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Chapter one
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Mutant. Spawn of Dr Mutant. Mutant Brain. 

Joe scowled at the graffiti scrawled across his locker door. Despite the school janitor’s efforts, the permanent ink had lived up to its promise. A week on, the taunts continued to linger, reminding Joe every single day about the hopeless state of his crappy life.

With gritted teeth, he wrenched open the locker. “Just breathe,” he warned himself, off-loading books from his bag and flinging them inside. A more violent retaliation itched for release, but already on way too many radars, he couldn’t afford to draw more attention, and if Principal Ramsey involved his father, things would get a whole lot worse. 

Ironically enough, the taunts weren’t lies, so it wasn’t the mutant jabs that had him fuming, but the fact he could do nothing about it. Neville Pratt and his band of puppets would be silenced in seconds if Joe flipped, but then everyone would learn the truth, and the fall-out would be cataclysmic.  

What annoyed him even more as he fished out his biology book, was that he hadn’t actually done anything to deserve Pratt’s unwanted attention. Pratt had singled him out for no other reason than his name. Joe had only enjoyed three days of anonymity in Aston Academy before someone had discovered he was the son of wealthy, influential Dr Richard Krieger, and apparently it proved enough to earn himself hard-core harassment. Okay—maybe the fact that he was a fifteen year-old with the brain of a twenty year-old didn’t help either. Being crazy-smart kind of worked against him, too.

On cue, just as he turned away from his locker, a shove from behind sent him staggering face-first back into the metal cabinets.  

“Watch where you’re walking, mutant,” Neville Pratt spat.

“Yeah, watch where you’re walking,” his second-in-command echoed, hanging close to Pratt’s heels. 

Joe waited for the rest of the group to pass, the sniggers and face-pulling balling his fists as he played out a fantasy of just how head-spinningly fast he could slam each and every one of them into the surrounding walls. He’d save Pratt until last; pin him two feet off the ground, savour his delicate windpipe crumpling, and maybe then, as Pratt spluttered and choked, bug-eyed and red-faced, Joe would smile and allow his fangs to lazily slide free of hiding. Pratt would crap himself. It would be epic.

“Krieger.” Alex West, his only friend in the entire hell hole, pulled him from the daydream. “You okay?”

“Yeah.” Pratt’s gang had already moved on to their next victim. The kid’s books had been knocked to the ground, and every time he scrambled forward to grab one, they kicked it further along the polished wooden floor.

“Assholes,” Alex muttered. 

“Are you going to the library?” Joe pulled Alex’s attention away.  

“Yup,” Alex replied, not bothering to ask Joe why he didn’t stand up to Pratt. He’d heard ‘because it’s not worth it’ more times than either of them could count. “Are you coming?”

Joe shook his head. “Thursday night; family night.”

“Oh, yeah.” Alex threw him a look of sympathy, then jerked his head towards the other end of the spacious wood-panelled hallway where the library waited. “I’ve got to study for chem lab. Wanna swap places?”

“I wish,” Joe grinned, “but trust me; chem lab is way easier than family night in my house.”

Alex looked doubtful as he opened his own locker a few places down from Joe’s. His was graffiti-free. “How hard can it be? Eat dinner, make conversation, smile and remember your manners,” he argued, swapping books in and out. “I could handle that no problem.”

“You could never handle my family.” The comment came out darker than Joe had intended, but either Alex ignored it, or hadn’t heard over the din in the hallway. 

He snapped his locker door shut and leaned one broad shoulder against it. “I could handle it if the Doc offered to genetically enhance my brain. I’m screwed if I get anything less than an A on the next paper.”

Joe gestured towards the thick chemistry book jutting out of Alex’s bag. “I’ll help you out tomorrow. I can stay late.” Anything to avoid being at home. 

“Thanks, Joe.” Alex pushed himself upright and backed away. “Enjoy family night,” he smirked.

Joe flashed him a leer in reply, but when Alex became lost in the flow of students streaming down the hallway, the leer softened into a genuine smile. Despite all his moaning, he would enjoy family night. He’d been anticipating it all week. In fact, he couldn’t wait to sit for the habitually long meal, peppered with awkward, stilted conversation. He welcomed his mother’s questions about school and friends, the ones he’d answer with a well-practised fake enthusiasm. Not even his father, and how his attention would completely focus on his wife as he purposely avoided eye-contact with his son, would dull the shine of family night. Dr Krieger could mutter whatever snippy comments he wanted to his plate, glass, or the damned ceiling for all Joe cared. No, siree, he almost skipped out the main exit; he couldn’t wait for tonight’s wretched meal, because what came after would make the whole stupid, hateful event bearable, the only thing that made his whole stupid, hateful life bearable.

Watery winter sun had the immaculate gardens of Aston Academy looking washed-out as Joe trudged down the wide stone steps leading from the pillared entrance. The perfectly manicured lawns, sporadically pierced with ‘Stay off the Grass!’ signs, drooped with the leftovers of a heavy rain shower. Damp and chilled, the air made Joe shiver. He tugged the stiff collar of his crested blazer up to his ears, aware the forbidden tweaking of school attire would earn him detention if spotted.

Avoiding eye-contact with the few students milling about, he walked straight for the massive iron gates fencing the academy inside its grounds, but when he glanced through the ornate bars towards a row of tacky topiaries where the car usually waited, the familiar Mercedes was missing. Joe swept the tree-lined avenue stretching beyond the gates. Luxury vehicles respectfully crunched their way up the gravel track, a disjointed clunk of doors punctuating the afternoon as students clambered into their rides home. 

“Aw, did daddy forget to send a car for precious little mutant brain?” sneered from somewhere behind him. 

Ignoring the taunt Joe turned away, and risking an addition to his potential detention, crossed the soggy lawn to wait under the branches of a sprawling oak in peace.  

Shielded by the leafy umbrella, Joe leaned back and blew out a sigh. His breath misted in a silvery cloud, and when he peered into the vapours, his mutant vision picked out every single perfectly formed drop of moisture, along with the rainbow hues reflected on their surfaces. With another exhale, the sparkling cloud blew apart. If his mother heard him refer to his vamp vision with the ‘m’ word, she’d get that pained look on her face, the one that always made him wince and instantly regret his lack of tact.  

Despite himself, Joe laughed. If his mother even knew half of the names Pratt’s gang called him, she’d be shocked into oblivion. Mutant was a compliment compared to some of the other titles spat at him, and the name-calling was actually the easy part; she had no idea about the rest of it, the stuff he found it increasingly harder to stay impassive about, stuff that made him wish he could rip a few heads off. Twice this week he’d had to fish a sodden notebook out of a urinal. His tray of lunch had ended up on the dining hall floor on Monday and Tuesday, and yesterday, his bag had mysteriously disappeared in French class, and when he’d finally found it in the afternoon, someone had crapped inside it. The shoving, elbowing, punching, and now the latest craze—jabbing a compass point into him—grew harder to endure. Someday soon he’d snap, and then . . . Joe stared up into the canopy of leaves. “They’ll all get what’s coming.”

The distant purr of a familiar engine turning in to the avenue caught his attention. Slipping from his hideout, Joe snatched a glance at where Ramsay’s office window hung above the stained glass oculus peering over campus. Directly above the awning shielding the main entrance, the Palladian window didn’t grant just Cyclops with a clear view of the grounds: Ramsay’s form filled the centre pane, hands behind his back as he surveyed, mentally adding names to Saturday’s detention list. 

