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Praise For Ascension


"Pritchard excellently put together a sequence of events to first grab the reader’s attention, pull them along on this rollercoaster ride of events as things seem to calm down only to get spun around again, and ending with an amazing cliff-hanger leaving the readers wanting more.” – Ashley from The Book Fairies Montana



"It was a real page-turner, and every chapter left me wanting more…If you’re looking for a gripping, creepy, fast-paced novel, with romance, supernatural and lots of action, then look no further.”- Aimee from Aimee Raindrop Writes



“The Ascension of Melanie Winters is a solid and intriguing debut novel. Pritchard’s novel plays out incrementally and simplistically; it has an easy flow to it, no matter the situation.” – Charlie from The Book Reviewer



“I thoroughly enjoyed this fast-paced debut novel – it was dark, gritty, tense, and left me wanting more. I sincerely hope Holly plans on writing more, because I, for one, need to know what happens.” – Laura from Roachie’s Reviews


To the human who emotionally broke me. 

Putting myself back together is the sweetest revenge I’ll ever have.








































evolution

ˌiːvəˈluːʃ(ə)n,ˈɛvəluːʃ(ə)n/

noun

	
the process by which different kinds of living organism are believed to have developed from earlier forms during the history of the earth. 




Section One




Eli.


It was the only thought, name, thing in Melanie’s head. Images of Eli slumped on the floor, blood pouring from the stumps of her fingers, wouldn’t leave Melanie’s mind. The dimly lit waiting room she was sitting in felt distant, like a dream.


Eli...

She thought back to when they’d first met. How Eli’s bright personality managed to get under her skin, in ways both good and bad. How Eli had managed to keep the two of them hidden—twice. Even when Solomon had almost injected Eli, she kept her head held high and always saw the positives in everything.

And now her life was hanging on by the tiniest thread, right in the next room. The silence ringing around the waiting room was deafening. There was nothing to indicate anything about Eli’s condition. It was paralysing.

Eli... I’m sorry... Please forgive me...




As tears began to fall down her cheeks and small sobs left her shaking, the door in front of her gently opened. Melanie looked up apprehensively. Her mother stood in the doorway, her eyes tired and tinged red. They shared a moment’s silence, neither sure what to say. Right now, a conversation wasn’t necessary; Laurie gave a small nod, and that was all it took for Melanie to slowly rise to her feet. Her steps were heavy, her whole body lethargic from the fight with Solomon, which felt like it had happened years ago, not just a few short hours.


Could she even step behind that door? There had been so much blood. Too much. What state could Eli be in after that? Gently brushing past Laurie, Melanie mentally prepared herself for what she was about to see. Her eyes were shut tight, afraid to even think about opening.

“... Melanie?” A hoarse voice called from the opposite side of the room.


Suddenly, Melanie’s eyes forced themselves open. There, right in front of her, lying in the dingiest bed she’d ever seen, was the invisible girl herself—with all of her fingers intact. Eli tried to turn her head to face Melanie. Her peachy mop of hair had been replaced with peroxide blonde and even more regrowth than when they first met. Despite having lost a significant number of fingers, both her hands looked perfect. No scars, no blood, not even a single bruise—it was like they had never disappeared. She was still weak from blood loss and could barely lift any part of her body, let alone her hands, but she was alive. Good fucking God...  she was alive.


“... You just gonna stand there or what?” Eli said, her voice slightly less hoarse after clearing her throat.

Melanie awoke from her trance and slowly walked towards Eli, sitting down in the chair beside her bed.

“We... We thought you’d... you’d…” The words could barely leave Melanie’s mouth as Eli smiled softly at her.

“Can’t get rid of me that easily... not even my own body... sorry...” Eli spluttered.

Melanie quickly grabbed her other hand and studied her fingers.

“Your... your fingers...” It was the only thing Melanie could think about.

Eli giggled a little as she let Melanie look over them, running her fingers up and down her hand.

“Yes... these are my fingers. I still can’t believe they’ve come back—I thought they were goners,” Eli replied.

