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Chapter1
In Your Hands

The night was dark. Not simply the dark of light long-gone, or of a sun
that had ceasedto shine, or that of a cloudy night. It was a total black-
ness,consisting of nothing but empty spaceand night-time noise Ðit 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
acrossher 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 twis-
ted corpse and the bottle was emptied slowly and deliberately over the
two 'objects' Ðfor that is all they seemed to be to her Ðbefore 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
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wispy curls. A smudge of dried blood acrossher nose marred her flaw-
less 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
sceneand walked away from the building without so much as a back-
ward glance. Though shewould have looked perfectly calm to the casual
observer, there was definitely pain in her cerulean eyes; perhaps pain
that stemmed from what she'd seenand doneÉ 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 sur-
roundings without ever seeming to move a muscle. There was nothing
out of the ordinary, not including the grisly scenethat she had left in her
wake, yet something else was clearly wrong. The air was thick with ten-
sion 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 sheseemeda little confused. Shelowered 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 sup-
pressed 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 em-
brace, 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 eyesbetrayed her feelings. Her hands were
now gripping his shoulders, as though she were trying to convince her-
self 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

3



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. Shestepped 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 sadnessto 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, remov-
ing 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 justÉ " 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. Shedropped 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 mo-
ments of pressing silence, Amanda repeated her question.

"There have been rumoursÉ " 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 handsÉ It only ends in trouble."
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"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 stanceshifted; 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 mo-
ment Ðthe 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 abilit-
ies, nor her curious words, for which Amanda was glad; he instead fo-
cussed 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 ca-
maraderie was plain to seeon 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 Ð am I not important enough?"
Amanda's words seemedamicable 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 Ð I was worried; it's lovely to see you alive and well." The
tone of his voice suggestedthat 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.
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"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 ac-
cidental!" 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 seeÉ"
"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 indif-
ference at my escapeI 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 acrossher 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 pro-
spect 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 real-
ity," Amanda growled, her calm demeanour slipping as she fought to
keep her feelings at bay. "I'd rather die than go through that againÉ Al-
though killing you will be more than satisfactory payment. You sealed
your own fate with what you did to me." Victor frowned at her confront-
ational 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
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couple of inches from her body. Sheforced him away with a resounding
screechof metal on metal, which was echoedin the blows sheknew 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, "becauseyou'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 them-
selves, they looked strangely like a personification of madness, a whirl-
ing massof 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 Ð it had all
happened at such a high speed that it had probably taken his mind a
while to processhis own defeat. He fell heavily to the ground, face pale
as she drew back once more, sword at the ready. "I'd like to seeyou 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 Ð 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 shehad
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 de-
livered, however, a light swept over their violent, blood-drenched party.
The tip of her sword was an inch from Victor's body when shestilled, 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 be-
ing 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. Shecursed 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 goodfor 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. Sheturned to her brother and saw that
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Angelo had managed to get rid of around a third of the opposition.
However, he looked tired and had clearly been overwhelmed by an at-
tack of five or more skilled swordsmen ('and women,'Amanda mentally
added to herself). She could hardly blame him though Ð 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 con-
sciousness.How the hell was she going to get rid of all this evidence?
Casting her eyesaround at the aftermath of their rather bloody confront-
ation, shecouldn'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 Ðnot that I'm going to enjoy it mind youÉ
" he sighed and, putting on his best limp and twisting his face into a
pained grimace, staggered toward the red-faced official. "Sir, pleaseÉ
Call an ambulanceÉ " 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 seeif 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.
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Chapter2
A Confession or Two

The woman at reception eyed Amanda with suspicion, as though the
very fact that shewanted to seeher brother at three in the morning made
her some sort of criminal. Nevertheless, she directed her to the correct
ward, and seemedsurprised 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 Ð 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 eyesas they left the
white, sterile room for the white, sterile corridor beyond.

"You're making this place sound like a prison!"
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"Hey, this place is practically heaven for me! All these needles and
wires and stuff; it sure feels like home to meÉ " The silence that descen-
ded 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 sayÉ 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. Shehad thought that she would
never have this back again.

Sheonly 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 seethat he looked worried. Shesmiled
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. Shepulled
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 exactlyÉ ?" 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 acrossmany 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 senseof humour,
she was glad of it Ð she could not forget the way her thoughts of his
laugh had gotten her through nights that sometimes promised more than
just physical darkness.
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"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 An-
gelo asked her exactly what she meant by 'get things done', he was vehe-
ment in his dismissal of her idea.

"You're not going out there again Ð you were just attacked by Victor
and I knowthat you think you're invincible but everybody needs rest!
Please,you're only human, know your limits." Amanda blinked in sur-
prise, 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 eventuallyÉ " Shepulled back the sleeve of her right arm and
winced at the sharp intake of breath that it incited from the man beside
her. Sheknew 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 bruis-
ing that surrounded it made it look far larger. Blood that hadn't come off,
even with copious scrubbing, could be seenat 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 Ð there is no possible way
that you could understand this without knowing how it was causedand
its repercussions."Angelo was silent next to her; barely a secondwent by
before she continued, though it seemed to last an eternity.

"It started when I was nine ÐI assume that you remember my disap-
pearance,since you were quite a bit older and were probably better in-
formed 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 essenceout of me. I know I blacked out but after thatÉ I
don't know." She took a deep breath and carried on with her story Ðas
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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 blacknessÉ There's no sound and no light. Of
course, it's only natural that I was afraid Ða 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 petÉ "
She shuddered and laced her hands in her lap to stop them from shak-
ing. "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.

"IÉ " he began, but words failed him. After a second he tried again. "I
don't know what I'dÉ what I'd doto these people if I knew the full ex-
tent of the harm that they causedyou. 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 didÉ " 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 Ðyou're not a machine. Do you love me?"
Amanda nodded, dumbstruck Ðof course she loved her brother, it was
only natural. "No machine can love, Amanda. You have beengiven 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 Ð just becauseyou 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 certainlycan't let your emotions get in the way of your dealings with
thesematters," Angelo said, face hard and unyielding. Amanda frowned
and stood up, walking back to her suitcase with purposeful strides.
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"Come on Ð 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 becauseAngelo 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, asAmanda 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.

"Becauseyou 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 eyesthat was
much akin to sadness.

"I'll stay." Clearly he was surprised with this response,ashe looked up
with an air of puzzlement. Amanda was helpless to stop a tear from fall-
ing, though shehad tried so hard not to let him seehow much he had af-
fected 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.
Shewould 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 Ð 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 acrossthe face and be done with it, okay?" Shesmiled 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 reasonabletime to be calling it a night, but it will
have to sufficeÉ " And with that she disappeared into the bathroom,
locking the door.
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Chapter3
Losing Sleep

"For god'ssake,John,just stick thedamnneedlein already!Wedon't havetime
for your dilly-dallying. We're two days behind with this write-up and we
haven't evendonethebloodyexperimentyet!" Thevoicewasmale,agitated.He
soundedasthoughhe'd smokedonetoomanycigarettesin his lifetime,theever
presentgritty tone a reminderof his addiction.It was not a voicemadefor a
compassionate man.

"It's noneof your business,Clark.Keepyour noseout, or you'll find that it's
no longer attachedto your faceÉ " The threat was poorly deliveredand this
mansoundedtired. Amandacouldtell that theownerof this voicewasstressed,
perhapsbecauseof this needlehe was supposedto beputting somewhereÉIt
was a little too foggy for her to wonder who or what was being tested on.

"It's everybit my businessÐyou're not headingtheoperation,or did you for-
get that? Justgive her the damndrug sowe can moveonto the next subject!"
Subject.It all soundedsoclinical. Socleanandsterile,asthoughtheyweretalk-
ing aboutanimalsor bacteria.Maybethey were.But then, why was Amanda
here and why could she not feel her own body?

The imagesthat camenext wereas clearas day. The light comingfrom the
lampaboveherwaspracticallyblinding andshecouldfeelleatherstrapsaround
herwrists andankles.Why wasshetied down?A secondlater shefoundout, as
convulsionsrackedherbody,causingherto screamuntil shewassureherthroat
would bleedwith the effort it took. Even as the convulsionsstopped,another
wave of pain washed over her, this time from an outside source.

"I seeyou're awake.Well, don't worry, my dear,the pain wearsoff eventu-
allyÉ Just let us give you your medicationand everythingwill beokayÉ " It
wasin that momentthat Amandarealisedshedidn't want her medication.The
drugswerewhat madeherdumb.Shedidn't want to gobackto theway shewas
before,drifting in and out of consciousnesswith no control overher own body.
So she began to struggle.

