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      They drove, expecting whirring blades and roaring engines to signal the organisation’s chase.

      They drove, with Delilah snatching Omi’s arm, trying to grab the wheel, hitting him and crying, begging him to return for her mother.

      They drove, and on the back seat, Doc bled. Somewhere inside, possibly between his ribs, sat a bullet. Blood leaked onto the leather seats. Doc tried not to think of the cleaning bill. In and out of consciousness, he drifted. Awake, he stared at the beautiful blue sky, asleep, his long-departed mother leaned over him, whispered in his ear.

      Keep fighting. It’s not your time.

      They drove, but no one followed. They drove, and Delilah failed to make Omi go back. They drove, and Doc fought to stay alive.

      Clutching at clarity, he tried to sit and found himself unable. Side burning, head swimming, he could only turn to Omi.

      “We need to go to my building. Please, I need you to save my life.”

      Omi looked in the wing mirror at the man dying on the back seat. To each other, they were strangers. Was there any incentive for the guard to save the doctor? In Omi’s place, would Doc have played hero?

      “Please,” he said.

      Despite caring for Hattie, Omi had abandoned her, in doing so subverting the wishes of the child he so clearly loved. Doc had ruined his leather car seats. It would be easier to dump him in the woods and go on his way. As a former employee of the organisation, he would be no stranger to shallow graves.

      “The address is,” started Doc.

      Unconsciousness came. Doc fell into it with no idea if he had spoken the address out loud, or only in his dreams.
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        * * *

      

      From the blackness, he came. The first thing he saw: a face, close. Because it belonged not to his mother, but Omi, he assumed he was alive. That was a good start.

      The look in Omi’s eyes suggested he, not Doc, was the one who might soon bleed out. Doc got this fear. Unlike him, Omi was not used to holding in his hands the lives of others.

      Omi said, “I need your help,” which seemed the wrong way around.

      They were inside. Doc recognised the space Uncle Francis had three years ago purchased. Through the doors, Omi had found the gurney on which Doc now lay. By the door, sobbing, stood Delilah.

      “Got to get the bullet out,” said Doc. “Need my O.R.”

      Ever weakening, Doc directed them to where Eve had lay only hours ago, inflicted with the same wound as was he. While Doc worked on Eve, general anaesthetic protected her from the cutting and mending; from agonising pain. A qualified doctor and well-trained team ensured she would live.

      Needing to instruct Omi throughout the operation, Doc could not be put under. Omi, no doctor, qualified or otherwise, had for his assistant only a frightened child. Also, she was blind.

      Doc was going to die.

      He had to fight to stay alive.

      “If the bullet hit any organs, I’m done. No way you’re cutting me and I can’t. Got to hope it hit bone and ain’t gone too deep. Whatever the case, you gotta get it out and stitch me up. That cool?”

      “No.”

      “Sick, let’s do.”
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        * * *

      

      At nine-years-old, seeing the stained mattress, shoved against the wet wall, on which she was expected to sleep, Eve had expressed to her brother some degree of dissatisfaction regarding their living conditions. There was every chance, in expressing this dissatisfaction, she had resorted to certain words most adults did not use freely, let alone children.

      Afraid of her formidable mother, from whom she had learned the words, Eve had kept her voice low. The living space offered no doors, but their mother was across the room, well out of earshot when whispering.

      Like a lion creeping upon a gazelle, their mother was a predator who could move with incredible quietness and grace. Until Adam’s eyes widened, Eve did not know the woman she both loathed and feared was at her back. Before she could turn, a hand boasting long, bony fingers, grabbed her by the neck and shoved her head towards the ground.

      “Darling, did I hear correct? You’re displeased with the accommodation I’ve laid on for us? Come on, dear, don’t be shy. We’re family.”

      “Sorry,” said Eve, but sorry was never good enough.

      Holding her daughter’s neck, mum dragged Eve across the room, lifting her when they reached the opposite wall, high into which was set a window. To this window, mum pointed.

      “What can you see?”

      Through scratched, filthy glass Eve could about make out the sky. She understood the lesson, but that would not be enough. Mother pushed the stained and dusty frame, allowing a flutter of air into the half underground space.

      “What do you feel?”

      Before allowing Eve the chance to answer, mother dragged daughter to the other side of the room. Throwing open a splintered door, she revealed what was little more than a hole in the ground. There were a cistern and chain flusher, but Eve feared pulling the latter would bring the former onto one’s head. Her mother would not appreciate this observation.

      “When you need the bathroom, where can you go? Presumably, madame feels she deserves a diamond-encrusted chamber pot. No plumbing required—the servants clean up after you. Is that right?”

      “No.”

      The pressure on her neck was almost unbearable. The pain rushed into her back. Even speaking the single word was a struggle.

      From the toilet, mother dragged daughter, shoving her to where she had begun. Eve tumbled onto the mattress and was unsurprised to learn that, close to, it stank.

      “You ought to be grateful for what you have,” mother hissed. “The alternative is a cramped metal box. No window through which you might see the sky or feel the wind on your face. No toilet, so you may only relieve yourself at their grace. No escape.”

      “Stop,” said Eve. She was trying not to cry. She hated that. “I get the point.”

      “Do you though? I get the impression you hate me, isn’t that so, Eve?”

      “Yes.”

      Adam closed his eyes.

      “You’ll hate your captors far more. Or maybe you won’t. Difference is, with me, you can walk away any time. Difference is, I care about you. Maybe I’m rough, but they’ll torture you. You’re going to be beautiful, Eve. You get older, they might subject you to more humiliating acts. The kind your brother will be unlikely to suffer.”

      “That’s enough,” said Adam. White like snow, hands clenched, he sounded less like the nine-year-old he was, more like the man he would become. “She gets it.”

      In a flash, as so often it did, mother’s mood switched from cruel warden to loving parent. With tender fingers, she stroked Adam’s cheek. Sitting beside Eve, she put an arm around her daughter’s shoulder.

      “I love you, sweetheart,” she said. “I only want to look out for you. Only want to keep you safe. They’re not after me. If I wanted, I could leave you to fend yourselves. My life would be normal, happy. I could do that, but I never would, because I love you too much.”

      Eve battled confusion. She wanted to hate her mother. For the most part, hatred came easy. When her mother professed love, she struggled to fight the child’s need for maternal affection.

      “Look at the wall,” said mum, and the twins did. “For even the water, you should be grateful. It’s a sign of life, a sign of nature. Trust me, forget the luxuries, it’s the little, stupid things, like water on a stone wall you’ll miss when they’ve locked you in a—”

      Cramped metal box.

      That was where Eve woke, seemingly on the heels of the dreamed memory, though Eve supposed she must have woken earlier and dropped off again.

      The last moments before her capture were mist. There had been the cellar and Bethany, then the falling bookshelf fallen. Eve raised her hand. She might have used her powers but had noticed the bookshelf was falling not towards them, but sideways, out of harm’s way.

      Eve had lowered her hand and remembered no more.

      Now the cramped metal box of which their mother had so often spoken.

      A metal bed frame topped with a mattress as thick as cardboard, a sheet as thick as toilet tissue. Four square walls with four paces between them. No toilet, no bucket. A metal door through which a tank would struggle to smash.

      Eve was unsurprised to find herself powerless. Scanning her arms, she found the entry point for whatever ability dampening liquid with which they had injected her.

      Returning to the bed, dropping too hard on the frame, she thought of Adam. They could keep her a million years if it meant her brother remained free.

      He would come for her, though she wished he would not. It would put his freedom in jeopardy. She prayed he was with Grendel; together, they might have a chance.

      She remained in bed, worrying, hoping and praying her brother had escaped, that he would stay away. She also prayed for distraction. In under an hour, it came. She heard the lock of the massive door disengage and stood to meet her new warden. A question ambled across her mind.

      Whatever they did to her; could she really hate them more than she despised her mother?
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        * * *

      

      When Doc woke to see neither pearly gates nor pits of fire, he was as grateful as he was surprised.

      At some point during the operation he was supposed to be directing, he had passed out from the pain. Before that, his instructions had been erratic and increasingly panicked. Feeling his eyes close, he had not expected them to reopen.

      Even the pain, which burned at his side, was a blessed relief. Beneath a sweat-drenched top, he fingered a long line of messy stitches. Omi was no artist, but they would do the job. As Doc had been removed from the operating theatre to a comfortable room nearby, he could not say what had happened to the bullet.

      Weak and dizzy, sitting was a challenge. Doc needed a transfusion. Light-headedness suggested Omi had offered none of his blood during the operation. No matter, Doc had a store donated by himself and his now-deceased colleagues. From this, he had taken the plasma which helped save Eve’s life. There was plenty remaining for his needs.

      Despite his weakness, the pain, he could not remain still. Beside his bed was a wheelchair. After almost losing it and falling on his arse, he soon got the hang of moving on wheels and made for the hall.

      Halfway down, he reached an open door through which he spied Omi, standing statue over the equally still Delilah. After several seconds, Omi turned to Doc, then crossed the room, stepped through the door, and closed it behind him.

      “I thought you’d sleep longer.”

      “Same,” said Doc. “Forever longer. Cheers, for fixing me.”

      “Before you went off the rails and passed out,” said Omi, “you were instructive. Besides, the organisation provided some medical training. Bullet removal and wound stitching were high on the curriculum.”

      “What about blood transfusions?”

      “Simple. You have blood?”

      “Yeah.”

      Omi glanced at the closed door. “I won’t leave her, not even if I’ll only be a few rooms away. When she wakes, we’ll do the transfusion, then talk plans.”

      “What, like, fastest way out the country?”

      Omi’s stare was piercing. The intensity seemed practised. More learnings from the school of evil agents, no doubt.

      Anticipating Omi’s request, Doc said, “I saved Eve’s life. Could have left it there but decided to tag along with Adam and what happened? Man got shot. If I hadn’t dived into your ride, I’d be dead. I ain’t cut out for that life.”

      “Understandable,” said Omi. “My life means little but, for Delilah, I’d do anything. Keeping her safe is all that matters. She’s my angel. If I could, I would already have whisked her far away. We’d be in the wind, never to be seen again.”

      “But she won’t leave her mumma, hey?”

      “She hates me for driving off when Hattie needed saving. It’s impossible to explain that, going back, trying to save her, I would have got us all killed.”

      “That would not have been my preferred option, but kids, man, what can you do?”

      Omi glanced again at the door, as though he could see through the metal to his precious girl. “I’ve considered taking her. By the time she wakes, we can be long gone. Though she’d hate me, she’d be safe. Perhaps, eventually, she’d understand.”

      Doc smiled, Omi read it as derisive and was not far wrong.

      “What?” he said.

      “You knew Francis?” Doc asked.

      He nodded. “I did him a favour, not so long ago.”

      “He was my uncle. Don’t think that don’t follow cause it does. He protected me when my mum weren’t about, and I loved him for it. Loved him like that little girl loves you, but you know what? If he tried to take me away from my mother, even if seeing her again would have been dangerous, I would have ran, first chance I got. I would have gone back for her. That’s what kids who love their mothers do, man. You can’t ever come between that.”

      Looking more resigned than upset, Omi said, “Yes, I’d reached the same conclusion. That’s why I have to break into the facility, to do everything I can to save Hattie.”

      Doc looked at the door too. Like Omi, he was unable to see through metal. For some reason, it comforted him to think of the innocent child, asleep on the other side of the door.

      “Don’t wanna bring down this great mood,” he said. “But they don’t want Hattie like they want the twins. You sure they ain’t killed her?”

      “Not sure, no,” he said. “But I doubt it. They want Delilah and know Hattie gives them leverage. That’s why I have to go after her and why I have to ask of you a huge favour. But no, it isn’t to come with me.”

      Doc was baffled for seconds. Then it hit home.

      “You want me to look after Delilah?”

      Omi said nothing. Didn’t have to.

      “I ain’t no babysitter. Ain’t never looked after no kid before. Nor a dog. Not even a plant.”

      “I’m the only one who can save Hattie, and you’re the only one left to look after Delilah. I can’t force you, can only beg.”

      Doc closed his eyes: thought of sandy beaches and margaritas. Of scantily clad women and total freedom. After his blood transfusion, he could be gone in less than a day. It could be beautiful.

      Opening his eyes, he said, “Kid should be with her mother. You gunna go save her. I’ll look after Delilah until you return.”

      What was he agreeing to?

      “Thank you,” said Omi. “I’ll come for you when Delilah awakes, for your transfusion.”

      “Cool,” said Doc.

      Omi took the door, opened it to reveal the room and the sleeping girl. Doc felt his heart clench.

      “You’ll try save Hattie,” he said. “But you don’t reckon you can, do you?”

      Lost in Delilah, Omi didn’t look at Doc.

      “I expect to die,” he said. “But that girl needs her mother, and I would die a thousand torturous deaths for the slightest chance to make her happy.”

      He turned to Doc, smiled.

      “See you soon.”

