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      Olivia floated and swirled through an airy multitude of colours, a drowsy sense of nothingness replacing all bodily sensations, allowing her to bask in an atypical lack of tension.

      ‘Rectifier,’ A being with a male, sonorous voice called beyond the swirling colours, ‘you are our only hope.’

      As she followed the voice with her mind, a quiver rippled through her newfound sense of peace, and she stopped drifting at once. As the colours dispersed, the voice spoke again, clearer this time. ‘We can’t thank you enough.’

      She spun to the voice and an ultraviolet light blinded her. She struggled to focus for a moment as her vision adjusted. A bright figure shivered into form, electrical shock waves emitting from its pulsating being. It hovered like an unwanted ghost that had forgotten how to haunt. As if the light was magnetic and her heart the magnet, she rushed through the colours towards it at high speed.

      ‘I just hope I can do what is necessary to help,’ the luminous shivering mass said in a pale, masculine voice, his wispy, vulnerable being flashing erratically.

      A pulling sensation stretched her core… he was agreeing to something against his will? She searched for who he communicated with, but couldn’t see past his light. She must protect him from whoever it was! There was something extra familiar about this being. It was no ordinary Delicate; it belonged to her somehow. He was hers to care for.

      As a calm, white orb drifted towards the fragile being, leaving gassy light trails behind it as it advanced, an intense jolt of pain erupted inside her. She lunged forward, tried to grasp the delicate being, secure him in her arms, but her limbs were nothing more than a mass of erratic green wisps and pulsations.

      She tried to shout for him not to agree, but had no mouth to do so. She forced the words from her mind to where her mouth should’ve been, but no sound came out of whatever non-physical form she had become.

      ‘That you will try,’ the authoritative white orb said, his voice smooth and persuasive as he edged towards the nervous being, ‘is the greatest help we can ask for right now.’

      Olivia floated towards them. ‘I will help you.’ The words came from her core, but they weren’t hers. She hadn’t thought about them before they erupted from her. They were the words of the green being… the thoughts of the Adapter… her former self.

      The shivering light grew in size and his whole being sank into hers as if needing every inch of the comfort she was providing, turning her phosphorescent.

      She wrapped her tendrils around him and, as they blended, swirled, and danced in a foggy, loving embrace, a sense of heaviness began pulling her down.

      ‘Leave him alone!’ Olivia woke, sweat running into her eyes, the distant echoes of the dream… or lost memory… haunting her mind, the emotions more real to her than anything she’d ever felt in her life.

      Tweeting birds and the smell of a sunlit meadow wafting through the window above her new bed, in her new room, in her new home, jolted her back to reality.

      Her reality? She was the Adapter, a gifted being from Omnipion here on Earth to persuade the most magical being they had to fight the Disrupter, a being just as powerful who was hell bent on destroying their world, AKA the evil fuckwit who almost burnt her and Tom alive last night, a being who will, if he succeeds, destroy Omnipion, and hence all humans on Earth taking the test, as all who have assimilated here in the physical were still mostly there in the non-physical, playing the game of life. If their omni-pads are destroyed, so was their connection to this world.

      It was a shame they couldn’t just destroy Ethan’s omni-pad and send him back to where he came. There was a lot of things she didn’t understand, but she knew she needed to trust so Ethan couldn’t play mind tricks own her again, even if she did want to change some of the things she first agreed to.

      What Omnipion didn’t account for, or she should say her true self when she decided to come to earth to birth this magical marvel who they believe could stop him was the determination her human avatar would possess to protect her precious child from this pre-determined fate. After gaining a human perspective, she was more like Olivia, a girl who wanted to be the best mother she could, which meant guarding her child from all dangers, no matter what the Adapter and the rest of the high-ranking beings of Omnipion thought. Admittedly, she could no longer get away with fighting the Disrupter in Tom’s place without invoking the power of light; but that was her only mistake so far.

      She sighed. Her stubbornness about having anything to do with the Illuminators and her trueself had almost caused his death.

      You’re weak and incompetent, her old mind whispered as she thought about the need for outside help, an echo which she now, thanks to Tom, no longer believed.

      So she was now living in the home Adaeze had wanted her to live since Tom’s birth; with Mark, the guy she’d fancied—and trusted—for years, who she’d just discovered was also an Illuminator. This old twenty bedroomed orphanage he used as a base to help the homeless was the only place they deemed her safe to be, which she could no longer blame them for after her stupidity. Last night’s event told her she should have moved here when Adaeze suggested it. If her parents hadn’t brainwashed her into thinking she was mental, maybe she wouldn’t have become so stubborn and averse to accepting help. She would’ve invoked the power of light years ago… not that she could kill the Disrupter and end this complete nightmare with it until he was of age anyhow.

      Olivia pushed her fingers into the corners of her eyes and rubbed away the sweat and sleep and then peered out past the garden at the hustle and bustle of Manchesters’ town centre, watching people of all shapes and sizes going about their day. Her whole life had turned on its head, yet the rest of the population carried on like nothing had happened. Some heading off to work to earn a living, others shopping for mundane items, all of them creating slightly different lives, each with individual and specific goals. How many of them ever stopped to wonder what it was all for, whether any of it mattered in the grand scheme of things? The odd few like Rose and Winston knew what was at stake for their true home, Omnipion, but the rest were all oblivious… how nice it must be.

      She now had to live with being fully aware of the game she created for them to play, the test she created for them to pass, and the fact that it was her choice to destroy them if they failed. She had to live with knowing that a being from a realm higher than from where she originally came, argued these decisions of hers to the point where he must have almost convinced her he was right for her to send him here to prove it. It was her fault he was here, threatening her eternal home. If she hadn’t have given him a way in that would allow him to gain the abilities he needed to destroy the whole system, he wouldn’t be able to do do so.

      Her guts tightened with this thought, indicating it was wrong.

      Would he have come here anyway, without her knowing, to destroy it?

      Her guts felt at ease, indicating he would have.

      Well, at least they knew about his intentions this way, which was one good thing to come of her inability to produce the silver energy necessary he spoke to her to negotiate out of her in the first place for. If he didn’t think there was a chance of negotiating he wouldn’t have tried, and he could’ve just destroyed them right away. Why didn’t he? All this time he was hoping he could change her mind. There tustve been a good reason she hadn’t she been able to change it, despite him claiming he’d proven to her what he came here to prove.

      Her higher self must have seen the evil intention in him, as well as the evil in the others he wished to save. She could only liken it to her being in a position of power enough to release all the murderers and rapists and sadistic people from prison she could. There was no way she would. She believed in the justice system, in keeping the bad people off the streets away from the good citizens. She was all for modern day approaches like trying to reform and reeducate prisoners and then sending them back into society… but she wouldn’t just set them free, deciding it wasn’t really their true selves, it was only a game so it didn’t really matter what they did to innocent bystanders, their true beings weren’t murderous rapists so just let them continue, which is obviously what Ethan would do. Ethan killed people without blinking an eye, feeling their bodies were nothing but avatars in a game, like this experiential reality didn’t matter because it wasn’t as real as the true reality. There was no way she would ever think that, even before experiencing it.

