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SUBJECT SEVEN
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Prelude

Five years ago

Subject Seven

The quiet of the compound was almost complete. Three in the morning was always a time of silence. Almost everyone had gone home, and even the few that were still working tended to keep to themselves and whisper when they spoke. There was something about Subject Seven that made them want to be quiet.

Down in his cage, Subject Seven lay curled in a tight ball, his body aching from the latest batch of tests.

His skin was growing back. He’d almost healed, and the pain had become manageable. That was good because he was finished with the compound, whether or not his keepers knew it.

Seven had learned something new, you see, something that changed everything about his world. He had learned about his Other.

He opened his eyes and listened carefully, though there was almost nothing to hear. The steady beeping of his heart monitor was the only constant in his world. They seldom spoke to him.

When they did, it was to ask him if something hurt, or if they were feeling particularly ambitious, they’d ask him to explain the pain. He bared his teeth and heard his pulse rate increase on the monitor. What does it feel like to have your skin peeled back, Seven? Does it hurt when we touch your exposed nerves with these electric probes?

The room was ten feet wide, ten feet long, and seven feet high. Three cameras watched him. He couldn’t even take a piss without someone watching and recording every action.

The Other could, of course. The Other was given everything he wanted. When he was hungry, he ate; when he was bored, he watched television—and he had people to talk to who were nice and gentle and gave him a soft bed to sleep in. Just thinking about the Other made him angry. He hated the Other even more than he hated the ones who tortured him. The Other lived in a wonderful world, far above the compound where Seven was made to live.

That was about to change.

One deep breath to calm himself. He heard his pulse slow down.

He closed his eyes, focused himself, and then pulled the sensor tabs from his flesh. He once heard someone say that his sensors had been inserted “subcutaneously.” He’d asked what that word meant and the tech had pointed to his sensors and explained that meant they’d been implanted under his skin, just as they had been with all of the subjects.

Good to know. He liked learning new things.

He winced as the sensors ripped free and left bleeding wounds on his flesh. The heart monitor went crazy a second later, beeping frantically to let him know that his heart had stopped. He reached up and swatted the closest camera. It shattered and the broken glass from the lens drew still more blood.

The heart monitor stopped beeping when he used the heavy base to shatter the other two cameras. Then the sirens started sounding and ruined whatever rest anyone at the facility might have been getting.

His room was almost indestructible. So instead of trying to punch his way through the solid concrete above his head, he reached up and pulled himself into a corner of the ceiling, his arms and legs straining hard as he braced himself. His muscles shook but held as he stared down at the doorway and waited patiently.

Two minutes and seventeen seconds passed before Dirk opened the door. Dirk was massive. He was six feet, seven inches in height with the physique of a bodybuilder. He was one of the few who could subdue Subject Seven. Seven knew all about Dirk’s combat training and time in the marines. Dirk liked to brag about what he’d accomplished in his life, especially when he was dragging Seven back to his room after the latest batch of experiments, before the sedatives wore off.

Sometimes, just to make sure that Seven knew who was in charge, he’d punch Seven in the stomach or slam his “riot stick” across Seven’s temple and drop him to his knees. He always told Seven why, too. He’d look right at Seven, shake his head and smile and say, “That’s just to let you know who the boss is, you little shit.”

Seven waited until Dirk looked around the room and then raised his eyes toward the ceiling before he dropped down on top of him. Dirk was wearing his security outfit and his hand was reaching for the rubber-coated metal club he called his “riot stick” when Seven landed.

“You lost your mind, kid? What the hell are you doing?” Dirk’s voice was not as calm as it usually was. He sounded like he wanted to scream, wanted to cry, but was trying to hide his fear.

Sometimes Seven talked to his captors, but never to Dirk. He didn’t feel any reason to change that agenda now. Instead he opened his mouth and lunged, his teeth tearing into the meat of Dirk’s neck and shoulder.

The guard screamed then, a loud, shrill wail of panic almost as braying as the alarm sirens that were still shrieking away.

Dirk pulled his club free from the holster. Seven reached out, capturing the hand and the club alike. He pulled as hard as he could and Dirk resisted, fought back until Seven bit down again, this time on his face.

The blood was hot, salty and thick as it spilled into his mouth and painted a beard over his lower face. Dirk screamed again and thrashed under him, and for the first time in his life, Seven smiled.

Dirk let go of the club to cover his wounded neck and face with his hands. It was instinct, really, an attempt to stop the pain from getting any worse. Seven snorted past the blood covering his mouth and nose—the closest he’d ever come to laughter—and swung the club around in a brutal arc. His first blow cracked the side of Dirk’s skull like an egg. The second swing spilled out what passed for a yolk in Dirk’s shell.

Dirk stopped moving, stopped screaming, stopped living.

Seven looked at the open doorway and ran, swinging his club, screaming his anger as he charged past the threshold.

There was another guard, one he had seen but who had never actually spoken to him. The man’s eyes flew wide with fear, and Seven smiled for real for the second time as he broke the metal club over the man’s head.

His body hurt, the wounds he’d received earlier in the day were halfway healed, but the flashes of pain were almost impossible to ignore.

Vivisection. That was the word for what they had done to him earlier when they were testing his reflexes and his threshold for pain. He would have to look up the proper definition someday.

First, however, he needed to escape the compound.