They heard some voices from outside the room.

“If we’re being honest here, your fingers never really left your body in the first place, Miss Tanwen.”

Melanie and Eli both turned their heads to see a middle-aged man standing within the door’s crooked archway. His bulky, muscular frame took up most of the doorway, and a small smile formed across his face, which seemed incredibly misplaced on him. He casually strode towards the chair on the other side of Eli, an assortment of folders clutched within his hands. The lights, although they were small, shone rather beautifully on his balding head, but Melanie thought that mentioning this in small talk wouldn’t be the best idea. He looked like the kind of man who wouldn’t take it as a compliment.

“How is that even possible?” Melanie asked. “We saw her fingers had gone…It was like they’d been chopped off...” The pungent smell of flesh and bitter taste of blood immediately came back to her , making her want to wretch.

“It’s rather complicated to explain to someone who isn’t familiar with her invisibility, but the basic version of it is that she had a seizure, which caused her powers to go into overdrive. When the seizure stopped, her powers essentially... malfunctioned and her fingers completely disappeared. But they were always there, they just couldn’t come back properly, which is why they appeared to be severed.” The expression on his face was more stern than inviting.

“A seizure... like an epileptic seizure?” Melanie looked back over at Eli, who lifted her thumb up in response.

“Yeah, I used to have epilepsy, then Horizon got involved and... well... you know the rest,” Eli said, trying to sit up but slinking back into the bed, wincing at her fatigue.

“Forgive me for not properly introducing myself; first impressions were quite rushed on my part, given the severity of what happened. My name is Dr Phillip Caballero, and I’m the reason you’re alive today,” he explained as Eli simply nodded, unable to bring herself to speak again.

Melanie’s eyes widened when she saw the logo on Phillip’s immaculately white lab coat. Noticing her expression, he looked down at himself.

“Are you... are you one of them?” Melanie asked, staying close to Eli. The feeling of unease refused to leave her. His white lab coat, turtleneck jumper, the smell of rubbing alcohol lingering on his hands, and his stubble growing into the beginnings of a beard...  It was disgustingly familiar.

“I was, yes. But now I’m not, and... well, I’m here saving your friend.” His voice was tinged with a small sense of pride, awfully reminiscent of Solomon.

Laurie poked her head through the doorway, her ears pricked up by Phillip’s remarks.

“Melanie, there’s nothing to worry about. Phillip was one of the doctors who helped me and Heather get out of Horizon... we can trust him.” Laurie smiled over at Phillip, who returned the statement with a nod.

“Sorry, it’s just... just…” Melanie couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence. Whether it was out of fear or unwillingness to cause any more conflict, she didn’t quite know.

“Laurie told me what happened with you and Solomon; I completely understand why it’s making you uncomfortable. Unfortunately, I’m probably going to have to amplify that, as I need to do a check-up on you.” Phillip stood up, brushing dust off his trousers. Melanie failed to hide the scowl on her face.

“Melanie, you were injected. We need to make sure that it’s not dangerous,” Laurie said. Melanie simply shrugged and refused to move from her seat.

“Hey... where’s everyone else? Are they alright?” Eli choked out.

“They’re in one of the other waiting rooms, and they’re fine,” Laurie replied. “I’ll go let them know that you’re okay.” She left the room, heading down one of the corridors. Melanie watched for a few moments, before looking back to Eli as she drifted back into a peaceful sleep.

“I’m going to prepare a couple of things before I check you over; I’ll give you a shout when I’m ready.” The sound of Phillip’s voice threw Melanie off guard for a moment as he headed down the opposite corridor.

Melanie let her thoughts clear as she watched Eli peacefully sleeping in the hospital bed. The very idea that Eli had somehow managed to survive losing her fingers was gigantic. Seeing Eli slumped against the wall, surrounded by a pool of blood with nothing but stumps where her fingers had been, plagued Melanie.

The pearly white bone sticking out.

The red flesh, barely pulsating.

Eli’s eyes flickering open and closed like she was possessed.

