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      Lao wai men (lao wai- singular) - Foreigners (Mandarin)

      

      Bao - a type of steamed bun usually with savory fillings (Mandarin)

      

      Jiu Choi Maau - a cat ornament, typically with a waving paw. Believed to bring wealth and good luck. Often seen on shop counters or near the front door of homes.

      

      Bacalhau à Brás. - a Portuguese dish made from shreds of salted cod, onions and thinly chopped fried potatoes, all bound with eggs.

      

      Sim - yes ( Portuguese)

      

      Bom dia - Good morning ( Portuguese)

      

      Boa tarde - Good afternoon (Portuguese)

      

      Guojia Anquan Bu - Ministry of State Security, China

      

      Obrigado (M)/obrigada (F)  - Thank you (Portuguese)

      

      Fai di la - hurry up (Cantonese)

      

      Diu lei lo mo - A very bad swear word in Cantonese that I would rather not translate
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      As dawn crept over Lisbon, Danny Chan unfolded himself from the chair and stretched. He’d been awake most of the night and was glad his shift was finally over. He tipped his head from side to side, stretching out his neck, then clasped his hands behind his back and pulled his shoulders back.

      He took one more look into the street below, then walked away from the window and rapped on the bedroom door with the back of his hand.

      “Yu-Ming, you’re up.” He leaned closer to hear the response and when he heard nothing, opened the door and leaned in. “Hey, come on, my shift is over.” Danny spoke in English, his command of Mandarin pathetic at best, and Yu-Ming couldn’t understand a word of Portuguese.

      There was a muffled curse, followed by movement in the darkened room as Yu-Ming rolled out of bed.

      “What time is it?” he groaned.

      “Time you did some work. Hurry up.” Danny left the door open, and walked back to the chair by the window. He picked up his cell phone, typed a brief report, hit send, then slipped it into his back pocket. On a tripod beside the chair was a Canon EOS 5D fitted with a 300 - 600 telephoto lens. He swapped the battery out for a fresh one and put the used one to charge. Finally he checked the parabolic microphone was still picking up sound from the apartment on the other side of the street and that the laptop it was connected to was recording.

      Satisfied, he turned around just as Yu-Ming came out of the bedroom.

      “You look like shit.”

      “Well, maybe you should do the night shift for once and then we’ll see how great you look,” Danny retorted.

      “Anything to eat?” Yu-Ming asked, scratching his head and running his eyes over the collection of empty takeaway boxes scattered on the table beside the window.

      “Not unless you cooked something.”

      Yu-Ming shrugged and walked across the small apartment, and stood beside the window, staring out at the opposite building. “Aren’t you in a cheery mood this morning?”

      “How long are they going to make us sit here, Yu-Ming? It’s been over six months. They don’t tell us anything. They’ve reduced the manpower and increased our shifts, and we can’t see an end to it.”

      Yu-Ming sniffed, shrugged, then yawned. “As long as we get paid, who cares?”

      Danny scowled. “There’s more to life than sitting in this stinking apartment, eating shit food, staring at some lao wai men’s apartment all day and night. I mean, who are they? She’s never there, and all he does is run, drink coffee, and go out in that pretty little car of his. We’re wasting our time.”

      Yu-Ming frowned deeply. “Maybe you should keep your opinions to yourself.” He pointed to his ear and then around the apartment.

      Danny sneered. “I don’t care who’s listening. I was born here. They can't send me to China.”

      Yu-Ming said nothing, his frown and narrowed eyes more than enough to convey his discomfort.

      Danny shrugged. He really didn’t care. He loved his life in Portugal, had never even been to China, and only spoke a few words of the language to keep his parents happy.

      He’d been out of work when the request came through the Chinese community. His father had told him it was important work for the Party. Danny didn’t care. He was only interested in the regular pay-check.

      But now, after more than six months of utter boredom and terrible hours, he was questioning his choices. The couple across the street seemed like normal people living normal lives, and Danny felt the surveillance was a complete waste of time.

      “I’m going home. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Can you get me some food?”

      Danny nodded toward the takeaway menus stuck to the fridge in the kitchen. “Order something. I’m going home to sleep.”

      “I can’t take this lao wai food anymore. Can you bring me something from home? Some of your mother’s bao?”

      Danny grinned. Sometimes, he felt sorry for Yu-Ming. It wouldn’t have been easy to come straight from China to a foreign country and spend the whole time in a flat living on takeaway food.

      There had been another guy too, for the first three months, so he’d had some company at the beginning, but that guy had been called back and now there were just the two of them. A man from China who had never traveled abroad before, and Danny, who was of Chinese descent but spoke Portuguese and English fluently, with very little knowledge of Mandarin.

      “I’ll bring you something if you take the early part of my shift.”

      Yu-Ming nodded eagerly. “Some bao or even those noodles she made last time.”

      Danny nodded. “I’ll ask her. I’m out of here.” He jerked his head toward the street. “Have fun watching the lao wai make coffee.”
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      John slowed his pace to a fast walk, his heart still racing from his run. Glancing down at his watch, he grinned. He’d knocked a minute off his best time. He flashed a smile at an elderly lady walking her pug and continued walking while he regained his breath. The cool morning air filled his lungs as he savored the familiar rush of endorphins.

      The sun was still low in the sky, painting the buildings in hues of amber and gold and throwing long shadows across the cobblestones. Apart from the elderly lady and her dog, he had the street to himself.

      Nearing the corner, he paused and gazed up into the plane trees, alive with the sound of blackbirds, starlings, and sparrows, chattering and squawking as they, too, began their day.

