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      “Adam, get up. They’re here.”

      In a creaking bed on a hard mattress, covered by a toilet-paper-thin sheet, Adam had somehow fallen asleep. More surprisingly, like sinking sand, exhaustion had pulled him deeper and deeper.

      Before long, he had begun to dream.

      At Eve’s call, he reluctantly rose. Groggy, aching, he struggled to comprehend her words.

      In his dream, in a dining room he didn’t recognize, but he knew belonged to the earliest home he remembered, he shared a table with the only people for whom he’d ever cared: Eve, his mother, and Saskia.

      The food had been delicious, but the conversation stilted. To it, there had been an unpleasant undercurrent. Adam had felt uncomfortable.

      Like always, his reality was shaping up to be far worse.

      A scaled slug monster from Mars, falling through the ceiling and devouring his mother, Eve, and Saskia, might still end up appearing preferable compared to what the coming day’s dose of real life had to offer.

      Striving to shake off his grogginess, Adam sat up. He watched Eve gather their few belongings before she shoved them into their shared bag. Once done, she would chuck it to him. In return for playing pack-mule, he got the bed whenever they shared a room. She said she didn’t mind. Since he struggled with most mattresses, she knew he couldn’t tolerate the discomfort of floorboards.

      While she finished, he rose and went to the window, then peeked behind the curtain. The street was empty. On the horizon, the hint of dawn emerged. The late-nighters were in bed at last while the early risers were still beneath the covers.

      Only those keen to perform illegal actions unwitnessed remained afoot.

      Armed, well-funded kidnappers, for example.

      Parked across from the hotel was a black four-by-four. Tinted windows hid what lay within.

      There were no further vehicles in sight. If the SUV did belong to their enemies, it wouldn’t be a surprise. There was a wide alley to the left of the hotel, which led to the walled-off parking lot. Both locations offered plenty of space from which to launch an attack.

      But…

      “Can’t be,” he muttered.

      Finished, Eve shoved the bag into his hands, then dragged him away from the window. She ushered him to the door.

      “Yeah, yeah, it’s too soon. They’ve never found us so quickly. Blah, blah, blah. I agree. It’s still them.”

      Pausing at the exit, they waited, listening. Beyond the wooden barrier, the corridor was silent.

      Adam lifted three fingers to indicate the days since the last attack. Unsure of their previous record, he would guess around nine weeks.

      Shaking his head, he said, “Not possible.”

      “And yet,” she said, edging closer to the door. “Here we go again.”
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        * * *

      

      In the lobby, three suits in their thirties and forties, each wielding impressive-looking badges, loomed over nineteen-year-old Bethany, the hotel clerk. When asked to clarify who they were, they only said they were government officials. They offered no further details.

      “We have reason to believe two dangerous individuals are staying here,” said the one who had introduced herself as Caldwell. She had narrow features and cold, emotionless eyes, which matched her robotic voice. “Give us their room number. We’ll handle this quietly.”

      Her words weren’t persuasive, though her tone and cold stare were. The two men who flanked her were intimidating as well. One looked as though he could run through a brick wall without suffering either a cut or a bruise. The smaller, slim one had a serial-killer smile.

      Bethany pretended to examine the picture Caldwell had slapped on the counter. The footage was grainy, but Bethany had immediately recognized the duo. The guy was cute—the strong, silent type. His girlfriend, though, had talked a lot. Bethany had been jealous of her.

      “They’re here,” she confessed. The suits leaned in. Against her better judgment, she offered, “Room 206.”

      “Thank you,” said Caldwell.

      When the female official nodded, the man with the serial-killer smile withdrew a tiny device and held it to his mouth, whispering words Bethany couldn’t hear.

      Leaning across the desk, Caldwell said, “I can trust you to be discreet about this, can’t I, Bethany?”

      She got the impression the use of her name was intentional. It wasn’t an endearment. It sounded like a threat.

      Feeling timid and stupid, Bethany said, “Yes, miss.”

      “Good girl.”

      Over the woman’s shoulder, Bethany watched as the lobby began to fill with more suited agents.
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        * * *

      

      A quirk of genetics or trick of cruel deity had cursed Adam and Eve from birth. They might also have been conceived in the control room of a nuclear power station mid-meltdown. Radiation might be the reason for their particular abnormalities. 

      Adam had once floated this latter possibility to their mother, who had vehemently denied it. Adam believed her. Eve struggled to believe anything their mother said. Naming her twins Adam and Eve was one of many indications she did not have her children’s best interests at heart.

      Due to their curse, the twins had experienced hundreds of cities, become acquainted with thousands of people. Friendship, love, and happiness were forever off-limits.

      Being human, they sought settlement and contentedness wherever they could. Four days ago, after seven months of freedom, Adam and Eve had enjoyed an evening in a pub garden. Upon the tinkle of the last call bell, they had departed to different locations. Their mother would have been furious.

      The decision had almost spelled the end of their lives on the run.

      The alternative was not freedom. It was something far worse.

      Three days after their last near escape, the bad guys came again. Unlike Adam, Eve did not need to guess the previous record. Sixty-eight days.

      Something was different now.

      Creaking floorboards. 

      Their pursuers were professional sneaks, but the hotel was old. Not even the world’s greatest ninja could move silently across these halls—only one with the power to levitate. In Eve’s experience, such abilities were not out of the question.

      Closer, closer. 

      Having realized Eve was right, Adam looked shaken. Unable to sleep on the hardwood floor, Eve had heard the enemy approach. Since she’d left Adam to snooze until she was sure and nearly packed, she had had longer to accept the situation.

      With care, she turned the door’s lock, took the handle, and looked at her brother.

      “Ready?”

      Adam nodded.

      With a calming breath, she prepared to open the door.
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        * * *

      

      Moving as quietly as the building’s ancient flooring permitted, Caldwell led a group of twelve suited agents toward room 206. Each carried three weapons but had drawn only one. Upon entering the room, a spray of fire would hit the twins at least once each. Within seconds, they would be unconscious, and would wake in a secure facility. Injected with a substance Caldwell wouldn’t pretend to understand, their abilities would be subdued until the experiments started.

      What these experiments might entail, Caldwell neither knew nor cared. All that mattered was securing the prize. Not screwing up as had many of her predecessors.

      Should something go wrong, should the agents fail to stun the twins, they could unholster their gun or unsheathe their blades. In a life-or-death situation, any of Caldwell’s agents might kill either Adam or Eve in self-defense.

      Given the cost of failure, Caldwell would be better off putting the gun to her temple and pulling the trigger should she fail to apprehend the twins.

      That could not be allowed.

      Outside room 206, Caldwell beckoned one agent. Kneeling at the door, he affixed a tiny device to the wood over the bolt. Bethany had given Caldwell a key. But the twins weren’t stupid—the door would be double-locked. 

      Her man stood, the agents forming a fan around the door. When Caldwell gave the signal, the lock would blow and they’d flood in. Earlier, they had studied the room’s layout—every inch would be covered. The twins had no chance of escape.

      Caldwell raised a hand and three fingers, drawing all eyes. One at a time, she lowered them.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Caldwell closed her fist. The lock exploded. 
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        * * *

      

      Eve heard the explosion. With no hesitation, she opened the door and stepped into the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Caldwell’s agents entered.

      Highly paid, highly trained professionals, they had every inch of the room covered before she crossed the threshold in their wake, three seconds after the mini-explosion.

      “They’re gone,” one idiot said.

      The bathroom and wardrobe doors were open. Perhaps a rodent could squeeze beneath the bed, but not a human. 

      From the door, Caldwell could see every inch of the room. By his comment, Caldwell’s subordinate revealed he thought her either blind or stupid.

      Drawing her gun to shoot him wasn’t an option. She had to consider the employee survey.

      Instead, she said, “They were here. Find them.”
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        * * *

      

      When Adam was still in nappies, his mother had forewarned, “Your life will be all about running. If ever you feel settled, it means they are about to strike again. If I taught you one brilliant evasion tactic, you’d escape once, but be caught the second time. These people learn fast. I’ll teach you a thousand tricks. You’ll learn them all, and more, or you’ll die.”

      Some tricks were more straightforward than others. Having been chased from one town three days ago, the twins were off guard. Little thought had gone into their safety. They’d believed they’d have weeks, at minimum, before their enemies found them again.

      Their mother had drilled them well. Even in a state of false security, they’d chosen an old, independent hotel. Behind the desk, each room had a cubby hole. A glance revealed the vacant ones.

      Eve had booked room 206. With a smile and a wave, they had departed the lobby, entered the lift, and traveled one floor. Only once sure the coast was clear had they broken into room 106.

      As room 206’s door exploded inwards, they’d opened theirs, stepped into the hallway, and marched to the stairwell. 

      Already, the agents would know they had been fooled. Maybe they suspected the twins had booked a room and slept in another hotel—a second trick. Either way, they would make searching the building a priority.

      Silence greeted them in the stairwell. With light feet, they raced to the ground floor. In a tiny vestibule was the building’s only lift and a windowless door.

      By the door, they paused. Through it, a narrow corridor led to a crossroads—right to the ground-floor guest rooms, left to the restaurant, bar, and kitchen. Straight ahead, an unobstructed arch revealed the lobby, with a waiting area on the right, receptionist desk on the left. Glass double doors displayed the outside world like a museum artifact.

      “They’ll have people in the lobby,” Eve said. “We won’t get through this door without being seen.”

      Palm up, Adam offered his hand. Empty. Eve stared at the bare skin as though expecting something to materialize.

      Neither of their gifts allowed for conjuring objects out of thin air, thick air, or anywhere else.

      “Sure about this?”

      Adam nodded. Those who knew him briefly often left believing him mute. Their mother used to say a toddler Adam, having become sick of his sister’s constant interruptions, ceased bothering to talk.

      The truth alluded even Adam. Having spent his whole life surviving, there had rarely been a quiet moment for self-examination.

      “All right,” Eve said. 

      She took his hand. He shouldered open the door.

      Together, they stepped into the hall. 
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        * * *

      

      Behind the desk, Bethany stood still as a stone, arms by her side, staring at the wall ahead. She tried not to look directly at anyone, as though they might shoot her should she meet their eye.

      She had always preferred the night shift. At nineteen, she lived with her parents. She didn’t have kids or a boyfriend. Her friends were mostly at university. The nightshift suited her because it was better paid and not as busy as days. Plus, no management. For the most part, it involved slouching behind the desk on her phone, checking Facebook or watching Grey’s Anatomy. Once home, she slept the morning away, then lounged around in the afternoon with the house to herself. She was saving to get her own place.

      After tonight, she would avoid nights for a while. Caldwell was frightening. Before departing, the agent had told Bethany to relax, do what she would normally, but how could she? There were five suited creeps in her reception and more outside.

      Three of the suits slumped in chairs, laughing and gossiping as though this were a holiday. Another stood by the door. The final paced, but he kept a watchful gaze on Bethany. It was a hungry, eager look she loathed from any guy—let alone one she suspected was armed. Despite the badges, she had begun to doubt they were government agents.

      A soft thud drew her gaze to the right, through the arch, and down the corridor. All was still, silent. She was sure she had heard the door open and close.

      This night couldn’t get any weirder, any worse. Even so, thoughts of ghosts arose—evil spirits who trailed up the hall, unseen until they were inches from her face.

      Except, ghosts didn’t need doors. That was common knowledge. She was being silly. Creepy as these suits were, she had nothing to fear.

      The door slammed, and she stifled a scream. 

      No evil spirit emerged. Caldwell, followed by another duo, marched into the lobby. All eyes snapped toward her, the three laughing guys jumping to attention. Caldwell’s eyes gleamed murderously.

      “They’re not in their rooms,” she said. “But they were here half an hour ago. Cover all the exits and arrange a search of the surrounding area. Find them. Get them.”

      “But ma’am,” someone said. “Can’t the guy—”

      “Shut up,” Caldwell cut in. “He can’t do anything for long, so do as I say.”

      Scared off from asking further questions, the agents jumped to work. Bethany prayed they would leave her reception area.

      Some did. Caldwell approached the desk.

      “Tell me, Bethany. You weren’t lying earlier, were you?”

      “What?” She tried not to sound desperate. “No. About what?”

      “Adam and Eve arrived tonight, took room 206, and went upstairs. They didn’t depart?”

      “Right,” Bethany said. “Well, I didn’t see them leave. There are fire escapes and an employee exit, but how could I know if they’d gone out any of those? I couldn’t. I promise I—”

      “Enough,” Caldwell said. She glanced over her shoulder. Only Bethany and her lackeys remained. She pointed at one of her people. “My colleague will keep you company. There’s a chance the twins will return. They may be angry you’ve spoken with us. They’re extremely dangerous. Once we’ve apprehended them, I’ll be back.”

      More than anything, Bethany wanted to be left alone. To tell Caldwell she didn’t believe anyone could be as dangerous as the frightening woman and her agents. Trembling with fear, she couldn’t manage any words. Instead, she only nodded.

      “Good,” Caldwell said, smiling an awful smile. “See you soon.”

      She swept from the room. The man she’d left behind was tall and rough. He had a scar above his lip and tiny black eyes. His hair was shaved close. When he put his hands on the counter, Bethany saw they were weathered and ringless. If someone had asked her to imagine a government special agent, his image would not have popped in her mind. He was hardly James Bond.

      Hands on the counter, he said, “You’re pretty, miss. I’m worried about you being so exposed. Is there somewhere a little more private I can take you? Make sure those nasty twins can’t get you?”

      Still trembling, too afraid to speak, Bethany could only shake her head. From her chest, those beady black eyes flicked past her shoulder to the rows of room cubbies.

      “There you go,” he said, pointing. 

      Inviting himself around the desk, he brushed past her, making her shiver. From one of the hooks, he grabbed a key. 002. One of the unoccupied guest rooms on the ground floor.

      Tinkling the key in her face with one hand, he took her arm with the other.

      “Come now. Let’s get you somewhere safe.”

      She wanted to scream, fight, scratch, or flee. Instead, she let the creep lead her from behind the desk, under the arch, toward room 002.
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        * * *

      

      Regardless of their salary or training level, worker bees tend to slack when their queen is elsewhere. 

      At least one of the five agents should have noted the door from the lift vestibule to the corridor opening. Three were joking while one dozed by the door. The final checked out the pretty receptionist. Incidentally, Bethany alone raised her head as the twins entered the corridor.

      Looking through them, she decided her ears were playing tricks. Any of the agents might have done the same. If their employers had briefed them on Adam’s ability, they would have at least checked. 

      The corridor was narrow. Adam and Eve could have pressed their backs to the wall. Armed with a desire to be thorough, the agents would have found them anyway.

      They were lucky. No one who mattered was paying attention. Still, they would not fail to notice the lobby’s glass double doors open to the world. Therefore, with that avenue out of bounds, the twins would turn left at the crossroads.

