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  Dedication




  




  I could not have written this novel without the support of my long suffering wife, Sue. I have suspended her in mid-air, stuck her in a box and perforated her with swords, and then to put up with a man whose mind was not focused upon her but, lost in a world of fiction.




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter One




  




  Wales 2012




  




  Seventeen-year-old Jay Williams jogged easily down the familiar narrow trail that led towards the old slate quarry. Suddenly, one of her trainers caught on something, causing her to trip and fall. She barely had time to register the pain in her hands and knees when she hit the ground before her body started to slide feet first down the steep slope that ended with a sheer drop to the floor of the quarry. Desperately, she clawed at the clumps of grass on either side of her, but they were shallow rooted and came away in her hands. With the lip of the slope only feet away from her, Jay cried out in fear as her legs went over the edge.




  Her right hand shot out, a reflex born of desperation. And it wasn’t until her fingers wrapped around it that she saw the rusted iron post projecting from the slate-rock. Then her backside plunged into space and Jay thought that her arm would be wrenched out of its socket as it took the full weight of her body. She was hanging by her right hand about forty-feet above the quarry floor.




  “Help!” she shouted, but there was rarely anyone else around at this time of the morning to hear her.




  Jay’s only hope was to find a crevice or outcrop, anything at all that would help to take her weight off her arm. She couldn’t hold on much longer.




  Her hand was losing its grip on the post and Jay opened her mouth to scream, but she felt her hand tighten its grip. A tingling sensation coursed through her arm, which no longer felt as though it was about to be torn off. Amazingly, and of its own accord, her right armed flexed then started to bend, hauling her up until she was high enough to grip the post with her other hand. Using both arms, it required very little effort to pull herself back up onto the slope and safety. It must have been some kind of adrenaline rush, she thought, and stared at the post in surprise. There were finger-sized indentations in the iron where her hand had been, and when she wrapped her hand around the post again, her fingers fitted them perfectly.




  Feeling a little spooked, Jay carefully climbed back up to the trail and looked at her watch. More than ten minutes had passed since she had slipped off the path and she was going to be late meeting her friends in Fairy-Glenn.




  Jay started to jog again, replaying in her mind the weird things that had happened to her, the sudden strength in her arms and the marks in the post; it just didn’t make any sense. When she arrived at Fairy Glen she looked at her watch again and thought that it must have stopped, but the second hand still bounced its way around the face. It was not possible. She knew that, but according to her watch, she’d done the fifteen-minute jog down through the quarry and into the glen in less than a minute. Come to think of it, she couldn’t recall much of her journey because her thoughts had been engrossed with her fall.




  “Hi, Jay!” David was walking towards her with a puzzled expression on his face. “How come you got here first?” he asked.




  “Oh, don’t ask!” Jay snapped. Her mind was in turmoil.




  “Hey, there’s no need to bite my head off,” he said. “Come on, let’s go to the cafe and wait for Mary.”




  The cafe hadn’t opened for business yet and David’s Aunt Pauline, a cheery attractive woman whose long black hair had yet to show a single strand of grey, made them both a cappuccino.




  “I’ll make Mary’s tea,” she said. “She should be on her way. Sausage sandwich is it, David, and toast for the girls?”




  “Yes, please,” they said together and laughed.




  “I don’t know why I bother to ask,” Aunt Pauline said, busying herself behind the counter. “It’s always the same – one sausage sandwich and two toast.” She disappeared into the kitchen just as Mary came in.




  She smiled when she saw them and came over. “Are you entering the talent competition, Jay?”




  “Yes, I’ve been practising a new song. Would you like to listen to it?”




  “That would be lovely but not right now, besides I want to ask you two a favour. I’d like to enter too,” she said. “But none of my clothes would be right for the competition. I was wondering if you




  




  




  two would help me choose something more suitable? I’ve got thirty pounds left over from my birthday.”




  “You, enter the talent competition?” David looked at her in surprise. “I didn’t even know you could sing. Did you, Jay?”




  “No, I mean you never get up to sing at karaoke nights.”




  Mary shrugged and appeared embarrassed. “It’s just that I’m not really into pop. I like hymns, ballads and country and western. That’s my sort of music.”




  “A ballad or country and western should be okay, but I’d forget the hymns if I was you,” Jay said, seeing her best friend in a new light now, as a rival. Not that she believed Mary could beat her. Everyone said that Jay had a great voice.




  “Go for it,” David said. “But don’t either of you ask me how I voted afterwards.”




  




  * * * *




  




  On the following Wednesday morning, Jay waited in the schoolyard for David and Mary to arrive.




  “Hey, Williams. I’d forget about entering the contest on Friday, if I was you.” Alex Matthews, who was eighteen, swaggered over towards her, accompanied by Carl Smith. “Sophie’s entering and I wouldn’t like it if she got upset because of someone beating her,” Alex said. “So why don’t you just say you’ve got a sore throat or something?”




  “I’d do like Alex says,” Carl said. “Unless you want…” He slammed his fist into his palm, making their message plain, and Jay knew that they wouldn’t hesitate to beat her up. They were bullies, and anyone who crossed them always got beaten up. Should the victims’ parents complain, then they would more than likely find that a house-brick had been thrown through their double glazed windows. Alex and his crowd had intimidation down to a fine art.




  “I’m entering,” she said, trying not to seem scared. “You can’t stop everyone…”




  “Don’t need to.” He smirked. “I’ve only got to stop you. There isn’t anyone else who might beat her and so the rest of the jerks don’t matter.” He extended a hand and ran the back of it gently down her cheek and closed in on her. “You’re quite good looking, Jay,” he murmured. “Why don’t we be mates? You haven’t got a boyfriend, have you?”




  She shoved him away from her. “Leave me alone!” she said. “I’ll tell—” The remainder was cut off when Carl grasped her throat and slammed her against the wall.




  “You tell on us and you’re dead!” he said. “We know where you live and you’d better remember that.” He let her go and, after giving her a final threatening look, the two boys walked away, leaving her shaken and afraid.




  Reluctantly, Jay withdrew her name from the list of contestants. She hadn’t told anyone about the threats because she was fearful of what might follow if she did. David would confront them and it would end with him being beaten up. If she went to the schoolteachers, it wouldn’t help, because as soon as she mentioned Alex’s name they wouldn’t want to know. They’d given up on trying to discipline him.




  Jay lived with her grandparents, as her mum and dad had been killed in a car accident a few months after she was born, and her granddad would insist on doing something. He might even go to the police and that would mean real trouble, smashed windows, car tyres slashed, and ultimately Alex and Carl would still get their hands on her sooner or later. No, it was better to just pull out of the competition. As her grandfather often said, “Discretion is the better part of valour.”




  They were waiting for her again when she came out of the hall. Taking her by one arm each, they pulled her around the side of the steps that led up into the main building. Here, the steps screened them from the school’s CCTV security cameras.




  “Well?” Alex demanded.




  “I’ve done it. I’ve crossed my name off the list,” she said.




  He smiled and let go of her arm. “I know,” he said. “I saw you.”




  Carl nudged Alex with his elbow. “Tell her about our date, Alex.”




  “Oh, yes. Listen up, Jay. You, me, Carl and Sophie are going out on a foursome on Saturday night. Carl really fancies you, so tell your Gran that you’re going out with Mary, okay?”




  “In your dreams,” she said. “I’d rather go out with a pig!”




  




  




  




  Carl scowled and grabbed her hair, yanking her head back. “Watch it, Williams,” he said.




  “You’re asking for a smack in the mouth.” He let go of her hair and stepped away from her.




  “Anyway, we were only joking,” he said. “You’re not my type. I like my girls to have a decent figure, not straight up and down like you.”




  Alex laughed. “Yes, who’d want to be seen going out with a bean-pole?”




  “Good,” she said and pushed past them back into the safety of the yard. She realised that she’d been more angry than afraid because they’d tried it on with her. The thought of either of them kissing and groping her made her feel sick. She was still feeling angry when she went back to the hall and reentered her name on the competition’s entrant’s list.




  




  * * * *




  




  On the night of the contest, the girls were getting changed and putting the finishing touches to their make-up when Sophie Anderson came up to Jay.




  “I’m glad you’ve changed your mind about entering,” she said.




  Jay beamed at the older girl and nodded. “I did, twice,” she said. “Did Alex tell you that he tried to chat me up?”




  “What? Who do you think you’re kidding?” she laughed. “He told me how he and Carl wound you up, said you almost started to cry when you found out they were only kidding.” She lowered her voice. “I didn’t know that Alex and Carl had threatened you until today. I told them straight that I don’t want or need that kind of help.”




  “Thanks, Sophie, and good luck.”




  Sophie winked at her and smiled. “You, too,” she said. “But you’ll need more than luck to beat me, and that’s a promise.”




  Jay watched Sophie walk away, envying the girl’s looks and her figure. No wonder she didn’t believe that Alex would make a move on another girl.




  Jay walked onstage and was acknowledged with applause and cheers as she sang the opening few lines of her favourite Kylie Minogue song. When she finished, the accolade was even louder.




  “That was excellent,” Mary said when Jay returned. “Let’s see Sophie beat that!”




  Jay listened to Sophie singing a version of a Brittany Spears hit in wonder.




  “She’s sensational,” she murmured in amazement.




  Mary nodded. “She’s really good,” she said.




  When Sophie came off, Jay caught her arm.




  “That was astounding, Sophie,” she said. “You’ll win easily.”




  Sophie looked at her uncertainly and then gave Jay a quick smile. “Thanks,” she said. “You weren’t so bad yourself.” Then, as though embarrassed by their conversation, Sophie walked towards the changing room where drinks were laid on.




  “Mary, I’m dreadfully sorry but we don’t seem to have the music to your song,” Miss Hollinghead, the music teacher said. “I know the tune, but not well enough to play it as an accompaniment. Can you sing it without music?”




  “I guess so,” Mary said.




  After the teacher left, Jay looked at her friend. “You can’t go out there and sing without music,”




  she said.




  “I’ll have to,” Mary said. “I have to sing, Jay. You know that they’re giving us all a copy of the recording of the contest. Well, I want it for my dad’s birthday tomorrow. My mum used to sing this particular song with Dad playing the violin, and sometimes I’d sing along with her. He’s been feeling so rock-bottom recently. It’s been two years now since she passed away and I need to sing it, for him.”




  “Your dad plays the violin?” She couldn’t visualize the burly ex-miner playing the violin.




  “Only at home and he hasn’t performed since it occurred. I’ve got a tape of the music on my dresser, but I forgot it, and there isn’t enough time to go home and fetch it.”




  It was a shame about Mary’s music, thought Jay, and then she had an idea. Pulling out her mobile, she phoned Mary’s home number and breathed a sigh of relief when her father answered. She told him about the contest and Mary’s missing music. His voice was husky when he said he’d be at the school in five minutes.




  




  




  Jay hurried through the halls main doors and sat by her grandparents who whispered their congratulations on her performance. A couple of minutes later, the music teacher came up to the microphone.




  “Now we come to our final competitor, number sixteen, Mary Slymond,” Miss Hollinghead said, and led the smattering of introductory applause.




  Mary looked nervous as she walked up to the microphone, faltered and began to sing. She wavered slightly and then abruptly a single violin took up the melody and Mary was back on track. The profound haunting quality of her voice fused with the strains of the violin to perfection, and when her father walked on stage playing, Mary’s face lit up. The power and clarity of her voice filled the hall and, ultimately, when the last lingering note finally faded away, the audience erupted. Everyone, parents and children alike, sprang to their feet, applauding and Jay saw that Sophie was amongst them.




  Mary, appearing extremely embarrassed, left the platform with her father, and it took Miss Hollinghead a couple of minutes to calm everyone down again.




  “Thank you very much, everyone,” she said. “Now it’s time for the vote. If you would all use the voting slip on your programmes, some of our students will collect them from you. While they are being counted, tea, coffee and other refreshments are available in the small dining hall. It will take about fifteen minutes to count all the votes, so if you could return to your seats in twenty minutes we should have the results.”




  “I’m going to see Mary,” Jay said to her grandparents. “I’ll see you at the end.”




  “Alright, love,” Gran said. “Mary can sing a bit, can’t she?”




  “She’s absolutely wicked,” Jay agreed. “She’d walk that TV talent show.”




  Her granddad seemed surprised. “I didn’t think that was your type of music.”




  “It’s not, but with a voice like that who cares what she sings. Nobody’s going to knock someone with a voice like that.”




  Mary and her Dad were talking to Miss Hollinghead, but when Mary saw Jay approaching she said something to the adults and came over.




  “You were brilliant!” Jay said.




  Sophie came marching over to them. “What’s this about Alex and Carl being in our changingroom?” she asked. Jay looked at Mary who shrugged to show that they hadn’t heard anything about it.




  “Someone said that they’d seen them coming out,” Sophie said. “Alex told her that they had seen some guy snooping around backstage and went in to take a look, but they weren’t supposed to be back here either.” She smiled at Jay. “Look, I know they gave you a hard time over the contest, and I’m sorry about that, honestly. It was a mean thing to do and ever since you told me how you liked my singing, I’ve been thinking that perhaps I’ve been listening to Alex too much. He says he loves me but…”




  “It’s okay,” Jay said, surprised by Sophie’s apology. “I meant what I said. You were great on stage.”




  She laughed. “I know, but not as good as Mary. You were absolutely sensational,” she said. Mary blushed. “Thanks,” she said. “You don’t mind?”




  “No. It’s funny but ever since Jay caught me coming off-stage, things feel different somehow. Anyway, life’s too short to carry grudges.”




  “Why did you ask about Alex and Carl?” Jay asked. “Something’s bothering you, isn’t it?”




  “Yes. I’m wondering if they were hiding in one of the cubicles and spying on us while we were getting changed. It’s the sort of thing they’d do.”




  “The pair of lousy creeps,” Jay said. “Oh, I’m sorry, Sophie. You and Alex are—”




  “Not anymore,” Sophie said. “He’s blown it this time.”




  “You can do better than him, anyway,” Jay said. “Even I could do better than those two.”




  “What if they were spying on us?” Mary asked. “They’d have seen…”




  “Yes, they’d have seen us undressing, but so what? That’s all they’re going to have to remember us by,” Sophie said. “They’re history as far as I’m concerned.”




  




  It wasn’t a great surprise when Mary won the contest and the award. Sophie came second and Jay was third.




  




  




  




  “Dad says we ought to have a combined birthday and celebration party tomorrow night after school,” Mary said. “You’ll come, won’t you, Jay?”




  “Of course I will. I’ll sleep over if you like. Are you going to invite David?”




  “Yes and a few of our other friends. I’d ask Sophie, too, but she’s eighteen…”




  “Yes, you’re right. She wouldn’t want to spend time with us younger kids,” Jay said.




  “Right, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Mary said. “Dad’s waiting for me over there. He’s talking to Miss Hollinghead, and your grandparents look as though they’re waiting to go too.”




  “Right, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Jay said.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Two




  




  




  Carl and Alex waited for Sophie by the pedestrian shortcut that ran between the houses of their estate. She came hurrying in their direction carrying her backpack, but slowed her pace when she saw them.




  Alex wondered why she was looking so mad when she finally reached them.




  “It’s not my fault you didn’t win,” he said quickly. “I didn’t even know that Slymond could sing, but I’ll get Williams for crossing us.” He slid an arm around her shoulders, intending to kiss her, but she shrugged his arm off.




  “We’re finished,” she said. “I can guess what you and Carl were doing in our changing rooms.”




  Alex flinched. How had she learned about the photos?




  “You were spying on us getting changed,” she said. “Well, I hope you got a good look because that’s all you’re going to get from me from now on.”




  She didn’t know! Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “You’ve got it all wrong,” he said. “We saw this guy coming out and we—”




  Sophie cut him off. “You’re a liar and must think I’m stupid!” She pushed past him, but he grasped her coat, stopping her.




  “No one dumps me,” he growled.




  Sophie laughed in his face. “They do now.”




  He didn’t know what to do. He wanted to bash her—hurt her, but most of all he wanted her to be his again. But somehow he knew he couldn’t, that Sophie meant what she’d said. They were finished. He felt as though his insides were tearing apart, and his anger at the thought of her kissing, or having sex with some other boy, made him suddenly want to hurt her. He was strong for a seventeen-year-old and he shoved her hard into Carl, who automatically grabbed her.




  “Hold her for me,” Alex snarled. He seized a handful of Sophie’s hair and yanked her head back.




  “I’m going smash your face in, you bitch. No one will fancy you when I’ve finished.”




  “No,” she cried.




  “Yes,” Alex laughed, and threw a punch at her face. But Carl blocked the punch and grabbed Alex’s arm.




  “Pack it in, Alex,” Carl said. “I’m not going to let you hurt her.” He released Sophie and Alex jerked his head back just in time so that her fingernails only clawed his cheek. Her knee rammed into his balls, and even though he’d managed to deflect most of its force with his inner thigh, the pain was incredible.




  “Bastards!” she hissed. “I’m going to report you two to the police!” She snatched up her backpack and ran.




  Ignoring the pain, Alex straightened up and went after her, shouting threats of what he was going to do to her when he caught her. Carl followed along behind him, shouting for Alex to let her go. Alex ignored him and continued the pursuit. He was breathing awkwardly but gaining on her and all notions of making up with her had gone. Now he wanted to crush her and to make her cry, but most of all he needed her to suffer.




  They were almost at the end of the walkway when his hand brushed the back of her coat. She ran faster out into the road and he made another lunge, catching hold of her sleeve. Then – as though in slow motion – she was snatched out of his grasp. Headlights filled his vision, blinding him, and the sound of Sophie being hit by a car played in his head, over and over again.




  




  * * * *




  




  If it hadn’t been for her seat belt, Mary would have been catapulted out of her seat when her father swore and stamped on the car’s brakes. She saw a dark shaped flying over the roof of the car in front of them. It took her a second to realise that the dark shape that landed in the road just in front of them, and on the opposite side of the road, was a body. There was a shriek of brakes and the squeal of rubber and then, as if in slow motion, a bus seemed to slide over the crumpled form.




  “Oh no!” Mary cried out in horror, but her dad was already half out of the car.




  




  




  




  Mary was quick though and, flinging open the car door, she ran over to where her dad and some other people were crouching around the victim, whose legs were pinned beneath the front wheels of the bus.




  “Someone phone for an ambulance,” Mary’s dad snapped. “She’s alive.”




  Someone bundled up a coat and was about to slide it under the girl’s head but her dad stopped him.




  “Better not to move her,” he said. “She may have a broken neck.”




  “She just ran out in front of me!” A woman appeared from behind the first car, tears streaming down her face. “There was nothing I could do.”




  “There’s an ambulance on its way,” a young man said, and then turned to the weeping woman.




  “I saw her run out of that alleyway. There was no way you, or the bus driver, could have missed her.”




  The bus driver staggered out of his cab, took one look at the girl trapped under his vehicle, and fainted.




  Mary, who was edging closer and hoping that there wouldn’t be too much blood, froze when she saw that it was Sophie who lay on the ground. It looked as though she’d landed on her face, which was covered in cuts and abrasions. Blood trickled from her nose and there was a huge bruise just above her right eye.




  “Sophie!” She rushed forward and knelt beside the unconscious girl and took one of her hands between her own. “You’ll be alright, Sophie,” she said. “You’ll be alright.”




  “Let me through, I’m a doctor.” The man was elderly but efficient and within seconds he was examining Sophie. He listened to her heartbeat and, when he removed his stethoscope, he examined her eyes. “She’s bleeding internally and I suspect she has suffered some damage to her brain. Her vital signs are very weak and I’d suggest that your daughter waits in the car,” he said. Her dad nodded and Mary reluctantly relinquished Sophie’s hand.




  Leading her firmly back to their car, he opened the door for her. “Wait here until the ambulance comes,” he said. “I’ll need to talk to the police.”




  “Is Sophie going to die, Dad?” Mary asked, fearing the worst.




  “I don’t know, love,” he said. “You could try praying for her.” He re-joined the doctor and in the distance Mary heard the wail of a siren. She sat shivering in the car, not through cold, she realised, but because of shock. Mary took out her mobile and with a trembling hand pressed a pre-dial button.




  “Hi, Mary,” Jay said. “Are you ringing to gloat?”




  “No, Jay. It’s Sophie. She’s just been hit by a car and is trapped underneath a bus.” Mary started to cry. “There’s a doctor here and I think she’s going to die. He says that she’s got brain damage and internal bleeding. The ambulance hasn’t arrived yet. She looks so pale though, Jay. It’s awful. She was hit by the car in front of us and the bus—”




  “A drunk driver?”




  “No, at least I don’t think so. It’s a woman and someone else said they saw Sophie run straight in front of her.”




  “Whereabouts are you?”




  “In Lexington Street, you know, by the post-box.”




  “I’m on my way,” Jay said and hung up.




  Mary jumped when Jay tapped on her window a few minutes later. Climbing out of the car again, Mary wondered how on earth Jay had got there so fast. Before she could ask, a strange look came over Jay’s face and she hurried over towards Sophie.




  The ambulance and the police arrived simultaneously and one of the policemen tried to bar Jay’s approach.




  “Stand aside!” The voice came from Jay’s mouth but it wasn’t hers. This was a voice so authoritative that police, ambulance men and even Mary’s father moved to one side. Jay straddled Sophie and, stooping, she grasped either side of the huge tyre that was crushing Sophie’s legs and heaved. Incredibly, the bus tilted away from her. Mary heard the startled cries of the onlookers as Jay lifted the huge wheel up off the road and tilted the bus.




  Mary’s dad and the doctor ran over and dragged Sophie clear. Jay released the tyre and, turning, she knelt down beside Sophie, holding her hand, exactly as Mary had done earlier. Suddenly, a blue light shot from Jay’s hand and travelled along Sophie’s arm, over her shoulders and head then flowed downwards until Sophie was completely encased in a blue pulsating light.




  




  




  Mary stared in shock, trying to take in the incredible things her best friend had just done, but then Jay crumpled. As though awakening from a trance, the ambulance men rushed towards Jay and Sophie.




  “No!” One of the policemen cried. “That light or whatever it is could be dangerous.”




  The men hesitated, but Mary’s dad pushed past them.




  “Dangerous?” he said, bending and scooping Jay up into his arms. “Are you going to let a bit of light stop you from helping that girl?” He carried Jay over towards Mary and lowered her onto the back seat of the car. “Take care of her,” he said, then turned and walked back towards Sophie. Ignoring her luminous covering, he squatted and took her hand in his. “Now then, who’s going to give me a hand with this girl?”




  Two of the ambulance men shrugged and carried a stretcher over and one of them gingerly lowered his hand through the glowing blue shroud, feeling for Sophie’s pulse. Apparently satisfied, he nodded towards Mary’s dad.




  “This stuff seems harmless,” he said and turned to his colleague. “We’ll need a collar and a head brace. Come on, let’s get his girl in the ambulance and to hospital.”




  They worked quickly and at last Sophie, who was still encased in the strange light, was lifted onto a stretcher.




  “I’m sorry, but you can’t move her!” A police officer wearing sergeant’s stripes barred their way and two other officers joined him. “That stuff—whatever it is—could be radioactive or something,”




  he said. “My instructions are to keep you isolated until a rapid response team arrives. You are all under quarantine restrictions.”




  “We have to get this girl to hospital,” protested one of the paramedics. “She’s in a critical condition.”




  “I’m sorry but I have my orders,” the sergeant said. “She’ll have to stay where she is.”




  “Sophie?” Jay asked, weakly, making Mary jump. “Is she going to be okay?”




  “They ought to have taken her to hospital by now, but the police have put us under quarantine,”




  Mary said. “Are you okay? How did you do that, and what’s that blue light?”




  “How did I do what? What light?” Jay asked and then sat up. “What are you talking about?”




  Mary pointed to Sophie. “You lifted the bus off her and the stuff that’s covering her shot out of your hands.”




  “I don’t remember,” Jay said. “I feel as though I’ve just run a marathon. I’m shattered.”




  “There’s something you’re not telling me. You must have run at about ninety miles an hour to get here so quick,” Mary said. “Now you’re lifting up buses and shooting out blue light. What’s going on, Jay?”




  A puzzled expression came over Jay’s face. “I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t remember anything after getting your call.” She rubbed her forehead as though trying to remember. “It’s just a blank.”




  The car door opened and Mary’s dad looked at Jay in concern. “Are you alright?” he asked.




  “Everyone’s talking about what happened and the police want a word with you.”




  “She can’t remember anything, Dad!” Mary said, determined to protect her best friend. She was worried about Jay, who looked dreadful. She looked so tired, weak and confused. “Has anyone told Sophie’s mom and dad about the accident?”




  “Yes, her home number was in her mobile and the police are sending a car around to their house. Is it true you can’t remember what happened, Jay?”




  “Yes, I don’t remember anything.”




  Mary’s dad nodded. “Maybe it’s for the best,” he said. “I’ll tell the police that you can’t remember anything about it. Then I’ll ring your grandparents and tell them that you’re with us and explain what’s going on.”




  “Thanks, Mr Slymond,” Jay said.




  “Dad, do you think that light is dangerous?” Mary was frightened for her dad. He smiled and stroked her cheek. “No, I don’t,” he said. “It’s just that the police can’t afford to take any chances. I feel fine so stop worrying. Okay?”




  She nodded and hoped that he was right.




  




  * * * *




  




  




  




  




  Dr Newman was on duty with the emergency response unit. Wearing his air-fed protective suit, he approached the group of people who were surrounding the casualty and he stared in amazement at the translucent blue pulsating light that completely enshrouded a young teenage female. They moved aside to allow one of his colleagues to run a Geiger counter over the girl while taking care not to come into contact with her extraordinary coating.




  “What the hell…?” he began, but one of the paramedics interrupted him.




  “We don’t know what it is,” he said. “But it seems harmless.”




  “We’re not getting any traces of radiation from this light, whatever it is,” the scientist with the Geiger counter said. “Whatever this stuff is, it’s not radioactive but it may contain an electrical field.”




  “Excuse me, doctor, I’m Bryn Slymond and I’ve touched Sophie. The light seems harmless.”




  Cameras flashed and Jacob Newman realised that the press had arrived. “Then let’s get that girl to hospital.” He turned to the paramedics who were picking up the stretcher. “How’s she doing?”




  “Her heartbeat’s stronger and—” The paramedic broke off and pointed at Sophie in surprise.




  “Look at her face,” he said. “The abrasions and bruises have gone.” His gaze swept down to the girl’s legs and he gasped. “I don’t believe this!”




  “This is impossible,” the doctor, who’d first examined Sophie, said. He peered at her legs and shook his head. “This is quite extraordinary,” he said. “I’ve never come across anything like this before.”




  Jacob Newman listened to the exchange and frowned. “Would someone mind telling me what’s going on?”




  The other doctor nodded distractedly. “She had severe facial lacerations, a fractured cheek bone and I suspect a fractured skull. Her pulse and heartbeat were erratic, and both of her legs had multiple fractures. But as you can see for yourself, except for the bruising, both legs seem to be normal now. Whatever this light is, it appears to have the most amazing recuperative power that I’ve ever heard of.”




  Jacob did not doubt the older man’s diagnosis or conclusions for a moment, for both the paramedic and the doctor had observed the same phenomenon. Apparently the girl’s injuries had started to heal themselves in a matter of minutes. “Well, let’s get her to hospital where we can conduct a thorough examination,” he said.




  “Can you tell us what the girl’s name is and what that light is?” A reporter holding a camera moved towards them but was intercepted by one of the policemen.




  The paramedics hurriedly carried the girl towards the ambulance and he hurried along behind them.




  When the ambulance came to a halt outside the Accident and Emergency ward at the hospital, within seconds they were wheeling the girl inside.




  A couple, obviously Sophie’s parents, were already waiting for their daughter inside the emergency admissions ward, and they came hurrying over towards Jacob as he supervised the girl’s emergency treatment.




  “I’m her mother. How is she?” The woman’s attractive features were twisted with worry.




  “She’s not critical but we haven’t started doing our tests yet,” he said. “We’re arranging the XRays now.” Jacob looked down at the girl and frowned. There was something different about her but he couldn’t put a finger on it. Then he realised what it was. Her blue shroud had gone.




  “You’re sure she’s not in any danger?” Her father asked anxiously. “She will be okay?”




  “Yes, but we’ll be able to give you a more accurate diagnosis after the tests,” Jacob said, his mind still on the mysterious glow. “If you wait over there, I’ll—”




  “Mom?” Sophie’s eyes opened and she struggled to sit up.




  “Sophie!” Mrs Anderson put a hand on Sophie’s shoulder and eased her back down on the stretcher. “Don’t. You’ve got to have some tests. How are you feeling, sweetheart?”




  “Weak but alright I think, although I’m starving, Mum. Can I have something to eat?”




  Mrs Anderson looked at him, and Jacob, stunned by the turn of events, shook his head.




  “Not until after the tests,” he said. “If we find anything wrong we may need to operate.”




  Somehow though, he didn’t think that they would.




  A nurse came hurrying over. “The X-Ray department are ready for you, doctor,” she said.




  




  




  “Take her along to X-Ray and I’ll join you there,” he said. The nurse helped the porter to wheel the girl away.




  By the time Jacob had reached the X-Ray department, the results were ready. According to the plates, a bus had run onto her legs and yet apparently Sophie Anderson had received no skeletal or internal damage.




  Her parents were delighted and it was all he could do to persuade them to let their daughter remain in hospital for twenty-four hours, which was normal policy following a head injury. After making sure the girl was safely installed in a ward, Jacob was about to enjoy a cup of coffee when he received an urgent request to go to admissions.




  He rounded the corridor to find an agitated Mark Hammond, a hospital administrator, trying to usher a group of men and women towards the exit. It took a few seconds for Jacob to realise that the group were, in fact, reporters. Mark spotted him and waved him over, but then the reporters also saw him and they surged towards him.




  “What can you tell us about the glow that’s covering the girl, Doctor? Is it true that it seems to be healing her?” The woman who’d asked the question pushed a microphone into his face.




  “The patient does not seem to have suffered any serious injury and should be released in the morning,” he said.




  “Doctor! What about the reports that the girl was covered in some kind of blue light? Witnesses, including the doctor who made the initial examination and the Paramedics, insist that the teenager who was kneeling beside the girl lifted the bus off her and is responsible for the light, too. They also say that the girl’s injuries were critical but started to heal themselves.”




  Jacob swore under his breath but realised there was no point in trying to dispute the facts. “Yes, there was some kind of electrical glow covering her,” he admitted. “But whatever it was has gone now and, as I say, the patient will be discharged tomorrow.”




  Not waiting to answer any more questions, he turned on his heel and made his way back to the staff-room, puzzling over what had happened.




  




  * * * *




  




  “If I were you, Jay,” Mr Slymond said, as he parked the car outside her house. “I’d only tell your grandparents what you can remember. It could just be a coincidence that the light appeared while you were holding Sophie’s hand.”




  “But you don’t think that it was though, do you?” Jay asked, quietly. “You think, that because of what happened with the bus, that it was something to do with me.”




  “Dad didn’t say that,” Mary said, but Jay could tell that her friend wasn’t sure.




  “Yes, I do,” Mr Slymond admitted. “But that’s not the point. You can’t remember anything about it and the chances are that it will never happen again. I think the whole thing was triggered by your distress at seeing Sophie so badly injured. Unexplained things like this happen all the time. You know that.”




  That was true. She’d read of similar things like this before, but had never expected to experience it herself. “I hope you’re right.” she said. “I don’t know what I’d do if it ever happened to me again.”




  “I’m sure Dad’s right,” Mary said, giving Jay’s arm a reassuring squeeze. “It was probably one of those once in a lifetime things.”




  Jay felt reassured and smiled. “I feel much better now and I’ll see you tomorrow, Mary. Thanks for everything, Mr Slymond. I’d better go in or Grandma will be getting worried.”




  She climbed out of the car and, waving them goodbye, she let herself into the house. Her grandmother looked at her in concern. “You look all in, Jay. You get yourself up to bed and I’ll bring you up a hot drink. Thank goodness that girl is okay.”




  Jay felt exhausted and even the hot spray of the shower failed to revive her. Going into her bedroom, she found a mug of hot chocolate on her bedside table.




  Slipping between the sheets, she leaned back on her pillows and sipped the delicious liquid. When she’d finished, she switched off the table lamp.




  Jay stiffened in surprise as a warm glow spread down her arm and flooded into her body. It feels as though I’m being re-energised, like a battery, she thought.




  




  




  




  The bedroom door opened and her Granddad Tom came in. He looked at her in concern. “Are you alright, love? I thought I heard you call out.”




  “Yes, I’m fine, Granddad. I burnt my hand on the mug, that’s all.”




  He nodded, apparently accepting her explanation. “Well, you get your head down and have a good night’s sleep. There’s no reason for you to get up early in the morning. Goodnight, Jay.”




  “Goodnight, Granddad,” she said.




  Her granddad shut the door behind him and Jay paused in the act of switching off her lamp again. She remembered everything and could almost feel the power that had coursed out of her body and into Sophie, which meant that the events of tonight could possibly happen again.




  




  




  




  Chapter Three




  




  




  Alex looked at the pictures of the girls getting changed that Carl had printed out and smiled in satisfaction.




  “These photographs of Mary Slymond are brilliant,” he said. “When she sees a copy of this one—” He turned one of the photographs towards Carl “—she’s going to be begging me not—” He broke off when Carl signalled him to be quiet and pointed to the radio.




  “…and according to an eyewitness the light was completely covering her. Dr Harrison who attended the girl at the scene, said…”




  “They’re talking about Sophie,” Carl said, excitedly. “They say she’s okay. That blue light they’re on about healed her.”




  “You what?” Alex listened to the rest of the news bulletin with growing confusion and fear.




  “Shit!” he exclaimed when it finished. “If Sophie tells the cops about us…”




  “We’re going to get done, whether she can prove it or not,” Carl finished for him. “Look, they’re keeping her in hospital overnight, so why don’t we go and pay her a visit. Warn her to keep her mouth shut.”




  “I’ll do more than bleeding warn her,” Alex said. “Don’t you worry about that.”




  They arrived at the hospital in time to see Sophie’s parents leaving. Alex grabbed Carl and dragged him into the shadows before they were spotted. Her mum and dad hated him. They walked past looking so happy that Alex knew Sophie really must be alright. After her parents had driven off, Alex and Carl walked into the reception area of the emergency ward and up to the counter. The receptionist, a woman about the same age as Sophie’s mother, gave him the same kind of disapproving look. “Can I help you?”




  “Yes. We’re here to see Sophie Anderson,” Alex said. “She got knocked over by a car and—”




  “I’m sorry,” the woman cut him off. “It’s after eleven-o-clock at night and that’s far too late for visitors.”




  “But I’m her boyfriend…”




  Behind her glasses, her eyebrows arched and her mouth stretched into a tight smile, but she said nothing. Just sat there staring and waiting for them to go away. Alex, wary of a security guard who was standing a few feet away and watching the exchange, resisted the urge to call the woman an old cow – or something worse. “Well, okay. What ward’s she on? I’ll ring her in the morning.”




  “I’m not allowed to divulge that kind of information.” Her smile broadened. “But as you’re her boyfriend, why don’t you ask her parents? Good night, boys.”




  She swivelled her chair away from them, opened a manila file and started to read the contents. Glaring at her down turned head for a moment, Alex turned on his heel and strode towards the exit. “What the hell do we do now?” he asked.




  




  * * * *




  




  The following morning, Jay went downstairs to join her grandparents for breakfast.




  “Sophie’s been on the news,” Grandma Anna said, putting a plate of freshly buttered toast in front of Jay. “What was the blue light that everyone’s talking about? You never mentioned it last night.”




  Jay shrugged. “I don’t know what it was. It was like one of those lights at the disco. You know the blue light that makes white seem to glow in the dark? It was covering her all over.”




  “Well, whatever it was, it seems to have done her good,” Granddad said, gesturing at Jay with his toast. “They say she’s well enough to leave the hospital today.” He grinned. “I bet the doctors wish that they could find it and bottle it.”




  Jay’s mobile rang. It was Mary and she sounded upset.




  “Can you meet me later?” she asked. “I need to talk to someone.”




  “What’s the matter?” Jay lowered her voice so that her grandparents wouldn’t hear.




  “I can’t tell you over the phone. Can you meet at the diner at eleven?”




  




  




  




  “I think so. Hang on a minute and I’ll check.” She turned to her grandmother. “Is it okay if I meet Mary this morning?”




  Anna nodded. “Yes, okay. I’ll send you a text when your granddad and I have finished shopping, just in case you need a lift home.”




  “Hi, Mary,” Jay said into the phone. “Yes, that’s okay. I’ll see you there.”




  After Mary had hung up, Jay wished for the umpteenth time that her friend had got herself a mobile, and then Mary could have texted her to explain what was wrong.




  




  Mary was waiting for her in the cafe and, while Aunty Pauline was making them a drink, Mary slid an envelope over the table. It was addressed simply to ‘Mary’. Jay picked it up, opened it and stared at the printed out photograph inside. It had been taken in the girl’s changing room at the school last night, Jay realised. In the photo, Mary, who was only wearing her thong, was bending forward and looking up and smiling, unconsciously showing her boobs to perfection. Written on the back of the photo was a message. Unless you want copies of this spread all around the school and put onto the school website, meet me at seven tonight outside the Miner’s Arms.




  It wasn’t signed but Jay knew it had to be either Alex or Carl.




  “The dirty bastards,” she said, returning the photograph to the envelope and giving it back to Mary. “What are you going to do?”




  “What do you think?” Mary asked. “I can’t tell my dad or anyone, can I? I’d have to show them this.” She tapped the envelope and stuffed it into her coat pocket out of sight. “I’m just going to have to do what he says, aren’t I?”




  Jay studied her friend carefully before saying what was on her mind. “It’s either Alex or Carl, and you know what they’ll want—sex. It’s blackmail, Mary.”




  “Yes, I know, but I don’t want pictures of me wearing nothing but a thong floating around all over the place. Actually, I won’t mind too much if it’s Alex. He’s quite good looking and I quite fancy him.” She shrugged. “Anyway, we’re seventeen now, almost eighteen, and we’re going to have to do it sometime.”




  “But what if it’s Carl?”




  Mary grimaced. “Then I’ll try not to be sick until after he’s finished.”




  “But you sounded really upset when you rang.”




  “I was, but then I got to thinking about it. I’ve never had a proper boyfriend. I don’t go to discos or parties. School, home and the chapel, that’s my life, Jay. I’ve never even been pissed. I quite like the idea of having sex. I want to find out if it’s as good as everyone makes out.”




  Jay was surprised by Mary’s outburst, but understood where she was coming from because she’d been having the same kind of feelings herself. She’d never really made out with a boy in her life, let alone slept with one, and when she listened to some of the other girls laughing about what they’d been up to over the weekend, Jay, too, had started to think that perhaps she was missing out by not having sex.




  “Have you ever had sex with a boy?” she asked. “I haven’t yet. Not even a quick feel.”




  Mary nodded. “I know how you feel. The way some of the girls talk makes me feel as though I’m missing out sometimes too.”




  “But you still believe that sex should be something special and saved for your wedding night. That’s why we joined the Silver Ring group, isn’t it, because we both believe that?”




  “Jay, I haven’t said I will let them have sex with me. It all depends…anyway, about tonight, will you cover for me? I’ll tell my dad that I’m going out with you and may stop over.”




  “Okay,” Jay said. “I only hope you know what you’re doing.”




  “Me, too,” Mary said. “Look, David’s arrived. Hey, he’s not bad looking so why don’t you go and ask him for a date?”




  “You know I fancy him, but I couldn’t just ask him to go out with me.”




  “Why not? Perhaps he’s too scared to make the first move,” Mary said. “Or do you like being single?”




  Jay looked towards David who was standing by the counter. He turned and smiled at her. Trying not to think what she would do if he turned her down, she stood up and went over to him.




  




  




  “David, Mary can’t come to the cinema with me tonight and I was wondering whether you’d like to come with me instead.” Her heart was hammering and she felt herself beginning to blush, when he smiled at her.




  “That would be great,” he said. “Where shall we meet and what time?”




  Jay hadn’t thought that far ahead and she didn’t even know what was on at the cinema.




  “Shall we say seven-thirty, outside the Metro?” David asked, cutting through her confusion.




  “Wicked,” she said. “I’ll see you there.”




  “Right.”




  “Right, well, um, I’d better get back to Mary.” Jay felt like a kid. She went back to her table and sat down. “I did it,” she said to Mary. “He’s meeting me by the Metro, tonight.”




  “See, I told you.” She took a pack of condoms out of her pocket and showed them to Jay. “If I were you, I’d get a packet of these out of the machine in the toilets…”




  “But I don’t know whether I want to let him go all the way, especially on our first date.”




  “Yes, I know, but if you get pissed, you might change your mind if he really wants to. I’d get a pack just in case.”




  Jay hadn’t thought about that. As she rummaged in her purse for some pound coins for the machine, she began to wish she’d never asked David for a date.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay dressed with care for her date with David and when she came downstairs into the living room, Granddad raised his eyebrows.




  “Wow,” he said, grinning at Grandma. “Hey, Anna, it looks as though our Jay got herself a date.”




  Grandma frowned. “I thought that you were going out with Mary?”




  “I am,” Jay said, feeling sure that her grandmother would be able to tell that she wasn’t telling the truth. “We’re going on a foursome to the cinema.”




  “Well, make sure your mobile’s charged before you go. Just in case you’re late and need your grandfather to pick you up later.”




  Jay hid her relief by rummaging inside her coat pocket for her phone. “I’m sure it is.” She pulled it out of her pocket and stared in horror as the small packet of condoms came out with it, dropping onto the carpet.




  She stood paralysed with embarrassment as her grandmother picked them up and then looked her in the eye. But what Jay saw in the older woman’s eyes wasn’t the look of shock, dismay or disgust that she was expecting. Her grandmother’s eyes were filled with fear. She reached out and gripped Jay’s arm so hard that it hurt. “How long have you been having sex?” she demanded, shaking her.




  Jay, who’d never heard her grandmother shouting before, was scared and confused, because it was so out of character. Grandma Anna had always seemed so broadminded until now.




  “Answer me!” Anna shook her even harder.




  “Anna!” Granddad Tom was on his feet now, his face ashen. “Let go of her,” he said in his normal gentle voice. “It’s not Jay’s fault, love. We should have told her, but we kept putting it off, didn’t we? We kept hoping that this day would never arrive.”




  Anna released Jay and started to sob. Instinctively, Jay put her arm around her and realised just how thin and frail her grandmother had become.




  “It’s alright, Grandma,” she said, blinking back her own tears. “I haven’t had sex yet. I bought them just in case. Anyway, what’s the big deal? Lots of girls my age are already sleeping with their boyfriends.”




  “There’s no need to explain, love,” Tom said. “It’s just that you’re…”




  “You’re not like the other girls,” Anna sobbed. “You’re different, Jay. You’re not the same as any other girl in the world, God help us!”




  What the hell was her grandma talking about and why was Tom looking so sad?




  “Sit down, Jay,” he said. “There’s something we have to tell you.”




  




  




  




  Jay felt numb as she sat down and Anna, still weeping, sank down on the sofa beside her. Different to any other girl, her grandmother had said and, as Granddad perched himself on the arm next to Jay and took her hand in his, she somehow knew that her world was about to be pulled apart.




  “We love you to bits, Jay,” he said. “We’ve always loved you. Ever since the day I found you sealed inside a rubbish bag, and dumped into a stream.”




  “You what?” Jay couldn’t take it in. It was too weird.




  Tom nodded. “It was just over thirteen years ago in a stream on the edge of Catherstone Chase. We used to live in the village. Anyway, I found you taped up inside a black rubbish bag amongst the reeds, just like Anna said I would. You were so cold that I thought you would die of hypothermia, for sure.”




  “He came rushing across the fields towards our cottage.” Anna’s eyes seemed bright behind her tears as she remembered. “He was holding you so tight it’s a wonder he didn’t crush you to death. Anyway, you were so cold your lips were blue but I gave you a teaspoon of brandy and got some hot soup inside of you and, in no time at all, you were fine.”




  “We couldn’t tell anyone we’d found you,” Tom said grimly. “They’d have come and taken you away. They would have made a better job of killing you and disposing of your body next time.”




  “Killing me?” Jay stared at him in shock. “My parents wanted to kill me?”




  “No! Not your parents, Jay,” Tom said. “The Americans, that’s who killed your parents.




  “I don’t understand,” Jay said. Understand? She was beginning to think that her grandparents had gone crazy. “You said that Grandma told you where to find me.”




  “Yes, Tom didn’t find you by accident,” Anna said. “I sent him out looking for you because of my dream, if that’s what it was. It was so vivid and clear. I suppose some people would have called it a vision.”




  “What did you see, Gran?” she asked, trying to keep calm. She felt detached as though she was a spectator, separated from and looking down upon the three of them.




  “Two young people, a boy and a girl, were sitting in front of a wooden hut, by a campfire. Suddenly, they were attacked by men with guns and the boy was killed.




  “The girl, she was no more than your age, was surrounded and they were demanding to know where her daughter was. Then someone noticed she was hiding something under her coat.




  “The men’s leader ripped open her coat and stepped away from her. He looked horrified. ‘The freak’s laid an egg,’ he said. ‘She’s laid a bloody egg!’




  “The girl was hugging a large pink coloured egg close to her body, protecting it, when the man blasted her with a shotgun. It blew her arm off and she fell and the egg lay shattered on the ground.”




  Grandma hesitated and sighed. “There was a tiny human foetus inside it, Jay.”




  “The girl was my mother and she laid an egg?” Jay felt the blood drain from her face, as the implication hit home. What if she was a freak too?




  Her Gran nodded. “Some men came out of the hut carrying you, and the girl—your mother—




  was crawling toward them, pleading with them to give you back to her.




  “The one with the shotgun blasted her again, killing her.




  “‘Tape the freak’s daughter inside a rubbish sack and throw her into the swamp,’ he said. ‘Leave the hut but get rid of any evidence. The Primeval experiments never happened, understood?’




  “As my vision faded, I saw the bag containing you thrown into the middle of the swamp. I heard a voice cry, ‘Jay be free!’ The bag sank below the surface, then, just for a moment the swamp changed and it was like looking into clear water. I could see your bag had sunk to the bottom of the swamp, but was moving steadily along.




  “Somehow, I knew it would surface in the stream where Tom went fishing, on Catherstone Chase. That’s when I came awake again and went and told Tom what I’d seen.”




  “I guess you think we’re crazy,” Tom said.




  Jay got slowly to her feet and shook her head. “No, I don’t,” she said. “It’s horrible and scary, like something out of a horror film, and I know now why you were scared when you thought that I was having sex. It was in case I’m like that other girl, the one that laid an egg, but I’m not. I have monthly periods just like all the other girls. I’m no different to any of them.”




  “I’m afraid you are, love,” Tom said. “You’re very different and it’s time you were allowed to remember.”




  “What do you mean allowed to remember? And why didn’t you go to the police?”




  




  




  “We couldn’t go to the police without telling them about you, and they’d have taken you into care. What do you think that American, Russell, would do if he found out that there was a survivor—a witness? We told all our neighbours that you were our granddaughter, one of your Uncle Peter’s children. Do you remember Uncle Peter?” Tom asked.




  “Yes, he came to my fifth birthday party. I can remember meeting my cousin Scott, I liked him.”




  “That’s right. Peter flew the family over from the States. Before he arrived, I used my training in hypnotherapy to block out some of your memories, so that you’d act the same as any other girl. But now it’s time to remove the block I put in place. It’s time for you to remember, Jay.”




  “Not now, Tom,” Anna said, “or she’ll be late meeting Mary and the others. Besides, she’s got a lot to think about.” She pressed the pack of condoms into Jay’s hand. “Just in case,” she said. Jay nodded and put them into her pocket. “I don’t think I’ll need them, though,” she said. “I feel like some kind of freak.”




  “No!” Tom said angrily. “You’re a wonderful, beautiful girl—different perhaps, but not a freak. You go and enjoy your film and we’ll talk about it tomorrow.”




  “What did the scientists do to me?”




  “I don’t know, love.”




  “Like that girl,” Jay said, “and the boy who killed himself.” She took a deep breath and tried not to let her fear show. What if she was some kind of freak? One thing was for sure. She couldn’t risk having sex with David or anyone else. It wasn’t fair. Why her? Why couldn’t she just be the same as everyone else?




  




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Four




  




  




  Mary was nervous when she joined Alex, Carl and Julie Thomas outside the Miner’s Arms. To her dismay, Alex had his arm around Julie and it was Carl’s huge hand that took Mary’s. Alex smiled at her unpleasantly. “You know the score, Mary. We’re going back to Carl’s place to fuck you and Julie. You girls are going to let us do anything we want, right?”




  “Yes,” she said, wishing now that she’d got there before Julie and then perhaps Alex would have picked her instead. They made their way towards Carl’s parents’ house. Alex, with one arm around Julie’s shoulders, had already slid his free hand up inside her jumper and was groping her breasts. At least Carl’s not doing that to me in public, Mary thought, and tried not to think about what he would be doing to her later. Carl wasn’t exactly ugly, but he could never be described as handsome, not like Alex. Carl’s hair was a lank mousy brown and flopped down over his forehead, giving him a threatening look. Alex’s blonde hair was flicked back to reveal his movie star good looks. It was the thought of having Alex for her first lover that had driven her almost to welcome the fact that tonight she was going to break her promise and get herself laid. But now it was going to be Carl who did it to her. They’d both be naked and he’d be shagging her and grunting like an animal until he came. All too soon, they turned up a path that led to one of the small townhouses. Carl unlocked the door and led her inside, with Alex and Julie following behind. The living room was surprisingly clean and tidy. Carl released her hand and walked into the kitchen. He returned with a couple of cans of beer and two open bottles of Alcho-pop. He passed her one and gave the other to Julie. Alex took his beer, popped the top of the can and took a couple of swallows.




  “What time’s your mum get back?” he asked.




  “About half-seven,” Carl said. “She works nights at Tesco,” he explained.




  “So we’ve got all night,” Alex said. “C’mon, Julie. Is it okay if we use your mum’s bed, Carl?”




  “Yes, but the girls don’t have to do anything they don’t want to. I deleted the disc before I came out.”




  Mary looked at him in surprise.




  Alex looked as though he was about to throw a punch at Carl. “You fucking did what?”




  “Deleted the disc,” Carl said. “I decided that I wasn’t so desperate for sex that I was prepared to blackmail a girl into it.” He shrugged. “The photo’s are gone, Alex.”




  “Have you gone crazy, or what?” Alex released Julie but she surprised him by taking his hand.




  “I’m still up for it if you are, Alex,” she said. “I was looking forward to getting shagged by you.”




  He relaxed and smiled. “In that case, let’s go.” He winked at Mary. “You can have some fun with Carl, if you’ve got the bottle for it.” He slid an arm around Julie’s waist and led her out of the room. Mary heard them going upstairs.




  She took a sip of her drink. It was sweet and she could hardly taste the Vodka. I can just walk out and go home, she thought. I don’t even have to let Carl touch me. Then she remembered that her dad was going over to Miss Hollinghead’s and wouldn’t be home until late. He thought that Mary was spending the night at Jay’s place, and anyway, now that Carl couldn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to, she wouldn’t mind doing a bit of snogging and stuff.




  “Let’s go up to my room,” Carl said, as though reading her thoughts. When she hesitated, he shrugged. “It’s up to you, Mary. I won’t try and attack you or anything.”




  She decided to trust him and followed him upstairs.




  Carl held the door of his bedroom open for her and she walked past him into the room. In front of her was his bed. There was a computer set up on a table by the window but she was fixated on the bed. Mary wondered what it would feel like having someone undressing her and kissing her all over before making love to her. She took a bigger swallow of her drink and when Carl came and stood behind her, sliding his hands around her ribs and cupping her breasts, she didn’t object. Her emotions were in turmoil, and she didn’t know whether she wanted things to go any further or not. He nuzzled her ear and her neck and she could feel his hardness pressing against her. Carl unbuttoned her blouse. She put her drink down and undid the sleeves so that he could take it off. He turned her around to face him and pressed his mouth against hers while fumbling with the catch of her




  




  




  bra. Kissing him wasn’t half as bad as she’d expected and she was quite enjoying the way he was kissing her, while he struggled to open her bra.




  He couldn’t manage it and, despite everything, she started to snigger and broke off the kiss. When she looked up at him, he was smiling too.




  “I haven’t had much practice at opening bras,” he said. “To be honest, I’ve never opened one before.”




  “You what?” She stared at him in surprise.




  He shrugged. “I haven’t had many girlfriends—well, none at all really. Let’s face it—with a face like mine, you girls don’t give me a second look. You don’t think I haven’t heard what you and the rest of the girls call me when I walk past with Alex? Beauty and the Beast, Quasimodo, or Frankenstein?”




  Mary couldn’t meet his eyes. He was right, and she could picture her and her friends sniggering and making those and similar comments whenever he and Alex walked past. “I’m sorry,” she said, and started to unfasten her bra for him, but he reached out a hand and stopped her.




  “No, you don’t have to do that,” he said. “Look, why don’t we put on some music or watch a video and get to know each other a little better. Okay, so I fancy you like mad and I’m as horny as hell, but I’d rather wait until you’re sure you want to go all the way.”




  She nodded and then looked him in the eye. “Look, I don’t really mind if you want to do some heavy petting and stuff, but this ring I’m wearing…” She raised her hand so that he could see the silver ring on her middle finger. “…is a promise that I wouldn’t go all the way until I get married. It’s something some of us girls from the chapel decided to do.”




  He looked at her uncertainly. “You mean you actually want to snog me?”




  “Yes. I got it wrong about you, Carl. I’m sorry about that, really. You seem like a nice guy when you’re not with Alex.” In fact, when he held his head half-cocked and smiled like he was doing now, he was almost good looking.




  Mary unfastened her bra, took it off and walked into his arms. They kissed and she opened her mouth to accept the probing of his tongue. She felt slightly light headed, and was acutely aware of the feel of his shirt against her breasts. His hand closed over her buttocks, squeezing them through the material of her skirt and, all of a sudden, she wanted him—wanted him to take her. She pulled away slightly and tugged his shirt from out of the waistband of his jeans and unbuttoned it. His hands were exploring her breasts now and when she dropped his shirt to the floor, he pulled her closer still. He was using his hands to explore the bare flesh of her back and then he scooped her up into his arms and carried her over to the bed.




  He gently set her down on it and then straightened up. “Let’s respect your silver ring,” he said.




  “While I visit the bathroom, you get undressed and get under the sheet. We’ll keep the sheet between us while we make out, and that way we’ll both keep our virginity.”




  She’d be safe and the thought of exploring each other’s body with only a thin sheet between the two of them excited her. “Hurry up, though,” she said, laying back on the pillows and pulling up the sheet to cover her breasts.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay met David outside the cinema, and he looked at her curiously.




  “Are you alright, Jay? You look a bit pale.”




  “I’ve got a bit of a cold,” she said, hoping that he wouldn’t realise she’d been crying. The shock of what her grandparents had told her and the possible consequences of her having sex had only sunk in after she’d left the house. She couldn’t risk letting anyone get too close to her now. Not now she knew that she wasn’t normal.