The pungent, nauseating smell of blood.

The images took hold of Melanie’s conscious and refused to let go. They taunted her with statements of guilt and blame.

You’re the reason she lost her fingers.

You’re the reason she’s like this.

She almost died because of you.

This is all.

Your.

“Mel?”

In an instant she came out of her trance to find Nathan sitting beside her. She hadn’t even heard him come in or pull up a chair next to her. As she turned to face him, her cheeks felt damp and her eyes were beginning to sting.

“Come here.”

She didn’t have time to react before Nathan pulled her in for a hug. The two held each other for a few moments before they let go. By this point, Melanie had managed to keep the accusatory voices in her head silent.

“You need to sleep. Seriously, you look horrendous,” Nathan said, pointing out the bags that had formed underneath her eyes.

“I thought you were here to make me feel better... you’re not doing a very good job of it,” Melanie joked, managing to pull a face at him.


“I am making you feel better. Look—you’ve pulled that face you always make when I’m being an idiot,” Nathan replied, attempting a rather accurate impression of Melanie.


Melanie let out a small giggle and playfully pushed Nathan’s arm away. She had to admit, it was nice having him around.

“I guess you’re alright.”

She turned back to Eli, who was still in a deep sleep. Her face was delicate and had a faint smile, which made Melanie question how to feel.

“She’s gonna be okay, isn’t she?” Nathan asked after a moment’s silence.

“Yeah, she just needs to rest.” The words left her lips so quietly they barely made a sound.

“What about you? Are you gonna be okay?” Nathan slowly pulled his chair closer to Melanie and shifted so he was looking directly at her.

“I... I don’t know. I really... don’t know...” Her words began to slur together as the weight of exhaustion bore down on her. She fought a small battle to keep herself upright, but as she was defeated, Nathan swooped in to hold her up in the chair. Eli slept soundly through the commotion.

“Yeah, it’s been manic for the past few weeks, hasn’t it?” Nathan said. “I didn’t even get a moment’s peace when I got separated from you lot—I had to keep on my toes.”

“Horizon were following you?”

“I can’t be a hundred percent sure it was them, but some dodgy people were definitely following me. I had to stay in a dingy B-and-B for the night that was basically in the middle of nowhere so they’d leave me alone. There were bugs everywhere and the wallpaper was peeling off, so it was basically like being back in the sock cave again.”

Melanie let out a snort, quickly putting her hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t disturb Eli. Even when things were going down the drain, Nathan could always bring in his beloved sock cave somehow.

“Will you ever stop talking about that bloody sock cave?”

“Never! I miss the sock cave every single day; I must keep it alive in my memory.”

Nathan and Melanie laughed as quietly as they could, but this somehow made the situation even funnier than it should have been. A faint knock on the door got their attention, and the two wiped tears away from their eyes. Phillip’s head poked through the doorway, and Melanie suddenly remembered the situation she was in.

“I’m ready when you are.” Phillip smiled and walked away from the door.

Melanie regained her composure and took a deep breath, pushing herself up onto her feet. Nathan smiled gently at her as she gave one last look over at him before closing the door behind her and leaving the room.

◆◆◆





Section Two

Melanie followed Phillip at a slight distance, carefully watching his every move. He walked with a stride she could only describe as confidently reserved; he was quiet, quick and had no time for any kind of small talk while they walked down the corridor. They took the opposite direction to where Eli’s room was and eventually made it to a decent-sized room that resembled the nurse’s office where Melanie had been a regular in secondary school. However, this office did not include any posters about the body and how colds cannot be treated with antibiotics.

Phillip hung his lab coat on the back of the door and briskly walked to a desk, its drawers filled with different medical devices. Melanie noticed an assortment of needles, which made her body shake; over the past few weeks, she’d been subjected to an amount of needles that no human should have to deal with.

“Not a needle fan?” Philip smiled over at Melanie as she sat herself down on the nurse's bed opposite him. She didn’t respond, slowly taking off her jacket and rolling up her right sleeve, making the whole process as prolonged as possible.

