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For anyone who blames themselves for the


terrible things that happened to them in the


past, this book is for you.


It


wasn’t


your


fault.










TRIGGER WARNING


Possible spoilers!


Warning – This book contains scenes dealing with the following topics: explicit scenes of violence and murder, blood, homophobia, domestic violence (mentioned), depression, suicide attempt (mentioned), self-harm (scars), harassment, past sexual abuse, past toxic relationship, toxic family member, trauma, addictive behaviour (nicotine), past drug addiction, explicit erotic scenes


Take good care of yourself while reading!











[image: ]





1


FREDERICK MITCHELL


Two weeks after the fall of the Dark Mage.


One day can change everything. I am aware of this fact in the morning when I get up, when I drink my coffee, when I drive to work, when I come home in the evening and when I go to bed at night. I keep reminding myself of this fact so that I’m not too surprised if it turns out to be true. It doesn’t always take much for something life-changing to happen to you; sometimes it only needs one day.


As I sit in my little shop throughout each day, watching the customers walk in and out, I often wonder if they have just received some life-changing news and are trying to embrace this new chapter in their lives by buying something from my little shop. Or maybe they are buying something to enable them to be the life-changing fact themselves – I can’t always say for sure.


I don’t know the stories behind my customers’ lives, but it still gives me great pleasure to watch them browse through old records or books to try and find any hidden treasures. They seem completely lost in their own world, almost as if they’ve forgotten they’re only in a small antique shop in the centre of London.


The best moment for me is when my customers find something that makes their heart beat a little faster and their eyes start to light up. Part of me always wants to ask straight away why they chose that particular item, but another part of me doesn’t really want to know, to keep the stories I’ve invented about that person alive in my mind.


I’m watching a young woman, with a carelessly tied-up plait and dark circles under her eyes, as she browses through costume jewellery that dates back to the 1950s. I imagine that her partner has left her after years of being together, and after months of mourning the relationship, she has decided to create her own empire to get back at all those who have wronged her.


I watch her for a while, but then slowly let my gaze drift toward the wall clock, which tells me that it’s only an hour until closing time.


I promised my wife, Romina, that I would come home straight after work today to help her cook and I know better than to turn up late for no good reason.


As there are hardly any customers in the shop at the moment, I go to the backroom to quickly pack up my things, ready to leave on time. Today has been relaxed and calm, and I don’t want to ruin the mood by breaking my promise and leaving Romina to do all the cooking. The other reason I don’t want to leave her to do everything by herself is that I really enjoy helping my wife as much as I can.


Humming happily to myself, I put the lunch box in my leather bag together with a book I started reading during my lunch break.


Once everything is stowed away, I fasten the two silvery metal buckles on the front of my bag and put it down next to my coat so that I don’t forget it later.


I go back to the front of the shop and see my trainee advising the young woman, who was previously perusing by the costume jewellery, about antique crockery.


I am very glad that I hired Iris. She is a great help in the shop and very nice and friendly when dealing with customers.


I plop down on a chair by my little desk and look at a photo next to the old, dusty computer monitor. It’s an old photo that we took several years ago in Italy when we visited Romina’s parents over the summer. It shows my wife with her big sunglasses and even bigger sun hat; me trying, and failing, not to look like a tourist in my floral shirt; Auggie proudly showing his gap teeth to the camera; and Nic with his crooked grin and Iron Maiden shirt, which he wore every day back then.


Nic.


I try to remember the last time I heard from him. I blamed Nic’s radio silence on the fact that he was probably fully deployed at the ministry. If what I’ve been told is true, Nic was personally involved in the fall of the Dark Mage. But that was two weeks ago, and he still hasn’t contacted us.


I sigh out loud. The boy really doesn’t make it easy for us.


“Mr Mitchell?” Iris’s soft voice wakes me from my thoughts.


“Huh?”


“It’s still half an hour until closing time and I wanted to ask you if it would be okay if I left now. It’s my mum’s birthday today and I’d like to surprise her.”


“Of course!” I reply, somewhat overenthusiastically, tapping my thighs with my hands as I do so. “You can go now, Iris. You were here much earlier today anyway, and there are hardly any customers left in the shop. Give your mum my best wishes for her birthday.” I smile broadly at her.


“Thank you, Mr Mitchell,” she replies, beaming with joy.


She takes her things and leaves the shop, such a sweet Simplex girl.


The next half hour passes quite quickly. Two customers have bought something and I’m just handing a man roughly my age his shopping bag full of Beatles records, when I glance at the clock and realise that I’m about to finish work.


Satisfied, I start to tidy everything in the shop away and lock it up safely before taking my coat and bag and leaving.


As I step outside, the cold October air immediately strikes my face and I try to wrap my scarf even tighter around my neck so that I don’t freeze to death. I’ve spent my whole life in London, but I still haven’t got used to the weather. And I probably never will.


It’s only a short walk home from my shop, but I decide to make a quick detour to the MNC, the Magulta News Corner. It’s just the back of an old building. The latest news and updates from Evergreen are posted on the wall, and there’s even a stand displaying the Magictalk newspaper. The idea is that the Magulta who don’t live in Evergreen will always know what’s going on there and stay up to date. The Simplex can’t see anything hanging on this wall.


As I walk, I bury my hands as deep as I can in the pockets of my coat; unfortunately I left my gloves at home this morning.


The last time I was at the MNC was several weeks ago and I would like to know what the fall of the Dark Mage means for Evergreen now.


Fortunately, Evergreen’s landscape is exactly as it was before the Dark Mage, but the fact that it has come this far is very frightening.


In my opinion, the ministry should have done something about this threat much earlier instead of waiting until the curse had almost destroyed us all.


When I arrive at the MNC, I quickly grab a newspaper and stuff it into my bag. I will read it at home in peace.


I’m about to turn around and leave when something hanging on the brick wall catches my eye.


There are posters.


One of them is a large photo of the face of a mass murderer who terrorised Evergreen for many years and is responsible for the deaths of many people. I still cannot understand how someone who looks little more than a boy could become such a massive threat.


Above the photo it says WANTED in big letters and the thought of him being on the loose again makes my stomach turn.


I realise that it’s only a matter of time before he starts killing again and then we’ll find ourselves in quite the same situation as a few years ago.


But what scares me even more is that there’s not just one wanted poster on the wall this time, but several more next to it.


One day can change everything and destroy all your convictions in one fell swoop. From one second to the next, it can give you such a violent blow to the pit of your stomach that you can barely breathe, and you feel like you’re going to throw up.


I know this for sure because that’s exactly what’s happening to me at this very moment. I’ve often thought that if I could accept the fact that anything can change at any time, it won’t be so scary when it actually does happen. But I’ve just been proven wrong and now I know that my theory is rubbish.


I can feel my stomach churning, my pulse quickening and a knot forming in my throat.


It doesn’t feel true, and I just want to go back and pretend I wasn’t here, that I don’t know what I just saw, but… I can’t do that anymore.


Here I am, standing in the cold October night, shivering – but not because of the cold – as I stare at the wanted posters with my eyes wide open. It’s not Blackburn’s face that’s sending a shiver down my spine now.


No.


It’s my own son’s face staring back at me from one of these posters. Underneath it says:


Nicola Palermo. Wanted murderer and traitor.


“Oh, Nic,” I murmur quietly, unable to take my eyes off his face.