      They made slow progress, slower with each step. As though he were dragging a car, Adam huffed and puffed. By the time they reached the lobby arch, he was shaking and his nose was bleeding.

      Behind them, the door opened once more. A tall woman followed by two agents appeared. Neither Adam nor Eve knew her. Immediately, they saw her status as this operation’s Queen Bee.

      Their aim was the kitchen. Preferably, they would arrive before becoming visible. Though the distance was short, the chance of achieving their goal was slim.

      Adam would have tried. Eve knew when he was pushing himself too hard. Unable to carry his weight, she could not risk him passing out.

      Squeezing his hand, she pushed his back to the wall, which split them from the lobby, and yanked her hand from his.

      As long as Adam held her, she could see them both. Nothing, no pop or flash of light, indicated she had reappeared. Years of experience told her the moment she broke their connection, she became visible. 

      She could still see him. He must have given up when she let go. Good.

      On the wall’s other side, the woman was frightening the receptionist. 

      Adam clutched his racing heart. Deep, slow breaths helped regain his strength.

      They were ten steps from their target—the kitchen door.

      The woman was galvanizing her troops. She outlined her intention to leave one of her agents with the receptionist, for whom she would soon return. By the end of the night, poor Bethany would have vanished. Eve didn’t intend to go the same way.

      Putting Adam’s arm around her shoulder, she nodded toward the kitchen door. 

      He remained against the wall. 

      “Ad, we have to go.”

      The agents were departing. They’d be surrounding the hotel and searching the area. Every second, the chance of escape slimmed.

      The remaining agent implicitly outlined his intentions for Bethany. For her safety, he would take her to one of the rooms.

      Any second, he would appear under the arch. Chances were, he wouldn’t turn toward the kitchen. Without invisibility, they would probably be safe.

      It wasn’t a risk Eve wanted to take.

      “Come on,” she said.

      This time, Adam came. She moved toward the kitchen.

      He slipped from beneath her arm, lumbering with none-too-quiet steps toward the arch.

      “What are you doing?”

      But she already knew. On the other side of the wall, the black-hearted agent led poor Bethany toward Adam and Eve. 

      Eve wanted to be gone before he came into view.

      Though he looked ready to collapse, Adam continued toward the arch.

      “Adam, remember what Mum said.”

      Adam paused. Often, he would quote their mother. Eve rarely mentioned her. She had a thousand sayings, aphorisms, and insults. Instantly, Adam knew which Eve was referring to.

      As a ten-year-old, Adam had watched a younger boy kidnapped by a gang. Unable to let this injustice slide, he had used his ability to snatch the boy back, right from under the crooks’ noses. Upon arriving with the boy’s mother, she had declared Adam a hero. When he told his mother what had transpired, she slapped his face and warned him. 

      With abilities like yours, you have two choices—be a hero or survive.

      In a hurried whisper, Eve repeated, “We have to go.”

      Under the arch, Bethany appeared, directed by the agent.

      At the same time, Adam’s strength failed. He collapsed to one knee, his hand smacking the wall.

      Spinning, the agent’s eyes widened. With his free hand, he went for his gun. Opening his mouth, he prepared to yell for help.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, Caldwell mobilized her teams. In the face of failure, she tried to remain positive.

      As she barked orders, pocket vibrations signaled an incoming call. Because of the mission’s importance, she had set her phone to Do Not Disturb. If friends, family, or her young sons tried to contact her, she would not be notified. Only one number was exempt.

      Aware she was on the verge of trembling like the receptionist, she took several deep breaths before extracting the phone. Removing herself from the small crowd to whom she had moments ago been issuing orders, she took a couple more.

      Not sure she was ready, but knowing that keeping the boss waiting was never bright, she pressed the green key, putting the handset to her ear.

      “Sir?”

      “I’m calling for good news.”

      His tone was jovial. He’d used it to commend her fine job in her previous assignment, and when he’d ordered the murder of a room full of adults and children who had been guilty of nothing more than having seen something they shouldn’t.

      “You’re a little early, sir,” she said, keeping her voice as level as possible.

      “Early?” He pretended to ponder. “I’m surprised. Did I not give you a tiny radius with which to work?”

      “You did, sir.”

      “A hotel, wasn’t it?”

      “It is, sir.”

      “I imagine they were tucked up in bed. It can’t have been difficult to find their room. In such a confined space, it should have been a simple matter of putting them into an even deeper sleep and bringing them in.”

      Somehow, Caldwell managed not to release a breath of frustration. The targets had been on the run since Caldwell was in school. Many had tried to secure them. It had always turned out to be anything but simple.

      Her boss, and this was something she would not only never say but was also almost afraid to think, had presided over more failed capture attempts than anyone.

      What she managed, after careful internal deliberation, was, “The operation is in progress. They will not evade capture. We only need a little more time.”

      For a while, there was silence. At last, her boss released a long breath.

      “As you know, I trust you completely. I’ve kept you from this case because I understand how difficult it can be. I wanted to protect you from failure.” For some time, he left this hanging. Maybe he wanted to hear Caldwell’s fear. She said nothing. 

      He went on, “I’ve got belt and braces on this one, Caldwell.”

      “Sir? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “It’s simple. You’re in competition. You’re not the only one after the twins tonight.”

      To this, Caldwell sensed he expected her to respond. Jaw tight, she could not bring herself to speak.

      “Even if you fail,” the boss continued. “Donnelly might succeed.”

      At this, she took the phone from her ear so he could not hear her breath of frustration.

      “Donnelly,” she repeated upon returning the phone to her ear. At his name, she had to pause to grind her teeth. “Donnelly will not be necessary, sir,” she said. “The twins will be mine by the end of the night.”

      “For your sake,” the boss said. “I hope so.”

      The line went dead. 

      Shaking with rage as much as fear, Caldwell tried to compose herself as she returned to the hotel entrance. Upon arriving, she grabbed her second-in-command’s shoulder. 

      “I don’t care what we have to do. I don’t care how much firepower we have to use. I want them found. Tonight.”

      The look in her eyes must have frightened her second. He backed up a pace while nodding like an idiot. 

      Caldwell hardly noticed. She stared at the hotel. 

      “They must be nearby. They have to give themselves away.”

      One of her agents flew through the front door, then smashed into an SUV’s reinforced windscreen. 

      To who she whispered, “Thank you,” to, she did not know, but she whispered it all the same before running toward the hotel.
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        * * *

      

      Terrified of the recoil, Eve rarely fired her inbuilt weapon. Consequently, she lacked the control her mother had promised was possible.

      Given his position at the crossroads’ center, Eve had no doubt intended to send their adversary backward, toward the ground-floor guest rooms. Perhaps to the right, toward the lift and stairwell.

      Without control, he had flown left. They could not see him, but heard him crash through the hotel front doors and onto a windscreen. They did not need to look to know his flight would have been noticed, and by whom. 

      They had to move. Now.

      Adam still felt as though he had been hit by a truck. Eve went to her knees, hands over her face. Visions would have overcome her like a fever. At least she remained conscious.

      Knowing this was his fault, Adam forced himself to rise. Ignoring the throbbing headache and aching muscles, he grabbed Bethany’s wrist.

      “Come.”

      The hotel doors crashed open once more, and the baddies rushed in.

      In the corridor, Adam slipped Eve’s arm over his shoulder, as she had tried to do to him, dragged her down the hall, and kicked open the kitchen door.

      To Bethany, he said, “Go.” 

      As the agents began firing under the arch, he followed her inside.
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        * * *

      

      Caldwell’s troops spread out in the lobby. She pointed ahead, and they fired through the arch.

      “Split up, stay spread,” she said. “Even if you can’t see them, you’ll feel them. Fire periodically to get as much cover as possible.”

      At the crossroads, her agents split three ways. Driven by instinct, she took the right fork. At the split between the restaurant and kitchen, she put her hand to the kitchen door. 

      “We’re going to get the bastards tonight.”

      She pushed, somehow sure her quarry was on the other side.
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        * * *

      

      The kitchen was small and square. Hobs and ovens lined the edges, an island in the center. On tiled walls, Eve saw a mirage of dancing ice-blue fire. She struggled to remain standing.

      Spitting, she rounded on Adam. “You’re an arsehole, little brother. We should be gone.”

      Bethany said, “Little brother?” The hope in her eyes was pathetic.

      “By six minutes,” Adam said. 

      “I thought you were a couple.”

      “Shut up,” Eve said. “You broke the rules, idiot. Heroes die. Heroes always die.”

      Footsteps pounded down the hall. Raising a hand, Eve was overcome by waves of dizziness and slid to the floor. Above her head, the ice fire became a whirlpool leading to a black point. It called to her.

      Adam was by her side, his hands on her arm.

      “Don’t go.”

      Someone tried the door. It wouldn’t budge. Seconds later, a heavy boot attempted to force the issue. Each kick sent a shockwave through Eve. Before long, her power would wane. The door would give.

      “We have to leave,” she said, dragging herself up on Adam’s arm, pointing to the exit at the end of the kitchen. “They’ll have the doors covered. They’ll start firing the moment it opens. Probably won’t stop.”

      The door suffered its most substantial hit yet. Eve fell to her knees. Again, Adam was by her side, lifting her.

      She said, “Time to go.”

      “Come,” Adam said to Bethany. They were at the door before she spoke.

      “How can we leave if they’re going to start shooting as soon as we do?” she asked.

      “Good point. Stay here.” Eve turned to Adam. “I say we go cloak and shield.”

      “Risky.”

      “It’s our best chance,” Eve said. “We rely on you, and they’ll down us immediately. Me—they’ll follow until I collapse. Cloak and shield can work.”

      Adam considered. “And if it doesn’t?” 

      “Fire and smoke.”

      Bethany grew more confused by the second.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Eve said. “You’re staying here.”

      The door buckled, but it didn’t give. An invisible force knocked against Eve.

      “Has to be now.”

      Nodding his acceptance, Adam held one hand out to her, the other to Bethany. 

      Rolling her eyes, Eve said, “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      Bethany looked terrified. 

      “Trust me,” Adam said.

      If only because she fancied him, Bethany nodded and took his hand. Eve grabbed the other.

      Under the weight of one last kick, the kitchen door disappeared. The agents had arrived.
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        * * *

      

      Their instructions were simple. If a door opened and the twins appeared, open fire.

      If a door opened and no one appeared, open fire. 

      Invisibility could not outlast consciousness.

      Weapons raised, the agents waited, all focus on the metal door which led from the kitchen to a raised platform. Three stone steps led to the ground.

      Though their Queen Bee was absent, no one slacked. They had seen her fury. They knew the cost of failure.

      In silence, under the light of the single lamp high above the alley, they waited in perfect readiness. 

      The door burst open. No one appeared. 

      They opened fire.
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        * * *

      

      Darts tipped with potent sedatives flew toward the trio.

      Bethany screamed. 

      Had she not been otherwise occupied, Eve would have rolled her eyes.

      Adam’s nose was bleeding again, his head pounding. Out the door, by the railing, even three stone steps seemed too many.

      The world swam before Eve. The sky had turned to fire. The soldiers and their vehicles shimmered. Shapeless beasts appeared over their shoulders; gaping jaws wide enough to devour the agents whole.

      What life gave with one hand, it took with the other. Blessed with incredible abilities, terrible suffering upon use of their gifts was the twins’ destiny.

      Another of their mother’s edicts: Unless necessary, never use your powers simultaneously. If you both should fall, escape will cease to be an option.

      No other options being available, Eve had decided it was worth the risk. With every second that passed, she became less sure.

      Adam made them invisible. Eve ensured the bullets passed through, hitting the wall. If they were to survive, the shooting had to stop fast; Adam had to hold long enough to get them clear. 

      Had he not already used his ability minutes ago, it might have been possible.

      At either end of the alley were two black SUVs and four agents, each armed. As anticipated, they quickly stopped firing. Eve dropped her shield. The sky began returning to normal, the beasts fading as the agents solidified.

      Adam was breathing more heavily, but he nodded as they departed the bottom step, determined to carry on.

      With no clue what was happening, Bethany looked dazed.

      It didn’t matter, so long as they escaped.

      The kitchen door burst open. The Queen Bee appeared. 

      “They’re here. Keep firing.”

      Reflexes dulled by fatigue, Eve reacted too slowly. The shots came; Bethany was in the line of fire. With a yell, Adam yanked her to safety.

      Knackered, beaten by his power, the yank brought him and Bethany to the ground.

      As he fell, his hand slid from Eve’s.

      She reappeared.

      Queen Bee screeched, “There,” as though no one else could see Eve.

      The guns swung her way. She looked at Adam.

      “Fire and smoke.”

      “No—”

      Too late. Hands raised, eyes closed, she let loose.
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        * * *

      

      Already sure the twins were present, Caldwell almost suffered an excitement-induced heart attack when the sister appeared.

      Then it all went wrong.

      After an extensive briefing, her boss had pulled Caldwell aside. With a fatherly hand on her shoulder, he had imparted one last pearl of wisdom.

      “I have faith you’ll catch the twins,” he said. “If you get them in your sights, best-case, you take both down. A couple of darts. Bring them in.”

      She had nodded, never questioning why he was stating the obvious.

      He wasn’t done.

      “If you can’t get both, get the girl. Always the girl. The boy can vanish. Annoying, but give the girl half a chance and—”

      As one, the SUVs exploded. Their carcasses shot into the air, twisting, turning, returning to the ground as hulks of metal.

      Some landed on Caldwell’s agents, none of whom noticed. With the explosions had come four fireballs, engulfing her people. Most had died. Some screamed and flailed, consumed by flames.

      Stunned, Caldwell stared, too shocked to move.

      Then the girl disappeared.

      “No,” she said. Descending the steps, she called to her remaining agents, who funneled through the door. “They’re still here. Shoot them, shoot them, shoot them!”

      In desperation, she grabbed her gun and began firing into the rising flames.
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        * * *

      

      “What was that? What was that? What was that?”

      “No time,” Adam said. He dragged Bethany across the tarmac as waves of heat buffeted her face. Sweat born of fear and flame soaked her brow.

      At his sister, Adam bent. With one hand, he threw her over his shoulder. 

      “Let’s go.”

      Bethany was unsure. Surrounded by the dying agents’ screams, she questioned her actions. Was she fleeing the law, siding with murderers? 

      Adam was cute. He had saved her from a man who, no doubt, intended to perform non-consensual wicked acts on her. Neither of these necessarily made Adam good. As one agent’s repulsive behavior didn’t make the suits bad.

      He gave her no choice.

      Despite being on the verge of collapse, he carried his sister and dragged Bethany toward the wall of flames, where there had once been SUVs and agents.

      As though it had been Eve’s intention, at the far left of the flaming wall, a corridor remained open. Through this, they plunged as Caldwell screamed and bullets fired.

      On the other side, around the corner, there was the hotel’s small staff parking lot. On the building’s back wall were a fire exit and staff entrance. Adam ignored both. 

