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      When Joe and Grace Callahan discover they belong to a secret order of mercenaries, they join an ancient struggle between their own kind and the once-human Earthborns, seduced into evil by their leader, the demon Mammon. 


      Joe is a Ferryman, with the rare power to open rifts into other dimensions. His sister, Grace, has rapidly growing telepathic powers. Their gifts fascinate and terrify those around them, and the siblings are set to become the most influential players in the war. 


      But Mammon grows stronger every day, and now he wants Joe to open a dark rift to the demon world, where a Hellborn army is waiting.
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For Fred and Ann




Prologue

It was nearly dawn. The sun seemed to hang behind the earth, teasing a fine gold line along the horizon. Soon it would burst through and punish the city with another day of racking heat.
But in a darkened Spanish laneway, an unnatural frost was on the move, creeping up grimy walls, chasing flies away from rubbish bins, sweeping over rats hiding in gutters.
And finally, touching the lips of a sleeping boy.
He snored; his chin dipping with each breath, nudging his collarbone. A blonde fringe hung over one eye. He wore a dusky blue t-shirt. A rip had ruined the elite logo and a clump of sweaty chest hair poked through. One hand rested on his filthy jeans; in the other sat a worn snapshot of a little girl, perched on a carousel horse.
His grey canvas backpack lay on its side, surrounded by an unopened pack of chili noodles, loose banknotes and three empty cans of pre-mix bourbon.
The frost was now a cloud around his lips, staining his breath. He coughed; icy flecks floated into the air. As he opened his eyes lazily, he noticed the snapshot and sighed. It was too much to think about.
He jumped, startled by noise from above. Shadows flitted along those walls beyond which bakers yelled sharp, foreign words and cinnamon scents lingered.
With a groan, the boy bent his head. Bittersweet pain hit him with the stretching. A rumbling in his gut made him smile in the direction of the shouting as he pictured himself climbing up those stone stairs one more time into an oak-lined room, where the air was drenched with vanilla; imagined sliding into a soft red booth, could almost feel his tongue tingle with hot chocolate and churros.
He thought of the frost, and looked around. The laneway was warm, and dry.
He glanced sideways tiredly. With a jolt, he jumped up. ‘You found me!
Leaning casually against a wall, with curled fingers pressed thoughtfully against his lips, the visitor watched. His dark, trimmed hair sat evenly above a fresh linen collar. He tapped his foot lightly; the dark leather of his shoe seemed to repel the dust.
At first the boy was shocked, then silently admiring.
He shook his head in wonder. Amazing, he thought. Not a drip of sweat: so composed, so calm, in this heat.
He shook his head a second time to banish the clouding from his mind. No. He wouldn’t be blindsided now. There was something very wrong here.
‘Sleep well?’ The man watched his own fingers stretching; absorbed by the interchanging of muscle, bone and flesh; his dark eyes glittered with a fascination that was intense, yet fleeting.
‘You shouldn’t have left us, Jeremy.’
‘I needed some space.’ The boy fought a swelling in his throat. Nervous sparks raced along his spine, his neck hairs stood rigid.
Only a month ago he’d seen the violence that now simmered beneath those eyes, that latent anger. He felt its potential now: the axe-man pacing in the shadows; the shark waiting to strike. ‘It’s in my nature to move around.’
‘To live like this?’ The man eased off the wall, pausing to smooth his tie with elegant strokes. ‘You look miserable. All you had to do was try. Really try – and you’d have succeeded.’
Don’t be fooled. Run! The swelling worsened, trapping air in his throat. Claustrophobia hit. Rooftops conspired to close him in.
I can’t run forever, he thought, giving the man a firm stare. ‘Look, this thing you want me to do. Why do you want it so badly? I’m not so sure I want to do it at all–’
‘Jeremy, if you can open this gateway for me, you’ll know unimaginable power.’ The man stressed the last word. With clenched fists, he began a slow, rehearsed walk, his eyes always on the boy’s face, eyes that narrowed now, searching, analysing, probing for a key.
‘Hmm. You think you’re just like everyone else, don’t you?’
‘I am.’
‘No. You have the gift, my son.’ He was whispering now, reverently. ‘To bend space and time … to your will.’ His dark eyes flashed. ‘Secrets of the universe.’
The man nodded at the photograph and raised his eyebrows. ‘You might be able to change your own history.’
Tightness hit Jeremy’s throat again, but from tears, not terror. Could he really have them back? Lulu, safely curled up in his palm was, in truth, alone in the dark with a ton of earth trapping her.
He remembered Dad, demolished by guilt, his head blown apart by the thunder. The rank stench of blood spilling onto carpet. Mum, mad-eyed, feverishly cleaning the wound, pleading with him not to give up; not to leave her alone.
Her shattering descent into madness.
Two junked-up years, stumbling around from one cesspit to another until rough voices would come, yanking his hair in meaty fists and thrashing him against walls.
Jeremy looked up at his mentor – the unlikely friend who’d brought him to a new, privileged life. Cars, women, clothes. Toys that had distracted him from the questions he should have asked: What do you really want? Why do the people around you have shadows, and where does the frost come from?
Too weird.
‘Try again for me.’ The man’s voice soothed him, encouraging.
‘I can’t,’ he said. But then, his eyes flickered to his sister’s face. He slid the picture into his pocket and raised his hands. In his peripheral vision the man’s head nodded sharply. ‘Yes. Son, you can do this.’
Jeremy’s palms sweated with fearful anticipation. He’d been here before.
The man licked his lips, as if tasting a triumph to come.
Hovering near Jeremy’s face, a white dot quickly grew into a small sphere.
‘That’s it!’ The man stepped excitedly towards the boy. But his smile soon fell. The rift was not growing.
The man lunged forward. ‘Give it everything you have! Everything!’
The rift shook – a volcano on the verge of eruption – restrained power needing a final spark; an elusive catalyst by which it would explode into life.
But Jeremy slumped, pressing his hands against tired knees. ‘Can’t.’
‘No,’ the man said, slowly. ‘You can’t, can you.’ Then, the air fell silent. Jeremy could hear the man’s teeth grind together.
Panting, he looked into the man’s face. He’d seen this look before, from men who would sell their own children to win the game. ‘I just can’t do it.’
The statement was reckless, Jeremy knew that – but it was courageous, nonetheless. It was the type of courage that comes when there’s nothing to lose. It was a relief, at last, to tell the truth. Throw down your cards.
Coughing, Jeremy glanced up. ‘Anyway, there’s something very wrong … about you.’ He curled his lip with distaste. ‘Screw you.’
A loud crack and Jeremy was airborne, only realising he’d been thrown after crashing on a stack of pallets. Trying to move, he gasped and gave a sharp cry of pain; he’d been impaled by a wooden stake – from which now trickled a stream of blood.  
‘You know what your problem is, boy? You’re afraid! And now, useless to me!’ The man’s face froze, lifeless. No spark in those dark eyes.
Jeremy felt his limbs sag. All his energy seeped away. A black cloud rose from the back of the man’s head. A horde of rats ran from their gutter.
A smashing sound – and bricks tumbled to the ground. Choking on dust, Jeremy stared at the slash marks of claws on the wall.
The dark shape moved forward.
A warm stickiness streamed down Jeremy’s leg. Wincing, he hugged his side. A primal rumbling filled the air, and the stickiness streamed some more.
Overhead, windows shook.
Rhythmic jolts of pain hit as the beast came closer; the alley trembled.
A series of low snaps sounded; each slab cracked as though under a great weight. Even in the midst of the fury, Jeremy shook his head in awe. ‘How …’ he gasped. ‘What are you?’
And the Shadow Wolf roared, shattering the air, leaving Jeremy’s eyes burning, watering. His hands flew to his ears. Surely they must be bleeding. Frost numbed his cheeks.
He squeezed his eyes shut; willing his body to fly away as the thundering pounded his face again.
‘Coward! Do you know how long I’ve waited?’
Something clamped his ankles, and then Jeremy hung in the air.
The walls spun, closing in on him. He flew against one – in a surreal instant he saw the dent left behind and the glistening of blood.
Then, no more.
The Shadow Wolf raged on, smashing the boy from wall to wall with low, terrible roars.
But soon, it tired. Jeremy’s body flew one last time – landing with a squelching sound on a bed of splintered glass and brick dust.
A contemptuous growl – for every time this being was freed from its human host, it rejoiced in the unrestrained power – then the cloud barrelled into the back of the man’s head.
Cold eyes opened. Only the small streak of light gave hint to the life force once again animating the flesh.
Reaching into the smooth coolness of his suit pocket, the man slowly drew out a handkerchief, working the silky fabric into a neat triangle and patting the frost from his face.
With the barest flick of his wrist, he tossed the handkerchief – but watched it flutter away, intrigued by the white folds struggling in the warm wind like a dying dove.
It went on to tumble past the remains of the runaway boy – but by then the man was walking into the new day.
‘Master.’ The elderly servant smiled and bowed. His Lord had just done the impossible: assumed his real form. Sustained it in Earth’s atmosphere. Incredible.
The man slid into the car, smoothed his tie and slid on a pair of mirrored shades. He tapped his clean, neat fingernails against his knee.
The old man limped to the driver’s door. Groaning, he slid on to the seat.
‘Halphas.’
‘My Lord?’
‘I am disappointed. Take me home.’
‘Yes, Master.’ Halphas pressed the ignition button. The engine roared, startling a group of pigeons that hopped away from the kerb.
As he pulled on to the traffic, Halphas’ fingers trembled on the steering wheel. A storm would gather around Mammon now, and the high demon would stew in his own frustration until the next Ferryman could be found.
But Halphas smiled anyway. 




ONE

At the edge of a lonely continent, between a broad desert and stormy sea, lay Border City.
To the west, seabirds congregated on top of rocky towers that had prised their way up from the ocean floor. Barrelling waves tore against cliff faces. To the south, mist-drenched forests spread for miles.
To the east, a row of stony-faced mountains guarded the City from the desert’s brutal sands.
To the north: the Wasteland. Plundered, abandoned, ignored.
And there, in the middle of it all, stood the great mirrored towers, where the sophisticated few met for coffee on the waterfront or strolled through glass-lined colonnades. In Cold River’s tranquil bays, white hulls bobbed and noise was restricted to refined laughter, or the swoop of a pelican’s wing.
But when the sun pulled away, the City showed another face.
The River: grey, choppy and barren. Soft, respectable tones – sunset against polished glass and steel, gave way to vulgar neon, flesh and fear.
It was here that the next Ferryman was born.




TWO

Joe stood at the engine; wrench in hand. Sweat trickled along his stubble. He stood back, ignoring the row of droplets that sat on his hairline.
‘Still here, Callahan?’ The teacher leaned on the bench, smiling. ‘You know you don’t have to be.’
Joe turned on the tap and grabbed a bar of soap. He began scrubbing his hands. ‘I’m giving my sister a lift.’
‘Ah, you’re a good man. Is she performing at graduation?’
‘Yeah. She’s actually hoping to get into the conservatorium.’
‘Is that right?’
Joe nodded. ‘She’s talented enough, and she works really hard. She’d deserve it.’ The teacher watched Joe dry his hands. ‘How about you, Joe? Where do you think you’ll end up working?’
‘With bikes.’ Joe shrugged. ‘Don’t care where, really. Just…with bikes.’
‘Well, employers will be on the hunt for our top grads tomorrow night. You may find yourself swamped with offers.’
‘Hm.’ Joe stared out into the courtyard, where a swirling cloud of dried leaves blustered along the pavers; their continuous, barrelling movement reminding him of his dream, the same dream that had banged on in his head, night after night.
The teacher smiled. ‘You don’t seem too excited.’
‘No, it’s all good.’ Joe threw down the hand towel and picked up his backpack. He reached out his hand. ‘Thanks, Sir.’ They shook hands.
‘See you tomorrow night, Joe.’
‘Yeah. See you then.’ Joe walked out of the workshop. The wind subsided, scattering the leaves along the ground. He stepped on them, crunching his way along the courtyard towards the Humanities building.
‘Right, Year Elevens. Homework: how does Plato use the Allegory of the Cave to illustrate how man can believe in a false reality?’ The teacher glanced around the room and laughed. ‘Come on, you guys! It’s not that bad!’
A groan rumbled through the class. ‘Oh, miss! You must be joking! It’s so hot!’
The teacher smiled. ‘I know.’ She leaned back on her desk, tapping her fingers against the wood.
‘But just imagine how the prisoners felt next to the fires in Plato’s Cave.’
Outside, parched leaves hung from weary branches. Birds stalked the ground for puddles, their angry caws cutting the stagnant air. Clouds bulged, threatening rain.
Students slumped across desks, throwing woeful stares in her direction.
‘Come on, people! We’ve been through this!’ She sighed. ‘Just try. That’s all I ask. Start by highlighting the key words.’
Grace’s head felt heavy – like the monsoonal grey that passed as the sky. Absently, she coloured in the words that she hoped were key to the question. Her stomach clenched and turned. She’d felt uneasy for days.
Tomorrow, she might feel better. It was just the humidity. Or perhaps, she just needed food. Her eyes drifted to the clock. Five minutes until hometime. She drew a hairtie from her pocket and scooped up her long, dark curls into a messy bun.
She reached for her water bottle. It tipped. Lazily, she watched it fall to the floor. Everything seemed to be in slow motion today. As she leaned down and grabbed the bottle, a small crack in the nearby window glinted, catching her eye.
It glowed strangely in the day’s grey light. But more – it was moving. Spreading, like humid breath on cold glass, swallowing up her reflection.
Frost.
Her eyes narrowed. She touched her fingertip against the window, leaving a print. But it’s such a hot day, she thought.
A shadow fell across the window. It was the Tyler kid, Jesse. Trudging; his hands in the pockets of his black sweatshirt, hooded.
Moisture in her mouth: a telltale watering. She was going to be sick. Nerves twisted her stomach. Her fingers tightened around the bottle.
Jesse Tyler stared straight at her.
She knew this boy; knew the family. A mean, gritty history. Not the breeding ground for happy assimilation into adult life.
His eyes burned at her with a cold fury. What are you looking at? She heard him, although she could swear his lips hadn’t moved.
The bottle gave an audible crack.
There was something there with him…a shadow – clinging to his body like a parasite.
Then she connected with Jesse’s mind.
The sensation was like falling in a dream, she felt as if she was tumbling out of control; she saw his life … a man’s voice – hard and unforgiving. A drunken stench. A leather belt, burning lines into his back.
She wasn’t breathing at all.
Jesse spoke again – a low, rumbling echo.
It can’t be real.
She could faint. Heart hammering, she closed her eyes.Go away!
Abruptly as it had begun, the shaking stopped. Grace opened her eyes to an empty window, but the world was still a blur; the fallout still lingering in her stomach.
A few feet away, her teacher stood clasping a paper. ‘Grace, what’s the problem?’
She stared at her fingertip, still damp from the frost that was receding from the glass. Something bounced off her back, drawing a flurry of laughter.
‘Brian and Adrian!’ The teacher’s voice boomed. ‘Do you forget where you are?’
Grace gagged. Her mouth bulged with bitter stickiness. God, she thought. What the hell is going on?
She snatched her bag and let her legs race her to the bathroom, mouth forced closed by tight fingers, only to lose the contents of her stomach all over the basin.
‘Grace!’ Joe’s voice echoed in the bathroom.
She looked up to see him standing in the doorway. 
‘I was calling you – didn’t you hear me?’
She shook her head, staring into the mirror.
He walked over to her. ‘What’s up? You look sick.’
She rinsed her mouth and turned off the tap. ‘I want to go home. Now.’
‘Okay.’ Frowning, he watched her push past and walk out. ‘What’s happened?’
‘Just take me home.’




THREE

Halphas walked across the club foyer, an oak lined room where chiffon curtains billowed around arch windows that overlooked the racecourse. In the main dining area, the sunset gave a soft glow to the linen and glassware on the untouched tables. The elegant strains of a string quartet filled the air. Silent waiters moved among the crowd. This was a place where the rich did not wish to see them.
Halphas knew they most certainly wouldn’t want to see him. But he definitely felt the prickling attention of the two young Hellborns – Master’s Anointed Ones. His apprentices, skilled in the arts of politics, business and law. They were Pureblood, each and every one – and they loved to remind Halphas of it.
Andras, gifted with the power to influence, persuade and divide, stepped closer to Mammon and gave Halphas a critical stare.
Halphas looked the young demon over.
From the glossy shoes and black silk suit to the fresh linen collar, slick hair and whiff of subtle cologne, Andras had moulded himself into a perfect little clone.
The nerve of him. The nerve of them all! Upstarts, still possessing that aura of young. Insolent pups. Halphas quietly seethed.
The other apprentice, Mara enjoyed an obscene amount of male attention.
Flashing a smile, she slid her fingertips through waves of blonde hair that cascaded over her pale, bare shoulders. With each stroke, the strands shone like golden fire. For Halphas, everything else started to melt away – except the urge to stroke her hair and press his lips against her luminous skin.
She caught his stare. ‘Hello, Halphas!’ She fluttered a Japanese fan in front of her face.
Halphas looked away. Dirty succubus. He strode on, mimicking Mammon’s effortless glide but lamenting the ache in his knees.
He recognised Mammon’s companions as Senator Julian Ellis and the transport magnate Matthew Doyle. They’d flown to Hong Kong as part of a business delegation from the outer Antipodes. Both men owed their success to Mammon, in one form or the other – and they were here to pay homage and watch Mammon’s horse win the Jockey Club Cup.
Matthew Doyle was red-cheeked and overly friendly, but Senator Ellis seemed edgy.
‘Excuse me,’ the senator said, and strolled towards the men’s room, glancing at Halphas as he moved away.
Mammon’s eyes trailed over the senator’s wife, lingering on her neckline, where ruffles of purple satin blended into the shiny black curls that spilled over her tanned shoulders.
His eyes drifted up to her neck and face. With each centimetre, he seemed to be marking his territory.
She stepped closer and took his arm. He smiled.
Halphas stood a few feet away, and coughed – not to attract his master’s attention, but rather to clear the dusty phlegm that had gathered near his windpipe.
‘You’re late.’ Mammon didn’t look at him.
Matthew Doyle leaned closer to the high demon. ‘So, when are you gracing us with a visit to Border City?’
Mammon took an appetiser from a floating tray: a square of veal garnished with asparagus and caviar. ‘What do you want, Matthew?’
Doyle glanced away, his cheeks reddening. ‘My drivers are kicking up quite a stink. Their union is rejecting the enterprise agreement that we so painstakingly drew up, I mean, with the assistance of your very talented lawyers, and –’
‘The trouble with your drivers, Matthew, is that they don’t know their place.’
Mammon took another gulp of wine and held the glass out; a waiter swooped in and took it.
‘When did you allow them union representation, Matthew?’
‘I had no choice!’
‘Fire them.’
Matthew gasped. ‘But what if they take legal action?’
Mammon sighed. ‘I don’t really need to intervene, now, do I?’
‘No,’ Matthew muttered. ‘Of course not, My Liege.’
The senator’s wife squeezed Mammon’s arm. ‘Now, boys. Must it always be business?’
Mammon looked at her with a smile. ‘No, something tells me it will be all pleasure from this moment on.’
She giggled, and let him stroke her cheek.
Halphas watched. How easily he reels them in. Maria Ellis, the trophy wife of a highly principled, irritatingly moralistic senator twice her age.
Mammon enclosed his hand over Maria’s slender fingers. ‘Come and watch the race with me. We will go for a sail after my horse wins the Cup.’
‘Why, I would just love that.’ Smiling, Maria Ellis let Mammon lead her towards the exit. The apprentices followed at a respectful distance, with Halphas at the rear. With a final glance towards the men’s room, Maria disappeared through the door.




FOUR

Joe leaned in the doorway, arms folded. Mum sat on the edge of Grace’s bed, while his sister stared up at the roof, her arms folded, a thermometer lodged in her mouth. She shot him an accusing glare; he responded with a helpless shrug.
He glanced around. Her room had changed so much. Her music books, piled against the wall, used to be neatly stacked in a bookcase. Clothes lay strewn around the room. I’m meant to be the slob, he thought. His gaze fell on a collage of dark, surreal images climbing halfway up Grace’s wall, the product of some Alice in Wonderland-themed Blu-Tack frenzy.
Their mother took the thermometer between her fingers. ‘Well, you don’t have a fever. That’s good. But I don’t know how you can stand all those blankets.’ She pinched the hem of the top blanket and pulled it back.
‘No!’ Grace yanked the blanket, pulling it to her chin. She shivered.
‘What is it?’ Joe walked over and stood at the foot of the bed. ‘You need to tell us.’
Grace sat up, edging towards the wall and curling her legs up tight. ‘I just don’t feel well.’
Joe and his mother shared a glance. Something had scared Grace into strangled silence.
‘Has anything strange happened, love? It must be something.’
‘I haven’t felt well lately. That’s all. Leave me alone for a while, please.’
‘Alright. Get some rest.’ Mum stood up. ‘You’ll be fine by tomorrow.’
‘I’ll never sleep again,’ Grace muttered.
Mum frowned. ‘What’s that, love?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Joe and I will heat up some soup,’ Mum said. ‘We’ll bring it to you.’
As her bedroom door closed, Grace pulled the blankets over her head, curling up against the wall. Still, she shivered.
Each time she closed her eyes, Jesse Tyler’s shadow waited there, in the dark.




FIVE

The smell of roasted garlic and prawns filtered through the cabin, creating a dull ache in Halphas’ stomach. His eyes wandered to the clock. Eight thirty. His gaze drifted through the large window that spanned the stateroom wall.
He glanced at the chambermaid, whose arms were beginning to sag under the weight of Mammon’s shirts.
‘No, not that one!’ Halphas reached over and yanked a dark grey garment from the pile. ‘Where’s the ivory silk?’
The maid shook her head. ‘I don’t know, sir. I don’t remember seeing it.’
‘Rubbish. It’s on this ship. I told laundry to bring it aboard. Fetch the boy, now.’ Halphas walked over to the window and stared out at the moonlit waves.
The maid pressed an intercom button. ‘Jess, can you send Will up to the boss’ stateroom? Thanks.’
She released the button and staggered forward.
‘May I lay the shirts down now, sir?’
‘No.’ Halphas leaned against the wall, arms folded.
A light tap and a tall, slender boy entered the room. The maid gave him a sympathetic smile. Poor kid. First time to sea and he was about to get a kicking.
Halphas pushed off the wall and eyed the boy. ‘Where is the ivory silk shirt that was brought aboard?’
William bit his lip. ‘I don’t know.’
‘You brought the clothing yourself. I remember showing it to you and telling you it was a favourite of Master’s, and that he planned to wear it tonight. So, I repeat, where is the shirt?’
‘What brand was it? Maybe I can remember…’
Halphas sneered. ‘It was no brand – Master’s clothes are all tailored! Now, I ask you for the last time – where is that shirt?’
‘I don’t think we have it.’
Halphas paled. ‘What do you mean by that?’
‘I mean…’ William cast a nervous look at the maid. ‘I think it’s ruined.’
‘What?’ Halphas wore a look of horror. ‘Where is it?’
William stared at the floor. ‘Down there.’
‘Show me,’ Halphas growled, grabbing the boy’s arm and shoving him towards the door.
They made their way downstairs to the bowels of the ship and the service areas. A pine scent filled the air as they passed a kitchen hand squeezing out a mop. They entered the oppressive moisture of the laundry.
A row of neatly dressed women folded tablecloths and napkins. No heads were raised on Halphas’ entry.
He shoved William through the door; the boy tripped and caught his balance on a benchtop.
‘Show me,’ Halphas hissed.
With a forlorn limp, William walked across to a row of wastepaper bins. Silently, he reached in and fished out a crumpled piece of fabric.
Halphas snatched the garment and held it up. Patched across the fine fabric was an iron stain with several small puncture marks. Halphas turned and gave the boy a long, piercing stare. ‘You told me you were schooled in valet service.’
He scowled. ‘I am, sir!’
With the destroyed shirt in one hand, he grabbed William and shoved him towards the door. ‘You lied to me. You are incompetent. You’re going to account for this yourself.’
Mammon was in his stateroom when Halphas pushed the boy through the door.
The high demon stood in front of a full-length mirror, the carpet soaked from the water dripping from his body. He’d folded a towel around his waist and now stood, admiring his reflection.
He’d chosen well this time. A worthy vessel.
Dark hair played across his forehead in a gentle wave. Skin that glowed with olive warmth meant that he never looked tired or ill.
A panther-like sensuality, a sexual confidence that simultaneously frightened and aroused those around him. Of course, it was his Shadow, his glorious essence that gave the body such alluring energy.
His eyes drifted to the old servant, watching him in the mirror with a tense expression. To the boy, to the ruined shirt. ‘What’s this?’
Halphas shoved William forward. ‘Master, this boy ruined your garment.’
Mammon drew a deep breath, took a handful of pomade and smoothed it across his hair. ‘Which one?’
‘The ivory silk.’
Mammon turned to look at William, whose face turned very pale.
‘It was an accident,’ the boy stammered.
Halphas lunged out and backhanded him across the mouth.
‘Ow!’ William’s hand flew to his lip. ‘What the hell?’
‘You do not speak unless you are spoken to!’ Halphas’ eyes flashed. ‘You are but a servant!’
Mammon sighed. ‘Why do you continue to employ fools, Halphas?’
The old man lifted his chin. ‘I apologise, Master.’
‘Must I begin vetting candidates myself?’
‘No, not at all, Master.’
William wiped his lip with the back of his sleeve and saw blood.
He looked at Mammon. ‘I’m sorry. I made a mistake. But you’re making too much of a big deal about it.’ He pointed at Halphas. ‘He had no right to hit me. I’m in a union, you know.’
Halphas held his breath. He could sense the danger signs without even looking, but the stupid boy took another bold step, even making eye contact, adding insult to an already injured, frustrated and irritable Mammon.
‘Surely you can just go and buy another shirt tomorrow.’
With a roar, Mammon lunged forward and grabbed the boy by the throat, yanking him off his feet, carrying him towards the deck.
William kicked his legs, but it was futile. ‘Let me go!’ Halphas followed with slow steps. ‘I warned you.’ They reached the edge.
The ocean lay in wait – an endless expanse of dark water. Halphas could almost hear William’s heart pounding as the boy struggled to reach for the railing. ‘Please, sir! Let me go!’
With a growl, Mammon lifted the boy higher and flung him out into the air. 
Halphas leaned in the doorway, and listened. A brief silence, then a splash as he landed. Mammon stalked past and into his stateroom. ‘Find me another shirt.’
‘Yes, Master.’ Halphas followed him in and pulled a shirt from the wardrobe.
He laid it on the bed, and backed out of the room, closing the door behind him. He wandered over to the railing. Shouting bubbled up from the lower deck. Guests rushed to the railing and stared down at the boy cast adrift. A crew member ran over. ‘Man overboard!’
‘Leave it,’ Halphas said. He threw a look over his shoulder at the stateroom.
The crewman looked at him. ‘But- ’
Halphas glared back. ‘Leave it – or you’ll be going in straight after. Your choice.’ He folded his arms and stared down at the struggling boy.
The crewman scratched his head.
‘Get back to work!’
The crewman shot another glance at the boy and then walked towards the stairs.
Andras’ voice oozed up from below. ‘Well, he’s screwed.’
Halphas watched the boy shoot desperate looks around, spinning, treading water. No land in sight – with the sun disappearing behind the earth, sea and sky merging in a suffocating blackness.
The boy would never see home again.
Within minutes, he would be gulping water, the waves being so high and all. Halphas leaned on the railing and watched the boy become a dot in the distance.
When the dot disappeared, Halphas turned and made his way back into the stateroom.




SIX

Joe watched Mum potter around the kitchen, rustling bills, tapping calculator buttons, and rubbing her forehead.
Her eyes drifted up to the calendar. She frowned.
‘You okay, Mum?’
She slid the calculator into a drawer. ‘I’m fine, love.’
‘I’ll be working soon, Mum. I can help.’
‘I know, pet.’ She ruffled his hair and glanced at Grace, staring into her cereal, swirling the pieces with a spoon. 
‘Hey! What’s up?’ Joe gave his sister a gentle kick under the table.
‘Nothing.’ She stared at her bowl.
‘The hell it is.’ He nudged her. ‘Come on. Spill.’
‘Nothing, I said.’ She gave him a warning look.
Shrugging, Joe grabbed a bottle of chilli sauce and shook it, drowning his fried eggs in red, sticky liquid.
He shoved a runny square into his mouth and picked up the TV remote, turning up the volume on the morning news.
‘The Hong Kong Jockey Club Cup plays host to some of the world’s most important people, one such notable being Mammon Jones, the British founder and CEO of Vanquish Industries.’
Images splashed across the screen: a handsome, dark haired man sitting in a marquee, surrounded by glamorous women.
‘His mare, Pegasus, stormed home to win the Jockey Club Cup yesterday after a controversial finish in the Spring Racing Carnival. The year has been fraught with allegations against the popular billionaire and his trainer, but Jones appears to have taken it all in his stride.’ 
Joe blinked. ‘Pegasus? What kind of dumbass name is that?’
‘He’s a wealthy man,’ Mum said. ‘He can call his horse whatever he wants.’ She took a sip of tea and gazed out the window as rain began to fall.
The newsreader continued. ‘Jones has a net worth of two billion dollars with interests in banking, military technology and media networks.’
‘Rich bastard,’ Joe muttered.
Mum smiled. ‘And if you were that rich, Joseph, I can’t imagine that you wouldn’t have a string of gorgeous girls following you about.’
‘Mum, priorities. First you get the bikes, then you get the fame – and then you get the women.’
‘Whatever you say.’ She tipped the rest of her tea into the sink and began washing the cup.
Joe put down his fork and pulled his phone from his pocket.  ‘Grace.’ He nudged her until she looked up, irritated. ‘What?’
‘It’s my graduation tonight.’
‘I know.’ She gave him a weak smile. ‘I am proud of you.’
Mum glanced at Grace’s backpack near the front door. ‘Don’t you have practice after school today?’
‘Yeah.’ Grace stood up.
‘Finish your breakfast.’
‘I’m not hungry.’ Grace tipped the contents into the bin, put the bowl in the dishwasher and headed for the stairs.
Her mother glanced out the window at the grass, strewn with brown leaves. ‘Joe, can you do the garden today?’
‘Yeah, I was planning to.’ He glanced at the stairs. ‘What do you think is wrong with Grace?’
His mother sighed, and adjusted her watch. ‘I don’t know, love.’ She pulled on a jacket, picked up her keys and looked at Joe. ‘Now, I’m in the ER today. I finish at six, which means I should be home in time to drive you to graduation, but if not, I will meet you there.’
Joe stood up. ‘I should get at least one job offer tonight, Mum.’
‘I know, sweetie.’ She hugged her son.
‘You’re a good boy.’ She turned and headed for the door. ‘See you at six, love. And smile! It’s Friday.’ She shot him a grin as she walked out the door.




SEVEN

Joe slumped on the sofa and closed his eyes. ‘Just a few minutes,’ he murmured, despite on the ever-growing mass of leaves in the garden. ‘Then I’ll be right on it.’ His voice slurred as he fell quickly into a dream.
He flew.
He passed a dying star, its brilliant shards of purple light beaming out from the fiery core. He felt the tingle of ice particles, a ring that orbited a lonely world. Voices cried from that space, calling to him.
Let me out. The dark bubble that carried him couldn’t shut out those voices. They rose from the planet’s core in dark, murky waves. He turned away, horrified by the collective agony.
A dark tunnel lay ahead. Made of thunderclouds, moving, illuminated against the blackness of space by ripples of lightning.
Joe floated at the tunnel’s entrance. No, he thought.
This would take him to eternity, and he wasn’t ready to go there yet.
He woke with a start.
Same dream, he thought. Yawning, he opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. A haze sat there. No doubt the result of napping during the day. He blinked. His limbs felt jump-started, like electricity had coursed through them, shocking him back to the real world.
His hands tingled.
Something dark and shadowy hung above. He squinted. Yes, it was definitely black and shimmering, just hanging there.
He jumped off the sofa, eyes wide, staring at the dark shape. A sphere. Circular, blackish grey clouds, as wide as the ceiling. Was that lightning? Rippling up and down the inside? Joe smacked his head with his hand. ‘Come on,’ he whispered. ‘Must be dreaming.’ But he was clearly awake.
And the sphere remained.
Was it waiting…for him?
Finally, Joe lifted a finger slowly to touch the edge of the dark cloud. Just air. What did he expect, though?
‘What the hell is it?’ Again, his finger brushed the circle’s edge. Like touching a line of dust sitting on a ray of light. He pulled down; the cloud wobbled and expanded like clay on a potter’s wheel, spinning, contorting, growing.
What if it grew into something uncontrollable?
Sharply pulling his hand away, he ducked his head sideways. The ceiling was still there, on the other side. He jumped, startled by the house phone ringing. 
Creeping forward, almost on tiptoe, he investigated the strange entity. He took a look inside.
Beyond the cloud wall lay darkness, worse than the darkest night he’d ever seen, even camping in the country when the skies were overcast. An endless, gloomy path – lit up only by the slivers of lightning dancing over the walls.
Walls! How could it have walls? It’s not even solid!  He scratched his head. ‘Well, I’m still alive, so it’s not trying to kill me.’ He stared, rolling a tennis ball between his fingers like a giant worry bead. No way was he putting his head in there.
He stared into the black depths for a few seconds – and then threw the ball. It flew straight into the sphere.
Joe gasped. ‘Fast.’ Definitely not putting my head in there. Eyes still pinned on the swirling clouds, he leaned back and fumbled around on Mum’s desk until his fingers touched a small metal object, the other hand tapping the computer keyboard until the screen woke up.
Joe lifted the cordless webcam, holding it at the sphere’s edge, and peering sideways to watch the monitor. A screech jolted the camera from his grasp. Sparks charged up and down his spine.
On shaky legs, he backed away until he’d pressed his back to the wall, eyes wide and watching the cloud.
It just hung there, as unassuming as before. Except that it had eaten his camera. The video screen showed nothing but static. He crept over, crouched before the screen and pressed play.
At first it was just darkness. Then – and he guessed the camera spun wildly at this moment – an eyeless creature, bony, teeth bared, swam through the blackness, claws extended.
It moved with such speed it resembled a milky smudge. The thing observed the camera passively – but then lunged, the mouth stretching impossibly wide. The last thing the camera saw was a row of long, sharp teeth.
Then, static.
He was sitting down. He didn’t remember sitting down. Trembling hands clicked the mouse again.
Replay. Pause.
He peered at the screen. The creature’s face resembled nothing he’d seen on earth or within the ocean depths; it wasn’t a horror movie monster, nor comic book creature feature. Eyeless cavities with a body of chalky bone.
What seemed like a massive ribcage. Long jaws, like the snout of a hound dog if all its flesh and blood were stripped away. Epic teeth.
His chest ached from his relentless pounding heart. What was that thing? Where did it come from? Any minute now it might decide to take a chunk out of him.
Time for it to go.
When he turned back, the sphere had disappeared. His heart pounded, his mouth felt dry. He stared into the empty space while his head tried to make sense of this. ‘Hallucination. Brain tumour, although I hope not.’ He scratched his head. ‘Weather phenomenon.’
Closing his eyes, he rubbed his face. He shook his head, trying to shake away the strange, groggy feeling that had overcome him. Resting his face in his hands, he almost fell into another nap.
‘Come on, Joe,’ he murmured, opening his eyes. He stood up, pulled on a rain jacket, picked up a rake and bin bag, and walked out into the garden.




EIGHT

Joe cursed as a gust of wind barrelled through the leaves, scattering them over the grass. Flailing, he tried to flatten the leaves. ‘Damn it!’ He leaned on the rake and took out his phone to check the time.
As he pondered, the image of the strange entity kept rolling through his mind.
His fingertips began to tingle.
Curiosity overcame fear.
And there were leaves to get rid of. Grace wouldn’t need picking up for another half hour. He cast a look around the neighbouring houses. Empty windows looked back at him.
‘Okay.’ Joe took a breath and focussed on picturing the big cloud in front of him. Nothing.
He scratched his head. Perhaps I need to say something, like a spell, he thought. Or focus. Concentrate.
The air in front of him fell dark and the sphere was there once more.
In the afternoon light, it seemed even more surreal. For some time, he just gazed at it, well aware that thing was in there.
Finally, he shrugged. Nothing was happening. ‘Let’s give it something to eat.’ He shovelled up a clump of leaves, and shunted the leaves inside. Shovel after shovel went inside until his arms ached.
He stopped, leaned on the shovel and stared at the sphere. ‘I wonder…’ Extending a forefinger, Joe pulled on the bottom edge of the cloud; obligingly, the sphere expanded, nearly touching his feet.
Joe grinned. ‘Much better.’ He held the shovel close to the edge, watching leaves pick up and fly into the sphere like a sharp wind had got behind them.
Laughing maniacally – the situation was crazy, after all – too late he noticed the sudden pressure on his neck. With a pop, his chain was gone, Celtic cross and all.
‘Crap!’ Throwing down the shovel, Joe gazed into the sphere. Within the hovering, wispy leaves he saw the silver links and cross also floating, but too far to reach in.
He couldn’t lose it. Mum would be devastated.
But that thing was in there.
Too bad. Steeling himself with a deep, calming breath, he stepped inside.
As he took tiny steps forward, he struggled to adjust to the sensation. Sure, he was walking on something, but it didn’t feel as though there was anything there.
He glanced behind him. Thankfully, he could still see the windswept yard. He reached forward and snatched the chain, its links tightly between his fingers.
The skin on his neck began to prickle: a warning.
He froze.
The bone creature hovered, staring at him just like it had at the camera, claws outstretched evenly on each side.
Joe closed his eyes, breath trapped in his throat, heart hammering. Well, I guess this is it.
But silence followed.
He opened his eyes.
Pure darkness lay ahead, punctuated by lightning streaks – but there were no more leaves – and no monster.




NINE

As always, Grace found the accompaniment soothing. The piano’s gentle undertones, clarinet and oboe struck harmonious, lengthy notes in one exquisite breath. But her violin spoke of a lonely journey; the music seemed to reflect the madness of yesterday. She wondered: had the composer seen strange things too?
The tempo slowed again in the lead-up to the key change and eventual build towards the crescendo.
She dropped the bow, a wild, sudden heartbeat thumping her chest.
Jesse Tyler was walking past the music room. Horrified, she stared. It was real. It’s really there. The shadow clung to the boy, like scum on a pond’s surface.
It’s real.
He walked on. She had to follow…had to know more.
‘Grace!’
‘Bathroom break, Miss,’ she choked, and she was running, violin abandoned on her chair. Keeping her distance, she followed Jesse as he climbed over the waist-high chain fence bordering the College, passing the red brick of the public bathrooms and their musty scent. All the while, the shadow moved with him.
He’s possessed, she thought.
Ahead, next to a rusty climbing frame, a girl waited. Jesse stopped and glanced around. Her heart pounding, Grace fell back to the safety of the red wall. No footsteps sounded. Breath still held, she peered around the corner.
Jesse Tyler scowled. ‘Where’s Tom?’ The girl lifted her chin. ‘He asked me to come.’
Grace stared. Can’t she see that thing on his shoulder? The girl took out some banknotes and began counting them out.
Jesse snatched the money and dug into his pocket, scooping out a small baggie with white powder.
The girl looked over and her mouth fell open. She’s seen me, Grace thought, and a chill crawled up her spine.
Her heart began racing as the girl pointed to the toilet building, and Jesse looked over, his own eyes narrowing angrily as they fell on Grace.
She considered turning, and running – but no, to hell with it. He’s in the wrong, not me, she thought.
‘Oi!’ With gritted teeth, he shoved the baggie back in his pocket and began stalking towards Grace.
The girl tapped his shoulder. ‘Hey! The stuff!’
He shoved her away; she stumbled back, tripping on the metal frame. Jesse didn’t pause, but kept coming towards Grace. ‘What the hell are you doin’ here?’ His anger washed over her like fire, needling her skin, growing stronger with each step he took. The shadow clung to him like scum on a pond’s surface.
‘You follow me?’ Huh? Why are you here, bitch?’
Despite herself, Grace began backing away. The nausea rose from her belly, raising a fire in her throat. ‘Who are you calling bitch, you scum?’
He curled his lip. ‘You stupid bitch! Calling me scum!’
‘You are,’ she said. Still backing off, she stared past him at the climbing frame and the girl, watching with wide eyes. ‘You’re just a filthy scumbag. A drug dealing piece of crap.’
He was too close now, his breath staining the air with the stench of stale cigarettes, and the bile filled her throat, threatening to spill out of the corners of her mouth. Jesse slammed her with both hands, laughing as he watched her fly.
She landed, her hands over her chest where a thudding pain remained – his hands had slammed into her with far more force than she’d expected. Her head struck the wall with a nauseating thud. Blood trickled into her eyes. Joe, she thought – as an incredible weakness sapped her of all energy.
Joe, I wish you were here!
But only Jesse stood over her, his wicked gaze pinned on her. He seemed so much more than a boy.
He crouched in front of her. ‘Now, I’m gonna mess you up.’
With a light feeling in his limbs, Joe turned and walked quickly back out of the sphere. His feet touched the grass.
He turned back and looked at it. Again, it seemed to be resting, waiting.
He rubbed his neck. A tunnel on the inside, but a sphere on the outside. He shook his head. Too weird. Yet, the bone monster hadn’t touched him, and he could make it move.
More, he could go inside. He stood and stared at the rift, the tingle ever-present in his fingertips.
A voice broke into his thoughts. He clutched his head, his eyes squeezed shut at the stabbing pain. Grace’s voice!
Joe! Help me!
His eyes flew open. The sphere had gone.
The urge to ride hit – he ran into the house and snatched the bike keys from the table. He ran outside, kick started the bike and sped out into the street.
‘Jesse!’ The girl called from the swings. ‘I’ll get in trouble!’
‘Piss off, Tessa!’ Jesse snatched Grace’s hair. She cried out at the tearing pain, tried to kick out – but he seemed to have this impossible strength, pulling her along with relentless power.
The nausea was almost unbearable now. She could pass out…but her pulse began to throb in her neck as adrenaline surged once more through her body. ‘Let me go!’
‘Shut up,’ he growled, dragging her across the tiles as her screams echoed off the walls.
Horrific thoughts paraded through her head as she glimpsed her house, across the playing fields. Joe would leave to pick her up from school but find her gone. Would she be dead by then? She couldn’t believe how weak she felt.
I’m not dying like this, she thought, and her fingernails dug into his soccer shirt. She tore down as hard as she could, and the logo began to rip away from the fabric. She had to reach his skin, to pull chunks out of him…
‘Shit!’ Enraged, he lunged back, and stared down at his torn shirt. ‘This is my good gear! You cow!’
His voice boomed through the building. He crouched over her, pressing his knees against her upper arms, pinning her down.
He pulled a blade from his pocket.
Her eyes grew wide, fixed on the glinting blade in his hand.
She tried to kick, straining to hit him somehow…as she struggled, the blade loomed closer to her face. He took a little nick of her cheek.
Holding the blade up, he let blood drip on to her face. She wriggled, thrashing her head from side to side. ‘I’ll kill you!’
He chuckled. ‘Na. You won’t.’
The doorway grew darker. A thunderstorm was brewing outside. ‘Help me!’ Her hoarse scream echoed off the walls.
‘Grace!’
Her head snapped to the side. Joe stood in the entrance, his eyes promising violence. He lunged at Jesse, kicking the knife out of his hand. It clattered against the wall, and slid underneath the toilet stall.
‘Whoa.’ Jesse jumped up and raised his hands. ‘Just back off and I’ll leave.’
Grace stared at Jesse. Why so afraid? She looked back at Joe, and caught her breath. A fire raged in his eyes. Raising his hands to chest height, he settled his stare on Jesse. ‘Come here, Grace.’
She ran to his side; her hair whipping into her eyes as a savage wind blew through: a deep, moaning sound, converging in the centre of the clouds.
Was that lightning running up and down?
She grabbed Joe’s arm.
His body felt so tense; did he even know she was there? At the edge of the thundercloud, she spotted Jesse, back pressed to the wall, eyes wide in terror.
A boom sounded. She screamed, slamming her hands to her ears. A rush of thunder shook the building and Jesse disappeared.
Joe slumped, arms hanging forward, breathing hard. The cloud subsided. He glanced up as something caught his eye –
‘Look out!’ He pulled Grace aside as bricks collapsed, smashing to the ground.
They stared up at the uneven columns that used to be the toilet wall.
‘Come on.’ Joe headed for the door.
She resisted, staring at the crumbled walls. ‘What was that?’
‘We need to get out of here!’
She followed him through the doorway, shivering. ‘Where did he go?’
‘We’re leaving!’ He began to run towards the car park. She held her hand against her head; the blood just wouldn’t stop gushing.
He glanced at her. ‘You’ll need to go to hospital.’
‘No!’ She shook her head, and waves of pain radiated through her skull. ‘Mum’ll be there.’
‘So?’
‘We can’t tell her, Joe. She won’t understand.’ She swung her leg over the bike seat and paused. ‘Just take me home…I can lie down.’
‘Not if you’re going to pass out. You might be concussed.’
‘How did you know where I was?’
‘I heard you screaming.’ He kick-started the engine, revving it, the spluttering soon settling into a steady hum.
‘I didn’t scream,’ she shouted, craning her neck to look at him and the pain swelled through her head again.
‘Yes you did!’
Grace grabbed on to his shirt, thrown forward by the abrupt acceleration as Joe opened up the throttle and sped through the front gates.




TEN

‘I killed that boy.’ Joe stood by the window, staring out at the front garden. His fingers were numb from rubbing together, trying to do away with the tingling that had persisted all the way home. Each time someone walked past the house, he tensed up. Surely the police would be coming soon…
‘Come away from the window.’ Grace sat on the sofa, holding a damp cloth to her head.
‘I can’t believe it, Grace. I killed him.’
‘Come here and sit down, Joe.’
He trudged over and sat down, burying his face in his hands. ‘Joe, look at me.’ She waited until his eyes found hers. ‘This is important. Did Jesse look strange?’ She studied his face; she could see it in his eyes. ‘My God. You saw it too.’
‘I can’t say, Grace,’ he murmured. ‘I don’t know what to think.’
‘It’s not your fault, Joe. He was going to stab me.’
He raised his hand in caution. ‘Don’t.’ He jumped up and walked over to the window again. Folding his arms, he stared out into the road. ‘Has this got anything to do with why you were so strange yesterday?’
‘Yes.’
He looked back at her. ‘You should have told me.’
‘Would you have believed me?’
He shrugged. His hands trembled; his gut clenched again. Don’t puke, he told himself. Taking deep breaths, he walked over to the kitchen. ‘I guess I’m some kind of psychic, yeah? Hearing your voice and all.’ He gave a half-hearted laugh.
‘I guess so,’ Grace said, watching him open a cupboard and take out a glass. ‘What was that thing?’
‘What was what?’ He opened the fridge and pulled out a juice bottle.
‘That cloud.’
His hands shook as he poured the juice. Orange splattered all over the bench. ‘Shit.’ He grabbed a cloth and wiped the bench.
‘Joe?’
‘It all started this morning. It just kind of appeared.’ His voice trembled.
She frowned. ‘But what is it?’
‘I don’t know. It…eats things.’ He swallowed the juice in one gulp and glanced at her.
Grace shivered. ‘Yeah.’
She began to stand up, and then sat down again. Her world was still spinning. ‘Your voice sounded so different.’
‘Yeah, you told me that already.’ He rinsed the glass and put it into the strainer. Turning around, he leaned on the bench. ‘I am never doing that again, Grace. Never again.’
‘I don’t blame you.’
‘I mean it. I want to forget it happened. Don’t mention it to me, please.’
‘But I need to know! What do you think was wrong with that kid?’
Joe rubbed his face. ‘Please, Grace! I don’t want to think about it.’ He felt another wave of dread come over him. He walked over to Mum’s computer and jiggled the mouse. As the video from that morning appeared, he murmured, ‘I’m going to delete this file.’
But he felt compelled to play it. He hit pause as the monster appeared on screen. ‘That’s it. That’s what killed him. I’m sure of it.’
Grace stared at the creature. ‘What the hell is it?’
‘I don’t know – but I don’t plan to find out. This is the last time I’ll talk about this, Grace. I can’t handle it.’
She nodded. ‘Okay.’
A thump sounded as the garage door opened. Joe ran over and glanced through the window. ‘She’s early.’
Grace’s eyes grew wide. ‘We can’t tell her about today.’
‘She’s going to ask questions when she sees your head.’
‘Lie,’ she said. ‘It happened in phys-ed.’
Joe moved the mouse. The program was frozen, and the image stayed on screen. ‘Damn it!’ He threw a look at the door.
The handle turned, and a frowning Mum appeared in the doorway clutching the violin case.
‘Grace, what the heck is going on? The school called. I had to leave work early.’
‘I felt unwell.’ Grace kept the cloth on her head. ‘I fell over earlier.’
Mum put the violin case down and marched across. ‘What’s this?’ She peered at the head wound. ‘Did the teachers send you to the nurse?’
‘No.’
‘You say you fell?’
Grace nodded.
‘Fell backwards?’ Mum looked down at her.
‘Yes.’
‘During netball?’
‘Yes, Mum.’
Joe wiggled the mouse, cursing under his breath. The program responded, and he closed down the video file. He dragged it to the rubbish bin and shut down the computer. Turning, he leaned on the desk, his arms folded as Mum crouched in front of Grace, her eyes intense.
‘Do you feel normal? Do you remember everything?’
‘Yes, Mum.’
‘Do you feel foggy, or unable to concentrate?’
‘No.’
‘Any headaches, or nausea?’ Mum took out a small torch from her pocket and shone it into Grace’s eyes.
‘Ow!’ Grace pulled away, frowning.
‘Sit still!’ Mum shone the light on both eyes. Satisfied, she turned off the torch. ‘Well, you have no signs of concussion. But I want you in bed for a few hours.’
‘I don’t need to go to bed, Mum.’ Grace grimaced as Mum began pulling hairs away from the wound.
‘Did anyone treat this?’
‘The teachers gave me an icepack.’
Grace winced as her mother pulled a hair out of the blood. ‘Ice!’ Mum sighed, and walked into the kitchen. ‘You need sutures.’
‘No needles, Mum!’
‘It is nasty,’ Joe said, ignoring Grace’s angry stare. ‘Sorry, Sis.’
‘I’m going to glue it up.’ Mum returned, carrying a first aid kit. Opening the lid, she shot Joe a searching look. ‘The school didn’t call here at all?’
He shook his head.
Mum sighed, and began parting the hairs around Grace’s wound.
‘You’re keeping something from me. Mrs Benson called after you ran out of rehearsal.’
She put tiny clips into the hairs to keep them aside, and then picked up the glue. ‘She didn’t mention an injury – rather, she thought you seemed upset.’
She glanced at Joe. He scratched his head. ‘Perhaps she’s not very observant.’
She frowned. He shrugged.
Mum turned back to Grace. ‘Hold still, love.’ She began applying the glue to the wound. ‘I will be making a written complaint to the Principal.’
Grace sighed. ‘What is the point?’
‘It’s a head wound, honey. It’s serious; you could have been concussed. Now, stay still while I finish this.’




