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Chapter One

ENCOUNTER

Sleepinginacardboard boxwith nothing butthe clothesonyourbackand an
oldthreadbare blanketfor warmth wasn't easy. The blankethad been tossed away, left
overadecrepitold armchair close to the perimeterfence. It wasfilthyand rumpled,
butanyportinastorm.Itoffered added warmth, but notenough. The knackwasto
keep still; theimpossibility was the hard concrete youwere using as a mattress,
despite thefivelayers of cardboard betweenyour softbody and the unyielding stone.
AdeBurtonshifted, trying toroll himselftighterinto the corner of the huge box; the
blanketsliding onthetan-coloured cardboard.

“Dammit!” he swore, slipping off balance onto his back.

Theblanket pulled awayfrom him, exposing his already shivering body to the
chilly October air within his makeshift shelter. Burton didn't even know whathe was
doinginLondon, letalonesleepinginacardboard box!Itseemed, astheysay, agood
ideaatthetime.Ithad beenthe worstsixweeks of his life. Manchester had been bad
enough, jobless, withno money, but atleastitwashome.

Home...hesighed.Sincehehad beeninLondon, he had beenforcedtoselltwo

pairs of Levi's, hisiPod and the signetring hismother had given him on his eighteenth



birthday. That had gutted him the most. Shehad worked hard to save forthatring. He
couldstillsee herfacewhenshe gaveittohim, sohappy, shiningashetoreopenthe
tiny, gift-wrapped box. She never seemed to smileanymore.

Of course, hisfather wasn't pleased with her gift. “Waste of money,” he had said.
Money he could have spentdown the pub morelike. His father had done nothing to
help his motherwith household chores and raising his son, noteven giving her
housekeeping, never had. Lazy, always full of excuses. Never holding down ajob for
morethan acouple of months.

Itwas Mumwho held themtogether. Shewas the onewhoworked, aswell as
maintained their small flat. What did Dad ever do? Nothing, except spend time with his
friends, drinking, gambling, bemoaning his lot.

Seeing hismumworkso hard justto have hisfatherfritteritawaywastoo much
for Ade. He'd lost count of the arguments he and his father had had untilfinally Ade
hadtoleave, urged onby his mother. Looking back, Ade realized she could see where
thesituation was going and feared for herson. His father mightbe lazy, feign abad
back, buthewasabigman...

So...reluctantly, heleft.

London, especiallythe East End, was hell. Burton had spent the first few weeks
inLondon, south oftheriver, in Deptford. Deptford High Street was a market

stretching from Evelyn Street allthe way to Deptford Broadway atthe foot of



Blackheath Hillin Greenwich. The marketwas only openontheweekends and
Wednesdays. The pickingswereslim, jobs even more scarce. He'd crossed the river
from Deptford in Southeast Londonto Hackney, East London ten days afterarrivingin
the“Smoke,” hoping for better opportunitiesinthe multitude of marketsinthe area.

No chance.

Whitechapel, Bethnal Green, Hackney, colder than the frozen northwhere
icebergssailed thefrigid seas.In Deptford, he had friends. Newly made, true, and they
were no better offthan him; except Londonwastheir stomping ground. They knew the
ropes, vagrants, olderthan histwentyyears, jobless, homeless, hopeless.

He hadlearned afewthings aboutliving roughinthewilderness ofthe urban
jungle.Such as building a“flop” out of cardboard boxes, and making afireinlarge tin
cans, or metal buckets forwarmth through the night. Openfiresweren'tagoodideain
cardboard houses. And of course, itwas always agood ideato collectwood before it
poured downwith rain.

Burton shivered.Ithad stopped raining aboutan hour ago; the cardboard roof
prevented himfrom gettingwet...sofar.He'd had enough, though. Londonwasn't for
him.Itwasacold, heartless place full of faceless, uncaring people, defaming the myth
thatthe streets were paved with gold. Tomorrow he was heading back north before

winter setin properand froze hisblack hideto the London pavement.



Another good morning’s begging would give him enoughto go home by train,
which hewould do aslate as possible tomorrow; thatway he'd have aroof over his
head forthe night, or, atleast, most of it. He wondered what his mum would have to
say abouthisreturn. Burton guessed she wouldn’tbe happy. He knew exactly what his
fatherwould sayinthe same condescendingtone he always used and would continue
tosayeverychance hegot.Itcouldn’tbe helped.

Plumping up the battered blue rucksack he was using as a pillow, Burton stared
atthe darkening patches ofdamp slowly creeping acrossthe roof of his“house.”If it
rained again, hedidn'trate his chances of continued dryness. Grey, murky light was
filtering pastthe sheet of cardboard across the “doorway,” heralding the start of
anotherdullday. HislastinLondon, or so hethought.

Burton halfsmiled to himself, his leftincisor gleaminglike liquid goldinthe
gloom. Morethanonce, he'd considered selling thetooth justto lastafew more days
onthestreetswith arelativelyfull bellyand moneyin his pocket. He was glad he hadn't.

Hewould never havethe moneytoreplacethetooth,and hewas pretty surethe
NHSwouldn’tfootthe bill for cosmetic dental work.

Atfirst, thelowvoicesdidn'tregister.Itwas the faintthump of hasty footsteps
vibratinginto his backthatalerted Burton. He glanced towards the entrance of his
shelter,asifhe could see straightthroughto the wasteland beyond. He sensed, rather

than saw, the sudden activity outside, hisinstincts telling him to stay motionless and



letwhateverwas happening pass him by. The “flop” was pretty well disguised,; it
wouldn'tbe noticedinthe early light. Butthen, Burton reasoned, if something bad was
goingdown, he'dratherseeitcomingthangetanastysurprise. Throwing offthe
blanket, heslid to the makeshiftdoor, peering through thelittle chink. He couldn't see
athing.

The confining box suddenly became claustrophobic. Burtonimagined half a
dozenthugssneakingup onhim, getting readyto charge, ripping his little hometo
pieces. Hedidn'tstop tothink why anyone would wanttorob arelatively penniless
blackmandown on hisluck. (Well, except for the eighteen pounds seventy-two pence
stashedin hisrightshoe.) Butthen, they couldn'thave known aboutthat. Of course,
therewasstill hisgold tooth. If he had stopped to thinkaboutitatall, hewould have
realized itwas highly unlikely anyone knew he was evenin the well-disguised box!

Hewastaking nochances. Hefeltlike asitting duckinside the shelter, which
suddenlyfeltmorelikeaprisonthanarefuge; bettertobe outintheopenwhere he'd
beabletorunforitifnecessary.Easing aside the“door,” Burton peered cautiously out.
The half-fallen brick wallin front of the flop obscured his view, making him feel even

morevulnerable.
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Expecting to feelhands grabbing himatany moment, he slipped out ofthe box,
crouching nearthe end ofthe brokenwall. He shivered in the early morning air, pretty
sureitwasn'tjustthe cold airthathad given him the shakes.

Therewasno evidence ofanyone near him. Athinline of white slashed the
easternhorizon, silhouetting a church spire, nailingitto the pale blue morning sky.
Feeling alittlesaferintheleaofthe wall, Burton peered around. Thewasteland was
well overgrown; scrub bushes sprouted everywhere, giving any would-be assailant
plenty of cover.

That’sit, Ade hethoughtsourly to himself. Look on the bright side.

Aflicker of movementto Burton'sright caughthis eye.

Threefigures, keepinglow, flitted from shadow to shadow; their course would
bringthem close to Burton’s position, butthen one of them broke awayto theleftand
was lostfrom sight. From the way they moved, Burton could tell they wereyoung. They
looked aboutthe same age as him, or maybe alittleyounger. Two were male, the third
agirljudging by thelong, white hair streaming outbehind herassheran.

Suddenly another figure appeared from behind a half-demolished wall to the
rightofthefleeing couple, nothingmorethan ablackshape, but Burton clearly saw
therifle heldin black-gloved hands!He'd seen enough American action moviesin his
timetorecognize anautomaticweapon. Forallthat, theweapon looked odd—bulky—

thebarrellooked oversized, the borelargein diameter.
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Oneoftherunningfigures, the male, veered off, chargingthe armed man. The
automaticriflewas thrown up; a swiftaimwas taken.

Therewasalow pop, thenasecond. Thesoundwas strangely muted, sounding
nothing like agunshot. Thegunman jerked with the recoil, the dawn’s light flashing off
his gleaming black helmet. Throwing himselfaside, therunning figure rolled, then
cameto hisfeet fluidly without breaking his stride.

Thesniperwasstartled, and tried to bringthe gunto bear, butwasn't fast
enough. Thetwo men collided, both hitting the stony ground hard. They scrabbledin
thedirt, low grunts cutting the silence. Only one of the two men stood up, breathing
heavily, peering around like atrapped animal. Oddly, hewaswearing sunglasses,
incongruousinthemorning'sgloom. He hurried after his fleeing companion.

“Whatthe...?”Burton gasped.

Thewasteland was suddenly alive with moving shapes, darting from bush to
tree, derelictwallto mound of earth.

Burton, transfixed by the speed of events, watched the two running people
drawing closer towhere hewas hiding. He could now plainly seetheywereamananda
woman. Low pops sounded allaround them, plumes of dirt flew at their pounding feet,
and ricochets sang off the concrete; the sound was dull, notthewhine he had heard in

adozenWesternmovies.
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Anotherarmed man stepped from behind atree, aiming attherunning man.
Burtondidn'thave acluewhatwashappening.He couldn'tbelieve therewasagun
battle beingfoughtinthe middle of London, albeitvery one-sided. Nor could heidly
watchasanunarmed manwas gunned downin cold blood. Half afraid of being shot
himself, Burton popped up from behind the wall.

“Watch out!” Burton’swarning echoed around the vast, open space.

The manandwomanthrewthemselvesflatasthe gunman fired. Burton heard
him curse.The couplescrambledto theirfeetasthe gunman continuedto shoot,
forcingthemto separate—the mantotheleft,thewoman turnedright, towards
Burton. Her hair, gleaming whiteinthe early morning light, streamed out behind her
like ascintillating banner. Burton rubbed his eyesindisbelief. She seemed to be
wavering; heroutlineshimmered, almostdisappearing. For awild moment, he
thoughtshe'dliterally vanished!

Thegunmanbythetreelowered hisrifle to his hip, firinginshort, savage bursts.
The airwasfilled with asound like popping corn. Thewoman cried outin pain. Burton
looked. The ground between him and the woman was fairly level, free from
obstruction, nopilesofrubble, no bushes, buthe could nolongersee her!

Apparently nor could the gunmanwho swiveled aiming atthe man running
pell-mellforthe perimeter fence. Without thinking Burton snatched up alength of

wood and breaking cover rushed atthe startled gunman, who beganto turnbackas
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Burton swung his makeshiftclub, hard and low. Airwhooshed inside the helmetasthe
man doubled over, the club breaking across hisstomach. Therifle clattered away as
theleather-clad mandroppedto hishands and knees. Burton kicked himintheside,
spinning him over, leaving him gasping for air.

Droppingthe shattered club, Burtonrantowards the last place he had last seen
thewoman, frantically searchingfor her, butshewas nowhere to be seen. Burton’s
head snapped leftandright.

She has to be here somewhere, hereasoned. But where?

Falling bricks made Burtonwhirlaround; agrinning, tannedfaceframedin
corn-yellow hairwas suddenlyin front of him, making him blinkin surprise. The
second runningman. He barely had timetoregister the perfectwhite teeth and the
brightblue eyeswhen the air shimmered around the man, his outlinewavering asifhe
were surrounded by aheathaze.

Burtonscreamed, hurriedly backing away from the slavering monstrosity
looming over him, appearing out of nowhere. Fetid breath belched from the gaping
maw filled with yellowed, razor-sharp fangs. Red eyes glared insanely, promisinga
very painfuland bloody death. The huge beast’'s matted fur was mottled dark brown
andsickly greys, crawling alive with creeping things. Again, Burton'searsrangasthe

brute roared; waves of stinking air washed over him, making him gag. Massive
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musclesbunched and coiled beneath thefilthy, lice-ridden coat as the creature lunged
to attack.

Thehugetaloned pawlashed out, slashing at Burton’s throat. The desperate
man threw himself backwards, barely avoiding the needle-like claws. The back of his
legs caughtthe remains of alowwall. Armswindmilling for balance, he pitched over.
Thescreamwas knocked out of hislungs as helanded flaton his back. Sharp stones
gouged hisbackthrough hisdenimjacket; lights burstbefore his eyes. Therewasa
moment'srespite beforealoud crackshookthe ground beneath him.Theworld
tipped overand heslipped down farther as all support fellaway underneath him.

Landing on hisshoulder, painflared, then flared again as a pile of bricks
tumbled down ontop of him with a clatter, enveloping himina cloud of choking dust.
Theslideseemed endless as Burton twisted and fell, bricks and sharp jags ripping at
him. Finally, he cameto astop on his kneesamidsta cloud of dustandfallingbricks. He
attempted torisewhensomethingstruckhimhard ontheback ofthehead. Abright

orangelightflamed, and then everythingwentblack.
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Chapter Two

STRINGER

“Oh, man,”Burton groaned, afraid to move, blinkinginthe bright sunlight
pouringdown fromthelarge hole above him. Tears streamed from his tightly
squeezed eyes, cutting vivid swaths through the dust that coated his face, stinging the
myriad abrasions and cutslike boiling acid. He hurt all over. He knew itwould be worse
ifhetriedtogetup, butithurtjustlyingthere.

“Oh, Jeez! Oh,Jeez! Oh, Jeez!"he groaned like amantra as heraised hisarms.
Bricks clattered about him; dustrose, making him retch.

Coughing made him hurtworse, which made him cough even more. He found
himselfonabizarre merry-go-round of agony. Giving ventto the biggest groanyet,
Burtonsatup. Mistake! Theworld whirled around him; hethoughthewas going to
vomit.

Forlong minutes, he satamidstthe debris, his pounding head down on his
bruised chest, unwilling to subject himselfto any moretorture.Ithurtto think, so he
avoided eventhatsimpletask, contenttositinthe unseasonable sunshine and suffer.
Some minutes passed before Burton had sufficientstrength, orinclination, to move.
Raising hishead on a creaking neck, he discovered hewasinsomesortofbasementor

cellar. Bricksand masonry pooled about hislegs. Ten feetabove himloomedthe
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brokenwallhe had tumbled overwhen he had been attacked by ... whatever. His dazed
mind couldn’tdwell on the circumstances right now.

Biting backyetanother groan, Burton struggled to hisknees, progressing
shakily to hisfeet. Brick dust billowed as he heaved free ofthe debris; he stifled the
urgeto cough. Failing, heinwardly groaned as the pain throbbed through his entire
wracked body.

Gingerly, hetouched the back of his head; his fingers came away dirty and wet.

“Great,”he mumbled, wiping the blood on hisfilthy jeans.

Swaying unsteadily, vision blurring, he soughtaway out of his subterranean
torturechamber. There was no easyway. He had to go straight up the pile of loose
rubbleinfrontofhim; he doubtedifhe had the strength. Tenfeetsuddenlylooked like
athousand.

Ten minuteslater, gasping for breath, soaked in sweat, Burton clambered over
thewallthathad pitched himinto thisvery painful nightmare. His stomach churned,
acidburned atthe back of histhroat. Before he could stopit, heleaned overthe hole
andleftalittlemementointhe basementhehadjustvacated. Wiping his mouth onthe
sleeve of hisjeanjacket, leaving gritin hismouth, Burtontried to assess the situation.
He couldn'tget hishead aroundit. He figureditwas about midday; the sun was almost
directlyabove himinacloudless, blue sky. Thatmeanthe had been down there for

hours, sixor seven at least.
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Hedidn'twantto stay thereanymore. His mouth feltlike the inside of adonkey’s
hind leg. He needed adrink, preferably something hotand sweet. Tea. Therewasa
café nearby; he'dseenitlastnightas he had reconnoitered fora place to crash. Man,
did he everpickthewrong place! His career asavagrantwasn'tgoing sowell.

Notimetodwellonthat. He hadto gettothe café, getsomethinginside his
growling stomach. Thinkabout thingslater. Painfully, Burton stood up, his knees
popping like Christmas crackers. He shuffled inashambling walk, onlyinstinct
guiding himtothe broken fencewhich served asan entranceto the waste ground he
had sodumbly chosen as asafe placetolay hiswearyhead. Burtonwasvaguely aware
itwould be wiserto take some money out of hisshoe before he got onto thestreet. He
wasn'tsure he could accomplish such acomplicated task as taking his shoe off,
extractingsome money, and replacing hisshoe this side of the millennium.

Surprisingly, hemanagedit.

The café, so closethe previous night, seemed a million milesawaytoday. Hewas
morethan glad towalk, reasonably straight, throughtherickety doorinto the steamy
warmth. Therewere onlytwo or three patronsinside the dingy café. Seating himself
gingerly nearthe counter, Burton ordered alarge mug oftea. Evenin his present
disorientated mental state, Burton was aware of the attention he was getting. He
looked up intotheunshaven face of the café’s proprietor.

“You okay, mate?”
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Burtonwatchedthe cigarette jigup and downinthe man’'s mouth as he spoke,
wonderingifthe balding manwith the greasy, stained apron was even awareitwas
illegaltosmokeinside public buildingslike cafés, even one as crappy asthisone.

“Yeah,”he croaked.”Slightaccident.” He beamed whathe hopedwas an
embarrassed smile, butwas, infact, a painful grimace.

“You oughttogotothehospital. That'sanasty cutyougotthere,” the owner
advised.

Burtonnodded.“Assoon asI'vedrunkthis.”He cradled the mug of strong teain
his bruised andbloodyfingers.

The café owner shrugged and wentback behind the counter, satisfied he had
donehisgood deedforthe dayashetendedthe greasybaconand runny eggssizzling
onanone-too-hygienichotplate.

Smellingthe frying food, Burtonfoughtthe urge to throwup again. Thetea
revived him.

Someoneslippedintothe chair opposite. Burtondidn’'thave the strength to
lookup.

“Youlookinabadway, you okay?”asked avoice.Aman.

Slowly Burton raised his head. The manwas middle-aged; Asian, maybe Arabic,
Burtonwasn'tsure. Heregarded Burton with liquid black eyes filled with concern, and

somethingelse.

20



“I'mfine.” Burtonturned his attention backto histea. Awarning bellsounded
abovethe clamouralreadyfilling his head.

“There’sblood alldown your back, and your head’s still bleeding. You oughtto
gettoadoctor,”the mansaid kindly.

Burtonwasfeeling alittlewoozy. The sweetness of the teawas starting to make
him feel sick.

“Ithinkyou mayberight,” heagreed.

“Wouldyou like me to take you? My car's outside.”

Burtonwas aboutto acceptthe offerwhen hefeltawarmhandslip over his
own.

“No, it'sokay,” hesaid, extricating hishand.“Thanks anyway.”

He was halfway back to the waste ground before he knew it. Afresh breeze had
sprungup;itwentalongwayto clearing his befuddled head.

Christ,hethought. IsallofLondon inhabited by predators always on the hunt
forthe down and outs andthe vulnerable?

Burtonlooked atthe bloodied paper napkins he had takenfromthe café. The
bleeding from his head wasn'tslowing. He folded the tissues againand pressed them
backagainstthewound, wincing atthe pain. He'd go back to the waste ground,
retrieve hisbag, and gettoahospital. Oncethey had tended to him, itwasonatrain

and home.You could stick London.
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Thewaste ground looked deserted, with noindication ofthe early morning
dramatics. Burton carefully picked hisway across the rough ground, passing the place
where he had clubbed the black-clad gunmantothe ground, thelength ofwood lying
where hehaddroppedit. Forasecond, helooked atthe makeshift weapon.
Somethingdidn'tlookright, but hisaching head and the sight of hiscamp drove the
thoughtfrom his head.

“Ah, Jeez.”

Hefelthimselfsagwhen hesawtheruin of oldwood and cardboard. Someone
had already been here and wrecked the place; theflop had beenleveled.

“Kids,” Burton said bitterly.

He peered about, lookingfor hisrucksack. The smallblue bagwas nowhereto
be seen. Goodbyerazor,goodbye toothbrush, goodbye spare t-shirt. Not much to
show foraman oftheworld, butalotwhenyour only option was to have nothing.

The suddenrush of movement caught Burton completely off-guard. The air
burstfrom hislungs assomeonerammed into him; knocking him clean off his feet.
They crashed amongstthe ruins of the flop, sliding onthe slippery cardboard.

“Whereis she?” The proximity madethevoiceloudin hisears.

Burton’sarmwaswrenched savagely up hisback; his face mashed againstthe
slick cardboard.

“Twon'taskyouagain,”snarled thevoice.“Where's Kelly?”
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Outofdesperation morethananything, Burtontwisted intheiron-hard grip. He
feltitslip. The cardboard underthemwas makingitdifficult for either of themto
maintain balance. With agrunt, he heaved again, throwing his attacker off. Burton
rolled clear, his head swimming.

“Holdit! Hold it!" heyelled, raising his arms, hands outstretched. “Idon'tknow
whatyou'retalking about; you've gotthewrong man.”

“The hellThave.Isawyourunning towards her,and thenyou both
disappeared,”snarledtheyoung man.

“Ifelldown ahole.” Burtonrecognized the man from thismorning.“Look at me!
Look!"He held outthe bloodied tissues. “Yeah, Isaw her fall. Iwent to help, butI
couldn’tfind her. Thensomeone—something—attacked me andIfellintoacellar.I
onlywoke up aboutanhourago.”

Theman’sshoulders slumped, hisface crumbling.

“Shit,” he moaned, dropping onto alump of masonry, his head in his hands.

Hewasyoung, no morethan eighteen. Slim, blond, wearing awhite t-shirt
under abrown leatherjacket, bluejeans, and whitetrainers.

Burtonsatdownonapieceof crumpled cardboard; the movement hurt his
head.

“That'sallright,” he said sarcastically. “No need to apologize.” He began

dabbinghishead again.
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Thedistraught manregarded him; hiseyeslostbehind thesunglasses he
seemed to continually wear.

“Yeah,I'msorry,” hemumbled.“Isee nowthatyouwereonlytryingto help.”

“No problem,”Burtonreplied, alittle more amenable now. “Butwhatwas going
on? Whowerethose menshooting atyou? And why?”

“Longstory.” Theman smiled wanly.

“Igotallthetimeintheworld,” Burtonsaid, extending a bloodied hand.
“Burton, Ade Burton. Now, d'youwantto tellme aboutit?”

“Nick Stringer,” theyoung man answered. “And believe me, youdon'twantto
know. It'sbestifyoukeep asfarawayfrom meas possible. These people don't care
who theyhurt.”

“That muchwas obvious thismorning,” Burton agreed. “Butwhy? What did they
want?”

“Look,” said Stringer, getting up. “Youtried to help, thanks. Butyoudontwantto
getmixed upinthis. Hell,Ishouldn'teven be outhere.”

Before Burton could askwhy, a brick beside him suddenly exploded with a dull
thump. He stared atitblankly.

“Move!"yelled Stringer, throwing himself over the low wall.

Asecond bulletricocheted near Burton's foot, galvanizing himinto action.

Tryingtoignoretheroiling sicknesswellingup in histhroat, he followed Stringer over
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thewall. Togethertheyscrambledtotheirfeetandran, zigzag, forthe fence
surrounding the wasteland.

Nearingthe holeinthefence, Stringerstumbled, goingto hiskneeswitha
grunt. Burtongrabbed hisarm, hauling him backto his feet.In his haste, Stringer lost
hissunglasses. He grabbed forthem desperately. Burton gaspedwhen hesawthe
man’s eyes. They were black, entirely black; nowhiteswerevisible atall. Stringer thrust
his glasses back onto hisnose and raced away. Stunned, Burton followed.

Oncetheywereonthestreet, the goingwas easier. Stringer paused atthe
corner, breathing heavily.

“Gottakeep going,don'tgive’emachancetogetahead ofus,”he gasped.“Best
we getaway fromtheimmediate area before Harry shows up.”

Stringerraced off again, leaving Burtonlooking backthe way they had come.
Theredidn'tseemto be anyone following. Stringerwas getting farther away as Burton
begantorun after him. Hisstomachwaslurching, clenchingas heran, threatening to
disgorgeits contentsatany minute. Hewasrunning and he didn'tknowwhy. He had
justreacted totheurgencyinStringer’svoice. Allthewhile, onethoughtrolled through
his bewildered mind.

Harry?hethought. Whothe hellis Harry?
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Chapter Three

CONFUSION

“Wait! WAIT!” Burton grabbed Stringer by the shoulder and dragged him
around.

Theyregarded each other, panting.

“Thisis crazy. Why arewe running?” gasped Burton, still feeling nauseous.

“We haveto keep onthe move.It's safer that way'tilwe can getunder cover.”

“But no-one's following us!”

“Thatdependsonwhereyou'relooking,” Stringer said, wiping hishand across
his mouth; he needed adrink."Armed menin blackleatherand helmets mightlook a
bitconspicuous running along acity street, don’tyou think? Butwho'd noticea
motorbike...?"

“Motorbikes? What motorbikes?” Burton said, looking up and down the empty
street. Burton suddenlyfeltveryvulnerable.

“Don'tworry, there’s no-one behind us, I've been looking for both of us,” said
Stringer.

Somehow Burtonwasn't comforted. “Justwho arethese guys?”

“I'venoidea,”Stringersaid.“We callthem MIBs.”

Burtonlooked suitably puzzled.
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“Meninblack,” Stringer explained.

“Oh, very Will Smith,” Burton said wryly. “We?"

“Thereare others, friends. You'llmeetthem soon. Ready togoon?Youlooklike
hell.”

“Cheers,goodtoseelcanrelyonyouforencouragement.So,wherearewe
going?”

“Notfar,” Stringer said, moving off. “We'll be safe soon.”

*

“Down there?”Burtonsaid incredulously.

“It'sthe quickestand safestway,” Stringer explained, lifting the manhole cover.

“But...thesewers?”

“Look, Burton, we haven'ttime for debate. The MIBs couldbe onus atany
minute. Besides, they have otherways of tracking us.” Stringer looked anxiously up at
thesurrounding rooftops.“We haveto get offthe streets.”

They had beenrunning for overten minutes, Stringerinthelead twisting and
turningthrough adozensstreets, losingtheminthe back alleys until, finally, they came
tothis narrow byway. Burtonhad noideawhere hewas. Attheir feetwasablack
manhole cover.

Burtoneyeditdubiously.
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“Stay or comewith me,” Stringer said as he clambered into the manhole.“Your
choice; justreplace the coverwhenyou decide!”

With a defeated shake of his head, Burton followed.

*

“Oh, thisis great,” complained Burton, tramping along the narrow stone
walkway behind Stringer. He felt his feet sliding on something disgusting, and the
smell!“Nice decor, early gross, isn'tit?” he said, shaking something off his hand after
stupidly puttingitagainstthewall.

“For God's sake! Stop moaning, we'll be clear ofitin awhile,” Stringersaidin the
neardarkness.

“Whatthen? Atouraround thelocal rubbishtip? OrtoiletsI have known?”

Stringer shot Burton ascathinglook, butsaid nothing.

They cameto asheetofgalvanizedtin fixed to the tunnelwall.If Stringer hadn't
touched it, Burtonwould have walked right past. The metal squealed onthe grubby
tilesas Stringer pusheditaside, revealing darkness beyond. With aflick of his head,
Stringer nodded Burton through; he quickly followed, carefullyreplacing the tin sheet.
Takingthelead, Stringerledthemdeeperintothedarktunnel.

“Watch out fortherubblejustthere,”hewarned.

Burton could barely see hishandinfrontof hisface, letalonerubble onthefloor.

“Where?"hefound himselfwhispering.
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“Justbyyour leftfoot.”

Burtonlooked down at his feet; blackness pooled about his ankles. He moved
hisfootslightlyand encountered someloose bricks, but he couldn'tseethem. He
looked up atthevague shapethatwas Stringer moving confidently through the
darkness. Puzzled, Burton followed.

Dimlightglowed ahead. Burton was aware theywere nolongerinthetunnels,
butinasquare corridorwith heavy pipes runningthe length of the ceiling. The walls
were brick, the floor rough concrete. He had been so disorientated by the darkness he
hadn’teven noticed the change.The sparselightwas arelief, asthe darkness had
started tobecome oppressive. Hishead was throbbing; he badly needed torest. He
noticed Stringer putting his sunglassesbackon, inthe gloom he hadn’'tseen him
remove them. Once more, hewondered how he could possibly seewhere he was
goinginthedarktunnels.

Theywere suddenly out ofthe corridor, openingoutintoalargerroomor hall.
Burton sensed movementinthe darkness.

“Stringer...?" aquerulousvoice floated out of the gloom.

“It's okay, relax,” Stringer assured the voice. “It's me, Nick.I've got someone with
me!”he suddenly called out, startling Burton.

Severalfigures detached themselves from the shadows. Teenagers, kids,

anywherefrom twelve to twentyyearsold. Theylooked like frightened animals, edgy
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and nervous. Moody sullen eyes regarded Burton, faces unsmiling. They were dirty,
but notfilthy. Their clotheslooked alittleragged and had seen better days. They
looked relieved to see Stringer.

Burtontried tosmileatthem reassuringly, buthefelthotand his mouthwas
dry.Hetried towet hislips; histongue felt thickand gummy. He was vaguely aware of
Stringerturningto him, alook of consternation spreading over hisface.Theroom
spunasBurton’slegsturnedtorubber, pitching him forward, unaware of the arms

preventing his headlong plunge...

Stringer'swasthefirstface he sawwhen hewoke, staring at him withworry
written all over his paleface, the ever-presentsunglasses shielding his eyes.

“You know howto scare people,” he said, aghost of asmile playing on his thin
lips.

Burtontried to speak, but hismouthfeltasifitwere full of cotton. Stringer
hurriedly produced a glass of water and helped Burtonto drink.

“Nottoo much. Drinkitslowly,” hewarned.

Thewaterwasas cool asliquidsilver slidingdown Burton’s parched throat; he
smacked hislips as Stringer withdrew the glass.

“Thanks,” he croaked.
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“Tdidn’'tthink...” Stringer began.“Ishould haverealized howbadyouwere, the
blood...”

“It's okay.” Burtontried to smile, but hisface hurt, and so did his head. “Where
amI?”

“In Confusion, atleast, that'swhatwe callit. Atemporaryhome,” Stringer said.
“How doyou feel?You've nearly sleptthe clock round.”

Burtonshifted, trying to ease the nagging painin hislower back. He was already
propped up by amountain of pillows, lying on a mattressinthe weirdestroom he'd
ever beenin.Thewalls seemedto be made fromslats ofwood and cardboard; the bed
hewasinwas low, nearlyto the floor. Stringer was sittingonawooden box beside him.
Inthe corneronanupturned metal bucket,a Davy Lamp burned, casting alurid glow
aboutthetinyroom.

“Confusion?Whatsortof nameisthat? Whatis this place? Cardboard city?”

“Notexactly,” Stringeranswered.“You hungry? Wantsome soup?”

Burtonrealized hewas starving.

“Yeah, that'd be good.”He lay backinto the pillows. “With half a ton of aspirin, if
you'vegotthem,”he added wryly.

Minutes later, Burton sensed Stringer back at his bedside; the smell of rich,
meaty soup reached his nostrils, flooding his mouth with juices.

“Thatsmells great...”
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He stopped shortwhen he sawthe girl kneeling by the bedside, the soupin her
hands. She smiled broadly athim, her green eyes, behind wire-rimmed glasses,
sparkled.

“Gladtoseeyou're awake atlast,” shesaid, hervoice softly accented.

“Who...?"

“Mina, Mina Crimmi. How's the head?”

“Aching.”

“No aspirin,I'm afraid. Not forawhile, anyway.I need to see howyou are.”

“What'reyou? Anurse?”

“I'm yournurse, atleastfor the time being. Come on, eatthiswhileit's still hot.”

Burton allowed herto spoon-feed him, hardly taking his eyes off her. If his
staring bothered her, shedidn'tshowi it.

Shewasslim, dressedin jeans and alightblue t-shirt, making herlook alittle
tomboyish. Her facewas narrow, pretty; with a fullmouth and high cheekbones
accentuated by athin nose. Her hairwas a profusion of glistening black curls hanging
tohershoulders. Yettherewas ahaunted lookto her,around the eyes, etchedinto the
cornersofhermouth.

“You can putyour eyes backin now. You'redone.”

Burtonrealized he had finished the soup.“Sorry, Ididn't..."
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“Noworries.”Minasmiled. “You feel better now?”Her hand was cool on his
forehead.

Burtonnodded.

“Good,” Stringer said over Mina’'s shoulder.

“That’sa matter of opinion,”said anewvoice.

Ayoungman, blond and tan, appeared at Mina's other shoulder. Heregarded
Burtonwithanarrogant curlon hismouth. Burtonthought he looked familiar. Then he
remembered he had seen himjustbeforethe wolf creature attacked him! Burton went
tospeak, butwas cutshortbyaniratevoice.

“Ifyou can'tsay something nice, keep quiet Dec.” Athird manstood atthefoot of
thebed, hisflaming red hair brightinthe dimlight. His heavily freckled facewas setina
frown, echoingin his eyes of pale blue.“I'm Gary, you know Nickand Mina. That, over
there,isDeclan.”

“Dec,” cutinDeclan.