      On the wheelchair-bound Doc, Omi closed the door and returned to his sleeping angel for whom he would soon risk everything.
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        * * *

      

      In her last few waking hours, Eve had met two people who professed to be doctors, neither of whom conformed to her stereotype. Doc wore a hood and chain, and slouched. Doctor Riser was young and attractive. Rather than a white coat and bland top and bottoms, she wore a light, flower-patterned blouse and red trousers. She smiled. Eve never imagined doctors as smilers though she knew not from where this perception had arisen. Having spent her life on the run from an organisation with potentially limitless resource, Eve had never been to a hospital and was not sure she had ever met a doctor before Doc and Riser. Perhaps they were all young, attractive and wore casual clothing.

      Because the furnishings in Eve’s room were limited to the bed, a guard followed Riser into the room with a chair and small desk. Displaying much greater posture than Doc, Riser sat in the former, placing a folder on the latter. Eve had never witnessed a motherly smile. Because Riser’s beam looked like nothing she had ever seen on her mother’s face, she assumed this was what it was supposed to be. She wondered if Riser was a mother. She had to be middle twenties, probably younger than Eve; certainly old enough to have young children. Did motherhood blend with working for this vile company?

      The smile dragged on, but Eve would neither speak nor react. Riser would have to do the work.

      “Eve, how are you feeling?” she said.

      “That’s Ms Serpico to you.”

      “Serpico.” Riser chuckled. “That’s good.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes. Your mother gave you it, I assume? It’s an Italian nickname deriving from the word serpe, meaning snake or serpent in English.”

      Eve bristled. Her mother had always referred to their surname as Serpico. There had been no hint it might be a joke. Though she knew her mother was a liar, Eve had never guessed the name might be a fabrication.

      “Why is it good?” she said.

      Riser’s look was one of sympathy. Eve wanted to tear her throat from her neck.

      “I suppose you didn’t have much of an education,” said Riser. “Though your mother would have done the best she could.”

      “She did fine,” said Eve. It had to be the first time she had defended the woman who birthed her. She did not like the way that made her feel.

      “Adam and Eve were, according to the Book of Genesis, the first man and woman, created by God and sent to live in the garden of Eden. God permitted them to eat from any of the garden’s trees, with one exception: the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.”

      “All these years you’ve been on our tails. I never realised we were being chased by a Sunday school.”

      Riser’s smile was unfaltering. She continued, “It was a serpent that convinced Eve to eat from the tree, leading to Adam and Eve’s expulsion from Eden. Hence, your mother’s choice of name.”

      Eve bit her lip. This simple meaningless deception from her mother hurt more than it should. Trying to maintain a stoic expression, Eve said, “So what is my surname?”

      “Sachs.”

      “Wow,” said Eve. “No wonder she changed it.”

      “Indeed.”

      Riser’s eyes never wandered from Eve’s face. The twin got the impression she was attempting to read her mind. In a world where her brother could turn invisible, and she could make many incredible things happen, perhaps Riser was telepathic.

      As though Riser’s telepathy had ripped from Eve a question she had not wanted to ask, she blurted, “Is she alive?”

      Riser raised her eyebrows. “Your mother?”

      “You know that’s who I mean.”

      “I was just surprised,” said Riser. “Story goes you never got on. Does her fate interest you?”

      “Of course,” said Eve, surprising herself. Riser showed no reaction. “I hated her, but she’s the reason it took you guys nearly thirty years to catch me. I never wanted her to die. If she’s alive, I’d be pleased, so long as I never had to see her again.”

      Riser tapped the pad before her, as though considering. Perhaps she thought Eve stupid. That the twin could not see that every word Riser spoke, every move she made, was calculated, her emotions staged.

      Eve let her act. Waited.

      “Your mother’s alive,” Riser said at last.

      Eve’s hand twitched. She had almost raised it to her chest, as though placing it over her heart would stop the aggressive, rapid beating, or at least mute the sound so Riser could not hear the effect this news had on Eve.

      For over a decade, Eve had believed her mother dead. She had moved on, accepted. Only Adam had lived in denial, occasionally theorising ways she might have survived, reasons the organisation—for they must have caught or she would have returned to her children—might have kept her alive.

      If Eve suggested she might have escaped to Tenerife and started a new family, Adam would go cold, silent. Occasionally, he would refrain from speaking with her for hours on end.

      When Francis, an organisation man, had claimed their mother lived, Eve had declared him a liar out of hand, Adam had believed without consideration.

      Somehow, Adam had been right. Eve struggled to process this news.

      “Is she here, in this facility?”

      Again, Riser raised her eyebrows. “That’s above my clearance level, I’m afraid. But if you don’t want to see her, why does it matter?”

      “I wouldn’t want to bump into her in the rec room of an evening,” said Eve.

      Riser said nothing.

      “That was a joke, see?” said Eve. “I recognise there are no rec rooms in hell. You intend to torture me, hold me here for the rest of my days. How do you live with yourself?”

      Riser didn’t smile. Nor did she appear concerned by the morality of her employment. That Eve was human and did not deserve to be locked away caused her no bother.

      If Riser had children, Eve hoped they grew to hate her.

      She wanted to pick at the mother thread. Could not stand to have people think she wanted to pick at the mother thread, so dropped it.

      “Where’s my brother?”

      Again, Riser tapped the pad. As though afraid a leaping spider might lie within, she eased open the cover at one corner, then let it fall. Eve crossed her arms, buying none of the act.

      “What do you remember of your capture at the farmhouse?” said Riser.

      “Enough,” said Eve. “You used Bethany and a falling bookshelf as a decoy, then sedated me. If I hadn’t been recovering from a shotgun blast to the stomach, I would have stopped you.”

      “We’ll have that looked at by the way,” said Riser, pointing to Eve’s stomach. “Your back-alley doctor seems to have done a decent job, but we want to ensure there will be no complications.”

      Eve shrugged. It meant nothing to her—little did.

      “My brother,” she prompted.

      Riser sighed.

      “You were captured by an agent named Lucy. She sedated you and then, using Bethany, enticed Adam into the basement. When he came to you, Lucy was to sedate him too, at which point we could bring you both here.”

      Eve intended to say but? No words came. Her heart beat with such ferocity she could barely hear Riser’s next words.

      “Lucy is unreliable. For that, I apologise.”

      Again, she danced with the corner of the folder. Lifting it, dropping it, before making a show of finally flipping the cover and sliding the top sheet to Eve.

      An A4 photograph. Full colour. Crisp and clear.

      With eyes that almost resembled sadness and regret, Riser closed the file, leaving the photo exposed.

      “I’m afraid Adam is dead.”
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        * * *

      

      Only following great victories and haunting losses did Sandra drink.

      Arriving in her office, she rushed around her desk and extracted from the locked draw a bottle of gin. With trembling hands, she made a stiff gin and tonic, wasting no time in collapsing into her sofa and taking a sizeable sip.

      Ensconced in warm leather, it was impossible not to recall her childhood.  Tearaway teen, bright with an inability to focus. Back then she drank most days, regardless of the occasion. She preferred strong liquor to studying and could not stand living under the authority of her pathetic parents. Before turning fifteen, she’d abandoned home to make her fortune. Within a couple of years, she came to the organisation’s doors, destitute and desperate for easy cash.

      Submitting to their experiments—this dirty, washed-up teen—she might have died; instead became a mother. Years later, despite how far she had come, most still saw only the girl who had turned up begging for cash, willing to do anything, no matter how demeaning, to get it. Few could accept the reason she had risen so high was that, after a rough start, through had shone her determination and natural brilliance. Most believed Joel pitied her or was bedding her. Rather than to fury these rumours now brought her to laughter. The closer she came to punishing her illwishers, those who had treated her with contempt, the easier that laughter came.

      Two days it had taken her to achieve what none of them had managed in years. And with this greatest victory, at last, she could destroy all those who had scorned her.

      The gin was gone. Joel was in the air. They would be unable to speak for another forty minutes at least. Sandra had time to kill and no desire to spend it sitting around.

      She thought of Lucy. The dangerous daughter she so often feared had, in the end, been the one to come through. After Sandra’s initial plan failed, it was Lucinda who saved the day. Sandra would not make the mistake of overlooking this achievement, as many had overlooked her own. Her daughter deserved a gift and a gift she would have.

      It took no time at all to decide what to get. Sandra wanted to praise her daughter and rub her success in the nose of someone who had for so long treated her with disdain and contempt. Killing two birds with one stone was always satisfying.

      Dr Steadman had his labs in the same facility as the living quarters of Sandra and the other mothers. This did not mean a two-minute stroll to a room a few corridors down. The compound was vast. In one of the electric transport buggies, it still took nearly ten minutes to navigate the vast web of hallways to find the entrance to one of the most secure areas of the facility.

      Few could enter without clearance. Sandra was one of a handful who held an all-access pass.

      Along another corridor, through a smaller but still reinforced steel door, Sandra passed through the central hub of this section of the facility, stopping when she reached Steadman’s office, from within which she could hear heated discussion.

      Upon the plain door, she knocked but did not wait for an invite before entering. Inside she stole the looks of both inhabitants.

      Behind his black desk, on which stood no personal effects, nor anything which might indicate he was more than a robot, sat Steadman. Seventy-years-old, spindle thin. Deep lines marked his face. His hands trembled like Sandra’s, but with age, rather than victory. Before long, he’d be gone.

      Of this, Sandra would make sure.

      “Can I help you?” he said.

      When that impoverished teen had first arrived at the facility, Steadman had been in his prime. She had never forgotten his look of mingled lust and disgust. It had made her sick.

      “I’m not interrupting, I hope,” she said.

      The man with whom Steadman had been arguing was in his mid-thirties. His face was red from raising his voice. He could not look at Sandra. Like many, he feared her. She had no problem with that.

      “My young colleague has some concerns about our latest run,” said Steadman. “He doesn’t believe we should be sending the next crop into the red room.”

      Given he could not summon the bravery to look at her, Sandra struggled to believe this man dared to question Steadman. In the old doctor’s kingdom—and kingdom was how he saw his collection of labs; his staff were subjects—beheadings were still commonplace.

      “Why ever not?” she asked the young man.

      He began mumbling. Steadman allowed him to do so for almost ten seconds before talking over him.

      “Recently, the red room’s output has increased by almost 200%. Of course, we are no strangers to fluctuation, but such a rise, and at such speed, is unprecedented.”

      “It sounds good, though?”

      Steadman’s smile said, Well, of course, you wouldn’t understand.

      “There is a crack in the wall,” said Steadman. “We don’t know how it got there, nor what it means. As we cannot ascertain where the energy comes from some of my colleagues fear as the output rises, the crack will grow. They fear there may be something on the other side.” He smiled with derision. “The energy has to go somewhere so we may as well continue to process it but—”

      “Your friend here views the next crop as an unnecessary risk,” said Sandra

      Steadman nodded. “Usually I would be inclined to agree we might as well can this particular round, but given the circumstances…”

      “Cassandra.”

      “Precisely.”

      The nervous man glanced at Steadman, then Sandra. He did not understand the significance of the comment, and that was fine. Where everyone knew of Grendel, the beast, few knew Cassandra, whose identify those in the know guarded closely.

      “I wouldn’t worry,” Sandra said to the nervous man. “Who knows what might happen now we have our prize? We may pull back from the red room altogether, after this crop. Speaking of, Dr Steadman, I’d like to remove one of the girls.”

      Jaw tight, he forced a smile. “Of course. Anything for our victorious Sandra. Which are you after?”

      “Oh, I won’t know until I see them. Most likely, it will be your most attractive option.”

      “The most attractive?”

      “Oh yes, she’s to be a present for my Lucy, you see.”

      Like Grendel, Lucy was well known to most within the organisation, though the stories were based more on myth than fact.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Sandra saw the nervous man shudder. At the thought of Lucy taking the most beautiful girl from the latest pool of potential mothers, he experienced nothing short of horror and revulsion.

      Steadman merely held the smile.

      “Of course, Sandra. Right this way.”
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        * * *

      

      Like a vampire, Doc had filled up on blood and felt much better for it. During the transfusion, Omi and Delilah had argued. She was conflicted, pained. She was afraid to let Omi go after Hattie, knowing both mother and protector would likely die. Her solution was more straightforward: offer the organisation a trade—Hattie for Delilah.

      Because it was difficult to recover with so much tension in the air, Omi had taken Delilah elsewhere to complete their feud. Most the pain left with the pair, but Doc unintentionally held some. For the girl, his heart ached. It was impossible not to think of his mother. For the chance to save her life, he would have traded his freedom, and more, in a heartbeat.

      For half an hour, he lay alone, before Omi returned, twisting his hands in frustration and anxiety. It was strange to see this man, tall and bald and muscular, afraid. Doc supposed the ability to punch through brick walls did not preclude one from softer emotions.

      Upon entering Omi said, “I don’t know what to do.”

      There was no question mark, no upward inflexion. The intense stare which succeeded the statement made clear Omi needed an answer. Trying to make it seem as though this was not an intentional action, as though consciousness had slipped away, Doc closed his eyes. He feared where Omi’s non-question questions would take them.

      “She knows it’s her they want,” Omi continued. “She thinks she’s making the mature, adult decision, but doesn’t realise they’ll kill Hattie the moment they have her. She refuses to believe her plan won’t work. I don’t know how to dissuade her.”

      There it was again—the non-question question. Doc had no children, no dependents. Beyond his mother and uncle, none of his relationships had lasted more than days; most lasted hours. His two favourite hobbies were getting drunk and playing FIFA. Occasionally he saved lives. This did not change that he was emotionally closed off, and in no position to advise on any subjects that did not involve a game controller.