ELEVEN

Despite his excitement, Halphas walked at a steady pace along the upper deck, passing through the double doors into the saloon. Smoky ether hung in the air, filling him with a sudden stab of nostalgia. Ah, the opium dens of old London.
Cascades of golden silk draped the walls. Candelabra shone gaslight rays through the mist. The crack of billiard balls blended with jostling laughter. Young men lounged on leather sofas and chewed on cigars.
Cream chiffon swayed in the breeze, while women were strewn around the room like exotic flowers. They came in many varieties; Mammon liked it that way.
Halphas stared, but his eyes did not undress them. Instead, he noted the small signs of nervousness. Twitching fingers, gleaming sweat on arched eyebrows. Eyes darting around the room. Trembling legs, rustling the satin of a fine dress.
The room pulsed with anticipation. They all felt it, knew it. It was the energy that Mammon gave out.
The high demon stood silhouetted against the sunlight, hands in pockets. He gazed out at the Hong Kong skyline.
Andras and Mara sat on a sofa nearby. Halphas ignored their curious stares and drew to a stop at a respectful distance. ‘Master.’ He bowed. ‘I have found a new candidate.’
Mammon’s face changed.
From the dull sulk came a new spark of fire, a gleam in his eyes and even – the hint of a smile. ‘Truly?’
Halphas nodded.
Andras jumped up from a sofa and strode over to stand next to Mammon.
Mara followed. ‘What’s this?’ She touched Halphas’ arm; he ignored her.
Andras looked intently at Mammon. ‘Has there been a development, Master?’
But Mammon’s eyes were fixed on Halphas. ‘Where?’
‘Border City. It was very strong sign, indeed, that I detected twice today.’ Halphas gave the apprentices a triumphant smile.
Mara shot him a glare. ‘And you waited until now to tell Master?’
Halphas gritted his teeth. ‘I needed to establish his location first.’
Andras narrowed his eyes. ‘You have people watching this person?’
‘This boy. Yes, of course,’ Halphas snapped. His phone rumbled in his pocket. He fished it out and pressed it to his ear, listening carefully. ‘Yes? Right. I see.’
He put the phone back into his pocket. ‘My sources advise me that the family are attending the boy’s graduation this evening, Master.’ He clasped his hands, his lips curling in a small smile.
Mammon slid his sunglasses into his shirt pocket. ‘Get him on board and dispose of the family immediately. I don’t want any distractions.’
Halphas opened his mouth, but Andras stepped in front of him. ‘Sir, we’ll need the jet if we want to make it on time.’
‘Indeed.’ Mammon placed his hand on Andras’ shoulder and led him on a slow walk toward the outer deck. He threw a glance over his shoulder. ‘Make the arrangements, Halphas.’
Mara flashed him a smile. ‘Nice work, Earthborn.’ She strode away, following Mammon and Andras.
The old servant crossed his fingers and watched them walk away. ‘And so it begins again.’




TWELVE

The camera’s flash left Joe blinded for a few seconds. As his sight restored, he squinted. Shadows… everywhere. Everyone in the room seemed to have one.
His heart gave a jolt and that dread feeling came over him again as he thought of Jesse Tyler – and the thundercloud.
‘Calm down,’ he whispered, but his eyes kept roving around the room. To Grace, sitting on a chair at Mum’s insistence, trying to blink away the look of shock that still lingered in her eyes. To Mum at the photography stall, weighing up the jarrah frame versus the brass version.
Seriously, he thought. How can anyone ever care about mundane things when such power exists in the world?
‘Congratulations, Joe.’
Joe turned around.
A tall, dark-haired guy in a black suit extended his hand. ‘Well done. Quite an achievement.’
‘Thanks.’ Joe shook his hand, noting that the man had a small, black earpiece in his left ear.
The young man withdrew a phone from his pocket. ‘My name is Andras Albright. I’m a human resources specialist from Vanquish Industries.’ He paused to give Grace a smile as she walked over. ‘This is your sister?’
‘Yes.’
He smiled. ‘I’m Andras Albright.’
She folded her arms. ‘So I heard.’
‘I was just about to invite your brother to an interview, tomorrow at our offices.’
Joe shook his head. ‘It’s Saturday tomorrow.’
‘It’ll be fun, I assure you. We work hard, but we play hard too.’
Grace grimaced. ‘That’s a bit cliché.’
Andras smiled. ‘It’s practically our company motto.’
Joe shifted his feet. ‘Well…what do you do there?’
‘A range of innovative projects. Do you have your phone with you?’
‘Yeah.’ Joe took out his phone; Andras tapped his against Joe’s screen. ‘Right. You now have my business card.’ Grace stepped in and held out her phone. ‘Can I have one too?’
‘Sure thing, young lady.’
Joe stared at the screen. ‘Military technologies. Media networks.’
He looked at Andras. ‘Why would you want me?’
‘We’re developing vehicle technology for the US Army, and your instructor spoke very highly of you.’
Andras put his hand on Joe’s shoulder and began to lead him towards the balcony; Grace followed. ‘We offer a pretty decent package for young guys with your level of talent.’
Joe stopped. ‘How much money?’
‘Starting salary of eighty grand.’
‘Whoa. That’s um, pretty good.’ Joe glanced back at Grace.
‘That’s a lot of money,’ she said, staring into Andras’ eyes. ‘What do you expect him to do for that?’
‘Work.’ Andras didn’t blink. ‘We don’t give money for nothing.’ He looked back at Joe. ‘You’ll find out more tomorrow.’
‘What will we be doing?’
‘Lunch.’ Andras slapped Joe’s arm. ‘A few beers and a talk with the boss.’ He sauntered away. ‘See you there.’
‘Okay.’ Joe stared at his phone. Grace stepped closer to him, her hands clasped behind her back. ‘What a smooth talker.’
But Joe just grinned and pocketed the phone. ‘Eighty grand a year, Grace. Mum will be stoked.’
He drew a deep breath, turned and walked back to where his mother was waiting with the jarrah frame in her hands.




THIRTEEN

Halphas walked across the floor, carrying a brandy balloon on a silver tray.
Mammon sat in an armchair, looking out over the city. Tension brewed in the air; Halphas could feel it but also see it in the way Mammon’s fingers dug into the armrests.
‘Your brandy, Master.’ Halphas passed him the glass and stood beside the chair. The high demon looked out over the city. ‘Is this a fine Earthly dwelling, Halphas?’
‘Yes, Master.’
‘Could I have better?’ He sipped the brandy.
‘There is always potential, Master.’
The lift doors slid open. Andras walked over to Mammon, shooting Halphas a derisive glance. ‘Scotch and soda.’
‘Progress?’ Mammon looked up from his chair.
‘We have him for an interview tomorrow.’
‘Outstanding,’ Mammon said. ‘Things are moving nicely.’
Andras glared at Halphas. ‘Didn’t you hear me, old man? Drink!’
‘There is no call for rudeness.’ Halphas walked to the bar. He selected a glass from the cabinet. ‘Don’t become too enthused,’ he said. ‘There is something we haven’t considered.’
Savouring the brief moment of power, he slid two iceblocks into the glass and twisted the lid off the scotch bottle. ‘My sources have just informed me that the boy’s house is protected.’ He poured the whisky, glancing up to see the others’ reaction.
Mammon scowled, but Andras merely smiled. ‘That’s not a problem.’
Halphas threw Andras a triumphant glance. ‘We can’t cross a protective line. Or didn’t you know that?’ He shot a smirk at Mara. ‘Your pretty face would be all burned up if you tried.’
‘Rubbish,’ she said.
‘He’s exaggerating,’ Andras said. ‘But we won’t have to take the risk.’
He turned to Mammon. ‘Master, I can fix this. I have good, reliable humans who can enter the house without a problem.’
‘One should not be careless, young man.’ Halphas walked over. ‘Your drink is on the bar.’ Smiling, he took up his position beside Mammon’s chair.
Mammon stood up and walked towards the window. Folding his arms, he stared out at the skyline. ‘Dig into the family’s background. It’s rare for a suburban house to have a protective boundary.’
Halphas smiled. ‘I have already made extensive enquiries, Master. I have been told by a reliable source that the protection was in place years before the family moved in. After watching the home, I believe that they are not aware of its presence. A mere coincidence.’
Halphas tensed as Mammon stared at him. Sometimes he wondered if the high demon could see through the lies. It was a gamble, and the stakes were life or death.
Andras walked over to the bar and picked up his drink. ‘Well, Halphas – perhaps the family has special friends or relatives watching over them.’
Halphas shook his head. ‘No.’
Andras frowned. ‘How can you be so certain?’
‘Child, I have been doing this kind of thing since before you were born.’
‘I doubt that,’ Andras said. ‘I’ve been around much longer than you know.’
‘Silence!’ Mammon pressed his palms together. ‘We will be careful with this one.’
‘Master, let me help,’ Andras said, putting down his drink. ‘It will be far more discreet than using any of your military resources.’
‘It must be done right.’
‘Of course.’ Andras walked over with vigorous steps. ‘As I said, I have good people who will do it well.’
‘Fine. We will take supper and you will fill me in on your plan.’ Mammon placed his hand on Andras’s shoulder and led him on a slow walk towards the lift. He threw a last glance over his shoulder. ‘That will be all, Halphas.’
‘As you wish, Master.’
The old servant waited until the lift doors closed and the lift began its descent.
Then, he walked over to the bar and poured himself a brandy. He wandered across the floor, his eyes on the counter above the lift door.
When the lift reached the ground floor, Halphas walked over and sat down in Mammon’s chair. Groaning, he put his feet up on the ottoman and rested his head on soft leather.
With a dreamy look in his eyes, he sipped the brandy and gazed out at the city.




FOURTEEN

The dream started like it always did – Grace wandering past the river at dusk, watching the neon reflect off the surface. But then a strange light surrounded the city. It was ashen…burnt. She stood, caught by the scene around her: voices yelling, engines screaming, the smell of exhaust fouling the air.
People rushing in all directions. Bodies brushed past.
And there was Joe.
He didn’t see her, but just kept pushing his bike. A spark ignited in the distance; she turned to see a great firework, exploding in a cascade of brilliant yellow. In the corner of her eye, she saw Joe turn to her.
The firework scorched the air, lighting up his face. She staggered back, terrified.
Joe’s eyes shone with a strange light. His face, hair and body: invisible – everything fading into a dull grey against the brutal flames in his eyes.
He wasn’t Joe any more.
And there was a man – a dark shape standing behind him. The man’s shadow crept over Joe, engulfing him in darkness until only the fire in his eyes remained – and then it vanished.
She sat up, trembling. Grabbing the water bottle from her table, she drank as the morning light crept in through the curtains.              
A knock sounded at the door. ‘Come in.’
Joe pushed it open and peered into her room. ‘Do I look alright?’
She gave him a weary glance. ‘Joe, the sun’s only just come up.’
‘I know.’ He gazed down at his black pants, white shirt and paisley tie. ‘But is the outfit okay?’
She stared at him. ‘Something doesn’t feel right.’
He looked up. ‘What, the tie?’
‘No, I mean – this job, and everything.’
He frowned. ‘Why?’
‘Don’t you think it’s unusual that you were offered a job just like that?’             
‘I’ll still need to pass an interview, Grace.’ Joe looked to his right. Mum walked up the stairs. He kissed her cheek. ‘I’ll make breakfast!’
He jogged down the stairs, whistling.
Mum looked at Grace. ‘Feeling any better today, love?’
‘Not really.’
‘Try, sweetheart. You’re a survivor: remember that.’ She squeezed Grace’s shoulder.
‘I am?’ With a dubious smile, Grace sat up, swinging her feet over the side of the bed. ‘I’ll try, Mum.’
‘Come and have breakfast.’ Her mother swept out of the room.
Grace stared at the carpet. The image of Jesse Tyler’s body flitted into her mind, just before the thundercloud took him. Fear brought butterflies to her stomach at the memory of the dream, of Joe’s face and the strange gift he seemed to have.
She rested her face in her hands, trembling as waves of nausea ran through her.
What do I do?
Sighing, she got out of bed, and got ready to abandon herself to the mindless routine of the day.




FIFTEEN

Joe stepped off an escalator and into the foyer of the Vanquish Industries tower, a glass monolith that dwarfed all the other buildings in the city. He stopped, straightened his tie and glanced around. Nerves bubbled in his stomach.
Light spilled in through the tall windows that overlooked the esplanade. The ceiling was high – higher than anything he’d ever seen before. The light reflected off the walls in even strips that gave a two-tone effect.
A circular reception desk sat in the middle of the floor, but he didn’t need to stop there. A voice floated across the room.
‘Joe Callahan?’ A tall, blonde girl walked towards him. His eyes trailed over her body. The tight black skirt, high heels and white top framed a fairly curvy body. Blonde hair swept against her fine cheekbones.
He gulped and glanced down at his clothes. ‘That’s me.’
She reached out her hand. ‘Good morning. My name is Mara.’
‘Hi.’ He shook her hand.
‘Andy asked me to bring you up to the penthouse.’ She gestured for him to follow, and swished over to a set of glass doors to the left, where a lift waited.
‘Andy?’
‘Andras.’ She kept walking.
‘Oh.’ Joe doubled his pace to catch up. ‘Wow. A penthouse.’
‘It’s the boss’ office, but he uses it for business meetings and the like.’ She folded her arms, tapping her nails against her sleeves. ‘We are able to access the floor. Call it a perk; like an incentive program. Work hard enough and the boss will give you a few weeks’ break here, or on the yacht.’
Joe cleared his throat. ‘Yacht?’
‘That’s right.’
The glass doors opened. They stepped into the lift.
‘How many other recruits are there?’
‘None today.’ Mara watched the doors slid shut. ‘There will be more interviews on Monday. None of your fellow graduates agreed to meet on a Saturday.’ She smiled. ‘I suppose not everyone shares our work ethic.’
Joe returned the smile, and then turned to stare out of the lift window, across the river, where small boats bobbed on the water.
I could murder a Coke, he thought. When he looked back, Mara was studying him.
The lift drew to a stop and the doors slid open. Joe followed her into a spacious corridor, where silver marble columns shimmered under ultra-modern candelabra.
Giant white beams separated Japanese-style ceiling windows and a gold-lined staircase sat at the corridor’s end. Mara led Joe towards the stairs. ‘This way.’
‘Whoa.’ Joe whistled. ‘Nice.’
‘This whole floor is Mammon’s,’ Mara said. ‘He throws excellent parties.’
‘Mammon?’ Joe stopped. ‘I’ve heard that name before.’
‘Surely you know Vanquish is owned by Mammon Jones?’
‘Of course.’ Joe ran his fingers through his hair and smoothed his tie. ‘Is he here?’
She nodded. ‘He likes to meet all the prospects himself.’
The penthouse was huge, and covered from floor to ceiling in dark, polished wood. An illuminated wall fountain oozed gentle streams of water, its frosted glass background hinting at the shape of a wolf’s head.
Red velvet graced the wall behind the bar, where several rows of expensive-looking drinks sat in meticulous order. Beige marble lined the floors and walls, except the dark wood around a huge fireplace.
A long cream sofa dominated the room, while a floor-to-ceiling window looked over the cityscape and river beyond.
‘Joe!’ Andras strolled across, his hand extended, palm facing down. ‘Welcome.’
‘Hi.’ Joe shook Andras’ hand.
‘Ready to meet the boss?’
‘I guess. I haven’t really thought about what to say.’
Andras chuckled. ‘I wouldn’t worry about that. Mammon has a way of finding out all he needs to know.’
‘That’s right,’ Mara said, her voice almost reverent.
Then, Andras and Mara turned their heads in unison, as if a sound had caught their attention from the other side of the room.
Joe followed their stare, squinting as the sun broke out from behind a cloud and flooded the room.
Mammon Jones walked towards them, his eyes fixed on Joe, his lips curled in a smile. He wore a perfectly fitted black suit, shiny patent leather shoes and a white shirt with red silk tie. His hair was swept back from his forehead, and he regarded Joe with the darkest eyes Joe had ever seen.
‘Good morning, young man.’ Mammon held out his hand.
‘Hello, Sir.’ Joe shook his hand.
This man’s eyes, dark as they were, twinkled with warmth and genuine interest. Joe relaxed.
The room dimmed as the sun disappeared again. Mara ducked behind the bar and hurried out with a cola in an icy glass. She held it out in front of Joe.
‘Thanks. This is just what I felt like.’ He took three gulps and emptied the glass.
Wiping his mouth with his sleeve, he held the glass awkwardly in front of his chest.
Mammon sat down in an armchair. ‘Sit.’ He gestured at the sofa. Andras took a seat. Joe sank down next to him. He leaned forward to put the glass on the coffee table.
With a light step, Mara swept the glass from Joe’s hand and walked back towards the bar.
Mammon sat back, his fingers clasped over his chest. ‘How much have you been told at this stage, Joe?’
‘Not much, really.’ Joe sat with his elbows on his knees. He felt awkward next to these people, who obviously came from a different walk of life.
‘Well, I run a very successful apprenticeship program. I choose only the best graduates – as you can see from these two.’
Mammon nodded at Andras and Mara, sitting on the edge of the sofa. ‘However, my definition of quality doesn’t necessarily conform with my rivals’ view. I’m looking for people who don’t want to fit into a mould, who are willing to take risks and dare I say, display a rebellious spirit.’
Joe raised his eyebrows. ‘Okay.’
Mammon nodded. ‘You are surprised to hear that. But I am something of a recalcitrant myself, and I know that independent thought is one of the ingredients for innovation and success in this world.’
‘Recalcitrant,’ Joe said.
‘Indeed.’ Mammon studied him. ‘The term du jour is ‘disruptive thinker’. Given the right mentoring, young people of today have the potential to bring great change.’
‘Right.’ Joe ran his fingers through his hair. ‘You think that’s me?’
‘That is up to you, young man.’
Andras gave the boss a questioning look. ‘If I may? He turned to Joe. ‘I spoke with your instructor. Not only are you a talented mechanic, but you also led a team at a national competition, coming second only due to a minor technicality that you initiated, making your engine much faster and more efficient than your competitors’ products.’
Joe nodded. ‘We were robbed. The judges believed we broke the rules.’
‘Some rules ought to be broken.’ Mammon gave Joe a warm smile.
Joe smiled back, but glanced across as a bell rang above the lift doors. They opened; an old man shuffled out and walked closely past the wall. His bent frame and pale complexion nearly blended perfectly with the marble.
Joe frowned. Was that a shadow around the old man’s body? His heart flip-flopped in his chest. Squinting, Joe stared as the shadow disappeared in a shaft of light.
He jumped; Mammon’s voice thundered through the room. The old man glanced at the boss and hurried behind a curtain.
Startled, Joe looked back at Mammon.
‘Don’t be concerned, Joe.’ He wore the hint of a smirk. ‘It’s just my manservant. He frightens people.’
‘I’m not afraid.’ Joe scratched his head. ‘Uh – you spoke another language just then?’
‘The old man hails from Eastern Europe,’ Mara said. ‘He never bothered to learn English.’
Andras glanced between Mammon and Joe. ‘Why don’t we go for a walk downtown? We have some armoured vehicles that we’ve just brought in. I think you’ll like them.’
‘Sure,’ Joe said.
‘Sounds good,’ Mara added.
‘Go forth, young people.’ Mammon began to walk towards the curtain. Joe stood up and followed the two apprentices into the lift.
As the doors closed, he heard more shouting, protests – and a telltale thump.




SIXTEEN

Joe glanced at the giant clock that graced the top of the oldest pub in Border City. It was seven pm. A ripple of shock ran through him at how much time had passed. He pulled out his phone and stared at it.
Andras moved into step next to him. ‘You live with your mother and sister, is that right?’
‘Yeah.’
‘What about your Dad?’
‘He died three years ago.’ Joe looked into Andras’ eyes and a sudden calm washed over him. ‘He worked in the mines. There was an accident. I haven’t really spoken to anyone about it.’
Mara touched his arm. ‘I’m very sorry.’
‘I’m more concerned now about supporting Mum. She’s finding it hard financially.’
‘You’re a good son,’ Andras said.
Joe glanced at his phone and contemplated calling Mum. ‘It’s late.’
‘You’re a big boy,’ Mara said, with a wink.
He grinned. ‘Yeah, I guess I can stay out a bit longer.’ He put the phone back into his pocket.
‘Of course you can,’ Andras said. ‘You’re an adult.’
They moved through the entertainment district, where paper lanterns hung in golden symmetry, casting a sultry light.
Purple, red and blue light shone along the pavement in alternating streaks. Low storm clouds, combined with the stench of cigarettes, rotting food and beer brought a trapping humidity to the air.
Joe rubbed his sleeve over his forehead. He sighed, relieved at the brief jet of cool air from a restaurant door.
They wandered past a sports bar, where country tunes blasted through the doors and bouncers stood against yellow walls streaked in neon light. Girls dotted the pavement, all flesh and enticing stares.
‘This is sad,’ Mara murmured, brushing closer to Joe. ‘Poor girls.’
One girl turned towards Joe and gave him a seductive flick of her long pale hair. His eyes ran over her body: from the black leather skirt barely skimming her backside, to the face slathered in make-up, and the large, unfocussed eyes layered with gold glitter.
He felt nauseous. How old are you? He imagined Grace standing there. The idea was simply too much. A powerful urge to protect this girl kicked in.
‘Hey,’ she said, stumbling towards him in a lofty pair of red shiny heels that matched her elastic top.
Joe lunged forward, and held her by the elbows. ‘You okay?’ Gently, he released her.
From the shadows, a man emerged, grabbed the girl’s arm and pushed her towards Joe. ‘Oi! No walking away. You touch it, you buy it.’
Joe wrinkled his nose: the man stank of stale tobacco, sweat and one too many shots of whiskey. ‘No.’
The pimp scowled. ‘You touch her, you pay.’
Andras stepped out of the shadows and looked at the pimp. ‘Leave him alone.’
Terror ran across the pimp’s face. He released the girl’s arm and blended into the shadows.
The three walked on. ‘He changed his mind quickly,’ Joe said.
‘Andras represents Mammon around here,’ Mara said. ‘They all know that he has the power to close them down.’
Joe grimaced. ‘What…he tolerates all this going on?’
‘Not at all,’ Mara said. ‘But you can’t change things overnight. He needs Senate approval to push ahead with his plans.’
‘Joe doesn’t need to know about that,’ Andras said, with a slight growl.
‘What plans?’ Joe glanced at him.
‘Here we are,’ Mara said, stopping outside a building.
Two doormen swept open a set of solid jarrah doors. The sound of light jazz music and laughter spilled out. The host waited at the door. ‘Mr Albright,’ he said, bowing his head. ‘Your table is ready.’
People looked up as Andras walked through. Women’s stares lingered; men watched with apprehension, or envy.
The host led them to a table on a dais providing a full view of the restaurant. ‘This is special,’ Joe said. He took his seat with a feeling of slight discomfort.
Mara slid into her chair. ‘Andras enjoys splurging company money.’
‘Nothing of the sort.’ Andras shot a glance towards the host. He clicked his fingers and waiters hurried forward, draping napkins over laps and filling glasses with sparkling, lemon-scented water.
‘Beef Wellington,’ Andras told the waiter. ‘And a 1953 Grange.’
‘Confit of pork belly,’ Mara said. ‘With a glass of Cristal.’
Joe studied the menu. Everything looked so expensive. He rubbed his forehead, frowning. Mara leaned closer to him. ‘Order anything you like.’
‘Um, okay – well could I have the pan-fried barramundi?’
The waiter nodded. ‘And to drink, Sir?’
‘Just water.’
‘Go on,’ Andras said. ‘Try something harder.’
Joe scanned the menu. ‘Uh, okay. I’ll have a Corona.’
‘Very good.’
‘You should see the restaurants in London, Joe.’ Mara took a sip of water and smiled at him. She put the glass down and leaned her arm on the table. Her bracelet glinted in the lamplight, and Joe was caught by her slender wrist and delicate, pink fingernails.
When he looked up, they were staring at him. Andras wore the hint of a smile. ‘Do you like living in Border City, Joe?’
He shrugged. ‘I’ve never been anywhere else.’
Andras laced his fingers together. ‘What we saw out there. The vice and corruption. Does it disturb you?’
‘Yeah – I guess so.’
Mara cut in. ‘Would you like to change that?’
Andras leaned forward. ‘Vanquish has invested significantly in this city, Joe. But it’s obvious to us that crime is becoming worse.’
‘Our social agenda will bring big change,’ Mara added, leaning around the back of Andras’ chair. ‘There’s a moral dimension to working with us.’
Andras stared at Joe. ‘We need strong people behind us – not just commercially, but morally. Can you be entrusted to train and mentor others like yourself, to work towards bettering others’ lives?’
‘I can try.’
Andras leaned back, and looked at Mara. She took an envelope from her handbag and passed it to Joe.
He turned the envelope over in his hands. It was marked with a golden, round seal on which a wolf’s head was stamped. He opened it, and pulled out a job contract.
Mara passed him a pen. ‘Read it before you sign,’ she said.
Joe scanned the document. ‘It all seems fine to me.’ He scrawled his signature at the bottom.
‘Thank you.’ Andras held out his hand and took the contract. He put it into his pocket and raised his glass. ‘Welcome aboard.’
‘Welcome,’ Mara said, lifting her champagne glass. ‘You have a promising future with us.’
Joe lifted his glass in reply. ‘Thank you.’ He drank the rest of his beer, savouring the buzz as it began to kick in.
Mum would be alright. Grace would be alright.
Everything was going to be alright.




SEVENTEEN

Mum put a bowl of soup in front of Grace. ‘Come on, love. Eat up.’
Grace stared at the soup. Her stomach clenched. Mum sat down opposite her and picked up her spoon. She smiled at Grace. ‘Don’t make me eat alone.’
‘Mum – don’t guilt me.’ Grace looked over at her mother, who suddenly appeared so human, so vulnerable, blowing on her spoonful of soup.
A swell of guilt hit at keeping the truth from her. ‘Mum, I need to tell you something.’
Her mother put down her spoon. ‘What is it, dear?’
Grace’s eyes wandered to the window and dark garden beyond. ‘I’ve seen strange things. So has Joe.’
Her mother’s gaze pulled her back. ‘What kind of things?’
‘A boy, at school. He was weird – and angry.’
‘Was he the one who hurt you?’
Grace’s eyes burned, and she gulped. No use – long-suppressed tears burst through. ‘Yes,’ she sobbed, burying her face in her hands. There he was again – in the dark. That angry face, that dark aura around him…
She felt her mother move to the chair next to her. Mum took Grace’s shoulders between firm hands. ‘Look at me, honey.’
Grace looked up.
‘Tell me everything.’
She shuddered. ‘At first I thought I was seeing things. But it was there. It was real. This boy had a dark shadow around his body.’
Her mother gasped. ‘Oh.’
‘Do you believe me? He looked like…a monster.’
‘When was this?’
Yesterday and the day before.’
‘You say Joe saw this too?’
Grace nodded. ‘And – he can hear me inside his head.’
Her mother gasped again. ‘He can?’
‘I can talk to him that way.’ Grace trembled. ‘You must think I’m insane. Perhaps I am.’
‘No.’ Mum shook her head. ‘You’re telepathic.’
‘What?’
Mum picked up her phone. ‘I am so glad that you told me, Grace.’
‘What are you doing?’
‘Calling your aunt.’
‘Why?’
Mum put the phone to her ear. ‘She’ll help us.’ She stood up and paced over to the window.
Grace followed her. Through the fly screen she caught the smell of freshly mown grass. She closed her eyes and breathed it in. How strange I must sound to Mum, she thought. Does she really believe me? Or will she think there’s something wrong with me?
Mum frowned. ‘Diana. It’s Susie. I need your help. ‘It’s about the kids. Call me.’
Grace watched her scroll through her contacts. ‘Why will Diana understand?’
‘Just let me call Joe – and then we’ll talk.’ Mum pressed the phone to her ear. ‘Joe, it’s Mum. We need you to come home now. Everything’s okay – but please come home.’
She hung up – and put her arms around Grace. ‘I’m sorry, love. You and Joe both had a good, normal upbringing, and there was no guarantee you would be gifted. I didn’t think this would happen. Gifts usually emerge at a younger age.’
Grace blinked. ‘What gift?’
‘Your ability to see has been passed down to your brother from a very old line of highly skilled mercenaries who hunt demons.’
‘What?’ Grace’s heart raced. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true,’ Mum said.
‘Your dad and I worked among other people who hunted and fought demons. Your aunt still does.’
‘Diana?’ Grace pictured her slim, elegant aunt running around with a machine gun. ‘I can’t believe it!’
‘It’s true. But we quit when you were born, love. We knew it was the right thing to do. It would have been no life for children.’
Grace felt numb. All this time, she thought, this has been going on. Mum has been hiding things from us. She pulled out of her mother’s grasp. ‘You’ve been living here all this time while there were demons around us.’ She sank on to an armchair.
‘We’re protected here,’ Mum said, as she sat down on a footstool. ‘And they’re not around that much. Most of the population is made up of good or average people. These demons are different.’
‘Don’t you want to keep fighting them?’ Grace’s voice trembled. It can’t be true. It’s not. There is no way it can be.
Her mother leaned forward, palms open on her knees. ‘Of course I do. But we knew the only way to keep you both safe was to quit our old jobs.’
Grace shook her head. ‘I feel…unsafe.’
‘You’re always safe with me.’
Grace knew that tone – and she believed every word. She knew Mum would die protecting her. The phone dinged. Grace glanced at the screen. ‘Is it Diana?’
With a sigh, Mum nodded. ‘Thank God. She’s on her way.’
But then, with a soft click, the power went out, and the house fell into silent, vulnerable darkness.




EIGHTEEN

Grace shot a look at the front window. She could make out shapes: men, standing outside the front door. ‘They’re trying to break in!’
Mum grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the table. ‘Move! Now!’ Grace felt herself dragged through swamping darkness.
Ahead, a small light led the way as Mum surged forward, her phone held high.
Grace heard the click of a door handle, and then she was being led again, step by careful step, slowly descending into the sweet, musty air of the cellar.
Beneath a small window, which allowed dim light through, she could identify the outlines of Mum’s pickling jars, standing in rows. A lumpy shape poking its head up: a sewing machine, layered in swirls of fabric.
She reached out, trembling hands searching for the soft comfort of the old armchair.
A clunky creak filled the air, then a slam. Grace stiffened. ‘What should we do?’
‘Keep moving.’ Mum’s fingers pressed into her forearm. She led Grace a few steps away from the window light. ‘Step down, one leg first.’
Grace stared down into the unfamiliar void. ‘What is this?’
‘Just climb down.’
‘What’s down there?’
‘Safety. Now, move.’
Grace lowered her foot until she touched wood, then gently brought her other foot down. Looking up, she gazed on Mum’s face, silhouetted by the glow from her phone light pointed in her direction. Although she saw the same familiar calm emanating from her eyes, this was not the Mum she knew.
‘Good girl. There are eight rungs. One at a time, honey.’
‘I’ve got it.’ She was on the final rung now. With a careful step backwards, she found herself standing on concrete.
A heavy click, and a hum filled the air.
Steadying herself against a cold, rough wall, she glanced up at the cold light spreading across a ceiling that seemed to bear down on her. Mum swept over, pulling a plastic chair behind her. ‘Sit down, Grace.’
She shoved the ladder against a wall, yanked open the fuse box and snapped a switch.
‘Okay. EMF’s back on.’
From her seat, Grace watched the intermittent flicker of the light, humming and buzzing as though it was zapping flies. ‘You have an EMF?’
‘Electromagnetic field.’
‘I know what it means. Why do we have one?’
‘Demon-proof. In more ways than one. This room is a cage. Look at the walls.’ Mum strode over to the fuse box and pulled a switch; the room fell into darkness again.
‘See?’
Grace peered at the walls, where a foreign script was splashed in luminescent blue paint. ‘What does it say?’
‘They’re incantations. But that’s not all.’ Another click and a dreary glow filled the room as the fluorescent light flickered on. Mum nodded at her, her hand still on the switch. ‘The part you can’t see is the virtual cage that this room is. EMF-protected. Demons can’t get in here.’
‘What now?’
‘We wait for Diana.’
‘But…there are people upstairs!’
‘They can’t get us in here. We just have to wait.’
Grace tilted her head towards the ceiling. She gasped. ‘Mum!’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Can you smell that?’
Mum looked up at the trapdoor, where tendrils of smoke were gathering around its edges. ‘Damn!’
‘What do we do?’ Grace’s fingers ached from holding the chair so tightly. ‘Mum – what do we do?’
‘Hold on.’ Mum ripped open a cupboard door and snatched out wads of blue cloth. She rushed over to a small metal sink, flicked a tap, bringing a gush of water.
‘Hold this against your mouth.’ Mum pressed a cool, wet square to Grace’s lips. ‘Now, get down on the ground.’ Grace sat on the cold floor, watching Mum, who held a cloth to her own mouth while she paced around. The tendrils had gathered to form a grey cloud.
‘There’s an extinguisher in the cellar,’ Mum said. ‘Although it doesn’t feel like enough heat for the fire to be in the cellar. No, it’s further up. Someone’s trying to smoke us out.’
She pressed the cloth to her mouth again and bent over a long metal chest, shoved tight against the wall. Yanking the lid open, she drew out a rifle and peered inside the magazine.
Grace’s head began to spin; the taste of smoke on the air made her heart beat faster with panic. She couldn’t be trapped here with fire raging above. ‘Mum, please don’t leave me.’
Mum stroked Grace’s hair back from her forehead, tucking loose strands behind her ears. ‘I have to,’ she whispered. ‘We’ll choke.’
Grace took shuddering breaths; blinked aching eyes, gulped air – as fresh tears burned. ‘I don’t understand what’s happening to us.’ She coughed.
Mum took Grace’s hand and put the cold cloth back against her mouth. ‘I promise I’ll be back.’
Smoke had turned the sickly fluorescent into a brownish grey. Mum walked away and began to climb the ladder.
‘Be careful! Please!’
‘Stay calm!’ Mum disappeared into the smoke.
Struggling to swallow, Grace’s throat was dry and tight. What was coming to kill them? Her heart drummed uncontrollably, adrenaline giving her mouth a bitter taste. Smoke stung her eyes, and her throat clenched with a rush of tears.
Dread washed over her. She knew what was going to happen, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
She screamed as the sound of gunfire thundered from above.




NINETEEN

Mara tapped her fingers on the champagne glass and leaned towards Joe. ‘How would you feel about relocating to London?’
Joe sat back. ‘Are you serious?’
‘Or New York,’ Andras said. ‘Our most talented people end up there. If you prove yourself, you can apply for relocation within three months.’
‘Joe!’
Grace’s voice exploded inside his head.
‘Joe! Help us!’
He jumped up, knocking his drink over. The amber liquid soaked into the tablecloth and dripped on to his pants. He pulled out his phone and stared at the two missed calls from Mum. ‘Shit!’ He dialled message-bank, and ran out into the street, holding out his hand to flag a taxi. He listened to Mum’s message – she sounded calm, yet Grace was screaming out to him!
Mara ran up behind him. ‘What’s wrong?’
He cursed as several crowded taxis rolled past. ‘I need to get home. I can’t explain it right now!’
‘Okay – well, don’t bother with a cab. I’ll call for the car.’ Mara pulled her phone out of her bag. Andras strode out of the restaurant, frowning. ‘What’s happened?’
‘Something’s wrong at home,’ Joe snapped.
‘He can’t explain right now,’ Mara added, as she put the phone to her ear. ‘Come now,’ she said, and hung up.
Within two minutes, a black car pulled up outside the kerb. ‘I’ll go with you,’ Mara said. ‘How far away is home?’
‘Ten minutes,’ Joe said, sliding into the car. ‘Hurry!’
Andras nodded. ‘Call when you get there. I hope everything’s alright, Joe.’
‘Me too,’ Joe said, as the car door shut. Mara slid in next to him. ‘Make it fast,’ she told the driver. The car squealed out on the street.




TWENTY

Grace’s mind tortured her. In her mind, the world that was this little underground sanctuary vanished and she stood among the violence that was going on above.
The thudding of savage footsteps as men scoured the house for survivors. Hard voices and murderous hands, coming to kill her.
‘Mum!’ Breathing hard, Grace drilled her fingers into her temples, trying to squeeze the horrors out. Holding her breath, she huddled in the corner. She drew her knees to her chest and took a deep, shuddering breath.
Was that footsteps from above?
Were they coming for her? Another series of shots boomed above. Her eyes flew open. Sparks flashed in the distant darkness. She could smell smoke.
Her chest grew tight, fingers gripping the wall’s bristly edges; her eyes wildly scanning the ceiling.
What if it collapsed? The fire could spread.
The thunder’s echo left a strange buzzing sound.
It was awful – nothing good could come of this.
Grace closed her eyes, rocking slightly. ‘Please, Mum – be alive.’ She caught her breath: above, voices grew louder.
A shuffling sound came from above. Grace squinted through the smoke. ‘Who’s there?’
Fingers slid around the edges. A white face, startlingly pale against the engulfing darkness, peered down. ‘It’s me, Diana!’
Grace dragged the ladder across, settling it beneath the trapdoor. ‘Where’s Mum?’
A pair of black boots settled on the top rung, descending quickly to reveal a short, black-clothed woman with cropped dark hair and vivid blue eyes.
Diana Callahan jumped off the last rung but then stopped, abruptly, and took stock of the situation. ‘Are you alright?’
‘Where’s Mum?’ Grace saw the look on Diana’s face; the truth crept towards her.  She heard the tremor in her voice, knew the futility of the question.
Even as her aunt moved towards her, hands outstretched, she resisted, wanting to reject the kindness in her eyes, to destroy it, so this wasn’t real. Not Mum. No. ‘No – she’s alright. She’s alright!’
Diana clasped her shoulders. ‘I’m sorry, Grace.’
‘It’s not true!’
‘If we’d got here just a few minutes earlier –’
Grace pulled away. ‘Shut up! Don’t you tell me that!’
‘There were too many of them, Grace.’
‘I want Mum!’ Grace shoved past Diana and jumped at the ladder, taking up two rungs at a time, plunging ahead through the now-lit cellar.
Diana ran after her. ‘Wait!’
In a slow, surreal walk through the house, Grace passed a small group of people dressed in black, military-style clothes, standing around a laptop in the kitchen.
There were people outside too, dark, anonymous sentries, guns in hand.
‘Why are all these people here?’
From the garage, Joe’s voice filled the air. ‘No! Leave me alone!’
‘Joe!’ She ran towards the garage.
Ahead, two paramedics were dragging her wriggling, red-faced brother out of the garage – and a third stood poised with a white sheet.
Mum lay there, one arm sprawled over her chest, the other flung out to the side – the gun nearby. Staring upwards, Mum had a strange glass-like look in her eyes.
She lunged towards Joe and pulled him into a hug.
He sobbed. ‘I could’ve done something!’
Strangely calm and clear, Grace’s mind had shifted gear, into a place where the horror couldn’t reach her.
Joe pulled away, his eyes fiery. ‘I – I can’t take this.’ He staggered backwards; Diana took his arm and led him to the sofa.
He slumped, trembling. Grace crept over and sat next to him, her arms folded. Watching him, she felt a numb sensation cross her body, the feeling that she was on one side of a mirror and he was on the other, where everything was real. 
Joe looked at her. ‘Who did this?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Are you sure?’
She knew what he meant. Why couldn’t she tune in somehow, and find out?
‘I can’t say,’ she whispered.
Joe pressed his face into his hands. ‘Oh, God. Mum.’
A strange woman, standing near the doorway to the garage, sat down next to him. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered, putting her arm around him.
Diana studied the woman’s face. ‘Who are you?’
The woman looked up. ‘I’m Mara, Joe’s colleague. We were at dinner when he received the call from home.’
‘Right.’
Mara looked at Grace. ‘I am very sorry for your loss.’
Grace stared at her. She felt nothing but a resounding numbness.
‘Well, thank you for bringing Joe home,’ Diana said. ‘I’m going to take the kids with me now.’
Joe looked up. ‘What?’
‘You’ll be safer with me.’
Grace shook her head. ‘I can’t leave Mum.’
‘You won’t need to.’ Diana looked at Mara. ‘Thanks – but I think it should just be family right now.’
‘Of course.’ Mara stood up. ‘Take care, Joe. We’ll be in touch.’ She walked out of the front entrance.
Diana closed the door after her. ‘I’m sorry, guys – but we need to go now. I don’t want to force you, but I will if I must. You’re in danger.’
Fresh tears rolled down Joe’s face. ‘What about Mum?’
He looked over as two medics rolled a trolley covered in a large plastic sheet into the garage.
‘We will take care of everything. You’ll be able to say goodbye.’
Grace stared at Diana for a few moments. ‘She’s right. We’re not safe here.’ She held out her hand. ‘Come on, Joe.’
Diana opened the front door and glanced around. ‘We have a bit of a journey ahead of us.’
Joe took Grace’s hand. They followed their aunt out into the night and towards an uncertain future.