      Of six cars, two were parked against the hotel’s seven-foot perimeter wall.

      With a gasp of pain and exhaustion, Adam released Bethany’s hand and collapsed to the gravel. He only just kept Eve over his shoulder. 

      Bethany noticed the sister’s eyes were open.

      “Need to get over,” Adam said. “Now.”

      The agents hadn’t followed. On their heels, had the tunnel collapsed into the blaze? On this mad evening, perhaps anything was possible.

      “All those people,” Bethany said, stepping back. “All that screaming. Fire. Oh God, she… your sister, she…”

      “We take no joy in killing,” Adam said. “We act only in self-defense. That man would have raped you. He’s not indicative of this organization, but they are evil. Pure evil.”

      She stared. Something occurred to her.

      “That’s the most I’ve heard you say.”

      “Eve’s the talker,” he said. “I just fill in when she’s away.”

      Away seemed a curious choice of word. Even if he were inclined to discuss its use, now was neither the time nor the place.

      Fighting the urge to drop, to sleep for a week, Adam dragged himself to feet and heaved Eve toward one of the cars against the wall. Bethany watched him climb onto the roof, hoist his sister onto the wall, and hop atop the brick.

      Frightened, unsure, Bethany remained on the ground, looking up but not following.

      Adam extended a hand.

      “You’ve no reason to trust me, but these guys will kill you. Once you’re safe, I promise you’ll never have to see us again.”

      Still, fear paralyzed her. 

      From behind them, the shouts of the agents coming around the other side of the building could be heard. Any second, they’d arrive.

      Adam should have gone. Hand outstretched, he waited.

      Someone shouted, “There.”

      As though an evil spell had frozen her and there was the magic release word, she hopped onto the bonnet, the roof, and allowed him to pull her over the wall.

      After her, he dropped to the concrete, holding Eve.

      Together, they fled.
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        * * *

      

      An endless font of knowledge, Caldwell’s boss had followed his advice about the dangers of Eve with a handy hint about Adam.

      When everything was unraveling, Caldwell had forgotten she was no fool. She had hoped to take Adam and Eve in their beds. In the unlikely event they evaded capture, a well-organized net around the building was supposed to prevent the duo from escaping even if invisible.

      A professional through and through, Caldwell’s impressive track record had been achieved not by relying on plan A, however well planned that might be. Contingency had always been part of her strategy. This was no different.

      Before she departed, the boss had said, “The boy is a bleeding heart. Might be useful.”

      One of her backup plans involved the receptionist. Leaving Bethany with a man she knew would take advantage of their alone time was a strategy. If Adam hadn’t intervened, her employee would have raped the girl. Though this would have troubled Caldwell, it was worth the moral collateral for the potential upside.

      Adam had bumped into Bethany and the agent. From there, everything had proceeded as she’d hoped.

      She made a call. Within three rings, it was answered.

      “Ma’am?”

      “Are you in place?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “They’re coming your way. You know what to do?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. I’m on my way. Don’t let me down.”

      “No, ma’am.”

      She hung up, left the area search to her second, and drove to plan B.
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        * * *

      

      In a town this size, independent hotels were plentiful.

      Even once narrowed to those which displayed their empty rooms for all to see, there were several. Despite thinking they were safe, Adam and Eve had taken the time to map potential escape routes at several such venues before making their choice.

      Keep one step ahead at all times, their mother had said. Even if you don’t know who you’re running from.

      On the other side of the car park wall, a combination of commercial and residential properties lined a two-lane street.

      Most of the venues were run down. Across the street from the parking lot wall, an independent adult bookstore and an accountant’s office with a flaking green door sandwiched a narrow archway into an alley.

      Dragging heavy feet, Eve over his shoulder, Bethany on his tail, Adam crossed to the arch and dipped into the alley.

      At its end, brick walls and wood fences boxed in a courtyard. Beyond the fences were back gardens, reconnoitered earlier by the twins. Heading straight for the shortest gate, Adam reached over and released the bolt.

      “Do you live here?” Bethany asked.

      Adam looked back, saw the receptionist chide herself. 

      “Of course you don’t.”

      “Come on,” he said.

      Beyond the gate, cracked stone slabs led to a back door. To the right of the slabs were a musty smelling shed and overgrown garden, tangled with weeds. Next to the back door, a dirty window looked into a darkened kitchen. Above, drawn curtains covered two more windows. 

      A padlock over the shed latch gave the illusion of security. Adam turned the key, pulled the lock free, and carried Eve inside.

      It was damp, dark, and awash with cobwebs. Thankfully, Adam could hear no scurrying feet, which might indicate rats. Hopefully, had any been about, they had gone underground to sleep.

      Placing his sister on the boards, he glanced over the threshold to an afraid Bethany.

      “Five minutes,” he said. “Recovery time.”

      She remained on the grass. Inside the shed, Adam tried to get comfortable on the hard, dusty floor. An impossible task. Legs crossed, already aching, he returned his attention to Bethany.

      “In or out,” he said, “Either way, close the door.”

      He studied his sister. She’d be furious when she awoke. In saving the girl, he had risked everything. If she let him, he’d take her home. It was stupid and against everything their mother had taught them. Unlike Eve, Adam lacked the strength to think of no one but themselves.

      “Bethany?”

      Taking a deep breath, she glanced at the house before nodding, stepping inside, and closing the door. 
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        * * *

      

      Woken by a knock at the door, Tracy and Richard checked their glowing bedside clocks and groaned in tandem.

      “She forgot her key. That’s her problem,” Tracy said, pulling the duvet to her chin. “Leave her on the doorstep, I say. Shift shouldn’t be over yet anyhow.”

      “Yes, dear,” Richard said. He was already up, pulling on his dressing gown and rubbing sleep from his eyes.

      “Mug,” Tracy said.

      “Got to maintain position as the favorite parent.”

      Downstairs, Richard opened the front door to find, not his daughter, but a tall woman in a suit who held a laminated ID card. Behind her was a short, bored man. 

      “Agent Caldwell, MI6,” the woman said. “Is this the home of a Miss Bethany Morrison?”

      The sun was rising. The gloom of the night refused to relent. Richard was still surprised these black-suited agents weren’t wearing sunglasses. Too much television, no doubt.

      “It is,” he said. “But she works nights, so she ain’t here.”

      “Are you Bethany’s father?”

      There was no car on the drive, or in sight. Did the taxpayer’s dime not stretch to vehicles for government agents? Had they walked? Thumbed a ride? Was there a helicopter in his back garden?

      “Yes. Is there a problem?”

      “I’m afraid your daughter’s in terrible danger,” Caldwell said. “If you let me in, I’ll explain exactly how we’re going to save her.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve was sweating. Bethany watched Adam mop her brow with a handkerchief.

      Her eyes were open. She was still.

      “Is she okay?”

      Adam smiled, pressing his fingers to his sister’s neck. “Has a pulse.”

      Pulse or no, Eve looked dead. Adam loved her. There was no way he hadn’t seen this before, lots of times, or he’d be freaking out.

      She thought of the SUVs, exploding as Eve lifted her arms. Saw the agents burning, heard them screaming.

      She threw her head into her hands as though the visions were in the shed rather than her head. As though she could close her eyes and cease to see them.

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered.

      “No,” he agreed. He mopped his sister’s brow again, then leaned back, resting his head against the wood, watching her. “You got family out of town? Or friends?”

      “What?”

      He cocked his head, but he didn’t repeat himself. It was as though he’d loaned his voice box and had to pay by the word.

      “I live with my parents, ten minutes from here.”

      “Eve and I will be gone soon as she wakes,” he said. “They’ll probably leave you alone after that.”

      “Probably?” She could not keep the frightened squeak from her voice.

      He nodded. She waited for him to speak, but he forced her to connect the dots.

      “You think they might leave me alone right away, but it’s best if I go away for a while? Come back when they’re definitely gone?”

      Adam nodded.

      “How long’s a while?”

      He shrugged. “The longer, the better.”

      He was so calm. Leaning against the shed wall, he was in some discomfort. He shifted a little, but his face showed no unease. 

      Only his eyes revealed the truth of his feeling. 

      As though realizing she’d seen his heart, he said, “Sorry.”

      “Sorry that, because of you, I have to leave home—that my life is in danger? That why you’re sorry?”

      “We’ve done nothing wrong,” he said. “Never asked to be targeted. I’m sorry they involved you.”

      Bethany felt like breaking down, like screaming or attacking. How could he be so calm when telling her that her life was in danger? She looked at Eve. She couldn’t say anything. Couldn’t move. Useless.

      “Who are you two? What are you?”

      Adam waved this away. Pressing one hand to the wall, he dragged himself upright, leaning into the shed’s corner. His face was red. Closing his eyes, he took long, deep breaths, regaining his strength.

      After a minute, he looked to her again. “So?”

      “Huh?” She had drifted a little, thinking of Caldwell, of the man who might have raped her if not for Adam. “So what?”

      “You got somewhere?”

      She nodded. One of her uni friends would put her up for a while. A few days, a couple of weeks. Longer if she needed it. 

      “Will my parents be safe?”

      “Probably.”

      She let out a sob. Had to grab the windowsill so as not to collapse through the cobwebs into the dust. 

      “Sorry,” he said again.

      “Whatever.”

      Nodding as though she had made an agreeable point, he pushed from the wall and hovered over his sister. For a few seconds, he stood, then lowered to his knees and withdrew his hanky. Bethany assumed he would again dab her brow. Instead, he slid the bundled white cloth into her fist. This done, he kissed her head.

      When he rose, she said, “You didn’t answer. Who are you two?”

      “Better you don’t know.”

      He opened the door. Stood back so she could pass.

      “Come on,” he said. “I’ll help you pack.”
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        * * *

      

      Plumes of smoke rose from the hotel.

      Two streets away, chuckling, a man in blue jeans and a black jacket made a call. When his boss answered, he cut the laugh fast. His beaming smile remained.

      “Hello, boss. Donnelly here.”

      “Donnelly.” The boss sighed. “I thought I said I’d call if you were needed.”

      “I remember, sir, and I’m sorry to bother you. Only, I wanted to make sure you were getting up to date info. It’s not that I’d question the integrity of your favorite, sir, but—”

      “Donnelly,” the boss cut in. “How about you take a second to remember who you’re talking to, then get to the point?”

      There was an edge to the boss’s voice so sharp Donnelly had to withdraw the phone to avoid getting cut. It was a personality fault, he knew. He struggled to respect authority. Struggled to keep his tone in check.

      “Apologies,” he said. “I drove past the hotel a minute ago. The girl has destroyed Caldwell’s team. Smoke is hundreds of meters in the air. Looks like a call for help on a remote island, you know?”

      The boss considered. Donnelly did not worry he might have gotten it wrong—that Caldwell might have sent through an update covering Donnelly’s revelation. She knew the cost of failure. Wouldn’t admit to it until all avenues of hope were extinguished. Even then, she might choose to flee the country over honesty. A course of action that would not be without merit.

      “This is concerning,” the boss confessed. “And I suppose you’re conjecturing that, despite this destruction, Caldwell has not apprehended the twins.”

      “If she had, I think she’d have been in touch, don’t you?”

      “Tone,” the boss warned.

      “Sorry, sir.”

      The boss returned to silence. From his pocket, Donnelly removed a device upon which a tiny light flashed. Smiling, he returned to the driver’s side door of his car.

      “I am not sentimental,” the boss said. “Caldwell is my favorite because she has been an exceptional agent. As such, she deserves every chance to complete her mission.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “That being said, there’s a reason I’ve sent you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I cannot afford another screw-up. We cannot miss the twins this time. We simply cannot.”

      “Agreed, sir.”

      “I don’t care if you agree.”

      Donnelly nodded, though the boss couldn’t see him. Taking the phone from his face, he put the boss on speaker and started scrolling through his music. After the call, he didn’t have far to go. Even so, he would need a good song to get pumped.

      “Find Caldwell,” the boss said. “Follow her, prepare to offer support. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, sir. Right away.”

      “Donnelly,” the boss warned. “I don’t want you getting in her way.”

      “Of course not, sir.”

      “Between you, get this done.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And don’t call again before it is.”

      There were no goodbyes. The boss hung up, leaving Donnelly to finalize his song choice.

      Aha, that was it.

      Starting the car, playing the tune, he pulled from the pavement.

      He would go to Caldwell, but not to help her. No way was she getting the twins before him.

      Smiling more broadly than ever, he drove off at speed, singing ABBA’s “Waterloo” as he went.
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        * * *

      

      Via backstreets and roads the sun seemed not yet to have found, Adam escorted Bethany home.

      The first half of their journey was conducted in silence. The absence of conversation had never been as alarming to Adam as it was to others. Bethany, a natural talker, was afraid, but working toward confidence. She had many questions.

      Adam could not help but feel an affinity toward her. She reminded him of Frannie, the first girl outside of his family to whom he had felt close. Unlike his family, she was delicate, innocent, and prone to fear.

      Behind his mother’s back, Adam had dated her. Eve knew because Eve knew everything about him. She wasn’t happy, but wouldn’t grass. She had warned Adam it didn’t matter. Before long, their mother would learn the truth.

      Indeed she had. When she confronted Adam, enthralled as he was by his teenage crush, he had done something new. He had fought back. In the end, she retreated. Elated to have won, he went to bed with a smile.

      The following day, their mother had moved them cross-country. Adam had never seen his first love again. True love, he wouldn’t find until after his mother was gone.

      “They want you because you’re not normal,” Bethany said at last. 

      Adam raised his eyebrows. Tried not to smile as horror spread across her features when she realized she might have offended.

      “I only mean you can do things no one else can. Eve blew up all those cars. Killed all those people. And you… they couldn’t see us when you were holding my hand. You can turn invisible.”

      “And inaudible.”

      Shocked, struggling to compute, she shook her head as though rejecting his claim. He knew she believed him. Firsthand, she had experienced their power. 

      “How do you know Eve’s okay?”

      “It’s happened before. She’ll be back.”

      “What’s happened to her?”

      Surrounded by agents and explosions, and in the aftermath of their escape, Bethany had been terrified. A little removed from these events, even by only minutes, she was able to feel a little excitement. If she survived, what a story she’d have to tell.

      Not that anyone would believe her.

      “Prolonged use of my ability causes migraines, temporary loss of sight, and disorientation. Usually, if I hold on too long, I blackout. Occasionally, I’ll suffer a seizure.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      He stopped at the foot of her road. 

      “What happens to Eve is worse.”

      He met her eyes, which were mingled with excitement and fear. “What’s that?”

      “Her spirit is ripped from her body,” Adam said, “and dragged into hell.” 
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        * * *

      

      In an endless landscape, flames and ice locked in eternal battle. Twisted, demonic forms, some man-sized, some monolithic, clashed, tearing each other to shreds.

