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 Chapter
One

Jason
Chastain

Jason came to
in a whole world of pain. He stopped himself from letting out the
grunts and moans he wanted to voice, instead clenching his fists as
hard as he could in a silent attempt to release some of his agony,
frustration and anger. No way did he want the fuckers who’d taken
him to know he was conscious. Much better they believed he was
still out cold and therefore no threat to them whatsoever.

In reality, he
was very dangerous indeed. Particularly since acquiring his
newfound… ability. He could be rid of his bindings, the
black hood over his head and the gag stuffed into his mouth with
the most miniscule amount of effort. All he’d have to do was phase
through them. But that would show his hand in a major way, and the
whole point of allowing himself to be abducted had been to get
inside the group’s HQ, find out who they were, what they were up to
and, more importantly, just what they planned to do with Kim and
the ygrene—all without them suspecting he was anything other than
some random bloke. To do that, he needed to stay calm and quiet. If
the goons thought he was still out for the count, they’d talk, and
it would only be a matter of time before someone let something
slip, something Jason could use to his advantage.

Firstly, it’d
come in handy to know how many people were around, what sort of
room he was being held in, and whether he was ever left alone. With
that information in his arsenal, he could start to formulate a
plan.

He remained
still, silent, keeping his breathing slow and deep, which had the
double bonuses of making it appear he remained unconscious if there
was anyone with him, and allowing him to hone his senses
more easily. Obviously with the hood he couldn’t see a damn thing,
but he could feel, hear and smell. The first thing he
realised, to his immense relief, was that he was still fully
clothed—including shoes. Thank God for that. That’ll certainly
make getting home much easier, once I’m done here. He moved on
to his other senses. To begin with, he didn’t pick up anything
beyond the sound of his own breathing and heartbeat, and the musty
stench of the hood itself, but he drew on all his training and
experience to push past that and reach for what was beyond.

No human
sounds—no breathing, shuffling, coughing, sniffing, talking. Which
either meant he was alone, or with someone extremely quiet. No
one’s that quiet. He suspected the former, leading him
to believe he was in an incredibly secure room, likely part of a
bigger complex. If he was in some ramshackle garage on an
industrial estate somewhere, there’d be bods right there ensuring
he didn’t break out through some weakness in the structure
itself—if he could get out of his bonds, that was. If only they
knew.

He risked a
sigh. So much for someone letting something slip in my earshot.
There’s no fucker here.

In the past,
the idea of being caged, alone, in an incredibly secure room would
have concerned him, made him long for the ramshackle garage and the
bods—easy prey for someone with his background. But now, even a
steel box couldn’t contain him. He hadn’t yet tested the theory,
but he suspected that not even metres and metres of reinforced
concrete would hold him hostage. Yes, it’d slow him down, and
escaping it wouldn’t be the most pleasant of experiences, but it
was probably achievable.

He turned his
attention to smell. After the pongy hood and gag, most obvious were
his own body odour and the tang of blood—also his own, he
suspected—but otherwise, zilch. Nada. He frowned. What kind of room
or building was so… sterile?

He took another
deep, slow breath. Even the air itself seemed clean. Not the pure
freshness one would get from being outside or next to an open
window; more like from air conditioning. With that thought in mind,
he listened harder and… yes, unless he was mistaken, there was the
gentle, regular hum of a system which circulated air.

He frowned. So
he was in some kind of sterile environment with air conditioning? A
hospital, or lab of some kind? Despite his extremely low opinion of
the muppets who’d fallen into his trap and swiped him from the
Greenwich street outside Kim’s house, they clearly worked for
someone with resources.

But the
question was, did those resources extend to having eyes and ears of
the technological kind on him? That would be a problem,
because although he could phase his way out of here at the drop of
a hat, if his escape was caught on video, that was proof of what he
could do. And, even if it got out to the wider public and he
somehow managed to say the footage had been made up, manipulated
somehow… well, there was no smoke without fire, was there? He’d
have something he’d never wanted, something he definitely
didn’t want now: attention.