TWENTY-ONE

Wind lashed the cliff’s grassy crags, sending ripples through the grass before whistling its way along the muddy earth.
Joe paced through the strange forest as goose bumps spread across his arms. Relentlessly, the air gusted, sweeping through the trees, billowing into a clearing where a lone willow thrashed, out of control.
The journey here had been a blurred memory: a helicopter ride to some airport, a rushed bundling into a car and driving south, past the neon glow that bounced off the City’s towers, their reflection fragmented against the River’s bleak surface.
Rumbling across a railway line and into the outlands, where the undesirables of Border City had been pushed away, to live in government-issue weatherboard houses.
Three hours later, they thundered along a forest road, where all light was swallowed up save the two steady beams from white-cold headlights.
Joe recalled staring up at a giant moon that bobbed along the treetops, surrounded by a midnight blue sky punctured with thousands of stars.
This was Renfield. A training ground for demon hunters.
Another world.
Impossible.
Every night since arriving here, Joe had lain awake, struggling to adapt to the abrupt silence that fell at night; the hallways a brutally sparse, dark void compared to the warm yellow light of the living room where Mum would drink tea and watch the late news.
‘I won’t introduce you to the team just yet,’ Diana had said. ‘You and Grace need to rest, and take time to think about your future. You can join up and train with us if you want to.’
He peered out at the ocean and the trio of rocky towers that stood just off the coast. Skyscrapers of jagged stone and moss. They seemed to have sprung out of the ocean, or even forced their way up in a mutinous earth shift. Wave caps rushed the shoreline before they were sucked back out to sea.
Grace stood at the edge of the trees, her face turned into the wind, eyes closed.
Joe stepped over a rock boundary and squelched her way over through the spitting rain. He stopped and stood next to his sister, who stared at the moss climbing up the towers.
He looked at her profile. Her eyes were shielded; her arms folded tightly. ‘Hey.’
‘Hey,’ she whispered.
Finally, he swallowed and turned his head a fraction towards her. ‘I’m sorry, Grace.’
She looked at him. ‘Why?’
‘I should have been there.’
‘It’s not your fault, Joe. You didn’t make it happen.’
‘I could’ve done something.’
‘Like what? Making that thundercloud appear again?’ She cringed.
‘I told you not to mention that.’ His face darkened. ‘I was at a stupid dinner when I should have been at home.’ He took a deep breath.
She rubbed her arms. ‘I haven’t cried at all. There must be something wrong with me.’
‘You’re strong, Grace.’
‘I don’t feel strong.’ She stared out over the ocean. ‘I don’t understand why this happened to us.’
‘Diana said it was a home invasion. No evidence of anything…demonic.’ He scratched his head. ‘What a word to use, huh?’
‘I find her explanation hard to believe.’
He looked at her. ‘What else could it be?’
‘I don’t know, but it just feels wrong to say it was an accident.’
‘People get broken into a lot, Grace.’
‘If you say so.’ She looked back at him.
‘I guess you’re not going to take that job after all.’
‘I don’t know right now. Mara wants me to come back to the City when I’m ready.’
‘Are you seriously going to do that?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘What about your gift?’ Grace glanced towards the residence. Diana was on her way over. ‘Are you absolutely sure you’re keeping it a secret?’
‘I’m not telling them,’ he murmured. ‘That’s final.’
‘Okay.’
‘Good morning.’ Diana jogged over and came to a stop in front of them. She took a moment to study their faces. ‘Guys, it’s been a week. I know it’s not nearly enough time to process everything that’s been happening, but I do need to ask you – do you want to stick around here?’
Joe shrugged.
‘Yes,’ Grace said, glancing at her brother. ‘We both do.’
Diana looked at Joe. ‘Want more time to think about it?’
‘I guess I’ll stick around.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Yeah.’ Joe folded his arms. ‘Yeah, I’ll stay.’
‘Good.’ Diana gestured towards the path that led up the hill past the house. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’
She led them up the path, turning to look at them every now and then.
‘Well, guys – I think by now you’ll have gathered that we have a military setup here. We’re not part of the mainstream army, but we still do have that kind of structure as a private military company. Are you ready to take orders from us, even if you don’t agree with them?’
Grace shot a glance at Joe. ‘I guess we’ll learn.’
Diana nodded. ‘It’s important that you follow orders, if for no other reason than the enemy we’re dealing with. We don’t have time for insubordination. The fight goes on every day.’
She took a deep breath. ‘Last night I stayed up thinking of how to introduce you to it all. A crash course in modern demonology.’ She glanced at the sky. ‘I could talk and talk, but I didn’t think you’d like that. Or, I could just show you. So, follow me.’
Crunching their way along the driveway, the group moved towards the forest. The siblings squinted against the sudden break of sunlight through the trees.
‘You have probably seen some of the old movies about demon possession,’ said Diana.
‘Well, if only our job was that simple – stab a demon with seven holy daggers, compel them to leave by chanting incantations.’
A pause followed. She looked at them. ‘You haven’t seen The Omen, then?’
Joe shook his head. ‘Mum wouldn’t let us watch horror movies.’
Diana glanced between the siblings. ‘Well, I guess I can see why.’
‘She kept secrets from us,’ Grace said.
‘She wanted to protect you. Their life had been a dangerous one, and she didn’t want her children anywhere near that.’ Diana stepped over a large rock. ‘We will continue to protect you both. Please, share how you’re feeling. Don’t keep anything from us; we understand more than you might know.’
Joe felt Grace’s mind, questioning. Do you want to tell her now? He glanced at her and shook his head. When he looked back at Diana, his aunt was studying him closely. ‘Something up?’
‘No.’
‘You were saying?’ Grace gave Diana a curious look.
‘Yes. The truth is, it’s all horribly easy. No possession, no satanic rites. Humans are responsible for their own degeneration. There can only be so many wrong decisions, so many immoral choices before, inevitably, they degenerate and lose their humanity. And then what’s left?’ She sighed.
‘Are we meant to answer that?’ Joe glanced at Grace.
‘No.’ Diana smiled. ‘No, no. You’re here to learn – and I’ll tell you.’ She led them further along the path.
‘Rage, violence, greed…all the terrible traits in humanity you’ll find are amplified in a demon. They are often endowed with supernatural gifts and abuse them horribly.
So that’s why we exist; that’s why the Sarsareh do what we do.’
‘Sarsa-what?’
‘That’s the name of our order, Joe. The order your mother proudly served for many years.’
Joe felt Grace’s mind connect with him again – and a chill ran through him as his sister’s memories spilled over into his head: stuck in a small room underground, choking on smoke as gunfire thundered above. He shot her a glance. ‘I’m sorry,’ he mouthed.
She smiled weakly. I know, she told him inside his head.
They progressed further into the forest; their feet now crunching on shards of bark, shed by the ghostly giants that stood all around them. Joe pushed through the knee-high ferns that carpeted the forest floor. ‘Where are we going?’
‘Look ahead.’ Diana pointed.
The siblings peered through the mass of trees at a giant, grey monstrosity that loomed there.
As they moved closer, the sun disappeared behind it, bringing the huge wall into clearer view.
Grace stopped. ‘What the hell is this?’
‘This way.’ Breaking through the last line of trees, Diana let them towards a curve in the wall.
Gazing up, Grace pointed to the razor wire that ran along the top of the wall. ‘Check that out.’
She looked at her aunt. ‘Is this … a prison?’
‘Yes.’ Diana punched in a code and waited. A bearded face appeared in the window. He leaned into a microphone. ‘Morning, Diana.’
‘Hello, Brian.’
The door swung open.
They moved through the guardhouse, where Brian and another guard stood behind a glass barricade. Behind them, a wall of surveillance monitors with blinking monotone images.
Joe watched as Grace squinted, trying to make out those images. ‘What’s that?’
‘You’ll see,’ said Diana.
Proceeding through another door, they moved out into a courtyard. The door closed, echoed off the walls like thunder.
No colour, no sound. Around the sparse courtyard sat three storeys of concrete, topped by a corrugated iron roof, and the obligatory razor wire.
No windows. Diana led them towards a white door, strangely stuck within the concrete.
Through long windows of frosted glass, Joe could see the dull light within. The whole place felt … sticky. As if they’d stepped into a different climate zone.
‘It’s our secure facility,’ Diana said. ‘This is where we bring the bad guys.’
The place felt so dead, so resistant to life that weeds dared not grow. They moved on through the door and into a cramped reception area.
Staff, all dressed in hospital tunics, sat behind a long window and stared at computer screens.
Through another door into a large, recreation room. A suffocating cleanliness, Everything slathered in white paint. But standing out against the pale visage stood a row of guards, covered in black from head to toe; faces obscured by balaclavas and black goggles. Each stood rigid, alert; each one held a rifle in front of his chest.
The guard standing nearest turned his head a fraction. Through the mask, vigilant eyes penetrated.
Joe frowned. ‘They seem…angry.’
‘It’s all right, guys. They’re here for our protection.’
Diana stopped at a water cooler, grabbed a cup and began to fill it.
‘Here they are!’ A voice boomed across the room.
A slim, middle-aged man with short dark hair, glasses and a friendly smile crossed the room with long, confident strides.
He wore a light blue polo shirt and beige pants. Behind him were two other adults, wearing white tunics and matching trousers, both with short hair and unsmiling faces.
Each of the guards turned to face the second man.
‘Hello.’ The bespectacled man smiled and offered his hand. Joe shook it, noting how rough the palm was.
‘My name is Lucius Penbury.’
‘Lucius is the boss,’ said Diana. ‘And yours, if you decide to join.’
She gestured towards the silent man nearby. ‘Marcus, his brother.’
Marcus didn’t smile, but looked out through calculating grey eyes. Harsh, thin lips sat below a perfectly-trimmed moustache. He had curly blonde hair, was taller than his brother and wore an air of superiority.
‘Hello,’ Marcus said. ‘You can address me as Doctor Penbury. I’m sorry to meet you under such unfortunate circumstances. This is my subordinate, Agatha.’
‘Hello. Welcome to Renfield.’ The woman, petite yet muscular with short black hair, spoke in a strong Scottish accent. A distinct feeling of depression, almost hopelessness, radiated from the pair.
Diana cleared her throat. ‘Marcus and Agatha run this facility.’ She handed Grace a cup of water. ‘Joe, want a drink?’
A new voice cut in from across the room. ‘It’s actually an asylum.’
‘What?’ Grace shot Joe an alarmed look.
Red patches darkened Marcus’s cheeks. ‘You are intruding, Cassandra.’
‘Well, I’m here now, so how about some introductions?’
The newcomer gave the guards a derisive glance before swishing across to stand next to Diana.
‘I’m Cassie.’ The woman leaned forward and pulled Grace into a hug.
Grace stiffened. ‘Hi.’
Joe scowled, and took a step backwards.
Cassie paused, and smiled at Joe. She lifted her hands defensively. ‘Don’t worry. I won’t force a hug on you.’ Cassie pointed her thumb at her companion. ‘This is my brother, Calvin. We run a shelter in the city.’
Calvin winked. ‘Hi.’
These people were flashes of colour in a bland world; both wore colourful cotton shirts with cargo pants and sneakers.
Grace looked at Diana. ‘Asylum?’
‘Psychiatric research and rehabilitation,’ Diana said. ‘Nothing to worry about.’
Marcus pressed his palms together. ‘Some individuals, when they are just starting to degenerate, can be rehabilitated.
Joe frowned. ‘How?’
‘Through psychotherapy and other approaches.’
Cassie coughed. ‘But the success rate is very low, isn’t it, Marcus – as our evaluation will reveal.’
Marcus gave her a flat stare. ‘I am under no obligation to act on any of your dubious findings.’
Cassie looked at Grace and Joe. ‘Our shelters are proper rehabilitation centres. Unlike our friends here, we practise non-violence. Our goal is to generate understanding and compassion for these beings. Demonic existence is a sickness thrust upon vulnerable people. Not an evil.’
Joe glanced between the colourful pair. ‘What … you actually feel sorry for demons?’
Calvin peered over his glasses. ‘We don’t take part in the torture.’
The cup wobbled in Grace’s hand. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘I’ll leave it to Marcus to explain,’ Cal said.
‘You may leave now,’ Marcus growled.
‘You’ll have our report by tomorrow,’ Cassie told Marcus.
She looked at the siblings. ‘Good luck.’ Slowly, she and Calvin walked towards the exit.
Diana watched them leave. ‘We have different ways of looking at the problem, but we all have the same goal in mind.’
‘Why don’t you just kill them?’ Joe said.
‘That would be easy, wouldn’t it?’ Diana smiled. ‘But we’re not demons, Joe.’
Grace looked around. ‘So, you just bring them here? Then what?’
‘It’s life imprisonment, away from innocent people.’ Marcus walked across to the water cooler and poured out a glass. He took a swig, then looked at the two newcomers. ‘There are three simple rules that you need to observe. ‘Do not interact with the inmates. Stay behind the yellow line. Move when I tell you to. Understood?’
Agatha ducked into an office and grabbed a satchel.
She put it over her shoulder and jogged to catch up with Marcus, who was leading the group towards at a set of blue double doors, which were framed in a silver metallic line. Joe followed, shooting one guard a wary look as he passed. Even though he was staring straight ahead, he was sure those eyes were following him – and Grace.
Marcus pushed the doors open. ‘Remember: don’t make eye contact with any of them. If you feel odd, make it known.’
Joe peered down a long, brightly lit hallway. Plastic walls flanked them on both sides. Cubes for cells, again, whitewashed, each with a chair, bed, and bathroom area.
And, once again dispersed at even intervals: the men in black. ‘No bars?’
‘No need,’ Diana said. ‘That stuff’s stronger than steel.’ She nodded to a guard, who was pacing the corridor.
He held some kind of remote control device that had a large yellow button in the middle.
Joe could feel Grace’s nervousness, the cold needling along her spine. In hope of some distraction, he glanced at the numbers posted outside each cell. ‘Level Fourteen?’ He threw Diana a curious look.
Agatha stepped forward. ‘A man called Dr Stone came up with a scale of evil. It’s how we categorise the various demons we come into contact with.
Level Fourteen demons are easy to apprehend. We have quite a few of them here.’
Joe stole a glance into each cell as they moved along. For all the world, the inmates looked human, slumped on beds or in chairs. Looking away, non-confrontational – yet, their shadows were somehow watching him.
‘This level of demon is certainly psychopathic, but out for themselves, to gain some benefit, usually financial. The most famous Level Fourteen demons in history were Herman and Paul Petrillo, who started the Philadelphia Poison Ring. Murdered over one hundred and fourteen people – all in the name of greed.’
With every few steps, the air of madness grew thicker.
‘What’s the highest level?’
‘Twenty-two.’
Grace glanced at Joe, her eyes wide. ‘Is there anyone here … of that level?’
‘Yes,’ Agatha said. ‘But, one step at a time. Ever heard of Charles Manson? He was Level Fifteen. Leader of a cult known as the Manson Family. Under his instruction, the cult members carried out a number of vicious murders.’
They moved past another row of cells. ‘These are our Level Fifteens. Our most famous inmate here was arrested for a shooting spree in a suburban shopping centre.’
Agatha rolled her eyes. ‘He claimed he was unfairly dismissed by his boss.’
Lucius shook his head. ‘They love to make excuses.’
‘Right. Here we are. Level Sixteen. Telepathic. The most famous Level Sixteen in history is Myra Hindley, who murdered children in the north of England, decades ago. But, unfortunately, we have our own version here. She helped her husband kill four young women.’
Grace stopped and looked at the demon. Frosty breath rose from the demon’s mouth; her chill climbed the walls. Despite the danger, she turned and met the inmate’s gaze – and doubled over, clutching her stomach and moaning.
And as it hit Grace, it hit Joe: a wave of energy that brought a cramp to his stomach and a burning sensation in his eyes. And the voice, the hissing, growling that seemed to echo inside his mind.
In Grace’s mind.
‘She wants to kill her,’ he said. ‘Get her away!’ He put his arm around his sister and pulled away.
Agatha waved one of the remote control devices at the inmate. ‘Face down!’ With a hiss, the demon lowered her head.
‘We warned you. Do not make eye contact with them.’ Agatha slid the device back into her pocket.
Diana put her arm around her niece. ‘Do you want to leave?
Grace straightened up and took a deep breath. ‘No.’ She looked at Joe. ‘Thanks.’
‘Level Seventeen.’ Agatha continued along the corridor. ‘This inmate confessed to eight murders, but is suspected of having committed three times that many. To most people, especially women, he was attractive, charismatic.’
Agatha paused. ‘You must realise that when you apprehend a demon, any UnSighted who witnesses the act will protest strongly.’ She put on a simpering voice. ‘He’s really a nice guy. He had a hard childhood.’ She shook her head.
The demon lifted his head and looked at Joe with a violent glint in his eye. Joe gave him the finger.
Diana turned and swatted his hand away. ‘It’s no joke, Joseph!’
They stopped and Marcus punched a code into a security system. The door seemed to open with a burst of air, as if a vacuum seal had been opened.
‘You’re about to meet the Hannibal Lecter of Renfield,’ said Marcus.
Joe felt the tension hit him immediately. A sinister power lay within these walls. They approached a single cell – a plastic cube which was drenched with condensation.
‘This inmate is Level Nineteen. The worse the degeneration, the more frost they seem to emanate,’ said Agatha. ‘We don’t know why.’
‘Some demons have formidable powers,’ Marcus added.
‘This one is a fine example. Don’t be fooled by his appearance.’ He smiled at the inmate. ‘Hello, Raymond.’
‘He seems harmless.’ Grace gazed at a pale, dishevelled young man whose orange tunic and pants were far too big, giving him a childlike, comical appearance. His sullen eyes were fixed on the wall, his fingers laced together on his lap.
Marcus stepped closer to the cell. ‘That’s what makes him such an effective killer.’
‘Does he talk?’ Joe stepped forward and tapped on the cell wall.
‘Don’t antagonise him.’ Diana moved forward and pulled Joe’s hand away from the plastic.
Joe frowned. Yet again, Grace was staring at an inmate. Raymond gazed right back at her, his expression neither sad nor angry. Just blank.
‘Get back from him,’ Joe snapped.
Too late.
He felt himself become very drowsy, very quickly. A rapid onset of sleep. And he wasn’t in the asylum anymore. He was alone with Raymond in a house she didn’t recognise. It was similar to Gran’s cottage, but creepy. Gloomy, coated with dust. Raymond was leading him towards a dark brown door. Every few seconds he shot him back a look of anticipation.
Show and tell time.
Joe could smell something cooking – roast meat. Raymond led him down a staircase into a small, damp room, dimly lit.
Joe followed him across the floor, to a large, white freezer. With a hiss, the door opened. Raymond pointed inside. See?
Inside the freezer, row upon row of meat joints. Wrapped in plastic.
That’s the scent from the kitchen. You noticed it, didn’t you? And I didn’t need a gun, or even chloroform. As you can see, I haven’t got much in the way of muscle. But I can win them this way. He tapped his head, hard, then nodded at the frozen joints. This guy was six foot two and about twice my body weight.
Joe staggered back, her foot brushing against something hard. He looked down at an axe, embedded in a chopping block; its blade stained dark red.
His head hit brick, and he was in the asylum again. He grabbed Grace by the arm. ‘We need to talk about your gift,’ he hissed.
‘I can’t help it,’ she whispered. She shook her head rapidly, and he knew why: to waken her body from the anaesthetic effect of the trance, the echo of Raymond’s voice inside her mind.
‘I need to shut you off,’ Joe murmured.
‘I wish you would,’ she gritted.
But Raymond’s gaze caught them both again.
You said I was harmless. I thought you should know the truth.
‘Get out of my head!’ Grace’s scream bounced off the walls. Startled, Agatha slammed the red button on her remote. Raymond’s hands flew up to the collar around his neck.
Joe looked at Agatha. She’d come alive doing this, her eyes shining, jaw clenched. She held the button until the demon finally collapsed, arms and legs limp.
‘Fry him some more,’ Joe growled.
Agatha shook her head. ‘He’s restrained now.’
Joe put his arm around Grace. ‘It’s okay, Sis. We’re safe.’
‘Take it easy,’ said Diana. ‘Just breathe.’ She turned to Agatha. ‘Shouldn’t you have been watching things more closely?’
Agatha put the remote into her pocket. ‘New recruits need to experience this kind of thing so they know what to expect.’
Grace trembled. ‘I was somewhere else…’
‘Yes,’ Marcus said. ‘That’s how he does it.’
‘He seemed almost friendly,’ Grace said, turning to Joe. ‘Almost like he cared about me; that he wanted to warn me about his nature.’
‘Stop connecting with them,’ Joe said. ‘Please.’
‘Classic psychopath,’ Lucius said. ‘He’ll act like your friend and even come across as intelligent and insightful. Then he’ll sink the axe into your skull.’
‘Agatha,’ said Marcus. ‘Access Raymond’s history for me.’
The woman fished into her satchel and drew out a computer tablet. Frowning, she began scrolling through files until she reached Raymond’s record. She passed the tablet to Marcus.
‘Look at this.’ Marcus gestured for Grace and Joe to come closer. They peered into the screen and a mug shot of a dishevelled, wild-eyed face.
‘This is Raymond’s rap sheet. He murdered twelve people, most of who were young boys, and froze their body parts.’ He leaned closer. ‘Then ate them.’
Grace shuddered. ‘I know. He showed me.’
‘Dirty cannibal,’ Joe said, as a chill ran through him.
‘He’s a copycat killer. A great admirer of Jeffrey Dahmer, the American serial killer.’
Grace gulped. ‘He can’t get out of here, can he?’
‘No,’ Marcus sneered. ‘Of course they can’t.’
‘Come on,’ Diana said. ‘I think the kids have seen enough for now, Marcus. On to brighter things.’




TWENTY-TWO

Grace drew in deep breaths of fresh air as she stepped outside the wall. Instantly, she felt her mood lift at leaving that place and its creepy inhabitants behind.
She looked at her aunt. ‘When did this problem start? I mean, people degenerating like that?’
‘No-one can be sure … our great writers have recorded the worst times in history – when we fell into our darkest days. Times like these have become known as Scourges.’
Diana walked over to a tree and ran her palm over its trunk. ‘Some have a theory that a cosmic phenomenon, like the order of the planets, inspires the uprising of a Scourge, and also gives some demons their special powers. They’ve made definite links with demon uprisings.’
She turned away and began walking toward the path. ‘Sadly, we can’t measure it or predict an outbreak.
Even when it subsides, a Scourge will never truly disappear. Always, in some deep recess, there lies an echo of what has been, waiting for an opportunity to rise up again.’
‘Are we in a Scourge now?’
Diana gave Grace a wry smile. ‘I believe so.’
A tall, fair-haired girl walked towards the group.
Her hair was short, blonde and neat, her eyes dazzling in the sunlight. She was tall, nearly as tall as Joe, who’d zoomed up in the past year to six feet two.
She wore sky-blue cargo pants and a white t-shirt, with yellow sneakers. A black embroidered eye sat on her sleeve. Her look was fresh – like she’d stepped out of an advertisement for laundry detergent.
‘Hi.’ She smiled. ‘I’m Sarah Sanderson.’
‘Hi,’ said Grace.
Joe reached out his hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Sarah.’
Sarah gave Diana a friendly nod. ‘Are they ready to go?’
‘That’s if they’re still interested.’ Diana glanced between her niece and nephew, and then sighed. ‘Okay, then. Guess if you’re still keen after our little tour here, there’s no stopping you. Fine. You can start your training today.’
She turned and walked back into the asylum.
‘Shall we?’ Sarah gestured for Joe and Grace to follow her. ‘We’ve got combat training first up.’
She led them into the residence.
They moved through a long passageway that separated the sleeping quarters from a large recreation room. Limestone walls were coated with posters. A drinks fridge and cluster of red, padded chairs took up the corner, where a giant TV and games console sat. Matching striped sofas were wedged against the wall, all to make room for the pool table that stood in the centre of the room.
‘Who pays for all this?’ said Joe.
‘Marcus raises the funds to keep this place running. The cash comes from ‘concerned benefactors’, as he puts it.’
‘Which benefactors?’ Grace asked.
‘People who have been affected by demon activity, and want justice.’
Grace nodded at the crest on Sarah’s t-shirt sleeve. ‘Is that some kind of uniform?’
Sarah nodded. ‘It marks me out as a telepath. We only wear these while training, never on missions.’
Joe stared at her. ‘You can’t get inside my head, can you?’
Grace stifled a grin at the panic in his voice.
Sarah shook her head. ‘Not without your consent.’
‘Not without my consent.’ Joe shot his sister a look.
Grace shrugged. I told you, she thought. I can’t help it.
Joe looked at Sarah. ‘That’s very thoughtful of you. I’m sure nobody wants to be invaded that way.’
‘Thanks.’ Sarah cleared her throat and shot a glance between Grace and Joe. ‘What did you guys think of the asylum?’
Grace scowled. ‘Those guards are awful.’
‘Marcus picks the cream of the mercenary crop to join his guard, so they’re pretty good.’ She shrugged. ‘Mostly they just stand there with guns. It’s a waste of talent, really. Nobody gets out of those cells – ever.’
A guy, who looked to be in his early twenties, looked up from a table. His eyes, warm and brown, radiated a deep intelligence. His skin, smooth and even, was a deep shade of caramel, and his hair a mass of tight, fair curls.
‘Hi, Sarah.’
Sarah grinned. ‘Hey, Seth. Meet Joe and Grace Callahan.’
Seth stood up and nodded. ‘Diana’s family.’ He fell into step with them.
‘Seth’s our engineering guru,’ Sarah said.
‘He designs weapons and communications systems, and choppers. The very technology that the grunts … I mean, mercs rely on.’
Seth clasped his hands behind his back, lifted his chin and put on an English accent. ‘Actually, I’m in charge of the unit.’ He looked down his nose at them, then burst into a bright grin.
Sarah shook her head. ‘Crap acting, buddy. You can’t even pretend to be an arsehole.’
She punched his arm. Seth put on a mock pout. He threw Grace a grin and winked.
Grace tore her eyes away to give Sarah a questioning look. ‘Who are you imitating?’
‘Malcolm, Sarah’s brother,’ said Seth.  
‘Step-brother.’ Sarah waggled her finger. ‘He thinks he’s better than everyone else.’
‘Definitely not an engineer,’ Seth added. ‘Certainly not skilled enough to be a telepath.’
‘Ah,’ said Sarah. ‘You flatter me.’
Seth lowered his voice. ‘Although, Daddy’s the head honcho, isn’t he? Malcolm probably thinks he’s going to inherit power, like this is some kind of monarchy.’
Grace looked at him. ‘From Lucius?’
‘No, Marcus.’
‘I thought Lucius was in charge.’
‘He’s supposed to be.’ Seth sighed. ‘But he lets his brother run things.’
Sarah tutted. ‘Don’t let Diana hear you say that.’ She slid the door open. A rush of cool air hit their faces. A Greek-style amphitheatre lay ahead, with six rows of grassed levels. Three people sat on the bottom row.
‘We can sit here.’ Sarah sank on to the grass in the second row. Grace studied the three people in the front.
Both guys were very pale with cropped hair, like marines – one blond, one dark.
The girl sported a short, flame-red haircut.
She turned and gave the newcomers a glance.
Grace smiled. ‘Hello.’
‘Hello. I’m Alex.’
‘Armin,’ the blond boy said, giving the newcomers a nod. He wore the standard white t-shirt, but the front was emblazoned with Serb Pride.
The dark-haired boy stood up. ‘Introduce me, Sarah.’
She sighed. ‘Grace and Joe, meet my step-brother, Malcolm.’ She pressed her lips together, struggling not to laugh at Seth, pulling faces. Malcolm reached across, but didn’t wait for Grace to accept his handshake. Rather, he grabbed her hand and shook hard. ‘You’ll answer to me whenever Ivan’s not here.’
‘Ivan’s always here,’ Sarah said, grinning at Grace. ‘So you won’t have to answer to him often.’
Malcolm shot her a glare and sat down. Sarah leaned back on her hands. ‘There you are. You have now met three of Renfield’s finest.’
Alex peered over her shoulder. ‘Are you making a joke?’
‘I don’t know. Am I?’
Grace nudged Joe. ‘I feel like we’re at school again.’
‘Quiet!’ Another mercenary walked into the amphitheatre. He stood in front of the first row and cast his eyes over the group. ‘Everyone: front row.’
‘That’s Ivan,’ whispered Sarah, as she stood up. ‘He’s our squad leader.’
As she moved down a level, Grace glanced at Ivan’s face. Pale, with short, dark hair. She couldn’t see his crest, but there was something about him that made her feel compelled to stare. Of course. He was – not cute, but more handsome. And probably far too old for her.
She leaned in to Seth, and whispered. ‘Is he a telepath?’
Seth snorted. ‘Hell, no,’ he whispered. ‘He’s a merc. Hardcore one, too.’ He looked at Grace. ‘Why’d you think that?’
‘Never mind.’
She continued to stare, mesmerised by his voice and the eyes that seemed to speak to whoever he looked at.
‘Grace Callahan.’
Her heart jumped. ‘That’s me.’
‘Any special skills or experience?’
She shook her head.
‘Damn,’ Alex said, looking at Armin. ‘I owe you ten bucks.’
Ivan looked at Joe. ‘Same story?’
Joe nodded.
‘That’s disappointing,’ Armin said.
‘Right. Let’s get started.’ Ivan walked up the stairs, two at a time.
Armin hoisted a large black bag over his shoulder and followed Ivan, closely shadowed by Alex. 
Grace followed. Malcolm fell into step next to her. ‘What do you have to offer us, Grace?’
His eyes burned into her; she kept hers facing forward. ‘Ah – why the interrogation?’
‘Just getting to know you.’
Sarah looked back at Grace. ‘He’s trying to make out like he’s the leader.’
Malcolm glared at her. ‘I’m showing initiative.’
‘Great,’ Joe said from behind. ‘You can show it now by going away.’
‘I see,’ Malcolm said, peering back at Joe. ‘Clearly not team players.’
Joe smirked. ‘Yeah…whatever.’
The group moved into a small clearing. Around the edges, a circle of trees with climbing holds and ropes.
Armin dropped the bag and crouched next to it, opening the zipper. He began to unload weapons and ammunition.
Joe wandered across. ‘Tasers?’ He picked up a handgun and took aim near Grace’s feet.
‘Please don’t point that at me.’
‘Yeah, watch out,’ said Sarah. ‘Accidents do happen.’
‘Yes, they do,’ Alex said. She turned her gaze on Grace. ‘You and your brother are timely replacements.’ She tilted her head, eyes hard through her bright red fringe. ‘A telepath got two of our team killed.’ With a jaunty flick of her wrist, she loaded yellow cartridges into a handgun.
Sarah glared at Alex. ‘It wasn’t her fault.’
‘Yes, it was. She was arrogant and foolish.’
Sarah’s eyes narrowed. ‘She’s not here to defend herself, Alex.’
‘She’s where she belongs now.’
‘Shut up! You’ve got no idea what you’re talking about!’
Joe stared at Sarah. ‘Who is she talking about?’
Trembling with anger, Sarah watched Alex turn to the other mercenaries.
Grace touched Sarah’s arm. ‘Hey, are you okay?’
Sarah’s face was flushed, her eyes ablaze. ‘I’m fine.’ She closed her eyes and breathed. ‘Everything’s fine.’
Making a mental note to find out who this disgraced telepath was, Grace reached out and touched the trunk of a nearby tree, where various hand and foot holds jutted out in an uneven pattern. Like giant wads of chewing gum, squashed and prodded into different shapes. She reached out and squeezed one between her thumb and forefinger. It felt reassuringly stable – and comfortable.
Sarah peered up. ‘Have you climbed before?’
Grace lodged her foot into a lower hold and lifted off. Her foot came to rest on another hold. ‘No.’ She glanced up – another hold was within reach. I can do this. Stretching, she pulled herself up.
With fluid moves, she climbed higher.
‘You’re not supposed to do that without a harness.’
Grace looked down and gave Sarah a half-smile. ‘Bit late now.’ She pushed further.
‘Grace, climb down now,’ Joe said.
For the first time in months, Grace’s stomach felt light. ‘I like this.’
A little bit further. The next handhold seemed higher, but not beyond her reach. She could see above the tops of some smaller trees. She swung her leg up and stretched across to grab one of the handholds. Beyond, the peak of one of the cliff towers came into view. She stopped and gazed out at the ocean.
A quick glance down confirmed the awful truth – her enthusiastic climb had brought her much higher than she’d intended. The others stared up: Sarah was pressing her palm against her stomach, her face creased with worry.
Alex wore a smirk.
‘Grace.’ Joe slapped his hand against his forehead. ‘What have you done?’
Malcolm stood at the foot of the tree. ‘I’ll go up and get her.’
‘No!’ Grace swayed, struggling to climb down, her knees scraping against the trunk as she slid, her fingers tearing at the bark. ‘I can get down myself.’
She managed to get a handhold – good. But she missed the foothold and her good foot was hanging, leaving all the weight on her hands.
Below, Armin was staring up at the tree with a predatory grin, juggling a softball in his hand. The smile dropped, and he hurled the ball at Grace.
‘Ow!’ The ball struck her back, bringing waves of pain up her spine. She winced, her eyes screwed shut with the pain. Her arms became heavy. Her fingers slipped away –
With a thump, she landed. She lay her head back on the wet grass.
Armin’s smile faded quickly as Joe lunged across. ‘Hey!’ He raised his hands in defence. ‘It was just a joke!’
‘Not funny,’ Joe said. He poked Armin in the chest; the boy staggered backwards. ‘You stay away from her.’ He lowered to a crouch next to Grace. ‘Are you okay?’
‘No.’ She closed her eyes – but felt a firm hand on her arm. She opened her eyes and caught her breath.
It was him. Ivan.
He peered down at her, frowning with concern. He had clear, near perfect skin – apart from a small scar on his right cheek. Light blue eyes, crystal cool, but shining with inner warmth that instantly made her feel at ease, cared for.
He smelled nice – a mix of the healthy male scent and light aftershave.
And boy, was he ripped. Not obscenely, his muscles weren’t bursting through his sleeves, but just enough to create an impression of lithe, gymnast-like strength.
She sat up.
Ivan gave her his hand and helped her up. His hand was warm and solid – like the rest of him.
And gosh, he was tall, too. He looked down at her with an expectant look. ‘Are you alright?’
‘Yes.’ Blushing, she pulled her gaze away to catch Joe grinning at her.
Shut up, she told him. Don’t you say a word. She wiped the wet grass off her jeans, hoping her blush wasn’t too obvious.
Ivan walked over to Seth and began speaking to him.
Sarah glared at Armin. ‘You’re a dickhead.’ She lunged across and grabbed the softball from his hand.
Armin shrugged. ‘What? She made a safe landing.’ But he shot Joe a cautious look before snatching the ball back from Sarah, and twirling it in one hand. ‘We have standards around here. You have to prove yourself before you be called a mercenary.’ He turned and strolled towards Ivan and Seth.
Sarah’s cheeks flushed red. ‘By having her neck broken? You idiot!’
Malcolm grunted. ‘Why so emotional, Sarah? Off your meds?’
Sarah glared at him. ‘Shut up, Malcolm.’
‘I’m okay.’ Grace looked at Ivan, who glanced at Armin as he approached. ‘He’s um…’
Sarah smiled. ‘Impressive?’ She nodded. ‘He used to be with the Russian special forces. Lucius brought him in specially to train us. Can you believe he’s only twenty-one?’
‘He is?’ Grace said.
Sarah murmured, ‘I like to call him Ivan the Terrible. Apparently he killed a Level Twenty-two, all by himself.’
‘He did?’
‘Whatever you do, don’t get him angry. He’s friendly nearly all of the time, but if you piss him off, he’s all business.’ Sarah raised her eyebrows. ‘Thankfully, there haven’t been too many of them.’
A whistle caught Grace’s attention.
Alex watched her, with an expectant look on her face. ‘If you want to join our team, you have to learn to handle a firearm.’
Grace nodded. ‘Doesn’t sound too hard to me.’
‘Well, there’s not much else that you can do, is there?’ Armin said.
‘No.’ Grace said. ‘Nothing at all.’ She glanced at Joe, sitting on a tree stump with a bemused smile on his face. He looked up at Ivan. ‘Grace has never fired a gun before. Perhaps she needs some private training.’
She glared at him.
‘Right.’ Ivan looked around at his team. ‘All of you – sit down.’
Grace lowered herself to the grass and crossed her legs.
Sarah touched her arm. ‘Don’t let them bother you, Grace. With a bit of training, you and Joe will be excellent soldiers. You don’t have to have a special gift to be of service here.’
‘True,’ Alex said. ‘You will be two perfectly ordinary soldiers who will never go insane and rot away in a padded cell.’
Sarah flinched. ‘Shut up.’
Grace pointed at Alex. ‘You know what? You talk too much.’ She turned back to Sarah, whose face was red.
‘Who is she talking about?’
‘Someone who used to work here. Sit down.’
‘Why are they so angry?’
‘They’re mercenaries, Grace. Aggression comes with the territory.’ Sarah tucked her knees up to her chest. ‘I just ignore it.’ Her eyes grew dim, staring into the nothingness.
Ivan ran his gaze along the group. ‘We have two new members, as you know – and today we will focus on up-skilling. That goes for all of you.’
As he continued, Grace watched his lips move, noting the strange way he pronounced certain words; how formal his speech seemed compared to the rest of them. He seemed to sense her thoughts and gave her an extra long look before turning to the mercenaries. ‘We will spend the morning in a simulation.’
‘Yes!’ Armin whooped. ‘I hope you’re a fast runner.’ He shot Grace a grin.
‘Why?’
Ivan cleared his throat. ‘Come here, Armin.’
Armin walked towards his squad leader. ‘Yes?’
Alex gave Armin a reluctant look before disappearing into the trees. Grace couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Ivan’s tone was firm, his eyes fixed on his subordinate’s face. Armin shook his head once. Ivan nodded towards the training building; Armin jogged away without giving Grace a glance.




TWENTY-THREE

‘Here we are,’ Sarah said, as they followed Ivan into the training building. ‘The kill room.’
‘Right.’ Grace stared out across the room. The place was like a converted barn. On the ground, large slabs of concrete. A watchtower dominated the middle of the room. Several small walls acted as partitions – like parts of a crazy maze had been ripped out and dumped in various locations. Right in front of her, a small brick structure with steps led up to a small lookout.
‘This is just a warm-up to give our new people some perspective.’ Ivan nodded in the direction of the group, who stood nearby. ‘Armin and Alex: you’re the red team. Sarah, Malcolm, Grace and Joe – you are the white team. Your goal is to capture the flag without detection from your armed opponents. Use the environment to help you.’
He walked away and began climbing a ladder to a control box, high above the room. Seth followed him.
‘We’ll nail this,’ Joe said. ‘Just follow me.’
‘Sarah’s the leader,’ Malcolm said.
‘No telepathy,’ Armin said, scowling at Sarah. ‘You already have an advantage with four.’
‘It’s okay,’ Malcolm said. ‘She’s on the meds.’
‘Will you shut up?’ Sarah glared at him.
Chuckling, Armin turned to the table behind him.
An array of black shotguns lay lined with yellow stripes, and rows of matching cartridges. Alex loaded one of the guns and passed it to him. He turned to face his opponents, smirking as Grace’s eyes fell on the gun.
‘Oh, yeah,’ he said. ‘Get ready for some pain.’
She frowned. ‘When do we get to use guns?’
‘After we’ve kicked your arses.’
Ivan’s voice thundered over the speakers. ‘Sixty seconds.’
‘Huddle around,’ Sarah said, and the others drew closer.
‘I’m one, Joe is two, Malcolm is three and you’re four, Grace. If anyone is eliminated, Ivan will announce it. Remember the numbers.’ She looked at Joe. ‘I want you to distract the red team.’
‘How?’
‘Here.’ She held up a couple of green canisters.
Joe looked at them, wide-eyed. ‘Are these…?’
‘Illegal,’ Malcolm said, folding his arms. ‘You’ll get us disqualified.’
‘Not at all. Ivan will praise my initiative.’
Sarah looked at Joe. ‘Flashbangs. Easy to use. Just pull the pin and throw.’
Smiling, Joe held the flashbangs in his palm. ‘Fire in the hole,’ he said.
‘Exactly,’ Sarah added. ‘Now, Malcolm – you’re the fastest. You’re going to get the flag.’
He smiled. ‘Yes.’
‘Grace, you and Joe can be back-up if Malcolm fails.’
‘I won’t,’ Malcolm said.
‘We’ll see.’ Sarah led her team towards the rear of the building.
Grace spotted a dark outline, poorly hidden next to one of the partition walls. A slight sheen of grey light reflected off the tip of a gun.
‘I can see one of them,’ she whispered.
‘Head down!’ Sarah whispered.
No telepathy, huh? Grace thought. She glanced around at her team. Go on…nobody will know.
‘Begin!’ Ivan’s voice boomed through the speakers.
‘Run,’ Sarah whispered, and Malcolm began to pelt towards the red flag dangling high at the other end.
‘Cover him, Joe!’
Joe threw a flashbang.
Light smashed through the room, sharp and offensive. Her eyes stung – as though she’d walked into a bright day from a dark room.
She slammed her hands against her ears – a pointless attempt to stop the ringing inside.
Someone cried out.
Malcolm.
Now it was Seth’s voice over the speakers. ‘White three has been eliminated.’
Sarah glanced at Joe. ‘Make a run for it!’
‘I’m there!’ Joe ran ahead.
He threw the second flashbang and disappeared into the smoke.
‘We need to take cover,’ Sarah shouted over the ringing.
A shadow moved towards them. Was it Alex, or Armin? Grace pushed Sarah behind her.
Sarah resisted. ‘What are you doing?’
Grace stared at the dark outline. Just do it, she told herself. Just like when you talk to Joe. And so she planted an idea. Tired … need to sleep now. The mercenary leaned against the wall, head back. The gun slid from the hand and dangled by the strap.
The next time Seth spoke, he sounded confused. ‘Red one has been eliminated.’
‘Jeez,’ Sarah said. ‘What happened?’
Grace smiled as she followed Sarah, past the sleeping mercenary. Hope that was Armin … or Alex. Mmm … which one would I rather hurt? She glanced down at her fallen enemy.
It was Alex. Smiling, Grace darted down the steps and turned the corner with a jaunty step.
‘Stay close behind me,’ Sarah called out.
Making her way forward, Grace could see the hulking outline of the watchtower. Ivan was up there. She flirted with the idea of giving him a cheeky wave. A few more steps: she could see the other wall now, and Joe was nearly at the flag…
Something exploded.
Stop them … a voice was screaming, echoing inside her brain; the ringing was cruelly persisting, her vision was slowly returning. A cloud of smoke hit her throat; she coughed, fought a rising panic.
‘It’s tear gas!’ Sarah coughed, holding her hand over her mouth.
Grace closed her eyes, grinding her teeth together. ‘There’s only Armin left! I can take him!’
She sent him a thought…Stay away! Get back!
Sweat dripped down her back. He’s not responding, she thought. Joe would have by now.
Turn around!
Go to sleep!
Low, predatory laughter echoed around her, behind her, beside her. Circling her. She found herself throwing her hand out in front– a pathetic display of self-defence against an attack that she could not anticipate, or even see. But then, he came into view.
Ahead, the fluttering white of the flag – she watched as Joe ascended the final steps towards his goal.
Armin emerged from the smoke. He aimed his taser gun at her.
Back away, she thought.
Armin glared at her. ‘You’ve been keeping something from us.’
She broke into a run, and stumbled. She never felt the first tap as the taser bullet hit her body, but watched the world tip sideways; her face slamming against the cold floor. The worst pain ever; each muscle shrinking, tightening. Her breath caught in her lungs. Impossible to breath, impossible to think.
Sarah crouched next to her. ‘Stop!’
Armin tilted his head and fired again.
This time, the bullet hit her lower, near her belly button, doubling the pain. She felt her mind begin to swim away as the earth started to spin.
The watchhouse door flew open. Ivan slid down the ladder, closely followed by Seth.
Mixed emotions in the blur of voices – anger, concern, fear.
‘What have you done to her?’ Joe’s anger on the air; Sarah’s hand on her arm.
Then, a new lightness. She didn’t understand at first, but she could see herself floating above her body.
Yanked away from the pain. Her senses disrupted. Sound was muffled, the voices now beneath her – for she was lifting into the air.
Like the half-world between waking and sleep, when she would stumble to the bathroom in the middle of the night.
Am I dead?
Help me!
She lifted a hand as the ceiling drew closer. This can’t be happening. She passed through the ceiling and out into the open air. Normally there’d be a feeling of cold as the breeze washed over her.
Nothing.
Just numb.
Before, the sky had looked bleached, and bunched clouds had blocked out the sun. Now, it was lined in a brilliant yellow. The world was new, aglow – and she was floating through it, helpless. She shot a desperate look below her, but the trees blocked her view of the people she’d just left behind.
Touch something.
Flinging her hand out, counting on that prickly feeling. But nothing. Her fingers passed through the branch like air. A butterfly hovered in front of her. Its jewel colours aglow in this strange, surreal light. She could even see its tiny eyes peering at her.
Oh, God – find some reality.
Soon, too soon, she was hovering above the hillside overlooking Renfield, and the road which had brought them to this place.
How could she get back? She tried to picture the arena, the gravel driveway, her bedroom. The smell of roses in the garden.
Something…anything.
Up – she floated over the treetops, back towards signs of life. Down – through the roof, past the burning glow of the ceiling lights, then she heard Ivan bark something at Armin, then scoop her up, cradling her head against his chest. He ripped the bullets away from her body.
Joe knelt next to her. ‘Grace?’ He shook her arm.
She watched Seth pick up a radio and speak into it.
Alex stood next to Ivan, her eyes intense as she spoke to him. His frown seemed to deepen with each word.
She saw Malcolm wander over and crouch nearby.
Shivering, she closed her eyes and breathed deeply, trying to ground herself, bury herself as deep as she could into her body so that she would never have to feel that again. Opening her eyes, she watched Armin stride over to Alex, who watched with anger in her eyes. Armin nudged Alex. ‘Did you tell him?’
She nodded. ‘Sarah denied it – and I know she’s medicated, anyway. That only leaves her.’ She pointed at Grace.
Armin grunted. ‘That will teach her. She cannot be trusted.’
Joe glared at him. ‘No another word about my sister, or you’ll be sorry.’
‘Calm down,’ Ivan said, clamping his hand on Joe’s shoulder. ‘Your sister should have told us that she’s telepathic.’
Seething, Joe released Armin and turned back to Grace. He crouched next to her. ‘Can you hear me, sis?’
‘Yes.’ Grace’s heart thumped; her breath moved through her throat in sharp bursts.
Sarah glared at Armin. ‘That was overkill.’
He shrugged. ‘She needs to know what it feels like.’
‘What – if she degenerates? She’s not the enemy, Armin!’
‘Grace?’ Ivan stared down at her. ‘Can you hear me?’
She nodded.
Ivan gazed down at her abdomen where the second bullet had hit. ‘Do you feel okay?’
She nodded.
It was true. There was no residual pain. She struggled to get up, but Ivan slid his arm around her shoulders, supporting her. ‘Don’t rush it.’
‘I’m all right, really.’ She glanced up at Sarah. ‘How long was I gone for?’
‘A few seconds.’
‘Is that all?’
Ivan looked at Armin. ‘Who told you to double tap?’
Armin shrugged. ‘It was an accident.’
‘There are no accidents. Night duty for the rest of the week.’
Alex scowled. ‘That’s not fair! We’ve finally got time off together!’ She slumped. ‘Great. Here we go again. Another little miss, getting us into trouble.’
‘Settle down,’ Ivan said.
‘Come on, Alex,’ said Malcolm. ‘Leave it now. It’s not worth the effort.’
He touched her arm, but she jerked away from him. ‘Stay out of it!’
Ivan nodded towards the door. ‘Dismissed.’
The others moved away; Joe hesitated. ‘You okay, Grace?’
‘You too, Joe,’ said Ivan, and then he looked down at her. ‘Stand up.’
She got to her feet, just as Lucius and Diana walked across the floor. Grace felt a swell of anxiety at the look in Diana’s eyes.
Lucius drew to a stop, hands on his hips. ‘So, you’re telepathic.’
‘You were watching?’ Grace looked at Diana, who nodded.
‘You’ve been keeping a secret from us,’ Ivan said.
Grace caught her breath at his cold tone. Her legs began to tremble, but she forced herself to her feet. Of all the people she didn’t want to anger … she folded her arms and stared at the wall behind him.
‘Stand at attention,’ Ivan said, leaning in. ‘That means you unfold your arms and have the respect to look at the person speaking to you.’
She let her hands drop to her sides and raised her gaze to his. She found herself caught again in his eyes, but this time he lashed her with an uncompromising glare. Holding her. A fish caught on a hook.
Diana stepped forward. ‘Do you read minds?’
‘No.’ She glanced at her aunt. ‘I can’t.’
‘Surely you knew you couldn’t hide this forever,’ Lucius said.
Grace shrugged; Ivan frowned. She straightened her back, resisting the urge to tilt her head at Lucius. ‘I would have tried. People around here don’t seem to like telepaths.’
‘They have good reasons,’ he said. ‘This team is very sensitive about this issue and all you did today was justify their suspicions. However –’
‘That’s not fair! I was the one who got hurt!’
Ivan’s voice boomed through the building. ‘Silence while you are being spoken to!’
She gasped, and shut her mouth. So this is what Sarah meant. He’s all business. Her cheeks began to burn.
‘Your telepathy doesn’t worry me,’ Lucius added. ‘I am optimistic about that. It’s the attitude. If you were on a mission and you went in with that approach, your teammates could be killed.’
Her cheeks burned a little more; Lucius’ words were a slap in the face.
A tight, gulping sensation hit, and fresh tears stung her eyes.
She blinked rapidly.
‘Look at me,’ Ivan said.
She raised her eyes to his. 
‘Lucius is right. You need to drop the attitude. I’m not sure that you’re ready for my squad – or for this job, for that matter. You had no effect against an experienced mercenary who has dealt with telepathic attack before. What do you think a demon might do?’
‘I don’t know.’
Ivan stared at her for a while, and then his voice softened. ‘I’m going to give you a chance.’ He bent closer, compelling her to look at him. ‘Either, you accept demotion to a junior squad, or you enlist in my boot camp.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘I will personally train you.’
‘You would do that?’
He shrugged. ‘Why not? I have a vested interest in seeing you do well. To have a telepath, or should I say, a telepath who can exercise self-control, is a very valuable thing. But you need to be trained properly.’
‘Just – just you and me?’
‘Mmm.’ He nodded. ‘Unless you have a problem with that?’
‘I guess not.’ She glanced between Lucius and Diana. Both nodded.
‘Today was a baptism of fire, Grace,’ Ivan added. ‘You know what to expect from now on. And I will expect you tomorrow morning at half past six. Do not be late.’
‘Okay.’
‘Dismissed.’
She walked away, feeling their eyes on her as she left the building.
When she emerged into the sunlight, she stood and gazed around at these strange surroundings.
She felt more lost and lonely than ever before.