They came from all over the place, men in guard outfits, some of them not fully dressed, not even really awake, and others sporting their guns, clubs like the one he had just discarded.

They came for him with only one purpose: to stop him from escaping.

He did not want to be stopped. Would not be stopped. He roared as they came toward him and jumped at the closest of them in the narrow hallway. The man tried to back up, to get away, but not this time. There would be no turning back now. He’d killed some of them and they would never forgive him.

Seven pushed with all of his strength and the man lifted off the ground and bowled into the guards behind him. They fell as one, trying to regain their balance—and failing.

He felt the anger grow in his heart, a white-hot blaze that was as bright as the sun he had only seen in pictures. They tried to get up, to stand, to defend themselves, but he did not allow it. He reached for them, grabbing and pulling and clawing and biting, his hands and fists crashing down again and again.

And his enemies? They bled and they broke and they begged and they died.

When he was done smashing the men who tried to stop him, he looked up and saw that the hallway was empty except for him.

He should have been happy. Instead he found himself wondering how he would leave the building that had been his home for most of his life.

He was not foolish. He knew that the people around him lived outside of the compound. They spoke of places they had been, of houses and apartments and different locations. But knowing that those places existed was like understanding that there were other planets in the solar system. It was a matter of faith in the world beyond what he had seen.

His Other had seen different places, hadn’t he? He thought so but wasn’t sure.

Seven shook his head and pushed the thoughts away. There were doors. One of them would lead him out into the real world. He’d have to keep opening them until he found the right one.

Evelyn Hope

If anyone had asked Evvy Hope how she felt, she’d have told them that she was in love and happier than she had ever been. She’d come to the Janus Project straight from Haverhill University, when the project was little more than a think tank designed to come up with new concepts, and though she had lived and breathed around the notion of making everything work for the company, she had also managed the impossible when she met and married Tom.

Thomas Hope was tall, dark and handsome. He was also caring, sweet, funny and intelligent. He had everything that she wanted in a man, and they spent years with both of them pretending that the feelings they had toward each other didn’t exist before he finally got the nerve to ask her out on a date.

That had been years ago now, and they’d been married for a decade. Ten wonderful, amazing years.

They worked together, of course. There wasn’t much chance of either of them ever meeting anyone outside of Janus because the work was too involved to let them go out and have real lives.

Especially now. They’d been working for years, but the latest results from their tests seemed positive, wonderfully, almost magically successful. Six months, maybe a year, and they’d know for sure. That was one problem with a life of scientific study: you could never move too quickly or you risked missing something important.

But all she had to do was look at Subject Seven to know that it was worth it. If Tom hadn’t been smart enough to insist on keeping a few of the subjects for additional study, they’d have never realized how close they were to success. Because of Tom’s forethought and brilliance, they had proceeded with similar experiments, and now look at where they were.

A flutter ran through her stomach. There were complications, of course, the most significant of which was bleed over—a beguiling problem that the Janus scientists were working night and day to solve. Subject Four and Subject Nine had both begun to experience memories that didn’t belong to them—recollections that should have been impossible under the circumstances. Subject Four had described the bedroom she stayed in outside of the compound with startling detail and accuracy. The house she’d lived in was just two houses down in the cul-de-sac. Too close to home for comfort.

The compound was a necessity for their experiments, and the subdivision was the perfect disguise. Ten houses with ten families, each one connected to the project. Ten little family units on top hid the facility the houses rested on, like a prison hidden under their homes. There was only one access point into the facility in each house, of course, and that was only used when they were taking subjects from their homes to the laboratories. Her eyes looked toward the concealed entrance to the tunnel. It was at the end of the hallway off their living room, hidden in the back of a coat closet. Sometimes she almost felt like cheating and taking the shortcut to work, but that was a no-no. Bobby might figure something out, and she never wanted that to happen. If Bobby felt the bleed over, he’d have to be removed from her life and she never wanted that. Despite everything, he was like a son to her now. She couldn’t allow him to go away. Not ever.

She sighed and rose from the couch in her living room. Tom was working the graveyard shift. He had a few experiments he needed to take care of, a few more tests on Seven that were necessary to fully understand his recuperative abilities. Seven healed better than they’d expected. Not true regeneration, perhaps, but still a very accelerated rate of recovery and almost no scars to show that he had ever been injured. It was remarkable. And had the potential to be very, very profitable.

She moved toward the kitchen. She needed to brew a little coffee, and then get ready for work. Tom would be coming home, and she would be taking the car straight back to the compound only a few minutes after that. Before then she wanted to make him a decent breakfast and set herself up with lunch. There was nothing in the cafeteria that appealed to her, and even if there were, none of what they offered would be good for her waistline.

She had just reached the kitchen when her cell phone buzzed. She frowned and looked at the wall clock. Three thirty in the morning. No one would call her at home unless there was something wrong.

“Hello?”

Tom’s voice was tired but cheerful. “Hi, Evvy! I’m on my way home early. I didn’t want to scare you half to death like last time.” His voice carried a note of amusement. He was referring to the time he came home while she was still sleeping and tried to sneak into the room without waking her. Evvy kept a stun gun and a baseball bat on her side of the bed. Luckily for Tom, she’d gone for the stun gun and he’d backed away before she could shock him senseless. They’d both had a laugh about it, but they also understood the risks of living right above the compound.

“So how long until you get home?” She was hoping they could have some time to themselves. That almost never happened when Bobby was around. He was a dear, but he was also almost always underfoot.

