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“She’s not my girlfriend, she’s my date, a date who I wouldn’t mind seeing before she gets eaten.”
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In the Dominant Species saga





Paintshark




PROLOGUE



Olympia City – twelve years before the events in Paintshark



“MUMMY! I CAN’T SLEEP!”


Hannah Wylde heard the shout from her daughter and gripped her phone tightly, took a deep breath and spoke quietly into the mobile phone receiver. “Look…I can’t talk right now, give me a second.”


The voice on the other line sounded disappointed. “So when can I see you?”


The young child, restless in her bed, called out again. “MUMMY! WHERE ARE YOU?”


Hannah placed her hand over the receiver and leaned her head back. “COMING HONEY!” She spoke again into the phone, more stressed this time. “Look, I said I can’t talk, let me deal with her and I’ll ring you back.”


“But—”


“I’ll deal with it!”


A tear dropped from Hannah’s eye as she ended the call and whispered, “Mummy’s coming.”


The woman walked along the long corridor of her upstairs landing until she came to a door covered in a child’s paintings and food collages. Knocking gently she entered. Her pretty little daughter sat upright in her cabin bed, her bulging blue eyes looked like they were about to dart out from her head as her mother walked in.


“Who were you on the phone to, Mummy?”


Hannah casually dismissed it. “Nobody honey, so why aren’t you asleep my little peanut?” The little girl huffed and folded her arms petulantly. “There’s a dragon in my wardrobe, Mummy.”


Hannah’s own eyes bulged in mock astonishment too. “A dragon? In my house? How did it get here?” A giggle from the youngster made her mum continue. “So this dragon is in your wardrobe, is he?”


“It’s a she.”


“Oh it’s a ‘she’ is it? Well I’m the only woman in this household.”


“Except from Daisy the nanny?” the little girl said dubiously.


“Ok.”


“Rita the cook?”


“I forgot about her.”


“Ollie the maid?”


Hannah made a face. “Do you want me to get this dragon out of here or not, peanut?”


The girl slumped back into her bed. “I’m sorry, Mummy.” She pointed with confidence to the wardrobe. “It’s in there.”


“Does this dragon have a name?”


The little girl wriggled her nose in thought. “It’s the Glimmer…thing.”


“Glimmerfin?”


“No…thing, as in thingy me bob.”


“Oh I see…Glimmer thing?”


“Yeah, she glows quite a bit, well her head does, it’s got a bright glittering thing on her head, so I call her Glimmer thing.”


Hannah nodded her head in acceptance. “Ok, let’s call her ‘Glimmer thing’ then.”


Hannah crept slowly towards the wardrobe, over-enthusiastically looking around at each step, she reached the handle and gave a knowing glance to her daughter. “Are you sure it’s in here?” The girl nodded her head with purpose as her mother gripped the handle tightly. “Ok…ready…1...2…3…” Hannah flung the wardrobe doors wide open. “READY OR NOT?…HERE I—”


Looking inside the wardrobe warily Hannah turned her head round to her daughter. “Nope, nothing here, honey.”


The little girl rose from her sheets. “Are you sure?”


The confident mother stepped aside and showed the little girl the wardrobe, filled only with a child’s clothes and an absent dragon. “No dragon here, honey.”


The girl slumped back into her bed as her mother walked over. “Well it was there earlier.”


The mother smiled as she tucked her in. “Now what’s this really about, peanut?”


Stifling a yawn the little girl’s blue eyes met her mother’s.


“What do you mean, Mummy?”


“I mean you’re a big girl now and I know you don’t really believe in dragons, so why the long face?”


“I’m hungry.”


“You’re hungry? After all those double chocolate ice-creams for dessert?”


“How did you know?”


“Rita the cook told me… I remember her now.”


“Ridiculous.”


Hannah sat in the middle of the bed and began to tuck her daughter in. “Why won’t you sleep, peanut?”


A slight frown appeared on the girl’s face. “I don’t want to go into school tomorrow.”


Hannah fluffed up the pillows, slightly concerned. “Ok, go on and tell me why?”


“The other kids are picking on me,” she murmured to her mother.


Hannah’s eyes grew wide. “What kids?”


“The kids in my class.”


The mother mulled over her daughter’s response before continuing calmly. “So what are these kids saying to you?” A shrug of the shoulders was the only response. “Tell me, what are they saying to you? Are they hitting you?”


The girl shook her head defiantly. “No, just calling me names really.”


“What names?”


“They call me ‘Stinky’ and ‘Skank’…and…”


“And what?”


“They say you only married Daddy for his money and that you’re a whore.”


Hannah shrank back in shock. “Why would you say something like that?…That’s an awful thing to say.”


“But I didn’t say it, those other kids did.”


“Stop lying.”


The girl flung her arms up in protest and then began to beat down on the bed covers. “IT WASN’T ME! I DIDN’T SAY ANYTHING!”


Hannah’s eyes looked squarely to her daughter’s. “Are you sure?”


The scared little girl’s voice quavered. “That’s what everyone is saying, Mummy, I’m telling the truth.”


Observing the girl’s distress, Hannah changed her frown and held her daughter’s hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, peanut.” A hard knot formed in her stomach. “Do they hit you?”


“No, they just tease me, that’s all.”


“Well that’s enough, I think.” Her husky voice deepened. “Look’s like I’m going to pay your headmaster a visit.”


The little girl’s resolve was stronger than her mother’s. “You don’t have to, Mummy, it won’t make a difference.”


Hannah’s phone began to purr from her pocket, she took it out and turned it off with scant acknowledgement to the caller.


“Who was that?”


“No one, peanut.”


“Why are there bullies, Mummy?”


A grim-faced Hannah looked back down to her daughter. “Some people bully because they have low-self esteem.”


“What does that mean?”


Hannah’s eyes wandered around the child’s room trying to pinpoint any pop stars’ eyes for support on the girl’s many posters. “It means someone who doesn’t have a very high opinion of themselves, they may have a fear of being left out or sometimes they’re being bullied as well.” The girl gestured towards the covers and Hannah pulled them up tighter for her. “Let me speak to your father and I’ll see what he says, ok?” The little girl nodded slowly. “You were very brave for telling me about this, peanut.”


Clearly trying hard to contain her anger, Hannah stood up and a tear formed, making her vision blurry. “Remember what I always said, baby, tough times don’t last…”


“…tough people do.” The little girl finished it off for her mother. “Yes I know, Mummy, tough times don’t last…tough people do, you say it all the time.”


“Because I mean it.”


Hannah found herself welling up and moved quickly towards the door, her phone buzzed again from her pocket and she let it continue until there was silence apart from her tears.


“Don’t cry, Mummy, I’ll be fine and…”


She paused.


“What?”


“I will go to school tomorrow…and I love you.” Hannah paused for a while, long enough for her daughter to show concern. “Mummy?”


Composing herself, Hannah turned back and kissed her daughter on the temple.


“I will always love you, my little peanut…remember that.”


“Where are you going?”


“Mummy has to do something, but…” She paused, frustrated. “Daddy has gone out.”


The mother opened the door and was very grateful that there were no more questions from the little girl lying face up from her bed, she wiped away another tear and left the room in a hurry. She ran as fast as she could down the corridor and swung the doors open into her bedroom, she tried hard not to appear devastated but the tale of her daughter being bullied was too much. Tears erupted from her eyes, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone frantically pressing down on the buttons to reach a number. As soon as the voice on the other line spoke, Hannah blurted, “I CAN’T DO THIS! I’M NOT STRONG ENOUGH!…DON’T SAY ‘EVERYTHING WILL BE ALRIGHT’ BECAUSE IT WON’T!…DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA WHAT I’M ABOUT TO DO?…YOU’RE NOT SACRIFICING ANYTHING…but I am still coming though…I’m still leaving…love you too.”


Hannah cancelled the call and stared at the two suitcases packed and standing by her huge double bed. There was half a glass of wine sitting on her bedside table, she had been stressing about this day yesterday and the wine had helped her get some sleep. She picked up the glass and finished it, wiping the trickling remnants from her mouth.


