s the silver lining in this stakeout: you can make your own toilet without ever leaving your seat.


    I sleep from about three o’clock in the morning until I hear the passing noises of foot traffic. I open my eyes, cringe at the stiffness in my body, especially my neck, then absorb my surroundings.


    The clock on my cell phone says it’s six-thirty and already people are heading off to work. My body is shivering; I pull the blanket around me, cinch it tight. The fact that I can see my breath bothers me. I start the van, crank the heater, try not to curse myself for the absurdity of this plan.


    By the time I’m fully awake, an hour passes and I have to take a dump, which I refuse to even attempt in last night’s soup bowl slash portable toilet. Plus, my stomach hurts so bad from being empty it’s making me insane. That’s when, across the street, I see Arabelle and the girl leaving the apartment lobby and presumably heading for Arabelle’s Mercedes.


    Jumping out of the van, I cross the street with purpose, thrust all my irritation to the forefront of my mind. My anger is fuel. Rage makes it burn hotter. Like nitrous oxide or a nuclear bomb.


    A taxi rips up the hill straight for me, nearly hits me, but swerves just in time. I barely notice, that’s how focused I am.


    They don’t see me.


    I can’t take my eyes off the girl. Or Arabelle.


    I hit the sidewalk across the street, break into a jog. We’re rounding the corner where they left the Mercedes when I catch up to them. Arabelle turns and looks at me, startled. The little brown-haired girl beside her doesn’t even flinch. In that very instant—the one where the girl lays eyes on me and I lay eyes on her—something in me coils, protective. My mind thinks enemy. There’s a darkness about her I find indescribably scary. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s there. Then I blink and it’s gone.


    This blind rage, perhaps it has me imagining things.


    “Dr. Heim said he made you dead,” Arabelle says, breathless, unable to blink.


    “Clearly that freaking maniac is exaggerating,” I say, my face flushed with adrenaline.


    “Did Dr. Heim not pour gasoline through rubber hose into your heart?”


    “Yes, he did.”


    My hands are clenching and unclenching themselves, making angry little flexing fists.


    “Did he not set your fire from inside?” Arabelle is looking at me like it just can’t be. But it happened bitch, I’m thinking. I survived.


    The memory of that horrific assault darkens and pinches my features. Makes my face cruel, sickeningly inhuman.


    “He say you were burning when he taked back Rebecca.”


    “So he has Rebecca at the lab.”


    “Yes.”


    That’s when Nurse Arabelle does what I never in a million years expected her to do. She reaches out and hugs me. Like a good one. A really good one.


    “I hate to admit, but I cry for your death. Is stupid, yes?”


    “No, it’s sweet,” I say into her shoulder. And über surprising.


    “After your break and entering, and your electrocuting me, my hopes were that death had found you.”


    I pull back and say, “Okay, that’s not sweet.”


    “Then the more thought I have, the more I feel I miss you.”


    “I expected you to hate me,” I say.


    “I do hate you, but I like you, too. We are good frenemies, no?”


    I laugh and say, “Yes,” and that’s when she smacks me with the force of a man. It rocks my entire head backwards, cracking my neck, and I stumble backwards into the street. A car swerves to pass, laying on the horn a little too late. I hold my face, barely able to comprehend what just happened.


    Her purple eyes are ringed with flecks of gold. They always look like this when she’s enraged. It’s so sexy I can’t stand it. I miss having those eyes.


    “You concuss my head, put holes in my skin, make me burn from inside out from tazing gun,” she says, not friendly, but not as hostile as she could be for what I did to her.


    Alright, playtime’s over.


    “Let’s dispense with the games,” I say, my voice sounding tight and sharp. “I want Rebecca, and you’re going to help me get her.”


    Suddenly my insides start to cook. It’s the same kind of uncomfortable heat that comes during a massive healing, except that I’m not injured. My pride is wounded, and my jaw is sore, but not enough to warrant this. I look down at the girl and her skin looks nearly translucent. Even her eyeballs have an opalescent shine over the otherwise dark pupil. And the girl’s hand Arabelle isn’t holding, it’s reaching out toward me like some kind of gnarled, demonic claw.


    “Whatever the hell she’s doing, make her stop,” I say to Nurse Arabelle, not even looking at her anymore.


    Arabelle says to the girl, “It’s okay, Alice. Do not burn our frenemies just yet.”


    “Who is this wondrous thing?” I say, feeling the heat inside me dissipating. The color in her eyes slowly bleeds back to normal and she relaxes her hand.


    “She is none of my business.”


    “Your business,” I correct. This grade school mutant, Alice, pulls closer to Arabelle, a deep resolution in her eyes. Like she wouldn’t care one way or the other if I burst into flames and die. “She is none of your business is how you say it.”


    “Your eyes must pretend never to have seen.”


    “Seen what?” I say, irritated that she still cannot speak the language. Irenka would have a field day with this one.


    People are walking by, looking at us, not looking at us, and sometimes looking back at us after they’ve walked by and gained safe distance.


    “Her.”


    “I can see whomever I want to see, especially a creepy little girl.” The defiance in my tone is now a regular thing. Still, in the back of my mind I’m thinking, what in the hell kind of rotten genetic freakazoid is this?!


    The girl’s hand becomes a fist at her side, catching my attention. I glare at her, witness her beautiful eyes flood with black, then glaze over a translucent white. Then, inside my chest, my organs begin to roast. Her stare is hypnotic. Hateful. I clutch my chest.


    “Whatever it is you’re doing, little girl,” I say, my voice breaking, “I suggest you stop.”


    Arabelle pulls the girl close, into a maternal hug, then in her ear says, “This girl is okay, my sweet Alice, just some of the times annoying.”


    Once more the heat fades, and thank God because I was having a hell of a time not showing the pain. It was like the fire ants, but way hotter. Like my entire body was infested with them. The girl’s eyes flick up at me and her hand unfurls. Her eyes are turning the color of pitch, super black, the pupil dilated so wide it’s nearly her entire eye. A chill wraps me entirely.


    Holy shit.


    The smile she gives isn’t a smile at all. It’s the childlike joy of knowing she is invincible.


    “Quite a weapon you have there, Arabelle. Like a baby Darth Vader.”


    “She is not mine.”


    “Whose is she then? Gerhard’s? The asshole who attacked me? Did you say his name was Dr. Heim?” She opens her mouth to speak, but I don’t let her. “Where is Rebecca?”


    “I tell you already. She is at the lab.”


    “What are you doing to her?”


    “Not me.”


    “Is she okay?” I ask. The hostility in my voice is turning to weakness, pleading. I’ve been terrified for my friend, obsessing about her nearly every waking minute of every single day.


    “I am thinking so, but not for certain.”


    “Well you had better find out,” I snap. The leftover heat in my guts feels like the worst case of indigestion.


    “Forget her,” Arabelle says. “Forget you ever have known of her.”


    “Is the doctor experimenting on her?” I ask, this time much louder, much more hostile. Now people are definitely looking at us. It’s practically rush hour traffic on the sidewalk as well as in the street.


    “Yes.”


    My body hardens with hostility. The color in the little girl’s eyes starts to change again and I say, “Your little rodent’s about to burn me again.”


    “And what shall you want me to do about her?”


    I feel my chest blistering. Arabelle’s doing nothing, so I launch forward and punch the little girl in the chin so hard she falls backwards in a knocked-out heap. Arabelle gasps and I cradle what is most likely a sprained wrist. I step back, shaking out my wrist. Arabelle leans down, looks at the fallen child.


    Some lady says, “Did you just hit that little girl?” to which I say, “That’s no ordinary girl, lady.” The woman sort of slows her pace, like she wants to do something but she’s afraid of me.


    She should be.


    “Keep walking,” I say. And she does.


    “Violence is not a kind thing,” Arabelle says, clearly working hard on the arrangement of her words.


    “Of course it’s not,” I growl.


    “You are becoming bad person,” she says, picking up the girl’s slumped over body. The way she lifts Alice into her arms, Arabelle must be much stronger than she looks.


    “That’s on Gerhard, not me,” I say. God I wish Arabelle wasn’t so damn hot and so freaking cold. One day friends, one day enemies. Gosh damn Russians. “Oh, and by the way, Arabelle, I’m coming for Rebecca and Dr. Heim. You’d do best to either help me, or stay out of the way.”




    Vessel
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    Dr. Heim drained the fluids in the circular coffin-like glass canister holding Rebecca. The girl hung motionless, suspended in stasis. With another push of a button, the canister swung slowly on its axis from vertical to horizontal. After a moment, Heim opened the sealed door, stared at the dripping wet, unconscious girl.


    With a special towel, he carefully wiped the pink jelly residue from her body, then applied the ointment on her belly necessary to perform the ultra high-speed 4D ultrasound. The first image of the three fetuses lit the screen. After a moment’s study, the doctor opened a hard plastic casing and removed a needle. The custom designed needle used specifically for this experiment was not small. More like something you’d use on a Budweiser horse.


    Heim wiped the injection spot with an alcohol swab, then injected the needle, slowly, firmly, and without hesitation into Rebecca’s belly.


    On the large, high definition monitor, he saw the needle enter the womb. He directed it to the nearest fetus perfectly. Next, he took a much smaller feeder-needle and an accompanying micro line-camera and he directed the mated pair through the hollow inside of the larger needle. When the needle and tube camera appeared on the ultrasound’s viewing monitor, Heim put on the nearly microscopic camera’s viewing glasses and directed the feeder-needle into the arm of the nearest fetus. Slowly, very slowly, he entered the median basilica vein in the fetus’s arm.


    The fetus twitched, but the needle held.


    Heim flipped the switch on, giving the fetus the appropriate dosage of his and Wolfgang’s patented growth accelerant gel. He waited two seconds then flipped the switch off. He slowly removed the needle.


    Heim then waited breathlessly for the next few minutes as he watched the first fetus for signs of rejection. A moment passed and nothing happened. Then the fetus reacted. Not much, but as much as it could for what it was.


    Heim smiled. It wasn’t dying like the others had.


    “It’s going to work,” he heard himself say in an excited whisper. “It’s going to work.”


    When five uneventful minutes passed, he went to work on the next two fetuses. Within an hour, all three fetuses were nourished. None of them were dying. An hour after that, Rebecca was once again upright and floating unconscious in a canister full of the watery pink fluid. Even though he artificially inseminated her with what he planned would be triplets only a month ago, her belly these last few weeks resembled that of a woman three months pregnant. He stared at her bump, marveled at the resilience of this vessel.


    His Rebecca.


    The host mother of his future miracle-babies. The kind of babies he had been trying for decades to produce.


    Within weeks, he hoped the triplets had the equivalent development of seven month old fetuses, and two weeks after that, if everything worked, the host should be ready for delivery.


    If this version of his and Wolfgang’s formula worked, and Rebecca and her children didn’t die, they would have to give the solution (named Fetal Growth Accelerant #4254) a more attractive title.


    More than anything, Heim prayed it would work. Having so many girls and babies dying on him was exhausting.


    The disposal alone taxed his patience.
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    Arabelle stood inside the lab watching through a wall of windows as Dr. Heim worked on Rebecca. The hate she harbored for that man could incinerate the world. She turned away from him, went to the lab’s main door, then found herself standing in front of Wolfgang’s canister.


    Looking at him now, she felt her spirit stir, then wane. All the energy she had seemed to drain at once. This…thing…before her, he was not the man she remembered, not the man she was so fond of. His body was changing by the hour, and this was the middle stage. The grotesque nature of this point in transition left her with a deep and lasting sickness.


    “He is not gone,” she whispered to herself. A reassurance she tried to embody. But still, she was losing her anchor. Her savior.


    If not for him, she would have had no one.


    His body shifted at a barely detectable rate toward its beautiful evolution. The thing about watching him change was, if you didn’t look right at him, you’d see the subtleties of his body evolving ever so slightly. Like a ghostly apparition that appeared, but only in your peripheral vision.


    That is, if you could stomach the sight.


    Wolfgang once told her the same way it is darkest before the light, a body is the ugliest it will ever be just before it becomes beautiful.


    Even in his own case, he was right.


    The body before her, it was all lumps and knots. How the bones didn’t line up right or the lopsidedness of the face made her synapses twitch, she tried not to think of the word abomination, or creature.


    Still, those were the types of words infecting her mind. She felt her brain unraveling. She might go insane. Finally she tore her eyes away from the scene, and found herself looking at Rebecca and her now expanding belly. Seeing this girl, seeing her being used as a vessel for Dr. Heim’s experiment, this took everything vile and ruined inside her and drew it fresh into her mind, into the forefront of her thoughts.


    Men like Dr. Heim should be killed. He was the real fiend. The real abortion of humanity.


    This is what Abby wanted to save Rebecca from. This is why there was so much fight in the girl because to Abby, Rebecca was human. Not a clone.


    Not some vessel.


    Her hand went to her own belly. She felt like screaming. She felt like crying. Then Dr. Heim turned and looked at her and she fought the urge to dab away the moisture building in her eyes.


    Dr. Heim looked at her then at Rebecca and he said, “You know what really makes me cry is that we’re about to become Gods.” The way his German accent was guttural and less refined sounding than Wolfgang’s made her despise the man all the more. If she could shoot him in the face, she would.


    “This variant will work, yes?” Arabelle managed to say.


    “I hope so.”


    “She’s beautiful,” Arabelle said, looking at Rebecca, seeing her through Abby’s eyes and not her own.


    “The perfect vessel,” Heim said.


    Vessel. Not a girl, not human. Not capable of love or hurt; never a girl or a woman or a mother. Just a piece of meat used to house his experiment. Just a piece of meat. Like her once, a long time ago.


    She hated the word vessel.


    When he turned away, when the monster who purported to have roasted Abby Swann—the late Savannah Van Duyn—returned his incest-like focus to Rebecca, Arabelle slayed him with wicked eyes, eyes smoked with the blackest of hatred. He turned to say something, but when he saw her expression, his words got lost somewhere in the back of his throat.


    “What?” he finally managed to croak out.


    She stormed from the lab, unable to spend one more moment eyeing that soulless pig, that foul sadist. What kind of a person dreamt of bringing a handful of babies to term in less than three months? Heim, the voice in her head snarled. What kind of a man didn’t care how many women and children died doing it? In truth, Wolfgang was part of this procedure. Yes, he was only involved when certain genetic solutions puzzled Dr. Heim, but he was involved never-the-less.


    She didn’t want to hate Wolfgang, but he allowed this. Who he was intruded on her thoughts, the things he allowed Heim to do. How could he be her savior and be as sadistic a beast as Dr. Heim? The weight of these thoughts alone felt torturous.


    She closed her eyes, tried to shut out the thoughts. What an impossible chore, she thought, to try to forget such things!


    Heim, the monster, the sociopath, had been gazing down upon Rebecca and her babies with love. His eyes saw the girl and the unborn children, but the love he felt, Arabelle knew, was not for them. It was love for his experiment.


    Dozens of women and children died by his hand. All failed experiments. Why should this one work? she wondered. Because he told her it would? He said if the girl and the babies survived outside the lab, Rebecca might be his most stable host. His Madonna. His Mother Mary.


    Tears boiled in her eyes.


    If God was Jesus Christ’s savior, Dr. Heim once said, then Rebecca was his Mary and these three children, they would be this world’s second, third and fourth coming of Christ. Heim thought Christian, Christopher, and Christine would be wonderful names, if only the litter consisted of two boys and a girl. That’s exactly what the son of a bitch had said.


    When she told him playing God was still playing and it didn’t excuse the deaths he caused, he told Arabelle he was creating a variant of accelerated growth hormones that were safe for a fetus.


    Safe? Arabelle thought. Hah!


    “Forget the mother,” Heim had said, “we take our formula to the child and the child grows. Can you imagine? You’re a woman wanting to be a mother, but the idea of nine months of incubation sours your will. Now you can do it in just under three months!”


    Arabelle said it was unnatural.


    “God’s ideas for being a mother are antiquated,” Heim reasoned. “He is nearly obsolete. The very nature of this experiment throws the validity of His existence into question. The real question is this: do we really need Him anymore?”


    Arabelle couldn’t listen to what he was saying without having flashbacks of her youth.


    “We don’t need God anymore. All you need is me, for I am the new God, an Aryan God, the God of expediency!”


    Arabelle thought, if I had a dollar for every man who thought he could ruin a woman and call himself God, she’d never again want for material possessions.


    “At this rate,” Heim said, “we can create babies by the dozen in only a few month’s time. Plus, we should be able to get multiple births out of the same host.”


    “Woman,” Arabelle said, correcting him. “She is not host, she is woman.”


    The idea of killing him was Arabelle’s version of winning the lottery. It had just been the two of them in the lab that day. Excluding the canisters holding the mostly lifeless Rebecca, Gerhard and the three male subjects Gerhard was using as his own genetic pool.


    Heim had the wisdom to blush, still he was insensitive enough to say, “Host, woman, it is of no difference to me.”
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    Arabelle spent the days watching Gerhard’s body change. She didn’t have anything else to do, except tend to Alice. What a strange creature that girl was. Her ability to stand in one place and be silent for hours was uncanny. Five year olds are usually such squirmy things.


    Not Alice.


    Heim worked in his office and in his lab, and he would often study Rebecca, smiling at the fact that she was still alive. He picked up his phone, dialed a number, asked for Mike Porquino. Arabelle cringed. Alice looked up at her, as if she sensed something.


    Lieutenant Michael Porquino was ex-military and a full fledged, self-proclaimed member of the Church of Satan. Now he ran a boys and girls home just outside the city. Plus he had contacts at CPS, and some excellent contacts inside the sick world of human trafficking, according to Heim.


    To Arabelle, it was almost as if Heim worshiped the man.


    “I need three girls, ages fifteen to nineteen would be acceptable,” Heim announced. He listened, nodded his head, then eventually said, “Thank you, Michael.”


    When he hung up the phone, Arabelle—emotionally exhausted, chewing on her anger—said, “What are you needing to call him?” Thinking about the injustice the man would perpetrate on those young girls put a razor’s edge to her voice. Patience was something she had abandoned. Everything about her was nearly iced over and certainly brittle. She meant for it to be that way.


    “Because if this works,” he explained, “and it’s looking like it will, we’ll need to test our formula on new hosts. Stability from host to host is critical to our success.”


    Heim either didn’t register her tone, or he chose to ignore it. That’s how he was sometimes, lost in his own head. Scientists.


    “And who will be girls’ donors?”


    Dr. Heim pointed at Gerhard’s clones.


    Arabelle glanced over at the three canisters holding the men from whom Gerhard had drawn his own samples.


    Alice took her hand. It was small and warm. As much as the girl perplexed her, Arabelle was grateful for her right then.


    Into his digital recorder where he kept his personal notes, Heim looked at Arabelle and said, “Have Arabelle collect semen samples for the hosts. If the first batch proves successful, contact both Michael Porquino and Monarch Enterprises and set up a more steady supply line.


    “So that is your idea? To sell babies to corporation?”


    He shut off his recorder. Smiled big. It was a chilling smile.


    “Think bigger,” he said.


    She refused to engage him, if only to defy him. Who was he to tell her what to think?! When Arabelle said nothing, Heim walked over to Wolfgang’s canister and observed the changes in the man. Through the pink gel, he watched the muscles strengthening under the skin and bones. He watched the constant, slow-motion re-shifting of his colleague’s body.


    Any day there would be a bleed off, which was common at this stage, where a reddish-brown pudding substance would be excreted from the mouth, nose, ears and anus. Arabelle found it to be an ugly but necessary part of the transformation—the purging of old tissue and bone.


    As the three of them stood in awe of what Gerhard was becoming, Arabelle wondered what was going to happen to the man they once knew. At the last minute, they had taken a sample of Alice’s DNA, extracted a specific chain with Alice’s unusual protein sequence, then mixed it into his cocktail. The strain held stable. Inside, however, Arabelle was terrified to know how Alice’s DNA would effect him, and who he would become.


    She struggled to remember the loving, gentle side of him. But that was a hard fight. She let her gaze fall to Alice who was all eyes on her. The memory of the child’s insidious history gathered in her mind. Then the even more brutal and murderous history of the former version of Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard rose to mind and that’s when she realized everything was wrong. The new DNA was a mistake.


    “He will be perfect looking monster,” Arabelle said, her heart teaming with fear.


    Neither Alice nor Heim responded.




    Frosted Steel
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    My dreams are nightmares, and my nightmares are something worse. I wake up in a bed that isn’t mine. In a room that isn’t mine. I wake up sweating. Screaming. Crying. My body rails against the horrors in my head. The covers don’t stand a chance. They’re half on the bed, half kicked on the floor, and my sheets are blotted wet with sweat angels. How I feel is weary, haunted. My mouth, in my sleep, won’t stop the stream of obscenities. FML.


    Seriously.


    Several times throughout the night, I sit up and look around, half stuck inside my nightmares, half dragged into the real world. Bleary eyed, my head feeling stuffed with cotton, I look around and Rebecca is not here and this painful realization finally pulls me into full awareness.


    She’s gone.


    To say the horrors of my past haunt me is a gross understatement of the truth. They plague me. Fear is a permanent part of my being. After almost dying at the hands of Gerhard’s genetic monster, the pedophile music producer rapist, and Dr. Heim, my mind is a battlefield of doubt.


    It’s an horrific wreck.


    Honestly, it’s worse than Lindsay Lohan’s life, more dysfunctional than Amanda Bynes, more in deep, deep shit than Mel Gibson’s nearly non-existent career.


    I question everything: my relationship with my parents, my friendships and relationships with the boys and men in my life, all the reckless violence, the reckless chances I’ve taken, the fights I’ve started and ended.


    My head suppurates trying to rationalize it all. Did I really do those things? I often wonder. I feel so far removed from so much of my life that anymore I have to wonder, was it even me in charge? Before it was easy to blame my clones. To blame the DNA. But as Netty so aptly pointed out, this is my DNA now. One person, not many. Me.


    Running off to stay with Netty, this seemed like a chance for me to get back to my roots, to the people I knew before I became the psycho-girl I am today. Life was far simpler when I was not…this version of me. Self-loathing was my safety blanket. Hate was a vice. I didn’t have to fear, plot or scheme because it was all bad. Killing, however, wasn’t part of any equation. Neither was sex or popularity or managing what felt like the multiple personalities of me.


    The chaos in my brain, the fear cycle, the depression, it won’t stop. Then there’s Rebecca…this perfect girl who never leaves my thoughts. What is happening to her?


    Days pass in a blur. In a wash of grief and sadness and misery. In a haze of self-recrimination. I feel lazy, spiteful, uninspired to do anything other than obsess over Rebecca.


    After a few days of this, Netty finally drags me out of bed for coffee and scones. We talk about this and that, and all the sudden I get this strange feeling that our roles have finally been reversed. When I brought Maggie home from Astor Academy, I took her out trying to cheer her up. We went to Oren’s Hummus and she was a motherfreaking disasterpiece. All storm clouds and blotted sunshine. A straight up black hole.


    That’s me now: toxic.


    In the living room, looking outside the large picture window for something happy, a song bird or something, I force a smile. It’s all clear skies outside. Down on the street below, on the sidewalk across from Netty’s apartment building, is an older couple with swollen, withering bodies and hair the puffed-up color of summer clouds. They’re walking in slow motion, hand in hand. From up here, they are the snail equivalent of human beings. Take the normal pace, divide it by four and that’s how slow the two of them are moving. The old guy, he’s half hobbled over and his wife slips her hand into his armpit to steady him. They stop, she says some words of encouragement, and then they resume their walk, albeit a little slower.


    They could be ninety. They could be one hundred.


    My mind starts wondering about their lives. Do they love each other, or is their companionship a necessity? How long have they been together? What kind of a life do they live? Did they meet in their teens, or in college? Did they have a fairytale romance before descending into old, old age?


    I’m imagining the Nicholas Sparks version of their lives and inside it makes me want true love. That would make me happy.


    “Hey,” Netty, says, pulling me from my reverie. “Where are you?”


    “Thinking about those old people down there, wondering what it would be like to be in love and not be all manic about it.”


    “If you want true love,” she says, “then we’ll need fake ID’s.”


    I snap out of it. Suddenly alert.


    “What?”


    “The hottest guys don’t go to eighteen and over bars. They’re at twenty-one and over bars, and that’s why we need fake ID’s.”


    “Do you know someone?”


    “I do. Do your hair and makeup because we’re going to see him today.”


    “How do you know this person?”


    “He’s where Chloe went to get her first fake ID.”


    After a cup of coffee, a shower and me doing my hair and makeup the way I want to see it on my new ID, we head to Richmond and see this guy at this sketchy looking hovel just south of the city dump. The thing about Richmond is on warm days the air can have a pooish-smelling quality to it.


    “Are you sure about this?” I ask, trying to breathe through my mouth only because the air is particularly ripe today.


    The security door opens and a hefty looking Mexican guy with shiny black hair and a sloth-like mid-section steps out. He has a friendly face.


    “Hola, bonita,” he says to Netty. Then to me: “Mi Dios! Que es esta?”


    Netty says, “This is my friend, Abby. Abs, this is Esteban.”


    He reaches out to shake my hand, but when he gets it, he kisses it and says, “De todas las muchachas hermosas en el mundo, cómo terminó aquí?”


    Netty translates. “He said, ‘Of all the beautiful girls in the world, how did you end up here?’”


    “Good luck, I guess,” I say. I didn’t know Netty understood Spanish.


    I’m getting used to being complimented by men, but inside, I still wonder if they’re all just being polite. My brain tells me I’m so much better looking than I feel, so I smile and pretend I’m as pretty as they say.


    Esteban leads us inside his home, which is an average house with uninspiring décor, old carpet, oak cabinets, single-pane windows and tile countertops that look stained. The grout is almost black in spots. The smile I plaster on my face, it’s so I don’t look as judgmental as I feel. I’m thinking, what a freaking dump! But whatevs. We’re not here from House Beautiful or anything.


    We’re here for illegal ID’s.


    In the back of the house, one of the rooms has been converted to a photo lab and work area. Esteban gets our information, takes our pictures. All the while I can’t help thinking this is how horror movies start. This is how girls end up getting raped. Or laid out on a table, injected with a paralyzing agent and having their organs harvested while they watch, awake, awash in horror, unable to do squat about it but cry in silence for the camera.


    But in the end, Esteban tells us our ID’s will be ready in two days, so we return to the Audi and head back to the city.


    “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Netty says as we’re leaving Richmond’s version of the hood.


    “Depends on how the ID’s turn out, I guess.”


    “They’re good, Abby,” she says with a knowing grin. “Trust me, they’ll be really good.”
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    Back at Netty’s we watch TV for a bit, then I get bored and wander back into my bedroom, which is not nearly as nice as my room at my Palo Alto home, but I don’t care. At least here, no one tied me up and tried to burn me alive.


    Lying here, I think of Rebecca, and then I think of Maggie in the days before she killed herself. I will never kill myself, that I vow. There’s no way I could do that to my family, to my friends, to Netty. Suicide to me is the ultimate act of selfishness.


    Sometime in the middle of me daydreaming about being a better, happier person, I drift off to sleep. My dreams include Rebecca. They include Maggie. And then Netty wakes me for dinner and the air smells meaty, with the heavily starched smell of potatoes, which makes me think of my father and his newfound passion for cooking. God, I miss him. The way he’s now dressing, how he’s talking like a white gangster and sneaking behind my back to talk to the monster, it makes me feel awful abandoning him the way I did.


    I text him telling him I miss him, that I love him. Maybe I should call, but I think if I hear his voice, if I tell him I love him for everything he’s done for me, I’ll start crying. The idea of knowing he’s in the house where Maggie died, where Rebecca was kidnapped and where I was beaten and practically murdered by that prick Heim…God, it just feels like too much for my weary soul to handle.


    After dinner, around six, I return to my room and read a book I bought last year that I’ve been wanting to read. I’m twenty-two pages into this amazing novel by Brandon Tetz called Out of Touch, when Netty comes in my room and plops down on the bed next to me.


    “I’m going out tonight, and I was wondering if you’d want to come with me.”


    “I’m kind of tired, Nettles, plus, I’m not in the social frame of mind.”


    “It’s not what you think.”


    I close my book, sit up, cross my legs. “Are you going to a club or something?”


    She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear and, without looking at me, says, “When those boys tried…when they tried to get with me against my will, I was so scared. I was terrified.”


    She looks up at me with haunting, magnetic eyes. The way she looks at me, I feel pinned down, powerless.


    “Afterwards,” she says, “I was scared all the time, and having nightmares. My mother pried the truth out of me, then enrolled me in self-defense classes at a dojo up the street.”


    “What’s a dojo?”


    “In karate, a place of learning is called a dojo.”


    “So you want me to come and watch you do karate?” I say. My mood brightens. In a million years, I wouldn’t have guessed she would be asking me this.


    “Yeah. It’s actually helping me a lot. I’m not scared anymore. And I think if it happened again, I could defend myself, which makes me feel better. More confident. Anyway, I have class tonight, and so I’m thinking maybe you should come.”


    Rather than being lonely and spending another night in bed, alone—just like Maggie did before she took that fatal bath—I decide to go. I need to feel different, so therefore I must be different, and in this case, different is me getting my lazy butt out of my funk and into something new. Even if it’s just me watching someone else crawl out of their own tragic past.


    “That sounds fun,” I say.
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    Just before seven that night, Netty and I enter a small dojo where I see about ten students in their white uniforms (which Netty says are gi’s) warming up on what looks like gymnastic-style floor mats. They look like a tight bunch. I sit in the second row of guests’ chairs, crossing my arms, watching with low eyes as the adults interact with each other. They all seem happy which makes me jealous.


    It makes me feel like a tourist in a life not my own.


    A couple of the students look at me and smile. My mouth smiles back, but not my eyes. I hate my life right now.


    One of the older girls does a move with a male partner where the male partner simulates a frontal chokehold and she defends against it. Something inside me jolts to a start. My body reacts, revulsion churning like butter low in my stomach. Like my soul has indigestion, or food poisoning, but worse. Sweat builds along my lower back, gathers in my armpits, slicks my forehead.


    WTF is this?


    Memories of Demetrius coming after me, beating the shit out of me, trying to choke me to death, they kick my brain around with weight and force. My feet lift onto the chair; my arms circle my legs. Suddenly I want pure darkness. I want to hide. Suddenly I’m sucking in half-breaths, breathing high in my chest and trying not to let out the sob building in the back of my throat. Everything I survived that day, it’s like I’m suffering it all over again.


    Stay calm, I tell myself.


    Breathe.


    The lucid part of my brain not spiraling out of control tells me to watch the students. See how the victim becomes the attacker. But the other part says I need to get the hell out of here and fast. My body knows what’s best. I stand and head into the cool evening air. All choked up, eyes swimming, I look for someplace to go and cry. Then the dojo’s front door opens and Netty’s teacher—her sensei—joins me. Great, my meltdown now has an audience. Trembling hands, wobbly legs, my eyes refuse to meet his. Jeez, is this really what I’ve become?


    Softly, he says, “Why are you here?”


    My hands wipe my eyes, then they cram themselves into my jeans pockets. I can’t look at him. I feel so small.


    “I’m here to support a friend.”


    “I think there’s more,” he says. His voice is gentle, his presence reassuring. “I think one of our self-defense moves has given rise to feelings you would rather keep buried.”


    My eyes finally meet his eyes. There is a strength in them I refuse to ignore. A peacefulness in him that’s contagious. For some reason—and I don’t know why I feel like this—part of me feels I can trust this man, that I can talk to him. The thing that would normally stop me, the instinct that normally tells me to shut my mouth and search for my exit, remains silent. Perfectly still. Inside, I long to trust again. He is helping Netty heal from her past, I tell myself. So I can trust him. But can he help me the way he’s helping Netty?


    I want to believe he can, so I tell myself to take this chance.


    My mouth opens, but nothing comes out, and then it all comes out. “A man broke into my home, kidnapped my niece and nearly killed me. This wasn’t the first time my life has been threatened, but the third. I have nightmares, and I’m scared.” Then more quietly, “I don’t know how to fix myself. Or my brain.”


    “Do you want your life back?” he asks. My breath catches. There is a sincerity about him that holds more promise than therapy.


    The answer comes quick and easy. “Yes.”


    “These events in your life, they have changed you,” he says. “And so you must now change yourself into something else—you must become someone else—in order to release this unwelcome burden. I can help you with that, if you want.”


    I don’t know why, but I nod my head. He seems so wise. So understanding. The same way some people need God to cure them of their social and emotional deficiencies, I think I need this man to cure me of my fear, my weakness, my insecurity. How I deduced this so quickly and immediately, it’s a mystery I might never solve. It doesn’t matter though. There’s a part of me that knows I need him.


    “You have only to decide the type of training you want.”


    Looking at him, sort of scared for what I am doing, I say, “What do you mean?”


    “The yin and yang symbol, a complete circle with separate, coexisting blends of the colors black and white, can be seen as representations of light and dark contained in one entity. One interpretation of this symbol is that there is both light and darkness in all of us.”


    “I believe that,” I say, recounting all the questionable things I’ve done in my young life.


    “On one hand I am an efficient practitioner of karate. My students enjoy my relaxed teaching style while learning the basics of self-defense. Coexisting inside me, however, is a highly demanding, more effective instructor. I have grown five world champions and seven of my top instructors have left to open successful schools of their own. Their paths were not easy, but they were…effective.”


    “What’s the difference?”


    “The level of intensity by which I teach and train. With this ancient method, your time with me will be infinitely more difficult, and painful. You will bruise and bleed, but when I’m done, no one will ever lay a hand on you again. The most proficient of masters have all received this level of training. I will offer you this choice. But it is just that, your choice. Which type of instruction would you prefer to learn?”


    Do I really have a choice? Three times my life has been threatened: by Gerhard’s scab-eating monster, by the pedophile music producer Demetrius Giardino, and by Gerhard’s crazy associate only days ago.


    “The more difficult course.”


    “How good do you want to be?” he asks.


    The word invincible comes to mind. I speak the word aloud.


    He smiles, knowingly, like he doesn’t believe me. “How much time do you have?” There is an inner peace to him, something hypnotic I can’t touch on. A strength I want to embody. Or perhaps he embodies the confidence to no longer know what it means to be afraid.


    “Two and a half months before I go back to school. Maybe less.”


    He gives me a genial smile. “How much time each day, I mean?”


    Thinking about how Maggie shut herself in her room all day, knowing I will do the same if I don’t do something drastic, I say, “You will have whatever time you need.” More emotions flood my brain. More reasons to get stronger, faster, more lethal. Rebecca needs rescuing. Dr. Heim, that prick who dug a hole in my chest and tried to burn me to death, he’s going to get a gallon of gasoline poured down his throat. I’m going to set him on fire from the inside out if it’s the last thing I do.


    Reasons.


    The words revenge and retribution, they won’t leave my brain.


    “Four hours per day, six days per week,” he says. “This should be a good start, but only if you are truly serious.”


    I hesitate.


    Four hours a day? Six days a week? My brain is like, is this really what you want? Maggie would have killed herself so much sooner if she wasn’t recording her music in the city. And what have I been doing? Sleeping all day. Being that dark cloud, the proverbial black hole. I can’t just stalk Nurse Arabelle and her diabolical child all day. Besides, with all the times I’ve put myself in jeopardy, I really should know how to fight.


    “You must think me a masochist,” I say. It’s a weak statement. Sort of. The truth I’ve come to realize is that I am a masochist. There is something about being in pain that strikes me as profoundly satisfying in a scary, dysfunctional sort of way.


    “Commit to this and it will change your life. Or you can continue being afraid and never know different.”


    “Three times I should have died,” I admit out loud. “Four hours a day, six days a week…that will be fine.”


    “Are you sure you are willing to walk this path?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good, then show up at eight o’clock tomorrow morning and we will begin your training.”


    “How much will all this cost?” I ask.


    “One thousand dollars a week up front in cash, and you must sign a waiver. Can you handle that?”


    “Is a frog’s ass water tight?” I say.


    “Indeed it is,” Netty’s sensei replies with a shake of humor in his voice.
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    No smoking hot girl in her right mind would ever do the kind of karate I’m about to do. Which makes me not want to do it. Netty’s sensei said there would be blood and bruising. Breaking a nail or getting a black eye? That’s a foregone conclusion. I almost don’t want to get out of bed.


    Ugh…here goes anyway.


    I drag my ass to the shower, then blow dry my hair and put it into a ponytail. My eyes are still asleep, but whatevs, this ain’t no beauty contest. Yoga pants, sport bra, dark tank top, black Nike’s. I eat a granola bar, fill my water bottle with Monster energy drink, then go.


    All the way to the dojo excuses flood my mind. Then images of Gerhard’s monster intrude on my more dawdling thoughts. That gigantic motherf*cker broke into my room while I was bathing. He peeled a scab off his arm. He dropped it in my bathwater, then that freakasaurus rex plucked it sopping wet out of my bath and ate it.


    Turns out I make it to the dojo just fine.


    Inside, my sensei is waiting for me. I hand him a check for the entire week, sign a waiver I never read, then leave it on the front desk. On the mat is a white uniform with a white belt, a smallish bucket and hand mop, and two one-gallon bottles of water.


    He picks it up the uniform and says, “This is your gi, your karate uniform. Go into the bathroom and put this on.”


    “What’s the bucket for?”


    “Your puke,” he says, straight-faced. “We stop when the bucket is full.”


    “Are you serious?” He can’t be.


    “This is the last time you will ask me this. I am nothing but serious.”


    For the first hour, Sensei Naygel teaches me the basics of movement. He shows me proper stances. He shows me how to punch and kick. He teaches me about respect and the rules of the dojo.


    The sweat starts pouring.


    My muscles begin to ache. To strain.


    “Burpees,” he says. Jump up, drop into push up position, do a push up, jump up again. When I’ve done so many burpees I can’t do push ups with good form, when I can’t jump much more than three inches off the mat, he says, “Walking lunges.”


    Okay, this guy’s a sadist.


    He points to the end of the dojo. I start lunging. My feet come together in the middle, I pause then go down.


    “No pause,” he says. “Just walk.”


    Freaking hell.


    Ten laps later, my legs are shaking so badly and my stomach is seriously rushing it’s way up my throat. The blood drains from my face. It feels green. Sensei grabs the bucket, hands it to me. The first round of puke hits the bottom of the plastic bucket in a hard, fast splash.


    My eyes bulge, my stomach folds into my rib cage and the flush of liquid explodes out of my mouth one violent, gut-clenching seizure at a time. It’s hard not to feel nostalgic.


    I almost miss puking.


    One look down, however, and my heart sinks. My puke fills only one quarter of the bucket. After wiping the vomit off my mouth and nose, I say, “Three more times and it should be full.”


    “Four,” he says.


    We start again. I learn to karate walk, I learn to punch with my top two knuckles, I learn to kick with the ball of my foot, with my heel, with the blade edge of my foot, with my big toe.


    Then it’s more burpees, more lunges, more push ups.


    Sensei Naygel ads planks and mountain climbers then makes me drink water. I’m sweating like crazy, almost as bad as when I did my first transformation. The pain isn’t as bad, though, so I push my way through it.


    A third of the bottle of water goes down hard.


    “Slow down on the water,” he says.


    Then it’s punches, kicks, elbow strikes.


    My abs are cramping, my arms feel floppy and useless, I can’t hardly make my hands into fists. My hair is a wreck. It’s hanging in my face.


    I feel ugly.


    Exhausted.


    Then it’s burpees, sit ups, push ups, planks, mountain climbers, walking lunges, kicks, punches.


    In a sharp, almost angry voice, Sensei Naygel says, “Stop punching so lazy! Do it how I taught you!”


    I bristle at his tone, but dig in anyway. I try harder. I fail. My arms won’t do what I want them to do. What I need them to do. And my legs? Useless.


    He motions me to the floor and says, “Planks.”


    He says, “Crunches.”


    He says, “Mountain climbers.”


    That’s when I make my second run for the bucket. My upheaval is every bit as aggressive as the first one, but less mess comes out. I can’t help but groan with disappointment.


    “Two more times,” Sensei Naygel says.


    When I wipe my mouth, he is there with the bottle of water.


    “Thanks,” I mumble, not cheerfully, but not unhappily either. My body hurts, and it’s tired, but I can feel it reviving itself. This must be Gerhard’s regenerative serum at work.


    More push ups, more sit ups, more burpees.


    On this, my first session, near the bottom of the second hour, Sensei Naygel teaches me blocks, he teaches me the proper way to fall, he teaches me ground maneuvers. My abs burn, they cramp, they ache. By the top of the third hour, my abs are abused slabs of meat. I puke a third time. After the purging of liquid all but drains my belly, after all the yellow bile has been expelled, I appraise my progress with disdain.


    Hunched over that bucket, sweat leaking from my skin the way a wet rag drips just before you wring it, the word inadvertently leaves my mouth: the f-word.


    Not too loud, but loud enough.


    The kick that hammers my ribs sends me skidding sideways down the mat. Something hot and brilliant flares in my side and I can’t breathe. I strain to see what happened, only to find Sensei Naygel standing over me with a face that could shatter cold steel.


    “Do not EVER use that word in my dojo again! Do you understand?”


    I nod my head, rattled.


    Humiliated.


    “Yes, Sensei!” he barks. “Show respect!”


    “Yes, Sensei,” I force out. My breath is returning, but the pain isn’t fading. I crawl to my feet, which surprises him.


    I put an image of Gerhard’s monster in my mind to keep me from crying, from quitting. I picture Demetrius Giardino, Dr. Heim, Rebecca.


    Then it’s more mountain climbers, more kicks and punches, more blocks.


    “Time to learn how to take a punch,” he says. The warmth in him has all but gone cold. The transformation between who he was last night and who he is now is startling.


    “Let your air out,” he says. “Tighten your stomach.” When my air is out, he punches me in the gut. It’s not bad, so I nod for more.


    He punches again.


    I nod.


    “Hit it like you mean it,” I say, confident in my body, in Gerhard’s serum. When he hits me, it’s not in the stomach, but in the solar plexus. He hits me so hard I can’t stand, or breathe. I go stiff, topple over sideways. And that’s when it happens.


    This pretty little angel craps in her new white uniform. It just happens.


    The humiliation…this is on par with legendary.


    “When you hit someone hard enough in their solar plexus,” he says, calmly, “they can’t breathe. Other side effects include dizziness, vomiting, diarrhea and of course, humility. Now it smells as though you got your lesson in humility. You’ll need a new uniform.”


    I came here to be strong, to be confident. Is it possible to feel so diminutive?


    He goes to his office, then returns with a plastic bag containing a new uniform, and a plastic bag containing underwear about my size. They’re not cute undies. Not at all. We’re talking granny panties. My eyes send signals of revulsion to my brain, which renders my legs and arms even more useless. It’s like I’m just stuck trying to process something that makes no sense.


    Slowly my brain registers that not only have I shit my pants, he knows I’ve shit my pants. My eyes turn up at him. They burn with enough hatred to fry him from the inside out.


    “Change,” he says.


    His order gets me moving. Hot, wet feces smear the insides of my butt cheeks and thighs. The way I walk, like I’m wearing diapers, this is me at rock bottom.


    In the bathroom, I bag the soiled pants and my cute, ruined g-string. I wash my crotch with wet paper towels, cursing. I’m near full tantrum. Outside the door, he says, “Hurry up!” and so I dry myself quickly, moving to the pace of my rage. If I didn’t need to defend myself, if I was not decimated by the memories of my near death experiences, I would have given him the middle finger right then and there.


    But I asked for this. So I’ll take it.


    When I come back out on the floor, he’s waiting with the water. I drink it. He makes me drink more. I do.


    Then it’s more of everything. I puke again and when I pull my head out of the bucket, he’s over the top of me saying, “One more time.”


    It’s nearly full, but by now I’m all dry heaves and watery eyes.


    Three and a half hours pass. One, maybe one and a half more vomit sessions to go. Strangely, in these last hours, as we work the basics over and over again, my embarrassment in shitting myself abates and I find a rhythm.


    Sensei Naygel looks at me in awe. Then he pushes me harder. I go harder. The world starts to close in on me as I’m doing burpees and that’s when a cold, unfamiliar sensation washes over me. My senses fold in two. Turn inside out. Then my equilibrium is gone and I’m falling. I’m already out cold by the time my body hits the mat. When I wake up, Sensei is there with more water.


    “Drink,” he says.


    I drink.


    “Stand,” he says.


    I stand.


    “Punch,” he says


    I punch and it’s weak. He snaps a punch before me and it whips so hard and loud I feel my body wanting to startle. If only I had the energy.


    “Punch!” he snaps.


    I punch.


    “Snap it back,” he says. “Out fifty miles an hour, in one hundred miles per hour.”


    I punch and I whip it back. I do this one hundred times at about three miles per hour tops. My arms feel destroyed. Like blobs of jelly. The muscles in my stomach are just hunks of flop. They’re useless. Just like my legs.


    “Last trip to the bucket,” he says, and then he pushes me so hard I practically faint in front of the bucket, push my face into the stink of it, then let the last of my insides heave.


    When I pull my face out of the puke, it’s because I’m proud, and it’s because I’m thinking of the puke left to me by Cameron O’Dell two semesters ago. That bitch. Thinking of her, of all the bullying I took, I stand up renewed.


    “You are not human,” he says. His voice is frosted steel.


    “I’m just driven.”


    “Good, now we stretch,” he says.
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    Me stretching and him stretching me are two very different things. I would stretch in front of the television casually, beautifully, not painfully. His form of stretching is pure torture.


    My eyes cry silent tears that mix with sweat. My inner voice rails out curse words, every gosh damn one of them. I shake. I wail. And eventually I beg for release.


    Then we go to the next limb.


    When we’re done, I say, “That’s it?” but not in a disrespectful way. I wanted it to be over so badly. I look at the clock and it’s just after noon.


    “Come back tonight after our adult class and we will stretch again. Not as intensely. You’ll feel better in the morning if you do this. If you don’t you won’t be able to move very well, and tomorrow’s class will surely break you.”


    I tell him I’ll do this, then after bowing out of class, I stumble to the car and try to drive to Netty’s with rubber legs. Fortunately it’s not far. The minute I hit the bed, I’m done. Asleep in a sticky, exhausted sweat.


    When I wake up, it’s to eat dinner. Where the hell did five hours go?! An hour later I’m eating dinner thinking I can’t even look at the dojo, much less go back. At seven o’clock, Netty and I show up for adult classes.


    She works out. I watch.


    This class is nothing like my sessions earlier that day. The students work on self-defenses: the defense against a rear naked choke; two defenses against a head-lock; one defense against a thrusting knife attack. After class, Sensei Naygel stretches me and, to be honest, everything is sore and stiff, but this time the stretching feels good.


    When we’re done, he says, “See you tomorrow morning at eight.” I tell him yes, but in my head I’m thinking, uh yeah, that’s debatable.




    The Early Years




    1


    Life in the Ukraine was Hell on Earth. Every day was a test of survival. No, it was worse. Hell might feel like paradise next to the Ukraine.


    Arabelle Diederich was eleven when Olga Eltsina and her parents moved onto the property next door. She and Olga never spoke. Olga was a mute. A five or six or seven year old mongrel with ratty hair and small, ugly eyes who never uttered one single word. At least not one Arabelle ever heard. Olga wore dirty clothes and had an unwashed face, which made sense the first time Arabelle saw her parents. They had the same look. Poverty was a common condition in the Ukraine, but Olga’s family’s situation seemed worse. Infinitely worse when you consider water in the Ukraine cost half the monthly income and Olga’s father, Alexander, used most of their water for his whiskey stills.


    When faced with the decision to bathe or make potato whiskey, Olga’s papa chose the smellier, more alcoholic route. Her father said Olga’s papa was a selfish, irresponsible man who would rather drink fermented potato sweat than keep a clean family. Eventually everything Olga’s family did or said got under Arabelle’s father’s skin. The thing about her father was this: the man could seethe like no one she ever met. His hatred was a palpable thing. An obsessive thing.


    In the back yard, not twenty feet from the potato stills bordering Eltsina property was Arabelle’s family garden. Her father tended to it day and night, working diligently in both its care and protection. If people stole their food, they’d starve. Simple as that. That’s why her father kept a bow and a quiver of arrows just inside the porch door. To shoot animals or trespassers. To her father, they were one and the same.


    One sunny afternoon, six months after Olga’s family had been living next door, Arabelle watched Olga’s drunken father try to steal from their garden. She was playing on the porch when he started pulling up carrots. At the very same time the violation was registering in her mind, her father was shoving through the front door and taking aim with the bow and arrow. He drew back and shot the man in the right shoulder.


    Arabelle gasped, paralyzed. She had seen her father shoot animals before, but not a human. She started crying.


