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For the Storytellers and Dreamers
and the people who told me I could.

Keep at it. The world needs your Stories and Dreams.








  
  Chapter 1


Juliana Nolan took a seat behind a sleek, modern desk, absently brushing a stray wisp of ash-blond hair behind her ear as she studied the man sitting on the other side of the desk. She didn’t normally allow investors to attend briefings, but she and this investor had some background. He and his partners shared valid concerns about this particular project. Slender fingers tapped the folder on her blotter, and Juliana wiped the slight frown from her face before her guest noticed it. After a moment, she pressed a button on the desktop, and the door to her office swung open. A single, well-groomed eyebrow arched upward as she studied the employee who entered. 
“Where are we on the current research projects?” Her voice was calm and even, though she suspected the answer would not please her.
“Project 215 is behind at the moment, Ms. Nolan.” The man swallowed self-consciously, shoving his hands into the pockets of the wrinkled and stained lab coat he was wearing before continuing. “It seems one of the research subjects has gone missing, ma’am.”
“Missing?” She tapped her fingers on the file folder for a moment, her eyes never leaving the researcher. Her voice was as chilly as her gray eyes. She already knew the answer to her next question, but asked it for the benefit of her guest. “And how does a research subject go missing, Doctor?”
A cold sweat broke out on the man's forehead, and his voice caught in his throat. It was rarely good to be called into this office. Unemployment was as likely a possibility as a demotion. Rumor had it that worse things could, and had, happened in this room. He had to clear his throat before he could get the words out.
“Project 215 is one of the long-term blind studies, ma’am. It was initiated approximately two years ago, with the first check-in period scheduled for this month. It seems that Subject 2457 has changed both location and name since the project began, ma’am.”
Juliana exchanged glances with her guest before her expression turned stern. Her timeless, refined features hardened. Her voice was low and quiet, forcing the scientist to lean forward to catch her words. “Subject 2457 is vital to the project. Find that subject, bring it in, and make sure it does not go missing again. Use whatever means are necessary. Am I clear?”
The man's nod was jerky and silent.
“Make sure your coworkers understand as well.” Juliana gestured to the door. “And keep me informed of your progress.”
She watched as the man practically bolted for the door. Even as she pressed the button to close the door behind him, she turned her attention to her guest. He, in turn, raised an eyebrow, frowning slightly.
“Isn’t Subject 2457…”
“Yes," Juliana interrupted him. “That subject is the real reason for the project. My staff are unaware of that fact at the moment.”
“It would require a rather inconvenient and unwanted explanation, wouldn’t it, Ms. Nolan?” The man put an emphasis on her name. “I do hope your staff can retrieve that subject and continue the project. Otherwise, my partners and I might be forced to withdraw our support for your research.”
“The situation will be resolved, Mr. Carnes. If you or your partners have any input or further concerns, please feel free to share them with me.”
“Be assured that we will, Ms. Nolan. There was underlying steel in the polite tone as he rose to leave.
Juliana waited until the door closed behind him before turning her attention to the project file. Displeased didn’t adequately describe her current mood. If her people didn’t find Subject 2457, she stood to lose everything she’d been working toward.







  
  Chapter 2


I blinked a few times as I stepped out of the electronics store, letting my eyes adjust to the sunlight. I hadn’t spent long in the store. The order I placed wasn’t large, just specialized. Scanning the street was habit, and I chuckled when I saw the two dark blue SUVs parked just down the street, engines running. That, along with the matching suits and trench coats of the men getting out of them, was a dead giveaway. 
Someone had noticed I was in town, which gave the weekend the potential to become interesting quickly. It would certainly be more interesting than staying up at the Haven would have been. I might even have a bit of fun. I knew who these guys worked for, which isn’t always the case. The question was how much they knew about me?
I stayed in the store's doorway until they saw me, then headed down the block at a casual pace. No reason to let them know that I’d already spotted them. They’d realize it soon.
This bunch was impatient, probably new. Once the second pair of men joined in, I “noticed” them and picked up my pace. Cutting down an alley, I reviewed my options. I had plenty down here. It was one reason I’d used that specific store. The bunch chasing me should have known that already. It was another sign that they were new to this game.
It was cool in the shade of the buildings that framed the alley. I hadn’t started sweating yet. Unfortunately, those walls also cut off any breeze, and the stink of rotting garbage reminded me of where I was just as the alley opened up to a cross street. Brick stung my palm as I slapped my left hand against the corner of the building, changing my direction without losing much momentum.
Cursing behind me made me look over my shoulder. Two of the men slid around the corner behind me. Despite the cursing, they weren’t out of breath. They were in decent shape. I needed a few tricks to get away from them. It was just going to take a few minutes to get to a place I could use them.
I kept my pursuers in sight. I could have lost them at any point, but where’s the fun in that? It never hurt to let them think they were close to catching me as long as I didn’t let them do it. I didn’t have backup, and even a few hours in their custody was more than I wanted to experience. I’d already been there and done that.
Finally, the landmarks I’d been looking for came into view. A quick right, then a left. A second left, reaching out for the signpost on my right, letting it pivot me ninety degrees. The brick and concrete wall of the building filled my vision as I exhaled, and then I was safe.
The two men still chasing me would have come around that corner a few seconds later. They were probably a bit confused to find it was a dead end. I’m sure they did a thorough job of searching it for hidden doors or passages, but they wouldn't find anything. For all they knew, I had disappeared into thin air, which wasn’t going to make their bosses very happy. Then again, they’d have known better if their bosses had told them more about me.