One day can change everything.
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PART ONE


Five months later
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NIC


After a long, cool and gloomy winter, the first rays of sunshine finally find their way through the dull cloud cover. I raise my eyes and turn my face toward the sun. The warmth that floods my whole body feels really good. I keep my eyes firmly closed and concentrate solely on the warming sensation on my skin.


I love it when spring is on its way and this dreary cold and darkness finally comes to an end. The first buds are already starting to sprout, and nature is finally getting its colour back. It feels as if the world is starting to breathe again and with it all its inhabitants.


I’m so engrossed in this long-awaited sensation that I completely forget about my cigarette, which is slowly burning down. It’s only when I feel the hot embers on my fingers and the pain they cause that I suddenly open my eyes again.


“Agh, fuck,” I curse, dropping the cigarette on the floor as a reflex and shaking my hand hard. I put my finger in my mouth and wait for the pain to stop.


Panicked, I look quickly to the left and right to see if anyone has noticed what just happened. Thankfully, the other visitors to the park don’t pay any attention to me and haven’t noticed anything. They are all completely immersed in their own worlds, walking along the path, relaxed and enjoying the first warm weather in months, making the most of it while it lasts.


Feeling relieved, I lean back against the park bench and cross my legs.


I turn my gaze to the large meadow that lies directly in front of me. In the distance, I can see dogs playing together, picnic blankets spread out, children laughing, adults beaming with joy and teenagers gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes.


Right in front of me in the grass, Stellula is excitedly chasing after an insect, trying to catch it. It’s amusing to watch her as she runs in fast circles and constantly changes direction. Every now and then she gives a brief squeak or is distracted by a distant noise.


While I watch the ferret, I play with a loose thread from my jeans. There is already a large tear in one knee, and if I don’t want to completely ruin my trousers, I really have to stop pulling at the threads.


I resist the urge to destroy my trousers some more by clasping my hands together and resting them in my lap before raising my eyes again.


Stellula is now sitting quietly on the grass, panting heavily. I’m not entirely sure if she caught the insect or if she gave up and is looking for something new. While I’m trying to work out what Stellula’s next move might be, I hear the old park bench creak as someone sits down next to me.


“You okay?” Benji asks me, resting his head on my shoulder.


I sigh and drop my head too, letting it rest on his.


“Mhm. I thought you were out with the others looking for something to eat.”


Benji snorts briefly. “Yes. No. I was going to, but then Finlay and Ava started arguing about which café in the neighbourhood was the best. I think they’ve now got to the point where they’re making PowerPoint presentations to support their arguments, so I decided to let them go alone and stay here with you.”


I giggle softly and exhale audibly.


“Yeah, I get what you mean,” I mumble.


“The friendship between Ava and Finlay is truly special,” Benji realises thoughtfully.


“Mhm, but it’s bloody creepy. Ava is the female version of Finlay and that really scares me sometimes,” I say in dismay, furrowing my brow.


Benji lifts his head and looks at me. The sun shines through his brown curls, making them look almost like caramel. The bright light makes him squint to get a better look at my face. I know it secretly bothers him, but he doesn’t want to take his eyes off me. That’s fine by me though, because when the sun shines on his face, I can more clearly see the many freckles that cover his whole body, as they stand out even more against his light skin. I still can’t get enough of him and regularly keep falling under his spell.


After we freed Benji from prison and got to know Ava in the little hut, we travelled from Evergreen to Colchester, where Ava’s great-uncle had left her a house. The five of us have been living there ever since, hiding from the Ministry of Evergreen while continuing to develop our plan to stop Experiment 2.4.


Benji and I have grown even closer over the past few months, partly because we moved into a house together straight away. Back then, Benji and I decided to take things slow and get to know each other properly before throwing ourselves head over heels into a relationship.


What can I say? I’m a pretty impatient person and barely two months later, at Christmas – so romantic! – I officially asked Benji if he wanted to be my boyfriend, to which he immediately said yes very enthusiastically, as if he’d been waiting for me to ask him for years. The night ended with pretty little sleep for both of us and since then my affection for Benji has been increasing with every passing day.


“What do you think? Who would win the PowerPoint presentation about the best café? Finlay or Ava?” Benji asks me, chewing his lip in thought.


I look straight ahead and slightly bite my lower lip before briefly narrowing my eyes.


“Finlay. Definitely Finlay. I once listened to him arguing with a police officer, explaining that it is not a crime to steal items from your ex-partner’s home after a break-up in order to compensate yourself for the shitty relationship.”


“Finlay did what? No! He didn’t do that,” Benji gasps dramatically. His eyes widen and his mouth drops open.


“Mhm. I really thought we were in pretty deep shit, but no. Finlay even gave the police officer a high five at the end.”


“The rotten bastard!”


“Tell me about it,” I laugh.


Benji frowns thoughtfully for a moment before shrugging his shoulders and leaning toward me to press a gentle kiss on my cheek. Then he rests his head on my shoulder again.


I lean my head against his and we simply enjoy the silence together. Every now and then you can hear a bird chirping or a child shouting something, but there are no loud noises to disturb us. I can feel Benji’s steady breathing on my shoulder and his hand resting on my thigh.


It could be like this every day. A warm spring day and my boyfriend leaning against me, enjoying the peace and quiet with me.
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I can’t tell how much time has passed since Benji leaned on my shoulder, but Finlay’s loud voice pierces the air and jolts me out of my daydream.


“Because you know very well that I’m right!”


I blink a few times and look toward Finlay. Benji straightens up again, his hair is quite dishevelled and hangs down across his eyes.


Finlay and Ava approach us. Finlay is holding a brown bag and is involved in a lively discussion with Ava, who just looks at him, bored.


“You’re not right and you know it,” Ava says, waving her hand wildly.


The two stop in front of us and glare at us impatiently.


“Okay, Nic, Benji, what do you say? Which is better, the-”


“Finlay, please don’t,” I interrupt him, whereupon he looks at me a little offended and narrows his eyes. “We’ll stay out of your discussion about which café is the best,” I add.


Finlay and Ava look at me dumbfounded for a moment, almost as if they can’t believe what I’ve just said, before shrugging their shoulders and squeezing onto the park bench next to us.


“Damn, finally. I thought I was going to starve because it took you two so long to get something to eat,” Benji mumbles impatiently as Finlay hands him something from the bag.


Finlay and Ava have bought a variety of sandwiches, which we devour greedily. We all sit on the bench in silence, huddled close together, chewing our sandwiches. From the outside, we probably look like a group of schoolchildren competing for a spot on the playground bench so they don’t have to eat their snacks sitting on the ground.


It’s clear that we’re not the only ones who are hungry, because Stellula also comes prancing up to our bench. She carries a small insect in her mouth, which she has evidently caught. She presents it to us proudly before looking for a place to sit and eating it with relish.


“Wow, your ferret is just as much of a killer as you are,” Ava says with her mouth full in Benji’s direction. He just grins mischievously at her.


“But Stellula only kills to eat. I kill because I’m addicted to revenge and I really detest certain people,” he answers before taking another bite of his sandwich.


“Cheers to that,” murmurs Finlay, raising his energy drink can. Benji raises his as well and clinks it against Finlay’s before both of them chuckle. I would never have thought that Finlay and Benji would develop such a close friendship, but fate has once again taught me otherwise. I’m very happy, though, that they get on so well. My boyfriend and my best friend are an inseparable duo. What more could I ask for?


“Hey, you two. Stop treating me like a third wheel,” I say playfully offended and cross my arms.


Finlay gets up, panting, pushes Benji out of the way, who protests loudly, and sits down next to me. He throws his arms around me and presses an excessive amount of kisses on my cheek. Laughing, I try to free myself from his constraints.


