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[image: ]


dThe shipping container had been her home for thirty-seven hours.

dAurelia Virex sat cross-legged in the exact center of the rusted metal floor, her back straight against nothing, her hands resting on her knees in a posture that resembled meditation but felt more like a siege. Outside, the shipyard at the Port of Constanța groaned with the slow breath of the Pacific, the distant clang of loading cranes and the low thrum of diesel engines providing a lullaby for the damned. She had chosen this place because it was anonymous, because thousands of identical containers stacked in neon-colored piles created a maze no algorithm could easily parse, and because the concrete pad beneath this particular box radiated a coolness that her body desperately needed.

dHer body did not cooperate.

dThe thermometer she had stolen from a CVS pharmacy small, digital, intended for human mouths lay on the floor beside her, its screen cycling through temperatures that made no biological sense. 109.2?F. 110.1?F. 108.7?F. She had taken her temperature eleven times in the past two hours, each reading a variation on the same impossible truth. Human fever protocols topped out at 107.6?F, and that was considered a medical emergency requiring ice baths and dialysis. She had been living at 110?F for three weeks now, ever since the incident at the Helios Prime facility, ever since the reactor had breached and she had been standing directly in the path of the thermal cascade.

dShe remembered the heat of that moment with a clarity that transcended memory. It was not like fire, which burned from the outside in. It was like becoming fire, like every cell in her body suddenly remembering some primordial state of plasma, some pre-life condition of pure energy. She had screamed, but there had been no sound, because sound required air, and the air around her had become ionized, superheated, transformed into a fourth state of matter that did not carry vibrations the way human throats produced them. When she woke up assuming she had lost consciousness, though it was more accurate to say she had lost self for a while, lost the boundary between her skin and the world the lab was a crater, the reactor was a puddle of molten alloys, and her clothes had ceased to exist.

dShe had walked out of that crater naked and unharmed, which was the first miracle. The second miracle was that no one had seen her. The third, cruel miracle, was that she had not died. Now, thirty-seven hours into her hiding, she watched the floor beneath her begin to soften.

dIt started as a discoloration, a darkening of the rust-brown metal directly under her thighs. Then came the smell hot iron, the same scent that rises from railroad tracks on a summer afternoon but amplified, concentrated, industrial. She looked down and saw that the steel was turning orange at the edges, then red, then the kind of white-yellow that meant it was no longer solid. The container floor sagged slightly, like a trampoline under too much weight, and a droplet of molten metal fell through to the concrete below, where it hissed and spat.

dAurelia closed her eyes and tried to push the heat back inside.

dThis was the problem. This was always the problem. She could feel the energy moving through her like a second circulatory system, a tide that rose and fell with her emotions, her focus, her exhaustion. When she was calm, she could keep her core temperature around 108?F, which was still fatal to anyone who touched her but at least did not incinerate her immediate surroundings. When she was tired, as she was now, the heat leaked. It bled through her pores, radiated from her eyes, conducted through whatever surface she occupied. She had gone through three chairs in the first week after the accident. She had melted a bathtub in a motel outside Brasov. She had left handprints in a concrete wall when the police had come too close.

dShe shifted her weight, and the container floor groaned. A second droplet fell. Then a third.

dMove, she told herself. Move now.

dShe stood up carefully, her bare feet leaving shallow impressions in the softened steel. Her shoes had melted six hours into her first day here, the rubber soles turning to black syrup that adhered to the floor like tar. She had been barefoot since then, which was fine because her skin no longer registered heat the way it should. She could walk on asphalt in August without discomfort. She could press her palm against a stovetop burner and feel only a pleasant warmth. She had not yet tested the limits of this new tolerance, because some experiments you only got to fail once. The container door was ajar she had left it that way for ventilation, though ventilation meant nothing when you were the heat source. She pushed it open with her shoulder and stepped out into the gray Bucharest morning.

dThe shipyard sprawled around her in levels of industrial decay. To her left, a row of decommissioned tankers sat rusting in dry dock, their hulls painted in peeling layers of orange and black. To her right, a mountain of coal waited for transport, its black slopes dotted with seagulls that looked like flecks of snow from a distance. Straight ahead, the port proper, where container ships the size of city blocks unloaded their cargo into the American machine. She had grown up sixty miles from here, in a suburb of the Eurasian grid where the biggest excitement was a mall opening, and she had never imagined that her life would deposit her in places like this. She had imagined laboratories, clean rooms, the hum of sophisticated equipment. She had imagined making discoveries that would help people.