      [image: ]I didn’t disappear into thin air. You see, I’m an Atomic-class mutant. What I did was to lower the density of my body at the molecular until I could pass through the wall. We call it phasing. Cliché, I know, but it works. I could have phased the wall, and I do when I have other people with me. When it's just me and timing is an issue, it’s easier just to phase myself. And it hurts less. I can do the opposite too. There aren’t many of us who can. Raising the density of my body until it resembles an impenetrable wall is kind of fun, especially when I get to watch bullets bounce off my chest.
I’d picked that particular wall to phase through for a good reason. It was the outer wall of a safe-house for mutants and those who helped them. There’s a whole underground organization devoted to making sure that those of us with unusual abilities don’t get into too much trouble, and I’m part of it. We protect others from more than just themselves. Unfortunately, there are some very unscrupulous people and organizations out there who are interested in people with odd abilities and talents. One of them employed the men who had been chasing me.
Anyway, I could rest here for a while, check up on the computer and security systems - one of my responsibilities - and contact the Haven from here. I was in this area a lot, so I even had a few changes of clothes stashed in one of the storage lockers.
After I caught my breath, I grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and headed down to the basement and the main computer. Tight, closed-in spaces give me the willies, but the basement of this safe-house was big enough to keep me from feeling claustrophobic. If I wasn’t exactly comfortable, at least I wasn’t in a cold sweat over it. I had to wait for my pursuers to give up for the day anyway, so I might as well check the messages and run a system diagnostic.
Once the diagnostic was underway, I brought up the hotline messages. Most of them were pretty standard - mutants looking for help of some kind. One though - I exhaled slowly, running a hand through my hair as I punched the button to replay it. I bit my lower lip as I listened and studied the little information the computer had about the call’s origins. It was untraceable - probably from a burner phone. The voice was modified and I couldn’t tell if was male or female.
This was the second time we’d gotten a call like this. Whoever made it was trying to warn us that one of the safe-houses was going to be raided later in the week. The previous call had been accurate, so there was no way I was ignoring this one. I wanted to know how our mysterious informant was getting his or her information, but without some definite information about the call’s origins, I didn’t have anything to go on. I could just send it up to the Haven with a high-priority tag. Evan would get the Haven systems working on it to tease out any information possible. My gut was telling me it was going to take a human eye, as well as the computers, to solve this puzzle, though.
After a few seconds of thought, I punched up the video link to the Haven. It took a minute for anyone to pick up. When the video link finally opened, I found myself looking at the serious face of my newest teammate.
“Hey, Nahi. You got stuck monitoring systems today, huh?” I couldn’t help the crooked grin. Nahi is almost as good as I am on the computers, but she hates sitting in front of a screen for any length of time.
“Yeah, you take off and they stick the new girl with the grunt work.” My teammate glared at me, sweeping coarse black hair behind her shoulder.
“Well, I have something other than grunt work for you. I’m sending through a message from the hotline. See what you can find out about it.”
Her eyebrows lifted, and there was a glimmer of curiosity in the brown eyes as she spoke. “The system didn't tag anything?”
“Someone didn’t want us to track the origins of this one. If the information is true, there’s going to be another safe-house raid in a few days. See what you can do with it. I’d really like to know how this caller is getting their information.”
Nahi frowned, but nodded. “I’ll get on it. How much time do we have?”
“According to the message we’ve got until the middle of the week. Let Evan know when he surfaces, will you?”
“Will do. You headed back or staying in town?”
“I have to stay. Can’t reschedule the afternoon’s appointments.”
“Poor baby. Try to stay out of trouble.”
“Already had all the trouble I expect to see for the weekend. Too bad you missed it. At least I have a reservation at Cucina for dinner. See you sometime tomorrow.”
I cut the connection without waiting for Nahi to reply. It would annoy her, but that only meant she’d get to work on the message sooner.
By then, the system diagnostic had finished. After checking the results, I uploaded a few security patches and hunted up my spare clothes. A quick, somewhat sketchy wash and clean clothes did wonders for my mood. A glance at the time told me I had a few hours before I needed to be anywhere. I scrounged up some lunch, then settled in front of the computer again. I might as well see if anything interesting was happening on the forums I watched.  