“Don’t worry, my dearest Nicola. Benji is great, but he’ll always be just a fling.” Finlay puts his hand over his heart and looks at me with his big, dark eyes. “But you. You’ll always be the love of my life. No one can ever break our bromance.”


Benji starts to laugh out loud, and I look at Finlay with wide eyes and pouty lips.


“Will I always be your first choice?”


“Always, bro.”


“You two are complete idiots,” Ava interjects.


“Come on, Ava! Now you’ve ruined the moment,” Finlay hisses in her direction. I start laughing out loud and grab Finlay to headbutt him before letting him go.


We finish our sandwiches in silence, watching the sun slowly disappear below the horizon.


“Guys, we should head back. Maybe Aurelia is home by now and can give us some news,” Ava says to us.


We agree and start clearing away our rubbish.


Benji whistles for Stellula, who quickly comes running up to him and eagerly climbs onto his shoulder. We make our way back home.


It doesn’t take a minute for Finlay and Ava to pick up their discussion from before and continue arguing.


Benji and I walk a little behind the two of them, our fingers intertwined.


“Do you think Aurelia was able to get some information?” Benji asks me.


“I really hope so,” I reply.


Aurelia left yesterday to gather the latest information from the ministry. Apparently, she has a contact in Evergreen who can help us and provide us with the latest news directly from the ministry.


Since our dramatic departure back then, Rhegius has withdrawn from public life, and I’m not sure whether I like it or not. He is usually very present and an important public figure, but for whatever reason, he has withdrawn… But why? My gut feeling is that it’s related to Experiment 2.4, and that Rhegius and Lightstone are working even harder now that they know Benji is on the run again and has gained several accomplices. Rhegius knows Finlay, Aurelia and me and our abilities very well. He knows what we’re capable of and something inside me tells me that this could be our undoing. But hopefully Aurelia can give us more information later today. Then we can continue to fine-tune our master plan.


“Nic, where are your thoughts again?” Benji suddenly asks me.


“What? I wasn’t thinking about anything,” I reply quickly.


“Nic.” Benji has raised his eyebrows and is looking at me with his stop talking bullshit look.


“I was just thinking about Aurelia, the new information and Rhegius,” I say.


“Nic-”


“I know, I know. I shouldn’t worry too much about it, but it’s not so easy to distract yourself and think about something else when you know how far you still have to go to reach your destination,” I mumble in frustration.


Benji grins mischievously at me.


“Don’t worry, I’ll change your mind when we’re back home,” he whispers seductively.


I grin back and squeeze his hand a little tighter.


“I’m rooting for that,” I reply playfully.


Benji giggles and we continue walking together behind Ava and Finlay. Their conversation has become so loud that the other visitors to the park are starting to turn to look at them.


Benji and I fall back a few more steps so that it’s not obvious that we’re with these two idiots.


The walk back to the house is relaxed, because although it’s such a beautiful day, there’s not too much going on in the streets.
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When we get back home, Aurelia is already waiting for us in the living room. She has a drink in her hand and smiles broadly at us as we enter the room.


“Hey, look who’s back! How was it?” Finlay asks.


“Fine. But sit down so I can tell you all about it.”
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AURELIA


I feel like I’m under intense scrutiny as four pairs of eyes turn toward me, impatiently waiting for me to tell them everything I’ve managed to find out. This must be what it feels like to be the main character in a story.


I sneaked back to Evergreen to get the latest information about the ministry and, in particular, about Rhegius and Light-stone, which I managed to do – thank God.


“Aurelia, stop torturing us and tell us how it went. Who was able to get you the information?” Ava asks me as she nervously drums her fingers on the dining table. The others also seem visibly impatient and are waiting spellbound for me to finally tell them.


I take a quick look at Nic.


“Holly helped me,” I reply to Ava’s question, but she can’t make much sense of my information and seems even more confused than before.


Nic, on the other hand, raises his eyebrows in surprise and looks at me, puzzled.


“Wasn’t she kicked out because she helped us in the end?” he asks sceptically.


“I thought so too, but apparently Holly wasn’t suspected of helping us at all,” I explain. “In fact, the opposite has happened. She was recently promoted for her outstanding work in favour of the ministry at her workplace and she now works as Lightstone’s assistant. As a result, she has been assigned an office in the ministry, putting her right at the centre of everything.”


“Wow,” I hear Finlay murmur in amazement. “They’re all even more stupid than they look.”


“Are you surprised?” Benji asks him with raised eyebrows and a rather unimpressed look on his face. Finlay just shrugs his shoulders. “To be honest, I would have expected more from Rhegius.”


I wait for a moment until the two of them have finished talking before I continue with my information.


“Holly was able to tell me that things aren’t going very well at the ministry at the moment. News has now spread that three former guards have switched sides and that Benji is on the loose again. This has made everyone quite nervous and has also affected the residents of Evergreen. The good news is that there is an up-to-date file of what is happening in the ministry, particularly with regard to Experiment 2.4. However, the bad news is that this file is safely tucked away in the ministry and Holly has no way of accessing it without exposing herself.“


I take a few deep breaths and look at each of the others in turn, as they try to process what I have just said.


“In plain language, does that mean we have to somehow get this file from the ministry in order to continue working on our plan?” Benji asks, frowning. I nod my head gently.


“And how are we supposed to do that?” asks Nic, somewhat agitated. “It’s not as if we can just walk into the ministry and take the file away with us just like that.” His voice is rather irritated and his posture is visibly tense.


“I told Holly that too, but she had a pretty good idea.”


They all immediately turn their gaze to me and open their eyes wide as they wait for me to continue.


“The Blossom Festival in Evergreen, which officially marks the arrival of spring, will be held in a few weeks. Rhegius is due to give a speech there, and, since there are a few madmen after him at the moment, the festival will be heavily guarded. This gives us a chance to break into the ministry and get the file.”


After my words, there is silence in the small country cottage-like living room. Everyone thinks about the new information and considers what the best plan might be. But nobody says a word. You could hear a pin drop.


Benji is the first to break the silence by jumping down from the dining table he had been sitting on cross-legged and leaving the living room without saying anything. He buries his hands deep in his trouser pockets.


It’s not long before Nic and Finlay do the same and leave the room too. Now only Ava is left in the living room, looking at me with a gentle expression.


Sighing, I lean against the chest of drawers behind me. I don’t really understand how Rhegius has managed to expand Experiment 2.4 in such a short space of time. It’s horrible enough as it is and has already cost the lives of so many innocent people, and now there’s new information that may reveal yet more heinous intentions. Perhaps they have even managed to create the first super soldier.


The thought just makes me sick. Even though I know that Rhegius is doing the wrong thing and destroying innocent lives, I also know that he has far more soldiers at his disposal than we do, and he has the support of the entire Evergreen population. The people of Evergreen are totally unaware of their president’s underhanded dealings, so they all believe that we are the bad guys.


Ava seems to notice my bad mood, because she walks around the table and stops a few steps in front of me.


“Hey, is everything okay?” she asks me quietly. Her voice is completely soft and sounds like sweet music.


I exhale deeply and loudly.


“Yes. No. I don’t know,” I finally sigh and slump my shoulders in frustration.


I look at Ava. She waits patiently for me to continue talking. She doesn’t turn her bright eyes away from me and the small smile on her lip has a very calming effect on me.