The remaining bottle of wine caught her eye, she grabbed it and continued the routine she’d started with the glass. Tossing the rest of it down her mouth she looked at her reflection from the full-length mirror at the end of the bottle. She glared at contempt at herself with the now empty bottle swinging from her right hand. “What are you looking at?”


A flare of rage hit her and she threw the bottle to the other side of the room, smashing it into tiny pieces against the wall.


The tears came back as Hannah grabbed the cases and ran out of her bedroom, sobbing more as she ran down each step, the cases weighing her down. Her dark eyes flashed to the bottom step and she collapsed into a heap as she finished her descent.


Looking back knowingly at the upstairs bedrooms, Hannah wiped her wet face, picked up her cases and struggled out of the front door, bawling her eyes out into the night.


As the door was slammed shut, the whole house was silent, but only for a while, a little voice, a young boy’s voice called out from one of the bedrooms. “Mummy? Where are you?…I’m scared.” The house stayed silent. “Mummy, please?”


The eerie silence was finally broken when somebody slowly entered the boy’s room.


“Whoopsy daisy!” another voice exclaimed brightly. “Time to get you back in the land of the sleep, young man.”


The boy’s eyes examined the new person’s face, his eyes squinted as the glare from the landing light hit him, he grew calmer as the voice entered.


“What are you doing here?” the young boy asked with a voice filled with inquisitiveness more than fear.


The new person answered with another question. “Why aren’t you asleep?”


“My mummy won’t come to me, Mr babysitter, do you know where she is?”


Taking a few steps closer, the man bent over to the youngster and brushed his hair gently. “Your mummy called me earlier, asked me to come over and watch you and your sister while she had to pop out.”


“When is she coming back?”


The man arched his back and removed his glasses carefully. “She had to sort some stuff out, little man, but I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”


“Is my daddy here?”


“No, he’s not here.”


A strange expression crossed the young boy’s face. “Is he coming back?”


The man craned his neck under the youthful interrogation. “Yeah, he’ll be back, he’s just got things to do, you know?”


“I know, the usual stuff right?”


The babysitter smiled. “You are your father’s son alright, you know the crack! But you don’t have to call me Mr babysitter you know, you can call me by my real name.”


Giggling, the boy pulled his sheets above his head and then dropped them down again to reveal his cheeky smile. “I like calling you Mr babysitter! I think it’s cool.”


Slowly, with easy care, the man smiled. “Ok, I like being cool, Would you like me to read you a story?”


Nodding enthusiastically the little lad stuck his thumb in his mouth and rolled around excitedly in his bed. “Yes please!”


Putting his hand back on the boy’s forehead, the man bent forward and cooed his voice. “Let’s see.”


He left the boy’s side and rummaged through some books sat at the foot of the bed. “Ah ha! Here we go, what about this one?”


The man stretched for the book and walked around to the boy’s side of the bed with it clutched firmly in his hands. “Here we go, what about this one then?…The Green Man Rides a Bike.”


Rolling around excitedly in his bed, the youngster spoke from beneath the covers.


“Yes please, Mr babysitter. I love that book!”


Thumbing through the pages of the book, the brown-haired man held his breath slightly until a grin was ready to emerge. “Oh ok…The Green Man? I like the sound of that.” He closed the book and looked at the cover. “I like his green hat too.”




Some years later, two years after the events in Paintshark.


Apology Day at Olympia, outside Big Man’s Messiah’s Complex


“Look at that guy down there, I bet he shaves his toes.” Big Man tapped the microphone attached to the podium he stood behind. “Is this thing working?”


He pointed to an old woman walking past, with a grey cardigan wrapped over her shoulders. “Wow! Look at that, mutton dressed as mutton.”


Still dressed in a crisp clean black suit and perfectly smooth skin, the hair had greyed and was started to thin a little but not too much to warrant him whipping out the box of hair dye.


The static feedback made him jump and most of the people gathered around the foot of the podium. He wanted the audience to be made up of what he classed as ‘His sort of people’. Fashionable movers and shakers and the best society people the city of Olympia had to offer. He wanted the most elegant and the prettiest people at this gathering and they did come, along with some others he wasn’t too keen on at first.


Under the words of his advisors, if he wanted to make this day special, he had to invite everybody from all walks of life to this party, plumbers, dustmen, even primary school teachers got the nod for the invite.


That was the hardest of bitter pills to swallow, but life goes on, as countless people constantly told him after the break-up of his marriage, and if he was honest, the break-up of his empire was more pressing than his wife’s infidelity.


So it seemed most of the city had gathered outside of the Messiah’s Complex – the grand tower, the massive office and residential complex were still the most glorious buildings in the city and definitely the tallest, housing a lot of staff and a few family who he still managed to keep out of the limelight.


The theme for the day, again from the advisors’ mouths, was to have a mini funfair in his giant backyard and fancy dress costumes.


Big Man sent the invites out and people turned up in their droves, eating candyfloss and hotdogs, riding on bumper cars and generally taking part in all the funfair activities.


A woman sauntered through the crowds and walked past the podium, she wore a very tight red evening dress with red shoes to match, her appearance even made Big Man double take, she had her face completely covered with a child’s cheap ‘Monster’ mask, but her hair was what had caught everybody’s attention.


Her hair was a mass frenzy of what seemed to be live snakes, they pulled her head from left to right swarming and launching themselves at passers by only held back by the woman’s skull. Much of the crowd seemed nonplussed by her appearance, whilst others just simply gave her the thumbs up sign, which she replied back in kind and carried on walking without a word.


“That outfit was pretty shit hot,” Big Man idly mentioned out loud, which the whole crowd heard as the microphone was working perfectly. “Shit! Sorry! Shit! Swore again, shit! So sorry!”


He composed himself and started again. “Right, can I have everybody’s attention please?” The loud sounds of the funfair carried on regardless as he tried again. “A little quiet here please, people!”


Big Man was no match for free rides and food and he finally gave up and leaned down to whisper to an aide standing beside him, the man also in shades nodded and pressed a button on his earpiece and muttered something before relaxing again with his arms behind his back. Suddenly all the rides came to a halt, the bumper cars stopped bumping and the ferris wheel stopped turning, much to the annoyance to the people stuck at the top.


Big Man laughed and wriggled his nose before turning back to his aide. “Ok, we are good to go. Thanks man, by the way, do you shave your toes?”


Instead of answering he simply shrugged his massive shoulders. “I bet you do,” Big Man pressed him.


The aide stood as still as a rock and crossed his huge arms across his chest, his mouth moved a little. “Sometimes.”


The microphone picked up the moans of disappointment from the crowd as all the rides came to a halt. Big Man turned to his audience.


“Thank you for showing an interest in me and my free funfair, I appreciate it, this is the second annual ‘Apology Day’ and I know it’s not the oldest of public holidays and I had to pull a lot of strings with the government to get this new holiday after they stitched me up after blaming the television ban on me…”


Big Man’s aide tugged at his shirt and whispered in his ear, which Big Man nodded in reply.


“I meant to say I liaised with government officials and we came to an agreement which would benefit all citizens of Olympia due to the disappointment of the television ban, I can only apologise profusely about what happened two years ago and the distress of seeing my TV empire crumble before your eyes must have been terrible for you. I know you probably blame me for wrecking your lives and entertainment values as apparently my violent game show was to blame for our current financial climate.


I know thousands of you lost their jobs thanks to me which is a bit of a bummer but I just wanted to say it wasn’t my fault, it was due to the little shit kids in that school I tried to close down years ago that done me in…”


The aide poked at Big Man again. “I meant…due to an unforeseen chain of events involving some quite remarkable bright children from a local school who turned out to be quite adept at escaping from high security prisons and destroying them in the process…”


He stared at the aide like a child looking for reassurance from his parents. The aide nodded his approval.