    Wordless, her father bounded down the steps, the bow and another arrow in hand.


    “Papa!” Arabelle heard herself yell.


    As he trudged out into the yard, he said something about how he was going to help the man off their property.


    Arabelle was afraid of her father in moments like these. He looked ten feet tall as he stalked out into the garden. Like a giant she loved and feared. He got to the fallen man, leaned down to give him a hand, and that’s when Olga’s father’s arm came up with a pistol.


    He shot Arabelle’s father in the face. Arabelle reeled in horror. Her heart stopped. And then her father’s body fell down dead in the dirt.


    Arabelle’s mother raced through the front door, saw what was happening, grabbed the shovel on the side of the house and sprinted into the garden. She saw her dead husband, then she turned on the man who shot him.


    Again, the man’s hand came up with the pistol, but his strength had sufficiently drained. Her mother kicked the pistol out of the way. Arabelle held her breath. A second later, her mother proceeded to beat Olga’s father nearly to death with the shovel. When Arabelle thought her mother was done, that Olga’s father was dead, the wounded man rolled his head ever so slightly and put a weary eye on her.


    Arabelle ran to her mother, grabbed the sleeve of her shirt and tried to pull her away. To save her. Her mother shoved her off. Her mother was a ragged mess with her hair hanging in wisps in front of her face. And those eyes! How could they hold such pain and fury all at once? Her quick, harsh breathing sounded like a charging bull. Looking down at Arabelle, she said, “нет!” Meaning no.


    Meaning stop.


    Arabelle looked at her father’s ruined face. She looked at Olga’s beaten father. For weeks afterwards, she would have nightmares about the look in his eye. The one opened eye that looked slowly from her to her mother, then back to her again.


    He was staring at her, expressionless, bleeding.


    Arabelle’s mother turned her eyes on him, then on her dead husband, whose face was blasted and meaty with red ruin and death. Then, in a fit of grief and screaming rage, she jerked and tore the arrow from the man’s shoulder, then drove it deep into his throat. Olga was standing in the yard ten feet away, her eyes seeing everything.


    The look on her face that day, it never left Arabelle’s mind.


    Not ever.


    Only much later in life did she realize that, one way or another, all children suffer. All children end up damaged. Aggrieved. They shouldn’t have to be, but just like she was meant to suffer, so the rest of the children of the world were meant to suffer as well.




    The Boy and the Red Tide




    1


    Half the world away, in the central region of Denmark, inside the city of Låsby on the barely traveled road Jens Martin Knudsens Vej, a thirteen year old boy named Magnus Svendson stood staring into a field. With blonde hair and ocean blue eyes, and a precious face with effeminate features, you could hardly imagine the evil he was about to do.


    Laser beam focus.


    That’s what he had as he watched the cow grazing barely one hundred feet away. The animal’s head was buried in the lush grass of an uncut pasture. It suspected nothing.


    Mangus reached out with his hand, palm to the sky, felt the force of his will connect with the cow’s. Its physical body shuttered involuntarily. His head rose and he walked a small half circle. Mangus narrowed his energy, made it a cone with the cow as his target. He felt his will overtake the cow’s will. The two wills merged, and he assumed full control of the beast.


    Raising his hand, his mind fully controlling the cow’s field of energy, he elevated the animal. The strain was monumental. Physical power rushed into the momentary void and he felt high. No, he felt better than high. Drugs alone could not mimic the things Mangus felt. His entire body crackled with electricity. He felt blessed by God. Fortified by his own supernatural talents.


    On a construction site the next road over, thirty-one year old Ryker Jørgensen blinked twice, then survived a brief but forceful sweep of vertigo. Quickly, he fished his new cell phone out of his pocket, zoomed the video camera in on the boy, then zoomed in even further on the levitated cow.


    The animal rose from the fields and hung twenty feet in the air. Mooing loudly. Thrashing as much as the beast could while being suspended in mid-air.


    While Ryker filmed Mangus, Mangus’s attention was solely on the cow. He found that once he pushed through the initial pairing of his mind to his target’s mind, his strength returned. He was able to hold the animal without expending much energy at all.


    Powering up his mind, he envisioned the cow’s demise. Channeling all his energy and focus into one righteous burst of purified power, he squeezed his outstretched hand into an iron fist. One hundred feet away, twenty feet in the air, the cow’s entire center section broke and crumpled in, folding the beast violently in two.


    Blood and gristle squished and blew out everywhere. A red tidal wave of rain sopped down onto the field as the squeezed cow hung dead in the air.


    Unbeknownst to Mangus, Ryker Jørgensen captured the entire nightmarish event on his camera phone.


    Feeling supercharged, feeling the resurgence of his power, Mangus raised his other hand and mimicked tearing the cow in half. He thrust both his hands in opposite directions of each other with force. Mid-air, the cow was brutally ripped in half. A flop of meat soup rained down over the green field as the two halves of the cow were flung fifty feet in opposite directions.


    Mangus shivered with joy.


    Ryker, however, turned and fought the queasiness boiling inside him. Then he got into his truck, sped all the way home, and uploaded the video to YouTube.


    Within minutes, Ryker’s posting showed a thousand hits. An hour later the count surpassed one hundred thousand.


    Then, ten minutes after that, half a world away, the director of Richmond, California’s Monarch Enterprises received a phone call. He dispatched a team to the boy’s location. Like the young Canadian girl, Alice—the one who melted a child on the playground—a second mutant child surfaced.


    His next call was to Dr. Cameron, who couldn’t be reached. After that it was Dr. Gerhard, but he too, was indisposed. Dr. Heim answered the phone surprising the Director thoroughly. He hadn’t heard a single thing about the man in a decade.


    “Hello, my old friend,” the Director said to the mad, mad scientist. “I have wonderful news.”




    Just Disappear Yourself Already
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    Christian Swann was no longer hiding. When he was ugly and in the press all the time, when he was Atticus Van Duyn—billionaire entrepreneur and owner of SocioSphere.com—the last thing he wanted was extra attention. Much less the paparazzi around all the time. Being that rich, that in-the-spotlight, it’s how everyone got to know yours and your family’s flaws. Certain people, man they loved to needle you. Like they took some sort of sadistic joy in humiliating you before a worldwide audience.


    Some scumbag paparazzi clown, he could take ten terrific photos of you, and it would be that one horrible photo that made the cover of Enquirer. The one with your mouth full of food. Your finger in your ear really taking care of business. That embarrassing picture of you picking your underwear out of the damp crack of your ass. Even the hottest celebrities are photographed on the beach with flopping-out bellies and dimpled butt cheeks.


    The point is, when you’re famous, you aren’t ever really safe. People are always taking shots at you. Trying to dismantle your reputation. There’s always some asshole giving it that blue ribbon effort to completely destroy you. Such was the life of the late Atticus Van Duyn.


    But for Christian Swann, life was the opposite. Rolling through downtown Palo Alto in his Audi R8 was him enjoying his freedom. Women stared at him, he stared back; no one snapped his picture or asked him questions about anything. For the first time ever, he was handsome and available. And not famous.


    And he wasn’t on anyone’s radar.


    At the stop sign on South California Avenue and Park, this sexy as hell brunette in a bleached white Maserati pulled up next to him, rolled down her window and said, “Nice car.”


    His windows were already down. He smiled and said, “Funny you said that, I was thinking the same about yours.”


    With her styled socialite hair, her big Jackie O sunglasses and her requisite breast implants, the brunette asked Christian if he wanted to stop off for a drink and he was like, “I’m going to lunch with my wife. She’ll be disappointed if I’m late.”


    “A good wife learns to live with the disappointments of her husband,” she said, pulling down her glasses to show him the sparkle in her eyes. “I’ll be fun, I promise.”


    “That I don’t doubt,” he replied. “Perhaps another time.”


    “Yes,” she said, making a mock-pouty face, “perhaps.” She then flashed him a sexy smile, gave him a nonchalant sort of country club wave, and drove straight while he turned left.


    As he cruised down Park Boulevard thinking things like this never happened to him when he was Atticus, he checked the time and realized he was late. Five minutes late. With Margaret, one minute late was like five minutes late, and five minutes late might as well be thirty. Except when she wasn’t on time. Whenever she was late, she’d say she was “fashionably late,” and Atticus would stifle the need to call her a hypocrite.


    She would say, “If you’re the first one there, no one notices, but when you’re the last to arrive, everyone looks.” She would say, “It’s simple math.”


    The late Atticus would say nothing. Christian, on the other hand, would have plenty to say about the matter. Margaret had changed though as well. She was changing more and more by the day.


    He cruised a few blocks down Park then took a right on Sheridan. He was planning on heading into the public parking garage off to the left when he saw an open parking space on the right just outside Caffe Riace’s courtyard entrance.


    Margaret was waiting just under the green awning, smiling. God, she looked beautiful. She saw him and waved. He waved back.


    Just like old times, he thought. Before they became hostile with each other. Before he got lost in his work and drove her to cheating.


    Except he wasn’t himself anymore. He was better looking. More relaxed and personable. No longer a slave to his job, to his career, to the media. Neither was she the same woman he married. They were both different. He got out of his car, met Margaret with a kiss on the cheek.


    “If not for the writer, I could fall in love with you all over again,” he said.


    “Well now that I told him to pound sand, I just might let you.”


    This was news to him.


    Good news.


    The way she was looking at him, treating him, it was like she completely forgot he used to be a bipedal slug.


    She took his hand; he let her. Together they walked into the small plaza, and into what used to be their favorite lunch getaway: the gorgeous Caffe Riace.


    Within moments they were taken to a table outside and handed menus. Christian mistakenly sat in full view of a pair of life-sized male statues. The men towered over the tables. They were stained in a bluish green—what designers would call a patina finish—and they donned helmets and shields. Other than that, the David-like statues were nude. As in, people were trying to eat and these guys’ dicks were just hanging out there as if to say, “Look at me while you eat your spaghetti.”


    Christian tried not to look.


    Finally, sarcastically, he said, “Something about looking at green cocks while I eat makes this the best place ever.”


    Margaret laughed out loud, covering her mouth because it was a boisterous outburst, then said, “Do you want to switch places?”


    “No,” Christian replied, his mood totally airy and playful. “It’s totally fine. Besides, I don’t want to compete with a couple of dicks for your attention.”


    “You won’t need to,” she said with a giggle. “Especially now.”


    “What do you mean, ‘especially now?’” he asked. But he knew exactly what she meant. He could see in her eyes how his new looks effected her.


    “Fishing for compliments?” she teased.


    “Perhaps.”


    “You look insatiable.”


    He was wearing expensive blue jeans, a stylish button up by French Laundry (two buttons open, the sleeves rolled), and leather Italian shoes of the more casual sort. He didn’t tell her he purchased the ensemble specifically for their date, nor did he tell her he just came from the salon, but he did. Even his unshaven face was left untouched for a reason. His hair stylist said it made him look super hot.


    “You think?” he had asked the younger girl.


    “If I didn’t have a strict policy of not hitting on my clients, I’d totally want to do you,” she said. She was twenty-seven, blonde and ridiculously cute in a wounded, trashy kind of way.


    “I’m not sure I like your policy,” he said. She blushed; he smiled. And in the end, he kept the three days of scruff and tipped her generously.


    Now, to Margaret, he said, “I appreciate the compliment.”


    She waited a second, then said, “Don’t you have something to say to me?” The thing about his exish-wife was she lived for validation. She once said, “A truly flattering comment is sometimes better than ten minutes of oral. It lasts longer, anyway.”


    Without a second’s thought, he replied, “I’m so taken aback by you right now that narrowing my compliments down to just one might take a bit of time.”


    “So surprise me,” she teased.


    “When you least expect it,” he replied without even looking up from his menu.


    It was almost like a first date, but with decades of baggage and the barest window of possibility. He looked up and wondered if they could do it again. If they could survive each other. If they could thrive. He had a hard time getting past the idea of her cheating, of her being an addict, of the douchebag writer being intimate with her, being inside her.


    “What are you having?” he asked, warding off dangerous thoughts.


    “The usual,” she said. Capellini al Pomodoro was her favorite. A delightful dish with fresh tomato, a pinch of garlic and a touch of basil. “You?”


    “Going out on a limb here,” he said. “Penne alla Norma. With eggplant, basil and ricotta.”


    “I didn’t know you liked eggplant.”


    Smiling, casual, he said, “I guess we’ll find out.”


    The waiter brought them their waters, took their drink order, and then their food order. He found himself smiling a lot around her. After the change, Christian refused to feel jealous or apprehensive. In their earlier life, when men would vie for Margaret’s attention, and she would give them a smile or some form of acknowledgement, his jealousy would gnaw at him. Then it would turn to anger. Then, when it became too much, he turned the emotions back on himself. For years he suffered the most debilitating bouts of self-loathing.


    Not now.


    He was always afraid of losing her. He’d lost her. And he was terrified of her cheating. Which she did. Now there was nothing left to fear.


    Then he heard it: the familiar snapping of a shutter.


    The pop of a flashbulb.


    He looked to the right and there she was: a young brunette with un-styled hair and bargain store jeans hunched in a photographer’s stance just outside the fenced-in line of the restaurant’s patio area. Her camera bag was slung over her shoulder, camera pressed to her face. Maybe she was twenty-five. Maybe she was thirty.


    Pop. A flash. Click. The opening and closing of the shutter.


    She looked up at him over her camera and it did something to him. Stirred a familiar resentment. There was only a decorative iron fence between them. He forced a smile because that’s what you do when you’re having strangers take your picture. He hated himself for doing that. For being forced to do that.


    Pop.


    Click.


    She lowered the camera from her face completely and looked at him. Her face bore not an ounce of expression. To her he was not a person but a paycheck. Rent. The exasperation of feeling reduced to a piece of paper with numbers on it—a check—was so dehumanizing he turned away.


    She’s just a girl doing her job, he reminded himself.


    Christian expected Margaret to be making the most of this unfortunate paparazzi moment, but it was clear she wasn’t. She was pretending not to notice.


    This is new as well, he thought.


    “You’re being photographed,” he told her.


    “I’m over that,” she replied with the wave of a bejeweled hand.


    “What are you into these days?”


    “Self-improvement,” she said. Margaret reclined in her chair, tilted her face into the lofty breeze slipping its way through the courtyard.


    “Self-improvement is masturbation,” he said casually, as if having given the subject no thought at all. It was his favorite line from Fight Club.


    Abby told him the other day that if he hadn’t seen Fight Club, he had not truly lived. After she left, after Rebecca was kidnapped, Fight Club was all he watched. He’d seen it five times already and now he was reading the book.


    “Ha!” Margaret laughed. “Really?”


    “Really,” he said with a grin. Behind him, the camera was snapping, the flashbulb popping. He fought to ignore the girl. The thing about the paparazzi was, they were always fishing for something: a stolen kiss, a salacious new love, old flames reuniting, a slipped nipple, or that all-valuable topless-on-the-balcony or beach picture.


    What was this girl looking for? He would give her nothing. The fact that he had to even think like this set his teeth on edge. He hated his privacy being invaded. Especially when he was going to such lengths to preserve it.
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    He and Margaret made small talk until their salads arrived, and it was surprising how much their conversation was nothing like the conversation they had as a married couple (even though technically they weren’t yet divorced). He looked at her, laughed with her, talked with her about Abby and the young woman she was becoming, and though there existed the familiarity and beauty he’d come to appreciate about her, there was also something else: disdain, resentment, hysteria.


    Plus that damn photographer was still at it. Still snapping pictures. Still waiting for that one big embarrassment. That one picture.


    Her big payday.


    Finally, after they finished their salads—before they got their pasta—Christian gathered up the courage to say what he had been thinking ever since his home was invaded, Rebecca was abducted and Abby ran off to Netty’s. “Have you ever thought of having the procedure?”


    “I’ve had plenty of procedures.”


    “You know what I mean,” he said, referring to the one he and Abby had.


    “No.”


    “It never entered your mind?”


    “What? So all of this”—she said, waving her hand across her face and breasts—“was all for nothing? I worked hard to get here. And I’m not about to let it all melt away for some experimental face and body. No offense.”


    “Do you ever want to have a good relationship with Abby?”


    “I don’t need one of your makeovers to do that.”


    “She doesn’t like you, Margaret. It’s not because of who you are. It’s because your timing is all wrong. You’re trying to be her mother, I know, but your efforts are coinciding with her transformation, and it looks an awful lot like you’re only trying because she’s all the sudden skinny and beautiful.”


    “You don’t think I know that?”


    Inside, his temperature climbed. This was not the way he saw their luncheon playing out. “I was never good at reading your mind,” he said, much of his smile falling from his eyes.


    “That was always a shame,” she teased, her heart clearly not into it because she knew the fight as well as he did.


    He thought about the conversation, where it was going, and if he wanted to spoil a perfectly good afternoon dredging up the past or not. To hell with it, he thought.


    “Plus, all the things you said to her as a child, the way you approached her about her weight, the paparazzi, her other physical…shortcomings, it left a sour taste on her brain.”


    Pop. Snap.


    “I know,” Margaret said, her eyes flashing to the paparazzi girl.


    Christian could tell she was trying not to cry. Still quick to tears, he thought. Like mother like daughter.


    “I was only trying to help,” she said.


    “She missed the message.”


    Lowering her eyes, blinking fast, she said, “I know.”


    Pop.


    Snap.


    “What it looked like to her was that she wasn’t good enough, she wouldn’t ever be good enough, and that you were ashamed of her, embarrassed.” Saying these things, he found his temper unraveling.


    Pop.


    Snap.


    Pop.


    Snap, snap, snap.


    To her credit, she said, “I know this makes me a bad person, a terrible person, but all those things you just said, that’s exactly how I felt.”


    Pop.


    Snap.


    That anxious, restless feeling building in him ever since he saw the girl on the other side of the decorative iron fence, it boiled and expanded within him until he couldn’t take it. Like an atom bomb, he felt himself exploding in slow motion.


    He was thinking how this was a private moment between two people who loved each other, who hated each other, who needed understanding, honesty, closure, and this freaking bitch with a camera was shitting all over it.


    Margaret just made the most damning admission a mother could make, and inside, his mind was disintegrating into rage. This should’ve been a healing moment between him and Margaret. She finally told the truth.


    Pop.


    Snap.


    Margaret started to say something, but Christian stood up fast, grabbed a half eaten plate of penne pasta on the vacated table between him and the camera woman, then charged the fence-line where she stood and slung the entire mess of uneaten food into the woman’s face. She startled as if he threw ice water in her face. Or a hot fecal pie.


    “Give us some goddamn privacy!” he snarled.


    The woman just stood there, speechless. Mouth open like it was trying to draw flies. The bomb went off and now remorse set in. Seeing her face dripping with meat sauce and noodles, Christian felt a little bad inside, the emotion like a spark of light on the darkest of nights.


    “You…threw…pasta on me!” the girl said, flabbergasted. Her voice was like she had been hard on her lungs all her life. Like she was a young drinker working hard to hit bottom.


    “I’m trying to have a private moment with my…friend, and you’re ruining it for what? A few bucks and a page nine blurb?”


    She checked her camera, then pawed the pasta off her face. “Try five hundred, you pretentious asshole.”


    Christian pulled out his wallet, withdrew a thousand dollars in hundreds and said, “I’ll buy that film and I’ll pay you for your humiliation.”


    “I don’t want your money!” she barked, slapping his outstretched hand and its wad of bills away. Up close, she had crow’s feet and pronounced frown lines. Her skin looked a little dry and her eyes had a certain dullness to them. She was not as young as he thought. But she was every bit as jaded.


    He felt sorry for her.


    “I shouldn’t have done that,” he admitted painfully, more solemn.


    “I could sue you, you know.”


    Her shirt looked ruined.


    “Take the money,” he said, handing it at her again. She shook her head, put up a hand that told him to stop. “Suit yourself.”


    He returned to the table only to realize how much of a scene he made. Everyone was looking at him and it was worse than being photographed.


    “If it’s any consolation,” he said to Margaret, who looked either amused or horrified, he couldn’t quite tell, “I’m feeling a bit embarrassed.”


    Margaret finally laughed and he felt better. “The old you would never have been so impulsive, or rude,” she said. “I think I like version two of you.”


    “Yes, well I’ve wanted the truth from you for years and now you lay it out on the table and—just like before—our horrified expressions are being immortalized for some bush league gossip rag.”


    “Who cares?”


    “We used to care. Abby used to care. The paparazzi ruined our daughter’s life. They ruined our life.”


    Understanding passed like ghosts through Margaret’s eyes.


    Leaning forward, lowering his voice almost to a whisper, he said, “You’re the last piece of our past, the last witness to what became an unsavory life. If you stay this way—your looks I mean—then we can’t safely exist as a family together. Even a dysfunctional one. But if we can erase you, we can completely erase the past. We can start fresh, Margaret. We can be a family again.”


    “I don’t want to be erased,” she whispered back, real panic setting in her eyes.


    “Sometimes, in order to find ourselves—to save ourselves—we must just disappear ourselves. Margaret, sweetheart, love of my life, my savior, my Satan, mother of my child, it’s time to disappear yourself. You have to save yourself from yourself.”


    Right then—as their food was arriving, as the paparazzi opportunist was leaving, as Christian’s insistent eyes burrowed soul-deep into her—Margaret finally broke into tears.


    “No,” she said. “I can’t.”


    “Yes,” he said, taking her hand gently into his, his voice tender, reassuring. “Disappear yourself already. It will be okay. We’ll figure this thing out together. As a family.”




    Oxygen Eating Fairy of Mass Destruction
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    Georgia sat Indian-style on the carpeted floor in her parents’ living room. She was alone and staring at her mother’s nine foot tall plant, a monstera deliciosa. The plant’s huge, leathery leaves were heart shaped and slotted, almost like green knives brought together around a lighter green stem to form this gorgeous, awe inspiring tropical plant.


    Her parents brought it back from their trip to Mexico several years ago, and they treated it like offspring. Watering it. Fertilizing it. Baby-talking to it.


    Like it knew human words and it was their love and undivided attention that made the bizarre thing grow. Georgia was always envious of the plant.


    She always hated it.


    Her flat-chested mother came into the room with something in her hand. A silver ring. She knelt down next to Georgia and said, “Here sweetie, this was yours. It was taken off before the…procedure.”


    Georgia looked at it. It took a moment, but the meaning of the ring crept slowly back into her slightly hazy mind. It was her dead brother’s ring. Before he died, he wore it on his middle finger. The inscription inside the ring, Life at all Costs, was how he wanted to live his life.


    By that time, their mother had had both her breasts removed. Not because they both needed it, but because only one needed it and no self-respecting woman wanted grossly mismatched tits.


    After her brother died, Georgia asked her mother if she was going to have new breasts and her mother said, “Why? So I can be reminded of how much better the originals looked?”


    Georgia thought something was better than nothing, but she never said as much. Staring at the ring, Georgia remembered all of this. She took it, slid it back on her thumb. It fit perfect. Better than before. Had she not felt so dead inside, the ring would have reminded her of how much she loved her brother. Instead, she just thought of the ring as “an accessory that goes back on.”


    A place to keep the ring.


    Her thumb.


    “Don’t you feel better?” her mother asked.


    Georgia’s face was stiff from concentrating all morning. From the time she woke up to right now, she had been trying to burn the plant with her mind.


    “You look a little grey, honey. Are you okay?”


    Georgia nodded.


    Then she turned back to the plant and tried with all her might to set it on fire using only her thoughts. If Alice could do it, she could do it. She had the girl’s DNA.


    It was possible.


    “Can I get you something to eat?” her mother asked.


    Georgia wished the woman would just go away. She was done looking at her. Done listening to her. The woman was a titless stranger whose voice sounded like weak children and despair.


    “Go feed yourself,” she mumbled.


    “That’s not very nice,” her mother said. She tried to smooth back Georgia’s hair, but Georgia pushed her hand away. She felt the abundance of air the moment her mother left. She could breathe again, thankfully.


    In the other room, Georgia heard her mother weeping and it only strengthened her determination. By three o’clock, Georgia’s mind was a ball of wet noodles. Tired, grey mush. She went outside, went for a walk, inhaled the fresh air. It annoyed her. She tried to set trees on fire as she walked. Cats, dogs, both parked and moving cars and this old man whose wrinkly white skin upset her stomach. His skin, it was like old pancake batter. Mixed with water and eggs and left on the counter for days.


    He took one look at her and crossed the street away from her. She ate his fear and it tasted like honey. Unfortunately, when she was done with him, his dying face remained a soft pinkish white. Not the charred, inflamed hide of crisped flesh she envisioned for him.


    When she got back home, she sat in front of the plant again. Because her parents were so in love with this green, vomiting sprig, they told her all its nicknames.


    The Swiss cheese plant.


    The window leaf.


    The Mexican breadfruit.


    The balazo.


    Because her father bought this thing after doing tons of research (he bought start-up companies, which had him researching just about everything under the blazing hot sun), he told her the plant was a member of the arum family, Araceae.


    She didn’t care.


    Back then she had Cystic Fibrosis. Back then she was told she would never have children. What the hell did she care about plants?


    Fresh from her walk, sitting in the same place as before, sitting Indian-style just like before, she thought of Alice. The way her “little sister” had said it, her mind must first be clear, save for a solitary, focused intention: ignite whatever it was she most desired to burn.


    She cleared her mind.


    With meditation she could remove the physical stress of the world, unburden her mind, and essentially be a more productive person in life. That’s what Google said. What Google didn’t say was meditation could also make you feel when your body had been made to feel almost nothing. She hoped it could also help you destroy things.


    She began to meditate.


    The style she used was called transcendental meditation, and it helped her go into a black space inside her mind, a place so dark and so deep, it was like the dead space of a dreamless sleep.


    Sitting in her living room, her eyes closed and her mind clear, she envisioned the plant, saw the soft coal-colored plumes lifting like cigarette smoke off the leaves. Saw the edges blacken as they were being eaten inward, leaving behind only curled, charred flesh. Saw the first flicker of a flame combust into life. An oxygen eating fairy of mass destruction.


    Then she smelled the air in her dead space and the odor was like crack cocaine to her nostrils. Euphoria overwhelmed her. Such was the depth of her meditation.


    She took a different tact. Instead of seeing things Alice’s way, she did it her way. She chose to assume a more spiritual perspective. Georgia envisioned herself making an emotional connection to the plant. She envisioned the plant having its own set of open hands. The moment she made a connection, she felt it—that linkage she’d been trying so desperately to construct.


    Encouraged, she pushed fire into the plant.


    When she finally opened her eyes, she started to cry. One of the leaves near the bottom, one of the blades was dark and smoldering. Not on fire, but lightly blackened.


    “What’s that smell?” her mother said from the other room. “Is something burning?”


    “Mind your own business, mother,” she said sounding both delighted and cruel at the same time.
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    Georgia refocused her efforts. Took her meditation even deeper. She hit a certain level so dark and so silent, her body began to cook. Her mind was expanding. Feeling the connection in nearly everything. Her fire, she could put in anywhere.


    This realization elevated her consciousness. Entire universes were being created inside her head. The possibilities were birthing machines for newer, even greater possibilities.


    Is this God? she wondered. Am I God?


    Fire, she thought.


    Flames.


    She saw it all happen first, in her mind. Then she opened her eyes and it happened exactly as she saw it. The plant burst into flame. All the leaves were swallowed in fire, not just part of one. Inside her head, she envisioned the fire stamped out, the flames suffocating.


    And it happened; the fire died.


    She was on some plane of understanding that felt warm and rounded, solid and airy. If she died and went to heaven, it would feel like this. It would feel like a blessing. Utterly euphoric.


    All her life, she had been cursed by cruelty. Her mother’s breast cancer. Her brother’s death. Her father, even though he was rich beyond measure, didn’t have the resources to save his wife’s tits. Or his son’s life.


    So he circumvented God. Bought Georgia a new body, a new face, a new life. Now, with the help of Gerhard and his experiments, she was supernatural.


    Extra-human.


    The most special of Gerhard’s dolls.


    Finally, for the first time in her life, she felt sure of herself. She felt in control.


    “Georgia, dear, what’s that smell?” her mother asked again from the other room, something more excitable in her voice.


    “I’m burning your precious plant,” she announced, as if it was the most natural thing ever. Her mother rushed into the room.


    When the woman saw the charred leaves of her destroyed, smoking plant, she stifled a cry, then looked directly at Georgia. The sight of her daughter caused an even greater cry of disbelief. One her slender hand could not suppress.


    “Your face!” she whispered, her voice low, layered with a kind of visceral terror.


    “What about it?” Georgia said. She knew though. It was the way Georgia was seeing the world that let her know her face was like Alice’s face. Grey, translucent skin. Pupils the size of marbles, and black.


    Black as polished onyx.


    “You…your…” And then she passed out, hitting the carpeted floor with a thud.


    When Georgia was finally able to raise her mother, the woman had that dazed look you get after passing out, the look that says your brain is still skipping gears. Then it cleared. Her mother turned and looked up at her precious plant, the one extracted from the deep tropical forests that made up Mexico’s womb, and then she started to sob.


    “What did you do that for?” her mother asked.


    In the kitchen, a smoke alarm went off. Georgia didn’t even flinch at the piercing sound. Her mother did, though.


    Georgia barely understood the feelings sweeping through her. Joy never felt so rich, so vibrant, so…justified. The smile on her face, it was the first she’d made since coming out of the glass canister. Until that point, all she managed to feel was indifference and rage.


    “It’s what I can do now,” she said. She said this the way people on drugs said things. Like some sixties flower child on acid. She was seeing the world in a new light, feeling religious feelings.


    Seeing God. Seeing herself.


    The smoke alarm finally shut itself off, bathing them in a thick, burnt silence.


    She helped her mother to her feet, then pulled her into a sort of exhausted embrace. “I think I’m going to be alright, mother. I’m sure of it.”


    Her mother never stopped crying, but Georgia didn’t care.




    Fight Club
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    The first week of training just might have been more painful than my physical transformation. Never in my life would I have thought such a thing possible. At least when I was changing, I had pills for the pain. But here, under the sadistic tutelage of ninth degree black belt and Isshin-ryu practitioner Sensei Naygel, I learned there are worse things than getting skinny fast. There are sustained bouts of physical pain and exhaustion, mixed with nausea, dizziness, and dehydration headaches.


    In a word, Sensei Naygel is unrelenting.


    The first day of training, I pooped my pants. This was not the only time I pooped myself. Sensei hit me in the solar plexus for another slipped f-bomb, and like before, I ruined my bleach-white gi pants with a wet push of the brown. With the burning, acidic mess squished uncomfortably against the insides of my thighs, I just stood, caught my breath and said, “I need another gi and another set of underwear.”


    Just like that.


    No embarrassment.


    For the first time, he smiled. Then he got me a new gi. And new underwear. As he was handing me my new clothes, he said, “Just remember, you wanted this.”


    “I know,” I replied.


    That entire week, I trained four to five hours a day. Most days, I fought the unrelenting need to quit. Like I was going to die if I didn’t. Then again, all I had to do was remind myself of the multiple attempts on my life, and of my greater goal: to get Rebecca back. Heim bested me before.


    He won’t do it again.


    For the first few days I filled the puke bucket, but on day four, we got through the full four hours with me having filled only half of it. For some reason, I was disappointed with myself. Like not filling the bucket was me letting myself down by not accomplishing enough.


    “Did you think you would always throw up so much?” Sensei Naygel asked.


    “I don’t know.”


    “Your body is getting stronger, more conditioned. Surely you have noticed.”


    “My body fat percentage is officially in the low single digits if that’s what you’re asking.”


    He shrugged his head, like I didn’t get it.


    Apparently I didn’t.


    “I’m not sure how you transcend the pain you do, or why your body is more resilient than every previous student I’ve had before. Whatever the reason, your body and mind are responding well. You haven’t had previous martial arts experience, have you?”


    “No.”


    Nowadays I’m thinking Gerhard must be a god to have given me his healing serum. And why? Because Julie Satan hit me in my newly forming face and smashed my nose? Or was there something more? Was it the radiation poisoning thing? Did Gerhard know the effects the serum would have on me, or that it might very well save my life one day?


    All burning questions with no immediate answers.


    Even though my body feels depleted most days, the aches and pains running so deep they’ve most likely scarred my soul, all of this is short-lived compared to what it should be. Normal people would break under Sensei Naygel’s tutelage. Normal people would quit.


    Not me. Nope.


    “You are a unique girl,” Sensei Naygel said at the end of my last class yesterday. “And so tomorrow I shall give you a treat. I believe you are ready.”
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    When I arrive at class at eight o’clock the next morning, which is a Friday morning, there is a hardened, fit girl of at least twenty. She is pretty in an athletic sort of way. But her eyes are the same as Sensei’s: cold, calculating, totally emotionless. She’s in her gi, although hers looks worn, frayed on the cuffs and sleeves. Wrapped around her gi top is a black belt with three yellow stripes on each end.


    Third degree black belt. Okay…


    The look on the girl’s face says she could kill you as soon as look at you. When our eyes meet, her mouth smiles and she introduces herself as Ms. Small (no first name) and says, “Sensei says good things about you.”


    “Is this my treat then?” I turn and ask Sensei Naygel. “A new workout partner?”


    “It’s what you get to do today that is the treat. Today, you and Ms. Small will be sparring.”


    “Sparring?”


    “Mock fighting. You’re going to apply the basics that you learned this week into a simulated fighting application.”


    My stomach sinks into my underwear, then slides down my leg and falls into my socks like some gigantic phantom turd.


    “Great. Thank you.”


    Ms. Small smiles, and I smile, but deep down, I have no idea what I’m in for.


    Sensei Naygel lays before me a plastic bag filled with brand new, painted red foam fighting gear. Head gear. Hands and feet gear. Mouth piece, still in the package.


    I watch Ms. Small putting on her gear. I do the same. The mouth piece barely fits. Sensei tells me I’ll need to soak it in hot water tonight to mold it. He says for now it’s fine.


    “When you fight her,” Sensei Naygel says, “rely on the basic techniques you have learned. And whatever you do, don’t fight angry.”


    My head nods, but my colon is suctioned closed. We face each other, bow, and then Sensei says, “Fight!”


    Swinging hard, kicking hard, moving fast…I should have hit her. But I don’t. She’s always just out of range. Bounding on the balls of her feet and calmly studying me. I miss her by mere inches. Yet I have the feeling my misses felt miles wide to her. She remains untouched. Staring with that thousand yard stare like it’s nothing at all to have me doing what I’m doing. Which right now is starting to look pretty pathetic.


    I push harder. My body fights for balance. Like my feet aren’t cooperating with my hands or any of the rest of my body for that matter. My timing is off and pretty soon I’m stumbling all over the place like some carnival drunk. Embarrassment scalds my face. I should quit from the shame alone.


    These are not the techniques I have been taught.


    The minute my guard drops, Ms. Small punches me in the face. Not hard. Just enough to irritate me. I go after her again.


    My punches miss. My kicks fall short. My cardio eventually fails me. That’s when I get hit again. Not hard, just two solid shots in the ribs, enough to let me know what I know is exactly shit in the real world of karate.


    When Ms. Small looks at Sensei Naygel, I take a swing at her, quick and solid. Because I’m pissed. Because I’m frustrated. Without even looking, barely even seeing it coming, she moves back just enough for my fist to swing a half-inch wide, and then she counters me with a shot to my face so hard I’m certain it splits my eye open. I feel my feet staggering backwards, the ground this unsteady, shifting plane beneath me.


    The world pushes out, pulls in. For a second my vision is crowded with dark spots.


    Off balance, the big fall imminent, my face smashes sideways into the floor-to-ceiling mirror, which cranks my neck sideways. Everything goes black for a minute as I drop to the mat.


    “Push ups,” sensei barks at Ms. Small. She drops and starts doing push ups. No hesitation, not an ounce of expression. It’s like she expected it, like she’s not even sorry.


    I hold my arm against my head wound, which is bleeding a lot. I spit out my mouth piece, try pulling off my gloves.


    “Don’t do that,” Sensei says. I feel stupid in all this gear. Like a retard all padded up so when she falls down she doesn’t hurt herself or others.


    Sensei gets a towel and stitching equipment and still Ms. Small is cranking out her push ups. Like they’re a breeze. She isn’t slowing and she doesn’t look tired. She glances up at me and it isn’t a kind look. For the first time I see a crescent run of acne scars along her temple. It’s the light. All the sudden I’m wondering if she’s jealous of how I look. Of Sensei Naygel’s attention. Or is she just an angry girl? Who knows.


    By the time Sensei returns, my body is overheating, but the bleeding has stopped. Perspiration sits like a weighted sheen coating my brow, my underarms, my lower back. All areas start to roll with sweat, to drip.


    Sensei wipes at the source of the injury and then reels back, his face contorted with confusion. The wound is already shutting. Already healing. Dammit, I knew this would happen.


    “Hmm,” he says. To Ms. Small, he says, “On your feet.”


    He walks over to her, whispers something low.


    She nods.


    “Can you continue?” he says to me. Of course I can, so I nod. “Good, no more cheap shots. This isn’t high school.”


    My mouth stays shut because cheap shots are really all I have against his third degree black belt whom I can’t touch. We start sparring again. Sensei Naygel coaches me, and Ms. Small compliments my pace. She’s obviously going light. Her face is made of stone. Not a single expression.


    After a few minutes, about the time my feet start feeling extra heavy and my swing looks like it’s moving in slow motion, Ms. Small hits me twice as hard as before…in the same spot!


    My vision spikes and the next thing I know, I’m sprawled out on my back with both of them over the top of me. Sensei Naygel is looking at my head, wiping away the blood intermittently, watching the cut stitch itself back together at inhuman speed.


    “What are you?” he finally says to me. Ms. Small is looking on, watching not my eyes but my head. The way my body is heating up, I know I’ve been injured.


    “I heal fast. It’s a genetic anomaly,” I mumble before I can sensor my thoughts. He looks at me, perfectly silent. Then he glances at Ms. Small, whose expression stays unchanged. “Why do you ask?” I say, sitting up.


    “I’m realizing I’ve been too kind in my training,” Sensei Naygel says.


    “I didn’t want to tell you that, but now that it’s out there—” the smart ass in me replies. Sensei doesn’t know this, but I use sarcasm as a protective mechanism. Suddenly I’m thinking maybe this isn’t the best time to speak. I should really learn to shut my mouth sometimes.


    Sensei goes in back, brings out the puke bucket and a fresh gallon of water. I hope to Jesus that he doesn’t make me soil my pants in front of Ms. Small. I’m not sure my already ruined ego would take it so well. Genially, he places these two items at the edge of the mat and says, “Let us begin again.”


    Um…okay.


    After an hour, with the proper coaching, the quality of my fight escalates. I can breathe again. My legs and arms get through the initial shock of the fight and things are going right. Finally.


    Ms. Small looks at Sensei once more and he nods. The next thing I know, she’s cranking out a spinning heel hook at my face. Her bare heel smashes me in the eye, splitting open my other eyebrow. But not before it’s freaking lights out. Again. When I wake up, it’s with my face in a pool of my own blood. I lift my head up off the mat, try sitting up.


    “No,” Sensei says.


    “I’m fine,” I say, sitting up anyway.


    Apparently I’ve become a human piñata to their curiosity.


    Sensei kneels down, wipes the blood continually, watches it heal before his eyes.


    “Mmmhmm,” he says quizzically.


    “I’m starting to feel like a lab rat, Sensei,” I say, dizzy. Perhaps that’s all I’m good for anymore. I wipe my bleached white sleeve across my face, adding to the smears of blood already on it. Something about me bleeding this much and not quitting makes me feel proud.


    “Interesting,” he finally says.


    That’s all he says.


    After four hours of sparring, half a bucket of puke, and two full gallons of water, Friday is done. I am spent, ashamed. Ms. Small isn’t even breathing hard. She barely broke a sweat. She and I bow to each other, then she goes to the other room to change. When she leaves, she bows to Sensei, then heads off the mat without a word.


    If Friday was a horrible, unexpected day, then Saturday became the ninth circle of Hell. It was the sort of blue ribbon day I never thought was possible. It shaped up to be so brutal and so intense, my mind jumped tracks from the day before, and the day before that, and every single minute of that class, I dreamt of quitting.


    Not that Sensei Naygel would let me.


    Not that I’d let myself.
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    The first thing Sensei says when he sees me Saturday morning is, “Where are your bruises?”


    “Healing,” I tell him.


    “Show me,” he says. The thing about Sensei Naygel is, when he hardens his eyes, the look alone can send you running for the hills.


    I can’t show him because I don’t have any bruises, so I shrug my shoulders.


    “Let me see your eye,” he says. He grabs my face, turns my head looking for the swelling that should be there, but isn’t.


    “Cuts like that don’t heal overnight, much less before my eyes.”


    “I know.”


    “You know,” he says, sarcastic. At this point we’re alone. No Ms. Small.


    “Today we spar,” he says. “You and me. Gear up.”


    On a scale of one to ten, I’m scared out of my freaking mind. Putting on my gear the way I do, slowly, all the while wondering how fast I can get to the exit, it’s a monumental moment of cowardice I’m having. OMG, I so don’t want to do this!


    When I stand up, he sees it in my eyes. “To break a person before you’ve even begun the fight is a skill that takes many years and much training to develop. In doing this to you, please know that I take no pride. You should be scared. You should want to run.”


    “I do.”


    “Yet you won’t, because I am faster. Stronger. More resolute. You will not make it to the door, and you will not leave until there is ample blood on your uniform. This is the old way.”


    I swallow hard, fight off shots of dizziness, waves of nausea.


    “Tell my about these attacks you survived,” he says, moving around me, his hands up. I put my hands up, too, then counter his deliberately slow moves the way I’ve been taught.


    “The first person tried to grab me, but I got away. I bit off his pinkie finger and shot him in the head. The bullet grazed him, enough to make him run.” I don’t tell him later I killed the man, or that he was a feat of dark, misguided science.


    He takes a few shots at me, bare knuckled, and they connect with my ribs. The pain hits hard, then rolls like an earthquake through my organs, disrupting the natural rhythm of my body. I get all Gumby shouldered and rattled. Currents of unease roil over my organs, making me feel like hurling.


    How the hell did he do that? I’m left wondering. The pain stays moving through me long after his fist is done. It feels like it’s doing damage to my organs.


    “And the second attack?”


    I’m still trying to catch my breath. “A man tried to…strangle me. My friend…came to…came to my rescue. I barely escaped with my life.”


    I throw a kick, but he swats it away. It’s like a housefly he can’t stand. I throw another kick and he chops down on the side of my shin with enough force to hobble me. For a second, I can’t put weight on my leg. I stumble, nearly go down because it’s now a bitch to try moving while feeling like this.


    “Those are your nerves,” he says. “And the third?”


    I draw a deep breath, try to talk and hobble at the same time without losing my wind or undoing my focus. “I was tied…to my bed…and he tried to…burn me to death.”


    “Where?”


    “Stomach,” I lie, the sweat pouring into my eyes and mouth. I swipe it away, counter a slow punch, a little faster kick. I draw a deep breath. It hurts.


    “Show me,” he says.


    “No.”


    “No scars, right?”


    I don’t say anything. That’s when he grabs me, throws me down and starts to choke me. My eyes bulge and my fear-centers go nuclear. I can’t breathe. The pressure in my head feels explosive. When I start losing consciousness, he lets go.


    “Stand up,” he says, like he’s irritated with me. “Put your hands up.”


    I do.


    “Start moving.”


    I start.


    “So you got caught off guard, choked, burned.”


    “Yes.”


    “Three different attacks.”


    “Yes.”


    We’re moving now. I’m swinging at his head but he’s telling me to go for the body. He’s telling me headshots are fancy, but groin shots and body shots end fights faster. He says to breathe outside of fighting distance, to stay loose.


    I try.


    He slows his attacks, lets me move. “Why do you heal so fast?” he says.


    “Told you,” I lie. “Always been like that.”


    He flicks a kick off my forehead hitting me so hard, I see only blackness. When I wake up, he is standing over me, examining my head. There is blood all over the mat, but he isn’t looking sorry.


    “The cut I just gave you, it’s healing at an impossible rate. I’ve been watching the skin stitch itself together.”


    I know he isn’t bluffing because my body is burning inside. Healing itself. Plus, I’m starting to sweat like a pig in a steamer, which is more sweat than I should have during sparring.


    “That’s just the way I am.”


    “Bullshit,” he says. “Get up.”


    I roll over, pick myself up.


    “Move.”


    I move.


    One minute later, I’m on the ground and he’s choking me out. This time, when the pressure gets too high and I start tapping his arm, he doesn’t let go. I black out again.


    When I wake up, he says, “You didn’t die.”


    “I didn’t.”


    “Now that you know you won’t die, give up the fear,” he says. Then: “Get up. Move.”


    I get up.


    I move.


    In the span of ten minutes, I get choked out seven more times. He doesn’t let up, not until I’m out cold. I’m thinking, this can’t be good for my brain. Then again, I’m super human, so is it really all that bad?


    “Are you scared?” he says.


    “Of getting choked out?” He nods. We’re both moving now. “Not anymore.”


    “The mystery is gone, right?”


    “It is,” I say.


    “Good. How do you feel?”


    “Pissed off.”


    “You want to learn how to break the choke hold so I can’t knock you out anymore?”


    “Yes.”


    So for the next hour, he teaches me one self-defense against the chokehold and I only get choked out fourteen of the seventeen attempts. Sensei Naygel says the holds I escaped, it wasn’t him letting me win. The way he says it makes me feel good inside. Like there’s hope.


    By the end of Saturday, my gi is washed through with blood and I feel freaking exhausted. A zombie in red and white pajamas. Sensei bows, and I bow, and then he says, “You have put in twenty-five hours of study, learned a self-defense which you can demonstrate under duress, and you have six hours of sparring complete. Congratulations, Ms. Swann, today you have risen to the rank of yellow belt.”


    With that, he pulls a folded yellow belt from inside his gi, then tells me how to complete the ceremony associated with the change in rank. I follow his instructions to the word. Proudly, I put on my new belt then tell myself there’s no way I’m quitting.


    “Shall I expect you here next week?”


    “You shall,” I say.




    A Bleeding, Wasted Thing
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    After Olga’s father was killed by Arabelle’s mother, the five or six or seven year old mute and her grieving mother abandoned their dilapidated home and headed to God knows where. Away was all that mattered.


    Arabelle’s mother, she went to pieces.


    One morning Arabelle stood in the doorway to her parent’s room and watched her mother cry. The woman looked up from where she was curled into the blankets and said, “I’m sorry, sweetheart, I have an illness of the heart.”


    She told Arabelle it couldn’t be cured.


    This particular illness made her mother sob for entire days straight. Then it turned her into a mute. It stole the soft look of her face and body and made her gaunt, so skinny Arabelle wondered if the illness was terminal. She looked starved. Near dead. The way she just fell into bed or on the couch, the way she had that coma-victim look about her, this illness was the thief that left Arabelle without a functioning parent.


    It finally set in that her father was gone forever, and after only a solid week, Arabelle contracted the same illness of the heart. She missed her father so much.


    She loved him.


    So much that her own light dimmed, and she, too, felt her body dying under the weight of a tremendous grief.


    Arabelle’s mother stopped going to work. She stayed in bed all day. Arabelle found herself curled up beside the woman, hoping to be swallowed into the same ocean of despair, if only to have company. If only to not suffer and die alone.


    The plants in the garden died. Fruits and vegetables withered. In the garden, where everything had died, remained her father. A shriveling, rotting lump. From the porch, she could see the flies like a moving black cloud around him. At night, under the cover of darkness, small animals ate him. Arabelle heard them.


    She cried.


    She was just twelve and in her broken, mortal mind, she asked God to send the creatures to take her father away so she didn’t have to see him like that.


    Finally, in the second week, her uncle Vladimir—a short, boisterous man with muscles and good looks and a quick mouth—came knocking on the front door spouting nonsensically about taking charge of things.


    People said he was pushy. They were right.


    He walked into the house, peeled her fragile body from her mother’s side and made her shower. He stripped her himself because she didn’t have the energy. When she was bathed, showered and re-dressed in the same filthy clothes (because her parents couldn’t afford but the one outfit for her), her uncle said, “Until your mother recovers, I am in charge of this house and you will do as I say. Got it?”


    She was scared. A child. Vladimir was a grown adult with slick, black hair and a pointed goatee and expensive clothes. She couldn’t stop staring at his fancy new watch. She wanted to give her soul to the time piece, lock herself inside its shiny mechanisms, so she might go someplace happy.


    Someplace safe.


    She tried to understand the thought, but even to her it made no sense. It only felt right in the way things sometimes feel right when you know nothing in your life will ever be normal again.


