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      Donnelly checked his hair in the café’s glass front (perfect, as ever) and stepped inside. The jangling bell above the door reminded him of ancient independent bookstores, the kind of which his useless father had loved.

      The place was near empty. One couple in the corner, an elderly man by the window. He checked and disregarded both in a manner of seconds.

      At his arrival, the plain woman behind the counter tried to hide her smile.

      “Back so soon?”

      “Yesterday’s visit proved the rumours: this place has the tastiest buns, the most delicious coffee, and the friendliest staff in town. How could I stay away?”

      The waitress blushed. How pathetic.

      “Same again?” she asked. “Double espresso and a croissant; no butter, no jam.”

      “Perfection.”

      He took a table in the corner, from which he could see the door. On the Formica top, he lay his phone, on each knee he placed a gun, laying over them a napkin. Because the weapon bulges were potentially noticeable, he pulled in his chair, pressing his toned stomach against the table.

      The waitress rushed to bring his food and drink. In her presence, he sampled both.

      “Delicious, thank you.”

      Until she had departed, he managed not to scrunch his nose. Like last night, the coffee was bitter and the croissant stale, more like plasterboard than pastry. Under the waitress’s watchful eye, he finished both. Partway through the following black coffee, his phone rang. There was no number. Before he answered, he knew who was calling.

      “Hello, boss. How’s it going?”

      The tone was not one he would have risked in the boss’s company. He did not fancy acquiring a hole in the chest he had worked so hard to sculpt.

      “Donnelly.” From his tone, the boss might have been drinking take out coffee from the cafe.

      “That’s me,” he said. It was clear the boss was stuck. His anger preventing him from continuing.

      “I’m a little surprised to get hold of you,” he said.

      “Oh?” said Donnelly. “Why would that be?”

      “I asked you to help Caldwell capture the twins, yet Caldwell was killed yesterday along with the entire pickup team. I thought you would have been with her.”

      Donnelly sipped his coffee, buying time so as not to say something he might regret. The boss was in a state. Yet another failed mission and, this time, his best agent had died to boot. He had to tread carefully.

      “I did as you asked, sir,” he said. “I offered my services, but Caldwell’s never liked me. I was there to help secure the twins’ but right after she sent me away, along with the rest of her guys and gals. I assume you’ve spoken to them?”

      “Some.” It was apparent his jaw was clenched. Donnelly smiled and finished his coffee.

      “I warned her we should go together, in case things got hairy, but she was immovable. You know what she’s like. Was like. Headstrong.”

      The boss said nothing. Down the line came heavy, angry breathing. Donnelly caught the waitress’s attention and pointed at his empty mug. Paired with his most charming smile, she jumped to his request.

      “Sir, you must be frustrated, but this isn’t over. Caldwell made some poor decisions, but I can rectify her mistakes. I assume I’m still okay to try?”

      “I suppose you’d like a location?”

      The waitress arrived and placed the mug before him. Mouthing a “Thank you,” he picked up the cup and took a sip before responding.

      “Sir, we found them plenty of times before this new asset.”

      “Are you saying you don’t need a location?”

      “That’s right, sir,” said Donnelly. “I want you to relax, try not to worry. Before the day’s out, the twins will be in your care. You have my word.”

      “Your words mean nothing. Give me action.”

      “You got it, sir.”

      “I’d better.”

      Never having been one for goodbyes, the boss hung up. The bell above the door jangled and Donnelly raised his hand in greeting.

      “Hey, great to see you both. Come, take a seat.”

      Sliding his phone into his pocket and checking the guns were secure on his knees, he smiled as Adam and Eve approached, dropping opposite him at the table.
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        * * *

      

      Though Donnelly had always proved to be an efficient, even exceptional agent, Francis ended the call with little hope that his man would capture the twins.

      Caldwell had been his best. If she couldn’t succeed when the twins were fatigued from an attack three days previously and not expecting another, no one could. No human, anyway.

      Donnelly was welcome to try, but Francis was already formulating his new plot. It involved corner-cutting and barrels of cash, but that was okay. Money was no object, and corner-cutting was fine so long as the ends justified the means. Which they would.

      He started his laptop. His report would detail their new path. Many times, he had written how, with his latest plan, they would to capture the twins. This was different. Their new asset changed everything. Made this new plan possible. He only wished he had thought of it before sending in Caldwell. The twins might not have killed her.

      The regret, he shook off. Sentimentality was unbecoming, pointless. Caldwell was the best agent he had ever had, but no one was irreplaceable. Anyway, he was now convinced the battle would be won, not by one outstanding agent, but the faceless masses.

      His grandchildren were obsessed with that movie A Bug’s Life. More than once they had insisted, he watch it with them. He had believed he was only pretending, for their sakes, to pay attention. He had absorbed more than he had thought.

      The film’s climax he recalled with ease—the puny ants overthrowing the powerful grasshoppers purely by strength of numbers.

      Using a kids’ film as his guide, Francis would achieve the goal that had eluded he and others for nearly three decades.

      His outdated laptop took an age to boot up. He was only inputting his password when there was a knock at his study door.

      “What?”

      The door opened. Reynolds appeared.

      “There’s someone here for you, sir.”

      “I don’t want to be disturbed. Get rid of them.”

      “If you wish, sir. But…”

      “But what?”

      “It’s Miss Sachs, sir.”

      Though her arrival was not Reynolds’ fault; though Francis tried never to shoot the messenger, he felt intense anger towards his butler. As though Sandra Sachs had materialized at the door only when Reynolds spoke her name. Over several seconds, Francis collected himself.

      “Fine. Show her in here.”

      As Reynolds left, Francis slammed his laptop and threw it in a drawer before crossing his study.

      Study was not a grand enough word. It was as large as were many one-bedroom flats. His vast, wood desk took up one corner; four sofas sat in a box around a coffee table in the room’s centre. Around the walls, aside from his desk, there were bookshelves, a fireplace, a minibar, and four grand windows looking onto his sprawling lawns.

      It was favourite room in the house.

      At the mini bar, he poured himself a whisky, downed it in one, and poured another. As he was screwing on the cap the door opened and Reynolds announced Miss Sachs.

      “Sandra,” Francis said, extending his arms as he crossed the room, kissing her cheek. “Lovely to see you, are you well?”

      Her look suggested he dispense with the false pleasantries. He kept the smile.

      “Leave us, Reynolds.” He turned his back on Sandra and returned to the bar. “I was just making myself a drink when you arrived. Can I get you anything?”

      “Whatever you’re having will be fine.”

      Francis’ jaw tightened. He was having his favourite whiskey. Hundreds of pounds a bottle. He was already annoyed she had inspired him to down some. Now she would have him waste a glass simply because it was what he was having.

      Though his back was to her, he held his fake smile hostage as he unscrewed the precious vintage and poured another dose into a second crystal tumbler. Resisting the urge to gulp his down again, he returned to the sofas and placed the drinks on the table. Sitting, he gestured to the seat opposite, and she duly sat.

      “So,” he said. “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

      “I doubt it’s a pleasure Francis and I’d be surprised if it were unexpected,” she said. “The twins have escaped again. Your favourite is dead. I’m here to offer my support.”

      Francis tutted. “Then I’m sorry to say you’ve had a wasted trip. As you arrived, I was beginning my report. I have a plan. We’re going to get them.”

      “Another plan, you mean.”

      Determined to be polite, Francis held the smile. His face was beginning to ache. He worried he might shatter the expensive tumbler in his grip.

      “The landscape has changed. As well you know.”

      “Indeed,” she said. “That’s why I’m here. If I caught you before you wasted time on a new report, all the better.”

      “Wasted?” He was almost speechless. Even one word was a struggle.

      “I fear your plan will involve using our new asset to send wave after wave of agents after the twins until they succumb.”

      “What would be wrong with that?” he snapped. Somehow, he was still smiling.

      “Well, quite frankly, it’s idiotic.”

      Reaching for the tumbler, she took her first sip of his whiskey. It was not her insult which drove him past the point of cordiality; rather her look of repulsion as she swallowed.

      “Don’t speak to me like that,” he said. “You are not my boss, and this is my home. You will show me some respect.”

      “You’re not thinking,” Sandra said, putting down the whiskey. “This isn’t some thriller where the agents are in endless supply. We must find these people somewhere. It’s not about money. It’s about resource. Henrich’s team are dead; half of Caldwell’s have threatened to quit having seen what the twins can do. They’ll have to be killed. There isn’t a magic agent tree from which we can pluck at will, you know?”

      Francis had had enough.

      “Get out,” he said. “I’ll not listen to this. I’ll not have you muscle in on my operation. The new plan—”

      “Has already been decided,” said Sandra. She rose, and now it was she who smiled. The smile was not forced. “Look on the bright side, at least you won’t have to waste your time writing that report.”

      She moved around the sofas and towards the door.

      Francis dropped his drink to the table. He heard the tumbler thump to the floor and his precious whiskey cover the carpet as he followed Sandra. He did not look back.

      Two steps from the door, he grabbed her elbow and yanked.

      “You don’t decide,” he said. “I decide. Forget the report, if you want. It’s already begun. I have a man on the twins’ tails as we speak.”

      Sandra smirked.

      “You’re a fool.”

      Francis felt the colour drain from his face. Over the years he’d had many people killed. Never had he ended a life with his bare hands.

      He could do it.

      She was in his home. They would never find a body. He wouldn’t see the inside of a cell.

      There were people more frightening than the police. Punishments more severe than prison.

      He would not kill her. Probably.

      “You don’t want to talk to me like that,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Your man isn’t on the twin’s tail,” she said. “He’s already with them. Moreover, Donnelly isn’t your man.”

      She yanked her elbow free.

      “He’s mine, and he’s going to get the twins exactly where I want them.”
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        * * *

      

      Predictably, the sister, Eve, started talking immediately upon sitting down.

      “What do you want? You’d better give a good answer cause I’m in the mood to cause some damage.”

      She was restless, practically bouncing in her seat. The brother, Adam, was still as stone. His arms folded across his chest, his eyes fixed on Donnelly. Creepy. How could these two, born of the same parents, having shared the same womb and survived the same life on the run, be so different?

      Luckily, he had already practised his charming smile that morning. He shone it at Eve while holding a hand up to the waitress.

      “You’ll be wanting coffee, I guess? How about something sweet? I can honestly say I’ve never tasted anything worse. Still, might perk you up.”

      “Are you trying to piss me off?” said Eve. Donnelly guessed she was hungover. Luckily, before she smashed his head, the waitress arrived. To her, Donnelly said, “one black coffee for the lady and—” he looked at Adam. “I’m guessing you’re what, a coconut latte kind of guy?”

      “Flat white.”

      “Surprising.” He returned to the waitress. “A flat white and three of your delicious croissants.”

      “They’re honestly vile,” he said when she was out of earshot. “I’d rather eat drying cement. Alas, there’s none around.”

      “I’ve got something you can eat,” said Eve.

      “I think that’s supposed to be a threat,” said Donnelly. “Honestly, to me, it’s just coming across as sexual.”

      “Okay, I’m killing him,” Eve said to Adam.

      Donnelly chuckled. “I work for the people who have been trying to capture you your whole lives.”

      They stared. Donnelly had expected shock; the twins’ expressions were hard to read. Didn’t matter. They were enticed by what he had to offer, or they wouldn’t be here. He grinned.

      “You’re wondering why I helped you escape Caldwell, no doubt?” he said. “Other than because I want to sleep with Eve.”

      She said, “I will kill you.”

      “I want out,” he said, as though she hadn’t threatened him. “I’ve been working for these bastards long enough. They’re evil. I don’t want to be part of it anymore.”

      Eve looked at her brother, who never took his eyes from Donnelly. She fingered a napkin as she considered what to say.

      “If that’s true,” she said. “Why not just leave? Why save us and put your life at risk? Why meet us now when you’d be better off fleeing the country.”

      “Simple,” he said, and simultaneously pulled the triggers of both his guns.
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        * * *

      

      When Sandra was gone, Francis returned to the sofas. For over a minute, he stared at his spilt whiskey, then he collected Sandra’s tumbler and hurled it at the wall.

      He was no longer in his prime. The glass was sturdy. It hit the wall with a thunk and came to the ground with a thud. It didn’t shatter.

      Leaving his spilt tumbler, he took a third from the cabinet behind the minibar and returned to the sofa with it and the bottle of whiskey. He poured and finished another glass before calling for Reynolds. He was halfway through the glass after that when his butler arrived.

      His long-time manservant’s eyes went straight to the spillage.

      “I’ll have someone clean it up immediately.”

      “Don’t bother,” said Francis.

      He took a couple more swigs of whiskey. Another glass almost gone. He remembered Sandra’s tumbler hitting the wall but not smashing. He wished he had used it to bash in her skull. At the thought, he smiled; then grimaced when he remembered she was gone, his chance had passed.

      “Sir?”

      Francis glanced at his butler. For a few seconds, he wondered why the gormless idiot was there. Then he remembered calling him. Francis nodded as though making him wait was all part of the plan.

      Pointing to the drinks cabinet, he said, “Grab a glass. Share a drink with me.”

      In all their years together, it had never taken Reynolds more than a split second to respond to an order. This request was so peculiar, for several moments he was frozen to the spot.

      “Now,” said Francis.

      Gathering himself, Reynolds nodded and rushed to get a glass, pretending this was just like being asked to bring breakfast or answer the door.

      He almost fainted when his employer poured him a glass and gestured to a seat.

      Somehow, Reynolds managed to sit, though his legs appeared to be made from single pieces of iron.

      “Don’t worry,” said Francis. “I’m not going to ask about your family. The health of Tiny Tim doesn’t concern me.”

      Reynolds tried to smile. He’d never run a marathon but couldn’t believe that would be any more difficult. His employer was pouring another drink. Reynolds plucked up the courage to take a sip of his own. It was bitter and burned his throat. Knowing very well that this was his boss’ favourite tipple, he fought to show no adverse reaction.

      “After you’ve finished that, I want you to round up the staff,” said Francis. “As of this morning they’re on a week’s annual leave, full pay, and I want them out of the house. Those without homes may book a hotel for which I will pay. Once that’s done, you’ll contact any absentees and deliver the same message. You are to make these calls from your chosen hotel. Are you with me so far?”

      Reynolds took another sip and nodded. “Yes, sir.” He wondered when last Francis had spent any time without at least one hired hand in his home. How would he cope? For that matter, how long since Reynolds had spent a night under a different roof to his employer? Though he had no great love for the man, being elsewhere was such an alien concept, he was unsure what he would do.