  
  Chapter 3


Proxy 51 is far more than first impressions lead one to believe. The average person watching the videos thinks it’s a conspiracy site. Or that it’s intended to debunk and disprove the rumors about people with unusual abilities. Mostly, it depends on their political leanings. 
People with special abilities - mutants - know about a completely different side of Proxy 51. If you know how and have the proper references, there is an entire online community hidden beneath Proxy’s public face. Whoever runs Proxy 51 set up private and highly secure chat, forum, and email applications specifically for the mutant community.
Most times, a person’s username gives a pretty accurate clue to what abilities they have. Almost no one uses anything that hints at their real name, and abstract usernames are almost as rare. Even the moderators and administrators are only known by their usernames. The ultimate authority on the site is known only as Proxy.
One administrator, known as Phase, noticed significant activity around a post on the forum. Not unusual. There were always posts that garnered a lot of attention. But in this case, both the post itself and the activity around it were unusual.
Most of the mutants who access this side of Proxy 51 are mutants because someone messed with their DNA - usually without their consent. The author of this post was taking an opportunity to remind people that genomic manipulation wasn’t the only thing that might cause mutancy. It’s rare, but everyday evolution causes natural mutations, and it’s not the only other source - radioactivity, exposure to certain chemicals, and a myriad of other causes are out there and mostly ignored.
Proxy 51 and the mutant underground were created to help all mutants, regardless of the mutancy’s cause. Unfortunately, it seemed many of the regulars had forgotten that minor fact. It was easier to find mutants whose mutations resulted from genomic experimentation, mostly because records existed to verify both the experiments and the mutations. That meant that a majority of the members of Proxy 51 were victims of genomic manipulation. Quite a few of them felt they deserved more help than other mutants, and they could be very vocal and hateful about it. As a result, a lot of the comments on this post were little more than flames.
Phase scanned them all, then scrolled back up to the top of the post. He recognized the username of the original poster. He’d been talking to her off and on for the last few weeks through the chat app. Not that he knew much about her, other than she was a she. A quick glance at the user list told him she wasn’t logged in. He wanted to talk to her before she saw the activity on the post, but it was going to be a waiting game. After dropping a note into her inbox, he continued scanning the forums.
Eventually, the username popped up on the “online” list, but the “available” icon didn’t light up for several minutes. Not good. That meant she’d probably checked the post and her inbox before deciding she was willing to chat. Double-clicking the username opened a chat window, and he started typing.
Phase

Shadow, you there?


ShadowLover

 Yeah, Phase, I’m here.


You okay? I saw the post and the comments.


I don’t know.


I’m not sure it's worth it anymore.


::frowns:: what’s not worth it, Shadow?


Any of it


There was a long pause, and Phase started to worry. Finally, the app showed ShadowLover was typing a new message.
ShadowLover

No one really listens :sigh: I have no life, Phase. No friends. I hardly ever leave my house anymore, except for work.


Phase

Hey, you've got at least one friend. Unless you don't want me as a friend. Your ability causing you trouble?


Partly. I get headaches. Nothing seems to get rid of them anymore. If I'm lucky, alcohol will blunt them for a little while, but that’s about it.


Hmm... What’s your mutancy? I might know someone who could help.


I doubt it, but I appreciate the offer, Phase. I sense other people's feelings, and if I'm not careful, I can sometimes make them feel mine. Look, I don't really want to talk about it.


All right. But you're not alone, Shadow.


It feels like it. I doubt anyone would notice if I went dark.


I would.


For a few days, maybe. Then life would happen, and you'd forget about me quick enough.


I don't think so. I consider you my friend, Shadow, and I have few enough that I'm not likely to forget any of them.


Maybe. Look, I've got to go, Phase. I'll talk to you later.


Take care, Shadow. Try to remember you’re not alone.


Thanks, Phase. Take care.


Phase saved the chat log before closing the window and logging off. He had some thinking to do. ShadowLover seemed more depressed than the last time he’d talked to her. He desperately wanted a second opinion, but that would have to wait until he was home. In the meantime, he’d just have to hope ShadowLover’s outlook would brighten once she’d gotten some rest.








  
  Chapter 4


Rose Britton cupped her hands around her mug, watching the activity around her. Despite it being Saturday, Gaetano’s was about two-thirds full. Not bad for a local coffeehouse. She liked the place, but she rarely spent much time there. After work she was too tired, and all too often by the time the weekend rolled around she just didn’t want to deal with people. 
Today was an exception; the house had been too quiet, bringing to mind things she didn’t want to think about. Not that being alone around so many people was much better, but at least it provided some distraction. Not enough, unfortunately, to keep her thoughts from circling around work. Finally, she just gave in, letting her mind review the current situation as she sipped her latte.
The job itself wasn’t too bad - it was who she worked for. Rose had applied for and accepted the job as a technical researcher for GenExt, but she had ulterior motives in doing so. The job with that particular research firm offered her the opportunity to search for some specific information she needed. Unfortunately, she had had no luck with that search, and she’d been there almost two years now.
That was frustrating, but not the real problem. The real problem was that GenExt, despite its public face, was far less upright than they wanted everyone to think, especially when it came to their research. They were honest enough about doing bio-genetic and genomic research. Asking about specific studies and projects got you the runaround. And some of the technical research she was asked to do raised questions and suspicions in her mind. Without half trying, Rose had uncovered far more secrets within the company than she’d expected. Her suspicions only strengthened on the rare occasions she ran into one of the executives - from what she’d seen and felt, they were near sociopathic.
It had made her discovery of a black section of GenExt’s budget and main facility a little less surprising. Considering the type of research her employer openly admitted to, the existence of that black section was worrying. At this point, she was just trying to keep her ability under control, though it was getting more and more difficult to do. The idea of her employers finding out about her ability was costing her sleep, among other things. But that same black section told Rose she was probably on the right track.
It was enough to keep her working there, though she wished the information she needed was anywhere else. As soon as she found it, Rose was gone. GenExt wouldn’t even get two weeks' notice from her. If it had only been general information on GenExt’s research that she’d needed, she would have been gone long ago.

