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      My brother’s birthday is in five days (at the time of writing) and I’ve yet to buy him a present.

      

      Will he accept a book dedication, I wonder?
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      Mercury put a knife through her lover’s heart. As the black curtain of unconsciousness rolled in, she watched him die.

      What might have been an instant or a century later, she awoke with a start.

      In total blackness, she sat. With a trembling hand, she touched her forehead. Hot and clammy. Her breath was a lithe, fit criminal, and she a portly cop. She couldn’t catch it.

      If not for the mattress, she might have believed her memories, not only the culmination of her confrontation with her boyfriend, were nightmares.

      If of an evening, over drinks, Mercury told a stranger of three hooded criminals who came to her village to perform an evil ritual. If she claimed they performed this ritual not once, but thrice; that with each, an otherworldly evil had possessed someone close to Mercury. If she insisted, to prevent untold destruction, Mercury had no choice but to murder first her mother, then her lover.

      If she told someone all this, they would have assumed she was writing a novel, or that she was mad.

      Or, that it was all a foul dream, or series of interconnected nightmares.

      Because Mercury remembered nothing after stabbing her boyfriend, she might have believed the same. Might she not have woken in her precious bungalow, next to the loving boyfriend who, in her sleep, she had so recently murdered?

      The mattress gave the game away.

      Mercury’s bungalow was her pride and joy. From the first time she’d driven past, she’d fallen in love. In record time she had completed the purchase. Once in, she couldn’t wait to start making it hers.

      This was no quick process and was still ongoing. Each item took hours of research and careful deliberation. Fixtures and furnishings were bought and returned or discarded if the reality didn’t match the promise made online. It had taken fourteen different bulbs before Mercury achieved the desired glow for her target ambience.

      She knew it was strange but didn’t care. Assembling the perfect living space was the ideal antidote to an unhappy childhood spent in an oppressive home, where nothing had been hers.

      After two days of shopping, she had found the perfect mattress.

      Not too hard, nor too soft. Not too springy, nor too moulded. From the night it arrived, she slept deeper, sounder, and longer than before.

      When she woke, it was not this mattress on which she found herself.

      Chances were, then, she was not in her bedroom.

      Unless someone had crept in late at night, bringing a new mattress. Unless they had lined up this newer, lesser mattress against hers, and rolled her from one to the other. Unless they had placed the new crappy mattress, atop which she now lay, onto her frame (one day to choose) and taken hers away.

      All of which seemed unlikely. However hard Mercury tried, she could not imagine for what nefarious purpose someone might steal her mattress but leave her unmolested.

      Despite its many outstanding qualities, which should be coveted far and wide by criminals who sought, by way of a better day’s sleep, to be more productive during their nights of wrongdoing, Mercury could not believe she had been robbed.

      Aside from lying in the wrong bed, in the wrong room; no one lay beside her.

      No Dom.

      Across her mind skittered the memory of his demise. The knife plunged into his heart, the darkness leaving those cruel, possessed eyes.

      Though she was afraid of what she might see, Mercury reached instinctively to her right, where the bedside table in her room held a lamp.

      In this other place, the setup was the same, but the lamp was different. In the dark, half asleep, it took what felt like several painful minutes to find the switch which allowed light to cascade beneath the lampshade, rendering visible most of the room.

      Harsh as the light was, not soft like her lamp, Mercury recoiled as it flashed into life, blinking away pain. Spots danced across her eyelids.

      After acclimatising, she saw the bedside table was clear but for the lamp, and a book.

      None of room, mattress or lamp belonged to Mercury. Neither did she recognise them. They were alien objects.

      The book was hers.

      A slim, leather volume, she recognised it immediately. An early edition secured at a price she had never revealed. Not even to her best friend, Amira. She couldn’t be bothered to deal with peoples’ incredulity.

      It was a gothic classic. One of Mercury’s favourites.

      The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.

      Had been one of her favourites. Now the device of a sick joke, made by a cruel comedian, used to torment Mercury rather than generate genuine laughter.

      Dom was dead. Her mother was dead.

      None of it had been a dream.
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      During Will’s wedding vows, he proclaimed his marriage to the beautiful Gina would be like that of his parents’: perfect.

      Afterwards, amid millions of professional photographs, each pairing William or Gina or both with a different set of people, his mother had taken his elbow and dragged him to one side.

      “William.”

      “Yes, mum?”

      “I need to correct a misconception on your part. Before it’s too late.”

      A fan of drama, his mother had cleared her throat before proceeding. Her eyes had flicked to Gina.

      If she told him a dark secret about his new wife—Gina was a murderer or drug dealer or a cat rather than a dog person—he would chastise his mother. Her revelation was several months and thousands of pounds too late. Because he loved his wife, he would disregard almost anything. Even, painful though it would be, the cat bombshell.

      Instead, she said, “there are two types of newlyweds. Those who will last as long as your father and me, and those who believe in the perfect marriage.”

      He was unable to conceal his smile.

      “You may well give me that look, but I’m warning you, the pursuit of perfection is the surest route to ruination.”

      With a condescending smile and a tone that made it clear he believed Gina, and he would have the perfect marriage, whatever his mum might warn, Will said, “Yes, mother.”

      He patted her arm and returned to allow the photographer to snap him alongside his new wife, his best man, and her chief bridesmaid.

      Fifteen years later, he suspected Gina might be engaged in an affair.

      Not quite fifteen years. They were two months shy of their crystal anniversary. Will had big plans involving an extravagant meal at her favourite restaurant.

      Gina loved swans. For her gift, Will had commissioned a beautiful crystal swan, engraved with their names, and the date of their wedding. The happiest day of his life. It edged out the birth of his daughter by virtue of involving less blood and screaming, though the fight between his uncle and Gina’s father had nearly offered both.

      None of this did he have added to the crystal. Only their names, and the date.

      There were other gifts. Will loved his wife. Once he started shopping, he found it difficult to stop. If they were lucky, slimy, suited men would not spoil the evening by arriving at their table to serve them a bankruptcy notice.

      Returning home to find the bailiffs repossessing their TV, fridge and cat would also put a dampener on proceedings.

      Neither would be so bad as receiving confirmation his wife was having an affair.

      In their double bed, he lay alone. If you discounted the past couple of weeks, he could not remember the last time they had spent a night apart.

      Not two years ago, the mere suggestion Will might have to spend a night away for work had brought Gina to tears. She claimed she could not sleep without his arms around her. Nor single-handedly face the struggle of getting their daughter up and ready for school in the morning.

      He had not gone.

      You would have to go back thirteen years to find the last night they had slept apart. To soon after their only daughter was born. For a time, Edie had shared the bed with her mother while Will had taken the sofa downstairs. It was the only way the baby would sleep.

      Across the hall, Edie slept in her bed now. Where once they had fought to make her sleep, these days they battled to wake her. She could hold the duvet so tight over her head it was a miracle she didn’t pass out from oxygen deprivation.

      A month ago, Gina had purchased Will’s anniversary present. They shared a bank account. When he asked about the expense, she had flushed.

      So recently, the words ‘marital bliss’ had very much applied.

      And now …

      Unable to sleep, Will abandoned bed, snuck past his daughter’s room, and went downstairs. In the kitchen, he turned on the under-cabinet lights and filled the kettle.

      More nights than not the last two weeks, worry had prevented Will sleeping. Exhausted and depressed, he was desperate to talk with someone about his troubles.

      Unfortunately, Will’s closest confidant and companion was his source of worry and woe. With his daughter, he was also close.

      This was one issue with which he could not burden her.

      Though it was nearly midnight, Will made coffee, brought it to the kitchen table, and sat drinking in the semi-dark.

      His wife was working on-site until the early hours of the morning.

      Or so she claimed.

      Trust was important. Without it, there could be no relationship. If she knew he doubted her, she would be hurt. Devastated if he surrendered to his compulsion to check her claims, and she found out.

      So far as he knew, the sites never opened later than eight pm. That might have changed. As an employee of the company in question, Gina was more likely to know than was Will.

      It would be easy to check, practically.

      What it would mean for their relationship prevented action.

      When Gina had called to tell him of her absence, Will had been cooking dinner. In a monotone, she had delivered the bad news. She had sounded unconcerned with missing another family meal and night with her husband and the telly.

      Though Will’s phone had lit with his wife’s name; though he had recognised his wife’s voice, it might have been a stranger on the line. Both tone and intent were wrong. Where was the Gina who had cried at the thought of his spending one night away?

      As Will finished his coffee, the clock struck midnight. Today became yesterday and tomorrow became today. Often, Gina had said, the sites remained open all night.

      A couple of months into dating, they had laid bare their dating history. Will’s was unspectacular. Gina had spent several months with a liar and cheat. Upon confrontation, he had proven himself also to be physically abusive. While holding a bag of peas to a black eye, Gina had packed her bags and fled.

      Lying in his arms, Gina had snuggled close and made Will promise he would never lie.

      “I promise.”

      In retrospect, he should have asked the same of her. He had only himself to blame.

      If she was lying.

      Which she wasn’t.

      She never would lie.

      Once the coffee was gone, he rinsed his mug and dropped it in the dishwasher’s rack. On his way upstairs he clenched his fists tight and told himself not to worry

      Promise you’ll never lie to me.

      He never had.

      And she would never lie to him.

      Standing over the bed they shared, Will stared at the space his wife should have occupied.

      Without knowing where Gina was, or what she was doing, he would never be able to sleep. Because few of his hobbies were available at night—the bowling alley, for example, was closed—he was forced to lie in the dark, waiting for her return.

      Maybe he would confront her.

      He doubted it.

      To put his mistrust in the open would be to open a wound in their relationship.

      It would also be to admit his mother had been right. Something he couldn’t countenance.

      Climbing into bed, trying to decide if he could focus on a book, his phone rang. Expecting it to be his wife, perhaps in tears, possibly with a confession and apology, he grabbed the handset and answered.

      “Hi, Will. Sorry to bother you. I know it’s late.”

      Instead of his wife, it was an acquaintance.

      “Kayla, what’s up?”

      Although she had phoned him, and, given it was midnight, presumably with a purpose in mind, this question seemed to provide Kayla some trouble.

      For some time, silence was her answer.

      When she spoke, it was with a mumble, a stutter.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have called.”

      Will didn’t speak. Though he wouldn’t have admitted it, he feared her motivation. It might be for the best if she hung up.

      No news was good news.

      After a spell where neither spoke, Kayla forced herself on.

      “I have a young daughter,” she said, apropos of nothing. “Xyla. She’s six months old. Sometimes she sleeps three hours in a row. Usually less.”

      Will had worked with Kayla before she had a child. If Xyla had been a factor at the time, and Kayla had revealed her sleeping woes, Will would have sympathised. Though many years had passed, the scars of those sleepless newborn nights remained.

      Though he and Gina had never fully solved the problem, he would have tried, as best he could, to offer advice. At the least, comfort.

      Coming at midnight, when one might reasonably assume he would be asleep, Will struggled to summon the same sympathy, or enter into the conversational spirit.

      “That’s rough,” was all he could say. Polite as he was, he found it challenging to ask Kayla what was her point; though it was the obvious question.

      Perhaps sensing it in the ensuing silence, Kayla said, “I was up, rocking her, soothing her. Trying to get her to sleep.”

      Will opened his mouth to ask if it was conversation, distraction, she sought. As a notion, this seemed ridiculous. Before it began, Will killed the sentence.

      Kayla said, “Do you still drive a Blue BMW Mini? Number plate ending LHX.”

      As this might have seemed another random tangent, Will could have fallen into frustration. Afraid he might know what connected these points, he felt only fear.

      “Yes.” His mouth was dry. One or two words were all he could manage. It was his wife’s car. “Why?”

      Will heard the soft cries of a baby. Nothing like the screaming it could manage. Early signs of dissatisfaction.

      “My daughter,” Kayla said.

      “I guessed. Takes me back. If you need to go. To settle her…”

      More than anything, he wanted her to hang up. He didn’t like to think about why.

      “Your BMW is across the road,” she said, then shushed her daughter. “The guy who lives over there. Paul Heyman. I don’t know much about him.”

      “Is he a car thief?” Will said. He aimed for humour but missed by a mile.

      Kayla shushed her daughter again. When she spoke, there was such sympathy in her voice he at first thought she must be talking to Xyla. Then he processed the words.

      “It’s probably nothing,” she said. “But I saw Paul come home earlier with a woman. It looked like they were on a date.”

      “Kayla—” he said, but she cut him off.

      “I think it was your wife.”
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      Even if possession has killed your mother and lover, and only their bodies remain, murdering them inspires all-consuming guilt and grief. Each contends for prime position within your heart, and their titanic battle leaves room for no other emotions to flourish.

      While this means no hope, humour or happiness, nor can fear develop or take off.

      In a strange place in the dead of night, surrounded by silence and uncertainty, Mercury threw off the duvet and climbed from the alien bed without hesitation.

      Uncovered, Mercury exposed her attire. Skimpy red underwear and a tight black top, a white flower printed across the chest. Neither item did she remembering purchasing, though each were her size. Besides these strips of fabric, she was naked.

      Decorated by minimalists, the room contained only the bed, one wardrobe and one chest of drawers. Perhaps because whoever had imprisoned her did not want her wearing anything they had not sanctioned; the furniture was empty.

      As there was no room for fear, nor was there for embarrassment.

      Despite not knowing who she might run into, who might see her in such little and such provocative clothing, she grabbed her book and left the room.

      Beyond her temporary sleeping chamber was a narrow corridor with white walls and a turquoise carpet. Off it were three doors other than the one through which she had so recently stepped. All were closed.

      Leaving her door open, as though she might otherwise forget this room did not need searching, she stepped down the hall to the next door.

      To her left were a set of stairs, leading to the floor below. Weak light crept up half the steps before dying. Given its strength, it must have been entering the downstairs hall from beneath a closed door. Probably into a living room. Leaning over the bannister, Mercury listened.

      What might have been muttered conversation followed light up the stairs. From a distance, Mercury could discern neither words nor number of speakers.

      Expecting the upper floor to be deserted, she nevertheless continued her excursion, opening the next door not with the slow hesitation of fear, but the quiet execution of caution.

      A plain bathroom. Tub, toilet, sink. Above the lattermost was a white panelled medicine cabinet. Beneath it, an empty bin.

      Neither curtain nor blind covered the window. Through frosted glass, Mercury could make out no landscape but could see it was night. The dead of night. On the windowsill, a pot held toothpaste and four toothbrushes: one red, one blue, one green, one Disney princess.

      The latter she grabbed. It belonged to a little girl or modern boy.

      In another bathroom, in her perfect bungalow, Dom had once snuck in while she was cleaning her teeth.

      Her medicine cabinet was fronted not with wood, but a mirror, making his sneaking futile.

      Unabashed by her spying of him, he had slipped his arms around her waist, kissed her neck, and whispered in her ear.

      “We should make a baby.”

      “Oh yeah?” she’d responded. “With Paper Mache or something? Maybe Lego?”

      “We’d have to get Lego,” he’d said, dreamily. “For the baby.”

      “Lego’s a choking hazard. No good for babies.”

      “Good call. I knew you’d make a great mum.”

      Unconcerned that she was halfway through the job at hand, cleaning her teeth, he tried to drag her from the room. Once he got an idea, it was not easy to deter him.

      Often, for an easy life, Mercury would follow the path of least resistance and consent to his requests.

      This was easier when his request involved her ruining her diet or surrendering the last glass of wine, rather than ruining her body and surrendering the next two decades of her life.

      These fears she shared, keeping the far more fundamental terror, that she might treat her child as her mother had treated her, to herself.

      When Mercury would not relent, Dom had pushed, not surrendering until they had reached a point of compromise.

      One day.

      As they had fallen into bed that night, as she had forced him to get protection, Mercury couldn’t be sure if she’d meant what she said.

      One day.

      Not an issue now.

      The Disney Princess toothbrush became the blade with which she had murdered her boyfriend.

      Startled, angry, she stepped back and almost tripped over the side of the bathtub.

      The toothbrush fell with a quiet clatter to the floor.

      Mercury left the room.

      Outside, the same soft light from the floor below was chased up the stairs by mumbling voices, overtaken halfway. Words and speakers were still indiscernible.

      Moving from the bathroom in which she had found the Disney Princess toothbrush and an unwanted memory, she reached the next bedroom, opened the door, and stepped inside.

      This room belonged to the little girl or modern boy.

      In one corner was a tiny single bed upon which lay a Disney Princess duvet and two dead bodies.
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      Covered in blood and shame, Trey curled in a ball in the corner of his room.

      When his door opened, he flinched, whimpered, but promised himself, this time he would not cry.

      Then he heard the slosh of the bucket. The squeeze of the sponge. His door had not flung open, and it closed under a soft hand. Rather than slam, it shut with a whisper. Someone had taken the trouble to twist the handle and bring door to frame as though afraid of waking the room’s inhabitant.

      One of the maids who worked for his father was pretty, with tied back red hair and freckled cheeks. Trey had noticed her upon his return. Vicious had noticed him noticing.

      How much extra would it cost to have her come and sponge Trey, to humiliate him? Perhaps Vicious hadn’t used cash but his favourite method of persuasion—violence. Trey refused to look, ashamed and angry.

      The bucket was rested by his feet. The sponge dipped and wrung. Why had he come home? Ah yes, he had nowhere else to go. For spending his whole life in the pursuit of impressing his family at the expense of all else, little though they deserved it, he hated himself.

      His siblings were dead. Their father blamed Trey for their fates, Worse, he blamed Trey for the failure to return with the cure to his terminal illness.

      For only so many days Harvey Michaels could cling to life. For each of them, Vicious would visit Trey, making the now siblingless man feel the full force of his father’s disappointment.

      “Are you planning to lie in a ball all night? You’re getting blood on the carpet.”

      Shocked, unable to believe to who the voice belonged, Trey looked up and saw his mother, sponge in hand.

      As ever, she was beautiful. While Harvey’s illness had rapidly aged the crook, his ill-gotten gains had allowed for the opposite effect on his wife. Beth had always looked like their mum. By the time the daughter had left home for the final time, she and her mother might have been sisters.

      It hurt Trey to look into that face he so recognised. He wanted to scream. Tell her he was sorry he’d screwed up.

      Except he hadn’t. The ritual had succeeded. It was not Trey’s fault he alone had survived.

      His mother said, “Sit up. Take off those clothes.”

      Harvey Michaels had met Olivia Denver when he was 25 and she 18. With her beauty, he had fallen in lust. Shallow and lazy, Harvey’s money had appealed to Olivia.

      Before they got to know each other, they were married. Despite learning how far they were from compatible; Carl had followed a year later and Beth a year after that. Trey after another four.

      Many hired hands had taken varying approaches to the children’s upbringing. Later, their father had taken an interest in Beth. Less so in Carl. None in Trey.

      “You don’t have to,” Trey said to his mother, as he sat straight.

      “You’re my son.”

      To all three children, their mother had been more like the headmistress at an elite boarding school, brought in to punish naughtiness or commend success.

      “Come on,” she said. “Clothes off. I don’t have all day.”

      Except once, Trey had never been bad, nor in need of commendation. Sometimes, his mother felt more like a stranger than the staff.

      Regardless, he did as she asked. As he had feared his siblings and father, he feared his mother. Driven by this fear, he removed his top and trousers. Pain accompanied every move. He tried not to flinch or cry out. Dispassionate, his mother watched.

      He left his boxers, inspiring an eye roll.

      “I’ve seen it before.”

      Not since the day I was born, Trey wanted to say. A shy child that had turned into a shy man, he said nothing. A smart mouth had never been on his Christmas list, nor had he been born with one.

      When it became clear he was not going to fully undress, Olivia rolled her eyes and moved in with the sponge.

      The physical discomfort of the situation was matched only by the emotional. What would be worse, the arrival of Vicious, or the pretty redhead? Either would be mortifying.

      He would rather have done the work himself, though it no doubt would have been more painful. Gutless as he was, he remained quiet.

      While she worked, she spoke.

      “You mustn’t be angry at your father,” she said. “You think he is fearless and loveless, but he is neither.”

      Scorn must have shown on Trey’s otherwise pained expression. Olivia smiled.

      “I was Harvey’s trophy. Nothing more. Your brother fascinated him. I don’t think he thought of you at all.”

      Trey knew this. Regardless, he felt a whip of pain against his heart, the like of which Vicious’ beatings could never hope to match.

      Well, maybe match. Never surpass.

      “None of us could he love,” Trey’s oblivious mother went on. “Beth was another matter. His only daughter. Yes, I believe he loved her.”

      Olivia drained the sponge and re-dipped in the blood-stained water. The futility of this was lost on her.

      “He fears death.”

      Trey nodded. Harvey had never shown a hint of fear. It would be easy to believe he was impervious to such a primary emotion.

      Not stupid, whatever else he might be, Trey saw the truth behind the mask. No man went to the lengths Harvey had to stay alive if they did not fear death. If Olivia was right, his fear had been so intense, Harvey had risked the life of his beloved daughter to prevent his demise.

      “You returned,” Olivia was saying, “with news that the ritual on which he had pinned his hopes achieved nothing beside the death of his son, and the daughter he loved. How did you expect him to react?”

      Trey believed his mother’s justification of the abuse her youngest and now only son had endured said more about her than anything. Besides a hiss of pain, he remained silent.

      “I’m proud of you, though.”

      Shocked, Trey whipped around. The bruise on his neck protested. Instinct taking over, he sprung up his hand as though to capture the pain and tear it away. Instead, he made the problem worse.

      “You might not have come home,” his mother went on. “Knowing what your father was apt to do, no one could have blamed you for disappearing, but you didn’t. You returned and took the beatings. For that, I’m glad.”

      Again, Olivia drained the sponge. Somehow, she had tended to near all Trey’s wounds. One last time, she dipped. With her free hand, she gripped his knee.

      “Your suffering is almost over.”

      “Father tell you that?”

      Raising her eyebrows, his mother, the beautiful Olivia Michaels (nee Denver) dapped at the final cut.

      “Once I’m done here, you’ll need to get dressed. Put on something smart. Semi-smart, at the least. Then you’re to come to your father’s room, okay?”

      “Why?”

      His mother smiled. As she was not a smiler, this was a strange sight. A frightening thought flashed across his mind.

      “You’re not going to kill him?”

      Dumping the sponge in the bucket, Olivia laughed. Another rarity.

      “I have no love for your father,” she admitted. “But he has been good to me, and I’m no killer.”

      Rising, she collected the bucket, took it to the door, and put it in the hall outside. Turning back to her son, she managed a second smile.

      “Besides, I don’t need to kill him,” she said. “When you came home, with your news, all hope left the building, as though this massive place could not accommodate both you and his need to live.”

      Crossing the room, his mother completed the hattrick of things she never did, kissing him on the forehead.

      “Something incredible is happening tonight, Trey,” she said.

      Once more, she smiled. “At long last your father is giving up. I don’t need to kill him. He’s going to do the job himself.”
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      “I’m worried about my wife. I don’t suppose you could come over, in case Edie wakes?”

      On more than one occasion, Gina had proclaimed their greatest blessing was not financial security, health or happiness. Rather, their fortune in choosing the house next door to Yassin and Zainab Khan.

      Two days after Gina and Will had moved in, the Khan’s had arrived with lasagne and offered to help in any way possible. They would have come sooner but didn’t want to interrupt any unpacking.

      Burdened with a six-month-old daughter, Will and Gina had barely begun. Noting this, their new neighbours had helped.

      Now in their sixties, with children who had moved out and didn’t visit as frequently as they should, Yassin and Zainab had watched Edie grow. They loved her as their own. Often watched her.

      Gina had feared she and Will did not do enough to reciprocate the kind favours paid out by the Khan’s.

      Here was another to add to the balance.

      Yassin Khan had put a hand on Will’s shoulder. “Are you okay, friend?”

      After lying, Will spent the short journey across town guilty as well as fearful. What would these old friends say when they learned Gina was cheating?

      They wouldn’t find out, because Gina wasn’t cheating. Couldn’t be cheating.

      At least the Khan’s could look after Edie while Gina and Will met with lawyers, screamed in court. Destroying everything they had built under the watchful eyes of impassive judges and Will’s gleeful mother. She did so love to say I told you so.

      Trying to banish thoughts of divorce lawyers and smug mothers, Will turned into the street on which Kayla lived; on which his wife may or may not have been having an affair.

      Most houses were dark. Here and there light still blazed from behind a thick curtain. Through one set of windows, Will saw a flash of late-night telly.

      Halfway down the street, two houses faced each other like mirror images, each with the low light of a lamp pushing through an upstairs bedroom’s curtain. Will pulled onto the left pavement, blocking Kayla’s drive. As he got from his car, her curtain fluttered, then withdrew a few inches. The light at her back, Will couldn’t make out her expression but could see the way she jigged up and down. In her arms, Xyla doggedly resisted sleep.

      Raising a hand in greeting, Will turned from the watching mother to the house across the street. Though he stared at the windows, the curtains remained closed. No doubt it was a bedroom in which the lamp light blazed.

      His wife’s car was in the drive. The number plate was hers, but that wasn’t all. Through the back windscreen, Will saw The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-time. The book his daughter was reading. She’d told him earlier she’d left it in mum’s car. Under her interrogative gaze, he’d had to tell her mum wouldn’t be home until the early hours. She was working. Edie would have to wait.

      In the front, he spied loose change and Yorkie wrappers. His wife loved Yorkies. In the passenger seat was an empty water bottle, probably from their last long journey.

      Before the long nights, before his wife started changing, she had suggested a deep clean for her car, inside and out. It was a good idea. If she wasn’t inside screwing another man, maybe they could do it tomorrow.

      Paul had probably stolen the car.

      If his wife were working late, she wouldn’t have noticed. It sounded as though Paul was an unsavoury character. Perhaps he could have taken it, driven it home. Kayla had said she saw a woman, but that could have been someone else. In the dark, from across the street, his wife was not so distinctive you could tell for sure.

      From his pocket, Will withdrew his phone. Once unlocked, he scrolled to Gina’s number. If he phoned, Gina would answer, wondering why he was calling. Once he told her about the car, she would be alarmed. In disbelief, she would rush to the parking lot and find it missing.

      Before she could panic, Will would calm her. With the car in his sights, he would get her off the line and phone the police, visiting Kayla until they arrived, maybe help get Xyla to sleep. See if he hadn’t forgotten how babies worked. Once he had reclaimed the car and reunited with his wife, Will would call his mother and tell her she had been wrong.

      Bemused, she would ask what he was talking about, or shout at him for waking her.

      Undeterred, he would feel little other than relief.

      The route ahead planned, he clicked call and pressed the phone to his ear.

      It rang once, then went to voicemail.

      No doubt, she was hard at work. Even before the late nights, Gina hated being disturbed during the working day. Dedicated was a word frequently sighted at appraisals and reviews by her bosses, colleagues and even company directors.

      Gina hated being disturbed but did always answer. Afraid it would be an emergency involving her daughter or husband.

      She always answered.

      Across the street, Kayla still watched. Unable to make out her expression, Will imagined eyes touched by sympathy. What a sucker, she’d be thinking. What a loser.

      Annoyed by these imagined thoughts, Will turned away, preparing to leave. Because if she saw him drive away, she’d know he trusted his wife. There was nothing wrong with his marriage.

      Except, his arrival in the first place indicated otherwise. Plus, he’d already confirmed the car was Gina’s. If he wasn’t going to knock on the door and confront a possibly confused, possibly guilty Paul, he had to call the police.

      His phone was in his hand. Without dialling, he slid it in his pocket. If there was a chance his wife might be inside, he couldn’t have the police bursting in. Couldn’t have them rush upstairs to find the car was visiting rather than stolen.

      He thought of Quincy Abram. Police detective in this town since before Will was born. Heart of the community and loved by all. If Quincy found Heidi cheating, Will wasn’t sure he could bear the sympathetic look on the kind sixty-something’s face.

      Sick with anxiety, Will made his way down the drive. Not because this felt like the right course of action, but because he could think of nothing else.

      On the porch, he paused. Overcome by self-doubt, he wondered what he would do if someone knocked on his door late at night. Surely, he would answer. It was impossible not to answer a knock at the door if you were in, if you heard.

      Hands resisting the call to become knuckles, Will raised his arm to the door. Afraid of what he might find if he had the chance to go inside, he forced himself to knock and tried to knock with force.

      Because his first attempt was feeble, barely audible, even to him, he tried again. This second attempt was too rough. It hurt his hand, and he almost tripped over his feet, retreating. As though the door had punched him and might again.

      The light in the bedroom was on. Unless Paul was afraid of the dark, Will wasn’t rousing him from sleep.

      Almost certainly, though it couldn’t be Will’s wife, Paul was with someone. If they were in the midst of passion, might that deter them from coming to the door?

      Occasionally, Edie visited friends and stayed overnight. When the stars aligned, his wife would give him the look, entice him to bed.

      It had never happened, but Will tried to imagine how it would play out if someone had knocked on the door, late at night, with them beneath the sheets, making the most of their alone time.

      Without doubt, they would answer, in case it had to do with Edie.

      That wasn’t helpful. Will doubted Paul had children. If Paul did, they’d probably moved out.

      Will wasn’t sure on what he was basing that.

      After a few minutes, Will started to shiver. Again, he knocked.

      Could he hear movement upstairs, or was that the product of his imagination?

      Forgetting, for a moment, that Kayla might be watching, Will crouched in front of the door and pushed the letterbox. Through the small gap, he saw a narrow, featureless corridor off which was one closed door and the bottom of a flight of stairs.

      For several seconds, all was still.

      The only item in the hall was an out of work doorstop. Black, dog shaped. Perhaps a Jack Russell Terrier.

      Remembering Kayla, he began to withdraw his finger. To stand. Casual. As though peeping through letterboxes was neither unusual nor unacceptable.

      Before he could, someone shouted, “No.”

      Gina?

      Or his imagination again?

      Ready to be sick, he pressed his face closer to the letterbox as a door slammed and someone seemed to dash across the hall.

      While he was preparing to say something, not knowing what that something might be, there was a cry and then a roll of thuds, thuds, thuds.

      Before they came into view, it was apparent someone was taking a quick, uncontrolled trip down the stairs.

      Then came the someone, tumbling too fast for Will to tell who they were.

      With a crack, they came into the hallway, slid along the wood flooring, and came to a halt halfway between the bottom stair and the front door.

      They must have missed the dog doorstep by an inch. That might well have saved their life.

      Breathing as if he had raced down the stairs, and had done so on foot, rather than falling, Will stared at the body.

      Common courtesy suggested he should say something. He was peeping into someone else’s home. That someone was no doubt the still man. As he didn’t know what Paul looked like, he couldn’t be sure.

      Although it meant battling a dry throat, Will prepared to call to the man, to see if he could rouse him into consciousness.

      With slow, controlled steps, unafraid of which might have become of the falling man, someone descended.

      It took an age for them to come into view.

      Only as this person appeared did Will realise he was still staring through the letterbox. If he didn’t pull back, they would see him watching.

      They saw him watching.

      Their eyes met.

      With a shake of her head, Gina said, “Oh, Will. You shouldn’t have come here.”
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      If she had stopped to consider the matter, she would have decided it was unlikely the bodies would rise from the bed like zombies. That they would stumble across the room, seeking to devour her brain.

      In her repulsion, she fled the room as though this was precisely their intention. As if they had the means to accomplish their goals.

      A second’s glimpse of the bedridden bodies had first shown Mercury her mother and Dom. Entangled, they appeared engaged in a perverse, post-life affair. Knowing Mercury ended their lives, this could be their method for visiting upon her a fitting punishment.

      Tricks of a guilty, desperate mind.

      In the hall, as though keen for her to see the truth, Mercury’s mind dwelled upon the bedroom scene. Those pressed together bodies would enter the reel of images she could never escape. Along with her mother and Dom. With the headless man in the woods.

      For now, the bed took centre stage. In review, the bodies were revealed as an adult and child. The latter no older than ten. Ready for bed, her pyjamas had been pink and white. They had matched the sheet on which a monster had dumped her body.

      Long hair on the adult indicated a woman. Mercury had catalogued too few details to be sure.

      Even to double-check, she couldn’t face retracing her steps.

      This place was corrupt, diseased. What were the chances those who sat downstairs didn’t know the situation in the child’s bedroom?

      Killers resided on the ground floor.

      Unwilling to risk her life; unable to save those already lost, Mercury returned to the bedroom in which she had begun. Pulling wide the curtains, she observed the street.

      Ordinary. The homes were semi-detached. Each had a driveway with space for one car. The average number of vehicles per house was roughly 1.5. The overflow clogged the road. Streetlamps lit empty pavements. All the curtains on the street were closed. Few lights shone behind the drapes.

      The window was locked. Even if it wasn’t, there was only a tiny ledge beyond and hard patio below. It was one floor. There was a chance she wouldn’t break anything, if she dropped well, rolled into the landing.

      It wasn’t a good chance.

      Even if it were a risk she was willing to take, she would have to smash out a pane. Downstairs, the crash of shattering glass would alert the killers to her presence. Before she could clear the ledge of the shards that might otherwise shred her stomach, they would be upon her.

      Maybe she wouldn’t need to sweep the glass. She wasn’t sure she could die.

      Afraid to risk it, unsure she would make it through in any case, she turned from the window and moved back into the hall. Toilet, murder bedroom, and her temporary room all faced onto the house’s front, looking over the street. There was nothing but sheer face that side, even if she could find a point of escape.

      Perhaps she would have more luck at the back.

      Rendered fearless by her guilt and misery, stepping into the toilet had been easy. As had entering the little girl’s bedroom. If seeing the bodies had not allowed fear to blossom once more in her system, it had at least admitted unease. As a result, at the next unopened door, she paused.

      Downstairs, the whispering had stopped. With the light still burning, Mercury could not bring herself to believe the occupiers had fallen asleep.

      If they soon called it a night, they would not curl up on the sofa, but climb the stairs, whereupon they would find her lurking.

      Merciless as they had shown themselves to be, she did not fancy her chances in a confrontation. With limited options, she overcame her considerable unease or minor fear and opened and entered the next room.

      Mercury had woken in the master bedroom. Here was the second largest.

      It belonged to a teenage boy or openly gay girl. Even in the dark, clear to see were the well-endowed ladies who lived on the walls. Their sultry expressions promised much. Lust manufactured in a photography studio. Disappointment lay in the poster-owner’s future, should they expect such an expression on the face of a woman met at school, or down the shops.

      Either the teenager had an inordinate amount of clothing or had failed to notice the corner wardrobe. Sheets, balled at the bed’s foot, suggested the latter. Like breadcrumbs, scrunched T-shirts, jeans and underwear (boys boxers and a lack of bras were suggestive of a gender) led to a window. Two steps from where she had entered a laptop sat open, begging a foot to crush its screen or crunch its keys.

      On the bed lay a pleasing lack of bodies.

      With some care, Mercury picked her away across the room and went for the window.

      Outside a wooden fence ringed a small garden in need of love. Grass too long, flowers too dead, leaves moulding by the back door. The window was locked. Even if it hadn’t been, here was another sheer face. No way to reach the ground and be sure you weren’t going to break something.

      The final room was tiny. A box filled with boxes. The windows were locked. As in the teenager’s room, there would have been no access to the ground if they’d been wide.

      Downstairs lay her only hope of escape.

      Mercury had not attempted to search the body room. Possibly, those windows were open. A bush at ground level might have offered a safer route to ground.

      Even if a ladder had been provided, Mercury could not have faced another moment with those bodies.

      At the stairs’ peak, Mercury could hear nothing. Below, light trickled into the hall from under a doorway.

      Apprehensive, wondering what she would do if confronted with one or more murderers, Mercury took the first step.

      Which creaked.

      Mercury’s heart stopped. For over a minute she remained stationary, waiting for her heart first to start, then settle.

      Not every step creaked. About a quarter did. Mercury took each with the weightless touch of a ballerina. When a sound rose from beneath the soles of her feet, she waited sixty seconds. Listening for footsteps below, for the opening of a door and the emergence of a maniac.

      She had no idea what she would do if someone rushed her.

      Five stairs creaked before the bottom. Never did Mercury hear footsteps. The door didn’t burst open. No knife-wielding animal appeared to confront the escaped prisoner.

      At the foot of the stairs, Mercury came face to face with another horrifying sight.

      On the wall, like a sick joke: a full-length mirror.

      In it, the slim woman in the skimpy underwear and tight top was a source of disgust for Mercury. Though she hadn’t chosen to wear the clothes, nor was it her choice to be here, she hated herself.

      In that mirror, she saw the woman who had murdered Fran, her mother, and Dom, her lover. It took all her self-control not to smash the glass.

      Once done, she could take a shard. Bring it to her wrist and—

      Someone moved.

      In the small hall beyond the mirror were two doors. One into the living room, one to escape.

      In the living room, someone muttered. Another someone laughed. At least two men sat mere feet away. Only a wall and thin door protected her from their knowledge.

      More words. Mercury didn’t stop to listen, but tiptoed around the mirror, past the living room door, to the front.

      Frosted glass prevented her from seeing the street beyond. It didn’t matter. If she passed this door, she could flee. Inches of wood separated her from freedom.

      And a locked door.

      While remaining soundless, she was as vigorous as she could be with the handle, as though it might not be blocked by a bolt, only stiff.

      What next?

      Removing the need for Mercury to waste energy devising a solution, the living room door swung wide. Putting her back to the exit, Mercury saw a weathered, leathery face. A man in his fifties with greying hair. Belt undone, his fingers worked at his fly’s zip.

      Seeing Mercury, his eyes gleamed with excitement; his bored, dry look spread into a happy smile.

      This glee and devotion reminded Mercury of a meeting in the woods. Before killing her mother, Ian, a man corrupted by a possessed being, had crawled towards her, even while melting in his blood. With the last of his strength, he had stroked her ankle. Before he went into the light, he had needed to touch her, one last time.

      “You alright?” the leathery faced man said.

      “I need to leave,” she said. Somehow, her voice was steady.

      Leathery did not bat an eyelid. With a shrug, he returned to the living room.

      “I’ll get the key.”

      Over his shoulder, Mercury spotted the messy teenager. Pale skin marred by acne. A bone structure too narrow to look natural. Mercury imagined he looked at the posters the way he was examining her. Where the older man looked dopey, the teenager looked crazed.

      “Dad,” he said. “Did you ask her?”

      Stumped, the father stopped and stared at his son.

      “What?”

      Shaking his head in annoyance, disbelief, the teenager swept across the room. At the divide between living room and hall, he stopped. As the front door was locked, and Mercury had no intention of returning upstairs, she didn’t move.

      The boy said, “How do you want it?”

      His tone was impassive, as though he were a robot. His eyes danced with excitement and glee. Any second, he might burst with joy or rage.

      Sensing this was a test, she searched for an educated guess at the right answer.

      After two seconds, the boy said, “Hesitation. You must be Mercury.”

      In the living room, the teen’s father clicked his fingers. “I remember. Good thinking, Sammy.”

      Rolling his eyes, Sammy said, “Mercury, could you come in here please.”

      Upon seeing these two, it had been apparent they had killed the girl and woman who lay in the bed upstairs. As Mercury looked at the eyes of the men, a more horrifying thought appeared.

      “Were they your sister and mum?” she asked Sammy.

      “Yes,” he said, as though she had asked if he liked chocolate. “Please come in.”

      “Why?”

      The impassive look faded. Sammy’s smile joined his eyes in crazy town.

      “It’s our common friend Heidi,” he said. “You two are going to chat.”
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      Dismissing her peeping husband, Gina leaned over Paul. With a steady hand and outstretched index and middle fingers, she pressed the flesh of the still man’s exposed neck. After several seconds, she straightened and sighed.

      “Weak,” she said, nudging Paul’s shoulder. “But still beating.”

      Will had witnessed his wife’s joy and her misery. Her fury and her humour. A bag of emotions, blindfolded, Gina would choose a new feeling, and wear it until it wore her out. Then back into the bag for more.

      Never, in fifteen years, had she sounded so cold, so cruel. Daily, Gina could run through a cavalcade of emotions, but at her heart burned a kindness that could not be stemmed by any tragedy or outrage.

      Or so Will had thought.

      “What’s going on?” he asked through the letterbox. “You said you were working late.”

      “A lie,” she said, as though announcing she would be cooking chicken for dinner, even if he would prefer beef.

      Again, she checked Paul’s pulse. This time, she saw no need to pass comment.

      Rising, she came and swung open the door.

      “I supposed you’d better come in.”

      By the time Will had shaken the daze and stepped over the threshold, Gina was in the living room, moving towards the kitchen.

      “Drink?”

      Will dropped to his knees by the prone Paul. Though he had watched his wife, heard her proclamation, he searched for a pulse.

      Weak, as Gina had said. Running a hand around the man’s head, Will sought wet patches. Only a lump presented itself. Though Paul lay at an odd angle, there were no signs of serious damage.

      From the kitchen, “Oh, he has Prosecco. Fancy a glass?”

      If Will tried to puzzle what had happened to his wife, he would go mad. She must have treated his silence as assent. A few seconds later, he heard the pop of a cork then bubbles pouring into a flute.

      During his final year at school, Will had done first aid training. When Edie was five, he and Gina had attended a course aimed at children but with much that applied to adults. On both occasions, the instructor had demonstrated the recovery position.

      Nearly a decade after the latter course, Will feared memory failure as he twisted Paul to one side. Was that how the instructor had positioned the mannequin? When he practised on Gina, did she end in this shape?

      Somewhere, a piece of paper certified him as first aid trained.

      A flute in either hand, Gina returned into the hall. Will’s fingers were in Paul’s mouth.

      “Once you’re finished, wash your hands,” she said. “Then join me in the living room.”

      A thrill of horror raced through his heart. So different to Gina was this woman, he could almost pretend she had been body-snatched. The handwashing comment was familiar, spoken to Edie many times.

      Had she changed for good? Could she still be saved?

      Once Paul was in something resembling the recovery position, his airways checked and confirmed sick free, Will did as his wife had asked.

      On different sofas, they formed different shapes.

      As though she owned the place, Gina pulled her legs beneath her. Sipping from her flute, she watched Will perch on the armchair’s edge, straight-backed. As though to be comfortable in someone else’s home without their permission was a grave insult. On the windowsill, his Prosecco stood untouched.

      Desperate to know what was going on, Will nevertheless found himself afraid to ask. Not because he feared she would refuse to provide an answer. Nor because he feared she might lie.

      Somehow, he was sure she would tell the truth, and it was the truth that frightened him most.

      “I’ve sent a text,” said Gina. “It’s not ideal that you’re here. It’s sooner than I’d have liked. But it’s okay. You’ll just have to get involved earlier than planned.”

      In the hall next door, a man lay with a weak pulse, possibly on the cusp of death. Will’s wife had been upstairs with the same man. Had likely pushed him down the stairs. Now she sipped Prosecco and smiled as though all was right with the world.

      Rendered speechless, Will let Gina go again.

      “Where’s Edie?”

      Gina had always been the greatest mother. Protector, nurturer, inspirer. Will loved to watch his wife and daughter together. Had always felt lucky to have them.

      He was afraid to reveal Edie’s location.

      “I guess you left her with the Khan’s?” It was a rhetorical question. “You should have stayed home. Our neighbours do too much. It wasn’t fair to put them out.”

      “They were happy to.”

      “What about Edie? She must be worried?”

      At this, Will flared. “She was already worried.”

      Gina sighed. “I’ve been distant, I know. I’ve wished I could be honest, but it wasn’t my choice. We have to play it their way.”

      “Whose way?”

      Gina ignored him.

      “The important thing is, I love you, and I love Edie. That’ll never change. Whatever I do, I’ll never leave you behind.”

      Gina had told Will she loved him a million times or more. Will was sure he’d never left her waiting on a response.

      For the first time, through crept the real Gina’s voice. Will had begun to believe his wife was gone. At her words, hope choked him.

      “I wasn’t sleeping with Paul, either,” she said, waving a hand towards the door, as though the unconscious man behind it meant nothing. “That’s not what this was.”

      Rather than call an ambulance or ask Gina why she had attacked Paul, the selfish question sprung free.

      “You didn’t cheat?”

      “Not with Paul.”

      Hope went sour, then poisonous.

      “Not with Paul?”

      “There was no tawdry affair,” Gina said. “No one-night-stand met at a bar, no fumble at the Christmas party. Will, I love you. We’re forever.”

      None of this made sense. Once more, Will was struck speechless.

      No shortage of words blighted Gina.

      “I did make love to someone, but it wasn’t about sex. It was more, and it’ll be even soon.” She shook her phone. “As I said, I’ve sent a text. By the end of the night, we’ll each have slept with another. Then we can move on.”

      As the conversation slipped further from his understanding, he determined to say something.

      “I don’t want to sleep with anyone else. It would be a betrayal. Whatever you say, if you slept with another man, it was a betrayal.”

      “Not a man,” said Gina, and laughed at his expression. “Nor a woman.”

      Placing her glass on the sofa side table, she leaned forward, looked side to side, then met his eye. They were about to share a secret.

      “Will, sweetie. There are Gods walking among us.”

      Collapsing in her seat, smiling with divinity, Gina grabbed and drained her glass.

      “Are you going to drink that?” she said, pointing at his.

      “What happened to you?” Will asked.

      This was not the wife he knew and loved.

      There are Gods walking among us.

      Someone had taken Gina, addled her mind.

      No longer could this go on.

      Standing, leaving the Prosecco, Will grabbed his phone, unlocked the screen.

      “What are you doing?” Gina was standing too.

      “There’s an unconscious man through there,” Will said, pointing, and then following his finger. “We need to call an ambulance.”

      In the hallway, he dialled 999.

      Appearing in the doorway, Gina grabbed his handset. Lobbed it through the open front door.

      Will must have forgotten to shut it.

      For a moment, fury painted Gina’s face. As soon as it came, it seemed to blow away, disappearing into a sympathetic smile.

      “I knew you wouldn’t understand,” she said, slipping past him to the foot of the stairs. Bending low, she said, “But it’s okay. Soon you will. Heidi is coming.”

      “I won’t be here for that,” Will said, turning to the door.

      It was on the front step he realised why his wife went to the foot of the stairs, rather than the door.

      Simultaneously, she brought the doggie doorstop onto his skull.
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      Outside his father’s room, Trey’s mother waited. As he approached, she examined his clothes, grabbing his shoulders as he arrived to smooth his black top.

      “You have nothing smarter than this?”

      “No.”

      Tutting, she moved from top to trousers, tugging at the legs to eradicate the creases.

      “It could always be worse, I suppose,” she said. “Not that your father will care. He won’t even notice.”

      “So why does it matter?”

      “Appearances always matter. You’d do well to remember that.”

      Since his mother had arrived in his room with a bucket and mop, Trey had felt uneasy. Like a genetically modified plant, the feeling had grown rapidly when she had mentioned with such surety that Trey’s father would not be around much longer. Another boost came when she spoke of appearances.

      “Who’s in there?” he asked.

      “Your father, you, me. Probably Victor.”

      Victor, known to most as Vicious. She spat, rather than spoke, the name. Olivia’s distaste for her husband’s top man was an open secret.

      “Rest assured,” she said. “When your father is gone, Victor will be out with the bins. In one piece, if I’m feeling generous.”

      “If it’s just the four of us, why do appearances matter?”

      “What part of ‘always’ did you not understand? No, don’t answer. It’s time.”

      Taking her son’s hand, Olivia Michaels led Trey through a plain door. Unguarded. Unlocked.

      Assassination was a threat Harvey no longer needed to consider. Fate or nature or God had performed the job many others had failed.

      Having occasionally entered when it was a games room, Trey knew his father’s chamber was large. When Harvey had requisitioned it, no longer able to manage the stairs, two pool tables, two sofas, an arcade machine, a television and a magazine rack had been discarded.

      Once emptied of fun, professionals had equipped the room like a luxury hospital suite, shipping in all manner of equipment, most of which Trey couldn’t name. Nor did he know what it did.

      The resulting space looked small, cramped.

      Against the back wall, dominating the room, was his father’s huge, four-poster bed. Drapes along all sides had been pulled back. The sheets were expensive and soft. Beneath the thick mattress, the professionals had added a mechanical lift which could bring Harvey upright. In his ever-weakening state, it was a feature he no longer used.

      Through the door, between two pieces of equipment taller than Trey, a path led to the foot of the bed. To the left of his father’s head stood Vicious; to the right, his mother.

      Olivia kissed her husband’s cheek.

      “Hello, darling. Our son is here.”

      Our son.

      Trey tried to recall when last he had seen his parents in the same room. When he was six? Perhaps once since then.

      Then again, he’d rarely seen them separately. Trey might have been an orphan.

      It occurred to him he had been unhappy most his life.

      “Trey, don’t dawdle,” said his mother. “Come and speak to your father.”

