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Author’s Note




 


 


This is a work of fiction. The
events portrayed are mostly set in the United Kingdom with some
scenes set in Venice, Italy.

 


This book is
written in British English.







Trigger Warning




This book contains some very
mature themes of sex, violence, abuse, blood and gore. There is
also language that some may find offensive.


Chapter
1






It was
nighttime, and the torrential rain looked as though it was falling
in solid sheets. It was so severe that it was difficult to tell if
it was falling down or upwards. White flashes of forked lightning
illuminated the sky and revealed two figures on a cliff. They were
in a heated battle, their long swords clashing against each other.
The constant flickering of the lightning made them dance as if they
were at a Prodigy rave. Deafening thunderclaps preceded every lightning
strike.

It was an
even fight. The figures moved around the
top of the cliff, and their swords collided as they made offensive
and defending strikes. They were focused on each other and seemed
unaware of the cliff edge feet away or the roar of the titanic
waves banging against the jagged rocks below.

Grunting, one
of the fighters delivered a cleaving blow, aiming for the other’s
head. The other parried, meeting the flat edge of the attacker’s
sword with the centre of their own. They moved forward, and one
fighter thrust the surface of his blade until he met the cross
guard of his opponent's sword. They pushed their foils overhead in
a bind until they were face to face—and close enough to smell each
other’s breath.

‘Are you ready to give up?’ Simon
blinked rainwater out of his eyes. He had to shout to be heard.
Vasia’s long black hair was plastered to her face, and he thought
it must be annoying and getting in her eyes.

‘I’ve only just started. Are you
getting tired, darling?’

‘Never.’

Vasia planted
a well-aimed kick to Simon’s abdomen, and he fell back. He landed
on the soggy ground with a splash, his head dangling over the
cliff’s edge.

He was
aware of how close he was to falling, so he
rolled to the left, dodging the tip of Vasia’s sword as she held it
with both hands, pommel down. She was determined.

He stood up
and went into the frontal guard position, gripping his sword with
both hands and pointing it forward. Vasia raised hers to
shoulder height and attacked, aiming for Simon’s head.
He parried and met the middle of his edge to her
flat.

She beat his
sword wide. Simon used the momentum to swing his own around and
struck again.

They repeated
the same pattern of advances, and then Simon turned the sword and
presented the pommel forward. Taking his right hand off the grip,
he grabbed Vasia’s elbow and struck her with his pommel. She didn’t
have time to react.

She staggered
backwards, wiping her nose with the back of her hand, saw the blood
and glared at him. ‘You’re going to regret that.’

Simon smirked
and gestured to Vasia to come on. Anger got the better of her—she
screamed and ran forward, bringing her sword down in a crushing
blow.

The only
sound was swords clashing over the wind, rain, and thunder. They
moved around, grunting and trying to get the better of each other.
They fought for so long that the rain subsided and stopped
altogether.

Vasia swung
her sword low to sweep Simon’s feet. He was ready and somersaulted
over it, landing neatly behind her. Already on the move, she turned
and parried his thrust.

In a carbon
copy move from earlier, Vasia presented her pommel. She grabbed
Simon’s elbow and bashed him in the face. He stumbled back,
and his nose gushed with a torrent of veinous bleeding. It healed
within seconds.

‘Hey, what gives? Using your powers
is cheating.’

Simon shrugged
at her, being non-committal, and rushed forward, holding his sword
in the attack position. Vasia pushed against him, their weapons
sliding until their cross guards locked. They stayed there, pressed
against each other. Simon was frustrated. He tried to dip into his
powers, and the primordial feeling bubbled.

‘Remember,
using your powers is cheating—it’s not fair.’

Pissed, Simon
let the feeling subside. He was so focused that he was caught off
guard when Vasia planted a lingering kiss on his mouth. He lifted
his head. ‘You know, that could be considered cheating
too.’

Vasia smiled
and moved in for another kiss. They dropped their swords and met in
a passionate embrace not quelled by the weather.

Simon kissed
Vasia on the neck and shoulder. She groaned and bit her lip in
pleasure.

Without
warning, a klaxon sounded. The foghorn could be heard across the
small island, one square mile in size. The highest point was the
cliff, situated a hundred metres above sea level.

‘Bugger,
dinner’s ready.’ Simon felt peeved that their moment had been
interrupted.