      [image: ]The rich smell of roasting coffee beans wafted through the door of Gaetano’s as I slipped inside. It was crowded, not surprising for the time of day, even on a Saturday. The noise of so many quiet conversations was enough to cover the sound of the door closing behind me. Wearing dark slacks and a white button-down shirt, I didn’t really blend in with the crowd, but I didn’t stand out much either.
Despite the morning’s adventure, I still had a few hours before meeting with the Realtor across town, so I headed to the counter to place my order. I could relax with a good coffee while I caught up on the local and financial news. When I was in town, Gaetano’s was a regular hangout so I didn’t really have to think about my order. Instead, I let my thoughts center on the list of tasks I needed to accomplish while I was in town.
You’d think that after the morning’s little adventure, I’d pay more attention to my surroundings. I’d taken a good look around when I came in, though, and hadn’t seen anything or anyone out of place. It was safe enough to let my attention wander as I picked up my coffee and looked for a table.
Someone bumped me and sent a nearly scalding wave of coffee down the front of my shirt. That re-centered my attention on the here and now pretty quickly. I blinked, focusing on the auburn-haired woman I’d just collided with. She looked up, her brow wrinkled as she bit her lower lip, and froze. It was just for a second, but I saw it. I caught her gaze, her grass-green eyes wide, and froze in shock myself. I knew we’d never met, but I was certain I recognized her somehow.
The woman blinked, then blushed, grabbing for some napkins from the table next to her. “Oh my god! I’m so sorry, I wasn’t paying attention!” She sounded mortified.
I flashed her a crooked smile as I took the napkins she offered, letting her take my now empty cup. Soaking up the worst of the damage, I was glad the spill had been limited to just my shirt. It had been as much my fault as hers, if not more, and I didn’t want her to feel guilty about it. “Not your fault. My mind was somewhere else completely.” I chuckled, knowing that was nothing less than the truth.
After grabbing a few more napkins, I continued to soak up the spilled coffee, hoping her embarrassment would pass if I ignored it. I could almost feel her studying me, wondering if I really meant what I’d said. Or not. That feeling of recognition might indicate she was a mutant too. If that was the case, likely a psionic. And most of the psionic abilities would tell her I meant exactly what I’d said.
A quiet intake of breath warned me before she spoke again, her voice a bit higher and strained. “I am so sorry! Unless I miss my guess, you’re dressed for something special.”
Damn. She recognized the shirt wasn’t off the rack. I’d been hoping she wasn’t that observant. The anxiety in her voice was enough to pull me away from my thoughts, though to be honest, my thoughts hadn’t been all that far away. This woman reminded me a lot of Anna, one of my teammates, which made sense if she was a psionic class mutant. Her distress was far more than the situation warranted though, so I pushed those thoughts to the background for the moment. “No worry. I’ve got time to pick up a new one or get back to where I’m staying and change. It’s not a big deal.”
My reassurances had little effect. She did meet my eyes for a split second before looking away again, but I realized she wasn’t buying it.
“That’s an expensive shirt.”
Yep, she’d definitely noticed. Damn it.
Glancing at me, she continued, though the words were hesitant. “If you have enough time to get a new one, I can save you the cost.” She bit her lower lip. “I can clean it for you, if you’re willing to come to my place.”
I cocked my head to the side, considering. I couldn’t help the slight frown that formed. Had she felt the same thing I had? Or was she just impetuous? Was she a mutant, as I suspected? Even if she was, it was risky to invite a stranger into her home, and I said as much.
Her reply held a certainty I didn’t expect: “I’m a better-than-average judge of character.”
I felt my eyebrows rise. Was she hinting that she had unusual abilities? I couldn’t tell for certain - my mutation is a completely different class, after all - but it seemed like a possibility.
While I was thinking, she stuck her hand out. There was a hint of mischief in her green eyes that brought an answering smile to my lips. “Rose Britton.”
“Jake Martino. Nice to meet you, Rose.” There was a tiny shock as I shook her hand. Giving her my real name was a calculated risk. Being part of Helix means it’s more well-known than I like. Especially by people like the men who’d chased me that morning. But I figured if Rose was a mutant, it might make her more comfortable, and if she wasn’t, she shouldn’t recognize it.
I didn’t get the reaction I’d hoped for… or the one I’d feared. Rose pulled her hand from mine and ducked her head, hiding her expression. It seemed she recognized my name, and it made her uncomfortable. I tried not to frown. Her reaction bothered me more than I wanted to admit and sparked my curiosity, which, honestly, didn’t need encouragement at the moment.
After a few seconds, she chuckled, though it sounded forced. She raised her head, looking at me directly for the first time. “Now we’re not strangers…” A slight smile curved her lips. “Strange, maybe, but not strangers. Are you going to let me fix your shirt? It’s my fault it’s stained in the first place.”
We could have argued that point for a while since I hadn’t been paying any more attention to my surroundings than Rose apparently had been. It occurred to me at that moment that we were still standing in the middle of the coffeehouse, probably blocking traffic. I smiled as I ran through my options.
I still didn’t know if she was a mutant. Her comments might be veiled hints, or coincidence, though I don’t believe much in coincidence. If she were, Evan needed to know about her. Even if she wasn’t, there was that sense of recognition I hadn’t figured out yet. Given my mutation, Rose didn’t really pose any physical danger to me. And living with a psionic class mutant had taught me a few things about keeping them out of my mind and emotions. If Rose were willing to take the risk, there really wasn’t any reason for me not to take her up on it - and every reason to follow her lead.
“If you feel that strongly about it, I guess I have to. I wouldn’t want to call your judgment into question.” Nodding toward the door, I smiled. At the very least, I could get us out of the way of Gaetano’s other customers. We stepped outside, and a cool breeze cleared my head a bit.
Rose paused just out of the way of the door, her eyes on the ground between us again. “My place is within walking distance, but I can give you the address if you want to move your car?”
The uncertainty in her voice might have been because she didn’t know if I’d driven. But it might not. Now wasn’t the time to figure it out. I half nodded. “I could use a walk. Lead the way.”
We didn’t talk, but it wasn’t silent long enough to become uncomfortable. Rose hadn’t lied when she said her place was close. The house she led me to was small, with a postage stamp-sized yard, but it was in good shape and gave a welcoming impression.