“I can see why, given everything you’ve gone through. I won’t keep you too long; I just need to take some samples from you,” he said sternly, preparing the needle for the extraction of her blood.

Melanie looked around the room, desperately trying to focus on something other than the needle that would be shoved in her arm. Despite her best efforts, there was nothing in the room that could help.

“Okay, I’m going to need you to tense up your arm for a second. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

Melanie outstretched her hand and turned away from the needle piercing her skin. The sharp pain went as quickly as it came while Phillip watched her blood slowly fill the syringe. After applying cotton wool to the small puncture, he placed the needle in a case and Melanie pressed two fingers down on the wool.

“Your mother mentioned to me that you’d been injected with something by Solomon. Have you felt any different since then?” Phillip asked, the shine from his head slightly distracting Melanie.

“No, not really.” Melanie shrugged. She took a piece of tape from Phillip and placed it across the cotton wool to keep in place.

“Are you just saying that so you don’t have to tell me, or is that actually true?” Phillip looked over at her with the same worried expression her mother had. Worry didn’t seem to suit his face either.

“... Forgive me, but the last time I encountered someone associated with Horizon, it didn’t really end well.” The blunt response left Melanie’s lips, and suddenly her body become heavy with fatigue. She slowly slid off the bed, but Phillip caught her before she could sink any lower.

“Woah, easy now... Listen, I’m not with Horizon anymore. I’ve been done with them since I learnt what they were really doing. But I can help you; I’ve got knowledge that could very much save your life, and by the looks of you, you’re going to need it.” Phillip’s eyes narrowed as he observed her, which looked frightening on someone of his stature. It was the perfect expression for his face; he was a hauntingly good fit for Horizon, even if he had chosen to leave.

Melanie forced her expression into neutrality as she pushed Phillip away, steadying herself on the arms of the chair. “I’ve been feeling on edge since this whole Horizon business happened. Everything I thought I knew has been turned on its head and I don’t know who to trust anymore. Now that I’m using my powers a lot more than I did before, it’s putting more strain on my body, and I’m finding it hard to control my emotions, especially when I’m angry…” Melanie trailed off as she steadied herself upright.

“Have you noticed any physical changes to your appearance? Like bruising, hair loss, marks on the skin, lighter eye colour—”

“Mum and Heather mentioned my eyes were lighter,” Melanie blurted out the minute Phillip raised the subject. His expression was no longer one of a frustrated scientist, but of someone almost fearful for their own life. Melanie tilted her head as she noticed his skin pale.

“Why do people keep looking at me like that?” Melanie felt her voice grow louder and silenced herself immediately after asking.

Phillip’s features slowly stopped trembling and a sad smile formed on his face. Although the look of compassion still didn’t suit him, it did make Melanie focus her gaze on him.


“I’m sure your mother and auntie mentioned the term ‘going rogue’ to you...” Phillip’s voice trailed off as he gathered his belongings, which had been scattered on the workstation in a sense of emergency. Melanie almost responded with a no, but then thought back to the conversation before they found Eli. Suddenly, her eyes widened. It couldn’t possibly be that... right?


“When I was back with Horizon, I was one of the supervisors with your mother, your aunt and a few other children. There were a few select children who were given Beyond in its very first form, and they all reacted to it in a way that we never imagined. Over the course of a few months, their hair and eyes became a lighter shade of colour and they were prone to violent outbursts with their given powers—especially dangerous as one of the children could control and conjure fire when needed. We had an incident where half of our underground buildings burnt down because she completely lost control of her powers.”


Phillip cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses before continuing. “They were all classed as rogue patients in our group, which is how we all started talking about them going rogue. While I was there, we had at least twenty patients who went rogue and none of them survived it. They couldn’t control their bodies with the huge surge that Beyond had given them. Everybody’s worried about you because you’re showing signs of this and you need to learn to rein your powers in. We also need to find out exactly what Solomon injected you with, as there’s a chance it’s a more refined concentration of Beyond than the one they had previously. If you don’t watch yourself and keep your composure around everyone... Well, there isn't an easy way to say the consequences, but you will die.” What had started as a simple story turned into a stern warning. After hearing those last words, Melanie realised what was happening. Eli’s life wasn’t the only one at risk.


