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 Search and Rescue

The Dreadnoughts Book One

 Chapter
One

Jason Chastain

Jason gripped tightly onto the controls of the rigid
inflatable boat—otherwise known as a RIB—as it bounced on the
relentless, white-capped waves of the Atlantic Ocean. According to
the GPS, they were closing in on their destination. And thank God
for GPS; simply looking
for their target was futile—it was pitch black,
and the remote Scottish island they were headed for was
uninhabited, so there were no lights to help guide them. Not even a
bloody lighthouse. To make things worse, they didn’t know exactly
what—or who—they were going to find when they landed, so they were
in stealth mode, meaning no lights on their boat, either. When they
got close enough, they’d have to kill the engine, too, so as not to
be heard by anyone who might be waiting for them.

He
hunched his shoulders against the biting wind which still managed
to worm its way in through his layers of technical gear and
muttered to himself. Complaining out loud was pointless—the waves
and wind would stop the others from being able to hear a word he
said, anyway.

Besides,
he was really in no position to complain, since it was his fault
the four of them were here in the first place.

The job
offer had come in via the contact form on his security firm’s
website—all mysterious and anonymous, and on the first read he’d
almost dismissed it out of hand, his finger hovering over the
‘delete’ button even before he’d read the final line. It was so
vague he’d thought it was spam, or someone pissing about—even
organisations who wanted to employ him for highly classified
missions usually gave more information than that. Not to mention
more notice. But something, the merest grain of intrigue, had made
him read the message through again and absorb it fully. Despite all
the cloak and dagger, it seemed legit.

And when
his phone pinged with an alert, prompting him to check his business
bank account and find the promised amount just sitting there, all
nonchalant-like, the grain of intrigue had turned into the Sahara
Desert’s worth. Particularly since the amount in question was just
a deposit to help with expenses and getting the mission off the
ground. What would have happened if he’d refused the mission? Did
he get to keep the money anyway? By this point, that wasn’t really
an issue, anyway, since there were a hell of a lot more zeroes at
play if he and the three buddies he had in mind to come with him
managed to pull this off—a ridiculous sum, even when split four
ways and taking costs into consideration.

Whoever
the client was, they were extremely important, or insanely rich.
Maybe both.

In other
words, a good person to get on side. If he played his cards right,
this mysterious client could keep him in work for a long time to
come—if not personally, then by way of sharing contacts and word of
mouth. Either way was good, as far as he was concerned.

Despite
the secretive nature of this mission, it would certainly beat some
of the two-bit jobs he’d taken on out of necessity in the past few
months. Unfortunately, the need to eat and the requirement to pay
bills didn’t go away just because the exciting work had dried
up.

But this job could be the turning point. The one that launched
him from dull bodyguarding of ‘celebrities’—some of those fuckers have been so Z-list that even Google
doesn’t know who they are—and protecting
sensitive goods to actually making a difference, like he used to do
back in the military. Helping people. Taking bad people off the
streets.

It could also be the job that launched him into the Atlantic
Ocean—not for the first, but possibly for the final time. The RIB
lurched violently, and Jason heard the rest of the crew swearing
and exclaiming even over the roar of the elements. And these were
guys who weren’t afraid of anything. He risked a quick glance over
his shoulder and counted three large figures. They were all still
there, and for now, that would have to do. There was no time to
check in—according to the GPS, the shore was coming up fast, and
he’d need all his concentration, skill, and brass fucking balls to
land them on the beach in one piece. More importantly, the
boat needed to be in one
piece, since that was their way out, once they’d secured their
target. Without it, they were royally fucked. Unlike in the
military, they had no one to call, no backup, no rescue
teams.

They
were it.

He shook
his head, wondering for the umpteenth time who the hell threw so
much cash around in order to hire a four-man team to take on a
monumental, potentially very dangerous task, knowing perfectly well
that if it went tits up, there was no second chance? No clean up
team?

The best he’d been able to come up with was:
Someone desperate, with a need for
secrecy.

So
exactly who was desperate, secretive, and filthy rich?

It’s only a matter of time before we find out. If we ever
make it onto this bloody beach, that is. He
took a deep breath and squinted into the darkness, willing his eyes
to pick up something useful. Normally he’d have donned his
night-vision goggles, but the rain and the sea spray would splatter
constantly onto the lenses, rendering them useless. All he could do
was keep flicking his gaze between the GPS and the landscape in
front of the boat and hope for the best. He wasn’t a religious man,
but he mumbled some random words of prayer to the heavens anyway,
just in case. Couldn’t hurt to try, and it certainly wouldn’t make
things worse.

Finally,
his vision and the gadget seemed to agree the beach was imminent.
With another deep breath, Jason killed the engine and mentally
crossed his fingers and toes they were close enough that the waves
would wash the boat up onto the shore, rather than dragging it back
out to sea. He’d researched tide times and planned accordingly, but
he knew better than most that things didn’t always go to plan.
Especially when it came to Mother Nature. She could be a sadistic
bitch at times. But then, given the way the human race treated her,
he could hardly blame her for lashing out from time to
time.


Thankfully, after what felt like an interminable amount of
time, but was actually only a few minutes, the equally terrifying
and relief-inducing sound of the boat scraping on to dry land rang
out—audible even over the wind and waves. Jason maintained a
fierce, knuckle-whitening grip on the controls as the boat lurched,
more to keep himself steady and to take out his nervousness on the
rigid material beneath his fingers than anything—after all, the
steering had lost most of its effectiveness the minute he’d
switched off the engine. He’d never admit it to the guys, not in a
million years, but his heart was in his mouth. These boats were
built to be sturdy, designed to carry out exactly this kind of
mission, but it wasn’t impossible that a particularly sharp rock or
even something manmade that had been left or washed up onto the
beach could puncture it.

He
released a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding when the
boat came to a surprisingly gentle stop on the sand. He let go of
the controls and gingerly relaxed his fingers and hands, then
flexed them, wincing a little as the muscles, joints and tendons
protested. Immediately, he dropped into a defensive crouch and
began readying himself to disembark—they weren’t out of the woods
yet. Far from it. For all they knew, there could be a hostile force
lying in wait for them.

Once he
was ready, he turned to the rest of the team, barely able to make
out who was who in the darkness. He shuffled closer to ensure they
could hear him. “All right, lads, this is it. Stay alert. We might
be on dry land now, but it doesn’t mean we’re safe. I have
literally no idea what we could be walking into here, so be
prepared for anything. Comms check.”

They ran
through the necessary, removed their lifejackets and stashed them
in a heavy-duty container, and ensured they had all their gear.
That done, Jason took the lead and carefully leapt off the boat,
knowing the others would be right behind him. The four of them had
always had each other’s backs, and that wasn’t about to change now.
Especially not when the stakes were so high.

He
dropped back into a crouch immediately after landing on the sand,
and paused momentarily to flip his night-vision goggles—usable now
they were off the ocean and in a more sheltered spot—into place
before setting off to find a route off the beach. He turned his
head from side to side, examining his surroundings. It was clear
this was no sunbather’s beach, not even in the height of
summer—such as it was in this part of the world. He reckoned he’d
be more likely to bump into a smuggler here than a sunbather or a
swimmer. The sand ran right up to the base of some inhospitable
cliffs, craggy and steep.

Shit. I knew this wasn’t going to be a walk in the park, but
I didn’t think we’d fall at the first fucking hurdle. Even
smugglers wouldn’t be so daft as to end up here.

He
murmured into his mic as he crossed the sand—he was fairly certain
they were alone, but wasn’t about to take any chances, “Looks like
we’re clear of hostiles; of the human kind, anyway. Those cliffs
seem pretty fucking hostile. Jota,” he used the nickname for the
Greig twins, Joshua and Taylor, for brevity, “you two secure the
RIB, make sure it’s not going anywhere. We’re fucked without that
thing, remember? Smith and I will split up and look for a way off
this beach. Catch us up when you’re done with the boat. Everyone
remain alert for company, though, just in case.”

Three
responses of “roger that” came from his earpiece and, like the
well-oiled machine they were, they set to their respective tasks.
The cove they were in wasn’t huge, and the rocks at its edges
jutted out into the sea just enough to provide some protection from
the elements. As such, the wind and rain weren’t quite so biting,
and hearing and visibility were greatly increased. That made their
job easier, but it was clear this was still going to be one hell of
a task.

Jason
approached the left-hand side of the cliff base, knowing
instinctively that Smith—full name Aidan Smith—would have clocked
where he was going and immediately gone right, leaving the twins to
take the middle section when they’d sorted the RIB. That was the
best part about this team—as well as being as highly trained and
skilled as he was, they didn’t need micro-managing, leaving him
able to concentrate on what he was doing without worrying about
them every second. The four of them gelled well together, always
had. That fact, along with their unique skillsets, made them
incredibly effective. There were no three people on the planet he
would rather have with him when it came to a mission like
this.

Even so,
it was going to be tough—and they’d taken on some extremely
dangerous missions in the past. This one was in a league of its
own, though—not least because knowledge was power, and he was
seriously lacking in knowledge right now. He’d managed to stop the
others asking too many questions by spouting the old ‘need to know’
crap, but not having all the facts had landed a cold, heavy rock in
the base of Jason’s stomach. He was the kind of person who liked to
prepare for all eventualities, vastly reducing the chances of ever
being caught unawares. This time, though, he’d been swayed by
intrigue—and, if he was honest with himself, the potential for
earning mountains of cash and scoring a useful contact—and had now
plonked himself and his three closest friends right in the middle
of a life-threatening situation, without fully informing them of
the risks. That cold, heavy rock wasn’t just worry, or
powerlessness.

It was
guilt. Shame.

He
swallowed hard, shoved the uncomfortable thoughts to the deepest
recesses of his brain, and focussed on the task at hand. The best
way to get rid of his uncomfortable feelings was to complete this
damn mission and make sure everyone got home safely. He could then
hand over his buddies’ hard-earned cash and they could all go back
to their day jobs. Until the next offer came along which required
an elite, specialised team, anyway.

He
scoured the rock face, eager to find a route that would provide
them with enough hand and foot holds. The trouble was, it was so
sheer and so high he couldn’t get a clear view to the top. Hell, he
couldn’t even get a blurry view to the top.

Damn, he
needed to figure something out, fast. He spoke into his mic. “Got
anything? I’m giving myself fucking eye strain here and coming up
with bugger all. A few areas that look doable to start with, but
impossible to see whether it’s climbable all the way to the
top.”

“Negative so far,” came the response from one of the
twins—Taylor, he thought, but couldn’t be sure, since their voices
were as similar as their looks. “Same as you.”

“Aye,” came a voice, “what he said.”

Jason
rolled his eyes and stifled a groan, then asked hopefully,
“Smith?”

“I have a possible route,” he replied in his no-nonsense tone.
“Not an easy one—but when is the stuff we do ever easy?”

“Great,” Jason replied, his shoulders sagging in relief.
“Coming to you.”