"I leaveyou alonewith her for five minutes and you let her rub her wrists
raw on thebloodyrestraints!As thoughwedon't haveenoughtroublefrom her,
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now Victor's going to beout for blood!" Shebeganto strugglein earnestnow.
Shedidn't like Victor, though shecouldn't rememberexactly why, and she
wanted to be away from these people who spoke his name so freely.

"Get meout of here,you bastards!"Thoughherthroat wassore,shemanaged
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 voicesaidsoothingly.
Yes,shebloodywell did. Shewantedto strain herselfif that's what it would take
to get out of this wretchedplace.It wascomingbackto her, little by little. The
chemicals, the little concrete cell, the wiresÉ

"It's okay,it's okayÉ We'll haveyou backto your usual self in no timeÉ "
That voiceagain.That arrogant,lying, slimy voicethat madeherskin crawl and
her teeth grind involuntarily.

"Victor?! Why me? Get me the hell out of here!" Panic filled the room,
thoughAmandadidn't understandwhy until Victor spokeoncemore,his tone
now one of urgency and worry.

"How doessherememberwho I am?Who wasthe last personto administer
thedrug?" Therewassomeshuffling andsomemumblingandthenanotherout-
burst. "What do you meanit hasn't beenadministeredyet?! Move out of my
wayÉ " 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 Ðthey're after me! They want to catch
me and stick those wires in me again Ðwhy would you let them do that
to me? Can't do it any more, can'tÉ " Sheslid 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 sleepÉ
Clearly, I misjudged the situation." The next day was bright and airy,
showing the nearnessof spring, though the wind threatened the coun-
tryside, 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 sleepÉ I just can't sleep, if you know what I mean."
Amanda's reply was calm enough but she still hadn't recovered com-
pletely from her night-scare. The trembling in her hands betrayed her.
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"You know, to anyone else that probably wouldn't make any sense,"
Angelo said quietly, a smile in his voice. Amanda smiled weakly in re-
turn. 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 cafŽ or something when we've finished
getting ready Ð I don't know about you but I could really eatÉ "

"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 starva-
tion if my new-found energy suddenly leaves me," she replied thought-
fully, as though she were considering what shoesto 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 ÐI don't
want you running on nothing." Amanda acquiesced and they went on
their way, stopping off at a clean, if non-descript little cafŽ 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 aseasily 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 Ð it's your funeralÉ " she retorted, trying to sound unaf-
fected whilst cutting into her omelette with unnecessary precision. An-
gelo raised an eyebrow.

"As long as it isn't yours."
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Chapter4
Excessive Secrecy

Amanda was glad to be back at the hotel, drawing comfort from the sur-
roundings 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 passedoff as minor injuries were instead said to have been
caused purely by accident. Nobody would know whether or not
you hadfallen 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 beenburning
in the back of her mind since she'd beenreunited 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 seemto have a scratch on you. I thought mother
had managed to get out of the house in time and had left you behindÉ "
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 itÉ " Angelo eyed her warily.
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"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 ÐI don't know how Victor managed to twist it so that it seemedlike
I wasÉ " Angelo stopped, his jaw set and his gaze set firmly on the wall
opposite him. He was clearly uncomfortable with the topic of conversa-
tion 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 againÉ

"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 An-
gelo again, she didn't want to lose him so soon.

"Is it really relevant?" she replied carefully, looking up from the band-
ageshewas 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 vis-
ible 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 asa 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 becauseI
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 re-
venge makes me a murderer then I'm more than happy to take that
titleÉ "
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"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 be-
side my consciousnessevery 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 Ðthe only place that I can escapefrom this longing,
and they've taken that away from me too." Shegave a bitter laugh, star-
ing at her bandaged arm without seeing it, as though she were in a
trance. "It makes me thirst after that which I subconsciously seeas 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 under-
stand that it's not my wish to kill ÐI subconsciously yearn for them to get
their comeuppanceand this other, wilder part of me takes over and turns
it into something more than just a thoughtÉ " Shepaused 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 con-
fusion. He stared back at her for a split-second, and then snorted with
laughter. Shecould feel the beginnings of hysterics deep within her, bub-
bling up until they were both laughing so hard that their sides hurt. It
felt so good to laugh with Angelo again; they'd beenbound to one anoth-
er 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 ori-
ginal 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,
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having had no advanced warning of their trip, didn't have any real be-
longings 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 asmuch food
as was humanly possible down his throat. She watched his vigour with
envy Ðshe wouldn't be hungry again for another couple of days and un-
til 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 butÉ I'm just not hungry. I want to be hungry Ð I think that
my stomach is telling me one thing when my heart is telling me
something else,"shesaid sadly, never taking her eyesoff the object of her
lamentation. Angelo gave a barking laugh.

"Your heart is telling you that you want bacon?"Amanda simply nod-
ded, eyesunmoving. "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 particu-
larly 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 for-
wards, 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
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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 meanÉ " Angelo just shook his head in mock
sadnessand turned his attention to the steaming mug of coffee in his
hands. Amanda gave in. "Man, I was a weird childÉ "

"You can say that again." They sat in silence for a while, Amanda won-
dering 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 somestuff to do soÉ I'd best be going and doing thatÉ stuff,"
she finished lamely, starting for the exit in the hope that her brother
wouldn't follow. Shefelt his hand close around her upper arm and real-
ised 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 creasedwith 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 Ð 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.
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Chapter5
A Frightening New Side

Mr JohnShain 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 assumeSimon showed
you the drawing he did today?" Charlotte's replying hum of ascent re-
verberated 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.

Johnsighed, troubled. He could not put his finger on what was bother-
ing 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 Ðhe knew becausehe'd done them all himself Ðso 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.
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They'd always known that Victor had beenmore 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 successwas 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 pro-
cedures were used on the other test subjectsand that shebe 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 glassesoff to massagethe bridge of his nose.He could
feel a headachecoming on and he screwed up his eyesin 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 Ðlong time no see."John felt the blood drain from
his faceand, though he opened his mouth to say something; to screamor
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 Ðthat 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 to-
wards him, still playing with the sword. "After all, I'm not even sup-
posed to know who you are." Her eyes darkened. "Or what you did."
John found his voice.

"Amanda VarlowÉ I hadn't expected to seeyou again so soonÉ " 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 her-
self, but of everything she stood for and everything she knew. "I think I
can guess the reason for your visit, though," he ventured bravely, wish-
ing 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 sarcasmwasn'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 under-

stand is why you've chosen me as your victim. Surely there are many
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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 be-
causethat 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 con-
trast 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 understandÉ " he said slowly, going through the op-
tions in her head. She couldn't possibly have killed that amount of
people already Ð 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 onlyÉ 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. Shewas 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 meÉ " 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 helpedput her
through.

"Oh, Doctor, must you be so na•ve?"Her eyes narrowed and she took
three steps forward, her body only a few feet away from him. "Nobody's
given you the messagebecausethere'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.

'NoÉ 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.
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"Mum!" he wailed, tugging at the bag, which was caught between the
open tray and the bottom shelf due to the excessair 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 ex-
change with childish fascination, his dark hair falling into his eyeswhen
he giggled at his mother and brother.

"Why can't I help, Mummy?" Simon asked loudly, his dark eyesburn-
ing with childish curiosity, mixed with determination to help Charlotte
in some way. Simon had always been a very intuitive child but he some-
times did and said things that were causefor 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 Ðhe'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. Char-
lotte 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 secondsto 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 carnageÉ

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."
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Chapter6
Absence of Guilt

There was always a lot of blood on Amanda's sword after she'd done
something like this, which was understandable, considering the circum-
stances,but one thing she always forgot was how bloody difficult it was
to get it out of clothes. It stained terribly.

"Come onÉ " 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 un-
derwear, that was for sure. Shekept 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 Ðfor a ball
is exactly what they had become since entering the washing machine Ð
and headed up to her room, trying to find the most deserted route pos-
sible 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, cover-
ing his eyesand proceeding to fall off the other side of his bed in his de-
sire 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 reas-
on to do whatever I can to keep those things unseenÉ " His voice was
slightly muffled, coming as it was from the other side of the room, be-
hind 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 un-
ruly hair and pulling it back into a ponytail. "I'm wearing clothes now Ð
you can come out from behind there without fear of losing your sight."
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Angelo peaked cautiously over the edge of his bed, as though scouting
the area for possible dangers, but seemedto 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 someoneelse?'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 oppos-
ite her own bed. Shedidn't look any different than usual, but she always
had to check afterwardsÉ She felt as though she had "murderer"
stamped acrossher 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 hav-
ing 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 reg-
ular 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 man-
ner. "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 beenon 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. Shewas 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 anybodywould 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, becausemy body somehow knows
that there are people near to me who need to be punished!" Her own
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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 Ð 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 con-
trol. The urge to cause harm to her brother was almost overwhelming,
and the realisation that shemight 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?" Shemade to grab
him by the shoulder but pulled her hand back at the last moment. "I'd
never hurt you but if I did itÉ Even if it was by accident, I'd never for-
give myself. But I wanted to, you know? And that wasn't a nice feeling,
and I don't think you should stay with me andÉ And I think I'm going
to be sickÉ " 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 talk-
ing so fast that he'd only beenable 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 Ð 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.
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Five minutes later, Amanda returned to the main room, looking more
composed than when she had left, which wasn't all that difficult consid-
ering 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 incredu-
lously, 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 suppress-
ing the urge to kill her brother. "All right" was probably the last thing she
was. "I was worriedÉ " 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 presencearound her, but she knew that what
she'd said earlier was still valid ÐAngelo 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 eachother Ð
if I goÉ " Shestruggled 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.