      “No one must come here,” Francis pressed. “I don’t want you leaving voicemails. You aren’t on holiday until you’ve confirmation from every member of my staff that they will stay away for a week. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Reynolds had never failed to carry out one of his employer’s instructions. Francis did not feel the need to ask twice.

      Finishing another drink, Francis said, “Thank you.”

      Reynolds almost choked on the whiskey. Not once in nearly three decades had Francis uttered even the most basic pleasantry to his staff. Not hello, not good night, not spiffing tie Reynolds. Certainly not please or thank you. Reynolds could only nod like a fool.

      “Right then,” said Francis. “Hurry up and finish that drink. I have a couple of calls to make, and they may be the most important conversations I ever have.”

      He poured himself another drink, leaned back in the sofa, and disappeared into his thoughts. Forgetting about Reynolds entirely.
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        * * *

      

      Amazingly, extraction went smoothly.

      Donnelly fired. The stun darts left the guns simultaneously. A second later one disintegrated, the other boomeranged and buried itself in Donnelly’s stomach. Adam stood and moved to the other side of the table, grabbing Donnelly’s shoulders before he could collapse, positioning him with his head against the wall. He appeared to have fallen asleep. Which, of course, he had.

      The waitress had their croissants and coffees on the glass counter that split punters from staff. Beneath its see-through surface were assorted treats.

      As she went to collect the two drinks, the cabinet shattered, glass cascading across the floor, coffee spilling like a wave.

      While Eve caused this destruction, Adam dropped the guns into Donnelly’s bag and slid the bag over his shoulder. While the waitress screamed and the customers turned to look at the mess, Adam collected Donnelly and carried him outside.

      Half an hour later they were in a basement, the agent tied to a chair. Nearly two decades before, in a similar basement, Adam’s mother had tied another agent to a chair and tried to persuade her son to murder the man in cold blood. She wanted to toughen him up.

      It hadn’t worked.

      In Donnelly’s bag, they found clothes, cash, a phone and three guns. Two for sedating, one for killing.

      This latter, Eve held. Unlike Adam, she had no compunction with killing in self-defence. Like their mother, she believed murdering anyone who posed a threat was self-defence, even if that person was defenceless at the time.

      Even having spent his entire life on the run, Adam struggled to enter this moral grey zone.

      Eve sat opposite the bound Donnelly. Adam could not see her face but knew her expression would be dead of emotion. This was how she needed to be.

      He leaned against a wall, arms crossed. Because he trusted his sister implicitly, he had followed her lead and her plan. He could not see what she was hoping to achieve.

      “What now?” he asked.

      She did not look back. To see his face would have broken her veneer of the cold, calm, killer.

      “Nothing now,” she said. “When he wakes, I’ll ask him some questions. He’ll give us information.”

      “Why?”

      “I can be very persuasive.”

      Adam said nothing: didn’t need to. She knew he hadn’t meant why would Donnelly give them information. In all their years of running, they had captured a few agents, even questioning one or two. They’d never learned anything of value. Already, They knew why the villains sought to catch them. They knew their only hope was to stay out of the reach of this wealthy and powerful organization. What more was there?

      “It’s like we said last night,” Eve said after a while. “It’s different now.”

      Though Eve couldn’t see him, Adam nodded. “So?” he said.

      For the first time, she looked back. The gun hung limply by her side. In her face, Adam saw not the little girl he had known but the one she might have been if they had grown up as normal kids. No powers, no pursuers. Adam tried not to imagine such a scenario. Too painful.

      “So I don’t know,” Eve said. “So we can’t keep running until we know the new parameters. So can’t you trust me and see where we get questioning this worthless worm?”

      Adam didn’t need to consider. He nodded.

      They fell into silence. Twenty minutes later, Donnelly came round.

      Groggy at first, he quickly regained sense. As his world returned to focus, he surveyed his surroundings before doing something unexpected.

      He beamed.

      “What was that?” he said. “You blocked my bullets but I thought you couldn’t use your trick indefinitely cause you passed out or something. What gives?”

      “I ‘did my trick’,” said Eve, “only when you pulled the triggers.”

      “You did your trick when…” Donnelly looked from Eve to Adam and back again, then burst into laughter. “Phenomenal. You are phenomenal. What you looked into my eyes and just knew? Wow. I’m on the wrong side.”

      “Shut up,” said Eve.

      Donnelly took a few moments to calm himself, nodding like an idiot. Once he had his laughter under control, he met Eve’s eye again.

      “Let me guess. You’re bad cop, and this is the part where you threaten to torture me if I don’t tell you everything you want to know?”

      “Something like that,” said Eve.

      “Well, this is going to be an easy day’s work for you guys. I’ve no interest in getting tortured, so,” he looked at Adam. “How about good cop gets me a drink, and I start talking?”
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        * * *

      

      Francis replaced the phone feeling numb. Broken. It could not have gone worse.

      Rushing to the minibar, he grabbed the expensive whisky.

      Half an hour later, it was gone. Once again, he was on the phone.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s Francis.”

      “Francis, hey, how you—”

      “I need to know where the twins are, now.”

      Silence greeted this instruction, followed by a heavy sigh.

      “You owe me this,” said Francis.

      “Maybe,” said his contact. “But what happens if someone needs to use the asset in the next 48 hours? What do I say?”

      “It won’t be a problem,” said Francis. “By day’s end, I’ll have dealt with the twins. The asset won’t be needed.”

      “No offence, Francis,” said the contact after some consideration. Francis’s hand clenched the phone at the words. “Even with their location, I don’t see how you’re going to catch them. Your best agent’s dead. Your second-best isn’t working for you anymore, or so I hear.”

      Francis almost threw the phone after the earlier cast tumbler.

      “Donnelly will screw up,” he said. “Don’t worry about that.”

      “But what will you do? You can’t get an army.”

      “Don’t worry about that either. Will you help or not?”

      “After this, we don’t talk. Not ever again.”

      “Fine,” said Francis.

      “You’ll have it in five minutes.”

      They hung up, and Francis returned to his minibar. After considering another bottle of whiskey, he instead took the cheaper vodka.

      Returning to the sofas, he cracked open the cap and poured himself a shot. Before drinking, he made his second call.

      Set on this path as he had believed he was, he almost hoped there would be no answer. From this move, there was no coming back.

      Someone answered. “Yes.”

      “It’s Francis,” he said. As he spoke, his phone binged: an email arrived. The twin’s location.

      “What do you need?”

      Francis took a deep breath. Because he did not trust himself with anything more, he returned with one word.

      “Grendel.”

      There was a long pause. This could still go either way. A rejection might still be for the best.

      At last, the contact made up his mind, and for good or for ill, the die was cast.

      “Consider it done.”
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        * * *

      

      After receiving his water, Donnelly appeared to be as good as his word.

      “You bastards found us twice in a week,” said Eve. “How?”

      “The obvious question,” said Donnelly. “You’re not going to like the answer. I have to say that upfront, because your lives are over.”

      “They’ll never catch us,” said Eve.

      “I don’t mean literally over,” said Donnelly. “I know you think things can’t get worse. The lives you’ve had, you’ve never been happy. Even when you’re not on the run, you’re looking over your shoulders, always expecting the next attack. You can’t relax. Can’t make connections with anyone but each other. Can’t fall in love. What could be worse, right?”

      “You’re not asking the questions,” Eve asked. She tried not to shift uncomfortably in her chair. Refused to look at Adam.

      She couldn’t remember ever feeling happy, per se. Certainly, she had never fallen in love nor made friends beyond her brother. According to the gospel of their mother, relationships were dangerous. Caring for people made abandoning a town at a moment’s notice difficult. Beyond one-night stands, Eve had never formed any kind of relationship with a man. She’d never been on a date.

      Adam had been unable to follow this edict. There’d been several girls but Eve knew, at Donnelly’s words, her brother had thought of Saskia. The only girl he’d ever truly loved; the worst mistake he’d ever made.

      Afraid Donnelly was trying to mire them in introspectiveness, she brushed away the memories.

      “Fine, no questions,” said Donnelly. “My point is, even if you think you’ve never been happy, you’ve no doubt found some contentment during prolonged quiet periods. Those when you weren’t actively fleeing us bastards, as you called us.”

      Eve could almost feel Adam’s tension. It was four days since such a spell had ended. The twins had been enjoying a night out. Adam had returned home while Eve went with a random. He had been tall and handsome, and he knew what he was doing.

      Now he was dead. The bastards had almost captured Eve.

      She couldn’t remember his name.

      Adam had been seeing someone. He never learned.

      “That’s done,” said Donnelly. “That’s what I mean about your lives being over.”

      “Explain,” said Eve.

      “I’m getting there,” said Donnelly. He raised his glass. “Need another drink, though. All this talking is thirsty work.”

      Eve heard Adam move from the wall. They never discussed any good cop, bad cop dynamic, but this was how it always went. Adam always wanted to play host, even with the vile scum who pursued them.

      If Eve came across a hundred of the bastards; sleeping, family photos at their bedsides, she would slaughter the lot without hesitation.

      It was an us or them situation. Always had been.

      As Adam reached Eve’s shoulder, the glass shattered. The pieces hovered, circling Donnelly’s hand. Eve clicked her fingers. The shards scattered to the four corners of the room. One remained.

      Sometimes, Eve feared she was too like her mother.

      The shard floated towards Donnelly’s eyes, pausing an inch from the left. Though Donnelly tried to hold his face calm, straight, his fear was palpable.

      “Hey, come on,” he said. “I’m telling you everything you want to know.”

      “Eve,” Adam said, his tone warning.

      “Listen to your brother. This isn’t fair.”

      Eve considered bursting an eye. It would send a message. Once he started screaming, they would struggle to get from him the information they needed. He would probably faint from the pain and then where would they be? His death would bring her satisfaction but would be useless in the long run.

      Plus, Adam would be disappointed. She couldn’t bear his disappointment.

      “This is no joke,” she said. The shard sliced Donnelly’s cheek and flew across the room.

      In one corner was the sink from where they might have drawn the water for Donnelly’s second drink. It shimmered, from within the basin a black, hairy creature crawled, the size of a dog, more frightening than any spider.

      Adam rested a hand on her shoulder. He was looking to the sink but saw nothing. Eve closed her eyes. When she reopened them, the beast was gone.

      Blood ran down Donnelly’s cheek. Because his hands were bound, he could do nothing to stem the flow. Staring at the twins, he did not ask for a bandage. His eyes were a mix of fear and interest.

      “I’m fine,” Eve said to Adam, shaking free his hand. She tried not to look at the sink and failed. It still shimmered. There were no further signs of monstrous activity.

      “It’s amazing, what you can do,” said Donnelly.

      “Just tell us what we want to know before I kill you.”

      “Happy to,” he said. “A few weeks back, the agency acquired a way to pinpoint anyone’s location within a hundred-metre radius at a moment’s notice. They ran some tests. Once they’d proven its effectiveness, they used it to find you twice in a week.”

      The blood dripped onto his jeans. He looked to the mark, then back at the twins. If he was in pain, he hid it well.

      “That’s what I mean about your lives. There will be no more quiet periods. They can hit you every few days for the rest of your lives. You say you can continue to evade but under such conditions, what would be the point? If your life involved fleeing every two days, how long before you surrendered from pure exhaustion or, more likely, given what I know of you two, went for the old suicide pact.”

      Adam had stepped from the wall again. Donnelly was shaking his head.

      “It doesn’t matter if they never catch you,” he said. “Your lives are still over.”
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        * * *

      

      In her study, Sandra poured a freshly squeezed orange juice and took the comfortable black leather sofa in the corner.

      Her study was not so grand as was Francis’, but it was impressive enough. There were bookshelves and a desk, a sofa and a delightful reading chair. There was no minibar. Sandra rarely drank and regretted sampling the acid Francis had served. She removed her shoes and curled her feet beneath her. Soon, she would read. First, a little quiet contemplation.

      There was a knock at her door. Annoying. That was the problem when your living quarters were within the facility in which you worked. People could find you any time of the day or night. And in a place like this, someone was always working.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened and in stepped Ursula.

      Sandra had always been an attractive woman. Ursula was like something out of a fairy tale. A being of such extraordinary beauty it almost hurt to look directly at her. She would have been attractive since birth. Sandra couldn’t remember if she had been quite so beautiful before stepping into the red room.

      “Hello, Ursula, can I get you a drink?”

      “No, thank you, Sandra, this isn’t a social call. My son is missing.”

      Sandra nodded. How old was Ursula? Her beauty rendered her ageless, but Ursula guessed she wasn’t yet 30.

      “Take a seat, won’t you?” she said.

      “No,” said Ursula, then caught herself. “No, thank you. I’m too restless.”

      “Yes, yes,” said Sandra. Her feet hurt, but she forced herself to stand. It would not do to remain seated if her guest would not join her. “Presumably, Graham is on assignment?”

      “Thank you for calling him by his name,” said Ursula. “But no, I’ve checked. Someone let him out, but there’s no log of a mission. This is off the books.”

      Afraid she knew the answer, Sandra said, “I’m not sure why you’re bringing this to me. Surely his minder—”

      “There were pictures of the twins in the cell,” said Ursula. “They weren’t there yesterday. I think that tells us what this off the books assignment might be.

      “I fear you’re right,” said Sandra. She could not repress the chill from running down her spine. “Francis.”

      “Francis? You can’t think he’s responsible?”

      “I as good as know,” said Sandra.

      A desperate man, backed into a corner, will do almost anything. Sandra had expected retaliation but not this. This was unforgivable.

      “Why, though?” Ursula asked. “He wants to capture the twins. Graham isn’t capable of such restraint.”

      “No, he’s not,” Sandra said. There was a reason most had taken to calling the boy Grendel. The hideous, deadly beast with the beautiful mother from Beowulf. Graham was simple. His ability to follow instructions limited. They could keep him in line by sending him only on missions which allowed him to fulfil his basic pleasure.

      “Then why?” asked Ursula.

      “Francis is angry, betrayed. He no longer cares about catching the twins,” said Sandra. “When he had your son released, he knew what he was doing.”

      She crossed to the phone. She had to ask fast.

      “He means for Graham to murder them.”
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        * * *

      

      As Adam collapsed into despair, Eve pressed on.

      “Why every couple of days? Why not every hour?”

      “I don’t know much,” Donnelly said. “But once it’s used it’s out of action for at least 48 hours. Hence why Caldwell attacked at night. She wanted to be sure you weren’t going to move out of the given radius.”