Garyignored him and the obvious friction betweenthem. “Whenyou're better,
we needtotalk,” Gary continued.

“Aboutwhat?” queried Burton.

“Whenyou'refeeling better,” Gary repeated.

“Whateveryousay,” Burton said non-commitally.
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“Fine, later,” Gary walked abruptly away with a startled Burton looking after him.
He glanced atMina.

“You'llgetusedto him,”shesaid. “Anything else you need?”

“Away out ofthis madhouse?”ventured Burton.

She smiled indulgently. “Spring for two tickets and I'll come with you.

Meanwhile...welcometo Confusion.”
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Chapter Four

MINA

Burtondidn'tthinkhe'd be able to sleep anymore, buthedid. Forhowlonghe
couldn'tsay. Time meantnothinginthis weird subterraneanworld. He awoke
refreshed, thoughstillaching. Hisface felttight. So did the back of his head; he
toucheditwith tentative fingers, encountering bandages. Thankfully, hisheadache
wasnomorethanadullthrob.

Voices, lowand heated, reached his ears, echoing offthe dirty brick walls.
Grimacing, Burton pushedthe covers offand managed to stand up. Forasecond, the
littleroom span asdizziness washed over him. It quickly passed, helped by the
concrete cold and gritty onthe soles of his bare feet. Wrapping the sheetaround his
nakedness, hewenttoinvestigate.

Bending almostdouble, Burton passed through the tiny openingthatserved as
adoortotheroomandfoundhimselfinalarge chambercomposed entirely of
brickworkthatcurved up to formthe ceiling. Shadows danced justbeyond the
archway fronting the chamber, which let outinto awide passageway.

“You shouldn'thave broughthim here. We know nothing about him.”

“Thad no choice.The MIBswereright on ourtails. Besides, hetried to help Kelly.”

Burtonrecognized Stringer'svoice.
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“You can'tknow that.” This came from Dec.

“Ican,”Minasaid."Andyou cantrustme.”

Declandidn'tseemto have an answerto this.

“So, whatdoweknow?”said Gary.

Thefour ofthem looked blankly ateach other.

Nick shrugged.“Nothing, as Decsaid.”

“Thenwhydon’tyouaskme?”Burton stepped into thelight.“I'm happyto tell
you whateveryouwantto know.”

Theyalllooked guilty at Burton'ssudden appearance, exceptfor Mina, who
immediately gotup.

“You oughttobeinbed,”shesaid, taking hisarm and leading him to awooden
cratebyaglowing brazier.

“No offense meant,” Garysaid.“Butweareina... peculiar situation. Trusting
strangersisalittlehard.”

“Whatis all this?” Burton said, taking in his surroundings. “Some sort of
underground commune, or what?”

WhatBurtonhad mistakenforacorridorwas actually ahuge basement
illuminated mostly by paraffin lamps and candles. Here and there were electriclights;
the powersiphoned off God alone knew fromwhere. Two dozen ghostly faces were

seated around thered glowing brazier, allteenagers oryounger. Minawas beside him,
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Garyontheotherside, opposite were Nickand Declan. To his leftwas a petite girl,
painfully thin and pale. Burton couldn'tremember ifhe'd seen her before.

“That’s Sue Crossley,” Minawhisperedin his ear.“We callher Mouse.”

Burtonlooked at Minasharply. He had the strangestfeeling thatthe green-
eyed girlhad somehow known exactly what he was thinking.

“Nick Stringer, Declan McIntire, and Gary English,” shefinished the formal
introductions.

“Niceto meetyou,”Burtonsaid dryly.“So, now’'s someone going to answer my
question? Why'reyou living down here like rats? Whatis this place?”

“It'snotour choice,” Gary said. “But necessity. You've seen what's happening.
We can'triskbeingonthestreetsfortoolong.”

“You meanthose men onthewaste ground, shooting atyou?”said Burton. “But
why?Who arethose...those men?”

“Well, goon, tellhim,”Decsaid, lounging backagainstawall. “He's here now, a
marked man, liketherestofus. He oughtto knowthe full score.”

Garyscowled athim.“Why don'tyou justkeep quietforachange?”

“He'sright,” Minasaid.“It'snot Ade's faulthe's been pulledinto this.”

“Holdit!Hold it! AmIinvisible, orwhat?I'msitting here, y’know? Stop talking
around me and starttalkingto me,” Burton snapped angrily.

“Woo000, touchy,” Decjibed.
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Thistime Minaglared, and Decfell silent.

“Forreasonswedon’tyetunderstand,”Minasaid to Burton, “the MIBs have an
interestinus. Several of our people have disappeared. We think they were abducted by
the MIBs.”

“Well, that's simple enough,” Burton said sarcastically. “Your sort of everyday
occurrence.Idon'tknowwhyldidn'tseethatfromthestart.”

“See,Itoldyou hewouldn'tgoforit,” Decsaid.“Streetsmarty’see.”

“Look,” Gary said stiffly. “It's not really your problem. We're sorryyou got
involved, and wethankyoufortryingto help, butthe bestadvicelcangiveyouis, as
soonasyou'refitenough, getout. Getas far away fromus asyou possibly can.”

“Sticktoyouroriginal plan,go home to Manchester,” Mina added.

Thereitwas again, thoughtBurton, looking at Mina. Knowing whatIwas
thinking...

“How did you knowIwas goinghome?”Burton asked, surprised.“And how did
you know‘home’is Manchester?”

Declan opened his mouth to speak, but quickly shutitwhen Minalooked at him.

“Youweredelirious. You said alot of stuff,” she answered.

Shewas convincing, but Burtondidn't believe her. There was moreto thisthan
metthe eye. Burton mentally shrugged; he'd already decided hewas going assoon as

hewas able to stand up withoutthe room whirlingaround him.
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“Ithinkyou oughtto go backtobed,”Minasaid. “You're stilllooking a bit peaked.
I'llgetyousometea.”

Stringerwasimmediately at his elbow, helping Burton back to the alcove made
from cardboard and wooden pallets. Once he had slipped backinto bed, Stringer left
him justas Minareturned with asteaming cup oftea. She handeditto him andturned
togo.

“No, wait, sitwith me forawhile, huh?”

Mina hesitated and thensatonthelowwooden box. Forlong seconds Burton
sipped histea, saying nothing. Finally, he cupped the mugin hishands andrestediton
hisstomach.

“Whatareyoudoingdown here, Mina?Imean, really?”

She looked alittle uncomfortable; indecision clouded her eyes.

“Therearereasons, too manyto gointo,” shesaid slowly, obviously picking her
words carefully.“Not least Kelly. We must get her back, if only for Nick's sake.”

“Youthinkthese mentook her?”asked Burton.“Butwhywasshetaken?I keep
askingwhatthese menwant, buteveryone keeps avoiding the question.”

“That's because we don'tknow.”

Burtonlooked skeptical.

“Truly,”Minasaid.

“Youmeanthey're after a//ofyou?”
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“Yes, atonetime or another. We sort of drifted together, you know, like
attracting like.”

“Whatdoesthatmean?‘Like attracting like?” How long’s this been going onfor?”

“Eighteen months, nearly twoyears.”

“WHAT?" Burtonwasincredulous, nearly spilling the tea. “What aboutyour
families? Orthe police? Surelyyouwenttothem for help?”

“Ade, Garywasright. Thisreallydoesn'tconcernyou; youshouldn'tgetinvolved.
Getbetterandgohome.”

Burtontookanothersip of histea.“Crimmi. That's not English.”

Minasmiled, thankfulforthe change of direction. “Italian, my father’s side.”

“Buttheaccent’'s notItalian.”

Hersmilebroadened.“That'salittle more mundane, I'm afraid. Lancashire.”

“Twasn’tsure,” Burton admitted.

“It'smore noticeablewhenIget excited. Whataboutyou?”

“Inever getexcited.”Burtongrinned.

Minagave himalook.

“Manchester, asyouwell know,” he said, more soberly.

“So,whatareyoudoinginLondon?”

40



“Abad attempt of getting away from Manchester. It was a mistake coming here
inthefirstplace.”Hefingered hisbandaged head. “Abig mistake. Problemis, there’s
nothing much athomeeither.”

“Atleastit'shome.”

“Yeah,Iguessthere'sthat. Andyou, areyou goinghome? Ordoyoulivein
London now?”

“No,Icamedown hereforajob, butitfellthrough.IguessIwillgohomewhen
thingsaresettled here.”

“Things?”

Mina frowned.

“Sorry,” Burton quickly apologized. “Part of the‘Big Secret,” huh?”

Mina's face softened; sadness shadowed her eyes, makingthemadeep green.
“Tknow it'shard tounderstand, butitreallyisforthe best, believe me. As Declan said,
you may already be marked for helping us.”

“It'snobigdeal.”

“Youmaythinkso.Others mightnot.Itgotyou noticed.”

“Whatitgotmewasacrackonthe head,” Burtonsaid ruefully.

Minalaughed, asofttinkling sound thatwas quickly swallowed in the vastness

ofthe cellar. Burtonlooked outthroughthe open door of the makeshift sick room.
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Shadows danced everywhereto the silent musicofthe candle flames. The braziers
castahellish glowwherethe meager electriclightcouldn'treach.

“Thisissoweird,” he said.

“Yeah,”Minaagreed.

Burtonsensed adeeper meaningtothe simplereply.“How many ofyou are
theredown here?”

Minalooked into the shadows, mentally counting. “About thirty.”

“Allteenagers?”

Minanodded.

“Jesus, Mina, why don'tyou...?” The questiondied on hislips as Mina’s
expression becamewary.

“Sorry, touchingonthe’Big Secret’again. No, it's all right. Maybeit'sbestifwe
keepitonaneed-to-know basis.”

“We're notcriminals or runaways. We're just caughtupin a bizarre situation...”

“That’s probably anunderstatement, butthere’s no need to explain,” Burton
said, taking her hand.Itfeltcold.“Need to know basis, remember?”

*
Thebandages came offthe nextday, though Burton couldn’t tell day from night

inthe cellar. Thewoundwas healing well. Mina, itturned out, reallywas anurse,
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halfway through hertraining, when the “Big Secret” struck. She had done agood job of
stitching the cut.

Burtonsatsipping a cup of coffee, watching the activityin the basement. Small
groupsofteenagersspokeinquietwhispers; otherslaylistlessly on makeshift beds.
Somesatinsolitarysilence, gazinginto the vastreaches of their own troubled minds.
Theairwas thickwith expectancy within the shadowy half-world of these strange
teenagers. Butwhatwere they expecting? What could be sobad thattheywere forced
totakerefuge beneaththe streets of EastLondonlikeratsinasewer? Burtonwasn't
sureifhereallywantedto know. Unfortunately, hewas blessed, or cursed, depending
onyour perspective with aninnate sense of curiosity, which meantquestions
constantlynagged athim.

Something else niggled atthe back of his mind that he couldn't quite getrightin
hishead. Burton gotthedistinctimpressionthattheseweren’tordinaryteenagers,
livingin abasementaside.Itwasn'tanything he could puthisfingeron, justagut
feeling. Whathad Minasaid?“Like attracts like.” Whathad she meant by that?

Burton put his cup down. Whatever itwasitdidn'tconcern him.They’d made
thatmuch crystal clear. Another day ortwo and he’d be on hisway, noregrets. He
paused. Well, maybe one. Helooked over to where Mina satwith agroup of

youngsterstalking quietly.
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Putting his hands carefully behind his head, Burton stared into the flame of the
candle by his bedside.Ifthings had been different, maybe there mighthave been a
chanceforhimand Mina. Theyweren't so different; they even came fromthe same
partofthe country. Well, almost. Burton knew they would have been good together.

Hefelt himself drifting off astiredness washed over him. He settled backinto
the pillows as his eyelids grew heavy, the vision of Mina’s face hovering before himin

thegloom.
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Chapter Five

ATTACK

Dreamsbecame realitywhen he saw Mina's face before him creased with
concern.Heblinked the sleep from his eyes.

“Quickly, we havetoleave,”shewhispered urgently.

“What?"Burtonsaid, befuddled.

“Hurry, getdressed.” Minaslipped away.

Still half-asleep, Burton clamberedinto the borrowed clothes Gary had given
him, awhitet-shirtand adarkbluetracksuit. Hewentto find Mina, finding her
standinginahuddlewith the others.

“How close?” Garywas asking.

“Close,” Minareplied.

“Thisis Nick'sfault,” Decsaid angrily.“Bringing a‘straight’ here, they must have
beenspotted and followed, justwaiting to getus alltogether.” He glared at Burton, his
hostility a palpable thing.

“Don‘tstart, Dec!” Gary snapped.“It'sno one’s fault. Itwas only a matter of time
beforetheyfoundus.Weallknewthat. Most ofthe others have already got out, but

we're going to need adiversion.”

45



Burtonwas suddenly aware the basementwas empty; most of the makeshift
cubicleshad beendismantled, candles, torches, everything, gone. Theywerethe only
sixleft: Mina, Dec, Gary, Nick, Mouse, and himself.

“Dec?” Gary asked.

“Oh,wonderful.” Decthrew up hishands.“Nick bringsina‘straight’,andI have
toknock myselfoutgettingusoutofajam.”

“Canyoudoit?” Gary persisted, ignoring the whining.

“Yeah,Icandoit, butnotforlong.”

“Youwon'thaveto. Let'sgo.”

“What's goingon?”Burton asked as Stringer hurried past him.

“Trouble, we gottago.”

Minatouched his arm, silently urging him to follow Stringer. Gary, and then Sue,
passed him, headingintothe darkness ofthe basement.

“Where arewe going?”Burton asked, keeping pace with Mina.

“Notfar,”Minaanswered.“Justdoaswedo.You'llbeallright.”

“Yeah...right,” Burton said skeptically.

Herealized Dechad remained behind. Burtonlooked back. Dec’s blond hair
picked him outinthe gloom, standing stiff-legged by the opening Stringer had
broughthiminby. Burtonslowed. Dec’s posturelooked odd, rigid. He seemed to be

staring straightinto the darkness, his head slightly bowed.
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“Ade, comeon,”Mina called softly.

“What's he doing?”Burton asked, nodding towards Dec.

“Whathe does best. Now, comeon. There'snotmuchtime.”

Burton allowed herto pull him on; his eyes still fixed on Dec. The entrance
seemedto beshimmering, the gap closing. New bricks appeared whereamoment
agotherewas nothing. Mina pulledinsistently on hisarm. Reluctantly, wanting to see
what Decwas doing, Burton followed herinto a corridor hidden deepinthe shadows.
Dullthumpsvibrated throughthe concretefloor. Faint, flat pops reached his ears,
followed by shouts and cries of painaccompanied by ricochets.

“Arethey explosions?”wondered Burton.

“They'vefound someofthe others,” cursed Gary.“They'retryingto seal the
other exits.”

“Can’tthink ofthem now. Keep going,” panted Mina.

Theyseemedtorunformiles, turning thiswayandthatthrough dark corridors.
Passing through arusty doorthatsquealed mightilyon corroded hinges, the smell of
sewerssuddenly became overwhelming. Thelightbecame better, butnotmuch. At
least Burton had someidea of where hewas putting his feet. Hislegs were beginning
toacheas hefollowed Mina along the narrow walkway; his strength had notyet fully
beenrestored.Sue Crossleyraninfrontofher,then Garywith Nickleading, running as

sure-footedlyinthegloomasifhewere outonanearlymorningjog. Howthe hell he
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could see anythingwiththose sunglasses on puzzled Burton.Theydidn'tseemto
bother Nick.Gary calledahaltinagrubbyrecessinthetiledwall. They gathered
around him like conspiratorsinthe gunpowder plot.

“We'll give Dec afew minutesto catchup.”

“Tllgobackalittleway, seeifIcansee him,” said Nick, slipping away.

“Nottoofar,” Garywarned.

“You okay?” Mina asked Burton.

Heregarded her stonily. “Iwould be ifTknewwhatthe hellwas goingon.”

“MIBs, they found us.Itwas boundtohappensoonerorlater.”

“ITgathered thatmuch,” Burtonsaid.“Butguns and explosives againstabunch
ofteenagers? Thatdoesn't make sense. What's really goingon, Mina?”

Shelooked troubled, glancing at Gary, who justshrugged.

“Runningisouronlyoption,”said Gary.

“No, itisn't,” said Burton.“Gotothe police. Tellthemwhat's goingon. Letthem
helpyou.”

“Youdon'tunderstand,” said Mina.“Wewould be jumping out of the frying pan
intothefire.”

“Why?"” Burton said exasperatedly.“Idon’tgetit! What makesyou people so
specialthatyou havetohideinthe sewersfromarmed men? Whatthe hell do they

want?”
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“Ade, it's betterifyou don'tknow. Whenwe get out of here, you really should
leave. Do as Gary says. Getawayfromusasfarandfastasyoucan.”

“Sooner orlater, there'sgoingto benoplacetorun. Whatthen?If London’sso
dangerous, whydon'tyou alljustleave, lose yourselvesin the countryside orsome
other big city?”

“Becausethey’ll always find us. Oneway or the other, they always do. One ata
time, or alltogether, it makes no difference. Atleast by sticking together, we have some
chance of staying alive 'tilwe find outwho’s behind it all.”

“What, runninglikeratsin amaze?You'rekiddingyourselves. They're using
guns, Mina!”Burton said.

“They're notreal guns, theyuserubberbullets, notlive rounds,” said Gary.
“Designedtostun, and believe me, they bloody hurt.”

“Andthatmakesitallright?” Burtonsaid sulphurously.

“No, itdoesn't,”returned Gary. “Butas Minasays, going to the police will solve
nothing. We'd be swapping one problemforanother. We don'tknowwho these men
are,orwhattheywantexactly. Whatifthe police are apartofit? Orsome other
governmentagency? We'd be playing straightinto theirhands.”

“What? Canyou hearyourself?Ithinkyou've seentoo many Stallonefilms.

Jesus, talkabout paranoia?”
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GaryshotMinaaglanceandthenregarded Burton. Anger crackled within his
violet-blue eyes.“Does this feellike paranoia? Running, hiding? We've lived this
nightmarefor nearly twoyears. We've lostloved ones and friends. We know whatwe're
doing.We haven'tachoice.

“Likeitornot, we'reon ourown'tilwe can findsomeonewe cantrustand can
reallyhelpus.”

“AndIdon'tlikeit,” Burtonretorted.

“That'sfine,” Garyreturned.“As soon aswe're clear,you can be onyourway.”

“Fine,” said Burton.“The soonerthe better.”

“That'senough!”Minasnapped.“Haven'twe enough problems withoutfighting
amongstourselves?”She paused; her head suddenly cocked to one side. “Nick’s
coming back.”

Secondslater, Nickwas kneeling beside them.“Someone’s comingdown the
tunnel.Ithinkit'sDec, butIcouldn'tbesure.”

Garyfrowned.“Okay, we'llgo on. Nick, you bringup therear, keep an eye open
for Dec. Assoonaswegetoutintothe open, we'llwaitfor him.”

Nodding briefly Nick disappeared backinto the tunnel.

Garyledthem outoftherecess; hurrying along the walkway untilthey reached
ametalladder, therungsfixeddirectlytothetiled wall. Above, inthe gloom, was a

manhole cover. Without hesitation, Gary shimmied up theladder, grunting as he
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heaved the manhole coveraside. The greylight of early morning pouredinto the
narrow opening, making them squint.

Sue scampered up the ladder, followed by Mina and then Burton. The airwas
welcomingly fresh and chilly after the stuffy confines ofthe sewers. They werein acul-
de-sac. Where?Burton couldn'teven guess. Theyall crouched by the open manhole
cover, peering anxiouslyinto the darkness, exceptfor Sue, who had taken up a position
atthecornerthatgavewayontoamainroad. Therewasverylittle trafficthisearlyin
the morning.

Minasmiled bleakly at Burton, nodding towards the farwall. She and Burton
retreated fromthe openingintheground, and Gary.

“I'msorryaboutthat,”Minawhispered.“He doesn'tmeanto getangry; we've
beenthroughalot.”

“Heseemstobeangryallthetime,”said Burton.“Especially towards Dec.”

“Dechasawayofrubbing people thewrongway,”she said.“Gary’s particularly
susceptible.”

Burtonlooked ather. Asuddenwash of feeling flowed over him. Therewas
something aboutthis strange girlthat attracted him and raised unexpected emotions.
Hewanted to say something, convince herto getout ofthis nightmare, buthe knew
shewouldn'tgoforit. Shewasloyalto herfriends, fiercelyloyal, which herespected,

and hewas acomparative stranger.If he hadfriends, he'd be loyal, too.
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“Tjustwish we could do something otherthanrunning,” Burton said.“Imeantit
whenIsaidyou'llrunoutofplacessoonerthanlater.”

“Tknow. But forthe moment, there’s nothing else we can do, believe me.”

Thewaterysunslanted downintothe cul-de-sac, offeringmeagre warmth. A
deep, richred colour glowed in Mina’s hair that Burton hadn't noticed before, like
bronzeinaninkysea.Itbroughtoutthe greenofhhereyesandtherednessofher
mouth. Once again Burton felt the unexpected flood of feeling course through him.
She smiled; Burtonfeltanelectrictingleflitter over his skin, bunchingitinto
gooseflesh.Itwasuncanny.Forabriefmoment, he knew Mina had the same feelings!

Suddenly, Minalooked overto Gary; she went overto the manhole cover and
peeredin.

“They're coming,”shesaid.
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Chapter Six

SURPRISES

Garylayonhisfront; hisarms extended into the inky blackness of the open
manhole.

“T'vegothim, I've gothim,” he grunted.

Therewasnoroomtohelp. Burtonwatched as Gary hauled Declan from the
sewer, pushed from behind by Nick. Together, they struggled the limp manfromthe
hole. Nicksprang fromthe manhole, grabbing Decunderthe armpitsand dragging
him clear as Garyreplaced the manhole cover.

“Whatthe...?” Burton gasped as Nick laid Decoutatthe foot of thewallinthe
palesunshine.

Decwasaslimpasaragdoll, hisheadlollingon histhin neck, hisdark-ringed
eyes closed, andtheirlids blueandbruised. Only ...itwasn't Dec!

Theyoungmanslumped atthefoot ofthewallwas shorterthan Dec, with haira
dirty blond colour, clinginginlankstrandsto a narrow skull. Gonewas thetanned,
handsome face, replaced by a pallid, thin countenance, heavily pockmarked with
acne, brightred eruptions covering the sallow cheeks and forehead. He was painfully
thin, making his clothes seem about two sizes too big for his skeletal frame. Ifithadn't
beenforthethree-quarterlength coatandtightblacktrousers Burtonwouldn'thave

connected thisstrangerto Decatall.
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“That'’s...that'snot Dec!”

Nick's head snapped around, regarding Burtonin surprise. Minagrabbed his
armand pulled himaround.

“Yes, itis,”shesaid.

“Whoa, waita minute!Iknowwhat Declooks like, and thatisn'thim!”

“No, youdon'tknowwhat helooks like. Believe me, that's Declan McIntire.”

“Thenwhothehellwasthatbackthere, with the mile-wide smile and the bright
whiteteeth, the Mediterranean tan?It certainlywasn'tthatcharacterover..”

Thesmellof hot metalmade Burton pause. He turned. Gary was hunched over,
kneeling by the closed manhole cover, which glowed a dull red. Stepping past Mina,
Burton gaped.

“Don'ttouchit, it's hot!” Garywarned, suddenlyrising to his feet.

Burton could feelthe heat radiating from the metal.

“Howdid youdothat?”hegasped, looking at Gary. “Justwho areyou people?”

“There'snotimetoexplain,”Minasaid.“Please, you'lljusthave to trustus.T'll
explain later.”

“Mina, Harry'sgoing totrack us easynowwe'’reinthe open.” Garyindicated the
manhole coverwelded shutat his feet.“That’'s notgoing to hold themforlong.”

“So, whatnow?”said Mina.

“There'sonlyoneplaceleft,” Garysaid grimly.
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“Oh, Gary, notthere,” Minamoaned.

“We've no choice.”He turnedto Stringer. “Nick, how's Dec?”

Decwasslumped againstthe foot ofthe wall, Stringer kneeling beside him.
“He'llbe okay.T'llhelp him.”

“Okay, let'sgo.”

“Not me,” Burton said, taking astep back and raising his hands. “Idon’t know
what'sgoingon here, butIwantno partofit.I'mout.”

“You can'tdothat, notnow,” Garysaid.“Harry'llknow you were with us. He'll find
you.You havetostay.”

“No,Idon't,” protested Burton.“Whoever this‘Harry’is, ifhe comes nearme,
he'llgetmorethan hebargained for.I'm headingbackto Manchester, justasfastasl
cango,”said Burton.

“Ade, Gary'sright,” Mina said softly, touching hisarm.“You must come with us,
atleastuntilwe’resurewe'velostHarryand the MIBs. Please, I'lldo my best to explain
allthislater.”

Burton hesitated, his feelings conflicting with hisinstincts. He shook his head
angrily.“T've gotto be crazy, but okay, let'sgo.” He grabbed Gary'sarm, hisdark eyes
hard.“ButI'mtellingyou, Iwantsome answers, and soon!”

“You'llgetyour answers,” croaked Dec, tiredly getting to his feet. “Butyou ain't

goingtolikethem.”

55



Acoughing fitwracked Dec’'s body as Stringer held him upright. Dec swiped the
spittle from his chinwith the sleeve of his coat.

TheywereonVallance Road aboutamileand a halffrom St. Clarence’s Hospital.
Gary swiftlyled them throughvarious backstreets, none of which Burtonrecognized
despite hisweeks of roaming the area. Eventually, they came out ofan alley, crossed
intoalargeresidential estate, and stopped onthe corner of Globe Road.

“We needtosplitup. We'retoo conspicuous running through the streets
altogether. We'll meet atthe cemeteryin about thirty minutes, okay?”

“Cemetery? What cemetery?”Burton asked; he knew there were few cemeteries
inthearea.

“The one behind the hospital,” Gary informed him.

“Thatdoesn'tmake sense, we've just come fromthere,” said Burton.

“True, and theywon'texpectustodouble back. By thetimetheygetoutofthe
sewers, we'llbesafe. Harrywon'tbe abletofind us atthe cemetery,” explained Gary.

“Why not?Ithoughtyousaid he could find usanywhere,” said Burton.

“Normally that'd beright,” Minainterjected.“But Harry has a morbid fear of
cemeteries. Thatfear blocks his psi-tracking ability.”

“Hiswhat?”

Gary huffedin exasperation.“Look, we'll explain later. Right now we've got to get

offthe streets. Dec, you okay?”
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Thethin-faced man nodded. He was still pasty white, asheen of perspiration on
hisface. Burton couldn'tget overthe odd change.

“Dec, you and Nick come with me. Sue, you gowith Ade and Mina.Keep tothe
backstreets throughto Mile End; comeinvia Brokesley Street. We'll go south, through
Southern Grove. Okay? Thirty minutes max, don'thang around,” directed Gary.

Mina allowed Gary and company afew minutes before leading Burtonand Sue
through more backstreets. Burton knew they were heading east, though he didn’t
know any of the streets they traversed. Suddenly they came out by Mile End Hospital.
Without hesitation, Minaled them across theroadinto the college grounds.

Itwasstill early; the clock onthe nearby church read six thirty-five. There was
some activity on the streets, but not much. Within the hour, thatwould change. The
roadswould bejammed as the early morning rush hour began. The pavements would
be crowded with people bustling towards the tube stations and buses, headed for
work. They cameto ahaltbysomesteel gates. Theimmediate area beyond the narrow
steel barswas deserted. Mina eyed the corner beyond the gates aboutthirty yards
away. The gatewas heavily padlocked, surmounted by a row of vicious spikes setona
rotating bar,impossibleto climbover.

“Mouse?”Minasaidto Sue.
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Thediminutive girlnodded, thenslipped easily between the bars. Burton
gasped.Slim asshewas, Suewasn't thatslim!Yetshe had passedthroughthebarsasif
theyweren'tthere! He glanced at Mina, who just shrugged.

“Yeah,Tknow,” he muttered.“Later.”

Sue crouched by the corner, darting quick looks beyond. Satisfied, she hurried
backtothe gate, passing herhandsthroughthebars. Burtonlooked blank.

“Take herhands,” Minainstructed.

Confused, Burtontookthe offered hands.Immediately aweird feeling swept
through hisbody. He suddenly feltloose, hisbody sagged, nolonger abletosupport
itself. Hislegsturned tojellyand beganfolding beneath him.

Mina stepped behind Burton and pushed on hisback as Mouse simultaneously
pulled. Gruntinginsurprise, Burton begantoslide throughtheimpossible gap
betweenthebars. Forabriefsecond, hisarms elongated, like rubber bands, then he
was throughthebars, droppingto his kneeswith a gasp, rolling onto hisback when his
armswouldn’tsupporthim.

Mouse let hishands go as Burton moaned. His body trembled, beginning to
solidify, the strange weakness fading. Hewatched in fascinated awe as Mouse took
Mina’shands and stepped back. Mina seemed to flow through the bars, her body soft,
likewax.Oncethrough, Mouselether hands go, Minatookasecond, breathing

heavily, thenshe knelt beside Burton, still prone onthe ground.
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“It's okay,” she said, helping Burtontositup.“It takes afew secondsto
normalize.”

Burtontook adeep breath, feeling the strength returning to his limbs, shakily
he gotto hisfeet.

“You okay?” asked Mouse.

Burton looked at her frankly. “Idon'tknowwhatyoujustdid,” he said, his voice
trembling.“But please, don'tdoitagain.”

St. Clarence’'s Hospital was very close, justacross the four-lane Bow Road.

“We haveto be careful; we don'tknowwho might be watching,” Mina said.

“There’snothingwe cando aboutthat,”Sue replied.“If we're quickenough, we
oughttobeabletogetacrossunseen.”

“Maybe, butlet me trysomethingfirst,” Minasaid.

Mouse looked troubled.“Isthatagoodidea?”

“Trustme.”Minasmiled. “Keep watch.”

“Whatareyougoingto do?”Burton asked, picking up onSue’s concern.

“Nothingtoworryabout. Justhelp Sue keep watch,” Minasaid, stepping back to
thewall.

Mina composed herself, her back straight, head up. Closing her eyes, her

fingersrested lightlyathertemples. Burton feltatingle ripple over his skinas Mina’s
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eyes flickered wildly behind her rimless glasses; tiny beads of perspiration burst onto
herforehead and upperlip.

“Nowwhat?”he breathed quietly to himself.

Afewseconds passed; Minasagged backagainstthewall, herface pale.

“It's clear,” she gasped.

Burtontook herarm; he could feelthe heatemanating through her
windcheaterjacket.

“Whatdidyoudo?”

“Made surewe were safe.”Mina smiled wanly; her normally sparkling eyes were
dulled.“Comeon,wehavetogo.”

“Yeah, obviously,” Burton answered, shaking his head, totally bewildered.

Thethree ofthem experienced several minutes of panicastheycame outonto
Bow Road. To their left, behind an ancient red brick wall, squatted a Victorian building
constructed ofthe same red bricks. St. Clarence’s Hospital had been defunctsince
2005, whenthelarger London Hospital took over the community’s medical needs.
Directly opposite was Brokesley Street. The cemeterywas only afew hundred yards
away, acrossthe mainroad and down Brokesley Street. The main road was busy,
busierthantheyanticipated. Burtonfeltoddly exposed.

“Well?” Burton asked, asthey crouched inthebushesonthe edge ofthe

residential estate.
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“Werun forit,” Minasaid.

“Of coursewe do,” Burtonsaid dryly.

Minaand Sue crossed together; Burton followed a minute later, hurrying after
the girlswhowere about halfway down Brokesley Street.

Atthe bottom of the street, there was arow of black spikerailings, about chest
high. Anopenspace, twentyyards across, lay beyond these, endingin a profusion of
bushes. Burton saw rows oftombstoneslittering the open ground; they were old and
broken, many ofthemleaningdrunkenly.

“Oh great,” Burton breathed.

Minawinked at him.

The cemeterylooked derelict.
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Chapter Seven

REVELATIONS

Derelictwas anunderstatement.

Turning leftatthe bottom of the street, Burton followed Mina and Sue along the
alley, named Hamlet's Way. The black railingsranthe length ofthe alley bordering the
cemetery.Asmallgate hungopen;thegirlshadalready entered. Therichsmell of
rottingundergrowth hunginthe air, excited by the night’s rainfall. The unkempt
pathwaywas no morethan asandy, muddytrack, dotted by puddlesreflecting the
pale blue sky andwaterysunlight.

Allaround encroachingfoliagelenta pervasive air to the graveyard; the near
dereliction ofthegravesdidn’thelp. Brambles swarmed over monoliths and
tombstones alike; family names obscured by mossand lichens, clinging tenaciously to
therotting stone. Many ofthe monumentslay brokenin the teemingundergrowth, so
many shattered lives buried under a carpet of rampantvegetation.

Glancing atthe date on atowering monument, like aminiature church steeple
planted ononecornerofalargeplot, Burtonsawitwaserectedin 1863.Itwas one of
thefewdistinguishable dates hewas abletoread. Many had worn away, victimsto age
andtherelentlessweather. The undergrowth wassobadin placesthatno definite
outlines oftombs orgraves could be discerned. Always afan of old horrorflicks,

Burton couldn't help thinking, haditstillbeenin existence, the Hammer House of
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Horrorwould have afield dayin here. Mina and Sue were waiting for him atajunction
oftwo pathways. Behind them, the bushes and undergrowth gave wayto asmallopen
space.“Lawn”would be too optimistica description for the grassy area.

