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      She came home though Amira advised against it. Returned solo though Amira wanted the three to remain together. She told Amira she had to go; she would be fine alone. Neither statement was true.

      “Why do you have to go?” Amira had asked.

      “There’s something I need.”

      But was there?

      Beyond her front door, across the central area of her bungalow, against the wall which separated living room from bedroom, stood an ornate wooden bookshelf. Upon these shelves were countless gothic classics: Dracula, Frankenstein, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Rebecca, and many more besides. Many were early or even first editions. Some had cost a fortune, only a few had been cheap. All of them she had thumbed through time and again. Many she could recite almost by heart.

      “Tonight is the last time we’ll be home,” Mercury had told Amira. “I can’t leave them behind.”

      Something to read before the end of the world.

      Mercury would soon be dead. She had not told Amira this, though Amira was her best friend, and knew almost everything about her. Mercury could not bring herself to reveal to her friend the depth of her despair, nor her determination to do what needed to be done. To spare herself the fate to which she was destined, should she survive.

      Her home, which she had so loved, so cherished, sat at the end of a quarter-mile gravel path. Set this far from the road, the street lamps did little more than cast an eerie glow across the building’s front. Only when Mercury’s headlamps swept across the bungalow did she get a good look at her pride and joy.

      It looked as it had when last she had arrived home. On that occasion, she had put a knife through her boyfriend’s heart, killing the monster that had possessed his body, before her own possessor had taken control. During the struggle with the beast in her boyfriend, her door had been bent from its hinges.

      Since that day, Liz and Amira had replaced the door and removed the body. Amira had never said to where they had taken the corpse and Mercury could not bring herself to ask. Presumably, Dom lay at rest with Mercury’s mother, who had been possessed and had died the same night as had Dom.

      The car was still, the engine ticking over. Mercury stared at the front door. Her hands fixed to the wheel as though glued. She found she could not remove them.

      Before long Mercury would again come face to face with Heidi; the monster who had once possessed her and now possessed Olivia Michael’s, the mother of Mercury and Amira’s third amigo, Trey. The confrontation would result in either the thwarting of Heidi’s plan or the end of the world. Mercury would survive neither outcome.

      Before this end, they would continue to run, continue to fight. There would be no downtime. Certainly, no reading time.

      Mercury did not need, nor did she have any use for, the books she had come to reclaim. Especially considering her favourite classic, and the one which had cost the most, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, was already in her possession.

      Foolish. That Mercury could not release the wheel and approach her home was a sign. The engine was on, she needed only to reverse up the drive, return to the street, and drive away.

      As though shoved by the wheel, her hands came free. From the ignition she took the key, sliding it under the mat at her feet. Stepping into the cold night air, she approached her home.

      The old door had creaked. On well oiled, unabused hinges, the new glided towards the open-plan living-kitchen-dining room without a sound. Her car off, the headlights dampened, darkness greeted Mercury as she opened the door. As though a black hole had appeared within her bungalow, devouring the interior but leaving standing the structure.

      Knowing when they went toe to toe with Heidi, they would be outmanned and outmatched, they were always going to need something to tip the scales their way; even if only a little. Amira had such a something. They had delayed returning home to collect for fear that scouts, left by Heidi, would report the trio’s presence to their master, or spring a trap to snare them.

      A couple of months after going on the run, this fear had diminished but not dissipated. Amira was reticent for Mercury to come to her bungalow alone because she feared an enemy might lie in wait in the home in which Mercury had once felt safe.

      The darkness which greeted Mercury might have concealed any number of demons, monsters and murderers. Yet, it was not fear of these potential threats which, after muscle memory carried her finger to the light switch beside her door, beneath her coats, made Mercury hesitate to banish the black.

      Memories, not monsters, inspired terror in Mercury. Upon drenching the bungalow in light, she feared not that she would see an axe-wielding maniac; rather the body of her boyfriend, of the only man she had loved.

      Amira promised the body was gone. Mercury believed her friend. Didn’t matter. She was sure the light would reveal Dom’s corpse, nestled between the sofa, the TV, her favourite reading chair.

      The sight of him would push Mercury to tears and to her knees. As she fell, he would rise, sitting, standing, shambling towards her. His eyes would show not anger but sorrow.

      Why couldn’t you save me?

      No.

      Slicked with sweat, Mercury’s finger slipped from the switch. The minor jolt was enough to snap her back to her senses.

      Even in the dark, she could look straight to her bookshelf. After flicking the switch, she would cross the room and look nowhere but at the spine of those precious volumes. Across her shoulder was slung a bag, already unzipped. Within the canvas pouch, she could not fit her whole collection of gothic novels. She would grab her favourites, pack them, and go.

      Enough fear.

      Exhaling, as though the switch was a car she was attempting to lift from her leg, she compressed her finger; the lights flashed on. All was revealed.

      On the night Mercury had shoved a blade through her mother’s heart, before she had killed her boyfriend, she had returned home. The bungalow looked now as it had then. Calm, quiet, perfect. Everything her life was not.

      When a ritual invited an otherworldly monstrosity into Mercury’s mother and boyfriend, they had died. Though she had pierced their hearts with her blade, it was not them she had killed. Instead, she had liberated their bodies. She knew this. Still, she could not think of herself as anything but their murderer.

      First swinging closed the door, as though afraid a neighbour might wander by and point and laugh at her show of human weakness, Mercury burst into tears.

      Clutching the door handle, she slipped to the floor. For weeks she had been lost in a void as Heidi controlled her body. Since Amira’s ritual had ripped the demon from within and put it into another host, Mercury had been on the run. There had been no time to think about what might have been: about loss and the past.

      Stepping into her quiet bungalow, for a moment not running, was like a hammer blow resulting in a torrent of memories. Countless happy seconds spent between these walls with Dom, a couple of difficult hours with her mother. It tore at her heart like the blade with which she had killed the monsters that had taken from her those she most loved.

      Despite her promise to seek out and focus on the bookshelf, when Mercury opened and dried her eyes, they went straight for the framed photograph above the mantlepiece. Pride of place. It had been Dom’s favourite, so naturally, Mercury had claimed to hate it. Following a difficult childhood, she had spent many years putting up walls. She wasn’t one for personal photographs. With an emotional chisel and ridiculous amounts of perseverance, Dom had been breaking through those walls. Had been succeeding. Then—

      She should not have returned. The pull was too strong. Resisting would have been pointless.

      Focus. From the mantlepiece, she glanced at the empty floor, where once had lain her boyfriend’s dead body, and to the bookshelf beside her bedroom door. She was here for a reason. Flimsy, empty as that reason had been, a reason existed—time to get on with it.

      Angry at her weakness in coming here, she crossed the living room. Before leaving for good, Amira and Liz had fixed the buckled door, disposed of the body. They had not repaired the carpet, which remained spotted with the burn marks left by Laars’ infected blood. That blood had scarred Dom. That night he had been possessed, been lost to Mercury forever.

      Reaching the back of the flat, she glanced into her once beautifully kept, now overgrown, garden. For hours, Dom had slaved over his DIY shed—which he called a summerhouse. Mercury hadn’t wanted the eyesore blemishing her otherwise perfect garden. Had let him build it because it got him out the house a few weekends on the spin. Gave her space to sit back, relax, read, drink.

      She’d do anything to reclaim those weeks. For more time with Dom, she would help build the stupid summerhouse.

      She wouldn’t. Mercury knew grief drove such empty promises. She was who she was. Given a chance to do it all again, she would still take Dom for granted. But she wouldn’t take a walk in the woods on the night that changed everything. Dom would still be alive. Her mother would still have cancer, but at least they would have time to continue their reconciliation before the end.

      Mercury would still be human.

      Liz and Amira had also cleared away the summerhouse remains, which the infected blood of the slaughtered Laars had destroyed. Even in the dark, Mercury could tell the grass beneath was dead, the ground blackened. Nothing would grow there again.

      From the back door, she turned at last to the bookshelf. To reach it, she had to cross her closed bedroom door, which she did. Once at the bookshelf she should have begun immediately shoving books into her bag. Instead, she found her eye redrawn to her room.

      The door was closed. Had it been open, a glance inside might have been enough.

      Even a glance was too much. Inside Mercury would find her bed, her clothes, a few personal effects, and little else. Focus on the job in hand.

      At random, she plucked a book from her shelf and dropped it into the bag. Her hand rose to take another. When it was halfway to its goal, Mercury twisted, took two steps to her bedroom door and, with her other hand, grabbed the handle.

      The first hand remained in midair, positioned as though to take a book. For a second, Mercury watched it, as though expecting it to do something unexpected. When she saw how her fingers trembled, she dropped it to her side.

      Beyond this door, the bed she had shared with her boyfriend, the man she loved. One night, Heidi had woken in Mercury’s body, dragged Dom into the woods, and killed him with possession as the murder weapon. By dying during, but not because of her possession, days earlier, Mercury had conversely survived the ritual. Neither Dom nor Mercury’s mother had been so lucky.

      Mercury could not release the door handle. Tears stung her eyes. She knew in her bedroom lay more bad memories and no kind of peace. Despite this, she could not return to the bookshelf. Surrendering to impulse, she turned the handle and pushed the door.

      The light was on. The room looked as it always had, but for the young woman perched on Mercury’s side of the bed—the side closest to the door.

      Mercury had arrived at her bungalow wound up, afraid, agitated. These feelings had bloated as she moved through her home, gaining more power with every step she took.

      Despite her anxiety, Mercury did not jump when she opened the door and saw the stranger on her bed. Nothing but the corpse of Dom, or perhaps her mother, could have elicited such a response. Her recent past had inoculated her to run of the mill scares and shocks.

      In fact, the woman offered the focal point and distraction the bookshelf had failed to become. She was an enemy, here to kill Mercury.

      Regular service had been resumed.

      Without backing away or approaching to attack, Mercury simply nodded a hello. “You must be the maid.”

      The young woman beamed. She was plain, for the most part, but the smile transformed her expression into something that could be considered either adorable or insane.

      “Not the maid,” she said, “but the assassin.”

      To this, Mercury had no follow-up questions. If she had, the assassin’s next move would have answered one.

      Raising a fist, the non-maid revealed a hand-grenade clasped between her fingers, the pin already pulled.

      “By the way,” she said. “It’s lovely to meet you.”
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      Amira took the gun and her knives; dumping the latter into her canvas bag and concealing the former within her jacket. Kitted out, she turned to Trey.

      “Stay in the car and keep watch. Do not fall asleep.”

      Amira zipped up her jacket and opened the car door. The carpark was still, the block of flats silent.

      Fidgeting, checking for his knives, Trey said, “I thought you wanted us to stay together?”

      “No.” As usual, she felt no need to elaborate. “Got your phone?”

      He showed her. “Got my knives too.”

      “You won’t need them.” Amira pointed to the block of flats, moving her finger from the lit lobby to the darkened metal stairwell. “Entrance and fire escape. You see anyone approach, you call. Describe them as best you can. Not that you would, but don’t leave this car and don’t confront anyone. See someone: call. Got it?”

      Distracted by four of Amira’s words (Not that you would) Trey failed to respond.

      “Got it?” Amira repeated.

      “Got it.”

      “Without going through a window into a ground floor flat, which is possible but we can’t cover everything, the only other way into the building is the fire door. Can’t see that from here but to get through they would have to break it down. It’s metal and heavy-duty: you hear anything that sounds like someone trying to break down a heavy metal door, what do you do?”

      Trey clenched his fists and planned his response. After meeting Amira’s eye, he would tell her in no uncertain terms that she was not his mother, he was not five, and she was not impressing upon him the danger of talking to strangers.

      He could not meet her eye. He said, “Phone you.”

      “Right away.”

      “Yeah, right away.”

      “It probably won’t be an issue. Chances are slim they’re still watching the town. Even if they are, it’ll be a lone scout who’ll wait for backup before he attacks. He might come at us when he realises we’re leaving, but we’ll outrun him.”

      This time Trey did look at Amira. Her expression confirmed what he had heard in her tone. She was trying to comfort him. She thought he was afraid.

      Trey had no right to expect any kindness or compassion from Amira and Mercury and should have been grateful for anything he could get. Amira’s tone and expression made him inexplicably angry. He hated himself for that. He looked away.

      “Just get on with it.”

      “Sure thing,” she said, then ruffled his hair. “Be good.”

      Then she was gone.

      Leaving him alone with his thoughts.

      Never a good place to be.

      Seething with resentment, he took deep breaths and planted his head against the dash. With one hand, he grabbed his knee and squeezed as hard as he could. With the other, he found one of his two blades and gripped the hilt. Within seconds, his knuckles had turned pale; his knee was beginning to throb.

      Beyond the car’s windscreen, a light breeze whipped at the tarmac carpark and unsettled the leaves in the trees which stood sentry in a semi-circle around the building’s land. When Amira had opened her car door, Trey had heard the gentle flow of the river which wound it’s way past the flat on the opposite side to the carpark. Now the door was closed, all was silent.

      All was silent, and Trey was where Mercury and Amira wanted him. Out of the way. In their eyes, he was useless. Out of pity, rather than compassion or because they thought he could help their cause, they kept him around.

      Given Trey had stabbed Mercury and been complicit in Heidi’s plan to shoot Amira, pity was more than Trey deserved. He should have been grateful for anything more positive than loathing.

      He could not be grateful. His parents and siblings had kept him around out of family obligation. They too had felt he was useless.

      To prove otherwise, Trey had committed murder and helped perform the rituals which had brought three monsters into the world—Heidi and those who had possessed Mercury’s boyfriend Dom, and her mother, Fran.

      Where Amira had ruffled his hair, messed it up, Trey ran a hand, smoothing it once more. He had released his knee but clutched the blade still.

      Trey had sold his soul in an attempt to prove to his family he had value. In proving the same to Amira and Mercury, he hoped to win it back.

      All he needed was a chance.

      If there was a God, and that God listened to and on occasion even answered prayers, Trey would be a long way down the list of people worth helping. Regardless, no sooner had he wished for the chance to prove to Amira and Mercury he could be useful, an engine broke the silence of the night.

      With every second, the engine grew louder. Trey had only decided it must be a motorbike when the visual evidence proved him correct.

      The biker, kitted out in full leathers but sans a helmet, ignored the many parking spaces and pulled up within inches of the lobby doors. Kickstand down, he dismounted and unzipped his leather jacket. From the back of the bike, he withdrew a small bag and what appeared to be a machete. From the bag, he took a packet of cigarettes and a lighter.

      Cigarettes were dangerous, but mostly to the user. It was the machete which drew Trey’s attention. He watched as the biker leaned the frightening blade against the side of his bike, then lit a smoke.

      The phone which Trey had waved in Amira’s face now rested on his leg. Instinctively he grabbed the handset and unlocked the screen.

      Before he could find Amira’s number, he paused. The biker was now leaning against the wall, beside the entrance, blowing smoke into the air.

      From inactivity, Trey’s phone went dark.

      This was the scout. There was no doubt in Trey’s mind. The machete was a dead giveaway; not to mention the flouting of all available parking spaces.

      The guy’s positioning was odd.

      No doubt, he hadn’t entered the building because he was waiting for backup. Given how recently Amira, Trey and Mercury had arrived in town, backup was likely some time away.

      Despite this, the biker had not hidden at the edge of the carpark, watching for Amira’s departure. Instead, he stood brazenly by the front door where Amira could not fail to see him.

      Then again, the bike was inches from the door but to one side. Amira would likely not see it until she had exited the building.

      Amira was always on guard, but would not expect a welcome party so close to her exit. When the biker heard her enter the lobby, he would ditch the cigarette and collect his weapon. A good swing with the machete could spell her end.

      Except he was banking on the element of surprise, and there would be no surprise because Amira would have been forewarned.

      Trey looked at the dark screen of his phone.

      And let it slide to the seat, between his legs.

      To prove to his family he had worth, Trey had murdered an innocent and brought forth a monster. To redress the balance, he would murder a monster and save an innocent. Once Trey had proven himself, Amira would look at him with respect, rather than pity. He would become part of the team, rather than their pet.

      Trey opened the door, slid from the car, and closed it again, quiet as he could. His eyes on the enemy, Mr Machete, he planted his behind on the ground, pressed his back to Amira’s vehicle.

      Thus positioned, he ensured he had both blades. The ordinary knife he stashed in his bag; the demon killer he held aloft.

      Most likely, Mr Machete was an infected. From the little Trey knew about the possessors, smoking wouldn’t interest them. He believed it was better to be safe than sorry. The blade infused with the demon-killing concoction would end the life of either a possessed or infected. The ordinary knife would kill an infected, but prove useless against their possessed masters.

      Weapon in hand, Trey judged the space between the car and building. Crouched, cautious, it would take him thirty seconds to reach the wall around the corner from Machete and the front door. The car by which he crouched was in line with the smoker and his bike. If Trey ran at an angle, within five seconds, he could be out of Machete’s eye line, if Machete turned his way.

      It was a risk. A sudden movement as Trey burst from the car might register in Machete’s peripheral, might draw his attention and prompt him to investigate. If he moved immediately, Trey would be caught in open ground.

      The infected were no stronger than your average human, but your average human was stronger than Trey. If he were to stand any chance against his enemy, he would need not only his blade but also the element of surprise.

      His options were limited. Either he slunk back into the car and called Amira, like the coward people had always believed him to be, or he took the risk, made the run, and put everything on the line to prove he could do good, to prove he was not worthless.

      Despite his fear, he knew what he had to do. Machete was lounging, unfocused. The moment he twisted his head away from Amira’s car, Trey rose and ran.

      After a five-second sprint, he slowed, bowing his head, crouching. No longer could he see Machete and, he hoped, no longer could Machete see him.

      Half a minute later, he reached the wall. Trying not to breathe too heavily, for fear Machete would hear, Trey pressed his back to the wall and clutched the knife to his chest, blade tip an inch beneath his chin. He was three paces from the corner. The building entrance was set not in the centre of the block, but off to one side, only five paces from the corner around which Trey hid. Machete stood on Trey’s side of the door, maybe four paces away. His weapon, after which Trey had named him, leaned against his motorbike, out of reach but far closer to his hand than Trey was to his heart.

      For want of a plan, Trey edged across like a crab, until his shoulder was an inch from the corner.

      From here, he could smell the cigarette smoke—disgusting—and hear the sound of leather against brick as Machete shifted. Afraid his movements would be as audible, Trey stood stock-still, waiting not for a plan but for courage.

      There was no need to plan because there was a single option. Trey knew where Machete was. All he could do was step around the corner and charge, praying that surprise would dull Machete’s reaction times. That, by the time he reached for his blade, Trey’s was already halfway through his heart.

      Trey knew what he had to do. He needed only a sign from which he could derive strength to attack.

      Machete released another long breath. Trey imagined the smoke rising. Wondered if it would catch Machete’s eye.

      Then, something else. A sound which recalled to Trey his father’s favourite lieutenant, Victor. How often had Vicious Victor dropped his cigarette and squashed it with a boot before approaching Trey to dish out another beating? As if the cigarette was a preview of what Trey was to suffer.

      The memories could wait.

      If Machete was stomping his cigarette butt, there was every chance he was looking at the ground, more distracted than he had been previously.

      Driven by the hope that arrived with this tiny window of opportunity, Trey rounded the corner, lifted his knife, prepared to strike.

      As he did, headlights fired through the trees, and an SUV rolled into the parking lot. Machete stepped forward, his hand raised. His mouth opened as though to call. Before he could speak, he caught sight of something in the corner of his eye.

      Blade aloft, charging at his prey, Trey had only now considered the consequences of his actions.

      Machete grabbed for his weapon, took the hilt of that shining blade.

      Before he could lift, Trey plunged the knife into the man’s heart and threw himself away.

      With a roar, Machete grabbed Trey’s knife and tore it free. Blood followed the blade as super fans will follow a pop idle. Machete screamed as Trey hit the floor and rolled, fast as he could, away from the splatter.

      Blood hit the bike, the front doors, the pavement, and from all these locations, steam began to rise.

      Blood covered Machete’s front. In his veins, the infected substance had been safe. Set free, it ate him alive. Still screaming, he dropped.

      Trey was still rolling. When he stopped and rose, he saw from the rising steam he had avoided by centimetres having his legs eroded by the vile infected blood.

      Having stood, he fell to his behind.

      Trembling, shaken by his actions and his success, he wanted nothing more than to collapse where he was, close his eyes, and sleep.

      No such luck.

      The rumbling engines had fallen silent. Behind the first SUV, two more had followed. All three had parked at the far end of the lot, side by side. As Trey collapsed, doors flew open; boots hit the tarmac.

      Amira had suspected a scout might spot their arrival into town and had anticipated that scout might call for backup.

      Backup was supposed to be an hour or more away. Instead, it was in the carpark, talking amongst itself, staring at it’s melting scout.

      And pointing at Trey.
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      At first, Mercury could not tear her eyes from the dull metallic circle in the assassin's hand. Her stomach was a mess of differing, often conflicting, emotions. One burned brighter than the rest combined.

      Longing.

      "Afraid?" asked the assassin, smiling as she misread Mercury's expression.

      Amira had found the spell with which they had ripped Heidi from Mercury's body. It had not been a clean break. What remained eroded Mercury's humanity, but also increased her strength, speed, agility and endurance. Than most humans, Mercury would be harder to kill. A direct explosion from the grenade would surely still end her life.

      "You know my name," she said to the assassin. "What's yours?"

      The assassin held aloft the grenade. Enhanced endurance and nerves of steel kept the shakes from setting in as she continued to best gravity.

      "Heidi warned me about you," the assassin said. "Told me not to delay; to drop the grenade the moment I saw you."

      Had the assassin dropped the grenade when Mercury appeared, it would have been over. There might have been time to register the object, falling, and to understand what was about to happen then—

      Peace.

      From the melting pot of emotion in the pit of Mercury's stomach, anger rose to compete with longing.

      "You're going to be in trouble," she noted.

      "That's true," said the assassin who had yet to assassinate. "I promised I'd be good, but I can't. How could I? No human could frighten Heidi, yet the way she grabbed my arm when she explained my mission, the way her eyes widened, there was something there. And such strict instructions would make anyone wonder."

      The assassin seemed to drift into thought. She kept her eyes on Mercury, who held her own on the grenade. What was she supposed to do?

      "What makes you so special?" asked the assassin.

      The hand which held the grenade remained steady. Any second those fingers might loosen, the bomb might drop. Mercury considered ways she might relieve the assassin of her weapon, even while wishing the explosion would come.

      She said, "Heidi and I were bonded. During our time together, I peeked at her deepest, darkest secrets. So long as I live, there's a chance I’ll share what I know and embarrass her."

      "What secrets?" The assassin's eyes were eager.

      "She's afraid of the colour yellow. She wants a Poodle, and she wants to name him Fanny. She hates mushrooms."

      Eagerness turned to confusion, turned to suspicion. At last, a groan of understanding.

      "You're joking. This is a joke. That's so annoying."

      "Sorry to disappoint," said Mercury.

      "Besides, no one likes mushrooms."

      "I like mushrooms."

      The assassin made a face. "Maybe that's why Heidi wants you dead."

      "Perhaps," said Mercury. She paused, glanced at last from the grenade, over the assassin's shoulder to Dom's side of the bed. An invisible force clutched her heart. To distract from it, she continued, "so, your name?"

      The assassin considered, then shrugged.

      "Betty."

      "Old fashioned," noted Mercury. She was thinking about obligation. About how, to save the world, Liz had given her life.

      While the foul remnants of Heidi eroded Mercury's soul, she wanted nothing more than to escape the future. Facing a similar fear, Liz had been brave. Had tossed aside selfish ambition to do what was right.

      Mercury could not escape her longing for Betty to drop the grenade. She had to be better. For the time being, self-preservation had to be her aim.

      She had failed Dom. Could fail no one else.

      To Betty, she said, "And, what are you?"

      "Sagittarius."

      "Funny. Infected or possessed?"

      "Maybe I'm an ordinary human."

      "Maybe you're human. You're not ordinary."

      "Ouch. Fine. What do you think I am?"

      Having chosen what was right over what was easy; obligation over self-interest, Mercury needed a way to extradite herself from the present situation without getting herself killed.

      A secondary aim would be to protect the house she so loved. Her only hope to achieve this was to talk Betty down. Whether this would be possible depended on what Betty was.

      "You've crazy eyes like an infected," Mercury mused, examining the assassin, "but the confidence and rational speech of a possessed. You have a grenade and seem willing to let it explode in your face if it kills me, but that tells me little. The blast would kill an infected, but an infected would be happy to die fulfilling the orders of her master. A possessed wouldn't die so would have no need to fear the explosion. Hmmm."

      "Tricky, isn't it?" said Betty. "Does it pain you to know you'll die without learning the truth?"

      "Should I die today, I'll regret only not first killing Heidi."

      "Aren't you noble?"

      "Not particularly. Nor am I done reasoning."

      "No?"

      "No, and I won't die not knowing whether you're possessed or infected. I already know."

      "That so?"

      Mercury nodded. "Of course. If Heidi were to send an infected, she would send only one created by, and therefore devoted to, her. If you were infected, in your reverence of Heidi, you would have followed her orders to the letter. If you were infected, I would be dead; we would not be having this conversation. Therefore, you must be possessed."

      “That," said Betty, "is excellent reasoning."

      Mercury nodded but did not speak. Her mind was working. An infected would have been easier to defeat, but she would have had no time to tangle with it. In a straight fight, her chances of beating Betty were slim to none, but that did not render her optionless.

      "Has our conversation run dry?" asked Betty. "I suppose I should delay no longer in dropping this," she nodded at the grenade, "but it has been interesting, this brief parlay."

      "Do you work for Heidi?" Mercury asked.

      "Excuse me?"

      "Just wondering. I mean, from those of your kind I've met, I thought, except for your all-powerful master, you were on the same level. You're taking orders from Heidi, so maybe I was wrong."

      Betty did not at once respond. Her expression, calm and clear, gave little away. More telling was that the smile of moments ago had vanished. Nearly thirty seconds ticked by in silence. The smile did not return.

      "You're trying to rile me," said Betty at last. "If you succeed, what do you hope to achieve? Will it make me sloppy, do you think? Give you a chance to escape?"

      Mercury was playing with fire. Her eyes darted from Betty to Dom's side of the bed, to her carefully chosen wardrobe, her comfortable carpet. She loved this place. Amira had suggested, after today, they might never be able to return. Mercury believed her. Still, there was comfort knowing it was here, in case of a miracle.

      "If you don't have to follow her orders," said Mercury, "maybe we could come to an arrangement that doesn't involve you killing me and destroying my home. That was my thought process."

      Betty waited several seconds. She gave the impression of consideration, but Mercury did not believe she would switch sides. There was no chance Mercury could save her home. To try was foolish when there was work to be done. In the grand scheme of things, her beloved home was immaterial.

      Betty said, "Our world is one of torment and terror. Generations ago, all political structures crumbled into ash. We found them unsustainable in the hell that was our home. Still—"

      Mercury swung her left leg in an arc across her body, pirouetting so that, when she replanted her leg into the soft carpet, she was facing away from her would-be-assassin, towards the bedroom door.

      Betty released a hiss of frustration. The arc of Mercury's kick had brought her foot into contact with Betty's hand, knocking the grenade free, sending it across the room.

      While it remained in flight, Mercury's left leg landed. Without hesitation, she bounded from the room.

      Like all possessed, Betty boasted incredible speed and reflexes. Had she retained focus she could have either reclaimed the grenade before it flew too far, or grabbed Mercury before she could escape.

      Shock prevented her from taking either action.

      Mercury flew through the door, into the living room.

      The grenade hit the wall, the wardrobe, the carpet. It rolled beneath the bed.

      Accelerating as fast as was possible, Mercury dived across the living room, making it halfway to the front door, to escape, in a couple of seconds.

      Then the bomb went off.
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      In a van, across the street from the pub, Benny ran her through the plan once more. When she didn't respond; worse, couldn't even look at him, he leaned in, putting an arm around her shoulder and a hand upon her leg, just north of her knee.

      "I know you're frightened. I'm asking a lot, but only because I trust you. Because I know you can do this for me. Come on, make me proud."

      Still, she could not look at him. Across the street a bouncer in a cheap black suit stared at his phone, looking up only to ID check the infrequent new patrons. Through the glass windows, Sam watched blurred faces chatting, drinking, laughing.

      At least one drinker was alone.

      "Sammy," Benny prompted. As he spoke, he squeezed her leg. Not so hard it would hurt. Hard enough to be sure he had her attention. "You need to get moving."

      Growing fear and guilt brought tears to Sam’s eyes. Countless times over the past few days, they had reviewed the plan. Repeatedly, Benny had promised it would be okay. She should have no doubts. Should be pleased for the chance to help Benny. She owed him everything.

      Regardless, she did not think she could do it. She didn’t know how to tell him.

      "Sammy." The voice was a little sterner now. He squeezed a little tighter, if only for a second. Sam flinched at the bite of pain. At last, looked his way.

      "I don't know if I can do this."

      It had been a pervasive thought the past few days. That Sam had verbalised the fear amazed her. For several seconds, Benny held her eye, then turned away.

      With his gaze, he took his arm and hand. Releasing Sam, he shifted in his seat, twisting to view, as Sam had, the bar, the bouncer, the target.

      The next couple of minutes, they passed in silence. Benny was a talker by nature. The quiet signalled his disappointment, and the disappointment was like a tonne weight pressing upon Sam's skull. Her lungs constricted. She wanted to say something but was afraid of the response.

      Five minutes passed before she managed, "I'm sorry."

      As she spoke, he twisted her away. His look was a blade to her gut. When he leaned in, she resisted the urge to flinch.

      "When mum and dad died, everyone thought I'd piss off, abandon you. Remember that?"

      "I never thought—"

      "I stuck around," he cut in. "Raised you, protected you, did everything for you." He shook his head; his expression spoke of his revulsion. "This," he jabbed a finger towards the bar, "is nothing compared to what I’ve done for you, to what I sacrificed. How can you not get that?"

      Trying not to cry, she said, "I get it. I do get it. You've been the best brother in the world. Perfect. I want to pay you back, I do. Just…"

      He looked at her, waiting. There were no more words. She searched, desperate for something useful to say: found nothing.

      "Not this?" He asked. "You'll do Anything to pay me back for everything I've sacrificed. Just not this. That right?"

      She opened her mouth. First time of trying, nothing escaped. Tears rolling down her cheeks, she nodded and forced out the words.

      "Anything else. I promise. Anything else. With this… I just can't. I'm sorry. I'm useless."

      Benny looked away, over to the bar, considering. After a few moments, he sighed, stroked his cheek, and leaned towards Sammy, replacing his arm around her shoulder, his hand on her knee.

      "Sweet Sammy, there is nothing else. All these years I've done everything for you and asked nothing in return. At last, I need something. One simple thing, and you say you can’t." He looked back at the bar; his fingers on her knee gripped tighter than they as yet had. "You will do this," he continued, now tightening his grip on her shoulder, too. "You will do as I ask because you owe me, and you will not mess up, do you understand?"

      Her brother's grip grew tighter with each passing second. If there had not already been tears in her eyes, the pain would have done it. It hurt too much to talk. She managed a nod.

      "Good girl. Smart move. I knew you wouldn't let me down."

      The pain reached a new intensity. Sammy could feel Benny's eyes on her face as she fought the urge to scream. It felt as though the bones in her shoulder and leg were about to snap. She could hold it in no longer. She opened her mouth and—

      Benny released. When he patted her knee, she flinched and whimpered. He stroked the back of her hair and kissed her cheek.

      "I love you ever so much, Sammy. You know that, don't you?"

      Sammy nodded. "I love you too."

      Smiling, he kissed her cheek again, then opened her door.

      "Great stuff, now go on kiddo. Knock 'em dead."
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      In the second Trey had driven his blade into the heart of his prey, even as he was throwing himself from his victim, he had experienced a moment of pure elation.

      He had noticed the SUV’s arrival. Machete’s actions told him this vehicle contained more enemies. He knew if any of Machete’s blood hit him, he would suffer unparalleled agony; possibly worse.

      Both facts he forgot as the blade sunk deep. For the first time he was not Trey; passenger, but Trey; warrior. He had proven his worth; had saved Amira.

      Trey’s victim had ceased to scream. His body was a mess of melted flesh and smouldering leather; of charred bones and sizzling muscle. His fellow infectees would not mourn their fallen associate but might be incited to violence by his demise.

      They had Trey in their sights. As they shouted, he rose; as they gave chase, he bolted.

      Behind him, they fanned out, creating a line which would cut him off if he went for the car. Turning the corner, he raced for the fire escape which ran from ground level to top floor.

      Reaching the stairwell’s foot, he swung around the railing and climbed, his feet clanging on metal.

      Having watched him ascend the steps, several of the infected halted their pursuit. Most returned to the building’s entrance. A couple ran past the fire escape towards the block’s back wall.

      Only three stopped at the bottom of the stairs. Two of these remained at ground level. One ascended.

      Without pause, Trey rushed past the middle floor onto the top. The roof was out of reach. His only route forward was through the window into the top floor corridor, along which stood Amira’s front door.

      Seemingly in no hurry, the infected continued to rise, moving ever closer to where Trey was stranded.

      The element of surprise not an option, Trey did not fancy his chances in the forthcoming altercation. Despite this, he grabbed from his bag the second knife before searching his pockets for his phone.

      Despair and humiliation crawled along his wrists as his fingers found no trace of a mobile. Now he remembered dropping the handset between his legs in the car. When he had departed to take on Machete, he had not picked it up.

      As his new enemy ascended the final flight of stairs, Trey saw first his face, decorated with an insane, giddy grin. What followed was a slender body cloaked in baggy, stained clothing. In his hand was a baseball bat.

      How could Trey have been so stupid? Had Amira not warned him to stay in the car, to not attempt to take on their enemies? This was why. If he had listened, Amira would have known about Machete, and the backup that followed. Forewarned is forearmed. Amira was about to be overwhelmed and had no idea what was coming.

      The window into the upper corridor was locked. On the wall, Trey spotted a fire alarm and a hammer for breaking its glass cover. Neither of which were of use this side of the window.

      Having reached the fire escape’s summit, the infected stopped. A metre separated the pair. One hand tightening on his bat, the infected raised his other in greeting.

      “Howdy,” he said. “You must be Trey.”

      “I am.”

      Trey was worthless, useless. In trying to be a hero, he had plunged Amira into danger. He wished this infected had a gun. A bullet to the brain and Trey would feel no more guilt. The bat could also kill him, but first there would be significant pain. Despite his vast experience with physical beatings, Trey still feared agony.

      Raising his knife, he said, “Stay back.”

      With unexpected ferocity, the infected swung the bat into Trey’s extended knife-wielding hand.

      The blade flew over the railing into the night. After pumelling Trey’s hand, the bat hit the window, cracking but not smashing the glass.

      Once Trey was done screaming; as he took deep breaths in an attempt to control the pain, the infected said, “You were saying?” Then began to laugh.

      Trey was bent double, good hand cradling bad. Already suffering from burning anger at himself, for his failings, the infected’s laughter pushed him over the edge.

      Roaring, Trey launched from his bent stance, wrapping his arms around the infected’s legs and falling, putting all his weight into the move.

      He fell. As the infected gave way, Trey landed on his stomach, on the top deck of the fire escape. Further back, the infected hit the stairs, rolled over his head and began to slide. As he went, he thrust his arms towards Trey, and Trey took advantage. Reaching out with his good left hand, he grabbed the bat and yanked.

      “No,” the infected groaned. Rising, he began to scramble up the steps.

      Wasting no time, Trey swung the bat. With his right hand broken or at least sprained, Trey had to rely on his weaker left for the swing. Had the window been undamaged, his assault upon it would have done little more than leave a scratch. Having already been cracked, beneath the bat’s weak blow the glass shattered, cascading into the corridor beyond.

      The infected was coming, marching up the stairs, his grin gone.

      With the bat, Trey cleared the last shards of glass. As the infected lunged for him, he hopped through the window and sprinted along the hall.

      There were only six flats on the top floor. It took Trey only ten seconds to reach Amira’s door and to pound upon the wood with his bat.

      Pause.

      Trey glanced back along the hall. The infected stood beyond the shattered window. As though he were a vampire and could not enter without being invited, he remained outside.

      The monster’s grin had returned.

      Afraid, jumpy, Trey raised his fist to knock again.

      As he did, the door swung open. Amira appeared, pointing a gun in his face.

      “What the—” she started.

      Then the bomb went off.
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      Seemingly, Mercury heard the blast and was simultaneously caught in its wave.

      It tossed her into the front door Liz had been so kind to replace. The new door buckled as well as had the old, and bent out of, but did not fall from, its frame.

      Mercury hit the floor. The blow would have rendered an ordinary human unconscious. Reinforced by whatever Heidi had left behind, Mercury’s head swam but did not blackout. Her entire body ached, but she retained the strength to lift her head and survey the bungalow.

      The blast had ripped from its hinges her bedroom door. The glass panel in the back door had shattered, as had the living room light and a bottle of cooking wine which had sat beside the oven. Like blood, the pinot noir snaked across the counter, dripping down the cabinets onto the kitchen floor.

      The sofa was on its back. Mercury’s favourite reading chair had been tossed into the wall. The reading lamp lay across Mercury’s legs, as though someone had chucked it her way thinking she’d be in a reading mood after she’d found the strength to sit up.

      Mercury had neither the strength nor the inclination to dive into a good book. Had she wanted to, she would have struggled to find the reading material. The explosion had torn through her bedroom wall and smashed her wooden bookshelf. The volumes with which she had lined the shelves were no more than confetti, littering the floor and tumbling through the air like snowflakes.

      Mercury’s favourite book, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, was safe in Amira’s car. To her, each book had been precious, and she mourned the passing of the remainder.

      Not only the books. The ceiling creaked. Mercury turned her attention above the fireplace, to Dom’s favourite portrait. As she looked, the frame collapsed from the wall, shattered on the carpet, as though it had been defying gravity long enough to catch her attention, to break her heart.

      Her body’s many aches and pains demanded she remain vertical. Ignoring their pleas, she kicked from her legs the reading lamp and attempted to stand.

      Her eyes stung. Debris cascaded through the air, towards the carpet.

      Through the holes in her bedroom wall, she could see the damage caused by the blast at its epicentre. Her bed and furniture were little more than firewood; her clothes were tatters. The window had shattered. Chunks had been smashed from the exterior wall.

      Mercury was some distance from her closest neighbour. Surely someone would have heard the blast. The police and perhaps the fire brigade would be on their way.

      Across the room, she staggered. Though it appeared nothing was on fire, a heat emanated from the bedroom. At least at first. As she drew nearer, the cold night air, which flowed freely through the glassless window, whipped her skin.

      She could neither see nor hear Betty. Perhaps this was unsurprising, given the haze in the air and the ringing in her ears. Still, no shapes seemed to move. There was no sign of the enemy.

      She came to what had been her bedroom door. Around her feet, splinters of wood and the torn pages of timeless classics. Bending, though it hurt her back, legs and neck to do so, she collected scraps, noted the handful of words on each. By reading what little remained, Mercury suspected she could pinpoint the novels to which the page fragments had belonged. She brought them for closer inspection.

      From behind the shattered remains of Mercury’s bed, Betty appeared. One moment, she was across the ruined room, the next, inches away, her fist incoming. Mercury used the precious time between these two points, not to defend herself, but to slip the paper shreds into her pocket. Betty’s fist met her stomach, travelling upwards, carrying her from the ground, into the air.

      The fist withdrew. Mercury crumpled.

      Before she could think of moving, a foot found the same spot as had the fist. The connection lifted Mercury from the ground once again and sent her rolling across the room.

      Like Amira and Trey, Mercury carried two blades. Between the three of them, they owned one gun. As Amira’s contact had provided this weapon, and as only she had undertaken target practice, Amira tended to carry the firearm. Before they split, Amira had suggested, this time, Mercury take it.

      Having chased her prey across the carpet, Betty grabbed the back of Mercury's top and threw her over the breakfast bar with enough force to crack the oven's front. Something the grenade blast had been unable to accomplish.

      Mercury had refused the gun. She was starting to wish she hadn’t.

      Betty rounded the breakfast bar with a speed that might have indicated caution. More likely that she enjoyed toying with her food.

      When the stomach kick had sent Mercury rolling across the carpet, she had lost a blade; had felt it slip from her belt. The one which remained might be the poisoned option which would kill the possessed Betty where she stood. Might be the other, and therefore as useful as a lit match in a swimming pool. Examination would answer the question. Betty would not give Mercury the time.

      Planting her hands between shards of broken glass, trying not to slip on spilt red wine, Mercury moved to a kneeling position. Only when she looked at Betty did she see moving lips.

      “Ringing ears,” Mercury said, pointing. ”Can’t hear you.”

      As though this was a personal affront, Betty moved, lightning-fast. Two strong hands grabbed Mercury and swung her along the tiles, into a kitchen cabinet door which cracked beneath the impact.

      Betty grabbed Mercury again, bringing together their faces.

      “Hear me now?”

      Mercury opened her mouth to answer, then didn’t. She wasn’t sure if she had heard or lip read. Her ears still rang. She hoped she didn’t look as bad as did Betty. Having taken the full force of the blast, the would-be assassin's skin was purple or charred where it wasn’t torn and blood-drenched. Half her hair was missing, the other half matted with blood and sweat. Across her body, Mercury could see shards of wood from the bed and glass from the window piercing her body.

      She looked awful. Had she been human; she would have been dead.

      Again, Betty's mouth was moving, and again, Mercury shook her head. In response, Betty pulled her closer and yelled. Mercury caught most of the words. Could work out the rest.

      “Heidi… right… you. Good trick… grenade. Hasn’t… you though. Now I’m going to… you.”

      Mercury wanted to ask if the last missing word had been kiss or kill. Speaking hurt too much. Not worth the joke.

      Betty pulled her forward and slammed her back. This time the cabinet door did not crack but split in two. As the two halves disappeared beneath her weight, Mercury collapsed into the plates which rattled but did not fall or shatter.

      Betty rose. On one of the kitchen surfaces had been a block of knives. The blast had tossed it across the room. By the fridge, it lay on its side. The largest knife was missing.

      The cupboard into which Mercury had fallen comprised two shelves. Plates on top, bowls on the bottom. While Betty turned her back, Mercury shifted to the right, though it hurt her stomach, her back, her legs, to do so. With one hand she went for her waist, lifting her shirt. Something wet her fingers. In the melee, the knife at her waist had twisted and bitten her skin.

      No time to worry about that now.

      The sharpest blade missing, Betty took its successor. She seemed pleased with her choice.

      Mercury had her left hand on her blade, which might or might not be the possessed killing kind. Shifting to the right had exposed the cupboard into which Betty had shoved her.

      Smiling, Betty spoke again. She was no longer shouting; she was also further away. Mercury couldn’t hear a word.

      Instead of shrugging or asking Betty to repeat, Mercury dipped her right hand into the cupboard at her back, selected the first plate she could find, and tossed it.

      Her throwing arm was not what it might have been, pre-explosion. Didn’t matter. Her strength and aim took the plate spinning towards Betty’s face, forcing the possessed woman to raise a hand to knock it aside.

      A distraction.

      Despite the pain, Mercury sprung to her feet. As she climbed, she grabbed two more plates in one hand.

      Bloodied, broken face twisted in fury, Betty began to hiss something.

      Mercury threw the plates. With ease, Betty knocked them aside and Grabbed Mercury by the throat, lifting her from the ground. At the same time, Mercury raised her blade and shoved the pointy end towards Betty’s heart.

      Betty had lifted Mercury like a rag doll. She had risen too quickly; her aim was off. Rather than the heart, the blade pierced Betty’s throat.

      Gurgling, dropping her blade to reach for the one in her neck, Betty released Mercury.

      Having both expected and planned for this move, Mercury was already lifting her legs. As she fell, she kicked. As Betty took hold of the hilt of the blade in her throat, Mercury’s feet crashed into her chest, sending her spinning backwards, tumbling into the fridge.

      With a horrible thud, Mercury hit the floor. Knowing she had no time to be in too much pain to move, she rolled. She forced herself to her feet, grabbing the breakfast bar for support.

      Betty, on her back against the fridge, had two hands on the blade in her throat. Mercury took two steps forward and, as the possessed tried to prise the blade free, stamped on the hilt.

      Betty opened her mouth in a silent scream as the knife slid further into her neck. Perhaps it would decapitate her.

      Mercury didn’t wait to find out. Stepping past Betty, shambling, stumbling as she went, she made for the front door, which by now had fallen from its hinges and left a hole through which she could escape.

      Until she stepped outside, Mercury did not appreciate how oppressive the heat in the house had been. Breaking into the fresh air was like escaping from hell. It also bought her many aches and pains into sharp focus. Where she had been first punched, then kicked, her stomach howled.

      Ignoring her body's pleas for attention, Mercury dragged herself to the car. Anticipating that she might need to make a quick exit, she had left it unlocked, the key under the mat beneath the driver’s seat.

      Grabbing the keys, hoisting herself into the seat, Mercury stared through her home's open front door as she started the car. She wanted to get free. She wanted to escape with the belief that Betty was dead; that she had found the right blade and it had done its job despite not puncturing the heart.

      The car burst into life.

      Betty, also very much alive, appeared through the hole where had stood the front door.

      The knife was gone. It had almost completely severed Betty's neck. One hand the failed assassin used to hold in place her head; the other clutched the knife she had taken from Mercury’s kitchen block.

      The monster began to speak.

      Frustration overcame Mercury, fury hot on its heels.

      She roared, “I can’t hear you,” and slammed the accelerator.

      The car shot forward.

      Betty gaped.

      Then disappeared beneath the car as the car disappeared through the front of the house.
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      For the night ahead, Benny had bought Sammy a dress, presenting it as he would a gift. Benny often did buy Sammy gifts. He had always been a wonderful brother. This dress was not a present but a weapon in his plan.

      For Benny, Sam had tried it on. Even alone with her brother, she had felt exposed, embarrassed. Crossing the road, her cheeks burned, shame overcoming her as she arrived at the bar's entrance. The bouncer never looked above her neck as he said, "evening, love. In you go." Stunned, ashamed at her attire, Sam had her hand in her purse and hovered by the door. She was nineteen but looked younger. She had expected to be ID'd, though Benny had told her she would not be, looking as she did.

      As she waited, the bouncer once more stared at her legs, her breasts. Finally, her face.

      "Something up, darling?"

      Glancing across the street, she saw her brother through the windscreen. Intense and steely, his eyes never left her. When she looked his way, he lifted a hand, gestured her inside.

      The bouncer caught Sam's look and glanced to the van.

      "You alright?"

      "Fine," she muttered, and walked inside.

      The tipsy and the drunk crowded the place, their myriad competing conversations creating over the quiet music an unpleasant din. Since her youth, Sam had been studious. After her parents died, Benny had encouraged Sam to double down on her studies. There had been little time for friends or socialising, but that was okay. Benny, too, was a loner. They had each other. Though she had the grades, though she would have liked to go, she could not leave Benny to attend university after he had for so long stood by her.

      She couldn't let him down.

      From the door, she went to the bar. She had no interest in a drink but was following her brother's instructions. Having found a space between two loitering groups, she turned from the bartenders and surveyed the tables. Only three held solo occupants. Immediately, she pinpointed the man in who Benny was interested.

      "Hey, beautiful, can I get you a drink?"

      "Huh?"

      A lanky guy, four or five years older, leaned like a wilting plant over Sam, leering. If she didn't move, he would to drool into the cleavage at which he was staring. With a mumbled apology, though she had done nothing wrong, she pushed past him, rushed across the bar, and into the bathroom.

      At the sinks, two women whispered. When they noted Sam, they fell silent and stared until she had disappeared into a stall and locked the door, as though the cubical was soundproofed and their conversation therefore once again safe.

      Closing the toilet seat, Sam sat and brought her hand to her mouth. The moment her nail touched her teeth, she flinched. After her parents died, Sam had developed a problem with nail-biting. Benny warned her it was a nasty habit. He helped her stop. Withdrawing her nail from her mouth, she stroked her temple and flinched again.

      Her brother loved her. So much he had sacrificed to keep her safe, and how did she repay him? She was ungrateful. She struggled to follow simple instructions as quickly as Benny would like. He had to be hard on her. She wasn't as good at making sacrifices as him.

      She did not want to reenter the bar and carry out her brother's plan. The thought made her nervous to the point of throwing up. Taking deep breaths, she fought the urge. She didn't want the girls on the other side of the stall to hear her retching.

      It did not matter what she wanted. Her brother had not wanted to stay home and surrender any chances he had of making something of himself to look after his kid sister. For everything he had done for her, it was time to do something from him.

      A couple of minutes later, the whispering girls left the bathroom. As soon as they had gone, Sam abandoned her stall and crossed to the bathroom mirror. Where she had been crying, she did not look her best. Though she was not a big makeup wearer, she withdrew a few choice items from her clutch bag and did the best she could to fix her appearance.

      Once done, she looked presentable. All her life boys and men had told her she was beautiful, or sexy, or fit. The way they stared indicated she had a certain allure. Never had she been able to see it. Her mother had been beautiful. At best, Sam was average. Benny had warned her not to let her looks go to her head, but that would never be a problem.

      Taking another deep breath, she packed away her makeup and straightened her back. She thought once more of everything Benny had done for her, and how he reacted when she let him down. She returned to the bar.
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      The building shook, trembled, shuddered, but did not fall. Trey toppled into the wall. The ground beneath his feet creaked but did not collapse. Seconds after the initial blast, all was quiet, still.

      Then the fire alarm went off.

      If not for Trey, Amira might already have left the building. They would not be trapped, wondering if the whole block was about to collapse.

      From the fire escape, the infected leaned through the window, still smiling. He was unarmed. Moving into the hall from her flat, Amira drew her gun and pushed past Trey.

      The infected did not move. Already smashed, the glass pane would offer no protection. Amira aimed, preparing to blow away the grinning madman.

      A door at the end of the corridor burst open—a plump couple in pyjamas, carrying a few belongings, bundled into the hall.

      The woman cried, “What’s going on? Is this a drill? What was that blast?”

      Turning, she saw Amira, saw the gun, and screamed.

      “Get out of the way,” called Amira. The couple was blocking the window.

      Trey trembled. Bat still in hand, he approached Amira, touched her arm.

      “You’re scaring them.”

      “Don’t care.” To the couple, she said, “Move now.”

      Two more doors, these behind Trey and Amira, opened. Hurried footsteps accompanied agitated conversation into the hall.

      “Amira,” said the plump women. “What are you doing?”

      The fire alarm stopped. Everyone stilled. All was silent.

      From behind Amira and Trey, someone called, “Does this mean we can go back to bed?”

      The plump woman asked again, of Amira, “What are you doing?”

      Amira still had not lowered her gun. Trey didn’t dare touch her again but was determined not to be a spare part.

      “Everyone needs to get out,” he said.

      “Why?” said a man. “Who are you anyway?”

      Someone else said, “Can you smell burning?”

      Trey had not smelled burning. At the woman’s words, there it was: like a campfire in the distance. Amira and the plump couple seemed to get it at the same time. The woman who had been questioning Amira whimpered. “Oh, my God.”

      Between Amira and the fire escape were a single lift and a door into the stairwell. As the fire alarm had sounded, the lift was out of action. The exit from the stairwell opened, three men entered. One carried a shotgun, the other two baseball bats.

      Amira looked relieved to have somewhere appropriate to point her gun.

      “Building’s on fire,” said the shotgun carrier. “Everyone except you two,” he pointed at Amira and Trey, “out.”

      Amira stepped forward, towards the stairwell and their adversaries. Smiling, Shotgun raised his weapon. Rather than level it at Amira, he pointed it down the hall towards one of her neighbours.

      “Lower your weapon, stay where you are,” he said.

      “Don’t think so.”

      He sighed. “Don’t be stupid. I’m offering a simple deal. Stay where you are, lower your weapon, and no one else gets hurt. You make things difficult; I start killing.”

      “Not if I kill you first,” said Amira.

      “Not only that,” said Shotgun, unperturbed. “My allies, downstairs, will slaughter anyone who attempts to leave the building. When the fire brigade and police arrive, we will shoot anyone who leaves their vehicles. As long as you stay up here, with me, people live. You try to leave, or attack, they die. So, what are you going to do?”

      Amira held her gun, still aimed at Shotgun’s head. Her mouth twitched, her body trembled. She did not like taking orders from those closest to her. Hated it from her enemies.

      “You’re wasting time,” said Shotgun. “Building’s getting hotter. Drop your gun, or I will start firing.”

      The corridor did seem to be getting hotter. Whether this was due to rising flames or the placebo of Shotgun’s words, Trey could not tell. Possibly, it was a combination of the two.

      “Amira,” he said. “Come on.”

      “I can take him,” she said. “I can kill all three and get us downstairs. I can get us out.”

      “People will die,” said Trey.

      “We might,” said Amira, “if we do as they say.”

      “You have five seconds,” said Shotgun.

      Amira continued to twitch. Appeared frozen. Within, a battle raged. She thought her purpose was to survive, to defeat Heidi. She had convinced herself this mattered more than anything. The smart play might well be to let a couple of her neighbours die to ensure she lived to continue her war. 