No, he needed
to exit this room with the minimum of fuss, find the information
he’d come for, then get far, far away from here while he figured
out what to do next. And the sooner he could do that, the better,
because the longer he was out of reach, the more likely it would be
that Smith and the others would notice—and come looking for him.
Admittedly, this objective would have been much quicker and easier
to achieve with help from the others, especially taking into
consideration their new abilities, but the more people who
were involved, the more dangerous things became, and worse, the
more noticeable things became. It was going to be enough of
a challenge for him to keep his ability under wraps, but throw in
three more people and it’d be nigh-on impossible.

Three?
Who was he kidding? He snorted. If the others figured out something
was wrong and came looking for him, he’d bet his last pound Kim
would be right there beside them, particularly since this whole
situation had ultimately come about because of her and her
discovery of the ygrene. No way would she sit around waiting to
hear what had happened—she’d be right there in the thick of it,
despite not being his biggest fan.

Infuriating
bloody woman.

He let out a
sigh of frustration. How she was managing to annoy him when she was
hundreds of miles away was anyone’s guess. He needed to put her—and
Smith and Jota—out of his mind and concentrate on the here and now.
One thing at a time. First, how was he going to find out whether
there was a camera trained on him? He couldn’t hear or smell
that.

Phasing through
the hood, just enough to allow him to see, was a possibility, but
if there was a camera and it was pointed directly at his
face, it would provide a view of exactly what he was up to. Unless
he did it so fast that, even if someone noticed, it could be
explained away as some kind of weird glitch. Like a flicker?
Crossed signals? A ghost in the machine?

After a minute
or two of pondering, he came to the conclusion he was overthinking
it. Why use his ability at all, when an old school method was just
fine? If he could get the material of the hood between his teeth,
he could eventually work it up and over his head—maybe even bite a
hole in it, if it was thin or worn enough.

Trouble was, to
get anything between his teeth, he needed to ditch the gag first.
Unfortunately, whoever had put it on him had done a good enough job
that he couldn’t just spit it out, or work it down over his jaw—it
was wedged too tightly. Looks like I’m going to have to cheat a
bit, after all. At least no one, not even a camera, can see me do
it.

He took a
breath, then phased carefully—it was a good job he’d been
practising—so only the material at the front of the gag was
affected. Gravity caused it to flop benignly onto his collarbone.
Hopefully the hood was long enough that the now-dislodged gag
wouldn’t be visible. If anyone was watching, he didn’t want
them to be tipped off that something was up.

Next, he
fidgeted around enough to ascertain where he had the most play in
mobility. The chair he was bound to was solid, metal, by the sounds
it made scraping on the—concrete?—floor as he moved. His wrists
were tied individually to the struts joining the chair back to its
seat, meaning he could tilt from side to side a fair amount.
Perfect. All he had to do was lean to one side as far as he
could manage, then begin inching the hood off. Eventually its
weight, gravity and a shake of his head would work together and
it’d fall to the floor, leaving him able to see. As long as no one
had burst into the room by then and smacked him around some more,
that was.

He was in no
rush to get a further beating—he was still in agony from the last
one, and only planning his next move was distracting him from the
discomfort—but he had to risk it, otherwise he’d just sit here
until his captors—or, more realistically, their boss—decided what
to do with him. And who knew how long that would take. They didn’t
know a thing about him—who he was, what he wanted, what he was
capable of. And until they knew that, it was unlikely they’d act.
They were probably scrambling around right now, trying to put
together a plan to extract information from the man they’d ‘caught’
loitering near Kim’s home. For all they knew, he’d been casing the
joint—they hadn’t a clue of any link between him and Kim, so for
now he wasn’t in mortal danger.

He took another
deep breath and tipped to his right, then let his head loll as far
over to the right as possible. If he was displayed on a
screen somewhere, they’d probably—hopefully—think he was
trying to get comfortable or easing out some kinks in his muscles.
He stayed still for a minute or so. Anyone who might be watching
would likely be bored now, confident all he was doing was
fidgeting, adjusting his position. If they’d been suspicious,
someone would have turned up by now.

