
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Cloak and Shield

    

    




      
        Mark Ayre

      

    

  


  
    
      The first six Adam and Eve thrillers are dedicated to my daughter, who turned one while I was writing them, and my wife, who did not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Grab Your Free Thriller Novel

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Hide and Seek cover]
          
        

      

      

      To sign up for the Mark Ayre Reader’s Group and get your free copy of Hide and Seek, book one in a trilogy of gripping supernatural suspense novels, visit: markay.re/freehideandseek

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        By Mark Ayre

      

    

    
      
        Cloak and Shield

      

    

    
      
        Grab Your Free Thriller Novel

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Have You Read?

      

      
        The Adam and Eve Thrillers

      

      
        The Hide and Seek Trilogy

      

      
        The James Perry Mysteries

      

      
        Standalone

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          By Mark Ayre

        

      

    

    
      The Adam and Eve Thrillers:

      Fire and Smoke

      Lost and Found

      Cat and Mouse

      Lock and Key

      Cloak and Shield

      Hope in Hell

      The Adam and Eve boxset: All Six Thrillers

      

      The Hide and Seek Trilogy

      Hide and Seek

      Count to Ten

      Ready or Not (October 2020)

      

      The James Perry Mysteries

      The Black Sheep’s Shadow

      All Your Secrets

      

      Standalone

      Poor Choices

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Cloak and Shield

        

      

    

    
      A guard brought Sandra two chairs. Alone, this would not have been enough to confirm Eve’s mother was not a prisoner. Far more conclusive was the deferential, fearful look the guard cast Sandra’s way before slinking from the room.

      Sandra arranged the chairs, so they faced each other. Taking one, she crossed her legs and folded her hands into her lap.

      “I imagine you have questions,” she said. Her voice was calm, measured. She did not smile, but a self-satisfied glimmer in her eye made Eve want to pummel the woman to death. Given Eve had thought her mother dead for over a decade, there would be no need to mourn again. If she had mourned the first time.

      Sandra gestured to the free seat. “Please, sit. A padded chair has to be more comfortable than that awful bed.”

      Eve looked at the chair as though it were a co-conspirator in the plot that had led to her and her brother’s capture. To punish it for its part, she kicked it aside. It hit the wall with a satisfying crash.

      Sandra rolled her eyes. “You’re an adult. Stop acting like a toddler.”

      “I’m fine to stand,” said Eve. Her legs were aching. Part of her regretted kicking the padded chair. She might have sat on the bed if that would not have shown weakness. “This shouldn’t take long.”

      “Shouldn’t it?” Now Sandra did smile. “What if I told you I could answer all your questions, and that I will?”

      “Then I would say,” Eve said without hesitating, “that answers from a liar are as valuable as an umbrella in a hurricane.”

      Sandra chuckled. “Very visual. And of course, you have every reason to be sceptical. “You must feel as though you have suffered an awful betrayal.”

      “That’s one of the side effects of being betrayed.”

      “There you go again, acting like a child. Come now, sweetheart, take a seat, listen up. I’ll be honest. Go on, try me.”

      Eve considered. Minutes ago, she had taken the pill a mysterious girl had slipped into her pocket. With the pill had been a note—two words: powers back. Upon arriving at the facility, Eve’s vile captors had pumped her full of drugs which suppressed her abilities. The pill was, she believed, a mind game devised by those same captors. Eve had taken it to prove no games could frighten her.

      If it wasn’t a trick, when would her powers return?

      Behind Sandra, the door was open. Through the hole, at least one guard, and likely more, stood watch. Had Eve her powers, in her current mood, an army would pose few problems.

      She had only to buy some time, to play a game of wait and see.

      Foolish though it was, she started to imagine the pill was no trick.

      Still standing, she said to her mother, “After the organisation captured you, and faked your death. How long did it take them to turn you to their side? How long before you stopped being a prisoner and joined their team?”

      “Good question,” said Sandra. “Unfortunately, its premise is flawed.”

      “Sounds like an excuse.”

      “No, no. Let me explain. I can’t give you a straight answer because the organisation never captured me. We simply made it look as though they had. So to answer your questions as best I can, you must first know they never turned me to their side. I never stopped being a prisoner because I wasn’t hauled in as a captive, rather brought home as a partner.”

      Eve had never liked her mother. These claims still shocked the daughter to her core. She wavered, wobbled, and almost collapsed.

      Smiling, Sandra said, “I told you I’d be honest.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam was still coming to terms with his power’s new depths when he heard pounding feet coming his way. Discovering you could not turn invisible, that instead, you could control the senses of those around you, was a big deal. Learning via practical experiment that you could even control touch when it came to inanimate objects, and were thus able to walk through a locked door out of your cell, was almost too much to process. Adam needed time to sit and think. Such luxuries were rarely available to escaped prisoners. Adam was no exception.

      Three guards appeared at one end of the hall—two more at the other.

      To them, Adam turned invisible.

      None of the guards believed this was a problem. The corridor was narrow, and they thought they could still hit Adam when he was invisible. They didn’t need to see him to down him in such close quarters.

      The duo of guards stepped out of the corridor to give the trio a clear line of fire. These three emptied their clips and waited for the thud that would proceed by seconds Adam’s reappearance. Though they could not imagine they had missed, professionalism had them reload their guns and edge toward the door where Adam had so recently stood. Their focus was total. Thus, they missed the pop of the button on their central member’s holster. The man himself could not fail to notice when someone whipped his more lethal weapon from the holster. Panicked, he spun. Before he could complete his turn, there was a bullet in his skull.

      The other two guards were turning. Adam dispensed three bullets and killed them both. Around the corner of the corridor, the duo of agents reappeared, guns raised. Disappearing as fast as they had appeared, Adam, now armed, stepped through the wall into his cell and dropped to the carpet, head pounding, vision swimming.

      He had passed through the wall or door three times. The exertion was pushing him towards the brink of unconsciousness. Above him, concealed in the ceiling, the eyes of multiple cameras watched, relaying his position to a control room from which a man or woman could deploy an army of agents to deal with the rogue prisoner. Given the toll it took on his body, Adam would be unable to keep using his power as an evasion tactic.

      Before they had lost her, Adam and Eve’s mother had taught them many skills. The twins were crack shots and skilled fighters. They were adept at evading capture and taking out large quantities of highly-trained, heavily armed enemies, even when no powers were involved. He needed every skill mum had taught him to escape his present situation.

      Something else went in his favour. His enemies would expect him to try and save his sister and flee, or just to flee. He would not contemplate escaping without Eve. Before going to her, he would follow the trail upon which his dead girlfriend had set him. He needed to know if she were alive. This unexpected course offered a potential element of surprise which might work in his favour, if only for a little while.

      Rising, though he was still panting, his heart still beating too fast, he turned to the wall. On the other side waited two enemies. Beyond them, potentially countless more, all of whom Adam might have to deal with before reaching his targets. Finding Saskia, freeing Eve, escaping.

      He wasn’t ready but never would be.

      With a final deep breath, he raised his gun and stepped through the wall.
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        * * *

      

      “Given I named you Adam and Eve, I suppose I should talk about your genesis.”

      For their entire childhood and most their teenage years, Sandra had bullied and belittled her children. Constantly informing them they could never be happy, would never lead normal lives, she had refused even to let them try. Instead, she had turned the twins into killing machines with all the skills necessary to evade the capture of the powerful organisation that pursued them. Having done so, she faked her death and joined Team Evil. For twelve years, Adam had mourned the loss of his mother. All that time, Sandra had worked against them. Now she sat opposite Eve, beaming as though this was a joyous reunion, making little jokes as though they were old friends.

      “It goes back further than your births,” Sandra went on, oblivious to or uncaring of Eve’s cold stare. “But it does begin with boy and girl twins, not much younger than are you and Adam now. Down on their luck, they took a stroll through the barren countryside and stumbled upon something incredible. A tin shed in the middle of nowhere, and inside that shed, the twins—Joel and Julie—found something that would change their lives forever.”

      Eve rolled her eyes. “This isn’t an audiobook. Get to the point.”

      “I can’t help it,” said Sandra. “I’m theatrical by nature.”

      Every inch of Eve was tense. Her skin was pale, but inside, the blood boiled, searching for a way to escape. It powered Eve’s hate glands, pushed her closer and closer to rising, grabbing the chair and using it to batter her mother to a pulp.

      Somehow, she held her cool. For the time being, she let her mother narrate.

      “Inside the shed were walls that glowed an unnatural red, for which the twins could find no source. Though they had little expertise between them, they knew they had stumbled upon something special. Julia says the glowing red walls spoke to her. You might think that sounds crazy. I’d advise you not to say so to her face. Joel doesn’t even remember that first trip.”

      Sandra noticed a loose thread on her trousers. Plucked it and flicked it away. Eve saw the gun within her mother’s jacket and wondered what she would do if she could get hold of the weapon. Adam would never forgive his sister if she killed their mother. Forgetting him a second, could Eve bring herself to do it?

      She didn’t think so. But if push came to shove…

      “Through means both illegal and dangerous, they gathered a sum of money,” Sandra said. “Around the shed, they built a small complex and staffed it with bright but malleable minds. After discovering the room leaked a clean source of energy never before seen on Earth, they founded a company called J-Energy.”

      Eve had heard of it, though she had never received an energy bill in her life. It was one of the biggest companies in the world. She yawned to show the formation of an energy company was not her idea of a riveting tale.

      “Fine, fine, I’ll move over on. J-Energy made the twins billionaires. Over the last thirty years, they’ve founded thirteen companies, each of which you’d find on a list of the fifty wealthiest organisations in the world. But, why would you be interested in the formation of legitimate companies when I could talk about top-secret experiments?”

      “Good question.”

      “And you’ll get a good answer. You’ve always wondered from where your powers came. Were you born with them, or were they the gift of a strange experiment? The answer is both.”

      Sandra’s smile grew as Eve struggled to withhold signs of interest. Eve despised the thought that she might care about what her mother had to say. But she had always wanted to learn her origin story. The answer came in an unappealing package, but she could not prevent herself from being interested in the content.

      “Julie and Joel discovered early on that exposure to the red room was lethal. Thus, they fortified the walls and locked the room away at the facility’s centre. Eventually, they were even able to sink the room to what would become the third of four underground floors. From here, they were able to extract the energy without anyone entering, and no one did. Until Julia decided she wanted to lock a group of young women in the room to see what would happen. What drove her to this decision; no one knows.”

      “She’s an arsehole?” Eve suggested.

      Sandra waved this away. “Julia sought ten down-on-their-luck women from mid-teens to late twenties who would consent to sit in a room for a few minutes in return for £2,000. For desperate people, two grand is a fortune. They were not difficult to find. When they arrived, Julia oversaw the experiment herself.”

      “Arsehole,” Eve repeated. Again, Sandra did not comment.

      “The first group entered,” she said. “Within forty seconds, all ten had died. Joel and the facility’s limited staff assumed this failure would end the experiments. They were wrong. Julie brought in ten more girls, and ten more girls died. As did the next ten, and the next, and the next.”

      Eve felt numb. It was clear her mother thought of the participants in these experiments as crops only. As if they were plants; meaningless. Their status lower than that of the typical lab rat. Eve, who had always considered herself cold, could not stop thinking of the fifty girls who had come here because they were desperate for cash. Who expected only to have to participate in a simple experiment and were probably excited to do so. Fifty girls slaughtered on the whim of a madwoman.

      Eve hoped to one day meet Julia. There would be some conversation followed by many hours of excruciating torture.

      “Crop six came around,” said Sandra. “By this point, Joel was starting to wonder about his sister. He made her promise trial six would be the last, though he struggled to believe she meant it. Luckily, there was no need to question the veracity of her claim. Ten girls entered the room that day, and thirty-six seconds later, nine were dead. The final girl, twenty years old, was alive, well, and pregnant.”

      “What?”

      Eve had been unable to stop herself. She cursed her show of eagerness and shock but could not remove those emotions from her face. Sandra gave a slow nod.

      “Pregnant,” she repeated. “An immaculate conception, and not only that. Most people believe the red room is a link to another world or dimension. Possibly, the girl’s child would be half-human, half something else. The first in a new species. Does that not sound like the most astounding discovery of all time?”

      All pretence was lost. Eve could not look away from her mother, nor feign disinterest in the story. Only dimly, a sense of dread began to creep in. A feeling that only grew as Sandra continued.

      “The experiments got an official name. Operation Eden. Because everyone knew with exactly what they were dealing.”

      “Eden…” Eve said, her mouth dry.

      “You always believed you must be the latest in a long line of people with special abilities,” Sandra said. “But the truth is you are far more special than that. The first girl to survive the red room was me, Eve, and I did not choose your names on a whim or, as you often claimed, to piss you off.”

      Sandra leaned forward, placing a hand on her daughter’s leg. Eve didn’t stop her.

      “You are Adam and Eve,” Sandra said. “You are the first in a brand new and extraordinary race. And that, my daughter, is your destiny.”
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        * * *

      

      The red glow became a red storm, through which Isla could see none of the girls with whom she had shared the room. She couldn’t see her hands in front of her face, nor the clothes on her body.

      There was agony, as the red seeped into every pore and burned her from the inside out it seemed she could not last seconds in such pain, yet some force held her far longer. Throughout, her mouth gaped, promising a scream her vocal cords seemed unable or unwilling to fulfil.

      Then it was over. The red storm dissipated. Isla collapsed in a room that looked as it had when she first entered. A metal box, rounded with walls that glowed red. There was not a blemish in sight except a single crack, a couple of inches high, less than a millimetre wide, halfway up the wall which faced the door. It was this crack that had worried Karim; had led to him asking Isla to research the potential danger of the room as the energy levels it output continued to spike. It was because of the crack she was in here now.

      The other nine girls were gone. Dr Abbot had not opened the door while Isla tried to scream and snuck them out for a laugh. The red room had incinerated them. Only Isla remained.

      Less than one per cent of the woman who entered the room survived. How had Isla become one? What made her different? She strained her memory. As she burned, she was sure something had happened. She caught glimpses of a black void and a balcony overlooking a hellish landscape, but to these places, she had never been. She would remember, wouldn’t she? She could recall nothing beyond trying to scream in the red storm. Before that, Steadman shooting Karim for trying to save the world and punishing Isla, Karim’s accomplice, with the red room.

      A creaking and electronic hum signalled that huge door which enclosed her was opening. Abbot and Steadman appeared; smiles gleaming.

      “I’m so glad you survived,” Steadman lied. “I suspected you would,” he lied again.

      Isla wanted to rise, to attack, to claw out their eyes and rip free their throats but hadn’t the strength to stand. Worse, she felt sick, and her stomach seemed to be moving.

      Abbot was staring. “It’s never worked so quickly,” he whispered. Isla didn’t understand the comment.

      “No, it hasn’t,” confirmed Steadman. “Isla, it seems congratulations are in order.”