      Trey had promised himself he would be brave. Had not realised the test would come in this form.

      “Time’s up,” said Shotgun.

      Trey reached out, grabbed Amira’s gun, and tossed it up the hall. One of the baseball bat wielders rushed to collect.

      “Everybody leave,” said Trey. “Now.”

      Amira’s eyes were on him, were burning. He could not bear to look at her.

      Shotgun lowered his weapon. Stepped aside as the plump couple rushed past him to the stairwell. Two more couples and a family of three brushed past Trey and Amira and hurried out. 

      Five flats had emptied. One door remained closed. Trey could only hope they were away.

      Once the innocents had cleared the corridor, Trey forced himself to look at Amira. 

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Amira didn’t bother to reply. She turned towards the trio of infected in the corridor, two of whom were now armed with guns, and the fourth who remained on the fire escape.

      “What now?” She asked. “Heidi want us to suffer? Are you going to stand guard to ensure Trey and I burn? Will you die with us just to satisfy your sick master?”

      “You’ll die tonight,” said Shotgun. “But you won’t burn.”

      He raised the gun, pointed it at Amira’s chest, and pulled the trigger.
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      A crashing as at least part of the roof collapsed. Mercury ducked, throwing her hands above her head, as plasterboard, beams and tiles rained onto the car, denting the roof, smashing the back window, 

      The dents became like stalagmites, hanging from above, one an inch from Mercury's hand. The car groaned, but the roof did not collapse. Mercury lived to fight another minute.

      Breathing heavily, she rested her head on the steering wheel. The car had either squashed or tossed Betty across the room. Neither scenario would have spelt her end. Any second she might find the strength to stand and to come again; to finish her task.

      Mercury didn't care about that. She closed her eyes. Could have fallen asleep. Wanted to.

      As sleep tried to claim her, she saw Amira. Realised Betty had been waiting. Heidi's forces had spied Mercury entering town and had prepared.

      The scout that marked their entry might have followed them until they split. Betty had come for Mercury. Who might have lay in wait for Amira?

      Amira could look after herself. But If she had already tossed aside any threat, she would have rushed to Mercury. Her absence suggested she remained in danger.

      Fighting exhaustion and pain, Mercury opened her eyes, grabbed the wheel, and forced herself up, pressing her back into the seat. Ahead, she could see nothing but dust and the wreckage of what had once been her beautiful home. There was no sign of movement. Nor of Betty.

      Though she was anxious to reach Amira, Mercury hesitated. The wall where had hung Dom's favourite picture drew her eye. The explosion and fall might not have destroyed the photo. Mercury wanted to abandon the car and find it.

      Couldn't.

      Time was not on her side. Worse, it might not be on Amira's. Wiping tears with the back of a dirty, bloodied hand, Mercury started the engine. Afraid at any second the remainder of the bungalow might fall upon her, she threw the car into reverse and hit the gas. 

      The car kicked into gear but, at first, went nowhere. The wheels spun. The roof groaned as the debris pushed for entry. Praying she would not have to climb out and flee on foot, Mercury slammed the pedal. If this didn't work, If she had to abandon the car, she would do something stupid. She would attempt to reclaim the photo. A surefire way to get crushed by the falling remains of her home or stabbed by the psychotic Betty.

      Though her ankle began to strain, she kept her foot to the floor.

      The seconds ticked by. It seemed nothing was going to happen. 

      Across the flat, someone moved. 

      The car shot backwards into the night, shaking off the wreckage of Mercury's home as a dog shakes off water after a dip in the lake.

      She cried in relief, then hit the driveway's perimeter wall and lurched forward, almost smacking her head on the steering wheel. Before going again, she took a precious few seconds to buckle her seatbelt.

      In the house; no further signs of movement. Betty could appear at any moment. Though Mercury was in a car and Betty's body had been battered and bruised, she did not fancy her chances if the possessed attacked.

      Despite this, she paused. In another lifetime, she had visited this village for a job interview. A big-city girl, she didn’t expect to be interested. Impressed by her potential new boss and the proposed role, Mercury had driven away half convinced. On her way out of the picturesque village, she had spotted a for sale sign. On a whim, she had turned her car from the road and travelled up a gravel path. At its end, she had found herself facing a bungalow. This bungalow. It was love at first sight.

      The purchase had been quick, and in this home, she had built a life. In this home, she had begun to shake free of her hermit lifestyle. Dom had moved in; on many evenings she and Amira had sat and drank and talked and laughed. Though it had not always been evident, life here had been perfect.

      A crack rent through the building. A beam collapsed into the living room. The right exterior wall collapsed.

      Mercury had dreamed of a miracle in which she defeated Heidi and was cured of the demonic remnants in her soul. In which she could enjoy a normal life. She would enjoy it here in her bungalow.

      Another beam fell.

      If a higher power existed, watching over all things, they were laughing.

      There would be no miracle. Mercury might destroy Heidi. Might save the world. 

      She would never save herself.

      Fighting the overpowering urge to give up, remembering she didn’t just fight for the world, but for Amira, Mercury twisted the wheel, slammed the accelerator, sped towards her friend.

      Away from the crumbling remains of her home, her hope, her humanity.
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      “He’s a guy; you’re hot. He’d got engaged to the love of his life yesterday; I’d still give you a chance. This guy’s lonely, depressed. Ain’t never had a girl like you so much as look at him. You ain’t going to struggle.”

      Despite her brother’s pep talk. Although she had spent far more of her life trying to throw off male attention than capture it, Sam was still sure her target would show no interest.

      There he was. Alone. Drink clasped in one hand, phone on the table in front of him. Looked like he was reading rather than watching anything. Occasionally he would touch the screen and slide up his finger, as though scrolling.

      Were he reading, he would not want anyone interrupting. If Sam sat with him, he would give her a dirty stare, ask what she thought she was doing, then tell her to leave.

      Sam did not want to talk to the target; dreaded what would happen if her brother’s plan worked. Regardless, if he were to reject her, as she was sure he would, she would feel embarrassed and miserable. Not because her brother would be furious, or because she would have let him down. Rejection hurt. Even if it was rejection from someone you didn’t want in the first place.

      Behind her, a door banged, someone barged past Sam. The shock drew from her a yelp. The barger looked back, looked her up and down, smirked, then walked away.

      Several people had looked around at her yell. The target was one of them. For a moment, their eyes met. After a second, he looked away, drank his drink. It was almost gone.

      Turning to the bar, Sam waited patiently for one of the staff to notice her. After five minutes, a woman in her forties or fifties with a smoker’s nails and voice whistled to one of the young bartenders. 

      “Oi, lass has been waiting ages. Take her order, will you?”

      Flushing, Sam said, “Thank you,” as the bartender approached.

      “Gotta be a bit more assertive,” said the woman. “Else you’ll get nowhere.”

      Subconsciously, Sam touched her cheek. At home, she had proclaimed to Benny one too many times that she would never be able to pull the target. He had lost his temper. After he had cooled down, he fetched her a bag of frozen peas and gave her a warm smile.

      “I’m sorry I had to do that,” he said. “You know how upset I get when you’re so down on yourself, don’t you?”

      She had nodded, winced as she pressed the peas to her face. After a couple of minutes, Benny had taken her hand in his and removed the bag. With a free finger, he had stroked the darkening skin.

      “You’re a beautiful girl, Sammy,” he had said. “You have to be strong. If you’re confident, you will get what you want, what you need. Remember that. Just be confident.”

      The bartender took Sam’s order as she tried to take strength from her brother’s loving words. With a deep breath, she picked up the wine and the pint of cider and forced herself to approach the target’s table.

      He didn’t look up until she was right by the spare chair. As his eyes met hers, she panicked. This was when she was supposed to speak. She could think of nothing to say. She was failing. He was going to laugh; to send her away with the flick of a hand.

      Lost in her failure, Sam did not at first realise that he, too, had opened his mouth but was unable to speak. Once she did, it was easier to focus on his wide eyes and reddening skin. She recognised that expression. She had seen it on herself.

      With her brother, she had been over and over what she might say to the target, to convince him to trust her, and to let her sit with him. She had been sure, without the right excuse, he would push her away, fearing cruel intentions.

      Bolstered by his expression, she said, “May I sit?”

      He could only nod. Once Sam had sat, she pushed the cider his way. 

      “I bought you a drink. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Again his mouth flapped. At last, he found the strength to say, “No.”

      He took the drink but did not raise it to sip, though he had finished his last pint. He glanced left and right, then over his shoulder. 

      Somehow his evident nerves helped her take control of her fear.

      “You probably think this is strange, me wanting to sit here,” she said, then worried that this sounded arrogant. That it seemed as though she was saying he would think it was strange because she was beautiful and he was ugly. She fought the impulse to go on the defensive, to say this was not what she meant.

      He said, “No.” Then thought it over. “Well, I guess, I’m not used to girls, or anyone, wanting to sit with me.”

      “I’m probably disturbing you,” she said, looking at his phone. “You’re reading. I can go.”

      “No,” his hand half crossed the table, then retreated. “Stay. I’d like you to stay.”

      He lay a hand on his phone, darkened the screen, then moved both hands to his cider, which he clasped. He kept looking at Sam’s eyes, then down at the table, embarrassed. 

      “What’s your name?” She asked.

      “Liam, yours?”

      “Samantha.”

      She did not know why she had said Samantha. Her brother always called her Sammy. Everyone else, Sam. Once upon a time her parents had, on occasion, called her Samantha. No one since then.

      “Pretty name,” he said.

      Though she had not chosen it, and it was nothing about which she should have been proud, she blushed as though he had complimented a skill. He was still blushing himself. Though he was not traditionally handsome, he had a kind smile and friendly, soft eyes. His round features she found cute. He seemed innocent and ordinary.

      A wave of sickness, brought on by guilt, overcame her.

      “So, you know, I’m almost afraid to ask,” he said, not looking at her as he spoke. “What made you come over?”

      “It’ll be easy,” Benny had said. “Once you sit with him he’ll be putty in your hands. From there, it’ll be simple to get him to do what we need. You won’t have to wait long to make your move.”

      Liam was awaiting an answer.

      “I was supposed to be meeting a friend,” she said. “We were going to have a drink then he was going to walk me home, but he stood me up. I didn’t want to be on my own, and, well, you looked friendly.”

      He blushed harder, smiled. 

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not going to try and get you to walk me home. I just thought you might like a chat, while I have my drink.”

      “Make sure you let him know you don’t mean to get him to walk you home,” Benny had said. “That way he’ll feel safer about offering it.”

      “Well, I’d be happy to keep you company,” Liam said. “More than happy.”

      “Thank you.” Sam rested a hand on his.

      Benny had said, “Make sure you touch him. Nothing much. Innocent. But the moment you’ve connected physically, in any way, he’ll be yours.”

      Withdrawing her hand, Sam forced herself to drink some wine. At Liam’s smile, she wanted to cry, wanted to scream. She hated what she had to do but could not let her brother down. 

      Could she?

      “So,” she said. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself?”

      They spoke for an hour. Conversation flowed freely. Sam felt herself smiling, enjoying herself. She almost forgot why she was there.

      Then a text. When Sam’s phone buzzed, she jumped. Liam must have seen her face drop as reality hit.

      “What’s up?”

      Shaking her head, Sam collected her phone and looked at the screen.

      What’s taking so long?

      Without replying, she locked the phone, put it away. Liam wanted to press the matter of what was wrong but didn’t want to pry. He was a sweetheart.

      “It’s nothing,” she said. Then, without thinking. “Just my brother. Wondering when I’m coming home.”

      A silence hovered between them. Sam realised she didn’t want Liam to offer to walk her. If he did, she wouldn’t be able to say no, as much as she would like to.

      Benny was outside. He would be furious if Sam left without the target, but if she said Liam refused to come, Benny would have to understand. In the end, he would just have to.

      Rising, she slid the empty wine glass forward and took her bag.

      “Thank you for keeping me company,” she said. “I should go before my brother comes looking, but it’s been lovely. Really lovely.”

      The urge to kiss his cheek was strong, but she resisted. There were memories from tonight she could cherish. She could not remember the last time she had held such a long conversation with someone other than her brother. Alhough it made her feel guilt and shame to think it, the discussion with Liam was far more engaging than was chatting with her brother, who was not the smartest tool in the shed, having given up his education to raise his sister.

      “Goodbye,” she said to the awkward but pleasant Liam.

      “Bye,” he said. “It was lovely talking with you too.”

      She smiled, and walked away, at once feeling relief and terror. Now she would have to face Benny, to admit she had let him down. She would hate herself, but she’d done the right thing.

      Through a set of double doors, she came into the cloakroom. Another set of doors would release her outside. In this vestibule, she pulled her coat tight around her, not because it was cold, but to put off the moment when she would have to face Benny.

      Coat tightened, deep breath taken, she reached out and opened one of the double doors.

      Behind her, another door opened. Someone touched her arm.

      Turning, she saw Liam, looking bashful but pleased with himself.

      She opened her mouth to shoo him, then closed it without having spoken. She could let her brother down by not pushing Liam into walking her home, but turning him away was one betrayal too far. She flinched at the thought.

      She prayed Liam had followed her only to say a proper goodbye.

      He said, “Let me walk you home.”

      Despite her fear of Benny, her determination not to let him down, she wanted to say, No. To turn Liam away. 

      She still had her hand on the double door; it was half-open. The night air rushed in.

      “You don’t have to,” she managed.

      “I want to,” he returned, without hesitation.

      A final chance to turn him away; Benny loomed large in her mind.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.

      Hating herself, she pulled open the bar door and led the target outside.
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      In the distance, sirens, growing closer all the time. Mercury, already driving too fast, put her foot down, sped towards her destination.

      At a turn, she almost flipped the car. Once steadied, she looked ahead, took in the line of trees that surrounded Amira’s carpark. The part of the building she could see, the top half, looked as always it had—no cause for alarm. The smoke which drifted over the trees could only have been coming from the block of flats. That explained the sirens.

      The sirens which grew closer. Mercury beat them to the finish line, speeding into the carpark and slamming the break, spinning the car, almost hitting a bright blue Mini. She stopped across two spaces, facing not the building or the trees but across the carpark to the gathered residents, recently evacuated. Fearful but intrigued, they stared at her, whispered to their neighbours and families.

      Smoke, black and thick, poured from the building’s lobby, but Mercury could see no signs of fire. When she stepped from her car and towards the flats, the wind whipped her skin, but no heatwaves pulsed from the block.

      If the residents had escaped unharmed, and it seemed most if not all had, might not have Amira? They might have passed like ships in the night. Even now, Amira and Trey could be investigating Mercury’s home while Mercury investigated Amira’s.

      No. A cursory scan revealed Amira’s car. Untouched, empty. They were still in the building. That they had not departed indicated they were either not alone or not alive. Unable to entertain the latter scenario, Mercury approached the building, ready to rescue her best friend. Also Trey, if it was convenient.

      As she neared the lobby, a man burst from the smoke. Coughing, spluttering, he went to his knees; turned his head to the approaching Mercury. Even through watery, stinging eyes, he recognised her. Mouthed, No. The reaction revealed his alignment with Heidi, even before he drew a knife from his jacket.

      Mercury had no blade. Even if she had, she could not have killed the infected, who had been transformed into something sick and twisted by his master but, unlike the possessed, was still human. Already, Mercury had slain several of them and was unable to shake the guilt. If she could avoid it, she would always let his kind live, however much Amira would despair at this decision.

      The infected man rushed Mercury, but his eyes were streaming, his throat clogged with smoke. His moves were dopey. Mercury stepped aside, caught his arm, wrenched free his knife, and spun him around. With her increased strength, she was able to lift him from the ground and hurl him several metres across the tarmac. After crash landing with a cry, he rolled on the floor groaning; did not try to rise.

      Mercury hurried on, plunged into the building.

      Packed with smoke, entering the lobby was like diving into a black hole. Oppressive darkness. Immediately, Mercury began to choke. Even with her eyes clenched shut, they began to sting, began to water. Within five paces, she had walked into and almost flipped over something. Quick examination revealed the hazard to be a chair. Easy to round once she knew what it was.

      From nearby, more coughing. A few indistinguishable, shouted words—still no flames, nor heat. Mercury had no doubt a group of infected had caused this. The question was whether they had been aiming to set the building ablaze and had failed, or if the smoke was for show, to trick others into believing the building was ablaze, and they had succeeded. She supposed it didn’t matter.

      Trying not to breathe, she crossed the lobby. Having visited hundreds of times, she knew the way to the stairwell door without the power of sight. Bumping into another enemy was her only concern.

      She came close. A couple of feet from the door someone span past. At the last second, she heard his feet, his curse, and stepped back. He flew past without realising she was there. Once he had tumbled to the ground, she rushed forward, pulled open the door, and stumbled into the stairwell.

      When the door closed, she chanced a look at her surroundings. The smoke here was not so thick as in the lobby. Still, it filled her eyes and made them water. To protect her throat, she was holding her breath; had been since entering the building. Her lungs ached. Seconds from now, instinct would force her to take a huge breath. If she didn’t move, she would choke.

      Once more clamping her eyes tight shut, Mercury took the stairs two or three at a time. With her eyes closed, she faced an increased risk of tripping. She’d ascended often enough to be sure of where she was going, even blind.

      As she reached the middle floor’s landing, she opened her eyes. Here the smoke was thin, easy to see through, and though it thickened every second, Mercury knew she had plenty of time before it filled the top floor as it had the bottom.

      Eyes open, she jumped onto the stairs, which would take her from the middle to the top floor. At last, she opened her mouth and gulped several lungfuls of air.

      Though she could barely see the smoke, she tasted it in those breaths. As she neared the top floor, she paused to release a volley of hacking coughs, retreating a couple of steps as she did. Not far above her head, the enemy lurked, possibly in a standoff with Amira. She did not want her coughs to serve them a notification of her presence.

      Once the coughing subsided, Mercury made her way to the landing at the top of the stairs, facing the door which opened into the top floor corridor, off which could be found Amira’s flat.

      No smoke had, as yet, reached this far. Visibility would not be an issue for either Mercury or any enemies she might face. Lifting her knife, preparing to attack, she approached the door, lay a hand on the smooth wood.

      More often than the stairs, she had used the lift to reach Amira’s floor. She had used the stairs enough times to know that beyond the door behind which she stood was a corridor. To the left was the lift, two flats, the window onto the fire escape. To the right were four more flats, the first on the left being Amira’s. At the end of the corridor was another window, this one offering no fire escape.

      Any enemies who had risen this far would likely be to the right, towards Amira’s flat. Someone might also be guarding the fire escape to the left. Of this threat, she would need to be wary.

      Taking a deep breath, Mercury prepared to shove open the door and burst into the corridor. Before she could make her move, an explosion indicated that someone had fired a gun. Probably a shotgun.

      Forgetting caution, Mercury dived through the door into the corridor, knife outstretched, and span right.

      Immediately ahead, three men, all moving towards Amira’s flat. One had a shotgun, one a pistol, the final man a baseball bat.

      “Can’t you hear the sirens?” Mercury shouted. “The cops are coming. It’s time to leave.”

      The man in the middle of the trio, the man with the shotgun, spun 180 and fired.

      Having not taken the time to aim, his bullet missed, smashing the wall beside Mercury.

      Reloading, this time he aimed before pulling the trigger.

      As he had prepared to fire, Mercury had tugged open the door into the stairwell and dived through. The bullet sailed through the door, past her shoulder, into the wall. Chips of plaster and paint flew.

      Shotgun came forward, preparing a third shot.

      “Mercury.”

      A man. At first, she assumed one of the infected was calling, excited to hurl some taunts before he murdered her.

      After a second, she registered in the voice a clear emotion that did not fit her attackers. Fear. She closed her eyes, remembered the shout, deciphered the voice.

      “Trey?”

      The shotgun fired. The door bucked, and a hole appeared in the wood as Mercury rolled away.

      Still facing the hall from which the infected had fired, Mercury backed up, pressed her body to the wall and stepped onto the top stair. For the good it could do, Mercury for some reason kept her knife raised.

      “Mercury,” Trey called again. He had to be in Amira’s flat. His voice was distant but audible. “You need to run. Get out.”

      Another shotgun blast. Another hole in the door. 

      It was unlocked. The shooter could have rushed in to face Mercury head-on. He didn’t. He wasn’t afraid. He was having fun.

      “Where’s Amira?”

      To this query, there was no immediate response. No sound but for the shotgun reloading, the footsteps of the shooter moving to the door.

      “Trey?” Mercury said. “Where’s Amira.”

      The shotgun appeared through one of the holes in the door. As though it were a periscope, seeking an enemy ship, it twisted left and right. Mercury was the enemy ship. If it found the right angle, it could blow her away. Taking a few steps backwards would protect Mercury from the next blast. She could not move until Trey responded.

      “Trey?” She almost screamed.

      The gun pointed towards the stairs.

      “They shot her,” Trey yelled, his voice desperate, afraid. “She’s…”

      The gun had paused. It pointed directly at Mercury’s chest. She was frozen to the spot.

      “Mercury, she’s dead.”

      Silence. Utter stillness.

      She’s dead.

      For several seconds Mercury remained frozen. Grief and desperate sadness bloomed in her heart. A second later it was taken over and destroyed, at least temporarily, by the wildfire of rage. A rotten, unstoppable fury which came from nowhere and within seconds had taken Mercury whole.

      Mercury, she’s dead.

      Casually, as though trying to avoid a dripping drain, Mercury took one step to the side a second before the shotgun cannoned. She heard more wall explode, then she was moving.

      The shotgun was retreating; the shooter withdrawing it through the door.

      Before it could disappear, Mercury arrived. Grabbing the end of the barrel in a tight fist, she kicked the door with all her might.

      The shooter screamed as the block of wood sent him flying. Screamed as his finger was torn from the trigger casing and snapped as Mercury dispossessed him of the weapon with which he had probably murdered her best friend.

      Lost to her fury, driven by her rage, Mercury barged through the door, turned, and fired.

      The other gunman had been rushing from one wall to the other. The shotgun bullet hit his side, tore through him, and tossed him along the hall. As he went, his blood spattered. The man with the baseball bat cried out and dived forward, barely avoiding the spray of infected blood.

      His mate, who had held the shotgun until Mercury relieved him of it, was not so lucky. When the door had hit him, he’d tripped and landed on his back. He hadn’t risen when his comrade took a bullet. As the pistol holder flew down the hall, almost cut in half by the bullet, a rain of blood covered his friend.

      Behind Mercury, someone was climbing through the window from the fire escape. He was shouting something, but Mercury wasn’t listening.

      The previous shotgun holder was screaming. The baseball bat carrier was charging.

      The shotgun was empty. Mercury darted forward, ducked low. As the baseball bat swung, Mercury attacked with the shotgun. The metal barrel smashed the baseball bat carrier’s stomach. Having gone low, Mercury forced the shotgun barrel up, throwing the infected over her head and tumbling down the corridor towards the fire escape man. This done, she kept running, scooting low as she went, grabbing the pistol and spinning.

      The two remaining men had been encroaching up the hall. They stopped as she pointed her new weapon in their direction.

      “You’re a fool,” one of them said. “Easily lied to.”

      She aimed for the speaker.

      From the ground, the former shotgun holder burst up. Redirecting her gun, she shot the floor, his leg, his neck, backing away as she did so.

      The neck shot did the trick. Gurgling, he went to the ground, blood surrounding him like a paddling pool.

      While he had distracted her, the previous shotgun wielder’s two friends had seized the moment, the opportunity.

      They burst along the hall. The one wielding the baseball bat was further away. As he was armed, she aimed for him anyway: a shot to the shoulder, two to the chest.

      He disappeared, baseball bat and all.

      The man from the fire escape rammed into her. She went head over heels along the corridor. The gun sprung free and bounded away.

      In her fury, she’d forgotten the aches and pains obtained in her bungalow brawl. Though rage still consumed her, when she rose from this latest attack, she felt these pains again.

      As she rose, he came. His foot found her throat, and she collapsed to the ground, gagging.

      He attempted to kick her stomach. She caught his foot, twisted. He screamed, spun, collapsed to his front.

      He tried to rise. She grabbed his legs and yanked. He fell on his face and cried out at the pain to his nose. She pounced, leaping up his body, landing on his back. In both hands, she grabbed his hair, yanked his head back until he was crying from the pain to both his throat and scalp.

      “My best friend,” Mercury said through a choked sob. “She was my best friend.”

      He tried to speak. Before a word could escape, Mercury slammed his face into the floor. He tried again. She slammed him again.

      And again, and again, and again.

      She was aware of the blood bursting from his nose. It spread across his face. It burned, peeling at his skin. When he screamed, she forced his face down. This time did not lift it. She smushed it left and right, coating it in his infected blood. She kept going as the blood ate through his face and began work on his skull, she held him down and used him like a scourer on a tough piece of dirt until the screaming stopped, until he fell still.

      Then she collapsed.

      Breathing heavily, she fell to the floor and scrambled away until her back was against the wall. Sobbing, she stared at what she had done, the bodies of the dead.

      The rage was gone. Grief reared up and kicked all other feelings aside. The tears came like a waterfall.

      “My best friend,” she whispered, staring at the bodies. “My best friend, my best friend, my best friend.”

      Someone appeared in the doorway. Through tear-stained eyes, Mercury watched Trey tread with care into the hall, taking a jump over one pool of blood and, in doing so, almost tripping face-first into another.

      Once he was steady, some way towards the exit, he turned to Mercury. He looked bereft.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “My best friend.” It seemed to be all she could say.

      Trey stared at her a little longer, then shook his head. “Please forgive me.”

      She looked at him, wondering what he could mean. Praying he was not admitting some culpability to her death. She opened her mouth to ask, to say something other than My best friend. Stopped when someone else stepped from Amira’s flat. 

      The someone surveyed the scene. “Girl, you did good.”

      Mercury gave a strangled cry. Amira beamed and offered a hand.

      “Always knew you had it in you.”
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      They drove for over an hour, Amira and Trey in one car, Mercury in the other. After hitting the countryside, Amira located the copse she had previously pinpointed on a map. Driving offroad, they made their way as far in as they could manage before leaving the cars and walking a short distance to a clearing. Upon arriving, Amira called Trey over, took his arm, and examined his hand.

      “You need to think about what happened back there. You gave away our weapon. Could have got us killed.”

      Once again, Amira made him feel as though he were a child. She told him off as though she was his mother, and he had let her down, disappointed her. Even the way she examined his hand was motherly. He winced as she tested the bones for breakages.

      “I think you’re fine,” she said. “It might be sprained, but I’m not sure it’s as bad as that. You’re lucky.”

      Trey’s natural reaction to being treated like a child was to hunch over and stare at the ground. In the clearing, perhaps buoyed by their latest escape, he straightened his back and attempted to speak with conviction.

      “That maniac was going to start shooting your neighbours,” he said. “His friends downstairs would have slaughtered police and firefighters. I thought the whole point of what we were doing was to save lives?”

      “Then you misunderstood,” said Amira. “During World War Two, the best way for those who opposed Adolf Hitler to save lives, in the short term, would have been immediate surrender. If they had handed their countries to the Nazis, the death toll, on both sides, would have been vastly reduced. So, to you, would that have been the desirable outcome?”

      It was not the first time Amira had rolled out the Nazi argument. The annoying thing was, it made a lot of sense. Trey found himself unable to answer. Amira nodded.

      “I get it; it’s difficult when faced with a situation in which you might have to see innocent people murdered because of your actions. You think I wanted to watch my neighbours die?” She smiled. “Maybe you do. I know you think I’m a bitch.”

      “No,” Trey said, surprising himself with the speed and firmness of his response. “I don’t think that at all.”

      Amira’s smile widened a little. Trey realised any sign of happiness on Amira was a rare occurrence. It was nice.

      “Maybe you should,” she said. “But someone has to remember the bigger picture. I know we’re the only ones who stand a chance of stopping Heidi, and that means we have to stay alive. To survive, I hope no one else has to die, but if their deaths keep us moving towards the ultimate goal of saving the world, I’ll take that every time.”

      Even as she held the smile, Trey saw total conviction in Amira’s eyes and knew she meant every word. He found her strength incredible. If he could emulate even a fraction of it, he’d be okay.

      “You’re right,” he said.

      “Well yeah,” said she. “Always remember, the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.”

      “Or the one.”

      “What?”

      Trey opened his mouth to respond, then closed it. In his youth, Trey had been a huge Star Trek fan. The chances of Amira being a secret Trekkie were slim to none. She’d probably heard the line somewhere but had no idea from where it originated.

      Had he been in a more positive frame of mind, her comments might have inspired inappropriate thoughts of Amira in an Ahura costume.

      “That makes a lot of sense,” Trey said, instead. “But I think Mercury’s going to struggle even more than me with accepting it.”

      Having taken a separate car, Mercury had entered the clearing a couple of minutes after Trey and Amira. Since arriving, she had sat against a tree and stared into space. She looked lost, almost broken. Trey wished there was something he could do, but it wasn’t his place.

      Amira looked to her best friend but showed no guilt, no remorse. Trey suspected she was feeling both.

      “Go for a walk, will you?” she said. “If you’re not afraid of the dark?”

      Trey didn’t bite. As a child, he had never feared irrational things like monsters in the closet or under the bed. Frequent beatings from his father, his brother, and his father’s lapdog Vicious Victor had ensured he feared only the real terrors which surrounded him. 

      Some children feared kidnap. Trey put it on his Christmas list.

      Fear of the dark in the trees at night was not irrational, but Trey was not afraid. Lost in thought, he found too much trouble within to worry about what might be lurking in the blackness.

      Amira’s words plagued him. He had meant what he said, that her comments made sense, that she was right. If his actions in the block of flats had got he and Amira killed, Mercury might have survived. Her chances of victory over Heidi would have been greatly reduced. If Mercury failed; if Heidi brought forth her master, humanity was doomed. Billions might perish. That could be the result of his compassion.

      The question was: if faced with a similar situation to today’s in the future, could he sacrifice innocents to save the world?

      Beyond the clearing, Trey allowed the trees to swallow him into darkness. Moving out of earshot of Mercury and Amira, he wandered at random, his mind always racing.

      The problem was the fate of any innocents he had the chance to save was always immediate. Not only that, but they had faces. He might have to watch them die, in which case he would see their horror, feel their sorrow.

      Compared to that, saving the world seemed a relatively nebulous concept. Not to mention you could rationalise. Even if we die today, maybe someone else will rise to defeat Heidi. There was no chance of that with the innocents. They lived or died based on the decision you made, there and then.

      The wind whistled through the trees. Neither animal nor human shifted or moved within earshot. Trey was alone.

      In a more extensive woods, Trey had stood with his siblings above the bleeding Mercury, who he had stabbed. By putting a knife in Mercury, he had made a decision. Murder this innocent woman and possibly save his father, rather than let her live and guarantee his father’s death.

      His father had been vile, evil, despicable. Yet, Trey had killed an innocent to save the man. Surely it should be easy to choose the world over an innocent when he had already proven he could choose an abuser over the same?

      The ritual had decapitated Carl, Trey’s brother. Beth, his sister, had survived half an hour longer, then died.

      Even after this, Trey had chosen to partake in the murder of two further innocents. This time his decision had been even worse. He had picked himself over the deceased, though given everything he had done, their right to life was far greater than his.

      If he could choose himself and his father over innocents, Why would he struggle to choose the world?

      At the edge of the trees, Trey stopped. Sliding to the ground, he leaned against an oak and stared across the countryside. What appeared to be infinite stretches of fields drenched in darkness and moonlight. On such a quiet night, in a place like this, one could almost believe the world was empty, that they were alone.

      Sometimes Trey thought he might be better off alone.

      The cool breeze whipped at his clothes. Trey thought of his mother. Tall, beautiful, powerful. A mysterious figure in his youth, so little time had he spent with her. He had believed she was the bravest woman in the world.

      That she had given her life to accept Heidi into her soul proved she was a coward.

      If she could be afraid when she seemed to fear nothing, could he not go the opposite direction? Cast off his fear and do what needed to be done.

      As a young boy, Trey had feared not only being a coward but becoming like his father and siblings. Cruel, twisted. Was that his destiny, curtesy of genetics? After he performed the bravest act of his life and sided with Amira and Mercury against Heidi the first time she had tried to raise her master, he had promised he would never again kill an innocent. He would fight to roll his apple as far as possible from his family tree.

      But was that not selfish? Could he condemn the world to make himself feel better about his soul? Would any deity accept him into the great beyond if he saved one innocent but indirectly allowed seven billion to suffer and die?

      He thought of Amira, thought of Spock.

      The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few.

      Their next meeting with Heidi would be their last. The final confrontation would be brutal. Trey did not expect to survive.

      It was time to decide.

      Rising, he assessed his faults. It did not seem it would be possible to overcome both his cowardice and potential for wickedness.

      To defeat Heidi, he might have to let some innocents die. 

      It was better to perish a cruel man who had saved billions than to die a kind man who had failed the world.

      This was not a freeing conclusion to draw. It did not make Trey feel good, but, perhaps, it was not supposed to. What mattered was not how it made him feel, but if it was right.

      And it was right.

      He had promised he would stop Heidi or die trying. That was a promise he intended to keep.

      He wound his way back through the trees, taking his time, hoping when he returned, he would discover Amira and Mercury arm in arm, the best of buddies. He always felt excluded, on the outside when it was the three of them, but he did not deserve to be their friend. Was lucky enough to be their ally.

      Through the last trees, he came, stepping into the clearing to find Amira lying on her back, staring at the starless sky. When Trey arrived, she sat up but did not stand. In the clearing, she was alone.

      He asked, “Mercury gone for a walk?”

      Shaking her head, “Mercury’s gone for good.”

      As Trey gaped, Amira stood, came to him with a grim smile, and squeezed his shoulder.

      “I hope you’re ready,” she said. “This war just got a whole lot harder.”
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      Sam did not see her brother as she led Liam into the night, away from the bar. She knew he would be around. Knew that he would have seen her and would be preparing.

      Benny had been a wayward child. Often sent home from school, Sam remembered arguments between her brother and her parents about his behaviour. After mum and dad had died, he had stepped up for her but had struggled to hold down a job. There had been numerous brushes with the law—visits from unsavoury characters. Benny paid for almost everything in cash.

      “It’s a nice night,” said Liam. Sam sensed he just wanted something to say. He was looking at the sky because he was afraid to look at her. She was not used to being the more confident person in a couple.

      “It is,” she agreed. “Thank you for walking me. You didn’t have to.”

      “I wanted to.”

      Benny hated odd jobs, legal or otherwise. He liked jobs that paid enough that he could put his feet up and do nothing for months or even years.

      Liam was one such job.

      “I want you to be safe and secure, the rest of your life,” he had told her. “Sometimes, we have to do things that make us uncomfortable to protect the ones we love. I need you to work with me on this.”

      Benny had carefully planned the route. Sam did not take the fastest way home but instead led Liam through a housing estate. Most homes were dark, their lights off, their windows covered by curtains. Some were not. In one kitchen, Sam saw a skinny guy pour a glass of wine. Bowing her head, Sam moved quickly on, Liam speeding up to keep pace.

      “I’ve struggled to raise you,” had said Benny. “Never having any money but always doing my best. You want me to be happy, don’t you? If you love me, you’ll do this.”

      “It’s probably too early to say something,” said Liam. “I should wait until I drop you off, but I’m worried I’ll lose my nerve.”

      “What’s up?” asked Sam.

      Benny had pulled her close, had hugged her tight and whispered to her. “I need you not to let me down. If you let me down, you’ll break my heart.”

      “I’d like to take you to dinner sometime. To go on a proper…” Liam struggled to finish the sentence, afraid of rejection. Forced it out. “Date.”

      Sam stopped at the word. They had come to the end of a cul de sac. The only way forward was a narrow alley, high walls on either side. It wasn’t long, but shrouded in almost total darkness. Beyond was an empty pathway bordered by trees. There were nearby homes, but none with a clear view of the alley or tree-lined lane.

      “Probably a stupid idea,” Liam was saying.

      “I’d love to,” said Sam, and realised she meant it.

      “Well, that’s great. I mean no pressure or anything, whenever you want to go. We can exchange numbers or something.”

      “Sounds great,” she said and took out her phone. Unlocked it and created a new contact. “In here.”

      Beaming like a kid at Christmas, he took the phone and inputted his digits. As he did, Sam looked over her shoulder. Was that something moving in the dark?

      “Here it is,” Liam said, passing the phone on. He gestured to the alley. “Shall we?”

      Before they had left, Benny had taken Sam’s hand, pulled her back.

      “I know what you’re like, Sammy, sweetie. You got this big heart, and you’re going to feel guilty, going to worry. Just remember, when you feel guilty, what matters most. Just think, do you care more about some nobody, who ain’t never done nothing for you, or your brother, who’s been your parents and best friend for years. You think about that tonight.”

      To Liam, she said, “I can make it the rest of the way on my own.”

      “I don’t mind. I like walking with you.”

      He reached out his hand to take hers, then pulled back, realising what he had done, embarrassed. Ashamed, Sam shook her head.

      “I live just past the alley,” she said. “My brother’s probably waiting up for me. I don’t want him to see you.”

      Liam considered, but she knew this would work. He was a nervous guy and would fear a confrontation with a big brother. Because he looked torn, she took his hand.

      “I can’t wait to have dinner with you,” she said, knowing she never would, wishing that she could. “I’ll text you.”

      He looked over her shoulder, into the blackness of the alley. Presumably, it didn’t feel very gentlemanly, leaving her alone with that to come.

      Taking the decision out of his hands, she leaned forward, stood on tiptoes, and kissed him on the lips. One, two, three seconds. Then she pulled away and turned towards the alley, preparing to say goodbye and rush off before he could insist on escorting her to her front door.

      As she took a step away, releasing Liam’s hand, her brother appeared from the darkness.

      “Hello,” he called to Liam. “Are you my sister’s new squeeze?”

      Benny smiled a hideous smile. 

      He continued, “I can’t wait to get to know you,” and, before Liam could register what was happening, Benny charged towards his target like a bull.
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      Anchored by despair, Mercury dragged herself into the clearing and dropped against a tree.

      She didn’t close her eyes. The clearing’s twig strewn floor faded. In its place, the bodies. So many bodies. Her boyfriend, mother, and Liz, who had given her life to save the world. Also, the faces of those she didn’t know, including those she had this night slaughtered whilst in the grips of her rage. Her monstrosity. Staring into their blank eyes made her want to scream.

      They were the enemy. They had wanted to kill her. That was Amira’s argument, and it never washed.

      Amongst those sent by Heidi and killed by Mercury would have been cruel and power-hungry men. Upon meeting their future master, they would have given themselves readily to infection, seeking new ways to dominate the weak, to bring pain to the unfortunate. They would not have understood the full implications of the condition they were accepting—the obsession, the need to serve—but they were despicable humans. For them, Mercury’s sympathy was limited, though she did not believe this gave her the right to play executioner.

      Then there were the others, type B in Heidi’s small army of recruits. Lonely men and, occasionally, woman. Good people who suffered from isolation and depression. Easy prey for Heidi. The moment this beautiful woman showed them kindness, affection, love, they were lost. They became willing murderers only because of their infection. Mercury had executed them for having an illness.

      Feeling the pain morph into a pulsing anger the like of which she had felt in the flats, Mercury put her fists into the ground, clenching them until it hurt.

      She could hear Heidi whispering, laughing. The demon would never leave her mind, never stop corrupting Mercury day after day. The infected weren’t the only ones with a maddening sickness.

      Amira had sent Trey away. Mercury’s so-called best friend crossed the clearing and stopped near the tree. She wiped soil from her jeans and kicked it from her shoes.

      “Worst thing about being on the run,” she said. “All this mucking around in the dirt. I’m a girl who likes simple comforts. A nice mattress, a warm duvet. My pyjamas. You know me.”

      Mercury said nothing. Amira watched her a little while, trying to make eye contact, then examined her best friend: Mercury’s bruised skin, the way she winced when she moved. The pain of the battle with Betty seemed to grow second by second.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      Mercury turned angry eyes to her friend. “Not for a thousand years.”

      In her life, Mercury had, on numerous occasions, been described as emotionally unavailable; several times as cold; and once or twice as heartless. Compared to Amira, she often seemed like a robotic teddy bear designed in a lab with no other purpose than to love.

      “You think I’m pathetic,” she said.

      Amira shook her head, but it was in her eyes, written onto her face. She did not, could not, understand why Mercury hated to kill the infected. Before long, she would start talking about the Nazis.

      “I don’t,” Amira said. “You find it difficult. I get that. Maybe you’re hurt by what I did but—“

      “Maybe?” In her anger, Mercury rose. The anchor groaned at her side. “You know I am. You know how difficult I find this, how I struggle with what Heidi’s remnants mean for me. And what you did…”

      She could not find the words. Amira tried.

      “I was encouraging you to release the full force of your power. I was helping you see—“

      “You emotionally manipulated me into doing what you wanted,” said Mercury. Amira’s response had helped her find the words. “You used me as you would a gun. A cold, feelingless piece of steel designed only to help you commit murder.”

      Amira had tried to hold at bay her disdain. But it was a bull. Mercury’s gun comparison was a red cape, and Amira could no longer hold back the charge. She rolled her eyes.

      Turning away, so she would not punch her supposed friend, Mercury said, “Right, you don’t get it. You don’t understand compassion, or what it means to have a heart.”

      As she spoke, she moved around the tree against which she had been sitting. Passing it, she started towards the car. Her anger handed her strength, her anchor of despair trailed in her wake as though made from tissue.

      Amira allowed Mercury’s latest barb to sink in, then gave chase.

      “I have a heart,” she said. “I could feel it when you came into that corridor, beating so hard I was afraid it might burst. At least then I’d have been dead, and you wouldn’t have been angry. Because whatever you might think, I love you.”

      “If you loved me,” Mercury said, turning, pointing at her friend, “you’d never have done what you did.”

      “Wrong,” said Amira. “For the sake of the world, I put my love to one side. Despite what it meant for you and me, I did what I had to do to get us out of that situation. Why? Because we can’t die. If we die, it’s the end. The world is finished if we can’t stop Heidi, and what good will my love be then?”

      Mercury faced Amira. In the cool of the night, they stood six feet apart, straight-backed, panting a little from the argument.

      Mercury shook her head.

      “I came to save you,” she said. “I could have done it without killing. You made me murder them not because it was the only way, but because it was the fastest. It’s one thing putting feeling and humanity to one side to win a war. You did it for expediency.”

      Amira considered this. After thirty seconds, she did no more than shrug and brush it away.

      “I wish I could be sorry you killed those infected.”

      “People, Amira. They were people.”

      “The Nazis were people. They had families, friends, hobbies. They loved, they laughed. Sometimes you have to do horrible things for the greater good. Sometimes—“ she stopped, sighed. “We’ve covered this a thousand times.”

      “Yes,” said Mercury. “We have.”

      Turning, she continued through the woods. A minute later, she reached her car, went through her pockets for her keys. Amira arrived as she fished them out, and stopped beside a tree, a couple of metres away.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Mercury unlocked the car, opened the door, looked to Amira.

      “It’s not about the people I killed,” she said. “It’s about me.”

      “You?” Amira raised an eyebrow. Mercury could feel it coming, the weight of everything she feared bursting towards the surface. Tears reached her eyes, and she fought to keep them in.

      “Heidi’s gone but what she left behind is destroying me,” Mercury said. “I can feel it, every day, all the time. Poison, eroding what made me human, turning me into something else. A monster.”

      “Come on. You—“

      “No. Don’t. You don’t understand, and you can’t talk this away. I lie in bed every night, awake, praying for a way to save my humanity, but there’s not one. We saw it today. Your little trick showed me. Much as I love you, hearing about your death shouldn’t have made murder so easy. Like that—“ she snapped her fingers— “I changed. It was so easy to attack, to torment, to kill. It took a trigger this time, but that’s where I’m heading. That’s what I have to look forward to. Don’t shake your head.”

      “But you’re wrong,” said Amira. “Killing those people doesn’t make you evil.”

      “It’s another step on that path. I’ve been walking down it a while, and you know what? It’s getting steeper. Every day, steeper and steeper and I’m moving faster and faster, and at the bottom, by the time it levels out, there’ll be nothing of the old Mercury left.”

      “Merc—“

      “I’m going,” she said.

      “Going where?”

      “It’s time to end this.”

      She dropped into the car. Amira left the tree, rushed to the door, grabbed it before Mercury could slam.

      “An end to what? Please, Mercury—“

      “I need to kill her before I want to join her.”

      “You won’t ever—“

      “Get off my car.”

      “Mercury—“

      “I said, get off.”

      Lashing out, Mercury grabbed Amira’s hand and yanked it from the car. Before her friend could recover, she slammed the door and hit the locks. As Amira banged on the window, Mercury turned the key in the ignition.

      “Don’t do this,” said Amira. “We’re not ready. I have my little black book. Mercury, we don’t need much longer.”

      Mercury looked at her friend. Saw so clearly their lives together, the way things had been before Mercury took a stroll in the woods, before everything changed.

      How happy they had been.

      Amira and Mercury, those cold, closed down bitches. Both were crying now. Even Amira couldn’t put emotion aside.

      “Please,” she said.

      Mercury couldn’t talk. Could only put the car into reverse and back quickly away, through the opening in the trees towards the road.

      In her head, the bodies of the dead lay still, but staring, watching her.

      In her heart and soul, the decrepit hand of Heidi’s evil continued to crawl it’s way around, coating everything that was Mercury in its evil grime.

      Before long, she would be a monster in a human’s body, just like any other possessed.

      Before that could happen, she would destroy the creature who had created her, and who sought to destroy the world.

      She would destroy Heidi—or die trying.
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      The late Harvey Michaels had been an ugly man with an ugly heart, in charge of an ugly empire. His wife had been beautiful, and the elder two of his three children had been handsome enough, but their hearts had been as ugly as his.

      Almost every action Harvey had taken had been cruel, twisted, hideous. Despite this, despite the ugliness that had surrounded him his entire life, he had somehow created one of the most beautiful grounds and gardens in the country, if not the world.

      Every morning, Heidi woke early, showered, dressed, and made her way through the house to her favourite set of french doors which, per her instructions, one of the house staff would already have unlocked. Heidi had only to take the handles and thrust the doors wide to escape the ugly home and enter the stunning grounds.

      Harvey had not maintained the gardens. He had spent a considerable sum to make them happen and if one could believe the servants’ idle chatter, had worked with a team of high-salary architects to realise a vision of the garden that was very much his.

      The astonishing and ongoing garden and grounds budget paid for a fleet of staff to maintain Michaels’ masterpiece, covering every role from bog-standard lawnmower to a specialist who tended to a single rare flower flown in from Peru. No matter the job, each employee had the uncanny ability to ensure they were never seen by a member of the household.

      From the French doors, Heidi stepped across a semi-circular patio and made her way along a gravel path which cut between two beautifully manicured lawns. The garden was vast, and Heidi had no set route for her morning walks. She allowed her mood to carry her. The garden inspired too much peace to make plans.

      Most people assumed Olivia Michaels, Harvey’s wife, had demanded the garden and had been involved with its architecture.

      Having taken Olivia’s body, Heidi had not only inherited the late Harvey Michael’s money but his wife’s memories. Olivia had cared only for herself. She had had little time for her three children and had cared for the garden not at all. Some of the staff must have found it peculiar that Olivia was suddenly taking such an interest. Perhaps they believed the loss of her husband and two of her children had changed her. Of course, none of them asked.

      From the gravel path she made her way past a white marble water fountain and towards one of her favourite features—the hedge maze, today walking more slowly than usual, taking more time to savour every sight, every sound, every scent. There were unusual flowers everywhere you looked, and Heidi stopped and crouched beside many of them. This morning might be the last chance she had to observe the wonders of this garden, at least for a little while.

      Today was the day.

      Harvey and Olivia’s elder two children had been handsome on the outside, ugly within. Their youngest child, a son, had been rather plain. Not ugly, like his father, but a dim bulb compared to the spotlight that was his mother. Unlike his cruel family, he was kind, warm-hearted. Beautiful on the inside.

      Though he, Trey, would never believe it, Heidi had taken a shine to him. It was for this reason she had never tried to infect him after he had brought her into this beautiful but diseased world. He was loyal, at first, though Heidi knew he acted out of fear, rather than because he wanted to help. She wished he had stuck around. She would have taken him into her confidence in the end.

      Despite everything he had done, she regretted having to order his murder. About Amira, she couldn’t care less, but she was sad about Mercury, too. They had, after all, shared a body. Heidi knew Mercury better than she would ever know anyone, aside from Olivia. If only the girl could have come to Heidi’s side.

      Given Heidi had murdered Mercury’s boyfriend and mother, this was always going to be a big ask.

      At the edge of the maze, she paused. Flower beds had been laid on either side of the maze entrance. By one of these, she lowered. With delicate fingers, she touched a beautiful purple flower. Without leaning too close, she could smell its gorgeous scent.

      Today was the day. Within hours, her master would rise. There would be murder, bloodshed. More than human life would be lost. Many beautiful places would be destroyed.

      This world was truly astounding. Whenever Heidi dwelled upon its suffering at humanity’s hands, she filled with such black rage that she could have gone on a killing spree. Before she calmed, millions would be dead.

      She could not afford to draw so much attention to herself.

      Not long now.

      Rising, she turned before heading into the maze; paused when she saw someone leave the French doors and step onto the patio. Nassir. He surveyed the gardens. Knowing he could only be after her, Heidi raised a hand. Once he had spotted her, she turned, and headed through the maze entrance, stopping close enough that Nassir could still see her as he made his way off the patio towards her. On another day, she might have carried on, had him search for her. The maze was extensive, almost a mile in diameter. It was easy to get lost, especially if you were human. One could starve looking for a way out. It would have amused her to have him chase her on another day. Not today. Too important.

      Upon accepting her inheritance, Heidi, as Olivia, had kept on Mr Michael’s entire personal staff. Most she had infected; a minority she had left alone, allowing them to believe she was Olivia. They were devoted enough to their jobs not to trouble her, especially once she gave them each a sizeable pay rise.

      She had assessed the staff. Three members, she had not infected but had taken into her confidence. Given they were human—part of that weak, pathetic race—this was rare. Unlike Trey and Mercury, they liked her. Like those she infected, they wanted to serve. The difference was she had not cursed them.

      Of the three, Nassir was her favourite. Over time he had become her closest confidant.

      Though to her, humans were little more than is a dog to a man or woman; she treated Nassir almost as an equal. After all, even one of her incredible power was not immune to loneliness.

      She had arranged for the possession of a simple girl she had met on a nighttime stroll but had not taken to the member of her kind who had filled the girl’s body. Heidi had been pleased to be rid of Betty, though was not sure she trusted the fool to exterminate Mercury.

      Perhaps she was about to find out how warranted was this mistrust.

      Nassir reached her. Smiling, she opened her arms and brought him to her, kissing his cheek and extending a hand so he could kiss her.

      “Lovely to see you, Nassir.” She gestured into the maze. “I was going to take a stroll. I’m not sure I have the time. It depends on what you have to tell me.”

      At first, Nassir had been afraid of Heidi. Petrified, when he found out what she was. Once she had taken him into her service, convinced him he would come to no harm, he became more settled but was still deferential and shy. At last, he had grown confident. He always treated her with the respect she deserved, but now looked her in the eye and spoke with conviction.

      At least, he had, until this morning. Heidi closed her eyes, composed herself. She tried to remember she liked Nassir. Whatever he said, she would not kill him.

      What was that human expression? Don’t shoot the messenger.

      “Talk to me,” she said. “Tell me if I have time for a walk.”

      “Ma’am, preparations for this afternoon are going excellently. We’ll be ready in the next hour.”

      Heidi rolled her eyes. Moving to Nassir’s side, she placed a hand on the back of the neck, massaged him a little with her fingers.

      “Nassir, you are regressing. I don’t like it.”

      “Regressing?” he asked.

      “What did I tell you about making eye contact?”

      He forced himself to do so. “I apologise, ma’am.”

      “Your voice is trembling. Worse, you’re avoiding my question. I know preparations for this afternoon are in excellent order, but that wasn’t what I asked, was it? You do remember what I asked?”

      To his credit, he did not look away. Heidi didn’t break eye contact, and Nassir forced himself not to either.

      “I remember,” he said, his voice steady, but almost a whisper.

      “And you know to what I was referring?”

      He opened his mouth to answer then stopped himself, remembering everything Heidi had told him. What she liked from a follower.

      “Mercury, Trey and Amira escaped the trap. Raphael called to say they were giving chase. They won’t stop until all three are dead.”

      Heidi had continuously been massaging Nassir’s neck. She stopped as he spoke, though she left her fingers where they were.

      “Ma’am,” Nassir said, “I know this is disappointing but—“

      “Shhh,” she put a finger to his lips, then pulled it away. She faced him, removing her hand from his neck and placing one on either shoulder. “Do you have your phone?”

      He fought the urge to look at her hands. Keeping her eye, he said, “Yes.”

      “Of course you do. You’re my favourite follower, Nassir.”

      “Thank you, Ma’am, that means ever so much to me. You have—“

      “That’s enough. You know that often I enjoy our talks. Right now, I want you only to speak when spoken to. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good.”