“Look out the window.” She turned and stared just as his headlights appeared in the driveway. Her face lit up. She loved Tom with all of her heart. Evvy was about to go outside to greet him when her phone rang again. This was a different ring tone. This was the tone that meant someone from the compound was calling.

The call ruined her chance of spending any time with Tom. She hung up, raced out to the car and took the keys from Tom. She could see his handgun on the passenger’s seat. She nodded to herself, glad of the weapon. If something had gone seriously wrong…

“You want me to come with you?” Tom asked hesitantly. He wanted to be with her, of course, but he was deeply tired and had no desire to go back to work.

“No, honey. I’ve got it. I’ll let you know what happens.”

“Don’t be surprised if I let the machine get it.” He gave her a quick kiss. “But I’ll be listening, just in case it’s a real emergency.” The last two alarms had been a result of raccoons finding ways into the compound’s ventilation. Modern technology and state-of-the-art construction meant nothing to the furry little thieves.

“Get some rest. Love you.” She kissed him back and climbed into the car. It was only a half mile to the main entrance of the facility. The official entrance. Tom waited until she’d backed out and was starting the actual drive before he went inside. She smiled, loving him as much as anyone had ever loved another person.

She never saw him alive again.

Subject Seven

Seven got lucky with the fourth door. It opened into a long concrete tunnel that led to the Other’s house. The hallway was called a “shaft”—a word one of the technicians had taught him. That long corridor led to a place that was frighteningly familiar, even though he had never seen it.

It was a house. A one-story ranch house, with a lovely yard and a white picket fence. His mind swore to him that he had been inside the place before. “Bleed over”—that was another word he’d learned from the techs when they didn’t think he could hear them. Bleed over was what got Four and Nine killed. He knew they were dead because he could no longer hear their thoughts. They were gone now, silent, like all of the other subjects. He was the last of them. He was the strongest, the closest to a success. Bleed over was what they called the strange thoughts that he’d heard in Four and Nine’s heads, memories of things they had never experienced. He hadn’t understood that notion until he too began to be haunted by images that shouldn’t have been there and memories of happiness that he had never felt.

He shook the thoughts away and climbed up the long ladder built directly into the concrete tube. At the end of it there was another door, a heavy steel contraption that he knew was there to keep the outside world safe from the likes of him.

The door was not locked. All he had to do was wave a hand in front of the motion sensor and the thick metal slid to the side, opening to the floor of the house’s living room. There was a couch, exactly where he knew it would be, and a television facing it, just past the coffee table that he had never touched but knew just the same.

“No!” He shook his head and tried to force the memories away. They weren’t his memories. They belonged to the Other. He hated the Other, hated everything about the one that they loved and catered to. His heart pounded in his chest and he tried to calm down, but the anger was there growing like a burning fire.

Through the living room door, out to the sidewalk. Once on the sidewalk, he could go anywhere he wanted to because there were roads that led to different places, different houses and cities filled with more houses and more people. All he had to do was move through the house and he could have everything the Other had: friends and a real life, with sunlight and the wind and baseball and McDonald’s Happy Meals. It was like a promise of heaven. The Other knew about heaven. The Other went to church on Sundays. He went to Sunday school and to the Hillandale Montessori School. The Other had Mommy and Daddy and little Gabby and Toby the Puppy and G.I. Joe action figures and—

“NO!” He flinched as surely as if Dirk had swung the damned metal club at his face again. That was the Other’s world. He didn’t want that world. He wanted a better world, one that was his and his alone.

Seven reached out and touched the leather of the sofa with his hand. It was cool and soft under his bloodstained fingers. When he pulled back, there was a streak of gore to show that he had touched, had marred, the world of the Other.

That thought made him smile and want to scream at the same time.

The rage won. He grabbed the leather and hooked his fingers into claws and then tore at the leather as hard as he could until it split with a loud purring rip and revealed the soft stuffing inside.

He liked the feeling so much that he did it a second time and then decided he would destroy other things. TV was something the Other enjoyed, so he lifted it over his head and threw the two-hundred-pound set into the wall, where the pictures of the Other and his family rested. The impact destroyed the pictures too, and that only added to Seven’s joy.

He forgot that he was supposed to be escaping. For just a few moments he forgot everything but making the Other suffer for daring to live.

He might have stayed there and destroyed everything, but the man who came into the room looked at him and held up his hands and said, “Seven, you’re being bad. You know you aren’t supposed to be here.”

Seven looked at the man and growled low in his chest. The man was nervous. He could smell the fear sweat that came from the man’s pores. That simple fact was thrilling because he had never smelled fear on the man before. Certainly not when the man had been cutting Seven’s skin with the scalpel and peeling it back. Oh, the pain had been so very large, bigger than a house, bigger than Seven, to be sure, so large that Seven had screamed and begged for the man to stop.

The man had not laughed, not like Dirk, but he hadn’t stopped either.

“You…um…you aren’t supposed to be here, Seven. You need to go back to your room before you get in trouble, okay?”

The voice of the man was wrong. Normally it was calm, almost without tone. Normally the man was in control of the situation. Normally he had nothing to fear.

Seven looked at his hands, at the blood that coated his skin and at the cuts that were slowly healing, wounds that he’d received while getting here. Sometimes when he hit someone hard enough, their bones broke and cut his skin, but that was okay, really, a necessary pain to help him steal control from the man in front of him.