Vasia
laughed, equally annoyed but hungry. ‘We can finish this later.’
She picked her sword up and put it in the sheath behind her
back.

‘Damn straight.’

Hand in hand,
they walked along a dirt path through a patch of wild grass. Soon,
their destination was in sight, a simple log cabin with smoke
pouring out of the chimney. The lights coming through the windows
revealed two occupants.

As they
walked, Simon apologised to Vasia. ‘Sorry about the
nose.’

‘Don’t sweat it—I should have been
more alert.’

‘You know, we’ve improved over the
last six months.’

‘Yeah, but I don't think we’re as
good as Arthur.’

Simon
chuckled. ‘I don’t think anyone can be as good as
Arthur.’

As they
descended to the log cabin, they stopped to look at the full moon
that had cleared the clouds. ‘We’ve been on this island all this
time, and it never fails to impress me how bright the moon is here
compared to back home,’ Vasia said.

‘There’s no light pollution
here.’

‘I know. It’s so romantic and
quiet.’

‘So boring.’

‘Yeah, that too.’

‘We’ll be off
this sheep-infested island soon, Vasia.’ He looked at one of the
many feral sheep inhabiting the island. It was perched on a boulder
overlooking the path they were walking on. Chewing its cud, the
sheep eyed them with hostility, ready to bolt if the two humans
decided to put one foot too near. ‘I think Arthur needs to give me
a few more lessons in the longsword, and then we’ll be ready. But
to be honest, I feel ready now.’

‘I know, then you can face the Green
Hood again and take her down. We need to make things right at home
as well. We left under a cloud, didn’t we?’

‘We did.’ The memory of the event
that Vasia was referring to was causing him discomfort.

When they got
to the door, they heard someone shouting inside. ‘Blasted TV, can’t
get any bloody signal on this God-forsaken Scottish
rock.’

‘He's trying to tune the TV again,’
Vasia murmured. Simon pressed down on the wrought-iron handle to
open the door, and they stepped into the cabin. He smiled at Vasia
and rolled his eyes.

‘Zack, give up,’ Simon said to the
guy sitting on the battered old three-seater couch in the living
room area of the one-storey log cabin. ‘You can’t watch football
tonight.’

Zack was the
picture of a slob. He wore black jogging bottoms and a white polo
top stained with whatever he’d eaten over the last few days. He was
sipping from a can of lager and swearing at a widescreen TV on the
wall. It showed a few seconds of the game between black-and-white
static bouts. He turned his unshaven double chin to Simon when he
heard his voice.

‘It’s not
football this time. It’s rugby. Six Nations—England vs France. And
I need to see it.’ His face told them the world would end if he
missed the game.

‘It’s not important, Zack. You can
miss one game.’

‘But I’ve been missing my sports for
six months. Why can’t Arthur have a better TV?’

‘You know where Arthur stands on
this. He never had one until we came. It took ages for him to agree
to get it as a trade with one of his black-market
people.’

‘I know all that. Can’t you fly me
to some reputable pub on the mainland so I can watch the game
there?’

‘You know Simon can’t do that,’
Vasia said. ‘They might be searching for him.’

‘Besides,’ Arthur said, walking from
the kitchen, ‘you didn’t need to come here in the first
place.’

Arthur wore a
handmade beige shirt tied with a shoestring at the top and black
faded jeans. He had a simple black and white striped chef’s apron
on top of his clothing. He carried a frying pan with sizzling bacon
to a round wooden dining table, where he transferred the meat to
the increasing ingredients of a fry-up.

‘You’re kidding, right?’ Zack asked,
pained. ‘You know they’d come after me if I hadn’t left with Simon
and Vasia.’

‘As you keep saying.’ Arthur sighed
with a tinge of disbelief. He turned to Simon and Vasia. ‘You two
are sopping wet. You’d better get showered and changed. Vasia will
catch her death of cold.’

Feeling as if
their dad had ordered them around, they did as he asked and went to their bedroom.

Simon and
Vasia’s room was decorated with plain cream wallpaper and a
comfortable-looking queen-sized bed with a handmade oak wooden
frame. The end of the footboard curved up and inwards to resemble a
sleigh.

Simon’s eyes
roved across Vasia’s curvaceous physique as they peeled themselves
out of their wet clothing. The constant training and exercise over
the last six months—and lovemaking, too, there wasn’t much else to
do on a secluded island—had toned her body, and she looked lithe
and fit.