  “We can always do something else instead of going to see the film, if you don’t feel up to it.”




  She shook her head. “Thanks, David. But no, the cinema will be okay.” The prospect of sitting in the dark where she could think appealed to her and she knew that he had been looking forward to seeing the movie so she didn’t want to spoil his evening.




  He nodded and, taking Jay’s arm, led her into the foyer of the cinema to buy the tickets. They sat down in a row of seats that were near the back of the auditorium and he draped an arm over her shoulders. She didn’t mind. It made her feel safe and secure.




  




  




  




  Jay wasn’t really watching the film as she was too deeply engrossed in her own dark thoughts. Granddad would be removing his hypnotic block tomorrow and she was fearful of what she would discover about herself. She glanced at David and smiled. He was completely entranced by the movie and she’d just decided to start watching it herself when something bounced off David’s shoulder and fell with a metallic clatter to the floor. He turned and looked behind him and Jay turned, too, just in time to see someone toss another empty beer can at David.




  He swatted it away and turned towards them. “Pack it in, you morons. We’re trying to watch the film,” he said, and was met with guffaws of laughter from the group of boys sitting on the back row. There were about six of them, and Jay could see the red glowing tips of their cigarettes. She reached up and caught hold of David’s sleeve. “Ignore them, David,” she said. “They’re just looking for trouble.”




  “Yes, and they’ll find it if they don’t pack it in,” David muttered.




  “Hey, Darlin’,” one of the gang called out. “You’re wasting your time with him, he’s gay. Hasn’t he told you?”




  “Perhaps he thought you were a boy,” another one laughed. “Why don’t you come back here and get it on with us?”




  Even in the semi-darkness, Jay could see that the barbs had struck home. The colour had drained from David’s face and he scrambled to his feet and hurried towards the exit. Jay caught up with him as he reached the doors and followed him into the foyer.




  “Wait, David,” she said. “Being gay’s nothing to be ashamed of. We’re still friends, aren’t we?”




  He turned towards her and seemed unable to find the words he was searching for. “I should have told you.” He sounded as though he was on the verge of tears. “I thought…I thought you wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me if you or Mary found out.”




  Jay shook her head, stood in front of him and looked up into his face. “We’ve know each other and been friends for as long as I can remember, you idiot. Okay, so I fancied you and I admit it.” She grinned. “Just my luck to pick on a boy who’s gay, but on the other hand no other girl’s going to steal you away from me, are they? You’re my friend, David. My very best boyfriend and I won’t let anything spoil that, no matter what.”




  He hugged her to him and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you too, Jay,” he said.




  “Friends forever,” she said.




  Arm in arm they strolled out of the cinema and walked towards the McDonalds on High Street. Jay was relieved that David had overcome his initial embarrassment and that they were still friends. Okay, so he couldn’t be her lover but he could be her brother and that was good enough for her. Suddenly, some boys ran out of a side-passage on her right. Fanning out, they stood in a line facing her and David, blocking the pavement. It was the gang from the cinema and all of them had the hoods of their sweatshirts pulled up to avoid being identified by the CCTV security cameras fastened to the buildings.




  David released her arm and then stood half in front of Jay, as though to protect her. “We’re not looking for any trouble,” he said.




  “No, but we are!” The biggest of the boys moved towards them. “Morons, are we?” He lashed out a foot, aiming at David’s groin, but David sidestepped as his attacker’s foot flashed harmlessly past. But then the others fell upon David, punching and kicking him to the ground. A foot slammed into his head and he cried out in pain, trying to curl up into a ball to protect himself.




  “Kill the bastard!” One of them yelled and the intensity of their kicking increased. A few pedestrians, afraid to interfere, stood watching helplessly like Jay. Then from somewhere within her, a fury awoke.




  She launched herself at them. Grabbing the nearest attacker by the scruff of his neck, she hauled him backwards so hard that when she let go, his momentum was so great it sent him crashing through the plate glass window of a shop.




  Jay tossed another couple aside as though they were toys. Her one thought was to help David. The other three stopped their attack on David and turned on her. A glint of light on metal gave Jay just enough time to block the knife’s thrust with the palm of her right hand. Her hand felt as though it was on fire and she stared for a millisecond at the blade that had impaled it. Her other hand gripped her assailant by the throat and lifted him off his feet. She threw him into the other two men and all three of them fell in a tangle of bodies, arms and legs.




  




  




  She wrenched the knife out of her hand and, ignoring the blood that poured from the wound, she dropped to her knees beside David.




  “David, are you alright?” she cried. She felt power flowing down her right arm, through her injured hand and then a blue fire shot out of it, covering him. The flames died down until they were only about an inch high and looked like a covering of solid light. It faded almost immediately and David stirred and sat up. He looked around him at the stunned pedestrians and then at the groaning thugs. “What happened to them?”




  “I did,” she said and became aware of the wail of approaching sirens. She hauled David to his feet and then ran over to the boy who had fallen through the shop window. He was sitting up and looking dazed while trying to stem the blood that was pouring from a huge gash in his right arm. In the garish illumination from the streetlights, his face seemed almost white and, without hesitating, Jay placed her hands on him. The healing power shot out of her with such force that instantly she felt drained of energy. She felt so weak she thought she would pass out. Then David was helping her up and staring transfixed at the blue translucent glow covering the injured youth.




  “How…?” he began, without looking at her.




  She interrupted him as the urgent wail of approaching sirens filled the air. “Let’s get out of here. Otherwise I’m going to be in big trouble.”




  He didn’t argue, and none of the growing crowd of onlookers tried to stop them as they hurried away. David had an arm around her waist supporting her but, by the time they turned into the same passageway that the thugs had emerged from, Jay’s strength had returned.




  “I thought I might have killed that boy,” she said. “I just threw him away from you and he seemed to fly through the window. Like in the Superman films, you know?”




  He glanced at her in concern. “You laid them all out, Jay. Six of them and you’re just a sevenstone girl, and then there’s that light that came out of your hands. What the hell’s going on, Jay?”




  “I don’t really know, but let’s get away from here before the police find us and I’ll tell you about it. I need to talk to someone. Do you think I’ll be in real trouble for hurting those boys, David?”




  “I hope not. But those guys know who I am and they’ll tell the police for sure.”




  “Oh no! You’ll have to tell them who I am.” Jay could almost feel herself being cuffed and placed in the back of a police car.




  “No, I was on a blind date,” David said, and winked at her. “I’ve never seen you before in my life.” He pulled her into a doorway as a police car with its blue lights flashing sped past the passageway. “Let’s go,” he said. “They’ll be looking for us soon.”




  “Look, why don’t we just circle around and go to McDonalds like we planned? They’ll never think of looking for us in there and we can talk. Besides, I really need to wash my…” She broke off and stared at her right hand in shock. The knife wound was gone! She didn’t even have a scratch.




  “Your hand—it’s better!” David took her wrist and used the fingers from his free hand to run them lightly over her newly healed palm. “That’s a miracle!” He looked her in the eye. “I don’t know what’s happened to you, Jay, but you’re something special now. Come on, let’s get you out of here and you can tell me about it.” Still holding her hand, he led her quickly around the corner and toward the burger bar.




  But the powers had returned, stronger than ever. Jay now felt more isolated and different from everyone else than ever.




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Five




  




  




  Detective Inspector Rebecca Carlyle watched the town’s high street incident some two hours after the actual event on a recording taken from a town centre security camera.




  “Well, what do you lot make of it?” she asked the officers who were crammed into the small briefing room.




  “She’s moving so fast that it’s hard to get much of an idea of what she looks like,” DS




  Thompson said. “Even when she stopped and sent that blue light over the two men, we didn’t get too good a picture because she was in shadows. Mind you, it shouldn’t be too hard to find her, not with that knife wound in her hand. She’ll have to get it fixed up.”




  “No, I don’t think so. Not if she can heal herself like she did the two men,” Rebecca said. “Is the car still outside the Jones boy’s house?”




  “Yes. They’ll bring him in for questioning when he turns up.” Thompson shrugged. “But we haven’t got anything on him, have we?”




  Rebecca shook her head. “No, he was out of it, but he’ll be able to tell us the name of the girl.”




  She knew that everyone in the room was pre-occupied with thinking about what had happened. Whoever the girl was, she was different to anyone they’d ever come across before, and although she’d healed the boy who’d gone through the window, the girl could still prove dangerous if cornered. She rose to her feet and made her decision. “When we find out who she is, I’ll talk to her myself. I don’t think she really meant to hurt anyone. She was just trying to stop them hurting Jones. She even helped the boy who went through the window. So, I don’t want anyone approaching her except me. If she does turn violent, then you can take an appropriate course of action.”




  “What about the press, Guv?” Thompson asked. “When they get wind of this, they’re going to tie in tonight’s incident with the one on Friday.” He shrugged. “Well, you don’t get that many patients covered in light around here. We’re going to be inundated with reporters and TV crews again.”




  “Tell me about it,” she said. “Right you lot,” she said to the rest of her team. “I want statements from the witnesses to the car accident on Friday and try and find someone who may have witnessed tonight’s incident.”




  “Shaun.” She turned to DS Thompson. “You and I will go to the hospital and have a word with those boys.”




  “They’ll probably want to sue the girl,” Shaun said. “Are we going to charge her with GBH?”




  “After seeing the way they were beating up Jones and as they were carrying a knife, I think I can persuade them against making a complaint, don’t you?”




  Thompson grinned and held the door of the office open for her. “Perhaps we ought to sign her up,” he said.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay and David decided to go for curry instead of McDonald’s and, as it wasn’t yet nine-o-clock, the restaurant was quiet. They chose a corner table and as they waited for their order to be served, Jay told him almost everything. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him her mother had laid an egg, or of her secret and innermost dread that she may have actually hatched from one and so wasn’t really human. Instead, she told them that her parents had been kidnapped as infants and subjected to some kind of fiendish genetic experiments. Experiments that must be responsible for her newly acquired strength and healing powers.




  “Perhaps you ought to go the police,” David said. “Get them to search that place where your grandmother saw you.”




  “I can’t. I’d get them into trouble and besides, what if that American found out about me? He’d come after me or my grandparents for sure.”




  “Hmm, I suppose you’re right, but what are you going to do?”




  “Keep my head down and wait and see what happens when Granddad removes his hypnotic block tomorrow.”




  




  




  “You can spend the night at my place, if you like. My bedsit’s a bit small but I can always kip on the settee.”




  “Thanks, but no. I’d better go home and tell them what happened, before they find out from someone else.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Ben Nesbitt liked a drink and, like most streetwise journalists, he’d booked hotel rooms for himself and his cameraman rather than driving straight back to town, risking being stopped. He was nowhere near pissed, but then you didn’t have to be to fail a breathalyser test as a few of his colleagues had found out to their cost.




  He raised his glass in a silent toast to his colleague and cameraman, who was in fact a woman, and she responded in kind. Only a fool or someone with a death wish would, however, refer to Cassie Harper as a camerawoman. She’d fought her way up the ladder of national TV journalism and would be damned in hell before she let some politically correct non-entity rob her of her title. Cassie was a cameraman, full stop. She was also young, extremely attractive and way out of his league. It was perhaps because he’d been able to accept that he’d no chance with her that they’d become friends, good friends. Ben was content to settle for that.




  “Well, there doesn’t seem much point in hanging around here any longer,” he said, gesturing around the bar with his glass. “We’ll head back to the office in the morning.”




  “Yes, you’re right,” Cassie agreed. Her blonde hair was, as usual, tied back with a bandana. In her line of work she couldn’t risk losing a shot just because her hair had flopped over the lens of her camera. “At least the story we submitted made the front page and we’ve got enough material to do a follow up,” she said. “I have two or three shots of Doctor Newman, and he came across well.”




  Ben’s mobile rang and he pulled it from his pocket. “Hello, Ben Nesbit.”




  “It’s PC Brown, Mr Nesbit. We’ve got a lad covered in that blue light in hospital. It’s happened again!”




  “Thanks, Pete, we’re on our way. We’ll be about fifteen minutes or so. If you meet us on the car park, I’ll give you some cash for a drink.”




  “I think you should forget the hospital and meet me on the car park of the Green Man instead. What I’ve got for you is worth a couple of hundred at least.”




  Ben tensed expectantly and tried to keep his rising excitement out of his voice. An exclusive would be worth a bloody fortune. “That depends on what you’ve got, Pete.”




  “I know who the girl is.”




  “The girl?”




  “Yes, the girl who healed them,” Pete said, as though he thought that Ben ought to know what girl he was talking about. “She put her hands on the boy who fell through the shop window and that blue light shot out of her hands and covered him. You can’t tell who she is from the security cameras, but I know. She goes to the same school as my boy. I know her. And I also know where she lives. The DI knows the name of the boy the girl’s with, but he hasn’t gone home yet, so you’d have a head start on everyone else.”




  “Okay, it’s a deal. How do we get to the pub?”




  




  The Green Man sat on the outskirts of the town and, when Ben and Cassie entered the bar, Ben spotted the policeman who was wearing an anorak over his uniform, sitting at a table in the corner. After ordering a non-alcoholic drink for them both, despite the fact that Cassie was driving, they joined Pete Brown at his table.




  “This is Cassie, my cameraman,” Ben said, and slid an envelope over the table towards Pete who took it and, without checking the contents, slipped it into his pocket.




  “There’s two hundred, like we agreed, Pete,” Ben said. “Now tell us about the girl.”




  “Her name’s Jay Williams. She’s seventeen and lives with her grandparents.” Pete reached over the table and pressed a piece of paper into Ben’s hand. “That’s their address and directions on how to get there. The girl was with a boy when a gang attacked them. They had her boyfriend on the ground and were giving him a good kicking when suddenly the girl’s there. She threw one through a shop window and then…”




  




  




  




  Ben and Cassie listened in stunned silence as Pete finished his account of the fight and the aftermath. Then, standing, he drained his pint. “I’d better get back to the nick before I’m missed.” He smiled at Cassie. “Perhaps I’ll see you around,” he said, hopefully. Cassie returned his smile. “You might, Pete. It’s been nice meeting you.”




  He hesitated as though about to ask her outright for a date but then thought better of it and turned on his heel and left.




  Cassie stared in the direction in which he’d gone and shook her head. “Bloody married men,”




  she said. “They’re all the same. Always after a bit on the side.”




  Ben, who’d started to unfold the piece of paper, stared at her in surprise. It wasn’t like her to be bitter. Normally, she’d have simply dismissed a man like Pete from her mind.




  “Are you alright?” he asked.




  Cassie turned to face him and sighed. “Graham and I have split up,” she said. “He wanted me to stop taking the pill and get pregnant. Said that I ought to get a job on a local rag and settle down. We’ve been arguing about it for ages on and off, but a couple of months ago he gave me an ultimatum, either I let him put a baby in my belly or he’d move out. When I phoned the flat last night to tell him we were staying over, he told me that he’d be gone by this morning. He’s moving in with his secretary. Apparently, she’s been consoling him recently while I’ve been away on our assignments, and now she’s six weeks pregnant by him.”




  Ben reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry, Cassie. You deserve better than that. Look, if you want to get back and sort things out—”




  “No,” she said firmly. “I love my job, more than anything. More than Graham, I suppose. Perhaps he sensed it. I don’t know. Anyway, talking of jobs, what’s the girl’s address?”




  “Fifteen Poplar Road,” Ben said, studying the piece of paper. “And according to this, it’s only a few minutes drive away.”




  Cassie drained her orange and was up on her feet. “I’ve got all my equipment in the car,” she said. “But if this story turns out to be as big as you think it is, we’ll need a full crew out here.”




  “Yes, but let’s go and talk to the grandparents before we make a decision. It’s nine-fifty now, so with a bit of luck, we might just have something for the eleven-o-clock news.”




  




  The man who answered the door to them looked to be in his late sixties and, when he saw Cassie standing behind Ben and holding her video camera, he started to shut the door in their faces. Ben shot out a hand stopping the door from closing. “Mr Williams,” he said urgently. “We know about Jay’s healing powers, and as soon as the police find out who she is, they’ll be here – alongside every national newspaper and TV journalist in the country. Talking to us might just prevent that, and I promise you that we won’t film or broadcast anything until we’ve edited it to your satisfaction.”




  “You’d better let them in, Tom.” The woman was about the same age as her husband and Ben thought she had a resigned look about her. Her next words confirmed it. “Someone was bound to find out about Jay sooner or later and perhaps it would be best to trust Mr Nesbit. I’ve seen you on television,” she explained. “Please, come on in.”




  Tom opened the door to admit them and then closed it. “We’ll go into the living room,” he said. The room was comfortably furnished and Mrs Williams gestured for them to take a seat. Ben sat on the sofa and Cassie, after carefully placing her camera on the floor, came and sat beside him. Tom stood next to his wife by the fire and she looked at them curiously.




  “Perhaps you’d best tell us why you’re here,” she said.




  Ben decided to be honest with them. “You’ll have heard about young Sophie Anderson who was involved in a road accident on Friday.”




  Tom nodded and then Ben saw the realisation in his eyes. “You think it was Jay who healed her and covered her in that blue light, or whatever it was?”




  “Yes. She did it again tonight,” Ben said, “and someone recognised her. His son goes to Jay’s school.”




  “I don’t understand,” Mrs Williams said. “Why would the police be interested in Jay healing people?”




  Ben explained about the fight and how Jay had helped both her boyfriend and the lad with the cuts from the glass. “It’s unlikely, in my opinion, but the police might want to press charges against her for GBH or assault.”




  




  




  “You can’t report any of this,” Tom said. He became agitated and started to pace around the room. Finally, he came over and gripped Ben’s arm. “Don’t you understand? If any of this gets out she’s going to become hounded by people wanting her to heal them or their loved ones. She’ll be presented as some kind of freak. It might make good television or newspaper headlines, but what will it do to her?”




  Ben looked the older man in the eye. “Cassie and I reached the same conclusion, but we’re reporters and it’s our job to report the news.” He held up a hand to stem Tom’s reply. “However, we’re as concerned about the affect of the story on Jay as you are, and this is what I think we should do. We do an anonymous interview with both of you and Jay in such a way that there’s no way anyone can identify your family. That way the story’s out in the open and if necessary we can take out a court injunction to stop any other news agency from identifying or harassing you or Jay.”




  “Can you do really do that?” There was a glimmer of hope in Tom’s eyes. It was Cassie who answered. “Once the story has been published, the other reporters can’t claim that releasing your details is in the public interest. The courts don’t take kindly to young girls being harassed. As for the fight, I think we could make a good case for self-defence, especially as one of them had a knife.”




  “But it has to be your decision,” Ben said. “Will you trust me and Cassie, or not?”




  Tom released Ben’s arms and turned to his wife. “I think we should, Anna. What about you?”




  Before she could answer, the door opened and a girl, who Ben guessed was Jay, walked in. She looked apprehensively at him and Cassie. “Who are you and what do you want?” she asked. Jay listened apprehensively as Ben explained why he and Cassie were there and when he’d finished, he turned to Tom.




  “Tom, you and Mrs Williams were about to make a decision whether or not to trust us. Now, we have to ask Jay the same question and we may not have much time. The other reporters will be tracing and talking to the eyewitnesses of both Friday’s and tonight’s incidents in an attempt to identify Jay, and identify her they will, eventually.”




  Ben’s mobile and the house phone both rang simultaneously. Tom picked up the house phone and Ben answered his mobile. Tom slammed down his phone and Ben spoke curtly into his and then got to his feet.




  “That was the press, wasn’t it, Tom? I’ve just had a call from the studio. Someone has tipped them off about Jay.”




  “They’ll be on their way,” Cassie said, grabbing her equipment. “I suggest that the three of you come with me and Ben. We’ll get out of town and book into a hotel while you decide what it is that you want to do.”




  Tom hesitated but his wife snatched up her handbag. “Come on, Tom,” she said. “Let’s go before they get here. It’s for the best, Jay.”




  “Don’t worry about not having time to pack anything,” Cassie said. “We’ll stop at an all night superstore and pick up anything you need.”




  Jay looked bewildered and upset but didn’t argue. “What’s going to happen to me?” she asked, as they all piled into Cassie’s car. “Why can’t I just be like everybody else?”




  Ben gently squeezed her arm in a reassuring gesture. “Why can’t you be like everyone else? My wife’s been asking me that for years.”




  His quip was greeted by laughter which broke the tension and Cassie sped away from the house.




  




  * * * *




  




  There was only one of the gang still detained in the hospital and all of the others had said that they didn’t want to make a complaint. The boy in the hospital denied that he’d been thrown through the shop window.




  “I tripped and fell,” he said, “and you can’t prove that I didn’t. I’ve never seen that girl before.”




  Rebecca could have told him about the film from the security camera but she didn’t. If he wanted to pretend it was an accident, that was fine by her. It would help to keep the crime figures down, and besides, for some reason—reasons she couldn’t quite understand—all her instincts were screaming at her to protect the girl.




  




  




  




  On the way back to their car Rebecca paused. “Hmm, I’ve been thinking, perhaps she had some kind of adrenalin rush. You know, like those women you hear about who’ve actually lifted up cars to free their kids.”




  Shaun nodded in agreement. “That must be it,” he said. “Otherwise, we’d have come across her before. Someone who can do what she can would be front page news, but what about her healing power?”




  “I’ve been thinking about that myself. I’m wondering if these incidents are the first time she’s had to reveal herself. Perhaps she’s been deliberately keeping a low profile until now.”




  “She’ll wish she had stuck to that policy if ever the press find out about her,” Shaun said. “She’ll be besieged with people begging her to cure them.”




  “I’ll get on to it, though I’d love to know who she is.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Mary lay with her head resting on Carl’s shoulder and her arms wrapped around his naked torso. He was asleep and she remembered the feel of his body rubbing with increasing urgency against hers with only the thin sheet separating them.




  “I’m coming!” he’d cried and she’d held him tightly to her as his entire body stiffened and twitched on top of her. Then he’d let out a deep sigh, kissed her, then rolled off her and fell asleep. She examined the silver ring on her finger, a reminder of her vow to remain a virgin until she married. Carl had respected her for that and had shown her that there were alternatives to penetrative sex. She’d learned a lot about him and a lot about herself, too, over the past couple of hours. She was growing up.




  Mary looked at her watch. It was only nine-thirty and she decided to make them both a coffee. Slipping out from underneath him, she eased herself out of bed and put on her bra, studying the love bites that Carl had left on her breasts. She’d have to make sure she kept herself covered up for the next few days until they faded.




  She put her coat over her underclothes and, leaving Carl’s bedroom, made her way downstairs towards the kitchen. The living room door was ajar and Julie and Alex were sitting on the sofa drinking from cans of lager and watching the news. Mary slipped past the room without being noticed and, once in the kitchen, busied herself making the drink.




  A few minutes later, carrying a mug of coffee in each hand, Mary walked past the open living room door.




  “Bloody Hell!”




  Stepping into the doorway, she saw Alex and Julie staring at the TV. A local news bulletin was on.




  “…and Bill Harris is outside the hospital now,” the newscaster said. The scene changed from the studio and Mary recognised Conway’s General Hospital.




  Bill Harris, the reporter, stood with his back to the main entrance. “According to a hospital spokesman, the man was covered in exactly the same kind of mysterious blue light as the girl who was admitted on Friday and, just like the girl, the man who has fallen through a shop window is making an almost miraculous recovery.”




  “Do they know who or what is responsible for the phenomenon, Bill?”




  “Yes. According to eyewitnesses the blue light shot out of the hands of a young woman who went to help the man, but she disappeared before the police and ambulance arrived. They say that the girl was with a young man who was set upon by a group of young men, including the one in hospital, and…”




  Mary listened to the rest of the report in stunned disbelief. “On no, Jay,” she cried. “Not again!”




  “Jay? Is it Jay Williams they’re talking about?” Alex leapt up off the settee and grabbed Mary’s wrist before she realised she must have spoken aloud.




  She shook her head. “Of course not. Don’t be stupid.”




  “Stupid, am I?” He twisted her wrist hard and Mary cried out in pain as the hot coffee poured out of the upturned mug and over her bare legs. Alex took the second steaming mug out of her other hand and held it over her head. “Are you going to tell me the truth or do you want a coffee shampoo?” He




  




  




  tipped the mug slightly, causing a small stream of the scalding liquid to fall onto her head and she screamed in pain.




  “Last chance, Mary,” he said.




  “No,” she cried. “Okay, you’re right, it was Jay.”




  He grinned at her in triumph, released her wrist and handed her the mug of coffee. “Oh, what a shame you seemed to have spilled the other one,” he said. “Now, get lost. I’ve got things to do.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Carl found Mary crying in the kitchen and holding a cold compress to her scalp. When she told him what had happened he erupted, rushed out of the kitchen and into the lounge. She went after him in time to see Alex being slammed against the wall. Mary, who had never seen Alex looking scared before, didn’t blame him for looking terrified now, because Carl had him pinned against the wall by his throat. Carl’s other hand was fisted and he drew his arm back, preparing to smash his fist into Alex’s face.




  “No, Carl!” Mary rushed over and grabbed his arm. “He’s not worth getting into trouble over.”




  She could feel his trembling rage, but then he looked at her, nodded, lowered his fist and removed the hand that had been clamped around Alex’s throat.




  “You’re right, he’s bloody well not. But I’m warning you,” he growled at the ashen faced Alex.




  “If you ever touch Mary again, I’ll feed your bollocks to my dog.”




  Alex gave a sickly smile and massaged his neck. “Look, mate, I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t realise that you and Mary had become an item. But I’m still going to split the two hundred pounds, fifty-fifty with you.”




  “What two hund—?”




  “You didn’t give me a chance to tell you about it, mate,” Alex said. “You know that blue light that Sophie was covered in? Well, it was Jay Williams who did it—healed her I mean. She did it again tonight to a bloke who fell through a shop window. It was on the news on telly.”




  “That’s why he split the coffee on me,” Mary said. “I was with Jay when she healed Sophie. It knocked Jay about really badly and she couldn’t remember anything about it, and was terrified in case it ever happened again. When I saw the news on TV, Alex heard me say, ‘Oh, Jay, not again,’ and—well—you know the rest.”




  Alex shrugged. “Of course, I wouldn’t have hurt Mary, if I’d have known…”




  “You’ve already done that bit,” Carl said. “Now, tell us about the money.”




  “Well, that’s why I needed to make sure that it was Williams,” Alex said. “No one knew who Williams was because the security camera film was so bad. So I phoned up the TV News desk and asked for the editor. Told him straight, I did. It would cost them two hundred quid for her name and address. I should have asked for five, because he bit my arm off so fast…”




  God, he’d told them who Jay was! The BASTARD! Mary, the shy, quiet girl from chapel, had heard of righteous anger. But it was more of a righteous fury, like a stream of molten metal flowing down one of the cast-iron channels in the foundry where her father worked that fuelled her punch. It connected with Alex’s nose with a solid, satisfying crunch that hurt her knuckles and sent him reeling backwards, spraying blood.




  He yelped and clamped a hand over his injury. “Oo’ve dwoke me duckin dose, ooh ditch!” he cried in shock.




  “I’ll break your fucking neck, you—you bastard!” Mary launched herself at Alex, wanting to smash him into a bloody pulp. Carl’s arm hooked around her waist and swept her gently off her feet, swinging her around him in an arc.




  “You’d better get out of here while you still can, Alex,” Carl chuckled. “And take Julie with you. Go on, get out of here.”




  Without waiting for Alex’s response, Carl ushered Mary into the kitchen and over to the sink. He turned on the cold tap and held her right hand in the flow of the water. “Hold your hand under there while I make a cold compress. Otherwise, your knuckles are going to be badly bruised in a few minutes. Let’s hope you didn’t break any fingers busting Alex’s nose.”




  “It would be worth it,” Mary muttered, as Carl placed a neatly rolled up napkin under the cold water. “I’ll have to ring Jay in a minute and warn her.”




  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Six




  




  Twenty-seven years earlier. England 1985




  




  Seven-year-old Adam lay on his back in the darkness of the room that he shared with eight-year old Ben, and Eve who was also eight. Something had awakened him, but he wasn’t sure what. So he listened and waited while he tried to work out what it was that had drawn him out of his dream.




  “Hey, Adam, are you awake?”




  He looked to his left and saw that Eve was sitting up in her bed looking at him.




  “Yes, something woke me up,” he whispered back, because Janine, their keeper, would be cross if their talking woke her up. She slept in a small room just outside the locked door of their room, the key of which was fastened to her belt.




  “Me, too,” Eve said in a whisper. “And Ben.”




  “We thought you were still asleep,” Ben hissed from Adam’s right. His bed creaked slightly and then he padded over to Adam’s bed and sat down on the end. “I thought I heard someone calling me from inside my head.”




  “That’s what it sounded like to me, too,” Eve said. “What about you, Adam?”




  “I can’t remember, but how can anyone call you from inside your head? And anyway, we don’t know anyone except Janine, the doctor and those men who come to see us sometimes, and they haven’t been to see us for ages.”




  “Not since the doctor finished giving us those injections a couple of years ago,” Ben agreed.




  “That’s when he told us that there wouldn’t be anymore, because his experiments hadn’t worked.”




  “I hated it when he used to cut bits off us with his knife to see if we bled or could re-grow the missing bits,” Eve said. “It was stupid and used to hurt like shit!”




  “Eve!” Adam didn’t like to hear her swearing.




  But Eve wasn’t listening. She was staring open mouthed at the barred window and so was Ben. Lights danced over the window. Hundreds of tiny spheres of brilliant red, green, blue, white and yellow light swirled and spiralled across the window. Adam thought they were amazing and even when they stopped dancing and formed themselves into words, he couldn’t stop smiling. The lights made him feel good.




  HELLO ADAM-BEN-EVE, the lights spelt out and then swirled around to spell out more words. COME OUTSIDE. WE’RE WAITING.




  “We can’t,” Eve said. “We’re locked in.”




  CLOSE YOUR EYES AND WE WILL OPEN THE WINDOW.




  Adam looked at the others and they both grinned at him and screwed their eyes shut, so he did the same. Even with his eyes shut, he could see the lights glowing far brighter than before, so bright that it almost hurt. Then they dimmed and, when he opened his eyes, he saw that the iron bars on their window had melted. He felt the night air blowing through the window. The glass had gone too. The lights were about three feet away and Adam stared in surprise at the figures standing smiling at him. There were seven of them and they were all wearing strange one-piece suits that looked as though they were made of some kind of thin metallic material. Each of the visitors’ suits was a different colour to his companions, and the one wearing red had the red lights swirling around him, and the blue lights danced around the figure in blue, and so on. They all wore long silver coloured boots but didn’t seem to be wearing space helmets or anything.




  “Hello, Adam,” a voice spoke inside his head, but somehow he knew it was the figure in green who had spoken. It was hard to tell if it was a man or a woman because of the suits and their hair was closely cropped, but they were all about the same size as an average grown-up. Except for the fact that their foreheads seemed slightly bigger than normal and the suits they wore, they looked like normal people. Adam knew, though, they were aliens from another planet, the one he’d visited in his dreams. These aliens, unlike most of those on TV, were old friends and didn’t mean him, Ben or Eve any harm.




  “Come,” the voice said. “We have much to do and very little time.”




  Adam glanced at Eve and Ben and then climbed out of the window and stood barefoot in the grass.




  




  




  




  “No! The night is too cool.” It was the one in red who spoke this time. “Go back and put on your clothes, Adam. Tell Eve and Ben to get clothed too, but hurry.”




  Eve was already halfway through the window, but Adam pushed her back inside. “They say we need to get dressed first,” he said.




  They changed their nightclothes for the red plaid shirts, jeans and trainers and Adam led them back through the window and over to the waiting figures.




  “Come,” the man in blue said. He and the others seemed to float across the grass and Adam, Ben and Eve had to jog behind them to keep up.




  “Where do you think they’re from, Adam, Mars?” Ben asked.




  “No, we come from a world much further away than that,” the yellow suited man’s voice said.




  “We have been searching a long time for you, Adam, Ben and Eve.”




  They stopped at the edge of the ‘U’ shaped marshes that were half a mile wide and ran north for eighteen miles before they started to curve in a seven-mile arc. Then they ran back parallel to the first eighteen-mile stretch. The doctor had explained that a freak seam of coal that had been mined in the nineteenth century caused its shape. The coal had been excavated to a depth of sixty foot, when the miners breached an underground stream that had flooded the workings. Later, they had tried to fill in the mine with rubble, earth and sand and created the marshes.




  The men stared at the marshes as though looking for something, then Adam noticed that the surface of the marsh was beginning to glow a luminous green, and it was growing brighter.




  “Look!” Eve said and Adam saw a gigantic mushroom shape rising up out of the marsh. It seemed to be spinning and to be covered in coloured lights. It rose high above their heads to reveal a huge can-shaped core that glowed white. Two curved panels at the front slid apart in opposite directions and a flat beam of silver light about three foot wide shot across the surface of the marsh towards them.




  “It’s a flying saucer,” Ben said. “A real flying saucer.”




  The beam spanned the surface and the men started moving across it.




  “Come, children,” the man in red said, into Adam’s head. “Keep in the centre of the beam and you will be safe.”




  Ben tentatively put one foot onto the silver path and then the other. “It feels solid,” he said, and started following the men. Eve was next and Adam followed behind. It was just like walking on the floor, he thought.




  They went into the cylinder section, which was bigger than their room and about ten times as high as their ceiling. The silver path retracted and when it blinked off the curved doors of the cylinder slid shut behind them.




  There was a faint humming sound in Adam’s ears and he became aware that they were travelling upwards. With a barely audible click they stopped, another smaller door slid open and he followed the others through it.




  The three of them stopped and stared in disbelief, for above, in front and below them, stretching into the distance as far as he could see were millions—no trillions—of stars. It was as though the flying saucer had become transparent and they were standing on nothing.




  “That is your home on your right,” the man in green said, pointing with a long slender finger.




  “The planet that you call Earth.”




  Adam saw the blue tinged planet that looked no bigger than an orange and was suddenly afraid. What was going to happen to them?




  “Fear not, Adam,” The man in red said. “Once we have rectified the damage that your scientists have inflicted upon you, we will take you all back again.”




  Suddenly, the ship was solid again and the stars were only visible from small oval shaped windows spaced evenly around the spacecraft. The nearest one was about a hundred yards away. The men removed their suits and beneath them they were wearing some sort of uniforms consisting of a tunic top and trousers that were made of white material and trimmed in silver. The man who’d been wearing green turned out to be a woman and so did the one who’d been wearing yellow.




  “I am Hiljah, the guardian of the red. I command this ship and am the leader of this expedition,”




  the man who’d worn the red suit said, speaking aloud for the first time. “Let me introduce my companions. Nikarra, the guardian of the green, Fijojo, the guardian of the blue and my second in




  




  




  command.” Nikarra and Fijojo nodded and smiled at them. “Linitutlu is the guardian of the yellow and Girrisul the guardian of the white.”




  “We have been searching for you for a long time,” Girrisul said. “Ever since Adam came to us and told us of your plight.”




  “But the doctor and his friends are thinking of killing us soon,” Ben said. “Adam heard the doctor talking to Janine and the other men. Adam can do things like that—hear people talking even though they’re in another room.”




  “As for the doctor killing you, we intend to tell you a way of stopping that. We also know of Adam’s gift,” Girrisul said. “Adam comes to us at night sometimes in his dreams. That is how we were able to find you.”




  “You never told us, Adam,” Eve said.




  “That’s because I never remember my dreams,” Adam said. “But I knew that I had met Hiljah, Girrisul and the others before.”




  “Several times,” Hiljah said. “But now we must examine you before we take you home.”




  They followed Hiljah and the others back into the cylinder and when the door opened again they went into a narrow corridor, then into a room that contained bright overhead lights and shiny tables. Girrisull led Eve to one of the tables and she climbed onto it and lay down on her back. Ben did the same on another and then Adam was led to a third.




  “Please lay down on the platform, Adam,” Hiljah said. “We have to examine you now.”




  Adam laid down, the lights glowed brighter and he heard a clicking sound. It felt as though someone was lightly flicking a fingernail against his arms and then it stopped as quickly as it had begun. The lights withdrew and he saw the man in green smiling at him. “We have repaired the genetic damage caused by the scientists and all of the physical damage too.”




  Adam stared at his hand in surprise. His little finger that had been lopped off by the doctor was starting to re-grow. “That’s awesome,” he said.




  “My toe’s growing back,” Eve exclaimed.




  “So is my ear,” Ben said.




  “Now, it is time for us to explain,” the man in red said.




  “I don’t understand,” Adam said.




  “Then let me explain and you will,” Hiljah said, and his eyes glowed brilliantly blue.




  




  * * * *




  




  Janine Schroeder unlocked the door of the children’s room and took a step inside before she noticed the beds were empty, and then she saw the window. She ran over to it, saw the molten metal of the bars and globules of melted glass on the concrete floor and felt a moment of fear. She looked out of the window and saw a hole in the wire mesh security fence that led onto The Devil’s Footprint.




  “Adam! Ben! Eve!” she called but there was no reply, just the silent writhing of the mist. Turning on her heel, she ran out of the room and upstairs to the laboratory. As she expected, and despite the fact it was only seven in the morning, Richard Anderson was sitting at a bench peering into his microscope.




  “Richard, the kids have gone,” she cried.




  He looked up at her and frowned. “Gone?”




  “Yes. You’d better come and see this for yourself,” she said. “Otherwise, you’re not going to believe it. The bars and the glass in their window appear to have melted, and there’s a hole in the security fence.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Senator Henry Matheson and his business partner and friend, Russell Downey, flew into the East Midlands Airport on a direct flight from New York. Jeremy Marchant, MP, and the scientist, Richard Anderson, were waiting for them in the lobby.




  They shook hands and Jeremy led them over to a chauffeur driven limousine, waited until the driver had stowed their luggage in the trunk then returned to his seat behind the wheel.




  




  




  




  “The children have been missing for over a week now,” he said. “The three of us, Janine, Richard and I, have searched along the main paths but have found no trace of them. The problem is, of course, that if they’ve been injured or killed, finding their bodies is essential. We can’t risk them being discovered by anyone except us.”




  “I told you we should’ve sanctioned them when we terminated the experiment three years ago,”




  Russell grumbled. “But no, you were all too squeamish to do what needed to be done.”




  “Damn it, Russell, we don’t just go around murdering kids,” Henry said. “There’s no way they can get off the ‘Devil’s Footprint’, well not unless they’ve grown wings that is.”




  “Tell me about the weird stuff,” Russell said. He was the head of Henry’s security team and never missed a thing.




  When Richard had finished telling them about the window and the hole in the security fence, Henry frowned. “You’re sure there’s not another hole in the fence somewhere that the kids could have escaped through?”




  “Yes, we called in an outside firm to check it out, from the exterior of course, and they couldn’t find one.”




  “Which means they’re still on the land somewhere,” Jeremy said. “But how on earth do we search a hundred and twenty six square miles of heavily timbered land that’s also riddled with unmapped mine shafts and boreholes?”




  “Dogs,” Russell said. “We set some tracker dogs on their trail.”




  “Hmm, yes, that would make sense,” Jeremy conceded. “But I’m not sure we have tracker dogs in England, except for the police and the military, of course, and we can hardly go to them.”




  “I’ve had the best team of hunting dogs in Georgia smuggled in to one of our military bases,”




  Russell said. “They’ll be arriving in Catherstone about the same time as we are. One thing’s for sure though, there’s no way the kid’s got out of that room on their own. That means somehow someone has penetrated our security and is out there on the ‘Devil’s Footprint’. Unless you want to risk doing some serious time in prison, we’re going to have to flush the bastard out.”




  Henry nodded. What Russell had said made sense. “What do we do when we find him, or maybe her?”




  “It’s a fair bet that whoever it is hasn’t been in contact with the law, otherwise this place would be crawling with police. No, we’re dealing with a maverick, possibly a reporter who’s working on his own. We’ll know for sure once we’ve caught him, but there’s only one solution either way. The intruder has to disappear permanently, along with the kids.”




  “No, we’ve discussed this before,” Jeremy said. “We agreed to let the kids live out their lives here in isolation.”




  “Russell’s right, Jeremy,” Richard said. “We can’t risk them being found. It’s been three years since we abandoned the Primeval Project and the children are a living time bomb. They’ll destroy us all if they ever manage to escape or someone finds out about them. What do you think, Henry?”




  “We have no choice if we ever want to feel secure,” Henry said. He’d avoided making this decision for too long. How different it had all seemed nine years ago when the four of them had set up the project. Genetics was Richard’s speciality and he was convinced that if he introduced the genes of reptiles into human children then the children could develop the ability to re-grow limbs. If the Primeval project had succeeded, they’d have all been billionaires many times over, but it hadn’t, and now they had to pay the consequences. “We find them and terminate them,” he said. “Then we can get on with our lives without having to constantly look over our shoulders. Agreed?”




  “Agreed,” Russell said.




  “Agreed,” Richard echoed.




  The three of them looked towards Jeremy who eventually shrugged.




  “Okay. I agree,” he said.




  




  Janine was waiting for them at the Manor House that barred the approach onto The Devil’s Footprint.




  “There’s an American Army Truck and a guy with some hounds in the compound,” she said.




  “He says you’ve hired him to track down the children, but his dogs look as though they’re liable to tear the children apart.”




  




  




  “Not unless we let them,” Russell said. “Not that it matters, because we’ve decided to terminate




  ‘em anyway.”




  “It’s about time. I was getting tired of being their nursemaid. We should have got rid of them years ago.”




  “Yes, but we didn’t,” Russell said. “That’s something we’re going to fix once we’ve found them and whoever helped them escape. So, let’s get this business wrapped up quickly, and then we can all relax.”




  The man with the four hounds and their owner, who Russell introduced as Seth, smiled at them, revealing tobacco stained teeth. The hounds strained at their ten-foot-long leashes, and looked bigger and heavier than the English version.




  “Just give old Red here a whiff of some of their clothes and he’ll be on their trail quicker than a possum up a tree. He’s the best damned tracking hound in the state of Georgia and the other three are almost as good.”




  “Before we do, I’d like your dogs to cast around a new hole we’ve found in the fence, Hank,”




  Russell said. “It seems that there might be someone we don’t know about snooping around.”




  “Iff’n they is, then my dogs’ll find him fer sure. Y’all want him in one piece or should I set the dogs loose?” Seth looked at Russell hopefully.




  “No, keep them leashed,” Henry said. “We’ll want to talk to him.”




  Hank shrugged. “Suit yerself. It ain’t no skin off my ass. Where’s this hole y’all want me to look at? My dogs are gettin’ restless with all this here jawing.”




  Henry nodded to Richard who punched some numbers into a small metal box by the huge wire mesh gate that was topped with razor wire. The gates slid open and Russell and Janine led the way onto the land known as The Devil’s Footprint.




  Russell examined the perfectly round three-foot hole in the fence and frowned. “The wire was melted, apparently. Look, the ends have been welded together and I haven’t come across anything that could make a hole like this.”




  “Red’s got himself a scent,” Hank said. “He’s a raring to go.”




  “Then give him his head,” Russell said. “Let’s go!”




  Hank slackened the dogs leashes and was almost pulled off his feet as the dogs lunged away from the fence with their noses skimming the ground. They didn’t bark, Henry noticed, but gave small muted whines as they headed across a patch of grass and towards a dirt road that ran into the trees. Russell must have noticed Henry’s observation because he said, “Hank’s trained them not to bark. He gets a lot of work hunting down bear and deer, and he doesn’t want them to know the dogs are on their trail.”




  “How will we know when we’re getting close to them?” Henry wouldn’t admit it, but he was finding jogging in order to keep up with the hounds hard work. Only Richard Anderson looked as though he, too, might be struggling. Janine, Russell and Jeremy seemed perfectly relaxed. Hank himself must have been over sixty and he ran in an easy ambling gate behind his dogs. Henry made a silent promise to start working out. Voters didn’t go much on forty-five-year-old overweight politicians.




  “When we’re almost on top of him, the dogs will kick up such a racket that the guy we’re chasing will either admit that we’ve got him and give up, or he’ll run himself into the ground. Either way, it makes no difference. Once the dogs start barking, he’ll be ours within an hour.” Russell glanced at Henry and grinned. “Relax and enjoy yerself, Henry. It ain’t often we get the chance to hunt down a man.”




  A few minutes later, Henry saw that the dogs had stopped and Hank was struggling to haul them back from the edge of the swamp. Russell ran over and gave him a hand and eventually the hounds were hauled back six or seven yards from the edge of the ground from which grey, white tendrils of mist rose as though dragging themselves free from its clinging embrace. Henry breathed easier in the cooler air. It was always cooler by the marshes.




  “Red almost got himself killed, the stupid mutt.” Hank spat a squirt of tobacco juice at the dog in disgust. “A straight down drop of sixty foot you told me, Russell. Well, that’s where you’ll find whoever it is we were chasing. The damned fool ran straight out onto the marsh, chasing will-owisps.”




  




  




  




  Henry felt a rush of relief. The guy had drowned in the marsh – an accident. They hadn’t been forced to kill him after all.




  “Are them the kids y’all are looking for?” Hank pointed along the edge of the marsh and Henry saw them. The boy and girl were wearing red tartan shirts, jeans and trainers. They were sitting on the trunk of a fallen tree watching them.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Seven




  




  




  “It’s Ben and Eve,” Janine said, hurrying towards them. “But I can’t see Adam.”




  “Perhaps he went into the swamp with the guy who was helping them,” Russell said. “We’ll waste these two kids and throw their bodies in after them.” He looked at Henry and smiled without humour. “I’ll take care of the wet work myself while you and the others head back to base.”




  “That’s good of you, Russell,” Jeremy said hurriedly. “I’m not sure that I could actually kill anyone.”




  “Me, neither, especially kids,” Henry said. “We’ll leave it to Russell, as he’s used to this kind of thing. Richard, why don’t you and Jeremy take Hank back to the foundation? Janine, Russell and I need to question the kids and find out who was helping them before Russell wraps things up.”




  “Right, I’ll do that,” Richard said. “But what if Adam’s still alive and wandering about somewhere?”




  “It’s not likely,” Janine said. “He’s only seven and not nearly as big or strong as Ben. Adam’s at the bottom of the swamp, otherwise he would have stuck with Ben and Eve, for sure.”




  Richard nodded and then shouted to Hank. “We’re finished here. Let’s get back to the house, Janine and the others will take care of the kids.”




  “Wait, Richard. Look at Ben!” Janine cried. She’d stopped in her track and was staring at the boy. Henry was still trying to figure out what it was she’d seen when Richard gasped.




  “His ear’s grown back,” he said.




  Henry saw it then. Ben definitely had two ears now. He remembered the small boy who struggled and screamed when Richard had sliced off the ear. He hadn’t used an anaesthetic in case it affected Ben’s ability to grow a new one.




  Eve kicked off her shoes and Henry saw that she’d grown her missing toe back, too. What the hell was going on?




  Eve rose to her feet and looked at them with an expression of such contempt and revulsion that Howard wanted to slap her around a bit.




  “You mess with us and you’re going to be sorry,” Eve said. “We’re not so helpless anymore.”




  Janine snorted and ran towards her. Eve stooped, picking up a rock that must have weighed at least twenty pounds, and lobbed it at her.




  Henry watched helplessly as Janine stopped and stared in horror at the rock that was about to crush her skull. There was a blur of movement and she was swept off her feet and carried safely sideways and the boulder thudded harmlessly onto the ground.




  Nine-year-old Ben opened his arms, allowing Janine to fall onto the grass before jogging back to stand by Eve. “That was a warning,” he said. “Please, don’t make us hurt you.”




  Henry gaped at Russell and then the others and saw his own growing fear of the children reflected in their faces. Eve’s display of strength had been nothing compared to Ben’s speed and he’d carried Janine to safety as though she weighed no more than a child.




  “We have come into our own now,” Eve said. “And this is what you will do unless you want us to tell the police what you have done to us, Richard Anderson, Janine Schroeder, Henry Matheson, Jeremy Marchant and Russell Downey. Yes, we know who you are. Adam told us. He’s got powers that you’d never believe.”




  “Where is Adam?” Richard asked. “Did he go into the swamp with whoever it was that helped you?”




  “We all did,” Eve said. “But Adam’s gone now. Now, there’s just me and Ben. But that’s okay, because you have no idea what we can do.”




  “Let’s find out,” Russell growled. “Hank, loose your dogs on them!”




  Henry turned just in time to see Hank unleash the dogs, which bounded, snarling, towards Ben and Eve.




  Red was in mid-leap when Eve snatched up a branch and, with perfect timing, rammed it down the dog’s throat. “Bad dog!” she scolded as Red squealed in pain, trying to free himself from the stick that had impaled him. He screamed even louder when Eve grasped the branch and swung Red in the path of three of the other dogs, bowling them off their feet.




  




  




  




  Ben was too fast for the remaining dogs and they broke off their attack and fled with their tails between their legs back to Hank. Eve grasped the whining Red by his collar with one hand and yanked the branch free from his throat. Parting his jaws, she lowered her face within an inch of his fangs and blew down the stricken dog’s throat. From her hands, a blue light shot out, engulfing the dog as his whining eased.




  Eve held his head on her lap until the light began to fade and then disappeared and Red sat up.




  “You’ll be okay, boy,” she said.




  Red lunged towards her face. His tongue flicked out and he licked her. Eve giggled and hugged him. “Good dog,” she said.




  The whole episode was over in seconds and Ben spoke with an authority that belied his years.




  “You cannot risk letting us go and we do not want to go. We’re not prepared to be your prisoners any longer, nor your human lab rats. We’re freaks thanks to your experiments, so what we thought was that we would like to live here on the land, but by ourselves. We would need a cabin with a toilet and a water supply and some basic tools, that’s all.”




  “Forget it!” Russell snapped, but Henry stopped him and turned to Eve.




  “How do we know that you won’t use the tools to escape?” he asked.




  “That’s silly,” Eve said. “You saw the hole in the fence and our window and we didn’t need tools for that. Like Ben says, we want to be free but here on this land. We like it here.”




  Henry nodded and walked towards her with his hand extended. “I guess I can understand that, Eve. If we do as you ask, do you promise that you and Ben will stay here? Will you shake hands on the deal?”




  She looked up at him and nodded and put her small hand in his and shook it. “We promise,” she said.




  He held her hand a moment longer and met her eyes. “We didn’t mean to hurt you, not really. Not when it all began.”




  She nodded and gave him a brief smile before releasing his hand. “We know that, too.”




  He turned to Ben and again offered his hand and, to his relief, Ben shook hands too.




  “Thank you, Ben,” Henry said gruffly. “I’ll see you get what you need.” He reached into his pocket, removed his gold cigarette lighter and handed it to Ben. “You can build yourself a campfire using this. I’ll have some proper supplies ready for you by this evening but the cabin might take a couple of days, so I’ll send you in some tents and camping stuff.”




  Ben smiled, looking just like any normal nine-year-old kid again. “Thanks a lot, Mister Matheson, that would be great.”




  “It’s my pleasure, Ben,” he said. Turning on his heel, he rejoined the others.




  “Let’s get back and start organising some supplies for Ben and Eve,” he said. “We’ve got ourselves a deal. Oh, and, Russell? Let’s not have any nasty surprises like a bomb or poison in their supplies. We can’t be sure of getting them both that way and you’ve already seen what they can do. No, I want surveillance in and outside of the cabin, everywhere. We’ll monitor their every move, but as long as they play ball we leave them be. Is that understood?”




  Russell nodded. “Okay. But I want to strengthen the fence, electrify it and put up an outer fence about six feet away from the existing one. We’ll have dogs patrolling between the fences just in case someone does try to get in, or out.”




  “That makes sense,” Henry said. “I’ll leave that part to you.”




  




  * * * *




  




  “You’re sure that she’s got a baby? It couldn’t be a pet rabbit or something?”




  “No, it’s no rabbit, Henry. It’s a baby,” Richard said. “We’ve known that Ben and Eve have been sleeping together for almost two years now, but this is the first time we’ve known about their child. It seems to be between one and two years old and I’m amazed they’ve been able to keep it a secret from us for so long.”




  “They spend most of their time in the woods,” Janine said. “It’s almost as though they know about the hidden bugs and cameras.”




  




  




  Russell frowned. “It doesn’t make any sense. Why haven’t we seen the baby in the hut when they return at night, and where did Eve give birth? There’s no way you’d leave a newborn baby in the woods by itself. How have they managed to hide the kid from us for eighteen months?”




  “Who knows what they can do,” Henry said, “but they’ve kept to their side of the deal and in the last eight years have never given us any trouble or tried to escape.”




  “When the child appeared out of the woods, Eve and Ben were taken by surprise,” Richard said.




  “They hadn’t expected her to come after them, that much was fairly obvious. I think Henry’s got it right. They’ve made some kind of secure nursery in the woods somewhere. But whatever, we need to examine that child.”




  “You think she might be like her mother and father,” Henry said. “So, what if she is?”




  “If she has the organ and limb regeneration ability, we could find out what genes are involved and possibly make a vaccine from some of her cells. We could be back in business,” Richard said.




  “We could use stun grenades to take Ben and Eve out,” Russell said. “Grab the kid, then dispose of Ben and Eve permanently and end their involvement once and for all. For the past nine years, they’ve been a sword hanging over all of our heads. We should end it, now.”




  Henry reluctantly had to admit to himself that it would be for the best. He’d thought he was about to suffer a heart attack when Richard had phoned him last week to tell him about the child. “Are you sure that stun grenades would be effective against them?”




  “Oh, yes. What I had in mind was this…”




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell Downey was a professional and despite being closer than he liked to his fiftieth birthday, he was fit and looked ten years younger. He rechecked the grenade launchers and set off after Henry, Richard and Janine. Jeremy was at a conference in Brussels and by the time he returned this business would be all over.




  The jeep carrying the others, and containing Ben and Eve’s weekly supplies, would be at the hut now. Russell jogged alongside three of his best men, all hardened professionals who would execute Ben and Eve with no more thought than swatting a bothersome fly. He was anticipating an easy kill and looking forward to getting it over with. It was a pity that Eve was a freak, because she was really cute and he’d have liked to have a little fun with her first, before he killed her. He’d also reasoned that Ben and Eve would be too distracted with unpacking their food to realise that they were about to be taken out.




  They were about five minutes away from the hut when the Jeep came towards them on its return journey and Henry gave him a mock salute as it drove past. It would drive on for another few hundred yards before doing a U-turn to wait for the sound of stuns grenades going off. That would be the signal for Henry and the others to return to the hut to pick up Russell, his men, and the infant. Russell turned off the track and led his men through the trees. It was slower because he had to test the ground in front of them for hidden boreholes or even an abandoned mine shaft. It took twenty minutes to reach the clearing where the hut stood. A few yards from the hut a huge black plastic water tank with a lid was mounted on a steel scaffold framework. About two hundred yards behind that he could see the mist rising from the swamp.