  
  Chapter 5


Rose didn’t know why she’d made the offer at first. There had been that sense of recognition, the ability she’d learned to trust a long time ago telling her she knew the man she’d run into. It wasn’t reason enough to invite a stranger into her home. When he introduced himself, all the pieces fell into place. Jake Martino. She’d never met him, but Rose knew about him. It explained why her ability had “recognized” him. 
It also proved her luck wasn’t getting any better. Of all the people to literally run into, she had to collide with someone who was a real danger to her. Yet another reason, not that she needed it, to dislike her employer. Her personal sympathies lay with Jake and Helix, but her employers felt somewhat differently. GenExt saw Helix as a danger to its research. Any contact with a member of the underground organization was supposed to be reported at the first opportunity.
Rose could only hope no one realized she’d run into Jake. She knew, from her own research efforts, GenExt wasn’t above spying on its employees. She almost regretted making the offer to clean his shirt, but only almost. Yes, it would probably cause trouble for her, but she couldn’t pass up the opportunity to get to know a member of Helix. And it was too late to take the offer back without raising questions she didn’t want to answer. She already had more than enough questions to deal with.
Unsettled as she was, Rose appreciated the silence as they walked. Jake didn’t seem to feel the need to fill the silence with conversation. He seemed deep in thought. Whatever he was thinking, the quiet gave her the opportunity to regain some of her composure.
Still, Rose fumbled a bit as she unlocked the door. A quick scan of the living room told her it was presentable as she swung the door open. Hanging her bag on the closet doorknob, she gestured to the couch. “Make yourself comfortable.” Her voice warmed up a bit as she headed for the kitchen. Being on her home ground made her more comfortable. “Can I get you some coffee or tea or something? I can’t match Gaetano’s, but I do have some whole bean coffee I can brew up.”
Jake had settled on the couch, watching her. Rose doubted he was going to tell her what was going through his mind. She squashed the idea of reaching out with her ability to get a sense of whatever it was.
“Coffee would be good, but don’t brew up a pot just on my account.”
She didn’t have to force the chuckle this time. “Don’t worry about it going to waste. If I brew it, I’ll drink it. Just give me a sec.”
Her tiny galley kitchen wasn’t much, but there was enough room for the necessities. It only took a couple of minutes for Rose to grind the coffee beans and get the coffeemaker going. As the smell of brewing coffee filled the small space, she returned to the living room. Jake seemed comfortable enough for the moment, but the brown stain on his white shirt made her sigh. “It’ll just be a couple of minutes. Let me see if I can find you something to wear while I get your shirt cleaned.”
While she might enjoy the view, having Jake sitting in her living room without a shirt was probably a bad idea. It had been a long time since she’d been in a relationship, but there might be a t-shirt of two of her ex’s still floating around. If not, Jake would have to make do with one of her oversized shirts. Besides, searching for a shirt for him meant Jake didn’t have the opportunity to ask any uncomfortable questions.
After digging through a few drawers, Rose found a t-shirt that looked like it would fit her guest. Returning to the living room, she tossed it at the blond. “This should fit you. My ex left it behind.”
His expression was almost comical as he tried to figure out what the comment meant. After a moment, he thanked her and started undoing his cufflinks. Rose retreated to the kitchen.
A few minutes later, she poked her head out of the kitchen, noting that Jake had changed into the t-shirt. “How do you take your coffee?”
“Black’s fine, thanks.” He tried to catch her eye, but Rose ducked back into the kitchen as soon as she had his response.
It was a few minutes before she came back out, setting a mug on the coffee table in front of Jake. She flashed him a slight smile, gathered up his shirt and undershirt, and disappeared back into the kitchen again.
Mild soap and cold water did wonders for getting the coffee stains out. Once Rose was certain there was nothing left that might darken when the shirts dried, she slipped down the hall and put shirt and undershirt in the dryer. Glancing into the living room as she returned to the kitchen, she was relieved to see that Jake seemed comfortable, if preoccupied.  
She couldn’t leave him out there by himself. Rose sighed to herself. After a moment, she fixed herself a cup of coffee, adding sugar and cream before blowing across the liquid’s surface. She was stalling, and she knew it. Finally, she left the kitchen, moving into the living room and taking a seat in the chair across from her guest, but not saying anything.