Vasia caught
Simon eyeing her up and couldn’t help giving his Adonis-like body a
once over. She winked at him, took his hand, and they walked
silently to the spacious ensuite wet room.

Under the
steaming power shower, Simon helped scrub Vasia’s breasts clean
from behind with a soapy sponge. She nestled her bum into his groin
and moaned as she felt his phallus grow against her bottom. They
made love amid the cleaning and scrubbing of each other’s
bodies.






*






‘You two took your time showering.’
Zack smiled as Simon and Vasia, now fully clothed, sat at the
table.

‘Your dinner’s gone cold,’ Arthur
said. They couldn’t tell if he understood what Zack was referring
to.

‘No problem,’ Vasia
said. ‘We’re both hungry, and it looks
good.’

Everyone ate,
and Arthur asked, ‘How did you get on with longsword training
today, Simon?’

‘We’re coming on well, but my
footwork needs attention.’

‘What about
you, Vasia?’

‘I need to work on my
concentration.’

‘But I think we’re pretty much
ready,’ Simon finished.

‘Good. I’ll test you both
tomorrow.’

‘How close do you think I am to
passing it?’ Simon asked.

‘If you’re
better than when I saw you sparring, it won’t be long—about a week
or two tops.’

‘Thank God,’ Zack blurted out.
‘We’re finally getting off this bloody island.’

The other
three rolled their eyes. ‘It’s nice to know we’re returning home,’
Vasia said. ‘But I’ll miss it here—the time has flown
by.’

‘Yeah, it’s hard to believe six
months have passed,’ Simon said.


 



Chapter 2






6 MONTHS
EARLIER






Six-foot
robots resembling rectangular metal cages moved across a giant
factory floor on dozens of raised platforms. They were guided by
coloured markers and avoided crashing into each other in a seamless
flow. It seemed they worked to their own agenda. Some stopped by a
cage, where a telescopic arm extended and picked up a package. The
robot dropped the parcel into the storage crate, and they continued
on their way.

A gunshot rang
across the factory floor. A bullet hole appeared in the piping
above one of the walkways intersecting the raised platforms,
cracking the plaster around it.

‘Quick. Run. They’re gaining on
us.’

More gunshots
blasted around them.

‘I’m trying. But it’s not easy.
They’re fast.’

‘We have to get to the manager’s
office. Okay? On the count of three, we make a run for
it.’

‘Okay.’

‘One, two, three. Run.’

Simon, dressed
in a hospital gown, screamed as he ran. With his thick mane of
silver hair and beard, Arthur looked like a demented wizard as he
sprinted beside him. He was dressed in black, carrying a long sword
in a leather sheath, attached by straps crisscrossing his
front.

They were
hurrying down a long walkway, trying to avoid the automated units
and whoever was shooting at them. When they got to a T-junction,
they dived in opposite directions and backed up against the side of
the raised platforms, using them as a shield.

Simon stuck
his head out and saw people approaching—but people didn’t
accurately describe what was hunting them. The beings chasing them were vaguely humanoid. There were
five, and they were all over seven feet tall. Their bodies were
pear-shaped, and their skin was dark green. The colour reminded
Simon of bird poop on the windshield of his car. Their faces
resembled a pig and sat three-quarters of the way down their backs,
making them look like hunchbacks. The humanoids were carrying
odd-looking black sticks with red circular handles. They made him
think of big pizza cutters.

One saw
Simon’s head darting out from behind the wall and sneered, showing
its dirty teeth. The glob of green spittle that preceded the grin
and fell to the floor disgusted Simon, and he felt an acidic
feeling crawling up his throat. He was so focused on suppressing
the vomit that he almost overlooked the creature pointing his giant
pizza cutter at him. It fired. As Simon ducked for cover, he felt a
bullet whistle past his ear.

‘Who the hell are these people?’ he
shouted.

Arthur wasn’t
paying attention. He had discovered some double doors at the end of
his path.

‘The manager’s office is this way,’
Arthur looked back at the humanoids getting closer. ‘We’re going to
have to make a run for it. Are you ready?’

‘Are you crazy? I’ll get
shot.’ Simon noticed he’d have to cross the humanoids’
path.

‘We’re going
to have to run now—they’re gaining on us.’

‘What? No.’

‘Why the hell are you worried about
getting shot? You’ve got super healing.’

