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      No matter how hard Isla had tried, via natural or unnatural means, she had never managed to tan. Always, her skin had been too pale; she had hated it. In the red room, as she grew weaker by the second, swayed but did not fall, it was almost translucent.

      How long had it been since Pandora, her daughter, had sliced Isla’s palm? For minutes or hours, the crack in the glowing red wall had been drawing her blood from the cut, through the air, before drinking it in. Over time, the crack had grown. From a couple of inches long, a couple of millimetres wide, it had stretched to over a foot long, several centimetres wide.

      And Isla could see through it, out of her world into a dimension of cruelty and mayhem.

      Unthinkable beings were gearing up, preparing to force their way through to Earth. They would arrive with bloodlust on their mind, a hunger for human flesh seven billion humans might be unable to sate.

      The end was coming; Pandora’s promised fall of humanity was almost here.

      It would be awful.

      The only consolation: Isla would not almost certainly not be alive to see it.
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        * * *

      

      Adam woke. Above him, a cold, grey ceiling. The room in which he lay was cool, quiet, like so many others in which he had slept over his near three decades of life.

      Addled, disoriented, at first he believed himself a child; felt sure he would roll over to see Eve sleeping nearby. His mother would be at the stove, making whatever passed for breakfast that morning. They would not ask each other how they had slept. The answers would be too depressing.

      For several seconds, his mind trapped him in the past. Then it began to fast forward. He saw escape after escape from the organisation; he watched his mother then Saskia die. He saw someone shoot his sister and he saw the monster, Lucy, beneath the face of the innocent Bethany. He saw the inside of the plush cell in which they had dropped him after his capture. He saw Saskia, who had visited him, told him how to escape. He saw himself walking through walls for the first time and making his way…

      Here.

      He sat up. He was as low as it was possible to go within the facility. He had come to save Saskia, but she had not wanted to leave. Without explaining herself, she had garbled about a red room which had produced Adam, Eve and several others who she described as his paternal siblings. She had called herself one such siblings. In the red room, she had said, a doorway to a hellish dimension would soon open. The only way to stop it was to kill one of the red room’s children.

      Saskia had said that child should be her. Adam was to do it.

      Save my mother. Kill me. Make it quick.

      Adam pushed himself to feet but rather than approaching the bed he stumbled from it,  turning to the far wall and forcing his forehead against it, blinking away the tears. He did not understand. Did not want to understand. Why did anyone have to die? How could Saskia ask him to kill her without explaining what was happening, what this mysterious threat truly was?

      He would not do it.

      “I will not do it,” he moaned.

      Perhaps she was delusional. Perhaps years of captivity had sent her mad. It would be understandable, given all she must have suffered. Saskia did not need to die to save the world. She merely needed someone to save her.

      If there was a threat to humanity, Saskia could have given him something: some physical, quantifiable sign there was anything to the madness she spoke.

      Through the hall of the building rang a monstrous roar—something built of pure rage and destruction. Adam stared at the door, then turned to the bed.

      “Oh, you bitch.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve had cast her shield to defend against the gunfire of a hundred heavily armed agents. They had found it impenetrable. Many had died trying to breach the defence. Had they gone away and returned with ten times as many soldiers, Eve was confident they would still have failed.

      “Can you hold it?” Doc shouted.

      After watching their failure, Eve had been cocky. Perhaps the monster with a thousand limbs and two heads had been sent by some deity to humble her. If so, it was working.

      “What are we going to do?” wailed the teenager, who grew more hysterical by the second.

      “Stop asking questions,” Eve hissed.

      After slaughtering countless agents, the monster had thrown itself at Eve’s invisible barrier. Tentacles, legs and arms wrapped around the shield and squeezed. Head one gnashed at the boundary with rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth; the horn on head two sought to puncture her protection.

      Sweat drenched Eve’s brow. Her hands were out though her power came only from her mind. Psychologically, it helped to imagine she was physically holding the beast at bay.

      It was not working. With every passing second, the monster exerted more pressure. It was getting closer, pushing the barrier towards Eve and the eight people she was attempting to protect. Glancing overhead she saw limbs beginning to block the light of the bulbs overhead. Left and right, the beast spread further towards her back.

      Over her shoulder: a clear path to the corridor, which could lead to safety.

      To turn and run, Eve would have to release the shield. Before she could make a single step, the monster would devour her. Alternatively, she could put all her strength into using the protection as a catapult, firing the beast into the opposite wall before fleeing.

      Still, she would not escape. Quite aside from the fact that the exertion of firing the monster across the room would likely cause her to faint, it would only take it a second to rise. Three or four after that, it would have killed her and all of her companions.

      She glanced at her feet. Then there was Sandra. Her mother was unconscious and therefore, in no position to run.

      All options flashed through her mind. When it came to her survival, none were suitable.

      The monster’s heads were inches from her face; the horn was ready to pierce her eye and burst her brain. There was no more time to strategise.

      To no one in particular, she said, “When I say go, run for the corridor behind us. Try and find Adam, get him out, fast as you can.”

      “What about you?” said Doc.

      “I try to come, we all die,” she said. “I can hold this thing another minute or so, give you the chance to get out.”

      “We have too much to do,” said Ursula. “It isn’t just your brother. There are two other red room children down here. A mother, too. We want to save them all.”

      “We may have to prioritise,” said Omi. “Hattie, Delilah, you run the moment Eve says.”

      Hattie was the wailing teenager, Delilah a child who looked no older than ten. She had to be a red room child.

      “You all have to go,” said Eve. “There’s no choice.”

      Graham, another red room product, growled. He wanted to stay by Eve’s side, to fight the beast. Eve knew even he, with his near impenetrable skin and incredible strength and speed, would likely not stand a chance against this creature.

      “I need you to go because I need you to carry my mother,” said Eve. “You’re the only one who can take her without slowing down.”

      “She doesn’t deserve to survive,” said Ursula.

      “Now is no time to argue,” said Eve. She met Graham’s eye. “Please. For me.”

      The monster pushed again. Eve almost fell, almost gave up the shield. Just about held it.

      “Come on,” she said. “All of you. It’s time to leave. On my mark.”

      “She’s right,” said Omi. “Get ready to run.”

      Eve still watched Graham; his head bowed, his eyes cast to the floor. When she refused to look away, he met her eye; nodded. Bending over, he swept Eve’s mother into his arms. This done, Eve returned her focus to the monster. She might only be able to hold another ten seconds.

      “Go.”

      As one, they ran. Sensing it might be about to lose its prey, the monster squeezed tighter than ever, but Eve held strong. She heard departing feet down the nearest corridor.

      Though she had told herself she would not, she could not help but glance over her shoulder, to see them escape.

      Instead, she saw eager tentacles move around the back of her. Those from the left met those from the right. They tangled in knots. Eve saw what the monster meant to do. Saw it was unpreventable.

      The monster squeezed. Eve felt the shield collapse inwards, ready to crush her bones.

      She screamed, like a mother in labour, pushing with all her might. Inches from her body in all directions, the shield held, but the beast had now surrounded her, encasing her in total darkness.

      With light went hope. Eve felt her strength fade and knew it was time to give in. With any luck, if she let go of the shield, the monster would shatter her bones, killing her instantly.

      As small mercies went, it was hardly something to look forward to.
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        * * *

      

      Adam stepped into the hall, keeping his hand on the door, keeping it open as though if he let it close, he’d lose Saskia again. If not for fear for his sister, nothing could have moved him from Saskia’s side. The thought that the monstrous roar could have anything to do with Eve terrified him.

      Footsteps in the hall, coming his way. He pulled the gun from his waistband and leaned against the doorframe. He was not afraid. Determination to save Saskia and reunite with Eve would ensure no armed agent could defeat him.

      The first of them appeared, shotgun raised. Adam stepped back. From his new position, the woman would have to come closer to kill him. When she did, he would put a bullet through her throat.

      She was not alone. Following her was a mismatched group of people, a surprising amount of which Adam recognised.

      “Put it away, Rachel,” shouted Omi, shoving the shotgun and stepping past her. On his heel was Delilah, a child of the red room with the ability to locate anyone in seconds, though only once every couple of days. At her side was Hattie, a teenager and the girl’s mother. Following them was towering Graham, known by many as Grendel. Unable to speak, Graham only growled, roared and made other animalistic noises. While he could reach impressive decibels with whatever passed for his vocal cords, he could emit nothing like the noise which had drawn Adam from the room.

      The other two women, Adam didn’t recognise. Both cast suspicious eyes his way. Uninterested in their distrust, he approached the group, letting the door swing closed behind him.

      “You escaped,” he said. “I feared the worst.”

      In the basement of a farmhouse, Lucy had sedated Adam. At that time, Doc, Hattie, Omi, Delilah and Grendel were all nearby while the enemy’s troops arrived in droves. That the entire group had survived seemed a miracle.

      “We ain’t out of the woods yet,” said Doc. His eyes flicked away after he spoke. These words recalled Adam to the monstrous roar. Before he could talk, Graham approached. For the first time, Adam noticed the near seven-foot man had someone over his shoulder. Gently, he placed her at Adam’s feet.

      At first, Adam could not speak; could only stare.

      “Mum?” he whispered at last. “Is she—”

      “She’s alive,” muttered a stunning woman Adam did not know. “If my son were not so attached to your sister, we would already have killed her, as she deserves.”

      “My sister,” said Adam. “You’ve seen Eve? Where is she?”

      “Dead,” said Rachel. “And so will we be soon if we don’t get out of here. Have you forgotten what we’re running from?”

      “Have you forgotten we still need to save your daughter?” said Graham’s mother.

      “All the more reason to get on with it.”

      The comment about his sister had knocked Adam. For a few seconds, his mind resisted the information. When it broke through, he grabbed Doc.

      “What’s she talking about? Where’s Eve?”

      “Man,” said Doc, looking miserable. “I’m sorry. What she said, it’s true. There was this monster. Honestly, you ain’t never seen nothing like it. Killed, like, a hundred agents in seconds, then came for us. Eve put up a shield, but it wouldn’t hold. She put everything she had into it so we could escape, but it was on the verge of crumbling when we went.

      Fast as he could, Adam processed this information

      “Did you see her die, or not?”

      “No, but—”

      “But nothing,” said Adam. “If you didn’t see her die, she isn’t dead, so where is she?”

      “Straight back the way we came, but dude, there ain’t nothing you can do.”

      Adam was already moving, racing down the hall, all thoughts of Saskia and his mother forgotten. Both women he had loved. When he had believed them dead, he had mourned; had fallen into despair.

      With Eve, there would be no despair. She was him, and he was her. If she was dead, there was nothing left.

      He would find her alive and save her.

      Otherwise, he would forfeit his life going against the monster that had killed her.
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        * * *

      

      Though it was pitch dark, Eve closed her eyes. She didn’t want to risk seeing a single inch of what was about to happen. She boiled as the monster continued to squeeze. There seemed to be little oxygen remaining. She felt faint but was not distressed by the fact: it would mean less pain.

      She thought of her brother, wished she could see him again. Before the tears came, she breathed deep and prepared to let go.

      3…2…1…

      A hand grabbed her arm. The shield collapsed; the monster crashed in from all sides, shattering her bones, devouring her flesh, drinking her blood.

      Except, none of that happened. The hand that had grabbed Eve remained on her arm. As the monster thrashed in confused fury, it yanked, causing her to tumble not into but through the beast, crashing to the ground, somehow on the safe side of its stinking flesh. Dumbfounded, she pinched her arm, not because she thought she was dreaming. She assumed she had died; that her fingers would pass through her ghost form.

      Disproving this supposition was the hand, still on her arm. A voice hissed in her ear.

      “Move.”

      She looked up; their eyes met.

      “Adam?”

      Since they were the smallest of children, Adam had been emotional, always led by his heart. He had cared too much, loved too easily. Titanic made him cry.

      Eve was ruthless, cruel, cold. She killed without remorse, abandoned the innocent to aid her goals. She hated Titanic and regretted that it was one of the few films she’d seen.

      She’d feared her heart was made of stone. When she saw her brother, she burst into tears.

      Adam rolled his eyes. After all his attempts to make her more human, she had to find her soul at a time when doing so could get them killed.

      “Move,” he repeated.

      The monster roared.

      Though the tears still came, the foul, bone-shaking noise snapped Eve out of her daze. Slipping her arm from Adam’s grasp, taking his hand instead, she jumped to her feet and ran.

      Stupid, probably brainless, the monster had only just realised the body of its latest victim did not lie beneath its many limbs. Another shriek preceded it rolling over. Hundreds of eyes spied Adam and Eve disappearing down a tunnel. It wasted no time giving chase, screaming with fury as it came.

      “We’ll never escape,” Eve called. “It’s too fast.”

      They were halfway between the passage’s entrance and the turn around which Eve had not long ago come with her mother. Around that bend was a lift, but even the corner was too far.

      The monster rolled into and along the passage at a frightening speed. Eve’s previous defensive actions against the creature had drained her. Her next shield would not last so long. If at all. Her initial joy at Adam’s arrival turned to despair. Because he had returned, she would not die alone. He would join her in the grave. For that, she would perish in self-loathing.

      Desperate to give him the chance to escape, she whipped her hand from his and span. Her shield covered the hall inches from her face. Seconds after she had cast it, the monster smashed into the barrier with all its force.

      The momentum the creature had built, compounded with its strength and Eve’s exhaustion all worked against her. As the beast hit the barrier, she felt the force of its blow smash her side. Lifted from her feet she spiralled down the hall, missing the turn for which she and Adam had been aiming, and crashed to the ground with a dizzying thump, sliding another few metres before coming to a halt.

      The beast too, had stopped. It stood above Adam, looming, preparing to destroy the defenceless man.

      Adam raised his arms but did not speak. No need; his actions were inviting enough.

      Eve screamed, “Adam, no.”

      She sought to throw a protective barrier around him but had neither the energy nor the time.

      The monster lunged.

      Beneath its mass, Adam disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      For Adam, the ability to walk through walls was new. He was unsure how far this extension of his power extended, though he had strong ideas.

      Reaching through the monster’s flank to grab his sister had been a leap of faith. He had no idea if his hand could pass through organic matter. Possibly, he would find himself tapping the monster as if to say, Hello, once you’ve finished killing my sister, might you consider murdering me next? If his hand did past through the beast, he might find Eve either absent or dead.

      Uncertainty brought nervousness, but it had worked out. He might not be so lucky with his next trick.

      The beast loomed over him, a mess of limbs, eyes and teeth. It was hard to concentrate when a voice in his head was screaming at him to flee; when his bladder and bowels were fighting to release their payloads, like fighter jets carrying heavy explosives over an enemy city. But concentration was key.

      His plan was twofold.

      The beast crashed down, teeth gnashing, horn slashing. Adam had to fight to keep from closing his eyes.

      Then it was over. Blood exploded from Adam’s nose, and he collapsed to his knees, then his front. His vision blurred, he blacked out for a few seconds; returned to find Eve shaking him.

      “Adam, are you okay? Adam, answer me.”

      He looked at her, reached up a trembling hand to touch her cheek. Wiping a tear onto the tip of his finger, he held it before his sister.

      “Hey, look,” he said, “you’re not a robot.”

      She slapped him. He chuckled, blacked-out another few seconds, came back groaning.

      Phase one of the plan had worked. The monster had collapsed through Adam. Hundreds of shocked eyes stared as the beast sliced through its latest victim without causing him an ounce of harm. Despite the pain, Adam had managed a cocky smile.

      Phase two was the part of the plan about which he was less confident. Here, he almost expected failure, and could only hope an adverse outcome wouldn’t involve his demise.

      “What did you do?” asked Eve. “Where did it go?”

      He hadn’t failed. Somehow, miraculously, his plan had worked.

      “I teleported it into the sun,” he said.

      “What? Really?”

      “No.” He laughed. In response, his head roared. He blacked out for a third time, waking again to Eve shaking him. “Think I need a nap.”

      “Good plan,” said Eve. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Adam smiled at his sister. They had not spoken since an agent put a bullet in her stomach outside Francis’ mansion. Adam had been in the room next door while Eve had gone under the knife and had fallen asleep by her side when she was in recovery. After that, Graham had kidnapped her. Adam had glimpsed his sister once more, in the basement where Lucy had captured them. Though that was only a couple of days ago, it felt like years.

      “Let’s not do the separation thing again,” he said.

      “My thoughts exactly. I’ve missed you.”

      “Missed you too,” he said. “Maybe it would have been better if we were siamese twins.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Would have been harder to run away, though.”

      “That’s true.”

      Pounding feet broke the moment. Eve stood in a hurry. She had no weapon but needed nothing human-made to kill whoever approached.

      Murder would be unnecessary. Graham—former kidnapper, current friend—appeared, followed by Ursula and Doc. The latter two came armed. Like Eve, Graham needed no weapons. He was deadlier than any firearm.

      “You guys are crap at running away,” said Eve. “I gave my life so you could escape.”

      “Badly, by the looks,” muttered Ursula.

      “How’s that for gratitude?”

      “We’re here to save you,” said Doc. “Adam made us feel guilty.”

      “Turns out he didn’t need you,” said Eve.

      “Where did the monster go?” asked Ursula.

      “Teleported it into the sun,” Adam muttered, trying to stand. He got halfway before the ground seemingly leapt to meet him. “I’m in a lot of pain.”

      “Graham, you may need to carry him,” said Eve. “Where’s my mother?”

      “Our mother,” said Adam.

      “We had to leave her to get you,” said Doc. “She’s with the others.”

      “Any luck, Rachel’s killed her,” said Ursula.

      “Omi wouldn’t let that happen,” said Doc.

      “Let’s hope not,” said Eve. “Or I’ll kill Rachel.”

