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To my mom,
who will kill me real fast

when she finds out what I’ve really been doing all these years

instead of getting married and having children

who will always be
my
kind of superhero.


Prologue

 

It was midnight in New York. The poorly lit street outside the bar was almost empty. The only exceptions were a drunken tramp and a surprisingly sober visitor of the bar, a young man dressed in all black. He stood at the entrance with his back against the door and watched the tramp: leaned up against the wall, a crumpled and dirty cardboard box under him, he clutched at it with shaking hands, obviously chased by drunken hallucinations.

The young man stepped forward, reaching into his pocket and taking out a roll of twenties. He bent and gave the money to the tramp, who looked up with surprised foggy eyes. After a moment he took the roll, nodding with gratitude.

“Buy some food, buddy. You hear me? Not alcohol – food,” the young man said to him.

“Okay… Thank you, kind mister, thank you!” the man mumbled and stuffed the money under his coat. He got up awkwardly and hurried away, as if someone were chasing him and his prize. As soon as he got behind the corner, he stopped, breathing hard and taking out the roll with trembling, unruly fingers. He separated the notes, counting: one, two, three…
One hundred and twenty??
He stared at the money in bewilderment, forgetting how to breathe.

Dave watched the tramp disappear behind the corner and then took out his cell phone, intending to call his driver.
This night officially sucks, but at least someone is happy now,
he thought gloomily. He naively believed that the drunkard wouldn’t spend his money on some cheap whiskey; partly he realized it, but honestly, didn’t care. It had always been his subconscious choice to believe in the best in people, so he trusted the happy face of the tramp when he said he wouldn’t buy booze. Dave didn’t want to think of him probably getting drunk and robbed by his own pals somewhere in the next bar. He always wanted to believe that he could bring people good, that the money his father was giving to charity were used to cure ill children, not to buy another penthouse for some greedy, fat official. Dave’s glass was always half-full of crystal-clear, unspoiled, sparkling optimism, and he didn’t mind.

He raised the phone to his ear and gazed ahead, to the road.

“Hello?” a creaking voice sounded in his ear, but Dave’s attention was already captured by something else.

Something flickered a hundred yards away from him, falling swiftly along a high-rise building at the crossroads. However, he had only seen the last moment of the fall, when the object passed the illumination of the nearest streetlight. Dave hesitated for a few seconds, but curiosity overpowered his weariness. He hung up – his driver’s voice dying on the other end – and with three long strides, he crossed the road and headed to the building.

The night was turning brisk; hands in pockets, he walked against the rising wind, feeling the rain close and inevitable. The wall to his left ended suddenly. It was too dark in this part of the street, with the only streetlight far ahead, illuminating the building’s entrance. Dave stopped short, looking around in confusion. Did he imagine the falling object? Was it some kind of a play of light? Because there was nothing at the building’s foot, only thick shadows surrounded the area, seeming alive, moving—

He stepped back swiftly because something
did
move in the darkness. Hidden behind the corner now, with his head tilted to the side so he could peek around it, he watched someone steal along the wall, black on black, almost invisible. But there was something in his hands, something long, more than half of his height, and it was giving him away, gleaming silver in the moonlight every now and then.

Only the sound of his racing pulse filled Dave’s ears now. As his eyes adjusted, he could make out the figure by the wall more clearly, and its grace was surprisingly light for a man.
Oh, what the hell, just go home already!
Living in New York, he quickly got that “none of my business” was most people’s motto here. Life-saving motto, even. But still, there was something in all this that bothered him, made a vague, unsure thought stir at the edge of his mind. So, as his feet tried to drag him away, his anxious brown eyes watched the scene before him with almost self-destructive greediness.

Coming off the building’s yard, there was a narrow alley, and that was where the prowling figure stopped, merging with the dark. Dave waited, peering into the night until his eyes stung, and not in vain. Just a couple of minutes later the wind brought the sound of male voices, faint at first, but getting louder with every second. One more minute, and he was able to make out the words – they were arguing, their hushed rumbling voices echoing off the walls.

“If you didn’t stumble there like a blind man, we would’ve got her this time,” boomed one of them irritably.

“Oh, I’m sorry I stumbled where I shouldn’t have while trying to save your butt from her katana!” the second one replied.

“Come on, you’re exaggerating, she’d never get- ”

His voice broke off as they came out into the opening and stopped short with the enigmatic person in black right in front of them. Dave didn’t even see any movement when he or she had left the cover and blocked their way, but now he could definitely see that the gleaming object was a sword, its hilt long and black. And the point of it was right at the throat of one of the men. Dave peered harder and realized that it was a boy or a girl – his size was too small in comparison with the sizes of his opponents. They, too, were dressed in black, their figures tall and broad, their hair cropped short. However, in the next moment Dave didn’t have to guess about their stalker anymore.