TWENTY-FOUR

Grace sat on her bed, pressing her fists into the mattress. Sunset had arrived, and stroked the treetops in a watercolour mist of gold, brown and green.
The telltale signs came: the clenching in the throat, stinging in the eyes. Cramping in the stomach. Don’t cry now. Pounding music drifted along the hallway from the recreation room, with energetic voices preparing dinner.
How could she face them all?
She squeezed the edge of the quilt as the anger swelled in her stomach and adrenaline crawled up her spine.
Joe sat opposite her on a chair.  He watched her twist the fabric between her fingers. ‘You’re really angry, aren’t you?’
‘I don’t like it here.’
‘Want to get out for a while?’
‘How?’
He held up his phone. Grace stared at the neon logo of the Riverside music festival.
‘Tickets.’ Joe pocketed the phone with a smile. ‘From Mara.’
She sighed. ‘I don’t know, Joe.’
‘Come on.’ His eyes flashed. ‘It’s the VIP tent.’
‘We’re not dressed right. I have nothing to wear.’
‘It won’t matter. I’m an employee.’
She blinked. ‘So you are keeping the job.’
He shot her a wicked grin. ‘Well, for tonight at least. Come on!’
He pulled her by the arm.
‘Alright.’ She ran a brush through her hair and ran some pink gloss over her lips. She shot him a look in the mirror. ‘How are we going to get there?’
‘The bike’s out the back.’
‘What – it’s here?’
‘Yeah, I made sure they brought it here. How else did you think we would get away?’
She shrugged and turned back to her reflection. ‘One of their cars?’
‘They’d track it in a heartbeat. They’ve got more tech here than friggin’ NASA.’
* * *
Joe wheeled his bike around the back of the residence, closely shadowed by Grace. He crouched as they passed the kitchen window. ‘Grace, can you grab me something to eat?’
‘No! They’ll see me.’
‘They won’t. The door’s just there. Use your mind tricks.’ He whirled his fingers at the side of his head.
‘Yeah, right.’
‘Come on – just a chicken leg.’
She glanced around. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’
‘Please?’
‘I haven’t practised enough.’
‘Grace. You put Alex to sleep. You can do this.’ Joe slid his helmet on.
‘Fine.’ She edged her way along the darkened wall. Peering around, she glimpsed Malcolm and Armin in white aprons and chequered hats, laying out trays of chicken pieces, roast vegetables, bread and jugs of juice on the counter that separated the kitchen from the dining area.
Three, two, one.
You are the only ones in this room. Keep working. She walked inside and slipped between the two mercenaries, to stand over the counter. She took hold of a chicken leg. As she turned, she glimpsed Ivan walking into the dining room. Her heart pounded.
She darted out of the door into the safety of the night. ‘Here.’ She thrust the chicken at Joe.
‘Thanks!’ Joe tore into the leg; with his other hand rumpled through his pockets. ‘Got any money?’
‘Yeah … about fifty.’ Grace fitted her helmet.
Joe swallowed the last piece of meat. With a loud belch, he flung the bones away.
‘Pig.’
‘Excuse me.’ Grinning, Joe gunned the engine.
As they approached the gate, Grace closed her eyes and calmed her mind.
She breathed out and looked up at the guard, who stared down at her with a confused expression.
She created a picture for him: a jeep, Diana in the driver’s seat – her voice in his ear.
Open the gate, please, Brian. The visitors are leaving.
The man nodded. ‘Right you are, Diana.’ He pressed a button; the riders passed through the gate.
‘Wow!’ Joe yelled, as he hit the throttle. ‘You are good!’
As they ramped onto the highway, Grace considered the possibilities. What if they detected us?
She imagined voices, shouting inside the Renfield walls right now, alerted by the screeching alarm. Diana and Lucius running through the halls, searching for the newly missing.
A light shone in her peripheral vision; she peered around and noticed a pair of headlights trailing them.
Were they being followed? Had they been missed already? Then the headlights turned off into a side road, and she took a deep breath of relief.
To her right lay the eternal hills: the dividing line between the City and the great outland beyond – the red desert. Gradually, the landscape morphed from grasslands to small farms and cottages sitting on blocks of rolling pastures, then quaint towns where by day, the narrow streets were cluttered with food stalls, antique vendors and clothing racks.
Past weatherboard cottages, their trimming rusted with age.
People sat on their verandahs, rocking in creaky chairs, their old world presence defying the modern pace all around them as the cars rushed past. Finally, the neon glow of the City and the palm-lined boulevard that sat on the edge of Cold River.
Jets of purple and yellow light emanated from the esplanade park that spanned the entire eastern bank of the river.
The well-built security guard stood in a passive, unobtrusive manner against the wall at the festival entry gates. For the past four hours, he’d been checking each likely suspect against the photograph of the siblings. His eyes were starting to ache. The photo was crumpled around the edges from being held too tightly.
He threw a tired look at his colleague, who rolled his eyes in return. But neither of them would move. Mr Jones didn’t take failure well, and both guards had young families to worry about.
He yawned, stretched his shoulders and tipped his head back on the wall. These kids had better show up.
A young voice floated across from the ticket counter. ‘I have VIP tickets.’
The ticket collector smiled. ‘Yes, that’s fine. Just scan your phone here.’ She turned and gave the guard a brisk nod.
With a beep, Grace Callahan’s ID came up on screen.
Bingo! The guard turned his head towards the wall and pressed his finger to his earpiece. ‘They’re here, sir.’
The long black car pulled into the reserved bay behind the VIP marquee. An usher rushed forward and opened the passenger doors.
Andras and Mara stepped out.
The usher shrunk back as Andras eyed him. ‘Belvedere, neat.’
‘Yes, sir.’ The young man ran towards the tent, nearly tripping over a crate of glasses in his hurry.
A group of kitchen staff on a smoking break all stared as Mara sashayed towards the marquee.
Andras slid an arm around her waist.
She stepped away. ‘Don’t touch me.’
‘Come on. Don’t be uptight.’
‘Children!’ Halphas glared at the apprentices as he opened the passenger door. Mammon stepped out and smoothed down his jacket.
Mara smiled at the boss, but a thudding pain persisted in her head. She eyed off the usher, who hovered around the edge of the group, carrying a vodka bottle.
‘Uh, sir?’ The usher gestured to Andras.
Mammon sniffed, as though he’d stood in something unpleasant.
‘Give it here!’ Andras yanked the bottle away. The usher stumbled, losing control of the tray.
‘No overindulging, either of you.’ Mammon cast a firm glance at the pair. ‘I don’t want Joe to leave this time.’ He walked towards the marquee.
A young man dressed in a waiter’s uniform led Grace and Joe into the VIP tent. Fairy lights dotted the ceiling, while white chairs swathed in purple velvet tucked under round tables topped with chocolate fountains. In the middle, a sushi train ran around the edge of a circular bar. Purple and silver stars glittered from the ceiling.
‘Wow.’ Grace blinked.
‘Let’s get a drink.’ Joe walked up to the closest bar. ‘A Corona, please.’
The bartender looked him over. ‘This is an over-18 event. Got any ID?’
‘He’s with us.’ A man leaned on the bar next to Joe. ‘Bring me a bottle of absinthe and five glasses.’
Joe nearly jumped. ‘Hello, Sir!’
The man gave Grace a friendly nod. ‘Hello.’
‘Hi,’ she said, guardedly.
‘This is Grace, my sister. Grace, this is Mr Jones, my boss.’
‘Charmed.’ Mammon offered his hand; she shook it.
The bartender rushed past with the bottle and tray of glasses. He set it down on a table overlooking the festivities. Grace spotted the man who’d spoken to Joe at graduation.
‘Join us,’ Mammon said.
They followed him to his table. Joe nudged Grace and gestured to the people sitting there. ‘Mara, Andras: this is my sister, Grace.’
Mammon patted the chair next to him. ‘You can sit here, sweetheart. We don’t bite.’
‘I’m sure you don’t.’ A prickle ran up her spine at his tone, but she sat down. Across the table, Joe leaned close to Mara, whispering in her ear.
Grace’s eyes drifted to Mara. She sat with perfect ease, her blonde hair bobbing around her chiselled jaw.
Every now and then, her blue-grey eyes would lift to look at Mammon Jones.
Andras glanced at Grace. ‘Would you like some absinthe?’
‘No thank you.’
Andras poured out a glass. ‘If you do, you might see the green fairy.’
She stared at the glass. ‘Oh, what the hell.’ She pressed it to her lips and tipped it back. Her eyes burned, her stomach clenched. Eek. ‘That’s horrible.’ She put down the glass.
Then – like a smooth, caressing wind – tranquil warmth flooded Grace’s body. All was good in the world.
Andras gave her a knowing smile. ‘Feeling better?’
‘Yes.’ Wide-eyed, Grace looked at the bottle. ‘That’s great.’ She slid the glass across to Andras. ‘Could I have another one?’
He smiled and poured it to the rim. She took it in one shot, flinching as the alcohol burned its way to her stomach. ‘Ouch,’ she groaned. ‘It’s really strong, though. I think that’s enough.’
‘Sometimes we add something sweet.’ Andras lifted his hand; a waiter appeared. ‘Lemonade.’
Grace cast a look around the table. Mammon Jones watched her with an expression she couldn’t decipher.
Joe had his arm around Mara, who was moulded into a black strapless dress with a string of pearls.
Her hair shimmered in the light, curling beautifully just above her smooth shoulders. Her eyes bore the mark of cool, controlled intelligence. Grace looked down at her own clothes – the pink t-shirt and jeans seemed common in the midst of this company.
Tearing her gaze away, Grace looked at Mammon. Black silky suit. Standard uniform for most guys on a night out.
But there was something different here. The smell of refined cologne. Well kept hair. Expensive watch.
And that super-expensive drink. These weren’t ordinary people. She leaned forward. ‘Why did you give us VIP tickets?’
Joe laughed. ‘Forgive Grace. She can be far too direct.’
She kept her gaze on Mammon. ‘Shut up, Joe.’
He smiled. ‘We’re here because my company is a major sponsor and Joe is a new employee that we are welcoming into the fold.’
Mara stood up. The dress curved perfectly around her hips. She wore tights with a line down the back of her legs that seamlessly blended with a pair of patent heels. 
Joe took Mara’s hand and walked towards the dance floor; his chest puffed out with pride as every pair of eyes in the room followed their movement. A new song rang through the tent and several other couples flooded the floor, while others turned to look.
Grace turned back to Mammon, who gazed at the dance floor with a strange glint in his eyes. ‘Where are the other new employees?’ Grace glanced around the tent. ‘You seem to be treating Joe specially.’
Andras leaned forward, his fingers clenched around his shot glass. ‘Not at all.’
Grace kept her eyes on Mammon. ‘I was asking him, not you.’
‘Do you mean to sound jealous?’ Mammon tilted his head.
She sat back, staring at him. The thought of telepathic attack drifted into her mind. Put him to sleep, just like Alex. ‘I’m not.’
‘Sounds like you need to loosen up a little. Relax.’ Andras slid another glass of absinthe in front of her. ‘Come on – try it with the lemonade.’
‘No, thank you. I’ve had enough.’
He leaned closer. ‘Do you have a boyfriend, Grace?’
‘That’s none of your business.’ She folded her arms and edged away from him.
‘I should think you would have a man in your life. You’re a good-looking girl.’
One of the waiters approached the table. ‘Excuse me, sir.’ He glanced at the glass of absinthe in front of Grace. ‘That young lady is underage.’
Mammon looked up. ‘You’re fired.’
The man drew back. ‘I beg your pardon!’
‘You can beg all you want, but you’re still fired.’
The waiter’s mouth dropped open. ‘Who do you think you are?’
‘You mean you don’t know?’ Andras raised an eyebrow. ‘You should be fired for that alone!’
The waiter shook his head and strode away.
Grace stared at Mammon. ‘You fired him? For that?’
Mammon smiled, and looked at Andras. The young man nodded, and stood up, offering Grace his hand. ‘Would you like to dance?’
‘No.’ Grace stood up and walked towards the dance floor where Joe and Mara danced.
Chatting and smiling, they didn’t notice her until she tapped Joe’s shoulder.
He frowned. ‘What?’
‘I think we should leave.’
‘No.’ Joe turned away.
Grace looked sideways at Mara. The young woman’s lips curled into a smile, but the eyes held a glint of triumph. ‘Have a dance, Grace. Relax.’
A hand landed on her shoulder. She jumped, and turned around. ‘What?’
Andras smiled down at her. His eyes oozed with an unnatural blue. She felt a tiredness come over her and her head felt fuzzy. ‘Uh…what was I saying?’
Mara smiled as Joe spun her away. ‘Just relax.’
Andras took Grace’s right hand and pressed it to his chest. Pulling her in with the other arm, he held her against him and began swaying to the music.
Leaning her head against his shirt, she felt a coolness emanating from his body while his hand on her back brought pleasant warmth.
She stared up at the stars hanging from the ceiling. 
Andras’s voice lulled her deeper. ‘You both will come to the yacht tonight,’ he murmured, stroking her hair. ‘We’re going to sail to Europe. And you’re not going to have anything to say but yes.’
She felt herself drifting into a small sleep – and then she was moving, leaning on his arm as he guided her towards the exit. Mammon met them there, and turned away to lead them to the car.
Grace glanced behind her to see Joe and Mara following.
‘Stop.’ Another hand on her shoulder. Andras turned around, scowling. ‘Who dares to interrupt us?’
Ivan stood there, Sarah at his right.
Grace blinked and pulled away from Andras. Her mind cleared; she felt as though she’d just emerged from a dream. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she said, despite Ivan’s frown.
‘We tracked the bike.’
Andras glared at Ivan. ‘That’s an invasion of privacy.’
‘And illegal,’ Mammon added. ‘You have no right to persecute these young people.’
Ivan stared at him. ‘What is the nature of your interest in these two?’
‘I work for him,’ Joe said. ‘There’s nothing dodgy going on.’
‘They have been drinking.’ Ivan’s gaze flicked to Mammon. ‘Is that the usual kind of work day that Joe can expect?’
Joe raised his arms. ‘What’s the issue, Ivan?’
‘Joe!’ Sarah moved towards him. ‘You’re not yourself. Come home and let us take care of you.’
‘We’re leaving.’ Grace gave Joe a firm look. ‘Now.’
‘No,’ Joe said.
Mara nodded. ‘Grace is right. Don’t let us cause a problem.’ She shot a look behind her at Mammon, who watched Ivan with a tense glint in his eyes.
Turning back to Joe, Mara’s face returned to its old aloofness. ‘We’ll see you at work when you’re ready. You need to go home now.’
His face fell. ‘Are you sure?’
‘It’s for the best.’ She shook his hand. He leaned in, and whispered in her ear. ‘Are you mad at me?’
She pulled away. ‘Goodnight.’ She slid into the car. Joe stood at the window, trying to peer in – but the full tint on the window hid her from his eyes.
Mammon walked over and slipped a small mobile phone into Joe’s palm. ‘This is for your use only. When you’re ready to start work, let us know.’ He got into the car and closed the door.
Joe pushed past Grace, who waited by the tent flap where they’d first come in.
‘Thanks a lot.’ He stalked ahead, past Ivan and Sarah.
‘We’re parked in the second field,’ Ivan called after him.
As they turned the corner past the first car park, the esplanade’s second park came into view.
Grace spotted the large black helicopter sitting in the middle of the grass. ‘Oh, no,’ she moaned. ‘We’re not flying home.’
‘You don’t like to fly?’ Sarah said.
‘I don’t think so – !’ Grace tripped, and winced as her ankle turned in a small ditch. Landing on her backside, she grabbed her ankle and squeezed it. ‘Ow!’
Sarah sunk next to her. ‘Have you sprained it?’
‘I don’t know.’ Gasping, Grace squeezed her eyes shut as an explosive pain resounded in her ankle. ‘I was hurrying.’
‘Come on.’ Ivan slid one arm around her waist and scooped up her legs with the other.
She held her breath as his face dipped close to hers. Without any apparent stress, he lifted her. As she lay her head on his chest, she could hear his heart: slow and steady, compared to the rapid drumming in hers. The pain in her ankle throbbed harder, but as Ivan helped Grace into her seat and pulled the harness across her chest, warmth flooded her body.
‘Keep your ankle up,’ he said. ‘We’ll ice it when we return.’
She savoured his closeness, the warmth of his hands as they brushed against her bare arms; the intimate tone in his voice. Inwardly, she cringed at the memory of that other guy’s arms around her – Anthony, or whatever his name was.




TWENTY-FIVE

Dawn’s first light peeked over the horizon as they landed. Ivan glanced at the light coming from Lucius’s office. ‘That is strange. Everyone is up very early.’
They alighted from the chopper as the rotors wound down with a sigh. Joe stalked away, heading towards his room.
‘Joe?’ Sarah called after him.
‘Let him go,’ Grace said. ‘He’ll be alright.’ She watched Ivan walk into Lucius’ office. ‘What should I do now?’
‘Something’s up. Come on – let’s find out.’ Sarah led Grace into the office. They found Marcus standing at the head of the meeting table, where Lucius, Agatha and Diana sat.
‘What’s happened?’ Ivan stood behind Diana and gazed up at the television monitor, playing footage of mercenaries moving through a corridor.
Diana’s voice was grave. ‘There’s been an accident.’
‘Who’s involved?’
‘Armin,’ Diana said, turning to look at him. ‘He’s dead.’
Grace gasped.
Ivan’s face turned pale. He sank into a chair.
‘Oh, God,’ said Sarah. ‘What happened?’
‘We had a call from an old friend earlier today,’ said Diana. ‘He asked us if we could send one of our best people – in particular someone could resist telepathy. We were going to send you, Ivan – but Armin begged to go.’
‘Oh, no,’ Ivan said.
‘It all went well, until then they went upstairs.’
‘Watch the footage,’ Agatha said. ‘Then you will understand.’
The monitor was split into four screens: each listed a mercenary name at the bottom, allowing the viewer to see from a different point of view.
Grace stared as the team entered a large curved room. ‘What is this place?’ she whispered. People were kneeled, praying, at circular rows of red seats.
They watched Armin grab a woman and shake her by the shoulder. ‘Miss! Can you hear me?’ She didn’t look up – but just kept crying, her head hung.
‘It’s hopeless,’ said one mercenary. ‘We’re not getting out of here.’
‘Quiet!’ said Armin. ‘We’re leaving this room, now.’ And he looked at his team-mate.
The man pointed to the floor with a shaking hand. The camera revealed a body lying in a dark puddle of blood on the carpet. Grace turned her face away, sickened, as Armin took a close look at the wound.
‘He did himself in,’ the team-mate said. ‘He couldn’t take it.’
‘No!’ Through Armin’s camera, they watched the distraught mercenary plunge a knife into his neck. Armin lunged forward, grabbing his team-mate as he fell. Blood spurted on to the camera, on to Armin’s face.
‘Forget it! He’s gone!’ cried the other mercenary.
Grace’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘What’s making them do this?’
Followed by his one remaining team-mate, Armin moved into a corridor. He slammed a shaped charge against the wall. ‘Take cover!’ The wall exploded, dousing the cameras in grey dust. ‘Come on!’ They ran through the gap in the wall.
The next few seconds were blurry, the sound distorted.
An outline emerged from the dust.
‘What is that?’ Sarah said.
Ivan frowned. ‘Why aren’t they firing?’
The other mercenary fell. He lay on the ground, on his side – but his camera was still live. The final seconds of film showed Armin, jerked off his feet by an unseen force, his body twisting, convulsing.
Grace caught her breath. A sick feeling of horror swamped her stomach. Something was squeezing him – like a rag. There was a snapping sound, and then a thump – as Armin hit the ground.
Lucius folded his arms. ‘The video just runs from here. We don’t see anything from this point. The demon just disappears. Doesn’t try to take the cameras, or do anything with the bodies.’
‘He needed me there,’ Ivan said.
Diana turned to him. ‘Then we’d be looking at five casualties instead of four! Even you, Ivan – with all your experience – you still might not have been able to handle this.’
‘She’s right,’ said Sarah, turning to Ivan. ‘Such a level of telepathic influence – to control our people with their advanced training…it’s got to be something big.’
‘Level Twenty-two,’ Marcus mused.  
Ivan stared at the monitor. ‘What about the team member waiting outside? Why didn’t he respond?’
‘We’ve had no contact from him. We’re assuming he’s dead too.’
‘They were dealing with something different here,’ Agatha said. ‘Something well beyond what we’re used to. Stronger than anything we’ve seen before – even in the asylum.’
Ivan folded his arms. ‘I should have gone with him.’
‘No you shouldn’t have!’ Grace blurted. Her cheeks turned red as they all looked at her.
‘This is ridiculous,’ Marcus said. ‘Four well-trained mercenaries. Why didn’t they control their minds?’
‘They were outclassed,’ Lucius said.
‘Garbage,’ Agatha said. ‘Obviously they weren’t trained to deal with the pressure.’
‘Not true,’ Ivan said – and all eyes turned to him. ‘Armin always showed commendable presence of mind. Obviously, the team didn’t know what they were up against.’
‘That’s true,’ Grace said. ‘He resisted me today, really well.’ She looked away as Diana’s eyes met hers.
‘Regardless,’ Marcus said. ‘This should not have happened.’
‘If you don’t mind.’ Ivan stood up. ‘I have a team member to counsel.’
Grace felt a rush of guilt. Poor Alex. ‘It’s our fault.’ She stared at the table.
‘You have caused a disruption,’ Lucius said.
Marcus tutted. ‘Don’t blame the girl.’
‘I’m sorry.’ Grace stood up. ‘We didn’t know this would happen.’
Diana rubbed her face. ‘Go to bed, Grace. We’ll sort this mess out tomorrow.’
She stood up and walked out of the office. In the corner of her eye, she saw Marcus give Ivan a firm nod; within seconds her squad leader was shadowing her.
‘I can find my own way,’ she said. ‘I know you’re mad at me too.’
He took her arm. ‘Just go slow. You have an injured ankle.
‘It doesn’t hurt now. You don’t need to come with me.’ But her body responded differently: the heat of his hand against her back was sending tingles all over her skin. Even with everything that had happened…she couldn’t ignore the reaction his touch provoked in her.
She looked up at him. ‘I’m sorry about Armin.’
‘It is not your fault.’ He pushed open her bedroom door. ‘Come on – get to bed.’
She stumbled across, fell on to the quilt. ‘I’m good here. Just leave me.’ She groaned, throwing her forearm over her eyes.
He stood, arms folded. ‘Now, if I were to hold you to our schedule, you would have to be up in twenty-five minutes.’
She gasped and sat up. ‘No!’
‘I will give you two hours.’
She tilted her head, eyes wide. ‘Come on!’
‘Two hours.’ He began to close the door.
Diana stood up. ‘Well, I’m going to make some tea.’ She walked out of the office and out the main door that led to the kitchen.
Marcus watched her leave, and then shut the door. ‘We must keep a very close eye on Grace.’
Lucius shrugged. ‘We’ll keep her busy. She’ll be too exhausted to play up. Ivan’s going to train her personally. She seems to respond to him.’ He clasped his fingers together on the table. ‘I have great hopes for Grace. I believe that she can be of use, once her skills are channelled appropriately.’
Marcus fell into his chair. ‘We know so little about her.’
Agatha leaned forward and clasped her chin. ‘From what I have heard, the girl shows great potential. What if she realises what she can get away with? We don’t want a repeat performance of what happened with Anna Sanderson.’
‘I doubt that will occur,’ Lucius said.
Agatha responded with a blank stare. ‘Are you willing to vouch for her?’
He nodded. ‘Today, she was put in her place. Now, she knows better than to step out of line.’
‘And yet, she went out tonight without permission.’ Agatha raised her eyes to Marcus. ‘Perhaps we should take Grace into our care, and train her specially.’
‘No,’ Lucius said. ‘Ivan can handle her.’
‘Ivan doesn’t have the maturity or experience.’
‘You’re very wrong, Agatha,’ said Lucius. ‘You don’t know where Ivan’s been. Not the minor skirmishes that you were involved in, years ago.’s
The woman narrowed her eyes. ‘Watch yourself, Lucius.’
Marcus leaned back in his chair, eyes scanning the ceiling. ‘Alright. Give both siblings a greater level of responsibility within the squad. Train them up quickly, get them on their first mission within the month. But make sure that Ivan is firmly in control and ready to put her down if need be.’
Lucius paused. ‘Overly dramatic, Marcus.’
‘But necessary, Lucius.’ Marcus stood up. ‘If Ivan is as wonderful as you say he is, nobody should be at risk. Don’t risk the siblings on the tough jobs – leave them to our top guys.’
‘We only have Ivan and Alex now.’ Lucius folded his arms. ‘Or hadn’t you noticed? Anyway, you’ve got the cream of the top guys. Think you can release them so they can do some real work?’
‘Don’t be foolish,’ Marcus said.
‘Are you sure that you want to reward those two?’ Agatha said.
Marcus looked at her. ‘Who?’
‘Grace and Joe.’ She clasped her hands on the table. ‘You know that Diana won’t like it. Neither will the other teammates.’
‘You leave Diana to me,’ Marcus said. ‘And the team will obey my wishes, or suffer the consequences.’
Lucius peered over his glasses. ‘Including my nephew?’
‘Malcolm knows his place.’
‘Does he?’
Marcus sighed. ‘Lucius, do you want to put Renfield on the map, or not?’
‘Yes.’ Lucius stood up and stretched his arms in front of him. Walking toward the door, he turned to his brother. ‘You know, Joe might be very useful to us as well. We don’t know what skills might emerge.’
Marcus shrugged. ‘Nothing impressive to date. It’s the girl I’m concerned about.’
Lucius shook his head. ‘She won’t be a problem. Ivan seems to be winning her over. As long as he continues to follow our instructions, we shouldn’t have an issue.’




TWENTY-SIX

She dreamed.
The chaos, the traffic – Joe with the red eyes. The same dream, but with fresh dread and horror.
Inside the dream, she turned away as a strange man’s shadow engulfed Joe. ‘Help! Help me!’
Another figure emerged. Hooded, walking towards her. Swirling clouds followed him. She backed away, but some part of her wasn’t afraid –
With a gasp, she sat up in bed. The usual motions of the morning after a dream – she grabbed her bedside drink of water and gulped, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She glanced at the clock. ‘Shit!’
Five minutes later, she hurried through the double doors of the gymnasium: an airy space, where open beams stretched across a low ceiling.
An array of weightlifting equipment sat on the left-hand wall, and directly ahead – a climbing wall. She felt a surge of embarrassment as she recalled her attempt.
Ivan waited by a window. ‘Good morning.’
‘Hello.’ She slipped her hoodie off and hung it on a large silver hook.
Ivan walked across to the middle of the room and pointed at a blue gym mat. ‘Sit down.’
Grace planted herself in the middle of the mat.
Ivan lowered into a crouch. ‘Are you ready for some physical training?’
‘Do I really need it? I’m a telepath.’
Ivan raised a finger. ‘So, if an enemy resists your power and threatens to overcome you physically, what do you do?’
‘Shoot them?’ Grace chuckled. She caught his serious gaze. Her smile dropped. ‘Well, I’d have a gun, wouldn’t I?’
‘What if your opponent was a stronger telepath than you, and could steal your gun away? What then?’
She fell silent.
‘Up you get,’ he said. Sighing, she stood.
‘Sometimes we must fight hand to hand. You must be able to defend yourself using physical means.’
‘I could use telepathy.’
‘Mmm.’ Ivan watched her closely. ‘Perhaps,’
Grace narrowed her eyes. ‘I know already that I can hurt you.’ She pointed to her forehead. ‘In here.’
‘Okay,’ Ivan said, smiling. ‘Do your worst. Attack me.’ He pressed his forefinger against her head. ‘In here.’
She grimaced; his voice was falsely high – an obvious attempt to mimic her. Anger simmered in her gut. She watched him watching her, calm expectation on his face. Fine. You asked for this. She focused on his forehead…and white-hot pain.
Ivan’s face twitched – but then he grabbed her left shoulder and slid his foot behind her ankle. She gasped as he slammed her to the ground, the shock trapping her breath – but there was no pain, just a sense of being overpowered, no chance of escape – his hold on her unbreakable, uncompromising.
He locked his ankles around hers, and held his hand against her throat. ‘You’re dead.’
He rolled away and sprang to his feet.
She dragged herself up, her breaths coming in hollow gasps. ‘You knocked the wind out of me.’
He crouched, his eyes vivid blue. ‘I’m not a demon. I’m just a human being. But I can overcome your telepathic attack with this simple move.’
‘Okay, you’re not a demon, but you’re probably better than any of their bodyguards.’
Ivan shot her a dark look. ‘How do you know that? There you go again, making dangerous assumptions. A lot of private security people are former special forces from Russia, among other places.’
‘What – working for demons?’
‘Grace, the bodyguards don’t know their bosses are demons. As far as they’re concerned, it’s good pay.’
He nodded. ‘Again. But this time, I want you to sidestep me as I come forward.’ He moved sideways to demonstrate. ‘See?’
She nodded; Ivan lunged at her. She slid on her heel and moved sideways, dodging his attack.
‘Good. Now, this time, lift your arms as so and block me. Then, lunge forward like this.’ His hands cut through the air in a simulated slice through her shoulder. ‘See?’ He showed her again.
‘Now, I’m going to come at you from different directions. I want you to practise the three simple moves I’ve taught you. Dodge, block, and strike.’
He sprang at her again, slamming one hand against her collarbone. A sudden pressure against her back as he shoved her backwards. She tipped on to her heels, then crashed down to the mat. All the while, his arms were locked around her torso.
‘Ow.’ The back of her head throbbed. She groaned as he pulled her to her feet. ‘Stop, now,’ she moaned.
‘Again.’
Time and again he ran at her. Even when she came close, her flailing fingers couldn’t grab him. Ivan dodged around her like a boxer. He even slapped her thigh. She winced. ‘Hey! Don’t do that!’
He grinned. ‘Then defend yourself.’
The frustration built, presenting itself in the gradual tensing of her shoulders, the sick anger in her stomach and the burning in her eyes.
She dodged him this time. Good.
Her stomach rolled as he pulled her through the air.
Once again, she felt the familiar slam-down against the mat, her bones jarring from the impact. He locked his ankles around her calves, paused, and stared down at her. ‘Infuriating, isn’t it?’
She stared at him through sweat-soaked strands of hair. ‘Yes.’ But even through this misery, she couldn’t help studying his face.
That smooth skin, the small scar on his cheek. How did he get it? His eyes shone with a calm intelligence, but behind that lay a savagery that would emerge when provoked. Tiny curves formed a smile at the edge of his lips.
‘Do you still think you can take me?’
‘No.’ She felt her face heat up. She looked away.
His voice softened. ‘I’ll teach you how to, Grace. You don’t need to think that just because you are a woman, you cannot fight a man.’ He rolled away. ‘Okay. You can take a break.’
Grace sat up and curled her legs to her chest. Had he noticed her staring? Could he tell what she’d been thinking?
‘By the way, Grace – I did feel that.’ Ivan pointed to his head. ‘You are gifted. But you need to realise that once an enemy know your strengths, then that enemy can also resist your telepathy.’
She smiled.
‘Come on. You’ve earned a short break.’
They walked into the residence, past tall windows that lined the corridor. ‘Uh, oh.’ Grace spotted Alex and Malcolm walking around the corner.
Alex frowned. ‘You!’ She lunged at Grace. ‘You thoughtless little bitch!’
Ivan grabbed her by the arms. ‘Steady, Alex.’
She looked up at him, pleading. ‘They ran off, like two stupid, selfish children! And now Armin is dead!’
‘It is not their fault,’ said Ivan. He gave her a kind, but firm stare. ‘They are not to blame.’
‘That’s true. You are to blame. You should have been there.’
Ivan flinched.
‘He didn’t even know about the mission,’ Grace said.
‘Shut up.’ Alex glared at her.
Malcolm stepped towards Alex. ‘Let her go.’
‘Stand aside,’ Ivan said.
Alex stared up at him. ‘He was so eager to prove himself to you, with your ridiculous expectations! He wanted you to respect him!’
‘I did.’
Her eyes narrowed. ‘You never showed it! He only volunteered because he wanted your respect. Like you matter that much!’
‘Armin always had my respect. And now it’s greater than ever.’
‘At my expense.’ Alex wrenched away.
Malcolm glared at him. ‘Ivan, why isn’t Grace under suspension?’
‘That is not your concern.’
‘Yes, it is my concern.’ Malcolm pointed at Grace. ‘They snuck out of here to go God knows where; she used her mind powers to mess around with Brian’s head. Now we find out they’re not being suspended!’
Ivan’s voice was quiet, but threatening. ‘You’re forgetting your place.’
‘As your second in charge?’ Malcolm threw up his hands. ‘Oh, but then again – that’s not the case. No, I’ve been usurped by the amazing Callahan twins!’
‘We’re not twins.’ Joe walked up to them. ‘Hey.’ He stood next to Grace and Ivan.
Malcolm took a step towards Joe. ‘For some reason, the powers-that-be have decided that you two should outrank the rest of us.’
‘So what?’ Joe stared back at him.
‘Back off,’ Ivan told Malcolm.  He turned to Joe. ‘You too.’
‘It’s all right,’ Joe said. He held Malcolm’s stare. ‘You just weren’t good enough. At least, your father didn’t seem to think so.’
Malcolm sprung towards Joe. ‘You prick!’
‘Enough!’ Ivan shoved Malcolm away.
Grace grabbed Joe’s arm. ‘Leave it!’
Ivan turned to Joe. ‘I told you to back off.’
‘Fine.’ He raised his hands. ‘I didn’t start this crap.’
‘We’re not finished, Callahan.’ Malcolm stalked away.
Grace’s heart was still thumping as she and Joe followed Ivan to the end of the hallway. He yanked open the door, and nodded for Grace and Joe to enter.
Grace looked at Joe. ‘You calm?’ He shrugged. ‘Take a better man than him to bring me down.’ He watched Ivan pick up a yellow and black shotgun.
‘Taser shotgun,’ Ivan said, passing it to Grace. ‘You’re familiar with its effects.’
‘Unfortunately.’ She took the gun. It was lighter than she’d expected. Her finger twitched, and she felt a thrill at the prospect of pulling the trigger.
Joe aimed his gun at Grace’s feet. ‘Dance.’ She scowled. ‘What are you playing at?’
‘Children?’ Ivan looked at them.
‘Sorry,’ said Grace. She nudged Joe. ‘Pay attention.’
Ivan pointed to a picture on the wall: a clay pot, cut open down the middle. Inside, it was half full of purple liquid and two copper cylinders ran down the centre.
‘Our predecessors – the first Sarsareh mercenaries in Mesopotamia – harnessed electricity to disable demon energy. This was known as a Baghdad Battery.’
Ivan nodded. ‘Of course, we have made some advances in weaponry since then.’
Joe grinned. ‘We’d hope so.’
Ivan turned to face the pair. ‘You may know of the scientist, Nikola Tesla. He wanted to create a shield for the entire planet. His idea was to broadcast a protective shroud of electricity, flowing freely about the Earth’s atmosphere. This would effectively guard us from demon energy.’
‘That’d be wonderful,’ said Grace. She ignored Joe’s teasing stare.
Ivan nodded. ‘A bonus would have been free electricity for the people. But the capitalist bankers refused to fund him.’
He shrugged. ‘Ah, such is life. Okay. Protective clothing. Both of you take your shoes off.’ Ivan tapped in a security code and a sliding door opened. He pulled out what looked like two shiny wetsuits.
‘Smart suits,’ he said. ‘The fluid inside the skin of the suit becomes a form of body armour when subjected to a magnetic field, which the suit generates itself.’ He beckoned for them to come closer. Ivan pressed one up against Grace’s body. ‘That looks like a good fit.’
He passed Joe a suit. Grace lifted her leg to step inside. ‘Hold on.’ Ivan walked over and took the suit from her. ‘You need to strip off first.’
She searched his face; there was no hint of a smile or even any embarrassment on his part.
‘You don’t have to be naked – just take off your pants and t-shirt. There’s the change room.’ He pointed to a door in the corner.
Grace stepped inside and shut the door. She hung her t-shirt and pants on a hook, then slid inside the suit, surprised by how easily it fit. No zips, or velcro. The fabric stretched over her body, but seemed to mould to her shape after she’d pulled it on.
‘Comfy.’
Ivan turned back as Grace walked out of the changing room. ‘Good.’ He gave her an approving once-over. ‘Fits well.’
She blushed; his eyes had lingered around her waist and hips.
Ivan turned and opened another cupboard.
Grace looked sideways at Joe. ‘I bet you wouldn’t get anything this cool with Mr Jones,’ she whispered.
‘He’s a billionaire, Grace. I think he can outdo this.’
‘Are you still thinking of taking the job?’
Joe shrugged. ‘Maybe.’
‘I don’t think –’
‘Pay attention, Grace.’ Joe nodded at Ivan, who was lifting a black shotgun from the cupboard. He pushed it into Grace’s hands. ‘This will be yours, if you need it.’ He stood close behind her and lay his hands over hers, adjusting her hold.
She held her breath.
‘The Maul IV. Rapid fire, double barrel, twelve-gauge taser shotgun. This will be your weapon. Specially designed. Ever fired a gun before?’
She glanced back, into his eyes.
His hands were still over hers, the heat from his body close to her back. She gulped. ‘No.’
‘Usually, we take down a demon by using three stages of attack. First, we hit him with a combined taser and neurotoxin.’ He held up a bullet. ‘The taser shocks him, disabling the demonic energy. That way he can’t use telepathy, or telekinesis. The neurotoxin puts him to sleep within seconds.’
Then we bring him to Renfield.’ He moved away and put the bullet down on a table. ‘Of course, some demons are very fast, or very strong. I’ve seen them resist the neurotoxins before. Some demons are evolving. There are times when we even have to resort to hand-to-hand fighting.’
Joe shrugged. ‘Why not use normal rounds?’
‘That’s already a given.’ Ivan looked at Grace. ‘However, with a stable telepath, we may not need lethal force. At a high level, you will be able to use your power to influence leaders and decision makers into taking the right choices – and at a more pedestrian level, you will enter a demon’s mind and coerce him to surrender. You would potentially be the most important person on our team.’
Joe smirked. ‘Our little Grace? Powerful?’
She glared at him. ‘What is wrong with you today?’
‘Joe, you will contribute in your own way,’ Ivan said. ‘The Sarsareh have many roles to play in society, you know. Not everyone can be a shining star.’
Grace gave Joe an angelic smile. ‘That’s right.’ She resisted the urge to point the gun at him.
‘Although,’ Ivan added, ‘training is our first priority at this stage.’
‘Training? Without going up against real demons?’ Grace glanced across the room as the door opened.
Sarah walked in. ‘Is she ready for some real work now?’ 
Ivan turned to Grace. ‘I think so.’
‘With demons?’
Ivan chuckled, and lifted the gun from her arms. ‘Of course not. That comes later. Now – you’re going to do some special training with Sarah, while Joe works with the team.’




TWENTY-SEVEN

Grace hurried to keep up with Sarah’s long-legged stride as they passed the Residence. A wave of embarrassment hit as she thought about the night before. She looked up at the blonde girl. ‘I’m sorry that we dragged you out last night.’
‘It’s fine.’ Sarah smiled. ‘You’re grieving, and now you have to accept big changes in your life. It’s quite normal to be act impulsively at times like these.’
‘Thank you.’ Grace took a moment to study Sarah’s face. This girl seemed so wise. She had a calm about her that Grace had only seen in much older people. ‘I feel like I’m quite young compared to everyone else here.’
‘You’re seventeen, right? And Joe’s eighteen?’
Grace nodded.
‘Thought so. Alex is nineteen and so is…so was Armin.’ They both fell silent for a few seconds.
‘I feel terrible,’ Grace finally said.
Sarah shook her head. ‘It wasn’t your fault. I am sorry to lose him, even though he gave me hell. But we need to be prepared for this kind of thing; anyone could be killed, any day. We’ve lost six good people over the past twelve months.’
Grace felt a chill run through her. ‘I hope that’s the end of an unlucky streak.’
‘So do I.’ Sarah glanced at Grace. ‘Sorry. I seem to walk faster than everyone else. Now, where was I? That’s right – Seth and Malcolm are both twenty-one, and I’m nineteen. And our fearless leader is twenty-one – although he acts about a decade older.’
Grace looked down, hoping that Sarah wouldn’t notice the blush forming on her cheek. ‘Yeah, he’s something.’
‘Your brother is nice-looking.’
‘Don’t tell him that.’
Sarah laughed. ‘I’d take him over Malcolm any day – he’ll try to boss you around if you pay too much attention to him. Don’t feed the monster.’
Grace stared into the forest. It was true – Malcolm had been out to show his authority from the moment they met. ‘Why does he do that?’
Sarah smirked. ‘Desperation. He wanted to prove to everyone that he was worthy of being Ivan’s second in charge – and not because his dad gave him the position. I think Marcus is disappointed, though!’
Grace grinned at Sarah’s singsong tone.
‘Do you keep in touch with your mother?’
‘She died when I was five.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘It’s okay. I feel like I’m past the worst of it. I’m over eighteen and don’t have to do what Marcus says anymore.’
‘He seems like a control freak.’
‘Yeah. Lucius is the one who’s supposed to be in charge of us. But he always ends up doing what Marcus wants. I suppose it’s because Marcus is the older brother, he thinks he’s the boss.’
‘I wouldn’t let Joe boss me like that.’
Sarah glanced down at Grace’s foot. ‘How’s your ankle healing up?’
‘It’s okay. It just twinges every now and then.’
They stopped next to the light blue picket fence. Sarah swung open the gate and gestured for Grace to go ahead. ‘Welcome to my veggie garden.’
‘Yeah, Diana showed us this.’ Grace stepped around an overflowing bag of pebbles and inhaled the rose fragrance. ‘It’s so nice.’ Rows of dark ivy, littered with white flowers, crawled up the walls that overlooked the beds of lettuce, cabbage and carrot.
Sarah pointed to a chicken-wire barricade in the corner of the garden. ‘And this is Snowflake.’
A large white rabbit sniffed the air and then plunged its face into a bed of leafy greens. Sarah wandered across to crouch in front of the hutch.
She reached over and scratched the rabbit’s ears. ‘Been enjoying a nice feed?’
Grace sank to her knees and pressed her finger through the wire. The rabbit ambled across and sniffed it. ‘Is he yours?’
‘Snowflake’s one of the resident pets. She lives in the hobby farm. She drew the short straw today; the others are snuggled up together.’
Sarah stood up. ‘Now: look at her, Grace. That rabbit’s got a mind of her own, hasn’t she?’
‘Yes.’
‘And do you think you can teach her to follow instructions?’
Grace glanced at the rabbit. ‘I guess she could be trained.’
‘How about making her follow instructions, without saying a word or even moving your arms?’
Grace thought of Joe, hearing her on the other side of the school. ‘I suppose it’s possible.’
With a tilt of her head, Sarah turned to the rabbit. ‘I’m going to tell Snowflake to walk to the right-hand wall.’
‘Right.’ Grace stood up and folded her arms. Her eyes darted between Sarah, whose own eyes were deep with concentration, and the suddenly-still rabbit.
Snowflake turned and plodded towards the wall.
Sarah turned to look at Grace.
Grace shrugged.
‘Maybe she decided to move on her own.’ She squinted at the dark corner where the rabbit chewed a lettuce leaf. ‘That’s where the food is. A coincidence – she happened to be hungry.’
‘Mmm. Yeah.’ Sarah grinned. ‘Coincidence.’
Grace scowled. ‘Are you making fun of me?’ Burning anger spiralled up from her stomach. It receded, she slumped; her arms felt like someone had attached weights to her fingers.
‘I think I’m going to sit down.’
‘Okay,’ said Sarah.
‘I feel so tired.’ Grace closed her eyes. She began to drift into a warm darkness.
Wake up!
Grace’s eyes flew open.
Sarah watched her with a small grin. ‘You okay?’
‘That felt strange.’
Sarah crouched in front of Grace and rested her hands on the armrests. ‘I was able to get inside your head just then. I inspired anger, then fatigue.’ She paused. ‘Did you feel them?’
Grace nodded.
‘Finally, I told you to wake up. And I never spoke a word.’ Sarah pointed to her head. ‘The element of surprise. You didn’t see me coming.’ Nodding in the direction of the hutch, she stood up. ‘Why don’t you try?’
Crouching, Grace laced her fingers in the wire.
A picture, she thought – that’s what I need. Yes – that’s it. 
Snowflake looked up, stared for a moment, and turned. She plodded steadily towards the hutch. Without slowing her pace, she walked inside. 
Sarah grinned. ‘Grace, it took me hours of practice to do that. You’ve accomplished it on your first day.’ She pressed her hand to her forehead. ‘I can’t believe it. Ivan has got to see this.’
With an excited gleam in her eye, Sarah stood up. ‘What are the others going to say? No-one’s ever been that fast! Come on. There are still more tests to do.’
Bolstered by the praise, Grace followed Sarah out of the garden and onto the gravel path that led them back to the Residence. They entered the double green doors and down the warm yellow passageway, past the empty recreation rooms and the large kitchen, where the mid-morning sun reflected off the stainless steel benchtop.
‘So what now? More animals?’ Grace lifted her chin and took a deep breath, savouring the thrill of adrenaline, the confidence surge. I can do anything … anything at all.
They reached a door at the corridor’s end. Sarah opened it; they gazed through a window into yet another room, where three people sat at a table.
Nerves needled up Grace’s spine. ‘Humans? Real people?’
‘Demons are still human,’ Sarah said.
‘They still retain some aspects of their humanity – especially vulnerability in the mind. This is the closest simulation we can provide. Unless you want to go to the asylum on your first day of training?’
‘No, thanks.’
‘Subject number one has three cups of water in front of her. Using telepathy, tell her to drink them in a particular order.’
Grace nodded. ‘Not too different to Snowflake, right?’
‘Then, with subject number two, plant some words in his head. The exact words you want him to say. Anything – just try not to humiliate him. He’s doing us a favour.’ Sarah glanced at the second volunteer.
‘The third and final test is open to you. Do not give subject number three a command. Instead, try to plant an idea in his head. That he has an uncontrollable itch on his chin. That he has an irresistible urge to mount a stripper pole.’
They both giggled.
‘This guy’s a good sport, so he won’t mind. The point here is that you create a desire that he cannot resist. That’s the key. You should know that Lucius and Diana will be watching.’ Sarah pointed to a camera hanging over the door. ‘So do the best you can, okay?’
* * *
Sarah walked across the hallway, knocked once and entered a room where Diana and Lucius sat watching the monitor. ‘Looks promising,’ Sarah said. ‘Snowflake was no challenge at all.’
‘Yes, but we’ll see how she goes with human minds,’ said Lucius. ‘She must learn to use the gift properly.’
‘You don’t say,’ Sarah muttered. ‘Not that I’d know anything about that.’
Lucius looked at her.
‘Sorry,’ she said.
‘Look!’ Diana leaned closer to the monitor. ‘She’s already done the first test.’
The first test subject raised a cup to her mouth, then put it down. With slow, purposeful movements, she drank the other two – her eyes never leaving Grace.
‘I can’t hear a thing.’ Lucius reached over and turned up the volume.
A crackling hiss resonated through the speaker, as the second test subject, a young man with dark sideburns and Manchester United football t-shirt stared at Grace with calm eyes.
He said, ‘Chelsea are the premier team in the league. They will win the premiership this year, for sure.’
Sarah laughed. ‘Nice one.’ She leaned forward, elbows on knees. ‘Okay. Number three is the critical one. If she can’t do it, she won’t stand a chance in the kill room.’
The young man sat quietly for several seconds.
‘Nothing’s happening,’ Diana muttered.
‘Quiet!’ Lucius leaned forward. ‘He pointed to the screen, where the third test subject was staring up at the roof, an alarmed look on his face. Next, he jumped out of his chair and crawled underneath the table.
‘Looks like she’s done something,’ Diana said.
Grace looked up at the camera. ‘Finished!’ She gave a thumbs-up. The third subject was peering up from the edge of the table, eyes darting back and forth. Grace reached out a hand. ‘It’s okay. You’re safe. It was just an illusion.’
With an embarrassed smile, the man got up and slid into his chair. ‘You really got me there.’
The door burst open. Sarah walked in, closely shadowed by Diana and Lucius, who pushed forward. He reached out and patted her back. ‘Well done, Callahan.’
Diana nodded towards Subject Three. ‘What did you tell poor Adam here? That there was a giant spider on the roof?’
The man glanced up with a smile. ‘Very funny, Diana. No, for the life of me, I would have sworn that a bomb was falling on the building. Felt like I’d travelled back in time to the Blitz.’
‘Well,’ Lucius shot a look at Diana. ‘She certainly has potential.’
‘She must be given time to adjust. Sarah, I trust you to guide her gently.’
Diana glanced at the three test subjects. ‘Coffee?’ She ushered the visitors from the room.
Lucius was the last to leave. He gave Grace a small smile as he closed the door.
Sarah leaned on the table edge. ‘You got off to a great start there, Grace. You used your skill to control others’ thoughts. In terms of defensive skills, I’d like you to develop mind control, and camouflage.’
‘Camouflage – you mean hiding.’
‘Sort of: it’s making sure your enemy doesn’t notice you and others are there, or being able to walk through a room without anyone noticing.’
Sarah pinched her thumb and forefinger together and pulled a speck of dust from her eyelashes.
Grace raised her eyebrows. ‘So, what now?’ She stretched her arms in front and smiled.
Sarah bit her nail. ‘Next time we do a kill room scenario, I want you to try a telepathic attack full on. Practise on me now. Tell me that I have a bad headache. Just like you told Snowflake to go into her hutch. Go on!’
‘I don’t want to hurt you.’
‘Don’t worry, I can take it! Come on. Do it. No … don’t close your eyes. Look at my forehead. Think of the kind of pain you want me to feel. A sharp attack of pain, like a really bad migraine.’
Staring at Sarah’s forehead, Grace imagined a hot white bolt of pain.
‘No!’ Grace broke off, closing her eyes. ‘I really don’t want to.’
Sarah sighed. ‘Focus, Grace. You need to go on the offensive. Pretend I’m a demon.’
Grace took a deep breath. Okay. You have to hurt her. Past the skull and into the brain.
Suddenly, Sarah’s face stiffened. Her hand shot out. ‘Whoa!’ She breathed heavily, her hand pressed against her heart. ‘You’re good.’ She touched her forehead. ‘Wow, that really burned.’
‘Sorry.’
‘No, don’t be.’ Sarah rested her hand on the doorknob. ‘It’s great! At last, someone I can work with.’ She opened the door. ‘Now, we have a job tonight. It’s just observation for you and Joe, but I want you to think about how you might have contributed if you were unleashed on our targets.’




