The night was dark. Not simply the dark of light long-gone, or of a sun that had ceased to shine, or that of a cloudy night. It was a total blackness, consisting of nothing but empty space and night-time noise – it was unnatural.
A generic grey building stood in the darkness, breathing out silence and wreaking of stale air. Though it was invisible at a glance, a straining pair of eyes would be able to make out the five storeys of depressing concrete and shattered glass.
A girl was leaning against the wall of the building, her head bowed, as though in concentration. After a minute or two of stillness she moved, letting out a long-suffering sigh and bringing her head up to survey the scene before her. Her gaze then turned to her hands, which were drenched in sticky, red blood, a few drops falling to the floor with wet splashing sounds. She sighed again, before wiping her hands clean on her shirt and bending to pick up the sword that lay at her feet. A body lay a few feet away, contorted in such unusual and horrific ways that it seemed almost impossible that this young girl could be the cause.
The girl in question now sheathed her sword and pulled off her shirt, stuffing it in a duffel bag and smoothing down the clean vest-top that she had been wearing underneath. The re-sheathed sword was slung across her back and her hands were steady as she adjusted it so that she could pull a battered box of matches and a small bottle of clear fluid from her back pocket. The duffel bag was thrown down next to the twisted corpse and the bottle was emptied slowly and deliberately over the two 'objects' – for that is all they seemed to be to her – before being set alight.
The flames that consumed the bloody pile of evidence illuminated the girl's face, the flickering light distorting her features and reflecting off her pale skin and troubled eyes. Her fiery red hair was brushed back into a ponytail with a few of the shorter strands falling across her face in wispy curls. A smudge of dried blood across her nose marred her flawless skin; the only thing suggesting she had been involved in any of this.
Seemingly bored with the allure of the flames, she turned from the scene and walked away from the building without so much as a backward glance. Though she would have looked perfectly calm to the casual observer, there was definitely pain in her cerulean eyes; perhaps pain that stemmed from what she'd seen and done… Nonetheless, there was nothing in her stance that said she was going to turn back.
Once the blood and the fire were nothing but a distant memory, a flicker in the distance, the girl suddenly stopped. She scanned her surroundings without ever seeming to move a muscle. There was nothing out of the ordinary, not including the grisly scene that she had left in her wake, yet something else was clearly wrong. The air was thick with tension as she slowly reached up and wrapped her hand around the hilt of her sword. The slow slide of metal on metal sliced through the air and seemed to echo in the following silence.
"Is that any way to greet your brother after all this time, Amanda?" A soft voice came from out of the darkness, somewhere to the right of the girl, whose identity was no longer a mystery. Amanda relaxed very slightly, though she seemed a little confused. She lowered her sword and straightened up from her defensive position, sticking the blade in the soft dirt and brushing the hair out of her eyes.
The man who walked into her view was more beautiful than he was handsome; the dark blonde hair that fell to just above his shoulders was nothing short of unusual and his smoky-grey eyes held the same suppressed fire that Amanda's did. Coupled with the dagger strapped to his hip and the scars on his toned forearms, one would assume that they were in the same line of work. Within seconds they were in a tight embrace, arms wrapped tightly around each other, Amanda shaking with held-back sobs with every breath she took.
When she pulled away, the newcomer cupped her face in his hands and gently wiped the tears from her cheeks, before brushing the hair out of her eyes.
"You're supposed to be dead, Angelo," she said quietly, her voice steady and calm, though her eyes betrayed her feelings. Her hands were now gripping his shoulders, as though she were trying to convince herself that he was real, yet was sure that he was going to disappear at any moment.
"Clearly this is not the case," he said wryly, his mouth quirking up at the corner in a half-smile. Amanda smiled weakly back at him, a strangled sort of laugh escaping her throat before she closed her mouth, a look of horror on her face. Angelo ducked his head and chuckled, his hair covering his own face for a split second before he looked back up.
"I hardly think your apparent death is a laughing matter!" Amanda snapped, apparently choosing to ignore the fact that she'd been the one to laugh first. She stepped backwards out of his reach and turned to tug her sword out of the ground. Angelo followed her and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder, which she shook off and he let it fall to his side with a huff of annoyance.
"And what do you think Victor would have done if he'd known I was still alive? Do you think he would have let me stay that way?" His voice was a low hiss now, though there was an element of sadness to his tone that couldn't be disguised by his anger. Amanda whipped around, her eyes once again glistening with tears.
"It's not like I'd have asked you to get yourself killed for me, Angelo but you could have rescued me, for Christ's sake! You could have taken me with you!" She thrust her sword roughly back into its sheath and glared up at him with as much anger as she could muster. "Do you think that it was easy for me, living in that place, controlled entirely by the man who-" Angelo cut off her rant by placing a hand softly over her mouth until she'd stopped trying to shout and had instead settled on frowning in annoyance.
"I didn't enjoy leaving you behind, you know," he said quietly, removing his hand and brushing back the stray strands of hair that had once again fallen into her eyes. She sighed and placed her hand over his, stilling it on her cheek and closing her eyes with a soft exhalation of breath. "But you have to understand that there was no way for me to know that he'd taken you. At first I suspected, but eventually I thought you were just… " He trailed off, his eyes wandering over her face.
"How about we stop arguing and you tell me why you're here?" she said, her voice calmer now. She dropped Angelo's hand and took a step around him. He turned and followed her at a steady pace but neither of them said a word, despite what had already been said. After a few moments of pressing silence, Amanda repeated her question.
"There have been rumours… " he answered hesitantly, looking at her from behind a curtain of hair. "I found out that you'd escaped and shortly afterwards I realised that they'd started looking for you - but then, I guess you know that already, don't you?" A short nod from the girl beside him told him what he already knew. "You can't take the law into your own hands… It only ends in trouble."
"I know that," she replied with an air of finality that was clearly meant to end this particular part of the conversation. Angelo evidently chose not to take the hint and ploughed on regardless.
"That man back there-" Amanda's whole stance shifted; she was more tense now, her back ramrod straight, "-wasn't the first person you've killed on this quest for revenge. And he won't be the last." It wasn't a question.
The two had reached the outer limits of the town in which Amanda lived - or had done for the past few days, she would have to move on soon - and she stopped next to a long-shut post office. She pulled something out of her pocket and appeared to study it intently.
"We're being followed," she said matter-of-factly, not looking up from the piece of paper in her hands. Angelo nodded, unsurprised. Neither of them had stayed alive for this long without being able to realise when they were being tracked. "There are six of them, four male, two female," she continued, still scanning the paper as she spoke. "They're all well equipped as far as weapons are concerned, but I don't know how well or how badly they use them. I think that's all we need to know at the moment – the rest is down to how we decide deal with them." She looked up at this point, meeting Angelo's bewildered gaze with something akin to pride. She put the slip of paper back in her pocket and lowered her eyes to the ground. "At least something useful has come out of this mess."
Angelo didn't have any time to question his sister's new-found abilities, nor her curious words, for which Amanda was glad; he instead focussed on the six approaching figures. They stopped when they were a few metres away, the leader of the group standing a couple of inches in front, as though protecting the others. Angelo's admiration of their camaraderie was plain to see on his face, even as his expression twisted in surprise at the identities of a few of the opposing members.
"I know I'm only a runaway test-subject but I was at least expecting some kind of a fanfare at your arrival – am I not important enough?" Amanda's words seemed amicable enough but the underlying tone was one of warning and venom. The apparent front man of the rival party stepped forward to answer her.
"Amanda – I was worried; it's lovely to see you alive and well." The tone of his voice suggested that it was about as lovely as finding that one has stepped in something unsavoury. "About the accident at-" He was cut off by a bark of laughter.
"Accident? I can't believe that you can stand there and tell me that everything you did to me and everything you let them do to me was accidental!" Amanda's voice no longer sounded amused but her rage was at odds with the smirk that played across her lips. She was like a cat, playing with her prey before the kill. Angelo gave a cold huff of a laugh, agreeing with his sister's mockery of the situation. The man opposite shot him a scathing look.
"Angelo. Not dead, I see…"
"You really are just as smart as the last time we saw each other, aren't you? I mean, all of that imprisoning innocent children and killing people who don't deserve it certainly hasn't damaged your intelligence, has it?" Angelo cocked an eyebrow and for a moment his smirk was identical to Amanda's.
"And you're just as aggravating, though I can see you're somewhat quicker." Victor returned his gaze to Amanda, who had been watching the interaction with some amusement. "However, I'm loathe to inform you that I didn't come here to be irritated by you. I had slightly different things in mind."
"Oh, so you do care?" she said, sickly-sweet, "And here I was, thinking that I wasn't important enough to be tracked down. I'm glad you're here; if I'd had to suffer all that testing along with your company's total indifference at my escape I think I'd be even more upset with the situation than I already am." She grinned and slid her sword out from where it was slung across her back. The other group acknowledged the threat for what it was and got out their own weapons, which ranged from broadswords to rapiers. A few of them looked rather nervous at the prospect of a fight.
"Amanda," Victor drawled, "let's not turn this into a fight, hm?"
"You turned this into a fight when you stole me away from my home and used me as a guinea pig to make your sick medical dreams a reality," Amanda growled, her calm demeanour slipping as she fought to keep her feelings at bay. "I'd rather die than go through that again… Although killing you will be more than satisfactory payment. You sealed your own fate with what you did to me." Victor frowned at her confrontational speech and slipped his own sword from where it rested at his hip.
"So be it." With that warning, he jumped forward, striking out at Amanda with a driving force that, had it hit her, would have cut straight through her shoulder. As it was, she was more than fast enough to parry the blow; cutting him off before he could get his sword more than a couple of inches from her body. She forced him away with a resounding screech of metal on metal, which was echoed in the blows she knew were being well-met by her brother beside her.
"I hope you're interested in hell, Victor," she said, not even breathless as she thrust and jabbed at him, the two of them writhing in a twisted sort of dance, "because you'll be taking a little trip there before too long." An on-looker would have found it difficult to keep up with the speed of the fight, lost as the two of them were in the meeting of blades and the exchanging of blows. Though they could not possibly realise it themselves, they looked strangely like a personification of madness, a whirling mass of glinting, silver metal and harsh, angry cries of steel and pain. Amanda spun round to meet Victor's sword, stopping the flat of his blade with a leather-gloved wrist and slicing a red hot line across his knee with her own. She saw his eyes widen in shock – it had all happened at such a high speed that it had probably taken his mind a while to process his own defeat. He fell heavily to the ground, face pale as she drew back once more, sword at the ready. "I'd like to see you try and stick your wires down the throats of demons!"
Her blood was on fire with uncontrollable rage at the man in front of her – god, she so needed to kill Victor, to make him pay for what had happened to her. She couldn't sleep, no food would satisfy her hunger and the longer she stayed awake, the worse the thirst became. She was hungry for blood in a way that she had never been before. And the blame fell on this man. This man, so cold and distant; one whom she had trusted and believed to be honest and true.
"I was so wrong," she whispered, thrusting her blade down toward his heart, angling it so that he would feel it. Before the blow could be delivered, however, a light swept over their violent, blood-drenched party. The tip of her sword was an inch from Victor's body when she stilled, the thirst for blood and vengeance still very much alive in her veins. The light was that of a patrol-man, come to investigate the noise that was being made so close to the town.
In the split-second that Amanda was distracted, Victor slipped away from below her with a stealth not many injured men would have been able to accomplish, and he was long gone before she even turned her head in his direction. She cursed and stabbed her sword into the ground, her old captor's blood mingling with the dirt and crisp grass of the earth.
'The ground is too good for him,' she thought to herself bitterly, ripping off the glove that had blocked Victor's last attack and, seeing that it was torn, she threw it down in anger. She turned to her brother and saw that Angelo had managed to get rid of around a third of the opposition. However, he looked tired and had clearly been overwhelmed by an attack of five or more skilled swordsmen ('and women,' Amanda mentally added to herself). She could hardly blame him though – Angelo may have been the older sibling but he could not hope to match her skills in swordplay, nor in physical strength. This may not have been the case once but things had changed a lot since that time.
"Did he hurt you?" her brother demanded as she walked briskly to him, his shaky steps towards her hindered by his lack of strength.
"Don't move," she ordered, panic settling comfortably in the back of her mind as the shouts from the patrol-man finally filtered into her consciousness. How the hell was she going to get rid of all this evidence? Casting her eyes around at the aftermath of their rather bloody confrontation, she couldn't help but think that it would be so much easier to burn the bodies than transport them. Unfortunately, they didn't have time for that kind of route, though it would've been far simpler than what she knew must be done. She turned back to her brother.
"I don't want to have to kill that patrol-man, Angelo." Amanda was well aware that a note of desperation had crept into her voice but she was in no state to keep it from from her brother; he had always known her better than most. He nodded now and turned to the man, who was almost upon them.
"I know what I've got to do – not that I'm going to enjoy it mind you… " he sighed and, putting on his best limp and twisting his face into a pained grimace, staggered toward the red-faced official. "Sir, please… Call an ambulance… " Exposing the worst wound he had incurred, a large and bloody gash on his left arm, he rolled his eyes into the back of his head and crumpled to the ground.
The now-panicking man gaped at the body slumped at his feet, then looked frantically from side to side, trying to see if there was anyone else in the field. However, he was in little danger from anything but the owls and other night time creatures. Amanda and the bodies were long gone.
The woman at reception eyed Amanda with suspicion, as though the very fact that she wanted to see her brother at three in the morning made her some sort of criminal. Nevertheless, she directed her to the correct ward, and seemed surprised when she was thanked by the beaming red head.
Amanda set off down the corridor, feeling better now that she was clean and dressed in clothes that weren't caked in blood and dirt. She had felt a little uncomfortable when she had put them on, as things like jeans and tee-shirts were a far cry from the papery feel of the robes to which she had become accustomed, but she knew that she had to try to blend in whilst out in public.
When she reached Angelo's room, he was already dressed and ready to go, wearing a sky blue shirt and faded jeans. He was pacing the room furiously, and Amanda was sure that he would soon wear a hole in the floor if he was not stopped. When she entered the room to do that very thing, she was enveloped in a hug that felt strangely blue and quite a lot like her brother. Though they had been close as children they had never been the type to go for public displays of affection, which was why two hugs in the last 24 hours was such an obvious tell of how much he had missed her.
"I thought you'd never come and get me – they're swearing that I've got a sprain, but it's nothing worse than a twisted ankle, and they've bandaged most of my left arm!" It was true that Angelo's arm did look a little bulkier than usual under the clean material of his shirt sleeve.
"I can't believe you thought I wouldn't get you, after all that you've done for me. What kind of a sister would I be if I couldn't even spring you from your cell?" Angelo laughed and rolled his eyes as they left the white, sterile room for the white, sterile corridor beyond.
"You're making this place sound like a prison!"
"Hey, this place is practically heaven for me! All these needles and wires and stuff; it sure feels like home to me… " The silence that descended on the pair was with them as they left the hospital, and hung over them as they walked across the car park to the bus shelter. They stood there in silence as they waited for the next bus (a regular service ran from the hospital to the surrounding areas), both of them feeling strangely sombre, although they weren't in half as much trouble as they were both used to, and neither of them was hurt badly.
When they got on the bus it felt so strange and yet so normal that Amanda's eyes stung with the need to shed tears. She hadn't felt this sense of being somewhere she belonged for far too long; somewhere where she wasn't prodded and told what to do and say… It felt so good and so unreal that it tore at her, clawing at the edges of the hole that leaving this world had left inside of her. She had thought that she would never have this back again.
She only realised she was crying when she felt Angelo wipe away her tears, his sleeve pulled over his hand as a makeshift handkerchief. She looked up at him and was sad to see that he looked worried. She smiled and covered his hand with her own, gently pulling it away from her face and putting it in his lap. She couldn't have her big brother upset over something as trivial as her own insecurities.
"I think this is our stop," she said, putting on a brave face and smiling as widely as she could manage, with growing apprehension. She pulled Angelo to the doors as they unfolded with a soft hiss and jumped onto the pavement with her brother in tow.
"And we go where exactly… ?" he asked nervously, looking around them at the unfamiliar surroundings with growing apprehension. Amanda simply tugged him along behind her, expecting him to follow. They went over a bridge, through several parks and across many fields (though neither of them cared to check for 'footpath' signs) before they got to their destination, where a battered sign proclaimed itself to be 'The Queen's Legs'.
"Any comment you make, or even think about making will be paid for with your life, Angelo," she dead-panned, seemingly meaning every word. She knew how much her brother adored his bad jokes and puns and, though she often complained about his ridiculous sense of humour, she was glad of it – she could not forget the way her thoughts of his laugh had gotten her through nights that sometimes promised more than just physical darkness.
"All right," he said, putting on a mournful expression, "but I was really looking forward to those and you know that."
They entered the Inn with low expectations and didn't feel any worse for it, as it didn't look to be somewhere they would be spending an awful lot of time. However, they were both pleasantly surprised. It was clean and comfortable and a welcome warmth washed over them from a fire that was burning in a grate at the far end of the room. Amanda had already had her things sent over from the last place she'd stayed, so she was more than ready to go out and get things done. However, when Angelo asked her exactly what she meant by 'get things done', he was vehement in his dismissal of her idea.
"You're not going out there again – you were just attacked by Victor and I know that you think you're invincible but everybody needs rest! Please, you're only human, know your limits." Amanda blinked in surprise, distracted from her task of folding clothes and polishing weapons.
"You really don't know about what happened, do you?" she asked softly, walking over to sit beside him on his allotted bed. He stared at her, wordlessly answering her question. She sighed.
"Well, I suppose it was stupid of me not to realise that this would come up eventually… " She pulled back the sleeve of her right arm and winced at the sharp intake of breath that it incited from the man beside her. She knew that it would get such a reaction but that didn't mean that she had to enjoy the attitude that would soon come with the realisation.
The hole in her arm was about a centimetre across, though the bruising that surrounded it made it look far larger. Blood that hadn't come off, even with copious scrubbing, could be seen at the edges and the cracks in the dry, leathery skin surrounding the wound were at least an inch deep and seemed to span the length of her forearm. The wound itself was nothing compared to the pain that had caused it.
"Before you say anything, let me explain – there is no possible way that you could understand this without knowing how it was caused and its repercussions." Angelo was silent next to her; barely a second went by before she continued, though it seemed to last an eternity.
"It started when I was nine – I assume that you remember my disappearance, since you were quite a bit older and were probably better informed on the whole thing than I was. It should be easy for you. I don't remember exactly how it happened but I do recall pain. Not physically, but mentally, as though somebody was trying to open up my mind and pull my very essence out of me. I know I blacked out but after that… I don't know." She took a deep breath and carried on with her story – as much as she wanted to keep this whole thing to herself, she knew she had to tell Angelo if she wanted his trust. "When I woke up I don't think I could see anything; it must have been dark because it's definitely a memory, but there's only blackness… There's no sound and no light. Of course, it's only natural that I was afraid – a nine year old girl is bound to be frightened by a small, dark room with no obvious escape routes.
"They fed me well enough; I know I was never hungry or thirsty for more than hour before they gave me my meal, but for some reason that just made me feel worse. In a way, I felt like nothing more than a pet… " She shuddered and laced her hands in her lap to stop them from shaking. "What they did next still makes me feel sick-"
"You don't have to tell me." Angelo's voice wasn't kind, or full of worry, or sad; it was furious, laced with despair and hatred for the people who'd done this to his sister.
"I… " he began, but words failed him. After a second he tried again. "I don't know what I'd… what I'd do to these people if I knew the full extent of the harm that they caused you. I don't think I'd be able to control myself." Amanda looked at him, surprised.
"I don't have to tell you what they did… " she said softly, placing her hand gently on the back of his neck and pulling his head down to rest on her shoulder, "but you must know the results. You can't underestimate me, Angelo. I don't sleep; I can go for days without food or water and not feel the strain until I'm at death's door; all my needs and wants have been replaced with a desire to keep going and to rebel against those who made me this way. I'm no more than a machine of flesh and blood now." Angelo pulled away from her and glared at her angrily.
"That's a stupid thing to say – you're not a machine. Do you love me?" Amanda nodded, dumbstruck – of course she loved her brother, it was only natural. "No machine can love, Amanda. You have been given what many people dream of having. You've been given the chance, nay, the ability to bring some kind of justice to the world." She visibly brightened.
"So that means you don't mind if I kill the evil b-"
"I told you once before – just because you can, it doesn't mean you should. The lives of others are not yours to play with. You can't just take someone from this world and expect no repercussions and you certainly can't let your emotions get in the way of your dealings with these matters," Angelo said, face hard and unyielding. Amanda frowned and stood up, walking back to her suitcase with purposeful strides.
"Come on – the likelihood that you'd be able to stop me leaving this room is ridiculously small, wouldn't you agree?" There was no answer, but they both knew that she was right. Just because Angelo was older and a man that didn't mean he could over-power her, especially now that she had acquired what was essentially a constant adrenaline rush.
There was a pressing silence between the two siblings for a few minutes, as Amanda continued to unpack and re-arrange her belongings. Angelo seemed to be doing nothing more than thinking things over. After a while he seemed to come to a conclusion.
"Do I have to beg to get you to stay?" It was almost quiet enough that Amanda missed it entirely, but she heard it and immediately stilled. She didn't look at her brother as she slowly placed the pair of jeans she had been folding back into her bag, nor did she acknowledge him even when she was level with him. It was only when he spoke again that she showed any sign of her intention to answer.
"Because you know I'll do it, if that's what it takes," Angelo continued softly, staring straight down at his hands with a look in his eyes that was much akin to sadness.
"I'll stay." Clearly he was surprised with this response, as he looked up with an air of puzzlement. Amanda was helpless to stop a tear from falling, though she had tried so hard not to let him see how much he had affected her with his words. Beg? Is that what he thought of her? Had she made it seem as though she thought herself superior to him? She couldn't recall such an instance and the very thought made her feel sick. She would never manipulate others and make them feel as worthless as she had been made to feel whilst imprisoned.
"If I'm being stupid, don't tell me – you know I won't listen, I never listen." Angelo gave a snort of amusement at the truth in her words. "But if I'm ever this unreasonable again then you have my permission to slap me across the face and be done with it, okay?" She smiled at his obvious amusement and stood up, grabbing her pyjamas from her suitcase. "I'll just go change, and then I think we both need some sleep. I don't think five in the morning is a reasonable time to be calling it a night, but it will have to suffice… " And with that she disappeared into the bathroom, locking the door.
"For god's sake, John, just stick the damn needle in already! We don't have time for your dilly-dallying. We're two days behind with this write-up and we haven't even done the bloody experiment yet!" The voice was male, agitated. He sounded as though he'd smoked one too many cigarettes in his lifetime, the ever present gritty tone a reminder of his addiction. It was not a voice made for a compassionate man.
"It's none of your business, Clark. Keep your nose out, or you'll find that it's no longer attached to your face… " The threat was poorly delivered and this man sounded tired. Amanda could tell that the owner of this voice was stressed, perhaps because of this needle he was supposed to be putting somewhere… It was a little too foggy for her to wonder who or what was being tested on.
"It's every bit my business – you're not heading the operation, or did you forget that? Just give her the damn drug so we can move onto the next subject!" Subject. It all sounded so clinical. So clean and sterile, as though they were talking about animals or bacteria. Maybe they were. But then, why was Amanda here and why could she not feel her own body?
The images that came next were as clear as day. The light coming from the lamp above her was practically blinding and she could feel leather straps around her wrists and ankles. Why was she tied down? A second later she found out, as convulsions racked her body, causing her to scream until she was sure her throat would bleed with the effort it took. Even as the convulsions stopped, another wave of pain washed over her, this time from an outside source.
"I see you're awake. Well, don't worry, my dear, the pain wears off eventually… Just let us give you your medication and everything will be okay… " It was in that moment that Amanda realised she didn't want her medication. The drugs were what made her dumb. She didn't want to go back to the way she was before, drifting in and out of consciousness with no control over her own body. So she began to struggle.
"I leave you alone with her for five minutes and you let her rub her wrists raw on the bloody restraints! As though we don't have enough trouble from her, now Victor's going to be out for blood!" She began to struggle in earnest now. She didn't like Victor, though she couldn't remember exactly why, and she wanted to be away from these people who spoke his name so freely.
"Get me out of here, you bastards!" Though her throat was sore, she managed to make herself heard, her wild thrashings already the cause of much alarm to the people tending to her.
"Easy, Amanda, you don't want to strain yourself," a voice said soothingly. Yes, she bloody well did. She wanted to strain herself if that's what it would take to get out of this wretched place. It was coming back to her, little by little. The chemicals, the little concrete cell, the wires…
"It's okay, it's okay… We'll have you back to your usual self in no time… " That voice again. That arrogant, lying, slimy voice that made her skin crawl and her teeth grind involuntarily.
"Victor?! Why me? Get me the hell out of here!" Panic filled the room, though Amanda didn't understand why until Victor spoke once more, his tone now one of urgency and worry.
"How does she remember who I am? Who was the last person to administer the drug?" There was some shuffling and some mumbling and then another outburst. "What do you mean it hasn't been administered yet?! Move out of my way… " A moment later a needle was thrust violently into her arm.
Amanda woke from her poor imitation of sleep, screaming noiselessly and sweating profusely. Angelo was already standing over her as she leapt out of bed and ran to the window.
"Angelo, they're after me again – they're after me! They want to catch me and stick those wires in me again – why would you let them do that to me? Can't do it any more, can't… " She slid down the wall next to the window ledge, dissolving into tears as her breathing grew shallow and her body shook with pitiful sobs. All Angelo could do was sit by her and wrap her in his arms, holding her until she had no more tears and all that was left was her emptiness.
"I assumed you meant that you weren't physically able to sleep… Clearly, I misjudged the situation." The next day was bright and airy, showing the nearness of spring, though the wind threatened the countryside, throwing the flowers and leaves about in wild abandon. The cheery nature of the morning told nothing of the previous night's events.
"Oh no, I can sleep… I just can't sleep, if you know what I mean." Amanda's reply was calm enough but she still hadn't recovered completely from her night-scare. The trembling in her hands betrayed her.
"You know, to anyone else that probably wouldn't make any sense," Angelo said quietly, a smile in his voice. Amanda smiled weakly in return. It had always been their custom to laugh at their own misfortune, for they believed that not being able to find a situation amusing rendered it completely hopeless. Neither of them was quite ready to give up hope yet.
"Well, not many people know me like you do, eh?" Angelo took the compliment with a slightly wider smile than the one she had graced him with, and bowed his head.
"Of course, that must be taken into consideration. Anyway, I was thinking that we could go to a café or something when we've finished getting ready – I don't know about you but I could really eat… "
"Actually, I'm not hungry, but it's probably best that I eat something. I actually don't know whether or not the change in me is permanent and I don't really want to be left with a body that's an hour away from starvation if my new-found energy suddenly leaves me," she replied thoughtfully, as though she were considering what shoes to buy instead of how to prolong her life in a worst-case scenario. Angelo rolled his eyes.
"Well a couple of pancakes definitely wouldn't go amiss where I'm concerned and I must insist that you at least have a cup of coffee – I don't want you running on nothing." Amanda acquiesced and they went on their way, stopping off at a clean, if non-descript little café about half a mile away from where they were staying.