      Isla found even asking them to clarify was beyond her. Her stomach seemed to lurch, seemed to roll. She reached a hand to it and screamed. The first noise that had escaped her since soon after Steadman cast her into the red room.

      Glancing down, she saw her sense of touch had not lied. Her stomach wasn’t churning as it did when hungry or unwell. Something moved beneath the surface. Isla kept in good shape—she had entered the red room with a flat stomach. Minutes later, her tummy bulged beneath her shirt. When the churning stopped, the bump was perfectly round and smooth, when whatever lay beneath moved, the bump twisted and contorted into all sorts of shapes.

      And that wasn’t the worst of it, though perhaps it should have been. Isla knew little about pregnancy but would have guessed the bump belonged to a woman six months gone. Isla had not been pregnant minutes, let alone months, nor did she have three months to prepare for labour.

      Before her very eyes, she could see the bump growing. Within a minute or so, she would be ready to burst.

      A second time, she screamed.

      “Come now,” said Steadman. “It’s time to start thinking baby names.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam stepped back through the wall and, with blood streaming from his nose, shot dead one of the two remaining agents. Before the other could react, Adam had a gun pointing at the man’s head.

      “Guns on the floor,” he said. “And do you have a tissue?”

      The man sneered but dropped his rifle to the carpet. He unbuttoned his holster and drew his pistol.

      “You should step back into your cell,” he said, dropping the second gun. “No chance you get out. All you gunna do is earn yourself a lot of pain.”

      “I asked for a tissue. Not cliched threats.”

      From nearby, more pounding feet. Those sitting in the monitor rooms would have seen Adam kill four agents and hold a fifth at gunpoint. They would not send so few next time. Adam stepped closer to his mark and was glad to see the man flinch.

      “They’ll be here in a second,” the flincher said. “Your time is running out.”

      “You’ll die before they catch me,” Adam said. “That’s a promise, so it’s in your best interest to ensure I stay free as long as possible. Now, how many control rooms are there in this place, where your snoopers watch over the cameras?”

      “One per floor,” the guy said.

      “How many floors?”

      “Five.”

      “And each room monitors the floor it’s on?”

      The man considered lying, then shook his head. “No. Each room monitors a floor other than their own. The floor assignments change daily, so I don’t know which floor will be monitoring this one.”

      None of this surprised Adam. The organisation had always been careful. This was their centre of operations; they would do anything to keep it protected. Now they knew Adam was loose; cameras would trace his every move. If he got into a lift, one control room would tell another, and the guards would be there when the lift doors opened. No matter where Adam went, they would be prepared. That was if he got anywhere before the oncoming army recaptured him.

      The feet were almost there. Adam shoved the gun into his hostage’s stomach.

      “Turn, move.”

      They stepped out of one corridor, into the next. Adam initially moved them from the rushing feet, speeding them along and hoping to keep one step ahead of the enemy until he had a plan.

      The cameras would have audio. Adam moved close to the man behind who he walked, pressing the gun into his hostage’s back and whispering.

      “Lead us to the lift closest to the control room on this floor. Do so without taking us too close to the enemy. If I see them, I’ll kill you.”

      The guy said nothing, but at the next fork was proactive in choosing a route, rather than waiting to be prodded in one direction or another.

      Adam could hear the feet. It was hard to tell from where they came or how close the enemy was. This complex was a hive of corridors, each looking the same as the last. Without the help of his hostage, Adam would be lost. He had to hope the guy was too afraid of being shot to lead his captor wrong.

      Soon, they turned into a corridor down which lay three lifts.

      “Which room is the control?” Adam asked.

      “Fourth on the right.”

      Adam looked. Less than ten metres from the third lift on the left. That was good.

      “Who monitors the lift cameras?”

      “No one by default. Anyone can.”

      Adam nodded. He would have to hope that, once they stepped inside, the focus would flit to whichever floor they approached.

      “How many people staff the control room?”

      “Probably four.”

      “All armed.”

      “For sure.”

      “Fine. Call the lift.”

      At the third lift on the left, the guard pressed CALL. The feet grew closer. The corridor ran in two directions, and it sounded as though the enemy were coming from both.

      The lift binged. The doors opened. Adam shoved his man inside and followed as the first guards appeared in the hall and started firing. On one wall of the box was a control panel with the floor designations, 0 through -4. They were on -2. Beneath the panel was a slot. The guard withdrew a card.

      “Ground floor,” said Adam.”

      “Can’t do ground. Not got the clearance.”

      “Minus one then.”

      A guard appeared. Adam shot him dead. His captive slid his card into the slot and pressed -1. Adam killed another assailant as the doors slid closed.

      “Now what?” asked the guard.

      The lift juddered, then began to rise. As it did, Adam stepped through the wall and dropped into the corridor they had just abandoned.

      Here were twelve armed men and women. Adam ensured none could see him as he staggered to the control room and stepped through the door.

      Two men, two women. At the screens, one of the women had just noted the lift was one man short and was frantically trying to find Adam. The other three were looking over her shoulder so did not notice Adam, who was affecting none of their senses.

      With four shots, Adam killed the three standers. This emptied his clip, Hoping the remaining woman didn’t know as much, he pointed the gun at her head.

      “Hi,” he said. “Looks like I need your help.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A flutter seemed to run through her body. Something internal, some subconscious signal which whispered to Eve, starting in her brain and ending in her fingers.

      The pill had been no trick; the girl who had slipped it to Eve had been a disgruntled employee. Perhaps she had been skipped over for one too many pay rises, or maybe she had developed a conscience and no longer wished to be involved with the torture and murder of countless innocents. Her reasoning mattered not to Eve. What mattered was that the girl needed a weapon and in Eve had found one.

      And what a weapon Eve intended to be. It took supreme effort to keep from leaping from her chair with a smile on her face and mass destruction at her fingertips. She could have started with her mother but didn’t want to jump the gun. What if her abilities needed time to warm up? If she sprung into action only to find her powers were on the south side of mediocre, she would have given herself away. If they managed to sedate her, the organisation would again subdue her abilities. This time, no unhappy workers would get the chance to slip her something. Her one chance of saving Adam and escaping would be lost.

      Playing for time was easier now her mother was telling a story in which Eve was interested. She did not have to force herself to ask a question because the questions were bubbling to the surface. They demanded to be asked, and now Eve had an excuse to do so.

      “I still don’t understand why they were so desperate to capture Adam and me?” she said. “If one in sixty girls could give them a child or two with special abilities, they must have hundreds by now. I guess they had no moral compunction in killing a million girls to get what they wanted?”

      “You cannot let morals get in the way of science, no,” said Sandra. “But it was not so simple. If too many girls went missing, eventually it might be traced back here. They had to tread with caution. Instead of funnelling an endless stream of women through the red room, they restricted themselves to two or three batches a year. I believe, with the latest trial, we pass 750 women in three decades.”

      For Eve, a level head meant complete control over her power. When her short fuse went off, anger quickly sent her abilities spiralling. When her mother spoke of 750 mostly dead women without a drop of concern or guilt, Eve almost broke the woman’s neck. Had she started, she would not have stopped. She would have killed everyone in the building. Still might.

      Somehow, she kept both temper and power under control. She clutched the edge of her chair and let Sandra go on.

      “Of the 750, six have survived. I believe that will be seven by the end of the day but each new member of your special race has had problems. They are… why are you standing?”

      “There’s a trial today?”

      “Yes. It’s probably already happened. I don’t know.”

      “Ten women?”

      “Nine, actually. I took one for my… for Lucy. I need to talk to you about Lucy. I’ve not finished my story.”

      Nine women. Over 700 had already died. Eve’s heart broke to think of them, but there was nothing to be done. These nine, she could save. Innocent, unknowing, they possibly sat somewhere in the building, waiting for an easy payday, with no idea they were going to die.

      Probably they were already dead. It didn’t matter. If there were a chance, knowing what she knew, Eve would have to take the risk.

      “Sit down,” said Sandra before an invisible force threw her from her chair into the wall where she hung, toes inches off the ground.

      “Come on, mother,” said Eve. “I want to see where I was conceived.”
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        * * *

      

      “How’s the drink?”

      From the glass, Hattie lifted her eyes. Above her stood Yacob: tall, imposing, sneering. Since delivering her favourite wine, he had shown not one drop of decency or kindness. She wished she could say she was surprised.

      “Where’s my daughter?” she asked.

      “About a minute away. She’s brought friends.”

      Hattie’s eyes widened. She clutched the stem of her glass a little tighter. “Who?”

      “A guy we don’t know. The monster, Grendel. Omi.”

      Hattie’s breath caught. Just over a year ago, she had arrived at the facility. After learning she was gay, her parents had kicked her from her home. With homelessness beckoning, an offer for £2,000 had been too good to pass up. From the moment she had walked through the doors, she had been treated with contempt by everyone but the women whose ranks she would join when she became a mother—Ursula and Rachel had been particularly kind, Sandra too—and Omi.

      After she fell pregnant, Steadman had told her she could never leave. She was too important. They set her up in a beautiful room ruined by its lack of a window and the way the people who shared the building looked at her. One of the guards had been kind, sympathetic. When they spoke, Hattie had cried and hugged him, thanked him. He had pinned her to the bed and tore off her clothes. He had left her full of self-loathing and guilt, though she knew she was not to blame for his actions. He had left her wanting to die.

      Leaving the facility had been a relief. Of Omi, she had at first been afraid, but he had loved her daughter and had always been kind to her, even when she treated him like dirt, which happened more often than she liked to admit. She wished she could have taken his offer to lean on him. Instead, she had turned to the bottle. Now she was its slave.

      She took another drink.

      “Let me talk to them,” she said to Yacob. “When Omi arrives, I’ll convince him to lay down his weapons and come quietly. Please don’t hurt him.”

      Yacob looked at her as he might have a dog that was defecating on his carpet.

      “We have a plan,” he said. “Sandra has devised it, and it’s quite brilliant.”

      A quiet sense of relief arrived. Hattie took another drink. A mother herself, Sandra would not want her guards to shed unnecessary blood.

      “The doors will open,” Yacob said. “When the foursome arrives, we will allow Grendel deeper into the building. We will lure him into a cell from which he cannot escape. We will sedate your daughter and execute both stranger and traitor.”

      “No,” Hattie shouted. Knocking her wine aside, she jumped to Yacob and grabbed his shirt, meaning to plead for Omi’s life. He shoved her into her chair and backhanded her with such force she fell into a spell of dizziness.

      “Shut up,” he said. “The traitor is lucky we’re only killing him. For what he’s done, he deserves far worse than a quick death, but we’ll take no risks. And you’ll not have to worry about it for long. We don’t need a pathetic, waste of space alcoholic. As soon as your daughter is in our possession, I’ll have the pleasure of putting a bullet in your skull.”

      Still recovering from the hit to her face, still holding her cheek, Hattie at first could not process what he had said. At last, realising her life was on the line, she looked up.

      “Sandra wouldn’t want that.”

      A nasty smile. “These are Sandra’s orders, foolish girl.”

      “No,” Hattie denied. “She wouldn’t. I’m Hattie’s mother.”

      Yacob sighed. He glanced to the floor, to where Hattie had knocked her glass. It had smashed, and the liquid slid along the metal.

      “Careless,” he said. Moving to the side of the room, he collected another glass and brought it to the table. Grabbing the wine bottle, he said, “I love McDonald's.”

      “What?”

      He smiled. Unscrewed the cap.

      “I love McDonald's. To me, the Big Mac is all but sacred.”

      He poured the wine into the new glass, filling it almost to the brim.

      Hattie said, “I don’t understand.”

      “To this organisation,” Yacob said, “Delilah is the Big Mac. You are nothing more than the flimsy cardboard in which the precious burger arrived. We will take her in, and cast you aside, as it should be.”

      He slid her the glass.

      “Finish this fast,” he said. “It’s almost time to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Isla screamed.

      Pain as she had never experienced consumed her. Minutes ago, she had been in the red room, an inferno incinerating her body. This was worse.  There was a reason she had long ago decided never to have children. In her sexual liaisons, few as there had been, she had been cautious. Always, she had made her paramours wear protection. Now she had to suffer childbirth without the stuff that came both before and after.

      And to what was she giving birth? Adam and Eve were an attractive duo cursed only by powers they needn’t reveal. Since then, the children of the red room had not been so lucky. What if she got another Grendel, a monster with no ability to speak and insatiable blood lust? Or a Lucy, who had no form but the form she stole from others? What if she had something worse.

      Her vision blurred. Someone above her was trying to help her breathe, telling her she was doing so well. She wanted to grab them by the throat and smash their faces into her stomach, which felt like a boulder sitting atop her. She wanted to roll from the bed and run for her life, as though the pregnancy was tied to the red room’s vicinity rather than her body. From one corner, Steadman and Abbot watched, hunger in their eyes. She wanted them to die.

      She hated herself. Had she not sat in the room next door while Hattie gave birth? Had she not lowered her head and got on with her work knowing she was responsible for the death of nine women, and the ruination of another? When her daughter was born, Hattie had cried tears of joy. When they told her she was bound to them for life, and could never take her daughter away, Hattie had screamed and pleaded and cried with desperation. Isla sat next door, telling herself it was a job. She had to do as told. She had no choice.

      There was always a choice.

      She screamed. The face leaned close (it’s almost here. You’re baby is almost here.) It. It was right, wasn’t it? Some horrible, despicable monster. Some beast who would devour Isla once birthed.

      Fine. So long as the creature rose and chomped up Steadman and Abbot as soon as she finished with Isla.

      She. What made her think she?

      The pain reached its apex. If there had been windows in the facility, Isla’s scream would have shattered the glass. Had they not been underground, surrounded by thick steel and dirt, police from miles around would have mobilised, assuming someone was perpetrating a horrific crime.

      Isla screamed. She was going to die.

      Then, it was over.

      Silence, but for Isla’s beating heart and panting breath. The encouraging midwife who had helped her give birth moved away. All thoughts of monstrous spawns of Satan vanished in an instant. Isla twisted her head, craned her neck, desperate to see her baby.

      “Where… where…” she could bring herself to say no more. She was utterly broken, weakened to the point of no return. “Where… where…”

      When Steadman decided to take her baby, there would be nothing Isla could do. Like that, he would rip a piece of her away she had never known existed. A piece she now saw she needed more than she needed her heart to beat, her lungs to breathe.

      She opened her mouth to call again. The midwife was at one side of the room. Then, he turned. He came to Isla and pressed a small shape into her arms. Only when Isla looked at that shape did her eyes remember how to focus.

      “Say hello to your daughter,” said the midwife, and Isla burst into fresh tears.

      The tiny baby in her arms was no monster, no beast, no spawn of Satan. She was a perfect ball of pure joy. She was all Isla’s.

      She was love, and Isla was never going to let her go.

      Never.
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        * * *

      

      “You should give yourself up,” said the woman. “Any second, that door’s gunna burst open and—”

      “I know,“ said Adam. “Save the pep talk.”

