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Under a sheet of blue sky in the overgrown back garden, Marnie knelt over a bowl, washing the long blonde hair of her favourite doll. “I think we’ll curl it up today,” she said. Her words whipped back at her as an early morning breeze blew into her face, causing a pang of loneliness. 

Many times, she’d reflected on her unnaturally solitary life. Microchipped adults had their liberties curtailed; only essential workers or those involved with the ruling political party were allowed out. Movements were traced by the government, but because children didn’t suffer from the disease, many were encouraged by their parents to escape outdoors with instructions to keep under the radar of the authorities.

Marnie Mathews was the only child living in the long street of grand Victorian houses in one of the wealthier parts of town. At the age of ten, she was still playing with dolls as they were her only companions, except for Shadow. 

We are the lucky ones, her politically active mother would say, excusing her neglect with various explanations. We are healthy, while many less fortunate people have succumbed to the invisible enemy. You are safe and free from lockdown. With these words, her mother, Ida, would race off to attend her highly important political meetings with her wealthy friends who believed they were safe in their mansions. Marnie knew these visits consisted mostly of playing cards and drinking. For Ida, men being a rarity had also ranked above much else in importance.

Marnie brushed her curling black locks from her face with the back of her wrist while the soapsuds dripped onto her designer dress. She liked her hair flowing free, allowing it to stroke her back comfortingly at night, and she rebelled against the fashion of two harsh rope plaits. Her mother, Ida, valued her daughter’s prettiness and always dressed her in the latest fashions, but in any other way, she hardly existed in her mother’s mind. An only child was not Ida’s priority. 

At the beginning of the infection, children were regarded coldly, as adults were suspicious of their healthiness and of their ability to shrug off the murderous disease which killed them in vast numbers. They preferred to repeatedly gape at their screens, waiting for bulletins on the number of deaths. Now locked into their homes, they were rarely seen.

The transitory nature of life, the randomness and speed with which death struck the old and vulnerable, had haunted Marnie from as far back as she could remember. As she grew up, the world rapidly emptied of people. She only had vague memories of all those gone, including her kind and attentive father. All that remained was the recollection of her mother whispering into his ear as he suffered at home, We will be together again. I love you, and you will fight for your life here with us. The battle for his survival continued until he passed. Ida’s preaching then extended to her daughter. Never forget the sacrifices your father made so you could live a comfortable and happy life. 

Abandoned, all Marnie had left was her ever-extending imagination, a snug retreat which was more real than the crippled world where the eyes of the universe stared down in amazement and wept.

Marnie sensed she was being watched and dropped her doll in the water. Shadow stepped into her light and regarded her with a cunning expression. He didn’t always have a distinctive face, as he only grew more concrete when he was up to mischief and encouraging her to venture in different and surprising directions. She couldn’t ignore him; he was her only friend. He’d always been there, meandering through her life and permeating her being. They understood each other to the core.

Marnie rose and followed Shadow along the path, which ran past the side of the house and out into the desolate road. They navigated their way down side streets and took shortcuts through alleys. Outside, everything appeared normal. There was harmony, no signs of the disease, but she knew it was still there, buried beneath the stacking layers of death.

By the time they arrived at the cornfield, Marnie was dripping with sweat, but Shadow remained cool. Nature had reclaimed the land purged of human pollution, and the abundant harvest shot skyward from the plough-rutted soil. Marnie hesitated, dwarfed by the scratchy stems of the plants that stretched for miles over the iron-flat land. Shadow touched her arm with his icy fingers, urging her forward.

The breeze had dropped to a flutter. Marnie caught the odd flickering glimpse of the house through the rippling sea of yellow, which caused her to imagine the whole image of the derelict building. She shivered in the murmuring of September heat. A few years earlier, while wandering, she’d come across the time capsule and had peered through the letterbox only to meet malevolent eyes staring back. Startled, she jumped away and fled the hostile spirits that were waiting to seize and destroy any trespassers. Now, she feared other unpredictable encounters.

Safe and protected by Shadow, she trailed behind him down a path that cut through an unattended garden full of lovely smells. Reluctantly, she stood in front of the green barrier, uneasily glancing at the letterbox. Shadow pushed the door, and it squeaked ajar and stopped hard against an accumulation of junk mail piled on top of a ‘welcome home’ doormat. 