"You don't have to be dragged into all this if you don't want to be, you know," Amanda said conversationally, as they sat in their booth, waiting for their orders to arrive. "I can just as easily do this by myself and I don't want you getting hurt because of me." Angelo just shook his head in reply.
"Like you could do this by yourself! Sure, you can handle all the killing and the maiming and the blood-" (this comment merited some strange looks from the surrounding tables but they eventually went back to their food) "-but can you deal with the aftermath?" Amanda made no reply, instead opting to fiddle with one of the packets of sugar, running it through her fingers and shaking it from side to side. "No, you can't. And that's why you need me," he finished triumphantly, leaning back in his seat to let the waitress place their plates in front of them.
"Whatever – it's your funeral… " she retorted, trying to sound unaffected whilst cutting into her omelette with unnecessary precision. Angelo raised an eyebrow.
"As long as it isn't yours."
Amanda was glad to be back at the hotel, drawing comfort from the surroundings that she had become accustomed to over the past few days. The ugly floral wallpapers no longer bothered her and the too-crisp linen sheets were more than suitable, as she never slept anyway. It should have bothered her that she was so familiar with such a place but she hadn't really thought about it in depth; she'd been too busy exacting her revenge.
Unfortunately for Amanda, exacting her revenge was proving to be a long and drawn-out process, due to the fact that there were hundreds of people in the company she was attempting to bring down. She had no desire to kill innocents. The nurses who had cared for the sick were safe from her wrath; to them, the cuts and bruises were nothing more than they appeared. How were they to know the immense suffering that went with them? They usually weren't overly noticeable, and the ones that could not be passed off as minor injuries were instead said to have been caused purely by accident. Nobody would know whether or not you had fallen off your horse at the weekend; they didn't even know whether or not you had a horse.
Amanda turned to Angelo suddenly, a question that had been burning in the back of her mind since she'd been reunited with her brother finally spilling out of her mouth.
"I don't understand how you're alive," she said quickly, rushing to get all of her query out before her brother began answering her. "I mean, most people suffer from third-degree burns at the very least from a fire like that, and you don't seem to have a scratch on you. I thought mother had managed to get out of the house in time and had left you behind… " She shook her head in disbelief. "I was so angry with her when I found out that I punched a lamp post and broke my hand! And now you're alive? I don't get it… " Angelo eyed her warily.
"I was eighteen when the fire happened," he said softly, not breaking eye contact with her for even a second. "The body they found wasn't mine – I don't know how Victor managed to twist it so that it seemed like I was… " Angelo stopped, his jaw set and his gaze set firmly on the wall opposite him. He was clearly uncomfortable with the topic of conversation and, if Amanda was entirely honest with herself, it was enough that her brother was alive and she was free. For now, at least, that was all she needed.
The next couple of hours passed in silence, both siblings preferring to say nothing rather than talk about what had transpired since they'd been apart. Angelo busied himself with removing the unwanted bandage from his arm and turned the television onto the sports channel. Amanda arranged her things, though they seemed to be neat enough already. However, it was only a matter of time before one of them started up with their questioning again…
"How many have you killed?" The question came as a surprise to Amanda. It wasn't as though she hadn't expected to be asked, it was just that she hadn't thought it would be brought up quite so soon. How many murders one has committed isn't a subject that usually comes up directly after pancakes and coffee. It didn't help that they'd already touched upon one delicate subject during the course of the day and Amanda was reluctant to bring a new thread of conversation into being that could possibly damage their relationship. She'd only just found Angelo again, she didn't want to lose him so soon.
"Is it really relevant?" she replied carefully, looking up from the bandage she was wrapping around the wound in her arm. It didn't need it but she preferred not to have a constant reminder of her recent past so visible to others. Angelo looked at her with his eyebrows raised in surprise.
"Of course it matters. I need to know how much I must consider my only sister a murderer." He said it so matter-of-factly that Amanda's heart almost stopped. Of course, she wasn't entirely sure that she would even die of something so trifling as a heart attack but she wasn't about to test it.
"Then maybe I should tell you what I am, rather than what I have done," she said coldly, finishing up her bandaging and standing up stiffly. "Yes, I'm a murderer. But I didn't do any of these things because I wanted to and I didn't kill anyone who was genuinely innocent." She brushed a stray strand of wispy hair behind her ear and frowned. "If revenge makes me a murderer then I'm more than happy to take that title… "
"What do you mean you didn't want to do it?" Angelo's voice was filled with frustrated and incomprehension. He clearly didn't understand that the side-effects of Amanda's constant adrenaline-hyped state were beyond her control.
"There is a need inside of me, a feral, snarling hunger that is there beside my consciousness every second I am awake," she said quietly, as though wishing that the truth weren't so cruel. "They didn't even give me sleep as a respite – the only place that I can escape from this longing, and they've taken that away from me too." She gave a bitter laugh, staring at her bandaged arm without seeing it, as though she were in a trance. "It makes me thirst after that which I subconsciously see as right. For example, if I wanted to kill you, you'd already be dead. If I'd really wanted it enough, I would have ripped you to shreds before we'd even spoken."
Angelo remained motionless, staring up at her in wonder. He didn't look frightened, though Amanda was sure that was the correct reaction to have in this kind of situation, and something in that look made her continue.
"I don't mean to use such a harsh example but I need you to understand that it's not my wish to kill – I subconsciously yearn for them to get their comeuppance and this other, wilder part of me takes over and turns it into something more than just a thought… " She paused for breath and to gather her thoughts, wondering how to phrase what she was going to say next. "In a way, I'm just me with a pretty nasty temper in place of inhibitions."
"Like Catwoman?" Amanda blinked and stared at her brother in confusion. He stared back at her for a split-second, and then snorted with laughter. She could feel the beginnings of hysterics deep within her, bubbling up until they were both laughing so hard that their sides hurt. It felt so good to laugh with Angelo again; they'd been bound to one another throughout their childhood by a love of amusing things and laughter. It was just like it had once been. However, once they'd started laughing, they both found it difficult to stem the tide of giggles. As soon as one stopped, they'd see the other one still clutching their sides and then they'd both be off again.
By the time they'd managed to calm down, quite a large amount of time had passed and neither of them was eager to get back to their original topic of conversation. So Angelo pretended he'd forgotten what they were talking about and Amanda pretended that she didn't know he was pretending and they both got on with what they had to do; Angelo, having had no advanced warning of their trip, didn't have any real belongings to sort out so he contented himself with whatever sports the television in their room could offer, whilst Amanda arranged and straightened to her heart's desire.
It was around five that Angelo began to feel a little peckish, so he forced his reluctant sibling to follow him to the small restaurant on the ground floor of the hotel. The food there was understated but well-presented, which was not an observation that Amanda thought had been made by her brother, who was far too busy trying to shove as much food as was humanly possible down his throat. She watched his vigour with envy – she wouldn't be hungry again for another couple of days and until then she knew she wouldn't be able to stomach even a rasher of bacon.
'Oh, bacon,'she thought, moaning and letting her head drop to the table in front of her. She really missed bacon.
"What's up?" Angelo asked after swallowing a mouthful of scrambled egg and cheese. She lifted her head and sighed wistfully, her mournful stare falling on his half-eaten bacon sandwich.
"I feel that this would be the perfect opportunity to be stealing your sandwich but… I'm just not hungry. I want to be hungry – I think that my stomach is telling me one thing when my heart is telling me something else," she said sadly, never taking her eyes off the object of her lamentation. Angelo gave a barking laugh.
"Your heart is telling you that you want bacon?" Amanda simply nodded, eyes unmoving. "You're even stranger than you were as a kid!" Her eyes snapped up then.
"What do you mean?" she asked curiously. She could remember her nine-year-old self, obviously, but she couldn't remember being a particularly odd child, nor could she remember any instance in which she'd proved otherwise. Angelo indicated that he wished to finish his lunch before continuing and she nodded, impatient though she was for an anecdote.
Five minutes later his plate was clean and Amanda was leaning forwards, her elbows resting on the table, chin in her cupped hands. He rolled his eyes but his tone was amused when he began to tell her of those parts of her childhood that she had forgotten or misremembered. There were an awful lot of them.
"Well, there was that time where you undressed and wrapped yourself entirely in toilet roll, then told the family that you were a mummy, come back from the dead to wreak havoc on our mortal souls," said Angelo seriously, sipping his coffee and trying not to smile. "Of course, you were probably around four or five at the time and your madness was at its height at that point." Amanda just stared at him.
"There is no way that I did that," she said, shocked into responding to his outrageous claim. "I mean… " Angelo just shook his head in mock sadness and turned his attention to the steaming mug of coffee in his hands. Amanda gave in. "Man, I was a weird child… "
"You can say that again." They sat in silence for a while, Amanda wondering why their parents had let her five-year-old self use up an entire toilet roll making herself look like a badly wrapped mummy, Angelo seemingly lost in his cup of caffeine.
At around six, Amanda stretched and yawned theatrically, rising from the table with a casual air.
"I've got some stuff to do so… I'd best be going and doing that… stuff," she finished lamely, starting for the exit in the hope that her brother wouldn't follow. She felt his hand close around her upper arm and realised that such luck was beyond her. She turned around, eyebrows raised.
"Are you going out to do what I think you're doing?" he asked brusquely, his brow creased with worry. Amanda gently prised his hand away from her arm and smiled calmly at him.
"It's just a little something I have to do, okay? Don't worry while I'm gone – I'll be back before you know it." And with that, she turned and walked out of the hotel, leaving behind a confused and infuriated Angelo.
Mr John Shain was, for all intents and purposes, simply the chief medical advisor at his local hospital. Outwardly, he appeared to be a kindly man, his eyes sparkling with mirth behind his wire-framed glasses, and he cycled to work through concern for the state of the environment. He was a conscientious fellow with a wife and two young children, the youngest of whom had just started school and was enjoying it immensely. Mr Shain doted upon his sons.
However, as the saying goes, never judge a book by its cover.
"You work far too hard, John," his wife said kindly, her adoring smile coming through in her voice and bringing a smile to his own lips. The hand that she had placed on his shoulder was quickly covered by his own, as she stepped forward to rest her chin on the top of his head.
"And you worry far too much, Charlotte," he replied, sifting through ragged documents and files with his free hand. "I assume Simon showed you the drawing he did today?" Charlotte's replying hum of ascent reverberated throughout his body and he chuckled, squeezing her hand before releasing it so that he was better equipped for the task at hand. "And do you think he got a good likeness?"
"I think that it was a little strange to draw you with wings but then, he's always had an active imagination, that one," she said, drawing away from her husband to stand by the door. "Dinner will be ready in half an hour." She exited the room, calling their two sons, Simon and Rorie so that they could help her with dinner, insofar as they stood around and helped eat the ingredients.
John sighed, troubled. He could not put his finger on what was bothering him today but there was definitely something amiss. He had been going through old accounts and he knew that everything there was in meticulous order – he knew because he'd done them all himself – so that couldn't possibly be the problem. Then again, he'd been a little on edge ever since the Varlow girl had escaped from the facility.
They'd always known that Victor had been more than a little foolish in bringing Amanda into the facility, but they weren't going to argue when test subjects were so few and the rate of their success was climbing no higher. Victor's emotional tie to the girl had made matters difficult since the very beginning: he would make sure that the more dangerous procedures were used on the other test subjects and that she be treated more as a guest than as a prisoner. Security had been too lax around the time of her accident.
"She never should have had the chance to escape," John whispered to himself, taking his glasses off to massage the bridge of his nose. He could feel a headache coming on and he screwed up his eyes in a futile attempt to stave it off. He pushed away from his desk, turning in his chair before standing up to face the doorway.
"Hello there, Doctor – long time no see." John felt the blood drain from his face and, though he opened his mouth to say something; to scream or alert someone to his situation, he could make no sound. The very object of his thoughts stood before him, leaning casually against the door frame and throwing a sword from hand to hand as though it were a play thing. His mouth was dry at the horrendous image she portrayed – that of his killer, he was certain.
"I can understand your confusion at my being here," she continued, pushing off from where she was leaning and taking a predatory step towards him, still playing with the sword. "After all, I'm not even supposed to know who you are." Her eyes darkened. "Or what you did." John found his voice.
"Amanda Varlow… I hadn't expected to see you again so soon… " His voice was shaking, he knew, but there was nothing much he could do to conceal the fact that this girl scared him witless. Not just of the girl herself, but of everything she stood for and everything she knew. "I think I can guess the reason for your visit, though," he ventured bravely, wishing his legs would move so that he could at least take a step away from her; anything to create a greater distance between them.
"Oh, do tell me your theories, Doctor," she purred, the danger in her voice becoming more obvious with every word she spoke to him. "I'm just dying to have your opinion on the matter." The sarcasm wasn't subtle and he was clearly intended to recognise it for what it was; both a threat and a jibe.
'We nearly killed you.'
"You want revenge - that much I understand. But what I don't understand is why you've chosen me as your victim. Surely there are many others who were more intimately connected with you in the execution of this crime?" If it sounded like he was begging for his life that was because that was exactly what he was doing. He had no wish to die and he did not feel that he deserved it.
"I'm starting to run out of people on whom to exact my revenge," she said carefully, the sword stilling in her hands as she herself stopped moving. The deliberate movements of a moment ago were in direct contrast to how she now acted. To John, Amanda's stillness was just the calm before the storm. It took a moment for her words to sink in and when they did, he wasn't sure how to react.
"I don't think I understand… " he said slowly, going through the options in her head. She couldn't possibly have killed that amount of people already – she'd only escaped a week or so ago and there were over fifty people at the facility who knew exactly what was going on within the structure.
"I'd say there are only… five left, excluding you, of course," she said airily. The fact that the only part of her that was moving was her mouth was something that John found quite disconcerting. She was unnaturally like a statue whenever she was silent.
"I think you're lying," he said, shaking with the effort of answering her in such a brazen manner. "There's no way that you could have killed that many people without it getting back to me… " Amanda threw her head back and laughed. It was hollow and tortured and reminded John of just how much she had been put through; how much he had helped put her through.
"Oh, Doctor, must you be so naïve?" Her eyes narrowed and she took three steps forward, her body only a few feet away from him. "Nobody's given you the message because there's no-one to giveyou the message." The last part of the sentence was spoken in a hiss and John only had foresight enough to close his eyes before she was upon him, growling like a wild animal.
'No… This isn't how it was supposed to happen!'
Charlotte smiled as Rorie attempted to remove the bag of lettuce from the salad crisper, his noises of effort sounding far too gruff for his eight-year-old body.
"Mum!" he wailed, tugging at the bag, which was caught between the open tray and the bottom shelf due to the excess air within it. "Mum, it won't come out!" He pouted and Charlotte relented, pulling the drawer out a little further to give him more wiggle room. Simon watched the exchange with childish fascination, his dark hair falling into his eyes when he giggled at his mother and brother.
"Why can't I help, Mummy?" Simon asked loudly, his dark eyes burning with childish curiosity, mixed with determination to help Charlotte in some way. Simon had always been a very intuitive child but he sometimes did and said things that were cause for worry. Where most people would say "good morning" before midday, he acknowledged any visitors to his parents with "good tidings", and lord only knew where he'd learned that. Not many four-year-olds could say such things with the air of knowledge that the words seemed to have when he spoke them.
"You can help by going and telling Daddy that dinner's ready – he's in his office," she said, laughing a little at his enthusiasm. He eagerly pottered off to find his father, but when he returned a moment later he looked quite subdued, and nobody followed him into the kitchen. Charlotte frowned. "Didn't daddy hear you, sweetie?"
"Daddy can't hear me any more," he said matter-of-factly, although it seemed like he was talking to the air, as he was staring at a point just over his mother's left shoulder, not looking at her face. Charlotte frowned at her son's behaviour and crouched down to look him in the eyes. He wouldn't meet her gaze.
"Simon, what are you talking about, you're confusing mummy," she said quietly, willing herself to calm down. Something didn't feel right. That's when he looked her straight in the eyes and said:
"Daddy's with the angels now."
Charlotte couldn't run to the office fast enough. Though it took her only seconds to arrive, it felt like hours had passed, almost as if she were wading through treacle. The sight that met her eyes when she finally reached her destination made her sick to her very stomach. She could feel the bile rising in her throat as she took in everything in her view: the blood, the deep, oozing stab wounds, the wall-to-wall carnage…
As she expelled the contents of her stomach she could feel Simon's hand on her back, rubbing soothing circles as he calmly repeated the words, "Daddy's with the angels now."
There was always a lot of blood on Amanda's sword after she'd done something like this, which was understandable, considering the circumstances, but one thing she always forgot was how bloody difficult it was to get it out of clothes. It stained terribly.
"Come on… " she muttered, drumming her fingers on the top of the washing machine impatiently. It wasn't exactly cold in the laundry room of their hotel, but she wasn't enjoying having to stand around in her underwear, that was for sure. She kept getting strange looks from everyone who entered the room, which wasn't too much of a surprise to her, but it was disconcerting to see how many times the men let their eyes trail down her body. They didn't even try to hide it, which only served to fuel her disgust.
When the cycle had finished she grabbed the ball of clothes – for a ball is exactly what they had become since entering the washing machine – and headed up to her room, trying to find the most deserted route possible so as to preserve her dignity.
Angelo's first comment when she entered the room wasn't exactly the most encouraging thing he'd ever said to her.
"Oh, god! Amanda, put some clothes on! I'm blind!" he wailed, covering his eyes and proceeding to fall off the other side of his bed in his desire to get away from his sister. "There are some things I would wish to go my whole life without seeing, and you just gave me all the more reason to do whatever I can to keep those things unseen… " His voice was slightly muffled, coming as it was from the other side of the room, behind a bed, but Amanda heard and rolled her eyes as she dragged on some clean, dry clothes. "I think I'm mentally scarred," he said after a short pause.
"You'll get over it," she said calmly, dragging a brush through her unruly hair and pulling it back into a ponytail. "I'm wearing clothes now – you can come out from behind there without fear of losing your sight." Angelo peaked cautiously over the edge of his bed, as though scouting the area for possible dangers, but seemed to deem the environment safe enough, hoisting himself up off the floor in favour of lying down on something more comfortable.
"So, can I assume that I don't want to know where you've been?" he asked mildly, pretending that there wasn't any other meaning behind his words. Of course, what he meant to say was 'So, can I assume that you've killed someone else?' but perhaps he felt it was a little tactless. In any case, his question was much easier for Amanda to answer.
"Yes," she said simply, examining her face closely in the mirror opposite her own bed. She didn't look any different than usual, but she always had to check afterwards… She felt as though she had "murderer" stamped across her forehead in capital letters. As usual, this was not the case.
"You know, that was kind of a cue for you to tell me where you've been?" Angelo said, slightly annoyed at her monosyllabic answer. Amanda rolled her eyes, not enjoying the growing feeling she was having that she might actually have to give her brother a full answer to his question.
"I've just been around," she said vaguely, waving her hand in an all-encompassing kind of way. "Nothing out of the ordinary happened." In all fairness, her perception of normal had been warped beyond belief after all that had happened. Committing murder was now more of a regular activity than eating or sleeping, and there were not many other people in the world that could say the same thing.
"Around?" he questioned, raising his eyebrows in a disbelieving manner. "What do you mean by around?" Amanda gave in.
"Let's just say that there's one less person for me to hate now, okay?" she replied stiffly, hoping against hope that the subject would now be dropped. Of course, luck had never exactly been on her side and this was no time for an exception to the rule.
"You killed someone?" Angelo asked furiously, standing up so quickly that Amanda jumped, which was unlike her. She was not one to be taken by surprise so easily. "Again? Do you have so little self-control?!" She was a little taken-aback by his anger; she had never seen him so enraged.
"Firstly, it's not a matter of control, okay?! And even if it were, which it isn't, it's not like it's something anybody would be able to control! You have no idea what a toll it's taking on my body just to stay here with you instead of going out on a mass hunt, because my body somehow knows that there are people near to me who need to be punished!" Her own anger, always close to the surface nowadays, bubbled over without warning. She was surprised her eyes weren't burning red or something equally dramatic. "You're forgetting that I'm only sixteen – I'm no way near advanced enough, physically or mentally, to deal with something like this!" Her breathing was quick and heavy as she struggled for control. The urge to cause harm to her brother was almost overwhelming, and the realisation that she might not be able to stop herself was the very thing that kept her from doing it.
It hit her like a physical blow; the need that she felt pulsing through her veins when she thought of killing Angelo crippled her and she gasped, staggering backwards and clutching her stomach. Angelo's fury instantly disappeared, to be replaced almost immediately with concern when he rushed to her side.
"What's wrong?" he asked hurriedly, holding her steady as she sank to the floor. Amanda's breath was coming in ragged gasps, even as the thirst subsided into a dull ache, and she had broken out in a cold sweat.
"Please stay away," she managed to grind out, her heavy breathing making it difficult to speak. "I might hurt you and you know that I don't want to hurt you, Angelo. You know that, don't you?" She made to grab him by the shoulder but pulled her hand back at the last moment. "I'd never hurt you but if I did it… Even if it was by accident, I'd never forgive myself. But I wanted to, you know? And that wasn't a nice feeling, and I don't think you should stay with me and… And I think I'm going to be sick… " And with that she stood up, lightning fast, and dashed to the bathroom.
Angelo was more than a little confused at his little sister's most recent mood swing but he knew that after all she'd been through, this would probably be considered a mild reaction, to say the least. She'd been talking so fast that he'd only been able to catch the general idea of what she'd said; that she had wanted to hurt him and that she hadn't enjoyed the feeling very much. That wasn't to say he understood what was going on with her or anything – he was still mystified as to why she'd had the sudden urge to hurt him in the first place.
Amanda retched in the bathroom and Angelo sighed. It seemed that his questions would have to wait until later.
"Are you all right?" he called through to her, reluctant to step into a room in which his sister was throwing up with apparent vigour. The only reply was an even more unsavoury noise and he closed his eyes, counting to ten, lest he had to join her in her unpleasant activity.
Five minutes later, Amanda returned to the main room, looking more composed than when she had left, which wasn't all that difficult considering her previous state. Her hair had been re-arranged into a neater ponytail, all the loose strands tucked behind her ears, and her face had a slight sheen to it, as though she had just splashed herself with cold water.
"Did you actually ask me if I was all right earlier?" she asked incredulously, causing Angelo to blush lightly.
"I was just checking," he replied haughtily, only now realising how stupid it must have sounded to a girl who was being sick after suppressing the urge to kill her brother. "All right" was probably the last thing she was. "I was worried… " Amanda rolled her eyes but walked over to wrap her arms around him, leaning her head against his chest. It was good to have a comforting presence around her, but she knew that what she'd said earlier was still valid – Angelo would have to leave so that he wouldn't get hurt in this dangerous game she was playing. She'd only been round him for a week or so and already he had come close to being killed. Was that the kind of situation she wanted to put her brother in?
"You know, I meant what I said earlier." She spoke quietly, knowing that he would hear her, though she wasn't so sure she wanted to be heard. "It really would be safer if we weren't anywhere near each other – if I go… " She struggled for the right word to use and received some help from Angelo.
"Crazy?" he supplied, tightening his arms around her to show that he was joking. She chuckled slightly and closed her eyes.
"Yeah… If I were to do that again, I probably wouldn't be able to stop myself without one or both of us being hurt in the process. So I'm asking you to do this for me." She pulled away from her brother and looked him dead in the eyes, seeing confusion and sadness in their depths. "You have to leave, okay?" Her only reply was an eye roll and sigh as he pulled her back into his arms.
"Don't be ridiculous," he said calmly, resting his chin on her head with another deep sigh. "Clearly it's a good thing that I'm here. I'm helping you to control it." She pulled away from him again, shaking her head, and took a step back.
"I'm not being ridiculous," she argued, keeping her temper in check this time, "and you call what just happened 'having control'?" She frowned. "Given, it's not exactly a loss of control that causes me to kill these people; it's just another, more ruthless part of me… I don't want to have blood on my hands… However, some part of me wants a revenge that I'm not willing to carry out. I don't know when the feeling will strike and it's not like you'd be able to predict it either."
"I think you're underestimating yourself, as usual," Angelo replied matter-of-factly, ignoring his sister's splutter of indignation at his dismissal of her very real worries. "I think what you did was incredibly brave." When his only response was a glare and nothing more, he pressed on, deciding to take her silence as the affirmation that it certainly wasn't. "Okay, have you ever tried to resist this urge before now?" Amanda shook her head stonily, still glaring at him. "Okay, so you didn't know what was going to happen when you resisted the urge to… hurt me?" Another shake of her head. "Then you could have really hurt yourself, yet you chose to take that risk rather than cause me harm. I call that bravery." Amanda looked as though she was trying not to smile.
"I think you're making it out to be a much bigger a thing than it is," she said, straightening herself out so that a smile no longer threatened to pass across her face. "Why would I want to kill my brother?"
"Why would you want to kill-" Angelo's retort was cut off before it could be finished.
"I said 'why would I want to kill my brother?'," she snapped, eyes flaring again, "I made no mention of anyone else. My only qualm is with killing those I love and, fortunately for you, you fall right into that category."
It was getting late, their arguing and Amanda's little tryst having taken up most of the day. Without their knowing the sun had sunk below the horizon to be replaced by the eerie light of a full moon. There were no clouds and, though the light in their room was on, they both felt slightly uneasy. They had both read horror stories as children, determined as they had been that they could handle the fear, and every child knew that a full moon was when the bad things came out to play.
Tired of arguing and shaky with relief that she had managed to prevent another death from occurring, Amanda retired to bed, giving only the first of these reasons to her brother as an explanation. Though they both knew that she wouldn't sleep tonight, this was the only reason she would give. The rest would stay inside her head, safe from his judgement.
The moonlight was so bright that it shone through the cheap hotel curtains, making it hard for either of them to sleep. However, Amanda soon heard Angelo's breathing even out into a quiet kind of snore, punctuated only by the incoherent mumbling that he had been famed for in their family. Only the odd word could ever be picked out and tonight it was particularly hard to distinguish any real English amongst the streams of gibberish.
She was herself unable to sleep: the light, the day's events and the knowledge that when she slept she would be plagued by images of the dead kept her from slumber. Though she knew that what she was doing was right she couldn't help but ponder what was happening to these people in the afterlife. If there was indeed a heaven – though she much doubted it, for how could any benevolent god cause her such pain without reason? – would those she had killed be there now, despite their evil deeds? Would their murders and their remorse for their actions save them from an eternity of anguish? She sincerely hoped not.
Charlotte Shain was dressed all in black, although her husband had written in his will that his death should not be the cause of such ghastly monochrome attire. She smiled slightly at the memory of the look of surprise on the family solicitor's face as he read that sentence to the sombre room. They had all laughed then, John's humour reaching them even from the afterlife.
"Mummy, Rorie keeps crying and he's making me nervous," Simon said angrily, his chubby face crinkled up with righteous indignation, as though the thought of his older brother crying disgusted him. Charlotte gave him a faint smile, struggling to keep her own tears at bay, and swung the boy up into her arms. He gave a sigh that seemed too deep to be coming from one so young and rested his head against his mother's shoulder. Rorie was with his aunt, Charlotte's sister but he soon pottered back to the two of them, his eyes rimmed red and the sleeve of his jumper wet where he had used it as a tissue.