      More than twenty guards were within shouting distance of Adam’s captive. That she remained quiet suggested she feared his empty gun. This was good. His head was pounding, his lips wet with the blood his nose had ejected. Dizziness came and went. He needed to rest and recuperate, but that was out of the question. Time was short.

      “Where’s my sister?”

      The women met his eyes and lied. “I don’t know.”

      “Fine, I’ll shoot you.”

      He pointed the gun at her head.

      “Wait, wait. Okay. She’s on this floor. I can show you if—”

      Her hand went for the controls. Adam stepped forward, moving his gun within inches of her skull.

      “Mess me about, and I’ll kill you.” He nodded to the bodies. “As these folks will testify.”

      The woman had one hand on her leg. Slowly she brought her free hand to the control panel. With a couple of clicks, she revealed a cell far less grand than his. Eve stood near a metal frame bed. Using her powers, she had slammed another woman against a wall. At first, Adam couldn’t make out who this person was. Then…

      “Mum?”

      His gun lowered a little. His eyes must have revealed a lack of focus. Grabbing a weapon from under the desk, Adam’s captive shot him in the stomach.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With Sandra still pinned to the wall, Eve stepped into the corridor, where stood three armed guards. They stared for a second then, simultaneously, their necks snapped, and they dropped. Eve released her mother, who stumbled into the hall.

      “Well, that was mature.”

      “It was a mistake,” said Eve. “I should have left one of them alive to lead me to the trial. Then I could have killed you.”

      “That would have been a mistake,” mused Sandra. “Only I can get you into the section of the facility within which the trial takes place.”

      “Don’t count on it,” said Eve. “Now. Lead on.”

      “Besides, the guilt would have eaten you alive.”

      “Lead on, before I break your legs.”

      Sandra smiled as though she was a point up. Perhaps she was. The older woman appeared calm while Eve wound tighter with each second. She had an intense desire to wipe the smirk from her mother’s face. She held herself.

      Despite her victory grin, Sandra began to do as Eve had instructed. After four steps, her phone rang. She pointed at her pocket.

      “Probably someone from HR shouting about dead guards,” she said. “You would not believe how hard it is to find reliable amoral mercenaries who can also be trusted to follow orders. There was this one man—”

      “Answer it,” said Eve, because it seemed the opposite of what Sandra wanted.

      “If you want to save the girls, do we have time?”

      “Answer it. Put it on speaker. Now.”

      Shrugging as though she wasn’t bothered, Sandra did.

      “Yes?”

      “Ma’am, it’s Adam. He got out of his cell and made his way into the control room on -2.”

      “And?”

      “I shot him,” said the woman. “In the stomach.”

      “With a tranq, I hope?”

      When the woman didn't answer, Sandra sighed. Eve felt her heart sink.

      “Is he alive?” said Sandra.

      “I don’t know,” said the woman. “He vanished when the bullet hit. We can’t find him.”

      “If he’s invisible he’s alive,” said Sandra, then turned to Eve. “Still want to stop the trial?”

      Somehow, with the news of these nine endangered women, Eve had seen a glimmer of hope. For how long had she been afraid she was a demon? Something stripped of humanity, heartless. When she’d learned of the girls, she’d imagined selflessly saving them, putting her life on the line to do the right thing, rather than selfishly going after Adam and escaping, as she always would have in the past.

      That was easier when she thought Adam was locked in a cell, relatively safe.

      Sandra awaited an answer.

      Hating herself, Eve said, “Take me to this control room. We have to find Adam.”
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        * * *

      

      They crested a hill, and there it was, only a handful of miles away. The facility he and Julia had built, lying low, slumped across the ground, draped across hundreds of acres. It was incredible to think that, only thirty years ago, it had been nothing more than a shed. Three decades and billions of pounds later, Joel still felt as though they were only at the beginning of their journey. They were two of the wealthiest people in the world. Their money had bought them power, but only the underhand kind. They were behind the scenes of some of the most influential men and women across the globe, but that wasn’t enough, had never been enough.

      From the moment Sandra’s twins had shown what they could do—when Eve had used her mind to knock a stack of papers from a desk—Joel had known his ultimate destiny. They would harness those incredible abilities and use them to achieve the kind of power of which the greatest men and women of history had only dreamed.

      Sandra’s actions had put him back decades. All the children who had followed were sub-par. None gave Joel the same feeling as had Adam and Eve. When Sandy had fled with the twins, Joel had been furious. When she returned, it was Julia who convinced him to spare the traitor. As always, his sister had been right. Now it was back in his grasp at last.

      He leaned forward, pressing his face to the window like a small boy for the first time seeing the sea. His excitement built. Within half an hour, he would have seen the twins for himself, for the first time since they were toddlers. After observing them a while, he would visit Steadman, to see if Sandra had been correct about the positive results of the latest trial. He was sure she would be and was excited for what this latest pregnancy might bring.

      He remembered Cassandra’s prophecy, relayed to him by Sandra. Soon, all nine children would be together for the first time. There were only seven children at present, so that had to mean twins—another pair who might be as perfect as Adam and Eve. Joel hardly dared hope.

      If she existed, Joel would meet the new mother; tell her how special she was. After making pleasant, he would meet Sandra at her office. They would share a drink, and he would kill her.

      Julia had been right to stop him at the time, but he would wait no longer. He tapped on the window, and the driver rolled it down.

      “Faster,” said Joel. “I’m excited to get home.”
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        * * *

      

      A bland faced man knocked upon the door and talked in quiet tones with Yacob. Once the stranger was gone, Yacob turned to Hattie and clapped. His smile was repulsive and terrifying.

      “This is it,” he said. “Time to see your daughter.”

      The only above ground level of the facility was like an egg. The white was a large, never used, open plan office and the yolk a smaller area where were housed lockers, a control room and the single lift to the lower levels. Thick steel walls protected the yolk, and only one set of huge electronic doors offered entry or exit from this area.

      Hattie had been sitting in one on the central rooms. From here, Yacob led her along two narrow corridors to the electronic doors. She remembered walking through them for the first time, experiencing extreme trepidation, finding courage in the knowledge she would not be there long, and would soon be £2,000 richer. A few weeks later, as poor as ever, she had moved to a farmhouse from which she was forbidden to leave.

      Now she was walking through them again, but only temporarily. Her heart pounded, she held in tears, they stepped through.

      Through the white of the egg they walked, Yacob’s left hand on her arm, a gun in his right. Two more armed men trailed behind as they walked towards the glass entrance doors. Through these, thirty seconds away, Hattie saw her daughter and could hold the tears no longer. She began to sink to her knees.

      “Pull it together,” Yacob hissed, yanking her up and showing her a blade. “This should be a joyous reunion. Don’t make me spoil it.”

      The sky outside grew darker by the second. The open-plan office was gloomy, but no one switched on the many powerful tube lights above their heads. All around Hattie and Yacob were covered desks and cabinets set out like an obstacle course. This bland furniture, Hattie knew, concealed many more armed men and women, one of whom would put a bullet in Omi. Hattie’s daughter’s protector stood to Delilah’s left, pushing in a wheelchair a man Hattie recognised as Doc. Graham—better known to those within the organisation as Grendel—was on Delilah’s right, walking a little ahead of her.

      “You’ll be tempted to say something,” Yacob said, whispering though Omi and co were not close enough to hear. “If you behave, I promise to put a bullet in your head and let Omi take the same. If you try to warn them, you both live.”

      Hattie stared. He gave a nasty smile.

      “I’ll need you alive to watch us torture him, then your daughter.”

      “No,” whispered Hattie. “Please don’t. Please—”

      “Shut up. There’s no need to beg. It doesn’t have to go that way.”

      Yacob raised a hand in greeting as Omi came closer. Showing her the blade again, he resumed whispering.

      “Be a good girl, and it will be over before you know it.”
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        * * *

      

      Isla had friends who were parents. Without exception, they spoke of how their children’s childhoods seemed to flash by.

      They had no idea. Fifteen minutes after Isla had given birth, her daughter appeared to be five or six years old. Steadman usually provided baby clothes for the encaged mothers in his care. With Isla’s child, there would have been no point.

      Before their eyes, she grew, and the best they could do was wrap her in a towel. By the time the midwife, Michael, got it together to ask about a name, the little girl could answer for herself.

      “Name’s Pandora, isn’t it mummy?”

      “Um, sure.”

      Adam and Eve aged at an ordinary human rate. Except for possibly Lucy, with whom it was impossible to tell, all future red room children had biological clocks which ran too fast or too slow. Before Pandora, Delilah’s had been the fastest. Eight months after her birth, she looked eight years old; at her current rate of growth, she would not live to be the age she now seemed.

      Pandora was something else. Before the end of the day, old age would have taken her life.

      Despite this rapid ageing, Isla still felt a powerful love for her daughter. Even in the minutes, she had spent in the world, they had formed a bond Isla knew would last the rest of her life, though her daughter would be long gone.

      At this thought, Isla could not hold back the tears, but when she tried to hide her head in her hands, Pandora came to her. Taking Isla’s hand in hers, she squeezed.

      “It’s okay, mummy,” she said. “You’ve been amazing, and we’re going to do something incredible, something awesome, as soon as my brother gets here.”

      “Your brother?”

      Isla’s shock had kept her from speaking. It was Steadman who had released the exclamation. All adult eyes turned to Isla’s stomach, which had flattened remarkably quickly. Pandora looked confused, then laughed when she realised.

      “My paternal brother, sillies.”

      Abbot and Steadman looked at each other. Steadman spoke again. “You don’t have a father.”

      “’ Course I do, and you—” she pointed at Steadman—“will soon meet him, if you’re good. Maybe you too.” This time she was pointing at Michael, looking unsure. At last, she turned to Abbot. “Not you. In a second, I’m going to kill you.”

      Given her rapid ageing, Pandora was fast growing into the body of a ten-year-old. Despite still being a child (complete with sweet voice and innocent blue eyes), Abbot retreated from her words. His eyes widened with fear. Steadman scoffed.

      “Come now, Abbot, there’s no need to be afraid.” He turned to Pandora. “Little girl, I’m going to call in some friendly people; they’ll take you somewhere nice and cosy. I’m afraid we’ll have to separate you from your mother for a little while but—”

      Even while holding her perfect baby, Isla had feared her daughter would grow into a monster. To the contrary, she had turned into a picture-perfect little girl and was becoming more beautiful by the minute. She had the kind of looks people tended to underestimate, especially when found in a child.

      While Steadman was speaking, Pandora shot forward, moving with incredible speed towards the doctor. He stopped, raising his hands, but she meant not to attack.

      Sliding between his legs, she sprung to her feet then jumped from the ground as though it were a trampoline, almost hitting the ceiling before dropping onto Abbot’s back.

      The doctor opened his mouth to cry out. Before he could, Pandora grabbed his throat, dug in her nails, and tore it wide.

      As a torrent of blood fired across the room, splattering the floor, the bed, and Steadman’s legs, both Michael and Isla screamed.

      Momentarily stunned, Steadman was the first to react. Whipping back his coat he grabbed for the same gun with which he had ended Karim’s life.

      It had gone.

      Pandora, calm as a child who has just woken from a refreshing nap, stepped not over but onto the dead Dr Abbot’s back and pointed her stolen gun at Steadman’s head.

      She was fast approaching puberty.

      Grinning, she said, “Told you I was going to kill him. Now, does anyone know where I can get some sanitary products?”
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        * * *

      

      Adam first hit a table, then the floor. Rolling onto his front, he groaned; in his head, a marching band. That nonstop pounding like a million drum sticks against his brain, faster and faster. His vision swam, went black, came back swimming. He closed his eyes. His nose was bleeding again. It could have been worse. Unlike Eve, he had not taken a bullet to the stomach. Not that it was a competition.

      He had lost focus. Stupid. Though he had believed his mother lived, seeing her was a punch to the gut. Every lesson she’d ever taught, he’d forgotten. As a result, his captive had almost killed him. Just in time, he had seen the gun. Allowing the bullet to pass through him, as the guards outside pushed and shoved to be the first to enter, Adam had made sure his shooter couldn’t see him, then dropped through the floor.

      There was a greater distance between floors than he had expected. His whole body ached, his bones rattled. If ever his headache subsided, the pain would intensify.

      Shoving himself into a seated position, he opened his eyes again. At first, he saw nothing, then blurred vision returned. Fast, the room crept into focus: more metal floors, ceilings, and walls, broken only by a single, solid door and a mirror which ran the length of room’s west side. Dotted around the place were tables, empty. There were no chairs.

      A little girl screamed. One of the tables wobbled, tipped. Adam heard the crash but when he blinked all the furniture was as it had been. There was no little girl.

      From nowhere, a doctor appeared, grabbed his shoulders—do it again, boy, do it again—then vanished into mist.

      As the vision departed, so did his legs from beneath him. The floor arrived, slapping his shoulder then head. The little girl appeared. Again, she screamed. This time the table flipped, spun and crashed to the ground. From nearby, Adam heard a dry clap as the girl began to cry.

      “Eve?”

      Memories. He and Eve had been here before.

      Rolling and sitting again, this time, Adam put his focus into staying up. Though he had never opened his cell doors, he did not believe the organisation would yet have put together that he could walk through walls. The woman in the control room thought she had shot him, but they knew he was alive, or he would have reappeared. He guessed they would believe he had fled the room in the commotion. Knowing he couldn’t stay invisible long, they would guard the lifts while flicking through camera views on that floor, trying to find him. Before long, they would realise he wasn’t going to show and would start checking the pictures on other levels. They might even enlist the help of the other control rooms. Whatever the case, he didn’t have long.

      Standing, he found he could not move for the quicksand of memory. In one corner of the room, a toddler Adam hugged a toddler Eve. In another, a doctor was shouting, in a third, another doctor whispered.

      My name is Doctor Steadman. I want to help get the best out of you.

      In Adam’s memory, the door opened. Though he knew it was a recollection, he twitched and spun to the present-day door, almost falling as he did. It didn’t move. No one entered. In the past, his mother had walked in. She loomed over her tiny children.

      Do as they say, children. If you don’t want to be hurt, you must—

      But no, this couldn’t be right. This was a false memory. Had their mother not told them on countless occasions, they had been born in a hospital? Their father hadn’t been around, so their mother had raised them alone. When they were four, Eve used her powers in pre-school. Shocked, the teacher spoke to the police. From the cops, the information filtered to the organisation.

      Soon after, the chase had begun.

      Had mum been lying?

      She couldn’t have been.

      Except she had to have been.

      No, she wouldn’t.

      She was.

      Adam put his head in his hands before internal argument drove him insane. If his mother had lied about their early years, that might be understandable. But if it wasn’t the truth, why claim Eve had given them away? That story had driven Eve into deep guilt as a child and had shaped her merciless adulthood personality.

      Could his mother be so cold?

      To this, he knew the answer. Not wanting to face it, he crossed the room. Before long, they would spy him on a camera. He needed to be as close to his goal as possible before that time. If he had come from above, it made sense to keep descending, to the bottom.