  Ben and Eve were sitting by an open fire in front of the hut eating something. A small child appeared from behind Eve, toddled unsteadily towards the hut and went inside. Russell smiled grimly; at least the child would be safe. He nodded to his men and they aimed their rifles with the grenade launchers towards the fire where Ben and Eve sat. Russell squeezed the trigger of his own rifle and, a millisecond before the hammer struck the round, Ben’s head jerked up. Despite his hearing protection, the blast of the four stun-grenades exploding, almost simultaneously, was deafening. But Russell was already running towards the hut to get the child. His men would dispose of Ben and Eve.




  The child was just getting back to her feet, her hands clamped over her ears. Russell pulled her arms down behind her back and fastened them together with duct tape. Kicking her legs from under her, he grasped her ankles and used the tape to fasten them together too. A final piece of tape went over her mouth and then he opened up a heavy-duty plastic bin-liner and dropped the child inside. Twisting the opening of the sack around, he taped the bag shut, sealing the child inside. There was




  




  




  




  more than enough air in the sack to last the five or six minutes it would take for the jeep to get here. Then Henry, Richard and Janine could take care of the child.




  Picking up the sack in one hand, Russell emerged from the hut and stared in disbelief. Two of his men lay dead alongside Ben’s corpse and his other man was rising unsteadily to his feet. Eve, an arm missing, was crawling towards him and even as he stared he saw pink healthy flesh emerging from the bloody stump of her arm.




  “My baby,” she said. “Give me my baby!” The look of hatred in her eyes caused Russell to take a step backwards and Eve climbed to her feet.




  The surviving member of his team was frantically slamming a fresh magazine into his rifle. He turned his terrified gaze on Russell.




  “She’s not human,” he cried. “Look! She’s laid a God-damned egg!”




  For the first time, Russell saw that Eve’s undamaged hand was pressing an egg-shaped oval of pink membrane that was about the size of a small melon against her chest. She took a step towards him as the colour returned to her face. Russell raised his rifle with one hand and emptied the remaining bullets in the magazine into her head. Her body was hurled backwards and her egg fell to the ground, splitting the membrane. Russell stared in disgust at the small foetus writhing amongst the wreckage of the egg. He nodded to his remaining man who fired a short burst into it, blowing it apart.




  The jeep was speeding towards them and Russell felt an overpowering urge to run for his life, but resisted it. Ben’s corpse lay where it was and Eve’s decapitated body was where it had fallen. They’re not coming back, he told himself. They’re not coming back! The freaks are finally dead!




  




  * * * *




  




  “What the hell happened?” Henry asked, looking in horror at the four corpses that lay around the fire.




  “Russell went into the hut to get the kid,” the remaining man said. “Me, Tom and Mike went after the two adults. The young guy came straight at us and Tom blasted him in the chest but then the woman attacked us. She took them out with one hand she was so fast and would have got me, too, if she hadn’t tripped over a log. I fired a burst at her, which took off the lower part of her arm, and then I saw that she was holding an egg. I think she knew that she was going to be dead next, though, because she ignored me and went after Russell who’d got her kid in that bag.” He indicated the bag that still hung from Russell’s left hand. “She should have bled to death but her arm started to re-grow and she got back on her feet and that’s when Russell blew her God-damned head right off. What were they?




  They weren’t human I can tell you that—and is their kid the same?”




  “That’s what we intend to find out,” Henry said. He took the bag containing the child from Russell, opened the top and peered inside. “She’s still breathing. It’s a wonder she didn’t suffocate in here.”




  “Perhaps it would be best to take her out too,” Russell said. “End it right here and now.”




  “Don’t be stupid,” Richard Anderson said. “She could earn us millions. We’ll have a titanium steel cage made to keep her in until we’ve finished with her. It shouldn’t take more than about six months and then we’ll put her down.”




  “That makes sense, Russell,” Janine said. “We won’t make the same mistakes with her as we did with Ben and Eve.”




  “That’s decided then,” Henry said, and handed the bag and girl to Richard. “Let’s get her back to the lab. Russell, you and Jake clear up here. Throw the bodies into the marshes, they’ll never be found in there.”




  Russell was about to concede defeat when Henry cannoned into him with such force they both fell to the ground. “What the…?” he began but then he heard Janine and Richard both cry out in shock.




  Rolling out from under Henry, Russell saw that Jake was on his hands and knees and Janine was sprawled on her back. Richard’s white coat fluttered around his legs as he was carried six inches above the ground towards the swamp. The single hand that held the scientist was bunched into the material of the doctor’s coat, just below his neck. In Adam’s other hand was the black bin-liner containing the child. It had been nine-years since Russell had seen Adam, who’d then been eight, but




  




  




  the boy hadn’t changed much. His hair was long and tied back with a strip of leather. He was now about six feet tall and wearing only a pair of cut off jeans.




  He reached the edge of the swamp, and his left hand swept forward, releasing the bag. It sailed in an arc before falling onto a solitary white water flower about halfway across the swamp.




  “Jay, be free!” he cried, and the bag sank slowly beneath the surface. Without pausing, he ran towards the trees on his right. Russell snatched up his rifle and sighted it onto Adam’s bare back. It was a clean hit and Adam staggered, almost dropping Richard, but then he recovered and made the safety of the trees.




  “Come on, Jake. Let’s get the bastard,” Russell said, and together they went after the boy who was supposed to have been dead. Why he’d thrown the child into the swamp baffled Russell but steeled his resolve. Once he’d killed Adam, it would all be over and he could get on with his life. Adam stood in a clearing beneath a huge oak tree and on the very edge of an open mineshaft. If they shot him, he would fall into the shaft, taking Richard with him.




  “Don’t shoot,” Russell said to Jake. “Let’s see if we can talk the boy into letting Richard go.”




  “Look,” Janine hissed and pointed to the shaft.




  Russell saw it then. The shaft itself looked as though it had been lined with pale green intestines, which were coiled around its walls. The tubes, about three inches in diameter, ran down the hole in a tightly packed spiral and seemed semi-transparent. Russell took a hasty step back.




  “It was all a mistake, Adam,” Richard said, glancing down at the void over which Adam held him suspended. Adam kicked a small rock into the opening and about thirty seconds later Russell heard a faint splash.




  “Let’s go for a swim, doctor,” Adam said and stepped into the waiting hole.




  “Jesus!” Henry said and was brushed to one side by Hank who peered down into the shaft. A green beam of light shot out of the hole and Hank’s head and shoulders instantly froze. His legs collapsed and his lifeless body toppled headfirst into the shaft. From above them, something in the tree made a sound like a leg breaking and a thick branch from the oak tree crashed down only to be followed by another and then more. Those that fell into the beam instantly froze and then crumpled into dust.




  Russell saw that the beam of light, now some six feet square, was shining in an uninterrupted beam up to a height of about fifteen feet. The branches of the trees closest to it were all covered in a thick white frost.




  “What the hell is that?” Henry asked. He looked at Russell and shook his head. “I never should have let you talk me into letting you kill Ben and Eve. Now they’re all gone. Richard, our men, Adam and the child. Why did he kill her?”




  “Who cares,” Russell said and fired a burst of bullets at the green tubes. The bullets disintegrated as soon as they hit the beam. “Shit! And just for the record, Henry, I didn’t talk you into anything that you didn’t want to do. The thing now is we can’t afford to relinquish the lease on this place for obvious reasons.” He pointed at the beam of green light. “After I’ve cleaned up here, I’ll string up some camouflage nets to hide that. God knows how long that thing will last but we can’t risk anyone seeing it. We’ll use the foundation as a cover and I’ll organise another doctor. Janine can arrange for more of the babies to be sold privately for adoption. We might as well make some money out of this place.”




  Henry looked sceptical. “Is it worth it?”




  “People will pay good money for a baby that could possibly be passed off as being their own,”




  Janine said. “We’re talking ten to twenty thousand pounds per baby, Henry.”




  “Hmm, I didn’t realise. Well, as I see it, there’s no risk to speak of. Their mothers will believe their babies have been adopted through a legitimate state approved adoption agency and the authorities won’t even be aware that the children exist. As a further safeguard, your tame doctor could issue a false birth certificate that states the baby is the natural child of it’s adoptive parents…”




  “Good thinking,” Russell said. “A lot of them would pay even more for that. Who knows? We could even get rich.”




  Russell loaded the bodies of his men, Ben and Eve into the back of the Jeep. He reversed to the edge of the marsh and heaved the bodies into it. After the last one had been sucked under the surface, he returned to the hut to pick up Henry and Janine.




  “Let’s get back to the house,” he said. “I could use a shower and a drink.”




  




  




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Eight




  




  2008




  




  Russell and Janine stood a few yards away from the opening of the shaft into which, thirteen years ago, Adam had jumped to his death, taking Richard Maylor with him. The beam of green light only rose about eighteen inches out of the shaft now, but when Russell lobbed a stone at it, the stone disintegrated.




  “I don’t know what the hell that is,” Russell said. “But it would make the ultimate weapon if we could find a way of duplicating it.”




  “We don’t need it, Russell,” Janine said gently. “We’re making a fortune with our adoption sideline and besides, I’ve had an idea.”




  Russell gathered her in his arms and kissed her. He’d been in the States for over eight months and he’d missed her more than he’d ever thought he’d miss anyone in his life. He loved her, it was as simple as that, and each separation only served to enforce the emptiness of his life without her. Breaking off their kiss, he nuzzled her neck. “I’ve had an idea myself,” he said. She gave a light tinkling laugh and looked up into his eyes. “We’ve already made love twice since you arrived. You’re getting insatiable.”




  He smiled and shook his head. “I can’t get enough of you, but that’s not what I meant. I want you to marry me, Janine. I want to you to be my wife.”




  Her face clouded and she pulled herself free of his arms. “I love you, Russell, but I’m scared. We’ve been together as a couple for over twelve years now and it has been wonderful. Even when you have to go back to the USA, I can cope because I know that eventually you’ll be coming back again. But married? What if getting married changed things and we end up hating each other? We’ve both seen it happen to other people. What if it happened to us?”




  “It won’t! I won’t let it happen to us.”




  She looked at him for a long moment and then took both of his hands in her own. “I believe you,” she said, and then smiled mischievously. “But you’ll regret it when you see the price of engagement rings at Cartier’s.”




  Relief swept through him and he laughed aloud. “So, you’ll do it? You’ll marry me?”




  She kissed him lightly on the lips. “You’d better marry me, unless you want me to sue you for breach of promise. Come on. Let’s get back to the house. I’ve never been to bed with a fiancé before.”




  “What about the staff? They’ll be expecting us to do the tour.”




  “They’ll just think that you’re suffering from jetlag.” She playfully squeezed his bottom. “By the time I’ve finished with you, you’re going to be exhausted.”




  “What a way to go.” He laughed and, holding hands, they strolled back to the house. It was several hours later, after dinner, that Russell remembered what Janine had said just before he’d proposed to her. “You were going to tell me about your idea,” he reminded her.




  “Yes, that’s right. You know that we have far more prospective parents than babies to sell and the problem’s been getting worse every year. Well, I had this crazy idea, but the more I think about it the less crazy it seems. A lot of the pregnant girls we get here are runaways who just turn up here. I suppose that they’ve heard about the Foundation through the grapevine.”




  “Probably, but I don’t see—”




  “Let me finish,” she interrupted. “Otherwise, I’ll lose my train of thought. I got this idea of setting up a helpline, direct to the Foundation, and targeting runaway girls who’ve got themselves pregnant. I could arrange to meet them locally and in confidence. If, like a lot of those who’ve turned up here, they’re isolated from their families, friends, and the father of their baby, we could lure them here and put them in the hut that Ben and Eve used to live in. No one would know where they were and we could simply take their babies and sell them.”




  “But what do we do with the girls once they’ve given birth? Kill them?” Russell asked sarcastically.




  “No. I thought of mating them with young male runaways and letting them breed. But we’d take blood samples from them because another thought I had was that we could black market human organs. How much would a dying, rich person pay for healthy kidneys, hearts and lungs that matched




  




  




  




  their blood type? We could even breed designer babies – blonde, blue eyed babies with the same colour hair and eyes as their adoptive parents.”




  It was a great idea and Russell felt a flush of excitement. Breeding kids would be no more difficult than breeding any other animals and, besides, all these runaways were just a drain on society that no one would miss. They could even ship the babies and organs anywhere in the world. The operations could take place in the Foundation and no one need ever know.




  “I’ll arrange for another dozen huts to be put near Ben and Eve’s,” he said. “We’ll need a bent doctor to take care of them and I know just the man.”




  “I already have a girl in mind to be our first breeding mother,” Janine said. “She’s fifteen, coming sixteen and desperate, or so she told me on the phone. She’ll be ringing me back later today and I’ll set up a meeting. Can you get the old hut ready for her within the next day or two?”




  “No problem. I’ve got six weeks before I have to fly home again. I’ll sort out the hut and the doctor. You just concentrate on the girl.”




  




  * * * *




  




  The small cafe was crowded and Janine was surprised by the cleanliness of the place. After ordering a large mug of tea and a buttered, toasted tea cake she found a vacant table in a corner and sat down. Karen had told her that this was where she usually ate because the food was cheap here. Janine had finished eating and was beginning to think that either Karen had already been and gone, or she’d changed her mind and wasn’t coming.




  Then the door of the cafe opened and Karen came in. At least Janine thought she must be Karen. She was wearing the kind of anorak that she’d described on the phone, and Janine didn’t think that there could be that many young, attractive, blonde, pregnant schoolgirls coming into a place like this. Janine quickly drained her mug of tea and carried it to the counter for a refill. There was someone else standing between her and Karen. Karen hadn’t seen Janine and she stood with a mug of tea in one hand and a plate in the other, on which was a bacon sandwich. She was looking for a seat.




  “Karen!” Janine called, and the girl looked at her. “I’m Janine from the Foundation. That’s our table in the corner over there.”




  The girl relaxed, then smiled and nodded and made her way to the table. Janine breathed a sigh of relief and waited to be served.




  “What do you think, Miss?” Karen asked when Janine returned to her seat. She spoke in the kind of voice pupils used to address their teachers. “Will the Foundation take me in?”




  “That’s why I arranged to meet you. How’s your hostel?”




  “It’s alright I suppose, but you have to be out by ten unless it’s raining. They let you stay in the lounge then.”




  “Have you thought any more about putting the baby up for adoption, Karen?” Janine asked as she lifted the steaming mug of tea to her lips. She’d arranged to meet Karen in the cafe because it was always crowded, and no one would remember them.




  “Not really, I mean half of me wants to keep it, but I don’t know if I could cope with bringing up a baby on my own.”




  “It won’t be easy, but it has to be your decision. Anyway, there’s no need to worry about that now. Let’s go and speak to this friend of mine. She runs a special unit especially for young girls like you who’re pregnant, and some of the girls there are your age. You could have a chat with those who’ve decided that they’re going to keep their babies. Perhaps we could get you booked in to a room there.”




  “Yes, alright!” Karen said, animated with excitement. “When can we go?”




  “Why not now? I’ve got the day off, and I fancy a drive in the country.”




  Karen chatted for a while during the drive to Catherstone, but eventually the drug that Janine had slipped into the girl’s coke started to work and slowly her eyes closed and she fell asleep. Russell was waiting at the rear of the house as she parked the car and he walked over. Opening the passenger door, he took a long look at the sleeping girl.




  “Not bad,” he said. “Now, let’s get her into the basement room before she wakes up. Are you sure no one knows she’s with you?”




  




  




  “Yes, we met in a transport cafe – no one there will remember us – and she doesn’t know anyone at the hostel.”




  She helped Russell get the girl out of the car. Between them, they half carried her into the house and down the stone steps that led to the basement. The room installed by Matheson’s Chemicals was almost a self-contained suite and, where you would have expected to find windows, framed scenic pictures hung on the walls.




  The door was steel and the lock was on the outside. Janine often wondered what the previous tenants had used it for.




  They lay Karen on the bed and left the room, locking the door behind them. Janine suspected that the girl would sleep for at least another two hours.




  




  Karen was awake and sitting on the bed when they returned and she looked frightened as they shut the door behind them.




  “What’s happening?” she asked. “Where am I?”




  Janine let Russell deal with her. After all, this was his house.




  “You’ve been brought here to have your baby, Karen, and you’ll be staying in a hut in the land behind this house. You’ll have the run of the land—all one hundred and twenty-five square miles of it. There’s a half a mile strip of marshes in front of the fences, so be careful not to fall in or you could be killed. If you behave yourself, you’ll be treated well and have some little luxuries like a CD player and maybe even a television. On the other hand, if you don’t behave yourself, I will hurt you so much that you’ll scream yourself hoarse. No one can hear you and there’s no one to help you. No one at all.”




  “Please, let me go! I won’t tell anybody, honest! Just let me go!” She started to cry hysterically. Janine slapped the girl hard across the face, once, twice, three times. “Shut up!” she hissed and hit her again.




  Karen stopped her wailing and sniffed as she tried to stifle the sobs that burst from her throat.




  “That’s better,” Russell said. “Now, listen up. If you behave yourself and do exactly as you’re told, you’ll be well treated, but if you do anything that harms your baby, you’ll spend the next five months strapped to the bed and if anything happens to your baby, I’ll kill you. Believe it. Now, you have everything you need in here and there’s a radio on the table. I suggest you settle yourself in. We’ll be taking you out to your new home later.”




  “Don’t look so worried, Karen,” Janine said. “We’re going to breed you, not put you down.”




  




  In the beginning was the scream, thought Russell six months later when Karen’s baby announced its arrival into the world. Janine held it up for him to see. It was a boy – a boy they’d already sold for twenty thousand pounds. This would be the first baby of many that would make him and Janine rich and it was difficult to believe that this idea was actually working. Janine had already picked up a fifteen-year-old runaway boy who was now living in a small hut on the land and after Karen had recovered from giving birth, she would be given the boy to mate with. The birth of Karen’s son was just the beginning and already other couples who moved within the same social circle and desperate for a child had made approaches to him. Russell didn’t intend to disappoint them and, to make sure of that, they would need a permanent doctor. They had been lucky this time. Both he and Janine knew that. If there had been complications, they could have lost Karen and the child. It was time to pay Marcus a visit.




  Marcus was at home in his luxury flat. When he opened the door, his eyes were bloodshot and he held an open bottle of red wine in his hand.




  “Russell, old chap! Come in and join me in getting well and truly pissed. I suppose that you’ve heard the news?”




  “Yes, it was in all the papers, on the television and has probably been put out over the internet,”




  Russell said, following Marcus into the lounge.




  “Struck off! Bloody well struck off just for touching up that bloody girl! I tell you, Russell, there’s no justice. I mean it’s not as though I raped her or anything.”




  “No, but you did grope her when you thought she was still under the anaesthetic. You were Goddamned lucky she started screaming before you did anything worse to her. You could have ended up behind bars. Anyway, that’s why I’m here. How do you fancy a job?




  




  




  




  “Doing what? I’m a doctor—sorry, was a doctor, for Christ’s sake. I don’t know anything else.”




  He swayed slightly and sat down too quickly. Some wine slopped out of the bottle onto his white shirt, but he didn’t seem to notice.




  “That’s just it, Marcus. I need a doctor and I don’t care whether you’re struck off or not, because I have a scheme going where your patients are girls in their mid-teens – fifteen, sixteen and seventeen year olds. And as long as you don’t get them pregnant, I don’t give a shit if you want to have a little fun with them, because they’ll never be able to complain.”




  Marcus looked at him owlishly. “You give me the job and my professional services will be all yours. Will I get paid anything?”




  “Marcus, old buddy, you’re going to be rich. Very rich indeed.” Russell laughed and, taking the bottle out of Marcus’s hand, fetched two glasses to pour them both a drink.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Nine




  




  Wales 2012




  




  Ben and Cassie booked them all into a motel near the A55 a few miles from Colwyn Bay. Cassie, Jay and Ben had single rooms on the first floor and Tom and Anna had a double room on the second. Jay unpacked the nightclothes and toiletries that they’d bought in a twenty-four hour hypermarket, then went down to the restaurant to join the others. She was feeling confused and afraid. Only the fear of upsetting her grandparents stopped her from running away and hiding out. Ben and Cassie were already sitting at a small table near the bar and when they saw her, Cassie smiled. Leaving Ben at the table, she came over to her.




  “Jay, I know how difficult this must be for you, but just for tonight try and put it out of your mind. No one knows where you are, so just try to relax and enjoy your meal. Okay?”




  “I feel like some kind of freak,” Jay said. “I’m scared.”




  “Of course you’re scared. If it were me, though, I wouldn’t be scared,” Cassie said. “Terrified, yes, but scared, no.”




  Despite everything, Jay smiled. “I’m just trying not to think about what’s happened.”




  “Good, and remember, you’re not on your own. Ben and I will try to protect you as best we can. Oh look, here come you grandparents. Why don’t you take them over to our table? What would you like to drink?”




  “I’ll have a diet soda, please.”




  “Right, I’ll bring it over.” Cassie made her way towards the bar, and Jay, seeing that her grandparents were about to sit down by Ben, went over to join them. They had been shown to their table in the dining area. Theirs would be the last meal order taken that evening as it was now ten-forty-five, and Jay suddenly discovered that she was ravenous. She chose the steak and after the others had given the waiter their order they chatted together like old friends. There were several television sets mounted around the restaurant and all of them turned towards the set nearest their table when the eleven-o-clock news came on. Jay had made the headlines and, when the scene changed from the studio to a reporter who was standing outside of her grandparents’ house, Jay groaned. Reuters and TV crews stood outside the gate, but worse than that was the queue of people that lined the pavement. The queue started outside the house, stretching the length of the street and around the corner. People stood behind wheelchairbound children and adults. Sick looking men and women, some leaning on canes or supported by their Zimmer-frames, stood silently, staring longingly at the empty house.




  “Over sixty people are standing here hoping that seventeen-year-old Jay Williams will come and heal them,” the reporter said. “And the queue is getting longer all the time. The question is, though, where is Jay Williams now?” A photograph of Jay that had obviously been taken at the talent contest appeared on the screen and Jay looked around to see if any of the other diners was staring in her direction, but nobody was. The next item of news replaced her photograph and she breathed a sigh of relief. She was safe at the moment but what on earth she was going to do?




  Their meals arrived and Jay had an uneasy feeling that whenever she looked up at the waiter that he avoided meeting her eyes.




  “These spare ribs are good,” Tom said. “How’s your salad, Anna?”




  Before she could reply the restaurant door burst open and cameras started to flash. Jay, who’d been temporarily blinded by the glare of the flashes, saw a woman holding a microphone, followed by a man with a video camera, come hurrying towards her.




  Jay leapt from her chair, grabbed her coat and ran. She pushed through the swinging doors that led into the kitchen, and the door slammed into a waiter carrying a tray full of food. He gave a startled yell as the tray upended itself and plates full of hot food tipped over him. He slipped and fell backwards but Jay darted past him, out of the backdoor and emerged in the car park. Without pausing, she ran towards the darkest corner, leapt over a fence and found herself standing on the nearside lane of the A56. A pair of headlights was almost on top of her and she threw herself backwards, buffeted by the displaced air as a vehicle sped past.




  




  




  




  




  * * * *




  




  The three men sitting in comfortable leather armchairs were the sole occupants of the opulently furnished room of an exclusive ‘Gentleman’s Club’, located in St James’s Square, and only a few minutes walk from Westminster. Each of the men had arrived separately in ten-minute intervals by chauffeur driven Bentley limousines.




  Once the waiter placed their respective drinks on the table and left the room, Jeremy Marchant, the British prime-minister, shifted in his seat. “I apologise for having to delay the meeting, gentlemen. Another damned riot. Nottingham this time.” He looked drained and his illness was betrayed by the slightly yellow tinge in his eyes.




  Henry Matheson, the American Vice-President, sighed. “Why the hell don’t you just do what they want, and pull out of Europe until it comes to its senses like you promised before you got yourself elected?”




  “There’s too much pressure from the banks, the city and our legal profession – they’re making billions from all the new legislation. People can’t even send their kids to school without the proper legal documentation nowadays.”




  Russell Downey, the youngest of the three men and Matheson’s head of security, laughed. “You Brits have taken the personal claim business to new heights, Jeremy. Is it right that parents have to list every single physical activity, including play surfaces, weather conditions and items of equipment they’re allowed to use, before their kids can take part in games or sport?”




  “We’ve also included edible stuffs from the beginning of next term,” Jeremy said, smiling for the first time. “If ever I get booted out of office, I’ll make a bloody fortune,” he joked. Their secret twenty-year-old partnership had made them all multimillionaires. Their fortunes were safely stowed away in the Cayman Isles.




  Henry took a sip of his Southern Comfort and savoured the sweet liquid before swallowing.




  “Okay, Jeremy,” he said. “Let’s cut the crap and get down to business. Why the emergency summons? I know that I’m treated as a big joke by the president, but I still have a busy schedule. You’re lucky that Russell and I were only in Belgium.”




  “Yes, I know, Henry, and for what it’s worth I sympathise with you. President Slojhenski may be your first female president, but she seems to be an American version of Margaret Thatcher. Younger and prettier perhaps, but she’s strong. It’s a pity she’s such a complete and utter bitch!”




  Jeremy spat out the last few words with such venom that Henry looked at him in surprise.




  “I take it then, that the reports you two didn’t get on at your mini-summit last month, were correct?” Henry was intrigued. Jeremy was considered by others, besides the man himself, to be quite a ladies man.




  “She told me I was a bigger threat to the democracy of the West than any terrorist group, and that Europe was becoming a communist style police state!” Jeremy scowled at the memory and then passed a tabloid newspaper over to Henry and then another copy for Russell. Henry looked at the headlines. TEENAGE GIRL - Healer Sensation. Henry read the article about the Welsh girl who’d apparently healed a couple of people by somehow covering them in some kind of blue light and wondered what the hell it had to do with him and Russell. Russell asked the question. “Is this supposed to mean anything to us?”




  Jeremy nodded. “Possibly. The girl lives in Conway, that’s Wales, with her grandparents, but according to a report that I received this morning the family only moved there fifteen years ago. Before Jay Williams—that’s the girl’s name—healed the other girl, somehow she lifted a bus off her.”




  Henry almost spilt some of his drink. He knew now and he could tell by Russell’s expression that he did too. So, that’s why they were there.




  Jeremy nodded in confirmation. “That’s right, the family moved from Catherstone Village. Is there the remotest possibility that the female infant could somehow have survived?”




  “No way!” Russell was adamant. “We all saw Adam pitch her into the marsh. She went under alright, we all saw it. There’s no way she could have escaped from there or survived.”




  “We have to make sure, though,” Henry said. “If it is the girl, she could jeopardise everything, including our ongoing project. Russell, get yourself over to the village and see if you can find out anything, and then—”




  




  




  Jeremy interrupted him. “What worries me, Henry, is—if the girl did manage to survive somehow—how do we know that the male didn’t too?”




  “I don’t even want to think about that,” Russell said.




  “You’d better check it out while you’re there,” Henry said. “Call in at the Foundation and take a look at that mine shaft and make sure he’s still there.”




  “Okay. If it is the same girl, do you want me to head for Wales and take her out, or what?”




  “Yes, get rid of her,” Henry answered. “Make it look like a robbery or something.”




  “Try not to draw attention to The Devil’s Footprint,” Jeremy said. “We don’t want to put our current project at risk.”




  Henry, who knew that one of the runaway girls Russell and Janine were holding on The Devil’s Footprint was the same rare blood type as the British Prime Minister, wondered if the rumours about Jeremy’s failing health were possibly true. That would explain his sudden concern that the project remained on-going. It would have made more sense, otherwise, to close the place down and dispose of any possible witnesses. Henry kept his suspicions to himself, however. It would be stupid to antagonise Jeremy by exposing his health to scrutiny.




  “I’ll take the girl out anyway,” Russell said. “Then we’ll know we’re safe.”




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Ten




  




  




  Shouts rang out behind her and Jay saw approaching headlights racing along both sides of the dual carriageway. She launched herself forward, her feet pounding the surface of the road, and then found herself scrambling up the embankment on the other side. Not one of the speeding vehicles had even come close to reaching her before she’d crossed. It was confusing, how was it possible? How fast had she run?




  The sound of Ben and Cassie calling her name snapped her out of her reverie. She could see them looking for her on the far side of the road, and it obviously had never occurred to them that she would have risked crossing the busy dual carriageway.




  She stepped behind a tree and, pulling out her mobile, rang her Grandmother. Jay had given Anna a mobile phone for her birthday.




  She answered on the third ring and Jay tried to sound calm. “It’s me, Grandma,” she said. “I’m Okay, but I need to get away. I need time to think things through.”




  “Yes, I’m fine and so is Tom, Ethel,” Anna said, letting Jay know that she couldn’t talk freely. Obviously, the reporters were still there. “You have yourself a nice holiday and don’t forget to send me a postcard. You take care of yourself and we’ll see you when you get back. Bye, Ethel.”




  Anna hung up and Jay put on her coat and checked to see that her purse was still in her pocket. It was. She had a little over fifteen pounds in cash, but she could draw some money out of the bank from a cash machine. The best thing, she decided, was to make her way to Colwyn Bay and get herself a room somewhere for the night. Tomorrow she could decide what to do. Still worrying about what was happening to her, she walked towards the town. I’m changing, yes, but into what? she wondered. She wasn’t religious like Mary, and she only went to church when she had to. Jay didn’t really buy into any of that stuff about heaven. She did not seem to have been walking very long but she was in Colwyn Bay’s town centre already and started looking for a bed and breakfast for the night. Jay became aware of a dog following her. It was big, black with white markings and scruffy looking and she had noticed it earlier, but then the dog had been on the opposite pavement, just standing looking at her. She hadn’t really taken much notice of it until she’d turned and saw it following about a hundred yards behind her. When she stopped walking, the dog stopped, but it never took its eyes off her. Weird, she thought, but she didn’t feel spooked or threatened by the dog, she was just aware of it. Jay stopped and the dog stopped and she grinned at it. “Well, come on if you’re coming,” she called. “C’mon doggy, good dog!” Its ears pricked up and it cocked its head, swished its tail, but remained where it was. She took a couple of steps towards it but the dog turned back the way they’d come and walked two steps away from her. Then it gave a bark and walked a few more steps away. Shrugging, Jay turned away from it. Crazy mutt, she thought, and started walking towards the suburbs in search of somewhere to stay.




  “Woof!” The dog was now about ten yards behind her. It looked directly at her before turning around and walking a few steps away. It stopped and, turning its head towards her, barked again. It wants me to follow it!




  The dog barked again as though in agreement, and she could have sworn it smiled at her.




  “Okay, dog, I’m coming,” she called. Incredibly the dog barked again, before it started walking back the way that she’d come.




  The dog trotted the length of the block and then it took a left turn and headed down the street, turning its head occasionally to make sure she was following. Somehow, she sensed that this was meant to be, and thought that someone or something was guiding her to them. The dog stopped at the mouth of a narrow alley and waited until she was right up to it. She reached out and stroked its head and it looked up at her. She could see the love in the dog’s eyes. This crazy dog’s in love with me, she thought and then the dog was walking down the passageway, which was narrow and dark. Menacing shadows gave way to even deeper, more threatening, shadows where moisture ran down the blackened brick walls like snot from a runny nose. The smell was the worst, though. It smelt worse than the unwashed jock straps hanging in a football team’s changing room, she thought. In the distance she could see a light, a warm welcoming light and it was there that the dog had stopped and it looked back at her, wagging its tail.




  




  




  As she drew nearer, she could see that the source of the light was an old-fashioned paraffin lamp that hung from the wall of an out-of-place log cabin. What on earth was a log cabin doing in the heart of Colwyn Bay? That only troubled her for an instant after everything that had happened. Something disturbed the air around her and a huge shadow blotted out the cabin. For an instant, she saw the unmistakable shadow of out-stretched wings. Jay threw up her arms to protect herself, half-expecting to be confronted by a blood-sucking vampire. Instead, she found herself looking into the unblinking eyes of a golden eagle.




  ‘Jay,’ a voice sounded inside her head. ‘I am Silver Fox of the Cherokee Nation! Hear me.’ It sounded like the voice of an old man but more powerful than any voice she’d ever heard. ‘I have been chosen to show you the way but we have very little time. You must come to me quickly, Jay!’




  “How? Where are you?”




  ‘That is of no importance. Wind Rider, our feathered brother, will lead your spirit to me! You must enter the cabin and remove your clothes and then use the oil and water that stands on the table beside the bed to seal the seven openings of your body. This will prevent evil from entering your body while your spirit comes to me. The dog will protect you from any physical threat and keep you safe. But you must hurry for time is your greatest enemy. You must hurry and come to me.’




  The interior of the cabin could have come straight from a movie script. There was a pot-bellied, wood-burning stove in the centre of the floor and a white scrubbed pine table next to it. Over an old white sink was a hand operated cast iron water pump and in the other end of the room was a bed. Standing on a bench seat that was next to the bed was a decanter filled with water and a small bottle filled with some kind of oil.




  ‘You will know what to do,’ Silver Fox’s voice said in her head and suddenly she did. She stripped and, taking the bottle of oil, she tipped a drop onto her forefinger and inserted it in her left nostril. “Let no other spirit but mine enter here,” she said aloud. She repeated the procedure with her other nostril, ears, mouth, vagina and anus. Finished, she re-dressed and lay down on the bed and then drank deeply from the decanter. The taste of the water reminded her of every pebble-strewn stream that she’d ever seen and she closed her eyes.




  The dog stretched out alongside the bed where she lay and it took a few seconds before she realised that she was looking down at her own body.




  So, this is an out of body experience, she thought and, looking up, she saw the eagle waiting for her. It was perched above her on a rafter and she willed herself to rise up to it. Set in the apex of the cabin’s roof was a small open window and when the eagle sailed through it, Jay followed. Below her, the city quickly diminished in size as she rose higher, following Wind Rider up into the clouds until they burst through into bright sunlight. The bird stopped climbing and opened its massive wings to full stretch. It rode the air currents that carried them west. Time seemed to have no meaning and she was oblivious to heat and cold and there was no sense of effort in travelling like this. After a while Jay became aware of a faint drumming sound, like that of a heartbeat or pulse and it was getting louder. Then she realised that Wind Rider was heading towards it and soon she was able to hear another sound accompanying the drum beat, for she’d worked out what it was now, it was the voice of someone chanting – the voice of Silver Fox.




  Even as she became aware of this, Wind Rider tucked in his wings and plummeted down through the clouds. She went after him and, despite the lack of physical sensation, was exhilarated until she hit an outcrop of rock, head on.




  She screamed and then she realised that she was actually passing through the outcrop as though it didn’t exist. She emerged below it. Beneath her, an ancient looking Native American, his long silver hair reflected in the flames of the fire by which he sat, banging a drum and chanting. Then, as though sensing her presence, he stopped and looked up at her. His lined face broke into a smile and he laughed. “That Wind Rider sure has a crazy sense of humour for an eagle, letting you dive head on into that outcrop like that. Come and join me, we have much to talk about, you and I.”




  Jay went down and stood beside him and realised that she could feel the warmth of the fire on her face and his welcoming embrace. She smelt the fringed and ornately beaded buckskin that he wore and tasted the pungent wood smoke on her tongue.




  “How is it that I can feel, taste and smell?”




  “Your spirit has been invited here on the sacred ground of my people. You are possessed with great powers, Jay. You are the daughter of the chosen-ones.”




  




  




  




  “I don’t understand, and am I really in America?”




  “You sure are. You’re in the state of Montana, and that’s the Bitterfoot Forest you can see down below us.” He poked the fire with a stick until sparks rose into the night sky before speaking again.




  “Your parents were special, Jay. A British scientist, who was trying to enable them to regenerate missing limbs, genetically modified them. What he didn’t figure on doing was triggering the next stage in human evolution and increasing their intelligence so that it disappeared right off the scale. But that’s what happened. Ben and Eve, your parents, were unique. Adam, the third and youngest child, was the most powerful of the three, and you have powers as great as his. Your healing power is the least of your abilities, though, but of course you’re not aware of them because some of your memories have been suppressed.”




  Jay was confused, but at the same time she was excited and wanted to know more about her parents, Ben and Eve. Then she remembered what Grandma Anna had said. “Grandma said that there was a girl who had lain and egg and she was shot by an American. Was she my mother, Eve? Am I some kind of freak that came out of an egg that she laid?”




  Silver Fox smiled at her and shook his head. “That was Eve, your mother alright, but you were born just the same as every other child has been born since time began. The egg and the embryo inside it were a subterfuge, artificial. The idea was to keep you a secret from the doctor and the others and to let them take the egg instead.”




  “But they would have known it wasn’t real—”




  “No, they wouldn’t. People who’re many stages further up the evolution ladder than even you, made the egg. The egg and the embryo were designed to self destruct, but in a natural looking way, after being exposed to prolonged periods of bright light.”




  “Are you like me? Is that why you’re involved in all this?”




  “I guess so, but I’ve not evolved to your level. I never met Eve, or Ben, but Adam and I became good friends before he disappeared.” He must have seen her puzzled look and explained. “Adam used to visit me just like you are here with me now. It was an out of body experience, but he thought of our visits as a dream. Well, I suppose that as he was only eight-years-old when he first came to see me, dreaming was a logical explanation for him. Later, it seemed that he was always here, and the last time he came, he’d just turned seventeen, he told me about you, Jay—Eve and Ben’s baby girl—and asked me to look out for you. I picked up on your distress tonight as clear as a wolf howling in the woods.”




  “He called me Jay? He knew me? I’m all mixed up, Silver Fox. I didn’t ask to be different and I’m not sure that I want to be, either.”




  “I know. I sometimes wonder if it’s a gift that’s been laid upon our shoulders because we weren’t quick enough, or too stupid to move out of the way.” He sighed. “I was about your age when I found out about my own powers, an awesome thing for a teenager—power. Like you, I too was confused and wanted to run away. That’s why I sent the dog and the eagle to guide you to me. My own teacher sent me a silver fox and an owl. That’s how I got my Shaman’s name. I don’t suppose you want to be called Dog? No, I didn’t think you’d go for that. Okay, let’s get down to business.”




  “I’m scared, Silver Fox. I mean what can I do? Why can’t whoever picked me pick someone else? I just want to go home and be normal, you know.”




  “I know. Believe me, Jay. I know.” He sounded sad for her and yet his eyes twinkled with amusement.




  “What’s funny?” she asked.




  “Well, you sounded just like me when I was a kid and you haven’t realised yet.”




  “Realised what?”




  “Well, here you are thousands of miles from home and talking to me while your body’s back home lying on a bed. How’d you like to see your folks?”




  “My grandparents? But how can I—?”




  “Put this on, Jay. It will protect you from any spirits that might ambush you while you’re using your Astral body.” He handed her a leather band and hanging from it was a silver and jade miniature shield. It was a beautifully worked pendant and she fastened it around her neck so that the shield hung from her throat.




  “Thanks, Silver Fox. Now how do I get to see my grandparents?”




  




  




  “First off, you need to know some of your powers. We, too, can enter the bodies of other people, in fact most creatures. This can be useful if you need to perform a physical act sometimes. But if that body’s destroyed while we’re in there, then we’re destroyed, too, and our own bodies will die. It would be pretty damned stupid to enter the body of a mouse only to be eaten by the cat. Secondly, we can use the body to do pretty well as we like, but we must never abuse it or we risk damaging that body’s soul. It’s usually best to enter someone who’s sleeping and then leave before they wake up.’




  “You! You were inside Wind Rider!”




  “Yep! Well, I am an Indian and you’d better believe that we can be pretty damned sneaky sometimes. Now listen, I’m not going with you on this trip but I’ll be able to see and hear you although your folks won’t. To go to your folks, just picture them in your mind and, when you want to return here, just do the same. Go now.’




  Jay concentrated on her Grandma Anna. In her mind she saw Anna with her head cocked to one side in that peculiar way of hers, smiling at her.




  She was flying! She sped over the ocean and then over the man-made lights of the towns and cities below her. Then she was sweeping down and she recognised the Motel where they were staying. She saw the blue flashing lights of an ambulance and a police car. The police were keeping the reporters away from the ambulance parked outside the reception. The doors opened and two paramedics came out carrying a stretcher upon which, despite the oxygen mask clamped over her face, Jay recognised her grandma, Anna.




  Tom, his face ashen and etched in concern, hurried along beside the stretcher, holding Anna’s hand and talking to her. “You’ll be all right, love,” he said, over and over again, but Jay could hear the doubt in his voice.




  She tried calling to her grandfather to make her presence known, but Tom remained oblivious of her. He followed Anna into the ambulance and the rear doors slammed shut. Jay was about to join them when she heard Silver Fox’s voice inside her head.




  “You must return to your body and then go to them. Maybe you can use your healing power to help her.”




  His calming voice stilled her panic and she visualised her body lying on the cot. Immediately she was moving again, swooping over rooftops and then plunging down towards the cabin. She swept into her body and sat up. The dog licked her hand in welcome. Swinging her legs off the bed, she grabbed her bag.




  “Come on, dog,” she said. “We have to get to the hospital.”




  Jay rang the number on the card that Cassie had given her and the reporter answered almost immediately.




  “Where are you?” Cassie asked when she identified herself, and Jay told her where she was.




  “Stay there and I’ll get a taxi to pick you up and bring you to the hospital. It will be quicker than my coming to pick you up.”




  “Is my grandmother going to be okay?” Jay asked and steeled herself for the answer.




  “She’s in intensive care,” Cassie said. “She’s had a massive heart attack. Your granddad is with her now. I’ll get that taxi organised and meet you by the main entrance.”




  When Cassie disconnected the call Jay suddenly felt very much alone.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Eleven




  




  




  Jay was aware of the taxi driver studying her in his rear-view mirror. She had seen the recognition in his eyes when he’d picked her and the dog up. She shut him out of her mind and prayed that Anna would be alright. As though in sympathy, the dog licked her hand. The dog? She couldn’t just call it the dog. She needed to give it a name. He wore a collar, but there was nothing engraved on the small brass plate fixed to it. She knew, as she searched her imagination for a suitable name for the dog, that she was trying to divert her mind from worrying about her grandmother. He looked like a Labrador, she thought, like the one in the film version of The Odyssey.




  “Troy,” she said, and he wagged his tail in approval.




  They arrived at the hospital and the taxi pulled up outside the accident and emergency block. Cassie and Ben were waiting for her outside the main entrance.




  Jay flung open the door and Cassie came to meet her, while Ben paid the taxi driver. One look at Cassie’s face verified Jay’s deepest fear.




  “I’m sorry, Jay,” Cassie said. “Your grandmother passed away a few minutes ago.”




  “Oh, please no!” Jay cried. But through eyes suddenly stinging with tears, she saw the pain etched on Cassie’s face. Jay had to get to Anna. She had to get to her Grandma. Perhaps she could heal her, like she had healed David and Sophie. She tried to rush past Cassie but the older woman caught her in an embrace and touched Jay’s brow with her lips.




  “No, Jay. Wait,” she whispered gently. “There’s nothing you can do. Your grandmother’s gone. Your grandfather is still with Anna, talking to her and saying his goodbyes. So give him a little more time alone with her, before you go in.”




  A great sob burst from Jay’s throat and, feeling that her heart would burst, she rested her on Cassie’s shoulder and gave in to her grief.




  She was vaguely aware of Cassie comforting her and Ben’s gruff words of condolence, but she was even more aware of the fact that she was to blame for her grandmother’s death.




  “If I hadn’t been born some kind of freak—”




  ‘Don’t you go thinking such nonsense, ever again, Jay!’ Silver Fox’s voice thundered in her mind. ‘Your grandmother’s heart attack was not your doing. It was her time to go on, that’s all. Everyone dies, even as we will, but our spirits will live on and don’t you ever forget that. Death is the price we have to pay to enter the world of the spirits, that’s all.”




  Troy whined and then gave a gruff bark of welcome.




  Jay stiffened and stared over Cassie’s shoulder in shock. Her grandfather was standing behind Cassie, absently stroking the dog’s head. He seemed to have suddenly grown very old and frail. His broad shoulders sagged and he seemed bowed under the weight of his sorrow. She pulled herself out of Cassie’s arms and ran into his.




  He hugged her in what felt almost like a hug of desperation. “Anna’s dead, Jay,” he said. “It was her heart…”




  “I know,” Jay sobbed. “I want to see her, Granddad.”




  He smiled through his tears. “I’ll take you to her in a minute, love,” he said. “They’re moving her to the hospital chapel now and I’ll be staying with her until the funeral directors arrive. You’d best ring Mary and ask if you can stay the night at her house. I intend to take Anna back home to be buried, Jay. Back home to where she belongs in Catherstone Village.”




  




  * * * *




  




  “She’s the image of Eve,” Janine said, pointing to the photograph on the TV screen. “That girl, Jay Williams, is her daughter alright, Russell. How the hell did she get out of the swamp?”




  “I wish I knew and I’d also like to know how she managed to escape from The Devil’s Footprint. She was only about eighteen-months-old, for Pete’s sake.”




  “You were right, though. We need to find her quickly and before anyone else does,” Janine said.




  “But are you sure that you can kill her yourself, without getting caught?” She didn’t like the idea of him taking the risk and had tried to persuade him to hire a professional to do the hit.




  




  




  “I’ve already said that I’ll take her out personally this time. Hey, stop worrying, Janine, because I know what I’m doing. I used to earn a living by taking people out.”




  “You mean when you were The Death Dancer? That was years ago and—”




  “I haven’t lost my touch, believe me. Now the question is, as the guy on television just said, where is Jay Williams now?”




  “My guess is that she’ll not stray too far away from her so-called grandparents. It might be an idea to stick close to them and see if the girl makes contact.”




  Russell nodded and rose to his feet. “I’ll get over to the airport and hire a chopper to fly me to Wales. When Jay Williams surfaces, I’ll be waiting for her and, freak or not, this time she’s dead!”




  




  He checked into a Beefeater Hotel on the outskirts of Conway, unpacked his bag and checked out his equipment. His brown curly wig and the cheek pads would ensure that no one would be able to identify him again if they saw him without them. He favoured thin, black kidskin gloves to the rubber surgical gloves used by other professional assassins, and a knife or his small Beretta pistol to a heavier calibre handgun. After loading the pistol’s magazine, he screwed its silencer onto the muzzle then changed into black clothes and rubber soled shoes. Satisfied, he locked the door of his room and went down to the restaurant. It was surprisingly busy and the barman told him that they would stop taking orders for food at midnight.




  He’d ordered a steak and fries when his mobile rang. It was Janine.




  “Russell, the girl’s grandmother’s had a stroke or something and she’s been taken to a hospital in Colwyn Bay. Apparently the girl was with them but ran off when the press appeared, about half-anhour before the old lady collapsed.”




  Russell rose to his feet and dropped a twenty pound note onto the table. “I’m on my way,” he said.




  Ten-minutes later and wearing his disguise, Russell sped as fast as he dared, without risking being stopped, towards Colwyn Bay. He’d arranged for a car rental company to have a BMW with a full tank of fuel to be waiting for him at the airport.




  




  * * * *




  




  Alex took another sip from the bottle of whisky he’d taken from the drinks cupboard in Carl’s house, and tried to work out what to do about Mary Slymond. He’d seen Julie off on the bus before nicking this car which he’d parked in the shadow of a copse of trees opposite Mary’s house. It was her fault that Carl had gone chicken because somehow she’d made the moron go soft on her. He’d changed, he just wasn’t the same bloke anymore and it was all down to her, the bitch!




  He took another drink and savoured the fiery taste of the alcohol. He wasn’t pissed though, not even drunk. He was too angry for that. He looked at his watch and saw that it was almost eleven. The slag would probably be in bed asleep by now because there weren’t any lights on. He was going to have to wait until tomorrow to sort her out.




  Alex was about to turn on the ignition when a light came on in one of the bedroom windows and a few seconds later so did another one. Alex paused in the act of turning the key and the front door shot open. Mary and her father hurried out of the front door and, climbing into their car, they drove off.




  Alex started the car and followed, knowing that he couldn’t lose them because the first turn off was over a mile away. He stayed behind them all the way into Colwyn Bay and, when they turned into the grounds of the hospital, followed while trying to work out what was going on.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell chose a parking bay from which he could escape in a hurry. It was close to the entrance of the accident and emergency ward and anyone coming out of the doors would be an easy target. Settling back in his seat, he rolled down the window of the driver’s door, placed the Beretta on the passenger seat, and covered it with a newspaper.




  He’d been waiting about half an hour when an attractive young woman came out of the hospital and began pacing up and down outside. She was smoking a cigarette and kept glancing at her watch.




  




  




  




  A stocky, older man joined her and they talked animatedly together while occasionally gesticulating towards the drive as though they were waiting for someone. As though in confirmation, he heard a vehicle approaching and a car pulled up beside the couple. A girl climbed out and Russell snatched up his pistol and slipped off the safety catch, but then he flicked it back on again. It was the wrong girl. She was about the right age but this girl had dark hair and a man, who was obviously her father, got out from the driver’s door.




  Replacing the pistol underneath the newspaper, he made himself comfortable again. He didn’t mind waiting. It increased his anticipation of making the kill.




  The girl’s father got back into his car and, after parking it a few yards away from where Russell sat, he rejoined his daughter and the other couple.




  Jay Williams and an elderly man came out of the hospital and joined the group and she and the girl who’d just arrived embraced. Russell took hold of his pistol once again and, flicking off the safety, he put his arm through the open window and sighted on William’s chest. A short burst would kill her instantly.




  Russell waited until he had a clear shot and gently squeezed the trigger. In the instant he applied the final pressure, something bumped into the rear of his car, jerking it. He heard the silenced tattoo of the bullets firing and registered people in the group being hurled back a millisecond before his chest hit the steering wheel. Somehow, he managed to retain his grip on the pistol. He lurched back into his seat and glimpsed in his rear-view mirror at the bewildered face of the driver in the car that had rammed him. There were screams and shouts coming from the direction of William’s group and he cursed when he saw Jay kneeling beside the body of the old man. People came running out of the hospital and he knew that his chance to kill the girl had now gone. With a snarl of rage, he climbed out of his car and hurried around to the driver’s side of the other car. Tearing open the driver’s door, he saw a half empty bottle of Scotch wedged between the guy’s thighs.




  “I’m really sorry, Mister,” the idiot said. “My foot slipped.” His face took on a look of disbelief when Russell pressed the muzzle of the silenced Beretta between the young man’s eyes.




  “No kidding?” Russell said and shot him.




  It had been less than fifteen seconds since he’d fired the burst into the people outside the entrance and then killed the moron who’d rammed him. He was getting back into his own car when he heard a deep throaty growl. A huge black dog launched itself at him and Russell barely managed to slam his door shut before the animal’s heavy body hit it.




  Russell started his car and sped out of the car park. A few minutes later, he pulled into a lay-by and quickly removed the false number plates from the car. He’d copied the registration number from an identical vehicle and had a new set made up in a car accessory shop with no questions asked. He’d missed the girl again, God damn it, thanks to that drunken idiot. Well, he wouldn’t be rear-ending anyone else and, as for the freak, he’d get her next time.




  Third time lucky, he thought.




  He shoved the false plates beneath a thick hedge, and his wig, cheek-pads, gloves and gun he hid inside a specially adapted toolbox in the trunk. He smiled when he pictured the registered owner of the car whose number he’d copied being raided by armed police. Then, of course, there were those camera speed traps that he’d raced through. Russell drove sedately back towards his motel. Perhaps he ought to stop off and get something to eat, and maybe he’d pick himself up a woman for the night.




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twelve




  




  




  Rebecca Carlyle was preparing to climb wearily into bed when her phone rang. “Shit!” she swore aloud, and picked up the receiver.




  “Sorry, Guv,” her sergeant, Shaun Thompson boomed cheerily into her ear, making her wince, but then he lowered his voice. “I thought you ought to know there’s been a firearms incident at the Colwyn Bay General Hospital…”




  “So?” Why was he telling her? Colwyn Bay wasn’t on their patch.




  “Jay Williams was involved.”




  “What? She’s actually shot someone?”




  “No. Didn’t you hear about her grandmother?”




  Of course, the girl’s grandmother had suffered a heart attack; it had been on the news. “Yes, I remember now. Okay. How was the girl involved?”




  “The gunman, or woman, used an automatic and killed her grandfather, her best friend’s dad, and a BBC TV reporter is having an emergency operation right now.”




  “Can you pick me up?” Her patch or not, Jay Williams intrigued her.




  “I’m parked outside your flat,” Shaun said. “I’d rather like to meet the girl myself.”




  “Give me five minutes and, Shaun? You’d better let Colwyn Bay know that we’re attending because of Williams, but assure them that we understand the investigation’s down to them. We don’t want them complaining that we’re treading on their toes.”




  The local DI, Spencer Bicken, who she knew quite well, greeted Rebecca warmly.




  “So, you’re interest is in the Williams girl,” he said. “Well, the poor kid’s healing powers didn’t do her much good tonight. She’s lost her grandparents, her best friend’s dad and Cassie Harper, the BBC Reporter, took a bullet in the head. They’re operating on her, but I’m prepared for the worst-case scenario. Oh, by the way, the Chief Constable’s on his way so try to keep out of his way.”




  “Thanks, Spencer, I’ll do that. Do you know what happened?”




  He shrugged and pointed towards the car park where police officers searched the area.




  “Someone fired a burst from an automatic, a small calibre weapon judging by the entrance wounds, probably a twenty-two is my guess, but we’ll know for sure soon.”




  “Why would anyone want to kill her?”




  “Oh, I don’t think Williams was the target. Nesbitt and Harper have just finished an investigation into drug smuggling, and, according to CI, there were rumours that a contract had been taken out on them. It looks as though Williams and her family were in the wrong place, that’s—”




  He broke off as an excited cry came from one of the searchers. “There’s a dead man in this car!




  He’s been shot.”




  Spencer didn’t object when Rebecca followed him over to the car that the uniformed officer was standing next to. The man, slumped over the steering wheel, had a neat, black-ringed hole punched between his eyes but the exit wound in the back of his head was the size of her fist.




  “Excuse me, Guv.” Shaun was comparing the car’s number plate with one written in his notebook. “We had a report at twenty-two-thirty hours that this car was parked suspiciously, but when we sent a car to investigate, it had gone. It was later reported as being stolen.”




  Spencer nodded in agreement and then pointed to a black Daimler that was pulling up on the car park. “The chief’s here,” he said. “Why don’t you and Thompson do me a favour and go talk to the girls? They were still in shock when I spoke to them earlier. See if either of them are up to making a statement. It would be a help and, besides, I don’t want anyone making a balls-up of it, especially while the chief’s here.”




  “Okay. I’ll see what I can do,” Rebecca said.




  




  Jay Williams and another girl were in a small side room that was guarded by an armed police officer. He impressed Rebecca by thoroughly scrutinising both her and Shaun’s warrant cards before returning them.




  “There’s a WPC with them, Ma’am, and a doctor’s given them both a mild sedative. We didn’t want them out of it until we’d taken their statements.”




  




  




  




  “DI Bicken has asked me to help him out on that score,” she said. “Shaun, do you want to wait here while I talk to them?” A thought occurred to her. “Where’s Ben Nesbitt, the BBC reporter?”




  “He’s in another waiting room outside the operating theatre,” the armed officer said. “He’ll be alright – one of our men is keeping an eye on him.”