      Through the middle of the war wound a single, untouched path. Heads hung, skin grey and sagging, lines of miserable humans trooped through the mayhem, toward a mountain. Steep steps led to a castle, within which were countless devices of torture; plenty of demons skilled in their use.

      From the castle’s balcony, hands on the waist-high stone wall, Eve watched.

      An arch behind her led to a grand bedroom, fit for a king. From within came a tall man of an indescribable beauty that clashed with his boundless cruelty.

      Reaching Eve, he placed hands on her shoulders. Leaning in, he whispered in her ear.

      At his words, she closed her eyes and shuddered. 

      Earthside, there was nothing she didn’t share with Adam. Of her experiences in hell, she was always vague, even when pressed.

      The man at her shoulders whispered, “Soon.”

      Eve didn’t know what he meant. She prayed she would never find out. 
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        * * *

      

      At her front door, Adam pulled Bethany back.

      “Your parents will have questions,” he said. “If you hang around, you’re putting them in danger.”

      “I know.”

      “Get packed and go. It has to be that simple.”

      “Fine. Wait here?”

      Adam nodded. He turned in time to see a man holding a gun appear around the corner of the house.

      Years on the run had sharpened his spider-sense. He had never been as quick to sense danger as his sister. 

      He was not fast enough outside Bethany’s house.

      The man shot him in the neck.

      His knees buckled. Within seconds, the world went black.
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        * * *

      

      As Adam fell, the front door opened. Caldwell appeared. 

      “Bethany, your parents are inside. Why don’t you join us? You—” she pointed at her agent. “Take the twins and—” Staring at Adam, her eyes scanned the drive before filling with fire. 

      “Um, where’s the girl?”
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        * * *

      

      When Eve awoke, she immediately knew she was alone.

      It wasn’t the silence or the dark. Adam’s absence was like a weight upon her chest. It was unnatural.

      Having spent their lives on the run, unable to form long-lasting bonds, getting on was a necessity, if life were to be tolerable. Luckily, they loved each other. Before siblings, they were best friends. They needed each other.

      They did not spend every second together. They did not share a room every night. Inadvisable as it was, Adam, unable to master his heart, had embarked upon a few short-term relationships over the years and had fallen once. Eve contented herself with one-night stands. 

      But that was normal times. It had been fifteen years since she had woken from one of her sojourns into hell and found Adam missing. That had been different. Despite knowing Eve would need him, their mother had sent Adam away. She sat waiting on a stool for Eve to wake. When Eve did, mother noted the lost look in her daughter’s eyes as she sought Adam.

      “Better get used to his absence. One day, your inability to control that temper will get him killed.”

      The referenced temper flared at the memory. Eve dropped her head into her hands, trying to shove away any thoughts of her mother. It was better when it was just the two of them. Unlike Adam, Eve had never wasted time mourning the loss of the only parent they’d known.

      Only when she put her hand to the ground in aid of standing did she notice the balled handkerchief. Adam had owned it for a long time. He often used it as a signal.

      Because she knew him as well as she knew herself, something so simple said so much. 

      He was sorry, and he would be back as soon as possible. He hadn’t anticipated she would wake before he returned. Usually, she was gone longer. If she did wake, he wanted her to wait.

      Right now, he would be escorting the receptionist home. Knowing her life might well be in danger, he would help her pack and flee. Because of his big, soft, stupid heart, he jeopardized the freedom they had spent their lives fighting to protect to ensure some nobody remained safe.

      Overcome by fury, she tossed the handkerchief into the corner. 

      He wanted her to stay put.

      Unconcerned about whoever might be in the house up the path, Eve slammed open the shed and stepped outside. 
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        * * *

      

      Unconcerned about whoever might be in the house up the path, Caldwell slammed open the shed and stepped inside. 

      Outside, Bethany waited with Adam’s shooter.

      Ten seconds later, Caldwell’s bony fingers grabbed Bethany’s company-issued blouse and yanked her into the close space. A second after that, her back was against the wall, dust raining upon her. Spiderwebs tangled in her hair.

      Adam’s shooter stepped inside, then closed the door.

      “It looks like you were mistaken,” Caldwell said.

      As though the statement was unclear, she waved a hand, indicating how empty of passed-out women the shed was. 

      Though she could tell at a glance Eve had gone, Bethany scanned each corner, as though she might find Adam’s powerful sister hiding beneath a floorboard.

      What she saw told her, if nothing else, this was the right shed. When she pointed, Caldwell turned. Her man bent, then collected the handkerchief.

      “Need to blow your nose?” Caldwell said.

      “Adam was using that,” Bethany said. “He scrunched it in Eve’s hand before we left.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “I was sure she’d be here,” Bethany pleaded. “She looked dead. Her eyes were open, but she wasn't moving. I don’t know how she woke up.”

      “Maybe she didn’t,” Caldwell said, slamming Bethany against the wood. “Maybe rats carried her off.” Slammed her again. “I don’t care. All that matters is she’s…” Again. “Not…” Again. “Here…” Again. “Now…” Again. Again. Again.

      Caldwell released her. Bethany collapsed, dizzy, hurting. Above her, the agent took deep breaths, trying to regain her calm.

      “It’s not my fault,” Bethany said. “Please, I brought you to where she was. I did as you asked. Please don’t… please don’t…”

      She couldn’t bring herself to say it. 

      Calmer, Caldwell lowered until she was hovering above Bethany on the balls of her feet. She rubbed the receptionist’s back. Pasted a smile across her face that looked more deranged than comforting.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you tried. It would be grievously unfair to follow through with my threat when this is quite clearly not your fault.”

      Patting the girl, she rose. 

      “Thank you,” Bethany said.

      “Quite all right.” Caldwell turned to her colleague. “Just the mother then. What do you reckon?”

      “No.” Bethany tried to rise, to grab Caldwell, but the guy kicked her chest. Back on the floor, she burst into tears.

      “Don’t be such a baby,” Caldwell said. “You’re an adult. You shouldn’t need parents. I’m leaving you with a surplus. That’s great kindness and more than you could expect, given my mood. I’m in a lot of trouble, you know?”

      Bethany couldn’t respond. She buried her head into the floorboard as though all this would go away if only she ignored it long enough. She cried. For a long while, there was silence from above.

      At last, Caldwell said, “Gee, if you’re going to be a wuss, maybe we can work something out.”

      Forcing herself to stop sobbing, Bethany raised her head, peered at Caldwell through bleary eyes. There was that horrible fake smile.

      “Anything,” she said.

      “Bethany,” Caldwell said. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that. Here, take my hand.”

      Although she could think of nothing worse than touching the vile woman, Bethany allowed Caldwell to drag her up. Once standing, Caldwell smoothed Bethany’s blouse. Taking the handkerchief from her colleague, she rubbed the tears from Bethany’s cheeks with what might be described as excessive force. 

      “Much better,” she said. “Now, take deep breaths and return to the van. Just make sure you’re nice and calm when you arrive. There’s someone I need you to call.”
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        * * *

      

      When the phone rang, Eve didn’t bother checking the screen. Each new town bought a new burner—usually more than one. Unlike Adam, Eve never gave the number to anyone but him, though many men had asked for her digits. 

      At the end of the line was Adam or a cold caller. Either one deserved her ire.

      “What?”

      “Eve? It’s Bethany.”

      Between her hands, Eve’s coffee seemed to grow hotter. As her skin began to pinken, she realized she was gripping the porcelain tighter and tighter. It probably wouldn’t smash. If she weren’t careful, an invisible force would tear the cafe to pieces. She would return to hell.

      Adam had told Bethany they only killed in self-defense. He had omitted the other cause—manslaughter.

      It wasn’t only the uncomfortable floors that prevented Eve from sleeping.

      “Scared to talk to me himself, is he? Knows I’m going to rip his head off verbally before I do it physically?”

      “No, I…”

      “Spit it out.”

      It was not Bethany’s fault Adam had saved her from being raped. Nor that Adam had insisted on leaving Eve to wake alone while he helped the receptionist get to safety. Knowing this did not curtail Eve’s growing anger at the girl.

      “I’m sorry,” Bethany said. “They’ve got Adam.”

      The world seemed to stop. The bustling crowds fell silent, and everything blurred. 

      Bethany continued. 

      “If you don’t agree to their demands, they’re going to kill him.”
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        * * *

      

      “You did well,” Caldwell said. “I won’t kill your parents.”

      “Thank you,” Bethany said. “Can I go home?”

      Somehow, she had kept it together on the call, though she was falling apart. She feared for Adam, but there was nothing she could do. More than anything, she wanted to go home, hug her dad and mum, and sleep for a week. Try to forget the madness.

      Caldwell had a hand on her arm. There was that smile again.

      “You should be proud,” she said. “You saved your parents and helped apprehend two incredibly dangerous individuals. You must remember that. Be happy.”

      The van rolled on. In the distance, poking into the sky, was the shell of a building. The construction of what would soon be a twenty-story office block. There they would capture Eve.

      “I’ll walk,” Bethany whispered. The car’s atmosphere felt heavy, choking.

      “You can’t go home,” Caldwell said. “You’ve done superbly, truly you have.”

      She patted Bethany’s knee.

      “But you still have to die.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve loathed leaving a coffee unfinished. At the end of the call, she stood, took three quick steps from her two-person table, and stopped.

      People were looking. Avoiding their eyes, she retook her seat. The coffee was still hot, but it was no longer piping. She tried not to rush. If she’d had water, she would have downed it and run.

      The instructions were simple. At a construction site, they would meet. After sedating her, they would transport the twins to a facility run by the organization that had been after them since they were tiny.

      If she refused, they would kill her brother. 

      Or so they said. 

      It seemed unlikely. Apparently, Eve was the prize they most coveted. Even so, if she fled, would they rather return to their superiors with just Adam or empty-handed?

      Unbidden, another sermon of her mother’s floated to mind.

      “Learn everything I teach you, play it smart, always be ready, and you shouldn’t ever get caught. If one of you does, the other must flee. Better they have one than both.”

      Learning was not application. Adam ignored his mother’s teachings to save the girl, as Eve would to save her brother.

      Her coffee was almost gone. Five minutes had passed since the call terminated. Had she left as soon as she put away the phone, temper, rather than reason, would have led her to the construction site. That way lay defeat. Either her anger would make her sloppy and she would be caught, or she would destroy the place, leaving her body for easy capture.

      By the time the coffee was gone, she had control of herself. Determined though she was, it took courage to disobey her hateful mother’s rules. 

      She had no choice.

      On her way from the cafe, she placed her empty cup on the counter and thanked the barista. On the high street, she shielded her eyes and looked over the rooftops to the construction site, perhaps a mile away.

      Eve had to hold her temper. She couldn’t afford to use her powers to any significant degree. On her own, she would be hopelessly exposed to the might of the organization. 

      Regardless, she would save her brother.

      Whatever it took.
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        * * *

      

      Eve departed the cafe, pausing in the doorway as though posing for a surveillance shot.

      Donnelly had seen plenty of those of the twins. They were an attractive duo, taking after their mother. 

      These days, surveillance photos offered fantastic quality. Still, the reality was something else. Seeing the girl in the flesh sent his heart racing. He tried to picture what she’d be like if she weren’t on the run, harried, in baggy clothes. Stress caused lines. Donnelly’s job could be plenty stressful. That was why he ended every day with meditation and yoga, which he believed would undo the aging effects of his shifts. In his bathroom, he kept a menagerie of different creams and gels, which helped keep him looking young.

      If he caught Eve at a better time, if he bumped into her on the street when she wasn’t actively running from anyone, or trying to save her brother, would she fancy him?

      Of course she would. 

      If only he could put it to the test.

      He watched her start down the street. One sibling wasn’t enough. Much as he would have liked to collect Eve, if only for some alone time, he hopped into his car and closed the door.

      He knew where Eve was going. He endeavored to get there first.

      Caldwell believed she was about to win the ultimate prize. 

      She was to suffer her greatest defeat. 
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        * * *

      

      “Hello, Adam, my name’s Caldwell. I’m so pleased to meet you.”

      A couple of times, Adam had been knocked unconscious. Upon waking, he had suffered splitting headaches and nausea. Once, he had been sick, and it had taken hours to recover normality.

      When he pushed too hard with his powers and blacked out, waking up was much the same as if an assailant had clubbed him into darkness, with a few bonuses. It often took a few minutes for his sight to return. Twenty was the record. A couple of times, he had thrown up with such force, he feared his stomach lining had been torn free and forced through his mouth.

      He knew nothing about the dart, other than waking from its effects was far more pleasant than was waking after a vicious attack or power overload. It was like having a couple of pints while exhausted. Sitting on the sofa, drifting in and out. At first, Caldwell shimmered before him. Though she was an agent of evil, he couldn’t help but smile.

      “I hope you had a pleasant sleep,” his captor continued. “My colleagues think I should give you another dose of our special potion, allow you some more shut-eye. I’d much rather you were awake for what happens next.”

      Awash with happiness, Adam’s years of training under his hard mother fought for control of his mind. Still smiling, he knew he had to kill Caldwell. As she began to solidify, he realized she had a slim, long neck. Perfect for throttling.

      He tried lifting his hands. Something was wrong.

      “Handcuffs,” Caldwell explained. “You aren’t your sister, so I feel safe having you chained. You’re more than welcome to turn invisible. So long as you can’t move, it won’t help you.”

      The happy haze was fading. Glancing down, Adam saw a chain securing both hand and foot cuffs to an iron ring on the floor. He could lift his hands only so far as his chest. On a metal chair, he was immobilized. 

      It was most uncomfortable.

      “For years, people in my position have attempted to capture you and your sister,” Caldwell said. “When you were children, they thought it would be simple, but your mother was an exceptional woman. She kept you out of harm’s way. With her gone, you two cut loose, they were sure you would grow sloppy, slip up. They were wrong. Again and again, they failed. Know why?”

      She leaned forward, taunting him. Knowing the maths, she could bring her head within an inch of his reach. At a stretch, he might scratch her nose. He would never catch her. He leaned back, refusing her the satisfaction she craved.

      She chuckled. “They went for a smash and grab. They added more fighters, more firearms, believing they’d eventually overwhelm you. They never could, never would. Your mother trained you too well. Am I right?”

      Adam said nothing. Didn’t even bow his head in the hint of a nod. The happiness was gone. He understood his situation. Bleaker than ever before.

      “That’s also how I began my operation,” Caldwell said. “Smash and grab. But I had a more nuanced plan B. The smash-and-grab plan A led you into the trap of plan B. Know what that was?”

      Adam did. He said, “My sister’s going to kill you.”

      “Wrong. I used your inability to abandon a damsel in distress to capture you. I’ll use Eve’s love for her brother to capture her. Within minutes, I will have achieved what so many have failed.”

      “Or she’ll free me,” Adam said. “And I’ll kill you.”

      Caldwell chuckled. From under her non-chained chair, she withdrew a brown sack.

      “Neither,” she said. “Your sister is walking into a trap.”