Less
than a minute later, Jason and the twins had joined Smith over on
the right-hand side of the beach. After another check around to
make sure there were no other signs of life, they stood together as
Smith pointed out what he’d found. “Here’s what I reckon we should
be able to do. Scramble up the first six feet or so. Then it looks
as though there’s a bit of a ledge, with a huge outcropping above
that. We get some rope tied off to a grappling hook, chuck it over
the outcrop, secure it, then use the rope to climb up as far as
that takes us.” He shrugged. “Haven’t a clue what’s beyond that,
but I figure it’s better than nothing. Maybe there will be more
rocks, or even a tree we can tie off to. It’ll be time consuming
for the first of us to go up, but after that, it shouldn’t be too
bad. We leave the rope in place so we can use it to get back down
again.”

Jason had been trying not to think that far ahead—if he let
what seemed like an impossible task spool out in his mind, he’d get
bogged down in the minutiae. No, he worked far better if he broke
things down into manageable chunks: reach
the island, land the boat, get off the beach… and whatever came next.

“Sounds good, mate. Well done. I’ll head up first then, since
I’m the best climber.”

That was utter bullshit, and they all knew it, but he was
leading the mission, so the others weren’t about to contradict
him—they had an informal agreement not to question his decisions
unless it was a life or death situation—and thank God for that.
This was risky, and he should be the one taking the biggest risks.

His pack contained a length of rope and a grappling hook, so
after a curt nod to his buddies, he turned to the cliff face,
flexed his fingers and hands once more, then began climbing. To
keep himself calm, focussed, he even broke this task down into
chunks: climb six feet, stand on ledge,
tie hook to rope, toss hook, secure rope, climb with rope. See
what’s next. Each small part, once
completed, would give him a sense of achievement and a mental boost
to help him crack on with the next one.

As he
ascended, he was painfully aware of the passage of time. They
really needed to be at the top and in a position to find cover
before the sun started coming up. The darkness had made their
mission so far a bitch, but it was better than being lit up like a
firework on New Year’s Eve. Hardship beat vulnerability, hands
down, every time.

However,
if he started rushing, and he slipped, he could be dead. And alive
beat dead, hands down, every time. This whole thing was a balancing
act between speed and safety. At least once he’d got his length of
rope secured to the outcrop, the others would be quicker and safer
on their ascent. He just hoped there wasn’t too much more cliff
beyond the outcrop, or they could all be hanging out there like
idiots at sunrise, with great big targets on their
backs.

Despite
the rain and sea lashed rock face, and the occasional strong gust
of wind, Jason reached the ledge in decent time, then immediately
shucked off his pack and retrieved the rope and hook. He tucked the
bag into a crevice so as not to knock it off the ledge as he
worked, then set about fixing the hook and rope together. Moments
later, he was ready.

“Lads,” he muttered into his mic, “get well clear of my
position. I’m about to toss the hook, and I’d prefer it if none of
you got skewered if it falls.”

Again,
three “roger that”s reached his ear. He paused for a few seconds to
give them chance to move off, squinting into the darkness at the
outcrop and calculating his throw. Then he lobbed the hook with
everything he had. His heart pounded as it sailed through the air,
its weight keeping it fairly steady against the buffeting effect of
the wind, then landed somewhere out of sight with a worryingly loud
clang. Jason tucked himself into the same crevice his pack
currently occupied and peered up the cliff face, half expecting to
see a hostile staring back down at him. “Guys. Any sign of life
from your position? Nothing from here.”

A few
seconds passed. Then Smith said, “Negative.”


Immediately, one of the twins put in, “Negative.”

Finally,
the other twin spoke. “Other than some stupid wee fucker cowering
against the rocks halfway up the cliff, I cannae see a
thing.”

“Twat,” Jason hissed into his mic, but he couldn’t help the
grin that spread across his face. Trust Taylor—the most smartarsed
of the spirited siblings—to come out with something like that. He
shook his head. “Right, I’m going to get this thing secured, then
see where it takes me. I’ll let you know. Stay back for
now.”

He
tugged the rope. There was some movement, and he tensed as he
waited to see whether the hook had found purchase. By some miracle,
it had. He pulled the rope again, then again, harder, making
absolutely sure it could take his weight—and that of his gear.
Confident it could, he put his pack on and secured the rope to his
harness. “All good. Going up.”

Trusting his life to the hook, he continued his climb. Sooner
than expected, he got to the see what’s
next part. Much to his delight, what he saw
as he rounded the outcrop and then scrambled on top of it, was a
way forward. Or up, anyway. The cliff face was much craggier here,
giving way better hand and foot holds, and plenty of them. It
wasn’t even worth messing about with ropes on this part—quicker for
experienced folks like them to just climb carefully. He released
the rope from his harness and began doing exactly that.

After a
few feet of ascent, a sharp gust of wind had him flattening himself
against the rocks and holding on tight for a few seconds. Once it
passed, he chuckled to himself. Perhaps that had been his
punishment for not bothering with ropes on this section. Too late
now, anyway. His only option was to push on. Minutes later, to his
surprise, he ran out of cliff. He manoeuvred himself up and found
the land rolled back from where he was—maybe something to do with
layers of different rock, one harder than the other?—then there was
a mini-cliff, maybe five feet high, then that was it. The island
proper. Somewhere out there was their target.

First,
though, he needed to get the rest of his team up here.

He made
his way to the base of the mini-cliff and inspected the lay of the
land over its top, hugely relieved to find a whole lot of nothing.
Well, nothing worrying, anyway. There was plenty of grass, trees,
and wildlife. But all of that, they could handle.

Perhaps
this mission was going to be easier than he thought.


 Chapter
Two

Jason Chastain

By the
time the other three men were safely on the clifftop alongside him,
Jason had done a thorough recce of the surrounding area and was now
ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure—he would never be so stupid or
blasé as to say one-hundred percent—there was no one waiting for
them. He’d startled a handful of rabbits as he’d crept around,
sweeping his gaze over the landscape, looking for any signs of
life, but that was it.

And now, as the others had a five-minute breather and
rehydrated, Jason allowed his brain to move on to the next stage of
the mission: Locate the target.
To do that, he needed to re-programme his GPS
tracker to pick up the signal given off by said mysterious target.
And it really was mysterious. He literally had no idea whether it was a person,
an item, or what. It could be a bloody goat, for all he knew.
Unlikely, unless the goat shit gold nuggets, making it worth all
the money being forked out for this mission, but the world was a
strange place, and growing more so with every passing day. Plus,
how would a goat get hold of a GPS tracker, anyway, gold-shitting
or otherwise?

He
fiddled with the gadget, then waited as it thought about the
command he’d given it before recalibrating. The flashing blob that
had marked the beach blinked out of sight momentarily as the
background of the screen, the all-important map, redrew. Once it
had loaded, the flashing blob reappeared, a distance away from
their current location. Given the small size of the island—about
three by four kilometres, if he remembered correctly—that distance
wasn’t much. Jason pressed a button, then said—out loud now, rather
than into his mic, since the need for stealth seemed to have
passed, “Right. Target is located. A little under two klicks away,
as the crow flies. The terrain’s going to be rough, but we’ve got
to push on. We might not have to worry about being seen
anymore—though remain alert—but we’ve still got a deadline.” He
retrieved his flask and drunk deeply, then replaced it. “Let’s get
going, then.”

As the
four of them made their way across some rough grass and towards
what looked to be a dense forest, likely of pines, the first rays
of the sun began peeking over the horizon. They held no noticeable
heat, but were certainly bright. The tiniest of weights lifted from
Jason’s shoulders. He was still none the wiser as to what the hell
was going on, but at least time was on their side. Not that it had
turned out to matter, but they’d reached the island in complete
secrecy, under cover of darkness, and now, by the time they emerged
from the forest, they’d hopefully have at least a little daylight
to work with. Everything was working out well… so far.

He
glanced up before the sky disappeared under the tree canopy. Hard
to tell in the dim light what the clouds had in store, but
hopefully it was nothing worse than what they’d already coped with
since leaving the mainland. The wind and rain had been so
consistent it had almost got to the stage where he’d stopped
noticing it. But as long as the weather didn’t get any wilder, they
could carry on. Business as usual.

Seconds
later, they entered the forest, the scent hitting Jason’s nostrils
telling him his guess about the type of trees had been correct. It
was unmistakable—and actually somewhat soothing. No matter what
other shit was going on on the planet, nature would carry on doing
its thing regardless, especially in forgotten, untouched
corners.

Given
the island was uninhabited, there were no convenient woodland
trails to follow, no nicely-maintained paths. There were vague
animal tracks here and there, but mostly they forged their own
route, using brute strength and determination—as well as the
occasional swipe of a machete—to get them through when the
undergrowth became impenetrable overgrowth.

By the time he emerged from the trees, Jason was as exhausted
as when he’d scaled the cliff. Only his heavy-duty gear had
prevented him from being covered in scratches from bushes and
branches—though Jason noted both Taylor and Joshua had ended up
with scrapes on their faces. The fact he could see those scrapes, minor as they
were, alerted him to the fact the sky had lightened considerably
since they’d set off. Perhaps that meant as well as the sun making
its inevitable climb into the sky, the rainclouds had buggered off,
too.

He
looked around, ensuring yet again they were alone. That done, he
nodded to himself, then checked their progress on the GPS. They’d
covered about half the distance they needed to. The target hadn’t
moved. Probably not a goat, then. A goat would have been on the
hunt for some breakfast by now, wouldn’t it? In fact, any mobile
being would have moved by now, even if only a little bit,
surely?

He’d tried not to think too much about it, but the closer they
got to the target, the more impossible it became to
not think about what it
might be. The fact they had a deadline had made him think perhaps
it was a person, who would be in serious danger if they didn’t get
there in time. But that raised a whole bunch of other questions,
ones he didn’t have time to contemplate right now.

And if
it was an item? An inanimate object? Well, then it had to be
something incredibly special to warrant flashing so much cash to
have it retrieved. And what on earth was as special as all that? He
hoped it wasn’t the gold the imaginary goat had been shitting
out—their RIB would sink under the weight.

He shook his head. This
was why he tried not to do too much thinking. Not
only was it a waste of time, his brain started overreacting and
throwing up query after question after what-if—as well as the
occasional nonsensical thought. He needed every scrap of cognitive
function to get them through this mission. Securing the target was
only the half of it. He looked at the others. “According to this,
we’re barely a klick away. Grab a quick drink, then let’s push
on.”

None of
them gave a verbal response as they reached for their flasks—didn’t
need to—but Jason caught the briefest flicker of discomfort on
Smith’s face. Not, he suspected, because of anything physical, but
more likely because he was fighting to keep his mouth shut. He
clearly had questions, doubts—probably both. And he didn’t blame
him. Smith was the most logical, most staid of the group, the one
who always double checked everything, just to be sure. He’d saved
all their lives more than once—and not just because he was a medic.
It had to be killing him to be so uninformed. Normally he, and the
twins, knew all the ins and outs of a mission before they’d even
left their respective houses. This time, they’d had to put up with
Jason being less forthcoming than a politician being quizzed about
funding for the NHS or social care. None of them had been happy
about it, but when he’d mentioned the fee they stood to earn,
they’d sucked it up.

Normally, if he clocked an expression like that on
any of their faces, he’d
have demanded to know what the problem was, got it all out in the
open before it became an even bigger problem. But there was nothing
normal about this mission. Nothing what-so-fucking-ever.

He took
a breath and scrubbed at his beard, then tugged on the hairs in
frustration. He hated the lack of information, too, but he daren’t
tell the three of them he didn’t know anything much, either. They’d
flip—and rightly so. As it was, they assumed he knew everything and
couldn’t tell them, for whatever reason. God, he just hoped they
all got back to the mainland in one piece. He could beg their
forgiveness then.