“I need to go and run some tests on your sample. If anything comes up, I’ll be in touch.”

Once Phillip had dropped the bombshell, he hurried out of the room, leaving Melanie to mull over what he had just told her. She sat in the chair for quite a while, almost slumped, unable to bring herself to sit up properly. The words constantly replayed in her head.

You will die.

You will die.

You.

Will.

Die.

She thought back to all the times that her powers had suffocated her, the fainting spells she had to deal with, walking when her body felt like it was made of the thickest lead, the headaches that were so painful she was terrified her head might split open. All the symptoms had been there, and now they made sense in the most horrific way possible. Those three words had made themselves a part of her subconscious, and she knew they would never leave again. Melanie had finally come face to face with her own mortality, and it was bleak.

“... Mel?”

A familiar voice made Melanie’s ears perk up, and she turned to see Heather standing in the doorway. The bags under Heather’s eyes were becoming more prominent as time passed on. Her white hair was scrunched up into the messiest ponytail Melanie had ever seen; there were a bunch of hairs missed on all sides of her face. Melanie simply watched as Heather inched closer to her.

“You feeling alright?” Heather asked, pulling up a chair next to Melanie and sitting herself down. Her voice was just as rugged as it had always been but was tinged with an inkling of fear that had become more prevalent recently. She was afraid of her; she didn’t do a good job of hiding it.

Melanie stared off into the distance, unable to think up a response. Had she even heard what Heather said? She couldn’t remember.

Heather picked up on Melanie’s silence and moved out of her seat, positioning herself directly in front of her.

“Talk to me, Mel. Come on.” Heather took Melanie’s hand into her own, and a tremble passed through Melanie’s entire body. She reluctantly brought her gaze to Heather’s as the last of the colour in her face faded away.

“I’m gonna... die... He said... he said I’d die…” The words croaked out of Melanie’s mouth as Heather spoke words of comfort in her softest tones.

“You’re not going to die, Melanie... At least, not if you control yourself.” Heather reached out and caressed Melanie’s hand, her fingers wet with the tears that slowly fell from Melanie’s eyes.

“I’m so sorry... I was stupid to dismiss what you and Mum kept saying. I thought you two were just being—”


“Melanie, you didn’t know what was happening to you; there’s no need to apologise. You just need to focus on your powers and learn to harness them better. As long as you do that, you’ll be just fine, okay?” Heather smiled at her niece as colour gradually returned to her face. Melanie mustered up a tiny smile of her own, and the two embraced before there was a knock at the door. As Heather and Melanie turned, Laurie’s head poked around the corner, Nathan and Azumi standing behind her. They all walked into the room holding an assortment of backpacks stuffed to the brim with a mishmash of items.


“You guys ready to go?” Laurie asked, looking down at her backpack, which was dangerously close to ripping apart.

“Wait, we’re going already?” Melanie asked, getting up from her seat. “We’ve only just got here with Eli.”

“Phillip’s managed to get her fingers back, and besides, we can’t stay in one place for too long—we’re fugitives, remember?”

“Eli doesn’t look ready to travel. Are you sure she’s going to be alright?”

“We don’t really have much of a choice…”

“Where are we even going anyway? Where can we go?” Melanie asked, her mind whirring to find an answer.

“We’re going home,” Heather’s piped up.

The group turned to her, seeing a smile light up her face. A lightbulb flared on in Melanie’s brain, and she suddenly realised what Heather had meant. “I don’t even have a passport…”

In a flash, Laurie held out one in front of Melanie. She took it, looking at the details printed inside. Sophie Jane King. 10th April 1992. British citizen. And all displayed beside a photo of Melanie, complete with peroxide white hair which had been gently plaited to fall on her left shoulder.