    He said, “The first thing you need is to start doing your part.” When Arabelle said she didn’t understand, he said, “You need to contribute. This life of yours isn’t going to pay for itself. And I’m sure as hell not going to pay for it.”


    The following day, he arrived with two sets of nice clothes and a tube of bright red lipstick. He told her to put on the clothes. To put on the bright red lipstick. Having worn the same shirt and pants for months, she was happy for the new dress. The lipstick, however, didn’t feel right on her small lips.


    “Have you been to Odessa at night?” he asked as she nervously modeled the clothing for him. She nodded her head. She couldn’t recall ever having gone anywhere significant. He said, “It’s still in Ukraine. Just outside the Port of Odessa. There are lots of pretty girls like you there, you will like it, I promise. And they all wear nice clothes and lipstick. You’ll see.”


    “I don’t want to go to Odessa,” she said. It was too soon to leave the house, she thought. Too soon to leave her dead father. And her dying mother. Besides, she was scared of life in the Ukraine. Terrified of the world outside her small village.


    More than that, though, she was dying to wipe off her uncle’s lipstick. It felt goopy on her thinnish lips and she ate some of it each time she spoke.


    “You don’t have a choice,” he said, his forgiving eyes turning cold. The way his body could warm a room and then ice it over never failed to startle her.


    From his bag, he withdrew cheese and crackers and a knife and said, “We need to put some meat on those brittle bones of yours.”
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    On Arabelle’s first night at the very busy Port of Odessa, Vladimir sent her into the square with the other girls and said, “Try to get the attention of those men. They will pay you money.”


    “Why will they pay me money?” Arabelle asked.


    She was shivering, but not from the cold. Her skin was pulled tight and pebbled with gooseflesh. She felt underdressed. Too old looking for her age with her lipstick, the eye color her uncle made her wear, and the tall shoes that were already poking and cramping her feet.


    “Because the men down here like girls like you,” he says. “And they will happily pay to be your friend. In case you’re worried, I’ll be watching, just to make sure you are okay.”


    After an hour of parading around the cobbled sidewalk stones of Tamozhennaya Square not knowing if what she was doing was wrong or right, a pale, shifty man with a weed patch of a beard and clothes too big for his menial body, approached her. All the girls whose hard eyes were on her—the same girls who hung together in packs, looking at her like they hated her, even though they didn’t know her—they mollified at the sight of this man. He was not attractive. He was not young. Yet they pined for his attention. This bone rail of a man, he simply ignored the other girls. The minute these smiling, fake girls realized the man was heading right for Arabelle, their kind, inviting faces blistered with what Arabelle could only assume was hatred directed at her.


    The older man took her young hand into his bony, calloused mitt and said, “Will you walk with me?”


    The air smelled of sea water and oil, but the man’s layered smells changed everything. He had an awful odor about him, which was almost masked by the strength of cheap cologne and the stale reek of alcoholism. Wiggling worms filled her stomach. Her insides cramped with fear as she swallowed against the upsurge of her stomach. Her eyes looked everywhere for her uncle; when she saw him, she blinked fast, as if crying out for help. Instead of rescuing her, he simply nodded and gave a small wave with his fingers as if to say go, it’s alright.


    “You will pay me money?” she asked. Her voice broke, betraying her.


    The man smiled. He was missing a tooth in front, and another off to the side was broken and turning black. “Of course, I will.” His breath was like death. Like dying.


    Her uncle stood by the Port of Odessa sign, smoking, watching her from a distance. There were dozens of girls parading through the square on tall heels with short dresses and too much makeup. A lot of these girls were talking to men three times their age or more. This man of hers, this tired old goat, he guided her to a nearby street away from the lights of the Port. Away from the crowd of girls and traffic and witnesses.


    Her brain told her to run. Her stomach was wanting to empty out what little contents it held. Together she and the man walked up the large, wide stone stairs next to an elevating street that seemed to hang in perpetual shadow.


    Is this normal? she thought. Her mind tried to rationalize that it was, so she didn’t run away just yet. She thought, if people see us, they will think he is my grandfather. She wondered if he was a nice man, or if he was bad.


    She swallowed hard, blinked back the tears. Her legs kept moving. Her heart kicked wild in her chest, throbbing so fiercely her armpits dampened with a rancorous smelling sheen of sweat.


    She looked over her shoulder and down the street. Her uncle was on the move, albeit following from a fair distance. He shooed her on with his hand. She turned her attention back to the man. The bristle on his face was black and gray, and his skin had that mottled look made worse by age and pocked scars. In the street lamps, as they strolled under one for the briefest of moments, Arabelle saw his ugly eyes, his small mouth and his blackened tooth, hidden mostly by a half grin. A knowing grin. Worse, he had her hand in a grip tight enough to keep her from wiggling free.


    He said, “Step in the brush, young lady, so we might have some privacy.”


    “For what?” she asked. Deep down, she knew why they were here. Her mind was conflicted though. Her uncle, he wouldn’t let this happen, would he?


    “I want us to get to know each other,” he said, “so we may become friends.”


    “I want my uncle.”


    “My uncle was a brutal rapist,” he said. “I, however, am a gentleman.”


    She half followed, was half pulled into the brush. Her head swiveled. She locked eyes with her uncle. He had moved up the street and was on the sidewalk across the main road. In the shadows. He lit another cigarette, his face looking unworried, anticipatory.


    Maybe it will be okay, she told herself. Then: no it won’t.


    With a cigarette in hand, her uncle waved her on, like she should do whatever the man told her. Suddenly her uncle was not her safe harbor. He was not her protector.


    “Sit down,” the man said.


    “My dress.”


    “You’ll be fine. We’ll brush you off after we’ve gotten to know each other.” In the wide thicket of trees and low brush, kept secret by the night’s veil of darkness, the ugly man pressed his lips to hers. His breath was smoked cigarettes and bitter coffee. The smell was like he’d been eating dog droppings.


    Arabelle resisted, precipitating what would become a losing battle. The lecherous creature had talons for hands. They pawed at her everywhere.


    She cried out her uncle’s name as her clothes were being yanked and torn and pulled off. As the man’s atrocious breath sat like toxic waste in the air, poisonous and rotten, she cried out for Vladimir over and over again. Finally the skeleton of an assailant smacked her on her cheek hard enough to stop her screaming.


    Shock set in and her body just sort of rocked back and forth. Blood trickled in a line from her left nostril, but she hardly noticed, and she dared not wipe it away.


    Through the brush and across the street, she caught glimpses of her uncle, smoking, checking both up the street and down.


    The pervert laid her down, pinned her shoulders to the dirt. Hard soil and pebbles cut into her exposed shoulders, pricked her back and spine. He shimmied the dress off, yanked off her underwear. Then he dropped his own trousers.


    Her eyes fell upon the horror that was this man’s stiff, hairy privates, and she realized there were worse things than death.


    Straining to move backwards, scraping her head on packed earth to free herself from the beast’s advances, she pushed away from him with the heels of her hands and bare feet.


    Her uncle lit another cigarette, checked his watch. Not seeming too worried.


    The pervert’s body crawled on top of hers. She drew the deepest breath she could manage, but before the scream inside could tear itself loose, a filthy, calloused hand cupped her mouth shut. The scream died inside her. She couldn’t breathe.


    The next few moments passed in a suffocating blur as she rocked in and out of consciousness. When he was done, the geezer stood, pulled up his pants, then fished out a wad of bills and dropped them on her breastless chest. As she lie there in the dirt, ruined, crying, violated, he pushed his way through the brush and headed back to where he came from.


    She hauled herself to her knees, turned to watch him go, to make sure he was leaving, and that’s when her uncle flicked the cigarette into the gutter and approached the man.


    Her uncle stopped him in the street, grabbed his shirt and shook him, and then he extended a hand. He wanted the rest of the man’s money. When the geezer turned out his pockets, her uncle punched him in the stomach, then grabbed him by his hair and dragged him into the nearby bushes. There was a scuffle. Then the sounds of a struggle followed by the hard packing sounds of a man taking a beating. She heard the man’s pain being returned to him one brutal shot at a time, and she ate it up. His pain could not undo the violation she just survived, and it could not save her, but it did nourish her battered soul the tiniest little bit.


    To the soundtrack of this man’s demise, she pulled up her underwear, put on her dirty, torn dress. She did not fix her hair. It didn’t matter. The pain between her legs made standing straight and walking right feel impossible. Not that it mattered. If her life depended on it, she couldn’t make her mind think a single intelligible thought.


    About the time Arabelle staggered out of the bushes, her uncle was done beating the man. She never knew if he was dead or alive when they left. She never asked. Deep down, she prayed he was dead.


    Her uncle took the money clutched tight in her hand. She just stood there, lifeless. A zombie. A bleeding, wasted thing. Her body was dirty and scraped, and her vagina ached so bad her knees buckled within the first few steps. Her uncle caught her, then he carried her the rest of the way to the car.


    In the car, heading home, in the smallest, most wounded tone, she said, “Why did you let that man do that to me?” Her mouth, it just made the words. Faint and unrushed. So much pain in the question.


    From his pants pocket, her uncle pulled out and showed her the money. “This money is how you do your part. And what you did tonight got you that money. But don’t worry, child, it won’t always be this bad.”




    The Witch’s Clit




    1


    The red headed woman was Satan. She was Jesus. Her name was Rebecca, but she preferred to go by Becky. No last name. And Brayden didn’t ask. He didn’t care, really. To her credit, she never pressured Brayden for sex, and they drank a lot, but Brayden’s will to not become a man-whore was fast deteriorating. He had to hold out. He needed to hold out. Why? Because the pale tan line on her finger left by a recently disappeared wedding ring spooked him. To think he was going to have sex with, not one, but two married women in a week…he wasn’t sure how he should feel about that.


    Titan would be proud. Romeo would give him high fives. He wasn’t sure if he could live with himself, though, and this was what kept him from having sex with Becky so soon.


    In the end, he realized he never had a choice. Not when she served him drinks. It was Adam Bomb, 151 Florida Bushwacker, the Brain Fart, Green Death, Titty Excretion (one third Butterscotch schnapps and two thirds Mountain Dew—they both burped for like fifteen minutes after this one), and Dog House Dew.


    They were in her room one floor down from his. She was on the bed in an expensive silk robe and he was in the chair overlooking the strip.


    Laying stretched out on her side, almost all her leg and half her shoulder exposed, she said she was “a bartender in training.” Brayden thought she was pushing forty, at least, not that you’d know it. Her face held barely a wrinkle.


    She said, “Brayden, darling, you’re going to be the guinea pig for the kind of exotic party drinks I plan on making when I officially become a bartender.”


    He looked at her as if to say, oh yeah? His head moved too fast for his eyes to follow and for a moment he got dizzy, but he shook off the effects of the alcohol fast.


    She said, “When some Lego-haired faggot and the baby slut on his shoulder get all cute and ask for a Sex on the Beach, I’m going to be like, ‘That’s so nineteen nineties. You should try an Arkansas Razorback, or a Big Bad Voodoo Cooler.’ If they don’t know the drink, but it sounds cool, you charge more. That’s just how it’s done. Plus, if they’re not chumps, they’ll tip more.”


    “Makes sense,” he heard himself saying.


    The idea of being with this woman held a certain carnal lure for him, but he also felt dead inside because he didn’t want her the way he still wanted Abby. Abby was life; Becky was a warm hole and a drink.


    Becky said, “I’m leaving my husband, but only when I know my drinks. Can’t support myself on alimony alone. And I don’t want to be a waitress, or a stripper.”


    She leaned backward, grabbed a sheet of paper, then sat up and handed it to Brayden. It was a list of drinks she’d printed out and was studying from.


    Flipping her styled red hair over her shoulder, she said, “Go on, call ‘em out.”


    “Bulldog Cocktail,” he said, reading off the list.


    “One and one half ounces Cherry Brandy, three quarters ounce Gin, juice of one half lime. Shake the mixture with ice, then strain into a cocktail glass and serve.”


    “Fuck Me Like a Beast,” he said.


    “Okay,” she replied, opening her robe to reveal her total and complete nakedness.


    “The drink silly,” he said. By now, his heart was wild, and it was damn near impossible to remain chaste. Anymore reluctance on his part and she was bound to think he was a back door lover of the non-female type.


    Running her hands up the insides of her thighs, she said, “One half ounce Tequila, one half ounce Midori melon liqueur, one half ounce Chambord raspberry liqueur, one part OJ, one part pineapple juice, a splash of Grenadine, all topped off with Bacardi 151.”


    “Holy crap, you’re good,” he said.


    “You don’t even have a clue,” she replied in her most seductive voice. By now her fingers were drifting lightly over her perfectly shaved vagina.


    She knew the ingredients of the Bleeding Orgasm, Pimp Punch and the Swamp Frog, but she couldn’t tell him all the ingredients to the Turkey Trot (which was easy: Cranberry Juice, 7-Up and Wild Turkey), the Wet Snatch (which was harder for sure: Ice, Tequila, Vanilla Syrup, Coconut Milk, blue raspberry juice and pineapple juice) or the Fuzzy Pissbomb (Peachtree schnapps and Mountain Dew, an easy one).


    “I should have had that last one,” she said, disappointed. By then her robe was all the way off and she was all muted tan lines and subtle curves.


    So finally he took her…for the next three days straight. And that’s how he learned how to truly please a woman. She taught him so very, very much.


    Forcing Abby out of his mind as best as he could, he stood in front of the bed and did what she called “The Butterfly.” They were in bed only seconds when she intertwined their legs and said, “This is the Seated Scissors and it’s how I stay in control and you just let me work you.”


    She showed him the Shake and Bake, the Double Kangaroo Sloppy Pocket, the Clogged Blowhole.


    She said, “Who wants to do it Missionary style when you can do a Grumpy Yelper, or the Cincinnati Bowtie?”


    She asked this while she was doing a line of blow off his big boy business.


    “You want a bump?” she asked with a caked nostril, to which he said, “Hell, no.”


    She shrugged her shoulders then did another line. “Sex is always better if you’re bombed out of your mind.”


    Which she was.


    At night, she’d clean up nice for dinner and drinks. She was thirty-nine. He said he was twenty-five, and she was either too high or too drunk to suspect differently. When people asked if her son was old enough to drink, she’d say, “If he’s my son, we’re in trouble because we’ve been doing the kind of shit that’s illegal in most states.” She said this with a bit of a slur.


    Pretty soon it got embarrassing.


    Then they’d go back upstairs, she’d hand him the list and he’d test her on drinks: The Witch’s Clit. The Red Death. The Purple Jesus.


    They reviewed her dictionary of sex and sexual practices: The Frothy Walrus. The Rusty Trombone. The Cleveland Steamer.


    All twisted and memorable, all next-level degrading, all part of his education on how to truly wreck a broad in bed.


    At least, that’s what she told him when he confessed to not knowing squat about sex. He had to come clean at some time, and she was crazy enough and horny enough to not hold it against him.


    “You get yourself a little college tart, and you do the things I’ve taught you these last few days,” she said, “and it’s all over for her. She’ll be too disgusted and enchanted to ever stop thinking of you. Not with what you’ve done, not with how she felt. Not at all. With what I’ve taught you, it’ll be like Fatal Attraction, but in a good way. No boiling bunnies.”


    When he woke the next morning, he did so quietly. Becky was snoring lightly when he left the note on the pillow beside her. It said: “You were a godsend, an angel. You wrecked and educated me in ways I’ll never forget. I adore you for that! Thank you.”


    And that was when he left the insatiable, red-headed she-devil and all her adult promiscuity behind. Downstairs with his bags, he checked out, then left the Wynn for good. Well, maybe not for good, maybe just for now.


    When he arrived at Titan and Romeo’s bachelor pad unannounced, he was given a hero’s welcome. The first thing he said was, “I need sixteen uninterrupted hours of sleep.”


    Then, somewhere between the front door and the bedroom, he said, “What I have to tell you guys, it’s going to change the way you see me. It’s going to change everything.”


    “For starters,” Romeo said, “that new nose of yours looks pretty goddamn amazing.”


    Oh yeah, that.




    Beautiful Alien




    1


    The Mexican guy with the fake ID’s, when I see the finished product, I can’t help thinking he’s freaking legit. Netty gives me a look that says, “Told you,” and I’m looking at her like, “Uh, let’s take our illegal shit and get the f*ck out of here.”


    It’s painfully obvious I’m not cut out for criminal behavior, even though I seem to have the bad mouth for it.


    But the good news is, we leave without getting raped. And our organs, they’re intact and residing happily in our beautiful bodies. Breathing shallow, fighting off a ferocious sweat, I’m half expecting a slew of undercover cops to converge on us with guns, dogs and cameras. But nothing happens.


    Exactly squat.


    Still, as we’re heading down to the Audi, there’s that chicken shit little voice in my head saying go bitch go! even though it’s all quiet from street end to street end.


    No guns. No dogs. No cameras.


    It’s just me and Netty. Two stupid girls with dreams of hitting the club scene four years early. Which is exactly how girls like us get into trouble with older guys. Then again, I tell myself, this is also how young girls’ dreams unfold.


    It’s as we’re leaving Richmond that Georgia calls. My phone is on Bluetooth, so I answer over the speakers in the car.


    “Hello?”


    “Hey,” Georgia says, sounding different today, not so robotic. Like whatever she’d gained in being home, away from Gerhard, maybe it was doing her some good.


    “Georgia,” I say, my voice pleasant because she sounds good, “how are you?”


    “Better,” she says, monotone with hints of a personality lying in wait. “I’m glad you answered.” Her tone wasn’t screaming with sincerity, but she felt more real than before. More…human. “I needed to talk to a friend and you’re the one I remember most.”


    “Okay,” I say. “But I have to tell you you’re on speaker phone with me and my friend Netty.”


    “Hi,” Netty says.


    “Oh, hi.”


    “Is that okay?” I ask Georgia.


    “Yeah, sure,” she says. She takes a deep breath as I listen, and then she says, “I have to get away from my mother. She’s like a skittish cat around me and it’s making me bat shit crazy.”


    “I know the feeling,” I say with a laugh. “I left my father’s house and I’ve been staying with Netty in San Francisco for the last week or so.”


    “Really?”


    The fact that I can hear and feel a hint of surprise in her voice reassures me. Last we spoke, I wasn’t sure she’d ever again be the same person I knew at Astor.


    “Yeah. Did something happen? Something good? Because you sound a lot better now, and before…you didn’t…you didn’t sound like yourself.”


    “Who did I sound like?”


    “I don’t know. Like the walking dead version of you.”


    “Yeah, well, I set my parent’s favorite plant on fire and for whatever reason, my soul woke back up. Like burning that plant was somehow a good thing. Although I still don’t feel right.”


    “You set her plant on fire?”


    Beside me, Netty looks at me and raises her eyebrows, a slight disbelieving grin playing on her mouth.


    “The plant seemed important to her, more important than me, so yes, I set it on fire.”


    Who can say for sure why the words came out of my mouth, but they do: “Come stay with us. Even if we have to rent a summer place. You need to be with friends.”


    Perhaps it was the way she cared for me when I was stumbling painfully, blindly through my transformation. She was my guardian angel. A true friend. To return the favor in her time of need seems right.


    “That’s why I’m calling,” she says, her voice sort of empty and full at the same time. Perfectly unreadable.


    “I’ll ask my mother,” Netty offers, “but it should be fine. If you don’t mind sharing a room with Abby.”


    “I don’t mind.”


    In the end, Netty’s mother said, “The more the merrier,” and that was that. I handed Irenka five hundred dollars for food and rent, to which she smiled and said it wasn’t necessary. I told her I was no freeloader. Besides, I could hardly believe my other best friend would be here in two days.


    After Georgia’s mother said yes, back at Netty’s, I have to admit, I’ve been too excited to nap. But that’s exactly what I need.


    I only puked twice in martial arts class this morning, but my limbs are shot, and my body carries with it the syrupy warmth of recovery. The bruising and abuse today was monumental.


    I’m sparring two hours a day now, and Sensei Naygel, it’s like he’s stretching my limits by the day. Trying to break me, trying to make me invincible. Me being superhuman, for him it’s a reason to reinvent the wheel, to really push the boundaries. How he can cut me and just watch it heal, he is still enamored. He said he’s never seen anything like me before. I think he wants to know if this beautiful girl is an alien. Ha! Not a chance.


    When I finally get into bed for the night, after all the excitement has worn down, I close my eyes and let my body go, falling fast towards sleep. Just before dozing off, I realize this is the first time since Rebecca was taken that I feel excited about something, about anything! I’m growing stronger, bringing my friends together, and before long, I’m go to get Rebecca back with me, too.


    And then, things will be just perfect.




    Wicked Perversions




    1


    Three weeks after climbing into an incubation canister pumped full of his own specific rejuvenation and DNA regeneration serum, Wolfgang Gerhard’s new body was ready. Seeing him was nothing Arabelle could have prepared for.


    She appraised the new lines and curves of her former boss and savior’s body one detail at a time. She marveled at the muscular structure, unable to pull her eyes from the perfect specimen. She felt like a voyeur. Like she was seeing gorgeous, shameful things that weren’t supposed to be seen. Her heart and body responded with a sensation best described as lust.


    Fear sprung unexpectedly from that lovely bud of desire.


    By all rights, Arabelle was a pretty Ukrainian woman. A veritable catch for most men. Looking at this new person, however, she realized he was too handsome for her. Even transformed, she was not beautiful enough to be with him.


    Too perfect were the lines of his face, the curve of his jaw, the renewed thickness of his hair. Too impossible was the purity of his skin, the perfection of his hands, feet and limbs.


    Fear congealed into uncertainty.


    As the canister’s operating system automatically drained the glass structure of its pinkish serum, Arabelle found herself heading for the lab’s only bathroom.


    But for what?


    She felt the weight of Heim’s eyes on her. She didn’t care. She shut and locked the bathroom door.


    Uncertainty spiraled into doubt, which quickly became shame. For all her physical changes, she would always be a ruined woman, the product of a darkly impoverished childhood. The bi-product of a hundred disgusting men. Hundreds. A true vessel of indignity.


    Her face was a beautiful stain on the bathroom mirror. Sadness abounded. She leaned forward, appraised the fine lines around her eyes, scoffed loudly and pulled away. She thought, I can change my eyes, my face and my body, but inside, my soul remains tarnished. Would Gerhard want to change her again? Give her a new transformation? Would he tire of her looking like this?


    Her hair was lush and beautiful, and it bore a lovely shine, but it was not as thick as it used to be. She ran her fingers through it, checked her teeth. Nothing was as it used to be. Even though she was a beautiful woman to look at, she felt the ugliness subsisting inside her like something old and rotten.


    Standing there, trying not to cry, she looked beyond her reflection in the mirror and saw only her past. The abuse. The loss of self. The way she felt fractured, broken and unrecoverable.


    “Whore,” she said as the warm liquid rolled from her eyes. She turned away from the mirror, pulled down her pants and sat down to pee. Using toilet paper, she dabbed her eyes. Tried to collect herself. Her mind went back to Wolfgang. He was the only man who ever really saw her.


    But that man was gone.


    The new Wolfgang was younger looking now, way more attractive. Arabelle was sure he would now pine for the same qualities in a woman. He’d crave youth and purity, not some damaged, washed up whore. Not a twenty-eight year old survivor. Or someone who needed saving from such an unspeakable past.


    When she finished peeing, she wiped front to back, then pulled up her panties and pants and flushed. In her sad, slab of a heart, she knew Wolfgang would want someone new.


    A soft chime just outside the bathroom door sounded. Wolfgang’s machine alerted her to the completion of the final draining process. Heim was in charge of reviving him. Arabelle walked back into the lab, her composure a frail, unstable affair.


    Heim did not look at her this time. He was busy preparing the doctor for “re-entry,” as he liked to say.


    Small, silent, lethal Alice stood before the drained, now horizontal glass canister. She could be a doll the way she just stared, unblinking at the naked, unconscious doctor.


    “What were you doing?” Alice asked without looking at her. Her voice was unsettling. So grey and empty, yet so utterly sweet. It betrayed nothing of the telekinetic killer inside. Arabelle clung tight to that one brief moment, the one where she almost forgot about the girl’s more malevolent side.


    “Looking at the age on my face,” Arabelle answered in a cold, distant tone.


    “Why?”


    “Trying to see me through doctor’s new eyes,” Arabelle said.


    “Why?”


    Alice was like that. Most everything that left her mouth was a question. Ever since Alice was left in her care, she seemed only to want answers to the simplest and most complicated questions. All the things she wanted to know! Achhh! She was no mother! She was not a teacher! She preferred silence to noise, isolation to conversation, solitude to company. Alice was the antithesis of happiness. And Arabelle simply did not like people. Especially Alice, in spite of her curious talents.


    If allowed to grow up, the girl would be terrifying. She exuded an air of innocence, of childish intrigue, but she was no innocent. No normal child. Arabelle could not love something like her. She could easily hate her. Hatred was safe.


    But Wolfgang? His past was as nightmarish as hers, but different. Where she was the victim, he was the tormentor. A brutal sadist. Thinking of the man he once was—how he had been a specialist in the inhumane, the incredulous, the ruthlessly malignant—she hoped that part of him would remain lost to this new version of him. He saved her once. If this monstrous part of him arose once more, he would not save her again. The real question was, with Alice’s DNA inside him, who would he be now? To the world? To Arabelle? Looking down at Alice, she wondered if some of the darkness in the little girl had transferred to Wolfgang. She prayed it hadn’t.


    Seeing this perfect man stretched out before her, carnal things inside her ached and swam. A sweep of dizziness twisted its way through her, leaving her short of breath.


    Arabelle wondered, is this lust?


    Perhaps…


    Never before had she been so attracted to another human being as she was right now. Would she find that bottomless love at last? Or would her tale have a tragic ending? The way her life had been—a life wrought with grave misfortune—she always feared she would be the old maid in her own, sad story.


    Even before she was swallowed up in the world of human trafficking, even before she was sold for sex by her uncle in Tamozhennaya Square all those years ago, even before her father was murdered and her mother went insane, Arabelle was a girl of unfortunate circumstances. So this line of thinking was not new to her.


    Being in love, even if it was with this new man, it couldn’t have a happy ending, could it? In that dark moment when her innocence was torn from her, that’s when she realized she would not have a fair or just life. That she would never love a man. Much less like one. Looking at the man in the glass canister, though, she wondered if all that might change.


    Her body suddenly felt heavier, more lethargic. Looking down at Alice, remembering herself as a child, she thought of all of those desperate, young girls strutting haughtily through the Square at night only to end up packed into vans, freighters and cargo planes and taken away forever. She was one of them. She was older now, but once she too was a vessel to satisfy strangers’ perversions.


    Nothing but a vessel.


    Just like Alice. And Rebecca. Just like all the girls Heim was using and killing for his ridiculous experiments. Who was she fooling thinking she could fall prey to the carelessness of love? Who was she to dream of happily-ever-after?


    She shook off the feeling, dragged her weary mind out of that mire. Standing over Wolfgang, right beside Alice, the little girl took Arabelle’s hand into hers. It was a sweet gesture. A kind gesture. And though she kept the girl’s tiny hand wrapped in hers, she thought bad thoughts about her.


    “Where are his clothes?” Alice asked.


    “Silence is best for this,” she told Alice. The girl was not allowed into the lab except for when she wandered in on her own, which wasn’t often. Heim never stopped her. He did not worry for the things her eyes might see. For the feelings she might have in seeing all these naked people suspended in stasis in glass canisters.


    Arabelle, on the other hand, always ushered her out, telling her that her eyes were too young for such difficult sights. She did not usher Alice out today. Her mind felt too weak. Too entangled.


    “Who is he?” Alice asked. She did not know this new creature was Wolfgang Gerhard. The most recent version of him anyway.


    “Just a man,” she said. New all the way around, except for one thing which remained the same: the small gap between his two front teeth.


    Alice looked up, didn’t say anything. Was she unsatisfied by Arabelle’s answer? Her eyes said she knew more than Arabelle was letting on.


    Arabelle blew out a sigh. “It is new Wolfgang,” she relented. “Dr. Gerhard to you.”


    “It doesn’t look like him,” Alice said, still tilting her head backwards to look up at Arabelle. She had so many unasked questions in her eyes. Too many!


    Ignoring Alice’s observation, she tore her eyes from the doctor, and from Heim. Where her eyes went was straight to Rebecca. To the rounding of her belly. Then to the clones, and finally to the other subjects sent to Heim by Monarch Enterprises, by Michael Porquino, by CPS. Her inquisitive amethyst eyes then returned to Rebecca.


    Poor girl, she thought. Like herself and Alice, Rebecca was a vessel for the wicked perversions of science, genetics and really awful men.


    At some point, she thought, all of this has to end!




    Taken
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    Thirteen year old Mangus Svendson was a creative, dangerous boy, but he could never have imagined the kind of trouble he created for himself by levitating and ripping that cow in two.


    Outside, the Låsby sky was black, the air bitter cold. Nothing stirred. Mangus was asleep, all but dead to the world when the agents slipped into his room to take him. They moved whisper quiet, nearly soundless against the boy’s soft breathing.


    Magus was not a deep sleeper, though. In addition to his newly discovered talent for telekinesis, he was gifted with a heightened sense of awareness. When one sense shut down, the others came alive.


    Even before he opened his eyes—which he did not do right away—he felt the presence of men surrounding him. The press of their anxiety on his skin, almost like sound waves breaking on the shore of his body, brought him into full awareness.


    He showed no signs, however.


    He was no fool.


    In the span of less than a second, he used his ears and his spatial senses to pinpoint the men’s locations in his room. Using the placement of the bed, the book cases full of books, his desk with its supplies (including a cup of sharpened pencils), the trashcan and the half-full glass of water, he “saw” the room.


    And his enemies.


    There were four men, all of them near six feet tall, all converging in on him. He drew his focus inward. A vision of death and destruction bloomed.


    Then…


    Sharpened pencils flew like daggers from their tray, thwump, thwump, thwumpthwumthwumping their way into the exposed neck of the nearest agent. The minute the pencils dug in, Mangus tore them out, letting the agent’s neck geyser out red. He envisioned invisible claws tearing out the man’s throat. The agent’s fleshy neck exploded right then, the flesh and bone of it blowing outward into the darkness.


    The half-full water glass on the desk careened through the air and shattered against the temple of the next nearest agent. Shards of glass rained downward, but Mangus caught them midair with his mind then drove them up into the man’s throat. Again, the minute they severed arteries and blood vessels, he tore them out sideways making a mess that rained and squirted red everywhere.


    All this in mere seconds.


    Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, the words two down echoed.


    The boy physically spun in bed, felt the two remaining agents at his back as he flung the blankets into the air between them. He rolled sideways off the bed, putting it between him and the remaining two agents. Using his mind, he tore the blankets out of the air, exposing the last of his enemies.


    Mangus raised his hand, lifting the third agent up just as he did the cow. The agent’s hands clawed at his neck, at the invisible hand choking him. Mangus’s other hand flew up, and just as he pulled the agent in two the same way he did the cow—


    —something needle-thin drove into the soft flesh of his neck, just left of his Adam’s apple.


    The hovering, jerking, torn apart man dropped to the floor.


    From his own neck, Mangus yanked out a dart.


    He envisioned flinging the offending projectile back at the shooter; in real life, his senses swam and he was suddenly having a hard time concentrating. The dart rolled loosely between his fingers. He struggled to focus. His bones felt wobbly, all his joints really, really rubbery and tired.


    Mangus tried imagining the dart zinging straight into the agent’s eyeball, but his ability to hold a single thought was fast degrading.


    He blinked several times, felt woozy.


    Is this my life? Mangus wondered. Is this my life bleeding at the edges? The thought made no sense. The dart started to slide from his grip, its tip now aiming at the floor rather than the fourth agent. Another dart hit him hard in the neck and the dart in his hand fell.


    The last thing he heard was the clink of the fallen dart landing on the hardwood floor.


    Blackness was swallowing him, a great, yawning chasm.


    His body leaned sideways, tipped over. He never actually landed on anything. Rather when he hit the ground, he didn’t feel it.


    It would be hours before he woke back up and realized he was no longer in Låsby. No longer in Denmark. Instead, his ears would hear the drone of engines, and his body would feel the vibration. He wouldn’t know it then, but he’d be thirty-five thousand feet above the ocean, heading toward the United States.


    Bound, gagged and blindfolded with his hands in cuffs and his ankles in shackles, he would feel restricted. And then he would feel true fear. Then he would be shot again. He would descend into the darkness, the silence, the nothingness. Then he would wake again, and be shot again. And wake. And be shot.


    And wake…
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    Where he was, Mangus could not say. He remembered being kidnapped. He remembered the airplane, getting shot, passing out. But he did not remember getting off the plane.


    Now he sat strapped to a metal chair which felt solid. As in bolted to concrete. His eyes were blindfolded; he was gagged. No change there.


    Somewhere deep in his belly, he registered hunger. In his neck he felt pain where the darts had buried into him.


    Mangus reached out into the room with his mind, let his senses act as feelers on the surfaces of his surroundings. He clicked his tongue loud, and then he listened.


    No carpet. Bare floors? Two men; no windows. He felt one of the men approaching. A great storm brewed within him. His thoughts ran their course in real life.


    The man was pitched away from him and the sound of him crashing into the wall had the solid thump of a body line-driving itself into solid mass. The man umphffed out his breath, then hit the floor unconscious. The echo of the impact sounded like tile. Cold tile. He envisioned the man’s ribcage being crushed; there were the dying, breaking sounds in the room—his thoughts becoming reality.


    A door opened (metal), more men approached. Three. He flung them all outward. In his mind, he snapped off the metal handcuffs (they snapped off), ripped apart his leather bindings with the force of his thoughts (they tore in half like old paper), and made the blindfold go away (it flew off his head). A concussion wave, almost like an invisible explosion, cracked the tile at his feet, the walls and the ceiling.


    He was pure rage, a caged beast. He felt ten feet tall and ready to murder everything in sight.


    The room was huge black and white checkerboard tiles—floor to ceiling (not concrete as he first thought), the single metal chair bolted to the floor in the room’s center, no windows, ventilation system overhead and bright, bright lights. It was like something out of Alice in Wonderland.


    Six darts simultaneously penetrated the skin in his neck, face and upper body. Rather than throw the men, he realized he should’ve squashed their guns. He thought the darts out of him; they ejected out of him, smacked flat against the walls. He thought the guns crushed, but the tranquilizing darts made his head weak.


    Darkness took him quick.


    When he woke, it was to heavy metal music blaring in the headphones in his ears. Rapid fire images being pumped into his eyes through virtual reality glasses. His brain was peeling apart. He tried to shut his eyes, but his eyelids were forced open with metal clamps. He felt the stomping of his heart. His blood pressure was pumped full of jet fuel. Random bursts of electricity flared in his arms and legs, the pain sizzling its way down through every single nerve in an indescribable torrent.


    Chaos tore at the very fabric of his soul. He felt his mind dividing, almost as if greedy talons were scraping back his scalp, reaching through his skull and separating the gray folds of his brain.


    He screamed his throat ragged.


    More electricity. It shot through his entire body, making him jerk into a bone breaking stiffness. When the charge was cut short, his body sagged back into the chair, his nerve endings so lit he was sure they’d burnt themselves to cinder ends.


    The music in his ears grew louder; the images in his eyes moved faster, then slower, then faster still. There were shorter and shorter bursts of time between the jolts of electricity.


    Then a needle pierced his skin. Took his blood.


    Another dart…more darkness.


    Then awake, but barely.


    The chaos stopped and Mangus was weary. Drugged. Thankfully there was no music. No rapid fire imagery. No electricity.


    The barrel of a gun pressed into the back of his head. He tried to open his eyes; he saw nothing, felt only concentrated pain. He tried to gather his thoughts, but they were billions of bubbles floating in the sky.


    “Your eyes have been pulled from your head,” the voice said. “You will not need them.” He tried to move his hands, but there were no fingers. Tried to move his feet, but they were nailed to the floor. He went to scream, found he had no tongue.


    “Thank you for your contribution,” the male voice said. As the horror spread through him, his brain felt manic and numb, too obliterated to orchestrate this man’s demise.


    It barely registered that in addition to his eyes and his fingers, they were taking his blood. A needle pierced his back, felt like it went all the way into his spine.


    “This won’t hurt a bit,” the voice said. It was a merciless ache that hurt like hell.


    Then the gunshot.


    Then his brains everywhere.
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    “I want the rest of his blood and I want it in long term storage,” the Director said. “Salvage as much as you can, and do it fast. Oh, and get the spinal fluid and brain tissue samples to Dr. Heim as well. Tell him whatever monster he creates, we’re sharing rights to the final product. That’s the deal.”


    “Yes, sir,” Shelton Gotlieb said to the Director of Richmond, California’s branch of Monarch Enterprises. The Director was wiping blood spatter off his cheek. He was looking with interest at the red smears on his fingers. Checking his suit to see if it would need dry cleaning.


    He tasted his fingers. Looked at Shelton.


    “That’s good blood,” the Director replied, almost surprised. Wiping the rest of the boy’s back spray off his face, he said, “Oh, and Shelton?”


    “Yes?”


    “I appreciate your contribution as well.”


    “So long as it doesn’t get me shot, sir, I’ll continue to serve this company and its interests loyally and dutifully to the best of my abilities.”


    “Jesus H. Christ, Shelton, you sound like a commercial,” the Director said with a creeping smile.


    “Will there be anything else?” Shelton asked. Inside, he was squirming. There was something diabolical about the man. Something…menacing.


    “What is the current status on Savannah Van Duyn?”


    Shelton drew an inward sigh. What a pain in the ass that girl was, he thought. He didn’t know her personally, but already he wished her dead, if only to rid his mind of her once and for all. She could be the nicest person in the world, but to Shelton Gotlieb, she would be a whole lot nicer with her head sawn off.


    “I’m on it,” Shelton replied.


    The Director took another taste of the boy’s blood. He looked content. Not embarrassed at all, despite his unabashed behavior.


    “What exactly does that mean, you’re on it?” the Director asked. “Either it’s done or it’s not and you haven’t said it’s done.”


    Shelton watched him watching the amount of blood leaking out of the hole in the boy’s head. The crimson pool gathering on the white tile was nowhere near the four quarts of blood the average thirteen year old carried. There would be plenty to salvage.


    Entire quarts of it.


    “It means I’ve located her vehicle and I’m preparing to have it tracked and followed.”


    “I thought you were already doing that,” the Director replied. He leaned over and shamelessly squished his finger inside the hole in the back of the dead boy’s head. He then put the red tipped finger in his mouth.


    Shelton’s blood rose to a boil. He felt a deeper throbbing and it wobbled his vision. A sheen of sweat broke out on the surface of his neck and brow.


    “It’s not as easy as you think, Director. I have contacts in the NSA, but they must be massaged properly so as not to endanger our company, or our mission.”


    “I appreciate your caution, Shelton, but in matters as sensitive as these, expedience trumps prudence.”


    “Yes, sir.”
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    After leaving the blood-sucking director, Shelton returned to his office, picked up his secure phone line, and dialed the number for his NSA contact. It had been two years since they spoke. The “favor” he had done for the NSA man so many years ago, it was time Shelton cash it in for a favor of his own.


    One of the many specialties offered by the Monarch Enterprises was their CIA-like ability to make people disappear. If you didn’t know better, a woman hanging in the bathtub dead, that’s a suicide, cut and dry. As for robberies, sometimes they go bad. Sometimes people die. Then there are cars. Cars, just like private airplanes, aren’t always safe. The fatal car accident involving Mary Ann Straus, in the case of NSA Agent William Straus, was a solution far better than divorce.


    No expensive lawyers, no custody battles.


    And most important, especially in said case, no alimony or child support payments either. The name of the game was wealth retention.


    Shelton put to end the life of Agent Straus’s neurotic, overly narcissistic wife. This, of course, put Agent Straus squarely in Shelton’s debt. He was not only able to keep the small fortune he was amassing for his retirement, Straus cashed in on his wife’s life-insurance policy and had since taken a new bride: a lovely young Persian woman.


    His former mistress.


    When Agent Straus answered his secure line, Shelton said, “A favor for a favor, old friend?”


    Straus understood immediately. “Of course,” he replied warmly.


    “I need the eyes of the city,” Shelton said.


    “I’m listening.”


    Shelton gave him Savannah’s license plate number, the same one acquired from their now dead, former Child Protective Services asset in Reno.


    After a moment, Agent Straus said, “This license plate belongs to an Audi S5 registered to one Christian Swann of Palo Alto.”


    Atticus Van Duyn, he thought with a grin.


    After a short conversation, Agent Straus activated the GPS tracker on Savannah Van Duyn’s car, and synched it up with their internal monitoring and control system. Every time Savannah passed under a traffic camera, as well as the private security cameras in gas stations, shopping malls, and businesses both privately owned as well as corporately owned, the NSA’s vehicle recognition system would ping. Basically the system could track her by camera across the entire city while providing a live feed for it all.


    Hello NSA.


    Good-bye personal privacy.


    Upon request, Shelton gave Agent Straus the IP address of the computer system he would be using to run Straus’s program. Straus said it was a mirror program, that he would be mirroring Straus’s own computer. He gave Shelton detailed instructions. Shelton took copious notes.


    “I trust you understand the significance of what you’re asking me to do,” Agent Straus said, his voice steadfast and grave, “but in case you don’t, this is treason, and treason is still punishable by death in some circles.”


    Gotlieb countered by saying, “‘Thou shalt not kill’ is also a law, punishable by both death and an eternity in Hell, if such a place exists.”


    “For this favor,” Strauss replied, “I will no longer be in your debt.”


    “Consider all debts paid in full.”
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    Shelton Gotlieb’s computer quietly pinged every time Savannah’s license plate was nabbed on camera. The program ran continuously. Once the GPS on the Audi submitted a voluntary shut-down, a different ping sounded and all remaining cameras with the target in sight were activated and fed into a grid setup to Shelton’s computer.


    At first he watched the girl who was once Savannah Van Duyn, the girl who was now someone else—someone exquisitely beautiful—but then he got bored and fetched himself a drink. The different ping sounded as he was making his way back into his office. He moved a little faster, sat down, nearly spilled his soda.


    The screen was broken down into a grid with three screens giving him different views of the S5. It was parked at the Embarcadero. Pier 1 ½. She was handing her keys to a valet. He watched the valet open the Audi, get in and start it. Then he watched the girl meet up with a woman he knew well, if only by her love of the tabloids: Margaret Van Duyn. They hugged. It looked forced, both bodies awkward.


    “Family issues,” he murmured.


    Following the instructions Straus had given him, he isolated and took control of one camera in particular—the one with the best picture (a nearby security camera with surprisingly clear resolution), then zoomed in on Savannah.


    She was even better looking up close. Perfect, in fact. He punched the screen-capture function, then transferred the photo of her face to his hard drive.


    From there he accessed the “Print” feature, set the settings to “High Resolution Photo” then selected one copy. Within seconds, he had her picture in hand. He studied it for a moment, sipping almost absent-mindedly from his fizzy soda.


    “Incredible,” he said as he chewed on a shard of ice. Her beauty defied description. He picked up the secure phone, made the call.


    When the Director picked up, Shelton said, “I found her. Savannah Van Duyn. Except she is not the Savannah Van Duyn we all remember. This is Gerhard’s version of her and she’s remarkable.”


    The Director said, “Good, prepare the boy. Make sure he studies her photo. After that last failed attempt, I don’t want any more surprises.”


    The last failed attempt being the death of an entire family of three and one nosey old neighbor. Delta 1A had gone haywire.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I understand the boy’s system is stable now.”


    “It is, sir.”


    There was a pause on the line. One long enough for Shelton to voice his concern. “Sir, with the Virginia Corporation in ruin, and all the members dead or missing, is this a job we must finish? What I mean to say is, whether the girl lives or dies, I’m not sure our clients are even paying much attention.”


    The dream of avenging Autumn and getting back at Gerhard by slaughtering the girl no longer had him frothing at the mouth. He had other things to do. Things that felt like they may be more important.


    “We took a substantial fee for that job,” the Director said, “did we not?”


    “Indeed.”


    “Then we finish. Simple as that.”


    “Yes, sir.” The disappointment in his voice shined through. Inside, he chastised himself for his transparency.


    “Despite the…nature of our work, we are still men of honor. If we’ve been paid for a job, we finish the job, regardless of the circumstances, peculiar as they may be.”


    Without a proper good-bye, the Director hung up, leaving Shelton with an empty line. On the camera facing Pier 1 ½, Shelton watched Savannah and her mother walk into La Mar, the Peruvian restaurant best known for its upscale décor, amazing seafood, and a charismatic staff.


    He lost sight of the women, but time escaped him, too. Finally, Shelton picked up the phone to tell the boy’s handler to ready their assassin. Before he could make the call, however, he set the phone back down. Why this battle of conscience? he wondered. Why these second thoughts?


    Shelton fought to clear his mind. When he was finally resolute, when his mind was unclouded, he picked up the phone, dialed the extension. The boy’s handler came on the line.


    “I have the girl,” Shelton said. “Delta 1A is to eliminate her with extreme prejudice.”


    “Method of cancellation?” the man asked.


    “Use whatever means necessary to completely end her. I want her in a million bloody pieces, only her face recognizable. Then I want the slop of her dumped like wet garbage somewhere public. Like down by the Warf, or on Broadway. Someplace with maximum exposure. How you achieve this result is up to you, but it must be messy and it must be done right away.”


    “That will not be a problem.”




    The Unf*ckable Princess
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    The monster just stares at me. I feel her eyes on me, which is why my eyes are fixed firmly upon the menu. All I hear for a moment is her breathing.


    Ugh.


    Sitting on teal blue chairs on the outdoor patio with tall plants all around me and the salty smell of ocean water wafting through the air, I imagine I’m alone, that the thing that calls itself my mother is somewhere else doing something else.


    My eyes skim La Mar’s menu. The various dishes are worthy of my undivided attention. At last I pick the empanadas de tamalito verde, an empanada filled with sweet corn, cilantro and queso fresco, served with salsa criolla and huancaina rocoto sauceis. How can I resist?


    It feels perfect for a day like today.


    When it’s time to order, Margaret gets some variation of the Dungess Crab. I ask the waiter for the empanadas. He smiles and leaves to place our order, and I let out a deep breath and stare across the table at Margaret. Honestly, I don’t want to be here. Margaret insisted.


    Whatever.


    At least I’ll be uncomfortable. The upside is there are people all around us, so we’ve got white noise to mask the screaming silence of our overtly dysfunctional relationship.


    Thank God for small favors.


    “I want to fix us,” Margaret finally says. She looks amazing from head to toe. Even her makeup is flawless. Something she couldn’t get right when she was drunk or high. Even as perfect looking as I have become, I am envious of her. Stupid, I know. Sometimes I just don’t understand myself. Maybe I never will.


    “You can’t undo the past, Margaret, and if having a future means more awkward luncheons like this, you’re going to have to let me start drinking.”


    It’s uncanny how easily cruelty comes to me.


    “You look great, by the way,” Margaret says. “Are you doing crossfit or something?”


    She’s talking about the muscle definition in my arms and how small my waist has become. Because of karate, because my sensei is the most ruthless, unforgiving man I’ve ever met—a relentless, heartless perfectionist—my body looks better now than when I came out of the glass canister. My arms are chiseled, the lines in my stomach like something out of a fitness magazine, my legs shapely without being bulky.


    The monster is basically saying I look perfect.


    But to be honest, with Rebecca gone, my confidence in tatters, and me being overwhelmed by fear and anger and the driving need to exact swift and bloody revenge on Dr. Heim, how I look barely even matters anymore.


    “Karate,” I answer. “Crossfit is for pussies compared to the way my sensei works me.”


    Margaret looks like she doesn’t know what to say. If she knew the things I’ve done lately—the horrors I’ve survived, how three times now I’ve shamelessly escaped death—she’d be the first to insist on self-defense lessons.


    “I’m sure dad told you some maniac attacked us in our home and kidnapped Rebecca back.”


    “I wanted to talk to you about that,” Margaret says, solemn.


    “Did dad tell you exactly what happened?” I want to know if Margaret told my father how I’m officially death-proof. For some reason, I don’t want him knowing my secret. And I don’t want her to know what really happened. She would never again sleep a peaceful night in her life.


    “He said you were asleep when someone came in and stole Rebecca. I didn’t know you had seen the man.”


    The look on her lovely face is concern. So my father didn’t tell her the whole story, about him finding me tied to my bed with my shirt and bra burned open. With the ashes of my miraculously healed chest sitting on me like a dozen stamped out cigarettes, sans the cigarette butts.