"Are you all right, sweetie?" she asked, stroking her hand gently through his dark curls as he slowly came to rest his head on her hip. It struck her that they must look a sorry sight. Nobody at the funeral would have been able to think of an instance where the three of them had been without John, and the picture that they now created probably looked half-finished without him there. Was this the way it would be from now on?
"I don't want to be here," he said quietly, mirroring her feelings with his words. She gulped and tried to think of a suitable response, but could only hope that the truth would do, as she could come up with no other answer to his remark.
"Neither do I," she said softly, still carding her hand through his hair, "but we have to be here so that daddy will know that we still love him, even though he can't be here with us any more." She sighed with relief when Rorie nodded, turning his face so that he was hidden from the view of the crowds. So many people had turned up to pay their respects to John that it was a little overwhelming, although knowing that he had been a friend to so many was a comfort to Charlotte. She was glad that there had been those who'd cared enough to come along and pay their last respects to her husband.
The newly-widowed Mrs Shain was startled out of her reverie by the pleasant voice of a man whom she'd never met before in her life. His hair was an ordinary shade of light brown, though grey was creeping in at the temples, and his features were handsome, but not so much that he stood out in a crowd. The one thing that really made Charlotte look twice were his eyes – they were a crystal clear shade of blue; sharp and knowing. She shuddered inwardly at the though of being held with such a gaze; there was no doubt in her mind that she would be pinned to the spot by its intensity.
"May I offer my condolences, Mrs Shain," he began and Charlotte was immediately grateful to him for using "Mrs" instead of "Miss" – in her mind, she and John were still married, whatever a ceremony or a death certificate might say to the contrary. "Though I know that there is nothing I can say to ease the pain of your husband's passing, I must tell you that he had always been a great friend to me and quite a rock in my times of need." The man was so sincere and seemed so saddened by John's death that a small smile passed briefly across her face.
"Please, any news of my husband's triumphs before his death are welcomed with open arms – it is nice to know that he was as much a friend to others as he was to me," she said, conscious of the fact that Simon was gripping a little too tightly to her shoulder. The man smiled softly.
"How rude of me not to have introduced myself properly," he said suddenly, seeming genuinely appalled at his own lack of etiquette. He bowed his head to her, a show of manners that Charlotte had rarely seen outside of the cinema screen, and gave himself the required introduction.
"My name is Victor. I worked with your husband."
"You are kidding me?" Amanda said faintly, her heart in her mouth as she stared up at the giant of a Ferris wheel in front of her. Angelo had thought it would be a good idea to try and take her mind off all that had happened while he tried to figure out a way to restore the balance in his sister's mind without any more bloodshed. It had been a week since she'd last killed but neither of them were sure when she would sense the presence of one of her captors again and go after them. So far he hadn't come up with many solutions but luckily, his mind was currently more enjoyably occupied with seeing his sister genuinely lost for words.
"I thought you could do with the break," he said simply, dragging her towards the first ride before she could even reply. They both knew that she was stronger than he was now but she didn't put up much of a fight; it wouldn't have been fair, what with her accidental advantage. Even so, Angelo had a hard time getting her there, eventually resorting to bribery in the form of candy-floss and chocolate.
"I really don't like this kind of thing, you know," she said nervously, peering over the side of their seat as though afraid she was going to fall. "People die on these things!" Angelo stifled a laugh beside her and his face was perfectly straight when she whipped around to glare at him. "I'm serious!"
"You don't worry when you're in a battle with two against six, but you're beside yourself when only a few feet from the ground? That doesn't make sense to me… " Amanda growled.
"People I can handle. I can predict people and their movements; I can even sometimes predict what's going to come out of their mouth before they themselves know what they're going to say." She turned grumpily to look across the sunny fairground, crossing her arms in a distinctly child-like gesture. "How am I supposed to understand how a piece of machinery works?" It all became clear to Angelo.
"You don't have to understand something to trust it, you know? You don't have to be afraid of something that doesn't make sense, you just have to make sure you aren't stupid and that ought to do you well enough." He put his hand on her arm and she turned back to him, her eyes confused and searching for some kind of advice that he knew he could not give to her. "Just try and enjoy the ride," he said, resting both of his hands on the railings now, so that he could lean forwards and get a better view of the rest of the fairground. Amanda just looked at him, wondering whether or not he had been talking about the Ferris wheel.
It had been only a few hours since her husband's funeral and Charlotte still couldn't get over how quickly it had all happened. Somebody had organised the whole thing for her and she had been more than a little surprised that it was to take place the very next week. She couldn't even disagree with anyone because, in her grief, she had missed the name of the man who had been in charge of the proceedings. She could only sit and watch, her surprise growing with every person who'd arrived at such short notice – and now it was all over.
"Simon's being creepy again," Rorie said, appearing in the doorway, his face openly frightened and wary. Charlotte frowned at her son's choice of words.
"Rorie, don't call your brother creepy, it's not nice," she reprimanded him, though it seemed a little hypocritical to tell him off for something that she herself had been thinking of late. Simon drew some things that disturbed her – mostly things like plane crashes and accidents – but he seemed so determined that they were real it was difficult not to believe him. For a four-year-old he seemed to have so much more on his mind than was possible.
"But that's what he's being!" Rorie retorted stubbornly, using defiance to hide his fear at how his brother was acting. He always did this. Charlotte sighed and got to her feet and her oldest son led the way through to the playroom, where Simon was drawing again. She couldn't see what was on the paper and in a way she had no desire to. As much as she loved both her sons, she had to admit that there had been something not quite right with her youngest in recent months.
"Simon, Rorie tells me you've been upsetting him?" she said, ignoring Rorie's protestations that he had actually said that his brother was being creepy, and waited for an answer. Simon looked up and, instead of answering her question, held up his drawing.
"Look, I did another one," he enthused, ignoring his mother's look of shock and his brother's panicked voice telling him to put it down. Charlotte was frozen to the spot. He began to describe the picture to them both, pointing out all the important bits, not noticing the pale faces that were staring at him with a mixture of fear and intrigue. "This is you, mummy, and this is baby Rorie and that is Rorie's daddy!"
"Don't you mean your daddy, sweetheart?" Charlotte asked, panic threatening to take a hold of her as she stared at her son's drawing. He may have only been a child but the accuracy of the picture was astounding. However, it was what Simon pointed out next that shocked her most.
"And that's my daddy, see?" he said, pointing to a man in the background who was standing by a girl with vivid red hair. Charlotte's mouth went dry and she could hear her heart beating like it had migrated up through her body and was determined to carry on pumping in her throat.
He knew. Yet there was no possible way that her four-year-old son could know of the affair that had led to his own birth. Nobody but she and her lover had ever known; John had died in ignorance, not knowing of his wife's moment of weakness. For this she was glad – her husband could rest in peace without the knowledge of her betrayal hanging over him like it hung over her.
"I don't know what you're talking about, honey," she lied shakily, her voice betraying her nerves before she could prevent it. She swallowed and continued. "Rorie's dad was your dad too." She hated lying to her family but she was only doing it to protect them, or that was what she told herself. There was no way she could let people know now, so soon after her husband's death, that the man whom she had loved and married had only fathered one of their two children. It made her sick to think of the consequences of such a confession.
After a while, Charlotte couldn't take Simon's silence, his eyes seeming to bore right through her, as though she were both invisible and blocking his line of sight at the same time. She left him in Rorie's care, removing herself from the room before either of the boys could have a say in the matter. She really wasn't in the mood to have an argument about whether or not it was fair to make Rorie look after his brother.
It was in the kitchen that the reality of the situation hit her. Reality wasn't quite the right word to use for what this had all become; her son was drawing images of the past and the future, her husband had been murdered brutally and buried in a closed casket so that no one could see what had been done to his body and now she had to contend with the fact that her secret was no longer safe. It had been almost five years since she had given into temptation and had stopped resisting her young co-worker's advances. She couldn't for the life of her remember why she'd done it, as she had been happy in her marriage and no aspect of it was in any way lacking in her mind.
"I won't show anyone." The quiet voice from beside her made her jump, her heart going a mile a minute before she realised who it was. Her face softened and she gathered Simon into her arms, holding him tight and stroking his soft curls with her free hand, although it was she who was in need of comforting.
"Thank you," she breathed softly, closing her eyes before any tears could escape them.
Amanda couldn't breathe from laughing so hard, her hair blowing with the harsh wind as she careered around the platform in her dodgem car, giving at least two people severe whiplash and several others probably spinal fractures. Or at least, that's what it seemed like to Angelo, who had born the brunt of her attacks one too many times to ignore the ache in his lower back.
When Amanda had finally decided she'd had enough of the dodgems they went to find some food, as Angelo's stomach had been protesting loudly for about an hour now and he had been so far incapable of pulling his sister away from the arcade games. They got hot dogs with mustard and relish, Amanda adding gherkins to hers, which had always been met with disgust from her brother, and found a bench to sit down on so that they didn't lose their meal to a well-placed elbow from the crowd.
"I don't understand how relish and mustard isn't enough for you," Angelo said, watching incredulously as the strange combination of processed meat and soggy vegetables disappeared down Amanda's throat so fast that he was almost fooled into thinking that she was hungry. Before he remembered that it was impossible, of course.
"The gherkins just add that little extra something, okay?" she said happily, wiping her mouth with a napkin and throwing it into the bin next to them. "That's like me saying that I can't understand why you don't have gherkins with yours." She paused for a moment, and then added, "which I don't." He chuckled and finished his own hot dog, savouring the last bite for as long as possible – whenever he was around his sister lately, it seemed that their meals were less frequent than their fights and he didn't like arguing on an empty stomach.
It was only when he'd thrown his own napkin away that he realised how tense Amanda felt next to him. When he looked at her face her eyes were staring across the fair, fixed on one point, unmoving. When he said her name he received no response so followed her gaze, hoping to glean something of why she was acting in this way from the object of her fixation. His eyes alighted on an ordinary man, about his own height, who was manning the ticket booth for the Haunted House. He looked fairly ordinary and there was no obvious reason for Amanda's staring at him.
"Clark." Angelo started, that one word pulling him out of his own reverie. Whilst he had been studying the man, his sister had risen from the bench and was now standing above him, glaring down at him with a ferocity that would have scared a lesser man. The only reason Angelo himself wasn't cowering was because he'd known this girl way back when she'd still been running around in nappies and calling him "Angle". However, what she said next chilled him to the bone.
"You aren't going to stop me killing that man." Her voice was calm and lifeless, its usual vigour gone, to be replaced with something merciless and cold that wormed its way under Angelo's skin and stayed there, eating away at him. "You're just going to stay here until I'm done and when I come back, we're going to leave, okay?" Though he tried to fight the instinct to just agree with what she was saying, he couldn't.
Angelo felt himself nod his ascent, even though there was a voice in his head screaming at him to fight the deadly trance that her voice seemed to lull him into.
The moment she moved away his hand automatically snapped out and his hand curled around her wrist, gripping her so hard that she should have been in pain. All she did in response was turn around and glare at him with that same look of cold determination; there was nothing in her eyes to suggest that she would let herself be talked out of this.
"I'm sorry," Angelo said softly, standing up and giving her a crooked sort of smile. "I'm not going to see you torture yourself like this again." For a second Amanda's face was clouded with confusion, reminding him of all those times when they were little that Angelo had used big words like "extraordinary" and she hadn't been old enough to understand their meaning.
This flash-back just made him feel even guiltier about the blow to the back of the head that he gave her.
Victor paced the lab furiously, his arms rigid across his chest and his hair sticking up in all different directions where he had run his fingers through it in his frustration. His leather shoes occasionally scuffed the bland white floor, leaving behind a black mark that indicated his walking pattern; one two, one two, one two, turn, one two, one two, one two, turn and repeat…
He stopped in front of an unamused scientist, whose bushy eyebrows were raised in question, and slammed his hands down on the table before him with a snarl. If anything, the man's eyebrows only flew further up his head.
"I can't believe she even managed to get away in the first place!" Victor raged, his fingers digging into the granite worktop so hard that it was surprising that it left no mark. "Clearly somebody wasn't doing their job properly!" The scientist grunted and rolled his eyes, leaning forward so that his arms were folded on the table.
"You brought her in, she's your responsibility and you let her get away," he began calmly, his slow voice holding overtones of one who knows he is right. "You wrapped her in cotton wool and because of your own stupidity she's on a constant high, which makes her dangerous to herself, us and the rest of the world." He leant back, a triumphant gleam in his eyes. "I'm only surprised that she hasn't killed Angelo yet… " Victor growled, his arms tensed as though he were about to leap across the table and attack.
"How did you expect me to treat her? We needed subjects and she was the right age – I didn't bring her in her so that she could get out and kill our people, I brought her in so that she could help!" The scientist remained unimpressed, his posture relaxed and his facial expression schooled into that of a man who won't let himself take the blame, whether or not it is his to take. And in his heart of hearts, Victor knew that it was nobody's fault but his own. Amanda was not an ordinary child and he should have known that these experiments would only make matters worse for her. "I'll go and get her," he decided, his voice devoid of any emotion; his previously tense arms now relaxed, though the flexing of his fingers gave away his wish to ball his hands into fists. The scientist snorted derisively.
"Remember how that turned out last time, Victor?" He only gritted his teeth in reply and turned towards the door, striding out before he lost his temper again. He had been prone to doing that of late, but it was only to be expected in the company's current situation. One of their test subjects was on the run and causing more havoc than they could possibly have anticipated, picking off his co-workers one by one. It was a massacre, but it was happening so slowly and so secretly that nobody seemed to be making the link.
"Mr V?" the secretary enquired after him, stopping him in his tracks. He turned to face Julie with a cold gaze that seemed not to faze her. She had been working there for most of her adult life and she wasn't about to let anybody, not even her boss intimidate her. "Your sword came back from the cleaners an hour ago – it's in the armoury -, your wife's been calling non-stop to tell you that she's heard the news and you have twenty three angry messages from several of your colleagues, although I shouldn't bother listening to them as most of those people are no longer with us now." She finished briskly, not at all bothered by the fact that most of the people where she worked were now dead or missing.
"Delete the messages, tell Mary I'm currently out on business and I'll see her tonight and please send some kind of an angry note to Lawrence Harper," Victor said quickly, one foot poised in the direction of the armoury. The secretary raised her eyebrows.
"Any particular message for Mr Harper?" she asked coolly, her fingers flying over the keyboard as she began to compose the note. Victor couldn't for the life of him work out why she even asked him if she was just going to write what she pleased anyway.
"Oh, just the usual, Julie, that ought to do," he replied vaguely, walking off in the opposite direction to the way he had just come. He needed his sword at his hip for comfort more than anything, for he doubted that a blade alone would be enough to subdue Amanda long enough for her to be brought here and sedated. Victor preferred not to take sedative off-site, as it often raised some odd questions when it was discovered in one of his coat pockets. It was funny how people judged you for having such objects about your person.
After choosing a couple of hand guns that he hated to use - purely for the fact that he liked power and precision in his weapons, which was exactly what these lacked – he picked up his sword and sheath, making sure they were securely strapped to his hip before leaving the armoury. He didn't like to go anywhere without it, as it was never certain quite how long you were going to live when you had a job like his.
As he strode up to his car he was very aware of the fact that he was going out to do this for a second time. It made him shudder to think of it in such a way; he despised failure and all those who condoned it. Why do anything but the best work? He could see no point in going halfway with things and did not take kindly to anybody doing so. He wasn't ruthless, he was just meticulous.
Charlotte looked around sadly, trying to remember a time when she'd ever come here without her husband. The fairground was still packed with people of all ages, even though it had been on all day, and the crowds showed no signs of dissipating any time soon. She sighed and shook her head. She was not here for herself; she was here for Simon and Rorie.
For reasons she couldn't fathom so soon after their father's death, both boys had been determined that they wanted to go to the local fair. Unable to deny them anything in her current state she agreed and before she'd even realised what was happening, she'd been driving them into town and promising them candyfloss when they got there. She couldn't and wouldn't believe that she was feeling John's loss more acutely than her children simply because they were younger. Rorie was eight – more than old enough to understand what was going on – and Simon had already displayed his perspicacity more times than she could count. So why on earth were they acting like this?
"Mummy, I'd like to go on the bumper cars now please," Simon said politely, tugging insistently on her hand in an attempt to get her attention. It worked, pulling Charlotte out of her reverie and causing her to jump slightly, startled at how loud her surroundings had become. It was as though somebody had turned the sound up to full without a care for her eardrums.
"Yeah, let's do the dodgems!" Rorie said excitedly, pointing at them, the glee evident in his eyes. There was nothing in his enthusiasm to suggest that it was forced, even though his father had been brutally murdered only the week before. Charlotte couldn't understand her own children and this worried her more than anything. Perhaps she was going mad?
She was pulled towards the dodgems at a speed that she wasn't sure she would have been able to achieve on her own steam, her two sons manoeuvring her with deadly precision through the stifling heat of the crowd. When they got to the bumper cars Charlotte had to stop and sit down to catch her breath, her lack of sleep taking its toll on her weary body.
"Oh!" The intake of breath and the startled gasp from beside her was enough to make her look up, curious as to what could have surprised Simon so. His eyes were wide and his jaw hung slightly open, making him look comically like a cartoon, and he was clearly stunned by whatever it was that he had seen. She followed his gaze until her eyes alighted on a man who was sitting at a bench not fifteen metres away from where she sat, a girl's head in his lap, seemingly asleep. Occasionally he would stroke her hair absent-mindedly, as though he was deep in thought and Charlotte thought that the relationship between them looked much like that of a brother and sister.
"Simon, where are you going?" Rorie's surprised voice tore her attention away from the man, who was strangely familiar to her in a way that made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle uncomfortably, and she was shocked to see her youngest son running through the gap in the crowd towards the bench. She stood to her feet so fast that she got a head rush but it didn't stop her dashing after him, pulling Rorie behind her. By the time she'd reached the bench, Simon was standing before the man with a look of awe in his deep, brown eyes.
"Simon, what the heck do you think you're doing, running off like that?" Charlotte admonished him, turning him around to face her and ducking down so that she could look him in the eyes. "You could get lost or hurt and I would never forgive myself, okay?" Simon nodded but he seemed eager to speak.
"But, mummy," he began excitedly, pointing up at the man on the bench, "it's the man from the picture I drew!" Charlotte's head snapped up so fast she could swear her spine groaned with the effort, and she found herself looking into a pair of blue-grey eyes that she hadn't seen for over five years. The shock would have been enough to make her step backwards had she been standing up, and she was glad of the fact that she was crouching down, as it made the possibility of her stumbling distinctly less.
"Angelo?" she breathed, asking for confirmation of what she already knew to be true. She received no answer but an incline of his head but it was enough for her. She had known since she'd seen him through the crowd that she had some kind of connection to him and now it seemed that this very connection was standing between them, his brown eyes fixed on his father.
"Hello, Charlotte," he said finally, smiling at her in the way that had always made her knees weak when they'd worked together. No doubt it would have done exactly the same thing now if she had been standing – Angelo had always had that kind of effect on her, as well as on many other women, and he probably knew it. "And who might this be?" he asked pleasantly, smiling gently down at Simon, who was beaming unreservedly back up at him.
"This is Simon," Charlotte said curtly, standing up and trying not to waver under the weight of Angelo's gaze. He had always had such expressive eyes… "And, since he's more than intelligent enough to have an adult conversation with you, I guess he can explain this to you just as well as I could." It was then that she realised that Rorie was clinging to her leg and peering round her as though she were a human shield. It was strange to her that her youngest son could be more brazen with this man, although he had only seen him… where? In his mind? Charlotte had no idea where Simon got his ideas and visions from and she was almost glad. There were some secrets she wished her son to keep to himself.
"All right then," Angelo said mildly, turning the upper half of his body to face the young boy, his lower half kept still by his sister's sleeping form. "So what was this about a picture you drew?" Simon seemed more than happy to answer his questions, thrilled as he was to be able to talk with his real father for the first time in his life.
"I did a picture of mummy and Rorie and me and Rorie's daddy-" Charlotte saw frown lines appear between Angelo's eyebrows when he realised that Simon had not said 'my daddy', "-and then you were in it too and so was she," he said, pointing at the sleeping girl in Angelo's lap.
"And how did you draw two people you've never met before?" The young boy’s eyes screwed up in concentration and he bit his lip, seeming to find it difficult to recall how exactly he had done it.
"I think… " he began, sounding a little unsure of himself, "that it's 'cause I knew you when I was in mummy's tummy." Angelo practically choked on his own surprise and Charlotte smirked, feeling almost like she'd won some sort of victory over this man. However, since things seemed to be getting a bit out of hand – after all, she didn't want Angelo to suffocate before he knew the full extent of the severity of the situation – she decided it would probably be best to take control of the situation. She put a hand on Simon's shoulder and smiled.
"I guess this is as good a time as any… Angelo, meet your son."
Amanda knew she'd walked these halls before but she wasn't aware of where they led. She knew she wasn't supposed to be here on her own, there were usually a couple of guards and a man in a generic white lab coat accompanying her down the corridor but they didn't seem to be here. Had she escaped? Is that was this was; an escape? It was a pretty crap escape, if that's what it was, because she was only wearing a nightgown and she was pretty sure that she had bare feet. Also, there were no blaring sirens or red, flashing lights. She could remember those things from films. No – this could not be an escape.
"Amanda, what are you doing out here?" The voice that assailed her ears was harsh and more high pitched than the other voices she had encountered here – wherever 'here' was – and she could tell immediately that it belonged to a woman. She found this strange because she couldn't remember ever seeing a woman here before and she had a vague recollection of having been here for a very long time.
She turned and the masked woman instantly jabbed a needle into her arm. She vaguely registered a feeling of annoyance and perhaps even a little anger towards the nurse, but it passed within a matter of seconds. All her hostile feelings were replaced with a need to do nothing but relax and do something creative, like write a novel or paint a picture or… or something…
She was finding it difficult to maintain a train of thought for any period of time longer than a few seconds, which was making it increasingly difficult to walk. Left foot, right foot, left foot… She kept stumbling and the only thing holding her up was a strong yet slender arm round her waist, keeping her on track and making sure she kept going in the right direction, for she was sure that this was the right direction. Why else would she be going this way?
Still, there was a nagging feeling at the back of her mind that she'd had some sort of plan to do something important… It must have been less important than she'd previously thought because otherwise she would have remembered it, wouldn't she? Yes, she would have. But still, the nagging feeling was there, like a fly on the back of her neck that was just out of reach, clinging on for dear life as she mentally shook and swatted at it. Whatever she did it just wouldn't leave her be.
Oh. She was now at the nice room – she could remember the nice room, which made her very proud for some reason – where her bed was and her writing desk and usually something tasty to eat. Sure enough, there was a slice of chocolate cake awaiting her and she wolfed it down, wondering when she'd last eaten. She had a feeling it had been a while ago but that made no sense with her current situation. Why would these nice people, who gave her cake and stopped her falling over, leave so long between her meals?
"It's time for your medication, Amanda." Her head snapped up and she stared incredulously at the man standing in the doorway, syringe in hand.
"You're not putting that in me," she said forcefully, though her mouth hadn't fully engaged with her brain when it came out. She frowned to herself, wondering why she'd said such a thing to the kind man with the drugs that helped her sleep. She was having sleeping problems, wasn't she? Yes, that was it. That was why she needed medication all the time. They were just trying to cure her, so why was her body being so difficult about this? The male nurse sighed and took a step into the room, causing Amanda to shrink further into the corner.
"You're really making this far more difficult than it has to be, Miss Varlow," the man said kindly, taking another purposeful step towards the bed on which she was huddled. Though her body shrank away once again, her mind wasn't quite at the same stage of thought. She couldn't understand why she wouldn't want these drugs if they were going to help her. She was aware that there was something very wrong with her and if this person was going to give her the help she needed then why was she questioning his authority?
"Don't come any closer or I'll make you wish you'd never been spawned, you pathetic excuse for a human being," she spat, her hands unconsciously curling into fists where they lay on the bed next to her. She tried to convey her apologies for her behaviour through her mind but apparently the man couldn't hear her because he frowned and marched up to her, grabbing her arm and forcefully pulling it into a more convenient position.
In that moment, it hit Amanda like a ten-tonne freight train. She didn't want to be here and what was happening was all wrong; she should be escaping right now. It was then that she screamed, high and loud, the piercing sound bouncing off the concrete walls as she struggled away from the doctor – for she knew that's what he was now –, catching him by surprise with her sudden burst of energy. Somehow, though she wasn't aware of quite how she managed it, she knocked him to the ground, his head making a sickening crack where it met the floor. However, the needle was embedded in her arm and the fluid had long been injected into her system.
She felt stronger. Amanda pulled the syringe out of her skin with such force that the glass shattered in her grip, shards burying themselves in her hand. She was aware that this was happening but it didn't really hurt, even as the blood began to flow freely, dripping to the floor in thick, red drops.
"Amanda?" The voice from the door startled her almost as much as her recent revelation had and she jumped backwards, her foot skidding slightly in her own blood. If she had been entirely in her right mind she probably would have retched at the very thought but she was becoming painfully aware of the fact that she was a lot slower than she recalled being. However, she knew she'd been this way for a long time, so… Maybe she was drugged? She wouldn't have put it past these bastards, knowing now what she hadn't been able to remember but a few moments ago.
"You… " she said shakily, her blue eyes shimmering with hot tears that threatened to fall if she didn't get a hold of herself soon. "Why did you do this?" The figure in the doorway bowed his head in shame but Amanda didn't know what to believe any more, not after what had been done to her.
"It was for the best." The voice was soft but filled with a quiet conviction that set her blood boiling. This man dared to stand before her and justify his actions in such a vague and unsatisfactory manner? 'It was for the best' wasn't an excuse she could get behind.
"How was this for the best?" Amanda could not understand his motivation for doing this to her. "Which bit did you think would be particularly good for me, the kidnapping or the tests?!"
"You wanted to help," he said calmly, his voice still as smooth as she remembered it being when she'd first known him. "I was just giving you that opportunity." Amanda was about to argue with his use of the word 'opportunity', as it suggested that the person involved had a choice in the matter, which she certainly hadn't. However, she was distracted from her train of thought when the figure stepped into the light, bringing his head up to fix his eyes upon her own.
She saw nothing there but determination and anger.
Angelo couldn't honestly say he hadn't been this surprised before – finding out that his sister had become a psychotic revenger had been somewhat shocking to him – but this came pretty high on his mental list.
"Son… ?" he managed to choke out, his eyes now transfixed on Charlotte. He had always been slightly mesmerised by her, hence why he had ignored his own conscience when choosing to start a relationship with her – he would usually never have asked a married woman into his bed but it was like she had some sort of spell over him. He was powerless to resist the pull he felt towards her.
"What's wrong?" Simon asked sorrowfully, his small voice dragging Angelo's attention away from the woman before him and back to the innocent face of his son. His son… That would probably never be normal to him.