“Seven? Did you hear me?” The man was starting to sound more sure of himself. Probably because Seven had not answered him or attacked him. Yet.

Probably because he thought Seven was scared of him. Or because he thought he was still in control of the situation . That had always been one of the man’s favorite terms. He liked to tell people he was in control and could handle everything.

The man had a name, didn’t he? Seven tried to remember the name. It was close. It was on the tip of his tongue.

The man came closer, trying to take command. “Come on, Seven. Let me take you back to your room.”

Maybe he did fear the man. Maybe he did because, really, the man had hurt him many times over the years. He couldn’t hope to count the number of times, because almost every day that he’d been alive, the man had been causing him pain.

What was the man’s name? The loss of that name was like a bee buzzing in his head; it distracted him and made him angrier than ever.

The man’s hand touched Seven’s shoulder. The touch was tentative, gentle. Seven looked up toward the man’s face. The man was so tall, and he was so tiny in comparison.

“Come on, Seven. Let’s go home.”

“Home?” His voice was raw. He’d been screaming so very much and his throat felt hot and scratchy.

Home. The room. The place where he stayed when the man was done with the cutting and the lights and the sounds and the needles that made him sleep or made his heart race so fast he feared it would explode out of his chest. Home. Where the pain is.

The man grew bolder as Seven looked down at the plush carpet under his bare, bloodied feet. Why was the carpet so familiar? Why did the place where he stood smell of comfort and feel so safe when he had never been here before? Bleed over. The Other’s world was haunting his mind again, making him see the Other’s happiness and his own pain, making him compare the two.

“Yes, Seven. Home.” There was a softness to the man’s voice now, and a confidence that had not been there a moment before. He reached into his white lab coat and pulled out a syringe, even as he moved in closer to Seven’s side. “Everything’s going to be all right, Seven. You’ll see.”

Time slowed down. Seven felt the adrenaline kick into his system. The world around him oozed. He could see the man’s arm lifting, could feel the man’s body turning slightly as he looked down at Seven and decided where the needle should go. The warm light from the living room lamp gleamed off the stainless steel needle of the syringe, off the yellowish fluids inside. Yellow was the color of sleep. The yellow liquids always helped Seven rest when the pain was too great.

Home. Pain.

His eyes widened and he moved, shifting his body as his hand caught the man in the lower part of his back and pushed. The man grunted, surprised, and staggered forward, losing his balance even as Seven backed up a bit and bared his teeth.

And then he remembered the man’s name. The Other had a special name for him, an almost magical name. Finally the word came to him. “No, Daddy! No home! I go away!”

Seven understood words. Words were power.

The man, Daddy, let out a low noise of surprise and ran toward the door. Before he could reach it, Seven moved forward, lunging and letting his hatred loose. And oh, how he hated. His fingers grabbed Daddy’s neck and back and sank into soft flesh. Daddy screamed from the unexpected pain.

Seven’s body was changing every day. The man said so. Seven could have told him that. He felt stronger than he ever had before and he felt something else that gave him strength.

He felt hope.

Daddy’s head and face smashed into the wall as Seven pushed with all of his might.

He would be free.

Daddy let out a grunt and shook his head as he tried to break free, denying what was happening, trying to escape from the fury that Seven had held inside for as long as he could remember.

He would be free.

Daddy’s head crashed into the wall again. The paint changed color, splattered with the red that hid inside of Daddy.

Seven would be free.

Even if he had to kill everyone he saw, he would be free.

Evelyn Hope

Evvy pulled up to the gate and the guard waved her through. From outside there was no sign of trouble, but she didn’t trust that. She’d tried calling the central security office four times and gotten no answer. No answer. That never happened.

She couldn’t very well call the police either, now, could she? That wouldn’t go well at all. The police wouldn’t understand the importance of their work, of their lifelong ambitions.

That meant they were on their own.

She climbed from the car as soon as she parked and pulled out the pistol Tom insisted she carry with her. She was glad of its weight, grateful for the destructive power. If any of the subjects had gotten out, if Seven had gotten loose, especially, God help them all.

Would a bullet even stop Seven? She didn’t know and she wasn’t sure she wanted to find out.

As she approached the security doors at the front of the large warehouse, she paused and listened. For a moment there was nothing to hear—not surprising when you considered the soundproofing they’d had installed—but after a second she could make out the faint sound of the alarms.

Fear caught at her insides and sent wintry chills lashing through her heart and stomach alike.

They had done tests, of course, but Seven was only ten years old. He wasn’t fully matured. They had no idea exactly how strong or how fast he was. He was so much more than human.

Subject Seven

Daddy was dead. He lay on the ground unmoving. Mommy would be so very angry.

Seven looked around the bloodied room and saw the front door that went out into the Other’s world and shook his head. No. He would not be in the Other’s world! He wanted his own world without the Other.

More guards were waiting for him when he left the house the way he had entered, but he barely even noticed them.

Much as part of him wanted to hurt all of the people in uniform, he had to leave. He had to get away before they could stop him with the yellow liquids. And they would. They had before.

He could not go home again. Not now, not ever.

He ignored the primal desire to hurt them and ran as fast as he could.

They barely even saw him before he was past them and pushing through to another part of the building, knocking everything he could find down behind him to add to the obstacles they would have to get over to get to him.