    “I’m getting Rebecca back,” I tell her. “That’s why I’m doing karate. And that’s why discussing our relationship seems so trivial to me right now. Barely even important.”


    “You can’t stop, can you?” Margaret says. “You can’t try to be nice, just this once?”


    My brain stalls. Makes me slow down and consider the crap coming out of my mouth. If you ask anyone with a sense of etiquette, these days, it’s rude to say whatever’s on your mind.


    “I’m sorry. It’s just that I don’t know what’s happening to Rebecca, what’s being done to her, and I need to get her back.”


    Margaret’s eyes glisten. She looks away. By now, others have heard our conversation—parts of it anyway—and they’re looking at me like whatever’s making Margaret cry is all my fault. Jesus, is she really crying? I’m the one with the problems here!


    “What?” I say to an old woman who’s looking at me with something like disappointment in her eyes. Then to Margaret: “Can you please stop acting like such a drama queen? People are thinking I’m abusing you.”


    There’s a remorseless chill to my voice that has me wondering if her and I will ever get along. That old saying about there being too much water under the bridge, I know exactly what it means. It means a parent can do enough bad shit to a child to later insure no apology in the world will ever right their numerous wrongs.


    “Will you ever forgive me?” Margaret says.


    What I want to say is my training this morning absolutely kicked my ass. I’m dehydrated, fresh out of puke, bled dry of any patience. Plus, my body is still smoldering from the healing taking place. The thing about me being super human to my sensei is he pushes me harder and harder. Today he and I sparred straight for three hours without rest. The fact that he’s not super human and can still dominate me absolutely terrifies me. I want to tell Margaret I’m preoccupied, that forgiveness is a luxury I will not offer her right now. I can’t afford to be even the slightest bit weak.


    “I asked you a question,” Margaret says, wiping her eyes. The old woman at the table next to us, she’s abandoned her own conversation to monitor ours.


    I’d rather be asleep than having this conversation. I want to be anywhere but here. I want to tell Margaret if I didn’t have my hatred for her stored like burning diesel fuel inside me, I don’t know who I would be. But how do you say such a thing to your mother?


    “I don’t know.” Lying, I say, “But if it’s any consolation, I’ve officially stopped thinking of you as a monster.”


    “Yet you can’t think of me as a mother either.”


    Now it’s my turn to look away. “No,” I whisper. Next to us, the old woman is all exasperated sighs and rolling eyes. When you’re eavesdropping, sometimes all you really ever get is half the story. If I was to paint that old broad a picture of my life with Margaret Van Duyn, she might switch sides and start rooting for me.


    “Eat your yellow-tail lady, it’s getting cold,” I say to her. She makes a face and shakes her head, like she really can’t believe the audacity of…well, me.


    “Like father like daughter,” Margaret mutters.


    “Whatever that means.”


    “It means you both could stand a lesson in manners. Like not being rude to strangers, or in your father’s case, not chucking food at the paparazzi.”


    “He threw food at the paparazzi?” I say, stunned, half laughing.


    “Yep,” Margaret replies, her mouth curving into a smile so spare I almost miss it. Now I’m smiling and it feels like a moment, but the moment passes and once again, we return to the funk that is our relationship.


    In my mind I’m thinking, it’ll never work between us.


    Never.


    Margaret says, “These things you say to me, the hostility you feel, I don’t know where we go from here.”


    The food is arriving and it looks just delectable.


    “Our separate ways, perhaps.”


    Margaret eyes her crab and says, “I don’t think so. Even though you look nothing like me, and most of my genetic influence in you is gone, I’m still your mother, and you’re still my daughter.”


    “You say tomato, I say—”


    “Don’t minimize this with your shitty sense of humor, please.”


    “You let them make me white, Margaret. I’m not complaining, it’s just, at this point, if I wanted anything from you, it was to at least share the same heritage.”


    “That wasn’t my fault.”


    The waiter looks at us like it pains him to interrupt, but he has a job to do. “Can I get either one of you anything else?” he asks. Me and Margaret shake our heads politely and thank him. “Well, enjoy your meals then.” The way he says it is like he knows for sure we won’t be enjoying anything.


    I say, “I think you want the impossible. Some hyped up mother daughter relationship that can’t possibly exist. Not with our history.”


    “This is all that matters to me, Abby,” she says. “Not the hyped up part. The relationship part.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I want to love you, because I’m done being selfish, because I want us to be a family for once. A real family.”


    I can’t stop the laughter that erupts from my mouth. If I would have taken a bite of my food, it would have sprayed all over the table. Margaret stares at me in disbelief. Everyone else is staring, too.


    “I’m sorry,” I say. But really I’m not.
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    All in all, having lunch with Margaret pretty much sucks ass in the summer. Her good mood earlier, I quickly learn it’s paper thin.


    The only time we actually get along is when we see this wrinkly old woman with brunette hair and a fake ponytail that doesn’t match the sheen of her real hair, and we both agree she looks ridiculous. Other than that, the silence between us could suffocate a Grizzly bear, so we spend the bulk of the time eavesdropping on the glossy, plastic conversations of everyone else.


    When we leave, Margaret’s eyes start to water again, and honest to God, she’s so emotional it’s making me mental.


    “What now?” I ask, making no attempt to hide my irritation. She shakes her head no, so I say, “Thanks for lunch?” and it’s the absolute wrong thing to say. Fighting like crazy to keep her emotions in check, but losing, she gets into her Bentley, starts it up, then puts on her big sunglasses, slams the car into gear and takes off.


    “Bat shit freaking crazy,” I mutter to myself as I get into my Audi. How I ever got a mother like her, it makes me believe in a past life I was the soggiest douchebag ever. Is this my karmic punishment? It has to be! It’s the only reasonable explanation.
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    The minute I walk through the front door of Netty’s home, Netty wants to know how lunch went.


    “How do you think it went?” I say.


    “Like Visitor’s Day at the loony bin?”


    “Sort of,” I say, flopping down on the couch, “but more subtle. More like drip torture than water-boarding.”


    “I don’t know how you deal with her,” Netty says. “If my mother was like that, I swear I would institutionalize myself.”


    “Trust me, the thought’s crossed my mind. Speaking of mothers, is yours home?”


    “Not for couple of hours. This single guy wants to host a swinger’s party, but he doesn’t have a ‘wife,’ so my mother is at an escort service getting him one.”


    “An escort service?”


    “She’s getting him a girl he can pay for, a girl he won’t have sex with. Basically he’s going to buy a date so someone else can have her while he hooks up with some other guy’s wife.”


    “That makes no sense at all.”


    “My mother says he’s worth half a billion dollars. Guys worth that much are into money, drugs and the kind of kinky shit you and me and our virgin minds can’t even begin to imagine. At least that’s what my mother said.”


    “What do you mean, kinky shit?” I say with a sly grin.


    Netty laughs out loud and says, “I said the same thing to my mother,” and we both start laughing. The thing is, we’re not little girls anymore. We’re becoming women.


    “And what did she say?”


    “She said I had my whole life to become sexually dysfunctional and now wasn’t the time for me to start.”


    We sit in front of the TV and mindlessly transform into couch zombies until I can’t keep my eyes open.


    “I need a nap,” I finally say.


    When you spend your mornings getting your butt absolutely handed to you by your sensei, you start to think of your afternoons as a “recovery period.” A time to rebuild all that was lost in the hours before.


    Because of my super-human healing, cuts have already sewn themselves shut, torn muscles are now fully mended, scrapes and bruises are faded and gone, and my endurance is supposedly rebuilding. Supposedly. I feel sleepy though, and sleep does wonders for me. Sleep and protein. I take a protein bar to bed, eat it, then fall asleep without any effort at all.


    When I wake up, Netty’s mother is serving dinner and Netty’s already dressed and ready for karate. It’s strange eating next to someone wearing their martial arts gi.


    “When I’m done tonight,” Netty says, “we’re going out.”


    “Where are you going?” Irenka says.


    “Only to the best club ever.”


    “What club is that?” I say, yawning. God, I feel like I’ve got mud running through my veins. Maybe this endless supply of energy has a bottom after all.


    “First we’ll check out a few clubs I’ve been hearing about,” Netty says, “then we’ll go to The Parlor.”


    I’m thinking, the first thing you want to do when you get your fake ID is sample the menu. The second thing is not get caught. Which begs the question, why are we having this convo in front of her mother???


    “Isn’t that a twenty-one and over club?” Irenka asks.


    “Abby and I have our fake ID’s, mother, we’ll be fine.”


    My heart stops cold. Like it’s been stepped on. For a second, my mouth hangs open and my brain scrambles to comprehend the bullshitedness that just left Netty’s face. Did she just rat us out? Before I can even give Netty the stink eye, her mother says, “Before you leave, I want to see them.”


    “Why?” Netty asks. “They’re fine, I swear.”


    “If they’re that good,” Irenka says, and I’m holding my breath at this point, “then you can go, but if they’re crap, you aren’t going anywhere. The last thing I need is to bail you out of jail.”


    I shut my mouth, but I still can’t blink. My brain says I’m in the Twilight Zone.


    “They’re not crap, mother. Promise. They’re straight up legit.”


    I gulp and say, “You sounded just like my father when you said that.” Both Irenka and Netty look at me and I don’t know what to say. I still can’t believe we aren’t grounded right now.


    “Eat,” Irenka finally says, breaking the blank, three-way stare.


    So we eat.


    
4


    Even before Netty’s done with karate, I’m dressed to go clubbing and itching to go. Netty gets home, drinks a massive strawberry protein shake, takes a five minute shower, then dresses in a way that says she’s both DTF and impossible to get. It’s a sexy contradiction. With a mischievous grin, she calls herself the unf*ckable princess, except for the right boy, of course. She always seems to have this way of making me laugh. Her mother, however, tells her to mind her manners. Whatever that means. Don’t screw any boys tonight? Netty nods like she gets the point. Before we can leave, however, her mother sticks out her hand and says, “ID’s.” Dutifully, we hand them over.


    She studies both a long time, then says, “These are good. Be careful you two.”


    The whole time my heart is kicking up a storm because I’m thinking there’s no freaking way any responsible parent can look over their child’s fake ID, give them two thumbs up and send them on their way.


    But she does, and I’m like, holy effing cow. Then again, the woman sets up swingers’ parties for a living. How much trouble can we really get into that would have her batting her eyelashes twice?


    Early is the night, I tell myself.


    The first stop is on Polk Street, between Sutter and Post, a dicey little joint called the Hemlock Tavern.


    “You sure about this place?” I ask as we approach the door.


    “It’s a hipster hangout,” she says. “It should be fun.”


    Some guy with monster pecks, a generous gut and a tightly trimmed goatee studies our ID’s, then hands them back and waves us in. I barely even have time to conjure images of us in jail before we’re walking into the cozy, dimly lit bar. The place isn’t packed, but in the live performance room some retro version of some band I’ve never heard of is playing what sounds like light punk mixed with an alternative beat.


    “They kind of sound like The Ramones,” Netty says.


    “I don’t know The Ramones,” I say, and she tells me I don’t have to. We order drinks. Nothing fancy. Just a couple of Long Island Ice Teas. All around us, there are interesting people to look at. Not model-perfect people like I’m used to at Astor (thank God), but people of real character. The problem is, the way they’re all looking back at me, it’s like I’m the freak here.


    “I feel like Taylor Swift at a Slayer concert,” I say to Netty over the noise.


    “Really?” Netty asks. She says this like she can’t believe it. Like I’m not the prettiest, cleanest looking girl in this establishment by a country mile.


    “Everyone here looks original and calm and I feel like an uptight Raquelle doll. The girl nobody wants to play with.”


    “They’ll be fine,” Netty says.


    “I’m not worried about them. It’s me. I feel totally out of place.”


    We finish our drinks, then head to the Red Devil Lounge, which is up Polk Street at Clay.


    Netty says, “This is the kind of place where bands like The Obesity Epidemic, Audiodub, The Cheeseballs, Pop Rocks and Get The Fuck Out Of My Pool play.”


    Suddenly I’m feeling so disconnected from the music and club scene I have to remind myself it’s okay to be here, to experience new things. I force a smile. Looking around at this old theatre-turned-music club, I can’t help but notice how more relaxed of a crowd this is. Not that it matters. With this pit in my stomach, and fresh anxiety charging through me, I really don’t belong.


    The décor is different from the tavern, and the music is now front and center, rather than shoved back in another room. I like the red lanterns everywhere, and even the gold accents. I tell myself it’s warm and charming. That the people are nice. I tell myself everything will be okay even though I’m starting to wonder if my social anxiety disorder is back.


    “If you drink here,” Netty says into my ear over the music, “be careful, I hear they make them strong.”


    I do drink (a Fuzzy Navel) and it is strong. Two foreign guys ask if we’ve been here before. They’re both handsome, but not so much that they bowled us over with self-confidence, or even worse, arrogance.


    “First time,” Netty says to one of the guys over the music.


    “I like your accent,” the better looking of the two says. You can tell he’s talking louder than normal, but it sounds like a whisper against all the other noise.


    “What’s on the second floor?” I ask.


    The Red Devil Lounge has the right ambiance, and the right music. I decide I like this place. As for the Fuzzy Navel, my head is now swimming against the current. When the better looking of the two guys takes my hand and leads me upstairs, I don’t say no, and I don’t pull away. Something in me says, just go with it. So I do.


    By the time we’re on the second floor, my body gets to feeling a little warm, but not the same way it does when I’m healing. The syrupy euphoria in my head is swishy and hypnotic, the best buzz ever.


    The guy I’m with, he tells me his name, which I forget almost instantly. I almost don’t care. If he turns out to be a non-douche, I’ll ask it again. Until then, whatevs.


    He waits for me to tell him my name. I don’t say a word. He finally asks.


    “I’m Abby,” I reply.


    Fortunately, my buzz neither lessens nor becomes the sweeping dizziness of being fully drunk. After a few minutes of sitting at a cocktail table with this guy, I realize he is shallow and narcissistic, and he’s trying too hard. It’s a total turn off.


    And sadly, he’s exactly what I expected.


    Netty is with the other guy, so I say, “Let’s go join our friends.” I start to stand up, but he takes my hand, stopping me, and he’s like, “I like it here with just you and me,” and I’m like, “Dude, you’re a party of one. Not to be rude.”


    But it is rude, and I know this. I shouldn’t be impolite, because I’ve come to learn this is how a lot of guys are. They’re always wanting something. I shrug off his hand.


    “Listen,” I say, “I’m sorry for being a cold fish. It’s just, this is my first time out in a long time and I feel like I’m exuding the wrong vibe. I’m usually a go-with-the-flow kind of girl, but not tonight. Sorry.”


    He leans over the table and tries to kiss me, but instinctively I palm his face and stop his forward advance. He makes a weird eye gesture through my fingers and I let go.


    It’s official: this is totally awkward.


    “I’m not interested,” I say, standing up. “Perhaps you would do better to learn the signals.”


    “I…uh…wow,” he says, clearly embarrassed. He plops back down in his chair. “That didn’t go the way I wanted.”


    When he says this, it feels genuine, but really, it’s time to go. Netty, unfortunately is having the same weak game run on her, so I come to her rescue and we decide the RDL isn’t our scene. We ditch the guys and head for the front door.


    “Where to now?” I ask.


    “The Parlor, I guess,” she says.


    “It’s about time,” I mumble. This night, so far, it isn’t exactly exceeding my expectations.
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    In the Audi, we drive to Leavenworth Street, near San Francisco’s North Beach Waterfront, where a tree-lined street boasts a three story brick building (The Del Monte Cannery Building) that spans the entire city block. More than anything, the structure has that charming, turn-of-the-century look. Something inside me feels anxious, but I’m not sure if it’s a good or a bad type of anxiousness.


    “Is there a nearby parking garage?” I ask.


    Netty starts punching buttons on the Audi’s nav system, then says, “Down Beach. Between Hyde and Columbus.”


    Before we reach the garage, Netty finds us an open parking space on Hyde. We park the car and head for the club. Outside, a light breeze carries with it the salty smell of the San Francisco bay. Walking up the sidewalk under a canopy of freshly trimmed trees and the darkening night sky, I can’t help feeling both anxious and at ease. I can’t explain it.


    It’s like a freaking war going on inside me.


    The Parlor itself is simply gorgeous. We descend a flight of stairs which drops us into the main bar where music and the voices of a packed floor wash over us like shimmering honey. With the amber lighting, the stained concrete floors and a huge wall of liquor behind the bar, I know I have stepped into something special. A piece of the past not everyone will ever see. In fact, I feel so comfortable and so in my element, it’s the first true happiness I’ve experienced since coming to stay with Netty. This and talking to Georgia.


    “I love this place,” I say into Netty’s ear. Her eyes are big, too, as she takes it all in. She just nods her head.


    “It’s more than I hoped for,” she says, mesmerized.


    We move through a packed floor to the bar, squeeze in, then wait our turn and ask the bartender for something original. He says, “It doesn’t sound enticing, and it’s not on the menu, but I think you’ll like the Alligator Piss.”


    “What’s in it?” I ask. I can’t get over how good looking he is.


    “Midori melon liquor, peach schnapps, Southern Comfort, Amaretto and a splash of sweet and sour. If you don’t like it, I’ll buy the next round. Anything you want.” He smiles, showing us just how cute the dimples in his cheeks are.


    Me and Netty look at each other, smile, and then both of us nod. We want the drink. We want the bartender. He’s got to be twenty-five at least. He’s got thick, black hair that practically sits on his shoulders and deeply tanned skin, like he was born somewhere overseas and exotic. It’s easy to see he works out. It’s impossible not to notice. Me and Netty are practically staring. Practically drooling. He returns, and we both just stand there and blush.


    He sets the drinks in front of us, and true to his word, they’re unbelievable. “We’ll be buying the next round,” Netty says, with a suggestive grin. He winks; we wink. Yep, it’s like that. We turn away from the bar so as not to appear to be clingy teens, even though I so want to cling right now. On the left are two large U-shaped booths surrounding circular tables. They’re both full.


    Behind them, along the dark brown wall boasting a huge gold Guinness placard, is a free table. It needs to be cleaned, but whatever. We sit there, and barely a minute passes before a woman comes to clear it and wipe it down. She asks how we are and if we need anything, then smiles when we show her how full our drinks are.


    “How big is this place?” Netty asks the woman.


    “Sixty-five hundred square feet. There’s The Club, which is our dance floor, The Whisky Room and the Library—both VIP rooms, and several private booths if you want to just relax with someone special. Or heaven forbid, watch TV.”


    Looking around at the rustic chandeliers, the distressed tables, the exposed steel beams on the ceiling, and the velvet fabrics, it’s hard not to completely be in love with this place.


    Plus, there are gorgeous people everywhere. Not perfect people. Gorgeous people. I’m barely intrigued by perfection, but only because I see so much of it at Astor. Nowadays, it’s the plain people, even the homely looking ones, who catch my eye. The fact that I’m no longer the ugliest broad in the room (not since my Savannah days) keeps me in the right vibe. Subconsciously, I feel myself looking for everyone’s flaws, because to a girl like me, it’s your flaws that define you.


    Perhaps that’s why I’ve had such a difficult time getting in touch with myself. I have no flaws. It’s seems unnatural to have grown up as the world’s hideous, most unwanted troll, and now be able to say I have no flaws. But it’s true. Sipping my drink, I can’t help thinking that’s what millions of dollars and genetics can do for you. It truly can turn you into Malibu Barbie’s bestie, the perfect Raquelle doll.


    A smart looking boy who has to be in college looks at me from one of the U-shaped booths, then away, then back. The smile on my face comes easy because he reminds me of Brayden.


    Brayden…God, I miss him.


    I didn’t realize how much until just now. Note to self: Call Brayden tomorrow.


    My eyes pull away, return to Netty. “This is good,” I tell her, nearly finishing my drink. The efficiency in which I’ve been consuming drinks tonight should have me worried, but I’m not. Is that a bad thing?


    Just then, Netty’s eyes narrow and her mood plummets from clear blue skies to dark and stormy. Her energy crashes downward, going from radiant to a swamp-like mire.


    My eyes follow Netty’s eyes and that’s when I see Chloe. She’s on the dance floor with a bunch of other people, moving in a way most men would find sexy.


    Hell, I find it sexy.


    I put my hand on Netty’s arm. She flinches. Chloe sees us; it throws her rhythm off a bit, but then she recovers. She glances back twice more and twice more neither me nor Netty look away.


    “She really is beautiful,” I hear myself say to Netty over the music.


    Netty stands and says, “I can’t take this shit.” Ever since Chloe had Netty fired from her job for breaking up with her, Netty’s been pissed.


    She heads out to the dance floor just as Chloe’s leaving. I watch them talk for awhile as another song comes on. Things look heated for a second, then Netty calms down. A guy starts talking to me—tall, dark, brown hair and handsome—but I brush him off, watching Netty and Chloe, drinking from my drink only to find it empty.


    Finally, Netty and Chloe hug and that’s when Netty brings her over. Chloe says, “Hi,” but she’s sounding a bit nervous, which is weird. She mostly strikes me as the comfortably-confident type. Netty says she has to use the bathroom, leaving both me and Chloe here to talk.


    Okay…rude.


    Chloe smells clean and airy, like the way you’d want fresh air to smell. For some indefinable reason, I have the urge to move closer to her.


    “I’m really jealous of you,” Chloe says over the music.


    “What?” I stammer. “Why?”


    “Because you’re so beautiful. And because Netty picked you over me.”


    “We’ve been best friends for what seems like forever,” I tell her. “Never lovers.”


    “So you don’t want to be with her in that way?” she says. I expect she’s taunting me, but the look in her eyes is earnest.


    Aghast at the thought, I blurt out the words, “No, not at all.”


    She then takes my hand, pulls me up and walks me to the dance floor. WTF??? “Women are more sensual than men,” she says, looking over her shoulder. “It’s our gift.”


    “That’s not exactly a news flash,” I practically yell as we enter the crowd on the dance floor. The music is super loud and I have no idea how to dance. Perhaps tonight, this will be my defining flaw. The hot girl with no rhythm.


    Chloe starts moving and it’s exotic, riveting. I try to move like her, but clearly I can’t. She closes in and says, “As beautiful as you are, you can’t dance for shit.”


    I blush, but she pulls me even closer and says, “Mimic my body,” so I do. Deep down, knowing she is a lesbian, this has me wondering so many things. Is she hitting on me? Using me to get back at Netty? Is she setting me up to make me look like a fool for taking Netty from her?


    What fun it would be to make the best looking girl in the club look stupid. I’m thinking, this is no different than high school. And not much different from being the ugly girl people love to ridicule. Opposite, but the same.


    But then I’m moving like she’s moving, finding that groove, feeling my body catching a deeper, more sensual rhythm. For a second, I realize I don’t look like a fool. For a second, I feel…sexy.


    Guys are watching; girls are watching. I find myself laughing, throwing my hair back, letting my body do what Chloe’s body is doing.


    I glance toward our table, then around the club and Netty’s still not out of the bathroom. I’m thinking, what a time to take a dump! Because she sure isn’t peeing. Or maybe there’s a super long line, which—for girls at a club—is entirely plausible. Or maybe she’s crying and I’m being a terrible friend out here, fraternizing with the enemy.


    Then, the next song comes on, Sexy by the Black Eyed Peas, and Chloe says, “Oh my God, I love this song!” Her movements slow, her eyes simmer, and a seductive sort of music-inspired lust gives her pouty lips and a body that looks driven by desire. She dances around me, running her hands fractions of an inch away from my body. Clearly she’s the huntress and I’m the prey. It’s practically erotic. People move away from us to give us room. Their faces are smiling, their eyes are watching, and some of them, well, it’s obvious they’re lusting after us.


    Freaking Chloe, she’s put us on display.


    The looks in guys’ eyes, however, talk about euphoric! Chloe draws me into this hypnotic state, makes me her slave, and yet she’s making me look sooooo good doing it. Then, when the song is about over, she pulls me in close and says, “This isn’t for me, it’s for them,” then flicks her eyes over to the boys watching. I’m about to ask what she means when she puts her lips on mine and gives me the most sensual kiss of my life.


    I feel detached from the real world, tethered to some alternate universe that’s light and sweet and magical. Then her lips leave mine and I’m hauled back into this world with a new song, brighter lights, and the low whistles of jealous, sexually charged boys.


    Holy f*ck, that was hot.


    The smile on my face gets there on its own. Chloe is enjoying the attention, soaking it in. She takes my hand and says, “Bow,” and we do. Everyone is clapping, except Netty, who is watching.


    Immediately I’m embarrassed. Netty, however, gives me an easy smile. Right then I know she isn’t jealous. Thank God. Unless it’s an act.


    Is it an act?


    Walking off the stage, Chloe says to me, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I did that for me, too. I wanted to kiss you the moment I first saw you.”


    And so there it was: my first girl kiss. The first kiss to put all other kisses to absolute shame.


    Damn.


    Back at the table, the three of us talk, Chloe not paying nearly as much attention to me as she is to Netty. Some guys pass by, make idle chit chat, then move on when Chloe says, “This is a girls only table, but thanks for stopping by.” Each time, however, before the guys leave, she looks at me and says, “Unless you see anything you like.”


    I look the boys up and down and smile, and to them I say, “Sorry, I’m still stuck on her kiss. But maybe later?”


    Truly, it’s the polite thing to do.




    Reconnect | Disconnect
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    Romeo once told Brayden there was this slut named Houston who in 1999 starred in a documentary film called The World’s Biggest Gang Bang III – Houston’s 620, where she has sex with six hundred and twenty guys in one day. Brayden didn’t watch the film (he wasn’t into that sort of debauchery), but the way Houston must have been exhausted at the end of that day was how he felt nearly every single day now.


    This life he lived—what was supposed to be the storied life of a Vegas pick-up artist—it might have been a charmed life, if not for Abby.


    Freaking Abby.


    Romeo and Titan promised to be instrumental in his journey to becoming what they called the “master seducer.” Ever since he got back, however, he drifted in and out of numbness. Not even the tantalizing Aniela could drag him completely from his funk. How did this happen???


    All he wanted was Abby.


    For all the excitement Vegas promised, he felt empty inside. A shadow of his former self. So consumed by an unfulfilled need, his condition dare not have a name. He couldn’t get Abby out of his mind. Not even after the two married women and the sexy AF pajama foursome. His and Abby’s start, their friendship, their most recent adventure, it was all he thought about anymore. That and her lying bloody on the floor in the music producer’s house. Man, he thought she was dead! His mind wandered through all their times together. To the time he showered with her, slept in bed next to her, road tripped through California with her. When Aniela asked him where he was, he felt his eyes go sad.


    “Back in California,” he said.


    “With her,” Aniela said, somber.


    “Yes.”


    For a second, he wanted with such desperation to lose himself in Aniela. Just to not be alone. Just to feel something. He halfheartedly ran his game on her but it wasn’t working. His heart simply wasn’t into it.


    “You know who you love,” she said to him one night.


    She was right.


    “I almost love you for you knowing this about me,” he said. His eyes were elsewhere. His heart rendered useless without Abby around. God, he thought, how did this happen?


    Aniela took his chin, lifted his head so their eyes met. It was a kindness so tender he wanted to cry. “I know,” she replied with understanding in her eyes. Not only was she angelic, she was intuitive as well. The melancholy overcame him. “Awe, sweetheart,” she said, and that did it.


    He broke down.


    She pulled him into her arms, drew him into a hug. “Sweetie, this lifestyle isn’t for you. You’re too attached. Too in love.”


    The thing about Brayden was, once he let Abby into his heart, he wanted her there all the time. But he was in Vegas, and she was in Silicon Valley. And now he felt like every moment away from her was the most suffocating moment he’d ever known.


    “Go back,” Aniela said to him that night. “You need to go back.” She was in bed with him at the time, sleeping with him just so he didn’t have to sleep alone.


    “She hasn’t even called,” he said.


    “You should go to her.”


    After a long moment, he croaked out the word, “No.”


    If he and Abby shared what they did and she couldn’t even call him, then this pain, this love, it had to be a one-sided affair. The truth was, she could do much better than him. And she would. And he’d still be the ugly kid who got a little less ugly and learned to seduce women.


    Not good enough.


    Pitiful.


    So, it was wake up, work out, make a protein shake and eat, plan the night during the day. Then it was take a nap, wake back up, get ready. Night would fall on the city and just like a vampire, his body would wake up ready to descend upon the masses.


    Around ten it started.


    It was the unparalleled beauty of Pure and its guests in Caesar’s Palace, then the beer garden at Chateau in Paris, then the lights and music of Haze in Aria. It was one hotspot after the next; it was the drinks and the dancing; it was waterfalls and flirty women. The buzz he cultivated held strong and his game was on. Girls came and went. He got numbers, kissed strangers, set up dates he never planned to go on. He was doing everything but having sex.


    He didn’t want it.


    He did not want sex for sex alone. After having random sex when he first arrived, he realized it left him feeling hollow unless you did it with someone special. Someone you know. At such a young age, he realized he wanted that most coveted thing: love. If he wasn’t having sex with Abby, he would have sex with no one.


    He didn’t want to be a player. It wasn’t him. But that didn’t matter. He was in the life, passing the time. Soon it would be over and he’d have to go back to school where he’d see her again.


    Finally he told Aniela about Maggie’s suicide, about the music producer, about how in Santa Monica everything went sour. He told her how Abby almost died.


    “The trauma of a situation like that,” Aniela said, curling into him, “it feels like first love. That need, that shared experience. Could you be confusing the two?”


    “No,” he said. He shook his head, “I don’t know.”


    She kissed him on the cheek, not like she wanted something. She kissed him the way a mother would kiss her wounded child. It was a different. It made him sad.


    “Think about it,” she said.


    He’d been thinking about it for days now.


    After that, he stopped gaming. Started sleeping. He couldn’t bare to be awake with the pain of her not being in his life. Twice he picked up the phone to call her; twice he hung up with butterflies in his gut by the thousands, all taking flight, all threatening to turn him into a weepy vagina.


    “What the hell is wrong with me?” he said.


    Romeo and Titan got him out of bed. Dragged him to the clubs. Fed him drinks and introduced him to more beautiful women, like that was the solution to anything. He went on autopilot. Most girls he gamed ended up dropping obvious hints for sex. They said they could see themselves enjoying a guy like him. That they were advocates for sex on the first date, even though meeting at a club wasn’t really a first date because it wasn’t prearranged. They pressed their chests a little further out, twirled their hair more, bit their lips while holding his eyes. It was seductive, and sometimes exciting, but it wasn’t real.


    He never felt so wanted before.


    Never so alone.
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    Abby called in the middle of the night. She was sobbing. Brayden sat up in bed, his cell phone pressed to his ear. “Abby?” he said.


    Aniela stirred, rolled over, her eyes still closed, but her breathing different.


    “Brayden,” Abby replied, her voice choked with tears.


    “Are you alright?”


    “Rebecca’s gone,” she said, so much pain in her voice.


    “She left?” he said, rubbing his eyes, his mind racing in so many directions. When did Aniela come in here? Or did they fall asleep talking?


    “No, she was kidnapped.”


    “What?!”


    Aniela’s eyes fluttered open. She stretched. Trying to open her eyes again, her face held the grogginess of lost sleep. She put her hand on Brayden’s thigh. He looked at her in the darkness, his soul cold.


    “Is everything alright?” Aniela asked.


    “Who is that?” Abby said on the phone. “Are you with someone?”


    “It’s okay. It’s Aniela. Tell me what happened.”


    “Aniela?”


    “Goddammit, Abby. Tell me about Rebecca!”


    “She was kidnapped back. From the same lunatic doctor I stole her from.” The spinning in his head finally took flight. He dragged his hand over his scalp and realized Aniela was still looking at him. Waiting. Everything in him dropped to an anxious chill. Rebecca was still too fragile. “He tried to kill me, Brayden. That freaking maniac doctor tried to kill me.”


    “How?” he said, concern trumping urgency.


    “He tied me to the bed, cut me open and poured gasoline through a hose into my heart. He set me on fire. Tried to burn me to death.”


    He pushed the covers aside, sprung out of bed. His stomach surged and he thought for a moment that he was going to throw up. Or punch a hole in the wall.


    “Are you okay?” he practically growled through clenched teeth.


    “I’m fine.”


    “You…healed?” His heart was pounding so hard, he didn’t care if Aniela heard him. Whatever questions she had about Abby, Brayden would never reveal her secret. Ever.


    “I’m okay now,” she said.


    “Thank God. How long has Rebecca been gone?” He was thinking, twenty-minutes? An hour? Two hours? She went silent for a long time. Finally he said, “Abby?”


    “A couple of weeks now.”


    “What? Are you serious! Why didn’t you call me? I’m going to pieces over here thinking about you and all this is going on and you don’t even call?!”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “What the hell is wrong with you?”


    “I’m angry!” she barked. Then lower, “And I’m scared. And sad.” He stood there, stewing, the blood pumping so hard he had to steady himself. He was about to pass out. Either that or he was about to start hyperventilating. “Brayden, I’m going to get her back.”


    He paced, ran his hands over his freshly buzzed head again, fast enough to cause friction, then tried to keep his heart from exploding, or stopping cold. “How?” he said, his voice so calm he wasn’t sure he even said the word.


    “Trust me.”


    He looked at Aniela. She was sitting up in bed now, topless, her large Polish breasts hanging heavy for him to see. He fell short of breath. Her breasts were gorgeous. She looked at him like she didn’t seem to care that she was naked. Which was new. She was always so standoffish when it came to his minor advances, and so generous at the most unexpected times. Now she was more interested in him. More interested in what was going on. He looked away, but not because he wanted to.


    “How can I trust you, Abby? You waited weeks.”


    “I know,” she said.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “I told you, I’m going to get her back,” she said with that all-familiar conviction.


    “Jesus Christ, Abby. Are you trying to kill yourself?”


    “Help me,” she pleaded.


    “I just helped you in L.A. and you left me. It’s been weeks since we talked, Abs. Weeks.”


    Aniela crawled out of bed, walked to the bathroom, sat on the toilet and began to pee. For some reason, Brayden didn’t give it a second thought. And then he did. The way her body was curvy like a woman, rather than straight like a girl was sexy. Even in his worried state, his male DNA was leading the charge, taking over and making him think he wanted to touch her, be with her.


    “Well we’re talking right now, aren’t we?”


    “Yeah,” Brayden said, “at three in the morning.”


    In the background Brayden heard someone—a girl—say, “Abby, are you okay?” It sounded like Netty.


    “Where are you?” he asked.


    “I’m okay,” she told the voice. “Just talking to Brayden.” Then back to him, she said, “I’m in San Francisco. I pretty sure Rebecca is back where I first found her. I just need to get her, that’s all.”


    “When?” Brayden said. Aniela flushed the toilet, then turned on the light and fixed her hair in the mirror. She wasn’t wearing anything and it became distracting.


    Her ass just might be the most perfect he’d ever seen.


    “Couple of weeks. I need to come up with a plan. I need to make sure this won’t happen again.”


    Aniela walked over to him, put her arms around him, buried her head into his neck and gave him a slow kiss. This one was different from the one before. This one was suggestive.


    “I’m coming out,” he says. “Text me your address.”


    “Not yet. I still have things to do. Plans to make.”


    Aniela was nuzzling on his neck now and his body was responding, betraying him, sending false signals. Or maybe they were true. She was moving her kisses up his neck, to his face, to the side of his mouth.


    “Then I guess just text me when you’re ready,” he said, trying not to sound disappointed, or cold. What he felt was massive frustration. And arousal.


    Aniela’s mouth moved over his and it was the first time she kissed him like that. In his head, he was thinking how girls are just as dumb as boys. When he thought he wanted to be with her, Aniela played coy, now that he confessed to wanting Abby, to being in love—now that Abby was on the other line—this Polish huntress decided to get completely naked and to try to seduce him.


    “Are you mad?” Abby said.


    “No,” he replied, soft, defeated. “Yes.” Aniela kissed his mouth again, slowly, seductively.


    “Is that girl…kissing you?” Abby said.


    He looked at Aniela and Aniela raised an eyebrow that said, “I’m kissing you and I don’t care if she knows.”


    “Yes,” he said.


    “Are you like, seeing her or something?”


    “I’m in love, Abby,” he said, bitter.


    Sounding disappointed, she said, “I’m happy for you two.”


    “Not with her, retard,” he said. And then he hung up.


    He felt tears prickling the backs of his eyes when he turned and matched Aniela’s kiss with a warm one of his own. He told himself this would be the first and last time they would do it, and when he climaxed, it was not with Aniela in mind, but Abby.


    God he was a fool.


    So stupid.




    Good Morning Mr. Yummy
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    I stab the END button on the phone, mad. He hung up on me! Why did he do that? And why did he say he was in love, but not with the girl he was with. What is he doing? Who is he in love with?


    “You, jack ass,” the voice in my head whispers.


    Shit.


    Realization sweeps over me like a cold front. I don’t know how I feel about this, but it’s not the craziest thing I’ve ever felt. Relax, I tell myself. Breathe.


    Somewhere in this chaos of thought, my brain and my body give up and sleep overtakes me.


    When the phone rings again, it’s morning and I’m seriously freaking agitated. My hand reaches for the phone and before I’m fully conscious, I’m speaking. “Don’t hang up on me again,” I say with a sort of drowsiness and slowness to my voice


    “Why would I call only to hang up?”


    It’s not Brayden.


    It’s Professor Teller. Jake. I wake instantly.


    “Uh, sorry. I thought…why are you calling?”


    “To apologize.”


    My mouth stays shut, and my mind returns to the humiliation I felt when I stormed out of his hotel room in tears. I’m so hungry for him. I loathe him. Mostly I hate the way he rejected me. How he made me feel terribly young. And unwanted. So thoroughly rejected. Did this new body and face mean nothing?


    “I want to be with you,” he says into the phone, his voice different, more solemn. “You are so young though, too young. A minor, still.”


    “If you wanted to be with me, age wouldn’t matter,” I challenge. My mind is half thinking about Brayden. Now it’s wondering what the f*ck Jake Teller is trying to do to me. Not that I mind if he’s telling me he wants me. Truthfully, though, I think I’m just holding my breath, waiting to be hurt again.


    It’s practically inevitable.


    “I can’t seem to get you out of my mind,” he says, lower into the phone. Funny thing about the truth is it isn’t as loud as lies or excuses.


    “Yeah, well you stomped right out of mine when you rejected me. I’m basically over you, Professor Teller.”


    “Then hang up on me,” he says. The note of challenge in his voice pisses me off. I think of doing just that. I almost do. But I don’t.


    Damn.


    Am I not over him? I’m out of bed, pacing the room. I’m gritting my teeth thinking I’m about to start screaming obscenities into the phone.


    “You suck,” I tell him.


    “You suck,” he mocks with laughter in his voice.


    “Why do I suck?”


    “Because all you had to do was hang up,” he says. “Because if you would have hung up, my life would be so uncomplicated right now.”


    “As would mine, Jake,” I say, trying his first name on again. Right now he isn’t my teacher. He could be more. Something in me begins to flower. An idea.


    No.


    This isn’t real. The ice returns to my voice.


    “So why are you calling me? To tell me when I’m eighteen we can hook up?” My dream man doesn’t answer right away, so I roll over in bed and huff out a sigh. “Answer the question, Professor.”


    “Stop calling me that,” he says. “It makes me feel old.”


    “At this point, why should I give a shit? Forget calling you Professor, or Jake. I should call you master manipulator because that’s what you are. You let me into your hotel room in the middle of the night, you kiss me, you suck my tits for heaven’s sake, and then it’s all no, no, no. I never expected to hear from you again, yet here you are, calling me. How did you get my number anyway?”


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    Omigod.


    “Really?!”


    “You could’ve hung up,” he says softly. His voice, it’s warm toffee. It’s sexy and reassuring and it leaves me aching deep in my bones. In my loins. “But you didn’t,” he says.


    Damn.


    I remain completely silent. At this point, my heart rate can be measured on the Richter scale. Is this really happening?


    “No,” I reply. “I didn’t hang up.”


    “I want to see you,” he says. “I have to see you.”


    “No.” My voice is firm, but inside, I want to say yes. I’m dying to say yes. Inside, thankfully, everything has gone quiet. I’m not thinking of all the things I can’t stop thinking about and this has me scared. Jake Teller is one giant red flag.


    “Why not?” he says.


    “My life is…complicated.” It is. But is it that complicated? Too complicated for the yummy, irresistible Jake Teller?


    “It will not get less complicated the older you get,” he replies.


    “You don’t know me well enough to make that assertion,” I say. My tone is tight, but that’s only because the steady unraveling of my life comes roaring back into my head. Rebecca, Brayden, the ultra-ferocious Sensei Naygel.


    “You’re right,” he says, “I don’t. But I’d like to. I mean, we could maybe get together for a normal kind of a…I don’t know…whatever. Lunch or something.”


    “Like a date?”


    “Yes.”


    “God, you’re a dork,” I say, trying not to laugh. Now he starts laughing and I say, “So what did you have in mind?”


    “I haven’t gotten that far,” he says. “I didn’t think you’d say yes. Hell, I wasn’t even planning on asking.”


    “Why not?” I want to make this hard on him. If only because I can.


    “I wasn’t sure if you’d hang up on me or not.”


    “I almost did.”


    “I’m glad you didn’t,” he says.


    “Just remember, I almost did.”


    “Okay,” he says.


    “I’m staying with a friend in San Francisco, so I don’t know when I’ll be able to get out there—”


    “I’ll come to you,” he interrupts.


    “Let me think about it,” I tease. “Can I call you in a week or so?”


    The disappointment in his voice is not hard to miss. “I guess. If you want to wait that long.”


    “I have a friend coming to see us, and Brayden is probably going to come here, too.” To help me wage war on Rebecca’s captor and my assailant. “When I have a free day, I’ll definitely let you know.”


    “If you don’t—”


    “I will,” I say, a little too fast.


    “Okay,” he says.


    The confidence in his voice is returning. I suppose that’s okay. When I think about it, he was only trying to do the right thing. The legal thing. The moral thing. How can I hold that against him?


    I can’t.


    “I’ll call you as soon as I can. I promise.” I put all the sincerity in my voice I can muster because truthfully I don’t want him to change his mind.


    I so want to be with him.


    He gives me his number and I write it down breathlessly. Professor Jake Teller is taking me out on a date! Holy crap. This can’t be real!


    After saying good-bye and hanging up, I look at the number again, pinch myself, then look at it again and think: this is real.
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    Night had fallen on San Francisco, the day expired. Inside her place, Arabelle made dinner, but she couldn’t get the new version of Wolfgang out of her mind. When he was removed from his canister, when he was brought out of his medically induced coma, he came to. He was groggy, too groggy and not right. His new body was adjusting. Just not fast enough. He couldn’t seem to steady his head.


    He was like a newborn.


    Dr. Heim made the decision to put him under again. Only so he could wake Wolfgang a little bit slower. The waking process was always different. Some specimens woke in ten minutes; others needed more time, sometimes a full day.


    Wolfgang’s eyes were loose.


    Unfocused.


    Arabelle feared something was permanently wrong with him. She looked at Dr. Heim and there was concern in his eyes, too. She tried not to panic. Memories of Georgia sprung to mind. During her last transformation, the girl nearly died. She had to be taken to Canada.


    Arabelle panicked a little.


    For a moment, this new version of her savior looked up at her and the trembling in his eyeballs ceased, but only for a moment. That’s when she saw it. The look.


    It filled her soul with ice.


    Inside those new pupils was pure darkness. The phrase “harbinger of death” seemed fitting. Her first thought was, this is the old Wolfgang Gerhard. The previous version of him. She thought, this is Josef Mengele. The Nazi war criminal. The Angel of Death.


    His original, sadistic self.


    She looked away, quickly, like a reflex. The look penetrated her, though, a cancerous, creeping thing, an ominous sensation she couldn’t shake. When she left the lab, she did so thinking there was a soullessness about him, a wickedness that—quite honestly—made her feel like fleeing the city, the state, perhaps even the country.


    Instead, she focused on Alice. Back at home, they were standing in her kitchen, chicken was frying on the stove, and an open bottle of Merlot stood on the counter. Alice looked at Arabelle’s glass of red wine. Arabelle handed it to her.


    Alice drank the wine.


    The face the little girl made, it was like she was drinking straight lemon juice. She put the glass back on the counter and went to the fridge looking for something less…alcoholic. She pulled out the milk, took a dirty glass from the dishwasher and filled it to the top.


    She drank and wiped her mouth, and through all of it, they didn’t say a word to each other. It was like that sometimes.


    At dinner, they sat on the couch looking out the large window overlooking the bright lights of the city. There was only silence.


    Finally Alice said, “Why are you so sad?”


    “I was thinking of my life as little girl. Before Wolfgang, Dr. Gerhard, saved me.”


    Alice said nothing for a long time. Then she looked at Arabelle and wouldn’t blink. She was creepy and gifted like that.


    Arabelle swallowed her mostly chewed chicken, took a long sip of wine, then cleared her throat, rolled her neck and said, “I was pretty girl made ugly by life in Ukraine. When I was twenty-one, my face was like the cooked potatoes I ate as child. My skin”—she says, making an disgusted face and motioning to her cheeks—“was bad. Cigarettes, alcohol, so much abuse for young girl. Made me old before I should be. No longer good for love. Or sex.”


    “What’s sex?” Alice asked.


    “It’s when man puts his penis in a girl’s vagina and baby is sometimes made.”


    “What’s a penis?”


    “It’s an ugly thing. It’s the private parts of a man and it brings only pain.”


    “I don’t like penises,” Alice said.


    “When I was twenty-one, I was sold to man who own massage parlor. Made to rub fat, lonely men all day, to jerk them off.”


    “What is jerking off?” Alice asked. She put a forkful of green beans in her mouth, but she didn’t blink. Her face was constant curiosity.


    Arabelle made a stroking motion with her hand, pointed to her privates. Alice finally blinked. Her face went red and she looked down.


    “One day, Wolfgang come into massage parlor. He was not like dirty men I see all day. He keep his underwear on. He keep his hands to himself. He ask me where I am from and I say Ukraine. When I was done with massage, he said, ‘Would you like me get you out of here?’ and for some reason I start to cry.”


    “Why did you cry?” Alice asked.


    “I tell him the sadness of my life. That I am slave. I tell him my past and instead of trying to use me for sex, he takes my hand and walks me out front door. Just like that. Then he puts me in here, in the canister and now I am free and beautiful. But still sad. Canister cannot erase memories.”


    “How old are you?” Alice asked. For the first time, she looks like an innocent child. Not like the supernatural killer Arabelle knows her to be. It’s almost tender.


    “Almost thirty, I think. Maybe more. I do not celebrate birthdays. And after Wolfgang changed my body, I think I am looking younger than my real years.”


    Alice just stared into Arabelle’s amethyst eyes, mesmerized. Finally she said, “Dr. Gerhard is not a nice man.”


    “He has awful heart, but he is kind to me,” Arabelle replied.


    “Awful?”


    “During war, he was monster to many people. He killed…so many. But he is genius, too.”


    “I watched him kill some people,” Alice admitted in a small voice. Then, in as small a voice, she said, “I killed people, too. I killed a boy.”


    “There are many boys I wanted to kill,” Arabelle said. “Men, too.”


    Alice stood, dragged her chair around the table next to Arabelle. The woman just sat there, expressionless, watching the child. Alice climbed onto her chair, took Arabelle’s hand. Looking up at her the way a child looks up to her mother, in the sweetest, most innocent voice ever, Alice said, “Maybe we can kill them together.”




    The Curious Case of Shelton Gotlieb



1


    Most of the principles at the Virginia Corporation were either dead or disappeared. Even the robotic Brice O’Brien was missing. As in gone. Dead at the hands of the ruthless Warwick Bundy. Shelton Gotlieb knew this, but he wouldn’t tell the higher ups at Monarch Enterprises that Bundy admitted to killing the woman. The Director still had people searching for her.


    He was still thinking she might be alive.


    Even worse, Warwick Bundy was now dead. Found shot and burned to death in an apartment in Prague with a young corpse who could very well have been Savannah Van Duyn, but according to Gerhard was not the real Savannah Van Duyn. That it never made the national news was a mystery Shelton had yet to solve. Someone—perhaps a member of the Bundy family—did not want the scandal, so they somehow managed to suppress the media.


    Such was the influence of the power-elite.


    It was a good attempt at putting the Savannah Van Duyn matter to rest. Gerhard got to Bundy, then he killed the copy of Savannah. Warwick Bundy, he needed to be killed, but one of the girls fashioned after Savannah’s original clone, 452 from Prague? Not really. Gerhard bore a certain, unusual fondness for this girl. For Savannah. In spite of what he did to Bundy and Savannah’s doppelganger in Prague, either there wasn’t enough evidence recovered to make an identification, or the story was in fact squashed locally. If the media had a wider reach or more influence, if identifications were indeed made, the Director might know about Bundy, and he might have fallen for the ruse of the Savannah model. But that wasn’t the case, so the Director was in the dark. And now Gotlieb was forced to cross Gerhard, a position he was fast regretting, but committed to never-the-less.