      She slumped down on the bed. Ethan was nothing more than the evil being they knew, trapped in the child’s body he’d taken. He knew, if Omnipion could, it would use him as fuel once this last life of his was over, if he wasn’t able to escape the game. He knew his own mind and, no matter what power Tom possessed at aged seven, there was no way these facts would change; Ethan intends to carry out his mission to destroy all that order and create a hellish existence for all, those who wish to create hell and those who will simply have to put up with it. He would never change; each and every supermundane being on earth must know that! Ethan is set on do all he can before he’s aged seven to make sure Tom is eliminated.

      Olivia quivered at the thought of him killing Tom. How they could ever think he could compete against Ethan, she’ll never understand.

      Her guts tightened.

      Even if she did one day understand, there was no way she would allow that. She was opening a channel, visiting her trueself, and invoking the light,  yes, but only so she could fight instead of Tom! She would be powerful enough to kill the Disrupter as soon as he was seven… not that he’d allow her the same grace of time.

      She twisted the beige cotton covers until they threatened to rip. Why she had to stick to an idiotic rule Omnipion made eons ago, which basically just gives pure, evil bastards a mighty leeway she will never understand. No matter what she now knew of her true self, or had to come to terms with about her reality, one thing hadn’t changed; she wanted Ethan dead. So what if that meant, as Ethan had warned her, she would also fail The Test and end up being used as fuel, instead of returning to the inner realms of Omnipion where her true self would no doubt love to end up going back to; at least it would mean she would’ve also saved Omnipion.

      When Ethan held her under his spell, threatening to burn her son, she could see how much he wanted Omnipion, and her test destroyed. He thought of it as an unjust, corrupt system, a sick mandatory game constructed by her, a prison for all Delicates. He didn’t have to be born to prove to her her he could change tarnished, evil beings, he could’ve stayed longer, making his argument in Omnipion until she told him a definite yes or no and he would never have subjected himself to this world which turned him evil enough to want to destroy other beings way into it, who did appreciate and agree to the test. Why didn’t she stop him before his intention to take over the inner realms and murder as many innocent beings stopping him ingrained into his entire being. In his warped, immoral view, he wasn’t murdering humans; he was simply ending their tests, and, in Tom’s case, his mission. He made out he’d be helping to put Tom out of his misery, freeing him from this world where he doesn’t belong, which he must feel about all this he kills without qualms. He must see his murder sprees as an act of kindness, helping them escape the game, setting them free before they gained enough negative points that would result in them having their beings destroyed forever.

      She shook her hands free from the now twisted and ripped bed sheet and fuzed the seems back together with her gift. If only she could fix Ethan. Adapt him back to the once caring, female entity she first came to her as and have a conversation that would result in him seeing her point, as she supposedly once saw hers. “Once a being is damaged, they’re always damaged.” After everything the disrupter had said and done, the Illuminators, her higher self and, hence, her ESS had to agree that killing him now would be the best option. If he wanted to create his own game, one that would enable him to destroy Omnipion’s rules, they why couldn’t they? If all it took to destroy the place was seven gifts, then why couldn’t all seven beings in Omnipion have destroyed just one small thing inside Omnipion?

      She had already changed the mission by telling them she would fight instead of Tom, and they were allowing that; why wouldn’t they agree to this too? Her original intention was to stop Ethan, and that’s exactly what she was going to do, just faster.

      Ethan hinted that she could change her ESS, if her lower self knew better, which she felt she did on this one. Mark said she had adapted him, or his ESS hadn’t argued about his feelings for her. It was pretty obvious she could do what her lower self wanted and still use her gift if she had enough conviction to convince her higher self she was right.

      Even if for some reason Omnipion didn’t agree, stopping Ethan now from gaining the last gift was more important than the consequences to her eternal self, anyway. Who cares if she had to take The Test, if she had to walk around unaware, like the rest of society, experiencing life in all different forms, if she’d achieved what she came here to achieve? So what if she had to do it a thousand times over? Living wasn’t so bad, especially if she destroyed the worst evil on earth. She would just have to make the Illuminators see that, too.

      ‘I’m gonna kill him, no matter the consequences!’

      Her stomach tightened, a sinking feeling racing through her guts.

      Olivia held her stomach. ‘You can protest, my other self, but when I visit you, and whoever else I must consult in Omnipion, I will convince you I’m right. The balance an’ fairness thing is a joke. The facts are facts. To actually stop him means he should die now, before he’s powerful enough.’

      More tightening.

      Was it because, if she took the test over and over she wouldn’t be with Tom in the afterlife when this particular life was over? That would certainly bother her, let alone her true self.

      Her stomach bubbled, and a sense of ease raced down the back of her legs. Her ESS, giving her the answer “yes”.

      It didn’t matter. That was selfish, and not the right thing for all beings. To live over and over and not see him in the afterlife would be worth it to know she’d at least saved herself from having to risk watching him get slaughtered in this life, if Ethan was given the chance to become powerful enough to get his way.

      Adaeze said they couldn’t just kill him because they also had to find a way he could never come back, even though this was his last life and his omni-pad wouldn’t allow him another. Did this mean he’d escape Omnipion and then come back pretending he was just a Delicate? Surely they would notice a more powerful being from the supportive forces coming through; he’d be darker, just as Tom was lighter. If there was another way he could access the living art without having to go through the core of Omnipion then that’s up to Omnipion to find a way for him never to return. If he did enter again to destroy Omnipion they’d surly be able to find him, even if he didn’t have an omni-pad they could follow; he’d certainly be going to the gateways to steal abilities.

      Once Ethan was dead, his being gone from Omnipion, she could live the rest of this life in peace with Tom, get to have the ordinary family she dreamed of once and for all, and she’d at least know, when his life came to a natural end, he’d be going back to a safer place.

      Mark said he’d do anything for her. She would soon see if he was a man of his word.
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      Her intentions now clear, she threw the covers back and jumped out of bed, looking through the joining door of her ensuite to see into Tom’s bedroom, but Tom had closed his bathroom door.

      ‘Tom,’ she shouted as she walked through her bathroom and into his. ‘David?’ There was no sound from either of them. As she opened the door to his bedroom, her jaw dropped. His bed had moved into the centre of the room and plastered across the main wall facing their bathrooms was the mural she had painted in his bedroom while she was pregnant.

      She staggered towards it. How was this possible? Had Mark gone back for it as well as her leaf, torn the wall in one piece and voided it here? She shook her head. What a stupid thought. How could he have transported an entire wall? Why would he? She stared at the thing in amazement, walking back and forth as though viewing someone else’s work.

      The vibrant oils she’d used were the same; six prismatic colours. There was a touch of black and white added here and there, and pinks to replace the purples she would never touch. She’d always mixed the colours to make different shades of each, but the flowers, trees, multi-coloured waterfalls, pink mountains and crystal caves seemed brighter. She thought she’d invented the diaphanous, wisp blowing flowers from her imagination, but they were probably from her subconscious memory; from a mind that had spent aeons roaming the wondrous realms of Omnipion.

      A new realisation hit. This wasn’t her work at all; it was her work but on a larger scale. This wall was bigger than the bedroom wall he had at the maisonette. Mark must have a photographic memory, scaled it up and painted it, plagiarising her strokes like a professional. Or maybe a photo projection. She looked around for a projector but knew it wasn’t an image. She knew paint when she saw it.

      She ran her fingers over a thick part of the acrylic flowers with her hand. She remembered applying too much paint in that place but left it there because it emphasised the 3D effect she was after. The paint was dry. She turned to locate the paints. There were none. There wasn’t even the smell of paint. The wall must have been adapted from memory. Did this mean Mark had the gift of adaption? Or was this Tom’s work?