"YeahÉ 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." Shepulled 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 causesme to kill
thesepeople; it's just another, more ruthless part of meÉ I don't want to
have blood on my handsÉ However, some part of me wants a revenge
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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 dis-
missal of her very real worries. "I think what you did was incredibly
brave." When his only response was a glare and nothing more, he
pressedon, deciding to take her silenceas 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 toÉ hurt
me?" Another shake of her head. "Then you could have really hurt your-
self, yet you choseto take that risk rather than causeme 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 flar-
ing 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 be-
low 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, determ-
ined 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 pre-
vent 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 cur-
tains, 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
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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 Ðthough she much
doubted it, for how could any benevolent god cause her such pain
without reason?Ðwould 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.

31



Chapter7
Drawing the Line

Charlotte Shain was dressedall in black, although her husband had writ-
ten in his will that his death should not be the cause of such ghastly
monochrome attire. Shesmiled slightly at the memory of the look of sur-
prise on the family solicitor's face as he read that sentenceto 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 seemedtoo 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 eyesrimmed red and the sleeveof his jump-
er 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. Shegulped 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
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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 Ðthey were a crystal clear shade of blue; sharp and
knowing. Sheshuddered 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" Ð 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 noth-
ing I can say to easethe 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 wel-
comed with open arms Ðit is nice to know that he was as much a friend
to others as he was to me," she said, consciousof 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 arekidding 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 sensethe
presenceof one of her captors again and go after them. So far he hadn't
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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 seatas though afraid she was going to fall.
"People dieon 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 meÉ " Amanda growled.

"PeopleI 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.
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Chapter8
It All Comes Out

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. Shecouldn'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 Ð 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 Ðmostly things like plane crashesand accidents Ðbut he
seemedso 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. Char-
lotte 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 actuallysaid that his brother was being
creepy, and waited for an answer. Simon looked up and, instead of an-
swering her question, held up his drawing.
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"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. Char-
lotte was frozen to the spot. He began to describe the picture to them
both, pointing out all the important bits, not noticing the pale facesthat
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 astound-
ing. 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 back-
ground 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 mi-
grated 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 Ðher husband
could rest in peacewithout 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 mar-
ried 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 eyesseeming
to bore right through her, as though shewere 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. Shereally wasn't in the mood to have an argument about wheth-
er 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 casketso that no one could see
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what had been done to his body and now she had to contend with the
fact that her secretwas no longer safe.It had beenalmost 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, asshehad beenhappy in her marriage and no aspectof 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.
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Chapter9
Unstoppable Force

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 andmustard isn't enough for you," An-
gelo said, watching incredulously as the strange combination of pro-
cessedmeat and soggy vegetables disappeared down Amanda's throat
so fast that he was almost fooled into thinking that she was hungry. Be-
fore he remembered that it was impossible, of course.

"The gherkins just add that little extra something, okay?" she said hap-
pily, 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." Shepaused for a moment, and then
added, "which I don't." He chuckled and finished his own hot dog, sa-
vouring the last bite for as long as possible Ðwhenever 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 tenseAmanda felt next to him. When he looked at her face her eyes
were staring acrossthe fair, fixed on one point, unmoving. When he said
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her name he received no responseso followed her gaze,hoping to glean
something of why she was acting in this way from the object of her fixa-
tion. 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 rev-
erie. 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 fe-
rocity that would have scareda lesserman. The only reasonAngelo him-
self wasn't cowering was becausehe'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, eat-
ing 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 in-
stinct 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 noth-
ing 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 seeyou torture yourself like this again."
For a secondAmanda's facewas 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.
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Chapter10
Shifting the Blame

Victor paced the lab furiously, his arms rigid acrosshis chestand 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 walk-
ing pattern; one two, one two, one two, turn, one two, one two, one two,
turn and repeatÉ

He stopped in front of an unamused scientist, whose bushy eyebrows
were raised in question, and slammed his hands down on the table be-
fore him with a snarl. If anything, the man's eyebrows only flew further
up his head.

"I can't believe sheeven 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 becauseof 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 yetÉ " Vict-
or 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 subjectsand shewas
the right age Ð 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, wheth-
er 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
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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 seemednot to faze her. She
had beenworking there for most of her adult life and shewasn't about to
let anybody, not even her boss intimidate her. "Your sword came back
from the cleaners an hour ago Ð 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 messagesfrom 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
seeher tonight and pleasesend some kind of an angry note to Lawrence
Harper," Victor said quickly, one foot poised in the direction of the ar-
moury. The secretary raised her eyebrows.

"Any particular messagefor 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, walk-
ing 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.
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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 ex-
actly what these lacked Ð 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 go-
ing 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 seeno point in going halfway with
things and did not take kindly to anybody doing so. He wasn't ruthless,
he was just meticulous.
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Chapter11
Astonishing Revelations

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. Shewas not here for herself; shewas here for Simon and
Rorie.

For reasonsshe couldn't fathom so soon after their father's death, both
boys had been determined that they wanted to go to the local fair. Un-
able 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. Shecouldn't
and wouldn't believe that she was feeling John's loss more acutely than
her children simply becausethey were younger. Rorie was eight Ðmore
than old enough to understand what was going on Ð 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 atten-
tion. 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 sug-
gest 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 go-
ing 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
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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 Si-
mon so. His eyeswere 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.Shefollowed his gaze until her eyesalighted 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 atten-
tion 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. Shestood to her feet so fast that shegot 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 shecould look him in the eyes."You could get lost
or hurt and I would neverforgive 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 dis-
tinctly less.

"Angelo?" she breathed, asking for confirmation of what she already
knew to be true. Shereceived 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
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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 al-
ways 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 Ð
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 un-
reservedly 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 ex-
pressive eyesÉ "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 shewere a human shield. It was
strange to her that her youngest son could be more brazen with this man,
although he had only seenhimÉ 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 seemedmore
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 boyÕseyesscrewed up in concentration and he bit his lip, seeming
to find it difficult to recall how exactly he had done it.

"I thinkÉ " 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
seemedto be getting a bit out of hand Ðafter all, she didn't want Angelo
to suffocate before he knew the full extent of the severity of the situation
Ðshe 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 anyÉ Angelo, meet your son."
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Amandaknewshe'dwalkedthesehalls beforebut shewasn't awareof where
they led.Sheknewshewasn't supposedto behereon her own, therewereusu-
ally a coupleof guardsanda man in a genericwhite lab coataccompanyingher
downthecorridorbut theydidn't seemto behere.Had sheescaped?Is that was
this was;an escape?It wasa pretty crapescape,if that's what it was,because
shewas only wearing a nightgown and shewas pretty sure that shehad bare
feet.Also, therewereno blaring sirensor red,flashinglights. Shecouldremem-
ber those things from films. No Ð this could not be an escape.

"Amanda,what areyou doingout here?"Thevoicethat assailedherearswas
harshand morehigh pitchedthan the othervoicesshehadencounteredhereÐ
wherever'here' wasÐand shecould tell immediatelythat it belongedto a wo-
man. Shefound this strangebecauseshecouldn't remembereverseeinga wo-
man herebeforeand shehada vaguerecollectionof having beenherefor a very
long time.

Sheturned andthemaskedwomaninstantly jabbeda needleinto herarm.She
vaguely registereda feelingof annoyanceand perhapsevena little anger to-
wardsthenurse,but it passedwithin a matterof seconds.All herhostilefeelings
werereplacedwith a needto do nothing but relax and do somethingcreative,
like write a novel or paint a picture orÉ or somethingÉ

Shewas finding it difficult to maintain a train of thought for any periodof
time longer than a few seconds,which was making it increasinglydifficult to
walk. Left foot, right foot, left footÉ Shekept stumbling and the only thing
holding her up was a strong yet slenderarm round her waist, keepingher on
trackandmakingsureshekeptgoingin theright direction,for shewassurethat
this was the right direction. Why else would she be going this way?