      Adam was thinking of Saskia. Her hand closed around his heart within minutes of their first meeting. Eve noticed and tried to drag him from the bar, tried to warn him. In the bathroom, he tried to warn himself. Getting attached was stupid. Walking away should have been easy.

      They talked all night and went on a date the next day. They fell in love.

      So powerful was his feeling; he assumed their pursuers would arrive within days to steal his happiness. In fact, it was over six months before they came, by which point he had come to believe the stars had aligned. They would never be found.

      When they were, he wasn’t ready. It ended in disaster.

      Since Saskia, there had been other girls, a few friends. He was a lifelong optimist. He almost always believed they could last a few months before the villains caught up, and held to the mantra that it was better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.

      If his mother knew that, she would have slapped him until his face was numb, waited for the feeling to return, then slapped him again.

      Thoughts like that, it’s no wonder you got me killed, she would say.

      If she was here and a ghost, who could slap.

      “Where is this tracker?” Eve was asking.

      Leaving those he cared for hurt every time. These entanglements made life worth living.

      “Don’t know,” said Donnelly. “That’s above my pay grade.”

      “Okay,” said Eve. “Time to die.”

      Adam flinched. He hated how ruthless his sister could be. Often, he considered trying to soften her. For selfish reasons, he never did. Her killer instinct kept them free. If they were both like Adam, the organization would have captured them years ago.

      “Don’t,” said Donnelly. “I don’t know where it is, but I know who does.”

      “Who?” Eve asked.

      “My bosses,” said Donnelly. “One of them lives and works in the facility where they want to take you, so I’d avoid her. The other, Francis, lives in a mansion on acres and acres of land. Got a load of security but nothing like the facility. I’d go for him.”

      Eve considered. Still trying to pull himself from despondency, Adam let her.

      “Address?” she said.

      “No chance.”

      “What?”

      “You got a reputation,” he said. “How many tied up agents you killed? I’m not stupid. I’ll take you there. That’s the only deal.”

      “The only deal?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fine.”

      Eve shot Donnelly in the arm. As he screamed, she rushed forward, throwing a hand over his mouth and pressing her forehead to his.

      “Get yourself together and tell me the address,” she said. “Next bullet’s between the eyes. I’ll just wait two days, capture another of you bastards, and make them talk. How about that?”

      She pulled her hand from Donnelly and stepped back as he almost hyperventilated trying to keep the pain under control.

      “Address,” she said.

      “You’ll kill me either way,” Donnelly said, still puffing. “Why should I tell you anything?”

      “Fine,” repeated Eve and raised the gun to Donnelly’s head.

      Adam snatched it from her grasp.

      “What the hell?”

      Ignoring the question, he nudged her aside and faced Donnelly. The agent was bleeding from arm and cheek and grew paler by the second.

      “Why did you save Eve?” Adam asked.

      Both Donnelly and Eve stared. The question seemed random, but he knew their conversation was coming to an end and was interested.

      “Caldwell might have got us if not for you. Why get involved? Tell me straight, or I’ll hand the gun back to Eve.”

      Donnelly stared a second, then shook his head. Even through the pain, he managed a dry chuckle.

      “Can tell you two have never had jobs. And I thought you weren’t supposed to talk?”

      “I said, tell me straight.”

      “It’s office politics, big man. You know, Francis has enemies within the company. People who don’t like what a cushty role he has. While he’s got this no hope job of catching you, they’re happy to leave him be. Then what happens? He gets this tracker, and he can find you at a moment’s notice. Then he sends Caldwell, his best agent, after you, three days after his previous attempt. Suddenly those enemies get afraid he’s going to succeed. Francis will be a hero, and they’ll fall down the pecking order. Here’s a good life lesson, guys. Important people care more about themselves then the organization they supposedly represent. These people want to catch you, but each wants to do it on their terms. Therefore—”

      “You get sent to ensure Francis fails, before catching us yourself for this other person?” said Eve.

      “Bingo.”

      Strangely enough, Adam found his disgust for the organization rising. They were the bad guys. They wanted to catch Adam and Eve. Then again, from their point of view, the twins might be the enemy, which might make it a wash.

      But Adam and Eve were a team, a unit. They would never betray one another. That the enemy could be so duplicitous within their organization made Adam sick.

      “Give us the address,” Adam said, “and you have my word neither of us will kill you.”

      Donnelly looked from Adam to Eve, who looked unhappy but not ready to rebel. After a few seconds, he returned to Adam and nodded.

      “Alright, then. Got paper and a pen?”
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        * * *

      

      While deciding what to do next, Sandra spoke with a couple of colleagues she trusted to be discreet.

      These colleagues would find out who Francis had persuaded to prep Grendel for his latest mission and tell Sandra, who would decide how to handle the traitor. Probably the fool would not be tortured. Certainly, they would be killed.

      Sandra suspected if she rang the agent in charge of the asset and asked for the location of say, her butcher, she would uncover a second traitor.

      Afraid of what opening that can of worms might mean, Sandra decided to pretend she had not considered such a possibility.

      She wanted to have Francis brought to her. For his transgression, she could get the CEO to sign off on his termination, preceded by a severe punishment which would have him begging for the end.

      Unfortunately, she couldn’t. Not only did she still need Francis; revealing his treachery might lead to her being punished if someone investigated. She had incited his actions by visiting him when she didn’t need to, and had also used Donnelly to scupper Caldwell’s operation. Given how close Caldwell had come to capturing the twins, Sandra could line up behind Francis for the executioner’s chair.

      No. Quietly, she would find a way to recall Grendel before he murdered the twins.

      Much as she wanted to watch Francis die, she had to forget him. It might be he had already got himself killed, even if he didn’t know it yet.

      Behind her desk, she had spent a long time trying to decide whether to brief her people on the ground about Grendel. After much consideration she had decided, much as she might not want to, she had to let them know.

      She dialled McQueen.

      “Ma’am.”

      “Hello, McQueen, how are things proceeding?”

      “Good, ma’am. The twins captured Donnelly, but we followed them to a basement about an hour ago. A few minutes back, the twins left without Donnelly and went into a café five minutes away. We’ll track them until they go somewhere quiet, then strike.”

      “Excellent, McQueen.”

      “What should we do about Donnelly?”

      There was a particular relish in McQueen’s voice. The top agents were all rivals; McQueen, Donnelly and Caldwell had all hated each other. Connelly being dead, McQueen had his eye on another competitor.

      “Leave him,” said Sandra. Donnelly could incriminate her. He was a problem, but ordering his execution was risky for the same reason as with Francis.

      “Excuse my impertinence, ma’am,” said McQueen. “I’m assuming you didn’t call just for an update? You have something to tell me?”

      “Very perceptive,” she said. She was not sure how to tell him. All the agents knew about Grendel, and all feared him. With good reason. There was a chance McQueen would flee when he learned of the monster’s involvement.

      “Ma’am?”

      It was a risk she would have to take.

      “There has been a mistake,” she said. “Someone has released Grendel and sent him after the twins.”

      For a few seconds, there was silence.

      “I thought you wanted the twins captured, not killed?”

      “I said it was a mistake, didn’t I?”

      “Has he been called off?”

      “I’m sure you don’t mean to sound as though you’re giving me orders, McQueen,” Sandra said.

      “Sorry, Ma’am.”

      “His mother is trying to call him off, but you know what he’s like. Once he has a target, he’s difficult to deter. We must capture the twins now. Am I still able to count on you for that?”

      Another long pause. McQueen was frightened.

      “I’m yours to command,” he said at last. “I will endeavour to capture the twins before Grendel arrives. You have my word.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I must warn you though,” he went on. “I won’t tell my team about Grendel. If he arrives, I expect they’ll flee, and it’ll be me alone trying to get your twins. In such a scenario, I’ll keep trying, but, I fear, I won’t succeed.”

      There a was lull. Sandra sighed.

      “What are you saying, McQueen?”

      “I’m saying If Grendel arrives, I think the twins die.”
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        * * *

      

      In an independent café, they had their second coffees of the day. Third, if you counted the ones made for them, but not delivered, when they had captured Donnelly.

      Sensing the closing walls, even before learning the situation’s specifics, Adam and Eve had spent the previous evening overindulging in alcohol. Eve more so than her brother, and being smaller than him, the hangovers always hit harder.

      Coffee wouldn’t help, but she was drained.

      “This address isn’t too far,” she said when they had settled away from prying ears. “I say we go today. Get it done.”

      Adam watched her a while as if he hadn’t understood what she’d said.

      Finally, he said, “What’s your earliest memory?”

      Eve closed her eyes on the non-sequitur, then opened them when the memories attacked. She forced them away. There was no way this conversation wouldn’t lead down a road she had no interest in travelling.

      “I don’t remember.”

      “You don’t remember your earliest memory?” Adam asked in that dry, deadpan way of his. He wasn’t one for conversation and would often let things go, so he didn’t have to keep talking. Sometimes, he was a dog with a bone. Eve sensed this situation would be an example of the latter.

      “Remember when we were on the South Coast in that ice cream parlour? That fifty-year-old biker hit on me, and you were ready to knock him out. Try, at least. In the end, I put him through a window.”

      Adam gave a put-out sigh and shook his head. Eve got the impression her brother didn’t believe she remembered nothing before she was seventeen. It must also have struck him as suspicious that her first memory happened to be the first thing of note that happened to them after the agents killed their mother.

      “Why can’t you be serious?”

      “Maybe I am,” she said. “Maybe I’ve expunged from my mind every memory involving that woman.”

      “That woman birthed us, raised us—”

      “If you call it raising.”

      “She’s the reason we’re alive.”

      “She was abusive.”

      “She did what she needed to do.”

      “She—” Eve raised a hand, as though to block her argument. This was old ground. They would never agree. Adam saw their mother like the Old Testament God. Yes, she had been cruel, but only out of love. Eve had learned from the woman but believed mother was cruel because she was cruel.

      “My earliest memory,” Adam said. “We were maybe four. An agent broke into the house where we were staying. He was on his own, so I guess this was before they realised we were going to be difficult to catch. He got into our bedroom and had his hands around my throat before mum arrived. She cut his throat with a kitchen knife.”

      Eve said nothing, as though she had to be silent because he had taken the talking role that was usually hers. In truth, she remembered that night as well, but couldn’t confess as much if she was going to stick to the lie that she could recall nothing before their mother’s death.

      “Afterwards, she told us to pack our things because we were leaving that night. She left to get ready, and you put all your stuff into a bag. I just lay in bed, crying. When you finished, you tried to get me to pack. When I wouldn’t, you did it for me.”

      By drinking her coffee, Eve managed to keep from nodding. Even at four, she had been terrified of their mother. She was frightened of what would happen to Adam and wanted to protect him from mum’s wrath.

      “When she got upstairs, I said I didn’t want to leave. The bad man was gone, so I didn’t understand why we had to. She wasn’t happy.”

      She had grabbed Adam’s ankle and dragged him from bed. Eve remembered the clang of skull on metal and the way Adam’s tears had stopped in an instant. He hadn’t been unconscious. On the bedroom floor, he had curled into a ball. Furious, their mother had dragged him to his feet.

      “You remember what she said?” he asked. “Course not, you don’t remember anything before the ice cream parlour, right?”

      “Right.” Eve could hear her mother. At the same time, the long-dead woman from the past and her brother in the present spoke.

      “There will always be more bad men and women. We have to keep running to stay alive.”

      Adam lapsed into silence. When she was sure he’d finished, Eve decided to ignore the divergence.

      “This address isn’t too far,” she repeated. “I say we go this afternoon. Get it done.”

      “Why?”

      “Are you still drunk? What do you mean why?”

      “Why bother?”

      Eve’s heart did a strange leap. They had been in so many near-death situations, yet she could not remember feeling more frightened than this.

      “We bother because if we can get to this Francis, we can get to their tracker. If we can destroy that then, well, you know…” She wasn’t sure why she couldn’t think of that sentence’s ending.

      “I know,” he said. “It goes back to how it was. How it’s always been. ‘We have to keep running to stay alive’. That’s what mum said, and that’s it, isn’t it? That’s the end goal, keep running so we can stay alive and whether they come after us every day, every month or every year they’ll always be coming.”

      Unexpectedly, Eve didn’t know what to say.

      “What are you saying?” she managed.

      “We can destroy this machine, but the end goal will always be to stay alive. I don’t want the point to be to stay alive. I want the point to be to have a life.”

      He grabbed his coffee. Finished it. “But it never will, will it?”

      Dropping the cup onto the saucer caused a clatter that drew nearby eyes. Adam yanked the bag from the floor and hoisted it over his shoulder.

      “Come on then,” he said. “Let’s get it done.”

      Without waiting for her, he shoved back his chair and left the café.
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        * * *

      

      Adam left the café and stormed down the street. Until Eve left a few seconds later, McQueen didn’t notice anything had happened.

      “Sir?”

      “What?” He was lost, having allowed the Grendel threat to distract him. He had heard plenty of stories.

      “I said, are we ready?”

      McQueen looked after the departing twins. Tried not to imagine what would happen if Grendel arrived while they were trying to apprehend the targets.

      They had to be quick.

      “Yeah, move out,” he said. “Let’s get this done.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam walked as though he wanted to outpace the black cloud above his head but was not allowed to run.

      At a junction, he took a sharp left and almost knocked a woman into the road. Two more turns and he was on a deserted side street. Adam loved people but belonged alone.

      “Adam, wait.”

      Almost alone.

      Halfway along the street, nestled between two tall bland, buildings, Eve caught and pulled him back. He could not remember ever seeing such emotional pain on her face.

      It softened him.

      “You’re not like mum,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I know you worry. Mum never cared as you do.”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      “Don’t be.”

      He made it another few paces before she caught him again. Though he could have easily shaken her, he stopped.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “To destroy this machine, like you said.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? It was your idea.”

      “But if we do it will you become Adam again?” she said, “Will it be worth running for the weeks or months we get to spend living semi-normal lives?”

      “We’ve never lived,” he said. “Only existed. Took me too long to see that.”

      Distraught, she released his arm.

      “Fine.”

      Nodding, he rushed to the street’s exit, the black cloud keeping pace. It was only when he prepared to turn that he noticed the cloud was his only companion.

      Instead of following, either to stop him or to stand at his side as they progressed, Eve lay on her back, staring at the grey sky. When he paused, she paid him no attention. If not for her open eyes, Adam might have believed she had been sedated. If not for the bounce of her restless feet, he might have believed her dead.