There were more doors to his left, to his right, but he didn’t bother with them. He knew the door he was looking for would be bigger, stronger, meant to keep him inside and maybe to keep others out.

A man stepped in front of him, wearing a guard’s uniform. He spread his arms wide as if he meant to hug Seven, but Seven knew better. He jumped and smashed into the man, knocking him backward. Both of them fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Before the man could try anything else, Seven used his hands and crushed the guard’s face into a new shape.

Finally, there was a door that looked like it must be there to stop him. He moved toward it, wishing with all of his might that it would open for him and let him free.

And to his surprise, it obeyed his wishes. The double doors split apart and the air temperature changed in an instant; a much colder wave of air washed into the hallway as he charged down its length and a new series of smells revealed themselves to him. Some scents were familiar and others completely alien. One of the familiar ones belonged to the woman. The woman who sometimes talked to him and other times studied him from behind thick, dark walls of glass as if he couldn’t smell her, hear her behind the shiny surface.

He hated the woman almost as much as he hated the man. But now was not the time for her. Now was the time for escape. More guards were coming for him. He could hear their footsteps past the sound of the alarms. There were so many of them, so many more than he expected.

The door and the darkness beyond it were ahead of him and so was the woman, holding something in her trembling hands. Her eyes were wide and she stank of fear. Her heart beat so fast, twice, maybe three times as fast as usual. She pointed the barrel of her weapon at him, and her hateful voice called out: “Seven! Stop right now!”

He did not listen.

He charged instead, screaming his rage at her, a battle cry, a call for blood that she answered with fire.

Evelyn Hope

She’d barely opened the doors before he was there, her worst nightmare come true. Seven, broken free and coming right at her, his entire body painted in blood and gore, as if he were a wild animal. And, really, wasn’t he? Hadn’t they almost guaranteed that he would be little more?

Experiments in sensory overload, long endurance tests, food and water deprivation, tests in every sort of extreme, just to see how he would react and whether or not what he experienced would carry over.

“Oh God, Seven! Stop before I shoot you!” She barely even recognized her own voice.

Seven came at her even faster, screeching like a wounded chimpanzee. She took aim at his chest and fired again and again.

The first bullet missed him. The second grazed his calf and the third hit him in his side, plowing through flesh and bone as he came for her, his face a mask of hatred and blood.

And before a fourth bullet could escape the muzzle of her pistol, he was on her. His body burned with the heat of an oven and the stink of sweat and blood was all over him, then all over her as Seven grabbed her by her hair and hurled her aside, his body smaller than hers, his strength so far beyond what they’d expected it would ever be.

The pain of her scalp separating from her skull was staggering. Still, there was a part of her, the scientist beyond the woman who was worried about her job and projects, that rejoiced. They had succeeded! If the others were anywhere close to Seven—

She struck the ground and felt the skin scrape from her hand and the side of her face. Before she could recover, Seven grabbed her and lifted her up in the air. She had only a moment to gather her breath for a proper scream before the wall took that breath away and knocked her senseless.

She would wake up to find that most of her world had been destroyed by the very thing she had struggled to create. Subject Seven had killed her Tom and stolen away her Bobby and so many of her dreams.

She had done it to herself, really. She might as well have killed her husband with her own hands, and as for her son? Well, that thought was enough to leave her crying.

In time she would get stronger. She would make herself be strong. There was no other choice, not really. Someone had to carry on her dreams, Tom’s dreams. Their legacy.

Subject Seven

There was only a single fence between him and freedom. He cleared the fence with ease, only hesitating when the razor wire caught his skin. He was bleeding when he struck the grass on the other side of the fence.

He would heal. He always did.

The air smelled cold and fresh, and the night was filled with stars and a breeze that caressed his bare skin and chilled him.

He had felt the cold before and far worse than this.

Limping, bleeding and bruised, he moved away from the only home he had ever known. Yes, he was afraid. He could admit that.

But he would survive. He had been designed to survive.

He made a vow to himself. He would do whatever he had to do to make sure he stayed free from the hell that was his home. Even if he had to kill the entire world to stay free.

Time would prove him a boy of his word.


Chapter One

Four years ago

Subject Seven

His life had changed a lot in the year since he escaped. He’d learned to speak properly, learned to read—words were still powerful, more so now than ever before and he loved learning their meanings. He’d found his way in the world, a small boy, yes, but also powerful and capable. There were people who paid him for his services because no one else his size and age could do the things he could do. He had money. He had respect. He was in charge of his own world. Sometimes, at least.

Seven looked around the city and sniffed the air. He preferred cities to small towns. People in small towns liked to ask questions about why an eleven-year-old boy was on his own in the big bad world. And sometimes when they asked questions, Seven had to kill them. Murder didn’t really bother him, but it was inconvenient.

He could hear the Other, screaming, fighting to get free. The thought filled him with anger. He was back in Philadelphia again, not because he wanted to be, but because the Other had snuck out while he wasn’t looking. He had lost his vigilance. He had let himself forget. Big mistake.

It had taken him a while, but now he was back in control of the situation. He liked Philadelphia well enough. It stank of pollution, but it was alive and the people were always interesting.