      “She already knows,” Adam said.

      “Yes,” Caldwell agreed. “She does.”

      Again, she leaned forward, putting herself just out of reach. Adam’s arms and legs tensed. It took everything not to lash out, even knowing he couldn’t get her.

      “She believes I’ll have the place surrounded. That my people will flood in at the moment she attempts her rescue. She’s right, but that’s not how I’ll capture her.”

      She patted Adam’s knee. He lashed out, but she was too quick. Pain shot up his back as the chains restrained him. 

      “Your sister knows I plan to use a trap to capture her,” Caldwell said. “She’ll avoid it, thus falling straight into my real trap.”
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        * * *

      

      Donnelly parked in a convenient location, then left his car. 

      Caldwell’s rats were scurrying. If they saw him, they might wave. They would not perceive him as a threat, so they would not try to shoot him. That was a comfort. Even so, he kept out of sight, not wanting his presence reported to the woman in charge.

      On the edge of the construction site, he took in everything. Eve was smart—he didn’t doubt that. She wouldn’t know what Caldwell planned. Emotion would steal her ability to act rationally, to escape.

      If everything went well for Caldwell, her plan would succeed. She would take the twins and the associated glory.

      Unfortunately for her, everything would not go well.

      Smiling, Donnelly approached the building shell, drawing his gun and forming his plan.
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        * * *

      

      The construction yard was silent. There should have been men at work. Another sign of the financial might of her enemy was its apparent emptiness.

      It wasn’t empty. As soon as Eve walked through the mesh gate, agents would surround her. She could neither see nor hear them. She knew they were there—armed, waiting to fire.

      Whoever spoke through Bethany planned to draw Eve in before closing the net. If she knew the drawbacks of Eve’s power, she would have people take random shots at Eve on her journey. It would put the twin in an awkward position. Two choices. Try to hold a constant forcefield and risk passing out, going to hell, or trust she could hear any approaching shots and block them.

      After using his power, it could take Adam days to recover. Eve might spend minutes or hours in hell. But never days, at least not yet. She returned refreshed, if afraid. No fatigue prevented her from using her power to the extent of her ability.

      Trusting herself, she stepped through the mesh gate and toward the building.

      Construction equipment and machinery lay abandoned. A tin office, low and narrow, had been thrown together in the shadow of the building shell. A temporary internal stairway led up, stopping at each floor, traveling to the top.

      Halfway between the mesh gate and building husk, movement way above drew her attention.

      The agents were many things. Careless was not one. High up, concealed shooters were not growing restless and stretching their legs. They had not accidentally given themselves away.

      She was supposed to see.

      Three figures appeared, toes over the edge at the peak of the construction. So far away, with the sun at their backs, they were hard to make out. It was not difficult to tell who they were.

      The frightened, slim girl was Bethany. Fumbling fingers went to a pocket. Eve knew she was drawing a phone.

      Next to her, the man in the dark clothes with a sack over his head was Adam. Beside him was the man with the gun. 

      A click of her fingers would kill the gunman. If she could guarantee he would not shoot her brother in his dying second, she would have ended him.

      Bethany had the phone to her ear. Eve’s burner rang.

      Answering, she said, “I’m guessing you’ve not double-crossed us? They’ve threatened you, yeah? You realize they’re going to kill you no matter what.”

      “Yes,” Bethany said.

      That stumped Eve. To her left lay an empty cement mixer. Beyond it, she thought she saw movement. Were the troops mobilizing?

      She unraveled the Bethany situation.

      “They’ve confessed they’re going to kill you no matter what, but said they’d spare your loved ones if you do as they say?”

      “Yes.”

      “You must be very frightened,” Eve said. She could hear it in the girl’s voice. All her anger for the receptionist fluttered away on the breeze.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, to stand up there, doing everything they ask, knowing you’re going to die, to save the people you love…” Eve stopped. Being complementary did not come easy. “You’re incredibly brave.”

      Bethany didn’t know what to say.

      “They only letting you say yes or something?”

      “No,” Bethany said. “They want me to tell you that if you stand still and allow yourself to get sedated, they’ll spare your brother.”

      “They know I’m not going to do that here,” Eve said. “If anyone tries to shoot me, I’ll stop them. Once I’m up there, once I’ve confirmed my brother is safe, they can take me out, no complaints. What do they say about that?”

      “They say okay.”

      The man with the gun hadn’t spoken. Bethany had not hesitated long enough for Eve to believe anyone was speaking into her ear, responding to Eve’s demands. They knew what the twin would want. Everything had been pre-arranged. 

      On the building’s roof, they believed they could take her. 

      They were wrong.

      “I’m coming up,” Eve said.

      “Okay.”

      “Bethany?”

      “Yes?”

      “I meant what I said about your bravery. You’ve been incredible.”

      “Thank you.”

      “They can’t hear what I’m saying, can they?” Eve said. “It’s just you and me?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good, because I don’t want you to die today. Do you want to die?”

      “No.”

      “Well, if you want to survive, I need you to be even braver than you’ve already been. Are you with me?”

      “I hope so.”

      “Good. Listen closely. We get this right, then me, you, and my brother can all get away. Preferably alive.”
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        * * *

      

      Donnelly preferred guns to knives.

      It was not that he was not proficient at hand-to-hand combat. He excelled at it. Never lost a fight. 

      He was fashion conscious. He wore tailored clothes. Expensive. The problem with close combat, especially when blades were involved, was that shirts and trousers got ripped and bloodstained. More than once, he’d had to chuck out outfits that had cost thousands.

      Wherever possible, he killed from a distance, outside the splash zone. Sometimes, this wasn’t possible. He was a professional. Needs must.

      Ninja silent, Donnelly approached a tall man with close-cropped, greying hair. His shirt was untucked, which was reason enough for execution in Donnelly’s book. His gun pointed at dead space. 

      When Donnelly was a meter away, the untucked agent heard him. Before he could spin, Donnelly had pounced. Grabbing the man’s head, he slashed his throat and shoved the body away. He checked his clothes for damage, then the body for signs of life.

      Not a tear, nor a drop of blood from head to toe. Fabulous. The man had no pulse. Wonderful.

      Wiping his knife on the dead man’s jacket, he concealed it and proceeded.

      One down, five to go. 
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        * * *

      

      Under Eve’s feet, the metal steps clanged. Unnervingly, the whole structure seemed to sway in the breeze. She was sure it was her imagination, but not quite sure enough.

      Up she went. Neither she nor Adam was afraid of heights. Given everything they had been through, the constant fear of capture or murder, they had no room for the trivial, common phobias—spiders, heights, commitment. 

      Each floor was littered with tools and safety signs. Block letters warned her not to proceed alone, nor without a hardhat. In a clear breach of both warnings, she climbed. 

      The rising sun had brought little wind. At ground level, the world felt still. The higher she rose, the more the wind rattled the scaffolding, ruffled her clothes. 

      One floor from the top, she paused. No one had yet fired. She could neither see nor hear any agents. The wind might muffle any sounds. There were few hiding places amongst the tools, scaffolding, and girders.

      The final few steps opened onto the sky. Unsecure-looking boarding sealed off the roof, preventing her from spying her brother, Bethany, or any bad guys. Encasing herself in an invisible field, she took the steps with caution, circling the moment her eyes were above the boards, taking in the scene.

      Other than the three she had seen from the ground, there was one further agent. A woman. Her gun pointed at Eve. The man still had his trained on Adam. 

      She took the remaining steps, turning to the three at the edge. Saw the trick in an instant. Chastised herself for not realizing earlier.

      From behind, the woman said, “I’m going to shoot you. Don’t try to stop me, or your brother gets a bullet, then goes over the edge.”

      Silence. Eve met Bethany’s eye. On the planks, strong winds whipped Eve’s hair, pushed at her. She was surprised Bethany had held her nerve. 

      Lifting her arms, she said, “Fire then.”

      A soft puff signaled the dart leaving the chamber.

      Inches from Eve, it swerved, defying the laws of physics, disappearing into the second agent’s throat.

      “You’re a rubbish shot,” Eve said.

      The woman gasped. Her colleague disappeared over the building’s edge, plummeting toward the gravel twenty stories below.

      With him, he dragged his hooded prisoner.
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        * * *

      

      On the screen in the back of the van, Eve appeared, walking up the stairs onto the building shell’s planked roof.

      “How long before she realizes, do you reckon?” Caldwell said.

      “She already has.”

      Seconds later, two men plummeted over the building’s edge. Adam chuckled.

      “We’re twins. We’ve spent almost every day together since we were born. You were lucky it took as long as that.”

      “It took long enough,” Caldwell said. From her pocket, she pulled a radio. “Time to move.”

      “You can send a million agents up there,” Adam said. “They’ll never stop her.”

      Grabbing the radio again, she shouted, “Start the van.”

      Looking to Adam, she continued, “Don’t you get it? They’re not supposed to.”
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        * * *

      

      After watching her colleagues plummet over the edge, the female agent began firing.

      Her aim was good. Each bullet came within an inch of Eve’s chest before veering off, disappearing.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” Eve asked. She clicked her fingers, and the dart gun sprung from the agent’s hand and disappeared over the building’s edge. “He’s my brother.”

      Without moving a muscle, she could utilize her power. Finger clicking made for a cool effect. 

      At a second click, the agent’s holster unclasped, and the gun flew into Eve’s hand. The agent dived to grab it, but she was too slow. She fell to her knees. By the time she rose, the gun was pointing at her chest.

      “If you’d succeeded in sedating me, do you know what they would have done to my brother and me?”

      The agent seemed to have lost her voice. Maybe the wind had dried her throat.

      “Endless experiments,” Eve said. “Torture and torment. Never again would we have seen the light of day. They’d use us, kill us, then dispose of the bodies.” Temper flaring, she fired over the agent’s shoulders. “Did you know?”

      “I’m sorry,” the agent whispered. “I was following orders.”

      “You love orders so much, here’s one. Die.”

      She fired three bullets, hitting her target three times. Powerless, the agent could only watch, stumble, then collapse. Still. 

      Bethany stared at the dead woman. Eve patted her on the shoulder, gazing over the building’s edge. Agents were rushing under the rafters, toward the stairs. Soon, she would hear their pounding feet. 

      “That’s a lot of people. Come on.”

      She pulled Bethany from the edge to the center of the boards and gripped her shoulders, forcing the frightened receptionist to meet her eye. 

      “Where’s my brother?”

      On the ground, opposite where Eve had entered the building shell, a van kicked into life. At the end of a path, before more open mesh gates, it prepared to depart.

      “He’s in the van,” Bethany said. “It was a trick.”

      “Well, yeah,” Eve said. “We have to get down there.”

      Pounding feet were audible on the metal steps. Bethany squeaked. 

      “We can’t get past them.”

      “You definitely couldn’t,” Eve said. “Me, maybe. They’re expecting me to try. How many more tricks they got up their sleeves, you reckon?”

      Bethany didn’t answer. She was on the verge of collapse.

      “I already told you how we’re escaping,” Eve said. She retook Bethany’s shoulders, this time from behind. Shoved her toward the roof’s edge, high above the van. “I suggest you close your eyes.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Close your eyes?”

      “Do it.”

      Eve put her arms around Bethany’s stomach, as though to perform the Heimlich maneuver. “We’ll see.” 

      The receptionist attempted to escape.

      “Stop it,” Eve snapped. “You wriggle while we’re out there, I will drop you, and you’ll die. I’m taking a big risk trying to do this with two anyway.”

      “I’m staying here,” Bethany said.

      “They’ll shoot you.”

      “I can’t. I can’t.”

      Eve sighed. Would have put her head in her hands if she weren’t holding Bethany. The rising feet were a couple of floors away. The van could leave any second. There was no time to mess around.

      “Fine,” she said.

      Bethany’s lips started to form the words, thank you. Eve jumped, dragging them over the edge.
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        * * *

      

      Donnelly killed five of his six targets without a hitch. On the last, it all went wrong.

      He grabbed the man, bringing the knife across his throat with one fast, powerful swipe.

      In desperation, his victim spun. 

      Sensing danger, Donnelly shoved and dived, tumbling onto the ground and rolling. 

      Too late.

      Blood sprayed from the man’s neck. Though Donnelly moved fast, he saw a few droplets hit his jacket; one landed on his collar. 

      Worse, in dropping and rolling, he had caked dirt on his clothes and ripped his trousers. 

      “No.”

      The agent was still. Donnelly fumed, wishing he had screwed up the attack. If the agent hadn’t died, Donnelly could torture the bastard before finishing him off. 

      On the ground, groaning, miserable, he closed his eyes. 

      When he reopened them, he saw Eve and another girl plummet from the top girders.

      Forgetting his clothes, he jumped to his feet, started running. 

      He had to reach his car in time.
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        * * *

      

      Only twice before had Eve jumped off a building. Both times, she had been without a conventional parachute. Yet, she had survived. 

      She had also been alone.

      Twenty stories looked like a mammoth drop when standing at its peak. When falling, fast picking up speed, the distance didn’t seem so great. As fun as free falling was, Eve had to slow her descent almost immediately.

      “Hold on,” she said to a screaming, panicking, not-listening Bethany. 

      Eve tightened her grip, imagining a parachute billowing from her back as wings sprang from an angel’s. She felt her power solidify into an invisible canvas a second before it caught the wind.

      Yanked skyward, Eve held Bethany’s blouse. The distraction stole her focus, put holes in the parachute. Holding tight to her passenger, she patched it as they began to speed up, steadying the descent. 

      On the horizon, flames entwined with ice danced in the wind. A spinning vortex ripped a hole in the sky, offering a window into hell.

      Instead of that demonic world, she focused on a controlled landing. Mess that up, she’d break her legs and possibly Bethany. 

      They were sitting ducks. Luckily, the soldiers had risen too far. Though they had turned, begun their descent, they would be too late.

      “Coming in hot,” Eve said. “Try to relax.”

      Bethany had squeezed her eyes shut a second after Eve’s jump. At Eve’s words, she opened them, saw the ground. Screaming, wriggling, she slipped free of Eve’s grasp.

      “Hey,” Eve shouted.

      Focus abandoned her.

      The parachute vanished. 

      She plummeted. 

      There was not far to go. Well practiced, she landed in a roll. The stone-laden ground tore at her clothing and skin. Suffering a knock to her skull, she was temporarily lost to dizziness. 

      By the time she’d got to her feet, the world had stopped spinning. In plenty of pain, Bethany groaned. The oncoming agents would probably kill her. Eve could spare her no more time.

      The van idled. 

      Desperate to reach her brother, able to think of nothing else, Eve sprinted as though it were already moving.
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        * * *

      

      They watched Eve run.

      “Oh, dear,” Caldwell said. “In comes emotion, and out goes any chance of escape.”

      “We’ll see,” Adam said.

      Caldwell brought the radio to her lips. “Fire.”