"Nothing's wrong, Simon," he said soothingly, automatically trying to reassure the boy. Although they had only just met, the realisation that they were connected somehow made him feel as though he needed to have a proper talk with Simon about how he'd come into being. Clearly the kid was smart and didn't have a problem with the fact that his mother had never let him meet his father, but he had the right to know that Angelo had known nothing of his existence until a few moments ago. "This is all just a bit of a shock for me, okay? I-" Before he could finish his sentence, Amanda groaned and shifted slightly in his lap.
"Why does my head feel like someone hit it with a heavy object?" she muttered sleepily, not opening her eyes for fear that they would be assailed with blinding lights – they were at a fairground, after all.
"Because I hit it with a heavy object," Angelo replied conversationally, noting that Simon was staring at Amanda with a look akin to familiarity – there was no way that he could know who she was, yet the look was there. Her eyes flew open and she gaped at Angelo, bemused and lost as to the reasoning behind her brother attacking her in the middle of such a crowded place. "I was just stopping you doing something stupid," he said quickly, as though that justified the headache pounding at her skull. She remembered what she had been about to do before she was knocked out and breathed an inward sigh of relief when she felt that the thirst in her had passed. Clark must have gotten away.
"Thank you," she said quietly, sitting up and wincing as the movement made her head pulse with pain. It was then that she noticed the small crowd in front of her. She stared first at Charlotte, and then Rorie before her eyes came to rest on the smallest of the group – Simon. She then flicked her eyes towards Angelo, silently demanding an explanation.
"This is going to take a little bit of explaining so you're just going to have to be quiet and save any questions you might have for later, okay?" Amanda nodded just as Simon toddled over and pulled himself up and into Angelo's now empty lap, looking for all the world as though it was a perfectly normal thing to do. Amanda just stared at him, nonplussed.
"That's rude!" Rorie hissed from behind his mother's legs, scowling at his brother's open display of affection towards a man he had only just met. He was completely ignored, however, as Simon seemed much more interested in hearing the conversation between his father and aunt, though the latter did not know that this was what she was.
"This is Simon," Angelo said, sounding a little flustered at the small boy's brazen attitude, but he didn't seem entirely uncomfortable with his being there. "This is his mother, Charlotte, and his brother, Rorie." He took a deep breath and looked his sister straight in the eye. "Simon is my son, and your nephew."
There was silence for a few seconds while Amanda tried to process what she'd just been told – an addition to the Varlow family? For her, it was one of those little pieces of information that was heard but not entirely understood, like when she was told where babies came from at the age of eight by her best friend, Kayleigh. Though she had understood the logistics of the whole thing, she didn't get how that made a child. Just as she couldn't fully understand everything in that situation, she didn't quite get how her brother could have spawned a child and not know about it.
"I worked with Charlotte just before you were… " He hesitated, not sure whether or not he should continue. Luckily, somebody stepped in before he could make an idiot of himself.
"Angelo wooed me then disappeared into thin air – which was really a blessing, as I'd never really intended to tell him what had happened after we'd been together," Charlotte said briskly, the maternal side of her cringing when she saw Simon's fist curled up in his father's shirt. "I still don't know why he left and I'm pretty sure I don't want to know." Amanda nodded her agreement.
"You really don't want to know," she said solemnly, her eyes wandering back to her nephew's form without her consent, drawn to the boy in a way she couldn't explain. "So how old are you?" Simon turned to her and smiled at her in such a loving way that she felt her heart swell with warmth. If she had believed in that kind of thing, she would almost have thought that she was experiencing true familial love for him, which was preposterous. She'd known him for minute or less.
"I'm fourandabit," he replied authoritatively, as though he genuinely believed that 'fourandabit' was a number that came between four and five. Which, Amanda supposed, in a fourandabit-year-old child's mind, it probably did. She did some quick calculations then snapped her head up so that her eyes were once again level with her brother's.
"So you must have met Charlotte around five years ago?" she said, sounding slightly surprised that this was the case. Angelo had known this would be coming and he was more than prepared to answer her question with the necessary facts.
"It was two years after you'd been-" Angelo glanced at Charlotte's curious face before his eyes flicked back to his sister, "-taken… I was working for a temp agency, trying to pay my way through university so that I didn't have to take charity from anyone – least of all from our family." The last word was said so vehemently that Charlotte had to resist taking a step backwards. There had always been an air of loathing surrounding this man whenever he spoke about his family and it seemed that there was a reason behind it that spoke of more than simple hatred.
"And on the way you just happened to father a child?" Amanda asked incredulously, her tone of voice suggesting that she found the thought preposterous -which it was, really. Angelo fought down the urge to chuckle at the way she had phrased her question. She'd made it sound so ridiculous that, even in this potentially difficult situation, he could barely keep his amusement in check.
"To be fair, I only met him about five minutes ago… " His sister only blinked and turned to her new relative, sizing him up. After a moment, she began to speak.
"You seem pretty intelligent, since you trust my brother even though you've only met him – and if you can't trust him then you can't trust anyone – so I guess it's okay that you're related to me," she finished, smiling at the boy. He beamed toothily back at her, his little face lighting up like all his Christmases had come at once.
"'Kay!" he said joyfully, turning to grin at his bemused mother. "Mummy, does this mean I can play with Angie now?" Amanda gave a hiccough of amusement at her brother's new nickname (whilst he scowled at her) but was shocked when Charlotte replied more sharply than she would have expected, considering Simon was asking a perfectly innocent question.
"We ought to be getting home – you need some sleep so that you can talk to the police tomorrow about what you saw." Angelo looked up, surprised.
"What happened?" It was then that he looked around, seeming to realise the absence of one of their family members. "Where's John?" he asked slowly, the way Charlotte physically recoiled from him when he spoke her husband's name not escaping his notice. Her reply was short and to the point:
"He's dead." Her voice was cold, as though Angelo himself had been the cause of her his early demise, which he was sure he hadn't. However, he had no time to ask how it had happened before he was told, but the voice that spoke was not one he had expected to get the answer from.
"Daddy's with the angels now," Simon said matter-of-factly, tracing patterns on his left hand with his right. "I saw him afterwards; I think somebody did it on purpose." All eyes were on Simon by this point, his mother horrified that he knew so much about this and had understood more than what he had let on, whilst Angelo was simply in awe of him. He knew so much and he perceived more than could possibly be expected of someone so young. In a way, Simon and Amanda were very much alike.
"He's gone, just like all the others." Angelo didn't understand exactly what he meant until he felt the discomfort and horror radiating from the girl beside him. He caught Amanda's eye across the bench and was surprised to see that she was frozen where she sat, her legs crossed and her spine straight and unmoving. The only parts of her that moved were her hands, clenching and unclenching in the fabric of her jeans.
'Oh… '
Victor had always found looking for Amanda very tiring and often more difficult than he expected it to be. In this situation it was even harder, as she was obviously trying not to be found. She would come to him when she wanted her revenge, and until she was ready to kill him he knew that the odds of them meeting were very slim.
Still, it was necessary for him to try and rectify his mistake, as the entire company was looking to him for a solution to their growing problem. Some were angry, whilst others were scared but it all boiled down to the same thing: things couldn't go on like this.
After a sharp left turn, he found himself at the end of the driveway to an inn where he had been informed Amanda and Angelo had been staying for the past few days. His informant was extremely reliable and he trusted their word as fact but that didn't mean that they would be here. Amanda's heightened senses were more than a match for any conventional means of tracking.
He exited the car and walked swiftly up the drive – he wouldn't be there for very long so he had no need to park his car properly, letting it simmer on the kerb like a hulking great panther, the engine left running for convenience.
Victor's first thought upon entering the building was that he didn't know how the two siblings could afford such a place – they didn't have much money between them and he doubted that their consciences would allow them to either steal, beg or scam. He was at a loss to know how they were funding their new-found freedom.
"Can I help you sir?" Victor turned to the woman at the counter, who was smiling at him in a manner that suggested she didn't really want to help him at all and in fact wished he'd never set foot through the door. Of course, he knew that it was likely just paranoia but the feeling was there all the same, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He coughed, trying to break the mood slightly.
"Yes, I was wondering if my friends had checked out of here yet," he said smoothly, not even stumbling over the word "friends". He had been trained to lie so he had no real problem with this one, no matter how far from the truth it may have been. The woman's smile did not falter for a second as she pulled out the list of recent bookings.
"Could I have your name please, sir?" she asked politely, her eyes flicking between him and the list in front of her, as though contemplating whether or not it was worth fighting with him about matters of confidentiality.
"I just want to know whether or not my friends are here, miss – is that too much to ask?" he replied calmly, his palms itching as they always did when he was annoyed with someone or something. The receptionist raised her eyebrow and he knew that he would have to answer her; she was already suspicious.
"Victor," he said, his eyes sparkling with barely-contained malice; this woman was trying his patience… "Victor Varlow."
"Amanda, for the love of all that is holy, slow down!" Angelo yelled, panting as he ran to keep up with his fleeing sister. For reasons that only Angelo understood and which he was unwilling to explain to Charlotte and her two sons, Amanda had run off after learning of the death of her nephew's father-figure. Of course, it wasn't news to her at all, as she'd been the one to kill him…
Angelo managed to catch up with her at the entrance to the fair, where she had stopped and was leaning against a tree just outside the boundaries marked by fluorescent tape. She had a look of utter horror on her face, just as she had when she'd first made the connection between the last man she'd killed and Angelo's son and her breathing was ragged. Angelo knew that it had nothing to do with the running – she had run further and faster recently and it had not noticeably tired her at all – and everything to do with her actions coming back to haunt her. It must have seemed to her like the fates were conspiring against her to drive her insane. He had to admit, it seemed to be working quite well from where he was standing.
"That's… Actually, there are no words for how ironic that is," Angelo said once he could breathe again. It wasn't that he was amused by the irony of the situation – more like appalled – but he was always the first to point out the obvious.
"I killed her husband, Angelo!" she breathed quietly, what little of her voice that could be heard above the wind and the screams of children on rides sounding pained and flat. "How many others have I killed with families and people who loved them?"
"You didn't have any choice – I had to knock you out just to stop you walking towards something you didn't want to do… " He straightened up and shrugged. "I can't imagine how much of a pull it must be for you to get your revenge and if I'm not there, what's there to stop you?"
"How about my conscience?" Amanda spat suddenly, her eyes snapping from their fixed position to her brother's face, blazing fires within their depths. "No matter what the cost to others, a part of me seems intent on serving justice." She gave out a bitter laugh that sounded more like a sob. "I don't even know what justice means any more. Is justice having your husband taken away from you and your children seeing his lifeless body?" Angelo didn't answer, not because he didn't have anything to say, but because he was very aware that Simon was standing right beside him.
"Amanda… " he began, trying to hint at her to stop talking now, but failed as she continued to chastise herself for what she'd done.
"Do I not have a brain? How on earth is killing someone supposed to make this better, I just-" She stopped, her eyes drifting to the silent boy who was standing by Angelo's side, staring at her. "Oh," she said faintly, not able to break eye-contact with her nephew, his dark eyes like vortexes, pulling her in.
"It's okay," he said softly, "I knew you were doing it – I drew it."
Victor gave the woman a tight-lipped smile before he left the building, heading in the direction of his car. He could hear its mechanical purr before he'd even reached it and as he slid into the driver's seat to wait, he mourned its loss when he turned off the engine. It was a comforting sound; a sound of power and of control. Victor's car reminded him a lot of himself, in a way. For one thing, you wouldn't stand in front of Victor when he wanted something.
It had taken a while to get it out of the receptionist, but his son and daughter were indeed staying at this inn and had been doing so for at least a couple of nights. Of course, they had not been using their own names but they were young and foolish, using names that stood out on the page full of Johns and Susans. Apparently, they paid as they went so there seemed to be none of the money problems that Victor had predicted for them and there was no indication that they were planning on staying here for the foreseeable future.
His phone rang, distracting him from his musings on the lives of others and he struggled to answer it, trapped as it was between layer upon layer of files and general office debris. When he finally got to it the person at the other end had hung up, no doubt angry that he hadn't picked up on the second ring, as he had been prone to do up until now. He liked routine and rhythm and Amanda and Angelo were ruining that for him. He growled and pressed 'return call', though he didn't recognise the number.
"Ah, so nice of you to call me, Victor." The voice on the end of the line was sarcastic and smooth, not a hint of warmth in its icy tones. For some reason it made absolute sense to Victor that the person he was calling back would be Amanda, even though he had never truly been an avid follower of Murphy's Law – bad things didn't usually happen to him, it had to be said. However, he was not able to come back with the wit and charm for which he was renowned, due to the fact that he was suddenly very afraid, a feeling that rarely plagued him outside of sleep.
"… Amanda?" His voice was shaking, he knew, but he wasn't too bothered with trying to hide it at that moment in time. It was taking all the energy he had not to snap his phone shut and save this conversation for a time when he was better prepared but in his heart of hearts he knew that there was no time like the present. When his daughter laughed, he almost expected it to be like when she was young. Back then she had been innocent and unspoiled, not yet wise to her father's intentions and ignorant of the world in general; her laughter had been lyrical and care-free. Now there was nothing but self-pity and harshness in the sound.
"You didn't honestly think I wouldn't notice if you came snooping around for Angelo and me, did you?" She obviously took his silent struggle for words as her cue to continue. "No, you aren't that stupid… Maybe you thought you'd have more time?" Without realising it, she had hit the nail right on the head. The element of surprise had been the only thing he'd had over the two siblings and even that assumption had proved to be a false hope.
"I only hoped as much," he replied, trying to sound confident when really he just wanted to back away from the mobile he was gripping tightly in his hand and run as far as he could from this place. He had the oddest sensation – he felt almost, as cliché as it sounded even in his own head, like he had been the hunter and had now become the hunted. It was not a comfortable feeling.
"Well your hope was misplaced," Amanda said, sounding annoyed that she didn't seem to be getting to him at all. Of course, she could not see how Victor's hand was gripping the steering wheel, as though it would fly from his fingertips if he were to loosen his grip. She could not hear the note of desperation in his voice when he next spoke, even though it was so clear to the speaker.
"Is there any way we can resolve this without bloodshed, Amanda, darling?" It was so close to normal that Victor could almost believe for a second that he wasn't afraid of coming face-to-face with his daughter.
"I don't think there is," she said sincerely, the sound of a sword being pulled from a sheath echoing in the background of the phone conversation. "However, luckily for you, I am giving you a chance that I have given no one else. I happen to be in a bad position at the moment – I find myself in the company of someone to whom me killing you would be mentally scarring. For this reason, and this alone, I am going to let you leave the inn before we arrive there. You have five minutes. Go."
The line went dead a second before Victor started the engine, nearly hitting another parked car in his haste to leave. He knew there was no way that he could get Amanda back to the facility without injuring her, just as he knew that he could not injure her whilst she knew he was going to attack. It followed logically that he could not have one without the other and so must save his plan for another day. Or at least that's what he told himself as he drove for his life, taking turns at such high speeds that it was sheer luck that he didn't crash.
By the time he arrived home he was a wreck, his breathing ragged and uneven and his forehead shining with sweat. He wasn't as young as he had been and in recent years his body had really been feeling the pressure that his job put on him. The physical strain was something that he could deal with quite well; being extraordinarily fit for his age, but the mental strain was beginning to take its toll on him.
"This was not what I signed up for when I had kids," he growled, stepping out of the car and slamming the door with a loud thud, ignoring any possibility of there being permanent damage as a result of his actions. He didn't feel like thinking rationally and although a part of him would be sad if his car was ever broken beyond repair, he would rather vent his anger on a machine than on his wife. She had been through so much in recent years that he did everything within his power to keep her safe from danger. He would never let himself become that danger.
"Mary?" Victor called when he entered the house, his anger having dissipated on the walk to the door. He found his front garden extremely relaxing whether he was cultivating it or simply passing through it.
"I'm in the kitchen!" came the instant reply, Mary's lyrical voice floating through the house like it usually did. He walked through the dining room that joined the entrance hall with the kitchen and did a double-take upon entering the room. It was strewn with old newspapers, some cut up whilst others had stayed whole, and bits of sticky tape and ribbon festooned the floor tiles like a scatter-brained imitation of confetti. Mary was sat amongst the mess, her scissors flashing in the spotlights that were sunk into the ceiling, cutting and sticking like a woman possessed.
"Mary," Victor began slowly, worried for his wife's sanity, "what's going on here? And what's all this?" He made a sweeping motion with his arm when she looked up at him, encompassing the clutter that was covering every available surface. He was sure that having that many magazines on the gas cooker was some kind of fire hazard but what struck him about the whole situation and made him stop was the look in Mary's eyes. She didn't look like she was mad. In fact, she looked more calm than he had seen her since Amanda had been taken to the facility.
Not that she knew anything about the facility, of course. All that she knew was that her daughter had been abducted one cold October night seven years ago, and her son had died in the fire that raged through their house when he had visited a couple of days later. Victor would rather she lived in ignorance than truly know what kind of man he was.
"I was just filling in the scrapbook – you know we always said we'd start a scrapbook, Victor?" Her voice was casual and as calm as her eyes but the scissors were still clutched in her hand and she seemed to be holding on far tighter than was necessary. "We never did though. It was that December that we were going to do it – we were going to start with Christmas because you said we'd at least have some interesting photos to use." She laughed but it was hollow and lifeless and it struck a nerve somewhere inside of Victor.
"I didn't think it would be right after what happened," he replied, not moving for fear that any step he took would be taken as a cause for panic. He had not seen his wife like this before and it unnerved him.
"Well, no, of course not." Mary noticeably sobered up, her eyes dropping to the article she held in her hand. "I kept all of these newspapers because they all had one thing in common. Do you know what that thing was, Victor?" He could only shake his head, an unnatural, jerky motion that felt alien to him. "In every single one there is a missing persons advert or a suspected sighting of Amanda." He felt his heart drop like a stone. He had not thought that this would be the topic of conversation when he arrived home…
"Mary, it's been seven years, I-" She interrupted him, standing up so fast that Victor was surprised she didn't slip on any stray bits of paper. Lord only knew there were enough of them around. She advanced on him, scissors still glittering dangerously at her side.
"Seven years isn't enough to make me forget and it has not been enough for me to understand either. I only wish for one of the two but instead I have nothing." She spat the last word, her eyebrows knitting together and her mouth turning down at the corners. She usually kept her temper well but it seemed that years of emotion were bubbling over and there was not a thing Victor could do but watch it happen. "Nothing but the hope that my daughter may still be alive out there or that my son got out of that fire alive and is staying away for his own good!" That hit him like a slap in the face. Surely she couldn't know… ?
"What do you mean 'for his own good'?" Victor asked quietly, resisting the urge to take a step back in the face of such pure, unadulterated rage. He could do nothing but hope that he hadn't slipped up recently because if he had, he was sure that this conversation would end very badly for him.
"Everything that touches you becomes poisoned." Mary's voice had gone dead and flat, though her face was still twisted with anger and her whole body had become rigid. Victor was unable to speak, his entire being screaming at him to do something whilst he remained motionless. With each breath he took the tension in the room ratcheted up a notch, until he was sure a twitch of his fingertips would cause it to snap. He wasn't sure whether or not he wanted that.
However, he didn't have to make the decision because Mary moved first, turning away and dropping the scissors on the island counter, her breathing laboured, as though she had just run a marathon.
"I can't control my anger any more… It's… It's too much for one person to contain and I break things when I get like this… " she trailed off breathlessly, her hands gripping the edge of the counter like it was the only thing holding her up. In all likelihood that was probably true, considering the fact that her legs didn't seem to be doing anything to support her.
"What do you mean?" Victor asked slowly, the sensation that he had missed something quite important during the conversation beginning to creep up on him. He moved behind Mary and his eyes widened at what he saw. The scissors she had been holding had been bent completely out of shape, the handle now a twisted hunk of metal where her hands had been. His eyes flicked to the granite work surface and he found himself unsurprised to see that it had given way beneath her grip, the edge now moulded to the contours of her palms. She turned her head so that it was angled towards him when she spoke and, though her voice was barely more than a whisper, Victor heard every word as clearly as though they had been screamed in an empty room.
"Now… What happened to our children?"
Charlotte stared at Amanda like she was seeing her for the first time, but her only response was an eye-roll and a smirk as she slid her sword back into its sheath and continued on her way to the car park. Simon was stood between his mother and father, refusing to let either one out of his sight, as though he was afraid he was only allowed one and that the other one would disappear if they rounded a corner without him.
"You look as though you've never seen somebody threaten their father with death before," Amanda said coolly, with the air of somebody who is discussing the weather and has found it to be a particularly pleasing subject of conversation. Simon piped up at this point, asking if he was allowed to have an ice-cream. Amanda still could not look at him – he had heard too much to be this unaffected, yet he remained the sweet and innocent child. It was more than she could bear to see. It was like she was afraid to spoil him or something. She was very aware of the conversation going on behind her ("It's far too cold and too late to be having ice-cream!" "But it's not very late and it's not very cold… ") but it seemed disconnected from her, like she was in a bubble of her own, apart from the world.
"This is our car – I'd offer you a lift but I think you'll agree that we all need a bit of thinking space at the moment… " She saw Angelo nod his agreement and Charlotte gave him a hint of a smile before she strapped the boys into the car.
As they drove away, Amanda wondered if they'd all live long enough to meet together again. She'd liked Charlotte, although she wasn't sure the feeling had been entirely mutual, and her nephew was scarily like she had been at that age. She'd always been too perceptive for her own good. She couldn't help but wonder if they would do to him what they'd done to her, a little part of her snarling at the very thought. She knew then that she would do anything to protect him from this fate.
"So, back in the land of the living yet?" Angelo asked quietly, as though unwilling to disturb his sister's reverie. She smiled wistfully in reply and shook her hair out of her eyes – it had been getting on her nerves all day but she loathed having it in a ponytail. She preferred the discomfort that sometimes came with leaving it wild to the restricting nature of an elastic band.
"I wouldn't say that 'back in the land of the living' is the correct way to describe where I'm at right now, as I don't think I've ever really been all here, if you know what I mean. Don't you agree?" Angelo simply nodded in reply. "But yeah, I know what you meant to ask… And I'm feeling a little better just knowing that I frightened that bastard for a while!"
"Where are we going to stay then?" he asked, matching his pace to hers so that they could walk side-by-side, their arms linked. For a moment she said nothing, the silence stretching out between them like an empty ravine.
"Well, first we need to get our things from 'The Queen's Legs'," she said, hurrying on before Angelo could say a word about the inn's name, "then I have an idea of what we can do but I'm not entirely sure that you'll agree with me about its plausibility… " Angelo raised his eyebrows in question but, since his sister was looking rather determinedly in the direction that she was walking, she couldn't see this. Of course, he had the sneaking suspicion that she was doing this on purpose.
"And what might that be?" He'd had to ask her – it wasn't like she could ignore the question, as it had been said out loud and was undeniably out there. She seemed content to let it hang in the air but was forced to acknowledge it when Angelo elbowed her roughly in the ribs.
"All right, all right but you're not going to like it!" He waited patiently for Amanda to continue, in which time she grumbled about brothers and having no respect, which he found highly ironic. "I think we should go and see Mary," she began, only to be talked over by a shocked and irritated Angelo, who could, from what she was able to discern, think of a million and one different things that could go wrong with such a plan. She waited for his tirade to subside then began again.
"I don't think we have much of a choice. We don't have enough money to keep on moving around – your university fund is running low and I'd like for you to be able to go back and finish your degree someday – and we both know that mum wasn't responsible for any of this." Though all of these things were true in Amanda’s mind, it didn’t seem that her brother was going to agree with her any time soon. He was unlikely to go with her if she tried to leave and he was too smart to be tricked into doing it by any normal means. However, she didn’t want to leave him behind and, luckily for her, she was far more intelligent than your average sixteen-year-old girl. She knew her brother inside-out and there was no better person for figuring out his weaknesses. Amanda decided to start at the basics.
"You know mum thinks you're dead, I'm apparently missing and presumed dead and father is the head of a facility that deals with kidnapping young children and testing on them in ways that are illegal in many countries, including this one. Who else has she got? Can you imagine how happy she'd be if it turned out that we were both alive and well?" Angelo gave her a scathing look over his shoulder, as he had sped up a little to try and keep from having an argument with her. Amanda corrected her own mistake without having to be told. "Okay, I'll grant you that we're only relatively well but that has to be some kind of record for us. I mean, I'm not bleeding from any orifices; you're not sporting too many scars for her to deal with… All in all I'd say we've faired pretty well, considering the fact that we should both be deceased."
"I don't see that you've given me any reason to go with you, you know," Angelo replied angrily, not turning to look at her when she spoke to him. "Honestly, how do you think Mary would deal with seeing us again, after we've been allegedly dead for the past seven years?" Amanda had to concede that he had a point, so she decided to step up her game a little. Clearly Angelo wasn't one to be cracked when he thought he was right.
"Okay, so I've had better ideas, but I don't see why you should over-look it as a plan," she said, not able to ignore the whining note that had crept into her voice now. "It's got potential – admit it. I want to see Mary, I know you want to see her too, no matter what you say, and the likelihood that we'll encounter Victor again is slim. We might even be able to scour the house for something to use against him!"
"You're acting like your own skills wouldn't be enough to bring him down. He's only a man, Amanda, and at the moment, you're like… " He seemed to struggle for a word that wouldn't offend her or make her feel uncomfortable about what she had become. "You're like human 2.0," he finished, snapping his fingers – although Amanda only heard it, the action itself was hidden in front of his body, as he still seemed unwilling to let her catch up to him.
"He has years of experience over me – he's my father, for god's sake and, as much as I wish that wasn't so there's nothing I can do about it!" Angelo winced at her anger and frustration, as though he could feel it radiating from her. Amanda didn't understand his aversion to her emotions until he spoke again.
"I'm trying to find a way out of this that won't make you angry, because it makes me sick when such rage builds up inside you… " He paused for a moment, stopping in his tracks, like he was gathering his thoughts. "I have this thing – for lack of a better word – that means my body echoes the strong feelings of those around me. I don't know when it started, but I'm pretty sure it was around the time that you were taken." Amanda was shocked. Why hadn't he told her this sooner? What did he think she would have said to him about this that could have stopped him from speaking? His ability was extraordinary and made her feel less extraordinary. It was a nice feeling to have someone who was like you in more ways than you'd previously known.
"Why the heck didn't you tell me, Angelo?" she cried, suddenly enraged at the fact that he had let her think she was alone in her abilities. After all she had been through! Suddenly, she remembered the reason for her anger and tried to moderate her feelings slightly. She may have been pissed off with her brother but she certainly had no intention of making him sick. She was level with him now and could see how pale his skin appeared in the moonlight streaming down upon them. It was the full moon, though heaven only knew how night had appeared so quickly. It seemed to Amanda that it had been only minutes since the glare from the sun had been irritating her eyes.
"I didn't tell you," he began quietly, not looking her in the eyes, "because I didn't want to undermine your suffering and draw attention away from what was important-" When he finally raised his eyes to hers, he looked almost sad, "-and that thing is you." Amanda wasn't going to let herself be won over by his words, although her ego was having a field day and on some level she enjoyed his devotion to her. At least now she knew that the strength of her affection wasn't one-sided. These sorts of things made her feel a lot better after a day fraught with revelations she didn't want and nephews she still wasn't sure she wanted.