Still, therewasa naggingfeelingat thebackof hermind that she'dhadsome
sort of plan to dosomethingimportantÉ It must havebeenlessimportant than
she'd previously thought becauseotherwiseshe would have rememberedit,
wouldn't she?Yes,shewould have.But still, thenaggingfeelingwasthere,like
a fly on the backof her neckthat wasjust out of reach,clinging on for dearlife
asshementallyshookandswattedat it. Whatevershedid it just wouldn't leave
her be.

Oh. Shewasnow at theniceroomÐshecouldremembertheniceroom,which
madehervery proud for somereasonÐwhereherbedwasandherwriting desk
and usually somethingtasty to eat.Sureenough,therewasa sliceof chocolate
cakeawaiting herandshewolfedit down,wonderingwhenshe'dlast eaten.She
hada feelingit hadbeena while agobut that madeno sensewith her current
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situation. Why would thesenicepeople,whogavehercakeandstoppedher fall-
ing over, leave so long between her meals?

"It's time for your medication,Amanda." Her headsnappedup and she
stared incredulously at the man standing in the doorway, syringe in hand.

"You're not putting that in me," shesaidforcefully,thoughhermouthhadn't
fully engagedwith herbrain whenit cameout. Shefrownedto herself,wonder-
ing why she'dsaidsucha thing to thekind manwith thedrugs that helpedher
sleep.Shewashavingsleepingproblems,wasn't she?Yes,that wasit. That was
why sheneededmedicationall the time. They werejust trying to cure her, so
why washerbodybeingsodifficult aboutthis? Themalenursesighedandtook
a step into the room, causing Amanda to shrink further into the corner.

"You're really makingthis far moredifficult than it hasto be,Miss Varlow,"
the man saidkindly, taking anotherpurposefulsteptowardsthe bedon which
shewas huddled.Thoughher bodyshrankaway onceagain,her mind wasn't
quite at the samestageof thought.Shecouldn't understandwhy shewouldn't
want thesedrugs if they weregoing to helpher. Shewasawarethat therewas
somethingvery wrong with herandif this personwasgoingto giveherthehelp
she needed then why was she questioning his authority?

"Don't comeany closeror I'll makeyou wish you'd neverbeenspawned,you
patheticexcusefor a humanbeing," shespat,her handsunconsciouslycurling
into fists wheretheylay on thebednext to her.Shetried to conveyherapologies
for her behaviourthrough her mind but apparentlythe man couldn't hearher
becausehe frowned and marchedup to her, grabbingher arm and forcefully
pulling it into a more convenient position.

In that moment,it hit Amandalike a ten-tonnefreight train. Shedidn't want
to behereandwhat washappeningwasall wrong; sheshouldbeescapingright
now. It wasthenthat shescreamed,high andloud, thepiercingsoundbouncing
off the concretewalls as shestruggled away from the doctor Ð for sheknew
that's what hewasnow Ð,catchinghim by surprisewith hersuddenburst of en-
ergy. Somehow,though shewasn't awareof quite how shemanagedit, she
knockedhim to the ground,his headmakinga sickeningcrackwhereit met the
floor. However,theneedlewasembeddedin herarm andthefluid hadlong been
injected into her system.

Shefelt stronger.Amandapulled the syringeout of her skin with suchforce
that theglassshatteredin hergrip, shardsburying themselvesin herhand.She
wasawarethat this washappeningbut it didn't really hurt, evenasthe blood
began to flow freely, dripping to the floor in thick, red drops.

"Amanda?" Thevoicefrom thedoorstartledheralmostasmuchasherrecent
revelationhadandshejumpedbackwards,her footskiddingslightly in herown
blood.If shehadbeenentirely in herright mind sheprobablywould haveretched
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at the very thought but shewas becomingpainfully awareof the fact that she
wasa lot slowerthan sherecalledbeing.However,sheknewshe'dbeenthis way
for a long time, soÉ Maybeshewas drugged?Shewouldn't haveput it past
thesebastards,knowing now what shehadn't beenableto rememberbut a few
moments ago.

"YouÉ " shesaid shakily, her blue eyesshimmeringwith hot tears that
threatenedto fall if shedidn't geta holdof herselfsoon."Why did you dothis?"
The figure in the doorwaybowedhis headin shamebut Amandadidn't know
what to believe any more, not after what had been done to her.

"It wasfor thebest."Thevoicewassoftbut filled with a quietconvictionthat
sether bloodboiling. This man daredto standbeforeher and justify his actions
in sucha vagueandunsatisfactorymanner?'It wasfor thebest'wasn't an ex-
cuse she could get behind.

"How was this for the best?"Amandacould not understandhis motivation
for doing this to her. "Which bit did you think would beparticularly goodfor
me, the kidnapping or the tests?!"

"You wanted to help," he said calmly, his voicestill as smoothas shere-
memberedit beingwhenshe'dfirst knownhim. "I wasjust giving you that op-
portunity." Amandawasaboutto arguewith his useof theword 'opportunity',
as it suggestedthat the personinvolved had a choicein the matter, which she
certainly hadn't. However,shewas distractedfrom her train of thought when
the figure steppedinto the light, bringing his headup to fix his eyesupon her
own.

She saw nothing there but determination and anger.
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Chapter12
Broken Record

Angelo couldn't honestly say he hadn't been this surprised before Ðfind-
ing out that his sister had become a psychotic revenger had been some-
what shocking to him Ð but this came pretty high on his mental list.

"SonÉ ?" he managed to choke out, his eyes now transfixed on Char-
lotte. He had always beenslightly mesmerised by her, hencewhy he had
ignored his own consciencewhen choosing to start a relationship with
her Ðhe 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 in-
nocent face of his son. His sonÉ 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 moth-
er 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 as-
sailed with blinding lights Ð they were at a fairground, after all.

"BecauseI hit it with a heavy object," Angelo replied conversationally,
noting that Simon was staring at Amanda with a look akin to familiarity
Ðthere was no way that he could know who she was, yet the look was
there. Her eyesflew open and she gaped at Angelo, bemused and lost as
to the reasoning behind her brother attacking her in the middle of such a
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crowded place. "I was just stopping you doing something stupid," he
said quickly, as though that justified the headachepounding at her skull.
Sheremembered 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," shesaid 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. Shestared first at Charlotte, and then Rorie before
her eyes came to rest on the smallest of the group Ð 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 saveany 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 seemedmuch 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 seementirely 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 Ðan addition to the Varlow family? For her, it
was one of those little pieces of information that was heard but not en-
tirely understood, like when she was told where babiescame from at the
ageof eight by her best friend, Kayleigh. Though shehad understood the
logistics of the whole thing, she didn't get how that made a child. Justas
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 wereÉ " 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 Ðwhich 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
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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 eyeswander-
ing 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 shehad believed in that kind of thing, shewould 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. Shedid 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 curi-
ous facebefore his eyesflicked back to his sister, "-takenÉ 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 Ð 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 shehad phrased her question. She'dmade 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 agoÉ " 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 Ð and if you can't trust him then you can't
trust anyone Ðso I guessit's okay that you're related to me," she finished,
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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 shewould have expected,considering Simon was asking a perfectly
innocent question.

"We ought to be getting home Ðyou 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 real-
ise the absenceof 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 causeof 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 expec-
ted of someoneso 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 acrossthe bench and was sur-
prised to seethat she was frozen where she sat, her legs crossedand her
spine straight and unmoving. The only parts of her that moved were her
hands, clenching and unclenching in the fabric of her jeans.

'OhÉ '
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Chapter13
Immovable Object

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. Shewould 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 necessaryfor him to try and rectify his mistake, as the en-
tire company was looking to him for a solution to their growing prob-
lem. 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 stay-
ing 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 senseswere more than a match for any conven-
tional means of tracking.

He exited the car and walked swiftly up the drive Ð 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 Ðthey didn't have
much money between them and he doubted that their conscienceswould
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.

53



"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 contemplat-
ing 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 Ðis 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 patienceÉ "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 reasonsthat 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 himÉ

Angelo managed to catch up with her at the entrance to the fair, where
shehad stopped and was leaning against a tree just outside the boundar-
ies 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 Ðshe had run
further and faster recently and it had not noticeably tired her at all Ðand
everything to do with her actions coming back to haunt her. It must have
seemedto her like the fates were conspiring against her to drive her in-
sane.He had to admit, it seemedto be working quite well from where he
was standing.

