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      Ethan’s nine-year-old body lay lifeless on a slab of marble in the centre of a small room with brick walls and a grey tiled floor. Black candles dripped at each corner of the marble, making the room shimmer and swell, highlighting his horrid, veiny skin, and lack of elasticity.

      Lucinda and the three bald men were standing a foot from each corner, chanting in unison, ‘Ah… Glah… Satyahray… Dormey… Larter… Farason… Vayhey… Larter.’ They moved backwards in an anticlockwise circle, continuing the chant, which became more harmonious each time they made a full circle. A long-haired man with a beard down to his chest stepped forward sporadically throwing sand onto Ethan’s body in a shamanic manner. ‘Raise ye from thy powerful rest,’ he called. ‘Be free from the fetters that bind. See ye not ye lay here longer than this here day in time.’

      ‘Plug him back in,’ Lucinda said, pulling a junior nurse by the hair to a machine Rueben was wheeling from the corner towards him. The nurse fiddled with some wires, hooking Ethan to the machine by the intravenous needles already set in his hands and arms, her hands shaking uncontrollably.

      Rueben’s hands were together as though in prayer to his bare, glowing white chest, as if Ethan had just passed away.

      ‘Have faith in the process,’ the long-haired shaman said, leaning over Ethan’s body.

      ‘Thank you, friend of our cause,’ Lucinda said, placing her hand on the shaman’s shoulder. ‘Same time tomorrow, yes?’

      ‘Of course, Lucinda,’ he said with a bow. ‘I’ll be here every day until it works.’

      ‘Can you bring Joanna?’ Lucinda asked.

      ‘Joanna has retired,’ he said.

      ‘But she is the only witch who practices the dark arts in the right way… the ancient way.’

      ‘I will ask her again.’

      ‘Tell her I will reward her now, not just in Omnipion, when the time comes.’

      ‘I will.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Lucinda said, cupping his hand. ‘I trust you will do your best. We wouldn’t want to make her come.’

      ‘No,’ he said. ‘As that would lessen any power she had to bring him back.’

      ‘Exactly.’ Lucinda narrowed her eyes. ‘less than full potential is still better than none, though.’

      ‘I understand,’ the shaman said bowing as he left.

      ‘Our powers and gifts are useless,’ Rueben said as the shaman closed the door. ‘This old-age palaver is futile.’ His voice echoed in the hollow, dank building. Rueben lifted his hands, red vapours emitting from them, pressing them into Ethan’s neck.

      Nicolai stepped forward, holding out his talisman, which emitted a dark fog. ‘As long as we see this dark energy, then it’s evidence that he possesses it too. Have I not made that clear, Rueben?’

      ‘You have,’ Rueben said, allowing Nicolai to peal his hands from Ethan’s neck. ‘But the lack lustre level of this power isn’t enough.’ He held up his own talisman, which emitted a dull hiss. ‘This isn’t even enough to find him if he was to incarnate again… which he can never do again as the Disrupter, after this body. This thing he suffers is worse than him being dead. At least if he was dead he could escape Omnipion and come back without having to go through the chamber, and find a better way to set us free.’

      ‘But he’s not dead, Rueben,’ Vincent said. ‘Unbeknown to us all, he’s simply, for now, asleep—’ He looked at Lucinda, who was standing in the corner, scoffing at the pair.

      ‘He’s not asleep!’ Lucinda said, stepping out of the shadows and placing her hand on Ethan’s forehead. ‘That catatonic state is for supermundanes who can’t handle what life throws at them.’

      ‘That’s what your psychological ability is telling you, is it?’ Nicolai asked. ‘The restorative and biological ability can’t lift him from it so—’

      ‘So what? That doesn’t mean he’s asleep. The psychological ability has told me it is not a sleep, so…until we can figure what it is out, it’s some other condition, one that our four gifts cannot solve.’

      ‘Mark did something to him, I tell you,’ Rueben said. I saw something in his eyes… something sinister, something he shouldn’t have done, something we’re not aware of—’

      ‘Enough!’ Lucinda yelled. ‘Mark is nothing compared to our lord. That Illumined retard wouldn’t break any of their precious, innocent rules. Mark thinks he can play the entire deck of moral cards to the end and win. He hasn’t the guts to do something he shouldn’t have… whatever that something may be, especially if it’s classed as immoral to their so called righteous rules; he hasn’t the mental capacity to be so free, let alone subconscious capacity. What you saw in his eyes was anger because of Harold killing that freak with the bike, nothing more.’

      ‘Mark isn’t old enough to have the gifts we lack, Rueben,’ Vincent said.

      ‘He could’ve stolen them,’ Rueben said. ‘Lucinda’s ability is limited by her thinking no one could get one over on—’

      ‘It is not limited,’ Lucinda said. ‘I’m still connected to Ethan. He talks to me all the time, just like he’s awake. He just won’t hear it when I tell him he’s locked inside his own body. He thinks he’s awake.’

      ‘Trickery,’ Rueben said. ‘Mark’s doing, guaranteed.’

      ‘Half of our army is still under his influence,’ Vincent said. ‘Just sat next door waiting for his orders. That has to count for something.’

      ‘Because they’re dead,’ Nicolai said. ‘The dark energy inside them is all that’s inside them. We can still fight and feel a connection to him, even when he’s dead… you’re fooling yourselves into thinking it’s any more.’

        The sound of screams coming from outside their makeshift dungeon disturbed the four of them, which came from two more nurses being dragged in by two cadavers of the dark army.

      ‘Let me go,’ a nurse with short, cropped hair said. He kicked her to the floor in front of Ethan’s slab, making her scream louder. ‘Oh my god, what have you done to this child?’ She pushed herself from the floor with her bruised hands. ‘Please don’t hurt us.’

      ‘We want you to fix him,’ said the man holding the other nurse, who didn’t dare to put up a fight; she was merely tiptoeing around the man’s body as if she was an obedient rag doll, tears streaming down her cheeks as he swung her from side to side.

      ‘Fix him?’ the women repeated as if he was delusional.

      ‘FIX HIM,’ he screamed, bending to roar in her face, the veins in his temple bulging.

      She swooped out of his way but tripped over a pair of bound feet behind her and fell into Kate’s lap, who sat tied up and gagged, her rope nailed into the cold, slimy wall behind her. ‘Arrrh,’ the nurse screamed, pushing herself away and scurrying backwards, cowering into the corner as she took in the sight. Greasy hair stuck to Kate’s sunken, malnourished cheeks, her lifeless eyes protruding like they had been strained beyond capacity, as Kate sobbed silently like she had no fight left in her. Not willing to be defiant any longer, the nurse stood quickly to face the bald man. ‘How can I fix him?’ she cried. ‘I don’t even know what you’ve done to him. He needs a scan… at the hos—’

      ‘You can try to fix him,’ Rueben said, grabbing her by the hair and throwing her in front of the cold slab of marble Ethan lay on, ‘or I’ll fix you… just like I fixed them!’ He pointed to a pile of bodies behind him, all female, all rotting, some recognisable as nurses, some only just recognisable as female.

      ‘Wait,’ the other new nurse said timidly, ‘I saw his finger move!’ Her capturer stopped swinging her and let her go.

      ‘You’d better not be bluffing!’ he said, shoving her forward to join her colleague.

      ‘I’m not, I swear, I saw it move,’ she said. At that moment, Ethan’s hand clenched into a fist and then went limp again.

      ‘Master,’ Vincent said, dropping to his knees, ‘you’re coming back to us. We never doubted the lowest realm. We knew in your greatest hour of need they would come through for us.’

      ‘Master,’ Rueben said, stepping towards him in shock, ‘come back to us.’

      The nurses crept backwards as the six members of the dark army gathered round and, as each set of eyes turned large, black and transfixed on their master, they felt the walls behind them to the door, slowly opened the door and found their opportunity to run.

      Tom pulled his hands from Olivia’s. ‘See,’ Tom said, wiping her hand sweat on his pyjamas. ‘He’s killed another nurse!’

      ‘I know, sweetheart,’ Olivia said, shaking from the vision. ‘But—’

      ‘I mean, if we can’t go there because this has nothing to do with Omnipion, and we can’t tell the authorities because it will be too dangerous for them, then what can we do?’ Tom paced the floor, shaking his head. ‘Can we put an announcement up at the hospital to warn the local nurses?’