"That's nice and I appreciate it but, for future reference, I think I'd like to know these things," she said softly, smiling at him and getting a weak upturn of his mouth in return. "You still haven't given me a reason why we can't stay with Mary though, and I'm most intrigued to know why it's not possible." Angelo looked annoyed at being asked, like he'd expected to get away without questioning. He had clearly underestimated his younger sister.
"You know you told me how happy she'd be to see us?" he began slowly, as though he was searching in vain for the right words to convey his feelings on the matter. Amanda bowed her head and he continued. "Well, I haven't felt that degree of happiness since I've gained this ability and I don't know what it will make me feel, think or do." He shrugged. "I guess you could say that I'm scared of the possible outcome of seeing her."
"If anger and fear are the sorts of things that make you sick, don't you think that you should at least give happiness a chance to redeem itself?" she asked, thinking this was a rather sensible point to make. After all, she was fairly sure that happiness was quite a solid thing in which to believe. Angelo sighed and she immediately sensed his defeat, her heartbeat suddenly increasing with the knowledge that she would be able to see her mother again.
"All right, we'll go, but I'm leaving the moment I feel even the slightest bit nauseous," he grumbled, burying his face in his hands like a man without a prayer. Amanda just grinned at him and punched him in the arm.
"Don't put a downer on this for me, man, I've been waiting for this moment for seven years and I won't let you ruin it for me!" Although, Amanda reflected with a wince, I'm not entirely sure how we're going to get there…
Charlotte was glad that Rorie and Simon had been tired out by the day's experiences because she wasn't sure that she could deal with their chatter at the moment. There was so much going on in her head at the moment that it was all a grey blur, the good mixing with the bad so that the two states of mind were indistinguishable from one another. There was Angelo in there somewhere, she knew. When they'd met again today she was horrified that she still felt some kind of pull towards him – something that had doomed her to fall into his bed from the very moment she'd met him. Her husband had just died and here she was, thinking about him in ways that she hadn't in years.
A snore from the back-seat jerked her from her reverie, a genuine smile playing across her face for a moment, replacing the solemnity that it had previously portrayed. She was so glad of her sons. She knew they kept her sane – although a little part of her sometimes wondered if she still was, as the things that kept happening to her and her family were far from normal – and she was thankful for their presence. However, Simon served as a constant reminder of her infidelity and, in her own eyes at least, her lack of control and decorum. She was used to feeling slightly ashamed when she thought too much about what she'd done. Her love for Simon was the only thing that stopped her turning away whenever she met his eyes.
"I don't snore," said the very boy of whom she'd been thinking, his small voice almost drowned out by the thrum of the car's engine. "I don't know why Rorie does, it's not very nice." Charlotte laughed, despite herself. It was so much a child's way of thinking and she adored this fact. It was rare that her youngest son sounded his age when he spoke.
"I don't think he can help it, sweetheart," she said, her eyes flicking to the rear-view mirror every few seconds, as she had become accustomed to doing ever since Rorie's first car trip home from the hospital eight years ago. She had thought that excessive worrying over her children's well-being would fade a little over time but, if anything it had grown stronger. "Besides, his daddy always used to snore and I suppose… " She gulped, not wanting to continue but knowing she had to appear brave, "I suppose Rorie just inherited it from him."
"You don't have to talk about daddy if you don't want to," her son said matter-of-factly, as though his giving her permission made everything all right. Charlotte noted that he had said "daddy", not "Rorie's daddy" and for some reason this filled her with warmth. No matter what had happened recently, it was good to know that Simon hadn't forgotten who had cared for him as he'd grown up.
"I know," she said quietly, trying to keep her eyes on the road in a vain attempt to stop the automatic flickering of her eyes to the mirror and back. "Thank you."
It had taken a lot of persuading, cajoling and batting of proverbial eyelids to get Angelo all the way to their old house and, despite the fact that they'd used public transport rather than walk; it was getting light when they arrived. They'd had to retrieve their belongings from the inn before travelling the twenty or so miles that separated the two places. It hadn't made them feel any more comfortable with their situation when the receptionist at 'the Queen's Legs' had told them somebody had stopped by for them – a certain Victor Varlow. As if they needed reminding of why they were running around like this…
"No, this is a bad idea," Angelo said in hushed tones as they entered the front gate, both of them acutely aware of the fact that they hadn't been here in just under seven years. "I'm serious, we should just turn back now and find somewhere else to go – this is a very bad idea… " Amanda snorted derisively and re-shouldered the strap of her duffel bag, which had been slipping off.
"Then how come you're still walking forward?" she asked dryly, looking rather pointedly at her brother's feet. He simply grunted and carried on moving, every step he took taking him closer to his childhood home.
"Because we both know that I hate to back down from a challenge." It was true. Amanda had never known him to do such a thing, which is how she'd finally managed to win him over when he'd baulked at the inn. His panic attack at returning had been completely over-ruled by his inability to lose in any sort of competition. Amanda had called him a coward (which he had already admitted he was, so it lost some of its gravity when coming from her mouth) and had then gone on to challenge him to go back to where he had run from. He, of course, had accepted. It was manly pride that would be his downfall…
There were voices coming from inside the house, though Amanda wasn't sure Angelo was able to hear them. She knew that normal humans couldn't hear the same things she was able to; it was just one of the things that had happened to her since her time in Victor's facility. It wasn't something she had been able to use really, but it sometimes stopped her from sleeping at night and the fairground had given her a little bit of a headache. The voices were raised above normal levels, as far as she could tell from this distance, and she couldn't be sure but she could almost swear that they were the voices of her mother and father.
"I think they're fighting," she murmured, almost to herself, staring curiously at the white-washed walls of the house, as though they held the answers in their imperfections. But they were just walls and although they may have had ears, they certainly didn't have any mouths to tell what they'd heard.
"Yeah, I can feel it… There's a lot of anger in there. But who's fighting?" Angelo sounded confused, which he probably was.
"Mary and Victor-" She paused, and then added, "-I think. Don't hold me to that."
"Why would they be fighting?" he asked, brow furrowed in confusion and concentration. They had both come to a complete stop about ten metres from the house and they were now both aware of the sounds coming from within. Amanda shrugged.
"Don't ask me – maybe mum's found out about what happened… Although that's unlikely so I'm not holding out much hope." Her brother nodded in agreement. Neither of them were stupid and they had been brought up knowing that you shouldn't count your chickens before they've hatched. The temptation was always there, though.
They crept towards the house and, by the time they'd gotten to the door, it was obvious to the two siblings that there was a major shouting match going on inside. Though Amanda felt the overwhelming urge to grin she fought against it, inwardly reasoning that she would never forgive herself for laughing at a fight in which her mother might very well be in danger. Mary's fragile body was nothing like Amanda's and the only things they'd had in common were their sharp wits and red hair, but it had always been enough to make them very close when they'd been together. However, Amanda had always thought of her mother as being easily breakable and now was not the time she wanted to see this theory translated into reality.
Before she could think anything else on the matter, she realised she could feel a tingling on the edge of her senses. It was like an itch that she needed to scratch and she recognised it immediately; somebody was coming this way. Without even thinking about it she hissed and pulled her brother into a large hedge close to the doorway. A few seconds later Victor emerged, his eyes bright with anger and his movements jerky. Clearly he hadn't won this argument and Amanda took great satisfaction at this fact.
"He's right there," Angelo breathed next to her, shifting as quietly as he could so he had a better view of their father. "Why aren't you doing anything?"
"I'm not going to kill him while his back's turned," she snapped, though it was quiet due to necessity. "Just because I want him to burn in hell that doesn't mean I'm going to send him there without him knowing who did it." Angelo took her answer without complaint and, once Victor had driven out of sight they deemed the situation safe enough for them to exit the bush in which they'd been hiding. They entered the house, not really knowing what to expect – neither of them had seen Mary for seven years and there had been a lot of smashing sounds earlier so lord only knew what kind of state the place would be in. Of course, there was always the chance that Angelo would faint before they got two feet inside…
They trod cautiously, though their steps still seemed to echo off the walls, mocking their attempts at staying silent. Though it had been years since they'd set foot inside of this place, they knew it back-to-front and, fortunately for them, nothing about it had changed. The welcome mat was the same, if a little muddier; it reminded Amanda of when she'd been on her primary school's girls' football team. She'd been practically encouraged to bring in as much dirt and bits of plant as she could; the studs on her shoes for when the field was too wet and muddy to stand on safely had made many dents and marks on the hallway carpet. They were still there, she noticed, though she said nothing to her brother. There was no real need to dredge up the past when they'd come this far already… One of them might have bolted. There was evidence of fire-damage everywhere, though some of it had obviously been fixed. From what Amanda knew, the entire roof had been destroyed and the extension round the back where the siblings' rooms had been was badly damaged by the flames. Funnily enough, the rest of the house had remained almost completely as it was. As they tiptoed, Amanda began to give her brother a quick explanation of her lack of action outside. However, before she could get very far, she was interrupted.
"Who are you?" Angelo and Amanda jumped, though she wasn't sure who was more shocked by the situation, themselves or…
"Mary?" Amanda said quietly, her eyes wide with awe and disbelief. Sure, she'd known that her mother still lived there, she wasn’t stupid enough to have come all this way without such knowledge, but knowing and believing were two entirely different things in her mind. After all, she had known when she was a child that her father would always care for her and keep her from harm. It had taken an abduction and seven years of painful study for her to realise that what she’d thought of as truth was nothing but a firm belief, wrongly placed.
"Who are you… and what are you doing in my house?" Their mother's voice was quiet but it was also steady and clear with the conviction of somebody who truly believes that their house has just been broken into. Amanda suddenly wanted to run but her feet wouldn't let her move; it seemed that the only breath she'd had for speaking had been used up saying her mother's name, and even that had been an effort. Fortunately, Angelo seemed to have kept his head a little better, which was ironic considering he had been so against going there earlier on in the day.
"It's been a while since we've seen you so… I guess we look a little different… Erm… " He trailed off, his word supply seeming to dry up faster than he'd expected beneath his mother's unwavering stare. There were a few moment of heavy silence before Mary spoke again.
"There's only one possible answer to who you two might be and I'm not willing to believe that until I have evidence – there have been too many times where I've hoped and been broken by the truth for me to believe in everything I see," she said and, though her voice had kept its hard edge, her eyes were glimmering with the hope that she was supposedly denying herself. Clearly her heart was in conflict with her mind.
"There's nothing I can say to make you believe us," Amanda said, finding her voice now that her brother had found his, "but I know I want you to trust us so… I guess I'll have to show you." Angelo turned to her as she trailed off, his eyebrows raised in silent question. She ignored him and took a step towards Mary - who neither flinched nor moved forwards - then began to slowly roll up the sleeve of her left arm. She could feel the confusion radiating off the man beside her – she knew he thought she'd been about to reveal the scar she had shown him in their hotel room – but she said nothing and she only stopped what she was doing when the crook of her elbow was revealed.
"Where did you get that?" Angelo breathed, his eyes fixated on the mark she had revealed. It was the polar opposite of her other scar. It was about the size of a penny and it was bright blue, the kind of colour that you'd expect to see in a rock pool in the Mediterranean. Though such a thing should have been impossible, it had a slight sheen to it that made it sparkle like mother of pearl and the most miraculous thing of all was that it seemed to be nothing more than an extension of her own skin. It should have been man-made but, for all its strangeness, it had to be natural. No surgery could possibly leave such a clear-cut, perfect result. Amanda ignored Angelo's question, her eyes fixed resolutely on a patch of carpet next to her feet.
"Come here," Mary said simply when she'd finished scrutinising the mark from afar. Amanda complied immediately, standing so that she was directly in front of her mother. Before either of the siblings could say another word, she felt herself being enveloped in a hug so tight that her air supply was almost entirely cut off. It was as though things had been muted and in slow motion before this moment and now the volume had been turned up, the picture left to run at its usual speed. Mary was sobbing and Angelo was asking questions and then he was being pulled into the hug too and then suddenly they were all crying. Amanda didn't like crying, it made her feel weak, but she decided that now was an exception. She felt like she'd finally come home.
Amanda didn't know how long they all stood their in their mother's warm embrace but she was sure that it was long enough for it to have been socially uncomfortable in normal circumstances. Of course, these weren't normal circumstances and she was more than happy to be on the receiving end of genuine love from someone other than her brother. She appreciated all that her brother had done for her and his choice to stand beside her but they were both well aware of the fact that there were some things that he just could not give her. Maternal love was one of them.
"I'm not sure what exactly I want to know and whether or not it'd be better for me to be kept in the dark… " Mary said after a while, her voice sounding muffled, like she was speaking from a distance away. It took Amanda a few seconds to realise that the reason for this was a combination of tears and the fact that her face was buried in her daughter's hair. Angelo was far too tall to be of any use in that department, so his hair remained relatively dry.
"I'll leave that up to you," Amanda replied softly, her anger at the people who had hurt her only increasing when she realised how much this whole thing had hurt her mother. It was unforgivable and it only made the need to stop them even greater.
"There's no way to resolve this without something bad happening so I guess this is a conversation best saved for later," she replied, raising her head and using the arm that had been wrapped around Angelo to dry her tear-stained face. There was still the ghost of a smile on her lips, as though her happiness at being re-united with her family was more important than any hardships they had all suffered in the absence of one another.
With the subject of Amanda's disappearance and consequential treatment being somewhat of a taboo, the conversation moved on quite quickly to how Angelo had managed to escape the fire unscathed. It had been huge, Mary said; red-hot flames licking greedily at the building and smoke thick enough to strangle you. Yet her son was alive and, as grateful as she was for this, she needed answers to at least some of her questions.
"So how did you get out?" Mary asked eagerly, all pretence of patience out the window now as she ushered her children into the living room; apparently one of the only rooms in the house that had not faced the consequences of her earlier argument with Victor. They all sat down and before Angelo could answer any questions, their mother insisted that she get tea and biscuits - they couldn't help but laugh. The two siblings hadn't felt so looked after in years and it seemed like Mary was trying to get a lot of caring into a short space of time, like it was her fault that they'd missed so much of each other's lives.
When she came back into the room, a tray with a teapot, tea cups, a pot of milk and a plate of chocolate digestives balanced in her hands, there were smiles all round. They settled down and her earlier question was re-delivered from a comfy armchair that faced the sofa where Angelo and Amanda sat.
"I have to admit that the reason I wasn't here that night isn't exactly due to the kind of bravery you might imagine… " Angelo began uncomfortably, shifting slightly in his seat. "I'll warn you in advance that there are no acts of heroics. I was suspicious of dad, since he'd been acting kind of strangely since Amanda had gone missing the month before. Well, I was going through the files in his office when somebody hit me around the head with something heavy… " He went red when his mother and sister stared at him, their mouths hanging open. "I think it might have been Victor," he added quietly, as though they hadn't already guessed the reason for his being knocked unconscious. "I woke up in a hospital in China and had little memory of what had happened. It's taken me a few years to get all of this back and I don't think that was an accident."
"So he knew you weren't killed in that fire?" Mary asked angrily, her fury seemingly coming out of nowhere, springing up from behind her joy at seeing her children again like a jack-in-the-box. Amanda decided that now would be a good time to chip in.
"I think Victor started that fire so that he could get rid of Angelo without it seeming like he'd escaped – our rooms were completely destroyed, as far as I know, which would make it hard for anyone to work out that Angelo hadn't actually been in there at the time." Amanda looked at her mother, who was now shaking with anger.
"What could he possibly have been hiding about your disappearance that warranted faking his own son's death?!" she growled, the ferocity of her words shocking her children. They had never seen her this angry before; her hands were gripping the edges of her chair and there was a strange creaking noise coming from beneath the fabric.
"Mum?" Angelo said uncertainly, his strange empathetic power obviously telling him something more than what could be seen, as he closed his eyes and clutched his head as though it hurt him to think.
That was when the chair broke.
Although Victor was driving he wasn't sure where his intended destination was and he had no desire to go home, so forward was the only way. He could usually lose himself on the long, country roads but tonight he was finding it difficult to tear his mind away from the fight he had just had with his wife. He truly loved her but he knew in his heart of hearts that he would give her up, just as he had given up his children, as long as it meant his company would be protected. If the nature of the tests they carried out were leaked to the general public it would cause an outcry and they would be forced to shut down. If he, his co-workers and his clients weren't put away for life then they would certainly be lynched if they ever wandered back into the world. The choices were death or imprisonment; Victor didn't much fancy either.
In a moment of anger at his wife's words, he slammed the heel of his palm to the horn, the harsh, blaring burst of noise distracting him from his thoughts, if only for a second or two. That woman had known, if not since the event had occurred then at least for several months, that he had betrayed her and was responsible for the disappearance and apparent death of their two children. He would never deny his part in the whole thing, knowing full well that he was more than to blame for all that had happened. He had brought this upon himself, all of it. If he were killed by his own daughter then it would only be a result of his locking her up and testing on her night and day. Nobody would ever understand the decision he'd had to make regarding her safety and what it had cost him.
"You weren't fit to raise children anyway!" Mary's voice echoed in his mind like the conscience so many were sure he didn't have. "I can't believe I ever thought you would be able to handle this! You've ripped me to shreds and all you can do is stand there like a bloody goldfish with your jaw on the fucking floor!" Victor winced at the memory, the taste of blood still fresh in his mouth where she had slapped him. He remembered the sound reverberating through the halls of their empty house and the feeling of surprise when he'd realised the power behind the blow. Of course, he shouldn't have been so surprised; he'd already seen what she could do to a kitchen counter. What was he in comparison to a lump of solid stone? She had been pulling her punches, he knew, otherwise he would not have walked away from that fight. A part of her was unwilling to let their love die, whereas the more practical side of Mary had already realised the futility in trying to stay with someone for whom your hate was equal to your love.
"Shit!" Without realising what he was doing, Victor had missed the turning that led to the main road – not that it was too much of a problem for him, as he had no idea of where to go, but it was nice to have options. There was only one route here and he had never followed it to its conclusion before. He guessed now was as good a time as any. He sighed and switched on the radio, tuning it into Classic FM before settling down for a long drive; who knew how long this would take him?
"So, let me get this straight… " Angelo began slowly, pacing the room at exactly the same speed as he had been for the past half an hour. "When you're angry you become stronger, correct?" Mary could obviously see the half-smirk forming on her son's face and growled in warning.
"Any 'Hulk' references would be a big mistake right now, Angie, so let's not go there, 'kay?" Amanda blinked at her mother's use of the nickname "Angie", seeing as the last time she'd heard it, it had been coming from the mouth of her nephew. The nephew that Mary had yet to learn of…
"So you're telling me that you thought it would be a good idea to give us biblical names like yours because… Because what? You wanted us to get these powers too? I'll be honest with you, it doesn't make a lot of sense to me," Angelo said, his frustration at not being able to make any comic book jokes overwhelmed by the fact that he really couldn't understand what he was being told. Mary sighed and sat down on a chair that wasn't splintered, burying her head in her hands as though she was about to cry.
"It made sense at the time," she mumbled into her hands, looking for all the world like a saddened child. "My name means 'overthrow', so I have both the power and the will to change things where I know them to be wrong. Amanda," she said, turning to her daughter, who only met her eyes in response, "you were named after Amana, meaning 'support', so you somehow have the ability to support and protect yourself, which is why you've never had any injuries or stupid trips or falls for your entire life so far." Whilst Amanda mulled over the shocking truth she found in this statement, Mary turned to her son, who was waiting expectantly, having stopped his pacing to stand a few metres in front of her. "Angelo means 'messenger of God', so you have the ability to know what others are feeling and usually the means to make it better. According to this 'power', for lack of a better word, the message of 'God' (she put air quotes around the word) is something to do with protecting one another… " Angelo snorted and continued his methodical pacing across the room.
"You never brought us up to believe this stuff so why are you telling us this now? We're too dead-set in our beliefs to change over-night," he said stiffly, all happiness at having been re-united with his mother shrinking in the shadow of his confusion. As usual, Amanda was ready to give her two cents, not waiting for Mary to answer Angelo before she began to speak.
"I agree with Angelo – If you're telling us that we're linked with a god that, according to our upbringing, does not exist then why should we believe you?" She bared the ugly scar on her right arm, ignoring her mother's wince, and continued. "If this is the sort of thing that's going to happen to me then I think I'm right not to believe in something I can't see." She shoved her sleeve back down so that the material obscured her clenched fists. "I've learned not to trust something when it isn't in my sight." Mary raised her eyes at that comment but sought no verbal explanation.
After a moment of silence she spoke again, but this time her words made more sense, at least to the other two members of the room.
"It's not that I need you to believe in God for this to make sense to you, in fact… You know what, I'll put it in simple terms for you, okay? Let's go back to basics." With that she stood and walked over to the mantle-piece, where there were several ornaments and a large clock. Picking one of the ornaments up, she walked back to the middle of the room and placed it on the coffee table. Both siblings were immediately intrigued but made no move to look any closer at the object, not wanting to seem too interested in something they apparently found so ridiculous. "It's a snow-globe," Mary said simply, a smirk tugging at her lips despite the situation, finding humour in the stubborn nature of her son and daughter. Sometimes they were more alike than even they seemed to know.
"What's a snow-globe got to do with any of this?" Amanda asked, her brow furrowed as she stared at the object in the middle of the room. She received no reply from her mother, who continued with what she was saying as though she'd never been interrupted.
"Imagine that this snow-globe is the beginning of time, however difficult that may be to visualise; just give it a go. Now, imagine that somebody was foolish enough to think that they could give time a kick up the backside and tell it in no uncertain terms to 'get a move on', as it were," she said calmly, picking up the snow-globe between her thumb and forefinger, as though it would break if she had any kind of grip on it. "You'd imagine that time would get going in somewhat of a flurry-" she shook the globe and they watched curiously as the thousands of tiny white flecks jumped up from their resting place and began their journey from the sky to the ground, "-and then settle down after a couple of billion years of existence." This elicited a few stares from Angelo and Amanda but she rolled her eyes and continued. "It's all relative – you have to imagine that this globe is the universe in all its entirety, which is pretty huge, so time's going to be a lot more vast too. So anyway, you'd expect that the universe would eventually settle down and things would be pretty normal. However, if somebody were to try and get things going a bit-" another shake of the snow-globe, "-then bad things would start to happen again."
"Okay, I get the gist of the whole thing but who did the butt-kicking?" Amanda asked, her eyes still fixed on the object in her mother's hands.
"Theoretically, the first one would have been God… And the second one was an ancestor of ours, who thought that the way forward was gene manipulation. He had a good point, as it's what scientists are working on even now, but he took things to extremes," Mary replied, sighing and setting the ornament back on the table. It looked out of place amongst the newspaper cuttings that were scattered around it.
"What extremes?" Angelo asked, his arms folded across his chest like he was trying to protect himself from something; the truth, perhaps?
"He thought that inciting the help of this 'first cause' – the guy doing the original shaking of the metaphorical snow-globe of the universe – could be the key to furthering our race genetically. He was deeply religious and though his experiments often went wrong, once he'd starting meddling with 'the permission of God'," Mary made quotation marks in the air, "everything seemed to go right for him. He himself was called Lazarus, which you should both know the meaning of." She looked expectantly at her children, and was not disappointed.
"Lazarus means 'whom God helps', which would explain the whole not-being-smote-for-daring-to-invoke-God's-wrath thing… " Amanda answered dutifully, though nobody was quite sure how she knew that, as one was aware of the fact that she'd had little to no contact with the outside world for the past seven years, and the other had believed her to be dead. Unfortunately for Amanda, this meant that she was suddenly subjected to some fierce questioning.
"I know what happened to you in there even if mum doesn't," Angelo said, frowning and tapping his foot, as though he longed to resume his pacing. Amanda was glad he didn't – it was starting to make her dizzy. "How do you seem to know so much if you've been practically bed-ridden for so long?" Amanda rolled her eyes a little as his choice of wording – it sounded like she'd simply been sick or something, when the reality was far worse – but chose to answer his question, knowing that it was one that would be difficult to avoid. All attention was on her when she spoke.
"I've said it before and I'll say it again: I was subdued by the drugs they gave me so it was almost as though I thought I wanted to be there, not realising that I was being held against my will. As far as I was concerned, that was my will; to stay there and 'help daddy with his tests'," she said bitterly, her hand clenching unconsciously as she remembered the way she had been bound at the wrists. The feeling of being free was still new to her and so she paced as her brother had done, head bowed to the floor, hands clasped behind her back. "The knowledge that I wanted to do something to aid others was what kept me under their influence at first – I know they didn't have to give me many doses – but this is all beside the point. The fact of the matter is, I may have been shackled down and mentally screwed up for a while, but Victor didn't want my education to be lacking. He had people to come and teach me…
"I learnt some literature, diction, French, Latin, Maths, the sciences and the Bible. I've never been sure of why exactly I was taught about God but maybe it was without Victor's knowledge. I mean, I'm pretty sure that there were people on the staff there that wanted me to go all religious because they thought it would help my mental state but-" she shook her head and laughed, "-it wasn't happening. Even by the age of nine I was set in the ways I had been taught. I could no more believe in God than I could get myself out of there at that time.
"The Lazarus thing? Well, after a while we came to the story of the resurrection of Lazarus in my lessons and there was a little niggling feeling in the back of my brain that really wanted to know what it meant." She threw a small smile at Mary. "I guess I know why now. Some dormant part of me obviously recognised the name and wanted the part of me that was in control to know more about it, like a trigger or something. In the end, it was the Bible that helped me remember everything I had forgotten and maybe even more than that. In the end, if God exists I have a lot to thank Him for."
The room was quiet, its occupants all wondering where the conversation could possibly go from here. There had been so many revelations in the past half an hour that it was getting difficult to keep track of them all. So many terrible things had happened that it was almost too hard to believe that it was all within one family; such bad luck isn't found very often.
"So you were locked up then?" Mary said finally, the tone of her voice strangely casual, considering the topic of conversation. Of course, Amanda only had to look at the way her mother's hands were clenched in her lap and the way her back stayed stiff and straight to realise that there was more anger there than could be seen at a glance. She nodded, knowing in her heart of hearts that it would be wrong for her to hide any information now. It was only right that other people should know about what had happened; perhaps together they could stop it from recurring.
"There was pain, yes, I'm not going to deny it, but I won't let what I suffered be for nothing." She straightened up and glared at what she now considered to be her true family. "Now, are you going to help me stop this?"
The road hadn't led anywhere special, it was just another of the many farms that were dotted about that area, but Victor found some unpleasant irony from the fact that it could almost represent his life. If he carried on the way he was going and didn't concentrate on the task at hand, he was likely to meet an uninteresting and early end. He had gone back to the facility and had immediately wished he hadn't.
"Are you suggesting that I lead an army not only against my son and daughter, but against my wife too?!" Victor yelled, knowing full well he was making a scene and not caring one bit. There was too much at stake here for him to care about etiquette. The man he was shouting at simply shrugged, taking his aim at the paper target that hung from the other end of the shooting range and letting off a couple of shots before answering.