      “Maybe try a fake snore,” said Omi. “It would be more convincing.”

      Lack of options had driven Omi to Doc’s door. Lack of options would prevent him going elsewhere, even if Doc could fake sleep for hours. Accepting this, he opened his eyes. “Dunno what to tell you, man. She loves you. She loves her mum. You said you’d suffer a thousand torturous deaths to make her happy or whatever, well she’ll suffer any punishment to save her mum while keeping you safe.”

      “Right,” said Omi. “So how can I convince her?”

      “Seems to me,” said Doc. “You’ve reached one of them things where two people want opposite options and so can’t go forward. You know them things?”

      “An impasse,” said Omi. “Yes, an impasse is exactly where we are.”

      “Well, there you go then.”

      “What do you mean there I go? What help is knowing I’m in an impasse?”

      At least Omi was now asking actual questions. This did not change how far from compelled Doc was to try and answer.

      “You’re stressed because you can’t solve this problem, yeah? Well, if its an impasse, it ain’t going to be resolved. That’s gotta take the pressure off.”

      “What?”

      “Get a beer or something.”

      Omi crossed the room and grabbed Doc’s arm. “I need your help.”

      “I can’t convince the kid for you.”

      “I believe that,” said Omi. “I’m asking you to watch over her.”

      “Already said I would, didn’t I? But that only helps if you get her to drop this idea about trading herself for her mum, yeah?”

      “Can you stand?”

      Doc was still in pain, still weak. After the blood transfusion, he felt much better than he had before. He was sure standing, even walking, would not be beyond him.

      “Don’t think so,” he said.

      Omi retreated. “Try.”

      If he had believed ignoring Omi might make him go away, Doc would have pretended not to hear his guest until there was no guest to hear.

      Sensing his selective hearing might instead lead to his being dragged onto the cold hard floor or thrown over Omi’s shoulder, seeking to spare himself the humiliation, Doc fought pain and fatigue to climb from bed.

      He was wobbly. Upon standing a spell of light-headedness attacked. Satisfied Doc had at least tried, Omi grabbed a wheelchair. They made their way down the hall.

      “Delilah was drained after our argument,” said Omi. “I expect she’s asleep. If so, I’m leaving her with you and going. That okay?”

      “Not really.”

      “It’s happening.”

      Of the dead, Doc tried never to think ill. Much as he had loved Francis, it was challenging to put aside the facts. It was his uncle who had brought the twins to Doc’s door. As a result, Doc had taken a bullet and would have to defend a blind child against an organisation in possession of what seemed to be a limitless arsenal and army. Because he had met Adam and Eve, Doc might be reunited with his uncle far sooner than imagined. When they met, Doc would waste no time in giving Francis a piece of his mind.

      Outside Delilah’s door, they stopped. Omi looked wretched. That he must betray the child he so loved was tearing him apart. Doc could not use this to dissuade him. Omi thought this was the only option and was almost certainly right.

      “Check she’s asleep,” said Omi.

      “Man, I think this is such a bad—”

      “Check,” he repeated.

      With some difficulty and no help from Omi, Doc dragged himself from his chair and held the door frame. After half a minute’s recovery, he turned the handle, opened the door, and poked his head inside. With a shake of the head, he retreated.

      “I can’t look after her.”

      Anger arriving, Omi grabbed Doc’s jumper. “You said you would. Try back out now and I’ll—”

      “Omi,” Doc cut in. “Ain’t no need for threats. It ain’t that I don’t want to look after her. I can’t.”

      Standing back, he shoved the door wider, invited Omi to look inside.

      “Kid’s gone.”
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        * * *

      

      The picture showed Adam, back to the floor, eyes wide, throat open. Blood, presumably his, had ruined his shirt and circled his frame. Eve recognised the stone of the basement floor in which she had been sedated. The wreckage of the bookshelf lay at one edge of the photo. Eve studied the image a long while before looking to Riser.

      “Where’s my brother?”

      “We have a morgue on site. I’ve already spoken with those in charge. I feel you should be allowed to see Adam, and they agree. It might not be right away, but I promise, before long, I’ll get you in.”

      Eve said nothing. Riser’s expression was one of inauthentic sympathy, condolences. It was as though she had searched relevant examples on the web and spent little time trying to mimic them before coming here.

      “I know this must be tough,” she said. “As you’re no doubt aware, killing Adam was the last thing we wanted. For almost thirty years we’ve sought to bring you both in healthy. It’s a frustration.” She lifted her hands in apology. “Nothing to what you’re feeling, I know. You’ll want time to process. If you need me to go away, to come back later, please, you need only ask.”

      Silence. After some time had passed, Eve took a long, deep breath. With a soft touch, she brought her finger to her brother’s face, as though she might hurt the real him, should she press too hard.

      “I’ll never be alone, though, will I?” she said. Her eyes turned to the ceiling, to each corner of the room. “The cameras are well hidden, but they’re here. Probably got some arsehole in a room, watching me every hour of the day. I have to say, under such circumstances, I’m going to feel very uncomfortable masturbating.”

      “Following difficult news, it can be tempting to close down.”

      “I’m not closing down.”

      “To use humour as a defence.”

      “A defence against what? I said it would be uncomfortable. I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it.”

      “Believe it or not, we want to help.”

      “Really? How about a male prostitute?” Eve raised a finger. “But before you get carried away, I don’t want just anyone. Maybe compile a catalogue or something? Would that be possible? I have some pretty specific criteria, right off the bat. I can save you time.”

      Riser’s look of faux sympathy made Eve want to shred her face with a potato peeler. Alas, the guards had provided no such implement. She could smash the doctor’s head into the table but was fearful she would not have the chance to do a satisfactory amount of damage before the guard intervened.

      “Do you want to talk about Adam?”

      “I want to talk to him,” said Eve.

      “Well as I say, he’s in the morgue and if—”

      “Why?”

      Riser stuttered.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Why would he be in the morgue?” asked Eve. “Is he doing work experience, or helping out? Has he a research project involving the decomposition rate of the dead? He always was an inquisitive soul.”

      Riser opened her mouth a little, then closed it. She looked unsure how to proceed and, for the first time, wasn’t acting. Eve took up the mantle. Feigning shock, she lifted the photo.

      “Hang on. I assumed this was a joke. You weren’t actually hoping I’d believe my brother was dead, were you?” She looked at the photo. It hurt to see his face. A fist clenched her heart to know he was nearby, but she was unable to see him.

      “I feared this might happen,” said Riser. It was the best she could manage. Before entering the room, she had prepared for a hundred scenarios. This had not been one.

      Still holding the photo, Eve ploughed on. “Obviously, it’s not a complete fabrication. I have no doubt you had him laid on the floor like this. Photo taken. Little bit of digital trickery and voila. Someone deserves a bonus. Very realistic.”

      “Grief can affect people in powerful ways.”

      “My brother’s alive,” said Eve.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Eve rolled her eyes and dropped the photo. It slipped onto then from the table, coming to rest face down on the metal floor. Eve leaned in, smiling.

      “Take a look at my face and tell me, honestly, do you think I’m in denial, or just not buying your lies?” She leaned back. “Either I’m deluded, and you’re telling the truth, or I’ve called it, and Adam’s alive.”

      Riser fought to restrain her anger while Eve struggled not to laugh out loud. The photo was the doctor’s denouement, her grand finale. She had anticipated denial; never considered disbelief.

      “Oh, dear,” said Eve. “It looks as though you need to scuttle off and make a new plan, something else which might rattle me.

      A bite of anger. Losing her cool, Riser said, “Perhaps I’ll take you to the body. Shove your face into his. See how that makes you feel.”

      “It would destroy me,” said Eve. “I suppose you’re even tempted to kill him just to prove you’re telling the truth, to make me feel a fool for not believing.” Eve tapped Riser’s hand. The doctor recoiled. “Can’t do that though, can you? Because they want him alive. They’ll never let you slit his throat.”

      Riser was ready to explode. No longer could she control her emotions.

      “If it makes you feel any better,” said Eve. “I am miserable. I’d hoped Adam was free but if you had him unconscious for the photo, you’ve got him locked away. I’m sorry you caught him, and I’m sorry you weren’t able to use his fake death to manipulate me into being good.”

      Eve held a straight face for a few seconds, then burst out laughing.

      “Just kidding, I’m not sorry you screwed up.”

      Riser held perfectly still. Her face was paper white; her eyes seemed to shrink with every second.

      Her hand twitched.

      Eve knew the doctor wanted to throttle her prisoner but didn’t flinch. She was almost excited to see what Riser would do next.

      Thirty seconds passed. Sensing the danger, the guard stepped towards the table.

      Riser rose so quickly her chair slammed into the guard’s legs.

      Eve beamed. “Corr, you’re a fast riser.”

      “We’ll resume this later.” Riser turned and stormed from the room. Eve called after her.

      “A fast riser. Get it? Because you stood quickly, and also your name is Riser? Hey. Hey.” She turned to the guard. “You thought it was funny, right?”

      Chair in one hand, table in the other, he left the room. A second later, the door slammed. Electronics whirred and shoved the bolt into place. Once more, Eve was trapped.

      With one change, the cell was as it had been before Riser arrived.

      Bending, Eve could not prevent herself from collecting the photograph, from flipping it and staring at her brother’s face.

      Now she knew. She need not worry about Adam coming to find her because he was already here, locked up somewhere.

      This clarified things.

      “I’m coming for you,” she said. “I’m going to get you out of here, whatever it takes.”

      Falling onto the bed, she held the fake photo close to her chest.

      “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Sandra loathed to look at the girl she had extracted from Steadman’s trial. Too many similarities to a young Sandra. Skimpy clothing, darting eyes, restless hands. She reeked of desperation. When Sandra caught a glance of the pathetic specimen, she felt nothing but contempt, and from this contempt sprang loathing. Not for the girl, but for herself.

      Was this organisation within which Sandra worked not packed with people she despised and conspired against because of how they had looked at her when she had walked through the doors all those years ago? When she was desperate and lonely and pathetic. When there was nothing to separate her from the girl who sat on Sandra’s sofa clutching an orange juice.

      How could she hold to her chest a grudge which had become so precious, when she felt and acted in the same way as had they. For Sandra, this reaction was worse. Having been in the girl’s shoes, empathy should have been easier to find. But she could muster not a drop.

      Sandra liked to tell herself she was unique. Within her had been the spark of determination and brilliance which had led to her climbing the ranks. Those who saw her that day should have spotted and respected this spark. Sandra would, she consoled herself, recognise such a spark in another. Her contempt for these girls was different because no such spark existed. Their lives were meaningless. They would amount to nothing.

      So far, she had been proven right in this opinion. Those who had survived the trials became mothers. No mother but Sandra had even attempted to rise above their station. In each of them, she found her contempt validated. From this, she drew comfort.

      One day a girl would prove her wrong. In pursuing revenge against those who had underestimated her, Sandra had destroyed many lives. Her greatest fear was losing her life to a girl in whom she had missed the spark she felt sure made her unique. This would be the very definition of karma, of just desserts.

      Even given this fear, she could not change. The years had warped her, and all traces of empathy drawn from who she once was had burned away. There was nothing to do about that now.

      The girl on the sofa would not be the destroyer she feared. Within the next hour this nobody would be dead and any threat she might have possessed would pass.

      Sandra smiled.

      “My daughter’s going to love you,”

      The girl nodded. Sought courage. Found a little. “Sorry. Do I… will I…”

      “You’ll still get paid,” said Sandra.

      The girl beamed. The smile transformed her face; the radiance only made Sandra hate her more.

      On her desk, the mounted phone rang. At the name on the screen, Sandra felt a buzzing, a tingling. Any contempt for the girl was brushed aside. Sandra was able to give a warm, genuine smile.

      “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

      Taking the phone from the cradle, she stepped into the hall.

      “Joel, lovely to hear from you.”

      “Sandra. I’ve just landed.”

      “Wonderful.” Sandra hated small talk. Had to force herself. “How was the flight?”

      “Awful. You want to see how much I pay my jet chef. Would make your eyes water. He’s supposed to be one of the best in the world. In fact, his food is supposed to be out of this world, or so I was told.”

      “You didn’t like it?”

      “Slop. I might have been eating processed crap from a tin tray on a commercial flight, crammed between a fatso and a wailing baby on the lap of a crappy mother. I like to fly, Sandra. You know where driving is better?”

      “No, sir.”

      “You’re in the back of a car, and someone serves you a disgrace of a meal like that, you can roll down the window and hurl it away. Can’t do that on a plane, can you?”

      “No, sir.”

      “No, so what did I do?”

      “I don’t know, sir.”

      “I found that scoundrel chef and shoved the crappy slop in his face. One of the most satisfying moments of my life. You believe that, Sandra?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. It’s true.”

      Sometimes, it was hard to remember Joel was pushing sixty. To look at him, wearing suits as expensive as cars, driving cars as expensive as houses, you would imagine he has been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Like Sandra, he had come from nothing. Now he had what she wanted.

      Everything.

      “I want to tell you, Sandra, I’m ever so proud.”

      “That means a lot, sir.”

