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      The operating theatre into which they wheeled Eve was dank, grubby, depressing. The team tasked with saving her life looked more like drug dealers than doctors. Given the vile creature who recommended them, they probably were. Adam would have pounded upon a viable alternative, had he thought of one.

      In a room across the hall, in a metal chair at a chipped wooden table, Adam waited for news with an untouched coffee. The lead doctor, Doc, had warned the operation would take hours. The shotgun slug had hit Eve’s belly button like a bullseye and shredded her insides. Sleep, he told Adam. They would wake him with news.

      Adam could not follow this advice. While Eve was out of action, he was her guard. He feared an attack. Even if he hadn’t, he could not sleep while her life hung in the balance.

      Through the door walked Francis, the man who, until that morning, had been charged with capturing the twins. Eve had wanted to kill him. Because he claimed their mother was alive, and that he knew her location, Adam had persuaded her to let him live. If he hadn’t, Adam would have had to surrender to their pursuers to ensure she survived. It might still come to that.

      “I had a feeling you wouldn’t accept the bed,” said Francis. He took the seat opposite Adam and placed his palms on the table. “She’s going to be okay.”

      Adam repressed the urge to grab Francis’ head and smash his face into the table until it was no more than a bloody pulp.

      “We’re not friends,” he said.

      In surrender, Francis raised his hands. When Adam continued to glare, he rose, crossed the room and filled the kettle.

      “Guess you don’t need another drink?”

      Adam didn’t answer.

      “Doc is brilliant,” said Francis. “You have to look past the exterior. He’ll fix your sister, then my leg. The painkillers are already working a treat.”

      The kettle boiled. Francis added three mounds of instant coffee into a mug and poured the water, following this with no milk but three more spoons of sugar.

      “Are we safe?” Adam asked. “And for how long?”

      “We were careful,” said Francis.

      This, Adam knew. Having stolen a tracked company vehicle, they couldn’t drive far. After ten minutes of speeding, Francis had pulled into an abandoned lot where had been waiting an ambulance. They moved Eve into the back where Doc and a helper had begun trying to save her life. Adam sat up front with Francis, who drove.

      Ninety minutes later, they arrived at Doc’s base. It should take their pursuers a long time to find them. Unless …

      “What about this person tracker? Can’t they find us like that?” He snapped his fingers

      “Didn’t Donnelly tell you the limitations?” Francis asked. He came to the table and sipped his coffee, squirming at the temperature.

      “It can only be used every couple of days,” said Adam. “But Caldwell must have—”

      “Forget Caldwell,” said Francis. “The tracker’s been used since, six hours ago. Best case, for them, the asset is ready after another 36 hours. I propose we stay here thirty, to be safe, then drive North, stopping as infrequently as possible. If possible, we want to be on the road when they next call upon the asset. Again, to be on the safe side, I’d keep moving 12 hours, then bunk down for at least a day to let Eve rest. After that, you might start thinking about going for the tracker. Though Eve still won’t be near peak.”

      Adam nodded. He struggled to trust Francis but the delay tallied with Donnelly’s information. As soon as possible, they needed to destroy the tracker. Leaving Eve was out of the question, even if Adam could complete the mission alone, which he doubted. They had to keep moving until she was strong. If they were ambushed any time soon, there was almost no chance they would escape.

      Francis rose. “I’m going for a lie-down. These pain killers make me drowsy. Consider resting, okay?” He chuckled at Adam’s look. “Yeah, yeah, I remember. We’re not friends.”

      Adam nodded.

      “Okay, then.”

      Francis left. Adam clutched his cooling coffee and stared at the wall. He tried not to think of the worst that might happen to Eve, but it was impossible.

      Losing his mother had been difficult.

      Losing Eve would be the end.

      He closed his eyes and prayed for the best.
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        * * *

      

      During their years on the run, there had been plenty of waiting. Crouching in dark rooms, in silence, sometimes for hours. As toddlers, their mother had warned them to embrace boredom.

      It had never been a problem. They had each other. On benches or mattresses or concrete floors, they would squeeze shoulder to shoulder, backs to the wall. Hand in hand, they would pass the hours. Together was enough.

      “You’re close, brilliant,” their mother had said. “One day, one of you will make a mistake, and the other will be alone. For that, you should prepare.”

      Comments like this were the reason Eve hated their mother, even in memory. No matter what the matriarch said, Adam could do nothing but love her.

      Watching her die had devastated Adam. His grief had almost got he and his sister captured.

      Over nine hours, Adam could not help but become mired in memories of his first seventeen years—the mother years—and the twelve years since. There had been more laughter post-mum. They had more easily come upon contentment during the periods the agents were not hot on their heels. Perhaps hating the woman who belittled and beat him should have been easy. Two key points prevented this.

      One, only via her tricks, tactics and lessons had they remained free so long.

      Two, she was his mum. Plain and simple.

      But she wasn’t Eve.

      During those nine hours, Adam occasionally drifted but never slept. Unconsciousness could not claim him before he knew if his sister would live.

      At last, the door opened. Doc appeared.

      “Yo, invisi-boy, with me.”

      Without a word, Adam rose, following Doc to another room. Not the operating theatre. Much smaller. Room enough for a bed, chair, heart monitor, IV drip, and a small chest of drawers. Nothing else.

      Eve had always been pale. Suntanning was a luxury never available to the twins. Now she was white as paper. Though she was asleep, she looked weak. Adam could not keep the tears from his eyes.

      “She’ll be sweet,” said Doc. “Bullet messed with her insides, but I patched her up. No drama.”

      “Thank you,” said Adam. Doc waved him away.

      “I’m an artist, man. That dude with one ear loves to paint. Doc digs stitching people up.”

      Adam approached the bed, falling into rather than sitting in the chair. In his hands, he took one of hers. Doc remained by the door.

      “Don’t move her no more than you have to,” he said. “Francis tells me it ain’t possible to stay here long. As long as you can, that’s all I’ll say.”

      “When will she wake?” Adam asked.

      “When she’s ready. Can’t rush her.”

      “No,” said Adam. Then, again, “Thank you.”

      Doc nodded. “Leave you to it, man. Maybe get some sleep, yeah? You look ragged.”

      Doc departed, leaving Adam with Eve, alone in the dark.

      He squeezed her hand. Leaning in, he stroked her cheek. Still crying, he had no idea what to say.

      “I’m happy you’re alive. Stay that way and I promise I’ll find hope, like you wanted. I promise, okay?”

      Peaceful, eyes closed, she remained still. Keeping her hand in his, Adam placed his head on the bed. Only now did he realise how tired he was. How much work his need to know Eve was safe had done to keep him up.

      He endeavoured to stay awake at least a little longer, in case she woke. He wanted to keep his eyes open but found it near impossible. Though he fought with all his might, he knew Eve was alive, and could not win the battle.

      Within a minute, her hand in his, his head at her side, he fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Possessed with mad purpose, Carter had been searching nine straight hours for the escaped twins and Francis.

      She felt strange. All her life, she had kept a tight rein on her emotions. She was a rational creature. Never one to be controlled by passion.

      Until now.

      Little introspective was needed to figure why this was different. Carter lacked McQueen’s workaholism, Caldwell’s natural leadership, Donnelly’s charisma. Head down; she performed any task she was set. Often, her achievements went under the radar. She didn’t mind. Nor did she care that many didn’t consider her a top agent. She wanted only to impress herself.

      In failing to capture the twins, she had let herself down. Grendel’s unexpected arrival and McQueen’s demise at the hands of his team were unfortunate, and not her fault. Nor did they absolve her. Adapt or die.

      She had adapted, anticipating that the twins would jump from the manor’s roof and that, following this, Eve would be a spent force.

      With three of her team, she had rushed to meet them. Her mistake had been to give her inexperienced man the shotgun. Her thought process was sound. The other two were better shots; the shotgun was for show. He was supposed to stand back while the talent took the twins and Francis.

      She should have known her guys better. Should have realised Eve would fake power and, when she did, Carter’s shotgun wielder would buy it and fire.

      It was Carter’s fault.

      She had failed.

      She couldn’t let that be the end.

      Adapt or die. That meant pursue the twins until she adapted enough to capture them or died in her attempt.

      Every favour she was owed, she had now called. She had learned of Francis’ connection with Doc. It stood to reason that was where they had gone. Eve needed medical attention, and they couldn’t take her to hospital. Sandra and the massive resource of the organisation would be all over the official institutions.

      She parked a mile from the building and slid from the SUV. Tranquiliser holstered at one hip, knife sheafed at the other, she slid a second tranq gun into her shoulder holster. Despite the damage it had caused, she slung over her back the shotgun. In her shoe, she concealed a second knife.

      Fifteen minutes later, she was outside the building. Already, she had memorised the building plans. She didn’t know where Adam and Eve would be, but she knew her route. She knew exactly where she would go and what she would do in every eventuality.

      Eve should be out of surgery. Whether awake or asleep, she’d be in no position to use her powers.

      Adam was still dangerous, but Carter could handle him.

      She would kill Francis, Doc, and anyone else in the building.

      Smiling, she approached.

      She was Carter. She always got the job done.
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        * * *

      

      As though wakefulness’ hand had grabbed the scruff of his neck and yanked him from slumber, Adam woke with a start.

      Courtesy of the bent angle at which he had fallen asleep, his back and neck ached. His hand still held Eve’s. If he had been unable to see her chest rising and falling, he would have feared she had passed while he slept.

      It was late, the building silent. Somehow, Adam knew he had not woken because of a nightmare. Somewhere nearby, someone had moved.

      This did not have to mean something sinister. Possibly Francis or one of the doctors had risen to go to the toilet and, in opening and closing doors, had woken Adam. With Eve’s hand still in his, he listened for footsteps. Any second, he would hear someone returning from the bathroom.

      Nothing.

      Always of the opinion that safe is better than sorry, Adam released his sister and rose. Crossing the room, he opened the door as though afraid it might shatter if he applied too much pressure.

      It opened inwards. Once the gap was big enough, Adam poked through his head and looked first left, then right.

      The corridor was empty. No sounds came from either direction. Adam listened for a couple of minutes, then retreated.

      He was about to close the door when he heard feet, coming his way.

      Leaving the door open, he pressed his back to the wall and waited. From this angle, he could see one direction down the hall. If the feet came from that way, he could move.

      But they were not. Someone entered the corridor at the other end and proceeded towards Adam. In practised silence, he drew from his belt Francis’ heavy handgun. Fully loaded. Six shots. If approached an enemy, Adam would try to kill them without firing a shot. The bullets were a precious resource. The noise would draw the attention of any further enemies in the building.

      He would kill anyone to protect his sister.

      The walker didn’t slow as they approached. Adam waited, counting down as they drew near.

      4-3-2-1—

      Past the door walked a man in a huge white hooded jacket and low-slung jeans. Without seeing his face, Adam knew this was one of Doc’s guys.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, he let his shoulders relax and took the door. As he prepared to close in him and his sister, Doc’s man stopped.

      “Hey, girl, who are you?”

      “I’m looking for the twins.”

      “Twins?” Doc’s man scratched his head in a way he must have seen on TV and associated with puzzlement. “Nah don’t know no twins, girl. Anything else I can woah—”

      Over the hooded man’s shoulder, Adam could not see the newcomer. He knew what had caused Doc’s man’s reaction.

      “Who are you?” the guy asked.

      “Carter,” she said. “Where are the twins?”

      “You know how to use that thing?”

      “Care to find out?”

      Carter’s eyes must have shown enough to frighten Doc’s man. Stepping back, he started to turn. His bravery was wavering. Any second, he would give Adam up. Fair enough, this was not this fight.

      While Carter focused on Doc’s guy, Adam stepped through the door and raised his gun.

      She spun. He fired.

      Having expected to need no more than the element of surprise, annoyance flashed through Adam as Carter dived back and the bullet pierced the wall, missing her by less than an inch.

      Knowing she wouldn’t want to kill him, he took two steps forward, pointing the gun to where she’d fallen while scrambling back.

      He fired again.

      Already on her feet, she disappeared around the corner.

      Furious, Adam ran halfway along the corridor before catching himself. How many agents were with Carter? He could not risk leaving Eve.

      Doc’s man fled down the hall. Adam returned to Eve’s room and removed her IV.

      “Sorry, Eve. Wish I didn’t have to do this.”

      Lifting her with as much care as he could manage, he moved to the door, entered the hall, and began to run.
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        * * *

      

      In anticipation of Adam’s approach, Carter retreated, pointing her gun at the turn. If he came around straight, she would hit him in the chest. If he rolled into sight, she would adjust. Either way, she was confident she could drop him.

      Except, he didn’t come. Carter heard his footsteps, but they grew no closer. Fearing a trick, she held her position, only breaking cover when she heard him running in the wrong direction.

      Diving around the corner, she raised her gun. Already Adam, carrying Eve, was disappearing into the next corridor.