TWENTY-EIGHT

Grace glanced up at the clock. It was nearing eight pm. Through the giant windows that overlooked the driveway, she could see the night creeping up, drowning the sunset’s dusky red. She and Joe followed Sarah to a garage that sat to the side of the residence.
Ivan waited there with Alex. A ripple of nervousness ran through Grace; both mercenaries wore full body armour and camouflage paint. They held different guns than before – and something told Grace that there were real bullets in there, not just taser rounds.
‘Stay here,’ Alex said. ‘You and Joe must stay in the car. You are not to do anything – we don’t want you don’t put people at risk.’ She spat the last few words.
A warning glance from Ivan and she looked away.
‘We won’t go anywhere,’ Joe said. 
Ivan nodded. ‘You are just here to observe.’
Grace looked at him. ‘Who are you going after?’
‘Illegal arms importers.’
‘You mean guns?’
He nodded. ‘We’re going to take them in and confiscate any arms and tech that we find.’
‘It’s a small step,’ Alex said, looking at Ivan. ‘It is a very big problem. We will barely scratch the surface.’
‘We will do what we can,’ Ivan said. ‘Let’s move.’ He strode away and the team followed him towards the underpass that linked the Residence with the training centre. They entered a set of double doors that slid open; they walked through into an underground garage. Seth was leaning against one of the cars – a shiny black jeep with six wheels. ‘Ready to go for a ride?’
He winked at Grace. ‘Jump in.’
Joe clambered into the back of the jeep and glanced around. ‘This is great.’ Next to the driver’s seat sat three flatscreen monitors.
Grace took her seat, watching the splitscreen as the mercenaries activated their helmet cameras. Sarah slid into the seat next to Seth, who turned the ignition and looked over his shoulder. ‘You’ll be able to see everything that happens from their point of view.’
Ivan stopped near the door. ‘Remember – you stay in the car. Follow any instructions from Seth. Understood?’
Grace and Joe nodded.
Ivan slid the door shut, pulled his helmet on and ran to the other car. The transports took off, moving quietly through the tunnel beneath Renfield.
‘This is the emergency exit,’ said Seth. ‘Takes us out right behind the old power station.’
Forty-five minutes later, Seth flicked a switch; an infra-red display appeared on the windscreen, showing the road as if it were day.
They took a hard right and cruised ahead.
Forty-five minutes passed – and the next time Grace looked around, she saw the other jeep – and Ivan – turn a corner and disappear.
‘Where are the others going?’
Seth glanced around at her. ‘They’ll hit from the eastern side.’
He cut the engine; they coasted around the corner and stopped next to the boundary fence. They watched the monitor.
Grace ground her teeth, her eyes fixed on Ivan’s camera. Did he know what was waiting for him?  
‘Switching to thermal imaging,’ Seth said. The second monitor flickered, and then the picture became a mass of purple and orange, with three fluorescent figures standing in the middle of the room. ‘Copy. Sending you coordinates now. There are three targets inside.’  
They watched as the door was broken down. A sudden flash and the screen went white. Grace watched the telltale plume of smoke rise up.
‘There!’ Seth pointed to Ivan’s camera view.
A figure appeared on screen, holding a rifle.
It tried to take aim, but abruptly dropped to the floor, shaking from the throng of taser bullets that had smashed into its chest.
Grace felt a shiver of recognition at its uncontrollable trembling.
Ivan ran forward and grabbed the downed rifle, then sat down on the demon’s lower back.
‘Watch this,’ Seth said. ‘Classic Spetsnaz technique. He uses their own guns to put them into submission.’
They watched as Ivan dragged the demon to its feet and into a brutal position: head yanked back, gun strap covering the eyes, gun pressed against shoulder blades, trapping the arms. Ivan moved forward, keeping the demon in front of him. Across the room, Alex had restrained the second demon in similar fashion.
Seth nodded. ‘Ghoulies number one and two. Now, where’s three – hold on! Subject is exiting via the southern door!’
‘Copy, I see it.’ Alex fired – a hail of taser bullets rained through the air and caught the demon in the spine, plunging into the skin and latching on to the muscles, sending an electric current through its body. It cried out – a horrible, yowling scream – and crashed to its knees.
Alex knelt beside him and stabbed a needle into the demon’s neck.
‘What’s that?’ Grace asked.
‘Neurotoxins,’ Seth said.
‘They affect the central nervous system. He can’t speak or move, let alone use any unearthly power against us right now.’ He started the engine.
Joe blinked. ‘Hell. That was fast.’
Seth grinned. ‘Ivan’s turned it into an art form. Although, this was an easy one with small numbers and they’re not very powerful. No telepaths or such types.’
They drove back in silence. When they reached Renfield, an ambulance was waiting.
Grace got out of the car and watched the mercenaries shove the demons into the ambulance.
She glanced at Ivan. ‘What now?’
‘You’re dismissed for the night. We’ll debrief tomorrow.’ He slid into the passenger seat of the ambulance and drove away.
After a long sleep, Grace woke. She stared at the ceiling as the dawn’s glow shed faint light on the forest floor. Her limbs relaxed; her flesh tingled from the dream – falling, over and over – then flying over the trees.
The way she felt- it was as if she’d died. Never again, she thought. Never will I let anyone do that to me again. She shuffled to the shower and huddled under a lukewarm spray. Shivering, she threw on a pair of grey track pants and white t-shirt.
As she towel-dried her hair, she glanced out the window. The cloud blanket had evaporated and new sunshine spread over the earth.
A knock sounded at the door.
‘Come in!’
Diana poked her head through. ‘May I come in?’
‘Sure.’
Her aunt sat on a chair and crossed her legs. ‘How did you find last night?’
‘Interesting.’ Grace sank on to the bed. She picked up her comb and ran it through her hair, watching as her aunt began weaving the frayed edges of the blanket through her fingers in a very familiar way.
She put the comb down. ‘Diana –’
‘I know what you want to say, Grace.’
‘I want to apologise. I should have told you about my gift.’
‘I don’t blame you.’ Diana’s eyes softened. ‘You don’t really know me, Grace. That’s my fault. I’m sorry that I didn’t stay in touch.’
‘You’ve been busy.’
‘I just want you to know that I am here for you. I’m so very sorry that things have turned out this way. I would have preferred to reunite under more happy circumstances.’
Diana reached into her pocket. ‘I hope this helps.’
She held out a photograph. Grace peered at the image of her mother, leaning over a newborn baby. The infant was touching her mother’s face, which radiated with love, softer than she’d ever seen it – not yet worn by the burdens to come.
‘This is me.’
‘Yes.’ Diana gazed at the picture. ‘It was from an old SLR camera I used to play around with. Your Dad took that photo.’
She leaned back on her hands, watching Grace hold the photo up in the light. ‘I forgot about it until after the funeral – it was sitting in a box of stuff.’
‘Thank you.’ Grace propped the picture next to her bedside lamp.
‘I know Susie can’t be here. I’d do anything to fix that. But I want you to know that I am here for you.’
‘Thanks.’
Diana leaned forward. ‘How are you coping? Do you need anything?’
Grace took a deep breath. ‘I feel like I’m still numb, or kind of frozen. It’s weird. I feel guilty ‘cause I haven’t cried yet.’
‘Mm.’ Diana nodded. ‘That feeling will melt away. I grieved the same way for your grandmother.
Couldn’t cry for days, and then one day –’
She clicked her fingers.
‘The dam broke and I was incoherent.’
Grace pictured her grandmother’s house in the country: the long grasses outside the weatherboard frame, the smell of hay in the barn and combined sounds of whistling kettle and butter knives scraping against fresh toast. ‘I miss Nan too.’
She picked up the comb and began running it through her hair again.
‘Well, time stops for no woman.’ Diana stood up.
‘I’d better get moving.’ She squeezed Grace’s shoulder. ‘I’ll be very excited to see how your gift develops.’
‘Me too.’ Grace smiled. If only Joe would tell you, and we’d have no secrets to worry about. ‘See you later, then.’
‘Bye.’ Diana gave Grace a last smile before clicking the door shut.




TWENTY-NINE

‘Well, happy birthday.’ Grace stared into her reflection. No-nonsense hair, pulled back in a bun. Steely look in the eyes. Shoulders squared, chin up. ‘Licenced to kill.’ Her mouth turned up at the little joke, but her stomach knotted with apprehension.
She turned her arm sideways, admiring the special crest on her t-shirt: an eye sitting on top of the red spear. Ivan’s way of telling her she was one of them now. Not just a telepath but a mercenary, too.
Or, she would be after this, her first real mission. She swallowed, wincing at the needling sensation, a razor blade down her throat. Her head felt full, she battled dizziness. She coughed into a tissue and threw it away in a hurry.
Why do I have to get sick now?
Why not during the past three months? It’d been nothing more than a long role-playing exercise – she’d never been in real danger with Ivan ready at her side, gun trained on whichever demon she was ‘fighting’.
Her first opponent was incredibly easy. ‘This individual has confessed to several acts of shocking violence, including disfigurement, stabbings, and of course, murder.’ Ivan had looked up from the computer and nodded. ‘Just remember – don’t underestimate him. He has physical strength and speed on his side.’
True – but a weakling against her power of suggestion. Lay on the floor, arms above your head, face-down. It’d only taken her seconds to control him.
The telepaths were another matter.
The first one … standing in the middle of the room, staring at Grace; she’d counted to ten, trying to compel him to walk to the back wall. Eleven … twelve … then, a memory wash-out. Next, her hands were pressed against cold stone. Her forehead ached, like she’d been smashing it against something … she looked at the wall and the stamp of blood she’d left there.
There’d been a thump as the demon collapsed in a convulsive fit, mouth contorted in a silent scream as Ivan pummelled him with neurotoxin bullets.
Her cheeks burning, Grace had shaken her head. ‘I didn’t even feel him take over me.’ She’d reached up and touched the tender swelling on her forehead.
Ivan had taken her by the shoulders; his voice calm, reassuring. ‘Don’t waste time on self-doubt. You’ve learned something here. We’re here to back you up. See how important the weapons are, Grace?
They inhibit the demonic power and give you a chance to take control of the mind. It’s called being prepared. Take no chances. Although, eventually you won’t need back-up. You’re going to learn to hit them quickly, before they even know you’re there.’
She stared at the stranger in the mirror. Just imagine … if none of this had happened. What would you be doing today?
Dinner with Mum and Joe? Your first legal glass of champagne? She took a long, calming breath and made her way towards the conference room.
Joe slumped back in his seat, arms folded. Lucius’s voice was a low hum in the background, punctuated by occasional questions from Diana.
His mind rolled back to that night in the city. His cheek against Mara’s… her warm, soft body pressed against him as they danced. The scent of her.
‘Joe!’ Ivan stared across the table. ‘You need to hear this.’
‘Why?’ He scowled. ‘It’s not like I’ll be able to do anything.’
Ivan gave him a long look, and then turned his attention to Lucius, standing at the head of the table.  Behind him, a TV screen showed an image of a young man’s mug shot.
‘James Michael Allen, twenty-three. Level thirteen. Suspected of murdering an elderly man in his home six months ago.’
Grace gasped. ‘That’s horrible!’
‘That’s not all.’ Lucius gave her a grim smile. ‘Allen’s favourite kick is pushing drugs to school children.’
‘You’re joking.’ Joe stared at the image. ‘Which drugs?’
‘Methamphetamine.’
Grace shuddered, remembering the stomach-turning slide show from health class. She coughed, bringing a rattling sound in her chest.
‘You don’t sound well,’ said Sarah.
Diana peered over at her niece. ‘Perhaps you should stay home.’
‘I’ll be fine.’ Grace threw a tissue into the bin.
Lucius flicked through his file. ‘We suspect Allen’s operation is backed by his family, given that they are based out of a suburban residence. Allen’s known associates include his cousin, Travis Tyler, who was released from jail earlier this year.’
Grace narrowed her eyes. The name sounded familiar. ‘Is he gifted?’
‘No. These guys tend to rely on weapons. When demons develop skills such as telepathy, it takes a catalyst of some kind.’
‘Like a gift from a more powerful demon,’ Diana said.
Lucius shrugged. ‘Possibly. Anyway, we haven’t seen them exert any supernatural force. Not to say you shouldn’t be prepared, regardless.’
Grace looked at Diana. ‘Do the police know about us? If these guys suddenly disappear –’
‘It will be an unsolved mystery. But you must be discreet. Remember, to the general public, demons look like ordinary humans.’
Malcolm gave Grace a scathing look. ‘Can you handle that? We don’t want any more accidents.’ He glanced at Alex, but she ignored him.
‘Malcolm,’ said Marcus. ‘Pull your head in.’
Lucius closed his file. ‘These guys need putting away. We believe they are also recruiting at local schools. Their activities will expand if we don’t do something now.’
Ivan looked around his team. ‘This should be quick, and clean. Grace, you’re going to camouflage us, with support from Sarah. There are only five of them; it won’t be hard.’
‘Is that it?’ Joe stood up; Ivan nodded. ‘Come on, then. Let’s get this done with.’ Joe stalked out of the room.
Grace followed the others past the kitchen and into a narrow, bleakly-lit stairwell. At the bottom of the stairs, Ivan flicked on the lights, filling a basement with a fluorescent glow. Several vehicles, jeeps mostly, were nestled close to the walls.
A giant black four-wheel drive sat in the middle of the car park. ‘This is for your use,’ said Ivan, glancing between the siblings. ‘Both of you.’
‘Wow.’ Grace glanced over at Joe. Despite his bad mood, he had a small smile on his face.
‘Yes…wow.’ Malcolm gritted his teeth. ‘That’s really something.’ Sarah looked at him. ‘What’s your problem? I seem to recall your father giving you a Mercedes not long ago.’
‘Yeah, second-hand!’
‘Get in.’ Ivan opened the driver’s door. ‘Let me show you what she can do. I’ll drive there, you can drive back.’
Grace ran her finger over the roof. The car looked familiar – from Joe’s bedroom posters. ‘This is a Hummer, right?’
‘Yeah!’ Joe jumped into the front passenger seat and ran his fingers over the dashboard.
‘Imported from the US just last month.’ Ivan touched a screen next to the steering wheel; the dashboard came to life in an array of green lights. ‘Step out for a minute.’
The basement was bathed in a strange blue glow. ‘See the incantations?’ Alex pointed to rows of blue script from front to back. ‘If there was a demon in the room right now, he’d be looking for the nearest exit – but not knowing why.’
Sarah nudged Grace. ‘Can you sit in the middle?’
‘Sure.’ Grace slid into the back seat.
As Sarah entered the car, Grace gave her a sideways glance. Sweat beaded along her brow; her eyes seemed glazed. ‘Are you okay?’
Sarah looked away. ‘I feel a little low today.’
Ivan peered into the rear vision mirror. ‘Can you manage, Sarah?’
She scowled. ‘Yes, Ivan. I’ll be fine.’ She caught Alex’s frown and ground her teeth. 
Malcolm slammed his door shut, turned, and smirked at his stepsister. ‘Off the meds, are we? Tut, tut. Remember, you’re a soldier. Stay in control.’
‘Shut up.’ Tight-jawed, Sarah stared out the window.
Ivan turned in the driver’s seat. ‘Malcolm, ease off.’
Grace stared at Sarah’s profile. She didn’t want to pry, but … ‘Are you okay?’
‘Forget it, please.’ Sarah drew a deep breath, folded her arms and stared out the window.
The engine growled as Ivan started the car.
He revved the engine and grinned at Joe. The Hummer roared out on to the driveway and towards the front gate. Adrenaline shot up Grace’s spine as Ivan gunned on to the highway. She felt a primal thrill at how confidently he handled the car. The hair on the back of his head was starting to grow out a little.
He hadn’t shaved – perhaps he was growing a beard – and it gave a rough edge to his face that she found sexy.
‘We’re thirty minutes out,’ she heard him say – and realised he was talking over the radio to Renfield. Joe fiddled with the music dock. Malcolm turned his body away while Sarah leaned back, eyes closed. Alex stared out of the window.
Grace rested her head on the seat and watched the countryside pass by – rambling green pastures broken up by the occasional house or the red flash of a tractor. Eventually, they hit the clustered depression of the outer suburbs.
Crossing a railway line, they moved on to a narrow, potholed road where asbestos fences, stained brown by bore water, separated decaying weatherboard houses from one another. Kids gathered in groups on the pavement. As the cars passed, they watched with hard, defiant faces.
They turned right and sped north on the freeway. To the left, the City’s skyscrapers gleamed in the sun. After another half hour, they turned on to the road leading to the City’s northern limits.
The heat and warmth of Ivan’s body on hers during those early days of physical training – Grace missed it. When would she get a chance to touch him again? Her head grew light as she descended into another daydream.
She twitched as Joe poked her knee. ‘Grace!’
‘What?’ With a grimace, she glanced at the mirror, where Ivan was watching her.
Was there a glint of something in his eyes? Could he tell? Her hand flew up to her neck as a flush ran across her face.
‘Look!’ Joe pointed to the right as they turned on to a side street. ‘Our house.’
Two family cars now sat in the driveway. The lawn was obsessively trimmed; trendy wooden blinds hung in the window. Two bikes lay on the grass; a fresh white letterbox sat on the lawn’s edge.
‘Sorry,’ Ivan said. ‘I was following the sat-nav.’ He looked at Grace in the mirror again. ‘I did not realise we would go past your old home.’
The same images came to mind – pictures of that final, awful night that moving three hundred kilometres away couldn’t erase. But seeing the house made them even more raw, more visceral. Grace turned away as drips of rain hit the windscreen.
A few minutes later, Ivan slowed the car. ‘We’re here.’ They pulled over at the edge of a crossroad.
‘The brown duplex,’ Ivan said. ‘With the grey roller-door.’
He unbuckled his seat belt. ‘They’re in the garage.’
Across the road from the house, a boy was standing. He peered around, and then pressed something into another boy’s hand.
He was the taller of the two, was bending over, and his hoodie covered his face. He nodded; the other boy walked away.
Then, the boy turned and looked in their direction.
Grace gripped the driver’s headrest. ‘Hang on … I know him!’
Joe squinted. ‘That looks like –’
‘Harley Tyler,’ Grace said, looking at Joe. ‘Jesse’s twin brother.’
Joe turned pale. He looked down at his hands.
‘Put him off, Grace,’ Ivan said sharply. We don’t need any unwanted attention.’
Grace stared at the boy’s forehead, pummelling him with go-away messages. Nobody’s here. The car is empty. Harley stared for another few seconds, then shrugged, and turned in the direction of the duplex.
‘Good girl,’ Ivan said. He nodded in the rear-view mirror as the jeep pulled up behind. ‘Okay. Our backup’s here, but they’re not getting out of the car unless I signal them.’
‘Those kids have a terrible family life,’ said Grace. She closed her eyes, flinching at the memory of tapping into Jesse’s mind, feeling the burn of the belt as his father lashed him.
And now he was dead, consumed in the terror of Joe’s thundercloud.
Joe folded his arms, his jaw tense. ‘They deserve everything they get.’
‘Grace.’ Ivan tapped the touchscreen. ‘Here’s Travis Tyler’s rap sheet. Want to know how many violent crimes he’s committed?’
‘I’m not defending him – or any of them.’ But the feeling persisted – a sense that somehow, she could save Jesse’s brother – or even, his whole family.
Ivan tapped the touchscreen again. ‘Scanning for infra-red.’ An image of the garage appeared, but lit up in fluorescence.
Ivan pointed to the shapes, moving around the building. ‘Our targets.’ He looked at Grace. ‘So, what are your orders?’
‘Camouflage while we get inside and calm them until they are cattle.’
‘That’s right. And why must you do that?’
‘There’ll be less resistance that way.’
‘Let’s move.’ Ivan and Alex led the group, Sarah followed with Malcolm trailing behind Grace and Joe. All armed with shotguns, all creeping on their toes along the spookily quiet street.
Grace drew a long breath, her heart thumping as they crossed the road. From a distance, she focused on the garage, sending ripples of telepathic energy into the place. Nobody is here. The street is empty.
Ivan yanked up the roller-door; Grace doubled her concentration.
It was a small room – a false front – another roller-door separated them from the inner sanctum.
The boy turned around with a start.
She took a step towards him. ‘Hi Harley. I’m Grace. We go to the same school.’
The boy demon scratched his head. ‘What are you doing here?’
Grace breathed out, relieved. It had worked – Harley Tyler had no idea that four mercenaries were standing next to her. Couldn’t see them, or hear them.
Ivan frowned. ‘Grace, what are you doing?’
Oh, but she could feel the demons inside the house. The nausea burned its way up her throat, bile forced up by her clenching stomach. Cold fingers seemed to be pressing on her spine. It appeared as though her reaction to demonic energy was getting stronger, more intense.
She swallowed hard, and stared at Harley. ‘I’ve come to talk to you about your brother.’
‘Grace,’ Joe growled. ‘What the hell? Why are you talking to him?’
Ivan nudged Sarah. ‘Step in.’
‘I can’t,’ said Sarah with a strained voice. ‘She’s stopping me.’ She pressed her hand to her forehead. ‘She’s not the only one, either. I don’t know if you can feel this, Ivan – but I think this boy is gifted.’
‘Telepathy?’
Sarah nodded. ‘Quite strong.’
Ivan pointed his gun at Harley. ‘Grace – step aside!’
‘Wait. I can help,’ Grace said, and took another step forward. ‘We all know the trouble that Jesse was in, Harley. You can avoid that.’
Inside, the demon Travis Tyler was sitting at a table, playing cards with the others. He glanced across at the security monitor, where his little brother was talking to some chick. He watched for a few seconds, and then turned back to his cards.
Malcolm ground his teeth. ‘I knew this would happen!’ He eyed Harley through his gun sight. ‘I’ll just take him out.’
‘You stand firm,’ Ivan said.
Harley spat on the ground near Grace’s feet. ‘You think I give a shit about my prick brother?’ He whipped a knife from his pocket and plunged towards her, the blade cutting through the air. ‘I hope he’s dead!’
Grace stumbled away. She broke concentration; Harley’s mouth fell open as four people appeared out of nowhere.
‘Travis! Get out here!’ Harley banged on the roller door. It hurled upwards, and in the gap stood five demons, pointing their guns.
‘Fire!’ Ivan shouted.
A torrent of bullets flew through the air – both ways.
Grace caught her breath and closed her eyes, waiting for the impact.
Joe shot up his arms.
A wind came. It converged in the centre of the rift with a devastating boom, a clash of light and sound – and in a rush of thunder the demons were gone.
Too fast. The lightning subsided into small slivers once more. Inside, the rift resembled a low-level tornado. Then it vanished. Joe slumped, arms hanging forward; exhaustion weighing his limbs down.
Ivan looked at the ceiling. Only the back wall was left standing. The two side walls had collapsed, leaving jagged columns of brick at either side. The roof was gone.
‘Run!’ He grabbed Grace’s arm and pulled her towards the street. A deafening boom sounded; a dust cloud erupted. Ivan’s fingers were still pressed into Grace’s arm as the group formed a loose circle on the other side of the street. With shocked eyes, they watched the dust subside. The ground was blasted out, leaving a crater where the garage had stood.
‘God,’ said Alex. Her eyes drifted to Joe. ‘What the hell are you?’
‘You’re not normal,’ Malcolm said, giving Joe a wary look. ‘You stay away from me.’
Ivan nodded at Sarah. ‘Procedures first. See to those neighbours.’ He kept his eyes on Joe as Sarah turned and swept a look around the surrounding homes.
People rushed out to the street and gathered in herds. Some clustered together in gossip groups; others shot curious looks at the strangers standing opposite the wreckage.
No looks of sympathy. No tears.
‘They must have blown themselves up.’
‘They were cooking drugs …’
‘Couldn’t have happened to nicer people,’ said one man. ‘Good riddance!’
With a deep breath, Sarah blanketed their minds with a calming direction; people turned and went back into their houses. She returned to stand next to Malcolm. ‘You’ve both been keeping secrets,’ she said, looking at Joe, and then at Grace. ‘You can’t do that.’
‘We cannot trust you,’ Alex added. ‘Either of you.’
Malcolm just stared – and Grace could see the conflict in his eyes: a touch of admiration, a healthy dose of fear – and, on top of it all – pure jealousy.
‘You’ve done it now,’ Grace murmured.
‘Shut up,’ Joe whispered. ‘I feel sick.’
Ivan dialled Renfield, his eyes pinned on Joe as he held the phone to his ear. ‘Yes, all done. Not cleanly, however. We have another development, Diana. I’ll brief you when I know more.’
He pocketed the phone and looked at Joe.
‘Well. I don’t know what to say about what just happened. You have explaining to do, Joe. Penbury, you drive.’ Ivan threw Malcolm the keys.
As the other mercenaries headed off, he grabbed Grace’s arm. ‘Not you. I need a word with you.’
He waited until the others were inside the car. He stared down at her, his voice hard, his eyes cold.
‘You deserve a reprimand, Grace. You just went ahead and did what you wanted to do.’
‘Why are you picking on me and not Joe? Or Sarah?’
His face darkened. ‘Do not talk back to me.’
She fought the urge to shrink away and lifted her chin in a small show of defiance.
Ivan’s hand stayed tight on her arm. ‘Joe is another matter and Sarah fought the impulse. But you were willful and defiant. Again, you put others at risk. If you do this once more, we are finished.’
She cringed. ‘Please don’t say that. I couldn’t help it. You don’t know how it felt. It seemed wrong to do anything else.’
His eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t you think I felt it too?’
She stared at him. ‘You did?’
‘Yes. But I ignored it. You made a choice not to.’
She looked down. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘Not good enough.’ He released her arm. ‘We’ve been through this. Orders first – even in the presence of telepathic attack! You’ve been trained for three months, day in, day out. You have learned to use the strength of your team to overcome this scenario.
Yet you chose to disobey my orders. Do it again, and you’re out.’
‘I understand,’ she whispered.
‘Now, get to the car. I need to understand what’s going on with your brother. I presume that you knew all about that, too – and you kept it from me.’ She cringed at the accusation in his voice. He turned away and stalked towards the car.




THIRTY

Gulping water, Grace cringed as pain sliced through her throat. She lay back on her pillow, and closed her eyes.
A thump sounded at her door.
She opened her eyes and sat up. God. Was it Ivan? She took a deep breath and straightened her back. ‘Come in!’
Joe rushed in. ‘Grace.’
She slumped, and gave him a once over. He wore jeans, sneakers and a bomber jacket. ‘You look like you’re going somewhere.’
‘I’d like to.’ Joe held up the phone that Mammon gave him. ‘I’ve been invited to a work function tonight.’
‘Haven’t Diana and Lucius spoken to you yet?’
‘Yeah. But Ivan did most of the talking.’
She leaned forward. ‘And?’
‘And nothing. Ivan’s working on a revised training plan.’
Her jaw dropped. ‘That’s it? You didn’t get yelled at?’
‘Yeah.’ He crouched on the floor in front of her. ‘Ivan chewed me out a bit.’
‘A bit?’
‘A lot.’ He sighed. ‘Anyway, I need you to help me sneak out. There’s no way they’ll let me go anywhere.’
She nodded. ‘I’m surprised that they haven’t put you into one of their cells.’
He chuckled. ‘I’d only break down the walls, wouldn’t I?’
‘Hm…so you’re not scared of it anymore? Your new power?’
‘I could get used to it. Please, Grace – I’m running out of time.’
She coughed, and took a drink of water. ‘I’m sick, Joe. Anyway, I don’t want to do that to Brian again. You don’t know what it’s like when someone messes with your head.’
‘Please, Grace.’
She studied his face, noting the pink flush around his neck and chin, the feverish glint in his eyes. ‘You just want to see Mara.’
‘No, I want to see if I can form an alliance.’
‘How’s that?’
‘Mammon might help us. He’s rich and has lots of military contacts.’
She narrowed her eyes. ‘You haven’t told him –’
‘About this place?’ He smiled. ‘Sort of. Last time we spoke on the phone, I mentioned that we are working in an army-like situation.’
‘Oh, Joe. Diana wouldn’t like that.’
He raised his hands in defence. ‘I haven’t told them everything. They’d think I was crazy.’
‘Don’t mention your gift to them, Joe.’
‘I’m running out of time, Grace. Come on! If you wanted to go and see Ivan, I’d help you.’
She drew back. ‘What makes you think I’d want to see him?’
Joe chuckled. ‘Grace. It’s obvious.’
‘No, it’s not!’ She felt a swell of horror. Did Ivan know?
‘Look – if you help me, I won’t say anything to him.’
‘You bastard.’
‘Aw, Grace. I don’t mean it. I’m just frustrated and bored and I’m going crazy in this place.’
She felt a swell of sympathy at the look in his eyes. ‘I don’t know, Joe.’
‘Just help me to escape for a few hours. ‘He glanced at the clock. ‘It’s six-thirty now. They said they’d pick me up at seven on the highway. I’ll try to get back by midnight. Come on – you don’t owe these people anything! Ivan totally tore you a new one.’
‘Stop trying to manipulate me.’ But it’s true, she thought. Why should I care about these people? But she felt a ripple of guilt at what Diana would think.
Sighing, she got out of bed, shuffling into her slippers and robe. ‘Just this time, Joe. And never again.’
Ten minutes later, another firm knock sounded on her bedroom door. Grace’s eyes flew to the window, and the clock tower. Don’t tell me they know he’s gone. To be safe this time, she’d put Brian into a trance at a distance, rather than waiting until they were under his nose. Joe had given her a thumbs-up as he sped through the Renfield gates and into the darkness.
She shoved her grassy wet slippers under the bed and sat, smoothing down her robe. ‘Come in.’
Ivan walked in, carrying a bowl and spoon.
Her hand flew to her chest. ‘Gosh - what’s that?’
‘A remedy.’ Ivan reached past her, sending a tingle across her skin as his hand brushed her arm. He placed a pillow in her lap, handed her the spoon and lifted the bowl on to the pillow.
She took a deep breath, inhaling the spices. ‘Yummy,’ she breathed. ‘I like tomato soup.’
‘It’s Borscht. Traditional Russian recipe.’
She glanced up and smiled at his proud expression. ‘You made this?’
‘Yes. It’s about the only thing I know how to cook well. My mother insisted.’ He smiled in a matter-of-fact way. ‘May I sit down?’
‘Sure.’ Grace slid sideways to make room. She felt comforted by the welcome weight of his body, the way he rested his leg close to hers. She couldn’t help but grin. ‘I don’t know many guys who would bring me soup like this.’
‘It’s my mother’s fault.’ He chuckled. ‘She made me this way.’ He watched her take a spoonful.
She winced as she swallowed the hot liquid.
‘You don’t like it.’
‘No, I do. It just feels like I’m swallowing razor blades. It’s yummy, honest.’ She took a rattling breath.
He tapped his fingers on the bed. ‘Grace, I let myself down today.’
She looked at him. ‘How?’
‘I don’t like losing my temper. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt under my command.’
Her heart began pounding.
He trapped her with his eyes – liquid warmth again – the way they were when she’d fallen from the tree and looked up to see him leaning over her.
She put the spoon down. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘Everyone makes mistakes. We can start again tomorrow.’ He paused, and glanced at the window. ‘Your brother is very interesting.’
A stab of guilt hit. I’m deceiving you again, right now, she thought.
Ivan watched her with a curious glint in his eyes.
Should she tell him?
She pictured those eyes and voice turning hard again.
No.
‘Joe’s gift is new to me too,’ she said. ‘I’ve only ever seen him do it once. He swore he wouldn’t do it again, but then today was different.’
Ivan nodded. ‘We will adapt to accommodate his skill.’
She watched his face change as he contemplated the new training. ‘So…your Mum taught you how to cook?’
He smiled. ‘Yes.’
‘Do you see her much?’
‘She lives in London, with my sister.’
‘That’s a pity. Do you ever visit them?’ She swirled her spoon through the soup.
‘Not lately.’
‘What about your dad?’
‘He was murdered.’
Grace’s eyes dropped. ‘I’m sorry.’ She reached across for her water bottle. ‘Whoops.’ She froze as soup tipped over the edge of the bowl, staining the pillow.
‘Here.’ Ivan passed her the bottle; his fingers brushing against hers. He took the soup bowl and put it on the bedside table.
‘My father was an academic in Moscow. I had a privileged life. Private tutoring, lots of travelling.’
His gaze wandered to the sunset streaking across the sky.
‘By the time I was six I could speak fluent English – better than most adults. Everything was going well until my uncle was murdered. He was a journalist, investigating government corruption.’
‘They killed him because of that?’
He looked at her. ‘They killed him because, along with my father, he was a member of a dissident organisation that would act against the government. They were becoming too powerful, and the authorities couldn’t have that. To them, my uncle was dangerous. He had charisma and the ability to charm people. In their paranoia, they thought he would overthrow their government and take power.’
He chuckled, shaking his head. ‘Ridiculous.’
‘Surely the people knew what was going on?’
His face grew serious. ‘Yes – but the government propaganda made sure people saw my uncle as a madman. They didn’t just murder him, they assassinated his character.’
‘And your dad?’ Dread filled her, imagining what he would say.
‘After the police linked him to my uncle’s dissident activities, they went after him.’
‘Couldn’t he have found protection – from someone in power?’
He smiled. ‘This wasn’t the West, Grace. They came in the night, when he was working late, and shot him at his desk.’
Grace watched his face. He didn’t falter; his voice didn’t tremble. She guessed it was several years ago.
‘Mother, Tatiana – that’s my sister – and I moved out to the country. Then, I joined Spetsnaz.’
‘This might sound strange, but you don’t seem like the military type. Not totally.’ Her gaze dropped. She could feel his eyes burning into her.
‘That’s the first time anyone’s said that to me.’
‘You just seem a little different, somehow.’
He smiled. ‘Well, I never intended to enter the army. I wanted to attend the conservatorium.’
‘Me too!’ She grinned.
‘I know.’
Her smile fell. ‘How?’
‘Diana told us about you both.’ He scratched his head and took a deep breath. ‘Anyway, I joined Spetsnaz because someone I trusted lied to me about who murdered my father. I killed innocent men because I thought they were linked to his killing.’ His eyes drifted to the window once more. ‘I still feel some guilt.’
‘That’s it.’
He looked over. ‘What’s that?’
‘You have a conscience.’
‘Mmm.’ He shrugged. ‘Perhaps. I would have left eventually, but finding out that this so-called ally of my father’s was a demon certainly sped up the process.’
‘Did you –?’
‘Yes. I killed him. How ironic for him: the training he helped me acquire in turn enabled me to destroy him.’ He laughed – a bitter, sharp sound.
‘When was this?’ She took a sip of water.
‘Three years ago. I’d just turned eighteen when the Sight developed.’
‘Was that when you killed –?’
He nodded. ‘A Level Twenty-two? Yes.’
‘Wow.’
‘I know it sounds glorious, but I don’t really feel any pride over it. I would rather have my father back.’
Grace pictured Mum, climbing up the basement ladder. And then, her face, her eyes…
‘How do you get over it?’ Her bottom lip trembled. She blinked, squeezing away the tears that threatened to emerge.
‘Time.’ He smiled. ‘And distractions.’
She loved his smile. Uplifting, like a sunbeam on a cloudy day. ‘You don’t have to go, do you? I don’t feel like staying in bed alone.’
He smiled. ‘Oh.’
‘I didn’t mean it to sound like that!’ She felt her cheeks grow hot.
He laughed. ‘You should rest.’
‘I feel a little better.’
Ivan glanced around the room. ‘Ah.’ He stood up and bent down to pick up Grace’s violin. ‘You brought it. May I?’
She nodded, and watched him open the case. ‘You said you wanted to go to the conservatorium.’
He pulled out the violin and examined it. ‘Correct.’
‘What instrument do you play?’
He paused. ‘Balalaika.’
Grace watched his face. He seemed to be waiting for something.
‘Um…that’s similar to a guitar, right?’
He smiled. ‘Sort of. It’s not as cool…my mother is very old-fashioned. She wouldn’t let me learn guitar or drums until I mastered a traditional Russian instrument.’
‘And did you?’
‘Come and listen.’ He slid the violin back into the case, slung it his shoulder and reached out his hand. Grace took it, and slid out of bed. She threw on a hoodie, slid her feet into her slippers and followed him along the corridor, then up a flight of stairs.
‘Sarah is making ratatouille tonight,’ Ivan said, with a grimace. ‘Don’t tell her I said this, but it’s terrible. You can tell Joe that you had some real Russian soup. I’ve saved some, if he wants it now.’
He stopped. ‘Should we take him some?’
‘Ah, no. Don’t bother.’ She scratched her neck. ‘Joe likes ratatouille – and I want all that soup for myself. It’s too good for him!’
‘Okay.’ With a small smile, Ivan walked on; she felt like punching herself.
He pushed open a light green set of double doors. ‘This is the senior wing,’ he said. ‘Mostly unoccupied…now.’
‘These rooms are huge!’
Ivan pushed open his door. ‘After you.’ Grace stepped inside; Ivan walked past and pulled the curtains open.
‘Welcome to my humble home.’ Ivan walked across and yanked open his wardrobe door.
‘Wow. What a view!’ Grace gazed across to the cliffs, where the moonlight shone on the top of the rocky towers.
Her gaze dropped to a bookshelf next to the window. Some authors she recognised from Lit class: Tolstoy, Dostoevsky and the playwright Chekhov.
Above the bed hung a large Russian flag.
She turned to see Ivan standing close to her. In his arms, a black-lacquered instrument that resembled a guitar, but with a triangular shape to the body.
‘That’s really pretty.’
He nodded. ‘It was my father’s. I thought we might play together, Grace. You wouldn’t happen to know any Russian music?’
‘Um … Tchaikovsky?’
‘No folk songs?’
‘Only Irish.’ A sudden twinge of guilt. All those times she’d whinged at Mum for putting on Danny Boy.
Ivan began to strum. ‘This is Troika,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you try to play along with me?’
Grace watched his fingers moving. ‘Do you have the sheet music?’
‘No.’ His eyes were misty with a faraway look. ‘I learned this by ear when I was a small child. Can you?’
‘I can try.’ She took her violin from her case, sat down and began to tighten the bow. Her eyes flickered back to the bookshelf, where a large, silver photograph frame held a prominent position. A tall blonde woman stood, her hand resting on an armchair where a moustached man sat.
Both wore stern expressions, but there was love in the mother’s eyes. She pointed to the boy in the picture, who was obviously trying to emulate his father’s look. ‘Little Ivan,’ she said.
He shrugged. ‘I don’t remember that day.’
‘You were a sweet little boy.’ She ran rosin along the bow. ‘I don’t know what happened.’
Ivan smiled, but kept strumming. ‘The picture on the right is my younger sister, Tatiana, with her English boyfriend.’ His voice sounded tight.
Grace placed her bow across the strings, nestling her chin into the violin’s rest. ‘You don’t like him?’
‘I don’t know the guy. But I’ve had good cause in the past to dislike her boyfriends.’
Grace tilted her head and listened as Ivan played a few more bars.
She began to slide the bow across the strings, and eventually settled into a steady rhythm.
Ivan nodded. ‘Good. You play well, Grace.’
‘Thanks.’
‘I’ll teach you some Russian, you can teach me some Irish. Then we’ll blow them all away next time there’s a party.’




THIRTY-ONE

Joe ran along the forest edge, his calves aching. Where was she? His eyes darted along the road, desperate to catch a glimpse of a vehicle.
Then, a pair of lights beamed in his direction. Mara leaned out of the back window. ‘Here, Joe!’ She pushed open the door and he slid into the back seat next to her. Andras hit the accelerator and the car sped towards the highway.
‘Hi.’ Mara slid over so she was nestled against him. She looked even more beautiful tonight, her blonde hair tied back, her curves nicely wrapped in a black t-shirt and jeans. ‘Hi.’ He kissed her on the cheek. ‘I missed you.’
‘Are you ready for this?’
‘God, yeah.’ He looked at Mammon, in the front passenger seat. ‘So, where are they? Are we going straight there?’
Mammon raised his hand. ‘Patience, young man.’
As they hit the highway, Joe sat back and tried to enjoy Mara’s closeness, despite his pounding heart. He stared at the roadside trees and their ghostlike trunks, lit up by the headlights then subsiding into the darkness. The car gained speed and the trees became one long, pale blur.
Joe sat back, closed his eyes and prepared himself.
They pulled into a car park deep below the city towers. Andras swiped a card; the lift doors opened.
Mammon’s voice echoed from behind. ‘I think, after this, Joe would like to spend some time on the yacht.’
‘Sure, why not?’ Joe’s fingers tingled. ‘I’m keen to get tonight done with first, though.’
The lift doors opened. They walked into a spacious corridor, where silver marble columns shimmered under ultra-modern candelabra.
Giant white beams separated Japanese-style ceiling windows and a gold-lined staircase sat at the corridor’s end.
Mara pushed open the apartment door.
Joe walked in and glanced around. ‘This is exactly like the office.’
The same style of illuminated wall fountain oozed gentle streams of water, its frosted glass background featured a wolf’s head.
Again, the marble floor and dark, wooden area encasing the oversized fireplace, while purple neon highlighted the wall behind the bar, and the expensive drinks seemed lined up in exactly the same row.
Mara sat down on the long cream sofa. Joe took his seat next to her, gazing out at the city through the floor-to-ceiling window.
‘Mammon doesn’t like change,’ Mara whispered, glancing up as Andras poured drinks. ‘All of his residences have the same themes.’
Andras entered a security code and flung open a large cupboard door. He pulled out a shotgun.
‘Whoa.’ Joe turned in his seat and gazed into the cupboard. ‘You’ve got more guns than Renfield.’
‘That can’t be true,’ Mammon said.
‘Well,’ Joe shrugged. ‘More than what I’ve been allowed to see, anyway.’
‘Still keeping you on a tight leash?’ Mammon sighed. ‘Have you been on any real missions yet?’
‘Yeah! Today, actually. Some drug dealers.’ He looked around for their reactions. Mammon and Andras wore matching smirks; the young apprentice shot his boss a mocking smile. ‘That sounds super exciting.’
Only Mara gave him an encouraging smile. ‘That’s better than nothing, I guess.’
‘What’d they give you?’ Andras began loading the shotgun.
‘Huh?’ Joe watched the cartridges slide into the magazine.
‘Weapons-wise.’
‘A combined taser/neurotoxin gun.’
‘No live rounds?’ Andras stared at him.
Joe felt a prickling anger at Andras’ tone. ‘I don’t need live rounds. I’ve got something better.’
Mammon and Andras exchanged a glance. ‘Go on,’ the boss said. 
Joe took a seat at the table and knocked on the wood. ‘Put something in the middle here and I’ll show you. Something you don’t care about losing.’ He sat back in his chair and waited.
Mammon leaned on his table, eyes glinting with anticipation. ‘Your watch, Andras.’
The apprentice scowled. ‘Do I have to?’
Mammon looked at him.
Andras threw his watch on to the table. ‘Fine.’
Joe lifted his palms – and concentrated.
Mara gasped, staring at the small cloud that appeared on the tabletop. ‘What is that?’
‘Have to be careful,’ Joe said, holding his hands steady. ‘It’ll damage your table.’ He relaxed, and the rift vanished – along with Andras’ watch.
‘Impressive!’ Mammon said, his eyes glinting.
‘Imagine what I can do to bad guys,’ Joe said. ‘Not that I have to imagine. I did that today. Left one hell of a mess, though.’ He scratched his head.
‘Who cares?’ said Mammon.
‘You’re something else, Joe.’ Mara leaned on her chin and stared at him.
Joe sat back in his chair, basking. ‘Yeah. It’s a pretty cool gift. But I haven’t really taken it out for a spin yet – if you know what I mean.’
‘Well, you’ll get your chance tonight.’ Mammon sat down; the two apprentices sat beside him. ‘Joe: are you ready to avenge your mother?’
‘Yes.’ Joe’s face turned red. He clenched his fists. ‘I would have run here when you called if I could have. I hate being trapped so far away.’
Mammon nodded. ‘Don’t let go of that anger, Joe. Maintain the rage. Trust me, it’ll help you.’ He looked around the group. ‘Let’s go.’
‘We can walk there,’ Mara said. ‘The house is only a few streets away.’
Andras pointed to the weapons cupboard. ‘Pick your gun, Joe. May I suggest the Magnum?’
Joe strapped on a holster, and took the gun from Andras. ‘Awesome.’
‘Not that you’ll really need it, after what you just showed us.’ Mammon clapped Joe on the shoulder and led him towards the lifts. ‘I’d like to say I’m pretty amazed, but I have seen some strange things in my time.’
As they walked out into the street, Joe rubbed his sleeve over his forehead at the sudden heat.
People jostled past him, chasing, hunting – fuelled by an unseen energy that prickled at their skin, filling them with a primal frustration. But Mammon moved among the pack with the calmness of a veteran gamekeeper.
They turned a corner, into a darker road where rows of cottages lent an unexpected suburban aspect to the otherwise seedy surrounds.
‘In here.’ They took shelter in a lane.
‘Now, listen carefully,’ Andras whispered. ‘There are six guys in there. You go in and open one of your portals straight away.’
‘I call it a rift,’ Joe said. ‘Not a portal.’
Andras nodded. ‘Fine. Just open a rift, and we’ll back you up.’
Joe shrugged. ‘Okay.’ He held up his hand as the others began to move. ‘I have to be careful with this. I don’t want to take out any other buildings.’
‘You won’t.’ Mammon nodded. ‘You’re in control, Joe.’
They moved on to a darkened step, where light poured through a stained-glass circle on a dark front door.
Joe peered sideways – a random thought about the neat state of the gardens flashing through his mind – and then Andras pushed the door open.
Calmly, they walked inside.




THIRTY-TWO

‘You’re a god, Joe!’ Mammon lifted a champagne glass in a toast. ‘Nothing I’ve ever seen comes close to what you did tonight.’
‘Thanks.’ Joe leaned back on the sofa, a cold drink nestled in his hand. Mara curled her legs up next to him, her hand resting on his thigh. He reflected on the past hour – the surprised look of the occupants in that gloomy little cottage – the last gasp squeezed from their lips before the rift consumed them.
All too easy.
The flash and boom of gunfire behind him. Unexpected. He hadn’t seen the shooting take place – his eyes were pinned on his rift, in the middle of the house. The deep, rich satisfaction of the kill was pulsing through his veins.
But the gunfire …that wasn’t part of the plan. He looked at Mammon. ‘Who did you shoot?’
Mammon put down his glass.
He sat back and gave Joe a long look. ‘There were other criminals in the house, Joe.’
‘I thought there were only six.’
Mammon leaned forward, stroking his fingers on the cool wood of the coffee table. ‘Now, if Renfield had been involved, they would’ve let those men go. Or, worse, given them to the police. You’d have no satisfaction there.’
He sighed. ‘They would have lived on, only a stone’s throw from where you sleep. Taunting you with their very existence, when you could have seen them dead. Would you have preferred that?’
‘No.’
‘I didn’t think so.’ Mammon stood up. ‘See how we do things, Joe? Imagine what we could achieve together. You’ve just executed six deserving criminals, in the way that only you can. Flawless.’ He slid his hands into his pockets, jingling coins.
‘It did feel good.’ Joe cast a triumphant look around the group. ‘Real good!’
‘Mmm,’ Mammon nodded. ‘I can see it in your eyes. Tonight, you’ve crossed into a new world, Joe. And it can only get better. I propose we adjourn to the yacht for more cocktails.’
Mara smiled. ‘Oh, yes!’
‘I can’t.’ Joe checked the time. ‘I have to get back.’
‘Aw!’ Mara scowled; Joe felt it once more: that urge not to disappoint her. She slumped back in the sofa.
Joe gave her an apologetic smile. ‘I promised my sister I’d come back by twelve. She helped me sneak out tonight and I can’t let her down.’ He looked up, and was met with a round of curious stares. ‘She’s telepathic.’
‘Really?’ Mammon gave Andras a glance, and turned back to Joe. ‘Mind reader?’
‘No. But she can make people think what she wants them to.’
‘Interesting,’ Mammon said. ‘I’m sure she’s frustrated by her lack of freedom.’
Joe nodded. ‘Yeah. She had a crap day today.’
Mara sat up. ‘Well, how about tomorrow night? We’ll come and pick you up again.’ She looked up at Mammon. ‘Is that okay, boss?’
‘Definitely. Joe, you can depart Renfield tomorrow night and join us for a little cruise up the coast for a few days.’
Joe nodded. ‘I’d like to speak to you about a partnership.’
Mammon’s eyes twinkled. ‘That’s precisely what I was hoping for.’ He nodded at Andras, who stood waiting near the door, dangling car keys from his fingers. ‘We will talk, Joe.’
Joe shook his hand. ‘Until tomorrow night, then.’