“Nice place,”Burtonsaid wryly.

Minashrugged.“Itservesits purpose.”

Burtonnearlylaughed atthat. “Whose? Yours? Or theirs?”He nodded towards
the crumblingtombstones.

“You knowwhatImean,”Mina answered.“Come on, through here.”

Sheled him towards asmall building farther up the path. The building was
oddlyincongruousintheleafy surroundings of the cemetery. Brick built with a facade
of cream-colouredetiles, itreminded Burton of a public convenience, the sharp reek of
staleurine enhancing the notion. The walls of the place were full of graffiti, lending
more evidencetothe graveyard'slong disuse. The buildingwas some sort of shelter;
grimywooden bencheswere fixed to the walls; empty wine and beer bottles littered
thefloor.

“Lovely,” Burton remarked, wrinkling his nose againstthe smell.

“Itwon'tbeforlong,”Minaassured him.

“You'rerightthere,” Burtonretorted. “I'mstillwonderingwhatthe hellI'm doing

here?”
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Thesound of footsteps made him turn, suddenly afraid. He relaxed when Gary
andthe otherstrotted into the shelter.

“Any problems?”

Minashook her head negatively.

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Burton putin.“Love the accommodations.”

“ITtwon'tbe...” Garybegan.

“Yeah, Mina's said,” Burton cuthim short.“So, nowwhat?”

“We wait. We'llrestup, getsomething to eat, and plan our next step.”

“Notbeforeyoutellmewhatallthisisabout,and who you people are.”

“We will explain, Ipromise,” Gary said.“Butfirst,Ineed youto do one morething
forus.”
Burton’s chindropped onto his chest.“Jesus, you gotsome front.”
“Notricks, honest. We're going to havetospend theday here,and we need food
and somethingtodrink. None of us canleave the cemetery. Harry'll pickuponusina
second. Butyou can.Anything he gets from you will be confused. By thetime he
figuresitout, you'llbe back andsafe.”

Theyalllooked at Burton, who sighed heauvily.

“Thaven'tacluewhatyou’re on about, exceptnowI'manerrand boy. Thingsjust

keep getting betterand better...”
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“Well, well, well.Ithoughtyou'd be long gone, black boy,” Dec said as Burton
cameintotheshelter carryingthree heavy bags ofshopping. One ofthe bagswas
filled entirely with milk, something Gary had asked forin particular.

“You don'tknow how closeIcame,”Burtonreplied,ignoring the racistremark.
“And unlesssomeonestartstalking, 'm goneforsure.”

“Noloss.” Decsmirked.“We don't need you, anyway.”

Burton plonked the bags down, glaring at Dec. “Fine by me, pal.” Burton turned
on hisheel.

“Wait! Dec, why don'tyou just keep your mouth shut!” snapped Mina angrily,
catching hold of Burton'sarm.“Don'tgo, Ade. Heisn't speaking for all of us. Really.”

Theireyes met. Again, Burton feltthe unspoken frissoncrackle betweenthem.

“Stay,” Minasaid softly. Their eyeslocked forlongmoments.

Burtonshook his head resignedly.“Only becauseI'm hungry,” he said.

Theysataboutthesheltermunchingonhamorcheese sandwichesand
drinking milk. Burton listened in stunned silence as Minarelated the eventsand
circumstancesthathadthrownthelittle band together. Her voice was low and quiet,
buthe heard everyword. Theyall did.

“None of us know exactly whywe arethe waywe are. Perhaps abiologistor
geneticistwould be able to explainit. We can't. Allwe know is that we have these

special gifts.

65



“Thoughwe'redifferent, we're notunique. Thereare hundreds of SGPsinthe
world. Specially Gifted People, SGs for short,” explained Mina.“Some of them have
benign abilities. Perhapsthey can hold their breathsforinordinateamounts of time,
ortheycanstandintense cold or heatwith noill effect. Some don'tevenrealize they
havethese abilities, justtaking them for granted as part of their genetic makeup.

“Others, like us, have more apparent gifts. We can cause physical
manifestations of our abilities at will. We're relatively few, though we stillnumberin
the hundreds.”

“Youmeanyou'renothuman.”

“We'reashumanasyou are, exceptfor nature playing alittle geneticjokeonus.”

“Whataboutyourfamilies? Are they likeyou?”

Minalooked away; her eyes glimmered wetly.

“Mina?”

“Thatistheotherthingthattiesustogether,” Garysaid.“The majority ofusare
orphans. We have no family.”

“Wethinkthatour parents’unique geneticcombinations made uswhatweare,”
Nick putin.“Wealso thinkthatsome oftheir...deaths were notaccidental or natural.”

“ExceptforSue’s parents, and Gary's, allour parents died within sixyears of our
births. Gary's father died three years ago under suspicious circumstances, thoughthe

policedidn'tseemto thinkso.”
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“Whichiswhyyou're so setagainst contactingthem again?” observed Burton.

Nick nodded.

“Andyouthinkthatthe deaths of your parentsandthereasonyouarebeing
hunted is because ofthese special abilities?”

“It'sadistinct possibility, though we can't be absolutely sure,” Minasaid. “Froma
very early age, weinstinctively hid our abilities from the outside world, for obvious
reasons. Yetsomeone, somehow, knew of our existence.Itisinconceivable that
whoeverisbehind thiswould know about all of us, one ortwo, maybe, but notall.”

“Buttheydo.”Itwas more of astatementthan a question.

Theyallnodded.

“Thenweweredrawnto London, whichiswhenwe started to realize that we
were being manipulated, herded. Some of our numberbeganto disappear. We
thoughttheyhadleft, gone home, 'tilthe MIBs appeared onthe scene.Intheearly
days, someofuswere badlyinjured, thosethatresisted. Theytoo disappeared.”

“Andyou’ve noideawho’sbehinditall?”

“None,” Garysaid.“Or how they even knowwhowe are.”

“Oh,comeon,”sneered Dec.“You've told him practically everything. Why stop
there?Tellhim aboutHarry. Letthe‘straight’knowitall.”

Burtonglanced atDec, lounging arrogantly againstthewall, spite gleamingin

his colourless, grey eyes.
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“Harry?He'sbeen mentioned severaltimes, and you all seem scared of him. Just
whoisthisguy? Aspook or something?”

Declaughed harshly.“Notabad description, eh, Mina? Youwanttotellyour
friendwhoHarryis? OrshallI?”

“Dec,”warned Gary.

Thetensionwithinthe shelterrose acouple of notches.

Minasighed heavily. Burton looked ather; he thoughtshelooked somehow ...
ashamed. Shefound itdifficulttolook Burtoninthe eyes, focusing on herslim hands
fidgetinginherlap.

“He's my brother,” she said quietly.

“Your twinbrother,” added Decviciously.
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Chapter Eight

RETURN

Thesilencehunglike a palpable thing withinthe shelter. Burtonwas ataloss for
words. Gary stood beside Mina, placing acomfortingarm around her slim shoulders.

“You obviously realise that our abilities setus apart from normal people,” he
began.”“Dec,” healmostspatoutthe name, “can createillusions, though normally he
hasto have some sortof previous eye contact with hissubjectto getthe bestresults.”

“Which explains the wolf-creature that attacked me onthe waste ground and
theblond, tanned guyIthoughtwasDec.”

“Oneofmybetterillusions,” Decsaid proudly. “Iuseitallthetime.”

“The wolforyour pseudoimage?”’Burtonsaid.

Decscowled butsaid nothing.

“Andyou canweld metal withyour bare hands,” Burton continued.

“It'salittle more subtlethanthat,” Gary explained. “More precisely,Ican
generateintense heat, channeled through my hands. Though, with agreatdeal of
concentration, Icanutilise my entire body, butthattendsto have a detrimental effect
onmyclothes.”

“Nick canseeinthedark,”Burtonsaid, looking at Stringer.

“Morethanthat,” Nick corrected.“Icanseein completedarkness.Icanalsosee

greatdistanceswith alittle effort.”
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“And the sunglasses?” queried Burton.

“Tworeasons,” Nick said.“Evendim lighthurts my eyes...”

“...and becauseyour eyes are totally black,” Burtonfinished for him.“Isaw them
whenyour glassesslipped.”

“Sueisableto make herentire skeletal frame malleable, enabling herto
squeeze througheventhetiniestof gaps, eventothe pointofelongating her body,
whichiswhyshe’s nicknamed Mouse. She can also temporarily transfer her powerto
others...”

“Yeah,I've had ataste of that,” Burton said distastefully. “Not to be
recommended.”

Mouse blushed.

Burtonwinked ather.“Noworries, it'sallgood. And Mina...?”

Garywas aboutto answerwhen Mina gently touched hishand. Henodded and
satdown.

“I'manempath,”she began.

“Youread minds?”Burtonventured.

“Notexactly.Isense, feel, other people’'semotionsand fromthatIamableto
divinewhattheyarethinking, even atgreatdistances.”

“Whichiswhyyou can‘sense’Harry?”said Burton.
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Minalooked outoverthelittle plot of grassland struggling for existence
amongstthe chokingundergrowth. The cemeterywas deathly quiet; only the distant
rumble of trafficon Bow Road broke the silence.

“Harry has the same ability, except, somehow, he’'smanagedto takeitonestep
further.He's abletoinstill terrible feelingsin people, turning their own bad feelings
againstthem.Then hefeedsontheir fear, making himselfstronger,augmenting his
power. He leaves hisvictims depleted, afraid atafundamental level, destroying their
self-confidence, their self-esteem, and probably creating lifelong mentalissues.

“Thisaugmentation causes aterrible side effect.It's comparable to using
narcotics. The more Harry‘fed’ off people’s emotions, the more he needed to feed.It's
turned himinto a monster, asortof emotional vampire.”

“IsitnotpossiblethatHarryisthe one behind all this?” Burton asked.

“No, he hasn’tthe brainsforit, orthefinance,”said Mina.

“Thenwhyis heworking againstyou, hisown sister?”

“The sixty-fourthousand dollar question,” Deccutin.

Thistime, noonerebuked him.

“We're notsure,”Minasaid. “Abouttwo and a halfyearsago, Harry disappeared.
Notlong after, things begantohappentotherestofus.

“Twasdrawnto EastLondon, aswe allwere. More than that, we were drawn to

each other.None of us knows how or why. We compared stories thatturned outto be
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horribly similar. Then camethe MIBs.” Mina looked almost desperate, painfilling her
eyes.“You havetorealisewedidn'tunderstand the danger'til several SGs
disappeared. AsIsaid earlier, we'd thoughtthey’d moved on. Tilone night agroup of
uswas attacked.

“Ishould have seenitcoming, myinstincts warned me, butIstupidly didn't
associatethefeelings'tilitwastoo late.”

“Feelings?”

“Yeah,Ican’‘sense’whenHarrywas near.lalways could. Unfortunately, it works
bothways. Itwasonly by accidentthatIfound that hiding belowthe hospitalin
Confusionthrew Harry off, justas graveyards do.”

“Butwhy?What's so special about Confusion?” asked Burton.

“It's only conjecture, butthe theory seemsto hold water,” Gary said.“Mina found
her own empathicabilities wereimpaired whenwe were near St. Clarence’s Hospital.
Wemanagedto getbeneaththe hospital, into the basement. Mina had great difficulty
shutting outthe flood of emotions thatthreatened to overwhelm her.”

Mina picked up the narrative.

“St. Clarence’'shad alarge psychiatricwing, whichis still partially used even
thoughthe generalhospitalisshutdown.Ibelieve the unbridled emotions ofits
inmates create a sort of static, emotional-psychicinterference, ifyou will, blocking my

ability.”
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“And therefore, blockingHarry’s,” concluded Burton.

“Yes,” agreed Mina.“Hence, why we call it Confusion.”

“So, howdid hemanagetofind usthere?”

“Aprocessofelimination,” Nickanswered. “MinaandItalked aboutit. WhenI
tookyouthere, Iwasworried, very worried about Kelly. My emotions would have been
like abeacon. Harrywould have picked up onthatlike abeeto honey. Assoonaswe
entered Confusion, hewould havelostthe’signal.”Allhe hadtodowas cruisethe area
'til he discovered the source of theinterference, and bingo!”

“Wonderful,”said Burton.“Thatmeanswe're notreally safe here, either.”

“We are, forthetimebeing,” Minasaid. “Another side effect of Harry’s
augmented poweristhatusing his ability ashe doesweakens him tremendously, he
hastorest. Whilsthe'sresting, so canwe.”

“Forhowlong?”asked Burton.

“Depends,”Minaanswered.“Though hereIThave theslightadvantage. Harry's
fear of cemeteries makes him subconsciously avoid this area. He's afraid to probe.I'm
not.I'llfeelhim cominglongbefore he‘feels'us.”

“Okay, IthinkIunderstand everything sofar,” Burton said.“WhatIdon't
understandiswhyyoustay here. Why notjustgetout of London altogetherand leave

thisinsanity behind you?”
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“Hah!”Decexclaimed, leaping up dramatically.“Now we cometo the nub of the
mystery!”He strutted around the shelter like a detectivein some Agatha Christie
novel, abouttoreveal the murderer.“You shouldn'tbe askingwhywe‘don’'t'leave
London. Rather,youshould be askingwhywe ‘can't’leave. AndI'lltell you, because of
the psionicshield surroundingthe area, alltwo square miles of it.”

“Thewhat?”Burton asked.

“Apsionicshield,” Gary explained, scowling at Dec's melodramatics. “It'ssome
sortofneural device especiallytunedto SGs. Atleast, that'sthe theory. The closerwe
gettoit,themore painfulitbecomes.

“Whenwefirstdetectedit, therewereseveral attemptsto breakthroughthe
psi-shield. Stephen, an SGwithincredible strength, figured he could break out, that his
abilitywould allow him to break out.” Gary turned away, swiping at his eyes. His voice
hitched as he continued.

“Healmost madeit, butthe shieldwastoo strong. Stephen collapsed, interrible
pain, writhinginagonyontheground.”

Mina putacomfortinghand on Gary’s shoulder. Helooked at her, smilingwanly.

“It's okay,” he said, turning to Burton.“Thad to watch mybest friend dieinthe
street. None of us could reach him. The shield held us back. A passer-by found him, he
called foranambulance, the police. Stephenwas taken away, another unexplained

homeless casualty.”
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“SweetJesus,” gasped Burton.“I'msorry.”

“Ithappened,”said Garysadly.

“Where does this shield come from? Doyou know?Isitstill operational?” asked
Burton.

“It'sstillthere,” said Nick.“Minatried to localiseitonce, find its point of origin,
buthad noluck.Itseemstocome fromeverywhere, and nowhere.”

“So,who'sbehindit? Harry?”

“No,”Minasaidimmediately. “AsIsaid, he hasn'tthe brains ortheimagination.
ButIthink heisworkingforwhoeveris pullingthestrings.”

No onesaid anything for several seconds. Silence hung heavily over the small
group.

“Tdon'tthinkIcantakethisin,”Burtonsaid, gettingup.

“Where areyou going?”asked Gary.

“Forawalk,Ineedtoclearmyhead.”

“Don'tgo outside the cemetery,”warned Gary.

Burton absentlywaved a hand and walked outinto the watery sunlight.

*
“Somestory, huh?”
Burtonlooked up to find Minastandingin frontof him.“That'san

understatement,” he said bitterly.
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Minasatonthebench beside him.“Itold you, youdidn'twantto know,” she said
softly.“You should havelistened to me.”

“Bitlate now, isn'tit?I've seenitwith myown eyes, andIstill findithard to
believe. How canyoustandto live like this?”

“We haven'tachoice,” Minareturned.“Butyou have. Get out Ade; get out before
it'stoolate,”she pleaded.

Helooked ather, hisface softening.“Ithinkitmightbetoolateformeaswell,”
he said.

“No!”Minagotup abruptly.“Don'teven thinkaboutit! We can'tallow it!”

“What makesyouthinkwe have any sayinthe matter?You, especially, should
know that.”

Minatried to walk away, but Burton caught her bythearmand spun her around.
Her facewastroubled; conflictragedin herturbulenteyes.

“Thisisallwrong,”she moaned.“It mustn'thappen.”

Gently, Burtontook herin hisarms, resting Mina's head on his shoulder. His
fingersdelvedintothe soft profusion of her hair, gently stroking the nape of her neck.

“Youdon'tneedtobeanempathtoknowit'salreadytoo late,”he whispered.

Astheyheld each otherinthefading sunlight, neither ofthem noticed the
shadowyfigurewatching fromthe bushes.Rage andjealousy seared the grey,

colourless eyesasBurton held Mina close, comforting her.
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“Idon'tthink Harry disappeared two years ago; Ithink hewaskidnapped,” Mina
said.

“Bywhoever’s behind all this?” Burton queried.

“Yes.Ithinktheydid somethingto him, tortured him or something, and made
him dowhattheywanted.”

“Howwould‘they’know hewas an empath? And why didn'tthey takeyou as
well?”

“Because Harry's ashow-off, an extrovert, heloved to surprise people with his
little tricks. Of course, he never did anythingtoo big, justenough to delightand
bewilderhisaudience.Itended to be morediscreet.

“He'd do’‘impossible’tricks—guess their parents’names, or tellthem about
their pets—small stuff, nothing too ambitious. At parties, inthe pub, anywhere there
were morethantwo people. My brotherlovesthe limelight.”

“And thensomeonereally begantotake notice, kidnapping himto find out
more.”

“Ithink so...”Minasighed.“That's howIthink thiswhole mess started.”

Theyweresitting together onthelittle plot of grass beyond the shelter. The last

oftheday’ssunwasjustedgingtheminto shadow; aslight chillwasinthe air. They
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shared asoftdrink, passing the colourful red can back andforth. Minaleanedinto
Burton's shoulder, finding comfortinthe closeness.

“So, whatnow?” asked Burton.

“Idon'tknow,” Mina said miserably; she couldn'tmeet his eyes.“Carry on like we
have been, Isuppose. Except nowthere’'sanothercomplication.”

“Thanks.” Burton laughed.“T've never been called acomplication before!”
“It'snolaughing matter, Ade. Thisis serious. There's no tellingwhat might
happen.Ican'truntherisk of being distracted. The othersdepend on meto keep them

safe, their earlywarning system.”

“You haveto live Mina. You can'twrap yourselfup in ashell forever, regardless of
circumstances. Who knows? MaybeI'llbe good foryou andthe others.”

Before Minahad achancetoanswer, Nick Stringer called for them to come back
intothe shelter. Reluctantly they gotup. Theywere surprised to see the others packing
uptheirgear.

“Timetomove,” Garyinformed them.

“Whereto?”Burton said.

Garyknotted the plasticbag of bread and milk; lettingithang from his crooked
fingers.

“Confusion,” hesaid.
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Chapter Nine

BETRAYED

“Areyou nuts?”Burton nearly exploded. “How can we go back there? They’ll be
waiting forus!”

“Idon'tthinkso,” Garyargued.“It'sthelast place they’llexpectusto be.”

“Butyousaid Harrywill sense, or rather‘notsense’us and come straight forus,”
said Burton.

“Harry'sinno positiontodo anything.If pastexperienceis anythingto go by,
Harrywould've spentthewholedaytryingtolocate us. He'llbe exhausted, making it
safeforustomove.”

“You'regambling,” Burtonwarned.

“No, we'renot. Mina?”

“Gary’'sright, Ade. Harry'stoovainto let usslip through hisfingersso soon after
locating us. He'llhave been using every ounce of his ability to find us. We've got at least
eighteenhoursbefore hecantryagain.”

“Whataboutthisvampirething he does. Can'the use that?” asked Burton.

“No. Paradoxically, hewon'thave the strength. Restis hisonly recourseforthe

moment.”
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“Okay, Ithinkyou're crazy, butlet'sgo.” Burton picked up one ofthe bags.

Theysplitintotwo’s: Burton and Mina, Decand Sue, Gary and Nick. There would
bealot of activityinthe hospital at this time of day. Shift'sending, new ones starting,
visitors, the general publicusing the hospital as ashortcutthrough to Bow Road. They
plannedto enterthroughvarious routes, making theirway down to the basement as
quickly as possible. The main building was only minutes away from them; they could

bein Confusionwithin fifteen minutes at most.

Walking throughthe early evening sunshine with Minawas awelcome
pleasure.Shestrode along, head held high, her slim hips swinging easily. He loped
alongbeside her,matching her stride.

“Hey, slow down, there’s no hurry,” said Burton.

Minaglanced athim, smiled, and slowed her step.“Sorry.”

“That's better,” Burton said, slipping hishandinto hers.“Let'strytolook natural,
two friends, outforastroll, enjoying the evening.”

“Inthe grounds of ahospital?”

“Strangerthings have been known,” Burton replied.“Star-crossed lovers do
many peculiar things.”

“Isthatwhatwe are?” Minasmiled at his absurdity. “Star-crossed?”
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“It's betterthan being cross-eyed.” Burton laughed. He looked at her seriously.
“It's easy, being withyou.”

Mina quickly looked away; tears stung hereyes.“Don't.”

“Arewe goingtoignorethe obvious?”Burtonsaid.“It'snotgoingto go away.”

“We haveto Ade. Atleast, for now,” Mina replied.

“Likethat's going towork,” he huffed.“The attraction between us was almost
instant. We both feltit.”

“Maybe so, butwith allthat's going on, we can'tjustthink of ourselves.”

“Ifwe don’'t, who will?” Burton said. “We have to grab whatwe can, whenwe can,
andIwanttograbyouwith both hands.”

“And just pretend our presentsituationisn'thappening?Ican’tdothat. This has
beengoingonfortoolong, Ade. The constantstress, movingfromplacetoplaceina
never-endingcircle. You should leave whileyou can.”

“Never goingto happen,”Burtonsaid emphatically. “We'rein thistogether, for
goodorbad.Youjusthavetogetusedtotheidea.”

Theywalked oninsilence, Mina's heartheavy and aching within her chest. 7A/is
shouldn'tbe happening, she thoughtasthey headed forthe hospital.

They had no problems going through the main hospital. Mina led them down to
the basement, through a couple of doorsinto the bowels of the building. Alltoo soon,

in Burton'sopinion, they reached Confusion.
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Garyand Nickwere already there. Mina sensed thatSueand Decweren’tfar
behind. Theyjerry-builtacouple of alcoves. Mattresses were produced from dark
corners. During the construction, four or five other SGs appeared, apparently
reaching thesame conclusionsaboutHarry as Gary.

Burton saton amattress, rubbing his cheeks and chin. Hiswhiskers were rough
under his questing fingers. Mina came overto him.

“You okay?”

“Tcoulddowithashaveand abitofawashand brush up,”Burtonsaid ruefully.

Mina stroked hisface.“Mmmm, I'm sure we can work something out.”

Sheslipped fromthealcove, returning afew minutes later with a bowl of water
and some soap; adarkblue towelwasslungover one shoulder.

“Thewater's notvery hot, they've onlyjuststarted boiling for coffee.I've got this
aswell.”

Shetossed him adisposablerazor, followed by the towel.

“Great, atleastI'llbeabletofeelhumanagain.”

*
Burton dabbed hisfacedry, making sure allthesoap was gone.
“My, aren'twe a pretty boy, then?”Minalaughed, standing behind him, peering

athisreflectioninthesmall mirrorhanging from a nail.
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“Smellnicetoo.”Burtongrinned, indicating the bar of soap by the bowl of used
water.

Minatook his hand.“Come on, we can go one better,” she urged; her eyeswere
vividinthe gloom.“Bring your towel.”

Puzzled, Burton allowed Minatolead him by the hand down ashortcorridor
and up some concrete stairs. The metal door atthe top of the stairs opened easily at
Mina’stouch. Brightartificial lightilluminated the narrow corridor beyond. Mina
quicklytookthem down to another corridor, through asmallroomandintoalarger
one.Sheflicked onthelight.

Theywere standinginachanging room. Two rows of benchesran downthe
centre ofthefloor, backed by metal frames equipped with hooks. The floorand walls
weretiled inwhite. Along the back wall stood arow of dark green lockers.

“Look,” Mina said conspiratorially.

She hauled aside a pink plastic curtainrevealing a small showerroom; four
shower headslinedthe upper partofthewall. Leaningin, shetwisted one of the taps.

“Hotwater,” she said gleefully. “It'swhere the boiler room staff change when
their shiftsfinish.”She grinned athim.“The next shiftdoesn't start'tilseveninthe
morning, sowe've plenty of time.So ... who'sfirst,youorme?”

“It'syourfind.Yougettogofirst,” Burtonsaid.“Justdon'tuse all the hot water!”

Minawinked athim and beganto strip. Burtonrespectfully turned his back.
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“Comeon,”encouraged Mina.“There's plenty of room for two!”
Burton hesitated, then quickly disrobed. He didn't see the pained expression

thatcrossed Mina’'s face.

Minasatalone onthe mattressinthe cornerofthe makeshiftalcove; her knees
under her chin, herarmswrapped around her legs. Eyes closed, her cheeks wet with
recenttears, she feltlike dying.

“Mina?” Gary appeared atthe entrance to the makeshift cubicle.

Minalooked away, her dark hairfalling across her miserable face.

“Didyoudoit?” Gary asked quietly.

Shedidn'tanswer.

“It'sforthe best, Mina. You know thatitis,” Garysaid.

“DoI?"Minasaid, hervoice thick withemotion. She could feel her heart

breaking.“ThenwhydoIfeel asifI have betrayed him?”shesaid bitterly.
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Chapter Ten

SPITE

Theearly evening sunshinewas pleasant, comfortable. The gentle breeze
coming offthe River Thameswas refreshing, affording the people meandering
around CanaryWharfthe opportunity to shuck their coats and heavy pulloversthe
recentweatherhad made anecessity. Coupleswalked arminarm, work colleagues
laughed and joked abouttheir respective days, allheadinghome ortothelocal pub or
wine bartounwind and to waituntil London’sdreaded rush hour trafficdied down.

No onetookany notice of the shabbily dressed young boywalking dejectedly
downTiller Road towards theriver, dressed in a dirty white t-shirt, torn blue jeans, and
athree-quarterlength coatthathad seen better days and looked atleast two sizes too
big for hissparse frame. Histhinfacewas an eruption ofacne barely concealed by the
shoulder-length dirty-blond hair; he looked pale with colourless, grey eyes, wearing
whatseemedtobe apermanentscowl.

Crossing Westferry Road he made hisway past St.John Dougal's Gardens to the
riverwallwhere heturned leftand followed theriver east, stopping onlywhen he
reachedthe Wharfside Wine Bar which stretched out over theriver onreinforced
concrete pylonssunkintotheriverbed. The bar was packed with early evening patrons
chattinganddrinking. The enticing smell of prawns and other seafood being sautéed

ingarlicbutterwaftedintheair.
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Declan McIntire hadn'tcome here intentionally; ittook him afew seconds to
realizewhere hewas. Truth betold, hedidn'tcare. He had just wanted to getaway from
Confusion...and Mina.She had betrayed him, hethoughtdarkly. They had something,
something special. She had always been so friendly towards him.NO!Itwas more than
friendship; heknewitwas.They had gottenso close lately.

Thenhehadtowaltzhisblack arseinand spoil everything. And Mina had fallen
forhissmarmysmileandsmoothlies.Itwasallwrong.He had noright! Leaning
heavilyontherough stone oftheriverwall, Decglared down atthe dark water flowing
below, reflecting his own black mood.

He willpay. The thoughtslid through his mind like avenomous snake. 7will
make him pay, make him leave, show Mina exactly who hereallyis.

Decturned his backtothewall, looking up atthe evening sky. The world had
gonecrazy...Everythingtipped onits head...Jesus.

Hewaslookingatthe small group of revelers sitting atthe table onthe deck
overlookingthe river withoutrealising, especially the petite dark-haired woman with
tight curly hair. Foramoment, shereminded Dec of Mina. Shewas dressed inadark
skirtandlight blue blouse, watching as her companions were chatting. The expression
on herprettyface madeitobviousshewasn'treallyinterested in the conversation,
though.The otherthree people, two men and ablondewoman, seemedto be having a

greattimelaughinganddrinking their wine.
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Somehow theirhappinessjagged Dec. Why should they be happywhen he was
somiserable?Itwasn'tfair..

Hismood grew even darker as he glared atthe dark-haired woman...

*

Melanie Maxwell sipped at her Pinot Noir without really tastingit. Sitting backin
her seat, shelistened half-heartedly as Paul Brayson related anamusing anecdote
fromarecent partythey had attended.She had heardthesame anecdote atleastthree
timesduringthelastweek. Paul seemedto nevertire oftellingthe same story overand
overagainwherevertheywent.Shesighed. Well, atleast Graham and Heather hadn't
hearditbefore.Shelooked around thewine bar.Itwasvery popular despite only being
opened afewmonthsago. Thefood was great, though limited, and thewine was
excellent, pricy, butexcellent.

Melanie noticed agood-looking man by theriver wall. His corn-yellow hair
gleamedinthefadingsunlight, hishandsome, tanned face highlighting even, white
teeth ashe smiled at her, obvious desire gleamingin his deep blue eyes. Melaniewas
mildly shocked thathe was beingsobrazen.Itdidn't preventherfromsmiling back,
tipping her head slightlyinacknowledgement.

Hissmile broadened as he winked at her.
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Shefeltanelectrictingle steal over herarms as he continuedto stare, hisgaze
seemingtolookstraightthrough her, full of forbidden promises. She tried to look
away and found she couldn’t. His eyes were mesmerizing.

Melanie felt Paul's hand slip over herwrist, barely taking notice. Then his grip
tightened, getting harder. She looked athim and discovered him looking at her, his
facelikethunder. His grip tightened even more, hurting her.

“Paul,” shesaidin ahalfwhisper.“Let me go, you're hurting me.”

Heleanedcloser.

“Whatdoyouthinkyou'redoing?” he hissed.

“What?”sheanswered insurprise.

“Isawyou, eyeingup the men.You're shameless.”

Melanietried to pull her wristfree.“Letme go,” she said through clenched
teeth.

She was puzzled why Heather and Graham didn't say anything about Paul's
unreasonable behavior. They seemed lostintheir conversation, totallyunaware of the
minor dramabeing played outjustacrossthetablefromthem.

“You're supposedto bewithme,” Paul continuedin a harsh whisper.“Notacting
likesomelittle slut.”

Melaniewas shocked. For asplitsecond, shewas speechless, thenwithout

consciousthought, herfree hand flashed outand slapped Paul around the face hard.
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“How dareyou!”shecried as he released herwrist, recoiling back.

Melanie gotto her feet, the chairfalling overwith a clatter.

“Bitch!” Paul snarled.

Melaniereeled astheflatof hishand struck her left cheek, making her head
snap around.She gasped, herhandflewto herreddening cheek, tearswellingupin
hereyes.Thenshelunged athim, herfingernails raking like claws. He grabbed her
wrists easily holding her at bay. Melanie was screaming angrily, herface burning both
fromtheslap and the publichumiliation.

Forseveral seconds, they both stood, struggling together. Tears flowed down
Melanie's cheeks asshetried to gouge out his eyes with her crimson nails, frustrated
by his greater strength.

Thenshefelthandsonher, pulling her back. Paul released her and Melanie
found Heather'sarmswrapped around her, alook of shocked concernwritten all over
herface.

“Mel! Mel! Stop!”Heathersaid, holding hertight. “What's gotteninto you?”

Melanie stepped away, lookingin confusionather friend.“Didn'tyou see? Didn’t
you hear?”sheblurted.“He grabbed myarm.Hewas hurtingme. He called me aslut.”

Heathershotaglanceatthestunned Paul.

“Melanie, Ididn’'tsay anything,” hesaidinasurprised, quietvoice.
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“You did!”Melaniesaid, hervoiceraising.“You called me shameless, aslut. You
wouldn'tletmego.”

Heather putacomfortinghand on Melanie’sarm. Melanielooked atherin
confusion.

“Melanie, Pauldidn'tsay anything. He didn'tmove,” she said. “You just suddenly
started screaming athim, thenyou attacked him... Hedidn'tdo anything.”

Theentirewinebar had fallen quietas Melanielooked ather friends one by one
inutter bewilderment. Looking at her wrist, she expected to seesomesort of bruise.
Therewasnosign.Itdidn'teven hurtintheslightesteventhough Paulhad gripped her
sotightly. Hadn'the? She wanted the earth to open up and swallow herwhole.

“Itwasreal...” shemurmured.“Itwas...”

Thelookontheirfacestold heritwasn't.

Everyonewaslooking atherasifshewereacrazywoman. Raising herfingertips
tohermouthindisbelief, Melanielooked atthe sea of faces staringather, atPaul and
Graham. Over Heather’sshoulder, shelooked for the handsomeyoung manbythe
riverwall, mortified he would have seen everything, forsomereason afraid of what he
mightthink of her. Disappointment mixed with her humiliation.