His confidence
bolstered, Jason put his plan into action. He tilted his head until
gravity presented him with some of the hood’s material close enough
to his mouth to take it in his teeth. He grabbed it and got to
work, soon falling into a repetitive bite, shove, bite, shove
rhythm that slowly but surely inched the material towards the top
of his head. By the time it slipped off and landed with a soft
thwap on the floor, he’d added jaw and neck ache to his list
of physical complaints. But at least he could see now—thank
God!

With a sigh of
relief, he eased himself into an upright position and squinted at
his surroundings. The overwhelming sensation to start with was one
of whiteness. It was almost blinding—not helped by the fact he’d
had his eyes closed and a hood over his head for who knew how long.
He blinked a couple of times and waited for his eyes to adjust.
Then he peered around. Huh. Not the shittiest place I’ve ever
been imprisoned in.

The room looked
as sterile as it smelt—all white-painted walls, floor and ceiling.
A sturdy metal door with a porthole and an ominous-looking drainage
grate in the middle of the floor finished it off. The air
conditioning pumped in through a vent in the ceiling, which was
dotted with recessed lights and, unless there was a hidden camera,
which he highly doubted—because why would you even bother to hide
the fact you were keeping an eye on someone in a place like
this?—that was it. Apparently his captors were confident enough in
his bonds and the thickness of the door that the occasional peek
through the porthole in the door was sufficient.

He tutted and
shook his head. All that messing about for nothing. I could have
just phased out of the lot. Fucking amateurs. Even
before he had his ability, he’d have found his way out of
here. It might have taken quite a while and possibly involved some
violence, but he’d have managed it.

Now, though, it
was a piece of piss. Particularly since no one was watching. They’d
be so confused when they found him gone.

With a grin,
Jason phased through his remaining bonds, then got slowly to his
feet and spent a couple of minutes stretching out his tight
muscles. Even his arse was numb. He’d been stuck in that chair so
long he’d have felt like shit even without the beating, and his
next task meant moving fast was a necessity, so the last thing he
wanted was to cramp up. Better to take the time now than pay for it
later and end up back at square one. In the hopes it would add
further confusion to the scenario when his disappearance was
noticed, he undid the material they’d used as a gag from around his
neck and dropped it on top of the hood, then removed the bonds from
the struts of the chair and added those to the pile, too. That way,
they’d likely think someone had helped him to escape. The more
interference he could run, the better.

That done, he
scooted to the door and carefully peeked through the porthole to
see a narrow corridor. He moved from one edge of the glass to the
other, making sure there wasn’t someone there who was out of sight.
He was certain there wasn’t, but he waited a moment, listening
carefully for any signs of life. Hearing none, he straightened his
spine and prepared himself to phase. As something occurred to him,
he paused, then glanced down at the door handle. He could
try it—perhaps by some freak of nature it wasn’t locked.
Maybe his captors really were that cocky. Not wanting to risk
leaving fingerprints, even partials, he pulled his sleeve down over
his hand and pushed the handle. Locked. Okay, not that cocky
then.

Jason shrugged.
He’d guessed that would be the case, but it’d have been stupider
not to try.

He found
himself wondering if they’d fingerprinted him in an attempt to
identify him. There was no ink on his hands, but there were modern
methods which left no trace. Plus, there was a chance they could
have got some prints from his watch, or could do in future if they
hadn’t considered it already. If they had, it wouldn’t help in
terms of finding out who he was—his military record deliberately
didn’t contain that detail, and he’d had no run-ins with the
law—but him leaving more prints behind in this place would give
them clues, evidence, as to where he’d been and what he’d been up
to. It was better not to touch anything if possible—and if he did,
he’d wipe it down afterwards. With that thought, he turned, covered
his hand with his sleeve again and rubbed vigorously at the chair,
just in case he’d left any partials. Unlikely, but not
impossible.

Satisfied, he
moved back to the door. He was about to step through when he heard
something, and froze. Another glance through the porthole showed
nothing. He closed his eyes and poured his concentration into what
he could hear—a hum of some kind, rhythmic. Growing louder all the
time. A vacuum cleaner? One of those floor polishing machines? He
quickly discounted both possibilities when the sound grew louder
still. He opened his eyes and peered through the door again. No one
around.