“The whole situation is simply exasperating. Our goal is to stop Experiment 2.4, but it seems that Rhegius is making rapid progress. That’s exactly the opposite of what we need to achieve.” I cross my arms and stare at the ceiling.


“I understand that this is upsetting you,” Ava replies calmly. “But you have to be patient. Look at Benji and me. We’ve been working on this whole thing for ages. Unfortunately, it’s not something that’s going to happen overnight. It needs time. It might even take years. But then everything will turn out as it should. We are in a war, Aurelia. A war takes a long time and sometimes you win a battle and sometimes you lose one. But the only thing that matters is who wins the war in the end and that will be us. You’ll see.”


Ava stretches out her hand and strokes my upper arm. Her soft fingers tickle my skin. I give her a small smile.


“Thank you.”


“Hey, no big deal.”


Ava’s hand is still resting on my arm before she gives it a gentle squeeze and releases it.


“How about we grab the boys and do something fun today?” Ava asks me excitedly.


“Sounds good, but what?”


“Hm. We can still think about that. We’re in no hurry.” Ava gives me her biggest grin before pulling me by the arm and encouraging me to come with her. I let Ava lead me and we leave the living room to see where the others have gone.


We find them outside on the veranda, all engrossed in some activity. Benji is sitting on one of the veranda steps, reading a book about potions with his eyebrows knitted. Stellula is curled up next to him in the sun and Benji is absent-mindedly stroking her while his concentration is fully focussed on the pages in front of him.


Finlay and Nic are currently in a duel. Nic teaches Finlay a few good manoeuvres with the sword and Finlay immediately tries them out.


I sit down on the step next to Benji, close my eyes and let the last rays of sunshine warm my face.


I try to savour every moment of stillness to the full. Nowadays, life is so hectic and everyone is constantly on the move. There’s no time to rest and just take a deep breath. This makes it all the more important for me to savour these little moments, when I realise that the only thing that matters is the here and now.


“Come on, guys! Let’s not sit around being lazy,” Ava almost sings as she prances across the veranda.


“Who are you calling lazy?” Finlay shoots back sharply and looks at Ava in horror. In this moment of carelessness, Nic comes creeping up behind him and gives Finlay a rather nasty blow to the back of the head, which Finlay acknowledges with a loud yelp.


“Bloody hell, Nic! That hurt,” Finlay curses loudly and turns around to face his best friend. But Nic just shrugs his shoulders, unimpressed. “If you don’t pay attention to your opponent, it’s not my fault.”


“Well wait, you bloody idiot.”


Finlay drops everything he is holding and attacks Nic head-on. However, thanks to his ability, Nic quickly realises this and is able to skilfully dodge Finlay’s wrestling attack. But Finlay is quite stubborn and won’t give up. It doesn’t take long before one of them loses his balance, causing them both to fall to the ground. Much laughter and swearing ensues as Nic and Finlay continue to wrestle in the grass.


Benji casts a quick glance in their direction but then just shakes his head, smiles and rolls his eyes before turning his attention back to his book.


“Oh God, Finlay. Do you always have to take everything so literally? I’m just saying, we’re definitely not going to come up with a plan to get the file out of the ministry today, so why worry about it? Let’s just forget everything today and go out. Let’s enjoy the first warm spring evening,” says Ava, beaming with joy, her face lighting up so brightly that even the sun could get jealous.


“But shouldn’t we rather develop a plan to get the file from the ministry?” Nic asks somewhat sceptically, brushing his dark hair out of his face.


Ava just shrugs her shoulders and looks rather bored. “Honestly? It makes no difference whether we develop a plan today or tomorrow. So why not enjoy one evening?”


After a moment’s thought, Nic seems to be satisfied with this answer, because his facial expression immediately becomes more relaxed and he sticks his thumb up.


“Cool, I’ll go change into something else then. Something that doesn’t smell like dirty laundry,” I say, getting up from the step before frowning and pointing sternly at Nic and Finlay. “And you two go take a shower. You’re covered in dirt and look like two little kids who’ve been playing in the mud.”


With those words, I turn around and go back inside. Ava is right. There’s really no point in worrying about Experiment 2.4 now. I can feel myself relaxing straight away and I’m really looking forward to spending the evening with my best friends.
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BENJI


I bump into my bedroom door because I can’t take my eyes off my book and therefore don’t pay attention to where I’m going. Fortunately, I don’t hit my head, but I do hurt my foot quite badly.


As I sit on the bed, swearing quietly – after hobbling up to it, whining and clutching my foot with my hand – I wonder if it might not have been better if I had bumped my head instead… that certainly wouldn’t hurt so much.


“Fucking hell,” I curse quietly to myself, clenching my teeth.


Normally I swear like a sailor in situations like this and scare off anyone around me, but if I start shouting like a lunatic now, Ava is going to ask me if I’ve lost all my senses, which she wouldn’t be far wrong about… But that’s another matter.


“Are you all right?”


I look up. Nic has just stepped out of the bathroom and is drying his wet hair with a towel. His forehead is wrinkled and his mouth is slightly puckered. He looks a little worried.


“Yup. I just injured my foot.” I point to the door and gesticulate wildly with my hands, trying to explain what happened a few moments ago.


“Uh. That must have hurt,” Nic replies with a grimace and pitying eyes. I just give him a very enthusiastic nod.


Nic slowly comes closer and sits down next to me on the bed. He wipes his hair again before putting the towel away, then stretches his arms up over his head.


He’s wearing short black joggers and socks with little donuts on them. Now that I’ve known Nic for a while, I know for a fact that he only has socks with funny little symbols on them. Donuts, avocados, cats with moustaches... The good thing is that Nic and I can tell our socks apart –though his feet are about twice the size of mine, so his socks are much bigger than mine anyway.


Nic falls backward onto the bed and crosses his arms behind his head. With his legs hanging slightly off the edge of the bed, his body stretches out, making my mouth water and my eyes grow wide.


I drop down too and instantly move closer to Nic and cuddle up to his naked torso. I run my finger in small circles over his chest, which elicits a satisfied grumble from Nic’s throat, and every now and then I play with the pendant on his necklace, a small metal sword, and wrap it around my fingers.


At some point, Nic starts absentmindedly stroking my head with his fingers, then running them through my hair. I immediately press my head enthusiastically against his hand. A low grumble now comes from my throat as I press myself even closer to Nic. I love the feeling of someone playing with my hair. It really relaxes me and just feels good.


Nic, on the other hand, can’t stand it at all. He doesn’t mind if I gently stroke his hair when he cuddles up to me, but he doesn’t like it when anyone else touches his hair and is quite offended if they do.


“Do you have any idea where Ava wants to go?” Nic asks me. As he speaks, I can feel the vibration of his chest against my cheek.


“Not a clue,” I answer him, mumbling, and close my eyes.


“Ava is a real mystery sometimes, you know that?”


I laugh to myself. Of course I know that. After all, Ava is my best friend and I know her better than anyone and if there’s one thing Ava loves more than anything, it’s surprises.


When Ava plans something, you never know where it will take you. But she won’t let you see her cards, either. She’s very good at keeping secrets. I’ve come to the conclusion that the only thing you can do, when Ava is planning something, is to pray and hope that it’s something halfway normal.


“You’d better get used to it. Ava is a living mystery and you’ll never know what’s going on inside her head,” I reply.


Nic snorts once before taking his hand away from my hair and placing it on my waist again.


I turn my head toward Nic’s face and press a careful kiss to his cheek. It’s a bit scratchy because Nic has grown a three-day beard again.