“We’re not bleaching my hair,” Melanie immediately stated, getting a laugh from Heather and Laurie. Suddenly, she felt something fall onto her head. Losing her balance slightly she yanked it off her head and saw a blonde wig, complete with a full lace-front. Her cheeks began to fluster as Nathan stood beside her.

“Nope, you’re wearing a wig! And a pretty good one too…” Nathan’s mind trailed off, presumably envisioning different wig styles as Melanie stared at the wig, stroking it softly.

“It will be very strange to see you without your auburn hair, Melanie,” Azumi said, with the group nodding in unison. “Hopefully this will be enough to get us to our next destination.”

As Laurie handed her an empty backpack, Melanie placed the wig inside, and everyone made their way back towards Eli’s room. They stopped in shock as they saw Eli already walking towards them, although her pace was significantly slower than normal.

“You guys seriously aren’t leaving without me, are you?” she chirped up with a big grin across her face.

The group waited for Eli to catch up and welcomed her warmly before proceeding along the corridor past her room and out of the building, with the whole facility falling completely silent as they left.

◆◆◆


Section Three

“You’re listening to Lightbox Radio with me, Molly Shields. It’s time now for the eight thirty news, and Samantha Shaw has the latest…”

The sound of the radio made Solomon’s eyes shoot wide open. He lay in bed for a few moments, wincing at the now-familiar sharp pain in his left arm. Looking around his room, he noticed a tray with a glass of water and some porridge on the bedside table, the smell lingering by his nose. Despite the pain, Solomon gently pulled himself upright and let the covers fall onto his lap. His body showed the full extent of his injuries from Melanie. Bruises the size of his own hand were dotted along his chest, and scars were outlined around his shoulders. One scar in particular took up a large portion of his forehead and showed signs of very slow healing.

A knock at the door caught his attention, and he swung his legs onto the floor with great difficulty. Taking deep breaths, he launched himself up to a standing position. There was another knock on the door.

“Sir? It’s me. Are you decent?”

Solomon smiled; there could only be one person stupid enough to come and see him.

“Come in, Merryn.”

He hadn’t finished speaking before the door opened and Merryn entered the room, her hourglass figure framed perfectly by her choice of pencil skirt and chiffon blouse. The raven hair she kept so well-groomed was tied up in a perfect bun on top of her head, no stray hairs out of place, along with a full face of makeup to match. Nothing about her appearance was anything but perfect, and she knew Solomon would be unable to resist her.

“You been up long?” She came and sat down on the bed while Solomon stood gazing out the window, watching the waves crash against the cliffs. He took long, drawn-out breaths in sync with the waves.

“No, just a few minutes.”

Merryn observed Solomon at the window and caught sight of the glass of water and porridge by his bedside.

“Who brought that in?” She pointed at the porridge and Solomon turned around, looking down at the bowl. His stomach rumbled, and he sat back down on the bed by Merryn, taking the porridge into his hands.

“Not sure... was here when I woke up.”

He took a spoonful of porridge into his mouth. It had a faint hint of cinnamon and sweetener mixed in.

Merryn glared at Solomon condescendingly as he tucked into his breakfast. “I could have made a better one than that…” she muttered under her breath before clearing her throat to cover up her statement.

Solomon hadn’t heard her and continued to eat his porridge, eventually leaving the bowl spotless on the bedside table. He turned to Merryn, who was fidgeting with her fingers, pulling small bits of dead skin from them. He called out her name, but she didn’t answer, too entranced by her fingers.

“You know you’re not supposed to do that,” Solomon said, taking Merryn’s hands into his own and examining them.

She immediately came out of her trance. Her thumbs were red with inflammation, and little spots of blood were dotted along each of her fingers.

“I know. I can’t help it... They just keep appearing.” Merryn sighed, watching Solomon gently hold her battered hands.

“Well if you leave them alone, they’ll disappear.” Solomon kissed her hands gently and then got up from the bed, walking to his built-in wardrobe. Searching through the various suits that were neatly hung up, Merryn stayed on the bed, watching his movements.