Therewasnosignof him.
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Chapter Eleven

ARGUMENTS

Declan chuckled spitefully to himselfas he made hisway downinto Confusion.
People are so easy to manipulate, to control, they are just dumb, he thought
contemptuously. He felt good. His little game at the wine bar had lifted his spirits,
made his miserable day alittle better. He passed through the doorthatled into the
main chamber.ayoung girl, maybe fourteenyearsold, wassitting onaboxjustinside
thedoor. Shesortofsmiled athimashe passed, self-consciously pulling her dark
brown hairdown about her ears, which were overlylarge. Shewatched Decwalk past,
her brown eyesreflecting envy atthetanned, good-looking youth. Shewished shewas
betterlooking, as confidentas hewas. Thenthe other childrenatschoolwouldn't
tease hersomuch, callher horrid nameslike“Dumbo” or “Monkey Ears.” Hayley
sighed, looking around her grim surroundings. Right now, she thought, schooldidn’t
seemso bad.

Decbreezed pastseveral others quietly talking togetherorreading, he spied
Minaand Gary atthe farther end of the main corridor. As he approached, he could see
Minawasn'thappy.Itlooked asif Garyand herwere havingwords.

“Hey, what's goingon? Who died?” he said cheerily.
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Minagave him asourlook.“Don'tstart, Dec.I'm notinthe mood foryour bullshit
today.”

She turned away, but notbefore Dec noticed her tear-stained face. Helooked
around and realized Burtonwas nowhereto be seen.Inwardly his heartleaptforjoy.

“No Burton?”hesaidwithagrin.

“Dec,”warned Gary.

“What?Ican'taskasimple question?”Decreplied with feignedinnocence.

“You have to keep pushing, don'tyou? Playing your stupid games,” Mina said,
suddenly turningon Dec.

“Whoa!"” hesaid, stepping back and raising his hands. “It's not my fault lover boy
up and quit.Iwarnedyouaboutletting himin.”

“Hedidn't quit!” Minasnapped.

“Thenwhereishe?Idon'tsee him.” Decsaid, making abig show oflooking
around.

“Dec, letitgo,”said Gary.“He'sgone.That's allthereistoit. Nowleaveitalone.”

“Gone, butgonewhere?Westilldon'tknowwho heisorwhere he came from.
He could be talking to the MIBs right now for allwe know,” said Dec.“Good riddance is
whatIsay. Hewasnever one ofus, anyway.”

“Whatdoesthatmean?‘One of us? Whatarewe, Dec? You think we're special,

betterthan everyoneelse? Don’'tyou getit? We're the freaks, the outsiders...”
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“You mightthinkyou'reafreak, butIdon't,” spat Dec.“Burton didn'tbelong
here; hehad norightbeingwithyou...Youdeserve morethanthatloser.”

Mina, who had turned away and was looking down the corridor, suddenly
stiffened. Slowly, she turned around, her green eyes almost glowing behind her
rimless glasses.

“Youreallywantto gothere?”shesaid, hervoice awhisper.“You reallywantto
talkabout’losers?”

“Mina, he's justmouthing off... Forgetit,” Gary said, stepping between them.

“No, it'sallright Gary,” said Dec.“This hasbeenalongtime coming.It'sabout
time we cleared the air.”

“Whatareyoutalking about?” Gary asked, puzzled.

“Me and Mina, we need to putour cardsonthetable...”

Garylooked atMina, whose expression was equally shocked.

“Youand me...?" Minasaid.“Thereisno‘youand me.'You're asdelusional as
yourillusions.”

“There could have beenif Burton hadn'tshown up!” protested Dec.

“What?” Minawas speechless.

“Dec, Ithinkyou should goforanotherwalk,”said Gary. “You've definitely got
your wires crossed here, mate.”

“No,” Decsaid adamantly. “We were getting close; you know we were.”
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Minashookherheadindisbelief.“Idon’t need this,” she said and begantowalk
away.

“You can'twalk away from this, Mina.Itwon'tgo away, and nor will I!" exclaimed
Dec.”Notlike Burton! Assoon as things get messy, herunslike arabbit. Hewasno
good!Youdon'tneed him! WEdon't need him!”

Minaturned, herface wetwith tears, creased with a mixture of painand anger.

“Mina! No!"yelled Gary.

Decstaggered asifstruck by some unseen blow. Grunting, he dropped to one
knee, clutchingathishead. Minaloomed over him, her mouth athinwhiteline, her
eyesblank, justshowing thewhites, her head tipped slightlyto onesside.

“Mina! STOP!"yelled Gary, rushing forward and grabbing her arms. “Stop!”

Nick Stringer exited fromthe adjacentalcove, roused by all the shouting, closely
followed by Mouse.Inaninstant, Mouse sawwhatwas happening and hurried to
Mina, pulling her around and mildly shaking her.

“Mina, stop. You're hurting him!Stop!”

Nick and Garywentto Dec, helping himto his feet as he shook the brightlights
out of his head.

“Iswear,” said Nick. “That mouth of yourswill getyou into serious trouble one

Decpulled hisarm free of Nick’s supporting grip, hisface twisted inanger.
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“Sod off...” hegrated and, glaring at Mina, stomped off.

Minastepped back; her hand flewto her mouthin horror.“WhathavelIdone?”
shebreathed, looking after Dec.“Dec...”

Garysteppedinfrontofher.“Lethimgo, Mina...He needsto calmdown...”

“ButIcould have...”began Mina.

“Youdidn't,” Gary saidfirmly.“Notthathe didn'tdeserveit.”

“Mina, comeon, sitdown.You'reaswhite as a sheet,” said Mouse, guiding herto
anearbychair.

Stringerwas calming the others, unsettled by the altercation, down. Haley
tugged atthe hem of his leatherjacket.

“Haley?” Stringer said, bending his knee.

“Iwas bythedoor...” Haley said.“Ican hear people coming...Alotof people.”

Stringer squashed the sudden surge of alarm looking down the corridor
towardsthe entrance.

“Okay, Haley, it's nothing toworry about. Gowith the others,” Stringer said,
getting to hisfeet.“Mouse!”

Sue Crossleylooked overasshe seated Minain one ofthe camp chairs.

“Mouse, doyouthinkyou could take the children out for awalk?” Stringersaid,

hisvoice unnaturally even.
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Sueimmediately caughtthe tone. Without hurrying, she called the childrento
her.

“Comeon,it'salovelyevening,”she said cheerily. “Who's for getting out of this
stuffy place?”

Mina gotup fromthe chair, looking between Stringer and Mouse. Garylooked
towards the door, consternation written all over his face.

“It'sHarry,” Mina suddenly said.“And he’snotalone!”

“Damn!”said Gary.“Sosoon?”

“It'smyfault!Igotsowound up by Decldidn'tsense Harry. He'sin the tunnels!”
Minamoaned.

“Notimetoworryaboutthat now!” snapped Gary.“Out! All of you!”

Thetimefor pretense was past. Mouse herded thesmallgroup ofteenagersto
the southernexitof Confusion.

Heading forthe main door, Garysaw Decslumped dejectedlyin adark corner of
his cubicle.

“Dec! Out!Harry's here!”

Decdidn'tmove. Garydidn'thavetimetoargue. Reaching the door, he gripped
the edges of the metal frame. Within seconds, smoke rose from beneath his glowing

hands, getting brighter. He changed the position of his hands, the metal of the door
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glowing hotly. Something thumped onthe other side of the door. He could hear
shouting voices.

Therewasnotimetodomore.Heran.

Mina held back, goingto Dec’s cubicle where she found him lyingon his
mattresssullenlylookinginto space.

“Dec,I'msorry...” shebegan.

Thehammeringontheirondoorbecamelouder.

“Weneedtogo..."

Herefusedtolookather.

“Dec...”

Thedoorburstopen, crashing noisily back againstthe brick wall, the metal
clanginglike astricken bell. Mina caughtaglimpse of several figures crowding the
doorway.

“Dammit, Dec!” she cursed, grabbing hisarm and trying to haul him bodily from
the mattress.

Decshrugged her off. Mina staggered, tripping over awooden box doubling as
amakeshifttable.Withacry, shefell. Her head struck the concrete corner of thewall,

andthelightswentout...
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Chapter Twelve

CASUALTY

Burtongaspedinsurprise, disorientation making him momentarily dizzy. He
staggered, holding onto a nearby bench quickly recovering himself. He looked
around, totally bewildered. People were rushing about him, some pushing trolleys
ladenwith suitcases, some carrying rucksacks or bags. Others, businessmen, carried
briefcases. High above him, destination boardsrolled; letters flickered; timeswere
displayed.

“Euston,” he said dumbly, recognizing the train station fromwhen hefirst
arrivedinLondon.

But...how? Hislastrecollectionwasdressing after having ashower. Minacame
to him.Shewas smiling, her wet hair glistening under the fluorescentlights ofthe
showerroom. Hethought he detected painin her beautiful green eyes asshelooked
athimintently. Thathad been...when?Burtonlooked around for a clock. Six-thirty
p.m.Theeveningrush hour.He suddenlyrealized he clutched somethingin hishand. A
trainticketto Manchester. He blinked, trying to understand. He knew he had bought
theticket. Heknew he had goton atube at Mile End Station, the Central Line, changing
ontothe NorthernLineatTottenham CourtRoad. He knewitbutdidn't rememberit!

“Whatthe hell...?” he muttered, bewildered.
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Aterriblethoughtentered his confused mind, athoughthedidn'twantto even
contemplate. Shewouldn't...

Mina.She had doneit. Somehow, using her special ability, she had made him
leave, getonatube, and buyaticket forhome. Butwhy?hethought. Therewas
something betweenthem, wasn'tthere? He hadn’'timaginedit. They loved one
another. Theshower. Didn'tthat mean anything? Something?

Thewayshehad clungto him, held him, kissed him. No!No one could have
faked that!Ithad beenreal, wasreal! Burton couldn’tbelieve it. Why had she sent him
away? He suddenly screwed the ticketup, wentto throw itaway, then paused,
hovering between hurtand anger. What's the point? Maybe he justoughtto go. That's
whatshewanted. Looking blankly atthe passers-by, Burton struggled withtheinner
conflict.Isthatwhat Aewanted? To getaway from the madness that seemedto
surround herand herfriends. Go back to sanity. To Manchester. Something screamed
inside him.

She had betrayed him, used him. Even as he thoughtit, Burton knew thatwasn’t
true.Thenwhy send him away?Thedanger? The MIBs? Thatdidn'tmake sense. Surely,
she knew he'd come backifthatwas allshewas afraid of? There had to be more. Hewas
filled with hesitation and confusion. A partofhim said go, the other wanted to go back.

Why had she used her ability on him? WHY?

Harry!

99



The answer hithim like asledgehammer. She was afraid Harrywould connectto
him, drag him deeperinto thismessand hewould never befree, like them. She had
senthim away, to clear London before Harry, oranyone, could know about him.
Burton's heartwaslikealump ofleadin his chest. She had meantto send him away
because ofthedanger.

Oh, Mina.Burton hung hishead, an ache atthe back of his eyes.

Ithadn'tworked. Whatever effect Mina had used on him had broken. Burton
frowned. No, thatwasn'tright. Something had madeitbreak. Deliberately.

Anechoresoundeddeepinhismind. Burtonstruggledtobringittothesurface.

Aname.

HIS NAME!

Thatwasit!Someone had called him. Burton looked about, scanning the
passingfaces; herecognised no one. Hewasstilllookingwhen he clearly heard his
nameagain, only weaker thistime, barely awhisper. Mina's voice! Mina's voice in his
head.

<Ade...>

Burtonwasrunning for the station’s exit before the train ticket even touched

theground.
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Burtonslowed as he approached St. Clarance’s Hospital. Arunningmanwas too
conspicuous; hedaren'tallow himselfto be noticed. Praying helooked normal as he
strodethroughthe main gate, heading for the main building. Cautiously making his
way downintothe basement, he paused by the doorleading downinto Confusion.
Everything seemed normal, whatever that meant. He eased openthe door. There was
alittlelightdownin the darkness. Fighting the urge to hurry, Burton beganto descend
the steps, pausing again atthe bottom to allow his eyes to adjustto the gloom.

Theplaceseemedtobedeserted. He could see nothing, hear nothing. He
resisted the urgeto call out with greatdifficulty. Moving quietly, Burton made hisway
acrossthefloor, alertfordanger. The placewas assilentasthe grave; the only lightwas
one ortwo low-burning candles, splutteringinforgotten corners.

Nearthe alcovewhere he hadslept, Burton stopped. Newspaper lay strewn
overthefloor,darksplotchesmarring afull-page advert. He knelt, dabbing afinger
intoone ofthelargerspots;itcame away sticky. Blood. His throat tightened. Where
was everybody? Wherewas Mina? What had happened here? Whatever itwas, had
occurredinthelastfew hours. Too many questions, no answers.

Burtonsnatched up alength of pipe asafaintscraping reached hisears. He
crouched, eyesraking thedarkness. Afigure lurched out of the shadows near a pile of
broken bricks. Burtontensed, raising the pipe.

“Ade...?”
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Themetal pipe clattered to thefloor as Burton caught Minajustintime.
Carefully helowered herlimp bodyto the ground, catching hisbreath ashesawone
side of herfacewas darkwith blood; her hairwas full of it, clinging wetly to her skull.

“SweetJesus,” he moaned.

Picking herup, Burton gentlylaid Mina on one ofthe mattresses, propping her
head on a pillow. He needed hotwater and bandages. Where on earthwas he going to
findthem down here? Hewas underneath ahospitaland there's noteven a Band-Aid!
He should have paid more attentionwhen Mina had tended hiswounds before, made
sure heknewwhere the medical supplieswere. Even afirstaid kitwoulddo.He had to
calmdown; think, THINK!

Shewas breathing easily, if alittle shallow. He couldn't tell her colour. There was
toomuch blood and notenough light. Perhaps he should carry her up to the hospital.
DidithaveanAccidentand Emergency Department? Burtondidn'tknow. He
remembered Gary or Stringer had told him the hospitalwas nolonger active. Ifthere
wasn’'tanemergencyroom, they’d be ableto getanambulanceto another hospital. All
this rattled through his frantic brainin abouttwo seconds, panic bubbling justbelow.
Decided, heleanedto pick her up.

“Justletherlie,” ordered avoice.

Burtonfroze.

“Very slowly, move away from her. Keep your handswherewe canseethem.”
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Three MIBs surrounded him—one in front, two flanking. Allwere armed with
weird-looking automaticrifles.

“She’s hurt.She needs help,” Burton said, holding his arms wide, hands plainly
open.

“Move!” ordered the MIBinfront of him, gesturing with hisweapon.

“She’s hurt!” Burtonyelled.

The suddenburstof gunfire popped loudlyinthe basement; rubber bullets
ricocheted offthe wallthree feetabove Burton’s head with harsh, dullthuds. Brick
chips showered him.Hetook a quick half-dozen steps away from Mina, his heart
pounding.

“Better,” said the shooter.“Now, getout of here. We onlywant her.”

“Now waitaminute...”began Burton.

The MIB levelled his gun athim. Burton fell quiet, his mouth suddenly dry. Light
fromone ofthe candles glimmeredimpassively onthessilvered visor of the MIB’s black
helmet.

“Isuggestyouleave now, beforeIchange my mind,” he said coldly.

“Ade..."

Atingle, likeanelectriccharge, rippled through Burton. Groggily, Minawas
sittingup, herheadinonehand.

“Uh, uh,”warnedthe MIB as Burton stepped towards her.
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“She needs me.”
“Nottoday, black boy.” The gunmantook a meaningful step forward.
Burtonstarted. Theman'sracistlanguagerangabell, afaintechointheback of
his mind. He looked at Mina, then atthe MIB, trying to gauge whether the manwould
actuallyshoothim.Inhis heart, therewasn'tadoubt.
“Justletme makesureshe’sallright,” he pleaded.
“Ade, who areyoutalkingto?”Minaraised her head, swayingslightly.
“It's okay Mina, just stay whereyou are,” Burton assured her, nervously
watchingtheblack-clad men.
Minasounded puzzled.“Who's withyou?”
Burtonfrowned. Couldn'tshe see theywere surrounded?
“Mina, areyou allright? Canyou see me?”Burton asked, puzzled.
“Of courselcanseeyou,”shesaid, alittle peeved. “But notwho's with you.”
AwarningjangledinBurton’shead.“Mina, the MIBs..."
Minawas alertnow; on her knees, looking straightathim, her eyes clear, looking
aroundthedim chamber.
“There’snoonehere Ade; justyouand me...” She paused.“No, wait...” Mina
raised atentative fingerto herlefttemple.
Burton gasped asthethree MIBs seemed to waver, becometransparent,and

thentheyjustwinked out of existence!
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“Whatthehell...?” gasped Burton.

“Dec?”called Mina, lookinginto the shadows.

Bricksrattledinthe darkness asadarkshape detached fromthegloom,
struggling up a pile of rubble. Burton gota quick glimpse of Declan’s pale features
before hedisappeared overtheridge of debris, heading forthe nearest exit. Thenthe
truth hithim.

“Yousonofa....I”Burton started after the fleeing man.

He should have known! The way the MIBs had ignored Mina, the way he had
beenspokento, thefacttheywere goingtolethimgo. Fool! Foo//

“Ade...” Minawas on her feet, swaying dangerously.

Burton caughtherinhisarmsasshe passed outagain. He glared after the
fleeing Declan, then at Mina's ashen face.

He hadtogethertoahospital.
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Chapter Thirteen

HARRY

Patiencewas never one of Burton’'svirtues. His patience under stresswas as
rare as butterflydroppings. He paced the corridors between the waiting areaand
Mina'sroom like an expectant father. She had looked so pale, her eyes, black-ringed,
bruised, lyinglimplyin hisarms as he carried her out of Confusion, so ... lifeless. Her
breathing so shallow asto be almostimperceptible, he had to practicallyscream atthe
porterto callforanambulance. The stupididiothad dithered, waffling on about‘his
job. Ifhehadn’thad Minain hisarms, Burtonwould have smacked him one.

Thinking aboutit, he couldn'tblamethe porter for hisreaction. Had hebeenin
his rightmind, Burtonwould have realized the picture he made, dirty, disheveled, shirt
torn, blood-stained, with an equally bleeding and bedraggled girlin hisarms. It never
entered his head. Allhe could seewas Mina, bloody, deathly white and fear clutched
his heartin asteel-cold grip.

Theambulance was mercifully quick. Ashortdash along Mile End Road and
Minawastakenintothe Accidentand Emergency Unitat Whitechapel. Now he waited,
restless, frightened. Pacing.

Therehad beenso much blood. Burtontried notto dwellonit, butsomehow his
mindwouldn'tletitgo, insistingonreturningto everylurid detail. The gash atthe back

of herheadlookedserious. Her hair had been matted; the back of her shirtsoaked.
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Whatthe hellhad happenedin Confusion? Where were the others? And why
had Dectried to drive him away? So many questions. Burton couldn'tbe bothered by
them now, eventhough they niggled at himincessantly. His main concern, his only
concern,was Mina.Shehadtobeallright, justhadto!

“Mr. Burton?”

He nearly jumped out of his skin as the nurse gently touched his elbow. “Ms.
Crimmiisasking foryou.”

“She'sallright?”

“Aswellascanbeexpected,”the nurse answered kindly. “Youwon'thave long;
we're going to transfer herto an observationwardin afew minutes.”

*

Minalooked aswhite asthe pillowonwhich shelay. Bandages swathed her
head, wisps of black hair poking outatthe edges. Her eyeswere closed, thelids purple,
dark, sooty smudges belowthem. Even her normally ruby lips were pale, pinched.

Burton eased the door closed, padding quietly to the bedside.

“I'mnotasleep.”Mina's eyes fluttered open.

Burtonfeltthetensiondrain out of him, making him sort of smile.

“You scared me halfto death. How doyoufeel?”
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“Betterthanyoulook.”Mina attempted to smileaswell. Shedidn'tmakeit; her
mouth didn'tseemto have the strength. “Evenwithout myglasses,Icanseeyou’rea
mess.”

Burtonfinallyrealized the state hewasin.

“Yeah, well.”Heshrugged. “You'retheimportantone. Areyou up to talking?”

“Youwantto knowwhathappened?”

“Ifyou’reable.”

Mina closed her eyes, gathering her thoughts. Sheremained still for solong
Burtonthoughtshe had fallen asleep.

“Ttwasjustafteryouleft...” She glanced at him briefly, colourrisingin her
cheeks. Burton nodded, his expressiontelling her he understood. Mina continued,
closing her eyes, “BeforeI had achancetoreally sense him, Harrywas there, with
aboutadozen MIBs. Theywanted ustosurrender.

“Stringer got everyone outas Garytried tosealthedoor.Itwas forced open, but
bythenonly DecandIremained. Decthrew up somesortofillusion.I'mnotsure.Ifell,
hitmyhead. WhenIwokeup, youwerethere...”

“Where arethe others?”Burton asked.

“Tdon'tknow. Garywould have made suretheywere safe.”

“WhatIdon'tunderstandiswhyDectried todrive me away?”
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Minalooked athim.“Idon'tknowthateither. We'd beenarguing. That'swhy]I
wasdistracted and didn'tsense Harry untilitwas too late. If Haley hadn't heard them
coming andwarned us, itmight have been a different story.”

“Thatstilldoesn’texplainwhat Decdid,” said Burton. He sighed, brushing
Mina’s cheeklightly with hisfingers. Her smile was washed out, tired as she pushed
againsthis caress.

“Let'snotworryaboutitnow,” he said softly. “You just concentrate on getting
better.”

“Mr.Burton?”The nurse was standing in the doorway. “We'll be moving Ms.
Crimminow.”

“Sure.”Burtongotup.“T'llbe close. Assoon asyou'resettled,I'llcomeand see
you.”

“You'd better,” said Mina, thistime she did manage tosmile.

*

Tryingtostripwashinahospital bathroomwasn't easy. After stripping to the
waistand splashingwarm water over hisface and chest, Burton dried himself with
handfuls of papertowels; notanideal method. The towels turned to mushywads,

literally falling to piecesin his hands. His t-shirt wasn’t so bad; the tracksuit top just

needed dusting. Therewas adarker patch againstthedarkblue ontheleftbreastand
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arm.Mina'sblood. Burtonrubbed atit futilely with the paper towels. Dressed again, he
feltalittle better. Looking reasonably presentable, he wentto find Mina.

The hospital was old, with narrow high-ceilinged corridors, and dark green
linoleum floorsthat squeaked under the soles of histrainers. The paintwork was
cream and bilious green, hardly amatching, or comforting, colour scheme. There was
not much mid-morning activity as Burton crossed the stairwell, which housed the
ancient, wroughtiron elevator, with its black concertina gates. Thelift shaftwas
encasedinblackwire mesh, affording some safety tothose using the stairs asthelift
car, arattling, creaking affair, trundled up and down between thevariousfloors. There
wasasmallbank of modern elevators situated behind the old lift, better suited to the
hustle and bustle of a busy hospital.

Burton passedintothe corridorthatled to Mina'sward. He noticed atall, thin
man leaning languorously againstthe wall nearawindow, his thin armsfolded overan
equallythinchest. The manwas deathly pale, his jet-black hair hungin oiled ringlets
around his shoulders. He regarded Burton with asardonicsmirk on his full lips.

Burtonwastaken aback by the man’s striking appearance; his pallor
accentuated by his brilliantwhite shirtand black, skintight trousers tucked into black
calf-length boots. Atinglerippled through Burton. He slowed, looking back atthe
man, who smiled at him mockingly, revealing perfect whiteteeth. Itwasthe eyes, the

intense green, the hauntedlook, setin dark, deep sockets.
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Mina’s eyes!

And Burtonknew.

Harry!

Recognition broughtfear. If Harrywas here, MIBs wouldn't be far behind.
Burton hesitated, unsurewhatto do.Amancarrying alargetin boxwalked by, abright
yellow stickeronthelid proclaimingitto be “Bio-Hazardous Material.” Therewere one
ortwo white-coated lab techniciansflittinginand out of variousrooms along the
corridor. Otherthanthat, the floor was deserted.

Mina!

“Don’tworry, Mr. Burton, she’s quite safe. Or mayIcallyou Ade?”Hisvoice was
soft, darklikeliquid jet.

Burtonwasacrosstheintervening gap intwo strides, hishands bunchingthe
frontof Harry's shirt, pushing him back againstthewall. Harry looked mildly alarmed,
andthenhegrinned.

“Whatareyoudoing here, you...?"

Something flashed in Burton's mind. He staggered back, brilliance filled his
vision.

“Tut, tut,”Harrysaid, straightening his shirt.“No hands.”

Burtonrubbed the brightness out of his eyes; dizziness disorientated him. With

agrimace, helungedatHarryagain.
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“Don’t,”Harrywarned; adangerousflickerin hislivid eyes halted Burton.“Don't
make me hurtyou.”

Burtonstopped, knowing thethreatwasveryreal.

“Whatdoyouwant?”

Harryvisibly relaxed, the tensiondraining out of his slim body. “That's better.
Violenceissouncouth, don'tyouthink?”He smiled again, artlessly.

“Listen, you smug—"Burton bitthe expletive off as a nurse walked past; she cast
them a curious glance. Burton waited until she had passed out of earshot.

“You've gotaboutthreesecondstotellmewhatyou're doing here beforeIwring
your scrawny neck.”

Harryfrowned. “There’sjust notalkingto some people,” he affected, pouting. “If
you must know, I've cometo see mysister.”

Harry pushed away from thewall, moving with an easy grace that reminded
Burtonofaballerina. He scowled.

“Youandwho else?”snarled Burton, looking up and down the empty hallway.

Harrylooked hurt.“I'm on myown.” Then he added slyly, “For the moment.”

*

Minawas clearly agitated as Burton, closely followed by her brother, entered

theward.Shewas arguingwith anurse, needing herto do something for her. When

shesawthem, fear crossed her face.
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“Hello, Mina,” Harry said silkily; he bentand kissed her forehead. “So good to see
you'reonthemend.”

Minaglanced atBurton.

“Hewasinthehall;Ithinkhe'salone.”

Harry smiled atthe nurseasshetookherleave.

“Of courseI'malone.Idon’tneed an escortjusttovisitmydearsisterinthe
hospital.”

“Whatdoyouwant, Harry? Where are myfriends?” Mina asked, keeping her
voice low.

“How would I know?” he answered innocently. “Really Mina, ldon'tknow why
you troubleyourselfwiththose...thosevagrants. You should be with me, where you
belong.”

Minaglared athim.

“And asforthis person,”Harry continued, flicking a distasteful glance at Burton.
“God aloneknowswhatyou're doingwith a‘straight.”

“Don’'tyou dare criticize me!”Mina hissed. “Whatyou're doingiswrong, and you
know it. There's noway you can justify the suffering you've caused. Where's your
loyalty? You're my brother, for Heaven's sake!”

“That'sright,” Harry retaliated. “I amyour brother. So, what're you doing with

thatbunch of misfits, placing them before your own flesh and blood? Whatdo you care
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aboutthem?About him?”Harry’'s eyes narrowed, catching the sudden frisionbetween
Burton and hissister. Slowly, he rose up to hisfull height, a sneerwidening his mouth.

“Well, well, well,” he crooned. “Young love, how sweet.”

Burton stepped towards Harry; fists clenched.

SomethinginHarry’'s attitude warned Mina. He was up to something! Harry was
sly, devious. He always had been ever since theywere children. He would never go the
directrouteto achieve hisaims, notwhen he could use subterfuge. He delighted in
tricking people, deceivingtheminto thinking he held their bestinterests at heart.
Harrywas only concerned with Harry, his own well-being, firstand foremost.

Whilst Harrywas distracted with Ade, she probed hismind before hewas able to
protect himself. Shereeled fromthe mental chaos she encountered. Focusing, Mina
filtered throughthe morass of disturbing thoughts, seeking, seeking, and finding.

She gasped, falling back onto her pillows asplitsecond before Harry’s mental
defensessnappedshut.

“Mina!”Burton touched herarm, herface. Shefelt cold, her skin clammywith
sweat.

“Thatwas naughty,” Harry said, standingonthe opposite side of the bed. “You're
not playing fair. That's notlikeyou, Mina.”

Suddenly Mina's eyes flew wildly open, startling Burton. She gasped, her head

lifting from the pillow, looking wildly around, finding Burton.

115



“Ade, the MIBs.” She swallowed hard.“They’re coming!”
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Chapter Fourteen

Reunion

Burton madeagrab for Harry, butasfastas hewas, Harry was faster. He danced
lithely out of reach. Something poppedin Burton’s ears, and he lostbalance, falling
acrossthebed. Before Harry could retaliate further, Mina sent her own mental
“charge”into Harry's mind. Without a sound, her brothersankto thefloor.

Everything happened withinseconds. Noone noticed.Itwas abusyward, itwas
only a matter oftime before they were discovered.

“Ade, snap outofit! Come on, wake up!”Minashook him desperately.

Groggily, Burton heaved himselfto his feet, groaning and shaking his head,
which feltasifitwerefull of cotton.

“The curtains, quick!”Mina urged.

His head still swimming, Burton pulled the curtains around the bed; the nurse
atthe desklooked athim questioningly.

“Bedpan,” Burton mouthed at her,and pulled the curtains entirely around the
bed.

“Gethis clothes off,” Mina said, throwing back the bedclothes.

“Areyousureyou candothis?”heasked, pulling off Harry's boots.
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“Wedon'thave achoice,”Minareplied, removing the shirt.

As Minafinished dressing, Burton bundled Harry's unconscious bodyinto the
bed and pulled the cover up high. His hairwas so similarto Mina’'sitmight give them
precious minutes beforeanyonerealized Minawas gone.

“How long will he be out?”

“Notlong enough,”Minasaidwryly.“Buthewon'tbe able to track us forawhile.
Thatshould give ussome added time. Comeon!”

Notbotheringtodrawthe curtains, theywalked quickly out oftheward. The
nurse atthe deskdidn'teven givethem asecond glance. Burton made sureto keep
between Minaandthe nurse. Once outside, they hurried.

“They're here,” Minasaid asthey headed for the stairs.

“Backway,” Burtonsaid, leading Minato the farther corridor.

Theybegantorun, receiving curious glances from passers-by. Theyignored
them. Burtonwas glad they had only been onthefirstfloor,one moreflighttogo and
theywouldbe out. Astheyturnedthe corner, Burton caughtabriefglimpse ofaman
dressedinblack before crashinginto him. With ayell, they both tumbled down the
wooden stairs, Burtonendingup ontop asthey sprawled onthe lowerlanding. Mina'’s
scream echoedin the stairwell.

llAde!"
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Themaninthedarksuitwasassurprised as Burton astheytumbledtothefloor.
Burton staggeredto hisfeet; themanremained onthe floor, dazed.

“You okay?”Mina asked as Burtonleaned onthewallfor support.

“Yeah, yeah...”hesaid, shaking the stars from his befuddled head. He glanced
downatthe man, whobegantostir.“Sorry...”

Burton stepped over him, took Mina's hand, and hurried on down the stairs.
Theyslowed to awalk asthey exited the hospital. There wasn'tanysign of pursuit.

“Jeez...” Burton paused foramoment.

“What?”Mina asked, concern edging hervoice asshe sawthe shocked
expressiononAde’s face.

“Ithoughtwe’d haditbackthere, thatguyIraninto...”

“You thoughtitwasan MIB?”

Burton smiledwanly. “Scared the shitoutofme...”

“We need to keep moving,”Minasaid.“Comeon.”

“You're notgoingtogetfaronfootinyour condition,” Burton pointed out,
quietlyalarmed athow pale shelooked.

“Wehaven'tgotachoice...”Minamanaged a brave smile.

Thesudden noise of an approaching motorbike startled them both. They only

relaxed whentheysawanordinary courier pulluptothe kerbside.

119



“SweetJesus!I'm gonnahave a heart attackif this keepsup!”muttered Burton as
hewatched the biker switch offthe engine, take a package fromaside panier,and
enterthehospital.

He couldn'tbelieve theirluck! The biker had left the keys intheignition!

“Notluck...” Minasaid weakly, sweat sheened her paleface.

Quickly Burton helped her onto the motorcycle’s pillion.

“Shit!”

“Now what?”Mina asked.

“No helmets.” Burton pointed out. “Ifthe police spot us, they'll stop us for sure.”

“They've gotto catch usfirst,” Minasaid.“Besides, I'd never getahelmetonover
thislot.”Indicating her heavilybandaged head.“Comeon, let'sjustgo.”

*

Throwing cautiontothewind, Burton gunned the powerful engine and tore up
towards Mile End Road via aseries of back streets. Heintended to head out alittle way
andfind somewhere they could restand think things through. Mina clung to him
tightly, her head pressed hard into the space between his shoulder blades; shielding
herself from most ofthewind astheyroared throughthe East End streets.

They had barelygone a milewhen Minastarted to pound him on the back.

“No!No!Stop! We can'tgothroughtheshield! Stop!”
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Burton broughtthe motorcycle about, heading back down towards theIsle of
Dogs. Minarelaxed. For nearly an hour, they circled, meticulously avoiding the psionic
shield and miraculously going unnoticed by the police. Eventually, Burton broughtthe
bike to astop near Mile End Park, atthe top of Burdett Road. They parked the bike
behind arubbish skip and entered the park.

“Thisisnogood, Mina.We need a plan. We justcan'tride around all day; our luck
willrun outsooner or later.”

Mina, paleandlooking haunted, agreed.

“Areyou okay?”Burtonsaid, as Minasagged againstalamppost.“I've been so
busyworrying about getting caughtI'd forgottenyou were hurt. Here, let's sitdown on
thisbench.”