      Gun aloft, she followed. Having memorised the plans, she knew his chosen route was not the quickest way to the exit. By taking a left, instead of right, she could cut him off.

      After checking he was gone, she ran, taking a couple more turns before reaching double doors. Through here was a small hall, at the end of which was a turn into the exit corridor. Here she could hide, waiting for Adam to appear. If he ran flat out, she would beat him by thirty seconds.

      Carter pushed open the door. She would shoot anyone in sight then cross the room, disappearing through the farther set of doors towards her destination.

      Someone had converted the hall into a relaxation space. There were sofas and a pool table. In one corner, a fridge hummed. On a table decorated with bottle rings of parties past were five open drinks. She guessed one had belonged to the white hooded man, who was absent. The other four circled the table.

      There was no need to shoot them, though they would have made easy targets.

      Someone had beat her to the punch. All four men were dead.

      Their mangled corpses revealed their murderer, and fear of this unexpected obstacle kicked Carter’s heart into overdrive.

      Nearby, something roared.

      Unsurprised by the sound, Carter took a deep breath and proceeded across the room.
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        * * *

      

      From the stone balcony which overlooked the arid landscape of hell, Eve was led through a stone arch into the castle’s grandest bedroom.

      At the sight of the luxurious four-poster bed, hidden by thick red drapes, Eve’s heart pounded with fear. In this world, she was sure she could not use her power. Should he decide to take her to the bed, she would have to use fists and feet to escape his clutches. Though he didn’t look imposing physically, she was sure he could overwhelm her by supernatural means.

      The bed was not his target. He led Eve into a stone corridor lined with thick wooden doors and bracketed candles. The screams of the tormented leaked through the brickwork from all directions. Outside, an endless line of lost souls climbed the mountain path towards castle gates that never closed. Once they entered, they would never leave, indicating this damned place must run into eternity.

      Avoiding these thoughts, Eve followed him to another stone room, the centrepiece of which was a long wooden table. At either end sat a throne. Along each side were six more humble chairs.

      “Sit,” he said. Until Eve did, he clutched the offered throne, as though planning to yank it away at the last second. She sensed this was not his style.

      Because this castle, and possibly this world, were his, she expected he would take the opposite throne, which was even larger than the one in which she sat. She did not want to meet his eye but felt relief that he would be far from her.

      But, rather than the throne, he grabbed the chair to her left and pushed it close. When he sat, he leaned in, placing a hand on her arm.

      “Eve the talker,” he said. His voice was low and sad. “On Earth, I hear it is near impossible to shut you up, yet, whenever you visit, you remain mute. Why is that?”

      Though he stared into her face, she would not turn to meet his eye. Thirty seconds he waited before sighing and leaning back.

      “Many here have had their tongue ripped free. You are not one. Please speak.”

      Knowing he would not relent, she wet her lips and worked to make her mouth move. As she spoke, she stared ahead. She could not bear to look upon his face.

      “Why am I here?”

      “You do talk, how wonderful,” he leaned forward, then examined the room. “Why are you here? Well, this is the dining room. I thought you might be hungry.”

      She flinched as he raised his arms and clapped.

      A millisecond later a small door in one corner opened. A servant dressed all in black with a covered face entered carrying a large tray. Another covered servant followed with two plates and cutlery, a third with glasses, and a fourth with a lableless bottle she guessed must be wine. In silence, they set the table.

      “They don’t usually hide their faces,” her host said, “Because I care deeply about you, I asked them to dress this way. You screaming in terror would not be conducive to conversation.”

      Once the table was set, the servers departed. Eve watched them go, watched the door close, then spoke again, her eyes still on the opposite throne.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Not one that can be translated to any Earth language,” he said. “Why don’t you name me?”

      “How about Satan?”

      He laughed. “You think me the devil? I’m afraid it’s nothing so simple. How about Jehovah?”

      “You saying you’re God?”

      “A God, in a way,” he said. He did not believe he was bragging. “I have created many creatures great and small. So, let’s go with Jehovah.”

      “Jev for short,” said Eve.

      “If you like. Now,” he waved his hands over the table. “Shall we see what we’ve got?”

      Without awaiting a response, he pulled the lid off the tray. Within sat a colossal joint of cooked pork, around which were several bowls of potatoes and fresh vegetables. The smell was intoxicating; saliva-inducing.

      “I’m not hungry,” she said.

      “Liar.” He popped the cork from the bottle and sniffed. “Delicious. Care to taste?”

      “No.”

      Tutting, Jev poured two glasses anyway then placed the bottle aside. Next to the pork was a carving knife. He took this and began to carve.

      “Why am I here?” Eve repeated. “Not this room. This place. I didn’t use my powers enough, did I?”

      “Do you remember what happened?” Jev asked, serving meat onto her plate then returning to carve some for himself. “Help yourself to veg and ‘tatoes by the way. It’s all fresh.”

      “I remember parachuting to the ground,” she said. “I used my powers for that, and the world was shimmering, but not enough. Then the agents arrived. I threatened to use my powers, but I didn’t. Did I? I don’t think…” as she tried to force the memory, her hand went absently to her stomach. Jev smiled and pointed.

      “You got shot,” he said. “Because you’d used your powers, the walls were weak. When the bullet hit, we were able to drag your spirit through. Saved you some pain, by the way, because it meant you fell unconscious. You’re welcome.”

      The next question, she had to force herself to ask.

      “So, I’m alive?”

      Jev smiled. Because she hadn’t taken any veg or potatoes, he served them both.

      “You are,” he confirmed. “I couldn’t have you die. You’re one of the most important living beings. Isn’t that exciting?”

      “Why? How?”

      “You are blessed with glorious purpose,” he said. “You are a vital component in my ultimate plan.”

      Now she could not help but look at his face. She had never seen anything simultaneously so beautiful and so repulsive. She couldn’t explain why it was the latter.

      “What goal?” she asked.

      “The fall of man.”

      After sipping wine, he chuckled. “And woman, of course.”
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        * * *

      

      Though every corridor looked the same, as Adam took yet another turn, he was sure the exit lay only one right away.

      Beat from running, he allowed his aching body to slow. Sleep beckoned, but he could not rest until he had earned some distance between him and his pursuers.

      As he approached the right turn, three figures appeared at the other end of the hallway. He froze, ready to place Eve on the floor and fight, when he realised these three were Doc, Francis, and the hooded man he had earlier seen flee Carter.

      “We gotta bounce,” said Doc. “If not right now, then at least half an hour ago.”

      “Where are the rest of your guys?”

      “Dead.”

      Doc was white-faced, furious. Fear for his sister kept Adam’s guilt at bay.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve seen an agent, but I don’t know—”

      “This wasn’t an agent,” said Francis. “This was Grendel.”

      Adam stopped and span, as though Grendel might be behind him. No sign. Speeding to a jog, he approached the turn, the exit.

      Francis had had the same idea. Arriving before Adam, he disappeared around the corner. Doc and White Hood were a few paces behind.

      The explosion of a shotgun preceded by only a split-second Francis flying out of the corridor and smashing the wall. Sliding to the floor, he clutched his stomach and stared at the bullet’s damage. Shock meant his primary emotion was confusion rather than pain.

      “What?” he said.

      Doc drew a shotgun, White Hood a pistol. Placing Eve on the floor, Adam drew Francis’ gun. He had four shots to deal with whatever threat lay around the corner.

      Pressed against the wall, all three of them approached the turn.

      From behind Doc, a roar. Adam watched a door crash open, and Grendel appear. White Hood spun, raising his gun then vanished beneath the monster.

      His screams lasted seconds.

      “What the—” Doc was backing up and was almost at the turn. Adam darted forward, turned invisible and jumped across the gap, grabbing Doc and pulling him back. As they fell, he grabbed Francis’ ankle with his other hand and pressed his ankle to Eve’s exposed leg.

      “What’s going on?” said Doc.

      Adam’s power paired invisibility with inaudibility. Only he could hear Doc’s words yet, as the doctor spoke, Grendel looked up.

      Before, Adam had only seen the monster hooded. Now, as the creature looked their way, Doc yelled in horror.

      The creature’s skin was snow white, its eyes two black orbs. A bald head made more prominent ears which pointed like an elf’s. A wolf’s elongated jaw contained rows of hellish teeth, more akin to a shark’s than any mammal’s. Its nose was more of a snout and must have had the strength of a dog’s. Grendel began to sniff, as though knowing Adam and Doc were close, but unsure where.

      Adam believed his power also made them unsmellable. He was afraid Grendel would prove him wrong.

      Stretched between Doc, Francis and Eve, he was right across the exit corridor. The way was clear. The agent had either fled at Grendel’s roar or was waiting for them outside.

      Adam prayed for the latter. He could not afford to wait until Grendel decided to leave. Already his head was pounding. Deafening waves crashing in his ears. Any second, his nose would begin to bleed. Within a minute, he might have passed out.

      His gun was at his waist. His hands occupied.

      “Point your shotgun at Grendel,” he said to Doc. “When I say go, pull the trigger, then grab Francis and get him out. I’ll get Eve.”

      “He’ll be able to see me once I move, won’t he?” said Doc.

      “He’ll be able to see you no matter what in a minute,” said Adam. “I can’t hold much longer.”

      Still sniffing, Grendel moved closed to Doc. The frightened doctor pointed the shotgun barrel at the monster’s chest.

      “I’m ready,” he said.

      Adam waited.

      Grendel moved forward another step.

      Any second, Adam’s head would explode.

      “Now.”

      The gun roared, and so did Grendel. The slug smashed his chest, throwing him to the ground.

      Doc was moving. Rising. He threw the gun onto his back and scooped Francis into his arms, sprinting down the corridor.

      Adam’s head was swimming, his ears singing. Rising, he rushed to Eve, grabbing the gun as he went. Bending, he put his hands under her legs and back.

      And Grendel barrelled into him.

      As though he were a plastic bottle, he tumbled down the corridor, only stopping when the metal wall rose to greet him. The shock of the impact sent waves of pain up his spine.

      Fighting the agony, he moved to his knees, raising his gun.

      Too late. Grendel was over Eve.

      Diving, he prepared to slaughter Adam’s sister.
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        * * *

      

      Paralysed by fear, Carter stood shoulder to wall, finger to trigger, waiting for Adam.

      A man burst from the building carrying Francis. Carter’s paralysis prevented her making the smart move: blowing the guy’s head off his shoulders. Sandra always said, “Loose ends lose lives.”

      Her mind needed to command her finger to pull the trigger. Knowing Grendel was inside, her mind was otherwise occupied trying to convince her to approach the doors. Thus, the man went unshot.

      Grendel had ruined another operation. She could not allow the monster to kill the twins. Dead, they were no use to the organisation.

      Still, she hovered, fear a paralysing poison coursing through her veins. All she needed was the strength to take one step. Forward momentum would handle the rest.

      Closing her eyes, she remembered every task she had ever completed, spending extra milliseconds on those she had almost failed. She had always found a way to get over the line. That was what she did. That was Carter.

      This was enough. A tiny dose of courage crept through the terror. She took a step. As predicted, one step beget another, then another, until the tip of her gun was a millimetre from the door’s frame.

      Taking a deep breath, she stepped back, swung around, and pointed her gun at the double doors.

      Which crashed open as Grendel burst through. It took Carter a second to notice Eve in his arms then the monster had passed her. Running at Olympic speed across the concrete, he leapt up a seven-foot wall and disappeared over the top, girl and all.

      Within seconds of the doors smashing open, Grendel was gone. Left behind, Carter struggled to process what had happened.

      Adam appeared around the corner, bruised and dazed, staggering towards the door. When he saw her, he stopped, blinking.

      “Eve,” he said.

      “She’s next,” said Carter.

      Preparing to throw open the door, she grabbed the handle, seeing as she did a reflection in the glass.

      Before she could turn, the shotgun’s barrel cracked her skull, and she knew no more.
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        * * *

      

      Jev leaned back, rubbed his stomach, and sighed with satisfaction.

      “Delicious. My staff are truly the best.” At her full plate, he shook his head. “You’ll regret leaving that later.”

      “Will I?” He still scared her, but a prolonged period in his presence had emboldened her to be more talkative, more aggressive. “I’m not in my body. Why should I need nourishment?”

      “Your body doesn’t,” he said. “But a hearty meal is as good for mind as body. Things are going to get tough.”

      The last sentence he delivered with a heavy tone she had not yet heard from him. When she looked up, his face was dark, but the clouds cleared at once and again, he was smiling.

      “What’s going to happen?” she said. Since his earlier comments, she had pressed him on this fall of man and woman, but he would not relent.

      Jev rose. “In a minute, you’ll wake with an agitated brother. He does so worry about you. Let him know you’ve survived the bullet, but you need to take it easy. Use your power and you’re as likely to bleed to death as return here. I don’t want that. Your brother must protect you, and you must let him.”

      She said nothing. A response Jev took as assent.