‘But it still hurts.’

‘Well, it’s
up to you, but I’m going.’

‘Hey, don’t leave me.’ Simon was
desperate.

‘Hurry up.’ Arthur didn’t bother to
stop.

‘Shit. Hang on, wait for
me.’

After a few
false starts, he ran, and the air was saturated with a hail of
bullets. One grazed his arm and yelped in pain as he cradled it but
continued running. He’d made it further down the path when the
humanoids rounded the corner and fired.

Arthur
arrived at the double doors and flew through them, but Simon had to
turn right into another intersection. When he saw five more
creatures coming from the other end, he swore and changed direction
down another offshoot of the grid.

More emerged
from that direction, and now both ends of the path were
blocked.

In
desperation, Simon climbed onto the raised platform, joining the
cage robots as they moved fast and deliberately. He tried to run on
a diagonal towards the double doors. After a few steps, he stopped
when he saw one of the robots approaching him. It got within a
cat’s whisker when it stopped and beeped at him in what Simon
imagined was frustration. Then, it moved to the right without
turning and carried on around him. Simon closed his eyes, winced,
and expected the crash.

He shrugged
and carried on moving while avoiding the robots whizzing by. He was
almost at his destination when one of them slammed into him. It
knocked him several feet, and he landed on his back. A split second
after landing, another robot avoided him and changed course, but
not before belting him on the crown of his head.

‘Fuck.’ Simon clutched his head in
pain. He staggered to his feet and focused on the doors, which were
blurring into two images. Dizzy and disorientated, he stumbled
forward, reaching for them.

He flinched
when another cage robot headed for him, but it changed direction at
the last minute. This happened a few times until Simon reached the
raised platform's other end. His nerves were shot.

He climbed
down the pathway below but didn’t have time to relax. A shot rang
out, and he felt a rush of wind zipping past his ear. The creatures
were gaining on him, so he pivoted on his heel, changed direction
and ran the other way.

Arthur was
standing by the doors, holding them open for him. ‘Quick, hurry
up.’

Surrounded by
a hail of bullets, Simon leapt through them. Arthur closed and
locked the doors.

‘Do we need to barricade
them?’

‘No, don’t worry. They won’t get
through.’

‘Are you sure? Those bastards
look pretty strong.’

‘No, we’re in a safe place now. They
won’t come in.’

‘This looks
like an ordinary office.’

The room was
twenty by twenty feet square, with oak-panelled walls and an
emerald green carpet. There was an oak table in front of two
massive windows six feet apart.

‘I don’t get it,’ Simon
said.

‘I’ve already explained it. It’s
quite simple. We’re inside you.'

‘I know. I get all that. We’ve done
some Innerspace thingy, and we’re inside my body. What I don’t get is why the
inside of my brain looks like a bloody Amazon warehouse, and who the hell
are those Vogon rejects
chasing us? It feels like a Stephen King story.’ Simon looked at
his arm where he’d been shot. ‘And why the hell aren’t I
healing?’

‘Nobody asks why Bezos used his brain as inspiration
for his warehouses.’ Arthur looked confused. ‘Who are the
Vogon?’

‘From Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy,’ Simon explained, but when Arthur looked perplexed, he felt
compelled to add more, ‘Probably the greatest sci-fi movie of all
time.’

‘You mean on the television? I never
watch it.’

‘What? You’ve said you’ve been
around for two thousand years.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve never watched
TV?’

‘No. I’ve never needed one. I think
it’s a fad. Like the Hundred Years’ War was. Anyway, those Vogons,
as you call them, are your antibodies. We’re a foreign substance
inside your body, and like an attack on any alien gene—it’s their
job to kill us.’

‘Okay.’ Simon digested the
information. ‘But that doesn’t explain why they can’t come in here
and take us.’

Arthur
shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. It’s one of life’s mysteries. I know they
have never come through the office doors before.’ He inspected
Simon’s arm—the whole sleeve of his hospital tunic was caked in
blood. ‘I wouldn’t get shot again if I was you. I forgot to mention
that your powers don’t work here. If you die while we’re inside
your body, it’s permanent.’

‘What? So I die out there, too? That’s just bloody great.’

‘Don’t worry—it’s only a flesh
wound.’ Arthur tried to be soothing but failed.

‘Where are we? Body-wise, I
mean?’