      As Trey approached, Vicious gave a smile that matched his nickname. The impulse to run pounded through Trey and he struggled to resist. This could be a cruel trick.

      Opposite Vicious, his father beneath him, Trey’s spine tingled. With his mother at his back, she could grab his shoulders and shove him towards his father. Harvey’s hands looked feeble. Gnarled, brittle, they might still throttle Trey. Revenge for allowing the beloved Beth to die.

      Despite her claims, Olivia might also place a knife in her son’s hand. Tell him to murder his father so they could take his money. Vicious would be in on it. Or Olivia would deal with the brute.

      “Hello, father,” Trey said. The words were weak, but he was proud to have forced them out despite his visions.

      For a minute, no one spoke. Under the unbroken gaze of Harvey, Trey’s fear grew. Though he was not talkative, anything was better than silence.

      “I don’t know why I’m here.”

      A mask covered Harvey Michaels’ face, providing oxygen he struggled to draw without assistance. At his left side, the sheet under which he lay began to tremble. Inexplicably, Trey thought his father was about to evaporate.

      No. As though the sheet weighed a thousand tonnes, Harvey lifted his hand from beneath it. An IV line pierced a vein.

      It was not his father’s hand. It belonged to a man a hundred years or more older.

      Seconds that felt like hours passed as Harvey raised his shaking hand, at last taking hold of his son’s.

      As those diseased fingers enclosed Trey’s, he had to fight the impulse to recoil. Not because he believed he could catch his father’s illness. Because he was afraid of the man who lay before him, even in this current state.

      For the first time, Harvey’s eyes flicked from Trey to Vicious. Though it pained him, he nodded.

      All of Trey’s strength he funnelled into keeping still, steady.

      At the signal, Vicious removed the mask from his boss’s face.

      Across the world, the powerful and mighty Harvey’s voice had sent tremors. Lying amongst the fruits of his phenomenal wealth, it was his most prized asset.

      “You survived where your brother and sister died.”

      When all else failed, the voice clung on, though it had lost its power. Wheezing, fading. Soon, it would be gone. If Trey’s mother had been telling the truth, Harvey would be dead before that time came.

      “All the beatings Victor has dished out; you have taken.”

      Harvey’s hand was slipping from Trey’s. It wasn’t intentional.

      Despite his repulsion, Trey gripped his father tighter, holding them together.

      “I’m proud of you,” Harvey said.

      For a mad second, Trey believed his father was proud of him for holding on. That his real message was yet to come.

      There was no more message.

      Exhausted, defeated, Harvey nodded to Victor again.

      Instead of refitting the mask, Victor went to one of the many machines.

      “I don’t understand,” said Trey. Both of his parents had told him they were proud. Something was wrong with the world.

      “Your father is saying goodbye,” said his mother. “This is the end of Harvey Michaels.”

      His father’s hand slipped free.

      Victor was still at the machine. He had yet to touch any of the buttons.

      Trey was a mess. His brother and sister were dead. His father was about to follow them into the light.

      None had shown Trey an ounce of compassion. None had loved him. Had he been kidnapped; no ransom would materialise. When the note came, they might have read it with bemused expressions and asked: who’s Trey?

      And Trey had loved them each fiercely.

      Standing above the father he had barely known, he realised he would grieve. As he had mourned the brother who beat him and the sister who treated him with contempt.

      Victor had his finger on a silver switch. He turned back to Harvey, waiting for final sign off.

      A hand fell on Trey’s shoulder. His mother squeezed.

      Harvey nodded.

      The door swung open. Someone rushed in.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” said Olivia. A bloodthirsty warden, her convict in the electric chair, thwarted by a last-minute pardon.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” said the newcomer. “There’s someone at the gate. They have a message for Mr Michaels.”

      Victor’s finger hovered on the switch.

      “Tell them they’ve missed their window,” said Olivia. “When they die, they can impart their information in the next life. Assuming, that is, they end up in hell.” She raised a hand to her husband. “No offence, dear.”

      But Harvey wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were on the man by the door.

      “Speak,” he rasped.

      Olivia’s grip tightened. Although the newcomer had arrived bearing a message and had permission to deliver it, he hesitated.

      “Well?” snapped Vicious. Only two people would dare speak on behalf of Harvey Michaels, even at his death bed. Both were present.

      “I don’t know her name,” the man confessed, “but she says she knows Master Michaels.” He nodded at Trey. “You, sir.”

      “So?” said Olivia.

      “She says she knows about the ritual,” he continued. “She says Trey can’t give you what you want, but that’s okay.”

      Olivia’s grip became so tight Trey feared his shoulder would break.

      “Sir, Mr Michaels,” the newcomer finished, “she says she can cure you.”
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      Nestled amongst what appeared to be an eternity of fields and forests, lost at the bottom of a sunken stretch of land, Amira found a clutch of homes and shops so small the place could barely be called a street, let alone a town.

      In a grocery store the size of a market stall she asked, “Do companies actually deliver here, or is it all grown from home?” She glanced at the stack of loo roll. “Well that’s branded, so if you’re making it yourself you’re breaking some laws. Copy Right infringment maybe. I’m no expert.”

      Given he had to be at least 206, the man behind the till was probably due a Guinness World Record for oldest human. He was like one of those ancient wales or turtles but less elegant. No one would want to see him in a zoo.

      He didn’t strike Amira as the chatty sort.

      “I’m no expert in this particular field, I should say,” she continued. “In many fields, I am an expert. To name a few… oh is that a Kit Kat?”

      Plucking a bar from the stand and plopping it on the counter she said, “I’d like to buy this please. Also, some information.”

      The ancient man rung up the sale with the speed you might expect of a 206-year-old. If the information was barcoded and also needed adding into the till—which was not as old as him but might have been the first—Amira would have retired before she received a receipt.

      Because information was a specialist item, Amira hoped it could be handled separately to and concurrently with the Kit Kat.

      “I’m looking for a man named Richard Unwin.”

      Behind the counter, the man froze, the Kit Kat in his hand, halfway between counter and till. His eyes went so wide Amira feared he might be having a heart attack.

      “I take it you know of whom I speak.”

      “Out.”

      The voice rasped, seeming to tear at the throat on its way out, but was clear. Amira understood the word. She just didn’t care for it.

      Withdrawing her purse, she said, “Was it not clear? I can pay for this information.”

      “Out.”

      “Don’t be unreasonable. It’s only information. A few quid in your pocket. Buy oil for your pacemaker.”

      “Out.”

      It was possible the man was like a parrot, and “Out” was his version of “Pieces of eight.” It might well have been the only word he knew.

      Needing information, wanting to be deluded, Amira could have believed this if his eyes weren’t speaking the same as his mouth. Out. Out. Out.

      “Can I at least purchase my Kit Kat?”

      This time, his eyes did all the talking. Amira sighed, unable to believe he could afford to turn down a sale. If the obstinate man had been behind the counter for 200 of his 206 years, he’d probably had less than 200 customers.

      At least he had branded toilet paper.

      She said, “Sod your Kit Kat,” and left the store.

      However small was this village, there would be someone else to ask.

      Someway, somehow, she would find Richard Unwin.
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      Sometime prior to Amira’s arrival, the minuscule town had gathered. In a space large enough for the lot of them, perhaps a larder, they made a pact never to speak of Richard Unwin.

      If not never, they had at least promised not to divulge information to any Asian people, because they were racist.

      Or perhaps it had been women, because they were sexist.

      Or outsiders, because they were bastards.

      After being frustrated by a further four residents, Amira happened upon a pub. The sign outside was dirty enough to be unreadable. Maybe they couldn’t think of a name and had obscured a blank sign to conceal this embarrassing fact.

      Through a creaking door, a small room contained four tables and a bar, behind which sat two stools. One of these looked as though it might be able to handle a feather’s weight, the other tilted like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Praying that skipping breakfast would be a blessing, she chose the former.

      In one corner, two men in their eighties played a card game in complete silence. Each had a pint. It was impossible to tell what they were drinking. Amira guessed someone had last cleaned the glasses between the two world wars.

      Behind the bar, a sturdy woman leaned against the wall and watched Amira take her seat. In her fifties, the landlady had to be the youngest person in town by two decades. One cold winter separated her from complete isolation.

      If she had never seen an outsider, which was likely, it didn’t show.

      “What can you I get you?”

      Unlike the loo roll and chocolate in the shop, there were no recognisable brands stencilled into the taps. Over the bar, Amira spied several fridges. Glass fronts displayed obscure white wines and ciders. Higher up, Amira recognised vodka, whiskey and gin, none of which bore labels.

      Taking another look at the old men’s dirty glasses, she said, “Do you sell Kit Kats?”

      “We do nuts.”

      “Not the same. A cider. Anything I can drink from the bottle.”

      This didn’t please the landlady. Amira drinking from the bottle would bring the tone down. Luckily, she’d graduated from a service school where the customer is always right was still the motto.

      Amira had her drink.

      Before the landlady could leave, Amira said, “I’m looking for some information.”

      Turning back, the fifty-something woman raised an eyebrow. She did not return to Amira. Nor did she depart.

      “I’m trying to locate a Richard Unwin.”

      Amira had approached this request from several angles. As none had bore fruit, she went for simple, straight forward.

      Across the room, a glass came down like an auctioneer’s mallet. Sold. One of the old men choked on his beer and dirt. The landlady took a step towards Amira.

      “I think you’d better be drinking your drink,” she said. “Leave the questions for another day, another place.”

      “That’s no good for me.”

      “It might have to be.”

      “It’s not.” Amira sighed. “I get that around here you’re not too fond of Richard Unwin.”

      The mallet smacked wood again. Sold. Amira turned. The octogenarians glared.

      One said, “We do not speak his name.”

      “Isn’t that Voldemort?”

      The reference was lost on the older gentleman. The landlady showed no reaction, but Amira thought she’d understood. Sipping from her cider, Amira decided to focus on the one person in town who wasn’t old enough to have attended school with Arthur Conan Doyle.

      “You’re not the first people I’ve spoken with,” said Amira. “It’s obvious none of you wish to talk about this… man. You want me to leave, and that’s fine. Honestly, I wish I could. But I can’t.”

      “You can,” said the landlady.

      “Except I can’t. This isn’t some stupid interest project; I don’t want to wind anyone up. I’m not a journalist… right now. My friend’s life is in danger. Only if I find this Richard Unwin can I save her. It’s taken me long enough to track him here. I don’t know where to go next.”

      Before speaking, the bartender filled two more dirty pint glasses from a tap with no name.

      “He can’t help your friend.”

      “Except he can. Given how much you all seem to fear him, I guess you know he’s not ordinary.

      Glasses full, the landlady delivered them to the old men’s table. One took her wrist. Both whispered before allowing her to return with their empties.

      “Know what that was about?” the landlady said, upon returning.

      “I assume they demanded your nightly topless dance. Fine, but can you wait until I’ve left? Nothing personal but you’re not my type.”

      “You know what that was about,” the landlady said, unphased by Amira’s stupid jokes. “They don’t want me to talk to you. Every man, woman and child in town has promised never to talk of Richard Unwin. It’s our vow.”

      “Are there children?” Amira asked, “or is that what they call you?”

      “You should leave.”

      “Why do you fear him? Has he threatened to disrupt the annual turnip festival? Does he use a fork to eat soup or,” she pretended to muse, “is it what happened in the fifties?”

      The landlady’s eyes widened, but she recovered well.

      “You did your research.”

      “I always do my research.”

      The cider wasn’t bad. Dry, as Amira liked it. Surprisingly cold. It had all the marks of a drink you might find in a proper pub, in a proper town or city.

      “You’re conflicted,” said Amira, after a while. “As a good person, you want to help. Also, I’ll pay—did I mention I’d pay?—and who doesn’t like money? But you don’t want to betray your town, which I get.” Amira sipped again, considered. “We have to find a way to get past this. I’m not joking, the life of my friend depends on me finding Unwin. I’m not leaving until I have my information.”

      “You might not get a choice.”

      Amira rolled her eyes. “Will the community come together and murder me? We’re in the middle of nowhere. I doubt you want to be a horror movie cliché.”

      From across the room, Amira could feel the gaze of the old men. She wanted to make a pervert quip but was getting somewhere with the landlady. Didn’t want to slip off track.

      “Please, help me.”

      “Unwin is dangerous.”

      “Then he’ll kill me, and it won’t matter that you surrendered your big secret.”

      “It’ll matter to my conscience. I’ll worry.”

      Amira smiled, finished her drink. Slid it across the bar and waved away the offer of another.

      “You’re a good person,” Amira said. “Tell you what, when I survive, I’ll come back, let you know I’m okay. Come on, help me save my friend. Be a hero.”

      Still, the landlady was conflicted. There was nothing more Amira could do.

      After some time, the server leaned over the bar.

      “Okay.”

      Across the room, chair legs scraped on wood boards. Amira turned to see one of the men standing. The other gripped a beer. The glass trembled in his grasp, as though it were trying to get away or massage his palm.

      “We do not speak of him,” said the standing man.

      “No one’s asking you to,” said Amira. “But I won’t let your fear kill my friend. Understand?”

      Looking at the landlady, the standing man said, “that thing killed my sister and best friend. Killed Johnny’s wife and daughter. Killed your mother.”

      Johnny, the man with the shaking glass, appeared to be crying. At the standing man’s words, the landlady hung her head.

      Despite her attitude, Amira wished no one harm. Not physical and especially not emotional. When she stood and faced the old man across the room, her eyes were lit with not the passion of a fight, but the compassion of reason.

      “You must miss your sister and friend terribly,” she said. “Johnny, I’m sorry to hear about your family. I know many people were lost over those few days. I know how it must have destroyed the heart of this town.”

      She wondered if someone might interrupt her, to tell her to leave. When they didn’t, she went on.

      “I can’t possibly understand your pain. Wouldn’t dream of trying. I’ve been blessed. I’ve yet to lose a loved one.”

      Johnny had stopped crying. The other two patrons and the landlady watched Amira intently as she spoke.

      “A similar plague to the one visited upon your town in the fifties came to my village less than a month ago. The friend I’m trying to help lost her mother and boyfriend. We were lucky not to lose more, but it isn’t over. My friend is in terrible danger. If I can’t help her soon, she will die, and she won’t be the last. You fear and despise this man, and I wish I could spare you the pain of speaking of him, but I can’t. Please think back, remember the lengths to which you would have gone to save your loved ones. Do that, and I know you’ll understand why I need to push you for answers about Richard Unwin.”

      As though the speech had exhausted her, she felt back into her stool. It creaked but did not collapse.

      “You may hate it,” she finished. “But until I have my answers, I’m not going anywhere.”
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      On her approach to Richard Unwin’s residence, Amira recalled her best friend’s love of gothic horror literature.

      Mercury had hundreds and would consume them repeatedly. She read little else. Amira wasn’t so enamoured but had at least read the genre’s most famous examples.

      Frankenstein, Dracula, Jekyll and Hyde, The Picture of Dorian Grey.

      As an angry mob had stormed the route she drove, intending to destroy Unwin, the beast who had murdered their loved ones, Amira might have recalled Frankenstein. As she had read Frankenstein but not seen the movie, she instead remembered Dracula.

      Though the latter stages of that book clouded in her memory, the early pages were clear. Jonathan Harker arrives in a foreign land to learn the villagers fear the man he has come to meet: Count Dracula. They will take him only so far towards the Count’s abode and won’t wait with Jonathan for the arrival of the Count’s man.

      Even 65 years after the massacre in the nearby town, its inhabitants were terrified of Unwin. They had been loath to provide even an indication of his whereabouts.

      An average age of 65 helped keep the fear alive. Unwin’s horrors were not enough generations removed to become diluted.

      Amira’s impassioned speech had softened the men and woman of the bar into telling her where Unwin resided. They begged her not to go; sure there must be another way to save her friend.

      Amira wished this was so. She had little desire to be so far North. To be in this empty, desolate place with more fields than coffee shops.

      The idea of meeting Unwin did not frighten her. Long ago, he had ceased to be a monster. He was also eighty. Amira’s biggest fear was that Richard would have died before she arrived. Hated and feared by all in the vicinity, it had been many years since anyone had seen him.

      There was every chance she could happen upon a corpse.

      Over the hump of another hill, Unwin’s abode appeared.

      This was not the ancient, towering castle of Transylvania, home of Count Dracula. This was nothing more than a farmhouse mired in what appeared to be an eternity of rolling fields.

      Old; built from stone with a moss strewn tiled roof, the farmhouse was large. Perhaps five bedrooms. A chimney spat smoke into the sky which Amira considered to be a good sign. Dead men rarely started fires.

      Gravel covered the lead up to the house. Amira’s was the only car, though there was room for six. There might have been a vehicle in one of the barns, but Amira doubted it. There were livestock and crops. The whole place was probably self-sufficient, although she couldn’t imagine how a man so old could tend to so many animals and plants.

      The front door was plain black wood, the knocker brass. When she rapped it against the holder a satisfying BANG, BANG, BANG reverberated throughout the house. There was no bell, but if anyone was home, and assuming they were alive, there was no way they’d miss the sound.

      No one answered.

      Despite her belief that the sound could not have gone unheard by any inhabitants, she knocked again. The banging rang not only through the building but into the surrounding fields, bounding in all directions like a rabbit.

      No one answered.

      After several minutes Amira tried the door because you never know. In the middle of nowhere, why bother to lock up? Especially if people were too afraid to get within a distance where they might make use of that unlocked door to rob you or worse.

      The door was locked.

      Given the expanse of land that surrounded the property, most of which undoubtedly belonged to Unwin, he might have been anywhere. Stepping from the front of the property, she followed the front wall to a corner.

      Fields. She saw cows and horses and sheep, but no signs of human life. Returning along the building, past the front door, to the other corner she saw, unsurprisingly, more fields. Many of these crop fields. There were also three huge barns, all closed.

      Halfway down this side of the stone home were a set of double swing doors built into the floor. These would lead into a cellar, and from there probably into the house. With nothing better to do, Amira walked along the building’s side until she reached them.

      A vast, brass padlock prevented her from going any further. She rattled the chain, but the doors were locked tight.

      Along this, the east side of the building, all the windows had been closed, most the curtains drawn. In the day’s light, she could see easily through the uncovered windows. Stone floors with no carpets or rugs to protect the feet from goosebumps. One room, a living room, was fitted with ancient wooden furniture. She saw no family photographs. Nor a telly.

      When she turned from that window, she found a farmer standing a few feet away.

      Though he startled her, though she had no idea he had approached so silently (if he’d been levitating, he was now on the ground), she still managed to repress a jump.

      “Can I help you, miss?”

      He wore thick boots, brown trousers and a checked shirt partly covered by a gilet. His hands were rough and calloused, and his hair was wild without being overlong. His eyes were a deep green, and his smile was warm. He was in his mid-thirties. Probably only a couple of years older than Amira and just her type. If you could ignore the thick accent. Which she couldn’t.

      “I’m looking for Richard Unwin.”

      “You’ve found one,” he said. “But we are many. My family’s littered with them. Unimaginative bunch as we are.”

      “This Richard Unwin was born in 1940.”

      “Yeah, I figured it might be him.” Glancing over her shoulder, he pointed at the cellar doors. “He’s not in there, although he is below ground.”

      “In a box?”

      “Precisely.”

      “How long?”

      “Six months. Give or take.”

      “I meant in feet.”

      He chuckled.

      Amira considered. The young Richard Unwin’s hands were by his side. He seemed harmless. Dangerous people often did.

      “The residents of the nearest town will be relieved to hear it,” she said. “As it stands, they’re living in a perpetual state of fear for no reason.”

      “My grandfather had that effect on people.”

      “So it would seem. Don’t suppose I could ask you some questions?”

      Young Unwin seemed to have been expecting this. He was not only happy but eager to speak.

      Back around the corner of the building a key so large it looked almost comical was produced and slid into the lock.

      Once she was in, it would be harder to escape. Not that she had any reason to believe Richard was particularly dangerous. She had become more suspicious, as a rule, since a quiet boy she’d schooled with had come into her flat and shot her. Even before that, she’d never been a people person.

      Despite her worries, her need for information powered her on. Richard stepped through and stepped back to let her enter. When she had, he smiled and closed the door. Some comfort was that he left it unlocked.

      “This way.”

      The entrance room was small and square, full of coats and boots. From it led two doors, both closed. Unwin opened the closest and led her into a stone corridor. Paintings of flowers and ancient battles lined the walls, clashing. The floor was chipped and in need of care. The lights in the ceiling were unshaded, aggressive.

      Closed doors led off either side of the corridor. Unwin led them through the third on the left, into the room she had spied from the exterior. More stone floors, white walls with paintings of bloodshed and topiary. Over a grand fireplace, A beautiful tulip sat beside a knight on horseback skewering a peasant with a lance.

      “Did you know the term freelance comes from knights who had no lord or master and were free to sell their lance to any who had need?” Amira asked.

      “I didn’t,” said Unwin. “That’s interesting.”

      He was lying. Amira smiled as though she believed him and was pleased he had enjoyed her fact.

      “Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

      “No, thank you. Last time I took a drink from a man I’d only just met I woke the next day, naked in the gutter, aching in places I should not have been.”

      This wasn’t true, and Amira was less afraid of date rape than she was arsenic. The statement was suitably shocking to make him accept her rejection.

      “You’re more than welcome to get yourself something,” she said. “I can wait.”

      “That’s alright. Let’s sit.”

      A white padded sofa with wooden frame backed against the window and faced the door. Amira took this before Unwin could, enjoying the way the sunlight streamed over her shoulders and her unobstructed view of the exit.

      Opposite her, Unwin took a seat that was the same, but dirtier. If he enjoyed sitting back and watching the world go by through the window, this would be his favourite.

      Glancing around, she asked, “Where’s your telly?”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “Bizarre. How do you keep up with current affairs and the Kardashian’s?”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Events of political or social interest going on in the world at present.”

      “Amusing. I suppose, as I don’t have a TV and will never be able to keep up with these car… whatever, I shouldn’t worry about whether I’ve heard of them.”

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “So, instead, shall we address what you came here to address?”

      This was ideal. Amira had no desire to pursue chitchat before getting down to the matter at hand but had expected Unwin to want to. He had that look about him. Perhaps she was a poor judge of character. Maybe good character judges didn’t let men with guns and the desire to use them into their homes.

      As a demonic force had infected Ian, she let herself off.

      “How much do you know about your grandfather’s life?” she asked. “And I don’t mean how good he was at filing his taxes.”

      “My grandfather was a talker,” said Richard. “I know it all. Even the taxes.”

      “I think you’ll be able to help.”

      “I’d certainly like to,” he said. “For a start, we can cut away all the boring bits and get to it. I’m assuming your interest revolves around what happened to my grandfather in 1955. Correct?”

      “Correct.”

      “So, let me ask… how much do you know, and what is your interest?”

      Thirsty, Amira wished she had brought a drink. Knowing she would never accept one from an Unwin, it had been the obvious move.

      Deciding to follow Richard’s lead and cut to the chase, she said, “I know your grandfather, in 1955, was possessed by a demon. As for my interest…”

      Richard leaned forward. “Yes?” Hungry to know.

      “After your grandfather’s possession, your great-grandfather accomplished something incredibly rare. Almost unheard of.

      “My interest: I want to know how he did it.”
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      Excited by the topic, Richard leaned in.

      “When you say my great-grandfather achieved something “incredibly rare”, in regards to my grandfather’s possession. I assume you mean rarer than the possession itself?”

      “Much rarer,” said Amira.

      “And what would that be?”

      “Don’t do that,” said Amira. “We were doing so well without the games. Everything straight forward and on the table. You know why I want to know. Only question is, will you help me?”

      There were always games. Unwin knew whether he was going to help Amira. Rather than answer, he leaned back in his chair, exhaled, and steepled his fingers. Like an amateur dramatics’ player, he exaggerated the trappings of deep thought. Amira resisted the urge to comment.

      “Before I help,” he started, backtracking once he realised what he’d done, clarifying. “Before I decide whether to help, I want to hear what you know about my grandfather.”

      “Why? Don’t you know it all?”

      “I do, but no one else does. If you’ve found out what no others could, I would be very impressed. I want you to impress me.”

      Reminding herself she needed his help, and if she had to play a little game it wasn’t the end of the world, Amira nodded. Besides, she did like to impress people. The information had been hard to dig up. She was impressed with herself.

      “I suppose the story starts,” she said, “with your great grandfather: Nicholas Unwin.”

      It was not a long story.

      In late 1939, Nicholas Unwin had left his pregnant wife to go to war. Once victory was assured, he rushed home, excited to see his boy for the first time.

      What he found broke his heart. Richard Unwin was five and blighted by numerous degenerative diseases of which he would never be rid, and which would surely kill him. More than one doctor claimed he would be lucky to reach his eighteenth birthday.

      Having felt a deep, undefeatable love for his boy the moment he had seen him, Nicholas swore he would do whatever it took to save his son’s life.

      As would Harvey Michaels, over sixty years later, Nicholas fast dispensed with conventional medicines. Soon after, he also ruled out natural remedies.

      Ten years passed before Nicholas discovered the secret that might save his son’s life. By 1955 Richard, now 15, was on the cusp of death. Having revised their estimates, the doctors claimed he might struggle to reach next week let alone manhood.

      Desperate, Nicholas and his wife, Richard’s mother, moved forward their plans to save their son. Aided by Nicholas’ uncle, they began to chant. In one final, desperate attempt to save the boy, they called forth an ancient, evil power.

      Being cruel and aggressive, the ritual killed Richard’s uncle and put his mother in hospital for several weeks.

      Partway through the ritual, a heart attack killed the boy.

      Regardless, the demon came, resurrecting Richard.

      At first, it seemed as though their prayers had been answered. Nicholas grieved his brother and prayed for his wife, but could not help experiencing joy at his son’s recovery. All the degenerate diseases were gone. Richard was healthier and stronger than any child his age.

      Until Richard went to sleep, and the beast took over, all seemed well.

      On the first night after the ritual, a man was killed walking home from a pub. On the second night, a party of four were murdered over dinner at home. On the third, there was an attack on a party two doors from where the Unwin’s then lived. Fourteen people were killed.

      Survivors who fled this last party when the killing began testified that the teenage Richard Unwin had perpetrated the massacre.

      Fearing not only what the townsfolk would do to the boy after finding out about the murders, but that they were telling the truth, Nicholas left his hospitalised wife. He took his son to the isolated farm that belonged to his family, where his parents had lived together most of their lives.

      Amira said, “the angry mob followed. There isn’t much detail on what happened when they got here.”

      Richard smiled. “You’ve more detail than I would have thought possible. You are something.”

      From his seat, Richard rose. Amira twisted in hers as the handsome farmer stepped across the room and stopped by the window. Over the rolling fields, towards the town she had recently left, he pointed.

      “Late at night,” he said, “they came. Marching towards the house. Nicholas wanted to keep his son inside, but the demon was in control. The possessed Richard went to meet the mob. There were thirty of them. Half would scurry home. The bodies of the remainder littered the hills for days. Richard returned to his father, unscathed.”

      “And was betrayed,” Amira took up, “by that father.”

      Richard turned to look at Amira again, nodding solemnly. “That was certainly how the demon viewed it. How much do you know of what happened next?”

      “Not as much as I would like. Nicholas Unwin’s wife ended up in New York, more than ten years later. In 1969 she was hit by a car. For three days she hung on in hospital. Before she died, she spoke with someone. Told them a story. Most of what I’ve told you, and a little more.”

      With another look at the window, as though expecting again to see the angry mob, Richard turned away and came back to his seat. He did not sit.

      “What more?”

      “Nicholas Unwin was a clever man,” said Amira. “Well, not clever enough not to get his son possessed, but he was desperate, so those actions are understandable. The clever bit was his realisation that everything might nor come up roses. When he researched the ritual, he also discovered the recipe that would create a blade that could kill a possessed being. He must have found it, which is incredible. It took me long enough, and I have Google.”

      “What’s Google?” said Richard, smiling. “Just kidding.”

      Amira ignored the joke. “It wasn’t just the recipe and the first ritual, though. Knowing he could never destroy his son, somewhere, he dug up another spell. One he could only have used in a very specific circumstance.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Now Amira stood. She did not like being lower than her counterpart. Last time she had told someone that, she’d ended up in hospital with a bullet in her hip. To Richard, she said nothing, only continued her story.

      “In almost every possession case I’ve seen, when the demon enters the host, the spirits bond, and the host is eradicated. The demon takes over, absorbing everything the host was. In only a couple of cases has this not happened. In these, the demon and human do not bond, but body share. The spirits aren’t entwined, and that means one can extract the demon from the host’s body.”

      She opened her hands in a ta-da pose and smiled.

      “Am I right?”

      Richard smiled. “Just so.”

      “I’m so glad to hear you say that. Know why?”

      “Do tell.”

      “Because it means I can save my friend.”
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      “What do you believe caused the cases of your friend and my grandfather to differ from the others? How did they miss out on proper possession?”

      Insisting he required a drink before they could continue, Richard had moved to the kitchen. Perhaps because he didn’t trust Amira not to pass a bloodthirsty or floral painting out the window for later stealing, he insisted on her company.

      “Impossible to say,” said Amira. “But I have a suspicion.”

      “Please tell.”

      It was a long room, narrow, with more stone floors. A surface ran the length of one wall. An island split the kitchen and dining areas. Amira spied a huge oven, a fridge, a chest freezer, a full block of knives, some pans, but no microwave. The ultimate modern convenience.

      “Before my friend was possessed, she was stabbed. My theory is, as her attackers dragged her onto the symbol, as the ritual began, she bled to death, as your grandfather died of a heart attack.”

      “Now that’s interesting.”

      “Isn’t it just?”

      A long wooden table dominated the dining area. Amira passed this and followed Richard into the kitchen; leant against one of the counters as he pulled a bottle of red wine from the holder beside the fridge.

      He said, “You think their demise affected the spell?”

      “Between their cases and others, it’s the only notable difference. I believe once the ritual starts if it’s performed correctly, it finishes. As there are no reports of demons possessing the dead, I don’t think that’s possible. Therefore, upon meeting a useless body, the ritual rectifies the situation. It returns the proposed host to life.”

      “Which ruins the result?”

      “Makes sense, doesn’t it? The demon enters as the host soul reignites. For some reason, the bonding can’t take place under those conditions. The two remain as two, whole, allowing for individual withdrawal. That’s how Nicholas saved your grandfather.”

      Twirling the red wine, Richard proved the bottle’s cork was in place. No one had tampered with the seal. Placing the bottle in her hands, he reached into a drawer and withdrew two huge red wine glasses.

      “Will you take a drink with me?”

      “You might have bought an empty bottle, filled it with poison, only then adding cork and wrap,” she said.

      “You’re a suspicious girl,” said Richard. “But you don’t believe that.”

      “I don’t. Still, as our discussion continues, I should keep a clear head.”

      “We have little more to say,” said he. “You have almost the whole story. The blanks I can easily fill. Most important to note is you’re correct. My great-grandfather performed his little trick. Stole Richard’s demon. Have you worked out what happened next?”

      “Nicholas was never heard from again.”

      “Precisely,” smiled Richard. “A demon spirit, ripped from its host, will not evaporate into the ether. Nicholas discovered if one fails to make provisions for said spirit, it will at once re-bond with the vacated host. Now, share a drink with me.”

      Between them, on the counter, sat two glasses. Amira supposed there was every chance Richard would kill her this night, but she did not believe he had poisoned the wine. She tapped the rim of the closest glass.

      “Excellent.”

      As Richard tore the wrap from the cork, Amira said, “So Nicholas became the spirit’s new home. But before performing the first ritual, to possess Richard, I guess he’d made the killing blade. Unable to murder his son but blighted by morals, he must have called the spirit into him and, as it latched onto his soul, stabbed himself through the heart. Something like that.”

      “Something like that. You’re quite right.”

      The cork popped. Amira had always loved the sound of wine filling a glass. She hoped this wasn’t a sign of alcoholism.

      “The ritual of extraction is far easier than that of possession,” Richard said. “It requires only one chanter for a start. Problem is you need separated spirits, as you said, but not only that.” He passed her a glass. “You need someone willing to take the demon. A rare set of circumstances.”

      “No doubt.”

      “Who will take your friend’s demon?”

      “I know of a man on the cusp of death. Already, he has proven himself willing to engage supernatural means to prolong his life. Gladly, he will seize the offer to house my friend’s demon.”

      “Presumably you won’t reveal your intention to murder him as soon as the demon enters his body?”

      Amira didn’t answer. Richard laughed and held out his glass for cheers.

      “You are formidable,” he said when Amira clinked him. “I’m so glad to have had the pleasure.”

      “As am I.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “You’re a liar. Drink your drink.”

      Still, it made her nervous. Because she needed Richard, because Richard held the cards, she lifted her glass and drank.

      Whatever the vintage, it was delicious. Amira said so.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem. Will you help me?”

      She expected more games. Instead, with a charming smile, Richard said, “yes. Let’s free your friend.”
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      Constructed from one giant slab of uneven, unvarnished wood, from which descended four huge legs as thick as the trunks from which they were crafted, the dining room table was as unsightly as its chairs were uncomfortable. One tree, under the guidance of a carpenter of lazy disposition and Heraclean strength, might have birthed the set. If so, a mighty oak it must have been.

      While pondering the genesis of the table and chairs at which she sat, Amira enjoyed a glass of red wine and tolerated the homeowner’s conversation. Once their first glasses were empty, Richard departed to locate the proffered information, asking only that she top their drinks before he returned.

      Besides this, she examined the room. Amira liked her kitchens and dining areas awash with natural light but was surrounded by interior walls. Even mid-summer, mid-day, a roast could be prepared only under the glaring, unnatural tube bulbs. Amira loved cooking. In such conditions, she would find only depression.

      Having no culinary intentions here, Amira switched focus to escape routes.

      At either end of the room was a door. The one through which they had entered and through which Richard had departed led into a familiar corridor. From there she would find entrances to the living room and entrance hall, amongst other, unknown, places.

      Glasses topped with delicious red, Amira rose, massaged her rear, and passed the island to the second door.

      Jet black, solid, it screamed forbidden and, as such, Amira expected it to be locked.

      But it wasn’t.

      On the other side, a phonebox sized hall presented a second black door to Amira’s left, and a white door opposite. The right wall alone was unblemished by exits. The repulsive three by two foot painting of a wasp killing a spider was no substitute.

      Based on previous experience, Amira expected the black door would be unlocked. Therefore the white would not be. Naturally, it was the other way around. As had the black been, the white door was heavy but swung outward beneath her palms with little resistance.

      Beyond the white door lay a hexagonal conservatory. Clear glass panels and deep wooden beams. Furniture more comfortable than anything Amira had yet seen in the Unwin residence.

      Double doors offered escape into a small garden. Encasing the well-kept lawn was a semi-circle of ten-foot hedges. At the semi-circle’s centre-point was an arched path through these hedges, acting as spyglass onto the miles of land owned by the Unwins.

      The doors would be locked, but on the windowsill beside them sat an ornate dish. In this dish, a key.

      Aware Richard would not be gone long, Amira rushed across the room and slid the key into the lock, twisting.

      Relief bloomed as the door opened, releasing her.

      Richard was about to provide what she needed, at which point she could walk out, get in her car, and drive away.

      Perhaps the constant ache in her side, courtesy of the bullet, was the reason she believed she might need an escape route. In any case, better to have and not need than need and not have.

      Closing the door, she slid the key into her back pocket. Returning to the dining room, she took her seat less than a minute before Richard returned, dropping a time-worn notebook onto the table, closer to him than Amira.

      Silence followed. Richard sipped his wine as though sampling, as though they hadn’t previously drunk a glass each, and gave an appreciative sigh. His motives were transparent. He offered nothing because he wanted her to ask.

      “Is that it?” she said when she could resist no longer. To prevent her left-hand grabbing for the book, she gripped the wine glass stem. Her right remained by her side, hovering over her bag.

      He nodded. “Here is my great-grandfather’s accumulated knowledge. Both rituals as well as the concoction to create the killer blade. I know you said you’d already found that.”

      “I did, but it’s untested. It’ll be good to see if our findings match.” Before she could ask him to hand it over, she bit her tongue.

      “I’m going to let you take this,” he said, pressing the book’s cover.

      “I appreciate that,” said Amira, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “I want something in return.”

      Amira said nothing. This declaration failed to surprise. Free lunches were like unicorns, and suffering Unwin’s company in this strange, isolated place was not payment enough to earn her friend’s life.

      To save Mercury, Amira had promised herself she would do anything. If Richard wanted money, she would conjure any sum. If he wanted to sleep with her, she would close her eyes and think of England. Some requests would be harder to stomach. In her experience, the least tolerable outcome of any situation tended to be most likely. Afraid of what he might ask, she said nothing, awaiting his terms.

      He wasn’t ready.

      “Before you sign the deal, so to speak,” he said. “In good conscience, I must warn you; I don’t think you’re helping your friend.”

      “No?” She wasn’t interested in his opinion, but he wouldn’t be pushed. The only way to the notebook was his way. For now.

      “How much do you know about that Richard Unwin, after Nicholas took the demon and sacrificed himself? How much do you know about the fifteen-year-old boy who emerged from that experience?”

      Amira considered concealing her knowledge. Deductions made since her arrival might become leverage if hidden up her sleeve.

      “Not much,” she said. “Officially. After Nicholas died, Richard was seen only from a distance. Townsfolk who feared his return set up patrols and kept them going for ten years. There was talk of another attack—they didn’t know, of course, that Nicholas had cured him—but no one had the nerve. Memories of the dead were too fresh. Since the patrols stopped, Richard has been a ghost, seen only in the nightmares of the fearful.”

      “Okay,” said Richard. “What about unofficially?”

      Born with the show-off gene, Amira had always believed knowledge gained was pointless if you couldn’t use it to impress. Despite knowing it was inadvisable, she could not resist answering.

      “None of the bloodshed caused by the possessed Richard was his fault,” said Amira. “Still, for the lives lost at his hands, he would have suffered terrible guilt.”

      “Indeed, he did. What else?”

      “Eighty is a ripe old age for a boy condemned to die by eighteen. Time spent playing host to a demon must have changed his genetic makeup. Aside from the eradication of his illnesses, I’d imagine he was never sick again. Even more attractive, as a benefit, would be levels of strength and fitness beyond what most humans can achieve.”

      “Spot on. What else?”

      Knowing she had reached the point where she had to stop, she said, “He never fell in love.”

      Richard confirmed, “Sad, but true.”

      “Never had a woman here.”

      “Also true,” he sighed. “And we could have used a woman’s touch.”

      “At least you have the flower paintings.”

      “Beautiful, aren’t they?”

      “They are. He’d have been a life-long virgin.”

      Richard’s face went white. Realising, perhaps, he had been too free with his answers.

      “Stands to reason, doesn’t it?” Amira said, driving the point home. “He never had a woman here, and he never left. Ipso facto… virgin.”

      When he appeared unable to respond, she continued. “Of course, if he were a virgin, he’d have had no children. You must be a spiritual grandchild, right?”

      On a roll, poking the bear, Amira took advantage of Richard’s continued silence.

      “Another benefit of these genetic changes (and this is pure speculation) could be a prolonged lifespan. Say, for example, that fifteen-year-old Richard only seemed to age one year for every three that passed. Instead of looking his eighty years, he might look only 35. That might be a bit of a leap. What do you think, Ricky?”

      Knowing the risk she was taking, Amira had leaned a little to the side. The tips of her fingers were within the top of her bag. No matter what, if she escaped, she was leaving with that notebook. If he attacked, when at last he composed himself, she wanted to be ready.

      Composure came after ten seconds, at which point Richard burst not into violence, but laughter.

      “You are wonderful, you really are. I could fall in love tonight for the first time.”

      “There’s nothing like the unrequited kind.”

      Richard’s laughed intensified. Slapping the table, with one hand, clutching his side with the other, the book was unattended. Releasing the wine glass, she placed her palm flat on the table.

      After a second, Richard noted his mistake and replaced his hand on the book. Amira withdrew hers a centimetre.

      “Are you going to tell me why I’m doing my friend a disservice, exorcising her demon? Long life, eternal health, enhanced strength and fitness, plus no need to share your body. Doesn’t sound so awful to me.”

      “Having shown me how clever you are, will you now try to play dumb?”

      “Thought I’d give it a go.”

      “No,” he said. “You tell me why you do your friend a disservice.”

      “Why you believe I’m doing her a disservice.”

      “Fine. That.”

      “Well,” she mused, pausing as though she had not already formulated a theory. “When considering what you might mean, I can’t help but remember the busted streetlamp outside my bedroom when I was a small girl, living above a shop.”

      “Is this a fascinating story?”

      “Not remotely. Every night, outside my room, a broken streetlamp hummed, non-stop. It was background music, white noise. I didn’t even know it was there. Never had any trouble sleeping.”

      “And?”

      “Not and: until,” she said. “Never did I struggle to sleep until, one night, the buzzing stopped.”

      As realisation settled, Richard smiled. “The sound stopped, and the silence was deafening.”

      “Like a drill to the skull.”

      “And you can’t sleep.”

      “No,” she said. “Like if you shared your body with a demon, and you don’t know it’s there. All you see is the fall out of the actions it performs when in control.”

      “I had no trouble sleeping.”

      “Until your father rips from your soul that demon.”

      “The silence was deafening.”

      “That would take some getting used to.”

      “A long time.”

      “An eternity, I would guess, given sixty-five years have passed and you’ve not left. You could have gone anywhere. Done anything. The silence, the drill to the skull, traps you like a ball and chain.”

      Atop the book, one hand trembled. The other rose as if to wipe his eyes then fell on the table. Gone was the laughter. Devastation, despair sat behind the eyes.

      “These beings are pure, beautiful,” Richard said. “At first I was furious at my demon for killing, but soon I thought, how often are humans chastised for murdering ants? That is what we are to them, to beings so powerful, Godlike: ants.”

      He leaned forward, over the book, his hand still upon it. Somehow, Amira managed not to lean back.

      “Your friend has been given a gift. If you care for her as you say you do, you shouldn’t take it from her. An exorcism is a blow from which she will never recover. Of that, I am evidence.”

      Finishing his drink, Richard took the bottle and topped them up, though Amira didn’t need it, and wouldn’t drink it.

      “That’s as maybe, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take.” She picked up her wine out of habit. Put it down without taking so much as a sip. “You already knew I’d say that, though.”

      “I did.”

      “As I know what you want in return for that notebook.”

      Richard drained his drink. Taking the notebook from the table, he held it to his chest, like a possessive child with a toy.

      He said, “And what’s that?”

      “Simple,” she said. “When I rip the soul from my friend, cast it into the air, you want to be the one who receives it.”
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      Richard spread his arms, smiled his broadest smile and said, “have I mentioned how pleased I am we’ve met? You truly are brilliant.”

      Amira grimaced and jammed a knife into Unwin’s leg.

      Screaming, his hands shot to the blade, to remove it.

      Previously clasped to his chest, the notebook tumbled towards his lap.

      Keeping one hand on the knife, Amira brought the other forward, snatching the notebook before it slid beneath the table.

      Both Richard’s hands grabbed hers, around the knife. Releasing, she jerked away and slid from beneath his calloused grasp. Struggling from her chair, she almost tripped over her bag. Kicked it away. Knife removed, she no longer needed it.

      “No,” hissed Richard, but he hadn’t stood. Both hands were on the blade, gripping it tight. Blood was coating his thick farmer’s trousers.

      Notebook in hand, Amira rushed past the island, noting the knife block from where she had taken her weapon; resisting the urge to rush over and grab another.

      A howl indicated Richard had attempted to pull the blade from his leg.

      Maybe he had succeeded. Either way, she heard his chair fly back and knew he was standing.

      Throwing open the heavy black door, Amira stepped into the square lobby and slammed it behind her. Immediately releasing that handle, she reached for the other across from her and swung open the heavy white door.

      This, too, she closed behind her. In the kitchen, she could hear the stamping feet of a furious Richard Unwin.

      The notebook was still in hand. Clutching it in a whitening fist, Amira rushed across the conservatory and barged outside.

      With the key in the door from the other side, she screamed as the white door burst open, and Richard appeared. Deep in his now red left leg, the blade remained lodged.

      He didn’t seem to notice. Once handsome, now crazed eyes shot to Amira, saw her ploy. With a growl, he ran for the handle.

      Too late. The door was locked. Though Amira shouldn’t need it, she withdrew the key and rushed across the garden, diving through the hedge arch.

      The path was short. In ten seconds, Amira had reached its end and burst into miles of empty land.

      Stopped.

      It occurred to her what a terrible decision this had been. In one hand, the notebook spine creaked as she continued to grip. In the other, the key’s teeth bit in retaliation to being squashed.

      The absence of a relentless pounding indicated Richard wasn’t trying to break the conservatory door. The lock wasn’t powerful. Had he wanted to, he could have smashed his way out in ten seconds, and come after her.

      Why would he?

      When she turned, over the bushes, the back of the house was visible. To reach her car, she would cut diagonally from the hedge’s edge to the house’s corner. Sprinting along the east-facing wall, past the cellar doors, to the next corner, she would reach the gravel front drive. Her car would be in sight. It would be difficult to access.

      By surrendering his attempts to exit the conservatory, Richard freed himself to twist and return through the house. At the other end of the kitchen, he would pass into the long corridor, at the end of which he would enter the entrance hall and exit out the other side, at the front of the house.

      Even limping, he would reach the car first. He would have time to settle on the bonnet, fold his arms, and choose his best victory smile before she appeared around the side of the house.

      It made no sense for her to tire herself out.

      Believing her panicked, knowing they were too far from help for her to escape without her car, he would assume she would take the predictable route.

      The key, then, was to be unpredictable.

      Simple in theory, terrifying in practice.

      Because of her stupid escape plan, he was always going to reach the car first. That was a hurdle she would need to overcome no matter what. Her only hope was the element of surprise.

      Knowing to delay was to make things worse, Amira returned through the arch and jogged to the conservatory, at the doors of which she paused.

      The room beyond was empty. The white door hung open where Richard had departed. There was neither sight nor sound of him.

      Even if he did suspect her new ploy, he would not be waiting in the kitchen to ambush her. Too risky, in case she did go around the house. Whatever route she took had to end at the car. That was where he would be.

      Unlocking the door, she released herself into the conservatory and moved to the white door, through which she peered.

      The black door was also open. As was the door at the end of the kitchen. There was no sign of Richard, as expected.

      Passing the black door, she paused. This time she did return to the knife block. When she’d grabbed the first blade, she’d taken the smallest, in case Richard should glance into the kitchen. The absence of a blade would more likely be missed if it were smaller. This time, she grabbed that on which she had previously passed.

      At the end of the kitchen, she stepped into the long corridor. Except two, all the doors were closed. The living room in which they had first chatted remained open. As did the door into the entrance hall.

      Though she knew he must have gone through the latter, she approached the former with caution, in case he’d slipped inside to hide.

      Pressing against the wall, next to the opening, she listened but could hear nothing. Although Richard had to be at the car, she waited nearly a minute before spinning around and stepping into the living room.

      Empty.

      Turning to leave, she paused at the exit, span back.

      Her eyes fell on the grand fireplace above which a mean-spirited knight skewered a peasant beside a beautiful tulip.

      A minute later, she was back in the corridor, rushing down the hall into the box within which Richard had stored many coats and boots.

      Amira doubted Richard had closed the front door. None the less, it had swung shut as he rushed towards her car. Beyond its black surface, she could hear nothing, indicating he was not pacing on the gravel. He would be leaning against her car, rotating this way and that, trying to watch both sides of the house. He would be waiting.

      Despite the temptation, Amira could not wait. Past the front door lay a ten second run to her car. The gravel drive was clear, but for her vehicle so the moment she opened the door, he was going to see her. From when she turned the handle, she would have a two or three-second window where he was surprised and needed to compose himself. Then all advantage would be lost.

      Afraid, with no real idea how this was going to go, Amira shoved the knife in the back of her belt. In either hand, she held a weapon, of sorts. In her left, as well as the weaker of the two weapons, she grabbed the door handle.

      Trying not to think of the man who had come into her home and shot her, or wonder whether all farmers carried shotguns, she turned the handle, opened the door and stepped outside.

      Immediately, she oriented herself, spying her car and Richard.

      As his eyes snapped to her, she threw the first of her weapons and charged.

      The surprise of her arrival disappeared immediately, but not before the flying shoe caught his attention. With a raised hand, he batted it away. Her aim had been good.

      From his leg, he had pulled the knife. Around his feet, blood-soaked the gravel. Had he been an ordinary man, he would have fainted. Changes to his genetic makeup caused by a possession sixty-five years ago exorcised allowed him to carry on.

      The shoe bounded into the gravel.

      Richard turned back to a roaring Amira.