      “I want to apologise too.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “But I want to. You’ve been begging me for the chance to catch the twins, and I’ll be honest; I didn’t think you had it in you. I held you off too long and you’ve made me look a fool.”

      “You’re no fool, sir.”

      “No, I’m not, but you’ve made me look one, and good on you. I want you to know I’ve spoken to Julia and we’re on the same page—we owe you big time, and we’ll never doubt you again.”

      Sandra’s heart sang. Everything was coming together, falling into place. Her enemies would pay. She would rise. And at last her plan would come to fruition.

      “Thank you so much, sir,” she said. “Thank you to you both.”

      “You’ve done brilliantly, Sandra, and you will be rewarded, soon as we have everything wrapped up. I hear we’ve a couple of loose ends?”

      Sandra did not need to ask what these loose ends were. Her enemies had been whispering. She had made sure Joel knew about Adam and Eve; someone else had pointed out that Sandra’s plan had not been without the odd hitch.

      “As it stands, Delilah and Grendel are outside of our control.”

      “And how did that happen?”

      Joel wasn’t clueless. He asked not to find out what had happened. More to discover if Sandra would be honest and to judge her proposed resolution.

      “Following Francis’ final failure to capture the twins,” she said, “he acted in desperation and released Grendel, hoping the monster would fix his mistake.”

      Joel sighed. “An idiotic move. We trusted Francis for far too long.”

      Sandra didn’t comment. Due to her interference, Francis’ final and best-planned operation had failed. Because of her gloating, Francis had resorted to desperate measures in releasing Grendel. Only she knew these facts. She had no plans to confess to Joel.

      “As I understand it,” he continued. “Francis is no longer in a position to be punished for his infractions.”

      “I’m afraid he’s deceased, sir.”

      “That’s a shame. I hope it was slow. Tell me of the other issue; was this also Francis’ fault?”

      Sandra had expected this question and had planned her answer. Luckily, she had good reason to believe the problem would soon rectify itself.

      “Delilah is missing,” she confessed. “It was Francis who told the twins where to find her, but me who allowed them close enough to free her. I was confident my plan would come to fruition, the twins captured, before they could free Delilah. In the end, I was right.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “The girl’s guard, Omi; it appears he developed a soft spot for the child. During the battle, as we were capturing the twins, he fled with Delilah. I know this is disappointing, but I can assure you she will soon be with us again. Grendel too.”

      This disappointment had been rushing down the phone line, rattling in Sandra’s ear, even as Joel remained silent. Likely, he would not have blamed her. Still, the promise of recapture ensured he would not, and that was no bad thing.

      “How can you be so sure?” he asked.

      Simply, Sandra said, “Cassandra.”

      A silence, anticipation. Joel cleared his throat.

      “What has she said?”

      “To paraphrase it was, ‘Within days or hours, all nine red children will gather at last under one roof.”

      Anticipation became excitement. Bringing himself under control, Joel did a mental headcount.

      “Nine? There are only seven children. Five in the facility, two on the loose.”

      “We have Hattie,” said Sandra, purposely veering off. “Delilah will come for her mother. We believe Grendel has formed something of an attachment to Eve, and for her, he will come. When they arrive, we’ll be ready. As for eight and nine…”

      “Yes?”

      “As we speak, Steadman is preparing another trial. There are numerous women ready to step into the red room. With some degree of certainty, I can predict one will fall pregnant.”

      “Only one?”

      “It’s never been more.”

      “But that means…” he was almost panting with excitement.

      “Twins, Joel.”

      To this, he could say nothing. In the hall, leaning against the wall, Sandra smiled at the ceiling. Everything was going to be perfect.

      “You always said it felt as though you and Julia were led to the red room, as though a higher power needed that place discovered. You felt your work was more important than anyone could imagine or understand. You always foresaw an endpoint, where everything would become clear.”

      He could not speak. Excitement was a rag stuffed down his throat. Though he could not breathe, he did not care.

      “Rush over here, sir,” she said. “I believe that endpoint is coming. I think your destiny will soon be revealed.”
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        * * *

      

      Having only previously experienced nightmares, knowing what he saw could not be reality, Adam veered from dream and instead assumed his captors had pumped him full of hallucinogens. The organisation, he knew, were into experimental science of almost infinite varieties. Perhaps they had perfected a drug with which they could make Adam see what they wanted when they wanted. To them, this might be a game, with a joystick they might be manoeuvring the object of Adam’s desire.

      As such, when he opened the door to see Saskia, the only girl he had ever truly loved, he battled his initial impulse. Rather than grab and kiss her, he recoiled. Stumbling, staggering, almost falling over the pouffe. Circling, he realised he knew not the room in which he found himself. The carpets were thick, the bed grand. Adam had never dreamt. If he had, such dreams might have been filled with the plump pillows and cosy duvet he saw waiting upon the bed.

      Beyond the bed, there was little. No telly or wardrobes, drawers or mini-fridge. Adam could see no door through which he might find an en-suite. Only the entrance/exit. There was no window. The bulbs, naked of chandeliers, seemed to glow with natural light, as though, rather than something man-made, someone had installed a miniature sun.

      Under that light, Saskia was stunning. Her tanned skin glowed, her sleek black hair shined. Her pristine white dress, tight, knee-length, would be perfect for an evening ball but seemed just as elegant in the faux sunshine. Her eyes, dark and intent, met his, held his, captured his. From his heart, Saskia conducted a beat only she could.

      Losing himself, he said, “I forgot how much I missed you. Never how much I loved you.”

      To him, she came. Her arms rose, hands fell upon his shoulders. Remembering she was not real, only a trick, he raised his hands and placed them on her wrists, ready to push her away.

      He remembered the first time he’d touched her arm. Immediately he’d withdrawn. His rough hands on her smooth skin felt wrong. He imagined armed police flooding into the restaurant, throwing him to the ground. For the crime of defiling her perfection, he would spend his life in a jail cell.

      When he’d removed his hand, she’d retaken it in her own. Now, she slid from beneath his grasp, letting his hands fall away.

      She’s not real.

      She replaced her hands on his shoulders, then slid her arms around his neck. She pushed her chest to his chest, and he could not stop his head from lowering. Forehead to forehead, chest to chest, they stood. Her smell was intoxicating. A scent he could never forget.

      All sense of resistance crumbled, fell away.

      “I’ve never stopped loving you,” he said.

      She pulled her head from his. Those perfect lips. He met her eye and felt his breath catch. She kissed him gently. He was on the verge of a heart attack.

      “You have to be strong,” she said. “It’s only going to get harder, but you can come through.”

      Those eyes never left his. They had always held such intensity, even when she laughed. Like him, she was stoic. Silence did not trouble her as it did Eve. He had promised to keep her safe, and he had watched her die.

      “You’re not real.”

      He had to force the words between his lips. He wanted to take Saskia to bed, to hold her and kiss her and love her. He could have stood with her arms around his neck and stared into her eyes for eternity. He had to be better.

      “You have to remember what you can do,” she said. “You have to go further.”

      He made to tell her again that she wasn’t real. Said instead, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “The senses,” she said. “You control them. When you don’t want to be seen, heard, smelt, they cannot see you, hear you, smell you. If you wanted—” she leaned in, kissed his lips—“you could make it so I could not taste you.” She kissed him again. “Though that would break me.”

      Beyond the organisation that had pursued him, his sister and his mother, only a handful of people had ever known what Adam could do. Most had learned the truth upon seeing the ability in action.

      On a picnic blanket under the stars, encircled by empty food packets, an empty wine bottle, Adam had rolled to Saskia, kissed her. He had told her of his ability not out of necessity, but out of love. He wanted her to know him completely. She hadn’t asked him to prove his claims. Implicitly, she trusted.

      But she knew only what he told her. Having died in his arms, she would have been in no position to learn more.

      “You’re not real,” he said.

      She kissed him again. “I feel real.”

      He kissed her back. “But you’re not. You can’t be. I watched you die. I’m sorry; I let you die.”

      “I don’t blame you; I could never blame you.”

      “You’re not real.”

      “I’m not with them.”

      This answer was new. Adam didn’t know how to process it. She was a figment created by the organisation. Through her, they would happily deny their involvement.

      “I wish I could see you again.”

      “You’re seeing me now.”

      They kissed. Only when the tears dripped from his chin to the floor did Adam realise he was crying. From Saskia, he had never moved on. The grief and love he had felt he had only bottled away. At the sight of her, real or not, the bottle had shattered, all of it returned.

      “Let me save you,” she said.

      “How?”

      “By telling you how to save yourself.”

      “How can I do that?”

      Her arms came from around his neck. He had to fight the urge to pull her back. Taking a step away, she raised her hands, indicated he should mirror her. She pressed her palms against his.

      “You control the senses,” she said. “Taste, smell, sight, sound. Touch. There are billions of people and objects in this world; none can touch you if you wish they would not.”

      Questions bubbled inside. Adam fought to drag one free, and as he did, Saskia removed her palms from his and kissed him again. This kiss lasted a lifetime and a millisecond; lasted for eternity and a heartbeat. When she pulled away, her eyes were full of tears, as were his. Again, forehead met forehead.

      “Take the lift with the scar to the bottom,” she whispered. “Two rights then a left. Find the third room on the righthand side.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Learn how to stop the world touching you,” said Saskia, pulling away. “Find that room.”

      Her lips touched his for the final time. He closed his eyes and felt the tears burn.

      “Find me, Adam. I need you.”

      “Wait,” he said, opening his eyes.

      Saskia was gone. Adam lay in the same room in which they had spoken. Above him stood Bethany.

      “Morning, darling,” she said. “How did you sleep?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “She can’t have gone far.”

      Seeing the empty room, Omi had crossed the bland tiles with fury and thrown back the sheets, as though Delilah might be hiding beneath. To do so, she would have had to become 2D.

      Beneath the bed, within the closet; Omi checked every available hiding place. This done he left, slamming the door so hard Doc, who still rested against the frame, was almost shaken to the ground like an apple from a tree.

      “We have to find her,” said Omi.

      “Well, sure. You grab Delilah, I’ll chill here. Get as much rest as possible before she returns, so I’m ready to—okay.”

      Grabbing Doc’s arm, Omi had dragged him into the wheelchair. He raced down the corridor, pushing Doc ahead. He took corners at such speed Doc was almost thrown from the chair with each turn, all in pursuit of the exit.

      “Calm it, man,” Doc called. “I don’t wanna piss you off, but you realise you’re being dumb, right? No offence but the girl is blind. How far can she go?”

      “All the way.”

      “Yeah or to the first staircase or wall or well. Not like the kid has a guide dog.”

      “What she has is better.”

      They reached the final corridor. Ahead of them, daylight. So far, they hadn’t seen Delilah, but there was more than one route to escape. More likely than not, the kid was wandering through the halls, lost and confused, wishing she’d never got out of bed.

      “What are you talking about, better?” Doc asked. “What’s better than a guide dog? Other than, you know, being able to see.”

      “With her power,” Omi said, pushing them to the exit, ”she can locate someone to within a hundred metres, like that.” He clicked his fingers. “Once she has, she can walk to them without fear of well or staircase or wall. If she meets speeding car or panting jogger, she’ll know instinctually when to stop, when to go. She’ll reach the facility unharmed. Then they’ll lock her up and kill her mother.”

      These powers, these abilities. It was too much for Doc. When he’d spoken with Francis, after he’d saved Eve’s life, his uncle had told Doc about the twins’ gifts. Doc trusted his uncle but anyway struggled to believe. At least until he saw the monster Grendel and witnessed Adam’s power in action.

      Having seen that, he didn’t doubt Omi’s story for a second.

      “I believe you,” said Doc. “But why are you taking me? I’ll slow you down. Also, and I know this won’t mean so much to you, I really, really don’t wanna go to this place. Honest, mate, I can’t think of much worse. Not sure I can think of anything worse. You get me?”

      They were out in the open. In this car park, Grendel had run with Eve over his shoulder, had scaled a wall and disappeared. In an SUV that was no longer present, Doc had held his dying uncle and tried not to cry as the great man passed away.

      “You won’t slow me up,” said Omi. “She’s on foot. She’s a child. Even knowing she won’t walk into any obstacles, she can’t move too quickly. Little legs. We’ll catch her.”

      Now they were beyond the carpark, off the land Francis had purchased for Doc.

      “She’ll take the most direct route. She can’t have too much of a head start.”

      “Aren’t you listening to me?” Doc shouted. “I don’t want to go. I don’t want to—” he grabbed the wheels and screamed as rubber tore skin. “Go.”

      At the brink of a curb onto an almost empty road, Omi stopped. Releasing the wheelchair’s handle, he moved with a deadly slowness to the front. Here, he grabbed Doc’s knees, squeezed.

      “Yo, that hurts.”

      “I saved your life,” he said. “You owe me.”

      Doc opened his mouth to respond. To say if the price of Omi saving his life was his life, what was the point? He wanted to explain that fear paralysed him. He wanted to make Omi see he needed out. He saw himself in Delilah, in her quest to save her mother, but there was nothing he could do.

      He might have made these arguments. He had never been very eloquent, but in his passion, he might have convinced Omi that dragging him along for this ride was not smart. Before he could, a blur smashed Omi’s shoulder, tearing his hands from Doc’s legs and tossing him across the concrete, rolling over and over and over; landing in a heap.