‘We’re in a section of the optic
nerve that’s so small you can’t see it in anatomy books. I like to
call it the Optic Office.’ Arthur chuckled at his lousy joke and
changed to his usual straight face. ‘And those windows are your
eyes to the outside world.’

Simon followed
Arthur and peered through the right window at his recumbent body.
‘I've been lying on the floor for a while now. When are they coming
to check on me?’

‘Not sure.
They must be worried. The longest you’ve taken to heal from
anything is sixty-three minutes. And, it’s been over two
hours.’

The door to
the holding cell that Simon had been locked in for weeks opened as
if on cue, and two men wearing black balaclavas entered. They went
to Simon’s naked body, lying motionless on the cold concrete floor,
and pondered what to do with him. ‘I’m telling you—he’s not healing
this time. He’s dead.’

The second guy
kneeled on his haunches. Holding Simon’s face, he looked at his
cold grey eyes.

Simon darted
away from the window to hide. Arthur shook his head, rolling his
eyes. ‘Don’t worry—they can’t see us.’

In the
holding cell, the guy sighed and closed Simon’s eyes out of
respect, but it didn’t affect Simon and Arthur’s vision of the
outside world.

‘Get a gurney
and take him to the medical room. The boss will want him opened
up.’

The second guy
had a cockney accent that was familiar to Simon. Before taking his
balaclava off, Simon couldn’t hide his anger and whispered, ‘Sean.
As soon as I’m alive, I’m coming for you.’


 



Chapter 3






‘She’s taking my bloody heart out
now.’ Simon was disgusted. He pressed his face to the
windowpane of the Optic Office and watched what the female medical
examiner was doing to his body. She was performing an autopsy and
was in the middle of a thorough internal examination of Simon. He
was naked on a cold steel autopsy table with a rubber body block
under his back. He had a deep Y-shaped incision at the top of each
shoulder, running from the front of his chest to the sternum. His
chest was cracked open, and the rib cage cut through. Most of his
organs had been removed until he resembled a giant
Operation game.

The medical
examiner was Dr Claudette Wade, who was at least fifty years old.
She was black, with her afro hair dyed red and cut short. Her voice
was husky, a testament to years of smoking, and it had a calming
effect on Simon. She was meticulous and had an air of trust and
authority that he liked, even when she took all the organs out of
his body.

‘The heart weighs 339 grams.
Normal,’ Wade said after dumping Simon’s heart on a weighing
machine. She turned to her assistant. ‘Can you put a couple of
heart slices under the microscope? You can leave the rest in
formaldehyde.’ The doctor referred to several big jars on a table
that contained some of Simon’s other body parts.

The assistant
was Sean. He was meant to guard the body, but Wade’s natural
authority had managed to rope him into helping her. She didn’t seem
to show any fear when Sean stared her down. Instead, she looked
back at him without emotion until he backed off. He skulked around
like a stroppy teenager and grimaced when she handed him a bloody
organ. ‘This is so Tom Tit.’

‘Good. I hope I make you feel sick,’
Simon said from behind the window. ‘I think I should wake up now.
It’ll give them a bloody scare.’

‘No. Wait. If you do it now, you’ll
give the game away. They’ll shoot you, and you’ll just end up here
again.’

‘Okay, we’ll stick to the plan.
We’ll wait until everyone’s gone and then come back.’

‘All his organs are normal, perfect
specimens,’ Wade said.

‘What are you going to do?’ a
familiar voice said. Simon couldn’t see who was talking, but he
knew it was the person who’d been giving orders to his torturers
for the last two weeks. Simon had tried to plead with the
disembodied voice, but it never replied. He’d never seen its face,
but it sounded old and husky with the occasional smoker’s cough.
Simon reckoned he—it sounded masculine—and smoked a pipe because of
the unmistakable smell of pipe tobacco that sometimes seeped into
his room. He pictured someone like Winston Churchill.

‘I wish they’d turn my body over so
I can see him,’ Simon whispered.

‘I’m going to open his stomach and
examine his intestinal contents,’ Wade told Churchill.

‘What will that do apart from
telling us what he had for lunch?’

'Examining the intestinal and
stomach contents will help me place the cause and time of death.
The emptier the area is, the longer the deceased went without a
meal before death.’

‘They aren’t going to find
anything. I don’t think I’ve eaten for a few days,’ Simon
muttered.