Since I told him that he would definitely look good with a beard, Nic doesn’t shave too often anymore. He lets his beard grow a little every now and again, which I have to admit turned me on quite a bit the first time I saw it.


A satisfied grumble leaves Nic’s throat, to which I respond by pressing two more kisses to his cheek before burying my face in his neck.


“Do you think Rhegius is making progress with the experiment and becoming more powerful?” Nic asks me cautiously.


I think for a moment before answering him.


“Rhegius doesn’t worry me too much. He’s loud and thinks he’s powerful just because he’s president. But, in my opinion, he’s pretty pathetic. It’s Lightstone who concerns me.”


“Why?”


“She seems innocent, but she’s capable of anything. She would have murdered me back then, a few days before we first met, if I hadn’t done what she wanted.”


Nic lifts his head abruptly and looks at me in shock. “She would have done what?”


I just shrug my shoulders. “This woman is unpredictable as hell, and I may have threatened her when they put me away again, so I’m pretty sure I’m on her blacklist.”


Nic just rolls his eyes. “How the hell did you threaten her?” he asks, almost laughing.


I look away from Nic and across the room as I start to play with a ring on my finger and stare at my hands.


“Oh my God. Benji, what did you say to her?”


“Maybe… But only maybe, I threatened to murder her in cold blood and called her a lot of names,” I mumble quietly to myself.


“Benji!”


“What?! I was pretty pissed off and she made me look like an idiot.”


“Probably because you are one,” Nic mutters under his breath.


“Hey!” I gasp in horror. “How can you say something like that? You’re my boyfriend, you should be on my side.” I pull a face and look at Nic, offended.


Nic giggles and plants a gentle kiss on the tip of my nose.


“I am on your side, trust me, but you can be very impulsive and temperamental at times and you don’t mince your words.”


“You of all people say that? Aren’t Italians usually the temperamental ones?” I ask, raising my eyebrows and brushing a curl out of my face.


“Hey, take that back! Let’s not start with clichés now,” Nic laughs, before firmly grabbing me by the waist and turning us around to press me into the mattress with all his strength.


I try to resist but I can’t fight Nic’s strong grip. I giggle and Nic looks at me for a moment with those bright eyes before he lowers his head and presses his lips to mine. The kiss sends a shiver down my spine, prompting me to slowly move my hands up his back to the nape of his neck. I dig my nails into his hair, which elicits a low growl from Nic and causes him to press his body more firmly against mine, allowing me to feel how hard he is.


Nic’s hands move to my hips, his nails digging into the skin and making me groan softly. If Nic keeps clawing into my hip like this, I’m sure I’ll have bruises tomorrow.


I’m just about to run my hand down Nic’s back when there’s a knock at our door.


Grumbling, as well as swearing, Nic and I break off our intense kiss and glare at the door, taken aback.


“What is it?” Nic calls out, rather annoyed.


“Are you two having sex?” Finlay’s voice comes through the door.


“Yes, have been for hours! So get lost, you fucking cock-block!” Nic growls back, rolling his eyes. I start to laugh.


A moment later, Finlay bursts into our room, throwing the door open so loudly that I flinch. He looks back and forth between us in silence, staring at our puzzled faces.


“You’re not having sex at all,” Finlay realises in amazement and puts his hands on his hips.


“I’m more worried that you’ve just come in when you thought we were busy here.” Nic sounds a little upset and his eyes are quite wide.


Finlay just shrugs his shoulders. “Sometimes you just have to take a little risk. You’d better get dressed and postpone your rendezvous until later. Ava is already waiting for us.”


With these words, Finlay turns around and leaves the room without another word. He even closes the door behind him.


“I swear, I’ll kill Finlay one day,” Nic mutters, before turning back to me and snuggling up to me. I laugh briefly and stroke Nic’s back slowly.


“Maybe we really should get ready. It’s only a matter of time before he’s here again,” I tell Nic.


Nic just groans loudly before he turns away from me, whining, and gets up from the bed. He goes to the wardrobe and chooses something to wear.


Once Nic is dressed, we go down to the living room together, where the others are waiting for us, looking somewhat impatient.


I whistle for Stellula, who comes running out of the kitchen, squealing, and climbs onto my shoulder. We leave the house together and head outside, where it’s now colder as the sun is already starting to set.


“Ava, will you tell us where we’re going now?” Aurelia asks a little nervously.


Ava turns to us, beaming with joy. “Nope, you’ll see in a minute anyway.”


Even after all these years, I’m still impressed by how cheerful Ava always is. No matter what situation we find ourselves in, she doesn’t let it get her down.


Aurelia and Finlay walk up to Ava and start talking to her excitedly. Nic and I stroll behind them, our fingers intertwined and every now and then our jackets brush against each other. Sometimes Nic strokes my hand with his thumb or our rings jingle as they meet. I just concentrate on this feeling because the thought of Nic clears my head and I can shut my mind down a little.


We are on the road for about fifteen minutes before the first bright lights are shining at us and the music, murmuring and laughter of people gets louder and louder until it is almost impossible to talk at normal volume.


“Is this a funfair?” Finlay asks in surprise, stopping briefly to let his gaze wander over the many different colours that glow and flash wildly in the darkness.


“Bingo! Nothing takes your mind off things like sweets and rollercoasters,” Ava replies euphorically, waving her arms around wildly.


While Finlay and Aurelia take a moment to regain their composure, as they weren’t expecting Ava’s idea to be this, I just roll my eyes and slightly raise the right corner of my mouth. I’m not particularly surprised by Ava’s destination. She loves anything that’s busy and has lots to see and do. Meaning, all the places I tend to avoid.


There’s a lot going on at the funfair. There are screaming children running around everywhere, adults talking excitedly, lots of different smells wafting around and different music coming from every corner. However, everyone seems to be having a great time as they all have beaming faces and don’t seem to want to go home.


Ava suddenly stops abruptly and turns around to face us. With narrowed eyes, she points at me. “I’m warning you, I’m definitely not going on the ghost train with you today,” she hisses at me, raising her eyebrows threateningly.


I just raise my hands in surrender and put on my most innocent look. “Wouldn’t have assumed it either.”


Ava seems satisfied with the answer and turns forward again, only to move sharply toward a stand where you have to hit targets with darts. She challenges Finlay to a duel, who immediately accepts and moves to the starting position with Ava.


Aurelia stands a little way behind them and laughs at them as they try to hit the small targets.


Nic and I sit down on a bench a little way off and watch the colourful goings-on.


“Why doesn’t Ava want to ride the ghost train with you?” Nic asks me, smiling and looking amused.


“Well, I can be quite jumpy. I once accidentally punched Ava in the nose during a ghost train ride when I slapped my hand on the side as a reflex from fright. Then her nose bled and she hasn’t been on a ghost train with me since,” I tell Nic.


He tries to stifle his laughter and turns away from me a little so that I don’t notice, but it doesn’t really work. Offended, I punch his arm once.


“No! No! No! No way!” Ava swears loudly, which makes Nic and me look up. “I’m not going to let this sit, I want one more round!”


Finlay laughs but accepts Ava’s vengeance, threatening that she will lose this round too.


Aurelia turns to us for help, giving us a desperate look. Nic and I look at her with sympathy.


“Fancy a stroll? Then we’ll warm up again,” Nic suggests, having already put his hands in his jacket pockets to warm them up.


I nod, and Nic quickly goes to ask Aurelia if she would like to come with us, but she decides to stay and keep an eye on Finlay and Ava just in case they misbehave. We leave Stellula with her, though, so Aurelia has a companion too.