      ‘The police ‘ave already done that, Tom. An’ they won’t be local anymore now those two who escaped can lead ‘em to their current hideout. They’ll move ‘im.’

      ‘Oh.’ Tom furrowed his eyes. ‘I would know that if you let me watch the news.’

      ‘If there was such a thing as good news, then I’d let you watch it. For now, you ‘ave enough to worry about without lettin’ the troubles of the entire nation play on your mind.’

      ‘The entire world is on my mind,’ he said, as if that was a valid argument to include more.

      ‘The entire world of beings trapped inside humans is on your mind, from the viewpoint of savin’ Omnipion an’ the evil entities usin’ its power to do evil… I think that’s enough. When you get into what humans can do to one another without ‘avin’ that much to lose, then that’s a different kettle o’ fish.’

      ‘Because Ethan has a valid reason to use evil and others don’t?’

      ‘Well, I didn’t mean it like that.’ Olivia furrowed her eyebrows with concern. ‘I don’t like you bein’ connected to Ethan like this.’

      ‘I will not void to his whereabouts.’

      ‘It’s not about that anymore. I just don’t like that you can see so close, like you’re in the room. We taught you not to do that for a reason.’

      ‘I’m not in his head. I’m just aware of where he is and what’s going on around him. I have to be prepared for when he comes back.’

      ‘You’ve done nothin’ but prepare, Tom.’ Despite feeling the devastation of losing Mike, and sensing Ethan was, in his words, “broken”, Tom made himself practice defence skills with Jack every night after tea. For two years since his transfusion he’d been training, which had helped transform him not only into the size of an average fourteen-year-old, but into one with a lean body mass index of around 10% of pure muscle. ‘You can take a break, at least for today of all days!’

      ‘He’s getting better, though, mum, I can feel it. Did you feel something when they sang those noises? I think they affect DNA. I could feel the sounds making new patterns in the atoms of my belly. They somehow shift something in him keeping his in the dream state. I don’t know how it works, but it’s something to do with the tones the vowels make… like the way they enunciate them can make them vibrate in resonance with how his DNA should be when he’s awake. It’s fascinating, really. Aaaaaah glah—’

      ‘I don’t want you usin’ abilities like that. It’s magic we know nothin’ about. They’re obviously desperate if they’re ‘avin’ to get those kinds of people involved. I don’t want you messin’ with your DNA, if that is, in fact, what they’re tryin’ to do. You need to stay the perfection that you are!’

      ‘It is what they’re trying to do. I felt it. Didn’t you feel it too?’

      ‘I can see what you show me, sweetheart,’ Olivia said. ‘I can’t feel what you feel. I can only trust what you feel.’

      ‘What do you mean by those kinds of people? I noticed they weren’t supermundane. Who were they?’

      ‘People who do ancient rituals an’ magic.’ Olivia shrugged. ‘I mean, it’s obviously an extremely slow way to do things but—’

      ‘So it won’t hurt for me to try to—’

      ‘I said no! Whatever it is they’re doin’ or usin’, it’s the intent behind it that matters. They obviously don’t mind ‘elpin’ the dark army, for instance. This tells me they support their evil endeavours without bein’ forced. I mean, it’s probably nothin’ you can’t already do with your formulation gift. A gift which the four of them ‘aven’t got!’

      ‘I think you’re right. Sorry I had to bring this to you this morning. I don’t mean to ruin your big day.’

      ‘What’s a weddin’ without a bit of drama, ‘ey?’

      ‘Well, I was just checking there won’t be any.’

      ‘Harold is still communicatin’ with me, Tom, so I know everything’s okay already.’

      Tom smiled. ‘Is he coming?’

      ‘I ‘ope so. I just ‘ope George’ll behave, if he sees ‘im.’

      ‘He promised he would. He knows killing Mike wasn’t Harold’s fault.’

      The lack of Mike’s annoying, omnipresent revving left a hollow, lingering silence throughout the home—a morbid, intense silence that reminded everyone, every second, of his absence. His death, like stale, suffocating air, remained an ever-present void… and had done so for the last two peaceful, inactive years. George taking it worse than any of them and having the hardest time forgiving Harold, was the main reason Harold hadn’t returned to the home, despite becoming free of Ethan’s influence.

      ‘Then let’s take a break from Ethan watchin’ now, shall we, an’ look forward to the day? Go get into your suit.’

      ‘Okay, I won’t Ethan watch for the rest of the day,’ he said, pushing blue light towards her heart.

      ‘For the whole day?’ She said. ‘Lucky me!’

      ‘You are lucky. And I am too. My dad, being my official dad, means a lot to me.’

      ‘Well, go get your suit on then an’ let’s celebrate.’
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      ‘What’s wrong?’ Lucy asked, walking towards Olivia in her knee length, violet bridesmaid outfit. ‘This should be the ‘appiest day o’ your life.’

      ‘It is,’ Olivia said, smiling as she placed the gift-made tiara on top of her waist length curls.

      ‘That’s well nice,’ Lucy said. ‘I can’t believe Mark adapted the jewels from ordinary stones.’

      ‘I know,’ Olivia said. ‘There are stones in ‘ere that ‘aven’t even been found on Earth.’ Olivia touched the luminous, violet metal Mark had also custom made, feeling the energy pulsating inside.

      ‘Is there a term for more than rare, not of this world metal and gems?’ Lucy laughed.

      ‘Alien jewels?’ Olivia giggled.

      ‘Yeah. Let’s get ‘im to make more so we can sell ‘em.’

      ‘Then they wouldn’t be as rare,’ Olivia said. ‘An’ I wouldn’t look as good.’

      Lucy sighed. ‘If the thing was made o’ cardboard, you’d still look as radiant.’

      ‘Aw, don’t get all soft on me,’ Olivia said, toy punching Lucy’s shoulder. ‘You’ll ‘ave me ruin my makeup.’ Olivia turned to look at herself, checking she was all set to go. She ran her hands over her diaphanous lace top, which clung to her stomach. The beaded corset panel made it look gothic, yet her long, lace train sprung out in many layers and nearly filled the entire space of her bedroom floor. Her deep violet lipstick complimented her green eyes, which looked wide and enhanced with her jet black mascara and sparkling green eye liner and her cheeks looked lifted with a complimentary blush, making her baby face look both stunning and older. Olivia could honestly say for the first time in her life she felt and looked beautiful. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to smile.

      ‘What’s on your mind, Liv?

      ‘Nothin’,’ Olivia lied, feigning yet another smile. It wasn’t just the looming prospect of Ethan returning that was occupying her thoughts. It was the fact that Mike wasn’t here. She missed him more than ever today because of Mark telling her in the alternate Mike had been his best man. Why him over Winston? Because, in the reality time line where Mike remained very much alive, he’d saved Tom from Ethan many times. Something she never expected or had the chance to thank him for in this life. Also, Winston had died before this date in the alternate place. Along with Lucy, Mary, Harold and her dad. Everything was so different from one reality to another, especially with mark incapacitating Ethan for this long, that it was becoming near impossible to predict when Ethan would return, or how, or who he was a threat to next. She was just glad she had her dad to give her away… which obviously couldn’t happen in the alternate. In the alternate, Feng had given her away.

      ‘Tell your face, there’s nothin’ on ya mind then, yeah?’

      Olivia smiled. ‘Go get Tom an’ we’ll make our way outside.’

      ‘I’m here,’ Tom said, his head poking around the door. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked, an excited smile on his face.

      ‘Ready.’ Olivia raised her arms.

      ‘Me too!’ Tom jumped into the room, raising his arms and twirling around so they could see his embroidered fishtail jacket. ‘At your service, my lady,’ he said with a bow, rolling his arm in front of him.

      ‘You look so gorge!’ Lucy said, messing up his straightened curls and springing them back into life.

      ‘You certainly do, my ‘andsome page boy,’ Olivia said, tucking his frilly violet shirt into his waistcoat. ‘Grab the bottom then,’ Olivia said, nodding towards her train.