THIRTY-THREE

Grace opened one eye and squinted at the clock. It was six. She rolled over and as she moved, a voice from her dreams echoed in her head. An old man’s voice, calling her name. She leaned on her elbow and stared at the window. Who was this voice, this man who kept speaking to her just before she woke?
It seemed important, but she didn’t know why.
Three firm knocks sounded.
She groaned. ‘Go away!’
Joe poked his head in. ‘It’s just me.’
‘What do you want?’ She pressed her face into the pillow.
‘I need to talk to you about last night.’ He sat down on an armchair and ran his fingers through his hair.
Grimacing, Grace sat up. She fumbled for a tissue. Her sinuses felt packed with concrete; her throat with sandpaper. 
Joe had a gleam in his eye. ‘I had a good night.’
Grace blinked. ‘Great. Glad it was worth it.’ With a yawn, she stood up and slid her feet into her slippers.
Joe’s eyes glimmered. ‘Last night, we killed the guys who murdered Mum.’
Grace froze halfway through tying her robe. ‘What?’
‘It was them! Mammon tracked them down.’ Joe drew a deep, excited breath.
Grace sank on to the bed, her face pale. ‘Sarah and Seth have been trying for ages. Now you tell me Mammon found them overnight?’
‘Not overnight, Grace. It took them about a month.’
‘Yet, Sarah said there were no clues out there, whatsoever. They’d pretty much stopped searching.’ Bemused, Grace stared at the golden weave on her bedspread. That’s it, she thought. They’re gone. She ran her finger over the pattern. ‘I don’t know what to say.’
‘Aren’t you happy I got them?’
‘Don’t look at me like that! Yeah. Of course I’m happy. I just didn’t expect it to be this way.’
For a few moments they sat quietly, then Grace gave Joe a piercing look. ‘Did you know you were going on that particular job when you left here last night?’
He looked away. ‘Yeah.’
‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Grace jumped up, with an incredulous glare. ‘I could’ve been there! Didn’t it occur to you that I’d want to see the bastards?’
‘I didn’t want you getting hurt.’
‘No, you just wanted to control everything. You wanted to be the centre of attention.’ She jumped up and headed for the door.
‘Where are you going?’
‘To get some breakfast. You can tell Ivan about last night; spread the good news.’
‘No.’ He stood up.
‘Why not?’
‘I don’t want them to know. I just want us to leave here, Grace. Tonight.’ He lunged into the doorway, blocking her exit with his arm.
‘I’m not going anywhere, Joe.’
‘Grace! Please think about it.’
‘No.’ She flung his arm aside.
‘Wait, please!’
She paused, and folded her arms. ‘What?’
‘I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I just wanted to avenge Mum. I felt like it was my place to do it,’ He stared away, into the expanse of the hallway. His face was so childlike, so open. A wave of compassion hit her. ‘You look exhausted.’
He shrugged. ‘I’m tired. Big night last night.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘So? We all good, then?’
‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘We’re good. But no more of this, Joe. You tell me everything from now on.’
‘Ten-four, Sis.’ Joe walked away towards the recreation room.
Grace followed at a distance, her mind consumed by his revelations.
Ivan and Sarah stood making orange juice in the kitchenette. Seth camped on the sofa, staring at his computer; Malcolm sat flicking through TV channels.
Ivan looked up from the counter. ‘Ah, Joe. Good morning.’
‘Morning.’
Grace padded across to the counter. She gave Ivan a smile. ‘Hello.’
‘Good morning,’ said Ivan. Smiling, he passed her a glass of juice.
Despite her worry, she felt a warm, tingling glow, starting from her toes and culminating in a bubbly feeling in her stomach. He was using that voice again, that deep, soft tone that was just for her.
If only he’d just hold her. If only she could get him alone again, this time she’d tell him.
‘Are you feeling better?’
Grace shook her head. ‘But the juice is nice.’ She watched Ivan cut orange halves and pass them to Sarah, who pressed them into the machine.
‘That reminds me.’ Sarah turned away from the bench and reached into a drawer. ‘Here, I bought these for you.’
She passed Grace a box of cold and flu tablets. ‘They should help.’
‘Thanks. That’s really nice of you.’ Grace slid the box into her pocket.
Joe yanked a can of cola from the fridge and crashed on the sofa, kicking his feet up on to the table. His eyes wandered to the TV, where a blonde reporter stood in front of a house.
‘Residents of the inner-city suburb of Mettham are in shock this morning after eight people were found dead in a local backpacker hostel. The building has extensive damage and police suspect a small explosive device was involved. Nearly all of the victims were exchange students who attended nearby Eastside Technical College.’
Sarah gasped. ‘Exchange students. They come here because it’s a safe place to visit, and this happens!’
‘It used to be safe,’ Seth said.
The reporter continued. ‘There is speculation that the shootings were linked to the Northern Raiders motorcycle club. However, none of the victims have been identified as club members. Northern Raiders founder, Mike Eberts, cannot be contacted for comment. Eberts was recently acquitted on armed robbery charges, fuelling speculation that the murders were an act of revenge, but a tragic case of mistaken identity.’
Grace glanced at Joe, whose face had turned pale.
Something was wrong.
Ivan put down the knife. ‘How strange.’
Grace looked at him. ‘What?’  
‘Eberts was on our list.’ He walked across to the sofa and leaned on the headrest. ‘I wonder who beat us to it?’
A chill spread across the back of Joe’s neck. He jumped up. ‘Anyone want to play?’ Hands shaking, he began to sort the pool balls into formation. I killed innocent people last night.
A sick feeling spread across Grace’s chest as she watched Joe fumble with the balls.
You know something about this, she thought.
He shot her a warning look.
The newsreader stared out of the screen. ‘Police have released a CCTV video, which shows what they believe to be the group behind the killings as they approach the scene.’
Joe froze.
Grace shot a look at the others. What if Joe’s face came up on screen?
‘However, due to the poor quality of the images, police do not hold up much hope that they will assist in identifying the suspects.’
Joe breathed out. He hung the triangle over the light, and looked across at Ivan. ‘Game?’
‘Sure.’ Ivan stood up, picked up a cue.
Silently, he chalked the tip, took aim and broke.
A coloured ball rebounded off the pocket, and swung back into the middle.
Grace walked away from the counter and stood near the door. ‘Joe, I need a word.’
‘Later, Grace.’
Yes, now, or I’ll keep rattling inside your head. We need to talk, Joe!
With a growl, Joe threw down the pool cue. ‘Give me a minute, Ivan.’ He stalked out to the corridor where Grace waited. ‘What?’
‘I’m going to ask you straight,’ she whispered. ‘Was that them?’
‘Do you really think I would murder innocent people?’
‘No.’
‘So, you shouldn’t have any questions for me.’ His eyes flashed with anger as he turned back towards the room.
‘Wait!’ She grabbed his sleeve. ‘I’m not accusing you of anything.’ She watched him closely. ‘But I’m worried about you. You’re not yourself!’
‘Back off. Leave me alone.’
Trembling, Grace watched him walk back to the pool table. He picked up the cue and took a shot.
Sarah caught her eye. ‘Grace, how about we have a movie marathon today? We don’t have any jobs on, do we, boss?’
Ivan shook his head. ‘Nothing as yet.’
Grace sniffed, fumbling in her pocket for a tissue. ‘Sounds good. Just let me go have a shower first.’
As she moved towards the bathroom, a great burden of worry settled on her shoulders, filling her with dread, and she knew it wouldn’t shift until she found out the truth about last night.
Sarah waited until she had left the room and then walked up to Joe. ‘I’ve organised a surprise birthday party for Grace.’
‘You’re a bit late.’
She shrugged. ‘Couldn’t be helped. We were busy that day. But we’ve got mercs arriving from the east today for a joint training exercise, so it should be a fun crowd.’
Joe watched Ivan take his shot. ‘Super.’
She frowned. ‘I need you and Ivan to start the bonfire at dusk.’
He shifted his feet. ‘Okay.’
‘If that’s not too much trouble,’ she pressed.
‘It’s fine.’ He ground his teeth.
Sarah exchanged a glance with Ivan, who put down his cue and leaned on the table. ‘Is everything alright?’
Joe threw down his cue. ‘I’m fine! Why is everyone asking stupid questions?’ He stalked out of the room and slammed the door behind him.
As the credits for the third movie crawled up the screen, Grace watched the late afternoon shadows start to move across the window. With relief, she drew a long breath through her nose. The burn in her throat had disappeared; her head felt lighter. The tablets had done their work.
She glanced across at Sarah. Her jaw was tight.
She’d been fidgeting with the hem of her jumper the whole time, and gazing out of the window at regular intervals.
Grace did a quick scan around the now-abandoned rec room; the guys had gone off to play football on the oval some time ago.
She looked back at Sarah. ‘Are you okay? I feel like something’s wrong.’
Sarah lifted her chin and breathed deeply. ‘I’ve changed my medication. The anti-depressants.’
Grace curled her legs up into her chest and rested her head on her arms. ‘I didn’t know you were on medication.’ She studied Sarah’s bent head.
‘I don’t really want to talk about it, Grace. I shouldn’t have blurted that out.’
‘It’s okay; I don’t judge you.’ Grace uncurled her legs and sat forward. She took a sip of water, and sighed as the liquid slid down without any pain. ‘Thanks again for those tablets. They worked really well.’
‘It was all part of the plan.’
‘What plan?’
‘Come with me if you want to find out.’ With an air of renewed optimism, Sarah held out her hand.
‘Okay.’ Smiling and frowning at the same time, Grace let Sarah help her up from the sofa. With her mind racing, she followed her friend down the hallway. ‘What’s going on?’
They stopped outside Sarah’s room. With a mock frown, she waggled her finger. ‘Patience!’ She slid her arm up the wall, flicked on the light and stepped inside. ‘Come in, but close your eyes.’
Grace shut her eyes and sighed.
With a flourish, Sarah pushed opened the wardrobe door. ‘Ta da!’
Grace’s eyes flew open. 
‘For you.’
‘Wow!’ Grinning, Grace ran her fingers along an emerald-green halter top, shimmering, smooth and cool to the touch. Behind, a pair of dark denim jeans – a row of rhinestone studs lined the pockets. A pair of silver wedges sat tucked next to Sarah’s sneakers and boots.
‘And for the finishing touches…’ Sarah held up a pair of diamante drop earrings. ‘You can borrow them for the night.’
‘They’re gorgeous.’ Grace took the jewels between her fingers.
The light shimmered off the stones, revealing an intricate flower pattern. She lay them on the dressing table. ‘But where are we going?’
Sarah winked. ‘You’ll see. Now, let’s get your hair and make-up done.’ She bent down and slid a pink box out from the shadows.
‘My make-up case!’ said Grace.
‘Yes,’ Sarah admitted, with a guilty smile. ‘I had Joe go and get it for me.’
‘Did you have to bend his arm?’
‘A little – he seemed in a bad mood.’
Grace sighed. ‘He’s not in a good place right now.’
‘I think he’s adapting to his gift.’ Sarah picked up a hairbrush.
‘Yeah.’ Grace turned towards the door, finger raised. ‘Wait – he forgot my straightener.’
‘No, don’t iron your hair. It looks nice with the curls.’
Grace threw Sarah a sour look. ‘No it doesn’t.’
‘Yes, it does! And I’m not the only one who thinks so. Now let’s get started.’




THIRTY-FOUR

Thirty minutes later, Grace followed Sarah out into the courtyard, where the evening gloom had settled into a silvery fog. ‘Where are we going?’
‘For a little walk.’
‘It’s so cold!’
Sarah gestured to the forest. ‘Not for long. Come on.’
Grace followed Sarah along the misty path. ‘Ooh!’ A droplet spilled from a low branch on to her shoulder, leaving a cool trail down her back.
‘Careful here. It’s muddy.’
Grace rubbed her upper arms. Goosebumps had spread across the flesh, making her shiver. ‘Seriously, where are we going, Sarah? We’re nearly at the oval!’
‘Stop here. Close your eyes.’
‘Not again! Sarah –’                                 
‘Close them.’
Grace felt a surge of heat, and –
‘Open your eyes!’
The light hit Grace’s face first, a blend of hot reds, yellows and purple. In the middle of the oval, a lively bonfire was sending small sparks into the air.
‘Happy birthday!’
A crowd of happy faces greeted her.
Everyone waved sparklers in the air, making patterns against the black night like golden snakes, whirling and circling.
Joe gave her a kiss. ‘Didn’t think we’d forget, did you, sis? Shame on you.’ Grace stared at Joe’s face. His hair was dishevelled, his eyes seemed wild. ‘You okay?’
‘Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?’ He walked away – an overconfident swagger that irritated her.
Seth leaned down and kissed Grace’s cheek. ‘Many happy returns.’ He pressed a small felt bag into her hand. ‘I could have given you something to represent my mother’s side of the family, but then I imagine you would get lots of Western presents.’ He grinned. ‘These are brass beads from Nigeria.’
‘Wow!’ She fished into the bag and drew out a pair of gold earrings shaped like two golden tubes with a dark sphere at the bottom of each.
‘They’re lovely! Thanks so much, Seth.’ She gave him a hug and watched him walk away, merging into the crowd of strangers who were celebrating her coming of age.
My God, she thought. She had no idea about Seth’s background. Come to think of it – she barely knew anyone, except Ivan and Sarah.
‘My niece.’ Diana clasped Grace’s shoulders. ‘Happy birthday. Your mum and dad would’ve been so proud of you.’
‘Thanks.’
‘We oldies are going to leave you alone. Behave, now.’
The music grew louder, filling the air with a primal drumbeat. Grace savoured the bonfire’s warmth on her bare arms.
Then, there he was. Moving towards her with that strong, confident walk. Looking amazing in a deep blue t-shirt and black pants – the first time she’d seen him in civilian clothes.
Ivan’s eyes locked on hers; she felt paralysed, unable to look anywhere else. Her heart began to beat harder as he stopped in front of her. His gaze flickered all over her body, she couldn’t mistake the gleam in his eyes.
He shook his head. ‘You look very beautiful.’ He reached into his pocket, drawing out a small velvet box. ‘Happy birthday.’
She lifted the lid. Tucked among small frills of red satin was a gold ring.
Its top was flat and round – with a pale blue stone in its centre.
‘Gosh.’
‘It’s moonstone.’
Grace stared at the ring. It caught the firelight, revealing flecks of white throughout the stone. ‘It’s too much – I can’t accept it.’
‘Of course you can.’ He touched the ring to her fingertip, and held it there. With a smooth movement, he slid the ring on to her right ring finger. His gaze swept over her face and dropped to her neckline, then flickered back up to meet her eyes.
She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you would give me this.’
His eyes dug into her, searching. ‘Why?’
She could only smile.
He reached down and took her hand, leading her towards the bonfire.
The beat slowed down as a love song started. He slid his hands around her waist, and she responded by looping hers around his neck.
Is this really happening? She felt her world begin to spin.
He lifted her off her feet so that she was looking down at him. Gently, he whirled her around, until they’d turned full circle. She caught her breath, stunned. He lowered her, touching her body against his as her feet touched the ground. His mouth enticed her, just within reach of her own. He pulled her to him, and moved her slowly, swaying to the rhythm as he rested his head against hers.
Her heart pounded at the feel of her his hands pressing her close against his chest.
In the kitchen, Alex grabbed a bottle and poured another messy glass. She closed her eyes and swallowed the shot, then slammed the glass on to the benchtop.
Her chest ached with grief at a sudden memory that forced itself into her consciousness like an unwelcome guest.
Their last anniversary, when they’d spent the night dancing, holding each other. There would be no more dancing. Her future stolen – she faced a life without the husband Armin would have been, the children they would have shared.
In her watery vision, she could make out the candle-like glow of the bonfire – its fiery peaks glowing over the treetops. Happy people.
‘To hell with this,’ she whispered. She slid off the bar stool and stalked out of the rec room.
Grace slid her fingers to the nape of Ivan’s neck, the rough edge of his hairline. The silken fabric of her top clung to her skin, warmed by his hands. She gazed up, he returned the stare, running his gaze over the flush in her cheeks; her eyes twinkling in the golden light.
He cupped her face in his hands. This is it, she thought. He’s finally going to kiss me.
But she gasped. Something’s wrong. She saw a vivid picture of Joe’s face, his eyes blazing with anger.
Ivan pulled back. ‘What’s the matter?’
Grace threw erratic glances around the crowd. ‘Where’s Joe?’
‘What is it?’ Ivan took her shoulders. ‘Look at me, Grace.’
‘Something’s going to happen!’
‘What?’
‘I don’t know what! Just something to do with Joe!’
Ivan took her hand and led her through the crowd. ‘Come on. We’ll find him.’
Malcolm hovered at the edge of the crowd, watching with a tight jaw and sullen eyes when Alex stalked past. ‘Hey!’ He grabbed her arm. ‘Where are you off to?’
Grimacing, she jerked away from him. ‘Leave me alone, Malcolm.’
‘You’re drunk!’
‘I said, leave me alone!’
The song ended, and in the sudden quiet all ears turned to the drunken girl. Alex stood, her back stiff, her eyes fiery. ‘Why do you bother me so much, Malcolm?’
‘You know why,’ he murmured.
Her head wobbled back and forth – finally her eyes glinted with understanding. ‘You?’ She made a humphing sound. ‘You can’t love me!’ She raised her finger and jabbed it into his chest. ‘You’re nothing compared to Armin!’
‘Alex, Armin’s gone.’
She gasped. ‘Don’t you say that!’ She lunged and slapped his face. Malcolm staggered back, his eyes wide, shocked at the sudden sting.
‘You’re a loser,’ she snarled, turning away. ‘I will never want you.’
‘You…bitch!’ Malcolm grabbed Alex by the shoulders and turned her back to him. She resisted, he backhanded her across the cheek. Flinching, she wrenched away, her eyes blazing. ‘Get away from me!’
‘God! Alex, I’m sorry!’ Malcolm moved towards her, his hands open. She shoved him away and ran towards the residence.
‘Don’t go!’ He tried to follow, but a hand clamped down on his forearm.
He turned to see Joe glaring at him, a violent glow in his eyes. ‘Leave her alone.’
Only then did Malcolm see the entire party circling him. Mocking eyes met his gaze. He cringed. ‘Shut the hell up, Joe.’ He jerked his arm away. ‘You’ve got some cheek stepping in here. You weren’t there to help Armin. It’s your fault he’s dead.’
‘Bullshit.’
Sarah shook her head. ‘That’s not fair, Malcolm.’
‘No-one asked you, Sarah.’ Malcolm curled his fingers into fists.
Joe shook his head. ‘Don’t even try it, arsehole.’
Grace appeared at Joe’s side; he didn’t acknowledge her, but just stared at Malcolm with a murderous gaze. She touched his arm.
‘What’s going on here?’ Ivan said.
Grace peered into Joe’s eyes. ‘You okay?’
With a regretful frown, Malcolm watched Alex disappear into the building. He turned and pressed his finger into Joe’s chest. ‘It’s about time you and I had it out.’
Ivan stepped between them. ‘Malcolm, you should go somewhere else and chill out for a while.’
Malcolm stared at him. ‘Ivan, why don’t you tell Grace the truth?’
He smiled as anxiety crossed Grace’s face. ‘His job is to keep you happy. You and Joe. You two are dangerous, and they don’t give a shit about you, and neither does Ivan.’
Ivan gave Malcolm a warning stare. ‘You’re drunk.’
‘Haven’t had a drop, actually.’
‘You’re just pissed off with the world, Penbury.’ said Joe. ‘What’s the matter? Can’t win Daddy’s approval?’ Malcolm lunged forward and punched Joe in the face. Joe staggered back, but recovered.
Ivan stepped between them. ‘Enough!’
Joe dodged around Ivan and yanked Malcolm by the arms, smashing him with a headbutt.
‘Stop it, Joe!’ Grace shouted.
Malcolm fell on his backside, his hands pressed against his forehead. ‘Whatever problems I’ve got with my dad, at least I can be proud of him. Unlike you.’
Joe blinked. ‘What the hell did you say?’
Malcolm looked up with a fierce grin. ‘I know all about your parents. Everyone does. They abandoned the Sarsareh. They were cowards.’
Grace lunged at him. ‘You shut your mouth!’
Joe threw out his arm and pushed Grace back.
His eyes burned.
A rift exploded in front of him.
This wasn’t like the cloudy sphere Joe usually opened. This was an angry rift, borne of his fury and his sheer will to punish. Deafening screeches and roars hit the air, with angry clouds and erratic streaks of lightning flashing out from the core.
Ivan pulled Grace further away. She pushed forward, struggling against his grip.
In unison, the crowd surged back. All eyes were locked on the rift and its magnetic pull against Malcolm. He was too close.
In horror, he watched as his chain disappeared inside the cloud. He could feel his hair standing on end; his clothes beginning to tear away from his body.
Joe grabbed a tuft of Malcolm’s hair and yanked him forward.
‘Don’t!’ Grace tried to rush forward, but Ivan held her fast.
‘Stop it, Joe!’ Ivan shouted.
With terrified eyes, Malcolm went head-first inside the rift. He struggled, digging his feet into the cold earth. His howls sent a sick chill up Grace’s spine. The crowd watched in silent horror as his arms and legs twitched, as though an electric current surged through him.
Inside the rift, something was coming.
The lightning exploded again.
Dark shapes flew at Malcolm.
Shadows. Racing for the rift opening. Racing to get out.
The first of them drew close and pressed an icy finger to Malcolm’s forehead.
The finger slid up and over the crown of his head, leaving a cold trail across his flesh. The finger began to burrow at the back of his skull.
Frozen, Malcolm felt a dark power start to push into him – taking his body, possessing him.
He screamed – and passed out.
Ivan ran forward and grabbed Joe’s arms. He yanked him backwards with an almighty wrench, also pulling Malcolm away in the process.
The rift dissolved into wispy ribbons of grey.
After the monstrous noise, the party fell ghostly quiet – except for Joe’s deep breaths and Malcolm’s twisted moans.
Malcolm pulled his legs close to his chest. Tears gushed down his face as he began to rock back and forward. ‘A shadow…grabbing at me…trying to take me over.’ His eyes began a wild dance, to and fro. ‘It was going to possess me.’




THIRTY-FIVE

Diana came running up. ‘Take Malcolm to sick bay.’ She turned to Joe. ‘What happened?’
Joe glared at Malcolm, cowering on the grass. ‘Don’t you ever talk about my parents again.’ With a brief look at Grace, he turned and headed towards the Residence.
Ivan took Grace’s hand and slid his fingers under her chin, lifting it until she was looking at him. ‘Nothing Malcolm said is true.’ He kissed her cheek.
‘Okay.’ She gave him a weak smile.
He squeezed her hands, then turned to follow the medics, carrying the delirious Malcolm towards the sick bay.
Joe screeched out on to the highway, his heart still pounding. He should have enjoyed this, his first drive of the Hummer. The soft give of the leather seats, the responsiveness of the engine should have filled him with earthly joy.
He pulled out Mammon’s phone. Behind him, Renfield’s alarms must have been screeching. He chuckled, remembering Brian’s face at the guardhouse.
‘Open the gate.’
The guard had given him an incredulous smirk. ‘No, you don’t. You need permission to leave.’
Joe had opened a small rift in the palm of his hand. ‘I can turn this into a mountain in under a second. Open the gate.’
Brian’s face had turned pale as he hit the switch to open the gate.
Joe smiled as Mammon answered the phone.
‘On your way, Joe?’
‘Where can I meet you? No, not your apartment – I’m in their car, and they’ll track it. I don’t want them coming after me.’
‘Head to Southport. We’ll meet you at Pier Twelve.’
‘Okay.’ Joe put down the phone and sped up.
Grace walked across the driveway and towards the external doors of the Residence, where warm light flooded across the gravel.
Sarah touched her arm. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Not really. Things just seem to be getting worse.’ Grace sighed. ‘Joe’s gone, and I don’t think anyone is going after him.’ She turned and looked in the direction of the highway. ‘I should.’
‘No. Let him blow off some steam.’
A chilly breeze blew through; Grace folded her arms. ‘I can’t believe the things Malcolm said.’
‘I wouldn’t pay any attention.’
‘It’s awful, what happened.’ Grace felt a clenching pain at the look on Joe’s face. Why didn’t I do something?
‘It wasn’t Joe’s fault,’ said Sarah. ‘Malcolm shouldn’t have provoked him like that.’
Behind them, excited voices murmured. ‘What a nut job! He should be put away for that.’
‘I wouldn’t trust him on a mission. What a friggin’ temper!’
‘Shut up!’ Grace turned around and gave the group an angry stare.
One of them turned to the others with a grin. ‘God - don’t piss her off! She might fry your brain – or worse!’
Sarah whirled. ‘Just go away!’
They laughed, and walked through the main doors.
‘What the hell?’ Grace watched them disappear.
‘What do they mean by that?’
‘Come and sit down.’ Sarah led her into the courtyard.
The fountain released micro sprays of water into the air, wetting the leaves of the olive trees that bordered the square.
Grace slid on to a bench; Sarah took the seat opposite her.
‘I don’t know what’s come over Joe,’ said Grace. ‘He’s not himself. He thinks he’s invincible. He’s changed so much.’
Sarah leaned her elbows on her knees, staring at the pavers. ‘I know how you feel, you know. When people say bad things about someone you love. I was hurt that you kept Joe’s gift a secret. It’s only right that I tell you mine.’
She looked up. ‘I have a sister. She’s telepathic too.’
Grace nodded.
‘But she went wrong. Lucius and Diana say that she lost control of her power. Two mercenaries were killed … but it was an accident.’
Grace’s mind tracked back to the first day of training. ‘She was the one Alex was talking about?’
Sarah nodded. ‘They love to badmouth her. But they wouldn’t have dared when she was at her strongest. She was really gifted.’ She reached up and pulled a leaf from an overhanging olive branch.
She began to tear the leaf into rough strips.
‘I saw how badly she struggled to control her mind. I wanted to keep her here, to help her. But he put her away. His own stepdaughter!’
‘Marcus? Where did he put her?’
‘Where do you think?’ Sarah nodded in the direction of the asylum.
Grace gasped. ‘But they keep demons there!’
‘Yes, they do.’
Grace shivered. A human in that place! She pictured Joe in there, struggling against chains, mad-eyed. A bolt of adrenaline raced up her spine. ‘Sarah! How can you be here like this, while your sister is stuck in there?’
Sarah flinched. ‘Don’t you judge me, Grace!’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘I tried so hard to do something. They wouldn’t let me see her. I hung around that godforsaken place for hours. The guards came out and tried to bully me, but I held on.
Eventually, Marcus threatened to throw me out of here if I didn’t back off. So I hit him with a telepathic assault.’
Grace shrugged. ‘I can’t really blame you. He’s a complete prick.’
‘He was beating her up. It drove me crazy.’ Sarah reached into her pocket and pulled out a small pillbox. ‘That’s why I take these meds. I have to, if I want to stay here.’
‘We could try to see her again. Lucius might let us –’
Sarah shook her head. ‘No, Grace. It’s too late. She’s gone.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I came off the meds a few days ago to help you with that mission. I decided to stay off them for good.’ Sarah shoved the box back into her pocket. ‘Malcolm, with his big mouth, insinuated that I was on antidepressants. They’re not. They’re designed to block my telepathy.’
‘It can’t be easy,’ Grace said. ‘Going on and off them like that.’
Sarah shook her head. ‘I have to, or Marcus considers me a security threat when I’m at Renfield.’
‘What a joke.’
Sarah smiled. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ She leaned forward. ‘Grace, when I first met you, and told you that I couldn’t read minds – well, that was a lie. I can – at close range. And the reason why I was upset on that mission was because I’d sensed Anna that morning.
I could read her thoughts for the first time since she’d been put away. And it was that day I realised she’s not the Anna I knew. When I said she was gone, I meant that she has degenerated.’
Grace’s heart pounded. ‘Sarah – don’t tell me.’
She nodded. ‘I’ve lost her, Grace. She’s become a demon.’




THIRTY-SIX

Joe stepped out of the car and stared up at the dark blue boat – no, ship that floated off the pier, its great spotlight beaming over the harbour. ‘No way.’ He shook his head. ‘That can’t be it.’
Then he saw Mara’s golden bob, whipping in the wind. ‘Over here, Joe!’ She waved to him from the gangway. He jogged across; she stared as he drew near. ‘Your eye – what happened?’
He jumped up on to the gangway, stopping just before her. ‘It’s nothing.’
‘Did you get into a fight?’ She curled her lip.
Again, he felt that vile shame and the desperate urge to please her. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘It’s over now.’ She turned and led him up the gangway.
The crew were a flurry of white, casting away the ropes as the engine thundered to life, sending rippling vibrations along the walkway.
Mara led him into the main cabin and a glass elevator. After a few smooth seconds the doors opened on to a vast, luxurious sitting room. The wood-panelled ceiling was dotted with down lights, bringing out the subtle detail in the cream leather sofas and laying a soft glint on a giant, glass coffee table.
On the far side, a mirrored wall set off rows of top-shelf liquor with sparkling detail; red leather bar stools were tucked under the bar’s solid frame. Beyond, the dark seas lay in wait.
Joe shook his head. ‘Deja vu.’
‘But here there’s a cinema, spa, gym and billiard room.’
‘Ah, Joe!’ Mammon slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Fabulous to see you. Let’s celebrate.’ He sank on to a sofa and threw Andras a glance. ‘Drinks.’
Joe sat down; Mara next to him. ‘I’ll have a Corona.’
‘Diet Coke.’ Mara let her fingers brush over Joe’s leg. Her eyes flickered up to his.
Mammon watched with a smile.
Andras handed Joe a beer; then walked across and lay a glass of whisky in front of Mammon. Then, he sank into an armchair, cradling a highball of brandy.
‘So.’ Mammon’s fingers tapped the leather. ‘I gather that you are ready to join us full time?’
‘Yeah. But I want my sister with me.’
‘Naturally.’ Mammon took a sip of whisky. ‘One always feel better with kin nearby.
‘We will see to that tomorrow morning. We can even dock near Renfield, to make it faster.’
He swallowed the rest of the whisky and put the glass down.
Joe ran his fingers over the edge of the sofa. ‘About last night.’
Mammon lifted his chin. ‘Yes?’
‘We killed innocent people.’
‘Yes.’
Joe stared at him. ‘That’s all you have to say?’
‘It happens.’
‘But … I feel guilty.’
Mammon narrowed his eyes. ‘Who do you think you are, Joe? An ordinary mercenary? Or something greater?’
‘I don’t feel as though I fit in with the others.’
Mammon snapped his fingers. ‘Exactly! You’re not the same. Whether or not you want to admit it, Joe, you are a destroyer. Your job is not to create, or nurture. It’s to do the job most people out there find distasteful. They’d rather hide behind their white picket fences.’
He sat back and stroked the soft leather, savouring its texture.
Joe shook his head. ‘I don’t want to be a destroyer.’
Mammon clasped his hands and leaned forward. ‘Don’t you want to spare the innocent from further tragedies? People like your mother? You can clean house on a universal level.’ His eyes glinted.
‘How?’
‘Joe! You understand. Use your power to dispose of undesirables. Don’t you believe the bad people deserve to go to hell?’
Joe looked around the room.
Andras watched him, his eyes vivid.
Mara gazed at him with expectation. There was some pressure there, and yet, he knew they were right.
‘Yeah.’ He finished his drink and set the bottle down on the table. ‘I want to help the world.’ He shot a glance at Mara. She gave him a smile.
Turning back to Mammon, Joe summoned his courage. ‘I was hoping that you could partner up with Renfield as well. We can fight together.’
Mammon smiled. ‘Of course.’
‘Good.’ Smiling, Joe sat back. ‘That’s a relief.’
Mammon eyed him. ‘Why don’t we start now? Wake up to a new world tomorrow.’
Joe shook his head. ‘I’m tired. It takes a lot of energy, you know.’ His gaze turned to the smooth skin on Mara’s shoulders and neck, her lips, full and sweet. Energy I’d much rather use somewhere else, he thought.
‘Fine.’ Mammon leaned back, but his fingers were clenched. ‘Get some rest, and we’ll talk in the morning.’ He gave Mara a sharp nod.
She stood up. ‘I’ll show you to your cabin.’
‘Goodnight, then.’ Joe gave Mammon a polite nod and followed Mara out on to the deck.
She led him down a curved staircase and stopped outside a door.
‘This is it.’ She opened the door.
He glanced in to see a luxurious room with king-sized bed, spa bath and fully-kitted wardrobe. ‘Nice,’ he whispered.
‘Sleep well, Joe.’ She began to move away.
He grabbed her hand. ‘Whoa – aren’t you coming in?’
She stepped forward and pinched his cheek. ‘You need to rest for tomorrow. It’s not every day that you save the world.’
Joe pulled her close, his hands caressing her back, his forehead pressed against hers. ‘I want you,’ he whispered with a smile.
She touched his lips with her fingertip. ‘The feeling’s mutual. Tell you what. We’ll go away tomorrow night. Just the two of us. Mammon will want to reward you. Did you know that he has a private island in the Caribbean?’
‘Sounds…awesome.’ Joe smiled.
‘So …’ Mara pulled her finger away.
‘Sleep tight, and tomorrow night we’ll be in our own bed.’
Joe tilted his head. ‘Promise?’
She nodded. ‘You’ll be well rewarded, Joe.’
‘Okay.’ He kissed her cheek, and then turned to head towards his cabin.
Joe felt his body begin to relax and his limbs grew numb as sleep approached. As he drifted towards dreaming, a low voice was speaking in the distance – far away, as though it were in another room on Mammon’s yacht.
Then, in the dark, a tiny white dot appeared. It grew into a shimmering circle of light.
The voice grew louder. ‘Joe, wake up.’
He opened his eyes. The room was soaked in the light, but his eyes didn’t sting. His pulse shot up as he realised the light was a rift.
A figure stepped out of the white fog. ‘Hello, Joe.’
Joe squinted. ‘Who are you?’ The man looked like he was wearing some kind of robe … but the light flooded out so much detail. A sweet, burning scent came – like the incense candles that Mum liked.
‘Your sister sent me. My name is Marduk.’’
Joe breathed out, blinking. Of all the weird stuff that’d been happening! Yet, a resounding calm seemed to wash over him.
He shot a glance out of the porthole. Nobody there, but then again, this rift was gentle, unlike the hellhole he’d shoved Malcolm’s head into a few hours before. With a grimace, he remembered the boy’s horrified face.
‘I have been speaking with Grace for some time. She was my link to you. But it’s only tonight that I managed to break through and enter this realm once more.’
Marduk turned towards the rift. ‘You can come inside.’
Joe paused. ‘Are you sure?’
‘You have nothing to fear.’
As Joe stepped inside, the insides were awash with the same landscapes he recognised in his own rifts: the grey, lightning-flecked clouds.
He heard a rush of wind.
Something was coming.
He could hear a tearing, screeching howl; could see several blurs of white coming at him like arrows – he closed his eyes in terror.
Then, silence.
‘It’s all right, Joe.’ The old man’s hand was warm on his arm.
He opened his eyes. The bony monster – no, make that monsters – were suspended in the air around him. He counted at least twenty; they hung there, calm, quiet – even obedient – their monstrous, hollow eyes fixed on nothing in particular; those teeth not snapping.
Just hanging. Waiting.
‘They’re yours to control, Joe. Remember?’
‘What are they?’
‘Reavers. See the lightning?’
Marduk pointed to the surrounding clouds. ‘It is a lot further away than you think.
That lightning is caused by the Reavers travelling at high speed through the infinite space of the rift.’
‘What are they?’
‘Guardians of the rift. Consider them antibodies, whose purpose is to clean out any foreign bodies in here.’
‘But we survive. Why?’
‘We’re Ferrymen, Joe.’ Marduk water on each side. ‘Shall we?’




THIRTY-SEVEN

Grace woke at dawn – the shafts of gloomy light peering through the curtains hit her face, dragging her from her dream world.
She peeled apart her crusty eyelashes and rolled on to her side, hugging the pillow closer. A crushing depression hit as her mind replayed last night’s drama.
And her dreams…she pictured the face of the old man – a face she’d seen in so many dreams lately. Fleeting memories from a conversation that seemed important.
She knew him, but from where? He seemed to be part of her past, or was it her future?
Her mind returned to more earthly matters. She felt an ache rise in her chest. Those things Malcolm had said … they sounded all too true – Lucius and Diana did want her and Joe contained, and by raining gifts on them, promoting them, they’d shown where their priorities lay.
She could just imagine Marcus sitting there, Malcolm at his side, discussing with Ivan the finer points of her seduction. And all the while, he was probably seeing another girl. Or if not her, someone else. They’ll all want him, won’t they?
He was ordered to make her happy. She stared at the window as new spatters of rain fell, blurring the outside into a mass of green, grey and white. Warm tears spilled from her eyes.
She curled up into a ball and choked out a sob, her stomach contracting with the knifing pain at the thought that he’d betrayed her; but worse, the idea of a future without him.
Joe’s eyes snapped open. He sat up.
‘I’m home,’ he murmured. ‘How did I get back here?’
A memory poked through his mind – the last thing he recalled was standing on the deck, was saying goodnight to Mara outside the cabin. Then, as if floodgates had been smashed open, the whole memory flooded through.
The boat.
The blinding light.
Marduk.
‘I went into a rift last night.’
His hand flew up to his eye: no tenderness there. Catching his face in the mirror, he nodded in confirmation. The bruise was gone. Marduk had healed it.
He looked down – and saw that he was wearing an amulet. He cradled it in his fingers, staring. It gave off a warm light, and a calming energy. The chain was silver, and the amulet itself was a blue stone, inside which lay a small circle of wood.
Chunks of memories – things he’d thought happened in a dream – began to come together as a reality. The old man – Marduk – had given him this amulet.
And then, he remembered the whole discussion.
The truth about Mammon.
The truth about himself – and how close he came. He shuddered. He had to tell the others. Yanking on jeans and a t-shirt, he headed for Grace’s room.




THIRTY-EIGHT

‘To hell with this.’ Grace was tired of her mind, thoughts going around in circles. It was time to find out for sure. She marched to his room and knocked twice.
He pulled the door open. ‘Grace?’ He peered at the dark circles under her eyes. ‘Are you okay?’
‘Why did you lie to me?’
He took her arm and pulled her into the room, kicking the door shut behind him. ‘I never lie.’
‘You knew all about me. You found out you everything you’d need to know, so that you could pretend to be interested. Fake being my friend, and –’. The tears began to well; she forced them back.
He took her arms in his hands and she wrenched away. ‘Don’t. I don’t want you to touch me.’
‘Then why did you come here?’ The calm in his voice irritated and unnerved her. ‘Nothing I have said or done, none of it was a lie.’
‘I don’t know. You could be lying to me right now.’
His eyes fell on the moonstone. ‘I gave you that ring.’
She looked up. ‘Yeah, but…’
He held her hand, stroking her fingers. ‘I wouldn’t hand it over to just anybody.’
She bent her head, squeezing her eyes until the tears would disappear. Don’t you dare cry, she thought.
Ivan cupped her chin, lifting it. The warmth sent a longing pain through her; the feeling was so close, just like last night. His words were a whisper that caressed her face. He sighed. ‘Yes, they wanted me to keep you happy. But I did that of my own free will. Not because they told me to, but because I care for you so much.’
She blinked. ‘You do?’
He stroked her cheek with his forefinger. ‘I like you more than you could ever know. I wanted you from the first day we met. When you looked up at me, after falling from that tree, I wanted to pull you into my arms.’
She blushed, and bent her head. He slid his finger under her chin and lifted her face to his again.
His eyes burned into her; she felt her legs quiver.
‘With each step you’ve taken, with each day that’s come to pass, I’ve grown to care for you even more.’
Grace stared at him, tilting her head so her cheek rested in his palm.
The anger was melting away now, and that warm feeling was spreading through her body.
She knew she had a stupid, puppy dog look on her face.
‘Sometimes, when I’ve been angry with you about how you’ve handled a situation it’s because I was so afraid that you would be taken from me.’
‘I won’t go anywhere,’ she whispered. Her heart was pounding now.
Ivan slid his other hand around her waist and pulled her close, pressing her against him. She tilted her head back to look up at him.
He bent his face towards hers, touching his lips to hers very gently at first. He pulled back for a moment, and she lost herself in the soft affection in his eyes.
Then he kissed her again – more deeply this time, his mouth warm and comforting, the pressure just right, his tongue poised at the edge of her mouth but just tickling, never pushing.
His hand stroked her back in gentle circles. She slid her fingers behind his neck and caressed his hair.
A longing for more flooded her, and she followed her instinct, pulling him closer, her mouth giving him a little more room, her tongue teasing his.              
A sharp knock jolted them both.
Ivan rested his forehead against hers. ‘What timing.’ She blushed under his heated stare.
With a smile, he planted a tender kiss on her fingers before letting go.
‘This had better be important.’
He yanked the door open.
Joe walked in. ‘I need to talk to you both.’
Grace stared at him. ‘How did you know I was here?’
He shot her an incredulous look. ‘Where else would you be?’
Grace blushed. Ivan just smiled, and closed the door. ‘What is the problem, Joe?’
‘Mammon was pretending all along,’ Joe said. ‘He wanted me to open a rift for him. He’s a demon, Grace! All of them are.’
‘No, no. They can’t be,’ said Grace. ‘They don’t have shadows. And I don’t feel sick near them.’
‘They’re not from here. They’re Hellborns. They occupy human bodies and don’t leave a trace of their true selves – except the powers and stuff.’’
Ivan frowned. ‘How do you know all this, Joe?’
‘Marduk told me. Inside the rift.’
‘Marduk.’ Grace gasped. ‘That’s him! The old man!’
Ivan threw up his arms. ‘Who is Marduk?’
‘Another Ferryman. At first I thought I was dreaming.’ Joe reached under his shirt and pulled out the amulet.
Grace took the sapphire stone between her fingers. A small wedge of wood was encased within the stone. ‘That’s beautiful.’
Joe gave a vigorous nod. ‘Marduk gave it to me.’
‘It gives out a great deal of energy,’ said Ivan.
‘Marduk came to warn me about Mammon. There’s so much to tell you!’
There was another knock at the door. The three looked towards the door, then back at each other. Joe nodded. ‘Open it. It might be Diana. We need to tell her everything.’
Grace swung open the door.
Malcolm stood in the doorway, his face sweaty and pale, his eyes distant. It was clear that the shock over last night hadn’t left him. But something else shone in his eyes.
Something new.
Grace gasped. ‘What are you doing here? You should be in hospital!’
Trancelike, Malcolm lifted his hand. The gun glinted in the early morning sun. He pointed it straight at Joe. ‘They said that you’d come in here.’
Grace recognised the emotion. It was the kind she’d seen in adults whose innocence had been robbed at a young age through some savage act, leaving them with the disturbed, intimate knowledge of the darkness in the human soul.
He was going to murder her brother.
‘No!’ She lunged to the side, trying to grab Joe and pull him away. She felt Ivan move with her; his body blocking hers, his arms flailing to grab her.
‘Stop!’
But a thunderous boom drowned his voice.
Then, an abrupt silence. Malcolm let his hand drop to his side, his face clenched. Grace fell to the ground and crouched over Ivan.
‘Ivan!’ She put her head to his chest. ‘He’s not breathing!’ Blood gushed through his t-shirt and began to pool on to the floor. ‘Call the medics!’




THIRTY-NINE

This was a new terror, a sick wrenching she hadn’t felt before. Even with Mum…Grace pressed her ear to Ivan’s chest, where blood was now pumping from the wound, soaking his shirt.
‘Please! Someone help!’ Oh, God – no. No. This can’t happen now.
Shaking, Malcolm dropped the gun. ‘I didn’t want to hurt Ivan.’ He pointed a trembling finger at Joe. ‘It was supposed to be you.’
A small crowd had gathered near the doorway. Grace threw a desperate glance backwards. ‘Someone call the medics!’ A firm hand descended onto her shoulder. ‘Grace, let me take him,’ Joe urged.
‘No! Get the medics!’
‘Grace, get off him.’ With force, Joe shoved her aside. ‘Get off him!’ He slid his hands under Ivan’s armpits.
A rift of white light formed in the corner.
‘Leave him to me.’ Joe began to drag Ivan into the rift, their bodies swallowed up by the blinding glow.
‘Let us through!’ The crowd parted, three medics burst into the room. ‘Stop!’
‘I’m coming with you!’ Grace lunged forward and slid her hands under Ivan’s chest. She felt the energy pull them inside. The last glimpse she had of Earth before entering the rift was of the shocked faces watching the three disappear into the rift.




FORTY

As the sun spread its early morning light over the ocean, Mara knocked on the cabin door. ‘Joe?’
She pushed the door open, and stopped dead. Gasping, her hand pressed against her chest, her breathing quickened. In the middle of the room, between the bed and the far porthole, sat a crater. Her eyes flickered to the right, where something big had punched through the wall, exposing the port-side deck and early morning sun shimmering on water.
Whatever had happened here, it had destroyed most of the floor, shredding the carpet, and eating the floorboards below.
‘How the hell did we miss this?’ She sank on to the bed, her heart pounding. ‘Where did I go wrong?’ She stared at the wrecked room for a few seconds, then walked out. On her pitiful trudge back to her cabin she cast a desperate, indecisive look over the railing. Jump now, or wait for the boss to punish her?
She entered her cabin, and sat on the edge of the bed, staring through the porthole at the ocean.
The door opened; Mammon breezed in. ‘All ready for our big day?’ He didn’t look at her, but stood checking his watch. When finally he did look up, his smile turned to a frown. He threw a look towards the ensuite. ‘Did you please him?’
Trembling, she stared at the carpet. ‘He didn’t stay here last night.’
Mammon’s voice trembled. ‘What?’ He turned to Andras, standing on the deck outside. ‘Check the guest room.’
‘Yes, Master.’ Andras jogged away, barking orders at nearby deckhands.
Mammon looked back to Mara. With a growl, he grabbed her hair and yanked her upwards so she was pressed against the wall. ‘I told you to stay with him!’
She gasped and lifted her hands in a prayer-like gesture. ‘I wanted to lead him on; make him believe that he would be rewarded after opening a rift for you. I … thought –’
‘You don’t have the right to think!’ With his right hand, he smacked her face.
She cried out as his fingers squeezed tighter around her neck. Passing crewmen peered in, but looked away again. Just the boss, playing with one of his girls.
Mara clutched at his hand, struggling to pull his fingers away.
Fear stabbed at her. Was he going to throw her into the sea?
He swatted her hands away and stabbed cold fingers into her belly. ‘You’ve disappointed me, Mara!’
He yanked her off the wall and hurled her across the room. For a few, long seconds she was airborne, then she smashed against the bed frame. Moaning, she rubbing her side.
Andras stood in the doorway, arms folded. ‘Joe’s not on the yacht, Master.’
‘You’re lucky,’ Mammon whispered in Mara’s ear. ‘I’m fond of you.’ He reached down and stroked her cheek with the back of his forefinger. ‘I am a patient man, and I will get what I want. But you owe me, Mara.’ He stood up.
‘There’s something else,’ Andras said. ‘In Joe’s cabin.’
Mammon growled in his throat, but nodded. He followed the young demon along the deck until they reached the guestroom. Andras opened the door.
Mammon stood, silently observing the wrecked room. Rift damage.
He inhaled; the smell of incense lingering. Energy still filled the room – energy he’d felt centuries before.
The high demon’s eyes glittered with recognition.
Mammon turned and gazed out at the horizon. A single, gutteral word escaped his throat.
‘Marduk.’