      Saskia.

      Afraid to use his power again so soon, in case he passed out, Adam wiped the blood from his face with his shirt and crossed to the door. Grabbing it, he listened for pounding feet but could hear nothing. He tried the handle and found it unlocked.

      Stepping into the hall, he went in search of a lift.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Their arrival in the crowded corridor drew all eyes. Eyes which widened when the armed men and women saw one of the newcomers was Eve. Invisible fingers of ice crept around Sandra’s throat. She shuddered.

      “What are you doing?” she said, her voice strained.

      “You don’t think I’ll kill you,” said Eve. “Maybe not directly, but that force around your throat will snap your neck if I lose consciousness or die.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I am, so you’d better make sure these itchy trigger finger folk don’t start shotting. They look ready to spray their bullety load any second.”

      “Eve is out on my command,” Sandra called “Lower your weapons.”

      Though some looked disgruntled, none hesitated to carry out the order. Eve could not help but smile.

      “You are important around here aren’t you? You duplicitous bitch.”

      “Don’t talk to your mother like that.”

      “Whatever. Lead on.”

      The troops retreated as mother and daughter walked the hall, their eyes not leaving Eve. At the control room door, Sandra poked in her head without entering. Six living and four dead employees stood, sat or lay inside. In a leather chair sat a frightened woman of no more than twenty-five. Her fear grew when Sandra pointed her out.

      “You shot Adam?”

      Her eyes flicked to Eve, who could feel her hands flex into fists. Sandra glanced at her daughter. “You’re not going to kill this girl, are you Eve?

      Aware of the eyes on her, knowing there was a chance someone might choose to put a tranq in her even without Sandra’s permission, especially if she killed one of their own, she shook her head.

      “See,” said Sandra with a smile. “So, did you shoot Adam?”

      The woman nodded. Sandra drew a gun and shot her through the eye. As the deceased slumped from her chair to join her dead colleagues on the floor, Sandra turned to face those in the corridor.

      “Julia and Joel have made their positions clear,” she said, raising her voice. “I see some of you look at me with mistrust, even loathing. Well, listen close, and understand; my ire comes not from fear for a son. I am furious because someone has damaged company property. Property that means more to our founders than anything, so, here is what I suggest: scour this building from bottom to top. Leave no stone unturned in your search for Adam. Bring him in. Should you fail to find him, there will be repercussions. If any of you kill him by mistake, you should go ahead and blow out your brains before I catch you. Is everyone clear?”

      There were murmurings, a few stutters, lots of limp nods. Sandra sighed.

      “I said, is everyone clear?”

      Almost as one: “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good morning Mrs Sandy,” Eve intoned behind her mother.

      Ignoring her daughter, Sandra watched as the guards spread out, going every which way in search of her errant son. Those who still could began to file from the control room. The last to go, Sandra caught.

      “Sit.”

      The three of them entered the room and closed the door. Their new companion hovered over the chair, no doubt reticent to plant his behind in a seat covered in his colleague's blood. Raising a finger, Eve used her mind to help him. He squealed as an invisible force shoved him down.

      “Get one screen automatically flicking through every room in the building,” Sandra said. “On the others, work your way through. The moment you see Adam, let me know, and you—” she turned to Eve. “My neck still feels cold.”

      “I’ll remove the leash when I can trust you,” said Eve. “I think we both know when that will be.”

      “Not my concern,” said Sandra. “You’re holding it, right? So why don’t you see the walls blaze? Why doesn’t it look as though you might collapse any second?”

      Curiosity and nerves overrode the desire to be sarcastic. Eve glanced to the walls but found they looked ordinary. She looked to the ceiling, where she might expect to see the beginnings of a whirlpool designed to suck her soul into hell. Nothing. More metal. Quickly, her nerves grew. In being captured, and all that had followed, Eve had let certain things slide. Now she remembered her last trip to that hellish dimension. A dinner she had refused to eat; a man at whom she always struggled to look directly

      “In thirty years, how many successful trials did you say there had been?” Eve asked. “It is relevant.”

      “Six,” said Sandra. “You and Adam in 1992, then 1998, 2002, 2010, 2014 and late last year, 2019.”

      The answer did nothing to soothe Eve. The fear grew again, and she looked to the walls. All her life, she had feared seeing those signs of hell. Now, she found herself wishing they were there. What if the alternative to getting sucked into hell for using her power was far worse?

      If the mountain will not come to Muhammed, then Muhammed must go to the mountain.

      She did not know why the phrase came into her mind. All she could think was: what if I’m the mountain?

      “That’s six years between us and the next successful trial,” Eve said, “then four years, then eight, then four, then five. I’m guessing this place carried out the trials pretty consistently, two or three times a year, as you said, and yet there’s been no consistency in output, nothing to predict when success might happen. Except that it’s never been more than eight years nor less than four. Right?”

      “All true,” said Sandra.

      “So why did you expect today’s trial to be successful, less than a year after the last?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Maybe. Why did you expect it to succeed?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Just tell me.” Eve almost roared, and Sandra’s hand shot to her throat. In Eve’s agitation, she had nearly throttled her mother and lost all chance of getting the answers she sought. Also, Adam would have been super mad. Eve forced herself to calm, and loosened but did not remove the force binding Sandra’s throat.

      “Fine,” Sandra said, rubbing her neck. “Each product of the red room is born with an ability. Some you’ve experienced: Graham, AKA Grendel, has incredible strength and speed, and nearly impenetrable skin. Lucy, who captured you, can steal the form of anyone with whom she comes into contact. Others you haven’t: Cassandra, the red room child born one before Lucy, has prophetic powers.”

      “Really?” this was the guy in the chair. Sandra waved the gun in his face.

      “Back to work.”

      He did as told. Eve once again looked for signs hell had come calling. Nothing. For the first time, she was using her powers without feeling the immediate consequences of her actions.

      “She can’t do it on demand,” Sandra continued. “But every prediction comes to pass. A couple of weeks ago, I visited her, and she said something which, to me, implied our next trial would be a success.”

      “What did she say?”

      “I don’t remember exactly.”

      Eve stepped forward again. Saw in Sandra’s eyes that the invisible band had tightened around her throat. Forcing herself to take a breath, Eve said, “Just tell me.”

      “It was something to the effect of: all nine children of the red room will soon be united under one roof. Of course, there are only seven children as I’ve told you, so I took her message to mean—”

      “Twins,” said Eve.

      “That’s right. At the time of Cassandra’s prediction, she, Noah, Lucy, and Graham were in the facility. Graham and Lucy left, but Lucy returned with you and Adam. Graham and Delilah are currently on their way which will bring the existing seven under one roof. All we’ll need then is a successful trial.”

      “All nine,” Eve said, her voice almost a whisper. Her mother gave her a strange look. “Are you planning to end the trials after this one?”

      “No.”

      “Then, why all nine.”

      “Maybe she means so far.”

      “If she meant so far,” said Eve, “why not say seven? If she’s looking to future entries, why not include all there will ever be? Maybe she did. I think she means all nine because, after that, you will no longer be able to run your trials.”

      “You think so?” said Sandra. “And what exactly will prevent us running future trials, might I ask?”

      Eve was back in that dining room in hell. The man with the gorgeous smile that made you want to scream in terror was leaning close to her. He had told her how important she was, how she had a part to play in his great and final plan. She had asked him what final plan and what did he say?

      “Well?” asked Sandra.

      With haunted eyes, Eve looked at her mother.

      “The fall of humanity.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pandora smiled at the monitor on which they were watching and listening to Eve.

      “My sister is right,” said the newborn, who now appeared to be around fifteen. “The great fall is coming, but mother, it’s nothing to fear.”

      Arriving in floor -3’s control room, Pandora had directed the four members of staff to four separate cameras. They had been reticent to follow the orders until they had seen she was pointing a gun at Steadman. Pulling up the camera angles they found themselves looking at Adam in an empty room, Sandra and Eve in another control room, the entrance lobby where Omi, Delilah, Graham and a stranger were entering and the exterior carpark boasting zero signs of life.

      Isla sat in a wheelchair, afraid and confused. She had been struggling to come to terms with being a mother, with having a murderer for a daughter. Now she had to deal with talk of humanity’s fall. This should have been easy to process. After all, Karim’s fears, backed by her evidence, had spoken of worldwide disaster. It wasn’t.

      Isla thought Steadman might question the comment, but he remained quiet. Abbot’s murder had stripped from him his arrogance, his ability to dominate a room. His eyes were fixed to the gun which might mean his end. He was afraid.

      Pandora moved from Eve’s monitor to the one which depicted the entrance lobby.

      “It’s a trap,” she said. “Secreted shooters plan to kill Doc and Omi only, but plans often go awry. My brother will be okay, but a stray bullet might spell the end for Delilah.”

      Isla could not fathom how Pandora knew so much, having been in the world less than half an hour and the womb mere minutes. Then again, did it make sense that Adam could turn invisible? That Lucy could steal the form of those she murdered? Most of what she had seen since working at the organisation made no sense, but that did not mean it wasn’t to be trusted.

      “We are so close,” said Pandora, though no one was engaging. “I cannot allow something so ordinary as a stray bullet to kill any of my siblings. It is time to act, don’t you think, mother?”

      “I…” Isla didn’t know what to say. “Yes, if you say so.”

      At her mother, Pandora shook her head. Her hand never dipped; the aim of her gun remained true.

      “Don’t do that, mother. You must be strong, decisive. People like him—“ she nodded at Steadman— "believe women are a lesser gender. They believe us girls can’t think for ourselves, that we need a man to control the direction of our lives. He may have hired you and a handful of ladies because it is the done thing—and because his CEO is a woman—but look at him. Come on, mother, look at him and tell me how old I appear to be.”

      Afraid of her daughter, Isla did as told. At first, she thought Steadman still stared only at the gun. Closer inspection revealed his eyes continued to flick away: up, down, then back. Still wrapped in a towel, Pandora’s long legs and the top of her full breasts were on show. Despite his terror, Steadman could keep his eyes from neither for long.

      “You look fifteen,” said Isla, “and Steadman stares at you as though you were a stripper hired for his gratification.”

      “Animal,” said Pandora. “He believes woman are for cooking his meals and servicing his genitals. He is weak, and you are strong. He’s eyeing up a baby.”

      “That’s enough,” said Steadman. His face burned red, and the anger rose with his embarrassment. “You will not humiliate me in my labs. I am the commander here and you—”

      He seemed to lose his train of thought. Pandora had raised her free hand to her mouth. As she seductively sucked a finger, her towel slid, revealing a little more of her breasts.

      Steadman struggled to regain composure. “Whatever games you play will be short-lived,” he said. “You may think you have the upper hand, but that can change in an instant. You may not fear me, but nothing you do will shock me into losing focus. Nothing..”

      “You’re right,” Pandora said. The finger between her lips muffled her words. As though it was the only way she knew to solve the problem, Isla’s murderous daughter bit off the offending digit.

      Everyone stared. One man screamed. Another whimpered, slipped, and almost fainted. Pandora chuckled and spat the finger onto the floor. The stump, which ceased just above the knuckle, bled profusely, running onto the breasts which had so greedily stolen Steadman’s attention and soaking the towel. Pandora smiled at the doctor.

      “You were saying?”
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        * * *

      

      The corridors were a maze; the enemy never far away. While Adam’s nose had stopped bleeding, the headache was here to stay. Another use of his powers in the next few minutes would turn it into a full-blown migraine. If he had to keep a group of guards from seeing him for a prolonged period or walk through another wall, he would surely faint.

      At the end of another corridor, he paused, waited. Footsteps approached, moving down the hall towards the turn behind which he hid. To his right, at the edge of his field of vision, he could see the lifts he so desired. He knew he was one floor from the bottom. Saskia, if she was alive, might be less than a five-minute walk from where he now stood.

      On came the feet. Adam needed a card to work the lift, which meant taking out a guard. Now unarmed, he would have preferred to find a loner. It was clear they never travelled in less than pairs. Smart. The approaching group was at least two strong, but could easily have been double that. Four or more, he would struggle to overcome. Using his powers would be worth the risk. If they were going to capture him either way, he might as well be unconscious when they escorted him to the torture chambers.

      The guards were seconds away but had slowed. Had they kept up their previous pace, Adam might have stayed pressed against the wall and hoped they walked past without noticing him. They would be easier to assault from behind. Their slowing indicated they would approach the corner with caution and check around it before proceeding. This Adam could not allow. His best bet was the element of surprise.

      Ever closer they crept. Adam moved as close to the turn as he dared, ensuring not one millimetre of his shoulder or hair showed to those who approached. He waited until he could afford to wait no more.

      Calm as he could muster, he stepped around the door and took stock. Three guards, each pointing a stun gun his way, a more lethal pistol clipped into a holster at their waist.

      He had known they were they. He did not require the fraction of a second they did to process the presence of an enemy. Immediately his fist flashed. He grabbed the barrel of his closest assailant’s weapon and smashed it into the guy’s face, sending him to the ground in a wave of blood, via the second guard who he knocked off balance.

      Ducking, Adam put an elbow into Guard Three’s stomach. When the guy bent double, Adam cracked his head twice into the wall, dropping him cold.

      Guard Two had shoved Guard One aside and raised his gun.

      Adam ducked. A bullet missed his head by an inch. He charged, taking the guy to the ground like a bull into a clumsy matador.

      On the ground they scrambled, grappled. Adam landed a punch in the chest; took a fist to the jaw.

      Guard One was rising, raising his gun. While taking a punch to the throat, Adam unclipped Guard Two’s holster, took the weapon, span, and put a bullet in Guard One’s head.

      Guard Two put two fists in Adam’s chest. Using the momentum, Adam pushed up, rolled onto his back and sprung into a crouch. Raising the guy’s own pistol, Adam put two bullets in Guard Two’s chest and one through the throat.

      Guard Three was unconscious. Already, Adam could hear more feet, drawn to his location by the shooting.

      Rifling through the closest guard’s pockets, Adam quickly found the key card he sought. Springing to his feet, he ran to the nearest lift and pressed CALL.

      New enemies were five seconds away.

      Four.

      Three.

      The lift opened. Adam jumped in.

      More guards appeared in the hall. Adam shoved the card in the lift and thumbed -1. The guards were running his way.

      Bing. The door closed.

      Before the guards could reach him and force the doors back open, Adam was descending.

      Down to the bottom floor; to the truth.
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        * * *

      

      “I hate a woman’s whining,” said Yacob. In his hand was a gun, at his belt a knife. He tapped the hilt of the latter. “You mess this up the first thing I’ll do is cut out your tongue. That way I won’t have to listen to your pleading and your screaming when we rip your daughter’s fingernails from her—Omi, lovely to see you again.”

      Yacob took a step forward but did not release Hattie’s arm as Omi entered the building, pushing Doc, followed closely by Graham and Delilah. Graham and Omi moved forward and closed in, obscuring Delilah from the enemy. They had no idea she was not the one in danger.