      On impact, the blur had stopped. Now it loomed over Doc; all seven feet of it.

      Hoping he would not wet himself, nor have his throat ripped free, Doc titled his up; his eyes meeting black orbs.

      “Hello, Graham,” he said.

      In response, Graham, known to many as Grendel, roared.
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        * * *

      

      Not so long later, the door reopened, and the guard returned. This time he carried not table and chair but handcuffs, and was accompanied not by Riser but by a second guard and a tall man who looked much more like a doctor. Grey hair, thin-framed glasses, a bland suit. The long white coat would have topped off the appearance nicely. He introduced himself as Dr Linworth.

      “How are you, Eve?”

      “Very well,” she said. “In such a room, with no games and no company, it would be easy to grow bored. But I’ve always had an active imagination. It’s kept me from going out of my mind.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear,” said Linworth. “And about what you have been thinking?”

      “Do you know Doctor Riser?”

      “I do.”

      “I’ve been imagining all the ways I might make her suffer before I kill her. Paper cut every centimetre of her body, skin her with a potato peeler, remove her eyes and pop them in her mouth. I could go on.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Oh, but I’ve only scratched the surface of the myriad ways in which I might make her pay. After you’re done with me today, I’ll return to it. If you provided pen and paper, I could detail the devised torments in print. With a range of coloured pencils, I could illustrate each option. My brother is a better artist than am I, but I feel confident, in my passion, I could get across my point.”

      Linworth smiled thinly. This repugnant man in this vile organisation was unnerved. Excellent.

      “You need not worry, doctor,” she said. “You’ve not upset me. Keep it that way, and you may get to live. If upon my escape we should meet, your death will be quick and painless. So long as you stay on my good side.”

      The smile grew a little. Talk of escape calmed him because it was fantasy. He believed Eve skinning Riser with a potato peeler was more likely.

      “I hope you’ll understand I have to do my job,” he said. “In time, there may be discomfort, which you should know I will regret. If I could avoid it I would.”

      “You could let me go?”

      To know no one’s surprise, this comment went ignored.

      “First off, we seek to improve your conditions by checking your wound and ensuring it’s healing correctly, that there is no chance of infection or of the stitches splitting and spilling your stomach onto the floor.”

      “Fantastic,” said Eve. “I imagine it would be so much harder to eviscerate Riser under the influence of an infection-induced fever, or if I were missing my stomach. Please, let’s go.”

      The guard with the handcuffs approached. Eve retreated.

      “Woah, do we need those? Have you not injected me with a substance that curtails my power? Are your guards not trained to maim rather than kill with their shots, should I try to flee?”

      The guard paused. Linworth looked nervous. “I have my orders.”

      “I’ll never escape you,” said Eve. “Even if I did, could I flee the facility?  I assume this is a labyrinth and, even if I found an exit, would be able to go no further without the correct pass, fingers or eyes?”

      Linworth considered. Unlike Riser, Eve did not believe this was a show of thoughtfulness. He had entered the room intending to cuff Eve. Now he was unsure.

      Nodding, he waved back the guard.

      “As a show of friendship, because I want us to get on, I’ll leave off the cuffs,” he said.

      “You, sir, have earned yourself a quick death.”

      “A pleasant thought. But I must warn you; I will consider any funny business a breach of trust. Following such a breach, you will talk me into no further acts of kindness.”

      “Breach your trust?” Eve raised her hands. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Lowering them, she felt her stomach, which twinged a little. “Now, shall we get me that checkup?”

      In another bland room, fitted with a bed and numerous pieces of medical equipment, Linworth checked her over. At his side were a man and woman who did as asked without a word, like nuns who had taken vows of silence.

      Most of what the guy did happened at Eve’s periphery: checking machinery and passing tools to the doctor, who hummed when he was not speaking. Who grew annoying to the point that Eve almost regretted promising him a quick demise.

      The girl worked closer to Eve. With nimble fingers, she inserted an IV. With one hand she attached electrical monitors to Eve’s skin while her other smoothed her prisoner’s clothes. Eve had not changed into a gown, only lifted her top. The girl met Eve’s eye only once while working. She seemed afraid.

      Linworth’s work took less than half an hour, by the end of which, he was impressed.

      “Whoever worked on you, despite obviously being restricted by limited resources, did an excellent job.”

      “Really? No infection? No stomach spillage?”

      “Nothing of the sort,” said Linworth. “You’ll take some painkillers now, and the guards will bring your regular doses, but you should be pleased. You’re recovering not only nicely, but also more quickly than one might expect, having taken a shotgun slug to the midriff. If you escaped tonight, you’d be in fine form to eviscerate my colleague.”

      At this, Eve almost laughed.

      “Nice one, Doc.”

      There were no further tests. Eve would gain a full night’s sleep and plenty of rest. In the days to come, there would be experiments. Linworth did not attempt to hoodwink her. There was no talk of the organisation’s invaluable work, nor the crucial role she would play. For this, Eve was grateful.

      Within an hour of leaving, Eve was back in her cell. When the door slammed, she flopped onto the bed. Eyes closed, she looked not to the future—where she was yanking Riser’s hair from her head one strand at a time, cutting her toes from her feet one by one—but to the recent past, where the silent girl had met her eyes while smoothing her jeans. Her fingers had touched the top of Eve’s pocket.

      From the same, Eve withdrew a folded slip of paper. A love note, perhaps?  Eve was attractive, and the girl had looked awfully lonely. Except, within the slip of paper was something else—a tablet.

      Eve assumed it was not ecstasy.

      Balancing the pill on her stomach, above Doc’s professional stitches, Eve unfolded the paper. On it, in light pencil, were written two words. A hundred times or more Eve read them, as though enough studying might reveal hidden meaning in the trio of syllables.

      It would not. It needed not. The meaning was clear.

      The words read Powers back.

      Now, how about that?
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        * * *

      

      Following her call with Joel, Sandra returned to her office, but had no more than sat down, had not even spoken with her guest, before there was a knock on her door and Titus entered.

      “What have I told you about entering ahead of an invite?” she asked of him. “My young guest and I might have been involved in a deeply personal conversation, or perhaps one of us might have been undressed. Perhaps both of us. How many times, Titus, must we discuss simple manners?”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said. His eyes flicked to the girl on the sofa. Here they lingered. Sandra’s fault, she knew, for mentioning the girl and nudity. To redraw his attention before he lost himself entirely to fantasy, she sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “Presumably, you have some important news to impart, Titus? Something so Earth-shattering it had you forget the conversation we have had a hundred times or more.”

      “Yes,” he said, glanced at the girl, back at Sandra. “Delilah’s coming. She’s less than a mile away.”

      Feeling her eyes widen, her heartrate quicken Sandra rose. “With such news in hand, why even waste time knocking?”

      To this, Titus could produce no answer. Sandra was already ready to depart.

      “Stay with the girl. I’ll return as soon as I can, understood?”

      “Of course.”

      She left the room, extracting her phone. This time, the buggy took her away from Steadman’s section of the facility towards the holding cells. Outside the door at which she stopped stood a guard whose name she did not know, Yacob, her loyalist man within the facility, and Ursula, whose presence she had not requested.

      “Everything is coming together,” she said to Yacob, ignoring the other two. “Delilah is on her way. You know what to do?”

      “I do.”

      Ursula said: “What about my Graham?”

      Waving away this query, Sandra said to the guard, “Open it.”

      “He’s been gone too long,” Ursula continued. “You promised you’d bring him back to me.”

      “Your monster son is on the way,” said Sandra, unable to keep the contempt from her voice. Dense as she was, Ursula missed the tone. She drew enough offence from the adjective.”

      “Monster? How dare you.”

      The guard was hovering by the door. His hand reached towards the panel that would open it and reveal the cramped box’s contents. Sandra glared at him.

      “Did I not say open it?” Turning to Ursula, she continued: “One thing at a time. Yacob will bring in Delilah, using her mother. This done, we’ll prepare for Grendel.”

      The bolt clicked, the door slid open. As Sandra tried to enter, Ursula caught her arm, dragged her back.

      With almost superhuman self-restraint, Sandra refrained from drawing her gun and shooting Ursula three times in the gut. With eyes like cold steel, she turned to the younger woman; this beauty who had never become anything, this waste of space who offered no value to the organisation within which she lived and worked. At the birth of her son, they might have slit the girl’s throat and been no worse for it. At this moment, Sandra would be better.

      “Grendel?” Ursula said. “I thought you were different. I thought you understood. Then again, I can’t expect a mother’s empathy, can I?”

      “Shows what you know,” said Sandra. “I’ve got my Lucy a present.”

      “Your Lucy.” Ursula scoffed. “And you dare call Graham a monster?”

      Whipping her arm from Ursula’s, Sandra slapped the insolent mother with such force the girl almost spun to the ground. Tears in her eyes, Ursula grabbed her face.

      “Within the day, Grendel will be here,” said Sandra. “He seeks Eve, so when he arrives, we’ll let him move through the facility to where he believes she is. Once he’s entered our cell of choosing, we’ll lock him up. At this point, you’ll be welcome to see him. Until then, I suggest you return to your room before I have you dragged there.”

      Still holding her face, Ursula turned hate-filled eyes on Sandra. The older woman wondered if the younger might try to repay the strike. Almost hoped she would. In self-defence, Sandra could slaughter the other mother and think nothing of it.

      She waited. Ursula thought about it, then cowered. The moment for violence passed. Sandra tried not to be too disappointed.

      “Return to your room,” Sandra repeated. “I’ll let you know when you’re needed, if such a time should arise.”

      Trying not to cry, Ursula turned and stormed down the corridor. Sandra watched her go, watched until she turned and disappeared, then shook her head, and stepped into the cell.

      On the bed sat Hattie, her skin pale, her hands trembling. Her eyes were dry but on her cheeks were visible the stains of her tears. Sandra supposed the girl was miserable about the loss of her daughter but knew this was not the main reason for her condition.

      “I told them to ensure you had your wine, Hattie. Tell me they haven’t been depriving you?”

      Hattie turned her head with painful slowness. Though she looked directly at Sandra, it seemed to take several seconds for her eyes to focus.

      “I’ve had nothing,” she whispered.

      At Sandra’s orders, the girl had received no food, no wine, no company. To Hattie, Sandra said, “That’s outrageous. Someone will pay for this. You’re a mother, and you deserve more respect.”

      “I’m a crap mother,” said Hattie. “I deserve nothing.”

      Awash with false concern, Sandra rushed to Hattie’s side, grabbed those shaking hands in her own.

      “Never think it,” she said. “Perhaps you’ve not been as good a mother as you could be, but recognising the mistake is half the battle. You have time to make things right.”

      “How?” said Hattie. “Delilah’s gone. Gone, and she’s better off without me.”

      “She doesn’t believe that,” said Sandra. “Her conviction that she needs her mother has led her here. In under ten minutes, she’ll reach the facility.”

      Hope entered Hattie, tempered by the surety of a trick.

      “She’s here?”

      “Almost,” said Sandra. “I bet she’d like her mother to greet her. I bet you’d like to greet her right back.

      Like a fool, Hattie nodded. Sandra stood and encouraged Hattie to do the same.

      “Go with Yacob, Hattie. He’ll ensure you get a drink, to calm your nerves, then you’ll be taken to Delilah. Does that sound okay?”

      For a few seconds, Hattie stared at Sandra. Fresh tears wet her eyes. Then she threw her arms around her false saviour’s neck. Sandra had to fight not to throw them off.

      “Thank you,” said the fool.

      “That’s quite alright,” said Sandra. “We’re going to get you to your daughter, and do you know what?”

      “What?”

      “Once you're together, you never need to be apart again.”
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        * * *

      

      From Adam’s bedside, Bethany turned and circled the room, drinking it in. Once done, she returned, beaming. Adam shifted. Had he walked in front of a train, taking the hit head-on, it might have hurt less than the residual memory of Saskia. Many of his nightmares had faded when he woke. The love of his life was going nowhere.

      “You’re a lucky guy,” Bethany was saying. “Place is swish. The VIP suite for prisoners. Your sister ain’t got it so nice.”

      The memory of Saskia’s lips on his would be impossible to shake, would haunt him relentlessly for weeks and months to come. Mention of Eve helped him focus on the here and now.

      “Where’s Eve?”

      “I got her before I got you. She’s locked up some other place. They won’t let me see her, which is annoying. Still, I don’t feel like I’m settling, spending time with you.”

      On his arms, Adam could find no track marks which might indicate where the organisation had injected him with hallucinogenic control drugs. Pulling back the duvet, he found he was in boxers, a T-shirt and nothing else. Like his arms, his legs were mark free.

      Bethany saw him searching.

      “You’re safe,” she said. “They made sure to nullify Eve’s powers, but you’ve had nothing since the sedative. Not even food. You must be hungry.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Nope,” she said. “Just simple maths. You’ve missed two meals; being asleep isn’t a substitute for—”

      “Not lying about being hungry,” he cut in. “They injected me, messed with me.”

      In her eyes, he caught genuine bemusement. He noticed his trousers were folded upon the pouffe over which he had almost tripped in his dream.

      “What makes you say that?” she asked.