      She was thinking. Thinking of Betty and that idiot Raphael. How could they have failed? How could they have let her down, on today of all days? Fury continued to bubble through her, though she had no idea of the physical effect it was having until she heard Nassir squeal.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. Releasing. There were tears on his face, and he shook his head, unable to tell her it was okay.

      “Your phone,” she said. “Unlock it. Give it to me.”

      He offered it without hesitation. Heidi took it with one hand and clasped his throat with the other. She called Talina, another non-infected follower.

      “Nassir?” As Talina spoke, Nassir slipped from Heidi’s grasp to the grass.

      “Nassir is dead,” said Heidi. “Please send someone we can trust to the maze entrance to deal with the body. Fast. It would not do to have prying eyes spot him on today of all days. Besides, it’s ruining the aesthetic of this lovely garden.”

      Without hesitation, Talina said, “Yes, ma’am.” She knew better than to question her master.

      Heidi thanked her follower and hung up. Leaving the maze, she turned and looked at Nassir: her favourite follower—her confidant.

      Realising there were tears in her eyes, she raised a hand and wiped them away. The rage pulsed deeper and stronger than ever.

      First, Mercury had thwarted Heidi’s plans and continually escaped her execution; now, she was responsible for poor Nassir’s death.

      This was one step too far.

      Heidi would make her pay. And she would do it today.

      Leaving behind the body of her faithful servant, Heidi dropped his phone to the floor and made her way towards the house to plot her next move. She would have to bring forward her plans.

      Her morning walk in the gardens had been ruined.

      Yet another thing for which she could never forgive Mercury.
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      “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      There it was. After hours of worrying, going over and over it in his head; finally, Trey had found the courage to speak. To tell Amira how he felt.

      Imagine that, Trey Michaels, finding courage.

      At first, she didn’t respond.

      Why would she? Sitting at the wheel, she was in control. Her destination, her plan, was all that mattered. If she ignored Trey and carried on as though he didn’t exist, would he grab the wheel, force her off the road? Would he crack her head against the window and attempt to kick her from the car, all in aid of achieving what he believed to be the best course of action? No, and no. Even if he did, he was no match for Amira. She would overpower him, embarrass him, and they would continue along her route, eventually, as though nothing had happened.

      So why bother to open a discussion?

      After several minutes of silence, she said, “Shut up.” As though he had followed his initial statement with a diatribe, trying to browbeat her into doing as he wished. He had said nothing. Hadn’t looked at her following his initial comment. After a brief victory for courage, cowardice once more reigned supreme.

      Ironically, it was her telling him to shut up that prompted him once more to speak.

      “We should be following Mercury, persuading her to reconsider. It isn’t because she’s your friend. You’re brilliant, Amira. Ruthless. But we can’t do this without her.”

      These were not spur-of-the-moment thoughts. Amira had permitted no follow up questions to her revelation that Mercury was gone. They would get a few hours sleep, she said after making a call, then move. She had her little black book, and they had somewhere to be.

      Amira rose an hour before the sun. Trey had hardly slept. Throughout the night, he had obsessed on Mercury’s departure; on what it might mean. Worried when he first lay down, by the time Amira rose, Trey had worked himself into a state. He did not think but knew, as though it were a premonition, that without Mercury, they were doomed.

      Amira’s hands were tight on the wheel. She tensed her leg and pushed the car a little faster than they needed to go on this empty country lane. She kept her eyes forward because she could not stand to meet Trey’s stare.

      From somewhere, he had found the strength to look at her. He feared her, but this was important. Killing Heidi mattered more than anything. He could not let their best chance slip away.

      “We should turn around.”

      Amira shook her head. “This is the plan. We agreed. Mercury was the one who decided to walk away from that, not me.”

      “But the plan means nothing without Mercury.”

      Now Amira turned his way. Her look was almost enough to make Trey scream, throw open the door and fling himself from the racing car.

      “I won’t tell you again,” she said. “Shut up.”

      Momentarily cowed, he watched his hands in his lap as they tussled with one another, a clear sign of nerves. What right had he to question Amira? After everything he’d done, he was lucky to be involved. They might have killed him. Execution was no more than he deserved.

      But he was here, and someone needed to say it.

      Like a parent frustrated with two warring toddlers, he forced his hands apart. Though he was scared to face another death stare, he turned once more to Amira. It might get him a punch, but he was determined to say his piece.

      “You always say we shouldn’t let feelings get in the way of what needs to be done. You despair when Mercury and I jeopardise the mission by struggling to accept collateral damage or our role as executioners of the infected. You say, and I think you’re right, we must always put the mission first, even when our feelings scream at us to take another course of action.”

      Amira opened her mouth to tell him for a third time to shut up, then shook her head. For a minute, she fell silent.

      Then: “What’s your point?”

      “That’s what you’re doing. Letting your feelings get in the way.”

      The road stretched on ahead, endless fields in either direction. The only sign of modern life, beyond their bubble, was a speck in the rearview mirror: another car, a few miles back.

      “I don’t think—“

      There was uncertainty in Amira’s voice. Trey didn’t believe he had ever heard that before. It made him feel a tad guilty. Also made him realise he had to press on while Amira was listening. He was getting through.

      “You love Mercury,” he said. “She’s your best friend, and she left, even though you only did what you did to try save the world. You thought she’d understand. Instead, she abandoned you.”

      “She’s a grown woman. If Mercury wants to—“

      But Trey couldn’t stop. He cut in again.

      “You’re using your beliefs as a shield. You tell yourself we need to reach your contact from your little black book if we’re to have any chance of beating Heidi. You tell yourself that’s why you’re not going after Mercury, because you aren’t letting feelings get in the way, but that’s not it. It’s the other way around.”

      Amira’s eyes flashed to Trey. Never had he seen someone look so furious and so lost at the same time. At that moment, she might have opened his door and kicked him from the car, or burst into tears.

      Before she could do either, Trey ploughed on.

      “You know Mercury’s our best weapon. You know our only chance of winning this war is by sticking together. If you were putting your feelings to one side, you’d forget how much Mercury hurt you and stop her from throwing away her life. You’d do whatever you could to make her rejoin us because that’s the only way we win.”

      The landscape slipped by. Blurred bales of hay appeared and disappeared in a blink of the eye. Amira had her hands fixed on the wheel, her eyes on the road. Trey’s hands were on his knees; his eyes couldn’t keep from the speedometer.

      90, 91, 92…

      “Will you feel better once you’ve got us killed?” Trey asked. He was amazed how calm his voice sounded. Amira did not look his way.

      93, 94, 95…

      Up ahead, a sharp turn. Amira was staring at the bend in the road. She was an excellent driver. At her current speed, she would flip the car and kill them if she tried to make the turn.

      96, 97, 98…

      “Amira…” but there was nothing more Trey could say. He’d made his argument. It was up to her.

      99.

      Amira released the accelerator. They sped on. She put her foot on the brake and eased it down.

      95, 90, 85…

      Trey opened his mouth to warn Amira they were still going far too fast. The corner was approaching far too quickly. When she tried to turn, she would hit the grass verge; they would flip into some poor farmer’s land. But of course, Amira knew.

      She pressed harder on the break.

      80, 70, 60…

      The verge was seconds away. Trey grabbed the handle above his window, knowing, when they flipped, it would do nothing to save his life.

      Amira said, “Piss it, you were right,” and slammed the break.

      50, 40, 30…

      She twisted the wheel, the car screamed as it span. They reached the turn, and the back tyres hit the verge. The car jumped. Trey was thrown into the ceiling then crashed into his seat. The vehicle continued to spin. Amira kept her foot on the break and her hands on the wheel. Her arms looked as though they were about to break with the exertion.

      Then the car stopped.

      They were side-on, pointing away from the turn, into the fields. Half of the car, Amira’s side, was in the grass, up the verge; wheels in the air. Trey’s side remained on the road. He felt sick as he stared out of the window, down towards the tarmac.

      Trey placed his hands on the dashboard; Amira kept hers on the wheel. They gulped air as though they had sprinted rather than driven towards the verge.

      “You were right,” Amira repeated. “I’m pissed off because we’re supposed to be best friends, and she was supposed to understand. We have to be ruthless to win this war.”

      She shook her head. Trey was looking not at her but into the distance. The car he had spotted in the rearview was still coming, growing closer every second. If it were approaching the turn at even half the speed they had, it would struggle to avoid crashing into them.

      “Amira—“

      “But you were right,” she cut in. “Abandoning Mercury isn’t ruthless; it’s stupid. This contact—“ she pulled the black book from her pocket, “can make the difference between the three of us winning or losing, but it has to be the three of us. Contact or no, without Mercury, we die. We need to get her back.”

      “Yes,” said Trey. “There’s a car coming.”

      Amira glanced up. The car was closer than it should have been because it was travelling far faster than was sensible. The racers couldn’t have noticed the turn, nor the car trapped on the verge. They were going to get everyone killed.

      They had maybe thirty seconds.

      “We need to get out,” said Trey.

      “And what, walk fifty miles until we meet another car or hit somewhere with a signal?” said Amira. “I don’t bloody think so.”

      She started the engine, nudged the accelerator. The car groaned, the wheels on Amira’s side span but went nowhere. The wheels on Trey’s side seemed to do nothing.

      They went nowhere.

      They had twenty seconds.

      “It’s fine, don’t panic,” said Amira, as though Trey had started screaming. He hadn’t made a sound. He was watching the vehicle as it came closer and closer; as it came into focus.

      “We’re in trouble,” he said.

      She hit the accelerator. The car groaned, jerked forward and back, but remained trapped.

      “They might be able to stop,” said Amira.

      “They don’t want to,” said Trey. “They want to kill us, and they don’t mind dying to do it.”

      Amira lifted her foot, looked to the approaching car, saw as Trey had that it was a black SUV. Recognised, as Trey had, that it was the same kind of black SUV they had seen in the carpark outside Amira’s block of flats.

      They had ten seconds.

      “Shit,” said Amira.

      She slammed the accelerator and threw herself forward onto the wheel, as though her physical force could knock the car on.

      They had five seconds.

      Amira roared. Smashed the accelerator.

      They had one second.

      They shot forward.

      The SUV rocketed straight into its target.
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      Sam woke to the smell of bacon.

      The response was immediate, visceral. Bile rose in her throat and tears in her eyes. She sat up, swung her legs onto the floor. Beneath her, the camper bed creaked and groaned. She had a hand over her mouth and was wondering where she could find the nearest bathroom.

      The door into the hall was open. Framed by it was Benny. In his hand was a plate upon which lay the bacon, two rashers, plus a sausage, a few dry looking beans; at his feet was a bucket.

      “Here,” he said, and kicked the bucket her way. It slid and scraped its way along the stone floor, stopping by her feet. Hand still over her mouth; she shook her head. Wanted to speak. Shook it again.

      With a shrug, he crossed the room, plate out front. On the camper bed, at Sam’s side, he sat. It creaked and groaned as it received his weight. It sounded miserable. Benny put the plate on her lap. The smell was overpowering.

      There she was again at the tiny kitchen table, too close to the fridge. Her father stood at the hob tending to a frying pan of bacon. In walked her mother. Her parents kissed. Mum gave Sam a quick squeeze. She went to call for Benny; still in bed.

      “You must be hungry,” Benny said in the present. He tapped the plate with a finger. “Eat up.”

      Still, she kept her hand over her mouth. The bile washed up and down her throat while her stomach churned. Blinking furiously, she fought back the tears, determined to pull herself under control.

      “You need your strength.”

      Benny put a gentle arm around Sam’s shoulder. With his other hand, he clasped her wrist, squeezed tight, and yanked. Sam gave an involuntary yell but did not cry, was not sick.

      “I know this sucks,” said Benny. He gestured to the plate. “But it’s all they had. Come on, time to eat.”

      All they had. Sam didn’t believe him. Whenever she displeased her brother, he brought her bacon for breakfast, served with a side of excuses as to why her usual porridge was unavailable. It never rang true. Sam never believed him; didn’t know if she was supposed to.

      Because Sam was afraid, because she had let him down and hated herself for doing so, she would do as he said if she could.

      “There’s no cutlery,” she said. Her voice was a hoarse whisper, as though she had been singing at a concert, or involved in a furious argument.

      Neither were true.

      Last night, when Benny had caught her trying to send Liam away, she had thought he would scream in her face. Even if he had, she wouldn’t have yelled back. She never yelled back because she was always in the wrong. She deserved his furious retribution.

      He hadn’t shouted then. The cold, hard stare had been far worse.

      Now, he gave a tut that almost concealed his true feelings. Releasing Sam’s wrist, he plucked the sausage from the plate, bit into it, then dropped it into the beans. A splatter of juice hit her top. She had slept in the dress she had worn the previous evening.

      “Why would you need cutlery?”

      His arm remained around her shoulder. As she cautiously went to pick up the same sausage as had he, he watched her, stared as she brought it to her lips and bit. As she chewed, she looked at him; a small child seeking approval from a parent. Nodding, he gave that approval.

      “Keep going. Eat it all.”

      She finished the sausage first, putting off the moment when she would have to touch the bacon.

      She had loved bacon. On that morning, her father had slid onto her plate four rashers (“don’t tell your mother”) before leaving to find his shoes. It was the last food he would ever make for her.

      For Benny, she collected a rasher. Bacon has a strong scent. To most, the aroma brings joy and longing. As Sam brought the rasher closer to her mouth, the smell strengthened. Her mouth didn’t water, but her eyes did. She had to fight the bile, swallow it. She brought the bacon to her lips, ever aware of Benny’s eyes on her face. It was a test. It was always a test.

      When her parents had walked out the door, Sam had given a cursory wave but hadn’t looked up from her breakfast. Both mum and dad had told her they loved her.

      Sam hadn’t said it back.

      As though afraid it might be poisonous, Sam bit off the tiniest corner of bacon. Swallowing it whole should have been easy. Regardless, she chewed for almost thirty seconds before taking it down. She kept the remainder of the rasher clasped between two fingers, where sweat and grease began to mingle.

      “Come on,” said Benny. “We’ll be here all day at this rate. Bigger bites, please.”

      She remembered the police officer; pale face and wavering eyes. She remembered those words. Hearing that she would never again speak to her parents. Never again hug them or hear them say they loved her.

      This time she took a bigger bite. She chewed. After only ten seconds, she forced herself to swallow.

      From Benny and the police officer, she had run into the bathroom. Sobbing, she had brought up that morning’s breakfast. Amongst the vile smell of her vomit, she had detected traces of bacon.

      On the camper bed, she felt it as soon as the bacon disappeared down her throat and knew she couldn’t fight it.

      Benny had looked after her since her parents died, had protected her. No one knew her as he did. He knew what was coming. Without hesitation, he plucked the plate from her lap and put it on his other side. With the same hand, he collected the bucket and pressed it into her grasp. In the nick of time, he held back her hair. He neither flinched nor recoiled as she began to vomit, and felt no need to pinch his nose or turn away. For the next five minutes, he held her hair and soothed her, told her it was going to be okay, told her he loved her, would do anything for her. When she was finished, he took the bucket and slid it away. As she wiped her mouth, he pulled her head into his chest, held her close and soothed her again.

      “I love you, Sammy. I love you with all of my heart. You know that, don’t you?”

      She nodded, then said, “I love you too.”

      She always said it back. Always. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.

      Benny held her until she had got her crying under control. Once the tears had stopped, he lifted her from his chest and looked in her eyes.

      “You hurt me yesterday,” he said. “I thought I could trust you. Thought you’d always choose me, but you proved that wasn’t true. No, don’t shake your head; there’s no need. All I need is to understand if that was a one-off, a moment of weakness. If it was, we can rebuild our trust, start again, still be brother and sister. I’ll continue to look after you. But if it was more than a moment of weakness—“

      “It wasn’t. I promise it wasn’t.” She was on the verge of tears again. “I’m sorry, Benny. Sorry I was weak. Please, please forgive me.”

      “Shhhhh.” He kissed her forehead, pulled her back into his chest. “I forgive you. I always forgive you, don’t I? I just… I got upset, because this is so important, this Liam thing. I’m working with some people and, well, if we’d lost Liam last night, that would have been bad for us. Really bad. That’s why I have to know I can trust you. Have to know you’re on my side.”

      “I am. I’m on your side. Always.”

      “You’ll make it up to me? Make up for what you tried to do?”

      Unable to bring herself to speak, she nodded into his chest. His lips brushed her head again, and he lifted her once more from him. When their eyes met, he was smiling.

      “I’m so glad to hear you say that. So glad.”

      Turning from her, he saw the bacon to his right and jumped, as though he hadn’t known it was there. Shaking his head, he picked up the pate and dumped the rest of the breakfast in the bin.

      “I’m an arsehole,” he said. “I know how it affects you. I shouldn’t—“

      “You’re not an arsehole,” she said. “It was all they had.”

      “That’s not good enough. You’re my sister. I’m supposed to look after you, and I bring you this. No. I’m going to get you something else. I’m going to insist we get you something else.”

      “I don’t need—“

      He held up a hand to silence her, then leaned down to pick up the bucket.

      “I’ll get you something else,” he reiterated. “I told you, you’re going to need your strength.”

      Smiling, he turned and walked to the open door. Sam told herself she wasn’t going to ask but, in the end, couldn’t help it.

      “Need my strength for what?”

      In the open doorway, he turned. Smiled.

      “You said you were going to make it up to me,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “One hour from now,” he said. “You’re going to get your chance.”

      And he closed the door, locked it, and walked away.
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      Trey opened his mouth with no idea what he was about to say. Perhaps he intended to scream.

      The SUV smashed the car’s back wheel and boot as Amira shot forward, then hit the verge and sailed into the air.

      Amira’s car became a spinning top; her hands were wrenched from the wheel, Trey’s head smashed the window.

      Everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      He opened his eyes.

      Around him, the world swam. In his ears, an incessant buzzing. Nothing hurt, everything felt fuzzy, strange, as though he was drunk or on drugs—not all there.

      There was something on his face, clinging to his skin. The way it pressed, constricted, he thought of that common soap and TV trope. He was in hospital. Someone was trying to suffocate him with a pillow. A while back he’d read this was unrealistic. It was almost impossible to create an airtight seal with a pillow which made suffocating someone to death a real chore. Easier to bash their brains in with the heart monitoring machine.

      In normal circumstances, such knowledge would not have diminished Trey’s terror at finding a pillow affixed to his face. Presently, his mind was too fuzzy; he was too out of it to feel so much as nervous.

      The ringing in his ears increased in pitch, becoming a drill to the brain. Scrunching his eyes against the pain, he lifted a hand. It wasn’t easy, like he was trying to raise it through thickening cement rather than clean air.

      Over the ringing, something else. A muffled shout, or something. Too tricky to discern. Trey couldn’t even be bothered to try.

      His hand touched the pillow, at first could only stroke the material, which didn’t feel much like a pillowcase. After a few seconds, he managed to close his fingers, pull the pillow free.

      It must have been true what they said, about how difficult it was to murder someone with a pillow. Whoever had placed the pillow to Trey’s face had given it up as a bad job, it slipped away.

      The world remained blurred but crawled towards focus as a wounded soldier might crawl towards cover. It soon became apparent he was in, not a hospital bed, but a car. Amira’s car.

      He remembered the SUV, cringed as he recalled the collision. Pain shot up his side, through his arms. His hand, which had suffered a baseball bat blow, was stiff, unmalleable. He couldn’t close his fingers into a fist.

      Through the front windscreen, the landscape had a darkened quality. At first, this appeared to be as a result of the blurring, caused by the collision. As Trey’s head began to clear, he realised the landscape was instead being dimmed by smoke which rolled from somewhere to the right of where Trey sat.

      Turning his head caused his neck to ache and moan. Ignoring the pain, he looked to the driver’s seat, found it empty. Amira’s door was open. She was nowhere to be seen.

      If Amira had been thrown from the car as the vehicle span like a top, she was almost certainly at least unconscious and quite likely dead. If any of the enemies within the SUV had survived and were in decent nick, Trey didn’t stand a chance.

      The pain was everywhere. He didn’t want to move. Knew that he had to. With his mobile hand, he found the buckle within which was held his seatbelt. When first he pressed the red release, nothing happened, and he feared the mechanism might have broken in the crash. A second press produced a click and some movement. With the third push, his safety harness released.

      His door was closed. Across his window, numerous cracks painted lines like a map. Because the SUV had smashed the back of the car, the door had not bent or warped. It opened easily when he found the strength to pull the handle, and Trey fell rather than stepped into the grass and dirt.

      More pain. As his head hit the ground, his vision once more swam. Fighting the urge to be sick, he rolled onto his front; used his one good hand to get to his knees, then grabbed the side of the car to climb to his feet.

      Looking across the bonnet, he first traced the smoke back to source.

      The SUV. Having collided with Amira’s car, it had hit the verge and soared into the air. Its inhabitants might have prayed for a safe landing on all four tires. However the car had landed, it had ended on its side; smoke poured from the engine.

      Steam rose from the side of the car which pressed against the ground. The potential cause of this latter phenomenon at first alluded Trey before he remembered who had populated the vehicle.

      Blood dirtied Trey’s cheek and forehead. He could have been cut up much worse. When the SUV had landed, had rolled, those within had likely been smashed against windows, against dashboards, against each other.

      They were infected. It would have taken little—busted nose, cut arm—to cause severe damage. In the enclosed space, their poisoned blood would have eaten them alive. Now it was working on the car in which they had launched their attack.

      Movement, to Trey’s left. Alarmed, he spun, preparing for an attack, a trick.

      “Calm down, dear.”

      Amira. She had been lying in the grass. The movement had been her rising. Now standing, she clutched her side. There was a fast forming bruise on one cheek, and one of her eyes was swollen

      “You should have hopped out the car,” she said.

      At first speechless, Trey’s frustration quickly turned into words.

      “You said we couldn’t leave the car.”

      “I did,” Amira agreed, “and we couldn’t. But I was driving. If you’d jumped ship, the car would have weighed less. I might have dodged the SUV. If our car doesn’t run when we’re done here, you’re in so much trouble.”

      This time, Trey was speechless. Amira could have told him to abandon ship to better aid their escape when first he’d raised the idea. But she didn’t. Because she hadn’t considered how it might help. If it wouldn’t save their transport, she was happy for them to die together. To her, his life was meaningless.

      Maybe he would have said some of this. Before he could speak, Amira had approached the car and found her gun in the footwell. Keeping one hand on her damaged side, the other on her weapon, she left Trey and made her way towards the SUV.

      Trey watched her leave, then rushed to catch up, though it made his body cry to do so.

      “What are we doing?” he asked.

      Amira didn’t answer but pointed. Beyond the SUV, lying in the grass, was a broken, battered form. When the vehicle had crash-landed, at least one of their enemies had been tossed from within. There was blood. Steam rose from the ground. The man was missing half his legs. He was also moving. By the looks of it, he wasn’t dead.

      “Good,” said Amira. “A survivor.”

      Smoke continued to billow from the SUV’s engine. It seemed to be growing darker all of the time. Was that a sign that the engine was merely broken or was it on fire? Might it be on the verge of explosion? If it did go up, Amira and Trey would never survive the blast from this distance.

      As ever, Amira showed little to no concern for her safety. Gun by her side, she continued towards the SUV at a brisk clip.

      Keeping at her heel, Trey tried to be fearless. Amira wasn’t approaching the car for fun. She had a plan. He wished to be part of the solution, not another problem.

      Arriving, Amira wasted no time. The passenger side window pointed towards the sky, Pressing her chest against the roof, she grabbed the top of the window, pulled herself up, and stared into the car. After a couple of seconds looking left and right, she dropped and turned to Trey.

      “Think the rest are dead,” she said, moving from the car towards the dying man. “Double check.”

      This was neither request nor plea. Amira wasn’t giving Trey a choice. Even if she had been, bravery was his mission. Besides, what was there to fear of an SUV full of dead monsters?

      If they were dead.

      Trey’s imagination was forever active and often prone to run away with him. If he tried to get near the car’s roof, images of hands bursting from the passenger side window would have him paralysed. This despite Amira’s check and belief that the vehicle contained only the dead infected.

      Amira was already beyond the SUV. Her quarry lay in the grass, groaning. All that remained of his legs were two tiny stumps and these fast disappearing. Blood surrounded him. The ground steamed, and the dirt began to sink. He was digging his own grave.

      Trey could lie. Amira was paying him no attention. She would believe he had checked the car even if he didn’t. She would never know.

      But he would.

      Fighting his cowardice as though it were a rabid and hungry dog, he forced himself forward, ignoring thoughts of zombies, and peeked over the edge, into the open window. Somehow, he managed to look before the urge to scream overpowered him.

      It was a repulsive sight. Almost enough to make Trey wish he had fled.

      As the SUV had turned over and over, it’s inhabitants and been tossed around and had crushed into each other. Where they had smashed into the door, ceiling, chairs, dashboard; where the broken glass had attacked, they had bled. As the car continued to turn, the blood had coated them as water will coat clothing in a washing machine. By the time the SUV came to a halt, the car’s inhabitants were balls of melting flesh and bone. Within a minute of it stopping they must all have been dead. All that was left was a mulch of melting remains. Had the solo survivor not been thrown from the car, he, too, would have been mush.

      Trey’s hands were resting on the side of the car. As it creaked, he yelped and jumped away. Stumbling back he watched as it began to sink, as the survivor was sinking, as though it had landed in quicksand.

      “They’re finished,” he forced himself to say. Amira nodded and returned to the man on the ground.

      “Heidi’s really upping her ante, huh?” she said to the mess of a man on the floor. “We frighten her, right? We should. We’re almost ready to go against her. When we do, she’s going to die.”

      From the man, a horrible sound. At first, Trey thought he was croaking, then retching. It was Amira who worked it out.

      “You think that’s funny?” She smiled. “You think we can’t kill your boss?”

      The man stopped laughing. Continued to groan. He didn’t speak. Amira didn’t continue because she could tell he was trying to talk, building up to something.

      At last, he forced it out. “Can’t… kill. Not… why… laugh.”

      “Why then?” said Amira.

      That retching noise again. The laughter. The dirt on which the dying infected lay had sunk so low he was almost beneath ground level. More and more of his body disappeared. Still, he managed to laugh.

      “Why?” Amira repeated.

      “Today,” the man managed at last. With his one good eye, he managed to meet Amira’s gaze. “Greatest of… her… kind… comes today.”

      Trey felt his legs buckle but managed to stay upright. His heart rate rose, and the urge to be sick was almost unbeatable. As though the dying infected had risen and was coming, Trey took two steps back.

      As ever the optime of calm, Amira did not move, nor show any reaction that this news shocked or worried her.

      “Okay,” she said to the dying man. “Last question.”

      Dropping to her haunches, leaning over the man, Amira ensured he was listening before speaking again. Her question was simple—only one word.

      To the melting infected, she said: “Where?”
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      In a layby, forty miles outside of the city where Trey had been born to his mother, raised by a fleet of nannies and servants, and tormented by his siblings, his father’s favourite employee, and his father, Mercury bed down in her car and got what sleep she could. If she were to destroy Heidi, she would need at least a little rest.

      With the sun, she rose. Forty-five minutes after leaving the layby, she parked on an unassuming street two miles from her target, Michaels manor, which loomed large in the distance. It took her only ten minutes to reach the estate boundary, and only ten seconds to breach the fence and get inside.

      Exotic plants, statues, water features, topiary, and a hedge maze that looked as though it might stretch into eternity littered the landscape. Mercury saw no signs of life from where she stood to the patio at the back of the mansion, nor behind any of the hundreds of windows set along the house’s back wall.

      Protected by her host body’s extreme wealth, Heidi had for several weeks been free to do as she pleased. Had she wanted, she could have created tens of possessed allies and countless infected devotees. Around her mansion, she could have stationed an army so well equipped that the country’s entire armed forces would have struggled to reach the front door. Mercury, alone and with a knife as her only weapon, would not have stood a chance.

      No army was in evidence. Mercury doubted Heidi had created more than the single possessed she, Mercury, had already met. There would be far more infected but not as many as Heidi could have made, had she the mind.

      Mercury got the impression Heidi was a loner. She created only the followers and allies she needed to get the job done. Her only enemies were three humans. Though Mercury, Amira and Trey had all caused Heidi problems. Though she had pursued them with some vigour over the previous weeks, Mercury believed Heidi still rated herself to kill them in a direct confrontation. She thus would have worried little about personal security.

      Mercury hoped both that she was right, and that she could prove Heidi’s decision in this regard had been ill-judged.

      Whatever the case, this was a suicide mission. Of that, Mercury had no doubt. Such knowledge inspired neither fear nor indecision. A calm had washed over her: it would be over soon. That was all that mattered.

      To reach the back of the mansion, Mercury could have sprinted from one garden feature to the next, ducking behind each to buy herself several seconds of invisibility every hundred paces on her way. Even doing so, she would spend long enough out of cover to draw attention, and perhaps more so because of her sprinting and diving approach. With this in mind, she left the perimeter of the estate grounds and strolled towards the French doors as though Heidi, Olivia to those out of the know, was expecting her.

      It took a long time to reach the patio. Beautiful though the garden was, Mercury was not in the frame of mind to enjoy the aesthetic. Besides, her last walk amongst nature, during which she had been stabbed and imbued with a monster, had forever put her off such strolls.

      Crossing the patio, she reached the French doors. Locked. Through crystal clear glass panes was visible an open tiled area that looked disused for anything other than an entry point to the house. Possibly the tiles were booby traps. Upon stepping on one, she would feel it compress, and spikes would shoot from the wall, impaling her legs, torso, and brain.

      Twisting the handle, Mercury employed her enhanced strength, leftover from Heidi’s possession, and yanked, hearing the bolt snap before the door swung open. Glancing at the tiles again, she hesitated only a second before stepping into the mansion. Ref the booby traps, she would take the risk.

      The house was quiet but not silent. Somewhere above, there was movement. Mercury was not alone.

      Whether that movement was the result of maids and cooks going about their daily business, or Heidi pacing the halls waiting for a hero to slay her like the monster she was, Mercury did not know. There was only one way to find out.

      Taking the same approach as she had when crossing the grounds, Mercury strolled across the room as though she belonged, opening the door at the end and releasing herself into a corridor.

      From the corridor, she entered another empty room and from there into another corridor.

      Moving on, towards footsteps and muffled voices, Mercury soon found herself in what appeared to be a function room. Against the walls stood stacks of tables and chairs ready for the next event. In one corner was a bar behind which could stand at least two, and possibly three, bartenders. Presently it was unstaffed; the rows of alcohol unprotected. Given Mercury’s tension, this was an opportunity too inviting to miss.

      Crossing the function room, Mercury stepped behind the bar and sought a glass from beneath, quickly locating a crystal tumbler. From the rows of bottles, she located what was no doubt an obscenely expensive whiskey, and poured herself a shallow glass.

      While behind the bar, Mercury could see the room’s three entry points. The small, single door through which she had arrived, swing doors which seemed to lead into an industrial kitchen, and grand double doors which no doubt stood wide to admit guests whenever the Michaels family used the room for its intended purpose.

      Not far away, footsteps and muttering. Mercury had no idea if she might soon receive a visitor. In case, she checked for her blade, which was at her waist, and grabbed her tumbler, draining the whiskey in one.

      Sharp, intense, it burned her throat like acid on its way down, reminding Mercury why she was more partial to a glass of wine than she was to one of whiskey. There was plenty of wine on either side of her. She could have taken her pick. Despite this, she poured another whiskey, draining this as well.

      As she was pouring her third glass, wondering at what point Dutch courage became English drunkenness, she again heard footsteps, and this time discerned they were coming her way. Holding her focus on this mystery person, she twisted the cap onto the whiskey and replaced the bottle on the shelves behind where she stood. The third tumbler’s worth she collected in a fist but did not immediately drink.

      Seconds later, a short, plump woman, in plain black clothes, her grey hair tied into a bun, appeared through the grand double doors. Although she was missing the white apron, she reminded Mercury of Nanny from Disney’s 101 Dalmatians.

      Focused as she was on whatever task had brought her to the function room, Nanny did not at once notice the intruder behind the bar. When she did, she spun on her heel and squeaked surprise.

      “Who are you?” she said. “How did you get in here?”

      Mercury still held her whiskey. She delayed answering not to give herself a chance to come up with an excuse, for she already knew what to say, but to see if she could discern what Nanny was—ordinary house staff with no idea who she was serving, infected, or possessed. At a glance, it was impossible to tell.

      “I’m a friend of Trey’s,” Mercury supplied. Ignoring the second question, she said, “I’m here to see his mother, Heidi Michaels.”

      Not to be brushed off, Nanny said, “And how did you get in?”

      “Trey gave me a key.”

      This lie was a risk. There was a chance Heidi had changed the locks upon moving into the estate. Given the number of doors and the effort this would have taken, Mercury rode her luck that they remained as they had when Olivia Michaels were alive.

      Nanny seemed to be assessing Mercury, who got the impression the staff member did not believe the key story, but also would not question it.

      “If Trey would like to speak with his mother,” she said at last, “he is welcome back at any time. He need not send intermediaries.”

      Mercury shrugged, drained her whiskey. “I don’t know what you know about the family—“

      “I have worked for the Michaels’ nearly ten years,” Nanny bristled. “There is nothing I don’t know.”

      “Except for your paymaster’s name,” Mercury suggested.

      Nanny opened her mouth, looked flustered again, then forced out, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I said I was here to see Heidi Michaels, but that isn’t right, is it? Trey’s mother is named Olivia Michaels. Slip of the tongue on my part. I’m surprised you didn’t correct me.”

      Nanny’s face burned not with embarrassment but anger. Anger at Mercury, but also at herself for being caught out.

      “I didn’t notice,” she said. “I thought you said Olivia. Whatever the case, it doesn’t matter. If Trey wants to speak with his mother, about whatever issues he might have, I suggest he comes himself and via the front door. He has no need to send friends to break in and sneak around.”

      “I didn’t break-in. I said I have a key,” said Mercury.

      “But you’re lying.”

      “Oh yes, like you were about mishearing me when I said Heidi.”

      Having stumped Nanny, Mercury lowered her tumbler and came around the bar. Nanny’s eyes went to Mercury’s waist and to her jacket, no doubt seeking a weapon. Mercury’s blade wasn’t visible to Nanny but was in easy reach of its owner.

      “I’d like to see Mrs Michaels,” said Mercury.

      “And I’d never take you to her,” said Nanny. “Even I wanted to. I couldn’t. Mrs Michaels is out.”

      “Is she?” said Mercury. “Or is that another lie?”

      “I suggest you leave,” said Nanny.

      “Can’t,” said Mercury. “Not yet. There are things I need to know.”

      “Like what?”

      “Where your mistress is for a start.” Mercury considered, looked Nanny up and down. “I don’t think you’re a possessed, which is reassuring. In my experience, the possessed like to display their power. They couldn’t hold this act as long as you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Except that you do. You’re infected, aren’t you? It’s far less common for Heidi to infect women, but that’s okay. Must make you feel special.”

      “I’m calling the police.”

      Nanny turned. As she did, Mercury swept across the room and grabbed the startled woman by the throat from behind. Drawing her blade, she held it before Nanny’s eyes.

      “Tell me where I can find Heidi.”

      “You’re threatening my life,” said Nanny.

      “An astute observation. Last night I threatened the lives of several Heidi devotees. When they didn’t do as I asked, I killed them. Did you hear about that? I slaughtered them like pigs, and I’ll do the same to you.”

      “You’re evil.”

      “It’s you who’s working for evil. You’re the problem.”

      Mercury’s hand was beginning to shake. She couldn’t lower the knife because it was a powerful image. If anything were going to make Nanny talk, it would be this. But in mentioning her slaughter, she had brought the memories back full force. Now she watched herself killing those men who had stood against her. How ruthless she had been. How monstrous.

      “Tell me where Heidi is,” she said, determined to get through this.

      “I don’t know.”

      Nanny was sobbing. Were anyone to walk in who knew not of Heidi and her evil ways, how would this scene look? A young, lithe woman with wild hair and steel eyes holding a blade to an innocent, plump, older woman who resembled a character from a Disney cartoon.

      They would assume Mercury was the villain; cruel, sick, twisted. Would they be far wrong?

      “You have three seconds,” she said to Nanny, talking over her fear, “before I begin to cut.”

      Still shaking her head, still sobbing, Nanny said, “Everyone knows she’s not the Olivia she once was; that she calls herself Heidi, but I don’t know anything of her plans. She left earlier with almost all of the staff, and several others we don’t know. Those that are left, we don’t know anything, except something’s not right. Please, please, I don’t know anything.”

      More and more, the knife was shaking. What if Nanny was speaking true? What if she wasn’t part of Heidi’s little game?

      It made Mercury sick to carry on, but she had to be sure.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “If you’re telling the truth, I’ll hate myself forever, but I need to know where she is.”

      “What are you doing?”

      Mercury had released Nanny’s throat. Before the baffled lady could flee, Mercury grabbed and dragged her to the bar. Here she slammed the maid’s hand where before had sat the whiskey tumbler. Holding Nanny’s arm with one hand, Mercury raised the knife with the other.

      “I’m going to take off your hand,” said Mercury. “Then I’ll ask again: where’s Heidi.”

      Nanny’s eyes widened, she stared with horror at Mercury as Mercury fixed her eyes on her victim’s wrist, fixed her determination on the task.

      “Please,” said Nanny. “Please don’t do this.”

      “It’s the only way.”

      She pulled the knife higher. Began to rush it towards its target.

      “Wait,” Nanny almost screamed. Mercury somehow managed to stop her swing with the blade an inch from flesh and bone.

      “I know where Heidi’s gone. I know where she’s gone. Please, don’t take my hand. I know where they’ve gone.”

      “Tell me.”

      Mercury couldn’t look at her victim. Instead, she stared at the bottles behind the bar. She held that frail arm and tried to imagine it as something it was not, the tentacle or claw of a monster.

      “A new development Mrs Michaels purchased. I can give you the address. Once you’re on the street, you can’t miss it. Biggest building around, and under construction.”

      “Go on then.”

      Nanny stared at her hand a moment. When she realised Mercury wouldn’t let go, she spilt the address. Mercury didn’t write it down but committed the street to memory.

      As soon as she had done so, she lowered the blade and slid it across the back of Nanny’s hand. Then she let go.

      She had to know.

      Nanny fell, crumbled as though someone had cast a spell to remove her bones. On the floor, she clutched her bleeding hand, curled into a ball, and sobbed.

      “Monster,” she whispered. “Monster, monster, monster.”

      Blood trickled from where Mercury had drawn the blade. It rolled down Nanny’s arm and dripped to the floor. Steam did not rise, flesh did not burn. The blood was uncontaminated.

      Nanny was human.

      “Monster, monster. Evil, vile monster.”

      “I’m sorry,” said Mercury. “I had to.”

      “Monster, monster, monster, monster.”

      Nanny was a wreck, from the foetal position, she continued to whisper but took no more notice of Mercury. No more notice of the monster.

      “I’m sorry,” Mercury said again.

      Before she could crumple herself, before she could tumble into madness and despair as apparently had Nanny, she turned from her victim and fled Michaels manor as fast as her trembling legs could carry her.
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      Not long after her second, more palatable breakfast, Benny visited again.

      “Come on,” he said. “Time to go.”

      The previous night, after knocking Liam unconscious, Benny had bundled his victim into the back of his van and dragged Sam into the passenger seat. They’d driven to a building site. Sam expected Benny to dump Liam inside then return to take her home. Instead, he’d dropped the bombshell that they’d be staying the night.

      Back still aching from the camp bed, Sam followed Benny out of her cell and through a warren of corridors. One day in the not too distant future, this hull would become luxury apartments. She guessed the property developers had no idea for what their project was currently being used.

      “There’s no need to worry,” Benny said, glancing back. “No one knows what you almost did. If we help them complete their little mission, we’ll be on our way, and we’ll be set. Trust me, this’ll change everything for us.”

      Unable to pry Liam from her mind, to forget how he might because of her suffer, Sam said nothing. She wanted to turn and scream and run. In silence, she followed her brother up more stairs, through more corridors, until they reached an unassuming, blue wooden door, and stepped inside.

      Beyond the door; a space which might soon be an open plan living area. For now, there was dust on the floor and tools in one corner of the room. Two fold-up metal chairs had clearly not been left by the construction works. Open in the centre of the room, they were occupied by a man and a woman.

      “We’re here,” declared Benny, as though this was not obvious.

      Sam’s dress was scrunched and wrinkled from a night on the camp bed, was flecked with bean juice and presumably held the whiff of vomit from Benny’s first attempt at breakfast. Despite this, the man in the metal chair stared at Sam with unconfined lust, as though she were a runway model in nothing but the skimpiest lingerie.

      From the other chair, the woman rose. Tall, beautiful, classy, she commanded even this dirty, barren space in which she seemed not to belong. Her heels clacked off the floor as she crossed to Benny, cupped the back of his neck, and stared into his eyes.

      “It’s lovely to see you.”

      She kissed him on the cheek, as close as possible to the mouth without their lips touching. When she pulled away, Benny’s knees wobbled, he seemed ready to drop to them in worship.

      Relationships were another pursuit Sam had denied Benny by becoming his dependant. There had been the occasional fling. Sam had never seen him react like this to a member of the gender he so often treated with contempt.

      Leaving Benny, the beautiful woman crossed to her newest guest. Her eyes seemed cold yet somehow inviting; her smile patronising but warm. Leaning in, she gave Sam a much more chaste cheek kiss than she had Benny.

      “You must be Samantha. I’m so pleased to meet you.”

      Sam expected she would have to engage in small talk. Her palms grew slick at the prospect. But the beautiful woman was interested only in business. Having greeted Sam, she returned to Benny.

      “Are you ready?”

      Benny’s eyes shifted to Sam. Never before had Sam seen in her brother’s expression the reverence he had shown for the beautiful woman, and here was a second first: Nerves. Possibly even fear.

      “It’s just this, yeah? Then we’re done?”

      Across the woman’s face flashed a look which stripped from her eyes that inviting quality and from her smile the warmth. It screamed Danger. Had she carried a knife or a gun, Sam would have feared for her brother’s life.

      Then the warmth returned. The woman smiled and held a hand to her companion, clicked her fingers.

      “The bag.”

      Letch man’s eyes had stayed on Sam. He was slow to react to the beautiful woman’s command. Sam watched him tear his eyes from her and turn to the room’s corner. Nodding, he climbed from the chair and crossed to the tools Sam had noted upon arrival. From beneath a sheet, he removed a black duffle bag. As soon as Sam saw it, she could not help but think, If this were a movie, that would be filled with money.

      The pervy guy came within a couple of metres of the beautiful woman and tossed the bag. Without looking, she caught it. Holding it in the crook of one elbow, she used the hand of her other arm to unzip the top. Catching a glimpse of the contents, Sam could not help but gasp.

      Everyone in the room looked her way. The beautiful woman said, “Exactly. You help us with this final task, Benjamin, and you’ll never again have to work. Now, are you on board, or will you leave with nothing?”

      Benny’s hands twitched. He looked again at Sam. Part of him wanted to run. Possibly run screaming as Sam had wanted to run screaming. He was in awe of the beautiful woman, but also she terrified him. Whatever she was asking made him more than uncomfortable. Sam wished that would make a difference. She knew her brother too well to allow his reticent look to fool her.

      He said, “Let’s do this,” and Sam thought those words were the sound of their fates being sealed.
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      Reaching the car, Mercury collapsed into the driver’s seat. Her chest was constricted, her breathing laboured. Her heart hammered. Although she had run from the mansion to her car, exertion was not the primary reason for her condition.

      She could see Nanny on the floor, curled into a ball, palm bleeding, eyes watering.

      Monster, monster, monster.

      Even in a war scenario, in self-defence, Mercury found murdering the infected almost indefensible. Now she was tormenting and torturing innocent humans as a shortcut to information she desired but did not need.

      Behind the wheel, she shook too violently to consider starting the car. Could she go on? The cruel tendrils of whatever evil Heidi had left behind curled within her. Every second, she surely became more prone to acts of wickedness. How long before evil overcame her? When she came face to face with Heidi, could she trust herself to do the right thing? Would she turn on the humanity she had been desperate to protect? Would she turn on Amira, her best friend?

      Too many questions. For now, Mercury retained the will to kill Heidi if the opportunity presented itself. Before it was too late, she had to act.

      She didn’t rush to start the engine or leave the space in which she had parked. For the next few minutes, she focused on her breathing. Battling the increasing number of dark, tortured memories, she focused on the goal. She knew where Heidi was. As had been the plan when she abandoned Amira, Mercury’s torment would still end today.

      When her heart had calmed a little, when steady breathing was natural, not forced, she turned the key in the ignition, started the car. On her phone, she plotted the route to a building purchased under the name of Olivia Michaels, where Heidi would again attempt to raise her master, the most powerful of her kind.

      Once before, Mercury had thwarted this plan. She had to do it again, and this time ensure Heidi was too dead to make it third time lucky.

      When the monster was gone, if Mercury lived, she would make an end of herself. All of Heidi’s darkness would die today. Both the bulk of it, which used Olivia’s dead body as a puppet, and whatever remained within Mercury.

      U-turning, Mercury sped towards Heidi’s location. Having left that morning, the monster had no doubt already been for some time preparing. How close was she? How long did Mercury have to stop Heidi’s ultimate plan coming to fruition?

      Perhaps 90 seconds from her destination, Mercury had her answer.

      Ordinary possession required only a symbol on the ground, a willing or unwilling host, and three corrupt people willing to perform the necessary rites. Once the chanting began, any who came within a few metres of the action would know something beyond the realms of the natural was taking place.

      The ritual to bring forth the most powerful of Heidi’s kind still involved a single host, willing or unwilling, but required hundreds of infected to chant and to be sacrificed. When it began, people from miles around, by only stepping outside, would know some supernatural event was about to transpire.

      A mile from her final destination, Mercury watched as a hurricane of mist and smoke fired into the sky, twisting turning with furious speed.

      The ritual had begun.

      Time was almost up. Not only for Mercury but for the world as well.
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      Across the hall from the room to which Benny had led Sam, in which they had met the vile Beauty and perverted Beast, was another. In size and shape, it was identical to the first. This one had neither the tools in the corner nor the metal chairs in the centre. Where the chairs had been, in this room, someone had drawn a strange symbol. Upon that symbol lay Liam, bound and gagged. Both rooms needed dusting.

      In the doorway, Sam baulked at the sight of the boy she had the previous night seduced into walking her home. He was gagged but not blindfolded. When he saw her, the look in his eyes broke her heart.

      “It’s okay, sweetie,” said the Beauty. “This is a wonderful opportunity for young Liam. We’re to turn him into a God. That he needed restraining is unfortunate, but he wouldn’t play nice, nor step up willingly to his destiny. Trust me; soon, he’ll thank us.”

      Beauty stepped past Sam into the room. Benny took his sister’s shoulders as the perverted Beast brushed past on the other side.

      “If it’s such a treat, why aren’t you in the circle?”

      Sam was looking at Beauty; she had no idea from where she had found the strength to speak, nor why she had taken such a risk. At her shoulders, Benny’s hands clenched in shock, and she winced in pain. Her brother tried a false, pathetic laugh.

      “Don’t listen to Sammy,” he said. “She’s nervous is all.”

      Beauty shook her head. “There’s no need to defend your sister. She’s a brave young woman, speaking her mind. I would never punish someone for courage.”

      Benny’s hands relaxed. The tension did not leave Sam’s shoulders. While kind sentiment might fool her brother, Sam held her gaze on Beauty’s eyes, where the feeling expressed by her kind words was not reflected.

      Despite this, Sam managed to say, “Will you answer my question?”

      Benny had released her shoulders. His head whipped back to hers; anger rushed into his eyes. She knew he feared less for his sister’s safety than for his potential loss of income. Across the room, Beast leered while Beauty stepped from the bound Liam towards Sam.

      “Let’s get something straight,” she said. “I’m paying you and your brother to do a job. That means you do as I say without question. I said I wouldn’t punish someone for courage, but I would discipline a subordinate for forgetting her place. Do as you’re told, and you leave here rich. Ask no more questions.”

      Beauty turned away, crossing the room and removing from her jacket several slips of paper.

      On the floor, a sobbing Liam twisted his head to see Sam. There was hurt in his eyes, but more than anything they pleaded. He wanted to be free. Having seen Sam’s reticence to go along with Beauty’s plan, perhaps sensing she was more unwitting stooge than black-hearted conspirator, he looked to her as his only potential source of support.

      Seeing the exchange of glances, Benny stepped between victim and sister, taking the hands of the latter and speaking to her in a low voice.

      “This won’t take long. I know it’s tough, but think of the reward.”

      He smiled. It saddened Sam to know that, to her brother, this was a winning argument.

      “I don’t care about the money,” she said. “Look at Liam. Look at what we’ve done.”

      “Look at what we’re about to do. Make the guy a God.”

      “You don’t believe that,” said Sam. “You know if something terrible wasn’t going to happen, they could have found a volunteer. They wouldn’t have needed to kidnap someone and tie them up in a construction site. I know you’ve done some bad stuff Benny, and I know you’ve done it for me, but this is too far. We can’t do this.”

      Benny’s expression was clouding. To a stranger, the incoming anger would have been difficult to spot. Sam knew her brother better than anyone; she knew the signs. When they came, she would usually recoil, or grovel. Even with him standing in her way, she could see Liam, and this time neither cowered nor begged.

      “You said you’d do this for me,” said Benny. “You said you’d make it up to me, well now’s your chance. We need to do this.”

      “We don’t. I won’t.”

      He closed his eyes. In a second, he released Sam’s hands and grabbed her wrists. He squeezed until there were tears on her cheeks.

      “Don’t be a selfish bitch,” he said. “I’m doing this for you. This money, it’s all for you.”

      “I don’t want it,” she said. “If we do this, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      Still Benny squeezed harder. Despite the fact it felt as though her bones might snap, Sam resisted the urge to scream. She would not give in.

      “Please,” she said. “Take my side.”

      Releasing one of her wrists, he drew back his fist. Before he could throw a punch, Beauty’s delicate fingers had clutched his shoulder.

      “Step away, Benjamin.”

      Fist still drawn back, Benny looked at Beauty. Conflict raged. He wanted to deal with this himself but feared losing the money.

      “Let me talk to her,” he said.

      “Looks like you’re done talking, hence the fist. Now move aside, please, before you do something you regret.”

      Benny cast another glance at Sam. He wanted her to say she would support him and do as Beauty instructed. That way, they could avoid further unpleasantness, and he could save face in front of this girl who so captured his devotion. But Sam was resolute. She met her brother’s eye but did not waver. Frightened as she was, she could not.

      Dejected, resigned, Benny released his sister’s wrist and stepped away. Sam turned to Beauty. As she did, Beast crossed the room, grabbed her throat, and slammed her against the wall.

      Pain tore through her back. She cried out and tried to wriggle free. He held her close, one-handed. She raised her hands to grab his face, to claw out his eyes. With his free hand, he caught one of hers and twisted. She screamed.

      “Next time, he breaks it,” said Beauty. “Lower your hands. It’s time to listen.”

      Still sobbing, still in pain, with a hand around her throat, Sam could not speak. She closed her eyes and prayed for this to stop.

      “In a minute, my friend Titus is going to drop you. When he does, you will take a slip of paper from my hand and step to the edge of the symbol. Titus and your brother will take slips of paper also. When I say go, you’ll walk in a circle, reading the words on the page. Before long, you’ll feel, flowing through you, an energy which will guide you the rest of the way. It’s all straightforward. Are you with me so far?”

      There was no strength to speak. Sam wanted to shake her head, but Titus’ hand was like a vice; she couldn’t move.

      “When you complete your task, you and your brother will walk away with a boatload of cash,” Beauty continued. “However, seeing as the carrot seems not to be working, Let’s discuss the stick.”

      Titus lifted his hand and in one swipe ripped free Sam’s dress. Beneath it, plain underwear and pale skin. Her cheeks flushed red. Her eyes burned with horror and misery.

      Titus ran that rough hand up her stomach. Leering, grinning, he lowered it and grabbed her thigh.

      “You don’t do what I want,” said Beauty, “Titus will take you across the hall. I don’t need to tell you what happens next.”

      Titus’s hand continued to explore Sam’s thigh, from her knee to the line of her underwear. Crying, she found the strength to move her head. Looking past Titus, she met Benny’s eye, her pleading expression presumably reminiscent of the one Liam had given her.

      Noting Sam’s stare, Beauty turned to Benny. “Is there something you’d like to say?”

      Benny stared at his sister. In his eyes, there seemed to be genuine sadness. He loved her, didn’t he? Could he stand by and watch her suffer? Now was the time to prove himself.

      “Do as they say,” was all he could manage. “Everything’ll be okay.”

      Titus released Sam’s throat. She crumbled to the floor, a blubbering mess. With a sigh, Beauty dropped beside her.

      “I think we understand each other now,” she said. “Will you do as I say, or should I send you across the hall with Titus?”

      Sam looked at Liam. More than anything, she wanted to find the strength to reject Beauty. But what then? Titus would rape her, and she’d do what Beauty wanted. Whatever the case, Liam would never escape.