      Snipers had worried their mother. The agents’ perfect weapon, she would say, because they could take out the twins before Eve could kill them with her powers, or Adam could use his to get the pair to safety. She had taught them ways of mitigating the risk of being sniped. Adam couldn’t remember the last time, before leaving the café, he had failed to follow her advice.

      Prompted by the memory, despite his malaise, Adam glanced at the rooftops as he returned to Eve. When he caught a glint of something high above, he moved to the wall, halving the number of rooftops from which a sniper could hit him. Not a foolproof defence, but a start.

      “What are you doing?” he said to Eve.

      She lifted her head to observe her brother, then dropped it to the pavement.

      “Waiting.”

      “Waiting for what?” he asked.

      “The baddies, of course. When they arrive, I’ll incite their anger. If I’m lucky, I’ll kill lots of them and die in a blaze of glory. Worst case scenario, they catch me. I’ll take that in a pinch.”

      “Don’t be stupid,” he said. “Get up. We need to go if we’re going to break this machine.”

      “We’re not going to break the machine.”

      “What?”

      “We’re not going to destroy the machine because we’ve lost hope. Without hope, Adam, there’s no point going on. We should get caught or killed. Get it over with.”

      “Just because I’ve lost hope, doesn’t mean you should.”

      Eve laughed a horrible, bitter laugh that cut like a blade. In that laugh, he heard their mother.

      “What?”

      “Don’t you get it?” she said. “Didn’t I say yesterday when we were facing Caldwell? You’re my hope. If I’m the bullet, you’re the gun. Without you, I can’t go anywhere. Without you, there’s no point in me. If you really can’t find hope, let me know, and I’ll lie here and wait until the baddies arrive.”

      “No need to wait.”

      “Huh?”

      Adam lunged, showing impressive speed for his large, muscular frame. Grabbing her arm and leg, he yanked her across the concrete towards the wall.

      “Argh,” she shouted.

      Someone fired. A dart hit the concrete where Eve had been a moment earlier. Adam pulled her to her feet.

      “Shield.”

      Despite what she had said, as the barrage of bullets came, Eve raiased the shield, protecting them.

      Too well drilled by their mother, they forgot their emotional problems and fell into the almost robotic survival mode.

      “At least two on the roof,” Adam said.

      “More coming,” said Eve.

      Ten flooded into the street, weapon’s raised. Eve turned to face them.

      Moments ago, Adam would have said his compassion had died with his hope. Despite this, he grabbed Eve’s arm.

      “You don’t need to kill them.”

      “You can’t turn invisible. You’ve not recovered.”

      “Let me be the judge.”

      She met his eyes. Saw his determination.

      Nodding, she waved a hand.

      Buffeted by an invisible force, the agents on the ground and high above flew back. Weakened by the action, Eve almost dropped.

      “Get us out of here,” she said.

      Nodding, he swept her into a fireman’s lift, turned from the fallen agents, and ran for his life.
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        * * *

      

      Because he was exceptional, Donnelly was able to escape the ropes which bound him damn quick. Not so quick as might have Harry Houdini, but then, Houdini never did it with a bullet in his arm.

      Smug, he crossed the room, pondering his next move. A steak would be nice. Then call Sandra and—

      The door was locked.

      He tried it several times, then yanked as though it might only be stiff. After all, he hadn’t heard the twins lock it when they left.

      They must have. After a couple of minutes of futile tugging, Donnelly accepted the door was not going to open, even for him, with his Adonis body. Disappointed but not angry, he retreated.

      All was not lost. If he had been trapped by Eve alone, he would have starved. The locked door wouldn’t open until someone came to investigate the smell of his rotting corpse.

      Luckily, Adam was a big softy. While they had taken Donnelly’s guns and cash, they’d left his mobile on the counter, along with clothes, should he fancy a change.

      He phoned Sandra.

      “Ma’am, I need an extraction.”

      “Oh? From where?”

      “A basement. Not sure where. I can give you a town, but it will be faster to trace my phone.”

      “Where are the twins?”

      “I’ll be happy to brief you once you’ve sent someone to knock down this—”

      The door burst from its hinges and flew across the room, smashing into the wall and collapsing.

      “—Door. That was quick.”

      “What’s happening?”

      A towering, hooded figure ducked into the room. Black clothes covered almost all of the near seven-foot frame. The only exposed skin drew Donnelly’s eye. Grey, stretched tight over visible bone. Cracked and dirty nails. The lack of personal care appalled Donnelly. He regularly tended to his nails, lest they grow unpleasantly long or jagged.

      The giant faced him. With its head bowed, Donnelly could see no face. No need. The body looked skinny, weedy even. Donnelly knew this was a trick of the monster’s height.

      “Gren—Graham,” he said. “Lovely to meet you, I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.”

      Grendel stepped forward. Donnelly sensed hungry eyes beneath the hood. Over the last few years, Grendel had killed many targets. Also, a few agents. Donnelly was disinterested in becoming his next victim.

      Into the phone, he said, “You didn’t tell me young Graham would be working with us.”

      “He’s there?”

      “Only literally.”

      Grendel took another step. The basement wasn’t huge, and there was only one exit. Luckily, that exit was now permanently open.

      “Put me on speaker,” said Sandra. “I’ll deal with this.”

      Donnelly took the phone from his ear as if sudden movement might startle the beast into attack. He pressed speaker, then placed the phone on the counter.

      “We’re on the same side, Graham,” he said. “You know Miss Sachs? She’ll tell you, alright, so why not stay there? We’re going to be the best of friends.”

      “Graham, it’s Sandra Sachs. Your mother’s been trying to get hold of you. She’s ever so worried.”

      Donnelly examined the space. It was clear enough, but he had arrived unconscious. What might lay beyond the open door was a mystery. Stairs, or a short corridor. The outside world or a labyrinth from which no one had ever escaped. That last was unlikely, but the longer it took to reach the open air, the less chance he had of surviving. Hopefully, Sandra would make escape unnecessary.

      “There’s been a mistake,” Sandra went on. “We don’t want you to go after the twins. I know that’s going to disappoint you, so I have compiled a list of targets you can go after. If you return immediately, I can get you set up, and you’ll be able to hunt them right away. How does that sound?”

      Grendel emitted a low growl. Donnelly realised he didn’t know If the creature could talk.

      “In the meantime,” Sandra continued. “To sweeten the deal, Donnelly is a traitor.”

      “Come again?”

      “Graham, I would like him terminated.”

      “Funny joke, Sandra. Now please tell—” He stopped in the face of realisation. “This is because we stopped Caldwell and Francis getting the twins? Am I a loose end? Shit, I thought you trusted me?”

      “It’s nothing personal, Donnelly.”

      Grendel began to rock on the balls of his feet. A murderous, monstrous bundle of excitement.

      “This is a mistake,” he said to Sandra. “I was on your side, but now, when I get out of here, I’ll find the twins. Remember, I know plenty you don’t want them to know. For a start, what happened to their mother. How do you think they’ll react to learning the truth about that? Especially the boy.”

      “Graham,” said Sandra. “Strike when ready.”

      “The twins are going to Francis’ mansion,” said Donnelly, because Sandra would not want the beast to know. “We can go together, Graham. You and I, little tag team. There’d be no one in this world who could—”

      It was one of Donnelly’s favourite tricks. Blather on so the enemy didn’t think you were paying attention then when they struck, move.

      During his hours at the gym, Donnelly spent as much time working on speed and reflexes as he did strength. Often, he had used these skills to dart from harm’s way before executing his opponent.

      This situation was different because he was weaponless and couldn’t beat Grendel hand to hand. He could get behind the beast if he was quick. Before Grendel rose, Donnelly would be out the door and sprinting for freedom.

      Grendel lunged. Donnelly dived.

      In mid-air, at incredible speed, the beast pivoted. Impossibly long arms grabbed Donnelly’s shirt.

      If Donnelly had changed into the T-shirt left for him by the twins, maybe the beast would have failed to gain the same purchase he did on the button-up. That was what went through Donnelly’s mind as Grendel swung him in an arc and smashed him into the brick wall.

      Sliding down, he landed with a bump on his bottom. His back had taken the impact, and he was amazed there wasn’t more pain. He couldn’t feel anything. Not even his shot arm.

      The phone was still on speaker.

      “I’m sorry,” said Sandra. “What was I going to regret?”

      Donnelly ignored her. His chances had slimmed dramatically, but he wouldn’t give up without a fight. As Grendel approached, he made to stand.

      Only to find his legs no longer worked. Nor his arms.

      Either temporarily or permanently, Donnelly was paralysed.

      Whatever the case, Grendel was going to ensure it was for the rest of his life.

      Donnelly had always been cocky, confident. A handsome child, he had only got better looking. Once he started working on his physique, he was able to become an almost perfect specimen. He ate well, rarely drank. He was excellent at everything to which he turned his hand. Being told Caldwell was a superior agent had hurt. It couldn’t be true. He had proved it false.

      He had come to believe he was invincible.

      Pasted to the floor in that drab, dreary basement, Grendel lowering over him, his perfect body betraying him, his belief wavered. More than wavered.

      He had never begged before. The mere suggestion he ever might would have had him in fits of laughter.

      “Sandra,” he called to the phone, hating the pathetic mewling quality in his voice. He had heard it in many of those he’d killed. At those victims, he’d laughed. “We can work something out. It doesn’t have to go this way. Call him off.”

      At least Sandra didn’t laugh.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m afraid this is for the best.”

      Donnelly turned from the phone to Grendel. Maybe he could reason with the monster. After all, he was—

      “Oh…”

      He had lost more feeling than he knew. While Donnelly pleaded with Sandra, Grendel had torn his perfectly toned stomach open, splitting his six-pack in half.

      “No,” he said.

      The black drew in. Before it swallowed him whole, he watched Grendel ball his precious insides into gnarled fists and shove them into its monstrous mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Eve had done an adequate job disabling the agents. Even with her over his shoulder, Adam managed to escape their range in minutes. Though he didn’t think it necessary, he risked a couple of spells of invisibility, a few seconds each, before they slowed.

      At the train station, they bought tickets with Donnelly’s cash and grabbed lunch before finding an empty carriage.

      Adam hadn’t spoken since their escape. Though he refused to say it and tried not to show it, she could tell his head was pounding. Having made a van, a building, himself and others invisible yesterday, he needed a few days downtime before he could safely use his ability. Previously, this recovery time had always been available. Now, she worried about the repercussions of their mission. What it might mean to his long-term health. Whether he would be afforded a long term in which to be healthy or unhealthy.

      If asked, Adam would tell her his mood had not changed. He still had no hope for their future and believed their lives were pointless. If Eve believed that, she wouldn’t have carried on. Although instinct had her defeat the agents and flee, she would have given up.

      Fortunately, his actions during their recent escape proved all was not lost. In asking her to spare the agents, he had revealed the compassionate, hopeful Adam still existed, if only she could find a way to reach him.

      Halfway through the journey, she said, “I can only have been three or four. Not exactly sure.”

      He had been staring into his lap. At his sister’s words, he turned questioning eyes to her.

      “My earliest memory,” she said. “We were somewhere in the North East. Dunno what town or city. They all look the same after a while. Do you find that?”

      He nodded.

      “They attacked us in a library. For once, mum wasn’t expecting them. Before we could escape, they cornered us. There were only three or four, but they had guns, and I remember thinking they looked like demons, which is ironic.”

      There was no need to explain why this was ironic. Adam knew where this story was going.

      I remember thinking that there was nothing I could do. They grabbed mum, and as far as I was concerned, it was over. Then they grabbed you, and you tried to get free, and they punched your face.”

      Sub-conscious taking over, Adam ran a finger around his left eye. After the library, there had been a bruise. Memory can be a tricky thing, but she recalled it lasting ages.

      “I freaked out when they hit you. This anger took me, and I screamed and next thing I knew…”

      She choked on the words. As though they were operating outside of her control, her eyes closed and she saw that stone castle, set atop a mountain. Below, demons battle on either side of a path walked by an endless stream of human souls towards the castle where more demons will torment them for eternity.

      “You were in hell,” Adam supplied.

      “Think that was the first time,” she said. “I didn’t know, then, that my power had sent my spirit from my body. I remembered this red flash.”

      “You’d set the library on fire,” Adam said. “Every book burning.”

      “Right, but I thought I’d opened a wormhole into hell. I’d dropped through and landed on this balcony and then—”

      She stopped, looked from her brother to the window, the landscape rushing by.

      “Then what?”

      She told her brother almost everything, keeping from him only what happened in that dark dimension. He knew these visits left permanent internal scars. He thought evil creatures tortured her.

      “The usual,” she said. “Except it wasn’t the usual then.”

      In truth, she was one of the few beings who never suffered in that dark realm. She knew not why, and that was what terrified her.

      Adam knew she wasn’t telling him everything, but would never push her. If she wanted to spill, she would.

      “I was frightened I’d never get home. Never see you again.”

      As always, she had been on the balcony looking across hell’s landscape. Behind her, the stone arch led into a grand sleeping chamber. From that chamber came the tall, handsome man. On that first visit, he didn’t go near her. When she turned, he merely smiled. The smile was friendly. Nothing had ever scared her more.

      “I’m so pleased finally to meet you, Eve.”

      “When I woke in my body, on Earth,” Eve said. “I’ve never been so frightened and so relieved at the same time. When I saw you, I burst into tears.”

      “You hugged me,” said Adam. “I cried too. I’d feared you’d never return to your body.”

      “Mum pulled us apart. Told us there was no room for emotion if we wanted to stay alive.”

      “I was never very good at following that one.”

      “She told me I needed to get used to falling into hell because my power kept us safe. I went to bed, hating her. I promised I would never use my power again if it meant going to that place.”

      “A promise you couldn’t keep,” said Adam.

      “That night you came to me, do you remember? You put your arm around me and said it was going to be okay. One day, you said, we’d make it so I could use my power without going to hell. You said you’d make sure of it.”

      “Foolish,” said Adam. “But I was four.”

      Smiling, something she did so rarely, Eve leaned across the table and took her brother’s hands. Squeezing, she looked into his eyes.

      “Hope, little brother—”

      “I’m six minutes younger.”

      “—that’s what you are. You’re my hope. You always have been.”

      “I was, maybe.”

      “And will be again.” She released his hands and looked once more out the window.

      “We will destroy this machine,” she said. “We’ll beat it, and once we have, I’ll find a way to get my brother back. Whatever it takes.”

      Also looking out the window, he said, “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      “Whatever it takes,” she repeated. “You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry, Ma’am, we failed. I put myself at your mercy.”