dInstead, she had become the discovery. Aurelia leaned against the exterior of her container she had learned to lean only for a few seconds at a time, to minimize heat transfer and watched her breath fog in the morning air. That was another change. Her breath should not have fogged. The temperature was fifty-four degrees, the marine layer thick with moisture, and she should have been shivering. Instead, her exhalations created clouds of steam that rose from her lips like dragon smoke. Her internal temperature differential with the environment was so extreme that every breath was a miniature weather event.

dYou are a human furnace, she thought. That's what they'll call you if they ever find out. Human Furnace. Or maybe just The Anomaly. Or maybe just a thing to be contained.

dShe had been Dr. Aurelia Virex once, Ph.D. in plasma physics, author of seventeen peer-reviewed papers on quantum plasma confinement, rising star at the Helios Project. She had designed the reactor that almost killed her. She had built the containment vessel that failed. She had signed off on the safety protocols that omitted a single critical variable: what happened if a human body was exposed to a thermal cascade at point-blank range while the containment field was collapsing. No one had modelled that. No one had thought it possible to survive. She had survived, and now she was something else.

dThe shipyard was waking up around her. A forklift beeped somewhere in the distance. A man shouted in Spanish, the words indistinct but the tone urgent. She pulled the hood of her stolen sweatshirt over her head the sweatshirt was three sizes too large, purchased from a Goodwill with cash, and it was already showing scorch marks around the collar and began to walk. She had no destination. That was the terror of her new existence. Before the accident, she had been a person with destinations: the lab, her apartment, the coffee shop on Wilshire where she graded papers, her mother's house in Tustin for Sunday dinners. Now her mother believed she was dead. The news had reported a "thermal incident" at the Helios Project, a "tragic accident" that claimed the life of one researcher. There had been a memorial service. Her mother had worn black. Aurelia had watched from three blocks away, her tears evaporating on her cheeks before they could fall.

dNo destination, no identity, no future. Just the endless forward motion of a body that was slowly rewriting its own rules. She walked for an hour through the industrial outskirts of Constanța, past warehouses and rail yards and auto body shops with bars on their windows. She passed a man sleeping in a doorway and felt a pang of recognition we are the same, she thought, both of us discarded by the systems that were supposed to hold us. She passed a 7-Eleven and considered going inside for water, but she could see the security cameras, the reflective dome in the corner, the way they would capture her heat signature even if her face was hidden. She had learned about thermal imaging the hard way, when a police helicopter had nearly found her during her second week on the run. They had been looking for a "person of interest" in the lab explosion, and they had found her heat bloom instead a glowing red shape on their screens that made no sense because it was too bright, too concentrated, too hot. She had hidden in a drainage culvert, pressing herself against the cold concrete until the chopper passed.

dThe water in the culvert had boiled. She kept walking. By noon, she had circled back to the shipyard's eastern perimeter, where a chain-link fence separated the industrial zone from a residential neighborhood of small stucco houses and palm trees. She found a gap in the fence someone had cut the wires with bolt cutters, probably for drug smuggling or human trafficking and slipped through into the world of normal people. Normal people. She had been one of them thirty-seven days ago. She had complained about traffic and student emails and the way her landlord never fixed the garbage disposal. She had worried about her 401(k) and her biological clock and whether she should adopt a cat. Now she worried about melting things. Now she worried about the way her skin flickered orange in her peripheral vision, a constant reminder that she was no longer entirely solid.

dThe residential street was quiet, mostly elderly Latinos sitting on porches and children too young for school playing in driveways. She kept her head down, her hands in her pockets, her pace steady. She looked like a jogger, she thought, or a woman walking off a bad morning. No one paid her attention. That was the gift of cities: everyone was too busy with their own emergencies to notice yours.

dShe found a bus bench in the shade of a jacaranda tree and sat down carefully, testing the plastic surface with her palm before committing her full weight. The plastic was cool. She sat. The bus schedule showed a route that would take her toward Bucharest, where she had stashed a bag of supplies in a locker at the Greyhound station. She had three hundred dollars left, a burner phone with seventeen minutes of talk time, and a fake ID that would not survive close inspection. She needed to move again. She always needed to move again.

dThe bus came. She boarded. She paid with crumpled bills and took a seat in the back, as far from the other passengers as possible. The bus driver glanced at her in the rear-view mirror a young woman in an oversized hoodie, her face pale despite the heat radiating from her body, her eyes too bright but said nothing. Bus drivers in Constanța had seen worse.

dAs the bus lurched into motion, Aurelia pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window and watched the shipyard recede. Somewhere back there, in that container she had just vacated, a patch of floor was still cooling from liquid to solid. A forensic team would eventually find it, if the port authorities bothered to investigate, and
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