Right now, they had no choice but to get on with it. He took a
few swallows of his own water, then they silently continued on
their way. The pine forest had opened up onto more rough grass,
which then sloped down into a valley. It grew narrower and the
sides steeper as they trekked further in, decreasing the light once
more. The ground was littered with rocks which had crumbled and
fallen from the valley sides, many of them hidden by the long grass
and therefore a tripping hazard. They amended their walking style
so the toes of their boots—mercifully reinforced with steel—found
the edges of the rocks before it was too late and they
inadvertently went arse over tit. Twisted or broken ankles would be
one hell of a problem. Where Jota lived, in the Highlands, was the
middle of nowhere. But at least it was attached to somewhere else,
and had roads. This place was surrounded by ocean, and nobody knew
they were here. Nobody except the client, anyway, and since the
client had paid them to do the retrieving, it was unlikely they had any retrieving
skills of their own. That would just be nuts.

When he
thought they had to be getting close, Jason looked around—still all
clear—then checked the GPS again. Sure enough, their current
position, marked by a white dot, was incredibly close to the
flashing blue dot, which had remained stationary. He headed towards
the target, which seemed to be close to the side of the valley,
watching as the white dot grew ever closer to the blue one. After
another minute, their edges overlapped the tiniest bit, then a
little more.

Jason stopped. Frowned. What the hell was going on here?
According to the gadget, he was almost on top of the target, but he
couldn’t see a damn thing. Just a wall of rock—that was getting to
be a recurring theme—and… Wait.

The area
was so full of rockfall he hadn’t immediately noticed what was now
blatantly obvious. Less than a handful of feet away was what looked
like a landslip. The rocks were bundled up close together, meaning
it was likely they hadn’t come from so far up the valley side, and
there was no grass or plant life growing amongst the rubble—it
hadn’t had chance. This was recent. And quite possibly not created
by nature.

The
others had caught up by now and moved to either side of
him.

“This it?” Smith asked, tilting his head back to examine the
rock face. “Pretty sure we’re not here to retrieve a rock. Unless
it’s an enormous fucking diamond, that is.” He side-eyed Jason, a
smirk twitching at the corners of his lips. “Perhaps it is. Perhaps
that explains the silly money.”

Jason rolled his eyes. “Don’t be an arsehole, Aidan. Of course
we’re not here to find a fucking diamond. If someone knew for a
fact a diamond was here, wouldn’t they just get it themselves?
Especially since they’d have to bloody well be here to know about it in the first
place! That doesn’t even make any sense.”

“None of this makes any sense,” Smith
shot back with a glare, his earlier restraint apparently having
disappeared. “We’re here to find something, or someone, and the
three of us,” he jerked his thumb at the twins, “haven’t got a clue
what, or who, it is. How are we supposed to know what the fuck
we’re looking for? All we can do is stand around like useless sacks
of shit and wait for you to shout ‘found it’.”

Jason
opened his mouth to respond, then snapped it shut again. What was
the point in arguing? His friend was right. He sighed, then shoved
the GPS unit in his pocket and fiddled with his beard again. All he
was doing was buying himself some time to respond, because he
didn’t know what the hell to say. Was now the time to come clean?
It wasn’t as though they were having a row in a pub and the others
could just turn and leave. Go home.

They could punch him in the face, though. It wouldn’t be the first time.
And he probably deserved it.

No, there was no probably about it.
He definitely deserved it. But he wasn’t going to encourage any of them to
smack him one, not right now. They had a mission to complete, and
just because they were within spitting distance of their target
didn’t mean they could, or should, waste time. Particularly since
it looked as though they were going to have to blast their way
through a rockfall to get to it.

Through
gritted teeth, Jason said, “We haven’t got time to stand about
pissing and moaning. The target is in there,” he indicated the
valley side, “in what I’m assuming—and yes, before anyone points it
out, I know exactly what they say about assuming—is a cave. This
rockfall looks recent. We need to get through it ASAP.”

Smith
folded his arms. “And what if it’s a trap?”

“What do you mean, a trap?” Jason replied, unable to keep the
incredulity out of his voice. “Why the hell would it be a
trap?”

“Because,” his friend replied coolly, his eyebrows inching
higher, “you don’t know who, or what, the target is any more than
we do. So how do you know it’s not a fucking bomb? How do you know
we’re not going to make our way into that cave, only to lose limbs
or be turned into pink mist?” He snorted. “Need to know, my
arse.”

The rock in Jason’s gut rolled, making him nauseous. He
swallowed back the bitterness flooding his mouth, readying himself
to deny his friend’s accusations, but found he couldn’t.
Bollocks. I’ve got to come clean now, even if it
does earn me a fist to the face. Or worse. He took a deep breath, clenched his teeth, then swept his gaze
steadily over his friends. Possibly soon-to-be ex-friends. “All
right, you got me. I haven’t got a fucking clue who, or what, the
target is. I hadn’t considered it until now, but I guess it
could be a bomb, primed
to blow as soon as we get inside that cave. But if it is, I don’t
understand the motive.” He shrugged. “I mean, why fork out so much
cash—and come on, guys, even the deposit was a monstrous amount of
money—just to trick four blokes into getting to a certain point on
a remote Scottish island in order to blow them up? If someone
wanted us dead, there’d be much easier, and cheaper, ways of doing
it.”

“Maybe,” Smith replied, irritation still etched into his
features, “but I’m guessing that, right now, nobody except the
client knows where we are. So if we do die, nobody will even know we’re
dead, much less where to find our fucking bodies. We’ll eventually
be reported missing—probably me first, when I don’t turn up for
work—but we’re never going to be found, especially if we’re in
pieces, and with those pieces being eaten by wildlife. It’s pretty
much the perfect crime.”

“I can’t deny that, mate. But what’s the motive? If someone has
paid this much cash to get us out here, just to kill us, then
they’ve got enough cash to make sure it never comes back on them in
the first place, no matter how it’s done. And who have we pissed
off enough that they want us dead, anyway?”

“Are you for fucking real?” Smith replied, his face darkening.
“Where to start? How many drug lords, cartel bosses, corrupt
politicians have we brought down over the years?”

“Loads. Too many to count. But they never knew who we were. Our
real names. Never even saw our faces. How would they even find
us—much less set up this elaborate scheme on our home turf? Not to
mention quite a few of them are dead, anyway.”

“This is nobody’s home fucking turf,” Smith muttered, glowering
at the rock face. “But,” he let out a heavy sigh, “you might be
right. So what the fuck are we doing here?”

“Maybe it’s a sicko billionaire,” Taylor said suddenly. “I’ve
read about these folks who abduct people, take them somewhere
remote, the woods or something, and release them, then a bunch of
other people hunt them, like they’re animals. Just fer fun. Maybe
this is a twist on that theme.” He gazed around, wide eyed. “Aye.
Maybe there are hidden cameras pointed at us right now, ready tae
capture the moment when we,” he fisted his hands, then splayed his
fingers dramatically, “kaboom!” He glanced at his twin, who looked
as though he couldn’t decide whether his brother was insane or
hilarious.

“Maybe there are,” Jason shot back dryly. “I suppose we
shouldn’t rule anything out. We’ll check everything thoroughly for
triggers, all right? And cameras.” He rolled his eyes again.
“Anyway, before we crack on, I want to apologise. If we’re going to
die imminently, I don’t want to die with this on my conscience. I’m
sorry, all right? Truly. I was intrigued by this mission, dazzled
by the money up for grabs, and desperate to do a job which wasn’t
fucking close protection or glorified security guarding. I truly
regret dragging you three into this without knowing all the facts.
But,” he spread his hands placatingly, “we’re here now, and I can’t
take that back. So we have two choices: we go back, get on the
boat, and fuck off. We’ll have a little bit of cash to split
between us. Or, we find out what the hell is behind this rockfall,
and get it, or them, out of here—providing we’re not pink mist or
missing limbs, of course. We’ll have a shitload of cash to split
between us. And a great story to tell our
grandchildren.”

Joshua spluttered out a laugh—the first sound he’d made in
ages. “Grandchildren? Ye need children
before ye can have grandchildren, ye ken. And,
fostering and adoption aside, ye need a woman tae make wee babbies. Who on
God’s green earth is going tae put up wi’ ye?”

There
was no arguing with the man’s logic, so he didn’t bother. “Fuck
off, you lanky ginger twat, and find the fucking explosives. I want
that rock face rigged up and ready to blow by the time the rest of
us have checked for triggers and cameras, all right? And make sure
the blast won’t hurt or damage the target. No target, no money,
remember?”

“Aye, aye, cap’n.” Joshua gave the world’s most sarcastic
salute and hopped to his task.

Barely
resisting the urge to flip Joshua the bird, Jason turned to the
other two and briefed them.

Less than fifteen minutes later, they were satisfied there
were no booby traps of any kind, and that the only explosion that
was going to take place was the one they’d planned. They all jogged
to a safe distance and dropped into a crouch. The others waited in
silence for Jason to make his move. “Right,” he said, having gone
through his mental checklist. There was nothing else they could do
to make this scenario any safer. He hovered his thumb over the
button. “Three. Two. One.”

He
ducked his head and pressed it.


 Chapter Three

Kim Medhurst

The
earth moved. It wasn’t something she’d ever expected to happen,
much less when she was stranded inside a cave on an island off the
Scottish coast by herself, but there it was. The physical sensation
and the accompanying sound—both of which were terrifying and
horribly disorientating—had yanked her from her passed-out state
and back into something vaguely resembling consciousness. She
cracked open her gritty eyes and pushed herself to sitting, wincing
as what felt like every muscle, bone and sinew in her body
protested, waiting for her brain to catch up with what was
happening. The earth seemed to have stopped shaking, but noise
still rolled and echoed around her, and rocks over by the entrance
to the cave continued to clatter to the ground. She winced
again—the racket certainly wasn’t doing anything to help her
pounding head.

Huh? The cave entrance? She squeezed
her eyes tightly shut and shook her head to try to rid it of the
ache and lingering drowsiness. Come on,
Kim, get a grip. Something is happening. You need to be prepared.
You could be in danger. Or should that be more danger? You are stranded in a
cave, for heaven’s sake!

When she
opened her eyes again, she took in the scene. She had no idea how
long she’d been unconscious, but thankfully the high-powered
battery in her lantern was living up to expectations and continued
to fill the space with light—waking in pitch blackness would have
been even more horrific. The rocks finally seemed to have stopped
falling, the cacophony was quietening, and thick, cloying dust
filled the air. She grabbed the front of her sweatshirt and yanked
it up over her nose and mouth, squinting as she waited for the dust
to settle before she made any kind of move to find out what had
happened, or why.

Just then, her thoughts and memories kicked in, and she
snapped her head to the side—immediately regretting the rapid
movement as her temples throbbed—and took in the backpack which
contained the reason she was in this mess in the first place. She
groped around, stuck her hand inside the opened zip, and fumbled
until she found what she was looking for. Relief barrelled through
her like a freight train as her fingers brushed against it.
Thank fuck for that. I didn’t go through all
this, only to lose the damn thing. That would be a nightmare and a
half.