      Sandra sunk into her sofa and sipped another glass of juice—this time apple.

      This was why she liked McQueen. He was not quite the agent Donnelly or Caldwell had been, but he was loyal to a fault and was absent the other agents’ arrogance. When he failed, he was the first to confess. If she had asked him to put a gun to his head and pull the trigger as penance, he might well have done so.

      Luckily for him…

      “You did well, McQueen.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, sweet. Just get after them.”

      A guilty silence followed. “Sorry, ma’am. They slipped us. I don’t know where they’re going.”

      “But I do.”

      “That’s a relief, Ma’am. Does Grendel know?”

      “No.” The lie came easy. She was still hoping he’d return here. “But be on the lookout, just in case.”

      “I will be.”

      “Fabulous. The twins are on their way to Francis’ estate.”

      “Francis’?”

      “That’s right McQueen. In other words, you and Donnelly have done what was required. The twins are heading exactly where I want them.”
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        * * *

      

      Off the train, into a taxi. More of Donnelly’s cash took them to a spot one mile from the edge of Francis’ lands. Chances were the taxi driver wouldn’t have batted an eyelid if they’d have asked to be dropped at Francis’ gates. Their mother always said caution costs time, carelessness costs lives.

      They were on the city’s outskirts, surrounded by winding roads and rolling fields. A strange combination of farmland and the acreage of the super-rich. They passed one house before reaching the border fence which separated a struggling farmer from Francis the one percenter.

      Through a line of trees, the twins reached the edge of his land. Beyond a low fence were empty fields leading toward a towering manor house, bigger than most of the hotels in which they’d stayed.

      “Disgusting,” said Eve, staring at the house. “How many people are living on the street, yet this guy has how many free bedrooms? How much free land? Put a free campsite here, and he could cut street sleeping by half.”

      Adam did not comment. It was rare for Eve to show an interest in real-world issues. Perhaps she was trying to pull on his heartstrings, to get her Adam back. That was probably unfair.

      “We should approach invisible,” he said.

      Shielding her eyes from the sun, she tracked the distance to the house and shook her head.

      “Too far. You’d never make it.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Hopping the fence, Eve dropped into enemy territory. After bouncing a few times, she turned to Adam.

      “Well, there might be a silent alarm going off somewhere, but I reckon we blag it. What’s the worst-case scenario?”

      “Guard dogs?”

      “Oh, I didn’t think of guard dogs. That’d be scary. I had land mines.”

      “That would be worse.”

      “Not if you’ve lost hope. Step on a land mine you’re dead. Guard dog gets between the legs, and you’re a hopeless man without his parts. How would you like that?”

      Adam glared at his sister, then hopped the fence. Nothing blew him up, and he could neither see nor hear dogs.

      “Let’s get this done.”

      If not guard dogs, Adam at least expected guard people and prepared to turn invisible if required.

      In the 90 seconds it took them to reach the house, they saw signs of no defences, whether living or otherwise.

      They came upon a window which looked into a deserted corridor. Eve made short work of the latch, and no alarms blared as Adam threw open the window. No armed guards appeared as Eve stuck her head inside. From their position, the house seemed to be silent.

      “He’s not particularly security conscious,” noted Eve. “I suppose this is the part where we say this has been too easy.”

      “Turn back?” asked Adam, knowing they would not. Perhaps he should have been unsettled. Given his mood, he would have jumped through the window and charged even if a hundred armed guards had appeared, each with two dogs.

      Eve stared into the empty hall. Oak panelled walls and abstract paintings. Dark wood flooring and enormous chandeliers. Talk about living in the lap of luxury.

      “We’ve spent our lives running from moron agents while people like this get richer and richer sitting in their castles, calling all the shots,” said Eve. Adam could see the mounting frustration. Eve put her leg over the windowsill before looking at Adam.

      “For once, I’m going to kill someone important,” she said. “And you aren’t going to stop me.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      He followed her into the house, managing it with a little less grace due to his size. There were doors off either side of the corridor and at the end it opened into an entrance hall. Slowly, they proceeded, listening at each door for signs of life.

      None. Reaching the entrance hall, they observed the vast staircase and thick, large double front doors with bulbous brass handles. In a ring around the stairs, more doors led into numerous rooms. All was silent, still.

      “I thought there’d be guards, family, definitely some staff,” said Eve. “Place is a ghost house.”

      As though in response to this declaration, they heard a low mumbling that could only have come from a human, dead or alive.

      Eve pointed behind the stairs. Adam went first, crossing the bottom step, turning at the banister.

      The mumbling grew louder. Its source was behind a dark door in one corner, beneath the balcony onto which the staircase opened. Even as Adam reached the door, and realised the mumbler must be behind it, he could not discern what the person was saying.

      Eve appeared at his back. They each took one side of the door. Adam grabbed the handle, knowing it might be locked but guessing otherwise. He wished he could see through walls. If a vengeful spirit with a murderous mindset lay inside, they would not know until they stepped into the room. More likely, Adam hoped, it was the homeowner.

      Why he was mumbling, apparently to himself, was a mystery they could not unravel without entering the lion’s den.

      He looked at Eve. She looked at the door, then nodded.

      Throwing open the door, he stepped behind his sister and, one after the other, they stormed into the room.
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        * * *

      

      A hundred metres from the fence which split farmland from Francis’ land, on the farm’s side, a silver shack sat amongst bails of hay. It had not been there the previous day.

      Pulling from the road a turn before Francis’, four black SUVs took a gravel path to a barn which had been there years. A black-suited woman jumped from the lead SUV and pulled open one of two massive doors. Beyond this were a couple of tractors, more hay, plenty of farm equipment, and two more SUVs. Beside these last, the new arrivals parked. Leaving the barn, closing the door behind them, they jogged to the shack. Fifteen agents stayed outside its tin door. Only McQueen went inside.

      The interior had been set up quickly but efficiently, screens and computers filling the room, wires taped to the floor. Five agents sat in metal chairs, monitoring many of the screens. Carter stood, her eyes over a subordinate’s shoulder. She turned when McQueen entered.

      “About time,” she said. “They’ve just arrived.”

      She nodded at the screen over which she stood. McQueen joined her and watched the twins climb through a window and make their way down a hall, stopping at each door to listen for signs of life.

      “You know what you’re doing?” Carter asked of McQueen.

      “Twelve of my people will form a perimeter around the residence. Me and the remaining three will wait by the front door. When you give the signal, we’ll go in and collect the twins. Francis is to be left.”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “And we’re not expecting any resistance?”

      “They’ll be in no position to resist.” Carter smiled. “We’ll make sure of that. Now, let’s hurry. Sandra doesn’t want them chatting to Francis any longer than necessary.”

      On the screens, the twins progressed from the hall to the stairs, towards the door in the corner.
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        * * *

      

      The room was part study, part library, part living room, and was larger than most of the homes in which Adam and Eve had lived.

      It was as though her brother’s loss of hope was a blade built to pierce her emotional armour. Through the gaping wound had flooded a sense of injustice. Adam was right. They had never lived. They’d spent their lives on the run because of men like this, who had studies bigger than houses and enough money and land to end homelessness.

      That he was drunk only made it worse. They arrived as he was pouring a more than generous helping of vodka. His hands shook and the clear liquid sploshed onto the table, running in thin lines towards the precipice. So engrossed was he in his top-up, he failed to notice their arrival.

      The bottle exploded in his hands. Adam placed a hand on Eve’s shoulder. A warning. They needed him alive.

      Francis squealed as vodka soaked his chequered pyjama bottoms, his half unbuttoned cream shirt, his bare feet. Some of the glass nestled between his toes.

      Leaping, he almost stomped through the glass shards. For another thirty seconds, he failed to notice their arrival. When he saw them in the doorway, his eyes widened.

      “You must be Francis?” Eve asked. “I look forward to hurting you.”

      She thought the older man might faint.

      Then he burst out laughing.

      Bending at the waist, he slapped his knees, as though there was nothing funnier than home invasion and exploding vodka bottles. His reaction was so unexpected the twins only stood and stared until he gathered himself enough to rush across the room.

      Eve was prepared to put him through the drink’s cabinet behind his minibar but could see he was unarmed. His face boasted the broadest smile Eve had ever seen. For some unfathomable reason, he wanted to shake their hands.

      “This is incredible,” he said, still laughing. “I can’t believe it.”

      Reaching Eve, he shoved his hand towards her stomach. His eyes were wide and eager. After the lack of guard dogs and land mines, Eve supposed she was facing a champion fighter. If she took his hand, he would snap it in his before punching her so hard her head would explode. Her brother he would kill with a roundhouse kick.

      Despite this deadly risk, she could not help but shake his hand. Adam did the same.

      “Francis, yes, that’s me, and no need to ask who you are.” He spun 360 on his heel. “What now, what now? Oh, yes, a drink. Vodka. You’ll have vodka.”

      He rushed to the sofas and stared at the table, where stood his full tumbler and many shards of glass.

      “Where did—” he stopped, remembering, and burst into tears of laughter yet again. Pointing at Eve, he said, “Your power? Fabulous.”

      Around the sofa, he skipped to the minibar. If he grabbed a shotgun from behind it and started shooting, he would kill them. They were too stunned to defend their lives.

      Instead, he raised a whiskey bottle.

      “My favourite,” he said. “Don’t like to share but for you… come, come.”

      Leaving the whiskey on the bar, he grabbed three tumblers from the cabinet. Lodging them between his left arm and body, he grabbed the bottle with his right hand and made for the sofas. En route, a tumbler slipped to the carpet with a thud.

      “Never fear. That one’s mine.”

      At the table, he dropped the bottle with a thunk and tossed the glasses next to them. Returning to the fallen tumbler, he reunited all three on the table. He noticed the vodka and pointed.

      “Whose is that?”

      Such pure confusion spread across his face that Eve could not help but answer.

      “Yours.”

      For a few seconds, confusion remained, then cleared as will the clouds on what has been a dark day.

      “Of course, of course. Well, forget it. For such special guests, whiskey is best.”

      The full tumbler, he tossed over his shoulder; the empties, he began bloating with whiskey.

      “Not for us,” said Eve.

      “What?”

      “Whiskey. We don’t want any.”

      Francis stared at Eve, then to Adam. He looked at the bottle, then to a mirror. Comprehension dawned.

      “Poison?” he said. “I can’t say I’ve never but... well, look, look.” From the bottle, he stole three long swigs. Like a gold medallist, he spread his arms. “No poison.”

      “Still,” said Eve, but Adam cut in.

      “I could use a drink.”

      He took the seat opposite Francis. When the glass was offered, he drank. Unable to see his face, Eve could not judge his satisfaction levels.

      He said, “It’s good.”

      Clapping, like a child, Francis said, “Wonderful. Come, come, Eve. Take a seat.”

      “I’m alright standing.”

      “Oh, fine.”

      He poured her drink anyway then returned to his own. After enjoying a few sips, he pointed at Adam.

      “You know what this is like? My sister and the Beatles.”

      “Come again?”

      “My sister and the Beatles,” he repeated. His face crumpled when he realised they were not on, nor near, his wavelength. “She followed them all over the globe. Wherever they went, she went, desperate to meet them. Only they kept evading her, slippery buggers.”

      “I have heard that about the Beatles,” said Eve.

      “Right,” said Francis, missing the sarcasm. “For years they evaded her. Then, right before they split, she met them. You cannot imagine her elation. She’d happily have died that day. Her life had peaked.” He mused. “Of course, this isn’t quite like that.”

      “Not quite,” said Eve. “For a start, I’m guessing your sister didn’t want to imprison the Beatles and torture them so she could weaponise their powers.”

      “Well, no,” said Francis. “The Beatles didn’t have powers. Except for the power to change lives. But that’s not what I mean. She met the Beatles at their end like we’re meeting at the end, but she was happy. She’d succeeded. I meet you in my failure.”

      Eve had been examining the bookshelves. Business volumes on motivation and leadership. At these words, she turned back to Francis.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Yesterday was the final straw. They’ve tossed me aside and handed the operation to someone more capable. Their words.”

      He shook his head. His whiskey was almost gone. There was plenty more but he stared into the empty glass as though he’d rushed, rather than savoured, the final measure in existence.

      “I’m not usually like this,” he said. “They call me ruthless, respectable, frightening. I never drink in excess. But, you see, in my line of work, when you’re deemed surplus to requirements you don’t get your P45 but a bullet. I’ve delivered enough of those in my time. Now, it’s my turn.”

      “My heart bleeds for you.”

      “Thank you. I sent my staff home in anticipation of an assassin. I thought I’d die without meeting you.”

      “Lucky we decided to drop by then,” she said. There was a reason for their being here, she recalled. The look in his eyes stopped her getting to their purpose.

      “Not luck,” he said.

      Adam had finished his drink. Approaching the table, Eve grabbed the bottle before Francis could pour either he or Adam another glass.

      “Hey,” said the older man.

      “What do you mean ‘not luck’?”

      “Obvious, isn’t it?” he slurred. “Let me guess, you caught Donnelly with ease, and he was quick to surrender my location?”

      “He didn’t want to die,” said Eve.

      “Oh, please.” Francis giggled. “We couldn’t catch you while you were sleeping or while you were running, so what does she do? Make you think you’re on the front foot, then spring the trap.”

      “What trap?”

      One second, three grand windows revealed sun-drenched lawns. The next, rolling steel shutters smashed into place, blocking the windows and world from view. Above their heads, automatic lighting flashed on.

      “State of the art security,” Francis said. “Built to keep intruders out. Or in.”

      “Time to go,” Eve told Adam. Pointing at Francis: “You’re coming with us.”

      As she grabbed Francis’ collar, a colossal metal slab slammed into place, covering the only door.

      “That’s that then,” said Francis, tugging free of Eve. “Another drink anyone? Adam? No? I hope you don’t mind if I partake.”

      “What’s the point of this?” Eve said.

      “Whiskey?”

      “Why lock us in? They don’t want to kill us. Do they plan on leaving us until we’re half-starved and too weak to fight?”

      Adam was by the windows. He tapped the shutters as though they might be holograms. They sounded robust enough.

      “You’re forgetting about the gas,” said Francis.

      “What gas?”

      The hissing began, coming from all sides: on the ground, in the walls, from the ceiling.

      “That gas,” said Francis. “Now, how about that drink?”
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        * * *

      

      All those years; all those failed attempts and, in the end, it was as easy as this.

      McQueen heard the shutters drop. Carter told him they had released the gas; the twins could not escape. In about five minutes, they would be out for the count and McQueen could collect. Carter would give the word when it was safe.