Joe ducked around the rear of the tree, knowing the reaching branches would cover his path until he’d cleared the precious grass. Emerging from behind a cluster of sickly-sweet rose bushes, he hurried to the gate, ignoring another hissed insult as the car neared. Gravel crunched and popped as it slowed, and without waiting for it to fully stop, Joe wrenched the door open, threw himself into the back seat, and sank against the cool leather.

Derek, the daytime driver, caught Joe’s eye in the rear view. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic is brutal down town.” 

“It’s okay.” Joe pulled his phone out from the inside pocket of his blazer. He fired off a reply to the message Alex had risked sending from some hidden corner of the library, then opened the stopwatch. A rough calculation prompted him to enter eight hours into the blank boxes, and when he pressed ‘start’, the countdown began. The milliseconds flashed by so furiously, Joe found it hard to believe he’d have time to grab a snack, change, do homework, and perform family night before the digits clicked down to zero. 

By the time he’d stowed the phone away, they’d left behind the academy avenue and merged smoothly with the traffic of Calleston. Joe normally liked to sit back and watch the city slide by, but excitement for what lay ahead bubbled. The Wait had begun, and no part of him could be still. Drumming an impatient rhythm on his thighs, he forced himself to focus on the moving skyline.  

In the distance, towards the east of the city, the glinting buildings of the financial quarter speared late afternoon sky. The Lars & Pastor Corporation occupied the tallest structure, the one he fixed his stare to as Derek turned onto the quays. Rising proudly against steel-grey clouds, its walls of glass dulled to a leaden sea-green by the low-hanging sky, it claimed the title of Joe’s Favourite Building in Calleston. On a clear day, its inspiring jade brilliance shone so beautifully, Joe imagined its architect pausing at a window or street corner to look up in awe at their creation. They had to, he often told himself, because why create something so incredible if you couldn’t marvel at it daily? And more importantly, who would birth such a clever design and not enjoy the reward of that freaking amazing view from the top floor gallery whenever possible? In an alternate dimension, one where Joe had a normal life, that’s what he’d be; an architect. He’d design buildings just like his favourite; soaring, gentle-angled sculptures that would make people stop and stare. And when his creations were built, he’d climb them; perch on their wind-sheared tops, and look down on the world spreading into the infinite horizon. But that dream belonged to a parallel universe—not the one he lived in.

One good thing did exist in this dimension. Joe’s fingertip covered a distant point on the far side of the window; the location of another building. Although too low to be seen from this side of the city, he knew exactly where it lay in relation to Lars & Pastor; six blocks east, on the north side of Wickford Park. “See you later,” he promised. 

Ignoring the urge to check the stopwatch, Joe dragged his bag to his side. He pulled out the crested school journal, grimacing at the list of waiting homework and a looming deadline. Professor Kelso’s creative writing paper was due tomorrow. “My role within my family unit; what’s my title?” he read with a whine. They’d been assigned the paper two weeks ago, but Joe had yet to write a single word. “Crap,” he slapped the journal shut and flung it back into his bag. What in the hell was he supposed to say? Not the truth anyway, that was for sure—although it would make a jaw-dropping read for Kelso.

‘My name is Joseph Richard Krieger‘, Joe imagined Kelso reading, ‘the son of Dr Richard and Lexi Krieger. I am fifteen years-old, and have no siblings. My role within my family unit is to keep my mother alive. She’s a three-hundred and eighty-four year-old, pure-breed vampire, but she’s dying. Fifteen years ago, my father created me in Lab 1 of Newlands House using a very specific selection of my mother’s genes, along with an equally precise strain of DNA, obtained from a source I don’t ever wish to know. My father believed that what he’d created would keep the love of his life alive. Instead, I infected my mother, and nearly killed her. When my father wanted me cut from her body, she refused. She fought every day to keep me. I was born to a mother who loves me unconditionally, and a father who regards me as the would-be murderer of his beautiful wife. He’s told me this himself, so don’t accuse me of being dramatic. 

He says I’m an orchard of diseased fruit, one that hides a single healthy apple which will return my mother to the glory of her vampiric health. He searches for this apple every day. When he thinks he’s close to finding it, he brings me to one of the labs in Newlands House, and takes what he needs from inside my bones, organs, or veins. If my mother knew about these extractions, she’d leave my father and take me with her. She threatens him with this whenever he and I get back from Newlands and I look way too rough to have been at some non-existent ball game. But I can’t tell her, and I never will; she’s my mom, and I want her to live, too, and the only time my father ever looks at me properly is when I’m strapped to a table with tubes and needles shoved into my flesh. 

So, that’s my role within my family unit. Sorry, Professor Kelso, I know you asked us to give our role a title, but I just don’t think the word exists. And yeah, I know you thought that Newlands House was a highly respectable genetics research facility, but it’s not. It’s a factory for SBAs: Supernatural Breed Assassins. My father creates and genetically modifies embryos, sculpts them into killing machines, whose sole purpose is to eradicate all breeds of Supernatural Beings, which ironically, is exactly what his wife and son are. Yes, his son, me. I’m a vampire too; a half-breed, not that I know what the other half is, but a vampire nonetheless. Anyways, let me know if you can think of a title for me. I know I sure as hell can’t, but I’d be interested to hear your opinion.’

Joe laughed cheerlessly. Untitled. That was his stupid goddamn title.










  
  

Chapter two
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The car lurched gently, and without needing to look, Joe knew they’d arrived home. Derek waited for the gates to slide open before easing the car along the cobbled driveway, around the fountain, and lining up with the steps leading to the front door. Joe said thanks and quickly jumped out. Before his foot even touched the first step, Derek pulled away. God forbid Dr Krieger be left without his precious chauffeur-driven car. Joe bet it pained him endlessly to know his murderous son got to ride in it every day. 

“I’m home!” he yelled, heading straight for the kitchen as he heeled the door shut behind him. House staff weren’t due in for another hour, so no cheery greeting came from their cook, Ruth, when he stepped into the bright expanse of kitchen and went straight to the fridge. No cheery greeting came from his mom either he noted, eyeing the selection of food and the potential it presented for being stuffed between large chunks of bread. “I’m home, Mom!” he called again, spotting pastrami. From two floors above, the creak of a bedframe sounded. Joe frowned, lifting out a plate of cooked chicken. She’d been lying down—the fourth time this week. Not a good sign, he sighed, grabbing mustard, the sliced pastrami, mayo, and cheese, and plonking them beside the chicken on the island at his rear. As a last thought, he took a handful of salad leaves before shutting the fridge with his hip.

Poking through the bread bin, he picked out three crusty rolls, and as snack construction began, decided to play a quick game of ‘What If’.

What if today was the day? What if his father came bursting through the door, face lit by pure excitement? What if he announced that he had found it; the cure? What If?

The scene played out as Joe layered pastrami over the mustard. Cries of joy, a few tears, and then, the moment. Dr Richard Krieger would take hold of his son’s shoulders, he’d cry out, and—Joe hit pause. No, he had a better idea. He hit play again. Dr Krieger would drop to his knees, voice all choked as he blubbered thanks. He’d hook Joe around the waist, hugging hard as he wailed apologies for the open hatred he’d shown. ‘Forgive me, son, forgive me, I beg you!’

Joe snorted at the exceptional level of cheese this round of ‘What If?’ had reached. His father falling to his knees went way overboard. Truth be told, Joe would be lucky to get an impersonal handshake. Adding chicken to his sandwich, he carried on. The fantasy had reached the point where, outraged by the bullying he’d been subjected to at Aston, his father granted full permission for revenge. ‘And don’t hold back, my son!’ Joe imagined him crying. ‘Give it your all!’