      “Excellent. Stay safe, and we’ll see each other soon.”

      “That’s no incentive to stay safe.”

      “Very droll,” he said. “Now off you go.”

      He placed his palm on her chest. An agonising shock ran through her body, as though he’d hit her with a live defibrillator. She closed her eyes and screamed.

      When she opened them, she was on her back. The castle was gone, and she knew she’d returned home. Above her, a shape moved. She could not help but smile.

      “Adam.”

      The shape leaned over her.

      Grendel smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Hattie was drinking again. Omi could smell it before entering the kitchen. A sweet, sickly wine that stuck in his throat and induced illness. If she had to be a drunk, he only wished she could have been into clean spirits.

      She sat at the table with a half-eaten bowl of cereal and an almost empty mug of wine. The half-done bottle stood at her feet like a loyal dog, the fridge too far to travel for replenishments. She kept it off the table to hide it from Omi. What saddened him was that she believed this might work.

      He said, “I suppose I don’t need to tell you the time.”

      “10:18,” she said. “One hour and thirty-four minutes too early to be drinking. Spare me the lecture.”

      “10:18 would be one hour and forty-two minutes too early if you found it acceptable to drink from midday. I don’t like to drink before six pm, which would make it seven hours and forty-two minutes too early to be drinking if it was 10:18. Which it isn’t. It’s 8:45.”

      “Don’t be such a know-it-all.” She downed the wine and grabbed the bottle. He wanted to be angry but could only find pity. She was a kid. Seventeen. Should have been home arguing with her parents, sneaking out to meet friends, getting her heart broken.

      “Have you checked on Delilah this morning?”

      “Nah,” she said. “Been busy.”

      He bit his tongue before the lecture could slip free; reminding himself, he was here to ensure neither Hattie nor Delilah left the house. It was not his place to care. If the people for whom he worked did not want Hattie to drink, they would cease to grant her ever-increasing requests for more bottles.

      “I’ll poke my head in,” he said.

      “No,” she said as he moved for the door. Her words were a whip across his back. Such venom. “She’s mine. You leave her alone.”

      He nodded. If Hattie wasn’t trying to leave, he was supposed to consent to her every command

      “If you need me, I’ll be in the living room.”

      “Whatever.”

      As he stepped from kitchen to hallway, the landline rang. Nervous, he answered.

      “Omi speaking.”

      “Wow, fast response. Looking for an award?”

      Omi’s heart sped. He recognised the voice.

      “Hello, Sandra. I was right by the phone.”

      “What luck. How are you?”

      “I—”

      “I don’t care. Let’s get to the point. We believe it’s likely Adam and Eve will soon pay you a visit.”

      To this, Omi did not know what to say. It was not surprising the twins would seek to destroy what here the organisation had concealed. He was surprised they had discovered its presence beneath the home’s family façade.

      “Someone shot Eve,” said Sandra. “I don’t believe she’ll be at full strength if she can use her powers at all. Still, they’ll be dangerous. We must be cautious.”

      “Perhaps,” said Omi, knowing how dangerous it could be to speak against Sandra, “we should look to move the tracker back to the facility. If—”

      “No,” Sandra cut in. “There are reasons for its location, as well you know. Besides, if we play this right, it could work to our advantage.”

      Omi looked at the kitchen door, through which Hattie sat drinking. Upstairs, sweet Delilah was quiet, probably sleeping. Worrying for them was not in his job description but worry for them he did.

      “You intend to use us as bait?”

      “Yes. Have you a problem with that?”

      “No.”

      “I don’t believe you, but it doesn’t matter. You are entitled to your opinion. It just doesn’t count for anything. What counts is your continued obedience, regardless of your personal feelings.”

      “I have never failed to carry out a command,” said Omi.

      “Good.”

      “Will you be sending reinforcements?” he asked. “I’ll attempt to apprehend the twins, but on my own, it may be a struggle.”

      “I am. She’ll be with you imminently.”

      “She?”

      “My daughter, Lucy.”

      Omi’s heart almost burst through his chest. The phone almost cracked in his hand. Again, he could find no words.

      Sandra continued. “She’ll give the password Samson, and you will give her whatever she needs. Understood?”

      “Understood,” said Omi. He trusted himself to say no more.

      “Don’t let me down.”

      “No.”

      “Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye.”

      When the call ended, Omi slumped against the wall. Though it was not in his job descriptions, he feared for the innocent girl and her mother.

      But he always did his job. He would always do his job. No matter what that meant.
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        * * *

      

      In a copse less than a mile from Francis’ manor, Doc pulled up and hopped from the SUV.

      “Come help,” he said to Adam as he left.

      In the back was a restrained, unconscious Carter. Next to her was Francis. From the building, they had fled to this SUV. Doc had placed the older man on the back seat and promised they would return inside as soon as the monster was gone. As he had patched up Eve, he would patch up Francis.

      “Don’t be silly,” had said Francis. “I’m going to die. Now, listen close.”

      Seconds after he finished speaking, Grendel burst from the building. Before the monster jumped the wall, Eve in his arms, Francis had closed his eyes for the final time. Furious as he was, it had taken all Doc’s restraint to subdue rather than kill the bitch who had fired the killer shot. He still hoped to have his revenge, soon as she was surplus to requirements.

      After checking her restraints, he lifted Francis from the car and kicked shut the door. At the same time, he heard Adam’s feet hit the dirt. The angry twin circled the vehicle.

      “I should never have come with you. I should be searching for my sister.”

      “You can’t chase that thing,” said Doc. “It was long gone before you left the building.”

      “She’s in danger.”

      “I get it, man. I know what it’s like to love someone so much there ain’t nothing you wouldn’t do to save them, and we’ll save her. But that thing, man, it tore my mates apart. It had a free run at your sis, but did it kill her? Nope.”

      “Maybe he was full. Wanted to save Eve for later.”

      “Come on. You don’t believe that.”

      For lack of a better option, Adam traipsed behind Doc towards the copse. Dead in its centre, they came among a pile of leaves which looked like a human nest. Within these leaves, Doc lay Francis.

      “You love your sister; you hate Francis,” Doc said. “I get that, but so did he, and he used his last words to help save your sister.”

      “What a champ.”

      “My name ain’t Doc, you know?”

      So left field was this comment that Adam failed to find a sarcastic retort. Standing beside Doc, staring at Francis, he waited.

      “Francis had a sister, ten years younger. He did everything he could to protect her, and trust me, that weren’t easy. She weren’t no good at looking after herself, and he couldn’t be there every second. She overdosed while he was at a meeting.”

      Adam said nothing. He could not imagine Francis protecting a drug addict sister, but we are all different people with different people.

      “He thought he failed her, but she loved him for looking after her. And she knew, whatever happened, he’d protect her son. Good education, place to live, whatever else he needed. She named that son for the brother she loved.”

      “Your name’s Francis,” said Adam.

      “Yeah, man. I ain’t going to claim he was no good guy. I don’t know much about your beef, but I know he ain’t treated you nor your sister so well. I ain’t arguing that. But he was good to me, always.”

      Adam stared at the older man. It was as easy to see him as a caring uncle to a lonely child as it was a caring brother to a drug-addicted sister. He struggled to emphasise with someone who had put him and Eve through hell, but he could emphasise with Doc.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thanks.”

      They stood in silence a while. At last, Adam said. “You want to bury him or something?”

      Doc shook his head. “He said he wanted to lie here. Let the cops do the rest.”

      “Want to say something?”

      Another shake. “Words ain’t my thing.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      Once they were out of the trees and approaching the car, Adam spoke.

      “What were these final words, then?”

      “You ain’t never going to catch Grendel, but you can find Eve so long as you locate the locator. He said you’d get that.”

      Adam stopped. In the horror of losing his sister, he had completely forgotten why he had kept Francis in the first place. For knowledge about his mother, now lost, and for help destroying the tracker that could locate them every two days. He’d not considered that, wherever she was, if he could get the locator, he could find Eve.

      “Francis said you needed someone who could get you in,” said Doc. “He weren’t going to be that guy, but—”

      “Carter.”

      And, as he spoke her name, as though it was a spell, the car door flew open, and Carter dived free, running for her life.
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        * * *

      

      Carter woke in the back of the car, trussed up and alone. The constant, pounding pain in her skull was nothing in comparison to the self-loathing which coursed through her veins. Having allowed Grendel’s presence to unnerve her, she had lost focus and allowed that stranger to render her unconscious. For the first time, she was at someone’s mercy.

      Revenge swamped her mind. Having spent many years with the organisation, she knew plenty about torture. She could make this stranger suffer. Five minutes of methods passed before she remembered she was a consummate professional. Capture Adam. That was the plan. If she had to let her attacker run free to do so, she would.

      Then there was Eve; now in Grendel’s possession. One twin would allow Carter to return to Sandra. Her success would subtract her failures and add a massive bonus.

      All of this was predicated upon her escape. If she could not unbind her wrists and ankles, she could not turn the tables on Adam and her attacker.

      But for her, the car was empty. She had no idea where were Adam, Francis and the attacker, but they’d be back. If she were James Bond, she could consider whether she was in some elaborate trap designed to kill her slowly and theatrically. As she was not, they must need her alive.

      Her attacker had bound her tight. But there was a difference between tied tight and well tied. Via careful manoeuvres, she could get loose. She did not move her legs. No point. Once her hands were free, it would be easy to release her ankles. One thing at a time.

      Minutes passed. Every second Carter grew closer to her goal but had fewer of those precious seconds remaining.

      The bonds slipped. She was perhaps twenty seconds from freedom.

      It took thirty before she was loose. As she leaned forward to work on her ankles, she heard footsteps. Soft voices growing louder every second. Most would have panicked and tried to work faster. In doing so, they would have doomed themselves. Fast fingers were fumbling fingers. Fumbling fingers led to tighter, not looser, knots. Level-headed as ever, Carter kept a slow pace and worked free the ties.

      The throbbing of her loosed limbs joined the pounding of her skull, but she ignored them both. What sounded like two sets of feet were thirty seconds away.

      The back seat on which they had dumped her opened onto the boot. Leaning over, she saw what she expected. Two sets of footprints indicated the attacker and Adam had been dealing with Francis, who must be dead. People did not take an armoury to dispose of a body. Especially when they believed the only nearby threat was tied up and unconscious.

      She grabbed, not the shotgun which had put a hole in Eve and Francis, but that which had smashed her skull. To accompany this, she took one of her stun guns. To their left was a bag containing ammo. Grabbing this, she threw open the door and dived free.

      They might have expected her to take them on. Not the plan. Instead, she pivoted and sprinted downhill. She had seen her target, the location of a previous defeat.

      Running flat out, she made for Francis’ manor.
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        * * *

      

      A burning sensation, emanating from the scar across Eve’s midriff, spread throughout her body. She was weak. Whenever she tried to sit, she shook like a washing machine and had to lie down. Repeatedly, she challenged herself to stay upright for as long as possible. Forty-three seconds was her record.

      Despite being rundown, pained, unable to stand, it was clear someone had done a top job sewing her up following the shooting. Because he was not one for conversation or negotiation, Eve guessed Grendel had not arranged her treatment.

      “Where’s my brother?” she asked.

      Across the room, Grendel sat back to the wall on the hard floor. Those black orbs stared into space. As though he were in a trance, he did not so much as twitch when she shouted.

      “Jehovah told me he’d be here,” she continued. “Though I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that he’s a liar.”

      Even talking tired her. With each word she grew dizzier, slipping closer to unconsciousness. Fighting to stay afloat, she took deep breaths until pain once more exceeded dizziness.

      “Why did you take me?” she asked in the end. “If not to talk to or do anything with me?”

      No answer.

      Much as she would have liked to, she couldn’t carry on speaking indefinitely. Ceaseless talking would be the main benefit of a full recovery. It would please her far more than regaining her power.

      Closing her eyes, she saw Adam. Before she could spend too long pondering his whereabouts, her mother invaded her memory. An awful row when Eve was thirteen, during which mum said the reckless teen would get her killed.

      In a moment of vicious spite, Eve had replied, “Good.”

      For this retort, she had expected a smack and had flinched in anticipation. Across the room, Adam could not contain his gasp.

      Mother only smiled, then whispered in Eve’s ear.

      “You want me dead because you think that means you’ve got rid of me, well guess what? You’ll never be rid of me. Even if you outlive me by fifty years, I’ll always be,” she tapped her daughter’s head, “in here.”

      We’ll see, Eve had thought. As usual, mother was right. Not a day went by without some traumatic memory scuttling in, refusing to leave until it had made her suffer through thorough recollection.

      Before their mother died, Eve survived her because of Adam. Without him, she would have fled the woman’s cold embrace and sought capture. When the memories came, again her brother was her saviour, distracting her from that cruel woman’s wicked afterglow. Even if he did not hold such a low opinion of her.