      Lucy and Tom grabbed the dress, and Olivia headed to the top of the stairs. She hesitated for a moment, feeling queasy, taking a huge gulp, then slowly began the first few steps. As she descended, she saw her dad waiting at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes filling with tears as he stared up at her like she was a descending angel. She couldn’t believe he was actually here to witness this day. There were so many reasons he shouldn’t be. The tumour that should have killed him. The memory of her and Tom taken from him. And that Ethan had killed him in the alternate reality because of his DNA, which Mark had changed. Which made all the difference.

      ‘Oh, Olivia,’ he said as she took his hand, ‘you are a vision!’

      ‘Thanks, Dad.’ Olivia kissed him on the cheek, then rubbed her lipstick from it with her thumb. ‘I’m so glad you’re ‘ere to give me away.’

      ‘What’s wrong with David?’ Tom asked, squinting and looking around to find where the barking was coming from.

      ‘He’s been noisy all mornin’, my laddo,’ Thomas said. ‘He keeps barkin’ at ‘arold.’

      ‘Harold’s ‘ere?’ Olivia asked, her stomach turning as she did.

      ‘He’s at the back,’ her dad said. ‘George offered ‘im a seat, but ‘e refused. Doesn’t look well, to be honest wi’ ya, Liv.’

      ‘He’s ‘ere,’ Olivia said with a smile. ‘That’s all that matters.’

      ‘Who’s got David?’ Tom said, walking in front of her, still holding the train, which twisted around her body.

      ‘Feng and Sanaya ‘ave ‘im on a lead in the front row,’ her dad told Tom, maundering him back behind Olivia.

      ‘Can he sense something in Harold, do you think, Granddad?’ Tom asked. ‘Something ominous, maybe. Has he got a dark shade, or something? Are you still connected to him, mum?’

      ‘Yes, Tom bomb.’ For two years, Olivia had practiced strengthening her connection with Harold. One so she could tell him they didn’t blame him, and two so she knew whenever she lost it, Ethan’s influence may have returned. He had communicated not feeling too good this week, which had alarmed her, especially with it coinciding with Tom’s visions. But she was sure, if his influence had returned, Harold would not be here. Then again, given the event in the past, her wedding day was bound to be the perfect time for the darkness to return. Just as everything seemed to go well, the turmoil of the mission and all it entailed loomed once again. Just as she was feeling somewhat normal and secure, it was bound to get stripped from her. It was as if Omnipion conspired to plonk her back in the reality of her main purpose for being whenever she got comfortable with what otherwise would’ve been a somewhat normal life.

      ‘He’s just gettin’ old,’ Lucy said, nudging Tom and fluffing out the train. ‘Come on!’

      ‘Okay. ‘ere goes!’ Olivia said, taking her dad’s hand. As they headed out of the front doors, they turned to the right of the garden, where a huge marquee, set out with two hundred chairs for all their guests, had been erected. Many Illuminators from all around the globe who came to wish them well, or as Olivia had commented to Mark previously “to have a good nosey at the Illuminator who had the audacity to get married”, occupied the seats. She now wondered if they were gossiping about how a high ranking, gifted being could also take the plunge with an Illuminator, and whether they thought she should know better. She couldn’t help but imagine them secretly cringing at the thought of the pair of them being intimate, and also wondering how their marriage had anything to do with the reason they were on Earth.

      ‘What’s up, Chuck?’ Her dad said, stopping at the corner of the home before any of the guests had a chance to look at her.

      Once she saw the sea of beautiful smiles coming from the Illuminators at the back of the aisle, she knew these thoughts stemmed from part of her old paranoia. ‘Nothin’,’ Olivia said. ‘I just feel silly. So many people are ‘ere.’

      ‘Ignore ‘em! Today’s about you an’ Mark!’

      ‘You’re right,’ she said, standing a little taller and straightening her dress.

      Thomas squeezed her hand. ‘Ready?’

      ‘Yep,’ she said.

      They walked forward to the top of the makeshift aisle, where Illuminators on each side began throwing iridescent petals at her feet as she walked past. She had to prise her eyes from their captivating beauty to locate Harold, but he wasn’t amongst them. She shook off the urgency she felt to look into his eyes so she could know for sure he was okay, and focused on the handsome sight waiting for her at the end of the aisle. She’d waited two years since the day he’d asked her to marry him for this moment; no way would she let anything spoil it, including David’s incessant barking.

      ‘David,’ Tom shouted to him under his breath, his eyebrows furrowed, as if the sound of David’s bark was causing him pain. David ignored Tom’s call and continued. Olivia couldn’t wait to get to the top of the aisle to give him a death stare. The noise was more than an irritation to her but Mark stood so tall and handsome, with a such a wide smile plastered across his face, Olivia couldn’t help but smile through the din.

      The minister stood behind him on the platform was Adaeze. She had legalised herself to perform a civil ceremony registrar just for the task at hand. Olivia thought she looked just as radiant as the other Illuminators in her long, lilac robes, with a proud smile for Mark, like he was her own son.

      As Olivia reached Mark, Lucy let go of her train and quickly dragged David to the side and kept hold of his collar, telling him to sit and calming him by stroking his back. David obeyed, but continued to whimper by her side. Tom hugged Mark before he sat down and then silence fell.

      ‘Welcome everyone,’ Adaeze said, her voice like velvet, ‘we are here to share in this wonderful time of joinin’ my handsome boy an’ beaudiful girrl together—’

      Adaeze’s voice trailed off into the distance as Olivia turned her head slightly to catch Harold sitting in a space George had saved him in the second row, looking oblivious to David’s growls. She stared into Harold's eyes and, as they caught her stare, he smiled, his shade the bright white colour it had presumed it would be for the past two years they’d been communicating, focussed entirely on Adaeze as though David was invisible. But, as she watched Lucy struggle with David, and saw how Winston, Jack, Mary, Rose, and Mad-Doris on the front row turned with inquisitive looks, she knew something wasn’t right, just like David, who wouldn’t stop no matter who tried to hush him.

      Mark squeezed Olivia’s hand, and she turned her focus back to Adaeze.

      ‘Do you, Olivia, take Mark to be your lawful husband?’

      ‘Yes, I do!’

      ‘An’ you, Mark, take Olivia to be your lawful husband?’

      ‘Of course,’ Mark said.

      ‘I know you both promise to love an’ respect one another for as long as you both shall live.’

      ‘We sure do,’ they said together, mimicking Adaeze’s American accent.

      Adaeze rolled her eyes at the pair.

      Mark giggled as Winston passed him the ring. ‘With this ring, I wed,’ Mark said. ‘I will honour our commitment forever.’

      ‘Oh crap,’ Lucy said. ‘Tom, give this your mam,’ she said, pulling Mark’s wedding ring from her pocket, still trying to control David. Tom dashed for the ring and passed it to Olivia, his usual porcelain cheeks flushed.

      ‘Thank you,’ she said with slight concern for him. ‘With this ring, I wed,’ Olivia said, placing the matching ring on Mark’s wedding finger. ‘I will honour our commitment forever.’

      Mark bent down to kiss Olivia, but Adaeze coughed. ‘You may now kiss the bride,’ she said.

      As Mark kissed Olivia, the crowd broke into cheers and gave them a round of applause.

      Olivia threw the bouquet behind her and turned to see Jack catching it and turning to Winston.

      ‘Don’t get any ideas, man,’ Winston said with a coy smile.

      Mark spun Olivia around, her train binding them both together, and then ran down the aisle as the guests threw rice over them.

      Olivia turned to see Harold pushing his way through the crowds and leaving via the front arch as everyone else followed them into the house for the party.
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      The living room and kitchen were set up with tables to feed the many guests, all of which were roaming from room to room, eating and drinking all they had provided. Lucy had her arms around Lawson for most of the evening. Now that they were an official couple, she never seemed to leave the poor lad alone. Though he didn’t seem to mind. Olivia had already given her the safe sex talk and put her on the pill in case she sneaked him into her room for the night. Not that she would’ve allowed it if she asked; she just couldn’t stop her now she was sixteen.