When his mother drifted soundlessly into the kitchen, untamed imaginings had Pratt curled into a fetal position with Ramsay and the entire teaching staff standing agog as Joe hovered over him, fangs dripping blood, eyes wild—

“How’s my sweet boy?” 

Wrenched back to reality, Joe blinked as a kiss brushed the crown of his head. “Hi, Mom.”

“How was your day?”

“Fine,” he twisted around on the stool to steal a look at her.

She looked as bad as ever. Dull, lank curtains of hair framed her face, its complexion scarily pale—even for a vampire—while the whites of her eyes had a yellow tinge. There was a time when she never wore her hair down, but in the last few months he suspected she did so to hide bruising skin and sunken eyes. She looked thinner than yesterday, this morning, even. How was that possible? With the hasty inspection complete, Joe swallowed down his concern for her appearance. If he said she didn’t look too good, she’d act surprised and joke about needing more sun. 

“What’s new in Aston Academy?” she wondered, her drawl declaring her equal dislike for the stuffy institute.

“Nothing much. What did you do today?” 

“Nothing much either,” she wandered towards the glass doors overlooking the gardens. “It’s family night tonight.”

“I know.”

The glass in the entire house had been treated to prevent the killer rays from ashing his mom, but she didn’t linger to admire the view like she used to. Instead, she moved away, crossing instead to where a single armchair sat nestled in the kitchen’s darkest corner. “You haven’t seen your dad all week.”

“Mm hm.” Joe quickly rammed a chunk of sandwich into his mouth so he wouldn’t have to offer a more truthful reply.

“He called earlier,” she lowered herself into the padded seat, wincing as if every bone in her body ached. “There was trouble in Newlands House today, so he may be late.”

“That’s okay,” Joe quickly assured, swallowing the half-chewed mouthful. He grabbed his plate and hopped up from the island. “I’ve tons of homework to do. Gonna bring this up and get started.”

“Alright, sweetie. I’ll sit here for a while.”

The soft bread turned to granite in his throat as Joe climbed the stairs to his room. She looked wretched. And he bet if he sneaked down to the cellar, he’d count seventeen blood bags in the chest fridge; the same number from this morning, and yesterday morning. She didn’t even have the energy to hide the fact she wasn’t drinking. With every day, his mom fell sicker. 


      [image: image-placeholder]An hour into his homework, a spectacular pile of crap written for Kelso, Joe heard Ruth arrive. A while later, the smell of cooking drifted up. Joe checked his phone. Five hours and forty-nine minutes to wait. It suddenly seemed like forever.


      [image: image-placeholder]Seven o’clock had come and gone before his father arrived home. Joe heard the car draw up outside the gates, and he automatically paused, waiting for the moment when he’d enter the house. The mood of the evening hung on a gentle click of latch or a hefty slam. A wall shuddering boom gave him the answer. “Crap,” he whispered.

His mother’s light steps hurried along the landing outside his bedroom. She called down to where the Doc no doubt ripped off his coat in the hallway and flung it aside. “Richard, my love?”

Joe didn’t have a whole lot of friends, neither did he have any relatives, well, none that he knew of, or wanted to know of anyway, so he didn’t get to hang out a lot in other peoples’ lives and see how other families interacted with each other. But he watched plenty of TV, had an unhealthy addiction to YouTube, and had been to Alex’s house loads of times. In other words; he knew what went on in the world; knew what love was about, the facts of life, marriage, divorce, and everything in between—which was why he knew his parents weren’t normal.

“Sweetheart.” His father’s reply sounded exhausted, but just like every time he spoke to his wife, his tone held nothing but pure devotion. “It’s good to be home.”

“I missed you, my darling. I’m glad you’re home, too. It’s not the same here when you’re gone all day.”

“After all these years, you still miss your grumpy husband?”

“Every,” a pause for a kiss, “moment,” another kiss, “of every minute.” 

 Joe knew for a fact that no-one else’s parents ever spoke to each other like that.

“I’m sorry I had to work so late.”

“I know, darling, but it couldn’t be helped. I’ve been thinking about you all day. What happened? You look worn out.”

“I am, Lexi. I am.”

Joe rolled his eyes as more kissing stalled the conversation. 

“Come and sit in the conservatory with me,” his mother soothed. “I’ll pour you a scotch. Come, darling, sit and relax before dinner. Tell me everything that happened.”

“How are you, sweetheart? Did you eat?”

“I feel good,” her voice faded out as they left the hallway. “Better than yesterday, I think, but that’s not important right now. Tell me about work.”

Joe turned back to blindly stare at his laptop screen. The Doc wouldn’t believe her lies either; as soon as he got the chance, he’d check the blood bags too, and dinner would be worse than ever tonight.  
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Tension circled like a vulture. Joe forced one mouthful down after another, every concerned glance flicked at him by his mother ramping his anxiety higher. Unsure of whether she should just shut-up and embrace the obvious, or pretend everything was peachy, she fiddled with her glass. “How was school today?” she decided on the latter.

“Great,” he lied again, adding in a shrug as if to say ‘why even ask, you know I love it!’ “Oh, um, I’ll be late home tomorrow. I’m helping Alex.”

“What subject?” 

“Chemistry,” he told her, knowing she didn’t really care, but desperately wanted to keep the silence away.

“After Robotics Club?” 

“Yeah,” he answered quickly, “just for an hour or two.” Yet another lie. He hadn’t darkened the doorway of Robotics Club for months—just like his feet hadn’t touched the football field, or dipped into the water of the Olympic-sized swimming pool his father had funded. And after school on Fridays, he was supposed to be at Chess Club. Did she remember that?

“Does Alex still play chess?”

Sometimes, Joe felt sure his mom knew he didn’t go to any of the after school stuff, and he wondered why she didn’t ask what he did do with the stolen hours. He reckoned she didn’t want to hear the answer out loud; ‘I’m avoiding dad. And enjoying the occasional climb to the top of Lars & Pastor’. “Alex plays sometimes,” he shoved salmon around his plate. “It’s getting a bit boring; we end up playing the same people, and it’s too predictable.”

“Maybe you should drop it and choose something else,” she suggested, trying to entice someone else into the conversation. But the good doctor was too busy ignoring his son to notice. “What do you think, darling? If chess isn’t challenging Joe, he should try something new, shouldn’t he?”

“I might just leave the time free for study,” Joe cut in, knowing there’d be no opinion offered. “My workload’s getting heavier. I’d rather concentrate on schoolwork.” 

Richard looked up from his plate, but his concern swung only to where his wife sat. “Lexi, love, you must eat.”

“I’m quite full from earlier,” she smiled, but took a tiny sip all the same, just to please him.

The strained conversation ended there. By the time Ruth served dessert, the vulture perched on the table, waiting with glee. Despite feeling sick, Joe shovelled meringue down, grimacing against his clenching stomach. Any second the weighted atmosphere would explode, and he wanted to escape before it did. Irritation streamed through Richard’s nostrils as he chewed, glare cast down. It only softened when he looked up to check on Lexi, but immediately hardened again when he too noted her melancholy gaze lost in the distance, pale fingers cradling glass as she distractedly rolled the thick red liquid around. 

“May I be excused?” Joe’s last spoonful wedged in his throat. He didn’t expect permission to come from his father’s end of the table, so when a snarled ‘gladly’ ground out, he froze. 

The vitriol yanked his mother back to the room. “Richard!”

Joe hauled himself out of the chair. The hurt on her expression tightened his stomach further. Swallowing against the rise of food, he set his linen napkin over his plate. “I’ll go to bed when I’m done, so I’ll see you in the morning. Goodnight, Mom.”