      To wake up and learn Adam was gone… she had almost returned straight into unconsciousness. Had it been possible, she might have allowed herself into a magical sleep only Adam’s return could end.

      They were not two people—twins was not the right word—rather, two halves of a whole. One person allowed to move as two. But like any person, if you took one half from the other, neither part could work. Death would surely follow.

      Adam would be feeling it too. She had no doubt he had arranged for her patching up. Grendel must have stolen her from under his nose, but things would not remain that way.

      She would find him.

      But how?

      He would search for her but had no hope of tracking Grendel. They had spent their lives on the run but had no experience in the reverse position. Hunter rather than hunted.

      Maybe they should have put trackers on each other.

      Trackers…

      She sat with the word, knowing where Adam was going. He had no hope of finding her unless he could steal the organisation’s tracker.

      Did that mean she could wait and recuperate, let him find the tracker and come to her? No. It was dangerous. By going alone into enemy territory when they had almost always travelled as a pair, he jeopardised his freedom.

      But she knew where he was going.

      Slipping her hand into her pocket, she withdrew a slip of paper, on which Francis had written the tracker’s address. Adam didn’t have a copy but had been with Francis. He could find the place. She would not let him face it alone.

      Turning on the bed, she realised that, after sitting in a hurry, she had not collapsed. Unknowingly, she had broken her record, having been sitting for over two minutes.

      Again, her brother had acted as distraction, this time from pain and dizziness. They returned upon her realisation that she was sitting. Her upright position, she held a few more seconds, then released.

      Across the room, Grendel’s eyes were not drawn.

      “I know where my brother is,” Eve said. “You play statue, but I’m going to carry on talking until you look my way, no matter how much it hurts.”

      He said nothing. Eve was not deterred.

      “I’m weak, but I’ll find my brother, and guess what? You’re going to help me.”
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        * * *

      

      Hattie had told him not to check on Delilah. Even if she had not, given what soon might come to pass, keeping his distance was the smart move. But love often precludes intelligent actions. Omi had come to love Delilah. While he hesitated at her door, there was no chance he would not enter.

      The farmhouse was ancient. The windows rattled with the wind, the boards creaked under feet, and the doors groaned at the slightest provocation. Upon moving in, Omi had oiled the hinges, only to find them resistant to renovation. As though they were afraid no longer groaning would surrender their rustic charm.

      As such, he took over a minute opening Delilah’s door. When he was finally able to poke in his head, he was glad he had. Drawn drapes protected the room from the weak light of the sun. In the bed, in the corner, the girl was curled into a ball. Sweet, innocent, secure.

      Having promised himself he would not cross the threshold, Omi was still not surprised when he pushed the door a little further and slipped inside. Many hundreds of times he had been in, often to watch over the girl while she slept. He knew the quietest route to the bed.

      Whenever he saw the girl, the same thoughts crossed his mind. He wished he had had children, and that Delilah could be his daughter. If Sandra learned this, she would remove Omi from his post. He would never again see the girl. His greatest fear was that Hattie, angered by his interference, would request his removal. Luckily, whenever she picked up the phone, her preoccupation with her need for booze overrode all else.

      Hating this emotional situation into which he had allowed himself to fall, Omi perched on the bed’s edge. Delilah’s golden hair snaked over the pink duvet set she had begged her mother to order. With a large, rough hand, he touched her head. She called him her guardian. She was his angel.

      Omi might have sat with Delilah until she woke. He had not been on her bed five minutes when the doorbell rang, yanking him back to reality.

      Closing his eyes, praying it would not be her, Omi leaned in and kissed Delilah’s head. She did not stir, and he was able to slip from the room without disturbing her slumber.

      Hattie was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. She had upgraded her mug to a wine glass, but the drink was the same. Her eyes blazed.

      “You said you would be in the living room. Where did you go?”

      Having no energy for an argument, Omi leaned over the railing, spotting a shape behind frosted glass.

      “Didn’t you answer the door?”

      “I’m not supposed to,” she said. “You forget?”

      He had not forgotten. Often, Hattie did. It was not rule-following that had prevented her answering. Sensing Omi’s disobedience, she had come to check. It was hard to be angry when she had caught him red-handed. He managed anyway.

      “I poked my head in, that’s all. I’m here to protect you.”

      “You’re here to imprison us, and to do as I say. And I say stay away from my daughter.”

      Omi felt the heat in his cheeks and knew his anger was reaching breaking point. Never had he been a cruel man, nor quick to violence. Like all agents, he was as good with his fists as a blade or rifle. He was strong and feared Hattie inciting him to such anger that he struck her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to overstep the mark.”

      “Whatever. Just don’t forget your place.”

      The doorbell sounded again. Omi nodded at Hattie.

      “You did right coming to find me rather than answering,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      Marching down the hall, he paused at the handle. There was only one person it could be. He could not wish them away.

      Behind the glass, he saw her hand rise. This time, rather than ring the bell, she would rap the glass. Before she could, he opened the door.

      “At last,” said the girl, spreading her arms and beaming. “I was starting to worry the twins beat us here. That you were all dead.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Fab. May we come in?”

      The girl’s identity he did not doubt. Still, he didn’t recognise her and was not about to disobey a direct order from Sandra.

      “You have a password, I believe.”

      “Well, aren’t you a goodie-goodie,” she said. “It’s Samson. Now let us in.”

      “Us?”

      “Yes, yes.” Lucy dragged a bundle from the floor. Only as it rose did Omi realise it was a woman. “Us.”

      “Who’s she?”

      Wrists handcuffed, head bagged, the woman did not look as though she’d had a pleasant journey. Blood trickled down one jean leg.

      “That’s an impertinent question, Omi,” said Lucy. For a second, he feared she might attack. Then she smiled. “But it’s okay. This is your thing, and I’m the one butting in so whatever, it’s fine. Who she is doesn’t matter.”

      Lucy shoved the girl and followed before patting Omi on the arm.

      “She’s part of a gift I’m preparing for big-hearted Adam.”

      She kicked the girl hard.

      “I do hope he likes it.”
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        * * *

      

      Having spent his life on the run, Adam was always ready to move. The second he saw the car open he was running. As a doctor and layabout, Doc was more tepid than hot on Adam’s heels.

      Adam was fit, lean, fast. He could not afford to be any other way. But the organisation’s agents were trained in more than just marksmanship. Carter showed incredible athleticism as she powered down the hill with a shotgun on her back, stunner on her hip, and ammo bag at her side.

      Unencumbered by anything but the clothes on his back and the handgun at his hip, Adam had the advantage. Despite her speed, he was gaining on her.

      He could not afford to lose her. In the aftermath of Eve’s shooting, Adam had been a mess. Worried only about his sister’s health, he had forgotten the slip of paper in her pocket. He had no idea where the organisation kept the tracker. Francis was dead. If Carter disappeared, Adam would have to capture another agent before continuing towards his goal of finding his sister.

      Luckily, the miles of fields in all directions offered few hiding places. Carter was too large to flee down a rabbit hole. The farm to their right was an option. Francis’ manor was closest. If she reached it before Adam could catch her, her options would increase. After catching her breath, she could set an ambush for her pursuers. Alternatively, she could escape while they searched for her.

      Sides splitting, head pounding, Adam nevertheless put on another burst of speed. The land dipped towards the manor, and before long he feared losing control of his legs and going head over heels.

      Closer he drew. And closer, and closer.

      She was ten seconds from the entrance. If Adam reached out a hand, he would be inches from her jacket.

      As though her only goal was to cross the threshold of Francis’ manor first, Carter hurled herself forward, landing hard and rolling into the house.

      The speed at which she had been running made controlling the roll difficult, but she handled it well, throwing her back against the foot of the bannister as she sprung. It must have sent shockwaves of pain up her spine, but it put her in prime firing position which she made use of, grabbing her shotgun.

      Adam hadn’t rolled. He came fast into the hall and had to stumble to an ungraceful stop. By the time he faced Carter, his eyes could find nothing but the shotgun’s barrel. He wondered if Eve saw the same before the twitchy agent pulled the trigger.

      Forcing himself to look at Carter, he noticed her steady hands and determined eyes. Twitchy was the last word you would use to describe her.

      “You were there when my sister was shot,” he said. “You were horrified.”

      Adam had seen Carter before Twitchy pulled the trigger. The moment the gun fired, he had seen nothing but red as he attacked in blind rage. He could not know what Carter felt, but it was a safe bet.

      “You won’t shoot.”

      He was surprised how calm he was keeping. He did not want to get shot, but his fear came not from a point of self-preservation. He feared being unable to free Eve from the monster.

      Carter was weighing her options, unsure of what to do. Adam knew how she felt. If she ran, he would struggle to stop her. He needed to get closer, but a single step might inspire her to fire or flee. For some sort of opportunity, he had to wait.

      “On your knees,” said Carter. She was buying time. His moment approached.

      Doc arrived. Carter spun and fired.

      Screaming, Doc dived for cover.

      Adam was moving, rushing Carter.

      She was clever.

      Moving the gun to the side, she fired, putting a bullet inches past his ear, which rang with the shot.

      The blast made him flinch and dodge to the left. Carter put the shotgun’s butt into his skull. Roaring, he fell away.

      She drew her stun gun.

      Before she could fire, he dived behind the staircase. The bullet smacked the wall where he had been.

      Going invisible, he drew his handgun and stepped from cover.

      Somewhere nearby, a door slammed.

      Carter had run. In one of the rooms, she had hidden.

      Luckily, there were only about three hundred from which to choose.
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        * * *

      

      As she had with the building from which Grendel had taken Eve, Carter had memorised the floor plans of Francis’ manor before the recent botched operation.

      This knowledge led her from the bannister to the corner of the entrance hall, past the study with the shattered door down another corridor. All before Adam realised she was gone. From here, she counted doors—one, two, three, four, five, six—until she reached her target and stepped inside.

      A small windowless room. One of many in the massive mansion Francis had never used. Carter crossed the empty space from one door to the other.

      Through this, another corridor. At its end: an exit. Carter planned to circle to the front and come up behind her pursuers, killing the one, capturing the other.

      The walkway was dusty and as devoid of rubbish as had been the room she had passed through to get here. There was one painting on the wall and a pedestal towards the exit, upon which stood a landline. As she approached, it began to ring, stopping her in her tracks.

      Nearby, Adam and his friend would be searching for her. It was possible they would hear the phone. If they did, they might pinpoint her location. Her best course was to lift and slam the receiver, silencing the bring, freeing her to continue her plan.

      But who was calling? Landlines were no longer standard. Francis would have received his calls on a mobile. It might be a cold call, but even these were rare to landlines. Besides, the timing was too coincidental.

      Carter's stomach sank, her heart pounded. After her idiot agent shot Eve, and she went in pursuit of the twins, she had turned off her mobile. This prevented quandaries about whether to answer any calls from superiors. To ignore them was deadly. Carter hoped to escape punishment on a technicality.

      Carter knew the locations of the building’s concealed cameras. By the phone, one could see her. Someone at the facility was watching. If she ignored this call, there would be no escaping their fury.

      “Hello?”

      “Carter, it’s Sandra. How are you?”

      “Good, you?” She did not know what else to say.

      “It’s grammatically incorrect to say good. Want to try again?”

      Somewhere in this house, Adam and his friend sought to recapture Carter. With her view of the cameras, Sandra would know this. Yet she wasted time with an English lesson. And Carter would respond as though she wanted to learn.

      “I’m well, thank you, Sandra. How are you?”

      “I’m good.” She chuckled. “See what I did there?”

      Carter could not force a laugh nor any words.

      “I’m going to cut to the chase,” said Sandra. “You let us down. It’s unacceptable to botch an operation, then turn off your mobile and go rogue. A lot of people are unhappy. Some people, more important than I, wish to see your head on a stick. I’m sure you’re not surprised to hear that?”

      “No,” said Carter. Her mouth was dry. Could she hear footsteps?

      “I believe what you did was tenacious. Stupid, but it showed commitment. Our plan failed, and you wanted to rectify it. I respect that, but you can’t do it alone.”

      “I know,” said Carter. “Sandra, I’m so sorry. I was—”

      “I don’t want your apologies. I want to lay my cards on the table. May I?”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay,” said Sandra. “Powerful forces are amassing against me. Following the failure of the Francis plan, they are working on our leaders to have me removed. Tonight, they’ll kill me and put someone else in charge of this operation. For your failure and your insolence, you also will be killed. Is that how you want this to end?”

      “No. I want to catch the twins.”

      “That’s handy. We only have one more shot, but everything is ready, and your part will be minimal. All I need is to know you are dedicated and will do whatever is required.”

      Carter didn’t have to consider. “Whatever you need. Just tell me what to do.”

      “Good girl,” said Sandra. “As I said, it’s simple, but please listen closely. I’m only going to say this once.”
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        * * *

      

      Grendel refused to relent. Whether he was ignoring her, meditating, or sleeping with his eyes open, it was clear incessant talking would not get his attention. To achieve her goals, she would have to put her body through hell.