Shadow brushed against her as he entered and encouraged her to follow. Beside the entrance at the bottom of the stairs, two coats hung on hooks attached to the green wall and beneath were a pair of boots still covered in mud from the last time the owner tramped across the field in the rain. Marnie inhaled the damp air and crossed the nightmarish, gloomy hallway to the door of the living room.

On her left, the darkness was sucking sunlight through the ragged net curtains of the bay window, and dust particles danced in the disturbing stillness. On the mantlepiece, a carriage clock took pride of place in the centre, with ornaments neatly arranged on either side. Flower-patterned wallpaper peeled away from crumbling plaster, and the chairs were covered in mould.

Photographs and paintings lined the walls, lyrically describing the personalities of the inhabitants: a professor and his wife and their pet dogs. There were no pictures of children, so Marnie assumed they were childless. Wandering around, not daring to touch, she sensed the fabric of the building exuded memories of happier times, ragged remnants of love. Everywhere Marnie looked, once-cherished objects remained in place, frozen in time on the day the inhabitants died or left. 

In the back room, she found Shadow seated at a table where cups and plates were arranged and waiting for afternoon tea. Marnie smiled, pulled the chair out beside him, and spontaneously clasped the floral teapot. “It’s lovely to see you today,” she said, pouring the imagined liquid into a cup and then compensating for his limited speech, replied for her friend. 

“Thank you for inviting me. The pleasure is mutual.”

Seductively, Marnie was drawn into the game, living in the moment and laughing at the absurd, one-sided conversation. It didn’t matter; his warm friendship always guaranteed undivided attention. Despite the silent communing, there was a unity in their relationship; they were welded together and connected on every level. Shadow had access to her mind and understood her emotions and needs.  Together they sipped from empty cups and ate delicious cakes. 

With her mood lightened by the game and spurred on by her young energy, she followed her impulse and hurried from the table. “Shadow, count to one hundred and then come and find me,” she shouted back as she darted out of the room and ran up the stairs.

On reaching the landing, she entered the nearest room. Marnie hovered in the doorway. The frayed curtains were pulled, and her eyes took a few seconds to adjust to the limited light. In the cloying gloom, the air was damper, hung heavier, and the wardrobe and chest of drawers were oversized and bulky. With the low ceiling pressing down, her eyes focused on the bed where the husband and wife had most probably suffered their brutal demise. On the two adjacent pillows, she saw the last indentations where their heads once lay so close. A vision of indistinct people splashed into her mind. She saw a couple, their happiness and love replaced by the dread of having to die alone.

For a moment, she fixated on the evidence of the past lives, and then she heard tramping footsteps coming up the stairs. Her guts churned, and an intoxicating thrill ran up her spine. She jumped back into alertness as Shadow pursued her through her dream world, reminding her that she needed to find the best place to hide. 

Scanning the room, her eyes landed on a large stone fireplace. Pushing into a gap behind the arch, she discovered the masonry was crumbling and hurriedly burrowed into the hole. He won’t find me here. I must be completely concealed from the outside, she considered excitedly. Marnie held her breath and kept her eyes on the tiled hearth as Shadow entered the room, and the game became more real. The smallest movement would reveal her hiding place, and she wanted to outwit Shadow. 

Darkness spread into the hollow, causing her to shrink back. Silently, she clawed through a draping mesh of cobwebs and crawled into extending darkness. Blinded in the black void, she searched the space on her knees, feeling with her hands. Marnie was sure she was in a secret room concealed from the rest of the house. Moving around the walls, the space seemed disappointingly empty. 

Marnie headed back diagonally towards the lighter grey and bashed her knee on an obstacle. Running the fingers of both hands over the surface, she realised she’d found a box. A million dreams painted across her mind, teasing her curiosity. Dust caused her to sneeze several times, so she knew she’d lost the game and not wanting to prolong her agony, she shuffled and pushed the treasure towards the hole.

Scrambling out of the fireplace, she positioned herself cross-legged on the hardwood floor and examined the metal box. Shadow stood mightily above her, almost gloating at how easy she was to find. On the top, written in red paint were the words: Time Capsule to be opened January 2050. Pushing her nails into the crack between the lid and base, she tried to lever it open. To her displeasure, she discovered the box was sealed.  

“Shadow, we need to find something to open the lid,” she whined. Seeing the box rise from the floor, Marnie leaned back. When it was almost touching the ceiling, Shadow released his grip and allowed it to drop. There was a thud, and the hinges broke, spilling the contents onto the floor. 