      Eve was halfway there. In her seat, Caldwell vibrated with excitement. Thirty years of failed attempts, and she was going to succeed. Here came glory. Promotion. Hopefully, a pay rise and a bonus. A big bonus. A massive bonus. A—

      Adam said, “I don’t think they heard you.”

      “Fire,” Caldwell repeated. “Fire now.”

      “Maybe they’ve all taken their ciggie breaks at the same time. Pretty irresponsible. I blame the boss.”

      “Fire, fire, fire.”

      Eve reached the van.

      “I guess you’re out of plans,” Adam said.

      “Guess again.”

      Caldwell grabbed something from beneath her seat. On the front, there was an innocuous black button.

      Eve threw open the doors. Caldwell said, “Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve threw open the van’s back doors.

      Inside, a space barren of people and equipment. Except for one baseball-shaped item in the far right corner, covered in a black sheet.

      Beneath the sheet, a light flashed red. 

      “Ah,” Eve said.

      The van exploded.
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        * * *

      

      Engulfed by flame, Eve flew back.

      Adam watched her twist in the air, crash to the ground, and slide along the concrete toward the base of the building’s shell. Caldwell had replaced the device with the radio. 

      “Time to move.” 

      From around the building’s side came a third van. Dodging the flaming decoy, it pulled up before Eve.

      Seconds later, it was off. Eve was gone. 

      Caldwell reclined in her chair, sighing with relief.

      “Well, it took until about plan Y,” she said. “But I got my twins in the end.”
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        * * *

      

      Two vans sped away. The final continued to burn. 

      Bethany’s ears rang. Pain coursed through her battered and bruised body. Her head spun. Every time she tried to stand, she collapsed.

      She could feel the burning van’s heat on her back—hear the agents descending.

      They had what they needed. Maybe they would forget her in their excitement to reach their victory party.

      Unlikely. 

      Down they came. 

      Despite the pain and dizziness, she forced herself upright. Ahead, the world blurred. The suits were almost there.

      With sudden surety, she knew they would kill her. It didn’t matter that they had what they wanted. As a loose end, she needed tying.

      On her knees, still unable to stand, she watched as the first agents appeared at the foot of the steps. Without hesitation, they split. Most came nowhere near. A couple did, but they ignored her, veering on different paths. 

      One made a beeline.

      As he came, he drew his gun.

      Somehow, she managed to stand. Swaying, she knew if she tried to run, she would collapse.

      All around the construction yard, cars were starting. Some were taking off. One sounded as though it was coming in her direction.

      Her executioner stopped six feet away. With the sight of his gun, he found her forehead. Without saying a word, he would murder her. Before he reached his car, he’d have forgotten her face. To these people, her life meant nothing. 

      She began to cry. 

      Confused, the killer looked over her shoulder. She had heard an approaching car. Turning, she watched it spin as the driver braked. The passenger side door stopped inches from her legs. The window was open.

      “Move.”

      Bethany stepped left. The driver shot her would-be killer in the head. Dropping the gun, he leaned across and threw open the passenger door.

      “Get in.”

      Even as dazed and confused as she was, the commanding tone was enough to make her comply.

      Jumping in, she slammed the door, and her second savior of the day drove away.
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        * * *

      

      The van carrying Adam hit the motorway; Eve’s had vanished.

      Elated, Caldwell phoned her employer to relay her victory and arrange a meeting.

      Adam was silent, brooding. Caldwell had confirmed Eve still lived. When the van doors swung open, his sister had expected trouble. She had a shield up, but she’d prepared for darts, possibly bullets. She’d be hurting. 

      Before, Adam had prepared for the necessity of killing Caldwell. The situation had changed. It would still not be a pleasure, but from it, he might derive grim satisfaction. 

      “In twenty minutes,” Caldwell said. “You’ll meet the team, who will take you on to your final destination.” 

      “I’ll escape.” 

      “Doubt it,” Caldwell said. “If you do succeed, at least wait until after the handoff. Then it won’t be my fault.” 

      “I’m going to kill you.” 

      “Empty threats, empty promises,” Caldwell said. “Keep up with this dull talk, and I’ll put you under.” 

      “Where’s Eve?” 

      “Taking an alternate route. Don’t worry, you’ll see her soon enough.” 

      He considered. If he could escape, it would be pointless because he’d lose Eve. Once they arrived, Caldwell might sedate him. He wouldn’t wake until it was too late.

      Best case, he killed Caldwell and coerced the driver into continuing to the meet. Invisible, he would need to free a sedated Eve and escape the meet’s location. Without being shot. 

      Calling his chances in such a scenario slim seemed generous. 

      He still had to try. 

      The clock was ticking. He had to act soon.

      Between the back of the van and the cabin was a sheet of sliding plexiglass. It wasn’t soundproof. The driver would hear any move he made to capture Caldwell. If Adam succeeded, the driver would radio a warning. Or shoot him.

      First, he had to escape his chains. Which he couldn’t. 

      Closing his eyes, he saw his mother. Over lean dinners, she had dispensed much wisdom. 

      Over basic tomato soup, one slice of bread each, no butter, she had said, “They believe I’m the reason you remain free. One day, they’ll get me. You need to be ready. You have to know how to survive on your own.”

      When the twins were twelve, they had woken to find themselves surrounded. The agents of misery were coming.

      Their mother was gone. 

      Terror had overtaken Adam. Without their mum, he had believed they were finished. 

      Born with a cool head that could be overrun only by her temper, Eve had calmed her brother. With her guidance and power, they had escaped with their lives.

      Just.

      Adam had carried his sister, absent her soul, to a safe, pre-arranged location. Waiting there for him, he had found their mother.

      In an instant, he realized what had happened. His mum had seen the oncoming enemy and departed. She wanted to see if her children could survive without her. For a test, she had risked their capture. 

      Furious, Adam had placed his sister down and prepared to unleash his fury on his mother. 

      Before he could speak, she slapped him, hard, across the face. 

      “Idiot,” she had said. 

      Stunned, he lost the reins of his anger. 

      “What?”

      “When you saw I’d gone, you must have assumed they’d taken me. They might have had me a couple of hours. What do you think they’d do in that time?” 

      “You weren’t gone.” 

      “Grow up,” she said, then slapped him again. “They would torture me for information. So, upon your escape, what was one thing you should not have done under any circumstance?” 

      The anger was a distant memory. Adam was a naughty schoolboy receiving a dressing down. Of course, he had been twelve. A child. Sometimes, it was easy to forget. 

      “I wouldn’t go to a location you had chosen as a safe spot,” he said. 

      Spinning, arms wide, his mother said, “And yet…” 

      “Sorry.” 

      A third time, she slapped him. 

      “You screwed up,” she said. “If they had me, you’d now be unconscious. When you’d woken, you’d be chained to a chair and guess what?”

      Adam, head bowed, said nothing. It was a test, but he refused to answer. 

      “Tell me,” she said.

      “I’d never get free,” he mumbled. 

      “You’d never get free,” his mother confirmed.

      One last time, she’d slapped him. 

      “If your sister gets sedated and you’re chained up, it’s game over.” 

      Dragging himself from the past, Adam looked at Caldwell.

      Referencing his exact situation, his mother had made her thoughts on their chances of escape clear. 

      Game over.

      He couldn’t let that be the case.

      Not today. 

      Meeting Caldwell’s eye, he removed his shoes.
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        * * *

      

      A little way back, they followed the vans.

      In the passenger seat, recovering from the pain and dizziness, Bethany tried to build her confidence. To deal with yet another murderer she didn’t know—a man who wanted something from her, presumably.

       “You saved me,” she said at last.

       “Noticed that, did you?” 

       “Yes. Sorry. Thank you.” 

       “You’re most welcome.” 

       “Who are you?” 

       He gave her a look, then flicked his eyes back to the road. Ahead, the vans split. Her savior seemed caught in a moment of indecision before choosing a van to tail. 

       “Donnelly,” he said as they turned. “And you?” 

       “Don’t you know?” 

       “Should I?” 

       She felt the heat as her face flushed.

       “Bethany,” she said. She couldn’t hold the question. “Why did you save me?” 

       “Why did the Good Samaritan, if we are to believe Jesus, stop to help the injured Jewish man who was beaten, robbed, and left to die on a roadside? Because it was the right thing to do.” 

       Bethany considered. It didn’t ring true. Donnelly’s smile suggested he knew it didn’t, knew she realized it didn’t, and didn’t mind it didn’t. 

       “Are you going to take me home?” she asked. Though it was clear he was not.

      “Okay, you got me,” Donnelly said. “I’m not exactly the Good Samaritan. Jesus will never tell my story because it’s about being practical. Truth is, I might have saved you either way, but I do believe, in saving you, I can ask a favor in return.” 

       Bethany’s heart picked up the pace. Was it foolish to believe being saved from mortal danger should be the end of a story? Twice, today, Bethany had been saved from cruel men with cruel intentions. Yet, both times, it seemed to lead her into potentially worse situations.

       That old saying came to mind—out of the frying pan, into the fire. 

       “What favor?” she asked.

       Donnelly was withdrawing his phone while keeping the van in his sights. He did not look at Bethany. 

       “You’ll see.” 

       Pressing a number, he held his phone to his ear. A few seconds later, someone answered. 

       “Hello, buddy. I need a favor.”

       He paused, smiling at Bethany, listening.

       To his conversant, he said, “It has to do with your precious cargo.”
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        * * *

      

      “How interesting,” Caldwell said. “What are you trying to achieve?”

      The shoes clanged to the hard metal floor.

      “Hot feet,” Adam said. “Will you take off my socks?” 

      He lifted his legs, leaving his chained hands in his lap. Caldwell stared, open-mouthed, then laughed. 

      “Don’t be vile.” 

      He shrugged 

      Because of his chains, Adam could not lift his feet high enough, nor move his hands far enough, to slip off his socks. He had to use his right foot to attempt to remove the left sock. It wasn’t easy.

      Bemused, Caldwell stared. She could not imagine this was part of some elaborate escape scheme. 

      The scheme wasn’t elaborate. It was stupid. If he could remove his sock, there was every chance his plan would get him killed. Caldwell would also die, but that would provide little comfort. 

      If they didn’t die, his chances of success were still infinitesimal. He might get sedated or escape, but lose the opportunity to save Eve. Neither were acceptable outcomes.

      Unfortunately, it was his only option. He had to try. 

      The sock wouldn’t budge. Caldwell’s amusement was fading. As she tired of the sock routine, her mind began to whirr. Once she stopped chuckling, she started wondering if he might not be up to something sinister. 

      “I think you should stop,” she said.

      The sock slipped a little.

      “Now,” she said.

      He ignored her. She went for a syringe and bottle. Standing over him, she poked the needle into the cork top. 

      “I’m sorry, Adam, but it’s time to sleep.” 

      The sock slipped over his heel, revealing flesh.

      “Done,” he said.

      “Too late.” 

      She withdrew the full needle, then replaced the bottle. 

      “It’s a shame I have to do this.” 

      She prepared to strike. 

      He pressed the bare skin of his heel to the metal floor.

      The van vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Motorway drivers in need of a break looked to the SunWay Services with hope, then disbelief.

      For the first time in years, it was closed. The sign said for maintenance. Through the thick roadside trees, motorists could see nothing beyond the exit ramp into the services parking lot. 

      Had they taken a chance, they would have found the large service station building closed, its fast-food joints, coffee shops, and arcades dark. There was no staff, nor punters. Not even a maintenance crew. 

      The parking lot was another matter. Here waited four black SUVs and two reinforced vans. Though from the outside, it was impossible to tell. The vans were fitted with gurneys bearing heavy restraint straps. Beside them sat an IV from which could be injected a powerful sedative. 

      From the front passenger seat of one of the SUVs, a man made a call. His boss answered, and they made short work of greetings. 

      “We’re here,” he confirmed. “The twins will be with you in a couple of hours.”
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        * * *

      

      The driver yelled. On all sides, the bizarre sight drew people’s attention. 

      In forming this basic plan, Adam could not help but consider the potential collateral damage. The shock of seeing a van one second, three people floating along the road, one chained to a chair, the next, might cause a multi-car pileup. Many could die. 

      Seeing no alternative, he tried to ignore the potential loss of innocent lives. Prayed everything would fall into place. 

      Maybe there was a God. 

      At the loss of his van, the driver panicked. In his shock, he lifted his feet. 

      For twenty years, he had driven on instinct. He never looked at the pedals before placing his feet. When they were no longer there to see, this ability vanished. Randomly, fearfully, he jabbed his foot into what appeared to be thin air.

      He smashed the accelerator. The invisible van shot forward. From the car in front, two children of no more than ten stared, screaming, but seemingly unable to retreat from the window. 

      Shouting himself, the driver continued stamping like a madman desperate to kill a single ant. 

      He took his foot from the accelerator.

      Adam’s nose was bleeding. He released his hold over the van.

      The pedals reappeared. Panic-stricken, the driver hit the brake. 

      Horns blared. The car behind swerved into the next lane, almost hitting a motorbike. Adam was glad he could no longer see the road. It sounded as though a pileup had nearly happened. 

      Regaining a little control, the driver moved into the outside lane, lowering his speed as far as he could without enduring more honking.

      “What the hell was that?” he said. When he glanced in the mirror, he saw his boss sitting on their prisoner’s lap.

      For a mad moment, he thought she was giving him a lap dance. What would he say about that? Nothing. At least he’d have a story to tell the lads later. 

      Then he saw the man had his handcuff chain around Caldwell’s throat. The syringe was by the van’s doors. 

      “Don’t worry about us,” Adam said. “Keep driving.” 

      The driver looked unsure. His eyes flicked to Caldwell. 

      “Do as he says. No matter what, we must get him to the handoff. You know what happens if we don’t.” 

      “You heard the boss,” Adam said. “Now, Caldwell, please let me go.”

      “Piss off.” 

      “I’d like to. Now, please release these chains or—” He pulled the handcuffs tighter. 

      Caldwell choked for five seconds, then he released. Once she had finished spluttering and rubbing her already-reddening throat, he asked her once again to release him. He remained polite because manners were important. 

      “You’ll never escape,” she hissed, her voice hoarse. “Your only chance is to abandon your sister.” 

      Adam watched her take a key from her pocket. He lifted his legs, allowing her to lean forward. Just about, with the chain around her neck, she was able to remove his feet cuffs. 

      “I’d never leave her,” he said. 

      “And that’s why I’m safe to release you. You’ll still be in the lab by nightfall.” 

      She undid one hand, then the other. After she pulled the cuffs free, she tried to leap from his lap.

      With a shove, he sent her face-first into the plexiglass. She tumbled to the floor. As she tried to rise, he grabbed her and threw her against the van wall. 

      Looking at Caldwell, he said, “Remember what she told you, driver.” He put his hands around her throat. “Whatever happens, no matter what, you get me to the handoff. You know what happens if you don’t.” 