      Though sitting made her queasy, she did so again. This time, rather than attempting a personal best, she twisted her legs off the bed, searching for the door.

      It was as though a thousand tiny hands were trying to drag her to the ground. Her vision swam; in rolled the pain. Despite the efforts of these three horrors, she took a step, then another. Taking it one at a time, like an alcoholic.

      Making it from bed to exit was like walking a tightrope with no training. Eve tried not to tell herself she could do it or use any pep talk words. She feared they would sound so ridiculous she would give up and collapse. Instead, staring at the door, she warned herself she could not make it, but that the further she went, the less distance she would have to travel during attempt two.

      Despite knowing this was reverse psychology, it worked. After what might have been hours, Eve collapsed onto the metal door in the room’s corner, grabbing the handle and resting her shoulder against the wall, fighting the urge to throw up or fall. After at least five minutes of heavy breathing, trying to regain some semblance of strength, she turned the handle and pulled the door.

      Only for a gnarled hand to shove it closed.

      Grendel’s hulking figure cast over her a long shadow. Black orbs stared into her eyes. His mouth became a snarl. He growled. Surprising them both, Eve growled back. Holding the handle, she pulled herself upright, getting close to his wiry but muscular frame as she forced herself to keep his eye.

      “Don’t think I don’t know what you are. Born with an ability you didn’t want, told from the start you’ll never be normal. Kept caged by an organisation that keeps you in line by letting you out to feed that insatiable hunger for human flesh. They’ve weaponised you, and they’d like to weaponise my brother and me. Doesn’t that make you mad?”

      Those black orb eyes conveyed no emotion. It seemed Grendel could not talk. As communication went, not ripping out Eve’s throat appeared to be a positive signal.

      “They think they have you under control, but you proved them wrong. Killing their agents, not taking me to them. They call you their pet, demonise you because they can’t afford to see you as human. They call you Grendel, but that’s not your name, is it?”

      He loomed over her, face still impassive. For some time, he did nothing. Eve began to give up hope. Then, with a sharp twitch of the neck, he nodded.

      Progress. The first distinct communication.

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      Grendel growled again. He couldn’t speak but, having opened the door to communication, wanted to continue. Moving from the door, he examined the room. After a few seconds, ensuring she was paying attention, he pointed at the drab wall.

      “What? Wall? Stone? Boring? In need of painting?”

      Shaking his head, he continued to point, and point, and point.

      “Needs demolishing? Concrete? Grey?”

      Spinning, Grendel nodded madly.

      “Grey?”

      Still nodding, he rushed across the room and opened a small corner fridge, dipping his hands inside. Out came cans of beers, a block of cheese, milk expressed in the sixties. Finally, a pork joint. This he shoved in Eve’s face. It could not have been bought long after the milk. Embracing the spirit of the new game, Eve repressed her disgust and guessed.

      “Gross? Out of date? Deadly? Pork? Joint? Ham? Oh, Grey ham. Graham.”

      Casting the ham over his shoulder. Graham did a strange little skip Eve could only interpret as joyful.

      She smiled.

      “Nice to meet you, Graham.”

      Her strength gave. Powerful arms caught her as she fell, seated her and stepped back, head tilted with concern. She smiled; gave him the thumbs up.

      “I’m okay. Pretty weak but I’ll find the strength to do what I need to. Graham—” she reached into her pocket and removed the slip of paper. Unfolding it, she displayed the address. “I need to go here now.”

      Graham whined. Eve shook her head.

      “Don’t bother. This organisation is crammed with foul people. Look at how they’ve treated you. At this address is a tracker than can find us at a moment’s notice. That’s where Adam’s going. So, I need to go too.”

      Not having the strength to stand, she did it anyway. Once up, she grabbed and turned the handle. Graham held the door closed. She shook her head.

      “Graham, I’m going to try and open this door, so this goes one of three ways. You step aside and let me go after my brother alone. You come with, help me save Adam, and get revenge on the bastards who’ve treated you like crap. Or you try stop me, we fight, and one of us dies. Given my condition, we know it’s going to be me but don’t think that will stop me trying. I have to open this door.”

      She turned the handle.

      “Time to make a decision.”

      She pulled.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy dumped her prisoner in the living room and took in the place. She ended her scan on Hattie, who sat in the corner, head bowed like a shy child. She clutched her wine glass stem as though afraid the newcomer might try to steal from her the precious elixir.

      “You must be Henrietta. Lovely to meet you.”

      Hattie nodded. Used to her tempestuous and abrasive nature, especially when drinking, Omi was surprised to see her cower. He had believed Sandra’s daughter looked ordinary, his fear deriving from his knowledge of her terrible acts. She did look normal. She might also give off a terrifying vibe Omi would have sensed, had he not been expecting fear.

      Feeling sorry for the nervous teenager, Omi said, “She prefers Hattie.”

      “And who can blame her?” said Lucy. “Parents should not be allowed to name their children. They’re not the ones who will suffer the tag. I wasn’t born a Lucy. I took the name.”

      Omi shivered. She spoke as though she had stolen the moniker from another at knifepoint. Likely, the name had belonged to an early victim. An innocent, forever lost to her family while this monster walked free, using her name.

      Sandra’s daughter, who hated her birth name, said to Omi. “What about Delilah?”

      Omi prayed what he felt in his heart did not show on his face. For several seconds, he could not find the strength to respond.

      “She likes her name,” he said at last.

      Stepping closer to the guard, Lucy met his eyes. A tingling ran up his spine, over his skull. Omi was sure Lucy had the power to read neither minds nor souls. Still, he retreated and blinked, as though to break a spell.

      Chuckling at his discomfort, Lucy said, “May I see her?”

      His heart beat with a single word. No, no, no. Faster and faster. No, no, no, no, no. To verbalise this primal reaction might be to sign his death warrant. Though it was unfair, he turned to Hattie.

      “You should ask her mother.”

      “Should I?”

      That stare again. Those eyes were hypnotising. They had Omi primed to reveal his deepest secrets. That he loved the girl like a daughter; that he found the idea of this monster sitting in the presence of Delilah’s innocence repugnant; that he might prevent it at any cost.

      Lucy looked away, sparing him from making these treasonous remarks.

      “Hattie,” she said. “Would you mind awfully if Omi introduced me to your daughter? I’ve heard so much about her.”

      Hattie did not look. Head bowed, she gulped wine, slopping it down her front because of the angle. Omi believed Hattie loved her daughter and did not want to allow Lucy access. The spillage emptied her glass. The need to refill her drink overpowered all else.

      Standing, she said, as one run-on sentence, “If Omi thinks it’s okay then it’s okay please excuse me I need to go and see to something thank you sorry.”

      Lucy watched the teenager scurry from the room and smiled as the kitchen door slammed.

      “You’re all very cordial and accommodating,” she said to Omi without looking at him. “You must get on terribly well.”

      “I’m just doing my job.”

      “Are you though?”

      His jaw tightened. He could not speak.

      “Show me the girl then,” she continued.

      Omi tried to remember he was at work. Delilah and Hattie were goods over which he watched, to ensure no one stole them. Sandra was his boss. She wanted Omi to afford Lucy every curtesy. He had to remember where his loyalties lay.

      “She’s upstairs,” he said, realising as he did he could never allow Lucy to meet Delilah. “Through here.”

      Opening the door from living room to hallway, he stood back and gestured through. There were the stairs, rising to the first floor. The first door on the right led to Delilah, still sound asleep.

      Nodding, Lucy stepped through first.

      Her potential powers were the subject of much rumour. Most believed she possessed neither the physical strength nor speed of Grendel but was by far the deadlier of the pair. Many had attempted to kill her. Most had more to hand than the small statuette of a dancing child. It stood on the sofa side table by the door through which Lucy stepped. Moving in behind her, he swept it up, planning to cave in her skull. After that, who knew?. He thought of nothing beyond keeping the demon from his angel.

      From the sofa: a groan.

      Omi recoiled, replaced the statuette, retreated. Spinning, Lucy returned into the room, opening her arms to her guest.

      “I forgot all about you.” She threw her head into her hands. “Most frustrating.”

      Turning to Omi, she sighed. He tried not to look at the statuette he had come so close weaponising.

      “This is gutting,” she said. “But we don’t know when the twins will arrive, and I haven’t finished preparing. Maybe, once I’m done, I can see Delilah. What do you think?”

      Omi could not speak. Luckily, Lucy needed no response. She went to the sofa and dragged the bag headed girl to her feet.

      “One question,” she said. “Which room is best for torturing?”
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        * * *

      

      Neither Carter’s incompetent escape attempt nor her cowering compliance to their interrogation tallied with Adam’s previous experiences with the agent. During their search, he had heard a ringing phone but dismissed it as auditory illusion. Now, he suspected a trap.

      Always the daredevil, Eve would have demanded they proceed as planned. Let the bastards try trap us. Were they together, Adam would have been the voice of reason.

      They weren’t together. If Adam hoped to reunite with his sister, he needed to play daredevil. If there was a trap, he had no choice but to set it.

      “Think that’s it.”

      Doc pointed over the wheel. In the distance, a farmhouse. For miles in all directions were empty fields, upon which sat no signs of farm work. Absent were the animals, barns, and hay bales. Anything which might suggest the houses’ occupants lived off the land or relied upon it for their living.

      Carter claimed to know only their desired location. Nothing about the building’s defences or layout. Doc suggested torture. Sensing he sought revenge rather than information, Adam vetoed. Time was of the essence. They would accept her word. If she proved to be lying, they would pursue alternatives.

      A half-mile from the house they pulled off-road and parked in a gravel layby. There was no sign of where the farmhouse’s land ended, and a neighbouring plot began. Adam suspected the organisation had bought fields as far as the eye could see. Only the road might not belong to them. This did not mean parking here was safe.

      “Stay with her,” Adam said to Doc. “If I’m not back in half an hour, leave.”

      “You’re mental,” he said. “You think you just got to walk on up and they’ll hand over this whatever? They gunna put a bullet in your behind, second they see you.” He pointed into the back. “Take her. Gun to the head. Say they don’t give what you want, bitch loses her brains.”

      Carter laughed. Adam gave her a look then returned to Doc.

      “Wouldn’t work. They don’t care about their own.”

      “So why we keeping her?”

      “I’m a man of my word.”

      Adam jumped from the car. At the boot, he added a shotgun and knife to his current one handgun arsenal. Closing the boot revealed Doc.

      “She killed my uncle,” he said. “I can’t let that slide.”

      Adam glanced into the back. Carter stared ahead, the doors were closed. Stepping closer to Doc, he lowered his voice.

      “She might be lying,” he said. “If the locator isn’t here, I’ll need to make Carter tell the truth. Once I have my hands on the device and have confirmed it works, I promise you can kill her. I know you don’t owe me anything, but please, for now, let her live.”

      Doc raised a hand. “Don’t need more convincing, bruv. And don’t go talking about owing nothing. You wanna protect your family. I respect that. I’ll keep her alive, and when you got what you need, I expect you to respect my need to avenge my family.”

      “I will.”

      Doc nodded. They shook hands.

      “Good luck, man.”

      “Thanks.”

      Not quite sure what to expect, Adam checked his weapons were secure and approached the farmhouse.
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        * * *

      

      Carter watched him go. For the team, she had done her part. For herself, she had to survive.

      Doc wanted revenge for Francis’ murder. Carter didn’t care why. Fearing she had lied about the locator’s location, Adam would have forestalled Doc. If Adam escaped the farmhouse, he would give the nod, and Doc would kill her. Doc would kill her in half an hour anyway if, as she expected, Adam failed to return.

      Once more, her wrists and ankles were bound. Doc’s knot-tying skills had not improved. Unlike then, there would be no alone time to escape. Every couple of minutes, he checked the binds. Adam gone, if he found them loose, he would forget tightening and jump straight to murder. At the least, he would blow off a kneecap.

      Gun in hand, he returned to the driver’s seat, rolling down the window. Glancing in the mirror, he smiled at Carter.

      “Not long now.”

      The situation was hopeless. Bound and trapped in the back of Doc’s van, Carter wished something would distract him from watching her like a hawk.

      Be careful what you wish for had been a saying of which Carter’s mother was particularly fond. At its use, Carter rolled her eyes. What a stupid thing to say.

      It didn’t seem so stupid now.

      Doc kept his eyes on the mirror. In less than a minute, he would be too distracted for such relentless observation, as she had wished.

      That she would be killed before she could make use of his distraction was most unfortunate.

      With bound wrists, she grabbed the door handle, knowing the car was unlocked. Rolling his eyes, Doc pointed the gun at her chest.

      “Really, you going to try that?”

      “Adam told you not to kill me,” she said. In a few seconds, his gun would not be an issue. She needed those seconds.