"That'sÉ 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 Ðmore like appalled Ðbut he was always the first
to point out the obvious.
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"I killed her husband, Angelo!" she breathed quietly, what little of her
voice that could be heard above the wind and the screamsof 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 ÐI had to knock you out just to stop you
walking towards something you didn't want to doÉ " 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 snap-
ping 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 seemsin-
tent 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 becausehe didn't have any-
thing to say, but becausehe was very aware that Simon was standing
right beside him.

"AmandaÉ " 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 vor-
texes, pulling her in.

"It's okay," he said softly, "I knew you were doing it Ð I drew it."
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Chapter14
No Introductions Needed

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 be-
fore 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 Johnsand Susans.Apparently, they paid as they went so
there seemed to be none of the money problems that Victor had pre-
dicted 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 oth-
ers 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 per-
son at the other end had hung up, no doubt angry that he hadn't picked
up on the secondring, ashe had beenprone 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 sarcasticand smooth, not a hint of warmth in its icy tones. For some
reason it made absolute senseto 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 Ðbad things didn't usually happen to him, it
had to be said. However, he was not able to come back with the wit and
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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.

"É 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 inten-
tions and ignorant of the world in general; her laughter had been lyrical
and care-free.Now there was nothing but self-pity and harshnessin 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 stupidÉ
Maybe you thought you'd have more time?" Without realising it, shehad
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 Ðhe felt almost, as clichŽ 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 seemto 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. Shecould 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 conversa-
tion. "However, luckily for you, I am giving you a chancethat I have giv-
en no one else. I happen to be in a bad position at the moment ÐI find
myself in the company of someone to whom me killing you would be
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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 go-
ing 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 pres-
sure 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, step-
ping 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 ac-
tions. 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 dis-
sipated on the walk to the door. He found his front garden extremely re-
laxing whether he was cultivating it or simply passing through it.

"I'm in the kitchen!" came the instant reply, Mary's lyrical voice float-
ing 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 fes-
tooned 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 go-
ing 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 cov-
ering every available surface. He was sure that having that many
magazines on the gas cooker was some kind of fire hazard but what
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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
sevenyears 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 Ð 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 Ðwe were going to start with
Christmas becauseyou 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 causefor pan-
ic. He had not seen his wife like this before and it unnerved him.

"Well, no, of course not." Mary noticeably sobered up, her eyes drop-
ping to the article she held in her hand. "I kept all of these newspapers
becausethey 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 ad-
vert 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 homeÉ

"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." Shespat the last word, her eyebrows knitting to-
gether and her mouth turning down at the corners. Sheusually kept her
temper well but it seemedthat 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 knowÉ ?
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"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 becomerigid. Victor was unable to speak, his entire be-
ing 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 becauseMary moved
first, turning away and dropping the scissorson the island counter, her
breathing laboured, as though she had just run a marathon.

"I can't control my anger any moreÉ It'sÉ It's too much for one per-
son to contain and I break things when I get like thisÉ " 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, con-
sidering the fact that her legs didn't seem to be doing anything to sup-
port 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 eyeswidened at what
he saw. The scissorsshe 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 seethat it had given way beneath her grip, the edge now
moulded to the contours of her palms. Sheturned 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.

"NowÉ What happened to our children?"
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Chapter15
Indecision

Charlotte stared at Amanda like she was seeingher for the first time, but
her only responsewas an eye-roll and a smirk asshe 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 oth-
er one would disappear if they rounded a corner without him.

"You look as though you've never seensomebody 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 sub-
ject of conversation. Simon piped up at this point, asking if he was al-
lowed to have an ice-cream.Amanda still could not look at him Ðhe had
heard too much to be this unaffected, yet he remained the sweet and in-
nocent child. It was more than she could bear to see.It was like she was
afraid to spoil him or something. Shewas very aware of the conversation
going on behind her ("It's far too cold and too lateto be having ice-
cream!" "But it's not very late and it's not verycoldÉ ") but it seemeddis-
connected from her, like she was in a bubble of her own, apart from the
world.

"This is our car ÐI'd offer you a lift but I think you'll agree that we all
need a bit of thinking spaceat the momentÉ " Shesaw 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. Shecouldn'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.
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"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 Ð it had been getting on her
nerves all day but she loathed having it in a ponytail. Shepreferred 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 askÉ 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 paceto 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 plausibilityÉ " Angelo raised his eye-
brows in question but, since his sister was looking rather determinedly
in the direction that she was walking, she couldn't seethis. 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 Ð it wasn't like she
could ignore the question, as it had been said out loud and was undeni-
ably out there. Sheseemedcontent 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 seeMary," she began, only to be talked over by a shocked and irrit-
ated 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 Ðyour university fund is running low and I'd
like for you to be able to go back and finish your degree someday Ðand
we both know that mum wasn't responsible for any of this." Though all
of these things were true in AmandaÕsmind, it didnÕt 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
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doing it by any normal means. However, she didnÕtwant to leave him
behind and, luckily for her, she was far more intelligent than your
average sixteen-year-old girl. Sheknew 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 presumeddead and father is the head of a facility that deals with kid-
napping young children and testing on them in ways that are illegal in
many countries, including this one. Who else has she got? Can you ima-
gine 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, ashe 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 withÉ 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 shespoke
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 seewhy 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 Ðadmit it. I want to seeMary,
I know you want to seeher too, no matter what you say, and the likeli-
hood 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 likeÉ " He
seemedto 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 Ðalthough Amanda only heard it, the ac-
tion itself was hidden in front of his body, ashe still seemedunwilling to
let her catch up to him.

"He has years of experience over me Ð 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
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radiating from her. Amanda didn't understand his aversion to her emo-
tions until he spoke again.

"I'm trying to find a way out of this that won't make you angry, be-
cause it makes me sick when such rage builds up inside youÉ " He
paused for a moment, stopping in his tracks, like he was gathering his
thoughts. "I have this thing Ð for lack of a better word Ð that means my
body echoesthe 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 en-
raged 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 seehow 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,
"becauseI didn't want to undermine your suffering and draw attention
away from what was important-" When he finally raised his eyesto 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.
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"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 chanceto 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 be-
lieve. Angelo sighed and she immediately sensed his defeat, her heart-
beat 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 beenwaiting for this mo-
ment 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 thereÉ

65



Chapter16
Old Before Your Time

Charlotte was glad that Rorie and Simon had been tired out by the day's
experiencesbecauseshe wasn't sure that she could deal with their chat-
ter at the moment. There was so much going on in her head at the mo-
ment 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 Ð
something that had doomed her to fall into his bed from the very mo-
ment she'd met him. Her husband had just died and here she was, think-
ing 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 acrossher face for a moment, replacing the solemnity that
it had previously portrayed. Shewas so glad of her sons.Sheknew they
kept her sane Ðalthough 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 Ðand she was thankful for their presence.However, Si-
mon served as a constant reminder of her infidelity and, in her own eyes
at least, her lack of control and decorum. Shewas 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 her-
self. 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 excessiveworrying over her children's
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well-being would fade a little over time but, if anything it had grown
stronger. "Besides,his daddy always used to snore and I supposeÉ " She
gulped, not wanting to continue but knowing shehad 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," shesaid quietly, trying to keep her eyeson the road in a vain
attempt to stop the automatic flickering of her eyes to the mirror and
back. "Thank you."
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Chapter17
A Very Bad Idea

It had taken a lot of persuading, cajoling and batting of proverbial eye-
lids 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 re-
ceptionist at 'the Queen's Legs' had told them somebody had stopped by
for them Ða certain Victor Varlow. As if they needed reminding of why
they were running around like thisÉ

"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 Ð this is a very bad ideaÉ "
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, look-
ing 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.

"Becausewe 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 chal-
lenge him to go back to where he had run from. He, of course,had accep-
ted. It was manly pride that would be his downfallÉ

There were voices coming from inside the house, though Amanda
wasn't sure Angelo was able to hear them. She knew that normal hu-
mans couldn't hear the samethings shewas able to; it was just one of the
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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 itÉ There's a lot of anger in there. But who's fight-
ing?" Angelo sounded confused, which he probably was.

"Mary and Victor-" Shepaused, 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 Ðmaybe mum's found out about what happenedÉ Al-
though 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 for-
give 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 seethis
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 secondslater
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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 asquietly ashe
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 becauseI 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 beenhiding. They entered the house, not
really knowing what to expect Ðneither of them had seenMary 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 al-
ways the chance that Angelo would faint before they got two feet
insideÉ

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
alreadyÉ 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 exten-
sion round the back where the siblings' rooms had been was badly dam-
aged 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, be-
fore 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 orÉ

"Mary?" Amanda said quietly, her eyes wide with awe and disbelief.
Sure, she'd known that her mother still lived there, she wasnÕtstupid
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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 sheÕdthought of as
truth was nothing but a firm belief, wrongly placed.