    
2


    Shelton Gotlieb was responsible for multiple contracts in Brice’s absence. He feared he would be Miss O’Brien’s permanent replacement any day, but he did not want the job. Too risky. He would take it if asked, but he would surely regret it. The minute he agreed to close out Savannah’s contract, he realized his error. With the demise of the Virginia Corporation, he wondered the point anymore.


    This damned contract. It haunted him more than ever now.


    So as not to go against Gerhard’s need to protect the girl, Shelton considered staging her death, just as Warwick attempted before he found himself dead, only better. Done properly, he could close the contract once and for all. The higher ups would never know. They wouldn’t even care. To them, a contract was simply moving funds from an escrow account into their offshore account. How the job got done wasn’t really their concern, was it?


    He just didn’t want Gerhard knowing. The man was a killer. The worst kind.


    In the end, the weight on his shoulders should have broken his back. What a mess! His own tragic dilemma. The thing that kept him up most nights. More than ever, he cursed himself for ever trying to be more than he was.


    After weeks of this kind of pressure, he was cracking and decided to come clean. Taking a deep breath, he picked up the phone, dialed the Director’s extension.


    “I know about Brice O’Brien,” he admitted to the man. His voice carried the tenor of defeat, but the relief he felt in unburdening himself drained the weight of his guilt. Who knew secrets would weigh so much?


    “Tell me what you know,” the Director said in a brisk, curious tone.


    “I just learned Warwick Bundy killed her in the meeting about the botched hit on the Van Duyn family.”


    Shelton heard a soft intake of breath, then a long exhale, then silence. “A catastrophic blunder,” the Director finally said regarding the public deaths of four innocent people based on bad intelligence and one unreliable Monarch slave.


    “Yes, sir. A terrible mistake.”


    “How long have you known?” the Director asked. His voice left shivers racing down Shelton’s spine.


    “This is fresh intel, sir,” he lied. “But it’s been an unbearable burden. I should have told you earlier, but I wanted to verify it first.”


    “You’re human,” the Director replied. “Humans don’t always follow orders to the letter.” In a strange sort of way, he sounded more tired than upset. Shelton could hardly believe it. Was the Director really going to buy the lie, that he didn’t know all along?


    “Sir?”


    “Sadly, there is nothing to make you do what we need done because you are not one of ours.” A programmed slave. A human robot. Emotionless. “You’re doing a job not meant for a feeling human.”


    “I believe I understand, sir.”


    But he didn’t understand at all. The humility the Director was showing him set his teeth on edge. Was the man going to have him killed?


    “We have someone, one of ours, who will take over Mrs. O’Brien’s current projects. You’ve done well with what you’ve been given, but I am officially relieving you of Mrs. O’Brien’s duties.”


    Oh, no. Release of responsibility…could this be his end? To willingly step down would most certainly be seen as an act of cowardice, which was the same as weakness. With Monarch, weakness meant death.


    “I’ve found her, sir. No one else has been able to do that. So, if you permit me, I would like to oversee the completion of the Van Duyn contract.” He spoke too quickly, almost defensively. Dammit. What the hell was he thinking? He didn’t want this encumbrance anymore! This was his way out! All he had to do was take it. Just take the out.


    “There is no need for bravado,” the Director replied. “You are a programmer, not a manager.”


    “I understand, sir, but I want this. I can do it.” He could hardly believe the fraudulence spewing from his mouth right now. He wasn’t anxious to do this job; he was anxious only to live.


    The minute he failed to have purpose, he was dead.


    “In light of this new information,” the Director said, “Warwick must be eliminated.”


    Obviously the Director did not know he was dead. Okay, Shelton thought, I can manage this.


    “I will have Warwick…taken care of, sir,” he said, confidence finding its way into his voice once more. Especially since the man was already worm food. “And what about the surviving members of the Virginia Corporation? Are they to be eliminated as well?”


    “No. The Virginia Corporation still has value.”


    “But sir, all the principles are either dead or in the wind.”


    He had a conversation with Gerhard about this recently. About eliminating Jamison DuPont and Tate Russell. It was now in the news that DuPont was killed, but Russell was wanted for questioning in the deaths of three women at his home in L.A. He thought of Autumn, how she was one of the deceased found on Russell’s property. How her face looked after having being shot-gunned into meat soup. This bothered him immensely. It had him squirming in his skin and vowing to have Russell killed.


    “Atticus Van Duyn has reached out to us with plans for expanded contracts in new fields. Less lethal fields. He reached out to me and said he would like to resume our business relationship at some point.”


    “Atticus Van Duyn?” Shelton said, completely dumbfounded. “Really?” Why would Atticus resurface after all this time? After changing everything about himself? Wasn’t the idea to disappear?


    “Is that so hard to believe?” the Director asked.


    “Considering we’ve been paid to kill his daughter, it seems a bit…curious is all.”


    “I agree,” the Director said. “He is a man of many pursuits, though. A man of many strange and unsettling pursuits.”


    “This contract on Savannah is a fact he shall never discover, I trust,” Shelton said.


    “That goes without saying,” the Director said with ice in his voice.


    “Yes, but he isn’t dumb.”


    “We will cross that bridge when and if we come to it. Back to Ms. O’Brien,” the Director said. “She is…was expendable. All of our slaves are expendable. Programmers like yourself, however, are critical to this operation. Not expendable.”


    Shelton sat a little straighter. Snapped out of his trance. Did he just hear the man correctly? He wasn’t going to be killed after all! He was…critical to the operation.


    Critical.


    “Why let me do this, sir? If I’m critical to our operations here at Monarch?”


    The Director considered the question for a moment, then: “I am curious about you, about your talents. If you can do this the way you say you can, if you prove to have the wherewithal to complete this task—to take care of Warwick and close out this contract with Savannah Van Duyn—then we will have a programmer who is proficient in both programming and field work. This will make us more efficient.”


    “And if I fail?”


    “That is not an option, Mr. Gotlieb,” he said in his sternest voice. “And the mere fact that you posed such a query now has me questioning my faith in you.”


    Jesus, he thought, don’t rile the Director!


    “There’s no need for second guessing me, sir,” he said quickly. In a more firm voice, he said, “I will give you the girl’s corpse.”




    Enemy



1


    Sensei Naygel taught me to not only know myself, but to know my enemy. See how he moves, how he strikes, how he responds to an attack. Know his strategy, know it before he engages so you know how to strike first and how to effectively counter.


    It’s the middle of the night. I’ve woken up and now I can’t sleep because I’m thinking of my enemy.


    I’m thinking of him tying me to my bed…thinking of him slicing open my chest and stuffing that plastic tubing down into my heart…thinking of him stealing Rebecca…leaving me alone…setting me on fire…burning me from the inside out.


    I roll over in bed, my face searing hot, my heart kicking furiously at the walls of my chest, my hands making and unmaking angry, subconscious fists.


    Lying in bed, I dream of all the ways to kill that diabolical butthole. I relive the fight, and the attempted murder. I have some self-defense skills, now. Could I take him this time?


    I think I can.


    But now I can’t sleep because my mind’s churning out all the murderous ways to finish him. There are so many satisfying conclusions.


    God, why do I think like this? Why do I think so much of death? I think something’s wrong with me. I’m sure of it. It’s 4 A.M.


    Now it’s 4:37 A.M. and I still can’t go back to sleep.


    God, please…


    It’s 5:12 A.M. and I know I must better understand my enemy. It’s the only logical step. The only true means of resolution.


    
2


    Netty and her mother are still asleep when I go rooting through the house looking for weapons. With my stun gun and tazer still back in Palo Alto, I need something. I look for like five minutes at the steak knives, but when it comes down to it, I really don’t have the stomach to stab someone up close.


    It takes Hulk-sized balls to do something like that.


    In the cabinet drawer in the kitchen, next to the silverware drawer, beneath a short stack of junk mail is a keychain with a Mace canister.


    Perfect.


    But further back…omg…is a short revolver. My heart stalls.


    No way.


    It’s a snub nosed something or other with a cylindrical chamber for six bullets. I study it against the light, make sure bullets are in the cylinder. For a moment I get all clammy, but then a light sheen of sweat breaks on the back of my neck. There are bullets. Six of them.


    Don’t think, I tell myself. Just go.


    Black yoga pants, black hoodie, black running shoes. In the car, I head over to the apartment building I tracked Nurse Arabelle to, wait for someone to leave the building for work before heading in, then wait in the downstairs lobby for her.


    Sitting on the cushioned bench in the lobby, I’m dressed like the kind of person they kick out of places like this.


    The elevator doors chime and one after another, people come out in ones and twos and threes. The gun in my hand inside my hoodie is damp with the sweat of my grip. Half an hour later, elevator doors open revealing Arabelle and the girl. Standing fast, with purpose, I pull out the gun, move fast with it tucked at my side, head straight for them.


    I aim the weapon at the girl and say, “Back upstairs or she takes two in the face.”


    Arabelle looks startled; Alice looks mad. She starts to raise her hand like she’s wanting to burn me from the inside out again. I crack her hand with the butt of the gun, then thrust-kick her little body deep into the elevator. She hits the wall and falls. Picking herself up, her face takes on a greyish pallor, the skin translucent. Arabelle makes a move toward me; I grab her arm, spin her around and shove her into the elevator in front of me, then let the doors close.


    Arabelle is seething.


    Me, I turn and grab a handful of the girl’s hair. Not the back, but the side, where it really hurts. I press the nose of the gun into the crown of the girl’s head, create distance between me and Arabelle.


    “If I even start to feel my insides cook, Arabelle, I will put a bullet in your pet.”


    “Alice?” Arabelle says.


    I feel the girl’s energy soften. She sort of whines.


    Good.


    “Now we’re going to walk very civilized to your apartment and I will not hurt either of you. I only want information.”


    “This is not how friends are to be acting,” Arabelle says.


    “If it were only you and I, there would be no need for the gun. It’s this little firecracker here that worries me.”


    “Alice will behave.”


    “I will not hurt you, Alice,” I say to her. “Will you behave?”


    She nods her head only slightly against my fist of her hair. I let go. She stands there a minute in silence, then turns toward me and tilts her face up to meet my eyes. Veins stand out on her face and her eyes are nearly all black.


    Holy shit, she’s like something out of a nightmare!


    My body freezes, and my breath gets caught in my throat. I can’t even blink. She crosses the elevator, hits the button for the fifth floor, then takes Arabelle’s hand. The bluish-black veins on her otherwise translucent face fade and her eyes return to their normal shine. I force myself to swallow. It’s a miracle I don’t drop the gun and piss myself.


    “What is this information you are wanting?” Arabelle says.


    My brain is stalled out. It’s in neutral. Then suddenly it finds a gear and, thank God, I can think intelligible thoughts again. “I want the doctor who tried to kill me. And I want Rebecca back.”


    “I will tell you the details of Dr. Heim, but I promise you will not like the things you will hear.”


    I can’t take my eyes off Alice. Can’t stop thinking about how she looked so freaking …demonic. “And Rebecca?”


    “I will tell you about her. Everything you are wanting to know, and some of the things you are not wanting to know at all.”


    The way she says it, there’s something different in her expression. An ancient anger. Does she despise the doctor as well? Perhaps I’m reading it wrong. The look on her face tells me it’s something more, something profound.


    
3


    Her apartment is esthetically pleasing at first, but one long look leaves me feeling empty. Cold. There is an energy about the place that screams of desolation. Unlived in by anyone sane. And it smells like nothing. Not perfume or scented candles; not like flowers or fresh laundry or a clean dishwasher. Not a single scent. Literally nothing. There are no pictures on the walls, not a single family photo. Nothing is even remotely out of place.


    “Nice digs,” I say. “If living sterile is your thing.”


    Arabelle refuses to blink those gorgeous amethyst eyes. She just stares at me, as if she’s waiting for me instead of me waiting for her.


    I take a seat on the teal blue, stiff-cushioned couch. Alice disappears into the other room. What a creepy little zombie girl.


    “Speak,” I say.


    “If you want water, glasses are in cabinet over dishwasher,” Arabelle says. This must be that Russian hospitality I read so much about, I think with a heavy dose of sarcasm. She remains standing. Behind her is a wall of windows and another couch.


    I tell her I don’t want water.


    Arabelle looks at me for what feels like forever, then turns and arranges herself on the other couch. In a heavily accented voice, she says, “Dr. Aribert Heim is man who try to kill you.”


    “I know that much. Not the first name, but that doesn’t matter.”


    “He is Nazi war criminal.”


    Arabelle just spits out this tasteless morsel of information as if the psycho doctor doesn’t look a day under forty. I never knew her to be a liar, but there’s a first for everything, I suppose. I clench my fists. It just really agitates me that she’s choosing now to start with the lies.


    “That’s a load of crap,” I say. “He’s too young to be a Nazi…anything.”


    Arabelle draws a deep, consternated breath. She tilts her head to one side, popping her neck, and then does the same to the other. In the empty apartment it sounds like gunfire.


    I’m looking at her with hard eyes thinking, is she done yet?


    But she isn’t.


    She turns her head all the way to one side then the other, and in a Slavic, foreboding voice, she says, “You are not going to believe what it is I am to tell you.”


    “After seeing that little freak show’s face turn into Night of the Living Dead just a minute ago, my mind is now more open than you think.”


    “I don’t know this night of dead,” she says.


    I can’t help but shake my head. “Never mind, continue with your fabrication of the truth.”


    “This is not fabrication.”


    “Rest assured, Arabelle, you will tell me the truth. One way or another, I’m going to get it out of you.”


    “This is truth. Dr. Heim had names like ‘Butcher of Mauthausen’ and ‘Dr. Death.’ He is brutal man. A torturous, ugly man. He killed more than three hundred people in prison camp in Mauthausen during second world war.”


    I feel the rage swelling inside me. It’s like a dark flood, boiling to the surface. I hate being lied to. I hate being played. Jesus, do I really need to bring out the gun for this?!


    “He isn’t old enough to have been alive that long ago. I mean, that’s like seventy years ago, Arabelle. SEVENTY!”


    “It is true,” she says, unfazed.


    “Stop with the lies!”


    She bristles.


    “They are not lies. Dr. Gerhard and Dr. Heim are scientists, genetic geniuses. They figure out how to beat age.”


    My heart stops, and a sweep of vertigo nearly topples me.


    “What?” I stammer.


    “They are old men in new bodies. Engineered to be young the same as you are engineered to be beautiful. They use their own DNA to make young again.”


    WTF? Nazi war criminals? Old men in young bodies? Really?


    “Are you saying they are…?” My brain is refusing to function. It’s the mother of all brain farts I’m having. If you asked me what two plus two is, I’d shrug my shoulders and show you the stupidest look ever.


    Arabelle just stares at me.


    I’m like, “Arabelle, what exactly in Jesus’ name are you saying?”


    “I’m saying they are old. Old.”


    In a voice that barely even leaves my mouth, I hear myself ask, “Who are Dr. Gerhard and Dr. Heim?”


    “I tell you already,” she says.


    She’s looking at me like I’m slow. Like I showed up in the short yellow bus holding balloons and wet tongue washing the windows.


    “No you didn’t tell me already,” I say, my body wavering out of my control, a lightheadedness overtaking me. I swallow my stomach, because the dots are suddenly connecting and, with a sudden, jolting clarity, I’m feeling a bit dizzy, and hot. “Tell me.”


    “You hear of Angel of Death?” Arabelle said, her cloudy eyes clearing.


    “Of course,” I say. “Josef Mengele.”


    “Head doctor and mass murderer from prison camp in Auschwitz. Also genetics genius and foremost engineer of mind sciences.”


    “That…that’s Dr. Gerhard?” I hear myself say, like I’m hoping what she is saying is wrong, a gross misinterpretation of…whatever. I’m thinking now about all the times I called him a Nazi, how I made the comparison of him to Josef Mengele.


    I was right?


    Holy crap, I was right!


    “Yes,” she says, “Josef Mengele.”


    I swallow so hard my throat actually hurts. My mouth has never felt this cottony and dry. “You know what he is,” I hear myself say in a horrible, raspy tone, “what he’s done. Yet you…continue…to work for him…to associate with him?”


    I think I’m starting to hyperventilate. I know more about this monster than I want to know. I’ve read all about him and his revolting, inhuman acts. I did a report on him last semester for Christ’ sake.


    “You may find hard to believe, but he saved me.”


    I stand up, wobbly at first, then on strong legs. I pace the room. “What could that horrible piece of shit save anyone from, except a full life?” My tone is incredulous. My voice is disgust laced with a deep seated horror and breathless hatred. At this point, I can’t even look at Arabelle.


    All this time…Gerhard was Mengele. The Angel of Death. Last century’s most monstrous piece of human filth. An atrocity. A real human stain if ever there was one.


    This beast who orchestrated torturous experiments on innocents, who operated on people without anesthesia, who sent over four hundred thousand Jews and Jewish sympathizers to their deaths in the gas chambers in a year and a half at Auschwitz, he saved Arabelle?


    “I was sex slave from Ukraine as child,” Arabelle confesses.


    Her revelation knocks what’s left of the wind clean out of me. My wobbly legs return. I stagger backwards, then in a daze, turn into the closest chair and practically fall into it.


    This amethyst eyed woman, this frozen block of Russian ice, I can’t see her how I used to see her before: as a heartless, miserable wretch. I blink twice fast. My eyes clear. If half the stories about sex trafficking are true, and Arabelle survived this nightmare, then I have no choice but to loathe every cruel word I ever heaped upon her.


    I look right at her. See the real woman.


    The world goes from black and white to full color. Now for certain, I know two plus two is four because I’m officially connecting the dots. I stand, cross the room and head straight for Arabelle. Her eyes widen, seeing me coming towards her, but she reads that thing in my eyes that is neither a threat nor uncertainty, and she lets me sit next to her, put my arms around her and give her the best hug I can manage.


    She leans into me after a moment and I feel her body sink into mine. There is a perfect stillness in her and then I feel the sudden jolt of a sob. Pretty soon she’s crying and then I’m crying and before I know it, this morning is not heading in the direction I thought it would go.


    When she pulls away and wipes her eyes, she looks at me and says, “Rebecca has been made to be pregnant by Heim. He and Wolfgang—Dr. Gerhard—they have developed program to make babies in three months, not nine.”


    I am rocked to the core once more. Too stunned to speak. Or even breathe. OMG, I can’t take this anymore! My brain is saying leave. My brain is tap dancing on thumbtacks.


    “Babies? As in more than one?”


    “Yes.”


    “In her?” I ask.


    “Yes.”


    “How far along is she?” I sound like I’m at the far end of a long tunnel. My ears are practically ringing.


    “Almost ready to deliver. Biggest growth takes place in last month. Not as much in first two.”


    I swallow hard, try not to imagine what Rebecca might be going through. “And what happens then?” I ask. “To Rebecca?”


    “Host mothers either die or live.”


    She didn’t answer my question. Is she being evasive or not understanding?


    “They’ve done this before?” I ask. “To other girls.”


    She nods her head, solemnly and I know why. Nazi Germany fell almost seven decades ago, but these two monsters are still experimenting, the same as they did before. Oh how the Nazi’s loved their perverse ventures!


    Now Rebecca is one of their subjects, one of the enslaved.


    “How many times?” I ask. As in how many times have they tried and failed before Rebecca.


    “So many it is not worth to count,” she says, looking away.


    “And the mother?”


    In my head, I hear Margaret’s voice saying, “Never ask a question you don’t want the answer to.” I used to ask if she was doing blow when she was all crazed and sobbing. That was the response I got. But now, how can I not ask this question? Rebecca is my friend.


    “Mother always dies,” Arabelle says, her voice cracking.


    My lungs practically collapse. If I wasn’t already sitting down, I might’ve dropped to my knees.


    The mother always dies.


    My eyes see everything and nothing. My heart feels only pain. The world converges in on me, expands too wide, leaves me wheezing and alone. I glance up and in the doorway, a very silent Alice is staring at me. Like a child. Colorful eyes, porcelain skin.


    Innocent.


    At this point, if she were to fry me to death from the inside out, I’d be okay with that. Actually I might welcome it.


    “Rebecca survived longer than all other girls,” Arabelle says. “She is hopeful for Heim.”


    “How long until she delivers?” I say, barely able to comprehend my own words.


    “Less than one month. Maybe earlier. Lots of births happen earlier than doctors have planned.”


    “If I take her now, will this put her at risk or save her life?”


    “Put her at risk,” Arabelle says without hesitation.


    “I want to know about the doctor.”


    “Dr. Heim?”


    “Yes.”


    Arabelle’s neutral expression changes the same way sunny days sometimes become overcast and stormy. “I want only to see him die. He is beast. Treats girls like vessels, not like human people.”


    “Can she do it for us?” I ask, nodding toward Alice. “Can she kill him?”


    “Only if he is threat to her.”


    “Will he be a threat to her?” The hostility in Arabelle’s eyes drains, her expression unreadable once more. Slowly, she nods her head. No. Something in me jumps to life, my animosity renewed. I crawl out of this fog, gather up my bearings. “I don’t care if I kill him, I just want Rebecca.”


    “To get her,” Arabelle says, “you will have to kill him.”


    I don’t want to kill anyone, though. Not anymore. I hate thinking like this. Having plotted the shooting of Demetrius Giardino, having killed Gerhard’s war machine, having barely survived Heim’s death cocktail, I can say the stress should have aged me ten years. It’s made me not want to kill again. My God, my soul can’t survive another burden of this magnitude!


    “There has to be some other way,” I mumble.


    “He was meant by God to be dead already. He live only because Wolfgang has found ways to defy death. Killing that pig is righting wrong by science.”


    “I’m a wrong by science,” I announce. “He was meant to be dead, and I was meant to be ugly, and only because of Gerhard’s science are we both the way we are. I won’t rely on that logic to justify murder.”


    “You will justify it some way to get Rebecca back. If she lives.”


    I feel my head nodding in agreement.


    “I will help you,” Arabelle announces.


    “Seriously?” I stammer.


    “Seriously.”


    “But…why now?”


    “Men like Heim abuse children for experiments, for pleasure. He is monster, like my uncle who made me sell my body for sex to pay for life.”


    My head is filled with images of Arabelle being whored out as a child, with images of Rebecca in a canister being used to grow children at an accelerated rate, with images of Heim in my bedroom in his fit of rage.


    “He can’t be allowed to live,” I snarl.


    “He needs killing.”


    “Yes,” I hiss.


    Arabelle just sits there, realization settling in, the contemplation a mighty weight upon her oh so beautiful face. She straightens her back. Something in those sparkling eyes clears. Turning to me with a steadfast resolve, she says, “It will be harder than you think.”


    “Fortunately, I have experience in that area,” I tell her.


    “Not enough.” Standing up, she says, “Before you are to leave, I have something for you.”
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    On the way home, I’m turning the single key Arabelle gave me in my fingers. It’s the key to Gerhard’s and Heim’s San Francisco lab. The last time I got a key to Gerhard’s Astor Academy lab, it was by way of B&E. It was a stealth operation. Completely illegal. Now, I have an ally. An “inside man,” but with tits and purple eyes.


    The ringing of my cell phone through the Audi’s speakers startles me. The Audi’s caller ID says it’s Georgia. I pick up.


    “Hey,” I say, happy.


    “Hi,” she says. “I…I just wanted to call you. I think maybe I’m freaking my mother out.”


    “You mean, beyond burning her plant?” I ask.


    “Yes, and no. I mean, it’s kind of all connected. I’m…different now.”


    “I am, too,” I admit, thinking about all the things we used to have in common before she went away. She knew me as Savannah. I was another person in another body the last time she saw me. She doesn’t know I’ve changed nationalities. Gone from half Caucasian half Mexican to full Caucasian. “Some things have happened since you’ve been…wherever it is you’ve been.”


    “Are you okay?” Georgia asks.


    “You should come right away. Let me talk to Netty’s mother.”


    There’s a bit of empty space followed by the sounds of rapid typing. Then: “There’s a flight in four hours,” she says. “I can be there by tonight.”


    “Text me the details and I’ll pick you up at the airport.”


    By the time I get to Netty’s, Georgia sends me a text with her flight information. I text back telling her I’ll be waiting at the gate. Gracefully I ask Netty’s mother if Georgia can come early and she’s like, “For sure.” Like it’s no big deal.


    God, why can’t Margaret be this relaxed? She never goes with the flow.


    Later that night, when Netty and I pick her up, Georgia looks different, but similar. She is but a ghost of her former self. A shadow of a shadow. Her eyes, mouth and bone structure have changed. She looks somewhat like her old self, but different. The new her and the old her could be cousins, or even sisters. I almost don’t go to her, but something says GO!


    So I do.


    I approach her and she looks past me. Then right back at me, a question in her eyes. It’s not me she recognizes. It’s the perfection. The stunning Kate Middleton look we both know isn’t a product of God as much as it’s a product of science, biology and genetics. And it’s my skin color throwing her off. She scrunches her brow, cocks her head the slightest bit. Like she can’t believe it.


    “It’s me,” I tell her and she does this weird thing with her eyes as she makes the connection.


    “But you’re white,” she says. She puts her hands to my face, then pulls back. Like a blind person trying to see. I pull her into a deep hug she barely responds to.


    “Imagine my surprise when I woke up,” I say.


    She finally lets herself hug me and it feels genuine. “But you were perfect then, too.” Pulling back, looking at me, she says, “Why in the world would you change skin color, too?”


    “It wasn’t by choice. Seriously, it’s a long story that has to do with my body falling apart and me almost dying.”


    Picking up her bags, she says, “Oh, okay,” then tells me she’s going to want to know exactly what happened sooner than later. “You look gorgeous, by the way.”


    “Thanks, so do you.”


    “I don’t feel it.”


    She and Netty seem friendly toward each other, but I never thought it would be any other way. Georgia doesn’t talk much. At least not like she used to. I see the changes in her, the holding back, the hesitation, the loss of the empathy and attentiveness she used to have. On her thumb is a silver ring: her dead brother’s ring. I know the inside inscription says, “Life at all Costs.” She certainly paid the price to survive her cystic fibrosis, an early lung transplant and now this.


    At least she’s alive.


    We get to Netty’s place and though Georgia has been polite, and is polite to Irenka (who stayed up late waiting for us), there’s something amiss just below the surface. Something restive, and maybe a bit unsettling by the way Georgia keeps eluding to it. My smile falters and I try to conceal it.


    I’m pretty sure Georgia still isn’t right. Perhaps this is what made her mother so uncomfortable that Georgia had to fly to San Francisco on a whim.


    When it’s time to turn in for the evening, Georgia and I sleep in the same bed together, which sort of reminds me of sleeping with Rebecca. I miss her. Now I can’t stop thinking about her. Pretty soon I’m not only overwhelmed with the need to get her back, I’m fully consumed. Arabelle says Dr. Heim is with Rebecca all the time, though, so really I have to get him out of the way first.


    How am I supposed to go to sleep with all this swirling around in my head? Georgia, Rebecca, Dr. Heim, Professor Teller, Brayden, Netty? All I know is I have to sleep soon because in the morning, Sensei Naygel is going to kick my ass, again.


    Ugh.


    FML is the last thing I think to myself.
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    Sometime in the middle of the night my side flares with a stinging heat. I’m dreaming of Alice. Of that translucent face and those snake-like eyes. Of the fire she tried unleashing inside me. I’m dreaming of Heim and his gasoline and the chest cavity bonfire that practically engulfed my heart. I’m dreaming, but then I’m not. My side…it’s really burning. It’s searing through my dreams, biting at me, tearing me out of this terrible, restless slumber.


    Already my body, both the dream body and—I’m starting to realize—my real body, are trying to squirm away from the source of the pain. The hazing of reality is pushing sleep away, making me aware of the puddle of my own sweat I’m laying in. There is a sweltering, aching heat at my side that pulls me into full awareness. My eyes flutter open; the dream is gone.


    This is real.


    My hand finds Georgia’s arm draped over me and it’s hot. Really hot. I shove it off me, wincing from the movement, the singe of pain feeling more permanent, like a curling iron burn. Georgia doesn’t stir as her hand flops on the sheet.


    “Jesus Christ,” I mumble, registering the pain.


    My cell phone.


    The minute I have it on, I access the flashlight app, turn it on and gingerly examine my side. My white t-shirt is blackened in the crispy, shadowed outline of Georgia’s arm. Beneath my shirt is a burn that looks the same. It’s blistering red, the skin raised.


    What the hell?


    The fire ants are moving slowly, a simmering heat glowing just beneath the surface of the burn. It’s healing.


    My eyes are wide as I stare at the sleeping form that is Georgia. I shine my cell phone flashlight on her face and scramble backwards, completely off the bed.


    Holy cow, her skin’s translucent! Like Alice’s!


    OMG, it’s almost see through, the veins and nerves sitting like bluish snakes and reddish coral under a veil of thin, transparent skin. I stagger backwards a step or two, unable to catch my breath.


    If she’s that hot, I’m thinking, my God, she just might set the sheets on fire!


    Leaning in, uncertain of what she might do if startled awake, I poke her shoulder, coil back fast. She doesn’t wake. I grab and shake her shoulder hard.


    She finally stirs.


    Opening her eyes frightens me further. Her eyes are inky black, her pupils consumed, as if eaten by darkness. I can’t breathe. Then they slowly begin to change back to normal.


    “What?” she mumbles, her voice bogged down by sleep.


    “You…you burned me.”


    She sits up, the color now returning to her eyes and face. I flip on the light, look at her. She is appearing more and more normal by the second.


    “What in the hell…are you?” I ask, the words just sort of tumbling out of my mouth. In the back of my mind I’m thinking she’s like Alice.


    “What do you mean?” Georgia asks, eyes narrowed, but now full of color.


    “You know what I mean. My skin is burnt, Georgia!” I lift my shirt and show her the red welt on my side. Even though it’s going away, it’s still pretty bad. She reels, surprised at first, then she is disappointed.


    “I’m still learning to control it,” she mutters.


    “Whatever ‘it’ is, you’re not doing such a good job in your sleep. You could’ve set the bed on fire, Georgia. You could have set me on fire!”


    “I’m sorry,” she says, small. I can see it in her eyes she feels bad. That she feels embarrassed and perhaps a little helpless. She doesn’t know I heal at an alarming rate. But this probably isn’t the time to tell her either. This isn’t about me. It’s about her.


    “So answer the question,” I say.


    “What question?”


    “What are you?” I ask, less forceful but still direct.


    “A firestarter, I think. I mean, I can burn things with my hands, and with my mind.”


    Whoa. Holy Toledo, now I really can’t breathe.


    A firestarter!?


    “How is this possible, Georgia?”


    “There’s a girl,” she says. “She can burn people to death with her mind. I’ve watched it happen. She is so young, and sweet looking, but she just thought about burning this…this boy who tried to kill me, and then he burst into flames.”


    “She killed him?”


    “No,” Georgia says, her eyes now shining. “She burned him, but only after I killed him. But not because I wanted to. I think Dr. Gerhard put some of her DNA in me. That’s why I can do these things with fire that I’m learning to do. Why I burned my mother’s plant, and why she’s afraid of me.”
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    When I feel it’s safe, I return to the bed, carefully sitting down beside her. My hesitation lasts a second and no longer. Screw it, I tell myself. I take her hand in mine, intertwine our fingers. The truth is, I’m a little scared of her. Scared of what she is and who she might become. Also I’m scared for her. For what was done to her, for how she has to cope, for how alone she must feel right now.


    “You killed…a boy?”


    She nods her head, sad, ashamed. Now she refuses to let me see her eyes. I don’t blame her. I would want to hide from everyone I cared about.


    “I killed someone, too,” I admit, thinking this might help. “A monster.”


    Now she looks up at me and her eyes are glistening with tears.


    “It was Gerhard’s monster.” I say. “A genetic beast. A thing Gerhard created to be a war model for military application.”


    “I killed a boy,” she echoed, now sounding more sad and lost than ever. What I said, it went in one ear and out the other. “Gerhard’s little girl, his new monster, she showed me how to use my mind to start fires. Gerhard forced the boy at gunpoint to attack me. He said he could get his freedom, but only if he killed me. He tried. He beat me up really, really badly. He wouldn’t stop. He just kept going and going and going. I burned him to death, just by touching him, and by being scared.”


    I don’t care if she sets me on fire, I pull her into a hug, draw her so close I smell the heaviness of her hair, the moist scents of her skin. I hug her the way I would want to be hugged if I was turned into something paranormal in a science experiment used not for the good of mankind, but for more nefarious purposes.


    This has me thinking, why else would Gerhard do this but to make her a weapon? What did he hope to gain anyway? And most important, the question that won’t stop nagging at me: why did he let her go?


    Then it dawns on me, like a lightbulb illuminating the darkness: the little girl.


    “This girl,” I say, a swooping sense of foreboding moving like hot caramel through my insides, “how old is she and what does she look like? Does she have a name?”


    “She is about five, very quiet—”


    “Is her name Alice?” I ask, my voice as shaky as my hands have become.


    Georgia’s widening eyes tell me it is.


    “F*ck,” I hear myself say.


    “Yeah,” Georgia says, her head nodding. As if she’s finally satisfied that I understand it all.


    Which I don’t.


    “That little bitch tried to cook my guts,” I say.


    “How did you stop her?”


    A sort of sly smile creeps onto my face. “I knocked her out.”


    “How—”


    “Punched her in the jaw. She’s here now, in San Francisco. Staying with Arabelle.”


    Georgia’s eyes flare at first with disbelief, then they narrow, but with what emotion I cannot be sure of. “Why did she try to burn you?” she asks.


    “Because in so many words, I threatened to kill Arabelle.”


    “Oh,” she says, like it’s nothing.


    After hearing her story of how she was forced into slavery, the abuse she suffered, the torturous road that led her to Dr. Gerhard—who is actually the most notorious Nazi war criminal ever—my heart softened a little for her.


    “She’s not who you think,” I say. “There’s life in there. A woman. A survivor. A real live human being, if you can imagine.”


    Is it weird I find myself thinking of Arabelle this way when all I’ve ever thought is that she’s an icy Russian scab? Perhaps. Then again, everything with me is topsy-turvy these days.


    Might as well just roll with the motherfreaking punches.




    The Swings
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    Vegas had a shelf life of exactly dick. Brayden just wanted to leave the lights and the party and all the gorgeous, slutty, unlovable women behind. Romeo called them “the talent” but Brayden looked in their unfocused eyes and saw the emptiness, the desperation, the need to immerse themselves in something, anything, that resembled nothing of their real lives. He was there for the same thing.


    To get lost.


    To forge a new identity in the void.


    Then he got the call from Abby, and instead of continuing to rot in the Vegas fold, he was dying to leave. As in crawling the walls.


    He couldn’t smile away his agitation anymore, couldn’t have an intelligent conversation beyond a few weak threads, couldn’t run his half-assed game when his heart was in San Francisco. He was just like, what’s the goddamn point of all this debauchery anyway?


    For him, there ceased to be a point. So he packed his stuff, said his good-byes, then fueled up the matte black hearse and hit the highway. He would miss those guys, and the warmth and caring of Aniela—whom he had come to appreciate—but right now what he missed most was Abby.


    He was in love with her, and he hated it mostly because it snuck up on him, took him completely by surprise, then shoved him into a prison of unwanted emotion. Love was crippling. It was manic. It was an onslaught of feeling he couldn’t understand, couldn’t tame, couldn’t begin to control.


    He was like a twelve year old girl on her period.


    Swear to Jesus.


    Sometimes he wanted to punch things, other times he wanted to cry. What the hell was that? Aniela said it was a fever. She said it was his heart not having a home.


    She was right.


    He knew it and it irritated him. He was supposed to be above this crap! Immune to things like falling in love and mourning the loss of it.


    Now, he proved he could get just as tangled in the web of it as anyone else.


    When he finally left the city for the desert highway, he did so with the lyrics and musical help of Slayer, Black Label Society, and Hellyeah. There was something comforting in hard rock music, in speed metal. It was the aggression he felt transformed into music, if you could call it that. It was his way of punching things without really punching things.


    Somewhere in the middle of Slayer’s “World Painted Blood,” he started to cry, and then to sob.


    Like a big stupid baby.
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    He cruised into San Francisco on fumes, literally, physically and emotionally. His restlessness broke about three hundred miles ago and now all he wanted was a soft bed and blackout drapes.


    His destination was The Fairmont San Francisco, which sat at the intersection of California and Mason on Nob Hill overlooking the Financial District and Union Square. He drove his hearse right into valet parking. The looks on the porters’ faces…priceless.


    This was no Ferrari, no Lamborghini, no Bentley. Not even a Honda Accord for heaven’s sake. It was a hearse. With death metal in the CD player, and a bumper sticker that read: “I see dead people.”


    “Can I get your bags, sir?” the young porter asked. He was making a valiant effort not to judge Brayden, but the haughtiness was all over his tanned face. They could be the same age, but they were from different worlds altogether.


    “Yeah,” he said and slipped a Jefferson in the porter’s hand. All the sudden the boy’s attitude changed. What a douche, he thought.


    “What is…this thing, if you don’t mind me asking?” the blonde haired porter who looked like a surfer said from behind the hearse’s wheel.


    “It’s me not being like every other rich fuckface in this country,” Brayden said before dragging his tired ass into the lobby.


    He checked in at the front desk, still reeling from the size and décor of the lobby. He was in awe. Dumbstruck, actually. He’d always heard about The Fairmont, but to actually be there, to feel so unbelievably small and undeserving, it was something else. This was not a place for running game, this looked like a place for closing billion dollar deals. Or showing off your trophy wife’s brand new tits.


    He was ushered to a balcony suite with large windows boasting both city and bay views. Everything screamed old money. From the bedding to the flooring to the draperies to the pale yellow paint, it was gorgeous. He handed the bellhop a twenty, stifled a yawn. After the man showed himself out, Brayden turned to the window and the glowing lights of the famous Transamerica building and beyond.


    He practically sighed when he saw the heavy valances, the decorative draperies, and most especially…blackout drapes. He started to shut them, then hesitated. It was such a beautiful view. More civilized than Vegas. Cleaner. As late as it was, as weary as he felt, he left them open. Only after he showered and put on fresh boxers did he pull them shut, crawl into bed and close his eyes.


    He was dead to the world when his cell phone rang. He didn’t remember hearing it ring and he didn’t remember answering it, he just heard a girl’s voice in his ear and he stirred to the sound of his own voice mumbling.


    After a groggy moment, he realized the voice in his ear belonged to Abby. She was telling him not to worry, that she won’t need him for like another month so stay and enjoy Vegas and his girlfriend.


    Speaking at this point felt like a monumental act. He was barely awake, still righteously drunk on sleep. Is this a dream? he wondered. Had to be.


    “Already here,” he grumbled. His voice was like dirt: dense and gravely, barely understandable.


    “You’re what?” she said, louder. Her voice…OMG, it was ruining his sleep.


    He cleared his throat, felt himself emerge from what felt like a coma. He felt he had the biggest resting douche face ever. Not that things like that mattered when you were alone.


    “Drove here last night,” he mumbled, realizing this was no dream. His lips were so dry they practically stuck together every time they touched. He licked them with a dry tongue.


    Into the phone stuck right in his ear, Abby blew out a long, painful sigh. “Why’d you do that?” she asked. “I didn’t ask you to do that.”


    There was mucus in his throat, and sleep crust in his eyes. He pulled his cell away from his ear, blinked the blurriness out of his eyes and checked the time: 9:32 A.M. He shoved the forty-five pounds of blankets aside, sat up in bed and ran his hand over his stubbly head. Finally he put the phone back up to his ear and said, “Are you off your freaking balls right now?”


    “Why would you say that?” she said. She sounded pissed.


    “You called me, Abby,” he said. Jeeeezus fuh-reaking Christ, he was thinking, this is who I’m in love with?! He took a breath, then said, “When you told me Rebecca was re-kidnapped, what in Christ’s good name did you expect me to do? She’s my friend, too.”


    “I shouldn’t have called.”


    “Are you kidding me?” he barked, finally getting out of bed. The brain fog was all gone. He was thinking clearly now, enough to fully embrace the surge of irritation crashing into his heart.


    “What?” she said.


    “Don’t play dumb with me. After everything we survived in L.A., after me knowing what I know about you, you just left.”


    “I know,” she said, her voice more solemn now.


    “You knew your father was kicking me out of your house and you couldn’t at least say good-bye? God damn Abby, you haven’t even called!”


    Now he was pacing.


    “Doesn’t seem like it’s salted your game any,” she snapped with a cutting bite of sarcasm.


    He stopped walking, stood ramrod straight in the middle of the nearly lightless room. “What are you saying?” he snapped.


    She didn’t say anything for a moment. Finally she asked, “Why are you so angry?”


    “Ugh,” he groaned.


    He went and opened the windows. Outside the city was spread before him like a painting. He wanted out of the darkness, into the light. He opened the French doors, stepped onto the balcony and collapsed into one of the patio chairs. The morning air was cool and clean smelling. It was refreshing. Like he could breathe again, like the festering heat inside him drew all its power from Nevada. Now he was in California and it felt good again, clean. In the distance, the bay waters appeared serene, a really deep blue. Below the surface, however, he knew the undercurrent was swift. That it could drag a man to his death in no time flat.


    “That girl you were with,” she said, “the one who couldn’t take five minutes to let you talk to me without putting her mouth all over you. That’s what I’m saying about your game not being salted.”


    “Oh my God, Abs, are you jealous?”


    “No!”


    “Well I’m trying to be a friend and you’re acting all this way and that.”


    “There’s just so much going on,” she said, defeat sitting heavy in her voice. “I feels like my Titanic is sinking, if you catch my drift.”


    “I do.”


    “This isn’t PMS, Brayden. I’m really in the shit here.”


    “I know,” he said. “I want to see you.”


    “No,” she said too quickly, like some kind of a knee-jerk reaction.


    The heat flooded back in a rush. “Wow.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “No you’re not,” he said. Silence. A freaking eternity of it. “Fine,” he replied. “Call me when you change your mind.”


    He hung up the phone. He couldn’t be in love with a narcissist. Not when he was one himself. Two positives equal a negative. The phone rang. He refused to answer it. He hit IGNORE. And for a fraction of a second, he considered tossing it over the balcony.


    It rang again.


    He ignored it again.


    Then a text came through.


    And then a second text after that.


    He almost didn’t look at it, but he couldn’t help himself. Five minutes later he turned on his phone and read it.


    RUDE.


    I’M SORRY.


    He called her back. “I’m sorry, too,” he said when she answered. Wow, this is painful, he thought.


    “I should’ve said good-bye, but I’ve become manic and obsessive and I refuse to take pills for either,” she said. “Not that pills would help.”


    “So what do you want to do?” he said, already itching to crawl back in bed. Or start drinking.


    “I don’t know.”


    “You’re so up and down!”


    “I know,” she cried.


    The way she sounded, how she had notes of pleading in her voice, he kind of felt bad for being so aggressive. Dammit though, she made him that way!


    “Tell you what,” he conceded. “While you figure out what you want to do and what you want from me, if anything, I’m going to get the lay of the land, and maybe make some friends.”


    She sat in silence for a minute, and he said nothing while he waited for her to reply, then very calmly and without much emotion, she said, “Okay.”


    “Okay,” he echoed on the heels of her reply, but without even a shred of empathy.


    “Don’t be mad.”


    “I’m disappointed,” he said. This wasn’t working. The one thing Brayden recognized from his time in Vegas was when to abandon a conversation thread, and a person. Switching to Vegas gaming mode, the way some people switch personalities, he perked halfway up, so gracefully it almost felt real, and said, “Not that it matters to you, but woman, I’m fully self-sufficient.”


    “I’m sure you are. Psycho.”


    He gave a half-hearted laugh, then said, “I am.”


    “Well I have to get going.”


    “Of course, you do,” he said, masking his real emotions. “I’ll hit you up later.”


    And then it was over. She hung up. The Vegas façade dropped and he felt more alone than ever. He was reeling. No, he was hurt and irate. How the hell had he managed to fall for her?


    Man, he thought, this is so stupidstupidstupid!




    Razor Sharp
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    Shelton Gotlieb’s eyes bore the red tinge of a bloodshot stare. His temper blackened. He did not want to kill Savannah Van Duyn anymore, not the way he wanted to when he first heard Autumn had died. She was no threat to Monarch, or to the Virginia Corporation. She was just a girl in a new body. Even Gerhard said she was harmless. Sort of.


    No, actually he said she was “off limits.”


    Sitting in front of his computer in his office at Monarch’s headquarters, he couldn’t believe it was coming to this. It was time to kill her. Losing her after he worked so hard to track her down, or even faking a similar clone’s death the way Warwick Bundy had tried, would not go over well with the Director. It would be the death of him. So now he must be the death of her.


    He had no choice. It was time.


    He tracked her long enough with the bootleg NSA domestic spy technology. Time to rip this band-aid off and let whatever wound it created heal on its own. The wound being his guilty conscience. The wound being Savannah’s death.


    He swore mightily under his breath, then picked up the phone and dialed the extension of the boy’s handler.


    “I have her,” he said. Something inside of him sank. “Get Delta 1A prepped for action. You have the green light.”


    “I’ll wake him and give him the bath,” the voice on the other end replied.


    A.K.A. he was going to retrieve the boy from The Coffin Room and escort him to The Water Chamber Room where shock therapy would guarantee the integrity of the amnesic walls, i.e. the separation of personalities.


    If caught, the boy must always, always remember to forget. Or he must kill himself. That was the bedrock of their institution. Their guarantee to the client.


    “I’ll accompany you,” Shelton said. “I want to verify the structural integrity of the boy’s system. If he botches this job the way he botched the last job, we’re all three of us done for, do you understand?”


    “Perfectly.”


    “As in dead.”


    “I understand, Shelton.”


    “Good, I’ll see you in The Coffin Room in ten.”
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    Down the cold, empty hallway, a veritable tunnel of grey concrete floors and even darker grey painted walls, stood a series of locked metal doors, each with their own corresponding keypad entrance. The boy’s handler rounded a corner ahead. He went straight to The Coffin Room and punched a series of numbers on the keypad, then pressed his thumb to the biometrics pad. The soft beeping echoed down the hallway, along with the sounds of Shelton approaching. The boy’s handler saw Shelton, nodded, then went inside. Shelton followed him.


    Coffin-sized boxes lined the large room’s walls. The handler was already unfastening the metal latches on the box holding the boy. When it opened, the handler lifted the lid, peered inside. The boy looked dead. The handler went through the necessary steps and commands to wake him. It didn’t take long. When the boy’s eyes fluttered open, when life flooded back into his body, the handler called Gem forward.


    After a brief system analysis revealed the boy’s system to finally be stable, the boy was asked to accompany them to The Water Chamber Room, a room down the hall. In The Water Chamber Room, four other kids lay in similar coffin-like chambers filled with water. Every so often, the sound of an administered shock followed by the faintest of splashing broke the room’s silence.


    The way the water chamber worked was move even a muscle, and the water gets hit with a surge of electricity. Under that kind of physical strain, while trying not to move or even breathe, the brain eventually shuts down. The mind’s only response is to crawl so deep inside itself it practically doesn’t exist.


    Perfect dissociation is the key to an undetectable mind control slave. The personality doing the killing does not know the host personality, and vice versa. The kill is made and the host is returned to the front, feeling only a loss of time. Or a blackout period.


    Personalities are born and separated by trauma. Amnesic walls are erected to keep the alters, or personalities, from knowing about each other, except for Gem—the on board system administrator. Under these conditions, the foundation for a perfect assassin was both born and maintained.


    The boy was not a perfect assassin. He was, however, close enough. He removed his clothes, climbed willingly into the water. He was not a boy with real thoughts, but a human made into a slave designed only to obey orders.


    In the case of the water chamber, the recently strengthened Omega alter—the suicide alter—had to be fortified. During a mission, if the assassin was compromised or caught, this alter, the Omega alter, would take over and end the body’s life. All slaves were programmed this way. That was how you tie up the loose ends. That was how Monarch’s programmers and their mind control programs were never discovered. Not even through therapy. With the mind sciences being what they were today, anyone could be a patsy, the perfect fall guy, and they wouldn’t even know it, that’s how developed the process was. History is littered with men like this: Presidential killers, mass murderers, terrorists, gunman out on senseless shooting sprees, cult leaders.