      This seemed an odd reaction from Eve, given she had threatened to kill her mother many times and had never seemed bothered when they believed her dead. Had there been the time, Adam would have congratulated his sister on her personal growth. Unfortunately, he had warnings to impart.

      Despite the swelling migraine, which increased in its capacity to cause pain every couple of seconds, Adam managed to rise to a leaning position, against a wall. He teetered, struggled to stay up. Eve noticed.

      “We have to get out of here,” she said.

      “Good plan,” noted Doc.

      Adam stumbled. Only stayed upright because of Graham’s impressive reaction speed, grabbing Adam’s arm before he could fall. Once Adam was steady, holding the seven-foot-man, he shook his head.

      “We can’t go anywhere. I believe the monster was the herald of something far worse. It’s happening right here, right now, and only we can stop it.”

      Ursula raised her eyebrows. Doc looked confused.

      Eve said, “It’s not the fall of humanity, is it?”

      Adam met her eye, “You heard about that?”

      “Pretty much. Not sure what we can do to stop it though.”

      Adam released Graham’s arm. He pushed from the wall and walked as though on a tightrope, hundreds of feet above the ground. Once he was sure he was not going to fall, he smiled at the group.

      “We just defeated a terrifying, unstoppable monster,” he said. “There’s nothing we can’t do.”

      This line of reasoning might have won over his comrades. Before it had a chance, a thunderous crash came from below, as though the Earth’s core was exploding. The ground beneath Adam’s feet split, a deep gouge revealing the dirt below the metal.

      “Well—” he started.

      Like a demonic, deadly plant, a tentacle sprung from the dirt, smacking Adam’s chest, sending him tumbling backwards. As he landed a second crash preceded the appearance of a second gouge.

      Another tentacle followed the first. Then a hand.

      All eyes were on the rising limbs, except for Ursula’s. She looked at Adam.

      “I think,” she said, “someone needs to explain to you where they keep the sun.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Omi paced. Blind since birth, Delilah could not see him. With well-trained ears, she tracked him. From his movements learning the room into which they had retreated was small, the single bed, in which another red room child lay, taking up almost a quarter of the available space. In Omi’s breathing, she tracked the growth of his agitation. Soon, he would be beyond the point of reason.

      “They’ll be back soon,” she said.

      “Rachel and Cassandra? I don’t doubt it.”

      Cassandra was another red room child, Rachel her mother. Belligerent and bearing a shotgun, the mum had chosen to go after her daughter alone.

      “Not just them,” said Delilah. “Adam, Eve, Graham, Doc, Ursula. They’ll all be back soon.”

      “They’ll be dead soon,” muttered Omi. “You saw the monster they’re taking on.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      She heard Omi’s sigh. He was not angry at her, but at himself, for forgetting her disability.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But you don’t understand. That thing is still out there, and yet we wait around to die. All I want is to protect you, and that means getting out, and getting out now, while we can.”

      “And abandoning all those who have suffered like me? Letting them die so we can escape? My life will be short, but I don’t want to spend it feeling guilty.”

      Another sigh, this one expressing frustration at Delilah. She heard Omi pivot to face her mother, who trembled in a corner. Withdrawal, Delilah knew, though Hattie had never spoken with her daughter about her drinking.

      “Will you talk to her?” he said.

      There was a pause. Hattie considered the question. Delilah knew she had shaken her head when Omi gave another gasp of exasperation.

      “We need to stay,” said Hattie.

      “You can’t be serious?”

      Another silence. Delilah’s mother had never been eloquent, but Deliah sensed she was determined to get this next speech right.

      At last, she said, “Omi, I’m seventeen. A kid. My parents chucked me out because of who I am, made me desperate and alone. When I found the organisation, I came seeking shelter and protection, a bit of money so I could try and make something of my life. What I got was even better; a beautiful little girl. I didn’t mind how much harder having her would make my already difficult life. Because of the love I felt. I would make it work.”

      “Hattie,” started Omi. “I know all—”

      “Except I wasn’t allowed to make it work, was I?” she cut in. “With you, I was sent to the farmhouse. Rather than a new life, they gave me a prison sentence and an alcohol addiction. When I learned my daughter was ageing a year for every month of her life, they told me to get on with it. It’s eight months since I gave birth, and my daughter seems to be only nine years younger than me. Within a year, I’ll look like her little sister. Before I’m 25 I’ll have…” she stopped, the tears coming. She had realised what she was about to say. “Delilah, I’m sorry.”

      Delilah had been leaning against the bed. She rose and followed her mother’s tears to the opposite end of the room. She held out a hand and let her mother position her for a hug. They clung to each other.

      “Don’t be sorry,” said Delilah.

      “I just want to make you proud.”

      “You do. Mummy, you make me so proud. I love you all the much.”

      “I love you with all my heart.”

      They held each other, Hattie crying and Delilah fighting tears of her own. Omi had stopped pacing. Though Delilah could no longer hear him, she knew he was watching them.

      After a while, Hattie continued, “Over the last thirty years, this organisation has ruined hundreds of lives. If we walk away, we can be safe while it ruins thousands more. If my daughter wants us to stay to fight beside others who have been hurt by those who hurt us, I support her. I hope you’ll do the same, but if you’re not up to it, there’s the door.”

      Ever tighter, Hattie held Delilah, and Delilah hugged her mother tight back. After another sigh, Omi approached. He sat opposite them and reached out a hand, taking Delilah’s.

      “Don’t be silly,” he said. “You know I’ll stand with you always.”

      He squeezed.

      “Let’s do this.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Adam was trying to rise, desperate to put the creature back into the ground. Presumably further, this time.

      Eve shouted, “Stay where you are,” to her brother. To the others, she said, “weapons at the ready.”

      More limbs were bursting from the ground; the tentacles ranging in thickness, length and speed of movement, the hands varying by number of fingers, fingernail length and strength of grip. They reached for Adam on one side, the rest on the other.

      Eve cast two shields. She had yet to recover from her last bout with the beast. Luckily, being half-submerged, most of its limbs and both heads still trapped, the creature was not close to firing on all cylinders. Its tentacles and hands slapped at the barriers, but with nothing approaching the force needed to shatter them.

      Graham stepped towards their foe. Eve raised a halting hand.

      “Not yet.”

      Somewhere beneath their feet, the bulk of the monster was forcing its way upwards. Every few seconds, the gouges grew a little wider, and a few more limbs burst through. Both Doc and Ursula had raised their guns but looked unsure. Eve turned to them.

      “Aim for the largest holes,” she said. “Ursula, as soon as you see the head with all the eyes and teeth, pull that trigger, blow it away. Doc, same instruction but with the horned head. Got it?”

      There was no questioning her orders this time. Both Ursula and Doc grunted acceptance and stepped a little closer, aiming at the holes through which the beast continued to squeeze. Only Graham seemed restless, frustrated.

      “Don’t worry,” said Eve. “You’ll get a go this time. But I need you to wait until the timing is right. Can you do that?”

      Graham seemed unsure. He rocked on the balls of his feet, rearing to go. After Eve cast him a powerful look, he bowed his head and nodded.

      “Good. Get ready.”

      Another crack as the ground ripped further apart. This time, from beneath: an explosion of limbs. They flailed and flashed, forming a curtain through which it was hard to see, as if they knew the danger their heads would soon be in and wanted to make hard targets of their most vital body parts.

      Crack—more limbs and now part of the torso. The tentacles waved like vile seaweed, floating in the ocean; the line of hands became a grotesque picket fence. They continued to batter against the shields on both sides. Not one limb was particularly powerful. For the first time, the sheer mass began to unnerve Eve. The continued hits were starting to force her back. Before long, if the heads didn’t arrive, the army of arms and tentacles would breach her defences.

      Then: “There’s mine,” shouted Doc. He took another step forward, gun aimed. “I can’t get a clear shot.”

      “Hold on,” shouted Eve.

      It was a risk, given her shields were already weakening. Regardless, she stepped in line with Doc and split her focus. Immediately, the blasts stung all the more; she could feel her defences strain.

      “There’s the other one,” shouted Ursula. She had pulled forward but could get no more precise a shot than could Doc.

      “Hold it,” shouted Eve.

      The shield on Adam’s side broke. A tentacle grabbed one of his legs, a hand attached to a particularly long arm grabbed the other.

      Eve wanted to call to him but held her nerve, Raising her hands she placed her palms together as though mid-clap. She focused on every limb and…

      Ripped apart her palms.

      Like the Red Sea for Moses, the limbs parted, half flying to the left wall, half to the right.

      Adam screamed as two parting limbs almost tore him in half.

      But both heads were exposed.

      “Now,” shouted Eve.

      As she did, large chunks of floor began to tear away. The beast had reached its tipping point. The rest of its vile form was set to emerge.

      Then they’d be finished.

      Roaring, though it could not have helped them aim, Ursula and Doc fired. Each emptied their clip into the chosen head, putting bullet after bullet into the creature.

      Ursula ran dry first, Doc seconds later. Each head lay as a tattered mess upon the body while new holes revealed the beast’s innards. Blue-grey blood covered the limbs, the floor, the walls.

      Still, the beast rose. Slower, but not so slow as to convince Eve it would die if left to its own devices.

      Ursula and Doc were reloading.

      Beside Eve: a low, insistent growl.

      Nodding, she said, “Go get it.”

      With a roar of excitement, Graham dived at the monster. Even without its heads, the beast must have sensed the danger. Eve was almost tossed to the ground as it tried with renewed energy to yank free its limbs. Eve refused to let go.

      Grendel landed on the almost free torso, immediately tearing into the holes left by the bullets that had come before.

      Doc had reloaded. He aimed.

      “No,” said Ursula. “You’ll hit my son.”

      “Isn’t he bulletproof?”

      “Pull that trigger, and we’ll learn if you are.”

      Doc glanced at Ursula, saw steely seriousness in her eyes. Dropped his arms with a shrug.

      “Whatever.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Eve. “I don’t think we’ll be needing any more bullets.”

      The limbs continued their struggle, but they troubled Eve less with each passing second. Graham, moving with his usual impressive speed, had torn into the beast and disappeared to his waist into the creatures torso. If the monster had a heart, Graham would have dinner.

      “Man, this is rank,” said Doc.

      “Watch it,” hissed Ursula.

      Within five minutes, Eve felt secure enough to release the tentacles. Most dropped immediately. Some drooped, wilting like dying flowers. A few gave half-hearted waves or crawled like slugs towards their enemies, none of whom retreated. They could tell the danger had passed.

      After another five, all the limbs were still. The beast moved no more. The only sound was Graham, continuing to work his way through the entrails, as though to make doubly sure they had vanquished the creature.

      Feeling a little queasy watching, Eve stepped over the limbs, past the feasting Grendel, and made her way to Adam, who had crawled to one side of the corridor and was nursing his groin.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I acted in the moment, wasn’t thinking. Just wanted it dead.”

      “It’s fine,” he said, holding out a hand. “So long as you didn’t want to be an auntie.”

      She laughed; he smiled. Taking his hand, she pulled him to feet, put his arm around her shoulder to steady him. From putting the beast through the floor, he was still in much pain. Together, they watched Graham’s legs flail in the air.

      Adam said, “What now?”

      “Well, if Graham ever finishes his buffet,” Eve said. “I think you were going to suggest something about saving the world?”
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        * * *

      

      In the red room, in the grips of despair, Isla stared at the wall into which her blood continued to flow.

      She was past the point of fear or pain. In her delirium, brought on by lack of blood, she had come to view the hole in the wall as almost beautiful. Through it, she could see flames. At first, she had heard only the endless inferno.

      But no, continuous study had revealed more. Within the flames there stood a man, and if you listened hard enough, as Isla now was, you could hear him whisper; and if you wanted to, you could discern what he was saying.

      Isla wanted to. Upon making out his words, she smiled.

      “Not long now,” she said to no one. “My baby’s daddy is coming.”

      She collapsed.

      No longer subject to the laws of gravity, the arm from which her blood flowed did not follow. Rather than hit the ground, she swung from the sturdy limb like a puppet with its hand nailed to the shelf.

      And in that position, she began to laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Adam stepped into the hall off which sprung Saskia’s cell. Outside her door stood Omi, Hattie, Delilah, Rachel and a woman who appeared to be in her mid-seventies. As Adam approached, trailing Eve, Ursula, Graham and Doc, Omi stepped towards him.

      “We need to talk. There are decisions to make before we get moving.”

      “In a minute.”

      Brushing past the ex-guard, Adam swept though the others, opened Saskia’s door, and stepped inside.

      First, he saw his mother. She sat in one corner of the room, nursing a bruise on the back of her head. Spotting her son did not prompt her to smile. She had never been an expressive woman unless the emotion she wished to express was negative—anger, disgust, disappointment.

      “My darling son.”

      It was the first time in twelve years he had heard her voice. Twelve years in which he had believed her dead, had mourned her. Occasionally he had woken in the night, missing her, and had found tears on his cheeks. He expected seeing her again would draw more tears—tears of joy and relief. Instead, he found himself strangely unemotive.

      Something wasn’t right. Adam could tell by the way she dressed, the make up she wore, the way she had styled her hair. Even recovering from a knock that had sent her into unconsciousness, she emanated strength and control. Adam doubted twelve years in a cell did that to a person.

      “Mum,” he said. “You’ve got some explaining to do.”

      The door opened. Eve stepped inside and closed it behind her.

      “She gave herself to the organisation and faked her death twelve years ago,” Eve said. “Since then she’s been working her way up the ranks and is now one rung off the founders of this venture themselves. She was responsible for our capture. She claims she did all this for us because she couldn’t bear to see us living our lives on the run any longer. She claims she is going to improve our lives. Now you’re all caught up. She can finish explaining herself later but, for now, they’re getting anxious outside. We need to come together, make a plan. Come on. Mum, you’d better stay here. It’s a corridor full of haters out there, so far are you’re concerned.”

      “Fine by me,” said Sandra. “I’m still recovering from the attack my delightful daughter launched on me.”

      “You’re lucky,” said Eve. “I almost left you where you lay. If I had, the monster we nearly died killing just now would have devoured you.”

      “You would have liked that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I don’t have time for this,” said Eve. “Adam, come on.”

      Adam had turned from his mother and sister. His eyes were across the room where were two more additions to the tiny cell: an unoccupied wheelchair and a woman hunched over Saskia’s bed, blocking the love of Adam’s life from view.

      “You’re Saskia’s mother?” he said. “I’m supposed to save you.”

      Slowly, the woman turned. She was in her mid-forties, tall, with sleek, black hair. She was also black, where Saskia was white.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Adam didn’t respond. A shock of fear ran through him. Had he been the only person to whom Saskia had made her final request? When Adam seemed reticent to act on her wishes, had she found another more willing to end her life? Heart pounding, he took a step to the side, trying to see past the woman, but she was tight to the bed, so he could not.

      “Adam, what’s going on?” This was Eve. He could hear the concern in her voice, and it frustrated him.

      “Why are you sorry?” he asked the woman. “What have you done to Saskia?”

      “Saskia’s dead.” Eve again. “She’s been dead years. You watched her die.”

      “They faked it like with mum,” said Adam. Then back to the woman. “Who are you? What have you done?”

      “My name is Tameka,” said the woman. “And I’m sorry because I sedated you. It was a necessary evil.”

      “Move out of the way.”

      “Adam, come to me.” This was his mother. There was a tenderness in her voice he had rarely heard in his youth. “Let’s have a chat.”

      “You don’t want me to look at you right now,” said Adam, feeling his anger build. “Saskia has been here years while you’ve been working your way up the ranks. You let her rot in a cell. For that, I’ll never forgive you.”

      “You have many reasons never to forgive me,” said Sandra. “That’s not one, because Saskia has never been in this facility.”

      “You’re lying. I’ve seen her.”

      “She isn’t lying,” said Tameka.

      “Tameka,” said Sandra, “is one of five women who have entered the red room and survived. She gave birth to one of the seven red room children. Like you and Eve, like Graham and Delilah, her son has an ability.”

      Not listening, Adam’s frayed patience snapped. He stepped forward, grabbed Tameka, and pulled her aside.

      “Sas—”

      He stopped. Lying in bed, where had been Saskia, was not the love of Adam’s life but a boy of around ten.

      “Tameka was the second woman, after me, to survive the red room. She gave birth to Noah in 1998. He’s the only child of the red room to age slower than the normal human rate. He was born in a coma and has been in one ever since.”

      Adam put his hands to his head, turned from the bed, pointed at his mother. “Shut up.” To Tameka, he said, “What have you done with Saskia?”

      Eve came forward, placed a hand on his arm. “Adam, you know I’m loathe to believe our mother, but Saskia died. This wasn’t like with mum. You held her in your arms. You must remember that?”

      “I’ve seen her, Eve,” he said. “I’ve seen her. I know she’s alive. Where is she?”

      He was back to Tameka; had shouted in her face.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. “My son—”

      “I don’t care about your son. You will tell me where she is.”

      He crossed the small space to her; his hand was up before he knew what was happening, his finger bent to grip her throat.

      Tameka didn’t move. Adam was an inch from grasping her when an invisible force cast him across the room. When he hit the wall, the same power pinned him there. No matter how much he struggled, he could not escape.

      “You’ve got three seconds to release me,” said Adam.

      “Don’t do this,” said Eve.

      “My son has an ability, like you,” said Tameka. “He’s been in a coma his whole life, as Sandra says, but when people sleep nearby, he can visit their minds. When he does, he always appears in the guise of someone they love deeply, usually someone they’ve lost.”

      “She kissed me,” Adam said. Tears were rolling down his cheeks. He was shaking his head as though he could reject what Tameka told him, as though he could make it untrue.