  “I’ll wait out here if you like,” Shaun said. “The girl’s are more likely to open up to you if I’m not there.”




  Rebecca opened the door and walked into the room.




  Jay Williams, despite her red-rimmed eyes, was much prettier in the flesh than in the photograph of her that had been shown on the TV. She had her arms wrapped around a girl with long black hair who was quietly weeping. The WPC looked relieved to see Rebecca and only gave the proffered warrant card a cursory glance, but then to be fair to the woman, she would have known that the ID




  had already withstood a thorough examination.




  “I’m DI Rebecca Carlyle, Jay. Do you feel up to telling us what happened?”




  The WPC pulled out her pocketbook ready to take notes.




  Jay nodded and then, making an obvious effort to keep her voice under control, she said, “My grandmother died this evening and my grandfather said that he was going to stay with her until the funeral directors arrived. I rang my best friend, Mary, and asked if I could stay the night at her house. She arrived with her dad and they were talking to Ben and Cassie when Granddad and I came outside. Suddenly, Cassie, Mary’s dad and Granddad fell over and I saw that they were bleeding. I didn’t even realise that they’d been shot. My dog tried to attack a man in the carpark but the man managed to get in his car and drive off.”




  “He killed my dad,” the other girl sobbed. “The bastard’s killed my dad!”




  Jay rocked the girl while making soothing noises. When she looked up at Rebecca, her eyes were filmed with tears. “It was me he was trying to kill, wasn’t it? It was me he was after.”




  “Good God, no!” Rebecca stared at Jay in surprise. “What on earth made you think that? It was Ben and Cassie who were the targets. Some drug barons had apparently put out a contract on them. Mary is there anything that you can add?”




  Mary shook her head. “It all happened so fast. I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she sobbed.




  “I haven’t got anyone now that Dad’s…” She obviously couldn’t bring her to say the word dead and started crying again.




  “You still have me, Mary, and I have you,” Jay said, brushing her own tears from her eyes.




  “We’ve always been best friends and as close as sisters, well from now on that’s what we’ll be—sisters. Neither of us is ever going to be alone.”




  Rebecca found herself admiring Jay’s inner strength. Even on what surely must be the most dreadful and traumatic day of her life, she was determined to be there for her friend.




  “I’m afraid there will have to be an inquest,” Rebecca said. “It might be a few weeks before the funerals can take place. I suggest you both search through your parents’ or, as in your case, Jay, grandparents’ documents, to see if you can find out the name of their solicitor, or even perhaps their will. You’ll also need to contact the bank because they’ll be freezing your guardians’ accounts until after the inquest. They should, however, appoint an executor of the estates who will allow you a small allowance until their wills have been read.”




  “I have an Uncle in America,” Jay said, her voice faltering. “I’ll have to ring him and let him know what’s happened. Grandfather was hit in the throat and there was nothing I could do. What’s the use of being able to heal people if you can’t help your own family?”




  Rebecca couldn’t think of a suitable reply. “I’ll get both of your statements typed up and get someone to bring them to you to sign.” She took out one of her business cards and put it into Jay’s hand. “If you need advice or even just to talk to someone, my number’s on here.”




  As she left the room, Rebecca wondered about the unexpected impulse to give Jay her card. One of the unwritten rules of policing was to never get personally involved.




  




  * * * *




  




  The girl stood shivering in the doorway of a shop, wearing the usual jeans and anorak. She had a bag slung over her right shoulder and was watching the prostitutes who strutted along the pavement plying their trade. She was, Russell thought, about seventeen or eighteen, and another runaway who’d




  




  




  suddenly found out for herself the harsh reality of life on the streets. Cold, hungry and he guessed, desperate now, she was obviously trying to pluck up enough courage to sell her body for sex. He eased the car in to the kerb alongside her and she looked at the expensive car first, before looking nervously at him.




  Pressing the button, he lowered the window and smiled at her. “I pay a hundred pounds. They”




  —He indicated the girls she’d been watching, some of whom were leaning into car windows discussing their prices “—earn twenty pounds if they’re lucky.” He gave her his best smile. “Well, what do you think?”




  Slowly, timidly, she edged towards the car and hesitated for a moment, but then after taking a deep breath, she opened the passenger door and got in. He could smell the rank dampness of her clothes.




  “I haven’t done this before,” she said nervously, sitting perched on the far edge of her seat and holding onto the door handle as though ready to take flight.




  “I believe you, “ he said, smiling reassuringly. “But can we talk about it over dinner? I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. “




  She relaxed slightly and nodded. “I haven’t eaten for almost two days, “ she said. “That’s why I’m…” She broke off, embarrassed.




  “Well, let’s go and eat first—?” He looked at her questioningly.




  “Abby, “ she said. “Abigail.”




  “Right, Abby. I’m Edward, let’s go.” He put the car into gear and pulled away. He drove with the heater on and before they’d gone more than a few miles he saw her head begin to droop. Fifteen minutes later he pulled into the car park of his hotel. Abby was still fast asleep and he shook her arm gently, seeing confusion and apprehension in her eyes when she saw the hotel sign.




  “Come on, Abby. We’ll go to my room and freshen up and then go and get something to eat.”




  She hung back while he opened the door to his room, holding it open for her as he flipped on the lights. Abby took a deep breath, went in and stood looking nervously at the bed. Closing the door, Russell walked over to her and she flinched when he took her arm and turned her around to face him. Her whole body tensed.




  He released her and pointed to a small door on their left. “The bathroom’s through there. Why don’t you freshen up a bit and I’ll see you over at the restaurant. It’s just outside the main entrance and I’ll meet you there when you’re ready.” Without giving her a chance to reply, he strolled from the room. He wasn’t certain whether she’d quietly slip away or join him later. Either way, it didn’t really matter because to him it was the game that mattered, the thrill of the chase, and one telephone call would get him a bed companion for the night. Smiling to himself, Russell entered the restaurant and made his way to the bar.




  He was sitting at his table and watching a clown who was working the tables. The clown was obviously an expert balloon modeller, for the dog that he’d made and handed to a delighted woman sitting at a nearby table, looked just like Pluto.




  There was a light touch on his arm and Abby smiled down at him. “I’m sorry if I’ve been a long time.”




  The girl looked great, she’d washed and brushed her hair and applied some make up, and the pale blue dress she wore was a little creased but it matched the pale blue of her eyes, which were fixed on him expectantly.




  Russell stood and pulled out a chair for her, and after they were both seated he flashed her a smile. “You look really good, Abby. Now, what would you like to drink? I’ve booked a table.”




  She ordered a drink he’d never heard of and it came in a bottle without a glass. She sipped it straight from the bottle. He imagined her putting her mouth around his dick and almost groaned. He settled for a steak and she opted for the spare ribs and when the meals arrived she stared at the mass of food on her plate and then ravenously she began to eat. He waited until the table had been cleared and pulled out his mobile phone and put it on the table. “Hadn’t you better ring your folks and tell them you’re okay?”




  “No! They were glad to get rid of me and I never want to see them again!”




  He shrugged and placed a fifty-pound note under the bill, hiding his pleasure at her revelation that she wouldn’t be missed. He would take her to The Devil’s Footprint. Abby would be the first of their female breeding stock.




  




  




  




  “Come on, Abby. It’s time to get laid,” he said, and she didn’t resist when he took her hand and led her to their room.




  She undressed shyly and he waited patiently until she was completely naked before he pulled her up against him and kissed her lips, neck, and breasts.




  “Undress me,” he said, and when she knelt and unzipped him, pulling down his trousers and boxer shorts, he instantly became hard. His erection sprang free and brushed against her face and she looked up at him questioningly. When he nodded, Abby lowered her head and took him in her mouth. She responded to the urging of his hand and moved her head faster and, within a few minutes, he knew that if he didn’t stop her, he would come. Pulling out, he raised her to her feet and pushed her down on the bed and, spreading her legs, lowered his mouth to her vagina. She gasped when his tongue began to lick and probe her vulva, parting the lips of her labia. Her hips thrust upwards to enable his tongue to probe deeper inside her. “Yes,” she sighed, then louder. “Yes, oh yes!”




  Russell could wait no longer. He rolled her onto her stomach and, raising her hips, penetrated her from behind, thrusting urgently. He came quickly, pulling her hard up against him as he ejaculated. Sated, he lay down next to her, kissed her on the mouth and she responded.




  “No one has ever done that to me before,” she said.




  “You were a virgin?”




  “No, I meant the oral sex. Boys like me to do it to them but never want to do it to me. I’ve never been made love to like that before.”




  He grinned at her. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Now how about seconds?” He guided her head to his chest and she kissed it and began kissing her way down to his eagerly waiting penis. It didn’t matter if he made her pregnant because tomorrow she’d become an inhabitant of The Devil’s Footprint.




  Later, she stuffed the two fifty pound notes that he’d given her into her back pack and climbed into bed next to him, exciting him once more. Russell guided her hand down between his legs and groaned with pleasure as her fingers closed around him.




  “How would you like to stay with me at my place for a few days, Abby? I’ll pay you two hundred-pounds a day.”




  “Yes,” she said, moving her hand faster. “Yes, I’d like that.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Mary and Jay were taken home in a police car in the early hours of the morning. They had decided, as Mary couldn’t face going back to an empty house alone, that Jay would stay with her. Jay was afraid that there might be reporters still waiting outside her grandparents’ house and she, too, didn’t want to be on her own.




  Neither of them felt much like sleeping so they sat on the sofa drinking tea and trying to help each other come to terms with what had happened.




  “I hope Cassie pulls through,” Mary said. “She seemed really nice.”




  “She is,” Jay said, putting Cassie back into the present tense. “I should have tried to heal her, but with Granddad and your dad…”




  “Don’t blame yourself, it all happened so fast. I still can’t believe it’s really happened. I keep expecting to wake up…”




  “Don’t, Mary, or you’ll have us both crying again and I thought that I was all cried out.”




  “When are you going to ring your uncle?”




  “Oh, hell! I forgot about that. Can I use your phone?”




  “Help yourself, but won’t they be in bed? Perhaps you ought to wait until the morning.”




  “No, it’s only about half-past-seven over there. They’re five or six hours behind us,” Jay said, walking over to the phone. She picked up the receiver and dialled.




  “You know their number? I thought you hadn’t rung them for ages.”




  Jay nodded and listened to the ringing at the other end of the line. “Yes, in February on my cousin Scott’s eighteenth birthday, but I’ve always been able to remember numbers.”




  “Hi, this is Peter Williams…”




  




  




  “Uncle Peter, its Jay. I…I have some terrible…” Despite her resolve, she started to sob and the receiver fell from her hand. As she tried to pull herself together, she could hear her uncle’s anxious voice coming from the handset as it dangled from its cord.




  “Jay…Jay…are you okay, honey?”




  Then Mary was beside her and she grabbed the phone. “Mister Williams, I’m Mary Slymond, Jay’s friend,” she said. “Someone killed my dad and Jay’s granddad tonight.” Though tears streamed unchecked down her cheeks, Mary’s voice remained calm and clear.




  “Oh, my God!” Jay could hear the shock and horror in her uncle’s voice. “Why? What happened? Are Jay and my mom okay?”




  “I’m sorry, but your mom died from a heart attack earlier tonight. We were standing outside the hospital afterwards when the shooting happened.” For the first time, her voice began to falter. “It was horrible. One moment we were standing talking and the next…”




  “Hey, don’t. I guess I’ve got the picture and you can tell me the rest when I get over there. Is Jay staying with you?”




  “Yes,” Mary said and told him her address.




  “I’ll be on the next flight over,” Jay’s uncle said, and the line went dead. Mary hung up and put her arm around Jay’s shoulders. “Are you okay?”




  Jay sniffed and smiled her gratitude. “And I thought that I was supposed to be the strong one.”




  “What? My dad raised me on shredded wheat,” Mary said and, clinging together, they laughed and cried, comforting each other.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Thirteen




  




  




  Jay awoke feeling drained. A glance at the bedside clock showed seven-o-clock. They’d only managed a couple of hours sleep between them. They had told each other about the special times they’d had, Mary with her father and Jay with her grandparents. They’d alternated between a state of almost frivolousness and the depths of despair as the reality of the situation finally sank in. Still, Jay thought, it was probably for the best that they’d shared their grief than to have mourned alone. Not that their mourning was over—she knew that—but today there were practical things that had to be done.




  Mary was sprawled in her dad’s armchair, snoring softly. Jay went into the kitchen and switched on the kettle, intending to wake Mary up with a hot cup of tea.




  Someone knocked on the front door and Jay hurried back into the living room but Mary was already opening the door. David stood on the step and behind him were Sophie and Carl. God I must look a mess, Jay thought, but already their visitors were coming into the room. Sophie, of course, looked as though she’d just come straight from the hairdressers.




  “We thought we’d come and see if you were alright, or whether there’s anything we can do,”




  David said. “It’s been all over the news this morning.”




  “Yes,” Sophie said. “Four people killed outside the hospital…”




  “Four?” Jay cut in. She had a sudden cold feeling. “Cassie Harper the BBC reporter?”




  Carl nodded. “Yes, she died in intensive care this morning.”




  “But that’s only three people,” Mary said. “Jay’s grandmother wasn’t shot, she had a heart attack.”




  “No. The police found a guy who’d been shot in a stolen car in the hospital car park,” David said. “They’re still trying to identify him.”




  To Jay’s surprise, Carl reached out and took Mary’s hand in his. “Do you want me to knock the day off school and—?”




  Mary shook her head, raised herself up on her toes and lightly kissed him on the lips. “Thanks, but no. Jay’s relatives are on their way over from America, and we really do have a lot to sort out.”




  “Mary’s right,” Jay said, stunned by the apparent intimacy between her and Carl. “Look, why don’t you ring us later, when we’ve had time to sort things out?”




  Sophie glanced at Carl and Mary then looked at Jay as she raised her eyebrows questioningly. Jay gave a shrug to say that she hadn’t known that there was anything between the pair either and Sophie nodded her understanding.




  “Right we’d better get off then,” David said. “Oh, and Aunty Pauline said that if you need her…”




  “Thanks, David,” Mary said. “Oh, there’s a police car pulling up outside.”




  Jay felt strange, almost like a disembodied observer of what was happening around her. There was an aching emptiness inside her as the reality of the situation gnawed at her subconscious. Her grandparents were dead and she’d never see or hear them again. She wanted to run away, to hide herself away, but then she felt a reassuring hand on her arm and re-focussed on Mary. Her friend was looking at her in concern and speaking to her, but it took Jay a few seconds to comprehend what she was saying.




  “…and they want to have a word with us about last night.”




  The woman detective who’d spoken to them at the hospital last night was also in the room, along with a man.




  “Are you alright, Jay?” the woman asked. “Perhaps I’d better ask a doctor to come and give you another sedative.”




  “No,” Mary said. “She’ll be okay. I’ll take care of her.”




  Jay made an effort to pull herself together and managed a smile, which to her felt more like a grimace. “Sorry, I just lost it for a second,” she said, “but I’ll be alright now.”




  The woman, Rebecca Carlyle, Jay remembered, looked unconvinced, but then shrugged. “I’m sorry to have to bother you on today of all days because I can imagine how you’re feeling, but it’s about the man found dead in the car. Mary, did you know a man called Alex Matthews?”




  Mary looked at Jay in surprise before nodding. “Yes, was he the—?”




  




  




  “Yes, I’m afraid so,” the policewoman said. “Have you any idea why he was sitting in a stolen car outside your house last night, or what he was doing at the hospital?”




  “A friend of yours, was he?” the male detective asked.




  “No, not really,” Mary said. “He’d taken some photographs of me and some other girls getting changed and tried to blackmail me and another girl, Julie Thomas, into having sex with him and Carl, the night before last, but Carl stopped him. He’d deleted the photos from the disc.”




  “So, Alex would have been pissed off with Carl, so why would he be hanging around your house, or follow you to the hospital?” the detective asked.




  Jay listened in surprise as Mary described the incident with the coffee and Carl’s threatening Alex.




  “It looks as though Alex was blaming you for Carl and him falling out,” Rebecca said. “He was drunk and looking for a way of getting his revenge on you. What do you think, Sergeant Harris?”




  “I think you’re right, but when he got to the hospital he must have seen the gunman and that’s why he was shot. Matthews was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”




  Jay heard another car pull up outside. “That will be my uncle. He’s flown over from America.”




  Rebecca glanced through the window and swore. “Damn! It’s the press! You and Mary keep out of sight and I’ll see if I can get rid of them.”




  Oh, please not again, Jay thought, and turned to Mary. “We’re going to have to find somewhere else to stay for a few days, otherwise we’re going to get microphones in our faces every time we go out.”




  “It looks as though we’ve got here just in time, Jay, because I know just the place.”




  The voice came from the direction of the door behind her and she stared in surprise at her uncle and the young broad shouldered man standing beside him.




  “Uncle Peter! Scott?”




  Her cousin’s gangling frame had been replaced with muscle and he was at least six-foot. “Hi, Jay,” he said, strode forward and hugged her. “Dad and I are here now, and we’ll sort things out together, as a family.”




  Jay looked over his shoulder at her uncle and could see the shock and the barely concealed grief in his eyes. Anna and Tom had been his Mom and Dad and she wanted to go to him. Wanted to tell him how much she’d loved them too, but then Rebecca came back into the room, followed by Aunt Sharon, Scott’s mum, and the moment was lost.




  Pulling free of Scott, she introduced the police officers to her family and then went and took Mary’s hand in her own.




  “This is Mary, my best friend,” she said. “Her dad was shot, too. We’ve been taking care of each other and, as far as I’m concerned, she’s part of my family, too.”




  Uncle Peter smiled for the first time and then nodded. “Mary and I spoke together on the phone,”




  he said. “Welcome to the family, Mary.”




  Mary blushed and looked as though she wanted to bolt from the room but Jay tightened her grip on her hand. “Don’t you bloody well dare, Mary Slymond! We’re sisters, now.”




  “I’ve got rid of the press for now, but they’ll be back,” Rebecca said. “Shaun and I had better get back to the office. It was nice meeting you, Mister and Missus Williams. You too, Scott. You have my number if you want to get in touch, Jay.”




  After the police officers left, there were more hugs all round and then Uncle Peter said, “I think that you and Mary should pack, Jay. We want to be long gone before those reporters come back.”




  “Where are we going?” Jay asked. “They’ll soon find us in a hotel.”




  “I guess you’re going to have to get your eighteenth birthday present a couple of months early,”




  Peter said. “Mom and Dad were going to give it to you as a surprise.” He saw her puzzled look and grinned. “You are now the new owner of Honeysuckle Cottage. Mom and Dad wanted you to have it and we do, too. You can live in it, rent it out or even sell it. Whatever you decide is okay with us, but right now I suggest we all go and stay there. There’s no way anyone’s going to find us in Catherstone Village, as it’s miles away from here. Also, Mom and Dad have always told me that they’d like to be buried in the churchyard there.”




  Jay had always assumed that her grandparents had sold the cottage when they moved to Wales.




  “But isn’t there anyone living in it? It can’t have been left standing empty for all these years.”




  




  




  




  “No, Mom and Dad rented it out for six months a year as a holiday home through an agent who paid a caretaker to keep the place up to scratch. They didn’t lease it out this year because your birthday’s in October, so it’s all ready for you to move into.”




  “Whereabouts is Catherstone?” Mary asked. “I’ve never heard of it.”




  “I know it’s where I came from,” Jay said, “but I can’t remember it at all.” She was tempted to tell them about the things she’d learned about herself, but decided that now was not the right time. Everything she’d heard seemed surreal, but she would like to have a look around the village where Tom and Anna had found her, and try and find out more about the fenced off land that they had called The Devil’s Footprint. “Come on, Mary. Let’s get our things together,” she said. “We can ring David later and explain. I’m sure that he wouldn’t mind taking care of things here for us, while we’re away.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Jeremy Marchant, the Prime Minister, was dying. He’d been secretly rushed into a private hospital when his stomach pains and diarrhoea had started to re-occur more frequently. Apparently, his kidneys had failed, both of them. He’d listened to lengthy explanations as to how this occasionally happened but, cutting through all the medical mumbo-jumbo and hype, unless he received a kidney transplant within the next few weeks— and with his rare blood type finding a suitable donor was most unlikely—Jeremy would have to go on permanent dialysis.




  So far, only he, his doctor and closest friends knew, but he would have to make a statement to the House and resign this week before the secret was leaked. It was a decision he was loathe to make because there was so much he still had to do, but there was not really any other choice.




  “Prime Minister.” His doctor and friend, Quentin Westland stood by his side. Jeremy had not heard him approach.




  “Quentin?” The doctor looked uneasy as though he’d got something on his mind, something he didn’t want to say. “What is it?”




  “There’s a suitable kidney available, two in fact, but it’s a private clinic and they’re asking for twenty thousand pounds for the pair.”




  Jeremy, who had campaigned long and hard against private hospitals, didn’t hesitate. “I’ll pay it,” he said. “Does the clinic know who I am?”




  “No, sir. Discretion is their speciality. No one will ever know.”




  “Is this one of those black-market organ transplants we’ve been hearing about?”




  “Yes, sir. The donor, a young woman, is a runaway.”




  “If I accept her kidneys, she’ll die, won’t she, Quentin?”




  “Yes, sir, if you take both of them, but you could lead a normal life if you only took one and so could she.”




  “But two would be better?”




  “Obviously, yes, but—”




  “No buts, I’ll have them both! When?”




  “I can arrange it for the end of the week, if you’re sure.”




  “I’m sure. Look, Quentin, if a homeless runaway can save my life, there’s so much more I can do.”




  “Yes, sir. If it’s any consolation, these runaways usually end up dead from drug abuse anyway, and it’s not as though she’s of any real consequence. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll make the necessary arrangements.”




  “What’s the name of the clinic?”




  “The Greystone Foundation, sir.”




  Russell and Janine’s organisation! Jeremy started to laugh, startling his physician. “Arrange it as quickly as you can, Quentin, and in the next few days if possible.”




  After his doctor had gone, the Prime Minister sat deep in thought for a long time and then smiled. He’d issue a press release saying that he was paying a private visit to a dying friend. It wasn’t that far off the truth, the girl was sacrificing her life for his and that made her his very best friend. He would have to find out from Russell whether her other organs could be frozen or something, or perhaps he could have her cloned. Now that he wasn’t going to die, the possibilities seemed endless.




  




  




  




  * * * *




  




  The village was midway between the town of Rugely and the city of Lichfield. A bypass led the traffic past Catherstone, which lay five miles to the West along a narrow winding road. The village would have been a natural target for tourists if they’d known of its existence, Jay thought. The church, encircled by a dry-stone-wall, and neat rows of weathered gravestones, dominated the centre of the village.




  Opposite the church and on the other side of the narrow main road was a black and white halftimbered pub. Even the shops looked as though they had been trapped in time. There were no neon signs. Every sign was hand painted on wood. Thatched and red tile roofed cottages, all either built of the same sand coloured stone or with walls skilfully painted to match it, clustered behind the pub. There was even a village green complete with a large pond that spread up to the church’s Eastern wall. To the North of the village, a wooden sign pointed to Catherstone Chase and Peter turned the hired car onto the narrow lane that led to the chase.




  “It’s lovely,” Mary said. “Which is your cottage?”




  “I can’t remember. I don’t remember this place at all.”




  “It’s about half a mile along here. We should be able to see it in a minute,” Peter said. “Yes, look. There it is on your right.”




  Jay tried to see something familiar about the thatched black and white timbered cottage with its small front garden and honeysuckle covered fence, but it was as though she’d never set eyes on it before.




  Scott, who’d hardly said a word since they left Wales almost five hours ago, leaned over and squeezed her arm affectionately. “I remember when we came over on your fifth birthday. You used to race me down to the tree at the bottom of the back garden, and you were pretty fast for a girl.”




  Jay forced a smile, trying to hide her apprehension, for here was where it had all begun, and she could almost feel her subconscious straining and trying to awaken her forgotten memories of the past. Peter parked the vehicle in the gravelled driveway and when Scott opened the rear hatch back door to remove their luggage, Troy jumped out and stood wagging his tail furiously.




  “Troy!” Jay cried, dropping to her knees and hugging him as he licked her face in welcome.




  “How did you get in there?” With everything that had happened, Jay had forgotten all about him.




  “He must have sneaked into the back while we were fetching more luggage,” Scott said. “I didn’t realise you had a dog.”




  “I’ve only had him for a couple of days,” Jay said. “A friend of mine gave him to me.”




  Mary tickled the dog’s ear. “Who’s a clever doggy?” she cooed, and Troy wagged his tail furiously.




  “Well, I guess we ought to go inside and make ourselves at home,” Uncle Peter said. He looked at his watch. “I don’t know about you guys but I could do with something to eat, so why don’t we get the luggage inside and then go down to the pub for some lunch?”




  “Sounds good to me,” Scott said. “How about you girls?”




  “Yes, and while we’re in the village I can get some dog food for Troy,” Jay said. Mary nodded in agreement and, after dumping their luggage in the hall, they walked into the village.




  The Boar’s Head must have been one of the oldest buildings in the village, Jay thought. The blackened oak beams that were set into the white plastered walls were bent and twisted with age and, upon entering the building, it was like stepping into another age. Old-fashioned copper lanterns that had been skilfully converted to electricity hung from the walls and from above the bar – a bar the likes of which Jay had never seen before. A great shelf of four-inch thick, eighteen-inch wide oak spanned the length of an alcove. It rested on upright empty wooden barrels, and behind the counter three six-foot diameter oak beer barrels rested on whitewashed brickwork supports. In front of each of these huge barrels. Oldfashioned beer pumps were mounted on a smaller version of the bar counter.




  “Wow, now this is what I call a bar,” Scott said.




  “This is real beer, Scott,” his father warned. “Treat it carefully because from what I remember, it’s strong. What would you girls like?”




  “Mary and I will have half a bitter-shandy,” Jay said.




  




  




  




  They sat at one of the window tables and, when Scott and Peter joined them, ordered a meal. Afterwards, they wandered around the village for a while before returning to the cottage to unpack.




  Mary looked out of the bedroom window that overlooked the back garden and grinned at her. “If we were kids, this garden would be great for playing hide-and-seek in.”




  Jay felt as though she’d been hit by an electric shock and staggered.




  “Are you okay?” Mary sounded worried.




  Jay caught her breath and, wondering what had happened to her, nodded. “I think so,” she said.




  “I just felt a bit strange for a second, that’s all. I think I’ll go outside and get some fresh air.”




  “I think I’m going to have a shower,” Mary said. “If you’re sure you’re alright?”




  “You go ahead, I’ll be fine. I’ll see you later.” Not giving Mary the chance to argue, Jay left their room and ran lightly downstairs. She didn’t need fresh air, but Mary’s mention of Hide-and-Seek had awoken a memory from deep within her subconscious. It was a memory that she couldn’t quite grasp. It was connected with the garden and the game though, she was certain of that. Scott and Peter were in the living room watching a sports programme on the TV when Jay came downstairs and walked into the kitchen. She let herself into the garden and felt a faint stirring of distant memories as she gazed around her. Somehow, she knew that the well-kept lawn on her right had once been Granddad Tom’s vegetable patch. The garden was about a hundred yards long and she stared past the flowering bushes and the fruit trees towards the mighty chestnut tree that dominated the far end. It was huge and its branches spread almost the width of the land. Jay was drawn towards it almost as though it was calling to her. The gnarled greyish-brown bark of its massive trunk intrigued her and she tentatively reached out her hand, touched it and remembered. Jay had been excited because she’d never met Uncle Peter, Aunt Sharon, or her cousin, Scott, and they were going to be flying all the way from over from America to be here in time for her fifth birthday next month. Jay wondered if they’d bring her a present.




  “One-two-three…” Granddad counted as he faced away from her. They were playing hide and seek in the garden and Jay wanted somewhere really good to hide, so she decided to hide behind the huge chestnut tree that spread it’s mighty branches over the bottom of the garden. As she heard Tom drawing nearer, she realised that despite all her efforts he was going to find her and then, somehow, she knew what she had to do. Quickly, she stripped off her clothes and stuffed them under a shrub just in front of her and, pressing her back against the tree, she became. First, her body stiffened and then she could feel her skin changing and by squinting she could see the tip of her nose. It looked wrinkled and cracked and was the colour of the bark of the tree. She wanted to laugh when Tom looked straight at her but didn’t see her and wandered off, hunting for her once more. Jay remained where she was because it felt so good.




  “Jay! Jay!” Granddad’s voice was edged with fear now as he stood in front of her. She realised that she must have had a nap and Tom was frightened for her.




  “Here I am, Granddad!” she cried, stepping away from the tree towards him and stopped as his mouth opened in shock as he saw her. She un- became and stood uncertainly in front of him. Was he mad at her for taking off her clothes?




  “Jay,” he said in a strange voice. “How did you do that?” He dropped onto one knee and held his arms out to her, hugging her when she ran into them. She was so relieved that he wasn’t angry with her. Jay loved her grandparents.




  “How did you do that, Jay?” he asked again.




  What did he mean how did she do that? “I just became,” she said, but could see that he didn’t understand. “Like this,” she said, and laid one of her arms on top of his. She willed herself to become, and slowly the colour of her arm and hand changed until they matched the checkered pattern of his shirt sleeve.




  “Dear God, a Chameleon!” he said in a strange voice, which wasn’t the same strange voice that he’d used before.




  Jay heard the sound of broken glass coming from the cottage and her Grandma screamed in pain.




  “Grandma!” she cried and, pulling herself free of Tom’s arms, she fled up towards the house. Her grandma was lying on her back in the living room and there was blood and broken glass all over the floor. Ignoring the sting of the glass that sliced into the bare flesh of her feet, she ran to Anna and, scooping her up in her arms, carried her towards the lounge.




  




  




  “Anna!” Granddad Tom stood in the doorway and stared at her in disbelief as she walked towards him, carrying her grandma.




  “Grandma Anna, fallen over and hurt her head bad,” she said, allowing him to take Anna out of her arms and becoming aware for the first time of the agonising pain in her feet. Looking down, Jay saw that she was standing in a pool of blood – her own. Granddad Tom was laying Grandma down on the sofa and Jay returned to the kitchen, finding a brush pan to clean up the glass. Her feet were feeling better now and they weren’t bleeding anymore.




  Carefully, she brushed the glass into the pan and emptied it in the rubbish bin but she felt thirsty now and poured herself a glass of water and then another. Feeling much better, she started to mop up the blood.




  “Jay?” Tom was using that strange voice again and pointing to her feet. She smiled and nodded.




  “Foots are all better now, Granddad. Is Grandma Anna better now?”




  She went with Tom and her Grandma in the ambulance to the hospital and followed the men who carried Anna inside on something that Tom called a stretcher. They waited until the doctor came out of Grandma’s room and said that Grandma would be alright but would have to be kept in hospital until tomorrow.




  That night as Granddad tucked her into her bed, he had a long talk with her about her special gifts and why she had to keep them secret. Then, kissing her on the forehead, he said, “Always remember, Jay, that people are afraid of anyone who is different, and sometimes hurt them because they’re afraid. Never let them know that you’re different to them.”




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Fourteen




  




  




  Russell was disappointed to learn that Janine had gone to check out one of her casinos, the one in Wolverhampton that her brother, Spencer, was managing. Russell didn’t like Spencer much and, if he hadn’t been family, Russell would have fired him years ago.




  Both he and Janine were millionaires now, and it seemed a long time ago since Karen had produced that first baby, and then another fathered by the male they’d found for her. Both babies had been quickly sold to their eagerly awaiting new parents. Karen had been pregnant again when she’d stumbled down a concealed mine shaft and was killed.




  Fortunately, by then there had been another eight girls producing healthy babies fathered by the four males who included Karen’s mate. Each male had two females to service and, as the males knew that if they failed to impregnate their women they’d be killed, they were not adverse to sharing the women with the other males. From Russell’s point of view that was good because there was no reason for any of the group to become jealous.




  A lot had happened in fifteen years, he reflected. Janine had opened several Casinos and his business partner, Henry, had made the political scene.




  The children of the groups that he hadn’t sold and who had been born on The Devil’s footprint knew of no other way of life, accepting their fate without question. Some had been operated on and were missing an eye, a kidney or a liver. Of course, all of the heart and lung donor’s were rotting at the bottom of the swamp. All of the organ donors were operated on in the top floor of the big house which had been transformed into a surgical operating theatre. The recipient of the organ arrived at the theatre with his or her own surgeon, who were too well-paid to worry about the ethics of removing the required body parts from young and healthy patients.




  He was feeling bored. Perhaps he should have a ride over to Birmingham and take care of the hits before he flew out because it would be at least a fortnight before he would be able to return. Russell left the library and went up to his suite of rooms. He’d have a drink and some breakfast before taking Abby to join the others. There was a message waiting for him in the office from the agency – the Ainsworth couple had checked out satisfactorily and had paid the seven and a half thousand pounds deposit into the Foundation’s account.




  Like all prospective couples desperate enough to approach the Greystone Foundation, they had exhausted all the other adoption agencies and the Foundation was their last hope. It was through the Foundation that babies born to women of the three tribes: natural blondes, brunettes and red-heads, were effectively marketed. A miscarriage or a stillborn baby would simply be disposed of in the incinerator and be replaced with one of the healthy babies from the group. The mothers of the dead babies were each given a thousand pounds to help them recover from the trauma, an act that often moved them to tears of gratitude.




  There were on average only twenty babies a year taken from the tribes but, added to the sixty plus born at the Foundation, it produced an income in excess of one and a quarter million pounds per year. It was a pity that most of the babies born at the clinic had to be adopted through a genuine adoption agency, he thought, but the sale of body organs was really taking off now and would soon be making as much, if not more, than the baby business.




  They had toyed with the idea of taking some of the young mothers captive for breeding and organ transplants, but had decided that it was too much of a risk. They could have confided to someone that they were going to the Foundation and, if they disappeared and were reported missing, it just might lead to an investigation. All the transplant operations were carried out thirty miles away from the Foundation and performed here at Catherstone, and there was no way the two businesses could be linked.




  He was about to go into the dining room when he received a phone call from Henry.




  “I’ve just received some news about Jeremy,” he said. “If I were you, I’d get that girl we’ve been keeping as a donor for him ready for surgery. Give his doctor a ring and let him know that we can supply the kidneys and a secure operating theatre at Greystone. When Jeremy finds out that it’s our foundation, he’ll get the message and play along, but get Janine to be prepared to expect some very heavy security down there.”




  “I’ll take care of that myself—”




  




  




  “No! I need you to be on a flight back here now. With all this damned extra security over the terrorist threat, people are beginning to ask why my head of security is out of the country.”




  “Okay, Henry. I’ll get the jet fuelled up and be with you tomorrow.”




  “Good. I’ll have a car waiting for you at the airport. I’ll feel more secure with you around to watch my back.”




  After Henry had hung up, Russell rang Jeremy’s doctor, who, although Jeremy didn’t know it, was already a customer of his. Having completed his business, Russell went into the dining room and helped himself to a light lunch before getting himself ready to visit the groups.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell was dressed casually in walking boots and a baseball cap, the universal attire of birdwatchers, with a pair of binoculars and a camera hanging over his shoulder. He, however, was not even remotely interested in birds. He regarded ornithologists as a bunch of nuts, but it was an effective cover because bird-watchers were abundant around here. It was a sudden urge to check the security of The Devil’s Footprint that had led him to return unannounced. A sudden uneasiness – an instinct that something was going to go wrong, and Russell always trusted his instincts. He wanted to check out the security fence and gates that isolated the house and the electric fences behind them. Between the fences, six Doberman dogs ran free, but he needed the reassurance that only inspecting them himself would bring. Walking through the village, he saw that there was a funeral in progress and he turned left away from the church and headed towards the chase. He would approach the estate from the chase. Adjusting the straps of his backpack, Russell pulled it back on and hoped that he’d got everything that he’d need.




  He lay concealed in the bracken, his high power binoculars mounted on a small stand and focused on the people who were gathered outside of the nearest group of huts. There was Marcus wearing his usual fancy suit and sitting on executive leather, like the Lord of some feudal manor. The young men and girls were looking at him the same way the kids back home looked at rock stars. Grinning, Russell screwed the long-range microphone together and, after putting on his headset, aimed the contraption that now looked like a rifle towards them. One of the boys came out of one of the huts and held up what appeared to be a newborn baby and everyone started to cheer. The guy sitting on the throne nodded in approval as the baby was held aloft and raised a hand to acknowledge the cheers of the others.




  “Let’s party!” Marcus cried.




  They went berserk. As soon as they’d unloaded a cow from Marcus’s low loader and starting to butcher it, it was like watching one of those medieval films he used to like as a kid. All that was missing was the knights in their armour.




  Russell wrinkled his nose against the ever-pervading stench that rose from deep in the ground. He would be glad to breathe some good clean air into his lungs.




  One of the men approached Marcus and handed him a pitcher of beer.




  “Thank you, Josh,” he said. “The baby will fetch a good price and your group will benefit.”




  “It’s going to be good year,” Josh said, smiling. “Three more of the girls are pregnant, so it will be a good year.”




  “You’ll be looked after, Josh. How about a new knife and an axe?”




  “Thank you!” Josh said, grinning with delight. “I hope you like the beer and I will get you a steak when it’s ready. Would you like to take one of the girls to bed while you’re waiting?”




  “Just the ale this time, Josh, but you may choose any woman for the night. We will be taking Emma with us. Someone has need of her kidneys, but the Lady Janine has already found a suitable replacement.”




  “I’ll have her tied up and put into your trailer, Doctor. Can we have her body for burial afterwards? We’d like to say our goodbyes.”




  “Yes, you can return her body to the marshes and wish her a happy life in the one beyond. She’s always been a good member of the group.”




  Russell packed away his equipment and smiled in satisfaction. His racket of kidnapping runaways and breeding them to sell their babies like God-damned puppies, was working like a dream.




  




  




  




  The organ transplant sales were also booming. He’d go back and join Janine for dinner; it would be good to get laid again.




  Stretching, he tossed the butt of his cigarette down an open shaft. A moment later there was a muffled explosion. Flames leapt up towards him but he had already jumped clear. After a few minutes, the flames were no longer visible but the gas would be burning in the tunnels of the abandoned mine; he’d heard that they could burn for years.




  He whistled as he walked back through the village. The funeral party was long gone from the churchyard. Climbing into his car, he drove towards Birmingham.




  He unlocked the car’s glove compartment and smiled when he saw the Beretta automatic and the envelope that would as always contain £30,000 in used banknotes. That was half his fee for the triple hit.




  Russell always charged the company for his services. After all, it was him who was taking the additional risk. The silencer for the pistol and the spare ammunition were in his pocket. He felt a surge of adrenaline. It was good to be in action again and this assassination business paid well, although he would willingly forgo the fee if he had to.




  His targets were a vicar who lived in Birmingham and the scrap metal merchant and his wife who’d threatened the Catherstone operation’s security by telling their vicar that they’d arranged the private adoption of a newly born baby. The vicar had been suspicious and had arranged to have dinner with the couple but, fortunately, Russell had wired the couple’s house once they’d paid their deposit. Originally, he’d planned to take them all out while they were having dinner together, but this way was more fun.




  The woman who answered the door didn’t recognise him, because of the wig and the cheek pads he wore. Although she was in her late forties, she was very attractive indeed. She frowned and looked around for the dogs, which he’d disposed of a few minutes ago, but before she could speak, he hit her hard in the stomach. Seizing her hair, he jerked her upright and she backed into the house, her eyes wide in fright and with the silencer rammed deep into her mouth. He kicked the door shut behind him and squeezed the trigger. The woman’s body seemed to jump away from him and fall heavily to the floor. Without hurrying, he placed the pistol between her blindly staring eyes and fired again.




  “What’s going on, Jill? Who is it?” A thickset man came into the room and stared in horror as Russell walked over to him and pressed the pistol against his throat.




  “You talk too much, Joe,” he said, and shot him. Although the man was already dead, Russell shot him between the eyes, too. It was his trademark, one bullet in the throat and another between the eyes, close up and personal. No sniper’s rifle or car bombs for The Death Dancer. No, he liked to see the fear in the target’s eyes before they died.




  He took his calling card from his pocket and dropped it on Joe’s corpse. It showed a skeleton dancing on a grave, and that was why the media had called him The Death Dancer. An hour later, the vicar had died in his study and Russell was driving back toward the airport, wondering if the murders would be on tomorrow’s early morning news.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay, her eyes red from crying, stooped, took a handful of soil and sprinkled it into the grave, watching it land on the polished lid of her grandmother’s coffin. Peter squeezed her shoulder, comforting her, then led her and Sharon, his wife who had flown in from New York, away from the grave.




  “Look, Jay, come back with us to the States. We’d love to have you—really. Sharon, Scott and I all agree that we’d only worry about you being on your own over here.”




  Jay smiled at her Uncle Peter who looked more like Granddad Tom than ever. “I can’t. Not yet. I just want to stay here for a while, at least until the cottage is sold, but what about Mary?”




  “Mary, you were included in the invitation,” Peter said. “Why not come back with us? We’ll have to return here for the inquests in a few weeks and for the funerals anyway, and I’m sure Scott would enjoy showing you around.”




  




  




  Mary looked at Jay who, upon realizing that her friend wanted to go, nodded her approval. “I’d love to come back with you if Jay doesn’t mind being on her own,” Mary said. “I need to get away from everything.”




  “Of course, I don’t mind,” Jay said. “I’ll be fine and, anyway, it’s only for a few weeks.”




  “Alright, but I’ll put some money into your bank account to tide you over, Jay,” Peter said.




  “Don’t argue, I insist. Besides, the money from the sale of the cottage will be yours anyway. You’re definitely going to put it on the market?”




  “Yes, it would be too big for me and Mary. How do you like it in America?”




  “It’s a lot different from Canada, but Sharon and Scott love it and so do I.” He grinned. “Why don’t you and Mary come and take a look for yourselves?”




  “I will later, but not yet. It’s hard to explain but I need to stand on my own two feet for a while, find out what I can achieve on my own.” Jay shrugged. “But don’t worry. If things don’t work out, I’ll yell so loud that you’ll hear me on the other side of the Atlantic.” She took Peter’s arm and led him away from the others and over to one side of the funeral car, waiting to take them back to the cottage for the wake. Almost all the village had turned out to pay their last respects, and she’d invited all of them back. Peter had arranged for caterers to provide the food and drink. “Uncle Peter, you know that Granddad Tom found me after I’d been abandoned when I was three. Did he ever mention anything else?”




  “I don’t think so, Jay. Why? What’s on your mind?”




  “Do they use identity chips on dogs in America? You know, they’re implanted in their ear so that if they get lost they can be identified and returned to their owners.”




  “Sure, and not just cats and dogs either, why?”




  “You’re a research scientist. If I gave you a chip, could you find out what it says for me?” Jay reached into her pocket, brought out the small cardboard box and opened it, taking out the self-seal plastic envelope. She held it up so that he could see the miniaturized computer chip inside. Peter took it from her and frowned. “I suppose so, if it’s important. Whose dog was it taken from anyway?”




  “It wasn’t. When I was eight, I wanted my ears pierced like the rest of the kids and they found this implanted in my right ear. Now that Tom and Anna are gone, it’s important that I find out what it means. It might say who my real parents are.”




  She didn’t tell him that he might explain the special gifts she used to have as a child but now seem to have deserted her, probably because she’d suppressed them for over a decade. The night following her remembering about her and Granddad Tom’s game of hide and seek and Anna’s fall, Jay had tried to become. After stripping, she’d pressed herself against the tree but nothing happened and after a while she’d re-dressed and gone back to the house.




  When she went to bed, she fell asleep almost immediately and dreamt. Fire raged through the darkness, illuminating the rats that followed in its wake, feeding on their fellows who’d been trapped by the fire. There were iron rail tracks on the floor and she knew that she was in some old abandoned coal mine. She didn’t feel threatened, just uneasy as she followed the rats and the tunnel seemed to come to an end but then she saw that they were at a junction and could turn either right or left. She turned left and the fire died out. Strangely, though, she could still see and, as she followed the pack, she realised that she could feel a flow of air on her skin and the rats were feeding again.




  Jay almost screamed when she saw them tearing at the body of a woman wearing a white suit of some kind and on another body just behind it. She wanted to turn around and run but was pulled forward as though by an unseen hand and saw the boy completely encased in a block of ice except for one hand that protruded from the side. He looked familiar, as though she’d seen him before! But then a rat sprang and fastened its jaws to one of the exposed fingers of his hand and she saw the flesh tear and blood slowly ooze from the wound. The rat was joined by another and the first rat dropped with a severed finger in its mouth, blood dripping onto the ground.




  He’s bleeding, she thought. Somehow the boy in the ice was alive and the rats would eat him bit by bit as the ice thawed.




  Jay finally managed to scream and jerked awake, the nightmare still fresh in her mind. Nauseated, she got out of bed and made some black coffee. She didn’t want to go back to sleep.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Fifteen




  




  The Devil’s Footprint




  




  Adam heard a scream and jerked awake. Instantly, he was aware of his predicament, of the ice that prevented him from breathing or moving and the intense pain in his left hand. He was barely able to see the rats that tore at his flesh. Two of them hung, writhing and twisting, with their jaws clamped into the raw, bloody meat. It was almost unrecognisable now as being a hand. Rage, terror and panic possessed him and he tried to pull his arm back into the protection of the ice, sending tremors through his frozen prison as he felt the ice shift.




  Colours sparked in front of his eyes as his oxygen-starved brain started to black out and he concentrated on moving his arm. He twisted it back and forth, pulled and pushed. A hairline crack appeared in the ice directly in front of his face. Knowing that this would be his last effort, he redoubled his struggles and suddenly his arm broke free, the pressure of the ice easing from his chest. But it was too late, he had to breathe. His chest heaved and instead of blacking out he felt air flow into his lungs. With a cry of triumph he shook his arm again. The ice in front of him fell away. The rats launched themselves at him as he slumped to his knees, snapping at his face, arms and legs. He ignored their bites, exploring the ground with his right hand. His fingers closed around a piece of splintered wood. He fought then, beating the rats with the branch until they released him and fell to the ground. He clubbed them in a fury until the ground was covered with their broken, bloody corpses. Adam felt so weak and knew that his strength was almost gone. He had to find food and drink or he would die. He blacked out.




  He awoke feeling stronger and found that he was chewing bloody meat. He looked in horror and disgust at the half-eaten rat in his hand. Adam hurled it away from him and saw several more halfconsumed rodents by his feet. His left hand was healing fast, though, and already replacement fingers were beginning to grow. Soon he would be strong enough to try and climb up out of here – back into daylight.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell was suffering from jet lag. Since he’d returned, he’d been flying around the country, organising Henry’s security. The Presidential election campaign was now underway and the battle for the White House had begun. Russell’s ex-Vietnam Buddy, Henry Lane, was one of the leading contenders for the Vice-Presidency.




  Leaning back in his chair, Russell closed his eyes and someone tapped on his door.




  “Come in!” he said wearily. Whoever it was had better have a good reason for disturbing him.




  “I’m sorry, Mister Downey,” Arlene, his new secretary, said timidly. “But I thought you might want to see this.” She handed him a letter. “It’s from a Doctor Peter Williams, and he say’s he’s found a micro chip that refers to some experimental work that we were doing in the eighties in the UK. I tried to open the file on the computer, but it has restricted access.”




  Suddenly, Russell was very much awake. “Leave it with me and I’ll see to it,” he said.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell was grateful that the house was secluded. It meant he could let Sharon Williams scream as loud as she liked as he lopped off the little finger of her right hand. He’d already finished with her left one. He’d arrived in New Hampshire this morning at first light and so had been able to snatch a few hours sleep.




  “You seem to be all thumbs tonight,” he said, picking up a severed forefinger and examining it thoughtfully as the woman’s screams faded to be replaced with great wracking sobs intermingled with cries of pain. She was naked and spread-eagled, face up on the table, secured with the thin nylon cord that he preferred.




  Her husband, the doctor, was crying quietly. He, too, was naked and his manacled wrists were fastened to the chain of his leg irons, but unlike his wife he was gagged. Russell had no doubt that the




  




  




  doctor would have answered his questions a long time ago, before he’d even started on Sharon’s right hand, but it never hurt to let them see that he meant business.




  They’d been having dinner when he’d arrived and he’d accepted their offer to join them after he’d told them about the mislaid letter. He’d waited until Sharon had cleared the table before pulling out the gun and subduing them.




  Now, he removed the doctor’s gag and bent to look into his eyes. “The chip. I want to know how you got hold of it and I want the truth. If I even suspect that you’re holding anything back or lying to me, I’ll just have to start in on Sharon’s toes once I’m done with her fingers.”




  “Nooo,” Sharon moaned. “Please, no!”




  “I got it from my niece. Well, she’s not really my niece. My dad found her when she was three,”




  the doctor said.




  “When?”




  “About Nineteen-ninety. In the spring. She was tied up in a bin liner, the chip was in her ear and she gave it to me three days ago, after my father died.” He looked at Russell as though expecting him to start in on his wife again, but Russell knew that he was telling the truth. Shit! Jeremy had been right. The Williams girl was one of the monsters! He’d have to find the girl again and this time he would make sure that she was dead.




  “What’s her name?” he asked, even though he knew the answer. It never hurt to get a confirmation.




  “Jay-be-free Williams, she’s twenty one now and living in Nottingham. It’s the truth! Please, you’ve got to believe me!”




  “Oh, I do, doctor, I do,” Russell said and drew the blade of the stiletto across the man’s throat. The doctor’s eyes opened in shock and then the thin red line opened in a gaping wound. Blood erupted all over the doctor’s shirt and he made a coughing noise as he slumped down onto the floor. He turned back to Sharon, who was screaming again.




  




  On the flight back to New York, Russell leaned back in his chair and smiled. He could picture Jay Williams’ smooth and naked flesh. He thought about what he would do to her before he started in on her with his knives, and found himself getting aroused.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay hung up the telephone feeling numb; Uncle Peter and Aunty Sharon, murdered by burglars?




  She couldn’t believe it. Three members of her family had been murdered within days of each other. Scott had sounded bewildered and hurt on the phone, and she could still hear the horror in his voice.




  “They raped my mom, Jay! Raped and tortured her, cut off all her fingers and—I’m sorry, you don’t want to know the details. Dad was lucky they just slit his throat. Jesus, Jay, their blood was all over the dining room. I’ve seen the police photographs. Fortunately, our attorney had the place professionally cleaned before Mary and I got home. Look, their internment’s on Friday and I hope you don’t mind but I’ve booked a ticket for you for Wednesday on the eleven am flight to New York. Mary and I will be waiting for you and then we’ll catch a plane home from there.”




  “Scott, I…I don’t know what to say. I’m so sorry but I just can’t take it in. Look, I’ll see you and Mary in a couple of days. Okay? Oh God, I’m so sorry!”




  She sat on the bed for a while then she remembered the microchip that she’d given her uncle at Tom’s funeral just a few days ago and wondered if he’d ever found out what it meant. A motorbike pulled up outside the cottage and, after dismounting from his bike, the courier retrieved a clipboard from his pannier and hurried up to the front door. Jay signed for the envelope that was addressed to her and, after closing the door, she carried the envelope into the kitchen. Opening it, she found two-hundred-and-fifty-pounds worth of gift vouchers from a large department store in Nottingham, and a small card that was obviously written by the store on Scott’s behalf.




  Dear Jay,




  You may need a new flight bag and some other things.




  See you soon. Love from Mary & Scott.




  




  




  




  PS: When you’ve finished shopping, go to the Saracen Casino in Trinity Square at about 7pm. Ask for the manager, Spencer. He’s a family friend.




  Nottingham was nearly a one hour drive, but at least it would give her something to do, and would take her mind off things for a few hours. Despite his grief, Scott was really thoughtful.




  




  Jay parked on the lower level of a multi-storey car park in Nottingham’s City Centre and entered the busy indoor shopping centre. It was late in the afternoon by the time she had eaten, bought a new flight bag, and all of the other things she’d need. She decided to pass away a couple of hours by getting herself a tan before going to the casino.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell, disguised as The Death Dancer, walked on the opposite side of the road to the casino. Four white neon scimitars flashed on and off in sequence, giving the illusion that the scimitar was sweeping down to point at the red fluorescent letters that made the name, Saracen Casino appear to have been written in blood. He casually looked at the windows above the sign without slowing his pace.




  To a casual observer, all of the office windows on the first floor looked identical, but the one he was seeking glowed faintly behind the drawn blinds like the others, however, this window had a security grill over it. It was in this room he’d find Spencer, Janine’s brother. The casino was a threestorey building and, according to Janine, the ground floor housed the gaming rooms, the first floor the offices, the second floor small partitioned-off bedrooms where the call girls who worked for Spencer took the punters for sex. As soon as Jay Williams had left for Nottingham with the gift vouchers that Janine had sent in Scott’s name, Janine had rung Spencer and told him that she was sending him a girl to train as a hooker. By the time he realized that he’d been set up, it would be too late for both him and the girl. Once the freak and Spencer were together, Russell planned to kill them both. Crossing the road, he slipped into the narrow service road that ran along the back of the club. Removing the Berretta from his pocket, he checked the clip, which held a full seven rounds. He’d checked it earlier but he didn’t take chances. From another pocket he removed the new stainless steel silencer and secured it to the pistol. Checking that the safety catch was on, he pushed it into the special holster that he’d made. Satisfied that when he reached under his jacket the weapon drew smoothly without catching upon anything, he crept into the shadows. The rear fire doors of the club took him about five minutes to open and he stepped inside the stairwell with his pistol at the ready.




  It was deserted but the thumping of the disco from the Oasis Club, next door, made him frown in irritation, but still the row should mask any noise that he made. Taking a battery-powered high speed modeller’s drill from his pocket, he drilled a small hole through the door, just above the steel release bar.




  He crept upstairs to the first floor and stopped before emerging into view. Silently, he removed from his pocket a black telescopic car aerial, onto the end of which a small convex mirror, the type sold as blind spot mirrors, was attached. He inched the mirror around the corner and could see one of the bodyguards leaning against the wall smoking, the other one was standing with his back to the door, behind which Spencer Schroeder would be working. Russell withdrew the mirror and, after retracting it, he put it away. There was no way he could take out both bodyguards. Someone was coming down the steps behind him and he turned his hand, reaching inside his jacket for the gun.




  It was the freak! She stopped and shrugged apologetically. “Sorry!” she said. “I’m looking for the manager’s office. It must be the other way.” Before he could react, she was walking away from him and down the hall towards Spencer’s Office.




  Through the mirror, he saw her talking to the bodyguards and then, after knocking on the door, she went inside. The bodyguards remained outside and Russell swore silently, because he wouldn’t be able to get anywhere near them without being seen. The girl and Spencer’s angry voices reached him, and Russell grinned as he imagined the look on the girl’s face when Spencer had explained what her new job entailed. She’d be out of there pretty damned quick.