Nic comes back to me and together we walk slowly through the funfair and take a look at everything.


“It’s nice here,” I say to Nic as I admire the coloured lights on one of the rides.


“I really like it here too. All the lights and colours and the terrible music in the background,” Nic giggles and I grin at him.


“Yeah. But my favourite thing is that we don’t have to hide here. It’s all Simplex and nobody knows our names or that we’re actually dangerous murderers,” I say.


“Mhm. You’re right.”


We continue to walk in silence through the funfair, passing a group of teenagers excitedly sharing a cigarette. Apparently they are all still too young to buy their own and have scrounged one from somewhere.


Nic automatically reaches into his pocket and puts a cigarette between his teeth before searching for a lighter.


“Didn’t you want to cut down?” I ask, raising my eyebrows, as Nic lights the cigarette. He takes a deep drag before answering.


“I’ve wanted a lot of things in my life, but not everything can come true.”


I just roll my eyes and keep looking around. There’s a really high Ferris wheel right in the middle of the funfair which is lit up in all kinds of colours and lots of couples in love are happily lining up in front of it, staring into each other’s eyes.


“Benji?”


“Huh?”


“Do you think everything will ever go back to normal?”


I look at Nic questioningly. “What do you mean by normal?”


“That we can be back in Evergreen at some point without the entire ministry wanting to lock us away.”


I think about it for a moment, but I’m not really sure what I should say to Nic.


“Nothing can ever be like it was, anyway. If we want to win this war against the ministry, we have to bring it down, and with it Rhegius and everyone involved.”


I hear Nic sighing out loud, and I’m slightly frustrated that I can’t give him a more satisfying answer. But this is just the sober reality that he has to come to terms with, for better or worse. I often wish things were different too, but it’s dangerous to wish for things because they often remain nothing more than wishes with no chance of being fulfilled.


I grab his hand and squeeze it tight as I try to cheer him up again.


“We don’t need the old, conventional world to be able to lead normal lives again. We are creating a new world with a new normality, and we will be free to live there.”


Nic looks at me and you can see a mixture of hope and despair in his eyes. “How can you stay so optimistic in times like these?” he asks me, laughing hesitantly.


“I’m not optimistic. I have no idea how it will all end, and I don’t want to sugar-coat it. Maybe we will all die in this war and our names will be forgotten and our stories never told. Maybe it will all be in vain. Despite this, I know what I believe in, and I will do whatever it takes to achieve my goal. No matter what it costs.”


I look up into Nic’s face, who is frowning and obviously thinking about my words before he presses a kiss to my temple. “What would I do without you?” he murmurs softly, giving my hand a squeeze.


I smile wryly at him. “You’d be lost without me,” I reply.


Nic laughs softly now too. “I guess you’re right,” he says, before taking my face in his hands to press a kiss to my lips. His lips are soft and taste of nicotine. I could kiss them all evening. They make me addicted.


When we break our kiss, we see the teenagers, who were hovering around the cigarette, only a few steps away from us. They all look at us with wide eyes and seem to have completely forgotten about the cigarette.


“Got a problem?” Nic hisses at them and throws in a few Italian terms that I can’t even guess what they might mean.


Shocked, the teenagers open and close their mouths a few times, but say nothing. Instead, they quickly walk away from us, glancing back at us a few more times over their shoulders.


“Impossible creatures,” Nic grumbles, shoving his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket.


“Don’t you like teenagers?” I ask Nic, amused.


“It all depends. If they leave me alone, I have no problem with them. But if they stare at me in horror when I kiss my boyfriend, it does bother me a bit.”


“Oh, Nic,” I reply.


I have a more relaxed view of the whole thing. Maybe because I don’t care much about what others think. But maybe it’s also because I’m just used to it. I’ve always been different from the others – even before my career as a serial killer. I’ve never made it easy for people to look at my cards. I prefer to keep my hand hidden and not let others know whether I’m bluffing. I used to tell myself that I was just shy.


I now know that if you grow up in a family where arguments and domestic violence are part of everyday life, you start to build a wall around yourself. This is purely a form of self-protection. It protects you from any emotional pain your family might cause you.


What an irony, considering how the story almost ended for me.


Even after I came out, I only reinforced the walls around me. I was never ashamed of who I am, even though society thought I should be. But it still felt like there was just no place for someone like me.


That’s exactly how I felt in school back then. I can still remember the looks on people’s faces and the hurtful things that were shouted at me. Despite the professors repeatedly reprimanding these classmates, nothing ever really changed. I learnt to ignore it because that was best for me. Besides, I thought it couldn’t get any worse.


I was proved wrong some time later, when my dad decided to pick me up from Everford after class one day. He had beaten up both my mum and me pretty badly the previous night and wanted to make sure I didn’t tell anyone.


A boy from school who I was secretly seeing at the time wanted to say goodbye, so he kissed me. He didn’t notice that our classmates were standing a short distance behind us. I kissed him back because I didn’t see my father.


As it happened, a couple of guys from our class saw us and started shouting homophobic slurs. My father then looked up and saw me kissing the other boy. I realised what was happening and pushed him away immediately, but by then it was already too late.


My father and I didn’t say a single word to each other. Not one word the whole way home. I can still feel the fear I had at that moment. I can still feel it in my bones.


Once we were home and the front door was slammed shut behind us, he came up to me and hit me so hard on the cheek that I could taste blood in my mouth. He started shouting, demanding to know why I had kissed the boy, and calling me names. He continued to beat me. I didn’t have a chance to fight back or say anything; maybe I just didn’t want to. Maybe I hoped that he would finally kill me, and everything would stop.


At some point, I lost consciousness. The first things I saw when I opened my eyes again were my mum’s red, swollen eyes and the new bruises on her face.


I quickly realised that I was in hospital. Mum gently stroked my battered face and kissed my forehead over and over again, apologising the whole time. I still don’t know what for. She hadn’t done anything wrong.


That day changed everything between my father and me and I kept out of his sight as best I could.


When I was allowed back to Everford, things were even worse than I had expected. The strangest rumours were spreading about why I had been away for so long. One lie was worse than the next. Within a few days, I had become the school freak.


The situation at home and at school continued to get worse until, one night when my parents were out, I wrote a letter of apology to my mum. Shortly afterward, I was lying on the bathroom floor, bleeding as I waited to die.


I don’t know what happened after I lost consciousness.


But what I do know is that I’m still here. Eight years later, holding the hand of my boyfriend, who snarled at a couple of teenagers a few moments ago; and the funny thing is, there’s nowhere I’d rather be right now.


“Doesn’t it bother you when they stare at you like that?” Nic asks me and puts another cigarette in his mouth.


After a few seconds, I just shake my head.


“As frustrating as it sounds, once you have come out, you eventually get used to people staring at you as if you were an exotic animal in a zoo.”


Nic knits his eyebrows and presses his lips into a line. “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”


I laugh before standing on my tiptoes and pressing a kiss to Nic’s cheek.


“You’d better get used to it, I’m a living tragedy,” I whisper. Nic just snorts in my ear in response.


“How about it? Shall we continue walking?” I ask him.


Nic takes my hand in his and together we stroll through the funfair again.


We pass a lot of good-smelling stalls and I can feel my mouth watering.


“Everything here reminds me so much of home,” Nic murmurs, lost in thought, and I need a moment to focus my attention on him.


“London?” I ask after a few seconds of silence.