      [image: ]I was beginning to think Rose was having second or even third thoughts about her offer. I hoped not, but she seemed to be avoiding me, even when she was in the same room. Then there was that comment when she tossed the t-shirt at me. I didn’t know what to make of that. It made me more curious about her, though.
I had a moment’s pause when she offered the coffee. Given what I do, watching out for potential traps is more or less second nature. While Rose didn’t pose any physical threat to me, poison, or even just a sedative was certainly possible. Her place seemed empty though, and she hadn’t appeared at all nervous when she handed me the mug. That was either a good sign or she was an excellent actress. I was prone to trust her - she still reminded me of Anna. In any case, I figured the coffee was safe enough, though the first sip I took was small, just in case I recognized any off-flavors.
While Rose took care of cleaning my shirt, I studied the living room. Maybe it could tell me something about my new acquaintance. Something about the place reminded me of the Haven. It couldn’t have been more physically different. Haven is full of huge open spaces, and Rose’s home was small and cozy, almost cramped. But it had the same comfortable, safe feeling.
Something was off though, and it took me a few minutes to figure out what it was. For all that it felt welcoming and comfortable, there was nothing personal about it. It fit what little I knew about Rose so far, but it was comfortable in an average sort of way. There were no clues what her interests might be or what she did for a living.
There were no personal pictures, no books lying around. Even the few pieces of artwork on the walls were the generic kind you could buy at any hobby or art store. There was a closed laptop computer sitting on the corner of the coffee table, but that was it.
It struck me as wrong that there was no sense of personality to the place. It was obvious that Rose had lived here for a while, so it wasn’t because she’d just moved in recently. Everything I knew so far indicated that she spent a fair amount of time at home. So why didn’t her home reflect her more?
My musings were interrupted as Rose sat down in a chair across the coffee table from me, a mug of light coffee in her hand. Curling one leg under herself, she raised her knee and rested her foot on the edge of the chair. After a sip or two, she balanced the mug on her bent knee. The body language wasn’t hard to read. She was putting things between us, which meant she was uncomfortable.
Drinking some of my coffee gave me a minute to think. If anyone should be uncomfortable here, it was me. This was her home, and a person really shouldn’t feel out of place in their own home. “So what do you do when you’re not inviting strangers into your house, Rose?”
I’d meant the question to be a joke, but it didn’t come out that way. I couldn’t help it. Rose had my curiosity going at full speed.
The question had the opposite effect that I’d hoped for, and I sighed as she lifted her mug and took a long drink of the cooling coffee. She was probably giving herself time to think about her answer. There were already several things about my companion that just weren’t making sense. I mentally put another mark on the little tally board in the back of my mind.
Finally, Rose answered, fidgeting with her mug and not meeting my eyes. “Work mostly. I’m a technical researcher for a scientific research firm. When I’m not working, I’m mostly coding websites.”
She wasn’t lying, or at least I didn’t think she was. I got the feeling she wasn’t telling me the whole truth, though. Something about the tone of her voice, about the way she answered, made me think there was more to it. She obviously didn’t want to talk about it. I pushed a little more, trying to get some of the pieces I had to fit together. “Doesn’t sound too satisfying for you.”
“Unfortunately true, but it does pay the bills.” Rose shrugged slightly, looking at her mug instead of me. “There are other, less tangible benefits to the work.”
Now, that was interesting. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I filed it away in the back of my head to mull over later. This wasn’t going the way I wanted it to, and it was time to change the subject before it got even more uncomfortable. “So you appreciate good coffee. What do you like to eat?”
Now Rose glanced at me over the rim of her mug, faint appreciation in her eyes. I was guessing it was for the change of subject to something less personal. After considering the question for a few seconds, she shrugged and smiled a bit crookedly. “I’m not picky, really. I suppose, if I have to choose, I have to admit a fondness for Italian.”
Now that was a subject I knew about, and I could keep the conversation going for a good while. Something about my mutation keeps my metabolism very active, so I eat a lot. Italian is one of my favorites.
I was enjoying the conversation, and my host relaxed a bit. I was surprised by how much she knew about Italian cuisine, though. I grew up around traditional Tuscan cooking, but Rose had a decent knowledge of regional styles in Italy. Good enough to argue her favorites with me, anyway.