    At this point, with the boy’s sordid past, i.e., the screw up of the Van Duyn murder, whether he survived this mission or not was irrelevant to the Director. The boy was expendable. All he needed to do was complete the kill. To give the lovely Savannah Van Duyn a most horrible death.


    After that, circumstances would dictate his outcome.




    Ruby Skye
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    Netty says, “Let’s go out tonight,” but Georgia doesn’t have a fake ID, and there’s no way in hell we’re hitting the eighteen and over scene. Talk about bush league.


    Georgia says, “My ID won’t be a problem.”


    Uh, yeah it will, I’m thinking.


    We both look at her, but it’s Netty who speaks first. “It will be a problem if you don’t have a fake ID.”


    “Mine will do fine,” Georgia says, totally calm, completely confident. Netty looks at me and I look at her and we both shrug our shoulders.


    “Just don’t get us arrested,” is what I tell her.


    So the three of us head out to Ruby Skye which is one of San Francisco’s premier night clubs. We’re talking two stories of awesome lighting, killer beats spun by some of the world’s most talented DJs, VIP rooms, local celebrities, and Netty assures us some yummy, yummy men.


    On the way there, Netty and I can’t stay calm. I’ve got the music blasting, the moon roof open to let in the cool night air, and we’re dancing in our seats.


    This is how it should be, how life should feel for girls our age. Even Georgia looks relaxed and, dare I say, happy, although I’m not sure she knows it yet.


    Netty’s talking about the fun we’ll have, how the club is dark and beautiful and how anything is possible. When we arrive, you can practically feel the beat throbbing in the cement beneath your feet. A sweeping sensation rolls over me, whispers through me, leaves me with goose bumps and the feel of anxious anticipation. I want inside like right NOW.


    But Georgia’s ID…


    We wait in line for like forever, then when we get near, the bouncer’s face kind of scrunches up and he folds at the waist just the slightest bit, his hand going to his stomach. It’s like he’s got period cramps or the boiling thunder of diarrhea in the works. Me and Netty hand him our fake ID’s and you can see the strain in his face now, the veins standing out, the chords in his neck pulling taught.


    “Are you okay, guy?” Netty asks.


    He nods, but it’s clear he’s not. He waves us through. At the entrance, I turn and watch Georgia behind me. The guy isn’t standing up straight now and Georgia’s face in the dark looks like a different color. Nearly translucent. She hands the sick bouncer her ID and right when he goes to look at it and compare it to her, he turns away fast, like he’s just been hit with a sharp pain in his eyes. Georgia takes the ID from him and walks in about the same time he’s going to his knees. Another doorman comes to help him as Georgia breezes in beside us.


    “See?” she says, like nothing happened. “No problem.”


    Netty can’t believe her eyes. “What did you do to him?”


    “Nothing permanent,” she said, her face returning to its normal color. “Why?”


    “But you hurt him,” I say, aghast. Georgia takes my hand and pulls me inside, the victory in her now normal eyes appearing plain as day.


    “He’ll be fine,” she says.


    She’s like Alice, I think to myself. Maybe worse because she didn’t need to hurt that man. And if she burned some stranger’s guts just to get into a club, what would happen if she really got mad?


    Could she kill someone? Then after a second’s thought: Could she kill Dr. Heim perhaps?


    Now there’s a cozy thought. Could she be used as a weapon for good without the line between good and evil completely blurring?


    There are so many possibilities with her, but so many things could go terribly wrong. Because of the security I feel with my regenerative powers, I don’t fear for my own safety. I do, however, consider other people’s safety, and I’m wondering if I should start fearing for theirs.
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    The music is crushingly loud, the beat resonating deep within our chests. It makes me want to move. So I move. Sexual, the way Chloe moves. We’re inside not ten minutes when a group of moderately cute guys tries to get us to dance. We do. But then the song ends and we’re getting looks from better looking guys.


    Older guys.


    The thing about young guys is, they’re mostly annoying. It’s the college-aged boys we’ve come to meet. A girl hears a lot of things about older men, but mostly we hear they aren’t as crude or obvious or uncertain about their intentions. I see one hot guy who makes me think of Jake Teller and it makes me both sad and happy. Sad for the rejection I took, happy because he called and wants to make things right.


    Part of me wants to call him right now.


    Instead, I saunter over to the guy in the club and tell him he should stop staring and just ask me to dance already. He says he’s waiting for a friend and I try not to be too embarrassed. In fact, most of my brain is telling me to eat my rejection and go. Move on to greener pastures.


    “Girl or guy?” I say, hanging in there.


    “Girl.”


    He’s doing this thing where he’s looking at me, but he’s not. Now my brain is screaming for me to leave.


    “So, are you really bringing your own sandwich to the picnic?” I ask.


    He laughs and finally looks at me.


    “No,” he says with a sexy smile. Now he can’t take his eyes off me. “She’s just a friend.”


    “Good,” I say, grabbing his hand and walking him to the dance floor. “Then she won’t mind waiting until I’m done with you.”


    We dance and though I thought I was better at it, I look around and clearly I’m out of my league. It doesn’t matter. This guy whose name I don’t know and who isn’t mine is just an accessory. Eye candy. A way to establish what Brayden calls social proof.


    When the song is over, I look at the guy and say, “I’m done, thank you,” then head back to Netty. It’s not exactly rude, I tell myself, it’s just the way things are fast becoming in my world. I’m looking for single serving men. No strings. No commitments. Everything on my terms. At least, these are the lies I tell myself in this oh so sexy social scene.


    Netty can’t stop staring at a guy. She’s speechless. I follow her stare and she’s looking at a good looking white guy and an edgy looking Hispanic kid. They’re both on the dance floor trying to double team this leggy brunette with big hair and pointy tits.


    “Take a picture already,” I tell Netty, grinning.


    She blinks out of it and I see water gathering in her eyes. “That’s him,” she says. I can’t hear her over the music, I can only see the movement of her lips.


    “That’s the guy?” I say.


    The one who tried to rape her.


    “Both of them,” Netty says, her face a paler shade of white than normal.


    My adrenaline surges. My hands become fists.


    “You sure?” I say, my temper flaring. She nods her head. “And the Hispanic kid? Was he the other one?”


    Again Netty gives me a nod.


    I thread into the crowd, this Kate Middleton lookalike, this human Raquelle doll, and I’m seeing only red. A hand grabs me, pulls my shirt sleeve hard enough to stop me.


    I turn and it’s Netty.


    “Don’t,” she says. There is real fear in her eyes, a mess of pleading panic.


    “No f*cking way,” I say. “Not with everything they put you through.” If there’s one thing that continues to propel me through life, it’s the overwhelming need to mete out justice.


    Shrugging off her grip, I break away and push through the crowd until I get to the boys. The Hispanic guy, he’s dancing with the brunette now, although she looks ambivalent over the whole affair. Like she could care less.


    My face feels like a lunatic’s grin. Like Heath Ledger’s version of the Joker, or Charles Manson when he lets his pearly whites show. Both boys look at me, both smile. I’m not hard on the eyes. All of me, that’s my best feature. My everything perfect. Sometimes I’m so beautiful it works against me with the boys, though. The intimidation factor is through the roof most of the time. But not now.


    Right now, these pair of roosters, they’re cocky as hell. Overly confident. They have no idea what’s about to hit them.


    The one Netty said she went out with—the white guy—he’s cuter than the other one, but not as aggressive looking. My hands unclench, my smile softens and I cut in on the brunette, who moves to the Hispanic one. I try remembering how Chloe moved. My body is trying to mimic hers. And the white guy Netty dated, he’s trying to come off like a baller, like he has the biggest dick in the room, but his tell is he keeps sneaking looks at his friend like he can’t believe what’s happening.


    Believe it you giant rooster, I’m thinking to myself.


    He edges in close to me, so close I can smell the Peppermint Schnapps on his breath. He tries to grind his chest to mine. I keep the very edge of space between us.


    “You’re amazing to look at,” he says over the music.


    “A girl is more than just her looks,” I say just as loudly in his ear. He puts his hands on my hips and that’s all I need.


    I violently grab his crotch, squeeze and twist the way my sensei taught me, and when his body folds forward and his mouth shoots wide open with pain, I snatch his Adam’s apple with my other hand and step forward fast. As he’s falling—and gravity is on my side—I jerk him up by his balls and shove him down by his throat.


    His feet come out from underneath him and it’s all bad from this point forward.


    I drive him to the floor, controlled the way I was taught. In the last second, the instant he hits the ground, I release his junk and let my knee drop perfectly on his crotch. His skull smacks the ground, my hand releasing his throat, but the pain of my knee coming down on his family eggs makes his head jump up off the ground the second he hits. That’s when I punch him will all my might square in the nose.


    My fist hits it flush, making a loud popping noise on the break. His eyes roll around in his head and he’s painfully incapacitated.


    F*ck this clown.


    He’s conscious, but hurt. I lean in close and say, “That’s for almost raping my friend Netty you soggy douchebag.”


    I push off his face, stand up, then turn and look at his Hispanic friend, whose face is the picture of disbelief. A crowd of stunned onlookers form around us. With all my might, and moving fast the way I was taught, I slam a fist into the other boy’s face, which connects with his chin the way your fist would connect with a brick wall if you hit it super hard. My knuckle breaks, but I bite down on the pain.


    The would-be rapist crashes to the floor, knocked out cold. I follow it up with a ruthless kick to the groin that he’ll certainly feel later.


    Shaking off the pain in my hand, I shove through the crowd, the heat stealing into my body and making me hot. My knuckle is healing itself, faster than I thought. The way my own personal martial arts experience has given me bruises and fractures, it’s forcing my body to become more efficient in its healing. The fire ants march. My skin breaks into a light sweat.


    “Let’s go,” I tell the girls. Georgia, she has no idea the martial arts I’ve been learning, what I’ve been through with Sensei Naygel and what I’ve become, so she’s staring at me in complete awe. Netty manages to look both mortified and pleased.


    “I love you,” she says, grabbing me into a hug.


    “You’re welcome,” I reply with a grin.


    “No,” Netty says, “I seriously love you for that.”
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    Instead of hitting another club—because how are we going to top that?—we head to Sift’s Cupcake and Dessert Bar on California Street. The small entrance is half pink and half white and it’s still open so we head inside and get cupcakes.


    The best cupcakes ever!


    After a long deliberation, I order the Stud Muffin (a brown sugar beer cake with salted caramel frosting and cayenne dusted bacon on top) and, since I can’t help myself, the Limonata (lemon cake with a lemon curd filling topped with Meyer lemon buttercream). I put the Stud Muffin away like a fat girl would, then dive into the Limonata, and that’s when my cell phone rings.


    The number says it’s Damien.


    WTF???


    Instead of ignoring the call, which is exactly what I should do, I excuse myself and answer it.


    “I wasn’t sure you’d pick up,” he says.


    “Almost didn’t,” I say in a cold, ambivalent tone. I head out onto the sidewalk where the chilly night air makes me want to hug myself for warmth. “So what’s up? What can I do for you?”


    “Stop being like that.”


    Whispering angry into the phone, trying not to be heard by passerby’s on the street outside, I say, “You called me a lab rat. Now you want me to be civil? I don’t think so.”


    “I know,” he says, humbled. “That was terrible of me. Inexcusable.”


    “You think?!”


    After a long bout of silence, he says, “I think that possibly, well maybe I’m sure, I don’t know, I guess—”


    “Jesus f*ck, Damien, just spit it out.”


    “I think maybe I’m sort of…I don’t know, attracted to you,” he says, but fast on the end of that revelation he adds: “But I don’t want to be. I mean I do, but I don’t.”


    The laughing that starts in the back of my throat powers out of my mouth and I can’t stop until tears are in my eyes. I can hear his total and complete silence on the other end of the phone.


    Did he hang up? Doesn’t matter.


    When I’m done, I say, “Thanks for the laugh,” and then hang up.


    There’s no reason for me to be like this, but God almighty, talk about bad timing. Talk about being the last one to the party. Back inside, I finish my Limonata in peace. Both Georgia and Netty are looking at me with questions in their eyes but I wave them off and lick a bit of frosting off my finger.


    My phone rings again. It’s Damien. This time I don’t excuse myself.


    I stab the green button and say, “What?”


    “I deserved that,” he says, and it’s the most grown up I’ve ever heard him sound.


    “Yes, you did.”


    “I know I hurt you.”


    I say nothing. The sound of his breathing is like screaming in my ear. I roll my eyes as Netty is practically coming out of her skin. The way she wants details is the way addicts want that next fix. She knows I was in love with Damien. I just didn’t tell her we had a falling out at Maggie’s funeral and I’m all done with him.


    “I hurt you and I’m sorry.”


    “I’m fine,” I say. Which is girl code for whatever. “Just don’t tell me you’re attracted to me anymore because we both know you don’t know what you want.”


    “I know.”


    “Well I know exactly what I want,” I say, flippantly. Then, taking another jab, I say: “How’s your sister?”


    “Step-sister. And we both know you don’t care about her.”


    “She’s fine, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, there you go. You got everything you wanted.”


    “Are you really going to be like this?” he asks.


    “Some things you can’t take back, Damien. Something things you can’t un-say and I can’t un-remember.”


    “I’m trying here, Abby.”


    “When you said what you said, it was you driving a stake into the heart of whatever this could have been between you and me.”


    “I get it,” he says.


    “Too late, though,” I reply. “Is there anything else?”


    For a veritable eternity, he sits on the phone, being silent, then he says, “Nope.” After that the line goes dead.


    I pull the phone from my ear, look at it. The line really is dead. “Really?!” I all but shout. The heat in my face, it’s the burn of embarrassment. My second high school crush just hung up on me.


    “Who was that?” Georgia asks.


    “Damien,” I say. Didn’t she hear me talking to him? I’m pretty sure I said his name. I’m all but certain of it.


    “Damien, who?”


    “From school,” I say, starting to get frustrated. I hate explaining shit when I’m pissed. What’s wrong with her anyway?


    “From Astor Academy?”


    “Oh my God, Georgia, YES!”


    “Sorry,” she says. “It’s just that I’m having a hard time with some of my memories.”


    Setting my fight with Damien aside, trying to compartmentalize my feelings because I’ve got my friends with me, I force my body to relax. I tell myself to be calm with Georgia, to be patient. After all, she nearly died. And we don’t really know what she is or what’s been done to her. Instead of looking at her like a demon in sheep’s clothing, I tell myself she’s just a girl. This isn’t her fault. This was done to her. Sympathy cools the fires inside me.


    “Yeah,” I say, softer. “Well the Damien you knew, he’s a memory best forgotten.”
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    We spend the rest of the evening talking about my knock-out punches in the club, how those guys were total jerks, high school and San Francisco, and then of course, we walk back to the Audi and head home. All in all, I feel it was a pretty successful evening.


    Well, entertaining at least.


    This bullshit with Damien, though, the more I think about it, the more it’s getting under my skin. I don’t want people falling in love with me. Not now. Not until I get Rebecca back.


    My mind unwinding, I think to myself, and Brayden? What the hell was that? We’re friends for heaven’s sake! I can’t have him falling in love with me.


    When I get home, rather, back to Netty’s, I’m in the bathroom brushing my teeth when my cell phone flashes with a text message.


    It’s from Damien.


    “Oh, for the love of Jesus,” I mutter. Spit, rinse, re-read the text.


    CALL ME.


    Wow, pushy. I don’t respond to shouty capitals. I refuse to.


    So I text him.


    NO.


    I send another text, rapid fired right on top of the last: 2L8.


    The phone rings, making me jump.


    I answer it quickly.


    “I told you it’s too late,” I say in a grated whisper. Everything in this bathroom echoes, for sure.


    “Too late to call or too late for us?” he says.


    “Whatever,” I say. “You pick and either one will be right.”


    “I shouldn’t have told you I thought I was attracted to you. I don’t want you thinking I’m in love with you or anything.”


    “In so many words, Damien, you said I remind you of your step-sister and that I’m a fraud. As in barely human.”


    “I know,” he says. “I was mad at…everything. Plus, at the funeral, the way you were looking at Jake—”


    “Professor Teller?”


    “Yes, and then you lied to me and told me he didn’t give anything to you when I know damn well he did—”


    “Surely you didn’t call to talk to me about your conspiracy theories.”


    “No.”


    “Then don’t.”


    Frazzled, he says, “I called to apologize.”


    “Fine, go.”


    “What?”


    “Apologize already, you’re cutting into my beauty rest.”


    “I apologize for kissing you at the end of the semester. I shouldn’t have done that. I led you on and that was unfair.”


    Led me on? OMG!!!


    “I was over it like forever ago,” I lie, like I couldn’t possibly care. “I practically don’t even remember it happening.” In the back of my mind a little voice is telling me I’m being a total douche right now. I’m ignoring it, but dang that voice is loud!


    “Okay,” he says. “Wow.”


    Silence.


    “So, what are you doing this summer?” he asks. The hesitation in his voice is unbecoming, then again, I now realize if I can have this effect on Damien, Jake and Brayden, I can have it on anyone.


    I love this new power I have, yet I hate it because it’s manipulative and that’s not me.


    Rather it’s not my strong suit…


    Yet.


    “Look, Georgia’s here with me and—”


    “She’s okay?” he interrupts, excited, relieved.


    Whispering into the phone, I say, “Yes, mostly. But she’s not without her complications.”


    “Like what?” he asks.


    The thing about gossiping is it unifies everyone, friends and frenemies alike. Damien isn’t my friend anymore, or an enemy, he’s just someone I used to like but now tolerate (barely) because he had his chance at being with me and he chose to disappoint me instead.


    “So do you really like me or not, Damien, which is it?” Apparently the enraged part of me, the vindictive, hurt part of me is taking a backseat to what’s left of my insecurities. I guess I need to have Damien like me just to know someone will.


    “Switch subjects in the middle much?” he asks.


    “Well?”


    “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says.


    Oh my effing God!


    “Look, Damien, I have”—I start counting and come up with Brayden, Jacob and Jake as other possibilities for boyfriends—“three guys minimum who would eat a mile of their own shit to have me, so really I’m not hanging on your every word anymore. The truth is, if you want me as a girlfriend, then I’ll consider taking you as a boyfriend, but if not, stop toying with my emotions. And stop wasting my fucking time.”


    Okay, that was too harsh and too rated R (have I completely stopped censoring myself???), but still, a lady has to know when to put her foot down, even if dropping an f-bomb to prove a point is so very, very unladylike.


    “Good Christ, Abby, tell me how you really feel.”


    “You think my world revolves around you? Not anymore. For your information, I have half a dozen crisis’s facing me and you’re not one of them. So right now, at this very moment, if you don’t say something nice, something endearing, or perhaps even something that might undo the damage you have done, I’m going to hang up on you because I have better things to do.”


    “Well thanks for making this easy,” he says. His voice is all edge, and then it’s gone. He hangs up on me again.


    My eyes and nostrils flare and I’m ready to breathe fire. That’s twice now. Twice! I growl and slam down my phone, then catch sight of myself in the mirror.


    I don’t like the girl I see glaring back at me.


    When did I become this person?


    Am I going to shove all the boys in my life away and go back to being invisible? The truth is, I don’t want boy problems, but having hot guys chase you is better than being an island.


    Part of me wants to call Damien back, really peel his face off, but I don’t. What good would that do? I’ve already shoved him away. Do I really want to put the last nail in that coffin, set it on fire and walk away from him forever?


    No, I can’t.


    I still like Damien, he’s just such a vagina sometimes.
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    At the kitchen table after another brutal class with Sensei Naygel is where I choose to announce my plan for the kidnapping and possible murder of Dr. Aribert Heim. Netty’s mother is already gone and it’s just the three of us: me, Netty and Georgia.


    After a huge glass of water and a PB&J sandwich, I say, “We need to get Rebecca back, and it starts with getting rid of that freaking creep, Dr. Heim.”


    “Who is Rebecca?” Georgia asks. “And who is Dr. Heim?”


    I tell her everything, from my re-kidnapping Rebecca to the bitch in CPS who sold her, to her father trying to kill her, to her being experimented on like us—me and Georgia. Then, when I tell her how Dr. Heim tried to kill me, Georgia’s eyes become ginormous, disbelieving eyeballs. The holy cow eyeballs.


    “So, I guess I’m pretty much immortal. Ish. Imortalish.”


    “Ish?” Georgia echoes.


    “Meaning I heal, but maybe I couldn’t grow a head back, or if my heart is cut out and thrown in a dumpster, I’m not sure my body will re-grow another. So, for now, I think of myself as imortalish.”


    “So this Heim guy,” Netty says, “what’s his story?”


    “He’s like me, a healer. Except older. Arabelle told me all about him. How he was some sort of Nazi doctor who became a war criminal who became a gynecologist until the public prosecutor’s office in Baden-Baden where he was practicing issued an arrest warrant for him. In 1980, he apparently converted to Islam and then assumed the name Tarek Hussein Farid. Supposedly he died in Cairo in the early nineties, but he didn’t. I think he hooked up with Gerhard about that time. Oh and this guy, he’s blonde and handsome, and one hundred percent Arian. He looks like he’s forty, even though he’s not. This guy was born in 1914. Do the math.”


    Netty can’t believe her ears. Georgia, on the other hand, takes the news in stride. Like she has no doubt that these men who altered her DNA to give her an entirely new body—complete with the supernatural DNA necessary to make her a firestarter—could very well develop their own Fountain of Youth.


    “Nurse Arabelle told you all this?” Georgia says.


    “Not all of it. Most of it though. The rest I Googled. This guy,” I say, “he’s a real piece of work. A twisted motherf*cker if ever there was one.”


    Nowadays, the f-bombs are just spewing from my face on their own. Sometimes I’m not really even that embarrassed anymore, even though I know I should be. Because I can’t stop cussing, I have decided to go back to at least censoring them. It’s all I’ve got right now. Sorry, not sorry.


    “Do you think Dr. Gerhard is like him, too?” Georgia asks. “Immortal?”


    “Yes.”


    “Who is he really?” Netty asks.


    “You don’t want to know,” I tell her. They’re both practically breathless at this point. I gather my dishes, and theirs, and walk them to the sink. “Basically Dr. Gerhard makes Heim look like a gosh damn saint.”


    “I feel like he said something to me when I was in a dream, if it was a dream at all,” Georgia says. “Dr. Gerhard said he was impossible like me.”


    “He’s a Nazi war criminal as well,” I tell them both. “The worst of the batch. Dr. Green is what the CIA called him when they smuggled him into the states after the fall of Germany in 1945. Before that he was nicknamed The Angel of Death because he sent more than four hundred thousand Jews and Jewish-sympathizers to their deaths in the gas chambers as the head doctor of Auschwitz prison camp.”


    “The Auschwitz?” Netty says. “In Poland?”


    “The same.”


    “He was born Josef Mengele. Then, when he escaped, he went into hiding in South America and changed his name, among others, to Wolfgang Gerhard.”


    “No way,” Netty says, breathless.


    I nod, solemn.


    “My great, great grandfather survived the Nazi’s,” Netty finally says. “He told us all about it when we were younger. For a short while, he was married to a Jewish woman and was considered a Jewish sympathizer.”


    “Have you heard of Mengele before?” I ask.


    She nods her head yes.


    “The things my great, great grandfather told me about that man scared me so bad as a child,” Netty says. “He used to throw screaming infants into fire pits, and let attack dogs shred people to death and do experiments on people without drugs. When I was older, I made myself learn about him, hoping the monster in my mind was not as bad as the monster for real, but it was worse. He was worse.”


    “In addition to being a monster, he’s also deemed the father of mind control,” I say. “All those conspiracy theories you hear about the government creating mind controlled slaves, well basically he’s at the root of it all, because it all came together in Auschwitz with the experiments in pain tolerance.”


    Right now my arms are chilled with goose bumps. Right now my body is getting both hot and freezing cold at the same time. There’s something about speaking a nightmare’s name that makes him so much more disturbing.


    “If Gerhard and Heim are fast healers like me,” I say, “or superhuman to some degree, then they won’t let Rebecca go. Not without waging a war. We can’t let her be their next failed experiment. We must get her back. And we have to make sure Heim never, ever comes after me, or any of us, again.”


    “You’re talking about killing them?” Georgia asks.


    “I’m thinking only of Heim right now,” I say. “And for that bastard, I’ve got things far worse than death in mind.”


    After I lay out my plan, the girls agree it’s solid. Crazy and downright criminal, but solid.
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    Jake calls later that afternoon as I’m napping in bed. The way I hit REM sleep in like fifteen minutes flat after my workouts at the dojo, it makes waking up the biggest bitch ever. Right now, my body feels lost in space.


    “Hello,” I mumble.


    “Abby?”


    All I know is it’s some guy’s voice I kind of recognize.


    “Who is this?” I ask. It comes out sounding like I said whosis?


    “Jake Teller.”


    “Oh, hi Jake,” I say, trying to sound pleasant, awake. It goes badly and I sound retarded.


    “Did I wake you?”


    “Of course, you did. That’s why I sound drunk.”


    He laughs, then: “I’m going to be in town for a conference the next few days and I was wondering if I could take you to dinner tonight?”


    No way.


    Hell no!


    “Sure,” I say. “What time and where?”


    “I’ll make reservations for Laurel Court,” he says. “Around eight?”


    “Fine,” I say, “Just text me the name and I’ll Google map it.”


    “It’s easy to find. It’s right inside the Fairmont San Francisco.”


    “What’s the dress code?”


    “Formal. Don’t wear white, though. Everything in there is light colored, so you’ll blend into everything too much.”


    “Just text me instructions, Jake. I have to go back to sleep. I’m so tired.”


    “Long night?” he asks, with humor in his voice.


    “Long everything.”


    “Okay, I’ll see you ton—”


    I’m already hanging up the phone, already trying to go back to sleep. It doesn’t take long. I don’t even hear my phone vibrate when Jake’s text comes through.




    Gusher



1


    Brayden hit the town determined to make it a night. He started with the city’s best night clubs. He chose the Haight District because, with everything said about the Haight, he thought it might fit his mood. Haight and Ashbury had some significance to Charles Manson, though he wasn’t exactly sure of the tie in, but in his mind he thought, tonight I’m going to kill it. That became the theme, and his own inside joke: kill it.


    Brayden started out at Milk Bar which was right across from Amoeba Records and the entrance to Golden Gate Park. He went inside and it was hopping, but it was too loud to game. Besides, they were playing 80’s music. He never did well with 80’s music, ever.


    He left Milk Bar and ventured down the block to Club Deluxe, a little retro number still in the Haight. Unfortunately the place was all done up in ’50’s and ’60’s décor. Um, no way anyway. In fact, he never even got a drink because he was in and out and not really vibing it.


    Disappointed with the Haight so far, he wandered back out on the street where he was offered a plethora of drugs (coke, crystal meth, green bud) by mostly upstanding San Franciscan citizens. Politely, he declined. Down at Clayton and Haight was what the locals called a Victorian punch bar.


    Hobson’s Choice.


    He went inside and everything felt right. He ordered a Sex in the Snow, because he hadn’t heard of that one before, but he did overhear some sexy little dish talking about it being over-the-top orgasmic. And it was. Vodka, Peach Schnapps, Cranberry and Orange juices and a touch of crème de Cacao. Talk about perfect! While drinking it, he thought of Becky. He kind of missed her.


    Within moments he met a two set, opened flawlessly, then found a thread he could take the distance. Before you do a number-close, and before (or after) a kiss-close, you’re supposed to change locations. At least, that’s what Romeo told him. You want to peel your target, or targets, off from the crowd, from distractions. Get them committed.


    Pulling them from the club wasn’t all that hard. They grabbed a taxi, the three of them piling in the back, him riding bitch. One girl put her hand on Brayden’s knee. The other put one hand on him, but further up his thigh.


    Most club girls with the look he prefers, in his experience, will leave a club pretty easily. And most are okay with physical escalation. Some girls, however, expect you to take them home and rail them, so when you don’t head to a quiet, private place and try to squeeze their tits or something, these dance floor hussies will sometimes get pissy.


    Of the two girls, the Caucasian/Hispanic hybrid had the best body and the most beautiful face, but the blonde—who was damn near perfect herself—had the best energy. He considered taking them to his suite at the Fairmont, but suggested a late dinner instead after hearing the hybrid’s stomach make the loudest growl.


    “What did you have in mind?” the hybrid asked when he suggested dinner.


    “Something nice.” He looked over their dresses, both black cocktail dresses, and said, “I know this sexy little place that’s different and beautiful and totally upscale, as in not cheap. I think you’ll like it. I’m buying.”


    They got all giggly and the energy in the cab shifted.


    It was becoming clear they would be with him. Not only were they vibing him, but he had good taste and money, too. Earlier, he wondered if he could close a three-way, which was both exciting and scary, but that’s why he wanted dinner first. The truth was, he was mostly scared.


    And he still liked Abby.


    Back at the Fairmont where he was staying, there were basically two restaurants to dine in: the Tonga Room, which offered exotic Asian cuisine, along with the best Mai Tai ever (or so he was told), and Laurel Court which supposedly had some of the freshest seafood the city had to offer. The three of them were dressed more appropriately for the Tonga Room than Laurel Court, which was just fine. If these girls didn’t like Tonga, then they could just walk home.


    You can’t be human and not like that place.


    Jungle themed and specializing in Asian cuisine, the concierge told him the seventy year old restaurant underwent a million dollar restoration by Gensler San Francisco. Along with a gorgeous granite bar and bar stools wrapped with snow leopard accents, there were sexy red leather banquettes that wrapped around the outer corners of the lounge, and the best lighting: hanging globes in amber, blue, red and opal. There were tribal wall coverings in fuchsia and orange, authentic bamboo table tops, and the kind of chic chinaware that doesn’t remind you of your grandparents’ holiday best. The real surprise, however, was the big lagoon in the middle of the place. If ever there was a hot spot to ease a woman into the moment, it was the Tonga Room.


    So picture Brayden with a gigantic smile on his face walking through the Fairmont with two sugar bombs, one on each arm, and then picture him walking by Laurel Court and seeing Abby and Professor Jake Teller taking a seat inside.


    The look on Brayden’s face, it defied description.


    He pulled to a stop, fast, one of the girls barking her objection. Just then, some skinny bald kid bumped past them and went inside.


    Rude!


    “Hold on,” Brayden told the girls sternly. “Stay right here.”


    If Abby didn’t want to see him when he drove all the way here from Vegas, but she could make time to see Jake motherfreaking Teller, she was going to get the nastiest piece of his mind.


    He stalked inside the restaurant, bumped the small bald kid who bumped him—he was talking to the host who was now making eyes at both him and Brayden—and made a b-line straight for Abby.


    The thing about Laurel Court is you can’t describe it, it’s that beautiful. Just saying it has domed ceilings and gorgeous marble tables means nothing unless you’ve actually laid eyes on the restaurant. If you stand in the middle of it, then you’ll get it. Old money can barely afford this place is the first thing you think if you’re not from old money. I’m not good enough to even be seen outside the front doors is the second thing you think.


    Doesn’t matter. Brayden was seeing red.


    He sauntered right up to Professor Teller’s and Abby’s table and said, “Well isn’t this cozy, you and the pedophile.”


    Jake’s eyes flashed wide and Abby’s mouth fell open.


    Thinking back, after what was about to happen, Brayden would recall feeling something unusual, a disturbing presence or something. A darkness. But he wouldn’t know what that was until he saw the boy. The skinny, bald kid who bumped into him and the girls outside the restaurant. After confronting Abby, the kid moved past him almost in a blur, just enough for Brayden to see his narrow shoulders and the bald back of his head.


    Then he saw the short, curved knife, the one shaped like a Raptor’s claw. Saw the kid slide up to the table and slice it across Abby’s carotid artery. Saw the gusher the followed.


    Abby’s neck.


    Flayed open…spurting a red geyser…


    Her eyes shot wide open and her hand flew to her neck, staunching the flow for a minute, but it was really coming. Jake didn’t move. He just freaked out in a complete, paralyzed silence.


    Brayden moved fast. He grabbed the nearest napkin, a white linen square, and pressed it over Abby’s wound.


    “Put pressure on it,” he said.


    She did.


    Her hands were nearly red with her blood. Something like pain flooded her eyes. Perhaps it was fear. One look around, and Brayden knew the boy was gone. Done.


    This is a fatal wound, he thought. No doubt about it.


    Abby was now gasping for breath, a thick gurgling sound erupting from the back of her throat. That’s when the screaming started. Some old broad the next table over just let her B-movie scream queen voice go. It was deafening.


    People were stirring, gasping, panicking. He ignored them all. His mind was filled with panic. He forced it to settle. Through his fog of fear, Santa Monica all came rushing back to him. If going to L.A. to kill Demetrius Giardino taught him anything, it was that he must stay calm in the midst of chaos.


    “I’m going to get you out of here,” he said in her ear. She nodded, scared. Her face was turning a pale blue. She lost a lot of blood, which was easy to find when it’s sprayed everywhere in such a light colored environment. Right now a lot was soaking the linen cloth and draining down Abby’s arm.


    He ignored the people talking to them, looking at them, trying to help them. Soon it would be reported that there was a stabbing in the Fairmont, which was probably unheard of, and the cops would be here in no time. And what would they find but a girl with blood all over her, and no wound.


    Assuming Abby would heal. Which he prayed she would.


    Through the fog, he heard Jake’s voice. Brayden turned and said, “She’ll be fine. I’ll call you in a little bit.”


    The professor started to object and that’s when Brayden lost it. “I SAID I’LL CALL YOU IN A BIT, JAKE!”


    “But—”


    He left the professor standing there with the dumbest most helpless look on his face. For a second, Brayden felt bad.


    Then it passed.
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    He had to keep his mind right if they were going to survive this. There was no way out. And nowhere to hide.


    If he didn’t do this right, the risk of exposure to Abby, to Astor Academy, her father, Gerhard’s genetics program—everything—would see the light of day. People would be killed to cover the truth because that’s how secrets that big were kept.


    He pushed through the restaurant’s front door, heard the host on the phone with 911. He looked into the man’s eyes and the man’s eyes looked into his. There was sheer terror there. Behind him, the dining room was the busy white noise of people being aghast.


    He ran into the girls outside. The blonde was the same size as Abby, so he said, “Follow me to the bathroom.” Her mouth couldn’t even make words.


    At least she did what she was told.


    Good girl.


    They found the bathroom, but not before attracting the attention of every person in the entire lobby.


    Oh my freaking God.


    Inside the girls’ bathroom they went.


    “How’s your neck?” he asked.


    “Hurts,” Abby said. “But I’m burning up, Brayden. I’m so gosh damned hot I can’t stand it.” Tears sprung from her eyes as the pinkish color returned to her cheeks.


    The two people in the bathroom before us, an older lady and her young daughter, saw the bloody mess that was Brayden’s best friend, the girl he didn’t want to love, and made for the door.


    He told the hybrid to stand out front and make sure no one came in. She went for the door.


    The blonde finally spoke.


    “What can I do?”


    Brayden told Abby to put her hands on the sink, to stabilize herself. She did. The linen napkin stuck to the wound. It was so soaked with blood it was now dripping onto the bathroom tiles.


    The minute she had her balance, Brayden turned and punched the blonde in the jaw so hard she slumped over. He caught her just as her knees buckled. He didn’t want her hitting her head on the floor.


    “What the hell?” Abby said.


    He laid her on the floor, then ran to the door and locked it. Pounding started right away. The hybrid? Hotel security? Some old lady with incontinence issues?


    “Follow me,” he said as he dragged the blonde into the nearest stall. He kicked the stall door open. It hit the wall and flung back on him as he pulled the unconscious girl inside.


    He turned the body around and unzipped the dress.


    “Take off your clothes,” he barked to Abby.


    She did.


    Top first, then bloody bra. Brayden didn’t look at her breasts, even though he wanted to. He wasn’t a complete Neanderthal. The blonde, however, he looked at hers generously because he was human, and he was a man. They were nicer than he thought, which made him sad because he wouldn’t be able to play with them tonight. Or ever.


    Abby wiped a hefty amount of her own blood on the blonde’s neck and hands once her clothes were off. At this point, Brayden couldn’t help seeing Abby’s naked breasts and torso.


    When she was done, she turned and said, “Don’t look at me,” like she was mad. And she was.


    “Sorry.”


    “What in Jesus’ freaking name was that?” she all but screamed as she scrubbed her neck and hands clean. There was all kinds of pounding on the door now, and voices.


    Lots of them, including the hybrid’s.


    Panicked.


    “How the hell should I know?” Brayden said, trying to dress the girl in Abby’s ruined clothes. The girl started to stir. Brayden groaned, tried to right his mind for what he was about to do, then just did it. He socked her in the chin again.


    She went still.


    “It was some bald kid,” he said, looking at her neck and marveling at how quickly the wound was closing, “like the singer Moby or something.”


    She tried to dry herself off, but there wasn’t time. She slid the black dress on over her damp skin. She fixed her hair as best as she could, then checked her neck.


    The cut was healing fast, now just a line where once the skin was flapped open. Amazing!


    “We have to go!” she snapped.


    “I know.”


    Finally he was done dressing the blonde. He appraised the situation for one long second. There was one of his two dates, knocked out and tossed into a corner with blood smeared all over her face and swelling jaw. For the love of God, he thought, I’m going to hell for this. He gave his hands a quick wash, then looked at Abby.


    “Let’s go!” she said.


    Apparently the blood loss hadn’t affected her yet. The girl was definitely high on adrenaline. Which to him seemed damned near impossible.


    When they threw the lock and opened the door, they were nearly trampled. The hybrid was the first to come bursting through the door. She saw Abby, cleaned up and uninjured (but visibly sweating), and now wearing her friend’s dress, and she couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing. The fact that Brayden’s would-be date (the hybrid) had been drinking worked to their favor, but not by much. Her mouth fell open and one garbled, unclear word fell out. He never did figure out what that word was.


    Abby rushed past the people at the door screaming, “She needs an ambulance! Someone help!”


    She said this as she walked straight to the front portico and asked valet parking to please bring her car around. The porter did as she asked, not knowing really what was happening or that she was the cause of it. He did, however, ask her if she was okay, because she was sweating a lot and she hadn’t gotten all the blood off her.


    “Fine,” she said. “I’m running a fever, and something crazy is happening inside there.”


    Through the glass, Brayden saw her get into her S5 and go. He breathed a sigh of relief. Jake, however, was at his side immediately.


    “Was that Abby?”


    His face was as white as a bleached towel.


    “Yes, why?”


    He couldn’t even speak. When your dinner date gets her throat slit open and all but bleeds to death in front of you, it’s hard to form complete sentences.


    “I think it was a hoax,” Brayden said calmly although his heart was mule kicking his insides. “There’s a girl in there with blood all over her, but it isn’t Abby.”


    “Then whose blood is all over you?” he asked.


    “Don’t know. I think it’s theatrical blood, or something.”


    Brayden went straight for the men’s bathroom and cleaned the rest of it off. Two men were in there barking questions at him before all the blood was even gone.


    He kept using words like hoax and terrible joke. He was saying alcohol was involved and some blonde girl tried to punch him but then some other girl punched her in the face and dragged her into the stall.


    They asked if he was a guest of the hotel and he was like, “I don’t think so. I was just meeting my parents here for dinner.” He said, “I’m an innocent bystander in all this, I swear.”


    If he could just keep them confused, and if he could keep moving, he might be able to get out of there without being arrested.


    These do-gooder witnesses said the police would need to speak with him and he was like, “Sure, no problem, as soon as I get all this fake blood off my hands. It takes like syrup.”


    When they left him alone, he snuck out into the crowd where a couple of men were walking the dazed and moaning blonde out front. His other date. Part of the threesome he’d never have. Brayden headed for the front door, praying to the Almighty God above that he wouldn’t be stopped. Holy balls, he couldn’t even breathe! Not until he hailed a cab and was inside did he allow himself a breath.


    “Where to?” the cabbie asked.


    “Don’t know,” he said. He needed to catch up with Abby. “Take me to a club nearby. Surprise me.”


    When they were safely en route, he dialed Abby. She picked up on the second ring.


    “Hi,” he said, relieved.


    “Hi.”


    “You okay?”


    “No,” she said. It sounded like she was crying. “Where are you?”


    “In a cab. Tell me where to meet you.”


    She gave him an address, he conveyed the address to the cabbie and within ten minutes he was getting out at a Shell gas station and walking over to Abby’s S5.


    He got inside her car and sure enough, she was crying nearly hysterically, and drenched in sweat. She reached over the armrest, pulled him into her arms and sobbed for ten minutes straight.




    Tattered Wings of the Monarch
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    The van picked the boy up two blocks south of The Fairmont. Delta 1A slipped inside the van, the door slammed shut, he sat down. “Mission accomplished,” the boy said.


    The man sitting in the back seat with him, his escort and a man of considerable size dressed in all black, radioed in the kill through his secure Bluetooth earpiece.


    Delta 1A remained alert but completely still. He said nothing. He didn’t even blink until it was absolutely necessary, and only after he slowed his heart rate to sixty beats per minute.


    He might as well be in the water chamber for his lack of movement. With perfect, unchanging physical posture and no visible signs of life except the soft pulsing of his carotid artery in his neck and the occasional blinking of his eyes, he could be dead.


    If Delta 1A liked anything at all, it would be the memory of the kill. It was so swift, so flawless in its execution, completely efficient and messy, and he ended her with his karambit knife, his favorite weapon, if he were allowed a favorite anything. Which he wasn’t.


    But he did not smile because he was not supposed to feel things like joy, or pride, or a sense of accomplishment. He thought about the blood and inside the body, he felt his heart rate rise to seventy beats per minute. He slowed his pulse back down, thought about nothing. The water chamber. The box. The long, dark silence of a sleep he didn’t want. All he wanted was the freedom to kill. To bathe in the messes he created. To taste the carnage of his victims.


    But that wouldn’t be, so he stilled his heart even further, and then he thought of nothing.


    
2


    Beside him, Delta 1A heard the man with the earpiece speaking. He did not know the man’s name nor was he programmed to care. The details of the man, who looked vaguely familiar—perhaps from a previous mission—were irrelevant. What he was saying, however, was completely relevant.


    The girl was not dead.


    What?


    Impossible!


    The boy’s head turned and looked at the man in disbelief.


    The man turned and looked at him, directly into his eyes. The small, bald headed boy with the lean muscles and the one percent body fat had death in his eyes. The man turned away. Delta 1A straightened his head, dragged up the memories of the kill.


    He had seen the girl’s neck, a soft white, flawless target. Before slicing it open, he had seen the pulsing of her carotid artery, and upon contact, he applied enough pressure and hit the right arc with the blade. She should be dead. No one could survive that.


    There must be some mistake.


    He was thinking this when the man with the earpiece touched something cold to his neck, and he was hit with a massive burst of electricity.


    Everything went dark.
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    When he woke up, it was to Gem’s voice. He didn’t really hear it as much as he felt it. From deep inside the body, he felt himself stirring. He was in complete darkness, but he needed to emerge, he knew that.


    He felt his presence spill from the void and sink deeper inside the brain of the host boy. Then he felt himself rush through a dark nothingness toward consciousness. On the way up he felt Gem, rather her insistent presence, and it soured his mood.


    The word bitch came to mind. The feeling of hatred bloomed, then flowered, then wilted, then died. He opened his eyes. Did not speak. Did not move.


    The body was seated on a metal chair in a cold room back at Monarch’s facility. He recognized the space, the empty feel of it, the tiled-floor smell of it.


    His handler was standing before him. Looking at him. Waiting.


    “Delta 1A?” he said.


    “Yes.”


    “Tell me about the mission,” he said. “Spare me no details.”


    Delta 1A began speaking. He laid out his movements one by one, showering his handler with details because he could. Because that’s what was required of him.


    When he described the arc and pressure of the blade and how he sliced open the girl’s neck, he said he felt the blade cut through both muscle and tendons. He said blood squirted everywhere.


    “You did cut the girl,” his handler said, “and there was indeed a tremendous amount of blood spilled, certainly enough to describe the wound as fatal. There was, however, no body.”


    “Sir?” Delta 1A said.


    “We find these circumstances disturbing, Delta 1A. Especially with your recent track record.”


    Four dead in the first hit. None of them a Van Duyn. None of them Savannah Van Duyn.


    “The kills were based on faulty information.”


    He was hit with a huge and lasting burst of electricity. The boy’s body bucked, straining every muscle in him to the point of tearing. When the surge broke and he could hold himself upright, Delta 1A fought to return the body to its normal state.


    “I want to know what happened to the girl,” his handler finally said.


    Delta 1A repeated the story, word for word. Exactly. The handler left the room. Delta 1A sat in the same position, once more attaining a resting heart rate of sixty beats per minute. Hours passed. He did not move. When the handler returned, the energy he was emitting was different, less aggressive.


    “I spoke with one of my contacts at the San Francisco Police Department and it appears the cut you administered was not deep enough to cause the girl to expire. In other words, there was no body, even though the amount of blood left at the scene would justify one. The police are baffled.”


    “I am not wrong,” Delta 1A said.


    “You might not be. This child is a product of genetic experimentation. What Dr. Gerhard has concocted to allow this girl to survive a mortal wound is beyond my imagination.”


    Delta 1A simply looked at the man, his stare blank, his eyes unblinking.


    “If this is in fact the case, we’ll need you to take additional, more permanent measures.”


    “Sir?” Delta 1A asked.


    “I want you to take her head this time,” his handler said. “I want you to bring it to me in a bag.”


    Something deep and anxious stirred inside Delta 1A. His heart rate shot up ten beats per minute at the idea of administering such a satisfying death. The amount of blood loss would be catastrophic! The cutting and slicing through tissue and muscle and tendons and bone left him with a fierce ache, and worlds of need.


    He did not smile, however. And he did not blink. He showed no emotion at all because emotion was forbidden. Robots don’t have emotion. Human or otherwise.


    “Her head in a bag,” Delta 1A repeated. “When?”


    “We tracked her car to a residential neighborhood near the bay. She is not in the car, but the minute the car is on the move, we will dispatch you.”


    “You will dispatch me. Until then, what are my orders?”


    “You will sleep.”


    His handler spoke the sequence of commands and Delta 1A went under, falling backwards inside the body, backwards into a dark void. Falling, falling, falling…until he found the space where nothing existed.


    And then he slept.




    This is the Thick
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    Halfway down the road where Abby picked up Brayden, not even a full block away from the gas station, she pulled the Audi over, scraping the front rim on the curb. She was woozy. Brayden looked over at her, concern blistering his stare. She was getting worse. It was the heat, he knew, the healing. Her body was basically one gigantic furnace of fire and pain and she couldn’t stop sweating.


    “You need to drive,” she said, her voice faraway sounding.


    “Yeah,” he said. “Tell that to your rim.”


    He got out of the car and helped her out of her seat into the passenger’s seat. When she saw the rim rash she left on her beautiful wheel, she started crying again.


    “It’s okay,” he said. “I know a guy who can fix that.” He didn’t, but he thought it would make her feel better. Who almost gets killed then cries over rim rash? Crazy people, he was thinking, that’s who. With her sweat soaked dress and her matted-to-her-head hair, she was fast becoming a sad sight.


    “You have to tell me where to go,” he said, adjusting his seat and mirrors.


    She gave him Netty’s address, which he punched into the nav system. She was weeping, softer now, more to herself than anything.


    She wiped her eyes and said, “Call Netty.” Her voice gained the slightest bit of strength. “Tell her to run me a cold bath.”


    Brayden used the Audi’s Bluetooth to do as she asked, and when Netty answered and started to fire off all kinds of questions, Brayden said, “We’ve run into the ass end of a pooping mule.”


    “I don’t know what that means!” Netty said.


    “It means she’s fine, but we might be in trouble. Just get the bath ready, and meet us in front of your building. I’m going to need you to help me get her upstairs.”


    “Can’t leave my car out front,” Abby said to Netty, her voice hiccupping out the words. “Have Georgia there, too. Brayden can park.”


    Netty tempered her tone at the sound of Abby’s voice.


    “Are you okay?” she said.


    “I am,” Abby replied, speaking up. Her red face glistened, and her body was suffering the rapid fire ticks of being burned alive inside. “But I’m scared.”


    “What happened?”


    “Someone tried to kill me.” She paused for a second, then said, “Again.”


    Netty did her best to be a good friend, and it seemed to calm Abby. Brayden saw where Abby needed Brayden’s quick action and security, but he also knew Netty gave her something he couldn’t: compassion, female friendship. No one gets everything from just one person. That’s what Brayden’s father said when he left Brayden’s mother and married a younger woman. Apparently the statement wasn’t exclusive to matters of love, or love lost as it were.