      “Drop the false pleasantries, eh?” said Omi. “You’re a loyalist. You must loathe me for betraying the cause. What we’re here for today is a business transaction. “

      “And what is the transaction?” asked Yacob.

      “Delilah would like to offer herself in return for her mother. Given we know you want the child and have no need of Hattie, shall we skip the negotiations?”

      “Why not. Send the little girl this way; When she starts moving, I’ll release Hattie who can do the same.”

      Hattie was trembling. Tears filling her eyes, she wanted more than anything to shout and scream that this was a setup. Even if it wasn’t, the trade was unconscionable. Without Delilah, Hattie was nothing. She’d sooner Yacob killed her than spend a life separated from her daughter.

      Graham had stepped aside, freeing Delilah to move forward. As she took her first tentative step, Yacob released Hattie’s arm. The index finger on the hand he had freed, he raised at his side. Hattie knew, though he had not said, when this finger dropped, the shooting would begin.

      Omi and Doc were armed. They might kill one or two of their adversaries but would die soon after. Their only hope was that they could take cover and let Graham do the work.

      Yacob had thought of that.

      “Grendel,” he called. “We know you’re here for Eve. If you want her—” he nodded through the open doors behind him. “She’s on level -2.”

      Graham growled and stepped forward. Once the beast was through the doors, they would close, and Yacob would give the signal.

      Hattie was terrified. She knew she could not allow it to play out as Yacob intended. After taking a step towards her daughter, she turned to face Yacob while calling to Omi.

      “They’re going to kill you. Take Delilah and run.”

      With a roar, Yacob lowered his finger and brought his gun towards Hattie’s stomach. She had already leapt. He gave an oof as she crashed into him and took them both to the ground. From his hand popped the gun.

      Delilah was running, calling for her mother. All around, hidden guards began to move.

      Doc sprung from the wheelchair, Omi raised his guns, but they stood no chance. They were outgunned, outmatched. Finished.

      Graham gave his loudest roar yet.

      Above, hundreds of bulbs flashed to life, revealing several hidden agents. One had a gun levelled at Omi’s head.

      There was a crack like thunder, and Omi’s would-be killer disappeared in a spray of blood.

      Through the door appeared two women.

      Ursula was first. Smiling, she fired a shotgun, blowing away Yacob’s second-in-command.

      Looking around, she said, “It’s a mutiny. Who’s ready to die?”

      After that, chaos reigned.
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        * * *

      

      Sandra snorted. “What a drama Queen. I thought you were sensible.”

      Something in Eve’s eyes seemed to frustrate the older woman. She shook her head as though trying to shake her daughter’s stare.

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      “I’m trying to remember,” Eve said, “If you were always this way.”

      “You always hated me,” said Sandra. “Don’t you recall?”

      “You’re an idiot,” said Eve. “As well as a bitch.”

      Eve and Sandra shared a short temper. Eve saw the jaw working, the hand twitch. How many times had Sandra backhanded her daughter? More often than she had Adam, for sure, though both children had received more than their fair share.

      “What do you mean?” Sandra managed, stepping back to reduce the risk of lashing out at her daughter and possibly sealing her fate into the bargain.

      “Regardless of the life I’ve had,” said Eve. “No matter when I made my first kill, I was still a little girl once, and I wanted what any little girl wants.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “A mother who loved me. I used to lie awake at night praying in the morning you’d have changed, that you’d show some sign of care and affection. As I grew, I realised that wasn’t going to happen, so I settled for a mum who would protect me. Who gave up everything to keep my brother and me safe. Often, when there wasn’t a fresh bruise on my cheek, when I wasn’t in tears from your latest verbal assault, I could almost believe that was enough.”

      Eve expected a fast retort, either angry or sarcastic. Possibly both. She was shocked when her mother instead bowed her head and looked ashamed. Eve was happy to fight; in the face of her mother’s submission and contrition, she didn’t know what to do.

      She pushed on. “What hurts is that, when you died, however much I hated you, I still remembered you as a protector. I loved you for that, even as I hated you for everything else. But when I learn that not only are you not dead, but you’ve spent the last decade-plus not protecting but pursuing us what am I supposed to feel? Should I still love you, because you’re my mother? Because I’m not sure genetics are enough to keep alight the tiny spark of love I had.”

      Still, Sandra bowed her head. Eve considered squeezing the force around her throat; making her take notice of her daughter; couldn’t bring herself to do it. Letting out a breath of frustration, she crossed to the door and faced away from her mother. This seemed to give the older woman strength to talk.

      “This will be hard for you to believe, but I’m going to say it anyway.”

      Eve wanted to turn back but resisted, afraid her mother would clam up if they were eye to eye.

      “I came here as a teenager. I thought I needed cash; what I needed was someone to care for and for whom I could care—someone who could cure the crippling loneliness. I refused to see that. When I left the red room, and they told me I wasn’t getting paid, couldn’t leave, I was furious. I wanted to burn this place to the ground, killing all inside. I couldn’t, and I hated that. Then I learned I was pregnant.”

      Eve closed her eyes. “And you finally had a couple of lives you could not only hate but over who you could have total power.”

      After a hesitation, Sandra said, “Yes.”

      “So you hated us from the beginning?”

      “I was pregnant for eight months,” said Sandra. “I despised you and your brother every second of it. Though they locked me up before they knew I was pregnant, I blamed you for my predicament. The morning sickness didn’t help. On more than one occasion, I wished I would miscarry; that the two of you would die.”

      Eve was still facing away from her mother, but no longer because she was worried Sandra would clam up if she turned. She pushed her forehead to the wall and tried to ensure her sobs weren’t audible.

      “I’m so glad we had this conversation,” she said. “It’s made me feel so much better.”

      “I’m not finished,” said Sandra. “I said I loathed the two of you for eight months and I meant it. Then I went into labour, and I hated you even more. It lasted twenty-five hours, and when my first child was born, I told myself I would rip its head from its body before kid two came. Then the doctor put my baby in my arms and told me she, you, were a girl.”

      Eve realised she wasn’t breathing. The room had gone silent. She closed her eyes and tears rolled down her cheeks. She waited.

      When her mother said nothing, she pushed. “Yes?”

      “From the moment I held you I…,” she stopped. She couldn’t do it. “I…”

      “What?” said Eve.

      She turned in time to see the third member of the room, about whom she had forgotten entirely, stand.

      “I—”

      And this time, Sandra was cut off.

      “It’s Adam,” said the guy. “I’ve found him.”
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        * * *

      

      The car park was silent. No sooner had Joel stepped from the car, he could hear the sound of gunfire from the adjacent building. He could only hope this was his men dealing with any threat that may have arrived with Grendel and the child, both of whom Sandra had promised to capture today.

      Ir never hurt to be too careful. Joel’s bodyguard and driver flanked him. Both had drawn weapons, and Joel did the same. Though he was nearly sixty, he could still move well enough and was an excellent shot.

      “Be ready,” he told his men.

      As a unit, they approached the facility’s entrance lobby.
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        * * *

      

      Yacob’s men had expected an easy evening. They did not react well or quickly to the surprise of the lights coming on, the two mothers appearing. As ever in such operations, complacency was proving to be fatal.

      The moment the lights revealed the assassins, Graham pounced. Though he liked to stop and devour his kills over several minutes, he acted with professionalism now, tearing through the men and women as quickly as he could.

      Using as cover the metal opening, which led further into the building, Ursula and Rachel were blasting away their adversaries. By the entrance opposite, Doc was supporting their indiscriminate shotgun fire with more targeted handgun shots.

      Delilah had bolted towards her mother. Though she was not on the hit list, a guard aimed his gun at her, prepared to fire.

      Omi arrived, knocking the child to the floor, covering her. Raising one hand, he shot and killed the attacker. Grabbing Delilah under his arm, he ran towards Graham’s trail of destruction where overturned desks provided protection, and the dead shooters offered no threat.

      Seeing her daughter go, Hattie scrambled to a stumbling run. If someone was going to shoot her, she at least wanted to see her daughter before she died. The need to let Delilah know she loved her more than booze, more than anything, consumed Hattie.

      Within two steps, a hand grabbed her ankle, and she collapsed. Rolling onto her back, she saw Yacob crawl over her legs, her stomach, keeping low to avoid taking a bullet.

      The risk was minimal. The abundance of standing targets rendered him near invisible. With ease, he made it on top of her. After it spun from him, Yacob had not reclaimed his gun. Hattie got the impression he didn’t mind. A bullet would have ruined his enjoyment.

      He put his hands around her throat.

      “Stupid bitch. What did I say? Didn’t I warn you? Your daughter will pay the price for your insolence.”

      Her neck began to ache. Her world swam as she struggled to bring air into her lungs. Yacob meant not to kill her, only to render her unconscious for easy transportation to later horrors. Regardless, she felt terror crawl in as the spots appeared and her head began to swim.

      From somewhere far away, a scream. Hattie had no doubt it was her daughter. Whether the cry would make any difference, Hattie did not know.

      She looked to her left. There lay Yacob’s gun, well out of reach. Turning her face back to his, she found she could not meet his hate-filled eyes. Glancing down his body, she saw something else.

      Another scream. Shots fired. They sounded close. Perhaps noticing this, Yacob squeezed harder. Hattie sensed his thoughts had turned to murder.

      Her scrambling hand found his stomach, then his thigh. At last, she found his belt. She met his eye and saw a gleeful smile paired his hate-filled eyes. Perhaps he felt her remove something from his belt because shock and fear fast replaced glee and rage.

      He loosened his grip—lowered one hand.

      Too late.

      She plunged the blade into his stomach, feeling it slip in like a knife through butter. Aware of the blood already flowing onto her clothes, she pulled free the knife and plunged it again, and again. Again. Again. Again.

      He grabbed her wrist. No longer did he possess the strength to stop her.

      Again. Again.

      Again.

      With her free hand, she shoved his shoulder. He rolled onto his back beside her. Blood drenched them. To an onlooker, it would not be immediately apparent who had killed who and if either were still alive. Across the room, Hattie saw the approach of another guard, seemingly ready to put a bullet in her, just in case.

      A shot found his throat. He dropped.

      A hand grabbed Hattie’s arm. Before she could scream, Omi’s face came into view.

      “Come, now,” he shouted.

      As she rose, as Omi dragged her away, the shooting stopped. She watched Ursula, Rachel and Doc move into the room’s centre. Roaring, Graham tossed a corpse aside and ran to Ursula. Mother and son embraced.

      “I think we won,” called Doc. As he did, another shooter appeared. Before she could end his life, Rachel put a bullet through the survivor’s head.

      “I like you,” said Doc to Rachel.

      From behind cover, Delilah appeared. Spinning from the wreckage, bursting into tears, Hattie ran for her daughter, dragged the girl into her arms.

      “Mummy, you’re okay, you’re okay.”

      “I am now, darling. I love you so much. I love you with all my heart and could never love anything more. Never.”

      “I love you all the much, too, mum.”

      Omi put a hand on Hattie’s shoulder. His worried eyes were on Delilah.

      He said, “Time to leave.”

      Graham growled.

      “He’s right,” said Doc. “We promised.”

      “Well Hattie and Delilah need to go, and someone has to protect them.”

      “Don’t try it muscles,” said Ursula. “Aside from whatever you promised my son, we just saved your life. You owe us, and you’ll be invaluable in phase two.”

      Omi closed his eyes, building for a fight. Doc asked, “What’s phase two?”

      Still looking at Omi, Ursula responded. “We’re going back in. We’re going to destroy the red room and tear their infrastructure to the ground. We’re going to kill everyone who stands in our way.”

      Now she looked at Doc.

      “For thirty years, this facility has been ruining lives. It ends tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Cold light, a world from the bright bulbs of the floors above, bathed the facility’s lowest level. Smooth stone replaced metal everywhere except for the doors, which were black-painted thick steel. It was quiet, though far from devoid of enemy footfall.

      Seconds after stepping from the lift, Adam encountered three guards and killed them without resorting to his power. His head still pounded; he hoped he would not have to use his abilities.

      Where now?

      Glancing back, he saw the lift doors close. A white line, several inches long, blemished the otherwise smooth silver surface. A scar. Somehow, Adam had followed Saskia’s instructions without meaning to.

      With ease, he recalled the memory of her before him in the luxury cell. At first, he saw nothing but her lips on his. Clamping his eyes shut, he forced his mind to recall her words, skipping past those he most wanted to hear—she loved him, missed him; she lived—to the directions she had given. Remembering the way to her cell, he pushed away memory in favour of reality and began to walk.

      Two turns in he had to kill another two guards. One corner later he almost bumped into a second duo. Reacting fast, he shot one, but the other smacked his jaw. As he span, he hit something and felt a blade at the back of his neck.

      Someone fired. Adam went to the ground, got up.

      At his feet lay the guard he had killed, and the guard he believed had shot him. Both dead. Both having taken bullets to the chest. A third person must have fired the shot Adam had heard, and not at him but his enemy.

      Spinning, he expected to see his sister or Saskia but found the corridor devoid of any living soul but him. Touching the back of his neck, he discovered only a scratch. Perhaps his helper had attacked before realising he was not the enemy. Having killed the real problem this saviour had disappeared. But where had they gone, and why?

      Had he not been so close to his goal, curiosity and the desire to say thank you might have sent Adam in search of his knight in shining armour.

      Saskia was in the next corridor. With no more feet in earshot, Adam turned the corner and jogged to the door she had indicated as hers. Black, like the others, encased in stone walls with an iron handle. On this, Adam’s hand rested. The cold metal against clammy skin did nothing to calm his racing heart.

      He was afraid to proceed. Despite guessing the door would be locked, he tried the handle and was shocked when it turned.

      From his position across the threshold, corridor side, Adam could make out a stone, sparse room. Devoid of warmth or humanity. He opened his mouth to call to the only person to whom he had ever given his heart, but found his throat dry. He could say nothing.

      Now he could hear footsteps. The guards were swirling. They were agitated, already they must have found some of their dead colleagues. Before long, they would find those who lay one turn from where Adam now stood. He had no time to dally at the room’s door but was afraid to enter.

      “Saskia?”

      His voice was hoarse, the word so quiet he could barely hear it himself. He tried again. This time, nothing emerged. The room was silent. The guards were coming. If Adam waited even another thirty seconds, he would be out of time.

      With a deep breath, he stepped through the door and pulled it to behind him. In an instant, he had taken in the entire room. It was not tricky, being empty but for a single bed.

      And on that bed, a sleeping beauty.

      “Saskia.”

      The word was no louder, but this time she heard. When her eyes opened, Adam feared he might experience a heart attack.

      She turned his way. Her beautiful eyes met his desperate ones. She smiled.

      “Well,” she said. “You bloody took your time.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ah Joel’s here,” said Pandora. “Wonderful. We’re almost ready to begin.”