“Really?” sounded a definitely female voice and then a carefree chuckle. “If I wouldn’t get you, then what are you doing here, sweating like a pig at the point of this very katana?” she continued in a velvety voice, drawling every word softly, with pleasure.

While the first of them just stared stupidly, the second seemed to have found the right words.

“Well, calm down. We weren’t following you. We’re just heading to a bar now,” he babbled in one breath. “We’re not gonna fight you, so let each of us go his own way.”

His companion nodded fervently, supporting the other man’s speech, but then froze with a painful grimace. Apparently, the sword didn’t let him move so freely.

“Did I argue with that?” the girl replied in the same calm, low voice. “Of course, each of us will go his own way,” her intonation changed to thoughtful now, “Though I’m afraid we might have different ideas about where your way leads…”

Dave only saw a blaze of the sword, and then something heavy hit the ground. He needed much more time to realize that it was the first man’s head. His eyes went round as he watched the sword swing in circle again and hit the blade of the second man with a clatter. In a couple of seconds his head landed next to the first one along with his hand. His short, wide sword was useless against the katana, and his size advantage meant nothing against the speed with which the girl had attacked him.

It all happened in a few seconds, and at first Dave just didn’t take it for real. But then the reality sank in, and a startled gasp escaped his mouth, making the girl whirl to him with her eyes narrowed suspiciously. He jerked back behind the corner, but she had noticed him already.

“Oh, Mister Curiosity’s here,” he heard her words, muffled by stone and distance. “I’m not gonna hurt you!” she called out in a drawling voice.

Dave stopped.
Move, you idiot!
But his sense was helpless as slowly, step by step, he got back to the corner and came out from behind it to look at her again. She was already holding a phone to her ear, talking quietly into it.

“…clean-up to the fourteenth sector. No, I’m taking off. Is Marco anywhere around?… Good, tell him to meet me at Eighth and Greenwich.”

She put the phone inside her chest pocket and turned to him.

“So, you saw all of it?” she asked Dave.

They stood twenty steps away from each other, and her words were pretty audible in the still of the night. She bent to wipe the sword at her victim’s clothes.

“Yes,” Dave answered, swallowing against the lump in his throat. The sense of the pulse beating at his temples became overwhelming. As if it were screaming to him: Danger, danger!
But you’re too stubborn and stupid to go home, right
.

“And you’re still here?” She mused for a moment, looking at her sword. “You’re brave,” she praised him sarcastically and looked up again. She was wearing a black face mask that covered the lower part of her face. But judging by her smiling eyes, the situation amused her. “Then you have the right to ask your questions.”

Dave looked at her perplexedly, so she added,

“You have questions, don’t you? Or you wouldn’t watch all this… People’s curiosity, my eternal companion…” There was a theatrical solemnity in her voice now, and Dave didn’t know if it was a good sign, her being in a cheery mood, or a bad one – her being obviously crazy.

He responded in an alien voice.

“Will you really answer?”

“Go ahead!” She waved her free hand. “The more witnesses like you know, the less they babble about it afterward. ’Cause nobody’s gonna believe them. But only if you come closer. I’m not gonna yell across the street.”

Was it a trap? A reason to make him come closer so she could kill him, too? Desperately, he thought it over, the silence between them lingering.
No, silly, she doesn’t need to trick you. She could kill you right now; one heartbeat – and you’re gone,
a voice sounded in the back of his mind, light and mocking.

He made a few steps along the wall carefully.

“Good boy,” she praised him again. “Shoot.”

He speculated for a moment.

“Why did you kill them?”

“They tried to kill me a few times now. Decided it was fun to chase me around.” She turned the sword in her hand, looking at it wistfully again.

“How many of your kind are out there?” he asked then.

“Not enough,” she answered, her voice ironic.

Dave thought for a few seconds before asking the next question.

“Who are you?”

Before he could finish talking, his back slammed into a wall, and the katana’s blade was at his throat. He froze, not breathing, and even his heart seemed to stop for a moment.

“And this is the wrong question,” she whispered from a few inches away, her black eyes boring into him, but he knew her lips were grinning under the face mask.

He only had enough time to get scared when she put the sword behind her back, leaped off the ground, and disappeared above his head – all in one moment. He stepped away from the wall, stunned, and looked up, but she was already gone.

And that was when Dave realized what didn’t let go of him from the very beginning: it wasn’t a thing falling from the roof…

It was the girl.
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