I got so involved in the conversation that I didn’t notice the odd look she was giving me at first. Not until she tilted her head to one side and studied me outright.
“You speak Italian fluently.” The corner of her mouth quirked upward in an almost smile. “In fact, I’d guess you grew up with it.”
My brain did a dead stop, and I knew I was gaping. Whatever I’d expected from her, it hadn’t been that observation. Picking up my mug, I drained it in a couple of swallows. That gave my brain a chance to get moving again. I knew I was frowning slightly, but I couldn’t help it.
“Yeah…” I looked at Rose as I set my mug back on the coffee table. “But how’d you figure that out?”
The half-smile that flashed over the rim of her mug contained just a hint of amusement. “I lived in Tuscany for a few months. Never learned to speak the language very well, but I did learn enough to understand it and tell the regional differences apart.” She shrugged and nodded slightly in my direction. “You say certain words, mostly food-related, with a Tuscan accent.”
Chalk up another mark on that mental tally list I was compiling. Rose was turning out to be a bit more observant than I was really comfortable with. I shook my head with a rueful grin as I answered. “My grandmother was from Tuscany. We mostly spoke Italian around her at home.” I knew my voice betrayed something of my surprise, but I smiled at her. “You’re good.”
Rose blushed slightly as she shrugged, brushing off the compliment. “Technical researchers have to be observant.”
The dryer buzzed just then, and Rose set her mug down as she rose. Before heading toward the dryer, she pulled an ironing board and iron from the hall closet.
“Starched or just ironed?” Rose’s voice was muffled, and I guessed she was probably pulling my shirt from the dryer.
Despite the ironing board, I hadn’t expected her to do anything other than clean the shirt. It took me a few seconds to answer. “Just ironed is fine, Rose. But you really don’t have to go to the trouble.”
“A wrinkled shirt isn’t going to make a good impression, Jake, no matter how expensive the suit and tie are.” The words were accompanied by a half-laugh as she tossed my undershirt at me.
I couldn’t argue with her reasoning, though I winced slightly at the bit about the suit and tie. She made quick work of ironing the shirt, and I just watched. My mind had gone back to that growing list of things that just weren’t adding up. It probably should have made me uncomfortable; instead, it made me more curious. When Rose finished, she handed me the shirt, gathered up the mugs, and vanished into the kitchen.
I was just fastening the cuffs when she returned. I grinned, wanting to let her know I appreciated not only the shirt, but her company as well. “Thanks. The shirt looks like new, and this was certainly more interesting than shopping for a new one. The company and coffee were good too.”
“Least I could do, since it was my fault.” Rose leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Though she smiled a little, she seemed uncomfortable again. I wanted to argue the point with her, since I was equally to blame, but that would just make her more uneasy. What I wanted to do was stick around and see if I could find out more about her, but I had an appointment to keep this afternoon.
Then again, I also had a reservation this evening that could easily go from one to two.
“Look, Rose, I’ve got a reservation at Cucina della Nonna for tonight, and I hate to eat alone. I could use some company. Join me?”’
For just a second, the green eyes lit up. If I hadn’t been watching, I’d never have seen it. The light died almost before I’d registered it, and Rose offered me a wistful smile. “I appreciate the offer, Jake, but Cucina’s a bit out of my budget.”
I frowned before getting control of my expression. Fidgeting with my earlobe, I tried to work through what I’d just seen. Rose wanted to go to Cucina. I’d surprised her, otherwise I don’t think she’d have let me see it. Was it the cost? I could reassure her about that, at least. Maybe that would convince her. “I’d really like your company, Rose. Don’t worry about the check, it’s my treat.” I paused, studying her expression, but she didn’t look convinced. “Seriously, I really hate eating alone.”
I held her gaze as Rose studied me. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for, or what she found, but after a minute or two she gave me a crooked smile. “Why do I get the feeling you’re going to pester me until I agree to go?”
I flashed her my most endearing grin and shrugged. “My friends do say I can be stubborn as a rock.” Glancing down, I straightened my cuffs before looking at her again. “Pick you up at seven?”
I knew I’d won when a soft laugh escaped despite her efforts to stop it. “Okay! If you’re going to be that insistent. You really don’t have to though.”
“I’ll take that as a yes.” I was counting even her conditional acceptance as a victory of sorts. Leaving it at that, I headed for the door.