Marnie kneeled and gazed down at the pile of straw and then rummaged for the treasure of forgotten lives. Her fingers stroked against something smooth and waxy, and to her horror, she saw sunken eyes staring up at her accusingly. There was a strange, sickly, sweet, chemical smell, something lethal. She slid backwards to distance herself from the object and stared questioningly up at Shadow. 

Shadow bent and gently brushed away the brittle stems. Marnie remained for some time, gawping in disbelief at the incredible creature. Part of her wanted to turn away, while the other part compelled her to examine the curious sight. It was naked, neither male nor female, with a shrunken, yellow-skinned body and septic-looking; the short limbs were muscular, and at the end of its long fingers were hooked claws. There was a scowl carved into its face, and its open mouth revealed serrated teeth.

It’s embalmed, Shadow's words entered Marnie’s head. What you smell is resins and embalming chemicals. It looks as though it died in the process. Shadow blew away more of the covering, revealing open, leathery wings pulled out from its back. 

Marnie’s emotions clashed; she was repulsed, but also felt a deep pity for the being and wanted to hold it in her empty arms like a doll. It wasn’t a baby in need of comfort; the shape was wrong, and its angry eyes caused her to drop her gaze to its body. There, placed around its neck, was a thick gold chain, and on the end hung a large stone with a red heart.

It looks like blood in the centre of the diamond, Shadow said, echoing Marnie’s thoughts. She regarded her friend questioningly, and he smiled back with a cunning expression. Take the jewel.

Forcing her mind not to dwell on the gruesome image, she stretched out her hand and reached for the chain. In one swift movement, she pulled it up and over the dead being's head. She observed the swinging pendulum, taking in every detail of the finely cut diamond with its bleeding heart. After many moments, she dropped the unusual item into her dress pocket. Then she slammed the dented lid back on the box and shoved it towards the fireplace, where, carefully lifting it into the hole, she forced it back into its original position. 

Brushing any dirt off her hand, she rose and headed rapidly towards the door.

Scary Surprises
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Chapter Two
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Dawn broke to a reminder of her mother’s sickness. People had been warned to be cautious of a second wave, but her mother had ignored this and continued living in her delusional bubble of freedom. Automatically, Marnie attended to Ida’s needs, listening with alarm to the woman babbling from the growing confusion in her brain as it was eaten away by the disease. 

Afterwards, it was time for Marnie to be a child again and to retreat to her playhouse. As she strolled through the vast field, she picked some red flowers. Shadow appeared at her side and helped her gather the blooms. After months of close interaction, Shadow had metamorphosed into her twin, taking on her otter appearance, mimicking her every expression and gesture, and even managed to fool her mother on one occasion.

Every day, the news informed the world of how the light had been stolen from humanity. Marnie had to escape, and her new secret home removed her from the weight of this darkness, giving her comfort away from the lines of coffins pictured on the screen. It was her refuge, a buffer against a shutdown world where individuals were sealed against touch and the sounds of weeping from those unable to embrace the dying. It helped prevent the horror from hooking into her heart. Here, she didn’t have to remember to keep her distance from people and watch the fracturing of human relationships and the growing great divide between the living and the sick. Or witness images of medical staff making desperate sacrifices to save the dying while their deaths slashed everyone's souls, leaving them further scarred.

Nobody knew about her secret hide-out except for Shadow and the alien baby from the fireplace. Marnie passed the old sundial and smelt and picked the perfumed flowers of the wild garden. Stepping over the threshold, she breathed a sigh of relief, and her mind calmed. In comparison to the world of adults, her home was an Eden. 

Pins of light pierced through the ragged curtains of the front room. Marnie dropped the flowers into a vase, then took her cleaning equipment from her backpack and pulled back the rotten fabric, revealing dirty windows. Light poured into the room as Marnie and Shadow set about brushing away the cobwebs. They then washed the surfaces with soapy water. 

In the kitchen, Marnie left the fridge door firmly shut but threw out all the other tins, jars and rotting food. By the time they’d finished, the musky smell had been replaced by a light, airy, cosy atmosphere. Lastly, she put new batteries in the clock on the mantlepiece and was delighted to hear it tick.

“Shadow, there is one more important job to do,” she said, grabbing her bag and hurrying towards the stairs. “Follow me.”