      A sense of ease raced down the back of her legs. A “yes” from her ESS.

      How was Tom so amazing that he could turn the wall into this, let alone conjure the entire piece from memory alone? She swallowed the lump in her throat. He had a photographic memory and could adapt, like her. He could heal, had a sixth sense, use the elemental gift. What else was he practicing without her knowledge?

      She trudged onto the landing, the arms of her dressing gown hanging low to the ground and down the corridor to the foot of the third story staircase. As she peered over the balcony, the smell of coffee and toast wafted up her nostrils, making her stomach growl.

      She took the first step, then retreated. How could she go downstairs without clothes? She should call her mum to bring some of her old clothes. Her heart constricted at the thought of having to explain why. A call to her parents was something she would certainly need a full stomach for. She put her hand in the deep pocket of the dressing gown and pulled out the leaf, her reminder that she was a powerful being, and that, after the fire and still surviving, like her, she didn’t crack under pressure, and pinned it over her heart. She was the Adapter, which meant she could adapt Mark’s dressing gown into an outfit that would enable her to face the crowd downstairs in a reasonable manner, or she could simply adapt her mind, erasing any notion of shame that may cause, just like she would when asking her mum for help.

      Wrapping the dressing gown tight around her body and tying a knot, she made her way down both flights of stairs, her heart racing at the thought of seeing Mark. He left her room last night after their kiss had become a little more than passionate. He claimed his pulling away was so she could get herself settled, but she was sure, because he was a virgin, he had shit himself. How could he not? She had pounced on him like she was some sex-starved lunatic. He was probably glad he had a valid excuse to leg it. Traumatised by nearly dying in a fire that her nemesis had caused gave him a great one.

      The situation had left her contemplating whether he was cut out for such a weird relationship. She shouldn’t obsess over her whole rapey behaviour, but she still couldn’t help but consider what Adaeze had said; Illuminators don’t come here for relationships; they come for their missions, and that was it. He made a brilliant argument about not having to override his heart’s original intentions just because he had fallen for her and that she was now placed alongside them. How his ESS hadn’t argued, but would that adaption affect his instincts? Also, saying she had “adapted him” sounded great at the time but now, realising she may have inadvertently used her gift to change him, it seemed like she had manipulated the love out of him. And what if his love, therefore, wasn’t as strong, or as usual, as a human? Would the unorthodox feelings for her eventually become suppressed by his original intention? Would that original programming fight to keep its one spot inside his heart due to it being an Illuminator’s chief priority?

      Luke stalked her for years before they got together, loved her with all his heart and begged her to go out with him before she had no choice but to give him a chance. This kind of behaviour wouldn’t be seen dead on Mark. She’d been flirting with him for years, trying to get him to take the hint, not knowing how he truly felt. He said it was because he wanted her to know who he was first, but was it really because he didn’t feel enough of an urge to be with her? If he loved her because he was empathic, and therefore felt what she felt when she had been around him, hence the reason for him turning white with pink speckles as Tom noted, how could she know if he had any authentic feelings? He could have left last night because of some form of “no” from his ESS, signalling his brain?

      Holding her knotted stomach, she made her way down the last set of steps, and a few different voices floated up from the kitchen.

      ‘One day I’ll be able to make you see, Mary!’ Tom said.

      ‘Oh, well, that would be nice,’ Mary said with a giggle.

      Jack laughed. ‘You gonna be an eye surgeon when you’re older, or you just chattin’ crap again, mate?’

      ‘I don’t get it?’ Tom said.

      ‘I mean, it’s alright to think you might do more than others when you’re older because you're dead clever and that, but to think you’re gonna be magic is just weird. I know technically you’re only four, but, well, you stopped believin’ in father Christmas when you were two!’

      ‘That was probably my fault though, Jack,’ Mark said as Olivia descended the second set of steps. ‘He knew it was me by then.’

      ‘If he wants ta believe he’s magic, then why not just let him, man?’ Winston asked.

      Olivia was now in the hallway facing the table, watching Jack scoff at Winston.

      ‘I just don’t think it’s healthy, that’s all, mate.’ Jack patted Winston on the back.

      Olivia’s stomach churned. Was Jack worried about Tom’s sanity? Him saying odd things he didn’t understand like she did as a child must make him believe his sanity was going down the same path as hers. Did he think her mis-diagnosed psychosis was hereditary? Would Tom now become a target for ridicule by her best friend if he woke freely, just like he’d been for her family?

      ‘Am I not well?’ Tom asked, looking at Mark.

      ‘He means mentally healthy,’ Mark said.

      ‘Am I mental?’ Tom looked at Mad-Doris.

      She pulled at the whiskers on her chin. ‘Not as much as meeeee!’

      ‘Never squash the imagination of a child, Jack,’ Harold said, turning to Tom and squeezing his shoulder. ‘You carry on thinking and believing anything you want. There’re plenty of years ahead of you to find out what’s real and what’s not.’

      As the guests spotted Olivia in the archway, silence rolled across the kitchen table until every mouth had closed and every set of eyes had turned to check out the new arrival.

      There were three males in their late fifties she didn’t recognise who gave her brief smiles. Mary, Mad-Doris, George, Harold, Lucy, and Winston, as well as Tom, who was sitting between Jack and Mark, all smiled and beckoned her in. One other person sat at the far end of the table next to Mark remained straight-faced, however. Olivia’s stomach rolled as she met Adaeze’s hazel eyes. Thankfully, her face was as solemn and patient as ever.

      ‘Come, get some breakfast!’ Jack pulled out the chair beside him.

      She entered the room, holding her dressing gown tight to make sure it showed no flesh, staring into Jack’s eyes to make sure they held no judgement for Tom. Last night she’d made a pact with herself to tell Jack everything. Why had she never even told him something simple to wean him in, like Tom being able to heal? Had she strayed so far from him while trying to keep her own secret that she’d been frightened to even share such a little thing like healing, something Tom could easily prove?

      ‘Fire!’ Mad-Doris yelled, making a few people jump. ‘Why do yer ‘ave to shout?’ She hit herself on the forehead. ‘Just don’t do it… or do do it, it don’t matter if yer mad, does it?’

      ‘Here.’ Jack buttered Olivia a piece of toast as she sat.

      ‘Who’s she talkin’ to?’

      ‘Herself, as usual.’

      A key turned in the front door and, after the door closed, a hunchbacked lady with an etched-in frown walked into the kitchen. Greeting no one, she took a mop and bucket from the cupboard next to the sink and filled it with water. As she was about to leave the kitchen, she stopped dead, fixed her hooded eyes on David, who was sniffing around the table looking for scraps and shook her head.

      ‘Oh, no, no, no!’ She shoved her mop back in its squeaky metal bucket. ‘It was bad enough with all the people in this place, but I’m not putting up with a filthy mutt.’

      Tom pulled David towards him and covered his ears.

      ‘Sorry, Mark.’ She pulled rubber gloves from each pocket and slapped them on the table in front of Mark. ‘But I quit!’ She stormed out, slamming the door behind her.

      Olivia turned to Mark to see his reaction.

      ‘Thanks!’ Mark patted David’s head. ‘She was a rubbish cleaner!’

      Mad-Doris ran to the kitchen window and yelled: ‘Yeah, yer skanky fritter, ruuuuuubish!’