“I would like to thank myself for hosting the event and I suppose I should thank you for turning up for this free shindig, I have made one or two mistakes in the past and believe me I am paying the price for it as my money is dwindling, however…”


Before Big Man could continue his inept apology, the sound of a huge engine rumbling through the funfair crowd cut him off. An armoured military car roared through the grounds to Big Man’s plaza. Big Man studied the car sceptically. What’s happening now? he thought.


The hatch to the car opened and a figure wearing a long green raincoat emerged. He wore a battered old fedora hat, which was green also.


Silver eyes beamed above a strange device fixed to its mouth – it was an odd-looking black breathing apparatus which covered his nose as well, each breath the masked man took made a strange squelching sound, like a boot stuck in mud. Two tubes ran from where his nostril should have been and coiled around his head and ran down his back, connected to some misshapen battery pack attached by straps just under his coat.


Big black steel toe-capped boots clunked hard against the ground as he made his way forward.


The astonished crowds parted to allow him through, he tipped his hat in gratitude and Big Man could quickly see the sun reflecting off the metal which seemed to be his head.


Big Man had seen a lot of strange things since he started his violent game show series many years ago, genetically engineered animals and teenagers with superpowers, but something about the masked man in green was intriguing.


“Can I help you?” Big Man raised an eyebrow as he spoke.


“I believe you’ve already helped yourself, Big Man.”


The voice of the figure was confident but strained each time it spoke sounding like it took tremendous effort, the sound of gas escaping accompanying each word that left his mouth. Big Man listened intently to the metallic grate of his voice.


“Who are you again?”


“Who I am doesn’t matter, but what I do next will give you grave concern.”


Big Man thrust his chest forward like a young buck, itching for fight. “I don’t take well to empty threats, mister—”


“It’s as well I don’t make them,” the deep voice interjected. “Let’s just say I’m Olympia’s saviour.”


Big Man responded immediately. “Well I’m savouring the moment you leave my premises.”


He went to touch fists with his aide who remained motionless. “The words have different meanings, sir.”


“You’re quite the comedian, Big Man, but I wonder if your gags will still rain down after the events which will transpire.”


“Dude, stop talking in riddles, look I’ll spell it out to you…” He spoke slowly and mockingly. “W-H-A-T D-O Y-O-U W-A-N-T?”


The man in green had expected this behaviour from Big Man and carried on regardless.


“You have bought pain and discomfort to so many people.”


“And ‘Here’s the church and here is the steeple’,” Big Man said, using his hands making the movements for the children’s nursery rhyme.


“Fair enough.”


The former TV executive yawned. “Mate, I’ve got the rest of Apology Day to enjoy without some nutbag outside my front door spouting gibberish, you sound like you can do with a tune up, why don’t you take yourself to McLean’s garage down the road, tell them Big Man sent you.”


The stranger hesitated and walked back to his vehicle, he paused again before banging his fist on the side. The hatch opened and a man dressed in a poncho handed the masked man a megaphone and a small radio receiver.


“Thank you.”


He spoke into the radio. “Gentlemen, it is time.”


Suddenly more men working for the man in the green coat appeared out of nowhere and swarmed around all of the rides of the funfair.”


“WHAT THE HELL IS THIS?” Big Man yelled.


The man in the green coat eyed him steadily. “This is your penance.” He shouted into the megaphone.


“GOOD AFTERNOON, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, THOSE OF YOU STRANDED ATOP THE AMUSEMENT RIDES, STAY STILL, MY MEN WILL GET YOU DOWN MOMENTARILY.”


With a nod from their boss’s head, the men all wearing ponchos climbed up the various rides attached with harnesses and with military precision started moving down the people stuck on the tops of the funfair rides.


Big Man was gradually losing patience with the gate crasher, it had been a long morning and he was getting too tired for this.


“Is there any point to this? You disrupting my party?”


“THERE IS ALWAYS A POINT TO PROVE TO THE MASSES, BIG MAN, BUT I WILL NOT TRICK THEM.”


“Excuse me?”


The huge figure turned to the people gathered now by the sides of the rides, all rescued by his henchmen.


“PEOPLE OF OLYMPIA, I’M SURE YOU ARE WELL AWARE OF THE EVENTS THAT HAVE TRANSPIRED OVER THE LAST FEW YEARS, WITH WHAT YOU HAVE LOST, ALL DUE TO THE THEATRICS AND DECEPTION OF THE MAN WHO STANDS BEFORE YOU.


A MAN OF TAINTED BUSINESS, A RICHER THAN GOD TYPE.


“THERE IS A BAN ON MOVING PICTURES, TELEVISION AND FILM INCLUDED, A NOTION PUSHED THROUGH BY THIS LIBERAL NEW GOVERNMENT AND THANKS TO THE GAME SHOW, KNOWN SIMPLY AS ‘GAME SHOW’ THE BAN WILL NOT BE MOVING ANYTIME SOON.


“A WARRANT FOR HIS ARREST CAME AND WENT THANKS TO HIS MANY CORRUPT CONTACTS WITHIN THE POLICE FORCE. HOW MANY OF YOU LONG FOR THE PULL OF THE SMALL SCREEN? AFTER A DAY OF SWEEPING UP VOMIT FROM THE GROUND AT TRAIN STATIONS, CHASING WINOS AND JUNKIES OFF THE PREMISES? A CAR SALESMAN OR WOMAN FOR THAT MATTER WHO HASN’T MADE THEIR TARGETS…HOW MANY OF THEM MISS THE DAILY CATCH UP FROM THEIR BELOVED SOAP CHARACTERS WHEN THEY RETURN HOME FROM WORK?


“WITHOUT YOU EVEN KNOWING, OUR CITY IS MORE DANGEROUS WITH BIG MAN STILL HERE, THE THREATS WILL BECOME MORE FREQUENT WHEN HE TIRES OF THE CHARADE OF FORGIVENESS, OUR ENEMIES WILL BE SEEMINGLY ENDLESS WITH BIG MAN STILL RESIDING IN OLYMPIA.


“I KNOW WHAT HE’S DONE TO YOU, PEOPLE OF OLYMPIA, I KNOW WHAT HE’S TAKEN FROM YOU, AND THE ANIMAL HE’S CREATED. BUT I CAN HELP YOU GRIEVE FROM YOUR LOSS, MY BROTHERS AND SISTERS, AND IF YOU LET ME IN I BELIEVE I CAN HELP YOU, JUST LISTEN TO ME, I THINK WITH A LITTLE TIME AND SOME EFFORT, YOU MIGHT SURPRISE YOURSELF WITH WHAT YOU CAN DO TO TAKE BACK THIS LOYAL CITY.


“WE WERE HEADING FOR A WORLD WHERE PEOPLE LOOKED PAST THEIR INNER TRIBAL INSTINCT WHERE PEACEFUL COHABITATION COULD HAVE HAPPENED, BUT THAT WAS UNTIL BIG MAN STARTED HIS MANIACAL HOLD ON THE ARTS, REVENGE AND HATRED ARE ALL THAT BOILS IN HIS ENGINE.


“SOME TRIED TO STOP THIS HEINOUS MADMAN...AND DIED FOR THEIR EFFORTS SO IT’S TIME TO AVENGE THESE BRAVE SOULS. BIG MAN IS A MURDERING COWARD AND IT’S TIME HE PAYS FOR HIS CRIMES.”


Straining his eyes and flaring his very delicate nostrils as he breathed harder after listening to the man’s intensive speech, Big Man yawned and spoke.


“Is that it? That’s quite an impressive spill of rubbish, did you write that yourself sitting alone in the loony bin? Were you allowed crayons or did your nurse do it for you? That’s classic dude, you’re a riot.”


“I WILL AVENGE OUR FALLEN, BIG MAN, THIS WILL BE THE FINAL TIME YOU MOCK ME.”


“Wearing that outfit? I doubt it matey.”


This time Big Man and his security aide punched fists successfully.


“YOUR MEDDLING HAS BURST THE DAM, THE FLOW WILL BE RELEASED NOW.”


“The dam has burst? Dude, you’re killing me! But I’m still waiting.” Big Man folded his arms impatiently mimicking his aide.