‘After that, I’ll open his head and
examine his brain.’

Churchill
sighed. ‘Okay, Doc. Let me know the results as soon as you have
them.’

Simon and
Arthur heard the squeak of a rubber heel turning and the click of a
door opening and closing.

Sean and Wade
were alone with Simon’s body.






*






A couple of
hours later, the autopsy was complete. Dr Wade had put all of
Simon’s bits and pieces back into his body and had sewn it up. A
neat line of stitches travelled from his tummy button to his chest,
which branched out and reached his shoulders.

The doctor was
alone in her broom-closet-sized office adjacent to the autopsy
room. She was typing her notes from Simon’s autopsy into her
desktop computer when she heard a faint metallic
tapping.

Wade looked
up from her work. She didn’t have a clear view of the sterile,
windowless autopsy room from her vantage point. However, she saw
the stainless-steel sink, a few refrigerated storage units and the
corner of a steel table where Simon was lying. His big toe poked
out of a white sheet to protect his modesty. The corridor leading
out of the room was to the right, and she didn’t hear anything
else.

‘Just my
imagination.’ She shook her head and settled back to her work.
After thirty years of working as a medical examiner, she still
found the idea of being alone in a room full of dead bodies creepy.
Unexplained noises gave her the willies.

A few moments
later, a louder tapping sounded, and Wade’s head shot up like a
meerkat. ‘Hello?’ she called, uncertain.

Nobody
answered.

She heard a
thud, as if something had fallen to the tiled floor, and swore as
she heard somebody cursing. Wade rushed out of the office. She went
into the autopsy room and stopped, with her mouth agape at the
sight in front of her. Two men were in the room. One looked like
he’d come out of a Game of Thrones
episode. He wore leather armour, carried a
longsword on his back, and sported a bushy brown beard. The second
was as naked as the day his mum gave birth to him. It was the man
whose organs she’d taken out to weigh half an hour ago.

Simon turned
to Arthur. ‘I’m so glad you’re here too. I don’t think I’d have had
the self-composure to deal with the picture of you still inside
me.’

‘What the hell,' Wade
said.

Simon turned
to the medical examiner. ‘Have you got any spare clothes for me?’
He indicated his current situation.

‘How? You were just lying on my
table. Your chest was open. I’d taken your organs out.’

As she tried
to come to terms with what was happening, Simon saw some blue
doctor’s slacks and a white coat hanging on a coat hook in the
corner of the room. He strolled over and helped himself to
them.

Arthur tried
to be helpful. ‘Some things in this world can’t be
explained.’

‘I cut his head open and took his
brain out.’

Arthur left
Wade to process it. He went to Simon, who was nearly dressed when
the double doors leading out of the autopsy room opened. A man in a
balaclava came in.

Arthur changed
direction, unsheathed his sword, and ran up the corridor towards
the new arrival in a split second.

The man
didn’t have time to unholster his gun from his hip before Arthur
struck him in the face with the pommel of his sword. He fell to the
floor unconscious.

Buttoning up
the last few buttons of his borrowed doctor’s coat, Simon came up
behind Arthur and looked at the unconscious body. ‘Did he manage to
warn anybody?’

‘No, I don’t
think so.’

‘Good. Let’s try to get out of here
without anyone seeing us. I’m bored of dying.’

Arthur
nodded, putting his sword back in the
sheath behind his back, and they ran to the double doors. Before
they left, Simon peeked at the face behind the balaclava. ‘Damn,
it’s not him.’

Dr Wade was
left in the middle of the autopsy room, still trying to understand
what had happened. ‘He was on my table. I opened up his chest and
took out his heart. Now he’s walked out, and I’m just standing
here.’


 



Chapter 4


On the other
side of the double doors, Simon and Arthur were in a long,
concrete-floored corridor lit by fluorescent lamps along the
ceiling.

‘Bugger.’ In the corridor, Simon saw
half a dozen people dressed in black combat gear.

The enemy had
seen the two men leaving the autopsy room and levelled their guns
at them. One guard shouted over a walkie-talkie. ‘Intruder alert.
He’s alive—bring back-up.’

The doors at
the other end of the corridor banged open, and thirty people in
black combat gear ran in with guns at the ready.

Arthur
unsheathed his sword and went forward a couple of paces. Without
turning, he told Simon, ‘I heard that Kosey taught you defensive
skills when you were in Egypt, and he recommended you find me to
learn some more.’