      When he considered how often Francis had failed and how he was now instrumental in the twins’ capture through Sandra’s plotting, McQueen almost laughed.

      About the whole operation, he was relaxed. Too relaxed. While he pondered his evening’s entertainment (the film Dunkirk, maybe?) Kiman, to his left, whistled.

      “Who’s that?”

      McQueen spun. Across the lawn, moving their way, came a hooded figure dressed all in black. If not for his height, there would be nothing to distinguish this man from a billion others.

      The three agents around McQueen shifted, nervous.

      “He’s tall,” said Kiman. “Hey, McQueen, you don’t reckon—”

      He stopped, having seen his superior’s pale skin and wide eyes.

      “Tell me that ain’t Grendel,” said Kiman.

      “Don’t worry,” said McQueen. “He’s on our side.”

      “You knew about this?” said Kiman.

      “He’s on our side,” McQueen repeated. “He wasn’t supposed to come, but it doesn’t matter. He’s on our side.”

      “Stop saying that when you know, it don’t mean nothing. What’s he going to do, stand around while we wait for the twins to pass out, then help us carry them to the barn?”

      “Just keep calm,” said McQueen. Kiman was getting more agitated and louder with every word. Grendel drew nearer.

      “Nah,” said Kiman. “Not for me. You wanted four people to man the door well Grendel can be your fourth, right? I’m done.”

      “Stay right there,” said McQueen. “Grendel isn’t a problem. He’s here to do his job, and so are you. Desertion… that would be a problem.”

      Kiman nodded. Looked to the beast, then shook his head.

      “Nope.” He turned and started away from the house, away from Grendel. “I don’t wanna die. Consider this my resignation.”

      “You’re fired,” said McQueen, and shot the deserter in the head.

      Grendel halted at the gun’s bang. McQueen prayed the beast might retreat. A stupid prayer. Wasted. Grendel resumed his march.

      “I didn’t want to do that,” McQueen said to the other two. He meant it. He’d never killed another agent. Then again, no agent had ever given him a reason. “We can’t desert. We have a job to do, and we must do it. So,” he turned and faced the beast. “I’ll talk to Grendel. You two back me up. Got it?”

      Neither responded. When McQueen turned to shout them down, he saw their guns then felt the bullets enter his chest. As the dual bangs rang across the field, he staggered. Blood drenching his front.

      Before he hit the ground, the traitorous agents were running. Soon after he hit the grass, Grendel was above him.

      There was a wide wolf-grin—Yellowing, razor-sharp teeth.

      Then, the beast lunged.
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        * * *

      

      Francis refilled Adam’s glass and slid it to the edge of the table.

      “There you are.”

      He went to fill Eve’s and found it full. Once he had surmounted the strangeness of this phenomenon, he raised it to her.

      “You can’t enjoy a refill until you’ve finished this. Come on.”

      Crossing the room, Eve took the glass and hurled it at the metal shutters, encouraging Adam to duck as it shattered.

      “I did that earlier,” said Francis. “Thought it would calm me, but it didn’t. Drinking it, on the other hand, that made a difference. I’m running out of glasses but if I—”

      The sofa leapt from the ground, spinning three times before collapsing.

      Francis was thrown from his seat. He crashed to the ground a foot from the fireplace.

      Adam saw Eve stumble and knew hell was calling. She had to be careful.

      The hissing continued. The gas became visible as it filled the study.

      “Time to act, old man,” Eve warned.

      “No can do,” he said, propping himself against the fireplace. “I told you this was a trap, but I’m not part of it. Look, look.”

      He staggered to his desk and reached beneath the oak surface. The sound of tearing tape preceded the appearance of a small device which looked like a handheld games console. After fiddling with the controls, Francis chucked it to Eve.

      “They’ve taken control,” he said. “Nothing I can do.”

      Eve looked at the screen. Neither she nor Adam were whizzes with technology, having never owned more than burner phones. Still, she seemed satisfied by the veracity of Francis’ statement.

      “They hacked you,” she said.

      “The system is unhackable,” said Francis. “It’s also theirs. They built and installed it, now they’ve taken control.”

      Returning to his seat, Francis tried to roll the heavy furniture, giving up after a few seconds exertion almost induced a heart attack. Panting, he collapsed into the sofa opposite and grabbed his drink.

      “This is the end,” he reiterated. “Might as well make the most of it. Trust me, they won’t be offering you drinks at the facility.”

      Ignoring the drunken fool, Eve crossed to the windows. As had Adam, she quickly deduced physical force would not remove the barrier.

      “I’m going to blow it away,” she said. “It’ll send me to hell so you’ll have to get us out of here.”

      “They’ll have the place surrounded,” he said. “No chance I’m staying invisible long enough to get off the grounds. I don’t think we’re getting out of this one.”

      “We have to try,” she said. Then sighed. “Unless you disagree, if you still think there’s no point running?”

      Adam wasn’t sure what he thought. He looked at Francis. “I can’t take him.”

      The gas was thickening by the second. It was becoming harder to see. For the first time, Adam realized he was becoming woozy. Light-headed. Even if they escaped the building, it would probably be too late. His system clogged with gas, he’d make it four steps and faint.

      Despite the time constraints, Eve had returned across the room and was routing through the desk.

      “What are you doing?” Adam called. His knees were weak. Any second, he would drop.

      “What’s the point in living if you don’t have a life?” said Eve. “You’re right, we probably can’t escape, but if we do, this won’t be a wasted trip.”

      From the desk, she took a pen and paper. Returning to the sofa, she sat beside Francis and jabbed his ribs. Shoving the pen into his hand, she tapped the pad.

      “The tracker’s location,” she said. “Write it down.”

      With glazed eyes, he stared at her. A dopey smile spread across his face.

      “You’re very pretty.”

      She slapped him.

      He said, “I liked that.”

      She slapped him again. A little focus slipped in. He shook his head and closed his eyes, then opened them and nodded.

      “What?”

      “The address where they’re keeping the tracker.”

      He gave a sleepy chuckle.

      “Pointless,” he said. “You’re not getting out of here, pretty girl. Not until you’re fast asleep and they’ve got you on a stretcher.”

      “Just write.”

      While watching Francis scribble, Adam realised he had slipped, so his shoulder pressed against the metal shutter. When he blinked, it took a second for his eyes to reopen.

      Eve stood, folding the paper, sat back down. Grabbing the sofa’s arm, she forced herself up and stumbled to Adam, clutching his shoulder for support.

      “Let’s do this.”

      He smiled. Though Eve believed they had a chance, Adam knew he wouldn’t have to test himself outside. She was too drained to break free. He watched as she stepped back, wavered, and collapsed. When he stepped towards her, he, too, fell. In the carpet, they lay side by side.

      “Comfortable,” she muttered.

      “Better than a lot of places we’ve slept,” he agreed.

      “Don’t think the rooms will be comfortable where we’re going,” she said.

      “Probably not.”

      They stared at the ceiling. Eve’s hand found Adam’s and they lay with their fingers entwined as they had as frightened kids. Their mother wouldn’t brook any signs of fear. If they hadn’t been twins, if either had been alone with that woman, they would have broken mentally before the baddies got them.

      “We’ll get free,” Eve whispered.

      Adam hadn’t the strength to respond. Without deciding, he closed his eyes.

      What felt like miles away, a crashing began.
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        * * *

      

      “Carter, we got a problem.”

      Surprised, she spun from the screen that mattered. The gas flooded Francis’ study. The twins would already be feeling the effects. Within minutes, they’d be asleep.

      She couldn’t fathom a problem anywhere else.

      None the less, she crossed the shack and observed the four agents at the mansion entrance. One was on the floor.

      “What, is he taking a nap?” asked Carter.

      “McQueen shot him.”

      “Why?”

      McQueen was facing from the house. At his back, his two standing agents raised their guns.

      Carter reached forward, intending to patch into McQueen’s radio. His demise would put the mission at jeopardy.

      Too late. McQueen span and two shots hit his chest. Before he hit the ground, the cowards fled. They appeared to be coming for the SUVs, perhaps having forgotten they were under surveillance from the shack.

      Before Carter could finalise her next move, a black-clad figure entered the frame. Until they leaned over McQueen, their identity was a mystery.

      “No,” said Carter’s agent. As the beast lunged, he reached to switch off the screen. Carter caught him before he could.

      “I need you to tell me what he does next,” she said. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      The day was bright and warm. The fresh air a treat after the stuffy, sweaty shack. She would have loved a cigarette but never smoked at work. Settling for three long, deep breaths of country air, she turned to face the separating fence between farm and Francis land. The cowards approached.

      “What happened?” she called as they jumped the fence and rushed her way. When they were in range, she drew her gun and shot them dead, then returned into the shack.

      “Update?”

      On the screen, she saw McQueen’s remains. Not a pretty sight. Grendel had left the other agent untouched. The monster had bigger fish to fry.

      “He went through the front door,” her man said, and Carter saw he meant literally. The next screen tracked the monster around the staircase to Francis’ study door. His direct route suggested he knew where hid his quarry. Maybe, even through the steel, he could smell them.

      Retracting a foot, he smashed the door. The wood splintered and shattered. The steel behind shuddered but stood steady.

      “He can’t get through that, can he?”

      “I wouldn’t rule it out,” Carter muttered.

      “What do we do?” The guy said, his voice rising as though he feared Grendel would turn and bound their way. “Should we send someone after him? Heavy guns?”

      “And who would go?” Carter mused. “besides, Grendel is an asset far more precious to the company than you or I. I wouldn’t want to confess to ordering his execution, would you?”

      “Then, what?”

      Carter considered as the beast again attacked the door. It trembled but did not give. Carter couldn’t quite believe it ever would. Nor that it would not.

      “Lockdown the entire house,” she said. “Every window, every door. Then pump gas into the entrance hall. We’ll try put Grendel to sleep.”

      Her agent stared at the screen. “Will he go?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      A minute later, Grendel stopped bashing and spun. There was no audio, but it had to be the closing shutters and hissing gas that had drawn his attention.

      Carter wondered if he would try to escape.

      He didn’t.

      Instead, he returned to the study door and continued his relentless pounding on the metal.

      The question was, would the door give first, or would the monster?
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        * * *

      

      A door buckled. At first, Eve thought it must be across the other side of the mansion. Or in another building. Only slowly did she realise it was happening closer to home.

      The realisation came as the door crashed to the carpet.

      As though they had been trapped in a vacuum and oxygen flooded through the doorway, Eve breathed deep and sat.

      Still, the gas was everywhere. Eve’s deep breath invited more into her system. As she tried to stand, she stumbled.

      Someone entered. Slow, loping steps. Without looking, Eve knew this was not a hero come to save her. They were in more danger than ever before.

      Adam, eyes closed, lay still on the carpet.

      Fast, the gas must have worked on draining their bodies of energy, their minds of thought. Upon realising she could not break through the shutters, Eve had assumed the worst. The crashing door was the jolt needed to reengage her mind. They could escape.

      The door breaker stood hooded and towering. Still, like a sentry, he watched the twins. Keeping an eye on the shadows of his face, Eve placed a hand on Adam’s chest.

      With a gasp, he woke.

      The sudden sound seemed to shock the newcomer. With speed Eve could scarce believe, he shot across the room; gnarled, grey hands topped with sharp, cracked nails came within an inch of her face.

      Where they met an invisible force, which flung him back across the room, into a wall.

      “Move,” said Eve.

      They rose. Already the bookshelf books were shimmering. Cracks appeared in the ceiling and through crawled dark shapes.

      Their pursuer rose.

      Taking Adam’s hand, Eve bolted from the room, left, towards the front door, which they found covered by another huge steel slab. Down the hallway, the window through which they had entered was also blocked.

      “They’ve locked down the whole house,” said Eve.

      Said house was swimming before Eve. The shield invited in visions of hell, and she could feel the tug on her soul. She had hoped to release the defence upon abandoning the study. It was holding them in a bubble of clean air through which the gas could not penetrate. If they could have escaped the house, that would no longer have been necessary.

      The hissing came from all angles. They could not yet see the smoke, but it would be thickening.

      Eve fell to her knees. The front door disappeared and became the balcony which looked over hell. Only when Adam pulled her up did she return.

      “Let’s go.”

      Nodding, she did as commanded. The space was open. It would take a while to fill with gas. Not forever.

      “Up,” he said.

      As he spoke, the hooded man stepped from the study and growled.

      “That doesn’t sound human,” she said.

      The beast watched them sprint upstairs, turning left at the top and disappearing down the corridor.

      They passed many doors. None were locked. Behind each, they found an impenetrable slab of steel.

      At the end of the corridor was another T-junction. Another left, another right. Both ways led to more covered windows. Also, dead ends.

      “We’re finished,” said Eve.

      “Maybe.”

      Adam pointed. A couple of metres from the corridor’s end, a hatch in the ceiling. Their pursuer’s footsteps drew nearer.

      “Come on.”

      They jogged. Theoretically, the hatch pushed inwards. There was every chance a metal cover would hamper their progress fatally.

      They had to try.

      Beneath the potential exit, Adam dropped to one knee and knitted his fingers to create a platform onto which Eve hopped. With two palms, she shoved the hatch.

      Here came the hooded monster.

      The panel shifted. It was stiff, but Eve buzzed with excitement as she realised, with a little more force, it would—

      One second, the hooded man was at the corridor’s end. The next, he hit Adam with such speed and force that her brother shot through the air and smashed into the window’s metal cover.

      Eve fell, twisting an ankle on the carpet and cracking her shoulder against the wall.

      Before she could gather herself, the hooded man had grabbed her shirt and swung her into the opposite wall.

      It was like being hit with a wrecking ball. The air left her body, and she collapsed onto her back. When she tried to gulp oxygen, she could taste the gas.

      The black-clad giant hovered above her. From this angle, she could see beneath his hood.

      For the first time, she was witnessing a true demon on Earth.
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        * * *

      

      “Switch camera,” said Carter. The new angle showed the twins rushing down another hall. At its end was another barred window. Carter knew this had not grabbed their attention.

      “Can they get through the hatch?” she asked.

      “Yeah, but it won’t help them. It opens into a metal cage, which they can’t escape without the code.”

      “Which they don’t know?”

      He shook his head. On-screen, Adam had formed a platform onto which Eve stepped. At the corridor’s end, Grendel appeared.

      “He’ll kill them,” said Carter.

      Panic set in. McQueen was dead. If Grendel killed the twins, Carter was the only senior agent left to take the blame. Sandra would have her killed, maybe tortured first. McQueen was beginning to seem like the lucky one.