"Who are youÉ 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 seenyou soÉ I guesswe look a little dif-
ferentÉ ErmÉ " 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 Ð there have been too
many times where I've hoped and been broken by the truth for me to be-
lieve 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 sup-
posedly denying herself. Clearly her heart was in conflict with her mind.

"There's nothing I can say to make you believe us," Amanda said, find-
ing her voice now that her brother had found his, "but I know I want you
to trust us soÉ 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 for-
wards - then began to slowly roll up the sleeveof her left arm. Shecould
feel the confusion radiating off the man beside her Ð she knew he
thought she'd been about to reveal the scar she had shown him in their
hotel room Ð 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 seein a rock pool in the Mediterranean. Though such a
thing should have been impossible, it had a slight sheento it that made it
sparkle like mother of pearl and the most miraculous thing of all was
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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 nat-
ural. 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 sob-
bing and Angelo was asking questions and then hewas 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 excep-
tion. 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 circumstancesand shewas more than happy to be on the
receiving end of genuine love from someoneother 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 darkÉ " Mary said after a while, her voice
sounding muffled, like she was speaking from a distance away. It took
Amanda a few secondsto realise that the reason for this was a combina-
tion 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 re-
mained 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
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though her happiness at being re-united with her family was more im-
portant than any hardships they had all suffered in the absenceof one
another.

With the subject of Amanda's disappearance and consequential treat-
ment being somewhat of a taboo, the conversation moved on quite
quickly to how Angelo had managed to escapethe fire unscathed. It had
beenhuge, Mary said; red-hot flames licking greedily at the building and
smoke thick enough to strangle you. Yet her son was alive and, as grate-
ful as she was for this, she needed answers to at least some of her
questions.

"Sohow 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
consequencesof 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 sib-
lings hadn't felt so looked after in years and it seemedlike Mary was try-
ing to get a lot of caring into a short spaceof 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 An-
gelo 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 imagineÉ " Angelo began uncom-
fortably, 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 heavyÉ " He went red when his moth-
er 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
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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 escapedÐour rooms were completely des-
troyed, 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 seenher this angry be-
fore; 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 obvi-
ously 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.
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Chapter18
Missing Turnings

Although Victor was driving he wasn't sure where his intended destina-
tion 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 causean out-
cry 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 im-
prisonment; 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 womanhad 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 conscienceso many were sure he didn't have. "I can't be-
lieve I ever thought you would be able to handle this! You've ripped me to
shredsandall you cando is standtherelike a bloodygoldfishwith 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
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feeling of surprise when he'd realised the power behind the blow. Of
course, he shouldn't have been so surprised; he'd already seenwhat 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 unwill-
ing 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 Ðnot that it was too much of a problem
for him, ashe 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 conclu-
sion before. He guessednow 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?
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Chapter19
Comic Book Relations

"So, let me get this straightÉ " 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 nick-
name "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
ofÉ

"So you're telling me that you thought it would be a good idea to give
us biblicalnames like yours becauseÉ Becausewhat? You wanted us to
get these powers too? I'll be honest with you, it doesn't make a lot of
senseto me," Angelo said, his frustration at not being able to make any
comic book jokes overwhelmed by the fact that he really couldn't under-
stand 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 senseat 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," shesaid, 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 'messengerof 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
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quotes around the word) is something to do with protecting one anoth-
erÉ " 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 ÐIf you're telling us that we're linked with a god
that, according to our upbringing, does not exist then why should we be-
lieve 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."Sheshoved her sleeveback 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 senseto you,
in factÉ 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 daugh-
ter. 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 diffi-
cult that may be to visualise; just give it a go. Now, imagine that some-
body 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
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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 bil-
lion years of existence." This elicited a few stares from Angelo and
Amanda but she rolled her eyes and continued. "It's all relative Ð 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 go-
ing a bit-" another shakeof 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 GodÉ 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 work-
ing 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 acrosshis chest like
he was trying to protect himself from something; the truth, perhaps?

"He thought that inciting the help of this 'first cause' Ðthe guy doing
the original shaking of the metaphorical snow-globe of the universe Ð
could be the key to furthering our race genetically. He was deeply reli-
gious 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 ex-
pectantly 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 thingÉ " 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
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pacing. Amanda was glad he didn't Ðit was starting to make her dizzy.
"How do you seem to know so much if you've been practically bed-rid-
den for so long?" Amanda rolled her eyesa little ashis choice of wording
Ðit sounded like she'd simply been sick or something, when the reality
was far worse Ð 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 con-
cerned, that wasmy 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 shepaced asher 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 ÐI know they didn't have to give me many dosesÐbut this is all be-
side 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 educa-
tion to be lacking. He had people to come and teach meÉ

"I learnt some literature, diction, French, Latin, Maths, the sciencesand
the Bible. I've never beensure 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 be-
cause 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 re-
surrection of Lazarus in my lessonsand 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 for-
gotten 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 conversa-
tion 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.
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So many terrible things had happened that it was almost too hard to be-
lieve 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 seenat a glance. Shenodded,
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?"
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Chapter20
Unsolvable Riddles

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 unpleas-
ant 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 sceneand 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 seewhy it should
be any different in this case."The man's words would not have been cal-
lous 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 subor-
dinates telling him how to deal with this kind of situation. It was both ri-
diculous and insulting.

"It is verydifferent in this case,"he said through gritted teeth, grabbing
his own gun and loading it with the precision and easethat came with
years of training and real-life practise, "becausewe 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 An-
gelo 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 per-
ceptive Ð she somehow knew Amanda was still alive. Something to do
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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 becamevi-
olentÉ " 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 al-
ways 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'son a
murderous rampage with heightened sensesand 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 necessaryto 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 elseand 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 #143has just woken up and she seemsto know where
she is," the secretary stated blandly, the number meaning close to noth-
ing 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
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subjectstended 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 Ð 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 ele-
ment of no-escapewith the lack of natural light and fresh air. Each indi-
vidual cell had a soft single bed with cotton sheetsand 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 seeit in some of the subjects'eyesÐsome 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 Ðprobably since he'd gotten to this
floor Ðby one of his colleagues,JanetLincoln, who was one of the senior
nurses. She'd been here since Victor had started this place and con-
sequently knew every member of staff and every test subject they'd ever
had. Shegenerally 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
eyesstaring 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 senseof 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 scaresbefore and had always been put right by the answers to this
question. He had often been called SantaClaus 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
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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 beenable to achieve," shesaid 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 cameto my sensestwo 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 becauseI 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 escapethat 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. Shehad 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 ask-
ing 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 Ð have you ever been given a strain of the
drug other than #48?"he asked urgently, taking a step towards her be-
fore thinking better of it and resuming his original stance.
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"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 draw-
ing 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.
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Chapter21
Sleeping Through

"I'm serious, even youmust 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'. Shehad been
ordered to bed after they'd finished talking Ð without realising it, their
conversation had managed to last until the early hours of the morning Ð
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.
Shecertainly 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 Ð I'll be worse tomorrow if
I dosleep 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 wasrolling out pastry,thoughAmandawasn't entirely surewhat kind.
Shecouldn't seeoverthecounter,herpodgyfingersclutching desperatelyat the
edgeof the work-top,trying to pull herselfup sothat shecouldcatcha glimpse
of what her motherwasmaking.Shecouldsmellstewedfruit, breathingin the
rich aromaof applesand blackberriesasthey simmeredin a largemetalpot on
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thestove.It hadalwaysamazedherhowthewhole,freshfruits couldturn into a
thick soupjust through the useof heat.Shehadonceaskedhow it workedbut
she'd gotten boredhalf-way through and gone to play football with Angelo
instead.

"Mummy, I can't see,"shesaidgrumpily, her eyebrowsknitting togetherin
her frustration. "I wish I was taller." Her mothersimply laughedand stopped
what she was doing to bend down to her daughter's level.

"You'll be tall like mummy and Angelo oneday, sweetie,"shesaid kindly,
that smile still on her face.It was the smile that sheusedwhen shesecretly
found something very funny and Amanda had seen it many times.

"Are you laughing at me becauseI'm little?" sheaskedunhappily, casting
hereyesto thegroundin an effort to gain somesympathy.It workedbecausethe
next thing sheknew,shewasbeingenvelopedin Mary's armsand then picked
up asthoughsheweighednothing.To hermum,shesupposedthat shewasn't at
all heavy;like whenAngelopickedherup, therewasa lot of swinging,giggling,
tickling andshrieking,andaftera minute or soof loud noiseandgeneralmerri-
ment, her brother walked in, looking disgruntled.