The man in the very dark green coat fiddled with the controls on the megaphone, increasing the volume.


“VERY WELL, MY BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF OLYMPIA, BIG MAN HAS YET TO TRULY PAY FOR HIS CRIME AGAINST OUR BELOVED CITY, YOU HAVE BEEN ROBBED OF THE LUXURY OF TELEVISION AND FILM, YET BIG MAN STILL LIVES THE LIFE OF LUXURY IN HIS GLORIOUS TOWER, UNAFFECTED BY THE PAST.”


A teenage boy stepped forward and raised his hand, the man in the green coat motioned him to speak.


“But we have books to learn sir, I like reading again.”


The green coat shook as the man laughed. “OH THE AGONY OF YOUTH, YOU WILL LEARN MY YOUNG FRIEND, WE HAVE DODGED A BULLET WITH THE COLLAPSE OF BIG MAN’S NETWORK AND THIS IS WHERE I COME IN, I OFFER THE REWARD OF 500 MILLION CREDITS FOR THE CAPTURE OF ZEUS A.K.A THE BIG MAN, ALIVE NOT DEAD, BATTERED IF NEEDS BE BUT ONCE HE IS IN MY GRASP, THE RISE OF OLYMPIA WILL RETURN.”


A feeling like a punch to the gut hit Big Man and he swayed like he was on the ropes in a one-sided boxing match.


The man in the green coat’s eyes closed in scrutiny at Big Man, his face mask shifted to the right slightly as if the mouth underneath was smiling. “WHAT? NO WORDS OF AMUSEMENT? NO JOKES AT MY EXPENSE? YOU’VE GONE ALL QUIET BIG MAN, NO WITTY RETORT?...COME ON, SAY SOMETHING FUNNY.”


The crowd were already very quiet as they heard the speech, but then suddenly a tidal wave of applause and cheers equalled the sound of the funfair earlier. “So it begins,” the man said quietly as he took the megaphone from his mouth.


“WHAT THE HELL IS THIS?” It was Big Man’s turn to yell.


The crowd were getting more rowdy by the second, the man in the green coat was the perfect ringmaster.


“It’s been interesting observing you, Big Man, your sacrifice to the great city of Olympia will not go unnoticed, you are a powerful force of nature and I respect that in some way, any last words before we take you in?”


Big Man ran a hand through the top of his thinning grey hair.


“Yeah, I’ve got two words…and the second one is ‘you’.”


“Charming to the last.”


The man in the green coat laughed and clutched his stomach, he waved to the crowd when he had composed himself. “Are we ready for the reckoning, Olympia?” The crowd roared their approval as the man in the green coat continued waving. “Then here we…go!”


The crowds of people surged forward as if it was the first day of sales for a high street department store. Women and children battled with each other to reach the front of the surge, old men with walking sticks swung wildly in any direction connecting with anyone who stood in their path.


It was a stampede, people slipped and fell in their frantic chase but were trodden underfoot by other more cash hungry party goers who wanted a piece of Big Man.


“WHOA! WHOA! WHOA! WHAT’S HAPPENING HERE?” Big Man shouted.


Big Man’s aide considered before answering. “Well I think they’re after you, sir.”


“WELL DO SOMETHING! PROTECT ME!”


The aide paid no attention to his boss’s frantic questions and began to take off his radio mic and sunglasses. “I think it’s too late for that sir, 500 million credits is a lot of money.”


“What are you doing?”


“I’m taking you in sir, resistance is futile.” He reached over for his boss.


Surprising himself as well as his aide, Big Man head-butted his bodyguard, knocking him to the ground. “Test tube baby,” Big Man hissed.


He turned and bolted towards the plaza, his home.


His guests, the people he invited to his funfair, a fair he had built especially for them had now turned against him. The man in the green coat didn’t move as hundreds of people moved past him for their reward.


“Shouldn’t we go after him?” asked one of his men, wearing a bright yellow poncho.


“Not yet my friend, the turning point hasn’t started yet, but the war has begun.”


The guard shot him back a puzzled look. “I don’t get it, sir.”


A rough metal hand gave him a rub on the shoulder. “All in good time my friend.”


Big Man sprinted to the front of his massive complex, it had a load of doors on the bottom level, but at the moment he only needed one of them to open but he began to panic.


“OH SHIT..OH SHIT...OH SHIT…OH SHIT!”


An old woman on a motorised buggy was blocking his path.


“Let me through please,” Big Man huffed.


“Screw you dick head, I’m taking you in.”


The woman put her foot down on the accelerator and went for a ramming speed albeit a very low one. Big Man easily side-stepped the cart and gave her a dig to the head for good measure.


Another party goer appeared from nowhere and grabbed him from behind, an elbow from Big Man put the man to the ground with ease. The man shook like he was having a seizure, but that didn’t bother Big Man.


He saw how the chasing people had spread out and were coming from both sides opposite the plaza, he had to keep his eyes on targets coming from two directions. Big Man banged his little fists hard on the main front door. “LET ME IN! PLEASE SOMEBODY, YOU GOTTA LET ME IN!”


A panel revealing a screen flipped open and a computerised vocal track with a woman’s voice switched on.


“AUTHORISATION CODE REQUIRED: ACCESS LEVEL ONE.”


He frantically banged on the screen. “IT’S ME! IT’S ME! BIG MAN! BIG MAN! IT’S MY HOUSE LET ME IN GOD DAMMIT!”


The computer wasn’t programmed to notice panic in somebody’s voice and remained firm.


“AUTHORISATION CODE REQUIRED: ACCESS LEVEL ONE.”


Big Man shook his head resolutely. “ANYBODY INSIDE OPEN THE DOOR! ROGER! ROGER! WILCO! WILCO!” He touched the screen and then swiped his finger across it to no avail. “OH COME ON!”


The fast-moving city folk were almost upon him, including his bodyguard who was back on his feet and moving in fast, forcing his way through the others to get at his boss. Big Man saw his guard knock three people down in order to get to him and his stomach twisted with shock and disappointment, his heart was hammering hard inside his chest.


A gunshot sound made him freeze briefly before turning around at the baying crowd. One shot was followed by another and then another, until someone started firing a machine gun wildly at his direction.


“GUNS NOW? DIDN’T ANYBODY FRISK THESE PEOPLE?”


His mind flicked back to his bodyguard and thought about how useless he really was.


The young feminine computer voice coming from the speakers continued;


“AUTHORISATION CODE REQUIRED: ACCESS LEVEL ONE.”


“I KNOW! I KNOW! CAN’T FIND MY—”


Then the realisation hit him and Big Man punched the air with delight and suddenly he didn’t feel so terrified as he reached into a secret pocket inside his suit.


“SWIPE CARD!” he shouted.


Using the card in a slot below he typed in some numbers, the screen and then the computer voice changed.


“AUTHORISATION CODE ACCEPTED: RETINA SCAN REQUIRED.”


Placing his head right up front to the screen a red beam of light scanned his face, the red line moved horizontally and stopped on his eyes, when the computer voice came on again.


“RETINA SCAN ACCEPTED, PERIMETER DEACTVATED.”


The lights on the screen flashed briefly and then the red locked sign changed to green.


Huge clunking and whirring sounds came from the door as the locks were finally open and the door slowly began to rise. Big Man dived though the entrance and with moments to spare slammed his hand against the door lock mechanism. The door closed and he glanced around nervously before getting up and shouting into another computer screen behind him.


“ACTIVATE EMERGENCY LOCK OUT PROCEDURE AT ALL ENTRY LEVELS CODE 112224 FILE NAME ZEUS WYLDE… OVERRIDE ALL RETINA ID SCANS!”


The familiar sound of the female computer voice followed.


“OVERRIDE ACCEPTED: EMERGENCY LOCK OUT PROCEDURE INITATED.”


The voice made Big Man relax slightly, knowing that nobody could enter his tower now without his knowledge. Thanks to his override not even his bodyguard had the right codes to get in.