      Catching her eye, he said, “Who are you?”

      “You know who I am.”

      At this, he almost laughed. He wondered how good of a liar she was. In her eyes, he had seen nothing which might indicate she was pulling the wool over his eyes when he spoke about being injected. Was it possible the organisation had not caused Saskia to appear to him? It wasn’t possible she was alive—might it have been a dream?

      Bethany crossed the foot of the bed. Taking his jeans and socks from the pouffe, she folded them carefully on the floor. This done, she moved the seat to the side of his bed and perched. One hand rested on the sheets, too near Adam’s side for comfort.

      “You can’t expect me to believe you’re Bethany, can you?”

      “Why not?”

      “Only two ways Bethany is involved in my capture,” he said.

      “Which are?”

      “Either she was brought to their side after I met her, by money or threats, or she was always one of the bad guys. A plant.”

      “Bad guys,” she repeated, rolling her eyes. “Child.”

      He said nothing.

      “You don’t believe either of your suppositions?” She continued.

      “No. If Bethany were a plant, she’d have handed us over when we were unconscious in her car. Instead, she dropped us off at a hotel and remained at our side until we woke. Money wouldn’t have earned her loyalty. If you threatened her parents, I could buy that.”

      “And yet, you don’t?”

      “Of course not. If the organisation threatened Bethany’s parents, she would have helped, but as soon as we were caught, she would have wanted to leave, and you guys would have killed her. That someone who looks identical to Bethany sits before me is proof you cannot be her.”

      Not-Bethany breathed out, feigning disappointment, then chuckled.

      “Did you know, Adam, after everything I’ve heard about you, I was so looking forward to meeting. They say you should never meet your heroes but, in this instance, I am far from disappointed.”

      “Great,” said Adam.

      Not-Bethany laughed. “You’re smart, which they never told me. Here’s another question. If I’m not Bethany—and you’re totally right, I’m Lucy, by the way, hiya—how come I look the spit of her?”

      “Evil twin,” said Adam. “Or, more likely, you’re like Eve and me, burdened with power. You can shapeshift.”

      Lucy looked delighted. “I wish it were option one. Evil twins are cool. But as you know, it’s option two. Snore. Though I have to say shapeshifting has never felt much of a burden.”

      Rather than at his captor, Adam looked to the ceiling. “Perhaps, when you’re on the side of the devil, not being chased like a dog, having a power doesn’t seem so bad. To Eve and me, it’s the chain around our necks, the weight on our shoulders. We would trade anything to be normal.”

      Lucy considered. Shook her head. “I think it would be kind of cool to be able to turn invisible,” she said. “Then again, if you were normal, you wouldn’t be locked up. I see how there could be a certain appeal in that. Then again again, desk job, nine to five. Honestly, what could be worse?”

      “This is worse.”

      “Is it though?”

      “By a million times.”

      “That’s so disappointing to hear.”

      “I’m sure. What happened to Bethany?”

      At the question, Lucy’s eyes lit up. Her legs began to tremble, and then, as though it were the only way to control them, she stood, walked across the room and back.

      “I so hoped you’d ask,” she said. “It’s a cool tale. We should get food first, though, right? As I said, you must be hungry, and you know I can always snack. If I call—”

      “What happened to Bethany. Tell me before I rip your head from your body.”

      Lucy, still pacing, had been faced away from Adam, towards the only door. At his words, she spun and smacked a hand to her open mouth.

      “You are such a naughty boy, Adam. Rip my head off? So violent. Is this what life on the run does? Strips all civility. I’m your host. Did your mother teach you no manners?”

      “She taught me how to survive,” he said. “A major lesson involved showing no mercy.”

      In a rush, Lucy came to the bed. Her top was light and sleeveless. A bare arm, she held in his direction. Across the flesh, he saw legions of Goosebumps.

      “Literal chills, Adam. It’s the way you speak, that voice. You should read audiobooks. Honestly, you’d be a darling the world over.”

      “What happened to Bethany?”

      “Not going to get off that one, are you?”

      “What happened to Bethany?”

      “And I really can’t interest you in some food, first?”

      “What happened to Bethany?”

      By the third ask, his voice had raised to almost a shout. More excited than afraid, Lucy returned to the bed, pulling the pouffe as close as she could, grabbing Adam’s arm before he knew what was happening.

      “Bethany went home after dropping you at the hotel,” she said. She paused, as though this was the story’s end, then laughed. Adam resisted the urge to attack.

      “She went home,” Lucy continued, “thinking she would sleep for a week. But her adrenaline levels were high. Unable to snooze but needing distraction from the pounding thoughts in her restless mind, she arranged to meet a friend for drinks.”

      At this, Lucy paused, waiting for a reaction. She wanted Adam’s guilt, but he was holding it until he knew everything.

      “They had an okay evening,” Lucy said, “but Bethany was distracted. They left early, and halfway between pub and home, we threw bags of their heads and bundled them into the back of a van.”

      Lucy’s smile grew with each word. Adam realised his fist on his right side, the other side to Lucy, was clenched, the skin white. Somehow, he managed not to punch her.

      “In a warehouse, I removed their hoods and tortured and tormented them for hours. Then I rebagged the friend—her name was Abbie, by the way—so Bethany and I could, at last, be alone.”

      By now her voice was breathy with excitement, and no more than a whisper. She leaned into Adam, as though they were sharing a secret.

      “I laid my hands on her arms and took her form. That’s how it works. By the time I was done, she was little more than a skeleton in a chair. Everything she had, I had taken, and when the police find her, with all their technology and talent, they’ll never identify poor Bethany.”

      Adam’s fist unclenched. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d swung, aiming to damage her stolen face before crushing her windpipe with his bare hands. He’d done it before.

      With astonishing speed, Lucy moved. From the pouffe, she reached the door before he registered she was no longer in range. Unable to stop his forward momentum, tangled in the sheets, Adam collapsed onto the floor and rolled onto his back.

      Lucy stepped back across the room, leaning over him. “Story’s not finished,” she warned. “It gets worse.”

      With all his speed, Adam snatched for her ankle. Lucy wore heels. As his hand came, she whipped up her foot and brought the heel hard into the back of his hand.

      He yelled. Lucy stepped away, paced the room.

      “I drove Abbie to the farmhouse and pretended to be torturing her and Bethany in separate rooms. When you arrived, I pretended to be Bethany. After removing restraints and bag, I pressed a gun into innocent Abbie’s hand.”

      Adam’s blood ran cold. Pulling himself to a seated position, against the bed, he could find the strength neither to move nor speak. Spotting the horror on his face, Lucy nodded.

      “You see where this is going. I told Abbie I’d killed Lucy, but the big bad, Adam, had arrived. Delirious from torture, desperate to escape, Abbie burst from the farmhouse ready to cut down this monster with a barrage of bullets.”

      Adam remembered. The door had swung open, revealing a shooter. Throwing himself over the porch railing, Adam had landed in the grass. He had turned, choosing shotgun over pistol as his attacker descended the steps.

      “She wasn’t all there, bless her,” said Lucy. “She didn’t stand a chance.”

      Adam had pulled the trigger. The shotgun slug tore through the girl.

      “You killed her,” said Lucy. “Poor innocent Abbie.”

      As she bled in the grass, Adam had hovered over her. Feeling disgust, he had left her to die.

      “You saw her firing and didn’t stop to ask questions,” said Lucy. “You shot to kill with no mercy, and kill you did.”

      Lucy came to him again, put her despicable grin in his face, knowing she could flit away if he tried to attack.

      Barely holding a laugh, she said, “Your mother would be so proud. And I’m pleased too.

      “Welcome to the monsters club. First drink’s on the house.”
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        * * *

      

      There were perhaps seven or eight inches of facility not covered by the gaze of at least one security camera. Half a centimetre here, a couple of millimetres there. One blessed stairwell had two camera free inches together, but this was an anomaly.

      Most of the facility had 24/7 cover. Sweeping cameras watched some sections, offering seven or eight-second stretches of surveillance-free time. Long enough for a pull on a cigarette, a peck on the lips. Not for an illicit meeting, the punishment for which, if anyone caught the participants, would be execution.

      Karim had worked internal surveillance for over a year. His memory was good, and he put in the hours to learn. In the entire organisation, he was one of perhaps two or three people who knew the location of every camera, as well as which swept and which were static. Gathering such precious information had been a passion project. Karim had never expected to need it,

      Three cameras covered the break room of the facility’s uppermost underground floor: two static, one sweeping. The sweeper covered 40% of the room, the area furthest from the entrance. Under its watchful eye were numerous tables and chairs, one vending machine, and a bin.

      Karim was on the early shift. Before beginning, he entered the breakroom for breakfast. Once fed, his scrapings in the bin, cutlery and crockery in the dishwasher, he had stared at the camera, approached it, reached up and tugged. A wire, already loose, snapped free. The light on the camera’s front died.

      From the breakroom, Karim headed to the maintenance office which he found empty. On a sheet of paper, he reported having noticed an exposed wire and professed to have tried to push it back into the case. In so doing, he claimed, he appeared to have accidentally broken the camera.

      In the organisation, faults went untended for little time. By the end of the day, a maintenance man would have fixed the issue.

      Long enough, Karim decided.

      The break room was empty when Karim returned, two hours after his regular lunch. Under the watchful eye of a still working camera, he made a sandwich before moving to one of the now unmonitored chairs.

      He was halfway through the sandwich when Isla arrived. As she walked through the door, he greeted her. Once she had microwaved a disgusting smelling pasta, she crossed the room and sat opposite Karim. Her eyes flicked to the camera under whose watchful gaze she should have been.

      Voice low, Karim said. “It’s dead.”

      Isla glanced at the other two. The closer was not fitted for sound. The further was, but its range was limited. If they were quiet, their conversation would be recorded but would be unintelligible on any replay. Because they should have been under a rotating cam, they had more room to move without being seen.

      “This is stupid,” Isla muttered. “You think they’re not going to find out? They’re going to kill us.”

      Karim finished his sandwich. “Maybe. I tried to speak with Steadman earlier, but he won’t listen. What choice do we have?”

      “Maybe he’s right,” said Isla. “Maybe we’re worried over nothing.”

      “Ah, yeah,” said Karim. “Denial. We have that choice.”

      “Stop it,” she said. “You know I believe. I’m just not sure if I’m more afraid of whatever’s going on in the red room, or our bosses.”

      Karim observed his colleague. “Did you give the Eve the tablet?”

      “Yes.” She paused, shook her head, on the verge of breakdown. “Oh, God, was that smart? You know it isn’t only that Linworth might have seen. It’s not that we might get caught in here. You’ve heard the stories; you know how many people Eve’s killed. When it all goes down, what are our chances of survival?”

      Karim considered, though it was challenging to think with the smell. He pointed to Isla’s pasta.

      “What’s in that?”

      “Pasta. Spinach. Olives. A tomato paste sauce.”

      “Smells vile.”

      To this, Isla said nothing. Leaning back, trying to escape the smell, Karim thought.

      “You’ve done your part,” he said. “Eve has nothing to lose—she’ll take the pill and, if she’s as powerful as they say, escape her cell. With her on the loose, no way the trial goes ahead.”

      The plan was simple enough. The best ones often were. If Karim could put the breaks on the trial for even a couple of days, he could gather enough evidence to prove how dangerous the red room was. He was increasingly convinced stopping the trial meant saving the world.

      “If you wanted,” he said to Isla, “you could probably get clearance to leave. Once you’re off the grounds, you could disappear for good. They wouldn’t come after you. You’re not important enough. No offence.”

      There was none taken. Isla was too pent up to take offence at anything.

      “Too risky,” she said. “If Eve escapes while I’m trying to leave they’ll be suspicious. They might lock the building down, and then, if they catch her, they’ll interrogate me. No. I have to stick this one out.”

      Karim nodded. He feared Isla wasn’t up to this, that she might give them away. There was nothing to be done about that now. In giving Eve the pill, she had already outperformed expectations. Of her, Karim could ask nothing more.

      “Assuming she takes the pill,” Isla started.

      “She will.”

      “Okay, fine: when she takes the pill, it’ll be a little while before her powers return, and then she has to escape. Are you sure the trials won’t have happened by then?”

      “Not sure, no.” Karim looked at the pasta. “Are you going to eat that?”

      Isla looked down as though she had forgotten her food. At Karim’s reminder, she shook her head, pointed. “You want it?”

      “I want it,” Karim said, “in the bin.”

      Isla looked across the room. Nodded. After a few seconds of dazed silence, she collected her fork and resumed eating. Karim rolled his eyes.

      “I’m not sure when the trials will start,” he said, “so I’ve arranged contingency. A warmup to the main event if you like. Should stall the trial long enough for Eve to escape.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” He couldn’t help but smile. Until an hour ago, he’d been worried about the same issue as Isla. Would Eve get free before the trial was underway? The solution had fallen into his lap during his argument with Steadman.

      Across the room, the breakroom door opened again. Isla jumped, but Karim stood. Through the door stepped Titus and the current trial’s most beautiful offering. The girl Sandra had earlier claimed for her daughter.

      “What’s going on,” Karim said, loud enough to be heard by the furthest camera. “You’re supposed to be with the rest of the girls.”

      Crossing the room, moving within view, Karim grabbed the girl’s arm.