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”

Joe waited until facing away from the table before saying goodnight to his father. He didn’t receive a reply, and through watery vision outside the door, he pulled out his phone and checked the time. Two hours and thirty-one minutes to go. 

Not wanting to think about the awful look on his mother’s face, Joe buried himself in homework, even finishing assignments that weren’t due until the following week. When he’d nothing left to do, he closed his laptop, shoved his books back into his bag, and turned off the desk lamp. Only then did he tug off his headphones. Over an hour had passed since he’d left the dining room; it was safe to turn off the blaring music now, whatever words had passed between them were long gone.

Joe sat in the darkness for a while before leaning forwards to lie on the desk. Routine had settled the house again; his father in his study, his mother out in the gardens. Night, for obvious reasons, was her favourite time. If his father hadn’t been in such a foul mood, he’d have been out there with her. But tonight, just like every other member of this dysfunctional family, Richard wanted to be alone.

Joe closed his eyes to listen. 

His father wrote—furiously. Pen against paper scratched, an irritating sound Joe quickly tuned out. Instead, he followed his mother’s almost inaudible footsteps around the garden. She moved with leisure, stopping regularly to inhale the scent of whatever shrub or flower took her fancy. He couldn’t understand her tolerance for the intense perfumes. Way too strong for him, he even hated when fresh flowers were brought into the house; the whiff leaked into every corner, making him sniff out hard to rid his nostrils of the burning irritation.

Above, Amelia drew curtains, moving from one unused room to another in the vast home, her gentle steps marking her path along the hallway where three guest bedrooms remained guest-free from one end of the year to the other. When, or if, Joe ever had his own home, he’d only have the rooms he needed; rooms that’d be used every day. So much in this home went to waste; rooms, food, blood—love. 

“Poetic,” he snorted at himself, reaching for his phone. Forty-nine minutes left. Smiling, he returned to the darkness, tucking his arm back into place so it could continue to pillow his head.

This was the best part of The Wait. The part where he could actually feel the end coming. And he wouldn’t be waiting forty-nine minutes, either. Drawers sliding shut, keys turning locks, and lights clicking off announced the doctor had called it a day, and as he heard the latch on his study door catching, excitement bubbled. 

His mother had heard, too. She came in from the gardens, and they met in the hallway, Joe wondering why she bothered murmuring when she knew he could hear every word.

That was another weird thing about his parents; they never went to bed separately. Even years ago, when his mother’s health had been better and she used to drift off into the night, his father would sit up and wait for her to come home. It was a horrible thought, but Joe wondered what would happen when the first one of them died. How would the other cope? And who would he rather be left with?

Already knowing the answer, he faced the other side of his bedroom. Dust motes hovered in the inky shadows. A spider had appeared from under one of his posters, beady black eyes glistening as it also stared soundlessly, waiting for something tasty to come its way.

Two sets of feet climbed the stairs and crossed the landing on the floor above. Joe waited until their bedroom door clicked shut before sitting up and stretching. Close to vibrating with giddiness, he crossed to his bed, sat on the edge, fixed his stare to the tips of his trainers, and welcomed the final part of The Wait.

When a wet snore drilled out, Joe lifted his head. Ten more. He just had to wait for another ten snores. Five in a row were good. Five meant his mother was asleep too, so wouldn’t elbow the Doc awake with a grumble about his nasal activity which would start the cycle off again.  

Three.

Four.

Five snores.

Joe stood. If his father knew what he’d been doing these last five months, he’d kill him—literally, in every sense of the word. The dangerous game he played broke so many rules, it sometimes made him laugh aloud with panicked hysteria. The fall out would be apocalyptic. No, it would be something more, something far beyond apocalyptic, something entirely unfathomable. But as Joe stared up at the ceiling, whatever that unfathomable might be didn’t matter. Nothing would make him stop. Not now, not ever, because it was the only thing that made his life worth living. 

She knew the real him, the real Joe, not Dr Richard Krieger’s son, not Mutant Brain, or Spawn of Dr Mutant, just Joe. Joe who was part-vamp (‘So?’ she’d once shrugged, unimpressed), Joe who had interesting stuff to say, Joe who’s opinion mattered, Joe who she laughed at in a good way, and laughed with him too—sometimes. Just Joe. Except, he’d told her his name was Sam, so technically, just Sam.

Ten snores.

Dropping to his hands and knees, Joe reached under the bed frame, patting around until his fingers brushed a key. Springing back up, he tucked it into his pocket, grabbed his jacket, and pausing only to double-check the sleep-breathing from above, slipped out of his room.

He knew exactly which parts of which steps to avoid as he tip-toed downstairs and through the still house. When he reached his father’s study, he unlocked the door with the key from his pocket and tip-toed across the lush carpet towards the bookshelves spanning the outer wall. Hidden behind the row of first edition Dickens novels, Joe unlatched the false panel to expose a two-foot by two-foot safe. Dr Krieger’s paranoia meant the combination changed on a weekly basis, but all Joe had to do was press his ear to the chilly metal and spin the dial. If academia didn’t pan out for him in the future, he’d make a skilled safe-cracker. Internal whirrs and clicks sounded before the final barrel slid aside. Zoning in on his parent’s room, he listened, smiled at the double snores, and swung open the stout door. 

Slotted in its usual place between two ledgers and the stack of files belonging to his father’s most prized projects—files he didn’t need to open to know what was inside because he regularly saw the horrors of his father’s creations in Newlands House for himself—Joe whipped out the white plastic card. Once stowed in his pocket, he shut the safe, twirled the dial, returned everything to its place, and left the study. 








  
  

Chapter three
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A crystal clear night sparkled outside. The earlier rain had passed, leaving behind a full moon and crisp air laced with so many scents, it made his nostrils itch until they adjusted. Like his mother, Joe preferred the muted properties of night, the stillness amplifying the sound of every movement, a less-polluted air carrying intriguing scents, and the knowledge that for just a short stretch of time, other supernatural beings like him outnumbered the humans inhabiting the dark hours.  

Kids were right to believe that monsters came out at night. During the day they hid, whether in the dank sewers favoured by demons, inside sun-proofed buildings required by the pure-breed vamps, (not the half-breeds like him who could tolerate sunlight), or under the pretence of being human like he and most others did. ‘Integrators’ his father called them, SBs; supernatural breeds that lived a human-like life in order to exist in some semblance of peace. The Integrators were doing okay, they knew how squashing down their true nature and hiding their abilities kept them safe, but it was the SBs that didn’t want to stay below the radar that caused problems. After coming out of the shadows five years ago, they wanted the world to know they existed for real, not just in the pages of fairy-tale books or on the big screen. Those SBs were the ones making life very difficult for everyone else. He’d heard the late-night debates on television; angry humans claiming SBs stole their jobs, their abilities making them faster, harder workers. ‘It’s not our fault you can’t keep up,’ the SBs argued. Some humans, those looking for more excitement in their lives, paired with SBs, leaving behind jilted, vengeful partners. They were a particularly vociferous group. Then there were the factions of SBs striving for dominance, happy to declare their superiority over humans, threatening peace with their claims they could compel and overthrow governments to construct a better world. Tension grew day by day, fuelled mainly by fear, and with neither side willing to meet on neutral ground to consider a truce, the pot simmered towards boiling. 