Suddenly, the
noise flicked a switch in his brain. A plane. Low, too. So I’m
near an airport, then. But which bloody one?

It wasn’t
immediately relevant, so he filed the new information away, waited
for the hum and the roar of engines to dissipate, then phased
through the door and into the corridor beyond. Empty.

Out here was
much the same as the room he’d just left—lots of white nothingness,
recessed lights, the low hum of air con. Even better, still no
cameras. Either there were other means of security which he’d not
come across yet, there was nothing worth securing, or the employees
and any visitors were incredibly trustworthy.

It was time to
find out. Not that he knew what the damn time was—his
captors had taken his watch before they’d laid into him, and since
there were no windows to the outside world, he had no idea if it
was day or night. Maybe it was the latter, hence the lack of
personnel. Though the lights were on—but then, businesses seemed to
leave lights on 24/7 for some idiotic reason, whether anyone was in
the building or not, so that was no help.

He frowned. Did
they even have any personnel? What the fuck was this place?
Other than a white, hellish nightmare. He scrubbed at his beard as
he considered which way to go, where to start searching. He needed
to get as far as humanly possible—or was it superhumanly? He
shook his head and pushed the idea away—before he was discovered,
gather as much intelligence as he could. That was the best way to
help Kim. She needed time and space to study the ygrene and get
everything worked out, and she couldn’t do that with the threat of
the goons—and their employer—hanging over her. If he took care of
this, got rid of this threat, she could research in peace and
safety.

A very human
signal temporarily changed his priorities. Pee first, then
search.

There was an
identical door a few paces to his right on the opposite side of the
corridor. It was as good a place to start as any. He approached,
then peered through the porthole. Mercifully, the room was empty of
people, but contained more than the one he’d been imprisoned in.
One wall was covered in banks of monitors. He squinted, hoping to
see the images on the monitors better, before realising how moronic
that was. If he wanted a closer look, all he had to do was, well,
get closer. I’m such a twat.

He phased into
the room, shaking his head at his own idiocy, then at the irony of
the fact that what appeared to be some kind of security office had
nobody in it. What good was CCTV without someone there to keep an
eye on it? But then it was entirely possible the camera feeds were
accessible from more than one place—even a phone—so perhaps that
was no indication.

Facing the wall
of screens, Jason peered at each one in turn. Almost immediately,
he came to an odd conclusion—they’re all captures of
outside. He checked again, in case each monitor flicked through
various camera feeds. But no, they were all static, all showing
points on the outside of the building. He presumed it was
this building, but he wasn’t sure of anything anymore.
Nothing in this place seemed to be what he expected, which only
served to put him even more on edge than he already was. Was it
possible the goons had identified him somehow, and were now
leading him into some kind of trap?

No. He
shook his head. Now he was being utterly paranoid. Even if they’d
found out who he was, they couldn’t possibly know anything about
what he’d been up to for the past few days, and they
certainly didn’t know about his new ability. The most they’d
have gleaned from a background check would be his former
career—which he supposed could potentially have provided them with
a link between him and Kim, albeit one that wouldn’t bear fruit,
since they hadn’t known each other then—and his current job. So
yes, they’d know he was more than capable of looking after himself
and getting himself out of tricky situations, but unless he’d had
some kind of lock-picking kit on his person that they hadn’t found
when they’d searched him, the most he could have achieved was to
get loose from the chair—and without his ability, he’d still be
busy attempting that right now.

He peered at
the screens for a little while longer. Naturally, they were no use
whatsoever in terms of telling him what the building was, what it
was used for, who was inside it, but he was hoping the exterior
view might give a hint as to where it was—since knowing it
was near an airport didn’t narrow things down that much. Anything,
even a crumb of a hint, would be helpful.

But there was
nothing, aside from he now knew there weren’t any security guards
patrolling the grounds, and that it was night time—or at least it
was fairly dark outside, anyway. The exterior seemed to be as
nondescript as the interior—there wasn’t even any sort of signage.
It was simply devoid of anything identifying whatsoever, which set
off alarm bells for Jason. This nothing, nowhere place seemed to be
operating under the most ridiculous level of anonymity and
secrecy—and this was coming from a man well used to classified,
need-to-know-only missions. He raised his eyebrows as the
realisation sunk in. That was why there were no cameras
inside—whatever this building was, whatever happened here, they
didn’t even want the security personnel to know about it. Wherever
the hell they were.