      ‘So,’ Mark said, looking directly at Olivia, ‘there’s a cleaning job going, if you want it? I’ve always wanted live-in help.’ He looked hopeful, but not too cocky; like he didn’t want to push her.

      She bit her lip, her heart palpitating at the thought of their kiss. ‘I’ll take it. I’ll still pay keep though if we’re livin’ ‘ere permanently!’ She glanced at Adaeze, hoping the statement would gain her some brownie points.

      Adaeze raised one eyebrow.

      Olivia raised one back. Was that approval?

      ‘Live-in cleaners are usually on more money than normal cleaners, so if I just pay you the same as Dee, we’d be even. If you feel you need to earn more keep, though, there’s always a night spare to do the cooking.’ His smile was the same as it had always been, no sign of regret behind his gaze.

      Her legs turned to jelly. How did he have such a weakening effect on her? If he needed to be with her half as badly as she needed to be with him, he wouldn’t have left. There was no hint of fear either; she mustn’t have been as scary to him as she’d imagined. Had she been wrong, and it was more about him? Could he even — did she need to stop her futile carnal endeavour of him once and for all? ‘Deal.’

      ‘Talking of deals,’ Adaeze said, her eyes brightening as she spoke.

      Olivia diverted her attention back to her toast.

      ‘An’ talkin’ of talkin’,’ George said, bits of toast falling from his beard as he wafted a half bitten piece at Tom. ‘Carry on with what ya were tellin’ us. I wanna know more about—’ A crash of pots tumbling across the room as Mary stumbled over David and fell to the ground interrupted him.

      Olivia leapt from her seat, but Mark had beaten her to it, already helping Mary to her feet.

      David ran under the table, cowering.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Mary said as Mark let her go. She tried to straighten her skirt, but half of it stayed folded upwards over one knee.

      ‘No, Mary,’ Olivia said, ‘I’m sorry. Tom should keep David next to him.’

      ‘Don’t be silly, sweetheart. You’ve both had a lot to deal with. The last thing on your mind should be me and my… predicament. I take it as a compliment that he sees me as quite capable. Which, ordinarily, I am.’ Her cheeks blushed as she felt for her skirt once more and brushed down the other side. She then allowed Mark to guide her back to her chair.

      ‘We don’t likes ordinary anyway, Mary,’ Mad Doris said patting Mary’s arm as she sat.

      ‘Indeed.’ Mary smiled.

      ‘I’ll clean up,’ Tom rushed to the broken pots and swept them. ‘I’m sorry about David, Mary. He won't be in your way again. I think he’s sorry too.’

      ‘It’s alright, my love. And dogs are quite clever on their own, you know. I think he’ll remember not to get under my feet again.’

      David walked backwards as she turned, looking up at her like she was intentionally out to get him.

      ‘I think you’re right, Mary. How do you know so much about dogs?’

      ‘I used to have a dog. His name was Butch, a Labrador. He was so special. He used to help me.’

      ‘How? Maybe David can help you too. He’s a special dog too.’

      ‘All animals are special. But Butch was extra special. He helped me to see.’

      ‘He had gifts?’

      ‘Well, yes, you could call it that. They trained him to help me cross the road, to let me know if obstacles were in my way, things like that. I came here when Butch died. I couldn’t bear to have another dog.’

      ‘Because you fell out with dogs?’

      ‘No, dear. Because I loved him so much it hurt to lose him, you see.’

      ‘Yes, it would definitely hurt to lose the beings you love, unlike material things that can be replaced.’

      ‘You say beings… like Mark. Like people and animals are the same.’

      ‘They are the same. Love is the same, isn’t it? No matter what or who you love in your heart.’

      ‘Yes, it most certainly is.’

      ‘David would like to share his love with you too, Mary. I just know it. We can share him if you like.’ Tom clicked his fingers at David and pointed to Mary’s feet. ‘He needs a lot of love because people were cruel to him before I loved him.’

      David edged towards Mary, sitting where Tom had indicated.

      Mary’s eyes filled with tears as her hand reached out and felt for David’s fur. ‘Well, Tom, that’s very kind of you. Very kind indeed. I’d be honoured to share him.’

      David placed his head firmly on Mary’s knee, his tail wagging, as if relieved to be forgiven.

      ‘Well, now y’ve got a dog minder,’ Lucy said, skipping across the room and plonking her bowl in the sink, ‘we’ve got a class to go to. Come on.’

      ‘I’m coming.’ Tom slurped the remnants of his cereal bowl. ‘Is that okay, Mary, if I leave David in your care while I go to class?’

      ‘It is.’

      Lucy lent down to Olivia, hugging her awkwardly, keeping her body at a distance as if forcing herself past issues with personal space. ‘I’m glad you an’ Tom are safe, Liv.’

      ‘Err… thanks.’ Olivia patted her arm gently. As Lucy broke free, Olivia stared at her, trying to decipher what was different. She’d either grown a few inches overnight or she was standing with her back straight, making her look taller. Whatever it was, the once shy, cowering girl they’d found at the soup kitchen and chased through the streets of Manchester who wouldn’t even look anyone in the eye, let alone speak, was now talking like she’d never had a shy day in her life.

      ‘No way, sonny Jim,’ George thumped his fist on the table. ‘Ya started off tellin’ us about this ruddy dream o’ yours before ya got all sidetracked with Mary, Dee, and wot not. Ya said it ‘ad somethin’ to do with Lucy? Y‘ave to finish a bloody story in this ‘ouse, lad!’

      Tom sighed. ‘I didn’t get sidetracked. I just stopped myself talking about it because I felt I shouldn’t… tell everyone.’ He gave a quick sideways glance to the three men they hadn’t met before now. ‘And I’ve already told Lucy who it concerns, anyway.’

      Olivia looked at Mark for a clue, and his face dropped.

      ‘Yes, but we may need to ‘elp, too.’

      All eyes were now on Tom, hooked on whatever he was about to relay. Tom looked at Olivia as if for permission.

      ‘Help with what?’ Olivia said.

      ‘Tom thinks someone’s comin’ for Lucy!’ Jack said.

      Olivia analysed Jack, looking to see if he felt any aversion to his psychic abilities. She saw none. She turned back to Tom. ‘Who’s coming?’

      ‘I don’t think it’s the men with the dark coats, but it is someone who is dark inside their body. And it’s someone who Lucy knows.’

      Olivia let out a heavy sigh. Why did she have to ask?

      George tutted. ‘Could it be a social worker?’

      Tom shrugged. ‘Are they bad people?’

      Harold coughed. ‘That’s debatable.’

      ‘This person’s badness isn’t debatable.’

      ‘If it is, I’m not leavin’!’ Lucy scowled at Mark. ‘D’ya realise what it’d be like for me if I dint ‘ave this place? What the bureaucrats at the offices’d do to me just to get me out o’ the system?’

      Mark patted her shoulder. ‘You’re not going anywhere, don’t worry.’

      ‘Well, do you know when it will be, Tom?’ Jack asked.

      Olivia stared back at Jack. So, he will entertain that he was psychic but couldn’t stretch his mind to healing? She then stared at Adaeze. Wouldn’t the guests of this home think he was delusional, if he carried on like this? Was she not going to jump in, try to keep his secret a secret for him so he wouldn’t have to end up lying to be believed, like she had to as a child? Wasn’t she a professional diverter and shifter of focus onto other subjects so those around Supermundanes wouldn’t know they were Supermundane, like she’d been able to do with her regarding Mark?