Marnie crawled into the fireplace and slid the weighty box from the secret space. Sitting on the floor with Shadow, she announced, “he needs clothes, and I’ve made some.” The network of wires in Marnie’s brain buzzed as she listened to Shadow loading her with praise and saying she was very clever, making such marvellous things. “I used my mum's sewing machine,” she said cheerily. “I hope they fit.” She took the baby-sized items from her bag and held up a pair of blue trousers and a t-shirt-style top for Shadow to view.

Marnie’s mind jumped about with excitement as she took what she’d decided was a boy from his box. This wasn’t the first time since his discovery they’d played with him, and they’d both grown used to the sweet-smelling, waxy aroma. The turbulent eyes in the mask-like face stared at her angrily as she moved his rubbery limbs through the holes in the fabric. She pulled out the leathery wings from a gap between the fastenings and expanded them to their full width. 

Marnie held up her heavy creation. “Doesn’t he look good in his smart clothes?” she said, beaming. “My little baby brother. I will call him Chaise.” The being’s small lips didn’t move in response to his name, so she took a soft brush from her bag and, sitting him on her lap, brushed his hairless head. “Doesn’t he look handsome?” she said, hugging him gently against her chest and holding his cold cheek against her face. “Shadow, you mustn’t be jealous. I can love you both.”

A distant memory flashed into her mind of when she’d briefly attended school. “Shadow, sit by the wall under the window,” she ordered, propping Chaise beside her twin. “We’re going to play school, and I’m the teacher.”

Chaise regarded her with staring, angry eyes. She decided he would be a naughty boy. “Chaise, I want you to count to twenty,” she ordered. There was no reply. “If you carry on being naughty, you will go to the corner. Shadow, that’s very good work,” she added, addressing her likeness.

The game had its limitations, but the elasticity of Marnie’s imagination allowed her to play happily for hours. She had just announced playtime when she heard a floorboard creak below. Alarmed, she crawled over to Chaise, picked him up, placed him back in his box and pushed the container through the hole in the fireplace. With the next creak, Shadow vanished. Without the comfort of her creations and the terror of a home invasion, Marnie sat trembling, hoping they wouldn’t climb the stairs.

The door squeaked. Marnie flinched, too scared to turn, but curious, she took a glance over her shoulder. Five small fingers curled around the wood. She jumped to her feet to confront her adversary.

A ragged boy walked in smiling. As he approached, she recoiled in a panic. “I’m not sick,” he said in a peculiar accent. “I was out on an adventure. You can find lots of handy things in an empty house.” The boy danced around the room, picking up various items and checking them for their usefulness. He rejected the cheap holiday ornaments on the mantelpiece and went over to an old coat hanging on the back of the door.

“This is my house,” Marnie said, annoyed. “These are all my things.”

The boy came up beside her, and his face leaned in, and she smelt his breath and sensed a real pulse. “I won’t take anything you don’t want me to. I’m not a thief. There’s a lot of junk here, I’m sure you could do without.”

“We will go through the rooms, and if you want something, I will tell you if you can have it,” Marnie said, not wanting this real person to disappear and throw her back into her desert of loneliness. 

The boy grinned with delight and reached out with his hand. Nervously, she shook, imagining the diseases he might be passing over, while at the same time enjoying rebelling against the fate they’d all grown to expect. Together, they set out on a mission to search the recesses of every room for items that he could use, as she rejected some and agreed on others.

The stranger found a collection of old shopping bags in which to put his booty. He even retrieved some of the old cans she’d already thrown out. All the time, excited words poured from his lips. Marnie hadn’t been so happy in years.

For a few weeks, they met up at the house and played together both inside and out. Eventually, the boy vanished like everyone else she’d known. Then, the next pivotal moment occurred: her mother died, and she found herself picking flowers for her grave. 

Forced into premature adulthood, the house lost its appeal. The memories of the lonely, inquisitive child were erased and replaced with the piling layers of financial survival and the need for an education. As she grew and matured, everything in her life was replaced by an overpowering desire to eradicate all viruses or, at the very least, prevent their ruthless scything down of Earth's most vulnerable.