      No way could she let that happen.

      Grabbing the radio, she patched into McQueen’s team, speaking to them all at once.

      “All units converge on the front of the house. We’re going to open that entrance only.” She tapped her man and nodded as she spoke, he moved to the control, isolated the front door. “Get inside. The twins are on the first floor, up the stairs, left then left again. Put anything that moves to sleep. Twins, rat, dragon, I don’t care. I want it down. Got me?”

      Her ears rang with affirmatives. The metal shutter over the front door withdrew as the agents raced around the sides of the house. Some glanced at the dead agents, but they were professional enough to ignore the deceased. Only two double-took at the massacre of McQueen’s corpse.

      “They must not have considered Grendel,” she said.

      In the corridor, Grendel had put Adam into the window shutter and was throwing Eve into the wall. With one eye on the beast, Carter used the other to count McQueen’s agents. Once they were all inside, she nodded at her agent.

      “Close it up.”

      “Are you—”

      “I said close it up.”

      This time, he did as commanded, while Carter watched the beast bend closer to Eve, ready to move in for the kill.
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        * * *

      

      Back aching, shoulder throbbing, mind fading, Adam forced himself to his knees and blinked several times, commanding his mind to reignite.

      Ahead, a blur solidified into the towering black-clad thing that had hit him with such force. A force no human should have been able to wield.

      Beneath the bastard, his sister stared into the hooded creature’s face. The creature stared back. For several seconds, nothing happened.

      Downstairs, a shutter withdrew.

      Boots stomped into the hall, seconds later clomping up the stairs. The hooded creature spun to Adam.

      “Wait.”

      It was Eve. Pushing herself up until she stood opposite Adam with this superpowered creature playing piggy in the middle.

      Adam couldn’t make out what was under the hood, which was probably for the best. He got the impression this thing was hungry and unsure.

      “Hey,” said Eve. “What’s your name?”

      The agents had stormed around one corner. Any second, they would appear, armed. There would be no pause to shout “hands in the air”; at once, they would fire.

      “You’re different,” said Eve. “Like us. We’ve all got stuff that separates us from ‘normal’ people. Seems like we should be on the same side. Don’t you think we should be on the same side, Adam?”

      “Sure,” he said. The tall creature made him uneasy, made him want to run. Eve was right; they were kindred spirits. He should not have felt repulsed, but couldn’t help himself.

      The agents appeared, already firing.

      Eve was groggy from the gas and could not raise the shield in time.

      A gnarled, grey hand grabbed her arm and stepped forward.

      Maybe the beast didn’t know its strength. Adam caught Eve to stop her cracking open her skull on the same steel shutter into which the creature had thrown Adam.

      The bullets stopped. Their hooded semi-friend must have been riddled with them because Adam and Eve were untouched. The agents, guns still raised, had wide eyes and wider mouths. They looked utterly terrified.

      “Grendel,” one of them squeaked. “Sorry.”

      The beast lunged, firing down the hallway like a ball from a cannon.

      The agents scattered, turning back on themselves and trying to flee. The one who had apologised didn’t move fast enough.

      He disappeared beneath Grendel.

      He screamed.

      Blood splattered across the walls.

      “Okay, there’s that,” said Eve. “Now what? The front door opened.”

      “And closed again,” said Adam.

      He looked at the hatch.

      “Right,” she said. “Let’s do this.”

      Adam went to his knee, knitted his hands and once again Eve jumped, pushing the hatch, this time working to the sounds of Grendel enjoying a hearty meal.
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        * * *

      

      Groggy and disoriented from booze and gas; Francis somehow managed to climb to his feet and anchor his consciousness.

      The metal door was gone. Francis knew at once what beast had caused this and knew he was responsible for the creature’s presence in his home. Due to the alcohol, he was not afraid. Due to something more profound, he realised he did not want to lie down and let Sandra kill him.

      Beneath his oak desk, next to where he had taped the device that was supposed to control the house’s security, Francis had taped a handgun and spare clip. The gun was a massive, six-shot, loaded. Each shot packed a hell of a whollop. Not enough to kill Grendel, but plenty to deal with any former subordinates into who he might run.

      Keeping his back straight and his gait dignified, he crossed the room and entered the entrance hall. Here, panic-stricken agents were flooding down the stairs. They reached the front door, stopping when they found their way blocked.

      Upstairs, Grendel roared. Francis recognised the sound of a creature who has finished what is on his plate but is not yet full.

      One of the agents was shouting. Francis couldn’t see into what but knew he was radioing whoever commanded this operation.

      “Carter. We’re trapped. Open the door. Open the damn door.”

      Francis chuckled. Carter was one of the best. A true professional. Though he could not hear her response, he knew what she would be saying. You have a job to do, turn around and catch those twins, then we’ll talk about opening the doors.

      The shouting agent unleashed a volley of nasty insults. That would be a disciplinary. Carter would skip the verbal and written warnings and move to the panful stuff. If the agent survived. Which he would not.

      Grendel appeared at the top of the stairs.

      Francis retreated into the study, standing with his back pressed against the wall, listening.

      “Stay back,” someone shouted.

      Grendel pounded down the stairs. The agents fired not only stunning rounds, but bullets meant to kill. Naughty naughty.

      Then Grendel was amongst them, and the screaming began.

      Those who could, fled down the nearest hall while Grendel slaughtered their colleagues. There was no escape. Grendel would get them in the end.

      Francis returned into the hall where Grendel was treating three felled agents like a buffet. Two were dead. The third whimpered as Grendel dug into his entrails.

      Francis could not reach the first floor without approaching Grendel. He could wait until Grendel finished this meal, hoping the monster would proceed down the hall to catch the fleeing agents. But if the agents stopped running, and were as silent as Francis, there was no guarantee the monster wouldn’t instead return to the study.

      His fear remained dampened by the alcohol, or he would have retreated into his study, paralysed by terror, restricted to prayer rather than action.

      Whiskey inspired proactivity. With quiet but quick steps, Francis made for the bottom step, a metre from the beast. Close enough to smell Grendel’s meal. Alcohol saved him again. If not for its effects, the stench would have prompted a visceral reaction. Vomiting would have drawn the monster.

      Grendel didn’t turn as Francis made the steps, and with each one, he increased his speed, ascending to the first floor and the turn that would conceal him from the monster’s line of sight.

      Three steps from the top, two agents appeared, one determined, one pale.

      Francis put a bullet through the determined woman. The recoil almost tipped him back the way he had come. Rolling, tumbling he would have fallen straight into the feasting Grendel.

      Who had stopped eating at the shot and turned that deformed, demonic face to the stairs’ peak.

      “Oh, God,” said the pale man, before Francis shoved him in the back.

      He examined the dead woman. For a long time, he had owned this gun. She was his first kill. He wished it could have been Sandra.

      The pushed, pale man yelled as he pitched forward and disappeared down the stairs. He might have rolled to the bottom and broken his neck against the metal door. Grendel, meeting him halfway, removed this danger, The man screamed for only two seconds as the beast tucked in.

      Francis took one left then the next. The hatch through which he hoped to escape was open. Francis had no doubt who he would find up there.

      Halfway along the hall, he heard feet moving in his direction. Grendel or agents, he could not tell. He jogged to the open hatch and heard hurried conversation.

      “Having trouble?” he called.

      Eve’s face appeared. “You.”

      “You want out; you’ll need the code. You want the code, pull me up.”

      Like a child wanting mummy to pick him up, he raised his arms.

      Two more agents appeared. Neither looked pale. Francis’ gun was at his hip, far out of reach of his raised arms.

      One of the agents put a pullet in Francis’ hip.

      When he fell, they raised their guns, preparing to finish the job.
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        * * *

      

      On two screens, side by side, Carter watched her operation crumble.

      The left screen showed the end of a corridor on the ground floor. Here, most of McQueen’s agents had gathered. The doors that encircled them were locked. With desperate fists, they hammered the metal. When Grendel appeared in the corridor, they pounded with greater desperation but didn’t increase their chances of escape.

      “Should I open the doors?” said Carter’s man

      “Cowards,” she said. “They deserve to die.”

      But three of the agents, having sensed they could not escape, had left the door bashing to their more terrified comrades. Drawing their weapons, they aimed at Grendel.

      It was unlikely they would kill the monster. Carter could not take the risk.

      “Open one door,” she said. “But not the next window. They can die as well in either room.”

      Grendel bounded down the hall. The agents fired. One door’s shutter rose, prompting a desperate scramble to get inside. Several bullets hit Grendel, but he slowed only a little before taking all three firing agents down in one swoop.

      Rather than watch another massacre, Carter turned to the next screen. This showed the top floor corridor, beneath the hatch through which the twins had fled.

      Somehow, Francis had made his way there and stood beneath the hatch. He raised his arms in anticipation.

      “Presumably,” said Carter through gritted teeth. “He knows the code?”

      Her agent nodded. “Yes, but, even if they get through the door and onto the roof, they’re too high. How would they get down?”

      “You haven’t heard what happened at the construction yard,” Carter said. “Eve can get them down but…”

      She pondered her next move as two agents came around the corner. Grendel had been shot. A lot of agents had died. Carter could not face Sandra without having caught the twins. She couldn’t.

      A bullet put Francis on the carpet. The agents prepared to kill him.

      Through the hatch popped Eve’s head.

      “That’s enough,” said Carter.

      The agents on screen pulled their triggers. As they did, their guns span in their hands, and the bullets found their skulls. They dropped.

      “Stay here,” she said to the agent in front of her. “Keep an eye on the screens and keep me updated. Do not open any doors. We want to keep Grendel contained as long as possible.”

      Eve vanished. Adam lowered through the hatch; arms outstretched.

      “You,” she said, pointing at a second agent. “Get an SUV and bring it to me at the building. The rest of you,” she commanded the remaining three. “Tool up and come with me.”

      Francis disappeared through the hatch.

      “We’re going on a twins hunt.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam hoisted Francis through the hatch and Eve grabbed the gun from his belt, chucking it to her brother. He checked the clip and showed Eve. Five shots.

      “Got any more?” Eve asked.

      Without fuss, Francis dug into his pocket and slapped the spare magazine into Adam’s hand. Eve took the drunk’s arm and dragged him towards the cage door. To the right of the handle lay a keypad.

      “They won’t have changed the code?” Eve said.

      “It can’t be changed remotely. Only from here.”

      To prove his point, he keyed in seven-digits, and a light flashed green. Turning the handle, he shoved the door, allowing them into mansion’s attic.

      The space was cavernous and uncluttered. A few bits of tat, a boiler, a Christmas tree. Francis seemed a lot soberer, Eve noticed, as he crossed the barren space.

      “It’s weak here,” he said, tapping the inside of the roof. “With your powers, you should make short work of the tiling. Adam’s muscles might even be enough.”

      Uninterested in testing Adam’s brute strength, Eve blew a person-sized hole through the tiles. Joining Francis at the precipice, she grabbed his shoulder.

      “You first.”

      “You’ll want me alive,” he warned.

      Eve glanced at Adam, who hung back. He would not prevent her from tossing Francis through the gap. Nor did he have the stomach to participate. His reticence did nothing to off-put Eve.

      “This’ll be the part where you claim to have given us a fake address,” she said.

      “No, the address is genuine,” Francis confirmed. “Should you get into that particular farmhouse you will find the asset. Should you destroy it, things will go back to how they were. The organisation for which I worked until this morning will be unable to find you at the drop of a hat.”

      “So why wouldn’t I kill you? You’ve already admitted to leading the chase against us for years. You’re scum. A lot of people have died to keep you in whiskey. Adam and I would be suffering at the hands of your twisted doctors if you weren’t so crap at your job so tell me, why don’t I want to kill you?”

      “Two reasons,” said Francis. The fog really had cleared. He held his hip where the bullet had entered but showed no pain. Keeping it in had to be sobering him up. “Firstly, with my knowledge, I can ensure you get in and out of that farmhouse without getting caught. After all, they’ll be expecting you. They know that’s why you came to find me.”

      “I hope your second reason’s a real good one,” said Eve.

      “I have information about your mother you might find interesting.”

      “Information about a dead woman,” said Eve. “Not compelling enough, I’m afraid.”

      “For you,” said Francis.

      Eve looked at Adam. Her brother stepped forward and grabbed Francis’ arm, dragging him from the edge to the ground.

      Eve shook her head. “You can’t be serious?”

      Adam said nothing.

      “It’s bull,” she said. “And even if he does know something, what information about a dead woman can be worth his life?”

      “Not a dead woman,” said Francis. “Oh, no. I’ve given it away.”

      The silence that covered the twins was so complete they could hear the single, heavy, set of footsteps in the hall.

      “That’s Grendel,” said Francis. “Time to move.”

      “Good call. Adam, leave him.”

      Adam returned to close the cage door. Before he did, Eve caught sight of the demon beneath the hatch.

      “That we are not asleep in my study is testament to the fact that such doors will not hold him,” said Francis. “We need to go. Now.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “Yes, he is,” said Adam.

      “He’s lying. You must know he’s lying. We saw her die over a decade ago.”

      “You never saw a body,” said Francis.

      “Shut up.”

      “If you keep me alive,” said Francis. “I can tell you where she is, and you can try to free her if you want. I wouldn’t advise it; she’s well secured, but that would be your prerogative.”

      The monster kicked the door. The room seemed to shake.

      “We have to go,” said Adam.

      “He stays,” said Eve.

      “You don’t have time to argue,” said Francis. “He’ll be in soon, and we’ll all be dead.”

      “Don’t count on it,” said Eve. “He could have killed me before, but he didn’t. He sensed we were the same.”

      “Maybe,” said Francis. “Will you take the risk.”

      “That’s it,” said Eve. She stepped towards Francis, but Adam grabbed her arm, pulled her so close he was almost whispering in her ear.

      “You wanted me to have hope back,” he said. “You wanted me to want to fight to stay alive. I know he’s probably lying, but if you want me to hope, let me have something to hope for. When it turns out he’s lying, we’ll kill him together.”

      The room shook again, the door buckled but didn’t break.

      “Sibling bonding,” said Francis. “How wonderful.”

      “Get up,” she said. She couldn’t look at Adam.

      Adam pulled Francis to his feet. As he rose, an invisible force ripped the bullet from his leg. He screamed.

      “Sorry, did that hurt?” said Eve. “How sad.”

      The room shook again. The door bent. A hand was visible in the gap created.

      Francis gave another yelp as the skin was pulled together over the wound. The blood continued to trickle but had all but stopped.