      “You’d better come with me,” he said. “Trial’s about to start. We haven’t a second to lose.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Graham, Graham, listen to me. I know what you want. You get me, you understand? You want Eve, right? You wanna reach Eve?”

      Over him, Grendel loomed. Doc feared he might at any moment release his bladder. He was unsure if he would rather wet himself or have Grendel tear him to shreds. It might be a buy one get one free kind of deal.

      To Doc’s right, the bundle that was Omi began to unfurl. Having taken the cannonball blast that was Grendel moving at speed, most people would be unconscious. Determination to save Delilah protected Omi from damage that might otherwise have kept him grounded.

      It must have been seconds, but for what felt like hours, those black orbs stared at Doc. When it seemed fear might make him scream and flee the wheelchair, the beast nodded. Growled. Though no words escaped, Doc was sure Grendel had tried to say Eve.

      “Well, that’s where we’re going too,” said Doc. “Remember the kid from the farmhouse? Little blind girl; different, like you and Eve? Well, she knows where Eve is, and’s going there now. I don’t know much about this place but—”

      “He knows what it is.”

      Doc and Grendel swivelled to Omi who approached bearing a limp. Perhaps they would have to take turns in the wheelchair. Or maybe they could ditch it. Grendel could carry one wounded man over each shoulder, their pistols and shotguns on his back. Despite Omi’s height and muscle mass, and though Doc was not so small himself, he sensed this would be no problem.

      “It’s the facility,” Omi went on. “In the farmhouse, they captured Eve, her brother, and Delilah’s mother. All three are locked in the facility. I think you’ll agree that him—” Omi pointed at Doc “—Me and a blind girl don’t stand much chance of a successful rescue operation.”

      Grendel seemed to smirk. Nodded.

      “Not the three of us,” Doc agreed. “We’d get slaughtered, without a doubt. But with you…”

      “The tales of your strength are legend,” said Omi, pushing reverence into his voice Doc was sure he did not feel. “You’re an unstoppable force.”

      “And good as they are,” Doc picked up again. “They’ve no immovable object.”

      “Join us,” said Omi. “Together, we can save Eve and Hattie. Adam too, if you want.”

      “Eve won’t leave without Adam,” Doc noted.

      “Definitely Adam then. Come on, what do you say?”

      Grendel pondered. Doc guessed his conundrum was based not around whether to proceed now he knew where Eve resided. He was deciding if he needed comrades. Delilah would be safe. Grendel would catch up with and overtake her but would leave her unharmed. She was like him. By the time he saw her, he might already have devoured Omi and Doc. A snack and hearty meal before a war.

      Long enough passed that Doc started to believe Grendel was building anticipation on purpose, then, the slightest nod.

      “Excellent,” said Omi, keeping incredible calm. “Together, we’ll save Eve, Delilah, Adam. We’ll best the organisation for which we once worked.”

      Doc said, ”I never worked there,” and was ignored.

      He said, “my uncle did,” and was ignored.

      At Omi, Grendel nodded.

      Doc said, “Hell yeah, hands in.”

      The monster and the bald man stared at him. Doc felt his cheeks flush.

      “Just getting into the moment. Whatever, we going or what?”

      “Sure,” said Omi.

      Grendel nodded.

      As a trio, they went to war.
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        * * *

      

      Lying on the pathetic excuse for a bed, Eve’s back ached more with every passing second. Even in such cramped surroundings, pacing would have worked some of the pain from her spine, removed some of the tension from her mind. As though the tablet on her stomach weighed as much as a large boulder, she did not move. As though it had the power to hypnotise those that stared into its white surface, she stared at it without blinking, minute after minute after minute.

      Had the guard entered, he might have believed she had fallen into a coma with her eyes open. Had he been telepathic, had he entered her mind to see what was going on, he would have fast fled, dizzy from the whirring.

      Grasped in a fist, as though Eve were trying to absorb the words from the page, was the slip of paper the mystery girl had passed her. It was tempting to believe the girl was a rogue agent, pushed by mounting, unignorable guilt into betraying her paymasters. The truth was no doubt more straightforward. The girl was the latest tool in the belt of the organisation which had captured Eve and her brother, locked her mother away for over a decade, and used fake photographs to try persuade Eve that Adam, the only person for whom she cared, had died trying to save her.

      This was a trap. The pill would not contain arsenic, nor anything which might end Eve’s life. Dead, she was no good to the despicable organisation. Confused, weakened, miserable on the other hand…

      Through her mind ran a million torments about which the pill, once induced, might bring. The same hyperactive imagination which had allowed her to envision, in fantastic detail, the many torturous deaths she could visit upon Riser now showed countless forms of suffering Eve might experience. Violent ejection from both ends was one; hallucinations, in which they finally convinced her Adam was dead, was another. Extreme sweats, extreme shivers. Blindness, bone-shaking agony, night terrors, amnesia, and on, and on.

      Before long, the threat of these many imagined torments had worked Eve into a state of extreme agitation. The pill was tiny. It smelt of nothing, tasted of nothing. Though she hadn’t tested it, it was fast driving her mad. Perhaps that was the point. Perhaps the organisation believed she would never take the pill but knew, at the sight of it, her mind would torment her. Boasting to Linwell about her imagination had been a mistake.

      This theory, Eve seized. Expecting her to be difficult when they tried to perform their experiments, they wanted to shake her up. Via various forms of psychological torture, they might seek to make her weak.

      Driven by anger, Eve lifted the psychological boulder and stood holding the pill. Clenching it between forefinger and thumb, she circled the cell. She stared at the powered tablet as though written across it in tiny letters might be a secret message. She knew the only message was on the slip of paper. Again, she looked at this. Unsurprisingly, there were no new words available for analysis.

      Powers back.

      Nothing destroyed a person psychologically faster or more effectively than false hope. What better way to irreparably damage Eve than to make her believe she held in her hands the key to escape. For the organisation, the pill plan was win-win. Either Eve thought it was poisonous, and obsessed over the damage it might cause her, or she believed the message and crumbled upon discovering it to be a lie.

      Turning on the spot, she searched for cameras and could still see none. Somewhere in a small room were cramped a cavalcade of evil men and women, watching her turmoil. Perhaps they had bets regarding the time she would finally chuck the pill. Some might have guessed she would take it, but not many.

      They were laughing at her.

      At this thought, her cheeks burned, her blood boiled. How dare they sit in their ivory towers and treat her like this. Was it not bad enough they planned to torment and experiment upon her? At least they could attribute that to science, cruel as it was. This pill trick, this nasty, childish ploy, was nothing but meanness and spite for the sake of it.

      And they thought they knew her. Thought they had the better of her.

      They were pathetic, and she would make them pay. Every one of them.

      In their labs, on cold metal tables, they might cause her unimaginable physical pain; might return her to her cell shaking and crying from the agony.

      One thing they would never do: break her mentally.

      This pill was only the first ploy in a regime of psychological torture which would be ongoing.

      From the off, Eve would show them of what she was made. Prove wrong their misguided beliefs.

      Still not knowing where the camera was, she circled. Smiling, she raised the pill, flicked it off her finger, opened her mouth and—

      It hit her jaw, bounced away, sprung for the floor.

      Somehow, she caught it. Feeling the blush rise in the cheeks, she tried to play this off as intentional. From the catch, without pausing, she lifted her arm, popped the pill.

      Without the aid of water, she swallowed.

      Smiling, she gave two thumbs up.

      “Right then,” she said. “What’s your next trick?”
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        * * *

      

      At first, no evidence was available to back Karim’s insubstantial claims that the red room might soon doom humanity. He had been lucky to find Isla, who was willing to take the leap, to research his claims on her own time. The evidence of this investigation supported Karim’s claims. Still, of those with whom they shared their information, only Titus was more afraid of the red room’s potential for destruction than he was his superiors.

      No idiot, Steadman understood the implications of Karim’s evidence. He had long believed the red room was a doorway into an alternate dimension, through which seeped the raw energy the organisation had for many years been harnessing. Sidestepping discussions of danger, he had instead questioned who had carried out the research. Karim was in surveillance and had no scientific background. No way had he done it alone. When Karim fudged a response, Steadman moved quickly onto what had aroused Karim’s suspicions in the first place.

      Avoiding this question Karim had claimed it didn’t matter—what mattered was that the evidence supported his fears and suggested a need for immediate action.

      Smiling, Steadman had said, “you’re right. What your secret scientist has found highlights some potentially worrying issues. It will require further investigation.”

      In those words, Karim saw his concerns were to be shelved. To Steadman, personal ambition would always trump humanity’s potential extinction. Before he knew what he was doing, Karim was in a full, hot-blooded argument with the scientist, all but demanding any future work on the red room, other than channelling the energy which naturally slipped through, should be put on hold. Furthermore, the organisation should be shifting gears to discover how they might seal this rift between dimensions to protect the world.

      Disagreeing with Steadman was dangerous; presuming to give him—king of his little kingdom—orders: deadly.

      Sandra’s arrival had ended the argument and saved Karim’s life, at least in the short term. Since then, Karim and Steadman had had no chance to resume their squabble. Doing so would be pointless. Steadman’s ambition prevented rational behaviour. Because of the dreams as much as the research, Karim could not back down.

      To the gateway into Steadman’s kingdom, Karim led Zola, the beautiful girl Sandra had extracted from the trial. Titus had scurried off elsewhere; a terrified Isla stood a little behind Karim as he stared into the camera, awaiting admittance.

      Above their heads, a buzzing sounded; a red light indicated they had been granted entrance. Seconds later, the door started its slow slide from closed to open.

      “Last chance to walk away,” Karim warned Isla. Though she was chalk white and trembling, she followed him into the next corridor, allowing the door to slam closed behind, sealing them in and sealing their fates.

      Karim thought of Becca. As carefree fourteen years old, they had fallen in love. A car accident had ended their relationship and her life days before Becca’s seventeenth birthday. Since then, he had thought of her daily, often wishing he could bring her back from the dead.

      A few weeks ago, despite no shooting star rushing across the sky nor candles blown out on a birthday cake, his wish had come true.

      At the corridor’s end, a guard greeted the trio. They were not searched. The guard led them into Steadman’s central lab where waited the man himself. Around the room, scurrying feet and hurried hands prepared for the trial. In one corner of the room, a massive iron door concealed the red room. Somewhere nearby, Dr Abbot would be preparing the latest crop.

      Seeking strength, Karim remembered Becca’s words. From the first night she had appeared, he had known it was more than a dream. Though her claims of the red room’s cataclysmic potential had been unsupported by the evidence Isla had since uncovered, Karim had believed her. He had not needed the crack in the wall, which arrived several days after her first appearance, to verify her reports.

      Suspecting Steadman’s rejection of his pleas, Karim had sought alternative methods to prevent the latest red room trial. When they captured Eve, Karim formulated his plot. The previous night, Becca had appeared for the final time. Her words had been telling.

      “You will go down as the greatest hero in history. I cannot wait to see you again.”

      Eve would not escape soon enough. Drastic measures were required to prevent the trial proceeding.

      “Karim,” said Steadman, smiling. “Given your fears, I thought you would wish to be elsewhere.”

      “If nothing else,” Karim said, “I’m a professional. You’re missing a participant.”

      Few events would cause the trial’s postponement until Eve had a chance to escape. From the kitchen, Karim had taken a knife. Grabbing Zola’s arm and approaching Steadman, he prepared to use it.

      You will go down as the greatest hero in history.

      Karim would save the world. What happened to him after was irrelevant. In this world at least. Becca had already given him the strength to carry out this terrible task.

      I can’t wait to see you again.

      Zola gave him a reason to move within range of Steadman. A couple of steps away, he reached for the blade.

      Behind him, Isla whispered, “I’m sorry.”

      The guard who had escorted them into the room pressed his gun to the back of Karim’s skull and pulled the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Having thrown Adam into sufficient turmoil, Lucy departed and did not return. The room in which he lay was nothing like the one his mother had described for him and Eve time and again when they were growing up—that cramped metal box. The floor was carpeted, the lights warm and embracing, the bed was cosy and inviting. It was still a cell; he was still a prisoner.

      Eve was in a worse situation than was he. Not only was her dwelling less comfortable, but she would also take the brunt of the organisation’s abuse. Adam’s power was a wonderful gift in the right hands. If the organisation could harness invisibility, they could sell it to rogue nations, armies, and governments the world over for untold billions. Eve’s power was phenomenal in its scope. Excessive use dragged her into unconsciousness, but Adam felt sure, without this restriction, she could destroy worlds.

      Should the organisation find a way to extract her power without the limitation, the world would be theirs. Money would cease to have meaning. Nothing could stand in their way.

      Fear for his sister should have dominated his thoughts. The memory of Saskia’s lips on his, the words she had spoken, real or fake, had fast become an infection for which he had no cure.

      Was she alive?

      That question would not be ignored, though he should have dismissed it easily.

      Though Saskia had died in Adam’s arms, love made of him a child, not only hoping for the impossible but believing it could happen. And belief led to consideration of her words. To him, she had provided instructions; directions that, when followed, would lead him to her. More than that, she had spoken of his power. Pacing back and forth across the room, he recalled what she had said.

      Senses.