      The home was so full to the brim of guests from around the globe that it was hard to find any of the usual house members. Mark had closed the doors to the homeless for this week so the only people unaware of them all being supermundane was Lawson, which Lucy also disapproved of, asking Olivia daily if she could tell him so that he could join, which she refused. Lawson had got himself a brilliant job and a flat of his own and she would not upend his life now that he’d just sorted it all out.

      ‘Where’s Mark?’ An Illuminator, who she got introduced to the evening before, asked, although she couldn’t remember his name.

      ‘I’m not actually sure,’ Olivia replied. Mark? She called in her mind. There was no reply. If he had gone to the alternate on their wedding night, she would kill him! Mark?

      In the back garden, she heard his voice in her mind.

      ‘Follow me,’ Olivia said to the Illuminator, who smiled and followed her into the classroom and out into the back garden where he was standing with his arm around Harold, staring at Mike’s grave.

      ‘I don’t deserve to be here,’ Harold said. ‘I should be in that part of the ground, not Mike.’

      ‘Look,’ Mark said, ‘There’s a reason I told you to go for the psychological gift. I’m working on a way you can stop his influence and immobilise his abilities after he wakes up from this… state.’

      Olivia felt her guts churning. Could Mark no longer keep Ethan in the state he put him in? ‘Hey,’ Olivia said. ‘Someone’s lookin’ for you.’ Olivia turned to the man. ‘Sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.’

      ‘Martin,’ Mark said, walking towards him. ‘It’s good to see you.’

      Leave me with Harold, Olivia told him in her mind.

      As Mark walked back into the house with Martin, Olivia turned to Harold. ‘Come inside, Harold. Celebrate with us. You know you’re more than welcome. Even George is comin’ ‘round, I see.’

      ‘He told me to sit next to him, yes,’ Harold said. ‘I didn’t want to cause a fuss.’

      ‘Look,’ Olivia said. ‘I know that grave has you inside it, instead of Mike, in the alternate reality Mark visits, as well as one next to it of my dad, so I’m sure this reality, where you’re both alive, is better… or will be better.’

      Harold looked at her, his face withdrawn. ‘How can you know that?’

      ‘I don’t. I just know we’re tryin’ to find a solution to your influence. If you’d ‘ave died, we wouldn’t be doin’ so, an’ it just has to be somethin’ that ‘elps us get the upper ‘and in this reality. All you went through to become an Illuminator would’ve been for nothin’, if we’d ‘ave lost you like we did in the alternate future, that’s why Mark changed that, despite the consequences ‘e couldn’t ‘ave known.’

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I want to find a way I can make up for this.'

      ‘Mike is still alive in one reality where you’re dead.’ Olivia shrugged. ‘So the balance is equal. The reality is you’re now both alive and both dead.’

      ‘Schrödinger’s cat, hey?’

      ‘I suppose,’ Olivia said.

      ‘I now get the torment Mark has to deal with.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘He can’t win. No matter what he does in one reality, it still affects the other. No wonder he doesn’t sleep.’

      ‘He’s got a lot on his mind,’ Olivia said. ‘I know they’re still fightin’ in the alternate reality seven years from now.’

      ‘Ah, so now you’re hoping that doesn’t mean you have seven more years of it to dread in this reality, once you work out how to stop his influence.’

      ‘Once we work it out, Harold,’ Olivia placed her hand on his arm. ‘You’re still a part of the army of light. You need to remember that above all else.’

      ‘I can’t.’ Harold said. ‘I don’t deserve to.’

      ‘Then that is definitely the problem you ‘ad when we were fightin’!’

      Tears welled in his eyes, and he turned and walked away.

      Olivia watched him leave the garden, her heart breaking for him as she imagined him wandering the streets alone.

      As she walked back into the classroom, Lucy broke free from kissing Lawson.

      ‘Don’t stop on my account,’ Olivia said, rolling her eyes.

      Lawson gave Olivia a shy smile and left the room.    

      ‘I’m tellin’ ‘im tonight,’ Lucy said. ‘He’s just seen one of ‘em void!’

      ‘What?’ Olivia said, shaking her head. ‘I thought you promised to keep ‘im away from any powers whenever ‘e visited!’

      ‘Like I could ever keep that promise wi’ this lot,’ Lucy said, turning to point out plenty of others voiding as she spoke. ‘He’s not stupid.’

      Olivia looked past the Illuminators to Winston and Luke playing with their talismans in the far corner of the kitchen, Jack binding Winston’s hands each time he made to infuse something to hit him with. ‘Oye,’ Olivia shouted across to the pair, ‘behave yourselves. That’s not what the power is for.’ She then turned to the commotion to their right, coming from Mad-Doris, who was throwing plates in the air and smashing them with her own talisman. ‘Sort 'er out as well, will you, for f’s sake? What must these Illuminators think of us?’

      ‘Lighten up, Liv,’ Jack said. ‘Get it… lighten up… ah, not funny am I? Okay, we’ll behave,’ he added, walking towards Mad-Doris and taking the next plate she was about to smash.

      ‘Geroff,’ she screamed, fighting him for it, ‘that’s what yer do at weddin’s. I’ve seen it on the telly.’

      Olivia turned back to Lucy. ‘I know it’s really ‘ard tryin’ to keep someone in the dark, especially if you love ‘em, but, well, we may ‘ave to take Lawson’s memory if ‘e—’

      ‘He’s known for years,’ Lucy said. ‘There! I’ve spat it out! Phew! I feel relieved. I hated lyin’ to you. In fact, I’m quite freaked out at ‘ow good I am at it.’

      ‘I’m quite freaked out about ‘ow bad I am at detectin’ it,’ Olivia said. ‘You shouldn’t ‘ave done that!’

      Lucy gave her a nervous smile. ‘Happy weddin’ day!’

      ‘Yeah, thanks,’ Olivia said, shaking her head. ‘You’ve been tryin’ to get me to agree with it just so you could make out you got my permission first, ‘ey?’

      Lucy sighed. ‘Yeah, ‘cause then I could tell you ‘e wants to join the army, too. I just couldn’t wait to twist your arm any longer as ‘is birthday’s next week an’ 'e thinks ‘e’ll be on level one so ‘e can go to Stonehenge. He wants to ask the Decision Maker right away just in case ‘cause you’ll be goin’ on honeymoon an’ we want to make sure we can open ‘is channel before—’

      ‘I’m not goin’ anywhere,’ Olivia said.

      Lucy stopped and looked concerned. ‘Why? What is it?’

      ‘I just need to stick around, that’s all.’

      ‘Nothing’s ‘appened for two years. We know Ethan’s rendered useless, so why cancel your honeymoon now? What do you know? Or what do you feel? You need to call a meetin’. The army o’ light need to know what—’

      ‘Lucy, not now, okay.’ Olivia ruffled her dress to reference why.

      ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘But if you’re not goin’ on honeymoon, then you can join the meetin’ I’ve organised about Lawson.’

      ‘What?’ Olivia said. ‘You organised a meetin’ for when I’m not around? Is that so you can all decide somethin’ in my absence?’

      ‘Again, ‘appy weddin’ day!’ She kissed the side of Olivia’s cheek. ‘Love ya!’

      ‘If you don’t wipe that smile off your face, I’ll take your memories, never mind Lawson’s!’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘Even if ya could, which ya couldn’t, I’m the best fighter you’ve got, an’ you know it.’

      ‘No,’ Olivia said, nodding to Winston and Jack, still showing off their powers to a group of Illuminators. ‘The best fighters we’ve got taught you.’

      ‘Who both agree I’m as good as them!’

      ‘Yeah, they can talk loads o’ shit when they want to, can’t they?’

      Lucy burst out laughing and nudged Olivia. ‘Don’t be mad. I’m sorry about Lawson, but ‘e’ll be really—Okay, not now!’ Lucy raised her arms as Olivia enlarged her eyes.

      ‘No, go ahead,’ Olivia said. ‘I’m sure if there’s mention of us recruitin’ or needin’ more ‘elp we’d ‘ave plenty of supermundanes, who know what they’re doin’ an’ who don’t ‘ave to give up their tests, offerin’ to ‘elp. Ones who ‘ave much more abilities than Lawson could ever ‘ave by the time Ethan returns.’

      ‘You know somethin’ don’t ya,’ Lucy said. ‘He’s wakin’ now, int ‘e? I can tell ‘cause of ‘ow much extra trainin’ Tom’s doin’ at the mo.’