      She charged like the skewering knight. With no lance to hand, she’d had to make do with the fireplace poker.

      He stepped from the car, having regained his composure. With one hand he caught the makeshift lance.

      With her free hand, she’d withdrawn the knife from her trousers, even as he’d reached to catch the poker.

      “That demon is mine,” he roared, then screamed as she once more pierced him with a knife, this time through the hand.

      When he whipped the hand away, the knife was torn from Amira and disappeared.

      Freed up, she used both hands to grab the poker, yanked it back, and swung, bringing it upon Richard’s head.

      As he cried out, she hit him again, and again, and again.

      And dived to the side as he launched. Richard spilt into the gravel and howled as his sliced hand stopped his fall, as stones pressed towards bone.

      Standing, he spun to watch lights flash on Amira’s car. The passenger side door was open. In dived his quarry.

      Richard ran to the driver’s side as Amira scooted into the same seat. Pressing the blipper, she locked all the doors.

      “You can’t do this,” he roared. “This is what we want. This is what we both want. Give me my demon.”

      He bought both hands into the driver side window. A spider’s web of cracks appeared under his enhanced strength.

      She started the car.

      Again, he brought his fists to the window.

      This time, it shattered. Glass cascaded into her lap.

      His hand was through the window.

      Car in reverse, Amira slammed her feet onto the accelerator, even as he got his bloody hand around her throat.

      The car was moving. Richard was running. Somehow, he wasn’t falling behind.

      Worse, his grip was secure. Amira started to fear he would pull her from the car before she gained enough speed to shake him.

      She launched an elbow into his nose.

      With a roar, taken by surprise, he let his grip slide but did not release.

      While the impetus was with her, she jammed her thumb into the unlock doors button, grabbed the door handle, and threw it open.

      Metal smashed into his stomach. Amira’s head jerked with his hand. She almost flew from the car, saved only by grabbing the handle above her head.

      She felt his hand slide away, watched as he tumbled over and over in the gravel.

      Kept reversing, reversing, reversing.

      Until, at last, he was out of sight.

      She was free.
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      On the mantlepiece in the living room was a family photograph. In a mahogany wooden frame, Sammy’s father wrapped his arm around Sammy’s mother. Hunched over, Sammy bore the weight of his little sister. Everyone smiled. Four beaming faces.

      “It’s sad,” said Sammy, looking at the photo. “What we had to do.”

      Sammy didn’t look sad. While his father searched a media folder on the smart telly, he pointed to a two-person sofa facing the screen.

      “How can you live with yourselves?” Mercury asked.

      Neither answered, nor looked bothered. Mercury wanted to kill them. Because Heidi had infected their blood, she didn’t. They were not the people they had been before meeting the demon.

      Then again, infection only instilled pure devotion to the infector when the infectee accepted it willingly. A man named Laars resisted. When Heidi infected his blood, he began to go mad but wasn’t enthralled with his infector as were the others. Having found the secret to killing demons, he had tried to put the weaponised blade through Mercury’s heart, thus killing Heidi.

      As far as Mercury was concerned, Sammy and his father were at least partially responsible for their actions, the fruits of which lay upstairs. Her hands twitched. Crossing the room, she slammed the photo to its front.

      To Sammy’s quizzical look, she said, “If I can see their faces, I’ll kill you.”

      In most cases, possession destroys the human soul; kills the human to whom the occupied body had belonged. Even so, Mercury had struggled to find the mental strength to kill demons. If crazy, bloodthirsty,  the infected were still human. Thus, Mercury could not bring herself to kill them.

      “Ready,” said Sammy’s father.

      Mercury was on screen.

      In a black blouse and blue jeans, a glass of white wine in her hand, she looked far more respectable than she did in her current skimpy getup.

      This wasn’t Mercury.

      Heidi.

      While Mercury stared at her image, Sammy left the room. Returning, he held a bottle of white minus one serving, and a fresh glass. Placing the glass on the sofa side table, he poured an amount to match Heidi’s.

      “She’s excited to speak with you,” said Sammy.

      “To me,” said Mercury.

      “What?”

      “She’ll be speaking to me, not with me. It won’t be a conversation, will it? She’s a recording.”

      Sammy shrugged, as though he didn’t know. Nodding at his father, he slipped from the room with the wine bottle. As the father pressed play, Mercury heard the fridge open. As it closed, Heidi began to shift, straightening her back and clearing her throat.

      “Thank you, boys,” she said. “You can leave.”

      If it was weird seeing herself on screen, in an outfit she didn’t recognise, a film she didn’t remember, hearing her voice was too much. So shocked and sickened was Mercury, she slid backwards, falling into the proffered chair, next to the glass of wine.

      Sammy returned into the room. Together, he and his father departed into the hall.

      “They gone?” said Heidi, smiling. As Mercury’s eyes widened, Heidi laughed. “Don’t worry. I can’t see you. No magic trick here. I’m pre-recording. A one-way conversation, though feel free to heckle.”

      Frozen to her seat, Mercury didn’t have the strength to speak, let alone hurl insults at the screen. Dazed at seeing herself, she tried to recover, knowing when she did, anger would follow.

      “This is all a tad strange, I know,” Heidi said. “You’re probably wondering why I’m bothering to make this message.”

      Mercury wasn’t wondering anything.

      “I felt it was important,” Heidi went on. “We spend all this time together. Closer than two souls could ever be without the standard possession bonding. We share your body. I act with your hands, your eyes, your mouth. Often, I use your bare chest and what’s between your legs and I must say, it’s been a real help that your look conforms with standard ideas of beauty. Laars, who I was supposed to possess, had a certain something, but not like you. Besides, I prefer to be female.”

      While talking, Heidi’s finger absently tapped her glass. When a nail caught, a ping resulted. Attention caught by the sound, Heidi glanced at the wine as though she’d forgotten the drink. Noticing, she smiled and raised the glass.

      “Sammy should have poured you some,” she said. “Let’s share a drink. Come on. I’m sure you need it.”

      Bringing the wine to her nose, she gave it a sniff.

      “It’s good stuff. You might think demons, as you humans will insist on calling us, wouldn’t be partial to a tipple, but we are. Come on, at the same time. 1, 2, 3…”

      She tilted her head and took a deep swig.

      Mercury took her glass and soaked the floor with her wine.

      Heidi rolled her eyes. “That’s wood, sweetie. A slip hazard. Health and safety will not be happy.”

      The glass slid from between Mercury’s fingers and shattered. No one entered. Heidi laughed.

      “Did you drop your glass? Silly girl. I’ve already told you this is a recording. I can’t see you. But I know you. Our souls have rubbed together, and I can predict with a fair amount of accuracy what you’ll do at any given moment. You didn’t drink the wine because you were suspicious. You tipped it on the floor, quite unnecessarily, as a point of rebellion. You feel lost, out of control, boxed in. You were signalling you can still control certain aspects of your life. I applaud that. Well done.”

      Heidi drank more wine. Mercury tried to process the information. If Heidi knew what she was going to do and when, how could she ever be free?

      “You did the right thing,” Heidi said, cutting through her thoughts. “After Sammy poured my glass, we spiked the wine with a sedative. Had you drunk, you’d now be asleep.”

      Another sip of wine. It was almost gone. Mercury still felt frozen to her seat.

      “You’re probably wondering: if I knew you were going to pour it away, why bother spiking the wine? Well, I believe that adage, better safe than sorry. I was sure you were going to dispose of the wine, but it was a prediction. If I was wrong, you’re asleep, so I won’t be embarrassed. I will have wasted my time, but in case you hadn’t noticed, I love to talk. Even if you aren’t going to watch this far, I’m having a blast chatting.”

      The wine was all gone, Heidi placed it at her feet. Mercury checked the spot where it would be and found it amongst the shards of glass recently created. Though she had known Heidi recorded her video in the same seat in which Mercury now sat, seeing the physical evidence sent shivers up her spine.

      “One prediction I’m sure of is that you’re coming tonight. That you’ll wake in the bed upstairs and be available to watch my video,” said Heidi. “I thought, after you killed your mother and boyfriend, I’d have the driving seat for good, but I was wrong. I’ve held for a couple of weeks, but you’re getting stronger. Now, as I put the final pieces into place on my big plan, you return. A lesser gal would be frustrated. Not me. Do you know why?”

      Though this was a recording, Heidi leaned in, as if expecting Mercury to answer. Fooled, Mercury opened her mouth before realising to speak would be to waste her breath. Unlike the squatter, Mercury didn’t need to hear herself prattle.

      “I’ll tell you,” said Heidi. “It’s because I’m desperate to speak to you before you disappear for good, and darling, it will be for good. If you didn’t drink my wine, then enjoy every second you get before sleep because they are your last.”

      Heidi stood. As though the TV was a mirror, Mercury did the same. Someone worked the camera, so it remained on Heidi’s face.

      “In my species,” said Heidi, “I am but a humble servant. One of the masses. Powerful, immensely powerful by your human standards but nothing compared to my kind’s lord and master, who holds incredible power. Power you couldn’t fathom if given a hundred of your lifetimes to try and…”

      Heidi considered.

      “We’re not gendered,” she said. “But in your world, men seem to have an unfair share of the power, no?”

      She waited. Mercury said nothing.

      “It’s so,” said Heidi, “so we’ll go with, she’s coming.”

      Heidi chuckled, smacked her hands together. Her smile had become almost insane.

      “When you go to sleep, Mercury, I will rise, and the ultimate ritual will begin. I should say, the final ritual. Once my master comes, a mere touch of a human’s flesh and she calls one of ours to this world. With a click of her fingers, you, pesky Mercury, will be gone for good.”

      Stepping to the camera, she pressed her smile against it.

      “When my master arrives,” Heidi said, “humanity ends.”
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      Olivia had taken one of the two chairs at her husband’s bedside. The newcomer took the other. Before she agreed to speak, she insisted upon a vodka and lemonade. Heavy on the vodka. When it arrived, she finished it in one go and asked for another.

      “It’s been a long trip.”

      “Why are you here?” said Olivia. “You said you could save my husband. Explain.”

      “Can we wait until my drink’s arrived?”

      “That’s what I thought,” said Olivia. “Time waster.”

      “If you say so.”

      Trey watched his mother. Wondered if she was aware her expression matched that of Vicious, the man she so loathed. In his bed, Harvey was too weak to display emotion. Olivia put a hand on her son’s arm.

      “She said she knew Trey,” said Olivia. “Darling, do you know her?”

      “Yes.”

      There was a pause. The door opened, and a servant appeared with another drink. No one looked at him.

      “Trey?” Olivia prompted.

      “She’s a police detective,” he said.

      At this Vicious’ expression grew more violent. Harvey’s relationship with the police was not fractious, because fractious would be an understatement.

      In contrast to Vicious, Olivia broke into a smile.

      “An alcoholic police officer, how original.”

      The servant placed the vodka in Liz Norton’s hand. “Actually,” she said, taking a sip. “I’m in recovery.”

      “Looks like.”

      Liz examined the glass. Smiled. “Not from alcohol. I’m a recovering police officer. Certainly, were I still with the force, I wouldn’t be sitting with one of the most notorious criminals of the last fifty years, about to save his life.”

      “How?”

      The rasping, weak voice came from the bed. All eyes turned to Harvey. His were on the former detective. Olivia sneered.

      “Presumably, our friend will need another drink before she tells us anything. That seems to be the pattern.”

      Having finished her second vodka, Liz placed a hand on the servant’s arm—“another would be great.”—before returning to Olivia: “But I’ll talk now if you’re happy to proceed.”

      “We don’t trust pigs.”

      This guttural hiss had emanated from Vicious. From behind Liz, he stared, looming over her. Tilting her head back, she seemed not in the least intimidated.

      “Fascinating. Personally, I’ve always found cats suspicious.”

      While Harvey, Vicious and Olivia watched Liz, and the servant scampered off to get more vodka, Trey found his eyes wondering. Of their own volition, they went to the silver switch Vicious had come so close to flicking.

      Had Liz been a couple of minutes later, it might have been too late. Had Vicious flicked the switch, Harvey would be gone. Trey would be grieving. Might that have been best?

      Cutting through his thoughts, Liz said, “Trey will already have filled you in on what happened in the woods, I’m sure. He and his siblings succeeded in summoning a demon into the body of a woman named Mercury.”

      “You what?” hissed Vicious.

      Eyes like cold, deadly steel, Harvey turned to his son.

      Olivia said, “What sort of a name is Mercury?” Then, realising, “Hey, didn’t you say the ritual failed? The attempt killed Carl and Beth?”

      Trey opened his mouth, but no words emerged. His eyes flicked to the door but attempting to escape would be useless with Vicious around. Liz did not seem to notice she had dropped Trey in trouble.

      “She’s named after Freddie Mercury, I believe,” she said.

      This at least drew attention from Trey to the ex-detective, who seemed to revel in it, perhaps under the vodka’s influence.

      “It’s straightforward, Harvey. Your children conjured a demon and Carl and Beth died in the process. Having proved it could be done, Trey no doubt wanted to rush home and save his father. Alas, demons are unreasonable. This demon, going by the name of Heidi, oversaw two more possessions in short order.”

      “You filthy little—”

      “Come now,” said Liz, cutting off Vicious. “Don’t have a go at Trey. Heidi kept him because he’s remarkable. He was involved in all three possessions; he alone survived each unharmed. This boy is an asset.”

      Liz gave him a thumbs up. Trey could not fathom her kindness. When she’d arrested him, she hadn’t been gentle, and he’d escaped from under her nose. He’d been responsible for several deaths. Something was going on, but he didn’t know what.

      Not one for words, Vicious grumbled something. Olivia took it up.

      “I believe the Pitbull is incensed because, due to my son’s lies, Harvey gave up on life. Harvey offers Victor gainful employment when no one else will, so naturally, he’s upset. As I am the main beneficiary of my husband’s will, I’m less fussed. No offence, sweetie.”

      Harvey had eyes only for Liz. Again, he said, “How?”

      “Simple,” said Liz. “Because you won’t be able to find two people to perform the ritual with Trey fast enough, that avenue is closed. However, of the three demons created under your son’s watch, Heidi remains. I’m proposing we use an alternative ritual to withdraw the demon from Mercury and put it into you, saving your life.”

      “Why my husband?” said Olivia. “He’s a criminal. A bad guy. Why would you want to save his life?”

      “Simple again. I’d love to do a quiz set by you guys.” The servant had arrived with another drink. Liz took it. “If you wish to conjure a demon into a host, you need only knock out said host and lie them on the symbol. In the case of transference, it takes willing. Not from the host but the recipient. If you don’t accept the demon when it leaves Mercury, it will return to her. This is a time-sensitive issue. I need someone who would not only be willing to take possession of the demon but who doesn’t need convincing this is possible. We have neither the time nor the bodies for further demonstrations.”

      Liz finished the third drink while the rest mulled her words. Neither Vicious nor Olivia looked happy. Trey felt stunned by the turn of events. Couldn’t stop looking at the silver switch.

      Harvey said, “Do it.”

      Liz beamed. “That’s why I came. No muss, no fuss. We get our friend back, and you get to live. Everyone’s a winner.”

      Standing, she said, “Can your pet here,” she jerked a thumb at Vicious, “have you ready to leave before sunrise?”

      Stunned expressions all round. Olivia snorted.

      “My husband can’t go anywhere. Look at him. He’ll die if he tries to sit up. If you want his help to save your friend, you’ll have to bring her here.”

      “Are you stupid?” Liz asked, slow, clear. “We have every reason to believe Mercury is not in the driving seat. It’s Heidi. If you think we can force or trick her into coming here, you’re two apples short of a bushel. We know where she is. We think if we can ambush her, we might get a chance to pull this off, and even then it’s only a might.”

      Liz went to drink her drink, found it empty. The servant was gone. Frustrated, she made for the door, stopping upon arrival.

      “It’s like this. I’ll be leaving with the rising sun. Harvey, you must decide. You stay, or you come. If you come, you might die in transit. The ritual might fail in which case you die. Heidi might kill you. A piano might fall on your head. Alternatively, we might save your life.”

      Liz smiled. “If you stay, you die. That’s it.”

      She opened the door and finished while departing.

      “I’m going to need somewhere to sleep. Let me know when you’ve made a decision.”
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      Dazed, hurting, William was only partially aware of being led back into the house and dumped on the living room floor.

      Above, the blur of his wife leaned in. Grabbed his chin. He tried to speak, but the blow had been too much. Vision pulsing, sickness rising, he feared he would soon pass out. She disappeared.

      Will realised he needed to stand, and having stood needed to flee. If he could find the strength only to cross the road, he could take refuge in Kayla’s house. Crazy though his wife might be, she had not the power to batter down doors.

      Expecting backup imminently, Gina might be confident she would soon have the support needed to remove such obstacles, should Will attempt escape. As standing was a struggle, she would know he had almost no chance of departing by wheels.

      Dragging strength and focus from deep, knowing it would not last, Will stood, pivoting towards the living room door.

      As he fought to remain standing, it opened, and Gina appeared. Unable to speak or respond, he could only watch as she shoved him in the chest with a firm hand, sending him sprawling to his behind. A thud indicated his head had cracked the radiator, though he felt nothing. Unable to lift his hands to check, he could only wonder if he was bleeding.

      Gina, the wife to whom Will had devoted many of his years, and with whom he had experienced stronger love than he could have thought possible, grabbed his wrist and around it snapped something cold, hard. The clink of metal on metal indicated she had attached something to the radiator, the other end of which was attached to his wrist. Even in his addled state, if asked what she had done, he would need only one guess.

      “Paul thought he and I would sleep together tonight,” Gina said. “In the process of his clumsy flirting, he mentioned his handcuffs. I wish I didn’t have to use them on you, but if you aren’t going to be reasonable, this is the way we have to play.”

      Gina departed, this time from living room to kitchen rather than living room to hallway. In her absence, Will began to recover. Having held consciousness this long, it was probably his for keeps. As the daze receded, pain took its place.

      Pain was better than disorientation. While the former was unpleasant, it did not hinder thought as did the latter. Senses returned, William felt the handcuffs. Tugged them. Found them to be sturdy, unbreakable. He would need the key which presumably his darling wife had on her person.

      From the kitchen, Gina returned, bearing a bag of frozen peas. Kneeling beside Will, she pressed them to his skull, where she had attacked him with a ceramic dog, and shushed when he gasped in pain.

      “It’s going to be okay. Everything will be well. Please trust me.” Perhaps catching the way his eyes ran across her body, and knowing he wasn’t checking her out, she said, “The key is upstairs. There is no escape. Only release.”

      “Then release me.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Fine,” said Will. He searched for something else. Found it. “Why were you pretending you wanted to sleep with Paul?”

      “I’m glad you asked,” said Gina. Taking his uncuffed hand, she made him hold the peas, then stepped back. Because the initial shock of cold had passed and was now soothing his pain, he kept them in place.

      He asked, “Why?”

      “Because my new friend Heidi is on her way. When she arrives, she will seduce you, and the two of you will make love.”

      “We won’t. You’ve broken my heart, but I don’t believe you’re in your right mind. Something’s happened to you. Even if it hadn’t, even if you were a bored housewife engaged in a cheap tryst, I wouldn’t do the same to you.”

      “You must.”

      “But I won’t. Not until we’re divorced. So long as we’re married, I’ll be faithful. Of that, you can be sure.”

      Gina said, “I’m going to murder Paul. That’s why I’m here.”

      Due to the shock of her words, the bag of peas slipped. Will managed to tighten his grip before they collapsed into his lap, repositioning them for maximum pain alleviation.

      For the first time, he got the impression that Gina wasn’t just different; she was trapped. Cold, impassionate, he realised these traits showed she needed saving. From what, he could not yet tell.

      Despite her attitude and recent actions suggesting otherwise, he said, “You couldn’t kill anyone.”

      “Wrong,” she said. “For the Gods, I would kill anyone with only two exceptions: Edie, and you. I would sooner kill myself.”

      “If that’s true, there’s still some of the Gina I love in there.”

      Choosing not to comment on this, Gina said, “When Heidi arrives, you’ll allow her to take you to bed. Your reward will be to experience a level of bliss you cannot imagine.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

      “Your punishment, if you refuse, will be execution.”

      “Then she can execute me.”

      “In the end,” said Gina, “she will. I’m here because Paul was in your position and made the mistake of insulting Heidi. Tonight, he dies.”

      “Talk about unable to take rejection.”

      “As with Paul, Heidi will ask me to end your life. When I am unable, she’ll kill me before executing you.”

      “She’s not a benevolent God, then?”

      Gina continued, “Before she executes you, she may kill our daughter.”

      This time, the peas did slip from his hand to his lap. Hardly noticing, he tried to stand and fell back. With pickaxes, grief and panic chipped at his heart. From somewhere deeper, anger built.

      “If you believe that, how can you work for her?” Will asked of his wife. “If you think there’s a chance this Heidi might murder our daughter, you should murder Heidi first.”

      “How could I? She’s a God.”

      “Except she isn’t. If Gods walked among us, would they go around murdering people who wouldn’t sleep with them?”

      In Gina’s eyes burned a look that suggested she thought Will hopelessly naïve. It was impossible to believe how completely she had changed. Yet she still claimed to love Will and Edie. Somehow, that did not mesh.

      There were tears in her eyes.

      “Will,” she said. “Please, please sleep with her. I don’t want to lose you.”

      Though it broke his heart, he said, “I think you already have.”

      This Gina greeted with a roar of frustration. Grabbing her hair in fists on either side of her head, she screamed, turned away, and stormed into the kitchen. When she returned, there were tears in her eyes. When her hands came from her hair, she stepped forward as though to strangle him, but stopped short, unable to do so. Will could not tell what was wrong with her.

      “If you don’t want me to die,” he said, “Let me go. If our daughter is truly in danger, I’ll take her away. Protect the people you claim to love. Set us free.”

      Turmoil disfigured her beauty. This once decisive creature had no idea what to do. Brushing the peas aside, Will held out his hand, letting the chain clink against the radiator.

      “Let me go,” he said. “The demise of your daughter and husband is the alternative because I will never sleep with Heidi.”

      She said, “You’re breaking my heart.”

      “Mine has already shattered,” he said. “Let me go.”

      For several more seconds, she hung in indecision. With no more words to persuade her, Will stayed silent.

      An approaching engine decided her. “Fine.”

      Turning to leave, presumably to rush upstairs and collect the key, she met Paul, awake and furious.

      There was time enough for a gasp of shock. Then Paul brought upon Gina’s head the same doorstop doggie with which she had felled Will.

      As she crumpled, Paul turned to Will and sighed.

      “Hate to say it mate, but your wife is a bitch.”
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      Heidi said, “It’s been lovely to speak with you. Now count to ten, and it’ll all be over.” She turned to the door from living room to hall. “Leon, Samuel, it’s time.”

      Face split in a broad beam, Heidi sat, and the film froze, caught on that smug expression until returned to the beginning, played again.

      In the hall, someone stumbled, then threw open the living room door.

      Sensing this urgency had purpose, Mercury dived from the sofa, grabbing Heidi’s wine glass as she went. Somehow, she avoided shredding her knee on the shards of her deceased glass, while keeping Heidi’s whole as she slid towards the mantle.

      Sammy’s father, presumably Leon, bombed into the room, faced the chair and said “Oh.” His face transforming into the sound’s shape as the prongs of his taser, already fired, hit leather, perhaps paralysing the sofa, but having no effect on their intended target.

      Rising, Mercury held out Heidi’s glass and smiled. “May I have another drink?”

      Confused, Leon only stared. Placing the glass safely on the mantlepiece, beside the downturned photograph, Mercury approached the child and wife killer.

      “Stay back,” he said, twisting. Still outstretched, he pointed the expended taser in her direction. Its prongs flipped off the sofa onto the floor as the wires whipped. Either he was an idiot and didn’t understand how the taser worked, or hoped she was.

      He was afraid.

      Until Mercury reached out, gripped the taser, and squeezed, she could not quite understand why.

      Held in a sturdy plastic casing, had an ordinary human grabbed the taser and squeezed, it might have creaked, but little more. Mercury had forgotten possession imbued her with superhuman strength. When she compressed her fingers around the taser, it cracked then crumpled.

      Two of Leon’s fingers had been between the casing and Mercury. These snapped like twigs, drawing a scream from their owner. His night worsened when Mercury put a hand to his chest. A simple playground shove which resulted in him hitting a wall, his back cracking, his head smacking the plaster.

      On the floor, in a heap, he groaned. With his uninjured hand, he reached to his head and flinched, touching the spot where the skull had met the wall.

      “That’s going to bruise,” he whined.

      Ignoring his pathetic protest, Mercury returned to the wine glass and placed the forefinger and thumb of each hand on either side. With ease, she snapped it in two. One piece kept the stem. This she replaced on the mantle, leaving her with a single rounded shard of glass, ending in a glinting point.

      “A bruise is the least of your worries,” she said. “Do you know what happens when you bleed?”

      He didn’t need to answer. Widened eyes and a goldfish mouth revealed Leon knew his blood was acidic. Were she to slice his cheek, the spilt blood would disintegrate his jaw, his chest, and anything else with which it came into contact. With only three or four well-placed slices, she could watch Leon boil and melt.

      Despite his despicable actions, Mercury could never go so far. Her conscience wouldn’t permit such a brutal execution of an unharmed, heap of a human. Even in self-defence, against a demon, it had been difficult.

      None of this did Leon know. Perhaps because he held others to his low standards, his eyes indicated total conviction that Mercury would follow through with her implied threat.

      “Where’s your son?” she asked.

      Without hesitation, Leon answered. “Heidi got a text while you were watching the video. Another of her followers has an issue. She wanted you, uh, Heidi to help, to bring the follower’s husband into the fold.”

      “Why would Sammy go on Heidi’s behalf?” Mercury said. “You can’t infect others, can you? That power belongs only to demons.”

      “There’s a daughter,” said Leon. “Couple of years younger than Sam. I think he has a thing for her. If Heidi brings in her father, someone will need to get the girl. Sammy has taken the job.”

      A couple of years younger than Sammy. 12 or 13. An innocent girl confronted by a boy who had helped murder his sister and mother. If, before his infection, Sammy had been fond of the girl, that didn’t make her safer. Quite the opposite.

      The girl’s father would be in trouble too. Hopefully, the wife would await Heidi, however long that took. Given how devoted the infected tended to be to the possessors, this was not an unreasonable assumption. In any case, youth took priority.

      “Will Sammy bring the girl here?”

      “I don’t know,” said Leon. “Maybe.”

      “Will he hurt her?”

      To this, Leon said nothing. Using only the glass shard threat, Mercury could have made him talk. As his silence said as much as could his words, she let it pass. She forced him to tell her the girl’s address, then asked if he had a car.

      “Yes.”

      “Will Sammy have taken it?”

      “No. Sam’s too young for a license. We’re supposed to keep a low profile. He’ll have cycled.”

      “Where are the car keys?”

      Under Mercury’s strict guidance, Leon rooted through drawers, searching for car keys not recently used. Keeping an eye on him, in case he was pretending to search while locating a weapon, she tried to decide what to do both with him, and the bodies.

      Upset though it made her to consider leaving the bodies as they were, dumped unceremoniously, callously, on the bed, she had no choice. Not only could touching the women be considered as evidence tampering, impeding any case which the police might attempt to build against the murderers, it was also not the right allocation of her most precious resource: time. Over those who had already died, she had to prioritise the living.

      Leon was simpler. Because she didn’t fancy him tagging along, but could not face killing him, he would need to be disabled.

      “Keys. Got ‘em.”

      Under threat of sharp edge, Mercury led him to the entrance hall where they had first met and insisted he hand over his and her mobiles.

      “What are you going to do to me?”

      “For what you did to your wife and daughter, I should kill you.”

      To his credit, he didn’t try to defend the murders, nor make a glib comment, as had his son. He didn’t apologise, either, and it took much for Mercury not to slice at least his arm with the glass shard.

      In this hallway, Mercury had been asked a question by Sammy. Through her inability to answer, Mercury had revealed her identity.

      “How do you want it?” she recalled for Leon. “How would Heidi have answered that question?”

      Voice trembling, he said, “I’m not supposed to say.” His intent gaze into her eyes told Mercury he was not looking at her, but for Heidi.

      “She can’t see or hear you,” Mercury said. “She’ll never know what you reveal. If you don’t give me what I need, I’ll slit your throat.”

      Mercury thought her voice trembled partway through. If it did, and if Leon noticed, he didn’t take it as a sign she didn’t mean to follow through the threat.

      “She says ‘any way you do, baby.’”

      Suitably repulsed, Mercury nodded and told Leon to turn. Paralysed by the glint of the glass shard, he was unable. To ease his fear and move things along, she chucked the glass into the living room. Used her twirling finger to indicate the movement she wished to see.

      The glass gone, Leon still lacked the stomach to rush Mercury. On his heel, he twisted, putting his back to her.

      No sooner was he in position, Mercury had her arm around his throat. With her inordinate strength, she had to be careful not to crush his windpipe. Nailing the pressure, she cut off his air supply until he flopped in her arms, then dropped him before he could suffocate to death.

      Trying not to think about the women and the girl who deserved more but were being left dumped on the child’s bed, Mercury left the house, closed the door, and went in pursuit of Sammy.
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      An hour ago, Will had agonised over the possibility of his wife engaging in an affair with an unknown man. Supposedly unwilling to entertain this fear, he had none the less followed an ex-colleague’s phone call to a stranger’s house, suspicion defeating trust.

      His wife had not been cheating but had cheated. Now she lay unconscious on the living room of the stranger’s home, with William chained to the radiator. Even if he had thoroughly examined the possibility of infidelity, no imagined scenarios would have ended like this.

      Paul, still rubbing his aching head with one hand, had grabbed his phone with the other. Keeping a wary eye on Gina, he began to type.

      “What are you doing?” said Will.

      “Bitch tried to kill me,” said Paul. “I’m calling the cops.”

      Though she had cheated, though she had bashed his skull and chained him to a radiator, Will experienced a flare of anger as Paul, for the second time, called his wife a bitch. More irrationally, he realised he could not let the authorities know what Gina had done.

      “There’s no proof,” he said.

      The phone was to Paul’s ear. “You what?”

      Desperate, Will said, “Your handcuffs chain me to your radiator. My wife and I have been attacked with your doorstop. What are the police going to think when they arrive?”

      Face purpling with anger; Paul hung up.

      “You in on this?” he said. “Sitting outside when Gina comes to kill me. Rolling in as backup to help her finish the job.”

      “Oh yeah,” said Will. “While you were unconscious, Gina decided the only way to kill you was by chaining me to a radiator, waiting until you woke and attacked. It’s all part of an elaborate plan which will come to fruition any minute. Watch out.”

      For some time, Paul stared at Will. At last, he slid the phone in his pocket.

      “That was a lot of sarcasm.”

      “Sorry,” said Will. “I’m a little pent up.”

      “Just found out your wife’s a bitch?”

      “Don’t call her that.”

      Paul rolled his eyes, as though this were an unreasonable request. On the floor, Gina groaned. Paul grabbed his dog, but Gina soon fell still.

      “She came here to kill me,” he said. “She’s part of some cult. Her leader tried to get it on with me last night. When I refused, she tried to kill me. Grabbed me by the collar and threw me across a room.”

      “Bodybuilder, is she?”

      Paul looked as though he wanted to use the dog to hit Will.

      “Your wife make a habit of running around trying to kill people, does she?”

      Will said nothing. Paul shook his head.

      “Didn’t think so. A mate of mine invited me to a party but was acting proper weird. Got me talking to this Heidi bird and she was right fit, yeah, no argument. But there was something wrong. So, I decides to duck out, and she tries to grab my hand. Instead, she gets a bottle, and it shatters.”

      With his hands, he indicated an explosion, as though the glass had been packed with dynamite, detonated at Heidi’s touch.

      “She ain’t big, yeah. Don’t look as though she could snap a twig, let alone shatter a bottle. I called her something she didn’t like.”

      “A bitch?”

      “And more. She grabbed my collar and threw me across the room, and, mate, that ain’t no exaggeration. Across the room. When I get up, I go to my mate, ready to whack him for setting me up with Superwoman, only he grabs me, tries to drag me back to her. She’s up and coming our way, and I freak. Bust my mate’s nose with an elbow.”

      He shook his head, deflated. Went and sat on the sofa, still watching Gina.

      “We been mates since we was kids. No way he lays a hand on me for nothing. Especially not some bird. But there was something different about him. Knew it as soon as we met. I should have pressed him. Just assumed he was high. But, nah, something had changed him. Sound like anyone you know?”

      Will couldn’t help but look at Gina, which told Paul all he needed to know. Will expected him to go on. He left his seat, leaving the doorstop at the sofa’s foot, and went into the kitchen. Returning with a sharp knife with a two-inch blade, he went to Gina.

      “Hey,” called Will, panicked. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Chained to the radiator, both Gina and Paul were out of Will’s reach. There was nothing he could do to stop the latter slicing the former’s throat. Despite this, Paul paused at Will’s words, placed the knife on the arm of the sofa and dropped his jacket over his shoulders, taking it off.

      “I told you I popped my mate’s nose with my elbow, yeah?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well his blood, it got all over my elbow, over my shirt. At first, I didn’t notice anything. He let go, and I bolted fast as I could because that Heidi bitch was coming at me.”

      Elbow exposed, Paul shoved it in Will’s face. Fresh scars crisscrossed over the skin. As though someone had forced the joint into boiling water.

      “Once I got clear, I noticed the elbow of my shirt was burnt through. That’s when it started to hurt like bananas.”

      “Like what?”

      “Bananas, like hell, like shit, like nobody’s business.”

      Will stared at the crisscrossed scars, then at Paul’s fearful eyes.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “What’s not to get?” said Paul. “His blood, man. He weren’t just changed as a person. His blood was acid. I reckon your missus will be the same.”

      He turned as he stood, and Gina stabbed him in the stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      In the black of night, once again, Trey heard the creak that signalled the opening of his bedroom door.

      Once again, his thoughts first went to Vicious. Once again, this supposition was based on the fear Vicious had created with his beatings, rather than logic or reason. Vicious had never opened a door quietly. Perpetually angry and unafraid, Vicious burst into rooms. He wanted his target to know he was there before the work began. He liked the fear to build before he struck the first blow. Trey wondered if he knew that fear carried far beyond his beatings. Guessed he probably did.

      Once logic felled fear, and Trey’s heart settled into the knowledge this wasn’t Vicious, and he needn’t expect another beating, at least not yet, Trey guessed his mother. When he flicked on his lamp, however, he saw Liz Norton; her hands on the back of his office chair, withdrawing it from beneath his little-used desk for somewhere to sit.

      With the light, she froze, like a gargoyle turning to stone at sunrise. Trey thought again of Vicious. How angry his father must have been to learn of Trey’s lies. The beating should have followed. Trey could only assume Harvey’s excitement at gaining another chance of survival had, for the time being, overcome his need to punish. Trey was temporarily sidelined, rather than forgotten or forgiven.

      Norton tried to sit and almost fell to the floor. With a dry chuckle, she placed a bag at her feet. Trey guessed that since her arrival, she hadn’t stopped drinking.

      Not wanting to lie while she sat, lest it make him feel like a child beneath a mother preparing to read a bedtime story. Or in his case, a live-in nanny. Keeping the duvet wrapped around his body to conceal his naked torso and boxers, he put his back to the wall, facing Norton in the low light.

      “Sorry to wake you,” she said. Alcohol prevented her voice from keeping quiet, turning it into a stage whisper. “It’s important we speak.”

      Trey could not fathom why this would be. Then again, he had still not entirely worked out why Norton was involved in this Mercury recovery project. As far as Trey knew, she had no love for the unwilling host. Furthermore, he was surprised she knew about demons. Then again, he had fled before the deaths of the demons in Mercury’s mother and boyfriend. Had Norton arrived in time to be involved? It stood to reason that she had.

      “I think you struggle with guilt,” said Norton. “I think it keeps you awake at night. Though I don’t know you well, I think you’re a nice boy driven to perform horrible acts in the name of earning respect from your family. True?”

      Trey did not consider lying. Even if he had, she would have seen his fibs and confirmed her educated guesses.

      Choosing honesty, he nodded.

      With a sad headshake, Norton said, “I’m sorry to hear that. It’s not fair. Had you been born into another family, you could have been happy. Instead, you must live with the death of your siblings. Worse, the loss of good people. Fran, Dom, Ian, Laars, Perry. Jamie, a colleague of mine, was no good guy but he didn’t deserve his fate. All dead. You realise, don’t you, you are in some way responsible for each one?”

      Each name listed dashed Trey’s hopes that Norton might have come to alleviate his guilt. Caught in his honesty, he nodded.

      Some nights, taunted by the dead. Trey couldn’t sleep. He hadn’t known about Perry, Norton’s partner. Someone new for the carousel. For everything he’d done, he hated himself. When he lied to his father about the ritual’s success, it wasn’t because he feared his father trying to reignite the project. He couldn’t bear the thought of talking about what he’d done. He desired to suffer alone.

      Before he could become mired in the darkness of guilt, he said, “Why are you here?”

      “I know there’s good in you, as I’ve said,” Norton replied. “It’s easy to see. It’s not only the guilt and grief etched into your face. When Laars tried to kill Heidi, you were at his back.”

      “He dragged me there,” said Trey. “I didn’t try to kill her.”

      He could never have, not because he couldn’t bear to kill Mercury, but because he was too afraid of the repercussions. As it turned out, his fear was warranted. In retaliation, Heidi murdered Laars, and Trey had lived to flee. Then again, if he had helped Laars, rather than hanging back, would he have killed Heidi before Dom and Fran could be possessed? Before Jamie, Ian, Perry and Laars could die? Given how powerful Heidi was, it seemed unlikely. It wasn’t impossible, and Trey couldn’t pretend otherwise.

      “Laars knew nothing of possession and demons until one rose before him and tainted his blood,” said Norton.

      Trey didn’t see the relevance of this but nodded.

      Norton went on, ”I bet, before you came with your siblings to perform the first ritual, you did loads of research. Diligent man that you are, I’d guess you carried on researching when your siblings, having what they needed to perform the ritual, stopped. Is that right?”

      “Yes.”

      Beth had believed she alone could research. As the leader, she needed involvement from neither of her brothers. Needing to impress, Trey had snuck books away and worked on his own time. Before they left to perform the first ritual, he knew ten times more than did his sister on the subject of demons.

      Carl never read a word and knew nothing.

      “In your research,” said Norton. “I think you found the concoction that could turn a normal blade into the only weapon that can easily kill a demon. I believe, when Laars suggested killing Mercury, you helped make that blade. You say you didn’t help, but without that, Laars never stood a chance.”

      To this, Trey said nothing. His heart pounded with fear as though, if he confessed, Heidi might step from behind a door and murder him for insubordination. Although he hated her and had fled her service, at times, he struggled not to think of Heidi by that awful name. Master.

      “Trey,” said Norton. “You have so far failed to alleviate your guilt. You believe you’ll be stuck with it for the rest of your life, and in some ways, you will. But there is something you can do to redress the balance. To start tipping those scales in your favour.”

      Intoxicated by the idea of even a smidge of redemption, Trey leaned forward. His duvet slipped, revealing more of his skinny torso than he would usually allow.

      “How?”

      From the floor, Norton collected the bag. Rolling the office chair forward, she placed it on the bed before him.

      “All things being well,” she said. “Within 24 hours, we will perform the spell that draws Heidi from Mercury and helps house her in Harvey Michaels.”

      Removing the flap of the bag and placing his hand inside, Trey found something cold, sharp. Before he took the hilt and pulled it free, he knew what he was holding.

      “When we perform this ritual, as it happens, you will be given the chance to, if not right your wrongs, at least begin to atone.”

      The blade stank of peppermint and lavender. It was the demon killer.

      “When we perform the ritual, you’re going to plunge that blade into your father’s chest.”

      Norton patted his knee.

      “You’re going to kill the demon.”
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      Time was of the essence. Mercury had no idea how long Leon would be out for and, although she had taken his mobile, he might have other means of communicating with his son.

      Nevertheless, she sat in the car, thinking. What was her long-term plan? Save the girl was fine for now. Perhaps the girl’s father after that. Then what? She couldn’t stay awake the rest of her life. Sooner or later, she would succumb to sleep, Heidi would rise, and put her final plan into action.

      Heidi’s master. A being more powerful than Mercury could imagine. Far more powerful than Heidi. As a beneficiary of much of Heidi’s power, Mercury struggled to believe there could be anyone with more.

      But she did believe.

      The squatter, who coiled in Mercury’s soul like a viper ready to strike, could not be allowed to realise her dream. Whatever happened, Mercury had to stop her.

      There was only one way to achieve that goal.

      First, the girl.

      Unable to keep the thoughts from her mind, Mercury drove the short distance between Sammy’s house and the girl he had gone to collect.

      Peppermint and lavender rose in her nostrils, though she knew she imagined both. When first she had learned of the demons, it seemed they could only be killed when dismembered by an army; chopped into tiny pieces and buried in holes over miles of land. Before achieving a satisfactory result, many men and women would die. Mercury would not feel comfortable sacrificing so many, even if she had the many available. Which she didn’t.

      Peppermint and lavender. Mercury knew this scent was the offspring of a cocktail which probably included neither ingredient. When combined with a blade, it created the only weapon which could easily destroy a possessed host and the demon within.

      Twice over, Mercury had seen this weapon in action. Both times, she had been on the other side of the blade, piercing the heart of the monster.

      The strength for a third plunge, this time into her heart, Mercury did not think she could find. In any case, she didn’t have the blade with which to experiment.

      One thing at a time.

      A cul de sac. At its base, a circle of five large homes. Numbers 14 through 18. Between 15 and 16 a narrow alley led into darkness. Parking on the curb, Mercury stepped out and walked with purpose to house 17, her target.

      Downstairs, the kitchen was well lit, and a lamp must have been on in the living room. Behind net curtains in the former, she could see movement. The living room seemed empty.

      Upstairs, all rooms were dark.

      Having already decided how she would handle this, Mercury knocked. A minute later, the door moved inwards, and a man in his early twenties greeted her with wide, worried eyes.

      “Heidi.”

      He seemed unsure what to say next. Unspeaking, she remained on the doorstep, eyes hard.

      “Please,” he said, “come in.”

      As he turned, she said, “Aren’t you supposed to ask me something?”

      Horrified, he nodded like an idiot and said, “oh, man, sorry.” His face flushed. “How do you want it?”

      “Any way you do, baby.”

      Flushing deeper, he stumbled, almost tripping, and led her into the kitchen. Two mugs, both empty, sat atop a small wooden table around which were three neatly tucked chairs, one shoved wide in the young man’s eagerness to reach the door.

      “Can I get you anything?” he asked, knocking another chair as he rushed to the cabinets. “Don’t live here, so I’m not sure where anything is, but I guess I can—”

      “Where’s Samuel?” Mercury said.

      “I told him not to,” said the young man. “Said you might not be happy.”

      “Did I ask for your opinion?”

      “No. Sorry, I—”

      “Where’s Samuel?”

      “Upstairs. He wanted time alone with the girl.”

      The second half of this sentence, Mercury heard from the hall. Opposite the door through which she had entered, a set of stairs led to a darkened landing. Afraid for the girl, Mercury would have taken these two at a time if she hadn’t been in character. Heidi would be cool, calm. To rush could draw the suspicion of infected men above or below.

      On the darkened landing, Mercury found five doors, all closed. A reminder of the house from which she had travelled here. Of the dead women she’d left to rot.

      Under one door crept light. This room was at the back of the house, invisible to Mercury from the drive. As the other rooms were dark, she entered without knocking.

      The room was twice the size of that in which she had slept during her childhood and teenage years. The walls covered in posters of boybands and photographs of adolescent girls. No members of either group were familiar.

      In the corner of the room, a bed halfway between single and double held two occupants. Neither of whom was dead.

      On her back, rake straight, a girl of twelve or thirteen lay with terror in her eyes and a hand over her mouth. It took all of Mercury’s restraint not to grab Sammy, the hand’s owner, and throw him through the window into the street.

      In the short term, this proved unnecessary. When Mercury entered, Sammy looked up. A second of surprise at her arrival was followed by him removing his hand and straightening. Paralysed by fear, the girl responded to her mouth’s freedom by releasing a squeak but remaining still.

      “Your idiot father almost screwed up,” said Mercury. “Did you not think there was a reason I asked you both to stay? If nothing else it was embarrassing asking two to come in, only for one to do so. My predictions, until that point, had been spot on.”

      Alarmed by the ease with which she adopted Heidi’s words, Mercury tried not to tremble with disgust, or show horror in her eyes.

      Recovering from his initial shock, Sammy started with, “how do you—”

      “Any way you like it, baby,” she cut in. “I suppose I should at least commend you for always remembering to ask that.” She jerked a finger over her shoulder. “He forgot. I bet Leon did, too. Now answer my question.”

      “Sorry,” was all he could say.

      “Not an answer, sweetie. Will you be making a habit of ignoring my instructions? That would be disappointing.”

      “No. No, never, never again. I am your most devoted, will always be your most devoted. My love for you—”

      “Okay,” said Mercury, holding the palm of her hand to his face, praying he would stop. Throwing him from the window was still an option. Might not have been out of character for Heidi. “Go downstairs.”

      “Yes, master,” he said, and turned to the girl. “Come on.”

      “No,” Mercury barked. “Like her mother and soon father, she’s one of us. You’ve frightened her. Is that how we treat our own?”

      He shook his head. Again said, “Sorry.”

      “Go downstairs. We’ll be with you momentarily.”

      Cowed, head bowed, Sammy swept from the room with his tail between his legs. Mercury listened; footsteps on the stairs. When she was sure he was in the kitchen, she closed the door and rushed to the bed, kneeling beside the trembling girl, resting a hand on her arm.

      “Sweetie, what’s your name?”

      The girl’s fear rendered her mute.

      “They think I’m a bad person,” Mercury continued. “But I’m not. I’m going to protect you. We’re going to get out of here, but we must be careful. Sammy and the man downstairs are not good people.”

      “Imran,” said the girl.

      Somehow, the Asian boy’s name didn’t fit the white girl. For a second, Mercury was stumped.

      “That’s the man downstairs,” said the girl. “Zainab and Yassin, his mum and dad, were supposed to be looking after me tonight because my dad had to go out.”

      At the mention of her father, the girl’s head bowed. Seeing her worry, Mercury promised, “Once we get out of this, we’ll find your father and your mother. You’ll be back together, okay?”

      The girl nodded. Mercury got the sense she didn’t entirely trust Mercury but needed to trust someone. For the time being, it would have to do.

      “Do you know what happened to Imran’s parents?” Mercury asked.

      The girl shook her head. “I went to get a drink a while after dad left, and they were gone. Imran was there. I don’t know him well, so I came back up. Then I heard Sammy arrive. When he came up, I was so frightened.”

      “He won’t hurt you,” said Mercury. “I promise.”

      Managing a small smile, the girl stood. Mercury noticed she was in pyjamas unsuitable for a chilly evening.

      “Can you get dressed and meet me in the hall?” Mercury asked. “Then we’ll get you out of here.”

      The girl nodded and added, “My name’s Edie.”

      Smiling, Mercury turned, and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Realised she was asking the teen to dress when she was hardly ready for a dinner party.

      “What size is your mother?”

      Five minutes later, Edie appeared in the hall in blue jeans and a thick, dark jumper, having dressed for both warmth and stealth. Her eschewing of fashion, regardless of circumstance, made her unlike any teenager with whom Mercury had been acquainted.

      Edie’s mother, Gina, was a little larger than Mercury but not so you’d notice. The jeans she’d chosen were a tad loose. Importantly, they were tight enough that she didn’t have to worry they might fall down, should she have to flee a dangerous situation. The top was designed to be baggy anyway.

      In the kitchen, Sammy and Imran flanked an older man.

      The age difference and his race indicated he was likely Imran’s father, the vanishing babysitter: Yassin. Mercury worried about the absent Zainab’s fate.

      Yassin’s presence presented Mercury with difficulties. Imran’s fear and the way he looked at Mercury had made it immediately clear how he fitted in, and how she should treat him. Yassin was calm, and in no way appeared reverential towards Mercury.  This indicated he was either not infected, or had not been infected by Heidi.

      If it was the former, he was either human, having been fooled by Sammy and Imran, or possessed. Another demon.

      Human, infected, demon. Three options. In each case, she would treat him differently. Sammy and Imran would expect her to know.

      Taking a punt, because a punt was all she had, Mercury said, “Do you want something? Edie’s mother requires my assistance. I’d hate to keep here waiting.”

      A beat. Mercury tried not to show how tense she was, preparing to fight if fighting was required.

      The older man nodded. “Sammy said. And, of course, I defer to you.”

      “Fine,” said Mercury. “We’ll speak later.”