  




  




  He ran silently back down the stone steps to the fire doors and quickly threaded a thin black cord though the hole in the door so that it hung down on the outside. Hurrying now, he left through the fire doors and ran through the shadows, then stepped into the street and walked towards the Saracen’s main doors. The girl had been holding some car keys in her hand and he couldn’t afford to miss her because she had to die, but before he killed her he intended using her to distract Spencer’s minders.




  The freak emerged from the club and headed towards the car park. Russell, making no noise in his thick rubber-soled shoes, kept close to the darkened shop doorways, ready to dart out of sight should she sense him following her.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay’s mind was in turmoil as she left the casino after her confrontation with the manager. His reaction to her visit replayed through her mind over again and again. He’d leaned back in his chair and smiled at her before standing and beckoning for her to stand beside him so that she could look through a window that looked down onto the casino tables and fruit machines.




  “You see that girl by the Black Jack table, the one with that high roller?” The girl he meant was about her own age, very attractive and her arm linked through that of a man about fifty who had a huge pile of poker chips in front of him.




  “That’s Jackie, one of our hostesses. She earns about three hundred a night by being nice to guys like him in our executive bedrooms upstairs.” He grinned and cupped his hand over her buttock.




  “How about getting your kit off and showing me what you can do?”




  She shoved him away from her and headed for the door. “Get your fucking hand off of me. I’m no prostitute, and I’m going to tell Scott about you!” Before he could reply, Jay snatched open the door, strode out of his office and slammed the door shut behind her. Pushing her way past the two amused looking bodyguards, she hurried towards the stairs leading to the exit. She could hardly believe that Spencer had actually groped her. Obviously, Scott didn’t know him very well at all. She left the club and headed for the car park. She planned to go back home and have an early night.




  She was about to unlock the car door when a hand clamped over her mouth and the steel blade of a knife pricked the skin of her throat.




  “Make a sound and I’ll kill you,” a voice hissed into her ear, and she was pulled around to face him. The man was about fifty and taller than her. He had plump features, curly brown hair and his eyes were so dark that they appeared to be as black as his clothes. She was forced away from her car into the dark shadows of a wall. He’s going to kill me, she thought as he shoved her so that her back was pressed against the rough brickwork. Please, she prayed silently, don’t let him kill me! She wanted to knee him between the legs but the knife had disappeared and she was staring at a gun that had a silencer fitted to its muzzle. She’d only ever seen a silencer in the movies and this one looked a lot bigger and fatter than those.




  He jammed the gun into her stomach and slapped her hard across the face. “If you want to live, keep quiet and listen. What’s your name?”




  Jay, her cheek stinging and half blinded by the tears that had sprang into her eyes, was shaken by the mundane question and she had to moisten her mouth with saliva before she could speak. “Jay—




  Jay Williams! Please don’t kill me!” Her voice broke into a sob, but she made a tremendous effort to regain control. “I’ll let you do anything you want!”




  “Then you might just stay alive. You’re coming with me and I’m warning you, one sound, or just a second’s hesitation, and you’re dead. There’ll be no more warnings. I’ll just kill you. Now move!”




  Jay felt the smooth black leather of his glove clamp around her neck and he pushed her forward. She tried not to stumble as they reached the exit of the car park. She was suddenly desperate to stay alive.




  He snatched her handbag off her and hurled it into the shadows of the car park. “You can find that later,” he said.




  She nodded. He might let her go! She had to believe that!




  




  




  




  “We’re going back into the casino but by the back door. I intend to relieve it of some cash, and you’re going to help me.”




  So that was it, he was going to rob the casino, but why did he need her?




  “You’re going to help me distract the two bodyguards outside his office. I have to get close enough to them to discourage them from going for their guns. I’d hate to have to kill them, because then you will be next.”




  He threw her car keys in the same direction as her handbag then led her back out of the car park and into the street. Putting the gun inside his coat, he pulled out the stiletto and pressed the release button. The double edged blade that shot out glinted wickedly in the light of the street lamps.




  “Pretend I’m your lover,” he said as he slid an arm around her waist. Through the thin material of her dress, she could feel the tip of the blade pressing into her flesh. But at least now she knew that he wanted to avoid killing anyone.




  




  




  




  
Chapter Sixteen




  




  




  Satisfied that the girl was sufficiently intimidated to play her part, Russell led her to the rear of the club and up the steps to a fire exit. He grasped the thin black cord that was hanging from the top of the door and pulled. With a click, the doors swung open and he pushed the girl inside then quietly closed the doors.




  She was still too shocked to resist when he pulled her up the stairs and onto the first floor, where again he used his mirror to check around the corner where Spencer’s office and the bodyguards were. Satisfied that everything was as he expected, he turned to the girl and put the blade of the knife against her throat.




  “If you don’t want me to slit your throat, put your arms around my neck, wrap your legs around me and start acting as if you want to fuck me.”




  She only hesitated for a second before putting her arms around his neck and then she pulled herself up him in order to wrap her legs around his waist. When he kissed her, she opened her mouth and responded with a desperation that could have easily been mistaken for passion instead of fear. Russell slid his hands along her thighs and cupped her firm buttocks; the bitch was actually turning him on. Perhaps he’d have time to fuck her first before he killed her. She’d really move her ass for him with a knife held at her throat.




  Russell carried her up another flight of stairs instead of turning onto the landing that led to Schroeder’s office. The two men would have been instantly suspicious if they’d emerged from down by the fire doors, but on this floor where he and the girl were now, were the executive bedrooms. He was willing to bet that more than one drunken couple had staggered down the steps to the fire exit by mistake.




  “When we go back down I want you to start laughing as though you’re having the time of your life,” he whispered into the girl’s ear. “Right, it’s time to pay the manager a visit.”




  She started to make giggling sounds as he carried her back down the steps with his hands still clasping her buttocks to support her weight. When they turned onto the landing, with the girl’s back facing towards the bodyguards, Russell lifted the back of her dress to give them a good view of the girl’s butt.




  As if on cue, the girl laughed again. He wondered if she’d have been so compliant if he knew what he really intended to do to her before he finally killed her. The stupid bitch wasn’t even aware of the two grinning men watching them – one of whom looked at Russell and winked. Russell winked right back and, moving his hand from her buttocks, slid it in front of his chest just as though he was going to grope one the girl’s breasts, but instead his hand went inside his jacket and gripped the butt of the Beretta.




  They were staggering down the hall less than six feet away from the bodyguards when he stopped. Russell released the girl and as she struggled to retain her balance, he fired over her head. The pistol coughed twice and the bodyguards fell to the floor. Striding past the girl, Russell pumped another bullet into each of them. He turned to see the girl running back towards the fire escape. Shit!




  He shot from the hip and saw the bullet bury itself in the plaster an inch from her head, and then she was gone, running down the stairs.




  Swearing, he turned away from her, stepped over the bodies and flung open the office door. Spencer Schroeder was at a computer and he looked in horror at the silenced gun in Russell’s hand. Russell shot the bastard once in the throat and once between the eyes. The girl had less than a twenty second start on him so he went after her.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay heard the pistol fire and could see that the man was looking behind her. Turning, she saw the two bodyguards who’d been in the manager’s office slumped down onto the carpet. The pistol fired twice more and she saw both bodies twitch as the bullets penetrated them. Terrified, she leapt to her feet and flung herself towards the steps that led down to the fire doors. A piece of plaster seemed to leap out of the wall just in front of her. Then, she was running down the steps and the fire doors were in reach. She pressed down the release bars and nothing happened! Frantic now, she pressed down




  




  




  




  with all her strength but still the doors refused to budge. Please! Jay screamed silently, please! She threw her whole weight at the door, but they remained firmly shut, and then she saw him walking down the steps towards her. Jay held out her hands in front of her as though trying to ward off the bullets that would kill her.




  He slapped her across the face, making her cheek sting and her eyes run. He hit her twice more, quickly on either side of her face, knocking her to the floor. He grabbed her hair and, pulling her to her feet, opened the fire door. He led her out into the darkness of the alley. Slamming the door shut, Russell pushed her behind a huge metal rubbish skip. Jay could hear the throb of music coming from the Oasis, a club frequented by those who were into heavy metal type bands. He backed her against the side of the cold orange metal of the skip and kissed her, the steel blade of the knife slicing through first one shoulder strap of her dress and then the other. He was going to rape her, she realised, and then he’d kill her and throw her body in the skip. Jay was paralysed with fear, as unable to move as a rabbit trapped in the headlights of a car.




  His hand explored her breasts before moving down between her legs and penetrating her with his finger. She saw that he was aroused and his erect penis brushed against her. She parted her legs, compliant now. It was almost as though she was watching it happen to someone else. A prisoner, knowing she was helpless to resist becoming docile, reconciled to the inevitable of being raped before she was killed.




  It occurred to her, as the man’s penis parted her labia, that she’d often wondered why none of the people massacred in Kosovlow had fought for their lives – and now she knew. They hadn’t wanted to die one second before they had to and neither did she!




  There was a loud crash and the fire doors of the Oasis club flew open. Two men emerged, punching and kicking at each other and screaming obscenities. A crowd of cheering and jeering clubbers followed them outside, and Jay snapped out of her state of placid acceptance. With a cry of revulsion, she thrust the man away from her and ran towards the crowd, screaming for help. Something slammed against her head and she felt herself falling, heard someone scream, and then everything just faded away.




  




  She awoke in a strange bed and in darkness and it took her a few seconds to realise that she was in hospital. Then everything came flooding back. Being grabbed in the car park and taken back into the back doors of the club. She remembered the man who made her do what he wanted and used her to get close to the men he wanted to kill and his two attempts to kill her. Jay saw him again in her mind, watching as she was loaded into the ambulance, there was something different about him, but she couldn’t remember what it was. One thing she did know, she couldn’t stay here! He’d be coming after her, Jay had no doubt at all about that. Her head felt fine beneath the bandage so she removed it found no trace of a wound. That was strange because she was sure she’d heard the doctor tell the policeman she’d been grazed by the killer’s bullet. Carefully, she slid out of bed and found her clothes in the locker next to her bed. Stripping off her hospital nightdress, she pulled on her clothes. She had to tie her shoulder straps back together and realised that now the skirt barely covered her knickers. She would be showing about two inches more of her thighs than she liked.




  A snore from behind her made her cry out in alarm and she whirled and saw a policeman asleep on a chair. If she’d got out of the other side of the bed, she’d have landed in his lap. Jay was tempted to wake him and tell him what had happened. Tell him of her irrational conviction that the killer would be coming here. Coming after her to finish what he’d begun and to silence her for good. But explaining would take time and there was always a chance that he would be reluctant to do anything until the morning. If the killer did come, she knew he would kill them both without a second thought. The ward door swung open and she almost screamed, but it was only a nurse who’d stopped to check on a patient at the far end of the ward. Jay realised that if the nurse saw her she would try to stop her leaving, so, fully dressed, Jay slipped back into bed and pulled the covers up to her neck, pretending to be asleep. The nurse was conscientious and seemed to take an age checking that all was well with her charges and Jay expected to be found out when the nurse stopped at the foot of her bed. She heard the metallic sound as her chart was lifted from the metal bed frame and then it was repeated as it was replaced. Then the nurse moved on along the rows of beds and finally let herself out of the




  




  




  ward. Only the snores of the policeman disturbed the silence. Obviously, the nurse had taken pity on the policeman and let him sleep.




  Jay eased out of bed and quietly opened one of the swing doors that led into the main corridor, peering in the direction taken by the nurse. The woman was standing outside the toilets and had removed a packet of cigarettes from her pocket. When the nurse hurried into the toilets to have her illicit cigarette, Jay smiled. Now while the woman enjoyed her cigarette, she would have at least five minutes to make her escape.




  Jay went in the opposite direction from the toilets and heard footsteps coming towards her from a corridor on her left. Turning, she hurriedly slipped back into the ward and quickly rolled under the nearest bed, which was at the opposite end of the ward from her own. The far doors of the ward, the ones by her bed, swung open. She saw the curly hair and plump cheeks and watched as the killer, who was wearing a white doctor’s coat, stopped at her empty bed and checked her notes. She felt sure that he’d sense where she was. That some animal instinct would guide him to her, but he turned and left the way he’d come.




  She couldn’t stay here lying helpless under a bed. Pushing the thought away, she rolled out from under the bed, eased open one of the doors and peered along the corridor. She saw him entering the toilets where the nurse had gone for her smoke. At the other end of the corridor was a fire exit sign, and Jay ran.




  Carrying her shoes and silent in her bare feet, Jay reached the fire doors, but unlike the ones at the Saracen, these doors opened easily.




  She let herself out onto the metal staircase outside and winced as the cold air penetrated her thin dress. Fighting off a sudden feeling of fear, she put on her shoes and carefully made her way down the fire escape.




  Leaving the hospital grounds, Jay half expected the killer to leap out at her from the darkness of the shrubs, but nothing happened, and she gave a silent prayer of thanks when she emerged safely into the deserted streets. Shivering, she hurried in the direction of the carpark. She would find her handbag and keys and then ring the police from there.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell had almost fallen when the girl had thrust him backwards and run. He’d snatched out the gun but only had time for a quick snapshot, but Jay had been hit and he’d seen blood pooling on the concrete around her head. He darted around the corner and was almost back in the street before the screaming started. Cursing, he tore off the wig and removed the cheek pads before taking off his reversible jacket, which he quickly turned inside out and put back on. Now it was red instead of black. Russell did not walk away from the club but casually towards it. He was satisfied that the change in his appearance would be enough to prevent him from being recognised by anyone who’d glimpsed him in the darkness of the alley. He needed to make sure the girl was dead. The flashing blue lights of the police cars illuminated the red brick walls of the alley way and he joined the spectators who were standing behind a hastily erected metal barrier. He ignored the police officers milling around everywhere, and manoeuvred himself closer to the open rear doors of the ambulance. Two paramedics emerged from the alley, carrying a stretcher and he recognised the girl’s dark wavy hair. She had a bandage around her head, was semi-conscious and muttering to herself. Damn it, he’d only grazed her. Just as they lifted her into the ambulance, she turned her head, saw him and cringed back in fear.




  Quickly, he turned and pushed his way through the crowd, hurrying toward his car. He’d have to follow the ambulance, find out where she was being taken. She’d recognised him without the wig so he’d have to kill her before she could describe him to the police.




  




  Once again wearing the wig, cheek pads and contact lenses, he walked confidently along the hospital corridor towards the ward. The white coat that he’d taken from the staff room was a perfect fit. He wore a laminated identification badge that bore a genuine doctor’s photograph that looked nothing like him, but no one ever gave the badges more than a quick glance anyway. The stethoscope around his neck and the clipboard in his hand all added to his authentic look. The few staff he’d passed had all nodded at him and smiled. He’d waited until 4:30AM before making his move because




  




  




  




  everyone in the wards should be asleep, and he’d already checked the layout of this ward, the one that Jay was now sleeping in, earlier.




  He opened the ward door and spotted the policeman who was snoring. There was a faint click as he released the blade of the stiletto and walked silently over to the bed. It was empty! Yet her name was on the chart at the foot of the bed and a nurse had checked on her less than two minutes ago. The toilet, she must have gone to the toilet! He’d passed them just outside the ward!




  He slipped inside the female toilets. The air was filled with the bitter-sweet stink of cigarettes and he could see smoke wafting out of the stall at the far end. Grinning, he dropped onto his knees and looked under the doors of the other stalls. They were empty. The girl was alone. Russell switched off the lights, stepped back against the washbasins and brought out the knife. The stall door opened and a cigarette lighter flared as the girl made her way towards the exit. Russell waited until she was just past him before moving in for the kill. He snaked the hand holding the knife around the girl’s neck while his other hand seized her thick black hair, jerking her head up and back. He’d slit the girl’s throat before she realised what was happening and she collapsed onto the floor. He watched her body twitch for a few moments and then fall still.




  “So long, Jay!” he said. Straightening, he flicked on the lighter that she’d dropped, looked down at her body and cursed when he saw the nurse’s uniform and the dead woman’s face. Where the fuck was the girl? He hurried back to the ward and peered inside. The bed was still empty and then he saw the discarded nightdress on the floor by the open locker door. The girl must have guessed that he’d come after her and split!




  The policeman died in his sleep as the blade plunged into his heart. Russell killed him out of chagrin for missing the girl. It was a childish reaction, but Russell wanted the girl to know that he’d be coming after her. He dropped the bloody weapon into a wheelie bin and decided that he’d have one more attempt at getting the girl before he called it a night. He thought she’d be heading for the car park on foot, and Russell had a car.




  




  




  




  
Chapter Seventeen




  




  




  Jay walked along the dimly lit streets, hugging herself to keep warm. She was acutely aware of the fact that she was almost naked beneath the flimsy dress, which was now so short it barely covered her buttocks. Every time she heard a car, she slipped into the nearest available shadow and waited for it to drive past. She wasn’t about to take any chances or risk hitching a ride dressed like this. It was about 4:30AM and she increased her pace. After crossing the main road, she headed down Claredon Street – in another few minutes she’d be at the car park. She didn’t think anyone would have found her bag or keys in the dark.




  She was walking past the cemetery when she heard a car door open behind her. The killer was leaping out of one of the parked cars that she’d passed. Jay ran down the hill and, looking behind her, saw that he was only about a hundred yards behind. She heard the cough of the gun and something struck one of the iron railings on her left. Jay flung herself desperately to her right and the rear window of a van in front of her disintegrated in a shower of diamond-like fragments. The cemetery gates on her left were fastened with a chain and padlock, but Jay didn’t hesitate because they were set back from the road the brickwork pillars should give her the cover she needed. Trying to hide behind the parked vehicles would be stupid, but the cemetery offered her darkness and shelter, somewhere to hide.




  She leapt at the wrought iron gates and hauled herself up them. Recklessly and silently praying that she wouldn’t slip, she swung one leg over the nasty looking metal points that topped the gate. As soon as her foot found a hold, she swung her other leg over and dropped onto the gravel drive. Darting towards the nearest gravestone, she flung herself behind it.




  Something she assumed was a bullet struck the granite in front of her. Crawling on her stomach, she moved behind another one that was set further back. Peering towards the gates, she saw that the man had swung one leg over the spikes and realised that for a few precious seconds all his concentration would be on avoiding being impaled. Leaping to her feet, she ran to her right, counting, and after ten strides she threw herself back down behind another grave. Peering around it, she saw him, gun in hand, walking slowly towards the spot where she’d originally taken cover. Jay moved further back to her right, terrified in case she made a noise that would bring him to her. Her hand encountered something cold and smooth. A metal flower urn. She hefted it thoughtfully. He was facing away from her and Jay stood and hurled the urn as hard as she could to her left. She dropped back down again and, to her surprise, the vase clattered about thirty yards away from her. The killer turned and walked cautiously towards the sound, holding the gun out in front of him with both hands. Jay crawled further away from him, deeper into the cemetery. A large mausoleum built with grey granite blocks loomed in front of her and she could see that the ironclad doors were slightly ajar. Jay hurried inside, hoping to hide behind one of the ancient tombs, some of which had stone figures mounted on the lids.




  Jay heard him! She could actually hear him creeping towards the doors. The mausoleum must be amplifying the sound, she thought. Not that it makes any difference. I’m trapped and he’s going to find me. He’s going to put a bullet in my head.




  She suddenly felt compelled to take off all her clothes and, after screwing them up into a ball, she stuffed them inside a large metal urn that stood on a raised plinth. Her entire body seemed to be a mass of grazes covered in dirt. She hauled herself up onto one of the tomb lids and lay down with her back resting against the cold stone. Pressing her arms against her side and her legs together, she became.




  It was getting lighter and she realise that the killer was coming towards her shining his torch and, although the beam played over her, it moved on. She could hear him moving around below her and was sure that the beating of her heart would be amplified inside that resting place of the dead. If he catches me, it would be an ideal place to hide my body, she thought, and tried not to breathe. After what seemed like an hour, but couldn’t have been more than a minute because she’d been holding her breath, he came back out. Jay could hear him muttering angrily to himself and she guessed that he was becoming increasingly frustrated in his efforts to find her. As his voice moved away, she risked a quick look through the gates and could see him as he weaved between the gravestones. The gun had disappeared inside his jacket and Jay watched him walk back to the




  




  




  




  cemetery gates then climb back over them. A few minutes later she hear an engine start and a vehicle drive away, but she remained where she was and didn’t move, in case it was a trick—a trap. Jay jerked awake and saw that the sun shone weakly but she felt frozen, colder than she could ever remember. She forced herself to move and stared in shock at her body, which seemed to have been carved from ancient stone. As she climbed down to the floor her skin regained its natural colour, and she remembered Tom calling her a Chameleon. The memory brought tears to her eyes. Retrieving her clothes, she dressed and when she glanced at her watch saw that it was 10.45a.m. Outside, she saw people gathered around a green shrouded grave about two hundred yards away and she could hear the comforting drone of the vicar’s voice. Two women and a solitary man seemed to be the only other occupants of the graveyard and she thought that it would be safe to leave now. Anyway, I can’t stay here forever.




  Taking a deep breath, Jay hobbled towards the church. A woman carrying some flowers towards the entrance saw Jay, put the flowers down onto a bench and came hurrying over.




  “I need to call the police,” Jay said.




  The woman looked at her shrewdly. “Have you been raped?” she asked. Jay shook her head and the woman nodded. “Right then,” she said, putting an arm around Jay and leading her away from the church towards a house. “First you’ll have a hot drink followed by an even hotter bath. Then we’ll get you into some clean clothes before calling the police.”




  Jay looked at her gratefully. “That sounds fantastic, but why are you helping me?”




  The woman’s blue eyes twinkled. “Because I have a friend called Jesus.”




  




  Jay turned off the shower, feeling warm and refreshed. She reached blindly through the curtain for a towel, as a handcuff was snapped around her wrist and she was jerked forward over the edge of the bath. Someone caught her other arm and twisted it savagely behind her back, forcing her to her knees. With brutal efficiency, her manacled wrist was also pulled behind her back and both wrists handcuffed together. Jay was hauled to her feet and the two men, who she assumed were police officers, hooked their arms through hers and manhandled her out of the bathroom and into the lounge. The female curate met her eyes and then looked away and Jay realised that the woman had rung the police while Jay was showering.




  “Jay-Be-Free Williams.” The older of the two plain clothes men looked at her in disgust. “I am Detective Superintendent Vincent Roberts and this is Detective Sergeant Singh. You are under arrest for the murder of Thomas Carver and Charlotte Hunningford. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention now, something which you later rely on in court. Anything that you do say may be given in evidence.”




  “Can I put some clothes on? You can’t take me out of here naked like this!” Jay was in shock, and could hardly believe that this was happening to her. When would it all end?




  “Ranjhit, give her one of the coveralls. We’ve got some clothes you can wear down at the station, and don’t forget to bag that dress she was wearing!”




  A blanket was thrown over her head and she was hurried outside.




  Crowds of people were standing looking down the street in her direction, and as she was led towards a waiting police car she could hear them shouting out to her.




  “They should have gone in and shot her!” A voice said, from somewhere on her left. “She’s already murdered two people. That nurse had two small kids, poor little things and the policeman had a daughter.”




  Murdered? That policeman, dear God. It must be the one who was asleep by her bed. And a nurse! Oh, not the one who’d gone for a cigarette? But somehow she knew that it was. The killer had come after her in the hospital and killed them but how could he have made the police think that she did it?




  Jay was pushed unceremoniously into the back of a police car, although someone did have the foresight to put his hand on top of her head and guide her under the doorframe. Two other men sat either side of her as the car sped off and she could hear its klaxon. No one spoke a word until the car slowed at the rear of a police station and the security gates were swung open to admit them. The man who’d identified himself as the detective Superintendent spoke into the radio. “We’ve got Williams and I want the hospital security camera tapes taken to the station!”




  




  




  




  * * * *




  




  At a discreet distance, Russell had followed the police to the vicarage. Listening in on their radio messages was child’s play. He sank back in his seat and watched as the police cars pulled up outside the house. Two men went to the front door and another couple to the rear. The two at the front went into the house and, a few minutes later, they emerged with the girl handcuffed and wrapped in a blanket. As she was pushed into the car the blanket slipped and he saw the paper overall she wore. He guessed then that she’d been taking a shower.




  There was nothing he could do about the girl’s arrest but he could help consolidate the evidence against her. He turned his car around and headed for the car park, hoping he’d get there before she told the police where she’d parked. Her car was still there and no one seemed to be paying it any attention but there was a penalty sticker attached to the driver’s window. He found her keys and, walking to her car, opened the boot. From his pocket he took a small parcel which contained £25,000




  in fifty pound notes and hid it inside the boot, beneath the spare wheel. Let’s hear you explain that away, he thought.




  




  * * * *




  




  Once inside the police station, Jay was taken to a desk where a uniformed sergeant took down her name, address and other personal details. Then she was fingerprinted, photographed and a cotton swab rubbed inside her cheek to obtain a DNA sample. Finally, she was placed inside one of the cells. Jay was given some clothes to put on and she recognised them as her own. They’d been brought here from her flat. To her surprise, she was asked if she would like anything to eat or drink. After about half an hour, Jay was taken into a small interview room containing an equally small table. An officer arrived with three mugs of tea and a bacon sandwich. Jay finished the sandwich and sipped at the scalding hot tea. She hadn’t realised just how hungry she was. When they had finished their tea and the crocks were taken away, the Chief Superintendent placed a twin spool cassette recorder in the middle of the table. There were two chairs set on either side of the table and he asked her to sit down. She sat on one side and he and Rebecca Carlyle, the police detective she’d met at the hospital, an attractive looking woman who appeared to be in her mid-thirties, sat next to him and started the tape recorder.




  “It’s fourteen-oh-five, Sunday twenty-sixth March, two-thousand. Interview with Jay-Be-Free Williams, regarding the murders of Benjamin James Deacon, William Gareth Hurst, Spencer Raymond Schoefield, PC Thomas Carver and Charlotte Hunningford, between the hours of doubleoh-fifteen and oh-four-thirty, Sunday twenty-sixth March, two thousand. Detective Inspector Rebecca Carlyle and Detective Superintendent Vincent Roberts. I will now caution Ms Williams.”




  Jay listened to the caution again and wondered whether she should wait and see a solicitor before answering any of their questions.




  “Miss Williams, you were admitted to the Queens Medical Centre at double-oh-forty-five hours this morning, suffering from a gunshot wound to your scalp. We stationed a uniformed officer at your bedside. At oh-four-forty, approximately four hours later, the bodies of PC Thomas Carver and the ward nurse, Charlotte Hunningford, were found. They had been killed with a sharp knife. An hour later, we found an offensive weapon—a stiletto switchblade—in a wheely bin. The knife has now been verified as the murder weapon and we can now confirm that the fingerprints found on the weapon were yours. How do you explain that, Ms Williams?”




  So, that’s why they offered me some refreshments. It gave them time to check my fingerprints.




  “I’ll tell you what happened,” she said.




  Neither of the detectives interrupted her until she’d finished talking and she looked at them expectantly.




  “You say that you went to see the manager, Mister Schoefield, at the request of your cousin, Scott, and that Mister Schoefield thought you wanted a job as a hooker?” Superintendent Roberts asked quietly.




  “Yes, I couldn’t believe it and I—”




  “Jay!” Carlyle snapped. “We’ve found your car and in the boot an envelope containing twenty five thousand pounds in cash! How do you explain that?”




  




  




  




  “I…I can’t. He must have put it there.” Jay looked desperately from one to the other but they just stared coldly back at her.




  “We’ve looked at the video situated in the corridor where Mister Schoefield’s office is.” Roberts leaned forward and smiled grimly. “According to your story, you went into the office and after your conversation with Mister Schoefield, left the casino and were later attacked in the car park. Is that correct?”




  “Yes! That’s what happened.”




  “And you left through the main entrance of the Club?”




  “Yes.” What was he getting at? Jay wondered.




  “According to the video, you came out of the office and walked to the other end of the corridor towards the fire exit. You went down the steps, but return a few seconds later, walked back down the corridor and into the casino.” His voice turned hard. “Let me tell you what I think happened. You deliberately lost at the casino in order to have an excuse to go to Schoefield’s because the hit-man had recruited you—offered you a chance to make some money.”




  “No!” she cried. “No!”




  “He probably told you that he was only going to rob the place so he forces the fire doors and he tells you to go and see Schoefield, and to make sure that there are only two bodyguards. Then you go back and report to the killer before you leave the casino through the main doors, then you meet up with the gunman round the back of the club and help him to distract the bodyguards. But when he kills them, you realise that it’s not a robbery and that you yourself could end up being dead so you make a run for it. Yes, he catches and is about to rape you before killing you when the people came out of the Oasis Club, to watch the fight. You broke free from the killer and ran towards them, and he only managed to crease you when he fired. I also believe that when you woke up in hospital, you saw PC Carver, panicked and used the knife to kill him. The nurse came into the ward and saw you, so you chased her into the toilets and slit her throat. That’s the truth, isn’t it, Jay? You had the knife and you killed them!”




  “No!” Jay shouted. “No, I didn’t do it!”




  “No, we don’t believe that you did it either,” Carlyle said quietly. “But we had to make sure. You see, there was a great deal of blood loss from the nurse and it’s impossible for someone to kill her like that without getting some of her blood onto your clothes or shoes. Your clothes show no traces of blood and we also have a video of you sneaking out of the hospital. You went nowhere near the wheelie bin where the murder weapon was found. However, about five minutes after you’d gone, a man wearing a doctor’s coat comes down the fire escape, walks over to the wheelie bin and drops something inside it.”




  “You knew that I was innocent all the time?”




  “Yes, more or less, but we had to make sure. I think the killer is the same man who killed your grandfather and the others. At the time, we thought he was after Cassie, but it looks now as though it’s you he wants to kill.” She leaned back in her chair and Jay felt suddenly very angry, very relieved and then she remembered.




  “What about the twenty five thousand pounds that you found in my car?”




  “As you say, he must have put it there to consolidate the evidence against you.”




  “No, it’s mine! I won it playing Black Jack.”




  “Oh, come on, Jay, you’ve already admitted that you’d no idea it was there!”




  “That’s before I knew you already believed I was innocent, now assuming that you’re going to let me go, I’d like to take my money with me.”




  “But we know that the money isn’t yours!” Carlyle said, and then she smiled. “But on the other hand, we can’t prove it and, as no-one has reported the money missing…”




  “I can use it to help pay my way until someone buys the cottage.”




  “I think that’s fair enough. Compensation for what he put you through,” Carlyle said. “There is a problem though, Jay. You see, we know about the man who tried to kill you. He’s a professional hit man known as The Death Dancer and we’re afraid that he might come after you again.”




  She’s right, Jay thought. He’ll try and get me all right because I’ve got away from him twice and I know what he looks like, but why am I different to everyone else? There was no one she could confide in, no one at all.




  




  




  “You’re a witness and he can’t afford to leave you alive. However, we do have a witness protection programme but it will mean you leaving the area, taking on a new identity and finding yourself a new job. Obviously, you’ll be given a monthly allowance to help you get settled and, after you’ve bought your cheques back from the casino, you’ll still have eighteen thousand pounds left.”




  “I’m going to America on Wednesday for my Aunt and Uncle’s funeral. I should be safe enough there,” Jay said.




  “Well, we’ll book you into a hotel under an assumed name then we’ll collect anything you need from the flat and bring them to you there,” Superintendent Roberts said.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Eighteen




  




  




  Five men sat in the small room above the Juniper Casino in Derby, all of whom fidgeted nervously when Janine entered and stalked across the room. She wore a designer cocktail dress made of pure silk that revealed every contour of her body. Her thighs pulled at the fabric, sensually emphasising their shape as she walked, but none of the men were looking at her legs. They were looking at the cold fury of her eyes.




  “What the fuck happened, David? How did the bastard get to murder my brother?” Janine snapped. She needed to act as though she had no idea that Russell had eliminated her blackmailing bastard of a brother. The girl had escaped, but they would soon track her down. The target of her question flinched as she glared at him and he swallowed noisily. He knew what she meant all right, so why had he personally allowed it to happen? He was head of security for the entire chain of the Schroeder family’s Casinos, eight of them now and still expanding. It was he who’d picked the bodyguards, two of his best men to protect Spencer Schroeder and they’d died without even drawing their weapons.




  “He got to the bodyguards using the girl to distract them. They were supposed to be professionals and they knew who they were up against. You’ve seen the video?”




  “Oh yes, I’ve seen the video and so have you. Now you men listen to me. I want that girl, Jay Williams. She helped set my brother up and I’m going to deal with her personally. She’ll tell us everything she knows about the bastard who shot Spencer before I let you kill her, and put her out of the pain and misery I’m going to give her—”




  David interrupted. “She was arrested this morning and, according to my contact in the police, she had no idea what was going on. He snatched her from a car park at gunpoint. They’ve released her and she’s flying to America on Wednesday, to attend a funeral.”




  “Who’s your contact?”




  He hesitated only a second. “DI Carlyle, she’s into us for fifteen grand.”




  “Knock five thousand off her account and tell her I’ll pay ten thousand in cash to find out where the funeral’s being held. Arrange two tickets on the same flight for me. I’ll be travelling as Missus Denker on the passport you arranged for me and I may decide to take you with me.” She turned on her heel and as she left the room she wondered how Russell would react when she told him that they were flying back to the States.




  




  * * * *




  




  Detective Superintendent Roberts played back the cassette and listened to the conversation between Williams and Carlyle and smiled. They’d had no reason to suspect that last night he’d planted a listening device in the hotel room where Williams would be staying. He’d left Carlyle with the girl. Neither of them had noticed him place the pen, containing the bug, behind a picture that was hanging on the wall as he made the pretence of straightening it. Now he had all the information he needed to earn himself a cool £10,000 tax free. Picking up the phone, he rang David Thompson at the casino.




  “That’s great, Vincent,” David said as he repeated the information out loud. “This is really great, but there could be a problem with the money.”




  “What do you mean a problem with the money?” If this pratt was trying to rip him off…




  “Well, we’ve told Janine that your DI Carlyle is my contact and as far as she’s concerned that’s who’ll get the money.”




  “No way, David. Listen…perhaps it’s time to tell Janine Schroeder the truth.”




  “You want me to say that I lied to her? Do you know what she’d do to me?”




  “Look, I’ll tell her that I told you to keep my name out of it as I was setting up Carlyle because she raided Spencer’s club. I’ll say I threatened to hassle you if you told anyone who I was.”




  “Alright, I’ll arrange a meeting. This information should put her in a better frame of mind. She’s been like a cat with two heads since he was killed.”




  “Fine, just do what you have to. Now I want to talk to you about Carlyle.”




  




  




  




  * * * *




  




  Rebecca was examining the file she’d obtained on The Death Dancer and it made interesting reading. His first victim was Raymond Hassley, a 56-year-old journalist who worked for the Nottingham Evening Herald. His body had been found in the bathroom of his house in Shrewsbury on the 18th December, 1986. He’d been shot once in the throat and once through the forehead and a white business card had been dropped on top of the body. Embossed on the card was the figure of a skeleton dancing on a grave and in red letters the message, I’ll dance on your grave! Hassley’s own name had been written on the grave’s tombstone.




  Since Hassley, The Death dancer had claimed twenty-three victims, men and women, and as far as Rebecca could see there was no obvious connection between his victims, who seemed to live in various locations within the UK. There was a married couple in 1986, the husband was a solicitor and his wife an accountant. They’d been killed in the lounge of their house in Milton Keynes. In 1988




  he’d killed three people, a market trader and his wife and a vicar. All of them lived in Birmingham. There was a note on the file stating that Andrea, the market trader’s 14-year-old daughter, had disappeared on the night of the killing. She was, it was believed, to have been either abducted, or so traumatised that she’d run away from home. Rebecca made a note to check and see whether the girl had ever been found.




  Of the other eighteen victims, there were five married couples, an assortment of men, and one 56-year-old woman from Derby who had been killed last year. She was the anomaly. Who would pay a hit-man to kill a supermarket stock person? All of the other women who had been murdered with their husbands were in their late thirties—around her own age—and like her, childless. Except for the market trader and his wife! She scanned the list again. The vicar from Birmingham? Was he the Hassley’s priest? Someone they’d turned to or confided in? Had they told him that they were hoping to adopt a baby or had Mrs. Hassley been enquiring about a Christening?




  She was still working on compiling a chart of all the killings and she looked at her monitor screen in triumph. There it was. Five of the other men all lived in the same area and were killed about the same time as one of the married couples. The door of her office opened and the Assistant Chief Constable walked in, accompanied by Superintendent Roberts. Rebecca sensed that something was wrong.




  “Detective Inspector Carlyle, I have received information that you have been gambling at the Saracen casino, and are in debt to them for the sum of fifteen thousand pounds,” the Assistant Chief Constable said gravely. “Because of the suspected criminal activities of the club, of which you are well aware, I have no choice but to suspend you from duty, pending a full enquiry. I would advise you to contact your Federation representative at the earliest opportunity. I require your warrant card and the keys to your locker and desk!”




  Numb with shock, she fumbled in her bag and handed over her warrant card and keys and didn’t resist when the Superintendent took her bag and started to look through it. He withdrew something from it and she saw that he was passing some kind of laminated card to the senior officer. After examining it, the assistant Chief Constable frowned. “This is a membership card for the Saracen Club – it has your photograph and your signature on it.”




  Rebecca didn’t say that she didn’t understand because she did. Vincent Roberts had planted the card in her bag because, for some reason, he’d framed her and, knowing Vincent, there was probably worse to come. She had no idea how her photograph and signature had been obtained for the membership card, or how her account at a club, that she’d only visited during a raid, came to be fifteen thousand pounds in the red. But she intended to find out. Standing, she plucked the card out of the senior police officer’s hand. “That belongs to me I think,” she said. She took her handbag out of Vincent’s hand and met his eye. “I intend to find out why you’ve framed me, Vincent, and I’m going to prove that you’re bent. Believe me, you’re not going to get away with this!”




  He smiled sadly and shook his head. “You’re suspended, Rebecca. Don’t make things worse for yourself than they already are. Go home. You’ll be informed when the rubber heel squad want to interview you.”




  “Fuck you and Internal Affairs. All you’ve got on me is the allegation that I’m in debt to the club for fifteen thousand pounds, which is rather surprising as I have almost five hundred and eighty




  




  




  




  thousand pounds in my bank account. I’m sure that my bank will confirm that it was paid into my account two years ago with a cheque from the National Lottery.” She laughed at the shocked expression on the two men’s faces. “That’s right, sirs. It was, as the advert says, It could be you, and it was!”




  She was still laughing as she left the police station. Roberts would now have a hard time persuading the Assistant Chief Constable that she was being blackmailed over fifteen thousand pounds. Vincent had tried to ruin her, well now it was her turn because, if there was one thing that she couldn’t stand, it was a bent copper.




  




  She proffered her membership card at the door of the casino and was let through the glass doors. Plush red carpet covered the floors and in the games room the lighting was skilfully arranged to give an atmosphere of comfort and warmth. There wasn’t a clock in sight she noticed. Walking over to the cashier’s window, she proffered the woman her card. “I’d like to settle my account,” she said. Taking the card, the woman tapped the membership number printed on it, into her computer. She studied the monitor for a moment and smiled at Rebecca. “There is ten thousand pounds outstanding, Madam. How would you care to pay?”




  “I understood that I owed fifteen thousand,” Rebecca said, puzzled.




  “Five thousand pounds was deducted yesterday by Missus Schoefield. Your balance is ten thousand pounds now.”




  “Here’s fifteen thousand pounds in cash,” Rebecca said, handing her the envelope that she’d collected from the bank. “I’d like a receipt and you can tell Missus Schoefield from me that if ever she interferes with my account again, I’ll personally arrest her for false accounting and close this place down!”




  Pocketing her receipt, Rebecca left the casino and drove back to her flat. She needed to get on her computer. She had a killer to find and perhaps a closer look at Janine Schroeder might be useful. The Schroeder’s property was near the village of Catherstone. She’d drive down there tomorrow and have a sniff around for a couple of days, and anyway she could do with a break.




  




  * * * *




  




  Janine took an instant dislike to the policeman. She’d met his type before. They were unbending martinets of the law until pension day was on the horizon, and then all their scruples were abandoned as they frantically built themselves a nice little nest egg. She’d pay him the money because he’d earned it but from now on he’d be her creature and it would be fun bringing him to heel.




  “I’m extremely grateful, Vincent,” she said, giving him her best smile. “Now it will take about half an hour to make up your cash. Perhaps you’d care to have a drink and relax while you wait?” She pressed a button on her desk and a few moments later an extremely attractive girl entered. She saw the policeman sneak a look at the pale smooth flesh of the girl’s thigh, highlighted by the split in her skirt.




  “Ah, Celeste, will you take Mister Smith up to guest room number four and make sure he gets anything he wants—anything at all.”




  For a moment Janine thought he was going to refuse the offer but he took the girl’s hand and allowed her to lead him out of the office. As soon as the door closed, she checked the monitor to make sure the hidden cameras in room four were operational and pressed the button to start them recording. She watched as the door opened and Celeste led Vincent over to the bed. Smiling, Janine switched off the monitor. She would watch the tape later. She wondered what Vincent would do when he learned that Celeste’s real name was Charlotte Davies, a fourteen-year-old runaway.




  “I’m getting worried about you, David,” she said, and was gratified to see the colour leave his face. “First there’s the cock up over my brother’s security and now I find out that you not only lied to me, but have involved me in setting up a straight DI. A DI who, incidentally, called at the cashier’s office and paid fifteen thousand pounds, that she hadn’t lost, off her fucking non-existent account!”




  “I told you why—”




  “That was bullshit and you know it. Get out of here, David, and I want Carlyle taken out of the picture permanently. I want her to simply disappear and to never be seen again. She’s a threat.”




  He’d have to go, she thought after he’d left the office. He wasn’t reliable anymore and that DI, Carlyle, was trouble. Perhaps after she’d been taken care of it would be time to bury David as well.




  




  




  Taking out her mobile, she punched in the number she’d memorised and could hear it ringing on the other end of her and Russell’s very private line.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Nineteen




  




  




  It was getting lighter. Looking up, Adam saw the sun shining above him in irregular patches. He could see the opening of the shaft had been almost blocked by branches that lay across it. He’d found Dr. Maylor’s body and three others that were withered and unrecognisable. He assumed that the doctor had been entombed in the ice with him and thawed out before him. The top of his skull was missing and his hands were reduced to bony stumps. There was an empty metal cylinder with




  ‘LIQUID OXYGEN’ stencilled on it in red.




  Suddenly, he had a picture in his mind of a laboratory and he heard Dr. Maylor’s voice clearly.




  “Adam is the first male out of the fifteen produced in the lab and he will be our breeder of the new species. We will use his sperm to impregnate the first female child that Eve and her mate produce.” He saw another picture and now he was looking into the tall man’s eyes and heard Maylor’s voice again. “You have to give us more time.” Adam knew then that what he was seeing were Maylor’s memories! But how? Then he remembered the rats that he’d eaten – they must have been the same rats that had devoured the doctor’s brain. Somehow, he’d retained some of Maylor’s memories. Strangely, the thought didn’t frighten him. It intrigued him, and just perhaps, the Doctor could help him get out of the mine.




  He didn’t question his new bank of knowledge, just accepted it. He searched the pockets of the dead and found two cigarette lighters, which surprisingly still worked, a pack of cigarettes, and the doctor’s wallet. There were some items that he didn’t recognise and a clipboard that lay by one of the corpses. The sheets of paper fastened to it gave him an idea. He balled them up and pushed them into a shoe taken from a body. Taking the branch with which he’d beaten off the rats, he tied the shoe to it, using the laces. He knew that the paper would flare only briefly in the updraft of the shaft. But it should be enough for him to see if an escape from this shaft was possible. If not, he would be forced to follow the draft in pitch darkness until he located its source. Standing in the centre of the shaft, he used one of the lighters and lit his makeshift torch.




  The flames of the torch illuminated the shaft clearly and he could see something hanging down a few feet above his head. It was a blue nylon rope. He piled the four corpses on top of each other and, when he balanced himself on top of them, the rope was only a yard away. He bent his legs and, after fixing the position of the rope in his mind, he dropped the torch and leapt upwards. He felt the rope brush the side of his hand before he fell back to the ground. Climbing back onto the bodies, he hurled himself towards the rope again and when it brushed against the palm of his right hand, he clamped his fingers around it. It took him a long time to haul himself up the shaft and out into daylight. For a while he lay amongst the debris of the trees, grateful for the feel of the leaves and small branches on his skin. He savoured the sound of the insects that buzzed around him and the warmth of the sun. Climbing to his feet and grasping the trees for support, he forced his way through the branches that tried to bar his progress, and headed in the direction of the huts. The trail he’d used before was now completely overgrown and he wondered how long he’d been trapped in the ice. Then he remembered the girl’s scream that had awakened him. She was a Repro and alive! He had to find her.




  Adam emerged from the trees and smelt food. His stomach rumbled and as he looked down towards the huts he stopped in shock. Now there were not two huts but six, and he could see people moving around. He approached them cautiously, although he was fairly certain that the men in white suits had gone, but there were other children males and females of about his own age and younger wandering about. These people were not of his kind, though, somehow he knew that, just as he knew that another of his species was alive. He’d heard her scream and he needed to find her. Were these strangers prisoners too?




  He stepped into the open and walked towards them. One of the boys stood up from where he was sitting by the fire and came towards him.




  “Who are you? Where did you come from?” he asked and the others gathered around him curiously.




  “I’m Adam and I have always been here. I was one of the four children used in the experiments.”




  “Are you mad or what? I’ve been here nearly three years and I’ve never seen you before.” He turned to the rest of them. “Have any of you ever seen him?”




  




  




  They shook their heads and he could see that they thought he was lying, but that wasn’t important.




  “Why are you all here?” he asked. “Are you prisoners, too?”




  It was one of the girls, obviously carrying a baby in her stomach, who answered. “We have to breed and have babies so that they can be sold for adoption, and some of us will have our organs removed and sold for transplants. They’ve got Emma up at the house now because they want both her kidneys. Josh tries to protect us but there’s nothing he can do.”




  Adam felt himself growing angry. The evil on this land continued. He wondered just how long he’d been trapped in the ice, and where were the older males and females?




  “Why haven’t your elders tried to help you escape?” he asked.




  “Because we haven’t any elders. Once we reach eighteen, we’re taken to the house and put down and then the tribe throws our bodies into the marshes.” The boy called Josh shrugged. “There’s nothing we can do because the men have guns and there’s no way off the land.”




  “Perhaps there is,” Adam said. “But first I must eat. I need to regain my strength.”




  “Why should we feed you?” Josh asked aggressively.




  Adam untied the bundle from around his waist and handed it to the boy. “I took them from the bodies of Doctor Maylor and the others who were also thrown down the shaft.”




  “You really were down one of the pit shafts?”




  “I am Adam and I’ve been trapped down a mine shaft for a long time and I really do need to eat. I’m not your enemy and I intend to help you to escape.”




  A murmur of excitement went through the group and one of the women stepped forward. “Leave him alone, Josh! We’ve plenty of food and he can tell us about himself and how he plans to help us escape.”




  “Alright. I suppose I should let him fuck you, Sara, in case he’s a spy and has been sent here to test us. How about it, Adam, do you fancy shagging her?”




  The girl smiled at him and he tried not to stare at her breasts, pressing against the confines of her shirt.




  “Yes,” he said. “Josh, we’ll talk later, but I really do need to eat and have something to drink.”




  “You do if you’re going to fuck Sara,” someone laughed. “You’ll need plenty of stamina to satisfy her.”




  “Well, you could never manage it,” Sara shot back, provoking more laughter. “Come on, Adam. Let’s go to my hut.”




  Nodding in agreement, Josh stooped and untied Adam’s bundle. He snatched something out of it in excitement. “It’s a mobile phone—no it’s some kind of walkie-talkie. Shit, the battery will be dead that’s for sure.” He switched it on and held it to his ear. “It’s dead!”




  Adam saw the disappointment on their faces as their hopes fell. “It does not matter because we will be leaving by crossing the marshes. I know how it can be done,” he said. Sara took Adam’s hand in hers and he allowed her to lead him to her hut. While he ate some bread and soup, Sara told him that she was fifteen and was expecting a baby.




  “I’m only two months gone,” she said, “so our shagging won’t affect the baby.”




  As she began to undress, Adam felt a sudden and almost overwhelming sorrow as he remembered Ben and Eve and their baby. “No, Sara,” he said. “I cannot mate with you. Let us be friends instead.”




  Sara looked at him strangely and then, shrugging, she dressed. “What about the other tribes? Are you going to help them escape too?”




  “Other tribes?”




  “Yes, the Blonde and Red Hair villages are about two hours walk away. Callum, the red headed boy, is always fighting Josh and Oliver, who’s the leader of the Blondes. Callum wants to be the leader of all the tribes, but I don’t like him much. He’s mean.”




  They left the hut and Sara showed him the pen where chickens were kept and a smaller one containing rabbits. “This is where we get our meat. Vegetables are grown by the latrine and our water is taken from that tank over there.”




  The tank was the one he remembered, eight feet square, six feet high, made of thick plastic and mounted on a steel platform five feet above the ground. Once a week, a large tanker driven by one of




  




  




  




  Dr. Maylor’s men had drawn up alongside it and pumped fresh water into it. It used to be his job to refit the tank’s plastic lid.




  “Have the other tribes got this type of water tank?” he asked.




  Sara nodded. “Yes, I think so, why?”




  “Because that’s how we’re going to get across the swamps,” he said. Josh came towards them and nodded. “I’ve sent a couple of runners to tell the other tribes to meet us here but it will be lunch time before they arrive. Sara, get the other girls to help you prepare some extra food. I’ve told Matthew and Jacob to kill a few chickens. Adam, I think we’d better talk before the others arrive.”




  Adam followed Josh away from the huts and could see by the expression on the boy’s face that he was worried. “What’s wrong, Josh?” he asked.




  “I’m not sure how Callum will react when we tell him we’re planning to escape. He might try to stop us because it’s against the rules to even talk about life outside of here.” His grey eyes regarded Adam thoughtfully. “You do realise that if we’re caught, the Lord Lands will have us killed and thrown into the swamp?”




  “Then why are you and the others risking it?”




  “Sara and I love each other, and everyone in this tribe is terrified of being taken to the house and losing an eye, liver, kidney, or being killed. I’m eighteen next year. I will be killed anyway. I was going to try and hide in the woods, but no-one has survived in there. They send the dogs after you and if they don’t get you the open mine shafts will.”




  “We’ll escape and get help, and I won’t allow Callum, or anyone else, to stop us. That’s a promise!” Adam meant it. He had to find the Eve’s daughter, Jay, for she was the girl who’d screamed and was now the only other of his kind.




  




  * * * *




  




  Wheatstone City, South Hudson, USA




  




  South Hudson State Senator, Henry Matheson, acknowledged the applause of his supporters, making no attempt to hide his smile of satisfaction as his main rival for the Republican nomination came towards him and shook hands. Russell, too, was smiling, because now that Henry had been nominated as the Party’s official Vice-Presidential candidate for the forthcoming Presidential election, Henry could afford to accept his opponent’s gesture of defeat graciously. After all, Russell thought, I was the one who’d found out about Senator Wilsthorpe’s twenty-three year old mistress and sent the videotape to the Wheatstone City Post.




  He scanned the crowd and located his men who were anxiously monitoring faces, looking for any sign of potential trouble. They were armed and would shoot to kill. You didn’t take chances with a Vice-Presidential candidate. He would be relieved when Henry was safely back inside the conference hall, where the FBI, who had insisted on taking charge of his security, would take over. Russell’s deputy could supervise the bodyguards, while he checked out the surveillance on Mary Slymond and Scott Williams. The other girl, the freak, may have escaped from him in England, but she was flying into the New Hudson State Airport today and into his territory. Like a moth in a spider’s web, she would be his for the taking.




  He would have liked to be there to knock her off as she left the terminal building, but there was no way he could have left Henry’s side today. He could have put a contract out on her but he wanted to take her out himself.




  For the past thirty years, Russell had found a perfect way to dispose of those who could possibly pose a danger, either to himself or to Henry. After drugging them, he would hide them in the storage box under the bed of his camper, and take them to his isolated cabin near the Bitterfoot forests in Montana. In the security of the basement, he and Nathan, a psychotic retard who looked after the cabin while Russell was away, would have some fun devising ways of torturing their victims to death. Russell’s favourite opener for a good looking woman was to let Nathan have his way with her before he amputated one of her legs below the knee. Russell would then cook the limb and force her to watch as he and Nathan ate some of it, and forced her to eat a little of herself, too. They had once succeeded




  




  




  in keeping a woman alive after amputating her legs and both arms. She’d bled to death as they tried to remove the upper stump of one of her arms.




  When the victims eventually died, Nathan got rid of the body by cutting it up and feeding it to his dogs, before crushing the bones and throwing them into the river. He had found Nathan living in a tumbledown shack a few miles in the woods from Russell’s own cabin. It had been easy to persuade Nathan to move into the cabin as a caretaker and look after the prisoners in the basement. Strong as a grizzly bear and just as vicious, he liked to watch Russell working on his victim. Sometimes Russell allowed Nathan to lop off a few fingers or toes as a treat. The freak’s friend, Mary, would be the next one to experience the delights of the cabin’s basement after the funeral on Friday. Russell found himself almost drooling as he speculated on how she’d taste.




  




  * * * *




  




  Greensburgh, South Hudson




  




  Mary drove the car off the black top and followed the dirt road that led to the house. Jay thought that, despite her grief, her friend had grown even more beautiful. Her raven black hair cascaded around her shoulders and even at the airport men had stopped in their tracks to admire her. Jay wondered what it would be like to have that effect upon men.




  They had spent their previous night at the airport’s hotel and Mary had, in between bouts of crying, told Jay the awful details of Scott’s parent’s murders.




  Scott was waiting outside the house when they arrived and, as soon as she was out of the car, hugged her and then Mary. Putting one arm around each of their shoulders, he led them into the house.




  “We’ll have something to eat and we’ll get your bags in later. I guess you guys must be starving,” he said. Scott had a quiet air of maturity that reminded Jay of his father and she realised that she had never thought of him as a man before. He had always been Peter’s son, her adopted cousin. They breakfasted out on the terrace and as they were having coffee afterwards Scott turned to her. “There’s a car coming in an hour to collect me and take me to the funeral home to view Mom and Dad. I have to go but you two can stay here if you don’t feel up to it?”




  “No, I’ll come with you. I’d like to say my good-byes to them, if you don’t mind that is,” Jay said.




  “Me, too,” said Mary.




  “Of course I don’t mind. Mom and Dad would have wanted that. After all, you are family,” he said.




  Jay was touched and decided that Mary and Scott deserved to know the truth about what had happened to her last weekend. They might want her to go into hiding or something.




  “This Death Dancer, do you think he’ll come after you here?” Scott asked quietly, once Jay had finished her story. “I think that I’d better contact a friend of mine, he’s into security in a big way. After Mom and Dad were…well, I had him come over here and check out the security, but after I’ve told him about you, he may want to review it.”




  “The police don’t think that he will, so please don’t go to any more trouble because of me.”




  “Jay!” he said firmly. “You can forget that. As I said before, you are family.”