      Looking to her brother, Sam nodded. She couldn’t speak. She hated herself far too much for that.

      “Fabulous,” said Beauty, rising with a clap. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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      Dense clouds of what appeared to be but was probably not soot filled the sky, shielded the sun, and brought the night to this part of the world twelve hours earlier than expected.

      As Mercury made it onto the long road above which this event occurred, she found pedestrians not screaming and running for their lives, but standing in crowds, laughing and chatting, their heads tilted to the sky as though enjoying fireworks. And why not? Mercury alone knew what the black clouds portended.

      After firing into the sky like a hurricane of black dust, the clouds began to descend, shrouding from view the top floors of the tallest buildings and lowering every second. Despite the unnatural cloak obscuring its uppermost levels, Mercury could pinpoint the tallest building and see it was, as expected, under construction. Impossible though it was to tell, Mercury knew it was from the top of this building the display above had emanated.

      Slamming the breaks, Mercury parked illegally and fled her car as though it were a ravenous beast hungry for human flesh. Racing across the pavement, she made her way from land owned by the council to land owned by Heidi masquerading as Olivia.

      Scaffolding clung to the building. Possibly, Mercury could climb to the building’s peak. It would take too long. Leading to swing front doors was a temporary tunnel. Mercury hesitated only a moment before rushing along this, flinging open the glass doors, and entering what would soon be the lobby of the largest building in town.

      It was far more complete than the higher levels. The floors and walls gleamed with new tiles; the windows sparkled with recently installed glass. There was even the shell of a desk which someone would soon fit with computer, phone, and whatever else it was a receptionist needed. No doubt they’d add chairs in which could wait those who had arrived for appointments with hotshots too important to immediately greet their visitors. Maybe a water feature would fill the large open area between doors, desk, and lifts. Although Heidi planned to conquer the world and would have no need of the building, Mercury had no doubt she had mapped out the project as though she intended to complete it.

      Turning to find the stairs, Mercury saw instead a fire extinguisher; noted it a second before it collided so hard with her side that it launched her from the ground and several feet across the room. As she landed, she cried out but did not stay down. Rolling with the fall, she sprung, turned, and ducked the second blow. Backing up, she took in her assailant.

      “And there was me,” she said, “hoping my bungalow would keep you pinned for weeks if not forever.”

      Having been blown up by a grenade, almost decapitated by a kitchen knife, and crushed by a falling house, Betty looked far from her best.

      The possessed were close to immortal. You could kill their kind only with a blade infected with that concoction that was poisonous to them, or by chopping them into thousands of pieces and burying them over hundreds of miles. Despite this resilience, they could sustain damage. In many locations, Betty’s skin was missing, revealing bone. One of her legs had twisted so far it was almost facing backwards. Perhaps having been hit by a falling beam, half her face and one eye were absent, revealing skull and an awful, half skeletal grimace. She would heal, but her injuries were severe. It would take at least a few days, if not a week.

      “You look rough,” said Mercury. “I’m no doctor, but I think bedrest is in order. Lots of it. If you want, I can write you a note for Heidi.”

      Being new to Earth, Betty had seen too few movies. Rather than engaging in pre-fight jibes as initiated by Mercury, she launched for her enemy, once more swinging the fire extinguisher.

      Injury robbed much of Betty’s speed. Mercury ducked, stepped back, and avoided this third blow.

      Even injured Betty was still faster than any human. Having again missed Mercury, she pivoted into a fourth swing and brought the fire extinguisher with phenomenal force into Mercury’s stomach. As Mercury doubled over, Betty yanked the extinguisher away and came again.

      Mercury dodged the fifth and sixth swipes as she had the second and third. The seventh collided with her skull, spun her 180 and initiated an explosion of dizziness. The eighth blow met her spine, sent her sprawling. Rolling onto her back, on the floor, she dodged the ninth blow, took the tenth to the shoulder, dodged the eleventh, the twelfth, tried to rise. Unlucky thirteen hit her full in the face; her skull cracked the new tiles, blood exploded from her nose, filled her mouth. Blow fourteen greeted her stomach, forced her into a ball, retching on the floor.

      “Easy.”

      Betty’s voice gurgled, cracked. It was a far better fit for the monster than had been the voice with which she had greeted Mercury at the bungalow.

      The world swam. Somewhere high above, an army of infected were minutes or perhaps as little as seconds from surrendering their lives to bring forth Heidi’s master. Despite the agony, the dizziness, the need to be sick, Mercury had no choice but to fight, to keep going. To surrender the battle was to surrender the war, and the world with it.

      With one elbow, she pushed herself towards sitting. Betty reacted fast; the fire extinguisher came again.

      Mercury raised her free hand. A scream of pain rushed from fingers to shoulder, but she knocked the fire extinguisher to one side.

      With her other arm, she threw herself up.

      Betty swung again. Mercury ducked. Lashed out.

      As Mercury’s fist met the exposed skeletal skull, Betty gave a strangled cry. Regardless, she tried again to raise the fire extinguisher.

      While once more punching Betty’s missing cheek, Mercury kicked her hand.

      The fire extinguisher jumped free and fled across the smooth tiles.

      A surge ran through Mercury. She launched for her adversary.

      Betty stepped aside, dodging the blow. She feinted a kick. Mercury fell for the trick. Betty shot forward, bent to one side and smashed her elbow into Mercury’s face.

      Mercury span. Managed to stay upright. Dived back as Betty came again. Stumbled. Steadied herself. Took a fist to the throat.

      She dropped. Hit the ground, rolled.

      Betty came. A foot to Mercury’s hip, pushing her onto her back.

      Betty came again. Dropping to Mercury’s waist. One hand formed a vice around Mercury’s throat; the other smashed Mercury’s jaw.

      With that punching hand, she reached behind her back, withdrew a knife.

      Squeezing Mercury’s throat, she said, “Die.”

      Turning the knife, she cracked Mercury’s face with the hilt.

      “Die knowing you failed.”

      She spun the knife, raised it, pointed the blade towards Mercury’s heart.

      She forced a hideous smile.

      And a bullet smashed through her remaining eye.
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      At some point, the chanting had taken over. An energy had rushed through  Sam’s veins and taken control of her soul. From her mouth, the power had ripped her words as it dragged her useless body around the circle. When it was finished, it tossed her against the wall, discarded her like a losing lottery ticket.

      The world faded, returned. When Sam found the strength to lift her head, she saw first the figures on the symbol. A man and a woman, standing close. Beauty and Titus, Sam at first assumed. Focus and clarity returned. She was right about Beauty, wrong about the man.

      Liam, unbound, unafraid. He did not look happy, but she could sense the same power she had felt rushing through her veins pouring from his body. That power inspired fear. As ever when she was afraid, Sam searched for her brother, praying he remained close.

      Before she found Benny, she spotted Titus. Like Sam, the power had cast the Beast from the circle into the wall. Before it disposed of Titus, this invisible force had destroyed him.

      There was no blood. For some reason, that seemed worse. Almost every bone in Titus’ body must have broken. His legs were folded in half, having snapped at the knee. The force had pulverised his arms within their skin casing. His chest was hollow as if someone had smashed it with a hammer.

      His head faced the wrong way; his neck had snapped so entirely the head might have tumbled down his chest and ripped away, had it not fallen backwards and found a wall against which to rest.

      It took every ounce of restraint Sam possessed not to scream, not to vomit. So horrid was the vision of Titus, for several seconds Sam was transfixed, Benny forgotten. When she recalled her brother, she could not help but speculate in what state he might be. Was he a losing lottery ticket discarded, like Sam, or destroyed, like Titus?

      It turned out, somewhere in between.

      Beauty and Liam were talking. Sam ignored them, could not worry about what they might do to her. Turning, she found Benny against another wall. He lay on his back, his hand on his chest. His limbs were all in the correct positions. No force had pulverised his body.

      But there was blood.

      Turning her back to Beauty and Liam, Sam scrambled across the floor to her brother, almost sliding in his blood as she dropped beside him.

      “Benny?”

      While the ritual had cast Sam aside and crushed Titus as a wrecking ball might crush a building, it had taken a different route again with Benny. As though Freddy Kruger had got too close with his bladed glove, Benny’s T-shirt was in tatters. The invisible blades which must have attacked him had gouged his skin, carving three lines across his chest, down to his stomach.

      The wounds were not so deep as to reveal Benny’s innards; deep enough that blood seeped continuously onto the unfinished floor. His hand lay across the middle cut but was doing little if anything to stop the bleeding. His eyes met hers. His lips moved, but could not speak. Though his skin had always been fair, it was now far paler than Sam had ever seen it.

      “Stay there,” she said, as though he could move if he wanted. Rising, she turned in search of something with which she could stem the flow of blood, and came face to face with Liam.

      “You’re a survivor,” he said. “I’d like you to join me.”

      The man who stood before her looked identical to the Liam she had convinced to walk her home the previous evening. His voice had in no way changed. Something within had.

      “You’re not Liam,” she said. “And I need to save my brother.”

      Over Liam’s shoulder, Beauty snorted. It was clear from a glance she felt no remorse for what had happened to Titus or Benny. Worse, she wasn’t surprised. When she had claimed Liam was to become a God, Sam had questioned why Beauty would sooner kidnap someone than step onto the symbol to claim such a fantastic prize for herself. Caught in the implications of this, it had never occurred to Sam that it was just as strange that Beauty felt the need to threaten Sam with rape when she, Beauty, was available to join the trio of chanters.

      “You’re a monster,” she told Beauty, too fearful for her brother to be afraid of her latest tormentor. To Liam, she said, “I don’t know what you are, and I don’t care.”

      She brushed past Liam and rushed towards the spot where Titus had throttled her against the wall. On the ground, bunched by the door, was her dress. Though Titus had ripped it down the front, and though it was made from thin, porous material, it would be better than nothing at stemming the flow of her brother’s blood.

      As Sam went, Beauty sidestepped, aiming to block Sam’s path and punish her for the monster comment. She no longer had Titus as her muscle. Sam had no doubt Beauty could do plenty of damage without the brute by her side.

      Before Beauty could reach Sam, Liam grabbed the attacker’s arm and yanked.

      The pull had more force than it should have. Beauty was hurled to the ground and rolled onto the symbol. Face flushed with embarrassment and rage, she immediately rose. Her fists bunched and she looked not at the man who had thrown her but at Sam. She still wanted to attack.

      “The most powerful of my kind is due to rise,” said Liam. His voice was calm and emanated control. “I have to be there. Samantha, I’d like your company, but I’m guessing you won’t leave your brother?”

      “No chance.”

      Liam turned to Benny, looked him over. For a horrible second, Sam thought Liam might launch at her brother. Despite his slight frame and human looks, Sam could not help but envision him dropping upon Benny as an enraged lion might pounce upon an injured gazelle that has for some time evaded the almighty predator.

      Instead, Liam said, “If you get him to a hospital right away, he should live. Once I’ve fulfilled my duty, I’ll return.”

      This seemed a strange thing to say. Sam wanted to tell Liam, or whoever this was, that she wished never to see him again. The words wouldn’t come, and Liam showed no desire to stick around and strike up a dialogue. Turning instead to Beauty, he invited her along for the ride.

      Beauty seemed torn. Her eyes flashed to Sam. She was thinking, if she remained, she could kill the girl that had insulted her. She found that to be an enticing prospect. On the other hand, she had organised the ritual for a reason. Could she really let Liam go?

      “I’m leaving,” said Liam. “Follow me now or never. Those are your options.”

      Without a backwards glance, Liam departed.

      Beauty hesitated, tilting her head, trying to decide if she should follow Liam or squash the ant in her path. Sam suspected the best way to get Beauty to walk away might be to meet her gaze, to make it clear she would not go quietly if Beauty decided to attack.

      There was no time to waste.

      Rather than try stare Beauty down, Sam turned and rushed to her brother. Draping her dress over his torso, covering the slashes in his skin, she tried to put even pressure on the wounds.

      As she worked, Beauty crossed the room. It was not clear what route the monster had picked until she swung open the door. She was leaving Sam for another day. Before she did, she fired a parting shot.

      “We’re several floors up. You’ve no phone, no wallet, and no clothes. You’ll have to carry your brother to the ground floor before you have any chance of getting him help. My guess? he’ll be dead before you get halfway.”

      Laughing, Beauty left the room, slammed the door, and left Sam with a dead man and her brother, who might soon depart to the same place as Titus.
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      Before they hit the town limits, they could see the blotted black clouds gathering in the sky, descending over the city. They were minutes away. They might not have minutes left.

      Amira jabbed the glove compartment. “Open it.”

      Without question, Trey did. There was a gun, but he’d already known about that. Amira was pointing at something else; a small black pouch that had almost slipped from the compartment and dropped to Trey’s feet when he’d popped it open.

      The pouch was zipped. Trey released this to reveal four small pills in a clear bag. The sight of them was enough to make his heart race, to bring sweat to his brow.

      “If we lose, and Heidi catches you, she’ll probably kill you. You never know with her. I think in the past she’s threatened to turn you into one of the infected?”

      They slipped through the streets. Occasionally, a tall, close building, would block the black clouds from view. The dust had stolen the sun from the sky. The darkness of the roads at this hour was a reminder of what they raced towards, even when they couldn’t see it.

      “Once or twice,” said Trey. His fingers shook around the black pouch. It was like holding a bomb that might go off any minute. More than anything, he wanted to put it down.

      “We lose, and she catches you,” Amira continued. “If it looks as though she won’t kill you—pop that between your teeth, and bite. It’ll be over in seconds, nothing Heidi can do.”

      Trey glanced at Amira, then stared at the packet as he might stare at an enemy army, fast approaching his position.

      “Take one,” said Amira. “Keep it close.”

      He didn’t want to. He’d always struggled to resist Amira’s orders. With unsteady, sweaty fingers, he prised open the clear package within the black pouch and somehow managed to extract a pill without it slipping through his fingers to the dirty mat below. Once he had it, he didn’t know what to do.

      As he stared, Amira snatched the black pouch and slid it in her pocket. After a few seconds, she looked back to Trey.

      “Are you going to do something with that?”

      “I don’t know where to keep it.”

      Amira sighed. “Well, I’d advise not storing it in your mouth. Might a pocket work? Somewhere it won’t fall out.”

      A confirmed coward, Trey knew he would never take the pill, regardless of the situation in which he found himself. Unconcerned with losing the little tab of death, storage was simple. With Amira’s eyes on him, he slid it into his shirt’s top pocket and nodded as though satisfied with this arrangement.

      Overhead, the black clouds reappeared. They were a minute from their destination.

      Amira said, “Don’t tell Mercury.”

      Trey glanced across. “What?”

      “About the pill. Don’t tell Mercury. I don’t want her knowing.”

      “Why not?”

      Amira seemed to consider whether to answer. Perhaps deciding he was more likely to keep her secret if he knew why she wanted it kept, she shrugged.

      “There’s a chance we win today,” she said. “A chance we not only stop this master person rising but kill Heidi and stop her for good. If we do, we’ll need a drink, to celebrate, just the three of us. You’ll want a drink, right?”

      “Of course,” said Trey. Though truth be told, he wasn’t sure.

      “Good,” said Amira. “Then keep your mouth shut about the pills because if Mercury gets one, she’ll be dead by the end of the day, whether we win or not. Then, when you and I go for our celebration drinks, everyone will think we’re on a date, and that would be awful. So keep it shut.”

      Trey nodded but did not speak. He considered what Amira was implying about Mercury. Not blind to the emotions of others, Trey had known Mercury was not only unhappy but afraid of what she might become. He had suspected she would be happy to die stopping Heidi. But to win and commit suicide… Trey didn’t want to consider it. Somehow, it was too easy to accept Amira’s supposition as correct.

      Before he could say anything else, ask any questions, Amira pulled the car to a stop.

      “We’re here,” she said. “Get out fast. Let’s go to war.”
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        * * *

      

      Like a magic trick, the bullet hit Betty’s eye; disappeared. The force of the shot snapped back her head. As Betty released an inhuman screech, Mercury shoved her chest and sent the monster tumbling.

      Mercury rose. Turned. Gun raised, Amira crossed the lobby, sites fixed on the rolling possessed. Trey was a step behind. He drew a knife and tossed it Mercury’s way. Taking a step back, she caught the blade and turned again.

      The bullet must have entered Betty’s brain and possibly exited the back of her head. If nothing else, it had blinded her. Despite this, she stood and faced Mercury. That gruesome jaw revealed a demonic grin. Despite her grievous injuries, she still believed she could win this battle.

      Amira twice more pulled the trigger. A bullet smashed Betty’s shoulder; the second hit her throat.

      The monster stumbled. Mercury launched.

      Betty raised defensive arms.

      Mercury knocked them aside, punched the throat where the bullet had just pierced, and plunged the poisoned blade into the demonic creature’s heart.

      With a final, animal shriek, Betty dropped. She would not rise again.

      At times like this, Mercury usually paused to consider the person who had housed the monster. Somewhere, the real Betty’s parents and friends mourned her loss. They might not even know she was dead. She might have been in love. Might have had children. Such considerations were paramount. They reminded Mercury of why she fought. Of why destroying Heidi was so important. Of the lives she could save.

      Today, there was no time.

      Gun still drawn, Amira brushed past Mercury to the stairwell door. Across her shoulder was a bag. Ripping it open, she withdrew a shotgun, chucking the chunky weapon Mercury’s way. Following this was a grenade. Mercury caught both and stuffed the latter in her pocket. The former she tried on for size. It sent shivers down her spine. Also, it felt good.

      “You been holding out on me?” She asked.

      While throwing Trey two grenades and another blade, Amira said, “SUV of those infected bastards attacked us. They had a boot full of heavy weaponry. Unfortunately, they’d bled on most of it. Here’s what remained.”

      Amira had taken a fourth and final grenade from her stash and slipped it in her pocket. The bag she cast aside. After kicking open the door to the stairwell, she turned back to Mercury.

      “Guess we’d better save the I’m sorrys and I love yous for later, huh? After we’ve saved the world?”

      Mercury looked at her friend. There was no reason ever to forgive what Amira had done. But here they were, at the end. Mercury could hold a grudge with the best of them, but how could anyone cling to ill-feeling towards their closest and perhaps only friend in what would most likely prove to be the final minutes of both their lives?

      “You saved my life just now,” said Mercury. “I’m still mad at you, though.”

      “I bet you are.”

      “But I love you anyway.”

      “And I love you. And Trey’s alright, I suppose.”

      Mercury turned to the quaking man with two blades in his hands and two grenades in his pocket. She smiled.

      “You ready?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Me neither. Let’s do it.”

      “I’m buzzing,” said Amira. “Let’s go.”

      She turned, pushed through the door, rushed into the hall, and began racing up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      With no means of contacting the emergency services from where she sat, Sam had two choices. Either she could leave Benny where he was and race from the building in search of someone who could call an ambulance; or, attempt to help Benny down the stairs, out of the building, into the street, and to someone who could both phone an ambulance and help Sam keep Benny alive while they waited.

      Leaving Benny was the last thing Sam wanted to do. His skin pale, his body trembling, the floor covered in blood: he needed her by his side. She knew, if she was to keep him alive, leaving him was her only real choice. Even if she could help him down the stairs—doubtful—she could not at the same time keep pressure on his wounds. In moving him from this floor to the ground level, she would encourage a far faster flow of blood than if she left him lying on the hard floor. If she tried to take her brother with her, before they reached the street, Benny would be dead.

      “I have to go,” she whispered. “I have to get help.”

      His hand rested in hers. Despite his weakening state, he somehow found the strength to shake his head and squeeze her palm. His eyes widened. She was not sure she’d ever seen such fear in her protector’s face.

      He opened his mouth. Speech was beyond him.

      “I have to,” Sam said. “It’s your only chance.”

      Again, he shook his head. He didn’t want her to go, and Sam had never wanted to defy his wishes. But he was dying. Wasn’t thinking straight. For once, she had to play protector, to do what was right even if it meant disobeying his commands. For once, she would save him.

      Tears in her eyes, she pulled her hand from his. Though he tried to hold her with him, he hadn’t the strength to stop her standing and stepping back. He shook his head but could not speak nor stand.

      “I’ll be back,” she said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Because looking at his dying face was breaking her heart, she rushed to the door, promising herself she wouldn’t look back.

      When she arrived, before she slipped into the hall, she looked back. In her mind swam images of her parents walking out while she scoffed bacon at the kitchen table. They’d told they loved her; she hadn’t said it back.

      “I love you, Benny,” she said.

      He didn’t say it back.

      If he died without her by his side, she would never forgive herself.

      If she waited another ten seconds, she wouldn’t be able to go.

      “I love you,” she said again.

      Then she ran.
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      Because the building was under construction, the lifts were not yet in operation. The trio would need all their energy and strength to fight Heidi and her minions. It was a shame, then, that their charge into battle involved running up what appeared to be endless flights of stairs.

      Amira had always kept herself in good shape. Before she had turned her attention to heroics, back when she was still no more than an investigative journalist, she had spent several hours a week on fitness and endurance. Mercury had been almost as fit as Amira anyway, and the residual energy and power left when they had ripped Heidi from her soul boosted her fitness levels to those of which an Olympic Gold Medalist would be jealous.

      Trey was slim. Having spent little time in the gym and never having shared his body with a powerful being from another dimension, he found himself panting after a single flight of stairs. After two, Mercury was out of sight; after three, so was Amira.

      He never quit, nor took a second to catch his breath, although part of him hoped Amira and Mercury would have dispatched of the enemy by the time he finally reached the top.

      At last, he arrived at the peak of the stairs. Double doors led into the open plan final floor, where little to no construction had gone on. Through the narrow glass pane, Trey could see nothing but the black dust the ritual spat out as it tried to bring forth its master.

      They were here. They weren’t too late. Once again, Heidi would fail. This time, she would die.

      Though his heart felt as though it might explode; though his lungs were on the verge of collapse; though he saw spots, Trey did not hesitate as he reached the top level. Raising his blades, he turned his back to the doors and shoved them open.

      Spinning, he charged into the dust, and the final fight.
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      As though Titus had risen from the dead and was chasing Sam, anxious to follow through with Beauty’s rape threat, Sam burst from the building and into the street. At the pavement’s edge, she paused, then dived without looking into the road, rushing to greet a couple who stood staring at the sky.

      “Sir, excuse me, sir, can I borrow you phone? It’s my brother. My brother’s been hurt, I need to call an ambulance.”

      At first, the man seemed not to notice Sam or hear her calls. Half way through her plea, he turned from the sky to meet her eye. His own widened.

      “Girl, you’re not wearing any clothes.”

      This wasn’t true. She was in her underwear. Still, had this been any other occasion she would have turned lobster red and fled. Today, the words barely registered.

      “My brother’s been hurt. I need to borrow your phone.”

      “Uh, sure.”

      While he fished in his pocket, the man’s partner glanced from the sky to Sam, then back. For the first time, Sam realised darkness draped the streets though it was closer to midday than midnight. Turning to the sky, she saw swirling, unnatural clouds of black dust in the sky.  Unnerved, a shiver ran along her spine.

      “Here you go, pet.”

      The man handed her the phone. Sam began dialling 999.

      A crack like thunder tore through the sky. The dust clouds, previously settled, calm, now whipped into a frenzy. As Sam put the phone to her ear, the sky seemed to roar as the black dust was sucked towards a central point and pulled towards a building top maybe a mile away.

      Seconds after the crack, the sky was clear, the sun beaming upon the world. Day whipped back the shroud of night and pumped the streets with warmth.

      As Sam began talking to the operator at the end of the 999 line, the man whose phone she held turned to his partner.

      “There you are, see. It wasn’t the apocalypse after all.”
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      Stepping onto the top floor, Mercury could at first see nothing. This high, no internal walls had been installed, only pillars which kept the roof from falling in. There were no windows and therefore nothing to stop cold winds and black dust from swooping in and taking command of the highest level of the soon to be office block.

      There was no access to the roof. Heidi would want to be high but would not trouble herself trying to reach the top. Somewhere on this floor, it was going down. Mercury had seconds to save the world.

      But she could see nothing. The black dust was everywhere. It rushed and roared and tugged at her. When they had stopped Heidi’s previous attempt to raise her master, they had stepped into a black whirlwind just like this. Then, they had been able to see. This time, it was different.

      She had her shotgun. She span, moved, hoping to find someone to attack; worrying she might put a bullet in Amira or wander off the building’s edge, into oblivion. She moved as fast as she could while taking care with each step, checking for solid ground rather than thin air.

      How long did they have left?

      As though in answer, a crack rent through the sky, so loud Mercury dropped to her knees and was sure she would look up to see a portal had opened into hell.

      Instead, the rushing picked up. A single, central point, dragged all the dust towards it—the ritual’s epicentre. Mercury knew what that meant. They were too late.

      Shoving the shotgun under one arm, she withdrew the monster killing blade and held it aloft. In the moments after the ritual was complete, her enemy would be disoriented. Any infected involved in the rising would be dead. Heidi would be left with at most two or three followers. And her master.

      Mercury would have one chance to strike. The temptation would be to attack Heidi. She would resist. Destroying the most powerful being on Earth was Mercury’s priority. Heidi could wait.

      An invisible vortex sucked in the black dust. Mercury followed as it was tugged from around her body, expecting it to lead her to the top floor’s centre. She began to run as the black dust slipped away, as she was left in open ground, as the vortex pulled it on and on and—

      Mercury screamed, threw herself to the ground in a desperate attempt to break. She slipped, slid, cracked her back against the hard floor.

      Her legs dangled over the building’s edge; her centre of gravity remained by an inch on the right side of the fall. The shotgun slid from her grasp, span, and almost went over.

      As she lay breathing heavily on the precipice of disaster, Mercury heard footsteps. She expected Amira. Didn’t look. Even if it was the enemy, she was in no position to rise, to attack.

      Whoever it was stopped behind Mercury and looked across to the roof of the next office block along; that one complete, and five or six floors smaller than the one they had just ascended.

      “If she couldn’t kill us, she wanted us to watch.”

      The voice revealed the person as Amira. Knowing as much gave Mercury strength. Rolling over, pulling herself up, she grabbed her shotgun. Looking back, she saw Trey in the centre of the floor, staring at the women.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      Mercury looked back to the office block next door, to where the dust had been drawn. Standing on the roof were two women. One of them, Heidi, was waving. Her face lit with a beaming grin.

      The woman at Heidi’s side stared at Mercury and Amira.

      Trey arrived at the edge.

      “What—“ he started.

      “They tricked us,” said Amira. “Heidi completed her ritual, and there stands her master.”

      Mercury sighed.

      “Basically,” she said. “It’s game over.”
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      Amira said, “It’s not game over. Not as long as there’s breath in our bodies and, uh, blades in our hands.”

      “Inspiring,” said Mercury.

      “There’s no time for inspiration, and I don’t have a speechwriter,” said Amira. “We need to hit the ground floor first. We’ve got to be ready when they leave that building.”

      Amira was right. They weren’t done. Although they had hoped and wished they could stop and kill Heidi before they reached this point, they knew failure was a possibility. There was always the scenario they would have to fight. While their chances of success were now far slimmer, it was not game over. Quite.

      “Okay,” said Mercury, turning to the building next door. It was several floors lower than was the building atop which Mercury, Amira and Trey stood. Their opponents were faster and had far greater endurance. Still, maybe Heidi and the boss would be sporting. Give them a head start.

      Heidi spun, opened the access door and rushed down the steps, off of the roof.

      Heidi’s master jumped.

      Mercury had been turning. Though she knew they couldn’t beat Heidi to the ground, they had to try. It took a second to process what Heidi’s master had done. When she span back, it was almost too late.

      “Shoot her,” shouted Amira.

      Mercury raised her shotgun. Then the monster arrived.

      Mercury pulled the trigger.

      The monster took the bullet to the chest without wincing, grabbed the barrel of the shotgun, and wrenched it from Mercury’s hands, possibly breaking a finger in the process.

      In pain, Mercury staggered a step back, then raised her knife and charged.

      Amira emptied her pistol into the monster’s face, chest and throat. Trey swung with two blades.

      The bullets might have been feathers. Having reacted to their arrival not at all, the monster easily dodged Mercury and Trey’s blows, before grabbing Mercury, tossing her into the ceiling, and spinning to catch Trey’s wrists before he could plunge his blades into her heart.

      “Not quite,” said the monster, and spun Trey like a baseball bat into Amira.

      Amira went tumbling as Mercury hit the ground. The monster hadn’t released Trey. With lightning speed, she moved her grip from his wrists to his shirt, hauling him into the air, holding him above her head, staring into his eyes.

      “You fear you’re a coward,” she said; her voice soft, soothing. There was no hint of the monster which lay beneath the woman’s skin. “Know this, Trey. Today, you have proven you possess the heart and stomach of a hero.”

      Like a loving spouse, she smiled at Trey. Then threw him from the building.

      Mercury cried out, but Trey was gone. In a few seconds, the pavement would meet and pulverise his body. Before then, the battle against Heidi’s master might well be over.

      Shock delayed Mercury. Amira had no such problem. She came again, swiping with a blade at the beast, moving with as much speed as she could muster.

      The monster dodged every blow. Each strike Amira seemed to miss by less than an inch. Mercury knew it could have been a metre. The monster kept close on purpose, toying with her prey, knowing nothing destroyed a person faster than hope.

      Furious at the arrogance, and the monstrosity of what had happened to Trey, Mercury charged. The monster smacked the blade from Amira’s hand, then kicked Mercury in the face.

      The boot might have been a train. One second it was meeting Mercury’s jaw, the next, Mercury was ten metres away and still travelling, rolling, tumbling over the yet-to-be-carpeted floor.

      Her head spun, throbbed; her neck ached, her back strained. By the time she found the strength to rise to her knees, Amira’s blade was gone, the monster’s hand around Mercury’s friend’s throat; restricting breath, preventing speech.

      The monster looked to Mercury. Smiled.

      “My kind don’t have names. What should I call myself?”

      Driven by pain, anger, fear for her friend, Mercury said the first word that came to mind.

      The monster tutted. “As I understand it, that’s a pretty emotionally charged word here on Earth. I worry it might get me off on the wrong foot with future new friends. No, let’s keep thinking.”

      Mercury stood. Her body roared in protest, and what was the point anyway. What was her plan?

      “I’m in a woman’s body, right?” said the monster. “It should be a powerful woman. Historically speaking, the men on this planet have been pretty good at preventing those from arising, huh? Kinda limited options.”

      Somehow, despite how fast and hard she had travelled across the building, Mercury still held the knife. She clutched the hilt in her hand until it creaked under the extra strength Heidi had bestowed upon her. A little extra strength, a little extra speed. Nowhere near enough.

      “How about Cleo?” said the monster. “Short for Cleopatra. She was powerful, and it’s a nicer name than is Margaret. What do you think?”

      Mercury was trying to think of a way to destroy the newly named Cleo. The monster rolled her eyes when Mercury failed to answer. She glanced at Amira, who had lost all strength to struggle, then back to Mercury.

      “Given how you reacted to Trey’s fall, I suppose this might break you.”

      Smiling, Cleo held Amira over the building’s edge. Amira’s face had darkened from the strangulation; she looked on the verge of passing out.

      Mercury had been thinking of ways she might kill Cleo. She had been praying she might stay strong.

      Then she saw Amira’s feet dangle off the edge.

      “No,” she said. “Don’t kill her.”

      It was pointless. One does not bargain with a monster, nor are there any morals to which you might appeal. Had Mercury been the richest woman on Earth, no amount of money would have convinced Cleo to save Amira. Mercury could not beat this thing into submission. They’d already tussled, three on one. The fight had been pitifully short and had made Mercury realise they’d never had a chance. Not once Heidi completed the ritual.

      “Don’t kill her?” The monster repeated. “Is that what you said?”

      Mercury remained where she was. She did not attack. The blade remained in her hand, but the hilt was loose in her grasp. A strong breeze might knock it free.

      “Speak now, or I let go,” said the monster.

      Mercury was almost 100% sure Amira would die whatever she said. Even so, she had to speak.

      “Yes,” she said. “Please don’t kill her.”

      “Right you are.”

      Cleo retreated from the edge, pulling Amira’s feet from the drop, but did not let Mercury’s friend go. Holding her high, Cleo stared into Amira’s face as she had Trey’s, though Amira was no longer aware anyone was there. Unconsciousness seemed to have gripped her.

      “Human rituals, to call my kind, are so messy, so imprecise,” Cleo said. “Because my power dwarfs that of any other of my kind, I am easy to locate. Most rituals are random. The humans who make use of them know not who they will summon. On the other side, whoever the ritual picks is as surprised to be taken.”

      Smiling, this time she did not turn from her prey. As Cleo looked at Amira, Mercury remembered something Heidi had said. A unique power of her master.

      “Whoever I need, I can find,” said the monster. “My most loyal lieutenant, for example, who needs a home on this planet—I think Amira will suffice, don’t you?”

      Mercury charged, blade out, knowing she would surely die.

      Without releasing Amira, Cleo pivoted, dipped and slammed her shoulder into Mercury.

      This time, the knife was lost. When Mercury regained her balance, stopped seeing stars, she turned to see the monster still holding Amira aloft, still staring into Mercury’s best friend’s face.

      “There you are,” she whispered.

      Amira opened her eyes, raised her hands, shoved them into Cleo’s face.

      For a ridiculous second, Mercury imagined Amira’s little ploy might work. The beast would be distracted. Amira would kick free. Cleo would find her footing and, as she did, Amira would plunge a poisoned blade into the monstrous heart.

      Amira no longer had a blade. That part, Mercury conveniently forgot.

      Had she a blade, it wouldn’t have mattered. As Amira slapped Cleo’s face, Cleo headbutted Amira’s hands back into her nose and mouth. She laughed as Amira turned to Mercury, withdrew her hands and mouthed one word.

      Run.

      Cleo punched Amira in the stomach then lifted her high. Neither woman spoke. From nowhere, a wind began to whip, encircling them. Amira’s body began to tremble. Mercury knew what was happening.

      Trey was dead. Any second, Amira would be gone. It was too late to save her.

      Run.

      Mercury was out of choices. Amira had known as much and, even in her weakened state, had known Mercury would need a push to do the right thing.

      Not the right thing for Amira. Not even the right thing for Mercury.

      The right thing for humanity. Mercury stood no chance in this battle. That old saying applied.

      Live to fight another day.

      Mercury was woefully outmatched against this almighty monster, and the odds were about to get worse. If she tried to fight, she would die. There would probably never be a better chance to defeat Cleo. But probably was better than nothing.

      As energy flowed and Cleo dragged her lieutenant into Amira, Mercury turned and, fleeing the failed battle scene, fleeing what might be their last chance to kill the most significant threat the Earth had ever seen, and fleeing her best friend, she ran for her life.
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      Through the doors and down the stairs. Inevitably, it was quicker going down than coming up. More dangerous, too. A couple of times, Mercury almost tripped, almost barrelled down the stairs faster than she intended to travel.

      And that was before she encountered true danger.

      The stairs were hard tiles. Her soles slapped them, and the sound echoed around the tight walls. Her heart raced, her breathing was heavy; she struggled to keep it under control. The sounds of her working lungs, feet and heart filled her ears. Because of this, she didn't realise she wasn't alone on the stairs until it was too late.

      About halfway down the building, Mercury burst off the stairs into the short hall between floors eight and nine. She was going so fast she almost smashed her shoulder into the wall as she took the turn. Then Heidi appeared through the door from the stairs up from floor eight.

      Heidi froze. Mercury couldn't mimic the move. She shoved her heel into the carpet to stop herself and almost pitched over. She was within half a metre of Heidi when she came to a halt, and ready to collapse. Heidi bridged the space and backhanded Mercury across the cheek.

      "Why aren't you dead? Don't tell me my master let you go?"

      The backhand had been well struck. As if Mercury hadn’t been in enough pain, now her cheek throbbed as her skin began to redden. The force of the possessed’s hand had driven her into the wall and to the ground. She rose, in too much pain, physical and mental, to be afraid.

      “Cleo.”

      “You what,” said Heidi.

      “She’s chosen the name Cleo. And yes, she killed Trey. She put one of her monster friends into Amira. Then she let me go. My suffering, she said, was more fun to her than was my demise. She let me run so I might wallow in my pain until she was ready to see me off. Now get out of my way.”

      Even in her pain, Mercury was tense. She tried not to cock an ear like a dog, to listen to the sounds from above. Any second, Cleo and the thing in Amira might rush down the stairs. If they reached this landing before Mercury escaped Heidi, it was game over. 

      That was if Heidi even believed the story Mercury was spinning. The cogs were turning; conflicting ideas battling. Heidi struggled to believe Cleo would have let Mercury go. But could not believe that Mercury would have escaped under her own steam.

      At last, the beast in Olivia’s body gave a little nod.

      “It must be tearing you apart to have lost Amira and Trey?”

      Were those footsteps Mercury heard, somewhere above? Was her time almost up? Whatever the case, she would remain still, silent. She would stand tall and hold the monster’s eye but would not respond to her questions.

      “I didn’t care for Amira,” Heidi continued. “I’m glad she’s dead.”

      Mercury’s fists clenched. On a good day, she might get a couple of hits on Heidi before Heidi killed her. Today was not a good day. In this much pain, any fight would be over in seconds.

      “As for Trey,” Heidi went on when Mercury resisted speaking. “I’d grown rather fond of him. He had to die, but I’ll miss him none the less.”

      She waited again. Mercury could feel the oncoming tears gathering in her eyes. One broke free, rolled down her cheek. Good. Heidi saw it and smiled. Mercury’s emotional torment. That was what she wanted.

      “Can I go now?” Mercury asked, not fighting the tears. Letting them fall.

      “You saw my master—Cleo, you said?—draw one of our kind into this world? Tonight, when you cannot find sleep, if at any point you can pull your tormented mind from the topic of Amira and Trey, how you failed them, consider how fast Cleo can pull one of my kind into one of your kind. Imagine how rapidly we will proliferate. Consider how long it might take, the fall of humanity. You can count it in days rather than weeks.”

      Smiling more broadly than ever, Heidi stepped aside and outstretched an arm, inviting Mercury to pass. For a moment, Mercury froze. Was she really doing the right thing by leaving? How long did she have to mount an effective resistance, and what could she do in that time?

      But she had no choice. If she wanted to live, to have any chance, she had to go now.

      Nodding, she stepped past Heidi and up the hall, through the double doors at the end to the top of another flight of stairs.

      She would continue her sprint to the bottom. Time was precious. If Cleo and not-Amira turned up, it was game over.

      Maybe it was anyway. Maybe running was pointless if she could not first present an obstacle other than herself to the monsters.

      She remembered what Amira had given her before they had climbed the building towards failure and doom. The shotgun was gone; as were the knives. There was one more weapon Amira had taken from the infected she and Trey had killed. Reaching into her pocket, knowing Heidi wasn’t far away and that Cleo could be there any minute, Mercury found the cold, hard spherical object and pulled it free.

      A door opened—the one which concealed the stairs to the ninth floor.

      Mercury paused. Was Heidi departing or was someone arriving?

      Voices. Mercury heard Heidi speak, and someone respond. Cleo had arrived. The monster in Amira’s body would be with her. The tears came again.

      Knowing she had only seconds, if that, Mercury looked to her hands, to the grenade. It looked the same as those she had seen in films and in Betty’s hand, back in her bungalow. Never before had she held one. Luckily, they were simple to operate.

      Clasping the grenade to compress the side lever, Mercury looped a finger through the metal ring which rested on top of the device. She wasn’t afraid to die. Still, the thought of pulling the pin and the grenade exploding in her hands made her pause.

      Footsteps approached the door behind which Mercury stood. There was no time to be nervous. It was now or never.

      In one swift motion, she pulled the pin free.

      Nothing seemed to happen. She knew, within the grenade, the process had started. Within seconds, it would be ready to explode. All she had to do was release the lever.

      She waited one second, two, three.

      Heidi and Cleo were five paces away. Before they arrived, Mercury tugged open the door and dropped the grenade a few inches into the room.

      The moment she let go, she shoved closed the door and twirled on her heel. With a leap, she met the top step and was barrelling down as though a sea of unstoppable molten lava rolled in pursuit of her descending feet.

      Six steps down, the grenade went bang. The explosion smashed the doors from their hinges; the shockwave chased Mercury onto the stairs and threw her from her feet, down the remaining half flight to the floor below.

      Dizzy, disoriented, she once more made use of the resilience and strength Heidi had left her, rising within seconds of hitting the carpet.

      She was not half as resilient as the monsters above. A direct hit from a grenade’s blast hadn’t killed Betty. Nor would it kill Heidi or Amira’s possessor. It might not even harm Cleo. Tossing aside the wreckage, they would be making for the door. Soon, they would again be in pursuit.

      Swaying as she stood, stumbling as she moved, Mercury forced herself on. The next few steps she took with caution, clinging to the bannister. She soon sped up, moving faster and faster as she made her way towards the street, expecting with every step for Cleo to arrive, to drag her back, to kill her.

      Without seeing another soul, unless you counted Betty’s body, she reached the street. Rushing through the tunnel, she paused only momentarily. Around the side of the building would lie Trey. There was a temptation to go to him. No one else would.

      No. She would mourn him as he deserved to be mourned once she was away. She could not take the time to visit his body. It would get her killed. And she had a world to fail to save.

      Leaving the tunnel, she rushed from the building’s grounds, through the fencing that separated dirt from pavement. To her right, she could see her car. The streets weren’t empty. So as not to draw attention, Mercury walked to her vehicle, unlocked the door, went for the handle.

      Paused.

      Three cars from hers, another caught her eye. Reaching into her pocket, she found her chain and checked there were still two car keys there. Throwing open her door, she collected the precious few possessions she kept, before rushing to Amira’s car.

      Inside, she found Amira’s things. No more weapons but something else. Something perhaps more valuable.

      Amira’s little black book.

      There was a reason they had gone to get it. They never had the chance to use it to help their cause.

      Right now, it could be Mercury’s only hope.

      Slipping the book into her coat, she started the car and thought of her friend. Amira. She missed her boyfriend and mother every day. Romantic and familial love could be powerful. Mercury had never experienced anything so strong as the platonic love she felt for her best friend.

      Amira was gone, but Mercury would continue. She would make her friend proud by doing the right thing.

      If nothing else, if she could not save the world, at the least, she would save her friend from the monster who resided within.

      Black book in pocket, fresh purpose in her soul, Mercury started the car and fled the scene of her greatest defeat.

      Yet.
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      The ambulance came. Someone wrapped a towel around the still undressed Sam and listened as she babbled. When the paramedics reached the floor Sam had fled, Benny was still alive. The floor around him was drenched in blood. Would her brother live? It was touch and go.

      Sam had warned the paramedics about Titus. None the less, they recoiled when they saw the mess of a man in the corner. Sam had told them little. They cast her glances. Somehow, they resisted further questions. Their job was to save lives. The police would handle the rest.

      Through the quiet streets, the ambulance raced. Upon arriving in hospital, Benny was rushed into surgery. A nurse brought Sam some spare scrubs in which she could dress and a kind, young doctor led Sam into a small room with a chair, a water dispenser, and little else. He sat her down and offered to make her coffee. She asked about her brother, and he was honest. It was too soon to call whether he would live or die. She said she wanted to be alone until there was news.

      “The police will want to speak with you,” said the doctor. His look was difficult to decipher. There was kindness and concern in his eyes, but his mouth was tight. Someone had told him about Titus. He thought there was a chance Sam, despite her youth and frail frame, was a psychopath. He didn’t want to hang around but had a job to do.

      “You can’t leave the hospital until they say.”

      Sam felt a stab of anger and glared at the doctor.

      “You’ve just told me my brother might die. I don’t care about the police. I don’t care about anything. Until I’ve seen my brother, I’m going nowhere.”

      The doctor looked at her. Read the sincerity in her face. He wanted to believe her but couldn’t shake the thought she might be a sociopath, an adept liar, and a killer. There was little he could do.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I know anything.”

      “Please,” she said.

      He departed. Sam knew before long, the police would arrive with their questions and accusations. Not that it would matter to them, but she didn’t want to speak with anyone until she’d seen her brother. She prayed the next time the door opened, it would be the kind doctor, rather than a stone faced police officer.
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      It was neither.

      Ten minutes after the doctor departed, the door opened again, and someone entered. Sam had her eyes closed. She could tell the person was alone and nothing else. Expecting the police to come in at least pairs, she assumed her doctor friend was back. She opened her eyes, heart pounding with fear about what information he might be about to divulge.

      “Damn, girl,” said Beauty. “You look like shit. You should have something to drink.”

      Without waiting for Sam to respond, Beauty turned to the water cooler. The container looked like a massive upturned plastic bottle. Beneath the container was a slot which held numerous white plastic cups. Above these was a spigot. Beauty took a cup, pushed the tap, and waited for the cup to fill. She put the first cup to one side and filled another.

      “I’m not thirsty,” said Sam. Even though she was.

      “You are,” said Beauty. “I understand you don’t like me, so you want to be strong and rebellious. Is proper hydration really the hill you want to die on?”

      Beauty downed half of the second cup of water. She placed it to one side before collecting the first and bringing it to Sam.

      “Come on,” she said. “Don’t be stupid.”

      Beauty repulsed Sam. The thought of responding positively to any gesture from the woman who had threatened her with rape made her sick. But Beauty was also right. Sam was thirsty, and if she was going to take a stand, it was not worth doing so over a drink.

      Reaching out, she took the cup. Beauty stepped back, smiling.

      The building in which Benny had almost died had been grimy and dim. Even in such poor lighting, Beauty had been stunning. It had been easy for Sam to see how this stranger had turned her brother into a compliant fool.

      The harsh manufactured lighting of the hospital had a habit of washing people out. Making the healthy look ill and the ill look as though they were sitting at Death’s door, waiting to be admitted. Somehow, the excessive, sharp lighting only made Beauty look even more transcendent. She might have been the Devil wrapped in the body of a Goddess.

      “Drink up then,” said Beauty. She returned to her own cup, downed it, and poured herself another. Sam looked at the water in her hands, then back to this repulsive woman.

      “If you’re here to hurt me, go ahead and do it.”

      Sam had always been timid. Since her parents died, she had become over-reliant on her brother. She knew that. Under his shadow, she had carved something of a life. Speaking up was a skill she had never acquired.

      Now Benny, the only person in this world for whom she gave a damn, was dying, and she found she wasn’t afraid anymore. After all, what was there left to lose?

      Beauty watched Sam a while. Classic scare tactics. She finished her latest water, scrunched up her plastic cup, and threw it in the waste paper bin. At last, Sam took a sip. It was refreshing. That was annoying.

      “I’m not allowed to kill you,” Beauty said at last. It was clear the situation displeased her.

      “You don’t strike me as someone who takes orders,” said Sam.

      Beauty smiled. “You want me to hurt you? You got some sadomasochist thing going on?”

      “No,” said Sam. “Just curious.”

      Beauty nudged the waste paper bin with a toe. Looked around as though searching for a chair, but there wasn’t one. Instead, she leaned against a wall.

      “I never listened to my parents,” she said at last. “Never had time for teachers and I couldn’t hold down a job. You’re right, people telling me what to do gets right under my skin. I need to be in control.”

      The mere thought of parents, bosses and teachers made Beauty shudder. Sam almost smiled. How pathetic it was. How insecure did one have to be to find taking instruction from another human so repellent that even discussing the idea made her shiver? Sam could have spoken. Held her tongue.

      “This is different,” Beauty continued. “We all need a purpose. What we did today was summon a being of incredible power—A God—into a human vessel. I can’t take instruction from another human. But a God? That’s a different story. Even I can toe the line when the rewards are so great.”

      “And what are the rewards?” Sam questioned. Did she care? Or did she seek only to distract herself from her brother’s condition? Where was he now? Was his life still hanging in the balance? Was he stable? Or had he already passed away, as had her parents all those years ago?

      “Their kind will take over the Earth,” said Beauty. “When they do, I’ll be at the God Liam’s right hand. The remainder of humanity will live in servitude, and I will be their master. I will have more power under the Gods then I ever could without them. You can’t tell me you don’t want a piece of that.”

      Sam didn’t know whether to believe the line Beauty was spinning. Whatever had happened to Liam, he wasn’t a God. Had he been possessed by a creature of diabolical evil and power from some other realm? It sounded far fetched. Given what Sam had so far seen, she couldn’t rule it out.

      Whatever the case, it didn’t change her answer.

      “I can think of nothing less appealing,” said Sam, “than a piece of that.”

      Beauty rolled her eyes. Came away from the wall. Sam finished her drink and put the cup by her chair leg.

      “Actually, I believe that,” said Beauty. “You’re weak, pathetic. Look at you, sitting here diligently, though the police will arrest you. And why? For your brother. For Benjamin. You must see the joke of that?”

      “I can see why you might think it’s a joke,” said Sam. “Because you don’t understand what it is to care about someone, to love them. Have you no family?”

      Beauty shook her head. “Not any more. As I said, I raised hell for them when I was around.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But I still loved them, and they loved me,” said Beauty. This surprised Sam. Not so much that Beauty had loved her family—even the cruellest of monsters tended to love someone. More that she would admit to such love so brazenly. Sam didn’t yet understand what was this particular monster’s point. For some reason, she didn’t want to ask.

      “Enough of the chit chat,” said Beauty. “My new boss wants to see you. Who knows why. I told him you were pathetic. That you wouldn’t be interested in the same aims as were we. Still, he insisted. So here I am, ready to collect.”

      Sam stood. Shock flashed across Beauty’s face. She hadn’t expected this to be so easy.

      Bending over, Sam took her spent cup, crossed the room and binned it. She returned to her chair and sat down with a thump.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “Even if I was interested in joining your little humanity destroying team, which I’m not, I won’t leave my brother.”

      “I thought it might come to that,” said Beauty. “I mentioned I loved my family. There were many ways they showed me they loved me back. For example, and this is a big one, they never abused me.”

      Sam felt her chest tighten. Then her heart began to beat a little faster. Clenching her fists by her side, she chose not to respond.

      “I’ve hurt a lot of people,” said Beauty. “You’ve probably noticed, I’m a nasty piece of work. But I never hurt my family. Not physically, anyway. I hurt them by going off the rails, by refusing to obey. I never once laid a finger on any of them. That’s a good sign of love.”

      “Benny loves me,” said Sam. She couldn’t help herself. The words slipped free before she could stop them. She blinked. Was angered to find tears in her eyes, waiting to break free.

      “He hurts you,” said Beauty. “Beats and abuses you. Don’t think I couldn’t see it the moment you two walked in. He’s a bastard, a dick. You’re pathetic. You tell me which is worse.”

      Fighting the boiling rage, Sam bit her lip. Words bubbled towards the surface, but she managed not to speak. She thought of Benny. Dying, perhaps already dead. His whole life, he had protected her. She’d never made it easy. That wasn’t his fault any more than was his short temper. She was supposed to be careful. She knew what he was like. He was her protector. He did love her. He did.

      “Cops will be here soon,” said Beauty. “You sit around waiting for your brother, they’re going to arrest you. Is that what you want? What you going to tell them when they drag you into the interrogation room?”

      “The truth,” said Sam, believing her words dripped with menace. Hoping she might frighten her adversary.

      Beauty laughed. “You’re going to tell them you seduced a guy and helped your brother kidnap him? You’re going to tell them you were involved in a ritual you don’t understand and can’t explain, that an invisible force murdered Titus and that the boy you kidnapped accepted into his soul a God from another dimension? That’ll be your story?”

      Sam didn’t respond. Of course not. What could she say? Beauty enjoyed watching the younger woman squirm.

      “Here’s what the police know so far,” Beauty said. “They have CCTV footage of your brother bundling Liam into a van and the two of you driving him away. Liam’s missing. His parents are going spare. The police wouldn’t have any leads except you’ve dropped into their lap. They know you kidnapped Liam and now they’ve found you with a dead stranger and your almost dead brother. They’ll ask where you’ve put Liam. When you can’t give them a satisfactory answer, they’ll arrest you. They’ll never find Liam, so you’ll escape a murder charge, but you and your brother will go to prison for kidnap. They have more than enough evidence for that. I’d suggest what your sentence might be but, to be honest, it doesn’t matter. My guess is you’ll be dead within the week.”

      Beauty smiled. The speech must have made her thirsty because she returned to the cooler, grabbed a new cup and poured herself another water. She pointed at the remaining cups and looked at Sam. “Another?”

      Out in the hall, Sam could hear the footsteps moving backwards and forwards. People rushing, people wandering, people wheeling in wheelchairs. All these people walked past the door behind which conversed Beauty and Sam. Sooner or later, someone would stop and enter. It might be the doctor. More likely, it would be the police. They would ask Sam to join them at the station to answer a few questions. She would tell them she wanted to stay close to her brother. They would insist. If it came to it, they would compel.

      Maybe they’d skip all that and go straight to arrest. She wouldn’t be asked but would be told she was to join the cops at the police station. There it would go down like Beauty said. They would want to know about Liam and Titus and Benny. Sam could tell them the truth, but they wouldn’t believe her. No lie would be convincing.

      It would be stupid to call her choices limited. She wished she had so many as that.