"Jeez,'Manda, you want to screama little louder?" His blatant sarcasmwas
lost on hersix-year-oldmind andshefurrowedherbrowÐa habitMary always
teasedher wasgoing to costher in later life Ðbeforegiving him the bestpuppy
dog eyes she could muster.

"But, Angelo,if I'm louderI'll hurt mummy's ears!" Therewasan innocent
sincerity to her words and her big brother was helplessto resist her childish
charms.He grinnedandsweptherup, swinging her round just like hermother
hadbeendoing,eliciting evenlouder,moreexcitedshrieksthan before.Shehad
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 in-
to consciousnesssounded 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'rightÉ '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 eyesand she blinked
profusely to try and easethe pain. She slowly becameaware of the fact
that she was not in a hotel room and that the bed she was in was so
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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 Ðof
course, that was probably possible but she didn't fancy trying it today.
Which was another thing; she didn't feel any lingering murderous in-
stincts towards anyone and she hadn't broken out in the cold sweat that
shehad come to associatewith 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 scaresand happily informed her brother of this
factÉ 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 reas-
on enough to get out of bed, yes?" Amanda was downstairs before An-
gelo could so much as blink.

"Mum, have I ever told you how much I love you?" Shebreathed hap-
pily, staring at the breakfast table like she'd never seenfood 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 seatnext to her, marvelling at the speed at which
the food was disappearing down his sister's throat. Shecould his incred-
ulous look and stuck her tongue out at him Ðnot 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," shesaid briskly, noting the
fact that Mary had just re-entered the room from the pantry with a dish
of cold potato salad and a cheeseboard. "I can assure you that you will
never seeme eat with this much gusto again but for now, there's nothing
I can doÉ " And with that, shecontinued shovelling pancakesand syrup
into her mouth, chewing feverishly before swallowing.
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"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 sib-
lings. They both knew what it was like to realise you didn't know some-
body 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.
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Chapter22
Unreasonable Reasoning

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 un-
foreseenconsequenceson 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 samedrug combination tested on her: she was more percept-
ive, 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 im-
peccablefor 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 ashe strode down the hall to his office, the possibilities run-
ning 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
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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
samethree 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 escapefrom 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 assumeit'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 thisÉ I guess
I'd better get to the labÉ " he said finally, bidding his co-worker good-
bye 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
seemedwilling 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.
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Chapter23
Secrets Best Kept

"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 spaceand also that she had access
to her husband's keys. It seemedunlike him to entrust something so im-
portant 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 seethe 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 Ð 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 Ðyou 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 actu-
ally ripping an entire sleeveoff his coat." Shepaused 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.
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"Plausible, if a little uncharacteristically carelesson 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 seethe contents of this strange and
forbidden room. The door groaned dramatically when opened and
Amanda saw Angelo roll his eyesand grinned. It was just like their fath-
er 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 reas-
on, sheunderstood perfectly, the first of which was Brelsford,MelodyJane.
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 Ô48Õ;
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 Ð it
was published on the 1st October, 2008.That was a week before she'd es-
caped, 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.Sheslowly real-
ised 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 mo-
ment, her throat still burning with the need to scream and shout about

94



the injustice of it all. After a couple of seconds,she forced herself to an-
swer, knowing that she was only delaying the inevitable.

"The sheet over there, itÉ It's the company, theyÉ They've estimated
the amount of time left for eachperson toÉ ToÉ " Shetrailed off, staring
fixedly in front of her, her eyes still wet, though she was no longer cry-
ing. 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. An-
gelo had grabbed the sheet she had pointed to and was reading it with
slow deliberation. Amanda couldn't seehis face until he looked up, hid-
den 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 un-
imaginable sorrow in his eyes Ð more even than she herself felt, which
shouldn't be true in this kind of situation.

"MumÉ If I've got this right, Amanda's going toÉ 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'sgoing 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," shesaid, her voice devoid of emotion asshecradled her
baby until her breathing had evened out and darkness had descended
upon the group, "because nobody else willÉ "
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Chapter24
Simple Promises

Charlotte was agitated beyond belief. It had been two weeks since she'd
seenAngelo and Amanda and, though she'd parted with a contact num-
ber tucked into her back pocket, there seemedto 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 knowwhere 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 thesestrange prejudices from Ðhe was
getting to that age where everything he heard in school was rubbing off
on him Ðbut that didn't mean that shewas 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 aswell have said 'duh', as that was obvi-
ously 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
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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 chil-
dren, even though they'd both seenjust asmuch death asshehad and Si-
mon at least seemed to know exactly what it was and exactly what it
meant. 'And sometimesbeforeit evenhappens,'she added to herself, sup-
pressing a shudder at the thought. Shewould hate to know when some-
body was to die, knowing that she could do nothing to stop it.

"I mean Granny Varlow," he said, rolling his eyes Ða little something
that he had picked up from Charlotte, no doubt, and used whenever he
could. Shesighed and closed her eyes,trying to imagine a life where her
family didn't keep extending without her knowledge. She failed miser-
ably, stuck as she was in the present. "I think that's where they areÉ "
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 seewhat he wasn't supposed to know and a normal life and
come out with something manageable.It was for him that shehoped, but
in her heart of hearts, she knew that she was hoping in vain.

"ErÉ It might've already happened orÉ It they haven't gone there
yetÉ " he said slowly, as though trying to understand his own explana-
tion 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 ÐI'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 seethem?" 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 Ðhe was
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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 indi-
gestion. Charlotte, satisfied that shewould 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. Sud-
denly he spoke, as though he knew without turning to seethat his moth-
er 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 shestopped to think about what exactly Ror-
ie had lost only a couple of weeks ago. She had lost someone too but
then, shewas stronger than they were and had gone through this kind of
loss before Ð her father had died when she was only six, her mother
when she was ten. Shecouldn'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 Ðbut even though daddy's gone, I still love
you. So does your brother. I just hope that can be enough for nowÉ "
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Chapter25
Drastic Measures

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 seaview 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 cup-
boards, black granite worktops and top-of-the-range appliances, includ-
ing 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 at-
tempt to figure out the reason why the three strains of the drug caused
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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 becauseif that
was the casethen every subject who had taken more than one dose of the
drug, no matter which strain, would have expressed the same symp-
toms. 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 testsat 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 senseand
could happen with many kind of drug. However, it didn't explain her in-
creased 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 elseall together. Unless she had some kind of force surround-
ing her consciousnessthat reacted negatively with the drugs and caused
her to become super-chargedÉ 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 Ð 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
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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 seemedto be an im-
possible 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 messwith if your life depended on it. Shewas a truly
formidable woman, which is why everyone had so much respect for her
Ðshe 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 in-
side." Victor choked on his water and, after some coughing and splutter-
ing, managed to get his next sentence out.

"More than one person?How long had there beensigns of this?" he de-
manded, 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 aspossible. 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 asJulie 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 cup-
board door, instantly regretting it as pain spasmed through his toe. He
could almost feel his secretary'sdisapproval 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.
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"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 an-
swer 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 casewe would risk expos-
ure, ridicule and valuable time and resourcestrying to extract a group of
people who hold no threat to the facility." Even though Victor knew she
was right Ð about everything, as was usual in these casesÐ he wasn't
happy about leaving his wife unprotected. If shewas 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 thatÉ

"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 #80had previ-
ously been closed for use becauseof the dangers it held. It was almost
completely air-tight and more than one person had died of a lack of oxy-
gen before the facility had been forced to stop using it. It was nothing
like the other cells, lacking anything even vaguely homey. The mono-
tony 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 Ðno human de-
serves 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
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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 shak-
ing as he hung up the phone, not wanting to hear her reply. He was sure
that it would have been reasonableenough but he didn't want to be giv-
en any excusesto back out now. He had a plan and he was going to fol-
low it.

The door slammed behind him when he left, the sound echoing
through the empty apartment like a gunshot.

103



Chapter26
Awkward Conversations

The only way that Amanda would sleep was if Angelo sat next to her on
the bed and her mother cameup 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 con-
coction or other and then shewould just sit there, waiting for her mother
to leave the room so that she could spit it out. She wouldn't take any-
thing, no matter whether or not it would help her, becausein her heart of
hearts she knew that there was nothing wrong with her. She knew ex-
actly how it would happen; she could practically seeit in her mind's eye.
There was too much power inside of her Ð 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 con-
sciousnessalong with it. Amanda found it kind of ironic that it would be
Victor that was the causeof 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 impa-
tience in his words, even though Amanda knew that she would be thor-
oughly 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, re-
searching 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

104



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 Ðshe kept refusing the water she was given Ðso 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 seemto 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 seeyou so distraught Ðyou'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 eyesshut so tightly that pat-
terns danced acrossher eyelids. "I can't savemyself, I can't saveyou and
I can't save mum. I shouldn't be here becauseof the danger I'm putting
you both in but I can't leave becausethere's a part of me that's insisting
that I stay becausethis is making mefeel better." Sheknew that shesoun-
ded disgusted but she didn't care Ðthat was exactly how she was feeling
right now.