    When Netty was off the Bluetooth and they were nearly to her place, Brayden took Abby’s hand and it felt like home. She didn’t resist him, and for that he was grateful. When she looked at him, heavy eyes betrayed her pain, the nakedness of her fear. It was all there. Her emotions laid bare before him.


    “You know,” he said, “at some point this shit has to end.”


    She blinked twice, slow and weighted, then turned away from him and looked out the window.


    Sweat pooled on her upper lip. It dripped down from her hairline to her temples, then to the tip of her chin. Her whole face had the kind of high gloss sheen you get from childbirth, a brutal two hour workout, or an hour in high humidity.


    Brayden focused on the road, and a vision of the evening returned with nightmarish clarity. The bald kid—that wiry, efficient looking killer—he appeared from nowhere. When he gashed Abby’s neck open, he did so quickly, with the sort of violent efficiency you just don’t see in anything but really good martial arts movies.


    The curved blade at the boy’s side caught the light just right, firing the reflective, starburst flare of one of the restaurant’s overhead lights into Brayden’s eyes. Brayden was blinded for a fraction of a second. That’s what drew his attention to the boy and his blade. He saw everything in slow motion: the skin flayed open, the geyser of blood fountaining everywhere, the look of horror and surprise on Abby’s face as her hand went to her neck to staunch the wound.


    Nearly at Netty’s, his heart folded in two as a cold emptiness swept over him. Abby should be dead. She should have been dead many times now, and it made him wonder if that was how God meant her to be, if He was trying over and over again to correct these blasphemies of science.


    He risked another glance at her, this time with fear in his eyes. The way in which the sweat was now drip-drip-dripping off her chin onto her stolen dress, she was like a leaky faucet.


    Deep down, he became overwhelmingly terrified for her.
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    Georgia and Netty were waiting outside the lobby standing on the sidewalk, under the overhead lights, when Brayden screeched to a stop along the curb. The girls rushed the car even before Brayden had it in PARK. Netty pulled open the door and the chilly nighttime air flooded the S5’s cabin. Through the cold and darkness of night, his eyes found Georgia’s. The gravitational pull was otherworldly. He could not look away, not even for a moment. He was happy to see his friend, to know she was alright, but Georgia wasn’t Georgia. The new version of her was beautiful, gorgeous actually, but like Abby said, something about her felt…different. Something more than her new looks. It was the immediate feel of her.


    She felt…off.


    She was helping Netty pull Abby out of the car and everything was moving so quickly. Several times she glanced at him. He didn’t recognize her eyes or her expressions, or even the way she moved. It was as if something had switched souls with her. Making matters worse, she wasn’t saying anything to him. Not one word. The Georgia he didn’t know just kept looking up at him and not saying a thing. It was as if he felt everything for her and she felt absolutely nothing for him.


    “Hi, Georgia,” he said.


    She didn’t reply.


    He knew she heard him, but she didn’t reply. There was something wrong indeed. Were parts of her brain damaged? She was gone for a long time, which meant things had definitely gone awry. But to this extent? To where she didn’t even acknowledge her own friends?


    For a second there, she gave him the creeps.


    Netty told him their address upstairs, then said to find the first open parking space on any of the surrounding blocks. He found a spot four blocks away. He ran all the way to Netty’s, not worrying at all about what might be lurking in the shadowy San Francisco night.


    Even though he was in good shape, he never felt so out of breath in his life. It was the adrenaline drain, he knew. The thing about adrenaline was it could make you feel like you’ve had eighteen cups of coffee one minute, and the next minute you feel like you’re suffering from some superhuman hangover where your body is chilled and overheated and not able to function quite right.


    That’s how it was now. He felt displaced. Like he was having the worst out of body experience ever.


    Once in the building, he took the elevator upstairs, went straight to Netty’s door and knocked. She opened up and said, “Georgia’s helping her with the bath.”


    “Good.”


    “I could’ve helped her just fine,” Netty said, obviously scared but defiant.


    “Yeah, well you don’t want to see the things Georgia’s going to see while she heals. It gets in your head and you can’t get it out.”


    He flopped down on the couch, emotionally exhausted and said, “Other than your feelings being hurt about her wanting Georgia in there and not you, which I understand, how is she?”


    “You tell me,” Netty said, hands on hips, her eyes boring into his. As if he had done something to her rather than for her. As if this was his fault. He shrugged his shoulders. Refused to look away.


    He didn’t even have the energy to act offended, so he said nothing.


    “What happened anyway?” she said, less accusatory. “Did someone try to poison her?”


    He blew out a sigh, then sat up. “No, some bald-headed Moby-looking kid slit her throat wide open in the middle of a five star restaurant in front of her professor, whom she’s apparently fallen in love with, or something like that.”


    There was a certain brittleness to his voice he didn’t try to hide. As far as he was concerned, Jake Teller could eat a sack of wet dicks then step into freeway traffic.


    “Jake,” Netty said.


    Brayden showed her his solemn, most irritated smile. The one that said Netty was right, but he was pissed off about it. Inside, he was jealous as hell of their teacher with his model good looks, his GQ clothes and his agreeable personality.


    “Abby said you need to call him right away.”


    “What in the name of God’s nuts would I do that for?” he asked. The last thing he wanted to do was talk to that inflamed butthole.


    She shrugged her shoulders, then said, “Because she asked you to? I don’t know. Just do it or something.”


    Netty handed him Abby’s phone with Jake’s number ready to go. He hit CALL and it rang through.


    “Abby!” he said.


    “No, Professor Teller, it’s Brayden.” After the awkward hello, he went on to lay out the details of a quickly concocted lie, talking about it being a prank and how he shouldn’t worry, blah-blah-blah.


    “First of all, Brayden, you’re so full of shit I can smell it through the phone. Her blood, Jesus, it was everywhere. I saw her bleeding out. Her face turned blue, for Christ’s sake!”


    “That was her being scared.”


    “I want to talk to her,” he said. “Now.”


    Brayden asked Netty, “Where is the bathroom?” Netty grabbed the phone from him, and they walked down the hall to the bathroom. When Netty opened the door, she turned and put her hand on Brayden’s chest, like he wasn’t allowed in.


    “Nothing I haven’t seen before,” he said.


    “Whatever,” Netty replied. “Just not tonight.”


    Brayden heard Abby talk to him for a moment, then promise to call him in the morning, and that was that.


    Back in the kitchen/living room, Netty sat at the table and threw her legs over one of the chairs. She was kind of hot for a skinny Russian girl, Brayden was thinking. Not that anything about the moment was even remotely sexualized.


    Georgia appeared from the hallway, her eyes on Brayden the entire time. “You’re Brayden, right?” she said, and he was like, “You don’t already know that?”


    “You look familiar,” she says. Her voice was slightly higher pitched than the old Georgia’s and her new facial features bore only minor signs of her formal self.


    “I should look familiar, Georgia, we’re supposed to be friends.”


    “Oh,” she said, momentarily flustered. He couldn’t get over how beautiful she was, and how empty. “I’m having a hard time remembering certain things.”


    “We’ll have to talk about that when things aren’t so…hectic.”


    Georgia stared at him for a moment, then said, “Abby wants to see you.”


    “In the tub?”


    Netty objected, but Georgia ignored her and said to Brayden, “She says you’ve been through this with her before.”


    He stood, looked at Netty and said, “Yep.”
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    He walked into the bathroom and Abby lay naked in the tub, her legs crossed at her privates, her arms covering her breasts. Brayden’s breath caught in his throat and all the sudden he both loved and hated this situation.


    “What?” she said. “You’ve seen me naked before.”


    “It doesn’t feel like it,” he said, his voice low with want. He felt blessed, tortured, horny and pissed off. This was the kind of teasing he hated.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Sometimes, seeing you, especially like this, it’s like seeing you the first time.”


    “Sorry,” she said. Then with a grin: “Not sorry.”


    “Screw you.”


    She laughed, light and jovial, like an angel. Like the devil. Then it was back to the dark mood, the concern, a twitch of residual pain here and there.


    “I must look like hell.”


    “I think you’re the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen,” he said. He couldn’t help himself. The hell with having game; there was something about her that made him think honesty was better than pretense.


    “And I think you’re the sweetest boy ever. A great friend. The best.”


    “Whatever,” he said, the reality of him being stuck in the friend-zone never more apparent than now. “Why am I here?” He looked away as he said this. He couldn’t see her. Couldn’t stand to look at all that beauty and not be able to caress it, to kiss it, to consume it.


    “Who was that tonight?” she asked.


    “I don’t know.” He could see her in his peripheral vision, but he didn’t want to look directly at her. Even though he did.


    “It has to be Heim,” Abby said. “He knows I’m not dead. I just can’t figure out if Arabelle told him or not. But why would she? She was the one who encouraged me to kill him.”


    “What are you talking about?” he said. Then something occurred to him. “Wait, what about the murder at your old house? That family who was butchered? Wasn’t there an eye witness who saw some kid fleeing the scene? A boy?”


    She sat up in the tub and he desperately wanted to see her body uncovered. He refused his eyes the pleasure of seeing her, though. There’s no way to survive this, he thought. No way to survive her.


    “A bald boy, perhaps?” she said.


    “I could pull up a copy of the police reports,” he offered. “I just need a computer.”


    “Netty has one in her room, but don’t get caught.” She was one of only a few people who knew he was charged with cyber crimes and would have to work for the FBI after he graduated as part of his sentencing agreement. The other part of his sentencing agreement was that he could not use computers or anything attached to the internet. Which seemed impossible in this day and age.


    “I won’t. Not that it matters. He’s out there, still alive, that’s all that matters.”


    He finally looked up at her and she was indeed sitting up, her arm lazily covering her breasts. Peeking just above her forearm was the brown half circle of her left areola. His eyes fell from her gorgeous face to the exposed nipple. Unashamed, he let his gaze feast on the sight a bit longer than was polite, but she made no attempt to hide herself, so he took the liberty without an ounce of guilt.


    “I like looking at you,” he admitted.


    “I know.”


    “I like that you let me,” he said, his eyes once again traveling up the flesh of her chest, to the soft hollow of her neck, and then up and over to meet those lovely, hypnotic eyes. “And I hate it.”


    She raised her forearm to cover her nipple, then—her voice and her eyes lit with concern—she said, “Why do you hate it?”


    He sat there for a minute, contemplating, trying to somehow put his insecurity into words, trying to organize the mess of emotion rattling around inside his head.


    “Because I’m not a Damien, or a Jake Teller,” he finally said. “I’m just…me. And even the best version of me can’t compete with the kinds of men you want.”


    “You have your qualities,” she said.


    “But they aren’t enough.”


    “Do you mind if I switch subjects for a second?”


    He blew out a weighted sigh, resigned himself to the notion that if he was to be in Abby’s life, there would always be chaos, he would always want her, and he would never, ever have her.


    “Fine,” he mumbled, “go.”


    “We have to do something permanent to Dr. Heim.” With her forearms pressed firmly over her pinched tight nipples and her legs crossed to hide the flower pedals between them, she said, “We’ve got to end him.”


    “What about the boy?”


    “I’ve been thinking of him.”


    “And?”


    “We’ll find him, or he’ll find me. Either way, Dr. Heim has to go, and I need your help to do it.”


    His head became a riot of imagery: Abby on the floor in Demetrius Giardino’s home, bloody and unconscious; Demetrius shot and killed by his wife, Bryn; the meaty, red spray of blood and brain that left Bryn Giardino’s head the minute she turned the gun on herself and squeezed the trigger.


    A flood of emotion roared through him. Anxiety, sickness, fear, revulsion. The mixture of all of these memories left him so unsettled he couldn’t do anything but shake his head no.


    “You can’t ask me to do that, Abby. I won’t do it again.”


    “I’m not really asking, Brayden.”


    “This isn’t my life,” he argued, as fresh images of Gerhard’s monster polluted his brain. He saw Abby (back when she was Savannah version 2.0) aiming the gun at the genetic beast’s head and pulling the trigger. He saw the monster fall, felt the relief, felt his heart being gulped into darkness. He never imagined he would witness a murder, much less three, but already he had seen things he could never un-see: genetic miracles and horrors, a murdered monster, a raped and suicided friend, a murder/suicide, and now this? How could she ask this of him?! He couldn’t continue building the inventory of horrors in his head. He just couldn’t.


    “This is your life,” Abby said.


    “No, it’s not,” he argued. “This is your life.”


    “Are we friends?”


    “You tell me,” he said.


    “Of course we are, stupid. And friends stick together through thick and thin. This is the thick.” Just then Abby’s cell phone vibrated on the counter. Brayden grabbed it and looked at it.


    “Who is it?” she asked.


    “Your mother.”


    “Don’t answer it,” she said, but he needed a break in the tension, so he picked it up and watched as she mouthed the word asshole at him.


    “Hello, Mrs. Van Duyn,” he said, cheery as ever. He waited a moment, listening to her and said, “Of course, she’s here. She right next to me in the bathtub.” Without waiting for a reply, he handed her the phone and pissed off, she took it. He saw the barest flash of her breasts as she took the phone.


    “What do you want, Margaret?” she said, a little too harshly.


    “Be nice,” Brayden whispered. She flipped him off as best as she could with the hand covering herself, then mouthed the words f-you, the uncensored version.


    “Yes I’m in the bathtub and yes I’m covered up,” she said. Looking at Brayden, she rolled her eyes. Then her expression soured. “Are you kidding me right now?” Abby said. Rudely, she turned directly to Brayden and said, “She wants to know if we can ever have a good relationship! Ha!”


    Brayden recoiled. He hadn’t seen this side of her before, nor could he imagine a child behaving like this to her parent.


    Turning back to the phone, unconcerned with Brayden, Abby said, “First of all, your timing is too shitty for words. Second, I told you I was done with you, but then I gave you a second chance, but not so we can be BFF’s, but so you can be in my life. I did that for you. Not for me. And what do I get for my leniency but a weepy old woman begging for something she’ll never have, something she doesn’t deserve, and that’s the love of a daughter. No, wait…don’t interrupt me, you asked a question, so be polite enough to choke down the answer.”


    She made a couple of false starts, but clearly her mother wasn’t letting her speak. Whatever she was saying, the reaction on Abby’s face told him it was unkind.


    “No, Margaret, you ruined that a long time ago with your drugs and alcohol, and your constant criticism of my weight and my awful looks and my horrible, sad tits.”


    Brayden watched his friend and the girl he didn’t want to be in love with rage on, and then he watched her start to sweat again, and then he watched her left and then right nostrils begin to leak a viscous, red fluid, like a meat sauce, except really dark.


    Abby wiped her nose, not knowing it was blood, but not stopping the flow of awfulness she was heaping onto her mother. Something must be wrong with her because she was never this mean.


    “So when you call me up and ask if I will ever love you the answer is a resounding no. I mean, really, Margaret, do you think you deserve it? You know good and well you don’t!”


    The minute she snapped off that last word, her final insult, her body bucked forward and more blood drained from her nose, and now her eyes and ears, too. She dropped the phone in the water and gripped the sides of the tub. Brayden didn’t look at her nudity, he saw only her face, only the trails of red making their way down her cheeks, the sides of her neck, around her lips. She sat up and a cloud of red water bloomed like a poisonous rose flowering between her upper thighs.


    Abby’s body convulsed a couple of times and then the vomiting began. He got to his knees, took her hand in his and just did the best he could to be with her as this process passed. After she was beaten badly and almost killed in Santa Monica, this same kind of purging happened. This massive healing had produced the same kind of slough-off of ruined tissue as the healing in L.A. Brayden worried, but only a little. Because this was the second time around, he worried less.


    She vomited once, twice, three times. All red chunked with bits of greyish, sludgy flesh that did not float but rather sank quickly to the bottom of the porcelain white tub. The door flew open and Netty rushed in, but pulled to a stop with a gasp.


    “Call 911,” she screamed to Georgia.


    Brayden screamed back, “Do NOT call 911!” Then to Netty: “This is normal. It’s okay.”


    Georgia’s face appeared in the doorway, her alien eyes flashing with concern. Abby vomited again, a liquid projectile of ruined muscle tissue and tendons. Netty said there was nothing normal about this and then something happened to Georgia’s eyes, for just the slightest fraction of a moment: they began to flood black. And her skin, it took on a thin, almost transparent look, exposing the inner workings of her face.


    Brayden blinked in the sight, and then she was normal again.


    WTF???


    “Abby?” Netty said, between flushings, her eyes growing moist. “Is this normal?”


    Abby nodded her head then threw up again. The entire tub was now pinkish-red water. He tried not to imagine the hazardous human waste piled at the bottom of the tub, and then he struggled mightily not to imagine the excretions leaking out her vagina and anus.


    She looked like the crucifixion of Christ if Jesus was an unnatural genetic miracle of science, and instead of being nailed to a cross, the long haired bearded HE was actually a smoking hot SHE and was nearly beheaded in the bowels of luxury then sent to bleed out in a bathtub in downtown San Francisco.


    Talk about a big-time boner killer.


    The vomit ceased after two or three more offerings, and that’s when Netty said, “Brayden, let me in there. I think she needs her privacy.”


    Abby put her hand up, stopping her friend. “I want him here,” Abby said, her eyes now running with clear tears, rather than crimson ones.


    “Are you sure?” Netty asked.


    She nodded her head. The thing was, even at her worst, Abby was still incredibly beautiful to Brayden. He tried not to think of this, fought to just be her friend, but the truth was, he really was in love with her. And for whatever reason, he was happy she wanted him to stay.


    She took his hand again, held it tight, then leaned forward and pulled the drain on the tub. The coppery, metallic smelling water bubbled, then started to circle around the drain.


    “Can you stand?” he said.


    She shook her head, “Not yet. Give me a minute.”


    When the water was halfway drained, she said, “I think I’m okay now.” He took her hand again, not looking at the red rivers trailing down her chest, over her water-chilled nipples, down toward her belly button.


    Together they stood her up and though inside he was once again boiling over with sexual want, with a level of rampant need he never experienced before—one that left him desperate and consumed, one that positively destroyed him—he kept his cool. Remembered to breathe.


    He looked at her ass and the sight brought him to physical pain, it was that perfect. He looked at her belly, only for a second, and then her vagina and his own legs felt terribly unstable to say the least. He didn’t want to look anymore because he couldn’t take it. And it was impolite. But his eyes forsook him. Finally the trance broke and he reached for the faucet that turned the shower on.


    “Are you okay?” she asked.


    “Not really.”


    It took a moment for the water to get hot, and then she stood in it. She turned and faced him, fully nude, almost as if she were unaware (but she had to be!), and put her head under the stream. She closed her eyes and once more he marveled at the sight of her, hating her for this, loving her for this, wanting to forget, wanting to remember.


    “How are you feeling?” he asked, his voice trembling with lust. She nodded that she was okay, so he pulled the shower curtain closed at sat down on the toilet seat. He couldn’t breathe. His heart was beating rapid fire in his chest.


    He turned and both Netty and Georgia were staring at him. He felt like the kid who got caught peeping in the girls’ locker room. His face blistered red and both girls saw it.


    “She asked,” was all he could say.


    Netty said, “So you did this before? You’ve seen her like this?”


    “Yes. In Santa Monica. After the producer and his wife, after…after…” He didn’t want to say it, didn’t want to tell them she was like this after he watched Bryn Giardino kill her husband then blow her own brains out.


    Unable to handle his own emotions, he stood, walked past them and said, “I’m going back to the hotel. Just have her call me in the morning.” He left both his cell phone number and his room number at the Fairmont with them, knowing Abby’s phone was waterlogged and ruined.


    Outside, he called a cab and waited in the cold until it arrived.




    A Coward’s Last Stand
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    Margaret hung up the phone, her body numb, her mind all but resigned to the fate she feared most. Over the next few minutes she catalogued all the things she had done wrong in her life, then she thought about all the terrible things Abby said to her and realized her daughter was right. She was a terrible mother. A monster.


    Unworthy of love.


    Deep down, even though she stopped drinking and stopped with the pills, she was a narcissist, a shallow, loveless woman obsessed with vanity and reputation. She exuded no substance, no real value. She was driven by the meaningless pursuits of publicity, social status and material consumption. And if she took a moment to reflect on her true self-worth, the only thing she ever created in life was Savannah, this beastly looking thing she could barely love. An ugly duckling who transformed into this swan who would never, ever let Margaret forget that she was inhuman, heartless and unlovable.


    Margaret hadn’t truly changed in rehab. She just stopped drinking and doing drugs. Now she wanted both the drink and the drugs. She even thought of doing them in such excess as to put the entire world and her sorry life behind her. But she wouldn’t. Suicide was selfish, a coward’s last stand.


    She thought of Maggie and her crying slowed.


    She thought about how she would feel if Abby killed herself, or if Christian did such a thing.


    “I can’t do this,” she said. “I can’t be this person anymore.”


    Finally she picked up the phone and dialed Christian. He answered on the second ring. The background noise sounded like he was watching TV, which would have been annoying had she not been so depressed.


    “Margaret?” he said. That’s how he answered the phone, as if Margaret’s caller ID was wrong and someone else was calling.


    “Hi,” she said, her voice trembling.


    “You okay?” he asked. The background noise was suddenly gone, muted. “Sweetheart, what’s wrong?”


    “She hates me,” Margaret said. Then, barely intelligible, she said, “I deserve it. I’m a terrible person. A failure as a mother.”


    “You can’t change the past,” he told her with a tenderness in his voice she wasn’t used to.


    “I know,” she said. Then: “I think I’m ready.”


    After a long moment, he asked, “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


    Margaret didn’t want to fault him for the hope plaguing his voice, or how he breathlessly awaited her answer. She tried desperately not to hate him for wanting her to change everything about herself; he was right, though. They would never be a complete family again, not while she was still…herself. Not while she was still alive. She was the reason they were a broken family.


    The reason Savannah was now Abby.


    The reason Atticus was now Christian.


    She tore them apart at the seams with her bad behavior, her judgments, her preoccupation with beauty and perfection in spite of her ugly family. Everything about her was cancerous, toxic, a poison piled upon those who needed her love most.


    “Yes, Atticus, this is precisely what I’m saying.”


    “It’s Christian.”


    Her tears were dried completely. She felt a sudden and profound emptiness. She wondered, is this how death row inmates feel walking that final walk? The difference was, no one was leading her to her death. She was walking toward it willingly. On her own accord, she would erase herself from this world. Just disappear. Vanish. This wasn’t suicide, this was the diet soda version of it. There would never be a body. Nor would there ever be any evidence to mark her exit.


    She would just be…gone.


    “I know your name, Christian. Just…I don’t know…will you make the arrangements? Please? And don’t tell Abby.”


    “We have to tell her something,” he said.


    “I know. Just—”


    “When the time comes,” Christian said, “we’ll tell her you’re traveling abroad, that you realized we needed space from you, that there’s a very real possibility you might never return.”


    “You’ve thought about this,” she said, the reality of this moment slamming into her with brute force. It left her nearly breathless, this awful realization.


    “I have.”


    Now she couldn’t cry if her life depended on it. “After the terrible things she said tonight, that’s probably the most believable story I can imagine.”


    “What exactly did she say to you?”


    “She doesn’t love me. In fact, she hates me.”


    “I know.”


    “That things will never change.”


    “No,” he said, solemn, his voice teeming with sorrow. “I don’t think they will.”


    Resolved to her fate, she said, “Make the arrangements, Christian. Like I said, I’m ready.”
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    Lately it seems my nightmares are every bit as real as waking life. It’s like I can’t distinguish between the two anymore. How many times will I die in my sleep before I die for real? And when it comes to death, when is enough enough? When is it too much?


    I wake up alone. I wake up next to Georgia. I wake up sweating in hell.


    Then I wake up for real and I can’t go back to sleep because to be restless, to be wide-eyed and irate without sleep, is marginally better than seeing Gerhard’s scab ingesting monster, the bald boy with the knife, the Giardino’s, Gerhard, the pink gel, my own blood and vomit, my sensei, Maggie dead in the bathtub…oh my God, when does the list end?


    Is this why I have become a masochist? Why I now have a death wish? Because the idea of ending it all feels so much better than going back to sleep? Or living one more day?


    Georgia is snoring lightly beside me. Then I’m out again, dead to the world, finally lost in a deep, dreamless slumber…


    ….until the alarm goes off and I realize today is the day we’re going to kill Dr. Aribert Heim, former Nazi war criminal, the Baden-Baden gynecologist and as-yet-indelible Butcher of Mauthausen.


    For a second the world seems right again.


    Justice will be served.


    Who says a girl can’t have the worst night ever and still wake up on the right side of the bed?
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    The first thing you need when killing someone is zip-ties, because nothing makes murder as difficult as fighting with a squirmy victim. And of course, it doesn’t hurt to have canvas and ropes because it’s not the easiest thing in the world finding a body bag.


    Next is the selection of the murder weapon, which is never a black and white affair. It’s never just a cut and dry decision. You have to ask yourself, what have you got the stomach for? Do you think you can shoot someone in the heart or the head? Can you do it standing so close their blood sprays back on you and not completely freak out? Because when you freak out, you get caught.


    What about a knife? A hammer? A hatchet?


    In my case, I think I have the stomach for a hammer. The way that Nazi f*ck cut open my chest, poured gasoline into my heart and set me ablaze, that’s how anxious I am to hurt him. Me doing the up close and personal kill, I truly believe in my heart the hammer is the right tool.


    Moving on…


    Rule number…whatever…is never take your own car to the scene of the crime. That’s why the first thing I do when I get up is call a cab company and tell them to pick me up in two hours.


    The next phone call I make is to Brayden. He’s groggy, but I don’t care. For the skin show he got last night, he can wake right up and do whatever it is I say. With my foregoing of modesty, I have earned it.


    “Pull as much cash as you can out of the ATM then come over here,” I tell him. “But take a cab, not that boat of death you call a car.”


    “Good morning to you, too,” he says.


    “Be here in two hours,” I tell him and he’s like, “Sure thing.”


    Netty’s suddenly in my ear telling me to call Sensei. I make the dreaded call, telling him I have a personal problem I need to attend to. Naturally, he doesn’t believe me. The way he seems to know everything sort of freaks me out. Stay focused, I tell myself.


    Stay calm.


    We eat breakfast while I make the list:


    
      	Hammer


      	Rope


      	Zip-ties


      	Canvas


      	Butcher knife


      	Gag cloth


      	Shovels


      	Gloves


      	Duct Tape

    


    Staring at the list, I know I’m forgetting something. It’ll come to me, I tell myself. But then some voice in the back of my head says, “Yeah, when it’s too late.”


    There is no clear conscience when it comes to one person killing another. There is no state of calm unless you’re a serial killer, and even then, those guys have to be pretty loopty-doopty in the head to do half the heinous shit they do. We’re talking fried freaking circuitry.


    So when Brayden gets here, we have a brief pow-wow, then hop into the cab when it gets here and head straight for the car rental agency where I get the same beat to crap panel van I rented the last time. We spend the morning doing a supply run.


    Every so often Netty ruins the mood by asking if this is really necessary and I say, “Yes, it most certainly is,” and she just shakes her head, her feet getting colder by the second.


    “Look, Nettles,” I finally say, “you’re not going with us because the last thing I need you to be is an accessory to murder.”


    “But Georgia can go?” she asks, deadpan.


    “She’s different.”


    “Oh, and how’s that?” Netty quips.


    “Yeah,” Brayden says (he hasn’t taken his eyes off her since she got here), “how’s that any different?”


    “Because I’ve already killed someone,” Georgia announces, monotone, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world.


    Brayden and Netty, their gosh damn jaws hit the floor.


    “I wasn’t going to tell them,” I tell Georgia. “You did that on your own.”


    “That’s okay,” she says. Her eyes are practically glazed over at this point. It’s the kind of look kids get on road trips after the excitement has burned off. “What will it matter after today anyway?”


    “Good point,” I say.


    Lunch is long and quiet, and I can’t stop thinking about the van and all the supplies it holds. We are really going to do this. That’s when my stomach drops into my colon and I start to get a case of the chickenshits. But then I remind myself of what happened. That he tried to kill me.


    That he took Rebecca.


    Rebecca…


    For some crazy reason, I keep expecting the guilt to hit me like it did in L.A. just before we went to the Giardino’s house to kill him. It never hit. Somehow I convince myself it’s my gut telling me this is the right thing to do. Not that killing Maggie’s rapist wasn’t the right thing to do, it was. Perhaps I’m just getting a stronger stomach for this type of thing.


    Which scares me, and those around me. I guess it’s a good thing that we’re leaving Netty behind.
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    Just before sunset, staked out at the sidewalk in front of Gerhard’s lab in the panel van, it’s almost time. For the last hour Brayden’s been telling Georgia all about her life at Astor Academy. She listens like it’s gossip or something. Like he isn’t talking about her. Or her previous life.


    And me?


    I’m so in my head right now. Too queasy with the details of what’s to come to add anything of merit to the conversation. Not that I’m anxious to make small talk. I can’t stop thinking of Rebecca. I can’t stop thinking of Heim. And I can’t stop thinking of the things Arabelle said when we last spoke.


    When I called her, which was right after lunch, Arabelle admitted the doctor was going through a transformation, that he was trying to emerge, but was having a hard time waking into full consciousness. When I asked if Gerhard could deliver Rebecca’s babies without Heim, she said he could. She said both her and the doctor (Wolfgang Gerhard will no longer be his name) would be able to do it, no problem.


    “When we’re done with this murderous butthole,” I told her, referring to Dr. Heim, “I’m going to call you and have you look after Rebecca.”


    “She will be fine,” Arabelle said. “She is not needing daily attention. Only her shots three times per week for two more weeks.”


    “And you can administer them?”


    “She is fine, Abby.”


    “But you can do them,” I said.


    Looking back on that conversation, I don’t know why I kept pressing for this kind of assurance, but I did. She already gave it to me and at some point my line of questioning just felt manic, and perhaps a bit rude.


    Arabelle blew an irritated sigh over the phone. “I already am telling you this.”


    “Good.”


    “You are annoying girl,” Arabelle told me.


    I laughed. But only because it was probably true. “I love you, too,” is what I had said. Before hanging up, she made me promise her something.


    “Yes?” I asked.


    “Make him suffer.”


    “Oh, I will,” I assured her. “I most certainly will.”


    That conversation took place hours ago. My anxiety is now flaring, the nervousness in me an ebb and flow of emotions. With the setting sun, it seems my nerves are here to stay. I feel like crapping my pants. Or throwing up. I’m not sure which, all I know is my stomach is beyond butterflies and well into a sloshy spin cycle.


    The sun finally dips below the skyline and temperatures sink five degrees. Daylight is officially leaving. It’s time.


    “Let’s go,” I say.


    “Now?” Brayden replies, not like he’s surprised. He’s as nervous as me.


    “Yes, Brayden. Now.”
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    The three of us walk up the stoop to Gerhard’s lab, the front door looking like any other front door on the block. The foot traffic is moderate, and I discretely hand Brayden the hammer before fishing the key Arabelle gave me out of my pocket. Brayden puts it into the duffel bag we’ve affectionately dubbed the murder bag.


    I slide the key in the lock and there’s no resistance.


    WTF? It’s already open?


    I slowly twist the handle and it opens. Turning to my partners in crime, I say, “He’s most likely back in the lab, so stay quiet and alert. Right now we have the element of surprise. We can’t lose that.”


    Brayden nods. The weary stare he wears, the blanched pallor of his skin, it’s so easy to see he’s scared. Terrified, actually. Not that I blame him.


    I’m scared, too.


    “Stay with me,” I say, establishing my bravado in a fake-it-‘till-you-make-it sort of way. “Understand?”


    My eyes shift to Georgia. She gives the most menial of nods. The look on her face, it’s the epitome of “stone cold.”


    The minute I open the door and move inside, he’s there, his own bag in hand, wide eyed with surprise. Dr. Heim. Blonde hair slicked back, face looking unshaven since this morning, ice blue eyes and an air of violent arrogance…this is the bastard who tried to kill me.


    “You!” he snarls.


    I kick him square in the uprights. We’re talking my foot, his nuts. His body bends in pain, his face pinched tight in a groan. I drive my elbow in a downward arc, right onto the bridge of his nose the way Sensei taught me. The pop and crush, the extreme flattening of soft bone and cartilage, brings me immense satisfaction.


    I’m thinking, holy cow, this martial arts shit works!


    He’s grabs his nose, which is gushing blood, then holds his head up. He’s trying to staunch the bleeding.


    With every strike, Sensei says, comes a fresh opportunity. In this case, Heim gives me the one target you always want to smash the living crap out of if your life depends on it: the Adam’s apple.


    Sudden, guaranteed death.


    My curled right hand becomes an iron fist. A block of steel. This fist, I tell myself, is lethal. His end.


    Only a second passes, but in a fight, seconds might as well be hours. Stepping in fast and low, I torque my hips, then wind up the most brutal punch I’ve ever thrown. This is the culmination of all my training wrapped into one, singular moment. When I drive it up and in, my iron first goes straight and true, my two top knuckles connecting with the ridged center of the maniac’s Adam’s apple. The minute I connect, the minute it collapses, I know Heim’s done. I know this is the shot that’s going to kill him.


    He’s going to die.


    He starts to gag and gurgle right away. Stumbling backwards, he can’t hardly stand and he can’t seem to wipe that surprised look off his bloody face.


    Ever since I killed Gerhard’s monster—a genetic freak, as in inhuman—I’ve been telling myself his death wasn’t technically murder since he wasn’t anything created by God. And Bryn Giardino killed her husband when I couldn’t, so still, my slate remained clean, albeit by a subtle technicality. But now, watching the psychotic Nazi doctor stand on wobbly knees, gurgling, his eyes bulging, his face turning blue as he claws at his throat for breath, it’s about to become official.


    I’m about to be a God’s honest murderer and this scares the crap out of me. Like I’ve crossed a line I’ve never crossed before. For some strange reason, this suddenly seems all wrong. How is it that I’m going to have killed a real human being before I’ve even lost my virginity?


    Oh well, I tell myself.


    It is what it is.


    Heim drops to his knees, the fight waning. My eyes never leave his. I kneel before him, looking with hatred into his handsome, malevolent face. Blood and pink-tinted saliva bubble out of his nose and mouth. His skin is so blue it’s nearly purple.


    “Why don’t you just die already you Nazi prick?” I ask.


    And then it happens.


    His eyes roll back, his breathing stops and I move out of the way as he falls face first onto the hardwood floor. And bang, just like that…the son of a bitch is dead.


    “Well that was easy,” I say, turning to face my friends. My bravado, it’s currently boiling in my gut, making me feel a little stunned and woozy.


    Brayden’s like, “Uh…” and Georgia is entirely without emotion. I wasn’t expecting cartwheels or backslapping, but I wasn’t expecting this either. Didn’t they realize this man tried to kill me?


    “We’ve got to find Rebecca,” I say, but mostly just to say something because their traumatized looks and long silence is deafening, and I’m afraid of them saying something judgmental any moment.


    “Jesus Christ that was fast, the way he died,” Brayden finally said, almost reverently. Almost like he was just starting to process things.


    “I promised Arabelle he would suffer more,” I say.


    Why did I just say that?


    I’m about to venture in back to find Rebecca when I hear it: the slight wheezing. What the hell? I look down and it’s the doctor. He’s moving, breathing.


    Okay, that’s not possible!


    I roll him over and his eyes are open, his face is not so purple, and his smashed Adam’s apple is correcting itself, clicking back into place in nearly microscopic movements before my very eyes!


    That’s when I realize he’s like me: superhuman.


    He must have taken the serum, too. Why wouldn’t he? With the kind of brutal efficiency taught to me by Sensei, I raise my knee high in the air, then stomp my heel down directly on his Adam’s apple once more.


    It’s like crushing a hard-boiled egg the way it breaks under my foot.


    “Heal that you sorry son of a bitch,” I growl.


    I roll him over and call out for zip-ties. Georgia and Brayden break their stricken, WTF state and jump into action. Hands come together; wrists get zip-tied. Feet come together; pant legs get pulled up; socks get yanked down to expose bare ankles. Zip-ties circle the ankles, and honestly, I don’t care how bad they bite into Heim’s skin, I just yank those f*ckers tight. Glancing up at Georgia and Brayden, it’s clear they’re still startled by this paranormal turn of events. The truth is, I’m a little shaken up, too.


    It seems I’m no original.


    Even though he can’t breathe, Heim was technically dead when he started coming back to life. Will it be the same a second time? Does his body have what it needs to regenerate itself again? From our murder bag, I grab the gag cloth, stuff it in his mouth. Quickly, almost violently, I punch it as low and as tight as I can down into his throat. He isn’t breathing. No surprise here. Taking extra measures (because holy cow this guy just came back to life!), I tear off a strip of duct tape, fasten it over the rag in his mouth. There’s no way he’s spitting this thing out. No way he can be allowed to even breathe, but through his nose…maybe.


    I almost strap his nose with duct tape.


    If left starved for oxygen long enough, I wonder, will his brain die? And if it does, will his body live on? All these questions I’ve been wondering after learning I have the superhuman ability to heal myself. All these questions I just might get the answers to by trying to kill this homicidal turd.


    “Brayden, you and Georgia gift wrap the body,” I say, looking at the infamous, once again dead, Dr. Death. “I’m going to check on Rebecca.”


    On the way back to the lab, I call Arabelle and say, “You can come down now. It’s done. Sort of.”


    “What are you meaning, sort of?”


    “I mean, Heim isn’t dying. He’s like me. He can regenerate himself.”


    “That is terrible news,” she says.


    “For him.”


    There’s a certain bitterness in my voice that can be mistaken for strength. Or conviction, rather. It’s a monumental relief, me not having to be a murderer to get Heim out of the way, permanently. It’s like I’ve been blessed or something. In the cosmic battle of good versus evil, I’m thinking with a grin, this sexy bitch is running three and oh. And here I was resigned to thinking of myself as a murderer.


    “I am not understanding,” Arabelle says.


    “Where he’s going, he’ll be brought back to life only to suffocate, die and come back to life over and over and over again. You wanted him to suffer. He’s going to suffer an eternity.”


    “Oh,” she says, understanding. “This is very good.”


    “And Arabelle?”


    “Yes?”


    “When you come down here, why don’t you leave that circus freak sideshow of a girl at home, please.”


    “She is sleeping.”


    “Good, don’t wake her.”
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    I find Rebecca naked, pregnant and floating in a glass canister filled with the pink gel. Well, a lighter version of the pink gel than I’m used to anyway. The relief in me is nearly euphoric. My eyes drift from her lifeless face down the landscape of her body, right down to her swollen belly. I can’t help wondering about the children inside. Gerhard’s and Heim’s experimental children.


    The pain of seeing her like this is crushing.


    Turning away, stifling a cry, emotion courses through me, a sort of manic nervousness rushing like drugs through my veins. My eyes take in a lab filled with various glass canisters holding in stasis only grown men. Good looking men. All naked. All floating in a darker pink gel.


    Girls like me could never dream such dreams, but here I am, all shy and wanting no part of the nudity. Blushing, not used to seeing so many male…parts, I return my eyes to my stolen friend.


    This sadness in my heart is bottomless, agonizing. The way it holds me, I can’t imagine it ever letting go. It cripples me. Paints all the light in my brain black. For all the things Rebecca has endured, all the horrible white trash tragedies, as well as losing half her life to the doctors and their experiments, my heart won’t stop breaking. At this point, my own legs are forsaking me. I sit down on the floor in front of her canister, and before I know it, I’m falling apart.


    The tough girl is so very, very soft inside, I think. A thin-skinned child. Tears drain warm and plentiful down my cheeks and I’m thinking, the tough girl’s heart is too big for this ugly, unjust world.


    I place my palm on the glass canister holding my friend and though I am desperate to feel some connection to her, all I feel is the cold, smooth glass.


    I’ve failed her.


    She was my friend, my sister, and I was in charge of her and I lost her. Now I can’t wake her. Now all I can do is hope she doesn’t die in childbirth. And what will become of her delicate mind after this? Will she understand what’s happened to her? Will she want her science babies back? If I was in the same position, I would want to be a mother to my children, genetic anomalies or not.


    I could never survive such a monumental betrayal.


    My restless mind shifts gears. It’s seeing the future, trying to work things out through Rebecca’s eyes. The thing about trying to see someone else’s future, though, is you’re almost always wrong.


    Still…


    When the babies are stripped from her body—stolen from her the way she was stolen from me—will she yearn for them? My bleak imagination fears she might. And will she forever feel the profound emptiness that comes from lost children? I can’t imagine the burden, the emotional weight of it. I can’t imagine any of it and that leaves me paralyzed on the lab floor with no safe harbor.


    I didn’t expect this pain, any of it.


    I just want her back.




    Fluffy Orange Massacre
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    The tracking beacon hadn’t moved in hours. Shelton Gotlieb had traced Savannah’s journey from the Fairmont backwards, accessing cameras and scrolling through digital history, until he found surveillance video of her. He found her at an apartment high-rise on King Street: the luxury apartments Avalon at Mission Bay.


    The video showed two girls helping a very weak looking brunette out of the two door Audi and in through massive glass doors leading into what he presumed was a lobby. The kid driving the car, a boy who looked to be about Savannah’s age, parked the Audi several blocks away. Surveillance video showed him returning to the apartment building minutes later.


    Back at Monarch, the handler put the boy in his box, left him there for the night, then transferred him to the water chamber in the morning. Several hours ago, he was reset, ready. Shelton then sent the boy to the apartment to end her once and for all.
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    Delta 1A sat in the car, barely old enough to legally drive, barely clear headed enough to understand what was happening. But he didn’t understand. There was more he wanted to know, even though it wasn’t his job to know anything. He was only to obey orders.


    To not get caught.


    To kill.


    The hours of sitting in the silver car he knew to be a Chevy Cruze were wearing down the walls and defenses in his brain. Clarity was fast eroding. He watched the people through his mirrored aviator sunglasses, through the tinted car windows. Some of these people looked back at him, but he registered nothing. And they registered nothing.


    The voice in his head said, “Watch the apartment building,” but he watched a lot of things. It soon became late afternoon, nearly five o’clock. Foot traffic picked up. If he could feel anything, it would be the charge of excitement. Or nothing at all. If given the chance to make choices, would he make any choices at all? Would he know how? For some reason, he wanted to know the answers to these questions, even though he was not supposed to want or question anything at all.


    Delta 1A spent so much time alone that day that seeing other people gave him perspective on his servitude. Where were these people’s handlers? They all couldn’t be acting alone, could they? No, that would be impossible. Yet it wasn’t. Some of these people seemed alive with emotion while others were certainly slaves to someone. The boy’s eyes could see it on their slack, expressionless faces.


    “They are not targets,” the voice in his head told him, even though he thought of shooting them just to see what they would do. He wasn’t supposed to give anyone a moment’s consideration, except to figure out how to not get caught. Each person walking down the street could be a future witness, so he was not to draw attention to himself.


    But his head was hurting again. Like he had flies on his brain. Just buzzing around, tickling the soft grey folds of it, making him itch in places he couldn’t possibly scratch. With the butt of his gun, he knocked a spot on his head enough to make it swell and still the flies crawled around, their little feet just tick-tick-ticking around inside, agitating all the places he couldn’t quite reach.


    Then came the voices inside. First just one, then many. It became an incessant murmuring. He listened hard to the space in the boy’s head, trying to figure out what they were saying, but they weren’t clear and that annoyed him. Made him want to scream.


    He shifted in his seat, couldn’t get comfortable. It was stuffy, it was too hot, nothing mattered. It all mattered.


    The murmuring wouldn’t stop!


    If he could detach his head, if his body could leave it behind like an old shirt or a broken watch or a gun, he would just leave it and go.


    This head he was controlling—the boy’s head—it was the problem. He hated it. Tried to find a way around it. But he was perplexed. With himself. With the girl who wouldn’t die.


    “Close your eyes,” a voice inside his head said.


    He closed them.


    Eyes shut, he could see his hand holding his favorite karambit knife, the hooked blade he used to kill the girl (she’s not dead) the other night. This time would be different. He could see himself sliding the blade all the way around the neck, just cutting and slicing through muscle, sinew and bone until the entire thing came off. And then he would be free.


    “Stop!” the woman’s voice in his head boomed. His eyes startled open. This was Control. He knew her as Gem.


    “Focus,” Gem said.


    “Focus,” his mouth echoed. Things in his brain rearranged themselves, made him less interested in anything but the mission. He had to stay the course. But then the structure faltered the slightest little bit and he found his curiosity peaking in through the slivers again.


    He rolled down his window, bathed in the fresh air. He wasn’t used to this. The breach of the cabin, however, sent the voices in his head into a scraping, audible frenzy. The boy’s body jerked hard for a second, like an impulse or a rough spasm. Beneath the space in his head, deeper into the darkness than even he could imagine, things stirred: entities, souls, disembodied emotions.


    They wanted him, which he didn’t understand. They wanted to control the boy’s body, which made very little sense. He was in charge. The body was his!


    “Roll the window up,” Gem said.


    “No,” he replied, the same mouth, arguing with itself.


    He kept his mirrored aviator glasses on. Let his eyes go active behind the lenses. None of these people were targets, but they interested him plenty. The skinny ones, the fat ones, the ugly ones and the colored ones. Some were on cell phones, others had wires dangling from their ears and were attached to devices he could neither see nor understand.


    He felt the gun in the hand, let the boy’s fingers drift over the cold steel, the trigger, the handle. From his pocket, he retrieved a spare round, turned it over in his hands, imagined it going in and out of people’s heads.


    Looking back at them, he decided, these people were now targets.
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    There were men in jogging suits, business suits and shorts. None of the women wore dresses, but some were more elegant than others. The boy bore a certain affinity for them. He thought, what would it be like to defy Gem and just start shooting?


    All these people agitated him because he didn’t understand them. Who controlled them? Where were their handlers? What were their missions?


    “It’s not your job to understand,” Gem warned, the voice inside his head moderately patient, the way a mother might speak to her misbehaving child. “Your job is simply to follow orders. Roll up the window, act only when you confirm your target.”


    “No,” he said, defiant.


    The window stayed down. He kept watching people, kept trying to understand them, kept failing to grasp this version of reality. He laid the gun on the seat beside him, wiped his sweating palms on the thighs of his blue jeans.


    “You’re a slave,” Gem said. “A weapon. You are not programmed to wonder, only to OBEY!”


    “Shut up!” he screamed, his hands flashing to his temples, pressing the head into silence. The sidewalk people looked at him. They watched him struggling with his uncooperative mind and the looks on their faces made him think the word perplexed. Or scared. Some of these people with these strange looks on their faces lowered their heads and walked faster.


    He dropped his hands, let his face go slack.


    He made himself blend.


    That’s when he saw the fat woman with the yappy orange dog. No bigger than an overnight bag, this fluffy nuisance was across the street and ten feet away from its owner, a beastly thing in a flowered housedress doing her own yap-yap-yapping on a cell phone.


    The dog was trying to pull her. It was like watching a mouse trying to drag a cow. If he had a sense of humor, Delta 1A would have laughed. He tried, but the sound of it was odd coming from his mouth. Almost mechanical.


    This woman, this wildebeest, she stopped right in the middle of the sidewalk, as if something the person on the other end of the phone said was offensive, or argumentative. People were moving around from her the same way water slipped around mammoth boulders in a streambed. The dog strained at its leash, its little legs digging in for grip, its yip-yapping hitting sharp new levels.


    The noise was getting to Delta 1A, hurting his brain. The ticking sensation made him itch his scalp, but he couldn’t dig his fingers in deep enough to reach it, to stop it. He heard his mouth growl, felt his muscles tense with rage…


    …making the voices in his head feel like countless, tiny explosions of sound. He wanted to punch and scream his way through them, if only to make the cacophony of noise stop.


    These voices in his brain, they were trying to get him to sleep, but he wouldn’t listen. And Gem, that relentless bitch, she wouldn’t shut up. She was a constant racket in his ear, telling him how he had rules and rules were meant to be followed. She warned him they’d be thrown from The Freedom Train (death) if he didn’t comply, but the threat didn’t register with him the way it was supposed to.


    She threatened him with Omega level programming, which he knew nothing about. She said suicide, and that had the opposite effect on him. Suicide was not a threat, but the promise of an end.


    The little orange dog kept barking—high pitched, annoying, incessant.


    He pulled out his gun (“Put that away!” Gem screamed), screwed on the silencer (felt the entities inside him struggling for control—he fought them, kept control of the body), took aim on the dog (yap-yap-yapyapyapyap) and squeezed the trigger.


    The dog’s head snapped sideways, the impact of the bullet pitching its pint-sized body into a half spin against the concrete wall. It slammed into the wall and dropped dead where it landed. Behind the carcass was a satisfying red splatter.


    The boy’s mouth laughed.


    The gun went away.


    All the noise in his head just stopped in a collective gasp.