      Grabbing Edie’s shoulder, she directed the girl out of the kitchen into the hall, aware the two men and the teenager were following.

      They stepped into the hall as she threw open the door and found Leon over the threshold.

      “She ain’t Heidi,” he said.

      There was a moment of dead quiet. Then Yassin chuckled.

      “Well, well, Mercury. I think the game might be up.”
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      Eyes-wide, bleeding profusely, Paul hovered, staring at his attacker. Gina smiled. Satisfied with a job well done.

      An eternity passed in which Will watched the woman he loved and the man she was killing face each other, like lovers but with more blood and less affection.

      At last, Paul stepped back. A man of action, his plan had likely been to extract himself from the knife before punching his attacker.

      As a result of his blood loss, he collapsed. From his bum on the floor, he had no hope of incapacitating anyone but himself.

      Will wanted to plead with his wife but was unable. Trapped within this facsimile might be the real, saveable Gina. Until he located the key to her cell, he was dealing with a stranger.

      Unlike his wife, no one could reason with this Gina. Physical action was the alternative. As Gina approached Paul, hoping to finish the job she had started, Will shifted as far forward as his handcuffs would permit. Feet together pulled back, he fired them, hitting her legs and sending her sprawling across the living room with a cry of frustration and humiliation.

      “William,” she called.

      He wasn’t looking at her. To Paul, he said, “I need your help.”

      Gina was on her feet, face burning, knife tight in her grasp. Earlier, she had claimed nothing could move her to murder her husband. Will planned to test that statement.

      Paul rose as Gina approached. She came at him with the knife, and he grabbed her arm, throwing her towards Will. As she stumbled, Will caught her with his legs, stopping her from chasing Paul, who rushed to the sofa, keeping his head bowed as though to avoid low flying aeroplanes.

      “Off,” shouted Gina, stamping on Will’s foot.

      Recoiling out of instinct, Will allowed Gina free. She turned to glare at him. When she returned to Paul, he was bringing the doorstop dog in an arc.

      Crashing into the side of her face, it sent her spinning twice in a pirouette, before collapsing. Blood from her face splashed the wall. The knife span into the room’s corner.

      For the second time, Gina had been rendered unconscious by the dog. After her previous quick recovery, Will and Paul should have jumped to ensuring if she woke again, she would be unable to do further damage.

      Gina’s blood on the wall, winding its way down the paintwork, proved too great a distraction.

      Steam rose from the trail as the paint began to peel. As well as rolling down, the blood was sinking into the wall as it burned through plasterboard.

      “Told you,” said Paul, and collapsed.

      With no distractions, Will might have stared at the blood for an hour. Except, it couldn’t be his wife’s blood. Acid, maybe, sprayed from a bottle. A setup. A cruel trick.

      Paul hitting the deck recalled Will’s focus to his predicament. Chained to a radiator, he was trapped. At any second, Gina might wake. Still bleeding, without immediate medical attention, Paul might die.

      Gina lay on her side. The doorstop dog’s bite had drawn blood from her nose and mouth, as well as the carpet facing side of her forehead. Defying Will’s bottle of acid theory, the drip, drip, drip of blood was disintegrating the carpet and getting to work on the boarding.

      If something or someone had changed Will’s wife, they hadn’t only warped her personality.

      Unable to analyse the situation effectively while chained to a radiator, Will called to Paul several times but got no response.

      There was nothing acidic about Paul’s blood. Will was watching him die.

      Will had to break free to save Paul. If freedom was achievable, he had to find it before Gina woke or Heidi arrived. If he’d had a magic eight ball, it would have called his chances bleak.

      On the front lawn lay his mobile, well out of reach. From this distance, he couldn’t tell if the impact had cracked the screen.

      If, upon examining his surroundings, he had found a saw, he could agonise over whether to chop off his hand. As he would never find the courage to start cutting, let alone finish, it was for the best the option was unavailable.

      Gina lay just out of reach, along with any mobile she might carry. Even further was bleeding Paul.

      In crept despondency. Unfairly, since Paul had first taken out Gina, they were back to square one. Will chained to the radiator, Paul on the executioner’s block. There had to be a route to freedom.

      Thirty seconds of slowly sinking into despair passed before the answer popped into his mind, as if from nowhere.

      Trying to contain hope which expanded like a balloon, Will twisted and got to his knees.

      The radiator to which Gina had chained him was attached to the wall beneath the living room window. Each of the openable windows had push buttons on the handles, and each of these handles contained a keyhole.

      No keys in sight, but the closest window was unlocked.

      Swinging it open, Will could lean into the fresh air, taking a refreshing blast which cleared his head and moved him closer to freedom.

      Across the street, a level up, Xyla’s bedroom window remained lit. Inside, presumably, Kayla sat with her baby, persisting with the futile pursuit of soothing the mite to sleep.

      With Edie, Gina and Will had taken shifts. Kayla was alone. Despite his predicament, Will felt a wave of pity for his ex-colleague.

      She wasn’t in the window.

      In arm’s reach, Will had nothing he could throw at the door or windows across the street. Should he find something, he had neither the strength to accomplish the distance nor the accuracy to achieve the target.

      Only time was available to him, and little of that.

      With no options, Will waited, leaning out the window, eyes on the house across the street, searching for any hint of movement. All the while, he kept an ear behind him; afraid Gina might rise, afraid Paul never would.

      Though he had little else to occupy his mind, Will tried to refrain from considering his wife’s condition. The acidic blood; whether he could revert her to the love of his life.

      Ten minutes that felt ten times as long passed.

      Kayla came to the window.

      In her arms, Xyla continued to cry. Forcing himself as far through the window as he could manage without breaking his arm, Will waved in ridiculously large arcs, madly, as though having a fit.

      Eyes on her baby, at first it seemed Kayla would never look out the window to which she had walked. Having seen plenty of movies Will was sure she would notice his movement in the corner of her eye, but turn a second after Gina had pulled Will from sight. While Kayla told herself she imagined the sight, Gina would slit Will’s throat, proving herself a liar as well as a cheat.

      Spooked by these thoughts, Will had to fight to resist looking at his wife. Though his arm ached, he continued to drag it through treacle-like air.

      Kayla began to turn. Will couldn’t believe she wasn’t going to see him.

      Shoulder to the window, she stopped. Twisting her head, she caught sight of waving Will. Stared.

      So relieved he could cry, Will stopped waving. Changing from a gesture that said, Come over here, he tried for something more complicated. Please leave the comfort and warmth of your home to bring your crying baby to the place of a man you dislike at the behest of a man you do like but hardly know.

      Worry in her eyes, Kayla disappeared from the window.

      Knackered, Will collapsed over the sill, head towards the grubby dirt and dying grass below. No sound of movement behind. In all likelihood Paul was dead, Gina preparing to wake.

      When his stomach began to ache from being draped across the windowsill, Will forced himself up and began to recede into the house of doom. As he did, the door across the street opened, and Kayla appeared.

      Turning to the two still bodies in the living room, Will realised, to someone who believed he had come here to confront his cheating wife and the man she lay with, this might not be the easiest setup to explain.

      Too late, he heard the ajar front door swing back, and Kayla step inside.
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      Either experience or her unwanted guest had sharpened Mercury’s reflexes.

      As Leon was revealing to his comrades that Mercury was not Heidi, she was withdrawing the car keys from her pocket. As Yassin was smiling, telling her the game was up, she was pressing them into Edie’s hand while grabbing Leon’s shirt.

      By the time Yassin shut up and started thinking about action, Mercury was stepping forward and to the side, putting herself between Edie and the rest. With a yank, she lifted Leon off the ground and swung him in a smooth swoop while using her free hand to nudge Edie in the small of her back.

      “Car. Across the road. Number plate ends in HFR. Run.”

      Like a battering ram, Leon crashed Imran into Yassin who stumbled into Sammy.

      Yassir’s shoulder only nudged Sammy, but the teenager disappeared into the kitchen like a magic trick. This answered another question.

      Like Mercury, a demon had possessed Yassin.

      Despite her fear and nervous temperament, Edie followed Mercury’s instructions and bolted across the tarmac, heading for the car as Sammy disappeared and Imran crumpled.

      Too fast, Yassin regained his balance.

      With a hop, Mercury was outside. Knowing Yassin would be after her in a split second, she slammed the door. Knowing, to him, the thick block of wood would be like a sheet of paper, she didn’t trust it’s protection.

      No sooner was it closed, she lifted her foot. With all her might, she kicked the door, dead centre.

      Hinges snapping, it crumpled under the power of her kick, disappearing into the house. Surprised, Yassin and the door’s remains flew backwards, landing at the foot of the stairs.

      Turning, Mercury bounded across the tarmac, dived over the bonnet and swung into the car.

      A clever girl, Edie had opened the driver side door and put the keys in the ignition.

      Not so bright, Mercury had left the car pointing towards the dead-end of the cul de sac. To escape, they needed to be pointing in the other direction.

      Yassin appeared from the house. A hard-wood chair exited through the kitchen window. Followed by Sammy.

      Mercury started the car.

      Behind Yassin, Imran appeared, then Leon.

      Yassin started to run.

      Fearful of stalling but terrified of capture, Mercury put the car in reverse and spun the wheel. Due to a lapse of judgement, she had never trained as a stunt driver for action films. As a result, the move was clunky, taking far too long.

      Like an arrow, Sammy, Leon and Imran approached with Sammy as the point. None would reach her in time, and none were the main threat.

      Appearing from her clunky manoeuvre, Mercury faced the street’s exit. With reckless abandon, she slammed the accelerator. In response, the engine roared.

      As if asleep or having forgotten what Mercury’s actions and the sound of the engine meant, the car failed to move.

      Worse, a horrible grinding came from underneath. The wheels span. Mercury pushed harder on the pedal, struggling to fathom what had happened.

      Then, the back of the car rose from the ground. Edie and Mercury jerked forward. Edie jolted in her seatbelt and Mercury smashed her head off the steering wheel.

      Cackling, roaring with glee, the infected arrived. Banging on Edie’s window, Imran yanked the handle, drawing a scream from Edie. On Mercury’s side, Leon already looked exhausted from the exertion of much the same action.

      At the car’s front, a calm Sammy placed his hands on the bonnet, stared at Edie. Longing and lust in his eyes.

      The frightened teenager cried, “What are we going to do?”

      Because she didn’t want to answer, Good question, Mercury ignored the girl. She shoved the car into reverse and slammed the accelerator again. Nothing happened. Before she looked, she knew Yassin was behind the car, holding it two feet from the ground.

      The situation was not conducive to reflection and careful thought. A shame, as this was what Mercury needed.

      She didn’t fear for herself so much as for Edie. If Mercury were knocked unconscious during a fight she would be leaving the teen with two demons and three infected maniacs. One of whom, if allowed, would do to her unthinkable things.

      Even if Mercury didn’t become Heidi, it would only take a second for something to happen to Edie. It couldn’t be allowed.

      Enemies on four sides. None mattered but Yassin.

      Still, she had to deal with them, or leave Edie at their mercy.

      Or did she?

      To Edie, Mercury said, “I’m going to unlock the doors.”

      Edie greeted this suggestion with a terror filled stare. Ignoring that, Mercury continued, “When I do, you must press this button—” she indicated the switch that would lower Edie’s window. “Think you can do that?”

      Edie shook her head. With a fist, Yassin smashed the back window.

      “We don’t do this now,” said Mercury, “they’re going to get in. Please, tell me you can press this button when I say go.”

      A little longer, Edie waited. Yassin swept his arm across the back. He called to Sammy, who abandoned the car’s front. Mercury knew, any second, in would climb the demented teen.

      “Edie?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

      “Good girl.” She gave Edie a second to get her composure then, “Go.”

      Mercury pressed unlock, grabbed her handle, and shoved her door open with such force the hinges buckled.

      Metal smashed Leon’s stomach. He shot back, denting the garage door of the poor unsuspecting family at number sixteen.

      Down rolled Edie’s window.

      Sammy was coming around the back of the car. Paused to see his father fly.

      Imran’s hands came through the window to grab Edie. As she screamed, Mercury reached over and grabbed Imran.

      Shocked, eyes widening, he attempted retreat.

      Too late.

      Mercury yanked him into the car, over Edie. Twisted his body. Since Yassin had smashed the back window, her plans had changed, she knew what she had to do. The space was tight. It would be almost impossible.

      Over the shock of seeing his father disappear, Sammy moved to stand beside Yassin.

      Like a spear, Mercury lined Imran up between the front seats, even as he flailed, making it complicated.

      “Hey,” said Yassin, as though Imran was doing it on purpose.

      Mercury threw the young man with as much force as she could manage in tight quarters.

      Had Yassin stayed still, Imran would have crumpled against the demon.

      Instinct took over. The demon raised his hands to grab the flying man.

      Imran had been Yassin’s son. Now the demon in Yassin’s body cast the infected Imran over his shoulder like a litterer dispensing of an empty water bottle.

      Satisfied, Yassin returned to the car and realised what he’d done.

      As Imran sailed through the air, the car fell with a crash. Hoping it would still go, Mercury slammed the accelerator.

      She had forgotten to take them out of reverse.

      They hit Yassin. Though he had the strength to lift the car, taken by surprise, it still sent him spinning, tumbling to the concrete, too far to reach the bumper.

      Mercury slammed the break, forced the gearstick into first.

      Already, Yassin was rising.

      Once again, she hit the accelerator. It had to work. There would be no chance for third time lucky.

      The second attempt had luck enough. With a roar, the car shot from Edie’s home, towards freedom.

      Mercury checked the rearview, watching with satisfaction as Yassin grew smaller and smaller.

      Until Sammy’s head appeared, blocking her view.

      Edie screamed again.

      When Mercury had reversed, Sammy must have grabbed on.

      Grim determination and child-like excitement on his face, he began to climb through the shattered window.

      At the top of the road, where a T-Junction presented two routes of escape, Mercury slammed the breaks and spun the wheel.

      When the car stopped, she was at an angle. The back of the vehicle in line with number one’s front door.

      The spin had jolted Sammy. He slid, almost fell but clung on, half in, half out.

      Mercury had no desire to cause potentially expensive damage to the home of innocent strangers. Already, she felt guilty for damaging number sixteen’s boot.

      Checking the rearview, Mercury saw Sammy once again clawing into the back. Eyes fixed upon Edie.

      The look recalled to Mercury Sammy’s dead mother and sister, lying in a bed in the family home. That decided her.

      Putting the car in reverse, she slammed the accelerator.

      For a couple of seconds, Sammy didn’t realise they were going backwards.

      When he did, when he looked from Edie to Mercury and saw grim determination in her eyes, he gulped and turned for a sneak preview of what approached.

      A wood door covered in chipped blue paint, housed in dirt-smeared red brick. In frosted glass, the car, with Sammy affixed to the back, grew larger every second.

      Before he could pull himself in or throw himself clear, car hit door with Sammy the meat of the sandwich.

      Glass shattered. Sammy screamed. A sickening crunch tore through the night as bones from his toes to his waist twisted, snapped, shattered.

      The scream died fast in his throat. Pale skin encircled wide eyes of shock.

      When Mercury put the car in first and accelerated, Sammy slid noiselessly from the back of the car, dropping to the tarmac.

      Sensing the fear in Edie, Mercury put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.

      “Right. Shall we go find your father?”
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      This time, it was Vicious.

      In burst the door as though someone was trying to use it to smash through the wall. Before Trey could react; could begin to rise and clear his bleary eyes, two thick hands grabbed the duvet and Trey within.

      Head covered, body tangled, he came to the floor. Panic arriving like lightning, Trey clawed at the sheets, desperate for release.

      Sensing Trey’s distress, Vicious spied the head within the duvet and around it clamped his hands.

      Panic grew. Trapped, Trey began to hyperventilate. It had only been seconds; Trey was sure he was seconds from suffocation. Still, his arms flailed but now Vicious, far stronger than he, held the duvet. No amount of flailing would save him.

      With ease, Vicious could have murdered Trey there, on the bedroom floor.

      He had other ideas.

      After a minute of panic and suffocation, flailing and air deprivation, Trey tumbled to the carpet as the duvet was yanked clear.

      Sucking oxygen as though in a race to get it into his lungs, Trey allowed in the mad idea that someone had caught Vicious in the murderous act and disabled him.

      Before he looked, from his position on the bedroom floor, on all fours, he knew he would see Vicious above, rather than a saviour.

      Trey didn’t know if his imagination or a mad plastic surgeon had altered Vicious’ appearance. In his full, smiling mouth sat impossibly large, razor-sharp shark’s teeth. One bite could tear off Trey’s head. Which explained why Vicious had eschewed suffocation.

      In silence, Vicious struck again, grabbing Trey by the throat and dragging the frightened young man to his feet. Without giving his prey a chance to dress, Vicious pulled Trey from the room.

      Often, butlers, cleaners and security guards roamed the corridors at night, either working or enjoying leisure time they could so rarely find during the day.

      Whether by design or coincidence, on this night, they saw no one.

      Outside the door where Liz had earlier handed Harvey a lifeline, Trey a death sentence, Vicious stopped, slamming Trey against the wall.

      A man of few words, outside his master’s room, Vicious found his voice.

      “For your father, I’ve killed hundreds. Men, women, kids. I’m not bothered. Do as the boss says and that’s it.”

      One hand on Trey’s throat, pinning him to the wall, Vicious grabbed the handle of Harvey’s door with the other.

      “All sorts of people your dad’s got to kill. The ones he respects, or likes, he always asks to speak with first. Always.”

      From the door handle, Vicious’ hand fell.

      Smiling that shark smile, he said, “You mean nothing to him.”

      Thick hand on Trey’s throat, Vicious dragged them from Harvey’s door, around the corner, away.

      There is a reason Cluedo’s makers did not set it in a one-bedroom apartment.

      In a mansion the size of Harvey’s, there are hundreds of places to kill a man; a thousand ways to do it; murder weapons without number.

      On the premises, for example, there was a swimming pool, four offices, a library, three kitchens, thirty bedrooms and toilets without number.

      One kitchen served Olivia’s wing of the mansion. Because of it, and numerous other amenities, she never had to see her husband, even when he was mobile.

      Another kitchen was used day to day to prepare food for the staff, Harvey, Trey.

      It was into the third kitchen Vicious dragged Trey.

      A commercial outfit used to prepare feasts for the function room on the other side of its silver double doors. Harvey rarely needed it. To man it, extra staff were required.

      It was empty when Vicious dragged Trey in, throwing him to the pristine tiles.

      If there were countless murder weapons in the mansion, at least a quarter were here.

      On one of many hobs, a silver pot, two-foot-high with a diameter half that length, seemed to ripple with whatever boiled within. Besides that, a block of eight knives ranging in sizes from toothpick to samurai sword.

      Before this metal counter on the far wall, Vicious tossed Trey, whose head clanged off the side, bestowing upon him severe pain and the ability to speak.

      “My father didn’t want you to torture me.”

      “No,” confessed Vicious. “He gave no instructions beyond the basic. As I said, you mean nothing to him.”

      Trey tried to rise. Vicious kicked him to the ground. A witch above her cauldron, he stared into the boiling pot.

      “The choice was mine,” he said. “Pain I enjoy.”

      Emboldened by the hopelessness of his situation Trey said, “Then tip it on yourself.”

      Smiling, Vicious swept down and grabbed Trey, held him aloft, and plunged him back to the floor.

      This process, he repeated thrice. By the end, Trey was dizzy, hurting, bleeding. Even if he’d wanted to move, he would have been unable. That was the point.

      On either side of the pot was a handle. Vicious grabbed these and steadied himself. Empty, two workers were required to shift the pot. At least half full of what Trey assumed was boiling water, it would have taken ten of the kitchen staff.

      Or one Vicious.

      Back straight, knees bent. Vicious’ poise was perfect. When the water cascaded like a waterfall, Trey would scream. Full with agony, the cry would ring throughout the mansion. Everyone would hear.

      No one would come.

      Alone in her wing of the house, Olivia would wake. Upon hearing the screams, she would roll over, pull the duvet tighter, and close her eyes.

      If she believed someone was murdering a stranger, sleep would claim her instantly. If she knew her son was the victim, slumber might allude her several minutes.

      In either case, she wouldn’t consider moving.

      Trey had forgotten someone.

      As Vicious began to strain, his face twisting with the effort of lifting the pot, the kitchen door opened. Someone stepped in.

      “Need a hand?”

      Recovering police officer and active alcoholic, Liz Norton had arrived.
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      Kayla crossed the threshold into the living room and immediately wished she hadn’t.

      Having had no time to prepare a speech, Will scrambled for words and at first only mumbled.

      “Gina wasn’t cheating,” he said at last. “Something’s wrong with her. She came to kill Paul and managed to stab him. You have to help before he bleeds out.”

      Kayla’s eyes went to Paul, but at first, she didn’t move. Xyla had quietened, and mother pulled daughter closer to her chest in a subconscious move of protection. From Paul, she looked to Will. Her eyes fell to the handcuffs.

      “She locked me up,” he said, but could tell she was struggling to believe. Because he alone was conscious, instinct claimed he had to be guilty.

      “You don’t have to unlock me if you’re worried,” he said, “but please help Paul. He’ll die if you don’t.”

      From the floor, voice weakened by blood loss, Paul said, “Quicker would be better.”

      With a yelp of shock, Kayla’s eyes flashed to Paul. Xyla remained quiet. Watching. Paul tried to lift his head, but the effort was too much. He collapsed into the carpet. His breathing was ragged. By the minute, it grew shallower, harsher.

      Kayla went for her phone.

      “No,” said Will and Paul at once.

      “Ambulance,” she said.

      “Have to leave,” whispered Paul.

      “Someone has corrupted my wife,” said Will. “Her boss is coming to finish the job she started, to kill Paul. I need you to get a tea towel from the kitchen and put pressure on the wound. Then go upstairs and get the key for the handcuffs. If you don’t feel comfortable freeing me, fine. You can leave the key in reach then get Paul into your car. Someone must drive him to the hospital. If you want to do it without me, okay.”

      Still, Kayla hung in indecision, now looking to Gina. How she could ignore Paul’s harsh, dying breaths, Will didn’t know.

      After thirty seconds, Paul said, “Don’t worry about… hospital. Just stand… watching. I’ll die. It’s… cool.”

      As Paul spoke, he raised a red hand, keen enough to show his frustration, he had stopped holding the wound.

      At sight, Kyla squeaked in fear and rushed across the living room, into the kitchen, clutching her baby tight to her chest and keeping as far from the littered wounded as she could manage. Will hated that he’d had to bring her over, but there were no alternatives. She was their only hope.

      Seconds after disappearing, Kyla returned with a tea towel. So she didn’t have to put down Xyla, she knelt on the floor and lay out the towel, folding it with one hand while clutching her baby with the other. Grabbing the resulting parcel, she shuffled forward. Will watched as Paul moved his hand, exposing a bloody stomach. From the rapid paling of Kayla’s skin, Will knew when she’d found the wound. A second later, she pressed the folded tea towel. One at a time, she picked up Paul’s hands as though they were sandbags, placed them on the tea towel.

      Putting pressure on the resulting pile, she said, “hold.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Rising she looked first to Will, then out the window, perhaps thinking of the mentioned oncoming threat. As it stood, she seemed unconvinced.

      “I know this is weird,” Will said. “You don’t have to let me go, but please can you get the handcuff key? Don’t leave me here.”

      As Kayla again prevaricated, Paul scoffed. “He’s… truth. Gina stabbed… me. She’s bitch… Sorry, Will.”

      “Not the time,” said Will.

      “Upstairs…” Paul continued. “first door… top drawer… left of bed… only key… let him go… be quick.”

      Though she had claimed to dislike Paul, Kayla seemed willing to take his word over Will’s, perhaps because Paul, as a dying man, was less likely to lie.

      Seconds after Paul finished speaking; Kayla disappeared again. In under a minute, she was back. In the doorway, she hesitated, a tiny key between forefinger and thumb. Realising she was going to give him the key no matter what, Will guessed her latest bout of indecision revolved around how and when she wanted Will free.

      Falling on the side of trust, she crouched before him. Xyla, only a few inches from Will, reached out with a tiny, chubby hand, trying to touch his face. Kayla didn’t jerk her baby away, focused on grabbing the cuff and inserting the key. As Kayla unlocked him, Will smiled and waved at the baby.

      As soon as he was loose, he rushed to Paul.

      “Come on. We’re getting you out of here.”

      With one hand holding the tea towel, Paul released the other to allow Will to loop it around his shoulders. They stood. Holding Paul’s arm over his shoulder with one hand, he placed his other over Paul’s on the tea towel.

      Still, the blood came. By the second, Paul’s step grew less steady. He didn’t have long.

      “What about…” Paul started. Unable to finish the sentence, he nodded to Gina.

      The last thing Will wanted was to leave her. He shook his head.

      “Forget her. We need to take care of you.”

      Without prompting, when Paul and Will reached her, Kayla took Paul’s remaining hand from his wound and looped it over her shoulder on the other side to Will. With one hand, she pressed Will’s over the tea towel, with the other, she held Xyla. With what little strength Peul had, he clung to them both.

      Awkward, like an injured crab, they turned side on and made their way out the door, into fresh air. It felt like a hundred years since Will had entered Paul’s house.

      Nodding across the road, he said, “That’s my car. We’ll get you in the back and go. Kayla, you don’t need to come.”

      Kayla said nothing. Linked together, they stepped into the road.

      As one they heard the engine and turned towards the darkened road, lit only by streetlamps.

      For a few seconds, it was unclear if the car was coming closer or moving further away. Then beams swept into the street, pointing at the threesome like a targeting beam.

      They had no way of knowing if the car’s occupants were friend, foe or stranger. Taking no chances, Will tried to speed up, dragging Paul with him.

      “Not far now.”

      They’d cut the distance between the curb and the car in half when the car stopped, two houses from Paul’s, on the side of the road from which they had recently alighted. Both front doors opened.

      The driver side opened slightly earlier, and it was the driver who exited first, stepping into a streetlamp’s glow.

      This time, it was Paul who squeaked.

      “Heidi,” he moaned.

      “Go,” shouted Will. They made it three more steps before the passenger moved from the car and into the light.

      Will stopped. Not expecting it, Kayla almost tripped, Paul slipped.

      “Dad.”

      First, there was only joy that his daughter was there. It took a few seconds to realise with whom she had arrived. The monster who had changed his wife.

      Edie did not seem to be a prisoner.

      If his daughter sliced her finger, would could they learn from her blood?

      Rage overcame Will. Without realising what he was doing, he pulled from Paul and paid no attention as the dying man, too heavy for Kayla, too weak to stand, collapsed.

      All else forgotten, Will abandoned the man he had been trying to save and raced towards the woman called Heidi.

      For changing his wife, for taking his daughter, he was going to kill her.
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      These days, the sight of people at night made Mercury nervous.

      Three shapes, pressed together as though glued, shuffling across the road, made her nervous enough to pull up the car two houses early. Leaving her keys in the ignition, she opened her door and stepped out.

      In the centre of the trio, a bleeding, dying man, saw her, said something. A single word. Mercury had a sneaking suspicion about what that word might be.

      The woman to the bleeding man’s right was carrying a baby, making the trio a secret foursome.

      A second behind Mercury, Edie exited the car. Her face lit, and she called, “Dad.” Relief fired through Mercury. They weren’t too late.

      At Edie’s call, the face on the left of the bleeder broke into delight, lifting Mercury’s heart.

      Then Mercury remembered the dying man had spoken. At the same time, so did his carrier. Rather than at Edie, the father looked at Mercury. Rather than delight, his expression became coated in fury. Like a paper boat too close to the incoming tide, his happiness was washed away.

      Mercury twisted to speak to Edie.

      Edie’s father was running. Powered by rage, he shot across the tarmac. Bemused, Mercury said, “What did you say your dad’s name was?”

      “Will.”

      Mercury turned to the onrusher. “Will, can we—”

      Like a rhino, bent and running, Will hit Mercury head and shoulder first.

      With a scream, he spun and collapsed to the ground. Clutching his neck, he twisted and stood.

      Mercury, who had barely felt the impact, outstretched her hands. Sensing this might be a Heidi based misunderstanding, she tried to decide how to explain.

      Will swung for her. His blow was wild; she easily dodged.

      “My wife,” he screamed. “You’ve turned her into a monster. You made her blood burn.”

      Once more, his fist came. Her palm blocked the move. He might have hit a brick wall. Screaming, he fell away, collapsing again to the concrete. At the far end of the street, a car appeared.

      “William,” Mercury said. “You need to stop.”

      “My wife.” He came again. “Now, my daughter.”

      Hands out, he rushed. Effortlessly, she parted the arms, grabbed his shirt and lifted him skyward.

      Flailing like a toddler, Will started yelling. Several feet back, the baby began to cry.

      “Edie,” said Mercury. “Tell your father to listen.”

      “Dad, stop,” Edie shouted. “Mercury saved my life.”

      “Who’s Mercury?”

      Still holding him, she said, “That’s me. Can I put you down?”

      He flailed a little longer, then nodded. Though Mercury sensed he would have said this no matter his intentions, she released. Anyway, her arms were beginning to ache.

      Breathing hard, he said, “You’re Heidi.”

      “I knew that would be the misunderstanding,” said Mercury. “It isn’t true. Heidi’s a monster. I’m not. Because I knew Heidi was going to go after your daughter, I went to your house, and I saved her. Please, if I were Heidi, Edie wouldn’t be with me, unharmed, would she?”

      No hesitation, he said, “Yes.”

      Before Mercury could comment, Edie spoke.

      “Dad, where’s mum?”

      As though he had forgotten his daughter was there, he stared at her, stunned, then pulled the teenager into a hug. Unlike many girls her age, Edie didn’t push away Will. The circumstances called for extraordinary measures on the physical affection front.

      “Honey, honey, are you okay? Did she do anything to you? Are you…” he stopped, not quite knowing what to say. “Talk to me. No, don’t. Oh, I don’t know. What happened to your head?”

      Will’s fingers went to his daughter’s forehead, above the left eyebrow. During their escape, Edie had grazed it. A droplet of blood formed at the wound. Mercury hadn’t noticed.

      As Will licked his finger to clean the blood, Mercury remembered what he’d said about his wife. Realised what he must have seen.

      “You know your daughter is still your daughter,” she said to Will. “That blood isn’t acid.”

      Will spun from Edie. Distant eyes looked through Mercury, into his past. She knew what he would be seeing. Mercury wanted to say something reassuring about his wife but didn’t want to mention her condition in front of Edie. The girl was young. Delicate words would be needed.

      Mercury said, “I know you’re afraid, but your daughter’s fine.  I guess the bleeding guy knows Heidi and fingered me as her, and there’s a good reason for that. I promise you, though, I’m not her. I’m Mercury.”

      Will looked to Edie, who nodded.

      “She saved my life, dad.”

      On the cusp of acceptance, Will opened his mouth to speak and was cut off by someone calling his name.

      Cold dread filled Mercury as they turned. The car that had approached up the street had stopped in the centre of the road. From three doors had appeared three men.

      Imran was with the woman and her baby. Leon had crouched beside the dying man. A little ahead of these two, Yassin had called to Will.

      “Yassin?” said Will. “What happened? Why is my daughter here, not with you?”

      “I made a mistake, Will,” said Yassin. “I wasn’t paying enough attention and that woman,” he pointed at Mercury, “Heidi. She took Edie. Will, she’s dangerous. You and Edie need to get to me, fast.”

      When Will hesitated, Yassin continued, “She killed Zainab.”

      This news rocked Will. With a pale hand, he gripped his daughter's arm, but didn’t move. Shock prevented him. Yassin had misjudged.

      Calmly, Mercury said, “He’s lying. I never saw Zainab. When I reached your place, neither she nor Yassin were there. Only Imran and a teen called Sammy. I went to free your daughter.”

      “It’s true,” said Edie. “After you left, Yassin disappeared. I didn’t see what happened to Zainab, but then Imran was there, and Sammy. He came into my room, and he put his hand on my mouth. but Mercury came to—”

      “Sweetie,” said Yassin, shaking his head. “Heidi sent Sammy to unnerve you. Leon,” he pointed at Sammy’s father, “learned she had corrupted his son and came looking. He found Imran and me and we tried to stop Heidi taking you. I’m sorry, Will, you put me in charge of what’s most precious to you, and I failed. Heidi makes people think she’s a God. Makes people follow her. Come here. We need to escape. Whatever game she’s playing, letting you live, it won’t last.”

      “No, dad,” said Edie. “He’s lying. That isn’t Yassin. He lifted our car in the air and—”

      It was the worst thing she could have said. With every word she helped Will believe Heidi had bewitched her. Although it was conclusive, if you knew enough, the non-acidic blood would now mean nothing.

      Will tugged Edie towards Yassin, cutting into her words.

      Having allowed Yassin’s appearance and lies to stump her, Mercury’s silence angered her. Regaining her senses, she realised she had to stop Will and Edie reaching Yassin.

      Yassin expected her to try and talk Will around. He smiled at the thought.

      Instead, she burst forward. Moving with a speed no human could match she was on Will in a second, in front of him. When he tried to duck, she floored him.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I risked a great deal to save your daughter. I won’t let you throw away her life.”

      “You’re a monster,” he hissed. “What you did to my wife—”

      “What did I do?” she asked, on a hunch. “Have you spoken to her? Did she tell you what happened?”

      “She believes you’re a God.”

      “She’s infected,” said Mercury. “I’m sorry, but that means she must have slept with someone other than you.”

      Will’s face told her his wife had already confessed. What else had she said?

      Trying not to meet Edie’s eye, she said, “Will, is you wife gay or bi-sexual?”

      “What?” He was white with rage. Mercury was taking a considerable risk.

      “She slept with another man, didn’t she?” Mercury pushed. “Will, she slept with Yassin.”

      Shocked and shaken by the comments about her mother, Mercury thought Edie would remain silent, processing.

      The teenager shocked her by saying, “Daddy, look at him. That’s not Yassin. It doesn’t make sense, but it isn’t. He tried to kill Mercury and me.”

      Dragging himself to his feet, Will looked past Mercury to Yassin, then at his daughter. Saw her wide, imploring eyes, looked right into them.

      “Since she was infected, changed,” said Mercury, “did you look into your wife’s eyes?”

      Will didn’t respond, kept looking at his daughter. Mercury knew he was listening. Could almost see him remembering his wife’s eyes.

      “If your daughter was no longer your daughter, you would know. Forgetting the blood, if you looked into her eyes, you would know, and I think you know you would.”

      As though he didn’t want to know, Will tore his eyes from his daughter and looked instead for Yassin.

      “Why weren’t you with my daughter?” he asked. “How did this teenager, Sammy, and then Heidi get in? If Zainab is dead, why aren’t you?”

      Yassin smiled, chuckled. “Come now, Will. I’m here to help.”

      Mercury knew it was over before Yassin did.

      “My friend,” said Will, “would never smile and laugh like that at my concerns. Not about my daughter.” He looked as though he might cry. “You aren’t him.”

      There was a long period of silence. Yassin looked to Mercury, considering whether there might be a chance to reignite the lie, get Will on side.

      Realising there wasn’t, sighing, he said, “Fine,” and raised his hands.

      In slick silence, Imran punched the woman, grabbed her baby and shoved her into the dirt.

      With grim determination, Leon took a kitchen knife and slit the bleeding man’s throat.

      With a satisfied smile, Yassin said, “What’s that human expression? There’s more than one way to skin a cat.”
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      Liz followed her and Trey’s patricidal conversation by returning to her room and finishing her stash of vodka.

      Could Trey be trusted to do what was right, when the time was right? Even knowing what he knew about possession, could he plunge the knife into his father’s heart when the ritual was complete? Would he not instead try to forewarn his father of Liz’s ill intentions?

      Little vodka remained; gone in a couple of swigs. Stripping to her underwear, Liz climbed into bed.

      Trey might screw up, or back out when the time came. He wouldn’t tell his father of the plan. It was clear they had no kind of relationship. More chance the boy would tell his mother. Even that was unlikely. Not worth worrying over.

      Content she had until the ritual to convince Trey to do as she wished, if convincing was needed, Liz drifted.

      An hour later, she awoke from a fitful sleep awash with nightmares. The only quality to recommend a nightmare is how fast it fades.

      Liz got out of bed, and the bad dream followed. She dressed, although it was too early to rise. Even when fully alert, the nightmare clung. In horrible detail, she watched her partner, Tom Perry, die in the woods. Observed the demon identifying as Hera, in the body of Mercury’s mother, murder him.

      Nightmares built from memories didn’t fade. If you were lucky, they receded with the rising sun. If you were Liz Norton, they repeated throughout the day, decaying with each pint or shot or glass drunk; renewed with the next cycle of sleep.

      Her room was bare of alcohol. Despite Harvey’s immense wealth, he refused to pay a suited servant to stand at his guest’s doors, ready to fulfil, at a moment’s notice, any request. There wasn’t even a minibar.

      Shaking, her hangover snuck in as the forerunners of an army creep over the walls of the enemy castle in the dead of night.

      Without a drink, she would never find sleep. In the grips of sobriety, her memories would grow stronger, more menacing. Tom didn’t deserve to keep dying.

      From her room, she exited into an impossibly long corridor. At first, she felt sure she alone was awake. All else appeared to be silent.

      All the lights were off. Despite this, the modern mansion had plenty of windows and glass-panelled walls. The fat moon loomed overhead, lighting the house’s interior, showing the way.

      Gaining strength, the hangover tapped her brain, not only demanding entry but prompting further memories. After Perry’s death, in a hospital room, she had awaited Amira’s recovery. The gunshot wound which her doctors had so recently closed had reopened in the clearing where Perry had died. Lucky for the second time, Amira had recovered. When she did, bleary eyes found Liz, searched for someone else.

      “Mercury?”

      Understanding her best friend’s bravery and conviction, Amira knew what Mercury would have asked of Liz. To put a knife through her chest, thus killing the demon Heidi. Amira forced Liz to confess that Heidi had taken over before Liz could fulfil this deed. The beast had escaped.

      “Good,” Amira had said.

      Together, they had formulated their new plan. Heidi would die, but Mercury would live.

      It was all coming together. Amira was already in the town in which Heidi had chosen to take refuge. Before the sun rose, Liz would lead Harvey’s retinue to join her. Within 24 hours, Mercury would be demon free or, more likely, they would all be dead.

      A risk worth taking.

      Footsteps. Liz had taken two turns since leaving her room and had no idea where she was going. Before long, she wouldn’t be able to find her room. Footsteps meant people meant, probably, servants. Servants meant alcohol and alcohol meant sleep. A few more hours, and it would all be over.

      The maybe servants led her through two more turns and a large hall at the end of which a set of double doors led into an even larger room. Through glass panels in the door, Liz saw steel walls and large equipment. Hanging pans indicated a commercial kitchen.

      At the door, Liz heard voices. The location had seemed to confirm she had followed servants. At the voice, her surety unravelled.

      Tilting, she made out the room’s far wall. A row of silver appliances and surfaces; a set of hobs, whereupon sat a colossal silver pot. Before it, looking in, was Victor.

      Had Liz been unable to see or hear him talking to someone, she still would not have believed he had come to make himself a midnight snack. Victor struck Liz as someone who existed purely to cause pain, end lives; possibly to give his boss the occasional backrub. In her two-plus decades in the force, Liz had met many such men. Loyal to the point of fanaticism; enjoys violence rather than long walks on the beach.

      Liz could see Victor talking but not to whom. Regardless, she knew who lay at his feet.

      When Victor put a hand on either side of the pot, Liz opened one of the double doors and stepped inside.

      “Need a hand?”

      Carrying neither plan nor weapon, Liz Swooped to an open cupboard beneath a cabinet and grabbed two bowls.

      “If we find a ladle we won’t have to pour,” she continued. “Can just scoop a serving into each bowl. You don’t mind sharing, do you?”

      Victor had released the pot. Not, she figured, because her idea enchanted him.

      Another step brought Trey into view. Liz did a fake double-take worthy of a professional comedic actor.

      “Trey, I didn’t know you were here. That’ll be three for soup then, will it? Luckily, Victor seems to have made enough for 400.”

      “Leave,” said Victor. There was murder in his eyes, but Liz was not unnerved. Whether ending your life, taking you on a date or saying, Happy birthday, mummy, men like Victor always had murder in their eyes. Any kindness they reserved for their lords and masters.

      “Don’t want to,” said Liz. “And you don’t want to push me around. As a semi-functioning alcoholic, I get cranky after too long without a drink. It’s been too long.”

      Victor’s unwelcoming anger did not abate. Liz smiled. Much as this brute might want to kill her, he would not. She held the key to his continued employment.

      “I’m not here to ruin your morning,” said Liz. “Once I’ve quenched my thirst, I’ll leave you to wine and dine Trey, as I’m sure is your intention.”

      Trey said nothing. Head bowed, he seemed unwilling to contribute. She had no idea if he believed she was going to leave him to die.

      Because Victor thought all people were monsters, he pointed towards the opposite end of the room. More double doors leading into what appeared to be a function room.

      “Bar through there,” he said. “Take what you want.”

      “Thank you.”

      The kitchen comprised several aisles, split by cabinets, cookers, dishwashers and more. Liz was close enough to the furthest left aisle, occupied by Victor and Trey, that it wasn’t completely ridiculous to use it to reach the opposite end of the kitchen.

      Victor had expected her to backtrack and take the next aisle. At her approach, he tensed. His eyes flicked to the block of knives. His hands flexed. Over his years with Harvey, more than one person would have tried to kill him. Carelessness had not kept him alive.

      Liz had never killed anyone. As a police detective, she had believed in justice. Awareness of demons and their infected devotees had challenged this belief set, but only for those beings. Victor was human. For him, prison was still an excellent fit.

      Tom Perry, she remembered, had also believed in justice. As had his father, a cop before Tom.

      When Tom had rushed to the prone body of Fran Willis, Mercury’s mother, he had done everything right. Having been shot four times, once in the eye, once in the heart, he had confirmed her dead.

      In defiance of this proclamation, Hera, the demon in Fran, had crushed Tom’s skull between her palms.

      The resulting mess she had wiped on her dress.

      Victor was planning to throw the boiling water in the pot over Trey.

      The pain would be unimaginable.

      How many others had Victor murdered, in how many horrifying ways?

      Humans could be Demons too.

      “Liz, Liz.”

      Liz turned to Trey. On shaking legs, the young man stood and stumbled down the aisle, and was sick. As Liz had been sick following Hera’s murder of her partner.

      Boiling water touched her fingertip. She yelled.

      Escaping the rabbit hole of her memories, Liz yanked her hands from Victor’s shoulder and the back of his head.

      For a few seconds, he remained submerged.

      In slow motion, he slid. Despite the pot’s weight, it came with him, together they slipped, tumbled over the edge, crashed to the floor.

      Instinct had Liz hop onto the counter.

      As though it were a movie monster, the boiling water slid along the floor towards Trey. When he scrambled down the aisle, Liz wasn’t sure if he was fleeing the pool or the body.

      Or her.

      At the end of the aisle, he slammed against the wall. When he had tormented himself enough looking at the body, he turned to Liz; their eyes met.

      “So,” she said, trying not to disappear into a breakdown. “Victor mentioned a bar?”
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      The bleeding man went silent, still; the mother began screaming, flailing. As her baby began to bawl, she jumped to her feet and ran at Imran, desperate to save her girl.

      Leon moved fast. Having killed the bleeder, he was free to get between mother and kidnapper. A sharp punch put her to the ground. Immediately she began to rise. Yassin spun.

      “Move and Imran breaks your daughter’s neck.”

      Mercury approached Imran and the baby while Will started for the mother as she crumpled, her screams becoming sobs.

      “Kayla,” Will called, but Yassin spoke over them.

      “Everybody stop,” he said. “Next person who moves without my permission will have the honour of being able to say they caused a baby’s death. Please, can we talk?”

      Everyone fell still. Kayla sobbed, but the other adults were silent. Xyla, oblivious to the danger but desperate to return to her mother continued to scream and squirm. Imran appeared to be regretting taking this particular job.

      Speaking over the baby, Mercury asked of Yassin, “What do you want?”

      “I knew you could be reasonable, and my request is simple,” said Yassin. “Approach. Allow me to knock you unconscious. Once you have passed out, Imran will reunite Kayla with her baby. Along with Will and Edie, she can wander off on whatever paths life has in store for her. What do you say?”

      “Yes,” said Kayla. “Whatever you want. Please, just give me back my Xyla.”

      Furiously, Xyla kicked her captor. Outstretched arm’s reached for her mother, though Leon remained in the way.

      Confused, Will asked, “Why would you want to knock her out?” He turned to Mercury. “He means to kill you.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” said Mercury. “That Heidi who you so revile lives within me. Right now, I’m in control. Should I fall asleep or unconscious, she’ll take my body. As I understand it, this will be the last time I get the driving seat.”

      “Indeed,” said Yassin. “Were it me, I would skip off and enjoy a few hours of freedom. We both know that’s not you. Your fate is inevitable. Even if it weren’t, you’d surrender to save the baby.”

      A house and a half’s width separated Mercury from Yassin. To save baby Xyla, Mercury would need to cross that space, get past Yassin, take down Leon and Imran all before Imran could kill the baby.

      No chance.

      Yassin said, “So, are you coming?”

      Cooperation was Mercury’s only hope.

      She said, “No.”

      Stunned silence filled the street, broken when Kayla screamed. Though he was as shocked as the miserable mother, Yassin smiled, rather than collapsed into despair.

      “Then I’ll kill the baby.”

      “You do that,” said Mercury, “I’ll walk away forever.”

      “If you won’t cooperate, what difference does it make?”

      “I will cooperate,” said Mercury. “But I won’t be stupid.” She turned to the grieving mother. “Kayla, I know this is hard. I know you want me to do as he asks, but please understand; the moment I’m unconscious, if we do things his way, he’ll kill you and your daughter.”

      Kayla let out a long, low moan.

      “I know,” said Mercury. “But it’s okay. I propose an alternative.”

      “What’s that?” said Yassin.

      Turning, Mercury pointed at the car and looked at Will. “Keys are in the ignition. Open a back door then get in the front with Edie. Turn 180 so you’re facing away from us, and wait.”

      Will looked at Mercury, then to Kayla, then Yassin. Without confirmation that Xyla would be safe, he wouldn’t move.

      Amused by Mercury’s manoeuvres, Yassin nodded, giving a regal wave, allowing Will to proceed.

      Quickly, silently, without fuss, Will and Edie followed Mercury’s instructions. When the car was pointing away from the group, the back door open, Yassin offered a hand.

      “Happy now? Will you come?”

      Mercury wanted to ignore him; continue her demands, but she had to play it carefully. Yassin knew Mercury had the strength to match his and desired to avoid a battle for fear of losing her again. Mercury was counting on him doing as she asked for an easy life.

      If she pissed him off, he might stop playing ball. Whatever happened, as he had already pointed out, Mercury couldn’t stay awake forever. Within, at most, a couple of days, nature would free Heidi if Yassin and his followers could not.

      If patience wasn’t his thing; he might decide to go for it; kill the baby and attack. He had her outnumbered. There were only so many times she could get lucky.

      “I’ve already explained what I believe will happen if you get your way,” said Mercury. “I propose Imran hands Xyla to her mother. Kayla then walks to the car as I walk to you. At the same time, we reach our destinations. You get to render me unconscious. Will drives off with Edie, Kayla and Xyla.”

      Mercury waited. Yassin considered. Imran struggled. It hung on a knife’s edge.

      “I think,” said Yassin, at last, “you’re taking me for a ride. What happens if, when you meet the woman and baby in the middle, you all decide to run for the car. See, with your plan, I surrender my leverage. Not smart.”

      “It’s the only way this works. I wish I could trust you, but I don’t.”

      Yassin’s face darkened. “I’m losing patience. Perhaps I kill the mother, and we negotiate with the baby. I need only one.”

      “Make a counteroffer,” said Mercury, pushing a little further. Afraid of what he might do but refusing to trust he wouldn’t kill Kayla and Xyla if she surrendered. Asking for a counteroffer was a risk. She had no plan if he refused to relent.

      “I appreciate humans have a funny thing about babies,” Yassin said at last. “Final offer, then.”

      Everybody waited. At last, Yassin pointed to Imran.

      “Take the baby to the car. Open the front passenger door, pass her to Edie, and stand by Mercury. Leon, do not touch Kayla but keep within a metre of her. If she moves before my arm is around lovely Mercury’s throat, gut her.”

      At these last words, he smiled at Kayla, then Mercury. Because it was what he wanted to see, Mercury tried not to show the pain his words caused.

      “Once Xyla is in the car, Imran will escort you to me. Once I have you, Kayla can join William. Do you agree?”

      Mercury wasn’t happy, but on this, there would be no negotiation. Given the players involved, it was also not her decision.