His heart sunk.
That couldn’t possibly be good news. People and organisations with
resources could be dangerous enough—but people and organisations
with resources and secrets were downright lethal.

All the more
reason to find out who these fuckers were, and why they’d been
watching Kim. But first, he really needed to find that
bathroom.


 Chapter
Two

Kim
Medhurst

Kim’s heart
skipped another beat, then began racing. Adrenaline whizzed through
her veins, obliterating the drowsy remnants of sleep. “Wha—?” She
swallowed, then wrinkled her nose as she realised just how dry her
mouth was. “What the hell do you mean, Chastain’s gone? Gone
where?”

Joshua, dressed
only in a pair of boxers, slumped onto the mattress by hers and
Taylor’s feet, then scraped his free hand through his hair, making
it look even more bedraggled than it already was. “I…” He shook his
head and turned to look at them, his expression so bewildered that
the blood leached from her cheeks. Something’s really wrong
here. “I dinnae ken how else tae explain it.” He wafted his
mobile phone at them. “Smith phoned. It’s only by chance I even
heard it ring—I was downstairs tae get some water when it went off.
Anyway, I answered soon as I saw his name on the screen, and now
part o’ me wishes I hadnae bothered.”

He sighed,
shook his head again. “Apparently, Smith had sent a couple o’ text
messages tae Chastain, which he didnae answer. At first, he didnae
think much of it—ye ken what Chastain can be like sometimes,
especially if he’s busy wi’ work. Then he phoned. Nae answer, left
a voice message. Nae response. By this time, Smith’s getting a wee
bit… antsy. So he sends another text message, letting him ken if he
doesnae receive a response by a certain time, he’s coming over tae
Chastain’s place tae check on him.” He shrugged. “I think ye can
guess what happened next.”

Kim frowned.
“Well, partly yes, I suppose. Chastain obviously wasn’t there. But
what about that fact worried Smith? Chastain’s a man with a job
which often takes him away from home, right? And often for
considerable periods of time, I’m guessing.” She wasn’t sure if she
was trying to reassure Joshua or herself by this point. Her heart
rate was still way above normal, even if she was putting on a brave
face.

“Aye. He’s
often off gallivanting somewhere or other, far as I can tell. But
although Taylor and I sometimes dinnae hear from him fer weeks,
months even, he and Smith check in a lot more frequently. And…” His
expression turned wry, and he shot a glance at his twin before
looking back at Kim. “Since, ye ken, all this happened wi’ the
ygrene, they agreed they’d touch base more often, and let each
other ken if they were going out of town. Just fer safety
reasons.”

Kim scrunched
her eyes closed and pinched the column of flesh between them,
trying to wrap her head around what was going on. After a moment,
she lowered her hand and opened her eyes. “Is it possible Chastain
just forgot? Especially if this is quite a new thing between them.
He’s a grown man—I’m sure he’s not used to letting people know his
movements.”

“Aye, o’ course
it’s possible,” Joshua replied, discomfort still etched into his
handsome features. “But if Chastain had gone out of town, ye think
he’d have taken his truck, right? Not tae mention some clothes,
equipment. From what Smith can tell, it’s like he just walked out
tae go tae the local shop fer a loaf o’ bread or something. His
phone and wallet on the table, his key in the wee safe next tae his
front door.”

“If Smith
thinks something is wrong,” Taylor put in seriously, a rarity for
him, “then I’m inclined tae think there is. He’s the calmest, most
collected out of all of us. He’s not exactly known fer
overreacting, is he?”