      Beauty had finished her drink. She said, “I can’t hang around. Come now, and I can get you out under the eyes of any security that might be watching,  take you somewhere safe. It might not be a long term solution, but it’s the best you got.”

      Sam was still thinking, her heart still pounding. She was afraid of jail cells and interrogation rooms. If she was arrested for kidnap, what could she do? She was a terrible liar, and kidnapping Liam was exactly what they’d done.

      Liam was gone now. Whatever had happened to him, the gentleman she had convinced to walk her home was no longer at the wheel. That was Sam’s fault. She deserved to be punished. Forget letting the police arrest her. She should hand herself in.

      She wouldn’t. She knew that. Was too weak. Like Beauty said, she was pathetic. She wanted to escape jail time.

      But still…

      “I can’t go,” she said. “Benny.”

      “Well obviously I knew that’d be a problem,” said Beauty. “So I can further sweeten the deal, lucky for you.”

      “How?”

      “They won’t arrest Benjamin while he’s in surgery. You come meet the boss, and we’ll ensure your bro’s moved as soon as he’s well enough, and before the police can take him into custody. Now, how does that sound for a good deal?”

      It sounded good. That was the problem. Sam wanted to say yes, to get her and Benny free, though they didn’t deserve to be so. And it wasn’t just getting away with something when she didn’t deserve to escape justice. Beauty believed Liam was a God who planned to enslave humanity. Whatever was the truth, Liam was different. Evil. Could Sam side with that, even temporarily?

      Beauty had crushed another cup and chucked it away. She was moving to the door. Easing it open, she peeked into the hall, then closed it again.

      “I’m out of here,” she said. “Boss wants you real bad, but whatever, I’ll tell him I tried. This is your last chance. I won’t ask again.”

      Sam knew she shouldn’t side with this villain or her new boss. But she couldn’t go to prison. Couldn’t condemn Benny to jail time either.

      “How can I trust you’ll get Benny out?”

      Beauty’s hand was on the door. Her piercing, beautiful eyes burned into Sam’s. She held that look a few seconds. Then spoke.

      “I’m done trying to convince you. I’m leaving now. You can come with me or not.”

      She threw open the door and nodded into the hall.

      “Sam. It’s time to decide.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Success was always sweet. Heidi could not deny this particular victory had been tinged with something bitter, right at the end.

      Earlier that day Heidi had tried to squeeze every drop of enjoyment from her walk through Harvey Michaels’ gardens, supposing it would be her last such stroll in some time.

      Not so. After that cow Mercury blew them up, Heidi expected Cleo to give chase. Instead, they made their way out of the building and located Heidi’s car. Through supernatural dust shows in the sky and explosions in buildings, her driver had remained by the vehicle. That was the beauty of the infected.

      Already, sirens had filled the air. With the explosion, the street had cleared. Soon the police and fire brigade would arrive, though nothing was on fire. No human force could threaten the trio. Still, it was better not to stick around.

      Cleo turned to Heidi. “Take us home.”

      They drove. Cleo, who resided in the body of Heidi’s second favourite non-infected follower, Talina, and the newly Christened Aurora, who resided in Amira, remained silent, their eyes filled with determination and purpose.

      Heidi would have liked to speak. Perhaps even gloat. Because she was in trouble, she stayed silent. She had been stupid to let Mercury go. She shouldn’t have believed the human’s story, but even if she did, she should have detained this proven problem until Cleo arrived. Heidi had acted foolishly letting Mercury go. She didn’t like to think about why.

      The grenade made things worse. Cleo had stepped forward, taken the blast. Her clothes remained torn, but the burns and cuts, the hole in her stomach; all that had healed in minutes. But that was meaningless. It was the affront of the attack that hurt. That some human, who should have been dead, had been able to launch at these Gods an explosive.

      Cleo was not known for her tolerance. In the bleak dimension from where they came, insubordination or failure was often met with destruction. That Heidi had achieved what no other of her kind had managed, releasing Cleo from that world into this, earned her enough favour to survive the Mercury blunder. She could not mess up again.

      The mansion was quiet. Many of the staff had become infected and died to call forth Cleo. Those who remained were cautious around their mistress. They knew something was not right. Had Olivia been more available in life, her staff might have been even more sure something was wrong in her death.

      “Take me to people,” said Cleo.

      In one of the rec rooms used exclusively by the staff, the trio found a duo. A cleaner and a cook. A boy and a girl. When Heidi entered the room, they jumped to attention, though this was never something she’d asked of them.

      “Miss Michaels,” said the girl. “We didn’t expect you back so soon.”

      Both members of staff were in their twenties. If they were attractive, Heidi couldn’t tell. They were human, after all. They bore no interest to Heidi other than in what they could provide.

      Heidi said nothing. Cleo stepped beyond the fake Olivia and approached the boy and the girl.

      Talina had been viewed as attractive. Had she been the most hideous of humans, it would not have mattered. Under Cleo’s control, she could become the most beautiful woman on Earth to whoever looked upon her. More than that, she could inspire lust and desire in any human. The boy could have been gay, the girl straight, it would make no difference.

      As Cleo approached, Heidi watched the staff members’ eyes dilate. They became breathless. They fought not to reach out, though they were desperate to touch her.

      They would get their wish.

      Cleo leaned in and kissed first the boy, then the girl. The kisses were short, chaste. When Cleo stepped away, the pair she faced would have battled to the death for another peck on the lips.

      “You will give yourselves to me,” said Cleo. It wasn’t a question because she knew the answer. The staff members nodded like idiots.

      Cleo smiled. “You will be the first in my new and short-lived army. So, let’s get started.”
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      There were fourteen members of staff within the house. Heidi rounded them up. Sending them all to the rec room except for Abigail, the last of her three human, non-infected followers, who she sent from the mansion with clear instructions and her infected driver.

      Of the thirteen humans Cleo saw, Heidi expected at least a couple would become possessed. Instead, thirteen infected became their entourage as they stepped through the French doors, onto the patio and across the garden.

      As they walked, Cleo looked to the sky. To Heidi, she said, “You’re too young to remember our true world, I suppose?”

      Heidi was about to say yes. She knew the war had turned her beautiful world into a barren, decrepit landscape; had destroyed the bodies her kind had once enjoyed and turned them into wailing spirits that could experience little other than pain and misery. She was too young to remember the war. Had been born as a spirit and into this barren world. Still, the wording tripped her up.

      “What do you mean, “true” world?”

      Cleo was walking, leading the way. As they made for the hedge maze, she continued.

      “The world on which our kind went to war was far smaller than the world on which you were born. I was a mere child when it happened. I watched the beauty of our surroundings fall and burn. Our sky was a stunning blue, much like the one above our heads as we speak. The greed of our leaders started the process that would destroy it. The war brought by the revolution sped up and, at last, ended the process.”

      They reached the maze. Cleo paused at its entrance. Heidi looked to the ground, searching for signs that a man had died here, earlier today. Her team had done a good job. No one would be able to tell.

      “Since our world ended, we have sought escape. Breaking down the walls between one dimension and the next has always been the aim, and there have always been those greedy and foolish enough to help us achieve our goals on the other side. Come on.”

      They entered the maze: the thirteen infected, Heidi, Cleo, Aurora. The place was huge, with many available wrong turns. Using the mind of Talina, who had loved this place, Cleo navigated with ease and did not make one mistake on her path to the maze’s centre circle.

      It was spacious enough to comfortably house fifty people. There were green benches set in a circle around a stone water fountain centrepiece. A statue topped the water fountain. A man on a horse, his lance held aloft, pointed into the distance.

      “This is perfect,” said Cleo.

      Like all her kind, Heidi had grown up in fear of Cleo, the most powerful being of all time. It was a crime to question the wishes of the master or to imply she might not know what she was doing. Perhaps Heidi had been on Earth too long. She could not hold her tongue.

      “Forgive me,” she said. “I had assumed, when you arrived, you would move quickly to bring more of us to this world. Within a few weeks, we can have saved all our people from that horrible dimension. Within months, perhaps sooner, this world can be ours.”

      Cleo approached the statue. Raising a hand, she touched the horses’ stone flank. Beneath her touch, the material seemed to ripple. When she pulled her hand away, the stone she had touched began to change. It had been white, pristine. Now it glowed, and the colour changed to black, to red, to grey, to green. It continued to cycle as Cleo turned away, faced Heidi once more.

      “Under my predecessor as ruler of our kind, our people began to move into another dimension, possessing the indigenous people of a world nothing like this one. As with this world, it took some time, but eventually, our commander was pulled into a vessel, and he did as you now want me to do. He pulled each and every one of our kind into the reigning species on this new world. Once we were all through, we took over, destroying most of their kind, infecting many more, and enslaving the rest. Within months, we had a new home awash with beauty and comfort. You remember that Aurora?”

      Aurora nodded but did not speak. It was as though she had yet to get used to having a voice box. Back home, they communicated via thought. It was a dimension as silent as it was hellish.

      “Our commander was content,” said Cleo. “He said we had arrived and we would live out our days on this world. Happy.”

      As she said the last word, Cleo’s face contorted in rage. She turned, slapped the horses flank, this time with both hands. Both palms she pressed into the stone. The rippling section of the horse began to shimmer and change colour even faster than before. Then, like a disease of the skin, it began to spread.

      “When our commander stood before us and declared us victorious, I was aghast,” said Cleo, her arms still on the horse. “He wanted us to spend an eternity strapped into these tiny prisons the natives called bodies. Confined to these ridiculous dimensions.”

      The shimmering colours had now spread across the horse. They touched the leg of the stone rider and began to take him as well. Before long, they reached the lance and climbed.

      “I don’t understand,” said Heidi. “We’re in human form now. We’ve taken their bodies.”

      “And that’s an insult to us,” said Cleo. “It’s a necessary evil, for now, but I will condemn no more of my kind to this punishment than I have to. There are the three of us, and one more I have sent to deal with the mess you made with Mercury. Other than that, no more. We deserve to be free.”

      “I don’t understand,” Heidi said again. She hated feeling stupid when, for so long she had been wrapped in the power afforded to her by the strength of her race and the money of the human she had possessed. Now she was faced with the contemptuous smile of her master.

      “Most people believe we lost our bodies in the almighty war. I disagree,” said Cleo. “I believe we were released from them and cast into our true forms. Forms of complete and total power. Our commander, back then, wanted to shackle us again. I wouldn’t have it. I met Aurora and other like-minded people. I sought to do what was right for our kind. That idiot had let down his guard, thinking there was nothing to fear. I killed him, thus taking his power and becoming your ruler. Then I did what needed to be done. Unlike my predecessor, I did right by my people.”

      By now, the entire statue was rippling and rapidly changing colours. The lance seemed to change the fastest of all, and right at the tip, something else. The tip was black but glowing. Like the rest of the statue, it rippled, but it did not change colour. And there was power there. Heidi could feel it. It made her cold, afraid. She hated that feeling even more than she hated feeling stupid. Her kind did not feel fear. Should not, anyway.

      “What did you do?” Asked Heidi.

      “Tore a hole in the precarious wall between the dimension we had entered and the one we had left. Once I did that, our reality came flooding in, and the beautiful world we had overtaken was torn to shreds. Our slaves were turned to nothing, and our bodies unravelled. Once more, we were spirits of unmatchable power; our tormented world was twice as large.”

      Behind Cleo, there was a crumbling sound. Heidi thought at first, the state was going to collapse. Instead, the man upon the horse moved his arm, shifted his lance, so it no longer pointed at an angle, but directly at the sky. The black, throbbing dot at it’s end grew larger.

      “I knew then my purpose,” said Cleo. “Since then, we have entered many other worlds, all before you were born. Each has collapsed beneath the weight of our home, once I tore a hole between the dimensions.”

      “Why?”

      The word escaped Heidi’s lips before she could stop herself. At her side, she felt Aurora tense with anger. She thought Cleo might lash out, might kill her. She was lucky.

      “Beauty, life, happiness,” said Cleo. “These are lies. Our true forms reveal us as harbingers of destruction. It is what we are for, and we will find no peace until the entirety of existence is nothing but a never-ending expanse of the world from which we came, and there are no beings left but us.”

      The stone man pointed his lance to the sky, the tip aimed at what many humans believed to be the heavens.

      “Can I count on you, Heidi?” said Cleo. “I sense my plan makes you uncomfortable. I need to know you’ll follow me.”

      Heidi could not afford to hesitate. Regardless, she did, if only for a couple of seconds.

      “You’re my master, the most powerful of us all,” she said, after those seconds. “I called you forward not to presume to tell you what to do, but to listen to your orders and to carry them out. That’s all that matters.”

      Cleo looked Heidi in the eyes. Searched for lies. Smiled when she was satisfied.

      “That’s all I wanted to hear. And the truth is you have little to do. Within hours, our friend, the statue here, will be ready. I have turned him into a conduit with which I will break down the barriers between this pathetic world and ours.”

      Cleo stepped forward and clasped Heidi’s shoulder.

      “The humans might see tomorrow’s sunrise,” she said. “If so, I hope they enjoy it.

      “It will be last rising sun this world ever sees.”
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      Beauty made fast work of getting Sam out of the hospital. Heads down, they made for a Ford Capri, blue, and slipped inside. No one peeked through the windows as they drove from the carpark. No guards burst from the hospital as they joined the main road. There was no sign of the police.

      It took less than half an hour to reach their destination. Sam expected another building shell. Maybe a warehouse or a shack or underground bunker. Beauty drove her to a comfortable neighbourhood filled with detached homes and well-kept lawns. They swung into a cul de sac. Beauty smiled at a couple of children having a kick-about. They grabbed their ball and rushed to the curb, waving at the car as it went by.

      Beauty drove to a house at the bottom of the road. Number 17. It looked like any of the others. Nothing about the place screamed that this was the headquarters of a woman who possessed dark intentions and her boss, who she believed was a God. It was hard to believe a plan to enslave humanity could be formed within and launched from this unassuming property. Then again, this wasn’t Hollywood. Not everything had to look as you might expect.

      “Out,” said Beauty.

      Sam did as she was told. Stepping from the car, she looked back up the road to the children they had passed on their way down. The kids had returned to playing their ball game. They were laughing and joking. Inside, they would have parents who loved them. After Sam’s parents died, there had been no more time for games. She stayed inside, she studied, she cooked, she cleaned. Did anything she could to ease her guilt for what she was doing to Benny. Stealing his life by turning him into mum and dad.

      An elderly woman stood at the window across the street. She appeared to be looking at Beauty. When she saw Sam looking at her, she disappeared back into her home. Perhaps to call the police.

      A sign on a lamppost caught Sam’s attention.

      “Neighbourhood watch area,” she noted. “Don’t you think they’ll be on you before long? If they don’t go straight to the police.”

      “Shut up, get inside,” said Beauty.

      Sam expected an escort into the house, but Beauty left her by the car to storm up the drive and unlock the front door before disappearing inside. Sam glanced back at the old lady’s window, but no one appeared to be watching for the time being. She could run, but to what end? Her brother lay in hospital. She needed to see him, to know how he was. Her options were to stick it out with Liam and Beauty until her brother was free or return to the place she had just fled, looking even guiltier than before.

      Again plagued by worse than a lack of options, Sam stepped away from the car and up the drive. To the right of the front door were two window boxes. Well-kept, fresh. Would she open the door and find, in the downstairs bathroom, the fresh corpses of what had been, until recently, a happy family? The thought brought bile up her throat and tears to her eyes. Why was she here? What had she done?

      Too late to worry about that now. The decision was made. Sam was determined to stick it out.

      Taking one final look up the road, at the kids playing ball, at the old lady’s window, at the neighbourhood watch sign, she sighed, stepped inside, and closed the door.
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      The house was quiet, the soft carpet in the hall pristine. Although Sam feared she might need to flee this place, she could not bring herself to sully the carpet. She wiped her shoes on the mat then slipped them off, leaving them by the front door. Then she stepped to the first door on the right and let herself from the hall into the living room.

      A small, snug room. One sofa, one armchair, big TV. An electric fireplace. A mantlepiece and windowsill upon both of which stood numerous family photos. Smiling faces in wooden frames drew Sam’s eyes. She tore her gaze away. She did not want to think about the homeowners or what might have happened to them. 

      Beyond the living room was the kitchen. Sam could hear Beauty moving about. A kettle boiled. Her driver returned into the living room. 

      “Coffee?”

      It was the hospital dilemma again. Sam was drained; could use the pick-me-up the coffee promised, but she loathed the idea of accepting anything from this monster.

      The logic Beauty had laid out over the water still stood. Fighting the urge to tell the stunning bitch to piss off, Sam nodded.

      “Sugar? Milk?”

      “Whatever you have.”

      Beauty nodded and left. Though the armchair and sofa looked comfortable, Sam remained standing, positioning herself where she would see Beauty enter from the kitchen, but not the family photos which might inspire horrible, lucid imaginings.

      A couple of minutes later, Beauty returned, dumping a mug on the coffee table, and casting an eye over Sam’s attire.

      “You look ridiculous. I’ll get you some clothes.”

      She departed without a word, leaving Sam alone in the living room. Less than a minute later, the door opened, and in stepped the man with Liam’s face.

      “I’m glad Stephanie was able to persuade you to join us.”

      Sam opened her mouth to ask who Stephanie might be, then it clicked. Of course, she had named the beautiful woman Beauty for lack of a better option. Her real name must be Stephanie.

      “I made a mistake,” said Sam. “I was afraid. I didn’t want to go to prison. I helped kidnap a kind innocent man and now… well, I don’t know. What’s happened to Liam? Who are you? Beau—Stephanie says a God.”

      At that, Liam smirked. An easy, confident smile. It didn’t belong on the face of the man Sam had met in the pub the previous evening. Seeing it made her angrier, made her want to storm out. She held her position as Liam dropped into the armchair and pointed at the sofa.

      “Why don’t you take a seat?”

      Sam gave a short, sharp shake of the head.

      “No?” Liam raised his eyebrows. “You don’t look comfortable.”

      “Maybe when the homeowners return,” said Sam, “they’ll offer me a seat. If they do, I’ll take it.”

      She’d spoken with contempt, with sarcasm. Liam registered the tone but seemed unable to comprehend what she might mean by it. At least for a few moments. Then he smiled and gave a little laugh.

      “You think we’ve murdered some poor family and stolen their home for our headquarters?” He looked around. “I suppose if you were going to kill someone for a home, this home would be a stellar choice.”

      The armchair was positioned between the telly and window. From the windowsill at his side, Liam plucked a family snapshot. Standing, he pressed the frame into Sam’s grasp, though she didn’t want to take it. He sat, gestured to the photo.

      “We’ve killed no one to be here,” he said. “The owner gave us permission. Look.”

      Sam wanted to tell Liam to piss off; to throw the frame in his face and storm out the door. Now it was in her hand, she found herself far less able to resist the photo than when it had been across the room. Fingers trembling around the smooth wooden frame, she glanced at the picture.

      A family of three. Two parents in their fifties, a child in her teens. All of them beaming.

      The parents looked friendly, loving, but essentially ordinary. The girl was something else—an untold beauty with long, flowing hair, perfect skin, and piercing eyes. The smile on her face was natural and easy, kind, even. The confident smile didn’t suit Liam, and this warm smile didn’t suit the woman who had threatened to have Sam raped. 

      “Stephanie was fourteen,” said Liam. “That’s their last family picture. Her parents died shortly after. An accident. Something the two of you have in common, as I understand it. Difference being Stephanie was an only child while you had your brother.”

      For a second Sam felt a pulsing, overpowering sympathy for Stephanie. It throbbed in her stomach. This woman had been through what Sam had been through but without a Benny. What would Sam have done without her brother? How would she have coped? Would she have coped?

      The sympathy came as Liam spoke and went as Sam remembered Titus’ battered corpse and her brother, in an operating theatre, fighting for his life. She placed the photo on the coffee table beside her untouched drink, folded her arms and looked at Liam.

      “Am I supposed to forgive the awful things she’s done because her parents died?”

      “Not at all. She’s a loathsome human who deserves to pay for her sins,” said Liam. “For now, though, it’s important to understand her parents died in non-suspicious circumstances and Stephanie inherited the house. I’m sure she would be happy for you to take a seat, but I can invite her back down to confirm if you’d like?”

      So calm, so cool. Sam hated Liam more with every easy word. Still, she was weak, tired. Though she loathed both of them, she sat in Stephanie’s chair, accepting the drink Stephanie had made and the company Liam offered. She surrendered her moral high ground as she fell from her feet as she had when she quit the hospital for fear of prison time.

      “Just tell me,” she said. “Is the real Liam alive?”

      “No.”

      Liam didn’t hesitate to divulge the news. Sam clenched a fist by her side and felt a tear drip from her eye. Liam was dead. She was to blame.

      She said, “You killed him.”

      “It’s an unfortunate side effect of the process,” said Liam. “The ritual dragged me from my dimension and shoved me into the victim on the symbol. I took over like a virus. Not by choice, I killed the host and took his body. I am sorry. I wish it hadn’t been him. He was a nice guy. Genuine.”

      Liam never wavered as he spoke. His eyes burned into Sam’s. She turned away, drank more coffee, cried more tears. She couldn’t speak.

      “I’m not a God, though, if that helps. Just a being from another reality. A horrible, awful dimension. Like I say, I didn’t choose to be here. I wouldn’t have chosen to kill Liam, but I can’t regret my arrival. I’m needed right here, right now. For various reasons.”

      “What can I call you?”

      Liam raised his eyebrows, surprised. He had expected her to dig into why he needed to be on her world. She couldn’t have cared less about that.

      “I’m still thinking of you as Liam,” she said when he didn’t respond. “I can’t have that. Bad enough you’re disrespecting his memory by wearing his skin after you killed him. It’s even worse I’m using his name for you so, what can I call you? What’s your name?”

      As though it were a problematic maths sum rather than a straightforward question, he gave this some thought. After thirty seconds, he merely shrugged.

      “I don’t have a name,” he said. “Would you care to christen me?”

      “Scum. Bastard. Devil.”

      Liam smiled. “Not a huge fan of those, it must be said. But maybe we can work with Devil. Ruler of the underworld. How about Pluto? From Roman Mythology, the God of the underworld. Also Mickey Mouse’s dog. What do you think?”

      “I don’t care if you call yourself Wrench, so long as it’s not Liam.”

      “Well, on balance, I think I prefer Pluto to Wrench, so we’ll go with that. I’m pleased.”

      She didn’t respond. Her coffee was still hot, but she was so drained she downed most of it anyway. Afterwards, her tongue throbbed, and her throat strained. She didn’t care.

      “Why did you want me, anyway?”

      “Huh?”

      Liam, now Pluto, had been staring out the window at the clear blue sky. Seemingly, he’d fallen into a reverie from which Sam’s question had dragged him. She repeated it, and he nodded.

      “I need allies,” he said.

      “You have Stephanie.”

      “I do have Stephanie. But she’s cruel-hearted, self-serving. She follows me for now, but do you see her as the sort to take orders long term, even if she does believe me a God?”

      Sam couldn’t help but smile as her exact thoughts were parroted back to her.

      “She thinks she can.”

      “She’s lying to herself,” said Pluto. “As well you know.”

      Sam nodded, didn’t respond. Pluto continued.

      “I have another, a man I met earlier today but I don’t yet know enough about him. I could find more people, but only those I could convince through a show of power would join me. More Stephanies, in other words. That’s not what I want.”

      He gave her a long look. His eyes spoke of honesty and integrity. Lying eyes, in other words. Still, Sam stayed quiet.

      “You’re different. When I burst into this world, I saw into the souls of those whose chants had summoned me. In a split second, I learned so much.”

      He went back to staring at the sky. He smiled at it as though it were an old friend or lover—someone he had missed.

      “Titus was a monster,” he said. “He’s better off gone, trust me on that. As for your brother… I know how you feel about him. I won’t speak ill.”

      “My brother’s the reason I survived my parents’ deaths.”

      At her defensive words, Pluto turned his head, as though the syllables had made a fist and smacked his jaw. There was sadness in his eyes. She hated that. He thought her delusional, pitiable. But how could he know? She couldn’t explain it to him, this creature from another world. He would never understand.

      Nor did he want to pursue the matter. 

      He said, “Whatever your brother is, you are an honest being, and selfless. I need you by my side for the next day or so. Do you think you can help me?”

      “Why should I?”

      “For now,” he said, “because I promise to ensure your brother never sees the inside of a prison cell, and neither will you. I mean that, too, but I don’t believe it will matter so much in the end. I believe, before we’re done, you’ll be helping me because you want to.”

      Sam almost laughed. Pluto was insane if he believed she would ever want to help him. It might not matter. His promise regarding Benny might be enough.

      “My brother’s spent his whole life protecting me,” she said. “More than anything, I want to return the favour. I want to keep him out of prison.”

      Pluto nodded. Didn’t speak because he could see there was more to come.

      “I won’t hurt anyone,” she said. “No matter what. Even for my brother, I could never do that.”

      “I know you couldn’t,” said Pluto. “Nor would I ask you to.”

      Sam didn’t know if she could believe that. So far, he had given her no reason not to trust him, but no reason to trust him either. Although he claimed he couldn’t control it, she couldn’t look past the fact he had murdered Liam. Still, he had made his promise, and if it kept Benny safe, she had to follow him for the time being. She could always change her mind later. She hoped.

      “What do you want me to do?” She asked.

      Trying not to smile, Pluto rose from his chair. From his pocket, he withdrew a mobile phone and unlocked it as he crossed the room.

      “Stephanie thinks I’m a God and she’s wrong,” he said. “She also thinks I’m the most powerful being on the planet. Wrong again. Today, someone brought to your homeworld the ruler of my kind, who comes with glorious purpose and unimaginable power. I dare not tell you of their plan. I don’t want to scare you. All I know is someone stands in his way.”

      He passed Sam the handset. Sensing she would not like it, he stayed opposite her, rather than taking the seat at her side. She glanced at the phone and saw a woman she didn’t recognise.

      “Her name is Mercury,” said Pluto. “The ruler of whom I speak is afraid she might stop him.”

      Sam stared at the phone a while, then handed it back.

      “Maybe I wasn’t clear. I said I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I meant directly or indirectly. In luring Liam from the pub, I got him killed. I won’t do the same again, and if you think you can persuade me then—“

      “Sam,” he said, raising a hand. “You misunderstand. I don’t want you to hurt her.”

      Looking up, Sam gave Pluto a questioning look. In return, he smiled. 

      “I want you to help her.”
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      For almost three hours, Mercury drove without stopping. Fifteen minutes from her destination she pulled into a service station, used the bathroom and refilled Amira's car, then set off again. In total, the vehicle was stationary for perhaps fifteen minutes.

      From the service station, she made her way onto a tree-lined road, driving South. Three miles along, she slowed and turned onto an obscure path which broke through the woods, barely wide enough to accommodate Amira's small car of choice.

      The path wound this way and that, more like a river than a road, and narrowing the further she drove. At one point, Mercury's wing mirror hit a tree and smacked the side of her car. Low hanging branches scraped the windscreen and roof, high grass and broken twigs snapped and crackled beneath her wheels.

      For five minutes, she proceeded at a crawl. Before long, she reached the path's end. A small circular clearing bordered by trees. The only way out, for the vehicle, was to reverse or attempt a tight turn and head back to the road. Mercury didn't intend to take either option.

      Jumping from the car, she grabbed a bag from the boot and filled it with her few personal belongings and the items Trey and Amira had left in the vehicle, none of which she needed. For some reason, she wanted to keep close the possessions of those she had lost, though it would weigh her down.

      Locking the car, she faced into the quiet of the tightly packed trees. Memories came like a swirling mist. All the oldies—the death of her mother, of her boyfriend; the sacrifice of Liz, the slaughter of countless infected. New ones too. Unsurprisingly, she was treated to Cleo tossing Trey off the edge of the building as though he were litter. And of Amira, held aloft, being shredded from the inside by the incoming monster.

      At the edge of the clearing, Mercury collapsed against a tree as the tears came. All her life she'd fancied herself a loner. What a fool she'd been. Boyfriend, mother, best friend. Someone had ripped them away. Now she was truly alone. Now she knew what a joke it had been to call herself a loner.

      It even hurt losing Liz, who had tried to arrest her before joining the team, and Trey, who had tried to kill her.

      In fact, she dwelled on Trey far more than expected, given he had died right before the person Mercury loved most in the world. His demise should have been overshadowed, but it wasn't. 

      Born into a monstrous family, Trey was lucky he had held onto any kindness. It was no surprise he had performed despicable acts. Mercury should have hated him for his part in the possessions of her, her mother, and her boyfriend, but found she couldn't. Since then, Trey had proven himself a true hero. Cleo had been right about that if nothing else.

      But now, he was gone. Mercury had expected to die during the final battle and suspected Trey and Amira might die too.

      The scenario she had never considered? The one where her partners died, and she was forced to live. From Cleo, she had fled. She had tricked Heidi into letting her go and had thrown a grenade to stop the monsters catching her before she could flee the building.

      Had that been right? There was a black hole in her stomach and heart. Would not it have been better to let them kill her?

      She was still leaning against the trunk. Having driven into the clearing with purpose, she now felt stranded, as though the tree were a raft and she was lost in the endless ocean, no rescue or island in sight.

      Seeking some way to escape the bleak misery, she routed through her pockets, dragged free Amira's little black book. As though it were connected to the friend she had lost, Amira's words floated into her mind the moment she touched the leather cover.

      Our happiness doesn't matter anymore. Doesn't that suck? But it's true. Anything we lose, anything we give up, we have to take that on the chin and move on. All that matters now is doing what's right. We gotta save the world. And hey, maybe we survive, and if we do, they base a movie on our adventures. Then we'll be rich and happy, and everything will be groovy. There's always a silver lining, right?

      In the years before their lives ended, when Mercury and Amira had been best friends with no worries and few responsibilities, Mercury would have characterised Amira as a loyal friend but selfish in the grander scheme of things. She loved her job as an investigative journalist but never seemed interested in helping her fellow man. It was only when the monsters came and threatened humanity that Amira's true self was revealed. With startling ease, she put her needs and desires to one side, all to focus on the greater good.

      If I die during this, you're not allowed to give up or collapse in on yourself. The world needs you. Do the right thing, always.

      As Amira's words whispered through the trees, Mercury forced her eyes shut. Tears dripped down her cheek and fell to the leather book in her hands. Amira had put personal feelings to one side to be a hero. Trey had been afraid, had believed he was a coward. He didn't want to die. When it came to it, he had thrown himself at Cleo and got himself thrown from a building. Amira and Trey had died doing the right thing. To survive and fall apart would be to disrespect their memories.

      Sliding the leather book away, Mercury pulled her bag tighter over her shoulder. She didn't have far to go. She needed to move onwards, to continue with the plan. 

      She was alone now. She missed her friends.

      That was no excuse not to get on with saving the world.
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        * * *

      

      Mercury wound her way through the trees. Though she had only visited the spot twice before, she remembered the way well enough. The markers left by her and Amira remained, and she followed them when she feared she was going off course.

      Ten minutes after pulling herself together and leaving her car, the trees began to break. Though she remained deep in the woods, the trunks were further apart, the woodland floor less strewn with dead leaves and broken twigs. More beams of light broke through the canopy above and illuminated her way. Ahead, no more than a minute’s walk, Mercury saw the first hints of the building she was approaching.

      The house was made of bricks and tiles, with glass windows and an oak front door. There was a wooden fence which marked the outskirts of the property land. Two pedal bikes leaned against one side of the home. There was not a sweet or chocolate bar to be seen. Despite the external trappings and knowledge the homeowner was not a witch, Mercury could not help but think of the gingerbread house visited by Hansel and Gretel as she approached the front door. The home’s isolation and strange woodland setting were enough.

      Beyond the gate, she walked a cobbled path. It was the middle of the day. The light shone on the roof and house front. The curtains were drawn. Mercury could see no signs of movement nor hear any voices. She was still sure someone would be inside.

      The door was chocolate brown. When Mercury knocked, it gave the sturdy rap of oak, rather than the hollow thwack of confectionary.

      Footsteps, coming from the back of the house, down the hall. Mercury stepped back as they stopped at the door. She knew he’d be peeking through the spy hole, ensuring she was harmless if not someone he wanted to see. She was sure she heard his sigh a second before he threw open the door. The look on his face when their eyes met confirmed his frustration that she had returned.

      “Good to see you again, Will. Can I come in?”
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        * * *

      

      The monsters from another world had burst into the lives of the humans who ended up facing them. Some, like Amira and Liz, had chosen to become involved when they might have stayed away. Mercury and Will never had a choice. Much suffering and fighting had preceded their first T-junction moment. Turn left to keep battling, right to flee.

      Skipping the pleasantries, Will said, “Wait in the living room,” then turned and rushed upstairs.

      Mercury entered, closed the door, and wiped her shoes on the mat. The stairs were directly ahead. Parallel to them was a corridor which ran to the kitchen door at the end. Immediately to Mercury’s right was another door, this one leading into the living room.

      A cosy space. Warm, comfortable. At its end was a door into the kitchen. Beyond that was a back door which led into a garden that was tiny, but needed to be no bigger when the house was surrounded by empty woodland.

      There were framed photographs everywhere. Three faces recurred around the room: Will, his daughter Edie, and his wife, Gina.

      After killing Mercury’s mother and boyfriend and leaving town, Heidi had rocked up in a new location with plans to free her master. To facilitate what would be her first, failed attempt to bring Cleo to Earth, she ensured many of the folk of this small, sleepy town became infected.

      One such victim had been Gina. Upon discovering what had happened, Will had risked everything to save his wife’s soul.

      Infection makes monsters of the kindest of people. It ended in a woods, not unlike the woods in which this house stood, nor those in which Mercury had first been possessed—there was always a woods.

      Gina had threatened the life of a baby. Will and the daughter, Edie, had arrived and put their lives of the line to save Gina from the darkness. They had succeeded, in a way. But infection is not something the living can escape. Gina had handed the baby to Edie and put the gun to her head. In the end, using the strength her husband and daughter gave her, she had saved herself.

      Footsteps on the stairs. Mercury realised she had lifted the frame and was staring at the family it depicted. She was replacing it on the hearth when William stepped through the door carrying a sports bag.

      “Sorry,” said Mercury, her face flushing. Inexplicable guilt touching her heart for having picked up the frame. It was not Mercury’s fault, what had happened to Gina. But Heidi had been wearing Mercury’s skin when the infection took place. She knew Will hated her for that.

      “This is the last time, right?” said Will, eschewing both pleasantries and accusations. “You take this, and we’re done.”

      He dumped the sports bag on the rug which draped the wooden floor. Dropping to her knees, Mercury unzipped the top and checked inside. At first, all she saw was the money. Moving packs of cash to the side, fishing to the bottom, she found the handgun and two full magazines. 14 bullets total.

      “You’ll never see me again if you don’t want,” she said, putting the gun and both magazines in her jacket, rezipping the bag. “But it’s not just me you want done with, is it? It’s them. The monsters.”

      Will’s eyes narrowed. Following his wife’s suicide he had, at his daughter’s behest, rushed to where Heidi’s plan to raise Cleo was collapsing. The ritual was done before he turned up. Liz had sacrificed her life to ensure the monster failed. A furious Heidi was preparing to kill Mercury, Amira and Trey for thwarting her plan.

      With the help of his car, Will had saved their lives. Afterwards, the four of them had stood in a garden and discussed the darkness that was to come. Three had pledged to fight. One wanted out.

      Mercury stood, the bag in her hand. She wasn’t expecting anything more from Will. He spoke anyway.

      “Usually Amira’s on guilt trip duty. Where’s she? In the car with Trey? I hope you cracked a window.”

      “They’re both dead. Amira got possessed. We were too late. Heidi’s ritual succeeded. Her master rose.”

      Will’s jaw worked but did not open. He had no idea what to say. 

      “That’s what I meant,” said Mercury. “You may not want to see me again. Fine. You can’t escape what’s happening in the world. They’re coming, faster than ever. They’re not looking for you, but they’ll get here eventually. I hope you’re ready for that.”

      She tried to leave. He caught her arm.

      “Where are you going? What are you doing?”

      She tugged. He wouldn’t let go. Somehow she resisted using her enhanced strength to put him through a window. With a sigh, she dumped the bag on the sofa and withdrew Amira’s little black book.

      “This was the plan before Heidi succeeded. One of Amira’s shadiest contacts in this book full of shady contacts. We were going to visit him. Look, she’s even folded the page. He was going to provide us with a weapon. Something more than a hand or shotgun. Something that might actually make a dent in these monsters. That’s where I’m going.”

      “But you’ve lost,” he said. “It’s game over.”

      Now she did yank free her arm. “Firstly, I’ve not lost. We have lost. This isn’t a game of chess, I’m not out of a competition. If you want to talk about loss, then it’s not only me but you, and your daughter, and Xyla, and the rest of humanity. Don’t look at me like I’m threatening you, or guilt-tripping you. You chose not to help, and that’s fine, I get it. But you have to accept the consequences. This isn’t a threat. It’s the facts.”

      He closed his eyes a second. She knew he was back in the woods, a few weeks ago. Or maybe before the woods. He had seen the damage one possessed could do. His whole town had been torn apart. If Heidi alone could achieve that, what would happen when Cleo starting bringing through fellow members of her kind en mass?

      At last, he said, “That was firstly.”

      “What?”

      “You said, “Firstly.” What’s secondly?”

      “Oh. Yeah. Amira said it’s not game over until all our hearts have stopped beating. Trey and Amira are gone. I’m not. Much as it terrifies me, it’s not finished until they get me, and I’m going to fight like hell to stay alive as long as I need.

      Brushing past him, she reached the door, threw it open, and found Edie standing on the other side.

      “Hi Mercury.”

      “Edie. Hey, sweetie.”

      When Will first discovered his wife was infected, he went to collect her from a nearby house. While he was gone, infected and possessed entered his home. Mercury had saved Edie’s life. In the short time they’d spent together, women and teen had bonded.

      “Have you been listening?” said Will. He sounded as drained and afraid as he did annoyed.

      Edie nodded. She was bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet and swaying side to side. In her arms was what at first looked to be a bundle of clothes but on second glance turned out to be baby Xyla.

      “Want to hold her?” asked Edie, perhaps catching Mercury’s glance. 

      “Mercury was just leaving,” said Will. 

      Mercury had been about to say the same. For some reason, she found herself nodding and reaching out. Smiling, Edie passed over the baby.

      Mercury had no idea who Heidi had used as the vessel for Cleo this time. For her first attempt, a woman named Kayla had been bound on the symbol. While Will and Edie had been saving Xyla in the woods. Mercury and Liz had been forced to kill Kayla, the baby’s mother, to prevent Heidi’s plan coming to fruition.

      Holding the baby was difficult. Not only did Mercury see the mother she had helped steal from Xyla, she saw the baby she might have had with her own boyfriend, had he his way, and had he survived. Dom had been desperate to start a family. Mercury only wished she had given his wishes more consideration. 

      As a tear touched Mercury’s eye, Will said, “You should go. It sounds as though time is of the essence.”

      “We should go,” said Edie. “Mercury needs our help.”

      “Good idea,” said Will. “Except, who would look after Xyla while we were off dying in an unwinnable fight?”

      “Who will look after her when the monsters that took mum take over the world?”

      Mercury held Xyla and faced Edie. She could feel Will tense at her back and was keen to avoid escalation.

      “Your dad’s right,” she said. “I can fight, I’ve not got anyone to look after. You should stay and protect Xyla. Keep her safe as long as you can. You two are all she’s got.”

      Edie wasn’t looking at Mercury. Fourteen years old, she stared at her father with the hard eyes of one three times her age.

      “You’re a coward, dad. Mum would be ashamed.”

      Mercury closed her eyes. In her arms, Xyla stirred a little, as if disturbed by ill-feeling, but did not wake. Mercury shushed her as the silence dragged over her head, between father and daughter.

      At last, Will placed a hand on Mercury’s shoulder. “Good luck,” he said. “Please don’t come here again.”

      Mercury nodded. Will brushed past her without a word to his daughter and walked upstairs. Fists clenched by her sides, Edie was determinably holding a look of strength and vindication. Her lip trembled, her eyes glistened, each revealing her true feelings.

      Holding Xyla in one arm, Mercury extended the other to Edie.

      “Come here.”

      The girl resisted a second or so, then came. She pressed her face into Mercury’s shoulder, and Mercury wrapped an arm around the girl. Edie began to cry, then to sob. They remained like that for a couple of minutes.

      “Your father’s no coward,” Mercury said when Edie began to settle. “I think you know that. He risked everything to save your mother and risked it again to save Trey, Amira and me. But there’s a difference between the three of us that went off to fight, and him. He has you and Xyla. He has to keep you safe, that has to be his priority. If I had a daughter, if I was your mum and your dad was gone, would I go after Heidi? No way. I’d run to the end of the world, dragging you kicking and screaming if necessary, and I’d defend and protect you, sacrificing all else. Because that’s a parents job.”

      After the tears stopped, Edie kept her head buried in Mercury’s chest for some time before coming away. Their eyes met. Edie’s were red, but she tried to smile.

      “I’m scared,” she whispered. 

      “I know you are, darling. I’m going to do everything I can to stop Heidi and her boss and make it so you never have to be scared again. Okay?”

      “And if—when—you win. Will you visit more often? I know what dad said, but he doesn’t mean it. Not really.”

      “Edie,” Mercury said, giving Xyla back and clutching the girl’s shoulders. “I’ll be round here so often you’ll be sick of the sight of me.”

      “Never,” said Edie, beaming.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Alert to the potential danger, Mercury whipped around her head. They had remained in the doorway between entrance hall and living room. Mercury nudged the teen and the baby further into the living room, seating them beside the bag of money on the sofa.

      “Stay here.”

      “We do get visitors,” said Edie. “The postman comes this far.”

      Mercury smiled. “Let me put my mind at rest. Just stay put.”

      Moving to the living room door, Mercury removed her gun and one of the magazines. As she stepped into the hall, Will rushed down the stairs.

      “Put that away.”

      “It might be trouble. Cleo might have sent people after me.”

      “Well let’s find out.”

      “If you let me—“

      “No.” Will was at the bottom of the stairs. He held out a hand, ordering her to stay. “This is my home. Leave it to me.”

      Handgun in one hand, magazine in the other, Mercury kept her back to the living room door frame, watching as Will reached the door and placed his eye to the peephole.

      Twisting to her, he whispered, “Looks like an old lady. I don’t recognise her.”

      He turned to look again. “Who is it?”

      An erupting blast answered. 

      A shotgun slug smashed through the letterbox, crashed into Will’s ribcage and sent the confused father flying from the door into the stairs from where he rolled to the bottom.

      Edie screamed. Xyla began to wail. A voice trilled through the letterbox.

      “Who you calling old lady?”
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      They almost missed the path into the woods. Stephanie swung the wheel at the last second. A few minutes later they were forced to pull to a stop behind three stationary vehicles.

      Stephanie said, “Looks like we’re late for the party.”

      “Get out, be careful,” said Pluto. “We don’t know if these cars are empty.”

      The four of them stepped from the car. Sam was the last to leave. Her hands were trembling. She was afraid of what might go down. Not only that but of what she might see. She still did not know whose side she was on, or why.

      Brazen, unarmed, Pluto stepped from their car and checked the other three vehicles one at a time. Upon confirming the four of them were alone in this part of the woods, he gestured them forward, and they joined him at the front of the primary vehicle.

      “So,” said Stephanie. “Where now?”

      In the distance, the blast of a shotgun. The sound reverberated through the trees, seeming to make its way towards them.

      “Simple enough,” said Pluto. “Follow that sound.”
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        * * *

      

      The second shotgun slug smashed the lock and threw the door backwards, revealing the outside world.

      Mercury fired once through the door and once into the wall. The shooter was smart. After calling through, she had receded from the door, taken cover. Mercury had fired hoping not to kill the person but hold them off.

      On the floor, at the foot of the stairs, Will lay with his hand against his stomach, his eyes wide with shock. Blood covered his shirt, his jeans, the wood flooring at his feet. It was creating a slip hazard, but Mercury seriously doubted he had a sign.

      Edie was calling, crying, demanding to know what was happening. While slamming the magazine into the gun and preparing the weapon to fire, Mercury poked her head into the living room.

      “Grab my bags, the little black book, come to me now.”

      Movement outside the door. Mercury fired again. Each magazine held only seven shots. She had only two magazines so was already down to 11 shots.

      Will’s eyes were darting in his head, losing focus. Behind Mercury, she could hear Edie gathering the things while holding the baby. She hated what the girl was going to have to see, but her choices were limited. She had no idea how many enemies were outside. They could easily have covered both front and back doors. They needed to move to somewhere not in the open, and a little more defensible.

      As Edie approached the living room door, Mercury held out a hand, blocking her.

      “This is going to be upsetting. If you want to give us all the best chance to survive, you need to run upstairs on my go. Are you ready?”

      Edie didn’t respond. When Mercury turned back, the girl was sobbing, shaking her head, terrified.

      “We don’t have time to mess around, sweetheart. You have to be ready to move.”

      “Daddy.”

      Edie was still shaking her head. It seemed to be all she could do.

      “If you can’t do it for yourself, do it for Xyla,” said Mercury. She hated to emotionally manipulate the girl but was trying to save their lives. They didn’t have the time for consoling speeches.

      Edie looked at the baby in her arms. Focused on the child’s wet eyes. A steel overcame her. She nodded.

      Mercury nodded.

      “Okay, go.”

      Mercury stepped from the living room door, holding the gun towards the entrance. Her ears were cocked. She knew there was a chance the shooter had moved to the back entrance, or another shooter was already there. She hoped she would hear anyone approach from that side when they opened the door from kitchen into living room or kitchen into hallway. That would give her a chance to react.

      Mercury stepped in front of Will, pointed her gun out the door. She could see no one through the trees but knew there were plenty of places to hide. The shooter could also be on either side of the door.

      Edie stepped into the hall, let out a low sob and stopped as she saw her father. Mercury had no time to look back and urge the girl on. She had to focus on keeping them alive.

      Rushing forward, Mercury pressed her shoulder against the wall beside the open door and pointed her weapon out at this fresh angle.

      No one in sight. They might be on the other side of the wall to Mercury, inches away.

      Regaining some semblance of composure, Edie rushed across the hall to the bottom of the steps, where her father formed only a minor obstacle to her continued journey.

      The dying man smiled at his daughter. Gave her a thumbs up to show it was okay. Pointed at Xyla. Protect the baby.

      Someone smashed through the door from the kitchen into the hall.

      Edie screamed. Jumped her father. Half ran, half scrambled up the stairs while holding the bags and Xyla.

      From her position by the wall, Mercury raised her gun and fired twice, persuading the door smasher to dive back into the kitchen.

      A shotgun slug blasted through the wall and burned a line across her arm as it flew past. Mercury span, putting her back to the kitchen door and fired twice through the wall as she side-stepped in front of Will.

      Another shot came from the kitchen, missing Mercury by an inch. With a hop, she cleared Will and landed three steps up. Edie had reached the top of the stairs and raced down the hall to her bedroom.

      Seven shots down. Mercury ejected the spent magazine and replaced it with the other. Seven shots to go.

      “William, we have to move.”

      The shooter popped out from the kitchen, tried to get an angle, fired through the bannister, up the stairs, once more barely missing Mercury. She rose another couple of steps as the gunman retreated into the kitchen. If he came again, he would have to venture further into the hall to bring her into his sights. Hopefully, she’d get a chance to blow him away before he put a bullet in her.

      “Will, please. For your daughter, try to move.”

      Leaning against the bottom step, Will clutched his stomach. Blood had painted his hand red. He tried to move and, after some effort, pulled himself onto the bottom step. This smallest of moves seemed to take most of his remaining energy.

      “Maybe I’ll see Gina again,” he said. “You don’t think they’ll keep her out of heaven, after what she did? She was infected. It wasn’t her fault. They’ll understand that right, the angels?”

      Mercury couldn’t tell if Will was delusional or not. She wanted to grab him and drag him up, but her handgun was pointed at the open door. She was listening, hoping to hear if the man in the kitchen tried a sneak attack.

      “Try and move again, Will. For Edie.”

      “You’ll look after my daughter, won’t you? You’ll look after Edie, and Xyla too?”

      “It’s not going to come to that.”

      “Of course you won’t,” he said, and he chuckled a little. “You’re going to die saving the world. Whether you succeed or not.”

      The words sent a jolt through Mercury she found difficult to ignore. He was more perceptive than she thought. He was also fading. He rested his head against the bannister. Without being able to see his face, Mercury sensed he had closed his eyes.

      “Will—”

      The kitchen shooter burst into the hall, spinning, firing up the stairs. Mercury jumped two steps up, as though planning to escape onto the upper landing, then grabbed the bannister and vaulted it, dropping to the carpet.

      The shooter span wildly.

      Mercury shot twice. Once in the throat, once in the head.

      With a scream, the shooter went down. His blood spurted out, and Mercury had to throw herself back to avoid the poisoned spray of the infected.

      As she landed on hard tiles in the kitchen, more shots fired. These seemingly from further away. Someone burst through the kitchen door. Mercury raised her gun and shot them in the heart.

      She was up in time to see the first shooter burst through the front door as though a hound of hell was at her heels. For the first time, Mercury clocked who it was as she raised her gun and fired.

      She got off a single shot before Nanny sent a blast back her way, forcing her to retreat.

      Behind Mercury, the man she’d killed began to rise. Possessed. She shot him through the eye. It wouldn’t keep him down. Knowing Nanny had passed Will and was moving upstairs, she couldn’t wait around. Turning from the kitchen, she raced into the hall, leapt over the pool of melting blood caused by the man she’d killed already, and hit the wall at the front of the house. Then she was turning, jumping over Will, praying he wasn’t dead, and racing up the stairs.

      Nanny wanted to kill Edie and Xyla to hurt Mercury. Nanny would never get the chance.
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        * * *

      

      Sam watched Pluto drop and didn’t know what to feel. She screamed when he rose, and the woman shot him through the eye. Almost fainted when he rose again and turned her way.

      There was a hole in his heart. Blood covered his clothes. His right eye was missing. Sam wretched when she saw it and had to stagger away, collapsing to the dirt as she did.

      “Well, that’s rude,” said Pluto. There was a pause. then a squishing sound. “Oh great, I’m going to look like a pirate.”

      Sam was panting on the floor, trying not to be sick. When Pluto hooked a hand under her arm and tugged her up, she whimpered and went limp, trying to fall. He wouldn’t let her.

      “Come on, Sam. I need you to be strong.”

      He held her until he was sure she would stand alone. As he released, Stephanie appeared. Unsurprisingly the wreckage of Pluto’s face didn’t bother her. After all, she believed him a God, and God’s were immortal. It was one of their USPs.

      “Your new mate’s gone after the woman,” she said.

      “We should follow them.”

      He turned, but Stephanie lay a hand on his arm.

      “This Mercury came alone,” she said. “Two people had travelled in that second car. I reckon that’s the shooters we seen in the house.”

      “So?” said Pluto.

      Stephanie rolled her eyes, disappointed her God could not make the small leap of logic required. Even a child could do it. Or someone on the verge of hysteria.

      “There were three cars,” Sam said, her voice high, wobbling. “Who was in the third.”

      As Sam finished speaking, something small and near-circular flew through the trees, past Pluto’s head, and plonked into the kitchen, sliding along the tiles, landing by the oven.

      Then it exploded.
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        * * *

      

      Mercury raced three-quarters of the way up the stairs, then paused. Nanny had already disappeared around the corner. She had a shotgun with an unknowable amount of ammo. Mercury had her pistol, which held only two more shots. She couldn’t waste them.

      Her back pressed to the wall, Mercury edged up another step. Then another. The right turn from the top of the stairs came into view. Two doors. Both closed. Mercury knew Edie’s room was the other direction. Nanny didn’t. It was feasible the shotgun wielder had turned this way.

      No. Mercury heard footsteps. Quiet but unafraid. Predator, not prey. She had turned left because it offered three doors rather than two. Now she was edging down the hall, listening for any sound of hiding children.

      Somehow, Edie was keeping Xyla quiet. It was a miracle, or that teenager was a magician. Mercury didn’t care. It was working in their favour, at least for now.

      Another step. Mercury’s back was still pressed to the wall. Nanny had to be taking frequent glances this way. Her shotgun would still be pointed towards the stairs. She knew it was from that direction the danger would come. Mercury had to try and round the corner, place a shot and fire before being made. She was at a disadvantage. The buck of the shotgun blast would spread along the hall. Nanny would not need to be as accurate as Mercury.

      Nanny also had no need to protect anyone. She was in no rush. She was enjoying herself.

      Mercury stepped up again. The final time. Now she had to make a decision. Swing around and seek to aim and fire immediately, or poke her head around the corner and then back, trying to make Nanny before the final shot.

      She probably had only half a minute.

      If that.

      Xyla began to cry.

      “Ah-ha,” said Nanny. Mercury heard a door flung open—

      And spun into the corridor.

      Nanny swung back. Mercury had been faster. She had her gun lined up, her finger on the trigger.

      And beneath her feet. Something exploded.
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      As the grenade slid along the kitchen floor, Pluto grabbed Sam’s arm, pulled her into his chest, and put his back to the house.