      “He might need to speak with you,” said Doc. “Can’t do that if you’re gone, can he? If you try escape, I’ll aim for your legs but, to be honest, I’m not a good—”

      The windscreen shattered. Monstrous hands grabbed the back of Doc’s jacket and tore him from the car before he had the chance to scream.

      As the hands grabbed Doc, Carter leaned in, snatching the gun. As he flew across the tarmac, she grabbed the door handle and, gun clutched to her chest, rolled from the car, hitting the ground hard and wriggling free her bound legs.

      Once out, she kicked shut the door. Legs raised, she shifted each forward and back, fast as possible. The gun she aimed for the car bonnet, where she expected Grendel to appear once he had devoured Doc. If he came from behind, she would be dead. Best not to consider that.

      As expected, the binds around her feet began to loosen with the repeated bicycle motion. It was tiring, like running with weights strapped to your thighs, but she continued as the knot started to slip, praying it would come loose before she passed out or Grendel arrived.

      At last, the rope fell. Breathing heavily, Carter dropped her legs to the tarmac and saw Grendel. When her eyes met those black orbs, he growled.

      Pulling the trigger, hearing the bang like a hammer to her ears, she watched him recoil as the bullet hit his chest. Not waiting to see what he did next, she rolled and barged to her feet.

      Gun clasped between still bound wrists, afraid she would feel Grendel’s hands on her shoulders at any second, knowing she had almost no chance of reaching the house before he tore her apart, she ran flat out towards her only hope of survival.
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        * * *

      

      Eve watched her go. At her feet, the stranger lay bruised and bleeding. His cuts were superficial. Luckily for him, Eve had managed to restrain Graham from his natural impulse to kill and devour on sight. If the stranger pissed her off, his luck would fast change.

      First, she went to Graham. Upon being shot, he had staggered but still stood. Touching his arm, she turned him to face her. Where the bullet had hit, a nasty bruise already welled. There was no sign of broken skin, nor so much as a trickle of blood.

      “Wow,” said Eve. “You’re pretty much bulletproof, huh?”

      Graham nodded. Eve touched the wound. “You okay?”

      He nodded again. Eve turned to the stranger, approaching with Graham at her shoulder. The heat of his breath warmed her neck; a reminder of his need to kill. Though he wanted to please her, she doubted his impulse control.

      To the stranger, she said, “You have five words to convince me not to kill you.”

      “I’m Doc,” he said. “I saved your life.”

      “That’s six words,” she said. “Pretty compelling, though. Continue.”

      Quickly, trying not to glance at Graham, he explained his Francis connection, how he’d patched up Eve and had, after his uncle died, formed a partnership with Adam.

      “He left minutes ago. Told me to watch Carter while he was gone, case she lied about the location.”

      “She didn’t,” said Eve. “Which is lucky cause you did a crap job watching her.”

      Doc glowered. As a peace offering, Eve pulled him to his feet and checked he wasn’t too damaged. He would need replacement clothes, his face was bruised, and he might walk with a limp a while. Considering he had tussled with Grendel, he had come off far better than could be expected. His expression suggested he did not share this opinion.

      In the distance, the farmhouse waited. Carter was already a spec on the endless fields. Adam was inside, potentially fighting for his life. Beside Eve, Graham growled. Though they had spent little time together, she knew he was asking permission.

      “You know what Adam looks like?”

      Graham nodded.

      “Please protect him.”

      Another growl. Again, intuitively Eve understood Graham’s request.

      “Anyone you come across other than Adam,” she said. “Kill.”

      Growling approval, Graham sprinted towards the house.
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        * * *

      

      Lucy returned to the living room, her smile suggesting she found torture as joyful as most found ice cream, sex or both. Though Omi had heard plenty of screaming, and Lucy had in her possession a selection of glinting blades, her clothes and skin were pristine. She might only five minutes before have jumped from the shower and dressed for the day.

      “You called?”

      Omi pointed at the TV, which was patched into the CCTV. Cameras surrounded the house; the chosen shot showed Adam’s approach. In a couple of minutes, he’d arrive.

      “He’s so brazen,” said Lucy. “And handsome. I’m glad we don’t have to kill him. His sister, on the other hand… when I catch her it’ll be a struggle not to rip free her throat.”

      She turned her wide smile on Omi. Moving to the sofa side table, she collected the statuette, lifting it for examination. Omi’s heart raced as he recalled for what he had almost used the naked ornament.

      “Ugly thing,” Lucy observed. Its head she used as a pointer, directing it at Omi. “What’s your job?”

      This had the trappings of a trick question. Omi answered as though it were not.

      “Protect Hattie and Delilah. Protect the tracker.”

      “Right,” she said. “Do that. Don’t get in my way. And don’t tell Adam who I am.”

      Replacing the statuette on the table, Lucy left. Omi held his position a few seconds, watching Adam move ever closer, then rose and moved into the kitchen where Hattie stared into an empty wine bottle. In emptying, it had let her down. Her eyes spoke of the hurt this betrayal had caused.

      “We’ve got enemy incoming,” Omi said. “Come with me.”

      To peel her eyes from the bottle, she needed time, which Omi begrudgingly afforded her. Upon succeeding, she staggered from her seat but went for the fridge, rather than Omi.

      “We need to move. Now.”

      Hattie pulled free a fresh Pinot.

      “Last one,” she said. “I need to make a call.”

      “Not now.”

      He grabbed her arm, dragged her and the bottle into the hallway, towards the stairs.

      “What are you doing? Get off me. I need to make a call. There’s the phone. Let go, let go, let go.”

      Before ascending, Omi glanced to the front door. Through frosted glass, he saw an approaching shape: Adam. Seeing the same, Hattie, at last, understood the danger.

      “Delilah,” she whispered, sober fear rushing into her eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “Whatever happens, I’ll keep her safe.”

      “Promise?”

      “If he tries to get her, I’ll end his life,” he said. “You have my word.”

      They rushed up the stairs, away from danger, to prepare for their final stand.
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        * * *

      

      Adam saw no one on his approach to the house. No landmines detonated beneath his feet, no sniper took shots at his exposed chest.

      By design, there was no way to arrive by means of stealth. Had Adam refrained from turning invisible the past six weeks, he could not have made the journey from car to door unseen. Given a couple of days heavy use, he would have collapsed before quartering the distance. Night would have offered some cover. Not enough to make it worth waiting for darkness when Eve might be in danger.

      Lacking alternatives, Adam strolled towards the building as though his enemies would welcome his arrival. Hidden cameras would track his movements. They could prepare for his coming, but that did not mean they could stop him.

      Perhaps centuries ago, the building had been built from wood. Each plank looked its age. At any second, the entire structure might collapse; the extended roof over the porch seemed particularly vulnerable. The front door was a mess of chipped and flaking blue paint. To its right sat a rocking chair in which Adam would have hesitated to sit, fearing it would collapse beneath his bum before the porch roof fell upon his head.

      At the porch’s bottom step, Adam hesitated. Through frosted glass, he spied no moving shapes; beyond his beating heart, heard no signs of life. Like the set up for a surprise party, a raft of agents might wait inside, prepared to reveal themselves the second he entered.

      If so, they had messed up. The door was locked; only by an inhabitant’s grace or brute force might he enter. Choosing the former, he made to knock, hearing as he did pounding feet, heading his way.

      Panting like a dog, ready to collapse, on the point of delirium, Carter approached. Having escaped Doc, she must have run from the car to Adam without letting up. He could not imagine what might have possessed her to sprint such a distance.

      In her hand, Doc’s gun. Already burdened with a mountain of guilt, Adam could handle the pain of Doc’s demise. That did not mean he wanted to.

      Stepping to the porch’s edge, above the steps, he fingered the shotgun before grabbing Francis’ gun and aiming for Carter’s chest.

      Shock widened her eyes. Sensing the danger, she wanted to take evasive action but had not the energy to dive one way or the other; only to collapse. Because she appeared unable to rise, Adam adjusted his aim. A pull of the trigger would send a bullet into her calf. No signs indicated the organisation had ever owned the farmhouse, let alone that it was an active outpost within which they guarded their most valuable asset. If Carter had lied, intending to corner and shoot Adam, he needed her alive. A bullet to the calf would keep her immobile while he searched the building.

      Behind him, the farmhouse door flew open, revealing an armed woman. Simultaneously, she began screaming and firing.

      Despite his focus on Carter, Adam spun the moment the door opened. Those first few shots sedated the grass but not their target.

      As his attacker adjusted, he threw himself over the porch railing, landing on his back in the grass before rolling into a crouch. Holstering the handgun, he swung the shotgun forward as his attacker rushed down the steps and spun to meet him.

      She screamed, “Got you now,” a second before he pulled the trigger, shredding her stomach with the shotgun’s spray, tossing her into the grass.

      Rising, he switched shotgun for handgun and approached, aiming at his attacker.

      On the floor, she spasmed, gurgled. Her eyes were wide, the pupils unfocused. Almost certainly, she in agony. Knowing it might take several minutes for blood loss or trauma to kill her, Adam considered ending her suffering. Not feeling charitable and knowing he might need all his bullets, he left her to die, turning to find Carter.

      During his brief battle, she had fled, leaving only empty fields, Doc’s car in the distance.

      And the monster Grendel, approaching at what seemed to be the speed of a race car. A bloodthirsty, hungry race car.
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        * * *

      

      Where had rational, exceptional, Carter gone? The haggard, drained woman, who scurried around the farmhouse while Adam faced the oncoming storm of Grendel, wasn’t her. This shadow Carter even considered fleeing. Disappearing for good.

      The consideration lasted seconds, passing when a barrage of self-loathing tore it up and tossed it aside, as a hurricane will uproot and displace a tree. Shadow Carter would become Carter again. Or die trying.

      There were only two doors into the farmhouse. Coming around the back of the building, Carter saw the second, nestled atop a porch and beneath an extended roof much as was the front door. This entrance, someone had boarded over. A pitiful defence against a prepared foe but more than Carter, in her present state, could handle.

      To one side of the door was a garage, to the other, a window. This latter proved a more surmountable hurdle. The latch was ancient. Carter’s hands alone could not break it. A single shot from Doc’s gun did the job.

      Through the window lay a laundry room. The only door led into a long corridor which ran the length of the house, front door to back. The foot of the stairs to the first floor lay mere feet away.

      Behind the front door, a shape. As Carter watched, it kicked. Both frame and wall shook. The kicker’s height, plus inability to destroy the door, indicated this was not Grendel but Adam.

      A second kick cracked the lock. Carter raised her gun.

      With the third kick, the door flew open and in stepped Adam. Carter fired three times.

      Adam dived aside, dodging each bullet. Carter took a step his way before seeing Grendel, still sprinting across the field. In ten seconds, he would reach the porch, enter the house.

      Abandoning her pursuit of Adam and her promise she would die before giving up, Carter fled up the stairs, onto a landing off which were five doors.

      Downstairs, a growling Grendel entered the house.

      Only one door stood open. This leading into a small bathroom. Carter decided, whatever she had said, she would not die today.

      Raising her gun, she grabbed the handle of the nearest door, shoved it open, and stepped inside.

      On the bed, a child; on the office chair a teenager. Ahead of them both, a tall, imposing man with frightening eyes.

      Noting his gun, she swung hers around.

      As she did, he shot her twice, putting her to the ground where she began to bleed profusely.
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        * * *

      

      Eve and Doc jogged but did not run towards the farmhouse. Even this steady pace, often not much quicker than walking, was a struggle for the injured doctor. Eve, who had so recently been shot, rolled her eyes at his struggles.

      “You should have stayed with the car.”

      “Woulda got bored,” he said. “I wanna be where the action is.”

      She rolled her eyes but did not argue. If she felt speed necessary, she would leave Doc. Though she was anxious to see her brother again, she trusted Graham to do what was needed.

      Even so, she might have run. Though she did not like to engage in introspective, it was hard to avoid the realisation that she was afraid.

      Don’t burn yourself out. Remember, you’re nothing without your powers.

      Eve could not have been older than seven when her mother had sat her down and spoken to her these words. It had left the child wondering, if she was nothing more than the powers the organisation pursued, for what reason was she fleeing?

      When her mother was not poisoning her mind, she knew the answer. Adam. He was why she fought, and she was why he fought. If they didn’t need each other, they need not exist.

      Eve wanted to save him but felt impotent. She was a great shot but had only Carter’s stun gun with which to work. She feared using her powers would kill her, leaving Adam with no reason to live. Graham would save him. She would be there when it was over.

      They arrived to find the door gaping, the hall beyond empty. Stepping inside, she saw an open door into the kitchen to her right, an open door into darkness on her left. Leaning a little closer to this latter, she saw stairs which must lead to a cellar. Thinking it more likely the action was above, she backed up, intending to take the stairs to the first floor.

      At a groan, she froze. Someone was below.

      Moving to the edge of the cellar, she listened. Before too long, the groan repeated. Upstairs, she heard heavy footsteps. Graham.

      The groaning continued. Doc was unarmed, and she had only her stun gun. It could be a trap.