The reminder of
Smith’s pragmatism only served to make Kim’s heart race again.
Sweat broke out on her palms. Because of course Taylor was right—if
Smith believed there was something going on, then there probably
was. But what? Her stomach churned uncomfortably as she formulated
words and forced them out of her mouth. “So what are we going to
do? Head down there, figure out where he went, if he went of his
own volition? Maybe he ran into trouble while he was out. It
certainly doesn’t look as if he planned not to come home,
not if he didn’t take anything with him—”

She stopped
when Taylor laid a hand on her arm. “Hey,” he said, squeezing
gently. “Calm down, lass. Yer forgetting something. Even
before the ygrene did its thing, Chastain was a rock hard,
badass wee shite. Now, there’s little he cannae do.
If, and it’s a big if, he ran intae trouble, as ye say, and
someone’s thrown him intae a locked room somewhere, well, he can
get out, cannae he? Piece o’ pish. Even Fort Knox couldnae hold
him.”

“Yes. But not
if he’s dead. He’s not speedy, like you, or bulletproof, like
Smith. If someone caught him unaware and shot or stabbed him…” Fear
wrapped a strong hand around her throat, making her voice take on a
strangled sound. “Oh God, this is all my fault.”

Taylor scooted
closer and pulled her into his arms. Unfortunately, even the
sensation of his warm skin and hard muscles did nothing to soothe
her, or assuage her rising panic. “Dinnae think like that. He’s
been thrown intae dangerous situations almost constantly since I’ve
known him. You havenae known him very long, but ye did yer
research, didnae ye? Ye hired the best money could buy, remember?
There’s no’ many who could catch him unawares, much less put a
bullet or a knife in him. As fer it being yer fault, that’s
bollocks. What makes ye think this is anything tae do wi’ ye at
all? He’s been making enemies as long—probably longer—as he’s been
thrown intae those dangerous situations I just mentioned.
And, there’s a chance we’re all worrying about nothing. His
phone could’ve broken, which is why he hasnae responded tae Smith,
and maybe Smith went round at just the wrong time—Chastain could be
out fer a run, or at the gym. He wouldnae take his car then, would
he?”

Joshua shook
his head. “I forgot tae say—Smith emailed him as well. So the
broken phone theory doesnae stack up. Even if it was
fucked—and Smith reckons it seems fine—he’d have been able tae
respond tae an email from his computer. And while there’s a
chance he’s out fer a run or at the gym, it’s unlikely,” he
pressed a button on his phone and showed them the illuminated
screen, “at this time o’ the morning. Or night. Whatever ye want
tae call it. Plus, wouldnae he have taken his phone? Fer music or a
podcast? And besides,” he jumped to his feet and began
pacing, “Smith’s no’ a dumbass. He’d have thought of all this
before he even phoned us. He wouldnae have worried us, especially
not at this hour, fer no reason. While I dinnae think fer a minute
Chastain’s been shot or stabbed, I do think something’s
afoot. Like ye say, bro, there’s no’ a place on earth that could
hold him against his will, which tells me he’s probably wherever
the fuck he is, deliberately. Which means…”

The three of
them exchanged glances and, judging by the twins’ simultaneous
change of body language, Kim guessed they’d all reached the same
conclusion at the same time. She groaned. “He’s gone to
them, hasn’t he? Whoever was watching me, he’s now
watching them. See, I told you this was all my
fucking fault!” The churning in her stomach morphed into a
maelstrom of dread, and she dropped her head into her hands.

Why couldn’t
he have just left things well alone? If something’s happened to
him, I’ll… She straightened and shook her head, wouldn’t even
let herself finish the thought. As much as the ygrene would
eventually be a massive win for the planet, it was sure causing a
whole lot of short-term pain.

“Did Smith just
phone tae tell us what happened, or does he want us tae go down
there?” Taylor asked.

Still pacing,
Joshua replied, “He wasnae that specific, bro. He’s obviously
rattled, though, which is what’s rattling me. I dinnae ken exactly
what we should do, but we have tae do something. We cannae
just sit here and pretend nothing’s going on. Especially since we
clearly all have the same idea about where he’s gone. Though I
dinnae ken if Smith’s reached that conclusion. If he’s reached
any conclusion. He’s probably still wandering around
Chastain’s place like the world’s worst burglar. I hope he knows
how tae turn the security system off, otherwise we’ll have tae add
bailing him out of jail tae our tae do list.”