Big Man slumped against the door and listened to the fist pounding and machine gun fire from the outside that gradually died down. He thought about the mysterious man in the green coat and the huge bounty he had placed upon his head as well as the city folk he had invited to his grounds for Apology Day and who had now tried to turn him in, and his trusted bodyguard who in a split second forgot about years of service for Big Man and had his head swayed by The Green Man’s money.


As the screams and shouts continued from the outside Big Man hunched his shoulders and dropped his head in thought about his bodyguard.


“I knew he shaved his toes.”





1. THE TURNING POINT



Olympia City: Early Morning Four Years Later


“GET BIG MAN OUT! GET BIG MAN OUT! GET BIG MAN OUT!”


The crowds swarmed around the giant tower like ants around a fallen ice lolly in the sun. The protesters held aloft giant banners and waved placards above their heads. Their anger was fervently directed at the former TV executive who watched them from a high room from within his fortress. His actions years ago had cost the city of Olympia dearly, he had underestimated the teenage collective of Cassandra, Kimberley and Sabrina, as well as their headmaster Elias Glaucas, and then there was a little nerd called Felcey and some teachers too, but he didn’t care about them. They had successfully taken down his television empire as well as escaping from the most notorious prison on the planet. He was aware of Kimberley’s sacrifice in helping the others escape due to the cameras on the prison ship, but since the ship went down, everybody on board was presumed dead.


But the damage had already been done, he had no money, his assets frozen and most importantly, the new government had banned television and only given the city a limited internet access. There was a warrant out for his arrest, it had been for many years now. The police knew exactly where he was, locked away in one of Olympia’s biggest towers. His fortress was impenetrable, police battering rams and tanks had tried to bash and blast their way through with no avail; they couldn’t find a way through to bring him in for questioning. So they were happy just to now sit back and wait for the Big Man to finally leave his safe haven.


But it was the tremendous bounty from The Green Man of 500 million credits that was the real reason why Big Man stayed in his tower; his eyes were now bloodshot and his vision wasn’t at its best now. Citizens who couldn’t break into the tower or simply grew tired of trying to were leaving the city in their droves, to other states where the TV ban wasn’t in place.


As for the people who remained in the city, they took to venting their anger with a daily protest outside his tower, stones, paint and countless bunches of out of date fruit were flung against the doors of the reception area.


Big Man trusted no one, the remainder of his staff had to be vetted by him and him alone. He could barely afford to keep some of his staff. It was a matter of paying them way over their normal salary but it was either that or watch them one by one betray him and bring him in for the 500 million credit reward, although he could relax slightly knowing that to get into the tower was much harder than to get out.


He had been holed up in his office block home for some years now and was tired, he wondered what it would be like to breathe fresh air again, to see and feel the sun on his shades, plus how long the protesters would keep this up for, he took out his mobile phone and put it to the ‘binocular’ feature. Holding it close to his eyes he gave a further look to the people gathering outside.


The first was a fantastically dressed couple in their thirties clutching a bottle of wine and swaying apologetically with their inebriation, they moved in for a kiss before stumbling back and launching the bottle at the building. The crowd roared with delight as the bottle shattered against the window. Big Man scanned the crowd again. A father was crouching down with his young son to reach the boy’s little height. The dad was wearing a Greymen Utd football top, which barely covered his protruding stomach. Snot dripped from his bulbous nose, as he obviously had a summer cold. The boy wore glasses with big lenses and he looked up nervously to his dad who handed him something small and round.


Big Man increased the zoom on his phone and sighed when he saw it was a rock. The dad rubbed his son’s shoulders to give him support and began to egg him on with vile encouragement, buoyed up by the crowd who were now whipped up into a hysterical frenzy. Shutting his eyes the boy released the rock feebly and it bounced harmlessly off a window with no great effect.


Nevertheless, the crowd cheered the little boy’s efforts and his football-mad father kept his hands around his shoulders, shaking him until the boy’s glasses slipped from his face.


A thunderous sound from the skies made everyone look up, including Big Man. Four Olympian fighter jets skimmed through the air and joined in with the crowd in shattering the beautiful morning; the planes flew in low and began to circle the building. They weren’t official Olympian protectors, they must have been from somebody’s private collection of planes, obviously the lure of bagging 500 million credits to bring in Big Man was too much for the owner who gave the word for the planes to try. The crowd roared their approval as one of the planes turned to dip and unleash it’s machine gun fire towards Big Man’s observation tower – the sound tore through the morning sky as the protesters whooped and cheered below. More gunfire slammed harmlessly against the building as the tower’s shields did their job. Big Man stepped aside from the window and walked over to a small fridge in the corner of the room. He took out a bottle of water and slowly unscrewed the top to take a drink as the sound of the planes zipping through the air continued. Clutching the bottle he sat down on a huge chair and put some earpieces in from his phone. He turned up the volume to full to drown out the sound of the machine gun attack on his building. As the sound of hip-hop music entered his ears, Big Man’s shoulders swayed in tune as the fighter jets continued their onslaught.


Aphrodite


Two armed guards stood outside the huge black complex, their breaths were fast and heavy as they saw what was rushing towards them, the fighter planes didn’t bother them, they had long since departed. It was the sight of the heavy mob on the ground which was their concern. The older man stood with a heavy sigh. “Here we go again.”


His younger colleague looked at his watch. “Hope this doesn’t take long, I’ve got things to do tonight.”


The old friend nodded. “I know, that’s all you’ve spoken about for the last few days.”


The young guard shot an amused glance to his friend. “I’m always on the move.”


“As are they!” the old man blurted.


The huge doors from the tremendous black tower slowly opened, it was the doors leading to the kitchen quarters of Big Man’s fantastic complex.


The protesters lined the street and swarmed around them like a starving house cat hassling its owner for fresh food to go in its bowl.


“You ready for this?” the older man asked, looking understandably anxious.


“To be fair I’m a little bored of it, same old same old.”


The police used to try and enforce the protesters with a line around them, but that was years ago, when the police used to work for Big Man, but now they joined the protesters, some were doing their job in trying to bring in Big Man for questioning, but others with cash lust in their eyes wanted the bounty sitting on the head of Big Man.


The guards kept their backs to the doors as some people hurriedly began to leave the building. They were dressed as waitresses and kitchen staff and ran quickly to their cars placed awkwardly in the complex’s car park, the cars were left in all different angles as if they had been parked in a hurry and under duress.


The crowd of protesters targeted the workers like a pride of lions hunting zebra, they had their targets and picked out each worker one by one.


The dad who was with his son earlier pinned a frightened young worker to the wall of the building. “WHO ARE YOU?” he roared in her ears.


“I’M STAFF!” she shouted back, more through annoyance than fright, he released her and she scurried off to her car. Another protester, a woman this time, mirrored the attack of the father previously and had her hands around the neck of another employee. “WHERE ARE THEY?”


The younger girl struggled free and ran to her car, mouthing back a fierce reply. “SCREW YOU! I DON’T KNOW WHERE THEY ARE!”


The protesters vented their frustrations on Big Man’s employees without rational thought, bullying the kitchen and waitress staff. To their credit the girls fought back admirably, kicking male protesters in the groin and scratching and punching their way free to the waiting transport.


A young woman ran zig-zagging a path to the front of the main protest group, she wore huge sunglasses and a long shawl covering her mouth, she caught a glimpse at Big Man’s guards and began waving her arms frantically.


“GET BACK!” the younger guard shouted. The woman was fast and shoved her way through the dispersing crowd. “MADAM! PLEASE STAND DOWN!”


She began to unravel her shawl, struggling with the knot at the back. “I WON’T WARN YOU AGAIN.” She glanced once or twice from side to side were as the now untied shawl fell to the ground. The guard stood with his restraining baton by his side as the woman approached him, her mouth finally visible, she smiled and the eyes behind the shades beamed, then her mouth moved. “Hi. I just wanted to—”


The guard swung the baton hard against the side of the woman’s head, just above her ear. Dazed by the blow, the woman struggled on her feet to hang on to consciousness, she staggered to the left before some protesters came in and held her steady before leading her away.