      “It’s not his fault,” said Tameka. “The form he takes is automatic, driven by his visitees subconscious desire. When he transforms, he remembers who he is but also becomes the person he appears as. He kissed you not for a prank, but because he was Saskia, and she wanted to kiss you. He hates this aspect of his power because he knows the pain it can cause. He would never have visited you if it hadn’t been urgent. He told me he had vital information for you. If he could not impart his message, the world was in terrible danger.”

      All eyes turned to Adam.

      “What was the message?” said Eve.

      Adam didn’t care for the world. He did not, could not, accept Noah’s excuse for becoming Saskia. There was no excuse. Losing her had broken him. He had never recovered. Now now the pain was fresh once more. It was like watching her die all over again.

      He looked at his sister.

      “Let me go.”

      She seemed unsure. Adam did not look away until she nodded, complied. Dropping to his feet, he crossed to the bed, looking over the boy who should have been twenty-two but appeared not to have hit puberty—the boy who had spent his life in a coma, deprived of so much.

      “Adam?” Eve said.

      “He spoke of a red room,” said Adam. “Said a doorway would open and a hellish dimension would spill onto Earth. He said it could only open because all the children of the red room were in the facility. The only way to stop it would be to kill a red room child. In a perfect world, that would be Pandora.”

      “Who’s Pandora?”

      “That was my question. Sask… Noah said we would never reach her in time. He’d thought long and hard about what he had to do. He’d concluded there was only one viable solution. That was what she…” Adam closed his eyes. “He, asked of me.”

      “What solution?”

      Adam took a deep breath. He was no talker, never had been. Words drained him; he preferred to leave the speeches to Eve.

      His eyes remained closed. Once more, he could see Saskia, the way she had stood before him. Her scent, her taste, her eyes. A sickness rolled into his throat. Tears rolled down his face. He wished he had died with her. The pain was unbearable.

      All Noah’s fault.

      “Adam, what solution?”

      “He wanted me to kill him.”

      At Adam’s waist: a gun. Before anyone knew what was happening, he’d grabbed it, cocked it and placed the barrel to the boy’s head.

      “I guess I’m happy to oblige.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve knew her brother like no one else; better than he knew himself, in some ways. When he pulled the gun and pointed it at the boy, even he was shocked by the action. Shock would not have stopped him, rage being a more powerful force. Eve had seen his blood boil, had sensed the coming storm. As Adam aimed at Noah, she flicked her fingers.

      The gun flipped from his grasp as he was thrown through the closed door and into the corridor, where the group who waited beyond scattered like bowling pins fed up of being knocked down. Eve followed. She rapped the wall to draw everyone’s attention.

      “Here’s what I know, what I believe,” she said. “Something awful is about to happen, which threatens the safety of humanity as a whole. If we are to stop it, we must kill a child of the red room. Someone tell me how many there are.”

      “Nine, as of this afternoon.”

      The woman who had spoken was the only member of the group whose name Eve did not know. She also appeared to be far older than anyone else who had gathered in the circle. Eve had learned from Noah not to judge looks when it came to guessing age.

      “Who are you, and when were you born?” she asked of the woman.

      “My name is Cassandra,” she said. “I was born in 2002.”

      “Uhh, I’m no good at maths but—”

      “Shut up, Doc,” said Eve. She looked at Cassandra. “Who are the nine?”

      “Six of us are here,” she said. “You, Adam, Noah, Graham, Delilah and me. That leaves Lucy and whoever arrived today. Presumably, twins.”

      “One of those must be Pandora?” said Eve. “Noah told Adam that the preferable option would be to kill Pandora. Wouldn’t she be a baby?”

      “With the way some of us age? Don’t count on it.”

      “Fine, what about this humanity-threatening event, you know about that?”

      “I get glimpses of the future. The one in which the red room opens is beyond imagining. Truly, it will be hell on Earth.”

      “But it’s avoidable?”

      “I’ve seen alternatives.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Ursula. “Are we just supposed to believe this because Cassandra and Noah say it’s so? Eve, you don’t seem the sort. Or can you, too, see the future?”

      “I’ve not seen the future,” she said. “But I’ve seen the hell.”

      Across the way, Adam was rising. He propped himself against the wall and stared at his sister.  Their eyes met. She was unable not to think of the hellish landscape into which overuse of her power had so often sent her. The place where she would sit and talk with a man of boundless cruelty. A man she now believed to be her father. When speaking of this place to Adam, she had always been vague. She feared he could see the full truth in her eyes.

      “I don’t think we have long,” she said. “We need to make a choice.”

      “And that choice is which red room child should die?” asked Omi. His hand was on Delilah’s shoulder. He gripped a little too hard.

      “Peace,” said Eve. “We’ll kill no one who wants to live.”

      “You won’t kill my son.”

      This from Tameka. Standing in the doorway, a hand on either frame to protect her son, no matter what.

      “No one mentioned killing Noah,” said Rachel.

      “Noah did,” said Eve. “He told Adam to kill him, via a dream, to save the world.”

      “Says Adam,” said Ursula.

      “Problem solved,” said Rachel.

      Eve raised a hand to Tameka, who was ready to charge Rachel. “No one is going to kill your son if you don’t want them to.”

      “They won’t need to,” said Cassandra. “Thanks to my special body clock, I’m an eighteen-year-old trapped in the body of an elderly lady. Within five years, I’d be dead anyway. If someone has to die, and I believe that is the best way to guarantee humanity’s safety, that someone will be me.”

      This announcement was met, not with protestation or agreement, but silence. No one liked the idea of murder. All had done their internal calculations and come to the same optimal option if someone had to die: Cassandra. This was an unfair evolutionary reaction. Noah was older than Cassandra but, because he looked like a child, the thought of killing him engendered an almost visceral response. As ever it was easier to deem one who appeared elderly, closer to death, as expendable.

      Possibly.

      “Don’t pity me,” Cassandra said. “This is the logical move. All I must say, and I hate myself for this weakness, because of what it will mean putting one of you through, but I am too cowardly to do the deed. Someone else must pull the trigger.”

      All eyes turned to the floor. Even, and it was surprising to see it from someone with such a bloodlust, Graham's. Eve turned to Rachel, expecting an argument or fight from Cassandra’s mother, but she too had bowed her head. Defeated.

      “We have two organisation employees here,” said Tameka at last. Her voice was a little high, a little shrill, but her words were clear. “Aren’t they used to murder? Shouldn’t they step forward, do the right thing?”

      “I take it you mean me?” said Omi, his voice dark, dangerous. “I’m no longer part of the organisation. My kill count also pales in comparison to that of Graham and Adam, and their count, in turn, is dwarfed, even when combined, by Eve’s.” He turned to her. “Surely, murder is nothing to you any longer?”

      Eve might have expected such a comment to inspire anger. Instead, the blow caused sadness. Adam provided the fury.

      “If you don’t want me to move one kill closer to my sister, I’d watch what you’re saying,” said Adam. His tone, even darker and more deadly than Omi’s, was new to her brother. It frightened Eve.

      “Omi’s right,” she said. “I’ve killed so many it should be second nature. But it isn’t. I can’t do it, I’m sorry.”

      “Sandra.”

      The word sprung as a squeak from the terrified teenager, Hattie, Delilah's mother. As she spoke, her eyes flashed to the door which Tameka guarded, beyond which Sandra remained against the wall.

      “You rang?” she asked, rising, moving towards but not past Tameka.

      “You’re the other organisation employee. Unlike Omi, you still work for them, and you’re ruthless. You’ve shown that today.”

      “Your words hurt,” Sandra mocked, pushing Tameka’s arm and stepping into the hall. She smiled at Hattie. “Do you need a hug?”

      “Will you do it or not?” Eve said.

      “I take no pleasure in killing,” said Sandra. “But Cassandra is never wrong. To save my children, I’ve performed many acts of villainy over the years. What’s one more to save the world?”

      She awaited her applause. No one moved. Eve could feel her temperature rise but refused to bite at Sandra’s ‘save my children’ comment.

      “I’ll need a gun if we’re to do this,” said Sandra. She turned to Cassandra. “I’ll make it quick.”

      Silence moved in like a heavy mist, shrouding all. Several of the group were armed. Eve heard hands clench tight. No one moved to yield their weapon; none could bear to be complicit in what was about to take place.

      Sandra watched them, then gave a condescending smile.

      “None of you have the stomach to kill one to save billions. Already, I have taken from you that burden. Now we learn none possess the strength of character even to hand me the weapon with which I must perform this heroic act?”

      A shot of hatred rushed through Eve. It did not matter that Cassandra had asked to die, or that it might save billions of lives. That Sandra could not only agree to do it but could be snide in the process made Eve want to destroy her mother.

      At last, Ursula stepped forward. All the brazen attitude and confidence had drained away. She shook. None the less, she lifted her hand, presenting the gun to Sandra.

      Behind her, Graham gave a low whine.

      “I’m sorry,” said his mother. “It’s the right thing to do.”

      “Yes, it is,” said Sandra. She spun to Cassandra, gun in hand. “How do you want to do this?”

      “In a room,” said Cassandra. “No one should have to see.”

      “Fine,” said Sandra. “Lead on.”

      Eve marvelled at the strength of her potential half-sister. Casandra may have looked like an elderly lady, but she was eighteen. So young, yet she held herself with a dignity no other teenager could have managed. Though she must have been terrified, she showed little fear as she turned and searched for somewhere quiet and a little out of the way.

      Picking the room, she took one step towards it.

      Delilah began to cry.

      “Stop.”

      It took this single word from Adam for everyone to realise they had been praying someone would have the strength to do what was right.

      “Oh, Adam,” said Sandra. “Your heart always was your weakness.”

      “It’s not a weakness to refuse to sacrifice our souls,” said Adam. “And that’s what we’d be doing. You may be pulling the trigger, but in letting you, we’d all be damned.”

      “And if you don’t let me, you doom the world,” said Sandra. “Make your choice.”

      “I just did,” said Adam. “Stop.”

      “Adam, I’ve accepted this,” said Cassandra. “You’re doing the right thing, all of you.”

      “No, you’re doing the right thing, we’re doing the easy thing,” said Adam. “Where you’re showing incredible courage, we’re displaying outstanding cowardice. You won’t die tonight.”

      “Will you put your neck in the proverbial noose, then?” asked Sandra. “I’m not sure I could kill my son.”

      “I’m sure you’d manage,” said Adam. “But I don’t intend anyone in this corridor to die tonight.”

      “It’s not for you to say,” said Sandra. “The decision has been carried. You stand alone. Outvoted.”

      “No,” said Eve. “He doesn’t.”

      Sandra sighed. “I expect this from him, but you’ve always been a realist. You know what I’m doing is right.”

      Ignoring her mother, Eve said, “With Adam and me it’s two votes for no one in this corridor dying tonight. We need seven to overturn the decision. Anyone else want to change their mind?”

      “No doubt,” said Doc. “Make it three.”

      “Four,” squeaked Delilah.

      Graham’s growl signified five.

      Hattie: “Make it six.”

      Omi: “Seven.”

      Tameka: “Eight, and nine for Noah.”

      Rachel: “Goes without saying I’m ten, doesn’t it?”

      That left three, including Sandra and Cassandra. Ursula considered, twisting her hands. Then she shrugged.

      “Sandra, if you’d be so kind as to return my gun.”

      Cassandra was crying with gratitude. Delilah and Tameka rushed to comfort her.

      Shaking her head, Sandra chucked the weapon to Ursula. She turned to Adam, who, with one word, had changed everything.

      “You really think you can reach and kill this Pandora?”

      “No,” said Adam. “I think Eve can, but in case she fails, I’ll be pursuing Plan B.”

      “Oh, and what’s that?”

      He gave a grim smile.

      “I’m going to kill Lucy.”
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        * * *

      

      Eve said, “Are you sure about this?”

      “It makes sense. Pandora’s the best play because we know where she’ll be. You all hit the red room; I’ll meet you as soon as I can.”

      “You will not,” said Sandra. “She’s my daughter.”

      Clenching his fists, Adam turned to his mother. She stood as tall as ever, emanating the kind of undefiable power to which he had always bent in his youth.

      That was then.

      “You can take her,” he said to Eve.

      There had been no discussion of the plan. Having agreed to kill no one in the hallway, the group knew what came next, they were ready. Some were nervous, all—except for Noah, who could not be, and Tameka, who would stay with her son—were prepared to fight.

      “I’m not going anywhere until you’ve seen sense,” said Sandra. “You cannot believe I’ll allow you to murder your sister. If—”

      “She’s no sister of mine.”

      To speak, Adam had spun. Though his mother was a foot away, he roared. For the first time in his life, he made Sandra jump, brought a little fear to her face.

      As ever, she was fast to find composure.

      “Adam, I’ve spent twelve years trying to put myself in a position to help you and Eve. Lucy has been a big part of that.”

      “Tell me about this plan, then, mum,” said Adam. “You back-stabbed and murdered your way to the top so you could ensure our capture. You locked us in cells deep beneath the ground because you wanted to make our lives better?”

      “That wasn’t the endgame. If you give me a little time, I can explain—”

      “You don’t have to. I get the plan. You hoped to encourage us to join this despicable organisation’s private army. We would always be prisoners, but for the cost of our souls, they would afford us certain luxuries. That about right?”

      “Typical,” said Eve.

      “Oh, don’t,” said Sandra. “Don’t make me the bad guy. I was protecting you. You would have had to kill a few people, but you’ve spent your lives killing. You would still, technically, have been prisoners, but with far more freedom and luxury than you’ve ever known. Tell me that wouldn’t have been worth it?”

      “It wouldn’t,” said Adam

      “There’s that heart again. Always getting in the way.”

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      Adam turned away. He wanted a final word with his sister before they split. He was terrified this would be their last chance to talk. Before he could make it a step, Sandra had grabbed his arm.

      “You will not kill my daughter.”

      Adam yanked his arm from hers and shoved her. In a shock, she went to the floor. Wide, horrified eyes stared at her son.

      Rachel laughed. Ursula said, “You go, Adam.”

      “My whole childhood, I idolised you,” said Adam. “When you died I mourned you, while you were gone I missed you. Francis told us you were alive, and my heart filled with hope, happiness. I told myself if it was true, I’d find a way to save you. I’d see you again. I couldn’t wait.”

      “Exactly,” said Sandra. “Because I’m your mother and—”

      “Shut up. I’m not one for talking, but today I’ll have my say.”

      Around Adam and Sandra, the group had formed a circle. Somehow, they had forgotten the end of the world.

      “When I saw you, I knew something wasn’t right,” Adam continued. “Then, when you so willingly took the gun and prepared to kill Cassandra, the scales fell from my eyes.”

      “I was trying to save the world.”

      Adam ignored her. “I got to thinking about Lucy. She tortured Bethany, a girl who saved mine and Eve’s lives. She murdered Bethany, and in doing so, took that sweet, innocent girl’s form.”

      Behind Adam, Eve gasped. She hadn’t known.

      “She also tortured Bethany’s best friend,” he went on. “Addled her mind and sent her after me with a gun. I killed her. Asked no questions, just pulled the trigger, like you always taught us.”

      “That was the smart move. The girl would have killed you.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “And not the point.”

      “What is the point?”

      “Whose idea was it to kidnap and kill Bethany and steal her form?”

      There was a long pause. Then Sandra smirked and tried to brush it away.

      “Adam, come on—”

      “Forget it,” he said. “You answered in the pause. Now you’ll go with Eve, either by choice or by force, and I’m going to kill your second daughter.”

      He turned away. He couldn’t look at his mum a second longer.

      “Just be glad I can’t convince myself ending your life would help save the world—or I’d be killing you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Pandora turned from the screen with a whistle of relief.

      “For a second there, I was almost nervous. I didn’t expect that ragtag bunch to murder my baby boy, but that wasn’t what got me. It looked as though they might overcome their pathetic humanity and kill one of their own. Luckily, dearest brother Adam came through.”

      The beauty, who had been born earlier that day and appeared to be fast approaching forty, turned to Steadman and Michael, the men with whom she shared the control room.

      “Time runs short for them,” she said. “It’s difficult to measure, but I’d say, within minutes, the process will be irreversible. They rush this way; might even reach me in time, but it won’t be enough. They killed my son. Even if they did the same to my lovely daughter, it would be too late.”

      Echidna, the daughter, remained still and silent, but unignorable, in one corner of the room. She showed no emotional response to her mother talking of her dead brother, nor of the comment suggesting she might soon join the deceased Typhon. Then again, how does a creature with a plain white sheet for a face express emotion?

      “Lucy is a concern,” said Pandora. “But I don’t think they’ll find her and there’s nothing I can do in any case. Have to remain calm.”

      Despite this proclamation, she looked nervous as she turned back to the screen. The group had split now; most coming their way, a couple joining Adam on his quest to find Lucy. Pandora watched them go then turned from the screen once more.

      “What is it you humans do to relieve stress?”

      She looked from Michael to Steadman and back. Steadman didn’t know what Michael was thinking. For his part, he could barely focus on Pandora with the monster in view. He had already seen what she could do. The bodies of her victims littered the open area beyond their door.

      “You’re not very chatty, are you?” Pandora said with a fake pout. “Looks like you need to relieve some stress yourselves.” She turned away, then span back. “Oh, I remember how humans do it.”

      From birth, it had been apparent there was no point clothing Pandora. Within minutes of being born, she had grown from a baby to a toddler and was a child minutes after that. Michael, their resident midwife, had procured a towel and within it had wrapped the infant.

      At first, Pandora had all but disappeared into the towel’s folds. Now, it stopped below her knee and above her chest. She didn’t have to hold it but occasionally fiddled to stop it slipping off.

      Stepping towards the men, she did the opposite, loosening the towel and letting it slip to the floor. Steadman had believed nothing could make him look away from Echidna. When Pandora revealed her body in its entirety, he almost forgot the monster existed.