FORTY-ONE

Inside the rift, it was surprisingly calm. The universe didn’t flash past like Grace imagined it would do. No galaxies, no stars. No blackness of space. Just this – the cloud, which was growing whiter and whiter as they moved on.
But then a wind came.
‘Don’t panic,’ Joe said. He stopped and stared into the rift. Grace held Ivan closer, her hands trembling. She sensed that something was coming. Then she saw them: a pack of hellish creatures hovering nearby.
She gasped. ‘What are they?’
‘They won’t hurt you.’ Joe cast a commanding look around the rift; the monsters turned and disappeared.
The light grew brighter, eventually burning out all else until the lightning and even the clouds were bleached into a blurry fog of white light.
With care, Joe began to lower Ivan’s body to the floor. Grace resisted, holding him tighter.
‘What are you doing to him?’
‘It’s all right, Grace. We can put him here. Come on, help me.’
She knelt over Ivan, staring into his face. Her fingers stroked his cheek as a silent tear rolled down hers.
Joe stood up and looked around. ‘Hello, Marduk.’
Grace whirled to see an old man, wearing deep blue robes, standing in the middle of the rift. ‘I know you! From…a dream.’
‘Hello, Grace,’ Marduk said.
A thunderstorm brewed in the middle of the rift. Lighting ran down the side of the rift.
‘It is you,’ Marduk said. ‘Your mind is creating this storm.’
Grace closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. ‘Is that better?’ She opened her eyes to see the lightning and wind gone.
Marduk bent over Ivan. ‘Your friend is badly wounded.’
Grace clasped her hands. ‘Please help him.’
Joe grabbed her arm. ‘Just wait.’
The old man knelt and laid his hands on Ivan’s chest. He began chanting in a strange language. The rift filled with light as the chanting grew louder and more intense. Grace’s heart pounded. She stared at Ivan’s face where the colour had gone away, leaving a grey tinge to his cheeks.
‘Please be alright,’ she whispered.
After a time, Marduk lowered his hands. ‘He must sleep for a while. Do not be concerned; the colour will come back.’
Joe held out his hand. Marduk took it, and stood up. ‘Thank you, Joe.’ He gestured behind him, to another ornate table around which a cluster of armchairs waited.
‘Come and sit with me, both of you. Leave your friend there, and he can rest.’
‘But –’
Joe took her hand and guided her away from the table. ‘He’s going to be okay, Grace.’
Marduk sat down in the middle chair – an ornate wooden seat with a high back. Grace edged on to a seat and looked around the rift.  ‘God. I wouldn’t have believed any of this a year ago. I still can’t believe it, really.’
Marduk nodded. ‘Humanity’s weakness is its short-sightedness. Who was it – your scribe William Shakespeare, I think. ‘There are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophies.’
‘Hamlet.’ Grace smiled. Here she was, in an inter-dimensional rift, discussing Shakespeare with a strange man from her dreams.
Marduk leaned forward, ancient hands clasped. ‘Now. You will have questions for me.’
Grace stared at Marduk. ‘You’re human, aren’t you?’
‘Yes.’ The old man spoke slowly. ‘But my existence will be difficult for you to comprehend.
It should be enough to say that I live somewhere in between worlds.’
‘How old are you?’
‘Old enough.’ He smiled. ‘You know you sent me to find your brother, don’t you?’
‘I don’t remember.’
‘You’ve been speaking with me for a long time, Grace.’
‘Really?’
He nodded. ‘You’re not the only one – although you do have a Ferryman for a brother. That’s why I came.’
‘I’m glad you did,’ Joe said.
‘Then to discover that you were in the company of a high demon?’ Marduk shook his head. ‘I am very pleased I reached you in time.’
‘A high demon?’ Grace said. ‘Mammon?’
‘Yes. I do not know him by that name or face. I would not be able to recognise him – at first.’ Marduk lifted his hand and waved it across the air. ‘But I can tell you who he was, and more importantly, what he did long ago.’
A cloudy image appeared – a four-level square building with cascading plants, overlooking a river where small boats with white quilted sails loitered.
‘The Hanging Gardens of Babylon,’ said Grace.
Marduk nodded. ‘During my youth, we had a plague. Demons – or dev’h as we called them, were loose. Children were snatched from the streets.
Thievery and corruption were rife. Mine was a luxurious city of riches and gold, but beneath the glamour there was evil. My brother Balthasar lost his daughter, his beautiful Nineveh. Abducted, enslaved and murdered. Only nine years of age.’
‘How awful,’ Grace murmured.
‘Balthasar came to me, along with a small group of friends who had fallen victim to the Scourge. They sought answers – and as a physician I could offer them little, although I knew all too well of the evil that had layered itself over my city.’
The image vanished and another materialised – an earthy-coloured tower with walkways snaking up its sides.
‘Up the ziggurat they went. My contemporaries – men I’d studied with, and worshipped with. They surpassed me and became top priests. They did not seem overly concerned with battling the Scourge, but more in filling their pockets with gold. I sent Balthasar to a safe house so that I could meditate on the problem.’
Marduk tapped his armrest. ‘In this very chair, I sat in trance. On the seventh day, at dawn, I opened a gateway into another world. There was a man waiting at the edge of that rift. I thought he was an angel.’
Marduk chuckled. ‘But he was not divine. He said I was not merely a priest, but also a Ferryman.’
Marduk’s eyes began to shimmer.
‘His name was Utu, and from that day on, I could see the true faces of the dev’h: thief, merchant – and even priest. He also told me that that a powerful dev’h – not born of this world – was the influence that wrought a Scourge on my city.’
‘Mammon,’ said Joe.
Marduk nodded.
‘When I invited Balthasar into my home, along with his friends, we made plans to go after the high dev’h. I began to shadow the high priests all across the land.’ He drew a deep breath and rested his hands on the table.
‘You both may not know that Babylon means ‘Gateway of the Gods’. Well, in the middle of the Syrian Desert there was a city called Tarra Satana – the Devil’s Gate. Just outside of the town, there was a temple that housed a sacred stone – a crystal that resonated to the sound of the great Rift.’
He leaned forward. ‘You must understand this was much larger, much more powerful than anything I could summon.’
He leaned forward, his eyes intense. ‘Three hundred years of acolytes praying around the crystal, surrounding it in dark vibrations, and the crystal remembered. It was here that I found the high dev’h, waiting on the steps that cascaded from the crystal’s platform. He was surrounded by a host of my contemporaries – including my former teacher.’ Marduk sighed. ‘I had deeply respected this man.
To my grief, he was the one who opened the dark Rift.’
‘Another Ferryman?’ Joe asked.
‘No.’ Marduk raised a warning finger. ‘Just a gatekeeper. Unlike you and I, he could not travel in a rift – but only generate it and only with the help of the high dev’h.’
He waved his hand again – an image of black clouds moving across a desert plain. ‘The high dev’h looked at me and smiled while his armies poured out of his dark Rift. He told me I was too late. I watched his hordes fly away to possess the people of Tarra Satana. I heard the screams across the sands, and knew I could do nothing to save their lives.’
‘That must have been terrible,’ Grace said.
He nodded. ‘But I also knew what I could do. I opened my own rift beneath the feet of the high dev’h. As he fell inside, I heard the sounds of his physical body being ripped apart as his shadow slipped through and back to the hell realms.’
Joe grinned. ‘The Reavers had a bite of him. I bet they gave him quite the shredding.’
Marduk frowned. ‘You have an interesting view of the creatures, Joe. Anyway, the last thing I heard was the cracking of the crystal as it hit the temple floor – it was toppled over by the collapse of the stairway. When the crystal broke, the dark Rift collapsed in on itself and caused the earth to implode, burying the temple.’
‘But you managed to get away,’ Joe said. ‘That was lucky.’
Marduk gave him a mournful smile. ‘Somewhat. I couldn’t save the innocent people of Tarra Satana. And if the high dev’h could bring that much damage to one city, imagine what he could do to the planet.’
Grace stared at him. ‘So…the city?’
His eyes dipped. ‘I had to act. I couldn’t allow other cities to be exposed. I knew that once the dev’h had finished with Tarra Satana, his minions would simply move on.’
Marduk bowed his head. ‘I destroyed the city in a rift. In some way, I feel that is why I am here. This is my purgatory. Punishment for killing the innocents of Tarra Satana.’
‘But they were possessed!’ Grace shook her head. ‘You had to do something.’
‘Killing a few to save many sounds like the only choice. But every choice has consequences, like ripples on a pond.’
‘That’s true,’ Joe said, also looking down. ‘Nothing’s easy,’ Grace added.
Marduk smiled. ‘So, now you know how the Sarsareh began. Balthasar’s three sons offered help – and I offered payment. Those boys became mercenaries – although that would become an honorary title. When they learned what we were dealing with, they said it was a moral struggle and that they would not take payment.’
He sighed. ‘And now we’ve come full circle. The high dev’h has returned to try to take Earth once more. I wonder how and when he made it back.’
He looked over Grace’s shoulder and nodded. ‘Ah, now. There you see. All better.’ Grace spun around in her seat. Ivan stood, staring at Marduk. ‘What’s going on?’
She ran forward and hugged him. ‘Do you feel okay?’
Ivan’s eyes shone with a soft gleam. He reached up and stroked her hair away from her eyes. ‘I’m fine.’ He looked over at Joe. ‘Where are we?’
‘Joe brought you here,’ said Grace. ‘This is Marduk. He can bring people back to life.’
Marduk chuckled. ‘I cannot resurrect the dead! Your friend was close to death, but hanging on. He is strong.’
Ivan offered his hand to Marduk. ‘I am grateful.’ Then, he pulled Joe into a bear hug, thumping his back. ‘I owe you, my friend.’
With a grin, Joe nodded at Grace. ‘I couldn’t stick the idea of seeing her mope around every day because you weren’t there.’
Marduk smiled. ‘We’ve been talking about our encounters with Mammon – the high demon, who unfortunately is on the loose again. He has been trying to get hold of Joe.’
Ivan listened, squeezing Grace’s hand from time to time, as Marduk recounted the story of Tarra Satana.
Ivan nodded. ‘Diana had a theory that a high demon was behind everything.’
‘Obviously he had Mum killed.’ Grace looked at Joe. ‘And he tried to kill me. It was all so obvious, but we were tricked, somehow.’
‘His apprentices are very charming,’ Joe said.
‘Charming – as in telepathic.’ Grace sighed. ‘I’d like to go up against that Andrew again.’ She glanced at Ivan, who smiled.
‘You mean Andras,’ Joe said.
‘Ah.’ Marduk nodded. ‘That name is associated with one who conquers and divides. I daresay the high demon’s plan was to turn you against your friends, Joe.’
‘He wanted me to open a rift.’
‘What did he say it would be for?’ said Ivan. ‘He cannot have given you the real reason.’
‘I didn’t know that he knew about demons.’ Joe scratched his head. ‘How stupid, when he is the worst one.’
‘It’s clear what he wants from you,’ Marduk said. ‘He wants to finish what he started at Tarra Satana. But this time, he will try to take the world.’
Ivan rubbed his forehead. ‘He wants to bring through an army.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘I’m very, very glad you didn’t help him, Joe.’
‘There’s more,’ Joe said. ‘Last night, when I opened that rift and pushed Malcolm inside, I really wanted to kill him. Marduk told me that I opened a dark rift.’
Grace and Ivan looked at Marduk. The priest nodded. ‘That’s right.’
‘Malcolm saw shadows coming at him, remember?’ Joe glanced around the group. ‘I don’t want to do that again. If I do, I think Mammon’s army will get through.’
‘We are all the wiser for this knowledge,’ Ivan said, turning to Joe with a reassuring nod. ‘We know that if you are angry, you bring on a dark, dangerous rift that links to the demon world. While that could work to our advantage, we need to learn to harness that anger first.’
Marduk frowned. ‘That could be perilous.’
‘But what are we going to do now?’ Joe jumped up, his eyes shining with renewed vigour. ‘I want to take Mammon down.’ His gaze met Marduk’s. ‘I know where to find him – and we could move now.’
Ivan held up his hand. ‘You need some more practice with rift accuracy, my cookie cutter. Remember the drug house?’
Joe grinned and scratched his head. ‘I can make one hell of a mess, can’t I?’
‘Anyway, I expect that Mammon will have gone into hiding by now,’ said Marduk. ‘This will take planning, and a calm approach.’
‘We can take him,’ Joe said. ‘I haven’t seen him do anything special. Really, he’s just a man, when you think about it.’
‘You know that’s not true.’ Marduk shook his head. ‘Mammon hides his essence well. He is lethal.’
‘He acts like he’s just a man,’ Grace said.
‘He is no mere man. He is dangerous, not just because of his capacity for physical violence – but more because he exerts massive influence over vulnerable people. He has more followers than you can imagine. That is where the danger lies.’
‘Can we really kill him?’
‘Grace, there is no such thing as coincidence. You, Joe and Ivan found each other; now you may form a powerful circle. All of you will grow in strength, and you will overcome the high demon. But you must be faithful in your abilities and ready to adapt, to change.’ Marduk held up two amulets, and passed one to Grace, the second to Ivan.
Grace stared at her amulet. It was an emerald circle and, like Joe’s, inside lay a small piece of wood.
Ivan held up his amulet and whistled. ‘Diamond,’ he said.
Marduk smiled. ‘Now you can all proudly claim that you have a significant piece of Utu’s Chair.’
All three looked at him in curiosity.
Marduk smiled. ‘Back in the old days, during my early visits from Utu, I would sit in this chair – made by my father from the wood of an olive tree. Utu’s presence always left residual power in the room, and the chair seemed to retain it the most. These amulets have terrific power.’
‘Ferryman power,’ Joe said.
Marduk caught the glint in Joe’s eye and gave him a stern look. ‘Humility and temperance, Joseph.’
Joe’s face turned red. ‘Sorry.’
Grace ran her fingers over her amulet. ‘Will there ever be a time when there aren’t any demons on Earth?’
Marduk gave her a long look. ‘Demonic energy exists over the world, like an unseen blanket. It will be hard to eradicate. As long as demonic energy is allowed to exist, and as long as humans draw it, attract it, and eventually absorb it – there Mammon will be.’
‘But,’ said Grace, ‘If there’s bad energy, surely there’s good energy too.’
‘True.’
‘And if there are demons … ’
‘There must be angels?’ Marduk gave her a sad smile. ‘It would be wonderful, wouldn’t it? A Heaven, as well as Hell.’
Ivan leaned forward, his hand flat on the table. ‘My father used to say that hell is a state of mind.’
‘Your father was right. I have seen Hell.’ Marduk sat back and laced his fingers across his chest.
Grace stared at him. ‘And?’
‘Hm?’ He smiled at her.
‘What’s it like?’
His eyes drifted away for a moment, and then a knowing smile crossed his face. ‘Constant movement. No rest and no calm. I can tell you, Grace Callahan – it would take a very strong mind to survive a Hell realm.’
Joe shrugged. ‘That’s a problem for the dead, surely.’
‘Mostly.’ Marduk stood up and wrapped his robes around him. ‘Now, the three of you must go home. People will be anxious for your return. Safe journey – and may you win this fight and return to a life of peace and serenity.’ He bowed; Joe and Ivan began to move away. But he touched Grace’s arm and took her aside. ‘You must focus on keeping your mind strong. Your role is unique.’
‘I’ll try. I do have someone who can help me.’
‘Good.’ He led her to the point where Ivan and Joe waited. ‘Goodbye, companions.’
‘Till next time, then,’ Joe said.
The old priest watched them move away. ‘Joe?’
Joe turned his head. ‘Yes?’
Marduk’s eyes twinkled. ‘When you meet the high demon again, please give him my regards.’




FORTY-TWO

The young nurse tipped a handful of pills into a plastic cup. ‘Here you are.’ She gave Malcolm a smile as he took the cup and swallowed its contents.
She passed him a glass of water. Malcolm took a sip. The nurse reached over and caught the glass just as it slipped from his fingers.
He stared off into the ocean, his eyes flat and dull.
How did he get here? When did he get here? He remembered firing at Callahan. Damn Ivan for getting in the way. It wasn’t what he’d wanted. He sighed. But there was no room for guilt on top of everything else. The pills numbed things a little, but they couldn’t stop the nightmares.
Malcolm’s arms dropped to his sides. The tide was beginning its nightly invasion of the shore.
Soon the pale sands would be sodden.
By morning, it would be strewn with light green shards of seaweed and some stringy brown matter.
There’d be shells, too. As a child, he’d loved the rare morning walks at the sea’s edge. Especially collecting the shells, cuttlefish and other items cast over the sand by the relentless tides. But there was no joy in this beach.
Here I am, he thought, stuck in this retreat. Separated from the mainland with one boat per day. Did his father do this on purpose?
His room overlooked a mass of tropical bungalows, mini waterfalls and plunge pools. But Malcolm knew a mental hospital when he saw one.
The doctor had advised him to expect an indefinite stay.
It was almost midnight when Sheree did her last round. Great. Everyone’s asleep. Nice and calm for the handover.
A sudden gust of wind hit her back. She turned to see a flashing of light bounce off Malcolm’s door. The nurse ran back into the room, and fell to her knees with a terrified howl. She clamped her hands to her ears as the noise penetrated her eardrums, stinging them.
The patient lay flat on his back – she could not tell if he was awake, although surely he had to be – for the massive, black cloud hanging above his bed was emitting screeching sounds and flashing shards of brilliant light, shaking the whole room.
‘Malcolm.’ He woke with a start with sweat lining his brow. Two men stood by his bed, smiling in that false, manipulative way of psychiatrists.
With a deep breath, Malcolm lifted himself on his elbows and sat up. ‘I was wondering when someone would come to see me.’ He watched the men pull up two chairs – one on either side of him. The younger man sat closer, the older man must have been the note-taker.
‘Sheree told you about my nightmare?’ His eyes flickered up to the ceiling. ‘The pills don’t work. You’ll have to up the dose.’ He eyed the younger man with vague interest. ‘You’re well dressed for a doctor. Did they drag you away from the theatre?’
The man smiled. ‘I am not a doctor. My name is Mammon Jones.’
Malcolm stared at him. ‘I know that name. You’re a powerful man.’
‘Tonight, I’m merely an interested friend,’ said Mammon. ‘I’m aware that you opened a rift tonight.’
‘Who told you?’
Mammon nodded at Halphas. ‘My associate here. He, too, is gifted.’
Malcolm tilted his head and gave Mammon an appraising stare. ‘What do you want?’
‘I’d like you to help me with an important project.’
‘I’m not stupid, you know. I realise what you’re talking about.’
‘You’re a bright young man who deserves a great opportunity.’
Mammon leaned forward. ‘If you help me by opening a rift, I will make sure you get everything you want. Absolutely everything.’
Malcolm’s gaze darted between the two men. ‘You’re not mercenaries.’
‘No, we are not.’
Malcolm lay back on his pillow and examined his fingernails. ‘A rift is used for one thing – sending demons back to hell. Nobody in his right mind would try to reverse the process. So why are you asking me to? Unless…’ He gave Mammon a long look. ‘Unless you’re a demon yourself.’
Mammon tutted. ‘What a preposterous idea! I’m not a demon. I’m a being who likes this world. Do demons like humanity? I am a nothing more than a man. A man who looks after his friends, Malcolm.’
Halphas nodded. ‘This is true, child.’
Malcolm smiled, wagging his finger at Mammon. ‘The trouble with people is, they underestimate my intelligence.’ He looked at the old man. ‘I can see your shadow. You’re an Earthborn.’
Malcolm directed his gaze at Mammon. ‘Tell me: how do you hide your shadow? You must be quite skilled.’ He pressed his finger to his lips. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have a problem with it. It’s quite amazing, really.’
Mammon took a deep breath. ‘Young man, I can offer you a prosperous future. Recognition and power beyond your imagination.’
Malcolm shrugged. ‘I can’t promise that I will be able to do it again. I don’t know how it happened, to be honest. Maybe I dreamed it. But if it’s real, when Joe pushed my head inside the rift, perhaps that triggered something.’
Mammon nodded. ‘You opened a powerful rift. Its energy practically smashed into my yacht. I can help you to control the rift. All you need to do is get it going. You start the engine, I fuel it.’
Malcolm scowled. ‘You don’t understand. I didn’t try to open the rift. It just occurred by itself. I was having a bad dream when it came.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t even know if I could do it again.’
Mammon leaned forward and clasped his fingers together. ‘I’d like to give you the benefit of the doubt.’ He glanced at Malcolm’s bedside table, conspicuously bare of flowers, cards. ‘You haven’t had any visitors, have you.’
Malcolm curled his lip. ‘So?’
‘Do you plan to go home to them?’
‘In about a thousand years, when they let me.’ Malcolm rubbed his hands across his face.
‘I can offer you immediate freedom, to walk out of here into a life of luxury, privilege and power you cannot yet comprehend.’
Malcolm looked at his mercenary shirt, hanging over a chair. That crest meant nothing to him. ‘I only want one thing. To burn Renfield to its foundations and all the human vermin that live inside it.’
‘Consider it done.’
‘But I want my father to be kept alive.’
‘Of course. Halphas, pack Malcolm’s belongings.’
‘Yes, Master.’ The old man moved about the room, shoving Malcolm’s clothes into a plastic, hospital-issued bag. With a glance back at Mammon, he shoved the mercenary shirt into his inner coat pocket.
Malcolm slipped out of bed and threw on a t-shirt. He slid his feet into a pair of flip-flops and smoothed down his hair. ‘I’m ready. But how are we going to get out of here?’
‘You leave that to me,’ Mammon said.
The old man stood at attention. ‘All packed, Master.’
‘Excellent.’ With a smile, Mammon gestured towards the door. ‘Shall we?’
In silence, the trio walked from the room.




FORTY-THREE

Ivan wore an amused twinkle in his eye, watching Grace run her fingertips along his face, past the sandpapery stubble to the softer flesh of his neck. ‘Think I need a shave?’ The sofa creaked as he shifted his weight. She kicked off her shoes and snuggled closer. His t-shirt was soft, but she yearned to go further, to take if off and stroke the bare warmth of his chest.
And by the animal glint in his eye, he felt the same way.
Grace rested her head on his chest, soothed by the sound of his breathing and the firm thump of his heart.
Ivan rested his head back on the armrest; his fingers snaked up under her shirt. He stroked her back with the side of his thumb. ‘I think I’m getting the better part of the deal here.’ He slid his fingers under her chin and lifted it. ‘You’re feeling afraid.’
She nodded.
He ran his finger down her cheek. ‘Don’t worry, little one. Nobody will ever hurt you while I’m alive.’ He slid his fingers into the nape of her neck, and pulled her face close in a long kiss.
A low tapping, and their lips broke apart. Grace laughed; Ivan groaned. ‘Why does this keep happening?’ With a frustrated smile, he eased Grace to the side and jumped up.
Diana was at the door. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘I’m fine.’ Ivan opened the door wider. ‘Come in.’
Diana stepped into the room, but froze when she saw Grace lying on the couch. ‘Right.’
She cast a questioning look back at Ivan.
Grace sat up. ‘Hi, Diana.’ Her cheeks began to burn.
‘Hello.’ Diana sat down. She watched Ivan sink on to the sofa next to Grace and take her hand in his. ‘So, you two are seeing each other now?’
‘Uh, huh,’ Grace nodded. She looked up at Ivan, who smiled.
‘Okay, but – don’t let it get in the way of your work.’
‘We won’t.’ Grace crossed her legs underneath her. ‘Diana, what happened with Malcolm?’
‘He was committed for psychological treatment.’ Diana leaned forward. ‘But there’s a problem. Somehow, he left the building last night without anyone noticing.’
‘From such a secure facility?’ Ivan shook his head. ‘Something’s wrong there.’
Diana nodded.  ‘I don’t know what Marcus is more annoyed about: having shelled out all so much money for treatment, or the fact that his son has gone AWOL.’
She clasped her fingers together. ‘Humour aside, Malcolm just walked out of there. There was no intervention from the guards – in fact, they did everything they could to help them get out.’
‘Sounds like someone with telepathic power,’ said Grace.
‘Yes.’ Diana gave Grace a long look.
Grace felt a pang of guilt. Poor Brian.
‘But that’s not all,’ added Diana.
‘It’s even worse. The night nurse reported seeing a large circular cloud above Malcolm’s bed, about an hour before he disappeared.’
Malcolm chewed on a blade of grass, and sat back on the day bed, his head comfortably wedged between two silk cushions. He clicked his fingers.
Halphas ambled across and refilled Malcolm’s glass, then backed away a few steps. The old servant rolled his eyes as Malcolm raised the glass in a mock toast.
‘Thank you, my man.’ Malcolm swallowed the contents in one gulp.
He tossed the glass to the side and lay back, watching the girl paint. What was her name again?
She applied the last few colours to the canvas.
‘There.’ She stood back and tilted her head, before shooting him a glance. ‘Want to see my landscape?’ She wiggled her way over to him and dropped her hand. ‘Let me help you up.’
Malcolm squinted. ‘Can you stand just to the left? Ah, that’s better. In fact, can you bring the painting here? I can’t be bothered moving.’
With a mock sigh, the girl ambled back to her canvas. Malcolm watched her move with an appreciative smile. The micro-bikini – yellow polka-dot, no less – wrapped her curves pleasingly. The dots nearly a precise match for the hair that streamed across her back and over her full breasts.
The girl lifted it from the easel. ‘It’s heavy! Are you sure you won’t come over here?’
Halphas coughed. With a minute sway of his forefinger, he gestured for her to move.
With a grunt, she lifted the painting.
Malcolm leaned on his side and rested his ear on his palm. The canvas rested in front of him, supported by the girl’s knees. She’d captured Mammon’s mansion well. That, he had to concede.
The Greek columns were proportionate in size to the rest of the building, the balconies’ fine wrought-iron patterns carefully detailed. She’d even caught the watermark crest that graced every window: the head of a wolf. Yes, she’d captured the vastness that was his new home.
‘What should I paint next? The indoor pool? The ceiling there is gorgeous! It’d be a challenge! Although, my neck will get stiff … what about the great hall? Oh, I know – the opium den!’
Malcolm nodded. ‘Yeah. In fact, that’s the one place I’d actually get off this bed for.’ He rolled to his feet. ‘Come on.’
‘Hold on! I need my paints! And another canvas –’
Malcolm grabbed her arm and yanked her to him. ‘You won’t need them now, baby.’ They walked towards the side entrance in an awkward stumble, her giggles piercing the air. He shot a look back. ‘We won’t require your services for the rest of the afternoon, Halphas.’
The old man watched the pair slip away. He gritted his teeth, swallowed his irritation at the boy’s attitude, and moved across the grass towards the mansion.
Passing through the marble splendour that was the great hall, Halphas paused to gaze up at the grand staircase.
‘Here we go again,’ he sighed.
During his servitude, Halphas had witnessed six attempts by Mammon to open a dark Rift. Six times, Halphas had stopped him. He did not wish to speculate on what his future would hold if Mammon ever found out.
The last boy – Jeremy – had come shockingly close. Far too close for comfort.
It had taken a small effort to terrify him, thankfully. A few words whispered here and there: how the high demon would drain the life from his young body, how he would toss him into a ditch when he was done, how he was just a tool to be used and thrown away.
Halphas peered across the room and caught his reflection. He should have been dead so many years ago. The only gift Mammon ever gave him on his pact, was ‘The greatest gift you could ever have would be to serve me forever, Halphas.’
‘Damn you,’ he muttered, limping through the hall.
His service was a sham. He knew Mammon only kept him around because of his unique gift: to ‘tune in’ and detect rift activity on Earth, then locate the source.
If Halphas ever stopped providing this gift, Mammon would destroy him. If a dark Rift was opened tomorrow night, his Hellborns would soon undermine Halphas and he’d be thrown out in the cold.
There was only one choice. Now, he had to enter the most dangerous stage of the game. He watched as yet another limousine pulled up outside the mansion.
‘Fools,’ he hissed. These Earthborn demons, these elite members of society, these pawns who were offering up their bodies. Hosts – for Mammon’s allies to possess, once they were through the dark Rift.
They would all have to be disappointed.
For Halphas’ life depended on Mammon’s army never getting through.




FORTY-FOUR

Mammon swept aside the curtains that separated the opium den from the swimming pool enclosure. He nudged the body lying face-first on the velvet settee. ‘Wake up.’
Malcolm’s face sprang up; bloated eyes battered the sleep away. ‘Oh. Didn’t see you there.’
Mammon sank on to the settee next to Malcolm. ‘I take it you are comfortable here, in this house?’ He crossed his legs, his fingers stroking the velvet.
‘Yeah.’ Malcolm sat up. ‘Although I was expecting to find some actual opium here.’
Mammon tutted. ‘Malcolm. Do you think I would permit drug abuse in this house? Anyway, it might stop you performing your duties for me.’
Malcolm blinked. ‘Yeah.’ He got to his feet and stretched.
‘You’ve rested this morning, and we have two more days to perfect your technique.’
Mammon stood up. ‘So, you’ll be happy to spend another day in rehearsal.’ He slung his arm around Malcolm’s shoulder. ‘We have much to prepare for. Come.’
Malcolm followed Mammon past the swimming pool. He gazed through the arched windows at the willow trees shaking in the wind. The pool was immaculate in its stillness, reflecting the many Grecian statues that stood about its perimeter like silent watchmen.
They walked through a circular sitting room, where lemon-shaded curtains hugged the wall and a servant rubbed polish into a chandelier. The man was quick to lower his head as Mammon walked past.
Malcolm gave the cinema a longing glance as he passed it. He’d hoped to watch an action movie in there with the bikini girl this afternoon.
‘Right.’ Mammon stopped in the great hall. He gave Malcolm an encouraging smile. ‘It’s all up to you, my lad.’
Malcolm climbed to the top of the stairs, turned around and took a deep breath. ‘I hope I can make it work today.’
‘Practice makes perfect, my boy. Consider your prior failures as stepping stones to the reality of what you will achieve on the night.’
Mammon leaned on the banister. ‘Halphas!’
‘I’m here, Master.’ The old man hurried over.
‘Bear witness. Today, our Malcolm will open a perfect rift.’
‘Right you are, Master.’ Halphas stood a few feet back from Mammon and watched Malcolm squeeze his fingernails into his sweaty palms.
Inwardly, Halphas chuckled.
‘Um…’ Malcolm scratched his head. ‘Won’t they be able to sense us doing this?’
‘They?’ Mammon said.
‘Renfield. My old employer.’
Mammon smiled. ‘This mansion is protected against electromagnetic fields built into the walls.’
‘Really?’ Malcolm ran his fingers over the white paint. ‘What, like a Faraday cage, or something? Whoa. You’re really serious about all this.’
‘Yes.’ Mammon clicked his fingers. Halphas smiled. He knew Master’s impatient gestures.
Malcolm dropped his hand and began stretching his arms in wide circles. ‘Okay, so do you want me to try now?’
Mammon nodded. ‘Absolutely.’
Minutes passed. As the sweat streamed down Malcolm’s cheeks, Halphas imagined the high priests at Tarra Satana, chanting in the sand-swept temple. They wouldn’t have perspired like this. The crystal would have done all of the work.
‘That’s it! There’s the beginning!’ Mammon ran up the stairs.
A tiny grey cloud hovered in the air, around eye level with Malcolm. ‘Careful now!’ Mammon edged sideways, careful not to touch the newborn rift, and stood next to the boy.
‘Right. Let’s make it bigger. Excellent. Now, we wait to see what appears. My associates will be jostling one another – it will be amusing to see who wins the race.’
Mammon’s eyes, birdlike in their intensity – fixed on the cloud.
Then, the rift gave birth.
A creature slipped out, falling on to the tiles in a decaying heap of bone, bone and grey flesh. Slit-like eyes with irises a dull white, surrounding a red pupil. Webbed fingers and toes reminiscent of an infant that did not develop fully while in its mother’s womb; the grey skin of a reanimated corpse.
Malcolm panted. ‘What is that?’
‘Not from my realm.’ Mammon’s face was twisted in disgust. ‘We only move in pure, perfect Shadow. Halphas – bring me the Luger.’
The old man rifled through a small bureau drawer. ‘Here you are, Master.’
Mammon snatched the pistol and pointed it at the creature on the floor. Shots rang out and the body jerked at the impact.
‘I think it was already dead,’ Malcolm said.
‘Abomination.’ Mammon lowered the gun. ‘Get rid of it, Halphas.’
He waved a white cloth in Malcolm’s face. ‘Clean up. You look terrible. No, I don’t want the handkerchief back. Now, go and drink a glass of water and come back here straight after. This setback will not deter us. Smile! All will be well. Your predecessors never got this far.’
He turned back to Halphas. ‘Do hurry up and remove that thing.’
Halphas dumped the creature’s body into the boot of the limousine. He peered into the kitchen: the boy was still guzzling water. He pushed the door open and wandered over to where Malcolm stood, propped up by the bench, glass in hand.
Halphas stopped and studied the boy’s pallid face. ‘Well, that wasn’t very successful, was it?’
Malcolm drained the glass and slammed it on to the benchtop. He eyed Halphas with an angry glare. ‘You couldn’t do it.’
Halphas folded his arms. ‘You do realise that Master won’t keep you around, even if you do eventually succeed.’
‘You’re jealous, because he thinks I’m more useful than you.’
‘I saw how much you sweated up there.’ Halphas opened the cupboard and selected a glass.
He filled it with water and took slow sips.
Leaning on the benchtop, he gave the boy a smug smile. ‘You don’t know how much power is needed to open a dark Rift. It’s enough to kill a stronger man than you, even with Master’s help.’
‘I’m going to practise. By the time the ceremony comes around, I’ll have perfected it. I’ve still got two days.’
‘We’ll see.’ Halphas emptied his glass into the sink and walked out of the room.
Minutes later, he drove out of the mansion grounds and turned left on the highway, heading south. An invitation lay on the seat; in his pocket he held a piece of the boy’s old uniform.
If he wanted to stop Mammon this time, he was going to need help.




FORTY-FIVE

‘We have good reason to believe that Malcolm has been taken in by Mammon Jones.’ Diana looked around the conference room, where a mix of reactions met her stare.
Lucius nodded ‘It would seem so.’
Marcus threw him an angry look. ‘I am not accepting that. My son is not so weak-minded.’
Diana sat forward, her palms open. ‘From what Joe tells us, Mammon is desperate to open a rift. Now we find that Malcolm has developed that ability, and has since disappeared. It doesn’t take much intelligence to piece this together. If he succeeds, the world as we know it changes.’
‘Very melodramatic,’ Marcus said.
‘And true,’ Grace said, settling an even stare on Marcus. ‘You should listen to her.’
Marcus leaned back in his chair.
Grace met his eyes for a few seconds, then turned her attention to Diana. Her heart pounded. Ivan squeezed her knee underneath the table.
Diana drew a deep breath. ‘I believe that Mammon Jones is a legitimate target.’
She looked to her right. ‘Sarah, you and Seth do the research. Find out what you can about any alleged criminal activities – not just on his part, but concerning those in his employ. I need answers by this afternoon. Get to work.’
The team filtered out of the room. Diana stood up and looked at Lucius. ‘Shall we?’
‘I need a word with you first,’ Marcus told Lucius, grabbing his arm.
Diana gave Lucius an enquiring look.
Lucius nodded. ‘Go on. I’ll meet you in the office.’
‘Right.’ She closed the door behind her. ‘Ivan!’ She hurried along the corridor to catch up; he, Grace and Joe were almost at the recreation room.
Grace looked at her aunt. ‘What is it?’
‘An administrative matter, dear. You and Joe go on ahead. Ivan will be with you in a moment.’
‘Okay.’ Grace shot a quick look at Ivan, then followed Joe down the corridor. Diana waited until they disappeared into the recreation room.
‘About my niece.’ She gave him a critical stare.
‘Yes?’ Ivan’s face was open, his posture relaxed.
‘Are you serious about her?’
‘Yes. I am.’
‘I have concerns.’ Diana folded her arms and glanced around. ‘About your relationship.’ She held up her hand. ‘Don’t get me wrong: you’re probably the one man here that I would want to see her with. You’re honourable and trustworthy.’
‘Thank you.’
‘But – you’re her commanding officer.’ She began a slow walk towards the recreation room. ‘Do you think that you might find it hard to treat her as a soldier?’
Ivan fell into step next to her. ‘I have given this much thought, Diana. I am not going to give Grace any leeway as my subordinate. I never have. I have spoken with her already, and she understands this. I want her to be able to defend herself, and be a good, strong fighter.’
‘Right. Well, if that is true, I’m prepared to give this relationship my blessing. You understand that I am standing in for her mother. She’s young, impressionable and vulnerable.’
‘I know. And although I will train her to the best of my ability, nobody will hurt her while I’m alive, Diana.’
‘I’m going to hold you to that.’ But Diana nursed a relieved smile as she headed towards the office.
In the conference room, Lucius edged away from his brother’s grip. ‘What is it?’
‘We’re not going to send Joe on this mission.’
Lucius scowled. ‘You can’t be serious!’
‘We need him for more important work.’
‘I hate to break this to you, Marcus, but this mission is probably the most important thing Joe will ever do.’
Marcus drew a deep breath and fixed his eyes on Lucius. ‘You are not going to send him, and that’s my final word.’
Lucius stared at him for a few seconds. Shaking his head, he stood up and walked out of the room.
Sarah ran down the corridor, a computer tablet wedged under her arm. She knocked once on the office door and burst in. Lucius was sitting opposite Diana. Both wore tense expressions.
‘I’ve looked into Jones’s history.’
Diana looked over. ‘And?’
Sarah chewed her lip. ‘Mammon Jones is as clean as a whistle. No criminal record; no allegations against him personally.’
‘Well, that’s no help, then.’
‘But, plenty of people working under him have been implicated in a range of crimes, including drug trafficking in South America and Asia, and people smuggling on a massive scale.’
Diana scowled. ‘How is he not in jail?’
‘Nobody’s ever been able to lay charges. Jones must have the best lawyers in the universe.
He even sued one police department for making allegations against one of his company directors.’
Lucius scratched his chin. ‘Any word on Mr Jones’s whereabouts?’
Sarah’s face fell. ‘We can’t seem to track him. He’s not on his yacht, or in his apartment in the City. They are the only residences he owns here.’
‘Well, the only ones registered under his name.’
‘There’s been no sign that he’s left Border City,’ Sarah added. ‘His plane is still at the airport.’ She coughed. ‘What do you want me to do now, Diana?’
‘You and Seth meet with Ivan, Joe and Grace. They’re in the rec room. Now that we’ve got some idea that he’s still here, and you might be able to provide some intelligence to help them.’
She gave Sarah an encouraging nod. ‘Dismissed.’
Diana watched the girl close the door, then looked back at Lucius. ‘You were saying?’
He took a deep breath and set his jaw. ‘I realise now that I haven’t shown the leadership that you all deserve. It’s time I set an example. This is a military facility, after all.’
‘May I speak freely?’
‘Of course.’
‘Your brother runs this place and it should be you instead.’
Lucius met her gaze, but with a self-conscious glint in his eyes.
‘That’s a fair assessment. But as of today, that changes. We’re going to take back control. Marcus has kept too much information from us.’
Diana nodded. ‘I’ve always been curious about the identity of our benefactors.’
‘As have I. Not to mention the reason why he needs so many guards up there.’
‘It was easy to turn a blind eye, or even to justify it,’ said Diana. ‘Given the nature of the inmate population.’
‘He doesn’t want me to send Joe on the mission.’
‘That’s absurd! Why on Earth?’
‘Apparently there are more important jobs in line for Joe.’ Lucius stood up. ‘I don’t know about you, but I am tired of being kept ignorant. I am going to confront my brother and acquire the information we need. I’m also going to bring the majority of his guard back to active service here.’
Diana raised her eyebrows. ‘He won’t like that.’
‘We have bigger problems than him to worry about. We need as much manpower as possible if we’re going to take down Mammon Jones.’
Diana picked up the phone. ‘I’ll ask Jorge if we can use his people, since they’re already here.’
She began to dial, but then stopped and gave Lucius an enquiring look. ‘Shall I?’
Lucius nodded. ‘Do it.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll meet with you when I’ve spoken with Marcus.’
Ivan looked up as Sarah walked in. ‘Any news?’
‘If it could be proven, Jones is actually a world-class criminal who gets his lackeys to carry out his evil deeds.’
Grace nodded. ‘That sounds right.’
Ivan looked between Sarah and Seth. ‘So we haven’t had any luck in tracking his whereabouts?’
Seth shook his head. ‘It’s like he’s disappeared into the Earth. We need to find a way to seek him out. Combing the city street by street, if we have to.’
‘We don’t have enough people for that,’ Ivan said.
‘Diana’s asking Jorge if his mercs can help us,’ said Sarah. 
‘We need to find out where he’s hiding.’ Ivan sat back, frustrated. ‘All the plans in the world don’t count if we cannot identify his location.’
Sarah pulled out her phone and opened a news page.
Diana walked in. ‘Any progress?’ She sat down and looked around the group. ‘Where’s Joe?’
Grace looked at her aunt. ‘He went to see Marcus.’
‘What? Why?’
‘Joe didn’t say.’
‘Well, Lucius is on his way up there, so we’ll find out soon.’ Diana glanced at Ivan. ‘The good news is he’s going to bring back some of the guards to help us.’
Seth snorted. ‘Good luck with that.’ He threw down a piece of paper and sat back, arms folded, chewing a pen.
Diana’s voice was calm. ‘I beg your pardon?’
He gave her a flat stare. ‘Marcus won’t let go any of his guards.’
Diana gave him a hard look. ‘Yes, he will.’
‘Nope.’ Smiling, Seth shook his head. ‘Lucius won’t be able to persuade him. He doesn’t have the guts.’
‘He’s your commanding officer and you will show him respect.’
‘Diana –’
‘I mean it, Seth!’
He flinched. Diana never raised her voice. He took a sharp breath. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just…Ivan leads us more than Lucius does.’
‘Regardless, it is not your place to question or criticise him like that.’
‘Okay, okay! I’m sorry.’
‘Right.’ Breathing deeply, Diana pressed her palms together. ‘Now, we have to track down Jones.’
Seth frowned. ‘You don’t sound too positive about that.’
Diana put on a brave smile. ‘We will remain hopeful.’
Marcus’ visitor sat down and picked up a glass of water. ‘Do you think the boy will agree to assist us?’ He sipped the water and put the glass back on the table.
Marcus nodded – an emphatic bob of his head. ‘Yes, of course. He is aching for power; I’ve seen it in his eyes.’ He looked over to the door as it creaked open.
Joe peered in.
‘Ah, here you are! Come in, come in! Thanks for taking the time to get here. I’d like to introduce you to Monsieur Chevalier.’
A small man with thin hair stood up and offered Joe his hand. ‘A pleasure.’
Joe couldn’t help but stare at the coffee stains on his teeth. He shook his hand. ‘Hello, Sir.’
‘Please, call me Jacques.’
Joe peered around the room – in each corner stood one of the guards. Even in here they were armed. ‘What’s this about?’
Marcus gave Joe a calculating stare.
‘It’s time for you to start using your gift properly, Joe. You’re a mercenary now.’
‘Congratulations,’ added Jacques.
Joe shrugged. ‘I’ve already been on a mission.’
‘Well, we have something far more important for you to consider. An opportunity for you to achieve greatness.’
Joe gave him a suspicious look. ‘What are you talking about?’
Marcus looked at him over his glasses. ‘How would you like to see the whole demon population wiped out in a matter of days?’
Joe blinked. ‘How are you going to do that?’
‘We have allies,’ Jacques said. ‘Good people, who want to bring peace to the Earth. With your help, they will.’
‘How?’
‘We need you to help them travel here. They’re in another galaxy.’
Joe’s mouth fell open. ‘Seriously?’
Both men nodded.
‘Well,’ he laughed. ‘Won’t they have spaceships?’
Marcus chuckled. ‘No. They’re in a different dimension, Joe. Their tech doesn’t quite allow for inter-dimensional travel. But you can help, by opening a rift.’
Joe pressed his face into his hands, stifling a laugh. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ he groaned.
‘I’m being serious, young man.’
‘This is why you wanted me to come and see you?  So you could ask me to open a rift?’ He sighed.
‘Who exactly do you want to bring through?’
Jacques sat forward. ‘Allies who have built a successful society and have the power to suppress demons.’
Marcus nodded.
Joe stood up. ‘Look, you’re not the first person to ask me to do this.’
Marcus stared at him. ‘This is completely different.’
‘I’m guessing that these people have a very particular idea of how the world should be. Am I right?’
Marcus raised his arms. ‘Would that be so bad? It would be for the good of humanity, Joe!’
‘Yeah,’ Joe said. ‘Your definition of good might not be mine.’ He turned and walked towards the door.
‘Joe,’ Marcus called after him. ‘You’ll regret this.’
‘No, I won’t.’ Without looking back, Joe closed the door behind him. As he stalked towards the entrance, he caught sight of Lucius walking towards him.
‘What are you doing here, Joe?’
Joe glared. ‘If you think you can try and talk me into it, don’t waste your breath.’
Lucius blinked. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘You don’t know?’ Joe said. He nodded in the direction of Marcus’s office. ‘Ask your brother and his friend.’ He headed towards the exit.
Lucius pushed the door open. Marcus was leaning over his desk, speaking in a quiet voice to his visitor. Lucius cleared his throat. ‘I need to talk to you.’
Marcus looked up at him. ‘Not now.’
Lucius closed the door. ‘I’m afraid it will have to be now.’ He shot Marcus’ visitor a glance. ‘What is going on here? I just caught Joe in the entrance hall.’
Marcus sat back in his chair. ‘Sit down.’
‘No, I’ll stand.’ Lucius pressed his hands into the back of the guest chair.
The Frenchman stood up. ‘Hello. I’m Jacques.’
Lucius nodded. ‘Good afternoon.’
Marcus’s eyes were pinned on Lucius’s face. ‘Jacques represents our benefactors.’
‘Well, thank you. Marcus has never revealed your identity.’ Lucius scratched his head.
Jacques stepped closer and smiled.
‘Well, now my employers want to take the next step in our agreement.’ He clasped his hands and waited with a patient smile.
Lucius looked at him. ‘And?’
Jacques lifted his hand in a dramatic flourish. ‘We have the opportunity to bring a resounding peace to Border City. To vanquish Mammon Jones once and for all.’ He smiled. ‘Excuse the pun.’
Lucius stared at the Frenchman. ‘How will you do this?’
Marcus stood up. ‘Our new allies will come through our own rift, and end conflict on our planet. No demon will be able to compete with them.’
He began a slow walk around the table, eventually stopping in front of his brother. ‘We’re talking about a solution for peace. A final, permanent end to the conflict on this planet.’
He placed his hands on Lucius’s shoulders.
Lucius folded his arms. ‘That’s why you wanted to see Joe.’
‘Correct.’
‘And he turned you down.’
‘To his detriment. I was hoping you would be able to talk him around.’
Lucius took a step back; his brother’s hands dropped away. ‘You realise that you and the high demon have virtually the same goal in mind, Marcus.’
‘Yes, except ours is noble, and pure, and divine! Damn you!’
‘It’s not going to happen, Marcus.’ Lucius turned to the Frenchman. ‘I’m sorry, Monsieur Chevalier – but we cannot assist your employers in this matter.’ Squaring his shoulders, Lucius looked back at Marcus. ‘I need you to return twenty five men for active duty.’
The Frenchman coughed and gave Marcus a meaningful look.
Marcus stared at Lucius for several seconds. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet, but laced with anger. ‘You forget yourself. I am the one who keeps this facility running.’
‘I think you forget yourself, Marcus. I’m in command of this facility. Those mercenaries answer to me. Even these guards that you’ve commandeered for your own use.’
Marcus turned around and gave Lucius a cold stare.
‘Don’t put this to the test, little brother. You won’t like the outcome.’ Lucius narrowed his eyes. ‘Just what do you mean by that?’ He took a step forward.
Two guards moved to Marcus’ side – swift and silent.
‘Stand down!’ Lucius demanded furiously. The guards did not move. Lucius’s heart pounded. ‘Stand down!’
With a very slight movement of his chin, Marcus signalled for the guards to back off.
He smiled at Lucius. Yes, the guards were moving back. And yes – it was because he, Marcus, told them to. ‘You see, little brother? They are loyal to me, and me alone.’
He turned and walked back to his chair with slow, luxurious steps. ‘You will convince Joe to help us. You will do this today. You will call off the mission that you are planning, and assign all of your resources to helping us.’
‘Otherwise,’ Jacques added, ‘my employers will no longer be funding your operation.’
A guard swung the door open.
Lucius stopped at the door and stared at the impenetrable face.
‘I don’t know who you are, but if I trained you, then you should remember where your real loyalty lies.’
The meeting room was quiet. Diana sat on the phone; every face at the table watched the conversation with tense eyes. ‘Outstanding,’ Diana finally said. ‘Thank you!’
She put down the phone and smiled.
‘Jorge says this unit will help with the mission.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Ivan, I want you to assume command of the combined forces.’
Ivan nodded; Grace snuck him a proud grin.
‘Great,’ said Seth. ‘Now, if we can just find the high demon, we’ll be set.’ He slumped on to his hands, shaking his head.
Diana patted his arm. ‘Don’t be discouraged, Seth. I’m sure you and Sarah can find out where he’s hiding.’
‘Any updates?’ said a voice from the doorway.
Lucius walked in, closely followed by Joe.
Diana stood up. ‘Sir.’
Ivan followed suit, then Grace and Sarah.
‘At last,’ said Seth, with a relieved smile. ‘Sir.’
‘Thank you.’ Lucius took a seat. 
Joe slid into a seat next to Sarah. ‘Hi,’ he whispered.
She smiled. ‘Hey.’
Lucius looked at Diana. ‘Progress?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Never mind. We have a job, very close to home. I never dreamed that I would have to do this.’
He looked at Ivan. ‘I’m going to need you to lead a team into the asylum and take control.’
Ivan nodded.
Lucius looked at Sarah. ‘Would you start some coffee? It’s going to be a long night.’
‘Sure.’ Sarah wandered over to the sideboard and flicked on the urn.
She sat back down and listened as Lucius and Joe began unfolding the true story about Marcus.
A knock sounded, and one of the visiting mercenaries poked her head around the door. ‘Excuse me. There’s a package for you outside.’
Diana nodded. ‘Thank you.’
‘Hey! Listen to this!’ Sarah scrolled down the page on her phone. ‘It says here that lots of high- profile people have been flying in. From all over the world! Celebrities, politicians, merchants. It came to the media’s attention when an infamous Colombian millionaire was questioned thoroughly by airport customs police.’
‘Drug lord,’ said Seth.
‘They had to let him go,’ Sarah added.
‘His arrival sparked an interest in the media when the airport public relations mentioned that he was one of many rich, powerful guests flying in this week.
And the society pages can’t pin it down to any particular event. There’s no great horse race, or ball, or anything at the moment to attract that many five-star travellers.’
‘Mammon,’ said Joe. ‘He’s going to use those people for their bodies. Kind of like possessing them, the way his real self has possessed the body he walks around in.’
‘Hosts,’ said Sarah. She grimaced. ‘How hideous.’
‘We have got find out where he is!’ Diana sighed. ‘Sarah, contact the airport and see if you can find out where these people are staying. Oh, and while you’re at it, have a quick look at that package.’
‘Yes, Ma’am.’ Sarah slipped out of the room. Lucius looked at Ivan. ‘So, what are your thoughts?’
Grace sat back and watched the conversation between Diana, Lucius and Ivan. Something was different now. A new air of security, authority and confidence.
Sarah poked her head inside the door. ‘Er, Lucius? Sorry…Sir?’
Lucius looked up. ‘What is it?’
‘You need to see this.’
The package was a large lump, wrapped in calico. Ivan took a pair of scissors and began to cut the fabric.
‘Wait,’ Grace said. ‘It might be contaminated.’
Diana raised a calming hand. ‘It’s okay. Seth already scanned it.’
With precise, long cuts, Ivan opened the sack.
Joe’s hand flew to his mouth. ‘Phew!’
They all covered their mouths. Grace backed away as her stomach began to convulse. ‘Smells like it’s dying.’
Sarah grimaced. ‘I think it’s safe to say it’s already dead. Poor bugger. Where the hell did it come from?’
‘It’s obviously not human.’ Grace looked at Joe. ‘Do you think it came through a rift?’
Joe shrugged. ‘Couldn’t have. The Reavers would have torn it apart.’ He scratched the stubble on his chin. ‘Unless it was already dead.’
On top of the corpse lay a small white card. Lucius reached into his pocket and pulled out his glasses to read the card. ‘It’s an invitation for tomorrow night to a 9pm gathering at 100 Belgravia Lane, Chesterville. Black tie.’ He looked at the mercenary who’d taken the delivery. ‘Did you see who delivered it?’             
‘A guy in a suit and hat. Couldn’t make out the face. Your guy traced the car to a hire company.’
Ivan’s eyes narrowed. ‘Hang on.’
Underneath the leg of the creature, a small patch of white material stuck out. Beneath: the image of a spear.
Ivan lifted the patch and held it in the air. ‘Malcolm.’