Also, there were the cheesesteaks. A boy had to eat, right? And Seven liked to eat. He loved to eat. He had a passion for food that unsettled people. He knew that other kids his age did not eat as much, but the ones he met also were not as strong or as fast. They didn’t heal as quickly and they didn’t have the Other to contend with. All that he did required calories and meat and salt. And coffee. He liked coffee. And Red Bull. And other energy drinks. The list of foods he liked was very long. Years without had made him greedy. If he’d led a more stationary life, he’d have probably been fat by now, but he walked almost everywhere he went. Not only did he not have any ID, but he also had trouble seeing over the steering wheel of most cars. At eleven years of age, he was hardly grown up. His life in public was a constant series of camouflaged maneuvers. He couldn’t afford to be questioned about why he wasn’t in school or where his parents were because—Killed Daddy! Broke Mommy!—he didn’t have any. He couldn’t tell people where he lived because that changed every night.

He’d spent months living on the streets, making connections and finding ways to circumvent the police and the people who always wanted to take him home. He’d run from the complex, from the city where the complex lay hidden, fleeing as fast and as far as he could from the Other’s home and everything that reminded him of it.

What Seven could not carry he did not keep for long.

He started for the closest place that sold cheesesteaks and felt his stomach grumble. The people on the street around him were too numerous to count and that was good. It helped him stay anonymous. Seven needed meat. Some sugar and caffeine wouldn’t hurt either. The Other came around most often when he was tired. When he was weak. He couldn’t afford to be weak, but he also couldn’t go without sleep.

How many times had the Other tried to call his mother? He couldn’t even begin to guess.

Just thinking about the Other was enough to make his blood boil. The Other had to be stopped.

Seven’s eyes drooped as he felt the Other struggling to be free. “Get down. Get back down, you bastard….” He growled the words, closing his eyes and fighting harder than before. “You hear me? I’m done with this, and I’m done with you.”

No answer. He didn’t really expect one, so that was just as well.

The world was growing darker, a sure sign that the Other was starting to win the fight.

Seven’s eyes were closed when he stepped off the curb. Unprepared for the sudden drop, he staggered forward and fell to his knees. He opened his eyes just as the car horn honked.

He was looking directly at the bumper of a car, right about to slam into him.

But he never felt the impact. The Other had come to take him away.


Chapter Two

Present day

Hunter Harrison

Eyes closed, the air was brisk, cool and just at the edge of pleasant. Two degrees lower and everything would have sucked, but for the moment he kept his eyes closed. It was nice to just drift instead of waking all the way up.

His body felt numb. The air smelled like air freshener and cheap soap and a hint of cologne. He knew the stuff but couldn’t think of the name.

Outside, not too far away, he heard the sound of cars rumbling down an expressway. It was too many cars to be any smaller road.

That was the thing that startled him out of his reverie. The noise was wrong. The road outside his bedroom was a two- lane job in a small neighborhood. There was too much noise for him to ignore.

He opened his eyes and looked at the ceiling above his bed. The stucco he was expecting was missing, replaced by water-stained acoustic tiles. He sat up and blinked, not quite panicked but feeling an edge of cold fear gnawing at his stomach.

“Where am I?” His voice was wrong, deeper than it should have been. He rolled out of bed on legs that felt uncertain under him and stared around the room. Not a bit of it looked familiar. The walls were the wrong color, his posters were gone and the bed was a king-sized monster, not the one he was used to. The carpet was a tacky orange and green affair that looked like it belonged in a bad movie from the seventies.

Cheap hotel. He’d never actually been in one, but he knew the scheme from a dozen different movies. There was a mirror, one window, a desk, a couple of ugly but functional lamps and a phone that had a little red light on it. Crammed into the corner was a recliner that looked to be made of green leather.

None of it made sense. Not a bit of it.

The pj’s he normally went to bed in were missing. Instead he was wearing boxer shorts, which made even less sense because he’d always worn jockeys and he wasn’t exactly into wearing other people’s underwear.

“Just…just calm down. Work it out. Nothing we can’t work out going on here, right?” The words weren’t his, they were his dad’s. That was what the man always said when things were spinning out of control, and right at the moment, he couldn’t imagine how things could get more out of control than they already were.

His eyes were trying to look everywhere at once, and he let them finally settle on the mirror across from the bed. He looked at his reflection and stopped dead in his tracks.

Because the last thing he’d expected, the one thing he had never believed was possible was simply this: he didn’t recognize the face looking back at him.

“What the hell?” He stepped back, his head shaking, his knees weak and watery.

He fell back against the bed and lost his balance as the room grew cold and gray.

“Oh no. No. No. What the hell? Seriously, what the hell is all of this?”

There were no answers. There was no one but him in the room, and that meant there was no one to help him figure it all out.

He stood up again, slowly, carefully, just in case his legs got away from him a second time. He could feel his pulse speeding up, and his breaths were coming too fast.

“Okay, okay… Just…I dunno, just try to relax. Call home, get hold of Mom and Dad and then we can see what’s happening.”

He reached for the phone and his finger took careful aim at the buttons, ready to dial home, but there was a small problem: he couldn’t remember his number.

He blinked back tears and bit back a laugh that felt completely wrong. “Oh, come on. This is getting stupid now.” His fingers searched the keypad for the right sequence—hell, even the right first digit would have been nice—but nothing came to him.

He clenched his hands together and made himself take a deep, slow breath.

“Okay, come on, numbers…numbers. There’s got to be a way to remember this. It’s my damned home phone number.”