      ‘We’ll ‘ave a meetin’ about that… an’ whatever else is on your mind, once the ‘ome is back to normal!’ Olivia said.

      ‘In other words, when you say so, an’ not when I say so,’ Lucy said.

      Olivia smiled and kissed Lucy’s cheek. ‘Exactly. Love ya!’

      At that point Lawson, who’d sneaked up from behind, took Lucy’s hand and led her into the living room for a dance, cowering away from Olivia’s glance.

      As the evening progressed, Olivia got introduced to yet more Illuminators who she’d never met and would probably never meet again, who congratulated her and marvelled over Tom before wanting their photos taken with the three of them. They then left in voids.

      The whole day, posing for their own photographs and for the photographs of around one hundred of their guests, and then smiling and entertaining everyone all evening, whilst trying to keep the army of light’s behaviour under control, and watching how naturally Lawson took all the voids that were going on, let alone some tricks the Illuminators were doing with their light to entertain Tom, exhausted Olivia to the point of her feeling physically sick. How could she have missed the fact that Lawson knew about them?

      Once all the guests had either left or retired for the evening, and there were just the usual members of the home left, Mark grabbed Olivia and lifted her into his arms. ‘Goodnight everyone,’ he said. ‘Thanks for a lovely day!’

      They all shouted goodnight and, as he carried her up the stairs, Mad-Doris threw a heavy box at Mark’s head.

      ‘What was that?’ Mark said, tuning round.

      ‘A box o’ RICE!’ she screamed.

      ‘Thanks,’ Mark said. He then turned and grinned at Olivia. ‘Let’s get you in bed,’ he said and continued to climb the stairs.

      ‘Sounds like a plan,’ Olivia said, feeling like she was drifting on a cloud as he walked.

      ‘Mrs Smith,’ he said as they reached their bedroom door.

      ‘Yes, Mr Smith,’ Olivia laughed.

      ‘I adore you!’

      ‘I adore you too,’ she said as he carried her over the threshold of their bedroom. She was about to kiss him, but got distracted by a vortex, spinning in mid-air above them. ‘I knew it,’ Olivia said, looking up at the hole in its centre, waiting for Mark. ‘Why can’t we even ‘ave our weddin’ night without her ruinin’ it?’

      ‘I know,’ he said, looking sorrowfully at the vortex. ‘She doesn’t always realise the exact time of when she comes for me. It’s based on eventful feelings. I thought you understood that.’

      ‘I do, but I’m sure it’s gettin’ more frequent. I mean, if it’s still always seven years into the future, surely you’ve killed Ethan there by now?’

      ‘Not yet,’ Mark said. ‘Things are more complicated than ever at the moment. I don’t know how to configure things I know there, and yet will never know here, and it’s even more confusing when we take into account all the other realities.’

      Olivia hadn’t taken the other realities he knew of into account. ‘It’s like you spend more time with her than you do with me at the moment. I know that much!’

      ‘Please stop saying her like she’s not you. You’re treating me like I’m having an affair.’

      ‘But it’s not me. There is no point in my future that I will grab you from this moment, so it’s not like I will ever know that side of things, let alone understand ‘em. At least if it was me then I could know that it will one day feel good to be on the receivin’ end, being the one who gets to ‘ave you whenever I want.’

      ‘It’s still you, just in a different situation. You will know all that life after you pass, as well as this. Then you’ll fully understand where that version of you was coming from. You just have to trust your other human self, just like you learned to trust your trueself.’

      She tilted her head to the side. She had never thought about that. Her true self in Omnipion was now living the two realities, both of which will become known to her once these lives were all over and she released her true self from the omnipad. ‘You’re getting cocky since our marriage,’ she joked. ‘You’ve changed!’

      ‘That’s the spirit,’ he said, pulling her chin towards him for a quick kiss. ‘You know you can call me right back.’

      ‘Yes, but it still means you’re away for about a few days as far as you’re concerned!’

      ‘But I’ll still be right back as far as you’re concerned.’

      ‘That’s sooooo not the point,’ Olivia huffed. ‘Just go!’

      ‘Olivia,’ Mark said, holding her hand for her blessing before he left.

      She sighed, the devastation from the vortex itself making her weary. It may well have been two years since they’d had no activity here, but the alternate reality was still as busy. She knew if a vortex opened, he must go immediately. He’d made it clear plenty of times that it could be a matter of life and death, and she knew she could call him right back. ‘Go, really,’ she said, her face softening to show him she understood as usual.

      ‘Call me right back,’ he said, kissing her on her forehead before jumping into the vortex.

      As the vortex closed, officially ruining the moment, Olivia slumped down on the bed, her mind, as if wanting to capture a better moment, flashing back to the first time they made love and how she felt right after.

      ‘It’s like you knew every part of me,’ Olivia whispered in Mark’s ear as she laid skin on skin next to him. ‘It felt so natural like—’

      He grabbed her hand from his chest and brought it to his mouth and kissed the tips of her fingers ‘Like we’ve done this a million times before?

      At that point, she knew his first time with her would’ve really been his hundredth or thousandth time he’d slept with her, even if it was a completely different version of her. It was a version that still shared the same feelings for him. She would’ve loved to go through the vortex and watch them together so she could see she wasn’t a threat to the love he felt for both versions, but the whole idea was too much for her to bear.

      Sat knowing that, at this moment, Mark could sleep with the alternate version of herself and there was nothing she could do about it, she could only wonder if her future self was anything like the person she was now. If Mark preferred that version of her. Was she tougher through years of torment, or was she still as whiny and needy as she felt right now? The more she thought about it, the angrier it made her, almost to where she didn’t even want to call him back.

      She sat and half-heartedly imagined the vortex, feeling the devastation required to bring him back through to this side.

      The vortex opened and Mark came out, dressed in pyjama bottoms. ‘What took you so long?’ he said.

      ‘Am I disturbin’ you?’ she asked. ‘Looks like you already got yours!’

      ‘I was about to,’ he said, diving on her and pinning her to the bed, playfully.

      ‘Charmin’,’ she said, moving her head from side to side so he couldn’t kiss her.

      ‘At least you can feel satisfied that I’ve left her frustrated this time,’ he lent back to see if his joke had amused her.

      ‘How many versions of me do you visit… or spectate… or whatever you said before?’

      He raised his eyebrows. ‘Thirty one I spectate, and one I participate, so thirty-two so far. It was after Tom dreaming all different scenarios we thought he may have been tapping into ways in which the fight could’ve played out, based on certain circumstances that we came up with the visualisation technique you have to enter the actuality… yet we don’t sink in.’

      ‘As in, you just watch some mock version of it?’

      ‘Sort of,’ Mark said. ‘Ethan has won in sixteen of them. Ca.. the Rectifier has won in fifteen of them. If we win in the one I visit, then the balance is always even but — Well, like I said, it’s hard to explain.’

      She shook her head. ‘I mean, I’m just glad there’s not thirty-two versions of me you’re shaggin’.’

      ‘Then I definitely would be dead.’

      She smacked him and burst into fits of laughter, the kind where it almost turns to delirious sobbing but, with a smile like his beaming in front of her, how could she not pull him towards her and let him have his way? It was their wedding night, after all.
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      Olivia woke to Mark opening the bedroom door, carrying a gold tray full of food.

      ‘Breakfast in bed,’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘Yeah!’

      ‘Get used to it, Mrs Smith,’ he said. ‘But first, what’s all this about you not wanting to go on our honeymoon?’

      ‘First? Lawson knows about us,’ she said. ‘Lucy told ‘im years ago, so she thinks I’m just goin’ to give ‘im a transmitter an’ be done with it.’

      ‘Hmmm.’ Mark sat beside her. ‘She’s been after my permission to tell him for a while. I didn’t realise she’d already told him.’

      ‘She’s a right sneak, isn’t she? What do you think, though?’

      ‘It’s up to him,’ Mark said. ‘He’s with Lucy most of the time, anyway. Separating them may be more of an issue than initiating him into the mix.’