“A little harsh wasn’t it?” said the mature guard.


“Yeah maybe, but she asked for it.”


“Did she really?”


The guard lowed his baton and checked his watch again. “I just want this day to end.”


Two maids held hands and made a dart for the car park at the side of the building, both had their brown hair tied back, one carried a little backpack whilst the slightly taller one carried a glittering handbag; the taller one was more used to running in high heels then her partner. A sudden explosion hit the car park lifting the protesters and workers alike off the ground. An armoured troop transport vehicle rolled up through the remains of the staff’s burnt out car wrecks. Its mounted cannons still smoking, ready for another blast. The cover slid open and a huge masked figure emerged followed by three more guards in combat gear, the last man to appear held a megaphone and handed it to the massive first figure dressed in a long green coat.


“Shit it’s him,” whispered the younger of Big Man’s guards.


“Get the water cannons ready,” replied the older man.


The man in the green coat clicked his massive head and rolled his shoulders before speaking into the megaphone.


“EMPLOYERS OF BIG MAN ALSO KNOWN AS ZEUS, WE HAVE DANCED THIS DANCE MANY A TIME NOW AND YET YOU STILL ARE UNAWARE OF THE CORRECT MOVES TO SATISFY ME. FOR THIS TO END ALL I REQUIRE ARE THE DAUGHTERS OF ZEUS AND THEN YOU CAN GO ABOUT YOUR BUSINESS. AS I’VE REQUESTED ON A WEEKLY BASIS, YOU ARE BUTTERFLIES OF YOUR BOSS, TRAPPED IN AN UGLY GLASS CAGE OF A TOWER…GIVE ME WHAT I WANT AND YOU HAVE MY WORD OF A RELEASE FROM THE TOMFOOLERY OF BIG MAN.”


Both of Big Man’s guards reached for their communication tags on their collars.


“CODE BLUE! WE NEED WATER DOWN HERE ASAP!”


A streak of powerful water fired out of cannons from secret compartments from within the Messiah’s complex. The force of the cannons scattered the protesters like ants in slight shower. More cannons locked onto the man in the green coat’s vehicle, knocking over his own guards, the water failed to move the man in the green coat, he held his hand out deflecting the water in all directions. “THAT TICKLES!” he wheezed.


The two maids had reached their car, which had been unaffected by the explosion, the taller one rifled through her bag for something. “Oh for goodness sake! I can’t find the bloody keys!”


The other girl quickly reached into her rucksack and threw her a set. “Why are you always losing keys?”


“So sue me, get in.”


Another protester put his big sweaty hands on the taller girl and spun her around. “Nice maids outfit, now where are daughters of Big Man?”


“Do you like it, darling? Why thank you so much, I altered it a bit made it my own creation, a cut here, a trim there, gives the men something to look at.” The other girl cleared her throat loudly for attention. “Oh as for your question…” She raised her high heel and bought it hard down on the man’s cheap trainers, piercing them with ease. He howled like a wild animal and fell backwards.


“What a complete waste of good air,” she said.


“Are you trying to give me heart failure?” the smaller girl asked.


“If only it was that easy.”


With both girls in the car, tower high heels slammed hard on the accelerator and the battered old car sped out of the burning car park. The rest of the protesters ran away and the water cannons died down. One of the guards of The Green Man wiped down his soaking wet outfit and gave his boss a concerned look. “That vehicle doesn’t check out on our records, that car was probably them, shall we go after them?”


“Their ruse was expected my friend, but they will not suspect ours until it is too late,” rasped the man in the green coat.


“So you never wanted the girls then, boss?”


“They have fled the building again as we have undertaken this charade for many a time now.”


“So why is today any different?”


The man in the green coat placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and gave a comforting squeeze, the pain was unbearable for the little man, but he didn’t want to show any weakness.


“The difference is that they will not be returning today, they have left the building and that’s all that matters because the turning point is about to begin and the fall of Big Man from grace will be complete.”


Speeding along the high street and breaking every speed limit in the book, the older girl turned to her passenger. “Be a dear and take the wheel please.”


“But—”


“Now! My wig is stuck and brown is so not my colour.”


Taking the wheel gingerly, the other girl watched as the driver pulled hard at her fake brown hair. With a shake of her head the wig came free and the driver’s true golden hair was allowed to flow.


Aphrodite ran her perfectly manicured nails through her golden mane, some years had passed since she had betrayed some of her classmates including her best friend Sabrina to her father’s game show called ‘Game Show’ – she thought it was a stupid name but whatever her father said or did, she’d blindly followed.


She was still savagely beautiful and her ocean blue eyes closed with concentration as she shuffled in her black maid’s outfit, fiddling with her white cuffs.


“I can’t keep this up you know.” A low annoyed growl came from the lips of Gemma Glaucas. She was a teenager now, still living with Big Man but the adoption fell through – he was her foster-father though and had fought hard to keep her.


She enjoyed living at the huge complex, she loved her new family even now after things had changed since the arrival of this strange man wearing a green coat and the bounty on her fosters-father’s head and how she had to employ such drastic tactics in order to leave her house.


Gemma loved this, she was as dangerously arrogant as Big Man when it came to getting into trouble, a trait she had easily picked up from him.


“Why can’t I have a green wig?” Gemma asked, putting the ginger wig on the back seat. “I would love green hair and I’m always getting red hair. Can’t I change for once?”


“What I would love you to do is to be quiet whilst I ditch this car and find another one, they would have noticed us leave and listed it.” Aphrodite took back the wheel. “So annoying we have to do this every time we leave the complex.”


It was a lovely day, with only a few clouds in the sky as the glorious sun peeked through the gaps in the sky. Zooming through the various streets, she suddenly came up against a huge traffic jam.


Aphrodite smacked her hand onto the horn of her car, her brow was creased with pure annoyance. “COULD YOU POSSIBLY DRIVE ANY SLOWER?”


“We could have gone by bus you know?” Gemma lazily rubbed her eyes.


“Public transport is filled with morons and people who don’t shower, we’re not taking the bus.”


Even the slightest bit of heat bought out the citizens in droves, even more so now thanks to the ban on television, the big summer holiday getaway was busier than usual with people escaping the city by plane, trains and on a long stretch of a non-moving traffic jam, by car – but most of them had gathered back at her father’s complex, trying to break through and get their hands on him for the most delicious amount of money.


She took her frustration out on the steering wheel and the driver in front, shaking her head. “FOR GOODNESS SAKE, WHY AREN’T YOU MOVING?”


Aphrodite gave the horn another blast and turned towards the passenger seat, giving its occupant an icy stare. “This is all your fault.”


The younger girl simply gave a blank stare and popped her bubble gum and chewed vigorously before answering, “Why is it my fault exactly?”


“I‘ll tell why it‘s your fault, darling,” Aphrodite snapped back. “It was your stupid father’s fault, if he hadn’t have stopped Daddy from taking over his school, Daddy wouldn’t have those ghastly kids come after him, destroying his stadium and TV studios. We took you in and they’ve banned television, so when he tried to make things better with the Apology Days, some madman puts a bounty on his head so big we have to go through a tedious assault course just to leave the house and play dress up with these maid outfits, risk getting blown up, buying a car every day, all to take my so called ‘sister’ swimming on the hottest day of the year…AND GETTING STUCK BEHIND THE SLOWEST DRIVER EVER!” A succession of small blasts from the horn failed to make the car in front move. Gemma Glaucus popped her gum once more and cleared her throat only to whisper, “Loser.” Aphrodite honked the horn again and hissed at her foster sister, “Tramp.” The two bickering sisters couldn’t see the driver’s face in the car in front, only the back of his head bore the brunt of Aphrodite’s road rage, if they had been able to see his face they would have noticed how both his hands clutched the steering wheel as his body shook uncontrollably, his nose began to bleed and drip of blood fell into the foot well, followed by the tip of his tongue as his teeth sliced through it.