  She was touched by both his and Mary’s concern for her, but didn’t really think the killer would come looking for her over here and, anyway, America was a huge country. Finding her would be like looking for the proverbial needle—almost impossible.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell lowered his binoculars and eased himself up from the ground where he’d been laying as he surveyed the approach to the Williams house. He’d recognised the girl immediately and was tempted to forego his ritual with the Beretta and simply kill her using the snipers rifle that he’d kept as a souvenir from Vietnam. Janine had caught the flight before Jay Williams’ and he’d met her at JF




  




  




  




  Kennedy Airport. After installing Janine in the airport hotel, Russell had simply followed Jay and Mary to South Hudson.




  He took another look at the Williams girl. She’d be an easy target and perhaps it would be wise to get it over with—end it now. But on the other hand, he’d never derived as much pleasure from resorting to a long-range kill, because the victim never had time to experience the terror of impending death. He’d almost made that mistake at the hospital, and he had savoured the terror in the eyes of the moron who’d driven into him. Russell was damned if he was going to give up his trademark. He’d get the girl tomorrow night after the funeral. Right now, he could do with a little sleep. This jet lag really was catching up with him. Yawning, he made his way down the hill to the car.




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty




  




  The Devil’s Footprint – England




  




  The first of the other tribes to arrive was the blondes, six young men and twelve girls, one of whom was pregnant. Their leader was a boy of about Adam’s age called Oliver who was obviously pleased to see Josh, and they embraced warmly.




  “What’s happening, Josh? Why the urgent summons and is that food I can smell cooking?”




  “Oliver, this is Adam,” Josh said. “He’s the reason I sent for you. He says he knows how we can escape, and so I sent for you and Callum, to discuss it.”




  Oliver looked at Adam thoughtfully. “When did you arrive?” he asked.




  “I was born here, if you can call being created in a test tube being born. I will explain everything later when the others arrive. They are just coming over the hill now.” Adam pointed.




  “I can’t see them,” Josh said. “Can you, Oliver?”




  “No, oh, wait a minute. Yes they’re just coming over the top. You must have good eyesight, Adam,” Oliver said. “I only hope that Callum isn’t looking for trouble because I’m getting tired of him trying to take over. You’d better watch your back, Josh. Knowing him, he’ll be ready to try something.”




  Adam waited until the red-haired newcomers entered the village and had no trouble in identifying their leader. Callum was almost a head taller than the other boys, broader across the chest and he carried a homemade spear.




  “This had better be important, Josh. Now what do you want?” Callum demanded, his face within a few inches of Josh’s.




  “Callum!” the tone of Adam’s voice caused everyone including Callum to turn towards him.




  “Get something to eat now, and stop wasting time.”




  Callum, his face red with anger, strode towards him. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” He stopped and frowned. “And who the fuck are you, anyway?”




  “Adam. I’m the reason you’re all here. We’re going to escape, and soon we’ll all be free.” Adam heard the excited murmurs from the others.




  “You’ll get us all killed, you stupid bastard!” Callum towered over Adam, his fists clenched in anger. “I’m going to hand you over to the house and as for you, Josh, you’ll end up in the swamp with that bitch, Sara.”




  “I can’t let you do that, Callum,” Adam said quietly. “No more members of the tribes will be thrown into the swamps or made to breed like dogs. We are going to escape.”




  “Fuck you!” Callum roared. Moving quickly, he jabbed the spear towards Adam’s chest. Adam caught the spear with one hand and casually held on to it, stopping its progress. Callum’s eyes widened in surprise but he recovered quickly and brought his other hand into play. Gripping the spear with both hands, he thrust forward with all his strength, but instead of moving towards Adam, the spear started to bend. Using just the one hand, Adam pushed him slowly backwards.




  “Get him!” Callum yelled and Adam turned to face the boys with red hair who’d advanced towards him from behind. Four of them carried homemade spears and the other boy held a club. Instead of backing away from them, Adam thrust Callum backwards and then sprang towards his other attackers, eluding their spear thrusts and blows with ease. He wrenched their weapons from their hands, disarming them, then turned to see Josh and the others looking at him in amazement. He grinned at them as he hurled the weapons away. “Lock Callum in one of the huts and then I’ll tell you how we’re going to escape from here.”




  




  Oliver and Josh worked well together, Adam thought as they manhandled the thick PVC lid off the water tank. It was almost a half an inch thick and measured eight feet by four feet, which made it awkward to handle despite the fact that it wasn’t very heavy. There was an eight-inch lip on its edges to prevent it being blown off in high winds, and two more identical lids were being collected from the other two villages.




  Turning on his heel, he walked to the hut where Callum was being held guarded by four of the other boys. His hands were tied behind his back. He looked sullen as Adam entered the hut.




  




  




  




  Adam said nothing until after he’d untied the boy’s hands. “We’re going to need your help, Callum,” he said.




  “What do you need me for? I thought that you could do anything.”




  “We need you because you’re a fighter, Callum, and a leader. It’s just that you’ve been concentrating on taking over the leadership of the tribes instead of using your natural skills to help them. But that’s not your fault. You thought you had no choice but to accept that you were up against impossible odds, fighting against men with guns when all you had was sticks, and so you decided to make the best of it. You took what you could while you could, but now you can help lead the tribes to freedom, and so take your revenge on the men from the house.




  “Look, escaping isn’t going to be easy. Initially only three of us are going out to find help –




  Josh, Oliver and me. But someone has to protect the tribes against any possible reprisals, and so I’d like you either to take my place and escape with Josh and Oliver, or to stay and help the others.”




  “I can take your place?”




  “Yes, if that’s what you want. We’re having a meeting in five minutes so you can decide what you want to do then. Now, let’s get out of here and I’ll tell you what’s going on.”




  Callum followed him over to the hut and Adam explained how he planned to use the three tank lids as stepping-stones across the marshes. “We’ll slide the first lid in first and then put the next one alongside it. Two of us will climb onto the first one and use sticks to guide the second lid in front of us and then we’ll get onto that one and the other two will get onto the one we’ve just moved off. The third lid will be guided until it’s in front of us again and so on. It will take a long time but we should make it alright.”




  “It should work,” Callum said. “But have you worked out how to get over the electric fence and past the dogs and then over the outer fence?”




  Oliver and Josh had wandered over to them and were standing listening. If they were surprised to see that Callum was free, they were hiding it well, Adam thought.




  “Yes, we’ll lean one of the lids against the fences. It’s made of PVC and should insulate us from the electricity. We’ll probably have to cut toe and hand holds in it, though. What I had in mind was fastening two of the lids together with rope, end to end and then sliding the first one up and over the top to protect us from the razor wire. We would need a couple of ropes to tie on both corners of the leading lid to hold it up in position until the second lid is flat against the fence. When the ropes are released, the first lid should drop and span both fences and then we will not have to worry about the dogs.”




  “It’s going to take four people, not three,” Callum said thoughtfully, and then he laughed. “You crafty bastard, Adam. You already knew that, didn’t you?”




  Adam nodded. “Yes, we could have used someone else, but to give ourselves the best chance, we need to use the best people.” He held out his hand and Callum shook it and then Josh and Oliver’s. All the boys grinned broadly.




  “Welcome to the team, Callum,” Josh said.




  




  Adam stepped onto the lid and it started to tip and he leapt back onto the bank. “We’re going to have to lash stabilisers to the lids,” he said. He pointed to the eight inch lip. “If we cut some holes along here on both sides, we can thread some poles though and tie some floats to them.”




  Josh nodded. “I know where we can get the poles. We won’t need the chicken pen anymore, but finding floats could be a problem!”




  “We’ll use the tanks,” Adam said.




  




  It was getting towards dusk when they finally stood back and admired their handiwork. The two lids had poles that ran width ways through the holes that the boys had cut in the lips. The floats were triangular sections cut from each end of the water tanks. The poles from the lids were threaded through holes that they’d cut into the two topmost edges of the “V” shaped floats and lashed into place with rope. Now the lids on which they’d be standing were raised three feet above the surface of the marsh, supported by the floats.




  “We’ll wait until tomorrow,” Adam said. “It’s too late now and we need to get some rest.”




  




  




  




  It was early the next morning when Adam inched off the platform and balanced himself on top of the float on his left, expecting the raft to start tipping at any moment. Oliver was ready to jump onto the other float if it did, but the raft remained steady.




  Oliver stepped onto the other float and grinned. “So far, so good. Now, let’s see if we can paddle this thing.” He dipped his paddle into the mire and pulled. The raft started to move and then Adam used his paddle. With a clumsy twisting motion, the raft slowly edged away from the bank. The spectators on the shore gave a cheer as Callum and Josh’s raft slowly edged out behind Adam’s. After about ten minutes, the shore was almost hidden by the white rising mist, but Adam knew that they had only moved about fifteen metres and, despite the chill, Oliver was sweating and breathing heavily. Soon he would have to rest.




  He took the spare paddles and lashed them together and then repeated the operation with his and the paddle that Oliver relinquished to him.




  “I’m making a pair of extended oars,” Adam explained. “I’m going to try and row the raft from the platform.”




  He stood on the platform, braced his legs and pulled back on the oars as it surged forwards. It had been easier than Adam had thought and he repeated the operation. As the raft’s forward momentum ended, he saw that the gap between the two rafts had widened by almost five metres.




  “Callum!” he called. “Catch the rope and tie it to your raft and I’ll try and give you a tow!”




  He took the coil of blue nylon rope and, holding firmly onto one end of it, he threw the other end towards Callum’s out-stretched hands. Callum caught it and he and Josh secured their end to the central platform of the raft. Adam pulled in the slack before fastening it to his raft. Once again he took the oars and pulled until he felt his muscles protesting against the strain. The rafts started to move and he quickly rowed again, taking advantage of the momentum. Push, lower, pull, lift. Push, lower, pull…it was like a litany in his head, everything except the rhythm was banished from his mind –




  push, lower, pull…




  




  * * * *




  




  Jeremy Marchant tried to hide his nervousness as the doctors prepared him for the operation due to be performed in just under two hours time.




  “The keyhole surgery we’ll be using will cause you the minimum of discomfort during your recovery, Prime Minister, but you really need to rest for about three months afterwards,” Sir Samuel Jaggart, the surgeon, said.




  “Well, I think I can arrange to make a state visit somewhere where my body double can take over my public duties. Yes, I’ll get my private secretary on to it as soon as the operation’s over. Now, what about the girl?”




  “I’m afraid she will not survive the operation, Prime Minister, however her other organs will be removed and kept in storage. Professor Hardley of Cambridge University is confident that he can successfully clone her.”




  “Good, but I think I would like to see her. You know—see what she looks like.”




  “I would strongly advise against it, sir. It’s better if you never know who she was.”




  “Perhaps, but that’s my decision. Please have her brought to my room.”




  “She’s undergoing preparation at the moment. I’ll have her brought to you as soon as she’s ready, perhaps ten or fifteen minutes, certainly no longer than that. We’ll be giving you a pre-op injection at ten-thirty am, so if you’ve no objections we can do the girl’s injection at the same time?”




  “Splendid, I’ll not forget this!” Jeremy said. As he picked up his copy of the Times, he wondered what that fool Thompson, his deputy, would be getting up to during Jeremy’s enforced absence. Finally, being rid of Roger Thompson permanently was going to a real pleasure. He was day-dreaming when they wheeled the girl in. She was strapped onto a hospital trolley and he could see that she was naked beneath the green sheet that covered her from the neck down. She was a pretty little thing, he thought, and wondered if anybody had even bothered to find out her name? Probably not. It was 9.30am and in another hour they would both be wheeled into the theatre, but only he would be coming out alive. He supposed that he ought to thank her for giving up her life for his, but not until they were alone.




  




  




  




  “Leave her with me until we go to the theatre,” he said. The doctor merely shrugged and left the room.




  “Now, my dear, what do they call you?” he asked as he walked over to her. She stared at him with wide, frightened eyes and he could see how her wrists were chafed and sore from struggling against her restraints. “Do you know what’s going to happen to you?” he asked. “You are giving up one of your kidneys to save my life, to save the life of the Prime Minister. No, don’t be frightened because my doctors have assured me that you can still lead a normal, healthy life with just the one.”




  He saw the light of hope appear in her eyes and he gave her his most sincere smile—his vote-winning smile. “I will see to it that you are very well looked after and you will want for nothing for the rest of your life, I promise you that!” he said.




  The pathetic creature smiled her thanks at him and he marvelled at how the lower orders still believed everything they were told. But then when it came to mixing truths or half truths with lies he was a master! This, of course, was why he was the Prime Minister.




  “Thank you!” she said.




  Jeremy shrugged in a gesture of self-depreciation. “Now, tell me about yourself. What’s your name, my dear?”




  “Emma. I’m seventeen and I was fifteen when I was brought here to mate for the Lands. I bore two children by my given mate for the Doctors to sell. Will I really be allowed to return to the tribe?”




  She’s mad, Jeremy decided. Tribe? Children for sale? What on earth could she mean? He felt a little sickened as the realisation of what she meant sank in. So that’s how he was getting her kidneys, she’d been kept a prisoner, breeding children for sale! But he could do nothing if he wanted to live and both kidneys would ensure his survival and, by God, he wanted very much to survive




  “Of course you will, my dear,” he said, patting her arm. “Now you rest and don’t worry because I’ll see that you’re taken care of personally.”




  Patting her on the arm again, he left her and lay down on his bed. He was feeling ill again but, after today, he would soon regain his health. He really ought to think about investing some money into this place, but not in his own name, of course.




  




  * * * *




  




  Rebecca was jogging past the entrance to Greystone Manor when she noticed a man walking towards the huge double doors. It was a man she’d met once at a reception, Drew Saunders! What the hell was the Prime Minister’s personal bodyguard doing here? Turning her head away so that he wouldn’t recognise her, Rebecca increased her pace and jogged back to the White Lion. She’d have breakfast and then take a look at The Devil’s Footprint from Catherstone Chase.




  




  The chain link fence topped with razor wire stood eight feet high and looked well maintained, Rebecca thought as she approached it and frowned when she saw an electrified inner fence six feet beyond the outer one. This was weird. It was as though they were trying to keep people inside the perimeter instead of out.




  The dog hit the fence inches from her face, making her cry out in alarm as she leapt backwards and away from it. The dog was huge – one of the largest Doberman’s she’d ever seen. It was joined by two more and then another and they all stared out at her, growling low and deep in their throats. They’re killers, she thought in horror. They had given no warning of their attack, and not one of them had made a sound except for their threatening growls. Someone had trained them to attack and kill silently, and it was only the chain link fence that had saved her. She was shaking in shock but now Rebecca’s temper was aroused. How dare some idiot allow these dangerous animals to run free and what if a child had poked a small arm through the fence? The bastards would have torn it off! She was about to turn away when a movement to her left caught her eye. At first, she thought it was some kind of monstrous creature making its way unsteadily across the marshes but then she realised what it was that she was seeing. A boy stripped to the waist was hauling on two extra long oars, rowing some kind of raft slowly towards her, and behind him was another one with two young men paddling it. There was a line running between the two craft and she gaped in incredulity as she grasped the fact that the boy who was rowing was actually towing the other raft.




  




  




  Delving into her bag, she grabbed her binoculars and focused on the boys. But it was the boy on the first raft who was straining on the oars who caught her attention. He looked to be about fifteen or sixteen and his green eyes were fixed ahead as he concentrated on his rhythm. She could actually see rippling muscle flowing into his arms and shoulders as he heaved, moving the raft another few feet towards her. It was almost hypnotic watching him but she turned her attention to another boy who was sitting on the platform behind his companion.




  His blonde hair was wet with sweat and he, too, was stripped to the waist. She watched him climb wearily to his feet, step onto one of the triangular floats and start to haul on the rope that was towing the raft behind him.




  On the other raft, a large boy with red hair and a smaller dark haired one had both stopped paddling now, and were obviously having to rest, yet still their craft moved slowly on, towed by the boy with the oars. Rebecca was sure of one thing, whoever these boys were, they were desperate and were going to need her help.




  The dogs turned their attention to the boys on the raft as it neared the shore and leapt towards the electric fence. For a second, Rebecca thought they would hit it but they were too well trained and stopped at an invisible line some eighteen inches from the fence. Rebecca watched anxiously as the boys finally made firm ground and the boy who’d been rowing left the boys to dismantle their crafts and walked towards her.




  “Who are you?” she asked, raising her voice so that it would carry over the ferocious growls of the dogs whose white fangs glistened in the saliva that ran from their jaws.




  “Adam,” he said, his intelligent eyes fixed on her face. “Are you a friend?”




  “Can you ring the police?” It was the smaller, dark haired boy who’d run towards them.




  “They’re going to take Emma’s kidneys today! We have to help her.”




  Adam nodded. “These boys are leaders of the tribes who were captured and brought here to breed with other runaways. Their babies are sold and tribe members used as organ donors. Emma, the girl in the house, will be killed this morning when her kidneys are removed.”




  Adam spoke with a quiet intensity that belonged to a much older man. She could see the truth of his words reflected in the other boys’ eyes. She thought fast. Suddenly, it all made sense. The dying friend that the Prime Minister was visiting was going to be the recipient of the girl’s kidneys! The Prime Minister was being used and he had to be warned but would they believe her? Probably not without evidence and her evidence was the other side of an electric fence and guarded by dogs. However, the boys must have had a plan.




  “I’ll help you but how are you going to get over the fence and past those dogs?”




  The dark haired boy grinned. “Watch!” he said.




  Pulling out her mobile phone, she punched in the number for Divisional H.Q. and using the top priority code, she instructed them to send two cars to meet her. After giving them her exact location, she put the phone away and saw the boys dragging two of the large black PVC lids, which had been used for their rafts. Dropping them onto the ground, they pushed the lids so that their narrow ends were together and started to make holes in the lips. Using the rope, they lashed them together then all four boys lifted them and carried them over to the fence. They leaned the lid against it and she saw that the PVC was protecting them against the electric current that flowed through the wire. Because they were lashed together at the top, the lid furthest away from the fence hung down at an angle and the boys tied the rope to the lowest end.




  “Catch!” Adam said and threw the coil of rope over both fences and it dropped at her feet. Picking it up, she saw that the boys were raising the outer lid and she understood then. The second lid was going to be used as a bridge to cross both fences. She wrapped the rope around her waist and gripped it with both hands. She started to pull, and the lid slowly rose up until it was standing on its edge. It swung over towards her and, bouncing slightly, it landed on top of the razor wire on the outer fence.




  The boys now lashed the oars together and quickly constructed a makeshift four-rung ladder, which they propped up against the other lid that was shielding them from the electric current. Rebecca hung onto the rope, hoping her weight would hold the platform steady that now spanned the fences. The dark haired boy scrambled up the ladder and crawled onto it. She was almost pulled off her feet as the lid bowed under the boy’s weight. The edge started to slide back, threatening to drop the boy to the dogs that were leaping up at him, snapping and snarling.




  




  




  




  “Come back, Josh!” Adam shouted.




  Rebecca sighed with relief as Josh retreated and climbed back down the ladder.




  “We should have left the rails in place,” the boy with red hair said.




  “Yes, but then we would never have lifted it, but we could push them across now on top of the lid.” Adam picked up a piece of wood and started up the ladder. He slid it over and the boys passed him the other lengths until eight lengths lay on the lid. He lashed the ends nearest to him together, making a wooden platform between 50cm and 60cm wide, but as the other ends were untied there was a real danger that they could fan out.




  As though reading her mind, Adam looked at her and nodded and, as quick as a cat, he stood on the wood and walked towards her. Upon reaching the fence, he straddled the lengths of timber and roped them together. “Come on, Josh. It’s alright now,” he said, and Josh once again climbed up the ladder and onto the timber walkway. After he’d crossed and dropped safely down beside Rebecca, the other boys followed and within minutes all four of them were back-slapping each other as they celebrated their escape.




  “We haven’t got much time,” Rebecca reminded them gently and the boys sobered up immediately as they heard the approaching wail of a police siren. Rebecca led them back towards the road, and they saw two men walking towards them. A uniformed police officer and…Rebecca swore under her breath when she recognised the familiar figure of Detective Superintendent Roberts. Vincent scowled at her as he approached, gestured to the driver to remain where he was and walked the last few yards to her on his own.




  “You’ve gone too far this time, Carlyle!” he growled. “Suspended from duty and using the priority code, abusing your position to demand a car—”




  “We haven’t time for this, Vincent! A girl’s life is at stake here and—”




  “Sir!” he roared. “You will call me sir! I’ve just about had enough of your—”




  “Be quiet and listen! You must help us save Emma, now!” Adam stepped forward, his face furrowed in concern. “If you do not intend to help, please move out of our way.”




  Vincent’s face turned an even deeper shade of red and he reached out his huge meaty fist to seize hold of Adam’s long hair.




  Rebecca’s knee slammed into her senior officer’s groin, and the effect was instantaneous. Vincent let go of Adam’s hair, clutched both hands to his injured parts and in slow motion sank slowly down onto his knees before vomiting.




  “You’re nicked!” The uniformed driver ran towards them and his extending baton was already swinging towards her unprotected head.




  Adam’s hand clamped around the baton, stopping it mid-swing. Then he wrenched the weapon out of the policeman’s grip and tossed it away. “We have to get to Emma,” he said. “We need that!”




  He pointed to the car.




  Rebecca nodded and held her hand towards the uniformed driver. “I’m Detective Inspector Rebecca Carlyle and I need your car. Give me the keys!”




  The driver looked at the figure kneeling doubled up on the grass and shrugged. “I’ll give you my keys, Inspector, but I hope you know what you’re doing. He’ll be after your blood for real when he recovers.”




  




  With Josh, Oliver and Callum in the back of the car, and Adam beside her in the front, Rebecca stopped outside the huge wrought iron gates of Greystone Manor. She leaned on the horn and switched on the siren. The racket was unbelievable and she feared that she’d be made permanently deaf. Then Drew Sanders appeared from seemingly nowhere, his pistol pointed at her head.




  “Hello, Drew!” she said.




  He looked at her in disbelief for a moment before lowering the gun. “I think you’d better turn that siren off, Inspector Carlyle, and tell me what you’re doing here.”




  Rebecca climbed out of the car and took him by the arm. “Look, this dying friend of the Prime Minister’s is a lie. He’s having a kidney transplant here sometime in the next hour. The donor is a live, healthy girl. A runaway called Emma who was abducted and brought here!”




  “Oh, come on, Inspector, don’t be ridiculous. Kidney donors have to be the right blood type. Are you saying that they kidnapped her for her kidneys?” He smiled at her cynically.




  




  




  “No, she was brought here two years ago to breed and her babies were sold.” Josh stepped forward. “She is one of my tribe who live on the lands.” He pointed to the land behind them. “Look!”




  he said.




  Rebecca felt almost as stunned as Drew looked as they saw members of the tribes approaching the fence a quarter of a mile away. They were chanting and even here their words could be clearly heard.




  “Emma, Emma, Emma…”




  Drew looked at them in bewilderment. “How did they get past the fences and the marsh?” he asked.




  “They didn’t. They’re all abducted runaways and some of them have been here for years. Drew you have to stop the operation! You can’t let them kill the girl!”




  He looked at her and shook his head. “I can’t—it’s not as simple as that. You see, it’s the Prime Minister who’s having the operation, the dying friend bit was just a cover story.”




  “You already knew!” Rebecca stared at him in disgust but he held up his hand, palm out towards her as though warding her off.




  “I knew about the operation but not the girl! The operation has to be stopped but I need authorisation.” Pulling out his phone, he pressed some buttons and when the person on the other end answered, Drew identified himself and snapped, “Give me the Deputy Prime Minister, Priority one!”




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-One




  




  




  “Get me a helicopter and arrange for ambulances, social workers and the local Chief Constable to meet me at Catherstone Manor in twenty minutes!” Roger slammed down the telephone and looked at Granville in disdain. “Did you know?” he asked.




  “I really don’t know what you’re talking about, sir.” Jeremy Marchant’s Private Secretary’s voice was mocking.




  “Did you know about the girl who was being forced to donate her kidneys?” Roger spoke slowly, making no attempt to hide his anger.




  “No, but I’d advise you not to interfere, sir.” The contempt was more open this time, but Roger refused to rise to the bait.




  “Get your coat. You’re coming with me. Now, get the Director of National Security on the line. I want him here in five minutes!”




  




  The helicopter’s engine faded and Roger followed the others out of the machine, bending low even though the rotor blades were ten feet above his head. Drew Sanders and a woman he didn’t recognise were hurrying towards him. She was, he thought, in her mid thirties and her tension was conveying itself to those around her. She looked too feminine to be a police officer, he thought, until he saw the determined set of her jaw.




  There was a crowd of teenagers standing or sitting on the grass outside the house. They had a dazed, lost look about them and he noticed that some of the women were pregnant.




  “Are those the young people you were telling me about, Drew?” he asked as he led the way towards the house.




  “Yes, sir,” Drew replied. “They’ve confirmed Detective Inspector Carlyle’s claims. The girl, Emma, has been bred like an animal and both of her babies sold for private adoption. Now, she’s been taken to the operating theatre here to have both her kidney’s removed.” He gestured towards the young men and women, some of whom were still in their teens. “And some of these poor sods have lost one or more of their own organs.”




  Grim faced, Roger turned towards the house. “Lead the way, Drew!” he ordered. Drew and the Carlyle woman hurried up the wide staircase and he and the others followed close behind them. They were approaching a pair of double doors and the Carlyle woman held them open for him. Roger stared in surprise. He seemed to have entered a hospital. The walls were painted a shade of institutional green and ahead of him he could see two hospital style rubber swing doors. A large sign above the one they were hurrying towards had OPERATING THEATRE on it. A red bulb glowed above another smaller sign that read: Keep Out – Operation In Progress. Don’t let us be too late, Roger thought. Ignoring the red light and pushing through the doors, he emerged into a corridor. On his left was the operating theatre and, through the plate glass windows, he could see the surgeon bending over the figure of a girl. He barged straight in and the two doctors and three nurses looked round at him in surprise. One of them came swiftly towards him.




  “You can’t come in here!” she hissed behind her face mask, but his attention was on the surgeon who straightened, holding a stainless steel bowl with a piece of living tissue in it.




  “Put it back!” he shouted and the surgeon noticed him for the first time.




  “If I do, then the Prime Minister will die and that would be against the National interest. Now please leave my theatre at once.”




  Roger knew and despised the way the surgeon was thinking. It would cause too much of a scandal to reveal what was taking place here, let alone prosecute one of the perpetrators of this despicable act of self-preservation.




  “You really had better leave, sir!” Granville’s sneer was open now and he was holding a pistol in his hand. “It’s a pity that you had to interfere, Thompson, but none of you can be allowed to live and tell the tale.”




  There was a sudden movement on Roger’s right and Granville’s pistol went off. Roger stared in horror as Drew Sanders’ head seemed to explode. The director of the security services had also produced a pistol from somewhere and Roger waited in anticipation of Granville being hurled backwards by the bullet.




  




  




  “Alan, take them out of here and kill them!” Granville said.




  To Roger’s dismay, Alan Emery, the director, nodded. “I’ll see to it!” he said. There was a blur of movement rushing past him and then one of the boys had lifted Granville over his head and hurled him at the director with such force that both men crashed through the plate glass window of the operating theatre. The boy leapt through after them and he heard Granville’s scream cut off in mid-cry.




  Rebecca had reached Drew’s lifeless body and removed his pistol. With tears streaming down her face, she rose to her feet. Holding the weapon in a two handed marksman’s grip, she pointed it at the surgeons. For a big man, Roger moved fast and before anyone could intervene, he’d reached Jeremy’s bedside and chopped him as hard as he could across the throat.




  “Now, put that kidney back,” he said quietly. “The Prime Minister seems to have died of a stroke and I promise you, if that girl dies you will be held accountable.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Rebecca listened in fascination as Adam described the Primeval Project to her and the Deputy Prime Minister. She also seemed relieved that Adam had taken her advice and made light of his great strength and speed. He was also careful not to reveal his amazing ability to be able to re-grow his limbs.




  “You were frozen alive for fifteen years. It’s incredible,” Roger said. “I wonder…would you mind if I arranged for some of our top scientists to have a look at you?”




  “All of my life, scientists have been testing me, but not anymore. I want a normal life. I’m tired of being used as a guinea pig,” Adam said quietly. “I was hoping that you’d understand that.”




  Roger looked at him for a long moment and then smiled. “Of course, forgive me. I’m thinking like a politician and trying to turn things to my advantage. This Doctor Maylor, did he educate you himself?”




  “Yes, I think that I could truly say he taught me everything I know. But I will need some identification. I haven’t even got a birth certificate.”




  “Well, in a manner of speaking, Richard Maylor was your father. I suggest you take the name of Adam Maylor and I’ll get Chief Superintendent Carlyle here to take care of you until you decide what to do.”




  Rebecca looked at the politician and raised an eyebrow. “Chief Superintendent?”




  Roger winked at her. “It’s a field promotion, and I’ll authorise your special assignment taking care of our friend here. Now, Emma is fine and will make a full recovery. The doctors will be struck off the medical register and, if they know what’s good for them, they’ll never reveal what happened here. As for the Schroeder woman, she will be arrested and charged with kidnapping, rape, and about thirty-five other charges, when she and her male accomplice are caught.” He looked at his watch and stood. “Let’s go and say good-bye to your friends, Adam. They’ll be leaving here soon.”




  Rebecca was saying her farewells to the boys who were being loaded onto a bus to join the other members of the tribe, when three police cars, lights flashing and sirens blaring, pulled into a semicircle around her.




  “Rebecca Carlyle, I am arresting you for assault causing actual bodily—”




  “No, you’re not!” Roger Thompson alighted from the coach. He’d been assuring the youngsters that they would be well looked after and that the relationships they had formed would be respected.




  “I don’t know who you are, but be warned I’ll arrest you for obstructing a police officer in the execution of his duty!” Roberts said.




  “I’m afraid I can’t allow you to arrest the Prime Minister, Roberts.” The Chief Constable said as he, too, climbed down from the coach. “On the other hand, I am arresting you for conspiracy to divert the course of justice, the statuary rape of a fourteen year old girl and anything else I can think of…”




  After that, everything happened in a whirlwind of activity. Social workers and a coach to transport them all arrived to take them to temporary accommodation. Warrants were issued for the arrest of Janine and Russell Granville-Smith, and the Foundation that they’d set up was being investigated.




  Adam stood alone and Rebecca walked over to him as the coach carrying the tribes prepared to leave. He’d decided not to go with them.




  




  




  




  He had told her about the girl who’d awakened him. “She must be Jay-Be-Free, Ben and Eve’s daughter. She was only a toddler the last time I saw her but she must be sixteen or seventeen now. I must find her and warn her, for she is the only other one of my kind.”




  “She’s eighteen and her name is Jay-be-free-Williams. I know her. Come with me and I’ll show you.”




  




  As they walked into the village, Adam, wearing new clothes supplied by social workers, looked like any other boy. Only Rebecca knew that he was special—very special indeed. She had unwittingly reiterated the same advice that Tom Williams had given to four year old Jay-Be-Free, and told him it would be a mistake to let others know that he was different.




  The church yard was deserted and she led him over to Anna and Tom’s grave. She pointed to the inscription on the headstone.




  “She was brought up by this couple as their granddaughter and someone tried to kill her last week. Now, someone has murdered her adopted uncle and aunt in America and she’s flown over there to attend their funeral.”




  “I must go after her! Someone has found out she’s alive! Matheson Chemicals are based in America and she’ll be killed unless I can warn her.”




  Rebecca nodded. “We’ll get you fixed up with a passport and then we’ll both go. Now, tell me again about the micro-chip in your ear.”




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Two




  




  Wheatstone City, USA




  




  “…is wanted for murder, kidnapping and rape…”




  Janine switched off the television and looked at her pale reflection in the mirror. She’d just watched her world collapse as reports of their activities on The Devil’s Footprint were broadcast around the world.




  I’ll have to get out of here before someone recognises me, and I’ll have to warn Russell. They had more money in their six-figure account than they could ever hope to spend. Come on, Janine, she told herself. Get out of here while you still can! She wiped the tears from her eyes. She’d never see Stephanie again, not now that the girl’s real mother was free. There was a knock on the door and she walked over and opened it. Russell and another man dressed in a chauffeur’s uniform walked into the room and Russell hugged her fiercely. The chauffeur was in his thirties and wore a light grey uniform.




  “Right, I’ll just throw some things into a bag,” Janine said. “Oh, Russell, am I pleased to see you.” She started stuffing her clothes into a suitcase. “Give me a couple of minutes and I’ll be right with you.” It took almost five minutes while the man in the suit kept looking at his watch every few seconds which did nothing to ease Janine’s nerves. She fastened the leather straps of the suitcase and nodded. “Okay, I’m ready,” she said.




  “Fine, we’ll leave by the fire stairs.” Russell ushered her out of the room. “Don’t worry about your bill. I settled it on the way up to see you and I’ll have your car returned to the rental company if you’ll give me the keys. There’s a limo waiting outside and Blake here will take you to my ranch.” He kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll catch up with you later.” He turned away and left the room. Blake took her suitcase from her and Janine followed him out of the room, along the redcarpeted hallway to the fire door. Blake held it open for her and she emerged at the side of the hotel. Hurrying down the metal stairway of the fire escape, she could see a stretch-limousine parked just a few yards away. They reached street level and as she hurried towards it, Janine tensed, expecting at any moment that someone would recognise her and try to stop her leaving. She reached the car safely and Blake turned to her, smiling.




  “I’ll put your bag in the trunk,” he said, popping the lid. “Make yourself comfortable.” He indicated the car. “There’s a fully equipped bar and Mister Downey will be joining you for lunch.”




  To Janine’s relief, the air conditioning was working and she settled back into her seat, leaning back against the expensive upholstery, her mind racing. What had Russell got planned for her? She would need plastic surgery, that was obvious. It was alright for him because his name had never appeared on any of the foundation’s paper work and, as far as the world was concerned, she was the sole owner of the clinic. Even the lease on The Devil’s Footprint was in her name. Well, there’s nothing that I can do about it now, so I may just as well relax and see what booze Russell’s got stashed in this bar.




  




  * * * *




  




  According to the opinion polls, Henry Matheson was sweeping ahead in the race to become the next President of the United States of America. But as he read the report in front of him, Henry saw the spectre of their involvement with Richard Maylor’s experiments returning to jeopardise everything that he’d worked for. Perhaps he should have taken Russell’s concern over the Williams woman more seriously and given the resources to finish her earlier. If he’d known that Adam had survived, then he would have done.




  He looked at Russell, who stared back at him in disbelief as Henry dropped the report from the British security services back on Henry’s desk.




  “Survived after being frozen alive for fifteen years. It’s what we feared. We have to take him and the girl out now, Henry!”




  “You’ve read the reports, Russell. According to the prisoners he helped to escape, this Adam seems to have absorbed Maylor’s memories. He will definitely remember us and will have to be taken care of, but not killed, at least not yet. I want him and the girl captured and held in your cabin in




  




  




  




  Montana.” He raised his head and smiled at Russell without humour. “Yes, I know all about the cabin, Nathan, and the women you’ve taken there, but I figured you deserved your little diversions.”




  “I kind of thought that you’d find out, Henry. I never could get one past you. But why the hell do you want the freaks taken alive?”




  “Maylor was brilliant and, if the boy has his memories, there’s no telling what he could come up with.”




  “The British will want him as well and you can bet your bottom dollar that the Pentagon will have agents looking for him, so I’ll have to move fast. Why do you want the girl kept alive? She hasn’t got Maylor’s memories, has she?”




  “I don’t know, but the boy might refuse to co-operate and I thought that you could use the girl to persuade him.”




  Russell grinned. “Yes, I can do that. I’m an expert at persuasion.”




  Henry leaned forward until his face was only inches from Russell’s own. “Do this for me and after I’m elected I’ll arrange for you to be head of National Security.”




  “I’d appreciate that, Henry. I’ll pick the girl and her cousin up first. The cousin can just disappear. He’s not important. I’ll check in with you later.”




  “Adam has a British police officer acting as his bodyguard, a woman called Rebecca Carlyle, and he’s using the name Adam Maylor, would you believe that? If you take both the girl and Scott Williams before Adam and his minder arrive at the house, they’d walk straight into your arms.”




  “That’s how I figured it, Henry. I’d better get out of here and start things moving.”




  After Russell had left, Henry replaced the file in his desk drawer. Once Russell had Adam and the girl secured, Henry intended to hand them over to his team of scientists. They would use chemicals on the prisoners to obtain all the information they possessed. Afterwards, they would simply disappear along with Russell. Russell had become a liability now, which was a shame—but he too would have to be eliminated.




  




  * * * *




  




  The helicopter hovered just above the swell of the Atlantic Ocean ten miles from the nearest shoreline and Russell nodded to Blake. “Alright, this is the game plan. First, we throw her out, followed by the pig’s liver and blood to attract the sharks. Then we throw out the inflatable life-raft just in case her remains are found. That way, it will look as though she drifted out to sea and was washed overboard.”




  Blake opened the cargo doors and shivered as spray lashed against his face. “We could have dumped her from a couple of hundred feet up,” he complained. “It would have saved us getting wet.”




  “It would have also have smashed most of the bones in her body and we want it to look as though she drowned,” Russell said. If I were you, I’d keep my mouth shut and just do as you’re told!




  I’d hate to think that you were becoming unreliable.”




  “Okay, enough already! I didn’t mean anything, Russell, just asking is all.”




  Russell nodded. “Alright, Blake, let’s do it!”




  Blake turned towards her and Janine closed her eyes but became aware of Russell approaching her. She had played possum ever since she had almost knocked back a drink laced with a tasteless drug in the back of the limousine. Fortunately, moments before the glass touched her lips, Janine had detected the slight odour. She’d been forced to play along because she knew now that Russell had decided to kill her. He would have shot her without giving it a second thought if she’d tried to escape. You Bastard! she screamed silently as she felt his hands slip beneath her arms and reach around to cup her breasts. I loved you! You Bastard!




  Blake’s grip on her ankles was painful but she made herself relax as she was lifted and carried to the open door. They were only a few feet above the water and Russell had said that they were throwing a life raft in after her. She had a chance – she just might survive!




  “One!” came Russell’s voice as she was swung out and then back.




  “Two!” Out again and as she was swung back for the last time she resisted the impulse to suck in a lungful of air in case one of her killers noticed.




  “Three!”




  




  




  She was swung outwards and felt herself falling. She hit the icy water with enough force to expel the breath from her lungs. Fighting an almost overwhelming desire to breathe in the salt water that seemed intent on sucking her down, Janine gritted her teeth. With air bubbles streaming through her nose and lungs that seemed about to burst, Janine dog paddled furiously up towards the surface. Her head broke through the waves and she quickly gulped in air, then made herself go limp and float face down with arms outstretched as though unconscious. There was a splash a few yards away. Turning her head slightly, she saw that the life raft had landed upside down about ten yards away. It bobbed up and down just as she rose and fell in the swell of the waves, secretly breathing whenever her face rose briefly above the water. There were several smaller splashes and she saw a piece of bloody meat floating by her head. The bastards were summoning the sharks!




  Ignoring the impulse to race over to the raft, Janine allowed herself to sink beneath the waves and was almost instantly rewarded as the helicopter’s engine note changed. She heard it bank and head away from her, but she forced herself to remain submerged for as long as she could, before resurfacing to look around.




  Simultaneously, there was a movement just a few yards away from her and she screamed as the head of a shark rose above the waves, its rows of white, razor sharp teeth now stained red by a piece of bloody meat that it held clamped in its mouth. Janine screamed again and raced desperately towards the bobbing life raft.




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay, Mary and Scott had watched the television news broadcasts and Jay somehow knew that she had been a part of the genetic experimentation program carried out on The Devil’s Footprint. She had been genetically altered somehow and that’s why she used to be able to become. She was some kind of freak. Not completely human—not normal. She could never have children as they might develop into some kind of monsters.




  Stop it, she told herself, you’re only scaring yourself. You don’t know for a fact that it’s hereditary.




  She became aware of Mary squeezing her arm. “Jay,” she said. “I guess I can understand how you’re feeling, but I’ve known you since you were five years old and believe me, if there’s anything wrong with you, then I wish that everyone had it. You’re one of the kindest, most considerate people I’ve ever met and nothing has changed that. To me, you’re more like my sister than ever, so please don’t ever forget that.”




  “She’s right, Jay.” Scott smiled at her. “We three are family now and if you want, we can get specialists to take a look at you but, personally speaking, I think that you’re fine. I mean, it’s not as though you’re different from anyone else, is it?”




  Jay looked at Mary who shrugged helplessly, as though to say, it has to be your decision whether or not you tell Scott about your healing powers.




  Jay sighed; even Mary had no idea just how great her difference was. “I am different, Scott,” she said. “Your grandfather was the only one who knew and he made me promise not to let anyone know.” Jay took a deep breath, knowing that she risked alienating them. What would she do if Mary and Scott looked at her as though she was some kind of freak or something? But they had a right to know.




  She stood and smiled wryly at them. “Granddad Tom said that I was a chameleon, but I’m different in other ways, too. Let’s go outside and I’ll show you. Perhaps, it will be easier that way.”




  Ignoring their puzzled looks, Jay stood and walked out of the room and sensed that they were following her. She walked down to the steps that led to the land at the rear of the house. Ahead of her on the right of the lawns were the stables where they kept the horses. The girl who managed the stables was pitching hay down from the loft and she looked up and waved. Jay waved back and pointed towards the cherry and chestnut trees that grew at the edge of the white rail fence that bordered the property. “Okay, you two. Give me time to reach the trees then you come and try to find me.” She wondered how it was that she suddenly knew that she could still become. There was not a doubt in her mind. Jay set off at a slow jog towards the trees. It was cooler beneath the canopy of leaves and from here the stable manager would not be able to see Jay stripping off her clothes. A giggle escaped from her lips when she thought of Scott’s




  




  




  




  reaction – when he got to see her without any clothes. She felt a mixture of embarrassment and excitement at the thought.




  Jay chose an old chestnut to hide behind, and just as she had as a child, she balled up her clothes and hid them behind a low bush. Then she pushed herself backwards, pressing her bare skin against the coarse texture of the bark. Jay concentrated and felt herself become. It felt as though she’d slipped into a favourite coat – warm, snug and secure.




  Through slitted eyes—and it was really tempting to close them and just bask in the serenity that flowed through her—she saw Mary walk past her. Her cousin gave her, and the tree, just a cursory glance before moving on.




  “Jay’s around here somewhere,” Scott’s voice sounded puzzled. “You don’t suppose she’s climbed up one of the trees?”




  “I don’t think so. She said that your grandfather called her a chameleon and they can change colour, can’t they?”




  “Look, Mary, you don’t suppose that Jay’s flipped, do you? I mean after all she’s been through and everything?”




  “No way, José! Jay’s as sane as I am,” Mary said. “I was expecting her to tell you about her—”




  “About her what?” Scott interrupted. “What’s going on, Mary?”




  “Why don’t you find her and ask her?” Mary quipped. “Perhaps she’s watching us from somewhere around here.”




  Scott laughed. “But a chameleon…?” He shook his head. “That’s a pretty tall order to swallow.”




  “With your mouth, that shouldn’t be a problem,” Jay said, and Scott stopped in his tracks, spinning to face her. Mary was looking past her, scanning the other trees.




  “You can come out from behind the tree now, Jay!” Scott laughed, standing with his hands on his hips with his legs apart.




  Mary looked at him and walked around the tree. “She’s not round here,” she said.




  “Oh, I get it. You two are in this together. Let’s play a joke on Scott. Well, the joke’s over! I know Jay’s behind the tree.”




  “She’s not here, I’m telling you and it’s no joke, believe me. Jay is not behind this tree.”




  “She’s right, Scott.” Jay stepped away from the tree towards them and they looked at her fearfully, taking a half step back away from her until she un-became.




  “My God!” Mary cried as Jay’s skin lost its look of lined bark and returned to its natural colour. Scott just stared, and Jay made no attempt to cover herself from his scrutiny. In fact, she felt a little turned on by his gaze.




  “Hey, put your eyes back in your head,” Mary said, being the first to recover from the shock. She punched Scott on the arm. “Haven’t you seen a naked girl before?”




  “Not this naked girl, no!” Scott grinned and then averted his eyes slightly. “Jesus, Jay, you gave me quite a scare. For a moment you looked a bit like that woman from that advertisement. Do you remember, Mary, the deodorant advert where the woman was being chased by a big cat and she blended in against the trees?”




  “Oh, I remember it. We had that one in Britain too!” Jay said.




  “I think that you’d better get some clothes on. Scott’s still getting himself an eyeful!” Mary said.




  “How did you do that and do you always change back as soon as you leave the tree, or whatever?”




  “I don’t really know. I’ve always willed myself to un-become. That’s what I call it, becoming. It feels as though I’m part of whatever I’m becoming. Do you mind if I try something before I get dressed?”




  “No, you take as long as you like.” Scott grinned, wriggling his eyebrows and adopting a lecherous expression. “We don’t mind in the least, do we, Mary?”




  “No, I suppose you might as well make his day. What is it you want to try?”




  “Well, I’ve always become an inanimate object but I wondered if I pressed against a person whether I could become them?”




  “You get yourself right over here and press up against me.” Scott held his arms open in invitation.




  “Thanks, but I was thinking of Mary. It might be a little hard to concentrate if I was pressed up against you!” Jay grinned.




  




  




  “You’ve got that right, and anyway, he’d never manage to keep still with your butt pressed up against him, that’s for sure. You can try it with me if you like, although I must admit I’m a little scared.”




  “Look, Mary, if you start feeling funny or anything just tell me and I’ll stop. Okay?”




  “Well, alright.” Mary nodded. “Let’s do it!”




  Jay backed herself up against Mary and concentrated on becoming. She heard Scott gasp and, looking down, saw that her upper body seemed to be wearing a sweater and her lower half was encased in jeans. She stepped away from Mary who was looking at her and shaking her head.




  “My God!” Mary said. “We’re twins. Even your hair has changed colour. It seems impossible but every bit of you has changed! Except at the back. It’s like a blurred image of the front of you.”




  “She’s right, Jay. If it weren’t for your back and your feet—which are too small to pass for trainers—even I wouldn’t be able to tell you apart.”




  “I think I’d like to see how long the effect lasts. It’s time to show you something else,” Jay said.




  “You mean there’s more?” Mary asked, wide-eyed.




  “Yes. Scott, you used to run for the track team at college if I remember. Do you still keep in shape?”




  “You betcha! I work out two or three times a week at least.”




  “Is that workout or make out?” Mary asked innocently and Jay choked back her laugh.




  “Both!” Scott said nonchalantly. “Now, what have you got in mind, Jay?”




  “A race – me against you. How far would you say it was to that stream down there?” She pointed below them to the stream that flowed between the wooded hills.




  “About a mile, maybe less. I’ll give you a head start if you like.”




  “No, I want to give you one. You see that rock just past that jack pine? I’ll start when you get there.”




  “Jay, are you crazy or what? That rock’s only about five hundred yards from the stream and there’s no way…” He broke off when he saw Jay’s determined look. “Well, alright then, but would you please turn back to yourself. I liked it better that way.”




  “I bet you did,” Mary said.




  “Later, Scott. There’s no way I’m racing against you while I’m butt naked. At least my body’s camouflaged like this. So, give me a signal when you’re level with the rock.”




  She watched him lope down to the stream, his long legs carrying him nearer with every second. As he reached the rock, he raised his hand and increased his jog to a sprint and Jay launched herself after him.




  Her feet pounded on the grass and seemed to spring her forward with each step. Jay felt power sweeping through her legs and she burst out of the trees, past the rock. Scott was about two hundred yards in front of her. She pumped her legs harder and saw the startled expression on Scott’s face as she flashed by him. When she reached the stream and turned, he still had a hundred yards to go. Scott reached her and doubled up, sucking in great lungfuls of air until he finally straightened up and looked at her in awe.




  “I don’t believe this,” he said. “You’ve just run about a mile in under a minute, about forty seconds would be my guess, and you’re not even out of breath. God damn it, Jay. You’re amazing!”




  Jay sighed. She didn’t want to be amazing; she wanted to be normal like everybody else! “It’s not much fun, Scott. Ever since I can remember, I have had to hold myself back and not let anyone see that I’m different. Can you imagine what a circus it would be if anyone found out? The press and the government would never leave me alone. I’d probably be arrested for studies by their scientists. I would never be free again!”




  She saw sudden understanding in his eyes and he nodded slowly. “I guess I never thought this thing through,” he said. “It must be really frustrating never being able to show how good you really are, having to be in control all the time. I’d find it pretty hard to live like that.” Suddenly, he grinned mischievously. “But it’s good to see that you’re back to your old self, Jay!”




  She looked at him, puzzled for a second, and then glanced down at herself and saw that she had un-become and was standing in front of him naked again. Jay saw the desire in his eyes and was acutely aware of her own urgent needs. She wanted Scott to make love to her, to feel his hardness inside her. She slipped into his embrace and tugged at the buckle of his belt, savouring the feel of Scott’s hand that were busily roaming over her body.




  




  




  




  Freeing his erection, she grasped it and looked up into his eyes. “Do it to me, Scott,” she said. He raised one of her legs so that it was draped over his hip and positioned himself to make the thrust that would make her a woman.




  Then over his shoulder, she saw Mary, who was still sitting almost a mile away on the tree stump. Her vision seemed to zoom in and there, behind Mary, were two men stealthily creeping through the trees towards her. Jay pushed Scott away from her, all thoughts of sex vanishing from her mind. The men stealing up on Mary were both carrying guns.




  Scott was picking himself up off the grass when Jay tore past him. She was running, running faster than she’d ever run before, and then a cry—a challenge—burst unbidden from her throat.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Three




  




  




  Mary was sitting on a tree stump facing the stream that Russell could see down below her. He moved silently through the trees, skilfully avoiding stepping on anything that could snap and so alert the girl. Blake, who was on the right, was pretty good too, Russell thought, as they closed in on the unsuspecting girl.




  The cry froze him. It was a sound he’d heard once before and he felt the unfamiliar taste of fear in his mouth. The girl he’d been concentrating on leapt to her feet and then Russell saw the blurred form of a naked woman rushing towards them. He knew instinctively that it was the freak. He felt unable to move as the woman, without even breaking her stride, stooped and grabbed something off the ground. In one fluid movement, she launched what looked like a small rock that flew past his head. Blake cried out in pain and fell to his knees, clutching at his chest. Released from his paralysis, Russell ran for his life and threw an arm around the Slymond girl’s neck, jamming the muzzle of his gun against her throat. Seconds later, the naked Jay Williams reached them.




  “One more fucking step and I’ll blow her head off!” Russell thumbed back the hammer of the automatic and tried desperately to hide his terror. Close up, the naked girl looked normal. She had stopped and was glaring at him from about five yards away.




  Blake staggered over, his automatic in one hand and his other hand clutching his chest. “I’m going to kill you,” he shouted, and raised his gun at the freak’s head.




  “No!” Russell snapped. “We need her alive. Call the car and let’s go!”




  “Scott, get away—run!” The freak shouted and for the first time he noticed Scott Williams running up the hill towards them.




  Blake fired a burst towards the man but his aim was way off and Williams dived behind a rock.




  “Call the fucking car, Blake!” Russell cried, keeping all his attention on the freak. “Let’s get the hell out of here!” He breathed a sigh of relief as Blake spoke into his radio and then he heard the car speeding towards them.




  “We’re going to the dirt road to meet the car. If you try anything, I’ll kill Mary! Now, get moving!”




  Blake hung back, covering the boulder behind which Scott Williams had thrown himself. Russell gestured to the freak to lead the way to the car and he kept his automatic pressed against Mary’s head as they followed. They reached the car and the driver was already waiting with the doors open, but Russell wasn’t taking any chances.




  “You!” he said, glaring at the naked girl. “Lean over the hood and put your hands behind your back. Cuff her!” he said to the driver. The girl did as she was told and, as the cuffs were snapped around her wrists, he felt himself relax slightly. Even she wouldn’t be able to snap high tensile steel.




  “Put her in the back,” he ordered. Only when she was sitting on the rear seat did Russell push Mary in after her. He sat next to Mary and waited. A few seconds later, Blake, looking distinctly pale and breathing heavily, climbed in the passenger seat at the front.




  “I think the bitch busted something,” Blake muttered as the car sped off. “It feels like a couple of ribs are broken.”




  “We’ll get these two locked up first and then we can get the doc to take a look at you.” He turned to look at Mary who shrank away from him and he laughed. “Don’t worry, Mary. I’ll be taking a real close look at you personally.”




  “What do you want?” she asked and flinched when he put his hand high up on her thigh, half under her skirt.




  “Well, besides getting better acquainted with you.” He slid his hand higher up as far as it would go and Jay could see it moving underneath the material of the skirt. Mary’s hand flew down and caught his wrist, but Jay could tell that it was only a token resistance. Mary was far too terrified to try and stop him, let alone put up any real fight.




  “What we want is for your friend the freak here to lure the other freak, a boy who I thought I’d killed fifteen years ago, just like I thought I’d killed her.” Russell threw back his head and laughed.




  




  




  




  “Then we’ll have us a breeding pair!” He winked at Mary. “I bet you never knew that these freaks lay eggs.”




  




  * * * *




  




  Squad cars almost completely surrounded the Williams ranch and Adam turned to Rebecca. “Let me get out of the car here. I must get to the ranch and find out what has happened.” He did not tell her what he feared, that Jay-be-free and her cousins were dead. Murdered by the same man who had killed Ben and Eve.




  “Don’t be silly, Adam,” Rebecca said. “You haven’t a chance of getting past all those police officers, as well as the sheriff’s men. Not to mention the FBI. They’re so hyped up, they’ll probably shoot anything that moves!”




  “Rebecca, please!” Adam put his hand on her arm. “I have to know what’s happening back there!”




  She looked at him and he could see the indecision in her eyes. “I don’t know, Adam. I know that you can do things that most people can’t, but they’ll be using electronic surveillance cameras and all the other equipment at their disposal. Those people don’t play games, Adam. They’ll shoot first and ask questions later.”




  Rebecca was right. Adam knew that and he also appreciated the fact that she had deliberately avoided saying that he could do things that normal people couldn’t. He sat back in his seat and scanned Dr. Maylor’s memory cells for his knowledge of electronic surveillance equipment. It was very impressive, though it was over fifteen years out of date. Adam guessed that today’s equipment would be even more sophisticated. Most security systems, however, would still be activated by sound or movement, which triggered the cameras and alarms as light or sound waves were broken.




  “Rebecca, turn the car around. We’re going back to the ranch!” His tone caused her to step on the brakes and she’d started to turn the car before she spoke.




  “But they have already told us we will not be allowed to go there.”




  “No, they told you, Rebecca. Now let them tell me!” He met her stare and, apparently satisfied with what she saw there, she completed the turn and headed back the way they’d come. The barriers and the police cars with their flashing lights at the entrance to the ranch’s driveway were still in place. Rebecca brought the car to a halt. A cop in uniform frowned as he walked over to them with one hand on the butt of the revolver hanging in its holster from his belt. Adam opened his door and got out. “You’ll have to move those cars,” he said quietly. “We’re going to the ranch.”