She carefully withdrew her hand and slowly lifted her
head—she’d learned her lesson about rapid movements—to see whether
it was safe to investigate. It definitely seemed as though whatever
had happened centred around the entrance to the cave—or at least
what had been the
entrance before the damn thing had collapsed, trapping her inside
for God knows how long. The dust was thinning, gradually revealing
what she thought was a beam of natural light. Still holding her
sweatshirt over her face, she gingerly got to her feet, her heart
pounding almost as much as her head. My
God, did one natural disaster trap me, and another potentially free
me? What are the chances of that?

Forcing one foot in front of the other, she inched towards the
light, ignoring her body’s loud protestations. As visibility
increased, she saw the diminishing dust cloud was swirling quite
rapidly, clearly disturbed by air movement. It could only be… yes,
there was a hole in the rockfall! It had been a beam of natural light
she’d spotted. She stepped closer, pulled her sweatshirt away from
her face and gasped as a gust of fresh air swept over her skin.
She’d never felt or breathed anything so delicious in her life. She
wanted more. A good few lungfuls would no doubt perk her right up
and put her mind and body in a better position to get the hell out
of here.

She picked her way through the debris and across the uneven
floor until she was flush with the enormous pile of rocks. By some
miracle, the hole was at chest and head level. Without leaning on
the pile—she didn’t want to risk disturbing it and bringing the
whole lot down on top of her—she poked her head through the gap and
drank in great big, greedy gasps of air as light bathed her face.
She hadn’t been starved of oxygen in the cave, but the atmosphere
had certainly become stale in the time she’d been unconscious. Plus
the lack of facilities meant she smelt far from fresh, herself. She
was just about to turn her focus to figuring out precisely how long
it had been when a
movement ahead caught her eye. Multiple movements, in fact. She
squinted. Across the valley floor, four figures were headed in her
direction, clad head to toe in black and carrying ginormous
backpacks.

Oh my God—it’s the rescue crew. I’d forgotten about
them. Their presence partially answered her
question about how long she’d been unconscious. A glance at her
watch confirmed it—she’d been out for the best part of a day.
Christ, she must have given her head one hell of a wallop. No
wonder it hurt so fucking much. She probably had a concussion.
Or had had,
anyway. How long did concussion last, anyway? She shook her head,
then regretted it once again. Fuck. I’ve
got to stop doing that! So much for learning my lesson.
Idiot.

She took a deep breath, willing the fresh air to blow away the
cobwebs that still seemed to coat her brain, preventing it from
working properly. Despite the cobwebs, a useful thought presented
itself: you’re probably
dehydrated.

Well, that made perfect sense. She’d been unconscious for such
a long time, she was bound to be. She needed to get some liquids
into her body. Her dry mouth and thick-feeling tongue agreed with
that sentiment. It would make her feel better—mentally
and physically. But then,
she could hardly feel worse.

After a
quick glance at the still-approaching team of four, she ducked back
into the cave and made her way over to her bag. Once there, she sat
down and retrieved her flask, relieved to find it around half full.
It wasn’t much, especially not after being passed out for nearly a
day, but it was better than nothing.

It took
her a couple of attempts to unscrew the lid. Her fingers just
didn’t seem to want to co-operate. On her second go she was
successful, and she quickly brought the neck of the bottle to her
lips, tilted her head back, and gulped down the precious fluids.
She forced herself to stop after consuming about half—she didn’t
want to shock her stomach into throwing it back up again, which
would make things a dozen times worse. Plus, she had no idea how
long she would need to make the rest of it last. The group of men
who were about to—hopefully—help her escape this dank hole were the
best of the best, but they were still just men. They would only be
able to carry so much gear, and that included water. There were
probably fresh water sources on the island, which they could seek
out if they got desperate, but it’d be better to get back to the
mainland as soon as possible. Lingering here any longer than
strictly necessary was unwise.

She sat
for a moment, willing her mind and body to hurry up and come back
under her full control. She took another sip of the water, then
screwed the lid back on, pleased to note the dexterity in her
fingers had improved. Already things were moving in the right
direction. Now all she had to do was wait for the rescue team to
arrive. They’d soon have her safely back on the mainland, where she
could take off with her precious cargo, pay them their money, and
put this whole sorry state of affairs behind her. It wouldn’t be
too difficult, not with such a promising future to look forward
to.

As she stowed her flask back in her bag, she couldn’t resist
sneaking a peek at the item which had brought her to this remote
corner of the world. She smiled. It was so plain, so unassuming.
Without knowing what it was, most people wouldn’t give it a second
glance—wouldn’t deem it worthy of one. How wrong they were. It was
worthy of a second, a third, even a fourth glance. And so much more
besides. She ran her fingers gently over its surface. Smiled
again. This thing literally has the power
to change the world.

Having
given the item a final pat, Kim pushed it to the very bottom of her
bag and pulled her other belongings, meagre as they were, on top of
it, then closed the zip. She stood, feeling much steadier this
time, though every part of her ached more than she liked to admit,
and hoisted the backpack onto her shoulders. She was ready to get
out of here just as soon as the rescue team she’d hired made it
possible.

The scrape of footsteps and the murmur of voices reached her
ears. They were close. She made her way over to the hole she now
suspected they had
blasted in the rockfall and peered through it. The four were almost
at the cave entrance now, and the man in front locked eyes with her
then stopped dead, his eyes and mouth wide.

“Bloody hell,” he said, giving a little shake of his head and
jogging forward, “are you all right? You didn’t get hit when we
blasted the hole, did you? We tried to use a minimal amount of
explosive—”

“Hey, hey, take a breath,” she replied, amused in spite of her
still-throbbing head. “I wouldn’t say I’m all right, exactly, but
I’m not dead, so that’ll have to do for now. And you guys are here
now, so it can only get better from here on out, right? It wasn’t
your explosion that made me ‘not all right’, either, so you don’t
need to worry about that.”

The
front man—whom she now realised was Jason Chastain, looking a world
away from the clean-shaven, shorn-headed man she’d seen in the
photograph attached to his military personnel file—visibly relaxed.
Probably because he’d come to the conclusion that if she was being
mouthy, then she wasn’t at death’s door.

She remembered then just
how vague she’d been when she’d written the
information to be sent to him via his security firm’s website if
she didn’t check in at a certain time. Up until about ten seconds
ago, he’d had no idea what his target was—much less that it was a
human being. For a man so completely in the dark, he’d got over the
shock pretty quickly. Unless he’d already figured it out—or at
least suspected. It was likely. He was an extremely smart man,
which was why she’d gone to him in the first place. That and the
fact she’d known he wouldn’t be able to resist the mission she’d
offered him. She’d dangled precisely the right type of carrot for
this particular donkey, and he’d bitten into it eagerly.

And
thank fuck for that, otherwise she could well have died in this
Godforsaken hole.

“Yes,” he replied, his handsome face lighting up with a smile,
“things can only get better.”

One of
the men behind him snorted and said in a Scottish burr, “Isnae that
a song?”

Kim took
in the rest of Chastain’s team. She’d had a good idea of who he
might bring along on this crazy, secretive mission, and was
gratified to find she’d been spot on. It hadn’t been that much of a
stretch, though—her time in intelligence had given her, well,
intelligence, as well as a seriously impressive contacts list. This
motley crew had been kicking down doors and blowing things up
together for over a decade. They’d been a deadly, effective and
close-knit team back when the government was paying their wages, so
it made sense that the other three would interrupt their regular
civilian lives for Chastain, particularly when there was such a
ridiculous amount of money up for grabs.

She bit
her lip. Even that ridiculous amount was small change compared to
what she stood to make once she got her bounty back home and ready
to launch.

But it
wasn’t about the money. It was an added bonus, obviously, but this
was bigger than money. Way bigger.

“Showing your age, aren’t you?” shot back the man who could
only be Aidan Smith, on account of the other two men who
weren’t Chastain being
identical twins, and therefore undoubtedly the Greig
brothers—Taylor and Joshua. Neither Smith nor the twins looked much
different from the photos on their personnel files—other than being
a little older and perhaps a touch more jaded.

“Fuck off,” replied the twin who’d first spoken. She wasn’t
even going to try to figure out which was which. He straightened, then wrinkled
his nose at Smith. “Anyway, what the hell are ye talking about?
Ye’re the same age as us!”

“Hey,” Chastain snapped, sweeping his dark gaze over his band
of merry men. “D’you think we can leave the bickering until later?
I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but we’ve got a job to do.” He
swung his arms wide and indicated the hole, which Kim still peeked
out of. “This young lady needs rescuing.”

Kim bristled. This young lady needs
rescuing? She might know a lot about this
bloke, thanks to his file, but him being a patronising arsehole
hadn’t been in there. Irritation forced the words out of her mouth
before she had time to think them through. “I beg your pardon?”

Chastain
turned to face her, his forehead creased. He was probably trying to
work out which part of what he’d said had offended her. He
scratched his thick, dark beard, then scrubbed a hand through his
hair. “Um… sorry, I don’t get what I said wrong.”

His confusion was so pure, so overwhelming, that it made Kim
pause in her tracks. Why was
she being bitchy about this? Every word he’d
spoken was factual, and not a bit offensive. She was young, a lady,
and certainly needed getting out of this bloody cave. Maybe it was
the rescuing part
that had pissed her off—though she’d used it herself earlier, the
word had connotations of helplessness, and she wasn’t used to
relying on other people to get her out of difficult situations. She
might even have sorted things out herself, if they hadn’t shown up.
But they were here, at her request no less, and she wasn’t about to
tell them to bugger off just because she felt she had something to
prove. That would be utterly moronic.

She
pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead and screwed her eyes
closed for a second, then opened them. With a dismissive wave, she
said, “Forget it. Sorry. I’m being stupid. Blame the blow to the
head. Ignore me, please.” She plastered what she hoped was an
apologetic smile onto her face. “I’d very much appreciate it if
you’d get me out of here. I’m the one who hired you, by the way.
I’m Kim Medhurst. I’d shake hands but, you know, I can’t
reach.”


Chastain’s expression went from confused, to thoughtful, to
surprised. His eyebrows flirting with his hairline, he replied,
“Hi, Kim. I’m—”

“Jason Chastain. I know. I know who all of you are.” She
smiled. “Well, sort of. I haven’t got a clue which of those two is
Joshua and which is Taylor, but let’s not nit-pick, eh?”

Chastain
huffed out a laugh. “Half the time, I haven’t got a bloody clue,
either. Anyway, let’s stop gassing, shall we, and get you out of
there?”

“Sounds good to me. What’s the plan? I suppose I could try to
climb out of this hole, but I’m a bit concerned about bringing this
lot down on my head. I’ve already been through the wars once—not
crazy about the idea of a second go around.”

“Agreed.” He nodded, then stepped back and inspected his side
of the rockfall. After a few seconds, he pursed his lips and
twisted them to the side. “I’m not sure digging is for the best,
either. Pull out one wrong rock and whoever’s doing the digging
could end up having their brains bashed in by another collapse.” He
made eye contact with her, pure seriousness etched into the lines
of his face. “How big is the cave itself?”