Taylor


Taylor Tristan really hated working on Apology Day. It was only a new holiday and he really couldn’t understand why people wanted to buy carpet on it, it seemed to be the hottest day of the year and still punters came in their masses, dragging their screaming kids in tow, looking for the best deals for decent floor coverings.


He just had to get through the day and then he knew he could sink a ‘few cold ones’ with his mates Earl and Malik in the pub later after football training – sports were extremely popular now since the shutdown of television and the enforced restrictions on the Internet.


Earl was going to bring along his cousin Cameo. Taylor hadn’t seen her in years and Earl was hoping to set the two of them up. Taylor was looking forward to it, it had been a year since his girlfriend had walked out on him and he thought now that he was ready to get back on the dating scene, he hadn’t had a good track record with the ladies and hoped this could be the start of a beautiful but probable brief relationship.


Cameo was about to go on a college trip on Olympia’s first zoo space cruiser, Taylor didn’t have long to impress her.


The automatic doors slid open as a new customer entered the shop and broke Taylor’s concentration and thoughts of his next ex-girlfriend; Taylor approached the customer with confidence.


“Good morning sir! Is there anything in particular I can help you with?”


“Just looking thanks,” was the reply, which was friendly enough to warrant a smile from Taylor.


To be fair he was glad, even though he knew he needed the job to save up and go travelling later on in the year, he really wasn’t in the mood for customers today and he thought he’d had just enough cash to quit before next Apology Day holiday. This will be my last working holiday.


The shop was getting busier now and Taylor was one of seven sales staff on the shop floor and also the youngest. He was twenty-one, fit and handsome with incredibly blond hair, bad with the ladies but good with money, young and in his so-called ‘prime’.


The phone rang on the front desk. Jess, the second youngest member of the staff and sometime drinking partner of Taylor was on her lunch break; every other one of his colleagues was pitching or wrapping up a sale.


Taylor sighed and put his head down as he shuffled toward the desk and answered the phone.


“Good afternoon and thank you for calling Quick Lay Carpets, my name is Taylor, how can I help you?” He rolled his eyes as he hated saying such a cheesy line. The phone line was silent. “Hello? Anybody there?”


The voice on the other side finally answered – male, youngish and slightly agitated, “Hi, is Jess there please?”


“No, she went on her lunch break, can I take a message?”


The voice went quiet. “Umm…Umm...Umm…Err…”


Taylor pressed the voice. “Hello? Is that you again, Achilles? Look, Jess has made her feelings clear mate, she doesn’t want to know.”


“Umm…could you tell her that…I…er...it really doesn’t matter.” He hung up.


Taylor drew back the phone from his ear and stared at the mouthpiece with a quizzical look on his face. He simply put down the phone and rolled his tongue around his mouth. Then he realised that Jess was actually finished for the day, she had left to join her college friends on the same Olympia zoo space cruiser as Cameo, Taylor’s would-be date. Taylor sighed. God I don’t need this today. The odd phone call didn’t linger in his mind for too long and Taylor wandered through the aisles of carpets deliberately avoiding customers now, he didn’t care about selling now and losing his commission. Each time the automatic doors opened and a new customer entered Taylor thought, When will this day end?


A male customer bought Taylor out from his trance. “Excuse me, can I get some help please?”


Taylor wiped his nose with the back of his hand and smiled. “Certainly sir, what can I do for you?”


The middle-aged gentleman pointed to a selection of brown carpets rolled up and standing on their end in the shop corner. “I was thinking of getting that colour for my son’s room.”


Taylor took out a pen and notebook from his pocket. “Ok, well old is he?”


“He’s ten, he was supposed to be here and help choose it but he’s got football training.”


Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Who does he play for?”


The dad smiled gently. “He plays for Greymen Utd Academy.”


“Does he? That’s nice, shame about the first time missing out on the play-offs.”


Taylor feigned pity as he supported Greys FC, their biter rivals, and was in pleased they’d missed out.


The two men spoke about sizes and costs as Taylor scribbled hard on the pad with his pen and put his pen back in his pocket when he’d finished.


“Also,” said the football dad, “I was looking to get some carpet protection for spills and…”


He went quiet and stared intently at Taylor. “Are you ok?”


Taylor didn’t say anything, he simply swayed from side to side, his eyes blank, and his head pounding. He took out the pen from his top pocket and swung it neatly in a short arc, slicing the customer’s throat.


Football dad clutched his throat as his blood splattered onto Taylor who showed no emotion. Blood gurgled in his mouth and he fell head first on to the carpeted floor. A woman who was about to buy a rug for her bathroom put her hands to her head and screamed the place down. Taylor tumbled back, his brand new shirt was torn as he was bundled to the ground by shocked customers. As he lay on the floor another customer smashed Taylor’s front teeth through his gums with his foot. Making no resistance, more and customers swarmed around Taylor and put their boots in as well. The blood from the mess that used to be his face stained his shirt and quickly spread.


Taylor Tristan finally got his wish…he had worked his last Apology Day holiday. This was the beginning of the turning point.


The traffic jam had hardly moved, nobody was attempting to edge their cars out and this frustrated Aphrodite even more. “Why am I taking you swimming again? If my day doesn’t going to plan I hold you responsible, just you, you’re responsible for the crap I’m probably going to go through today.”


“We’re going swimming because I’m not allowed to go on the trip to the space cruiser zoo. Everyone else is going, why can’t I?”


“Because I think you’re too young? Colleges can go, schools can’t, is there another reason why we’re outside today?”


Aphrodite was in a very bad mood, she had lost her job at the city’s top beauty salon for her disastrous attendance, which used to be down to laziness, but recently it was more the point that now just even wanting to leave the complex to grab a morning newspaper took weeks to plan thanks to the unwanted company parked outside her house. So her father had put her on babysitting duties, she didn’t bother with further education, there wasn’t much point after her father’s arrest warrant and the huge bounty on his head; she needed to be with her father.


The new government had banned television and it was supposed to have a positive effect on the city. The government thought people would be leaving their homes and television sets and going out to exercise and play, going to the theatre, taking part in sporting activities, but it had had the reverse effect. There were riots and protests and everybody blamed Big Man, the Apology Day holiday did come close to making amends, but that was well and truly forgotten thanks to The Green Man.


He hadn’t left his tower in years, staying in the tallest tower in his Messiah’s Complex of buildings. The girls knew that despite his bravado, the loss of outside contact was getting worse. Aphrodite did care about that, but she still thought she was the prettiest girl in the world and had the most ‘to die for blonde hair’ plus having the longest tanned legs was a bonus – only wearing the shortest of shorts would do them justice, only her arms she still kept covered. So what if Olympia was getting fit and having fun? Aphrodite still thought she was the most beautiful girl in the city.


The little girl beside her pointed towards the sun, not saying a word, just replying to Aphrodite’s earlier question. “Oh you think you’re so clever don’t you? Ok, can you tell me what bankrupt means?... as my dad is almost it.”


Gemma peeled at the stickers on her sports bag, thinking hard. “No, what does it mean?”


Aphrodite’s delicate features wrinkled into a smirk as she put on her eyelash tint as the car remained motionless. “Bankrupt means when a family takes in a silly little girl and loses all their money, because of what their stupid father did to mine.”


“What did he do?”


“Doesn’t matter.”


“You don’t like me, do you?”


“Not really, no.”


The young girl sighed and gripped her bag tightly. “Even though I’m your sister?…Oh no!”


Gemma suddenly remembered something before Aphrodite could answer, unzipping her bag and allowing a small hairy creature to emerge. “Come baby.” Buckby, Gemma’s pet spider scuttled out the bag and onto her hand. “Poor baby, was it hot in my bag?”


The spider had found her again after disappearing after the fire at her father’s house some years back. Gemma had gone back to the old house many times to find her spider with no avail but it wasn’t until sometime later her spider had found her at her school, crawling up the window outside her classroom – a fright for her classmates but a huge relief for Gemma, reunited with her pet and the only connection with her father Elias, and Auntie Kay.


“Why did you have to bring that infernal creature?” moaned Aphrodite.