      ‘I meant what do you know?’ Olivia said. ‘Is he a member in all the extra timeline realities you visit? I mean, why would he join if Lucy is dead?’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Mark said. ‘All of them. With or without Lucy, he always joins.’

      ‘Oh?’ Olivia raised her eyebrows. ‘Does he do well in ‘em all?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And… like, is he alive an’ well in ‘em all?’

      ‘Oh, I see. All but three.’

      Olivia sat up, the reality of the extra realities just sinking in.

      ‘In three out of thirty-one, ‘e dies?’

      ‘In three out of thirty-two,’ Mark corrected.

      ‘Oh, well, that’s okay then.’

      ‘Actually, it is,’ he said. ‘The odds are in his favour.’

      ‘So we play a bettin’ game with people’s lives now, do we?’

      ‘If you want to put it like that, then yes, that’s what I’ve been doing most of the time that I’m away from here. Trying to figure out what happens to whom, and when, so I know how to avoid the bad or add in the good to the here and now.’

      ‘Like what?’ Olivia said. ‘Give me one example… without the headache.’

      ‘So, in the realities where Harold had the psychological gift, he did the best. He became a real ally. I must’ve known this, like Tom can sense what’s right and wrong without actually seeing the consequences of actions play out, before we came up with the plan to foster the reality we have now with him.’

      ‘So why didn’t it work as planned in reality? Why did Ethan still have control of him enough to kill Mike?’

      ‘I think that’s down to me,’ Mark said. ‘Using more advanced abilities in this reality than the others has caused Ethan to become stronger than we imagined.’

      ‘The old this-is-the-universes-way-of-keeping-the-balance story?’ Olivia asked.

      ‘Yes. I feel Ethan’s influence is stronger than Harold’s mind here… because of my mind.’

      ‘Just because you’ve got more powers than you would’ve ‘ad if you ‘adn’t been to a reality where more powers were prevalent an’ shown to you? That makes little sense.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have brought the advanced knowledge back to this reality for him to pick up on. I gave him the ideas.’

      ‘So your advances caused an equal but opposite effect?’

      ‘Something like that, yes.’

      ‘No wonder you look ten years older in just a few years.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You’re welcome. Men get more ‘andsome as they age, so it was a compliment.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Yes, I’m sure by the time we’ve been married a year that you’ll be all slow an’ grey, ready for a retirement ‘ome.’

      Mark looked away. An action she knew to mean he was concealing something he didn’t want her to know.

      ‘You are ageing still in most of the other future realities, aren’t you?’ Olivia laughed as she said aloud what she’d always feared. The only reason this Mark, taken from this time, had to go to the future was because there wasn’t a Mark in the one they take him to. She just hoped his odds of survival in this one was as good as Lawson’s. ‘Mark?’

      ‘I… don’t know how to answer that without it ruining your day. It is our non-honeymoon, after all.’

      ‘Just tell me you’re doin’ everythin’ ya can to make sure you don’t leave us in this reality.’

      ‘You know I am. This reality has changed so many times for the better already.’

      ‘Good. An’ we’ll make sure it’s nothin’ like the others by the time we’ve finished, yeah?’

      He stared at her without blinking. ‘Yes. You’re right. That’s the key. It has to be totally different. A brand new reality in as many ways possible, so it really is back to a game of chance once more. That way we don’t have to worry about what may or may not happen if this or that circumstance still stood and—’

      ‘Okay, don’t get too excited,’ Olivia said. ‘It’s just good to know all the odds of doin’ certain things based on what you know. It’s still ‘elpful, after all.’

      ‘Yes, but—’ Mark stopped and stared into thin air. ‘I needed to hear that. It makes sense of a lot of things that aren’t making sense at the moment, you know?’

      ‘Really, really not,’ Olivia said. ‘I’m glad I’m not in your head. I wouldn’t like to ‘ave to watch people die over an’ over. When you’re ‘ere just concentrate on what’s best for ‘ere. Use the same intuition you would’ve used if you didn’t know what you know, as in trust your ESS, allowin’ the statistics from other realities to simply guide you an’ not take ‘em as a fact for this reality; take ‘em as practice virtual reality games for the real thing.’

      ‘I’m trying.’

      ‘I know,’ Olivia said. ‘Anyway, we should ‘ave the meetin’ before you open the ‘ome up again to strangers.’

      ‘No time like the present, anyway. I feel it’s more than Lawson on your mind, stopping you from travelling.’

      ‘Tom saw Ethan wakin’ up,’ Olivia said.

      ‘It’s about time,’ Mark said. ‘And we’ll have another volunteer right before he does.’

      ‘Will we now?’ Olivia said. ‘We don’t know what decision ‘e’ll make yet, do we?’

      Mark smiled. ‘I suppose not. Theres a high chance he will, mind you.’

      ‘Are you ‘opin’ he joins?’

      Mark nodded. ‘In all three realities that he died, he did so saving your life.’

      ‘My life?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Olivia shook her head, unable to believe he would do that for her. ‘So I just need to avoid doin’ the three things I did in those realities that made ‘im sacrifice ‘imself for me. Then he’ll be at even better odds to stay alive if he joins.’

      ‘That’s the spirit.’

      After breakfast in bed, Olivia made her way downstairs where the regulars were clearing away their dishes and the Illuminators that had stayed over were saying their goodbyes.

      Olivia thanked them all for coming and, as the last Illuminator left, Lucy clapped her hands. ‘So, can I call Lawson to come over now, or what?’ Lucy asked.

      ‘For this elusive meetin’ you’ve organised?’ Jack asked.

      ‘What’s so elusive?’ George said. ‘It’s obvious what it’s about, considerin’ it involves Lawson.’

      ‘You’ve told him?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Sort of,’ Lucy said.

      ‘What happened to being discreet?’ Mary asked.

      ‘The fact that he’s not blind,’ Lucy stated. ‘He kept on an’ on, like a detective. He knew anyway after babysittin’ Tom when we all went to Stonehenge for Harold.’

      ‘He may have known somethin’ wasn’t normal,’ Jack said, ‘but he’d have never guessed the truth, just like I didn’t.’

      ‘He said it made perfect sense!’ Lucy said. ‘Like I say, ‘e’s not blind. You two are always muckin’ about for one,’ she pointed from Jack to Winston.

      ‘Hey, man, don’t blame us!’ Winston laughed.

      ‘Just call ‘im,’ Olivia said. ‘If no one’s busy, that is.’

      ‘You’re gonna let him join?’ Lucy said excitedly.

      ‘It’s up to him,’ Olivia said. ‘After knowin’ all the facts, of course.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Lucy said. ‘He knows all the facts.’

      ‘Then how does he sort of know?’ Jack asked with a smirk.

      ‘Rose. Adaeze,’ Mark called.

      As Rose and Adaeze voided into the room, everyone suddenly looked concerned.

      ‘Maybe we should consult Feng and Sanaya,’ Winston suggested.

      ‘Feng. Sanaya,’ Olivia shouted. ‘Let’s put the kettle on an’ wait for Lawson then,’ Olivia added as the pair voided into the room.

      It took Lawson half an hour to tell his boss at the factory he worked at on the other side of Manchester that he felt ill and come over. He entered, looking half excited, half worried. By this time, everyone looked eager to start. Lucy took his hand, and they all headed into the classroom and sat in their usual spots. Lawson stood behind Lucy, his hands resting confidently on her shoulders.

      ‘Is the meetin’ about me joining?’ Lawson asked.

      Olivia turned to Lawson. ‘We’ll see. First, how much do you know?’

      ‘I know you’re a high ranking being, gifted with magical powers of light, an’ all that. You’ve got some kind of green stuff that’ll allow me to ‘ave abilities. Err, you came to Earth just to be Tom’s mum so you can train ‘im to kill the demon child thingy, an’ that you need as much ‘elp as you can get. Oh, yeah, an’ maybe I can open a channel in my body at Stonehenge on my birthday, if I’m on level one, so I can get the actual power o’ light intrinsic like… or, if not, Tom’ll turn a stone into one of those necklaces you all wear. I’ve seen the lads use their powers an’ I well want some.’

      ‘So quite a bit,’ Olivia said, giving Jack most of her look. ‘And do you know why the demon thingy ‘as to be…’ Olivia looked at Tom for a moment, ‘…stopped?’