      Realizing what was to happen, Caldwell started to say “No—” 

      Thinking of his sister flying back in that fireball, Adam began to squeeze. 
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        * * *

      

      By taking one exit later than the service station’s entrance, Donnelly was able to loop back and park in a nest of trees. From here, they could see the vans and SUVs. Eve’s transport was pulling into the parking lot. 

      Taking a syringe and bottle from beside him, Donnelly said, “Okay. Time to go.” 

      He opened his door, stepped onto the grass, and circled to the passenger side.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they arrived, Eve’s van was there. Adam watched more black-suited agents, all armed, empty from their vehicles and approach. The doors of two reinforced transport vans, fifty-percent larger than the one in which he now sat, were thrown open. Inside, Adam saw where he would be chained down and drugged en-route to his final destination. 

      If he couldn’t save Eve and himself. 

      “You’ll never escape,” Caldwell hissed. 

      Her neck was an angry red. Her voice would have been appropriate for a library. When Adam had closed his fists around her throat, he had intended to kill her. It was no more than she deserved.

      Maybe if he’d closed his eyes, he could have murdered her. Many times, he had killed in self-defense. Never like that, though. When he saw Caldwell’s eyes flutter and start to go blank, he had released her. She had fallen, and he had hated himself.

      Two agents had reached Eve’s van. They opened the back doors as two more came toward Adam. 

      Gripping Caldwell, he faced her to the door, where the agents would soon appear. Through the rear windows, he watched the agents at his sister’s van squabble. Perhaps they each wanted the chance to collect her. 

      Ahead of the other, one man jumped inside. 

      Hands landed on the back doors of Adam’s van. He tightened his grip on Caldwell. As soon as they opened, he would burst out and run for his sister. He would escape with her, or they would be captured. He would never leave alone. 

      Eve was dragged outside.

      The squabbling intensified. The two men who had been about to open Adam’s van paused, glanced back. Someone shouted. 

      “What the hell?” Caldwell asked. 

      Adam could only stare.

      The woman the agents held was not his sister. 

      It was Bethany. 
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        * * *

      

      In a rush, Eve returned to consciousness. 

      Above her, there was a man in jeans, a white shirt, and a black leather jacket. Even through the haze, she could make out his broad wolf's grin.

      She sat up. Arms raised, he retreated two steps. Must have seen the look in her eyes.

      “Hey, don’t go smiting. If not for me, you’d be locked in the back of that van down there, sedated and preparing for transport to an awful place. Like your brother.”

      Hand raised in his direction, as if that alone could stop him from reaching her, she looked through the trees. Below, she saw the van into which those bastards had dragged her. Two men prepared to open its doors.

      “You might want to sit a second,” the man said. “I’ve injected you with a concoction that combats their sedative. It’s the reason you can’t feel much. But you were in an explosion. Any second, there’ll be pain.”

      Pain. Yes. It approached like a distant army, appearing over the hill, charging toward the castle of her health. The blast had torn her clothes, cut her, and bruised her skin. Her shield had saved her life, but it had not protected her from damage.

      “Who are you?”

      “Donnelly. And you’re Eve. I advise you to get in the car and leave with me. It’s the only way to guarantee your safety.”

      “Why wake me then?”

      “I’ve seen what you do to people who piss you off. Guessed you wouldn’t be too pleased if I took you away without giving you the chance to save your brother.”

      The doors to her van were open. Two more agents rushed toward her brother’s current prison.

      “Who are you?”

      “You already asked,” he said. 

      “You didn’t answer. Your name,” she added before he could speak, “means nothing. You got me out of that van. How?”

      “Driver owed me a favor. Listen…” He came to her, grabbed her arm, and pressed a folded slip of paper into her hands. “If you manage to save your brother, open it and find me. There’s a lot to this you don’t understand.”

      Though she took the paper, she ignored his words. “So that van’s empty?”

      “Not quite. I used a decoy.”

      Eve spun in time to see Bethany dragged into the open. Someone shouted. A few moments later, the second van’s doors burst open. A woman flew out. 

      Apparently, no one followed. 

      “Adam,” she said. 

      Leaving Donnelly, trying to ignore the mounting pain, she rushed through the trees and down the hill, straight toward her brother.
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        * * *

      

      Adam couldn’t wait. Kicking open the van’s doors, he hurled Caldwell into the two nearest agents.

      Like bowling pins, they scattered.

      “It’s Adam,” she shouted. “Shoot him.”

      He ran. The agents tried to cover all routes, expecting him to run for the motorway, to the slope leading into the trees, or for the service station.

      Instead, he made for the second van, by which stood two agents, sandwiching Bethany. The first, Adam knocked unconscious, smashing his skull into the side of the van. A knee to the stomach disabled the second.

      Bethany vanished.

      They ran.

      Ducking behind Eve’s transport, they dodged a barrage of fire by centimeters. Adam wanted to take them to the motorway. Weaving, they might have avoided fire long enough to escape… if only he could have held onto the invisibility.

      Blood ran freely from his nose, his head pounding. He hadn’t had sufficient recovery time since their escape from the hotel, let alone since turning an entire van invisible. Mass mattered.

      Their only hope was the service station. Adam dragged them forward.

      Three-quarters of the way there, he collapsed.

      They reappeared.

      “There they are,” Caldwell shouted. “Fire!”

      “We need to go,” Bethany pleaded.

      “Run,” he said.

      Weakened, he couldn’t stand. There was no time for recovery. Every gun pointed in his direction.

      Again, he yelled at Bethany, “Run.”

      The agents began to fire.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait,” Donnelly shouted.

      Against her better judgment, Eve paused. She didn’t turn to face her savior.

      “You put an innocent girl’s life at risk,” she said. “I’m not sure you want to be calling me right now. I might kill you, even if you did save my life.”

      “Accept my apology,” he said. “And take this.”

      A bag flew over her shoulder.

      “It’ll help you stay out of hell.”

      A chill ran along her spine. Donnelly might not know about the effects of her power. It might have been a meaningless expression. She wanted to turn—to force him to explain his comment.

      No time.

      In the parking lot, Bethany disappeared.

      “Adam.”

      Sliding forward, she grabbed and opened the bag.

      “Yep,” she muttered. “That’ll help.”

      Adam and Bethany reappeared. Eve watched her brother drop. With reckless abandon, she flew down the hill, almost tripping several times.

      Someone shouted for the agents to open fire. The guns all turned Adam’s way. Eve was only partway down, but she skidded to a halt. Opened the bag.

      Bullets started flying. Eve stared at her brother.

      The sedative-tipped darts melted before reaching him. Eve heard the agents’ shocked mutters as she grabbed the gun from the bag and tossed the latter away. 

      There was a pause. Then the firing resumed. 

      The bullets continued to melt. For Eve, the sky began to ignite. Demons crawled across the service station roof. Eve couldn’t continue using her power. 

      Bethany reached the service station’s steps, screaming when the doors burst open. Expecting agents, she took cover.

      Adam knew Eve was responsible. He wanted to look for her, but he took the hint. Grabbing the remainder of his strength, he took Bethany’s arms, jumped up the steps, and dragged her inside.

      Once they were out of sight, Eve dived behind a tree. The agents would know she was nearby. They would soon start searching for her.

      Her actions had bought her brother and Bethany a short reprieve. As long as there were agents here, they were in danger. 

      Next job, then. Kill them all.
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        * * *

      

      Not half an hour ago, Henrich had told his boss they were a couple of hours away from having the twins at their final destination. Now this.

      He stared at Caldwell as she stormed across the parking lot, shouting. He had never liked her. A silver lining of this mess was that she would likely be terminated for her failure. Maybe he’d get to pull the trigger.

      “The girl’s here,” she shouted at him. “Take half your people and find her. I’m going inside with the rest.”

      “You’re not my boss,” he said.

      “Just do it.”

      He watched her rally his people, organizing them into two groups. 

      His fingers caressed his gun. He glared at the back of Caldwell’s head.

      If she were due for termination anyway, why not do it now? No one would care. 

      Letting out a long breath, he turned toward the trees as Eve pulled the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      The service station comprised a large circle, with tens of tables and chairs in the center, storefronts, a corridor to the loos, and stairs leading up around the edges.

      Outside, Caldwell shrieked. Any second, she would lead a team after them. Before then, they had to hide.

      “Come on.”

      Taking Bethany’s hand, he led them around the chairs and tables to the open stairway.

      Pounding feet grew ever closer.

      “Are we invisible?” Bethany asked.

      “No.”

      A pounding head and shirt drenched with blood from his nose acted as a warning to what might happen if he tried to make them vanish. Even visible, standing was a struggle. 

      Pushing Bethany on, he started up. Each step was a battle not to collapse. He’d only just made the bend in the stairs when the agents entered the building. He could only hope they hadn’t seen him. Not that he would be hard to find either way. 

      After the turn, ten more steps led onto the next floor. On the last, Adam tripped, fell to his knees. 

      The blanket of sleep draped his shoulders. 

      Bethany arrived before he could surrender. Grabbing his arm, she tugged until he stood, then staggered on.

      To their right and straight ahead were three more fast food counters. Behind each was a door into the kitchen. They would be locked. Adam didn’t chance them. 

      To the left was a wall in front of which stood numerous tables offering condiments, cutlery, and napkins. The wall spanned five-sixths of the floor’s length and split the area in half. Behind it was another seating area.

      Against the wall, on the other side, was a row of bins. Weaving through the tables, Adam and Bethany crouched behind the last of these.

      “What now?” Bethany asked.

      “Easy,” Adam said. His breathing was labored. Consciousness threatened to desert him. “We wait for my sister. Hope she gets here before the agents do, and that she can stop them before she departs her body.”

      “How long do we have?”

      They heard footsteps on the stairs. 

      Adam closed his eyes. “Not very long.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve knew none of the agents. However, they’d been on her tail long enough for her to understand how they operated. She could pick out each group’s lead. 

      The tall woman had led the operation to capture the twins, her troops dissipating at that mission’s apparent successful completion. The bald man led the collection team. 

      Eve knew better than to think killing the leader would defeat them. Still, as their organizer, he was the sensible first target.

      In two hands, she lifted her gun. It was heavy, though not so heavy as the shotgun on her back. It didn’t feel as cumbersome as the first.

      Before a six-year-old Adam and Eve, their mother had placed a gun. Beside that, a magazine and a handful of bullets. 

      “Instead of teddys and friends,” she said, “you get guns and murder. I’d say you got the better deal.”

      She had pressed the gun into Eve’s tiny hand. 

      “Time to grow up.”

      Eve hadn’t killed until she was eight. Then, not with a gun. Each time, though, it had gotten easier. So many years after his first, Adam still struggled. Because she hated to see the effect murder had on him, even in self-defense, she was glad she held the gun.

      It was a twelve-shot magazine. 

      The leader turned her way…

      Bang.

      …and died.

      There had been twenty-five agents. Caldwell had led nine into the service station, leaving fifteen.

      One down, fourteen to go. 

      They swung in her direction, guns raised. Bullets flew.

      Every few weeks, the twins’ mother had taken them into the countryside, then had them shoot rows of cans. As Eve made her way down the slope, she pictured those cans. 

      Bang.

      At first, they had missed with every shot. Over time, their aim improved until they were faultless even from a considerable distance.

      Bang. 

      Even shooting cans, Adam had despised the action. Only under coercion from their mother would he fire.

      Bang. Bang.

      Eve would never confess that she enjoyed it. With the cans, it was a game—with humans, it was more difficult. 

      Bang. Bang. Bang. 

      Now, even when the targets were human, she pictured mobile cans. Voila, a game.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      She feared losing her humanity. The more years spent on the run, the more lives she took, the harder it was to hold on to it.

      Bang.

      Click. Click.

      Empty. Including the boss, she had killed nine with twelve shots. A hundred darts might have hit her, if not for her shield. She held it as she reloaded, even as the sky turned to fire. 

      It weakened her.

      Looking at the survivors, she said, “You can’t hit me. If you stay, you’ll die. Your choice.”

      As one, the cowards made their decision.

      Two ran for an SUV. This brought them closer to Eve. With two shots, she killed both. 

      After the others, who sprinted for the motorway, she sent five more bullets. 

      One died, another screamed and collapsed to the tarmac, holding her shoulder. Eve aimed for the final runner, then lowered. They were out of range. No point wasting ammo.

      When she released the shield, the fire receded a little, though not entirely. The building shimmered, demonic shadows crawling across its roof. Hell tugged at her soul.

      Knowing she could not afford to use her powers again, she gripped her gun and ran toward the service station.
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        * * *

      

      They would not escape.

      Through the building’s entrance, Caldwell organized her people. Three would stay in the central hub, guarding the stairs, toilet corridor, and main entrance, while three would head to the loos. The final three follow her upstairs.

      Adam was weak. The receptionist was nothing. Still, she rose with caution. In each hand, she held a gun. On the left, a stunner for Adam, but in the right, she gripped a killer for Bethany. 

      On the top floor, she noted the three fast food joints and the doors into their kitchen areas. Locked. There was no toilet up here. Adam and Bethany had to be in the eating area if they weren’t hiding behind a counter.

      One agent remained at the peak of the stairs. Another checked behind the counters before following Caldwell and the final agent to the turn in the wall.

      There were ten tables and maybe thirty chairs, all crushed close—fast food, meant to be devoured in discomfort. 

      They were under none of the tables, so they had to be behind the row of bins. 

      She pointed. One agent circled the room’s wall. The other took a more direct route to the fugitives.

      Caldwell stayed back, guns raised. 

      They had no chance. 

      It was game over.
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        * * *

      

      The expression sitting ducks came to mind.

      Atop the bin beside which they sat were eleven stacked trays. Before the agents ascended, Adam grabbed seven. Because he was a gentleman, he gave Bethany four.

      When the agents hit the stairs, Adam took three long, deep breaths, gathering his strength. He’d need everything he could muster. 

      Tapping Bethany’s elbow, he said, “Remember these.”

      “What?”

      He put a finger to his lips, but he nodded at her elbow again. 

      They waited.

      Many times, Adam had sat in silence, listening to the approach of evil boots. Thus, he knew four villains had come up the stairs, but only three had proceeded beyond that point. All of these had turned into the seating area of the floor. 

      One agent would circle the wall, planning to fire from a distance while another would take the direct route. Guns would be aimed in his direction. The third, presumably Caldwell, would hold back.

      He had to surprise them.

      Closing his eyes, he fought off memories of his mother. 

      “You must know where every enemy is at all times. It is unforgivable to lose track of anyone, regardless of whether you’re dealing with one, one hundred, or a million.”

      Squeezing his eyes, he placed each agent.

      Then, he sprang up. 

      Flicking each wrist, he fired two trays like frisbees—the first toward the wall-hugging agent, the second at Caldwell.

      The closest agent, he charged.

      With the third tray, he smashed the guy’s hands, sending the gun flying.