      Pandora found Steadman’s eyes and tutted.

      “You’re too eager,” she said. “Anxiety has not consumed you as much as it has me, or dearest Michael.”

      To dearest Michael, she approached, taking his hand in hers. With her other, she cupped his chin, met his eye.

      “Come, darling,” she said. “Be my stress ball.”

      Michael said nothing. Despite the glorious body before him, he still looked petrified. Pandora merely smiled and dragged him along behind her.

      Steadman was left with the monster.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eve led the line, her mother at her side. From a couple of steps behind, Omi gave directions at each turn, leading them to Steadman’s base of operations, where the red room lay. Sandra, of course, could have given the same directions. She was in too sullen a mood to be useful.

      “You’ve allowed your brother the chance to murder your sister. You understand that?”

      “I understand.”

      “If he succeeds, will the guilt not eat you alive?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Maybe not. You always were a cold, demonic bitch. Just like your mummy.”

      Eve kept her hands fixed at her side. If she allowed them to raise, she would either use her power to snap her mother’s neck or perhaps beat the cow to death, no unique gift needed. Her wrists were beginning to ache.

      “Adam will be destroyed, though. Can you allow him to destroy his future like that?”

      Omi said, Left. They took the turn and carried on. Since rising from the lowest floor, they had seen no one. All around them they heard the scurry of feet. By now, all knew of the monster, that the organisation was finished. They fled the building like rats abandoning a sinking ship.

      To her mother, Eve said, “Lucy knew we were her siblings, yet she tortured and murdered Bethany.”

      “Bethany meant nothing.”

      “She captured Adam and me.”

      “To save you, because she cares.”

      “You’re lying to yourself, or me,” said Eve. “Possibly both.”

      “It’s not too late to change your mind.”

      “It is, and I’ve had enough. Talk again: I’ll gag you.”

      Almost unable to stop herself, Sandra opened her mouth then clamped it shut. Omi gave another direction. Eve continued to lead the way.

      She hoped they were nearly there.

      Dealing with her mother was difficult; she wanted to get to saving the world.
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        * * *

      

      Adam had planned to go after Bethany alone. He had not expected help and would not have asked for it. If Eve had offered to stand at his side, he would have refused her.

      When he announced his departure, he had been surprised to see Rachel step forward and offer to come along for the ride.

      “You saved my daughter’s life,” said the mother. “Dared to speak up when even I had bowed my head, ready to let her go. I’ll do anything to help. As will Ursula.”

      “What? No, I won’t.”

      Now the three of them moved through the halls of the lowest level of the facility. Rachel led the way, Ursula stayed a little back, still grumbling that Rachel had forced her along.

      “I should be with my son.”

      “Your son can do without you,” said Rachel. “We know this place better than Adam. He needs us.”

      “Why couldn’t you have done that alone?”

      “Adam’s a hot-blooded male. He might have taken advantage.”

      Ursula laughed. Despite his still high temper, Adam blushed. Noting this, Rachel laughed too.

      In truth, Adam struggled not to pity these women. Ursula had been 19 when she arrived at the facility and fallen pregnant with Graham. Now 25, younger than Adam, she retained looks that befit her youth, helped by her incredible natural beauty, but acted older, wiser, harder. She held a shotgun and Adam had the impression she would use it without hesitation. He supposed six years of imprisonment did that to a person.

      Rachel had arrived earlier, in 2002, at 22. Now she was forty and had suffered eighteen years of imprisonment. She acted much the same as Ursula. Though she had suffered thrice as long, it did not seem that way. Perhaps after half a decade or so, everything levelled out.

      Of course, Adam’s life had been tough for almost thirty years. He wondered if it was easier for him. A hard life on the run was all he had known. Ursula and Rachel had experienced normality before having everything snatched away.

      “This is it,” said Rachel.

      Adam was pulled from his reverie to examine the door. It looked no different to the one behind which Saskia had lain.

      Noah. Not Saskia. He could not prevent himself from returning to his ex, the only girl he had ever loved. Each time she popped into his mind as a false memory, the tears rose, and his heart cracked. Part of him still wanted to kill Noah for what he’d done.

      “She won’t be here,” said Ursula.

      “Probably not,” agreed Adam, “but it’s as good a place to start as any, don’t you think?”

      He looked at Ursula, who shrugged. Rachel gave no comment before pushing the door and holding it as they walked through.

      Adam made it two steps before stopping dead.

      “Oh, my God.”

      “Isn’t it hideous?” Ursula asked, coming up to stand beside him.

      Behind them, the door slammed, making them jump. Adam twisted to find Rachel’s shotgun raised, pointing at Ursula.

      “You’re rude,” Rachel said.

      Laughing, Ursula turned. The laugh fast left her face when she saw Rachel’s weapon.

      “Put that down.”

      Ursula’s gun hung at her side. Sensing no danger from the woman she considered her friend, she rolled her eyes. Rachel was shaking her head.

      “Shan’t.”

      Furious with himself, Adam carefully reached for the pistol in the back of his trousers. Rachel swung the shotgun his way.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I was just thinking,” said Adam, “it didn’t seem like you’d been here twenty years.”

      “Very astute.”

      “What’s going on?” repeated Ursula. “Rachel, put that effin gun down, will you?”

      “Tell her,” said Rachel.

      “Tell me what?”

      Adam closed his eyes. He considered grabbing for his gun, firing. He was not close to convinced he could get a shot off before the shotgun slug blasted both he and Ursula away.

      “I think Rachel’s dead,” said Adam.

      He took another step and held his hands wide, so she wouldn’t shoot. He looked at Ursula.

      “We came looking for Lucy,” he said. “But there was no need.”

      “She was with us already.”
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        * * *

      

      Before long, they reached the mammoth reinforced doors which stood between them and the red room. To their right, a pad offered a select few staff members direct entry into this most restricted zone. Eve spoke to her mother.

      “Open it.”

      Though still sullen, Sandra was sufficiently frightened by the consequences of inertia that she did not hesitate in doing as asked. Seconds later, the doors began to push back. Within a minute, the heavy steel had parted far enough for Eve to slip through, followed by her unusual team of would-be heroes.

      At the end of the corridor into which they entered was another door, smaller though no less imposing than the first. Sandra opened this door also, releasing the team into a large circular area filled with various workstations and a significant number of skeletonised corpses.

      “Man, when did you guys last come in here?”

      Eve knew what Doc meant. She had no doubt something had killed these men and women recently. It looked as though they’d died decades ago; that the organisation had left them to rot.

      The area was empty of the living. From the circular space, eight doors led into various rooms or corridors. The heaviest and oldest looking of these led into the red room. Bar one, all options were silent.

      Eve pointed to the room from which came the noises. Once she had everyone’s attention, she signalled those who were armed should raise their guns. That meant Omi, Doc and Eve. Graham was a weapon unto himself, and stepped forward, ready to launch.

      Eve approached first. Now there were no signs of hell coming to call; she felt safe shielding them. Having already tangled with one monster and not ruling out the existence of more, she knew this invisible defence might not be enough.

      As she stepped over a skeleton and proceeded towards the room, the door pulled back. Eve stopped, so did those behind her. There was a squeal. A man in his thirties with messy dark hair and jeans in his arms came tumbling out. He was topless. His boxers were on backwards. Falling to his knees, he raised his hands and squeaked.

      “Pardon?” said Eve.

      “Don’t shoot,” he said. “I surrender.”

      His raised arms trembled as might trees atop an earthquake. Eve looked at her mother.

      “You know him?”

      “He’s a midwife. He delivered my baby.”

      It was Hattie who had answered. She blushed when Eve turned her way, as though afraid she might have given an incorrect answer.

      “I look after the mums,” said the midwife. “I help them give birth. I make sure their baby is okay. I’m not a bad guy.”

      “Are you unaware of what happens to the women who enter the red room but do not come out pregnant?”

      The midwife hung his head; said nothing.

      “That’s what I thought. Sounds as though you’re complicit, and you know what that means?”

      She raised her gun. A voice said, “Hang on.”

      A woman, from the room from which the midwife had so recently been ejected.

      “Who is it?” called Eve.

      “Pandora. You’ve come to kill me, right? So maybe you should focus on that. Don’t waste bullets on Michael.”

      “I wouldn’t consider it a waste,” said Eve. “More like a pleasure.”

      “Oh sister of mine,” said Pandora. “You’re so cold. I love it.”

      Eve tried not to look at her mother. Her grip tightened on her gun. She wanted to argue the point but had she not been about to end the life of a man on his knees, unarmed, arms raised in surrender?

      “You don’t sound as though you were born today,” said Eve.

      “You know why that is,” said Pandora.

      “I do. Why don’t you come out, so I can kill you?”

      “I’m like a mayfly. I’ll be dead by the end of the day. I’d like to enjoy what little time I have.”

      Eve looked at the near-naked man, on his knees, trembling.

      “Looks like you have been.”

      Pandora laughed. “He made for adequate stress relief.”

      “I’m glad,” said Eve. “Now come out before I kill him.”

      “No, thank you. Echidna.”

      “It’s Eve.”

      “Actually,” said Omi. “Echidna is a primordial sea monster from Greek Mythology.”

      Before Eve could sarcastically thank Omi for this tidbit, a door nearby burst open. Something entered the room.

      “I think I know what happened to the skeletons,” said Doc.

      The monster approached.

      “You must be Echidna.”

      The monster charged.
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        * * *

      

      “I know what you’re thinking,” said Lucy through Rachel’s mouth. Her gun she pointed at Ursula, rather than Adam. Centre mass. Adam thought he knew why.

      “I’m thinking you’re a bitch,” said Ursula, her expression sheet-white with fury. “Rachel was always kind to you. Made you feel included though you never deserved it. And you killed her. Just like that. Don’t you feel guilty?”

      “I feel like I wasn’t talking to you,” said Lucy. “Aiming at you, talking to him. Learn the distinction and shut up. Now, Adam, what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m thinking I’m going to kill you.”

      “I know how you escaped your cell. The idiots that staffed this place couldn’t see the truth when it was staring them in the face; when it was the only solution that made sense. I know what you did, and I know what you’re thinking.”

      “Still thinking I’m going to kill you.”

      “You’re thinking,” Lucy said, unperturbed, “that you and Ursula can turn invisible, walk through any bullets I might fire, through the wall, and escape.” She tutted, shook her head.

      “You don’t think that would work?”

      “I know how your power tires you. I’d not have to wait long before you collapsed. Then you’d be mine.”

      “I could be far enough away by then. You’d never catch me.”

      “Far enough? Even carrying Ursula?”

      Lucy had already lowered the gun. As she finished speaking, she pulled the trigger.

      Ursula screamed. The bullet smashed her leg. The force of it spun her in a pirouette. As she tumbled, Adam moved, dropping to his knees and catching her, pulling her head into his lamp on the ground.

      “So romantic,” said Lucy. “Let yourself down, though, haven’t you? You’re so angry at mum you forgot her teachings.”

      Adam said nothing; partly because he was focusing on Ursula, mostly because he was furious at himself. Lucy was right. He could have turned invisible and untouchable straight away and taken Lucy out. He let her talk, now this.

      Removing the jacket from his back, he threw it around Ursula’s leg, tying it to stem the flow of blood as best he could. If he tried to carry her while using his power, he was unconvinced he’d reach the door.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. Ursula was in too much pain to reply.

      “This is sweet,” said Lucy. “But you’re wasting time dealing with her. Come on, talk to me. That’s why we’re here, after all.”

      Adam kept his focus on Ursula but listened to Lucy. There was only so much he could do for Graham’s mother while trapped with his armed, insane sister.

      “I thought you wanted to escape?” said Adam.

      “Which shows you’re not so smart. If I wanted to escape, I would have fled when it kicked off. I went looking for Ursula. Found Rachel instead and took her form just in time to team up with the monster’s beautiful mother. Been a bit of rollercoaster since then.”

      “So Ursula was your target all along? You were just waiting for the opportune moment?”

      Lucy smiled a deadly smile. It did not fit the face she wore. Sidestepping, she kept her gun trained on Ursula while referencing the walls.

      “I wish I was a big enough person to expunge vanity. Alas, I’m only human. Possibly half.”

      Upon entering the room, it was the walls that had caused Adam to stop short and gasp. Every available inch Lucy had covered with headshot photographs and pictures; from a camera, out of magazines, printed from the internet. Each image overlapped or was overlayed by at least three others. In places, the tacked up pictures ran as many as five or six layers deep with older faces buried like the bodies of Lucy’s victims.

      Having spent his life on the run, Adam was not up on popular culture, past or present. Still, some faces he recognised as those of the ultra-famous. He had no doubt many were of B listers with whom he was not familiar. Many more clearly depicted ordinary men and women, out and about, minding their business. Each with no idea, Lucy was taking their photo.

      “I love being beautiful,” said Lucy. “I idolise the female form. On occasion, I have tried being male, but it’s never the same. The faces you see here are faces I would like to wear. Some I have worn. Most are unobtainable. None are so beautiful as Ursula. She is the ultimate prize and for so long the cruellest trick. My greatest desire kept so close but forbidden. At least, until now.”

      Lucy tilted her head to look at Ursula, as though expecting a response. None came, so the maniac shrugged.

      “But she is only half of it,” Lucy continued. “Once I have the perfect face and body, I would like the perfect companion. Not sexually, because sex doesn’t interest me. Someone with whom I can share everything, with whom I can form a true bond. That is something I have never known, but you’re my brother, and today this great absence in my life will be rectified.”

      A dreamy look had come across her face. Her hands appeared to be loose upon the gun. Adam could almost believe Lucy was ripe for the taking.

      Her finger remained on the trigger. Adam suspected a lot of what he saw was an act. He was not confident enough to go for the takedown.

      “You can’t be serious?” he said.

      “Whyever not?”

      “How would we ever bond?”

      This confused her.

      “You’re my brother,” she said. Big brothers protect their little sisters. I’ve read about it and seen it on the telly.”

      “You’re a monster. You killed Bethany, shot Ursula, and have murdered many more.”

      “We have our differences. We’ll bicker, that’s okay. We’re siblings. That means we forgive each other’s flaws, no matter what.”

      Adam almost laughed. “You’re demented.”

      Lucy closed her eyes, but only for a second. Her jaw was tense. Adam could see how she held her temper. Scarily, she looked a lot like Eve or his mother as she did.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” she said. “For now, I need to act, before Ursula bleeds out. I’m able to take the form of the dead, but you don’t want to see the result. Trust me. Not pretty, no matter how stunning or fresh the subject. Stand back.”

      She stepped forward.

      Adam rose.

      “Stay where you are.”

      “Remember who has the gun,” she said, pointing it at him. “I want us to bond, Adam, but don’t think I won’t put a bullet in you if you try to get in my way.”

      “You think shooting me would help us bond?”

      “Siblings fight,” said Lucy. “Sometimes, one party gets injured, but they kiss and makeup in the end. That’s how it works.”

      She took another step forward, then paused again.

      “Oh, and if you have the power to make her inaudible, I’d do that now.”

      Another step.

      “When I do this, my subjects tend to scream.”
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        * * *

      

      On twelve scorpion-like legs, the ten-foot-high monster sped towards the shield, battering it with at least as much force as had the previous beast.

      Shockwaves almost toppled Eve. The assault on her previous shields had left her knackered. When Echidna began pummelling the invisible barrier with three fists, Eve flinched with every blow.

      From the room they had initially approached, Pandora emerged, wrapped in a towel, beaming with triumph. She appeared to be in her forties, though she had been born that day. She ruffled Michael’s hair.

      “You’re okay now, sweetpea.”

      “Don’t count on it,” said Eve.

      The threat had less effect than it might have, as Eve strained under Echidna’s constant barrage against her shield.

      “Guns at the ready,” she said. Doc and Omi obliged. As Eve tried to raise her weapon, it slipped between her fingers. She was afraid if she stooped to collect it, the shield would break.

      Pandora laughed. “This is pathetic, pointless. The door will open. Humanity will fall. Maybe you have thirty seconds to stop it. You never will. You can’t kill me and hold the shield. To destroy me, you’d have to let your little team die.”

      Eve looked at Grendel, who growled at her to release the shield, to let her take on the beast. At Sandra and Doc, who feared death. At Omi and Delilah who might have died to save the world but could not face losing each other. At Hattie, who cared only for her daughter, and at Cassandra, who might sacrifice herself but wanted no other fatalities. Eve wasn’t sure how she herself felt.

      “Even without your brother, your heart still spells your downfall.”

      Her smile was almost unbearable. Perhaps it was this smug look that caused Sandra to collect Eve’s gun and shoot Cassandra in the head.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t do this.”

      Lucy kept the gun on him. Leaning over, she reached towards Ursula’s leg. Her proposed victim was taking long, ragged breaths, trying to deal with the pain of the bullet. When Adam spoke, Ursula looked at him. Adam met her eye, then returned to Lucy.

      “I know you think siblings can get through anything,” he continued. “That’s not true, but I think I can forgive what you did to Bethany.”

      Adam expected Lucy to meet this statement with suspicion. She beamed.

      “Really?”

      Adam tried to keep his face relaxed as he nodded. That she found it so easy to believe he could forgive showed how unhinged Lucy was. All the years of wearing the faces’ of others had left her so unbalanced it was amazing she remained standing.

      “In time,” he said, after loosening his jaw. “You didn’t know me then. You were following mum’s orders. Bearing that in mind, I can overlook it.”

      “Thank you, oh thank you, Adam, I’m so glad to—”

      He raised a hand to silence her. She nodded with some contrition.

      “I can forgive you for Bethany, but for what you’re about to do, no way. If you murder Ursula after I’ve asked you not to, even as your brother, I can’t move past such a betrayal.”