      No one was listening. No one watched Joel draw his gun. They didn’t see him, in tight formation with his bodyguard and driver, exit the car park through a side door which led into the facility’s entrance lobby. The open-plan office Hattie and co. had minutes ago vacated.

      “This is exciting,” said Pandora. After a pause, she rotated, looking at those in the room. “Hello, doesn’t anyone else agree that this is exciting? Come on, pick your jaws off the floor.”

      Pandora’s finger had hit the deck with a horrible squish. Quite unconcerned, Isla’s daughter had pulled her towel tight and stuck the bleeding knuckle in her mouth. When she removed it seconds later, the stump had healed over. The room's inhabitants had barely noticed.

      The severed finger was moving. On the floor, it wiggled and writhed like an excited worm. One of the controllers pushed back his office chair, folded at the waist, and throw up.

      “That’s disgusting,” had said Pandora.

      On the smooth floor, a line had appeared down the finger’s centre, from base to fingertip. As they watched, shocked and stunned, the finger began to tear in two.

      Pandora had spoken.

      “How is everybody’s knowledge of Greek Mythology? I take it you’ve heard of the Pandora after who I named myself? She who released a batch of nasties upon humankind by opening a jar, more often retold as a box. Sickness, death, etc.”

      The two half fingers rolled into balls. Beneath the skin, a writing mass began to push outwards from all sides, until it seemed the skin must rip. Instead, it stretched. Rather than tearing, the orbs began to expand.

      “Greek mythology is fascinating,” Pandora continued. “There are many exciting monsters of which you are no doubt familiar—Cerberus, the multi-headed dog who guarded the gates of Hades; the sphinx, a creature with a human head, lion’s body and eagle’s wings; the Hydra, with the awesome ability, upon decapitation, to grow two heads from the resulting stump. What you may not know is that each of these creatures and countless more were the progeny of one blissful union.”

      By now, the spheres were the size of beach balls, each one multicoloured and rotting. Putrid. The smell was foul.

      Pandora continued, “The primal giant serpent, Typhon and the sea creature Echidna.”

      From one orb burst a slimy grey and green tentacle; from the other a blood-red hand.

      “Typhon and Echidna,” said Pandora. “That is what I will name my children.”

      The orbs still grew. They were three-foot tall and almost as wide. Pandora looked at Isla.

      “Your grandchildren.”

      A second controller was throwing up while Michael had taken to screaming. Steadman still stood but looked ready to collapse any second. He emitted whimpers Isla would never have imagined could come from this powerful bully of a man.

      From the first orb, the trailblazing tentacle was joined by nine more, before tens of ant-like legs followed. From beneath the layer of skin emerged a head like no snake, human or creature Isla had ever seen or could ever have imagined. Hundreds of eyes, welts and boils. A gaping mouth within which were visible tens of razor-sharp fangs.

      A second and third hand had burst from the second orb. What followed was a face like a fencing mask: featureless; devoid of eyes, mouth, nose. Blood-stained hair topped the head in a matted mess. The three arms were affixed at random points to a muscled purple torso. Twelve huge scorpion-like legs were the last to arrive.

      By now, both creatures were the size of men. They did not appear to have stopped growing.

      Isla was numb. She could not move nor scream nor cry; nor did she feel fear. As when the body experiences so much pain, it can no longer process it, she was beyond the point of terror and seemed to feel nothing at all.

      “Obviously,” said Pandora, smiling. “My children look like neither sea monster nor giant snake. Still, I like the name Typhon—” She turned to the creature from the first orb that, while only just over six feet, seemed to possess over a hundred limbs; a mixture of tentacles, human arms and insect legs. A second head had joined the first. Instead of hundreds of eyes, this head had only one; Instead of a fang-filled mouth, it had something reminiscent of a rhino’s horn, only far longer and sharper.

      “My sweet,” said Pandora. “You know what to do.”

      Though its legs were of varying sizes, though each seemed to get in the way of the next, though it appeared the monster would struggle to walk, let alone run, it left the room with incredible speed. One second it stood before them, next it was out of the door and gone.

      “Echidna,” called Pandora to the second monster which now stood at near eight feet. “I want Michael, Steadman and my mother. The rest are yours.”

      There was silence around the room. The four controllers were too terror stunned to speak. They could only stare at the monster which rotated between them, turning that vast, featureless face from one to the next.

      Through Isla’s head, unbidden: eenie, meenie miniee, moe.

      Echidna stopped. The man she faced seemed to sense what was happening.

      “No,” he whispered

      Before he could say another word, the monster pounced.
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        * * *

      

      At the lifts, Sandra pressed call, and they waited in silence.

      Eve could tell her mother was building to say something. She did not want to get in the way of that. The lift came. They got inside. The closing doors seemed to act as the switch which turned Sandra from mute to chatterbox.

      “Do you remember the summer after your seventeenth birthday, Francis’ men caught us in an ambush, drove us into the hills, to that holiday home?”

      Eve nodded. “Must have been two months before you—” she gave her mother a pointed look—“died.”

      “Right,” said Sandra. Apparently unabashed. “And do you remember what we found in that holiday home?”

      “A family. Mum, dad, teenage son and two annoying little girls. Were they twins?”

      “If not, they were very close in age.”

      Eve noted the panel to her left. One button per floor and a slot awaiting a key card. Eve pointed.

      “Do you need to…?”

      “In a minute.”

      Sandra was staring ahead, not looking at her daughter. Though her mother might not pick up the gesture, Eve nodded.

      Sandra said, “They were annoying. I wanted to ignore them but Adam, being Adam, gave them some advice. You remember that?”

      “He told them to split up.”

      “He wanted to increase the chances at least one of them would survive.”

      “Who would have pinned Adam for a mathematician?”

      Sandra smiled. She withdrew her key card but did not insert it into the slot.

      “They said they would never split. Not a chance because—”

      “If they couldn’t be together, there was no point in being alive.”

      “That’s right,” said Sandra. “It was the stupidest thing I’d ever heard. Dad really loved his family; he would have given his life to save his children, but that isn’t the point.”

      “That’s good.”

      “The point,” said Sandra, “Is that it got me thinking about the point.”

      Eve looked at her mother, who didn’t look back. That card was still between her fingers. The lift was stationary, the doors closed.

      “After I gave birth; after I held you and your brother, all those hate-filled thoughts disappeared, and I could think of nothing but how to keep you safe. You say I never seemed to love you, I was cold, but that was my defence mechanism, I couldn’t drop it. I was sure any day you would be taken from me. I didn’t want to be too connected. It was stupid. All I did was make you feel unwanted.”

      Sandra let out a breath, then brushed away the last comment with a hand.

      “Too late now. Doesn’t matter. Point is I wanted to keep you safe, and at first, I thought that meant letting the facility have you. But it got more and more dangerous. One of their tests almost killed Adam.”

      “What?” Eve’s eyes widened. Though the tests had happened many years ago, though she knew Adam had not died, her heart raced as though the danger was imminent.

      Sandra nodded. “Two years old and they gave him a heart attack. Scared the life out of me. That was when I said: enough. These days, this place is a fortress. Back then, not so much. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to escape. I ran for the hills, found somewhere to hide. You and Adam fell asleep in the same bed and, as I watched you, I promised to do whatever it took to keep you safe. I swore it on my life.”

      Eve was back to staring at the lift doors, not looking at her mother.

      “Let me guess,” she said. “That changed in that holiday home, with that family.”

      “For fifteen years or so, I’d kept my promise,” said Sandra. “It was only when I met that family I started to think—what was the point in living if you had to spend your lives on the run? In a moment, I knew it couldn’t go on. Something had to change.”

      “And that something was you coming back here?”

      “I told them I’d had enough of running. I offered them the chance to capture the three of us. Said, if they failed to catch their prize, I would reenter the red room.”

      “What?”

      Eve’s jaw was hanging. She shook the shock and focused on the lift door.

      “We escaped,” said Eve. “You must have been devastated.”

      Sandra chuckled. “You were supposed to escape.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I knew they’d never catch you. I had trained you too well. My only fear was that Adam’s sentimentality would trip him up, even when it appeared I had died. Luckily, you kept him on the straight and narrow.”

      Only just, Eve recalled. Adam had tried to go back. It had taken all her strength and desperation to remove him from that place. Otherwise, everything could have been so different.

      “But why?” said Eve. “You can’t have known you’d survive another go in the red room?”

      “I didn’t,” said Sandra. “But you don’t understand what it was like. Every day, hate and self-loathing. The only thing that kept me going was my promise to keep you safe. Meeting the family at that holiday home blew that way. I made a choice. Either I would die and be at peace, or I would survive, and work to save you.”

      “You survived,” said Eve. “Obviously.”

      “I survived,” confirmed Sandra. “I became a mother again.”

      Somehow, it had not occurred to Eve that Sandra’s survival meant another child. Part of her didn’t want to know more. The question came anyway.

      “Which one?”

      “Lucy. She was born, and I spent twelve years working my way first into and then up the ranks, knowing one day I would be powerful enough to recapture my firstborns and help free you from your misery.”

      At last, Sandra took the key card and pushed it into the reader. When the red light went green, she pressed for the lowest floor before withdrawing the card and sliding it away.

      “I’ve succeeded, Eve,” she said. “I know none of this makes sense now, but I am one step from the throne, and I can do what I set out to do when I faked my death and abandoned my children. No more running, and you won’t be prisoners, either. It won’t be the perfect life of which you have probably dreamed many times but---”

      A bing signalled the end of their short journey and cut Sandra off. For the first time, she looked at Eve.

      “We’ll talk more once we have Adam. For now, game face on.”

      The lift doors slid open. Sandra stepped out without hesitation.

      After a pause, head still reeling, heart thudding with confusion, Eve followed her mother in pursuit of her brother.
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        * * *

      

      They didn’t need their guns. Joel stepped into the open-plan office and knew instantly; his soldiers had lost a battle. A quick review of the bodies revealed no unfriendlies.

      “We should get you out of here, sir.”

      Joel glared at his bodyguard, then approached the still wide metal doors which would lead him deeper into the facility.

      “I’m going nowhere.”

      A floor below, they went straight for the control room, encountering no enemies on the way.

      “What’s going on?” Joel asked the moment he entered the room.

      A few seconds of stuttering preceded an explanation. Adam and Eve had escaped their cells. Delilah and Grendel were loose in the building. They had destroyed the forces sent to capture them with the traitor Omi, a stranger, and three of the red room mothers.

      As the story went on, Joel’s fists clenched tighter and tighter, until his skin was so white as to almost be translucent; what little nails he kept had drawn blood from his palm.

      “Where are they now?”

      The controller pulled up a camera view; Sandra and Eve left a lift on the lowest floor. At the sight of that treacherous snake, Joel’s anger took another step towards fury. He could not wait to kill her.

      “We believe Adam is down there too,” the man told Joel.

      “I’ve got Delilah and Grendel,” said another controller. “Looks like they’re taking a lift to -4 as well.”

      Joel took a deep breath. This simplified the situation at least.

      “I want every able-bodied man, woman and shitting child to grab a weapon, and take the nearest lift to -4,” he said. “They are to secure the red room children and kill anyone who stands beside them except Sandra. I want to kill her myself.”

      With curt nods, the controllers got on the radios, mustering everyone they could find, directing them per Joel’s instructions.

      Gun redrawn, Joel turned for the door.

      “Sir,” said his bodyguard. “I’m not sure you should—”

      “Shut up.”

      Joel had only stepped into the corridor when Steadman phoned.

      Answering, Joel said, “You are exempt from my commands. Has the latest trial taken place?”

      “It has, and it was a rousing success.”

      The voice was silky and alluring; it belonged not to Steadman but an unknown woman.

      “Who is this?”

      “Pandora, the final product of the red room. Born mere minutes ago and you should see me now. I’ve grown into a beautiful young woman if I do say so myself. My growth spared my lucky mother the nappy changes, terrible twos and the horrors of adolescence.”

      “Why are you ringing me from Steadman’s phone?” asked Joel.

      “I’ve not had time to arrange my own, duh.” Pandora chuckled. The contemptuous laugh had Joel ready to explode.

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      “You must come to the red room,” said Pandora. “I need to see you.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it. I am merely telling you what you should do. My siblings can wait, as can auntie Sandra. You must come here now, though, if you are to fulfil your destiny.”

      Joel stared ahead, into nothing. He remembered his thoughts in the car on the way here.

      “What do you mean my destiny?”

      “You wanted to change the world, didn’t you?” asked Pandora. “Well… you’re about to.”
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        * * *

      

      Rachel led the way. Hot on her heels, Ursula did the talking.

      “It’s simple, we get to the bottom floor and rescue Cassandra, Noah and Tameka. Then we work our way up, getting the twins as we go, destroying every damn item that has value to the organisation. We see any of their staff; we kill them, no questions asked.”

      As though to test her conviction, three guards appeared. Without hesitation, Rachel and Ursula raised their shotguns and let loose. In the narrow space, even without aiming, two of the agents were cut down in an instant, the third winged. Despite this setback, she raised her gun, only to falter at the sight of Graham, shooting down the hall like a rocket, jaw open wide.

      While Graham devoured the corpse, Rachel approached and called the nearest lift. As they waited, Delilah pulled Hattie close. When Omi had offered them the chance to flee, Hattie had been unsure, but Delilah was determined. They needed to see this through together. They needed to help Ursula and Rachel. Hattie felt empathy for her fellow mothers and their children but struggled to see past her fear for her daughter. The look on Omi’s face suggested he felt much the same way.

      The lift came, Ursula called her son and, somehow, they all crammed in. In silence, they travelled to -4 and spilled out.

      All was not quiet. Feet moved, guards appeared almost at once—five of them; one each for Doc, Omi, Ursula, Rachel and Graham. Gunfire rang through the corridors. The enemy died before they knew what was happening.

      “Come on,” said Ursula. “Cassandra first.”

      On the floor, the radio of one of the felled agents crackled. The group paused; it was Rachel who swept down to collect.

      “Direct order from Joel; all available personal must arm themselves and head to floor -4. Repeat, all personal to floor -4. Red room children and Sandra must be apprehended. Terminate anyone who stands with the prisoners.”

      Ursula turned off the radio. For a moment, there was silence.

      Then Doc let out a breath.

      “Well,” he said. “That’s us buggered then.”
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        * * *

      

      Saskia had been a lover of pyjamas. Her favourite set comprised short shorts patterned with grinning sharks and a top emblazoned with a teddy holding a hand-grenade. It took extreme temperatures in either direction to persuade her to wear anything else. Thus, when she stood, Adam was unsurprised to learn she had insisted upon bringing them to the cage in which the organisation had left her to rot after faking her death.

      He had a million questions. He could not help but cross the room and pull Saskia into his arms. For as long as he could hold her close, they kissed. Eventually, the building storm of questions became too much, pushing the pair apart. Even then, Adam’s first words were a statement.

      “I’ve missed you so much.”