“Italy.”


I look at Nic in question.


“In Italy, we often had small funfairs that were set up in car parks right by the sea. You could also ride the Ferris wheel, eat all sorts of things and go for night walks on the beach,” Nic sighs loudly. “Sometimes I miss Italy. We used to spend every holiday down at my grandparents’ house. But since I fell out with my parents, I haven’t gone on any more holidays as I’ve pretty much lost contact with them. It’s been many years since I was last in Italy.”


I gently stroke the back of Nic’s hand with my thumb. “What’s stopping you from going there? You’re not a guard anymore, so you don’t have any responsibilities. Why not go to Italy for a weekend?”


Nic’s lips form a thin line again as he looks into the distance.


“Maybe one day,” he mumbles to himself.


We fall back into silence and walk side by side. A few times we have to dodge some drunken youths who are no longer able to follow a straight line and would otherwise crash into us.


As we reach the end of the stalls, I can feel Nic’s grip tightening. I don’t think much of it and ignore it, but when I feel Nic’s body tense up quite a bit too, I start to worry.


“Nic, what’s wrong?” I ask, getting a bit anxious.


Nic speeds up a little and pulls me along with him.


“Stay calm, but I can sense that someone is following us,” he replies bluntly in one breath.


“Who?”


“I don’t know, don’t turn around though, let’s see where we can hide instead.”


Nic and I leave the funfair and walk through the park. But there are more people than we expected, we are not the only ones who had the idea of ending the evening with a leisurely stroll. We quickly push our way through the dense crowd and look around for somewhere to hide or shake off our pursuer.


Although Nic has told me to pretend nothing is wrong, I turn around every five seconds as I’m quite curious to find out who is following us.


Nic just rolls his eyes. “Why am I even telling you anything at all?” He mumbles more to himself than to me.


“Nic.”


“What?”


“He’s getting closer.”


Nic turns around, too, and also sees that the guy is moving toward us step by step. He’s wearing a dark hooded cloak, which makes it impossible to recognise his face.


“Fuck, what are we doing?” Nic hisses.


I start grinning from ear to ear and look at Nic. “Time for a new plan,” I reply and without saying another word, I just start running.


I run past all the people and shout a lot of apologies as I bump into what feels like every second person.


A quick glance over my shoulder makes me realise that Nic has accepted my plan and is running right behind me.


I can feel people passing by staring at us, probably wondering what we’ve been smoking to make us run through the park laughing like crazy.


I slow down a little and take Nic’s hand before making a sharp right turn, almost losing my balance in the process.


“Do you have any idea where we’re going?” Nic shouts at me.


“Nope,” I reply.


We simply run along the park’s paths, taking turns as and when we please and trying to shake off our pursuer. But he is quite persistent and close on our heels.


“Nic!” I shout.


Nic looks at me and I point to the front, where various stalls are set up along the path and traders are trying to sell all kinds of goods, yelling at the top of their voices. There are quite a few people milling around and Nic and I run straight toward them to disappear into the crowd.


I have to slow down as we reach the stalls, otherwise I would probably have simply crashed into various pedestrians. Nic and I push our way through the hustle and bustle and try to take as many turns as possible to shake off our pursuer.


Suddenly Nic takes my hand and pulls me sharply to the left. There’s an empty stand there. He pulls me behind it and we squat down on the ground together and look carefully to see if we can spot the person following us, but I wouldn’t even know if I could recognise him if he was standing right in front of me.


Nic taps me on the arm and I look at him. He points into the crowd and now I see him too.


The pursuer.


He takes off his hood and my breath catches for a moment.


There he is. A middle-aged man with greasy, dark hair combed back with too much hair gel, and a scar on his cheek, standing in the middle of the crowd, looking around, searching.


“That’s Joseph Hunt,” I whisper.


“Who?” Nic asks, confused.


“Joseph Hunt. He is another co-founder of Experiment 2.4. He worked a lot with my father back then.”


“Fuck,” Nic mumbles. “What are we supposed to do?”


I think hard until I get an insane idea.


“We have to kill him,” I whisper, my voice cold.


“I beg your pardon?”


“Hunt will tell Rhegius that he saw us here. That means Rhegius will send guards to Colchester to look for us. Which won’t be good for us. But apart from that, Hunt could be our ticket into the ministry.”


Nic’s eyes widen. “Benji, what are you thinking?”


“Doesn’t every guard have a kind of universal key for the ministry?”


Nic understands what I’m trying to say. “All those of higher rank, yes.”


“Exactly, and Hunt is pretty highly regarded in Experiment 2.4, so he’s bound to have something to get into the ministry.”


“You’re a genius,” Nic whispers.


“I know,” I reply.


“But how are we supposed to lure him away from the Simplex?” Nic asks.


“Leave it to me,” I reply.


The next moment I jump up and make my way into the dense crowd.


NIC


“Benji, what-” But before I can finish the sentence, Benji has already jumped up and out from behind the abandoned market stall.


“Hey, Joseph, are you looking for me?” he shouts in his direction. Hunt immediately turns toward Benji and glares at him with dark eyes, angry and vengeful.


Wow. If Benji carries on like this, he’ll be killed before he has the chance to do anything else… When I think about it, it’s a real mystery to me that he’s still alive at all.


“Blackburn,” Hunt grumbles in a deep, smoky voice.


But instead of answering him, Benji just walks away. Hunt follows Benji immediately and I cautiously emerge from my hiding place and follow Hunt. He must have forgotten that I exist because his eyes are fixed on Benji and he stays close on his heels. Benji leads him away from the stalls and enters the unlit, pitch-dark, deserted park… My theory that Benji wants to be murdered is confirmed some more.


Far enough away from the Simplex, Benji stops and turns to face Hunt who stops a few steps away from him.


“What do you want, Hunt?” Benji hisses at him.


But Hunt just laughs out loud. “Me? I don’t want anything. But Rhegius does. He wants to see you dead on the ground.”


Benji looks at him with an icy cold stare. “I thought you might be able to tell me something new.”


“He made it clear to me that you should realise what is still to come, and that your certain demise, and that of your friends, is getting closer with each passing day.”


“And why can’t he come and tell us himself?” I hiss.


Hunt turns around, his face devoid of any emotion, and looks me up and down. I cross my arms over my chest and shrug.


“Rhegius should stop hiding behind his desk and announce what he has to say himself and not keep sending his henchmen.” My voice sounds just as cold as Hunt’s did before.


Hunt continues to look at me, smiling grimly through his three-day beard. “Rhegius was right about you, too. You are indeed very dynamic and someone who speaks their mind.”


“But that’s the only thing that people seem to know about me,” I reply, maintaining a solid stare.


“Whatever. I’m just here to tell you that you won’t stand a chance. The ministry will bring you all to your knees and destroy you,” Hunt hisses from between his dull, yellow teeth.


“Fortunately, I don’t give a shit what the ministry has to say,” Benji calls out to him.


Hunt turns around and takes a step back. Benji is clutching a dagger tightly in each hand and his eyes glitter with rage. They radiate pure murderous lust. It’s almost frightening.


“The ministry has believed for far too long that I’m interested in what it has to say. But I’m not. I don’t give a shit about any of you. Rhegius has been in charge for far too long; it’s time he finally stepped down.”


Hunt takes a step toward Benji and pulls a long dagger from under his dark coat.


I grab one of my katanas that I’ve been carrying in my rucksack for ages and stand at Benji’s side.


“Two against one, isn’t that a little unfair?” Hunt hisses in our direction.