      Lucy stared. She looked at Ursula then back to Adam. Her eyes filled with confusion, as though she was trying to process his words but could not quite make them fit what TV and books had taught her.

      “Do you know who Francis was?” Adam said, trying another angle.

      “Of course,” said Lucy. “He was in charge of capturing you before mum took over. He was a failure.”

      “He was,” said Adam. “For years, he still made our lives miserable. When we came face to face with him, Eve—”

      “Don’t talk about her,” Lucy said. Adam was surprised by the ferocity in her voice. He raised his hands.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know that was a problem. Eve’s your sibling too, you know?”

      A twitch had appeared above Lucy’s right eye. Though her gun remained aimed at Adam’s chest, her hands shook. Here was a maniac used to murdering without hesitation anyone who upset her. With all her might, she was fighting that impulse.

      “You may not like to talk about her,” Adam proceeded. “But my point is she wanted to kill Francis for all he’d done. I asked her to let him live, and she did because that’s what brother and sister teams do.“

      Lucy again glanced at Ursula, but for only a second. When she returned to Adam, she seemed to have curtailed her desire to kill him for upsetting her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “When I was little, mum would tell me stories about you and Eve. At night, I would relive the stories in my dreams by taking Eve’s place. You and I would flee our pursuers. We’d destroy those who got in our way.”

      Adam was amazed to see a tear in Lucy’s eye. Emotion was overcoming her. It did not compel her to drop the gun.

      “I know it’s silly,” she said, “but I grew to resent Eve. Still, I get your point. You’re my brother. If I want to develop a trusting relationship with you, I should grant this favour. Right?”

      “That’s right.”

      Her eyes remained wet. Her face lit when Adam confirmed she’d answered correctly. Her hand was still far too close to Ursula for comfort.

      “I’ve always dreamed of being beautiful.”

      “And you will be,” said Adam. “Ursula ain’t the most beautiful girl in the world. We’ll find someone else.”

      Lucy was nodding. “Yes, yes, I can find someone else.” She almost glanced at Ursula one more time, then stopped. Looked at Adam.

      “You’ll let me kill someone else?”

      At last, suspicion came. Lucy was so desperate for Adam to be her willing brother that desire had overpowered logic. Now logic began to fight back.

      “I wouldn’t want to watch you do it but…” Adam shook his head. “No, I’m sorry, I’d never let you murder someone, nor will I have to stop you. You’ll be dead, and in dying, you’ll save the world. Not that I need that reason to murder you, after everything you’ve done.”

      The twitch became a spasm. Fury rushed into every inch of Lucy’s expression and frame.

      “You liar. You hateful liar. I only ever wanted to be your sister.”

      “You shouldn’t have killed Bethany or shot Ursula. You should haven’t tortured an innocent girl and arranged it so I would kill her.”

      “Fuck you,” said Lucy. “I’m taking Ursula’s face. You see if you can draw that little pistol in time to stop me.”

      “I’m not the only one with a gun.”

      “Wha—”

      The bullet smashed into Lucy’s side and threw her with considerable force into the wall. Adam looked at Ursula, who let the shotgun fall upon her chest, then gave Adam a chiding look.

      “What do you mean I ain’t the most beautiful girl in the world?”
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        * * *

      

      Eve spun towards Cassandra, hand out, shouting, “No.”

      The distraction followed by the action did not spell the shield’s end. It sufficiently damaged the structural integrity of the barrier that when next it faced Echidna’s fists, it shattered.

      The broken energy hit Eve and sent her tumbling across the room.

      The monster roared. Doc and Omi began to fire while Grendel roared and pounced, and Sandra fled.

      “Get out,” Omi roared to Hattie and Delilah. “Go now.”

      At first, Omi and Doc had been firing into the beast’s mask-like face. The bullets seemed to vanish upon meeting the white sheet but did no damage. They moved to firing at the muscular torso.

      Two of the beast’s hands met Doc’s chest like rocket powered sledgehammers, sending him screaming across the room, crashing into a work station, landing on the crumbling remains of two of Echidna’s previous victims.

      “Go, go, go,” Omi shouted.

      Instead of running, Delilah tried approaching Omi. Hattie grabbed the girl’s hand but could not pull her daughter away. Rising to her knees, Eve looked to them. With a flick of the wrist, she shoved Delilah, giving Hattie the impetus to drag her daughter down the corridor, away from the mayhem.

      Bullets continued to smash Echidna’s chest but caused little pain. The only damage Eve could see was a tiny cut dead centre. Graham must have seen the same. He dived upon the creature’s back and bought his hands to the wound, trying to dig his sharp nails inside.

      Despite the lack of a mouth, the beast squealed. One arm grabbed Graham’s left wrist. One grabbed the right. The third got the throat and squeezed, tighter and tighter. Graham tried to roar, but only a wheeze escaped. His hands went loose around Echidna’s torso, prompting her to release his wrists.

      With all three hands, she threw him from her back, into the far wall. He landed in a heap and did not move.

      Eve was standing. The whole bout had taken mere seconds.

      Omi’s gun ran dry. He searched for a clip, but the creature shot towards him, grabbed him by the throat, lifted him into the air.

      Now the guard hung above the creature. She pointed his face to her white mask; began to lower his helpless body.

      Eve spied the hole in the monster’s chest. Graham had made it a little wider. Green blood seeped out and ran in a line down the bare torso.

      Omi’s face touched Echidna’s mask; he screamed.

      Eve pointed at Echidna’s chest. The beast howled. For a couple more seconds, she held Omi, then her hand unclasped. Omi fell.

      She turned to Eve.

      With one hand, she covered the hole in her chest. That wasn’t enough to stop Eve who used her mind to pull at the edges, ripping the flesh wider and wider, releasing more and more blood.

      Despite the pain in which she must have been, Echidna began towards Eve. From somewhere, a low growl left the beast. Because of the ever-widening wound, she moved more slowly than she had. Still, if she reached Eve, it would be over.

      The wound became a gaping hole, but wouldn’t kill her quickly enough. Already, Eve was backed to a wall. In twenty seconds, Echidna would arrive.

      Eve put all her energy into tearing apart the wound.

      It still wouldn’t be enough.

      Another growl. Because Echidna had no mouth, and it was impossible to tell where the sounds she made came from, Eve first assumed this was another noise from the monster.

      No, the sounds came from further away. Eve could not chance a look in its direction. As the growl became a howl, she knew Graham was up and rearing to fight.

      Echidna paused. The wound grew wider.

      Graham’s feet crashed across the metal floor.

      He was on her. Roaring, pounding at her chest, trying to rip out her throat. The beast had no choice but to deal with this menace. All three hands came to grab him, to pull him loose.

      The distraction was all Eve needed. Walking forward with purpose, she raised her hands and screamed with the force of her actions.

      Echidna got a hold of Graham and once more tossed him from her back.

      And was torn in half by Eve.

      The two halves of the fearsome creature slumped to the ground, sending waves of green blood in all directions. Thankfully, Eve was outside of the blast zone.

      By the wall, Graham clambered to his feet. Omi, too, was moving. Delilah, Sandra and Hattie had gone. From behind the desk over which Echidna had hit him, Doc rose.

      “Did we win?”

      Eve was moving around the dead monster to a body in which she was much more interested. She dropped to her knees beside Cassandra; felt for a pulse though she knew it was pointless. Shot in the head from point-blank range, the eighteen-year-old elderly woman had died before she hit the floor. Eve could not bring herself to answer Doc.

      Pandora could.

      “No, you didn’t.”

      Eve looked up. During the battle, Pandora had crossed unnoticed to the red room and opened the door, through which Eve could see two bodies. Dead, but not skeletonised like most in the vicinity.

      The bodies though, were not what drew the eye.

      On one wall, what appeared to be a whirlpool of flames span with incredible ferocity. Eve recognised it. She had seen many such spinning, cascading disks of fire in her time. On walls like this but also on ceilings, in the sky, in the ground. They always appeared before Eve tumbled into hell.

      A glance at Doc was enough to indicate this one was different. Everyone could see it.

      “Cassandra died for nothing,” said Pandora. “Hell is here.”

      And, through the whirlpool of flames, they heard the screams of triumph.
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        * * *

      

      For nearly three decades, Sandra had given everything to protect her elder children. They’d never understood.

      There was a time, when they were five or six, Sandra had considered walking away. Having woken in the early hours in another dank and dirty hotel, Sandra had left the hard, stained mattress and crossed to the camp bed her children shared. For a while, she had watched them sleep. They were so beautiful. She considered walking away. She knew if she left the room and never returned, she could have a happy life. The organisation might continue to pursue her. There was no chance they would devote the time and resources to finding her that they did to finding her twins. Effortlessly, she could avoid them.

      Because, despite herself, she loved the twins, she had stayed. Because she loved them, she had risked her life returning into the red room. Surviving that encounter, she had sold her soul to climb the ranks, reach the top, all in aid of improving the lives of her eldest daughter and son. So many awful acts perpetrated, and yet it was in the most heroic act she would ever commit she forever forfeited her chance of being a part of kids lives.

      Who would have thought it?

      Upon spying Eve’s gun on the floor, a sense of purpose had overcome Sandra. Cassandra had been facing the other way. As Sandra rose and turned, the fortune teller had faced her. There had been resignation in the girl’s eyes. Even as Sandra pulled the trigger, some lost part of her soul had screamed at the finger to stop.

      Then Cassandra was dead.

      Sandra had fled, not for fear of for her life, but because, in her moment of triumph, a desperate, miserable fury had overcome her, for Cassandra and for the life she, Sandra, had lost.

      She would never see her children again. Adam would kill Lucy, or Lucy would kill Adam. Either way, this was their end. She wished she could say goodbye to her younger daughter. She had never been able to love Lucinda as she loved Eve. A result, no doubt, of Lucinda’s fast ageing and constant body switching. It was like having a hundred daughters you only saw once, rather than one you saw repeatedly.

      Probably, Sandra was the only person who remembered the original Lucinda. All scars and grey skin. Malformed bones and no teeth. Doctor Mahir told Sandra her daughter would soon die. Lucinda had taken the hand of the man who had delivered her death sentence, and that was it. He had died, and she was he; a forty-three-year-old, tall and proud. She had never looked back.

      No point thinking about them now. About the rights and wrongs. Sandra had wasted the majority of her life, but it wasn’t over. She would escape and start again. She would forget her children. She would focus on how she had saved the world. She would try to be happy.

      She reached her office and stepped inside. Someone or someones had plundered her drinks cabinet. The fridge in which she kept an assortment of juices was open. Most the juices remained. They had probably spoiled.

      A dead body lay beside her desk; another on the sofa.

      The first was a man named Titus. A long time member of the organisation who never knocked. Someone had shot him three times. For an infraction better or worse than entering an office uninvited, Sandra did not know.

      It was much harder to look at the body on the sofa—a girl, barely out of her teens, beautiful in a washed-up runaway kind of way. Sandra had plucked her from the latest red room trial and escorted the hapless thing to her office. She was to be a present for Lucy, who had been unhappy as Bethany, vein as she was. She would have enjoyed the runaway’s form, Sandra was sure.

      At least one person had enjoyed the girl’s form. Her clothes had been ripped from her body. Her skin was bruised all over. Her swollen neck suggested her end had come via strangulation.

      Shaking as though drunk, Sandra stepped over the dead man and sat at her desk, which faced the sofa on which lay the dead girl. Sandra could not stand to look at that beaten body and could not look away. Given the work the organisation did (or had done) they hired more than their fair share of despicable humans. It did not surprise Sandra to learn that one or more of them had taken a detour from fleeing a terrifying monster to rape and murder this innocent girl. It repulsed her, though she had been planning a painful demise for the girl herself. She wished she could find the men and make them pay for what they had done. Too late; they’d be gone.

      She had been planning to leave. She had come here only to gather a few bits. It made no sense to dawdle, not when the facility remained so dangerous.

      Unable to move, she sat at her desk, fists clenched. She felt the rage build and build until she could hold it no more. Exploding, she stood screaming and swept everything from her desk before pounding the wooden surface. In the company of a dead guard and dead girl, she slumped back into her chair and dropped her head to the table. Unable to hold the misery at bay, she began to cry.

      For what felt like an age, she remained this way. When no tears remained, she rose from the table and glanced one last time at the girl. The plan had been to go. Now she knew she must return to Eve, no matter the consequences. Drying her eyes, she stepped from behind the desk as someone appeared in the open doorway.

      Taking a deep breath, refusing to let her voice quiver, Sandra said, “Hattie, what do you want?”

      For a few moments, the teenager stared at Sandra. Only when the older woman moved did the teen seem to snap out of her reverie.

      “I know what you asked of Yacob,” she said. “You were going to use me to capture Delilah then murder Omi and me.”

      Sandra cocked her head, examined the girl. This hardly seemed the time to be discussing such concerns. Sandra tried a smile, though it felt hollow.

      “There is a monster nearby,” she said. “I assume Omi has sent you and Delilah away to keep you safe, so you should continue. Get to the surface before it’s too late.”

      “You were one of us,” said Hattie, ignoring Sandra’s advice. “You were supposed to understand.”

      Sandra said nothing. The words hit hard. Already in a state of misery and self-loathing, Hattie’s outburst was another blow. Sandra needed the silly girl to leave. She had places to be.

      “Don’t you have anything to say?” said Hattie.

      Sandra had been around Hattie’s age when she had arrived in this hell hole. She had been lost and alone but she’d had a life. The organisation had taken that. Nearly thirty years later they had done the same to Hattie, with many more in between. Sandra had been in a position to do something about it but never had.

      She almost told Hattie sorry, though it would mean little. She was saving such sentiment for her daughter, and Adam or Lucy, depending who survived their encounter. Hattie would have to go on without Sandra’s apology.

      “I did what I had to do,” she said, hating herself for it. “Now get out of my way.”

      Hattie did not. She said, “You’re despicable. A foul, evil woman. I hate you.”

      “I’m sure you do,” said Sandra and tried to push past the teenager.

      Hattie pushed back, shoving Sandra into the wall. Sandra tried to speak but felt the blade slide between her ribs; looked down to see the hilt in Hattie’s rapidly reddening hand.

      “I took this from Yacob,” she said. “I didn’t want to use it. All I wanted was for you to say sorry.”

      Sandra opened her mouth, but no words escaped. All over, she felt cold. Hattie met her eye. Neither woman looked away until they heard feet outside the door.

      “Mumma?”

      “I’ll be there in a minute, sweetheart,” said Hattie.

      She looked at the door, then once more at Sandra.

      “My daughter,” she said. “All you had to do was be a mother.”

      She left the blade as she turned away. Said nothing more as she swept from the room.

      Sandra remained against the wall as though the blade had nailed her to it like a photo frame. She clutched the hilt as Hattie had. She stared across the office at the sofa on which a dead girl lay.

      She thought I want to be a mother.

      Alone but for the dead and her regret, she began to cry.
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        * * *

      

      “Let us do a quick health check on our merry band of heroes,” called Pandora from the open red room door. “Three runaways, one maimed, one dead, one ancient. That leaves two, you and your pet Grendel, to defeat our father’s army. Do you feel confident?”

      Eve stood from Cassandra’s side. She wished there was something she could do for the precognitive teenager, but there was not. Behind her; a growl.

      “His name’s Graham,” said Eve. “And he’s not my pet. He’s an ally and friend.”

      “How touching.”

      “In answer to your question,” Eve continued. “We’re confident we can defeat our father, if that is what he is, and any army he has to offer.”

      Pandora burst out laughing. She turned to Doc, as though he might join in. Doc was too busy testing his broken leg to partake with either side. He screamed and collapsed into a heap of bones.

      “Your cause is hopeless, dear sister,” said Pandora. “You’ve met our father many times. Has he ever told you about himself? Do you understand why he wants to enter this world?”

      “He never told me,” said Eve. “Didn’t have to.”

      “No?”

      “No. It’s obvious there’s no wifi over there, of course, ‘daddy’ wants to escape. Unfortunately, it’s not okay to invade another world purely because one is unable to stream and binge their favourite boxsets.”

      “You’re funny,” said Pandora, though this time she did not laugh. “I think your humour, though, is born of your fear, and your fear, I can tell you, is warranted.”

      “Is that so?”

      Pandora nodded. The woman, who had left forty behind and was swinging towards fifty, was bouncing on her toes like a kid. She wanted to talk. Wanted to explain. She was beginning to annoy Eve.

      “I’ve always found our father to be the quiet type,” she said. “Why don’t you tell me about him?”

      Pandora clapped. Her smile was delightful. Almost enough to make Eve forget what a vile create she was.

      “Our father was once human,” said Pandora said. “But brilliant, and through his brilliance, he discovered the secret to creating life.”

      Pandora paused for effect. Eve rolled her eyes.

      “The secret to creating life,” she said. “That would be sex without protection. Sorry, I guess you’re too young for the birds and bees talk?”

      The smile dropped. “You know what I mean.” Eve’s sarcasm was starting to spoil it for Pandora. The frustrated woman forced herself back on track.

      “He created life, as God supposedly created life. But regardless of which, if any, religious belief set is correct, God is a jealous, possessive being, and cruel too. For his genius, father was punished, kicked from this reality into a world created just for him.”

      Eve looked at the burning whirlpool behind Pandora; the gateway to another world.

      “If that’s true,” said Eve, “then this God is too benevolent. What’s wrong with the death penalty?”

      “How about that,” said Pandora. “It seems you’re smarter than this supposedly omnipotent, omniscient deity. Because in this new world, father was God. With nothing but time and space with which to work, he forged an army of creatures boasting powers which far surpass those of my two children who you have today faced.”