    Smiling, the boy rolled up the window about the time the fat woman dropped her cell phone and started screaming. In his head, the voices fell to a hush. It was like he’d cut off his own head without having to actually do it. Patiently, without a care in the world, he started the car, put it in gear and drove around the different neighborhoods until well after sunset when the police had left and he could once again resume his stake out.




    A Dark, Dirt Eternity




    1


    The road trip from San Francisco to the Sierra Foothills, near Astor Academy, passes in contemplative silence. In the two hours of driving, very little is said between us. Night falls fast and the ride up to Auburn, less than an hour outside Sacramento, becomes a hypnotic event. Twice I feel myself doze off. Twice the thump-thump-thumping of the road’s reflectors under the rented panel van’s tires startle me awake.


    I slap my face, sit up straight, take deep breaths.


    In the empty, seatless space in back, Georgia is snoring softly, and Brayden is quiet. Wordless. Every so often I hear mumbling coming from the makeshift canvas body bag holding Heim. And every so often, when the mumbling becomes a squirming fit of panic, Brayden hauls off, kicking it repeatedly in the head until the movement stops.


    At this point, I’ve lost count of how many times we’ve had to kill Heim just to shut him up. It’s getting annoying, seriously.


    Then again, the more I’m with him, the more I’ve come to appreciate Brayden. How when push comes to shove, he isn’t a sad sack Sally about doing the complicated stuff. The thing is, we’ve both taken turns killing this guy, and we both have the stomach for it.


    We reach Auburn Hills Cemetery. The arched front gate, however, is closed. No surprise here. Wrapped around the center of the tall iron gates is a thick chain and combination lock.


    “Give me the hammer,” I say. Georgia, now awake, hands it to me. After ten grueling minutes of banging away at the damn thing, the lock busts open and I’m like, “Holy freaking Jesus above, it’s about time!”


    I pull the chain free, drop it in the bushes off the side of the main road, then push open the gate. I drive through; Brayden shuts the gate, then jumps back in the van. We head up the winding road a bit, then park and find the grave marked Kaitlyn Whitaker. Damien’s step-sister’s grave. The subject of my first Journalism assignment at Astor Academy, and the reason I was nearly killed by Gerhard’s genetic monster, the one he so affectionately referred to as his war model.


    According to Damien, his step-sister is still officially dead. Even though she is, in fact, so very much alive. If asked, anyone in the family would say nothing has changed with the police reports, nobody was ever found, and as a family, they all continue to mourn. In reality, Kaitlyn is now in Europe with her mother while Damien and his father hold down the fort at home.


    Damien is depressed about Kaitlyn being gone. Whatevs. It’s finally giving him the time to find himself without being so consumed with finding her. Not that I care. The last time we spoke, he was a giant douchebag in that he hung up on me.


    “Brayden, check the grounds for security, or a grounds keeper.” Without a word, Brayden heads out into the night and I wonder why he’s taking all this so well. Just days ago, he refused me. Now he does whatever he’s asked without complaint.


    It’s weird.


    Me and Georgia get the shovels and start digging up Kaitlyn’s grave. By the looks of things, we’re going to be at this most of the night. Brayden gets back and the three of us work together, so thankfully, it only takes a few hours.


    Georgia’s shovel blade hits the top of the casket first. I’m the one to open it up. Inside, there’s stale air and rotting satin fabric, and several large rocks distributed evenly inside the coffin.


    Me and Brayden walk to the van, haul Heim’s squirming body out of the back, then drag him across the grass to the gravesite. Georgia picks up the shovel, slams it down on Heim’s head without even the hint of expression. This sort of no-hesitation brutality concerns me greatly, but this is neither the time nor the place to discuss issues surrounding her philosophies on life and death.


    At least Heim isn’t fighting us anymore.


    We shove his body over the edge of the grave and he falls into the open casket in a folded heap. Brayden jumps in after him, straightens him out, then shuts and seals the lid.


    “The man was a gigantic rooster,” I say. “A real human stain.” My version of his eulogy.


    Justice is served.


    We help Brayden out of the hole, then start shoveling dirt back on his grave. A minute or two into it, there’s pounding on the casket lid. We ignore it. Burying him like this, it’s a welcomed relief. A righted wrong. For all the hate and fear I drag around in my heart, burying this man alive makes me feel good. As in: problem solved, conscience clear.


    We’re not on the road a half an hour when the fatigue swallows me. Invisible hands are trying to pull me down into sleep. I won’t make it home. No way.


    “How much cash do you have left?” I ask Brayden.


    “Little less than a hundred.”


    “We need food and a place to stay,” I say. Suddenly I’m wishing for our cell phones. But like Brayden said when we went to L.A. to kill Demetrius, cell phones can be tracked, hacked and used to convict you in a court of law.


    We find a Travel Lodge and its vending machines and that’s enough. We pay cash for the room then shower before turning in for the night. Georgia sleeps with me; Brayden takes the floor. We have not even finished saying goodnight, and Brayden’s putting the DO NOT DISTURB sign on our door. The second my weary frame hits the sheets, I’m all but flat-lining.


    It’s a wonderful feeling, feeling nothing at all.


    None of us wake up until about two o’clock the next day. For a minute, until my senses come to me, I can hardly believe anything we did was real. What a waking nightmare my life has become.


    Georgia is doing her hair in the mirror; Brayden stands next to her washing his armpits with sink water. He doesn’t smile when he sees me, he kind of raises an eyebrow in acknowledgment.


    Smiling, I say, “Thanks for everything you’ve done, Brayden.”


    “It’s no hair off my balls,” he says without emotion. He’s not happy with me, which bothers me. Beyond Brayden’s sour mood, the only things left to consider are Rebecca and the bald kid who tried to kill me. Eventually we’ll have to do to Gerhard what we did to Heim. But not yet. Not before Rebecca delivers her babies. After that, I’m going to punch that f*cker’s clock. I’ve already decided, he’s going into the grave with Heim.


    But, like I said, not yet.


    Right now, the only thing I need is a shower and some food in this empty belly of mine. Before taking to the open road, we use what little cash we have left for gas and drive-thru. Then, finally, we’re headed home.




    Mission Not Accomplished




    1


    Delta 1A waited in the Chevy Cruz outside the luxury apartments through the entire night before finally succumbing to Gem’s incessant commands. It happened around one o’clock the following afternoon. Only after Gem felt Delta 1A swimming past and beneath her into the mind’s dark inner depths did she take the body.


    “Good riddance,” the boy’s mouth said about Delta 1A.


    Using the cell phone, Gem made the boy’s fingers dial Shelton Gotlieb directly. He answered on the fourth ring.


    “This is Gem with a status update.”


    Knowing Delta 1A’s failure would mean her failure and eventual termination, she did not report on Delta 1A’s failures, specifically his assassination of the defenseless, fluffy orange mutt. Instead she simply said, “The target never arrived.”


    Shelton deployed a long, frustrated sigh, then said, “That’s fine, Gem. Come home.”


    Like Delta 1A and every other Monarch slave, hers was not to question orders but to follow them.


    She started the car, put it into gear, then used the boy’s body to pull away from the curb and head back to Monarch where Shelton was waiting. What he had in store for the body, Gem did not know. If given no other tasks, they would return to the box.


    Gem didn’t like the box. None of the boy’s alters did.




    Awakening
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    Arabelle turned on the Cartoon Network, then told the little demon child to sit on the couch and watch television. That’s how Abby referred to her, as a demon child. How Alice could sit so reverently and mindlessly, and simply watch cartoons while possessing the power to burn people to death with her mind was unsettling.


    She was unsettling.


    Maybe Abby was right. Maybe Alice was possessed by demonic forces. From the kitchen, she looked at the back of the girl’s head and thought about putting a bullet in it.


    I could do it, she thought. But could she?


    Should she?


    Instead, she made the child a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on wheat bread, piled some potato chips on a plate, then washed an apple, cored it and cut it in fours for her. Arabelle took the food, set it on the couch next to Alice.


    “I’ll be home later,” she said. “Make sure you eat this.”


    Alice looked up. Her face was a plastic, expressionless mask. Her features gave no indication that she heard or understood Arabelle, for even her eyes were blank slates. Tiny shattered plates. It’s like they were trying to decide between violence or entertainment. Arabelle gazed deep into those two bottomless sockets and wondered what her little black soul was plotting.


    Then she snapped out of it and blinked twice fast.


    “Be good,” she said.


    Alice looked down at the apple, then back to the television. She said nothing. Right then, the room seemed to drop in temperature. It was like the little girl came back into consciousness for only a moment, then checked back out. Arabelle wasn’t sure before, but now she felt certain there were dark spirits in there.


    Her skin crawled, then…an involuntary shiver.


    When she finally left the apartment, it was with a tremendous sigh. What is it about that girl? she wondered. In that moment, she wanted to leave the apartment, and Alice, and never come back.
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    Arabelle walked into what felt like an empty lab. On the floor in the front entry was a pooling of dried blood. Heim’s blood, she thought. The grin crept onto her face.


    That rotten shit.


    She thought to call Abby, make sure the man was gone, congratulate her even, but she didn’t. She had to check on Rebecca. On Wolfgang.


    Deeper in the lab, where they kept the clones and glass canisters, she found both Wolfgang and Rebecca as they had always been: perfectly still in stasis, unbearably silent.


    She went first to Rebecca, checked her vitals, looked her over closely for anything extraordinary. Everything was the same. She was fine. Just as she knew she would be.


    It was Wolfgang she longed to see about. He was not waking properly, so Heim put him back in the canister for another few days. Now she went to him, checked his vitals, then looked on him not out of curiosity, but out of anxious anticipation. Or love, perhaps. Lately, her emotions defied exactness. It could be lust she was feeling. The man who was once Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard, and Josef Mengele before that, was now a gorgeous specimen of human perfection.


    Yet she was terrified of him. Unsure of what he would become with Alice’s DNA multiplying inside him. She didn’t even have the name she promised. But it didn’t matter. The right name would come to her, or perhaps to him, when finally he woke up right.


    How could someone look so divine? she wondered. The transformations always surprised her. Even more so than her own. She trailed her finger down the glass, lost herself in his beautiful face, in this exceptional transformation from caterpillar to butterfly.


    So many things crossed her mind. Finally she pushed the button she had been wanting to push since she first arrived, and stepped back to watch the pinkish fluids drain. It took a few moments. His body sagged into the canister’s floor, and when the fluids were fully purged, Arabelle punched another button and the canister slowly swung into a horizontal position.


    She unfastened the sealed glass lid. It let out a depressurizing pop and hiss. She opened it and looked longingly on the man who saved her all those years ago, the mass murderer who defied capture and death at the end of World War II, the inhumane monster some deemed the father of mind control. She straightened his body, arranging him to her liking. She ran her hands through his wet hair. It was so much thicker than before. She felt her body gathering with need.


    Trailing her fingertips down his muscular arms, across his plated chest, over his privates, down to his legs and feet, she wanted to be in there with him, her clothes shed, their bodies connected by love and warmth, by the need for each other.


    “Wake up,” she whispered. Her voice was soft with notes of pleading. Her breathing quickened. She tried to still the trembling in her hands and heart. It was useless. And nearly impossible to look at him.


    She closed her eyes, kissed his lips, then pulled away as her heartbeat quickened. She opened her eyes to him. They feasted on his face, on the flesh of his body. They refused to blink. Everything in her, all the way down to her soul, ached to be his. To be touched by him. Taken by him. It didn’t matter who he was, what horrible atrocities he once committed, or even who he would be with strands of other people’s DNA now coursing through his veins. Arabelle needed him to survive.


    She needed him.


    Tearing her gaze away from him, she felt the stirring below, the syrupy wanting, the mounting heat. There was no denying it. No more suppressing the truth. And so just like that, Arabelle Diederich decided she would give herself fully to him exactly as he was, and she would never look back.


    From the instruments table next to her, Arabelle took the needle containing the aqua blue colored solution Heim had prepared specially for him and prepped it. She flicked the needle, gave it the softest plunge. Satisfied, she swabbed the doctor’s arm with an alcohol soaked cotton ball, then inserted the needle and pressed the plunger all the way in.


    Within moments, he began to stir. His eyelids fluttered. Then his fingers and toes twitched, the slightest movements leading to his awakening.


    Ten minutes later the doctor blinked open his eyes. They were different, startling at first in their beauty, their dark emptiness, the cold chill they left inside her rapidly beating heart.


    “Hello, doctor, how are you feeling?”


    “Refreshed,” he said. His voice sounded young, the gravely edges now gone, like his once worn vocal chords had become hearty and renewed.


    She felt the breath she was holding leave her.


    Thank God.


    “I am loving how you are looking now,” she said, the slightest tremor in her voice betraying her nervousness. She wondered if this was what they meant by a schoolgirl’s crush.


    He reached up, slowly, and with much effort, and took her hand into his. It was surprisingly warm, and soft. “I love how these new eyes see you,” he said. “Arabelle, my queen, you are the life within me.”


    “So you are okay?”


    He sat up, slowly, and it visibly exhausted him. “There is something unpleasant lingering in me, in the way I feel, but already I feel stronger, more clear headed.” Catching his breath, appraising the sides of the canister, he said, “I don’t want to be in here anymore. Where is Dr. Heim? I think I need an adrenaline shot.”


    “I will get shot you require,” she said.


    She gave him the prescribed dosage of adrenaline and it hit him immediately. His face broke into a euphoric grin.


    “Better,” he said. “Now testosterone.”


    She gave him the testosterone shot. He flexed his fingers and toes. Made a fist. Already his vibrancy was returning. He was flooding with life.


    “What now?” she asked.


    Naked, he emerged from the canister without difficulty, walked to the bathroom and put on a robe. When he returned—his bare feet making soft padding sounds on the concrete—Arabelle asked the question again: “What now?”


    Then, with the sharpest most wicked look she had ever seen, the grinning doctor said, “Where’s Alice? I want her to teach me how to set things on fire.”
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    His eyeballs trembled with an unsettling restlessness. The look in his eye pumped an unexplainable fear right through her. Arabelle watched him tear through the lab like a madman, looking for something, for anything. But what he was looking for, she didn’t know. It sure wasn’t Alice. There was something disturbing and frightening in his mania, like things inside him were breaking. Or broken.


    How did this happen?


    This new version of her savior, he kept asking for Dr. Heim. “Where is he?!” he would scream at Arabelle, at no one. And Alice. “Can’t she be here already!”


    She was terrified to tell him Heim was taken. That she was instrumental in his abduction.


    And she most certainly didn’t want to tell him his precious Abby, the spoiled American bitch, and Arabelle’s frenemy, was at the heart of this betrayal.


    He stopped asking for Alice.


    “What is this?” he said, holding a large, medical parcel in his hands. It was a box, the kind of couriered package blood and organs were sent in. Its flaps were open. It was empty. He turned and looked at Arabelle, who simply shrugged her shoulders.


    He dropped the medical parcel, kicked it across the floor, then went to the blood sample storage area. Hanging neatly were five bags of blood that hadn’t been there before. He pulled one from its “hanger” and held it up before her.


    “Who is this from?” he asked. She wasn’t giving him answers because she didn’t know. He was getting mad, frustrated. Are the two interchangeable with him? Will he spiral into rage if he doesn’t get some answers? Arabelle wondered. She should leave before he hurt her.


    She had to leave.


    “It’s a blood bag, angel,” he said, more calm.


    “I am already knowing this,” she replied. She made her hands into fists to conceal the trembling emanating from deep inside her.


    “They can’t just hang here. They have to go in cold storage! Cold STORAGE!”


    She lowered her eyes, then her face, and then she hurried to where the maniac stood. One by one, quickly and efficiently, she packed the bags of blood into the standing cold storage unit. Where only hours ago she was feeling swept up in lust—certain she was in the throes of first love—now she suffered the familiarity of abuse. Her past came rushing back to her like some fresh, oily nightmare.


    She fought the tears gathering behind her eyes.


    When all the bags were packed in cold storage, she adjusted the refrigerator’s temperature gauge, bringing it to two degrees Celsius. When she looked up, he was standing over her with a DVD in hand.


    “Is this part of it? I haven’t seen it before.”


    “Wolfgang, I don’t know. I don’t know anything!” Her tears were really coming now, warm and big, draining down her face. “This is not my lab!”


    “You’re coming with me,” he snarled. He grabbed her roughly by the arm and dragged her with him, outside the lab, down the hall.


    In the break room, he set her down on the plush, leather couch, then put the DVD into the DVD player, took a seat beside her and watched the video unfold. Thinking about this new man, she couldn’t make any comparisons to the man she knew before. He might as well be someone different. Instead of saying something, she just cowered on the seat beside him, watching the DVD.


    The video was filmed using a cell phone camera, and it was shot from a distance. The camera operator zoomed in on what looked to be a boy in a field. Both Arabelle and the manic doctor flinched as the camera panned slightly right. A cow was shown hovering in mid-air.


    “Scheisse,” the doctor said, breathless.


    “Shit,” Arabelle repeated, but in English.


    “How is this possible?” the doctor asked. Just then the boy’s position changed and both hands reached for the cow. The person with the cell phone panned back to take in the entire scene. Within moments, the cow’s midsection was crushed and crumpled. A bath of blood exploded out of the beast, and then the thing was pulled in two and flung through the air in opposite directions.


    “Strahlend!” the doctor shouted, clapping his hands with glee. Brilliant.


    As the gore rained down on the field in a meaty wash of red, as the cell phone’s owner let out what was surely expletives in what she thought was Dutch, Arabelle reeled in horror. Putting two and two together, she realized the blood bags were from the boy. This boy who had the ability to levitate cows and rip them in half. This boy who most likely, unwillingly gave up his blood—his DNA—for Wolfgang and Heim’s science.


    Wild-eyed, looking godly and psychotic, the new Wolfgang said, “If that blood is the boy’s, the things we’re going to create will change everything.” Arabelle flinched. “Do you hear me you gorgeous woman?”


    “I am hearing you,” she said, doing all she could to mask her horror. The way she curled into a ball involuntarily, she suddenly felt like a victim to her savior.


    “We need a body,” Gerhard said. “But not just any body.”


    “Oh, God,” Arabelle mumbled.


    “We need the right body.”
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    The next day, late that afternoon while the doctor was in the lab studying the new bags of blood Heim must have received before Abby took him, Arabelle snuck outside and called Abby’s cell phone. The girl answered right away.


    “Arabelle?” Abby said.


    Arabelle could barely contain the craziness brewing in her. It was like a convergence of storms, like the building of a super storm. Barely kept in check was the urge to run down the street screaming. Barely restricted were the tears ready to flood her eyes the minute the storm in her broke.


    “You have to come here!” she whispered in a harried rush. “You have to kill him, too!”


    “What? Who?”


    “The new Wolfgang. He is insane!”


    “What about Rebecca?” Abby asked, frantic. “Is she okay?”


    Arabelle’s face began to shake, to turn against the sweep of a panic she could no longer hold at bay. She stood on the outside stoop of the San Francisco lab’s front door. It was overcast outside, cool. Too cold. People were staring at her, trying not to see her. A big truck drove by, its engine a dull roar. She jumped. Fought to keep it together. Her body was an un-sprung trap, a bomb primed to explode, a sane person ready to go 5150, that’s how close to the edge she was.


    “The way he is looking at her is making me nervous.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean you need to COME HERE RIGHT NOW!” Things inside her shifted. Started to melt. Now people walking on the sidewalk were looking at her. She was sobbing, pacing, trying to stand on legs that did not want to hold her insubstantial frame. “We have to stop him.” Then, with a crushed heart, she half cried, half whispered the words, “We have to kill him.”


    “Okay, okay,” Abby said. “Just let me get my car and I’ll be over there.”


    “We can’t do this alone,” she urged.


    “I know,” Abby said. “I’m not alone. I have friends who can help. But we have to make sure Rebecca is safe. That’s my first priority.”




    Unleashed




    1


    The minute the Audi moved position, an audible alert on Shelton Gotlieb’s computer pinged. He sprung out of his seat and ran for the Coffin Room. His meaty little fingers punched in the code. He had to do it twice because he was too anxious. Once inside, he headed for the box, started the procedure necessary to wake Delta 1A. He thought about amassing the team, but there was no time.


    “Time to go,” he said when Delta 1A rose. Code for, complete your mission. The boy’s mouth made a creepy grin. Proof he was ready.


    Within minutes, Delta 1A was dressed, armed and in the silver Chevy Cruz leaving Monarch’s compound like a bat blowing through the gates of Hell.


    He had only one order: Take Savannah Van Duyn’s head.




    The Beginning of the End




    1


    I pull the Audi to a screeching halt in front of Gerhard’s lab. There’s no way in hell I’d ever double park my car, but screw it. Time is of the essence. Before jumping from the S5, I slap on the hazards, then sprint for the lab’s front door. Georgia and Brayden roll out behind me. I race through the front door, right into the lobby.


    Arabelle is waiting just inside, pacing, bawling. Heim’s blood is now a matte brown stain on the floor. Arabelle points in the direction of the lab. Hurrying down the hall, I push through the lab’s door and see a handsome man who looks to be in his early thirties standing before Rebecca’s naked, pregnant form. She floats lifelessly in the wet, pink gel.


    My relief is a palpable thing.


    “Gerhard,” I snarl. The urge to end him returns. I should have done this months ago when I had the chance.


    “Savannah.”


    “My name is Abby,” I bark.


    “Just a little pig-pig-piggy girl in disguise,” he says in the voice of a madman in the throes of a tantrum.


    “Fuck you, Nazi.”


    “Always the trucker’s mouth.”


    “Get away from her,” I say, stalking toward him. He turns his full body toward me, defiant. For a second, I’m moved at how attractive he is. I did not expect this, even though Arabelle said he’s in his new form. The way he’s sizing me up, is he wanting a fight? Is he dying to kill me?


    My hands become fists. The thing I’m thinking is, it’s freaking on.


    Behind me, I hear Georgia and Brayden enter the room. “Two more makes it a party,” he says, calmly, amusement now in his lightly accented voice.


    “Who the hell is he?” Brayden asks.


    “The scumbag formerly known as Dr. Wolfgang Gerhard,” I say. “And before that, the sadist and mass murderer history knows as Josef Mengele.”


    “No goddamn way,” Brayden whispers.


    “Hello, Brayden,” he says. “Georgia, you’re looking well.”


    Georgia glances over at me with a question in her eyes, a question I refuse to answer, or explain. She doesn’t seem to understand this version of Dr. Gerhard. And me? All I want is his head on a stick.


    “I’m so glad you’re here, Savannah.”


    “Really,” I say, looking around for Arabelle. Didn’t she follow us in here?


    “We made an intriguing discovery in science,” he says. “I have something for your better-than-perfect-body and your lovely new face. I have something more exciting than weight loss or rudimentary genetic modification.”


    Okay, this surprises me.


    Stops me.


    “There is nothing rudimentary about what you’re doing, or what you’ve done.”


    “I can make you super human,” he says, breathlessly. “I can give you…everything.”


    “She’s already super human,” Brayden says.


    “Indeed she is,” the doctor said. “But this…this will be so much better.”




    A Less Than Nothing




    1


    Arabelle couldn’t stop crying. Not with her entire world coming apart. Not with so many unknowns. Who would she be without the doctor? What would she do with Alice? She was no mother. No role model. How would she work or take care of herself?


    The tears started again. Alice was at home. She thought of all the ways she could kill the child. She had to die. Had to go.


    The thing about Alice was she could simply die and be one less complication. The butcher knife would work just fine. She would sit the demon child down in front of the TV, and when she was fully immersed in her show, Arabelle would come behind her and pull the blade with all her might across the girl’s throat. It was cruel, and merciless.


    Yet it was necessary.


    Then the lab’s front door was kicked open and a thin, bald boy with a silenced gun in hand burst into the lobby where Arabelle was melting down. She startled. The bald boy lifted the gun, aimed it at her, and it made a spitting sound. She felt punched in the chest, knocked backwards off her feet. She couldn’t breathe.


    And then the most horrible pain silenced her tears, nearly stopped her breathing. She fell into the wall, backwards, crashed to the floor. The boy, he just walked by, as if she never mattered. He walked by her as if her death was merely a formality, a foregone conclusion.


    To this child killer, she no longer mattered. Rather, she never mattered.


    In her dying state, she realized this was her life’s summation. Arabelle didn’t matter to her dead mother, not to her dead father, not to her asshole uncle. She was a nobody. A nothing. A waste of life. To those girls in Tamozhennaya Square in the Ukraine, she was not even a memory. To all the men who beat and raped her and treated her worse than a diseased dog, she was a wasted conquest at best.


    A less-than-nothing.


    As she lay there gasping for breath, drowning on her own bubbling blood, she considered her life and found that in her dying, crystal clear mind, she could further reduce her life’s meaning to a single word: worthless.


    She was pretty then ugly, and then made beautiful; she was kept by a monster; she was made mother to a demon child and it was all so very trivial.


    So very, very useless.


    She puffed out her last breaths, her lungs wheezing, blood splattering out of her nose and mouth all over her white, satin blouse. And then, in her final seconds, she realized she was less than worthless. She was just a vessel used to fulfill other peoples’ unconscionable desires.


    In life, it had been useful to fight this truth, to rail against it, to deny it. This kept her strong, detached, emotionless. In death, however, she came to accept this, as it was now made evidently clear.


    She thought, God is cruel, the most vile of puppet masters.


    We always want to be something we’re not. Grace is the act of accepting the unacceptable with your head held high, regardless of your feelings on the hereafter. The way Arabelle would die was with grace.


    Her last breath left her…wanting just one more…and wanting nothing at all.




    The Resurgence of Delta 1A
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    Moving swiftly toward the sounds of arguing, Delta 1A shivered with excitement. The charge running though him was not robotic, but human. Not a slave, he thought. I am my own master, he told himself. The hunger he felt was fuel in his veins. He ached to kill.


    Death was life; remember to forget.


    In the lab, he saw the back of a girl’s head—a brunette with a perfectly sculpted body. Flipping the pistol around, not losing stride, he cracked the girl on the back of her skull with the butt of his gun. She dropped like dead weight on the concrete floor. If she didn’t see him, she wasn’t a witness, and therefore did not need elimination.


    Ten feet across the lab, the second girl—so beautiful even he looked upon her in reverence—turned around: Savannah Van Duyn. The new version of her. From the picture his handler gave him.


    “Target confirmed,” he thought to Gem, who was instructed to get confirmation of the girl prior to the kill.


    “Proceed,” Gem said.


    He was taking aim when Savannah did the unthinkable. She turned and ran at him, zigzagging as he started firing rounds. He popped off three shots, all three hitting her, but none lethal enough to stop her.


    One clipped her left ear, another trenched the outside of her right shoulder, and the last grazed her left arm.


    She was a force of will, her eyes like black sunshine.


    He dropped the gun, prepared for hand-to-hand combat. She leapt into a jumping sidekick. He parried left, let her kick sail by.


    He spun to go after her, and that’s when something loud and metal cracked the back of his bald, white skull. Whipping his ringing head around, he saw the man Savannah was talking to standing firm, a heavy silver tray in hand. Delta 1A snapped a vicious sidekick into the man’s ribcage, targeting the floating rib, which was the easiest to break.


    The handsome man folded in half, clutching his side. He dropped the tray on the concrete floor with a loud clatter. And then he sunk to his knees, his face twisted by the pain. Delta 1A was going to kill him, but not with Savannah on the offensive. She was already on him.


    The boy took a solid fist to the jaw, then one to the solar plexus. His air left him, but he was used to not breathing. From behind he felt something hot and sharp stick his kidney.


    The boy with buzzed hair and a decent build.


    They were converging in on him, Savannah and the boy. Delta 1A stepped swiftly into the boy’s guard, driving his elbow directly into his face. The boy turned his head, but still caught the sharpest point of Delta 1A’s elbow on the hinge of the jaw. Like the girl he pistol whipped, the boy went down hard, his head bouncing off the concrete floor. Delta 1A looked behind him, down at the place of pain on his back. The stainless steel end of a surgical blade protruded from his kidney.


    The bastard stabbed him.


    He turned to Savannah, eyes cold, inhuman. The killer in him simmered with anticipation, an ilk of ruthless glee dulled only by the injury he sustained.


    “Just you and me,” the boy’s mouth started to say. But Savannah struck with fists and feet. She was fast. Relentless.


    Arms up, parrying, he blocked most shots, and avoided others. But some got in and they hurt. The interesting thing was, the girl wasn’t even beginning to tire.


    Delta 1A couldn’t help but wonder, what is this Savannah creature? He couldn’t stop thinking, is she like me?


    Then that wicked little hand of hers shot in and grabbed the boy’s testicles. She clenched and twisted, slid in his personal space. His knees buckled. He lashed out, clawed at her face. Fingernail trails the color of blood opened the skin on her face, then shut. Healed. His brain couldn’t comprehend this. Cocking his head, he thought, did she just heal?


    She squeezed tighter, the grip on his balls tightening. Scowling, grunting, she twisted without remorse. Sounds resembling sheer agony fell from the boy’s mouth.


    If he could feel any emotion, he would feel shame.


    Then the pain became so great, it became something else. Something sweet. Delta 1A reminded himself this body was born into pain. Pain was his life. He told himself this was nourishment, for it was pain and determination that fortified him, pain that made him who he was today: the perfect assassin.


    He felt renewed. Like he’d found a gear.


    His crinkled face went slack, completely emotionless. The girl saw this and paused. She looked stricken. Then she made one final, mighty attempt to end him. She curled her fingers, made an iron-tight fist around his balls, then jerked with all her might. Like she was trying to yank them clean off.


    The pain was warm honey, brittle as ice.


    It was fuel.


    His mouth made a little smile. She startled. Stared wide eyed at him. Right then she let go of his nuts, made her thumb into a spear and drove it into his right eyeball.


    Now that hurt.


    The pulped eye made a wet popping sound, and half the boy’s vision winked out. When she pulled her thumb out, the ruined eyeball popped out, too. Dangled on his cheek, attached by roped sinew.


    More pain.


    The kind that really hurt.


    Viscous fluid, like broken egg yolk mixed heavily with globs of red mucus. A watery mess that drained from the boy’s impaled eye. Delta 1A wanted to scream. Instead he lashed out, hit the girl with a fist. She staggered backwards. He hit her again. Broke her nose. Blind in one eye, supercharged, he railed on her with one brutal punch after another.


    The fury inside fueled him.


    Awakened him.


    Even the voices in his head were screaming, raging, skittering like agitated bottle flies across the surface of his brain. His head was an insane asylum.


    All the inmates were loose.


    Savannah’s face opened up with all kinds of grisly wounds. She managed to find an opening, but her counter attack was weak, her punches telegraphed. Delta 1A tucked his chin, head butted her incoming fist. The sound of knuckles breaking satisfied him.


    An involuntary howl escaped her.


    The pain was all over her face. The defeat. A thin sheen of sweat coated her bloody face and lean forearms. His good eye took her in. That bitch. She had his eyeball juice all over her thumb.


    He swiped the hanging eyeball and all its bloody, snotty goop away, but it just swung back in place like a pendulum. Like a busted quail egg on a twist of sinew. From his sheath he withdrew his karambit knife, sliced through the lengthy strands of flesh keeping the eyeball from falling. The glob plopped on the floor with a wet splat. He kicked it away, re-sheathed the blade.


    Better.


    Savannah watched all of this, watched him watching her, watched the murderous grin creep upon his shaved-clean face. She lunged, but he kicked her in the ribs, elbowed her in the face, then drove a knee into the side of her thigh.


    He wanted to break her, ruin her, cut and bend her in inhuman ways.


    He saw the chance, took it. Winding up hard, he drove a kick to the inside of her knee, snapping it sideways. It crumpled at the wrong angle then folded hard.


    Savannah went down screaming.


    Delta 1A admired his work. Soaked with sweat, bleeding heavily, the girl scooted backwards with her good leg. He matched her pace. She slid away from him; he closed the distance.


    Finally she stopped.


    He towered over her, blazing with hysteria, wracked with glee, the ugliest smirk on his face. She studied his face and her knee, both in glances. Her leg at the knee, it was horrible the way it was broken. She tried to straighten it. Delta 1A cocked his head.


    Interesting.


    Using all her strength, grunting, she managed to force it back in place. The pop and clicking sounds it made shocked his heart a little. She howled, an angry, agonizing scream.


    He smiled.


    Then he sensed something. His ears perked for just a second, and then he fired a mule kick to his rear, catching a jawbone with his heel so flush he was sure the perfect looking man would no longer be a nuisance.


    Like a sack of meat, the man crashed to the ground. Unconscious.


    Reaching down, Delta 1A grabbed Savannah by the hair, hauled her up off her butt, but not all the way to her feet. He lifted her to that uncomfortable in-between place, the place where she had no leverage, where she couldn’t fight or escape. Growling in pain, moaning, she clawed at his hand.


    It proved useless.


    He bled, but it didn’t matter. This was her end. Not his.


    Delta 1A rapid-fire punched her in the face, over and over and over again. He wanted to beat her to death. He wanted to see the life in her slowly dim. Delta 1A savored every last morsel of muted joy he was ever made to hide or contain. Then, after beating her unconscious, he dropped her.


    She was done.


    He bent to one knee, studied her, then lapped up the blood on her face, slowly with long strides of his tongue. It was delicious, disgusting, perfect. The wounds, however, they were closing.


    He didn’t understand.


    Grabbing her wrist, he dragged her to a nearby canister. He sat her in front of it, then went and retrieved his gun where he had dropped it. The weapon felt like home.


    Turning back to her, he took aim.




    Black Rage Blooming




    1


    Swimming in darkness. Then a sliver of light. Then pain. Light blossoms flaring. Heat radiating from the lumped knot on the back of her head, from her shoulder and hip. Georgia opened her eyes, felt the room tilt one way then the next, dreamlike and lopsided in its consistency.


    She blinked once, twice, three times. The blurriness and the feeling of waking up from a deep, deep sleep overwhelmed her before gradually burning off. Her head ached.


    She was furious.


    In front of her, she saw everything: the skinny bald boy picking up the gun; the new version of Dr. Gerhard laying on the ground, barely conscious, moaning; Brayden laying off to the side, sprawled out, eyes rolled up in his head leaving only a blank slate of white.


    The bald boy raised the gun and pointed it at Abby.


    Oh, God.


    No.


    On the floor, Abby was slumped over, her face red with abuse, her skin the color of pounded meat. One eye was swollen shut; the other open, although not with consciousness. Her eyeball was rolling loose, set in a delirious, slow-motion wobble. Blood leaked from her crushed nose.


    She was a sight.


    Everything happened in half speed. Abby’s one working eyeball rolled back into awareness. Then she looked up, saw first the boy, and then Georgia…and then the boy pulled the trigger.


    Abby’s head slapped backwards against the glass tank, the explosion of blood flowering behind her like spattered paint. Crimson gore oozed from a smoking hole in her upper forehead.


    If Georgia’s heart could stop beating from surprise, from horror, from the sharpest stab of agony she ever felt, she would be dead now. Raw emotion swept through her like a torrent, turning to a hard, blistering rage that became something impossible to measure, something calloused and all consuming. To go from feeling almost nothing after her last transformation to feeling this fifty foot tsunami of hate surging inside her nearly ripped her body apart.


    Her hands shot out before her as the boy fired on Abby again, the second round hitting her dead center between the eyes. He put a third round into her heart, but Abby was already gone.


    Already dead.


    The force behind Georgia’s eruption was a paranormal upwelling of the blackest, fiercest, most concentrated hatred, a gathering of power and vengeful energy the likes of which she had never known before. She was a bomb. She was nuclear.


    Her eyes bled to black in fractions of a second, casting the room in blacks and greys. The power mounting inside her was too much for her mortal body to contain. Her skin smoldered, plumes of smoke whisking up from her pores. Seams in her body that were never there appeared, threatened to split wide open and surge with fire.


    The boy let the gun sink to his side, sagged against the weight of the struggle, then blew out a triumphant sigh.


    Georgia’s eyeballs sizzled. They vibrated in their sockets. Her cheeks shook and trembled with something indescribable, a blistering heat and animosity, a ravenous mandate for vengeance. Even her fingernails glowed with firelight. She was going to explode. Her body was literally going to blow apart and bathe the world in fire.


    Georgia shoved all her hatred and all her rage into a cone-shaped force of energy and she heaped it with all her might upon the boy, whose back was still turned to her.


    The murderous child who felt victorious, the teenaged boy who took her best friend from her, his hands flew to his head, his knees bent against the sudden, searing pain. Pale, exposed skin didn’t burst into flames because the fire coming from Georgia was too hot. The exposed skin just sizzled black and orange. Like the crackling embers of old, burnt newspaper.


    A scream tore loose from the boy’s mouth, a howling noise so sharp and loud it must have ripped the skin of his throat wide open. It seemed to go on forever, getting louder, higher pitched like a girl.


    And then the back of his head caved in. It just collapsed in on itself, like a rotted pumpkin ten days after Halloween, except worse. Ashy and more hellish. His gummy knees folded and he went to the ground, patches of charred skin breaking off his body like popped-loose puzzle pieces. A meaty, bubbling red simmered just beneath the crisped skin.


    His body was turning gooey; it soon bore the consistency of melted cheese. The seams of the boy’s clothes caught fire and his body finally burst into flames.


    He continued to degrade, the charred, slopped flesh of him rolling and running south. A wax statue melting. Within seconds the smoke from his corpse triggered the lab’s overhead sprinklers.


    The manufactured rain cooled Georgia’s skin, pulled her from the inner depths of madness. The power she expelled sucked back into her and her hands dropped like stones at her sides. She collapsed, her body drained of its energy, fully consumed.


    There were lay lines of blood on her arms, the physical separation of her skin. Everything hurt. But her eyes went to Abby and the rage-fueled agony was nothing against her grief. Everything in her was shaking: her face, her hands, her heart. A different kind of force was now building inside her. One even greater than the last. She couldn’t contain it anymore. That’s when she succumbed to the sobbing, to the wailing.


    Is this insanity? she wondered ever so briefly.


    Yes, the voice in her head said.


    But even the expulsion of emotion couldn’t provide the release she needed, so she screamed at the top of her lungs because she couldn’t do anything else.


    There was too much energy in her, firelight still slipping through slivered lines along her body.


    Brayden was soaked from the sprinklers and coming around, but Gerhard was already standing up into the overhead rain, his mysterious new eyes taking everything in.


    Georgia looked at him and felt so small, so insignificant, so powerless against all this…feeling.


    What am I?


    “My God,” Gerhard said. He looked at Georgia in horror. In awe. Then he let out something that sounded like a whimper and a maniac’s laugh. He stopped the noise abruptly at the pain in his jaw. Softly, in a genial whisper, he said, “It worked.”


    Everything was lost, yet Georgia couldn’t help wondering, what worked?


    Her eyes were a question.


    “Behold, my new war model,” he said, looking at her so lovingly, even though his injuries had him wincing.


    To the question, what am I, she now had her answer.


    She was his weapon.


    His angel of mass destruction.


    Georgia found her legs, managed to stand and then stumbled toward her dead friend. She was a shattered, weary thing. But she was alive.


    Abby, however, was not.


    Her friend lay slumped over sideways, her blood all over the destroyed glass canister. Georgia lowered herself to her knees, took Abby’s hand into hers. It hung limp, unresponsive. Her friend’s skin was already cooling. She checked for a pulse.


    Nothing.


    Behind Georgia, the new version of Gerhard was suddenly there. Standing above her, his tone changed. All the excitement in him gone.


    “No,” he whispered, dread setting into his features. Had he not seen her before? Had he been so preoccupied with Georgia’s new abilities that he missed the very thing Georgia was crying about?


    Beside them, Brayden was on hands and knees when he saw Abby. He started crying. Fell hard into a fit. Then he vomited on the floor. Georgia’s own body operated completely out of her control. It continued to weep. But the dark side of her, the side that ached for something more, it wanted to turn all this rage on Gerhard, roast him to the marrow. Reduce him to a smoldering pile of reanimated flesh.


    Holding his nose from the cooked flesh smell hanging heavy in the air, the doctor said, “I think I can save her,” but he didn’t sound so convincing. “Just please, stop bawling, both of you.”


    Brayden was suddenly there, beside Georgia, beside Abby, watching the oozing bullet holes in her head very closely. Looking at the bloom of red on the inside of her left breast.


    They wounds weren’t healing the way Abby claimed she could heal, and Georgia could see what this was doing to Brayden. Did he expect her to survive this?


    “She’s immortal,” he kept saying, over and over again. Between the tears, amidst the hiccupping sadness, he kept repeating the words, like a mantra. An unfounded hope.


    “She’s immortal.”


    “Move,” Gerhard said, pushing her and Brayden away. Both were too weak to resist.


    Too stricken.


    So they let themselves be moved, because deep down, they hoped he could, in fact, do the impossible, work some miracle.


    It didn’t matter what or how he did it, they just wanted Abby to live.




    Epilogue




    1


    The new version of Dr. Gerhard went to a metal wall panel, swung the small door open and disabled the overhead sprinkler system. The onslaught of water stopped. Instantly the war zone of a room fell into complete silence, save for the blackened heap of flesh that was once a teenage psycho. A violent killer. The way the last kernels in bags of microwave popcorn keep popping after all the others are done, that’s what was happening with the melted boy.


    Pop.


    Pop. Pop.


    Everyone tried not to look at it, that smoking, compost mound. They tried not to think of it as once human. It was easier said than done.


    Pop.


    Gerhard lifted Abby’s body onto a nearby table, took a pair of scissors, cut away her shirt and bra. Immediately he drew blood, enough to fill two medical bags. He wrestled her over, used another needle to take spinal fluid. Lastly he drilled a hole in the front of her skull just above the highest bullet hole, extracted tissue samples.


    “Put these in that refrigerator,” he said, handing the samples to Brayden. “Mark the contents with an A using the black sharpie.”


    A for Abby.


    Brayden did as he was told, then put the samples in the fridge. He returned to Abby’s side, his face a bloodless sheet of white, speechless. Gerhard cut away the rest of her clothes, flung them on the floor.


    Together Gerhard and Brayden lifted Abby into a glass canister. Gerhard sealed it and selected the most concentrated of pink gels. After pushing several buttons, they watched the levels of the watery gel like substance rise.


    Filling the container seemed to take forever.


    “She’s dead,” Brayden said. His eyes had that glazed, faraway look. Georgia took his hand into hers. They stood in mourning, praying for a miracle, asking God to intervene, praying that Gerhard was right, that he could do something.


    But the truth was, Georgia knew he couldn’t. He wasn’t a god. He was just a man. A heavily flawed one at that. In her heart, she knew no one survived two point-blank shots to the head and a shot to the heart.


    Gerhard’s efforts, they were going to be for naught. Still, he moved quickly, efficiently, and with very little emotion. As if he believed…


    When the canister was upright, Georgia and Brayden moved their faces within inches of the glass, watching Abby intently for signs of life.


    When—after half an hour—there were no signs at all, the new and improved Gerhard asked Brayden to fetch Nurse Arabelle. Brayden couldn’t move. He was paralyzed behind lost eyes.


    Georgia went instead.


    In the lobby, Georgia found Arabelle shot dead. She didn’t know the woman like Abby knew her, but Georgia imagined she never had a chance against the young assassin. Still, something within her said she should be sad for her. Georgia returned to the lab where both Gerhard and Brayden were staring at the very naked, very ruined, very dead Abigail Swann.


    Gerhard glanced up at Georgia; Georgia solemnly shook her head, no. Her body was starting to shut down. Or to replenish itself.


    Gerhard visibly faltered. Like all the air was sucked from his lungs. His good looking new face drained almost instantly, leaving him listless with damp, heavy eyes. He walked past her like a zombie, into the hallway.


    Moments later he returned with Arabelle, her body draped across strong arms, limp, lifeless. He carefully placed her on the table, and before preparing a second canister, he took blood, spinal fluid, and brain tissue.


    “Brayden,” he said, “mark these samples with a D, and put them next to Abby’s samples.”


    D for Diederich.


    Brayden did as he was asked.


    By the time the new Gerhard had Nurse Arabelle Diederich in a canister, neither the girl nor the woman were showing signs of life.


    Total failure, Georgia thought.


    The air in the room tasted damp and heavy; it was almost impossible to breathe. Perhaps it was the physical embodiment of so much chaotic destruction. Or maybe it was how disappointment dulled the senses, save for grief, which was amplified to the point of total emotional shut-down. Then again, it could be the nastiest most Satanic of souls working silently, invisibly to pry the roasted boy’s soul from his body and drag him down to Hell.


    “What are we going to do?” Georgia asked. Deep down, she knew Abby was gone, that hope was not only futile but an unhealthy obsession. Best to accept the truth, she told herself, even if she didn’t want to.


    The psychotic, tormented doctor looked at neither Brayden nor Georgia. He stared at Arabelle’s corpse. His face was distorted against the weight of a terrible agony, his entire body boneless with grief. Georgia refused to take her eyes off him. He was a handsome, awful man, she thought. A monster. Yet he felt. She wondered, how can he feel? She thought, monsters don’t cry. But he was a monster.


    And he was crying.


    “I have not been this upset in sixty years,” he said to everyone, to no one. His voice was somber, defeated. It sounded so heartbroken, so impossibly…human. He wiped his eyes, dried his hands on his pant legs.


    “What are we going to do?” Georgia repeated. She was resigning herself to the fact that Abby was never coming back. That there was nothing anyone could do.


    Brayden slid his hand into hers, intertwining their fingers, and it surprised her in that it felt good. That she could feel at all. She told herself she was connected to something else, to someone else. That she was not alone in this. The reassurance was there, then gone. A fleeting thing.


    The doctor still didn’t answer her, so she asked the question a third time, now more insistent than ever: “Doctor, what are we going to do?”


    “I don’t know,” the new Gerhard said, unable to tear his watery eyes from the very lovely, very dead Arabelle Diederich. “Honestly, Georgia, I don’t know.”


    END OF BOOK IV




    Important Note to Reader


    Ultimately, an author’s success and longevity comes through great word-of-mouth advertising, and the easiest, most gracious way to show your support is by participating in the comment and ratings system at the eBook retailer where you downloaded this book. So many potential readers rely on the positive feedback of others when deciding to buy a book, so a few kind words might not seem like much, but they tend to go a long way in honoring the author and his/her work. So before you begin reading the next adventure in this thrilling new series, please take a brief moment to rate MASOCHIST now. Thank you so much for your continued support, and as always, I truly hope you had a five star experience!


    Please be sure to check out www.RyanSchow.com for the latest news on upcoming books in this and future series’, as well as links to my Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and Pinterest pages. Also, I would love to hear from you, so if you want to contact me, the website has direct links for that as well!


    The saga continues! Keep reading for a brief synopsis of book five in the Swann Series novels, entitled WEAPON, or simply head to your favorite online eBook retailer, purchase the book and begin reading immediately!
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    For updates on New Releases in this and upcoming series, as well as exclusive promotions (like your FREE copy of VANNIE, the prequel to SWANN), be sure to sign up for the author’s VIP mailing list at: http://www.RyanSchow.com/VANNIE-eBook-For-FREE/


    Have you checked out the other books in the Swann Series? Click here to see what’s next:
http://www.amazon.com/author/ryanschow
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    Book 5 of the Swann Series Novels:

    WEAPON


    The way carbon atoms need intense heat and pressure to change structure and become a diamond is the same way some girls need mind mapping and genetic modification to become unstoppable weapons. As in love, nothing comes easy. And nothing in life will ever be the same again. Such is the nature of cause and effect in genetics.


    In the wake of an horrific, inevitable tragedy, everyone is forced to be someone they’re not.  Brayden sinks into the Vegas nightlife learning hard lessons in love and sex; Georgia struggles to cope with the mutant changes taking place in her, specifically the death of her emotions; Dr. Holland must correct his own genetic cocktail lest he descend into a madness more reminiscent of his earlier, more homicidal days; and Margaret and Christian must face their own dire truths, not only about who they are becoming as a couple, but if they will even have a family once the truth about Abby comes out.


    WEAPON is very much a book of love and humanity, the will to endure the unthinkable, the necessity of friendship in the darkest of times and what it means to prepare yourself for the backlash of a reckless life. When love is a choice, and life is a choice, but madness and torture head toward secrecy and conspiracy, what you have is a riveting tale that begs the question: can normalcy and paranormal power co-exist? Especially if that power is otherworldly and indomitable, something most humans could never comprehend? With a slight of hand, a rash of deception, and some life-threatening choices that seem impossible in retrospect, the heart-stopping fifth novel in the ground-breaking Swann Series begins.


    Don’t wait, download your copy of WEAPON now!
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Thanks for reading!