      ‘My dreams are becoming more frequent, but they’re not very intense’. Tom shook his head. I think that means it’s soon… but not like this week or anything.’

      Her head spun back to Tom. He’d been able to work out from the intensity of his dreams an approximate time of them happening. How long had he struggled with these dreams? How many times had she left him to work things out for himself? Had that caused him unnecessary stress? Her heart thumped.

      Jack turned to Olivia. ‘I know you’ve just gone through an ordeal, but I’m concerned about this.’

      She stared at him, blood boiling. ‘There’s no need to concern yourself about my child, fuck you very much!’

      ‘I didn’t mean I was concerned about Tom, stroppy knickers; I meant I was concerned about his dreams!’

      The tension fell away. ‘There’s no need to worry about them, either.’

      ‘There is when you know his dreams come true!’ Jack raised his eyebrows. ‘Why didn’t you tell me he was more intuitive than you?’

      He believed in them, like he’d always believed in her? ‘I…’ She turned to Tom and furrowed her eyebrows. How much had he revealed whilst she’d been asleep? Her head ached. She squeezed her eyes closed.

      Mark placed his hand on Jack’s shoulder. ‘Jack, I know you’re her best mate, but I don’t think Liv needs any stress right now. Let her settle in, yeah? She’s been through an ordeal.’

      ‘Yeah, course. Sorry, Liv.’

      She looked at Mark. Was this his way of giving Jack a bit of a clue, without revealing everything, like he’d tried with her? If so, why? Was he saving her from embarrassment, or Tom from revealing too much? Did he stop last night to save her embarrassment, too? What were his true motives, his true feelings for her?

      She span on her heel, unwilling to let the matter of “them” take any more of her energy, and pulled Tom into the hall.
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      ‘You have to be careful what you say, sweetheart,’ Olivia said to Tom.

      ‘Why?’ Lucy said from behind.

      Olivia jumped. ‘Lucy, I wanted to speak to Tom privately.’

      ‘He said you’d let ‘im tell people psychic things if ‘e felt safe doin’ so, so why ya tellin’ ‘im to be careful? I feel better knowin’.’

      Olivia pulled her away from the prying eyes in the kitchen, so all three of them huddled under the stairs. ‘Knowin’ somethin’ bad may ‘appen?’

      ‘Yeah. Tom makes me feel safe. This place makes me feel safe. Even if my worst nightmare were to walk through the door, this is the place I’d wanna face it. With Tom by my side, I’ve got nowt to fear; he can save me with ‘is magical powers.’

      ‘Shush!’ Olivia dragged them both from under the stairs and into the classroom. ‘Tom, ‘ave you been sat all mornin’ tellin’ people you’ve got powers?’

      ‘No. I told Lucy separately this morning. I heard her crying and went into her room.’

      Lucy frowned. ‘She dunt need the details, Tom.’

      Olivia turned to Tom, who was looking from Lucy to her with interest. What had she told him? What had he told her? ‘I need to know what he’s told you, though.’

      ‘Enough to know ya don’ answer ‘is questions proper. We’ve been tryna piece things together for ourselves.’

      She looked back into Lucy’s honey brown eyes and found an intelligence she’d never seen in them before. ‘I need to speak to you privately.’

      ‘Why?’ Lucy took Tom’s hand, her eyes burning with defiance. ‘He can heal an’ so can Mark! They’re both the same. We’ve worked it out from all what ya were shoutin’ an’ accusin’ Mark of last night. Apparently ‘e’s been followin’ ya for years an’ protected ya in some ally one time when ya left Tom to chase after ‘is dad. Ya said Mark was bright all the time. Well, so is Tom ‘cause Tom can see inside ‘imself in the mirror, can’t ya Tom, so who needs you?’

      Tom nodded, looking as sheepish and cowering as David minutes before.

      ‘Now, listen ‘ere young lady—’

      ‘Nah. Ya can’t “young lady” me! I’m not some knob ‘ead kid who ya can fob off.’

      Olivia gulped. ‘I don’t want to fob—’

      ‘Yeah, ya do. I’ve seen it before ‘undreds o’ times. You’ve got the ‘ole fobbin’ thing right down. Were not ‘avin’ it, are we, Tom? I’ll ‘elp him, if you won’t.’

      Tom looked at the floor.

      ‘Lucy, you don’t ‘ave a clue what’s really goin’ on an’ I’m not about—’

      ‘Ant I?’ Her mouth screwed up like she was blowing a kiss for a second. ‘Hmm, let me guess. Mark an’ Tom are magical beings! Mark can create  a bubble that can travel through space that Tom thinks ‘e should also be able to do. That’s called a void, yeah? Err… what else… oh yeah, you’re waitin’ for some kind o’ power yourself. Gettin’ it on ya birthday, aren’t ya? And yar keep thinkin’ about killin’ the kid that keeps comin’ for Tom… which Tom reckons you shouldn’t do, but I think is a good idea. Amaright?’

      Tom looked up at Olivia, his eyes as wide as hers must have been. ‘Sorry.’

      She could’ve sworn she had steam coming out of her ears at this point. ‘Sorry? You should’ve spoken to me about what you heard, an’… an’ what you think, Tom.’

      ‘So ya can fob ‘im off too?’

      ‘Lucy—’

      ‘This Ethan kid’s got six gifts, apparently, but ‘e ant got the one you’re gonna get?

      ‘So you ‘aven’t got all the facts after all, then?’

      Lucy’s face dropped as she looked down at Tom. ‘That’s why we’re tryna work ‘em out, durr. It’d ‘elp if ya were just straight with ‘im really, wunit?’

      ‘I need to speak to Lucy alone,’ Olivia said through gritted teeth. ‘Do you mind, Tom?’

      ‘No.’ He pulled his hand from Lucy’s grasp and opened the classroom door, but hesitated. ‘Can I just say the reason I spoke to Lucy is that I felt it was okay in here?’ Tom patted his stomach.

      Another revelation; he was now listening to his ESS? ‘Feelin’ like you can speak to her isn’t the same as knowin’ if you should, though.’

      ‘Well, I also didn’t get the feeling I shouldn’t speak to her. I usually get a warning if I’m doing something I shouldn’t, something that could lead me to danger… or you. That’s why I stopped talking when the people I’d not met before came to the table. I feel comfortable telling the rest, but not them.’

      Olivia sucked in air through her nose. ‘It’s great that you feel comfortable an’ that you’re surrounded by people you feel you can trust, but that doesn’t mean you should tell people things like this.’

      ‘Why?’

      She stared at him for a moment. That was a good question. Why indeed? The reason she hadn’t told Jack for so many years was because he couldn’t see her gift and therefore she feared he wouldn’t believe her? Had he shown Lucy his power of light or had she just accepted all he told her like it was normal? Was there a need for secrecy when people will believe and support you? For years she’d had to watch Jack drift away from her because of her lying to him, all because Adaeze had planted the seed that she would lose his respect. Could she now be as convincing to Jack as Tom had been to Lucy, even without the power of light?

      ‘I’ll chat with you later… in private. An’ we can also discuss why, when you said I was a good mum, you felt you couldn’t talk to me?’

      ‘You are a good mum but…’

      ‘But?’

      ‘I know you always find a way of not giving me a full answer when I ask you things.’

      ‘A full answer?’