      When the bomb detonated, Sam felt the force of it rush at them and roll over Pluto’s shoulders. The heat was intense, burning her skin. The shockwave made her eyes water.

      Pluto didn’t move.

      Half the kitchen wall blasted outwards. Fragments of brick flew all around them like huge chunks of hail falling from the sky.

      As Pluto had pulled Sam close, as the grenade exploded, Stephanie eyes’ had narrowed in fury, and she had opened her mouth to shout.

      The shock wave and a chunk of kitchen wall and countertop smashed her, out of sight.

      Things calmed quickly. Pluto wasted no time. Pushing Sam back, he stepped away from the house towards the woods.

      As someone appeared out of the trees, sprinting in their direction.
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        * * *

      

      Mercury’s ears were ringing. The blast had seemed to punch the floor and Mercury had been thrown into the wall then to the carpet. The whole house shook and seemed to teeter to one side. Mercury decided she was sick of being inside exploding buildings. At least this one hadn’t been her fault.

      The explosion had been on Mercury’s side of the house. The whole corridor had shaken. Nanny stumbled and smacked her head off the door frame but didn’t fall.

      Grabbing her gun, Mercury sat up, fired.

      Nanny disappeared into Edie’s room. The bullet smacked the frame where her head had been a second earlier.

      Jumping to her feet, Mercury crashed down the hall. The shotgun blasted. Xyla howled. Mercury skidded to a stop by the door as Edie screamed.

      “Come another step, and I’ll put a bullet in the teenager’s skull. Then anywhere in the baby. She’s too little to aim at individual parts. You understand.”

      Mercury’s body trembled. Hot breath escaped her nostrils. Her skin burned. A heat rose within her, demanding action, demanding she burst through the door and take Nanny out.

      Not kill her. Murder was too good for the woman on the other side of the wall. Torture, years of torture. Possibly decades. Enough to punish her for the threat she had made against an innocent girl and baby. If such a thing were possible.

      “Did you like my little act, back at Michaels Manor?” Nanny asked. “Did I seem helpless? A poor little human surrounded by the infected. I’m more dangerous than any of them. I’m the most dangerous person you’ll ever meet. Except for Heidi, my wonderful master.”

      Mercury didn’t respond. She was trying to devise a plan and anyway, rage had choked her. She couldn’t have uttered a word.

      Nanny wanted to force the issue. “How many bullets have you left?”

      Mercury’s grip on the holster of her weapon tightened. If she had counted correctly, her shot up the hall, after the vanishing Nanny, had reduced her to a single bullet.

      It took several deep breaths before she was ready to speak.

      “I’m all out.”

      “Oh I do hope that isn’t true.”

      “You feeling guilty?” asked Mercury. “You have a shotgun. Why don’t you turn it on yourself? Do us all a favour.”

      Nanny laughed. A sickly sweet trill that somehow raised Mercury’s rage another notch.

      “I have my shotgun to the little madame’s head,” said Nanny. “That’s where it will be staying until you do as I say.”

      “And what do you say?”

      “Heidi’s warned me about you. I won’t be taking any chances. Much as I’d like to finish you off myself, it’s too risky.”

      “What’s your alternative?” said Mercury. “If you have any friends left it sounds like they’re too busy blowing things up to help you out.”

      “I don’t need any friends,” said Nanny.

      “That’s a sad state of affairs.”

      Nanny laughed again.

      “Enough. I’m going to blow the girl’s brains out in five seconds. Only you can stop me.”

      Mercury wanted to call it a bluff. Didn’t have the courage. Will was dying in the hall downstairs if he wasn’t already dead. Amira and Trey were gone. Mercury couldn’t stand to lose another. Especially not Edie. Young, sweet, innocent Edie.

      “How can I stop you?” she asked.

      “Oh it’s quite simple, my dear. All you have to do is put the gun to your head and pull the trigger.”

      Silence. Mercury didn’t know what to say. There was that sickly laugh again.

      Then Nanny began to count down from five.
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        * * *

      

      The man came charging out of the woods like a bull, his head bowed, his rage clear. Pluto raised his hands. Then the man hit him. Sent them flying, twisting, tumbling towards the kitchen.

      Pluto broke away, rose in what had been the doorway of what had been the kitchen. Behind him, the oven was on fire. The ceiling strained, bending towards them. Ready to collapse.

      “Stop,” said Pluto. He had a knife in his back pocket but didn’t grab it. He raised his hands again, palm up, facing the man.

      “Look at me. I’m on your side. I took this human’s body and came looking for our master. I wasn’t there on time, but I learned she wanted Mercury. I came to do the boss a favour.”

      The grenade thrower tilted his head. His smile was reminiscent of a wolf from a cartoon. His eyes sparkled with the need for destruction. He licked his lower lip.

      “I took a bullet through the eye,” said Pluto. “I’m still standing. Come on, you know I’m not human.”

      “How did you know to come here?” Asked the man. His voice was low, raspy. Sam wondered if that had come from the human he’d inhabited, or if it was put on. It seemed like the latter.

      “I have my means,” said Pluto. “Now are we going to work together or not?”

      The man tilted his head, considering. Pluto shot forward, withdrawing the knife as he went, and plunged it into the grenade thrower’s heart.

      “Well look at that,” said Pluto as the man collapsed. “I decided for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “One.”

      “Wait, wait, I’ll do it.”

      “Now or never,” said Nanny.

      Mercury paused.

      “Zero.”

      Unable to hesitate a second longer, Mercury raised the gun, pulled the trigger, and slumped to the ground as the sound of the shot reverberated down the hall.

      Edie screamed. Burst into uncontrollable tears. There was a thud as the butt of the shotgun cracked her skull, and Edie slumped. Xyla went quiet at the same time, sensing something was wrong. Afraid.

      Nanny rose. She grunted as she attempted to drag the dead weight of Edie towards the door.

      “I’m going to step out in a second,” she said. “Before I do, I want you to know I’m a forgiving person.”

      Mercury didn’t move. She lay on the floor with her arms spread in what she hoped were natural positions for the limbs of the dead. Not that it would help. There was no blood.

      “I know you might have chickened out, but I’m understanding. So here’s the deal: you play dead. If I see or hear movement, I’ll shoot the girl. When I get into the hall, I’ll shoot you. You’ll take the bullet, hopefully, because you’re dead. If you’re not, this is your second chance not to let down the brat.”

      Nanny edged closer. Mercury’s gun had slipped from her hand when she fell and was out of reach. Didn’t matter. She had expended her last bullet faking suicide. Buying time. Now what? She was unarmed. She could beat Nanny in a straight fight, but how would she get that? When Nanny appeared through the door, she would waste no time in blowing off Mercury’s head. If Mercury moved before or after Nanny appeared, Nanny would shoot Edie and then Mercury.

      Nanny took another step. Stopped. Mercury knew the old woman was a step from crossing the threshold into the hall. Then Mercury would have to act. Much as it would put Edie in danger, she had to do something.

      “Time to find out how much Mercury cares about you,” Nanny whispered. Though with Edie unconscious and Mercury supposedly dead, there was no one to hear.

      Nanny took the final step into the hall with Edie at her side. The gun was still to the teen’s temple. Trying not to move, not to breathe, Mercury waited, listened. The moment the gun moved away from Edie and towards Mercury, she would have to pounce. She could not get this wrong.

      Nanny moved.

      Someone stepped into the hall from the stairs and fired a gun.

      Mercury had been rising. She opened her eyes in time to see Nanny fling backwards and collapse to the ground, dragging the unconscious Edie with her.

      Breathing hard, Mercury rose. Rushing a couple of steps forward, she dropped, grabbed the shotgun, and yanked it from Nanny’s death grip. Chucking it aside she dragged the dead woman’s other arm from around Edie’s neck and pulled the unconscious girl free. Thinking of Will, Mercury cradled the girl in her arms, kissed her head, shushed her though she was unconscious and making no sound.

      Footsteps approached up the hall. The feet of her saviour, but did that mean he was on her side? Mercury knew there were more enemies about. She had shot one of them twice and knew he was not dead.

      Expecting to see a man one eye short, Mercury looked up. First, she caught the smoking gun, then met the eye of Nanny’s killer.

      He said, “I guess I’m a better shot than I thought.”

      At first, Mercury could say nothing. Something in her mind seemed to be jammed. She blinked a couple of times, stared. In the end, she could say but one word—a question of disbelief and pathetic hope.

      “Trey?”

      Smiling a tired smile, he said, “Good to see you again, Mercury.”
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      Because she could not stand to watch another man die; even one who had tried to kill her and others, Sam moved away from Pluto and the charging bull with the knife in his heart.

      Debris and rubble from the kitchen littered the lawn and had smashed part of the white picket fence which encircled the property. Surrounded and partially covered by brick and marble, Stephanie lay on her back in the grass, her head to one side, staring towards the woods.

      Titus had suffered an awful death. He might have deserved it. Benny was in hospital. Even now the doctors might be declaring him beyond saving, pulling a sheet over his head.

      Because of Stephanie.

      Sam found herself wandering towards the beautiful woman with the hideous heart. A couple of feet away, she stopped and looked down at the victim of the explosion. Did Sam want this beauty to be dead? She couldn’t tell. If she did, she was set to be disappointed.

      Groaning, Stephanie moved a hand then twisted her neck to look at Sam. Her top was ripped; her stomach smeared red. Her jeans seemed intact, but a missing shoe revealed a dark, swollen foot.

      When Sam had approached, she had been able to see the right side of Stephanie’s face, which the exploding grenade had failed to damage. Perfect, porcelain skin, a sparkling eye, full red lips. Her long hair looked as soft and smooth as ever. She was stunning.

      When Stephanie turned her neck, Sam realised the right side had taken the damage. Her hair was matted and stuck together with debris and blood. Her face was cut deep, and blood covered those ruby lips. Unlike Pluto, Stephanie hadn’t lost an eye. Already the socket was swelling. The light of the iris seemed to dim with each passing second.

      “What are you staring at?” Stephanie hissed. Her voice croaked, but her throat was intact.

      “You’re alive,” said Sam. “I can’t decide if I’m pleased or not.”

      Stephanie shook her head, wincing as she did. “You shouldn’t be. I threatened you with rape then killed your brother, remember?”

      “Benny isn’t dead.”

      “No? Are you sure? You ran from the hospital, remember? I would suggest there is every chance you missed his passing. In fact, when the doctors sensed there was nothing they could do, they probably ran to fetch you—one final goodbye. You’ll have missed that of course. I’m sure you’ll get over it.”

      Sam’s vision hazed red. She took a step forward, raised her foot, and stomped her trainer onto Stephanie’s exposed, bloodied midriff, prompting a scream from the floored beauty.

      “Bitch,” hissed Stephanie.

      Sam raised her foot to do it again.

      Pluto grabbed her arm. Pulled her back.

      “Enough.”

      Sam stumbled as he tugged her. As she adjusted her balance, Pluto tossed aside any rubble that still covered Stephanie.

      “Can you stand?”

      “Let’s see.”

      Pluto outstretched a hand, and Stephanie grabbed it. He hauled her up and held her under the arm as she practised. Her left foot was fine. When she put weight on the right, she winced with pain and tears reached her eyes.

      “It’s fine,” she said.

      “Don’t be a hero,” said Pluto. He scooped her into his arms and turned to the house.

      “Let’s get inside. If we’re lucky, Trey will have convinced Mercury to trust him.”

      “And if we’re not?” asked Sam.

      “Listen for the gunshot,” said Pluto, and led the way into the burning kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      For several seconds, neither of them moved.

      Then Trey took a couple of steps up the hall, and Mercury reacted. Leaning Edie against the wall, she scrambled back and grabbed the shotgun.

      Xyla started to cry.

      "Please don't shoot me," said Trey. He didn't raise his hands but did put his gun on the floor. "I'm not here to hurt you."

      Mercury glanced into the bedroom. Xyla was on the floor, her wailing increasing in pitch and volume. She needed someone. Was scared and alone and couldn't understand why no one would pick her up.

      Edie leaned against the wall, her head against her shoulder. Mercury looked at Trey.

      "Don't move."

      "Whatever you say."

      Shotgun still aimed at Trey, Mercury sidestepped into the bedroom, leaned down, and scooped Xyla into her arm. Five seconds after leaving, she reentered the hall. Trey hadn't moved. With Xyla now in one arm, Mercury had to handle the shotgun one-handed. Already her arm was beginning to ache, she would be unable to hold it for long.

      "I'm still Trey. Still the same man you knew."

      "Yeah, right," said Mercury. At the same time, she was twisting side to side and bouncing, trying to comfort Xyla. "The same man, except you must have a throbbing headache and hurting back after your little fall, right?"

      Trey shuddered. "You've no idea. Falling from that building was the scariest thing ever to happen to me. And my family put me through a lot of unpleasant stuff. I thought I was going to die, naturally."

      "Then you flopped onto a pile of mattress? Or maybe a trampoline, and you bounced away, did a few front flips, landed in a rose garden."

      "Something tells me you're not taking this seriously," said Trey. He took another step. Mercury poked the shotgun in his direction.

      "Go back. In line with your gun."

      Without complaint or hesitation, Trey stepped back. He looked genuine, honest, but that wasn't surprising. Trey had a genuine, honest face. In life, he'd hated lying. Which was a shame. With his face, he could have made it his career.

      "Someone saved my life," he said.

      "Who was that then? Superman or Spiderman? They love saving people from falling buildings. Usually women, of course. Was that emasculating?"

      "It wasn't Superman or Spiderman. Wasn't DC or Marvel. Not a Superhero at all."

      Xyla was beginning to calm. Mercury's arm felt as though it might soon fall off. She wished she had someone to hold her gun for her.

      "Those are good clues," she said. "You'll have to further narrow it down."

      "I know what you think," he said. 

      "Do you? What's that? And kick me your gun. If you really are on my side, you won't mind.

      "Not at all."

      He caught it under his foot and flipped it to her. This put Mercury in a predicament. The shotgun was too heavy. She wanted to replace it with Trey's handgun but wasn't sure how. Xyla was in her left arm. No way was she putting the baby down. That meant dropping the shotgun to grab the handgun. That would give Trey precious seconds within which he might attack. And he was faster now.

      "What do I think?" She repeated.

      "That when Heidi's boss grabbed me by the throat, she called one of her kind from another dimension to possess me. Maybe the process started as I fell. Possessed me would have smashed the concrete pavement but not died. It's a clever theory. It has some holes."

      "Like what?"

      "If I was possessed, I wouldn't have died when I hit the concrete, true. It would have shattered every bone in my body. I'd still be in a bad way a few hours later. Look at me—he spun. "I've no injuries. Possessed or not, I never hit the concrete."

      Mercury hadn't expected Trey to spin. It offered the best opportunity she was going to get. As he completed his rotation, she dropped the shotgun and grabbed the alternative from the floor. Xyla was quiet now, pressing herself into Mercury. Mercury hoped she wouldn't have to fire the gun.

      "Maybe Heidi caught you," said Mercury. "Maybe that was all part of the plan."

      "Someone caught me," said Trey. "I'm not possessed, how can I prove it to you?"

      Smiling, Mercury raised her gun, so the chamber pointed at her old ally's forehead. "Only way I know."

      "I'd prefer not to die to prove a point," said Trey. "Please, Mercury. I survived, and I brought reinforcements to find you and Amira." He looked around. "She isn't here, I guess she didn't make it?"

      Mercury flashed back to the building shell. Saw Cleo lift Amira into the sky. Saw the wind rush around her best friend. None of that had happened with Trey. Could the process really have been started and finished in the time it took Trey to fall down the building? Or did Cleo have to keep hold of her victims to complete the possession?

      How could Mercury find out?

      "Mercury," said Trey, but someone entered the kitchen. A couple of someones. Trey looked back to the stairs. As he did, Mercury slid the handgun into her waistband and once more grabbed the shotgun.

      "Looks like whoever threw the grenade is coming," said Mercury. "Friends of yours?"

      "One or the other," said Trey. "Pluto, is that you?"

      "It is," came a voice. "No more enemies, I don't think. Want us to come up?"

      "No. Go into the living room, please."

      As footsteps made their way to the living room, Trey turned from the stairs to Mercury. As he had spoken, she had placed Xyla in the lap of the unconscious Edie. When he returned, he was greeted with a shotgun butt to the face.

      Screaming, he bent double, clutching his face. Blood from his nose splashed the walls but didn't sizzle or burn. That was something.

      "Mercury." Trey tried to rise. Mercury swung down the shotgun, cracking his skull, knocking him cold.

      Now there were feet on the stairs. Mercury dropped to Trey. Rolled him over. Checked. Blackout. He definitely wasn't faking.

      Looking up, Mercury watched the man with one eye enter the hall. Pluto, she guessed. He was unarmed and spread his hands as she raised her shotgun. A sign of peace she wouldn't buy.

      "You didn't kill him?" said Pluto. "That's good."

      Mercury fired. Pluto ducked. The bullet punched a hole in the wall behind his head.

      "Please don't shoot me again," he yelled. "My eye stings like a bitch, and my heart feels weird. I'm pretty sure it isn't beating."

      Mercury fired again. Pluto dived to the side and almost fell down the stairs. As he rose, Mercury stepped forward and fired a third time. 

      Nothing happened.

      "I think you're out of bullets."

      Chucking aside the shotgun, Mercury grabbed the handgun and swung it Pluto's way. He dived down a couple of steps and pressed against the wall so she couldn't make him.

      "Don't be an idiot," he shouted. "Trey told me good things about you. One of them was that you were smart. How many bullets you got? You want to waste them firing at me when you know I can't be killed?"

      Mercury kept the gun raised. Behind her, Edie stirred. Xyla was nuzzling into the teenager whose eyes began to open, slowly at first.

      "Good point," said Mercury. "Maybe I should put the bullet in Trey's head, eh? He's obviously not possessed or infected, which means he's still human. Means he's evil, scum. I don't have to feel remorse in blowing out his brains."

      From the stairs, Pluto sighed. "You could do that. I pray you don't. He seems like a good guy, and he's on the right side. By which I mean your side. Our side."

      "Think you're getting confused," said Mercury. "I'm on the side of humanity."

      Edie was still coming to. She realised Xyla was in her lap and pulled the baby close, kissing the delicate head. She looked at Mercury, and Mercury glanced back, smiled. The girl didn't remember what had happened. It was like waking from a dream. She'd have a headache, a bad one. Even worse would be the memories, which would soon arrive.

      "I understand," said Pluto. "I'm possessed, so I'm on the side of the possessed. You're human, so on the side of humanity."

      "You're evil," said Mercury.

      "Am I? Interesting hypothesis you're working on. Can I ask you a question?"

      Mercury didn't answer. Pluto took this as consent.

      "When I stepped into the hall, I saw a dead woman at the end of the corridor. Her blood was all over the walls, but no steam reached for the ceiling, so she wasn't infected. She's dead from a bullet to the head, so she wasn't possessed. Therefore, I guess she was human. Therefore, she was on your side?"

      Mercury's hands tensed on the gun. She didn't like where this was going. Knew he was playing games.

      "She was working with your lot," said Mercury. "She was a monster."

      "I believe you," said Pluto. "About her being a monster. Know why? Because the human race is like any other species with higher thought. Some of you are heroes, some are evil. Most of you fall somewhere in between."

      He was still around the corner, out of sight. His voice was clear. 

      Xyla moaned, and Edie kissed her again, sung softly to the baby.

      "I know what you're trying to do," said Mercury.

      "I'm trying to explain," he said. "No race with higher thought is one dimensional. There is always good, there is always bad, and whatever falls in between. You've probably met a few of my kind, and they've probably tried to kill you. I can understand why you might form an opinion that we're all evil, but it isn't so."

      "I must have been unlucky then," spat Mercury. "Think I've met five of your kind now, before you, and each one was as evil as the last."

      "Not unlucky. It's an odds game. See this world is a beautiful place. You live ordinary lives, for the most part, and so, for the most part, you are ordinary people. Not heroic, not evil, but in between. Most of you err to the side of the good."

      "Daddy?" This was Edie. The memories were returning. Will was at the bottom of the stairs. Had he been alive when Mercury had run up to save Edie? Surely he was dead now, but might she have saved him if she hadn't ended up stuck having conversations like this?

      "It's okay, sweetie," said Mercury, knowing it wasn't but not knowing what else to say. Hoping the girl couldn't yet fully remember. "It's going to be okay. Just look after Xyla."

      Pluto continued. "My world is awash with pain and misery. Every day is suffering. It’s the picture of the hell in which many of you humans believe. Once we were like you, like humanity. Some of us were evil, some were pure. Most were in the middle. The darkness in which we live, in which we survive, has warped the majority of us into cruel, twisted souls. When we escape onto another world, into hosts who have it so much better than us, we get angry. Most of my kind, now, are what you consider to be evil. They cannot process this world and all its glory, so they lash out, they kill. So yes, most of my kind are on the bad end of the spectrum, but no race is created evil, and some of us have held our sanity. Mercury, I never asked to be here. Now I am, I'm determined to do my duty. I hate the way my people suffer, but I'd never destroy a world so we could have a home. I certainly wouldn't go even further, as the most powerful of my kind plans to, and incinerate a population and planet out of pure spite or misplaced purpose."

      Following this speech, Pluto stepped up once, twice. Mercury raised her gun again as he stepped into the hall. He spread his arms wide and kept his distance.

      "I don't have time to mess around. I could have gone straight after my leader, though I knew my chances of success were minuscule. When I saw Trey falling from that building, and I saved him, I learned there was the potential for us to become allies, to work together. I saw my chances of success could be increased with a few trustworthy humans at my side."

      He looked past Mercury, down the hall to Edie. In shock, the teen was rocking baby Xyla and staring into the distance. To look at the girl broke Mercury's heart.

      "I see what my kind has done to you," said Pluto. "I know how hard it is for you to trust. But I'm asking you to try. Stand at my side, fight with me, and together we have the chance to defeat this plague on your world, and spare humanity the fate the cruellest of my kind are offering."

      Stepping forward, he held out a hand.

      "Do we stand together, or go our separate ways," he said. "It's time to decide."
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      Given free reign over one wing of the expansive Michaels Manor, Olivia had turned her suite into something fit for an Egyptian pharaoh. It left a bad taste in Heidi's mouth. All this luxury had cost a fantastic amount of money but held none of the elegance of the garden or many of the guest rooms in the house. Heidi would have chosen somewhere else to sleep had she not arrived pretending to be Olivia. She had kept the rooms to keep up appearances, now she was used to them.

      In the centre of the maze, the black orb continued to throb and to grow. It was self-charging. It prepared itself with no need for oversight. Having set it on its way, Cleo and her favourite lackey had disappeared into the house, leaving Heidi behind. What they were doing? Who could say? Relaxing before the endgame, perhaps. Heidi doubted they were watching Friends, but perhaps Cleo was receiving a foot massage.

      Heidi had all but been sent to her room. She was on the naughty step for letting Mercury go. That was a mistake she would have been unable to make if Cleo hadn't failed to kill the bitch in the first place. Heidi had tactfully avoided pointing this out. There was also a trust issue. Heidi had said nothing against Cleo's plan, but her distaste she could not hide. Cleo was worried Heidi might get in the way, or try to hold things up. As if she could. Since arriving on Earth, Heidi had made many people afraid. Now she was scared. Turning against Cleo would be suicide. How could she, anyway? Cleo was to be followed. Everyone knew that.

      Alone in her room, Heidi started to go mad. Olivia had spent hours in here. Often alone, reading magazines or watching television. Untold hours with hundreds of different men. Her husband had spent most his time working and had visited Olivia rarely. She suspected Harvey knew of her countless trysts but didn't care. She was a trophy wife. As long as she was available to hang off his arm at functions and during court cases, he didn't mind what else she got up to.

      Earth's literature was of no interest to Heidi. She had yet to find a TV show that had moved her to laughter or tears, or which had made her jump when it was supposed to. The thought of sex as a recreational activity repulsed Heidi. Human flesh. It was bad enough she had to wear it, to entangle with it was a step too far. She engaged in the act only when it came to creating her infected. She was good at pretending.

      But there would be no more followers. They had died to bring forth Cleo. Except for her driver, who had left with her last human supporter to kill Mercury. She sensed Cleo would hate her to bring anyone else into the mansion without permission. And the remaining staff had been turned into infected who would support only the head honcho.

      When the boredom became so much that she almost picked up a magazine and began to read, Heidi realised she had gone too far. Rising from the bed, she crossed the room, flung open the door, and escaped into the hall.

      She turned left. Someone cleared their throat.

      "Can I ask where you're going?"

      Heidi spun. Behind her stood one of the new infected. In a past life, he had been one of the many cleaning staff employed by the Michaels family. Heidi couldn't remember his name. Not that it mattered.

      "I don't see that my destination or intentions are any of your business."

      She departed, clenching her fists. Her mood was not improved when he jogged along beside then stepped in front of her, forcing her to stop short.

      "All the same," he said. "I would appreciate it if you'd let me know where you were going."

      Heidi closed her eyes. "Move out of my way. Do it in the next five seconds, and I may not rip off your head."

      To his credit, while the cleaner looked afraid, he stood his ground. Wasn't he a good little servant?

      "Our beautiful lord has asked that I—"

      Heidi's hand shot out. She caught the cleaner by the throat and smashed him against the wall, lifting him until his feet dangled and slapped back and forwards.

      "You're obviously not great at reading emotions," said Heidi. "Let me help. I'm in no mood to be pissed about by some infected human. You didn't listen. Now I have to rip off your head. What do you think about that?"

      "I think it's an awful idea."

      Heidi whipped to the side. She hadn't heard footsteps and was frustrated she had allowed someone to get within ten feet without noticing.

      Cleo's right-hand gal, Aurora, shoved inside the body of that infuriating Amira, who could not stop ruining Heidi's plans, stood a little way down the corridor.

      Without releasing the cleaner, Heidi said, "An awful idea?"

      "Yes. It would make a terrible mess for a start."

      "I wouldn't have thought that mattered, what with the world ending in a few hours."

      "Not to mention, Cleo would be displeased."

      "Particularly attached to this one, is she?"

      "It's not about the person, as I think you well know. More what it says about you. If you could destroy Cleo's property without a second thought, what else might you seek to ruin?"

      Heidi closed her eyes again. She knew she should just release the cleaner but somehow could not tell her hand to unclasp.

      "It's frustrating," she said instead, "having my loyalty questioned. I take it you understand I had to choose to bring Cleo through to this world. I risked a great deal to do so, and not once, but twice. I like to think that might earn me some points in the loyalty column."

      "You’ve plenty of points," said Aurora through the mouth of Amira. "So why don't you put down Cleo's property and listen to what I've got to say. It's a job, and it'll prove how much we trust you."

      Heidi looked again at the cleaner. It would feel satisfying to kill him. But worth it in the end? Doubtful.

      With a growl, she tossed him aside.

      "Okay. What you got for me?"

      Aurora smiled as though she had bested Heidi in a game of chess. In two moves. The cleaner rose and staggered down the hall.

      "Our ally, who we sent after Mercury," said Aurora. "He's dead."

      "I'm not surprised," said Heidi. "She's a tricky bitch that Mercury, even without her friends."

      "She might have found more allies," said Aurora. "We had the connection to our friend but could tell only that he died. Mercury has already escaped Cleo once. We're a little uncomfortable about her continued survival."

      Heidi could hardly repress her smile. "You don't see her as a threat, do you? Surely no one’s a threat to Cleo?"

      Aurora tilted her head, trying to decide if Heidi was being sarcastic. Heidi managed to keep a straight face. Maybe this was why Aurora gave her the benefit of the doubt.

      "Cleo fears nothing. No one can stop her. Still, we feel it prudent to be safe, rather than sorry. We're giving you another chance to complete the mission you have repeatedly failed. We want you to kill Mercury and anyone with whom she has allied herself."

      Heidi wanted to say the better safe than sorry logic didn't work if Aurora and Cleo were as sure as they claimed to be that nothing could stop their plan. She chose not to mention it.

      "It would be my pleasure. I'll leave at once."

      As far as Heidi was concerned, they were finished talking. She began down the hallway. Aurora called after her.

      "Heidi?"

      Heidi turned.

      "Yes?"

      "Bring us the body, will you?"

      Somehow, Heidi managed to smile. "But you trust me, don't you?"

      "Of course we do," said Aurora. The lying bitch.

      "Then it would be my pleasure."
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      Sam was supposed to be in the living room. Having found the dead man at the bottom of the stairs, she couldn’t move away.

      Stephanie, with relish, explained that a being like Pluto had infected the other dead man—the one outside the kitchen. That explained why his blood had burned holes in the carpet and melted the wallpaper. The man at the bottom of the stairs had been human. Stephanie found family photos in the living room and placed one in Sam’s hand.

      “He leaves behind a wife and daughter.”

      “You can’t really be enjoying this?” said Sam, but Stephanie didn’t answer.

      Dropping to the balls of her feet, Sam checked the pulse of the man at the foot of the stairs. Nothing. His eyes were open, staring at the wall. There were tears on his cheeks. Looking into those eyes led to tears on Sam’s cheeks, too. Because it was the respectful thing to do, and because she couldn’t bear to look at those eyes a second longer, Sam brushed the man’s eyelids shut.

      As she did, someone appeared at the top of the stairs. Looking up, Sam saw the girl from the smiling family photos, skin sheet white and eyes devoid of joy.

      “Daddy?”

      The woman they had come to find—Mercury—appeared behind the girl. In one arm she held a baby. The arm of the other she put on the girl’s shoulder, but the hand was shaken free. Lost, confused, alone, the girl made her way downstairs. When she was a couple from the bottom, Sam rose, might have whispered, I’m sorry, and stepped back to the open door.

      Pluto appeared beside Mercury. Trey, unconscious, was over his shoulder. He watched as Edie stepped over her father and leaned down beside him. Sam watched him as his eyes swelled with sadness. Could a monster look like this when faced with such a scene? Would not they show either nothing at all or glee? Sam turned to Stephanie and saw even this heartless woman was unable to look away from Edie. Her eyes too were awash with sadness.

      They stayed as they were for a while, then Mercury descended. The baby remained quiet in her arms. Mercury crouched by the girl at the bottom of the stairs, put an arm on her back.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      The girl said nothing. She kept her face buried in her father’s blood-stained chest. She cried such deep, pained, tears, it would be easy to believe she was never going to stop.

      “Mercury.” This was Pluto. He had come halfway down the stairs and stopped.

      “Don’t you dare tell me we need to move,” Mercury hissed, looking up for a second, then back down.

      Pluto said nothing.

      “Edie,” Mercury whispered. “I know it’s hard—“

      In a hurry, Edie looked up. She faced Mercury. As Sam understood, the shooters had come here for Mercury. Mercury didn’t feature in the family photos. If she hadn’t visited, this man wouldn’t be dead. Sam wondered if Edie might explode at Mercury. The guilty expression on Mercury’s face said she expected and felt she deserved this.

      Instead, the teen said, “I fit in now.”

      “What?”

      “Your mum died. You haven’t got a dad. Both of Trey’s parents are dead. Now I’m an orphan too. I can be part of your world-saving team.”

      “Hey, both me and Samantha here have dead parents too,” said Stephanie. “What fun.”

      Mercury and Edie turned at this interruption. Pluto and Sam shot daggers at Stephanie, who seemed unabashed.

      “You know I can’t let you come with me,” said Mercury. “I’ve let you down by coming here at all. I should never have put you or your father or Xyla in danger. My mistake got your father killed—“

      “No—“cut in Edie, but Mercury cut right back.

      “I won’t make that mistake again. You’re not coming with me. No arguments.”

      Edie stared at Mercury, then looked up the stairs at Pluto, then to Sam and Stephanie, as though she might find support for her crazy desire to want to save the world.

      “We’ll call the police before we go,” said Mercury. “They’ll come. They’ll look after you. As soon as this is over, I promise I’ll come back for you and Xyla. I promise.”

      “If you survive,” said Edie. There was no bitterness in her voice. It was a matter of fact tone.

      Mercury nodded. “Yeah. If I survive.” She looked at Pluto. “We need to get moving. I have somewhere to be.”

      “Before we go, we should talk.”

      “No,” said Mercury. “We can talk in the car.”

      “You don’t have to,” said Edie. “You can use the living room. Stay as long as you like. I don’t mind.”

      “I know you don’t. That’s the problem. Your father—“

      “I won’t even listen. I promise. Use the living room. I’ll go for a walk.”

      The idea made Mercury uncomfortable. That much was obvious. 

      “I don’t like you being alone.”

      “We’ll go with her.” All eyes turned again to Stephanie, who pointed to herself and then to Sam. “Samantha and I would be happy to keep Edie company. We don’t need to be in your little meeting anyway.”

      This idea seemed to make Mercury only mildly less uncomfortable than the idea of Edie walking alone. Sam was uncomfortable too. She didn’t know why Stephanie would offer to walk the girl and definitely didn’t know why Stephanie would suggest Sam come along for the ride.

      “We got loads in common,” pressed Stephanie. “Dead parents are almost certainly only the beginning.”

      Mercury still looked unsure.

      “I’ll be fine,” said Edie. “Whoever I’m with. Please, I need to get fresh air.”

      “So,” said Stephanie. “What do you say?”
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      Edie stayed with her father another minute, whispering to him, kissing his forehead. She cried, but Sam was blown away by her bravery. When she rose, she was still pale, but her eyes were steady, and her back was straight. She was ready.

      “Say goodbye before you leave,” she said to Mercury. Then she walked out the door.

      “Come on.”

      Stephanie spoke and grabbed Sam’s arm at the same time. They followed the teenager outside. They might have closed the door behind them, but a shotgun blast had rendered it unusable.

      Edie made her way into the woods. Stephanie and Sam followed a handful of paces behind. 

      “What’s this about?” Asked Sam, when they were a minute or so from the house.

      Stephanie looked at Sam. Rose an eyebrow. 

      “What do you mean?”

      Sam gestured at the teenager’s back. “Why are we out here, with this poor girl?”

      “Would you rather we left her to walk alone? What if she was attacked by bears? You know, you really can be heartless at times.”

      Sam’s blood boiled. She shook her head.

      “You know what I mean. It’s not like you to be so charitable. I don’t believe you’d come out here without an agenda.”

      “That’s not very nice. I’ve been nothing but good to you.”

      “You threatened me with rape, you’re the reason my brother’s in hospital. Presumably, you forced me to perform the ritual because you knew there was a chance I could die. You didn’t care who took that risk, so long as it wasn’t you.”

      “But also,” said Stephanie, “I made you coffee and water, and you’re wearing my clothes. Does not balance the scales? Not even a little?”

      Sam was ready to blow. Held back at the last moment. Stephanie did not believe the things she was saying. She was trying to rile Sam, trying to get a reaction. Determined not to give her the satisfaction, Sam sped up a little, moving closer to Edie, and said nothing.

      After another minute, Stephanie said, “I’m becoming a little disillusioned. I’m losing my faith.”

      “In Pluto?”

      Stephanie nodded. Sam couldn’t help but smile. However much research Stephanie might have done, in invoking the ritual which had brought Pluto forth, she had been messing with forces she could never understand. It hadn’t gone the way she expected. She was lucky the creature she called forth hadn’t murdered her the moment it arrived on Earth.

      With this in mind, Sam said, “Things could be worse.”

      “Obviously,” said Stephanie. “But that’s always true and doesn’t mean we can’t be disappointed with our lot.”

      As they continued through the trees, Stephanie stroked the side of her face, feeling the deep gouges in her cheeks. Sam remembered the kitchen wall exploding, hitting Stephanie like a freight train.

      “I saw your face,” said Sam. “When the house exploded.”

      “Oh, yeah, I was a hottie, right? Now, this.”

      “That’s not what I mean. You looked across as Pluto saved me. You were furious. He was supposed to save you, right? Because you raised him. But it wasn’t anything to do with me. He saved whoever was closest. It could easily have been the other way around.”

      Stephanie stared at Sam a few seconds. Her jaw was slack, her eyes wide. Then she gathered herself and burst out laughing.

      “You think I’m jealous? You think I’m pissy because my God saved you instead of me?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “I am pissed he saved you. It’s a huge factor towards my disillusionment. But I didn’t want him to save me instead. Perish the thought.”

      Sam tried to puzzle this out. Couldn’t. Had to confess to her confusion. Stephanie looked at Sam as though she were the simplest of children.

      “I thought him a God,” said Stephanie. “Are you religious?”

      “No,” said Sam. She had been once. When her parents died, she had for a while held to the hope they were in heaven. When Benny found out, he set her straight. There was no heaven, no hell. Her parents were gone. The two of them were alone. He was all she had.

      “Good,” said Stephanie. “Religious people tend to be idiots. Not because they believe in God, but because they misunderstand what God would be. They think of God as benevolent, loving. They pray. Honestly. Prayer. Do you know why that’s so stupid?”

      Sam didn’t. She said, “Because they always whisper and God has bad hearing?”

      “That’s funny,” said Stephanie. “But no. It’s stupid because there are billions of humans, and God is immortal. To a God, our lives must appear to be over in less than a split second. Less than a nanosecond. Why would any God intervene in a life that means so little? That lasts for such a minuscule fraction of time?”

      She felt her face again, winced as her finger went a little too far into a cut. Dragged her hand away.

      “I was angry when Pluto saved you not because he didn’t save me, but because a true God would have saved neither of us. I’d already listened to Trey talk about his little mission. In Pluto’s responses, I found much to cause worry. When he saved you, I knew for sure: Pluto is no God. I screwed up. Now there’s a super-powered being running around looking to save the world. Looking to save humanity Can you believe it?”

      Stephanie looked at Sam as though she’d forgotten who she was talking to. Disgust crossed her face. “Well, of course you can.”

      Sam closed her eyes. Actually laughed at that.

      “What?” Said Stephanie.

      “Only you could portray a desire to save the world as a negative character trait.”

      “Then I’m the only one with my eyes open. This world is a mess. Humans are repulsive. Politicians have lost control. With a true God by my side, an army of them, I could have changed all that. The race of beings I envisioned bringing in would have purified the world. And don’t tell me humankind can’t buy into that. Remember Noah, remember the flood? Whether that’s true or not is irrelevant. What matters is people believe it. Not only believe but understand.”

      “Maybe you think the world is messed up. Maybe you’re right. Killing is never the answer.”

      Stephanie laughed, and the laugh was half-crazed.

      “But that’s what people do. That’s humanity’s raison d’etre. Haven’t you noticed? Every day, people kill people—the good as well as the bad. People die in wars. Smashed up in accidents. Shot dead in the streets. I know you know what I’m talking about.”

      “Your family.”

      “My family. Your family. Many more families besides.”

      The words seemed to cause a blockage in Stephanie’s throat. Her eyes watered as she tried to clear it. While getting herself together, she looked away from Sam. She couldn’t bear to seem weak.

      “This isn’t for me. Not any more,” she said. “You can have Pluto. My gift to you. But I’m out.”

      As suddenly as that, she turned through the trees and began to walk away.

      “Where are you going?” Sam called. She wanted to follow, though she hated Stephanie, but didn’t want to lose Edie. 

      “Dunno,” Stephanie called back as she receded into the trees. “Probably get drunk, probably get laid. Maybe I’ll rob a bank, buy a suitcase nuke, and blow up a town, just for the hell of it. Just to make people hurt as much as I hurt. How does that sound?”

      Sam didn’t answer. By the last words, Sam could no longer see Stephanie. The beautiful, scarred woman was out of sight, and her words were fading too. No answer would reach its target.

      Confused, worried, Sam turned back to the path and was surprised to see Edie facing her.

      “You’re well shot of her,” she said. 

      Sam didn’t know what to say. The girl had lost her father minutes ago. Had already lost her mother. Her eyes were red, her cheeks tear-stained. Sam’s grief was far further removed than was the girl’s. It should have been she comforting Edie, but it was the teen (younger teen, anyway. Sam was nineteen, of course) who returned to Sam and held out a hand.

      “Coming?” She asked. “I know what I said in the house, but I could use the company.

      Sam didn’t know if Edie meant this, or if she could tell Sam was a little lost and needed a bit of help. She wondered if this girl might not be the strongest person she had ever met.

      Deciding the intentions didn’t matter, only the gesture, Sam reached out and took the girls soft hand. They smiled at each other. Sad smiles that spoke of their loss.

      “Come on then,” said Edie. 

      They walked into the woods. Sam tried not to think of Stephanie. Prayed they would never meet again.

      Somehow, she couldn’t believe she would get so lucky.
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      While Pluto worked on waking Trey, Mercury pulled back the living room curtains and watched Edie walk into the woods, followed by two strangers Mercury could not trust. Was this the right decision? She didn’t know, but Edie was determined, and Mercury wanted to respect the girl’s wishes.

      Behind her, Trey stirred, began to wake as Edie had begun to wake. Xyla went the opposite way, falling asleep in Mercury’s arms. The poor, sweet baby. Her father had jumped ship before she was born. Her mother had died and now so had her adoptive father. Three parents she’d had and none would she remember.

      What would become of her? And what of Edie? Mercury knew little about adoption other than it was much harder to find a place for older children than it was babies. Edie thought of Xyla like a sister. Would they be split up? The thought weighed on Mercury’s heart.

      What if she survived? There was something to consider. The plan had been to die in the final battle, and if not, soon after. The darkness which crept through her heart could surely not be resisted for long. If she won the final battle, suicide was the only option.

      Or had seemed to be, before she had made her promise to Edie. Now indecision tore at her heart. Somehow, she had to put that to one side for the moment. No decision had to be made yet.

      Given how powerful Cleo was, even if Pluto turned out to be the ally he claimed to be, they would likely be defeated and killed in the upcoming battle. Mercury might have the decision taken from her, so it was foolish to spend time worrying it through now.

      Trey sat up. They would have brought him a glass of water, but the grenade had destroyed the kitchen, along with all the glassware. As Mercury sat beside Trey, propped him up, Pluto went upstairs to wet a flannel. Something to help with the pain.

      “How do you feel?” said Mercury.

      At first, Trey only groaned. His head was swimming, he was trying to regain his thoughts, his memories. He held onto his forehead as though afraid his head might drop off.

      At last, he said, “Like my ally smashed my face and crushed my skull.”

      Mercury felt her skin redden. “It was a shock, seeing you. You have to understand I saw Cleo throw you off that building and knew you didn’t have a parachute. It was hard to process someone might have saved you. Can you forgive me?”

      “Forgive you?” Said Trey and chuckled. “Merc, I stabbed you in the stomach, and you died. I was there when rituals killed your mother and boyfriend. I came into your house with a gun, having promised Laars I would help kill you. Again.” He looked at her, smiled through the pain. “I count as a blessing and a miracle, every second I spend with you where you’re not kicking, punching, stabbing and breaking every muscle and bone in my body for everything I’ve done to you. My head feels like it’s been split in two. You owe me far greater punishment than this.”

      Looking away, he buried his head in his hands and groaned again. At this speech, Mercury found she couldn’t help but smile, though there were tears too, as always when she remembered the losses she had suffered.

      Surprising even herself, Mercury put an arm around Trey’s shoulders, pulling his head towards her, his face still buried in his hands.

      “I could be mad at you for what you’ve done in the past if you want,” she said. “I probably should be mad. For some reason, it feels natural not to focus on what you did when you were under the control of your father and siblings, then Heidi. I find it natural to focus on what you’ve done since you threw off the shackles of your family. When I think about you, Trey, I remember how you escaped Heidi’s guard and rushed into the black hurricane to help us defeat the monster that left my body and stole your mother’s. I remember how you’ve stood beside Amira and me these last few weeks, fought beside us, and proved you have a heart of gold. A hero’s heart. That’s what I remember.”

      Trey didn’t look up. He was sobbing into his hands now. Mercury squeezed her eyes, fought her own tears, and held tighter to Trey.

      “That being said, I did get a sick thrill bashing you around with that shotgun. You feel like you need punishment, you let me know. I’ll batter and bruise you till the cows come home.”

      Through his tears, he laughed. “I think I’m okay.”

      “Good,” said Mercury. “Glad to hear it.”

      Pluto appeared in the doorway. He chucked the flannel to Mercury, who handed it to Trey, who sat up, and placed it over his forehead while he got his tears under control.

      “Touching scene,” said Pluto. “But can we get to business? After all, the fate of your planet is on the line.”

      “Pity,” said Mercury. “I take it there’s no time for pizza?”
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      Pluto laid it out fast and simple. A world war had torn his home planet to shreds and stolen from the inhabitants the bodies they so loved, leaving them as little more than spirits. They could breed, age, and die, but little else. They were unable to eat, drink or touch. They felt nothing but cold and pain, day in, day out. Most of their kind had been reduced to insanity.

      “In the old world,” said Pluto, “we had political structures much like the ones you have on Earth. We had elected leaders at local and national level. But after the war, the entirety of our population was laid low. We all had exactly the same status. All of us that is, except one.”

      From the ashes had risen a commander. A member of the species with more power than would previously have been imaginable. Such power gave the wielder a natural right to rule and rule this figure did. From their scarred homeworld, he brought them into a new world, a beautiful world. They could have lived there forever in the bodies they inhabited, had the commander not been destroyed.

      “The fool thought he was unopposed so became complacent. In truth, he faced opposition from two sides. I wasn’t born until a little later, but many of my current allies were around. They believed, as we still do, it was wrong to kill people and take their bodies. Of course, by that point, it was mostly too late. They also hated the subjugation of what remained of the population. They made their voices heard, but there was no violent resistance. Even for my group’s most ardent supporters, it’s difficult to fight to return to daily torment when you have a body and can eat, drink and generally be merry.”

      “Is that how you feel now?”

      Mercury couldn’t help herself. The question was out before she knew it was coming. She expected Pluto to fob her off. He smiled.

      “It’s difficult,” he said. “I wish I could say otherwise, but when you’ve suffered for millennia, as have I, and suddenly you have a body and freedom, it’s easy to start making excuses. To tell yourself, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to kill a few million humans and take their bodies to end the suffering of your kind. After all, you could be nice to the survivors. Slavery isn’t the only option. To be clear, that’s not what I’m thinking. But others who’ve come through believing what I believe to begin with have soon lost their way. It’s amazing what a few weeks in human flesh can do.”

      Mercury glanced at Trey, who was still too busy recovering to give an opinion. Mercury was torn. On the one hand, she appreciated Pluto’s honesty. On the other, it was worrying to know he could turn on them at any moment and try to bring more of his kind through at the expense of human life.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’m not so weak I’ll lose all sense of what I believe after a few hours in this body. We’re going against Cleo today and let me make this clear, we win, or we die.” He shook his head. “Actually, even that’s not clear enough. When you went against Cleo for the first time, I suppose you thought that was a win or die situation?”

      Mercury nodded.

      “Obviously it wasn’t, because you and Trey escaped. This is different. Returning to that first new world; Cleo’s faction also opposed the commander’s use of the planet and its inhabitants. But for different reasons.”

      Pluto explained how Cleo believed their spirit form was their true form. Their destiny was to move from reality to reality, tearing worlds apart so entire dimensions folded into their own dark and twisted hell, creating a barren landscape that would eventually consume every universe.

      “She sounds like a delight,” said Mercury.

      “She’s not. Her plan’s already in motion. Within a few hours, the cracks between worlds will open, and your world, your galaxy, your universe will be shredded. Everyone will die. Those are the stakes.”

      “That’s not what Heidi said,” said Mercury. She didn’t know why she should feel betrayed by Heidi, who had never shown herself to be particularly trustworthy. But she did. Until Pluto spoke again.

      “Heidi’s young. She wasn’t around the last time Cleo tore through a world. She would have had no idea what the plan was when she pulled Cleo through. She’s probably regretting it now, but that’s irrelevant. Nothing matters but stopping what Cleo has started. Forget Heidi. Forget whoever’s possessed your friend. We have to stop Cleo breaking down the walls between dimensions.”

      Xyla began to fuss. Mercury stood and bounced the baby in her arms, putting the kid back to sleep. As she circled the living room, between shushes to Xyla, she spoke to Pluto.

      “That much is obvious. The question is, how do we stop it?”

      “We can’t,” said Pluto. “Only someone with Cleo’s power levels can stop the process once it’s started.”

      “But you said only Cleo has that much power.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Oh good, now I understand. So all we have to do is hold Cleo down and tickle her feet until she does what we want. She’ll be surrounded by possessed and infected I suppose, but that’s okay because we can point our finger, put on our stern tone, and say, No. Bad infected and possessed. You don’t get involved. I’m excited. Shall we get going?”

      Tired and frustrated, Pluto watched Mercury a while without speaking.

      Still bouncing Xyla, Mercury said, “What?”

      “You humans have a tiresome proclivity for sarcasm. Did you know that?”

      “Yes. Whatever. Even if it was couched in sarcasm, my point stands. I thought we only needed to kill Cleo and even that “only” is a joke given how powerful she is. Now we need to get her to close off her bloody weapon, then kill her. I must be Tom Cruise because this is mission impossible.”

      “Tom Cruise?” Pluto cocked his head. “That reference is beyond the human whose memories I’ve stolen.”

      “Then he died before seeing an incredible movie franchise. That makes his tale even sadder. My point is, how do we get Cleo to stop her weapon? I assume you have a plan?”

      Pluto rose. From his back pocket, he withdrew the poisoned knife Trey had given him. He had used it to kill the charging bull outside, and the bull’s blood still coated the blade. He dropped the blade on the table.

      “No one knew where the commander got his power. We believed he would hold it for eternity. Until Cleo killed him on that first world to which we moved after the war. When she plunged a blade much like this one into his heart, the commander died, and something incredible happened to his powers.”

      “They transferred to her?”

      Pluto nodded at Mercury, who continued the line of logic.

      “That means if someone can kill Cleo, that someone would take her power. That same someone would be able to stop the weapon and save the world. That about the size of it?”

      “It is. If we don’t kill her too late.”

      “And that knife will kill her?”

      “With a direct hit to the heart, it should do the job. It’s worth noting Cleo’s power makes it incredibly difficult to get near her if she wants you to stay away. The previous commander let his guard down. Having profited from such carelessness, Cleo has never allowed anyone the chance to attack let alone kill her.”

      “So we’re probably still screwed.”

      “Probably.”

      Mercury crossed the room, collected the blade and held it aloft, staring at the shining metal. It stank, but other than that was like any other knife. Amazing to think it could kill a creature with such incredible power.

      “Does it have to be you who kills her?” Mercury asked. “You who takes the power?”

      Pluto didn’t answer immediately. Worse, he looked away from Mercury and made it clear he did not want to answer.

      “What?” she said.

      “It shouldn’t be me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t return home. Not without tearing that same hole between dimensions that Cleo wants to tear. When Cleo killed the commander, the transference of power shredded her possessed body. Her spirit was released. But that isn’t supposed to happen. Our spirit forms aren’t meant for ordinary worlds. Once she broke free of her skin, with all that power, there were natural disasters, cataclysmic events all over the globe. Millions died and kept dying until Cleo tore a hole between realities and annihilated everyone anyway. All of which is to say if I kill Cleo, the world will still face an apocalypse. It cannot be me.”

      Mercury placed the knife on the table. She still held Xyla who slept calmly. Trey was a little dazed but was coming into focus. He had been listening. It had internalised for him slower than for Mercury. He still got it.

      “Say it then,” said Mercury. “You always needed at least one human by your side. Tell us the plan.”

      Pluto sighed. He didn’t want to. What choice did he have?

      “One of you or another human puts the knife through Cleo. You take her power. I don’t know for sure, but I imagine you’ll have a minute or two in which to stop the walls between dimensions from tearing. After that, the power will overwhelm your body.”

      “But we don’t have a spirit form to release,” said Mercury.

      “No,” said Pluto. “I believe it’ll kill you.”

      Trey fell back in his chair, head once more in his hands. Mercury kissed the top of Xyla’s head and nodded. In a way, this was a relief. The decision made for her. She met Pluto’s eye.

      “Well, consider me your volunteer.”

      “You mean—“

      “I’ll do it. I’ll die, and we’ll save the world. Let’s do this.”
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      Most of their walk they spent in silence. Edie led Sam on a loop through the trees, and they ended up around the back of the house. They came to the front and sat outside the front door, their backs against the wall.

      Close to her father again, knowing he was right around the corner, and as dead as before, tears glistened in Edie’s eyes. She was so strong but could only hold it together for so long. Knowing this was her time to be the brave one. Wanting to be the brave one. Sam reached out a hand, and Edie took it. The two teenagers entwined their fingers. They stayed that way in silence, drawing strength from one another until there was movement within the house.

      “Thank you,” Edie said to Sam as Mercury stepped outside, followed by Pluto and Trey. “I’ve enjoyed our walk.”

      “I’ve enjoyed it too,” said Sam. “I hope to see you again.”

      Edie smiled, leaned in, gave Sam a hug. It was strange, to feel so close to this younger girl when they’d only just met. Maybe it wasn’t surprising. Sam hadn’t had any friends in a long time. Benny was all she had. She’d thought he was enough. Maybe she’d been fooling herself.

      As she broke from the hug and rose, Pluto said, “Where’s Stephanie?”