“Since when do you care what’s fair and what’s not?” Benji hisses back.


Hunt’s lower lip trembles for a few seconds before he charges at us and strikes with his dagger. I manage to fend off the attack very well, but that doesn’t stop Hunt from launching another one. He now attacks me directly and is clearly more skilful than I initially assumed. He dodges my attacks quite precisely and our blades clash with a loud clang.


At first, I simply dodge Hunt’s attacks and push him back. But at some point, I realise that he is definitely trying to hurt or even kill me.


So I fend off the next attack, but instead of waiting for Hunt to attack again, I lunge at him and strike. This takes Hunt by surprise and he is cut on the side when my katana grazes him. Cursing, he staggers back a few steps and presses a hand to the wound.


Satisfied, I turn my back on Hunt, convinced that I have won this battle.


Just as I’m about to put my blade away again, I hear Benji shouting behind me. “Nic! Watch out!”


I only have a brief moment to turn to the side and dodge before a huge boulder flies right past me and hits the ground with full force somewhere in the vastness of the park.


Puzzled, I look over at Hunt and can feel my heart skip a beat. Another large boulder hovers over Hunt’s hand and his eyes glitter almost black as he looks at me with disdain.


Hunt laughs out loud when he sees the shocked look on my face.


“Yes, being able to move any object with the power of thought alone surprises people every time.”


All colour drains from my face as I realise that this huge stone is about to fly in my direction at full speed and that my katana won’t be of much help in fending off this attack, so I drop it.


I try to take a few steps back, as if that would reduce the danger.


“Say goodbye, Palermo,” Hunt hisses through his teeth as he throws the next boulder in my direction.


I only have a second to duck, but before I know it, the next stone is already hurtling toward me.


I’m surprised at how well I manage to dodge. Only one stone grazes my cheek, and I think it’s bleeding. But I can’t really focus on that right now because I’m trying to avoid getting killed.


Just as I think the next boulder is sure to hit me, I see Benji throw himself around Hunt from behind, forcing him to his knees and pressing a dagger to his throat.


I take advantage of this moment to grab my katana and run toward Benji. But he has Hunt surprisingly well under control; he can’t free himself from Benji’s grasp.


“Any last words before I send you to the afterlife?” Benji growls at him.


Hunt fixes his gaze on Benji, glaring in anger. “See you in hell,” he hisses.


A moment later, I feel my blood run cold as Benji draws his dagger across Hunt’s throat. Within seconds, blood pours from the wound, trickling down Hunt’s body and pooling on the grass. Splashes of blood land on Benji’s hands and the blade of his dagger glows red in the moonlight. Benji lets go of Hunt and I watch as his lifeless body sinks to the ground and remains there, frozen.


I barely manage to avert my gaze. Benji just murdered him without a second thought.


I mean, I’ve seen Benji murder many times, but he’s always used his ability, which makes the killing seem quite peaceful and almost unreal. This is the first time he murdered someone with a weapon, right in front of me. I saw him draw his blade across Hunt’s throat, I watched the blood flow. This murder seems real.


“Nic?” Benji’s voice is soft and a little concerned. I lift my gaze and look into his worried eyes.


“It’s all okay, I’m just a bit surprised… Shocked? I’ve never seen you kill with a dagger before,” I whisper.


Benji wipes his dagger clean on the grass, and I notice a few drops of blood on his face.


“I never wanted to do it in front of you,” he replies, sounding a little dejected.


“Why?”


“Because it makes me look like the monster that everyone thinks I am.”


“Oh, Benji, no!” I walk over to him and wrap my arms around him. “I would never think that of you. I just wasn’t expecting it; I was a bit surprised. But you’re not a monster, okay?” I look deep into his eyes and wipe a spot of blood from his cheek with my thumb.


“Okay,” whispers Benji.


I press a kiss to his lips, then let my hand rest on his cheek. Benji looks at me and carefully runs his finger over my face. I can now feel the pain where the boulder hit me. I can feel the dried blood on my face and taste the slight metallic flavour in my mouth. But I try to shake it off, not wanting to unsettle Benji.


“Shall we go back to the funfair? Now I’m not even afraid to ride the ghost train with you?” I ask wryly.


Benji laughs out loud for a moment before walking cautiously over to Hunt’s body. He starts rummaging through Hunt’s coat pockets and turns to me with a smile, handing me a key.


“Bingo! Our ticket to the ministry,” he cheers.


I smile back and tuck the key safely away, as Benji has been known to misplace or lose important things like keys or his wallet.


Slowly, we stroll back to the funfair to tell the others about our success and the fact that we now more or less have a plan to get the file from the ministry.
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AVA


It’s three o’clock in the morning when I look at my phone. “Oh, come on,” I sigh in frustration, then let myself fall back onto the mattress.


I haven’t managed to get any sleep yet. I’ve been tossing and turning restlessly for several hours since I went to bed.


At first I couldn’t find a comfortable sleeping position, then my eyes kept popping open, then I heard some noise outside that woke me up again.


I haven’t fallen asleep properly once, I’ve only ever dozed off a little before something wakes me up again. The night seems so long now, it’s driving me crazy. Can’t the sun finally rise again so that I can get up and do something more productive?


I envy people who only get about four hours of sleep and then somehow manage to function for the remaining twenty hours. If I don’t get at least eight hours, I’m furious. So it’s going to be pretty funny tomorrow because I’m definitely not going to get my eight hours tonight.


Frustrated, I sit up and rub my face once before moving the blanket aside and standing up.


Wearing my soft cosy socks, I creep through my dark room and try to feel my way to the door and then along the dark corridor without waking the others. There is complete silence inside the house, only Finlay’s snoring can be heard through his closed bedroom door.


Finding a door handle in the dark is not as easy as it sounds and I’m not even sure if I’m anywhere near it. But after running my hand across the entire wall and the door frame, I actually find the door handle. I push it down and open the door just enough to slip into the room. I close the door quietly behind me and scurry to the bed at the other end of the room. I sit down on the side of the bed and shake the silhouette wrapped in the blanket.


“Hey, are you awake?” I whisper.


All I get back in reply is a grumble.


“Can we talk?” I continue to ask, letting my hands sink to the mattress in front of me.


I feel the blanket lifting, and a few seconds later, the bedside lamp switches on. I have to squint briefly to adjust to the bright light. A few seconds and some quick blinking later, I can see the outline of the room clearly again.


“What is it?” mumbles a sleepy voice next to me.


I look toward the voice and meet Aurelia’s golden eyes. She looks at me, questioning and a little confused. She is leaning sideways on her arm and is struggling to keep her eyes open. A few strands of blonde hair are hanging in her face.


“I can’t sleep,” I mumble.


“I slept pretty well,” Aurelia replies.


She lifts up her blanket and I happily slip under it and lie down next to her. It’s nice and warm under her blanket and I turn around so I can see her face. We just look at each other for a few moments without saying anything. The howling of the wind outside is the only sound that breaks the silence.


“If I can’t sleep, it’s usually because something is bothering me,” Aurelia says. Although her facial expressions look slightly more awake, she continues to fight her tiredness.


I look at her for a moment.


“I don’t know if anything is bothering me. I’m just thinking about so many things and especially about our mission. We now have a key that will get us into the ministry and Rhegius’s speech at the Blossom Festival is only a few days away. I think I’m just preoccupied with the fact that we’re getting closer and closer to our goal, but somehow we still don’t have any particular plan for what to do,” I answer in one breath.
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