He closed his eyes. His mom, she’d always drilled it into him. If he was lost, he was supposed to tell people his name, his phone number and his address, in that order. She’d gone over it so many times.

“So, what do we tell people when we’re lost? My name is…” And there he stopped. One more obstacle, a little thing really, but there it was. And this time when the tears threatened, he couldn’t stop them.

“What’s my stupid name?” His voice wheezed out of his chest, squeezing past a constriction that felt like a brick wall. “Come on, damn it all, who the hell am I?”
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Three hours later, he was only a little closer to finding the answer to that question. A look around the room revealed a suitcase full of clothes, fifty-seven dollars and eighty-seven cents in cash and a wallet that held nothing but a learner’s permit for Boston, Massachusetts, in the name of Hunter Harrison. The picture on the ID looked a little like the face he saw in the mirror, but only vaguely. The face was too young, and he guessed he was at least a few inches taller than the five feet, seven inches that Hunter Harrison was supposed to stand in height.

There was an address, and that was a starting point. He figured he could find out where the address was in Boston and go there. Maybe it was his home and he’d get lucky and something about the place would help him remember who he was and what was missing from his life.

There was another problem, of course, and this one was a doozy. The address on the license said Boston, but as he discovered by checking out the local news, he was in Baltimore, Maryland. He couldn’t remember his name without help, or much of the past, but his geography was just fine. A few hundred miles stood between him and his destination.

He paced the room like a caged tiger for a while, doing his best to solve the puzzle of his existence, but it wasn’t going well.

He stood in front of the mirror, studying himself. The body was muscular, with broad shoulders, a solid chest and the sort of build that only came from years of hard workouts. Brown hair, tan skin, blue eyes. The face was a puzzle. He didn’t know why, but he somehow knew that his face was…older than it should have been. There was a small scar over his left eyebrow, like he’d run into something once upon a time. There were no other distinguishing marks.

How could he remember anything if he couldn’t remember his own face?

His stomach growled, and Hunter stood up, stretched and gave thought to eating something.

“Whatever. I need to get out of here. I don’t even know if the room is paid for.”

He reached for the jeans draped over the back of the cheap chair that went with the cheap desk in the cheap room and—

The car horn startled him out of his thoughts, and Hunter stepped back from the noise just in time to avoid getting creamed by the milk truck rumbling down the street. The air was hotter than he expected, and his skin was stippled with a thin sheen of sweat.

Not two feet away from him, the road was baking in the bright sunlight and a bum was sprawled on the ground, either sleeping off a bender or knocked unconscious.

The bum turned over and groaned. Hunter looked toward the man and took in the bruises and bloodied nose, the busted lips and the eyes swollen almost completely shut. His clothes were clean but wrinkled. Not a bum after all. Somebody’d just beat the crap out of him.

Hunter turned to get a closer look, but then—

It was dark and he was lying in a new bed.

He heard a noise and looked to his left. The shape next to him muttered and snored lightly. There was a girl in his bed with long red hair and a tattoo of a unicorn across her shoulder. She looked a few years older and she had one arm stretched toward him. Neither of them was wearing clothes. Hunter sat up in the bed and looked around, his heart hammering hard.

There was a girl in his bed. A naked girl. What the hell had he been—

Daylight again and a different hotel.

For a moment he tried to suppress the panic blooming in his chest and then he changed his mind. He shoved the fear aside and went straight for the anger that made his body twitch.

“Enough!” He came out of bed furious, hating this. “What the hell is this?” He couldn’t get a decent breath no matter how hard he tried. He didn’t know if hours had passed or days or even months, and the confusion hit him like a hurricane. His chest felt like someone was crushing him in arms as thick as a gorilla’s.

None of it made sense! He swung at the air, just in case there might be someone behind him, but struck nothing.

“What’s happening to me?” His voice cracked and his eyes stung with the need to cry.

And then he noticed the note on the window, taped in place. It said: PLAY ME, and an arrow was drawn pointing toward the pressboard desk below the sign.

Below the sign was a cheap tape recorder.

His head ached and his eyes burned a bit, but he nodded and took a deep breath. If there was a song on the thing, he’d throw it out the window. If it was someone talking, maybe he’d finally learn something.

Hunter pulled out the desk chair and sat down. A moment after that he hit the play button.

The voice that came out was tinny and distorted, and not one he recognized.

“Bet you want answers, don’t you? Bet you’re tired of blacking out again and again, aren’t you?” The voice sounded almost amused, but there was an undercurrent of anger, of hatred, that he couldn’t ignore.

“Tough. Your life is officially shit. I own you. Get used to it.”

“What?” The voice was recorded, but if he could have, he’d have strangled it into silence.

“You’re having troubles, loser. You’re in deeper than you know and the only way you’re going to get any answers is to listen to me. The only reason you’re alive is because I need you. If I didn’t, you’d be dead and buried where no one would ever find you.”

There were a few seconds of silence and then the voice started again. “You don’t know where your family is. You don’t know where you are. You might not even remember anything about yourself, and that’s okay. It’s all stuff we can fix if you work with me. But if you piss me off, if you cross me, I can ruin you.”

Hunter reached for the recorder, ready to shut it off.

“This is a first-time run. You want to answer me, you turn the tape over and you go ahead and say what’s on your mind. We’ll have a nice little talk. In the meantime, don’t get too stupid.”