Thereweren'tmanyinthe park, afew mothers pushingstrollersoutforanearly
eveningwalk, and someschool children usingthe parkasashortcuthome.No one
took any notice oftwo teenagerssittingonaparkbench.

“I'm okay, really,” Mina said gamely. “Just alittle woozy, that's all.”

“Thatclinchesit,” Burton said. “We've gottofind asafe place to hide, and quick.
Isn'ttheresomewhere Gary and the otherswould go atatimelike this?”

Minasatbackonthebench, regarding himwith dull eyes.
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“Youmake ussoundasifwe're some sort of eliteteam. We're not. We're just a
bunch ofkids, thrown together by circumstance. We don'tknow how to plan for
something like this.”

“Not‘just’kids, Mina. You've gota God-giventalent; you're special. Usethat
talent, seeifyou cangetany‘sense’ofwheretheothers mightbe.”

Minalooked athimworriedly.

“Tknow it’'s hard. You're tired and hurting, butwe’ve nothing else,” Burton said
softly. “Justtry.”

She sighed heavily.

“Let'smoveintothosetreeswhereit'smoresecluded, thenI'lltry.”

Burtonwatched as Mina composed herself, sitting straight-backed undera
tree, hereyesclosed, herbreathing shallow. Shelooked so pale, sovulnerable. He had
tolook away, secretlywishingthey had justkeptriding the motorcycle north, always
north, untiltheyreached Manchester. No matter howimpossibleitmightbe, he'dfind
ajob,agoodjob, andaplaceto live awayfromthisinsanity, awayfrom London, from
Harry. Exceptheknewitwouldn't—couldn't—happen, notyet. Minawas trapped here
alongwith allthe others, and shewouldn'tabandon them evenifshe could. Until they
solved thisriddle, no onewas going anywhere.

Buthewas patient, he could wait. Itwouldn'tbe easy, nothing worthwhile ever

was. Butthey could doit, together. He knew they could. They just needed the chance.
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Mina groaned; she swayed, holding her head, tumbling over ontothe grass.
Burtonwasbeside herin aninstant, sitting herupright, supporting herin hisarms.

“Mina, Mina, areyouallright?”

“Yeah.”Hervoice sounded sotired.“They're close,” she added with difficulty.
“Thatway.” Her shakily pointing fingerindicated east. Burton frowned.

“Areyousure?”

Mina couldn’tspeak; she barely had the strengthtonod.

“Jesus,” Burton said apprehensively.“Surely not.”

*

Minasleptrightthere, underthetree, warmed by the late afternoonsun
slanting through the almostleafless branches. Burton cradled herin hisarms, content
toletherrest.Itgave himtimetosortouthistroubled thoughts. St. Clarance’s lay east,
barelythree-quarters of amile away. Itwas madness to think Garywould go back
therel Whatwas he thinking? Burton had complete faith in Mina’s strange ability; he
knewshewasn'twrong, eventhoughthistimehe hoped shewas.

*

Two hourslater, Minastirredin hisarms.

“Heck ofatimeforanap.”Hesmiled as hereyesflickered open.

Shewas momentarilyalarmed, relaxing asshe realized where she was.

“HowlongdidIsleep?”
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Burtontold her.

“Areyouabletowalk?”

Shenodded.

Together,they headed forthe parkentrance, handin hand. Leavingthe
motorcycle, they made their way down the Mile End Road.

“Thisisridiculous,” Burton complained.“Allwe’re doingis goingaroundin
circles, likeadog chasingits tail.”

“That'sthewayitis,” Minareplied. “It'sbeenthatwayfor months.”

“Doesn'tmeantosaylhavetolikeit,”growled Burton.

Gettingintothe hospital basementwas becoming second natureto Burton. It
seemed easier eachtime hedidit. They discovered the place wastotally deserted.

“Areyousurethey’re here?It'snotsomesortofresidual feeling, isit?” asked
Burton, peeringintothe nearestalcove.Itwasempty.

“No, it'stoo strong. They're definitely here.” Mina frowned.

“Whatisit?” asked Burton.

“I'mnotsure.”Mina's frown deepened.“It'sjust...they're here, butitfeels...
different.”

“How doyou mean, ‘different? They're either here orthey'renot.”

Minashook herheadimpatiently.
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“Tknowyou're hurting, buttrytofocus.” Burtonlaid areassuring hand on her
shoulder.“Centre onjustone ofthem, Gary.”

Minatried, her expression a mask of concentration. Her eyes popped openin
surprise.“They’reunderneathus,”shesaid.

Burton scanned thefloor, eventually findinga manhole cover. Expecting the
worst, heheaveditup and wasrewarded by adark hole; nothing else, especiallyno
badsmell.

“Ladies before gentlemen.” Hegrinned at Mina.

“Idon'tthinkso,”Minareturned.

“Feminist,” Burton snorted, sittingonthe edge ofthe open manhole.

His questingfootfound anironrungofaladderembeddedinthewall.

“Justdon’tstepon myhead asyoucomedown,”hegrumbled.“And don'tforget
to pullthe cover backon!”

Theydescended ashortdistanceinto acorridor. Ambientlightfrom some
unseensourcewithinthetunnelgave adequatelight.

“Whatis this place?”Mina asked.

“T'venoidea,”Burtonsaid. “Which way?”

Before Mina could answer, someone stepped out ofthe shadows, startling
them. Burtonsteppedinfrontof Mina protectively.

“Youtwo make enough noisetowakethe dead,” Gary English said.
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Chapter Fifteen

DISCOVERY

“Itmakes perfectsense,” Burton said heatedly.

“Absolutely not,” Garyreturned; equally as heated.

“Thisdoesn'tmake sense. MinaandIhave donenothing butget pushed from
pillarto postallday.Itcan'tgoon.Runningisn'tthe answer, fighting backis.”

“Andwho dowefight? Themenin black? It may have escaped your notice, but
they'rearmed, and they’re not averseto using theirguns,”argued Gary.

“They'rejustasymptom.We needto find therootcause,” returned Burton.

“We?" Garysaid caustically.

Burton'sjawtightened.“I'minthisas muchasanyofyou.I've confronted Harry.
He knows me now and believe me, he's notahappy bunny.”

“Evenifwhatyousayisright, there’snowaywe cando anything aboutit. Howdo
we even begin todiscoverwho's behinditall?”

“By notrunningaround like chickens with their heads cut off!” Burton said
emphatically.“Minazapped Harry pretty good. It knocked him out; he's out of it for
now. We can use thatto ouradvantage.

“IfHarryisasegomaniacal asyousay, thenit'sacinch hetriedtofind us afterwe
lefthim embarrassingly naked atthe hospital. Which must mean he'd be totally

exhausted by nowandwould needto rest. Where else would he goto rest except
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somewherewhere he would feel totally safe?”Judging by their eager expressions,
Burtonknew he had them hooked.“Besides,” he continued, “there’s something ‘off’
aboutthiswholething, apartfromtheobvious...”

“Whatdoyoumean?” Gary asked.

“Tdon'tknow,” Burton confessed. “Something...Ican’t put myfingeronjustyet.”

Garyscowled at Burton'svagueness and then continued his previous
argument, “How do we find outwhere Harry's gone to ground? Evenin hisweakened
state, he'd‘sense’anyoneofusinaninstant.”

“Youmaybe, butnotme,” Burtonsaid.“AsfarasHarryis concerned, 'mstill a
wild card. Hopefully, he hasn'tgot my full measureyet.If Mina canlocate him,Ican
follow him."”

“Whatif Mina can'tlocate him?”said Gary.

“She can,”Burtonsaid confidently. “Don't forget, they're brother andsister,
twins. Traditionally, twins have atelepathicrapport betweenthem. Minaand Harry's
gifts makethatrapportevenstronger.”

“Maybethe question should have been whatifshe does find him, whatthen?”
said Gary.

Burtonshrugged.“We'll cross that bridgewhenwe cometoit.”

*
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Theyweresitting ina small utility room deep below the hospital. Various gauges
forthe hospital's central heating system and other utilities adorned the walls, fixed to
hugewooden boardswhich, inturn, were fixed to the walls. Mina lay nappinginone
corner; ablanketdrapedover her. Her facewasinrepose, havingregained alotof her
colour,thoughdarkcirclesstillringed her eyes. The bandages swathing her head had
beenreduced, making hermore comfortable.

Only Garyand Sue Crossley had madeitback. Of Nick Stringer and Declan there
was nosign. Therewas no causetoworry. Gary hadinstilled cautionin all ofthem,
maybe alittletoo much, always preaching, “Better safe than sorry.” Burton constantly
glanced towardsthe entrancetothe undergroundrefuge, hisdark eyeshooded. He
hadn'tmentioned Dec’s little deception. He had his own plans concerning that.

Sitting patiently beside Mina's bed, Burtonwas happytolethersleep,
momentarily lostin hisown thoughts. She had beenthrough alotoverthelastcouple
of days; they all had. His mind dwelled onlocating Harry, fighting down the myriad
concernsthatflooded his mind, finallydeciding thatthings were liable to getalot

worse before they gotbetter.

“No, it'stoo dangerous. Harry mightsense you; he'd have you beforeyou could

blink,” Mina said, nursing the cup oftea Burton had broughtheron awakening.
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“Tdon'tthinkso,” Burton argued.“And you know it. Look atus, Mina, we're
spiraling, goingdown alittle more each day. We can'tgo onlike this. We have tofinda
wayto putanendtothisonourownterms.It'sthe onlywaywe cangetourlives back.
We haveto find outwho Harryisworking for, what they want, where they're based...”

“And thenwhat?”Mina asked.

“Find awayto end thisorgatherenough evidenceto bringtothe police,”said
Burton.

“That'snotgood,” protested Mina. “Whatifthey find out about us, discover what
we cando?We'd becomelabrats, jumping out ofthe frying panintothefire.”

“Maybe,” conceded Burton.“Orwerunoutofplacestorun.Time'snotonour
side.”

Minadidn'tlikeit, yet she knew Burtonwasright. Reluctantly sheagreed to
locate Harry.Itwouldn'ttake much, justatouch, feather-light. The restwould beup to

Burton, another prospect Minadidn'trelish.

He'd never felt so conspicuousinall hislife, ablack man, sittingon aflash
motorbike, worth thousands, inthe middle of the EastEnd of London. Noleathers, no
helmet, looking like hell. Yeah, right. Blend into the scenery. He had washed and
brushed up asbestashecould, wearing aclean sweatshirtloanedto him by Gary,

whichwas alotbetterthanthe bloodstained and dirty t-shirthe had beenwearing for
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thelastthreedays. But hestill stuck outlike aduckin a chicken coop. Burtonwaited
closetowhere he had leftthe motorcycle. Thankfully, he hadn'tthrown the keys away,
which had been hisfirstimpulse. Hewas honestly surprised to find the bike remained
untouched where he had hiddenitbythe rubbish skip. Anotherfirstinthe East End, he
thoughtwryly.

He had left Minawith the others, sitting quietly in her cubicle, cross-legged on
her bed, eyes closed as she composed herself. Assoon asshelocated her brother, she
would let Burton know, telepathically. He still had alittle difficulty taking Mina’s
abilitiesonboard. Great trickifyou could do it he thought wryly.

Feelingvulnerable, Burton moved away fromthe bike, lounging as casually as
he could by anold pubthathad beentaken over, appropriatelyenough, by a
motorcycledispatch company, orsothe crudely painted sign decorating thegrim
black fagade informed him.Judging by the boarded-up doorsand windows, the
company had gone bust.

Hethoughtabout Mina'sand Gary’'sfailingarguments. They knew hewas right,
buttheystill searched for alternatives where there were none. The MIBs were
mercenaries, thugs for hire. Asfantasticand melodramaticasthatsounded, itwas the
truth. They costmoney; so did their motorcycles, weapons, and equipment. Someone
hadto be paying forit, someonebig, someonewealthy. Burtonruled outsome

clandestinegovernmentorganization; theiractions had been too overt. Ditto some
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foreignagency. Besides, itallseemed alittle over the top, too “Hollywood.” Thiswas
homegrown. Domestic.

Itwasallsofar-fetched, incredible, with discernible motive. Butthen, the things
he had witnessed overthelast few dayswere equallyincredible. They had to have
answers. Butwasn'tthatwhathewas doing, stuck out here like a sitting duck? Finding
out?

Ade, why don'tyoujustpaintareal big target on your chestand have donezhe
muttered to himself.

Thenheknewwhere Harrywas. Therewas novoicein his head, notingling, just
instant, precise knowledge. Hewassittingintherearofablacksaloon car moving
slowly eastalong EastIndia Dock Road inthe early evening rush hour. Burtonran for
the bike, started it, and headed down Burdett Road. Harry's chauffeur-driven vehicle
was justapproachingthe bottom end. Without knowing how he knew, Burton
recognizedthe carimmediately eventhough he had neverseenit before:sleek,
shining black, dark tinted windows.

Stoppingin abuslay-by, strictly for the use of, Burton watched the car sitting at
thetrafficlights, itsrightindicatorflashing.Itintended to goonto theIsle of Dogs,
which posed aquandary. The lightswere aboutto change, giving Harry's car theright
ofway. Burtonwould be stranded here onthewrongside of thelights. If hewent

acrossthejunction now, Harrywould see him, especially as he had no masking helmet.
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Whilsthe dithered, thelights changed. Burton cursed. The trafficwas too heavy torisk
jumpingthelights.

Hewatched helplessly as Harry’'s car cruised down West India Dock Road.
Luckily the road was straight, makingit possible to keep the carin sight, butifitturned
off... Burton couldn'triskit. Taking advantage of aslight breakin traffic, hegunned the
powerful motorbike and shotacrossthejunctionamid blaring car hornsand
screechingtyres. One car swervedto avoid a collision as Burton leaned the bike over
and around. With his heartin his mouth, he cleared the junction and tore afterthe
receding car.

Harry's carturned onto Westferry Road, going deeperinto thelIsle of Dogs.
Burton keptarespectful distance. TheywentunderWestferry Circus, taking thefirst
turning offthe roundaboutinto Marsh Wall. Burton didn't see the police car pull out of
behind him.Itwasn'tuntilthe bluelightflashedin his side mirror and the sirenshrilled
thatherealized thedanger. Cursing, Burtonglanced behind. The policemaninthe
passenger seatwaved him overtothekerb.

Harry's carwastwo hundredyards ahead, indicating left. Burton twisted the
bike's throttle wide open and tore off down Marsh Wall; the police sirenwailed louder
asitgavechase.The police car,an Austin Metro, was no match for the powerful
Triumph motorcycle. Within seconds, Burton leftitbehind. Hetook aleft, thenaright,

then two morelefts. Straightahead was Westferry Road again. Heroared onto the
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road; confidentthe police car had already passed it by. He wasn'twrong. Turning right,
herodebackuptowhereHarry'scarhadturned left. Therewas an automaticbar gate
leadinginto anunderground car park beneath animpressive building of bronzed
glass.

Burtondumpedthe bike behind awall, thistime leaving the keys, and walked
casually pastthe bronze building. It rose above him atleastten, maybe twelve floors.
The placewas afortress, discreet, unassuming, buta fortress, nevertheless. Beyond
thebargateleadingintothe basement, therewas asteel mesh barrier, floorto ceiling
rising and falling asvehicles entered orleft, all vehicles were identified by two security
guardsstationedinasmall cubicle beyond the steel mesh gate, aided by cameras,
whichwere everywhere. Burtonimagined a controlroom somewhere withinthe heart
ofthe building, dozens of monitors, manned by uniformed guards, watching the
myriad screens like hawks.

Hefound a café justdowntheroadfromthe bronze building aptlynamed The
Sound Bytes Café. There were several computerslined up on coffee barsfixed to the
walls. As people atetheirlunchesordrank cappuccinos, or fancy herb teas, they
played orworked on computers. As Burton waited for his order, he watched a blue-
suited man, no morethantwentyyearsold, skip through screen after screen, takingin

the multitude of data being displayed. Backhomein Manchester, he hadn'thad time
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forlaptops orgame consoles. Hedidn't havethe money forthem. Herethey were
everywhere! He couldn't even afford a cheap throwaway mobile phone.

Burtonshook his head; technology was taking overthe world. What next?he
thoughtas heleft.

Sipping coffee from a polystyrene cup, Burton casually walked past the bronze
building tothe frontentrance. The entire twelve-storied facade of the building was
glass, gleaminglike deepred goldinthelate afternoon sun, reflecting the heavy
cloudsrollinginacrossthe Thamesthatlooped aroundtheisland.

Itwasimpossibleto seewhatlay behind the glass, especiallyinthereception
area.Onlywhenthe automaticdoors swished openwas Burton allowed an all too brief
glimpse.He gotanimpression of sterility, spartan reception desk, plain, brushed steel
wallswith chrome and glass everywhere, harsh neonlighting adding to the cold
austerity oftheroom. Burton shook his head. Afortress. The company name above
the chromed and glass portico declared that Hi-Tech Motivation occupied the
building. No other company namewas apparent.

Never heard of em, Burton said to himself, finishing his coffee.

Hethrewthe empty cupintoanearbybinand headed backtowards EastIndia
Dock Road. Passing atelephonekiosk, he had asuddenidea. Thekiosk stank of stale
urineandthetelephonedirectory had definitely seen better days, its pages crumpled

andtorn. Herifled throughthedirectory, ormore accurately whatwas left of it,
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frowningwhen he couldn'tfind any listing for Hi-Tech Motivation. He looked back
towardsthe building. Allthat opulence and wealth, so high profile, butno telephone

listing? Burton'salarm bells, tinkling at the back of his mind until now, rang stridently.
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Chapter Sixteen

SEARCHES

Declan McIntireyelledin surprise. Onesecond, hewastalking to Gary English,
the nexthewas grabbed from behind and hurled againstthe wall, hishead cracking
painfully againstthe dirty brickwork. There was a brief, terrifying glimpse of Ade
Burton'sdarkface, twistedin anger, his black eyes blazing like ebony fire. His gold
toothsparkledinthelamplightas hislipsdrewbackinaferalsnarl. Then pain
exploded on Declan’s jaw, snapping his head back, cracking itagainstthe stonewall a
secondtime.

“You...”Suchwas hisrage Burton couldn'tarticulate.

He dragged Declan offthe wall; his fist cocked for another blow.

“Whoa!Holdit! Lethim go!” Gary English hauled the enraged Burton away,
takingthe front of Declan’s shirtwith him.

Burtonstruggled togetbacktothe cringingman. Gary shoved himback,
standing betweenthem like areferee.“What's going on?”he demanded.

“Ask him!” Burton spat, throwing the remains of Declan’s shirtat him.

Decswiped blood from hismouth and nose, glaring at Burton, a mixture of
anger and fear.“Itwas a mistake!Ididn'tknow itwasyou!”

“Bullshit!” Burtonyelled.“You knew!”
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Helunged againatthe cowering man. Suddenly flames leaptupinfront of him,
thefierce heatforcing him back. His conscious mind told himitwas only anillusion,
thrown up by thefrightened Declan, buthe couldn’thelp reacting towhathis senses
told him.

“Stopit! Both ofyou.” Now Garywas angry.

Theflamesdied.

Tension, astightas pianowire, sang like a palpable thinginthe tiny stone room.
Decclungtothewalllike atrapped animal, his colourless, grey eyes wide and afraid.
Spittle gatheredinthe corners of hisworking mouth, turning the blood there a
frothing pink. Burtonitched to getat him, break his scrawny neck, but Gary stood
betweenthem,immovable as arock.

“Willsomeonetellmewhatthisisallabout?”

Inafew curtsentences, Burton explained. Garyjustlistened, turning to Decas
hefinished.

“Well?”

“Itoldyou, itwas a mistake,” Decanswered sullenly. “Ithought Minawasin
trouble.”

“Thenwhy use MIBs to try and scare me off?”demanded Burton, calmer now.
“Minawas semi-conscious, butshe knewwhoIwas.”

“Minadoesn’'tonlyseewith hereyes,” Decreturned.
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Burton bit off hisreply, looking around. “Where is Mina?”

“Here, Ade.”

Shewassittinginthe corner, unnoticed. Burton knelt beside her.

“You okay?”

“Better, nowyou're back.”

Burton lowered hisvoice sothe otherswouldn’t overhear. “Why didn'tyou tell
themaboutDec?”

“No point,”sheanswered.“Hereallydidn'tmeananyharm.”

Burtonwentto answer, but Minatouched hislipswith herfingers.

“Trustme,” shewhispered.

Taking herfingersfrom his mouth, Burton kissed them. “Whateveryou say,” he
said and kissed her forehead.

“There'ssomethingelse...”Minasaid.“Nick hasn'tcome back. Gary thinks he’s
gone after Kelly by himself. He must have gotten caught.”

“Shit..." Burton said softly. “Areyou sure?”

“Assureaswe canbe,it'sbeenhours. Why elsewould he notcome back?”Mina
answered.

Frowning, Burton stood up, facing Gary. “Does the name Hi-Tech Motivation
mean anythingtoyou?”

Sue, Gary, and thestill sullen Declooked atone another blankly.
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“Nothing,” Gary answered forthem.“Should it?”

Burton quickly narrated the afternoon’s events.“Idon'tknowwhothese people
are, butthe buildinglooked prestigious, though there wasn’'tany signage, nothing to
indicate exactlywhattheir business mightbe.The car Harrywasinwas a high-end
luxurylimousine.Icheckedthe phone book. They're unlisted,” he finished.

“Maybe they're anew company,” Sue Crossleyventured.“Or maybethe
directorywasout ofdate.”

“Tdon'tthinkso. The building had asort of ... stability aboutit. Y'knowwhat1
mean? Like the company and building belonged together and fromthelittleIwasable
tosee, Ithinktheyoccupytheentire building.”

“So how dowe find out exactly what Hi-Tech Motivation does?” Gary said.

“It'd help if we knewwhat sortof business theywerein,” agreed Burton. “At least
thenwe'd have adirection tofollow.”

“Itsoundselectronicto me,”said Sue.“Computers, maybe?”

“Orengineering?”’added Gary.

Burtonthoughtaboutitforamoment.“No,Ithink Sue mayberight. The place
had asterile, futuristiclook aboutit; alotofautomata, doors, barriers, cameras.Just
thesortofimage acomputercompanywould like to project.”

“Orthewhole place mightjustbe afrontforsomething more clandestine,

dirtier,” Declansaid from the corner. He was wiping his face with a handkerchief,
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dabbing athisnose.”“Going there might playrightinto theirhands. Oncewewere on
theisland, we'd betrapped.”

Theirshocked expressions madeitobviousthat no one had thought of this
nasty possibility.

“Atrap?” Garysaid.

“Tdon'tbuyit,” Burton disagreed.“Itdoesn't make sense.Iftheywanted youon
theisland, why don'ttheyjustuse the shield, forceyouthere?”

“That’'sapoint,” Suesaid.

No onesaid anything for several seconds, trying to unravel this new piece of the
puzzle.

“We'rewasting time trying to find solutionstounanswerable questions” Burton
said.“We needtotakethings onestep atatime. First, wefind out allwe can about Hi-
Tech.Anysuggestions?”

“Ifwe had amobile phone, itmighthelp,”Sue said.

“Notalotachanceofthat,”snorted Dec.“It's all contracts and monthly bills; you
need ahome address forthat.”

Everyonelooked back atSue; her pale cheeks coloured withthe sudden
attention.

“Oralaptop,”sheadded.

“Todowhat?” Gary asked.
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“Thelnternet,”Sue explained.“If Hi-Tech isa computer-based company, they're
boundto have awebsiteonthe net.”

“Great,” Decsnorted.“None of us have mobiles, soyou suggestwe geta
computer. Fromwhere, The Pound Store?”

“No,” Burtonsaid, his face glowing with excitement. “Atthe Sound Bytes Café!”

*

Theystoodinthe overhangofaportico opposite the Hi-Tech Motivation
building. Mina surveyed the facade; the bronze glass had turned amuddybrowninthe
fadinglight, sombre, gleaming, ominous.

“Itgives methe chills,” Mina said, shuddering and unconsciously moving closer
toBurton.He puta protective arm around her trembling shoulders.

“It'sfaceless, likewhoever's behind all this. Acoincidence, you think?"

“Maybe,” Mina answered.

“D'youstillwantto go throughwith this?” Burton asked. “Youreally don’thave
to.”

“Adouble-pronged attack, that'swhatyousaid. Sue on the Internet, me with my
empathy.”

“Butifyouthinkit'stoodangerous... We'retaking achancethatHarryis still

incapacitated, ifhesensesyou...”
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Minatook hishand, squeezingitwarmly. “We'llrun like the devil at the first hint
oftrouble.”

Burtonwasn'treassured, buthe knewthere was no otherwayto sortthis mess
out.Sue Crossley, Gary,and Dechad goneto the café that, luckily, was one of the few
thatremained openintothe evening. Heand Minahad come here with the express
purpose of using herempathicability to“scan”the Hi-Tech building to seewhat they
could find. Composing herself, Mina closed her eyes whilst Burton kept watch.

Forlong minutesshestoodthere, hereyelids flickering, the colour draining
alarmingly from herface. Burton feared that using her abilities would weaken Mina
further.She had beenthrough so much; thiswasanunnecessaryburdentoaddto her
already heavyload.

She hadn'trecovered properly fromthe blowto herhead. Thebandagesshestill
woreweredisguised under abluesilk scarf, which highlighted her startling green
eyes. Buttherewas no disguising the suffering shewas enduring, regardless of her
brave face.

The minutesticked by.

Marsh Wallwas beginning to get busier asvarious offices turned out forthe
evening rush home; eagerwhite-collarworkers headed for tubes, buses, and train,
thesame eagernessthatallowed Burtonand Minato gounnoticed. The fewwho did

notice merely gave a passing glance atthetwo teenagers as they hurried on their way.
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Minagasped, hereyes snapping open. Burton held her, supporting her limply
sagging body. He enfolded herinto hisarmslike alover'sembrace until shewas
sufficiently able to stand on herown two feet.

“You okay?”he asked worriedly.

Shewas aswhite as ashes, clammy sweat plastering a few wisps of hair jutting
from beneath the scarfto herforeheadin wetstrands.

“Mina?”

“I'm okay, give me a minute,” she said heavily.

Burton held her close; herwildly pounding heartthumped againsthis chest.
She clungto him, breathing hard, the breath raspingin herthroat. Slowly, but surely,
her breathing evened outas her strength gradually returned.

“Whew!” she said wanly. “Iwouldn’tlike to dothattoo often.” She smiled at
Burton's expression.“Don'tlook soworried.I'm okay.”

“Whatdidyousense?IsHarrythere?”

“He'sthere,”Mina confirmed.“I couldn’tsense anyone else, though therewas
something...”

“What? Couldyoutell?”

“No, notreally.Itwas muffled, likeitwas shielded.”

“Shielded?”Burton frowned.“Whyshielded?”
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“Becauseitfelt...unnatural, y’know, asif someonewas deliberately preventing
any formofintrusion, physical or mental.Iencountered black spots, like little pockets
of nothing.Icouldn'tgetbeyondthem.”

“How could they know?Unless...”

“Harry,” Minafinished for him.

“Butwhy?”Burtonlooked atthe gleaming building. “Whywould anyone wantto
protectthemselves sothoroughly fromabunch ofteenagers?Itdoesn'tmakesense.”
Heshrugged.“Idon’tknow. Let'shopethe othershad betterluck.”

“Ade,youdon'tunderstand.Isensed Harry, but no one else. Not Kelly or Nick.

Noone!There’snootherSGsinthe building.”
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Chapter Seventeen

HTM

“Nothing,” Suesaid, uncharacteristicallyangry. “HTM was listed, anditisa
computer software manufacturer. Butthere was no Internetaddress, list of directors,
orwho even ownsthecompany.”Hervoice was filled with disappointment.“I'm sorry.”

“It'snotyour fault.Itwas agoodidea,” Minasaid. “And after whatIdiscovered, I
can'tsayI'mreally surprised.Itseems everywhereweturn, weruninto a brickwall.”

Trafficrumbled by on Mile End Road; the noise dampened by the line of trees
separatingitfrom Mile End Parkas theysatinasmallgroupinthelengthening
shadows, the grass chilland dampinthe early evening air.

“Harrywasoutcold,”Mina continued. "“Adewas righton thatscore. ButIcouldn't
find outmuchelse.It'sobvious thatwhoeverisinthatbuildingdoesn'twantany
unsolicited visitors, of any description. And 'm worried about Nick and Kelly. Ifthey're
notinthatbuilding, where arethey?”

“Maybetheyare being keptin one ofthose blind spots you encountered?”
suggested Sue.

“It'sapossibility...” Mina said doubtfully.

Burtonleaned againstthe base ofatree, dejected like everyoneelse.“There's
onlyonethinglefttodo,” he suddenlysaid.

Theylooked athim.
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“Goinandask.”

The collective stunned expressionswould have been funny under any other
circumstances.

“Areyoukidding?”gasped Gary.

“Why not?” Burton said simply.“Icould gointhere as astudentresearchinga
project. Happensallthetime.”

“Yeah, butnotwhenthere’saresidentempathinthe employ ofafaceless
kidnapperonthe premises,”Minasaid.

“You've already said Harry's out of the picture for awhile.Ioughttobe ableto
passasastudent, notrouble.”

Theyalllooked atone another.

“It's so stupid it mightwork,” Gary said.

“No,” Minasaid emphatically.“No more unnecessary risk-taking.”

“Where'sthedanger? Theworstthatcan happenisthatthey’llthrowme outon
my ear,” Burton said.

“You know that's nottrue,”argued Mina. “If you're recognised who knows what
willhappen?”

“Recognised bywho?I'mjusta college studentgathering research fora project.
Atthefirstsignoftrouble, I'llrunlike the devil, okay?” Burton paraphrased their earlier

conversation, winking at Mina, who scowled at him.
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“Veryfunny,”Minascowled, notintheleastamused.

“Look,Iwon'tbe going beyondthereceptiondesk.IdoubtifI'lleven getthatfar!
Whatelse canwe do? We need answers.”

Noonehadananswer.

“It's settled then,” Burton said, getting up.

*

Hewas really getting fed up walking up and down this same stretch ofroad. He
passedthebighotel ontheleft, the employmentagency on hisright; they were
beginningtoseemlike old friends. Passingunderneath the Docklands Light Railway,
he came outbythe HTM building. Shadows pooled about the lower part ofthe
structure, like the purplerobes of aproud queen; sunlightglinted on the crown.

Itwasthe end of theworking day, almost five p.m. Mina had questioned the
timing, Burtonthoughtitwasjustadelaying tactic; shewasworried. He had said what
bettertimeforastudentjustgetting outofcollege? Thetime framefit. Reluctantly
Mina conceded.

Burtondidn'tslacken his pace. Armed with anotebookandpen, purchased ata
newsagentonthecornerof BurdettRoad, he boldly walked underthe porticouptothe
automaticdoorsthatswished openasheapproached.

Tryingtolookas casual as possible, he sauntered up tothe reception desk

situated three-quarters ofthe way acrossthe cavernous foyer. The airwas
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considerablywarmerin here, and faintly scented; the low hum of air conditioners
served as muted background noise.

Burton'strainers squeaked alittle onthe grey and white marble floor; his
reflection came back at him from dozens of polished surfaces. The foyer was high-
ceilinged, almostan atrium. Long, tubularlights were suspended through the centre
onchromed chains. To hisright, Burton saw more chrome on the stairs, spiraling
upwards. The banister panels were frosted glass, aswere the stairs themselves,
intricately patterned. Non-slip carpet, dark grey, wasfitted to each riser individually.

Atall, blondewomanregarded Burton coollyas he approached the sumptuous
reception desk. Attractive, early thirties, her hairwas styled about her lightly made-up
face, highlighted by herdarkblue serge suit.

Burton beamed his best“Ihopeyoucanhelpme”smile.

“Hi,IwonderifImighttake amomentofyourtime,”hebegan.“Myname’s
Burton.I'mworking ona projectat college about computersandtheirusagein
modern business. Would it be possible to talkto someonewho could give me their
viewsonthe currentclimate withintheindustry?”

Thereceptionistblinked at him; quickly she regained hercomposure.

“Tdon’tthinkso.I'm afraid we have no facility for such ...inquiries.”
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“Oh.”Burton’s face fell. “It doesn't have to be an executive or anything. Anyone
with some knowledge of current affairs and software will do. The office boy?” he
grinned.

Despite hericiness, thereceptionistsmiled too. “Not even an office boy,” she
said.“I'msorry.”

Burtonshrugged. “Sure, Iunderstand.”He turned to go, his plan quickly
flushing down the toilet. “Perhapsyou could answer a few questions for me?” he asked
inalast-ditch effort.

“Well,Idon'tknow.”

“They're nothingincriminating,” Burton pushed.“Just basicinformation, like,
how long has Hi-Tech Motivation beentrading? How many employees are there? Who
ownsthe company?Thatsortofthing.”

Helooked at her expectantly.

“Ms. Gallows, isthere aproblem?”

Ablack-suited man stepped out of one of the elevators situated to theleft of the
desk.He strode across the marble towards them; atwo-way radio clutchedin hisleft
hand. Burtonturnedtoface him.

The manwaswell groomed; crisp, white shirt, wine red tie, neatly knotted. His
dark hairwasshort, parted ontheleft, histannedface clean-shaven. He regarded

Burtonimpassively; eventhough he addressed the receptionist.
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“No, Mr.King.Thisgentlemanis...”