Joshua’s words
sparked something inside Kim’s brain. Her initial sense of panic
was waning now, being rapidly replaced by the need to take action.
Burglar. Security system. She could almost feel the light
bulb pinging into life above her head. “Of course we can’t just sit
here. We have to figure out what’s going on, and what to do about
it. And I know just where to start.”

She scrambled
out of bed, too wired to be conscious of her nudity, and hunted for
her pyjamas. She found them, put them on, then pointed at Joshua.
“You, go and get some coffee on. Strong. And you,” she spun to face
Taylor, “put something on, then go and boot up the computer.”

Two “aye”s,
perfectly in sync, rang out. Then Taylor was gone with his
synonymous whoosh, his boxers and T-shirt having disappeared
from the myriad of discarded clothing littered about the
floor. Joshua slipped on his own T-shirt and followed at a
much more human pace, leaving Kim to take up the rear.

She made a
detour to the nearest bathroom, trying not to wince at the chill of
the tiles on her bare feet as she entered. Hopefully the slippers
she’d ordered would show up today. God, how had it come to this?
Twenty minutes ago she’d been snuggled up in a warm, comfortable
bed, happily slumbering, and now…

Now her feet
were freezing—actually, so was the rest of her, since the big house
was pretty chilly at this hour, the heating system not having
kicked in—and she was on the verge of what she sensed was going to
be another shitstorm of drama. Fuck’s sake. Just as she’d
thought things were settling down after what had happened on the
island, everything was getting whipped up into a frenzy again.

Guess I’m not
destined for a quiet life. Not right now, at least.

She finished in
the bathroom, washed her hands, and headed for the twins’ business
office, which held their computer—currently her only source of
access to the internet, and one which she’d loaded with a bunch of
extra security and cloaking since getting her hands on it.

When she
arrived, the light was on, and someone had plugged in a little fan
heater and directed it towards the swivel chair. On the desk stood
a large mug of black coffee. The bitter scent reached her nostrils,
waking up her salivary glands in the process. She smiled and
dropped into the seat, enjoying the tiny pocket of warmer air the
heater was pumping out, then tapped her fingernails impatiently on
the desk as she waited for the machine to finish firing up. It
wasn’t all that slow, really, but compared to the state-of-the-art
hardware she usually used, it was glacial. She’d have to get used
to it, though, since even when her brand-new laptop showed up later
that day, she wouldn’t be connecting it to the internet. It was the
only way to ensure her research on the ygrene remained safe. If her
machine wasn’t online, no one could hack it.

She picked up
the mug and blew on the hot coffee as she waited, mulling through
her plan with the hum of the fan heater as her soundtrack. She
still felt utterly sick at the thought of Chastain running off and
doing something so stupid as going after her mysterious stalkers by
himself, but knowing she was about to take action had calmed her
nerves somewhat. Given her something to focus on.

A couple of
minutes later, with a blare of idiotic music, the computer’s
desktop display appeared on the screen. Another minute later and it
was ready to go. Kim opened the internet browser, took another sip
of coffee, then put the mug down. Once the software had loaded up,
she took a deep breath, put her hands to the keyboard and let her
fingers fly. Muscle memory meant they had no problem keeping up
with her brain—in fact, the only thing slowing her down was the
computer itself. In spite of its limitations, though, she was soon
pulling up tab after tab and typing in web and IP addresses,
hacking through firewalls, cracking passwords. Even putting in some
passwords she actually knew.

By the time she
heard two sets of footsteps approaching, then picked up the
always-welcome scent of bacon, she had a pretty good idea of what
had happened.

Joshua came in
first, carrying two plates of bacon sandwiches in one hand and
clutching a mug in the other. Taylor followed with his own mug and
plate. Joshua held his arm out, indicating Kim should take the
nearest sandwich. “Done how ye like it—crispy but no’ burnt, wi’ a
splash o’ brown sauce. I ken it’s nowhere near breakfast time yet,
but,” he shrugged, “it’s brain food, isnae it?”

She smiled as
she took the plate and put it down on the desk. “I don’t think it
is, but who cares? You’ll never catch me turning down a bacon
butty—especially when it’s cooked to perfection.” She winked.
“Thank you.”
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