      “She left,” said Sam. “She wasn’t happy with you wanting to save the world. She doesn’t think it deserves to live. She started talking about Noah’s ark.”

      Pluto sighed. “I should have killed her the moment she’d got you on board. Her heart was dark. I could see that. She would have been a valuable ally if she could have stayed the course.”

      Sam didn’t know what to say. She hated Stephanie. No doubt the evil beauty deserved to die. But she was coming to terms with Pluto being the good guy. Though it was naive, she didn’t like to think that good guys ever killed. She liked her heroes pure.

      “I don’t think we’ll see her again,” she said at last.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Trey had been looking at Mercury, who stood over Edie. Girl and woman looked awkwardly at each other. Trey read the situation well.

      Moving past Mercury, he leaned over and kissed Edie on the cheek. He hugged her and told her he was sorry for her loss. Promised he would come and see her if they survived the coming ordeal. Then he rose and gripped Mercury’s shoulder.

      “We’ll meet you at the car.”

      Keen to get going, Pluto prepared to interject. Sam caught his eye and shook her head. Trey also gave him a meaningful look.

      “Right,” he said. “At the car.”

      Sam smiled again at Edie, told her to stay safe, then followed Trey and Pluto away from the woods, away from the carnage, and on to wherever next.
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        * * *

      

      Mercury and Edie watched the trio walk away. Stepping over the girl’s legs, Mercury dropped to her side, sitting where Sam had sat. As had Sam and Edie, they held hands. In Mercury’s free arm, Xyla slept soundly.

      For thirty seconds, neither spoke. They stared into the trees and at the sky. They didn’t meet each other’s eye. Mercury might have sat that way forever. Once again, Edie was ready to play the responsible adult, even if the actual adult wouldn’t.

      “They’ll be waiting for you. You should go.”

      Mercury forced herself to turn her head, to look at the girl. She smiled and tilted her head to the side. Edie tilted hers, and they pressed their heads together. Their hands remained entwined.

      “I don’t like leaving you alone. Especially not with—“she stopped short of mentioning Will. Edie didn’t seem to blame Mercury, but how could she not? If Mercury hadn’t come, those bastards wouldn’t have torn apart Edie’s life. Again. “It’s not fair.”

      “Nothing about this is,” said Edie. “Never blame yourself for what happened to my dad, please. I know he got angry when you arrived, but he agreed to hold that stuff because he understood the importance of your mission. You’re trying to save the world, and bad guys are trying to stop you. They followed you here. I hate that I’ve lost my daddy. It breaks my heart, but don’t ever, ever blame yourself, okay?”

      Mercury squeezed Edie’s hand, kissed the girl’s head. “I don’t know where you get your strength.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      Mercury smiled. “Okay. I’ll try. For you, I’ll try not to blame myself.”

      Edie removed her hand from Mercury and stood. Bending over, she claimed the sleeping Xyla from Mercury’s arms.

      “I’ll call the police as soon as you’ve gone. I want you to focus on saving the world. Once it’s done, I’d love to see you again. If you still want to see me.”

      “You know that I do.”

      Rising, Mercury hugged Edie and Xyla. The hug went on too long. Again it was Edie who had the strength to push Mercury away, turn around and look into the hall at her father, still against the stairs. Tears broke into the girl’s eyes. She stayed strong, kept hold of Xyla.

      “Edie—“ Mercury started, but the girl turned to her with a smile.

      “I’ll be okay. You have to go now. Keep doing the right thing.”

      Mercury nodded. Came forward and gave the girl one last kiss on the head, then turned away.

      As she started to leave, Edie said, “I know you’re going to win. I can’t wait to see you again.”

      Turning back, Mercury saw Edie was still staring into the house, at her father. She hadn’t looked to Mercury as she spoke.

      The words came, rushing up her throat. Mercury opened her mouth and was going to tell Edie she was going to die, no matter what. Because she had to die. Being honest with Edie, who hoped soon to see Mercury again, would be the right thing to do.

      After a few seconds, Mercury’s mouth closed, the words sank into the pit of her stomach, residing beside her cowardice. If only she could have had a tenth of the strength as did Edie.

      “Love you, kid,” was all she could manage.

      This time Edie did look back. Her smile was heartbreaking.

      “Love you too.”

      Crying freely but quietly, Mercury turned away from Edie and walked off to join the others.
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      Stephanie had stolen the car. That meant they would have to travel with Mercury. The problem being Mercury’s car was penned in by the vehicles of their recent assailants. They couldn’t ask the assailants to move their cars because they were dead, and no one had the appetite to return to the house and start routing through dead bodies.

      “Merc can probably turn around,” said Trey. “The problem is getting it back up the path.”

      “Let me deal with that.”

      While Pluto went to the side of the first car to be as good as his word, Trey looked to Sam. In the company of Amira and Mercury, Trey had always felt both young and woefully out of his depth. Here was someone even younger than he, with no experience of the threat they were facing. Confusion was written over her face. Sadness too. She could see the importance of what they were trying to do but didn’t want to be there. Trey had heard a little about Sam’s brother. Enough to form a picture.

      “You’re worried about Benny,” he said.

      Sam seemed startled that someone had spoken to her. When she had gathered herself, she nodded.

      “Tell me about him.”

      She flushed a little. Shook her head.

      “You don’t want to hear about him. About me.”

      “Sure I do,” said Trey. “Asked didn’t I? Stephanie said you’d lost your parents too?”

      Sam nodded. “In a car accident. Few years ago now.” She said this last line as if to brush it away. Few years ago, no big deal. Trey could tell she was on the verge of tears as she pushed the topic to him. “What about you?”

      “My father had a terminal illness for a long time,” said Trey. “Before it could win, someone stabbed him to death.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. My family were not good people. You’ve been involved in a ritual? To raise Pluto? That’s why your brother’s in hospital?”

      Sam nodded.

      “Someone died, I’d guess?”

      A little surprised, Sam nodded again.

      “Death petrified my father. He sent his three children to perform a ritual on a stranger. Idea being, if we could nail a test run, we could then possess him. The ritual worked. Problem was it killed my siblings.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      “Still don’t have to be. I spent my childhood, my adolescence, and the first couple of years of adulthood desperate to make my family proud. Took me too long to realise I was an idiot. It wasn’t that they were crooked, though they were. They were abusive. I suffered many beatings at the hands of my father and brother. As well as some of their colleagues. Contempt was all my sister and mother could offer.”

      “Did you upset them?”

      The question came, and Sam flushed a furious red. Trey understood why. She had asked thinking not about Trey, but about herself. It was enough to confirm Trey was right in his beliefs about her brother. The thought of it made his blood boil.

      “Sometimes I upset them, sometimes I didn’t,” said Trey. “Here’s what I’ve since learned. The people who love you should never hurt you. They might lay a punch on you and call it punishment. They might twist your wrist so hard it breaks then tell you it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t upset them. They’ll say it comes from love. They’re wrong. They’re probably not lying. They’re deluded. It’s not love. It’s abuse.”

      Trey watched for a reaction. Sam was playing with her hands. She turned to Pluto who had lifted one car and shoved it into a tree, crushing it enough to move it out of the way. He was on to the next one. Sam watched it tilt, tip.

      “You want to talk about your brother?” Trey asked.

      It was a bridge too far.

      “Mercury’s here. We have to get going.”

      She turned and rushed towards Pluto as Mercury stepped through the trees and stopped beside Trey.

      “You okay?” He asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Me neither. Shall we do this?”

      “Yep.”

      They prepared to leave.
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        * * *

      

      Pluto warned them they didn’t have much time. He was an advocate for driving straight to the mansion and facing Cleo head-on.

      Mercury chucked the black bag into the back, where sat Sam and Pluto.

      “You said we have a few more hours. I say we use them.”

      “Money,” said Pluto, looking through the bag. “What good is this?”

      “We’re going to meet one of Amira’s contacts,” said Mercury. “We’re going to give him that money, and he’ll give us a weapon.”

      Mercury passed Trey the little black book.

      “Then we’re going to destroy Cleo.”
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        * * *

      

      Amira’s contact lived on a farm. Trey had to jump out the front and open an old, creaking gate before they could proceed. They drove another thirty seconds after that through mud and puddles before pulling up in front of the farmhouse.

      The farm owner, Dwight, answered within ten seconds of Mercury ringing the bell. As soon as he did, Mercury handed him the little black book, opened to the page on which could be found his name. Glancing over Mercury’s shoulder, he saw Pluto, noted the black bag in his hand.

      “Where’s Amira?” He asked.

      “Dead. Can we still do business?”

      Dwight held Mercury’s eye a moment, looked again to the bag, then back at Mercury.

      “Don’t see why not. Come in.”
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        * * *

      

      The house was creaky and old. Drafty. The ceilings were low enough to cause Dwight and Trey problems.

      In the living room, they found a tiny, ancient TV, a dresser, and a couple of sofas. A circular, patterned rug covered a sizeable section of the wood flooring.

      There were no pleasantries, preliminaries or formalities. Dwight offered no one a drink, which was a shame because Mercury was parched. As soon as they entered the living room, Dwight reached into his cliched farmer’s gilet and withdrew a gun which was most certainly not a farmer’s cliche. Small, snug, sleek, it looked more suited to James Bond than someone who, supposedly, spent his time tilling fields and milking cows.

      “I trusted Amira,” Dwight said. “She told me about you two—“ he pointed to Mercury and Trey. “Gave me descriptions.” He pointed at Sam and Pluto. “Don’t know you two. I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt cause of who you’re with but let me be clear, this gun ain’t a toy, and it ain’t a prop. I know how to use it. Anyone tries to mess me about you’ll be dead before you have a chance to piss your pants. And I got plenty of land what’s perfect for burying bodies under. Everyone understand?”

      Pluto and Trey nodded. Mercury said, “Couldn’t get it more.”

      Dwight pointed his gun at Sam, who whimpered. “That one looks terrified.”

      “Big surprise,” said Mercury. “Sam, would you like to wait outside?”

      Sam didn’t give an answer one way or the other, but her terror was clear to see. Mercury turned back to Dwight.

      “Can she wait outside?”

      Dwight considered. Looked Sam up and down. Smartly decided she wasn’t a threat. She wouldn’t be setting the house on fire while they conducted their business.

      He nodded.

      “Go on,” said Mercury. “Go wait by the car. Want someone to go with you?”

      Sam glanced at Trey, then shook her head.

      “I’ll be okay.”

      They watched her leave. Uncomfortable with the situation, Mercury nodded to Trey.

      “Maybe you should go with her.”

      “No no,” said Dwight. “You start shifting more people about, I’ll get jittery. What say we do this. You can all join little missy in a few minutes.”

      Mercury looked to Trey, who nodded. Mercury passed the nod down the line to Dwight, who pointed at Pluto.

      “Show me the money.”

      “Hey, that’s Tom Cruise as well,” said Mercury, and was roundly ignored as Pluto unzipped the bag and chucked it to Dwight.

      Catching the goods one-handed, so as not to give up his gun, Dwight dropped to the floor and with the same one hand routed through the money, checking everything was present and accounted for.

      “I thought you trusted Amira,” said Mercury.

      “There’s trust,” said Dwight. “Then there’s trust. But you’re all good.”

      Rising, he nudged the bag to one side. With one hand still on his gun, he whipped back the rug. Beneath lay a trap door, set into which was a small indent, big enough to get inside a finger and pull. Dwight pointed his gun at Mercury.

      “Open it.”

      Mercury did as asked. When she lifted the trap door, automatic lighting flicked into life, illuminating the hidden cellar below.

      “Fancy,” said Mercury.

      Dwight only grunted. Pointed down the hatch. “You first.”

      A fixed ladder led into the hole, but there wasn’t far to go. Mercury sat on the edge and dropped before moving aside to make room for whoever came next.

      The cellar was as large as, if not a little larger than, the living room above. The walls were stone. Affixed to them on all sides were rudimentary wooden racking. On the racking were hundreds of guns in numerous varieties, including handguns, rifles, automatic rifles, sub machine-guns, pump-action shotguns, standard shotguns and a few Mercury didn’t recognise. On the shelves that held no guns were boxes packed with thousands of bullets and a multitude of grenades, plastic explosives, Semtex, dynamite and a load more products that went bang under the right conditions.

      Trey was next into the hatch, followed by Dwight. The former circled, releasing a low whistle.

      “Impressive, huh?” said Dwight.

      “Pretty much,” said Trey. “You ever deal with Harvey Michaels?”

      Dwight gave Trey a curious look. “You knew Harvey?”

      “My dad.”

      “No way? Never would have guessed it.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “If you like.” Dwight chuckled. “Nah, never dealt with Harvey. I was too small-time for him. Did once meet with one of his lieutenants. Nothing came of it though.”

      “Victor?” Asked Trey.

      “That’s the one.”

      Trey smiled. Vicious Victor had tormented Trey for years. Mercury wondered if Trey was reliving their most recent encounter, during which Victor had tried to murder Trey with a vat of boiling water and had instead found his head plunged into said vat by the intervening Liz.

      Pluto was the last to drop through the hatch. After doing his own circle, he looked to Mercury.

      “Amira knew some interesting people.”

      “Investigative journalist,” said Mercury. “And able to switch off her morals when it suited, obviously.”

      “I ain’t never hurt anyone,” said Dwight.

      “Yeah? And you sell exclusively to people looking to defend their kitten sanctuaries do you?”

      Dwight reddened. “You got a problem, maybe you don’t want to do business.”

      Mercury glanced around. Tried to imagine where all this weaponry might end up. The damage such an armoury could do. It was hard not to speak up.

      Trey laid a hand on Mercury’s arm. Though he didn’t speak the touch conveyed his message. Something like, Bigger fish to fry. He was right.

      “We’re all good,” she said. “I believe Amira told you what we wanted?”

      A nod. As well as the armoury to be found on the shelves around the walls, there were two huge crates and three smaller ones positioned on the floor. More stock ready to catalogue and add to the shelves perhaps. Or items that wouldn’t fit on the racking.

      Dwight moved to one of these crates. The lid already lay at its side. From within, he grabbed a sack and presented it to Mercury.

      “Standard stuff in there. Couple of handguns, couple of grenades, one snub-nosed shotgun, load of bullets. I’ll run you through it all in a minute but let’s face it, that’s not why you’re here, is it?”

      Mercury shook her head. Her palms were sweaty.

      “I liked Amira,” Dwight said. “When I first saw her, I just thought “fine piece of ass”, you know?”

      “Oh yeah, she had a great behind,” said Mercury. “Wouldn’t you say so, Trey?”

      Trey looked flustered, blushed. Said nothing.

      “But she weren’t just smoking hot. She knew what she was doing. Smart, switched on. Didn’t take no shit. She was like a guy.”

      “Intelligent go getter, like a guy” said Mercury. “My thoughts exactly.”

      She glanced at Trey with raised eyebrows and he tried not to laugh.

      “I’m sorry she’s gone.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Whatever she wanted this for,” he said, pointing into the box. “I hope you put it to good use.”

      “We intend to.”

      Smiling, Dwight turned back. From the case, he heaved the showpiece and spun to present it to Mercury. His smile and eyes said, What do you think about this beauty?

      “Oh yeah,” said Mercury in answer to the unasked question. “That’ll do nicely.”
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        * * *

      

      Trey led the line outside. Mercury knew something was wrong when he stopped short. Anticipating trouble, she swung the stack of smaller weaponry over her shoulder and moved to Trey’s side.

      The car was gone.

      So was Sam.

      Behind them exited Dwight, still holding his handgun, and Pluto, carrying the glorious item they had come to collect.

      “Uh, Pluto,” said Mercury. “You got a thing about working exclusively with car thieves or what?”

      “Did you leave the keys in the ignition?” Asked Trey.

      “Is now the time for recriminations, Trey?”

      Mercury turned to Pluto, who looked embarrassed and upset that Sam might have abandoned them and taken the car, along with three of their four remaining demon-killing knives.

      Mercury planned to shout at the possessed. As she turned, she saw Heidi flash from the side of the house.

      “Watch out,” said Mercury.

      Too late. Having stopped an inch behind Dwight, Heidi grabbed his head and snapped his neck. As the arms dealer dropped, Heidi stepped forward, spread her hands, and smiled.

      “Look I killed a bad guy. Can I be part of the team now?”

      She smiled at them all, ending on Trey.

      “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be dead?”
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      Mercury went for the knife. Heidi shot forward, grabbed her wrist, punched her stomach, then tossed her into the dirt. The smiling monster turned to Trey. Before she could attack, Pluto appeared, blocking her path.

      “You’re new,” she said. “Don’t look very dangerous. Let me guess, martial arts expert?”

      Pluto punched Heidi in the face. The force of the blow threw her backwards, through the open front door and crashing along the corridor. Pluto dumped their new weapon to the ground with less care than Trey would have considered prudent, then followed.

      Rising from the dirt, staring at her ruined jeans and top, Mercury fumed.

      “This is the worst thing she’s ever done.”

      Though Trey wasn’t sure ruined clothes should feature at the top of a list which included multiple counts of murder and the raising of a monster who could destroy the world, he chose not to mention anything. It was nice that something seemed to have distracted Mercury, if only temporarily, from the loss of her mother and boyfriend.

      As Mercury fell in line with Trey, Pluto smashed through the living room window and rolled across the gravel drive. Following him out, Heidi turned to Mercury and Trey.

      “You got one of my kind on your side. Congratulations.”

      Pluto was up again.

      “What did you do with Sam?”

      “What did you do with our car?” said Mercury.

      Pluto swung. Heidi ducked and lashed out. They began to fight. Both possessing more speed than any human, it quickly became difficult to keep track of their tussle.

      Mercury had her knife again. To Trey, she said, “Get a gun,” then she was rushing off to join the melee, chucking the canvas bag from her shoulder as she went.

      Trey caught it. From within he grabbed the snub-nose shotgun and two heavy bullets. Luckily, Dwight had given them a demonstration before his untimely death. Trey made quick work of loading and preparing to fire.

      As he rushed across the gravel, Pluto chucked Heidi into a wall. She landed on her feet, came forward and slid around the back of her attacker before kicking him into Mercury.

      The duo went down.

      Heidi said, “Will you two listen?”

      Trey shot her in the chest.

      The bullet wouldn’t kill the monster. It still packed plenty of power, throwing Heidi from her feet.

      Within seconds, she was up.

      “Oi, dead boy, how dare you treat your mother that way.”

      Pluto punched her in the face. She spun, hit the gravel, pushing her hands into it as she fell to stop from smashing her nose. Pluto kicked her in the stomach, spinning her away from him. As she landed again, he followed up and this time kicked her head before grabbing her top and hauling her from the ground.

      “Where’s that knife?” He shouted.

      Mercury was up and making for Pluto. Trey hesitated. More than anything, he wanted Heidi gone. He still wasn’t sure how he would feel watching someone plunge a knife into the heart of his mother’s former body, however cold and distant she had been his entire life.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” said Heidi. “You don’t want to do this.”

      “Oh, you’re so wrong,” said Mercury.

      Pluto turned to collect the knife. Heidi raised her legs and kicked him in the chest. The move wrenched his hand from her neck, and she back-flipped; landing on her feet. When Mercury approached with the knife, Heidi retreated, her hands up, crouching a little. She looked as though she were trying to calm an approaching tiger.

      “You go against Cleo, you’re going to lose,” she said.

      “Maybe, but I’ll die with a smile on my face knowing I killed the bitch who destroyed my life first.”

      Heidi smiled. “That would be fair. Super fair. It isn’t true, though, is it? You’re not petty. You’re way above doing things for the sake of revenge—more than anything, you want to stop Cleo and save the world. Tell me I’m wrong? No, don’t bother. I know I’m not.”

      Pluto was edging forward again. Trey came with the gun raised, pointing at Heidi. From the last shot, blood poured down his mother’s chest. In the same way that Pluto seemed happy to continue with one eye and a bullet in his heart, Heidi paid the injury no heed.

      “I want to help you,” she said.

      Mercury laughed.

      “Yeah, I know, I know, sounds dumb, doesn’t it? I spend all this time trying to kill you so I could raise my master in peace. Now Cleo’s here, and I want her dead and you alive to do it. Must be hard to believe.”

      “Try impossible.”

      “Right, but it’s not. It shouldn’t be. Look at the facts. Talk to Trey.”

      No one glanced back, but somehow the attention switched to Trey. He was still coming up behind Mercury and Pluto, but edging to the side, hoping to reach a position from which he could blow Heidi away if she tried to attack.

      “Remember in the tent,” Heidi pressed. “Remember what I said? You must remember.”

      Trey was surprised to hear a touch of desperation in Heidi’s voice. Though he could see why. If her claims were on the level, and she wanted to help, she would have arrived thinking she could knock Mercury and Trey down and take her time explaining the situation. That they had Pluto onside changed the dynamic. Put her on the back foot.

      “Trey,” she hissed.

      “I remember,” he said.

      “See,” said Heidi.

      “Oh, you’re right,” said Mercury. “We won’t kill you.”

      “Trey,” said Heidi. “Tell them. You’ll let him tell me, yeah?”

      “Go on,” said Mercury.

      Trey found himself sitting back in that tent, an infected doctor across the way. Wistful, Heidi had risen from opposite Trey and moved to the tent flap, looking out.

      “She talked about the beauty of our world,” said Trey. “How she was angry because we, humanity, had ruined it. She hated her own world because it was hellish. She believed her master wanted to bring more of her kind through, so they could take the Earth, restore it to its beauty.”

      “Spot on,” said Heidi, then looked at Pluto. “That’s what Cleo told us, isn’t it? That’s what we believed.”

      “Cleo spouted her lies,” said Pluto. “Many of those too young to have experienced a break down of walls are stupid enough to believe they will one day live in beauty.”

      Ignoring the jibe, Heidi said, “All I want is to escape the torment.” She focused on Mercury. “Cleo wants to destroy this universe and fold it into ours, and what then? I hate this body. Human flesh is repulsive. But I’m happier than I’ve ever been. I’m free. If Cleo succeeds, I’ll once more be a tormented spirit in a barren land, waiting, hoping, praying, I’ll again be pulled into a being from a better place. If I am, I wouldn’t repeat my mistakes. I would leave Cleo where she belongs. In hell.”

      Mercury still had the knife up. Trey knew every part of her was screaming to kill the monster. But Pluto had backed off a little. Trey had lowered his gun. Not right to the ground but dipped so it pointed at Heidi’s legs, rather than at her stomach. Mercury noted her allies’ moves but did not seem ready to replicate.

      “How could I ever trust you?” She asked.

      “Easily, because I’m not asking you to trust much. I’m not saying I’ve changed, that I’m a human lover. I’m not. You make me sick. I’m not professing to feel guilty for trying to kill you. I still wish you dead. All I’m asking is that, for the moment, you believe our desires align. I want Earth to remain beautiful. I don’t want to go home. What is it you humans say? The enemy of my enemy is my friend? So call a temporary truce. Make use of my support. Let me be Switzerland.”

      This stumped the crowd.

      “Switzerland?”

      “You know,” said Heidi. “Like off of your World Wars. Changing sides.”

      “Russia,” said Trey.

      Heidi said, “What?”

      “Switzerland were neutral in the wars. Russia changed sides.”

      “No one likes a smart arse, Trey.”

      “How would you help us?” said Mercury. “Why do we need you? Do you know what we have over there?”

      She pointed at the outline of the bag in which lay the beauty.

      “If it’s not a nuke I don’t care because it won’t help.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. Let me tell you what happens if you storm into the mansion, just the three of you, regardless of what weapons you’ve brought.”

      “Go on,” said Mercury.

      “Cleo will immediately know your new friend here is possessed, even if I didn’t. She’ll send your old friend Amira, who is now Aurora, plus ten or more infected, to subdue him. He might well defeat Aurora and the infected. Even if he does, he’ll be weakened. In ten seconds, Cleo would have killed you and Trey, and she’ll make quick work of your remaining member I can tell you, and I think he agrees with me.”

      Mercury and Trey looked to Pluto. He didn’t speak, nor shake or nod his head. His silence was as telling as any statement.

      “Without me, you don’t stand a chance.”

      Mercury looked again at Pluto. She wanted him to speak up, to say it wasn’t necessary. Instead, he looked at Heidi and said, “Where’s Sam?”

      “Who is Sam?”

      “She was out here with our car.”

      Heidi looked to the space at which he was pointing. A baffled expression crossed his face.

      “And what? You think I killed Sam and then… buried the car? Or carried it around the back of the house? Maybe piled a stack of hay on top of it? To what end? If I was attacking to kill you, I’d want the element of surprise. How would concealing your car, a clear sign something’s wrong, help with that?”

      Trey looked at Pluto who looked at Mercury.

      “It’s not just humans who are big on sarcasm, eh?” said Mercury.

      “You pick it up fast,” said Heidi. “And if it wasn’t clear, there was no Sam when I arrived. My car’s around back.”

      Pluto looked at Mercury. He was worried about Sam. Now was not the time to explore that issue.

      “Our chances are bleak, even with your weapon,” he said. “Any help we can get would tip the scales slightly more our way. Though they’ll never be in our favour.”

      Mercury looked at Heidi. “I take it you have a plan?”

      “Oh that’s simplicity itself. But it does involve some acting.”

      Mercury raised her eyebrows. Heidi smiled.

      “How well can you play dead?”
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      Driving as though chased by her guilt, Sam sped along the motorway, returning the way she had come.

      Chased by her guilt. What a ridiculous notion. No chasing was needed. Her guilt sat at her side. It leaned over and draped its arms around her. Her guilt was all-consuming. Nothing she said or did could shake it free.

      That she had left didn’t make her guilty. What use would she be in the final battle? Some pathetic teenager who had spent the last few years trapped indoors, serving at the pleasure of her brother?

      Oh good, another flash of guilt. She hadn’t meant, Serving at the pleasure of her brother. It hadn’t been like that. He wasn’t some master of the house and she his servant. Yes, she did the cooking and the cleaning, and she took out the bins and massaged his shoulders. But she still had her education. She went to school, and she did her homework. She was working towards something. A something Benny might have had if her parents hadn’t died. If Sam hadn’t been a stupid kid who needed looking after. She did those things for Benny because he deserved them.

      Didn’t he?

      He could have been someone. He said it time and again. Of course, he had repeatedly been suspended from school. Had never done his homework. Before mum and dad died, he was already involved with some dodgy people. Their parents whispered. Sam had heard them talking. They were worried he would end up in prison. Or in a gang. Worst of all, dead.

      That didn’t change anything. He could have turned himself around. Even if he was already at the end of his school career when mum and dad died. 

      Right at the end, in fact. Sam had never considered that, whenever Benny had spoken about giving up school to look after her. She never considered there was no school to give up. He had finished anyway. And he had failed everything.

      Why now? Why now did these thoughts have to crop up? Her brother had been on the verge of death. He wasn’t well. Now more than ever, he needed her, and she had the chance to step up. So why were these thoughts polluting her mind?

      It was Stephanie and Trey. Both had spoken of their families. Stephanie’s had been perfect; Trey’s awful. Both had mentioned abuse. But Benny didn’t abuse her. He wasn’t the brightest. He struggled to express himself. At times the only way he knew how to communicate was with his fists or similar. He had a short temper. She knew that. Had always known that. It was up to her to be more careful. 

      Wasn’t it?

      She gripped her hands tighter to the wheel, and of course, that got her back to thinking about the car and thinking about the car brought her guilt flooding back. Mercury, Pluto and Trey would be fine without her, but they needed the car. She wished she hadn’t had to take it. But there was no other way.

      Was there?

      Too late now.

      She drove on, speeding towards her destination. Towards Benny.

      And Stephanie.
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        * * *

      

      The call had come almost as soon as she stepped out of Dwight’s front door, as though Stephanie had been watching, as though she knew Sam was alone.

      Sam hadn’t recognised the number. When she answered, she knew the voice.

      “Turns out I was wrong about Benjamin.”

      Sam’s blood ran cold. She took a step towards the house, as though she might ask for help, then stumbled away like a dying man in the street. The phone was clasped to her ear. She couldn’t say a word.

      “I didn’t know where I was going when I left you, but I thought, wouldn’t it be nice to see, to find out how Benjamin’s doing. I knew you were worried, see, Samantha, and what with us being good friends I knew you’d want me to be the one to give you the news. Good or bad.”

      By this point, Sam felt as though she were on shaky ground. As though the floor might disappear between her feet at any second. That she might fall. Forever.

      “He’s okay,” said Stephanie. “Alive, I should say. When I reached him, he’d not long come out of surgery. The doctor would have suggested he stay under observation for several days. Maybe a couple of weeks. But Benny isn’t dumb. I told him the police were coming, that they had questions about Liam. He wasn’t keen to stick around to answer. He begged me to spring him free.”

      Sam had found her way to the car. One hand was on the bonnet, the other on her phone. Her chest was tight though she wasn’t sure why. This was good news, wasn’t it? It had to be.

      “He asked about you,” said Stephanie. “Keeps asking about you. He was so upset when he learned you’d abandoned him. Betrayed. Well, you had more important things to which you needed to attend, right? I told him as much, honest I did. Still, he’s upset.”

      Sam could see through the car window. Or should have been able to see through it. In the glass, she kept seeing her brother’s face. Draped in hurt, his temper rising. Then he was collapsing, falling disappearing.

      “I shouldn’t have got him out so soon, to be honest,” said Stephanie. “He’s not in the best place. He’s so unwell. Lying in my bed, shivering away. I’ve suggested we take him back, but he won’t have it, he won’t listen to me.”

      Though the question had yet to be asked, Sam had moved around to the driver’s side window. Looking through the glass, she could see the keys, waiting to be taken.

      “I’m not sure he’ll last much longer,” said Stephanie. “I think he needs his sister. Although I know you’re ever so busy.”

      “Stephanie.”

      “Oh, you are there. I was starting to wonder.”

      “Why are you doing this?”

      Stephanie didn’t answer right away. Sam was still staring through the window, looking at the keys.

      “I think he’ll be dead by nightfall,” said Stephanie. “Time to decide where your priorities lie.”

      Stephanie hung up. Sam opened the door, stole the car and drove away without a second thought.

      Those would come later.
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      Back again. Not far from where Mercury had parked for her previous visit to Michaels Manor. That time, she had been on the hunt for Heidi. This time Heidi was at her side, looking uncharacteristically nervous.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” she asked Mercury.

      “We’re not friends.”

      Heidi rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean to imply concern for your well being. If you screw up, we all suffer. Cleo’s power is beyond measure. If you fail, she’ll make me pay. I’m used to torment. When we return to our barren world as spirits, Cleo will make my previous experiences seem like a cuddle from a massive fluffy teddy.

      “You like teddies?”

      Heidi smirked. Looked out the window, over the nearest buildings. The mansion was in that direction, though they couldn’t quite see it, despite its size.

      “You think you’ll be able to kill her?”

      “Yes,” said Mercury. 

      “I’m not sure you have it in you. You might have plunged a blade through the hearts of your boyfriend and mother, but this is different. Cleo’s chest will offer resistance, and you’ll only have a second.”

      Mercury glanced at the knife in her lap. That shining steel blade. She knew how sharp it was. Still, it was easy to believe what Heidi said. Would she be able to plunge it through Cleo’s reinforced chest?

      “I’ll manage,” she said. Not because she was sure she could but because she didn’t want Heidi to know she had doubts.

      “If you need help—“

      “Ahh.”

      “What?”

      Mercury had been afraid of this. If total power could seduce anyone, it could seduce Heidi.

      “You try put that knife through Cleo’s heart, I’ll kill you before I kill her.”

      “You might try. You would fail.” Heidi raised a hand before Mercury could rage. “Don’t worry, I’ve no interest in killing Cleo. You think I’m seduced by power? Not at the cost. I kill Cleo, I return to spirit form. This planet falls apart, and I can find escape only by cracking the walls between worlds and returning home. Then, what? I wait a millennium or more for some other being from some other world to start pulling through my kind. Then wait hundreds more years for them to summon me so I can achieve what I had hoped Cleo would on this planet. You think I’d spend thousands of years back on that tortuous barren land, just for the power? Mercury, I wouldn’t spend a single second there. Have no fear about that.”

      Despite the impassioned claims, Mercury wasn’t sure. She had little choice but to work with Heidi, especially now the plan was in motion. That didn’t mean she had to trust her uneasy ally, that she couldn’t keep an eye on her. That was exactly what she intended to do.

      “Why did you volunteer?” Heidi said after a couple minutes silence. “You know it’s suicide right, so why so keen?”

      Mercury glanced at Heidi, then back at the dash. She didn’t speak.

      “Yeah, I get it, we’re not friends. Still, I’m interested. Pluto says you jumped at the chance, and I wonder why. You can’t even say humans have pitifully short lifespans, so it doesn’t matter when they die. That’s not true of you, is it? I left you a gift when I was ripped from your body. Several gifts. One of which being you’ll live for hundreds of years. I think you know that, which makes your decision even more curious.”

      Still, Mercury didn’t respond. Though she could see Heidi only out of the corner of her eye, she could sense the cogs turning.

      “Unless it’s because of me that you want to die,” said Heidi. “Ahhh, could that be it?”

      Mercury said nothing. She twitched. It was annoying. Even in silence, she was giving too much away.

      “Do you think yourself cursed, Mercury?”

      “Pluto and Trey will be in position any minute. Get ready to move.”

      “Do you think my remnants are changing you? Changing you how, though? You don’t think you’ll turn into one of my kind, do you?”

      “Does it look as though I want to have this conversation?”

      “It doesn’t. Maybe I can put your mind at rest. If you did think you were turning into me, then don’t. You’re still human. Always will be. Extended lifespan or not.”

      One of Mercury’s fists was clenched by her hip. The other was on the knife’s hilt. She became aware her arm was straining. Without realising, she had started fighting not to put a blade through Heidi’s heart.

      Seemingly, the monster noticed too.

      “You want to watch that bloodlust, darling.”

      Mercury snapped around. As she did, her phone buzzed. The blade was off her lap and pointing towards Heidi, who raised her eyebrows and tapped the phone in Mercury’s lap.

      “You’ll want to check that.”

      Somehow, Mercury began to pull herself under control. For a while, her arm seemed to ignore the messages she was trying to send from her brain. Eventually, she replaced the blade in her lap, collected the phone and checked the screen.

      “Time to move,” she said.

      Heidi did just that.
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      No kids were playing in the street as Sam made her way for the second time down the cul de sac. The old lady’s curtains were still open, but she wasn’t there, nosing. The neighbourhood watch signs remained present and accounted for.

      There was a car in Stephanie’s driveway. It had been there on Sam’s previous visit. It wasn’t the Ford Stephanie had driven to collect Sam from the hospital and which she had later stolen from Will’s to collect Benny.

      So where was that Ford?

      Of course, Stephanie was happy to let people die on her behalf. There was every chance she was a liar, too. She might never have been to the hospital. This might all be some cruel joke to wind Sam up, to frighten and upset her. That wouldn’t be beyond Stephanie.

      It might also be a trap.

      Sam parked her stolen car where Stephanie had previously parked after returning from the hospital. She looked up the drive at the house. Calm, quiet. Curtains open—no sign of movement from inside.

      Chills racing up her spine, Sam forced herself to turn off the engine. Learning from Mercury’s mistakes, she pulled the key from the ignition. She slid it into her pocket before stepping from the car and locking it behind her. This done, there was nothing to do but step up the drive and knock on the door.

      This was the easy bit. When she reached the top of the drive and knocked, however, she found the door wasn’t closed, only pulled to. Under her knuckles, it slid back a little. With a sweaty palm, she was able to push it wide.

      Beyond the front door: a dark, empty hallway. The doors to the living room and downstairs bathroom were closed. The bottom of the stairs was clear. It might have been a ghost house.

      Sam opened her mouth to call but could find no words. Maybe Stephanie had never visited the hospital. Maybe she had parked a street away and walked home. Once she arrived, she could have left the door open and waited in the living room or on the upstairs landing. She could have a gun or a knife. Either of which would allow her to make an effective end to Sam’s life.

      Thud, thud, thud. Her heart was running on overtime.

      Stephanie might be inside, waiting to kill her.

      Why though?

      Stephanie could have killed Sam in the woods, had she wanted. She could even have killed her in the hospital. Maybe she liked to kill only in the comfort of her own home. Maybe she felt it was safer—neighbourhood watch area or not.

      Terrified by now, worked into a state, Sam was ready to turn and walk away. Perhaps run.

      She took a step from the door, then paused. It took strong, mental effort to persuade her legs to return her to the front step.

      Leaning through the front door, she called, “Benny, are you there?”

      For a moment, silence. Nothing more than the whisper of the wind across the street. A tear in Sam’s eye, she was ready to walk away.

      Then, “Sammy?”

      The voice was low, suffering. It came from upstairs. So quiet and pained was it that many who knew Benny might not have called with confidence that he was the speaker. Sam was not someone who just knew Benny. She’d recognise his voice no matter how twisted out of shape it might have been.

      Fear still filled her. Her need to reach her brother was a more powerful force. Stepping through the door, she closed it behind her. Then she was rushing up the stairs, taking two at a time, no longer theorising where Stephanie might be hiding, or what she might be planning.

      On the upstairs landing, all the doors were closed except one.

      “Sammy.”

      The voice drifted through the open door.

      Stephanie might have been just across the threshold, pressed against the wall. Sam would step past her and walk to the bed. Stephanie would leave the wall, come up behind, and slit Sam’s throat.

      Even as she considered this, Sam was walking into the room. With a flinch, as though she had heard someone shift behind her, Sam jerked her head back.

      No one there.

      No one in the room except for her and Benny.

      He lay on the bed. On top of the covers. He wore a hospital gown and grim expression. There was sweat on his snow-white brow. His hand trembled as he reached towards her.

      “Sammy.”

      She came to the bed. As though this were a hospital, Stephanie had left a chair beside the side on which Benny lay. Maybe the beauty with the scarred face had sat beside Benny before she had left, or hidden in one of the other rooms. Perhaps the chair was booby-trapped.

      Benny’s shaking hand was still reaching for her. Without checking for wired explosives beneath the seat, Sam sat. She reached out and clasped his hand in her own, bringing it back to the bed.

      “Oh, Benny,” she said. “Benny, I’m so glad you’re alive. I’m so glad you’re okay. And you are going to be okay. I promise you’re going to be okay.”

      Entering the room, Sam had been caught up in the pallor of Benny’s skin and the way he sweated as though he were hot but shivered as though he were cold. His raised hand had distracted her. She had barely glanced at his face before sitting down and taking his hand.

      “Sammy.”

      Now she saw his eyes.

      With a speed that indicated he had been putting on at least some of the weakened trembling when he raised his arm, he yanked his hand from hers and slapped her across the face.

      She cried out. “Benny, what?”

      Before she could continue, Benny’s hand came again. This time he clasped her throat.

      “You bitch,” he said, his voice rasping, pained. “I know what you did. She told me what you did.”

      “Benny,” she said, then his grip around her throat tightened. She could say no more.

      “I know what you did,” he said again.

      He began to choke her.

      “I’m going to make you pay.”
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      “I think I know what it is.”

      Heidi was driving slowly, giving Trey and Pluto time to get to where they needed to be. Michaels Manor was in sight. They were only a minute or two away, depending on how Heidi drove.

      “It is to do with me, but maybe you don’t think you’re going to turn into one of my kind. You probably still believe the remnants of me are affecting you, changing you, is that right? Okay, don’t talk.”

      Mercury was lying on the back seat, head down, eyes closed. It was unlikely Cleo or any of her people would see Heidi’s car before they arrived at the mansion. Still, it paid to be careful. Mercury was already in character. The slaughtered woman.

      “Do you think my essence has a hold of your soul? Do you think I’m turning you evil?”

      Heidi glanced back. Mercury didn’t open her eyes or speak. Maybe there was a tell in her face because Heidi laughed as though Mercury had confirmed this hypothesis.

      “One of my infected, one of those who survived an attack on your team, he returned to me. When he did, he reported that you had let him go when he’d begged to be freed. He was proud of his performance. He said Amira had been ruthless, slaughtering his guys. You had killed, but with reservation. He had known he could escape, when you, rather than Amira, caught him.”

      Mercury remembered the evening in question. When Amira discovered what Mercury had done, she had been furious. The women had argued. Trey had stayed out of the way but within earshot, like a child who sits at the bottom of the stairs when he’s supposed to be in bed and listens to his parents arguing in the living room.

      He was unarmed. He pleaded. And it’s not like we can lock him up. I won’t apologise for not executing him in cold blood.

      One of these days, Amira had said. You’ll regret letting one of them live.

      As though Heidi knew what conversation Mercury was remembering, she pressed exactly the right button.

      “You let my last human servant live after she gave you my supposed location, didn’t you? Imagine if you’d killed her for being on the other team.”

      Mercury saw the gun flash, the door burst from its hinges. She watched Will fall and saw Nanny’s smiling face before Trey had killed her.

      “Those were good things to do, but you didn’t do them because you’re good. You did them for fear you’re turning bad. You realise that doesn’t count? It’s not about action but intention.”

      What would you know about being good? Mercury wanted to ask. Even if Heidi wasn’t taking this charade seriously, Mercury would. They had to be no more than thirty seconds from the mansion. She kept her mouth shut.

      “I’ve news for you, sweetling,” said Heidi. “There’s no evil gene in my race. Look at Pluto. When I left your body, I left behind some strength, some speed, and long life. Nothing that would affect your soul, if such a thing exists. You worry you’re turning bad, guess what? That’s all on you—no point laying it at my door. You want to be better, you be better. You’re in control of how good or bad you are.”

      The words hit like hammers, reinforcing the niggling fears she’d experience since Pluto was revealed to be on their side. 

      “Though of course, you don’t have time to change. Win or lose, you’re about to die.”

      Heidi slowed the car.

      “We’re here. Let’s see how much you really want to save the world.”
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      At first, Sam was paralysed. Benny had his hand around her throat. He was squeezing. He was going to kill her.

      She didn’t stop him. Why would she? She deserved it. How did she know she deserved to die? Because Benny was trying to kill her. Benny knew what was best for her. Benny knew what she deserved. Always. Always.

      So she was going to let him.

      The world started to swim. She caught a glimpse of those cold, steel eyes. Such rage. Such hate.

      And she saw beneath his gown, the bandages across his chest. Whenever anything went wrong, Benny let Sam know how it had been her fault. How she had caused it.

      She hadn’t caused this.

      Benny had forced her to help him kidnap Liam, and Liam had died. When Stephanie had told Sam about the ritual, Sam had begged Benny to help Liam or to let them walk away. She was his sister. He loved her. He would protect her.

      Instead, he had hurt her. He wanted her to bend to his will, as he always wanted her to bend to his will.

      Stephanie had threatened Sam with rape if she did not comply. The beauty had terrified and terrorised the teenager. Benny had watched. He looked ashamed. Did nothing to intervene. He stood in the circle, he performed with Sam and Titus the ritual. He had almost died.

      And it was his fault.

      Now, once again, he was angry at Sam.

      He had every right to be.

      Didn’t he?

      No, he didn’t. She’d done nothing wrong.

      No.

      She’d done nothing wrong.

      No. Not this time.

      No.

      Benny shoved Sam. She crashed into a built-in wardrobe and fell to the floor. On the bed, Benny coughed and spluttered. Then he sat up and swung his legs off the edge of the bed.

      He had been playing up how injured he was when Sam entered the room. But he was not in good health. As he stood from the bed, he wavered, looked like he might drop. Didn’t. His need to make Sam his property once more drove him on.

      “I almost died,” he said. “You should have stayed by my side. You should have waited until I was out of hospital. Instead, you go adventuring with strangers. How could you? After everything I’ve done.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      But was she sorry? Yes. Why was she sorry? It was like a pavlovian response. He spoke in that tone of voice, and she apologised. It had always been that way. How could she change now?

      “We were going to land in prison,” said Sam. “I left with Stephanie because she promised—“

      “Don’t lie to me,” he said. His voice should have been a roar. It was more rasp. He staggered rather than charged forward, but Sam was frozen. He grabbed her top and shoved her against the wall.

      “Everything I’ve done for you. All the years I’ve given up to look after you, and you betray me. You walk away the moment a better offer comes along.”

      Why had she done that?

      “I didn’t.”

      “Shut up.”

      He dragged her forward and smashed her into the wall. He wasn’t as strong as he might have been. She still banged her head. It stung.

      “Please don’t hurt me.”

      “Do you think I want to?” He said. “Sam, I love you more than anything. Why do you keep making me do this?”

      He grabbed her shoulder and pinched it between forefinger and thumb until she screamed. There were tears in his eyes. He hated hurting her. Why did she have to make him? She knew he had a short temper. Why did she—

      No.

      “I don’t make you.”

      His hand came away from her shoulder. He stared at her a second, shocked.

      “What?”

      “I don’t make you do anything.”

      He first slapped her cheek, open palm, then backhanded her.

      She whimpered.

      “Do you think I like hurting you, Sam? You know I love you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Exactly, and love means—“

      “Yes,” she repeated. “I think you like hurting me.”

      He raised his hand. “How dare you.”

      She looked at the palm as it became a fist.

      “If you loved me,” she said. “You would lower that fist. If you loved me, you couldn’t contemplate hurting me.”

      He stared at his hand, as though shocked to see it raised, balled. Then back to Sam.

      “You do this to me,” he said. “You know I have a short temper.”

      “That’s your problem. If you love me. Get over it. If you love me, stop using these pathetic excuses to—“

      He punched her in the face.

      “I’m not pathetic.”

      Her head cracked off the wall. He released her top, and she slid onto folded knees. The fist had smacked her jaw. She held the spot where the bruise would appear.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d hit her. Probably wasn’t the hundredth. By heart, she knew the script. What he’d say next.

      “Let me get you something for that.”

      Frozen peas. Frozen sweetcorn. Ice pack. Whatever he could find. Next, he would say she had to stay in for a few days. Until she felt better, he would say. Meaning she should wait until the bruise went down. Until he could be sure people wouldn’t ask questions. Of course, that didn’t quite work when they weren’t at home.

      Having no idea from where it came, she found herself laughing. The action made her head throb. Benny paused in the doorway. Stared at her. Dumbfounded.

      ”Sorry,” she said. “How many times have you brought me ice to put on my forehead, or cheek, or jaw? I’ve lost count. Didn’t happen before mum and dad died, did it?”

      “You have no idea what it’s been like, trying to raise you. It’s not like you’ve made it easy. You know—“

      “No,” she said. “No more excuses.”

      She was standing now. He didn’t know how to react. It wasn’t in the script for her to answer back, to cut him off. Also for her to stand before he had bought her the frozen peas. If he were a computer, he would be smoking, ready to break.

      “I have to go,” she said.

      “What?”

      “I have to go. There’s somewhere I’m supposed to be. People I’m supposed to help.”

      She tried to walk past him, he grabbed her arm and yanked her back. Raised his hand.

      “Go on then, hit me. You’ve already proven you don’t love me, so why not?”

      He said, “You’re trying to manipulate me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You’re not leaving.”

      “I am. You can’t stop me.”

      He hit her.

      He expected her to drop. She didn’t. She raised her hands and smacked his chest. Being far smaller than him, this would usually do nothing. During the ritual, an invisible force had lacerated his torso. He had been under the knife; he was still weak, still in plenty of pain.

      With a scream, Benny collapsed. On the ground, he clutched his chest and moaned.

      “You should be in hospital,” she said. “I’ll call an ambulance before I leave.”

      She turned for the door.

      “Sammy stop. You can’t. You bitch. You hurt me.”

      “Did I?” She said. “Maybe I don’t love you either.”

      He was sobbing. She walked out the door, closed it, and walked away.
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      The gates swung open. Heidi drove up the path. In the back, Mercury remained quiet, still. The act was good, but it would hold up to no scrutiny. The entire plan had to work perfectly, or it wouldn’t work at all. Heidi was terrified.

      She pulled up in front of the house and got out of the car. Moving to the back, she threw open the door and dragged Mercury out, treating her as one might treat a dead body. This had to be perfect.

      One of Cleo’s infected stood in front of the house.

      “Master is around the back. You may join her.”

      “It’s my house, arsehole,” said Heidi. “I’ll go where I want.”

      Turning from him, she walked towards the side of the house and round.

      It was almost time. She could only pray Trey and Pluto did their bit.
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      Trey and Pluto were at the other end of the Michaels’ grounds. Mercury had directed them to the section where she had previously broken onto the property. They did the same, though it was slightly more difficult because there was two of them and they had several weapons, including one that was cumbersome and difficult to transport.

      From their position, they could see the maze and the back of the house. On the patio, shaded by a balcony, stood Cleo and her retinue. Trey’s heart jerked when he saw Amira. Distracted, he forgot about Pluto, and when the possessed slapped him on the back, Trey tripped over his weapon. Something flew from his pocket into the grass.

      “Are you ready?” asked Pluto. More scepticism in his voice than Trey would have liked.

      “Yeah,” said Trey. He reached forward, into the grass, and collected the item that had flown from his pocket. It was small, white. For a second, he wasn’t sure what it was. Then he remembered one of his final conversations with Amira. She had told him to keep it on his person. He hadn’t been worried about losing it so had left it loose in a pocket. He was surprised he hadn’t lost it upon tumbling from a building.

      It felt serendipitous that it should fly out now.

      He looked at Cleo, at Amira who was now named Aurora. His mind began to whir.

      “Trey?”

      “What? Oh, sorry. Let’s do this.”

      From the ground, he hauled the weapon, put it over his shoulder though it hurt. It was locked, loaded and ready to go.

      And so was he.
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        * * *

      

      Held by Heidi as a prince might hold a princess in a Disney movie, Mercury kept her eyes closed, remained limp, and prayed Heidi wouldn’t try to emulate those Disney princes by giving her an unsolicited kiss.

      She knew they were going around the building. It seemed to take forever. Perhaps that wasn’t surprising. After all, they were rounding a massive mansion. Not a bungalow in a run-down council estate.

      Eventually, they made it into the gardens. Mercury knew because she could hear voices, then Heidi spoke.

      “Hey-oh, I bring gifts.”

      No one responded. Cleo and whoever she was with presumably turned to see Heidi, who muttered, “They hate me so much.”

      Then she was walking in silence again. Mercury was uncomfortable. She could sense Heidi’s nerves. Probably would have been able to hear the monster’s beating heart, had not her own been smashing against her rib cage. She had to get this right. She was afraid.

      And she couldn’t stop thinking about what Heidi had said.

      She didn’t have to be evil. She could change things. She could be good. She could take in Xyla and Edie. Be a mother to them. Protect them. Love them. She could be human.

      Except she couldn’t. No matter what, it ended for her today.

      No matter what.

      Heidi arrived.

      “The dead bitch.”

      She dropped Mercury on the floor.

      Cleo moved in.
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        * * *

      

      Pluto and Trey saw Heidi approach. As all eyes turned to the possessed and their fake dead friend, they began to run, hoping to get within range before anyone noticed them. Stepping away from the balcony’s shade, Cleo approached Heidi and Mercury.

      “This will have to do,” said Pluto.

      Trey nodded, pulled to a halt. Dropping to one knee, he shifted the weapon on his shoulder, tried to line it up. Though Dwight had given them a non-live demonstration, Trey did not feel confident with the weapon. After all, he had never before used a rocket launcher.

      “Are you sure you’re up to this?” Pluto asked.

      “Don’t have much choice, do I?”

      “I want to make sure you’re ready.”

      “If you wanted a go, you shouldn’t have lost an eye.”

      Heidi dropped Mercury at Cleo’s feet. The master of all monsters seemed to beam. She began to bend towards Mercury. Trey lined up his shot.

      “Are you sure you’re aiming that right?”

      “Shut up.”

      Cleo touched Mercury’s shoulder.

      Trey fired.
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        * * *

      

      The plan was simple.

      Heidi would drop Mercury at Cleo’s feet. When Cleo went to inspect the body, Trey would fire the rocket. At the same time, Pluto would charge.

      The rocket would hit Cleo, throwing her, tearing into her, detonating on her. Pluto would arrive to occupy Aurora and the retinue of infected.

      Heidi had concealed in her belt a poisonous knife. As the missile hit Cleo, Mercury would be rising. Heidi would toss her the knife and Mercury would chase Cleo. Heidi would rush to meet Pluto and would help him kill the infected and waylay Aurora.

      In the wreckage, Cleo would take far less time to recover from the missile blast than would a normal possessed. She would still not be ready to go for at least a minute. Mercury would find her, roll her onto her back, and plunge the knife into the monster’s chest. The ultimate power would enter Cleo’s killer. She would rush into the maze and stop the world-ending weapon.

      Easy.

      Everyone loves a happy ending.

      The plan was simple.

      It could still not afford to go wrong.

      It just had.
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        * * *

      

      Mercury heard the rocket whistle from its launcher and fire across the grounds.

      She was up, she turned to Heidi and saw wide eyes.

      Then Cleo had Mercury by the throat and was hauling her up.

      The rocket hit home. But it didn’t hit Cleo.

      “Well, you’re less dead than advertised,” said the monster who should even now be in so many pieces.

      She leaned her lips close to Mercury’s ear.

      “For now.”
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        * * *

      

      The rocket smashed the back of the mansion. Windows shattered, the wall exploded. Torn free from the building, the balcony split and crashed to the ground, crushing Aurora in the body of Amira and the infected who surrounded her.