  
  Chapter 6


Looking at empty industrial warehouses isn’t really my idea of fun, but it provided me with an excuse to get out of the Haven on most weekends. While Evan handles most aspects of running Helix, he handed the financials and electronic security measures over to me not long after I’d arrived. Often they keep me tied to the Haven when the others are out doing things. At the time, it surprised me - that he would trust a newcomer with that much responsibility, especially as young and unproven as I was. That was before I got to really know him. He took the time to explain it to me, and once he had, it made sense. Though, to be honest, I still thought I was young to be trusted with that kind of responsibility.
I keep my past pretty much to myself, though obviously Evan knows the details. It’s not anything I’m embarrassed by - it’s just something I’d rather forget. People treat me differently when they realize I’m one of “those” Martinos. Evan knew even before he and Sam pulled me from that stasis shell so many years ago. He knew I’d grown up around money and corporate - and let’s say “other” - financing. It was like breathing for me, something I understood without really thinking about it. I’m not proud of it. It’s just something I absorbed from being around it all the time. Before I joined Helix, I buried myself in computers and electronics. At least I earned those skills honestly.
Still, I knew the financial system inside out. I knew where to put money legally, where it would earn a profit without attracting attention. I knew less legal methods to increase an investment. Better yet, I knew where and how to hide money. And I knew how to secure financing without capital.
Evan knew all of that before he found me. Later he admitted it was why he’d maintained an active search for me instead of waiting for me to show up on his radar. Good thing for me - if he’d waited, I wouldn’t have shown up except as a dead body. There are a lot of things that only Evan can handle, so handing the financials off to me early on only made sense. It also made me feel useful while I was recovering from what Keller and GenExt had done to me.
It took longer for Evan to give me responsibility for the computer and electronic systems. I had to prove my skills to him. Once I did, though, he started letting me handle things. One thing neither of us anticipated was that handling both the finances and the computer systems actually made things easier for me. Once I started handling the computer systems and electronics, I took on most of the security arrangements as well . Once that happened, it only made sense for me to handle property acquisitions. Evan could tell what general locations would be good for our purposes, but he got distracted. And he didn’t think about the actual work and expense involved in converting a location for our use. I did, and I knew when the price would be too high to make it worth it.
So it made sense, and I know I’m the best person to do it. I still don’t particularly like the process. It involves dressing in a manner I really prefer to avoid. As Rose had noticed, my clothes were high-end designer - tailored to me - a “bespoke” suit, as the Brits say. I still don’t like wearing them. They bring back too many memories of times I would rather forget. Unfortunately for me, the realtor needed to believe I had the resources and authority to purchase the kinds of properties we were looking at. That meant looking and acting the part, even if it reminded me uncomfortably of my life before Helix.
It was probably a good thing that evaluating properties was second nature by that point. I didn’t have to put too much thought into initial evaluations. That was good because half my mind was definitely elsewhere, replaying the previous couple of hours. Several things about my new acquaintance were bothering me, and there were too many marks on that mental tally list I’d been keeping. I’d just met her, so arguably I couldn’t know that much about her. There were still too many contradictions in what I did know.
Her reaction to my dinner invitation stood out glaringly. I’d caught the way her eyes lit up when I made the offer. She recognized the restaurant and wanted to say yes. Though she’d hidden it well, her unease had been clear enough after that initial reaction. Her excuse, not being able to afford Cucina’s prices, was a legitimate one until I offered to cover the check. Even then I’d had to resort to pure stubbornness to get Rose to agree to something she clearly wanted to do. It made little sense based on what I knew.
Which meant there was something going on with Rose that I didn’t know about yet. Not surprising, since I’d only known her for a few hours. But how many people would seriously consider turning down a free meal, especially at an exclusive restaurant? And that was only one thing that raised my curiosity. There was that recognition when we’d shook hands. If I had to bet, I’d have said she was a psionic like Anna. That’s who kept coming to mind in comparison, anyway. But she hadn’t confirmed it - just dropped comments that might be hints at it.
Even if she were a mutant, she might not be aware of it. The psionic class mutation was often mistaken for simple good judgment or instinct. If she were a mutant and knew it, she might be afraid of what normal people would think if they found out. There was no way for me to tell. 
I really needed to talk to Evan about her. He might have a way to find out if she was a mutant. If she were, we might find her in one of the databases. And she wasn’t already in any of his databases, he needed to know about her. She might need his, or Helix’s, help at some point.
Eventually, the property tours were done, and I made arrangements to meet with the realtor in the morning with my decisions. He rarely did business on Sundays, but the size of his potential commission made it worth his while. I still had a little time, so I headed back to the safe-house. After a quick shower, I could make sure all the security patches had installed correctly. I stashed the tie and jacket in the trunk. While Cucina has a dress code, it didn’t require either.

      [image: ]Rose watched the door close behind Jake and wondered what she’d gotten herself into. Why had she let him convince her to have dinner with him? She couldn’t deny that she wanted to. But what she wanted, and what was smart, were two different things, especially in this case. Until she found the data she was looking for, she needed her job. She hated it. Or rather, she hated her employer. But she needed the access it gave her.
When her ability started changing a couple of years ago, Rose went looking for information on why. In every search she did, GenExt came up. Her best chance at finding information about what had happened to her was there. So she’d found a job there that would let her do some personal research on the side.
She hadn’t known anything about who ran the company back then. She did now, and Marcus Stromberg, the CEO, wasn’t anyone she ever wanted to meet. His main objective seemed to be results at all costs, and the rest of the upper management team took their lead from him.
And then there were the hidden directories and black budgets she’d found recently.
A lot of the research she’d done outside of the company had involved weeding through rumors and conspiracy theories. Given the subject she was researching, that wasn’t really all that surprising. Some of those rumors and conspiracies had a certain logic to them, holding together despite a lack of facts. There certainly seemed to be someone or some organization coordinating certain rumors and activities. What Rose had discovered in those directories appeared, at least after initial study, to be consistent with some of the rumors.
Even if there was nothing more sinister going on at the company than some classified research, GenExt employees had been warned against “consorting” with members of Helix. Most of the world might not have any idea of who or





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE CHAMELEON PROTOCOL
BOOK |






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 57
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 58
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 59
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 60
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 61
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Line of Sight Preview
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Line of Sight Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Want to Learn More?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  



OEBPS/images/f98d42db-0751-4fcf-bc3b-aeebc821bbe2.png
C)

TWILIGHT'S VERGE

PUBLISHING LLGC





OEBPS/images/dfafa45f-f08f-4c92-a115-d4d3beb3cc54.png
C)

TWILIGHT'S VERGE

PUBLISHING LLGC





OEBPS/images/36b93d7e-e430-4af2-9b4e-424950eebde6.png