“Not sure. Hang on.” She stepped back into the relative gloom
of the cavern—her lantern was good, but it was no match for
sunlight—and looked around. Chastain was probably wondering how the
hell she could be in a cave without any idea of how big it was, but
then, he didn’t know why she was here in the first place. Didn’t
know that she didn’t care
how big the bloody cave was. He probably thought
she was here for recreational purposes—sightseeing, perhaps, or
even potholing—though that wouldn’t make sense in terms of the
extremely generous rescue package. She bit her lip. At some point
she’d probably be asked to explain herself. But, for now, she ought
to find out the answer to his question. The sooner he had that, the
sooner they could formulate a plan for getting her out of here as
quickly and safely as possible.

And the
sooner she could ensure this whole crazy ordeal had been
worthwhile.

She
retrieved her lantern, then began pacing around the perimeter of
the cavern. It wasn’t huge—not like a show cave tourists would pay
to visit—but it was bigger than it had seemed when she’d been
searching one side of it. The lantern had made it bright enough to
see what she was doing, but hadn’t been able to penetrate the
all-consuming darkness in the furthest reaches of the space. Up
until now, she hadn’t given a flying fuck about the furthest
reaches of the space. All she’d been concerned with was finding the
item, retrieving it, and leaving. As quickly as
possible.


Unfortunately things hadn’t worked out that way, and now here
she was. She followed the wall towards the back of the cave,
finding nothing but craggy, uneven rock faces, spiderwebs, and what
she suspected were bat droppings. So far, so boring. She reached
what passed for a corner in the natural world, then began following
the next wall—the back wall? She turned her head. It was opposite
the entrance, so yes, that was an accurate description. The hole
leading to the outside world seemed a really long way off now, but
it was probably just a psychological thing. It was still perfectly
accessible and therefore so was her exit.

After a
few more metres of nothing much, things got interesting. A narrow
section of the cave floor sloped suddenly downwards at quite a
harsh angle. Kim paused for a second, ensured the grip on her boots
was up to it, then carried on, walls soon on either side of her and
a roof above her head. She couldn’t make her mind up whether this
was a natural formation or a manmade one. It certainly seemed to
have a lot of straight lines. Perhaps it was a mixture of
both—nature had started the job, and mankind had helped it along.
However, she had neither the time nor the inclination to look for
tool marks in the rock.

After a
handful of steps, something changed. Gone was the stale, unmoving
air she’d become accustomed to until Chastain and the gang had
blasted the hole. Here, there was movement. A through draft! This
wasn’t a solitary cave, it was part of a system. With each step
taking her lower and lower, she became increasingly sure she was
going to encounter water at some point. Water was generally what
created cave systems, after all, so it stood to reason. She just
hoped she found it without falling into it.

She
stopped herself. Tutted. She was clearly still not thinking
straight. Why the hell did she need to find it at all? All Chastain
had asked for was the size of the cave—the main cave. He wasn’t
interested in an offshoot that led to the sodding underworld. He
was likely just wanting to know how far away she could get from the
entrance so they could plant some more explosives and blast the
rockfall without risking hurting her.

Sighing at her own lunacy, she turned and headed back up the
slope. Apparently she’d been bitten by some kind of adventure bug
since she’d been stuck in here. Tough
shit. There’s no time for adventuring. You need to get back to the
mainland, pronto. The world is waiting for you. Get this thing
done, then you can
think about adventures.

Just then, the tip of one of her boots caught on a rough piece
of rock. She gasped, stumbled, dropped her lantern, then hit her
head on something as gravity sucked her down. White-hot agony
lanced through her, and her last thought as she succumbed yet again
to unconsciousness was Looks like the
world’s going to have to wait a bit longer.


 Chapter Four

Kim Medhurst

When Kim woke up again, she felt even worse than she had the
time before. How was that even possible? And what the hell was all
that bloody noise?


Clattering. Grunting. Shuffling. Coughing.

Voices. Faint. “Come on.
Where the hell is she? Kim? Kim!”

Kim? Hey, that’s me! Who the hell is calling me? And why? I
wish they’d be quiet, so I can go back to slee…

She
shook her head, some ancient survival instinct warning her not to
go back to sleep. Sleep was bad. She needed to stay awake. Let the
voices know where she was, so they could come and get
her.

She opened her mouth to call out, but managed only to make a
weird gasping sound. She gave a frustrated huff—more of a snort,
really—through her nose, then swallowed hard and wiggled her tongue
around in her mouth to try to stimulate her salivary glands. There
wasn’t much moisture to be had, no doubt due to her still being
dehydrated—fuzzy memories were coming back to her—but she hoped it
would be enough to enable her to draw attention to herself. She
swallowed again, relieved when the tiniest smidgen of saliva went
down her gullet. Ahh, that’s better. I
think.

“Hey, hey, I’m here!” It wasn’t loud, but it was something. And
something, no matter how crappy, had to be better than nothing. She
just hoped someone had heard her.

Her brain began whirring into action, and she groped for her
lantern, which by some miracle had both survived her fall
and retained enough
energy to stay lit. She curled her fingers around the handle and
dragged the lantern close, screwing her eyes up against the pain
every movement caused. Is it even possible
to hurt this much without being dead?

“Hello?” she tried again. “I’m here! At the back of the cave.
Down a slope.” She held the arm holding the lantern up towards the
entrance to the offshoot path and waved it as much as she could
manage, hoping the light would hit off something in the main cavern
and attract their attention.

Their attention. Jason Chastain and
his buddies—that was it. That
was who was calling her, looking for her. The gaps
in her memory began filling in like water being poured into a glass
of marbles, gradually occupying all the empty space until she was
up to speed with the events of the last… whatever the hell the time
period was. It could be anywhere between five minutes and five
hours.

She listened. The clattering and grunting seemed to have
stopped, and the shuffling and voices had grown closer.
“Shh. Hear that?
She’s here somewhere—and alive. Thank God. Come on!”

Kim
wasn’t sure she could summon any more energy to shout—even holding
her head up involved some serious effort. It felt as though an
anvil were on top of it, forcing it to the floor, to eventually be
crushed beneath its overwhelming weight.

But she had no intention of lying there uselessly, just
waiting for them to find her. No, no, no.
Do something. Anything. She gritted her
teeth, then lifted her arm again and waved the lantern some more,
deliberately allowing it to strike repeatedly off the wall beside
her. She closed her eyes against the wildly-dancing light and
carried on, hoping the light and the tap,
tap, tap, tap, tap, tap sound would lead
the men to her location.

“Hey,” came a voice, closer still. “See that? We’re close.
Kim?”

Kim
opened her eyes and slowly tilted her head to squint up the slope.
Unless she was mistaken, beams of light that weren’t coming from
her lantern played across the rock walls above. They were coming.
“Down here,” she managed, with another frantic wave and smack of
the lantern. It was like the world’s weirdest disco. “There’s a
slope—be careful.” The last thing she needed was a hefty bloke
falling down and treating her to two big, rigid boots right in the
head. Two whacks had been plenty bad enough—three might just be
lights out for her. Permanently. A human brain could only take so
much.

A flurry of conversation, of movement. Then, finally, a face
appeared. Dark hair and beard. Chastain. “Thank fuck for that,” she
said, her voice sounding weak even to her own ears.

“You can say that again,” Chastain replied dryly. She could see
him shaking his head, even with the distance between them. “You
scared the shit out of us. You just… disappeared.”

“I didn’t mean to. I tripped. Argh, it fucking
hurts.”

His face
fell into deep lines of concern. “What hurts?”

“Fucking everything!”

“All right. You’re all right now. We’ll get you out, don’t
worry. First, I’m going to send Aidan Smith, my friend here, to
talk to you. He’s a doctor.” He chuckled, then shook his head
again. “But I’m forgetting, you already knew that, didn’t
you?”

She did,
but she wasn’t about to waste energy responding, when she had
something way more important to say. “Tell him to bring
painkillers,” she ground out. “Good ones.”

“Roger that,” Chastain said, before disappearing.

Seconds
later, Smith appeared in his place. “Hey, Kim. I’m going to come
and check you out, okay? Make sure it’s safe to move you. And yes,
I got your message. I have painkillers.”

She
smiled. Or at least she thought she did—every muscle and nerve
ending screamed with pain, so if her internal wires were crossed,
it was hardly surprising. “Great. Thank you. B-be
careful.”

“Okay, I will. I’m on my way. Hang in there.”

She watched as Smith began making his way down to her, his
face a picture of concentration and calm. How could he be calm at a
time like this? But then, he was
a doctor as well as a soldier—he’d had years of
practice in schooling his features not to match his thoughts and
emotions. He might be screaming inside, or his belly churning with
dread, but his face and demeanour remained neutral. Ideal, when one
was trying to treat someone in agony or distress, and not wanting
to make them panic even more.

Kim had
gone way beyond panic. All she was able to focus on was the pain,
so extreme no amount of deep breathing or meditation would help.
She simply couldn’t bring herself to think about anything
else.

The
tiniest scrap of common sense trickled through into her thought
process: being in pain meant a couple of things—she wasn’t dead,
and she hadn’t lost feeling anywhere. That had to be positive,
right? She wasn’t a quadriplegic.

Smith
arrived then and gave her a gentle smile. “Let’s get you sorted,
shall we?” He took in her predicament, then wrinkled his nose.
“This really is a tight space, isn’t it? Well, I’m going to do
everything I can to get you out of here in one piece, all right?
But first, you’ve got to help me, okay?”

“Huh?” It came out more like a wheeze than an actual
word.


Immediately, Smith produced a water canteen, seemingly from
thin air. He unscrewed the lid before holding it to her lips. The
angle was as awkward as arse, but she managed to take in a gulp of
liquid, then another, without choking. Smith gently removed the
canteen. “That’s enough for now. We don’t want you being sick. Now,
time for you to help.”

He ran
through a series of questions about Kim’s physical state. Asked how
this felt, how that felt. Could she do this, could she do that.
After a minute or two, her sluggish brain realised he was trying to
ascertain whether she had any broken bones or other injuries,
internal or external, that could be made worse by moving
her.

Even if
she did, what choice did they have? Leave her where she was? Sure,
they could give her food and water, but she’d eventually need to
get rid of some waste product—and she really wasn’t keen on the
idea of peeing her pants—or worse. Dying would be preferable. And
the cold seeping into her from the rocks below would probably make
that a very real possibility, too.

No, she reminded herself. She
couldn’t die. She’d come way too far, worked far too hard, to give
up now. Especially since she was on the very precipice of something
amazing. Life-changing. World-altering. No way was she going to let
her dreams fade and die in a stupid cave in the back of beyond,
with no one ever discovering what she’d done. What she’d achieved.
Or almost achieved, anyway. If she didn’t make it home, she
wouldn’t have achieved a damn thing. All this would have been for
nothing.

Not. Fucking. Happening.

A fresh
flush of resolve filling her, she answered all Smith’s questions
quickly and truthfully, figuring the sooner he found out what he
needed to know, the sooner he could formulate a plan for moving
her. And giving her those all-important painkillers. Then they
could get the hell out of here.

“All right,” he finally said, his tone calm, soothing. “I don’t
think you’re hurt too badly. I can’t guarantee it, of course, not
without being able to examine you, but it’s definitely going to be
safer to move you than to leave you here. If I help you, do you
think you can get up? Or maybe crawl back up the slope?”