      She stroked his cheek. Smiled. For a few moments, Adam wondered if she might be mute. It was apparent the Saskia who had appeared before him in his cell had been some form of apparition. Her speech then was not proof that the organisation had not torn the tongue from the real Saskia’s mouth. The kiss, on the other hand, was.

      At last, she did speak. It was not the words Adam had hoped to hear.

      “We don’t have long.”

      Adam glanced to the door. His hands were still on Saskia’s hips. When he turned away, he kissed her again and shook his head.

      “Anyone comes in; I’ll kill them to give us seconds longer together. I’ll kill everyone in this building anyway, for what they’ve done to you.” He examined the room. “It’s not even a nice cell.”

      “Not as nice as yours anyway.”

      “Have you been here since I lost you?”

      “I’ve been here a lifetime.”

      A churning began in Adam’s stomach. Again he examined the cell, bereft of anything but the bed on which she had lain. A day in here might feel like a year. By that maths, her eight-year stint would have seemed like nearly three millennia. A lifetime? Try forty.

      “They’ll pay for what they’ve done to you.”

      Saskia shook her head; took Adam’s hands in her own.

      “No fury or punishment you could enact on our imprisoners will be so dire as the fate they may suffer before night’s end. Forget them. Focus your energy on the preservation, not the destruction of life.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “No, and that’s okay. We haven’t much time. For now, you must listen; later, you will understand.”

      “I don’t—”

      She silenced him with a kiss. When they seperated, she put her finger to his lips.

      “Listen,” she said. “I cannot see the future as can Cassandra—”

      “Who’s Cassandra?”

      “—But I see enough. Pandora—”

      “Who’s Pandora?”

      “—Plans to use the red room—”

      “What’s the red room?”

      “—To create millions of doorways in a hellish dimension, all of which will lead to the red room. This can only happen so long as the red room’s children are alive and in one place. There are nine of us—”

      “Us?”

      “—and we are all here, all now. Adam, to save humanity, you must kill one of your siblings.”

      “I only have one sibling.”

      “You have eight, two full, six half, no, don’t interrupt. To stop the ritual, one must die. In a perfect world, that would be Pandora—”

      “Who’s Pandora?”

      “But I don’t think you’ll reach her. Adam, I’ve nothing but time and about this I’ve obsessed. I sent Karim—”

      “Who’s Karim?”

      “—to stop the latest experiment before it could take place, to postpone Pandora’s arrival, no don’t ask me who she is again, there isn’t time. It didn't work, and now the only solution is to kill a sibling, and that sibling should be me.”

      She stopped. It was the first time she seemed to be welcoming interruption, and Adam didn’t know what to say. He could only stare until she picked it up again.

      “I’ll be lying in this bed,” she said, pointing behind her. “I ask only two things. Two things, are you listening?”

      Adam was shaking his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Two things,” she repeated. “First, I want you to save my mother.”

      “Your mother?”

      “Yes, Tameka; get her out alive, I’m begging you. That’s the first thing. The second is much simpler.”

      “Saskia…”

      “I want you to make it quick.”

      Stunned again, Adam took two steps back, his hands falling from Saskia’s. His mind was reeling, whirring with everything she had said. The names he didn’t know—Pandora, Cassandra, Karim, Tameka.”

      “Why is your mother here?” he asked. Then something else came to him. “And what are you talking about with red room children and siblings?”

      “You were conceived when your mother stepped into the red room,” she said. “You have six paternal siblings, of which I am one.”

      “No, you have to be joking. You’re not my half-sister.”

      “Not quite,” she said, “now please try to pay attention. We’re running out of time. When you wake, you must come to this bed and kill me. You cannot hesitate. You must not. Do you understand me?”

      She had come to him again. In his confusion, he did not argue as she took his hands, but nor did he squeeze back. When she planted her lips on his, it was a one-way kiss.

      “It’ll be easier than you think.”

      “Kill you?” he said, shaking his head. “Are you mad? I’ve just found you again, and you want me to kill you? And you won’t explain why. Saskia, I don’t know what you think is going on here, but I can assure you…” something occurred. “What do you mean when I wake?”

      He felt something tingle up his spine. Saskia pushed close to him as the world began to blur, pressing her lips to his cheek, then his ear.

      “I loved you more than I have ever loved anyone, or could have ever loved anyone,” she whispered. “Now it’s time to do what you were born to do. It’s time to be a hero.”

      Adam opened his mouth to speak, but the world was fading, and he was falling. Distantly, he felt his legs give way. The hard floor felt like a cushion as he landed. He saw the only girl he had ever loved above him.

      Then came the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Joel’s all-access pass got him and his two men through the colossal bulkhead doors and into Steadman’s inner sanctum. In here, the doctor considered himself king. If that were true, Joel guessed that made he and his sister Gods.

      A short corridor led to a smaller, though still reinforced, door. Via another card reader and thumbprint scanner, Joel arranged access for the three of them.

      The door opened onto the large circular main room of Steadman’s quarters. From here could be accessed Steadman and Abbot’s offices, the red room, the control room and numerous other labs. Much work went on in this central location. More often than not, it buzzed with workers passing through or attending to various tasks at one of the sixteen available stations. Joel entered to see the expected number of workers, but no activity.

      “Oh my…”

      Joel’s driver could not keep the horror from his face. As ever, his bodyguard showed no emotion and moved straight to the practical business of keeping Joel safe.

      “We need to leave sir. Now.”

      “Keep your guns raised,” said Joel. “We’re going nowhere.”

      “Well, aren’t you brave?”

      The voice, even more alluring than it had been down the phone, was chased into the room by its owner; a woman of around thirty, tall, smiling. Ursula, the mother of the monster Grendel, was well known amongst those in the organisation as being of almost Goddess-like beauty. This woman was not quite there but was not far off.

      “Pandora,” she said. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      “I’m Joel, and you may have given yourself a name, but you are little more than an experiment.”

      “I know who you are, but I did not know you would be so rude. This is a power play, I suppose? Putting me down. It won’t work.”

      “I have no need for power plays,” said Joel. He gestured around the room. “I see you’ve been busy trimming my salary overheads. A considerate move, though ill-judged. Money is no issue.”

      Pandora smiled, looked at her handiwork. “For their fates, I feel most guilty.”

      “Because of the murder?”

      “Because they will miss the coming glory.”

      Joel nodded. He was trying to keep his eyes from the bodies, but it was difficult. They called to him. What exactly had Pandora done?

      “On the phone, you mentioned my destiny.”

      “Yes.”

      Pandora’s smile was delightful and inviting. Despite the mayhem she had caused, the lives she had ended, it made Joel want to go to her. To fight this impulse, he took a step back. Ever the professional, his bodyguard took one forward and moved to cover his boss.

      “Why don’t you tell me about this destiny?” Joel asked.

      “Join me in the control room. I’ll gladly fill you in.”

      She turned and gestured for him to follow. When he didn’t move, she pouted.

      “Explanations first,” said Joel. “Then I’ll decide how I want to proceed.”

      “No,” said Pandora. “You won't.”

      Joel felt his muscles tighten. People did not tell him what to do. Perhaps because he made no effort to hide it, Pandora quickly read his mood.

      “You called me no more than an experiment, but we are the same. Each of us was born for a single purpose; the only difference is that you had time to build yourself a life, to ignore your calling and do other things. I’m unsure whether I envy you the delusion you’ve had the time to build. On the one hand, I am blessed with knowledge of my purpose, and that feels good. On the other, I’ve never eaten ice cream and never will.

      Joel said. “I’ve had enough. Shoot her.”

      Joel’s bodyguard lifted his gun, got Pandora’s forehead in his sights, and died.

      No bullet or blade had hit him, no one had entered the room to attack on Pandora’s behalf, and she had not moved. Nor had he. Nothing seemed to have taken effect on him in any way. It was as though a heart attack had killed him so fast he had no time to register it was happening before he was gone.

      Pandora raised her arms in triumph. “I am glory, and any who intend to destroy me before I can complete my noble purpose shall be at once smote by…insert here your favourite deity.”

      Joel’s driver had stepped back. He had never been a cowardly man, but his courage was failing now. Joel tried not to be afraid. He sought something commanding to say but, having watched his bodyguard die for raising a gun to Pandora, wasn’t sure what to do.

      All he had was, “I’m leaving.” He could not keep the tremble from his voice as he spoke.

      “Destiny won’t allow that,” said Pandora. “And neither will I. Echidna. Come.”

      Turning to his driver, Joel said, “Let’s go.”

      Trying not to rush, he went for the door. Only when he arrived did he realise his driver had followed. Turning back, he saw why.

      From the control room had come Echidna: a ten-foot-tall monster with twelve scorpion legs, three human arms and hands, a muscular torso and a head with no face, only a plain white mask where eyes, nose, and mouth should have been.

      “Kill it,” whispered Joel.

      The Driver only screamed.

      The monster raced across the metal floor, over the bodies it had already created. Gaining a grip of himself, the driver turned to flee.

      Before he could move a step, three powerful hands had him above the beast’s head, almost at the ceiling, facing towards the white mask which looked up at him.

      “Help.”

      Echidna lowered the driver. The terrified face met the white mask and… at first, Joel wasn’t sure what he was seeing. It was as though face and mask were merging, the former seeming to dip into the latter as one might dip their face into a pool of water.

      Afraid of what might come next, Joel turned to the door, pressed his thumb to the scanner and shoved his card into the reader. Behind, there were no screams or yells. Since the driver’s face had entered the monster’s, there had been silence.

      A loud buzz broke the quiet and made Joel jump. It only signified that the door’s complicated bolting system had disengaged.

      With a speed that suggested it did not understand the gravity of the situation, it began to open.

      Something crashed into the wall beside Joel’s head. The director of this mighty organisation screamed.

      Joel had entered the room to see deformed, broken skeletons. The inner structure of people who looked as though they had been dead a thousand years.

      In a matter of seconds, Joel’s driver had joined their ranks.

      The door had opened wide enough for Joel to slide through. As he proceeded to do so, three hands grabbed the back of his shirt and hurled him across the room.

      Screaming, he crashed into a solid work station.

      Before he could so much as try to sit, Pandora had crouched beside him, one hand resting on his chest.

      “We were talking about destiny,” she said, as though the monstrous Echnida had not interrupted their limited conversation. “The only one that matters goes like this: thirty years after the red room produces its first child, it will produce its last: Pandora, who will use the first child and final mother as keys to open the door promised by the red room, and bring about the fall of humanity. And a far more comprehensive fall it will be than that the bible speaks of, I can tell you.”

      Joel stared at her, waiting. When it became clear she was not going to speak until he had, he struggled for something to say. It was difficult when he could think of little else than what Echidna had moments ago done to his driver.

      “You want the oldest child of the red room?” he said, at last, thinking only of his survival. “Adam and Eve. Uh, Eve was born first. Not quite thirty years ago but close enough. I can get her. She’s in this building right now. Is that my destiny, to bring her to you? I can do that.”

      Joel had never been afraid before. He did not like it, but what could he do? He refused to let his pride get the better of him. Once he had escaped, he could brood on his potential revenge.

      Pandora said, “You’re not very bright, are you? What University did you attend?”

      Joel stared. “What?”

      “It’s not a difficult question. Or is it? Answer me, or I’ll call Echidna to kill you.”

      Trying not to whimper, Joel said, “I don’t know.”

      “Why not?”

      “When my sister and I reached the shack which contained the red room, we opened the door and a pulse of light hit us. Julia was lucky. As she stood to my rear, she did not take the full force of the blow. I, on the other hand, was thrown backwards and knocked unconscious. When I woke on the grass, I could remember nothing before that moment.”

      Pandora nodded, stroking her chin as though considering. “And you were naked?”

      Joel’s cheeks burned. Through gritted teeth, he said, “We’ve never told anyone that.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Joel bit his lip. Pandora’s eyes danced with excitement. Across the room, Echidna paced back and forth, her twelve feet reminding Joel of her presence, further shredding his nerves with each step.

      “Right,” said Pandora at last. “Let’s do this.”

      He breathed a sigh of relief. Rose. “Good, I won’t be long, and I will not return without Eve. You have my word.”

      As soon as he left Steadman’s abode, he was going straight for the surface. He would leave this place and not return without an army he was confident could deal with the beautiful Pandora and her hideous monster.

      When he turned for the door, he found Echidna had stopped pacing, and now stood blocking his exit. When Pandora’s hand snaked around his elbow, he could not help but jump.

      “You are a fool,” Pandora said. “Easily led from reality by desire.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Deep down,” said Pandora. “I think you do.”

      “Let me go,” Joel almost pleaded. “I can get Eve.”

      “I do not need her.”

      Echidna had not moved. Pandora still held Joel’s arm.

      He said, “But you said…”

      “When Julia found the shack, she was alone,” said Pandora. “She opened the door, and because she had no idea of the power contained within, she entered.”

      “No,” said Joel. “She might have done, but she never got the chance. When we opened the door— ”

      Pandora’s hand snaked around Joel and clamped his mouth. He moaned into it then fell silent.

      “Did you not always wonder why Julia continued with her red room experiments before the Sandra success, when she had no evidence anything would come of her actions? You questioned her on multiple occasions, but she could always shake you off. You didn’t want to hear the truth: that she knew her experiments could bear fruit because she had seen first hand what could happen when a woman of childbearing age entered the red room.”

      “No,” said Joel. “She acted on a hunch. My sister has always trusted her gut.”

      “You don’t have a sister, Joel. Julie found the red room alone, entered alone, and within minutes found herself in labour in the middle of nowhere, alone. You were born outside the red room, and within minutes you appeared as old as Julia. Unlike me, you were born confused, not knowing your purpose or origin. Julia told you you were siblings who had discovered something amazing. You couldn’t process the truth, so adopted the lie, internalised it, believed it.”

      Pandora forced Joel to turn, to face her.

      “You are the first child of the red room; I am the ninth.”

      She shoved him.

      “Now, buck up and come and help me end the world.”
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        * * *

      

      A group of guards raised their guns in greeting as the lift doors opened. Before Eve could make them wish they hadn’t, Sandra stepped out with her arms outstretched and deployed her most commanding tone.

      “Point those elsewhere. Eve is out on my command. You may well have heard her brother has escaped and, as our trained fighters have had no luck recapturing him, I have enlisted Eve. Has anyone a problem with that?”

      Judging by their expressions, most did. None were brave enough to challenge Sandra, so each lowered their weapon and stepped back to allow Eve and Sandra from the lift unhindered. As the two women started to pass, they glared.

      “Not very popular, are you?” said Eve.

      Sandra waved away the comment and stopped, checking a fork in the road, deciding.

      “Why would Adam have come down so far anyway?” asked Eve.

      “Why does Adam do anything? No doubt he was led by that ridiculous soft centre of his—that pathological need to save lives.

      “Some would not consider that a failing, mother.”

      Again, Sandra chose not to comment. She pointed at the left fork. They were about to take it when one of the guards’ radios blared. Seconds later, all the radios were blaring. Despite all this overlap, mother and daughter decoded the core message.