      ‘Because otherwise all life will cease to be?’ he asked, doubting himself.

      ‘So you know about Omnipion?’ Olivia asked.

      ‘That bit I’m not sure on but I know we ‘ave to save it or we will no longer exist, like they’ll be no afterlife or owt.’

      ‘An’ you’re willin’ to risk your life for that?’

      ‘I’m willin’ to risk my life for Tom,’ he said flatly, making Olivia’s heart feel warm.

      ‘I don’t want anyone to die for me,’ Tom said.

      ‘It’s not about riskin’ your life for Tom,’ Olivia said. ‘You can risk your life to ‘elp ‘im an’ us with the mission we’ve come ‘ere to complete, but it’s not for Tom. Tom is in the same position as you. He’s riskin’ ‘is life to save Omnipion.’

      ‘That’s what I meant then,’ Lawson said with a hopeful smile. ‘But it still stands that I’d risk my life for all of yous though.’

      ‘Can you fight?’

      ‘I’m brown belt now,’ he said, looking at Jack for back up.

      ‘Yep,’ Jack said, ‘he passed last week.’

      Olivia sighed and stared at him. ‘Well…’

      ‘Aw come on,’ Lawson said, ‘you know you want to!’

      ‘Please, Liv,’ Lucy said.

      ‘Don’t “please, Liv” me,’ Olivia said. ‘I’m still not ‘appy with you!’

      ‘Yeah, but ya still love me!’

      ‘Beside the point,’ Olivia couldn’t help but smile at her, trying to look as sweet and innocent as she used to. Now standing taller than Olivia, Lucy no longer looked like the foster child she once did; she was now a young lady. ‘You can ‘ave a few lessons from Mark an’ Adaeze this week an’ then ask the Decision Maker if your higher self agrees.’

      Mad-Doris slapped both hands into her face and grunted as everyone turned to see if she approved another loan of her body.

      ‘If your higher self agrees, then we’ll be ‘appy to ‘ave you,’ Olivia said. ‘Only then will I give you a transmitter an’ Tom sort you a talisman,’ Olivia said, surprised at how her mind had changed over letting people she cared about join. And surprised she called it a privilege, given the traumatic events surrounding Harold’s visit. ‘You need to understand the full extent of the mission an’ what that means for your test, an’ then see what your true self decides, yes?’

      ‘Yes,’ Lawson said. ‘Thanks, Liv.’

      She couldn’t help her pride in the army. Over the last two years, the army of light had become a successfully skilled team, all fully fledged fighters, able to use their powers effectively, and committed to helping Tom with his mission. Understanding the strongest members of Ethan’s army are the ones there of their own accord, she didn’t really need to hesitate in letting Lawson join.

      ‘Can ‘e start right away?’ Lucy asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Mark said. ‘I can have a lesson with him today, considering we’re not going away.’

      ‘Why not?’ Jack said. ‘You were lookin’ forward to your honeymoon.’

      ‘Tom says it won’t be long till Ethan’s fully awake,’ Lucy said.

      ‘Is that right?’ Mary asked, sitting up with panic all over her face.

      ‘Yes,’ Tom said.

      ‘I better get started right away then,’ Lawson said. ‘Thanks everyone for havin’ no objections.’ He turned to the crowd with an appreciative smile.

      ‘I have objections,’ Tom said.

      ‘What?’ Lucy turned to him and scowled. ‘Why would you object? What’s wrong with Lawson?’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with Lawson,’ Tom said. ‘That’s why I object. There will be things wrong with him once he joins.’

      ‘Have you ‘ad a vision or something?’ Lawson asked.

      ‘No,’ Tom said. ‘I just mean with your mind. It’s a lot to deal with. It can be stressful. The things you can or can’t do can torment your mind.’

      Lawson sighed, his cheeks flushing. ‘You think I’ll end up back on drugs?’

      ‘Definitely not,’ Tom said. ‘I trust you’re fully over that.’

      ‘Then why can’t ‘e handle the stress, like the rest of us?’ George butted in.

      ‘He can, like the rest of us,’ Tom said. ‘That’s the problem.’

      ‘We’re all a problem?’ Mad-Doris asked with a smirk. ‘I like that.’

      ‘Tom,’ Olivia said. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘People were told before they joined about the mission, and about us having to save Omnipion, but they were not told how they would feel. Like how Mary feels anxious most of the time.’

      Everyone turned to Mary.

      ‘I’ll admit I’m frightened,’ Mary said.

      ‘And you feel guilty.’

      ‘Because I could have gone and helped, even if it meant I’d have taken Mike’s place. I just created a shield to cover myself, like a coward!’

      Olivia approached her and placed her hand on her shoulder. ‘Tom’s not accusing, Mary. He’s just trying to get us to think and behave as though we have trust in our own abilities, and make better plans in the future. Besides, you were hurt!’

      ‘That’s not what I’m doing, mum,’ Tom said. ‘I’m trying to tell Lawson how everyone feels. I never saw who could save Mike. I saw Mark could stop George. I saw me being saved by my your force field and how I needed to save Lucy… but not what could’ve saved Mike.’

      ‘It must have been me, that’s why,’ Mary said. ‘You must not have seen what could’ve saved him because it should’ve been me.’

      ‘Mary,’ Olivia said, rubbing her back as she broke down. ‘It’s not your fault.’

      ‘My feelings are my fault,’ she said. ‘They caused me not to act. Is that what you mean, Tom?’

      ‘No, no, no,’ Tom said. ‘I’m just trying to explain horrible feelings, Mary. Like how George feels guilty most of the time. Lucy feels angry most of the time. Jack feels upset most of the time. Winston feels on edge most of the time. Mad-Doris feels—’

      A chalk duster flew from Mad-Doris, which just missed Tom’s head and smashed against the board on the wall. ‘Don’t yer daaaaaaare say I feel anythin’ but mad!’

      Tom sighed. ‘I feel like a failure most of the time. Like I’m not good enough most of the time. Like he will beat me with his anger before I can have time to appease it most of the time. I feel like I won’t be able to do what I came here to do most of the time and that everyone who is helping me will come to regret it because they want different things from what my ESS wants.’

      Everyone sat in silence, staring at him until Jack spoke. ‘You want to appease him, Tom?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I think I can talk to him, make him see sense, or come to some sort of compromise with him.’

      ‘You can’t make deals with the likes of Ethan,’ Rose said.

      ‘Has this got something to do with your mum?’ George said. ‘She never wanted you to fight, did she?’

      ‘No,’ Tom said. ‘My mum was going with what I felt was wrong all along. I shouldn’t fight. I trust my ESS. She trusts in me.’

      ‘Is your ESS a mess ‘cause your human mind trusts your mum, though?’ Lucy asked. ‘You ‘ave to fight, Tom, or ‘e’ll destroy you.’

      ‘I don’t think that’s true,’ Tom said. ‘But my own thoughts are my fear because everyone else thinks different. Everyone I trust thinks we need to destroy Ethan and get rid of him and that’s it and, even though I trust everyone, I also trust the opposite is true.’

      ‘Tom,’ Olivia said, ‘I never knew you felt so conflicted.’

      Tom shrugged. ‘It’s nothing compared to what Mark feels.’ Tom turned to Lawson. ‘So when Mark tells you about the mission, let him also tell you the three ways you’ve been killed in the separate realities he’s seen, and how much torment he’s been in trying to save everything he knows will happen but may not be able to. Let him explain the guilt, sadness and sense of hopelessness he feels most of the time, and see if that is something you want to sign up for.’

      Everyone turned to Mark, who slumped in his chair.

      ‘You’ve seen Lawson killed in three realities?’ Lucy asked him.

      Mark lifted his head, tears brewing in his eyes. ‘Out of thirty-two I have spectated, not taken part in.’

      ‘So in the one you visit an’ ‘ave contributed to ‘e’s alive an’ well?’ Lucy asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Mark said. ‘But that doesn’t guarantee his safety here.’

      ‘But the odds are in his favour,’ Olivia said. ‘Apparently you’ve died savin’ my life those three times, Lawson, so that action will be banned for you, if you join us in the ‘ere an’ now. Which is all we’re tryin’ to focus on, isn’t it?’ She patted Mark’s shoulder.