      ‘You tell me small parts of things, but it’s always only enough of a reply to answer exactly what I’ve asked and not one bit more of the rest I feel you must know. I know you know I wish to know more, so, because you don’t. Tell me more, I feel you're purposely keeping the rest from me for whatever reason I trust you must feel is valid and that’s why I don’t like to ask you to elaborate. You even taught Mark how to do the same last night. That’s why I feel like I can’t talk to you.’

      ‘That’s why it’s good to ‘ave a mate, Tom!’ Lucy pointed her thumb at herself.

      Olivia turned to her, eye’s watering from the intense feelings of guilt, dropping her guard. ‘It is good for him to have a mate, Lucy, you’re right,’ she smiled at her and then turned back to Tom. ‘Let me talk to your new friend in private an’ then we can chat about anythin’ you like, okay? No matter what I’m feelin’ when you ask me things, I’d still like to know what you need, even if you know it’s more than I’m willin’ to give. I’d rather you push me into things you know make me uncomfortable, than feel as bad as I do right now for the fact that you felt you had to go elsewhere for answers.’

      ‘I’m sorry I made you feel that way, mum,’ he sighed.

      ‘No, I’m sorry I made you feel that way!’

      He smiled. ‘Okay.’

      ‘I mean it, Tom. Even if I don’t want to tell you, even if I don’t end up tellin’ you, I still wanna know what you’re thinkin’ an’ feeling. Don’t hide it from me ‘cause you think it’s polite, or you think you’re bein’ a good boy ‘cause it’s what I want, okay? I’m not ‘avin’ you runnin’ ‘round tryna get what you need from others… who don’t, an’ can’t, fully understand.’

      ‘Okay.’ He turned and pulled open the door.

      Lucy made a scathing sound as the door closed. ‘I do understand, fanks. I’m not fick.’

      Olivia took in a deep breath and turned back to Lucy. ‘Have a seat.’

      Lucy raised her eyebrows.

      ‘Not gonna sit? Fine. How old are you now, Lucy?’

      ‘Thirteen.’ She straightened as if it made her more adult. Being five feet, she almost reached Olivia’s height but, with her thin frame and baby face, she couldn’t possibly have been mistaken for any older.

      Olivia needed to be smart here to keep her quiet. ‘Well, I think that’s old enough to let you in on some o’ my secrets.’

      Lucy slid into the nearest chair. ‘Go ‘ead.’ Lucy folded her arms like a stubborn reminder of Olivia’s own younger self.

      How was it that Lucy was so willing to hear what Olivia had to say, so accepting of the truth which, to anyone else, would seem like pure madness? ‘Why are you so willin’ to believe all this?’

      Lucy shrugged. ‘Tom knows things about my life an’… well, ‘e explained that whatever ‘appened to me, which I’m not willin’ to go into at the minute, wasn’t my fault. An’ I sorta knew that already but, like, ‘e put it in such a way that I not only believe for once in my life that it wasn’t my fault, but I actually feel sorry for the bastard who… well, let’s just say… ‘e’s believable.’

      Olivia paused. Someone had hurt her. Was this why, until this epiphany, she’d never looked this confident? Would she ever find this kind of peace, this sense of relief over the matter on her own, without the talk she’d had with Tom? Would she ever half-hug anyone again, if she took this away from her? Damn it. ‘Can I trust you?’

      Lucy sat up and dropped her arms. ‘Yeah, defo.’

      ‘If Tom was in danger, would you wanna 'elp ‘im?’

      ‘Dead right.’ Sincerity shone in her eyes.

      ‘The fact is, ‘e is in danger.’

      ‘From Ethan?’

      ‘An’ his army, yes.’

      ‘e’s got an army?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well, ‘ow can I ‘elp?’

      ‘I hide things, or keep things back from Tom ‘cause I don’t want ‘im to know why ‘e ‘as abilities. I don’t want ‘im to realise that ‘e’s the one who’s supposed to fight Ethan. That’s why I don’t answer ‘im properly, okay? He can’t even kill a fly! You must know, if you’re close to ‘im, that ‘e ‘asn’t got the ‘eart to kill.’

      ‘Well, durr. I got the ‘ole cherub vibe within a minute o’ meetin’ ‘im. I wunt o’ stayed at the soup kitchen that day if ‘e ant o’ bin so non-thretnin’.’

      Olivia swallowed a lump as she contemplated where Lucy would be now if it wasn’t for Tom, and how much that must have meant to her. ‘When ‘e’s aged seven, ‘e’ll know everythin’ I’m tryin’ to protect ‘im from, Lucy, an’ on that day, the day ‘e’ll think ‘e should be the one to fight, I aim to tell ‘im it’s all over. You need to understand that I just don’t want ‘im ‘avin’ to worry about things like that in the meantime; ‘e has enough nightmares as it is. You shouldn’t really know about this mission but… well, can I one hundred per cent trust you?’

      ‘Yeah. I swear down!’ Lucy jumped up into her arms, giving her a full hug.

      Olivia gripped her shoulders, pushed her back to arm’s length, and looked deep into her honey brown eyes. ‘As far as ‘is dream regardin’ you is concerned, I will watch out for whatever or whoever is to come, an’ I’ll protect you. There’s no way I’ll let anythin’ bad ‘appen to someone Tom cares about… an’ who I care about. Not if I can ‘elp it.’

      Lucy’s expression changed to one of awe. ‘You ‘ave powers now?’

      Olivia placed her finger to her lips. ‘Shush!’
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      After breakfast, Mark sat Tom at a desk in the classroom and handed him some reading material, and Adaeze made her way into the living room, giving Olivia a discreet nod. She followed her to the segregated seating area at the back of the room where no one could overhear. The whole kitchen-to-living-room-manoeuvre was done in such a way that none of the residents could have noticed them headed for a formal meeting. The tricks of an Illuminator’s trade.

      Adaeze sat on the three-seater, anxiousness oozing out the usual pleasantries in her face, though it was barely noticeable from her otherwise calm demeanour. Olivia sat on the opposite swivel chair by the window, fiddling with the velvet curtains, gazing out at the koi carp swimming in the pool.

      When Mark sat next to Adaeze on the couch, Adaeze cleared her throat. ‘You know you gotta wait until your birthday before we open your channel, right?’

      ‘Yeah.’ She kept her gaze alternating between the curtains and the koi carp.

      ‘You’ll be safe here, ‘til then. But we want you to be aware o’ what it entails so your mind can come to terms with it.’

      ‘I thought I had to go talk to myself or whatever?’ Olivia shrugged.

      ‘Your trueself can’t literally communicate with you. You’ll only be viewing your trueself and resonating so you can receive the power. You’ll chat with the Decision Maker, which’ll make you remember your former agreement. Then you’ll be ready for the power o’ light.’

      ‘Uh huh.’ Olivia nodded cooly, despite her insides churning.

      ‘But that only happens when you visit Omnipion,’ Mark said, ‘which can only happen when we’ve got your mind into a perfect state of accepting, which takes a bit of practice.’

      Her heart stopped. He was talking to her as an Illuminator, sounding as authoritative as Adaeze. He was by her side, lecturing alongside Adaeze about how things were going to play out. Weird.

      ‘What I was referrin’ to,’ Adaeze said, ‘is what opening a channel entails. We must take ya to Stonehenge.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘The stones help us create the portal we need to connect you to the realm that helps transform your anatomy.’