  “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that, boy.” The officer shook his head. “Now, get back in your car and get out of here!”




  “My sister’s staying here with our cousin, Scott Williams and her friend Mary and I want to see her.”




  “Sister?” He looked at Adam and then nodded. “I’ll need some ID to get the okay from the house. What’s your sister’s name?”




  “Jay-be-free Williams. I’m Adam Maylor. We were both adopted by different families,” Adam said. “Detective Chief Superintendent Carlyle of the Nottingham Police is driving the car and she brought me here because someone tried to kill Jay in Britain.”




  Rebecca lowered her window and passed her ID and passport to the officer. “We think the man who tried to kill her will try again.”




  “You just hold on here while I check this out. If this is right, there are some folks down there who’ll want to talk to you.” The officer walked over to his car and, using his hand-set, started to talk. Adam tried to quell his growing impatience.




  The man who came out of the house to meet them was smartly dressed and in his thirties, Adam thought, and he appraised them thoughtfully as they got out of the car.




  “I’m Jack Howard, FBI. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull here, but Jay Williams doesn’t have a brother.” He turned to Rebecca. “I’m having your ID checked out. Until then, I am placing you both under arrest—”




  “I think you’d better ring this number first,” Rebecca said, removing a card from her pocket and handing it to him.




  




  




  He looked at it briefly and shook his head. “You can ring your attorney later—”




  “That’s the private number of the British Prime Minister, Roger Thompson,” Rebecca said quietly. “Adam is related to Jay, and she and I are friends.”




  “Detective Chief Inspector Carlyle?” A younger man in his twenties, his unruly fair hair brushed to one side, emerged from the house. “Jay’s told me about you. I’m Scott Williams, Jay’s cousin.” He turned to the FBI agent. “I’d like to talk to them while you check out that number. We don’t want to create an international incident here, do we?”




  “Well, alright, but I’m going to have to search them for concealed weapons first.” He walked towards Rebecca who held her arms out from her sides while he patted her down and, apparently satisfied, he repeated the procedure on Adam.




  Adam watched him walk into the house before speaking. “I’m Adam. Jay is the daughter of my two best friends who, like me, were born on The Devil’s Footprint, in England. Where is she? What’s happened to Jay?”




  He looked at Adam thoughtfully. “Jay and her best friend, Mary, were kidnapped this morning. Although they took Mary too, I can’t help feeling that it was Jay they were after.”




  “Yes, because they know about her—know that she’s different, like me.” Adam said bitterly.




  “Why can’t they leave us alone?”




  Understanding dawned on Scott’s face. “You can do the things Jay does? You’re a chameleon, too!”




  Adam frowned. “A chameleon? No, I have great strength and speed but I’m not a chameleon. At least I don’t think so.”




  Scott explained Jay’s dramatic demonstration and the events leading up to the abduction. Adam turned to Rebecca. “I need to see where it happened. I need to stand where she stood. It’s important!”




  Rebecca glanced at Scott who was about to speak when the FBI agent came out of the house and strode towards them.




  “Alright, your story checks out. Now, would you mind telling me what the hell’s going on here?”




  Adam shrugged and told them his story then Rebecca outlined the attempt on Jay’s life by the killer known as The Death Dancer and their belief that the killer would try again.




  “The man who killed my people was Russell Downey and he worked for Matheson Chemicals,”




  Adam said. “The description Scott has given of the kidnappers makes me think that the older one was Downey.”




  “No, you must have got that wrong,” Jack Howard said. “Russell Downey is the personal bodyguard of Henry Matheson, who will be sworn in next week as the Vice-President of the United States. If they’d been involved in anything like this, it would have been found out. Matheson admitted on television that his company leased the land in the UK, but they stopped financing the project over thirty years ago. Apparently this Scientist, Maylor, continued his activities without their knowledge for another ten years.”




  “It was Russell Downey who murdered the children,” Adam said. “I—”




  “Listen, you have no way of knowing that. You were only a kid and I’m sure that the killer, whoever it was, never mentioned his name. Now did he?”




  Adam dropped the argument. It would be pointless to try and explain that he’d absorbed many of Dr. Maylor’s memories. He knew he was right but what he couldn’t understand was why Downey had not killed Jay when he had the chance. Why kidnap her? It didn’t make sense unless they were going to use her for something.




  “Do you still want to look at where it happened?” Scott asked. “Is that okay?” He turned to the FBI agent.




  “I suppose so. My men have finished at the scene.” He grinned at Adam. “Stay close to them, son. I haven’t the time or enough men to search for a lost kid.”




  




  Adam pressed himself back against the tree that Jay had hidden behind, inhaling the scent of her that seeped from the ancient bark. He willed himself not to be seen and felt himself absorbing the slight rhythm of the tree.




  




  




  




  “That’s amazing, Adam!” Rebecca’s voice brought him back and he looked at his hands – hands that appeared to be covered in bark. Reluctantly, he stepped away from the comfort of the tree and watched his hands slowly return to their normal colour.




  “Did my face change, too?” Adam asked, still amazed by this new ability that he possessed. He, unlike Jay, had kept his clothes on.




  “Yes, you were invisible except for your clothes,” Scott said. “But it’s weird because when I stepped over there to take a look at you from the side, it was even harder to see you. Your clothes and body didn’t show in profile at all. It’s as though you’d been absorbed into the trunk of the tree!”




  Adam shrugged and then he had a sudden, even stronger scent of Jay from somewhere on his left. He found her clothes hidden under a bush so he pulled them out and handed them to Rebecca.




  “Hadn’t we better decide what we’re going to do?” she asked. “Is there any way you can locate her, Adam?”




  “No, but if Scott’s got a computer we could list all the properties of Downey and Matheson.”




  “I’m afraid that I can’t allow that!” Jack Howard and three other men were pointing pistols at them.




  “What’s happening here, Jack?” Scott asked, advancing angrily towards the FBI agent, but he stopped when Jack levelled the pistol at Scott’s chest.




  “My orders are to take you to Russell Downey’s cabin in Montana.” He grinned unpleasantly.




  “You’re going to join the girls.”




  “Don’t be stupid! The Prime Minister knows where we are,” Rebecca said. Jack nodded. “No, he thinks he knows where you are. Unfortunately, you disregarded my advice and left. You’ll simply disappear. Now, I need the boy alive apparently. He’s valuable merchandise, but you two” —he gestured to Rebecca and Scott with his pistol— “are expendable and my orders are to kill you if you give us any trouble.”




  Adam thought fast. “I need to take a leak,” he said, and walked towards the tree before anyone thought of stopping him. Two of the men positioned themselves on either side of him and a few yards apart from each other. Adam, unzipping his pants, walked behind the tree. Neither of the men followed him and he guessed they were satisfied that if he moved more than a few feet away from the tree, they would see him. Tearing off his clothes, Adam balled them up, pushed them under a bush and pressed his back against the tree.




  “Hey, come on kid. What’s taking you so long?” Jack sounded impatient. Adam glanced down at his body and even he had difficulty seeing it. It was almost as though his flesh had melted into the tree.




  “Get him back here!” There was concern in Jack’s voice now and Adam heard the men approaching from either side of the tree. He wondered if his eyes had changed, too, but decided not to risk it and squinted through half-closed eyes.




  “Where the—?” The bigger man, who was all muscle, looked at the other agent. “Shit,” he said.




  “Where the fuck did he go?”




  “What’s happening back there?” Jack sounded impatient.




  “He’s gone, Jack!” The muscle-bound agent stood a foot away from Adam and seemed to be looking straight through him. “The little bastard’s gone!”




  Adam saw Scott and Rebecca shepherded into view by Jack and the other agent. Jack looked all around him and then up into the branches of the tree.




  “He must have climbed up there somehow,” he said. “Move back and see if you can see him.”




  Jack pressed his gun against Rebecca’s ear and the click of the hammer seemed ear splitting to Adam.




  “You get back down here, kid, or I’ll blow her head off. I’m not kidding, now get back down here!”




  Adam was afraid for Rebecca, but he remained motionless because he didn’t think that the agent would risk killing Rebecca or Scott while he was free. Not even Jack would kill someone while there was a witness running around loose.




  As Jack turned to peer up into the branches, Rebecca was also turned and she looked directly at him and winked. No! she mouthed silently and Adam felt some of the weight of his decision to remain concealed lift a little.




  “He’s not up there, Jack!” The muscle-bound man said. “I don’t know how he did it, but he must have made it to those trees behind us!”




  




  




  “Right. You and Frank, take these two to Russell’s place. Dope them because we don’t want them causing any trouble on the way. Raoul, you get every damned agent in the area over here, I want this entire area sealed off! Use the State Police and call out the National Guard. I want that boy. Now move!”




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Four




  




  




  Janine was frozen and shivering as she curled up in the bottom of the life raft. It had taken all her remaining strength to set it right and then drag herself up into it. She had half expected the sharks to burst through or overturn the frail craft in order to get her, however except for an occasional bump when one of the creatures investigated it, Janine had remained unhurt. She had no idea how long she had been drifting. It seemed like hours and her watch had stopped. She was hungry, weak, wet and knew that she would soon begin to feel the first effects of the hypothermia, which would probably kill her.




  The throb of an outboard motor roused her from her stupor and she raised herself and peered over the edge of the raft. A small inflatable was bobbing towards her and behind it a large yacht lay anchored. One of the men in the dingy spotted her and waved and Janine managed to raise her hand in reply before she slid back down onto the raft’s floor.




  She awoke warm, naked, wrapped in a thick blanket and lying on a narrow bed.




  “Here, drink this.” The tall weather beaten man handed her a glass and Janine could smell the warm, rich aroma of coffee coming from the mug that he held out to her. She took it from him, sipped the contents and somehow wasn’t surprised to find that the coffee had been laced with rum.




  “This is delicious!” Janine said, taking another sip. “Oh, I haven’t thanked you yet for saving me!”




  “My pleasure, I assure you. Would you like me to call the coast-guard and tell him to meet us when we dock?”




  “No I don’t want to cause any fuss, but I could do with making a few telephone calls if that’s possible?”




  “Please feel free to use all the facilities in the cabin. There’s a telephone on the desk and we have a wireless connection to the internet on the computer. I’ll have to get back on deck now, but as soon as your clothes have finished drying I’ll bring them down to you, Missus…?”




  “Laura—Laura Green. But please call me Laura. You’re very kind, Mister…?”




  “Brian. Brian Docherty. Now, I’ll let you get on. We should be docking in about three hours.”




  After he’d left, Janine used the computer to contact a bank in Zurich, a bank that contained




  £12,000,000 of her and Russell’s money. She gave the six-figure number of their account and arranged for the funds to be transferred to New York. She grinned when she imagined the look on Russell’s face when he finally realised what must have happened. That she’d survived and ripped him off. Settling herself back in front of the computer, Janine scanned the clinics advertising on the wonderful web, and eventually selected one near New Hudson. Within an hour and following her assurance that she would be paying for her treatment by cash, the clinic rang back to say that they would have a car waiting for her at the docks.




  




  * * * *




  




  Janine looked at herself in the mirror and smiled at the surgeon who stood behind her. “I would never have believed it possible,” she said, looking again at her transformed face. “The lip enhancement and the eye tucks have completely changed my appearance and it’s been less than twenty four hours since you operated.”




  “I’m only too happy to have been able to help you, Ms Green. It must be terrible to be stalked by an ex-husband. Can’t the police do anything?”




  “They try, Doctor, but Mark, my ex, just distributes pictures of me around until someone recognises me. But that’s all going to change now.”




  “Yes, I have taken the liberty of arranging for the beautician and hairdresser to arrive at eleven.”




  He looked at his watch. “Oh dear, is it that time already? I must go but I’ll see you before you leave and if there is anything—anything at all that you need—please ask.” He flounced out of the room and Janine nodded to her reflection in the mirror.




  “Easy when you’ve got the money, isn’t it?” she murmured. “A change of hair colour, a thousand dollars for a new ID and we’ll be ready to go and look for Russell, and, baby, I just can’t wait to see him again.”




  




  




  Three hours later, having settled her hospital bill with some of the money that had been delivered by special messenger to her hospital room, Janine sat in the rear of the limousine that she’d hired, and was heading towards New York. In her handbag she had over twenty thousand dollars in cash, two credit cards and her new ID, which had been supplied by a friend of the doctor’s. Apparently this friend was a man who was extremely sympathetic to beaten wives on the run from violent husbands.




  Janine thought that once she’d collected the equipment she’d ordered from the hunting store, that she’d enjoy surprising her own violent husband. Russell had no idea that she’d found out about his cabin in Montana years ago.




  “I’m going to kill the bastard,” she murmured to herself. “I’m going to look into his eyes and smile as I slit his lying throat!”




  




  * * * *




  




  Jay’s hands were manacled to an iron ring fastened into the log wall above her head. She tried to concentrate as Russell pulled a terrified Mary onto his lap to watch her being raped by Karl. Karl had been waiting for Russell in the cabin and had helped to strip her. Russell gripped Mary’s hair, pulling the weeping girl’s head back so that he could look her in the face. “By the time Karl’s finished doing her, I’m going to want to get laid myself. When he’s done, you take all your clothes off and go down on your knees and start giving me head. You got that, Mary?”




  Mary, her face red from being slapped into submission, nodded miserably. “Yes,” she said quickly as though to avoid another slap.




  “Good girl,” he mocked. “Now, let’s take a look at what you’ve got coming.”




  Jay prepared to lash out with her foot as Karl came towards her, grinning and rubbing his crotch.




  “Don’t you worry, Russell. After seeing me in action, Mary there will be begging you to give her some of the same.”




  Jay put all her weight onto one foot and waited for Karl to step into range. She’d have to move fast, before they suspected what she planned to do.




  “Open these legs wide, baby,” Karl said, reaching between her knees and parting them. He reached down to unzip his pants and Jay jerked her arms forward. She heard the wood tear when the iron was ripped out of the wall. Her arms swept down and the heavy metal ring struck the top of Karl’s head. He collapsed but she was already launching herself at Russell. She stopped in her tracks. Russell, laughing shrilly, yanked Mary’s head back and rammed the barrel of his pistol hard into her mouth. For a long moment Jay stared into Russell’s eyes and it was only the sight of Mary, her mouth full of cold metal and her wide frightened eyes, that stopped Jay from attacking him.




  “One more step and she’s dead,” he laughed. “Now, I want you to back into that room behind you. Nice and slowly, bitch, unless you want me to blow her head right off!”




  Jay walked slowly back until her back was against cold steel. Looking behind her, she saw that she was standing against a steel door.




  “Open it and back on up inside there. I want to see your butt against the wall!” Russell said, walking slowly towards her, his gun still in Mary’s mouth. “That’s right, now turn around and face the wall!”




  Jay turned away from him and wondered if he would shoot her. Mary cried out from behind her and Jay turned towards the sound as the steel door slammed shut. Mary came towards her, sobbing, and Jay took her into her arms and comforted her as best she could, kissing her on the forehead and assuring her that everything would be alright. Not that Jay believed it. She had a terrible feeling that the worst was yet to come.




  Whatever happened, she promised herself, she would protect Mary as best as she could. The problem was that Russell was using Mary as leverage to ensure that Jay did as she was told. If only she could get her out of here, perhaps they’d have a chance.




  They both started when an overhead light came on and a small observation hatch in the door was opened. Russell glared through the small rectangle.




  “You’ve killed Karl,” he said angrily. “You’ve gone and killed him, you bitch!”




  Jay felt numb. She’d killed him. She’d actually killed someone.




  




  




  




  “I’m going to make you pay!” His voice, devoid of any emotion now, cut through her thoughts.




  “You wait and see what I aim on doing to little Mary over there…”




  “Please leave her alone. She hasn’t done anything!”




  “No, but it hurts you when I hurt her, doesn’t it? Well, let me tell you what’s going to happen here. The next time I come down here, I want Mary to come out all by herself. I know how fast you are, but if Mary doesn’t come out, or if you give me any trouble at all, she’ll be begging me to kill her before I’ve finished with her. She does what she’s told or that’s the end of her. You got that? I’ll be seeing you later, Mary!”




  The hatch slammed shut and Mary fell onto the bed sobbing. “What’s he going to do to me, Jay?




  What’s he going to do?”




  Jay didn’t answer because Russell had already told Mary what he wanted. There must be a way out of here. She looked around the cell again. There were no windows, just a bed with two blankets, a stainless steel toilet and washbasin. The only way out appeared to be through the metal door. She looked once more at the blankets on the bed and had an idea, but first she would need to free herself from the handcuffs. Studying the small hole and the ratchet of the bracelet, Jay was struck by the simplicity of the design. It was so primitive!




  “Give me a lever and a fulcrum,” she said to herself as she untwisted the steel wire that had been used to fasten the metal springs to the frame of the bed. After bending one end of the wire, she inserted it into the lock of the handcuffs and gave a twist. The bracelet came free. It only took a few more seconds to free her other wrist and she wondered how she’d known how to unlock it. Suddenly, she was overcome by a feeling of exhaustion that was so powerful that she had to sit down quickly on the bed. Then, almost as though she had lost all control of her body, she lay down. Jay could feel sweat pouring down her face and knew that there was something seriously wrong with her.




  “Mary,” she managed to croak but then her eyes started to close and it was too much of an effort to fight anymore.




  “What’s the matter, Jay? What’s wrong with you?!” Mary sounded a long way off and frightened and Jay was vaguely conscious of Mary shaking her shoulder. Then all sensation faded and Jay was carried away into an ocean of darkness.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell took a last look at the heavy-duty body bag that contained Karl’s body as it was carried to the rear of the limousine. The freak had killed him and Russell intended to make her suffer. He knew just how to do it. He turned to Nathan who was standing looking at the door that led down to the cellar, with a look of longing on his face.




  “You’re really going to let me do her, Mister Russell? You’re really let me going to let me do her?” Nathan looked anxious and his small close-set eyes never wavered from the metal door.




  “Yes. I’ll help you strap her down on the table and then she’s all yours. You know how to fix the thin strap around her leg so she won’t bleed to death?”




  “Yes. I won’t let you down, Mister Russell, and I’ll put her leg in the freezer for you.”




  “No, just put it in the ice box. You’ll want to feed the dogs with it. Now, let’s go on down and get her ready.” Russell inserted two fresh cartridges into the shotgun, opened the cellar door and led the way down the wooden stairs.




  




  “Please help! Jay’s sick. I think she’s dying!” Mary Slymond’s face was streaked in tears when she peered at him through the observation hatch. He was expecting the freak to try something and so flicked the shotgun’s safety catch off.




  At his signal, Nathan drew back the bolts and, with a glance at the freak lying on the bed, Russell stepped clear as Nathan swung open the steel door. The freak hadn’t moved and Russell covered her with both barrels as he advanced cautiously into the cell.




  “You’ve got to help her!” Mary cried. “She needs a doctor.”




  Russell gestured to Nathan who took one of Mary’s arms in his meaty grip and pulled her back towards the door. Still the freak didn’t move and now Russell was close enough to see the sheen of sweat that seemed to be covering her entire body. She hardly seemed to be breathing. Russell gingerly




  




  




  laid one hand on the girl’s brow. She felt cold to his touch. He reached down and, gripping one of her nipples between his forefinger and thumb, he twisted it, but she didn’t respond. Frowning, Russell retreated. Following Nathan and Mary back through the door, he shut and bolted it. The freak was sick and he wasn’t sure what to do about it. Involving a doctor could be risky. He’d have Nathan keep an eye on her and, if she got any worse, Russell would have no choice but to call in a medic. But that could wait. He had to get to the airport and question the British policewoman to find out what she knew. But first he’d let Nathan have his fun with Mary and when he returned he’d make her watch the dogs feast on her newly amputated leg.




  He turned towards her and frowned. “Why have you still got your clothes on?” He slapped her across the face and she reeled back from the blow, but as soon as she recovered her balance she started to strip. When she was naked, he pointed to the table and, although she stared at the leather straps in fear, Mary went and lay down on it.




  Nathan helped him strap her down while she stared up at him with huge staring eyes. “What are you going to do to me?” she asked fearfully.




  Russell finished fastening the strap around her right ankle before replying. “You’ve got a great body, Mary, and I’m sorry I haven’t got time to fuck you myself. But Nathan here is going to make sure that you don’t miss out and, when he’s done, he’s going to cut you up and feed you piece by piece to his dogs.”




  Mary opened her mouth to scream. Russell, who’d been expecting it, deftly pushed the rubber ball part of the gag into her open mouth and fastened it behind her head.




  “Oh, don’t worry. You won’t bleed to death. Nathan here knows about tourniquets, he’s had lots of practice. Of course, you’ll feel out of it for a while but later you can watch Nathan feed it to his dogs, before…” He patted her other leg. “Before we cut off this one. I’m sorry I can’t stop and watch, but I have to meet Scott Williams off a plane in an hour. But don’t you mind none, because I’ll be back later to find out how it went!” Laughing, he watched her thrash and struggle against her restraints. Then with a nod to Nathan, he ascended the cellar steps. In the rear of the limousine, he poured himself a stiff drink before ringing Henry to get the authorisation to send in a doctor. A doctor who would have to be killed once he’d examined and treated the freak. Russell would have to find out what had happened to Marcus. He could do with a doctor he could trust.




  




  * * * *




  




  Janine dressed entirely in black and, using her new night sight binoculars, watched Russell drive away from the cabin. She had seen him load the body bag into the limousine and wondered whom he’d killed now. She hoped it might be Blake, whose body Russell had heaved unceremoniously in the boot. It had been difficult to resist the temptation to shoot her ex-lover and husband with the highpowered rifle that lay on the grass by her side. Janine was observing him from the hillside and from behind some bushes that were growing about two hundred yards above the cabin. The temptation to blow his head off while she could, had been almost overwhelming, but hadn’t Russell always insisted that close up and personal was the only satisfactory way to kill?




  Look deep into their eyes and feel their terror before you pull the trigger, he used to say. Climbing to her feet, Janine slid the rifle back into its bag and slung it over her shoulder. It was time to have a look at the cabin and find out what the hell that big guy with the dogs was up to. The dogs were in a compound at the side of the cabin. They looked massive but she could tell they were hungry by the way they fought over any scraps of food they found. Janine reached into her backpack and removed the meat from the sealed plastic bag, hoping the guy who’d drugged the meat knew what he was doing, otherwise she would have to shoot the dogs, and that would alert the man in the cabin. Yes, Russell had taught her a lot about killing and she was now going to use what he’d taught her to kill him! Fortunately, in New York, money bought information and contacts who were willing to supply literally anything for a price. Janine thought that she’d got everything she could possibly need.




  The dogs barked briefly when she lobbed the meat over the wire mesh fence of the compound before falling on it with a ferocity that would have been alarming if she’d been on their side of the




  




  




  




  fence. She waited until the first of the dogs slumped onto the dirt before moving closer to the hunting lodge. The other three dogs sank down seconds later and she ran for the door. The cabin seemed empty but Janine could hear the big man humming to himself as she crept down towards the cellar. Drawing her freshly loaded automatic, she switched off the safety and held it out in front of her as she’d been taught. Then she walked through an open door into the basement. There was a naked girl gagged and lying on a large wooden table. Her arms and legs were held apart by restraining straps and the big man was bent over her, winching a leather strap so tight that it bit deep into the flesh of the girl’s thigh, just above her knee. The girl’s head was thrashing from side to side and she was making moaning sounds through her gag. When the big man picked up a stainless steel surgical saw, the girl’s moans and struggles increased.




  “What’s the matter, woman? When I’ve finished humping you, I’m only going to cut off this one.” He laughed and placed the blade of the saw just below the girl’s knee.




  “Drop the saw, shit-head!” Janine advanced towards him, the pistol pointing at his huge chest. She couldn’t miss. “I said drop it!”




  He turned slowly towards her, the saw in his hand, and smiled. “You want to play with Nathan, too?” Without warning and with a speed that belied his size, he threw the saw at her face then leapt toward her.




  Janine desperately threw herself to one side and cried out in pain as the blade of the saw sliced into her ear. His huge hand gripped her throat while his other one crushed her wrist and her pistol fell to the floor.




  “Nathan’s going to fuck you first,” he said, raising her up onto her toes, his spittle spraying into his face.




  “Not today,” Janine gasped and kicked him hard on the nerve at the side of his knee. His leg collapsed and he fell down on one knee, releasing his grip on her throat. She leapt away and then lashed her foot out again, aiming at his nose. Bone crunched and blood sprayed over her boot but Janine was already scooping up her pistol. She backed away from him with her pistol at the ready. Yelling in pain and rage, he rushed towards her and she emptied almost the full clip into him before finally he sank back down to his knees. Nathan stared at her for a long moment and then fell forward onto his face.




  Breathing heavily, Janine freed the girl from her restraints and removed the gag. The girl cried out in pain as blood flowed back into her lower leg, but Janine continued to massage the girl’s leg, ignoring her cries of protest. She kept rubbing and kneading the flesh until colour returned to the limb.




  “Jay! We’ve got to help Jay, she’s sick,” Mary said. Janine recognised the girl now. Mary pointed to a steel door set in the far wall. So Russell had Jay Williams here as well, but not for long, she thought. She would get the girls safely away from here, not for any humanitarian reasons, she told herself. No, she was just putting an end to whatever Russell had planned for them. She helped Mary to draw back the heavy bolts that held the metal door shut and swung it open. Jay lay unmoving on the bed. Mary pushed past her and rushed over to the bed and then stepped back in horror.




  “She’s dead!”




  Janine saw the paleness of the girl’s skin and reached down to touch it. It felt cold and the skin was hard, almost rigid and there was definitely no pulse. Shit, she hoped that whatever killed Jay Williams wasn’t contagious. “Get dressed, Mary,” she said. “We’d better get out of here before Russell comes back.”




  Mary turned to her tearfully. “But we can’t just leave her…”




  Janine hugged the girl. “I know how you feel, but we haven’t any choice. Get dressed now, love. We really have to hurry.”




  Mary started pulling on her clothes and Janine sighed. The girl was beginning to get to her.




  “Compassion is a sign of strength, not weakness, Janine.”




  Janine spun towards the sound of the voice and stared incredulously at Jay Williams, who smiled warmly at her.




  “Jay, you’re alive!” Mary rushed past Janine and then stopped hesitantly in front of her friend. Jay had changed. Janine had already noticed the girl’s serenity and the eyes that seemed almost to glow. Her forehead seemed larger, and even her skin seemed to possess a translucent quality. She seemed almost ethereal.




  




  




  “Jay, you look so different,” Mary said hesitantly.




  “Yes, I have become. Finally, I have become myself.” She reached out and fondly stroked Mary’s hair and Janine saw her start as though she’d received some kind of shock. Blue light streamed from Jay’s fingers and swept over Mary’s body. The angry red marks on her wrists, caused by the restraints, and the bruises on her face visibly faded, and she seemed to straighten up a little. Janine felt almost like an intruder as finally the two women embraced and then Jay released Mary, coming to stand in front of her. Jay smiled, reached up and lightly touched her on the cheek. It was as though every nerve in Janine’s body had come alive. She actually felt the cut in her ear close and heal.




  “What are you?”




  “You and the scientists thought that they were awakening the past—a primeval strain. Instead, they accidentally evolved the next stage of human evolution. I am the future.”




  “Well, if we don’t get out of here before Russell and his men return with your cousin, we won’t have any future—”




  “He’s got Scott,” Mary said. “Russell was going to let Nathan rape me, Jay. They were going to cut off my legs and feed them to the dogs!”




  “He’s gone fucking mad!” Janine said bitterly. “He’s completely insane.”




  “You know him.” It was a statement not a question and, looking into Jay’s eyes, Janine knew that it was pointless to lie.




  “I loved him,” she said.




  Jay nodded. “You cannot pull back and change the years, days or even the hours. They are gone and irretrievable. There is only the now and the future for all of us. You are set upon revenge, but your hatred will destroy you. Let it go! Join us and be free!”




  “Fuck you!” Janine said angrily. “I’m going to kill that bastard. Now, are you coming with me or not?”




  “No! Take Mary and keep her safe. I must stay and help Scott.”




  “Jay, come with us, please!” Mary begged. “We’ll go to the police and—”




  “Russell is the head of security for Henry Matheson, who’s being sworn in as the Vice-President of The United-fucking-States of America in three days time. The FBI, CIA, State Police and every other law enforcement agency answer only to him. Russell is the law!” Janine shook her head in exasperation. “It’s about time you two got real! This isn’t a game we’re playing here, and I doubt that being the next generation, or whatever you say you are, makes you bullet proof. The only chance we have is to get out of here now! Before he comes back! Then maybe, just maybe, we’ll be able to catch the bastard by surprise.”




  “Mary, go with—” Jay stopped and looked at Janine quizzically. “You never told us your new name?”




  Janine was shaken by that, because there was no way that Jay could know she was using a false name. “Laura, Laura Green. Okay? Now you know. I’m out of here. Are you coming or not?” She glared at Mary.




  Jay hugged them both and then gently stroked Mary’s cheek. “Love you,” she said, and gently pushed her towards Janine. “Go with, Laura. I’ll be alright—I promise.”




  Before Mary could make any further protest, Janine took her wrist and dragged her up the cellar steps. Leaving the cabin, she hurried them towards the car, which she had hidden on a dirt road that ran high up into the pine-strewn hills above the cabin.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Five




  




  




  Adam awoke feeling suffocated. He was encased in something hard that seemed to be moulded to his body. He recalled unbecoming once Jack and his men had gone, and then he remembered. He’d been about to put his clothes back on when he was suddenly overcome by an irresistible urge to sleep. What had happened to him? Had Jack returned and found him? He strained against whatever it was that held him in its grip and felt it give a little. It was similar to when he’d been trying to breaking free from the ice, except this strange covering seemed less threatening somehow. Inch by inch, he fought to straighten his legs, then suddenly there was a tearing sound and his encasement fell away. Struggling out of it, he stood shakily and looked down to see what appeared to be the shed, semi-transparent skin of a giant snake. It was split from head to foot. He stooped to examine it and saw the mould of his body, blurred but definitely human. He felt a little wobbly as though he’d slept for a long time, but otherwise he seemed to be fine. Puzzled, he pulled on his shirt and it felt uncomfortably tight. Adam wondered if there had been a rainstorm. Perhaps the shirt had got wet and shrunk. It seemed dry enough now though. His trousers were too short and his shoes too small. “Bloody hell,” he said aloud. “They haven’t shrunk, it’s me—




  I’ve grown!” That really was a shed skin that he’d emerged from – his own!




  Wearing only his underpants, Adam loped silently through the trees towards the Williams’




  house, which seemed deserted, and his senses assured him that he was alone. There was an electronic lock fitted to the front door and Adam studied it for a few seconds, then pressed a selection of buttons set into the body of the lock. The lock clicked and the door opened. Primitive, he thought. Standing in what was obviously Scott’s bedroom, Adam studied his reflection in the mirror. He’d grown taller by about six inches and his body was lean and well muscled. It was an older and more assured face that stared back at him. He now looked more like his true age. His forehead seemed slightly more pronounced and he was aware of the energy all around him. He could even detect the faint humming of electricity that flowed through the cables around the room. For a while he examined the world around him as though for the first time, reaching out with his mind to explore and savouring his new perception. He was aware of the poor design of the electrical equipment that wasted so much energy. A few simple modifications and…but there was no time for that now, he had to find Jay and the others.




  After rifling through Scott’s wardrobe, he dressed quickly before returning downstairs to the kitchen.




  An hour and a couple of ham sandwiches later, the microwave oven, toaster and the television lay dismantled on the work surface. Adam placed the final component he needed into the casing of a small electric drill that he’d modified and deftly soldered it into place. Inserting the small cadmium battery that he’d removed from a portable CD player, Adam screwed the drill casing back together and weighed the contraption in his hand. He thought it weighed about five ounces. Putting the drill into its pouch on the tool belt that was now strapped around his waist, Adam spent three hours carrying out modifications on Scott’s Chevrolet before he heard the rumble of heavy trucks. Taking the oxidization gun out of the pouch, Adam ran outside and saw armed State troopers crouching behind barriers. The driveway was now completely blocked by military trucks. He mimed drilling a hole in the wooden main support beam of the porch, looking unconcerned by all the firepower that was pointing in his direction. He heard footsteps on the gravel and studiously ignored them as he continued to apparently use the drill.




  “Drop the drill and put your hands on your head, now!”




  Adam turned towards the barked command as though in surprise, his hands raised as though in surrender, the drill swinging in a wide arc as he turned.




  There was pandemonium.




  Troops found their weapons disintegrating in their hands and their trucks collapsing into rusting metal flakes. The men brushed frantically at the bits of metal that used to be helmets, which now invaded their eyes and slipped between the collars of their shirts to mingle with the remains of their dog-tags. Some men were knocked over by the tyres from the trucks that were no longer fastened to wheels.




  




  




  In all the confusion, Adam walked unnoticed back into the garage and, climbing into the Chevrolet, he gunned the engine and roared up the drive, making the troops leap for safety. He roared around tyres, windscreens that lay on the ground edged in rubber, and then he was clear. Winding down the window, he aimed the drill ahead of him and passed more scenes of chaos because of the devastating effect of his weapon.




  He wondered how the military would react now that they could not communicate with each other or call for assistance, as all the wiring and components in their telephones and radios had been destroyed. The oxidisation gun was so simple really. It drew oxygen out of the air and released it under intense pressure rather like a laser beam. Because all metal was contaminated to a degree by oxidisation and the effect of concentrated bombardment of the gas, it sped up the process to milliseconds instead of years.




  It’s just knowing how, he thought, as he sped west along the freeway. He would keep to the speed limit until dark, before transferring power to the new rotary linear engine that would power the car’s wheels in excess of two hundred miles an hour. The foils that ran the length of the vehicle’s body to keep it from rising off the road gave the car a distinctly alien look. Not that it mattered –




  nothing was going to stop him from reaching Jay and the others. He could sense her more with each passing mile and, abandoning caution, he switched engines. The car leapt forward, silent except for the wheel noise. Adam promised himself that he’d eliminate that later too. The car was rocketing along when he saw the flashing lights of a pursuing traffic car in his rearview mirror. He slid the power lever forward and was jerked back in his seat as the Chevrolet surged forward. Immediately the lights of his pursuers receded and then vanished from sight. Grinning, Adam drove towards the setting sun.




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell and his men arrived back at the cabin just before 11am. Rebecca Carlyle and Scott Williams sat apprehensively in the back seat with their hands shackled behind them. Russell had laughed as he told them that one of Mary’s legs had been amputated and that he would make them all join her and watch the dogs eat it.




  “Oh, you can refuse to watch of course,” he said without humour. “But if you do, I guess I’ll just have to cut off her other leg, or maybe an arm!”




  “You’re insane!” The woman hissed as she glared at him, struggling ineffectually with her manacles. Russell decided that he would enjoy cutting her up personally. He could see the despair in the Scott’s eyes as the younger man realised he was powerless to protect himself, let alone the women. He decided that he’d force Scott to kneel in front of him and then slit his throat as a warning to the women to do exactly what she was told.




  Russell was half out of the car before he sensed something was wrong and it took him a few seconds to realise that he couldn’t hear the dogs. Drawing his automatic, he turned towards the compound and saw that the gate was open. Nathan’s dogs were gone and the cabin door was open.




  “Blake, you come with me!” he barked. “The rest of you check out the back and shoot anything that moves, and I mean anything!” He waited until the other men disappeared around the far side of the cabin. They were carrying enough firepower to cope with the freak if she was there, he thought. Cocking his gun, Russell gestured to Blake and cautiously they walked towards the open door. Russell, holding his pistol in a two handed grip, flattened himself against the rough log-wall a few inches from the doorway on his right. He nodded to Blake who spun with the gun held in his extended arms, pointing into the opening.




  “Clear!” Blake said.




  Blake inched into the room, swinging his gun from side to side before bending his arms so that the pistol pointed towards the roof. Russell crossed quickly to the cellar door and opened it. Something hit him in the chest, sending him sprawling. The dog seemed huge with saliva dripping from its mouth, and it seemed to be grinning as it launched itself at Russell’s throat. He raised his arm to protect himself and waited for his arm to be shredded by the dog’s wicked looking fangs. The dog was hurled sideways and the sound of shots from Blake’s automatic filled the room. Russell barely had time to raise his own gun and loose off a burst to take out the second dog, which had silently emerged from the cellar behind Blake. It fell into an untidy heap and Russell




  




  




  




  regained his feet. Stepping over the dog’s body, he descended the cellar steps. Nathan lay stretched out on the table, his body torn and mutilated by his own dogs. There were bloody paw prints everywhere.




  The steel door of the cellar was open and Russell knew that somehow the freak had escaped. He swore under his breath. There was something not quite right, something that he couldn’t quite put a finger on and he looked at Nathan’s corpse again.




  There was a neat cluster of bullet holes in his chest. He looked at Blake in surprise. “He’s been shot!” he exclaimed. “That means there must have been someone else here. Let’s get back outside and check it out.”




  They were climbing back up from the cellar when the sound of gunshots came from outside. They reached the doorway just in time to see the car containing Scott Williams and the British woman careering away down the dirt track. Some of his men were firing futile shots after it and Blake shook his head. The idiots knew the car was bullet proof.




  Their other car refused to start. Some of the wiring had been wrenched free.




  “Call up a chopper, Blake!” Russell ordered. “You lot, scout around. There was someone else here and I want to know who.”




  The men scoured the area, carefully scanning the ground and then one of them found the tracks.




  “There’s some footprint’s over here. It looks like a child’s or maybe a woman’s, but they’re heading towards the cabin alright!”




  Russell and Blake joined in the search and, casting around, found a second pair of tracks leading up into the hills. Russell recognised the distinctive pattern left by the sole of a trainer. They were Mary’s and in one of her shoes he’d planted a tracer bug. But who was the other woman? By the time the helicopter arrived, they had found the spot where the footprint vanished and a vehicle had been parked.




  There was definitely another player in the game, an unknown, and Russell didn’t like that one little bit.




  




  * * * *




  




  After Janine and Mary had left, Jay lifted Nathan’s dead body onto the table and then went outside to fetch his dogs.




  The first dog leapt for her throat but she side-stepped it with ease, and caught the animal by the fur at the scruff of its neck. She held the ferocious beast out at out at arm’s length while it scrabbled in mid-air and tried to twist itself out of her grasp.




  “Bad dog!” she said and cuffed it around the ears, shaking it. “Bad dog!” She released it and, as the dog fell to the ground, the other one attacked.




  It took about five minutes of repeating the lesson before the dogs reluctantly sat when they were told. She led them out of the compound and down the steps of the cellar and they went wild when they smelt Nathan’s blood.




  “Good dogs!” Jay said as she ascended the steps and shut the dogs in the cellar with their former master.




  Suddenly, she reeled back against the wall as a vision filled her mind. She saw a man who had black hair and piercing blue eyes, a man who looked vaguely familiar. The boy in the ice! Jay remembered him now. It was the same boy. Although he looked older now, it was definitely the same boy.




  HE WAS LIKE HER! How she knew that she didn’t know, but she was as certain of that as if she’d seen it verified in print. He was coming to her now, and she had an almost overwhelming urge to go and meet him. But she couldn’t. She had to stay and help Rebecca and Scott. The boy would find her, she knew.




  Jay left the cabin door open and knew that the absence of the dogs, coupled with the open door, would alert Russell to the fact that something was wrong. She thought that he’d be so preoccupied with checking it out that he would be careless about his prisoners. Not that it mattered too much. She would free Rebecca and Scott anyway, but if she could avoid hurting anyone, so much the better.




  




  




  There were no trees by the parking lot, but there was a grassy mound a few feet to her left. It would have to do. Russell and his men would be focusing their attention in front of them. Walking over to the mound, she sat on it and waited.




  It was getting to dusk when she heard the vehicles approaching. Slipping out of her clothes, she rolled them up and pushed them behind the mound. When the headlights of the cars drew nearer, Jay lay down on the mound and, after wriggling herself into a comfortable position, she became. Two cars pulled up and stopped less than fifteen feet away from her. She saw the rear door open and Scott and Rebecca sitting in the backseat. Russell had his gun out and was pointing first to the compound and then to the open door of the cabin. The men from the other car ran around the back of the cabin while Russell and his driver cautiously entered the cabin. Jay moved quickly. Not even bothering to dress, she simply tucked her clothes under her arm. The driver’s door of the rear car was open and Jay reached behind the steering rack and wrenched free a handful of wires. A shot sounded from inside the cabin.




  They’ve found the dogs, she thought.




  Opening the driver’s door of the other car, Jay slipped behind the wheel and tossed her clothes onto the passenger seat. “Hi, gang,” she said, grinning over her shoulder at Rebecca and Scott. “Shall we go for a ride?”




  She was a little disappointed that she wouldn’t have to display her new knowledge of how to hot-wire the car. The keys hung from the ignition. She turned it and the engine started. Accelerating, she swung the car around in a wide arc and sped away from the cabin. There was a metallic pinging sound at the rear of the car and, in the rear view mirror, she saw the flash of gunfire. Then she swept the car around a bend and out of range. She kept her foot down on the accelerator though; she wanted to find a drive off amongst the trees where they could hide until morning. About fifteen minutes later, she found a turnoff that she thought would do and pulled into it. About a mile along the narrow dirt road, she decided that it would be safe to stop. Turning off the engine, she looked into the rear and Scott looked at her anxiously.




  “Mary?” he asked.




  “She’s safe, Scott.” She wouldn’t tell him about the foiled rape now. She thought that he’d go back after Russell in a rage. “This woman, Laura Green, came along and saved her. She’s taking her somewhere safe. Now, let’s get you two out of those handcuffs.”




  “I must get to the British Embassy and contact the Prime Minister. He’s the only one I can think of who could help us,” Rebecca said.




  Jay examined the handcuffs and fashioned a paperclip into a crude but effective key, freeing them both. While both Scott and Rebecca started to massage their chafed wrists, Jay, realising that she was still nude, slipped on her clothes, but the others seemed not to notice. She heard the helicopter approaching slowly, obviously searching for them and so, restarting the car, Jay drove them deeper into the trees.




  “You’ve changed,” Rebecca said, as she peered anxiously up through the trees towards the sound of the helicopter. “You seem older somehow and I have something to tell you. There’s a boy over here looking for you. He’s like you and was born on The Devil’s Footprint. His name’s Adam.”




  “Adam. I dreamt about him being trapped in the ice and today I saw him in my mind. He’s older now and on his way to find me.”




  “The helicopter’s leaving!” Scott said excitedly. “It’s going away!”




  He was right. Jay could hear the machine turning away from them and she smiled at Rebecca.




  “We’ll find Mary and then go to the embassy.”




  They sat for a while on the grass and recapped on their adventures. Scott frowned. “When you say you’re the future, the next step in the evolutionary chain, what do you mean exactly?”




  “I have an increased awareness, an understanding of how things work. It’s as though my IQ has not just increased but shot off the scale. Take your watch, for instance. It’s simply driven by a battery driven micro-chip impulse drive. A few days ago, I would never have known that, but now I not only understand how it works, I can see that it could be made much more efficient and less energy consuming. It seems quite primitive to me now.”




  “This mystery woman, Laura Green, you have no idea who she is?” Rebecca asked.




  




  




  




  “She was consumed with the need for revenge against Russell Downey.” Jay kept her knowledge of Janine’s identity to herself. Janine had saved Mary’s life and, although she wasn’t aware of it yet, she had changed. If the hatred for Russell did not destroy her, Janine could have a new life too.




  “Well, I suppose we’d better make a move if we’re going to find her and Mary before it gets dark.” Rebecca said. “Where are they?”




  “I don’t know, but they would have gone south and I’ll sense it when we’re near them.” Jay accepted her new abilities easily. She was herself at last.




  They climbed back into the car and Scott drove them back onto the road, heading south. Rebecca, who was sitting in the back, suddenly cried out. “Stop, Scott. Pull over!”




  Jay could hear the fear in Rebecca’s voice and, as soon as the car rolled to a stop, she climbed in the rear next to her. Rebecca was looking at what appeared to be a small video screen and in the centre a small red dot pulsated on and off. The other door opened and Scott poked his head in.




  “What’s happening?”




  “It’s a trace!” Rebecca cut him off, pressed a button and a map appeared with the red dot in the centre. She pressed another button and zoomed in and they could read the name on the map, The Deer Lodge Motel and in smaller letters above the trace were two letters. MS.




  “That’s Mary!” Rebecca said. “They’ve planted a bug in her clothes and know exactly where she is!”




  “We’ve got to get to her!” Scott said. “Where the hell is the motel?”




  Rebecca pressed the button and the map re-focused. She pointed at a stationary green dot at the left hand corner of the map. “I think this is our car and this” —she pointed a few inches above it and they saw an identical green dot moving steadily away from them— “is the other car. You know, the one from the cabin. They must have fixed it. According to the map they’re almost two hours ahead of us and they’re heading towards the motel!”




  




  * * * *




  




  Russell surveyed the debris around him. Sinking to his haunches, he scooped up a handful of the powdered rust. Henry was right. With a weapon like this, they could control every nation on earth. Straightening, he went into the Williams’ house where the intelligence agents had set up their headquarters. Walking past rows of men and women operating computers, he went into his temporary office and made a secure video call to Henry.




  Henry was sitting scowling at the TV news and he swivelled his chair around to face the monitor. He nodded to Russell. “I’ve been waiting for you to check in. There’s been a God damned leak! Some hunters have been telling reporters how their guns and all the other metal they had with them simply disintegrated. They claim Aliens armed with space guns attacked them.”




  “So what? No one’s going to believe them. What’s the cover story?”




  “A spillage of corrosive gas from a military aircraft. We’ve isolated the area to protect the public. Now listen, Russell, I want that boy. But even more, I want that weapon of his. You’ve got all the men and equipment you need to find him and the girl, so get on it. Use the military, CIA, FBI and anyone else you need, but find the girl before he does. We need her for bait!”




  “She’s changed, Henry. We found a shed skin, and it’s hers. She’s like a damned reptile and just as dangerous. I need a cage made of high tensile steel to be sure of containing her.”




  “Have you any idea where she is?”




  “I know exactly where she is. She’s heading for a motel where Mary Slymond is staying with the woman who helped her escape. Blake’s in one of the two cars heading there to take them out, but you can bet your bottom dollar that the freak will turn up there and, when she does, I’ll be waiting for her.”




  “Who is the woman who helped her escape and why didn’t Jay Williams go with them? Why did she stay behind?”




  Russell shrugged. “I don’t know who the woman is but I think that she went down into the cellar and surprised Nathan. After she’d killed him, she and Mary took off, leaving the freak behind. I’ve told you what happened back at the cabin, when the freak took off with the prisoners in my car. But it doesn’t make any difference. Blake will take out both Mary and her mystery friend. When the freak turns up I’ll see to her personally and dispose of the others. Then all we have to do is to wait for




  




  




  Adam to show. Believe me, Henry. I’ll have the area so well covered that even a snake couldn’t wriggle its way out of it.”




  “Forget the cage. Just dispose of Adam and the girl. That’s a priority. We have to silence them. And, Russell, make sure to check that this conversation remains secure.”




  “I intend to. I’ll check back with you later, hopefully with some good news.”




  Henry’s monitor was switched off and Russell closed the link. It was time to get back on the job.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Six




  




  




  They had been driving for hours and it was getting dark before Janine pulled into one of the motels that were situated along the freeway. Mary remained in the jeep while Janine booked them in as Mr and Mrs Green, hoping to throw anyone checking the motel for two women off their trail.




  “Mary, we have to decide what you’re going to do,” Janine said after they’d finished their TV




  dinner. “There’s no way of knowing what’s happened to Jay or the others. I’m sorry if I’m being too blunt but, for all we know, they could be dead.”




  “I don’t know what to do,” Mary said miserably. “I can’t go home or go to the police. I just don’t know what to do!” She looked at Janine helplessly.




  Janine looked at the wretched girl and swore silently. A few weeks ago, she’d have simply walked away and left Mary to get on with it, but now, somehow, Janine felt responsible for her.




  “Well, we’ll get some sleep and tomorrow we’ll go shopping and I’ll pick you up some hair colour and plain glasses. We’ll try to make you look a little less attractive and then head for New York. We can lose ourselves in the city until we decide what we’re going to do.”




  Mary smiled gratefully and nodded before undressing and slipping into one side of the king-size bed. Within minutes she was asleep, but tossed and turned. Janine guessed that her dreams were anything but pleasant. Standing, Janine stretched and decided that she would have a cigarette and stroll around outside. She knew that she wouldn’t be able to sleep for a while. It was warmer outside than she’d expected and, as she strolled past the other cabins, she heard snatches of conversation from some of them.




  “Please, Marie, you promised!” a man’s voice sounding aggrieved.




  “But I’ve never done that to another girl before…” a young woman said. The crunching of tyres on the gravel parking lot made her step back into the shadows between two cabins. There was no engine noise just the swish of tyres on gravel and then she saw the car, its lights extinguished. A dark shape that looked just as predatory as the shark had, freewheeled down towards the cabin where Mary lay asleep.




  As she ran to the jeep, Janine wondered how they had found them. Unlocking it, she reached behind the driver’s seat and grabbed the pump action shotgun. Without bothering to shut the door, she wheeled round and sprinted after the car, pumping a cartridge into the breach. The car coasted to a stop about fifty feet from the cabin and about two-hundred-yards in front of her. There was a brief betrayal of light from the interior light as the car door opened and a man holding what looked like a rifle with a bulbous end aimed towards the cabin.




  “No!” she screamed, but even as the cry left her lips there was a muffled explosion and the bulbous thing arced through the air and crashed through the cabin’s window. The cabin seemed to explode in a ball of flame and the man with the weapon lifted his arm to protect his eyes from the heat.




  Raising her shotgun, Janine fired from a distance of thirty feet and the man was hurled forward away from her. Without slowing her pace and ignoring the alarmed cries from the occupants of the other cabins, she chambered another round. She looked into the open passenger door, pointing the weapon at the driver.




  She recognised Blake immediately and he stared at her in surprise and then swung the pistol that he was holding towards her. Janine pulled the trigger of the shotgun and he screamed as his arm was torn off. Blood sprayed the interior of the windscreen. He fell back against the door.




  “Who are you?” he croaked, trying to stem his bleeding with his remaining hand.




  “Janine! You fed me to the sharks, remember?” She chambered another round. His eyes widened in shock. “But you’re dead!”




  “Join the club, Blake,” she said and pulled the trigger.




  




  * * * *




  




  Adam waited until the car Jay was in was about five hundred yards away and then stepped into the middle of the road, facing it with his arms folded. The headlights picked him out and he heard the




  




  




  car start to slide into a skid as the driver trod on the brakes. Whoever was driving it quickly brought it back under control and it stopped a few yards away.




  The front passenger door opened and a woman climbed out and walked towards him. She was smiling as she came and stood in front of him.




  “Hello, Adam,” she said.




  God, she was beautiful! He reached out and touched the long soft hair and ran his fingers lightly over the smooth skin of her cheek. “It’s been a long time, Jay,” he replied and heard the tremor in his voice.




  “I dreamt of you when you were trapped in the ice. You’ve changed, you look older now.” Her eyes met his and then they were in each other’s arms, hugging, laughing and crying at the same time. It was as though he’d come home at last and he sensed that she felt the same. Together, they were whole.




  “Adam?” Rebecca looked at him and he could see the wonder in her eyes as she took in the change of his appearance. Scott, too, was looking at him differently and Adam realised that he was jealous. Scott desired Jay for himself.




  “Scott!” Jay eased between them and took Scott’s hands in hers, smiling up at him. “You are a kind, wonderful man and I love you. I always will and, at one time just before Mary was abducted, I honestly thought that there could be something more between us. I fancied you, I really did. But I’ve changed now – I’ve become, and Adam can be the only one I could ever give myself to completely, body and soul. Be pleased for me, Scott. Please, be happy for me!”




  Adam saw the tears glistening in her eyes and fought back his own as Scott hugged her to him, gently kissing her forehead. Then, raising his head, his eyes met Adam’s and he smiled ruefully.




  “Welcome to the family, Adam,” he said.




  “What’s that?” Rebecca pointed to the horizon in front of them, and they saw the billowing redness illuminating the distant trees.




  “Fire,” Scott said. “That’s a fire and it’s only about five miles away…” his voice trailed off.




  “The Motel! The motel where Mary’s hiding should be about there!”




  “How do you know that?” Adam spoke sharply, a sudden fear entering his mind.




  “Mary has a bug hidden somewhere in her clothes and there’s a tracer unit in this car that we got away in,” Jay said.




  “Show me!” Adam hoped desperately that he was wrong as they hurried back to the limousine and Rebecca switched on the tracking screen.




  “The green dot here is us and look – the other car is at the motel!” She broke off. It was Scott who asked in a shocked voice, “What’s happened to the red dot, Mary’s bug? It doesn’t seem to be working now.”




  Adam reached over and his fingers flew over the computer keys. Several other green dots appeared on the screen, all of them heading towards their car. “They’re using the tracer in this car and know exactly where we are! They’re only about ten or fifteen minutes away from us. We’ll leave this car here and use Scott’s. It’s parked down here!” He pointed down the road. “We’d better hurry because they’ll have road blocks in place by now.”




  “What about Mary?” Jay asked as they hurried towards the Chevrolet.




  “I don’t know,” Adam said quietly. “But once you and the others are safe, I’ll go and find out.”




  “It’s too dangerous!” Rebecca said. “They’ll be looking for us and they’ll be checking out everyone who goes near that place.”




  “She’s right,” Scott said. “They’ll be widening the search area. You three get the hell out of here. I’ll go.”




  “No way am I letting you go there on your own,” Jay said. “Look, it would make sense to let me or Adam go. With our special abilities at least we’d have a chance.”




  “It would make more sense to see if there’s anything on the news. There’s a radio in Scott’s car,”




  Adam said.




  They reached Scott’s car and Adam switched on the radio.




  “…spokesman for the FBI has confirmed that two agents have been killed in a shoot out at the Deer Lodge Motel, and that a female terrorist has also died. However, an eye witness, forty-three- year-old Marvin Helsinki, gave a different version of events to our reporter, Kenneth Jerome, shortly before he was taken to the debriefing centre. What did he tell you, Kenneth?”




  




  




  




  “Well, according to Marvin, who was staying in a cabin opposite, it was occupied by the women who had booked in as Mister and Missus Green. Shortly before eleven pm tonight he was outside having a cigarette when the FBI agent’s car, with no lights and the engine turned off, rolled to a stop a short distance away from the Green’s cabin. He states that someone climbed out of the car and, without any warning, fired an incendiary grenade through the cabin window. The cabin more or less exploded in a ball of flame and he said that there was no way anyone inside the cabin could have survived. Then one of the women appeared from the direction of the car park and used a shotgun to kill both the agents, before taking off in her car…”




  Scott, looking very pale, switched off the radio. “They killed Mary,” he said. Adam started the car and headed up into the hills. He wanted to tell them how sorry he was about Mary but was loathe to disturb them as they sat immersed in their own thoughts. In the rearview mirror, he saw that both Jay and Rebecca were crying openly and tears trickled down their faces. They clung comfortingly to Scott, who sat erect white faced and silent, his huge fists clenched in rage.