      “To the edge,” said Eve and, looking at Adam, “I don’t know if I can do this with three.”

      “I believe in you. I’ll go at the back.”

      “I’m not touching him.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      Adam pushed Francis to the edge, then forced Eve’s arms around his waist. Perhaps because he was staring over a drop that would certainly kill him if he fell, Francis held his tongue.

      Adam wrapped his arms around them.

      “Ready?”

      The door flew off its hinges. Grendel stepped inside.

      Adam stepped forward, and all three fell through the gap towards the ground.
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        * * *

      

      One of Carter’s guys pointed, shouting, “There they are.”

      Next second, they were falling. Right after that, their descent slowed as though an invisible parachute had caught the air.

      “You heard what she did yesterday?” another of her agents called. “What she keeps doing? She’ll  kill us.”

      “She won’t,” said Carter, and her conviction soothed her agents. She had chosen them. Unlike McQueen, her people would never betray her, no matter how frightened they were.

      Eve, Adam and Francis were speeding up. It looked as though they were coming too fast, as though there was a hole in the parachute. Carter watched their descent and smiled as her hypothesis was proven correct.

      “With the gas and this little stunt, she’ll be too weak to use her powers,” Carter said. “If she tries, she’ll pass out, and we’ll get her anyway. You take her,” she said to her most trust-worthy agent. “You take Adam,” she said to another, “And you,” she said to the third, the shotgun carrier. “Whatever you do, do not shoot the twins. If you have to, kill Francis. Best case, you don’t fire at all. It’s for show.”

      The falling trio hit the grass. As Carter and her crew approached, they were struggling to their feet.

      “This is it,” she called.

      Despite her weakness, Eve rose fast, swung her arms wide and yelled, “Die.”

      It was for show. The twin had nothing in the tank. Carter would have laughed in her face if her nervous shotgun-wielding agent hadn’t squealed and put a slug through Eve’s stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Adam saw red.

      As the force of the bullet threw Eve through the air, Adam drew Francis’ gun.

      Five bullets.

      The shotgun blast had stunned all their adversaries. Powered by fury, Adam took advantage of their shock.

      Bullet one hit Eve’s shooter in the shoulder. As he screamed and span; as he dropped and his shotgun flew from his hands, Adam fought the recoil and fired again.

      The remaining agents had come to their senses. They aimed at Adam.

      Bullet two disappeared into one agent’s right eye.

      Adam vanished.

      Silence.

      Then bullet three hit agent three in the chest. Bullet four went through his throat.

      Backing up, agent four, the leader, spun, firing into thin air and prompting Francis to take cover.

      An SUV burst through the fence.

      Adam appeared beside agent four and cracked her skull with the butt of his gun. When she hit the ground, he launched a vicious kick to her stomach.

      The SUV drew nearer.

      Eve’s shooter scrabbled for his shotgun. Adam arrived first. Grabbing the guy’s shirt, he hauled him skyward.

      The SUV was seconds away.

      Adam and the shooter vanished.

      The SUV driver stared. Kept going. Then—

      Screamed as Eve’s shooter smacked the bonnet, bounced to the ground, and disappeared beneath the wheels. Slamming the brakes, he brought the car to a screeching halt and threw open his door.

      Before he could jump out, the passenger side door also flew open.

      Bullet five smashed into his face and threw him from the car.

      Exhausted, bleeding from the nose, head pounding, Adam collapsed to his knees and took long, gasping breaths. Beneath the car, Eve’s shooter was a mangled mess. Adam felt nothing close to sympathy or regret.

      For Eve, he dragged himself up and rushed around the car.

      “She’s alive,” said Francis, who had pressed his balled shirt to her stomach. “We need to get her out of here.”

      Above them, howling. Adam saw Grendel standing where they had fallen. He howled as a wolf might howl at the moon. That it was day and that he was no majestic creature somewhere ruined the visual.

      “I’m weak,” said Adam. “Help me.”

      Francis nodded, and they lifted Eve. They took her to the car and lay her across the back seat. Adam jumped in and placed her head in his lap. With one hand, he held Francis’ shirt to her gaping wound and stroked her hair with the other.

      To Francis, he said, “Drive.”

      Francis nodded.

      They drove.
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        * * *

      

      Sandra listened to the report. Throughout, she held her impassive expression. Once it was over, she told agent Lyle to send all footage to the facility, then go home, get some rest. They could debrief him another time.

      Only once the video call ended did she allow her face to crumple; the groan to escape her lips. Fighting an onslaught of depression, she placed her head into her hands and screamed into her palms.

      What a shambles. Two crack teams and they had just two survivors.

      Worse, one of those survivors was AWOL, following the twins on some ridiculous solo mission.

      Worse again, most of her fallen agents had been killed not by the twins, but by their colleagues. Most by Grendel but McQueen had killed Kiman before being killed by two of his agents who Carter, in turn, had killed. It beggared belief.

      Worst of all, some idiot had shot Eve. Lucky for the wretch, he had died before Sandra could catch him. If Eve died, it was over. Everything for which they had worked. All their plans.

      She could not think about it.

      She could think of nothing else.

      She had to think of it. Had to pivot, had to plot her next move.

      Their commanders had given Francis many years and many attempts to capture the twins before losing faith. They would not afford Sandra the same luxury.

      Unlike Francis, she had not worked her way through the company by ordinary channels. Brought in for an experiment, becoming the first red room mother, she should never have earned a position of authority. In her quest for control, she had spilt much blood, performed many terrible acts. It would not all be for nothing.

      Sandra’s daughter, Lucy, entered. Many would always view Sandra like Ursula. The mother of a monster. A surrogate of the organisation's plans. Someone to be kept to one side. Time and again, she had proved them wrong and time and again she would continue to do so.

      Whatever ever it took.

      “You called, mother?” said Lucy. Her words were a drawl, her smile slanted. Her eyes were hungry. She knew why she had been summoned. Once Francis was removed, Lucy had begged for the chance to pursue the twins, but Sandra had refused. She was not Grendel, but they shared many characteristics. Neither could be trusted to bring the twins alive.

      But desperate times…

      “I grant your wish,” she said. “I know where the twins are going, and I know Eve is weak. Now is the best time to catch them.”

      “If sweet Eve is not at full strength, where’s the fun?”

      “It’s not supposed to be fun.”

      “But anyone could get her.”

      “There’s more,” Sandra said, through gritted teeth. “Grendel is on the loose. We believe he’s hunting the twins.”

      Now Lucy’s eyes gleamed with excitement. Falling into a soft leather chair, she clutched her mother’s desk.

      “That’s more like it.”

      “Lucy,” Sandra said. “I need them alive. Nothing is more important than that.”

      “You have my word.”

      “Grendel too.”

      “Oh, but if the beast were to attack me and—”

      “Lucy. Grendel does not die.”

      “Whatever,” she said, waving it away. “Wouldn’t want to annoy Ursula, would we? She can be so whiney.”

      Sandra held her tongue. With Lucy’s mood, you had to tread more than lightly. It was like walking on clouds. You knew you should be falling, plummeting to the Earth. Any second, you probably would.

      Still, she could not allow the girl to run the show.

      “You won’t do this guns blazing,” she said. She looked her daughter up and down. “You’ll need to change. I have an outfit in mind.”

      “Fabulous,” said Lucy. “May I begin?”

      Again, Sandra held off. There was no stopping this train once it had left the station. This was how Francis had felt when he had arranged for Grendel’s release.

      “You may,” said Sandra.

      “Oh, mother, you won’t regret it,” said Lucy. “I’m going to bring you the twins, and you know what, just to make it extra special.”

      She grinned.

      “I’m going to put a bow on them.”
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        * * *

      

      Down empty roads, far too fast, they drove.

      Adam held Francis’ balled shirt and his jacket to Eve’s stomach. But she continued to lose blood. If she would wake, she could summon the strength to close the wound or at least stem the flow. But she would not wake. Adam had tried repeatedly to rouse her.

      There were tears in his eyes. It was not right to say he could not go on without her. It was deeper than that.

      Without Eve, he could not exist.

      From her hair, he took his hand. In his jacket, he found the gun’s spare clip. This he placed on his lap before grabbing the gun with the same hand and ejecting the spent magazine. Quick as possible, he took his other hand from Eve’s stomach and slid the new clip home.

      One hand returned to Eve’s stomach. The other pointed the gun at Francis.

      “There’ll be no need for that,” said Francis.

      By now, the older man seemed utterly sober. Given the speed he was driving, this was probably for the best. It also worried Adam. Sober men were more likely to conjure cunning tricks. It was clear the organisation which pursued the twins had fired Francis. What better way to earn back their trust than by hand-deliver Adam and Eve on a silver platter with the sister unable to use her power.

      “It’s simple,” Adam said. “My sister dies, I shoot you. If you’re leading us into a trap, well, I would rather be in your facility than see my sister die, so I’d let them take us, but I’d kill you first.”

      “We’re going to a guy I know,” Francis said. “Ten-minute drive. He’s nothing to do with the organisation for which I worked. He’ll patch up your sister and me. Then we can go after the asset and your mother.”

      “I don’t care about my mother,” said Adam. “I just need Eve to live.”

      “She will,” said Francis. “Then you’ll start caring about your mother again. It’s going to be okay.”

      “Not for them,” said Adam.

      Still pointing the gun at Francis, he looked at his sister’s pale face. Eyes closed, she seemed to be asleep, peaceful.

      “Whether my sister lives or dies, my course is set,” said Adam. “No more running.”

      “No?” said Francis.

      “No,” said Adam. “I’m going to kill them all.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Want more?

      

        

      
        The twins return in CAT AND MOUSE, the third Adam and Eve thriller. Available now on Amazon via the link below, or save when you buy the complete Adam and Eve boxset, containing all six thrillers.

      

        

      
        Buy Cat and Mouse on Amazon:

        mybook.to/catmouseadameve

      

        

      
        Buy the complete Adam and Eve boxset on Amazon:

        mybook.to/adamevebox

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Grab Your Free Thriller Novel
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      To sign up for the Mark Ayre Reader’s Group and get your free copy of Hide and Seek, book one in a trilogy of gripping supernatural suspense novels, visit: markay.re/freehideandseek

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      Back in the early months of 2020, I wrote Hide and Seek and Count to Ten, the first two novels in my Hide and Seek trilogy.

      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.

      But not right away. I love writing, but it’s always hard work. Even more so when writing several volumes of the same series in a row. I knew if the third volume was to hit the standards I wanted it to, I needed to take a break before I began.

      For me, a break means not lying on a beach, but starting something new. For some time, I’d had an idea for a story two siblings bearing great power, the use of which would cause them to suffer great consequence, on the run. Thus, in the aftermath of publishing Count to Ten, Adam and Eve were born.

      These would be shorter works, novellas rather than novels. Therefore, I decided I would write not one but three before embarking upon the third Hide and Seek novel.

      Then I got started. In a flash I had written the first two, and was captivated by the trials and tribulations Adam and Eve were facing. Rather than three, I decided I would write four, then get on to the final Hide and Seek novel.

      Now, here we are. As I sit at my desk, writing this introduction, I am part way through the sixth Adam and Eve thriller.

      This introduction will appear in all six books, as well as in the boxset.

      I don’t know at what point you may have decided to read this authors note but, whenever it is, I can only say thank you for being here, and I hope you have enjoyed reading about Adam and Eve’s troubles as much as I have enjoyed writing them.

      For now, I’m off to finish writing the sixth thriller, which you may have just finished reading. Then it’s on to completing the Hide and Seek trilogy.

      I hope you enjoy that one too.

      
        
        Mark Ayre

        24/07/2020
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          The Adam and Eve Thrillers

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cursed from birth with supernatural abilities, Adam and Eve have spent their lives on the run, using the tips their mother taught them to keep one step ahead of the ruthless organisation that pursues them.

      

        

      
        But when their enemy develops a new device that can locate the twins, any time, anywhere, running is no longer an option. To secure their freedom, they must turn and fight.

      

        

      
        Do Adam and Eve, even with their extraordinary abilities, stand any chance of destroying an organisation with infinite resources and no compunction about killing countless innocents to achieve their goals, or are they merely hand-delivering themselves to the tortuous life of experimentation from which their mother tried to save them?

      

        

      
        Follow the twins as they fight to overcome insurmountable odds in pursuit of the one thing they have never been allowed: a normal life; with all six thrillers available separately or in a single digital collection..

      

      

      Book One: Fire and Smoke

      Book Two: Lost and Found

      Book Three: Cat and Mouse

      Book Four: Lock and Key

      Book Five: Cloak and Shield

      Book Six: Hope in Hell

      The Complete Boxset: Adam and Eve Books 1-6

    

  


  
    
      
        
          The Hide and Seek Trilogy

          A Trilogy of Supernatural Thrillers

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Book one:

        A stroll in the woods almost killed her. Her survival puts everyone she loves in danger…

      

        

      
        After Mercury stumbles upon an unconscious man on a mysterious symbol in the woods, her safe place almost becomes her final resting place.

      

        

      
        Lucky to survive, Mercury tracks the man she almost died trying to help, only for him to claim he was home when she believes he was attacked.

      

        

      
        Sure he is lying, Mercury sets about discovering the truth, and finds evidence of a terrifying ritual involving the symbol she saw that night. But her interference brings her survival to the attention of those who tried to kill her, and as they seek to perform the ritual again, Mercury must fight to stop them not to save her own life - but the lives of everyone she loves...

      

      

      Book one: Hide and Seek

      Book two: Count to Ten

      Book Three: Coming October 2020

    

  


  
    
      
        
          The James Perry mysteries

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The black sheep’s shadow

      

      

      
        
        They see the body down an alley. Hair matted with blood from a blow recently struck. They call the police and try to stop the bleeding.

      

        

      
        Somewhere nearby, a mother screams. Her nine year old has been taken.

      

      

      
        
        All your secrets

      

        

      
        His body lies on his office floor, multiple stab wounds having shredded his white shirt and the chest beneath it.  

      

        

      
        There has been no break-in. The killer was either invited, or already had a key.

      

      

      Tap here to grab the books now

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Standalone

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Poor Choices

      

      

      
        
        The Morton's were unassuming, unexceptional boring. Now, as they try to rectify their poor choices, they slip further and further into dark and dangerous places, and it won't be long before blood is spilled.

      

      

      Tap here to buy now
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      MARK AYRE is a writer of character driven suspense thrillers, often with a supernatural slant. He was born in Reading, England, where he now lives with his wife and daughter.
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