"It's okay to be selfish just this once you know Ðdid you ever stop to
consider that we wouldn't let you leave, even if you wanted to? We need
you here becausewe 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. Shehadn'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
thatÉ " she said, only half joking. Her brother laughed humourlessly be-
side her, acknowledging the likelihood of such a thing a happening.

"Good, becauseI don't think mum would enjoy scraping you off the
wallsÉ " 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 shewas allowed then shewould 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
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seeher 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 Ð
greys and off-whites Ðbut 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 Ð 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 caus-
ing her to lose control-" Amanda shot her brother a foul look and he
switched the phrase for another to appeaseher, "-causing her to act like
this, so I doubt there's any chance of a surgeon being able to remove
whatever is going to causethisÉ over-load." He chosethe last word care-
fully, 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. Accord-
ing to her, ending Victor's life should be higher up on their list of priorit-
ies than keeping hers. In fact, she said as much.

"If there's no chance of anything we try working Ð because, let's be
honest here, who's going to have come acrossthis situation before in or-
der 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
sheyearned for the action that broke the monotony of the day. If shehad
to get out of bed and carry on with her pitiful existencefor 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
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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 inform-
ative. It was only when their mother re-entered the room with three oth-
er people that it became clear what was going on.

"Daddy!" Simon yelled, pushing past Mary to jump at the legs of a per-
plexed Angelo. "I drew this house and I wanted to come and seeyou so
mummy said I could go if I ate all my vegetÉ 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 seemedlike a good ex-
cuse 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 anywayÉ It's kind of a fam-
ily thing," Amanda said, shrugging. For some reason she was unable to
dislike Charlotte and had only mentioned that she should be included
becauseshe'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 reas-
ons behind it.

"I think that maybe we should all sit down," Mary said kindly, gestur-
ing to the table. Rorie sat with his mother but Simon was still firmly at-
tached 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 la-
belled as 'grown-up stuff'.

When they were all seated, Amanda realised that she probably had
some explaining to do. Shebegan with Lazarus and his link to their fam-
ily, her own ability, along with her mother's and Angelo's. Shethen pro-
gressedonto their father and how much of a scum-bag he was (she had

107



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 necessaryfor Char-
lotte 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 al-
lowed 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 hus-
band; 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 samehouse asAmanda
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 happen-
ing, night had already fallen.

"Please,I insist Ðas I understand it, you've beenquite 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 will-
ing?" 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 parent-
hood for the past sevenyears Ðand even that had seemingly beendenied
to her Ðthat lessenedher 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 bur-
den," Charlotte said hesitantly, but shealready knew that shewould stay
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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. Shehurried 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. Sheknew it was a simple caseof wanting what she couldn't have,
the idea of being even the slightest bit tipsy holding no real appeal for
her. Shehad 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 mor-
tality, 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 secretsfrom her. It
was one thing to know that shehad killed her husband and it was anoth-
er 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 prob-
lem with what I did, at least in general terms." Amanda shrugged, lean-
ing back against the counter opposite her brother and picking up her
glass of orange juice Ðshe 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 earn-
est 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
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to spawn something so utterly adorable, but I reckon he's got his aunt's
charm and good-looks," shesaid, 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, see-
ing as you're distinctly lacking in that area," Angelo replied loftily, swal-
lowing 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 Ð a strange
combination that had apparently been Amanda's favourite as a child Ð
but to no avail. She had still refused to eat it. Luckily, Angelo had a ri-
diculously 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 fin-
ished with his task, straightening up to level a questioning look at his sis-
ter. 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 sleep-
ing 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 sheetnear where his hand lay. Amanda easedthe 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 seenthem all and looked up to
seean 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 seriousnessof the situation coming down on her like a
tonne of bricks. Shehad 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.
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Chapter27
Secrets Uncovered

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 seemedto lift instantly, asshewasted no time in do-
ing 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 de-
scription, not ask him for a huge favour. "You can go ahead and closecell
#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, re-
ceived Parc's approval instantly.

"You think you can do that?" he asked, knowing that the fact he
even soundedlike he was doubting his colleague could only work in his
favour. He was right.

"Of course I can do it Ð 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 pick-
ing 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.
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"There's far more detail in these drawings than you could possibly ex-
pect from a boy who's only four-years-old," Mary said incredulously,
eyeing the sheetsof paper like they were out to get her. Which, in a way,
they were Ðor at least what was drawn on the paper was. It was defin-
itely Victor, the sharp blue eyesunmistakable 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 Ð 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 becauseshe was biting the skin around her thumbnail; ap-
parently 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.

"Sowe don't know if this is going to happen tomorrow or the next day
orÉ ?" 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 pic-
ture 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 nod-
ded 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 seemedto be the order they had beendrawn, and in a way it
made sense.However, in some ways it was more confusing in this order
than any other.

The first picture Ðif it indeed wasthe first picture Ðshowed Victor in
front of the house.The secondwas 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
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assumed to be blood Ðbecauseit was either that or Simon really hadn't
liked the picture Ð and the stick figures were lying down, presumably
dead. There was a new character in this section of the sequencehowever,
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, espe-
cially 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 becausethat other
part of her had taken over a little, and apparently that other part of her
was pretty good with a sword. Shesaid as much to the rest of the room's
occupants.

"Yeah, that could be potentially problematicÉ " 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 Ð 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 becauseof family ties," she said, her words laced with anger, ap-
parently 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
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control myself until I see fit to kill him. I didn't want to do it then be-
causeit felt unfair and I suppose I'd rather draw it out than just stab him
in the backÉ " She trailed off as though the idea still held some appeal
for her and she didn't wish to dwell on it in caseshe regretted her earlier
actions.

"Okay, that makes senseÉ I think." Charlotte rolled her eyesand poin-
ted 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 capableÐprobably more capable than I am Ðso
it shouldn't be a problem." Sheturned 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 facesince the drawings had beenfound deepenedasshe 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 Ðin fact, this was a
first Ð 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 Ð 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. Shelet 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.
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Chapter28
All At Once

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 noth-
ing 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 succeedthan 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 beenwaiting for around ten minutes when his men ar-
rived, 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 gatesand he went on
alone, deciding that it would be better to seeif the people inside were the
people he wanted. He pushed open the front door, not surprised to find
it unlocked ÐMary had always beena little scatter-brained Ðand 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 shoesnear
the door that he didn't recogniseand a couple that he did. Angelo's were
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easy to identify; they were the same as the ones he had been wearing
when they'd met a few weeks ago Ðit paid to be observant in the busi-
nessVictor was in Ðand the other pair he knew were Mary's. Somewhere
in the m•lŽe, he knew that there must be a pair belonging to his daughter
becauseshe 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 chaseÐthere 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 to-
wards 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 samefor eachempty 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-
seconddecision 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 re-
maining soldier only just keeping up with him as he raced through
rooms, uncovering corpsesof men who'd been alive only moments ago.
It was when he got to the kitchen, however, that the fun really started.
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"Victor, you should have known not to come hereÉ " 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 escapefrom death. Of course, his glory
was short-lived, and he barely had time to screambefore he was silenced
by Amanda's sword, slicing across his neck in a motion so swift that
Victor almost missed it. Shethen walked over to stand beside her moth-
er, who was shaking with anger at the fact that her husband had re-
turned in this manner.

"Mum's right, you know Ð 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 facesthat all our efforts are wasted?" Amanda's voice was as
steady as her body and her sword was still, hanging like a silvery ex-
clamation mark from her curled fist. "BecauseI know what's going to
happen to me Ðit'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
shewas in front of him, his sword coming up to meet hers only out of in-
stinct, 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 con-
stant 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 tar-
get. They were both excellent swordsmen Ðswords womanin Amanda's
caseÐ 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 be-
ing 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 com-
plaining so that shecould 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
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the last thing Charlotte had known, he'd beenplanning 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 seeif he would have
agreed to stay quiet becausethe 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 seenthe look of horror on Mary's face, becauseit would
have told her far more than she wanted to know.

Angelo had been killed.
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Chapter29
A Sorrowful Explanation

Angelo was in an absolute frenzy. He knew it wouldn't be long before
his sister either killed their father or vice versa Ð though he had high
hopes of it being the former Ð 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 sup-
posed 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 becauseof 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 nucle-
ar Ð or whatever it was she was going to do Ð just becausehe 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 thenÉ

Angelo's eyes widened in amazement at his own brilliance Ð 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
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