      “Kayla, you understand what he’s asking,” Mercury said. “It’s up to you.”

      “Do it,” Kayla said at once. “I don’t care, whatever it takes to save my baby. Do it.”

      Yassin flicked a finger and Imran made towards the car. Every step of the way, Xyla cried, her hands over Imran’s shoulder, desperate to reach her mother.

      Neither mother nor daughter should have been involved. Mercury didn’t think Kayla would see her baby again.

      She tried not to cry.

      Imran reached the car. Edie had already opened the passenger door and slammed it as soon as she received the baby. The moment Imran was no longer in possession of Xyla, Kayla broke into grateful tears.

      Returning to Mercury, Imran took her arm, which she promptly shook off. When he retook it, she looked at Yassin.

      “If your little follower doesn’t want to escort me with a broken hand, please tell him I’m capable of walking unassisted.”

      Yassin sighed. “Let go, Imran.”

      Imran released. Side by side, he and Mercury approached Yassin. As they walked, Mercury looked to the man Will and Kayla had carried from the house, who had died when Mercury led Yassin and co. here. Reminded of how ruthless the demons were, she realised Kayla would be dead within a minute.

      On they walked. In anticipation, Yassin took a half step forward. A few more steps and she would be within his arm’s reach. Leon was already in arm’s reach of Kayla. A plan emerged. There could be no slip-up.

      Five steps from Yassin, Mercury moved to the left, off the direct line to the demon on which she had been walking, towards Leon.

      “Oi,” said Yassin.

      Imran moved to close the gap, and Mercury punched the side of his head while jumping towards Leon.

      Imran flew to one side. Yassin leapt at Mercury.

      “Run,” she shouted at Kayla.

      A second later, Yassin had his arm around her throat. Before that, she stepped on Leon’s leg, side-on, at the knee.

      Snap.

      Leon screamed. Kayla ran.

      Imran was up. He stared at Yassin.

      “After her, idiot.”

      Propelled by the insult, Imran put on a burst of surprising speed, moving at least twice as fast as Kayla. Over a greater distance, she wouldn’t have stood a chance.

      With her head start, Kayla reached the car three seconds before he would have caught her and slammed the door a second before he could follow her into the back.

      Immediately, Will hit the accelerator. Possessed by purpose, Imran chased the car, though he had no hope of catching his target.

      Back where they had begun, Yassin tightened his grip around Mercury’s throat. Pressed against her back, he whispered in her ear.

      “And you called me untrustworthy.”

      Had she the opportunity, Mercury would have reminded him he would have killed Kayla had Mercury not acted.

      Because of the tight grip around her throat, she had no such chance.

      “No matter,” Yassin said. “Now we’re alone, let’s finish this.”

      They were not alone. Yassin had forgotten Leon, despite the continued groans of agony. Because of these groans, Yassin heard no approaching footsteps.

      Again, he tightened his grip. When he felt Mercury weaken, he pushed her away. When she turned, he punched her in the face.

      Spinning, she saw the ground approach then hit. Before she could move, Yassin’s foot greeted her stomach. The air left her.

      Dizzy, fading, pained, she stared at the monster.

      “Bye-bye, Mercury,” he said.

      A knife tip appeared through his chest, through the heart.

      When he had spoken his final words, he had beamed. When life left his eyes, the smile did not depart. He would carry it into death.

      The knife tip disappeared. Mercury’s would-be murderer collapsed to reveal her saviour. From the ground, Mercury smelt the peppermint and lavender. With his free hand, her saviour pulled her to her feet.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Now, stab me too.”

      She thought this request might surprise him. He smiled, but showed no other reaction. Though it might have been her imagination, she was sure he slipped the knife a little around his leg, as though afraid she might grab the blade and stab herself.

      “He’s a demon, and so am I,” said Mercury. “Please, stab me.”

      “No can do.”

      Rather than ask why, she said, “Who are you?”

      “Oh, Mercury, I’m the answer to all your prayers,” he said. “But you can call me Richard. Richard Unwin.”
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      At the top of the street, William twisted the wheel and almost lost his backend spinning left. Fifteen yards along this escape road he did the inexplicable and slammed the breaks, causing the whole car to jolt.

      “What are you doing?” said Kayla. Shrill, on the verge of hysteria. In her arms, she clutched her baby. Xyla was quiet. Her mother’s tears dripped to her near bald head.

      ”Dad?”

      From Kayla and Xyla in the rearview, Will looked beside him to Edie. Stroking her hair, he sought to appear positive. In the teenage smile, he saw her as a child, a toddler, a baby. From the minute of her birth, he knew a love so powerful it was overwhelming. Only one owned near as much space in his heart.

      Gina.

      Across the street, a path led onto a parallel road. If Kayla didn’t recognise it, Edie would.

      “You both need to get out,” he said.

      “What?” Kayla squealed.

      “You need to go now. Through there. Find refuge. Kayla, is there anywhere you can go? Somewhere safe?”

      “I want to go home.”

      His heart broke to see her clutching her daughter. He couldn’t help but think of Gina holding Edie in those first few weeks. Sometimes laughing, sometimes crying. Occasionally, it had been so hard, raising a baby, they’d thought it undoable. Still, they always had each other, and they’d never faced anything like this.

      “Kayla, I’m so sorry I got you involved.”

      “My daughter almost died because of you.”

      He wished he could refute her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. Though it hurt to see her, he forced himself not to speak until he’d met her eye.

      Lucky he did. Over Kayla’s shoulder, through the rear windscreen, Will watched Imran burst out of Paul’s street, almost slip to the tarmac as he turned, and race towards the car.

      “Shit.”

      William had never liked Yassin and Zainab’s children. Despite the kindly couple’s best efforts, the kids had been aloof, disinterested, often cruel. Between the two of them, they caused their parents much heartache. When they left home, Zainab cried. Yassin was unusually quiet. While comforting the couple, Will had wondered if it might not be for the best.

      Zainab was dead. The words flashed through his mind. Who knew what had happened to Yassin? It was different from Gina. Will had watched Yassin order Paul’s murder and knew he would have killed Kayla and Xyla. Still, if Yassin had sprinted around the corner, approaching fast, Will wasn’t sure he could bring himself to action; to stop Yassin by any means necessary.

      “Dad?” repeated Edie. “What are we going to do?”

      In answer, Will put the car into reverse and hit the accelerator. Running faster than most humans could manage, and not in control; by the time Imran realised he was going to come off second-best in a head-on collision, it was too late.

      Kayla bowed and whispered reassurances in her daughter’s ear. Edie and Will watched Imran. Saw the moment realisation hit and he tried to swerve.

      Then he was gone. As efficiently as if teleporting.

      Across the roof, heavy thuds. As though bricks rather than rain fell from the sky.

      A second later he appeared once more, crashing into, but not smashing the windshield, bouncing off the bonnet and slamming the road. Stopping, folded, crumpled.

      Will hit the brakes. Five metres from where they eventually stopped lay the still body. There was every chance Will had killed a man.

      Driven by this realisation Will threw open his door and stepped into the road.

      “Dad, come back.”

      In the back of the car, Kayla continued to whisper to Xyla while quietly sobbing.

      In defiance of his daughter’s command, Will took a step towards the body. Imran had held the baby. If Yassin had given the order, Imran would have snapped the little girl’s neck. If Will could hold that thought, he could live with what he’d done. More: be glad Imran was dead.

      Imran wasn’t dead.

      As Will took another step, the collapsed man moved. His hands slapped the tarmac. With some effort, he pushed to a crouch, then sat in the road, facing Will.

      The hit had smashed Imran’s nose, sliced his mouth and cut his arm.

      No doubt, Will had caused more damage, but these three injuries were immediately apparent.

      Blood rolled over his lips from his nose, and onto his jaw from his lips. From the cut in his arm, blood wound to his hand. From his fingertips, it dripped to the tarmac.

      Wherever the blood touched, Imran began to melt.

      In the face of this disintegration, Will took a shocked backstep, putting him in line with his open door.

      Imran screamed. When he did, half his jaw cracked and fell away, dangling in front of his neck. Exposed teeth began to crumble or fall from the gums.

      Imran ran towards Will.

      Fighting the overpowering urge to be sick, Will dived into the car and slammed the door. The keys were still in the ignition; the engine running.

      When Imran was half a metre away, Will hit the pedal. At speed, they retreated from the crumbling man.

      Who kept coming, though his face was half gone and his arm split in two. Faster and faster, he came.

      If Will continued to accelerate, they’d escape. Imran couldn’t match their pace forever. There was a reason people drove forwards, rather than backwards. If Will continued to accelerate, he would crash.

      Will needed to turn but was afraid with Imran so close. Scared the burning beast would dive onto the rotating car. If Will couldn’t shake the stowaway, Imran might use his blood to burn a hole in the roof through which he would climb. Once in the confined space, a shake of his head would cover Will, Edie, Kayla and Xyla in his acid. Trapped, they would die in agony.

      Will could see only one alternative.

      With one foot he slammed the break; with one hand, he covered his daughter’s face, determined to do his best to protect her, should Imran come through the windscreen.

      Edie screamed as Imran hit the car at incredible speed. Folding at his midriff, his face smashed the bonnet. He rebounded, collapsing onto the road.

      Jaw, some teeth and much of his skin, he left on the car.

      Blood, which spurted from his face when he connected, decorated the bonnet and windscreen.

      On the news, Will had once watched a group of balaclava-clad thugs chuck red paint across the windscreen of a suited woman and her young children. They were animal rights terrorists. She the CEO of a company that ran clinical trials on monkeys. The paint represented the blood of the animals who had died during her time at the company’s head.

      The symbolic blood had been a warning shot. When the CEO refused to stand down, they returned. This time, they threw acid.

      Acidic blood felt like the next step.

      A sizzling filled the car. Will watched stunned as the windscreen seemed to thin. A single drop worked its way through and splashed onto the dash.

      Steam rose.

      “Get out,” said Will. “Now.”

      The two front doors flung open. Edie and Will dived out. Will made it three steps from the car before realising they were two short of a complete escape.

      Kayla remained, her head bowed over Xyla, clutching her daughter as though the baby were full of helium, and might float away if released.

      Blood broke through the bonnet. There was a fizz and spark. What would happen when the acid began to eat through the engine?

      Fearing an imminent explosion, Will threw open the back door and crouched beside Kayla. In her arms, Xyla kicked and waved. Kayla still muttered indecipherable words, as though chanting a spell. And cried.

      “Come on, Kay, we need to go.”

      No response was forthcoming. When Will leaned over and undid her seatbelt, she didn’t lash out. A hand under her arm, he was able to guide her from the car to the path. Still too close for comfort.

      Edie stood over Imran, staring at the melting corpse. Assuming he was now dead.

      “Get away from him,” Will said. “This way.”

      They had braked at the T-Junction at the end of a street. Taking Kayla’s arm, Will led her two steps down that road before realising it was the street so recently fled.

      Halfway down, spread across the road, between Kayla and Paul’s houses, were three shapes. Bodies. One still moving, The others still.

      One was Paul. Though it wasn’t Will’s fault Paul was dead—Gina, after all, had planned to kill him before Will knew what was going on—he still felt guilt. They had been so close to Will’s car. To escape.

      Will’s car. He looked to where it remained parked, untouched. If the vehicle they had attempted escape in was unusable, Will’s was not.

      Escape was his first thought. Gina his second.

      “Edie, I need you to stay with Kayla. You see anyone coming. Hide.”

      Before she could argue, Will jogged down the road, towards the bodies. One was Paul. Another must be Mercury. The final either Leon or Yassin. He could only hope the mover was Mercury.

      Drawing nearer, he realised his mistake. Mercury wasn’t there. Yassin was still, Leon writhing.

      Though he was wasting time, Will stopped over Yassin. A friend for so many years. A kind, caring man.

      He had died with a smile on his face. Will hoped what lay beyond had reunited him with Zainab.

      Trying not to breakdown with all he had lost, Will looked to Leon, a writhing bag of pain. He clung to his leg as though pressure could mend the obvious break. Will suspected Leon was like Imran. If so, he was lucky the bone hadn’t ripped through the skin. If it had, he’d be covered in blood. Also dead.

      Whatever Imran, Leon and Gina had become, Yassin was something else. There was a hole through his heart. His chest and stomach were blood-soaked, but it hadn’t eaten at his flesh or turned him to a pool of mush. Whatever was going on, Will was miles from all the answers.

      He turned to Paul’s house. Gina’s car had gone.

      Swearing, Will sprinted down the drive, into the house, and into the living room. The spot where they had left Gina was empty. During the confrontation, she must have woken. When Will was driving away, and Mercury was killing Yassin and escaping, she must have got to her car and done the same.

      When Kayla freed Will, she left the handcuffs chained to the radiator. The key was in the hole of the open lock.

      Taken with a spontaneous idea, Will dropped to his knees and released the cuffs. Those in hand, he returned to the street, thinking about where Gina might be; trying not to think of what she might be doing.

      Over Leon, he nudged the writing man or monster in the side. “Stop whining.”

      Somehow, Leon was able to shut up a moment. His eyes burned with hatred.

      “Going to kill me?”

      “Not if I don’t have to,” Will said, projecting confidence and ruthlessness he did not feel. “I need to ask you some questions.”

      “So you’ll torture me in the street? How long before the police arrive? Think I’ll tell you what you need in time?”

      “No,” said Will. “That’s why we’re not doing anything in the street.”

      He held the handcuffs aloft, swaying them this way and that, as though attempting to hypnotise.

      To Leon, he said, “You’re coming with me.”
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      Half an hour before sunrise, Trey woke with his alarm. For the first time in his life, he eschewed the snooze and rose immediately. In his en-suite, he showered before returning to his wardrobe and working through his limited supply of clothes. For his mother, he picked a plain pair of black jeans and his smartest top. For himself, he picked shoes that would not give him blisters if he had to do a lot of walking.

      Last night, after being sick in the commercial kitchen, he had wanted nothing more than to escape body and killer. When Liz had tried to grab him, he’d fled. In the corridor beyond she had caught and held him. Begged him not to go.

      Leaving his room for the last time, Trey made his way to where Liz was staying. Last night, wrapped in his fear, he had paid her no attention. Because he had assumed she was in control, he had seen her as in control. Had believed she was acting as though she had spilt a jug of milk rather than murdered a man by drowning him in boiling water.

      Trey stopped to consider whether drowning or the heat had killed Vicious. Because he would never know, he put the problem aside and continued to Liz.

      The recovering police officer had been terrified, falling apart. She’d held it together because Trey’s compliance mattered more than her wellbeing. Despite her attempts to dissuade him, he’d insisted before his father woke, he would flee.

      In the wake of Vicious’ brutal death, he had meant every word.

      Between his bedroom and Liz’s, he saw no one. When he knocked on her door, she answered immediately. Not, he thought, because she had risen with her alarm. Her eyes told him she hadn’t slept.

      She said, “You stayed.”

      “I had a change of heart.”

      “Good.”

      “Your plan,” said Trey, “what you want to do, it’s important.”

      “I know.”

      “Not the Mercury bit,” Trey said. This was an important distinction. “Mercury’s a good person. She deserves to live. But Heidi needs to die.”

      Examining him closely, Norton asked, “What are you saying?”

      “You gave me the knife,” he said. “Best case scenario, I plunge it into my father’s heart, after he’s accepted the demon. I won’t fail to try.”

      Liz nodded. Said, “But?”

      “But, more important than anything, Heidi has to die. If my father dies before we complete the ritual, and I get the chance to go for Heidi in Mercury, it’s a chance I’m going to take. You know why?”

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?” He was surprised.

      “You’ll take it because it’s not just the deaths I mentioned last night for which you feel guilty. As you raised Heidi, you feel responsible for every life lost at her hands. If you don’t kill her, more will die, and the toll on your soul will rise.”

      “Yeah,” said Trey, impressed. “That is right.”

      Liz shrugged in a what can I say, I’m impressive, manner. As she gathered her few belongings, Trey noticed the previous night’s empty bottles and cans. That she was still standing was a surprise. Unfathomable was the steadiness of her voice as she spoke, the hand she placed on his shoulder.

      “You’re right. Mercury deserves to live. So you won’t kill her.” When he went to interrupt, she raised a hand. “If your father dies, we’ll perform the ritual again. I’ll take the demon, and you’ll kill me. Got it?”

      “Heidi has to die,” he reiterated. “But… why you?”

      Liz went to the door with her bag, hung off the handle as she considered the problem.

      “Victor,” she said at last, “was the first person I’ve ever killed.”

      “And that means you deserve to die?”

      “I don’t believe in soul’s,” said Liz. “If I had one, I gave it up yesterday.”

      He followed her into the hall. “You saved my life.”

      “And if you stab me, you’ll be saving mine, now,” she raised the hand again. “Go to your room, ready yourself. We leave at sunrise.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the bar, then to see your father.”

      “No.”

      Liz didn’t stop. “I need a drink. Sorry, Trey, I can’t do without.”

      He blocked her path. She looked bemused. Vicious was faster and stronger than most men. Last night, Liz had moved with incredible speed to grab him, and displayed surprising strength to get him below the boiling water. She didn’t seem to fancy Trey as much of a challenge.

      “I mean,” he said, “don’t go to my father.”

      “Have to,” she said. “Even ill, Harvey will notice the absence of his favourite pet. Angry as he’ll be, I’m his saviour. He’ll let me live, figuring he’ll kill me once he has his demon. You do your job; he won’t get a chance.”

      “Except I won’t be able to do my job.”

      “Don’t worry. I say you live, you live. Victor’s death will show I mean business. Harvey won’t come for you again.”

      “Nor,” said Trey, “will he trust me enough to get close during the ritual.”

      This stopped Norton. It wasn’t something she’d considered. Already furious with his lying son, Harvey would be apoplectic when he learned a woman had saved the boy at the expense of his favourite employee. Trey would live, but so far as the plan went, he would be useless.

      “What do you propose?” she asked.

      Trey smiled. Returning to bed post-panic attack, waves of calm had covered him. He remembered his first beating at Victor’s hands. Five-years-old and terrified. When it came to Vicious beatings, only his age had changed. Vicious, as he remembered, had delighted as he battered the boy.

      He remembered every blow. Not only those administered by Victor, but his father and brother too.

      Trey had always been weak. These four had towered over him, made him feel small and insignificant but guess what?

      He was going to outlive them all.

      Last night, his outlook had changed.

      “Get yourself another drink,” he told Liz. “I’ll speak to my father.”

      “What will you say?”

      “Easy,” he said. “I’m going to tell him I killed Vicious.”
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      By the time they reached their destination, the soft glow of the oncoming dawn had begun to colour the black horizon. Even amid this rundown industrial estate, Mercury was sure it would look beautiful. Considering it might be her last, perhaps more beautiful than ever before.

      Her handsome saviour approached a small warehouse nestled in the centre of six identical units. The front comprised a massive shutter and plain white door. Between the two, a little black box with glowing green light indicated someone had updated the place in the three hundred years since the lot’s birth.

      “Hang on,” said Mercury, as he approached the door.

      “What?”

      “My mother warned me never to enter warehouse units with strangers.”

      “She did?”

      “Oh, yeah. Mum had this weird fear of me being strung up by my ankles and beaten like a piñata.”

      Richard’s smile was charming. “Your mother sounds fun.”

      A fist gripped Mercury’s heart. Three versions of her mother flashed through her mind. The terrifying woman who had resentfully raised Mercury, and who would never have worried about her annoying daughter following a stranger into a warehouse. The frightened, cancer-riddled woman who had sat on Mercury’s sofa and whispered of her biggest fear, death. And the version that had not been her mother at all, but a monster in her mother’s body. Hera, who had tried to kill Mercury.

      Brushing the memories away, she attempted to focus on analysing the situation. Richard had saved her life. He said he knew Amira, and his little knowledge of Mercury seemed to support the claim. Two reservations clung to Mercury, impeding her belief in Richard’s honesty.

      “I don’t know why Amira wouldn’t have come to save me herself,” said Mercury. “And don’t tell me she was afraid. Amira fears nothing.”

      “We all fear something,” said Richard, inadvertently recalling Mercury to her once fearless mother on the sofa, tears in her eyes. “But, you’re right, Amira is as fearless as they come.” He considered. “Tell me, does she trust easily?”

      “No.”

      “No. To complete this ritual, she needs me, so here I am. If one is to risk their life to collect you, it should be me, because my life matters less than hers or yours. I don’t begrudge her this opinion. She tells me no more than she must so all I know is, in her workroom in that warehouse, she prepares.”

      Preparation. That was the other thing. Richard spoke of a ritual that could rip Heidi from Mercury, freeing her from the foul beast. A dying man looking to prolong his life would shorten it further by accepting the demon. Once two became one, a knife would end the lives of both.

      “If it sounds too good to be true,” said Mercury. “It probably is.”

      Richard rolled his eyes but seemed unbothered by her refusal to believe. From his pocket, he withdrew the key fob which would allow them into the warehouse, and his phone. Unlocking the latter, he scrolled to a number and clicked call.

      “Here.”

      Catching, she said, “I’ve already phoned Amira. She’s not answering.”

      “She’s busy,” said Richard, “and that’s not her.”

      On-screen was a number rather than name. It wasn’t one she recognised. Putting the phone to her ear, she waited until a suspicious woman answered.

      “Hello?”

      Like the number, at one word, Mercury didn’t recognise the voice.

      “Hi, it’s Mercury,” she said, trusting whoever was on the end of the phone would know only one. If any.

      There was a long enough pause for Mercury to think her partner in conversation was about to hang up.

      Then they said, “Shit, really?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “You’re not Heidi?”

      Now the voice was familiar. “Detective Norton?”

      “It’s Liz Norton these days.”

      “You change it by deed poll?”

      “Hey, that’s funny.”

      An awkward moment prevailed. It was bizarre. Though not friends, the events in the woods bonded them. Mercury remembered that the demon Hera had killed Liz’s partner.

      Because she could think of no more eloquent way of asking, she said, “What the hell is going on?”

      “I’m in the bar of a mansion,” said Liz. “But, in about five minutes we’re coming to meet you and… are you with Amira?”

      “I think I’m about to be.”

      “Grand. Mercury, listen, we’re going to save you. We’re going to rip that bitch out your chest or heart or bladder or whether she’s hiding and shove her into someone else.”

      “A dying man, I hear.”

      “That’s it. Harvey Michaels.”

      “Who?”

      “Oh yeah, you’ve been out of the loop.”

      Quickly, Norton explained, then moved on to confirm the existence of the ritual which could save Mercury.

      “Amira found it,” said Norton. “And the potion thing which turns blades into demon killers. The girl is brilliant. Brilliant. Hey, are you crying?”

      Mercury wiped her eyes, knowing how stupid it was.

      “Happy tears,” she said.

      “Yeah, we’re going to save you.”

      “Not that, it’s,” she turned from Richard, not wanting him to see her cry. “Last thing I knew, before Heidi took over, Amira was being rushed to hospital. I didn’t know whether she was going to live or die.”

      “She lived,” said Liz. “Course, she lived. She wasn’t going to die until she’d saved you.” She paused as though listening for something. “I got to go. We’re about to leave. You find Amira, and you wait. Few more hours and it’ll be over. You’ll be free.”

      They said goodbye and hung up. As she did, Mercury heard the blip of the door unlocking, and Richard stepped inside. Following him, she chucked back his mobile and again dried her eyes.

      Beyond the door and shutter was a stone room. On either side was racking on which pallets might once have been stored, but which were now empty. At the back of the room, a set of metal stairs led to a tiny and bare mezzanine. Beneath this was a single room with plasticine walls.

      “Amira’ll be in there,” said Richard, pointing at the room beneath the balcony. As he slipped his phone away, Mercury approached, trying not to jog, not wanting to seem like a stupid girl excited to see her best friend. Though she was. She wondered if Amira had brought wine.

      The door to the room faced the stairs. On the back wall was a fire escape. Mercury stepped into the room and found it empty.

      Not just empty of Amira. Empty of anything. She had expected gadgets and equipment. At least a table. It was more like a cell.

      Mercury turned back to the door as Richard slammed it in her face.

      As she rushed for it, pounded on it, Richard said, “I’m afraid I’ve not been honest. Amira is gone. You’ll never see her again.”

      He chuckled as she bashed the door.

      “Your demon, though. That’s going to be mine.”
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      Returning to the pub where two old men and a stern woman had reluctantly relinquished Richard Unwin’s whereabouts, Amira had spread her arms, declared victory, and asked for Wi-Fi.

      Quiet, reserved in her childhood, at some point during adolescence, into Amira had crept a loathable cockiness, coupled with a ridiculous feeling of invincibility.

      Spared this horrible affliction, Amira would likely not have stopped in the town closest to Richard’s residence; a place she had mentioned to him. There were plenty of locations on the road, between this nowhere and the city where she was to save her friend, where she could have scanned and emailed the information to Liz.

      Plus the barmaid, there were six locals when Amira returned to the pub. While she was upstairs, as she finished her email, Richard arrived and killed them all. For years they had needlessly feared the one-time monster. Amira had brought their nightmares to life.

      Hearing the carnage, Amira had to force herself not to rush downstairs. She knew she was responsible. She’d never be able to live with their deaths.

      Above all, she was pragmatic. Alleviating her guilt was no reason to fail Mercury. She would die if she went downstairs. While the townsfolk perished because of her, Amira finished her email and went for the window, wondering if she could slip out and reach her car.

      “Amira,” called Richard. “Come downstairs, or I’ll visit every home in town, kill every inhabitant. You wouldn’t see if you fled like a coward, but I want you to know, no death will be as easy as these. There will be pain. There will be torture. Before I’m done, people will beg me to end their lives. Once I’m done, this place will be a ghost town in more than metaphor.”

      Amira began to use a similar line of logic to when she hadn’t rushed downstairs. On this occasion, it failed. Amira could never have saved the six in the bar once Richard had started. Once he had her, he had no reason to kill anyone else. She could prevent further bloodshed.

      It was always possible if she fled, he would be too busy chasing her to kill the town. There was no guarantee. Madmen rarely acted logically, more on impulse. Even going downstairs might not spare those lives. But it was the surest route. Amira had to take it.

      Entering the bar, she wondered how he would next taunt her.

      Taking no chances, he used the bat the moment she appeared. A block of wood, swung with power, hitting your stomach at speed, will always hurt. When you have suffered a bullet wound and the area the doctors twice healed said wound still aches, the pain is unimaginable.

      As Amira collapsed, Richard came after her. Bat hit back, and she screamed as she spread flat on the ground.

      Casting aside the bat, Richard was upon her. He forced her arms and legs together and tied them fast with cord, then dragged her upright. Once she was stable, he shoved her. Because of her bound ankles and wrists, she smashed the bar and rolled like a bowling pin. Richard laughed more than any bowler ever had at his strike.

      “Come on,” he said, yanking her to feet. “Road trip.”

      After an hour’s driving, Richard asked for Amira’s phone pin. When she refused, he pulled up roadside and punched her repeatedly in the stomach until she cried mercy.

      Once he had the number, he texted Liz Norton, telling her of their movements, pretending to be Amira, pretending she had let Richard along. Then they were once more on the road, heading to where Mercury waited.

      Silence would have been sweet. Amira feared Richard would try to talk with her. What she got was worse. Never turning on the radio, he sang for almost six hours straight. After the first hour, Amira began to wish he would pull over and start punching her again. A beating had to be preferable. They didn’t stop again. There were no toilet or food breaks for either driver or prisoner. Richard was taking no risks.

      Half an hour from their destination, the singing stopped. Excited by the proximity to his prize, Richard started to vibrate in his seat, bouncing. He twisted the mirror to better observe her face. Though she was exhausted, his singing and ropework had prevented her catching even a minute’s shut-eye. Nor did her throbbing bladder help.

      “I need a piss,” she said.

      “Don’t be so crude.”

      “Sorry, I forgot, you’re from the lost era of gentlemen.”

      “I am.”

      “It shows.”

      Richard glared. “You’re sarcastic. Because I’ve tired you up. You know as well as I, you gave me little choice. You were so unreasonable. You came looking for help to save your friend. I helped you. All I wanted was something in return. What did you expect?”

      “I expected you to want something normal men want.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Money and a blow job.”

      Richard laughed long and hard. “Oh yes, that’s right, isn’t it? But most men are short-sighted, narrow-minded. Or simply lack knowledge. If these men knew they could have the power of a God, they would choose it over sex or money every time. I’m an enlightened soul.”

      “Lucky me,” said Amira. “I don’t have the money, and if I had to see you naked, I’d throw up.”

      “Please,” said Richard. “I saw the way you looked at me. Before you knew my age and demands, you thought I was rather handsome. Will you deny it?”

      “Yes,” said Amira, though it was pointless. In the first few seconds of their first meeting, she’d shown her admiration. Always a mistake.

      When they arrived at the warehouse, Richard left Amira in the car. Everything he’d needed had been in her bag. He went inside to check the setup. There wasn’t much because not much was required. Two minutes after he’d left, he returned.

      “That’s a neat room you got at the back. Did you have that commissioned special?”

      “I did,” said Amira. “That’s why I couldn’t have given you a penny, even if it was money you wanted.”

      For a minute, Richard sat in silence. Amira tried not to guess what would happen next.

      “You should take heart,” Richard said. “You might have failed to escape, but your friend still gets what she wants. She’ll be free of her demon.”

      On that note, they departed the industrial estate of her rented warehouse.

      “You know, I was genuine in my deal,” he went on, as they drove. “If you’d cooperated, I would have worked with you. You could have stood at my side as I saved your friend. In the aftermath, with a demon in my soul, I might have killed you, your friend, and anyone else present, but you had a chance. Whatever the case, you would have seen the gratitude in Mercury’s eyes when she was free.”

      A police car swung by. It was gone before Amira could consider trying to get the officers’ attention.

      “Now you have to die before I’ve given Mercury the good news. Isn’t that sad?”

      For over six hours, Amira had struggled with the cords in which Richard had bound her. They neared their journey’s end. Now was the time to slip free.

      Being cocky and believing herself invincible, Amira saw her life as a movie. No matter how bleak the situation, she stopped the bomb with a second to go.

      Except, the ties were no looser, had slipped not one millimetre. Her chances of escape had crashed to zero. She hadn’t a weapon, nor a plan. Even if there were a chance to strike, Richard wouldn’t underestimate her twice.

      In short, Amira was finished.

      For forty minutes, Richard drove. The sky was black. Night had rolled while Amira looked the other way. Lying on the seat, with no light as guide, Amira had no idea where they were.

      Richard stopped the car.

      In the quiet left behind when the engine died, Richard sighed.

      “You know, I don’t want to do this.”

      “Oh good, we’re on the same page.”

      He chuckled and opened the door. Amira heard him clomp to the boot and swing it open. Then he was pulling open the door against which Amira had pressed her feet. As the car’s light made her visible, Richard gave a fatherly smile which belied what he was about to do.

      “Come on,” he said.

      She couldn’t come on without assistance. Kindly, Richard dragged her towards him then carried her as a husband carries his new bride over the threshold.

      He had stopped against a fence which split road from field. Opposite the street, a line of trees bordered the grass. On the other two sides, homes and fencing. It was council property. The kind of place that has a fireworks display every year. Every weekend couples walked dogs, and kids played sports. Occasionally, maniacs killed their prey and dumped the body.

      There was no lighting but the light of the streetlamps. The further they travelled from the road, the darker it got. They did not go far.

      Richard placed Amira to the ground with the care of a tender child handling a bird with a broken wing. From behind his back, he withdrew something which, even in the dark, she could tell was a bat. Presumably the one from the bar.

      The tender child was revealed as a psychopath, intent on ripping free what remained of the bird’s wings. In both hands, he gripped the bat.

      “I thought you were going to kill me,” she said.

      “I am.”

      She shook her head.

      “Don’t take the piss. Where’s your gun?”

      “Guns are hard to get hold of.”

      “You’re a farmer,” she cried.

      In the dark, she saw his shoulders lift and fall. His hands twisted on the bat. Unable to stop herself, she began to imagine what it might be like when he started swinging.

      “A knife then?”

      “Sorry,” he said.

      He lifted the bat.

      “Are you sure I can’t interest you in that blow job?”

      The bat high, Richard paused. After a second, he laughed. Shook his head. Lowered his arms.

      “You’re funny,” he said. “You know, I meant what I said, I don’t want to kill you. If there was any other way.”

      “There’s always another way.”

      “Not this time.”

      Once more, he raised the bat.

      All out of jokes, she could only watch as he brought it fast towards her head.
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      Unlike the guest rooms at Chez Michaels, the limo had a mini bar from which one could enjoy a surprising variety of drinks. The journey was short. No fridge had the capacity of alcohol to quieten the accusatory voice, which whispered whispered whispered to Liz.

      Murderer.

      In defiance of the knowledge that no amount of booze would cure her guilt, Liz drank gin and tonic after gin and tonic as they progressed towards their destination.

      “You have quite the stomach for alcohol, don’t you?”

      The procession which had left Harvey’s home comprised only two vehicles. The limo led the way. A crack and tireless team had overnight transformed the lorry which followed into a hospital on wheels. It carried Harvey, two doctors and the driver. They were the best-paid doctors and driver in the country. Lavished with phenomenal sums to do their jobs and not ask questions.

      Another driver operated the limo. Beyond the bulletproof glass separator sat Liz, Olivia and Trey.

      Victor would have travelled with Harvey. Though he was no longer available, Harvey had chosen not to replace his favourite man. There was no one in the world he trusted a quarter as much.

      “I thought you might want a drink as well, Trey,” Olivia continued, squeezing her son’s knee. “I’ve never killed a man, but I understand guilt can be a problem. With Victor’s demise so fresh in your mind, I thought you might need the soothing embrace of a shot or more.”

      Trey had spoken alone with his father, while Olivia prepared for their journey. Liz did not know if father or son had told her, but it was a mistake. She couldn’t fathom why Olivia was along for the ride. Perhaps she saw demise in her husband’s future and wanted to be sure she witnessed the moment his fortune became hers. Certainly, she could not understand the risk to her life if the ritual came off, and Trey was unable to kill her husband. If Trey slipped, and Harvey, full of Heidi, killed Olivia before Trey killed Heidi, Liz could make peace with that.

      “For a lot of things, I feel a tonne of guilt,” said Trey. “Victor deserved his fate. For him, I feel nothing.”

      Olivia smirked at Norton. “How do you feel about this?” she asked. “You may be recovering, but I think you were a police officer for a long time. My son’s a murderer. Is that okay with you?”

      “You want him arrested?”

      “Of course not. I’m just interested in your point of view.”

      “It was self-defence. Your darling husband sent that animal to kill Trey. Tell me, did you know what he had planned?”

      “I had no idea,” said Olivia without skipping a beat. “If I’d have known, I’d have stopped him.”

      “No,” said Trey. “You wouldn’t.”

      The comment surprised Olivia. Her head snapped to her son, but he was looking out the window. Despite speaking, he seemed uninterested in the conversation.

      “You can’t believe that,” said Olivia.

      “Don’t bother,” he said. “I may not know you well—It isn’t like you were around when I was growing up—I know enough. To stand up to my father is to risk that precious inheritance. That, to you, means more than I ever could. Don’t worry about admitting it. I’m not looking for confirmation.”

      “I wouldn’t admit it because it’s not true.”

      “I’m not looking for denial, either.”

      A frosty silence fell across the car. Both women looked to Trey. Liz neither knew nor cared what Olivia was thinking. Instead, she worried about him. Wondered how her actions could have so fundamentally changed him. Despite his numerous wrong turns, the deaths that might not have happened if not for him, he had seemed sweet, somehow innocent.

      Liz wasn’t innocent. Like Tom, in her mind, Victor kept dying. Again and again. He was scum, evil, none of that mattered. He was human, and Liz had murdered him.

      She looked at her hands; hands that shoved a man’s head into boiling water. He wasn’t attacking her. She had saved Trey’s life, but that didn’t make it self-defence. If she had the strength to submerge him, she might have had the strength to knock him unconscious. That wouldn’t have solved the problem of Harvey wanting to kill Trey, but at least Liz wouldn’t have shredded her humanity.

      Fraught with danger as it was, Liz was well-aware the path ahead might end abruptly with her demise. She worried she would die before she had completed the mission to free Mercury. If she succeeded, though, and a climactic battled followed, might that not be the perfect time to go? The heroes end.

      In Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight, one of the characters claims, “You either die a hero or live long enough to see yourself become the villain.”

      That was Liz. Already, she saw herself twisting, changing. How long before she killed again? Another baddie, she had no doubt, but maybe less awful than Victor and maybe after less provocation. That was the way it went; she’d seen it time and again when she was still an officer of the law.

      Freeing Mercury was her chance to die a hero. If she passed that milestone unharmed, she would slide towards villainy.

      Could she let that happen?

      Tormented by these thoughts; along with memories of the demises of Victor and Tom, Liz almost wished Olivia would speak again.

      For the rest of the journey, no one spoke.

      By the time they pulled into the warehouse lot, the sun was well in the sky. The day had begun in earnest. Stepping from the car, Liz’s head throbbed and throbbed. A can of beer slid from the car and rattled on the ground.

      “Hangover already?” asked Olivia. “Impressive.”

      The door to one of the central units opened. A handsome man bearing a smile came into the parking area. He had appeared from the warehouse in which Liz expected to find Amira and Mercury.

      “Morning all,” he said. “You must be the Amira party.”

      “Who’s Amira?” asked Olivia. “And who are you?”

      “Shut up,” said Liz resisting the urge to throttle Trey’s mother. “We’re here for Amira,” she confirmed. “You must be Richard?”

      Amira had texted to verify receipt of the ritual. Their warehouse meet they had pre-arranged. Amira confirmed the time. Later, she texted to say Richard Unwin, from whom she had gained the valuable information, had followed from his homestead and begged to be involved in the demon-killing. She had been reluctant but unable to shake him. Showing her classic distrust, she warned Liz to be wary.

      “Indeed,” he said. “Your girls are right through there.” He pointed into the warehouse, then to the lorry. “I guess the man of the hour is in here?”

      As he headed to the back of the hospital on wheels, Liz pinched Trey’s elbow and pointed through the warehouse door.

      “Check they’re there, will you?”

      Ignoring Olivia, she followed Richard to the back of the lorry. He’d opened the door in the shutter and hopped in. Inside, he was bent over Harvey. It was immediately obvious someone had turned off most of the medical equipment. Liz did not need more than one guess on who.

      “I’m afraid the old boy’s dead,” said Richard tutting. “Can’t say of what. I’m not a doctor.”

      “These two were,” Liz said, gesturing to the white-coated man and woman on the lorry floor. “Looks like they’ve died of slit-throat-by-a-maniac disease. Not sure. I’m not a doctor.”

      A clang indicated Olivia’s arrival. Liz twisted to see the woman’s greedy eyes upon her deceased husband.

      “That’s the inheritance sorted,” she said.

      Richard laughed. “I’ve missed so much in isolation. Seeing women like you two, Mercury, Amira; fills me with regret. Doesn’t matter. The past is in the past.”

      “Where are Amira and Mercury?”

      “Forget about Amira,” said Richard, waving a hand. “She doesn’t matter. Mercury does.”

      He came across the lorry with some speed. Olivia, seeing the dead doctors, hopped back. Liz held her ground, allowing Richard to brush past. At the lorry exit, he paused and swung back.

      “What are you girls waiting for?” he said. “We’ve a demon to extract.”
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      Amira woke to learn that the afterlife was almost identical to the spot on which she had died except it was day instead of night and a dog was licking her face. As the latter of these differences was immeasurably worse than having a maniac pummel her with a bat, she supposed she was in hell. No surprise there.

      Groggy at first, Amira soon found the strength to shove the dog’s snout away and sit. A folded slip of paper slid from her chest. The dog barked, and someone jogged towards them.

      “You’re awake, wonderful. Didn’t want to find a body on my day off.”

      Slip of paper clasped between her fingers, Amira forced herself to stand even as her throbbing head implored her to remain landscape. In the light, she made out more of the field than she could have in the dark. Towards the line of trees, a large tarpaulin sat before a sign announcing some party had reserved the space for the day. Amira wasn’t aware you could rent public fields. Perhaps she could get one for her thirty-fifth birthday.

      At her heels, the dog gave an inoffensive bark and jumped. It was small. It’s bound barely cleared her waist.

      “Oi, come here, boy, come on.”

      The man who had been so pleased she wasn’t dead on his day off tugged the dog away and smiled. He was in his sixties with a round, kind face. His hair was grey, his stomach round. He wore beige trousers and a thick green zip-up jumper.

      “Quincy Abram,” he said, sticking out a hand. “How’s that head? Looks like you’ve taken a mighty bump there.”

      “Amira,” she said, shaking his hand and rubbing the spot. “And yes. Well, more given than taken.”

      “Thought as much. You see who did it?”

      “No,” Amira lied, unfolding the paper.

      “In any case, we should get you to the station.”

      “You’re okay,” said Amira. “But thank you.”

      Amira had no idea Richard had brought a pen from the North. He must have. On the paper, he had written a few lines in neat hand.

      Unconscious on the first blow. Where’s the fun in that? Couldn’t bring myself to finish you. Thought, instead, I’d make you my first devotee once I’ve got my demon. I’ll be seeing you. Richard.

      “What’s that?” asked the man.

      “Nothing,” she said, scrunching the paper and shoving it into her jeans. “You’re a police officer?”

      “Indeed,” he said, surprised. “How’d you know?”

      “You didn’t want to find a body on your day off. If finding bodies is something you do on a day on, you’re either police or a professional jogger. No offence, but you don’t look like a jogger.”

      “Ha, none at all taken,” said Quincy, patting his stomach. His dog barked with a level of joy only canines can manage. “It is my day off, but I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t want you thinking I’m going bitter as I near retirement. Come on. I’ll take you.”

      Amira looked at the sky. Realised several hours had passed since Richard had left. He had been forty minutes from the warehouse but had to find Mercury and convince her to follow. Still, by now, she could reasonably expect him to be done. She might already be too late.

      In any case, she had to try.

      “You have a car near here?” she asked of Quincy.

      “I do.”

      “It’s a lot to ask, but I need a lift. Not the police station. Somewhere I need to be like, hours ago.”

      “Where?”

      She gave the address, baffling the detective.

      “That’s an industrial estate,” he said. “Why would you want to go there.”

      She opened her mouth to go the ‘my friend’s in danger’ route but stopped. He was a police officer and had already shown himself keen to acquire a statement about her attack. If he believed a crime was taking place, or about to take place, he’d never do what she wanted.

      “I can’t tell you, but I’m desperate,” she said. “If you don’t feel comfortable giving me a lift, say so now. I’ll find another way.”

      For several seconds, Quincy considered. With a sigh, he pointed across the field through the line of trees.

      “My car’s this way. Come on.”

      Until they were driving, Amira in the front, the ludicrously well-behaved dog sitting quietly in the back, Quincy refrained from probing. As they left the field where Amira had almost lost her life, he glanced her way.

      “Someone you know is in trouble, I suppose?”

      Amira looked at Quincy but said nothing.

      “Just a hunch,” he continued. “After all, why not say why you need the lift? Either you’re planning to commit a crime or someone you know is involved in one. Maybe committing it. More likely on the receiving end. You don’t have to tell me.”

      Amira held her counsel. This man was smiling and friendly, but so was Richard. As were the demons inside their human hosts. Amira had never trusted people. Recent events had done nothing to alter her way of thinking.

      “If you believe I’ll take you to the police station, you’re wrong,” said Quincy. “I’m a man of the law, but I understand there are situations when you would prefer not to involve us boys in blue. I worry about you, though.”

      “Because I’m a weak and feeble woman?”

      “Well, you sure are a woman,” said Quincy with a chuckle. “But you don’t seem so weak and feeble. You see, I never had children. Instead, I dedicated myself to this town and its people. All I want is to protect. All I want is to serve. Just like the American police, eh?”

      Amira considered him. No matter how kind he seemed, she would never trust he was on the level. When she spoke, the words all but slipped out.

      “There are some enemies your entire department couldn’t handle,” she said. “They’re like nothing you’ve encountered.”

      Quincy gave this some thought. His expression darkened.

      “Now what would make you say that?” he asked.

      Regretting saying anything she said, “Nothing.”

      She knew Quincy wouldn’t let it go. Her words were enticing. Even the dog, previously silent, began to pant.

      “This is a good town, low crime rates,” Quincy said at last. “But all towns suffer from black-hearted villains. When you’ve been a cop forty years, as I have, you see everything from petty theft to satanic massacre. I was sure I’d seen everything.”

      He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and took a left. Amira wondered if she’d seen that street sign and fast food restaurant on her journey from warehouse to field yesterday. Unlikely. On her back, tied up, the night rolling in, she’d seen little but the interior of Richard’s car.

      “Recently, folk in this town seem to be changing,” said Quincy. “I notice things. Friends I’ve known decades suddenly seem… off.” He chuckled. “That probably seems odd to you.”

      Thinking of Ian, the quiet boy from her school days who, once infected by Heidi, had come into her home and shot her, Amira said, “No. It doesn’t.”

      “We found four bodies last night,” Quincy said. “Two of them, in two different locations, it was hard to tell what had happened. They looked as though they had… well, it’s so ridiculous it doesn’t bare considering.”

      Amira looked at him. “Melted in their blood.”

      For several more seconds, the car went on. Then, with a strange jerk of the wheel, Quincy pulled to the roadside and turned to Amira. She prepared to fight if needed.

      He said, “Are there monsters in my town?”

      It was so far from what she had expected. It shocked her into nodding.

      “Your friend’s in danger,” he said. “Are they facing the thing that’s making my people melt?”

      Concerned with the way this was going, Amira said, “You don’t want to involve yourself with this, Quincy. This is a creature more powerful than you can imagine.”

      “Fine.” Quincy withdrew his phone. Amira’s hand jerked. She was going to be arrested for mental instability. She resisted snatching the handset.

      “What are you doing?”

      “This is my town,” growled Quincy in a tone more menacing than she had yet experienced. “I’m calling for backup.”

      He pressed call. “We’re going monster hunting.”
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      Drained and depleted by fear and exhaustion, Edie, at last, had fallen asleep. Perhaps more surprising: so had Xyla.

      Like a woman at prayer, Kayla knelt beside the double bed in which slept her baby. She refused to leave, afraid Xyla might roll fourteen times and hit the floor if unattended.

      In the garage, using a combination of Paul’s cuffs and his rope, Will had restrained Leon to an uncomfortable garden chair. Half a decade had passed since Will last made use of the rope. Then to restrain a roof rack to a car before a blissful French holiday.

      Shaking, tired but wide awake, Will sat at the kitchen table, coffee clutched between pale hands. From one wall, Gina beamed. That enchanting smile. Would he ever see it again? A stranger had taken the photo last summer. Crammed on a picnic blanket were Gina, Will, Edie, Yassin and Zainab. Sausage rolls, cake, frisbee and fun. A day as beautiful as the French holiday, two miles from home.

      The coffee was guilt laced. Years ago, Zainab had pressed her key into Will’s hand. You are welcome anytime. Our home is your home. If she had listed a hundred ways Will could use the key, pop in for milk might have featured. Safehouse and prison, probably not. Their recent demise made it worse. Never had he entered without first asking. Had he another option, he wouldn’t have come.

      Clutching the mug, he fought tears. Zainab and Yassin gone. If not for Gina, he’d have already packed Edie in a car and fled to some elsewhere. Maybe France. If he didn’t believe he could save her.

      Could he save her?

      If he was going to try, he could put it off no longer.

      In the garage, tied to the garden chair, Leon was as pale as Will. His brow was slick with sweat. You only had to look at the leg to see, almost feel, his pain. Will struggled to sympathise.

      “What happened to my wife?” he said to the madman. “To her, you, your son and Imran. What happened?”

      Leon didn’t hesitate. “We found God.”

      “Gods, wasn’t it?”

      Leon didn’t deem this worthy of response.

      “Yassin was a God?” Will proceeded.

      “Yassin was blessed,” said Leon. “Chosen to inhabit a God. Before that, he was nothing. As you and I are nothing.”

      “Because we’re not Gods?”

      Leon nodded.

      “Aren’t Gods immortal?”

      “To walk amongst us, they must bond with a human. When bonded, they’re near unkillable, but sacrifice their immorality. To be with us, it’s a risk they’re willing to take.”

      “Tell you all this at the induction, did they?”

      “You joke,” said Leon with a nasty smile. “Soon, Heidi will cast loose the shackles of the human who foolishly tries to contain her. When this happens, she will come for me. My captors, she will slaughter.”

      “Slaughter. Don’t Gods smite?”

      “Keep joking. How funny will you be when Heidi decapitates your daughter. How’s that for smiting?”

      As though anger was a pin in his rear, Will jumped towards Leon. Reason was the forcefield which froze him three steps from his target.