Joe had mixed feelings about the whole thing. One half of him held a measure of respect for the SBs that refused to hide. If Pratt knew what Joe was, Aston Academy would be a very different place. But warring against that desire, his other half wished the anarchic SBs would stop. In the last couple of years, news coverage about massacres, cult suicides, and gruesome killings had risen, and according to the conversations he’d overheard between his parents, the government agency charged with eradicating the violent SBs had turned nasty. ‘Brutal’, his mom had referred to Section 26 one night, ‘and a reckless brutality, Richard. They’re targeting innocents. Every supernatural being in this country has been tarred with the same brush. It’s not right.’ That brutality had appeared to extend itself into the labs of Newlands House, too. Snatched mutterings of hushed conversations suggested Section 26 had his father under pressure. Why, Joe didn’t know. 

With a single leap, he cleared the twelve-foot high gate of his home. He did know that Section 26 was the reason his father worked day and night to improve on the assassins he bred in Newlands House. He also knew a war was likely to erupt in the streets because of those assassins, and if every SB stood up to fight, Section 26 wouldn’t stand a chance. But fear had the majority of SBs hiding. People like Joe would never risk revealing themselves. They’d rather live a safe, boring, human life than be free to act upon their vampire, werewolf, shifter, witch, or demon tendencies. 

On the opposite side of the gate, Joe tipped his nose into the night. From where he stood, enjoying the lick of briny sea air, a forty-five minute drive would deliver him to Newlands House. By bus, he’d waste an hour. But by foot—his foot—it took four minutes—four minutes fifteen seconds tops. And only twenty-two seconds to scale the outer security fence of Newlands House, cross the lawn, hop the inner security fence, swing up onto a second floor ledge where various sills, guttering, vent holes, and CCTV brackets would assist his climb to the roof level, where he’d land thirteen stories up. 

For the second time that evening, he set the stopwatch app in motion. 

Four minutes and thirty-three seconds later, Joe landed with a gentle crunch on the rooftop of Newlands House. “You’ve been faster,” he tutted at himself, turning the stopwatch off. 

Nearby, a startled owl took flight from the tree line bordering the grounds. In response, security cameras purred into motion, twisting single red eyes to track the disruption.

Ignoring the owl’s circling, Joe crouched low, crossing to one of the hulking skylights jutting out from the rooftop. Slipping his pen-knife from the inside pocket of his jacket, he flicked it open, carefully wedged the tip under the rusting catch, and applying a careful but firm nudge, popped it open. The room below held nothing but stacks of old furniture when he ducked beneath the slime-stained dome. As it turned out, inmates weren’t easily deterred by the fact that the skylights—the only point of exit besides the more traditional doors—were over twenty feet above the floor. After three escapes, two unsuccessful and one successful, (if making it as far as the outer security fence before being shot dead was deemed successful) the board of directors decided to close off the entire floor and do away with the ‘recreation hall’. What use had mutant kids for recreation anyway? he imagined them asking, all it did was distract them from their purpose.

Joe landed with a soft slap on the cracked linoleum. He stilled for a short moment, angling towards the corridor beyond the room to check for sounds. As usual, floor thirteen was clear. Twelve and eleven, the lab floors, were silent, too—although judging by the lazy plod of the security guard further down on ten, floor eleven would be lapped in the next six minutes, maybe seven. But by then, Joe would be on the seventh floor, tucked inside room 14b with her. 

Twelve seconds later, Joe peered through the mean little slit of reinforced glass set into the steel door of room 14b. A lump occupied the top half of the small metal bed nailed to the floor of the stark room, and through the six inch wall of solid steel, he could hear the rhythm of even breaths. Drawing out the plastic card he’d stolen from Dr Krieger’s safe, Joe swiped it through the reader embedded into the wall. A quiet beep flicked the light to green, the door whispered along its runner, and before it had locked firmly behind him again, he sat cross-legged on the end of the bed.

He knew she’d woken the second his card had activated the door, maybe even before. But she hadn’t moved in response. Instead, she lay perfectly still, faking sleep as she assessed the situation. He could hear her carefully inhale, testing the air to identify the visitor. 

“You’re rubbish at pretending you’re asleep,” he whispered. 

The covers flapped down, and a tousled blond head appeared. “No I’m not.”

“Hi, Leven,” he grinned.

“Hello, Sam.”










  
  

Chapter four

[image: image-placeholder]




“Here.” Joe pulled out a carefully wrapped parcel from inside his jacket. He held it out. “Your favourite,” he smiled, “with something new this time.” 

She took it from him, sniffing the greaseproof paper covering. 

“Mustard,” he clarified as she squirmed into a seated position. “It’s hot; see what you think. I like it.”

“Mustard,” she repeated. “Thank you.”

Joe settled against the hard metal bar at the end of the bed, and with a deep inhale, exhaled contentedly. If Hell had a welcoming suite, this would be it; a desolate, poky room with a tiny slit of a caged window, flaking walls with mysterious stains, a floor coated in chipped, grey linoleum, and a thin, lumpy mattress chucked on a naked steel bed frame. Eau De Lucifer’s Crib perpetually bittered the air of Newlands House; a nostril-scorching whiff of rank chemicals that he’d catch traces of on his clothes tomorrow, blaming the school lab when his mom’s nose would scrunch against the foulness. He sniffed against it as Leven peeled back the wrapping of her roll. The final bleak touch came from the fluorescent strip light hanging above his head, infuriatingly off centre—just to add to the misery. Dead flies rotted inside the yellowed plastic casing, a macabre reminder of how residents would eventually end up. 

But for all its direness, this wasn’t Hell. Because opposite him sat a skinny, blonde, blue-eyed angel—an angel ramming a chicken and pastrami roll lathered with mustard and mayonnaise into her mouth. “Slow down, Leven; you’ll choke.”

Leven; a Supernatural Breed Assassin pieced together in a sterile Petri dish in Lab 1 of Newlands house. She’d begun life as a tiny cluster of cells, meticulously modified and mutated to create the perfect SBA. Every stage of her development had been monitored, moulded, and tweaked. And although her entire reason for being was to destroy Joe and his kind, he cared for no-one more in their screwed up world.

Neither of them knew Leven’s age. She had no opinion on the matter, but agreed she must be close to fifteen, maybe older. Like Joe, she carried more maturity than the average teenager, intelligence too. And physically, although scrawny at first glance, he knew how much strength really hid in her bone and muscle. Leven was way stronger than him, but not faster, definitely not faster. Within the confines of her cramped cell, they’d tested it over and over, and on every occasion he’d won, a fact he liked to remind her of regularly.

Because Leven had been raised inside Newlands House, she held a totally warped perception of life, with zero idea of what went on in the real world. Her social skills were non-existent, too; Leven only ever spoke her truth, and to hell with how that truth may be received. Joe also didn’t think she’d ever smiled, never mind laughed before meeting him, while the concept of a joke fell completely beyond her reasoning. In her cruel, contained world, Leven lived for one reason only; to follow the orders of Dr Richard Krieger—no matter his demands. 

But since meeting Sam, she’d changed. They’d carefully sounded each other out at first, assessing the threat level, tentatively pushing the boundaries of their communication, and with it, how much they could trust one another. As they’d settled into their odd friendship, each trying to figure the enigma of the other out, the more they compared, explained, and revealed, the more she evolved. The world beyond Hell’s Armpit opened up for Leven, and with it, her perception of life. His first clue came when her usually plateaued emotion began to tip; irritation over injustice, frustration when he couldn’t answer a question, intense curiosity when she hooked onto a subject of interest. He soon found himself telling her about Aston Academy, Pratt’s bullying, the beauty of Pars & Lastor, his bond with Alex, the stuff he watched on TV, the books he read, things he thought, did, and dreamed of. So one night, a few months after their very first meeting, when Leven openly questioned the ethics behind her existence, Joe knew he’d done something he shouldn’t. It was too late by then, though; he’d cracked open a door Leven would never slam shut, and so he’d shrugged off the creep of worry. What harm could it do, anyway? So what if one SBA had a grasp on the real truth? 