That was all the tape said. He listened for several minutes to the static and silence of the blank tape before he turned it off.

Then he flipped the tape over and started talking.


Chapter Three

Subject Seven

“Hunter Harrison’s” voice grated on his nerves. The Other was a whiny little piss pot, and that much hadn’t changed at all. He thought he’d been freed of him forever. But now? Now the Other was back.

But things were different. The Other seemed…confused. He was lacking. He was missing most of his memories. He knew he had a brother, a father, a mother, but he couldn’t remember them clearly. He might have recovered from the car crash, but it seemed to have had an amnesia-like effect on his brain. Seven couldn’t clearly see into the Other’s mind, he never had been able to, but the bleed over let him see some of what was going through his enemy’s mind. Luckily it hadn’t done the same to him. That brought a small smile to Seven’s face, but it didn’t last long. The world was no longer his own and he hated that.

He lay on the hotel bed and listened, eyes closed. He didn’t want to see yet. He wanted to take in every nuance of Hunter’s voice, to understand everything about the Other. It was best to understand your enemy completely. Best to know him better than he knew himself. In this case, he certainly did. Seven smiled again at the thought. The name Hunter Harrison was a lie. A fabricated identity he’d created when he was learning how to make forgeries. The address was real enough, mostly because he would never be able to forget that damned location, but everything else was a lie and the Other fell for it.

He had believed the Other was dead and gone. He began to build a proper life for himself, to make connections and get himself set up, despite his age. He’d had the reins and full control and it had been amazing—liberating! But now the Other was back, stealing his world from him.

Again. The thought made him want to scream, but he’d learned a lot about self-control over the last few years. A lot.

He willed himself to focus on the tape. After the idiot had completed a long list of whining complaints about how horrible his life was, he finally got to the point. “Who are you? What the hell do you want from me? What did you do to my family? I need to know that they’re safe. And who…who am I?”

The anger disappeared for a moment and he roared with laughter, pounding the bed with his hands and his feet alike. “Who am I?” He repeated the phrase several times. Oh, this was rich. This almost made up for the changes in his plans.

The Other was alive. That meant a change in plans. If his meeting went well, he might even be able to get that help, too.

He’d done all he could without help, all he could without backup. Now he needed to handle the next level of the game. And really, it was a game. It was best if he thought of it that way because games were different from life. Games could be won definitively.

He intended to win. It was what he did.

A moment later he left the room. He was hungry, but that could wait. There was a man waiting to meet with him who had information that could be bought.

Once outside the hotel room, he picked up the pistol he’d stowed under a decorative rock at the edge of the parking lot and fished the bundle of hundred-dollar bills from where he’d taped them to the underside of the closest manhole cover and stuffed them in a duffel bag. Not the best bank in the world, but no one asked questions. If no one asked stupid questions, he didn’t have to kill anyone else. Hiding the bodies was inconvenient on such short notice.

Loaded with cash and weapons, he headed for the meeting place.
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Clarkson was late. Seven wasn’t happy about it, but there was nothing he could do. He flipped open his cell phone again to double-check, but there were no messages.

He dialed the number his contact had given him, but Clarkson didn’t answer.

No. Wait. Just before the damned phone kicked over to voice mail, something changed.

He looked around the bowling alley and studied the people around him. The Kingpin Bowl was a dive, the sort that reputable people didn’t go to. The only people around him were losers, slinking around in the bar area looking to score other losers, and a few teens who were playing in the arcade or actually trying to bowl a few games on the miserable alleys that needed more than a layer of polish to make them halfway decent. It was much too late at night for family fun.

He concentrated and listened carefully to the people around him. Ears that could hear a heartbeat from thirty yards away strained and he sorted the busy noises until he could distinguish the background sounds from what he wanted. Regular humans were damned near deaf in comparison to him, a concept that almost always left him amused. He sniffed. The sad lot stank of beer, cigarettes and failed deodorant.

He hit the redial button and listened. The phone made its purring sound in his ear, and on the other side of what the owners called “the Lounge,” where only people old enough to drink alcoholic beverages were supposed to sit, a phone rang at the same time. He looked in that direction and saw a man sitting at a small table. Even from across the room, he could almost smell the fear coming off the guy.

He studied the stranger as the phone rang in his ear. Sure enough, the man watched his phone ring four times and then as soon as the voice started asking him to leave a message, the man set the phone down on the table next to a drained beer mug.

Seven was big, especially for a fifteen-year-old, and while he could pass as an adult from size alone, no one was going to mistake him for being old enough to drink. That didn’t stop him from entering the Lounge. He had business to take care of, and he wasn’t planning on buying a beer anyway.

He took the long way around the collection of tables, deliberately checking out the women around him instead of eyeballing Clarkson. The man was sweating and looking all over the place.

A grizzled man with tattoos covering his beefy arms looked him over as he stared at the woman draped on the man’s arm.

“What are you staring at, kid?” The man’s voice was a challenge, primal and simple. It said, Don’t try to take my woman from me or I’ll beat you down.

Seven grinned and leaned in closer as he let himself slow down. The man looking at him blinked, shocked that his question was being answered with words instead of with fear. “I’m not looking at much. Just trash.” His eyes slid from the man to the woman with him. She was older, easily five to six years out of his normal range, but still attractive. She wore too much makeup and stank of perfume that was sweet enough to kill a diabetic. “And more trash.”

The response
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