      Deep breaths, step back, remain calm.

      “That isn’t going to happen,” he said.

      Leon smiled.

      “To join this God lovers club, you have sex with one of them?” Will asked. “You all slept with Heidi or Yassin. That was you signing up and receiving acidic blood?”

      Leon nodded. “That’s the bulk of the process.”

      “Bit of a crap perk, isn’t it? A splinter could kill you.”

      “It’s nothing compared to the benefits. I am faster and stronger than you will ever be, and even that is nothing compared to the most glorious benefit of all.”

      “Which is?”

      “Enlightenment.”

      Madness shone in Leon’s eyes. It worked into his throat and escaped, entwined with the word. In Leon’s Gods, his faith was unshakable. Heidi was no deity, but she certainly had power far beyond strength and speed.

      “How many souls have Heidi and Yassin enlightened?”

      Leon shrugged. “We’re kept separate. Until last night I didn’t know about Imran. I knew only my son and the first of us.”

      “The first?”

      “Within a couple of days of Heidi blessing this town with her presence, she had enlightened three. These she used in her ritual to bless Yassin with a second God. The process killed two. The final is the commander of her followers, alone holding the ability to contact and bring us together.”

      “Who?” said Will.

      Leon’s smile grew. A minute passed.

      From his waistband, Will withdrew a knife taken from the kitchen. The blade was neither long nor sharp enough to achieve decapitation. With ease, it would draw Leon’s blood. For Will’s purposes, it was perfect.

      “You will tell me what I need to know.”

      “The bitch who deems herself better than a God broke my leg,” said Leon. “It hurt plenty but will be nothing to the agony I feel if you cut me with that blade.”

      “Well, that’s the point, don’t you think?” said Will.

      “That’s torture. You don’t have it in you.”

      “Not normally,” Will said. Then shrugged. “When I need to save my wife? There’s nothing I wouldn’t do.”

      “Don’t waste your time,” said Leon. “Your wife’s already been saved.”

      Will stretched the blade before him. “I don’t need your opinion. Who is your organiser?”

      Leon remained silent. The smile never left his lips. If Will wanted information, he had to prove willing to hurt Leon.

      Leon the monster. Will placed the blade’s tip to his prisoner’s restrained arm and pictured the animal slicing Paul’s throat. Like Imran, Leon deserved whatever Will dished out.

      But this was different to Imran, who had been attacking, threatening their lives. Leon was restrained.

      Disgusted at his captive and himself, Will withdrew the blade and retreated. Somehow, Leon held the laugh that had been building on his lips. Mad as he might be, he was smart enough not to push too far.

      Chased by Leon’s silent, mocking smile, Will crossed the room for the door, preparing to throw himself into the kitchen. Yassin and Zainab didn’t drink but stored booze for guests. Gin and tonic being Will and Gina’s favourite, there would be plenty of both in the larder. After a couple of glasses, maybe Will would be ready to cut Leon. Especially if he drank them as fast as planned.

      Halfway between garage and kitchen, a ringing phone stopped Will in his tracks. When he turned, he saw the smile drop from Leon’s face, replaced by frustration.

      “Going to get that?” said Will.

      The phone kept ringing. Bound, Leon was unable to answer.

      “No worries,” said Will. “I’ll see who it is. Take a message.”

      Crossing the room, he routed through Leon’s pockets for the phone. Leon struggled against his bindings but was unable to move.

      Grabbing the phone, Will said, “This will be your call to assemble, will it? Like the Avengers. Phoning will be your Nick Fury.”

      On the name was a screen. The name was not Nick Fury. If it had been, he couldn’t have been as shocked. Shaking his head, the phone slipped. Before it could plummet to the stone, he clutched it tighter.

      “This isn’t right,” he said. “This isn’t the first person enlightened.”

      “Who else?” said Leon.

      Will looked back as though the name might have changed. It hadn’t.

      It still read: Quincy Abram.
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      Someone, presumably Amira, had arranged for the small sub-mezzanine room at the back of the warehouse to receive an upgrade. On the exterior, plasticine and brick remained untouched, meaning the room appeared as usual before you stepped inside. Through the door, it became apparent someone had reinforced the square with thick steel. Even a human could have bashed through the plasticine eventually. Amira had added the steel to house a demon. Smart, forward thinker that she was, she intended this place to hold Heidi while they performed the ritual. She did not think even a monster with superhuman strength could breach these walls.

      Mercury was prepared to test this, but first…

      It made sense for the room to be completely bare, as Mercury had first believed it to be. However, in each of the room’s four corners was a metal step. A cube, with each dimension about the height of Mercury’s knee.

      Approaching the first of these blocks and tapping it with her foot, she found it to be solid through. They probably all would be but, if so, why include them? There was no way they had been there before Amira enforced the walls. It stood to reason there was a method to the madness of their inclusion.

      The second block was as solid as the first. The third was hollow.

      Before investigating further, Mercury moved to the fourth block. This, too, was solid through.

      Retuning to the third block, she knelt and felt for joins or a lid, but there was nothing. Amira had constructed the box from a single sheet of metal.

      But it was hollow. There had to be something inside, and there was only one way to discover what it was. Mercury stood and crossed to the steel door, listening for Richard. When, after several minutes, she decided he was either not there or sitting in total silence, she returned to the hollow block.

      On its flat silver roof, she began to stamp.

      Later, when no one had come to collect her and Mercury had reclaimed her energy, she returned to the door. At last, she was ready to test the workmanship of whoever Amira had hired to sort the room. To do so, Mercury braced herself, lifted a foot, and prepared to kick.

      A second before she swung her foot, the door opened, revealing a tall, attractive woman with raised eyebrows.

      “You must be Mercury. I’m Olivia,” she said with an outstretched hand. “ I believe you know my son, Trey?”

      Confused, stuttering, Mercury stepped forward and took the hand. Unsure what to expect, she moved past Olivia into the warehouse proper.

      The door and shutters were closed. Leaning against the former was Richard. As Mercury appeared, he smiled and waved.

      To his right, lined against empty racking that might once have contained pallets of product, were four people, half of whom Mercury recognised.

      “Liz, Trey,” she said. “Good to see you.”

      Trey raised a hand. Liz smiled. “You too. Sorry it’s in such circumstances. I’m sure you can tell, things aren’t going to plan.”

      “Everything’s going to plan,” said Richard. “You wish to free Mercury from the shackles of ultimate power. You need someone willing to accept this horrible gift,” Richard sighed. “Unfortunately, Harvey Michaels, who was to be the unfortunate recipient, has passed away.”

      “You killed him,” said Liz.

      “We don’t have an autopsy report,” said Richard. “But we know he was very ill. At a guess, I would say he finally succumbed to his disease.”

      “After you turned off his machine.”

      “Elizabeth,” snapped Richard. “If you could refrain from the commentary, I would be most appreciative. Mercury, as you may or may not know, Amira had planned for Trey to murder Harvey the moment the demon bonded with his spirit. Brilliant though she was, it was not smart to tell me this, nor that she had two of these special knives. I have disarmed Trey, and I have Amira’s blade. There will be no demon killings today. I just want to get that out there before we begin.”

      He looked at everybody in the room. “Shall we begin?”

      “Not happening,” said Mercury. “I’m thinking; instead, I rip off your head. We take your knife, and someone plunges it through my heart. How does that sound?”

      “Oh dear,” said Richard. “I should have mentioned. These two gentlemen,” he gestured to the men Mercury didn’t recognise, stood between Liz and Trey, “were Harvey’s drivers. They were also carrying unlicensed firearms of which I have had to relieve them.”

      He drew two guns from behind his back, one in each hand. They hung lazily. Mercury was supposed to think he wasn’t paying attention. She might have a chance to get him.

      “You’re a demon imbued with incredible speed,” said Richard. “Faster than a bullet?”

      He raised a gun and pulled the trigger. One driver’s head snapped against the racking. A hole in his forehead, he crumpled at Trey’s feet. Richard sighed.

      “I guess not. So, I suggest you stay where you are and do as I say. If you move from that spot, I’ll kill someone else.”

      “I don’t mind dying,” said Liz. “Tell him where to stick it.”

      “You’re not the only person here.” Olivia was still behind Mercury, who jumped at the voice.

      “I’ll kill you last,” said Richard to Liz.

      “Maybe I was bluffing.”

      Ignoring her, Richard said, “What’s it going to be Mercury? Try to attack and watch me murder someone else. Run away and hear me do the same. Or do as I ask?”

      “If I do as you ask, you’ll become a demon and still kill us all.”

      “I imagine I’ll try,” said Richard. “Now tell me, what’s it to be?”

      If Mercury ran at Richard, he would almost certainly kill someone. She might stop him, or he might kill two people. With Heidi at the wheel, with no dagger to kill her, they would all almost certainly die.

      “Mercury,” said Liz. “You know what Amira would want you to do.”

      “Shut up,” said Richard.

      Amira. Mercury had assumed she would die not knowing if Amira had already left this world. When she discovered her friend had survived the gunshot wound, she had cried. Now, once again, she was facing death without learning her best friend’s fate.

      Amira. Mercury mulled Liz’s words and knew what she meant. Amira was brilliant. Richard knew that and still underestimated her.

      “Right,” she said. “Let’s do this.”
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      Qunicy appeared incensed. Though Amire tried to prevent him from making his calls, he was undeterrable. Before long, he had spoken directly to at least ten people, text twice as many, and circled his car a hundred times. When he returned, he gave Amira a look of grim determination.

      “They’re coming.”

      “Pretty short notice.”

      “It’s for the town’s safety,” said Qunicy, starting the car. “There’s no such thing as too short notice.”

      Proving his point, they arrived to find two cars already parked at the double gates which fronted the lot. Within minutes, three more had arrived. A jumble of vehicles. Something about them stood out.

      “They’re not police cars,” she said.

      Quincy was getting out. Amira followed him onto the tarmac outside the industrial estate on which sat her lot. The other drivers and passengers also emptied their cars.

      “Nor police officers.”

      “I already told you,” said Quincy. “I’m a central figure in this town. For my entire adult life, I’ve been working to protect all who work here. For the most part, I’ve done that as a police officer, but it isn’t always possible. You said this is a threat I can’t possibly understand. Tell me, is it one that can be sorted by the justice system? Will it respond to due process?”

      “You’re a smart guy,” said Amira as another car arrived. “What is this then, some sort of town-wide neighbourhood watch?”

      “Something like that.”

      An excitable man jumped from a rusted up, falling apart car, and rushed towards Quincy. You weren’t supposed to judge a book by its cover, but Amira couldn’t help thinking the guy looked more drug dealer than librarian. More bar fighter than town protector.

      “I heard about Yassin,” he said. “How’d it happen?”

      “One thing at a time,” said Quincy with a little more steel than he had used with Amira. “We believe Heidi’s inside. Luckily this kind young lady was able to warn me of the threat.”

      Gesturing to Amira, Quincy gave the man a warning look. The guy, who didn’t understand, looked blank. It didn’t matter.

      “I did,” said Amira and, unable to stop herself, went on, “I mean, I never said the name Heidi, but I did mention a powerful threat.”

      For a second, Quincy was surprised. Then his face reddened. He wasn’t angry at Amira but himself. It was a childish mistake.

      “Maybe you should get back in the car, missy,” Quincy said. Around the corner, another car appeared. Amira stepped away, and Quincy grabbed her arm. For a man in his sixties, carrying too much around the middle, he was surprisingly quick and strong. Amira felt the bones of her arms strain.

      “This,” Amira said, “is why I don’t trust people.”

      “Too late now.”

      Quincy yanked her towards him, as though he planned to absorb her into his fat stomach. Or maybe waltz with her.

      As she reached him, the door to one of the central units on the industrial estate burst open and someone flew out.

      A gasp of shock ran like a Mexican wave around Quincy’s men. The man himself loosened his grip and Amira turned to see the woman from the unit face their way.

      “Liz,” she said, then gasped herself.

      Because Liz Norton was covered in blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      It came down to this. They could all die at Richard’s hands, with Heidi at the wheel. They might free Mercury and kill Richard after Heidi entered him. Best case scenario, maybe: Liz killed the demon, and died in that final heroic act. Before she could become the villain she so feared.

      Amira prided herself on considering everything. To Liz, she reiterated the importance of not being caught unawares. If plan A failed, there must be a plan B, if plan B failed, a plan C, and on. In a fit of madness, she had mapped hundreds of scenarios.

      If Amira had envisioned that Richard might return with her, killing Harvey and gatecrashing the party, Liz hadn’t seen the index card. She wondered if Amira had devised scenarios in which she failed to make it to the warehouse. Because she realised she’d double-booked with the hairdresser or because a madman had murdered her.

      It wouldn’t be surprising. So comprehensive was Amira’s planning, she had made provisions even for unforeseeable scenarios. Unfortunate and unexpected events. Her demise probably fell into that category.

      Liz was unsure if Amira’s plans would be enough. If they emerged victorious, Liz might not die. She could not see everyone surviving.

      Trey and the living driver remained static. So did the dead driver, come to that. Olivia slipped from behind Mercury to the other wall, almost opposite her son. Mercury and Richard stepped from their respective ends of the room to face each other, five metres apart.

      Liz stepped up to the plate. Richard had prepared the texts. Holding them, Liz formed the point of a triangle, equidistant from each involved party.

      She had flicked through the notebook, expecting the documents to be in Latin or ancient Mayan or some such. They were in English. She noted several spelling mistakes and one strange diagram, apparently drawn when the ritual’s transcriber had allowed his mind to wander from the task at hand.

      There was no prep. No candles to light. Black clothes with shadowy hoods were optional. She didn’t even have to cut her palm or sacrifice a pig.

      The ritual comprised eighteen lines. More or less, every other rhymed. Liz ran her eyes over them a thousand times and realised this was a sick joke. Richard had no idea how to draw a demon from a human. He had fabricated the diary and murdered four people as a jape. When she had finished speaking the words, and nothing happened, he would slap his knees and expect them all to join in.

      Five people, if Amira was dead.

      Because she didn’t want to pull at that thread, she began to recite the words.

      Immediately, she felt their power. A wind whipped through the previously still air, seeming to emanate from the page from which Liz read. It rushed across the room and began to circle Mercury, gaining power with each line passed.

      After ten of eighteen lines, Mercury screamed. She threw back her head, and her entire body began to glow. Her legs began to shake and tense. It looked as though she wanted to collapse, but something held her upright. Any moment, all her bones would shatter.

      At fifteen of eighteen lines, an invisible force ripped Mercury from the floor. She spun head over heels as though on a string in an acrobat’s show. The glow moved through her body and departed through her mouth.

      Mercury returned to the ground as though someone had nudged Gravity, notifying it of its mistake. The yellow glow, presumably Heidi, pulled towards Mercury, returning to its warm home. Stretching, it looked more like batter which had acquired life and the power of flight. Through the air, it began to wiggle and squirm.

      Batter, of course, tended not to glow.

      Liz spoke the final line.

      And the batter vanished.

      For a second, Liz dared to dream the demon had gone, ripped from this universe or shredded into non-existence.

      The wind resumed. Now focused in that central spot, whipping around and around where the glowing batter had been.

      When all remained silent, it began to race for Mercury. Once more, trying to return home.

      Panicked, Liz shouted, “You must call it.”

      She hadn’t meant out loud, but Richard said, “Okay, demon. Come. Join me. We will be the ultimate power on Earth.”

      The racing air reached Mercury, circled her, fired back into the middle of the room and—

      Like a sonic boom, a wave of invisible force seemed to fire in all directions. Liz opened her mouth to express surprise, and it hit her, firing her against the racking.

      With a tumble and a cry, she smashed the ground.

      For five or six seconds, everything was silent.

      First to move, pulling herself to feet, Liz was disoriented. She fell in her attempt to rise. She grabbed the lowest shelf of the racking and forced herself up. Felt for injuries. No doubt her back and head would be covered in bruises, but there were no broken bones, no cuts.

      The wave had also hit Trey, the driver and Olivia, but already being pressed against it, the racking had absorbed most the force. Consequently, they were less damaged than Liz.

      Mercury and Richard had the furthest to go. Having crashed into the wall beside the fire escape, Mercury was still. Liz would have gone for her, but instead returned her attention to the man of the hour.

      Richard had hit the shutters, then the stone. As heads swivelled his way, he rose and spreads his arms. Liz wondered if Heidi was about to give her first monologue. Presumably, she would choose a new name.

      Richard opened his mouth.

      Before he could speak, Trey roared like an animal and charged.

      After Harvey’s murder, Richard searched Trey first. He found the blade and threw it in the back of the hospital on wheels with Amira’s. When searching Liz, the driver and Olivia, he found nothing. Inside the warehouse, they lined up against the racking and Olivia went to fetch Mercury.

      Trey might have forgotten he was unarmed. Liz thought, instead, a combination of guilt and frustration had overcome logic. He had attacked not because he felt he could win, but because he couldn’t bear to die without having tried to stop the monster he had helped raise.

      The driver fled. At the end of the room, beside the still Mercury, he slammed the fire escape bar and disappeared.

      Olivia appeared frozen.

      The driver’s hasty exit seemed to have woken Mercury. Shaking and in pain, she got to her knees, met Liz’s eye, and nodded.

      Trey had been on Richard’s back, making a nuisance of himself rather than causing any damage. At last, Richard dipped forward. Trey flew over his shoulders and crumpled to the stone. As he tried to rise, Richard grabbed and swung him in an arc, into the shutters.

      Before Trey hit the ground, Liz was charging. As Richard turned, she sent a knee into his stomach and swung a fist at his head.

      Vicious had been easy. Too easy.

      On Richard, Liz landed two punches before he blocked her wrist, grabbed her by the throat, and hoisted her from the ground. Turning, he smashed her into the shutters but didn’t release.

      Squeezing her windpipe, he growled. “I’ve waited so long.”

      She pulled her feet up and together and kicked Richard in the chest. He stumbled and released her. She hit the ground but remained standing.

      As he came again, she said, “You were right about Amira.”

      He paused, cocked his head, his hand outstretched. “You what?”

      “You were right about Amira,” repeated Liz. “She’s brilliant. Utterly brilliant. She foresaw and planned for more scenarios than I could have imagined.”

      “I killed her,” he said.

      “Admittedly, an oversight, but in this warehouse, she missed nothing.”

      “You think she saw me here, throttling her friend to death, do you?”

      He grabbed her throat again. Shoving her against the shutters, he kept his grip loose enough to facilitate conversation.

      “I wouldn’t call us friends,” said Liz

      “You’re funny. Now you’re dead.”

      “She built that room for Mercury,” Liz said.

      “Yes, to hold a demon, and a nice job it did too.” Richard considered, then smiled. “Do you think you can get me in there?”

      “No, no,” said Liz. “You misunderstand. It had a double purpose. Sure it would hold a demon, at least for the short term. But you’re right; you’d first have to get a demon in there. I think, primarily, Amira built it for Mercury. In case Mercury should become locked within by someone like you. She knew her friend well enough to know she would explore the room, especially those four decorative metal steps in the corners. Amira knew Mercury would learn one of them was hollow.”

      Richard released Liz and span in time for Mercury to plunge the knife into his chest.

      “And had something stored within,” Liz finished.

      He stared at her, twisted to his side, placed two hands on Liz’s shoulders, but there was no strength in his grip. Sympathetically, she smiled.

      “If it helps, I’m annoyed too. I was hoping for a heroic death. Also, you’ve drenched me in your blood.”

      When she shoved Richard, he collapsed to the floor, and died.
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      In the sterile room in which a cavalcade of machines had kept Trey’s father alive. In the spot Vicious had occupied a few hours before, when Liz had dangled hope before Harvey once again, Trey kept his back straight, and confessed to a crime for which he was not responsible.

      When he finished explaining how he dunked Vicious’ head in the boiling water, he said, “Someone will need to dispose of the body.”

      For a long time, Harvey had appeared to consider the problem. Or perhaps that was how long it took to build the strength to make what had once been the simplest of moves.

      He nodded. Trey nodded back. They would never communicate again.

      Having lost his fight with both demon and shutter, it took some time for Trey to drag his battered, bruised frame from the ground. With his hand on the metal Richard had recently cast him against, he looked at the latest body, spread out on the stone floor, staring at the ceiling.

      Leaving his father’s room, Trey had leaned against the wall and imagined putting a knife through his father’s heart. Harvey had been nothing but awful to Trey for the entirety of the younger’s life. He was a monster, even before you combined him with a vile demon. If not for the ritual, within hours, he would be dead anyway. If not for Liz, his death would have been and gone.

      In his imagination, Trey plunged the knife into his demon-infested father repeatedly and guiltlessly. He knew the reality would present more psychological problems than he was allowing himself to envision. When it came time to act, Trey might have a split second before the demon in his father ripped him apart. He could not afford to hesitate.

      Difficult as it would be, outside that room, Trey had sworn one thing. No matter whose face she wore, he would murder the demon by the name of Heidi. If he could not succeed, he would die trying.

      In killing her, he could not right the wrongs she had already committed, and for which he was partly responsible, but he could stop the guilt from mounting. In destroying her, he could find some peace either entering the afterlife or continuing with real life.

      No matter what, he would try.

      Even without a blade, he had fulfilled his promise. When the ritual ended, he had gone for Richard, diving on the beast’s back.

      Inevitably, it was a battle he had lost. He hadn’t died, but he was content in having attempted to right the evil action performed by him and his siblings.

      Standing over the dead body, he could not smile, but he at least felt a grim satisfaction. The weight of the deaths to which his name could be partly attributed still rested upon his shoulders. The crushing weight which came from the anticipation of deaths still to come seemed to break up, evaporate. More easily than before, he could take a deep breath and release.

      When had he last felt so calm?

      A hand clutched Trey’s elbow. “What should we buy first, son of mine. I’m thinking jet ski.”

      At his shoulder, Olivia looked as tall, elegant and beautiful as ever. You would never know her husband had died; a monster had threatened her life. That was Trey’s mother. She treated the warehouse as though it was a ballroom.

      “We’d have to find an instructor of course,” she continued. “Preferably a handsome one. It’s been ever so long since I’ve been a free woman. I tell you, I’m going to miss the clandestine affairs.”

      Not wanting to think about his mother’s love affairs, clandestine or otherwise, Trey turned his focus to Liz, who stumbled through the shutter door into the open air. Trey watched her lift an arm and wave at someone out of sight.

      “It’s okay. The blood isn’t mine. Hey, Amira?”

      Pounding feet preceeded Mercury barging Trey’s shoulder and diving through the door after Liz. As she looked to where Liz had been waving, she burst into tears.

      “Can’t stand that mushy stuff myself,” said Olivia, and stepped out to join the two women.

      Trey followed. Across the tarmac at the industrial estate’s gates stood Amira, her wrist encased in the beefy hand of a beefy man. His face was kind, smiling. Even from a distance, Trey could see the building madness in his eyes.

      “I thought Richard killed you,” Mercury called, as though accusing Amira of lying.

      “He got all sentimental,” said Amira. “Wanted to make me the first of his harem of infected lunatics once he was a demon. A concubine. Like these fine people.”

      Trey couldn’t believe it. Around Amira stood fourteen men and five women. How could they all have submitted to Heidi?

      He knew the answer. The world was full of temptable men and women. The lonely and the greedy were prime candidates for seduction by a being as evil as Heidi. Besides, the demon had an allure. A tug like gravitational pull that made you want to submit, even if you knew it was a bad idea. Combine loneliness or greed with this power, and she became almost impossible to reject.

      How would they react when they learned their master was dead? As a group, the survivors had to handle this carefully.

      “I’m free,” said Mercury, her voice carrying across the tarmac. “Last night, we killed Yassin. Now, Heidi’s gone. Your Gods are gone. You’ve nothing left to fight for.”

      That hadn’t been what Trey had in mind. Smiling, Olivia stepped between him and Liz. While they faced another deadly situation, she beamed as though it were a game or TV show. Having spent most her adult life living freely under Harvey’s money, she could not appreciate risk or understand danger.

      The man who held Amira continued smiling. “Through black hearted tricks, you destroyed our God in Yassin. If you think you are smart enough to defeat our master Heidi, you are foolish. You make us laugh.”

      As one, the crowd burst into horrible, fake laughter. All but one of the men looked unabashed. The women seemed less at ease. This Yassin must have infected the spare man and the women. Those who had lost their personal God struggled more than did Heidi’s recruits. To her, they would transfer their allegiance, but it would not be easy. Jamie and Ian had followed Hera in the clearing. Still, their lack of devotion, when compared to their reverence of Heidi, was evident.

      Heidi’s followers, unable to accept the loss of their leader, were unworried. When the ball finally dropped, Trey supposed they would charge. Blood would be spilt, many would die. Trey would likely be one.

      Mercury said, “Shall we bring out the body?”

      Liz had gone pale. From across the tarmac, Amira must have noticed.

      “Norton, what’s wrong?”

      With sudden certainty, Liz said, “We didn’t kill her.” She was turning towards Trey and Olivia. As she spoke, Olivia grabbed her arm and said, “Catch.”

      Her other arm coming around she took Liz in two hands and threw her through the sky, towards Heidi’s followers. Several of them forced a circle and caught Liz, holding her steady.

      Putting her arm around Trey, Olivia said, “Mummy’s gone, sweet pop.”

      She smiled at Mercury. “Heidi’s back, and I’m so looking forward to what happens next.”
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      Liz fell, the monsters caught her and brought her in line with Amira, both held fast by eager to please hands.

      Unfortunately, they were eager to please Heidi, rather than Amira and Liz.

      Once they were side by side, Amira said, “Honestly, it was on a plate. I made sure all the right pieces were in all the right places. All you had to do was put one blade through one heart.”

      “Which we did.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I wasn’t clear. It wasn’t supposed to be an indiscriminate stabbing. You were supposed to murder the right person.”

      “We were tricked. That bitch Olivia must have called the demon. I wondered why she’d come with us. I admit, she pulled the wool over my eyes. Then again, Richard didn’t pipe up that he’d lost out. Bastard was so full of his power and cunningness. He probably didn’t even notice he was the same man.”

      “You screwed up,” said Amira. “I died to make this work.”

      “You’re not dead.”

      “Well, that’s not my fault. I was at Richard’s mercy, done for. I can’t help my raw, animal, sexual appeal.”

      “When you’re quite finished,” said Heidi. “I thought you might like to know what happens next.”

      “Not really,” said Amira.

      Mercury attacked, swinging a fist at Heidi. Like lightning, Heidi struck back, dodging Mercury’s blow and landing a fist in her attacker’s stomach. As though that fist was a sledgehammer, Mercury rose and collapsed, writhing.

      Before the still stunned Trey could get himself together to flee or attack, Heidi grabbed his arm and squeezed.

      Over his scream, she said, “You’re all very rude. You don’t want to know, but I’ll tell you anyway. Today, the most powerful of my kind will rise. I will bless Mercury with his occupancy.”

      She smiled at Mercury, as though this were an honour, then looked at Liz and Amira as though her next offer would be something she believed a punishment. Which would presumably be bad, but better than what Mercury was getting.

      “Kill Amira,” she said, which was almost the best-case scenario. “Make Liz watch, then let her go.”

      “No,” said Liz. “Kill me.”

      “Yeah,” said Amira. “Kill her.”

      With a yank of her arm, Quincy tugged Amira to the ground. A second later, his boot was on her throat. Liz tried to attack but was immediately grabbed by three or four of the maniacs, who restrained her, but held her close.

      With a podgy finger, Quincy pointed at a woman across from him. She was slim and attractive and looked both frightened and determined.

      “Do it,” he said. He drew a blade from his belt and pressed it into her hand. Amira thought of how kind he had seemed, and how all that friendly old man charm had sapped from his face oh so quickly. She wondered if his dog was still sitting patiently in the back of the car, waiting. She doubted the dog had been infected, but couldn’t rule it out.

      The woman with the blade knelt beside her.

      “Don’t worry,” said Liz. “She’s not going to kill you.”

      “Yeah?” said Amira. “You have a plan?”

      “No. You just always seemed to dodge these bullets.”

      “I actually didn’t dodge the bullet.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “True,” said Amira. She remembered how she saw life as a movie. As she did, a car spun around the corner and pulled up behind the crowd.

      Said crowd parted as the door flew open and a desperate man almost tumbled to the tarmac. His eyes fell to the woman with the blade.

      “Stop Gina,” he shouted. “I won't let you become a killer.”

      Liz said, “told you.”
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      From the ground, clutching her throbbing stomach, Mercury was alarmed to hear she was again to play host to a demon; horrified to hear her friend’s death sentence.

      Amira couldn’t catch a break.

      If this almighty being possessed Mercury, her body would walk and talk and kill, but she would be gone. Unless the host experienced the actions of the virus, without the ability to intervene. She could imagine nothing worse.

      Not keen on being paralysed by the potential horror of this scenario, Mercury shelved it and climbed to her knees. Still clutching her midriff, she found herself in line with the door into the warehouse in which lay the dead Richard, who was supposed to contain the dead Heidi.

      Another issue for later consideration.

      At the opposite end of the warehouse was the fire escape though which the living driver had fled. If Mercury could get there, there was a chance she could slip through Heidi’s net. The demon, while close enough to stop her, was distracted. She had hold of Trey, making him unsavable, but did he deserve freedom?

      All of it was moot. Across the tarmac, a foot held Amira to the ground. A woman hovered over her with a blade.

      If Mercury tried to save her friend, Heidi could catch her before she halved the distance to the execution.

      Heidi might decide not to pursue Mercury, but only because she would know there was zero chance Mercury could reach Amira in time. Heidi would delight in watching Mercury try and fail.

      As such, Mercury was better off going for the fire escape.

      Yet, she would run for Amira. Not because Amira had moved heaven and earth to save Mercury; and had been willing to sacrifice her life in pursuit of this aim, though this was incentive enough, but because Mercury loved her best friend. Leaving her was not an option.

      She was going for it.

      As she made the decision, a car pulled up.

      Will jumped out.

      Shocked, Heidi released Trey and stepped forward. Before Mercury knew what was happening, a fight had broken out. Bodies were piling in. The dynamic changed. Mercury saw what she had to do.

      Jumping to her feet, ignoring the pain, she bolted for the warehouse door, grabbing Trey and dragging him along.

      “No,” shouted Heidi, spinning, but they were gone.

      Diving into the warehouse, Mercury slammed the door. The lock was automatic; a beep indicated it had engaged. Heidi had no key.

      Richard lay on the floor, spread like a star. He was on his front, the hilt of the blade protruded from his back like the sword in the stone.

      Heidi kicked the door. Under the brute force of her foot, it buckled, bent, but did not break. It would take only a couple more attempts.

      Designating herself King Arthur, Mercury dipped, grabbed the knife and pulled it free. Gesturing to Trey, she rushed across the stone floor towards the back exit.

      Heidi kicked the door again, and it flew off its hinges. With an elegant calm of which the previous owner of her body would be proud, she strutted into the warehouse.

      As she entered, she saw Trey’s heel disappear through the fire escape. Behind him, the door clattered shut.

      Losing a little of that Olivia cool, she dashed to the fire escape and bashed it open, rushing into daylight.

      A small patch of grass split the fire doors of the various units from a pathway and two-lane road. Beyond the road was a sheer wall leading to a raised train track. There were no moving vehicles in sight.

      Neither Trey nor Mercury were anywhere to be seen.

      They hadn’t run. There were turns off this road either left or right of the fire escape. The first turn to the right would loop back to the gated entrance of the industrial estate where warred Heidi’s minions with Amira, Liz and William, the newcomer. This was the closest turn; there was no way Trey and Mercury had reached it in the available time.

      Nor had they scaled the wall to the train tracks. Not possible for a human. All the fire escape doors were closed. The one through which she had come had shut behind her. Even if it hadn’t, they couldn’t have returned through. Heidi would have seen them. It’s closure meant that avenue of escape was gone.

      There was no moving traffic along the road, but parked cars dotted the side closest to the warehouse as far as the eye could see. Given their pathetic human speed, Mercury and Trey could have reached the far side of only six cars. Three to either side of the fire escape.

      They could be behind any one of these six. More likely, they were behind two.

      They weren’t stupid, and the smart play was to go straight from the fire escape, between the first two cars, then split. When Heidi approached, she would have to turn left or right. Whoever she turned away from would attack.

      They had only one knife. Of that she was sure. There had been only three and two were in the lorry with dead Harvey. She’d been stupid to leave the third in Richard. Trey had been there and taking it would have aroused his suspicion. Her little game, pretending to be Olivia, had put her on the back foot.

      No use worrying. The knife was useless until it pierced her heart. And sure, Mercury had killed two of her kind; maybe a third. Heidi didn’t know what had happened with Yassin. Irrelevant, she was older, smarter, and stronger than any of them. She would not let these humans get the better of her.

      Angry at her procrastination, she realised she had to do something they would not expect.

      If they had split, they planned to wait for her to step between two of the cars. It was their only play, given they couldn’t run. Besides, they had already proven they could be brave, and they were hell-bent on destroying her.

      So, surprise them.

      Smiling at the idea, Heidi hopped atop the nearest car’s roof. From on high, she could see along the line of vehicles, and who was hiding behind them.

      No one was hiding behind them.

      As she began to ponder this issue, she heard movement. She turned towards the fire escapes and saw a rock disappear through the grass.

      They had tricked her.

      She span, but Trey, having slipped from beneath the car on the road side rose and grabbed her ankles. Before she could do anything, he yanked, and she fell.

      Her back cracked the car; her head the concrete. There was a little dizziness, but only the embarrassment hurt.

      Before she could spend too long chastising herself, Trey was on her. He had the blade and a look of fiery determination in his eyes. She hadn’t recovered her senses as he plunged the knife towards her.

      She grabbed his hand.

      And felt the blade slide through her flesh.

      Screaming, she withdrew her legs, got them beneath Trey and kicked.

      By her standards, the kick was powerless. To Trey, she might have been kickboxing world champion. He left the ground, flew back, and hit the concrete.

      The knife went skidding along the road.

      Rising, Heidi roared and felt the wound.

      Blood was pouring. For a second, she thought she was dead.

      No. When she’d grabbed Trey’s hand, she’d forced the blade down. It had half-submerged in her stomach, and from there, the blood flowed. Because it was poisonous, the pain was excruciating. Because it hadn’t been a shot to the heart, she would live.

      Good for her, bad for Trey.

      He was scrabbling for the blade and fair play to him. He’d suffered a fair number of knocks recently. Despite this, he got his hand to the blade and began to turn.

      Too late. She grabbed his shirt at his back, lifted him into the air, and tossed him into the side of a car.

      With an oof, he came to the ground. Again, the blade fled. Again, Trey gave chase.

      She kicked him and swept to catch the blade, clutching it and swooping it in an arc in one swift motion. Over the train lines, it disappeared.

      There was no longer a chance of him killing her.

      Despite that, he came again.

      With ease and a sigh, she caught him. As he roared, she broke his arms.

      A beat. Then the screaming began.

      Getting behind him, she put a hand over his mouth. She hoisted him into the air, holding him tight enough to feel his body wring with the screams she had rendered inaudible.

      “I love your bravery and determination,” she said, “but it wasn’t enough. With me, it will never be enough.”

      She approached the warehouses but paused with a flash of shock.

      “Hang on. Where’s Mercury?”

      Trey’s attempted screams had become attempted whimpers. Even without her hand across his mouth, he would have been in too much pain to speak.

      She dropped him. Considered. When she realised they’d duped her again, she sighed, chuckled, and shook her head.

      Picking up Trey, she began to walk towards the fire escape, then paused.

      “No, no, Trey, that’s what she wants us to do, isn’t it?”

      A second longer she considered, then a grin split her face.

      “Come on, forget killing them. I know how we can really make them hurt.”
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      In Imran’s old room, Edie slept. Will was terrified to leave her. If not for Gina, he wouldn’t. Would never risk her losing her father as well as her mother. He had no choice. If he thought he could explain without her insisting on coming, he would. Instead, he wrote a letter.

      In the master bedroom, Xyla slept. Still on her knees, Kayla now rested her head on the mattress. For her daughter, she was fighting to stay awake. Given all that had happened, and how many hours since she last slept, it was a battle she could never win. The forces of sleep were amassing. She couldn’t hold them much longer.

      Will wanted to relieve her, so she could sleep and be sure Xyla was safe. If he didn’t have to go, he would have offered, and she would have rejected. This was his fault. Even if they came through it safely, she would never forgive him. She was right not to.

      “I have to go after Gina,” he said. “I have to go now.”

      Afraid of waking Xyla, he kept his voice low. He was behind Kayla. She didn’t shift or look back. At first, he thought he had spoken too quietly. She hadn’t heard him.

      Then she said, “How will you find her?”

      “Leon. He let me know where she is.”

      When Will had answered the phone, Quincy spoke. Heidi needs us, he’d said. Come now. He’d given an address and hung up without awaiting an answer. He was expecting neither refusal nor follow up questions.

      “That monster would have killed me,” said Kayla of Leon.

      “I know.”

      “Would have killed my daughter and your daughter too.”

      “I know.”

      “You should kill him.”

      “I know.”

      Kayla said nothing more. As he could not see her face, he couldn’t tell what she thought. Nor did he know if his inability to kill Leon was weakness or strength. They would have to decide what to do with him, but later. Well restrained, Leon wasn’t going anywhere. Gina would.

      “I know you said you would leave the moment Xyla woke,” Will said. There was more, but he stopped, afraid to ask.

      “I won’t leave Edie alone,” Kayla said. “I hate you for what you’ve done to my daughter and me, but she’s innocent. I wouldn’t leave her.”

      Deciding another apology would be pointless. Will only nodded and said, “Thank you.”

      “Be quick,” Kayla said. “If Xyla and Edie wake, I’ll try to persuade your daughter to come with me. If you’re going to bring your wife back, and your wife is anything like Leon, will Edie be safe?”

      Will couldn’t answer. Over Kayla’s shoulder, he stood watching the sleeping baby for twenty seconds.

      “Shouldn’t you be going?” said Kayla.

      In the car, in the driveway, Will was overcome with terror. Less than 12 hours ago he had slipped into bed missing his wife, worrying about an affair, but nothing more.

      If she had been cheating, he would have dreaded telling his mother. Losing Gina would have preoccupied his thoughts. If she were willing, he would have fought for their marriage.

      Guilt crept around his throat. Fifteen perfect years. Almost fifteen. He thought again of his plans for their anniversary and remembered her excitement of the upcoming day. How could he have considered that, under normal circumstances, she would cheat?

      Corrupted by a demon she thought was a God, she had become something less than the Gina he knew and loved. Trapped inside the body of the woman who had tried to kill Paul and who had chained Will to a radiator, he knew his wife remained. If he could reach her; stop her doing something truly awful, he could save her.

      They could have that perfect anniversary, as planned.

      On his wife, he would never give up.

      For another minute, fear choked him, then he started the car, and made the journey to the address Quincy had given him. An industrial estate not far from his home.

      Swinging into the road which contained the entrance to the small estate, he saw a group of maybe twenty people, forming a ring around something or someone he could not see. He was reminded of schoolyard brawls. Two kids in the centre, hitting and kicking and biting in a mad frenzy. Mounds of kids in a ring around the combatants chanting fight, fight, fight.

      Will was the teacher sent to break up the fight. To do so, he had first to penetrate the crowd of excited kids. Not wanting their entertainment ruined, they might not make it easy for him to get through.

      As he stopped the car, heads turned. Contrary to his fears, the spectators folded out to spy the new arrival. In doing so, they opened a pathway to the scrap’s central participants.

      There was no scrap.

      Quincy had his foot on the neck of a woman Will didn’t recognise. Leaning over the same woman, with a knife, was Gina. Like Kayla, she was on her knees. The difference being her intentions were murderous, rather than protective.

      He tripped as he scrambled from his car and almost went to the concrete as he called his wife.

      “Stop, Gina. I won't let you become a killer.”

      In the crowd, a woman said, “Told you.” Will noticed she was being held tight around the arms to ensure she couldn’t flee.

      With the woman on the floor and the woman held still, he felt an affinity.

      “Will,” said Gina. “Why are you here? Go home.”

      “Too late,” said Quincy. He clicked his fingers and pointed at a handful of spectators. “Bring him.”

      Gina was still staring at Will. Quincy, too, had lost focus on the task in hand. This made it simple for their victim to pluck Gina’s knife. As Quincy’s foot was on her throat, Will assumed she would stab him in the leg. Instead, she plunged the blade into the thigh of one of the men holding the other woman.

      The man screamed. The woman said, “Thanks, Amira,” and elbowed the man on her other side in the face.

      Quincy had regained focus. As he growled, the freed woman lashed out. He shifted his weight to dodge the blow and succeeded, but in doing so allowed Amira to shove his foot off and spring to her feet.

      Someone grabbed the previously free woman as she tried to escape.

      “Liz,” Amira shouted, then pointed at Will. “We could use a battering ram, mate.”

      Her words drew attention to Will. Those who had started to come for him moved again. Amira’s words froze him. A battering ram?

      He stepped back, hit his car, and understood.

      Amira swung her blade. She sliced someone’s chest and dived clear. Blood spurted across two more people, and all three began to scream. Immediately, Will could smell burning flesh.

      Will’s pursuers began to run. He dived back and jumped into his car, slamming the door and hitting central locking. His keys were in the ignition. Twisting them, the engine fired into life.

      His pursuers arrived. One began to smack the window. The other slammed the bonnet with open palms again and again and again.

      Will reversed.

      The man banging his window spun and fell to the ground. He on the bonnet was dragged forward, smacked his face on the car’s grille and went to the concrete with a cry of frustration.

      Will smashed into a pilon. He wasn’t wearing a seatbelt and hit his face on the wheel. Pain shot through his nose, into his head.

      Another of Quincy’s madmen charged, leapt onto the bonnet, and began stamping on the windscreen.

      Stunned, Will stared at the thick boot.

      Crack. Like a thunderbolt through the sky, a line appeared along the glass. The grinning face of the mad man stared at Will.

      Who took the car out of reverse. Another crack appeared.

      The stamper laughed, then yelped as his ankles disappeared from beneath him and he flew towards the cracked screen.

      His arms came up. Another crack appeared, and the whole screen creaked but didn’t break.

      Amira, who had swept his feet, gave another tug and he disappeared. She came around and knocked on the passenger side front window.

      Although he didn’t know her, Will felt compelled to hit central locking again. As soon as she was in the seat beside him, he locked them in once more.

      “Right, let’s go,” she said.

      “I can’t.”

      Amira looked to Liz, who smacked another woman and dived over a bleeding body before being grabbed by a furious Quincy. Five people were down by the gates, three more around Will’s car. Half were bleeding badly. As their blood spread, so did the circle. All knew the risk of that sizzling blood touching their skin.

      Quincy stepped over a puddle, lifting Liz with him. Arriving by a man with long, greasy hair, he chucked his prisoner over and pointed at the car.

      Amira pressed a button to her left. Her window rolled down an inch.

      Quincy said, “Out, now, or we kill her.”

      “Doubt it,” called Amira, “Heidi said she’s to be released. She won’t be happy if you disobey.”

      She turned to Will. “They won’t kill Liz. We can leave.”

      “I don’t care about her,” said Will.

      “Rude.”

      Will ignored her. Amira followed his eye line and caught sight of Gina, who stood out of reach of the blood, staring at the car.

      Quincy noticed too.

      Clicking his fingers, he called to her. “Come here.”

      As though on a string, Gina came, stopping on the other side of Mr Greasy and Liz, the latter of whom looked both frustrated and a little bored.

      “Bring me Amira,” said Quincy to Will, “And your wife will go with you, quietly. Won’t you, Gina.”

      “Whatever you command, Quin,” she said.

      “Well, that’s heartwarming,” said Amira. “Don’t do it.”

      Will had the wheel clutched in his hands. His food idled on the pedal. The whole car vibrated and growled, waiting to be put into action. Everyone was still. Everyone was watching. It was he who would decide what happened next.

      “That’s the love of my life,” he said. “More than that, she’s the mother of my daughter.”

      “Then I’m sorry for your loss,” said Amira.

      “No,” said Will, and thumped the wheel. “I’ve not lost her. I won’t lose her. If I can see her, I can save her.”

      “Not without me,” said Amira, her voice low to prevent those outside overhearing.

      He stared at her. “What?”

      “A demon possessed my friend,” she said. “I spent 20 hours a day for a couple of weeks researching every demonic possession case I could find until I learned how to free her of her condition.”

      “That’s possible?” asked Will, thinking of Yassin. Though it was too late for his old friend in any case.

      “In 99.99% of cases, no, but it was for Mercury, and that’s not the point,” she said, waving it away. “I learned a lot about their infected servants too and let me tell you, even if this guy is a man of his word, which he won’t be, and your wife goes with you, you will never save her if I’ve gone the other way. You saw she was about to kill me, but that isn’t where it stops. Those with infected blood are eventually driven mad by it. If they live long enough, that is. They gain an insatiable bloodlust and go from killing when ordered, to killing strangers, to killing anyone they can get their hands on. Family included. I have evidence of that happening.”

      Tears building, Will looked again at his wife. She had promised she would never kill her husband or Edie; would rather kill herself. For how long would that be true?

      “I need a decision,” said Quincy.

      Will asked, “What should I do?” of Amira.

      “Let her go. Drive away. Keep me safe, and we will catch your wife later, I promise. Let me go, and you have no chance of bringing her back.”

      “Time’s up,” said Quincy. Perhaps he had a sense of what they’d been talking about. “Gina. Kill yourself.”

      “No,” Will screamed.

      He went for the door handle. Amira went to grab him.

      And the man with the greasy hair screamed as a knife was plunged between his shoulder blades.
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      Mercury ran across the warehouse and slid into Amira’s cage, whipping the key from the door as she went. Once inside, she gestured for Trey to follow.

      Shaking his head, he looked to where Heidi would any second burst through the door, then held out a hand.

      Understanding his intentions. Not caring enough to dissuade him from throwing away his life, she presented him the blade, hilt first. Snatching it, he spun. As she quietly closed the cage door, he raced through the fire escape.

      Through thick steel, Mercury heard the front door give in. Heidi entered. Seconds later she had crossed to the back and departed through the same fire escape as Trey. The moment this door clanged closed, Mercury left her hiding place and returned the way she’d come.

      The fight raged on at the industrial estate’s gates. Mercury was relieved to see Amira escape through a gap towards Will’s car. Liz was still in the thick of things. Heidi had told her followers to release the police officer, but only once Amira was dead. Would they interpret these words to mean, if Amira escaped, they could kill Liz instead? Mercury intended to spare them this conundrum by helping Liz escape with Will and Amira.

      Though time was of the essence, Mercury had no desire to face Heidi’s minions unarmed. First, she hopped into the back of the lorry and found, amongst the dead, two glinting blades. These in hand, she rushed across the concrete towards the melee.

      By now, a greasy-haired man had hold of Liz. Quincy stood to one side, Gina to the other. They were trying to persuade Will to sacrifice Amira in exchange for his wife.

      A few followers were on the floor, dying in their blood or the blood of their former comrades. Those that remained unharmed faced Will’s car. None looked over their shoulder or saw Mercury approaching. Moreover, when she darted between them, hopping over a pool of blood to arrive behind Liz, none paid her any attention. If they had, they might have been surprised to see the former face of their blessed master in their ranks.

      Quincy was playing his trump card. If Will refused to surrender Amira, Gina would commit suicide. Smart, even in the insanity of infection, Quincy had worked out how to make Will comply. Over Liz’s shoulder, Mercury watched him try to escape the car while Amira tried to pull him back.

      Because it killed two birds with one stone—freeing Liz and preventing Will giving Amira up—Mercury closed her eyes and forced herself to stab the scraggly haired man in the back. As he screamed and fell, she refused to listen to the whispering voice that told her he was infected, but still human.

      Pushing Liz, she jumped the falling man and span. The followers had spread from the new flow of blood. Quincy’s face was a mask of hatred for Mercury.

      “You were given a great blessing, and you discarded it as though it were nothing,” he hissed. “You make me sick.”

      “If it helps, I’m not so keen on you either. Liz, go.”

      As Liz rushed for the car, Mercury backed towards it, moving the blade in an arc to dissuade any infected who might consider following. When her leg nudged the bonnet, she turned and ran for the back door, throwing it open and jumping inside.

      “Okay, go,” shouted Amira.

      Will was watching his wife.

      “Three choices,” said Amira. “Go now, and we can try to save your wife later. Get out and try to get your wife, but leave your keys in the ignition so we can get out of here. Or sit and do nothing. In this scenario, in about three seconds, I’m taking a knife from Mercury and stabbing you to death, at which point I’ll kick you from the car and take the wheel.”

      Quincy began to approach, followers in his wake.

      Will still failed to move.