Despite all they did talk about, Joe never told her about his family. She had little knowledge of the concept, so the truth about Dr Krieger, Lexi Krieger, what Joe Krieger had done to his mother, and what his father would do to him—if not both of them if he discovered his son’s visits—Joe locked away tight. And the things he couldn’t avoid discussing? Well, he lied about those, too. 

It had started as one small lie; his name, but like any other lie, it soon wove itself into knots: Sam attended Newlands House as a part-time inmate which explained how he knew so much about the world beyond the gates, and why he could only visit her every so often. When she’d questioned the purpose behind his creation, he’d been honest about his similar conception to hers; in a Petri-dish, but claimed not to know the reason why, only that he hadn’t developed as they’d hoped. Instead, they’d birthed a half-breed vampire; one who had the best aspects of vampirism; speed, strength, powerful sight and hearing, along with the gift of fast healing. But when it came to vampire short straws, he’d pulled none, so didn’t rely on blood to survive, and could walk in daylight without dissolving into ash. ‘So what’s your purpose?’ she’d wondered, and just like Kelso’s stupid paper on Joe’s role within his family unit, he’d made up some bullshit story. 

He hated the lies, but he wanted Leven safe, so labelled the deception as ‘For Her Own Good’ which gobbled up some of the guilt. And now, months after Leven had landed—literally—in his life, it was too late to correct anything. 

Dr Richard Krieger loved rules. Most involved staying out of his way, his study, and how Joe must never reveal his vampire capabilities. But the big one, the one he would remind Joe of numerous times whenever he got dragged to Newlands House, was to never, ever consort with the residents. ‘Never, ever,’ he would snap in that weirdly calm, yet threatening tone, ‘consort with the residents’, and Joe never had, until that day, and even then, in his defence, his and Leven’s encounter hadn’t been his doing. It had been hers.

He’d been the innocent party, minding his own business at home on a cold November Sunday evening when his father, who’d spent the day locked away in his study, had suddenly surfaced in a frantically hopeful state, dragged Joe from the house, flung him into the back of the car and taken him to Lab 2 in Newlands House. There, the usual painful routine began with the Dr picking amongst his organs and marrow for the elusive magic cure. In a fateful moment between extractions, Joe had been given permission to go to the seventh floor doctors’ canteen to get a soda.

Nine o’clock had come and gone, meaning the residents slept securely inside their poky bedroom cells, which was why his father had assumed (once the ‘no consorting with the residents’ rule had been delivered) that Joe wouldn’t have met anyone on his short wander. So when he’d emerged from the canteen, occupied with quenching a tongue-blistering thirst as he cracked open a can of soda, and a body had suddenly landed on him from above, it was fair to say shock had disengaged his brain from all thoughts of rule-following. 

Crashing to the floor, he’d rolled into a protective huddle as fists pummelled his shoulders and back. But as suddenly as it had begun, and before he’d even been able to holler, the assault stopped.

Caged behind his forearms, he’d peeked out to see a tall, lean girl standing over him. His first thought was that she belonged in an ice-cream commercial with her wavy blonde hair and pretty blue eyes, not in Hell’s Armpit on a dank November night. His second was that this angelic murderer possessed wicked strength, and he’d best stay on the floor.

‘You’re an inmate,’ she had stated disappointedly.

‘Uh . . .’

‘I thought you were a doctor.’

‘Um, no?’

‘Is this your floor? I haven’t seen you before.’ 

‘Em, no?’

‘Why do you answer with questions?’

In an attempt to pull himself together and act cooler than a scared kid lying half-naked in a hallway with soda soaking through his underwear, he’d rolled onto his knees. ‘I’m having tests done. I came down here to get a drink. Why did you jump on me?’

‘Who gave you permission to use the doctors’ canteen? It’s out of bounds for residents.’

‘Not that it’s any of your business, but my—’

“Where’s your Handler?’

‘My—?’ Which was the moment when he realised what the angry little demon had incorrectly assumed, so quickly shook his stunned brain into action. ‘Oh, I eh, I don’t need one.’

The demon gave him an unnervingly thorough look up and down. ‘What are you?’

‘A boy—a young man,’ he replied decisively, growing more annoyed than embarrassed. 

‘A supernatural breed,’ she corrected. ‘What kind?’

‘A vampire.’

‘A vampire who shouldn’t be on this floor. Dr Hyde doesn’t permit it. Neither does she permit access to the canteen, so I know you’re lying to—what is that?’ With a cute nose crinkle that didn’t belong in any part of the scenario, she gestured at the soda pooling beneath him.

Joe clambered to his feet, grappling with the back of his gaping medical gown so she couldn’t see his underwear. ‘Soda.’

‘What is soda?’

‘A drink,’ he shook one wet, sticky foot.

‘What does it contain?’

‘Sugars, carbonated water, flavouring . . . you know.’

‘I do not know. That is why I’m asking.’

Startling blue eyes blinked at him, and with a look blending curiosity and disgust, she bent to dip one finger into the clear puddle. Attention fixed on him, she tipped her tongue to the moistened skin. ‘Unpleasant,’ she decided.  

‘It probably doesn’t taste too good when mixed with whatever the floor’s been washed with,’ he snipped back. ‘And why are you wandering around? You should be inside your room too, not randomly jumping on people for no good reason.’

‘I’m not wandering. I’m following a logical route in order to outwit my Handler, although it takes little effort on my behalf; his cyborg intelligence system isn’t as efficient as my brain. I would also like to point out that my actions are never random. Your presence in the canteen led me to believe that you were a doctor. They are unpleasant people.’

‘Yeah well,’ he folded his arms, ‘I’m not a doctor, and you scared the shit out of me for no good reason.’

‘I did not,’ she assured, jerking her chin at his damp gown. ‘You have not soiled yourself.’

Joe had laughed, she had frowned harder, and somehow, in that bizarre moment, their connection had forged. 

“What are you smiling at?” present-day Leven asked through a mouth full of bread. 

Joe swiped a blob of mustard off her chin with his thumb. “I was thinking about the night we first met.” 

Leven didn’t smile in recognition—she rarely smiled—but she didn’t frown, which meant the memory held nice emotion for her, too. “Would you like me to apologise again?” 

“No,” Joe laughed softly. “Once was enough. I was just thinking about it, that’s all.”

Leven carried on munching through the roll. More mustard escaped, dripping onto her wrist, and only when she twisted it upright to lick it off, did he spot the purple ring on her skin; the bruises from the metallic cuff restraints were hard to mistake. “Lev, what did you do?” 

“I crushed my Handler,” she answered in the blunt, honest way only she could.

“You crushed it?”

“With a door.”

The Handlers were Newlands version of orderlies, except they were cyborg orderlies, created to keep the supernatural residents in check because humans couldn’t. Compared to humans they were pretty smart, and compared to a lot of SBs they were pretty strong, too, but to someone like Leven, they were neither. She had a fondness for outwitting them, or like today, destroying them. Joe ignored yet another side effect of her metamorphosis, courtesy of his dangerous friendship. “Lev,” he sighed. 

Most of the residents moved around the building with an accompanying Handler. Joe hated them. With drawn, emotionless faces housing eyes that took 'soulless' to a whole new level, they moved soundlessly—even for his vamp hearing—and on more than one occasion he’d rounded a corner or walked into a room to find one there, making him jump out of his skin. Half of him liked knowing she’d mangled another one, but the other half didn’t. 