“I-I don’t know.” She clenched her teeth. “Everything still
really hurts. Do you think you can hook me up with some of those
painkillers first? I get that they might stop us from knowing if
I’m making something worse, but if I’ve got to move out of here,
I’m going to make it worse anyway, aren’t I, whether I can feel it
or not? Plus, they’re not going to kick in straight away, are
they?” She slumped back to the floor, pressing her forehead into
the cold stone. It was oddly soothing—maybe it was numbing
her.

Smith
was silent for a moment. Then he began rustling around.

Kim
lifted her head to see him unscrewing a plastic pill bottle. Oh,
that was a good sign—a plastic bottle rather than a cardboard box
or blister pack meant prescription-strength drugs, rather than the
mild-headache-or-period-cramp-defeating stuff you could buy over
the counter for pennies. The very kind that resided in the first
aid kit in her backpack. She propped herself up on her elbows, then
eagerly held out her hand.

Smith
dropped two tablets into her palm, then, taking in her wide,
begging eyes, reluctantly added a third. “I bloody well hope you’re
not sensitive to any of the ingredients,” he muttered, before doing
up the pill bottle and stuffing it in his pocket.


Desperation fuelling her movements, Kim shovelled all three
pills into her mouth, then took the canteen he held out and chased
them down with plenty of water. Swallowed hard. They were gone.
“Thank you.” She sipped some more of the water, then gave him the
canteen. “All right, give me a minute and I’ll try to move. Do
you,” she gingerly twisted to look towards her feet, “think you
could get behind me, somehow, and make sure I keep going forward? I
think there might be some kind of water source back there, and I
don’t much fancy going for a swim. You know, if I fall again.
Hopefully I won’t, but I’m not exactly at my best right
now.”

Smith
smiled. “Of course. Stay down there a minute—I can step over you
more easily.”

He
carefully picked his way over her prone form. There came a muttered
curse, she guessed when he whacked himself on the wall or ceiling,
then he said, “Okay, I’m here. Take your time, and please be
careful. I feel shitty enough about not being able to stretcher or
carry you out, without you tripping or slipping. When you’re ready,
just grab your lantern and go at your own pace, okay?”

“Mmm-hmm.” Feeling secure in the knowledge she had a human
safety net behind her, she carefully got her hands and knees
beneath her. Everything felt wobbly. God,
I’m like a newborn bloody horse. After a
few deep breaths, she pushed her way to her feet, scooping up the
lantern on her way. She pressed her free hand to the cave wall to
steady herself. Alternating waves of pain and dizziness crashed
through her. She sent a silent plea. Please, painkillers, hurry up and do your thing. I need
you.

A couple more deep breaths later, and she began tentatively
putting one foot in front of the other. The dizziness started to
subside, and the pain helped her to focus on making progress. Even
that was starting to ebb away, the pills already taking the edge
off. Thank fuck for that. I don’t care if
it’s in my head—it feels better, and that’s all that
matters.

“You’re all right,” Smith murmured from behind her, “keep
going, keep going. You’re doing great. I’m right here. I’ve got
you. Take your time. Nice and steady does it.”

A completely unexpected zip of amusement lanced through
her. God, he sounds like a bloody midwife,
coaching me through a drawn-out labour.

Safe in
the knowledge he couldn’t see her smirking to herself, Kim carried
on up the slope, testing each step before she committed to it. She
hadn’t thought the tunnel floor was particularly uneven when she’d
first travelled along it, but she’d tripped over somehow, hadn’t
she? She’d already had two incidents in this stupid bloody cave—she
certainly didn’t want a third. But then, they said things came in
threes, didn’t they? Good thing she wasn’t
superstitious.

After a
few more minutes, the slope started to flatten out. She forged
onward, eager to reach the relative safety of the main cave. Not to
mention bathe in the natural daylight again. God, she felt like
she’d been in here so long she should be vitamin D deficient. But
then, even if she was, it was worth it. Everything, all of this,
would be worth it when she got her precious cargo back to the
mainland, back home.

She
could hardly wait.

She was
still smiling when she stepped into the main cavern and came face
to face with Chastain. His expression of concern immediately
morphed into a smile when he caught sight of her—whether because he
was pleased to see her, or because he was mirroring her expression,
she didn’t know. Either way, it was a welcome sight.

“Hello there,” he said, stepping forward and offering his arm.
“How are you feeling? Judging by that smile, I’m guessing at least
a little bit better?”

She took
his arm, grateful for the support, but didn’t respond right away.
Instead, she took stock of her body. Then said, “Actually, not too
horrendous now, all things considered. I’m sure I probably look
like absolute shit, but those pills Smith gave me are clearly
starting to work. I felt like death when you found me. Give me
another ten minutes and I’ll be floating on the ceiling.” She
smiled again, aware the man in question had also emerged from the
tunnel and had stepped up beside them. Then her gaze was drawn to
the brilliant light from the cave entrance, which was now wide
open, the small, head-height hole she’d peered through earlier
blown to smithereens. “Actually, bollocks to the ceiling—give me
ten minutes and I’ll be floating in the sky. Up in the clouds!
Bloody hell, what did you lot do? Use every stick of C4 on the
planet?” She sniffed, then looked back at Chastain. “Certainly
smells like it.”

Chastain
shrugged. “I’m not ashamed to admit we panicked. One minute, you
were investigating the cave. The next, you were just… gone. We
shouted and shouted, we shone torches through the hole to try to
spot you, chucked in a couple of flares; everything. We didn’t know
whether you’d passed out, had a heart attack, a stroke, or what. We
couldn’t leave you there, knew we had to get to you quickly. So… we
got through the rockfall the quickest way we knew how.”

She gave
a small smile. “You must have been so confused when you came in
here and still couldn’t find me.”

He gave a nod. “You can say that again. This cave isn’t
that big, really, and
there were four of us searching for you. We were just beginning to
think you’d been some kind of apparition when we finally heard
something, and saw your light hitting the cave wall. I’ve never
been so relieved in my life.”

“I’ll bet. If you never found me, or I was dead, you’d have
failed the mission. And a failed mission would have meant you
didn’t get the rest of your fee.”

Chastain frowned and stared hard at her. Several seconds of
silence passed, then he snatched his arm away from her and said
coolly, “That might be true, but that’s not why I was so relieved to find
you. It’s because you’re a person, a human being, and in spite
of—maybe even because of—my previous career, I have respect for
human life.” He shrugged. “Whether you believe me or not doesn’t
matter. I’m glad to be transporting a live person back to the
mainland, rather than a corpse, and that’s the end of it.” With
that, he turned smartly, showing her his broad back, and strode
over to the twins.

Kim
watched him go, took in his body language, which practically
screamed irritation, and bit her lip. She turned to Smith and
spoke, keeping her voice low. “Well, I certainly put my foot in my
mouth there, didn’t I? I was actually being flippant when I said
that, but it came out all wrong. And now I’ve pissed him off.” She
sighed, then lifted the lantern in one hand and used the other to
switch it off. It wasn’t necessary any longer—there was more than
enough light spilling through the cave entrance. “I should probably
go and apologise.”

Smith
grimaced, then said quietly, “You probably should, but first let’s
get you sat down, so I can check you over. It’ll give him some time
to cool off.”

Kim
raised her eyebrows. “Wow, is he really that mad? He seems pissed
off, but not furious.”

“You don’t know him like I do.” Smith wrinkled his nose. “He’s
good at keeping things under his hat, so to speak, even when he’s
in a filthy mood. Right, come on, take your pack off and sit
yourself down. I’ll grab my medical supplies. Back in a
mo.”

“All right.” Kim nodded, then bent slowly—the pain was
diminishing, but far from gone—to put her lantern on the floor. She
straightened, and hooked her thumbs beneath the straps of her
backpack. Just as she started to move them from her shoulders, a
cracking sound rang through the cavern, followed by an ominous
rumble, which grew in volume and intensity with every second that
passed. Fuck. That’ll be the third thing,
then. So much for not believing in superstition.

The men
froze momentarily, exchanged a hasty glance, then turned to look at
Kim, who was furthest back in the cave. Smith was nearest to her,
his pack in his hand. She had a good idea what was happening, and
also of what he was thinking. She shook her head and clutched the
straps of her backpack until her hands ached, trying to squeeze her
fear into oblivion. “Just go—I can look after myself.”

He
hesitated, took a step towards her.

“No,” she yelled. “Go! Everyone, just go! I’ll be right behind
you.” Her words seemed to snap everyone out of their hesitation,
and they all turned and ran towards the cave entrance—including
Kim. Fear and adrenaline had temporarily wiped out her pain and
allowed her to move pretty quickly.

But it
was too late. The twins had moved fast, and Chastain was right
behind them, but nature and gravity were faster. They had to leap
backwards, out of the way of the tumbling rocks. The beautiful
light which had spilled into the cave was quickly snuffed
out.

Kim
ground to a halt, her heart racing. As another rumble came, she
instinctively stepped back. Her boot caught on something and she
fell, landing heavily on her rucksack. There was a loud
crack.

“Ow, fuck!” Something dug into her spine, sending another spike
of pain through her already battered body.

Whatever
the cracking sound had been, she didn’t think it had been any part
of her body. She rolled over and got gingerly to her feet,
wondering what in her bag could have made that noise. A second
later, she had her answer—though she didn’t quite believe it. As
she stood, a loud hum rang out from directly behind her, followed
by a burst of intense heat. Then, finally, light. Fear clutched a
tight fist around her stomach. “Close your eyes,” she screamed,
obeying her own command at the same time. “I mean it! For fuck’s
sake, close your eyes.”

Oh my God, is it really going to end like this?


 Chapter
Five

Aidan Smith

When it
became clear there was no way they’d get out of the cave before the
rocks at the entrance came crashing down—again—Aidan released his
pack, dropped into a crouch and covered his head, knowing there was
little else he could do until the worst was over.

He
gasped when he heard a crack, followed by a feminine, “Ow, fuck!”
and lifted his head towards the sound, towards Kim. He dropped his
arms to his sides and prepared to move. In spite of the darkness,
he was about to try to find her when another weird noise rang out,
followed by Kim’s voice, screeching the command to close their eyes
in a tone so drenched with fear it was impossible to
disobey.

His
pulse pounding in his ears, Aidan curved his arms back over his
head, tucked his face into his knees, and squeezed his eyes closed.
A big part of him yearned to go and help Kim—there was clearly
something horrifically wrong, and helping people was hardwired into
him—but another part of him, the more sensible part, urged him to
heed her warning.

It soon became apparent he’d made the right decision, as
milliseconds later, heat and light washed over him—the heat
intense, like when stepping out of an airplane into a desert
environment, only magnified tenfold, and the light brilliant,
somehow visible even with his eyes tightly shut and his head down.
He winced, his eyes watering. What the hell was that? A nuclear explosion? Surely
not—if something nuclear had gone off in this cave, he and the
others would be completely eviscerated, simply non-existent—not
worrying about whether they’d end up blind or with their skin
peeling off.

The
weird noise, a buzzing, grew momentarily louder, adding
overwhelming pain in his ears to the list of things to be concerned
about, before diminishing, then eventually tailing off, taking the
heat and light with it. By the time silence fell—except for a
ringing in his ears—there was only a residual heat, and tentatively
cracking an eyelid open showed he was surrounded by pitch blackness
once more.

He
strained to listen and, through the ringing, he heard the others
moving about. Groaning. Muttering. Then Chastain spoke, sounding as
though he had a throat full of gravel. Given what had just
happened, maybe he did. “Everyone all right?”