      It was near impossible for Eve to keep her expression clear of terror; to act as though Pandora’s words did not bother her. She did not even trust herself to speak. Luckily, Pandora was happy to carry the conversational baton.

      “They’ll be here soon, and all will fall.”

      Eve shook her head—forced loose the words.

      “I’ll kill him.”

      Pandora snorted and turned to the red room. As she did, Eve dropped to her knees beside Omi. Fear filled the ex guards eyes. She took his hand, which was brittle and wrinkled in a way it had not been before his bout with Echidna.

      “I can hear them,” said Pandora. “Across our father’s world his forces charge, each aiming for one of millions of doors, with each of these doors connecting to only one this side. That door—” she pointed at the whirlpool. “Thousands will arrive before he steps through. You won’t survive long enough to take a shot at this God.”

      Omi was trying to squeeze Eve’s hand. Now seemingly over one hundred years of age, it took some time for him to find the strength to draw her attention. When she looked his way, he nodded at his gun. The simple action seemed to take almost all his energy.

      Taking his meaning, wishing she could offer him comfort as she had wished she could do something for Cassandra, Eve took his gun and rose.

      “Fine, then I’ll step through your door and kill our father on his home turf.”

      This threat did not appear to frighten nor alarm Pandora. As did so many things, it made her laugh. The laugh caused Eve’s finger to tense upon the trigger.

      “Please,” said Pandora, “step on through.”

      She waited, hand out, smile on. If this was some kind of bluff, it was a good one. Only when Eve took a step forward did Pandora speak again.

      “Of course, given there are millions of doors, the chances of stepping into his chamber, or even within a couple of miles of his stronghold, are infinitesimal. His world is smaller than yours, and there are no seas. Still, likelihood is you will be a long walk from where you need to be and in possession of very little time to get there.”

      Eve’s jaw worked. Behind her, Graham growled. She knew where she went, he would follow. Perhaps this was what made her pause, consider.

      Seconds later, she raised the gun, pointed it at Pandora’s head.

      “Close it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The door. Close it, or I’ll kill you.”

      With some apparent disappointment, Pandora shook her head. “Don’t you listen? I’ll be dead by day’s end. I was born little more than an hour ago. I exist only to open the doorway and bring forth our father. I don’t care if you kill me. Even if I did, the door can’t be closed. If it could, it would have slammed shut when dear sister Cassandra died. It’s too late. Please, do the sensible thing and give up hope.”

      There was that smug smile again. Though Eve believed Pandora was not afraid to die, she did not lower her gun.

      “The only thing that’s stopping me from blowing out your brains,” she said, “is that I don’t want you to die thinking you’ve won.”

      “I have won,” said Pandora. “Oh come on, don’t you see it? Our father, the most glorious being in existence, will fall upon this world with his horde and tear humankind to shreds. He’ll make slaves of whatever pitiful society remains. He’ll—"

      Eve pulled the trigger. Pandora dropped.

      “Nope, couldn’t let her live,” said Eve to no one in particular. “Way too annoying.”

      Seemingly in response to this comment, there was a howl, and a deformed, inhuman hand, pushed through the vortex to another world.
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        * * *

      

      Adam lifted Ursula, put her arm around his shoulder, and helped her from the room. He left the sister he’d never known to die, surrounded by the pictures of all the faces she had worn or had wanted to wear during her vile existence.

      “It’s okay to be upset, you know,” said Ursula, as they made for the lift. “We all make mistakes.”

      He glanced at her. “You think I made a mistake?”

      “Of course.”

      Adam called the lift, listen to the bing as it made its way down.

      He said, “You killed her.”

      “Killed her? I mean the mistake where you said there were better-looking women out there than me.”

      “Didn’t I already apologise for that?”

      “You did. And I forgave you. That’s what I’m saying. There’s no need to be upset.”

      The lift doors opened. Adam helped Ursula inside, helped her to lean against a wall. Standing opposite, he folded his arms. Stoic.

      “It’s okay to smile,” said Ursula.

      “Is it? The world might soon end.”

      “In which case, you may not get another chance.”

      Adam tried. Ursula tutted.

      “Pathetic effort.”

      This time he didn’t have to try.

      “Much better.”

      The doors opened. Ursula pushed from the wall and put an arm around Adam. Together, they made slow progress along the next corridor.

      “What brought you here in the first place?” Adam asked.

      “They were offering two grand,” she said. “I wanted shoes.”

      This wasn’t true. Adam could tell in the way she spoke, the way she looked away. Something deeper, darker, had brought her to the red room. She didn’t want to talk about it. Adam was happy to respect her wishes.

      Though he wasn’t a talker, he felt the need to speak again. As he took a breath, thinking, Ursula looked at him, smiled.

      Before he could speak: footsteps, up ahead.

      So far, they had seen no one. The monster on the bottom floor had murdered much of the building’s workforce. The remainder, having heard about the creature through the employee grapevine, had fled.

      Ursula lifted her shotgun, preparing to fire the moment the footsteps became a moving target. Adam raised a hand to cool her; afraid she might do something she’d regret.

      “Don’t,” he said, “unless they look like they’re about to.”

      “What happened to better safe than sorry?”

      Adam didn’t comment. Seconds later, a teenager and little girl burst around the corner, ran several steps towards Adam and Ursula, and stopped.

      “Okay,” said Ursula. “You win.”

      “Adam,” said Hattie, her face pale, miserable, afraid. “You need to come.”

      Adam nodded. Mother and daughter turned and returned the way they had come. Still supporting Ursula, Adam followed.

      A couple of minutes later, Hattie stopped outside a door which did not cover a prison cell. More likely an office or break room. It was ajar. Hattie pointed at the entryway but did not try to push it wider. For a few seconds, they stood in silence.

      “Hattie, what is this? We need to get to the red room. What happened there? Why aren’t you with Eve?”

      “A monster,” said Delilah in a breathy, frightened voice. “Eve made us run. We need to go back.”

      “Yes,” said Adam, “we do.”

      “Adam, I’m so sorry,” said Hattie.

      “Well, be sorry later. Where’s the red room?”

      Hattie pushed open the door. “I just hated her so much. Everything she’s done. She was going to kill Omi and me and imprison my daughter, and I just—”

      “Stop,” said Adam, and Hattie did. He eased her back and looked through the door. He closed his eyes and sighed. “You shouldn’t have shown me.”

      “I thought—”

      “We don’t have time.”

      “That’s okay,” said Ursula, who had also leaned forward to look through the door. “We can leave.”

      “No,” said Adam. “We can’t.”

      Leaving Ursula, he stepped through the door and pushed it to behind him. Ignoring the dead bodies on the sofa and by the desk, he lowered onto his haunches above his mother. She sat with her back against the wall, her hands wrapped around the hilt of the blade which Hattie had presumably plunged into her stomach. Her breathing was low and shallow, her legs and the floor around her covered in blood. Her skin was so pale she already looked like a ghost.

      She turned his way. With the back of his hand, he wiped the sweat from her brow.

      “Adam?”

      Nodding, at first not trusting himself to speak, he worked up to it. “Yep. It’s me, mum.”

      It took some time for her to respond. Each word came in a gasp of quiet pain.

      “See Lucy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Kill her?”

      He paused. “No, mum. She’s fine.”

      “Liar.”

      He looked away. Sandra didn’t. When he found the strength to look back, he saw she’d raised one hand from the hilt of the blade. It was wet with sweat and blood. He took it anyway.

      “Don’t blame Hattie,” she said.

      “I don’t. I blame you.”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      Much as he wanted to, Adam couldn’t hold the tears. He felt them come and could not resist. With the back of his free arm, he wiped his eyes. It did little good.

      “You should have stayed with us,” he said. “Twelve years ago, you should have stayed.”

      “Yes.”

      They held hands. For a little while, they sat in silence. Then mum met his eye again.

      “Bad mother,” she said. “But loved you always.”

      “I loved you too. Love you.”

      “Don’t deserve it.”

      “No,” Adam said, crying freely now. “You don’t.”

      Sandra closed her eyes. It seemed for a minute that would be it, then she opened them again, found Adam’s eye again. For a second, she appeared not to remember who he was, or why he was there. When it clicked, she smiled a sad smile.

      “Tell Eve,” she said. “Love you. Love her. All my heart. Tell Eve.”

      Adam nodded. Sandra was dying, but he couldn’t talk.

      “Tell her,” she said.

      Her eyes closed; this time, Adam knew they would not reopen.

      Rising, he closed his own eyes, felt the tears burn. For over a minute, he stood in silence amongst the dead. Only when he had composed himself entirely did he step from the room and behind him close the door.

      Hattie started right away. “Adam, I—”

      “Don’t,” he said. “I don’t hate you, I don’t blame you, but I don’t want to talk about it, so don’t. Okay?”

      Perhaps not trusting herself to speak, Hattie nodded. Adam nodded back.

      “Right. Let’s go save the world.”
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        * * *

      

      Through the red doorway, the monstrous hand pushed. With each inch it passed, the howling increased. Roaring, Eve assumed, in triumph at winning the race to enter the human world.

      A leg, shaped like no human limb, appeared. It was at first grey, muscled, powerful. The further into the world it passed, the clearer became this flaming door’s true nature. The vortex was not an open door but one covered by a barrier. As the beast passed through, that barrier began to incinerate, to flay the skin and tear free the muscle from the creature. As the howling grew louder still, Eve realised these were cries not of triumph, but pain.

      Purple blood ran free. Eve could see the creature’s bone. This destruction of its form did not prevent it pushing on, moving ever closer to its goal while screaming more with each passing second.

      At last, after ten minutes of trying, it collapsed into the red room. Squealing like a pig, it rose onto two legs and immediately collapsed. Rose again, took two steps and collapsed.

      The longest, loudest squeal yet preceded its third rise. With grim determination, it began to stomp towards Eve. Refusing to retreat, she raised a hand.

      An invisible force crashed into the beast, sent it flying through the red room into the doorway through which it had arrived. Immediately, the vortex finished the job it had started, shredding the creature. The beast returned to hell in pieces, and would not trouble them again.

      Doc had managed to prop himself against a desk. Though he appeared to be in agony, he forced himself to speak.

      “Wicked,” he said. “If they’re all going to be like that, we’ll have no trouble.”

      “They won’t be,” said Eve. She had been to hell and seen plenty of her father’s demonic spawn. Many were the size of the creature she had just despatched. Countless were larger; a decent number monolithic.

      “Well, what now then?” asked Doc.

      Eve started to plot and plan, but what was the point? It was simple enough.

      “Soon they’ll attack the barrier en masse. Plenty will die. An army big enough to destroy us and the world will no doubt survive. Our only bet is to get through the portal and find and kill my father.”

      “And that will stop them?”

      “Could do. Without their God, they’ll be lost.” The words sounded hollow. Eve did not believe them but could think of nothing else. “Doesn’t matter, it’s all we’ve got.”

      Crossing the space, she stepped over Pandora’s body and into the red room. Ignoring the two dead, she stopped a couple of feet from the entrance to her father’s world. Here she could feel the incredible heat, the power of the thing. She could hear the roars from beyond.

      “I have to go now.”

      “You can’t be serious,” said Doc. “I—”

      He tried to move; fell and screamed. Eve turned to see Omi was also trying to rise. Given his recently acquired advanced age, he’d never manage. For the first time, she noticed Michael the midwife had disappeared. Not that he would have been much use.

      Only Graham was able-bodied. He entered the red room behind her.

      “You can’t come,” she said.

      He growled. Eve took this to mean why not.

      “Because this is a suicide mission. I’m going to put a shield up and try to cross the barrier, but I fully expect to die. Even if I reach the other side, I’ll probably be hundreds of miles from where I need to be, surrounded by beings of incredible power. It’s a suicide mission. I’m doing it alone.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      Graham turned, Eve looked past the towering man to see Adam arrive, followed by Delilah, Hattie and a limping Ursula.

      Graham ran for his mother, lifted her into the air. Eve went to Adam.

      They embraced, clung to each other. Both cried.

      When they pulled apart, Adam looked into the red room. “We killed Lucy,” he said. “Guess we weren’t quick enough.”

      “Not quite,” said Eve. “Our mother killed Cassandra and fled. That weren’t quick enough either.”

      Adam nodded. She saw there was something she needed to know.

      “What?”

      He considered withholding. Knowing he would tell her, Eve didn’t push.

      At last, he said, “mum’s dead.”

      Eve had already lost her mother once. Time two should have been easier. Given she hated her mother, both occasions should have been fine. Still, she felt as though she’d been hit by a truck. She stumbled, only remained standing because Adam caught her, held her.

      “Do you know what happened?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Did you—”

      “Yes. She blamed herself.”

      “Well, yeah,” Eve nodded.

      “She said she’d been a terrible mother.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Said she should never have left us.”

      “Yup.”

      “She said she loved you, with all of her heart. Me too, but she wanted you to know. She loved you.”

      Eve opened her mouth but did not speak. She closed her eyes and was beset by memories of her mum which she could neither fight nor push back. Unable to stop the tears, she pulled free of Adam and turned to the red room.

      “I have to go.”

      “We have to go,” said Adam.

      “No, no, you can’t.”

      She had stormed into the red room. In a mad state of grief, she might have thrown herself into the barrier, forgetting even to raise her shield. Before she could leap, Adam caught her wrist, yanked her back.

      “Why do you get to be the hero?”

      “It has to be me,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because of course it does,” she said, almost screaming. “Because you’ve spent your life dreaming of a post-organisation world. Well, here it is. There’s no organisation, so go find the one thing you’ve always wanted: a normal life. That was never my dream. Let me do the right thing. Let me go.”

      She turned for the vortex. Adam caught her again.

      “No.”

      “Let me go.”

      “No.”

      She raised a hand.

      “I could send you across that room.”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “But you won’t. Because you know you’re talking rubbish. You know a normal life wasn’t your dream not because you don’t desperately want it, but because you were too pessimistic ever to believe it was possible. You know my life is meaningless without you, even if I could have normal, which I can’t because some horrifying army is about to crush humanity. You can’t stop it alone. You haven’t a hope in hell.”

      “And I’m the pessimist.”

      “You don’t get it. Eve, you’ve always said I’m your hope. You’ve always kept us going by saving our lives. I’ve kept us going by keeping faith that things could be better one day. Now here we are, standing at the end. We know this is only going one way but, whatever happens, you’ve can’t honestly believe you’re going through that doorway alone. I’ve always been your hope. Now let me be your hope in hell.”

      Eve shouldn’t have been surprised. Still, she was overwhelmed with emotion.

      “I love you, little brother.”

      “It’s less than half an hour’s difference. We’re twins. You’ve got to stop saying that.”

      “Never will.”

      “Whatever, fine. Either way, with me you won’t need a shield.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can walk through doors now. Don’t see why this would be any different.”

      “Even if you can,” said Eve. “Doesn’t help us on the other side. We could come out in one of millions of locations. We’ve no way of finding the guy we got to kill.”

      They glanced at each other, then into the swirling red. Neither could think of a way around the issue; they knew they would go regardless.

      The twins took each other’s hands. Before they could move, someone cleared their throat.

      All eyes turned to Delilah, who looked afraid but determined.

      “Yes?” said Eve.

      “You need to find someone?” replied Delilah. “I think I can help with that.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re not going with them.”

      Ignoring her mother, Delilah dropped to her knees. One hand she placed on Omi’s frail chest, the other took one of his. She was crying.

      “What happened?”

      “Another monster,” said Eve. “Guess she made people old. In most cases old to the point where they’re nothing but falling apart skeletons. We stopped her before she could do that to Omi; we didn’t stop her soon enough.”

      Delilah placed her head on Omi’s chest, moving her hand to do so. Her mother paced back and forth, bursting with things to say. Feeling unable to speak while her daughter shared a moment with this man she so loved, she fought to keep hold of herself.

      “You’ve always been my protector,” she whispered to the old man. “Now it’s time for me to protect you.”

      There were tears in both sets of eyes. These words were enough to bust open Hattie’s diatribe lockbox.

      “You can’t go. You are staying in this world with me. I’ve been a crap mum. I won’t lose you again.”

      Delilah squeezed Omi’s hand, then rose. As she got to her feet, she gave her mum a sad, apologetic look before turning to the twins.

      “I’m the tracker,” she said. “If I lead you through the doorway, I can guide you to whoever you need to find.”

      Adam watched the little girl, saw the determination in her eyes. An eight-month-old in the body of an eight-year-old with the experience of a thirty-eight-year-old. He respected her, was amazed by her, but did not know how he could let her give her life for this cause.

      As ever, Eve was more practical.

      “Don’t you need something to be able to track him?”

      “She doesn’t need anything. She’s not coming.”

      “Usually a photograph,” Delilah said, pushing on. “But I don’t think so in this case. He’s our father, isn’t he?”

      “You don’t have a father,” said Hattie.

      “Yes,” said Eve. “I believe he is.”

      “Then I can find him.”

      “But you won’t.” Hattie again. “I can’t let you go. Please understand, I can’t.”

      “Hattie,” said Eve. “I know this must be difficult, but—”

      “No,” said Adam. “You don’t.”

      He was looking at Hattie, that severe pain on her face, and wondering if this was how their mother had felt, watching them evade capture again and again—thinking one day soon the organisation would take them from her. It was hard to imagine. Didn’t mean it wasn’t so.

      “We don’t have kids,” said Adam. “We could never understand.”

      “We have each other.”

      “And we’re consenting adults. It’s different. Delilah, I know you don’t like this but whether we’re calling you eight months or eight years you’re still a kid. A strong kid, an incredible kid, but a kid none the less. I’m not sure we can take this call from your mother.”