“He get’s lonely in that cage alone and it’s a nice day, so I’ll bring him out for some company and fresh air.”


Aphrodite honked the horn again and shifted to her side. “We should have got a taxi to bring you here today and I would have too, except the last cab I got was rubbish! The driver was waving his arms about, sweating, babbling and shaking. He didn’t have a clue where he was going so I ended up driving myself to the beauty salon.”


“What happened to him?”


“He was having a heart attack apparently.”


“And you didn’t take him to a hospital?”


Aphrodite took one of her hands off the wheel and flashed her new nails at Gemma. “That’s the reason why, besides, I gave him a tip.”


Through the slender gap between either side of the cars rode a large man on a push bike wearing a bright all-in-one bodysuit; he struggled to get by and wobbled as he passed Aphrodite’s car, scratching the side.


“MY CAR!…Oh for God’s sake!”


Aphrodite watched as the bike rider huffed further up the road failing to look back at the damage he’d caused. “Moron” she muttered. “Why do bike riders wear such ridiculous tight outfits? I mean if everybody can see the weight that they need to lose then chances are that skin tight Lycra isn’t a good idea.”


She turned her attention back to Gemma. “I’m stunned I’m related to you, but hang on…?” Her eyes glistened in the sun. “You’re NOT my sister, everything was fine until YOU came along and for some reason Daddy took pity on you and brought you in. You’re nothing to me but a skank who can’t keep hold of their own family and has to pinch somebody else’s…you’re a magpie, a thief and WHY ISN’T THAT STUPID CAR MOVING?”


The horn was used and Aphrodite held her hand firmly in place as the car in front’s door opened and the driver stepped out.


“Oh this is just perfect.” Aphrodite shook her head and closed up her window by flicking a switch. “He’s coming over, just sit tight and let me do the talking.”


Gemma put her spider back in her bag and looked at her watch and then her eyes followed the well-dressed gentleman as he approached Aphrodite’s window. Aphrodite looked dead ahead, refusing to acknowledge him as he leered forward.


It was Gemma whose eyes flicked over to look him up and down, a lovely suit with his nose bleeding and strange foam stuff coming from his mouth. Aphrodite had just enough time to see his fist break through the window, both girls screamed as fragments of glass showered them.


“GET OFF ME!” Aphrodite yelled.


No words came from the man, his hand, still in the window went for Aphrodite’s throat.


A passer-by tried to come to her aid, pulling valiantly at the attacker, but the man in the suit casually turned and back-handed the helper, sending him spinning to the pavement. This was the chance Aphrodite needed, rubbing her aching throat she stuck the car in reverse, Gemma tugged impatiently at Aphrodite’s sleeve.


“I KNOW!” Aphrodite shouted. “HOLD TO SOMETHING, WE’RE GETTING OUT OF HERE.”


Clutching the door handle tightly, Gemma looked behind her as their car shot backwards and hit the car behind, she could see the driver throw his hands up in the air angrily as bumper crunched against bumper.


“Shit,” Aphrodite said through gritted teeth.


The suited man was up and looked into the car, his head cocked to one side, Aphrodite went forward and then back again, shunting the car behind and in front. The angry driver from behind got out and whilst swearing repeatedly walked towards the damaged bumper but before he could confront Aphrodite, the suited man had picked him up and hurled him through a shop window.


“No way,” Gemma mouthed silently.


The gap Aphrodite made was big enough now to ease her car past, and mounting the kerb, she drove up onto the pavement. In a flash the man in the suit instinctively started chasing the moving vehicle and leapt onto the driver’s door, his mouth foaming whilst still grabbed at the wheel. Aphrodite tore through the parade of high street shops, pedestrians throwing themselves out of the way of the oncoming vehicle.


“GET OUT OF THE WAY!” screamed Aphrodite.


The gentleman still clung on to the steering wheel, his legs trailed on the ground, his expensive shoes scraping the pavement, turning the wheel towards him he threw his head back and snapped it forward, aiming directly at Aphrodite’s throat. Dodging the attack, she gave him more of the wheel and the car veered right, crashing into the front of a garden centre shop, not even a well put together garden shed could shift the gentleman.


“HE WON’T STOP!” Gemma shrieked.


“I GATHERED,” replied her sister.


The car moved on down the parade with Aphrodite struggling to maintain control of the wheel; the gentleman was strong and would not let go of his side of the steering wheel.


Drinkers enjoying a mid-morning coffee outside on the boulevard saw their drinks and tables fly off between their legs as the car forced a path through the middle of them.


Gemma blinked in disbelief at the strength of the madman clinging to the side of her sister’s car door.


With frightening speed the man flung his right arm again into the car, making a grab for Aphrodite again, the car swerved yet again as she avoided the incoming blow. The car was coming to the end of the retail promenade and yet the man clung on to the side, reaching at every opportunity to reach Aphrodite. Roadworks blocked the end of the pavement, workmen were digging up some power cables from underground and the whole street was cordoned off, the cars in the traffic jam had to take a diversion but Aphrodite had other ideas.


“Sorry little girl, I don’t like you very much but I dislike this ghastly gentleman even more, time to see if you have the guts to really be my sister.”


Gemma frowned, still holding tight on to her door handle. “What are you going to do?”


Aphrodite smiled between grimacing. “Watch and learn.”


With an almighty effort Aphrodite heaved the wheel to her left, the car bounced through the road barriers and hit a pothole hard, the car flipped up on its passenger side wheels.


The enraged man in a suit still clung on to the driver’s side door his foaming mouth and bloodshot eyes were close to Aphrodite’s as gravity brought him nearer to her.


She drove the car on two wheels down the high street and looked into the eyes of her unwanted passenger.


“Hang on to this, you bastard!”


Aphrodite pulled with one supreme effort and turned the wheel left, aiming for the nearest shop window and the car went straight through the front of a florist. The car spun around and pinned the gentleman up against the cash register desk, the young girl usually behind the till had fled as soon as the car had come through the window.


Aphrodite picked the glass from her dress and looked at her arms, which she went to great lengths to keep covered, she looked at her sister and saw her chest was still moving. “Gemma?”


The younger girl paused briefly and held her side. “Yes.”


Aphrodite spoke calmly. “You do know we’re not going swimming now.” Then she passed out. The turning point continued.


Norton


Norton looked at his clothes laid out on his bed. These were what he was going to wear later for his special meeting, a meeting he’d been looking forward to for ages. He leaned forward onto his bed and gently rubbed out some left over creases on his recently ironed shirt. His date wasn’t until later in the afternoon, but he liked to be prepared.


He glanced at his watch. Anytime now, he thought.


“NORTON! BRING ME MY CIGARETTES!”


Norton felt his chest tighten. “Just a minute,” he called.


“I NEED THEM NOW, DUMMY!”


With a heavy sigh Norton left his bedroom and strode across the hallway to his spare room, where his mother had been staying with him ever since her bungalow had been destroyed. It was one of many houses in the vicinity of Big Man’s stadium which was destroyed by the powered up girl Kimberley six years ago – it was only meant to be a temporary agreement, but his mother had no intention of moving out, even though accommodation had been sorted out for her.


Norton picked up her cigarettes and headed downstairs to the lounge where his mother sat. The room stank of cigarette smoke as she puffed away without a care in the world. He noticed a pack of cigarettes on her armchair where she sat.


“Mother, you just asked me for a pack of cigarettes?”


“Yeah, what’s your point?”


“My point is you already have some next to you.”


“I don’t want to run out! Better safe than sorry. Is it too much to ask that you do a favour for your own mother once in a while?”


Norton sighed. “No mother.”


“Now come here and let me look at you.”


Her son hesitated. “Come boy.” She patted the side of the armchair as if she was calling a pet dog, as her hand thumped the chair, it slid down the side and pulled out a bottle of wine within the ragged lining of the chair and secretly took a swig. “Chop chop.” Norton reluctantly stood in front of his over-bearing mother and shrugged his shoulders. “Turn around and let me see.”
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