      ‘What?’ She turned, furrowing her eyebrows.

      Adaeze leant forward and patted her leg. ‘The experience isn’t painful’.

      ‘No,’ Mark said. ‘It feels wonderful, in fact.’

      ‘Oh, great.’ She gave him a sarcastic smile. ‘I’ll look forward to my twenty-first, shall I?’

      Mark’s smile disappeared.

      ‘He just wanned to let ya know there’s nothin’ to fear.’

      ‘Yeah, I understood his intent.’ Olivia shook her head and looked back at the curtains, hoping Mark could grasp the concept of sarcasm, even if his fellow Illuminator couldn’t.

      ‘Once ya got the power o’ light, we’ll train ya for when Ethan comes so ya can help Tom—’

      ‘Not help Tom.’ Olivia turned and fixed her with a stern glare. ‘Do it for Tom!’

      ‘Excuse my semantics,’ Adaeze said. ‘I understand ya wanna fight so Tom doesn’t have to, but you’re still helpin’ him with his mission.’

      ‘Technicalities don’t impress me.’

      ‘Don’t we know it?’ Adaeze said, looking over her glasses and fixing her with a disapproving stare.

      ‘An’ what’s that supposed to mean?’

      ‘It means your argumentative tone, along with your continued stubbornness towards authority, including your own original intent, makes Tom more vulnerable than we thought.’

      ‘An’ how does me bein’ a knob to you make that so?’

      ‘You’re so focussed on workin’ out how ya can go against what Omnipion deems best that ya neglect to see what’s right for Tom.’

      ‘I’m all set for reachin’ Omnipion’s goals, just in better ways. After listening to Ethan, I’m all for formin’ an affinity with Omnipion, an’ quite eager to understand my true self… or what I would actually call my old self, that way Omnipion may wish to understand how I, now human, see things. Protecting Tom is right, whether or not you think differently.’

      ‘Protecting Tom is fine,’ Adaeze smiled at Olivia. ‘You can complete his mission for him, but ya still need to train him to use his gifts properly, regardless o’ havin’ to fight. He needs them for his own protection. He coulda died in that fire.’

      ‘You mean prepare him, just in case I don’t succeed? Well, don’t worry, I’m gonna have a serious chat with the decision dude once I’m back in Omnipion, get him to see that I should kill Ethan as soon as I get the power of light! It’s fair game in my eyes. If he doesn’t agree, then I’ll just deal with the consequences. If you want us to stay ‘ere under your close guard, you’re not to teach ‘im anythin’ ‘e doesn’t already know. Over my dead body, will I train ‘im like a dog!’

      Adaeze lowered her tone. ‘Your dead body may well be the case if you’re left to think ya can fight the Disrupter without Tom gettin’—’

      ‘Adaeze.’ Mark put his hand on her forearm. ‘We will also be here to help protect Tom… if this is what Olivia wants! Shouldn’t we trust that her way is right?’

      Adaeze looked stumped for a moment. ‘Mark, how can you even think o’ supportin’… or lettin’ her think—’

      ‘We trust in the Decision Maker, don’t we?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘He decided Olivia was fit to be Tom’s mother, so we should trust her way, just like he did. However she deals with it, or in whatever way she feels the need to bring him up, I’m sure will turn out right in the end.’

      Olivia smiled triumphantly. He was on her side, after all.

      Adaeze lowered her glasses, her hazel eyes boring into his. ‘Mark—’

      ‘She won’t try to kill him before she has the power of light, by which time, due to her having to visit Omnipion first, she may come to a new perspective altogether.’

      Adaeze stopped.

      As Olivia studied the pair, noting how much they communicated without words, her heart sank. Mark was pacifying her, thinking she will change her mind once she’d seen the Decision Maker, or the Decision maker would change it for her. If Adaeze was telling the truth about her visit to Omnipion, not changing her perspective, how could Mark’s argument possibly satisfy her? Had Adaeze lied to her, like Illuminators could, just to ease her mind into thinking it was safe for her to go, that she would remain the version of herself with autonomy?

      ‘Fine,’ Adaeze said with a sigh. ‘I’m just thankful Tom’s capable enough to work things out when Ethan’s in front of him. Shame he didn’t know it was a biological ability that held him in his room and that he could have released himself, like you ended up releasing him though.’

      ‘But Olivia did end up releasing him,’ Mark said. ‘And I am linked to them so I will always be around before she gets the power of light.’

      Adaeze shook her head. ‘Talking o’ which…’ she rummaged through her bag and pulled out the talisman Tom made, the diaphanous chain now dirtied by smoke, and passed it to Olivia.

      Olivia squeezed it in her right hand and felt the leaf with her left. ‘You went back too?’

      ‘Yeah. Please stop allowin’ it to be taken from ya.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘You could make the material stick to your skin so he can’t grab it… after you’ve cleaned it o’ course.’

      ‘Like body implants,’ Olivia turned it in her fingers. ‘Cool.’

      ‘Your gift is very cool,’ Adaeze said. ‘But Tom’s are even more so. Even though he’s made this, an’ quelled some o’ the flames, he would use the elemental gift better with training. He needs to learn about his others in case he has to use them, last night proved that. If Mark hadn’t got there when he did, Tom’d be dead for sure.’

      Olivia looked at Mark. ‘I saw him protectin’ Mrs Brooks through the fire at the cafe, an’ protectin’ David in the wardrobe with the same bubble.’

      Mark nodded sympathetically. ‘He has the potential to use his gifts, but he’s only using them on a whim when necessary. He already knew how to create the protective bubble, but he wouldn’t have needed it if he could’ve just set himself free from the bind.’

      ‘Tom released me from Ethan’s bind before when Ethan fought us in town,’ Olivia said.

      ‘Tom blasted him away from you,’ Adaeze said. ‘That’s what stopped the bind. If Tom would’ve known what the biological ability was, and how it had rendered him and David unable to move, he would’ve also known how to use it to undo the bind.’

      ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well I’m thankful I forced it out of me, which also forced it out of all of us. I’m thankful mark was there to help,’

      ‘Can you be thankful he has gifts to protect himself and we have the capabilities of helping him understand and train with them so he can use ‘em professionally?’ Adaeze said in a softer tone.

      ‘He doesn’t need to ‘cause he’s not going to fight.’

      ‘He needs to just in case of emergencies, for his own defence, no madder how adamant you are for him not to fight.’

      ‘They’ll be no more emergencies now ‘cause Mark’s gonna ‘elp me protect Tom from anythin’ that could cause ‘im trauma, aren’t you?’ She looked at him. Would he confirm his support for her in front of Adaeze or stay in full Illuminator mode?

      ‘Yes, I’ll help you protect him.’ He looked at her questionably, like he knew she was doubting him and he hadn’t a clue why. ‘That’s why he should—’

      ‘It’ll cause him trauma to train, Mark.’ Her tone was sharper than she wanted. ‘He’s already doin’ the maths on what ‘e is, I don’t need him addin’ his why to the total equation. He has enough nightmares as it is.’

      Mark’s eyebrows furrowed, his eyes filled with sadness and conflict.