      Eve was shaking her head. “Not in a perfect world, but this is far from that. Right now, we don’t have a choice. Hattie, we were about to walk into that vortex knowing we had a one in several million chance even of showing up in the right place. We might not be able to save the world, no matter what, but you have to see, just landing in the right location, shortens our odds by a long way. Having Delilah is not a want to have; it’s a need to have.”

      “No, it’s not,” said Delilah. “It’s a meant to be.”

      The roaring from the other side of the red room’s door intensified. The group turned to see two eight fingered hands shove through the barrier. Each finger ended in talon-like claws.

      “You sure they won’t be coming through one every ten minutes forever?” said Doc

      “Doubt it,” said Eve.

      The beast screamed. The doorway was burning its skin, tearing it to shreds. Eve stepped to the red room but made no moves to destroy the incoming monster. Yet.

      Adam said, “What do you mean, meant to be?”

      Unfazed by the monster, determined to have her say, Delilah stood tall and puffed out her chest.

      “I don’t know what our father is, or why he’s in some other world.”

      “Human genius; created life in a non-conventional way; punished by a non-specific deity,” said Eve. “Sorry, go on.”

      “Right well, what if this, uh, deetee?”

      “Deity.”

      “Daytee.”

      “No,” said Eve, “it’s day-uh… oh just say God.”

      Delilah nodded. “Right what if this God expected our father to return and wanted to stop him? So, like, he knows father will need nine children, and he works with that. Three of these children will be bad. Pandora and whoever the other one was who opened the door; and Lucy, who was just evil, right?”

      “Mega evil,” agreed Ursula.

      “Yeah, so, if you remove those and look at the other six: Noah and Cassandra saw what we’d be facing, and tried to help us stop it before it started. Because we didn’t stop it before it started, Adam and I can get us unharmed through the barrier and to where we need to go, and Eve and Graham, well they have strength. I think Graham will be able to protect Eve while she destroys their world and saves ours.”

      They each stared at Delilah, frankly amazed.

      “Sounds right to me,” said Doc.

      Adam said, “But, this God, could he—”

      “Or she,” Eve interrupted.

      “Right. Could this God not simply wait until our father returned, then click his fingers—”

      “Or her fingers.”

      The monster’s howls of pain increased in intensity, becoming a scream as it collapsed onto the red floor.

      “Is now the time for your corrections?” Adam asked.

      “It’s always the time,” Eve said as the monster rose. A flick of the wrist and the creature was dissolving against the barrier, returning to its world in bits.

      “My point,” said Adam, “is why would this God not simply destroy our father and our father’s armies upon their arrival?”

      Delilah looked stumped by this, but only for a few seconds. Then she shrugged. “Gods are weird.”

      Doc laughed. Eve, smiling, said, “I think the correct phrase is: he moves in mysterious ways.”

      “Or she,” said Adam.

      More screams. This time, six hands came through. Given the creatures to follow would not be human, it was impossible to say how many foes six hands might indicate.

      “No more time,” said Eve. “We have to go.”

      Delilah turned to her mother. “If I don’t do this, the whole world’s doomed, and I’ll die anyway. There’s nothing I can do once they reach this side. Let me do the right thing now.”

      Ursula walked to Graham. “My boy, I guess there’s no way I can convince you not to go?”

      Adam went to Doc, shook his hand. “Once we’re through, your best bet is to get out of the facility. Just because we’re on their side doesn’t mean the monsters will stop coming. You stay here; there’s a chance you’ll die even if we succeed.”

      Doc smiled. “That a joke, bruv? I got a broken leg, Ursula took a bullet to hers. Omi’s a thousand. Only person here who’s in top shape is Hattie. You think she’ll skip while her daughter’s in this other world? No chance. Besides, what about Tameka and Noah?”

      Graham was whining, resting his head on his mother’s shoulder as she held him tight. Hattie had burst into tears and grabbed her daughter.

      Three monsters burst from the vortex; two with three arms, one with none. Eve dealt with the lot without complaint.

      “I was going to ask you to get them on the way,” said Adam. Doc only gave him a look.

      Delilah had dropped to her knees by Omi. The two whispered while Hattie wept above them. Graham had moved to join Eve by the door. Adam went to Ursula.

      “You going to be alright?”

      Ursula raised her shotgun. “I’ll be sitting on my arse, facing the red room. Any monster comes through; I’ll blow them away. I’ll be fine. You’re the one who’s going to die.”

      “That’s nice.”

      Ursula smiled, then a fearful look flitted across her face. “I’m afraid for my son if you fail,” she said. “I’m afraid for us both if we succeed. Been a long time since I’ve been out there in the real world.”

      “I know how you feel,” said Adam. “I’ve spent my life running through the real world without ever really occupying it.”

      “Adam,” called Eve. “We got to go.”

      Adam nodded at his sister, returned to Ursula.

      “I get out of this alive, we can work out the real world together.” He paused, considered. “But as you said, I’m going to die.”

      She gave a tearful laugh and kissed his cheek. Squeezing her shoulder, he turned and joined his sister and Graham by the red room.

      Hattie and Delilah had helped prop Omi against the wall opposite. Ursula sat beside him and Doc beside her. Hattie stood a little forward, hand over her mouth, unable to stop the tears.

      “Don’t worry mum,” said Delilah. “We’ll soon be back.”

      “Unless we die,” said Eve.

      Adam hit her.

      Graham gave a soft growl to his mother, and as a four, they turned to the vortex, lined up before it. Graham, on the far left, took Eve’s hand. She took Adam’s who took Delilah’s on the far right.

      “Okay, when we’re in, I’m going to make it so the barrier can’t touch us, but I’m relying on you to lead the way.”

      Delilah nodded. “Got it.”

      “I’ve never done this before, obviously,” said Adam. “Assuming it works, the longer we’re in there, the harder I’ll find it to keep us all alive. So, no pressure, but be quick.”

      “Got it.”

      “Okay, ready when you are.”

      This time, Delilah only nodded. She took a deep breath and stared at the door. Then, with only a quick look back at her mother and Omi, she stepped into the flames.

      Hand in hand, the group allowed an eight-month-old in the body of an eight-year-old lead them into hell.
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        * * *

      

      On countless occasions, Eve had visited the stone-walled room in the mountain top castle. She knew well the huge four-poster bed, hidden by blood-red drapes, the thick patterned rug which covered much of the hard stone floor, the archway which led onto the balcony, which looked out over hell.

      In the past, Eve’s visits had been only in a form of astral projection. She had always found the place vile. Only on this full-body visit did she realise she had dodged the worst of it: the nasty, biting chill in the air, the putrid smell of death and decay, the awful, blood-curdling screams which rose from the infinite torture chambers in the bowels of this despicable stronghold. On previous visits, Eve had heard her father when he spoke, and the demons when they fought. Dearest daddy must have protected her from the worst sounds, scents, shivers. She was glad he had but liked him no more for doing so.

      Adam collapsed. Upon stepping through the door, they had for two steps been surrounded by a roaring inferno, though they could not feel, hear, nor smell its power. The third step had brought them into their father’s chamber. The whole trip had taken perhaps five seconds.

      Usually, such a short journey would have been tiring but not debilitating for her brother. Perhaps it was not time, but distance, that made the difference. Whatever the case, she had never seen his nose release so much blood, never seen his skin so pale. Usually, he would have passed out before reaching this point, but he was awake now. On the floor, he trembled, his eyes could not focus, his hands opened and shut as though trying to grab something only he could see.

      Eve dropped beside her brother; lay her hands on his arm. Drawn to this strange world, Graham made for the balcony. Blind, young, afraid, Delilah hovered. Having done her bit, Eve wished she could send the girl home.

      “Adam, you did it. You got us here safe. We’ll get you home. Just got to save the world first.”

      “And say hello to your father.”

      Graham turned, roared, and rushed from the balcony, under the archway, stopping beside Eve. Facing the voice, Delilah shivered. Eve rose from beside her brother, stepped in front of her half- and full siblings.

      “I spent real time thinking up a name for you,” she said, remembering the dinner when she had suggested naming him for the devil, and he had retorted she could call him Jehovah. “You never posited daddy as an option.”

      The enemy, the father, stepped further into the room, stopping by the foot of his bed. When Eve had visited him in astral form, he had exuded evil. It was challenging to look at him without being assaulted by irrational fear. Though he was a handsome man with beautiful eyes, looking upon his face made you want to run screaming off the balcony to your doom.

      There was none of that in real life. He was still handsome but seemed like any other man. There was nothing about him to indicate he could forge a life as a blacksmith forges a sword—not even calloused fingertips.

      There was something else. Something about him Eve could see but not process, as though her subconscious could not accept what was apparent. She fought to surpass this barrier but failed.

      “You should not have come,” her father said. “My hordes approach. During normal times, I ban all but the serving staff from the castle’s upper floors. Today, I have lifted the ban, invited my ferocious warriors to leave the torture chambers or scale the mountain; to rise to my inner sanctum. Powerful though you are, dear daughter, no shield can stop them. They’ll kill you all within seconds.”

      His voice was calm as still waters. Still, she was missing something. His terrifying threats and the pounding feet on flagstone steps made it hard to think.

      “Well,” she said. “You’re a shit father, aren’t you?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wish I could let you live, but let’s face it, we will never get on, and I could never trust a being born to me of natural means. Too much free will. Even Pandora, devoted as she was, had to go.”

      “She’s gone because I shot her,” said Eve.

      “You were not the first to try,” said he. “Once the doorway could no longer be closed, Pandora was of no further use. Her defences fell, and you could destroy her. Given she would have been dead by day’s end anyway, I tend not to feel too guilty.”

      He released the bedpost and went to the door through which he must have entered. While his children watched, he opened it wide and, with a doorstop shaped like no creature Eve had ever seen, ensured it would not shut.

      “Just speeding up the process,” he said. “They’ll soon be here.”

      “I could kill you before then.”

      “How? Darling, I’m a God, I’m immortal. And if you can’t kill me, you’ve no chance of destroying my army, and if you can’t destroy my army, what can you do? Only die in the knowledge you’ve failed humanity, and should you be standing? You look awful.”

      Eve raised an eyebrow, confused. Only when she heard the staggered breathing and groan did she realise what was happening and turn to see Adam. He stood, but the floor beckoned. Had a train his him he might have been in a better state.

      “Adam, sit.”

      “You’re not a God,” he said, ignoring her, looking at his father. “You’re afraid.”

      And that was it. Somewhere inside a sub-conscious barrier had prevented Eve perceiving the truth: that her father was putting up a front because he was afraid. If Adam had reached the same mental block, he had done as he had with the barrier between dimensions and walked through it.

      Their father cupped an ear, listened to the ever-rising feet on the flagstone steps, approaching at a frightening pace.

      “And what would I have to fear?”

      “You’ve created terrifying monsters of incredible power,” said Adam,“but you’re still human, and you share your fears with the rest of your kind.”

      From his belt, Adam drew a gun. No longer could their father hold his cool façade. His eyes widened, his skin paled. He began to sweat.

      “See what I mean?” said Adam, and shot the man three times in the chest.
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        * * *

      

      In time with his victim, Adam collapsed, though he went only to his knees while his father landed on his back. Eve dropped to her brother’s side, propping him up. Together, they looked to the man who had conceived but not raised them.

      “Makes mum look like a good parent, huh?” said Adam.

      Eve chuckled, but the laugh was weak. Adam was hanging to consciousness by a thread. Whatever happened next, she would have to do it without him.

      Their father’s hands rose. As blood seeped into the thick rug at the foot of his bed, the makeshift God patted his chest, as though this might be enough to mend the gaping wounds. The gurgling released when he opened his mouth suggested he was having little luck.

      “Time’s almost up,” said Adam. “Make sure he’s dead, then wreck the joint.”

      “The castle?”

      “The world.”

      She looked over her shoulder, to the balcony, to a cloudless sky lit by a blazing sun. There was no sea here. There was still plenty of land with which to content.

      “I can’t.”

      Adam took her hand, met her eye. “Eve, your power was limited only by this place, which stole you from our world if you went overboard. Now you’re here there are no more checks and balances. So finish our father, for whom this place was built, then get on that balcony, and rip this place to shreds.”

      “I’m not a bomb, Adam.”

      “No, but you can control the things around you. And there are millions of weapons all across this planet. Use them. Get it done. I believe in you.”

      “Millions of weapons? Adam, I don’t know what you’re—”

      “Wake me when it’s over,” he interrupted, and passed out.

      Eve eased her brother to the ground. When he was on his back, she rose, with Delilah on her right, Graham on her left. Across the room, the door to the lower floors remained open while her father attempted to sit.

      A flick of her fingers removed the weird doorstop, allowing to slam shut the door it had guarded. As wood clunked against stone, her father made it to an upright seated position. Though his suit was ruined, and blood trickled from one corner of his mouth, he managed to smile.

      “Think that will stop my children?”

      Sick of her old man, Eve looked to Graham.

      “Please tell me you’re hungry?”

      Graham smiled; and lunged.

      To the soundtrack of her father’s screams, Eve turned and led Delilah to the balcony. In all her previous visits, it was on this stone jut, hovering over the mountain, she had arrived. Each time, she had looked upon bickering demons of varying sizes—from smaller than a human to larger than a skyscraper—and seen the untouched path which ran from the horizon to the castle doors and down to the  eternalchambers of torture. Along this path had walked an endless line of quivering humans, lost in this world they did not understand, lining up for their unimaginable fate.

      There were no humans now, nor did the demons fight. Thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of beasts of all shapes, colours and sizes were racing up the mountain, making for the castle gates and the stone steps which would lead them to the chamber Eve had just vacated. Not so far away, off the path once trodden by humans, another doorway stood. No demons aimed for this easier target, suggesting Eve’s father had called them to the chamber to neutralise the threat of his natural-born children.

      The sky went black.

      The sun had not set but rather extinguished. What followed was a shaking which began in the planet’s core and rose for the surface.

      Looking over her shoulder, Eve saw Graham rise and knew her father’s demise was the cause of these events. Not only the planet but this pocket universe had been created for her father. Now he was gone, existence was closing up shop.

      The shaking grew more violent. Eve clasped Delilah’s hand and led her to the stone wall around the balcony. Debris began to shake loose from the castle's battlements, then pieces of brick began to fall. A huge crack appeared atop the nearest tower, across from the balcony on which Eve and Delilah stood.

      On the mountain, a landslide began, sweeping away hordes of monsters. Two similar events followed the first, removing almost a thousand cruel creatures from contention.

      By the light the castle cast onto the mountain, Eve watched these natural disasters remove swathes of her enemies from play. It would never be enough. Should a hundred more landslides occur, an army of beasts large enough to destroy her little team, and the world they protected, would remain to finish the job.

      This universe might well collapse in on itself. Before it did, hundreds of thousands of her father’s creations would have made it to Earth.

      Eve could not allow that to happen.

      At the door into her father’s chamber, huge fists began to pound. Graham turned their way but backed onto the balcony.

      “I’ve raised a shield,” said Eve. “Don’t know how long it’ll hold. Graham, it’s asking too much, but only you can keep them at bay until I’ve done… whatever it is I’m about to do.”

      She turned to him. He approached, pulled her into a hug which almost broke her ribs.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      He could not speak; his sad smile said as much and more than could any monologue. He returned under the arch to await the door’s demise and the fight to follow.

      “To you too,” Eve said to Delilah. “I’m sorry.”

      Though Delilah could not see Eve, she raised a hand in her older half-sister’s direction and awaited the comforting squeeze. Though she could speak, Delilah mimicked Graham’s sad smile and said not a word.

      “Right then,” said Eve.

      She turned to the horizon. When Adam had mentioned millions of weapons, she’d had no clue what he meant. As soon as the lights had gone out, she’d understood. Miles away, the second nearest doorway burned, a beacon of light in a world of darkness.

      Raising her hands, Eve closed her eyes. As she did, she could feel the sheer power of this split between universes. Like a shot of pure heroin, it threatened to send her into bliss, into coma, into death.

      It was not alone. From that first doorway, Eve reached out and connected to another, and another. Soon she had ten. From there, the growth was exponential. Within a couple of minutes, she could feel the raw energy of every single doorway on this world, except for the one through which she had entered, each possessing the destructive power of several thousand atomic bombs. Having brought them under her control, she was able to weaponise them. Having weaponised them, she placed her finger upon the trigger.

      She opened her eyes.

      Behind her, the door burst open. The first of her father’s created children shot into the room, coming face to face with Graham.

      There was nothing Eve could do about that now. Not if she wanted this to work.

      Focusing on the only doorway in her eye line, Eve smiled. To Delilah, still at her side, she said, “Little one, it’s a shame you can’t see.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” she said. “I think this is about to be one hell of a light show.”

      Laughing in madness and fear, Eve lifted her arms, opened her fists, and released the full might of her power.
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        * * *

      

      Delilah could not see. Still, she knew what was happening.

      The door through which their enemies came was narrow, allowing access to only one fiend at a time. Graham kept close to the door and dealt with each adversary quickly, knowing he would only last while he kept the odds even.

      At Delilah’s side, Eve spread her arms and seemed to glow. One by one, she began to pull the triggers on millions of weaponised doorways.

      The stone beneath their feet trembled with increasing ferocity. The planet itself seemed to roar as an invisible force opened huge chasms in the ground. The mountain began to crumble, sending more and more of Delilah’s father’s beasts to their doom. The castle trembled as though in fear of Eve’s power. A tower collapsed.

      Graham was still trying to keep the odds even. The enemy came faster and faster, pushing through and forcing him back. Delilah heard his howl, and he went to ground. Fast, ignoring the pain, he was up. Even in so short a time, three monsters had burst through the door. More were coming. Graham, who would never give up, howled and went to war.

      Eve grunted and seemed to push as though giving birth. A flaming inferno lit the sky, burning with such ferocious brightness that, for a moment, it was as though Delilah could see.