"I'm just saying that clearly your family is a danger and we usually eliminate dangers as soon as they come about. I don't see why it should be any different in this case." The man's words would not have been callous had they been talking about any other family but this was Victor's family and he was adamant that the only person who would be able to decide their fate would be him. He wouldn't have his subordinates telling him how to deal with this kind of situation. It was both ridiculous and insulting.
"It is very different in this case," he said through gritted teeth, grabbing his own gun and loading it with the precision and ease that came with years of training and real-life practise, "because we have no idea what would happen if we tried to eliminate this threat. Amanda has already proven herself to be a worthy opponent and dangerous to herself, so what would happen if she had more reason for revenge? Mary and Angelo would die before letting her be killed so there's no way we can even get rid of her first. This would be so much easier if Mary wasn't so perceptive – she somehow knew Amanda was still alive. Something to do with her 'maternal instinct' or some bullshit; that would be my guess, as I didn't really have time to continue the conversation after she became violent… " For all his talk, Victor was aware that this was a very delicate situation that he was sure nobody but he could understand. He cocked his gun, the weight of it resting familiarly on his shoulder. He had always disliked using guns but there were times when sniper rifles were more useful than knives. There was a snort from beside him but when his eyes flickered to his subordinate, there was nothing there but grim focus on the target before him.
"This isn't a soap opera, Mr V-" aim, fire, count up score, reload, "-and she's unlikely to go nuclear when stabbed. In fact, that's more likely to happen if she isn't killed, if I remember rightly." Victor rolled his eyes and pulled the trigger, imagining that it was this man's head instead of an empty black outline that was filling with holes.
"Unfortunately we don't know that. We didn't know she would react the way she did to those drugs and look where that got us. She's on a murderous rampage with heightened senses and lessened inhibitions. It's not a good combination in the best of circumstances but now she's got more of a reason to live, which makes her more dangerous than ever," he said, secretly angry with himself for leaving his own home earlier. He'd been afraid of what Mary could do and he hadn't yet told anybody about it, afraid that he would be pushed into a decision before he was ready to make one. Sure, he had loved his wife but he had locked up and tested on his daughter without qualms and faked his son's death, so he was sure he could muster up the strength necessary to stretch to murder. However, he wasn't sure about the timing of all of this and was afraid of what would happen if the three joined forces. Angelo didn't seem to have any kind of ability but he'd been wrong so many times so far that he wasn't willing to take that risk.
"What're the odds that she's actually going to explode and kill us all, hm?" This time the man's voice contained a hint of ridicule that made Victor want to punch something. Clearly this guy thought he was better than everyone else and genuinely believed that he knew what was going on around this place. He rolled his eyes and put away his gun, leaving the cocky brat behind him to improve his aim, though he probably thought he was good enough anyway. What an ass.
"Mr V, subject #143 has just woken up and she seems to know where she is," the secretary stated blandly, the number meaning close to nothing to Victor. He grunted his thanks and made his way down to the holding cells, grabbing a medical kit and a lab coat on his way. The subjects tended to trust you more if you looked like a figure of authority and he knew that his greying hair somehow made people think that you were more learned and kindly than you were – Victor had never been able to comprehend how this loss of pigment in the hair could prompt such feelings. He had a logical, methodical mind-set.
The cells were fairly comfortable, the whole underground level feeling more like a hospital than a prison, though there was obviously the element of no-escape with the lack of natural light and fresh air. Each individual cell had a soft single bed with cotton sheets and feather pillows; a sink; a shower; a toilet and a writing desk and chair. The best way to keep control of a group of people is to make them think they aren't being controlled. He could see it in some of the subjects' eyes – some genuinely thought that they were the ones in control. Unfortunately, they were not and never would be in this place, though they were lucky in the fact that they didn't have to take extra drugs to make them compliant. Some people had to be given so many that their bodies couldn't handle it and shut down. It was usually the younger ones.
"Cell 67B, sir," came a voice from beside him. He looked to his left and saw that he had been accompanied – probably since he'd gotten to this floor – by one of his colleagues, Janet Lincoln, who was one of the senior nurses. She'd been here since Victor had started this place and consequently knew every member of staff and every test subject they'd ever had. She generally helped show new people around but Victor knew that he wouldn't have known which cell to go to had she not been with him. He thanked her and, when he found the right place, went straight inside.
"Oh, it's you," said the little girl who occupied the room, her brown eyes staring coldly at him with more intensity than most girls of her age would be able to keep up. However, her stare was unwavering and laced with hate and mistrust, something that Victor had seen many-a-time from his daughter when she'd regained her sense of self, but never from another subject since.
"And who am I?" he asked calmly, not willing to admit to himself that this girl was one of the few who was immune to a certain strain of the drug before he had checked that she wasn't just delusional. He had been given scares before and had always been put right by the answers to this question. He had often been called Santa Claus and had once even been referred to as Aunt Mabel.
"You're Victor Varlow, I'm Melody Brelsford, I'm ten and I don't like oranges, even though they're supposed to be good for me," she said in a bored voice, finally looking away from him to examine her fingernails in a disinterested kind of way. He was aware that it was irrational to think of this girl as anything but a little girl but right now she represented a threat and it scared Victor to think that somebody so small was able to cause so much trouble. Trouble was a given when something like this happened.
"Okay, Melody, can you tell me anything about where you are?" She gave him a withering look before replying.
"I'm in a facility where children are taken at the age of nine and put in cells like this one so that they can be used as lab rats for experiments on the possibilities of controlling the population to a degree that nobody has ever been able to achieve," she said in an almost sing-song voice, like this was something any idiot would know. "I've been here for one year, four months and six days and I came to my senses two hours and twenty-five minutes ago, right after my last shot of strain #48. I was taken against my will and now I'm worried because I didn't know half of the words before that I know now and I know I'm using them correctly." She glared at Victor. "Is that enough information, Mr V or do you want me to give you any more reasons why I'm scared right now?" Victor honestly had no words. With Amanda there had been so much violence and struggling before her escape that it hadn't really occurred to him to check if there had been adverse effects on her body or mind. Melody fascinated and frightened him. She had so much knowledge and he was sure she would not have been able to find these things out from the staff, who knew nothing themselves. Clearly she had reacted to this particular strain of the drug they were testing, in much the same way as Amanda had done.
"How do you feel physically?" he asked, trying to stop his voice from shaking. There was no hiding how nervous he felt talking to this girl who was clever beyond her years, but he was in no position to stop asking her questions. He really needed to know what the hell was going on here and whether or not it had anything to do with his daughter's lapse.
"My heart-rate's normal, I have no fever, swollen glands or any signs of illness, my stomach feels fine and the only thing wrong that I know of is the fact that I can't sleep. There's far too much going on in my brain right now, it's like a constant buzz." Victor frowned at this admission and started doing calculations in his head. There was something in this situation that didn't sit right with him. Slowly but surely, it came to him.
"Melody, I need to know – have you ever been given a strain of the drug other than #48?" he asked urgently, taking a step towards her before thinking better of it and resuming his original stance.
"Yes, I was given strain #40 a couple of months ago and strain #39 a few weeks before that," she said mechanically, as though she were drawing the information straight from her brain and laying it out before him like a particularly complicated jigsaw puzzle. It was one of those times when the result you'd got wasn't quite what was on the box and by the time you'd realise that a crucial piece was missing, the dog had already got it in his salivating jaws.
It just so happened that whatever nurse had been assigned to give Melody her jabs had given her the exact combination of drugs that had been used on Amanda.
"I'm serious, even you must need to sleep and you can't go somewhere else if you're only going to stay awake and think about your next move," Mary said, equal parts angry, exasperated and caring. She only wanted the best for her baby girl - that much Amanda knew - but she clearly didn't understand the meaning of the phrase 'I don't sleep'. She had been ordered to bed after they'd finished talking – without realising it, their conversation had managed to last until the early hours of the morning – and it was slowly becoming clear that her mother wasn't going to take 'no' for an answer. Despite the fact that she now feared sleep to the point of hatred, Amanda suddenly found the idea horribly attractive, which scared her even more than sleep itself. Her guard must have been let down or something for this kind of thing to happen and she needed her barriers so that she would be ready to take action when the time came. She certainly didn't need to be having mushy thoughts about the land of nod.
"I can't promise you that the git who's called himself your father for all these years won't come back but I don't think he will after what happened and I certainly don't think that it would matter much if he did. He wouldn't be able to get past me," she said with an air of finality.
"But mum," she complained loudly, vaguely aware that she sounded like a bit of a child, "I don't need to sleep – I'll be worse tomorrow if I do sleep than I would be if I didn't. Trust me!" The only answer she got was a pair of pyjamas shoved in her face and a sarcastic eye-roll. This was an argument she knew she had lost before it had even begun.
Mary was rolling out pastry, though Amanda wasn't entirely sure what kind. She couldn't see over the counter, her podgy fingers clutching desperately at the edge of the work-top, trying to pull herself up so that she could catch a glimpse of what her mother was making. She could smell stewed fruit, breathing in the rich aroma of apples and blackberries as they simmered in a large metal pot on the stove. It had always amazed her how the whole, fresh fruits could turn into a thick soup just through the use of heat. She had once asked how it worked but she'd gotten bored half-way through and gone to play football with Angelo instead.
"Mummy, I can't see," she said grumpily, her eyebrows knitting together in her frustration. "I wish I was taller." Her mother simply laughed and stopped what she was doing to bend down to her daughter's level.
"You'll be tall like mummy and Angelo one day, sweetie," she said kindly, that smile still on her face. It was the smile that she used when she secretly found something very funny and Amanda had seen it many times.
"Are you laughing at me because I'm little?" she asked unhappily, casting her eyes to the ground in an effort to gain some sympathy. It worked because the next thing she knew, she was being enveloped in Mary's arms and then picked up as though she weighed nothing. To her mum, she supposed that she wasn't at all heavy; like when Angelo picked her up, there was a lot of swinging, giggling, tickling and shrieking, and after a minute or so of loud noise and general merriment, her brother walked in, looking disgruntled.
"Jeez, 'Manda, you want to scream a little louder?" His blatant sarcasm was lost on her six-year-old mind and she furrowed her brow – a habit Mary always teased her was going to cost her in later life – before giving him the best puppy dog eyes she could muster.
"But, Angelo, if I'm louder I'll hurt mummy's ears!" There was an innocent sincerity to her words and her big brother was helpless to resist her childish charms. He grinned and swept her up, swinging her round just like her mother had been doing, eliciting even louder, more excited shrieks than before. She had never loved her family so much as she did at that point.
"Amanda, wake up, it's noon!" The voice that was pulling her back into consciousness sounded much more excited than it had any right to be when waking her up from such a nice dream but the voice was soon joined by two hands, gently shaking her shoulders.
"A'right… 'M getting up, 'kay?" she mumbled groggily, willing her eyes to bare themselves to the light she knew would be streaming through the curtains, as it always is in these cases. Just when you don't want to wake up, the sun decides to help things along a bit by blinding you the moment you become conscious. True to form, Amanda felt her retinas burn for a few minutes after she opened her eyes and she blinked profusely to try and ease the pain. She slowly became aware of the fact that she was not in a hotel room and that the bed she was in was so comfortable it should have been illegal. Angelo's head was floating above her, his shaggy hair tied back in a ponytail and his face looking cleaner and fresher than it had done in weeks. Clearly a full night's sleep had done him the world of good and she felt a warmth inside her that had nothing to do with the sun at the fact that her brother was looking well again. She hadn't really noticed the change in him until she'd been able to see the comparison.
"Morning, freak," he greeted her jovially, apparently in a much less sombre mood than he had been yesterday. Strangely, Amanda also felt a little better in herself, like she could take on the world and survive – of course, that was probably possible but she didn't fancy trying it today. Which was another thing; she didn't feel any lingering murderous instincts towards anyone and she hadn't broken out in the cold sweat that she had come to associate with sleeping and dreaming. It was just that all the things that appeared behind her eye-lids frightened her so much that she didn't want to think about what she might have dreamt last night, afraid that remembering it might wipe away her good mood. However, she could recall no night scares and happily informed her brother of this fact… after calling him an idiot, of course.
"Brunch is ready and even though you don't need to eat, I figure that pancakes, syrup and as much bacon as you can get on your plate is reason enough to get out of bed, yes?" Amanda was downstairs before Angelo could so much as blink.
"Mum, have I ever told you how much I love you?" She breathed happily, staring at the breakfast table like she'd never seen food before. She was filled with the sort of overwhelming hunger that she hadn't felt since she was nine and it was such a wonderful feeling that she feared she would cry. Instead, she went straight for the bacon. Angelo followed soon after and took the seat next to her, marvelling at the speed at which the food was disappearing down his sister's throat. She could his incredulous look and stuck her tongue out at him – not pleasant at the best of times, but especially not when you're half-way through a mouthful of food.
"I haven't been this hungry since I can remember and I'm not about to tone it down just so you can enjoy your food," she said briskly, noting the fact that Mary had just re-entered the room from the pantry with a dish of cold potato salad and a cheese board. "I can assure you that you will never see me eat with this much gusto again but for now, there's nothing I can do… " And with that, she continued shovelling pancakes and syrup into her mouth, chewing feverishly before swallowing.
"I'm glad you're enjoying it," Mary said warmly, barely keeping down the beginnings of laughter as she tried to enjoy her own food. However, it was difficult to believe that you were truly appreciating something when somebody was doing exactly what you were doing opposite with ten times more gusto. "After this, I thought we could go through to the study and try to sort a few things out," she continued calmly, the forced nature of her casual tone not really striking any chords with the two siblings. They both knew what it was like to realise you didn't know somebody at all and to have to plot against them, no matter what your own feelings were. Where feelings were involved, even the best-laid plans could be thrown into turmoil.
The three strains of the control drug that had been used in combination on both Amanda Varlow and Melody Brelsford were clutched in Victor's steady hands, looking for all the world like any other of the vials in the facility. There were thousands, all carefully coded and catalogued and kept in pristine condition so that things like this didn't happen. Strains #39, #40 and #48 when used together had caused two strange and unforeseen consequences on two completely different people. Amanda had been sixteen when it had happened to her just over a month ago and now Melody was expressing symptoms that were similar in nature after having the same drug combination tested on her: she was more perceptive, knew things she shouldn't, didn't sleep and wasn't too interested in eating. She also had an extended vocabulary and her grammar was impeccable for a girl her age. All-in-all, she would have been written off as a complete anomaly if it hadn't been for the circumstances that placed her in much the same position as his daughter had been in.
"Mr V, there's a memo for you here about research into a different branch of the drug," Julie said as he went by, holding it out to him without even looking up from the notepad she was scribbling on. She knew him well enough to know that he would take it from her out-stretched hand.
"Thank you, Julie," he said absent-mindedly, scanning it with one eye on his watch as he strode down the hall to his office, the possibilities running through his mind at the speed of light. He couldn't help but think that maybe he was reading too much into this connection between the two girls, whereas another part of him was screaming at him that he wasn't looking hard enough. The problem was that he didn't know which voice to listen
"You look like you could use a break." The voice made him jump and although he agreed with the sentiment, he wasn't sure that taking a break would do anybody any good right now. He turned to his colleague of six years, Richard Parc, and gave him a tight smile. Of all the people to be telling him to work less, he wouldn't have expected it of this man. He was one of the hardest workers at the facility and everybody knew it. There were times when he would still be at work when the rest of the staff arrived, though he showed no signs of weariness and there was never a cup of coffee in sight.
"I don't think I can afford to take a break right now, Rick, there's too much at stake." He ran a finger through his greying hair and sighed, knowing that he could trust this man with his problem. "Another subject is displaying symptoms similar to Amanda after being treated with the same three strains of the drug. I don't know what the link is and, though I'm glad it hasn't come to the same conclusion, I also don't understand why this Melody girl isn't doing what Amanda did." Richard raised his eyebrows but stayed silent.
Of course, Victor knew that there were several perfectly viable reasons for why the reactions were similar in some ways but dissimilar in others. There had to be a margin for personal endurance, amongst other things, but that didn't sit right with him. The two girls were different ages, sure, but you wouldn't expect a sixteen-year-old to be able to escape from a high-security lock-up and kill twenty one full-grown adults any more than you would expect it from a ten-year-old. Clearly he was missing something here.
"Well," Rick said finally, shuffling through a stack of papers he'd been clutching in his arms, "I think where you're going wrong with all of this is when you assume it's something to do with Melody. If you concentrate on Amanda and perhaps dig a little into your wife's family history then this will all be over a lot quicker." Victor shrugged and sighed, something he seemed to be doing a lot recently.
"I want this whole thing to be over but I can't just ignore this… I guess I'd better get to the lab… " he said finally, bidding his co-worker goodbye and walking off down the hall to the rooms where all the testing was done. He had neither the time nor the resources to be researching this but he didn't know how else it could be made to make sense. Melody seemed willing to co-operate, although there was always going to be that underlying tension between her and the company staff, which was a blessing in Victor's opinion. It was the only good thing about this situation.
"I've never actually been in here without Victor and I'm pretty sure he keeps this place locked for a reason so it's as good a place as any to start from," Mary said, pulling out a huge set of keys from her jeans pocket. Amanda did a double-take, surprised both that her mother was able to keep that big an object in such a small space and also that she had access to her husband's keys. It seemed unlike him to entrust something so important to somebody who could use it against him. Or perhaps he had really had that much faith in his wife.
"How the hell did you manage to get hold of his bloody keys?" Angelo asked incredulously, voicing his sister's thoughts, though perhaps more crudely than she would have done. Mary raised her eyebrows at him, thinking much the same thing.
"You may be twenty-four, Angelo but you're still my son and, because you don't have being dead as an excuse, I expect you to be a little more polite around me, okay?" she said curtly, studying the door intently whilst she reprimanded him. It may have seemed dismissive but Amanda could see the smile pulling at the corners of her mother's mouth and knew that she was simply enjoying being able to talk to her children again – even if it was under rather strange circumstances.
"Sorry," he said, crossing his arms defensively, a guilty look on his face. Mary nodded as she turned her attention to the ring of keys, trying to find the one that fitted the lock.
"It's fine. Anyway, to answer your question – you probably heard our fight yesterday before Victor stormed out-" 'Probably more afraid than angry,' Amanda thought, amused, "-so you'll know that it was pretty heated. I threw quite a bit of stuff, he ducked a lot and I ended up actually ripping an entire sleeve off his coat." She paused for a moment in her story and in her searching, as though she wanted to savour the memory. "So he left it behind when he went, and these were in the pocket." Amanda shrugged.
"Plausible, if a little uncharacteristically careless on our Victor's part," she said thoughtfully, noting the look of happiness that suddenly crossed over her mother's face when she found the right key.
"Ah-hah!" she said triumphantly, shoving it in the lock and turning it quickly, impatient to get inside and see the contents of this strange and forbidden room. The door groaned dramatically when opened and Amanda saw Angelo roll his eyes and grinned. It was just like their father to do something as overly-theatrical as not oil door-hinges to get such an effect. They entered the room with some trepidation, aware of the fact that they were doing something that wasn't allowed, even though there was no one to catch them in the act.
There were several filing cabinets lining the walls and a computer sat at a desk at the far end of the room, next to a ragged sofa, which had piles of books, papers and open files covering its holey surface. Amanda walked to the sofa and picked up the nearest file, her interest piquing when she saw the word 'Bluefern'; the name of Victor's company. It was a list that would have meant nothing to somebody who didn't know what the facility did but to her it was literally the jackpot. She scanned the page eagerly, drinking in the information she found there. There were names with numbers and unfathomable codes that, for some reason, she understood perfectly, the first of which was Brelsford, Melody Jane. It was clearly in alphabetical order and her own name jumped out at her when she got to the end of the page, a neat little '1' printed next to her name in bold font. Next to that there were the numbers '39', '40' and ‘48’; though these were not the numbers she was interested in. It was the '10 weeks' that caught her attention, a feeling of dread settling in the pit of her stomach when she clocked the date at the top of the document – it was published on the 1st October, 2008. That was a week before she'd escaped, and four weeks ago from the date that she was looking at it. She knew what it meant even before she'd turned over the paper to check the title.
"Amanda, what's wrong?" Angelo's urgent voice cut through the haze that had surrounded her and she started suddenly, wondering why her family were standing over her with worry in their eyes. She slowly realised that she was sitting on the floor with her back against the wall, tears streaming silently down her pale face.
"Honey, come on, what did you find? You don't have to tell me, you just need to show me what you saw," her mother said, voice frantic with worry. Amanda wasn't sure that she trusted herself to speak at the moment, her throat still burning with the need to scream and shout about the injustice of it all. After a couple of seconds, she forced herself to answer, knowing that she was only delaying the inevitable.
"The sheet over there, it… It's the company, they… They've estimated the amount of time left for each person to… To… " She trailed off, staring fixedly in front of her, her eyes still wet, though she was no longer crying. She wouldn't let herself be weak any more in front of her mother and Angelo but she wasn't willing to admit what she had found out. Angelo had grabbed the sheet she had pointed to and was reading it with slow deliberation. Amanda couldn't see his face until he looked up, hidden as it was behind a curtain of dirty blond hair, and when she saw his expression, she wished he would look away again. There was such unimaginable sorrow in his eyes – more even than she herself felt, which shouldn't be true in this kind of situation.
"Mum… If I've got this right, Amanda's going to… Oh, god, how the fuck am I supposed to say this without sounding stupid?" Angelo looked absolutely furious with himself, as though this was his fault, which it certainly wasn't. Amanda had so much to thank her brother for and he didn't even realise how good he'd been to her. "She's going to die in six weeks. Her brain is going to short-circuit from all the power and the drugs they fed her and the constant rush of adrenaline that's pumping through her." His words were blunt and bitter, hatred for his father and how he had torn his own family apart dripping from every syllable he spoke. Mary didn't say anything in response, nor did she cry, but she wrapped her arms around her daughter and held her tightly within her warm embrace, hating her husband with every fibre of her being.
"God help us," she said, her voice devoid of emotion as she cradled her baby until her breathing had evened out and darkness had descended upon the group, "because nobody else will… "
Charlotte was agitated beyond belief. It had been two weeks since she'd seen Angelo and Amanda and, though she'd parted with a contact number tucked into her back pocket, there seemed to be no way of speaking to them. They weren't answering her calls, nor were they returning them and there was only so long she was willing to wait before she gave up entirely.
"Why can't I talk to daddy?" Simon demanded, sounding more like a child than he ever had before with his mouth full of mashed potatoes and his face in an indignant scowl. Charlotte chuckled despite herself and wiped a stray shred of carrot from his cheek.
"Angelo isn't answering his phone and I don't know where to find him," she said softly, aware that Rorie was staring up at her instead of eating his dinner. Simon swallowed his potatoes and stabbed mercilessly at a piece of beef, probably imagining his mother's face instead of his Sunday roast.
"But I know where he is," he complained, squirming in his chair. Rorie rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to speak, but Charlotte shushed him. All the eight-year-old had been saying since they'd met with Simon's father and aunt had been to do with how his whole family must be crazy and how he hadn't liked the colour of Amanda's hair. Charlotte thought she knew where he'd got these strange prejudices from – he was getting to that age where everything he heard in school was rubbing off on him – but that didn't mean that she was willing to hear about them all the time.
"Did you draw it, sweetheart?" she asked, popping a carrot into her mouth while Simon answered her.
"Yes," he said, though he may as well have said 'duh', as that was obviously what he was thinking, "they're at Granny's house." Charlotte frowned and swallowed, wondering how on earth that could make sense to her son; he knew full well that his Granny Shain had died only last year, not long after his Grandpa. She couldn't think of one reason why Angelo and his sister would be at their house, especially as it now had new inhabitants.
"What do you mean? You know your Granny Shain isn't with us any more." It was automatic for her to censor her language around her children, even though they'd both seen just as much death as she had and Simon at least seemed to know exactly what it was and exactly what it meant. 'And sometimes before it even happens,' she added to herself, suppressing a shudder at the thought. She would hate to know when somebody was to die, knowing that she could do nothing to stop it.
"I mean Granny Varlow," he said, rolling his eyes – a little something that he had picked up from Charlotte, no doubt, and used whenever he could. She sighed and closed her eyes, trying to imagine a life where her family didn't keep extending without her knowledge. She failed miserably, stuck as she was in the present. "I think that's where they are… " Simon's sudden lack of confidence immediately caught her attention and she opened her eyes to look at him, curiosity overwhelming her other feelings on the matter.
"You're usually sure about your pictures, what's the matter this time, sweetie?" she asked quickly, half hoping that maybe his strange power had stopped working properly or was fading away. All she wanted for him was a normal life and she didn't think that he would be able to mix the power to see what he wasn't supposed to know and a normal life and come out with something manageable. It was for him that she hoped, but in her heart of hearts, she knew that she was hoping in vain.
"Er… It might've already happened or… It they haven't gone there yet… " he said slowly, as though trying to understand his own explanation of matters.
"So you don't know when things are going to happen, you just know that they will or have?" Charlotte asked kindly, noticing that her son looked glum at her assessment. He nodded without looking her in the eyes, and it immediately became clear to her that he saw this as some sort of failing on his part, that he didn't like the fact that he was unable to be of more use. "You don't need to worry – I'm very proud of you and it's very good of you to tell me this." Charlotte tried to get as much kindness into her words as possible and it seemed to work, as Simon looked up and smiled at her, his eyes hopeful.
"Does that mean we can go see them?" he asked, pausing in the action of scooping up another forkful of mashed potatoes to wait expectantly for her answer. His mother sighed but she couldn't lie to him – he was always so honest with her that she felt it was only right to give him the same treatment in return.
"We'll go after dinner but only if you eat all your vegetables," she said, smiling in the face of her son's joy. He quickly turned back to his dinner, shovelling down his food at a rate that would eventually give him indigestion. Charlotte, satisfied that she would get at least one empty plate at the end of this meal, let her eyes wonder over to Rorie, whose food hadn't been touched since the conversation had started. He looked sad and he was staring at his brother like he'd never seen him before. Suddenly he spoke, as though he knew without turning to see that his mother was staring at him.
"Why does Simon have a dad when I don't?" he asked quietly, but in a way that made it sound like he didn't really need an answer. It was like he was talking to himself and wasn't aware of any spectators. "I don't think it's fair." It may have been a childish thing to say but Charlotte's heart broke a little bit when she stopped to think about what exactly Rorie had lost only a couple of weeks ago. She had lost someone too but then, she was stronger than they were and had gone through this kind of loss before – her father had died when she was only six, her mother when she was ten. She couldn't think of anything to say but the truth. It was strange to her how easily the words now came.
"Life's just like that, Rorie – but even though daddy's gone, I still love you. So does your brother. I just hope that can be enough for now… "
The hotel where Victor was staying was divine and he would have thought it a crime if it hadn't been, considering how much it cost per night. It was verging on daylight robbery but missed it by an inch due to the fact that there was a 24-hour free bar on the ground floor. His suite was lavishly furnished and decorated, the warm turquoise walls echoing the sea view from the glass doors that led out onto the room's balcony. The carpet was a smooth cream, like pale sand, and at least an inch thick so that when Victor had first entered the room, he had sunk slightly. The bed was large and even softer than the carpet, feather pillows piled high at one end while the other end played host to a fluffy throw that was the same turquoise as the walls. The kitchen was a heaven of cream cupboards, black granite worktops and top-of-the-range appliances, including a miniature television with satellite that flipped down from one of the cabinets lining the uppermost part of the walls. The Jacuzzi in the bathroom was sunk into the floor and was so large that it was probably more than possible for ten people to sit in there quite comfortably without anything untoward taking place. Of course, with the price of the room being what it was, Victor imagined that the kind of people to whom it was usually rented used it for exactly those kind of untoward things. The white floor tiles gleamed and the golden taps sparkled with the light from the misted-glass sconces that lit up the room.