      ‘How many of those thirty-two realities is my mum alive in,’ Tom asked.

      Tears fell from Mark’s eyes, his face frozen. ‘Just the one I participate in.’

      She gulped. ‘How did I die in all the rest?’

      ‘Saving the Rectifier, of course.’ Mark said. ‘Which is an action I know you’ll never change.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Olivia said.

      ‘Ethan’s still alive seven years from now,’ Tom said, telling the crowd rather than asking Mark.

      ‘We’re still fighting in that one?’ George asked Mark.

      ‘In that reality, yes. The army of light is still fighting,’ Mark said.

      ‘But that reality is so much different to what this one,’ Olivia said. ‘Isn’t it, Mark?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said with a forced smile.

      ‘Which means Ethan could still die in this reality in our next battle?’ Lucy asked. ‘Even if you carry on fightin’ there for years after.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Mark said. ‘We can’t go off any of the realities I’ve seen. We can only know instinctively if what Tom says in this one is right and I feel being more passive is something that’s never been done before in any reality, and therefore it may be right. What Tom feels here and now is what we should support. When we didn’t support it before, Ethan won.’

      ‘But, Mark,’ Adaeze said. ‘My ESS does not feel a more passive manner can be right. I’m sure most Illuminators would agree.’

      ‘The Rectifier is dead in sixteen out of the thirty-two I know of, Adaeze,’ Mark said. ‘All sixteen of them went wrong because we didn’t listen, or he didn’t listen to his inner wisdom.’

      ‘But he has won fifteen times,’ Adaeze said. ‘Did he win ‘em all passively?’

      ‘No,’ Mark said. ‘But that’s not the point.’

      ‘All of his wins he fought?’ George asked.

      ‘Yes, all of them were fighting,’ Mark said. ‘But—’

      ‘So the Rectifier both wins an’ loses by fightin’,’ Adaeze said. ‘An’ will hopefully win in the alternate reality you participate in by fightin’, too.’

      ‘Which will leave this as the decidin’ reality,’ Olivia said. ‘Which has to be completely different to make a genuine change.’

      ‘So this still comes down to a fifty fifty chance, if Tom wins in the alternate,’ Jack said. ‘We know this with the pair of them anyway, without all the confusion of the other realities.’

      ‘They’re equals in power, even though they’re opposite on intent,’ Winston said.

      ‘But that tells us nothin’ about him not fighting,’ Rose said.

      ‘Fighting or no fighting,’ Feng said. ‘If this reality the deciding one, it must be different. Different way to fight or not fight at all is still different.’

      ‘Or we concentrate on making sure this reality never repeats the losing realities,’ Sanaya said.

      ‘It’s not that simple,’ Mark said. ‘We just need to support the Rectifiers feelings in the hear and now, not argue against them.’

      ‘We support what’s right,’ Adaeze said. ‘What we all feel is right, given our combined knowledge. We are a team. An’ till you can come up with somethin’ more substantial for him than simply not fightin’, an’ being passive, I say we sure don’t encourage it, just like we won’t discourage his feelings.’

      ‘Tom’s way of doing things in a more passive way,’ Mark said slowly, looking at Olivia as if for support, ‘maybe the balance we’re looking for.’

      ‘We?’ Adaeze asked.

      ‘We as in the more advanced beings in the reality I take part in,’ Mark said.

      ‘How are they more advanced?’ Sanaya asked.

      ‘Seven years more,’ Olivia said, looking at Mark to confirm.

      ‘Tom has another infusion,’ Feng said. ‘Can do more with gifts he’s got?’

      ‘Something like that,’ Mark said.

      ‘That’s how you know advanced techniques?’ Tom asked him. ‘I know them in the future and teach you?’

      Mark smiled. ‘A compromise has never happened between the Rectifier and Disrupter, but I do feel they must both try to keep some kind of balance… or the universe will do it for them.’

      ‘Like entanglement,’ Tom said. ‘A positive in one place implies a negative in another. It all has to equal each other so it can go back to zero. It’s not just about opposites, though. It’s more about polarity and the thing between.’

      ‘I am the thing between both poles in Omnipion,’ Olivia said. ‘Maybe my gift could play some part in creating a balance?’

      ‘Yes,’ Mark said. ‘I think that’s true. You must play a part in the balance as its you, and your game, and your test, and your rules the Disrupter fights against.’

      ‘So maybe what I feel is right after all?’ Tom said. ‘You once felt for the Disrupter when she came to talk to you in Omnipion, mum, to tell you the tarnished weren’t all tarnished, and you believed her somewhat. You knew it was wrong for her to go into the chamber like other Delicates, just like you knew it was wrong for me to come and fight her.’

      ‘You don’t mean I should let evil beings continue to test, Tom, do you?’ Olivia asked him with a nervous smile.

      ‘Nah, man, he couldn’t mean that,’ Winston said.

      ‘I just know if we can talk from a place of understanding, it would help, that’s all,’ Tom said, lowering his head. ‘This is what I trust.’

      ‘But we need a better plan than simply havin’ a chat, handsome,’ Adaeze said.

      ‘I understand,’ Tom said. ‘I will try to meditate on it, bringing forth a good one.’

      ‘It’s all about decisions,’ Olivia said. ‘Mark knowin’ what’s a good or bad one’ll ‘elp.’

      ‘Every decision we make can spawn an entirely new alternate reality where people suffer, or maybe don’t exist at all,’ Mark said. ‘Each time I have a choice to make, and I think of many I could make, another possible universe is formed, ready for me to walk into or simply view, one where I can see how that situation panned out from that point. This sounds great until you realise it doesn’t really matter what choice I make, as it all goes right or all goes wrong in the end, anyway. We just have to make sure this reality goes as well as it can go. This is the one my mind is in most, no matter how many times I view the others. I don’t even want to make anymore, see anymore. As it will go on forever where we half win and half lose, even if I made a hundred possible realities to view, I know fifty of them would be where Ethan wins. This one is the realist reality to me as this version of me was born in this one. The others are just other versions of what could have possibly been me. Or versions I view that could’ve existed of me.’

      ‘How are you not mad?’ Mad-Doris asked him.

      ‘The many worlds interpretation is only real if you actually step into the many you think of,’ Mark said. ‘That’s how I’m not mad. I keep myself in two only.’

      ‘So you can make more if Tom loses ‘ere, till we win?’ Thomas asked.

      ‘My brain can’t handle anymore,’ Mark said. ‘Now I just imagine the outcomes or possibilities of a decision based on reason, logic and the experiences I’ve had so far, before I make a choice. I don’t have to view them and create more, I just sort of know what each deacon will lead to.’

      ‘So how do you imagine Tom winnin’ without fightin’?’ Adaeze said.

      ‘That I don’t know,’ Mark said. ‘All I know is that in the reality I take part in, the Rectifier wishes they had stuck to the more passive stance they once had back in this time period, and concentrated on how that could be a real possibility. They believe if they had gone with the state of mind they had now, then they wouldn’t have become so much more powerful in themselves that the Disrupter also becomes as equally powerful.’

      ‘And equally against what Omnipion wants,’ Sanaya said.

      ‘Yes,’ Mark said.

      ‘Am I full of regrets in that alternate future?’ Tom asked.

      Mark nodded. ‘The future version of you wishes they could go back to this point in time, and keep to your original feelings of passivity.’

      ‘But how can he execute that in a way that helps Omnipion, Mark?’ Adaeze said.

      ‘That is for me to work out in the hear and now,’ Tom said.

      ‘So Tom should just trust you the most ‘cause you know the most?’ Lucy asked Mark. ‘Even though you’ve admitted you’re confused.’

      ‘He should trust himself.’ Mark shrugged. ‘Even if I could somehow emulate all the greatest of circumstances I know, which would set ourselves up to win, we could still fail because of something unforeseen.’

      ‘You’ll sure go mad thinkin’ you can think otherwise,’ Adaeze said.

      Olivia rubbed his shoulder once more. ‘Let’s just go with the best odds an’ live with knowin’ those are still not set in stone, shall we?’

      ‘So there really is a lot more to consider,’ Lawson said. ‘My head is pickled already.’
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