      Another battlement fell. A colossal crack rent through the balcony. Delilah screamed as she felt it open beneath her feet. Stumbling, she fell onto her behind. She knew Eve hadn’t noticed, couldn’t notice. Another crack and the balcony tilted towards the ground, tossing Delilah onto what had been the stone wall and was fast becoming a mini balcony of its own. More cracks in the stone suggested the entire balcony would soon release and plummet down the mountain.

      Graham roared in triumph as he killed two monsters in two strokes. Then five more were upon him. Another came through the door, and another, and another. Graham killed a further two before five times as many overwhelmed him, dragging him to the ground in a chaos of claws and teeth and fists.

      Eve lowered her arms and buckled at the knees. Subconscious power had kept her upright while there was work to be done. Job complete, she fell.

      Another huge crack ripped through the balcony, and it tipped past the point of no return. Eve’s shoulder smacked the stone barrier and she went over the edge. By the tips of her fingers, she clung on. From all directions, a destructive wave the like of which no universe had ever seen tore to shreds this world and the atmosphere above it. Eve knew if she fell, there was no coming back. If she survived the fall, she’d be vaporised moments later.

      The balcony broke free. Delilah flew over the wall and tumbled through the sky, fast approaching the hordes of monsters who scrambled up the mountainside.

      Pointing at the terrified girl, Eve flicked a finger, at the same time shielding Delilah and propelling her into the air and under the arch from which the balcony had snapped.

      Rising, balancing on the wall, Eve leapt, planted a foot on the crumbling balcony and pushed free. A second later the crumbling pile of stone smashed the mountainside, pulverising a host of her father’s creations.

      She arced through the air, then fell. The mountain fast approached. The monsters reached for her.

      With a desperate flick of the wrist, she cast beneath her an invisible disc of energy. A towering monster leapt, scraped the invisible shield, and screamed as skin burned and bone snapped.

      On the same shield, Eve landed. From this side, it acted like a trampoline, propelling her into the air. At the height of this bounce, she cast another shield halfway between the sole of her shoe and her first. After landing on this one, at the zenith of her next climb, she conjured a third.

      Delilah sailed through the arch and landed hard on the floor of her father’s chamber. At once, a group of monsters set upon her, attacking with reckless abandon. She felt their blows, but only as they bounced off Eve’s shield, unable to penetrate. For once, Delilah was glad she was blind.

      With zero grace, Eve just landed through the arch. Wobbling, her foot hovering over the edge, she fought to regain her balance, finally pitching forward and landing face-first on the stone. Rising, she saw her brother, who had gone unnoticed until Eve arrived. A group of monsters swarmed him. After blasting them away, Eve cast a shield and turned to find Graham as a monster slashed her stomach with an open palm. One of this beast’s arms ended in a stump. The other in a hand which boasted eight fingers, each of which ended in a razor-sharp talon. The pain if not the visual indicated with which hand the foul beast had swiped.

      With a scream, Eve tossed her murderer down the mountain with a swipe of her own. A flick of her wrist ended the lives of every monster in the chamber, as well as any within five floors of the castle’s uppermost room.

      Delilah heard her sister fall and scrambled towards the sound. She could hear the outside world; knew how close she was to the open arch and her doom. This frightened but did not stop her approaching Eve, whom she soon found, taking her hand.

      “Eve,” she whispered. Her hand found Eve’s stomach and knew at once this much blood was not a good sign.

      “Got shot there,” said Eve. “Doc’s stitches pretty good. Still, guess it was always going to be easy to reopen—arsehole monster. How’d I look?” she laughed. “Sorry, forgot.”

      “You’re going to be okay,” said Delilah. “I think if we just—”

      “No time for nonsense, kid,” said Eve. “What matters is… job’s a goodun. I ripped the explosive heart out of every doorway. Starting from the one furthest from us, I set them off and brought them this way. You should see the speed they move. Incredible. Across the landscape, tearing this planet and all its inhabitants to shreds. A couple more minutes, and it’ll reach us, and this whole place will be gone.

      From across the room, a low whine; a pained, dying whine.

      “Graham,” said Eve. “Oh, sweet Graham. You’re a hero.”

      Delilah was crying. Eve touched her face.

      “I killed the closest monsters,” she said. “You’ve no time to mourn. Wake Adam. Whatever you have to do, wake him, and have him get you out of here. Do it now.”

      Though Delilah understood the gravity of Eve’s words, she found herself fixed to the floor. Sobbing over the dying hero, she could find no strength to move. She got the sense Eve, her big half-sister, had tried to speak again.

      Then she fell still.

      Delilah felt her protective shield slip away. In response, she howled with loss.

      Afterwards, all was quiet but for the raging inferno crashing their way and the demons, pounding up the stairs. Both threats were moments away. Delilah could only hope Eve’s great weapon arrived first. That was the easiest way to go.

      Sobbing harder, she rested her head on Eve’s chest.

      And someone laid their hand on her shoulder.

      “Come on. We’ve no time to nap. Believe me, I wish we did.”

      Delilah’s head jerked up. She turned to the voice; that weak, almost energyless voice.

      “Adam?”

      “That’s the one. Come on, you heard Eve. We’ve no time.”

      “We can’t leave her.”

      Adam chuckled. “Well, obviously.”

      Leaning over, he collected his sister and threw her over his shoulder. Her open wound needed prompt attention. If he stopped to tend to her, they’d all die.

      Taking Delilah’s hand, he guided her to the gate. “Stand there.”

      “Where are you going?”

      He didn’t answer, turning he looked through the arch and saw nothing but blinding light. The world was about to end.

      Rushing across the room, still holding Eve over one shoulder, he came to Graham. The seven-foot man with the monstrous visage and the hero’s heart lay surrounded by the dead. His breathing was laboured. Exhausted and running out.

      “Come on,” said Adam. “Time to go.”

      Graham resisted, groaning and yanking his arm from Adam, who already felt as though he might collapse and pass out and not wake up for a hundred years. That would be okay. Things could be better in his dreams.

      Knowing his luck, he’d suffer a hundred years of nightmares.

      “Keep resisting,” he said, “and you get us all killed. Now, come on.”

      Graham’s next howl was resentful. Not wanting to die with a guilty conscience, he rose with pained, sluggish moves, getting to his knees, then to his feet, staggering with Adam towards their route home.

      The wall of light appeared to be no closer; it had already filled every inch of the land and sky beyond the arch. Now it’s effects were more apparent. The castle seemed to shimmer as though melting from the heat. Adam’s brow poured with sweat.

      Delilah waited. They were ten seconds from the doorway.

      Another monster burst into the chamber, followed by another, followed by another. They cackled with malevolent delight and hatred.

      “So close,” moaned Adam.

      Refusing to give up, he took another step and another.

      Graham hadn’t come along.

      The seven-foot man, so often called Grendel, turned.

      “What are you doing?” called Adam, though he knew. “Don’t.”

      Shoving Adam towards Delilah, causing the twins and the girl to collapse into a heap, Graham, in all his monstrous glory, fell upon his adversaries, tearing and ripping at them with what little strength remained. Holding them off.

      But more were coming into the chamber. Most attacked Graham, some looped around that action, aiming for Adam, Eve and Delilah.

      “Graham, come on,” shouted Delilah.

      Adam grabbed her hand; steadied Eve on his shoulder.

      “We have to go,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      He tugged her, but she pulled back. Her tiny hand slipped through his. Stumbling, she fell onto her behind.

      Grinning with deranged glee, the monster closest to Delilah sped up.

      Taking no notice of this mortal threat, she stared across the room.“Graham, please.”

      Adam stared at the vortex, at the light of destruction which had begun to fill the room like a waterfall filling a bucket, at Eve on his shoulder.

      “Damn it.”

      Drawing his gun, he downed the monster approaching Delilah with a bullet to the head.

      Hearing the roar of gunfire, the enemy spun. Taking his moment, Graham threw off three of his five attackers. Five more started towards the gunman. Adam emptied his clip into the two who remained on Graham.

      “We get it, you’re a hero,” Adam roared. “Now get over here. You too,” he added to Delilah.

      Somehow finding the strength to move, Graham stumbled towards them, shoving one beast aside and then another.

      Delilah jumped to her feet and ran for Adam.

      Graham went to his knees.

      Chucking his gun, Adam grabbed Delilah with one hand and, struggling to balance Eve over his shoulders, thrust out the other.

      “Graham, now.”

      The blinding light was all. Adam could see nothing but the result of Eve’s incredible power.

      Someone grabbed Adam’s hand.

      Tugging Delilah, clinging to Eve, he threw himself through the doorway, and out of hell.
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        * * *

      

      Eleven dead monsters of varying types littered the floor, spread amongst the bones of the skeletonised organisation staff. Five had come alone; there had been one group of two and a group of four. The group of four had been the most recent. Doc, Omi, Hattie and Ursula had survived the bout but were out of ammunition. When next the demons came, they were finished.

      The vortex between worlds blazed. For the first time, the red fire turned to a white light brighter than any of them had ever seen.

      In that white light, shadows appeared; the shapes of another foursome.

      Hattie stepped forward, hope catching her heart as it had at each hint of a creature or creatures appearing through the porthole. On each occasion, when it had been revealed not to be her daughter, Hattie’s hope had turned to hatred in a heartbeat, and she had been ruthless in her execution of monsters who might have felt they had already suffered enough pushing through that incinerating field.

      These shadows became shapes. Hattie’s gun was in her hand by the side. She held on though it was empty of bullets. If this latest group turned out to be another monstrous batch, she would step forward, raise the gun, and pull the trigger until her mind caught her fury. Then she would drop the gun and try to kill the beasts with her bare hands. She might even succeed.

      The shapes became people, and the people collapsed through the vortex, onto the red room floor.

      Hattie dropped the gun. Her hands rushed to her mouth and she released a low squeak.

      They had found a wheelchair, which Omi now occupied, having won it on account of being old as well as infirm. When Doc saw who had fallen through the vortex, he forced himself to stand on one leg, back against the wall, but could not move forward.

      A bullet had lodged in Ursula’s leg. Doc had stemmed the bleeding but needed more equipment than this room had to offer to mend her limb and get her walking painlessly once more. Despite this, she burst from the wall and staggered across the room towards her son.

      Hattie was frozen to the spot, hands to her mouth.

      Adam had dropped Eve. He turned to Graham, said, “Oh good, it is you,” and collapsed.  A second later, Ursula had thrown her arms around her son and was sobbing as he held her aloft.

      Delilah stepped from the red room, faced her mother.

      “See,” she said. “I told you I’d be back.”

      Her daughter’s voice was all it took to release Hattie from her statue spell. Throwing her arms wide, she bolted across the room as had Ursula, picking up her daughter and spinning. Together they sobbed.

      For a couple of minutes, there was nothing but the joy of the two parents reuniting with their children.

      Then Grendel collapsed.

      “He’s badly hurt,” said Ursula. “We need to get him help.”

      “Eve’s injured too,” said Delilah. “We need to save her.”

      In the red room, the doorway to that hellish world exploded.

      Ursula screamed and dropped, but the explosion did not spread outwards.

      A sword of blinding light shot up, tearing through the facility and breaking the ground above, firing into the sky.

      For ten seconds, it remained, a beam from the depths to the heavens. Then, it vanished. As easy as that, the bridge between universes had disappeared and the other place, that awful, evil place, was no more.

      For some time, they stared through the hole to the beautiful sky above.

      At last, Doc cleared his throat.

      “Okay then,” he said. “Who wants to play assistant while I start saving some lives?”
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        * * *

      

      Aching and disoriented, Eve woke.

      The room was small, the bed not comfortable but far more pleasant than many she had suffered in her time. Her vision, blurred at first, cleared fast. As it did, she noted medical equipment to her left, Doc to her right.

      “Alright, sleepyhead,” he said. The piece of plastic on which he sat looked more like a tool of torture than it did a chair. To his right was an empty wheelchair which at least had some padding.

      “How you feeling?” he asked.

      “Forget—” she started, then paused to cough. Her throat was sore, her voice hoarse. To her immediate right was a bedside table, atop which sat a glass of water.

      Leaning forward, Doc collected the glass, passed it over. “Drink this, then try again.”

      Though she was not accustomed to following orders—her mother had put her off the idea in her youth—she did as Doc suggested. Drinking the cold water hurt at first, but helped immeasurably after that, not only soothing her sore throat but seeming to wash the grogginess away and reduce the ache in her bones and stomach.

      “Thanks,” she said, replacing the empty glass. “Forget me. What about the others? Where’s Adam?”

      Doc looked to the door. For a mad second, Eve thought Adam must be hiding around the corner, ready to jump out and say surprise. Of course not. Not his style.

      Doc pointed to the wheelchair. “Come on, let’s walk.”

      He rose and offered her a hand. She pulled her arms into her body and gave the doctor her death stare. She could almost not bear to ask the crucial question, but it had to be done. She pushed it through.

      “Is Adam alive?”

      “Yes,” said Doc, without hesitation. “Now get in the chair.”

      They were in Doc’s HQ, where he had previously mended Eve after she took a shotgun slug to the stomach. That time, she had been unconscious during the entirety of her stay. She hadn’t missed much. Bland corridors and closed doors. Dirty floors and tube lighting, some of which flickered.

      “Everyone made it,” Doc said, as they walked. “Omi ain’t injured, but he’s in his nineties, and’s got all the problems you’d expect of a super OAP. Think he’ll have to go to a home before long. Only so much I can do.”

      On they went, turning left and right, merely moving into more corridors that looked identical to the ones they had left. Eve had no idea how Doc knew where he was going, especially given he was talking as he went.

      “Noah’s got a bed here; Tameka sleeps next door. I sorted Ursula’s leg and mine, no problem. Hattie, course, weren’t suffering from anything but worry ‘bout Delilah.”

      Another turn, and now Doc slowed a little.

      “What about Graham and Delilah?” asked Eve.

      “Delilah was shaken but fine. Ain’t left Omi’s bedside since we arrived. Hattie and her sleep in the room next door.”

      Outside another plain door in a long line of plain doors, Doc pulled the wheelchair to a stop.

      “You had your stomach slashed. You was in a pretty bad way, but Gray took the prize for worst condition. It’s incredible he could walk through the doorway, and he’s lucky I’m such a sick doctor. Even so, he’s still in critical condition.”

      “But he’ll live?”

      Doc paused. She wondered if he was going to lie.

      “Hope so,” he said. Then, as though reading her mind: “That ain’t sugar coating nothing. He’s loads better than he was. Chances of survival are still only about 55%.”

      “You’ll do what you can?” said Eve.

      “Course. I’ll never give up.”

      Eve nodded and looked to the door ahead, pondering. She pointed.

      “Adam?”

      “Nah, that’s a door.”

      Eve looked at the doctor. “You think I’ll find the news easier to process, the longer you keep it from me?”

      Doc bit his lip. “Maybe if I’d gone to proper doctor school they’d have told me how to handle this.”

      “Maybe,” said Eve. “Just open the door and give it your best shot.”

      Eve looked away as soon as she finished speaking. If she lost her brother, she would die. It was as simple as that.

      Doc opened the door and wheeled Eve inside. The room was much like the one in which Eve had woken. Adam occupied the single bed. Numerous machines and lines trailed from his body. If you could ignore them, he looked almost peaceful.

      “Guess the trip back was too much,” said Doc. “He collapsed pretty much straight away. Passed out. He ain’t woken since.”

      Doc had stopped right through the door. He jumped a little as Eve wheeled the chair and his hands, which had been resting on the handle, flopped off. She stopped by the bed, as close to her brother’s head as could be.

      “If I ask you when he’ll wake I’m not going to like the answer, am I?”

      Doc had remained by the door. He considered the question.

      “He’s stable,” he said at last. “But comatose. His life don’t appear to be in any danger, but no, don’t know when, or if, he’ll wake.”

      Eve nodded. She did not trust herself to speak. With a hand that shook from fear for her brother rather than the wound she had suffered, she touched his arm.

      “Thank you for all you’ve done,” she said to Doc, her voice cracking in the middle.

      “Of course,” said Doc. “Eve, you know—”

      “I’d like to be alone with my brother now, please.”

      Doc hovered, as though he might fight her on this command. Had he, she would have raised a hand and sent him crashing from the room. Damn what that would do to her stitches

      There was no need. A few seconds later, he nodded, turned, and departed, closing the door behind him.

      Alone with her brother, Eve squeezed his arm and took a deep breath, fighting the tears though there was no one there to see them. She had the sense she needed to be strong. For Adam.

      “We saved the world,” she said. “We destroyed the organisation’s main base of operations. Their red room is gone; most of their staff, too. During that final fight, I watched my father die and know my mother and only full-sister died too. Despite everything, I’ll miss mum. Despite everything, I loved her.”

      Another deep breath. This wasn’t working.

      “None of them mean anything compared to you.”

      The tears were coming, there was no way to stop them.

      “Our whole lives we wanted nothing more than to be normal. I never admitted it, because I didn’t think it would happen. You more than wished for it, more than hoped. You believed in it. Ever since we were tiny, you believed that one day we could be normal. You never lost that hope.”

      With her free hand, Eve wiped her eyes. Leaning forward, she looked into Adam’s face.

      “You always knew it would happen, and now it has. The organisation is gone, and at last, we can have our normal life. All you have to do is open your eyes. That’s it. That’s nothing next to saving the world, and we did that no problem.”

      She stared at his placid face. From behind his eyelids, there was no sign of movement.

      Eve pressed her head to her brother's chest. She closed her eyes tight.

      “Okay,” she said. “That’s enough. No more closed eyes. On the count of three, we open them together. Got it?”

      She waited. The silence of the room was oppressive.

      “Ready,” she said. “1… 2… 3…”
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