Leven reclaimed the wrist he carefully examined, chewed, swallowed, and lowered what remained of the roll into her lap. She knew him well enough by now to recount the entire story. “I didn’t want to perform the task Dr Krieger set me. Crushing the Handler proved an effective distraction.”

“What did they want you to do?” he further shoved down his guilt. When Leven paused before replying, cold crept through him. Had his father noticed these changes in her, too? 

“I was scheduled to eradicate my first SB today.” Glancing down at the roll, she picked at the edge of the bread. “I deduced no viable reason to kill. The SB presented no threat. And she was a child.”

Joe jerked a tight nod, afraid anything more would reveal his sudden blazing hatred. His father wanted a child killed—a child?

“A vampire child,” she expanded, and when Joe’s breath caught on an involuntary gasp, she shifted uncomfortably. “Why would I want to eradicate a vampire child? It was a senseless task.”

Emotion bouncing between disgust for his father’s actions, and concern for how Leven’s increasing morality now had her defying Dr Krieger, Joe quietly asked for the details. 

“Dr Hyde was there, too. She shouted at me. It made me angry. She wanted me to snap the child’s neck, but I didn’t want to, so I decided instead to create a distraction.”

“Which was?”

“I kicked the door down.”

“You kicked down a six inch, reinforced, solid steel door?” 

“Six-point-three-eight inches. Yes.”

“And it landed on your Handler?”

“No, Sam,” impatience flickered. “It landed in the corridor outside. You do know the trajectory of a moving object is in direct relation to—”

“Lev,” he almost smiled, “just get to the part where it fell on your Handler.”

“The door spun out into the corridor. I stepped over it, picked it up, and threw it back inside the room—with force.”

Joe looked to the peeling ceiling in despair. “Wow. It’s a wonder you’re not in solitary.”

Leven shrugged. Another thing he’d taught her. 

“How many Handlers have you broken now?”

“Seven. But I don’t think the recovery of Handler two-one-nine is a viable option, so my tally now stands at eight,” one side of her mouth twitched, “and Dr Krieger had the child taken away, so I therefore achieved my objective.”

“But he still cuffed you,” Joe pointed out. And it wouldn’t have been done kindly, either. Handlers carried stun sticks, and to drop Leven, the power level would be set to maximum.  

“Once he located me on the eleventh floor,” she looked up from her meal, another hint of humour ghosting her expression.

A rush of awe and despair dropped Joe’s mouth open. “Why did you go up to the labs?”

“Dr Hyde asked if I had derived satisfaction from my outburst. I told her I had. She then said it would be my last display of insubordination. When I asked her to clarify, she told me I’m scheduled for EBM. I didn’t understand her terminology, and she refused to explain it to me, so I went to the lab because I knew I’d learn the answer there.” Leven calmly took another bite, attention fixed on the jagged edges of the bread as she chewed.

Joe would have given his right arm to have witnessed Leven’s arrival in the labs. The panic must have been awesome. SBAs freaked the lab techs out—and that was when they were safely contained within controlled environments. Having one of them march into the lab with the pissed look he knew Leven could wear, must have sent them into total meltdown. But the comical image of screaming lab techs ricocheting off each other as they made desperate attempts to escape a rampaging SBA, suddenly vaporised. “Wait,” he grabbed her arm before she could take another bite. “EBM? You’re scheduled for EBM?”

“Tomorrow, at oh-nine-hundred.”

Extensive Behaviour Modification; the final stage of her adaptation into becoming a fully-fledged SBA. They’d inject chemicals into Leven’s brain, effectively wiping out the part that controlled emotion. This time tomorrow, Leven would be a soulless robot. His friend would be gone—forever.








  
  

Chapter five
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‘Actions have consequences,’  Joe heard his father say, and this consequence stemmed entirely from his own selfish actions. He’d filled Leven’s head with too many ideas, made her question her loyalties, and her reason for being. His father probably wondered what in the hell had gone wrong with this SBA to make her act so differently to the others.

“You’re sad.” 

When Joe looked up, Leven licked the last vestiges of mustard off her fingers. “I’m not,” he scowled. 

“Your eyes are filling with moisture,” she pointed out. 

“Did you find out what EBM means?” he tried to clear his throat with a dry swallow.

“Yes.”

“So, you know that once they do it, you won’t be the same anymore.”

“I’ll perform to the best of my abilities,” she clarified, “and won’t destroy any more Handlers, or disobey orders.”

“No, what I mean is that you won’t be Leven anymore. You’ll be a robot.”

“EBM doesn’t involve implants, Sam. I won’t have cyborg—”

“Leven—up there, in your head,” he gestured at where a tiny furrow declared confusion. “That’s where you’ll be a robot. You won’t feel emotion. You won’t feel happy, or sad, or angry. You’ll feel nothing.”

“Of course I’ll feel.”

“You won’t. EBM will leave you empty; you won’t care about anything. You won’t ask questions, won’t want to learn about stuff, you won’t even want to taste new things.”

Leven blinked in stubborn silence. 

“You won’t care about me either. You won’t want to see me . . . we won’t be friends anymore.”

“I will want to see you. We will be friends.” 

Joe wanted to bawl. Sorrow swelled inside his throat like a tennis ball, leaving him swallowing in fast, painful gulps. It wasn’t fair. Leven was the only good thing in his life, and by this time tomorrow, his father would have destroyed it.

“I will want to see you,” she repeated, scrunching up the wrapper from the roll and throwing it aside. “Your assumption is inaccurate.”

“No, it’s not. The behaviour modification will erase your personality. You’ll be as soulless as the Handlers, Lev.”

Leven kicked off her blanket and stood up on the bed. It wasn’t often he’d seen her this agitated. Glaring down at him, she clamped her hips. “Where did you learn this information?”

“I’ve seen it,” he told her. “And I’ve read about it, too.” Which wasn’t a lie; he’d once found a file in his father’s safe and read the entire horrific account from cover to cover. “They inject chemicals into the parts of your brain that make you, you. All you’ll respond to from then on are orders. You won’t care for anything else, won’t think for yourself, have any opinion, or belief. You’ll just be a living version of a Handler.”

“Dr Krieger said—”

“He lied.”

Leven’s stare narrowed. 

“The way you feel now?” Joe gestured up at where she stood over him, ignoring how provoking this miniature killing machine probably wasn’t such a good idea, “you won’t ever feel like that again. You won’t ever be angry, or frustrated. You won’t be happy either. You know the way you feel when I bring you food, and the comics that you like? That’ll be gone. You won’t even care about comics, or pastrami. And you know how much you like it when I read to you?”

“Stop talking,” she demanded, and with a spring, launched herself off the bed. “EBM will enhance my performance. Dr Krieger said I’ll be his best assassin.”

“You will,” he agreed bitterly. “You’ll slaughter whatever he asks, child or not, and when you do, you won’t care; you’ll feel nothing.” 

Leven paced a line between the door and the side of the bed. “I will care. No-one can make me kill something I don’t wish to.”

“Right now, that’s true. But once those chemicals fry your brain, you won’t give a damn. And guess what? Someone just like me will probably be your first target.”

She rounded on him, sky-blue eyes wild. “Why are you angry with me?” 

“Because—I’m not, but—but,” he stammered desperately.

“But what?”

“It’s not fair!” he clambered off the bed. 

Leven fixed him with the kind of impatient look an adult would pin on a toddler throwing a tantrum. “What’s not fair?”

“We’re best friends!” he wailed. “And now, because I put all that stuff in your head, they’re taking that from us! I did this—it’s all my fault.”

For the first time, her conviction faltered. “Sam, no.”