All of this would have been perfect if Victor hadn't been there for the sole purpose of tracking down and killing his family. His surroundings were paradise whilst his insides boiled with anger, trepidation and fear. It wasn't murder that he had a problem with; it was being forced to do it against his will. If he was going to take down a family of three, whether related to him or not, he would rather it were on his terms than simply because it was expected of him.
His laptop lay open on the bed, where he sat, typing furiously in an attempt to figure out the reason why the three strains of the drug caused such an odd reaction when used together. In essence, they were all the same drug and it couldn't be the result of an overdose because if that was the case then every subject who had taken more than one dose of the drug, no matter which strain, would have expressed the same symptoms. This hadn't happened and so it was impossible. No strain was more or less potent than another, which ruled out the possibility of this combination having a higher concentration. Basically, the only idea that Victor had left was beyond ridiculous.
This idea would require enormous amounts of willpower and energy from the subject and the results for Amanda's tests at least would be next to impossible to replicate. With Melody it was less complicated. If this half-baked idea was to be used as an actual theory then it would mean that Melody would just have to have a particular reaction with the three chemicals that meant she was more lucid. This made perfect sense and could happen with many kind of drug. However, it didn't explain her increased mental capacity, which is where the willpower would have to step in. If Melody subconsciously wanted to resist the drugs' effects and had the will to do so then she would have to use parts of her brain that normal human beings didn't use. She would have to use at least 10% more of her brain capacity, which would take a lot of strength and unless she really wanted it, it wouldn't work.
So, hypothetically, Melody's case could be explained, however ludicrous the theory might have been. Amanda, however, was something else all together. Unless she had some kind of force surrounding her consciousness that reacted negatively with the drugs and caused her to become super-charged… Victor snorted with annoyance. It was impossible.
Melody Brelsford's file was open next to his leg, her picture taunting him with the fact that he couldn't work out the link between her and his daughter. Of course, there was always the possibility that Amanda would die before she could kill anyone else, which would certainly lessen his problems and the combination of drugs in question could be noted down as incompatible. However, he didn't like this way of doing things – it felt like too much of an anti-climax. If he couldn't work this out then he may as well quit now and give the job to somebody else, who would disregard it, no doubt. It would be archived as nothing more than one man's desperate attempt to make something difficult that needn't have been dealt with at all. Victor shoved the file angrily off the bed and his laptop followed shortly after, landing with a crash that the people below were probably used to by now. The only people who used this room were people with a lot of money and foul tempers; the lower floor probably had some kind of warning attached to it.
The phone provided a welcome break from what seemed to be an impossible task and he answered it after the first ring, hoping beyond hope that it would be somebody he could shout at without feeling guilty about it afterwards.
"We've got a bit of a problem here," a nasal voice from the other end of the line informed him. Victor's heart sank when he realised it was Julie, who you wouldn't mess with if your life depended on it. She was a truly formidable woman, which is why everyone had so much respect for her – she got the job done, whether it be sending clothing to the dry cleaners to remove the blood stains or inter-departmental memos with death threats that nobody doubted she would carry out were her demands not met. Her authority was never questioned.
"What is it this time?" he asked wearily, stepping over the broken bits of computer and scattered documents to get to the kitchen, where he poured himself a glass of water whilst he listened to Julie's irate reply.
"The people who've been watching your house have yet to report back and the reports they'd relayed before now were strange," she said in a clipped tone that told Victor quite clearly who she was blaming for the facility's current predicament. "They said that there was little noise from the house but there were signs of there being more than one person inside." Victor choked on his water and, after some coughing and spluttering, managed to get his next sentence out.
"More than one person? How long had there been signs of this?" he demanded, grabbing a kitchen towel to clean up the mess he had made with his little break in decorum. He wasn't happy with the situation that he'd put Mary in but it couldn't be helped; even if he would have to kill her in the end, he wanted to put it off for as long as possible. After all, he did love her.
"Since the day they began, as far as I can see-" there was a shuffling of documents on the other end of the line as Julie sifted through the memos and letters that Victor always saw littering her desk, "-so about two weeks ago, give or take a couple of days." He swore and kicked a cupboard door, instantly regretting it as pain spasmed through his toe. He could almost feel his secretary's disapproval washing over him in waves, though there were miles between them. He was glad of the miles, as he had no doubt that she would have been giving him that cold, calculating glare of hers right now if he'd been close enough.
"Since I left? Who the fuck is in my house and can we get them out?" Victor sat on one of the counter tops so that he could better nurse his toe, and resisted the urge to let out another string of curses when Julie's answer came back negative.
"There's no way to tell who's in there and even if we knew, we might be risking a whole lot trying to get them out," she said, pausing as if to let him know that she didn't approve of this situation and knew that the blame fell entirely on him for leaving his house in the first place, "They might even be a friend of your wife, in which case we would risk exposure, ridicule and valuable time and resources trying to extract a group of people who hold no threat to the facility." Even though Victor knew she was right – about everything, as was usual in these cases – he wasn't happy about leaving his wife unprotected. If she was in any danger from outside sources simply for being married to him he wouldn't let her be hurt, but there was the slightest possibility that…
"I'm on my way there now, tell Parc there's a chance that I might be coming back with Amanda and to keep cell #80 open just in case." Julie wasn't usually the kind of woman to be shocked by anything, especially not in her line of work, but he heard a sharp intake of breath from her when he'd finished reeling off his list of instructions. Cell #80 had previously been closed for use because of the dangers it held. It was almost completely air-tight and more than one person had died of a lack of oxygen before the facility had been forced to stop using it. It was nothing like the other cells, lacking anything even vaguely homey. The monotony of the grey, concrete walls and floor was only broken by the thick, metal door, which was a slightly lighter shade of grey. There was only a sink and a hole in the floor for waste. It was more of a prison than the most high-security
"Mr V, I think you're perhaps taking matters too far – no human deserves that manner of death." Julie's voice was steady and cold, though there was a tremble in it that not many would hear even if they were to live a hundred years. She was not the kind of person to find horror in such things but perhaps it was the level of betrayal that shocked her. It took somebody with nothing left in his life but his work and his pride to be able to even think about killing a member of his own family, let alone his 16-year-old daughter. Victor was just such a man, or he had been since that night two weeks ago when he had discovered another side to his wife, a side of her that terrified and bewitched him. The hand not holding the phone flexed, his desire to test her ability and to stretch it to its limits nearly tearing him up inside. He knew that everything he stood for was wrong and that everything he wanted in this life he could do without but he had never really been able to take no for an answer.
"I don't think I have a choice any more," he said quietly, his hand shaking as he hung up the phone, not wanting to hear her reply. He was sure that it would have been reasonable enough but he didn't want to be given any excuses to back out now. He had a plan and he was going to follow it.
The door slammed behind him when he left, the sound echoing through the empty apartment like a gunshot.
The only way that Amanda would sleep was if Angelo sat next to her on the bed and her mother came up to tuck her in before she went off to her own room. She wouldn't eat, despite her family's attempts to feed her and she only got out of her grey cotton pyjamas when it was necessary for her to wash. Occasionally Mary would force her to drink some concoction or other and then she would just sit there, waiting for her mother to leave the room so that she could spit it out. She wouldn't take anything, no matter whether or not it would help her, because in her heart of hearts she knew that there was nothing wrong with her. She knew exactly how it would happen; she could practically see it in her mind's eye. There was too much power inside of her – and all because of this Lazarus guy, who'd had no right to taint the bloodline that would follow him, even if it was himself he was testing on. This power that had come from, what she assumed to be a reaction with Victor's drugs was too much for her comparatively frail body and would cause her to short-circuit, or something like it; fizzling out into nothing and taking her brain and consciousness along with it. Amanda found it kind of ironic that it would be Victor that was the cause of her death, what with his being the reason for her birth. It just made the betrayal that much deeper.
"You can't go on like this," Angelo said kindly, no frustration or impatience in his words, even though Amanda knew that she would be thoroughly pissed off by this point were she in his position. He took care of her night and day and when she was sleeping he had a laptop out, researching and burrowing deep into complex networks of questions to find the answer to their problem. She loved him for it but she secretly hated the fact that he was able to do all these things, that he didn't have this immense weight on his shoulders. All she could do was think of her inevitable death and how she had never even had a proper education or kissed a boy when it meant something or been on holiday to a far-off place where they didn't even speak English and she had to communicate with her hands. They were all stupid little things but they were moments in time that she would never experience. She found it cruel and unfair.
"I can go on like this if I want to," Amanda replied quietly, her voice rising to barely above a whisper so that he could hear her. She hadn't had a drink in days – she kept refusing the water she was given – so her voice was scratchy and dry from lack of use.
"You know that's not what I mean," Angelo said softly, reaching over to stroke her hair, which was a little matted but he didn't seem to be put off by this fact. "I'm trying as hard as I can to stop this from happening but it isn't helping to see you so distraught – you're the strong one and now I've got to take your place. It's not what I'm used to, you know." She snorted and burrowed deeper under the duvet, her eyes closing in the stifling warmth that enveloped her.
"I'm weak," she whispered, squeezing her eyes shut so tightly that patterns danced across her eyelids. "I can't save myself, I can't save you and I can't save mum. I shouldn't be here because of the danger I'm putting you both in but I can't leave because there's a part of me that's insisting that I stay because this is making me feel better." She knew that she sounded disgusted but she didn't care – that was exactly how she was feeling right now.
"It's okay to be selfish just this once you know – did you ever stop to consider that we wouldn't let you leave, even if you wanted to? We need you here because we love you and we've both lost you once already," he said, sounding oddly like he was about to cry. "Can you imagine what it would do to us if you went away again?" Amanda had never thought about it like that, wrapped up as she had been in her own life and the way it had changed so suddenly for the worse. She hadn't realised that it might be more selfish for her to leave than for her to stay.
"All right, but I'm not staying if I start exploding or something like that… " she said, only half joking. Her brother laughed humourlessly beside her, acknowledging the likelihood of such a thing a happening.
"Good, because I don't think mum would enjoy scraping you off the walls… " If they couldn't laugh about the subject then Amanda was sure they would both cry. She was sure that to some people this subject would be something piteous, not something in which to find humour but she was growing tired of keeping her emotions in check and if laughter was all she was allowed then she would grab it and hold onto it until she was able to scream.
"We have yet to consider surgery," Mary said sincerely, her elbows resting on the table as she rubbed the sleep from her tired eyes so as to see her children better. She and Angelo had managed to drag Amanda out of bed but she was grumpy and hadn't said a word since she'd sat down at the kitchen table, clean and dressed. The colours were drab – greys and off-whites – but Mary supposed that she was just dressing to fit her mood. She herself had almost worn black this morning but had stopped herself just in time – it would seem far too much like she had given up hope of saving her daughter and she wasn't willing to mourn her until she was gone.
"I don't think there's a particular part of her brain that is actually causing her to lose control-" Amanda shot her brother a foul look and he switched the phrase for another to appease her, "-causing her to act like this, so I doubt there's any chance of a surgeon being able to remove whatever is going to cause this… over-load." He chose the last word carefully, not wanting to trigger any reaction from his sister. He failed, of course, her contemptuous sniff telling him what he didn't want to hear; she didn't think she could be saved and she clearly didn't appreciate their efforts when there were other things they could be doing. According to her, ending Victor's life should be higher up on their list of priorities than keeping hers. In fact, she said as much.
"If there's no chance of anything we try working – because, let's be honest here, who's going to have come across this situation before in order to have come up with a solution? - then we should be focussing our efforts on stopping this from happening again," she said vehemently, her eyes burning with annoyance at her family's dithering. For the past few weeks there had been a flurry of activity and now that it had died down she yearned for the action that broke the monotony of the day. If she had to get out of bed and carry on with her pitiful existence for a little while longer then she wanted to make what little time she had left worthwhile. She wanted to kill Victor, bring down his stupid little company and make sure that nobody ever again suffered as she had.
"I knew you'd say that but how are we supposed to stop Victor when we don't even know-" Angelo's reply was cut short by a knock on the door. They all stared curiously down the hallway that led to the front door and Amanda was sure that her heart was not the only one that was beating far too fast for her liking. They hadn't had contact with anyone in weeks and the only person to leave the house had been Mary, for whom it had been a necessity, as she and Angelo had to eat.
"I'll get it," their mother said calmly, standing up and exiting the room without even a hint of fear. Sometimes it was difficult to imagine this woman as the person who had stood at the side-lines of her daughter's primary school football matches and shaken with worry at the thought of anybody getting hurt. She seemed so much stronger than she had been back then.
There was a murmur of speech from the end of the hall but nothing much could be made out by the two siblings other than the words "welcome" and "unexpected", neither of which were particularly informative. It was only when their mother re-entered the room with three other people that it became clear what was going on.
"Daddy!" Simon yelled, pushing past Mary to jump at the legs of a perplexed Angelo. "I drew this house and I wanted to come and see you so mummy said I could go if I ate all my veget… my dinner," he finished with some difficulty, beaming up at his father with the sort of energy that could only be mustered up by toddlers and people who jog every morning.
"Actually, I needed to talk to you anyway so it seemed like a good excuse to come here," Charlotte said, smiling weakly at Angelo, who smiled back and scooped Simon up into his arms. The little boy chirped happily and wrapped his arms around his dad's neck, holding on as though his life depended on it.
"We were in the middle of a pretty important conversation but in a way it should probably have included you anyway… It's kind of a family thing," Amanda said, shrugging. For some reason she was unable to dislike Charlotte and had only mentioned that she should be included because she'd realised that the first part of her statement had sounded a bit rude. She didn't want to offend Simon's mother, especially not as Simon's being here was pretty crucial. She realised now that his unique ability must also have something to do with Lazarus and his tests, so it was only right that he should know the extent of his power and the reasons behind it.
"I think that maybe we should all sit down," Mary said kindly, gesturing to the table. Rorie sat with his mother but Simon was still firmly attached to Angelo, smiling like all his Christmases had come at once. To be fair on the kid, that's probably what it felt like to him. All of his family were sat in the room and he was allowed to be with them, even though they were technically talking about things that could probably be labelled as 'grown-up stuff'.
When they were all seated, Amanda realised that she probably had some explaining to do. She began with Lazarus and his link to their family, her own ability, along with her mother's and Angelo's. She then progressed onto their father and how much of a scum-bag he was (she had to tone her language down a bit, very aware of the fact that there were children listening), even keeping in the part where she had a limited amount of time left on this earth, as she felt it was necessary for Charlotte to understand exactly why it was important to her to kill Victor.
It was for Rorie's own good that he was sent out of the room at this point, though Charlotte didn't understand entirely why Simon was allowed to be in the room, even though he was four years Rorie's junior. Amanda didn't explain her reasons, instead back-tracking and, with a shaking breath, she told her all about what had happened to her husband; who he had been when he was alive and how sorry she was for her loss, but not for ending his life. There was silence, in which nobody moved. When Charlotte spoke, after literally minutes passing with no sound, it was not the reply anybody was expecting.
"You don't have to apologise," she said, her eyes fixed resolutely on Amanda's, as though daring her to look away first. "What happened to you was inexcusable and if John had anything to do with what went on then he's not the man I thought he was. I'm not saying that I forgive you for taking away Rorie's father but I have to say I'm glad that he doesn't know what John really was; I'd rather his memories were untainted." Nobody had anything to say to this and their little meeting ended, Rorie was allowed back into the room and the Shains were offered rooms for the night, the house being large enough to accommodate them. Charlotte was about to refuse, not objecting to being in the same house as Amanda but to being only a room or two away from Angelo, before she realised that it was pitch-black outside. Clearly it had taken Amanda a long time to explain events and before any of them had realised what was happening, night had already fallen.
"Please, I insist – as I understand it, you've been quite a way and I can't have you taking the long drive home when it's this dark. There will be more time to talk tomorrow and I'd like you to be there, if you're willing?" Mary asked warmly, dealing well with the sudden shock of being a grandma quite well, under the circumstances. Of course, it may have been the fact that she had never expected anything more than parenthood for the past seven years – and even that had seemingly been denied to her – that lessened her surprise. Not only had she gotten her beloved children back but she'd also gained a grandchild, though she was going to have to have a chat with Angelo about how this had come about and why he hadn't told her sooner.
"I don't have anything with me and I certainly don't want to be a burden," Charlotte said hesitantly, but she already knew that she would stay if asked again. This house just seemed more like home to her than the house she had shared with John. Maybe it was the knowledge that her husband had died in one of its rooms, or perhaps it was knowing that it would never be the same without him in it, but eventually she accepted the invitation to stay the night. She hurried Simon and Rorie upstairs to get them ready for bed and Mary followed to show her the rooms they could use and to find some old pyjamas that the two boys could wear to bed.
Amanda and Angelo were left alone in the kitchen, he nursing a small glass of whiskey whilst she stared at it curiously, fully aware that she wasn't allowed to have any. Alcohol had obviously never been much of an issue for her and she wouldn't really be able to tell the difference between whiskey and rum if pressed, but that didn't stop her wanting it now. She knew it was a simple case of wanting what she couldn't have, the idea of being even the slightest bit tipsy holding no real appeal for her. She had survived thus far by being on her guard at all times and she had no wish to be drunk when Victor finally decided to attack.
"Do you feel any better about what happened now that Charlotte knows?" Angelo asked suddenly, still looking at the amber liquid in his glass, as though fascinated by the whorls and ripples on its surface. Amanda cocked her head to the side, thinking over his question for a moment. Yes, in a way she felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders, although she still felt heavy with the knowledge of her mortality, and it made her feel a little better to know that she could be in the same room as the other woman without having any secrets from her. It was one thing to know that she had killed her husband and it was another entirely to know that the other person agreed with her method of problem-solving.
"Yeah, it does feel good to know that she doesn't have much of a problem with what I did, at least in general terms." Amanda shrugged, leaning back against the counter opposite her brother and picking up her glass of orange juice – she was only drinking it so that Simon wouldn't worry about her, since he'd told her before he'd gone upstairs that she looked white and that she "should drink some orange juice because mummy says it's got vitamins, which are good." He had looked so earnest when telling her this that she'd had to promise him she'd have some. Mary had looked pleased with this, obviously noting the little boy's power over his aunt and planning to use it at a later date to make her eat something. The annoying this was, she realised, that it would probably work. "Simon's a cute kid, isn't he? I'm actually surprised you managed to spawn something so utterly adorable, but I reckon he's got his aunt's charm and good-looks," she said, winking at her brother, who was trying to be angry at her but only succeeded in looking faintly amused.
"He's got my eyes and I think you'll find that he's got my charms, seeing as you're distinctly lacking in that area," Angelo replied loftily, swallowing the rest of his drink and walking over to the dishwasher to stack it with the plates and dishes left over from the dinner he had shared with Mary. They had made spaghetti and meatballs with bacon – a strange combination that had apparently been Amanda's favourite as a child – but to no avail. She had still refused to eat it. Luckily, Angelo had a ridiculously fast metabolism and a bottomless pit for a stomach so nothing had gone to waste. "Ready to sleep some more?" he asked when he'd finished with his task, straightening up to level a questioning look at his sister. She nodded and passed him her glass before heading for the stairs.
"I think you should come and look at this." Charlotte's voice came from the landing at the top of the stairs and Amanda looked up to see that her usually pretty face was creased with worry. She immediately disappeared and Amanda had no choice but to follow, walking through to the bedroom where Simon and Rorie were staying together. She was met by their mother, who led her quietly over to Simon, who was sleeping next to a pile of drawings he had obviously done before nodding off. A red crayon was still clutched in his fist, a couple of waxy lines staining the sheet near where his hand lay. Amanda eased the crayon away from him and laid it silently on the side table before gathering up the pictures and taking them out of the room with Charlotte in tow. They paused outside the door while she flicked through the pages, her worry growing with every one she saw. Eventually she'd seen them all and looked up to see an expression on Charlotte's face that she knew was mirrored on her own.
"I think we should take a closer look at these downstairs," Amanda said gravely, the seriousness of the situation coming down on her like a tonne of bricks. She had known that she would have to be ready for this but that didn't make it any easier to know that it was going to happen. Victor was coming here and she had no idea when he would arrive.
Victor was in his car, driving towards his true home when a thought struck him. He pulled over and flipped open his mobile, deciding against switching his engine off, as it would only waste time if he had to get moving again quickly. He dialled the number for his company, 'Bluefern' and the phone was answered by a cold and distant sounding Julie. He requested to be patched through to Parc to discuss a change of plans and her mood seemed to lift instantly, as she wasted no time in doing so. There was the clicking sound of someone putting the phone down before somebody else picked it up a moment later, sounding weary.
"Rick, I have a little proposition for you," he said breezily, trying to make it sound like he was about to give him an opportunity of some description, not ask him for a huge favour. "You can go ahead and close cell #80, we won't be needing it if this goes as planned." Rick sounded more than happy to deal with his request.
"I was hoping it wouldn't come to that," he said, the relieved smile evident in his voice. "So tell me, what do you need?" Victor explained his idea with minimal 'um'ing and 'ah'ing and, when he had finished, received Parc's approval instantly.
"You think you can do that?" he asked, knowing that the fact he even sounded like he was doubting his colleague could only work in his favour. He was right.
"Of course I can do it – what do you take me for?" He laughed. "It should be a breeze, though that depends on how many men you can spare." Twenty was the number decided on, as they both knew that picking too low a number could cost Victor his life, if not his reputation along with it. "They'll meet you there." And with that, the call ended, leaving Victor with a smile on his face and new hope in his black heart.
"There's far more detail in these drawings than you could possibly expect from a boy who's only four-years-old," Mary said incredulously, eyeing the sheets of paper like they were out to get her. Which, in a way, they were – or at least what was drawn on the paper was. It was definitely Victor, the sharp blue eyes unmistakable even in a child's drawing, and the house that stood behind him was a frighteningly good copy of the one in which they were standing right now.
"There are two problems with this ability of his – firstly, he can't tell when these things are going to happen or whether they've happened already and secondly, I think that he can only see things that concern those intimately connected to him," Charlotte explained, though it was a little muffled because she was biting the skin around her thumbnail; apparently a habit she had developed that manifested itself when she was nervous about something. It had actually started when she was pregnant with Simon, as she had been constantly terrified that somebody would find out about her affair with Angelo and tell her husband.
"So we don't know if this is going to happen tomorrow or the next day or… ?" Mary didn't really need to continue but Amanda furrowed her brow in confusion.
"My main worry is that it's going to happen tonight," she said slowly, as if trying to understand why the other people in the room weren't as concerned about that happening as she was. "I mean, how do you know that he's going to be here during the day?" Mary flipped to the next picture and held it in front of her daughter, her finger tapping at the bright yellow sun that had been drawn in the top right-hand corner. She nodded to show that she had seen it and her mother drew back her hand, placing the paper with the rest of its kind on the table. They were laid out in what seemed to be the order they had been drawn, and in a way it made sense. However, in some ways it was more confusing in this order than any other.
The first picture – if it indeed was the first picture – showed Victor in front of the house. The second was him at the front door, which was easy to make out from the greenery that surrounded it and the creepers that wound over the ancient wood. The third was of Victor inside the house, but this time he wasn't alone. Unlike the other figures that Simon drew, these were only stick men, as you would expect from a child, and their faces were scribbled over with black crayon. ("It's almost as though they're supposed to be hidden but in view at the same time, if you get my meaning," Angelo had stated, rather awkwardly when this picture had been discovered.) The next one was mostly red, which they had assumed to be blood – because it was either that or Simon really hadn't liked the picture – and the stick figures were lying down, presumably dead. There was a new character in this section of the sequence however, supposedly a representation of Amanda - it had to be, as she was the only one with the piercing blue eyes of her father. The drawing of Amanda was holding some kind of sword, which looked surprisingly like the one that was currently in its sheath in her room. The fifth and sixth pictures were exactly the same except for one small detail; the first was Amanda and Simon, alone, and the second was the same but this one had the addition of a cat, which was winding its way around their ankles.
Unfortunately, nobody had any idea what the hell any of this meant, though not through lack of trying to understand. They were pretty sure that Victor was going to arrive tomorrow, at the earliest, and that he was going to be bringing some pretty heavy forces with him, who would all be slaughtered in the ensuing fight. This was all fine by Amanda, especially as it seemed that she would be the one to kill them all. However, there were two problems that she had with this prediction. The first was that there were no drawings of anyone actually killing Victor and the second problem was that she was actually a pretty crap fighter. The only reason she was able to kill the people she'd killed was because that other part of her had taken over a little, and apparently that other part of her was pretty good with a sword. She said as much to the rest of the room's occupants.
"Yeah, that could be potentially problematic… " Angelo said, his eyes flickering quickly to Mary and back again, a movement so fast that Amanda almost missed it. Of course, she knew she had interpreted it correctly, as she was thinking much the same thing – their mother was less helpless than they were and if push came to shove, they knew that she would fight to protect her children. Suddenly, it seemed as though Angelo's mind had been violently shoved to another subject and he stared intently at his sister when he spoke again. "On a slightly different, but still relevant topic, why didn't you kill Victor when we first came here? He was right in front of us and you didn't make one move to attack him!" All eyes in the room were on her all of a sudden and she shifted uncomfortably.
"It's kind of complicated. With him, it's like the urge to kill isn't as strong because of family ties," she said, her words laced with anger, apparently at her own weakness, "but there's also the element of my hatred for him and his betrayal, which, when balanced out, means that I can control myself until I see fit to kill him. I didn't want to do it then because it felt unfair and I suppose I'd rather draw it out than just stab him in the back… " She trailed off as though the idea still held some appeal for her and she didn't wish to dwell on it in case she regretted her earlier actions.
"Okay, that makes sense… I think." Charlotte rolled her eyes and pointed at the drawings.
"Will you be able to kill them or not?" she demanded, her rather blunt approach surprising Amanda. She nodded, though she wasn't exactly sure that she was telling the truth.
"Basically, since Victor's going to be there, I can channel my 'killing urge', or whatever you want to call it, into just getting rid of the others before I stop him too. I'll have to have a little help-" Here she nodded at her mother and brother, "-holding him off whilst I deal with the small fries. I know you two are capable – probably more capable than I am – so it shouldn't be a problem." She turned to Charlotte, aware of the fact that this must be a very difficult time for her. There was the possibility that she might have to be involved in something that technically had nothing at all to do with her. "You have a choice here. You can either take Rorie and Simon and get the heck out of here come sun up, or you can stay here and try to keep them safe. It's unlikely that Victor will go for you but you really need to think about your kids' safety, even if you don't much care about your own." The frown lines that had been present on Charlotte's face since the drawings had been found deepened as she tried to work out what the right decision was. It was a difficult thing to judge, since things like this didn't happen very often to her – in fact, this was a first – so she had to go with her gut instinct, as much as she hated to make a choice without a logical basis.