      Chucking the tray like a gun’s spent magazine, he grabbed the man’s head and crushed it into the table as though trying to make a hole. 

      With a cry, the man dropped. A stamp of Adam’s boot sent him into unconsciousness.

      The woman slowly recovered from his tray attack. As she stood, Adam bolted across the room and kicked a table with all his might.

      It slid along the floor, sending a chair flying, then struck the woman in the legs. She sprawled backward into the wall, and Adam followed. 

      Diving over the table, he caught the woman and cracked her head against the tiles. Unconscious, she collapsed. 

      The man left to guard the stairs appeared at the end of the sitting area, gun raised. Adam prepared to pounce.

      “That’s enough.”

      Slowly, he turned. 

      Though he had lost track of Caldwell, he was unsurprised to learn she had made her way to the bins and grabbed Bethany by the throat, pressing a gun to her temple. 

      “No more,” she said. “It’s over.”
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        * * *

      

      Keeping low, Eve jogged to the service station, pressing her shoulder to the wall by the front door she had recently blown open.

      Someone would be watching the door, the other nine agents spread throughout the building.

      Eve was a fantastic shot, but she wasn’t magic. To kill a target, she needed to place them, then aim. During this time, they might shoot her. If she burst in, firing blind, she would fast expend her clip. If she were lucky, she’d kill a couple of her enemies. Then they would kill her.

      She needed more data.

      The demonic shapes had vanished. Glancing at the sky revealed fading flames. Until they were gone, shield conjuring was too risky. Eve couldn’t afford to leave her body.

      Quickly, she poked her head around the door, then retreated.

      She’d spied two agents—one by the stairs, one by a coffee shop’s shutters. Neither was watching the door. Whoever was had to be standing at a tight angle to the entrance.

      She stepped back from the door, then away from the wall. Arcing further, she placed herself beyond the door watcher and coffee-shop guy’s field of vision. She aimed at the back of the stair watcher’s head.

      As though sensing her, he began to turn.

      Bang.

      The bullet drove his head into the wall.

      “What the hell?”

      That was the door watcher, surrendering his location. Amateur. Eve took two steps to the left as the coffee-shop agent raised his gun and ran.

      With three bullets, she hit wall, shoulder, and neck.

      Panicked, the door watched stepped away from the wall then, realizing the shots had to be coming from outside, returned to his position.

      Too late. As he rushed to reclaim his prime spot, Eve stepped inside and shot him twice in the chest.

      With one shot remaining in her second clip, Eve discarded it and reloaded.

      Shoving the pistol into her belt, she dashed across the room and threw her shoulder into the corner around which lay the toilet corridor. From her back, she swung the shotgun.

      Whispers reached her. Whoever stood by the bathrooms could see two of their dead comrades, not the shooter.

      Helping them out, Eve poked her head around the wall.

      A shot clanged out.

      Three of them. Two against one wall, one against the other.

      Through the window, the sky was bright blue. No demons haunted Eve’s peripheral.

      Leaving the wall, she sidestepped into their line of vision. As their shots hit her shield, she swung the shotgun to the right and fired.

      The gun might have been a cannon by the noise it produced. The recoil sent tremors up Eve’s arm, smashing against her shoulder as the shot’s spray tore into her first two targets.

      She dropped the shield. Having seen it in action, the third agent turned to run. Before he could reach the safety of the toilet, she cut him down.

      Eve’s shoulder throbbed. Her bones shook.

      She reloaded and swung the weapon onto her back, reverting to the handgun.

      The walls were smoking. Eve could hear the demons whispering, recalling her to hell.

      Ignoring them, she raised her gun and went to save her brother.
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        * * *

      

      When Adam was nine, following a particularly close call with their pursuers, his mother had dragged a beaten agent into their latest basement hideout.

      Adam carried Eve, whose soul had once again departed. After placing her on a mattress, he watched his mother tie the agent to a chair and add a silencer to his gun.

      Pressing the cold weapon into Adam’s clammy hand, she said, “Kill him.”

      The request should have been easy to fulfill. Adam hated the man. He loved his mother.

      Burning with shame, he let the gun fall limply by his side.

      “I can’t.”

      At first, his mother said nothing. More often than not, she could break him with her iron stare, no words necessary. Afraid she would do so, Adam shook his head and put the gun on the floor.

      Moving like lightning, she swept forward, grabbing the gun with one hand and Adam’s collar with the other.

      “This man was sent to capture you and your sister. Had he succeeded, he would have put a bullet in my head. You must kill him.”

      Adam knew his mother was right. He wanted to be strong. Tried to please her. All he could say was, “He can’t hurt us now.”

      “I can’t keep him tied up forever.”

      He hated himself. “I’m sorry.”

      “Your sister killed tonight,” she said. “She’s been killing for a year. Is it fair to keep asking her to do what you will not, simply because you are weak?”

      “I’m not Eve.”

      He wished he were. Eve was strong and fearless. She was their mother’s favorite.

      “Killing this man,” his mother said, “is the first step to becoming strong like your sister.”

      “What Eve does, she does in self-defense.”

      “Don’t be a child.”

      “I am a child.” Adam knew he was on the verge of tears. He could not hide the way his eyes shimmered. Whenever he let emotion get the better of him, his mother went one of two ways. Usually, she turned violent.

      This day, her visage softened. She approached Adam, reaching out to stroke his cheek. Tipped his chin until he was looking into her eyes.

      “Sweetie, your heart is too large. You care too easily for strangers, and you are unable to kill those who would do us harm. These traits don’t mesh. One day, someone you care for will die because of someone you are unable to kill.”

      Nearly twenty years later, Caldwell pulled Bethany close and pressed the barrel harder into her temple.

      His mother had held the gun to Adam.

      “It’s always self-defense, sweetie. They want to capture you. Every time you eliminate one, you’re defending yourself. Your sister has found the strength, the courage, to do what must be done. Will you? For me, will you at least try?”

      Bethany was crying. Having her life threatened multiple times had not inoculated her against its terrifying effects.

      To his mother, Adam had said, “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      She had lifted the gun then. Shot and killed the agent.

      “Pathetic,” she said. “Your heart is your weakness. It will get those you care about killed. It will get you and your sister captured.”

      “Let her go,” Adam said to Caldwell. His weakness had gotten his mother killed. It would do the same to Bethany.

      As though she could read his mind, Caldwell said, “You’re pathetic,” and directed her remaining agent. “Shoot him.”

      The agent nodded, lifted his gun, and took a bullet to the head.

      Eve appeared around the corner, pistol drawn.

      If anyone could read his mind, it was his sister.

      “Mum was wrong about you,” she said. “So is this bitch. You’re strong. You’re my strength, and you’re the only humanity this duo has. That’s not a weakness. It’s your greatest strength. Without it, there’d be no point in running. So do what you do best, Adam. Save the innocent.”

      She was right.

      “Listen to yourselves,” Caldwell said. “There is no point in running. Your lives are worthless, empty, and meaningless. Just give up. Give in. You’re finished.”

      So right.

      “I left my socks and shoes in the van.”

      “I’m ready,” Eve said.

      “Remember what I told you to remember,” Adam said.

      “Okay,” Bethany said.

      Caldwell snorted. “You’ve gone mad. If you think—”

      The building vanished.

      Caldwell jumped.

      Bethany elbowed her in the face before diving to the side.

      “You little—”

      Eve shot her in the neck.

      With a flash of agony, Adam blacked out.
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        * * *

      

      Rising, Bethany bolted across the room, knocking tables from her path in her hurry to reach Adam.

      Although she wasn’t sure they were safe, Eve holstered her pistol in her belt and dropped to her knees beside her brother.

      When she was nine, she returned from hell, shivering and full of self-loathing. In her absence, her brother and mother had settled in a basement. In the cot beside her, Adam slept, wet with a fearful sweat, and looking as miserable as she felt. In the stone room’s center, a dead man was tied to a chair. It was like their mother feared he might return as a zombie.

      Drenched in depression, Eve had risen and searched for a bathroom. When she returned, she fetched a glass of water. Turning to her mattress, she found her mother sitting beside her brother, stroking his hair.

      Rising, her mum said, “Fast asleep. So sweet.”

      Crossing to her daughter, she said, “You look troubled.”

      Eve did not like talking with her mother. Because she didn’t want to become a lab rat, she listened to the older woman’s wisdom and instruction, but there was little love between the pair. Adam was mum’s favorite.

      “Who was that?” Eve asked, pointing at the dead agent.

      “Scum,” her mother said. She sighed. “He was supposed to be an educational tool. He became target practice for your dear mum, and, as you know, I don’t need it.”

      “You wanted Adam to kill him.”

      “Clever girl. Indeed, I did, but he would not.”

      “Because he’s human.”

      Her mother gave a mocking smile. “We’re all human, Eve.”

      “Really?” Eve took a deep breath before releasing her deepest fear. “I think I’m a demon.”

      Her mother rolled her eyes before moving to the sink. After pouring a water, she returned.

      “You wish you were a demon,” she said. “Demons are evil. They have no conscience. Therefore, they are not responsible for their actions. You are human. As such, you believe you know right from wrong. You believe killing is wrong. Because of that, you fear, with each life you take, you sacrifice a little more of your humanity. Am I right?”

      Eve stared at the dead man. Although it was usually difficult to shut her up, she could not speak. She nodded.

      “Eve.”

      Her mother gripped her shoulder.

      “Tonight, you killed twenty men and women,” her mum said. “They would have had wives, husbands, and children. Hopes and dreams. Lives.”

      Eve jerked her shoulder free, her eyes wide with horror. She tried to fight the tears.

      “Let them go,” her mother said. “Before long, you won’t need to cry. You won’t feel love, guilt, or remorse. You will be stripped of humanity, but that’s a good thing. The result will be your ability to sacrifice the innocent and destroy the wicked to ensure your continued freedom. For the life you must lead, you will be perfect.”

      Eve did cry then. Her shoulders rose and fell as her mother stepped alongside her, so they were facing Adam.

      “I know it’s hard, darling,” she said. “You probably think it’s not worth going on at such a cost, but you’re wrong. I said you’d lose your humanity, but you’ll always have an anchor to empathy. Your brother’s not built like you. I can’t get him to shut off his heart, and you can tap into that. You’ll sacrifice your humanity and keep fighting to survive for him. For your brother. You’ll do it for—”

      “Adam.”

      Bethany shook his shoulders, then again. Gently, Eve placed her hands on Bethany’s, then lifted them away from her brother. He was covered in blood, his skin deathly pale.

      “He’ll be all right,” Eve said. “We just need to get him out of here.”

      “You saved us,” Bethany said. “You saved our lives.”

      “If you say so.”

      Occasionally, Eve tried to persuade herself her mother was wrong. She didn’t have to sacrifice her humanity to keep one step ahead of their pursuers. In aid of this goal, she would perform small acts of human kindness, like saving Bethany at the top of the building’s shell.

      It was a pointless smokescreen. She would have abandoned Bethany in the hotel. To save Adam, she had left her at the bottom of the construction site. Had she been in Adam’s position minutes ago, she would have shot Caldwell, regardless of the risk to Bethany’s life.

      For as long as she could remember, she had hated herself. She hated her mother, too, but her mum had been right.

      For Adam, it was worth it. If she loved nothing or no one else, she loved him. To keep him safe, she’d kill everyone on Earth.

      “Come on,” she said to Bethany. “We need to go.”

      Adam was taller than them and well-muscled. It took what felt like hours to get him to an SUV.

      Each time they passed a body, Bethany gasped, her eyes widening. This was distracting. Despite it, Eve heard the oncoming danger.

      The keys were in the ignition. They pushed Adam into the back, then closed the door.

      “Can you drive?” Eve asked.

      “I don’t want to drive.”

      “Not what I asked.”

      “I can, but—”

      “You’re driving.”

      Already at the passenger side, Eve got in, taking deep breaths, preparing. Motionless, Bethany stood by the driver’s door.

      “Hurry up, Bethany.”

      “Why do I have to drive?”

      “Because of them.”

      The cars appeared—ten of them, all in a row. Eve guessed Caldwell had pushed her panic button. These were the agents who had thought they were done, that they could clock off early.

      Instead, they would die.

      With a shriek, Bethany dived into the car. Fingers trembling, it took her several attempts to turn the keys in the ignition.

      The engine roared into life.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Just drive,” Eve said. “Get us somewhere safe.”

      “Drive? But I—”

      “Do it.”

      Frightened by Eve’s cold tone, Bethany hit the accelerator, driving straight at the line of cars.

      Eve stared at the men and women behind the glass. Closed her eyes and whispered.

      “They’re cans. I’m a bomb.”

      She clicked her finger. The world set alight.

      Once again, she was dragged into hell.
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        * * *

      

      Adam was relieved to wake up. After turning the building invisible, he had been sure that his head had exploded  Never had unconsciousness caused so much pain.

      Since waking a few hours ago, the pain had become a little easier to bear, though it still felt as though someone was taking a pickaxe to his skull, mining for gold. He supposed it would be several days before he felt normal again.

      One day, after pushing too hard, he would fall into a coma, or worse.

      A problem for another day.

      He popped a couple of paracetamol, then downed a glass of water. In the room next door, he heard Eve rise and breathed a sigh of relief. Though she always came back, he always feared she wouldn’t.

      A couple of minutes later, she joined him by the window. The view was not spectacular. They could see the sun setting over the drab grey buildings. The world was ugly, but sunsets were always beautiful.

      Or so Adam thought. Eve had never been so enamored.

      “Hey, a pub, grand.”

      He smiled at her. For a while, they stared at the horizon. Neither speaking. Both thinking.

      “So, what next?” Eve said at last. “Throw a dart at Google Maps and go wherever it points?”

      He didn’t need to respond. Eve sighed.

      “Different now, isn’t it?”

      “Think so,” he said.

      “I was hoping we’d stay free long enough to have a thirtieth birthday bash.”

      “Might still happen.”

      “Maybe.” She considered. After a while, she pulled a slip of paper from her pocket, unfolded it, and handed it to Adam. In a messy scrawl, an address was written.

      He gave her a questioning look.

      “Someone saved my life, then unleashed me on those bastards off the motorway. He gave me that. Reckon it’s our next stop.”

      The address meant nothing to Adam. He shrugged.

      Rolling her eyes, she opened the window and stuck her head out like a dog out a car. After a few seconds, she came back.

      “Well?”

      “Warm evening,” she said. “Reckon that pub has a garden?”

      “Looks the sort.”

      “They might come again tonight,” she said. “If we get pissed, we’ve got no chance of escaping.”

      “None,” Adam said.

      “Mother wouldn’t like it.”

      “Hate it,” he agreed.

      “Got any cash?”

      He patted his pockets. “A bit.”

      “All right then,” she said. “Guess the first round’s on you.
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        * * *
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      I released both within a couple of weeks of each other in May. They were well received, and I was excited to write the final novel.
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