“So I hope that you do kill me! It’ll serve me right, won’t it?” he shouted, satisfied she finally understood what he’d been trying to tell her.

“I will not kill you!” she shot back.

“You will if they tell you to!” he folded his arms in defiance.

“They won’t!”

“They will!”

Leven lowered her voice. “You’re not thinking practically, Sam. Killing you would be of no benefit. You’re not a threat.”

“But if they—”

“Be silent,” she ordered. “You’re arguing a hypothetical situation. I will not be ordered to eradicate you. And this is not your fault.”

“It is,” he muttered, and with a sigh, plonked onto the bed again.  

“I like the thoughts you make me think,” Leven stated matter-of-factly. “You should not feel any blame.”

“But I do. And it doesn’t change anything. This time tomorrow you’ll . . . be gone.”

Leven’s mouth pinched into a tight line. “This makes you unhappy.”

Joe shrugged and flicked his stare to the floor.   

“It makes me feel unpleasant, too. I don’t like it.” The thin mattress dipped when Leven sat beside him. 

“Well, after tomorrow, it won’t matter,” he muttered. 

“Be silent,” she tutted.

Joe scooted away from her, the metal frame digging into his hip as he hunched against the end of the bed. 

Leven’s fingers strayed to the string of digits tattooed onto her upper arm. A scab lingered there, blocking out the last two digits, but Joe knew the full set of numbers; 11-01-17. That was her real name, a bunch of characterless numbers. When he’d asked on the November evening they’d first met, she’d reeled off the sequence in reply. ‘Leven’ had been his idea; he couldn’t bring himself to say eleven-oh-one-seventeen every time, and although she’d thought it strange of him, she told him soon after that she preferred Leven. 

Worrying had the scab bleeding again. He gently pulled her hand away. “Stop.”

“This is my fault,“ she said quietly. “I’m the one who’s disruptive. I haven’t been following orders.”

“You’re just a normal person, behaving the way a normal person should.”

“I’m not a normal person. I’m a—” 

“Leven,” he butted in with a sigh. “You’re normal to me.” 

“I was bred for this purpose,” she reminded him. “It’s my duty.” 

“Yeah, but is it what you want?” 

“I’m not allowed to want. You know that.”

Joe scratched at the flaking grey paint on her bed frame in angry, sullen muteness. What use were words anyway? No matter what he or Leven might want, no-one would listen. Adults didn’t listen to teenagers—not in his opinion, anyway. He could count on one hand those who actually heard him when he spoke; his mother, Ruth the cook, and Mr Henshaw, his English teacher. Joe and Leven could kick and scream all they wanted in Newlands House, but not a word of what they hollered or pleaded would ever be heard. 

“If the EBM is unsuccessful, I’ll be terminated,” Leven announced, dragging her thumb over her brand. “I don’t want to be terminated.”

Joe shut his eyes. At that moment he realised Newlands really was Hell, and his father the devil.

“There have been eleven cases of successful EBM to date,” she continued. “Eleven out of twenty. The other subjects malfunctioned and were terminated.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw their files.”

Joe twisted around to face her. “Where?”

“My arrival in Lab 2 prompted the technicians to evacuate. I detained a technician and asked him to tell me where I could find the information. He directed me to a metal storage unit, and that was where I found the files.”

“You detained a technician,“ Joe failed to hold back awe. “Which means . . . ?”

“I lifted him by his throat. Fear had him unable to communicate with me in words, so he gestured instead. My threatening hold proved an effective technique. Although,” she crinkled her nose, “he urinated.”

For a short moment Joe envied her. She had threatened the lab tech in the way he wanted to threaten Neville Pratt. He bet it felt good to have that power.

Her tiny smile of satisfaction faded. “I acquired a large volume of information from the file. Processing it is taking considerable time.”

“It scared you,” he realised aloud, and a scared Leven was a rare thing. 

“Fear is a self-induced state of mind,” she replied lightly. “It’s unproductive.”

With her gaze drifting beyond him, Joe studied her expression. Her usual neutrality held, but her demeanour had changed. She must have read some pretty hard-core information. “Maybe you could fight them off?” 

Interest flickered. “Maybe.”

“Or you could promise to obey all orders from now on,” he quickly suggested instead, already hearing the crackle of the stun stick Dr Cynthia Hyde loved to brandish. “They might make a deal; if you behave, they won’t do the EBM.”

Leven’s wandering consideration snapped back to him. “Or, I could advise them that I no longer wish to participate in this program.”

“Uh . . . I don’t think it works like that, Lev. It’s not like you volunteered or anything. You’re kind of stuck here.”

“Am I?”

“Yeah,” he inwardly cringed against the challenge in her tone. He’d really screwed up. Leven of six months ago would never, ever have considered dissent. 

Leven turned her attention to the empty wrapper. She plucked it up, squashing it into an even tighter ball. “Thank you for bringing me food, Sam,” she handed him the globe. “The taste was very nice. I’ve decided that I do like mustard.”

“You want me to go?”

“Yes. I need to sleep now.”

“Oh, um, okay.” Joe shoved the ball of paper into his pocket as he shuffled off the end of the bed. This was it? He now had to say goodbye to his only other friend? Unable to speak, he ground his teeth as panic rushed his senses. What was he supposed to do—pretend like everything was okay, act like he didn’t care? Although his feet had returned to the floor, he found he couldn’t actually stand. “Maybe I should stay another while. It’s still early.”

Leven touched his elbow so he’d look at her. “You’re sad because you don’t think we’ll meet again.” 

He tried to shrug. On one hand, he itched to bolt so that he wouldn’t have to face a goodbye, but on the other, he wanted to stay, sob his eyes out and hug her for the rest of the night.  

“I think I’m feeling sad, too. My chest and throat ache. It’s uncomfortable. Sadness is unpleasant.”

“Sadness sucks,” he corrected. “Big time.”

“It sucks,” Leven repeated. She’d resumed picking at her brand, but paused to cock her head. “That expression makes no sense.”

“None of this does.” 

“Sam—”

“It’s so unfair!” he lurched upright, spinning to kick the leg of her crappy little bed, throat jammed with everything he wanted to wail. Choppy breaths hitched as tears prickled once again. “I hate this. I hate him.“ With an angry swipe he caught the first tear. 

“Don’t be sad.”

“Too late,” he aimed a final kick before turning away, too distraught to take one last look at her angelic face and pure blue eyes. The next time he saw her, if he ever did, she’d be just a shell, all her Leven-ness eradicated. It would be torture to see her like that. She probably wouldn’t even remember him. 

With his back to her, and his stubborn tongue refusing to release a final goodbye, he yanked the swipe out of his pocket and slapped it against the reader. The door slid open, but his mouth remained smashed shut, heart already cracking in two.

“Sam.” Leven grabbed him from behind. She slammed her cheek between his shoulder blades, and looping his middle with arms as rigid as a steel rope, squeezed him tight. “Thank you for being my friend. I really liked it.”

“I’ll miss you,” he clutched her skinny forearms, eyes jammed shut to hold back tears. “You’re the best thing in my life. It won’t be the same without you.” 

A tiny hitch of breath jerked her against him. 

“If you do decide to fight them,” he blurted out, the plea all choked and wobbly, “fight them hard, okay? Kick their stupid, damn asses. Burn this hellhole back to where it belongs.” Hot tears poured. Snot leaked with them. Leven unhooked him, but he couldn’t turn to steal one final hug from his friend. Instead, he stumbled out into the corridor, burying his wet face in his sleeve.

The door closed behind him, the finality of their separation punctuated by its firm, decisive click. “Burn them all to hell.”
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