Burton glanced atthewoman, then back atthe newcomer. “Astudent,” he said.
“I'mdoing a projecton computers and justwondered ifitwas possibleto getsome
insightfromsomeoneatHTM"

“Isthatso?” Mr. King said easily, giving Burton the once over, his cool, grey eyes
takingineverydetail ataglance.“Whatsort ofinformation?”

Burtonrepeated whathe had told thereceptionist. “Of course, ifit'san
imposition, I'llunderstand.”

“No, it'sallright,” said King, smiling.“I'm sure we can give you something that
might help you. Hi-Tech Motivationis always eager to help the cause of further
education, especiallyin our ownfield.”He indicated the bank of elevators.“Come on,
I'llgiveyou the two-pennytour.”

Burton’s smile faltered briefly. He hadn't counted on leaving the reception area.
Forabriefsecond, he hesitated, thinking to make his excuses and leave, butthen he
realiseditwastoo late to back out now.

Refixing the smile back on his face, he followed the security manager towards
the bank of elevators.

“So,”King said asthey ascended to thefirstfloorinthe gleaming elevator.

“Where doyou hopeyour studies will take you?”
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“Programming,” Burtonsaid, looking atthe silver and bronze mirrors
surrounding them. The effect was quite disconcerting, seeing so manyfigureswhen
therewereonlytwo oftheminthecar.

“Commendable, but possibly redundant. You realise that?”

Theelevator slowed toasmooth stop, thedoorsslid openwith aquiet hissand
they exited, Burton preceding. Theyturned leftintoalong, thickly carpeted corridor.

“Redundant?”echoed Burton.

They passed doors of brushed steel atregularintervals. Burton noticed swipe
cardterminals ateveryone.

“Of course,”King said. “With Artificial Intelligence computers becoming so
sophisticated, itwon'tbelong before they are self-programmable, audio as opposed
totheold-fashioned keyboard.”

“Sure,” Burton agreed, notsurewhatthe hellhewas talking about. “Butthey’ll
stillneed someonetodothetalking.”

King gave asmall, derogatorylaugh.“Anyidiotwill be ableto do that.”

Burton couldn'thelp feeling patronised by this soft-spoken, well-dressed man.

“How long has Hi-Tech beentrading?”he asked, eagerto change the subject.

“Aboutfiveyears.Ontheisland, thatis. We were originallylocated in the city.”

“Whythe move?” asked Burton.

“Finance. We were offered agood deal ifwerelocated here.”
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“HTM owns the building, then?”

“Itdoes now,” King said emphatically.

“And who owns HTM?”

Burtonfelthisheartbeginto poundas he asked the question, prayinghewasn’t
goingtoofar.

“Peter Fontaynethe Second,” King answered without hesitation. "An American.
Ah, hereweare.”

King stopped by adooridenticaltoallthe otherdoorsalongthe corridor. He
produced aswish cardandranitthroughtheterminal. The door slid back.

AsBurton entered theroom, herecalled the controlroom he hadimagined
earlier,uniformed mensitting atrows of surveillance monitors. Theroom was his
imaginingsmadereal.

“This,” King said expansively, “iswhatyou might callthe nerve centre of the
building, or maybeits heart. From here, we can monitor everythingwithinthe
confines ofthe building, the car park, and theroad.”

As hespoke, King flicked several switches, changing the scene onthe monitor
before himwith every click.

“Thismightinterestyou,”he said.
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Thescreenflickered. Burton’s heartleaptinto his mouth as he saw the building
oppositeonthescreen; thedateinthe cornerwastoday’s, thetime, 1610. Thetwo
people clearlydepictedinliving colour were Mina and himself.

King flicked the switch again. Burton saw himselfinthe same place, drinking a
cup of coffee. Thetime, 1420. Another flick of the switch revealed five figures thistime,
timed atonlyafewminutes ago.

“Perhaps,”King said calmly, “you'd care to explainyour exceptionalinterestin

this building?”
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Chapter Eighteen

FONTAYNE

Burtonstared atthe accusing monitor; hismind raced. “It's notwhatitlooks
like.”

“Oh?"Kingarched an eyebrow. “And what doesitlooklike?”

“We're students, that's all, outon aresearch and fact-finding expeditioninthe
EastEnd.Y'know, computers, dispatch companies, property development, that sort of
thing.”

“Where'syour studentcard?”

Burton gave anervouslaugh, notaltogetherfeigned.“Ibarelyrememberedto
bring my notebook and pen, letalone my card.I'm always forgetting the blessed thing;
askanyoneatthe college.”

“Andwhatcollegeisthat?”

“QueenMary’s,”Burtonreplied, having noideawhat-so-everiftherewassucha
college. He prayed King didn’t know either.

“IfIweretotelephonethem, they'd verify your story?”

“Withoutadoubt,” Burton answered instantly. “Ask for Mr. Walters, he’llvouch
forme,” heembellished.

King eyed him, trying towork outif Burton was bluffing or not.
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“Look.Ifthere’saproblem,I'lljustleave.Ionlywanted information; Ididn't
meanto causeyou anytrouble.”

King was still suspicious. “That mightbe agoodidea,” the security man said
finally. He picked up asmall, coloured brochure lying on a nearby desk.“You can have
this.It'snotmuch, butit’llgiveyousomeideaabout HTM. There's a little of our history
there.”

“Thanks,” Burtonsaid, taking the pamphlet.

King regarded him sternly. “It may be wise notto comevisitingagain.Idon't
thinkwe can be of any further assistance toyou. Do you understand?”

“Sure,” Burton said, putting the pamphletin his notebook.“Thanksforyour
time.Iappreciateit.”

“No problem,”King said. “I'll show you out.”

*

Kingwatched as Burton strode down the pathway asifhedidn'thaveacarein
theworld. The securitymanonly halfbelieved him, butfigured the worst his erstwhile
visitor could have been up towas some sstudent prank.

“Who wasthat, Mr.King?”

King turned, mildly surprised to seeayoungboystanding beside him.He hadn't

heard him approach.King gave aslightinvoluntary shudder;itwasuncanny how the
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boy could dothattime and again. The boy always made him feeluncomfortable, put
himon edge.Kingwasn'tsurewhy.

“Hello, Peter. He was a student, asking forinformationfor a college course,”
answered King as he watched Burton pass out of sight.

“Astudent?”

“Yes,Igave him some promotional stuffand sent him on hisway.”

King founditmildlyirritating to have to answer to a fifteen-year-old boy,
regardlessthathewastheboss'sson. Peter Fontayne the Third was a creepykid. He
always seemedto betherewhenyouleast expected himto be. Always formally
dressedin pressedslacksandshirt, oramade-to-measure three-piece suit. The boy
justwasn'tlike otherkids.Itwasasifhe had grown up too fast, missed his childhood,
thoughhegavetheimpressionitwasnorealloss. Hismotherhad died tenyearsago,
leaving his father, a brilliantbusinessman and entrepreneur, to bring up hisson on his
own. Unfortunately, Fontayne Seniorwas cluelesswhenitcameto children.

Hewas a good-looking boy, stocky, maybe alittle undersized for hisage at4'10".
Heinsisted onwearing his dark brown hairlong, sometimes draped over his shoulders
inshining profusion ortied with ablack velvetribbon. His brown eyes, almost black,
weresodark.Theyhad anintense qualitytothem that always gave the appearance of
seriousnessabouttheboy.

“Haveyouinformed my father of this visit?” he asked.
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“Thaven't.Iintended to make my reportlater,”replied King.

“Don’tbother,'m on myway up tosee himnow.I'lllethim know.”

Soundlessly the boy strode overto the bank of elevators, taking the private one
reserved onlyfor his father and himself, to the penthouse. King visibly relaxed as the
doorsswished closed.

“Definitely a creepykid,” he muttered.

“Iswear,” Burtonsaid.“Iletloosethebiggestsigh ofreliefwhenIgotoutof
there!Jeez!IthoughtI'd been caughtforsure.”

“ITtwas astupidideainthefirstplace, ifyouaskme,”snorted Dec.

“No one /saskingyou,” Garysaid, turning back to Burton.“So, whatd'you think?”

“Tdon'tknow. Whoever designedthe securityinthere certainly hasasiege
mentality; they could see a fly coming a mile away. ButIdidn'tsee anything else
unusual.”

“Youwouldn't, wouldyou?” Decsaid, undeterred by Gary’sadmonishments.
“They'reunlikely to show anythingincriminating, arethey?”

“Maybe not,” Burtonreluctantly agreed. “That's not the point. Everything
lookednormal.Itdoesn't meantosay everything wasnormal, does it?”

“Thatdepends,” Decpersisted.“It's all a matter of perspective; you see what

peoplewantyoutosee. Trustme, I know.”
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Burtonregarded Dec. He didn'tlike the little worm, trusted him less, but he had

apoint.The thoughtdisconcerted him.

Peter Fontaynethe Third padded intothe darkened room like a prowling fox,
silent, alert, confident. Whatlittle light there was, came from concealed fixturesinthe
ceilingilluminating alarge bed againstthe fartherwalland alumpish shape sprawled
beneaththe duvet.Silently the boyapproached the bed, looming over the sleeping
man, a contemptuoussneeron hisyoung mouth.

With total disregard, he snapped onthe bedside lamp, flooding the room with
light. Themaninthebed abruptly satup, shockregistering on his thin, wasted face;
darkringsshadowed hisbrightgreen eyes.

“Whatthe...?”Harry spluttered; he convulsively covered his eyes.

“I'msorry. DidIwake you?” Peter said sweetly.

Harry, eyeswatering, glared at him.“What'sgoingon? Whattimeisit?”

“Thaven'taclue,”said the boy, sittingin anarmchair by the bed, prissily
arrangingthecreaseinhisimmaculate trousers.“Timeyou were awake, I guess.”
Therewasjustatrace ofan Americanaccentin hisvoice.

Harrysnatched thewatch from his bedside table.“I've onlybeen asleep for

three hours! Why'd you wake me up?”
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Theamiable expressiondropped from Peter’sface.“BecauseIwantedto,” he
snarled.

Harry suddenly becamewary,immediately sensing somethingwaswrong.

“Whilstyou've been stinking in that pit, we've had avisitor—Burton.Iwantto
know how hemanagedtoslip pastyou.”Peter’s eyes glittered dangerously.

Harrylicked hisdrylips nervously.“I've been searching forthem all afternoon,
Peter.I'm exhausted.IThavetorestsometime.”

“Itseemseverytimeyourest, theymanageto pull offsomelittle coup. Have you
noticed that? Two square miles, allthetimeintheworld, and you still can’tfind them,
despitethelittle...augmentation toyour abilities.” The boyleaned backin the
armchair, slowly shaking his head.“Iwonder whyIgiveyou houseroom.”

“Becauseyou know that, ultimately, I wi//find them,” Harry dared.

Peter’'s glance flickered snake-like. Harry couldn't help the cold shiver that
rippled up hisspine.

“I'dlike tofind them this side of the next millennia, if that's okay withyou,” the
boysaidinalow, tightvoice.“Withoutany more nastylittle surpriseslike this
afternoon.”

“Sowhydidn’tyou putyour men onto them? Burton would have led them

straighttotherestofthem.”
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Petersmiled, bemused, notdeigningtotellHarry he had already done exactly
that.

“That'syour problem,” he said spitefully.“You thinkwe are both stupid.”

*

“So how canyoutellfroma picture?”Burtonsaid, looking atthe brochure King
had given him.

“Tdon'tknow,” Mina answered.“Ijust... know."

Burtonlooked again atthe three-by-three-inch photograph of the middle-aged
man depicted onthe pamphlet’s cover. Distinguished, well-groomed grey hair, soft
brown eyes, and a confidentsmileonalightlytanned, handsome face.“Peter
Fontaynethe Second”was labelled underneath.

“You're sure?” Burtonsaid.

Minalooked exasperated.“Of course, I'm sure. Whoever is behind all this, it's
nothim.”

Burtonslappedthe pamphletagainsthisthighin frustration, leaning heavily
againstthetreetrunk. Heand Minawereinthe park, inthe same placethey had
gathered earlier. The otherssataboutthem quietly. Darkness was nearly complete as
nightfell; soontheywould have to find shelter for the night.

“Thenwhoisbehinditall?”Burton asked generally, expecting no answer.

“What's Harry doing atthe HTM Building? And where are the rest of the SGs?”
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“Well,Idon'tknow aboutthe others,” avoice floated out of the shadows, “but

me and Kelly arerighthere!”
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Chapter Nineteen

SET-UP

They crowded around them with a million questions. Hands slapped backs;
hugswere exchanged, cries of delight, and disbelief. Everybody spoke atonce, a
confusing melee of voices.

Burton hungback, allowing them time to wear out their welcome, so to speak.
Hewas glad Nickwas back with them, and that he had succeeded infinding Kelly.

Finally, the greetingscametoanend andthe proper questions began.

“How didIfind you?Easy!Ifollowed him!”Nick said, throwingafriendlyarm
around Burton’sshoulders.“There hewas, as bold as brass, strolling down Marsh Wall.
Me and Kelly justtagged along.”

Kelly stepped up to Burton; her deep brown eyes regarded him seriously.

“Inever gotthe chancetothankyouforwhatyoudid,”shesaid, hand extended.

Burtontookit; itfeltsoftand warm.

“Ididn'texactlydoalot,” hesaid.

Itwasthefirsttime he had had agoodlook ather. Burton could see shewas
youngerthan he hadfirstthought, sixteen, seventeen at most. Elfin faced, framed by
luxuriantlightbrown hair, streaked with natural white, hanging to the small of her

back. Only, itwas not exactly light brown.It shimmered, rainbow-coloured, like oil on
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water everytime Kelly turned and caught the light. Her almond-shaped eyes smiled at
him.

“Youdid enough.Ifyou hadn'tdistracted the MIB, I could have beenshot,
instead of justbeing caught.”

“Hardly aknightinshining armourthough, eh?”Burton grinned.

Kelly’'s smile broadened.“You'lldo for me,” she said.

“You stillhaven'ttold us howyou managedto escape,” Gary said.“From what
Ade’stold us, the placewas assecure asthe Bank of England.”

“Luckmainly,Iquess,”Nick said.“And Kelly.”

Kellytook up the story.

“Getting out of myroomwas fairly easy. Imanagedto break the light thatwas
protected by wire mesh. Oncetheroomwasinsemi-darkness, Isimply stoodinthe
cornerandfaded.”

“Youwhat?” Burton asked.

“This,” Kelly replied.

She stepped beneath an overhanging branch, cloaking herselfin shadow. Her
outlineshimmered, her hairshone, and then she justvanished!

“Whoa!”Burton gasped.

Kellylaughed delightedly, stepping backintoview.

163



“Icanblend perfectly with my surroundings, effectively becominginvisible.
Knowing that myroom musthave had hidden cameras, itwas only amatter of time
before someone camelooking.

“Within minutes, two men cametoinvestigate.Ithoughttherewasgoingto be
aproblem asoneofthem stayed by the doorwhilstthe other searched for me. Luckily,
he stood farenough away fromthe doorformetoslip through.

“Ittook me nearly two very nerve-wracking hoursto find Nick, dodging guards,
cameras, and God knowswhatelse.”

“How did you know Nick was there?” Mina asked.

“Toverheard two guardstalkingwhenthey brought me ameal.'Somekid with
theweird eyes,'they said. It could only have been Nick.”

“Hey, watchwhoyou're calling weird!” Nick protested.

Winking at him, Kelly resumed her story.

“Tknew he'd neverbe ableto getoutofthere by himself, soIthoughtI'd give him
ahelpinghand...”

Nickmadeafaceather.

“The problemwas allthe doors seemed to be automatic, aswell as being
secured.”

“Whatwerethe doors made of?” Burton asked.

“Metal, steelIthink.”

164



“Thesameasthe HTM building,” he commented.

“Howdid you getasecurity card? You never did tell me,” asked Nick.

“You don'twantto know,” Kelly answered coyly.

“Tdonow!"retorted Nick.

“Well, ifyoumustknow, Ifollowed one ofthe guardsinto atoilet.Iintended to
knock himoutifIcould, butluckily hetook his jacket off before goinginto a cubicle.”

“Tacky.”Nick grimaced.

Kelly colouredscarlet.“NexttimeI'llleave you there! Anyway,” she turned back
tothegroup, “Istole his swish card and got Mr. Ungrateful there, out.

“Ttook himto anelectrical cupboardIhad discovered earlier,and we smashed
everythinginsight. Alarmswentoff all over the place, and the main lighting went out.

“We discovered we were onthe eighth or ninth floor of atower block. The only
way togowasdown.”

Here, Nicktook up the story.

“Iledthewaydown, using the card aswe went. We managed to gettothe
ground floorwithoutbeing detected. The strange thingwas there didn'tseemto be
anysortofcommotiononthelowerfloors. Everything seemed normal, noalarms, no
onesearchingforus.

“We were tempted towalk straight outthe front door, butdecided to play it safe.

We found ourwayintothe basementand found accessto the sewers.
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“Following them, we got out the first chance we got, ending up atthe farther
end of Marsh Wall. That'swhenwe saw Ade and, hey presto!”

Leaning againstatree, Burtonfrowned. Darkness was settlingaround them
like awitch’s black robes; a breeze sighed throughthe branches. He felt uneasy,
suddenlyveryvulnerable.

“So, youreallydon'tknowwhat building youwere in? Still, you were lucky to get
out,” Garysaid.

“Toolucky.” Burton appeared beside Mina.“Isawthatplace.Iwasinthe control
room.Amouse couldn'tget out withoutthem knowing.”

“Wewere quieter than mice,” Nick assured him.

“Mina, canyousense anyonenearus, any...danger?”Burtonwasloathtouse
theword.

“Icantry,”Minasaid, concernglowingin hergreeneyes.“Whatisit, Ade? What's
wrong?”

“ITdon'tknow. Something doesn'tfeelright.Itallseemstoo easy,” hereplied
tightly.“Canyoudoit?”

Minanodded.

Asshestoodintheleaofatree, Nickmovedtotheedge ofthe small parkland
copse.Slipping off hissunglasses, he peered into the gathering darkness. The others

waited tensely.
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“Ade, there's people outthere. Close, very close,” Minasaid, hervoice wavering
inshock.

“Iseethem,”said Nick, hurryingtothe otherside ofthetrees.“We're
surrounded!”

“Tknew it!” Burton cursed.“Your escapewas a set-up!”

“We'd better splitup and make arunforit,” Decsaid nervously looking around.

“No!”Burtonturnedto Gary.“That's allyou everdo, splitup, run.”

“Whatarewe supposedtodo?”Garyreturned.

“Earlier, Mina said youwere justa bunch ofkids. You know nothing about
fighting.Isay, it'sabouttimeyoulearned. Fightback!”Burtonsaid earnestly.

“Againstguns?”Mina asked.

“You don'tneed guns! You're different. Beateam; worktogether.”

Uncertainty hung betweenthemlikeaninvisible wall.

“Ifwe’re goingtodo something, Isuggestwe doit now,” Nick whispered
urgently. “They're getting awful close.”

Almostinonemind, theyfellbackamongstthetrees, picking up fallen
branches, stones, anything thatwould serve asa makeshiftweapon.

“Okay,” Garywhispered as they huddled together, “we move out towards
Confusion, Nick, you andKellylead. Keep together, keep low, move fast, watch each

other'sback, and for God'ssake, be careful!”
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Burton automatically droppedinbeside Mina.She smiled at him bleakly.

“It'sgonnabeallright,” hewhispered encouragingly.

Theymovedoutinasingleline, guided by Nick's uncannyvision and hidden by
thefalling dusk. Theywereamongthethreeleather-clad men beforethe MIBs
realised, takingthem completely by surprise. Seemingto appear outofthin air, Kelly
tripped one as Nickrushed forward and clouted him across the back of his
unprotected neck with a hefty branch. The manwentdown like a sack of flour. Gary,
crouchinglowbehindabush, lashed out quickas asnake atthe second MIB, catching
the man lowwith awell-aimed kick. Themanrolled, cameup ononeknee, the weird
automaticriflelevelled at Gary, who grabbed the barrel with both hands. His hands
glowed brightly, and the man cried outin pain, snatching his hands away fromthe hot
metal. Quickly Garyreversed theweapon, and usingitlikeaclub, felledthemanina
swinging blow to his helmeted head.

Decsurprised athird MIB by simply rising up out ofthedarknessinfront ofthe
startled man, who sawa huge, snarlingwerewolflooming over him, jaws gaping,
salivadrooling. He screamed as Dec held his gaze, lashing outwith arock, connecting
solidlywith theside ofthe man’shelmeted head, staggering him. Decfollowed

through with afist. The MIB tumbled to the ground, senseless.
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Thentheyran.Notinadisordered panic, noteverywhichway, buttogether,
silently, alert. Burton glanced back; aworried expression still etched on hisface. They
were clearwithin minutes, and Burtonrelaxed, buthewasstill troubled.

Theremaining pursuershadn’tevenrealized the birds had flown the coop,

taking care of three of the foxesinthe process!
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Chapter Twenty

GAMES

Themusicwas as sweettothe earasground sugartothetongue,fillingthe
cavernous roomwith emotionally charged strains attained only by long hours of
practiceand adeepfeeling forthe music. Peter Fontayne the Third had neither.
Though he played like avirtuoso, his slimfingers dancing over theviolin frets, the bow
caressingthestrings, he merely mimicked thatwhich he had heard only once. The
roomwas acoustically perfect for the delicate purity emanating fromtheviolin; the
music flowed. Sighing heavily, Peter broughtthe pieceto an end, taking the
instrumentfrom beneath his chinand standing motionless asthelastdying notes
faded away.

His stocky figure wasreflected in the huge window thatdominated the east
wall, darkagainstthe night. EastLondon sprawled out below across the sparkling
ribbonthatwasthe River Thames. Athousandlights, warmly glowinginthe blackness,
filled the night, twinning their brightnessin the serpentine strand of water.

“Of course..."hesuddenlysaid.“The piece actually requires three strings. But
playedsolo, Ithinkitstill retainsacertain charm, don'tyou?”

Harry Crimmistirred himselfonthe leather sofa; the only piece of furniture
contained withinthe massiveroom.

“Yeah, itwas okay, Iquess,” he answered, totally bored.
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Peter cocked awell-shaped eyebrow athim as he returned theviolinand bow
backtoitsstand.

“Just’'Okay?” hesaid.“Iswear, Harry, you're nothing but a Philistine.”

Harry scowled.

Walking thelength ofthe glass wall, Peter leisurely adjusted his cuffs beneath
hisimmaculatelyfitted, dark blue Armani suit; the silk seemed to whisper as he
moved. Hisblack patentleathershoes gleamed. Helooked older than fifteen.

Man,Harrythought. Heis older, by about forty years!

“ButIwouldn’texpectyouto appreciate the aesthetics of Pachelbel,” Peter
continued.“You barelyrise above your own basiclusts.”

Harry eyed the boy’s back, so contemptuously turnedto him. How he'd love to
shovethe smuglittle bratthrough his own penthouse window. Watch his perfectly
clothed bodyflop end overend ontheway down, smashingitselftoabloodyruinon
the pavementfarbelow. He knew he wouldn'tdoit; he was too weak; too afraid. What if
he made a mistake...? Butstill... Itwas a nicethought.

The boywas peeved, very peeved. His snide provocation was his effete way of
working outhisrage, or, as Peter continuallyreferred toit, hisslightirritations. Mina
andtheothershad escaped Mile End Park. They had unexpectedly foughtback, which
had caught Peter by surprise. The boy scowled briefly; hedidn'tlike being caught

unaware. Whatreally galled himwas that his carefully laid plans had come to nothing,
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the orchestrated escape of Stringer and the girl, the discreet tail, the dispatching of
the“hired help,” onlyto havethemslip away. A//of them!

“Tdon'tknowwhyyou justdon’tround thewhole bunch ofthemup and have
done,”Harrysaid, sitting up. “Stop playing games. They're running out of places to
hide, bringthemin, enditallonceand forall.”

Peter remained facing the window; his hands clasped behind his back. “I'm not
ready forthatyet,” he said.

“Thenwhybother keeping tabs onthem?Why send men out afterthem?1It
doesn'tmakesense.”

Theboywassuddenlyinfront ofthestartled Harry, his eyes blazing. “Because it
pleases me!” he hissed. “BecauseIwantto. WhatotherreasondoIneed?”

“I...Idon"tknow,” stammered Harry.

“That'sright. You don‘tknow.” Peter straightened his jacket, turning back to the
window. “You thinkIwantthem dead, don'tyou?” hesuddenly asked.

“Don'tyou?”Harry asked.

Theboyshookhis head slowly, asif hewereindulging a naive child. “Harry,
Harry, Harry,” hesighed. “Allthat powerinyour head, andyou haven'tgotaclue, have

you?”
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Harryfelt his cheek’s colour angrily.“Perhapsifyouletmeinonyourplans,I
wouldn'thave to constantly blunder aroundinthe dark. What the hell doyou want
them for?”

Slowly Peter turned; his face expressionless, his eyes glittered dangerously.
Harry swallowed hard. Eventhough he stood afoottallerthanthe boyand probably
weighed twiceas much, he knew hewasn'ta match for Peter. Three monthsago, as he
wandered idly aroundthelowerfloors, Harry came across the building’s private
gymnasium.The boywasintherewith threeverycapable-looking martial arts
trainers; all four of them were dressed inthose crazy white suits.

Thethreemensurrounded Peter, who looked very small and frail by
comparison. Harrywatched what heinitiallythoughtwas atraining exercise, and then
he sawthe men attackin earnest. Within seconds, two of themwere unconscious; the
third was leftnursing abrokenleg. Foroneinsanesecond, Harrythoughtithad beena
set-up, that Peter had seen himandwanted toimpress him, butitwasreal, even
thoughwhathe had justwitnessed wasn't possible! Itwaswhen Harry saw the blood,
theshattered bone poking obscenelythrough the ruptured flesh. Sick to the stomach,
herealized theincredible truth. Hisrespect and fear ofthe boy, rocketed by abouta
thousand percentthatday, and here hewas, provoking thelittle bastard!

“Relax,” Petersaid, readingthe obvious fear on Harry'sface.“You're safe.”

*
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Reluctantashewastoadmitit, Peter knew Harrywasright. Hewas playing
games.Alone, he'd had timeto think, to consider his next move. Languidly, he made
his next move on thevirtual screen, watching the monitor as hisunseen opponent
answered his gambit.

“Predictable,” Peter said, bored.“Matein four.”

He broketheInternet connectionwithoutbotheringtoendthe chessgame.
Wasthere nothing, orno one, capable of giving him an adequate challenge? Mustit
always bethis easy?

Hestudied the second screen.“Mateinthree,” he muttered. Athird monitor
glowed."“Same,” he said. Afourth monitor. Afifth, itwas allthe same. Hethought that
playing chess, even multiple games onthe netwould prove a suitable diversionfor
him.Ithad not. Disqusted, he broke theInternetconnections. Broodingly he sat back
in his chair, laying his head againstthe cushionedrest, hisfingers steepled under his
chin. Computers, music, art, languages, math, quantum mechanics, calculus, thelist
wasendless. Atfirst,ithad beenahunger, athirstforknowledge, as necessary as
oxygen. Growing, expanding, becoming anunstoppable monster,the more he
learned, the more he Aadtolearn.

Only“learn”wasn’texactly therightterm.Hedidn'tlearn. Heunderstood,
intuitively, naturally; on some subconscious level thathe didn't quite comprehend...

yet...And which, conversely, was now his Holy Grail, the need to know why he was what
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hewas. He'd study, then he justknew. Any subject, EVERYsubject. The knowledgeitself
wasn'taproblem.He soakeditup likeasponge, retaining everyiota ofit.Ithad
frightened him atfirstwhen hewasveryyoung. Whowouldn’'t have been afraid? What
did asix-year-old know? Anormal six-year-old.

Itwasn'tlong before herealized that hislearning ability wasn'tnormal,
whatever normalwas. Itbroughtunwelcome attention untilhelearnedto hideit. That
wasthe hardestpart, acting asifhedidn'tknow the answertothe mostbasic
questions, barely stopping himself from correcting his tutorswhen they misquoted or
misinformed about certain facts. Knowledge broughtahard price. Loneliness. Atfirst,
he hadn'tminded. Hehad beentoo busy“learning,” except attimeslike this. What
goodisknowledgewhenyou have no peerstoshareitwith?

He didn'tremember his mother,who had died when hewas five, leaving himan
orphan.Shewastoo busybeing asocialite, jetting all over the“in” places with her so-
called friends, leaving himto be raised by an endless stream of nannies. Anorphan, at
least, withthe amountoftime hisfather spentwith him overthelasttenyears, he
mightaswellhave been. His mother’sdeath, from cancer, had hithis father hard. Peter
Fontayne the Second had never beenthe same after seeing the slow, painful wasting
away of hisdarlingwife. His father had been quoted assaying, “Itwasn'tdying; itwas a

blasphemy.”
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Whenfinally, thankfully, Katharine Fontayne died, sodid a part of her husband.
He plunged himselfinto work, concentrating on building a huge computerempire
thatsweptover America, andthen Europe. He forgothe had ason. Peter Fontaynethe
Third was cared for by nannies, taught by tutors. Allcame towonder at, and thenfear,
the child's precociousness; hislearning ability was almost preternatural. Instinctively
he knew secrecy was a necessity, especiallywhen his physical abilities beganto
manifestthemselves. Like his mental abilities, his body grew strong, though without
the pronounced musculature normally associated with strength.

Hewas agreatdealstrongerthanhelooked. His body had the ability to adapt,
harden, which made sportslike martial arts abreeze. Again, exceptwhentraining, the
ability had to be downplayed to satisfy curious eyes. Butthen something else
happened, something both terrifyingand exhilarating atthe sametime.Itwasasifhe
were a caterpillar fighting itsway outofacocoontoemerge, spreadingitswings like a
magnificent butterfly... He evolved; his abilities manifested on an entirely different
level,amuch higherlevel.

Evennow he hadn'tfully realized the full potential of his new abilities. He was
stilltestingthem, reaching outto unbelievable limits, and still they grew... He was ten
yearsold.Itwasthen he asked for,and received, avery powerful computerwith afull

range of software. Withinayear, hewas writing hisown unique, and private,
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programs. He had the computer doing things other programmers could onlydream
of.

He secretly studied the world's stock markets, properties, banking, and
consumables. Even atthatearly stage, aglimmer ofaplanwassurfacingin his
incredible mind. He accessed hisfather’'scompanyrecords, his holdings. Hewas
mildly surprised by hisfather’'sachievements. Though, he noticed several areaswhere
therewasroomforimprovementin production, costing, and efficiency.

Peter knewthatone daythecompanywouldbe his. Thatwould beadayto
remember. The business world wouldn'tknow what hitit, especially the computer
sector.

Butthatwasforthe future. He had moreimmediate concerns.

Getting up, heimpatiently paced the dimlylitroomfilled eerily with glowing
computerscreens. Helooked atthe machines; he bothloved and hated them. They
were functional, capable ofintricate tasks and complicated programs. One ofthe
Twenty-firstcentury’s greatestinnovative achievements. Unthinking, unfeeling, yet
they had purpose, whetherthe machineswere aware of itor not. Who was to say that
atsomefuture date, artificial intelligencewouldn'tbecome areality? Computers that
were sentient, free-thinking. Whatwould they be able toaccomplish then?

Petersmiledthinly. Theywould still be slaves, menials, butmenialswith a

purpose, self-knowledge. Something he didn't possess, no matter how hard he sought
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it. He didn'tknow what made him what he was, what gave him his special abilities. That
irked him.Allother knowledge was potentially at his fingertips, exceptthe origins of
his strange powers.

When hediscovered therewere otherslike him, he couldn’tbelieveit.It started
with Harry Crimmi, and then awhole plethora of possibilities opened up. Ways of

discoveringwho, orwhat, hewas. Finally, achance to know...
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Chapter Twenty-One

HISTORY

Thetelephonetrilled, the secure number. Peter picked itup.

“Yes?"He knew hisvoicewould be distorted to the caller, electronically altered to
sound like his father

“Sir, the security suiteisready.”

Peter paused, mainly for effect.“Thankyou.T'llbethereshortly. Cleartheroom.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Petersmiled and replacedthereceiver.

Theboylooked outintothe darkness. Afine rain had beguntofall; silver
dropletstracked downthewindow. Peter’'s thoughts drifted backto Harry.

Harry.

Harrywasafool. Hedidn'teven begintorealise his own potential; none of them
did. Everyone ofthe specially gifted people he had encountered, towhatever degree
they possessed aspecial ability, chose to bury the knowledge, ignore the possibilities,
refusing to accepttheir powers, letalone usethem. Whatwondersthey could perform
ifonlytheywouldjustletgo and release the full potential of their natural abilities?
Making them grow to theverylimits. Peterrealizedalongtime ago, by usingone’s

abilities, the abilities grew exponentially. Insomeinstances, itdidn't matter where the
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ability was essentiallybenign.In other, more prevalent or practical abilities, the
potential was enormous.

His own abilities were growing daily, mentally and physically. Harrythought he
was justaspoiltrich kid, out for some petty revenge. How narrow-minded could you
get?Whathad he said aboutthe SGs? Hewanted them dead? Peter gave a humourless
laugh. Hedidn'twantthem dead; he wanted to study them, know them, and
understand where these abilities originated from. He wanted to know!