      Leaning over his shoulder, Mercury said, “If you stay, you die. If you go, there’ll be a chance to save her. Please, we have to go.”

      Quincy was too large to run. He waved a hand over his shoulder, and his followers began to swarm.

      Hitting the accelerator, Will swung the wheel, putting them into a sharp turn towards the T-junction at the small road’s end.

      Three followers were too close to the car. Three thuds preceded them flying from the car as Will powered towards the sheer wall upon which sat the train tracks.

      Remembering where Trey had come out, Mercury shouted, “Go right.”

      As they did, she looked back but could see neither demon nor human. Nor could she see any blood.

      Amira huffed. “You didn’t indicate.”

      Before long, they were turning into Will’s road. A flash of guilt spun through Mercury as she spotted the bent door she had driven into some hours ago. All signs of Sammy, at least, had been removed.

      As Will parked several houses from his and Yassin’s Amira said, “I guess we need a plan.”

      “The plan is we save my wife,” said Will.

      “That’s not a plan. That’s an outcome.”

      “We left her. I didn’t come tonight to save you; I came to get her, and all I’ve done is come back.”

      “Yes, fine, but that doesn’t change the fact that “save my wife” is not a plan. You’ve obviously never tried to get a business loan.”

      “Amira,” said Mercury. “Not the time.”

      “Get you,” said Amira as they stepped from the car. “I was only joking. You’ve changed. Maybe I should have left you playing body share with a demon.”

      For a second, they faced each other. Then, smiling and crying they dived for a hug, squeezing so tight, before long, someone was going to break a rib.

      “I’m so glad you’re no longer a demon,” said Amira.

      “I’m so glad no one managed to kill you.”

      As they pulled away, Amira said, “So far, I’ve been threatened with bullet, bat and blade. I wonder what’s next. Bazooka seems the obvious choice if they’re going to stick with the theme.”

      “Where does anyone get a bazooka?” said Mercury. “More likely a brick.”

      “Boring. But as long as it’s not a badminton racket. That would be too lame.”

      “If you two don’t shut up and get inside,” warned Liz, “I’ll bite you both to death.”

      “Bite,” said Amira. “That’s a good one.”

      But she came. The four of them approached the house. With each step, the seriousness seemed to weigh more and more heavily upon their shoulders.

      “We need to forget the followers, as much as we can,” said Mercury. “Only Heidi matters.”

      “Does she even?” said Amira. “Can’t we flee the country?”

      “My wife matters,” said Will.

      Sighing, Mercury said, “No, we can’t leave the country. Yes, we will try to save your wife. But a saved wife may do you no good if Heidi possesses someone with this Mega demon.”

      “Mega demon,” said Amira. “I like that.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “The term I mean. With the concept I’m less enamoured.”

      Moving on, Mercury said, “Will, where did you say Leon was?”

      They split. Will went upstairs to check on his daughter. Though she didn’t relish the prospect, Amira was going to check on Kayla.

      Mercury and Liz went to the garage to get more information from Leon. Will hadn’t been a reliable torture threat. Liz and Mercury did not expect to have that problem.

      At the door, Mercury grabbed the handle, and stopped, turning to Liz.

      “Why was Heidi going to let you go?”

      Liz raised her eyebrows. “You think I’m in the head of that monster? If you were going to be the host of her master, why was she keeping Trey? These decisions, I think they were arbitrary.

      Mercury hovered by the door a few more seconds. Liz had fought to save her life when she didn’t have to, but Mercury knew little about her. She had seemed to be an honest cop. Other than Amira, Mercury did not know who she could trust.

      “If you’re going to stand there a while, mind if I get a drink?” said Liz. “You’ve no idea how bad I need one.”

      Ignoring the question, Mercury opened the door and stepped into the garage.

      From upstairs, footsteps pounded down the hall and crashed towards them.

      “Shit,” said Mercury.

      Looking over her shoulder, Liz sighed. “That’s it. I’m getting that drink.”

      She disappeared into the kitchen. Mercury heard her searching for glasses as the footsteps burst through the living room and into the kitchen. A few seconds later, Amira appeared in the garage.

      She said, “Heidi’s been here.”

      “Yeah,” said Mercury. “I can tell.”

      Since Will had left, someone had broken into the house and come to the garage. Finding Leon, they hadn’t freed him but had leaned him forward and slit his throat, allowing his poisonous blood to boil on the garage floor. Once enough had been drained they had dropped him, face first, into the acidic pool.

      With only this information, Mercury would have guessed it was Heidi. More convincing was that some of the blood had been taken and splashed on the walls.

      In Mercury’s boyfriend’s summerhouse, Heidi had murdered a man named Laars with Mercury’s hands. Those same hands had engraved with blood the words, You’re welcome into the wood.

      This time it was concrete rather than wood, and there was only one word.

      Failure.

      “You think that’s bad,” said Amira. “The baby’s gone. She’s going to be a demon.”
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      In the living room, they gathered.

      On the two-person sofa facing the telly, shaking like a leaf with terror-filled red eyes, Edie sat with her shoulder pressed into her father’s chest. Will, who looked drained and guilty, held her close and stared into the black of the television screen.

      Beside the telly was an armchair. Mercury occupied this and Amira floated between sitting on the arm and standing, looking at the closed curtains as though staring down the street.

      In the kitchen, Liz poured another drink. Yassin and Zainab must have been alcoholics, having lined their cupboards with a menagerie of different spirits; their fridge with beers and ciders. They even had a dedicated wine cooler and rack for the white and red respectively. Before Amira grew tired of waiting, Liz had sampled several bottles.

      “Are you coming or what?” Amira shouted.

      So far, the drinks were doing nothing. Liz was willing to give them time, although recently she had struggled to get drunk. In the reflection of her latest glass, she saw the bubbling boiling water into which she had plunged Victor’s head.

      “I’ll be right through. Do go on without me. Does anyone want a drink?”

      No one did. Too sensible. There had been a time when Liz could forego alcohol during important discussions. Had that time passed when she watched Hera squash Tom’s head like a grape, or when she had first come face to face with Heidi?

      “Okay, Will,” Mercury was saying. “Is Edie able to tell us what happened?”

      Now Liz had added her meeting with Heidi and Tom’s death to the current memory reel. As though she could drown the recollections as she had drowned Victor, she downed her vodka tonic, then grabbed the bottle of whiskey, of which she had yet to partake.

      “She’s told me,” said Will. “I’ll tell you. Sweetie, are you sure don’t want to go and lie down?”

      Sweetie did not. The thought of being alone seemed to terrify her. Liz felt a swell of sadness for the innocent teenager. When Liz was thirteen, she’d worried about school, boys, and knocking out the cow who was bullying her sister.

      Whiskey splashed the table. Sighing, Liz wiped it with a cloth, pleased she was not yet at the point where licking the counter seemed a viable option.

      In the other room, Will told Amira and Mercury what Edie had told him. It was a simple, predictable story.

      The splintering front door had awakened Edie and Xyla, the latter of whom had begun to cry. Afraid, praying against all the evidence that it was her father, the teen left her room and met Kayla at the top of the stairs. To no effect, Kayla was shushing the inconsolable Xyla.

      At the foot of the stairs was a woman neither of them recognised. This newcomer’s claim that Will had sent her convinced no one. They asked her to leave. In response, she bounded so fast that she was with them before they knew she was moving.

      Kayla began to scream. In one swift motion, the newcomer took the daughter and rendered the mother unconscious. To Edie, she introduced herself as Heidi, and when she shushed Xyla, the baby went quiet so fast she might have been struck mute. Paralysed by terror, afraid for the baby, Edie did nothing to stop Heidi. To the contrary, when this dangerous woman started down the stairs with Xyla and bade Edie follow, Edie did. Every step she descended, she felt more of a failure.

      “But you’re not,” said Will, interrupting his retelling of the story. Liz wondered why he included her thoughts of failure at all, but he must have looked at Mercury and Amira. “Is she?”

      “Not even a bit,” said Mercury.

      “You succeeded in not dying,” said Amira. “That’s the main thing.”

      Liz nodded, though she was behind a wall. Having finished her whiskey she moved to the gin.

      Heidi had taken Edie to the kitchen and told her to stand by the fridge or die. She had gone into the garage and closed the door. Edie might have fled, but terror for herself and Xyla, who Heidi still held, fixed her to the spot.

      “She would have killed you if you moved,” said Amira.

      “You did the right thing,” said Mercury.

      Liz decided she liked the gin less than the whiskey.

      Leon rejoiced at Heidi’s arrival. Soon, he began to scream. Minutes later, Heidi returned, closing the garage door behind her, and led Edie to the upstairs landing where Kayla still lay.

      Here she threw the unconscious mother over her shoulder and told Edie what she had planned for the baby.

      When Will said this, Edie spoke for the first time.

      Liz was about to pour herself a white wine but paused to listen to the bereft girl.

      “She said she was a God, but people thought she was a demon. She said my dad would return with some women and that I was to ask which one was Mercury.”

      “I am,” said Mercury.

      Unable to see the participants in the living room, Liz could only imagine the wrought expressions, especially on the teenager.

      She poured the wine.

      “You don’t have to, Sweetie,” said Will.

      “I want to.”

      Another long silence. Liz clutched the stem of her wine glass but did not drink.

      “She said the baby would become a God, or a demon, depending on your point of view. She said I should tell Mercury that if the woods were good enough for her, they would be good enough for Xyla. Then she asked where were the closest woods.”

      Liz drank her wine. She was running out of drinks to try. She’d never liked red. Now might be the time to acquire a taste. Collecting a beer, she poured herself a pint and stepped into the living room.

      “What are the closest woods?” asked Mercury.

      “Taverstock,” said Will. “Is that what you said, Sweetie?”

      Edie nodded, her eyes red. “She said she would do it today. Then she took Kayla and the baby and left me to wait for you.”

      Looking at the crying girl, thinking of the missing baby and her mother, any tipsiness Liz had accrued, even over so many drinks, vanished. Unable to face another drop, she placed her beer on the side and looked to Amira and Mercury.

      “We need to go now.” She turned to Will. “How far are these woods?”

      “Not far,” he said. “Ten-minute drive.”

      “Fine, look after your daughter. Amira, Mercury, and I will save the baby.”

      “I’m coming with you,” said Will as Amira said. “We can’t rush off half-cocked.”

      Liz groaned. To Will, she said, “Who will look after your daughter if you come? Remember what happened last time? You should. It was recent.” To Amira, “We don’t have time to plot a million scenarios before taking this on.”

      They spoke at once. Liz raised a palm to each of them, pausing their run on speech.

      “One at a time,” she said. “William, you first.”

      “I have to come. There’s somewhere I can drop Edie on the way—”

      “Dad, no, you’re not leaving me again.”

      “Sweetie, I have to.”

      “No. No, I won’t.”

      “Okay,” said Liz, “maybe discuss that between yourselves. Amira now, why don’t you explain why you hate babies?”

      Amira sighed. “I don’t hate babies. I’m being practical. This is a trap. Heidi wants to lure us into the woods so that we’re out of the way while she conducts her grand plan. If we don’t stop this mega demon thing, all babies will be finished. I know that sounds hard, and I don’t want not to save a baby, but we can’t let Heidi go ahead with her ritual.”

      “Maybe she’s going to put the mega demon into the baby,” suggested Liz.

      “Don’t be stupid. For that, Heidi wanted Mercury, right? But she lost Mercury, so what does she do?”

      “Kidnaps a baby,” said Will.

      “And takes Kayla,” said Mercury. “She’ll use the baby to lure us into the woods, and take Kayla elsewhere to perform her mega ritual. By now, she’ll have called her followers. That’s her plan.”

      “Exactly,” said Amria.

      “We still have to save the baby,” said Mercury.

      “What?”

      Mercury gave her best friend a long look. “I shouldn’t have to tell you that.”

      Huffing, pissed off, Amira turned to Will. “What about you? I thought you wanted to save your wife?”

      “Your wife?” said Edie, a little desperately, “what’s wrong with mum?”

      Glaring at Amira, Will said, “Nothing. She’s caught up with this Heidi person but only because she doesn’t know what Heidi is. We’re going to save her, but only after we’ve saved Xyla and Kayla. They’re the priorities. I didn’t think I’d have to get anyone to agree to that.”

      Everyone looked to Amira, who seemed about ready to blow her lid.

      “You’d all sacrifice the world to save one baby, and I’m the bad guy? Whatever.” She rose, starting for the door. “You save the kid. I’ll go for the far less noble aim of saving the world.”

      It seemed such a ridiculous thing to say, and even madder than none of them treated it as absurd. They believed the world needed saving.

      “What’s your plan?” said Liz to Amira’s departing back.

      At the door, she stopped. Without looking at them, she said, “I spent untold hours researching these rituals. I’m sure I have something which will tell us how we can stop this ultimate one, or at least where it’s due to take place.”

      They mulled this over. Liz looked to her pint but resisted the urge to grab the glass. This moment needed focus and decisive action. Had she not been a leading investigator of the police force for many years? Should this not be her moment to shine?

      “We’ll split up,” she said at last, which wasn't as inspiring as she had hoped. “Will and I will save the baby. Amira and Mercury will return to the warehouse. I know,” she said, cutting off any argument, “it seems like Amira can go alone, as the Xyla saving project will need the most resource. Still, you don’t know for sure getting Amira’s research will be safe. It’s at the warehouse and Heidi may have left people there as guards. I say we go two and two, and keep in touch. If you find where the mega demon is going to rise, call us. We can discuss whether we need to go there. If we reach the woods and there are hundreds of infected, we can tell you we need help. How does that sound to everyone?”

      At first, no one seemed ready to speak. Then Amira said, “Not bad. For a drunk.”

      “I’m not a drunk,” said Liz, collecting her glass. “I’m an attempted alcoholic. Now, shall we get going?”
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      Since meeting in their early thirties, Amira and Mercury had been the closest of friends, as inseparable as twelve year old besties. Both cold, independent and prone to throwing up walls against the people who cared most about them, they had never discussed their mutal fondness. It had never been an issue.

      Some events cannot help but affect a friendship. Amira had almost died to save Mercury from her demon invader. This didn’t change how Amira felt about her friend, but she wondered about Mercury’s state of mind. Presumably, before his possession and subsequent saving, Richard had been a normal, sweet boy. Over the years, the residue of that monster had warped him into something cruel. He had become addicted to the feeling of the demon’s power and had lived in perpetual cold turkey without recovering. The moment the opportunity to relapse presented itself, he had jumped.

      There was also the issue of age. Mercury knew she was free of Heidi but had no idea what the long term consequences would be. Sitting beside her friend, Amria felt like a parent preparing to have a conversation about responsibility and the birds and the bees, when the daughter was pregnant, but only the mother knew. It was unprecedented.

      “I’ll never be able to repay you for what you’ve done,” said Mercury. “Risking everything to save my life. I don’t even know how to tell you how much it means.”

      Mercury couldn’t read Amira’s mind, or she would have started raving about long lifespans and internal scars. Perhaps, though, she had caught a mental whiff of what Amira had been pondering.

      “You would have done the same for me,” said Amira. “That’s all that matters.”

      “Well, I would have tried. Of course, I wouldn’t have found out about Richard and therefore never would have uncovered how to save you. After a couple of weeks, I probably would have given up and gone back to work.”

      “No,” said Amira. “You wouldn’t.”

      “No,” said Mercury. “I wouldn’t.”

      “We need to talk about what happens next. It might feel normal at the moment but removing a demon leaves scars. It… I’m not sure how to explain it but—”

      “Left, left, left,” said Mercury, and Amira swung into the turn almost too late and broke hard.

      Ahead of them, the path was black and steaming from the remaining blood recently spilt. Across the pavement were scattered the four followers whose wounds had put them beyond recovery. Thankfully, none were moving.

      “We’d better walk,” said Mercury. The pools of blood were avoidable if you could jump between them. But the car wouldn’t get through without the rubber of the tires burning and, eventually, popping.

      Amira wanted to stop Mercury so they could talk about the aftereffects of her exorcism. She knew, if she told her to wait, Mercury would give some lecture about how they should get on because a lot of lives were at stake. This made sense, but Amira wanted to get the conversation out of the way.

      Mercury was already out of the car and moving towards the gate. When Amira was out, the door closed and the car locked, she decided there was a way to handle this delicately. She just had to jog after Mercury and, as they walked towards her research, suggest they discuss something important.

      She took a deep breath. Her legs didn’t work. She shouted, “Richard was nearly a hundred.”

      Mercury stopped, looked back, nodded. “Can we talk and walk?”

      Having had their fun, Amira’s legs decided to go again. She caught up with Mercury, and together they entered the industrial estate. Ahead, the hospital on wheels and Richard’s car were unmoved from their escape earlier. All was quiet. Heidi might have left guards in the warehouse, but Amira doubted it. She might also have taken Amira’s research. This, too, seemed unlikely. She had left in a hurry to reach Kayla and Xyla and to kill Leon. By the time she had achieved all of this, she would have forgotten Amira’s research, if she knew it existed in the first place.

      “So Richard was possessed,” Mercury prompted as they approached the car. “And, as a result, his lifespan was greatly expanded.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Right, and do we know if Richard was always handsome, or if his handsomeness was a result of the demon? Can I expect to become hotter is what I’m asking? That would be a perk.”

      Amira smiled at her friend. Mercury made light, but Amira could see past the façade.

      “I know you know you’re not responsible for what happened to Fran and Dom,” she said. “An extended life might not mean two hundred years of guilt. It might mean enough time to learn to forgive yourself.”

      “Yeah,” she Mercury. “Also, you’ll have to get old and grey while I stay young and beautiful.”

      “I’ll never look old, and I’ll never be grey,” said Amira. “And using humour to dodge important issues is my thing. You’re supposed to deflect with a subject change or grow all moody and ignore the issue completely.”

      “Oh yeah, my bad.”

      They reached Richard’s car and found it unlocked. Amira grabbed her phone and laptop. Each had more than enough battery.

      Opening the computer on Richard’s bonnet, she logged in and began searching through her files. As she opened her demon research folder, the file list appeared. Over Amira’s shoulder, Mercury watched it stretch on and on.

      “Wow,” she said. “You are incredible.”

      “I know, now hush while I find what I’m looking for.”

      She began searching the files. She knew there was nothing specific, but was sure she had seen something relevant. Something which might hold the key to finding where Heidi was going to perform her ultimate ritual.

      “Living the next 200 years in a state of constant guilt is a real fear,” Mercury admitted distractingly. “I’m guessing that isn’t all either. Was Richard always crazy? Did he always want to be possessed?”

      “Don’t think so,” said Amira, discarding a file and scrolling until she had another likely lad. “Demon residue left him with superhuman strength and speed, though nowhere near as great as during his possession. It increased his life span, and it made him feel empty, like a piece of him was missing. That’s why he was desperate to be possessed again, even if it meant giving himself entirely to the beast, rather than sharing bodies as before.”

      “Sounds awful,” said Mercury. “Don’t think it will be an issue with me, though.”

      Amira didn’t answer. She discarded another file and scrolled and scrolled and, was this it?

      “I think I’ll die when we take on Heidi. Maybe that’s for the best.”

      “I think Liz thinks the same about her,” said Amira.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. But you’re not allowed.”

      “To die?”

      “To die.”

      “Course. I wouldn’t want to waste all the time you spent trying to save me,” said Mercury.

      “Shut up, that’s not why,” said Amira. “I couldn’t go on without you.”

      Amira focused on her screen. This was an awkward moment. She could almost feel the power of Mercury’s stare on her back. Partway down the latest article, she struck gold.

      “Amira,” said Mercury.

      “I knew there was no mention of this mega demon,” said Amira. “But someone had to have tried to rise it before, right? And if they did, there’d be a record, and if there were it would stand out because the ritual would probably be different. See, in every properly set up ritual, there have been three chanters and one host. But look at this.”

      “Look at me,” said Mercury.

      Amira tried to put the screen in front of Mercury. Mercury took it from Amira and placed it on the car bonnet. She took her friend’s shoulders in her hands.

      “I loved Dom and, fucked up as my relationship with my mum was, she was still my mum,” said Mercury. “But no one in this world has ever meant to me what you do. I love you, Amira. I couldn’t do without you either.”

      “Better die together, then,” said Amira.

      “Or live together.”

      “Yeah, and I’ll use so much anti-ageing cream I’ll live as long as you.”

      They smiled. They hugged. After a minute or more of holding each other, Mercury said, “I bet you’re feeling awkward about now.”

      “I am a shutdown individual. I wasn’t built for this much affection.”

      “Okay, come on.”

      Mercury pulled away and grabbed the laptop. She stared at the screen, at the picture on it.

      “Cripes.”

      “Mega demon takes a mega ritual,” said “Rather than three chanters they use forty-five. Three surrounded by six surrounded by twelve surrounded by twenty-four. Which explains why Heidi wasn’t ready until now.”

      “Wow, did you do that sum in your head?”

      “Shut  up.”

      Nodding, Mercury said, “You think she has enough?” She looked to the four dead followers.

      “I think she’ll have contingency,” said Amira. “I think she has enough.”

      “Well, it’s not happening in the woods,” said Mercury. “There won’t be enough room. It has to be somewhere they can fit almost fifty people. Probably a public space. A garden isn’t going to be big enough. I don’t know about—What?”

      Amira had grabbed her arm. She turned to Mercury with widening eyes.

      “No need to hypothesise. I know exactly where it’s going down.”

      “How?”

      “Richard almost killed me there.”
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      Bookish, skinny and lacking in confidence, Trey should have been a prime candidate for bullying in his early years. Because of his father, no one dared touch him. Nor talk to him, nor so much as smile at him. From a young age, Trey got used to being alone.

      When he was eight, he took a loose brick from the school wall and used it to crack a far bigger boy’s skull. The big boy had been bullying a little boy. In another life, where Trey was part of an ordinary family, he would have suffered alongside the smaller boy. They would have been friends.

      The brick was the result of a build-up of anger. Some at the bully, most at his situation. His loneliness, the abuse he suffered at the hands of Vicious and Carl and his father. The contempt he received from his sister and mother. He regretted it immediately, but the damage was done.

      Trey did not expect he’d be told off. His father would make the problem disappear and send Vicious to visit a biblical punishment upon his son. No one would speak to the boy to make him understand why what he had done was wrong. Trey had an inbuilt sense of right and wrong that was not inherent in the Michaels family. Nor would anyone check if he was okay. Despite years of experience, isolation did not agree with him.

      When his door opened later on brick beating day, Trey was surprised to find not Vicious, but a blank-faced butler staring at him. The butler bade him follow, and led Trey into a wing of the mansion he had rarely if ever visited.

      In a bungalow sized bedroom, at a paddling pool sized mirror, Olivia Michaels applied her makeup. When the servant arrived with the son, she waved the former away and instructed the latter to sit.

      “I received a call from the school today,” she said, without looking back or even examining Trey in the mirror. “When they told me my son had hit a boy with a brick, I sighed and told them I would be sure to reprimand Carl.” Her eyes flicked to meet Trey’s through the reflective surface. “Imagine my surprise to learn I was thinking of the wrong son.”

      Olivia continued applying makeup. Her eyes left her son and did not return. For a long time, she didn’t speak. Trey didn’t intend to. Not to this stranger of a mother.

      At last, Olivia finished and turned from the mirror. She was wearing a stunning, elegant dress which was fitting, seeing as she was a stunning, elegent woman.

      “You are surprised to be here, no doubt,” she said, facing her son from across the room. “You’re unaccustomed to seeing me because I’m not maternal. I find it much easier to love you if I don’t have to deal with you. That sounds harsh, I’m sure, but at least I’ll never send a brute to beat you.”

      Nor intervene to stop my father doing so, Trey had thought. His head bowed, he had remained silent.

      Olivia watched him, then crossed the room, cupped his chin. Forced him to look her in the eye.

      “Though I never wanted to be a mother, I find myself worrying about you, Trey. You occupy my thoughts, did you know that? Of course you didn’t, how could you? But I do.” She let go of his chin but held his eye. “Beth will be exceptional. She will carve out a place for herself in this world, dominate it because that’s who she is. Unlike me, she will not have to marry into wealth. She will create it.”

      She glanced around the room, as though searching for photos of her children. There were none. Trey was almost surprised she had recognised him. Perhaps she took it on faith the servant would bring her the right person.

      “Carl is too stupid to be unhappy,” she continued. “He will work for his father. He will be unexceptional but wealthy.”

      Trey had been too afraid to drop his head. When his mother looked back, their eyes locked again.

      “You can be miserable your entire life, Trey,” said Olivia. “While under this roof, you will suffer endlessly. You will be miserable at school. Vicious will continue to beat you, and there is nowhere you can turn for help. I thought I could be okay with that, but I worry. It’s frustrating, but I worry.”

      Olivia left her son and went to her jewellery box. Collecting two stud earrings and a necklace she returned to Trey putting the earrings in first. Then she sat and handed him the necklace.

      “Put this on me, will you? It’s a little fiddly, but with your child's fingers I daresay you’ll manage.”

      Trey was not sure he would. His hands were shaking. In front of him, his mother held her hair and waited patiently. Afraid she would yell if he didn’t hurry, he unclasped the neckless and brought it around her front. As though he were playing operation, he tried to bring the clasp together without touching his mother's skin.

      “If we make contact, Trey, you won’t turn to stone. Come on, don’t catch my skin in the clasp and all will be well.”

      Trey did as asked, his fingers brushing his mother's neck as he brought the two sections of the necklace together and tried to connect them.

      “I was telling you how I worried,” Olivia said as he worked. “You’re going to have a rough childhood. I’m afraid you just have to accept that. But, if you can get through it, and get out of here, you can do okay. It won’t be too late.”

      The clasp caught and Trey released the necklace with a sigh of relief. His mother touched it to ensure it was secure then faced him.

      “See, easy.” From the sofa, she collected her clutch bag. “I have to go out. Dinner party, you know, but listen. Forget about the brick thing. Your father will fix it. Forget about your childhood. You will always be unhappy here but adulthood… that’s another matter. Trey, as soon as you can, you get out of here. You’ll never have a chance to be exceptional, and you’ll never change the world, but that doesn’t mean you won’t be happy.”

      On her way out the door she kissed Trey for the first time in his memory, then she was gone.

      The next time she kissed him would be the day she surrendered body and soul to an evil monster. By choice. Once before that action, once after.

      In a tent, on a field, Trey sat on a chair and watched Olivia’s body flip the flap and walk inside.

      On the cusp of a fortune she had for so long craved, why had Olivia surrendered her life to this beast?

      Remembering what she had said about being exceptional, he thought he knew. He had believed his mother cared about money, fun and nothing else, but what if he was wrong? What if embarcing possession was her way of becoming exceptional; of changing the world? She had told Trey he couldn’t do it, had she believed the same about herself?

      In the end, she thought she could only change the world by sacrificing her life.

      Trey would do the same, but change it for the better.

      Trey would ensure she was wrong about him.

      Beyond the flap, he saw the sign which indicated the field was hired out for the day. Like a colony of ants, the infected crowd worked in silence and harmony on the open area, determined to fulfil the specifications of their queen as quickly and efficiently as possible.

      Little was needed. So long as they were under the sun’s rays, they were in pain. For their master, it was a pain they were willing to endure. But she was a kind God, she wanted them to be comfortable. They hoisted the marquee not because she needed it, but because she cared.

      In a smaller tent, put up before the rest, a doctor had put Trey’s arms in casts.

      Through Olivia’s lips, Heidi said, “How do you feel?”

      “Like I’m going to be exceptional. Like I’m going to change the world.”

      “Oh yes, and how will you do that?”

      “By killing a monster. By killing you. Even if it kills me.”

      “Which it would,” said Heidi. Rolling her eyes, she came to him. “Do you begrudge a man who murders a spider which has wandered into his home? No, because the spider is insignificant. Its power, in comparison to man, is nothing.”

      “The spider has entered the man’s home,” said Trey. “That’s why he kills it. I’m not saying that’s right, but the situation is different. You’re the intruder who breaks into someone else’s home and kills them.”

      “That’s a good point,” said Heidi. “For thousands of years, we have coveted your land. You are pitful creatures, but you have the numbers. You hold us at bay. But your comparison doesn’t exactly work. The earth is not a home, and you are not the homeowner. The Earth is a living being. You are a virus. You grow, and you spread, and your infection becomes more and more powerful and, unable to fight you, the planet is dying.”

      Heidi moved the flap of the tent and looked across the field to the line of trees.

      Pointing to the green of the leaves, she said, “This place is beautiful. Look what you’ve done,” she turned to the grey of the road. “You stole its beauty. Now you suffocate it by burning its precious resources. You take it for granted, do you realise that?”

      Trey said nothing. He was feeling the casts. The arms ached beneath them, but that wasn’t the problem. He had no mobility. He hadn’t stood a chance against Heidi before. Now, he stood less than no chance.

      “I come from a hellish place,” Heidi continued. “Fire and torment. Eternal pain. While you ruin your home, our home ruins us. For untold aeons our master has sent us to this world with instructions to bring the rest of us through. We promise to do so. Then we arrive, and we see humanity, and what you’ve done, and we fill with rage, and we cannot help but destroy. So we forget our mission, and eventually, your numbers spell our end. The only blessing is we cannot return home. If we did, the torment to which we had become accustomed would be nothing compared to what our master would visit upon us.”

      Letting the flap fall Heidi swept across the grass and placed her hands on Trey, looking into his eyes.

      “I have not forgotten, and today, I will do what no one before has managed. I will raise my lord, and in her wake will come the rest of us.” She kissed Trey on the head. “Most of humanity will fall. Some will be lucky. Will remain as our devoted slaves. Some will be very lucky and will be blessed with occupation. As you brought me into this world, I have decided to reward you.”

      “If you’re thinking of putting a demon in me,” said Trey. “I’d sooner die.”

      “Worry not, sweetheart. There’s no demon for you. Your blood will become enchanted. You will become a devoted slave.”

      Trey laughed. A flash of anger passed across Heidi’s eyes but vanished in a second. Smiling, she released his shoulders.

      “And what is funny?”

      “You sicken me so much that, even in Mercury’s body, I would never have succumbed willingly to the infection. But in my mother’s body, you have to be kidding?”

      Now Heidi joined in the laughter, which unsettled Trey.

      “You will not be my devotee but my master’s. When she rises, I will present you to her. No matter how disgusted you might believe you are by our kind, her power is like nothing you have ever felt, and you will be unable to resist. You will become her plaything and, so devoted will you be, if she asks, you will become mine as well, just to please her.”

      Horror rippling through him, he shook his head. “I raised you. For each of your actions, I am partially responsible. Rest assured, I’ll kill you, or I’ll die trying. No matter what it takes.”

      “Wrong.”

      Heidi grabbed his chin and tilted his head up until his eyes were in his mother’s. She smiled at him.

      “Your last chance to kill me was earlier today, and you blew it. Later today, you’ll come to me again, and I guarantee you, thoughts of murder will not cross your mind.”

      She leaned in until their faces were inches apart.

      “You’ll never be exceptional but later, darling, you will give mummy a kiss.”
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      At Will’s chosen safehouse, a fight broke out between father and daughter.

      Fearing for her mother and Xyla, guilty about the latter, it wasn’t that Edie didn’t want Will to go. He went with her blessing, so long as she could come.

      “But you can’t. You know you can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re a child.”

      Too late, he bit his tongue. Frustration had led to him breaking the cardinal rule: never refer to a teenager as a child. She looked as though he’d slapped her.

      In the back, Liz rested against the window and observed without comment, as though conducting a parental assessment.

      In the front passenger seat, Edie folded her arms in that belligerent teenage way. As adolescents went, she was great. Not prone to spells of unexplained misery, nor tantrums and shouting I hate you at the top of her lungs. She had never accused her parents of ruining her life. She didn’t stay out late. Did all her homework. If she did drugs or smoked cigarettes, Will and Gina never knew.

      There were some teenage traits no child escaped. A spot on her nose had once brought Edie to tears. More than once, she had expressed her hatred of being called a child.

      “I understand why you want to help,” said Will. “You’re such a good…” he paused before he could say “kid”. “Person. You want to save Xyla and get back your mum, but it’s dangerous, and I can’t risk losing you. Edie, it would break me.”

      “What if I lose you?” Her eyes were welling with tears. “Don’t you understand that would break me? I don’t want to be an orphan.”

      Because he had to be strong for her, Will held the tears as he touched her cheek.

      “I’m coming back,” he said. “I would never leave you. I’m going to do everything I can to save your mother, but I need you, for me, to do as I say and stay with Stacey. Please, Edie, please don’t make this any harder.”

      Edie held on a little longer. Emotion bubbled within. She struggled to keep it down. She wanted to argue, to fight. Intuitive girl that she was, perhaps she saw how difficult this was for her father, how he hated forcing her. In any case, she threw her arms around him and kissed his cheek.

      “I love you, daddy. Please come home.”

      “I love you too, and I will.”

      He watched her flee the car and run down the path. He watched as she was allowed into her friend's house. He waved as she disappeared inside and closed the door. He felt sick with guilt putting more bystanders in danger but could see no other way to keep his daughter safe.

      From the back, Liz watched him; could no doubt see the tears in his eyes.

      “This will be when you make some snide, sarcastic remark I suppose,” he said.

      Liz seemed to consider. She said, “If it kills me, I’ll make sure you get back to your daughter. You have my word.”

      Will didn’t know what to do with that. Holding tears, he nodded what was supposed to be a Thank you.

      “Come on,” said Liz, at last. “Let’s go save a baby.”

      The roads were quiet. Most people were at work or in Heidi’s private army. Ten minutes after leaving Edie they pulled through a rusting gate and into a small patch of fenced off land on the edge of the woods. There was room for ten cars, but when they arrived, they shared the space with only one vehicle. A dirt-crusted truck that had seen better days.

      “How big is this place?” said Liz as they stepped from the car.

      Beside her, Will shielded his eyes and stared over the treetops. It was going to be a beautiful day. On many previous beautiful days, and several not so beautiful ones, Will and Gina had brought Edie here for walks, the idea of which she always claimed to loathe. There had been much laughter along these covered paths.

      Liz put a hand on Will’s shoulder. When he looked back, he sensed she was about to say something comforting.

      “Not big,” he said. “It shouldn’t be hard to find them.”

      Before she could say anything, he threw off her arm and plunged into the woods.

      Liz followed. The woods offered several crisscrossing paths and plenty of off-path areas of brambles and fallen leaves. Though the woods were not extensive, there was no obvious way to search it systematically. Though it would be inefficient, Will decided to walk at random, hoping he would hear Xyla and her captors.

      For several minutes, they heard nothing but the wind through the trees and occasional cracking of a branch beneath their feet.

      Liz moved beside Will. Both held their silence. They kept a couple of metres apart, as though part of a line of searchers, rather than a duo. Will wondered who Liz was. Mercury and Amira were best friends. Liz seemed peripheral to their bond. Had he not been keeping quiet to listen, he might have asked.

      The woods remained still. Will remembered a months old Edie. He and Gina lived in a run of terrace housing, and when Edie got to screaming, they would be terrified the neighbours could hear. That they would have grumbling men and women banging on the door, demanding they shut their baby up; accusing them of being awful parents.

      Irrational fears. Gina’s mother told them your baby sounds far louder to you than to anyone else. It’s evolutionary. Will did not know if that were true, but now he thought on it, no baby had ever seemed so loud as Edie. He doubted she was unique in the volume department so maybe it was. Perhaps if someone had kidnapped baby Edie, Will would have been able to hear her in a way he could not Xyla.

      That, of course, was when she started to scream.

      “Do you hear that?” said Liz.

      They stopped. In the sway of the breeze, they listened. For a few seconds, there was nothing. Then, the noise came again.

      In no doubt to what it was, Will started running, Liz hot on his heels. The baby’s wail continued and didn’t seem to be stopping. It drew them nearer and nearer, now sure they were on the right path. Xyla called to them until—

      They came off a trail and through a thicket. Out the other side, the trees grew close but not as close as in other parts of the woods. Ahead, they saw Xyla nestled in the hands of one of Yassin’s converts. Over her shoulder, one of Heidi’s devotees stood, arms folded. Both Will and Liz ignored him to look at her.

      Liz sighed. “Of course.”

      With wide, sad eyes, Gina clutched Xyla tighter and put a hand on the crying baby’s chin. Like Xyla, Gina looked ready to cry.

      “I committed myself to the Gods,” she said to Will. “Because of you, they question my faith.”

      Will wanted to reason with his wife but the words caught in his throat. Liz stepped forward and took over.

      “Give us the baby.”

      “No.” Gina looked back at Will. “I told you there was no one I wouldn’t kill for the Gods except you or Edie.”

      She sighed, heavily, gripped the baby a little tighter.

      “Now, I have to prove it.”
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      “We get there in time, it should be easy enough to stop them. For this to work, they got to have enough people, right? So, we start scything them down. It is high risk. A couple of splashes of blood and we’re finished, but we destroy a few, and we might ruin her plan. Even if she had contingency, she can’t have many more than 50 followers. We could finish this taking four out each. Of course, we have to do it before Heidi gets to us and are you even listening?”

      Mercury was, but she was also on the phone, dialling Liz for the third time. Once more, she got voicemail.

      “We don’t know how long we’ve got,” said Amira, grabbing Mercury at the elbow. “There’s no time to waste.”

      “I know, I know,” said Mercury, sliding away her phone. “We’ll get to the woods, then straight to this field.”

      Mercury started moving. It took her almost ten seconds to realise Amira hadn’t followed. When she turned, she saw her friend by the car, dumbstruck.

      “What are you doing?” Mercury called. “We don’t have much time.”

      That dumbfoundedness held Amira a few moments more. In a blaze of anger, she charged across the tarmac towards Mercury, shaking the laptop above her head.

      Throwing it into Mercury’s hands, she said, “I’ve only found two cases where there were this many chanters. In the first, they never got going. Someone killed enough of them before they could begin, and the rest scattered. In this case,” she jabbed the screen. “They screwed up. The ritual went wrong. They were all torn to shreds. Every last one.”

      Mercury stared at the screen, took in those rows of people, then nodded, and handed back the laptop.

      “Exactly,” she said. “That’s why we have to hurry.”

      She turned to go. Amira caught her. “Under Heidi’s guidance, we both know they won’t mess up. That means we either stop them before they start, or we lose. Simple as that. Once they’ve begun, killing the chanters won’t help. As you know from experience, nor will killing the host. All the ritual needs is a body. It can resurrect the dead. Do I need to press that home any further?”

      “You’re saying,” said Mercury, gritting her teeth. “We don’t have time to save Xyla, Liz and Will.”

      “I’m saying I don’t know if we have time to save the world as it stands. If we take a detour to save Xyla and Liz, we will almost certainly miss our chance to stop the mega demon rising.”

      Mercury felt the frustration building. Breathing hard, she took Amira’s laptop and hurled it at a warehouse wall.

      “Hey, that was expensive.”

      Mercury was already storming towards the car. “I’ll pay you back. Maybe a quid a year for the rest of my bloated lifespan.”

      “Uh, you’re not going to live to two thousand.”

      “You spend too much on laptops.”

      At the gate, Mercury hopped over the pools of blackening, burning blood and went for the car. Amira caught her as she reached the door.

      “Don’t be angry at me for pointing out the truth,” she said.

      “I’m not angry about the truth,” spat Mercury, trying to yank the door handle from the car. “Will you unlock already?”

      “What are you angry about?”

      “I thought we didn’t have time? Unlock the damn car.”

      Amira did. Mercury slumped in. Amira followed. She placed her phone on the dash and the key in the ignition. She looked at Mercury, who refused to look back.

      “Merc…”

      “I’m angry because you find it easy.”

      “Easy? What do you mean?”

      Rather than answer, Mercury said, “You told Will there was a chance you could save his wife, even though Yassin infected her. Is that true?”

      Amira had her hands on the wheel. The car was running, but she hadn’t released the handbrake. Now Mercury looked at Amira, and Amira could not look back.

      “Thought not,” said Mercury.

      “It was a high-pressure situation,” said Amira. “Who knew what he might have done if I’d been honest. By giving him hope, I gave him the strength to get us out of there. You might think I’m a bitch, but I did what I thought was right.”

      “You always do,” said Mercury, as though it were an insult.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Lying to Will was the right thing,” Mercury said. “Even though learning the truth will destroy him. Going to stop Heidi is the right thing even though an innocent baby and a woman who risked everything to save me might die. Even though a teenage girl might become an orphan. Don’t you see? In doing the right thing, we are sacrificing people we know for masses we don’t. It’s the right thing, and we’ll do it, but I don’t understand how it’s not tearing you apart. Because after this, forget the long-life span, I won’t be able to live with myself another week.”

      Amira started the car. The four bodies receding as they reversed. They disappeared as the car twisted around the corner, and they head towards their destination.

      Amira said, “It’s destroying me too.”

      Mercury looked at her friend. For the first time ever, the raw, pained emotions were etched into lines that had never existed on the smooth face.

      “We’re both supposed to be shut down, emotionless robots,” said Amira. “But seeing as you’ve gone all wuss since you had a demon in you, I’ve had to turn it up a notch.”

      Mercury reached out and clutched her friend’s arm as they sped on.

      “This is how it is,” said Amira. “This is real-life heroics. It’s messy. You make sacrifices, and they feel like the wrong sacrifices. That’s how you know they’re the right ones. I reckon, if you come out of saving the world and don’t feel like you’ve lost your soul, you’ve probably done it wrong.”

      Amira pulled her arm from Mercury’s and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. She kept her eyes on the road. She drove them towards their destiny.

      Mercury was going to say something, to try and make it that little bit better. Before she could, her phone rang. It was Liz’s name on the screen but when she answered, a man spoke.

      “We have Will, your friend, and the baby. Come to the woods, or they’ll die.”

      Mercury didn’t hesitate. “Let me hear all three of them, or I’m doing nothing.”

      A pause, but Mercury guessed he had orders to comply.

      “Fine.”

      A second later, she heard Xyla crying. A second after that, Will.

      “Mercury. Mercury.” He didn’t seem to know what to say so the phone was taken, placed to Liz’s cheek.

      “Stop that demon bitch,” said Liz, and the phone was gone. Onto the line came the first man.

      “You’ve got ten minutes.”

      “We’ll be there in twenty.”

      Mercury hung up before he could say any more. For the first time since they had got in the car, Amira and Mercury’s eyes met. They were coming towards a T-Junction.

      “Left is Heidi, right is Liz,” said Amira, “whatever you want, I’ll do it.”

      “I’m doing what Liz said,” said Mercury. “Stop that demon bitch.”

      In stone silence, they took the left turn and rushed towards where Heidi was gathering her forces for her ultimate ritual.

      Mercury said, “I just hope twenty minutes is enough for them to escape.”
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      Gina’s hand remained on Xyla’s throat, under the crying baby’s chin. The man at her shoulder had a gun,

      A second man had taken Liz’s phone and her demon killing blade. The former he held to her ear so she could prove to Mercury how alive she was. He had stank. Liz needed a drink. She hoped Amira won out over Mercury. Someone had to stop Heidi.

      The man with Liz’s phone had disappeared. Their plan was simple. When Amira and Mercury arrived, Gina would tell them to fall in line with Will and Liz, or she would kill the baby. When they did as instructed, the gunman would shoot them dead.

      As plans went, it lacked nuance. Then again, did it need it?

      That her life was in the hands of an unstable gun wielder didn’t worry Liz. She was frightened for Xyla and anxious to keep her promise to Will. Edie deserved to be an orphan no more than she deserved to have a baby killer for a mother.

      Liz also wanted to help Amira and Mercury take on Heidi. While she didn’t fear dying at the hands of these morons, it was not her preferred location for a showdown. Therefore, she sought to escape.

      The gunman pointed his weapon at her, not Will. That was useful.

      The problem was Gina. She looked uncomfortable but willing to kill the baby, which hardly recommended her as a babysitter. Her eyes showed nervousness and reticence. There was every chance, if Liz made a move, Gina would hesitate long enough to allow Liz to save Xyla. Then again, if she didn’t hesitate, Liz didn’t stand a chance of getting there on time. She wasn’t keen on gambling with the baby’s life.

      There was also the third villain to consider. After taking Liz’s phone and knife, he had disappeared into the trees. She didn’t know where he was now. Nor what weapon he carried. Quincy was a police chief so he would likely have access to guns. How many, though? And would Heidi have wanted to waste two on this side project? That would depend how afraid of Mercury she was.

      Time was running short to make a move. Mr Gun checked his watch and smirked.

      “Fifteen minutes. Looks like your friends ain’t coming.”

      “Didn’t Mercury say twenty?”

      “Heidi don’t want us to wait too long,” said the gunman. “She reckoned there was a chance all you would never show. If it looked like that were the case, we kill what we got, then go back to help the rest.”

      “What about the baby?” said Will to Gina. “Will you kill her no matter what?”

      “No need to keep it,” said the gunman.

      “I wasn’t talking to you. Gina, are you going to kill Xyla? And what about me? You said you’d never kill Edie or me.”

      “And I never would,” said Gina. “Will, I swear.” She looked at the gunman. “But I can’t stop him. I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have interfered. I kept telling you.”

      “This is why I never married,” said Liz. She lowered her voice. “They’re going to kill Xyla anyway. Will, I want you to dive to the ground when I say go. I’m going to try and save her.”

      “Stop whispering,” shouted Gunman. “Your friends have ten seconds.”

      “No.”

      The voice rang through the woods, bouncing off trees. Horror struck, Will turned to its origin.

      “Mum,” continued Edie, “please don’t hurt Xyla. Don’t let that man hurt dad.”

      “Ha,” said the gunman. Delight turned to annoyance as he realised he had taken his eye off the ball. “No.”

      The moment Edie had shouted, Liz had started running. While all eyes were turning to the teenager, she had barrelled towards her two assailants.

      Initially, she went for Gina and the baby. When she recognised Edie’s voice, her plan changed and she curved as she ran, hoping Gina would be distracted while Liz got the gun.

      Gunman turned, pointed the weapon at Liz, and fired.

      She hit him side on a second before he pulled the trigger. She pushed his arm to the side. The bullet flew through the trees.

      They hit the ground. He lifted his arms to bring the gun back to her face. As he did, Liz rolled away, so they were lying side by side.

      When Gunman had lifted his arms, his shirt had come up. As she moved away, Liz had snatched the knife he’d revealed in his waistband. As he rolled after her with the gun, Liz rammed the blade into his stomach.

      Knowing his blood would render the blade useless, she yanked her hands away and jumped, leaving it behind. As the steaming acid began to pour into the dirt and leaves, she snatched the pistol from his hand and staggered back, almost tripping and going to ground.

      She pointed the gun at Gina.

      “Put Xyla down.”

      Gina fled.

      Liz pointed the gun at the kidnapper’s back.

      “No.”

      This time it was Will who screamed. He crashed into Liz and knocked her to the ground. By the time she rolled onto her back, he stood over her. She wanted to tell him she would never have fired at Gina. Not because Gina was Will’s wife, but because she couldn’t risk hitting the baby.

      Instead, she said, “Your daughter.”

      He spun to see Edie fleeing through the trees after her mother. Desperate, calling her name, Will fled on the tails of the two most important people in his life.

      Getting to her feet, Liz prepared to give chase. As she took her first step, the spare man appeared through the trees.

      She lifted the gun, but he was already running. Before she could get off a shot, he was on her. They collapsed into the dirt, rolling, each trying to get a purchase, trying to get the upper hand.

      Liz got on top, straddling him. She went for the gun and realised her hands were empty.

      Using her second of frustration, the Phone Stealer swung a fist. He was much bigger than the gunman. His meaty hand was slow but could break a face.

      Liz had been in a few hand to hand battles. Never initiated by her, of course.

      Seeing the fist’s arc, she propelled herself backwards into a roll that took her away from the punch, into a spring to her feet.

      The Phone Stealer was rising too, but more slowly than had she. A quick scan of the trees showed the gun had lodged between two plants next to a mighty oak.

      The Stealer stood between Liz and the weapon.

      He hadn’t bothered to look for the weapon. Like his fallen comrade, he had a knife. Her knife. He drew it as they faced off.

      At least he didn’t have a gun.

      Smiling, he twirled the blade in fancy patterns. Like a crazy mating ritual. Liz returned his smile.

      “You want to be careful,” she said. “Very sharp. One little nick while you’re mucking about and it’s game over.”

      Still smiling, he looked unconcerned by her warning. He watched her closely, with the focused eye of someone who knew what he was doing and was not quite crazy enough for Liz’s liking.

      Against the knife, empty-handed, she stood no chance. She had to make him charge. Or, if they circled, she could open a path to the gun. If she charged him, he would cut her open. Any move was high risk.

      “Why don’t we put the knife down,” she said, smiling, circling a little. “Fight hand to hand, man to man. Or woman. Come on. You can’t be afraid.”