FORTY-SIX

The rosy glow of dusk set off the rosebushes and limestone brick of the Residence, creating a calm, soothing atmosphere. Grace stood in the courtyard, watching the fountain’s misty spray.
Mercenaries from the east were flooding the Residence with new faces. They all stared at her – and Joe, of course. Word must have got around.
Her stomach clenched. She cast a look towards the asylum. Ivan was in there right now, backed up by the best, most experienced mercenaries available.
She closed her eyes, trying to blot out the image of him, fighting to the death with one of those guards …
‘You all right?’ With a smile, Sarah handed Grace a mug of hot chocolate.
‘Thanks.’ Grace cupped her hands around the mug, letting its warmth spread through her fingers.
‘Ivan should be back soon. They’ve taken the asylum.’
Grace felt a flood of relief. ‘How do you know?’
‘Diana just told me.’
‘What about Marcus?’
‘He’s gone. So is Agatha. So are all the guards. They just ran away before anyone got there. Apparently Ivan couldn’t believe how easy it was.’
‘What – they all just left?’
‘Marcus would’ve seen all these new mercenaries flooding in, and panicked.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘Not so brave after all, my stepfather. Thankfully, all of the inmates were in their cells.’
‘Where do you think they’ve gone?’
Sarah shrugged. ‘I asked Diana the same thing. Thought I could help with intel. But apparently they haven’t taken Renfield vehicles, so we can’t track them. Lord knows where they got the transport from.’
She sipped from her mug.
‘Things will be different around here now. Marcus always made sure the money came through. We’ll have to find someone else to fund us.’
‘Well,’ Grace sighed. ‘I’m sure Diana and Lucius will figure something out. She glanced at the clock tower. ‘I’m glad it was all over so quickly.’
‘Plenty of time for cuddling before bedtime.’ Sarah gave her a playful nudge.
Grace blushed.
‘Lucius knows he has lost his brother for good.’
‘Hmm.’
Sarah studied Grace’s face. ‘You’re very quiet.’
‘I was thinking about tomorrow night,’ Grace said. ‘I wanted revenge, but now the chance is here, I don’t feel any rage. I just feel kind of empty.’
Grace put down the mug, and shoved her hands into her pockets.
Her chest clenched, and warm tears filled her eyes.
‘Sweetie.’ Sarah hugged her as the tears flowed.
Grace pulled away and wiped the tears with her fingertips. ‘It’s just…I haven’t really cried yet. I can’t believe I’m never going to see Mum again. I miss her so much.’
‘You’ve been so brave.’ Sarah pulled a tissue from her pocket and passed it to her. ‘It’s horrible. I know how you feel.’
Grace dabbed her eyes. ‘I don’t want to cry now.’
‘Then, don’t.’ Sarah smiled. ‘If I were you, I’d spend this night holding Ivan.’ She glanced over Grace’s shoulder. ‘Here he comes now.’ She kissed Grace’s cheek. ‘I’m always here if you need me.’
‘Thanks, Sarah.’ Grace watched her walk away. She felt sudden warmth on her back as a pair of hands slid around her waist. Ivan kissed her neck. ‘Hello, little one.’
‘I missed you,’ she whispered, turning to face him.
He squeezed her close, smothering her mouth in a warm, urgent kiss. Her fingers crept up his neck to stroke his hairline.
He stared at her eyes. ‘What’s wrong? You’ve been crying.’
‘I’m alright.’
He held her face in his hands. ‘You’ve had one hell of a few months. I’m amazed that you’re still standing, let alone getting ready to fight tomorrow.’
‘I don’t want to think about it. Any of it.’ More tears emerged. She turned away, but he pulled her close again.
She rested her head on his chest. He stroked her back in gentle circles.
‘Everything is going to be fine, little one.’
She looked up. ‘Can we go somewhere else?’
‘Let’s go.’ He took her hand and led her past the recreation room.
Several pairs of curious eyes watched them walk up the stairs and into the senior wing. He pushed his bedroom door open and lifted her inside. ‘Over the threshold,’ he joked.
Her body pressed against his as he lowered her to the ground, catching her mouth on the way down in a long, hot kiss.
The worry melted away as she felt a surge of electricity run through her body at the touch of his lips.
Smiling, he kicked the door shut. ‘You okay?’
She nodded. ‘I am now.’
They stared at each other for a few seconds. Blushing, she pulled his shirt over his head.
He looked as wonderful as she knew he would – a fine spray of hair set against lines of hard muscle. Smiling, he lunged forward and grabbed her, pulling her to him, one hand sliding down underneath her bottom, his other sliding between the buttons of her shirt.
She curled her leg around his waist, encouraging his hand to slide along her thigh.
Ivan pressed his fingers between the buttons and pulled the blouse off her back. A sudden cool hit her skin. He bent down and picked her up, his arms tight around her thighs.
She giggled – he tripped over something on the way and they crashed on to his bed.
‘Oops.’ He sat behind her, his fingers at work undoing her bra.
Grace caught her breath. It’ll be all right, she thought. I can trust him.
Ivan stopped, and rested his chin on her shoulder. ‘Are you okay?’
She closed her eyes. ‘Yes.’
He pressed his mouth against her neck, nibbling the flesh there. She giggled. With a soft kiss on her shoulder, he unclipped the bra and pushed it aside.
She tensed.
Ivan stroked her upper arms. ‘Sure you’re okay?’
His voice was so tender it hurt. ‘I’m fine.’
What if you break up, or if he thinks this is just a one-night stand? You have to live together.
His hands drifted to her ribcage. His thumbs stroked her soft skin. ‘I don’t want you to rush into anything, Grace.’
Oh…but she wanted him.
She leaned back against his chest, reached up and slid her arms around his neck. ‘Touch me,’ she whispered.
I don’t want to lose him, she thought. What if he dies tomorrow?
She tilted her head. He bent and kissed her, not holding back this time. When he pulled back, there were tears in her eyes. He withdrew his hands and turned her around to face him. ‘You are not ready for this.’
‘Yes, I am.’ Grace pushed forward and kissed him hard.
Ivan took hold of her shoulders, pushing her back. ‘No.’
‘I’m fine.’ Her cheeks were hot, her lips aching to kiss him again. But her stomach tumbled with nerves and her mind was racing.
‘Talk to me.’ He took her chin and lifted it.
‘I’ve never done this before. My boyfriend told lies about me cause I said no. Made me sound like a slut.’
Ivan stroked her cheek. ‘Now that, I would never believe.’
‘It’s just hard to trust someone.’ She drew a deep breath. ‘Hell is a state of mind, yeah?’
Ivan nodded. ‘I believe that.’
She narrowed her eyes. ‘Right now, my mind is telling me that this is going to go horribly wrong.’
He tilted his head. ‘I’m not your old boyfriend.’
She squeezed his hands. ‘It’s not just that. It’s tomorrow, and everything else. I’m scared.’ She looked down.
‘That’s natural.’ He lifted her chin and smiled. ‘Remember all the times I emphasised following orders? There’s a very good reason for that. Stick with me and follow the plan. Very experienced people have put this strategy together; it will work.’
‘What if I get lost?’
‘I will find you.’ He pulled her into a hug, stroking her back in circles; his lips warm against her ear. ‘After tomorrow night, why don’t we go away for a few days? Would you like that?’
Breathless, she nodded. Ivan nuzzled her cheek. ‘What are you thinking about?’
Grace looked up and stroked his face. ‘How wonderful you are.’
He kissed her, and then tugged back the quilt and slid into bed, pulling her close so her cheek was resting against his chest and her head snuggled under his chin.
As she floated towards sleep, her worries fluttered away. There was only now – just the security of Ivan’s arms around her, his breathing rhythmic, his heartbeat strong.




FORTY-SEVEN

Mid-afternoon, the mercenaries began to assemble outside the Residence, each joining his or her own squad. They sat or crouched on the grass, many shielding their eyes against the sunlight that beamed at them just over the roof. Two distinct colours marked the separation between the orders: the Renfield troops were in black, the visiting mercenaries in khaki. On the steps, Diana, Ivan and Lucius stood in deep conversation.
Grace wound her hair around her fingers, securing it with a hair net. She drew two bobby pins from her pocket and slid them in.
Sarah sat down next to Grace, her face pale. ‘You’ll need a tighter bun than that. Don’t want anyone grabbing your hair, do you?’
Grace gave her a close look. ‘You okay?’
Sarah returned a jittery, restless nod. ‘I told you I’m off the meds.’
‘Yes. Of course.’
Sarah closed her eyes and tilted her head back. ‘I’m trying to tune Anna out. She’s so agitated!’ Sarah bit her lip and stared in the direction of the asylum.
‘Does she sound … different, now that she’s degen …’ Grace paused as Sarah gave her a hard look.
‘Now that she’s become a demon? Is that what you wanted to say?’
‘Sorry.’
‘It’s not your fault.’ Sarah hugged her knees to her chest. ‘I have to face it. But she’s still my sister.’
‘Of course she is.’ A tense silence fell. Grace scanned the group. ‘I haven’t seen Joe yet.’
‘He’s there.’ Sarah pointed to the steps. Joe walked across to Ivan, and looked out over the group. Alex stood to Ivan’s left.
Sarah pointed at Alex. ‘Lucius has made her Ivan’s second in command.’
‘That’s awkward,’ Grace said. ‘How can she be in charge of us when she hates us?’
‘I think Lucius has a succession plan in mind.’ Sarah leaned closer and whispered. ‘I don’t think he is very well.’
Grace stared at Lucius’ thin, pale frame. ‘Oh. Gosh. He does look ill.’
‘All right! Listen up!’ Ivan stood back, hands clasped behind his back.
An tense hush fell over the group.
‘You’ve all had your individual squad briefings today, and I expect that you all committed your orders to memory. That’s the easy part. What you must do now is commit yourselves to this mission, knowing that there will be sacrifices to be made.’
Ivan looked around the group with a firm gaze. ‘Remember, you are Sarsareh. Your role is to be a vigilant defender, to take action when no-one else will. You will be going up against a vast number of demons, and you must be prepared for surprises. We know that they are ever-evolving, and when in the company of a high demon, they are more powerful than ever.’
A nervous rumble ran through the visiting mercenaries. ‘Jesus,’ someone muttered. ‘We could be in for a slaughter.’
‘We have an advantage.’ Ivan held up a harpoon gun and nodded in Joe’s direction before turning back to the group. 
Murmurs broke out among the visitors. One of their mercenaries raised his hand. ‘Why don’t we just get Joe to open a rift and take out the whole mansion?’
‘Mammon Jones has many servants,’ said Ivan. ‘All innocent people, along with Earthborns who could be rehabilitated, or at least interrogated.’
He pinned his gaze on the mercenary. ‘If we open a giant rift as you suggest, we kill them all. Is that what you think we should do?’
The mercenary shook his head.
Ivan ran his gaze across the crowd. ‘Remember the plan; it’s not that different to a regular mission. We enter from the front of the property, using telepathic camouflage to access the building.
Any resistance at that point can be met with tasing and a small rift, but Joe must save his energy for Mammon. Reserve your harpoons until we get inside. If there’s an invasion through a dark rift, we need to act quickly.’
He glanced at each and every face. ‘We move out in ten minutes. And good luck to us all.’




FORTY-EIGHT

The two transports snaked past the farmlands and into the city limits. Grace stared out at the old houses, remembering them from that night when she and Joe escaped Renfield. Tonight, no-one sat on rocking chairs, no children ran the streets. The houses seemed to be surrounded by a blue-grey haze.
Was their absence an omen?
‘Focus,’ Ivan had taken her aside today, his eyes serious. ‘Don’t let anyone or anything distract you. If we can’t take him from a distance, you must get to Malcolm and stop him. No matter what else is going on around you – even if the worst happens, you must get to Malcolm.’
‘The worst,’ she muttered, staring at the back of Ivan’s head. I don’t want to think about it.
He was so still, so calm – as always. Then he turned his head to glance at her. His eyes told her of his love in the calm, open way he gazed at her. It will be alright.
She smiled, and then looked at the others, sitting in the back with her. Joe presented a calm face, but the sliver of sweat on his forehead told her he was nervous. Sarah leaned back, eyes closed. Alex stared out at the river. Seth smiled at her in the rear-vision mirror.
They drove past the City centre, its towers gleaming in the moonlight, and along a riverside road that connected the metropolis to its most affluent suburbs.
As they stopped an intersection, Ivan looked across at Seth, in the driver’s seat. ‘Drones on standby?’
Seth nodded. ‘Ready to go.’
They pulled into a grove, well protected by large bushes, willow trees and boulders.
Seth pointed into the distance. ‘That’s it.’ A mammoth limestone wall, broken up by four guardhouses at the front, ran around the boundary of the property, culminating in a stone arch through which a driveway ran.
Vivid lights shone from behind the walls; their exterior was also dressed in garlands of fairy lights. To the far right was what looked like a hastily constructed car park, crammed with luxury vehicles. A group of drivers were sitting on a tree log, sharing cigars.
The second transport pulled in behind a tree. The driver ran around and pressed a button at the rear.
A ramp descended; the visiting mercenaries emerged, driving a small fleet of quadbikes down the ramp and out into the open.
‘Cool,’ said Joe.
Ivan jumped out of the car and stopped to stare at the mansion. Seth followed; the other squad leader came across and joined them. Ivan nodded at Seth. ‘Send in another drone.’
‘Yes, sir.’ Seth turned away, pressed his earpiece and muttered a quiet command. Somewhere, in that dark sky, a tiny, silent helicopter was soaring over the mansion, stealing images of all that went on below.
In the car, Grace looked across at Sarah. She was sitting very still with her eyes closed, head slightly bent.
‘You okay?’
Eyes still closed, Sarah held up her hand. ‘Wait.’ After a few more seconds, she opened her eyes and let out a long breath. ‘Damn it.’
She shot Grace a regretful smile. ‘I don’t know – I think the pills have left a residual effect.’
‘Sanderson,’ Ivan called.
Sarah slid out of the car. Grace followed her; together they stood at the fringes of the group.
‘Yes, sir?’
Ivan stood aside to allow Sarah to step forward. ‘Can you give me a situation report? From the inside?’
Nervously, Sarah lingered at the edge. She rubbed the back of her neck. ‘No, sir. I’m sorry.’
She looked away from the prickling stares of the visiting mercenaries. ‘I can’t see a thing. It’s really … cloudy.’
Alex sighed. ‘Perhaps you should just pick up a gun.’
‘She can do it,’ Grace said.
Alex glanced at her with no emotion in her eyes. ‘She’s not managing now, Grace.’
Ivan raised his hand. ‘Never mind. Do you think you can still use camouflage?’
She nodded. ‘Of course.’
‘Good.’ Ivan turned away and pulled out a handheld computer tablet. ‘We’re accessing the most up-to-date imaging right now.’
He looked at Alex. ‘Take a small group across to deal with those drivers. Remember: non-lethal fire.’
Alex nodded at five visiting mercenaries, armed with tranquilliser guns. She turned and led them away, stealing through the dark to take up their position in the bushes behind the drivers.
Hands flew to necks; one of the drivers gasped, turning towards the darkened bushes. But they all slumped forward within five seconds. Sarah backed away from the group and stood close to Grace. ‘Boy, do I feel useless.’
Grace looked at her friend. ‘What’s causing it?’
Sarah shrugged. ‘I can’t tune in to anyone, let alone the high demon himself. It’s like trying to find a spark in a raging volcano.
Really, we can’t be sure of what we’re dealing with.’
A fresh chill ran up Grace’s back. She folded her arms and took a settling breath.
Sarah smiled. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll still be able to do our thing in there. With camouflage, you’re targeting a specific area. Not as hard as trying to tune in, to read one or two minds among a massive crowd like this.’
‘Thanks,’ Grace said. ‘You’re helping me to stay calm.’ How Lucius had wasted Sarah’s talent. How Sarah had wasted her own talent by taking those meds.
What kind of rift would Joe open? What would happen in there? Her mind began to hurtle.
Settle!
Ivan looked around the group.
‘Right. Let’s recap on our plan. First we take the external gatehouse with sniper fire. Then we move in on the bikes.’
Grace’s stomach fluttered as she, watched him speak. Mesmerising, the way he engaged everyone, how his voice held a combination of calm, authority and anticipation. She glanced towards the mansion, her heart hammering.
I’ll be all right, as long as he’s with me.
‘Imaging’s in,’ said Seth.
‘Excellent.’ Ivan drew the group’s attention to the computer, and the surveillance image of the mansion. ‘Armed guards – looks like eight in total, on both sides of the driveway. See them patrolling the hedgerows?’
Ivan pointed to the screen. ‘The first wave of bikes will take those guards, using the quad bikes to push through to the second gate, which we’ll blast with C4.’
One of the mercenaries pointed to the other figures on screen who were dotted around the garden area behind the second gate. ‘Guests?’
‘Hosts,’ Ivan replied. ‘High-ranking earthborns. For Mammon’s army.’
He glanced down at the screen. ‘The imaging won’t pick up the shadow, but my money’s on their being demons. We don’t expect them to be armed with live rounds; not with so many guards around. Regardless, we will take precautions.
Everything else looks as we anticipated, with a greater concentration of guards as we get closer to the mansion. There are more hosts inside, as well.’
Ivan pointed to the mansion. ‘My guess is Jones and his immediate crew will be at the rear of the mansion.’
One of the visiting mercenaries cast Sarah and Grace a critical look. ‘Isn’t there a way to know that for sure? What’s the point of having psychics if we can’t use them?’
Sarah stared at him through narrowed eyes. ‘There’s major telepathic activity in there. And there are only two of us.’
She’d pronounced each word slowly.
He shrugged. ‘Surely you can overcome it.’
‘You don’t understand! It’s not that simple.’
‘Oh, yeah.’ He folded his arms. ‘Here we go. Complications, the ‘you don’t understand’ bit.’ He grinned at his colleague. ‘Typical telepath.’
‘How would you know?’ Grace said. ‘I don’t see any on your squad.’
‘Enough!’ Ivan’s sharp tone put an end to the discussion. ‘We have our plan.’ He looked around the group. ‘Now, are there any questions?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Good. Five minutes.’
Ivan turned back to the car and reached into the back seat. ‘Here.’ He slid a pair of night-vision glasses over Grace’s head. ‘You need to be ready to use these if they cut the lights.’ He squeezed her shoulders. ‘Stay with me.’
She nodded, heart racing. ‘I will.’ Even at this distance, her demon ‘radar’ – as Joe had begun to call it – was pinging hard. The bile threatening to spill over; her stomach tied in firm knots.
Her face crumpled with fear. There had to be so many of them in there. With a shake of her head, she closed her eyes, took a breath and sampled the cool evening air.
Breathe. Just breathe.
Ivan passed her a shotgun, his eyes scanning her face. ‘Remember, you are to fire at will. Don’t wait for my word; don’t leave anything to chance. You have live rounds, so use them.’
He pointed to one of the quad bikes. ‘Jump on the back. I’ll be with you in a minute.’ He picked up a rifle and took position with the other snipers, in the bushes.
In the dark sky, ten attack drones approached the mansion, silent killers homing in on the guards at the second gate.
Ivan’s eyes drifted across to his mark: a man in the second guardhouse, who was staring out into the darkness.
On screen, the red dots flashed at a furious rate, then vanished. Obliterated.
‘A direct hit.’ Seth’s voice was crisp in Ivan’s earpiece. ‘Secondary guardhouses are down.’             
‘Fire,’ Ivan said.
The guards fell instantly. Ivan put down the rifle, ran across to the bike and started the engine. He shot her a look. ‘Come on, Grace!’
She slid on to the bike behind him.
The bikes swooped through the stone arch and along the driveway.
Grace caught a glimpse of Joe riding nearby with Sarah on the back, her shotgun trained on the bushes. Grace lifted her gun, her eyes searching for a target.
Behind, a wave of riders spread out, following Ivan’s lead into the right-hand side of the grounds.
Joe and Sarah veered left.
It was easier than Grace had thought. The guards were slow to respond to their assault. When she made her first kill, it was fast and easy and left behind a cloud of death. She shot five guards, then lowered the weapon as Ivan drew close to the second gate.
Then, something nicked at her arm. She looked down to see a light scrape in the smart suit.
A guard ran alongside, barrel aimed at her head. She tensed, lifting her gun.
Ivan was faster – he blasted the guard with his shotgun, while steering the bike with his other hand.
Relief swamped her.
Ivan lowered his gun and pulled the bike up next to the gate. ‘Grace, Sarah – camouflage.’
Grace concentrated. She could feel the energy coming from the other side of that gate – the blend of desire, anticipation and fear emanating from the hosts in a solid wave of psychic energy.
Demons, all. Politicians joked with actors, businessmen made propositions to celebrities.
Privileged eyes cast regular glances towards the mansion, waiting for that moment when their gifts would be presented to them by the highest one of them all.
Grace concentrated harder, feeling Sarah’s energy merge with hers.
Nobody is here. There are no other people – just you, waiting for the glorious honour to take place.
Now, the hosts stood, silent as cattle in the night, their hands lazily holding glasses of champagne, their tongues rattling in mindless, earthly conversation.
Grace gave Ivan a nod. ‘They’re ready.’
‘Blast the gates.’
Three mercenaries ran forward; each slammed a shaped charge against the intricate steel weavings. They took cover just as the gate blew, bursting shards of metal inwards.
The bikes began to ride around the edge of the crowd, heading for the mansion’s great door.




FORTY-NINE

At the rear of the mansion, in a warmly lit, circular room bordered by golden drapes and large bay windows, Halphas watched the scene develop. Mammon stood directly behind Malcolm, his hand clamped on the boy’s head.
Malcolm was standing, but not of his own volition. Like a great puppetmaster, Mammon was keeping the boy upright – while also devoting his energy to the small rift that had emerged in front of the pair. It had materialised strangely, its clouds seeping into the atmosphere as if by force. Now, it began its rapid growth. Mammon’s fingers dug harder.
Halphas peered at the two apprentices standing nearby. To the youngsters, it must have seemed that Malcolm was in a deep, painless trance.
But Halphas knew better. Master knew there was only one way to make Malcolm open a dark Rift.
Something that Halphas had known the day he’d met the boy. Malcolm would have to walk through his own nightmare. To live inside the same dream he’d woken from, sweating, as the rift shuddered above his hospital bed.
Mammon had entered his mind and dragged him into the dark place where his fears lived.
Flinging him into the pit where his terror tore at him, trapping him in its tentacles, rolling him down into the well of his subconscious; a place from which he would never return.
And now, a dark Rift was forming.
Halphas sank into a chair, groaning as his pelvis creaked. His gaze flickered to the door and his senses tingled.
Joe was out there, in the darkness.
No doubt he’d brought the Sarsareh with him. A warm, secret satisfaction flooded Halphas as he stared at his master’s back.
You’ve never known, have you, Mammon? I can tell you where each and every Ferryman is at this very moment. Down to the square inch. I don’t need to tune in, or search for a Sign.
The Signs are always there.
Of course, that wasn’t something Halphas was about to reveal. The Rift grew some more, and the old servant pictured the Shadows: pressing, pushing against the Rift’s inner walls, bursting to claim their hosts.
What monsters these Hellborns were. How quickly would they find him wanting? Or worse, what if they discovered his gift?
Halphas’s eyes creased with worry as he watched the rift grow. Hurry up, Joe – and end this.
Andras glanced at the CCTV monitor. He gasped at the swarm of bikes that were making their way around the insensible crowd. ‘Master! We have trouble outside!’
Mammon glared at him. ‘Well, see to it!’ With gritted teeth, he turned back and kept giving energy to the rift.
The cloud expanded.
Andras closed his eyes and began to join with the hosts downstairs. Fight! Kill them all! The demons jolted, yanked out of Grace’s trance and turned on the intruders, dropping their champagne glasses, tearing their fine clothes in their raging stomp towards the bikes.
They pounced on the mercenaries. Supernatural strength oozed through well-manicured fingers, breaking necks, squeezing throats until they burst.
Those who had the power to move objects sent a combined wave of telekinetic energy across, crashing into several of the bikes and sending them into a violent roll.
‘Fire!’ Ivan shouted.
Grace raised her shotgun and pulled the trigger.
All around her, a tide of bullets hit the hosts.
Some of them fell.
‘Wait! Get back!’ Joe roared. He shot up his arms – the air exploded into a giant ball of cloud, spewing shards of lightning and sending a thunderous boom into the air, consuming the demons in a frantic, turbulent death.
Joe dropped his arms. The disturbed earth settled into a shallow crater. Joe gave a delirious grin. ‘Cookie cutter rift.’ For a few seconds, everyone stared at the Ferryman in silent awe.
Joe slumped. He rubbed his forehead. ‘Whoa. That was intense.’
‘Conserve your energy!’ Ivan pushed the bike towards the building. As they rode past the hedgerows, two guards – both demons – stepped out of the greenery, swiping their arms across the bikes. Ivan swerved; Grace shot a look back just as Sarah blasted the pair to kingdom come.
Alex rode by, shooting Sarah an approving nod as she passed. The riders advanced towards the left-hand side of the mansion: a giant garage dwarfed by an airplane hangar, next to which a dark strip of tarmac ran from the lawns all the way to the edge of the river.
Another demon guard sprang out from behind a statue, his cold hand slamming against Grace’s throat. She fell backwards, hitting the pavement with a gasp.
Sharp pain dashed up her spine.
In the distance, she saw Ivan’s bike skid to a stop.
But the demon seized her around the neck, and she was yanked off her feet. Her hands flew to her neck, but too late – his fingers had begun their death squeeze.
Then, his shadow dissolved into nothingness. The demon lurched backwards, hands searching the back of his head for the neurotoxins that Ivan had just fired into him. Powerless, he staggered around.
Grace slumped towards the ground, gripping on the statue’s column. She watched in terrified fascination as Ivan yanked the demon towards him and plunged a knife into the side of the neck.
Blood erupted from the wound.
Ivan then sank the knife into the guard’s abdomen, and drew the blade up, rupturing his insides. The demon fell in a puddle of blood, flesh and gore.
Grace dragged herself up, using the column to help her. She stared at Ivan’s face as he wiped his knife on the demon’s shirt and then put it back into its sheath. ‘You okay?’ His eyes were hard. Savage, even.
Trembling, she nodded. ‘Ivan the Terrible,’ she whispered. But when he took her hand and helped her to her feet, his grasp was soothing, his voice calm. ‘Come on.’
The squads began to regroup at the side of the mansion, near the hangar. Grace settled on the ground, next to Sarah. For a time, they watched the grounds in vigilant silence.
Mercenaries shot regular looks upwards; but no more guards appeared on the balcony.
Joe nodded to the airstrip. ‘Bet he’s planning a getaway straight after.’
‘Good point, Joe,’ said Ivan. He glanced at Alex. ‘Go into that hangar and put a banana in the tailpipe.’
She ran off, explosive in hand.
Ivan watched as Evans, the visiting squad leader, approached with a grim expression.
‘All accounted for?’
‘We’ve lost three people.’
‘That is regretful.’
Grace looked at Ivan. ‘We should be careful when we go inside. Someone in there is telepathic.’
‘If only we could get in there and have a sneaky look.’ Bemused, Ivan scratched his chin.
A chill ran through Grace. ‘I can try.’
‘How?’
‘I’ll have to focus, but I can do it. When I was tased, I was able to see far beyond where we were. Let me try and look from here. Then we can go closer.’
‘Alright,’ Ivan nodded.
Grace focused – imagining a white room. She always visualised this room when she was trying to go to sleep, using it as a springboard into a calm, peaceful dream after a harrowing day of training. White walls appeared quickly. She imagined sitting on the floor.
Seconds passed with no result.
She opened her eyes. ‘It’s not working.’
‘You were tased,’ Sarah said. ‘You need someone to give you a bit of pain.’
A mercenary, overly eager, stepped forward and took aim.
‘Back off,’ Ivan and Joe growled simultaneously.
Grace looked at Sarah. ‘Do it.’
Sarah nodded. ‘If you’re sure.’
Grace closed her eyes again; Sarah focused on her forehead.
Something was battering at one of the white walls. It trembled, vibrating like the ground when an earthquake hit. Grace’s fingernails began to dig into the ground. Heat spread through her forehead.
It stung, as though a scar was being slowly burned into her skull. She clenched her teeth, struggled to endure it, and then the white walls were trembling, shaking.
They exploded into pieces and fell away into the blackness.
She turned her consciousness towards the mansion. Straight through the solid front doors – doing this freaked her out just as much as that first, horrible time her mind had ventured away from her body.
She entered a large entrance hall and took note. Above, giant dome with gold patterns, below, twin staircases – marble lined with red velvet. A quick count put the number of hosts in here at one hundred.
The light sparkled off the multiple chandeliers – somehow, it seemed brighter than it would if she were in her body, looking through her eyes. The women’s dresses shimmered like peacock feathers – a vibrant blend of red, gold and blue – while the men’s white collars were luminescent.
They milled around an immense statue of a golden calf, nearly as tall as the landing above the staircases that wound their way along the circular walls.
On the right-hand wall, a massive portrait of Mammon. Yuck.
There were stairs. That guy – Anthony, or whatever – stood at the top, staring down at the gaggle of hosts. She looked into his eyes, and remembered the calming sensation she’d felt when he looked at her. She slipped past, making sure he couldn’t sense her.
It’s you, she thought. You’re the one controlling the hosts. Messing with our telepathy.
She looked through the final door. It was a circular room – an elegant ballroom.
Malcolm was there.
He stood on a dais, three steps higher than the crowd; Mammon directly behind him. The high demon’s energies seemed to be directed at the rift, but also at keeping the boy entranced.
Grace looked into Malcolm’s face.
Vacant eyes sat deep in his skull; she sensed his energy was gone.
Malcolm was in a coma – and still standing. Grace looked at the rows of Earthborn hosts, and outside, back in the safe gloom of the night, her body reacted – her stomach raging with nausea.
The hosts kneeled in rows on the floor, arms behind their backs, heads bent. All men. Each had his own shadow – of course – which pulsated with energy, striving to touch the essence of the High One himself.
Grace glanced around; a rough count estimated fifty of them. Plus Mammon, Malcolm, and that girl that Joe had liked.
‘Behold!’ Mammon shouted. ‘The dark Rift!’
Grace watched, spellbound. The Rift’s tumbling whirlwind, its thunderclouds in turmoil drew all physical matter towards it. She watched the curtains pull and strain against their fixings.
A doorway into hell.
She focussed, trying to avoid the feeling of despair that came with this sight. Dark shapes – Shadows – began to emerge from the Rift’s mouth and spew out into the air. Wolf shadows, each of them – moving with the urgency of a beast, mid-hunt – shadowy limbs chasing down prey.
The energy field reversed, and the curtains fell back into place as the dark forces flooded the room.
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Mammon grinned as his Shadows spilled out of the dark rift. ‘Yes, my generals! Assume your places!’
It was sickening – Grace watched the first Shadow home in on its chosen host, then loom above the back of his head for a few seconds, forming a tornado-like shape, the tail a fine point like a bee’s stinger, poised to enter.
Then, the Shadow pushed inwards, its dark energy rippling behind the skin, invading face, neck and torso – bringing gasps of pain from the host.
Then, the gasping stopped. Grace watched the host stand up, relaxed, calm – and pull a cigar from his pocket. He lit it, and took a puff, and smiled at Mammon. ‘Good to be back.’
Mammon nodded. ‘Good to have you here, Abigor.
This Shadow, this hellborn thing seemed to have obliterated the consciousness of the host.
With a gasp, Grace opened her eyes.
She sat forward, tried to jump up.
‘Steady!’ Ivan was crouching in front of her. He grabbed her by the arms. ‘Just go slow now.’
She shook her head. ‘The rift is open!’
‘Then we don’t have much time.’ Ivan nodded at the other squad leaders. ‘Be ready to move.’
Grace looked over at Joe, who was sitting nearby. ‘It’s mammoth! Out of control. Like the one you opened that night – but worse.’
Ivan glanced at the mansion. ‘How many?’
‘The entrance hall is full of hosts. And about fifty upstairs. And they’re already coming through.’
‘What, through the rift? What did they look like?’
‘Shadows. Just shadows. And when they possess a body, the shadow disappears completely. You just can’t tell they’re demons.’ Her eyes darted to Joe. ‘That girl is there as well.’
‘Mara,’ he said. ‘And Andras?’
She nodded. ‘He’s on the balcony, controlling them.’
‘Okay, then. Ivan stood up. ‘We crack the door, and go in firing.’
Andras peered over the balcony, sweeping his gaze over the hosts assembled in the entrance hall. ‘Get ready to attack,’ he said. ‘Your futures are at stake here, and you will lose your chance at power if you let these mercenaries win.’
No point in sending a patrol outside, just so they could get chewed up by the Ferryman’s rift. Andras shuddered at the thought. He turned and slipped back into the circular room, where Mammon’s Shadows were still floating about their hosts’ heads.
The high demon shot him a demanding look.
‘The hosts downstairs are ready,’ Andras said, with a slight nod of his head. ‘If you hurry, your next wave of troops can take their bodies and win the fight far more easily.’
‘There’s a protocol to follow here, Andras. These are my generals.’ Mammon waved to the Shadows that were flying out of the rift.
‘They take the more important hosts, then we move down to the lesser-ranking folk downstairs. We will make it in time. The mercenaries are delaying. I suspect they may retreat. At the very least, they seem to be waiting for something. Courage, most likely.’
With a smirk, he looked back at the rift.
For the first time in his apprenticeship, Andras felt angry with his master. ‘We need to act quickly!’
The front door exploded, sending ripples of shockwaves through the walls.
Andras burst out of the circular room and back on to the balcony. He drew in a sharp breath as a group of mercenaries flooded through the front entrance. Once again, his hosts were acting like sheep, and the mercenaries were slicing through them.
For the first time, he saw why.
Joe’s sister!
‘Damn her!’ He swept a powerful telepathic wave over the remaining hosts. It was like he’d shoved a battery up their arses. They retaliated, throwing themselves against their attackers. The fighting began to move up the stairs. The mercenaries had produced riot shields, and were deflecting the attacks neatly.
That bitch stood standing in the doorway, eyes entranced. Overriding Andras’s power: once again, the hosts became docile, sheep to the slaughter.
‘I should have killed her. Mara! Get out here!’
She tried to run to him.
Mammon grabbed her arm. ‘You stay right here,’ he growled. ‘You owe me – for Joe!’
Andras cursed as another host was impaled by a harpoon. ‘This is going to be tiring,’ he muttered. He focussed, drew energy, looked up and slammed his hand through the air. A giant statue swayed and crashed on to the floor, bouncing spears of marble through the air. The last living host was stumbling about, harpoon wedged in his chest. A marble splinter shot into his skull, killing him.
The mercenary who’d fired the harpoon laughed.
Andras twisted his hand, and lashed it forward. A large chunk of marble smashed into the mercenary’s face.
He swayed and crashed to the ground.
Ivan watched as the demon lifted more lumps and began throwing them around the room. There was nowhere to run – hunks of marble crashed down on the floor right below the staircase, even behind it, where a row of mercenaries took shelter.
‘This guy needs to go.’ Ivan aimed his shotgun and fired, sending a harpoon straight at Andras’ heart. The apprentice deflected the shot with ease, sending the harpoon spiralling down to the ground.
‘Alright then,’ Ivan snarled, flicking to live rounds. ‘How’s this?’
Bullets rained through the air, but then swept upwards, met by a tidal wave of telekinetic energy. They soared to the ceiling, losing energy as they climbed, then bounced off the plaster, rattling to like pins.
Ivan lowered his gun. ‘Impressive,’ he admitted.
‘We need something more,’ Alex said, crouching next to Grace.
Andras leaned on the railing, smirked down at Ivan – and then raised his hands.
‘Take cover!’ Ivan dodged out of the way as another giant wedge of marble crashed on to the tiles. ‘Retreat!’ He led Alex and Grace out through the front door; Joe followed.
‘Now we’re outside again! This is no good.’ Grace looked at Joe. ‘When I tell you, open a small rift right underneath, where the rubble is.’
She shot a look back at Ivan.
‘I’ll camouflage my way upstairs, until I’m right behind him. Otherwise, he’ll crush us all.’
‘That’s risky,’ Ivan said. ‘He’s telepathic; he’ll detect you.’
‘Not if you distract him.’
Alex nodded. ‘It’s a good plan.’
‘He won’t know I’m coming. Just get ready, Joe.’
Andras swooped his arms through the air and clapped his hands, then burst them apart at speed. Below, a pile of rubble lifted and slammed out in various directions, taking chunks out of the wall. Grace climbed the stairs, keeping a steady level of concentration.
So far, so good.
She crept up to the top of the stairs, her steps silent on the velvet. But that wasn’t going to be enough. She doubled her focus. If Andras turned around, all he would see was an empty staircase.
He paused for a second. Grace’s heart nearly stopped. But sweat poured down his face and he panted, hanging his arms over the balcony. ‘Come out, come out! I know you’re there, little telepath! Or did you run away?’
Grace stared at his back. ‘I’m right here, you jackass.’
Now, Joe!
Grace planted her foot in Andras’ back.
He tripped and stumbled into the railing, then fell over the edge – straight into Joe’s rift.             
The mercenaries peeled away from the walls, running towards Joe, smacking his back with congratulatory slaps.
Ivan’s voice cut into the clamour. ‘It’s not over yet! Up we go!’ He took the stairs two at a time, and caught Grace around the waist. ‘Well done.’
Alex patted Grace on the back. ‘Good work.’
They took cover in a corner, away from the ballroom door.
‘We can’t just go in there,’ Grace said. ‘Mammon will destroy us.’ She looked at Ivan. ‘I will go in.’’
Disapproving murmurs abounded.
‘We’re so close,’ said Joe. ‘We can just go in, guns blazing.’
‘No,’ Grace said. ‘Any minute now, those things that have come through the rift are going to come through that wall and start looking for bodies to take! We need to close the rift.’
‘We can take the room.’
‘The demons in there are different, Ivan. We don’t know what they’re capable of. But if I can sneak in…’
‘Okay. Sit down.’ He crouched next to her. The remaining mercenaries took their places in a defensive circle around Grace.
‘No.’ Grace stood up. ‘I’m not going to just have a look. I’m actually going in there.’
‘I don’t think so,’ Ivan said.
‘It’s the only way,’ she said.
‘I can’t reach Malcolm telepathically. I need to be in the room.’
‘Let her,’ Sarah said. ‘She wouldn’t say this unless she was sure.’
Ivan nodded. ‘Alright.’ He nodded at her gun. ‘Reload first.’
She slid the cartridges inside the magazine, her eyes on him. ‘Don’t be afraid for me,’ she said. ‘I’m scared enough as it is.’
He nodded, but worry clouded his eyes. ‘I have faith in you.’
Grace turned away, catching a glint of respect in Alex’s eyes. ‘Good luck,’ she said.
‘Thanks.’ Grace tuned her mind to the group consciousness in that room.
It was dark – and violent – and angry, but she let it soak into her, until she knew that they would all believe that there was nobody there.
No foreign earthly essence invading their plans.
She walked through the doors, past the rows of hosts, some still kneeling in wait, others fully possessed and gazing into mirrors, admiring their new vessels.
She passed Mammon close enough to see the beads of sweat on his forehead. His fingers remained pressed into Malcolm’s head in a vicious lock. She gazed into the demon’s eyes, hoping to attack somehow – but then pulled her eyes away. He didn’t know she was there. Don’t blow it, she told herself.
She pressed her hand against Malcolm’s face, and felt herself begin to fall. Tumbling through a dark, narrow space. It was dark, but then – abruptly, she was standing.
The first thing she noticed: her feet, grey and cold. Her jeans bunched up around her knees, her chest shaking with cold under a sheer t-shirt. But there was a sun – she could just see its outline in the whitewashed sky. She stared; her eyes didn’t hurt. The sun only gave off a grey, cool light.
There was no warmth to be found. The air seemed thin and she could only draw shallow lungfuls. No wind. Trapped inside an airtight container.
Her feet were carrying her across hard sand. A spike of pain hit her left foot. She lifted it to find a broken seashell sticking into her flesh.
Pulling it free, Grace watched as dark grey blood oozed from the wound.
To her left, peeling flagpoles with torn, wrinkled flags slumped at half-mast. Behind, faded funhouse buildings sat, salt-devoured stripes of faded hues.
At the northern end of the beach sat a hulking pier that looked ready to fall down. Its iron supports were flimsy, like matchsticks. Closer, a smaller iron shape jutted strangely from the sand. A ferris wheel had crashed to the ground. A weak tide dribbled over its rusty railings.
No people anywhere. No seagulls.
A smell in the air – smoke from distant fires. The water was riddled with rotting seaweed; it gave off the smell of a rancid pool, instead of the fresh, salty scent of a healthy sea.
Malcolm was in front of her, kneeling – barely leaving an imprint on the unforgiving sand. Grace descended to her knees, her hands flat on the beach.
‘Malcolm?’
He didn’t look at her.
‘Do you understand what’s happening?’
He drew shapes in the sand with a small, white tree branch. His eyes seemed to register that she was there.
‘Malcolm! Do you know where you are?’
‘I’ve tried to get out. I can’t. I’m trapped.’ His voice tightened with terror – he twisted up his face and trembled. Tried to shake off the fear.
‘Where is this place? Why are you here?’
‘Blackpool. I was born here. My mum used to bring me in summer.’
Grace peered around at the bleak beach. ‘But it’s not summer now.’
He didn’t respond.
‘Is this a bad dream for you, Malcolm? What is it in here that frightens you?’
For the first time, he looked at her. ‘Aren’t you afraid? Look around. Look at what you see. It’s all gone. She’s all gone.’
‘Your mother?’
‘He never brought me back here. I begged him to. He never took me anywhere. Just dragged me out to the end of the world. To that place.
‘Then she died. He didn’t let me see her then, either.’
Malcolm didn’t look up, but pointed up the beach to where a shadowed figure stood. The cold light dropped on Marcus’s outline; his face eternally turned away from his son.
Grace crouched in front of him. ‘You can’t stay here, Malcolm.’
He looked at the horizon. ‘But I don’t want to die.’
Now, the sun dropped at a frightening speed. Night swept over the sand in a dark, unwelcome wind. Malcolm turned back to his drawing. But the stick dropped from his trembling fingers and he couldn’t see it in the dark. He hugged himself, rocking back and forth. ‘It’ll get better, eventually. I just have to wait. He’ll get what he wants – and then I’ll be free. It’ll be warm, and I can lie in the sun by the pool.’
Grace looked at his outline. ‘I don’t think so. I think it will get dark and cold before summer comes. It’s only the beginning. You’ll have to wait a long time for the sun. Mammon will never let you be free, Malcolm.’
He turned to her, his eyes devastatingly vulnerable. ‘I liked you.’
‘Thank you.’
‘I don’t want to live in the dark.’
‘No.’
His face began to crumple.
‘You’d like to be where it’s warm,’ she said.
He nodded. Tears spilled from his cheeks, plopping on to the sand.
‘Then, think of it. Make it happen, and be anywhere you want to be.’
‘Do you think I can?’
‘Yes. You don’t have to be here.’
‘I want to go back – before all this happened.’ He closed his eyes, breathing, and lifted his face to the sky.
‘You can make it happen, Malcolm.’
And a new light shone on his face, bringing colour and highlighting the redness in his cheeks down to the capillaries, the tiny veins in his eyes, even the clear shimmer of his tears.
It was a light in which nothing could hide; but warm, emanating from the southern edge of the beach.
He opened his eyes and watched the light spread, radiating across the ocean.
Up until that point, it had flooded everything else in the vicinity, but now a red and white lighthouse revealed itself, sitting on a grassy plain that seemed to hover above the water.
A woman waited there. Her hair was loose, flapping around her shoulders in a temperate wind.
Slowly, Malcolm stood up.
Without looking back at Grace, he walked towards the woman, leaving the grey, ruined memory behind.
Once again, the lighthouse’s bright beam saturated the beach. Grace blinked, and squinted – but she could not see anything. When the light subsided, she looked again – and Malcolm had disappeared.




FIFTY-ONE

‘No!’
Mammon’s roar shook the walls as his dark Rift disintegrated. He rammed his fingers into Malcolm’s skull, desperate to spark another connection, but the boy had gone limp.
With a thump, the body hit the carpet.
Mammon threw his head back and howled. 
The clouds evaporated, leaving nothing but a trashed room and a tense, almost embarrassed silence among his generals.
‘Damn you!’ Mammon lunged at the boy, smashing his foot into Malcolm’s ribcage, over and over. A cracking noise accompanied each kick.
‘Mammon,’ Abigor said, amused by the tantrum. ‘He is dead!’
In the safe darkness of the corner, Halphas allowed himself a very small smile. Why, Mammon was crying out to God! Then, he spotted the girl trying to creep around along the wall towards the door.
‘Master!’ Halphas pointed at Grace.
Mammon growled. ‘Kill her!’
The hosts rose to their feet, and rushed her.
She screamed.
The doors flung open. Ivan ran in, firing on the hosts. He reached Grace and yanked her behind him.
‘Retreat!’ As the hosts made for the window, Mammon disappeared among the throng.
Joe opened a rift.
‘Hit them!’ Ivan shouted. Alex stepped forward and fired her harpoon into a host; it punched through and captured two of them. She hit the trigger again, and the diamond wire sent the two hosts screaming into the rift.
‘That worked!’ She took aim again. ‘But these guys are fast!’
As the horde streamed out of the windows, Joe spotted Mara shoving the old servant aside as she lunged forward.
The old man landed on the floor with a thump, crawled to his feet and threw her an indignant look before hobbling after the others out the window.
Joe kept his arms raised; the rift was tiring him. He spotted Mammon behind Mara. Glancing back at Ivan, he tried to call out but Ivan had already shot another host. When Joe looked back, both Hellborns had disappeared into the mass of desperate hosts escaping the window.
‘How many?’ Ivan leaned close to Alex.
‘Five!”
Ivan looked over: the others mercenaries lifted fingers to show their kills.
Ivan looked at Joe. ‘Doing okay?’ His shout could barely be heard over the rift.
Joe nodded, but his face streamed with sweat.
Then, Mammon staggered away from the horde – as though someone had kicked him.
Ivan pulled the trigger. ‘Now, Joe!’
Joe’s brow was tense – the concentration painful as he directed the energy upwards.
Mammon stumbled around as Ivan’s harpoon skewered his torso, the back end forming an X behind his spine. His eyes were wide, fixed on Joe as he tried to open his mouth to speak.
‘Don’t kill me!’
Ivan turned the harpoon gun, aimed into Joe’s rift, and hit the trigger a second time – a controlled, yet rapid firing.
The diamond wire shot into the cloud.
The wire grew taut, and they all knew the Reavers were on the other end. Mammon flew into the rift, screaming in a strange, high-pitched tone.
Joe closed the rift. He breathed out, bending over, hands on knees. Sweat dribbled from his forehead on to the carpet.
Silent shock took the room for a few seconds.
Ivan lowered his gun. ‘We did it.’
He reached over and offered his hand to Joe. ‘Congratulations.’
‘Well done.’ Grace hugged Joe. She took a deep breath and walked towards the window to peer out. ‘They ran through there. Should we go after them?’
Ivan shook his head. ‘We must regroup first. They are Hellborns, remember.’
Joe blinked, and in the darkness his eyes replayed the memory. Among the clouds and lightning shards of his rift, had he caught a glimpse of blonde hair, a hint of ivory skin?
He blinked again, shaking his head.
A sharp cry shocked him. The crowd of mercenaries moved in, all eyes searching the room for the source.
Then, Grace stumbled forward from the window, hands pressed to her stomach. She stared down at the blood leaching between her fingers.
Ivan ran at Grace, grabbing her as she swayed. He looked into her glassy eyes and the truth hit him instantly.
‘You’ll be all right,’ he whispered. His gaze dropped to the wound – the clean, precise cut that had somehow penetrated the smart suit. ‘Medics! Now!’
Mammon stepped out into the light; his fingers gripping a short sword. Its dark grey blade glinted, but its edges carried a shadow of dark energy.
He wiped the blade and frowned at the unconscious Grace. ‘You little troublemaker.’
Ivan shouted. ‘Kill him!’
But Mammon arched his back, his body contorting, blending flesh with demonic essence. His corporeal body vanished.
Joe stared in terrible fascination at Mammon’s mystical transformation.
‘Did you really think that you had me?’ The Shadow Wolf looked at Grace, slumped in Ivan’s arms. ‘Don’t waste your time there, boy. She’ll be dead in a few minutes.’
Mercenaries emptied bullets into the shadow. They passed through and hit the wall behind the monster.
The creature sounded a roar and the ground shook. Mercenaries pressed hands to ears; some fell to the carpet, writhing at the piercing pain in their eardrums.
Then, the roar stopped and the Shadow Wolf reared up – its head brushing against the ceiling. On four legs, it began a crashing run towards the exit – massive claws gripping the sword, which now looked so small – a child’s toy.
The Shadow Wolf plunged on – its path clear as mercenaries leapt aside in terror – and with one last howl, it shot through the exit to be swallowed up by the darkness outside, and freedom.
In silent shock, the mercenaries lowered their guns. Trembling, sweaty faces glanced at each other.
‘Joe,’ Ivan said, his voice shaking. ‘She’s losing too much blood.’
‘No,’ Joe snarled. ‘We’re not losing her.’ He began a summoning, speaking under his breath. He stood: eyes open, hands spread. The room began to glow as a bright circle took form.
Ivan carried Grace across to a chair. He sat down and pulled her onto his lap. ‘Stay with me,’ he whispered.
Three medics swooped in.
Ivan glared at them. ‘What took you so long?’
On examining the wound, the medics swapped confused frowns. The lead medic shook his head. ‘I don’t understand how the blade got through her suit! We’ll have to get her straight to surgery.’
‘Well? Snap to it!’ Ivan growled. ‘Hurry up!’
‘No.’ Joe’s voice floated from the centre of the room. ‘We’ll take her to Marduk.’
‘Ivan,’ Grace whispered.
‘Just focus on me.’ He didn’t like the look in her face. Too accepting. He remembered his promise to Diana, and a deep panic hit as he pressed his hand against the wound once more.
‘We’ll stop the bleeding,’ he whispered. But her eyelids were sagging; her breaths becoming thin. Her face was already too pale. He traced his finger over her pulse point. ‘Hurry up, Joe!’
The rift reached its peak – the light too intense to look into without squinting. Next, Marduk emerged, and looked at Joe. ‘Mammon?’
‘He’s gone.’
Marduk looked over the damage. ‘How many made it through?’
‘I don’t know – perhaps fifty?’
‘Fifty.’ Marduk voice echoed, his tone grave. ‘And they would have been his best.’ The old priest began walking across the room. ‘A major victory for him.’ Gravely, he shook his head at Joe. ‘You have no idea. Our struggle has just become much more arduous.’
‘Hey!’ Ivan snapped. ‘There are more important things than that right now! She needs healing – fast!’
Marduk bent down and stared at Grace’s wound. His eyes shone with solemn pity. ‘This is a spirit blade wound.’
Ivan stared at him. ‘Can she be healed or not?’
‘Yes, but –’
‘Come on, then!’ Ivan stood, Grace secure in his arms. He moved towards the rift.
Marduk stepped into his way, his hand raised in warning. ‘She will be healed, but she is already absorbing the spirit blade’s energy. You must understand; you must be prepared for this. The future will be hard for her.’
‘She wants to live,’ Ivan said.
Joe nodded. ‘We’ll take our chances.’
Marduk lowered his arm, and bowed his head. ‘As you wish.’ He turned, and led them into the rift.
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