      Olivia swallowed a lump. ‘If I train ‘im, ‘e’ll want to know why. He’ll then want to ‘elp. He’ll then decide that ‘e should protect me, not the other way around, I just know it… even though I know ‘e’d never want to fight, ‘e would think 'e has to. I don’t want to go against what my child feels is right, inside… as I know it will not be what my child wants… or what’s best for him. I… we just ‘ave to make sure ‘e never reaches the place in his mind to want such a thing. You know Adaeze’s right about him bein’ able to protect himself when it counts. He’s done plenty with no trainin’. Surely that’s enough for now… now we’re extra safe here! I mean, it’s insulting to feel I should train ‘im for his protection; it’s like you’re expectin’ me to fail.’

      ‘I said I trust your way, Liv,’ Mark said, leaning forward and touching her knee, ‘and I do.’

      Olivia smiled. Was there hope, after all?

      ‘Mark, ya can’t encourage this. She’s got one gift as opposed to Tom’s seven.’

      ‘She’s going to open a channel and invoke the light! We should be happy she’s prepared to visit her trueself, considering her human aversion, and give her credit where it’s due.’

      Adaeze’s shoulders slumped, her adamance turning to one of shock. ‘Sure.’

      Mark looked at Olivia for a split second before his gaze dropped to the floor. Was he still pacifying her, presuming he could persuade her to train Tom at a later date? She couldn’t allow herself to care. It had shut Adaeze up, and that was all that mattered. There was no way Adaeze believed that, whichever way Olivia did things, it would eventually turn out to be right but Mark had at least convinced Adaeze that the Decision Maker trusted her, even if that meant in Adaeze’s mind she’d come round to a more philosophical way of thinking, once she’d completed this last little journey.

      All she needed to know right now was whether he was telling both her and Adaeze what they needed to hear. She stared at him until he met her gaze, his face riddled with a pain she couldn’t decipher the nature of. As she felt the warm expansion of love spreading through her heart, she looked away. ‘Can I go now?’

      Adaeze leaned forward and touched Olivia’s knee. ‘If you’re clear—’

      ‘My mum needs to bring me some clothes.’ She pulled at her dressing gown. ‘I’ll get sorted out today an’ start work tomorrow.’

      ‘Of course,’ Mark said, his tone full of hope for their salvation.

      ‘Beaudiful girrl…’ Adaeze caught her hand as she stood. ‘If you’ve got questions before your birthday…’

      ‘I’ll ask! One last thing, though, why can’t anyone ‘elp Kate? Can we grab ‘er an’ keep ‘er somewhere… then maybe phone the authorities an’ say Ethan’s been abandoned, so they keep ‘im in a kids home? Surely there must be somethin’ we can do for her, for all of ‘em?’

      Adaeze looked at Mark, and he looked down at the floor. ‘Mark, myself an’ other Illuminators before us have tried to rescue the people he influences. We’ve tried to get him incarcerated, hospitalised, an’ imprisoned. So far, he’s killed thirty-six people because of our meddlin’. Those thirty-six coulda survived an’ lived on after he died, if we hadn’t got involved.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘He killed two police officers last week after someone reported his men trespassing in Victoria Arches,’ Mark said.

      ‘Victoria Arches?’

      ‘They’re bricked up and abandoned now, but they were business premises which were first used as landing stages for riverboats, then as air-raid shelters… and now Ethan’s lair.’

      ‘The underbelly of the city serves as a great hiding place,’ Adaeze said. ‘But anyone who gets in their way pays the price.’

      ‘Another reason to kill the Disrupter now!’ She’d once followed Luke to a manhole under the bridge. She presumed they had hidden something down there or had been looking for something, but it must be their access to the place. Olivia balled her hands into fists. ‘Who in their right mind keeps to such idiotic rules that allow such an evil, depraved maniac to kill an’ control whoever ‘e likes until he reaches a certain age? It’s not like he’s Tom. Ethan knows exactly what ‘e is, an’ you must know more than I do that ‘e’ll never change his mind. The code is total goats’ shit, morally corrupt, fucked in the ‘ead wrong!’

      ‘Olivia, we cannot interfere. Mark knows that more than anyone after his parents paid the ultimate price.’

      ‘Your parents died because they tried to save you from Ethan?’

      He nodded.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Olivia stormed past the snooker players, knocking a man’s arm who shouted after her. There was no point in continuing the discussion.

      They could sit back and watch while the murderous bastard did what he wanted all they liked. Didn’t mean she had to follow suit. If she was one of the original beings who made the stupid rules, when she went back, she could tell them why she took it upon herself to change them! She was the only one of them who’d been human, which meant she knew better! If she was so important to her realm, then why would they keep her locked inside the chamber? Well, there was no way they’d be able to do that if she ruined the architecture; they’d need her set of skills to fix it. She was going to kill Ethan as soon as she got her light, no matter who agreed, maybe even before… especially if they think she’ll be persuaded otherwise. She just needed to make another sword, a real one like she’d made for Jack’s eighteenth, a shiny, thick, sharp, steal one and—

      She blinked away the visualisation of taking Ethan’s head clean off his shoulders with one swipe of her gleaming blade and took in a deep breath. What was she becoming? To visualise with great pleasure killing someone, no matter what that someone really was, shouldn’t feel right. It certainly wasn’t something she’d have ordinarily put it on her bucket list; number one be an artist, number two have a child, number three kill a demonic being to save the universe! Nope, definitely not; she was a vegetarian because she felt all life was sacred, yet here she was conjuring these murderous images, anticipating the kill.

      Was this her own aversion, or her ESS, signalling her brain? Whatever it was, she would override it. This needed to be done. There was no other way.

      As she looked back, she caught Adaeze opening her arms to Mark, and he leant into her embrace. Her heart panged at the thought that he was hurting over the raw memory of his parents’ deaths and stopped at the archway, feeling an urge to go back and comfort him, show him how sorry she was for his pain.

      ‘What is it?’ Adaeze asked. ‘I know something else is with you.’

      Olivia’s heart jumped. Something else was wrong with Mark? She crept back, hiding behind the concertina segment, pressing her ear to the arch and batting her hand to the snooker players to be quiet for a moment.

      ‘That strange phenomenon is back,’ Mark said, his voice filled with anguish. ‘It’s wearing me down. I know we’ve tried before, but it’s getting worse. I can feel it all around me, closing in on me, like it’s probing me… waiting for me to… do something. There must be a way of finding out what it is?’

      ‘We’ve tried everythin’. I’m sure we will eventually find out what it is, my lovely young man, an’ we can deal with it then. For now, your job is to try not to let it bother you, like it has in the past.’

      Icy fingers clawed the back of her neck. Try not to let it bother him? What could bother him; he always looked so happy and at ease? How could he not tell her about his problem, whatever it may be? And how had she never noticed something was bothering him? They were close but she had been so self-absorbed the whole of their friendship that she hadn’t noticed he was supermundane, let alone that he had a personal issue.

      ‘I’ll have to not let it bother me. I can’t afford for it to weaken my powers again. Just in case… I need to stay connected to her thoughts.

      ‘That’s my boy.’

      Weaken his powers? What could weaken his powers? Olivia furrowed her eyebrows as the hairs on her arm stood on end. Was this the real reason he left last night? She knew something weird had come over him, made him retract, something that wasn’t just about him wanting her to recuperate. Maybe it wasn’t because he was a virgin, maybe it was because something that was inside him had bothered him so much he had to leave. Maybe that something was him simply trying to be with her when his original intention was never to come here to have a relationship. Her intuition was trying to tell her something, maybe the fact that she was losing him or worse, that she never really had him, or his full heart, to begin with?
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