      He said, “I’m going to slice you in half,” which was nice.

      She hadn’t expected him to shrug, drop the blade, and raise his fists. If he had, she’d have felt guilty going for the gun and shooting him dead. Though she’d have done it.

      She had hoped he would mirror her circling, putting her on the side of the gun, giving her a good chance of getting it before he stabbed her.

      He wasn’t going to move a muscle. Liz had only one possibility.

      She stopped circling. Met his eye.

      She ran.

      Roaring, he came after her as she dodged between two trees, as though intending to get as far away as possible, as quickly as possible.

      Not the plan. Immediately past the first tree, she dug one foot down. She took a deep swerve around the trunk, diving to the ground, rolling, and coming up where the Phone Stealer had been, seconds ago.

      He’d followed her. Seemed confused by her moves. Still, she was off balance. If he had kept coming, swinging the blade, he could have sliced her to pieces as she rose. The gun would have done her no good.

      Because he’d forgotten about the weapon and was nervous about her actions, he paused as she rose. Putting on his most threatening smile, he raised the knife, pointing it in her direction.

      “Very threatening, she said.”

      As he nodded, she lifted her gun and shot him three times in the chest.

      No sooner had he hit the ground she went for his pocket and snatched her phone and blade, than darting away before the spread of blood could become a threat.

      As his chest began to disintegrate under his bubbling blood, Liz unlocked her phone. Mercury had sent a text 21 minutes after the call in which Liz had told her to get the demon bitch.

      It read: Take it you’ve got free by now. If so, we know where they’re meeting.

      Care to join us?
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      They parked down the road from where Quincy had earlier left his car. Though the trees ahead shielded the field, they could see the white through the leaves. Before they reached the fence that split pavement from grass, they knew they were looking upon a giant marquee.

      Off-road, lined diagonally towards the fence were six parking spots. Eight cars occupied the space as Amira and Mercury approached, one of which poked into the road. As yet, no one had stuck an angry Post-It to the back windscreen. Amira might have. Alas, she had no pen, no notes.

      Suspecting the car park might be guarded, they approached slow and low, but they were alone. All the cars were empty. The only movement came from the other side of the trees. Hopping over the fence, hiding behind an oak, they peaked at the scene.

      In the centre of the marquee, beneath its point, lay the unconscious Kayla. Beneath her, Heidi’s followers had drawn into the grass a silver symbol.

      Potbellied and red-faced, Quincy organised the followers, ensuring each occupied their precise position as the circles began to form. Even as they scurried to and fro, Mercury could tell Heidi had her forty-five. And change.

      Of the demon, there was no sign.

      “How many you reckon?” asked Mercury. She could see Amira counting.

      “Fifty maybe. Much better than it could have been. Course there’s a couple of tents at the other end. Could be more in there.”

      Mercury hadn’t spotted the tents. Heidi would be in there, perhaps with company, though no more than a couple of followers. Around fifty sounded right, considering she had already lost four earlier in the day, plus Sammy, Leon, Imran and whoever she’d sent with the baby. Even with the demon Yassin’s help, she’d been almost ridiculously productive.

      “They’ll be ready in a second,” she said to Amira. “No use waiting around.”

      “No,” Amira agreed.

      They knew what they had to do. Amira had one of the two remaining demon-killing blades. Liz the other. From Will’s kitchen, Mercury had taken the largest knife. It was neither as sharp or as long as a sword. That didn’t matter. The plan was to run at the followers and slash as many as possible. A well-placed strike could take out a couple or more. Killing as few as three each might be enough. They’d go for more. Possibly they’d die. Okay, so long as they were sure they had succeeded in thwarting Heidi’s plan, if only for today, first.

      “What if the ritual begins?” Mercury said.

      “We’re screwed, I think. Time is very much of the essence.”

      “Fair enough. Shall we?”

      At Amira’s nod, they split; she heading to the far right of the tree line, Mercury the far left. Being apart was frightening, but their chances of success were higher if Heidi had to kill them individually.

      At the same time, they reached the furthest trees and paused, peering at the followers. Quincy had with him two men and a woman. Otherwise, everyone appeared to be in place, in one of four circles. Outside of the two tents, there were forty-nine infected. Thankfully, they didn’t have to kill them all.

      Mercury’s moral compass began to spin. Were these not mostly lonely men and women, tricked by someone far more powerful, who promised them companionship?

      Now was not the time. Like a dog with rabies, putting the infected down was kinder.

      This didn’t silence the voice. Quieten would have to do.

      Deep breath. Mercury stepped beyond the tree, preparing to run, preparing to die.

      A hand fell on her shoulder. Slender fingers squeezed and she heard the crack a second before she began to scream.

      Amira was running. At Mercury’s scream, she faltered, turned. Shoving Mercury to the ground, Heidi pointed at Amira and shouted to Quincy.

      “Get her.”

      Quincy barked orders. Those three surrounding him ran for Amira, who bolted towards the outermost circle. Quincy didn’t move. He yelled again, this time towards the innermost circle.

      The chanting began.

      Despite the flaring pain in her shoulder, Mercury began running from her position on the ground, stumbling as she got to her feet. As fast as she could, she made for Quincy. On her way past, she would kill him. Seconds later, she would be in a position to kill one of those in the circle.

      One wasn’t enough. As the ritual couldn’t begin without all forty-nine chanters in place, it was a start.

      Like a battering ram, Heidi hit Mercury’s back.

      Propelled forward, she flew towards Quincy who turned and lifted an elbow, rattling her skull as she connected.

      Across the circle, Mercury heard a cry of fury. With her blade inches from its target, Amira had been yanked to the ground by her hair

      Climbing to her knees, Mercury fought dizziness. Heidi stood beside her.

      Looking at the circle, she said, “As attempts to save the world go, that was pathetic.”

      The chanting raised in pitch. Wind began to whip around Kayla in the centre circle.

      Mercury rose, ducked the outstretched arm of Quincy, rolled as he lurched after her and popped up behind one of the chanters. Without hesitation, she drove the blade deep into his skull.

      And watched it disintegrate.

      Unharmed, the man continued to chant. With each word spoken, the wind grew stronger.

      Heidi was beside her again.

      “Oh no,” she said. “I guess you just lost.”
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      Before her destruction, Gina had gone running three or four times a week. Occasionally, Edie had accompanied her. Twice a week, the teen had gymnastics.

      Ten years had passed since Will last exercised. He was not fat, but embarrassingly out of shape compared to his wife and daughter. On a straight road, they’d have pulled from sight in thirty seconds. The woods improved his odds.

      The trees grew close. There was no opportunity to sprint. Will dodged this way and that, hoping his reflexes were sharp enough to save him running headlong into any trunks. Praying he wouldn’t catch a fallen branch and trip. Up ahead, he had already lost sight of Edie. He could hear her, but if he lost any more time, she’d slip away.

      When she was little, they had played hide and seek in the trees. The game made Gina nervous. Frequently, she would wake from a nightmare in which Edie had been kidnapped. Will had to take her hand and promise all would be well. The woods were small. If there were anyone nearby other than Edie, they would know. Besides, they always knew where Edie was. Being young, she was unable to stop giggling as she crouched behind a bush.

      The woods were small, but the trees seemed to stretch on forever. Will realised Gina was bending, making a curve towards the edge of the trees, but keeping within them. Whether this was a conscious decision, or born of her madness, he had no idea.

      Either way, they could not continue forever. Either they would exit the trees, or Edie would catch Gina, and Will would catch Edie.

      He remembered finding Edie years before. He would run after her, grab her tiny toddler body and flip her upside down, pretending to gobble her up. Laughing, Gina would roll her eyes and collect Edie from monster daddy. Will would beam at his girls as mother kissed daughter. He loved seeing them together.

      Today, he was terrified Edie would catch her mother.

      Gina said she’d never kill Edie or Will, but was losing touch with reality. Edie wanted to save her mother, but Will knew her priority was Xyla. What if it came to a baby tug of war? Gina was terrified of letting down her God. If Edie threatened to jeopardise her standing with the demon, what would Gina do?

      Fear granting him stamina he had never previously shown, Will burst through the trees, towards the sound of his daughter’s pounding feet and heavy breathing.

      He was gaining on her. Much as he wanted to save Xyla and bring Gina home, Edie was his priority.

      His daughter screamed.

      Putting on a second burst of speed, jumped between two trees, brought his foot down and—

      Realised what had happened to Edie. The ground sloped away suddenly. It was not a steep incline, but the landing comprised loose dirt, stones and twigs. Will’s foot disappeared from beneath him. He was falling, tumbling, rolling.

      There wasn’t far to go. After fifteen seconds, the ground levelled out. He came down with a thump and crashed into a bush. A thorn tore his shirt and lined his skin. Come morning, there would be more than a handful of bruises, but he would be fine. At least physically.

      “Edie?”

      Rising, dragging himself from the bush and losing some of his trouser leg in the process, Will looked for his daughter.

      Spied her a few metres away.

      Like him, she had slipped as she raced onto the slope and tumbled to the ground. Unlike him, a bush hadn’t broken her fall.

      A tree had ended her forward momentum. It was her head that had made contact.

      She lay still. Will could see no blood.

      Bloated with panic, he lumbered towards her, slid to his knees beside her, reached out and rested his hand gently on her head.

      “Will?”

      The voice was soft, cracking, breaking. It came from a metre behind. Focused on his daughter, on making sure she was okay, Will at first didn’t look at Gina. Nor at Xyla, though the baby’s scream demanded attention.

      When he had the best handle he could on the situation, he turned, tear-stained eyes falling on his wife.

      In one arm, she clutched the wriggling baby, trying desperately to keep Xyla from escaping.

      She also had a gun.
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      Amira was inches from putting a pause on Heidi’s ritual when someone yanked her hair, tugging her to the ground.

      The fat, misshapen face of her assaulter glowed with triumph. This was the villain’s equivalent of defusing the bomb with a second to go.

      Around the circle, Mercury burst free of Heidi dodged Quincy and shoved her blade into a chanter’s back.

      The ugly, triumphant face lost none of its glow. Mercury’s blade disintegrated. The chanter kept chanting. The wind whipped to a hurricane.

      They were too late.

      Mr Triumphant began to laugh. Behind him, Quincy’s other two guards appeared. They looked as happy as their ugly friend. They believed they had won. Amira was sure they were right. Even so, they wouldn’t live to see their master rise.

      Expecting lethargy to weigh her down, shock prevented her pursuers from action as she jumped to her feet. Before they knew what was happening, Amira had slit Mr Triumphant’s throat and spun and shoved him towards his male comrade.

      The female was tall and gangly. She reminded Amira of an English teacher from her school days dubbed Pogo by a cruel student body.

      Often Amira’s insolence had pushed Pogo to breaking point. Professional pride had prevented the teacher from physically assaulting her student.

      Not restrained by the student-teacher relationship, this Pogo sprung to action as her two male friends disappeared in a cloud of disintegrating blood. Jumping from the ground she spun, landing a kick on the side of Amira’s head.

      The move’s agility caught Amira off guard. She twisted like a top and collapsed between two of the chanters on the outermost circle, her knife flying from her grasp.

      It was like passing through a bubble into a parallel world. Here the whip of the wind and the chanting voices competed for the gong of loudest noise in the universe. As she pulled herself up and out of the bubble, her head rang with the sound.

      Pogo came again, kicking and punching and driving Amira to the side and back. Towards where Heidi might be killing Mercury. Without a weapon, Amira’s best chance was to land a punch on the nose, where she could most easily draw blood from her assailant.

      Behind Pogo, the bodies of those she had already killed seemed to have melded into a single mush. The grass turned black as they continued to bleed into the ground. Amira guessed it would never grow again.

      Pogo kept swinging. Punch kick, punch kick. A couple of times, she landed her blows. They hurt, but Amira refused to let it show. For the opportune moment, she waited. When it came, she didn’t hesitate.

      With lightning-fast reflexes, when Pogo once more swung a foot at her head, Amira whipped up her hands and caught the white trainer. Holding tight, with a sharp twist, Amira drew a cry of pain from Pogo, who flipped and crashed onto her back. Standing over the non-teacher, Amira brought down her foot in a stamp towards Pogo’s face, prepared to lose it to destroy her.

      Pogo was fast. Slipping her head to one side, she watched Amira’s foot harmlessly to the ground. Sitting up, Pogo grabbed Amira’s other foot and yanked.

      Crashing to the dirt, Amira’s head bent back. It might have hurt, but she was distracted.

      Quincy had Mercury held tight but didn’t seem ready to go for the kill. That wasn’t what caught Amira’s attention.

      Halfway between the two friends was Heidi. Not confident in Pogo’s ability to defeat this thorn in the demon’s side, she was coming to finish the job.

      As Pogo began to rise, Amira twisted her head to the side. Her demon-killing blade had flown between the third and fourth circle. Despite the winds, it lay still on the grass.

      It might be too late to stop the ritual. Would this magic blade destroy the demon master as well as it did her servers?

      There was only one way to find out.

      As Heidi drew nearer, Amira bounded to her feet. Without looking for Mercury’s fate, she dived back into the bubble, grabbed the blade, and made for where Kayla was beginning to rise into the air.
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      One of the two tents at the far edge of the marquee was empty. In the other, a dejected Trey sat opposite a standing follower. Much like the recently deceased man who had yanked Amira’s hair, stopping her from preventing the ritual, the stander wore a look of triumph across his pale features.

      “It’s over. The king of the Gods will rise.”

      Uswal had been a doctor. He had dedicated untold hours to achieve the required grades at school and to excel during university and his medical training. The result was a fully qualified doctor and a lonely man. When Heidi showed an interested, he had put up little resistance. He had been one of her first recruits.

      “Queen of the Gods,” Trey corrected. He was still. His hands like two useless blocks by his side. He intended to escape the tent and attack Heidi. It mattered not that he was too late to stop the demon Queen, nor that he was short the weapon that could kill a demon subject. He would try. If he had to kill Uswal to get his chance, he would. He just had to work out how.

      The infected have little call for a doctor. If cut, their chances of survival were slim. Stitching would melt, and they never fell ill. Only broken bones required Uswal’s attention. Soon, Heidi would not need his medical skills. That didn’t matter. He didn’t despair at his years of wasted training. He was merely glad to serve.

      He didn’t care if Trey lived or died. His instructions were to prevent the disabled man leaving the tent by any means. If needed, he would strike the killer blow and feel no remorse. Heidi had not trusted him with a weapon. If Trey attacked, his options were to throttle, break his neck, or pummel him to death. Any option was okay with Uswal.

      Trey stood.

      Uswal said, “sit down.”

      Trey was examining the room. There were various pieces of equipment across the small tent. The only item which looked remotely dangerous was a scalpel. This was closer to Uswal than Trey. It was his key to escape.

      Seeing him spying the sharp edge, Uswal said, “Don’t even think about it. Sit.”

      Trey raised his hands in fake apology. Pretending to sit, he stiffened his knees, then sprung, twisting left and taking a step towards the scalpel. He was five steps away.

      In two, Uswal had reached the blade. Holding it triumphantly he spun to gut the insolent Trey.

      Who was already diving through the now exposed flap. In hot pursuit of the demon wearinig his mother’s body.
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      For Xyla, Will’s heart pounded with Fear. He prayed she would be okay. But he had to focus on his daughter.

      “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” Gina was moaning. “You were supposed to stay home and look after Edie. How could you bring her here? How could you use her like that?”

      If his daughter had not been unmoving on the ground, injured, possibly worse, he might have throttled his wife. He loved her with all his heart. For those words, he might well have killed her.

      Because of Edie, he ignored her. Slipping his phone from his pocket, he prepared to dial an ambulance. Edie was afraid of hospitals. As though she sensed her father’s intentions, she stirred.

      “Daddy?”

      These days, her use of the word daddy was a rarity. Somehow it intensified his feelings of love and fear. When she lifted her arms, he pulled her into a hug with the care of a large man handling a tiny, injured bird.

      Gina was still babbling. “I thought it would just be the women. They were supposed to come, and we would kill them. I know you don’t understand, but I promise it’s right. Once they were gone, I was to go to Chalfont Common, where the master of all Gods will rise. After that, I would have come to you and Edie. At last, you would have joined me willingly. You would.”

      Edie was groggy but coming around fast. As she came to her senses, she clutched tighter to Will and stared at her mother with swelling horror.

      There was a lump on the back of her head. While it didn’t feel serious, if she had been unconscious, there was a risk of concussion.

      “We need to get you to hospital, honey.”

      “Xyla,” she whispered.

      At the name, Gina twisted to move the baby from Will and Edie. Xyla continued to howl. Gina clutched the gun as tight as the baby. Will liked to think it was a bluff, unloaded. Such delusions were for children.

      To Edie, he said, “Do you feel sleepy? Be honest, it’s important.”

      “Head hurts,” she said. “But I’m fine.”

      “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Three. Dad, Xyla.”

      Three was correct. Will helped prop Edie against a tree. She was obviously in pain, but her eyes were bright. He needed to get her to hospital, but if he could keep her awake, he had time to deal with Gina.

      Rising, he turned to his wife, hunched over her prisoner. Her hand was white over the gun’s handle. She couldn’t look him in the eye.

      “Hand over the baby.”

      Shaking her head, crying, she said, “You couldn’t stop, could you? Everything would have been fine if you’d just let me work. I messed up with Paul. I messed up at the warehouse. Can’t mess up again. Can’t let them down.”

      “Gina, it breaks my heart to lose you,” he said, his voice catching, tears coming. “I don’t want Edie to be without a mum, but right now you are bottom of my priority list. Give me Xyla, then leave. Go to your master. Go to Chalfont Common. Just don’t hurt the baby.”

      Arms rising, he took a step forward.

      She lifted the gun and pointed it at his chest.

      “Mum, no.”

      Edie was trying to get to her feet. Will held a hand to her. “Sit down, Edie. Let me handle this.”

      Gina was in a state. She was clutching Xyla too hard. Before long, she was going to break those brittle bones.

      “You said you’d never kill Edie or me,” Will reminded her. “If you shoot me, even if you don’t aim to kill, there’s every chance you’ll break that promise.”

      “I don’t know what happened with Liz,” Gina said. “Mercury and Amira never came. That’s another screw-up. If I give up this baby, I can’t show my face to Heidi. I have to do something right.”

      “If you show any signs of trying to hurt that baby,” Will said, “I will try and stop you. If you want to kill her, you will first have to shoot me in front of our daughter. Is that what you want? I know they’ve infected your blood. Even with how far you’ve fallen, could you do it?”

      Gina was still shaking her head. Not disagreeing with Will. Madness was claiming her. Any remaining traces of his wife were fast disappearing. If he was going to act, he had to act now.

      “Can’t,” she was whispering, as much to herself as to him. “Can’t screw up again.”

      “I’m going to take Xyla,” Will said, keeping his voice calm. “I’m going to lift her out of your arms. Please, Gina, you might never do the right thing again. Do the right thing now.”

      Terrified but determined not to let it show, he took a step forward, then another. A third brought him in contact with the gun. It pressed into the centre of his chest as he reached for Xyla. If she pulled the trigger, he would almost certainly die. His daughter would witness her mother murder her father.

      It took everything he had not to abandon Xyla, grab his daughter, and flee.

      “Don’t make me do this,” whispered Gina.

      Fighting his base impulse to run, he said, “The choice is yours.”

      His hands closed around Xyla. At first, Gina resisted, but when he applied a little pressure, she loosened her grip. The crying baby came free.

      Will turned fast from the madwoman that had once been his wife. He dropped to his knees and pressed Xyla into Edie’s arms. His daughter clung to the baby who immediately soothed in the teen's arms. Xyla’s father was gone. By the end of tonight, her mother would likely be dead. Will wondered if Edie might be in the opposite boat.

      Despite all he had thought, he was unable to surrender Gina. He needed to give her one last chance.

      He stood, turned, and watched his wife pull the trigger.
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      “Hold her,” said Heidi, throwing Mercury to Quincy. “Do not kill her. I want her to meet our supreme leader. I want her to suffer.”

      As Quincy threw a beefy arm around Heidi and held her tight to his chest, Heidi moved towards Amira. She didn’t say what she planned to do upon catching Mercury’s friend. She didn’t need to.

      The winds whipped harder and harder, though they were quiet. Kayla seemed to glow. Typical rituals were quick. Mercury had no idea how long this grander variety might last.

      Amira, sensing the danger, disappeared into the ranks, moving towards the centre circle. When it was over, as Amira had the demon-killing blade, she would be in the best position to destroy this new demon. She had only to avoid Heidi long enough to get her shot. That would be near impossible. Even if it worked, what were her chances of putting the blade through the demon master’s heart? Despair subdued Mercury.

      If only they had been quicker.

      Too late for such concerns. The ritual was underway. Quincy had a gun, but even if Mercury took it, made it to the centre of the circles and shot Kayla dead, the ritual would revive her. If there was a body, it could continue.

      The answer hit her like a tonne of bricks. Potential answer, anyway. She had no way of knowing if it would work. It was worth a shot. If she could pull it off, could she thwart Heidi’s plan before the ultimate evil could arise?

      First, she had to escape Quincy. Asking politely wouldn’t work. She needed brute force.

      Maybe…

      His arm around her throat was tight, but he used only one. His infected blood imbued him with strength beyond that of an average human, but not much beyond. Still, without Heidi’s possession, he believed Mercury a weak, feeble woman, and therefore no trouble.

      Had he forgotten, or did he not know, when the demon departs the host, she leaves behind residue strength and speed. Nothing like what Mercury had when Heidi resided within. More than a member of the infected? Certainly possible.

      She had struggled a little when first Quincy had grabbed her—stopped when she got to thinking. She was still tense. With a quiet but deep breath, she allowed her body to go limp, her head to loll.

      Staring after his master, Quincy at first didn’t realise what had happened. When he looked down to see her, she felt the panic rush through his body.

      “No, no.”

      He hadn’t been squeezing hard but thought he didn’t know his strength. After all, it was new to him. He believed he might have killed Mercury. Disobeying Heidi, even by accident, was unacceptable.

      In a hurry, he spun her around, clutching her shoulders as he faced her to him, preparing to shake as though he could rattle the life back into her.

      Once they were face to face, she put a hand on the outside of either of his arms and used them like monkey bars. Lifting both feet, she smashed his stomach, ejecting the air through his mouth, propelling herself backwards.

      Doubling over, he collapsed to one knee, putting his palm to the ground to stop from collapsing.

      She did fall over but rolled fast and sprung. As she faced him, the cop used the hand not in the grass to draw his gun and point it at her chest.

      But he had overplayed his hand. Mercury had seen the fear when he believed he might have killed her. He dared not risk pulling the trigger.

      With a wink, needing to further incite his anger, she turned and raced through two chanters into the outermost circle.
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      The howling winds swept around Amira. The chanters stared towards the centre circle, speaking faster and faster, paying her no heed. Kayla’s toes were a couple of inches from the ground.

      With the noise of the wind and the chanting, Amira had little chance of hearing the approaching footsteps of either Pogo or Heidi. Keeping low, knife in hand, she swept between the first and second rows and circled. Forty-five people was not so many. Somehow, within their ranks, they seemed to cover several miles.

      Outside, the sun had been climbing higher and higher in the sky. It had burned through the white of the marquee, lighting the rows of evil.

      Within the circles, all was dark, gloomy. Though Amira could see the marquee top above, it was shrouded in mist. Time crawled.

      She rotated as she moved, trying to cover all angles. If Pogo and Heidi were here, they would split. Amira had to be ready.

      Before long, the wind and the chanting blurred into background noise. She achieved a state which might almost be called calm. Time slowed again. She took deep breaths. The inhale-exhale pounded in her ears. She sensed the oncoming attack before it arrived.

      If the sense of almost serenity was as available to Pogo as it had been Amira, the infected woman had disregarded its power. Through two chanters, she burst. As Amira spun, Pogo screamed a war cry and swung her foot.

      In her state of calm, the foot seemed to approach Amira through thick air. With ease, she ducked. As she slipped beneath, she nicked the leg with her blade.

      To a human, the cut would have been an irritation. Nothing more. For Pogo it spelt agony.

      From the tiny wound, blood began to run down her leg. As it did more skin peeled free, disintegrating.

      Knowing she might soon be disabled, Pogo threw caution to the wind and launched once more. This blow was even easier to dodge. This time the blade found not Pogo’s leg but her stomach; was not a nick but a slash.

      Blood poured down Pogo’s front. Outside of the circle, it would probably have been fatal. Inside, they would never find out.

      Like a shark in water, the wind seemed to sense the blood. Speckled with black particles, it raced at Pogo, circled her. As the infected woman screamed, the black particles flood into the wound.

      Pogo tried to launch one more attack on Amira. Before she could move a pace, the stomach hole shredded outwards. As Amira watched, the black particles poured out, bringing with them blood, covering Pogo. Screaming, she disintegrated, turning to dust and disappearing into the wind.

      For a few seconds, Amira stared at nothing. Then realised she’d become distracted.

      When she turned, she saw Heidi, inches away.

      “Uh oh,” said the demon.

      Amira raised the knife. Heidi grabbed her wrist and punched her stomach. As Amira doubled over the knife was snatched from her hand. As she went to her knees, she watched Heidi plunge the blade into a chanting follower.

      Mercury’s blade had been an ordinary kitchen knife. Amira’s infused with a concoction that gave it the power to destroy a demon.

      They disintegrated just the same.

      There was nothing to be done. They had not another blade. When the mega demon rose, Amira would be killed.

      She might not last that long.

      Heidi hoisted her from the ground. Turned her to face the centre. Pointed over her shoulder and chuckled. She planned to say something gloating and victorious. Before she could, they caught sight of Mercury, running towards Kayla, Quincy hot on her tail, gun drawn but unused.

      Mercury didn’t see Amira, but Amira saw her friend’s eyes. Unable to prevent herself, she laughed.

      Heidi might kill her this second. Whether she did or didn’t, hope filled Amira once again. She knew that look.

      Mercury had a plan.
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      Against the tree, Edie sat, eyes bowed to the baby, tears staining her cheeks, singing. She was not a singer, but the limited tune seemed to soothe the baby. As best she could, for Xyla, she tried to smile.

      “Rockabye baby, on the treetops, when the wind blows, the cradle will rock.”

      The gun was still smoking. The shot had left a ringing in her ears which was nothing to the hollowness in her heart. She wanted to scream. For Xyla, who might have lost her mother, she sang on.

      “When the bow breaks, the cradle will fall, and down will come baby, cradle and all.”

      From the ground, over her mother, Edie’s father rose. Pale, shaking, on the verge of being sick, he came to his daughter. Falling to his knees, he leaned over her. He placed a comforting hand on Xyla’s back and kissed Edie’s head. She pressed against him. Alll three held their tears.

      “We need to go,” said Will, trying not to look at Gina. “Get you to hospital.”

      “But mum,” said Edie. “We can’t leave her.”

      She tried to rise. Will had to hold her down. Intentionally, he had positioned himself so Edie couldn’t see Gina.

      Had a human put the barrel of a gun to their head and pulled the trigger, her chances of survival would have been minuscule. The resulting mess would be something Will would not have wanted his daughter to see, even if the victim was a stranger.

      Due to her blood, Gina’s head was fast disintegrating into pulp. Already, insanity had made Gina’s personality hard to recognise. The shot to her head had the same effect on her appearance. When Will closed his eyes, he saw their wedding day. Bliss. Her indescribable beauty as she smiled at him and said, I do. They’d shared their first kiss as husband and wife.

      If not for Edie, he might have taken the gun and made it a double suicide. Life without Gina would be near unbearable.

      Blood splatter from the shot had hit her chest and arms. Her arms were melting into the grass. Any second, her chest would collapse in on itself. By the time Will returned to the woods, he wasn’t sure anything of his wife would remain.

      “We’ll come back for you mother,” Will said, meaning he would. “First, we have to get you to hospital. We have to make sure Xyla is looked after.”

      “Is Kayla okay?”

      “I don’t know, honey.”

      He thought he did, but it was a conversation for later. Edie seemed okay physically. If there was any serious damage from her collision, he was determined to get her help. He would not lose her as he had lost Gina. She was all he had left.

      Helping her to her feet, Will offered to take Xyla. Edie clutched the baby tighter. Will tried to believe Mercury and Amira had saved Kayla. Couldn’t make it stick.

      If not for him, she would never have been taken.

      That, too, had to be held for another day.

      Through the woods, they made their for the carpark. When they arrived, the car was alone. Previously, they had shared the space.

      Will got in behind the wheel. Edie in back, cradling the sleeping baby. It was not safe to drive such a small child without a car seat. As no car seat was available, and the hospital was too far to walk when Edie might at any moment collapse, they had to take the risk.

      As they pulled onto the road, drove to the T-Junction, Will tried not to contemplate his failure, his loss. Almost fifteen years of love. The anniversary was ready to go. The tears threatened to come. He would be unable to hold them forever, even for long. He would for now. All he needed was his strength. He found it upon trailing his hand into the car’s back and feeling Edie squeeze.

      “I love you with all of my heart, Edie.”

      “Love you too, daddy.”

      At the T-Junction, Will stopped.

      This wasn’t the plan. The hospital was right. The road clear.

      “Oh my God,” whispered Edie.

      To the left, on the horizon, a funnel of twisting air rose into the sky. It looked like a hurricane. Will suspected something different. There was no way of telling from where it originated, but Chalfont Common was that way. Despite his anxiety to get Edie to hospital, he sat for several seconds, staring.

      “That’s them,” said Edie. It wasn’t a question. Like Will, she was sure.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Regaining his senses, he took the turn, keeping a good speed but not racing. He had an unseated baby on board.

      “Dad,” said Edie, her voice rising a little. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      “I’m going to the hospital.”

      “No, dad we have—”

      “Mercury and Amira can look after themselves,” he said, resolute. “I have to look after you. That’s my job. My job alone now. We’re going to the hospital. That’s final.”

      “Dad,” Edie whispered. “Xyla’s mum is there.”

      Will closed his eyes, clutched the wheel, and carried on driving.
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      Being based on a hunch, there was every chance Mercury’s plan was doomed to failure.

      Assuming the hunch was correct, that she could stop the mega demon rising, ti Timing was everything.

      En route to her goal, she had received a warning. Ahead and to her right, she had seen Amira slice the stomach of an infected. The ritual was powerful. Rarely if ever did all three chanters survive an ordinary possession. Though no one was yet lost, Mercury expected several of the forty-five to be dead before the mega demon rose.

      She hadn’t been aware it could also kill those not involved in its casting. When Amira spilt the tall woman’s blood she had disintegrated. For Mercury’s plan to work, Quincy had to stay whole long enough to reach the centre circle. Once there, if she cut him, the ritual might still tear him apart. In the epicentre, she prayed he would avoid that fate.

      Perhaps this was wishful thinking.

      Losing sight of Amira, she ran on. Between entering the outermost circle and Kayla should only have been five or six metres. It should have taken her seconds, yet she seemed to have been running a couple of minutes.

      Still, she was getting close. She had passed the third line and approached the innermost. Quincy was on her tail. Podgy as he was, he struggled to keep pace. She had to move a little slower than she might to keep in sight.

      At last, she reached the final three chanters and broke through.

      Blinding light attacked. As well as acting as daggers in her eyes, it possessed a physical force, throwing her into the air and bringing her fast to the ground.

      As the blank white screen caused by the initial flash of light began to fade, she could see the centre circle, a metre ahead. The symbol upon which Kayla glowed.

      From further back, Kayla was all she had seen. As the white screen broke, departed, there was something else. A hulking, folding shadow which draped itself around Kayla’s shoulders, seeping through her pores. There were no features, nothing to identify this beast as either human or any monster she might have imagined.

      It reeked of evil.

      It could see her.

      A couple of tendrils of pure black spun from it, became shapes in the sky. The shapes came together and formed into Dom, her lost lover; Fran, her lost mother. These two figures, once possessed, both killed by Mercury, danced with each other, twirling round and round. Beaming smiles split their faces. Mercury had never seen either so happy.

      A podgy hand appeared around her throat, yanked, spun her through the air.

      From light to black particle speckled darkness, she flew, crashing to the dirt. Back in the centre circle, Kayla appeared alone once more.

      Quincy loomed, gun drawn to make her cower and comply. He had shown himself afraid to pull the trigger. Fear of displeasing his Deity made the weapon as useful as a film set prop.

      With as much dignity as the howling wind allowed, Mercury rose. Dusting herself, she faced Quincy. How she would achieve her aim, she still did not know. Undoubtedly, Amira would have made it work.

      “Come with me,” said Quincy.

      On the horizon of her imagination, no plan was rising. In its absence, she went for shock and surprise.

      Using speed earned in her divorce from Heidi, she shot at Quincy. Before he had figured what was happening, she had punched his stomach and smacked his hand. Into the sky sailed his gun and around his throat went her arm. Hunched in half, he struggled for breath.

      Slowly, one step at a time, she dragged him to the border of the innermost circle. Once there, she would need to finish what she’d started. That might be difficult.

      “What are you doing?”

      The voice, which came from some distance, was more bemused than frightened. Heidi watched, rather than approached. In her clutches, struggling futilely, was Amira.

      Sighting her friend in peril stole Mercury’s concentration, allowing Quincy to slip from her grasp, grab, lift, and bring her to the ground. Red-faced, looming, he snarled.

      Then his head disappeared.

      From half a metre, the bullet had left the gun. Mercury rolled from the spraying blood as the black particles descended, sweeping into his body.

      Seconds later, as with the other follower, they appeared again. Torn to shreds, Quincy’s disintegrated and disappeared on the breeze.

      “No,” shouted Mercury.

      “I’m sorry, were you the best of friends?”

      Liz lowered her arm, still clutching the gun. Until she saw that look of horror was no joke, she smiled.

      “I saved you,” she said.

      From a little distance, Heidi had stopped commenting. By this turn of events, she was confused. Worry was prevented from forming by her Ace card. Amira.

      “I needed a follower in that centre circle,” said Mercury to Liz. She tried to remain audible over the howling winds, chanting voices. Not so loud that Heidi could overhear. “If I could rip them in half as I did with Ian in the woods, maybe I could disintegrate the host.”

      She pointed behind her but didn’t look. Calling Kayla the host, rather than by name was intentional. Although Kayla was almost certainly doomed, Mercury’s plan involved killing her and leaving Xyla never to know her mother. Such a realisation could paralyse.

      Remembering what Amira had said about winning wars, she determined to ignore the thought.

      “The ritual will rise her again,” said Norton.

      “Only if there’s a body,” said Mercury.

      For a second, Norton looked confused. Then, it clicked.

      “How long do we have?”

      “What does that matter? There’s no followers left. The chanters can’t be used. It’s over. Mega demon will rise.”

      “Actually,” said Liz. “You still have a follower.” She raised her arms as if to say Ta Da. What she actually said was. “You have me.”
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      Some weeks ago, Liz had seen Amira into the operating theatre, where surgeons would repair the wound they had tended so few hours before, and rushed to Mercury’s house, unsure what was required of her.

      Upon arriving, she had found the door buckled from its hinges, the body of Dominic in the living room. Appearing as if from nowhere, Mercury had explained. Her boyfriend had been possessed, necessitating execution. As Liz tried to process this twist, Mercury had grabbed her by the throat, hoisted her from the ground, and announced herself as Heidi.

      “Pleased to meet you,” she had said. Liz assumed her life had seconds to run.

      She was wrong. Heidi would not kill but destroy her. Her torment would last months rather than seconds.

      “More than murder, she loves games,” Liz told Mercury. “Like Laars, my blood was infected without acceptance. I feel no devotion to Heidi but surrender my humanity daily. I murdered a man. From here, it only gets worse.”

      Mercury stared at Liz. Time was of the essence, but comprehension evaded her. In aid of speeding the process, Liz withdrew and presented the remaining demon-killing blade.

      “If you let me live, I’ll kill again. I’m slipping into darkness, and all I want is a hero’s death. For that, I fear this is my final chance. Help me turn Heidi’s game against her.”

      “I can’t kill you.”

      “Don’t condemn the world for false morals,” said Liz. “You’re not ending my life but saving my soul.”

      Before Mercury could respond, Liz entered the innermost circle, experiencing the blinding light. By now, the black smoke had engulfed Kayla. Little time remained. Heart pounding, she approached the edge of the silver symbol.

      Breaking from the monster, tendrils of black smoke became Tom and Victor. Tom bowed before Victor began beating him to death. Mercury had arrived. The way she stared at the apparitions told Liz she saw an alternate vision.

      “Time’s up, Merc.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Set us free,” said Liz. “Grant me a hero’s death and release Kayla. You did what was necessary with your mum and boyfriend. Don’t let Kayla’s body be used.”

      Breathing deep, saving the self-loathing for later, Mercury nodded, approached. Much as it hurt, she was ready.

      Into the inner circle came Heidi, holding Amira. She had figured out their plan.

      “Lose the knife,” said Heidi, “or I’ll break Amira’s neck.”

      “Save the world,” said Amira.

      “I won’t ask twice.”

      Liz remained silent in despair. That Heidi would kill Amira, either way, meant nothing. Amira had almost given her life to save Mercury. Mercury could not condemn her, no matter what it might mean.

      To Liz, she said, “Sorry.”

      She drew back the knife. Liz wouldn’t get there in time. The gun would not be as effective, but she had to try.

      Into the final circle burst a madman. Though he must have been blinded, as had everyone, when he jumped, his aim was good. Shocked, Heidi loosened her grip on Amira.

      As Trey landed on the monster’s back, Amira slid free and raced towards Mercury.

      “Do it.”

      Mercury held the knife.

      Facing her, Liz nodded.

      Already, Heidi had cast Trey aside. Roaring with bestial fury, she charged.

      Liz: “Now.”

      Screaming with regret, Mercury drove the blade’s point into the top centre of Liz’s chest. With Heidi’s residual strength, she yanked the knife to Liz’s midriff, splitting her almost in two before retreating.

      Weaponising the blood infected by Heidi, Liz dived into the symbol, wrapping her arms around the smoke covered Kayla.

      Closing her eyes, she clung on. Knowing they were victorious, she managed to smile.

      Slipping away, she died a hero.
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      Knowledge of his inability to kill or even maim Heidi did not induce a second of hesitation in Trey as he attacked. In the medical tent, he had mapped the rest of his life. He would attack Heidi until she killed him, or by some miracle, he killed her. If he died on attempt one, saving Amira would make it worthwhile.

      In seconds she cast him aside. Rather than attack in retaliation, thus marking him as an equal, she went for Mercury, Amira and Liz.

      At first offended to be dismissed as though no more than a fly, irritating but easily ignored, he found solace upon seeing Mercury slice open Liz. Upon watching the recovering police officer dive for the symbol.

      Heidi was too slow.

      Landing on Kayla, engulfing her, Liz ensured she and the host disappeared in a torrent of blood.

      Everyone stopped; not a breath was taken. Would the demon shake off the blood as a dog shakes off water? Would the ritual proceed as planned or—

      A scream loud enough to tear the sky ripped through the world. As Kayla melted a black cloud rose, forming a maligned mass in the atmosphere. Undisturbed, it hung for several seconds. From within its black folds came swords of blinding light.

      As one, the chanters screamed.

      Light continued to shred the black mass.

      Ribbons of darkness tore free, began streaming to the ground. Before they reached the body of their would-be host they broke up and disappeared, back to the hell from whence they’d come.

      Finally, the last of the mass vanished. At once, the screaming stopped. The winds continued to whip. Though the chanters remained in place, their bodies began to disfigure, then separate into numerous pieces. When the pieces became small enough, they unravelled into black dust which hung in the air, defying wind and gravity.

      Mercury, at the symbol’s edge, was fixed on the women she had killed. Amira grabbed her arm and dragged her away.

      Trey thought Heidi would follow. Instead, she turned. As she came, he stood. When a metre separated them, she smiled a mad, defeated smile.

      “You saved her life,” Heidi said of Amira. “Freeing Mercury to save the day. If not for you, my master would be here. Yet they run, leaving you to die.”

      Taking another step, she spread her arms.

      “No one has ever loved nor respected you. Not your father nor your siblings nor me, mummy.”

      “You’re not my mother.”

      “I lied when you were a kid,” she said. “No matter what you do or where you go, you’ll never find happiness, nor meaning. From conception, your life was pointless.”

      “You’re not my mother.”

      Not dropping the façade, she continued. “I told one truth that day. Do you know what it was?”

      “My mother said I’d never be exceptional.”

      “Correct.”

      “You’re not her, and she wasn’t right.”

      “No?”

      Heidi prepared to pounce; Trey to die.

      She stepped between two piles of dust, her former followers.

      She might have stepped upon a hidden switch.

      With a rush, the wind, at last, took the chanters’ remains.

      Within a wheel of spinning dust, Heidi disappeared with a roar.

      Seconds later, the wheels exploded in all directions, creating a dust storm which blotted the sky and stole the world.

      After entering the circle, it had taken minutes to reach Heidi. In the tornado of darkness and dead followers, blinded and at odds with the wind, the return journey would take longer than his life had to run.

      As a child, his mother had warned his only route to happiness was to flee the family the first chance he got. Because he had failed to heed this advice, he would die alone, with no one to care he had gone. Worse, it was no more than he deserved.

      He had outlived them all.

      A hollow victory.

      Surrendering to the darkness, he stretched his arms wide. Let it take him.

      Someone grabbed his left arm, over one cast. Heidi had come for revenge.

      Another took his right, over the second.

      Forcing open his eyes, he looked first left, then right.

      “You coming or what?” Amira said.

      Giving him no choice, the women walked. At first too stunned to move, he soon worked with them, forward, forward. Not knowing if their course was correct, only that they needed to go somewhere.

      For an unknowable amount of time, they moved in silence. At times, hopelessness affected each of them. At last, they broke through the howling tornado and collapsed.

      On their backs, they observed the sky. Though the sun was blinding, they stared with open wonder. For a while, they were able to ignore the whirling black tornado right before them.

      Then it began to collapse.

      It might have crushed them, but they didn’t move. Merely turned from the sun to the funnel as it collapsed inwards, tumbling as though sucked into the Earth, sinking until all that remained was the symbol in the grass, the fast-dissolving bodies of Liz and Kayla.

      And Heidi.

      Staggering, beaten and bruised, she took the time to straighten her clothes and stand tall.

      with and bereft as she was, she still radiated power. Also fury.

      With slow, clomping steps, she approached, eyes burning. As she came, she pointed. When she spoke, her voice held plenty of strength.

      “You guys are impressive. I applaud you.”

      Mercury sat, patted her sides. Looked to Amira and Trey. There was no need to verbalise. She had lost the demon-killing blade.

      “It’s my fault,” said Heidi. “I could have killed rather than infected Liz. That joke backfired. Could have slaughtered Amira in hospital, but was interested to see what you’d try next. So many times, I could have killed Trey, but I’d grown quite attached. You raised me. I fancied keeping you as a pet.”

      All three were sitting now, watching Heidi approach like children about to receive a lecture from a displeased adult. Perhaps they had broken a window playing football.

      “The way forward is clear,” said Heidi. “I kill you then rebuild without anyone meddling. You can tell I’m not human. I learn from my mistakes.”

      Clapping, she said, “Who’s first?”

      Without consultation, they rose as one. Side by side, they waited.

      “All at once?” shrugged Heidi. “Works for me.”

      Somewhere nearby, an engine roared.

      An unassuming blue vehicle, neither race car nor battering ram, jumped off the road, onto the pavement, and smashed through the fencing onto the field.

      “What do you reckon?” said Heidi. “Drunk driver?”

      The car hit her.

      Across the grass she flew, tumbling head over heels then into the ground over and over. Upon landing in a heap, she immediately rose.

      The car’s driver side window was down. Will looked out.

      “Time to go.”

      They did not need telling twice.

      “No, no, no,” Heidi called as they jumped into the car. “That’s hit and run. That’s illegal. Don’t go anywhere. You can’t escape. Stay and let me finish you.”

      But already, they were gone.
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      Shoulder to shoulder, they watched the sun set on an awful day. In honour of Liz, each had their choice alcoholic beverage, large.

      “Her master’s not dead,” said Mercury. “She’ll try again.” She was drinking white wine. Impossibly, this had begun less than a day ago in an unfamiliar bed. That she would never see Leon’s wife and daughter into a proper grave filled her with regret. Heidi would likely have left town. Going back was still too risky.

      “Agreed,” said Amira. Her drink was a large vodka with minimal tonic. Weeks had passed since she had left the hospital. Her hope that freeing Mercury would mark the end of her entanglement with demons was predicated on killing Heidi at the same time.

      “We’ll stop her,” said Trey, in who’s broken hand was a pink cider. He was thinking of his family but with little sadness. That he reserved for himself. His determination to kill the beast he had risen had not departed with their near escape. Relentlessly, he would chase her, knowing until one of them died, his guilt would mount with her kill count.

      “I just want to protect my daughter,” said Will. His was a beer. Upstairs, Edie and Xyla slept in the same bed. Today, they had lost their mothers. Will had promised Edie both would be treated with respect. Back in the town he had fled, they were rotting into the Earth. “Even without the demons, for how long must we run?”

      No one answered. If they defeated the demon threat, the police would no doubt have questions about the bodies they had left behind. For Trey, Amira and Mercury, this seemed a moot point. They each hoped to destroy Heidi. None expected to survive the conflict.

      “What do you reckon,” said Amira. “One more good night’s sleep?”

      “Here’s hoping,” said Mercury.

      In contemplative silence, they watched the sun fade beneath the treetops. Mercury raised her glass.

      “To Liz. Who died a hero.”

      “To Liz,” they echoed.

      “In her honour,” said Amira. “Let’s kill that demon bitch.”

      They went inside for one last good night’s sleep.

      
        
          
            

        

        * * *

      

      Want more?

      The third and final novel in the Hide and Seek trilogy will be released later this year. Tap the link to get your free pre-release copy: subscribepage.com/hideandseek3
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      I don’t plan my novels.

      I get a basic idea, and I just go for it. It’s more fun for me that way, and I think it makes my work less stilted and predictable for the readers.

      Of course, there are drawbacks. After having the basic idea for the Hide and Seek series, I decided on the titles for four novels. They would be:

      Hide and Seek

      Count to Ten

      Ready or Not

      Here I Come

      Clever, huh? The problem is, when I was part way through writing this book I realised something.

      It wasn’t going to be four books. It was going to be a trilogy.

      Naturally, this is a problem. One I as yet have not solved. I might call the final novel Ready or Not, or Here I Come, or something else entirely. I’m still thinking about it.

      Got an idea. I’d love to hear them so please get in touch at mark@markayrewriting.com

      While I muse on what novel three might be called, I’d like to thank you for reading Count to Ten. I hope you enjoyed it, and Hide and Seek too.

      If you did, I’d be incredibly grateful if you would take a couple of minutes to review either Hide and Seek or Count to Ten or (perfect world) both on Amazon.

      Reviews help me reach new readers and make a huge difference to my career, my happiness and therefore, most importantly, my wife’s happiness. You can return to Amazon to review or click the links below.

      Thank you so much in advance - I truly appreciate it.

      
        
        Tap here to review Hide and Seek on Amazon

      

        

      
        And here to review Count to Ten

      

      

      

      Mark Ayre

      09/05/2020

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get a free pre-release thriller

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re enjoyed Hide and Seek and Count to Ten, I’d love to send you a free pre-release copy of the third and final novel in the Hide and Seek trilogy.

      Tap the link below to sign up and I’ll send you your copy a couple of weeks ahead of its official release. If you want, you’ll be able to give feedback for last minute changes. If you don’t, you can just enjoy the read.

      
        
        Tap here to secure your copy
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        They still look like your loved ones. The ones you love are gone forever.

      

        

      
        After going for a walk in the woods to escape her crumbling relationship, Mercury stumbles upon a terrible ritual. She escapes unharmed, but something has risen.

      

        

      
        It wears a human face, but its power is unimaginable.

      

        

      
        If Mercury can’t stop it, it’s not only her life that’s on the line…

      

      

      Book one: Hide and Seek

      Book two: Count to Ten
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        The black sheep’s shadow

      

      

      
        
        They see the body down an alley. Hair matted with blood from a blow recently struck. They call the police and try to stop the bleeding.

      

        

      
        Somewhere nearby, a mother screams. Her nine year old has been taken.

      

      

      
        
        All your secrets

      

        

      
        His body lies on his office floor, multiple stab wounds having shredded his white shirt and the chest beneath it.  

      

        

      
        There has been no break-in. The killer was either invited, or already had a key.

      

      

      Tap here to grab the books now
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        Poor Choices

      

      

      
        
        The Morton's were unassuming, unexceptional boring. Now, as they try to rectify their poor choices, they slip further and further into dark and dangerous places, and it won't be long before blood is spilled.

      

      

      Tap here to buy now
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