Freedom
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Chapter Three
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At twenty-five, Marnie had grown wise. Looking through the transparent, icy divide between the present and the past, she still saw the confused and lonely girl and understood how she’d become such a desolate adult. Memories of empty roads and the lines of hearses carrying the victims of the invisible and silent choker stood out in her mind. The microscopic monsters had taken the lives of the vulnerable, mostly adults, the elderly, weak, sick and disadvantaged. In the aftermath, the financially and spiritually crushed society was powerless to rise against the exploitative leaders of the one-party state, who imposed restrictions long after they were necessary and continued to trace the movements of all remaining adults. 

Concentrating on the tiniest details of her microscopic world had blurred Marnie's vision. Stretching, she glanced around and saw Conran, her part-time lab technician, cleaning down the surfaces. He felt her gaze and smiled in her direction.

“Don’t you have anything better to do?” she said, flicking her plaits back over her shoulder.

“I’m pandering to your OCD, boss,” he said sarcastically. “Keeping everything in order. Just the way you like it.”

Marnie narrowed her eyes and peered at him through her goggles. “I’m not that bad.” The tall, skinny man flicked his mop of blond hair from his face. He was always busy in a rush as he’d been brought up expecting to be struck down at any moment. Marnie considered reminding him to keep his hair tied back while working in the lab, instead, she said, “How are the studies going. I hear you want to be an archaeologist.”

“I want to do something which offers more - expands the mind away from psychopathic viruses and germs. The past might hold clues to our future,” his dark blue eyes sparkled.

“I doubt you will escape heartbreak; it seems to be found everywhere,” she said, regretting denting his enthusiasm when his face dropped. Conran’s personality was directly opposite to her dour pessimism; he was an optimist and occasionally displayed endearing, sarcastic humour. “Besides, viruses aren’t all bad. You have them in your DNA, and some believe they are partly to do with why we’re conscious.”

“I’ve heard all the arguments about them dropping from space, panspermia. I think I have a better chance of happiness searching for lost treasures. I prefer to view things from a distance rather than up close, focusing on the substantial rather than the infinitely small. They’re not even alive, are they?”

“Not really, not until they enter a cell.”

“Do you know anything about them, like where they come from?”

“We understand some things. How they unlock cells and how they mutate, but other than that, surprisingly little. I think that’s what I like, the detective work, the trying to solve a mystery.”

Marnie rarely spoke with anyone on a social level. Most people had remained frightened of the company. Their united suffering had made them cautious, leading to gaps in conversation and distance in behaviour. 

“You’re still searching for the miracle cure, a drug that will wipe out the whole host of our enemy,” Conran said, approaching until he was a step away from intruding on her personal space. “The nasty little demons which ripped families apart.”

Marnie saw that he wanted to connect and make eye contact, so she avoided his attention and resumed her position, staring at the colourful enemy on the screen of the electron microscope.

“Marnie, you should stop hiding now that the horror has passed. We all need to heal. Try looking at me,” he said, chuckling nervously. “I’m not so ugly.” 

Marnie smiled directly at him without saying a word and raised a questioning eyebrow. She was about to allow her gaze to drop when she noticed beads of sweat on his forehead, and only one thought crossed her mind. Is he ill?

“I was going to ask you out for dinner,” he said, turning his back and strolling away to resume his task. “As a friend, of course. But if you want to stay in your prison forever, that’s fine by me.”

Marnie thought of all those who’d been unable to repel the invaders, the ones she’d loved who succumbed so suddenly to the illness and felt a pang of pity.

“Okay, then, I accept your invitation.”

Only the leaders had permission to use cars, so after work, Conran encouraged her to climb onto the back seat of his bike while he rode standing. They left the surreal world of viruses and death behind and rode towards the beach under the afternoon sun. Marnie, not used to the outdoors, was apprehensive and almost crippled with anxiety. The whole world was shimmering, and dizzying colours splashed out at her from all directions. The fluttering wings of birds and insects were alarming, but when the bike came to a stop, the chorus of their songs on the breeze was enchanting. 

Conran grabbed her hand. Marnie flinched a little, but he was persistent, pulling her over the slippery grass and into sinking dunes. She’d seen pictures in books, but this was the first time she’d tasted the damp, salty air and had a gritty breeze blowing into her eyes. 

Marnie had limped through the days of confinement and then chosen to remain in her inner dungeon, fearing what lay beyond. Against her will, Conran was forcing her to live. 