“Yes,” Aidan replied, then waited, silently begging everyone
else to respond in the affirmative.

“Aye.” One of the twins.

“Aye.” The other one.

“Yes.” Kim.

He
exhaled a whoosh of air and slowly stood. Everyone was alive—that
was a good start, and quite the achievement considering the
rockfall, then whatever had happened after that. “Anyone in need of
medical help?”

There
came some shuffling, then the switching on of torches. He looked
over to see Chastain and Jota still fairly close together, all
three of them tentatively checking themselves and each other for
injuries. They knew the drill, and would let him know if they found
anything that needed looking at urgently.

“Kim? Do you need help?” He snapped his own torch from his belt
and switched it on, then carefully crept the beam along the floor
in the direction he thought her voice had come from, not wanting to
suddenly point it in her face and blind her with the light. He
scooped up his rucksack, then moved along behind the torch
beam.

“Err, I don’t think so. No more than I did before, anyway.” She
paused. “I do feel
a bit… weird. But then I have been in two rockfalls and fallen over
twice, so maybe that’s to be expected.”

Aidan
smiled as he continued on, waiting for the torch beam to find her.
It was reassuring to know she’d retained some kind of sense of
humour—it likely meant all of her injuries were superficial. She
still had all of her faculties, to use the polite term, and there
was nothing life-threatening going on. “Don’t worry, I’m on my way.
I’ll get you checked out—hopefully with no interruptions this time.
Don’t move.”

“All right,” she replied warmly.

She was smiling. Definitely
a good sign. But where the hell was she? She
sounded close, really close, but he hadn’t spotted her yet. Maybe
he had gone blind,
after all. No, that was stupid. He’d seen the others when they’d
switched on their torches, and he could see the floor highlighted
by the torch light, and parts of himself, too. He shook his head.
Of course he wasn’t blind. Don’t be such a
knob.

He began
sweeping the torch from side to side, eager to catch a glimpse of
Kim.

He was just about to call out to her, get her to speak again,
in case he’d somehow gone in entirely the wrong direction—maybe
sound travelled weirdly in this cave—when two things happened in
quick succession: Kim yelled, “Bloody hell, are you trying to blind
me?” and then he tripped over something, causing Kim to snap,
“Fuck’s sake, are you trying to kill me?”

He stumbled, but managed not to fall, his thoughts whirling.
How the hell had
he not seen her? His stomach flipped. He put his pack down, pointed
his torch crossways in front of himself, then waved his free hand
around in front of his face before moving it from side to side and
up and down. He frowned. Everything seemed fine—he could see close
up, further away, and his peripheral vision was okay, too. So why
on earth hadn’t he been able to see a fully-grown, adult woman? She
wasn’t huge, but nor was she tiny. She was just… normal
sized.

He
hoiked his pack onto one shoulder, then turned, aiming the torch
beam back at the floor. “I’m sorry if I hurt you. But… where the
hell are you?”

“What are you talking
about? You just bloody well fell over me! Are you
blind or something?”

“No. I just checked. I can see just
fine. Are you invisible or something?” He deliberately parroted her
words back to her—with one obvious difference.

“Don’t be so bloody ridiculous. I’m right here. Stop; for God’s
sake, stop! You’re about to fall over me again.”

“Of course I’m not going to fall over you again, I—” He froze
as the toe of his boot brushed against something. He snapped the
light onto his boot, then inched it forward. There was nothing
there. Not so much as a pebble. And yet… He shifted his foot. Yes,
he could definitely feel something. He just couldn’t see
it.

“Er, why are
you kicking me, exactly?” Kim asked, acid dripping from her
voice.

The
blood drained from Aidan’s face as he stared at the patch in front
of his boot, and a few inches beyond, unable to see anything except
for rock, rock, and more rock. He certainly couldn’t see a pretty,
mixed-race woman in her thirties, who, from her tone, he suspected
was staring daggers at him right now.

The hairs on the back of his neck rose as his eyes and brain
played a game of tug of war—between what his eyes were showing him,
or rather not showing him, and what his brain was telling him could not
possibly be true.

A scuffing sound as the thing touching his boot moved away.
“Did you hit your head? Do you
need medical help?”

I think I need mental help, actually. Maybe I
did hit my head. Or maybe
I’m asleep and having a bizarre dream. Because, surely, having gone
crazy, sustained a head injury or fallen asleep are the only
possible reasons for Kim having turned invisible.

He swallowed hard, then clenched his fist until it
hurt. Nope. Not dreaming.
“I-I don’t know. I might need help, actually.
Because, although I’m certain I haven’t gone blind, I, well… I
can’t see you, Kim. It’s like you’re invisible. For
real.”

“What?” The word came from several
sources—Kim herself, as well as the three other men, who had
finished checking themselves and each other over and now made their
way towards Aidan.

Kim spoke again. “What do you mean, it’s like I’m invisible?
How can I be—?” She stopped as Aidan carefully played the beam of
the torch up where he thought she was, given their previous contact
and the sound of her voice. A gasp came, then, “Holy fucking shit!
I am invisible!”
She snorted. “Maybe I hit my
head, too. Again. It’s the only logical
explanation. I’m not Harry fucking Potter—I can’t be invisible. I haven’t got a
wand, and magic isn’t bloody real.”

The others had approached by now, and stood a couple of feet
away from Aidan, gazing at the spot where he pointed the torch, all
looking equal parts confused and disbelieving. The light from their
own torches brightened the area surrounding them, but,
unfortunately, didn’t suddenly allow them to see the woman their
ears were telling them was right there. Aidan was only slightly
mollified now he knew the others couldn’t see her, either. It meant
he wasn’t blind, or crazy. But it did mean Kim was, in fact, invisible.
Which was, obviously, impossible. Totally out of the
question.

Taylor
piped up, “Technically, it wasnae his own magic that made wee Harry
invisible—it was an invisibility cloak which previously belonged
tae his father. When he—”

“Taylor, for Christ’s sake, shut up,” Chastain barked. “This
isn’t helping.”

“Oh, I dunno…” Kim replied, warmth in her tone once more.
Apparently Taylor’s words, however barmy, had momentarily
distracted her from her panic. “The thought of you being a Harry
Potter nerd is really quite amusing, albeit
unexpected.” She paused. “Actually, you two kind of remind me of
the Weasley twins.”

“What, ye mean because they’re so clever, and ingenious?”
Taylor replied, a huge grin spreading across his face.

Chastain
snorted. “No, she means because you’re lanky ginger
twats.”

“Ohhh,” Joshua put in, his smile matching his brother’s, “ye
admit ye’ve read the books then? Or at least seen the films? How
else would ye ken what they look like?”


Chastain’s facial expression now was nothing short of
incredulous. He shook his head. “Can we just… deal with the matter
at hand, please? This isn’t the time for book and movie
trivia.”

Aidan nodded, then swallowed hard to coax some saliva into his
dry mouth. “Y-yes, good idea. Though… I’m not exactly sure what the
matter at hand is. I came over here to check on Kim, especially since I never got
to examine her after her fall at the back of the cave. But I have
no idea how to examine someone I can’t actually see. Funnily enough, it’s not
something that was covered in my medical training. Truthfully, I’m
still of half a mind that I might be asleep and having some sort of
insane dream. Invisibility isn’t a real thing, for heaven’s
sake!”

Silence
reigned for several seconds as the truth of Aidan’s words seeped
into all of their brains.

Finally, Taylor broke it. “Seems tae me a good place tae start
is finding out how Kim ended up invisible. Then maybe we can figure out how tae
undo it, and go from there.”

God, just when I thought things couldn’t get any weirder, and
now Taylor is making sensible suggestions. The world really has
flipped upside down.

He
stuffed his misgivings about not being able to check Kim over to
the back of his mind. There was nothing he could do about that
right now, so there was no point stressing about it. “Yes,” he said
on a gust of breath, “you’re right. It’s certainly worth a try,
anyway. So, Kim,” he looked towards where he thought she was, “can
you tell us exactly what happened in the run up to you becoming…
well, invisible.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I feel stupid
even saying it.”

“Shouldn’t we be trying tae find a way out of here?” Joshua
interrupted.

“It can wait for now,” Chastain put in. “I don’t think we’re in
any immediate danger. I think we should try to get to the bottom of
Kim’s… condition first, then figure out what happens next. Tackle
one shitstorm at a time.”

“Nice to know what you really
think of me, Chastain,” Kim said icily.

Chastain flicked his gaze in her approximate direction, then
let out a huge sigh. “That isn’t what I meant, and you know it.” He
shook his head, then turned to Aidan. Only someone who knew him
well would be able to correctly identify the look in his
eyes. Fear. “This
is fucked up. Blasting into a cave, I can handle. Rescuing someone
trapped inside, I can handle. Even getting trapped inside the cave
myself, I can handle. But I’m afraid I’m just not equipped to deal
with helping out a potentially injured person I can’t even
see. How the fuck is this
even possible?” He thrust his free arm out and waved it around, his
frustration palpable.

“All right, all right.” Aidan closed the space between him and
Chastain, and put his hand on his arm. “Just calm down, mate.
You’re right, this is fucked up. But we’ve got several points in
our favour. We’ve got equipment, we’ve got expertise, and we’ve got
five brains to work on the problem. Let’s start by hearing what Kim
has to say.”

The men
all faced Kim—or where they guessed she was, anyway—and
waited.

There
was a shuffle, then she spoke. It seemed her irritation was
reserved for Chastain, as the ice had gone from her tone. “When you
said you wanted to know what happened in the run up to me becoming…
invisible,” her disbelief rang out in that word, as surely as if
they’d been able to see her face, “do you mean, just before, or
further back?”

“Um…” Aidan glanced at Chastain and, finding his friend still
looking shellshocked, decided to take control of the situation.
Chastain would soon butt in if he disagreed with something. “I
suppose anything you think might be relevant. If it helps us get
you sorted, so we can get out of here, then spill the beans.” He
shrugged. “Doesn’t matter how long it takes—we’ve got nowhere else
to be.”

Kim let
out a huff of amusement. “No, I guess not. First, could I get some
water off one of you, please? I’m still feeling really dehydrated,
and I suspect I’ve got a lot of talking to do. I’ve got a bit left
in my bottle, but I’m afraid I haven’t got the energy to get it out
right now.”

“Of course.” Aidan immediately retrieved his canteen and
stepped in Kim’s direction, then suddenly remembered his earlier
mistakes of almost blinding her with the torch and tripping over
her. “Er, you know what? I’ll just put it down here, and you can
pick it up, all right? If you can manage.”

“Yes,” the smile in her voice was obvious, “I think that would
be best.”

He put the canteen down, then stepped back. Silence fell as
each man waited to see what would happen next. Or should that be not
see?

Aidan
started as the canteen suddenly moved, apparently all by itself. He
made a conscious effort not to gape as it inched away from him,
then lifted gracefully into the air. The lid unscrewed, then the
whole thing made a gentle arc as it tipped up. The unmistakeable
sounds of glugging water and swallowing rang out for a few seconds.
Then everything happened in reverse—the canteen lowered, the lid
screwed on, and it floated to the floor.