      As with Eve, use of his power caused Adam to suffer, bringing on headaches, extreme fatigue, and nose bleeds as well as temporary loss of vision or consciousness. Despite these drawbacks, Adam had used his power hundreds of times over the years and had always thought he understood it.

      He could turn invisible. When he was invisible, he was also inaudible and possibly unsmellable. Sans migraines and unconsciousness, he might have been able to hold his invisibility for longer. That was the only aspect of his power on which he believed he was missing out.

      Holding them to his face, he stared at his palms.

      Never had he thought of what he could do in terms of the senses. Now he considered. Sight, sound and smell were covered. For obvious reasons, taste had never come up. But touch? No. When invisible, he had on occasion collided with people, civilian and enemy.

      Unbidden, a memory rose—a crappy hotel room. Eve, a girl of little more than five or six, sat at a table. Over her shoulder, their mother.

      “I can’t do it,” had said small Eve, earning a smack from the back of their mother’s hand.

      “How does a weightlifter beat his personal best again and again?” said mother. “Push yourself, Eve. Your power is a muscle; by working it, you will increase its strength, as well as its scope.”

      Due to the apparent capabilities of Eve’s power, mother had spent far more time testing her daughter than she had her son. On his own, Adam would occasionally practice becoming invisible, but had they been looking at his power from the wrong angle?

      Another memory. Fifteen years old, emerging from a sewer with Eve. Over five miles, they had fled from their enemies. They expected to be free.

      They were not. As if from nowhere, a battalion of agents had appeared. Without thinking, Adam had grabbed Eve’s hand and turned them invisible, inaudible. As the agents approached, he had feared they would smell the twins, even if they could not see or hear them. Had prayed they would not.

      With that prayer, had he controlled his enemies’ sense of smell?

      Fingers of excitement prickled Adam’s skin. Mid-epiphany, he crossed the room to the locked door. When he touched another while turning invisible, they too could not be seen. What if he was turning neither himself nor them invisible? What if he were controlling what those around him could see? By touching those he wanted to protect, he was signalling to some subconscious part of this brain that he did not wish anyone in range to see any of those he touched, nor himself. When he exited the sewer, he had indicated to that same part of the brain that he wanted neither he nor Eve to be smelt, as well as seen or heard. He closed off those senses in his enemies when it came to the twins.

      When Eve employed her powers, she might raise a hand or click her fingers. It was not necessary, only a crutch. Might not Adam grabbing those he wanted to protect be the same thing?

      Taste, smell, sound, sight.

      Turning his palms from his face, he brought them to the door. What if he could control the sense of touch, and what if this aspect of his power was limited not only to people?

      What if Saskia wasn’t a figment created by the organisation but was genuinely trying to save him?

      What if she were alive?

      Closing his eyes, he saw Saskia’s lips touch his. If she was alive—

      No, now was not the time.

      Opening his eyes, he forced himself to focus on the door.

      This door cannot touch me. This door will not touch me.

      His palms were sweating. He felt the hard metal of the door push back.

      He did not doubt if this were to work; belief would be imperative. For fear of what would happen, he did not reclose his eyes but allowed Saskia’s voice to return. He remembered her words, and believed her completely.

      The door would not touch him.

      With open palms, he pushed.

      Still, he could see the door.

      As though it was not there, he walked through solid metal and into the corridor beyond. In this new place, he stood with his hands still outstretched, probably looking like an idiot.

      He did not care.

      Like a ghost, he had just walked through a wall.

      Well, didn’t this change everything?
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        * * *

      

      Yacob escorted Hattie to her final destination. The teenager was a fool. Sandra could feel the tingling fingers of guilt creeping in but could not allow them to take hold. Delilah was what mattered. Sandra’s destiny, above all else, mattered. Hattie would die; Sandra would feel guilty.

      It would be worth it in the end.

      Alone in the cell, she took several long deep breaths. Only once completely composed did she step into the corridor and demand the guard close the door. From Hattie, her thoughts moved to Lucy. Sandra would present her daughter the gift then prepare for Joel’s arrival. All would be well.

      As though to challenge this belief, feet pounded down the hall. Opening her eyes, she saw three guards, none of whom she recognised, race around the corner and toward her. She waited, expecting them to come to her. Instead, they stopped at a cell seven down from where had resided Hattie.

      “You three,” she called. “What’s going on?”

      They knew her. They spoke at once, each in their unique bumbling fashion.

      “Stop,” she said, clapping for emphasis. She pointed to the man in the middle. “You.”

      “The prisoner has an unauthorised tablet,” he said. “We don’t know who gave it her or what it does, but she’s not trying to hide it.”

      “I’m assuming when you say “unauthorised tablet”,” said Sandra, “we’re not talking iPad?”

      “No, ma’am. A pill. She’s just taken it, a couple of minutes ago.”

      One of the other three had been preparing to open the door. In the sight of Sandra’s authority, he had paused.

      “Who’s in there?” she asked.

      “It’s Eve, Ma’am.”

      Sandra closed her eyes and sighed. Of course it was.

      Marching down the hall, she clicked her fingers at the man hovering by the entrance panel. “Open it.”

      He did as asked. The middle man, the speaker, stepped forward. Sandra clicked again, halting him in his tracks.

      “I’m going in,” she said. “Alone. You can get me a chair.”

      Having arrived a desperate teen not used to people following her orders, she had spent many years cultivating her authoritative tone. By now, even those who didn’t know her tended to follow her instructions, if only because of the way she spoke.

      As the door slid open, all three men stood back, allowing Sandra a clear path. The one in the middle rushed to grab a chair.

      Just out of sight of the door, Sandra paused. Again, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. For a week and a day, she could stand here and still not be ready to face the girl in the cell. All there was to do was to enter and face her head-on.

      Sandra did just that.

      Having heard the bolt click, seen the door slide, Eve had moved to the bed. Here she sat, back to the wall, one leg crossing the other, the picture of composure.

      Upon Sandra’s entrance, the twin struggled to keep from displaying shock. Her efforts in this regard were valiant, almost heroic. Sandra could not help but smile.

      “Hello, Eve,” she said.

      Eve let her legs uncross as she lost the battle to keep the shock from her face.

      In the cramped metal box, she stood.

      “Hello, mother.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zola screamed as the bullet entered Karim’s head. Even in death, as he hit the floor, he refused to release the frightened girl’s arm. As though he were a fly, she swatted him again and again until the guard came and yanked the dead man’s hand from her. Isla could not keep her eyes from the man she had betrayed. Only in her peripheral did she note Steadman’s approach.

      “You did the right thing,” he was saying. “The moment I sat you down, it was clear you were involved in something. Had you lied to me, I would have known, and you’d be as dead as is he. In fact, given how I hate liars, death might have been further down the line. Torture would have proceeded that eventual release. You did right. You did the only thing you could.”

      Isla could not speak, nod, or shake. Two men had appeared from nowhere and were bagging Karim’s body. To her, he had bought his fears. Her research had revealed the truth of his doomsaying. She had promised to help. Had gone so far as to slip a pill to Eve. Though she had been unable to sleep because of her terror, she had promised never to relent. She would stand beside Karim until the end because the world needed her to be strong.

      Earlier in the day, Steadman had called her into his office. She had worked in his department for a couple of years and knew of his wrath, had seen it in action. He had told her he believed Karim was working against him and had promised to spare anyone who told him the truth.

      Without hesitation, Isla had spilled.

      “I’ve sent a couple of guards to speak with Titus. We will have to deal with Eve as well—I’ve radioed the guards to warn them about the tablet. Today we will stamp upon this mini rebellion, and everything can return to normal. Isla, I have to say, I’m proud of you.”

      Around her shoulder, he placed an arm while two men dragged Karim’s body away. She watched him disappear through a door, gone forever, murdered for trying to do the right thing.

      “Come on, Isla, it’s going to be okay. Look, the trial proceeds as planned, and we won’t have to suffer being a girl down.”

      Into the room, Dr Abbot led nine women, their ages ranging from mid-teens to mid-twenties. They were of different heights, races, builds. The similarities came from their desperation. Having fallen on hard times, they needed cash. For shelter or security, drugs or booze, they would do anything for an easy pay day.

      Each of them was lonely. Their lost expressions broke Isla’s heart.

      “Come on,” said Steadman. “We’re about to begin.”

      The red room’s door slid open. Steadman led Isla to it as the nine women walked inside. Remembering what Steadman had said, Isla looked over her shoulder.

      “Where’s Zola?”

      Steadman shook his head, face darkening. “Poor girl, her fate at the hands of Lucy will be far worse than whatever happens to these girls. I wish I could spare her that but, right now, what Sandra wants, Sandra gets. One of my guards has taken her away.”

      “But you said you weren’t one down anymore.”

      Steadman looked at her, his eyes full of false sympathy.

      “Your confession means you won’t be tortured or executed. It does not absolve your awful crime. I’m afraid there must be punishment.”

      As understanding arrived, despite the hopelessness of the situation, Isla should have tried to flee. Gripped by terror, she could not move.

      Abbot grabbed her arm. Steadman watched his second in command drag his employee into the red room.

      “I really do appreciate your honesty,” he said. “And I hope to see you on the other side.”

      Abbot shoved Isla to the red room’s metal floor. Before she could make another move, the vast metal door was swinging closed. Before she could stand, it had slammed, sealing her inside. On the surface of the locked door, she did not try to pound. Though she had begun to cry, she would not attempt to reason with Steadman. With a man like him, begging was folly.

      Instead, she came to her feet. Surrounding her were these lost, confused girls. Each was afraid; hope kept them from going mad. Whatever happened, they believed would be worth it for the money. Unlike Isla, they had no way of knowing that hundreds of people had stepped into the red room. Less than ten had survived. Of those, only Sandra possessed a modicum of freedom. She had achieved it by selling her soul.

      In her time, Isla had witnessed three trials. Thirty women, of which one—Hattie—had survived. Somehow, Isla had blocked the guilt. Now she saw their faces and hated herself. Realised she deserved to be here, even if these women did not.

      Tears in her eyes, looking at the girls, she said, “I’m so sorry.”

      One of them made to speak. Before she could, it began.

      The walls, floor and ceiling of the red room always glowed red, hence its name. As the woman opposite Isla opened her mouth, the red became an all-consuming blaze. In an instant, everything disappeared. Isla could see not so much as her hands in front of her, the clothes on her body. Worse, she could hear nothing but her breathing, her beating heart. Then, not even that.

      The glowing red became an inferno. Before Isla could even register that she should be in pain, she was atomised and cast into blackness.

      Somehow, her consciousness survived. It was as though the world had been destroyed, as prophesied by Karim, supported by Isla’s research, but her mind had somehow survived, left to float through an eternity of nothingness.

      As she became aware of this condition, which would inevitably lead before long to madness, a speck appeared in the distance. As she saw it, her consciousness was once more given form. In her body, she was pitched towards the speck at incredible speed.

      She blinked. Somehow, without noticing, she had stopped flying towards the speck of light and instead found herself lying on a cold, hard floor, staring at an unnatural red sky, decorated with no clouds; only a blood coloured sun.

      What she lay upon was flagstone. This realisation prompted her to move, and she was relieved to find she had control of her limbs. She was able first to sit, then stand. Only after doing so did she regret the decision. She was high above the ground, and the ground above which she loomed was not that of Earth. If had it not been clear from the sky, she was now forced to accept she had been propelled from her own time and place, into another dimension.

      The stone on which she stood was a balcony which jutted from a towering castle—a castle which was set into a magnificent mountain. Had the sky contained clouds, she would have been standing in them. Staring over a brick wall which ran to her waist, she spied gigantic demon forms doing battle. Hundreds of them, split into mini-wars each comprising two to four demons.

      Between these warring demons, from the horizon to the castle doors, weaved a path. Though Isla was miles above them, she knew those who walked the path were human; knew they bowed their heads, their heart filled with despair at the fate they knew awaited them within the castle’s walls. Isla could not explain how she knew this—nor how she knew the nine women with whom she had shared the red room were somewhere along that path—but of these facts, she was sure.

      Her hands gripped the wall so tight the skin was in danger of ripping from the knuckles. Though she had nowhere to go, she tore her fingers from the stone and spun towards the castle.

      Behind her, a stone arch into a grand bedroom. Under that arch, a tall, handsome man who looked perfectly pleasant and entirely human, but who, for reasons she could not explain, terrified her more than any man or beast ever had.

      His smile was both charming and made her want to hurl herself from the balcony. When he spread his arms in welcome, she tried to scream but could make no sound.

      “Welcome,” he said. His voice a lullaby that made Isla think of damnation.

      “Isla isn’t it?” he said. “Lovely to meet you.”

      When she did not respond, he only stepped back, gesturing with an open palm into the grand bedroom.

      “Come then,” he said. “Come with me. We’re going to change your world.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Want more?

        The twins return in CLOAK AND SHIELD, the fifth and penultimate Adam and Eve thriller. Available now on Amazon via the link below, of save when you buy the complete Adam and Eve boxset, containing all six thrillers.

      

        

      
        Buy Cloak and Shield on Amazon: mybook.to/cloakshieldadameve

      

        

      
        Buy the complete Adam and Eve Boxset on Amazon: mybook.to/adamevebox
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      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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Have You Read?

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          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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