  




  * * * *




  




  “They’re heading towards the Bitterfoot Forests. We have them monitored by satellite. We’ve got troops armed with both ceramic and the latest plastic weaponry closing in from the West, here.”




  Russell pointed to the map and all the grim looking military men in the command centre nodded in approval. “They can’t travel East because of the mountains and the lakes block the Southern route. We’ll be following the same route that they took. Gentlemen, we have them trapped. Now, remember I want them alive, especially the male freak. Now, let’s go and round them up!”




  Russell hid the emotion he was feeling as he walked to the awaiting helicopter. Janine was alive!




  She was the mystery woman who’d helped the freak and the dead Slymond girl to escape, killed Blake and the other agent. He’d discovered that only an hour ago. She’d emptied their account in Zurich. It had to be her because only the two of them knew the six-figure number. Fortunately, she didn’t know about his other account in the Cayman Islands, not that it mattered now. If they could get hold of that weapon, it would mean riches beyond words and more power than any other man on earth. Janine was alive and gunning for him. Well, let her come. He’d be waiting for her, and this time he would kill her himself.




  “They’re parked up here!” The State Trooper pointed to a spot on the electronic map about a mile away. “We’ve got them surrounded with troops here, here and here.”




  Russell nodded approvingly. The freaks and the others were trapped with their backs to the lake and forests surrounding them. All roads leading away from the lake had been blocked. There was no way out that he could see, except across the lake, and he’d anticipated that.




  “Are the nets in place?” he asked.




  “Yes, sir, and we have six eight-man teams in inflatables on our side of the nets. If anything bigger than a fish hits the nets, we’ll know about it.”




  “What are they doing now?” Russell asked. It shouldn’t have been this easy, he thought.




  “They’re sitting in the car. They tried to use the telephone, but we’re blocking the transmissions. As I said, sir, they’re trapped.” He gave a boyish grin that belied his fifty-three-years. “We’re ready to launch the stun grenades and gas whenever you give the order.”




  Russell looked at his watch. It was 4.10am. “Attack at oh-four-fifteen hours,” he said.




  “Remember, I want the dark haired man and woman alive. You can take out the other two and get rid of their bodies in the lake.”




  Russell was in position exactly five hundred yards from the car. He checked the thermal images sitting in the car. Yes, they were still there. He scanned the trees each side of the vehicle and grunted in satisfaction as he saw the images of troops snaking silently on their stomachs into position. He sensed a disturbance in the air and the first stun grenade landed a yard from the car. He shielded his eyes from the glare as it exploded and was followed by five more. He checked his gas mask and, even as he gained his feet, there were more explosions, quieter than the first barrage and he could see the white mist of the gas rising into the air.




  “Let’s go.” He gave the order and led the men cautiously forward. There wasn’t any rush and he wasn’t about to take any chances with the freaks. Dark shapes moved along either side of him. The men were tense and had their unfamiliar ceramic pistols held at the ready. In this state, they dangerous




  




  




  and liable to shoot anything that moved. The car was cloaked in the mist as they approached it and Russell, who was still expecting the freaks to put up some kind of fight, stopped ten feet away from it and nodded.




  “Take a look but be careful,” he said.




  A sergeant crept towards the car, keeping low, and slowly, very slowly, raised himself up to peer inside through a side window. “It’s empty,” he said in surprise. Cursing, Russell hurried forward and then stopped as he saw the sergeant shrug and reach towards the driver’s door. “No!” His warning came too late and the soldier pulled open the car door.




  




  * * * *




  




  Adam parked in a clearing by the edge of the lake and checked his watch. “It’s two am. They’ll be coming for us soon, so we have a couple of hours at the most.” He pulled the hood release lever and climbed out of the car. Scott and the others followed him around to the front as Adam removed the tool kit.




  “Right, we can’t out run them in this. Scott, you and Jay remove the rear light fittings and Rebecca and I will take the head-lamps. This is what we’re going to do…”




  It took about twenty minutes then Adam surveyed their handiwork and grinned. “Not bad, now let’s see if it works.” He flicked on the light switch and they could see glimmers of light coming from the bulbs that now sat on the front and rear seats of the car wrapped in some old clothes that Scott kept in the boot.




  “These should fool their image intensifiers,” Adam said. “Now, let’s give them a little surprise!”




  He worked quickly and, when he’d finished, Rebecca laughed. “That’ll surprise them alright.”




  Adam led them into the trees, carrying the thermal blanket rolled up under his arm and was pleased when, after about ten minutes, Jay took the lead. Her night vision seemed to be as good as his own. They trekked uphill through the trees and, although it was hard on Scott and Rebecca, they never complained. Their faces were set in grim determination.




  Adam called a halt. “Right, take a break. It’s all downhill from here and we’re about three or four miles from the car.”




  “But they’ll be coming after us. Shouldn’t we keep moving?” Scott asked.




  “I’ll be getting us some more transport and Jay will be taking you down towards the road. I’ll pick you up down there.” Adam passed the thermal blanket to Jay.




  “We won’t need that,” Scott said. “It’s not even cold.”




  “No, but we can use it as a shield against overhead the thermal image surveillance equipment,”




  Jay said. “We can use it as a canopy and sit underneath it.”




  “I’m going with you, Adam!” Scott said.




  Adam looked at the set of Scott’s jaw and knew that it would be pointless, as well as waste precious time, to attempt to talk him out of it. “Good, I could use a little help,” he said. “Jay, look after Rebecca and we’ll pick you up on the road down there.”




  They stared at each other for a few seconds and then embraced, patting each other on the back before breaking apart. With a final glance in their direction, Jay turned and led Rebecca down through the trees in the direction of the road.




  Adam looked at his watch. It was 3.30am. They would have to move fast. “They’re setting up an HQ over there,” he said, pointing slightly to their right. “I can hear their trucks.”




  “What’s the plan? Ambush and take one of the trucks?” Scott asked.




  “No, I thought that we’d disable all the trucks and their HQ and steal the helicopter that’s coming in from over there.”




  “I can’t hear…oh yes, I think I can now but, Adam, we can’t take on the entire army.”




  “We won’t have to – all the troops will be heading towards your car. There will only be a dozen men at the HQ.”




  “Only a dozen. Oh, well, that’s alright then. I only hope you know what you’re doing.”




  Adam winked before turning and heading into the trees. He tried not to leave Scott behind, but they were running out of time.




  




  




  




  It took them twenty-five minutes to reach the clearing where the large canvas military HQ had been set up. They could see a faint glow from the light’s inside it, powered by a portable generator that gave a barely audible hum.




  Someone strode towards the tent and Adam recognised Russell, the man who’d killed Eve and Ben. He growled low in his throat.




  “Wait here!” He loped silently over, pressed his ear to the canvas wall and listened to the killer outlining his plan of attack. He had to fight the overwhelming rage that erupted inside him, the urge to burst into the tent and rip out Russell’s throat. There would be a day of reckoning, Adam knew that, but not now. He had to look after the others. Russell left the tent and, with a final look at his enemy’s back, he rejoined Scott.




  “Come with me!” he whispered and led Scott in the direction from which Russell had come, smiling as he saw the helicopter. “We move when they attack the car,” he said. “Make for the helicopter.”




  “Can you fly it?” Scott asked.




  “I’ve never tried.” Adam grinned. “But there’s always a first time.”




  Scott groaned.




  At precisely 4.15am they heard the first explosions and saw the flashes of light, but Adam had already reached the helicopter and wrenched open it’s door. He’d started the engine and strapped himself in by the time Scott climbed in the other side.




  “Hold on,” he warned and opened the throttle, lifting the machine off the ground. For a few seconds he thought he was going to lose control but then he steadied it and the helicopter rose up twenty feet. Scott grinned at him and gave him the thumbs up.




  Adam tapped his helmet and Scott nodded and put on the spare. Adam passed him the oxygenating gun. “Don’t press the trigger in here, Scott!” Adam warned. “Otherwise this thing will dissolve in mid-air!”




  Scott looked at the drill and then back at Adam. “Are you serious?”




  “Open your window and don’t bother taking aim. Just sweep it in an arc over that lot down there.”




  Shrugging, Scott slid open his window and did as he’d been told. Adam swung the helicopter so that it encircled the HQ compound for three circuits. He saw the radio masts crumple and the trucks collapsing. Satisfied, he broke off the attack. “Okay, let’s get out of here,” he said. Scott slid his window shut and looked at Adam in awe. “I don’t believe we just did that!” he said. “What is this thing?” He looked at the drill and shook his head in amazement.




  “I’ll tell you about it later. Right now, I want to pick up Jay and Rebecca. We need to find a safe place to hide.”




  Fifteen minutes later they flew low over the mountains then swept down to skim the trees. Adam wasn’t about to get picked up by radar.




  Rebecca was talking urgently to the British Prime Minister using the radio phone and when she hung up, she frowned. “Adam, what happened at the Williams’ Ranch? According to the Prime Minister, there have been reports of aliens disintegrating metal?”




  Scott laughed. “That was Adam alright, and this gun of his is amazing – you’d never believe what it can do.”




  “Is he going to help us?” Jay asked, quietly.




  “He’s contacting Craige Rheinheart, the President, and advised us to head for the British Embassy.”




  “That’s too risky. They’ll be watching the embassies,” Adam said. “No, for the time being, we’ll hide out somewhere in the Mountains and decide what we’re going to do.”




  




  * * * *




  




  “The acting President of the United States of America, Henry Matheson, led the tributes to his predecessor, Craige Rheinheart, who was killed in an aircraft accident last night. Eyewitnesses said that the jet carrying the former President exploded on take-off. Acting President Matheson is due to make a statement of National importance within the next few minutes. There has been speculation that the doomed aircraft was destroyed by the same kind of death ray that it’s claimed destroyed military




  




  




  equipment in Montana. Although, at the time, this was dismissed as pure fantasy by the military. We’re switching now to the Whitehouse, where Henry Matheson is about to address the Nation.”




  Rebecca turned up the volume on the radio and looked at Adam and the others. “They killed him!” she said.




  “My fellow Americans, I have to inform you that our Nation has been dealt a severe blow with the murder of President Rheinheart. I use the word murder carefully because that is what it was. Just a few weeks ago, we discovered that a previously unknown group of terrorists, trained in Great Britain, had entered The United States posing as tourists. Upon arrival, we now know that they teamed up with another cell based in New Hudson. These members, too, were of British origin.




  “This group is armed and extremely dangerous. They have been responsible for at least five deaths including the President’s. However, three of our finest FBI agents gave their lives but succeeded in destroying one of the terrorists. Other agents are searching for the four surviving gang members at this time. This group is operating under the direct orders of the British Government and are controlled by the Prime Minister himself!




  “We have broken off diplomatic relations with Great Britain and demanded the immediate arrest of the British Prime Minister, Roger Thompson, for terrorist activities. Unless he is brought to the United States to stand trial within seven days, we will have no alternative but to consider ourselves to be at war with Great Britain.”




  “He’s mad!” Rebecca said. “He’s stark raving mad!”




  Adam knew she was right. It was obvious that the President would allow no one to stand in his way. Matheson wanted the weapon and was obsessed with obtaining it. There was only one thing to do.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Seven




  




  




  Roger Thompson, feeling pale and shaken after Matheson’s broadcast, walked into the Cabinet Office, and was acutely aware that everyone in the room was staring at him. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, he looked around the room before speaking.




  “In order to avoid a National Panic caused by Vice-President Matheson’s speech, I have just returned from a meeting with Her Majesty, the Queen, and offered her my resignation. She has accepted it.




  “It is my intention, therefore, to fly to America immediately and face these wild accusations and prove my innocence. I have already informed President Matheson of my intentions and he has rescinded his declaration of war. I will be making a broadcast to the Nation in five minutes time. I’d like to thank all of you who’ve offered me your support, but I have to leave now.”




  “Prime Minister!”




  Roger turned and saw the concerned look on the leader of the opposition’s face.




  “Leonard?”




  “Everyone in this room knows that the allegations against you are a blatant fabrication and, while you were at the Palace, we had a meeting of our own. It has been decided that we will not accept your resignation and have informed Her Majesty of our decision. However, publicly we will pretend that we have accepted it and allow your deputy to take over. Teams of engineers are already on their way to The Devil’s Footprint. They will drain the quicksand, section by section, seeking evidence of Matheson’s involvement in the experimentation programme. We have also arranged for you to fly to America in an escorted Royal Air Force jet.” He stood and walked to Roger and held out his hand.




  Roger, deeply moved, shook it warmly as the room erupted in cheers.




  




  * * * *




  




  The sergeant was already reaching for the door handle on the driver’s door when Russell saw the thin wire.




  “No!” he cried and flung himself down onto the ground.




  Other soldiers also threw themselves down and covered their ears against the blast of the explosion. But it never came. Russell looked up and saw the sergeant grinning in relief at the little white flag made out of a handkerchief that had been rigged to spring up when the car door was opened. The word BANG! had been written on it with a black marker pen. Feeling foolish, Russell climbed to his feet and then whirled to face the direction of the HQ from where the clatter of rotor blades came. As the noise from the chopper faded into the distance, he knew then that he’d been out-manoeuvred by the freak. They’d lured him and his men away from the only transport capable of carrying them to freedom. But he’d find them, no matter where or how long it took. He would find them.




  It took three hours to rig up a new radio transmitter. Mobile telephones were useless up here in the mountains. Russell’s mobile HQ had been almost obliterated by the new weapon. Another seventeen vehicles had been destroyed along with weapons, ammunition, and communication equipment. The entire ferrous metal content at the base had been reduced to dust. The summons back to Washington came as he was heading East back along the Highway towards New Hudson and he listened to reports of Henry’s broadcast declaring war on Britain in shocked disbelief. He’d flipped. Henry had lost it! Even though the Declaration of war had been nullified and Roger Thompson had arrived in Washington, how did Henry hope to stop things from blowing apart? The President’s plane crash, was Henry behind that too? If so, then who had he used?




  Had Henry finally decided to get rid of him, too? Was he walking into a trap?




  Leaning forward, he spoke to the driver. “Drop me at the airport. I’ll take a plane to Washington from there.” He’d take a plane alright but it wouldn’t be to Washington. He was in the airport bar drinking a beer when he became aware of a murmur running through the bar and everyone staring at the TV screen. His beer remained half an inch from his lips as Russell froze, staring in shock at Adam, whose face filled the TV screen.




  




  




  “My name is Adam,” the freak said, his eyes seeming to bore into Russell’s own. “I am the next generation. Not an alien, just a man altered through illegal genetic experimentation performed on me from the moment I was born. The project was funded by Matheson Chemicals, and Henry Matheson, your Vice President was the instigator of these experiments…”




  “That’s enough of that bullshit!” the barman said and used the remote to switch to another channel.




  “When Matheson became aware that the…” Adam continued as the barman flicked from one channel to another, but Adam remained constant. “He sent his assistant, Russell Downey, to England to close the project down…”




  “That’s it!” the barman said and switched off the power. Russell, who was half-expecting Adam’s face to still remain on screen, sighed with relief as the screen went dark.




  “Hey, Mac, I was watching that!” one of the customers said angrily.




  “Well, go and watch it somewhere else,” the barman growled, and then his mouth dropped open as everyone in the bar, except Russell, started to walk towards the door.




  “Hey, what’s the matter? Can’t you take a joke or something?” The barman hastily turned the power back on. “Here, watch it. Be my guest!”




  “…I will run no longer and call upon the American Congress to let us live in peace and freedom as guaranteed under the constitution. Henry Matheson accuses us of murder, but offers no proof. Eyewitnesses have confirmed that the FBI launched a phosphorous grenade through the window of a cabin at Deer Lodge, killing an innocent young woman, Mary Slymond. It was a woman who had rescued young Mary from Russell Downey’s hunting lodge in Montana who killed the agents. Ask him why she was there. Why had he strapped her to the table to be raped before she was murdered and then fed to dogs?




  “Leave me and mine alone or I’ll retaliate and bring you and your corrupt assistant to your knees, Matheson. You’re not worthy of the title of President!”




  The transmission ended and normal programmes appeared on the screen, but the people in the bar were talking animatedly amongst themselves, asking each other if the broadcast was a hoax. Russell knew better, though. He’d go back to Washington after all. It was time to take extreme measures against the freaks.




  




  * * * *




  




  Adam switched off the camera, ending the transmission and smiling at the open-mouthed television engineer. “Thanks for the loan of the equipment. I’ll remove my modifications now so you can carry on as normal.”




  The engineer and the rest of the mobile TV crew nodded and Adam sensed that the attractive female presenter was trying to gather up enough courage to say something. They had spotted the mobile broadcasting units van travelling towards New Hudson and Adam had simply blocked the road with the helicopter and taken over the van.




  “What?” he asked, smiling at the woman.




  She moistened her lips and then her professionalism took over. “I need to do an interview with you – with all of you,” she said. “If what you’re saying’s true, then you need to record your side of the story so that the whole country, the world even, hears what you all have to say.”




  “We haven’t time,” Jay said. “They’ll be trying to pinpoint the transmission, but I promise you that everything Adam said was the truth.”




  “I’m not coming with you,” Rebecca said. “I have to get to Washington to testify on Roger Thompson’s behalf.”




  “It’s too risky. They’ll kill you,” Scott said. “Murder you, like they did Mary.”




  “Not if you surrender yourself live, on national television,” the presenter said. “They wouldn’t dare let anything happen to you then, especially if your attorney was present.”




  “Why are you offering to help me?” Rebecca asked.




  “Well, besides having the story of the year, I could interview you on the way. What do you say?




  At least my way you’re guaranteed to get to give yourself up alive!”




  “Right then, that’s what we’ll do. I’m Rebecca, that’s Scott, Adam and Jay.”




  




  




  




  “I’m Sara, that’s Doug my cameraman and driver.” They all shook hands and Rebecca and Jay embraced. Scott turned and shook Adam’s hand.




  “I’m going with Rebecca,” he said. “You two have more of a chance on your own.”




  Adam nodded. Scott was right, and at least he’d be safe with Sara and Doug. “You take care, Scott. I’ll be seeing you and that’s a promise.” He walked away while Scott and Jay said their goodbyes, climbing instead into the pilot’s seat.




  There were tears in Jay’s eyes as she returned and climbed into the seat beside him. He started the rotors and with a final wave towards the van, they took off, flying towards the setting sun.




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Eight




  




  




  In shocked silence, the members of the Senate viewed the film showing the demolition of the convoy that had surrounded the Williams’ Ranch. Sitting amongst them was a rather bemused Roger Thompson. He’d been driven from the airport straight to the White House to be warmly greeted by the new acting Vice President, Frederick Dawes.




  “Mister Prime Minister, it’s good to see you, and please disregard the President’s wild accusations. Everyone here knows that they’re untrue, but we needed to get you over here urgently. We’re under the greatest threat to democracy that we’ve ever had to face. We think the President is mentally unstable.”




  “I fail to see how—”




  “Please, bear with me. We’re going straight to the House of Representatives. Congressmen from all over the country are waiting for us there.”




  Roger told him about Rebecca Carlyle’s telephone call. “If she is right and, although I’ve only met her once, I trust her judgment. Henry Matheson’s not mentally unstable – he’s become insane!”




  “That, Senators and Prime Minister, is what we’re up against, a weapon that could destroy the very fabric of our country!” Holding up his hand, the Vice President silenced the urgent babble of conversation that had broken out. “Now, you’ve all heard the rumours. The allegations that have been made against the President. It’s my duty to inform you that not only are the allegations true, but Henry Matheson has suspended Congress and ordered a State of Emergency. He’s sealed himself in the War Room of the Pentagon with the Chiefs of Staff and issued orders for our arrest – all of us!”




  Pandemonium broke out and Roger thought that the Vice President had lost control. Roger was about to try and make himself heard above the noise when the sound of shots broke out as the doors of the building burst open. Silence fell as they all turned towards the armed troops who swarmed into the room, their weapons aimed in their direction.




  “You men will remove yourselves from this chamber immediately!” Frederick Dawes’ voice cut through the silence like a knife, and the Marines hesitated. “Congress has suspended the President pending—”




  “Forget it, Dawes, our orders come direct from the President himself.” A man wearing the uniform of a three star General strode towards them. “My orders are to place you all under arrest and I will shoot the first man who refuses to obey me!”




  “You’re insane! You can’t arrest the whole of Congress!”




  “I can and I have. You will be kept here under armed guard until the current crisis is resolved. You may use the facilities within the building but anyone trying to leave will be shot. Gentlemen, I have a jammer in place to prevent you calling out on your mobile phones, and the land lines have already been disconnected.”




  “This is an outrage, General!” A large Southern Congressman sprang to his feet, but sat down again when one of the marines stepped forward and pointed his rifle at him.




  “I’m Roger Thompson, the British Prime Minister, and I wish to return to the British Embassy.”




  The General smiled, showing white, even teeth. “Now ain’t that just tough titty?” he said. “Now listen up, if you gentlemen behave I will have food sent in to you. If not, well then I guess you’re all going to lose a little weight.” He turned on his heel and walked out. The marines backed up, their weapons held at the ready as they followed him.




  The doors slammed shut and silence filled the hall. Roger wondered if they were all thinking the same thing. America, the most heavily armed nuclear power in the world, was in the grip of a mad man.




  




  * * * *




  




  “There she is,” Russell said triumphantly, as a red dot appeared briefly on the screen. “Butler’s Landing! I knew they’d come down somewhere around there!”




  “You’re sure it’s her?” The Major from the Special Services asked.




  “Yes, the bug in her shoe transmits for just one two second burst an hour. They’re holed up in an old tin mine down by the river here.” He pointed to a spot on the map. “Is your plane ready?”




  




  




  




  “Yes, sir, and the men are just waiting for you to give the orders.”




  “Alright, but remember I want the male alive. Use the dart guns and nets.”




  “Understood, sir. My men know their jobs. They’re two hundred of the best combat troops in the army. We’ll be all over them before they know what’s hit them.”




  “Don’t underestimate them, Major. They’re as fast and as strong as mountain lions. They will destroy any metal you go in with so the weapons you have been given are all metal free. Remember your best defence from being attacked is to grab the woman as a hostage and remember, keep the nets between you and him.”




  Russell hoped the Major and his men were as good as they were supposed to be, but it didn’t really matter anymore. He and Henry had already decided, along with the Generals, to ensure that they got hold of the weapon intact they were going to drop a nuke on the freaks. Not on them exactly, it would be an airburst, which, even if it didn’t kill them, would blind them almost instantly. An airburst minimised radioactive contamination. There were a few hundred Indians on the nearby reservation who would also be wiped out, but so what? The weapon would not be damaged. Immediately afterwards, troops wearing protective clothing would go in and recover it. Yes, in twenty-four hours it would all be over.




  




  * * * *




  




  They heard about the State of Emergency and saw the troop-laden wagons long before they reached Washington.




  Doug, a taciturn, rugged man, in his early forties, she thought, pulled into the parking lot of a diner. “I think that we’d best get something to eat and then decide what we’re going to do.” he said. Rebecca had been wondering about that herself. If Congress was suspended and the rumours that its members had all been arrested were true, then it was pointless giving herself up. The diner was crowded but they managed to find a table and gave their order to a harassed looking waitress. By the counter some men dressed in hunting gear were arguing loudly.




  “I still say that it’s something to do with that alien attack at Greensburgh!” A thin man of about sixty and wearing a baseball cap said, punctuating his speech by jabbing the air with his finger.




  “Aw heck, Marvin, don’t start in on that crap again!” A younger man, with salt and pepper hair, complained. “There ain’t no aliens, I reckon some fool terrorists have got themselves hold of a bomb.”




  “Terrorists always have bombs!” A huge fat man said. “We know that!”




  “No, not an ordinary bomb, Mike!” The younger man said. “A nuke! I reckon that some terrorists have got themselves hold of a nuke!”




  “Excuse me, but didn’t you see the TV broadcast? Adam’s TV Broadcast?” Sara asked, and the men turned to stare at her.




  “We ain’t got us no TV,” the waitress said, putting down the plates of food onto the table.




  “Some low-down drunk threw a beer bottle through the screen last night and we ain’t got it repaired yet.”




  “Who’s Adam and what’s he got to do with what’s going on?” Marvin asked belligerently.




  “Hey is that your TV truck outside? Are you a TV star or something?” the man with the greying hair asked excitedly.




  “I’m Sara Collins, from Bitterfoot News. Look, we’ve got a tape of the broadcast on the van and a couple of monitors. I’m sure that if a couple of you will give Doug here a hand, he’ll rig it up so you can see it for yourselves.”




  “Thank you, ma’am, we’d surely appreciate that,” Mike the fat man said. “Tom and I will give him a hand. I’d sure as hell like to know just what’s going on!”




  Rebecca helped Sara and the waitress remove the broken television from its shelf to make room for the monitor and video recorder that Doug and the men were removing from the truck. It took about fifteen minutes to set the equipment up before Doug pressed the button on the recorder and started the tape.




  Rebecca counted forty-three people, excluding their own group, who stood open-mouthed watching Adam’s broadcast and as it ended, the silence remained unbroken for several seconds.




  




  




  “I always thought that Henry Matheson looked a sneaky son of a bitch!” Mike said, slamming a meaty fist down on the counter hard enough to make the cups rattle. “Experimenting on kids, Jesus! I mean how low can you get?”




  “You don’t believe this horse shit, Mike?” Marvin asked incredulously. “Anyone can see that it’s a put on! He turned to Sara, grinning. “You’ve been having us on, haven’t you?”




  “No.” Sara spoke quietly and to Rebecca it was the simple sincerity in her voice that stopped all further argument. “Rebecca is a British Police officer sent by her Prime Minister to take care of Adam, who came over here to look for another survivor from the experiments, Jay. She was raised in England by her grandparents, and it was Scott’s parents, and Jay’s best friend, Mary, who Russell Downey and his men murdered. Everything that Adam said in that broadcast is the truth!”




  Rebecca looked at the clock on the diner wall. “It’s coming up to one. Can we put the aerial in that monitor to hear the news?”




  The newscaster sounded grim as he announced that the House of Representatives was surrounded by armed troops and the Congressmen were being held prisoners, along with the British Prime Minister.




  “This is a grave day for democracy!” he said.




  “We’ve got to do something!” Mike said. “I say let’s round up all the men with guns and—”




  “No, Mike, you’d only get them and yourself killed,” Scott spoke for the first time and straightened to his full height. “What we need to do is find a place big enough to use for an HQ, and get messages to everyone to meet there. We need as many people as we can get, supplies of food, cooks and hand held communications. We need to be prepared in case we’re attacked.”




  “There’s Fort Jacob about three miles West of here,” the man with the grey sprinkled hair said.




  “It’s been abandoned for about fifteen years because it was too far off the tourist trails. It ain’t up to much, but it’s big and could be put right!”




  “Right, that’s where we’ll go!” Scott turned and smiled at her and Rebecca felt almost elated to see the fire back in his eyes. “I’m going to miss having you around,” he said. “Doug, Sarah, thanks for what you’ve done. I—”




  “I’m coming with you!” Sara said. “This could be the story of the year! Doug?”




  “Count me in. I reckon a man’s gotta stand up for what he believes in.”




  “I’ll come along, too, if you don’t mind?” Rebecca said. “It’s my fight too!”




  Scott nodded. “What we’re going to do is build an army – a new army to defend the democracy of our country. We’ll build it town by town, state by state until we have so many people that we can demand a return to democracy and declare war on Matheson and his men!”




  Rebecca felt a hand on her arm. It was Doug and he cleared his throat nervously before speaking. “I’m really pleased you decided to come along,” he said. “Perhaps we could have a coffee later?” He blushed and let his hand fall away as he turned away from her. Rebecca caught his wrist, stopping him. “Thanks, Doug. I’d really like that.”




  He looked at her in surprise and then smiled. “You would, really? Oh, that’s great. I mean, well, okay then! That’s a date.” He hurried off to help load the van, still wearing a big grin on his face, and Rebecca found herself smiling, too.




  




  




  




  




  
Chapter Twenty-Nine




  




  




  Janine lowered her rifle, lit another cigarette, rolled onto her back and stared up at the almost cloudless sky. Below her she could see the men, tiny now that she wasn’t looking at them through the rifle’s telescopic sights. They had been trailing her for almost thirty hours now, ever since she’d left the motel where she’d killed Blake. She was exhausted and knew that the chase was almost over, because once they realised where she was they would summon a helicopter to drop some men above and behind her.




  But they hadn’t found the jeep yet and, until they did, they couldn’t be certain that she’d abandoned it to climb up into the hills. Inhaling a lung full of smoke, she blew it out through her nose, savouring the smell and the taste of it. Something moved beside her and she almost screamed but the man raised a finger to his lips and shook his head.




  “If you wait here long enough, they’re sure as hell going to find you.” He spoke quietly and she thought she saw amusement in eyes that were shaded by a Stetson. He was a Native American and appeared to be in his seventies. Silver-grey hair hung past his shoulders and the neck of his beaded waistcoat. His smile was broad beneath his beak of a nose. He squatted down by her and peered over the rocks at the men down below them.




  “I moved your jeep and brushed over the tracks,” he said. “They’ll have trouble finding it, but if I were them I’d get some men up here to look around anyway.”




  “Well, if you know a way out of here perhaps you ought to show me instead of telling me something I’d already worked out for myself. Who are you anyway, Sitting Bull?”




  He threw back his head at that and laughed. It was a deep, melodious sound. Then he rose back to his feet. “The name’s Silver Fox, or Daniel McQuentin to a paleface squaw like you, but Dan will do just fine. I suggest that you follow me and don’t leave that cigarette end around for them to find.”




  He waited until she’d stood and picked up her rifle before turning and heading towards some trees a few hundred yards higher up. She was surprised at how fast he moved with apparently little or no effort and, by the time they’d reached the pines, she was breathing heavily.




  “Not much further and then it’s all downhill.” He led the way through the trees, growing so close together that at times they had to detour slightly in order to continue their progress.




  “Why are you helping me?” Janine asked. The question had been worrying her. How did he know who and where she was? Could she trust him or was he leading her into a trap?




  “Adam sent me,” he replied, bending to avoid a branch. “He asked me to help you and that poor girl Mary, but I arrived too late to help her, and you were already taking off in the jeep.”




  “Hold it!” Janine aimed her rifle at the old man’s head. “I don’t know any Adam!”




  The old man shrugged. “He knows about you and Mary, and he told me to tell you that he and Jay and the others were together now. I’m supposed to take you to Jay’s cousin, Scott.”




  “You’ve met Jay?” Janine lowered her rifle.




  “No, and I haven’t exactly met Adam, either. I had a vision. Shaman have them all the time. It was Jay who just popped into my head as clear to me as you are. She showed me things—wonderful things—and introduced me to Adam. He’s the most powerful Shaman that I’ve ever heard of.”




  Janine nodded. This was no crazier than anything else that had been happening around her lately. Even she had changed. She had all the money she’d ever need—millions—and it meant nothing. For almost thirty years she’d done anything she had to in order to make money, and at the end of it she had nothing that mattered now that Stephanie had been returned to her real mother. Russell, her lover, the man that she’d loved with every fibre of her being, had tried to have her killed. All she had left was a burning desire for revenge, and a desire to end it all.




  Dan reached out and laid his hand gently on her arm and it was as though she’d received a minor electric shock. She could feel a tingling sensation all over her body as she stared into his dark brown eyes.




  At last he released her and nodded sadly. “Perhaps your trail is littered with so much evil that you believe your spirit can only be set free in death, yet death is not the only way to make atonement. You seek a revenge that must surely destroy you. Yet beyond the darkness within you burns a light, a flickering flame that would lead you to freedom.” He sighed and looked suddenly frail and she thought she heard a tremor in his voice. “We’d best get moving. They’ll be coming for you soon.”




  




  




  He led her further into the trees until he stopped at the lip of a shallow gully about three feet wide and two feet deep, half filled with pine needles.




  “This is our way out of here!” he said. Stepping into it, he lay down on his stomach, his head pointing uphill.




  “I thought you said we were going downhill?” Janine said, lying down below him.




  “We are, but we go backwards, feet first, and kick your feet every few seconds.”




  “Why?”




  “It’ll give the snakes time to get out of our way and it’ll be better if one strikes your boot than your face.” Dan chuckled slightly. “Go on now, move out. We want to get as far down as we can before it rains.”




  “Rains? There aren’t even any clouds.” She looked up and, to her surprise, the previously clear blue sky was full of dark, angry clouds. “Where did they come from?”




  “Beats me, but we’re in for a storm—and a big one—so let’s move it. Don’t forget to drum your feet!”




  “You’re sure you don’t want to lead the way? Dan?”




  “Hey, it’s always been women and children first. Don’t you know anything about us Indians?




  Now, move your ass and let’s get out of here!” His chuckle made her smile and, drumming her feet a few times, Janine wriggled feet first down the narrow channel, but her rifle which was slung over her shoulder kept slipping and, after a few minutes, she stopped.




  “I’m going to have to ditch my rifle,” she hissed.




  “No, pass it up to me. I’ll carry it!” he said. She slid it up into his waiting hand and when he’d taken it, she drummed her feet again and continued travelling. Every few feet she stopped to beat the toes of her boots against the ground before starting down again. It smelt of pine and rich earth. Once or twice she cursed silently as a spider tickled its way across her neck or face. She hated spiders!




  They’d been wriggling along for about twenty minutes when she felt the ground beneath her feet and behind her fall away sharply. Carefully she inched backwards, feeling with her feet, finding the ground and realising that she was on the lip of a steep incline.




  “Hold it!” Dan hissed urgently and she was about to tell him that it was alright when she heard the unmistakable sound of a helicopter above her. She peered up but could see nothing through the canopy of branches above her, however the machine seemed to be hovering overhead. They’ve found us, she thought!




  “Okay, they’re going away,” Dan said, and she realised the noise was slowly moving to her left. Drumming her feet, she eased herself over the lip and into the incline. She saw Dan following her. The going was much easier now the slope had deepened and then something wet hit the back of her head. Looking up, she saw not an angry looking sky but rain so dense that it blocked out the sky. Rain that lashed her with such force that it hurt and she quickly lowered her face, covering her head with her arms. She heard a faint rumble in the ground. What was—?




  “On your back! Now!” Dan yelled, a loud crack of lightning almost drowning out his words. She rolled onto her back, crossing her arms over her face and was instantly deluged by the awesome power of the storm. Janine was about to ask whether they ought to abandon the ditch, when a wall of water hit her.




  It was like being sandbagged with an ice bag except that she was completely enveloped by the raging torrent that swept her down the channel, buffeting and bruising her body against its sides. She coughed and spluttered as she fought to expel the water that tasted of iron from her mouth, while at the same time trying to draw a breath.




  Then she shot out of the gully and plunged down towards the river that was about forty-feet below her. Something solid jarred her feet but gave way and her momentum carried her down to the very bottom of the lake. She clawed and kicked. Her lungs were about to explode. She had to breathe!




  Then her head broke the surface. Janine sucked in air before being dragged beneath the surface again. Down, down and now her legs and arms seemed to be as heavy as lead. She was just too tired to fight anymore.




  




  * * * *




  




  




  




  




  There was a strained silence in the command centre and Henry wondered for about the thousandth time whether he’d overplayed his hand. The grim-faced military, FBI and CIA heads were aware of the huge risk they had taken. If project ‘Eden’ was successful and they captured either Adam, the girl, or the weapon, they would be untouchable. They could claim their action was taken for the sake of National Security. But if they failed…no, they couldn’t afford to fail. Failure was unthinkable!




  “This is Golden Eagle to Command, we are approaching Eden. Will be laying eggs in three minutes. Over!” The voice over the radio jerked everyone out of their reverie and Russell nodded to him before switching on his microphone.




  “Command to Golden Eagle, the storm should give you cover. Good hunting and good luck. Out!” Russell flicked off the switch and turned.




  Henry sensed the man’s energy as he pointed to the wall-mounted clock. “It’s fourteen-ten hours, so all the men should be in position by fourteen-forty-five and ready to move. The whole operation should be over by sixteen-thirty hours. If we do not receive confirmation that the operation has been a success by seventeen-hundred hours, then we launch Sunburst.”




  “But some of the men—”




  “They knew the risk when they volunteered, General,” Henry lied sharply. “We can’t afford to risk the weapon falling into the wrong hands, or the man Adam running amok and destroying everything within range. You’ve seen what the weapon can do!”




  Everyone in the room nodded and Henry relaxed a little. All he needed now was a little of his usual luck and, within a few hours, he would have in his possession the most powerful weapon on earth. Within days, he would have duplicates and larger ones with a much greater range. No country on Earth would be able to stand against him. Missiles and aircraft could be made to disintegrate in mid-air, radar stations could be destroyed. The possibilities were endless. President of the U.S.A?




  Forget it, that was small beer now. He would become the President of the World!




  




  * * * *




  




  “They’re coming!” Adam said.




  “Is it finished?”




  He nodded. “Yes, it was finished hours ago. I’ve been adding a few modifications. How’s the computer?”




  Jay shrugged. “It should work but I haven’t been able to try it out yet.” She was still suspicious of her new know-how—still didn’t trust it completely—unlike Adam who seemed to have every faith in his abilities.




  As though reading her thoughts, he took her in his arms and she could see the love in his eyes. She felt the desire to make love to him again building inside her. She ran a hand over his flat stomach and then moved it lower. He gasped as she closed her fingers around him. She rubbed him urgently through the material of his trousers.




  The storm finally broke and rain lashed their naked bodies as they writhed on the grass, their bodies demanding the release that only their mating could bring. She felt the approach of her orgasm and sank her teeth into his shoulder as his back arched. Jay felt him shoot inside her as the waves of her own orgasm burst upon her like a flood.




  “I love you, Jay,” he whispered as they clung to each other. “I love you and I’ll never let you go!”




  “Love you too, Adam,” she said, relishing the feel of his heart beating against hers. “How long have we got?”




  “They’ll want to surround us first and block off the lake before moving in. I think we’ve got about half an hour. We’ll put our clothes into the bags, there’s no point in getting dressed.”




  Jay nodded and rose to her feet, looking at him. “Will we ever be able to stop running, Adam?”




  “If we fight and show the world what we can do, fear will turn people against us.”




  “But we can’t run forever, Adam! If we hadn’t found that transmitter—”




  “Why do you think that Matheson arrested the members of Congress and sealed himself in the war room of the Pentagon?”




  “To try and get the weapon. That’s what this latest operation is all about?”




  




  




  “Supposing you had all the weapons at his disposal and you wanted to make sure that whatever happened you could still get your hands on the oxygenating gun. How would you do it?”




  Jay paled. Adam had to be wrong. No one could be that ruthless. “But—but there are innocent people living around here! He wouldn’t do that, not use a nuclear bomb. My God, Adam! You think that’s what he’s planning, don’t you?”




  “An airburst, minimum residual radiation, troops could move in within hours. Of course, everyone on the nucleus would be vaporised or killed by instant radiation, but the weapon is steel and it should survive.”




  Jay knew he was right and a sob burst from her throat. “Why don’t we just give him the damned gun? We can’t let that happen—we can’t!”




  He took her by the shoulders and raised her chin until her eyes were looking into his.




  “Do you think that it would end then, Jay? No, he’d never rest until he had us in his power, making him bigger and better weapons.”




  He was right, of course. She knew that and then she understood. “You knew what he was planning when you asked me to work on modifying the laptop. You knew it all the time!”




  He smiled sadly. “Yes, I know how Downey and Matheson think. It’s their kind of twisted logic. Now we have to penetrate the war room of the Pentagon itself and destroy their evil once and for all.”




  Jay knew the words that he’d left unsaid—they could be killed but there was no other choice.




  “Well, I suppose we’d better get on with it,” she said.




  She led the way into the trees, away from the lake and towards the troops who would be creeping towards them. Her trainer with its hidden transmitter was strapped to one of the rotor blades of the abandoned helicopter. They had been travelling for about fifteen minutes when Adam’s hand closed over hers, and squeezed it gently. He looked at her for a few seconds and then, releasing her hand, he pointed ahead. Jay heard the faint rustle of pine needles coming from the direction in which she and Adam were heading.




  “Now!” he whispered.




  Jay gasped as Adam pressed himself against a tree and simply faded from sight. She’d never seen how it looked when you became. Choosing a suitable tree, she hid the bag containing her clothes and the computer. Pressing her back against the rough bark, she too became. The rustling became louder and she realised that her enhanced hearing was matched by her sense of smell. She could smell the sweet scent of after-shave, chewing gum and the stale stink of tobacco. The men, all wearing camouflage suits, passed within inches and on either side of them. One of them actually brushed her arm, but they carried on towards the lake, completely unaware that she and Adam were only inches away. Jay un-became and picked up her bag. She froze as the blade of a knife was pressed against her throat and a hand clamped around her mouth.




  “Make a sound and you’re dead,” a voice hissed. “Just do what you’re told, right?”




  “Yes!” She was unable to nod because of the knife.




  “Where’s your boyfriend?”




  “Behind you!”




  The man spun her around and stood behind her, using her as a shield. He laughed. “Nice try,” he said, and squealed in pain as Jay grabbed the hand holding the knife and squeezed. Turning and still holding his wrist, she hurled him against a tree and an arm that seemed to be made out of bark clamped around his neck.




  Adam’s skin returned to its normal colour and he released the soldier’s body, which fell into a crumpled heap on the ground. Picking up his bag, Adam nodded and they dressed before continuing on their way.




  Adam loped across the bridge towards the telephone wires that were strung across the road and Jay followed, concentrating on extracting the computer from her bag. When they reached the tree to which the wires were fixed, they started to climb and Adam extended his hand to help pull her up the last few feet.




  Clamping the computer terminals to the telephone wires, Jay started to type.




  




  * * * *




  




  




  




  




  The troops advanced on the helicopter and one of the men pointed to the solitary trainer that had been tied to one of the rotors. “It looks as though we’ve been suckered!” he said. There was a high-pitched hum from somewhere down by the lake and they advanced towards it, their weapons at the ready. In front of them a shape rose from the ground it looked like some kind of gigantic moth. Two wings made of parachute silk and metal tubes, each wing at least fifteen feet long, smoothly rose into place. The body was a metal and Perspex cylinder about seven foot long, with a diameter of three and a half feet that slowly and gracefully pivoted on billowing wings towards them, until they were staring at a circle of flashing neon lights.




  The lights started to spin, drawing all eyes to the centre of the spiral. Mission Accomplished – Weapon Recovered – Targets Destroyed!




  The message flashed on and off, followed by another subliminal message. Neither of which was registered by the mesmerised troops, but both messages were absorbed and accepted by their subconscious minds. After fifteen minutes the lights stopped and the machine’s wings seemed to flex, while the cylinder returned to its vertical position. Silently, the machine lifted off the ground, rising silently above the lake before skimming swiftly above the trees, in the direction taken by Adam and Jay.




  The Major blinked and took a step forward, removing the weapon from the tree. It looked like a cordless drill, but he’d seen what damage it could do. He secured it safely in his backpack and then, straightening, checked his watch. It was fifteen-thirty hours. They’d have over an hour to reach the radio a mile away. They’d succeeded! It was a pity they’d had to kill the man and woman and sink their weighted bodies into the lake. It was the ceramic bullets that had got them, and he could still see their bloody corpses in his mind.




  




  




  




  
Chapter Thirty




  




  




  Rebecca ran her hand through the fine hairs on Doug’s chest and he smiled down at her from where he lay next to her, propping his head up with his hand.




  “This is crazy,” she said, looking into his eyes. “I mean, aren’t we getting a little old for this love at first sight thing?”




  “Yes, I reckon we are, but it happened and I’m not going to start complaining. Not when I’m lying next to the most beautiful and sexy woman I’ve ever met.”




  “Well, at least your eyesight isn’t failing,” she laughed and he grinned, pulling her closer. Scott came in. “Sorry,” he said, discreetly averting his eyes as Rebecca covered herself up. “But we’ve got a couple of visitors and the man says that Adam sent them.”




  Outside, she saw some of the other’s talking to a tall, ancient looking Native American. He had shoulder length silver hair and seemed to smile a lot. Beside him was a woman who looked familiar, and she had a dazed, lost look in her eyes.




  As the man turned towards Rebecca and Doug she saw the serenity in his eyes.




  “Rebecca, Doug, this is Dan McQuentin and Laura Green,” Scott said. That’s the woman who saved Mary and Jay! Rebecca smiled and moved towards her, holding out her hand. But Laura looked blankly at her and took a step back, as though afraid. Dan put one arm around her protectively.




  “It’s okay, Laura,” he said gently. Turning his head, he smiled apologetically at Rebecca.




  “Laura’s got amnesia. We got swept into the river and she was underwater for about three or four minutes before I managed to find her and get some air into her lungs. She seems alright apart from that.”




  Brain damage, Rebecca thought. Her brain was starved of oxygen for too long.




  “Adam asked Dan to help Laura and bring her here,” Scott said. “Apparently Dan here’s a Shaman.”




  “Are Adam and Jay alright?” Rebecca asked, still trying to remember where she’d seen Laura Green before.




  “I don’t rightly know for certain, but with his powers, I would think so. Ah yes, he asked me to tell you that it was almost over and that he’s going to—”




  “What the hell is that?” Someone cried out in alarm and, turning, Rebecca saw something hovering about a hundred feet above them. Some of the men were pointing their shotguns and rifles at it and then they saw the lights and the message.




  Put the coffee on down there, Rebecca. We’re thirsty!




  “Hold your fire,” she yelled. “Scott! It’s Adam and Jay!”




  As the men lowered their rifles, the object that seemed to have wings actually flapping, sank gently down and she could see Jay and Adam inside the cylindrical body. Part of the cylinder swung open and Jay stepped out first. She ran over to Rebecca and Scott, who was standing with an idiot grin on his face. Adam waved and was obscured from view as Jay threw herself into first her arms and then into Scott’s, who hoisted her off her feet and swung her around.




  “I’ve missed you, Jay!” Scott laughed, lowering her down to the ground. “You’ll never know how much I’ve missed you!”




  Jay hugged him. “I’ve missed you, too, you big hunk. Hey, isn’t that Sara over there?”




  Sara walked over to them and Rebecca thought she was acting a little strange until Scott’s arm encircled Sara’s waist and then she understood. Scott and Sara were apparently an item now, but she’d been too wrapped up in Doug to notice.




  “Did you know?” Rebecca asked Doug, who was looking at Sara with a half smile on his face.




  “I know she had a thing for Scott when they were in college, but she was a freshman and he never paid her any mind. Looks as though he’s making up for it now though.” He grinned.




  “Rebecca.” Adam took her hands in his and kissed her lightly on the cheek. He’s a man! she realised. He’s aged by at least fifteen years.




  “Adam.” She smiled and half-turned to Doug. “You remember Doug, Adam?”




  “Yes,” he said and shook Doug’s hand. “You’ll make her very happy, Doug.”




  




  




  




  Doug gave a how the hell did he know about us? look. She shrugged and grinned at the same time.




  Adam walked over to the old man and they embraced. Dan said something that only Adam was meant to hear, and he nodded. Jay was holding Laura’s hands and talking to her gently and then, removing her hands, she replaced them on either side of the woman’s head. Rebecca saw Laura start as a blue pulsating light flowed out of Jay’s fingers. The light covered Laura’s head like a living helmet before fading away. Laura looked around her and then started to sob, and Jay pulled her into her arms. Eventually, Laura’s sobs stopped and Jay kissed her on the forehead, in what seemed to Rebecca to be an act of absolution.




  Laura walked over to Scott. “I think I ought to tell you what happened to Mary at the Deer Lodge Motel.” She told the story quietly and after she’d finished, she told them who she really was and everything that had happened at The Devil’s Footprint in Britain. Rebecca wondered why Adam didn’t revile Janine for being the evil murderous bitch she was. All of the others except for Jay and the old man were staring at the woman in revulsion.




  “Janine, why have you told us this?” Adam’s voice cut through the air like a lash.




  “I don’t really know,” Janine sounded tired. “Perhaps it’s because I can’t bear to live with myself. Somehow, my conscience has finally caught up with me. I’ve been running away from it for a long, long time.” She shrugged. “You’ll just have to do whatever it is you want to do with me. I just don’t care anymore.”




  “We should string the bitch up, or shoot her,” one of the men said, and there were angry murmurs of agreement.




  “She risked her life to save me and Mary.” Jay stepped forward and Rebecca’s breath caught in her throat as she saw the girl’s ethereal beauty for the first time. “Just as you were prepared to give your life for Mary who I loved like a sister, so will I give my life for you. Let those of you who would kill Laura—yes this woman is Laura, because Janine died in the very instant that Laura fought to save a girl she didn’t even know. Let those of you who would kill her, first kill me.”




  “And me!” Adam said, stepping forward.




  “Me too!” Dan McQuentin joined them, smiling benevolently.




  Rebecca looked at them and felt profoundly moved as she saw the love in his proud old eyes when they met hers.




  One by one, the men lowered their weapons and Scott walked forward, hugging Laura to him.




  “Thanks for what you tried to do for my friend,” he said.




  It was as though someone had waved a magic wand, Rebecca thought. All thoughts of punishing the woman were gone. Now everyone wanted to party and have a look at Adam and Jay’s flying machine.




  It was about an hour later when Adam called everyone together. “I must leave now. Scott, you look after Jay for me, and yes I know that you want to come with…” He broke off and looked around him. Then he was running—running towards the flying machine that was rising swiftly off the ground and out of reach.




  “No!” he cried No!”




  Rebecca looked at the message that Jay was flashing to them.




  I’m sorry, my love, but now it’s my turn!




  The lights went off and the machine swept out of sight. Rebecca knew that now any of them could do was wait.




  




  * * * *




  




  “Very well done indeed, Major. No, I think under the circumstances a field promotion’s called for. Don’t you agree, gentlemen?” Henry beamed expansively at everyone in the room and, one by one, the Generals and security Chiefs nodded. “Yes, I think that perhaps Colonel would be more appropriate.”




  Russell was unable to bring himself to look away from the weapon now gripped in Henry’s hand. They’d won! No one would be able to stand in their way now. He stood and summoned one of the Generals over to him.




  “It’s time,” he said. “Start the executions now.”




  




  




  The General nodded, for Russell had already briefed him. Once they had the weapon, the prisoners, including the acting Vice President and together with the Congressmen, were to be executed, live on television. The cameras were already in place on the roof of the building where the captives were now being held. Henry would personally supervise their deaths and then Russell would demonstrate to the World the awesome power of the new weapon.




  Convoys of tanks and trucks had been lined up, surrounding the building, and after they had been destroyed then so, too, would an air force jet. It would be destroyed in mid-air. The angry roar from the crowds below them surprised Russell when they emerged from the bunker, and he realised the mob was on the brink of starting a riot. The Vice President, congressmen and the British Prime Minister had been lined up against the wall and two machine guns had been set up to mow them down.




  Then Henry yelled out in surprise and pointed up to a woman who was standing astride a cylinder, lazily circling above them on billowing white, silken wings. In one hand, she held a tube that was pointing down towards them. Immediately, the machine guns and all the other metal the tube swept over disintegrated.




  Russell knew then. It was the freak and she’d built another weapon. “Shoot her down, Henry!”




  he yelled urgently. “Use the weapon and shoot her down!”




  Henry pointed the weapon at the flying machine and pulled the trigger. For a brief microsecond he seemed to glow with a white light that was so bright Russell could actually see Henry’s skeleton. Then the weapon clattered to the ground and Henry was gone.




  The freaks had booby-trapped the weapon and left it to be found, Russell realized. They’d tricked him.




  Down below in the streets, hand-to-hand fighting between the crowds and the troops had broken out. Russell bared his teeth in rage, drew his laminated plastic knife and leapt towards the helpless prisoners. A shadow passed over him and then the woman was standing between him and the Vice President. He feinted with the knife and lashed out at her stomach with his boot. The boot connected and she doubled over. With a cry of triumph, he slashed the blade across her exposed throat. Clamping her hands to the gaping wound, she sank to her knees, blood pumping from between her fingers. Standing over her, Russell raised the knife but his wrist was seized in a vice like grip.




  “You fucking bastard!” Roger Thompson, the British Prime Minister, snarled and Russell saw the frayed nylon rope still around the man’s wrist. A ham-sized fist grazed the side of Russell’s head, and he’d just managed to jerk away from it in time. Russell’s other hand found the big man’s neck and he dug his thumb into the artery. The grip on his knife hand faltered and Russell wrenched it free, plunging the knife into the man’s heart. He collapsed at once.




  Russell calmly pulled the knife free and walked up to the Vice President. “Are you ready to die?”




  Defiantly, the Vice President stared back at him. Chuckling, Russell pulled the man’s head back, exposing his throat.




  “Russell!” a woman’s voice came from behind him and he released the Vice President, turning to face Janine. Janine, wearing a blood saturated dress with an angry red mark across her throat. The face changed to Henry’s and then to the freak’s and she walked towards him, her eyes glowing with an inner light.




  He charged towards her and she extended her arms, fingers up and palms towards him. Although she was still several feet away, he was hurled backwards to crash against the wall. He screamed as he felt his rib-cage snap. He fell to the ground, crippled. Screaming in terror this time, he saw her coming towards him again.




  His scrabbling hand closed around something smooth and he saw the booby-trapped weapon in his hand. His finger closed around the trigger and with a final yell of defiance he squeezed.




  




  




  




  




  Epilogue




  




  




  Roger Thompson was buried with full military honours at a funeral attended by leaders from almost every nation on Earth.




  Rebecca, one arm held comfortingly by Doug, watched the television as Scott Williams laid a wreath by the grave. The President of the United States of America spoke with emotion, about the great courage of the man who gave his life in an attempt to save his and the other prisoners. He also spoke about the weapon that had been developed by Matheson and Downey. The weapon had been destroyed along with its plans so that it could never be duplicated and used to threaten civilisation again. He spoke of his regret that the Generals who’d supported Matheson had apparently committed suicide rather than be tried for treason, and were now all dead.




  “It was,” he said, “a tragedy.”




  Rebecca switched off the TV and walked over to the flap of the Wigwam. Jay, her stomach heavily distended by her pregnancy, was walking with one arm around Laura’s shoulders and they were giggling. Adam and Dan were talking to a new arrival over by the fire. Originally, there had been three Wigwams by the lake, but now there were fifteen.




  The new arrivals came from all over the country, many of them children but all of them having one thing in common. They were different. Some boasted an unusually high level of intelligence. Others were psychic or healers and some were called sensitives, whatever that meant. No one had told them where or who Adam and Jay were. But still they came, and all of them took extraordinary precautions to ensure they were never followed. They would stay for a week or a month and use Adam’s untraceable communicator to ring their friends or parents to say that they were taking a brief vacation. Then they would leave whenever they felt that the time was right. Rebecca sighed. It was too good to last. Too many people were aware of the truth about Adam, Jay and their capabilities. Yes, one day they would come for them, but until then, she had Doug. Jay and Adam had each other. Yes, she thought, patting her own slight bulge that was her and Doug’s baby, until then, life was pretty damned good.
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