‘That’s right.’

‘I suggest that you show me what you
already know.’

Arthur lunged
forward. The people with guns fired, but Arthur blocked the
incoming bullets with his sword in a cacophony of pings and pangs.
He started with one man, held the gun’s muzzle in the air with one
hand, and penetrated his stomach with his sword. Before he
crumpled to the floor, Arthur had moved on to the next. He went
low, sweeping him off his feet so his head hit the ground, knocking
him out. In a single clinical swipe, his head was chopped off,
landing in the hands of another guard, who squealed when he saw his
colleague’s dead eyes staring at him. The scream was cut off
mid-way when he was skewered in the abdomen and joined his friend
in death.

Arthur hadn’t
broken a sweat but had problems retrieving his sword. It was stuck
in the fourth man’s rib cage. ‘Damn it,’ he cursed.

Without
thinking, he pushed the guy into another man and impaled him on the
same blade. It dislodged the sword, and Arthur managed to retract
it.

‘That’s dramatic,’ Simon mumbled.
He’d been watching with curiosity and nausea at the blood flying
everywhere. When several guards slipped past Arthur and rushed
against him, he was spurred into action. Launching at super speed,
he flew through the air and kicked one in the face. There was an
audible crack as the guard’s neck broke, and he went face-first
into the wall.

Simon kicked
the second guy in the face in a similar fashion. He somersaulted
backwards, and the back of his head hit the opposite
wall.

He landed in
a crouched position. On his way to standing up, he delivered an
undercut to a third guard, shoving him into a fourth, who pushed
his colleague to the side and levelled his automatic rifle at
Simon. Before he could shoot, Simon grabbed the gun's barrel,
twisted it upwards and yanked it out of the guard’s hands. He
smashed the butt end of the rifle in the guy's face. There was a
satisfying crack, and blood splattered everywhere as his nose
broke. The guard looked bewildered, and when his eyes focused, he
saw Simon pointing the rifle at him.

‘I dare you,’
he sneered.

Simon was
taken aback. He noticed someone behind the guard, threw the rifle
to the floor, grabbed the other man, and spun him around. The guard
was shot three times in the chest by his own men.

Another two
guards appeared, the barrels of their guns smoking.

‘Shit, it’s
Toby,’ one shouted as he realised he’d shot his friend. Simon
shoved dead Toby to the floor and flew at the guards.

Toby’s friend
was the first to react. ‘Stop right there,’ he demanded. But Simon
wasn’t paying attention.

‘I’m warning
you. Stop, or I’ll shoot.’

Simon wrapped
his hand around the guy's neck and lifted him.

He was focused
on the man he’d picked up when he felt something cold against his
back. He looked to his left, and in his peripheral vision, he saw
the second guard pointing his gun at him.

‘I don’t want any trouble—put him
down.’

Simon had a
vision that told him he’d fire, and soon after, he heard the
audible click of the trigger. The guard looked nervous, and his
sweaty finger trembled on the trigger. He put the first guard down
at super speed and stepped out of harm's way before the bullet
flashed out of the barrel and into the heart of the first
man.

The shooter’s
face revealed the emotions coursing through his body. He was
surprised Simon wasn’t standing there and couldn’t work out where
he’d gone. He was still processing what he’d done, and his
expression turned to horror when he realised he’d shot his
colleague. He tried to escape, but Simon was behind him and knocked
him out, putting an end—all be it temporarily—to his
misery.

Simon looked
along the corridor and saw Arthur at the other end by the exit
doors. He’d been busy, judging by the dozen dead bodies on the
floor. Some had limbs chopped off, others gaping holes in their
chests. With a grunt, Arthur finished off the last guard by slicing
his head off, and blood squirted out of the top of his
neck.

Simon stepped
over the bodies to get to Arthur, who was grinning at him. ‘That
showed them, didn’t it?’

He didn’t know
if he should be horrified or awestruck by Arthur’s
bloodlust.

Arthur flashed
his companion a weird look. His eyes had a psychotic stare that
creeped Simon out and made him step backwards. The look vanished a
second later, and Arthur’s bearded face softened into a smile. He
was panting and had his sword ready for the next attack.

‘Yeah, I
don’t think we’ll have any trouble from them now. Stay alert. There
could be more. Let’s go.’ He opened the doors and walked through
them without showing any signs
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