      It could also be Adam.

      Handing Doc the gun, she said, “Go upstairs. Help Graham and Adam.”

      His eyes widened at the mention of Graham. Ignoring him, she crossed the hall into the kitchen, relieving a block by the fridge of its sharpest knife. Returning, she shoved the static Doc stairsward.

      “Either do as I say or get back to the car. Decide now.”

      Frightened but determined to participate, Doc nodded, and headed towards the stairs, moving far slower than was necessary. Eve returned her focus to the cellar. A quick foray, just to ensure Adam didn’t lie injured below her feet, and she could head upstairs to support Graham and Doc.

      Clutching her knife, she moved to the top step and began to descend.
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        * * *

      

      Omi feared for Delilah; was desperate to keep her safe.

      Below, gunshots. Adam firing at Lucy, Lucy firing at Adam. Omi didn’t know. Only way this worked out for Delilah was if they killed each other.

      More gunshots, then footsteps on the stairs. In the office chair, Hattie sat dazed, clutching her bottle. Speaking to her elicited no response. On the bed, Delilah hugged her legs to her chest. Omi stroked her hair, promising to protect her.

      Desperate to keep this pledge, he stood, aiming his gun at the entrance. Whoever had ascended paused in the landing. They might go left or right. In case they picked right, Omi had to be ready. Whoever entered, he wasn’t supposed to kill. He should maim Adam, welcome Lucy. In either case, Omi doubted he could refrain from murder.

      The door opened. Someone entered. Noting the gun, Omi fired without hesitation, hitting centre mass twice from two. Before the intruder hit the ground, Omi knew there was almost no chance she would survive.

      It wasn’t Lucy. Sandra’s daughter might well have survived the initial barrage. Had Omi seen her hateful eyes, he would have put a bullet through her skull. With Hattie and Delilah, he would have fled. Like Adam and Eve, they would spend the rest of their lives on the run. The organisation would never let go.

      On the floor, Omi’s victim coughed, spluttering blood from between her lips. Rolling down her chin, it joined the copious amount soaking her shirt. As their eyes met, Omi recognised her.

      “Carter?”

      She opened her mouth but, instead of words, more blood escaped. With weak, shaking hands, she tapped her chest, as though she were a wizard with a wand. As if she would say Abra Kadabra and her wounds would heal.

      “What are you doing here?” he said. “Lucy didn’t say. You aren’t supposed to be. I couldn’t have known. I’m sorry.”

      He was babbling. He knew if Carter were going to survive, she would need immediate medical attention. He wouldn’t even cross the room to try stem the flow of blood. Guilty though he might feel, his priority was Delilah. Her safety he would not jeopardise for anything.

      “Omi?” said Delilah. He wished he could look at her, comfort her, but it was not possible. Hattie should have leapt to hold her daughter. The wine bottle had her hands, and she would not let go. To her daughter’s frightened voice, she showed no response.

      “It’s okay, sweetie,” said Omi. “I promise it’s going to be okay.”

      More footsteps, coming towards the stairs. Omi pointed his gun to the open door.

      From nothing, as though teleporting, Adam appeared before the wardrobe opposite the entrance, pointing a gun at Omi’s chest. He gestured to the guard’s weapon.

      “You’re going to drop that,” he said. “Then tell me everything I want to know.”
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        * * *

      

      Grendel was inside, Eve nowhere to be seen. Because Adam could not countenance a scenario where Grendel had murdered his sister, he had to assume she was nearby. With the tracker, he might find her in minutes. Together they would flee.

      At the top of the stairs, Carter proceeded through a door to the right. Adam was halfway between floors zero and one when someone started firing.

      Carter had left open the door. Through it, Adam could see the agent propped against the wall, approaching death as a bull approaches a matador. Unlike the bullfighter, the Reaper would not step aside at the last second. Beyond Adam’s range of vision waited at least one person—the shooter.

      Why had they shot Carter? Were they not colleagues? A jumpy shooter did not for a simple situation make. Ask Eve.

      Downstairs, Grendel traversed the hall towards the foot of the stairs.

      Inside, a child spoke, a deep voice replied. Invisible, Adam entered. In a chair sat a drunk, dazed teenager. A tall, bald man concealed the child. Only this bald man—the child had called him Omi—was armed.

      Pointing his gun at the tall man’s chest, he appeared.

      “You’re going to drop that,” he said. “Then tell me everything I want to know.”

      Heavy feet ascended the stairs.

      Crossing the room, keeping his gun on Omi, Adam closed the door. It was impossible to avoid the creaking, but Grendel’s footfalls were loud enough to have masked a slam. Adam was confident his action would go unheard.

      Returning to the wardrobe, he glanced out the window. Below was the porch roof. It was not so close as to be a simple drop, not so far as to be undoable. Adam figured he might not have much choice.

      Grendel reached the landing, stopped.

      There was no need to shush his new companions. Grendel’s monstrous feet were more convincing than could be Adam’s finger to his lips.

      After almost a minute of silence, Grendel moved from the door, choosing left rather than right and entering another room.

      “You got one chance to get out of here alive,” said Adam, his voice quick and low. “Tell me where the tracker is, and I’ll let you leave.”

      “No,” said Omi, without hesitation. His voice was steady, strong. His gun lay at his feet, but he seemed ready to die to protect the organisation’s asset.

      “Don’t be stupid,” said Adam. “It’s not worth dying over.”

      Omi shook his head. “Tracker’s not here.”

      “I think it is.”

      The door across the hall opened, and Grendel exited. They fell back into silence as the beast proceeded to the next room.

      Adam continued. “Don’t think I won’t kill you. I will. Whatever you try, I’ll destroy that tracker.”

      Until he mentioned destroying the tracker, the drunk teen in the office chair, clutching her wine, might have been comatose. At Adam’s promise of destruction, she shrieked and rose.

      “You leave my baby alone. She can’t help it.”

      “Calm down. I’d never kill a child.”

      He looked from the teen to Omi in time to see the bald man evacuate his horrified expression. Something lurched inside. The child drew his eye. Via baggy trousers and hooded sweatshirt, she hid nearly every inch of her flesh. Exposed hands revealed mottled grey, leathery skin. A quick step to the left removed the Omi obstruction, revealing a puffy face with skin that matched the hands. Though the child dipped her head, more effectively concealing herself with hood and golden hair, Adam saw milky white eyes. With the weight of realisation, he closed his own.

      “It’s not a machine. It’s a power,” Adam said. “It’s you.”

      Omi was still, the teenager sobbing. The child shook with fear.

      Grendel burst into the room. Though the beast had no words, his drooling smile spoke clearly.

      Dinner is served.
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        * * *

      

      Carter was on the beach of trauma. The tide of reality crashing over her then slipping away, crashing over then slipping away. And on and on.

      She wanted to live.

      She had once been in love. For her parents, she had always cared deeply. In her childhood, there had been a cat called Milo, who belonged to her sister. Though Carter pretended to be disinterested, she had adored the feline.

      Given her mother and Milo had died, her father and the ex moved away, Carter found their presence unnerving. Fighting to bring her surroundings into focus, she saw her mother standing beside Adam, her father by Omi. The ex had a hand on the drunk teenager’s shoulder; Milo curled in the child’s lap. She tried to smile at them. They ignored her.

      Adam was talking. They watched him with rapt attention. Something he said caused the teenager to shout. The words blurred, like the tide of reality they washed over her, but from them, she could discern no meaning.

      Her family were ignoring her because she was pathetic, stranded on the floor. They could see she was dying, would only speak with her if she proved she wanted to live.

      The door flew open, Grendel appeared. Carter opened her mouth to scream, but no words escaped, only an almost inaudible squeak. Grendel didn’t hear. He stepped over her and moved towards the others.

      Carter’s family were gone. In the hall, they waited. She needed to reach them.

      Aware of her blood-drenched body, the internal throbbing which signalled the final seconds of life, Carter none the less managed to galvanise her remaining strength. Using the wall as a prop, she moved to her feet. As she stood the world span, pushing the door out of reach again and again. Closing her eyes, she tried to breathe. Difficult. But when she looked, the room remained still. Smiling, she staggered into the hall, arms outstretched to embrace her family.

      They were nowhere to be seen. Carter was alone but for Doc, who reached the top of the stairs as she turned to face them.

      Have to go, she said. Or did she? Perhaps the words only rang in her head. She couldn’t remember moving her lips.

      Doc moved his, but she could not tell what he said. Knowing only of her need to escape, she stepped towards him, intending to get down the stairs even if she had to roll to the bottom, tangled within his limbs.

      As she reached him, he grabbed her. Struggling was futile, her strength a distant memory. She could do nothing as he put her back to his front, held her arms, and forced her into the room from which she had somehow escaped.

      He spoke. Carter could not hear what he said, only the words’ echos flying over her shoulder.

      Adam stood beside Omi, the teenager and child behind them. The twin had been speaking to Grendel when she entered. At Doc’s shout, he stopped. As Grendel turned, she saw what was to happen. At last, she managed to speak. A single word.

      “Please.”

      When Doc spoke, his words were clear.

      “For Francis. For my uncle.”

      Maybe that she could speak and hear meant she was getting better.

      Doc shoved her. Unable to stop, she flew into Grendel’s arms. She saw the black orbs and razor-sharp teeth. Then everything was fading.

      She accepted unconsciousness gladly.
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        * * *

      

      The stairs not only creaked but seemed to compress beneath Eve’s feet. Unable to use her power, she was more than usually wary of traps. Were the stairs to collapse beneath her, best-case scenario, she broke both legs.

      Once she had confirmed the groaner was not Adam, she’d leave. Hidden below, an army of agents might wait to launch a surprise attack. To mitigate the risk of being captured, Eve descended only so many steps as was necessary to scope out the basement.

      The room was large; barren but for the groaner and a bookshelf stacked with far more heavy volumes than it appeared the rotting framework could support. There was nowhere to hide. The only danger was to the victim, who lay within the precarious bookshelf’s range.

      A bag concealed the groaner’s head, but it was not Adam. Too small with a feminine moan. They were almost certainly an innocent bystander in this, a victim. They might also be a trap.

      Four steps from the top, Eve paused. Adam would have rushed to the girl’s rescue. Eve had always maintained Adam’s hero complex was a liability. She climbed two steps.

      In her ear, a whisper. Her mother’s voice.

      Graves and cells the world over are lined with the compassionate. With those who fell because they paused to help another, rather than saved themselves. In a cruel world, only the ruthless survive.

      Eve had hated her mother. This was one of the foul woman’s edicts she always followed.

      She climbed to the doorway which split cellar from entrance hall, paused. In crept the fear she was becoming that cruel woman. Eve often claimed, of the twins and their mother, only Adam had been born with a heart. When she said it, she smiled. She prayed it was not true. Despite her fear, she had always abandoned the victim to save her brother or herself.

      Powerless, vulnerable as she had never been, Eve learned this time would be different when she found herself descending into the cellar rather than ascending towards her brother.

      Two metres from the bagged girl, out of the bookshelf’s range, Eve stopped. An attack of compassion would not leave her blind to danger.

      She said, “Who are you?”

      The girl raised her head though, through the bag, she could not hope to see who had spoken. The bookshelf seemed to creak; to sway in a breeze that did not exist.

      “Eve?”

      Spiders of recognition scuttled along Eve’s spine. Did she know the girl? One word did not provide enough of a sample to be sure.

      This was a bad idea. Had Eve never entered the cellar, she would not be suffering internal conflict. On her shoulders sat a Devil and Angel in the form of her mother and brother. Unfortunately for her safety, of the two, she would always first heed Adam.

      Crossing the room, she dropped by the girl, her fingers hovering over the bag.

      Perhaps sensing Eve’s closeness, the girl raised her head, pressing the scratchy canvas against Eve’s skin, causing the twin to recoil, but not leave.

      “Please,” the girl said. “Help me.”

      “Is this a trap?” Eve asked.

      “Yes.”

      The answer came before Eve had a chance to scold herself for asking such a stupid question. The kind to which you never expected honesty.

      “She wanted to use me to get to Adam,” said the groaner, “but she couldn’t wait. She ran after him, and I don’t know what happened. Eve, what if she got him?”

      “She didn’t,” said Eve. “There’s a dead girl outside. Anyway, don’t worry about Adam. Let’s get you out of here.”

      Sobbing with relief, the girl dropped her head to the stone. Immediately, Eve lifted it and removed the canvas sack. Tossing it aside, she met the tear-soaked eyes of a young woman cursed, as many had been, for coming between the organisation and its coveted prize.

      “Bethany,” Eve whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      Shaking her head, blinking back tears, Bethany said, “Don’t be sorry. Thank you for saving me. Thank you.”

      If not for the twins, Bethany would not be here. After she drove them from a fierce battle with an army of agents, Adam and Eve had watched her disappear into the sunset. They had prayed her life would follow a typical path from that point. After many nights sleep, her tribulations at the hands of the organisation would become a distant memory, nothing worse than a nightmare banished to obscurity with the morning’s light.