Theunderstanding eluded him. Despite hisawesome mental capacity and
intuitiveness, hewas unableto penetrate the mystery. Afterinterrogating dozens of
specially gifted people, instigating myriad tests, probing themin every conceivable
manner, hewas no nearertosolvingtheriddle. He had taken tissue and blood
samples, studied their histories. All for nothing. His appropriation ofthe SGswas
minorinthe beginning. They protested, were even afraidin someinstances but a few
hundred pounds soon quieted their objections. Later, after he had shown Harry how,
theirmindswere cleared of any memory of the experience and they were released
nonethewiser.

He could do somuch, learning more every day, buthe couldn'ttear aside theveil
thatblinded hisunderstanding, his“knowing.” It frustrated him, it galled him; and
worstofall,itobsessed him. Untold finances, unlimited resources, and manpower all

availed him nothing; hewas going nowhere.
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Eventhough hewasonlyfifteen, he was basically financiallyindependent;
thankstovariousfalse bankaccounts setup monthsagothrough averyintricate maze
ofidentities; all totallyuntraceable. Everything had been so easy.

Accounts, stocks, big cash transactions, noone any thewiser. Harry had been
rightinthat context.Ilthad been agame, diversions, somethingto occupy himfora
fewdays, doingitjusttoseeifitcould be done. Like everything else, itsoon became
boring, eventhoughitstillmade him smile tothinkthatno one had the faintestidea
what he had accomplished, never suspecting thataboy hisage could have created his
own financialempire and research divisionrightundertheirvery noses.

Thedayhe saw Harry Crimmiperforming “mind-tricks” at Covent Garden
changed Peter’s life forever, even though“discovering” Harry had both been a blessing
andacurse. Peterimmediately saw that here, atlast, was a challenge worthy of his
growingtalents. He had instinctively known there was more to Harry's “tricks” than
mere deception. Hewas“mind-reading” for real. Peterimmediately had Harry
followed, watched around the clock whilst he planned his next move.

Andthentherewasjonas Stagg, adiscredited bio-geneticist. Peter had already
decided thatthe answers he sought mightbeburied inthe genetic make-up ofthe SGs
andfindingJonas Staggwhilsttrawling theinternet seemed fortuitous. As Peterread
Stagg'schequered history, aplanwas already formingin hismind. Stagg provedto be

the perfect choice fortheworkPeterhadin mind, providing there was enough
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monetary considerationto assuageanyscruplesthatmightarise.Stagg, itseemed,
was avery bitter and cynical man, believing the scientificcommunity had treated him
badly, disrespecting whatthey considered dubious researchinto pre-natal subliminal
teaching. After beingdirectlyresponsible for causing atleastfive miscarriages, hewas
stripped of hislicense and totally ostracized by the scientific community. Itwas only
pureluckthat prevented him from being prosecuted, having had the women—who
were handsomely paid—signwaivers absolving Stagg from any responsibility in his
“trials.”

Peter neverhad any personal contactwith the people he manipulated.
Everythingwasdonebytelephoneortext; alltraces deleted seconds after contacthad
beenmadebyasimpleapplication of hisown design; notrace, no electronicfootprint.

Everybody believed they were acting under orders from his father, allswornto a
non-disclosure agreement, top secret...

Allthe testing, blood work, DNAwas done by unsuspecting personnel
specificallyemployed forthe task underthe management of Stagg. Together they had
created asmall butwell-equipped biology division stationed in alittle used areaon the
topfloorinaquietsection ofthe HTM Building, part of Peter’s private suite forthe sole
purpose of studying the SGs, but for allintents and purposes, nothing out ofthe
ordinary hadyetbeendiscoveredintheir genetic make-up, whichwas annoying,

frustrating and surprising allatonce.
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Finding Harry Crimmimade allthe things Peter had done to date suddenlyfall
into place, almostasifhe had known allalong events would come to thismomentous
climax.The bankaccounts, the personal security systemsinstalled onthetop three
floorsofthe HTM building, where he and his father had apartments.Itallmade sense.

Peter smiled to himself.

JamesKing, hisfather'ssecurity chief, wasn'teven aware a secondary security
system had beeninstalled! Some security chief, butthenyou couldn'tblame the poor
man. After all, he hadbeen dealingwiththeboss'sson.

The boylaughed quietly; hissombre mood momentarily rose.

OncehehadHarryinhissights, Peter had realized he would need further help,
“professional” help, mento help track down and apprehend SGs for examination. That
proved easier said than done.Thatsortofinformationwasn't freely available onthe
internetunlessyou knewwheretolookontheso-called“Dark Web.” That minor
exercisewas provingto beveryfrustrating, untilone of King'sown men gave himthe
vitallead hesoneeded. Peterengaged the man, Marshall, in conversation after
hearing him talkaboutsome ex-army friends who werefinding life on Civvy Street
hard.Once nameswere named Peter had notroublelocating them.

Once again, no physical contactwas made; everythingwas done through
intermediaries, mainly Stagg. Money up front, balance on delivery.Itwasn'tlong

beforethe mercenaryleader, Nichols, was ona massive retainer, which circumvented
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any potentially awkward questions. Nichols, like Stagg, believed life had handed him a
raw deal, specifically the British Army. Twenty years, rising to the rank of Sargeant
Major, thenretirementfromthe armybroughthomeaterrible truth. Onceagaina
civilian, Nichols discovered there was no work, which meant no money, whichled to
therapid depletion of what meagre savingshe had. Then hediscovered hegotno
supportfromsocial services, no benefits,and ended up onthe streets, homeless. A
common plightexperienced by many ex-servicemen. Nicholswas notpleased. Then
he gotan offer of work, no questions asked. Nichols didn’t care. Aslong as a paycheck
was depositedin his bank accountevery month, he was happy.

Like Stagg, Nichols always believed he was working for Fontayne Senior. There
was noreasonto alleviate either ofthem of the notion. Imagine, Peter oftenthought,
both menwouldfreak outifthey knewtheir bosswasyoungerthan Stagg’'sownson!A
son, Peter discoveredwhenresearching Stagg’s background, thathadn'tseen his
fathersince hisfirstbirthday.

“Sounds familiar,” Peter remembered commenting atthetime.

Thatwastwoyearsago, andwhathad he learned sincethen? Nothing! Peter’s
own special ability failed him onlyin this context.Itdidn'tseem toworkon peoplelike
himselfor SGs. Why?He justdidn’t know.

He had notrouble“sensing”other gifted people, butthat'sasfarasitwent.It

wasn'tenough. Hewanted, needed, to know whyhe and they were so special. Even
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Harry, afteralittle “persuasion,” couldn’t break through another SG’'s mental barriers.
He could sensethem more acutely than Peter, even atgreatdistances, butnothing
else.

Herding the more specially gifted ofthem togetherinacontrolled areaseemed
tobethenatural progressionandyetanother problemto be solved. Themeansto
accomplishthiswereyetto be devised.Itwasinseekingoutthe source of the SGs'
varying abilities, which had continued tointrigue him, thatan answer was
inadvertently found.

He discovered thatahigh percentage ofthese“powers” were neural-based,
manifestingthemselves on aphysical level. Theuncharted regions of the brain
somehow made these fantastic abilities fact. His experiments with microwaves
revealedthata certain frequency stimulated an SG's particular brain pattern, patterns
thatwereunlike anyfoundin“normal”humans.“Normalhumans.” Peter hated that
expression.Italwaysreminded him of those terrible B movies of thefifties they always
seemed to show on late-nighttelevision.

Butitwasanaptdescription.

The microwavesdidn'tharmthe SGs, buthad the peculiar effect of attracting
themtoitssource, like mothsto aflame. Using his own transmitter, he had been able
to piggyback, undetected, on commercial airwaves nationwide.Itwasn'tlong before

Harrybegan sensing several Specially Gifted Peopleintheimmediate area. Peter then
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activated asecond, moresinister, version of the microwave. Like thefirst, this
frequencywouldn'tkill, butitdidinduce unbearable painto any SGP who entered the
generatedfield. Unfortunately, itwasimpossible to narrow the field down below two
square miles. Butitsufficed.Itkeptthe SGslocal, making Nichols'sjob alot easier.

Peter paused by a glowing wall of VDU screens; thousands of stars seemed to be
flowing through the monitors, the endless tracklessness of cyberspace.

The onlycommondenominator he had foundin almost every SGwasthe
reluctancetousetheirpowers. Thisstemmed fromthe factthatusingtheir abilities
oftenlefttheminanunpleasant, weakened state. Harry had been one ofthe few
exceptionswhich, perversely, had been hisdownfall. Peter had shown him how to use
his power; enhanceitbeyond hiswildestdreams, to exploitit. Harry had takentoitlike
aducktowater, eventhough using his enhanced ability drained him to the point of
collapse.

Ithadn'thelped Peterin hissearch forthetruth, forthe knowledge he so
desperatelywanted. He gazed into the screen, unseeing.

“Oneway ortheother,I'll find out,” he muttered.“Damned if Idon’t’

He glanced at his Rolex. The Security Suite beckoned.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

DECISIONS

JamesKingwatched as Peter Fontayne the Third entered the elevatoronthe
fifteenth floor ofthe HTM Building. He snatched up the telephone, stabbing the pre-
dial buttontotheboy’s mobile phone; afamiliarvoice answered hisinquiry.

“Peter?”

“Yes, Mr.King, whatcanIdoforyou?”

“Maylaskwhyyou are stillawake at thistime of the morning?It'salmost2a.m.
Doesyour father knowyou arestill roaming about the building?”

King heard thelong, exaggerated sighonthe otherend oftheline.

“I'm alittle restless tonight, Mr.King.Ithoughta breath of fresh airwould help
mesleep.SoIthoughtIwould gototheroof ofthe penthouse.Youhavenoneedto
worry; Iwill returnshortly.”

“Allthesame, Peter,Idon'tthinkit'sagoodideaforyoutobestillupsolate,
especiallywithoutinforming me. Your father has entrusted the building’s security to
me, whichincludes all personnel.I'm afraid you are not excepted from the brief.”

“I'msorry, Mr.King. Of course, you are right.Ishould have letyou know; I
apologise.But, asIsaid, Ishall returnshortly.Ithankyou foryourconcernandyour
diligence.”

Thelinewentdead.
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“Blast!”King cursed quietly to himself. “Little shit!”

He hateditwhenthelittle bratdid this, which, herealized, was becoming more
and morefrequent. King'sfinger hovered overthetelephone’s dialing pad hesitantly.
He oughttoinformthe boy's father.King replaced the receiver, remembering the last
timethissituation arose. Peter had caused such afuss, accused him of spying on him.
Fontayne Seniorhadn’tbeentooimpressed with allthe hullabaloo over arelatively
minorincident. Minor, until the kid goes missing, King thoughtsourly.

He'd give Peter forty-five minutes. Ifhewasn'tbackin hisroomsbythen, he'd
callandinsisthereturnimmediately. Failing that, he'd callthe boss, only thistime he'd

bereadytoduck.

The automaticdoorswished closed, thelock quietlyengaging as Peter entered
the dim room, whichwas mainlyilluminated by awall composed entirely of VDU
screenslikethe onesinhisrooms, onlythese were notfor playinggames. Hisslim
fingersdanced overthe keyboards. The scenes onthe screens changed continually,
showingvarious areas of the East End of London, the rain-soaked streets mainly
empty of people and devoid of all but a smattering of traffic. Peter broughtup the
afternoon’slogs, buttheydidn’ttell him anything he didn’talready know. Therewas no
signofHarry'ssisterand her friends. They seemedto have disappearedforthe

moment after the botched attemptto capture themin Mile End Park.
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Peter'smobile phonevibratedinthe side pocket of his jacket. Takingitout, he
saw Stagg’'snameonthetinyscreen.Sighing heavily Peter depressed the “call” button.

“Yes."

“We've gota problem,” Stagg said without preamble.

“Really?” Peter said calmly. “And what problem is that?”

“McAvey’'sin police custody.”

“So? Getareplacement. That'swhatIpayyoufor,isn'tit?”

Peter could feel Stagg’'s expression hardendownthe phoneline.

“Manpower’s notthe problem. McAveyis. Hehad aweapononhim.The police
investigated and McAvey's records cometo light.”

Petersatbackin hisseat, making Staggwaitforan answer.“Canhebetraced
backtous?”Peterfinally asked.

“Tome perhaps, thoughit'stenuous. Heworked asanorderly atthe same
hospitallinterned.”

“Whataboutthe other man, Garland?”

Peter heardrustling as Stagg shifted uneasily.

“He's stillin hospital. The police gotto him before we could get him out ofthe
park.”

“He's been connected to McAvey?”
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“Theywere found togetherinthe park. Oncetheygothrough hisrecords, thena
definite connectionwillbe made. They'relifelong friends.”

“Well, that's unfortunate,” Peter mused. “But not necessarily aforgone
conclusion.Whathave the police got? Two injured men, a fracasinthe park, aminor
dispute between friends. The gunwas found on McAvey, Garland simply didn'tknow
aboutit. End of story.”

“Sir,Idon'tneedtotellyou, itwasn'tjustanygun,itwasone of ours.”

Staggwaited.

“Itwon'tbe aproblem,” Peter said.“Theweaponisjustaglorified popgun, toall
intentsand purposesatoy.”

“Ithinkthe police will seeitmore thanjustatoy, Sir. It's asophisticated piece of
equipment.”

“Youdon'tneed toremind me ofthat, Stagg.Iinventedit,” Petersaid sharply.

“Yes, Sir,” Stagg said quickly.

“Justdealwithit, Stagg,” Peter said dismissively.

“Whataboutthekids? Dowe finishit, orwhat?”

Peter paused. The McAveyincidentwasthelastinalongline ofannoying
setbacks. Thingswere getting alittle messy. He thought he’d have the answers by now;

itwasn'tworking outthatway. Perhapsitneverwould.
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Further,itwouldn'ttake thetwo heletescape fromthe HTM Buildinglong to
discover wherethey had been held captive. How they'd use the information was
impossibletosay. It could bedangerous, especiallynowthe police were involved. He
wouldlose nothing buttimeifhe broughtthislittle episode to a close. Besides, there
were many morefishinthesea, astheysay. He'd waitafew months and begin again
with new SGs. He'd be able to geta new perspective on the situation; see things afresh.
That'swhatitwas allabout; wasitnot? Putoutthe old; bring in the new. Allis change.

Theonlyminor problemwas Harry's ability towipe memoriesdidn'tworkonthe
more powerful SGs, which meanttheywould have to be rounded up and subjected to
Stagg'sdrug-inducedtherapy. Nota problem.

“Findthem,” he said.“And finishit.”

“Didyou see him, downed like asack of shit!”laughed Dec gleefully.“We went
throughthemlike a hotknifethrough butter. We creamed them!”

“No, wedidn't,” Burton snapped.

Dec'sface fell.“Trustyou to throw cold water onit...” he said sourly.

“You don'tgetit, doyou?”Burton gotup offthe gritty floor, dusting down his
jeanswith short, sharp slaps of his hands. “None of this makes sense, therunning, the

hiding, the confrontations...None of itfeelsright.”
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“Whatareyoutalking about?” Gary said as the excited group fell quiet at
Burton’s sudden outburst.

“Thiswhole mess,” Burton continued. “Fromthe momentImetyoulot,I've had
aconstantnaggingatthe back of my head, andit's been growing ever since.”

“Ade...” Minawas looking worried.

“It'sallwrong Mina... WhenIfirstsaw Nick and Kelly, they were being shot at by
MIBs...Isaw Nickand Kelly clearly.Ieven had a brief glimpse of Declan, but notthe
MIBs. Theylooked blurry, indistinct. Ithoughtitwas becauseI had justwokenup, or
maybe even stress...”

“Butyou attacked one ofthem...” said Nick.

“You'reright, I picked up alarge stickand brokeitacrossthe guy’s stomach, but
afterIwentbackto collect mythings, Isawthe very samestick... Butitwasn't broken.”

“Maybe you made a mistake, itwas a differentstick,” ventured Kelly.

“That'swhatIthought... atfirst,”agreed Burton.“Butthen me and Nickwere
chased by MIBs. Nick said theywererightbehind us...”

“Theywere,” confirmed Nick.

“Butldidn'tseethem.I've neverseenthem, notreally,” Burtonsaid.

“Wejustdid, allofus, inthe park,” cutin Dec.“Thitone, knocked him out.”

“Isaw himdoit,” Garyadded.
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“SodidI,” Burtonsaid.“You punched him fullinthe face and he went down,
despitewearingacrash helmet...”

“So?"Decsaid, puzzled.

“Look atyour hands...”Burtonsaid. “Look atthem, no bruises, no scrapes, and
no broken skin... Doyour knuckles even hurt? They should.”

Decflexed hisfingers, made afist, realizing Burton wasright.

“Andinthesewers, aswe evacuated, there were gunshots, screams... Butis
anyone missing? Hurt, injured? Did anyone actually see the MIBsin the tunnels?”

Theyalllooked ateach other, butno onespoke.

Then Minasaid, “ButIsensed them...”

“No,” Burtondisagreed.“You sensed something, we all justassumed itwas the
MIBs.”

“Idon’tgetit. Whatare yousaying?”Sue asked.

“I'mnotsure, I'mstilltryingtoworkitoutin myhead... Butitseemsto methat
whoever’s behind thisis just playing with us, pushing usfrom one placeto another,
somehow.Igetthefeelingthattheycould have scoopedusallup wheneverthey felt
likeit.”

“Some of us have already beentaken, like Kellyand Nick..."

“Sure, butoneatatime, two atmost. Whywould they do that? They have gotus

pennedin.Andthosethathave been‘taken,’d'youthinkthey're dead, still being held?”
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“We've never seenthemsince,” Suesaid.

“Haveyoustoppedto think thatthey may have been placed outside the psionic
shield?Ifitkeeps SGsin, it'sboundto keep them outaswell.”

“Son ofabitch...” Gary swore asthey allbegantorealise the sense ofwhat
Burtonwassaying.

“Sowhatdowe do?”asked Kelly.

Burton looked atMinaand shrugged. “Iagree with Mina.Idon'tthink Peter
Fontaynethe Second has anything to dowith this. He maywell beinthe darkas much
asweare.Butldothinkthethreatoriginates fromthe HTM Building.”

“And...?" queried Gary.

“Weneedtogetinthere, find outwhat'sgoingon, and seeifwe canendit,”said
Burton.

“Areyou nuts?” exclaimed Dec. “Fightingtheminthe openis onething, but
inside their own building? No fucking way?”

“It'stheonlyway,” argued Burton. “Itwould be greatif we could all just walk
away, butwe can't. Allthis started when Harry disappeared. Maybe he was kidnapped,
Idon'tknow. Butsomeoneinthatbuilding saw Harryforwhat he trulywas. No doubt
Harry confirmed their suspicions, telling them about the rest of you.”

“ButHarrydidn'tknow all of us back then, just Mina,” Nick said.
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“Hedidn'tneedto.Itwasenoughthatthereweretwo like him.It'sashortstepto
supposeiftherearetwo, why notfive, ten,ahundred?Harrywas persuaded by
whatever meansto help find more SGs. Timedid the rest.”

“Sowhy dotheywantus? Why keepuspennedupinonearea, likeyousay? What
possibleuseisthattoanyone?”’Sue asked.

“That'sthe big question...” Burton replied.“And maybe that's the problem.
Perhapsthe amountof SGswas morethan anticipated, agross miscalculation. Maybe
onceyouwereall broughttogether,thenumbers couldn'tbe controlled, excessto
requirements.

“Tdon'tunderstand allthe‘whys’and‘wherefores.'Ijustknow I'mtired of
runningaround likearatinacage. Weneed answers.”

“T'll repeat my earlier question, how can seven of us take on asecured building
fullofarmed men?”asked Dec.

“Tdon’tthinktheyarearmed, notinthe conventionalsense, nordoIthinkthe
buildingisany more securethan any other office building,” Burton said.

“Why?" asked Kelly.

“Yousaw foryourselfwhenyouand Nickslipped out of there. Didn'tyou say
everythingseemed normal, nosign of any security alert?”

Kelly nodded.
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“Maybe that's because it /sanormal office buildingand we're overthinking it
and makingitseem moresinisterthanitactuallyis.”

“How’s that possible takinginto consideration whatwe've allbeenthrough
theselastmonths?” Garysaid.

“T'venoidea,”Burtonreplied truthfully.“Nothing about this seems possible, or
evenlikely, buthereweare.

“Itcould bethatthere aretwo separate agenciesworkinginthatbuilding, both
oblivioustothe other. The security guy, King, didn'tseemtooworried about me seeing
their controlroom. Maybe heisn'taware of what's goingon.”

“You can'tknow that!” protested Dec.

“True, butit'sthe only thing that's beginning to make sense, and 'mwilling to
gamblethatI'mright. The questionis, areyou?”

“Youreallywantto do this?” Nick asked.

“Now waitaminute!”began Dec, risingto hisfeet.

“Shutup!”snapped Gary, turning back to Burton.“Well?”

“It'snotdownto me; truthis,Icanwalkaway anytimeIchoose, butfor Mina.l
say‘whynot? Working as ateamand with alittle luck, we might be able to sort this out
onceand forall. Evenifwe only manageto sabotagethe psionicshield, it'llgiveusalla
chancetoclearoutofthearea.”

“Ipresumeyou have aplan?”Nick said.
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“Otherthangetin,dothedeed, and getout? No, notreally.” Burtongrinned.

“Wonderful.”Nick shook his head despairingly. “Good plan.”

“It'snotasbad asitsounds,” persisted Burton.“Nick, you're our eyes, Kelly,
you're our scoutand Sue can be our burglar...”

“DoIlooklikeahobbit?”Sueretorted.

Smiling, Burton continued, “Minais our forward vanguard. Me, Gary, and Dec
willbethe assaultteam.”

“You speakforyourself,” Dec objected.“Me?Idon'twantany partofit...”

“Doyouthinkyouhave achoice?”asked Burton.“Sooner orlateryou'reallgoing

to haveto facethisthing.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three

ASSAULT

Minafound Burtonsitting alone farther down the tunnel, idly throwing bits of
gravelatanoldtincan.Hewasn'treally tryingand most of the stones missed, clicking
againstthewalland floor, sounding like the skittering claws of rats.

Shesatdown beside him.

“You certainly stirred themup.”

“No, Ijusttold themwhatthey already knew,” Burton replied, throwing thelast
ofthe gravel attherusted can.Rats' claws clattered inthe darkness.

Minatook hisarm, sliding closerandresting her head on hisshoulder.

“They're justnotusedtodirectaction. They've spent most of their lives hiding
whotheyreally are, always afraid that people would find out what they cando, not
knowingwho to trust, who to talk to, never being able to be themselves.”

“But, in hiding, haven'tyou achieved thesameresult? Theface you show
everybodyisn'treallyyou.It'samask, a pretense.”

“Exactly. Though anyinteraction we had with our peerswas real, itwasn't all
pretense.Sometimesitjustgetsalittle confusing.”

“Confusing?)Jeez, Mina.I'm as confused asachameleonin a packet of M&M’s...”
Burtonsighed.“Ijustwantittostop.”

Minasmiled. “Itwill. We'll find outwhatgoingon andthenit’ll allbe over.”
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“You thinkthey'llgo forit?” Burton asked.

Mina'slaughwaslike crystallightinthe darkness.“Probably... They'll'um’and
‘ah’forawhile, butthey’ll come around. Theywantitto end justas much aswedo.
ThoughIhonestlydon'tknowwhatabunchofteenagerscanhopetoachieve.”

“Tdunno...It's better than doing nothing.” Burton frowned. “There’s still
something bugging me...” He shifted to a more comfortable position. “Youwanna tell
mewhatthe dealiswith Dec? Whydid hetryand drive me away?”

Minaturned away, her cheeks slightly flushed withembarrassment. “It's
nothing. He's basically harmless, buthesortofhasacrushonme.Iguess hefelt
threatened byyou.”

“Well, hegotthatright.”

“Istraightened him out, Ade, hewon'tdo anything likethatagain.”Minalooked
atBurton, concernclouding her eyes.“Whataboutyou? Areyou okay?”

Burtonsmiledwanly.“Yeah...I'mfine.You gottalaugh.IcametoLondon
looking for a better future, or atleastadecentjob. Butit'sthesameeverywhere, no
jobs, slums, boredom breeding senseless crime and violence. To think, I couldnt wait
togetawayfrom Manchester.”

“And now?”

“T'd giveanythingto be backthere, aslong asyouwere with me.”

“AndyouthinkIwon'tbe?”Minasmiled.
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Footsteps echoeddown thetunneland Gary appeared out of the gloom.

“Okay, we'redecided,” hesaid, “It'syouridea, you telluswhatyouwantusto
do...”

“Whoa, waitaminute,” Burton said, taken aback.“Having theidea and helping
youseeitthroughisonething...”

“Uh,uh,”Garysaid.“Youridea, you lead. You're better qualified than any of us.
You know thestreets, wedon't.”

Burton looked to Minafor support. She shrugged, winking athim.

“Lovely,”hegroaned.

Theygatheredinaconspiratorial huddle as Burton outlined the vaguest of
plans.

“We haven'tachoice...” he explained.“We have only aroughidea ofthelayout of
the building'sinterior. We know Kellywas held onthe upperfloors anditfollows that
whatever generates the psionicshield will also be onthe upperfloorsorontheroof.

“Thatmustbe our main objective. Atleastwith the shield disabled we'llbe able
toscatter, getoutofthe areaevenifwe don'tdiscoverthewho and why of what's going
on.”Helooked atall their faces.“Any questions?”

“Doyoureallythinkwe can do this?” asked Sue.
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“Ithink your abilities give us an enormous advantage,” Burton said.“Theywon't
be expecting that. They’'llsee us asteenagers and totally underestimate us.”

“Orthey’lljustkick our arse,”said Decsourly.

“Thattoo,”replied Burton.“Butatleastwe’re doing something.”

Nooneelsehadanythingtosay.

“Okay, Ifigurewe have three hoursuntildawn...”

“What?We're going now?”Kelly asked incredulously.

“Why not?It'sthelastthingthey’llbe expecting.” Burtongrinned. “Unless
there’ssomething elseyou'd rather do?”

“ITcould think of afewthings,” Kelly returned.

“Ifwe wait'tiltomorrow, we'llhave to contend with Harry. As itis, thereisno
guarantee he'sstill out of the picture,” pointed out Burton.

“Well, we wouldn’'twantthingsto be too easy, would we?” Decsaid sourly.

*

“Dec!Moveit! You'relagging.”

“T'llberightthere,” Deccalled back.

Hewatched as Gary moved out of sight down the tunnel. Quickly heslipped
backinto the utilityroom, going straightto arow of meters on the wall. His questing

hand found the cloth-covered bundle behind the nearestone; carefully Decdrew it
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out. Unwrappingthe bundle, Decused the oiled cloth towipe over the gun, his eyes
feralinthe darkness.

“Maybe this will eventhe odds alittle.” He smiled thinly, slipping the weapon
intothewaistband atthe back of hisjeans.

“Dec!”

“Allright, allright, I'm coming!” Making sure his jacket covered the gun, Dec

hurried after the others.

Afinerainwasfalling as Burton called ahalt. They gathered inthe shelter of the
Docklands Light Railway overpass, to the south of the HTM building, now cognizant of
the security cameras surrounding the bronze-coloured building. Theirroute had been
necessarily circuitous as Canary Wharfand Westferry Circus were secured areas due
torecentbomb threatsthatseemedto be plaguingthecitylately. The seven ofthem
would have beentoo conspicuous atthistime of themorning.

“We havetoassumethereare camerasallaround the building’s perimeter, as
well asthose coveringthe front,” Burton said, using hishand towipe the clinging
moisture from hisface.“That's going to make approachingitdifficult.”

“Why notgointo the sewers?”asked Nick.

“Wedon'tknowthemthatwellinthisarea. We can'taffordto getlost.”

“So,whatdowe do?” asked Gary.
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“Create adiversion. Nickand Kellycame out from behind the building. That'sthe
waywegoin, sothediversionhastobeouthere.”

“Who'sgoingtodoit?”asked Kelly.

“You are,” Burtonreplied.

“Now, hold on...” Nick protested.

“No, Ade’sright,”Kellysaid, holding up a placating hand.“I'm perfect for the
job.”

“Nick, you canshowusthewayin.Kelly,you canjoinuslater. Oh, and Kelly...”

Thegirllooked athim expectantly.

“Makeitgood.”

Nickwasn'thappy, butsawthesensein Burton’s choice. After aquick word of
assurancewith Kelly, heled the group through the darkest shadows. Kelly watched
them go, feeling alittle apprehensive. When they were out of sight, she hurried
towards Marsh Wall, totally confidentthe cameraswouldn'tbe able to see her. Her only
problem nowwas howto create asuitable diversion?

*

Theywatched fromthe shadows as Sue Crossleyslipped like an eelthrough the
impossible gap between the wire mesh gate and the steelfence post. Her slim body
seemed to flow like melted wax, passing the obstacleasifitwasn'tthere.Iltwasan

eeriesight, unreal.
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Theonlyvisible camerawas above the smallback door. Careful to keep out of its
periphery, Sue checked the area.Itwas clear. She signaled forthemto come.

Garyled.Aheavysteel padlocksecured the gate. He tookitin his hands; hisface
setwith concentration. Within seconds, thinwisps of smoke curled out through his
fingers. Asmell, notunlike hotsolder, only ahundred times worse, filled the air. Gary
yanked down. Thelockfellfrom his hands, landing with a molten plop at his feet.

“Don’ttouchthe gate,”hewarned, kickingitopen.

They hurried through.

Adingybulbilluminated thereardoor, coveredin wire mesh, situated just
abovethe camera.Burtonleaned againstthe wall as Gary clambered onto his
shoulders.

“Man, you everthoughtofgoingonadiet?” Burton grunted.

“Shutup.”Garygrinned, reaching forthe bulb.

Therewasasudden pop, andthelightwentout. Gary dropped lightlytothe
ground.

“Sue'sturn,”hesaid, helping the girlonto Burton's shoulders.

Onceshewasbalanced, sheslappedahandoverthe cameralens. Gary stepped
up tothedoor, pressing hisrighthand againstthe lock. Metal sizzled as he pushed his

fingersstraightthroughthedoor.
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Haulingthe dooropen, he gestured forthe othersto gothrough; he quickly
followed. Sue leaptfrom Burton’s shouldersinto Gary's waiting arms. Burton quickly
followed her as Gary shutthe door behind him. Using two fingers, he spot-welded the
doortotheframe, makingsureitwould stay shut.

“Now,"” said Burton, “comesthe hard part.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four

CAPTURE

Kelly eyed the front of the bank.

Well, she saidto herself, a girl’s gotto start somewhere.

She had picked up somelarge pieces of rubble from aroad works excavation
along MarshWall. Hefting alarge chunk, she hurled itatthe gleaming plate window.

Thenoisewas glorious! The shattered glass had barely crashed to the cobbled
ground fronting the buildingwhen Kelly heaved two more pieces of masonry. Two
morewindows burstapart, the sparkling shards joining the cacophony of the
crystalline overture. Beforethe noise died entirely, itwas joined by the strident
clangingofalarmbells, echoing thelength of Marsh Wall.

Grinning, Kellyturned and ran pell-mell back towards the HTM Building, three
hundredyards away. The clamour splitthe night, butitwasn'tenough. Securityat HTM
was cocooned intheirownlittleworld, closeted away from outside interference. The
disturbance Kelly had caused would only hold their attention for afew minutes. She

needed something moredirect.

“Whereto?" asked Gary.

“Straightup,”Burton’svoicefloated out ofthe darkness.
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“Thesestairsonly gotothe main foyer,one floor up. We mustpassthrougha
short corridorto accessthefire stairswhich lead tothe higherfloors,” Nick said.

“Okay, you lead,”Burtonreplied.

Secondslater, they crouched behind the doorleadinginto the foyer. It was
locked. Gary moved past Nick. Using hisindexfinger, he burned through thelock, and
theneasingthedooropenacrack, he peered through. The foyerwas quiet. Two
guardssatbythereception desk; athird was just crossing the floor.

Quietly Gary pushed thedoortoo.

“What's keeping Kelly?” he hissed.

“Give hertime,” Nick hissed back.

Thesound of bellsfaintly reached their ears. Garyopened thedooragain.The
guard crossingthe floor detoured towards the main doors; one ofthe guards atthe
deskjoined him.Thethird guard, now alerted by the clanging bells, stayed by the desk,
makingitimpossible forthem to move without being seen.

*

Thetaxiwas like agiftfrom heaven. Thedriver had stopped, gotoutofthe
driver's seat, and was gawking down Marsh Wall. The clanging bells were strident,
deafening.BertJamesonscratched hishead, hisflatcap clutched in hisfingers. The
noisewas comingfromthebankhehadjust passed. Hewaslooking, buthe couldn't

see anythinguntoward. Thensomething crashed into him, sending him sprawling
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ontothehard concrete oftheroad where helay momentarily stunned. Kelly leaptinto
the cab. Thankfully the enginewasstill running. Whippingitinto firstgear, she floored
the accelerator. Thedieselenginerumbled as thevehicle shotforward. The taxi
seemedto begoingatasnail’s pace.