“Thank you so much. That’s better.” There came more shuffling
and scraping as she moved. It was so odd to have to figure out
everything she was doing by sound alone—floating water bottle
notwithstanding. “Okay, we have a big problem to solve, and
this certainly isn’t what
you signed up for, so it’s only fair I fill you in on everything
that happened to get me—us—to this point.” She paused. “You might
want to sit down—this is going to be quite a lengthy
story.”

She took
a breath, and Aidan and the others lowered themselves to the floor
as they waited for her to begin. Only she didn’t.

“Kim?” Aidan prompted. “You all right?”

“Yee…s,” she replied. “I’m just trying to figure out how to
start.”

“At the beginning would be preferable,” Chastain growled,
seeming to have recovered from his shock. “That’s where most
stories start.”

“Yes,” she snapped, “but that’s just it, isn’t it? Since I
was there, I
already know everything that happened, and when I try to figure out
a way to put it into words, it sounds exactly like a story. As in,
made up. Fictional. Except, if you wrote this shit down and gave it
to someone to read, they’d tell you you were a moron, that your
story was too far-fetched. Just too unbelievable.”

She
sighed. “Unbe-fucking-lievable.” She let out a snorting, derisive
laugh. “For fuck’s sake, how did this happen? The reality of the
last few months of my life sounds like a fantastical fiction. All
I’m trying to do is make this world better, and now
look!”

There
was a silence, and Aidan and his buddies shared worried glances,
trying to figure out how the hell they were supposed to
respond.

“Look,” Kim repeated, then giggled.
“How the fuck are you supposed to look? You can’t see me. I could take
all my clothes off and dance about in front of you, and you
wouldn’t be able to see a thing.” She giggled again, her voice
growing increasingly high-pitched as hysteria took over. “’Cos I’m
bloody well invisible!”

She lost
it then, succumbed entirely to the hysteria. Normally, hearing
someone laugh like that would cause everyone in the vicinity to at
least crack a smile, if not collapse into giggles themselves. But
the way Kim’s mirth rang out into the cave before echoing around
and around, and having been issued from an unseen mouth, was
actually incredibly creepy. Like something out of a horror
movie.

Aidan
suppressed a shiver as a cold finger trailed its way down the back
of his neck. He didn’t want the others to see how it was affecting
him. He side-eyed the three of them, only to find their reactions
to be much the same as his. Rather than smiling, or laughing, all
three of them were stony-faced. None of them knew how to deal with
this, with a woman who’d clearly been through something serious
even before they crashed into her life. And now it seemed as though
her ordeal wasn’t going to be over any time soon.

Perhaps
if she stopped laughing, she’d cry instead.

And
honestly, he wouldn’t blame her if she did.


 Chapter
Six

Aidan Smith

The
silence which followed the conclusion of Kim’s epic tale was
deafening, and seemed to last about a month.

Aidan shifted, his backside starting to feel numb from sitting
on the cold, unrelenting stone. Moving didn’t help, so he grabbed
his torch, got to his feet, and began pacing. His footsteps were
the only sound, which made the whole situation even weirder.
Surely, out of five people, one
could think of something to say? He understood Kim
keeping quiet for now—she had, after all, just talked for quite a
long time and was probably cringing as she waited for their
response. Any response. But he really thought one of the other three might
have piped up by now. None of them were usually backwards in coming
forwards.

He
huffed out a breath, spun on his heel, bringing him back to face
the group, then stepped up to them. Looked like it was up to him,
then.

“So, what you’re saying—and I apologise for boiling it down to
such a simplistic point—is you came here to find a mysterious
object which could solve the entire planet’s energy issues,
forever? And that same object seems to have turned you
invisible?”

There was the slightest pause, then Kim replied, “I wouldn’t
say it’ll solve the energy issues entirely, since there are other factors to consider, and fossil fuel
companies will undoubtedly be dead set against it, but yes, if the
power in this ‘mysterious object’, as you put it, is correctly
harnessed, then the use of fossil fuels will plummet dramatically.
If my initial assessment is correct, then the whole planet can
eventually be powered by this, along with the renewable energy
sources already in place. Done properly, this has the potential to
stop global warming in its tracks. I mean, it won’t eradicate dirty
energy entirely, since regular people aren’t suddenly going to be
able to afford to ditch their petrol or diesel cars and buy
electric ones, or change all the appliances in their home to run on
electric, rather than natural gas, but it’s a huge step in the
right direction. There will be absolutely no need to burn fossil
fuels to generate electricity, or contract any more nuclear power
stations. Though, to be fair, the UK has already made massive leaps
forward in the renewable energy sector—for a while now, renewables
have generated more power than all the fossil fuels put together.
It won’t be long before all our coal-fired power plants are shut
down. Sadly, though, that’s not the case in some other countries.
There are some serious polluters out there. As for your second
point—at the moment, your guess is as good as mine.”

He nodded slowly. He was gradually getting used to conversing
with a disembodied voice, but he still didn’t like it very much.
“That all makes sense—and it sounds great. I’m all for cleaner energy,
and stopping or even reversing global warming, but I do have a
question.”

“Fire away.”

“If your mysterious object had some kind of… reaction, shall we
call it, and turned you invisible, then what’s to stop it doing the
same to someone else? Lots
of someone elses? How can you be sure it won’t do
more harm than good? I mean, look at nuclear energy—it’s all well
and good when it’s behaving itself, but when something goes wrong…”
He didn’t elaborate—didn’t need to. Chernobyl was famous for all
the wrong reasons and, although it was the worst nuclear disaster
in history, it certainly wasn’t the only one.

“How do we know it hasn’t?” Chastain put in, causing
everyone—well, everyone Aidan could see, anyway—to look at
him.

“What do you mean?” Aidan asked.

Chastain pointed towards the seemingly empty space that held
Kim and, presumably, her backpack—which was also invisible. “How do
we know that object hasn’t turned other people invisible? Obviously,
we’re all okay,” he
wafted his hand around to indicate himself and the other three men,
“but we have no idea how far the effect went. It might have been
confined to this cave, or it might have reached the mainland. Maybe
it’s covered the entire UK and Ireland. France. Scandinavia.
Iceland. The whole planet. You get the idea. We just don’t
know.”

Kim made
a raspberry sound. “Sure we do.”

“We do?” Aidan frowned and looked in her direction.

“Absolutely,” she replied, utterly confident. “The effect
stopped with me. It had to have done. Yes, you guys were able to
hear the humming, see the light, feel the heat, but fortunately I’m
the only one whose DNA has been affected. There’s no way that the
reaction changed me, but then passed you four by, then leapt,
somehow, into the outside world and affected people—or even other
beings—out there. That just doesn’t make any sense. It’s not
logical.”

Aidan
had to agree. As a medical man, he knew a little bit about DNA and
its workings, and found it difficult to believe that something
could have changed one human being so profoundly on a cellular
basis, and yet left the rest of them completely unaffected, then
altered people further afield. He cleared his throat. “Yes, so the
DNA-changing reaction must have been very localised, despite the
rest of us being able to see, hear and feel that something was
going on.” He stopped as another thought occurred to him. “Hang on
a minute—the reaction wasn’t specific to you though, was it, Kim?
Your clothes, your shoes, your backpack—I can’t see any of them,
and they’re not living beings. So how the hell does that
work?”

She huffed out a huge breath. “Well, I don’t bloody know, do
I? I didn’t know it could do this to a
person, so I sure as hell don’t know any of the ins and outs. I’m
no expert on DNA, mutations, whatever.”

“So,” Chastain interrupted, his expression steely, “what
are you an expert in,
then? How, precisely, did you come to find out about this
mysterious energy-producing item in the first place? I didn’t
exactly spot it marked on the OS map.”

Aidan
shot his friend an incredulous look. Why was he being so hard on
her? He’d never been the type of person one could call Mr Nice Guy,
but he seemed determined to put her through the wringer.

Kim let out a high-pitched growl of frustration which rolled
into echoes around the cave. When they finally died away into an
eerie silence, she said, “I never,
not for one bloody second, said I was any kind of
expert in anything. I’m a scientist, if you must know. But I specialise in
physics, not biology. And I’d really rather not discuss how I
discovered the item was here.” She sighed. “God, we really have to
come up with a name for this bloody thing. It’s got the power to
literally change the world, and we’re calling it the ‘mysterious
object’ or ‘item’. How ridiculous.”

“How about ygrene?” Taylor said after a pregnant
pause.

“Ee-green? Isnae that the wee gorgeous
redheaded lass from Game of
Thrones? The one who was banging Jon Snow?”
his brother replied.

“No,” Taylor replied, the scorn
dripping from the word palpable. “Ye eejit. That’s Ygritte. I said
ygrene. Y-G-R-E-N-E.” He paused. “Or maybe rewop.” He scrunched up his nose, then
shrugged. “I like the first one better. Rewop sounds like a type o’
music.”

“And what the fuck do you think yg-whatever-you-said
sounds like? A sodding disease,” Chastain
grumbled.

“Well, it has affected my body,” Kim said, her tone once again indicating
she found this whole discussion quite amusing. Aidan had to admit,
if only to himself, that Chastain’s increasing irritation and
discomfort were a
little funny. He hated not being completely in the know—which made
his acceptance of this mission in the first place all the more
perplexing. “So maybe ygrene is just
perfect. But how on earth did you…?” She paused, then said, “Ahh, I
get it. Very clever.”

“What?” Chastain snapped, getting to his feet and raking his
hands through his hair. “What’s
very clever? This all sounds like utter nonsense
to me. I feel like I’ve fallen down the bloody rabbit hole with
Alice.”

“Ohh, very good,” Kim replied. “So you do consume
some popular culture,
then? Anyway, Taylor… it is Taylor, right?” When he nodded, she
continued, “Has basically come up with two possible names for the
mysterious object using an incredibly simplistic method. Ygrene is
energy backwards, and rewop is power backwards.”

“Simple, but effective,” Taylor replied with a curt nod and a
wide smile.

“That’s the story of yer life, isnae it, bro?” Joshua quipped,
leaning away from his twin as he spoke to avoid the fist that flew
in his direction. It missed his arm by millimetres.

“Ahh, fuck off, ye wee shite.”

Aidan
chuckled and shook his head. He’d always enjoyed the
interplay—often silly and derogatory—between the Greig twins. They
could always be relied upon to lighten the mood and keep morale up.
He wasn’t sure if they were doing it deliberately right now, but
either way, it made sense to put a stop to it. For a moment,
anyway. Keeping morale up could only do so much when the five of
them were stuck in a cave, with no more explosives left to blast
their way out again. “Right,” he clapped his hands, drawing
all—visible—eyes to him. “Shall we stick with ygrene, then? It
doesn’t really matter how you discovered it was here, Kim. Not to
me, anyway.” He shrugged. “What’s important right now is turning
you visible again, if possible, and getting us all out of here. I’m
guessing you’re not feeling any worse?”

“No. I still feel a little weird, but
those painkillers really seem to have done the trick now. I only
feel like I’ve been hit by a bicycle now, rather than a
truck.”

Aidan
gave a small smile. “Well, I guess that’s a positive, then. So,
Kim, is there anything you know about the ygrene,” he rolled the
word around in his mouth, knowing he’d be familiar with it soon
enough, “that might be able to help us? I mean, it’s obviously
fairly stable, because it’s not doing anything now, is it? When you
fell onto it, it reacted, but otherwise it’s been fine. We didn’t
even know it existed, after all, until the reaction.”
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