      Unwilling to allow even the smallest of loose ends, the organisation had pursued her. Rather than terminate, they had captured her as part of their latest sick scheme.

      Eve wished she could offer Bethany a lifetime’s safety guarantee. Freeing her for now, getting her home, would have to do.

      “Come on,” she said.

      Bethany nodded but winced then collapsed as she tried to stand. Throwing the girl’s arm around her shoulder, Eve helped her up. To their side, a crack sounded against the wall. Eve saw horror widen Bethany’s eyes as a book hit the stone with a muted thud. A second later, a painful creaking indicated the whole structure was collapsing.

      Another crack, and it fell.

      Acting on instinct, which forgot one danger to prevent another, Eve spun towards the shelves and raised a hand.
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        * * *

      

      Adam had killed many men and women but claimed he would never harm a child. Maybe this was true. Grendel had no such hang-up. Age, gender, race—the monster was an equal opportunity slaughterer.

      Despite their animosity, in recognition of the new, greater threat, Adam crossed the room and stood shoulder to shoulder with Omi. The handgun he had holstered, drawing the far more powerful shotgun from his back. Omi’s gun was on the floor. His priority remained to keep Delilah safe. If he had to throw Adam to the wolf to get Hattie and her daughter out, he would.

      “Where’s my sister?” Adam asked the beast.

      Closing the distance between him and his victims, Grendel pointed at Adam and gestured to the wall. As though, by power of telekinesis, he hoped to cast Adam aside.

      Unmoving, Adam said, “Is my sister alive?”

      Going for a yes-no question was smart. Grendel nodded.

      “Are you working with her?”

      Another nod.

      “And you won’t hurt me?”

      A third nod.

      “I need you not to hurt these people either.”

      A shake. Another step. Omi would be the first to go. Ideally, Adam would, from point-blank range, put a shotgun slug into Grendel’s face. Instead, the twin tossed the gun onto his back and stepped forward and to the side, partially shielding Omi.

      The shotgun was in front of Omi now, within arm’s reach. His hands twitched. He would need to be quick.

      “I guess you’re helping my sister and me because we’re all the same in being different, and those differences have made us victims of their torment.” Adam pointed at Delilah. “She’s a victim too. The same way. Don’t hurt these people.”

      Omi’s hand rose as Adam pointed to Delilah. Expecting the twin to sell out the child, he prepared to take the shotgun and kill his enemies. Upon seeing Adam’s true intentions, knowing it might work, he swung his raised hand and placed it upon his angel’s shoulder.

      “Delilah, sweetie, lift your head.”

      More than anything, Delilah hated for strangers to see her. It was a sign of her total trust in Omi that she did as asked, lifting her head towards Grendel. She could not see him; her trembling frame showed she sensed the danger well enough.

      “She’s like us,” Adam said. “We need to stick together.”

      Even hampered by expressionless eyes, Grendel managed to convey internal conflict, his need to kill butting heads with his desire to support those who suffered as did he.

      Compassion won. Omi saw the moment the beast decided Delilah would not die today.

      All was not well. Grendel’s attention turned to Hattie.

      “Don’t,” said Adam. But it was no use. Grendel prepared to pounce.

      The door bashed open. Omi was unaware Carter had left the room until a stranger directed her back inside.

      Grendel turned, assessing this new meal option. Carter whispered something inaudible.

      Adam approached Hattie. Omi bent low and grabbed his gun before taking Delilah’s hand. He said nothing, knowing she would come when he told her to move.

      “For Francis,” said the new man. “For my uncle.”

      He cast Carter forward; Grendel wasted no time.

      Nor did Omi.

      Diving across the room, trailing Delilah, he slammed his shoulder into Adam, sending the twin sprawling. With his free hand, he yanked Hattie to feet.

      “Follow.”

      Sweeping Delilah into his arms, he jumped Adam and rushed for the door.

      He no longer worked for the company, nor for anyone. He had to get his angel to safety.

      Nothing else mattered.
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        * * *

      

      Omi fled, Adam gave chase.

      In the hall, he almost collided with Doc, who had collided with Hattie. Before she could rise and flee, Adam grabbed her arm, held tight to the trembling teen.

      “Adam,” said Doc. “Eve’s downstairs, in the cellar.”

      “Great,” said Adam. “That a stun gun?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Put it to her head.” He pushed the girl to Doc. “Then follow.”

      Holstering Francis’ pistol, Adam grabbed his shotgun and began to descend.

      “Omi, we have the teenager. You flee, she dies.”

      Adam supposed there was a chance Omi would sacrifice the teen to save the child. When he heard the little girl cry for her mother, he knew the guard would return.

      Opposite the foot of the stairs lay an open entry. Through here, a storage room containing packed boxes and another door, this one heavy. Only ajar, Adam could discern nothing of this further room but guessed it was a garage, within which would be housed a car. If not for Hattie’s collision with Doc, the three of them would be revving up and preparing to fly. Adam doubted he would have caught them.

      The garage door swung wide; Omi appeared. At his back, holding his hand, was Delilah. In his free hand was a gun. Despite being outnumbered, despite it seeming the teen’s life was in danger, he did not lower his weapon.

      “I’ll never let you hurt her.”

      Adam knew he did not mean the teen.

      “I don’t kill children,” he said. “Only scum like you.”

      By a couple of centimetres, Omi lowered his gun. Like his arm, his head drooped, and Adam wondered if this were a trap. After creating a false sense of security, he might raise both head and gun and blow away his enemies. Then defeat broke his face. Never loosening his grip on Delilah’s hand, he not only lowered the weapon but vanished it into his jacket.

      “Please,” he said to Adam. “Let us go. You’ll never see us again. I promise. I want nothing to do with the organisation. Only to keep the girls safe.”

      Behind Omi, Delilah shook with fear. On the stairs, the barrel of Doc’s gun pressed to her temple, the teen sobbed. Even Omi, employee of the agency Adam so despised, drew his sympathy. For the girls, his heart broke. He did not doubt Omi wanted nothing more than to protect Delilah and her mother. He wished that made a difference.

      But it didn’t.

      “They’ll come for you,” said Adam. “I’m sorry. I won’t kill Delilah, but while she’s a threat, I can’t let her out of my sight.”

      This was the scenario Omi dreaded. Knowing there was nothing he could say to dissuade Adam, he only hung his head.

      “We don’t have long,” said Adam. Drawing Francis’ gun, he moved to Doc, presenting the doctor his uncle’s weapon. “Keep them here, please. I’m going for Eve.”

      “Yeah, man. No worries.”

      Shotgun leading the way, he moved to the open cellar door. Unsure stairs descended into gloom. From this position, he could see nothing of the space below. Though there was little to distract the ears, no sound reached him from beneath.

      “Eve,” Adam called. “Are you down there?”

      “Adam? Adam is that you? Oh, thank God. Please, help us.”

      At the voice, Adam’s fear and fury spiked in tandem. Were there no depths to which this organisation would not sink in their pursuit of the twins?

      “Bethany? What’s happened?”

      “Your sister saved me,” Bethany called. “Then, a bookshelf fell. She put one of those shields around us, but then she fainted. I’m sorry, Adam. This is all my fault.”

      Hoping the stairs would bear his weight, Adam wasted no time in descending. Wary of a trap even in his anxiety to save Bethany and his sister, he swept the room as he took the stairs, confirming the cellar was empty but for the two he hoped to find.

      Eve lay with her head in Bethany’s lap. His sister was unconscious, Bethany covered in the bruises and marks that so often signalled the organisation’s hospitality.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      “You’ve nothing to be sorry for.”

      Crossing the room, he fell beside his sister and the night receptionist. Though he hated to see Eve unconscious and feared for her health, he could not help but be overwhelmed with happiness and relief at their reuniting.

      “Can you walk?” he asked Bethany.

      “I think so.”

      “Upstairs, we have allies and a car waiting. Go, I’ll follow with Eve.”

      Nodding, sobbing, Bethany rose. After four steps, she paused, rushed back to Adam. As he made to lift his sister, she threw her arms around him.

      “I knew you’d come.”

      “It’s okay,” he whispered. “I promise it’s all going to be okay.”

      Overhead, the whipping blades of at least one helicopter became audible, the sound growing louder as the new enemy grew every second closer.
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        * * *

      

      Closer and closer, the helicopters came.

      “Reinforcements,” said Omi. “We can’t wait any longer.”

      Still holding Hattie, Doc twisted to the end of the hall down which Adam had disappeared. For reasons he could not explain, he felt an affinity for the twins. To himself, his attachment was greater. He did not want to lose his life.

      “Adam,” he shouted. “We have to go. Now.”

      Up those creaking stairs, footsteps. Across the hall from each other, Omi and Doc waited with Hattie and Delilah. With the enemy growing ever closer, someone burst from the cellar door and entered the hall. She was not Adam nor Eve.

      She had the former’s shotgun.

      “No,” shouted Omi. A shotgun slug smashed the wall as Omi threw himself into the room between hallway and garage. To Doc, he shouted, “Come on.”

      Another shotgun blast shattered the head of the bannister post. The girl moved down the corridor. If Doc and Hattie tried to cross to Omi and Delilah, she would shred at least one of them, possibly both.

      “Meet us,” Doc said, and pointed to the front door, hoping their enemy would not see.

      Turning, he grabbed Hattie’s hand and fled upstairs. Behind, Omi rushed into the garage and threw closed the door.

      At the top of the stairs, Doc went for the first room on the right, knowing the risk he was taking.

      Grendel was gone. The remains of Carter no longer appeared human. Trying not to look, Doc rushed across the room, Hattie’s hand still in his, and threw open the window which overlooked the porch roof, their only possible route to safety.

      A shotgun slug fired up the stairs, followed by pounding feet. Fifty metres from the house front, the helicopter began its slow descent, feet dangling from its open side, preparing to drop. A car engine revved into life.

      “Got to jump,” said Doc.

      Hattie was staring at the Carter remains. Exasperated, Doc grabbed her hand and dragged her to the window. Knowing she would struggle, he lifted her legs over the sill, positioning her to drop.

      Displeased with the speed at which the garage door opened; Omi smashed the accelerator and tore the door from its hinges. Hattie was sobbing. Watching the helicopter descend, Doc grabbed her under the arms.

      “Time to go,” he said.

      Without waiting for confirmation, he pushed. Holding under her arms, he managed to lower her a couple of feet before releasing. The drop was small; still, she screamed as she fell and as she landed and toppled onto the roof. Doc did not hesitate to follow.

      Landing well, he was able to spring to his feet, even as Hattie lay sobbing beneath him. Fifty metres away, black-clad agents dropped from the helicopter. Armed, they began running for the farmhouse, their eyes on Doc and Hattie.

      A car skidded around the corner, screeching to a halt four metres from the porch. As Omi jumped out, Doc raised a hand.

      And the porch roof collapsed.

      Hattie screamed again. Shockwaves flashed through Doc’s legs into his lower back. Despite the pain, he forced himself to stand, the front door behind him, potential escape in front. The agents drew nearer but were not so close that all hope was lost.

      As Doc turned to help Hattie, the frosted glass of the front window shattered; something punched his side.

      Doc was aware of no pain; only of being thrown from the porch into the grass, rolling into the dirt and stopping beside a dead girl’s body. Driven by adrenaline, he rose, stepped towards Hattie.

      From the farmhouse appeared the woman who had stolen Adam’s shotgun. Doc had but a second to ponder the twins’ fate before the gun was swinging his way.

      The shooter stood over Hattie. Doc would not survive a second blast. Might not survive the first.

      He fled to the car, into which Omi was already jumping. Left running, the engine purred, ready to go. As Doc threw open the back door, Omi hit the accelerator, and the shooter fired.

      Doc jumped. Via some miracle, he landed half in the car as the bullet sailed overhead. Though his strength fast failed him, he found the energy to drag himself in and slam the door. The round which would have killed him had smashed the window opposite the door through which he had dived. He expected a barrage of shots to follow, to set the tank aflame. Demise would follow in a ball of fire.

      The bullets never came. In the front, Delilah was screaming for her mother and trying to grab the wheel. Powering towards the road, Omi held the wheel with one hand, held off Delilah with the other.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

      On they drove. Through the window, Doc observed the clear blue sky. As delirium crawled in, he saw his mother in the clouds, looking down on him as she had promised she always would.

      “It’s a beautiful day,” he noted.

      Seconds later, he collapsed into unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Want more?

      

        

      
        The twins return in LOCK AND KEY, the fourth 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 Lock and Key on Amazon:

        mybook.to/lockkeyadameve

      

        

      
        Buy the complete Adam and Eve boxset on Amazon:

        mybook.to/adamevebox
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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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      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.

      

      
        
        www.markayrewriting.com

        mark@markayrewriting.com
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