Crunchingupthroughthe gears, Kelly tried to force more speed out of the
lumbering cab, steering straight for the frontofthe HTM Building. The taxi bounced
erratically overthe kerb, careering over the sidewalk. Throwing open the door, Kelly
leapt forthe flowerbeds fronting the building. Thankfully they were well kept; the
earthwas soft, cushioning herfall, though thatdidn'tstop her from grazing herarm as
sherolled onto the concrete beyond.

Kelly ducked, covering her head as the taxi ploughedinto one of the portico’s
supportingpillars. Tortured metal screeched; the windshield exploded; theengine
roared. The apex-peaked roof ofthe portico lurched, tearingitself free fromthe
building's facade. Concrete cracked; wood splintered; glass shattered. Thistime, Kelly

gotthebuildingsecurity’s full attention.

“Whatthe...! Look out!”Ken Soule leapt away from the main doors.
Thefoyersuddenlyfilled with noise, crashing glass, tearing metal, and
screaming engines. Andy Marchant gawked asthe taxicametoajuddering halt, mere

inchesfromthe plate glassdoors. The doorsswished open and shut convulsively.
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“Hell's bells! Look atthat!” he turned to the security guard by the desk. “Martin,

gethold ofKing. Get him down here, fast!”

“Now!” Nick said urgently.

Like wraiths, they slipped out from hiding whilst all eyes were on the front
doors. Swiftly they passed throughtothe fire doorandthe stairsbeyond.No one
spotted them.

“Okay,” said Burton.“Let'sgo.”

Theymoved upthestairwellinsilence. Nickled, then Sue, Gary, Dec, Mina, and
Burtonlast. They passed several doorswith numbersindicating the floors. Atseven,
theystopped andrested. Nickmoved up two moreflights; Sue descended two flights
whilst Deckepthisear closetothedoor.

Burton couldn'tshake the growing unease creepinginto hisbones. Thiswas too
easy.Anaggingfearbegantogrowinside himlike acancer, dark, all-enveloping, like a
lead weightin his gut. Mina sensed his nervousness.

“Whatisit?”shewhispered.

“Idon'tknow,” Burton confessed. “Something...”

They continuedto climb, slower now. Nickand Sue maintained their positions;

Decand Garytookturnswatching thelanding doorsforerrantbuilding employees.
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“Wewere held onthe next floor,” Nick said asthey turned onto the nextlanding.
He crouched atthe head of the stairs, waiting. “Ithinkit's the penthouse.”

“Doyourememberthelayout?” asked Burton.

“Some, Kellywould know it betterif shewere here.”

Nicktookthelead, Burtondroppingin behind him.As hereachedthefinaldoor,
Burton stopped him.

“Thisisallwrong,” hesaidinalow, urgentvoice.“How could we get so far past
their security without being spotted?Itdoesn’'t make sense.”

“Afinetimetostartgetting coldfeet,” Decsaid.

Theystoodonthelanding, unsurewhattodo.

“Cold feetdon'tcomeintoit,”snapped Burton.“Thisjustdoesn'tfeel right.”

“Look, allwe've gottodois gothroughthatdoor, makeaquick search ofthe
floor,and getout. Wedon'thave to hang about foranything,” Nick said.

“Don’tyousee!”Burton persisted. “With everything that'shappened, don’tyou
thinkwe're havingitalittle bittoo easy? Where are the MIBs? Allthese cameras, and
we'rejustwalkingin? No! They knowwe're here, assure as eggs.”

Now theywerereallyworried. Nervous glances passed between them.

“Ithinkwe oughtto getoutof here, andfast!” Decsuggested, looking about
fearfully, almost asif he expected giantmeninblackleatherto come bursting through

thewalls.
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“No, it'stoo late for that,” Burtonsaid. “Thisthing's been bothering me all day.
We can'tgoback.So, let'sgetitdone. But, for God's sake, be careful. Actfirst, ask
questionslater.”

“Wait!” Sue caught hisarm.“Exactlywhat arewe going to do?”

“Look for anything thatlooks like a transmitter, it will probably be housedin
somesortofequipmentroom,”Burton answered.“Whoever findsit, callthe rest of us.
Wejustneedto putitoutof commissionforadayortwo, sowecancleartheisland.”

“Good plan,”Nicksaid sourly.

“Let'sjustfind thatgeneratorand smashthe damnthingto bits,” Gary said
grimly.“We'lltake the restasitcomes.”

Theyallnodded assent. Burtontook hold ofthedoor handle, looking atthem.
“Ready?”

He pulled thedooropen, and they hurried through.

*

Peter Fontayne the Third watched asthey entered into the thickly carpeted
corridor. The black man, Burton, directed three ofthem to theright. Hetook the other
two left. The boy shook his head.

“Whatdo theythinkthey're doing?”he murmured, picking up his mobile
telephone.

He speed-dialedanumber.
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“Stagg?IthinkIhavejustmadeyourjob easier. There'ssixofthemin my
penthouserightthis minute. Would you care to deal with the situation?I'llsend down
my private elevator to my personal entrance. Ten minutes? Thankyou, somuch.”

Smiling, Peterreturned to the monitor.

Burton, Mina, and Sue searched several rooms. They were lavishly, yet
tastefully, furnished. Atthe end of the final corridor they halted, Burtonlooking more
worried thanever.

“Thisdoesn'tmake sense. Where's security?”

Minahad begunto feelthe samedisquiet. “Let’s head for the roof.”

*

Stagg exited the labs with four of his menin tow. He waslookingworried, doing
his bestto make sure hismendidn'tsee his ever-growing doubts about this ever-
increasing cluster fuck.

“Idon’tlikethis,” one of hismen, Hedges, echoed his secretthoughts.“Coming
hereisamistake.”

“They'rekids,”Stagg replied.“We'llbein, grabthem, and outbefore anyone
notices.”

“Butwhy here? Why notinthe openwhereit's less conspicuous?”
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“Becausethisiswheretheyare,” Staggsaid, irritation edging hisvoice. “Let’s
justgetitdonewithoutthe bitching, ifthat'sall right with you.”

Like black ghosts, the five men headed for the waiting elevator.

*

JamesKing couldn'tdescribe therelief he feltwhen he saw Peter Fontayne
Senior'sdarkgrey Daimler pullinto the private parking areainfrontofthe HTM
Building. Too much was happeningtoofast;itwas slipping out of his control, things
thatwere somehow connectedto Pete Junior. King smiled thinly to himself. Peter
would have afitifhe ever heard anyone call him that. Regardless, maybe Fontayne
Seniorwould be able to deal with the situation. King went outto meet him, picking his
way throughtheruinthatwasoncethe portico ofthe HTM building, wincing as he felt
glassandgritcrackleunderfoot.

Thetaxicabhad beenremoved and much ofthe damage made assafeas
possible. The cabdriver had been atalossto explain how his cab had sped offonits
ownand ended up veeringinto the building’sfagade. King had told him to make a
claimto hisinsurance and the whole situation would be sorted out atalater date.
Jamesonhad beenlessthan happywiththeloss of hisimmediateincome.King's
comment, “Notmy problem,” perhaps somewhat unsympathetic, putanendtothe

discussion.
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Theroofofthe portico, thoughleaning alarmingly, was solid enough. At this
very moment, a constructionrepair companywas, hopefully, winging its way to make
therepairsmore permanent, though King doubted the repairswould be completed
anytime soon, anopinionshared by Peter Fontayne the Second, if his expression on

surveying thedamagewas anythingtogoon.

They couldn'tfind away onto the roof. Burton stood at a four-wayjunction,
looking down each of the well-furnished corridorsin turn.

“We can'tbeonthetop floor,”hesuddenlysaid.

“Butwereachedthetop ofthestairs,”said Mina.

“Thosestairs, yes. There mustbe moreleadingtothe upperfloorand the roof.”

“Where? We've searched almost every room.”

“Exceptthefarthestend of this corridor, there were two locked doors we
couldn'tgetinto.”

“Youthinkthat'stheway up?”Sue asked.

“Hastobe.There'sno otherway,” Burton answered.“Let'sgo.”

*
Peter Fontaynethe Third smiled smugly to himself.

“Comeinto myparlour, said the spidertothefly,”he murmured.
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Hewatched as Burton, Mina, and Suerantowards the secured door leadingto
the upperfloors. Petertripped aswitch, onthefloor belowadoorunlocked

automatically.

Burtonwas surprisedwhenthe door opened at histouch. “Iknowitwaslocked,”
he said quietly.

He pushed the doorwide.Shadows danced within.

“Mina?"hequeried.

“I'mnotsure.There’stoo much activity in the building...”

“Doesn’tanyone ever sleep around here?”Burton grumbled, cautiously
entering through thedoor.

“Notso'syou'd notice,”said aharshvoice.

Handsreached out of the darkness, grabbed him, and threw Burton againstthe
fartherwall of the stairwell. He dropped to the floor, stunned. The others froze,
shocked by the suddenturnofevents. Alightsnappedonintheroom, revealinga
group of black-clad menwithin.

“In!" ordered Stagg from behind the protective wall of Hedges and his men.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

MORE REVELATIONS

Theroomwas huge, opulently furnished with several chrome and leather
armchairsandtwo ofthelongest sofas Burton had ever seen. Amassive chromeand
giltmirrordominated theroom, makingitlook biggerthanitalreadywas. Burton
wasn'tsurprised to see Gary, Nick, and Decsitting on one ofthe sofas,anarmed guard
dressedinablacksuitandtieloomingoverthem.Theylooked at each other; noone
spoke.

Dawnwasn'tfar away, an hour, maybe two. The city beyond the large window
was darkagainstthe night sky. Lights, likevagrantstars, glittered here and there.

“Sit,” Stagg ordered, indicating the other sofa.

Burton, Mina, and Sue obeyed.

Therewere four other menintheroom; Stagg’s men, standingimpassively,
odd-looking pistols similartothe automaticriflesin design held attheir sides.

Shit...thought Burton. Do they really think we're that dangerous?

Staggsurveyed theroom.“No contact?” he asked Hedges.

Hedges shook his head almostimperceptibly. Stagg frowned.

“Donotbeconcerned, Mr.Stagg.Iam never faraway,” said adisembodied

voice.
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Everyoneintheroomlooked around, thinking someone had entered. They
hadn’t. Burtonrealized the room was wired for sound.

“Iseeyou have beensuccessfulinyour mission,” Peter’s distorted voice
continued.“Sixout ofsevenisn'tbad.”

“Six out of seven? What d'you mean?” queried Stagg.

“Oneofourlittleescapees, the girlwith the colourful hair, isn't here, though1
observeherpartneris.”

“Onlythesesix entered the building,” Stagg said.

“Possibly. The question nowiswhatto dowiththem?”

*

“You'resure?” Fontayne Senior asked King.

“No, Sir,” King answered truthfully. “Nota hundred percent. But Peter hasbeen
actingverystrangely lately,and there have been personnel enteringandleaving the
premiseswho donotseemtobeonthe personnellists.”

“They mustbefriends of Peter’s,” Fontayne said, looking at the elevator’s
indicator lights. They were just passing the third floor.

“No, Sir,”King said.

“You seem certain,” Fontayne remarked.

“Ifyou’'d seenthem, Sir, sowouldyou be, and there’'stonight's events...I'm not

surethedamagetothe building’s facade was completely accidental.”
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“Meaningwhat?” Fontayne queried.

“Tdon’'tknow exactly,”King said.“It'sthelastinalonglistofthings, none of
which have given me asatisfactory explanation.”

Fontayne nodded, watching as the fourth-floor light blinked on, then off.

*

“Allowingthemto come here was a mistake,” Stagg said to the air.“Too many
looseends.”

“Thatisn'tmy problem, Mr. Stagg. That'swhatIpayyou for.Iwould suggestyou
dowhateveritisyouhavetodoandletus continuewith our... project.”

“Youwantmetofinishithere?” EvenStagg’'snormaliron controlwavered
somewhat. “D’you know whatyou're saying?”

Theimplications of what his mysterious employer had suggested didn't
particularly bother Stagg;itwas doing the deed on hisown doorstep thatbothered
him.Allthe charades, blacked-out cars, and distorted voices couldn't avert suspicion
whenyou had the problem of removing six unwilling people undetected from an office
inthemiddle of London’'s Docklands. Therewould be the inevitable backlash once they
started talking.

“Justdowhatyou normallydo.” Thedisembodied voice sounded indifferent,
bored even,and eagertoputanendtothenight'sevents.“Justdrugthemand dump

them.”
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“Justlike that?” Staggsaid.“Drug them and putthem outsidetheion field, free
totellanyonewhowantsto listen what's goingon here?”

“And what's going on, Mr. Stagg? Whois going to believe such a fantastic story? A
storyIamsuretheywillnotbe eagertotell considering their...'special’ circumstance.”

*

Itwasdisconcerting being spoken aboutasifyouweren'tthere. Burtonlooked
atGary; desperationshowed inthereturnedlook. They had todo something, but
what? Heregretted nothaving abetter planin mind, realising how stupidithad been
tobulldoze theirwayinto the place withouta specificaim otherthantoknock out
somesortoftransmitterthatmight noteven beinthe building. Whathad Stagg called
it,anion field? Atleastthey had gottenthat partright. Slightly different name, but
whatthehell...

Therewere fivemen, including Stagg, five againstsix. There mustbe something
they could do! Burtonlooked abouttheroomasifthere was someway out ofthe
predicamenthehadfailed tosee. There was none.He noticed Decstaringintentlyata
large portraitofawoman hanging behind an ornate desk atthe otherend oftheroom.
Thewomanwasyoung, maybe early thirties, dark-haired, striking eyes, beautiful. Dec
seemed captivated by her. Burton could justsee the brassnameplate beneath the

painting. Katharine Fontayne.

219



“Itwas a mistake bringing them here,” Stagg said. “Itwas asking fortrouble,
regardless of your wealth. Gettingthem out of herewon'tbe easy. The front of the
buildingisabloody mess. Securitywould have called the police. They'llwantto check
anyvehicleseenleaving the building.”

“Idon'tcare aboutthe details, Mr. Stagg.Ijustwantan endtothisfarce. They
have outlived their usefulness, and they’'ll be alotlesstrouble whenthey're gone.”

Forsometime, Stagg had begunto suspectthat Fontayne was beyond beinga
mere eccentric, evento goso far astosay hewasslightlymad. All hiswealth, his
industrial power, had gonetotheman’s head.

Why hewanted thesekids atallin thefirst place was something Stagg had never
qguestioned, allthetests, studies, experiments... He had broken the law ten ways to
Sundaywhich also didn'tbother him, butso far, he had beenundertheradar. The
presentsituation was something entirely different; this could costhim dearly, not
leasthisliberty. Prisondid notappeal to him.No amount of moneywasworth that.

“T'lldo asyou ask, butnot here. We'll take them out, find somewhere more....
appropriate, less conspicuous. It willbe easieriftheywalk outratherthan carrying
theirunconscious bodies. We'lltake them across theriver...” Histone of voice brooked
noargument. Hedidn'tgetany.

NoddingtoHedges, Stagg prepared to take Burtonand company out ofthe

building.
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“We'lltake them two at atime, through the underground carpark. The security
cameraswill beinoperative forawhile, butmake surenooneelseseesyou.”

Hedges nodded, turning backto Burton and company.

“Let's notmake this difficult,”hewarned, looking ateach of theminturn.“I may
not wantto compromise myselfin this building, but make no mistake, you force meto,
andIwon'tthinktwice.”

Thesixfriendslooked worriedly atone another.Itlooked asiftheirtime had run

out.
*
“You can'tlethimtake Mina.”
Peter Fontayne the Third just managed to switch off the microphone before
Harry had spoken.

“Whatareyoudoinginhere?Thisroomisprivate,”the boysnapped, swiveling
aroundinhischairtofaceHarry.

“Idon’tcareaboutthe others, butthatmadmanisn'tgoing to take Mina. Tell him
toleave herbehind.”

“Whatdoyou care?You've gotwhatyouwanted, more power thanyouthought
possible. Why shouldyouworry aboutwhathappenstothem?Besides, you heard,

he'sjustgoingtogetthem acrosstheriverandleavethemthere.”
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“Idon'tcare abouttheothers, but Mina's mysister; 'm notgoing to allowyouto
treatherlike alltherest.”

“You have nosayinthe matter,” Peter said, smiling arrogantly.“Isaywhat
happensandwhatdoesn’t. Now, getout, beforeIreallydolose mytemperandthrow
youinwiththem.”

“TellStaggtoletMinago,”Harry repeated.

“Idon'tthinkso,” Peter answered. He missed the dangerous gleaminHarry’s
haunted eyes.

“I'mnotaskingyou, I'mtellingyou. Lethergo.”Harry'svoicedroppedtoa
sibilantwhisper, more ominous than any shout.

Peterfinallysensed Harry'sdangerous mood. Afainttingle of fear creptup his
spine.Physically, he knew he was by far Harry's superior. Butwas he fastenough to
stop Harry before he used his mental abilities?

“Harry,” Peter said, hisvoice and demeanour suddenly oily smooth. “Thisis only
the beginning. Who knows whatelseIcanteachyou, showyou?We can develop our
powerstogether. Butin ordertodoso, we both have to make sacrifices. It makes
sense, doesn'tit?”

Harrytrembled, his dark eyeswild and staring as he bored into the boy’s mind.

Hewaslying!
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Harry knew, as he always knew. With aninarticulateyell, he lunged for Peter
who, taken completely by surprise, was too slow to defend againstthe sudden attack.

Harry hauled Peter fromthe chair, hoisting him off the floor with ease. Still
yelling, he hurled the terrified boy atthe huge one-way mirror. The crashing glass
mingled with Peter’s scream as he plunged through the pane, landingin asparkling
shower of razor-sharp shards, narrowly missing the marble coffee table.

Theroomfroze asthetumbling figurelanded heavily in their midst. Two of
Hedge's men produced guns from concealed shoulder holsters. Stagg gapedin
surpriseasthetinkling of glass subsided.

“Whatthe...?” he gasped as Petersat up, shaking the daze from his head.

Theboy'simmaculate clothesweretorn, cuts lacerated his face and hands;
blood trickled from a particularly nasty cuton his left cheek. Tension filled theroom
like apalpablething.One of Hedge's men, Ronson, nearestto Peter, was close to panic.
Therehad beentoo muchweirdness happeningfor hisliking; he’'dwanted out for
sometime.Hewasarmedwith arealgun, notone ofthe stupid toy gunsthey had been
issuedwith. Heknewthere was going to be atimelike thiswhen the gameswould turn
serious. Perhaps nowwas agoodtimetoleave. His nerveswere frayed, making him
jumpy, edgy. He had to getout of there.

Coveringthe general areawith hisweapon, Ronson sidestepped towards the

door.
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“Don’tanybody move, juststand still!” he yelled.

“Ronson, staywhereyou are!” ordered Hedges, keeping his eyes on Peter.

“Notthistime.I'moutofhere,” Ronsonsaid. His eyes were wide, desperate.

Mina edged away from him as he passed. Catchingthe movement outof the
corner of hiseye, Ronson swungthegunaround, pointingitather,inchesfrom Mina’s
face.Horrified, she stared downtheweapon’'sbore.

“No!"”avoice cracked out ofthe air.

Suddenlythe heavy crystal ashtray on the coffeetableroseupintotheairofits
ownvolitionand swepttowards Ronson. Before he could react, the gun was smashed
from his hands, making him howlin pain. His crywas cut shortas the ashtray clipped
him sharplyontherighttemple.Ronsondroppedto thefloorlike asack of potatoes,
unconscious.

Ronson’s gun literally fellinto Peter'slap. The boy staggered to his feet, the gun
wavingwildlyin his hands.Immediately, Hedges trained hisown weapononthe
panicking boy.

“Dropit! Dropitnow!”he ordered.

Fearwashed over Peter; hefelt his control ofthe situation rapidly slipping away.
Hewas suddenly exposed, outintheopen, and hedidn'tlikeit. The gun was heavy, too
big for hishands. He turned to face Hedges, intendingtodowhat, noteven Peter

knew. The gunwentoff, jerkingin hishand. Thereportwasloudinthetensesilence.
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Minascreamed, crashing backwards onto the sofa. She rolled tothe floorand lay

deathlystill.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

CONCLUSIONS

“Mina!”

Burtonwas offthe sofainaninstant, kneeling by Mina. The dark, deep red stain
onthe carpetwidened beneath her, herblack hair covering the deathly pallor of her
features.

AlmostassoonasBurton moved, sodid Gary, lunging forthe nearest of the
guards. Decroseto hisfeet, his entire bodyrigid with shock, glaring wildly down at
Mina, his mouthworking wordlessly. Nickand Sue acted together, rushing the third
guard.

Anothergunshotcracked, freezing everyoneintheirplaces. Hedgeslowered
hissmokingweapon; hisfaceimpassive, anger blazedin his eyes.

“No onemoves,”heordered; hisgun sweptacross them smoothly covering the
entireroom.

The crunching of glass made him turn. Harry stepped through the ruined
mirror, oblivioustothe gun, insensate to the tensionintheroom. He stared at his sister
lying somotionless, so...still.

Ignoring Hedges, he pushed past Burton and fellto his knees by Mina. Gently he
eased herfromthefloor, cradling herin hisarms. Alow keeningfilled theroom. Witha

jolt, Burtonrealizeditissued from Harry.
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“Killthem!Killthem!” Peter suddenly shrieked.

Despite his abilities, both physicaland mental, Peter was terrified. He had been
plungedintothe midstof chaos, losing the superiority of anonymity, his preferred
state, and his control of the situation. Regardless of his abilities, hewasstillonly a
fifteen-year-old boy, used to beingin asafe, protected bubble of hisown making, like a
larvain acocoon, inexperienced with real life, shocked by theviolence intowhich he
now found allabout him.

Hedgeslooked athim,ignoring his hysterical commands. Ronson slowly began
tostir, reminding Hedges of his peculiar assault.

“Whoeveryouare, howeveryoudidit, showyourself,” hesaid. Hedges
emphasised the order by cocking hisweapon, aimingdirectlyatNickand Sue.“You've
gotfiveseconds.”

Hedges gasped as Kelly appeared with ashimmer of colour beside Minaand
Harry.

“Getwiththeothers,”Hedges ordered. He began to think Ronson was right; this
was alltoo weird.

Staggwatchedthe proceedings fromthesidelines, and things begantofallinto
place. Thebloodtests, tissuesamples, DNAcomparisons. He always knew they were
geneticexperiments, buthe surmised theywere preliminariestosomesortofdrug

trial. Butthis? Theseyoungsters... Andtheyoung Peter Fontayne...?
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“OhmyGod...” Stagg breathed as the full truth of the situation crashed into his
incredulous mind. Wasit possible? Had he been taking orders from a fifteen-year-old
theentiretime?

“Whatthedevilisgoingonhere?”roared avoice fromthe doorway.

Hedgeswhirled, keeping his gun levelled atthe two men standing inthe open
portal.Immediately the mercenaryrecognised Peter Fontayne the Second andJames
King, peeringincredulously over his shoulder.

Seeingthetwo menonly confirmed Stagg’sincredible revelation. Somehow,
someway, the boy had been hisemployer, not Fontayne Senior. Asincredible asitwas
Stagghadbeenduped!Heturnedto Hedges.

“GetRonsononhisfeet. We're getting outof here.”

Hedges motioned Fontayne and King into the roomwith sharp jerks of his
pistol.

“Tasked a question,” Fontaynedemanded, ignoring the threat.“Who areyou?
What'sgoingon here?”

“Youwouldn'tbelieve meifltold you,” Staggsaid dryly.“Now, let’s not get
heroic.Iand my men areleaving; itwould beagoodideaifyou kept out of the way,
right?”

“Now hold on...”beganKing, stepping forward.
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“It's okay, letthem go,” Fontayne Senior said, putting arestraininghand onthe
security man’s shoulder.

“Good choice,”Stagg said. He nodded to hismen, and they all quickly vacated
theroom. Stagg stopped by the open door, looking back at Peter standing wide-eyed
by the shattered mirror. The scientistwentto say something, thought better ofit,
turned, and hurried after hismen.

“T'llalertsecurity,”King said, heading for the telephone.

“No, callthe policeinstead. They'll never get offtheisland,” said Fontayne.
“Make sureyouinformthemthatthe menarearmedand dangerous.”

Fontayne Seniorlooked atallthe occupants oftheroominturn, finally settling
onhisson.

“Would someone like to explain exactlywhat /sgoingon here?”he said.

*

Ignoring him, Burtondropped to his knees by Mina. Gently he prised her out of
Harry'sarms, his fingerssearching forapulsein her neck. Hisstomach flopped when
he felt nothing. He puthis earto herlax mouth. Desperately Burton looked up atthe
others.

Hisvoice awhisper.“She’'s not breathing!”
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“No..." Thewordwas drawn out, low, filled with horror as Decstared down at
Mina’s lifeless body, his fingers buried inthe lank strands of his hair. Spittle gathered at
the cornersof hisworking mouth; tearstrickled his cheeks.

“Mina!”hemoaned.

Slowly Decturned, gazing up atthe portrait of Katherine Fontayne. No thought
ranthrough his stricken mind as he beheld her serene countenance, the softlines of
herface, hershininggolden hair... As he stared atthe portrait, asingle thoughtfilled
histormented mind. The only person he ever cared aboutlay notten feetawayina
pool ofdarkening blood, taken from him—No! RIPPEDfrom him—fornoreason, it
didn'tmakesense... Why? Whatwas this hellhe had beenthrown into? What they had
allbeenthrownintoforsolong? Then, from some dark recess of his mind, realization
begantoedgethe cornersofthedarkness. Thewoman's face was familiar. He knew
thatface...

Dec’'swhole attitude visibly changed. He became preternaturally still, frozenina
hunched position thatsomehow exuded evil; asly curve twisted his lips.

“Dec?”queried Gary.

Decdidn’tanswer; his gazefalling on Peter Fontayne the Third, coweringinthe
corner, hisyoung, cherubicface wetwith tears, terror shiningin hiswatering eyes.
Declan’'smouthwidenedinto abroadergrin, leering, possessed. His narrowed eyes

flickered betweenthe portraitand the boy. The family resemblance was striking.
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“Keep awayfrom me.” Peter’'svoice quavered as Declan took a slow step
towards him.

“You did this.” Declan’svoice wasicy, cold, flat.“You.”

Theireyeslocked; bonded byaninvisible chainthatno one could see,noone
could break. Dec's face became a mask of concentration; his brow furrowed; madness
shonein hisexpression.

Peter gasped, trying to backaway fromthe young man towering over him, but
hewastrappedinthe cornerwith nowhereto go. His hands extended before him, asif
heweretrying to fend off somethingterrible, something thatreducedhimtoa
trembling, white-faced mass of twitching arms and quivering lips.

His motherwassuddenlythere, smiling benignly down at him, her smooth, soft
hand reaching out, urging himto cometo her. Foraninstant, Peter nearlywent, but
then hesaw herskinrippling. Droolslipped from the corner ofher mouthinathin
silverline, running down heronce delicate chinthat now hungslackly.

Her entire body seemedto possessan alienlifeallits own; lumpsand bumps
writhed within her flesh; blue veins pulsedin her face and arms. Her hair, her beautiful
hair, dried before his eyes, becamelank, brittle, falling outin great clumps, leaving raw
soresallover herscalp. Her pulsating skin beganto crack, adarkichoroozing fromthe

horrificfissures erupting all over the corrupted flesh. The cracks widened, gobs of
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dark, infected meatbeganto meltawayfromherbody, revealing the bleached white
bonebeneath.

Itwasthenthat Peter beganscreaming...

*

“Dec!"yelled Gary over the boy’'s terrified screams. “Dec, stop! For God's sake!
Stop!”

Decstopped. Heregarded Garywith asatisfied smile that chilled the blood.

“T'vestopped,”heannounced proudly, thenwentand stood by Mina.

*

“Someone callanambulance!” Burton shouted. “Now!”

JamesKing grabbed forthe telephone.

Harrylooked up at Burton, once again holding Minain hisarms. Sorrowand an
infinite sadnessfilled Harry's strange eyes. For aninstant, Burtonfeltforthe man, felt
his pain, hisanguish.

“I'msorry,” Harrywhispered.

Heleanedover Mina, hislong, oiled ringlets covering her face. Burton was
touched; tears stung his eyes. Behind him, Kellyweptin Nick's arms. Sue covered her

mouthwith her hand, turning away, stifling her own sobs.
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Peter Fontayne Seniorrushedto hisson. Grabbing the boy’s shoulders, he
shook him. Therewasno recognitioninthe boy’swild eyes. His screams had subsided
into low, animalwhimpers. Horrified and confused, Fontayne Senior looked at Gary.

“What /sgoing on here? Whathave youdoneto myson? Who areyou people?”

Nooneanswered. Slowly Burton gotto his feet; he feltempty; numb; unsure
whattodo.

Whathaditallbeen for? Allthe running, hiding. He had failed Mina, the others,
himself. And why? Burton wanted to scream, vent hisrage, his helpless, pointlessrage,
onanything, anyone.Instead, he hung his head, defeated.

Alowmoanbrokethesilence. Atfirst, Burton didn’t register the sound. Only Sue
gaspingmade himlookaround. Atingle crackled across his skin. Mina! She moaned
again.Herfingersfluttered beneath Harry's crouching, hugging body. Mina was alive!
Burtonrushedto herside, justas hereyesflickered open. Shewas confused, pale, oh
so pale, butshewasalive.

“Harry?”Mina croaked. “Harry?”

Burtontouched Harry’'s shoulder; silently he toppled over onto his side.
Shocked, Burtonsawtheserene, almost happy expression on Harry'sdead face. The
troubledlineswere gone, aswerethedarkrings around his eyes. Hewas at peace,

contentedin hislast, selfless act.
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Minarosetoasitting position. The ghastlywoundin her chest had stopped
bleeding.Incredibly, ithad already begunto heal! She gently touched Harry's calm
face.Tearsglistenedinhereyes.

“Oh, Harry,”shemoaned.

“Mina?What...?” The questiondiedin Burton'sthroatas herealized the truth.
“Oh, man,”he breathed.

Harryhad used hisvampiric powerinreverse;instead of draining the life-giving
energy from Mina, he had given histo her; brought herbackfromthe brink of death, at
the cost of his own life.

Burtonrested hishand on Mina'sshoulder as shewept for herlosttwin; he
couldn'thelp hisown tears.

“Willsomeone pleasetellmewhat'sgoingon?”demanded Fontayne Senior.
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EPILOGUE

Mina moved closerto Burton, squeezing his hand asthe train pulled out of
Euston Station. Burton winked ather, smiling broadly. They needed no wordsto say
whattheybothfeltintheir hearts. Theywere goinghome, to abetterlife, a better
future.

Forthelasttwoweeksthey, and allthe others, had been guests of Peter
Fontaynethe Second, stayingin a hotel nearthe Hi-Tech Motivation building. Mina had
fullyrecovered, thanksto Harry's last, unselfish act. Stagg and his mercenaries had
been caught, justastheyattemptedtoleave theisland, as Fontayne Senior had
predicted. Butallcharges againstthem were dropped. To prosecute would only bring
tolightthe bizarre circumstances of theiremployment and theiremployer. Fontayne
Seniorwasadamantthatwouldn’thappen.

Fontayne Seniorhad known allalong about Peter’s foraysinto the world of
finance; hehad been proud of himfor his precociousness. He had never dreamed of
thefull extent of his son’s capabilities or of the horror he had perpetrated onthe many
innocents for which the boy had paid aterrible price.

Fontayne had begged Declantoreverse whateveritwas he had doneto Peter,
but Decwas equallyadamant. Hewouldn’t, couldn’t, undo Peter’s coma-like catatonia.

The boywould havetodoitforhimself, if he could.
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Declanhad beentheonlyonetodecline Fontayne’s hospitality. He had left that
night, justwalked outofthe HTM building into the dawn and they hadn’t seen him
since. Fontayne got his explanations and finally discovered what had been going on,
and was suitably horrified.

“Isitover?”Minaasked quietly.

“It's over,” Burton assured her firmly.

“Hewas like us, like me. Peter,” Mina said.

“No, hewasn’t. He had the power, but notthe experience. It overwhelmed him. I
guessitwasbetter nowthan later,” Burton answered grimly.

“Whatifherecoversfrom...? Whatif?” She was reluctantto use the words.

“Tdon’'tknow. Maybe he never will. His father has money. Maybeit'lldo him
somegood.Idoubtit.”

Fontayne Senior had wanted to recompense them all financially; make the rest
oftheir lives comfortable. They had allrefused, but Fontayne insisted they accept five
hundred pounds each, justto getthem whereverthey neededto go. Realising the
need, the generous offerwas accepted.

Theyhad met, onelasttime downin Confusion.So muchwas clearnow. The
MIBs hadn'tbeenreal, justboogeymento scarethem. Nichols and hismenwerejust

ex-army, theillusion superimposed overthem. That'swhy Burton never could really

237



seethem.Hewasn'tsusceptibletotheillusion butwasstillblinded tothe men
underneath.

Confusionseemed somehow different. Perhapsitwas because their situation
was no longerathreat. The place almost seemed like home now, butitwasn't.

Afteralotofhugging and notafewtears, theyfinally separated, going their own
way but promising tokeepintouch. Burtonand Mina hoped theywould. Only the
futurewouldtell.

Now alltheywanted wasto go home, and theywere going.

Home.

ENDS
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