"I think we should probably stay – there's no guarantee that leaving will make us any safer and I don't think I could take Simon away from here if I tried." Charlotte had a good point but Amanda wasn't entirely happy with her choice. She let it slide, nonetheless, more concerned with the fact that she would have to kill what looked to be around twenty armed men pretty soon.
"I think we should get some sleep. If he's coming tomorrow then we don't want to be dead on our feet," Mary pointed out, and they all agreed. Charlotte took the drawings up with her and, though everybody laid in their beds, none of them slept, too caught up in the events that they knew were soon to occur.
Victor arrived at the house at around midday, noting with satisfaction that he'd beaten Rick's troops there, despite the fact that he'd had a rest at around three o'clock that morning at a lay-by. He was a little worried about what he had to do but he was running on coffee and caffeine had always had a strangely calming effect on his nerves. Since he had nothing else to do, he waited in the car for his men to arrive, knowing that if he waited, he would be far more likely to succeed than if he stormed in there out-numbered. There was no way that he would be able to get rid of Amanda and Angelo by himself and if Mary was protecting them then he'd have no chance. Of course, there was no guarantee that it was even who he thought it was inside, but he had learnt over the years that the best thing he could do was just to trust his gut feeling. And right now, his gut was telling him that his target was inside that house.
Victor had only been waiting for around ten minutes when his men arrived, all of them armed to the teeth with combat weapons. He fondly noted that not one of them sported a gun, which he had to put down to it being Rick who had organised them. It was common knowledge that he hated anything that couldn't be used effectively at short-range and, in his book there was no better weapon than a sword. He knew that Amanda felt the same way.
The arranged themselves, which Victor also liked, and when they'd finished, he led them towards the property, his heart thumping in his chest with nervous excitement. They paused at the gates and he went on alone, deciding that it would be better to see if the people inside were the people he wanted. He pushed open the front door, not surprised to find it unlocked – Mary had always been a little scatter-brained – and stepped quietly inside, wondering whether or not he should risk leaving the door open. He ended up leaving it, starting for the stairs and stopping before he'd even got three steps inside. There were several pairs of shoes near the door that he didn't recognise and a couple that he did. Angelo's were easy to identify; they were the same as the ones he had been wearing when they'd met a few weeks ago – it paid to be observant in the business Victor was in – and the other pair he knew were Mary's. Somewhere in the mêlée, he knew that there must be a pair belonging to his daughter because she had been practically attached to her brother since her escape from the facility.
He stalked back outside and beckoned for the men to follow him in. Their dark uniforms and visors would do no good in disguising them once they were inside but there was no point telling them that now, so he left them to it. Once he was standing in the hallway again, he directed five men to go towards the kitchen, five in the direction of the study and the other ten followed him as he crept up the stairs. He drew his sword with a muted swish and, by the time he'd got to the landing, was holding it firmly in his hand, the adrenaline pumping around his body at a faster rate than even he was used to.
There was something different about this chase – there was more to it than he could explain but something here was wrong. It was too quiet, for a start. He ignored the strange feeling in his stomach and walked towards the master bedroom, opening it as quietly as possible, holding his weapon out in front of him. There was nobody in there but he left a couple of soldiers behind to search the room anyway, moving onto the next one with the remaining men. He did the same for each empty room, leaving behind one or two people to check the wardrobes and under the beds for anybody who might have thought them good hiding places for some reason or other. By the time he got back to the top of the staircase there was only one man left with him. This didn't make him the least bit uncomfortable, as he was more than capable of taking care of himself, but that didn't mean that he wasn't a little wary of his surroundings.
It was at that moment, with Victor poised at the top of the stairs, that the screaming started. It sounded like it was coming from everywhere at once: downstairs, upstairs, left, right and centre. Victor made a split-second decision and raced back the way he'd come, throwing open doors only to find that the rooms held nothing but the bodies of the men who'd been searching them, the floors slippery with blood. Each room was the same, yet there was no sign that he could see of the killer.
He ran downstairs at a speed that amazed even himself, the one remaining soldier only just keeping up with him as he raced through rooms, uncovering corpses of men who'd been alive only moments ago. It was when he got to the kitchen, however, that the fun really started.
"Victor, you should have known not to come here… " Mary had her hand around the throat of a uniformed man, his face slowly turning purple as he suffocated in her vice-like grip. She threw him to the side and he gulped in great lungfuls of air, the marks on his neck and his odd colouring a testimony to his near escape from death. Of course, his glory was short-lived, and he barely had time to scream before he was silenced by Amanda's sword, slicing across his neck in a motion so swift that Victor almost missed it. She then walked over to stand beside her mother, who was shaking with anger at the fact that her husband had returned in this manner.
"Mum's right, you know – you've cheated, lied, killed, maimed and god only knows what else and you come back here now for what? To rub it in our faces that all our efforts are wasted?" Amanda's voice was as steady as her body and her sword was still, hanging like a silvery exclamation mark from her curled fist. "Because I know what's going to happen to me – it's not like I'm looking forward to my brain giving out but I'd rather kill you before I go, if that's all right with you?" Victor didn't even have time to process the fact that she knew her fate before she was in front of him, his sword coming up to meet hers only out of instinct, the parry clumsy and jarring. His wrist felt it, the odd angle at which he blocked the heavy blow making it ache like there was a constant weight being pressed on it. They fell back into that dance, nothing else around them mattering; only the events taking place inside their personal bubble meaning anything to either of them. Each time a sword sliced through the air it was a mystery to Victor how it didn't find its target. They were both excellent swordsmen – swords woman in Amanda's case – and though he knew her skills would be severely diminished if she were to come down off the drug-induced high that he had caused in her, she still held the natural ability, as he did.
The dance continued, and neither person noticed when Mary slipped away.
"Simon, I really need you to stay down, okay?" Charlotte whispered urgently, not quite understanding exactly why her youngest son was being so difficult about this and not really caring either. She just wanted him to stop wiggling around in the boot so that Rorie would stop complaining so that she could stop worrying about what exactly was going on with Simon in favour of what was going on inside the house. It was a complicated cycle but it was difficult enough to make Simon stay still in normal circumstances, let alone when he knew somebody he loved was in danger. Angelo was inside fighting with his sister and mother, though the last thing Charlotte had known, he'd been planning on finding a way to get Amanda out of this weird thing she was being forced into. Some kind of short-circuit thing that she had no control over or something.
"Daddy and Amanda are going to get hurt, aren't they?" he whined sorrowfully, kicking her in the stomach in his efforts to get out of the spacious boot of Mary's 4x4. It had been the only place outside of the house that they could stay until further notice and Charlotte was more than willing to take it if it meant keeping her kids safe for a little while longer.
"I don't know, darling, but I know that Angelo will be sad if you get hurt so we have to stay in here so that you'll stay protected from what's happening, okay?" Unfortunately, she never got to see if he would have agreed to stay quiet because the boot was opened at exactly the same time as Simon shifted position, causing her to knock her head on something with such force that it knocked her out. It was lucky for her that she hadn't seen the look of horror on Mary's face, because it would have told her far more than she wanted to know.
Angelo had been killed.
Angelo was in an absolute frenzy. He knew it wouldn't be long before his sister either killed their father or vice versa – though he had high hopes of it being the former – and it was this event that he had given himself as the deadline for finding a solution to Amanda's problem. The thing was, he kept coming to the same conclusion: how were they supposed to fight something that was going on inside her brain?
He sighed with frustration for what felt like the thousandth time and ran a hand through his bedraggled hair. The reason it was so messy was because of this particular habit and it manifested itself when he was particularly nervous or scared. Right now it was a mixture of the two. There were several factors that were contributing towards his anxiety and one of them was his empathetic ability. The combination of raw hatred, determination and fear that surrounded the house would surely drive him insane if he could not clear his head and at times he felt like it would make him throw up. Add to that the fact that he had yet to solve this predicament and he pretty much had a recipe for instant insanity. He was certain, however, that his sister wasn't going to stop going nuclear – or whatever it was she was going to do – just because he couldn't find the answer. So he continued his search.
He ripped apart Victor's office trying to find a file that would help him but there was nothing. Even as the screaming started in the other rooms of the house Angelo felt tears of frustration and sheer fatigue forming in his eyes. He was helpless to stop the coming catastrophe and if she was going to short-circuit then…
Angelo's eyes widened in amazement at his own brilliance – this wasn't something that happened often with him so he knew he could be forgiven for thinking that the idea he'd just had was absolutely fantastic. Well, it had many flaws, some bigger than others, but they weren't things that he couldn't get around. He could remember learning at school that if a nuclear device is set off early when the build up of power hasn't been given enough time to reach critical mass, there's every chance that the energy will simply dissipate or the explosion will be smaller. Or something like that; Angelo hadn't paid much attention in school, wrapped up as he had been in sending little notes to the pretty girls in his class. Anyway, if he managed to make his sister 'short circuit' a little early then she wouldn't have enough power within her to kill her. However, the unfortunate thing was that Angelo could think of only one thing that could cause her to lose control so completely and, though he wasn't looking forward to it, he knew it had to be done if he wanted to save his sister's life.
It was at the exact moment that he'd decided it was the only viable course of action that his mother entered the room, her face pale and her hands trembling. He knew then that Victor and Amanda had started the inevitable battle of swords and wills and he felt stupid for having thought that he had longer to figure this out. Of course, he had a solution but it was risky and it might not even work. He could see from the look on Mary's face that he didn't have any more time to think this over. Likewise, she could see in his eyes something he hadn't known was there. She went even paler, though Angelo wouldn't have previously thought it was possible, and she shook her head vigorously from side to side, stepping forward to grasp his hands in her own.
"I've only just got you back, Angie, I'm not going to let you leave again so soon!" Her eyes were shut tight but tears glistened beneath her lashes. "Surely there is a way for us to end this without ending the lives of my children?" When she looked at him, he shook his head, knowing that what he was telling her was the truth. There was no way that they could both live and there was no way that Victor should be allowed to. Therefore, there was nothing for it but for him to do what he knew was right; he knew that the sight of her brother being killed would be enough to set Amanda off early and if that was what it took, he was willing to do it.
It wasn't that Angelo was suicidal – oh, no, he valued life far too highly to want to throw it all away so carelessly. He just cared about his little baby sister a lot more than he cared about his own well-being, which was kind of strange considering the fact that his sister felt exactly the same way about him. She would rather die than see him get injured but unfortunately that wasn't really an option right now.
Though Amanda had previously been certain that her new reserves of energy were essentially endless, she had to concede that she was beginning to tire a little. Her movements were less quick than they had been before, though they were still faster than her father's and the only consolation was that she could see that she was clearly doing the best out of the two. Her father may have had experience and practise on his side but she had youth, energy and the urge to kill. If she was honest with herself, she hadn't really thought about who would win until now and she had a feeling that her father would die here tonight. She would make it happen, no matter the cost.
However, the next couple of seconds seemed to her to go in slow motion; every second seemed to take a minute, every minute an hour. Angelo had run in, just a flicker in Amanda's peripheral vision, followed closely by their mother, who looked absolutely petrified. It didn't occur to Amanda that the two things would be linked – Angelo running in looking all heroic and her mother looking terrified – but then, she was much too busy trying to kill her father, which would definitely be odd in any other circumstances and within any other family.
All she saw was the glint in Victor's eyes when he saw his son enter the room and, still seemingly in slow-motion, turn to him with his sword arm out-stretched. Amanda was torn between attacking him when his attention was elsewhere and protecting her brother from the blow he was about to receive. In the end, it was this little moment of indecision that cost her brother his life. She could do nothing but watch as Victor's sword sliced straight through his skin and pierced his flesh, time only putting itself right once the hilt was pressed against Angelo's stomach. It was only then that she had time to react.
There are times when sword fighting just doesn't seem like an adequate way of fighting someone, especially if they've done something particularly bad and all you really want to do is break them and tear at them with your bare hands For Amanda, this was one of those times. She let her sword drop to the floor with a clatter and stepped towards her father, fury burning through her veins like molten rock; hot and unforgiving. With one swift movement she brought her fist forward to meet Victor's face, making a satisfying crunch as his nose crumpled beneath the blow. He staggered backward, his hand releasing the sword that was still buried in her brother's torso to clutch at his broken, bleeding nose. Hot, red liquid streamed freely down his face and ran through the gaps between his fingers where he was trying to stem the flow.
"Mum, I need you to go to the boot and take them away," Amanda said to Mary, her voice leaving no room for argument. "Do it now." Mary nodded and turned stiffly, stepping out of the kitchen without even a glance at her dying son. Her daughter understood – looking at such a thing would only make it more real, which was the exact reason she was concentrating so hard on her fight with Victor. She knew she would break if she let herself comprehend what had just happened so she stepped back towards him, using her fists, her feet and every part of her that could possibly cause him pain to do so. She had never been so angry in all her life; not when she had been kidnapped and taken to the facility and not even when she'd found out that her father was behind absolutely every loss in her life. She was on fire, like a thousand needles were pricking her skin and she felt that she was bleeding from the pain of losing her brother. He was lying in a pool of his own blood, his clothes already stained and ripped and all Amanda could do was fight for him while he fought for his life.
"You can't save your brother, Amanda and it would be foolish for you even to try," Victor said, blocking her furious punches and violent attacks without attempting to fight back. He had clearly realised that he was no match for the pure rage that had currently taken over his daughter's body.
"I hate you," she replied simply, hissing rather than speaking so that the hatred in her voice would have the desired effect on the man in front of her. If only for a moment, he stumbled, the sheer weight of her words stunning him, but it was enough for her to slam him to the ground with enough force to break bones. She heard and felt the cracking of joints and the snapping of ligaments and the cry of pain that rent the air came from Victor's lips, not her own. She had been right; her father would die here tonight.
"Just kill me," he said suddenly, his voice angry but without even a trace of self-pity. It seemed that he too had known that this would be the outcome of their battle. Amanda sneered down at him, her face twisting into a cruel smile.
"Since you asked so nicely… " She brought her sword up in an arc and was about to bring it down again when she felt a spasm of pain in her stomach, causing her to gasp and loosen her grip. The weapon fell from her hands but Victor wasn't as slow as she'd thought he would be after taking such a beating and he rolled away before much damage could be done. His right-hand side was a little cut up as a result but it was nothing compared to the wounds covering the rest of his body.
Amanda fell to her knees, the spasms transforming into a more all-consuming, constant pain that grew to fill her whole body in a matter of seconds. She felt like every inch of her skin was on fire; like a thousand needles were piercing her flesh and she could do nothing to stop it spreading. She was aware on some level that she was screaming but the only conscious thoughts she had now were ones of agony, her dying brother forgotten in the face of such intensity. If she had been more lucid she might have thought that if she was going to explode she'd rather do it and get it over with, but as it was she was in no position to be thinking anything even mildly intelligent, other than 'please make the pain stop'.
"It's working… " A choked voice somehow managed to filter through the haze that seemed to be surrounding her head and, with some difficulty, Amanda raised her head from the ground to look her brother in the eyes. was working? She'd never been so sure that she was dying in all her life; not even when she had been drugged and screaming at the facility and begging for a release from the pain. Was she supposed to die from this? Had that been Angelo's intention in sacrificing his own life? No… Amanda reached out her hand – it was like trying to push through a sea of gravel but she persevered – and she eventually came to the pale arm of her brother. It was cold but she could feel a pulse beating in his wrist, which sent a jolt of relief through her that broke up the agony for a moment, before it came crashing back over her in excruciating waves.
"Try not to… to talk but… Oh, god, this hurts… Squeeze my hand once for yes, twice for no," Amanda forced herself to shift slightly so she could lace her and her brother's fingers together. "Am I… Am I dying?" There was nothing for a moment and then she felt her a light pressure on her hand, once… twice. She smiled weakly, not having known until now how much she valued her own screwed-up life. "It feels like I'm dying," she admitted croakily, though she was subconsciously aware that the pain was becoming more dull with every jump of Angelo's pulse, which was still stuttering in the tips of his fingers. There was a soft kind of chuckle but it dissolved into pained coughing and then… silence.
Her brother's pulse had stopped. Amanda was no longer aware of her own pain, scrambling to her knees and pressing her fingers to the side of Angelo's neck, praying for a miracle that knew would never come. Her heart sank so low she could swear it was beating in her stomach and she felt as though she were about to throw up. Stumbling to her feet, she looked over at the broken form of her father, his sharp blue eyes staring up at her with an intensity that would have scared her if she hadn't been so numb. She took a step towards him and a satisfying warmth spread through her when she saw him try to back away, his battered body not responding to his needs. Amanda stooped to pick up her sword from the ground, the sound of of metal sliding across tiles echoing in the tense silence of the room. She walked forwards, bringing her sword in front of her so that she would be able to kill Victor as quickly as possible. That was the theory, anyway; in practise it was difficult not to savour the moment, not to drink in the fear in his eyes.
"Amanda, no!" She paused in her tracks, glaring at her father for daring to try and stop her having her revenge. It took her a few seconds to realise that the words had not come from his mouth. She whipped around and saw her mother standing in the doorway, one of Simon's hands held tightly in her own, while Charlotte was gripping the other with unnecessary force. Amanda dared not follow her eyes, knowing that she had seen Angelo and not wishing to force that image on herself any more than was necessary; she would grieve later, when she had finished what she knew needed to be done.
Unfortunately, she made the mistake of meeting Simon's eyes; the pain she found there was so intense that she couldn't bear it. She closed her eyes and fought back the tears that threatened to overwhelm her, letting her blade fall to the ground with a clatter. How the hell was she supposed to kill her father in front of Simon? He was just a kid and he'd already seen more than any other boy of his age could have coped with; who was she to burden him further?
"Please don't cry… " The quiet voice startled Amanda and she stared down with wide eyes at the little boy tugging on her hand. In that moment she loved him so much that she couldn't help herself; she dropped to the ground and flung her arms around him, breaking down like she hadn't allowed herself to since she had almost attacked her brother. Simon just wrapped his arms around her as best he could and patted her on the back in a condescending sort of way, which briefly made her hiccough with laughter through her tears before she dissolved once again into heaving sobs.
There was a sudden crack from behind them and Amanda lifted her head up, turning to see her mother crouched down beside her father; she was laying his head down on the floor, her face a blank mask. Amanda couldn't believe what she was seeing. Mary looked up and met her eyes.
"There are some things that I'm not willing to let you go through, Amanda," she said calmly, her fingers still lingering on the lifeless neck of her dead husband. Her voice was soft but not a hint of regret could be found in her words.
"He's… I mean… He's not coming back, is he?" Amanda had almost forgotten Charlotte was there, so shocked had she been by the act her mother had just committed. Everyone turned to look at her now, though nothing seemed to have moved but her vocal chords. She was standing awkwardly in the doorway, like she didn't think she had any right to be in the room, but her eyes were trained on Angelo and she looked like she was about to cry. Amanda shook her head, then answered her:
"No; he's not coming back. I'm… I'm sorry. This is my fault, I-" she began, but Charlotte stopped her mid-apology.
"You shouldn't apologise for what he did. I know he did it to save you and that's okay… He was your brother and I already knew what he was like; always getting into trouble but… " She moved her eyes from Angelo to Amanda, and this time there were tears rolling down her cheeks. "He never stopped thinking about you, you know? When I worked with him it was all he ever talked about. He'd say that he was going to find you and I know he tried so hard and he'd always said he wanted to come back and find his mother-" Her eyes flicked to Mary and back again, "-and he did it. He found you both; this is just what it cost him to do it… "
The next few hours were a rush of cleaning up and making plans, which were not helped by the fact that Rorie was still refusing to leave the car. There were bodies to be disposed of, floors to mop clean of blood, evidence to be removed from the house. They had to make sure that none of the men could be traced back to the Varlow or Shain family and that there were contingency plans in the unlikely event of this happening. Amanda was adamant that she would take the blame if they were found out but Mary wouldn't let her:
"I'm not having you come back from hell only to be sent to prison, young lady," she said sternly, refusing to even consider the idea. "I'm not losing anything else, all right?" It was difficult to argue with her; she had just lost her son and her husband and, even though Victor had been a cruel man, he had still been the man she loved. Amanda decided not to press it.
They went to bed in the early hours of the morning and, though she would tell no-one, Amanda's nightmares had just taken a turn for the worse.
"Auntie 'Manda?" Amanda shifted slightly but she was far too tired to be dragged from sleep so easily; now that the energy had been released from her body she was tired, hungry and in good need of a shower (although this had more to do with her fight with Victor than her return to normalcy). However, the little voice persisted and was soon accompanied by a gentle shaking of her shoulders.
"Ngh… ?" Amanda grunted unintelligently, cracking one eye open to see a curious face peering down at her through the darkness. She was instantly awake, sitting up in bed so that she could see Simon better in the gloom.
"What is it; is something wrong?" she asked urgently, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and blinking stupidly at him. He shook his head and then changed his mind and started nodding instead. "What's the matter, Simon?" He looked up at her with his deep, soulful brown eyes and she melted a little bit; he was the sweetest, most intelligent boy she had ever known.
"I can't sleep," he whispered, his bottom lip sticking out slightly. "Can I come sleep in your bed?" Amanda smiled softly and lifted up the covers so that he could scramble under them and she was pleasantly surprised when he snuggled up to her – she wasn't even mad that he was stealing most of her pillow. With a pang she remembered how she had clambered in with Angelo when she'd had nightmares as a kid… She couldn't think about it now or she would break down. She ruffled Simon's hair fondly and laid back down on the part of the pillow that was free. Even if Angelo was gone, Simon would still be there to help her pick up the pieces.
When Amanda once again slipped out of consciousness, there wasn't even the merest hint of a nightmare; there was only warmth and comfort.
The day was bright and the people on the streets of London were going about their business as usual, dodging in and out of shops and losing themselves in the exciting atmosphere of the smoky city. Groups and individuals alike stretched as far as the eye could see and you could tell the most popular places by the density of the crowd hanging around outside. Cafés were over-flowing with customers and flustered waitresses were trying to take down orders faster than most people were able to think, let alone write.
Amanda was holding Simon's hand, which he pretended he hated, though they both knew that it was all just a façade. Secretly, Simon was still the same as he had been when he was four-years-old; he needed a lot of love and he was often a lot smarter than he was given credit for. He frequently beat Amanda at Scrabble and, even though she had nearly finished her 'A' levels (albeit it a few years later than was usual) he could usually hold his own in a conversation far better than she could. He had a confidence that some people might have thought of as arrogance but it was really just something that had come of his natural intelligence and interest in absolutely everything he set eyes on. He was eleven now and looking forward to the summer, which would bring a new school and new friends at its close.
Simon pointed to a café that wasn't as over-run with customers as the rest and they went to sit in the cool shade of a candy-striped umbrella. When the waitress took their orders Amanda chose lemon iced-tea and Simon stuck with coke, as he had learned his lesson after he'd tried to drink a latte at the last place they'd been to. Amanda had warned him that he probably wasn't ready for coffee yet and so, being a typical boy, he'd accepted her words as a challenge.
When their drinks came they chatted happily about anything that came to mind ("Amanda, why can't girls play football?" "They can play football just as well as boys – in fact, you're pretty bad at it, so I reckon I could kick your ass… "), as they usually did when it was too hot to do anything productive. Now that Amanda had been appointed Simon's carer, they spent a lot of time just talking when there was nothing else to do and they didn't have school. Because of this, she was beginning to see that the young boy was more hurt by his brother's refusal to live with Amanda than he was about the death of his mother. His reasoning was that he understood death, but he couldn't understand Rorie.
Since Charlotte had passed away a few years ago, Amanda had fought for her right to look after Simon and had won, as she had more than enough money to look after them both. It was amazing how much the facility had been willing to give her so that she wouldn't sue them. Rorie, however, had decided that he'd live with some relatives on John's side of the family and, being 15, Amanda respected his decision to do so. There was no connection between the two of them and she wasn't going to force him to like her; he didn't know that she was the reason his father was dead but she was sure that he knew she'd been involved. It was just something about the way he looked at her that told her all she needed to know.
"You know, you should probably stop being so pretty because otherwise somebody's going to come and ask you out and you won't know what to do," Simon said suddenly, scrutinising her face for her reaction. Amanda spluttered and almost choked on her tea but, after regaining her composure, she glared at him.
"You know, you say some really strange things but this one takes the biscuit," she remarked, trying to sound like she was unaffected. It was kind of difficult to do this, considering the fact that she'd just sprayed tea all over the table.
"No, really!" he said earnestly, his eyes going all wide like they did whenever he was trying to make a point he thought was valid. "I mean, if somebody comes along and says something to you, what will you do? You won't know what to say!" Amanda was going to pretend to be annoyed at his pointing out her lack of experience (with anything) when she realised that she was actually sitting in more shadow than usual.
"Excuse me, but I couldn't help over-hearing and… the boy's right, you know – you're very pretty." Amanda just stared up at the stranger for a moment before turning her eyes back on Simon.
"If he turns out to be a maniac then I blame you for broadcasting your opinions on my life out over the whole of the café," she said, trying to be angry with him and failing; even at the age of eleven he was adorable with his curly hair and his sorrowful brown eyes… She turned back to the stranger, whom she couldn't help noticing was really quite cute, and held out her hand. "I apologise for my nephew, he's actually very intelligent, though it's easy to forget these things when you're around him long enough." The stranger laughed and Amanda noticed that he had beautiful cheekbones, which may or may not have been a bit of a strange observation considering the fact that she'd not really studied people's facial structures before now.
"I'm Alfie King, I'm not a maniac and I'm very pleased to meet you," he said, still smiling warmly at her. It was a very nice smile, she noted.
"Amanda Varlow, high-maintenance but with a redeeming personality," she replied, shaking his hand. Simon snorted but when her eyes flicked over to him he was studying his coke like it was the most interesting thing in the world. She narrowed her eyes at him but Alfie seemed highly amused.
"Well, Amanda, what would be the least creepy way possible for me to ask you out on a date?" he asked, raising his eyebrows in question. Amanda couldn't really say anything but luckily her nephew was more than ready to step in.
"Sorry, my aunt's socially incompetent so you're going to have to just ask her and hope that she doesn't black out." Amanda was suddenly very aware that she had iced-tea on her jeans.
"Yes," she blurted out, feeling a little stupid when she realised that it didn't really answer Alfie's question and hurrying to correct herself. "I mean, yes, if you're asking me, on a date I mean… Yes." She decided it would be a very good time to shut up now, before she started telling him her life-story in a drastic attempt to keep some kind of a conversation going. Alfie passed her a pen and pushed a scrap of paper towards her and before she knew it, she'd given him her number and he was gone.
"Smooth," Simon said after a moment of silence, grinning from ear to ear. Amanda was too blissed-out to care that he was making fun of her so she just shot him a lazy grin and told him to hurry up and finish his coke, or she'd leave without him. Of course, she would never do that - for a start, she needed him to help her work out her damn mobile phone, otherwise Alfie would never be able to get hold of her and she didn't want that. Besides, she loved the kid.
She would never be able to forget the past but she could think of no reason why she shouldn't get on with the present.
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