Everything opened above and below. There it was, the glittering brilliance of a deep turquoise sea spilling over the sand. Marnie stood, wondering and fearing, while beside her, Conran was resolute and firmly anchored, his back straight, his face upturned to the wind, so that his straggly hair blew behind him like comets' tails. He released his grip and held his arms up as if embracing a God.

A trickling activity circulated the fire below as people collected driftwood and rolled logs into place for seating. The blur of the movement grew as the couple approached. Marnie licked her dry lips nervously. She hadn’t been amongst so many people in one go for as far back as she could remember, if ever. 

“Come and meet the other inmates,” Conran said, running ahead. It had been drummed into Marnie that close contact was dangerous. Fixing her eyes on the warm haven, she cautiously moved closer. A young girl came up to her with an open bottle of beer, and she breathed a sigh of relief; never had she needed a drink so badly. 

Later, after working her way through a good number of drinks, she found herself sitting on a log, watching darkness spread and the stars pop into the sky. Conran, sitting beside her, introduced her to his friends, an even mixture of about twenty young men and women.

“They’re all students from my university. A generation seeking revolution and solidarity,” he smiled, his perfect white teeth flashing in the firelight. “Don’t worry. We are all safe survivors, and we have proof on our apps that we’re free of the virus.”

“We know we’re not contaminated, but we’ve all removed our tracking chips,” the young girl known as Joy held out her arm to show Marnie her scar. “You should be okay tonight, but if you want to come again, you’ll need to cut yours out.”

“There will be other viruses,” Marnie said bravely. “That one has gone, but it’s only a matter of time before another one migrates from animals to humans.”

“Marnie is searching for the ultimate miracle cure which will wipe out anything that thinks we’re suitable hosts,” Conran interjected.

“For the time being, we’re not under siege,” a dishevelled man called George said as he tried to get a strand of hair out from between his lips. “We need to play together for a while. Return to and re-examine the world our grandparents took for granted.”

“My mother said when their familiar and normal life collapsed, draconian measures were brought in,” Milly said. “They were only supposed to be enforced for the duration of the sickness, but they were kept in place to keep people safe.”

“It’s time for something new,” added a rotund youth, Aiden, who was dishing out bowls of steaming stew from a cauldron hanging over flames. “They tell us it was nature or the Gods cleaning up the planet. Restoring it to the state it was before humans destroyed their home, but there is an alternate scenario. Others think the disease was man-made, an attempt by world leaders to clean the Earth of all the unwanted detritus.”

“The seal is broken,” Joe added. “We’re free, and we intend to stay that way.”

These people don’t fear what lies beyond. They live in the minute. Perhaps I should stop worrying. Marnie’s thoughts strayed as they all continued to debate their new ideas. She thought of Shadow, her old friend who now only came in moments of greatest need and of the other issue she tried to keep hidden from the world. Then her mind wandered to the creepy house of her childhood and the creature which lay hidden within its walls, a memory she’d pushed out of reach for most of her adult life.

“Liberty!” shouted a boy with a French accent who picked up a guitar and began singing. The lyrical voice was later replaced with angry thumping from a speaker. 

Marnie wanted to abandon the girl who had spent her life questioning and exploring, and one by one, the youths got up to dance, kick and scream; an overwhelming desire to join them sent her jumping to her feet. They followed every instinct, linked arms into a stamping chain, leapfrogged each other and partied deliriously. There was no vanity or cruelty; the fear had dropped from their eyes, and Marnie captured looks of pure happiness in their smiling faces. 

A hand tapped her shoulder, and on turning, she fell into Conran’s arms. He planted a deep, longing kiss on her lips, and they melted together; for a moment, she was unsure if he was a part of her or if she existed within him. She hadn’t realised how much her empty arms had ached to be wrapped around another human. They dropped together, leaving indentations in the sand alongside many others. To hug was fantastic, and that is all they did, hugging as though it was the most important action in the world.

Death’s Tightening Grip
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Chapter Four
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Marnie’s mind lingered over the music, joy and laughter of the night she’d spent with Conran. For the first time in her life, she’d followed her instincts, been spontaneous, and had been accepted by an exciting new group of people. Everything seemed right with her world and her new friends. 

Wanting to extend her pleasure and mull over her new and thrilling experiences, she declined Conran’s offer of a lift on his bike and chose instead to walk home. The last leg of her route was familiar and comforting, taking her along the same narrow streets with the parallel lines of houses she followed when returning from the lab on an evening.
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