      Trey was already moving. He knew it had been a risk to deviate from the plan. He couldn’t leave Amira like that. In the sack, he found a new rocket. As he was bringing it to the launcher, he noticed Pluto in the corner of his eye.

      “What are you doing? You’re supposed to be over there. Get Cleo.”

      Pluto fell to his knees. Though Trey had to focus on mounting the new rocket, he turned to his ally and saw the tip of the blade protruding from Pluto’s chest.

      “It wasn’t only the car I stole.”

      As Pluto collapsed onto his front, Trey turned to see Stephanie. She had stolen a poisonous blade. From somewhere she had also procured a gun. Trey dropped the rocket, preparing to defend himself.

      Before he could so much as climb to his feet, she pulled the trigger twice and hit home with both bullets.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, dear. Did that go how you thought it would?”

      Cleo gave Mercury no time to answer. Lifting her high, she held her enemy aloft for several seconds, then brought her down with incredible force, rendering the human unconscious.

      A poisoned blade remained in the back of Heidi’s belt. She made no move to grab it as Cleo turned to the woman who had shot Trey. By this point said woman had removed the knife from Pluto and placed it in her jacket along with the gun with which she had shot Trey. This mysterious ally of Cleo’s approached. As she did, the rubble of the balcony exploded into the air and Aurora appeared, cut and bruised but otherwise unharmed. Kicking the dead body of an infected from her path, she approached her master from the other side.

      “Heidi,” said Cleo. “Why do I get the feeling you don’t want to go home?”

      Heidi said nothing. What was there to say? The plan had failed. Mercury’s obvious state of aliveness revealed Heidi’s treachery. There was no lying about that. Best not to speak.

      “You want to stop me destroying this world? Well, your allies are done. But you still stand. Will you give it another go? I’m right here.”

      Still, Heidi didn’t speak. Why bother? Cleo knew the answer. Heidi had been reticent when she had Trey, Pluto and Mercury on side. Now Pluto was dead, Trey probably dead and Mercury incapacitated. She was alone. It was game over.

      Aurora had arrived. She and Cleo met eyes, but Cleo did not check how her second in command was doing. They hadn’t that kind of relationship. While Aurora kept an eye on Heidi, Cleo turned to the newcomer.

      “Who are you?”

      “Stephanie,” said the woman.

      “What do you want?”

      Stephanie considered. Shrugged. “For a long time, I wanted to be happy. Couldn’t work out how to do that. Blamed myself. Then realised humanity, as it stands, is the problem. So I thought I wanted to bring forth some Gods to take over the world and remould it into a form I could get behind. Now I realise that was childish.”

      Cleo smiled. No doubt she was bored by the mini-speech. As Stephanie had felled a couple of those who had stood against this master, she was willing to listen. For now.

      “You’re going to destroy the world, right?” said Stephanie.

      “That’s the plan.”

      Stephanie nodded. “Good. I want to see how it ends.”

      Cleo kept eyes on the girl a few moments longer, then shrugged. She knew Stephanie was human, and humans meant nothing to her. There was no chance she would thank Stephanie for killing two enemies that may have caused her problems.

      Cleo returned to Heidi.

      “Do you know what happens now?”

      Heidi still didn’t speak. This time she nodded.

      “Are you sure? Do you expect me to kill you.”

      Heidi shook her head. When Cleo didn’t come back with something else, and when Cleo, Aurora and Stephanie all stared at her, Heidi felt she had to speak.

      “You’ll let this body burn when you rip a hole between worlds. When I return to spirit form, you’ll spend the next thousand years putting me through unimaginable torment. You’ll make my previous existence in that shithole look like lunch at McDonald’s.”

      “You like McDonald’s?”

      Heidi returned to keeping mute.

      “You’re wrong,” said Cleo. She paused, letting that seep in. Then said, “It’ll be far longer than a thousand years.”

      Heidi said nothing. The knife remained in her back pocket. Maybe she would get a chance. She had been telling the truth when she told Mercury the cost of taking Cleo’s power was too high. Given now, no matter what, she was returning to her barren world, why not take control? It sure was better than the alternative.

      If she even got half a chance at a poor shot, it might be worth it.

      Cleo nodded at Heidi. “Let’s see if you can earn some brownie points before we return to our true forms. Maybe you can shave some years off your sentence.”

      Heidi gave no indication of what she thought of this. Cleo nodded at Mercury.

      “Pick her up.”

      Heidi didn’t hesitate. From the ground, she collected Mercury and held her as she had before, back when Cleo still thought this final enemy was dead.

      “Good,” said Cleo. “Now let’s give young Stephanie her wish.”

      Cleo turned to the maze.

      “Let’s go watch the world end.”
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      Sam drove faster than she ever before had, even on the motorway on the way to see what Stephanie might have done to her brother. She sped until she reached the front of Michaels Manor, those wrought iron gates. Here she paused, deciding she had made the wrong move. She drove on, speeding up once more.

      She parked behind the estate and made her way to the boundary. Though she had been absent when Mercury relayed to the group the location of her break-in point, Sam found it and came through at the same spot.

      Once on the other side, she could see clearly the maze, the back of the building. Only after scanning the grounds for fifteen seconds did she see the body.

      From this distance, she couldn’t tell who it was. Having fled before hearing the plan, she had no idea what the group were doing, or if they had even arrived. Though the presence of the dead indicated the mission was underway. 

      There was no sign of the living. Sam wanted to run. She had come this far. Wouldn’t turn back.

      With some trepidation, she started forward, glancing at the back of the mansion every few steps, speeding up as she went, moving closer and closer to the body. Expecting it to jump up and grab her when she came within touching distance.

      As she grew near, she realised to whom the body belonged. This spurred her on. She sprinted the last fifty yards before dropping to her knees behind Pluto, rolling him onto his back, praying for signs of life.

      There were none. His eyes were empty, his pulse absent. That sweet, honest face had died for the second time.

      With a moan of misery, Sam collapsed onto her behind. Her hands shook, and her mind rolled with possibilities. 

      She was a weak, pathetic human. Standing up to her brother was the first show of strength she’d exhibited in her life. Of it, she was proud. Still, she was under no illusion she could have been an instrumental part in the fight against Cleo, who wanted to destroy the world.

      Maybe she wouldn’t have had to be. Her mere presence might have changed something. Pluto’s murderer had shoved the knife through his back. Pluto never would have seen it coming. Had Sam been around, might she have noticed, might she have been able to warn him?

      As guilt fought to consume her, Sam looked up, intending to observe the back of the house, to try and decide her next move. Instead, something to her right drew the eye. 

      That way lay the maze. High hedges beneath a grey sky. But what was that in between?

      From somewhere within the maze, something which resembled a black orb, throbbing and shifting, was expanding, was rising above the hedges and reaching towards that grey sheet above. Sam had no idea what it was. Instinctively, she knew its purpose was destruction. This had to be the mentioned weapon with which Cleo planned to destroy the Earth.

      Other than Pluto, Sam could see a few further casualties. From near the back of the house, smoke rose between the rocks and the rubble of a fallen balcony. Sam remembered the dead man in the hallway at Edie’s house and guessed more dead infected lay beneath the broken brickwork.

      But where were Cleo, Heidi and Aurora? And where were Mercury and Trey?

      Sam considered it a fair guess that whoever remained would be within the maze. As before, she expected she could be of no help. Didn’t she have to try?

      To the side of Pluto lay a canvas sack. Rising, Sam took it. Within she found a couple of guns, grenades, and a knife. As the blade stank, she knew this was another weapon like the one that had killed Pluto. She threw the sack over her shoulder before glancing to her left.

      In the grass, a metre from where Pluto had fallen, indents. And blood. 

      The amount of blood and shape of the indents suggested not only Pluto had received a grievous injury here. Pluto’s attacker had wounded or killed another. 

      Unlike Pluto, this other had apparently risen to his or her feet, before disappearing from sight.
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        * * *

      

      Having remained perfectly still as Stephanie hopped over his bleeding body and approached Cleo, Trey had then faced a battle to remain conscious—and by extension alive—until Cleo, Heidi, Amira, Stephanie and Mercury had disappeared into the maze. The only movement he had risked was in his hands, while Stephanie spoke with Heidi. His left to the bullet hole on that side of his midriff; the right to the one in the centre of his abdomen.

      By the time the group disappeared into the maze, Trey’s hands were warm and drenched. The grass around him glistened as though with red dew. Trey’s vision was hazy. His eyes kept closing. It took much mental effort to force them open again.

      All the evidence suggested he would play no further part in the events to come. Despite this, he forced himself to roll, knowing Mercury would need him. Forced himself to his knees, where he swayed before steadying, and forced himself to grab the rocket in the grass and the end of the launcher.

      With fumbling fingers, he attached the two. It took far longer than it should have, but he was sure he had done it correctly. Was sure his missile would fire.

      Now he had only to get it somewhere it was worth firing.

      Only one such place existed.

      Summoning more strength than he should have had left to call upon, he climbed to his feet. The rocket launcher was not too heavy. It was designed for easy transportation over land. The total weight, once loaded, was less than ten kilograms. Before Stephanie gifted his torso with two bullets, Trey had carried it with ease and only a little shoulder pain.

      With the bullets, the rocket launcher might have weighed 100kg. It took him three goes to get the thing onto his shoulder without collapsing into the grass. On the final attempt, he swayed alarmingly before steadying himself and facing the maze. By this point, his jeans were drenched with blood and his brow with sweat. Only adrenaline and determination were keeping him from falling into the black.

      Knowing he could not afford to hesitate now the launcher was in place, Trey began towards the maze. At first, this movement was more of a shamble than a walk. As he went, he gained some momentum, and with momentum, steadiness. Soon, he was almost jogging, and though the world around him blurred, he was travelling in a straight line, and he reached the entrance to the maze faster than he could have anticipated.

      Still, he did not stop. Into the hedges, he went. After ten seconds he was presented with his first directional choice—a T-junction. Without thinking, he chose a turn and took it. If he stopped to consider; or for any reason at all, he would collapse. If he collapsed, he expected to die where he fell.

      What would happen when he hit a dead end?

      Best not to think about it, if he could manage.

      Soon he hit another T-junction. After that, crossroads. Each time he picked a lane and went straight for it.

      The world continued to blur. His mind didn’t want to wander. The bullets seemed to have infected his brain. Memories swamped him, and from them, he could not escape.

      He remembered an evening when he was nine or ten. His sister had approached him. She was going to watch a film and wanted him to join her. He should have been suspicious. Beth never wanted to spend time with either of her brothers unless there was something in it for her. In this case, that something was her amusement, at Trey’s expense.

      The film she had chosen was The Shining. It would not take long for Trey to realise he didn’t want to watch. That he would have nightmares. There was no chance he wasn’t going to endure the film. Trey always wanted to impress his family. More than any of them, he wanted to impress Beth.

      There had been plenty of nightmares. Most involved the blood pouring out of lifts, the dead twins in the hall, and the woman who rose from the bath. One had involved the maze, through which the boy Danny runs at the end, chased by his father, Jack.

      Jack Torrence died in that maze. After becoming lost, he froze to death. In Trey’s nightmare, he, Trey, played the role of Danny, while Harvey, Trey’s father, played Jack. Unlike in The Shining, Harvey caught Trey. When he did, he raised his axe as would have Jack, given a chance, and swung it towards helpless, screaming Trey.

      In real life, Trey found himself in a maze much like the one in The Shining. The difference being there was no snow. Nor was Trey chasing, or being chased by, someone. None the less, if he became lost, as Jack Torrence had become lost, he would die. There was no doubt about that.

      Trey was in his memory, a young boy again, turning to his sister and seeing her nasty smile as she asked him how he had enjoyed the film.

      As he lied to her in the past, his vision cleared in the present. He thought he was coming to another T-Junction.

      Too late, he realised it was a dead end.

      In more ways than one.
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      The blackness lifted, Mercury jerked awake.

      No, she awoke, and someone jerked her from the ground. As the darkness of unconsciousness disappeared, someone forced her to sit. There was a cold hand upon her back, another on her chin.

      Words, from somewhere. She made her eyes close and took a deep breath. There was plenty of pain, not only in her head but across her body. With those cold hands on her back and chin, she found it easier to fight for focus. They repulsed her.

      More words. Words that now began to swim into focus. She opened her eyes and looked to the speaker. Cleo. Tall, proud. She stood at the rear of a stone horse atop which sat a stone man, within whose hand was held a stone lance. At the point of this lance was an expanding black orb and within this black orb was held whatever black magic would destroy her world.

      “I’m sorry, are you listening, or am I talking to myself?”

      The hand on Mercury’s chin tightened. Whoever held her whispered in her ear.

      Mercury twisted her head, to fight free from who held her. As she did, she saw two more people, standing to one side—the miserable, frustrated Heidi, and Stephanie, who looked like the cat who got the cream.

      Stephanie was holding a gun, and it was this that brought all the memories rushing back.

      Pointing at the treacherous human, Mercury said, “I look forward to watching you die.”

      At that, Cleo laughed.

      “I like your attitude, right to the end. This is going to be fun. All us girls together.”

      Whoever had been holding Mercury released her chin. The hand remained on her back. Mercury twisted her head. It was Amira. At first, Mercury was startled, bordering on elated that her best friend was alive.

      Then, she remembered. The body had never died. The incoming Aurora had shredded Amira’s spirit to steal a vessel with which she could affect her new world.

      The thought made Mercury sick. It gave her new strength, and she reached behind her to rip the monster’s hand away. Though it brought renewed aches and pains from the tips of her toes to the hairs on her head, Mercury stood. Upon standing, she staggered but stayed upright. Taking a couple of steps from Aurora, she looked to Cleo.

      “Sorry, what were you saying?”

      “That I wanted you to wake, to see. I wanted to show you what I was doing because you had been so gallant in trying to stop me. You deserve it.”

      Mercury looked at the orb. The size of a beachball and growing all the time. Heidi had seen it begin. When she had left to find Mercury, it had been the size of a tennis ball. It had taken a while to get from there to where it was as Mercury looked upon it.

      But it was growing faster now.

      “Are you depressed?” asked Cleo.

      Mercury was. She shook her head.

      “As long as one of us lives, we are not defeated. As long as there is breath in my lungs, I can defeat you. You should kill me to secure your victory.”

      “I can do that,” said Stephanie. Cleo glared at the eager killer.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she said to Mercury.

      “You’ll never see my depression.”

      Cleo smiled. “We’ll see. It doesn’t look like much now, but soon the walls will break down. For you, there’ll be no instant death. You’ll see plenty of destruction before your end. You think you’ll never be depressed about your planet’s fate? I think you’re wrong.”

      Mercury shrugged. She looked at the orb. Growing. Growing.

      “How long do I have? Before it would be too late for someone with your power to stop the process?”

      Cleo seemed to consider, rather than ignore, the question.

      “I thought your planet had one more sunrise,” she said at last. “I think I was wrong. The speed it’s growing. I would guess you have half an hour.”

      Hopelessness pressed upon Mercury’s heart. From the orb, she looked to Cleo. Against the hopelessness, she pushed back.

      “In other words,” she said to the master of monsters. “Just enough time to save the day.”
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      Despite Mercury’s brave words, she had no plan; not even the inkling of one. The orb continued to grow, and Cleo stood uncontested. Above their heads, the grey sky darkened as black clouds gathered. Cleo looked to the heavens and smiled like a woman who believes she is about to get one over on the Gods.

      “It’s as if the sky knows,” she said. “Soon, this world will be darkness. It’s getting ready.”

      Stephanie was armed, but she didn’t worry Mercury. Heidi stood by the scarred beauty’s side and would have no trouble dealing with the ant.

      Aurora would offer more problems. Mercury would stand no chance in a fight against Cleo. If she even tried, Aurora would prevent her getting close enough to lose. She stood behind Mercury, but within touching distance. Mercury didn’t like this vile specimen standing so close, but was glad she could not see her best friend’s face.

      Mercury had never had a knife. She didn’t know if Heidi had kept hers. Though she couldn’t see any path to victory, she hoped Heidi had it and would be willing to pass it over if the time came.

      Mercury didn’t have to win a fight. She needed only a chance to put the blade through Cleo’s chest. One true strike was all.

      The question was: how could she get it?

      By now the orb was twice the size of a volleyball. It had always pulsed and shifted. Now it blurred too. Before, it had been silent. For the first time, it emitted a noise. While it crackled it also released a low hum, like white noise.

      As though it were her baby and was speaking its first words, Cleo beamed with pride at the weapon of total destruction.

      “When it happens,” she said to Mercury, you will probably feel the walls between realities rip. You won’t see anything. My world will not become visible to you. You will notice it instead in the way the world around you changes. The hedges and grass will die. The soil beneath your feet will harden and crack. The sky will turn blood red. And that will be only the beginning.”

      Cleo circled. The hedges were high on all sides. They could see nothing but the sky above their heads and the three entrances into this central section of the maze.

      “We are insulated here,” Cleo continued. Still, once the sky has changed and the land around us is dead, I think we might hear the screams. As my world seeps into yours, the wretched curse of humanity will begin to wither. Some of you will burn, some will shrivel, some will age at a spectacular rate. Some will drop dead as if of a heart attack. Others will vaporise into atoms. It’s a shame we won’t be able to see it.”

      “I wish we were at my local library,” said Mercury.

      “Excuse me?”

      Cleo didn’t understand, and her non-understanding frustrated her. She couldn’t hide the expression, and that alone was enough to perk Mercury’s spirits. If only a little.

      “I was late returning a book, once. One time, and by one day, due to a family emergency. I explained this to the librarian, but he was still a real bitch about it. I’d sure like to watch him die.”

      Fury flashed across Cleo’s face like a shadow and then was gone. Remnants of her frustration remained. At the end of her tether, she took a step towards Mercury. Her fists were clenched.

      “I told you. You’re never going to see my depression.”

      Cleo took another step. From her face, all good humour had disappeared. Mercury got the impression she was ruining the glorious day for this leader of the damned. She couldn’t have been happier. If Cleo attacked, Mercury would fight. She prayed Heidi would intervene and perhaps they would kill Cleo. Probably not. If they failed, at least Mercury would be too dead to feel guilty for failing the world.

      “You—“said Cleo, and Aurora cut in.

      “If you want to see the young lady cry,” she said, hijacking Amira’s voice as she had her body. “I think I can help.”

      Cleo glanced over Mercury’s shoulder to her second-in-command, then back to Mercury. As Cleo had been unable to hide her irritation following the library discussion, so Mercury was unable to pretend hearing Amira’s voice had not affected her. Had not made her blood run cold.

      Smiling, Cleo nodded. “Yes, let’s hear what you have to say.”

      Aurora circled until she was halfway between Mercury and Cleo, opposite Heidi and Stephanie with the statue in between.

      “I want to talk about your best friend’s final moments,” said Aurora. “By the time she launched her last attack on Cleo, you had been cast aside, Trey tossed from the building. Amira knew she had no chance, but you know what she was like. A fighter until the end.”

      Mercury closed her eyes. Saw the determination on Amira’s face that day. To her, war was war, and her life a weapon. She’d use it up to try and win. Even if she failed, at least she had tried.

      “With ease, Cleo defeated her. She grabbed Amira by the throat and squeezed. As you know, Amira wasn’t one for sentiment. As Cleo’s hand tightened around her throat, she found herself cast back to her childhood. Time spent with her parents. People thought her cold, but she loved her mum and dad with all her heart. I think you knew that.”

      Mercury almost nodded, then held her head still. She had known. Amira had spoken of her parents rarely and had never said she loved them. When she did speak of them, it was clear in every word; every syllable. Her mum and dad meant the world to her.

      “She loved her job too,” said Aurora. “She thought of that and of her pyjamas. Some people have drugs, gambling, sex. As you know, pyjamas were Amira’s only vice.”

      This time Mercury did nod. Aurora was supposed to be making Mercury cry, and it was working, after a fashion. As she thought of the thousands of sets of pyjamas Amira owned, each colourful and patterned, the kind young girls can often be found wearing, there were tears in her eyes. She also smiled.

      Aurora wasn’t done.

      “Finally, she thought of you. Amira never had friends. Never experienced love beyond the love she held for her parents. But she loved you, Mercury. She loved you with all her heart.”

      Aurora met Mercury’s eye, and it was like looking at Amira. It brought floods of tears. Cleo stared at her. She wanted to be satisfied, but these were not the tears she craved. That much was obvious.

      “I don’t think it’s working,” she hissed to her second-in-command. Aurora ignored her.

      “You gave her strength. When that hand was around Amira’s throat, she waited for the perfect moment. She wouldn’t let Cleo beat her. When the time was right, she pretended to attack. When Cleo retaliated, she put her hand to her mouth.”

      Mercury remembered. Suddenly, she didn’t know where this was going. Or maybe she did.

      Aurora said, “She swallowed a pill.”

      “What?” said Cleo.

      “While Cleo called me forth, the pill killed Amira. The possession succeeded, but Cleo didn’t only fail to kill you and Trey that day. She failed to kill Amira too. Because you know how that ritual works. If the vessel dies midway through—“

      “The ritual returns them to life.”

      “Amira also gave Trey a pill, before they arrived at the final battle. He never took it, but he must have remembered. When he fired his rocket, he missed Cleo.”

      “But he didn’t miss his target.” This was Heidi. She lashed out an elbow and Stephanie collapsed in a heap. Cleo span that way, then back to Aurora.

      “Trey was aiming for the wall. He was aiming to knock down the balcony.”

      “What’s happening?” said Cleo.

      “He hit the mark,” said Mercury, as Heidi drew the knife. “And when the balcony fell, Aurora was knocked unconscious.”

      Despite her incredible power, Cleo was obviously not the quickest in the brains department. She worked it out a second before Amira spoke again.

      “And I woke up. Hello, Mercury.”

      Heidi was moving. Cleo turned her way. As she did, Amira swung an elbow, caught Cleo’s jaw, sent her spinning.

      As Heidi passed the statue, she chucked the knife over the rider. Mercury took two steps back and caught the hilt.

      Cleo sent a foot at Amira’s chest. Amira dodged and, as she did, Heidi arrived. She put a hand on Cleo’s shoulder and sent a knee into her back. As Cleo yelled, Amira punched her in the face, and Heidi threw her into the statue.

      The monster hit the ground. Mercury rounded the statue, knife raised.

      Cleo was up. Heidi attacked again. Cleo caught her arm. Punched her once, twice, three times in the stomach.

      Heidi went down, coughing up blood. Amira punched Cleo in the chest, booted her in the leg. Mercury was close but waited. She needed the right moment.

      Cleo caught Amira’s next fist. Punched her so hard in the face that Amira was hurled back into a hedge. Furious, Cleo rushed for Mercury.

      Heidi was up. She leapt upon Cleo’s back. Held her.

      “Now,” Heidi roared.

      Mercury launched, but Cleo hurled Heidi over her back. Mercury retreated at the last second, but Cleo smashed Heidi with a foot, sent her along the floor, catching Mercury’s feet and sending her sprawling to the ground. She tried to rise, tried to grab the knife, but Cleo was too quick. She grabbed the back of Mercury’s top and lifted her, so they were face to face.

      “Get it through your thick skulls,” roared the beast. “One possessed wasn’t enough. Next time you came at me with two. It still wasn’t enough.”

      Cleo threw Mercury into the floor face first, then kicked her onto her back. Above the monster’s head, the ball was now the size of a blimp.

      When had that happened?

      “If two possessed isn’t enough to stop me,” asked Cleo. “What the hell is?”

      “How about one human and a rocket launcher?”

      Cleo’s head jerked up as the rocket fired. She opened her mouth as it whistled across the small space. Then it hit her in the stomach, cast her back—

      And exploded.
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      Flames leapt at Mercury. Before they could so much as singe her hair, Amira was there, throwing her possessed body in the way, protecting her friend.

      "Ow," she moaned.

      "We have to move," said Mercury.

      "What, no time for pleasantries?"

      But she was moving, rolling away. Mercury stood, turned towards her hero.

      Sam stood frozen between two hedges, the rocket launcher still on her shoulder, now empty. Her mouth was slightly agape. She was staring at what she'd done, dumbfounded.

      "Who's the kid?" asked Amira.

      "Her name's Sam. She stole your car."

      "The bitch."

      Sam dropped to her knees. Not because Mercury had outed her as a car thief but because she was still stunned by what she'd done. The rocket launcher remained on her shoulder.

      "You can probably put that down now," said Amira. But Mercury didn't see if the girl responded.

      Having reclaimed the knife, she was moving around the statue. On the other side, the hedges were aflame. In a tangle of black branches and crumbling leaves, Cleo lay. Mercury had to step over the unharmed but still unconscious Stephanie to reach her.

      "I made up that librarian story," she said when she arrived.

      The rocket had ripped Cleo to shreds. Her torso had torn down the middle. It lay in the bush with half her face and one of her legs. The rest of her body was in chunks around Mercury's feet.

      Any human would be dead. Any normal possessed would survive but would suffer for weeks as they recovered.

      Cleo was neither human nor ordinary possessed. Already, Mercury could see the skin knitting together. The explosion had caved in Cleo's skull, but Mercury could see it popping back out as though it were a balloon and someone was blowing it up. The remains of her face climbed across the mending frame. A popped eye reappeared. Her limbs were beginning to regrow.

      A hole in Cleo's chest revealed her shrivelled but beating heart. Maybe Mercury wouldn't have been able to penetrate Cleo with the blade alone. This target was too good to miss. Already the torso was pulling itself together. Soon, the heart would disappear.

      And still, Mercury hesitated.

      There was Edie, in her mind, holding Xyla and smiling. The sad smile of a girl who has lost her mother and father, but still has hope. A girl who needed Mercury, who needed a mother.

      Mercury remembered what Heidi said in the car. There was no infection of evil. Mercury might live hundreds of years, but she could live them all as a good person. She could be a mother, a friend, a lover. It didn't have to be over for her.

      Except it did. There was no choice.

      Amira arrived to find her best friend crying freely.

      "Give me the knife," she said. Mercury shook her head.

      "I wouldn't, even if I could. But I can't. It has to be a human. You're still possessed. You kill Cleo, and the world ends anyway."

      "If not me, then the unconscious bitch. We can hold the knife in her hand and make her do it. Let her die."

      "Somehow, I don't think that would count."

      "Fine, another way," said Amira, and there was a childish tone to her voice. A pleading. "Someone other than you. Anyone other than you. There has to be another way."

      "Except there isn't. There isn't another way, and there isn't time to argue."

      She stepped forward, her hand gripping tighter to the blade's hilt. Cleo continued to heal. Time was running short. She had perhaps a minute to do this. She didn't want to leave it to the last second, fearing regret might invite paralysis.

      "Will died," she said. "Look after Edie and Xyla for me. Please. And look after yourself.”

      Raising the knife over her head, she said, "I love you, Amira."

      Taking a final step forward, she prepared to bring the knife into the beast's head.

      For a second, she hesitated.

      And someone grabbed her wrist.

      "Amira, you have to let me."

      "I haven't stopped you."

      Mercury spun to the side. At first, she gasped at the sight of Trey’s ghost beside her. But this was no ghost. He had lost several pints of blood, hence the white of his skin. His clothes were drenched in blood from two bullet wounds. His eyes kept drifting, he was only just keeping himself conscious.

      "I didn't freeze to death," he muttered.

      "What?"

      "Sam found me, took the rocket launcher. I thought I could close my eyes, but no, I remembered you. Knew you still needed me."

      Taking his hand from her wrist, he took hold of the knife’s hilt. Mercury wouldn't let go. Trey had no strength.

      “Let go,” he said.

      "No. This is my job."

      "Look at me, Mercury. You won't get me to a hospital in time. I'm dying either way so if you don't give up that knife, it's suicide rather than heroism. So give it up."

      Still, she couldn't. Still, she held on. Even as Cleo pulled herself together, even as the window of opportunity came closer to slamming shut, she couldn't let go.

      "You can look after Edie and Xyla now," he said. "Come on, you know it's the right thing to do."

      "I—" she was going to tell him she didn't care. There was a chance he could live. It had to be her. Before she could say another word, a hand fell on her shoulder. When she turned, she saw Amira's tear-filled eyes.

      "Come on, Merc," she said. "Don't be an idiot."

      When she had turned, her grip on the knife had loosened. By the time she looked back at Trey, he had the blade. He smiled.

      "Good call."

      "I forgive you," she said. "For killing me that time."

      "Cool," he replied.

      He put a hand on her arm and nudged her aside. He staggered forward, almost collapsed into the bush, then fell to his knees. Cleo's heart was still visible, but it would be gone in seconds. Her face had reformed. She was beginning to lift her regrown arms.

      "You're finished," she said.

      And Trey brought down the knife, sliding it through the chest cavity even as flesh and bone and muscle formed around it.

      With the last of his strength, he shoved the blade further, all the way to the hilt.

      With everything he had left, he slayed the beast.
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      At once, the life left Cleo’s eyes.

      A split second later, what remained of her body dissolved into black ash and golden essence. The wind took the ash. An invisible force directed the essence towards Trey. As he slipped to the ground, it collided with him and was absorbed by his body.

      At once, his skin regained its colour and then began to glow. Opening his eyes, he stood as the blood faded from his clothes and the wounds in his abdomen and midriff healed.

      Standing before them, he was perfection.

      Without a word, he turned from Amira and Mercury towards the statue. The ball of darkness which rose from the lance was now the size of a building, and growing with every second.

      It would grow no further.

      Reaching the statue, Trey rested his hands on the horse’s flank. By instinct, he must have known what to do. Looking at the ball above his head, he said, “Enough.”

      And it was enough.

      Beneath his hands, the stone cracked. Above their heads, the ball began to shrink. Trey took his hands away as the ball shrank to the size of a blimp, then a volleyball, then a tennis ball, then to no more than a spot at the end of the lance.

      The crack which had appeared beneath Trey’s hand shot along the horse, onto the man, and up the lance. From the main crack, hundreds more spread across the statue, until the entire work of art seemed to be covered by a net.

      “Stand back,” said Trey. And stand back they did. They moved to the edge of the hedge perimeter and watched as the stone horseman shattered, as his steed exploded, and as his lance vaporised.

      Rubble rained upon the ground, into the fountain. Dust bloomed in the air. Amira and Mercury turned to avoid choking.

      When they looked back, the spot that had been at the end of the lance could be seen within the broken stone. As they watched, it winked, blinked, and fell out of existence.

      It was over.

      Together, they turned to Trey, who stood away from them, still glowing, looking at the sky. Sensing their eyes upon him, he smiled.

      “Get me out of this maze. I don’t want to die like Jack Torrence.”

      Then he grabbed his heart, cried out in pain, and collapsed to the ground.
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      After storming into the hurricane of darkness created during Heidi’s first attempt to raise Cleo, Trey had become lost after their victory. As the storm raged, he feared he would die in the darkness.

      Amira and Mercury had found him. Taking an arm each, they directed him into the light. They saved his life.

      Following Cleo’s demise, the sky was overcast, but the day held enough light. Still, as Mercury and Amira propped up Trey and helped him from the maze, it felt once again as though they were escorting him from the darkness. Unfortunately, this time they weren’t saving his life.

      Sam came too. When the foursome reached the edge of the maze, she split to visit Pluto’s body. She claimed she wanted to say a final goodbye. Trey knew she was giving the trio some space.

      “You have to look after her,” he said of Sam as Mercury and Amira led him towards the patio. “Her parents are gone. She’s lived under her brother’s thumb for years. He’s abusive. I think she’ll be stronger now, for this, but she’ll still need your support.”

      “She’s a car thief,” said Amira.

      “She’ll have it,” said Mercury.

      The bodies of the infected had melted most of the rubble that had comprised the balcony. The ground had sunk where they had died. On the other side of the French doors from this mayhem was a glass table around which were situated four chairs. Mercury and Amira helped Trey sit before taking a chair on either side of him.

      High above, the clouds were beginning to part. As though nervous to look upon the world, afraid of what it might see, the sun peeked from behind the receding clouds. Seeing all was well, it began to pull into clear sky.

      “I grew up here,” said Trey. “So many miserable years, now here I sit, dying, and it’s the happiest I’ve ever been.”

      Another spasm of pain caused him to grab his heart. When the gold had first entered his body, it had been bliss; all that power. But it was too much. Far more than his body could take. He was holding on, but not for much longer.

      “Heidi did a runner,” Trey continued. “That means, as far as the world is concerned, there will still be a living Michaels.”

      “We’ll get her,” said Amira.

      “Good,” he said. “My father’s money and assets all went to my mother. I’m the sole beneficiary of her will. I’ll already be dead, but I’ve made sure everything goes to good causes. Everything from the secret bank accounts to this haunted house. All of it. Well. Almost.”

      “Nothing for us?” said Amira.

      Trey smiled. “In the last couple of months my siblings, my parents and me will all have died in suspicious circumstances, and you want me to ensure the family fortune goes to you and Mercury, two people who have no reason to know me? That wouldn’t be an inheritance but a prison sentence.”

      “Well aren’t you a smart arse?”

      Trey smiled. “2471.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The safe in my mother’s room. There’s your inheritance. Now shut up a minute. I want to enjoy my last moments.”

      Amira gave a mock huff. Mercury laughed. They fell into silence, and Trey stared at the sky. Though it was still a little overcast, and though the sun was not as bright as it could have been, it was still beautiful. He loved that sky.

      Another spasm of pain coursed through his body. When it was over, his vision began to blur. His hands were trembling.

      “Not long now,” he said. There was a sniff, a tear. He assumed it was Mercury, but when he turned, he saw Amira rubbing her eye.

      “Piss off,” she said.

      Mercury reached out and took one of Trey’s hands. Amira took the other, then both women leaned in and kissed him on a cheek. By this point, there were tears in all their eyes, but all were smiling.

      “You did it, Trey,” said Mercury. “You proved yourself a hero.”

      “A legend,” Amira agreed.

      Trey’s smile widened. He leaned back and stared at the sky, holding onto the women’s hands.

      There was no more pain. No more spasms. No unpleasantness. Sitting at the table outside the house where he had endured so many hard years, Trey held the hands of the two wonderful women who had changed his life. He smiled at them, and he looked at the sky. He felt the power consume him. Felt it touch his heart.

      And finally, with a smile on his face, and the knowledge that he done right in the end, that he hadn’t been a coward, he faded away.
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      One Week Later

      Sam stepped through the front door of the first and only home she had known. The place in which she had enjoyed a happy childhood and endured a difficult adolescence.

      With a bag over her shoulder, she went upstairs. She didn’t rush but took little time packing. She had few possessions, very little that mattered a great deal to her. Some clothes, some books, a few photos of her parents. Of the younger Sam and Benny. Of her happy years.

      Her bag full, she came downstairs. Her plan had been to leave through the same door she had entered. At the last minute, she turned and made her way through the living room and into the kitchen.

      A long time ago, Benny had replaced the table at which Sam had been sitting, eating bacon, the last time she had seen her parents alive. The orientation was the same, and Sam had always found it difficult to eat there. When Benny was in a good mood, they would eat in the living room. When she had displeased him, at the table.

      He always made her sit in the seat with the oven at her back and the kitchen door ahead and to her left, beyond the fridge. This was where she had sat on the day her parents died, and taking up this position since had always brought on waves of memories. Always, she would cry. Often, she would leave the room in floods of tears to be sick in the bathroom. As she had been after the policeman had told her what had happened to her parents.

      Since her mum and dad died, she could not remember ever sitting in this chair willingly.

      She did so now.

      The chair scraped along the floor as she pulled it back. Though she felt stronger now than ever she had before, she still hesitated before claiming the seat. It was a slow descent from standing to sitting.

      As soon as her bum was pressed to the wood of the chair, she heard her father whistling. Heard her mother shouting to Benny. She could smell the bacon and the scent of her mother’s perfume and her father’s aftershave as they met in the kitchen, as they kissed. She heard the back door click open and heard their final words. 

      Love you, sweetheart. Love you, darling.

      Her palms were pressed face down on the table. She was trembling. Fighting the urge to cry, the urge to run.

      She heard the front door open and close. This was not a memory.

      Footsteps in the hall and then the living room. Sam had pushed the kitchen door, but it was ajar, rather than closed. It creaked as it swung open and Benny stepped into the room.

      He looked a little better than he had a week ago, but not by much. His skin was still pale, and he was clutching his chest. With his free hand, he clung to the kitchen door handle as he turned into the room.

      Upon seeing Sam, voluntarily in the seat, his eyes widened, and such shock seemed to take him Sam thought he might collapse.

      “You’re home,” he said.

      Sam had looked to him as he had entered. Now she looked away, faced ahead. Her palms remained face down on the table.

      “I called an ambulance,” she said. “Why aren’t you in hospital? Did the doctor let you go?”

      “No doctor. No hospital,” he said. “I ran before the ambulance arrived. Been sleeping rough.”

      “That was stupid.”

      “You want me to go to prison, that it?”

      The anger was back. Despite his poor health, it seemed to give him strength enough to remove his hand from the kitchen door. What it no longer did was frighten her. 

      “There’ll be no prison for either of us,” she said. “Stephanie was lying. The police don’t know it was us who took Liam, and now they never will. His body was found in the grounds of a mansion earlier this week. There’s evidence he arrived under his own steam. We’re off the hook. For him and for Titus. Trust me.”

      Benny stared, then beamed. She looked to that smile. As boyish as ever. The other side of Benny. He tried to come to her, but the loss of anger diminished his strength, and he stumbled. To avoid hitting the tiles, he had to grab the other end of the table at which Sam sat. Breathing hard, he said, “Sammy, that’s brilliant. We can get back to normal.”

      Sam sighed. She looked from her brother to the kitchen door. Saw her mum and dad. Saw their smiling faces. Heard their final words.

      “I love you,” she said. “I love you both so much.”

      Benny followed Sam’s eye line to the door. 

      “What?”

      Shaking her head, Sam rose. From the floor, she grabbed her bag, which collected Benny’s gaze as surely as a magnet will collect a file if the distance is short enough.

      Before he could ask, she said, “I’m moving out.”

      “No.”

      To this, she didn’t respond. Moving around the table, she made for the back door. 

      Though he hadn’t the strength, Benny released the table and stumbled to intercept her. In doing so, he fell, crumbled to the floor in front of, but not in the way of, Sam’s exit.

      She looked at him. “Go to the hospital, Benny.”

      “You can’t leave.”

      “I have to. It’s best for us both.”

      Moving to the back door, she took the handle. As she did, he spun on the tiles and grabbed her ankle. He tugged at her with what little strength he had as she opened the door.

      “You can’t go. You can’t leave after everything I’ve done for you. You can’t.”

      “Let go of me, Benny.”

      “No. I can’t. You’re not going anywhere.”

      Sam closed her eyes. Took a deep breath. She yanked her foot, and his hands slipped away. Without him restricting her, she was able to pull open the door and step outside. In the street waited Amira, leaning against the car Sam had stolen. She had her arms folded but didn’t appear unhappy. Upon first meeting Amira, Sam had found her frightening, but she was warming to Mercury’s best friend fast. She was excited for them to live together.

      “Sammy, come back,” came the wheezing voice of her brother. “You need me.”

      “No, Ben. For so many years that’s what you’ve told me, and I’ve believed you, but it isn’t true. It’s never been true. Truth is, you need me. But until you get yourself together, until you process and deal with your anger, your insecurities, you won’t get me back. Go to hospital, seek medical help for both your physical and mental wounds. Then you can call me. But not before.”

      She took a step from the door. Benny began to cry.

      “Please,” he said. “Where will you go?”

      She looked back. “In the long term, I don’t know. Right now. I’m hungry. I fancy some breakfast. In fact, you know what I’m craving?”

      She met his eyes. “I’d love some bacon.”

      And she closed the door and walked up the drive to meet Amira.
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One Month Later

      One of the multitudes of benefits of living within the body of Olivia Michaels was owning properties all over the world.

      With Cleo gone, Heidi should have felt secure. However, despite being human, Mercury had proven time and again that she was not to be underestimated. Not to mention that Amira could only hold Aurora at bay for so long. When Cleo’s lieutenant returned, she would kill Mercury, which was great. But she would be displeased with Heidi, and if the two were to meet again, Aurora would surely make that displeasure known. Possibly over several long weeks.

      As such, Heidi had decided to go away for a while. From the only country on Earth she had experienced, she had flown somewhere where the beaches were hotter, the tans more plentiful, and no one judged you for drinking in the morning. As long as what you were drinking came with an umbrella.

      Heidi’s constitution meant she could never get drunk. In the last few weeks, she had none the less become partial to a Sex on the Beach. Following a morning swim, having dried off, she made her way onto the balcony of Olivia’s beautiful beachside home and called for Kevin. When he arrived, she asked him to bring her favourite drink.

      “Of course, Ma’am.”

      As yet, she had not infected any of her staff. Why bother? She had mounds of money, and they did whatever she asked for a pittance. It was all of the servitude with none of the annoying, cloying devotion—a true win-win.

      Soon enough, she would have to infect some of them, or those in the local area. After all, while she enjoyed her own company, she could not bear to leave her kind suffering forever. While she could not save them all, not now Cleo’s power was gone, she was determined to bring through a few. Once she was sure Aurora and Mercury were off her back.

      She closed her eyes. The sea lapped against the beach less than a hundred metres away. This part of the shoreline was exclusive. There were no children. She found the sound of the tide soothing.

      Another sound she enjoyed: the clink of her cocktail glass being placed on her coaster. Beaming, she said, “Thank you, dear.”

      “That’s no problem.”

      Heidi’s eyes snapped open. She sat up as Mercury dropped into the lounger beside her. Like Heidi, Mercury was wearing a bikini, sunglasses, and a large thatched hat. Mercury also wore a long, flowing white top which came halfway down her thighs.

      Frustrated she had allowed the shock to get to her, Heidi lay back. Her breathing had become ragged. Infuriating. She forced it into a smooth rhythm and attempt to act as though this was a meeting she had not only expected, but that caused her zero bother.

      “You needn’t have flown out,” she said. “I was going to send you a postcard.”

      “What can I say,” said Mercury. “I fancied a bit of sun. I’ve had a tough few months, you know?”

      Oblivious to the tension on the balcony, the sea continued to lap against the sand. The sound no longer seemed soothing. Already bored with it, Heidi decided to drop the act.”

      “I thought you might leave me alone.”

      “Did you think I’d be afraid?”

      “No,” said Heidi with a mirthless chuckle. “We know each other too well for me to labour under that illusion, don’t we?”

      “I would say so. So why?”

      “Well, after all, didn’t I help save the world? One might assume that would earn me some grace.”

      “You did,” said Mercury. “But you did it for selfish reasons.”

      “Ah, but I did do it.”

      “You also murdered my mother and the man I loved.”

      “And you’re still hung up on that, are you?”

      “Oh yes, I’m petty like that.”

      “So it would seem. Would it help at all if I apologised?”

      “Would you mean it?”

      Heidi collected her drink, sipped. “I don’t suppose so, no.”

      “Then, no.”

      “Shame.”

      “After all, was it not you who told me that action doesn’t matter, it’s intention?”

      “Did I say that?”

      “You did.”

      “Well, aren’t I clever?”

      Mercury made a so-so seesaw gesture with her hand. The two women fell into a period of silence. Both were listening to the ocean, feigning enjoyment of the peaceful melody of the sea.

      “I didn’t think you’d be the one to find me,” Heidi said at last.

      “Then, who?”

      “Aurora.”

      Mercury chuckled. “Aurora’s gone.”

      “Gone? You didn’t plunge a blade through the heart of your best friend, did you?”

      “Didn’t have to. Remember the ritual that tore you from me and allowed Olivia to summon you into her?”

      “Vividly. It made me far richer, but I was happier in you.”

      “Such flattery. Well, we did it again. Stephanie became Aurora’s hostess.”

      Heidi looked baffled. “I thought the new vessel had to accept the possession to make relocation work?”

      “They do, and she did. Since losing her parents, Stephanie had been unhappy, angry at the world, angry at herself. A sad case. I might have felt sorry for her, had she not murdered Trey.” Mercury paused, thinking of her lost friend. “Anyway. She called Aurora because she had nothing left. I think she hoped her body would be used to cause some degree of destruction, even if she no longer lived within it.”

      “And did she get her wish?”

      “No. Sam performed the ritual, and I murdered Aurora the moment she entered Stephanie. So far as we know, you’re the last possessed on Earth.”

      “And you’ve come to bring the count to zero?”

      “I have.”

      Heidi shook her head. She drank more of her drink as she considered her options. How worried should she be? With her speed and strength, she should be able to kill Mercury without a struggle; before Mercury even knew what was happening. The meddlesome human might have reinforcements, but surely nothing that could challenge Heidi if she were smart.

      “Have you thought this through?” Heidi asked at last.

      “Oh yes.”

      “I’m not sure you can have. See, it’s not only that you can’t kill me. Even if you succeed, do you not fear prison?”

      From within her white, flowing top, Mercury removed a blade and placed it on the table to her left, on the other side to Heidi.

      “No one saw me arrive,” she said. “You only have one member of staff working today and that member of staff works for us. He’s a plant.”

      “Oh very clever.”

      “I thought so.”

      “Still, there’s the matter that you’ll never get the chance to kill me. I’m stronger, faster. This really is an unwinnable situation.”

      Mercury shrugged, looked out to sea. “We’ll see.”

      “We shall.”

      Heidi took her drink, drained it, replaced the glass. The stench of the knife was on the air. Disgusting. Raising a hand, Heidi made to call Kevin to bring her another drink, then remembered, her servant was not her servant but Mercury’s employee. With a grumble, she lowered her hand.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” she said.

      “Maybe not, but I had to. It started with us, didn’t it? Has to end with us too. For my mother and my boyfriend, for Will and Gina and the daughter you orphaned, and for Liz and Trey. For all the lives you’ve taken or destroyed, I had to come. Had to end it.”

      Heidi shook her head. This had gone far enough.

      With her speed and might, she swung. She would grab Mercury’s head and snap her neck in one quick move. Then it would be done.

      Except, something was wrong. She did swing to the side, but her hand wasn’t moving through the air unless the air had turned to jelly. Rather than reach Mercury, she slid from the lounger to the floor. Face first.

      This was undignified. Embarrassing. It was not something the real Olivia Michaels would have tolerated, and neither could Heidi. She began to push herself up through the invisible jelly.

      Mercury was standing. She moved around her chair and took the knife, held it high. For some reason, the invisible jelly in the air didn’t seem to be affecting her.

      Heidi climbed onto the lounger. She told herself she was going to stand, but when Mercury approached, she found she could not. This impudent human reached out a hand, took Heidi’s shoulder, and pushed the most powerful living being on Earth back into her chair.

      “I wasn’t sure quite how much sedative to put in your drink,” said Mercury. “Looks like I got it about right.”

      Heidi found the strength to look at her empty glass. Her eyes widened in horror. She reached a hand through the jelly and knocked over the glass, as though this could undo the sedative’s effects. It fell from the table. She didn’t hear if it smashed or not.

      By now, Mercury was sitting on the edge of the lounger, by Heidi’s legs. Knife in hand.

      Heidi tried to raise her arms, but with one firm hand, Mercury made them go away. She was staring at Heidi without humour, but with a look of quiet triumph.

      “Please,” said Heidi. “Don’t.”

      Mercury shook her head. With one hand she held Heidi at the shoulder and pressed her into the chair. With the other, she raised the knife.

      Heidi said, “I’m sorry.”

      Mercury raised her eyebrows. “Are you though?”

      Somehow, Heidi managed a long, heavy sigh. “No, I don’t suppose I am.”

      “Didn’t think so.” She tapped Heidi on the cheek. “Look on the bright side. All that sedative. This isn’t going to hurt a bit.”

      Heidi saw the blade approach and closed her eyes.

      She didn’t want to see it end.
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One Year Later

      Beyond the garden of the home once owned by Will, in a clearing amongst the trees, stood eight tall slabs of stone, upon each of which was carved a few words.

      Seven of the stones had stood for an entire year. The eighth a few weeks longer than that. They were showing the first signs of age, though they would stand for many years yet.

      At the foot of each stone was a bunch of flowers, lay that morning and looking far fresher than their surroundings.

      Through the trees, a path had been laid from the house to this clearing. Now, a year after the events in the maze, four solemn sets of feet trudged up the path, making their way from house to clearing.

      Amira came first, all in black, standing tall, proud.

      Sam was next, also in black. She couldn’t stand tall and proud because she was carrying Xyla, who had recently learned to walk and who had only the previous day spoken her first word. She was a champion wriggler. And it was taking all of Sam’s strength and concentration not to drop the toddler onto the path.

      Behind Sam, Mercury and Edie walked side by side, hand in hand. Edie was as strong as ever, but there were tears in her eyes, as always there were when she visited this place.

      They stopped in the clearing, in a line, facing the headstones beneath which no bodies lay. They were for memorial purposes only.

      Having been the first to be laid, Gina’s was in the centre of the clearing. Will’s stone, placed second, was to its left. Each had the name of the person they were remembering and a message beneath. A beloved father. A wonderful mother.

      Edie went to her knees between these two stones while Sam walked to the one on the far right. On this stone was the name Kayla, and the caption A missed mummy. Lowering to one knee, Sam held Xyla forward to see her mother’s stone. The baby babbled. She couldn’t understand. One day she would. Mercury thought she would appreciate the gesture.

      Sam also looked to the stone immediately to the left of Kayla’s. The only shared stone. Liam and Pluto. Though there was no body beneath the stone, they had once shared one, so it felt natural they would share a stone.

      Amira had moved to the stone between Will’s and Pluto’s. On it was Liz’s name above the caption: Badass cop; world-saving hero. Not one for shows of emotion, Amira nodded at the stone as though greeting a friend in passing. Her fists were clenched, though, and she had to force closed her eyes.

      Mercury had moved to the other side. At the far left of the line was her mother’s stone upon which was the inscription, Crap mother, sorely missed. With a tear in her eye, Mercury touched the stone and spoke softly (“miss you, mum”) before moving to the stone next door. Dom’s stone upon which was written, The love of my life.

      When Mercury had engraved the message, Amira had said, “You should put your name in brackets after the “my”. To avoid confusion.”

      “I think it’ll be alright,” had said Mercury, and she maintained that it was.

      She crouched before her boyfriend’s stone and rubbed the tears from her eyes. She told Dom how much she loved him, how a year’s passing had not diminished that love. How she missed him and wished he was still around, so they could get married, start a family, do all that normal life stuff. She was not naive. She knew she would date again, love again. She might one day get married and have a family. More family, she should say, because her family surrounded her. Edie and Xyla were like daughters to her. Amira, a sister. Sam, a niece. She loved them all. Regardless, one day she hoped to find love, to have biological children. Her opinion had changed in that regard.

      “I love you,” she whispered to Dom. She said the same to her mother, though their relationship had always been fractious, difficult. They had reconciled in the end. That was what mattered.

      She rose as Amira moved away from Liz. The final stone, the one between Dom and Gina, was Trey’s. Amira and Mercury came together before it. They looked down upon it; upon the name Trey Michaels and the inscription, Hero. Legend. Neither of them said anything. When they visited this clearing alone, it was to Trey they spoke the most. Aside from saving the world, he had become a kind of rock to them, even though he was no longer here. And not only because of the details he had left in his mother’s safe for an offshore account. The one account he hadn’t told his lawyers how to find in the event of his death. It was with this money they had rebuilt Will’s, now Edie’s, home. It was because of this money they had no need to work. At least not yet. But it wasn’t because of this money that they missed Trey, that they thought of him often.

      After a minute or so of silence standing before the grave, Mercury took Amira’s hand. Amira held hers out to Edie who rose from her parents’ graves to take it. Edie held her hand to Sam, who did the same. As the chain of handholding commenced above her, Xyla, now at Sam’s feet, looked at first bemused, then frustrated. She knew she was missing out.

      Mercury outstretched her free hand. “Come here you.”

      Beaming, Xyla stumbled across the clearing and held out a hand for Mercury to take. Once the chain was complete, they looked upon the stones one more time.

      “Gone, but not forgotten,” said Mercury. The sentiment was repeated by all except Xyla, who said only “Gud.” They thought it meant good. They believed it to be her first word.

      The chain broke, and Mercury swept Xyla into her arms.

      “I say we go inside and get breakfast,” she said to the little girl. “Does that sound good?”

      “Gud.”

      “I thought so.”

      She gave the girl a little kiss on the nose. She smiled at her friends—her family, and led the way up the path. Away from the friends and family they would sorely miss and towards breakfast.

      Breakfast and, hopefully, a brighter future.
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        Did you enjoy THE HIDE AND SEEK TRILOGY?

      

        

      
        Be the first to know about discounted and free releases and receive exclusive free books as they’re written by signing up for the Mark Ayre Release Newsletter at the link below:

      

        

      
        http://markay.re/manews

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading

          

        

      

    

    
      The most powerful way to bring my books to the attention of new people is through honest reviews from readers like you.

      If you’ve enjoyed Ready or Not, I’d be honoured if you would leave a review at your local Amazon, via the links below. It needs only be a few words. Even just a star rating is a huge help.

      Thank you in advance, Mark.
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