      “Guards, no,” said Sandra, as though she were talking with dogs, rather than humans.

      Despite the command, all six raised their weapons.

      Eve flicked her wrist. The guns span with enough force to snap the fingers held in the trigger casings, stopping with the barrels pointing at their owners’ chests. Distracted by the pain, none of the would-be-shooters attempted to move as an invisible force clamped the triggers, killing them with simultaneous short bursts of fire.

      Eve examined the walls.

      “You stupid, brainless little girl.”

      Ah yes, there was the mother Eve knew and loathed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, still examining the walls, ceilings, floors, not looking at Sandra. “Were you attached to those arseholes?”

      Everything was normal. Everything as it should be. Which was not normal nor how it should be, given what had happened. Eve touched the wall, as though this might trigger her visions.

      Sandra grabbed her arm, dragged her, so they were face to face.

      “I don’t care for those people,” she spat. “I care that in your rash stupidity, you’ve once again ruined my carefully laid plans.”

      “Don’t touch me,” Eve said, whipping her arm away. “You know, I was starting to believe you’d changed?”

      “For twelve years I’ve worked my way up this organisation so I can free you and your brother from your miserable lives and in one day you’ve screwed it up. Well done.”

      “You’re a hag, mother. Shouting’s still on form, by the way, what about your backhand? You been out of practice or can you still—”

      Sandra slapped Eve then flew back and crashed into the wall, hitting her head and collapsing to the ground as had the dead guards.

      Eve was breathing heavily. Since her earliest years, use of her power had felt like physical exertion. The repercussions had never been headaches and blackouts like Adam. First, the air would ripple, then fire and ice would dance along walls, ceilings, or in the sky. If she continued to make use of her abilities, she would see whirlpools in the air and monsters would begin to crawl from cracks in the ground or holes in sinks.

      Having affected all of the guards' guns then used her power to throw her mother into a wall, she should at least have been seeing flames.

      She saw nothing unusual.

      Why not?

      Before she could take too long to consider, the lift rose behind her; no doubt on its way to collect as many guards as it could hold. If that was a hundred, Eve was sure she could handle them, but there were more lifts on this floor, and she feared for her brother.

      Rushing to the end of the corridor, she took the left fork, at which her mother had been pointing before the radios started buzzing. Having taken three steps, she paused, looked to her crumpled, back from the dead mum.

      It had not taken long for the hateful woman to show her true colours. She did not deserve the kindness Eve would need to display to save her. The radios had called for Sandra’s apprehension rather than murder. Still, it had not sounded as though they wanted only to get her out of harm's way so they could later give her a pay rise and a bigger office.

      The lift was on its way down. Eve remembered all the pain her mother had put her through and told herself to go on alone.

      Despite these memories, when Eve rushed along the next corridor, her mother’s unconscious body floated along behind. Eve could not decide if this was a sign of weakness or humanity. Perhaps it was both.

      Her mind turned on what her lack of repercussions when using her power might mean. To the dinner table in hell, she kept returning. This she had shared with the lord of that realm; the man who had promised her the fall of humanity was coming and that to its success, she was vital. Did her grounding on this planet imply the fall was already happening?

      Still lost in memory and confusion, she left the corridor without consideration, moving into a circular space from which sprung four passages at each point of the compass, but no doors or lifts.

      From the corridor mouth to the left of the one from which she had spilt came a group. Too late, Eve reacted.

      Two shots rang through the short space as someone shouted, “No.”

      Eve threw up her shield at the last second. Her mother dropped, and Eve felt the bullets hit home.

      Even in her delayed reaction, the shield stopped the bullets puncturing her skin. Still, they felt like two punches to the gut, and she dropped to her knees. Not willing to lose another second, she rose her head to kill her targets before they could cut her down.

      Two women had fired. Before they could do anything more, a familiar face burst forward, shoving their guns away from Eve.

      Clutching her stomach, rising, Eve said, “Doc?”

      “’ Sup?” he said. “Having fun?”

      From behind the shooters, a tall bald man spoke. “This is Eve. We’re here to help not to kill her. Lower your guns.”

      Neither did. “That’s Sandra,” said the ordinary-looking of the two. Or perhaps the startling beauty of the other simply made the speaker look ordinary. Either way, she was pointing to the woman in a heap at Eve’s heel.

      “That’s my mother,” said Eve. “As you can tell, we don’t get on.”

      “Then stand aside, let us kill her,” said the beauty.

      “I think not.”

      “Ursula, Rachel,” said the bald man. “Come on. You need not do this.”

      A low growl emitted from someone at the back of the party. A hulking shape materialised from the shadows. Eve smiled.

      “Graham?”

      He pushed past Rachel, Ursula and Doc and lumbered towards Eve. When he arrived, he paused as though unsure of himself—a nervous monster. Smiling, Eve raised her arms.

      “Well, you going to give me a hug or what?”

      To this, Graham gave not his usual growl but a squeak. Before Eve knew what was happening, he had thrown his arms around her. He hoisted her into the air, after which he began to shake her back and forth in a manner that was friendly and painful.

      “Good to see you, big guy.”

      “When Graham dropped Eve, the beauty lowered her gun. “Stop, Rachel,” she said to the other.

      Rachel did not seem keen but lowered her weapon.

      “A friend of my son is a friend of mine,” said Ursula

      “That’s your mum?” Eve said, pointing. “Now I see where you get your good looks.”

      Though it was hard to tell with his mouth full of deadly teeth, it appeared Graham smiled. His mother rolled her eyes then gave a startled yell as a child shoved past her, trailing a teenager, and grabbed the bald man’s arm.

      “Omi, they’re coming.”

      No one guessed to whom the girl was referring. If someone had and had called correctly, no prize would have been made available.

      “This way,” said Omi.

      He left the corridor from which the group had appeared and aimed for the one opposite where Eve stood. Before they had entered this passage, it became clear the pounding feet were not coming only from one direction.

      Doc said, “sounds like we’re about to be surrounded.”

      “That’s alright,” said Eve, using her mind to slide her mother into the centre of the room, then joining her. “We deal with their army now; we’ll have the place to ourselves.”

      “You’re confident,” said Ursula. She made it sound like an insult.

      “Form a circle around this unconscious witch,” said Eve, pointing at her mother. “How many of you are armed? Four? Perfect, each pick a corridor and prepare to fire on my command.”

      “Who put you in charge?” asked Rachel.

      “I’m not in charge,” said Eve. “Anyone who wants to live should listen to my instructions.”

      “If you’d seen what she could do, you wouldn’t be questioning,” said Doc. Rachel looked ready to argue. Omi grabbed and twisted the barrel of her gun.

      “He’s right. If you want to save your daughter, do as Eve says. In thirty seconds they’ll have us heavily outnumbered. Only Eve can keep us alive.”

      The arrival of the guards ceased the discussion. Though Rachel seemed displeased with the situation, she aimed her gun at the free corridor, through which appeared a swarm of guards. Soon, they were spilling from the mouths of all four passages.

      Quickly, the army had the group surrounded. Before they could open fire, Eve bellowed, trying to make her voice stretch down each corridor, even to those still flooding from the lifts and preparing to embark after their colleagues.

      “I am Eve,” she said. “I imagine you all know the broad strokes of my power but let me tell you how I’m using it now. Around this little band of brothers and sisters, I’ve erected an invisible shield. If you fire, your bullets will ricochet off the surface and, most likely, put out the eye and probably the life of one of your colleagues. That’s pretty impressive, I know, but it gets better. The shield is also one way. Any of our bullets will pass through, killing our intended targets. Who wants to test the veracity of my claims?”

      A tense silence overcame the crowd. No one spoke nor fired.

      “Fine,” said Ursula with a sigh. “I’ll do it.”

      She pulled the trigger. The spray killed one guard and maimed two more.

      In a roar of outrage, panic and shock, from the other side of the shield, their adversaries open fired.

      With an even louder roar, Graham stepped forward. Before he could go too far, Eve’s placed a hand on his arm, stilling his march.

      As promised, the bullets bounced off the shield and reentered the soldiers. With screams and cries, they fell as colleague killed colleague, friend slaughtered friend.

      “Wow,” said Ursula. “They are dumb, aren’t they?”

      By the time they got ahold of themselves; by the time the last agent had ceased to fire, twenty men and women lay dead and as many again lay injured. Most who remained stared in dazed confusion at the carnage they had caused. Some were already retreating, having seen this could only end one way.

      Eve held the shield. Though it tired her to do so, there were no other effects. No signs of hell.

      “I take it I’ve proved my point,” she said. “To continue to fire would be to commit mass suicide. If you stand around waiting for inspiration to strike, we will pick you off one by one. Your only move is to flee; abandon this facility and the organisation for whom you made the mistake of working. Find gainful employment in a supermarket or waiting tables. I don’t care what you do; just do it elsewhere. Your choices are simple: leave, or die.”

      She rotated, meeting the gaze of every enemy.

      “So,” she said. “What’s it to be?”

      She knew they had decided before she finished her speech. Some might have been stupid. None were so dumb they could not see this was a pointless battle.

      They began to fade into the darkness of the corridors. Eve turned to those around her.

      “There, wasn’t that easy?”

      A roar rang through the halls. An animalistic cry far louder than anything Graham could manage. A crashing came from the end of the corridor down which Eve had walked.

      “Look what you did,” said Doc. “That’s a proper jinx.”

      Another roar.

      Then the screaming began.

      Seconds later, those who had been retreating returned, spilling around the shield and aiming for the opposite corridor.

      “What’s going on?” asked Ursula.

      She did not have to wait long to find out.

      Another roar, another bout of screaming. Then came the monster.

      Gigantic, pulsing, oozing. Hundreds of legs, tentacles and pincers seemed to sprout from all parts of a circular, spider-like torso. Though they were different shapes and sizes, the limbs worked in perfect harmony. The monster seemed to roll as the limbs turned it over and over. The speed at which it crossed the floor was incredible. The fleeing agents didn’t stand a chance.

      Like a rocket-powered steam-roller, it went right over those it wished to destroy. A second later, when it had moved on, the poor soul it had flattened was nothing more than a mess of spewing blood, broken bones, and torn flesh.

      It circled the shield, seeming to know where the boundaries were. Like a water feature, blood cascaded into the air and splashed the sides.

      Before long, the screaming had stopped. Some of the agents had escaped. Most were dead.

      Triumphant, the monster reared before the shield. For the first time, Eve noticed it was not only limbs. Somehow, pushing through the mass of tentacles and legs were two heads. One which featured hundreds of eyes and a mouth containing almost as many teeth. The other with one eye, and one sword-sharp horn instead of a mouth.

      It gave a roar which seemed to shake the very foundation of the building in which they stood.

      “See,” said Doc. “Proper jinx.”

      “Can your shield hold it?” asked Omi.

      “Only one way to find out,” said Eve.

      The roar stopped. Hundreds of eyes seemed to meet Eve’s two. She put everything she had into her invisible defence.

      As though excited to test her strength, the monster released a high pitched screech.

      And attacked.
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        * * *

      

      “Enter.”

      Terrified though they were, there was no chance they were going to disobey Pandora. Not with her monstrous daughter a few paces away.

      For the second time in a day, Isla entered the red room. For the first time since his conception, Joel did the same.

      Pandora was third. Behind her, the colossal steel door slammed closed. Isla’s daughter was naked and carried no possessions bar the knife which glinted in her right hand.

      Between the two she had sent in here, she stepped, and though a mountain of steel now separated them from Echidna, neither attempted to attack. They watched as she approached the far wall of the small room and stared at the crack which, for her, was almost at eye level.

      “At last,” she whispered. “You two probably expect a ritual or ceremony, but it is nothing so complex. Each must raise a palm to me. I don’t mind which you choose.”

      Isla didn’t look at Joel and sensed he was not looking at her. Without hesitation, they did as Pandora had commanded.

      “Thank you, mother. Thank you, brother.”

      Pandora paused as though she might be expecting a response. Before Isla could work up the courage to say anything, the blade flashed twice. Isla winced as it sliced her palm, taking an involuntary backwards step.

      “There you are,” said Pandora. “That was not so difficult, was it? You may lower your arms if you so choose.”

      Isla did. Immediately, a strange sensation rushed from her shoulder to her fingers. Then, before her eyes, her arm began to rise. It was as though this single part of her anatomy was not subject to gravity. She found she could force the arm back down, but when she did, it would rise again, until it was pointing towards Pandora.

      Except it was not Pandora at which it pointed. When Isla’s daughter moved aside, Isla’s arm did not follow. It was pointing at the crack in the wall.

      Soon, Isla found she could no longer lower her arm at all. The force had grown too strong. Now, it felt as though it was tugging the limb a little.

      Beside her, Joel released a whimper.

      “There is no need to be afraid,” said Pandora. “This is supposed to happen.”

      Isla saw what had made Joel squeak. From their cut palms, the invisible tug drew a line of blood. Like a line of silk shot by a spider, it snaked through the air from palm to crack.

      And before long, the crack began to grow.

      Behind Isla and Joel, Pandora released a purr.

      “And so it begins,” she said. “The door will open, and humanity will fall.”

      She placed a hand on Isla’s shoulder.

      “Oh, mother, I’m so happy.

      “Nothing will stop us now.”
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          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      Back in the early months of 2020, I wrote Hide and Seek and Count to Ten, the first two novels in my Hide and Seek trilogy.

      I released both within a couple of weeks of each other in May. They were well received, and I was excited to write the final novel.

      But not right away. I love writing, but it’s always hard work. Even more so when writing several volumes of the same series in a row. I knew if the third volume was to hit the standards I wanted it to, I needed to take a break before I began.

      For me, a break means not lying on a beach, but starting something new. For some time, I’d had an idea for a story two siblings bearing great power, the use of which would cause them to suffer great consequence, on the run. Thus, in the aftermath of publishing Count to Ten, Adam and Eve were born.

      These would be shorter works, novellas rather than novels. Therefore, I decided I would write not one but three before embarking upon the third Hide and Seek novel.

      Then I got started. In a flash I had written the first two, and was captivated by the trials and tribulations Adam and Eve were facing. Rather than three, I decided I would write four, then get on to the final Hide and Seek novel.

      Now, here we are. As I sit at my desk, writing this introduction, I am part way through the sixth Adam and Eve thriller.

      This introduction will appear in all six books, as well as in the boxset.

      I don’t know at what point you may have decided to read this authors note but, whenever it is, I can only say thank you for being here, and I hope you have enjoyed reading about Adam and Eve’s troubles as much as I have enjoyed writing them.

      For now, I’m off to finish writing the sixth thriller, which you may have just finished reading. Then it’s on to completing the Hide and Seek trilogy.

      I hope you enjoy that one too.

      
        
        Mark Ayre

        24/07/2020
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        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..
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      Book Five: Cloak and Shield
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        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...
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        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.  
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