      John loved the early morning. It had its own energy—calm and filled with promise. Combined with the endorphins from hard exercise, it made him feel on top of the world.

      The last seven months had passed in a whirlwind of activity, but his regular morning run helped give him peace of mind and the strength to deal with whatever the universe threw at him.

      Once a month, he’d made the long drive from Lisbon to Winchester in England to check on the rebuilding of his parents’ house. It was a two-day journey, and would have been quicker to fly, but John enjoyed being out on the road in his Porsche 911 T. The little sports car was over fifty years old but had the heart and lungs of a teenager and he relished putting it through its paces, avoiding the motorways and taking the more challenging country roads.

      He was leaving again tomorrow, but this time Adriana was coming with him. The thought made him smile. His parents loved her. They had loved Charlotte too, and at first John was apprehensive they would always compare Adriana to her. But he needn’t have worried. His dad, a grumpy, taciturn man at the best of times, transformed when she was around, laughing and chatting about all manner of subjects. His mum was particularly fond of her too, and often made unsubtle hints about making the relationship permanent.

      A steel shutter rattled open across the street, breaking his chain of thought, and he glanced over at the owner opening up his café. For a brief moment, John contemplated popping in for a coffee, but it would take time for the owner to set up, and John could make one at home just the way he liked it.

      He entered the lobby of his apartment building and waved a greeting to the security guard.

      “Bom dia, Senhor Hayes.”

      “Bom dia, João.” John’s smile faded, and for a moment was unable to speak, but he quickly regained control. Walking over to the counter, he leaned casually on the top and forced a smile. “When did you get that?”

      João shrugged. “It was here when I started my shift.”

      John frowned. “I don’t remember seeing it yesterday.”

      “No, I think Miguel must have brought it in during the night shift. He likes these things. Believes in… how do you say… feng sway?”

      “Fung Shui,” John corrected him, pronouncing it in the Cantonese way.

      “Fung Shui,” João repeated, then shrugged and smiled at the same time. “It doesn’t matter to me. If it brings good luck, who am I to say no?”

      John faked a smile. “Yes, agreed, well… have a good day, João.”

      “You too, Senhor Hayes.”

      John turned away, walking over toward the bank of elevators. He pressed the button and cast a glance over his shoulder at the counter, as an uneasy feeling replaced the buzz from his run. The elevator chimed its arrival, and he gave his head a shake, took a deep breath and stepped inside. Pressing the button for his floor, he stepped back in to the rear of the elevator and leaned against the handrail, his eyes on the numbers as they counted upwards.

      It was probably nothing, he told himself…. No, it was nothing.

      He took another deep breath and stepped forward as the elevator reached his floor, and the doors opened. He walked down the corridor, punched in the entry code to his apartment, and stepped inside.

      “Good morning, querido. Good run?” Adriana was already sitting at the breakfast bar, dressed for work. She had her iPad in front of her and John could see a news feed playing on the screen.

      “Superb. Beat my time this morning.” He slipped off his running shoes, walked across the apartment, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her on the top of her head.

      “Ewww, you’re all sweaty,” Adriana protested half-heartedly.

      He released his hold, but she grabbed his hand and held on, swiveling on her stool to face him. Her eyes searched his face, and he forced his smile wider, not wanting his uneasiness to show.

      She frowned slightly. “Is everything okay?”

      He could never hide anything from her. “Yes, I’m… just a bit preoccupied about the trip tomorrow.”

      Adriana squeezed his hand. “I’m looking forward to it. That reminds me, I promised to take a bottle of Port for your dad. I’ll pick it up during my lunch break. Graham’s is his favorite, right?”

      “Yes, but to be honest, you could get him anything and he’d be happy.”

      Adriana chuckled. “It’s better I get the one he likes.” Her eyes traced the contours of his face. “You should be proud of what you’ve done in such a short time. To get their house rebuilt so quickly.”

      John shrugged, let go of her hand, and walked around the counter until he was facing her. “I’ve had a lot of help.”

      “Yes, but still. Your parents are very impressed.”

      John’s eyes strayed to the French press.

      “I’ve just made it,” Adriana answered the unspoken question. “The way you taught me.”

      John grinned. Adriana used to tease him about weighing the beans before grinding and timing the brew. But now she did it as well. He poured himself a cup, held it in both hands, and inhaled the steam rising from the cup.

      Adriana watched him expectantly. “Good?”

      John took a sip and gave an approving nod of his head. “Very good. The student has become the master.”

      Adriana giggled, then climbed off the stool and picked up her iPad. “Well, the master has to go. I’ve got a lot of work to finish today if we’re going to be away for the next week.” She leaned over the counter and John leaned forward to kiss her on the lips.

      “I’ll see you this evening.”

      John watched her walk across the apartment, open the door and turn back to wave goodbye. He smiled, but all he could see was the Fung Shui cat on the guard’s counter down in the lobby, waving its right paw at him.
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      John couldn’t take his mind off the cat.

      Known as a Jiu Choi Maau, a "good fortune" cat, it was anything but, in John’s mind.

      John had been away in England when a Jiu Choi Maau had been left inside his locked apartment in Lisbon while Adriana was asleep.

      1It had been a message from Xie Longwei, the neighbor who was terrorizing his parents. A display of his power and reach.

      In the end, Xie’s attempt at intimidation hadn’t  done him any good. Sipping his coffee, John’s gaze drifted across the Lisbon skyline as he recalled Xie being bundled into an unmarked helicopter by Joseph Tamba and his men, before being flown back to the Democratic Republic of Nkuru. Xie had been blackmailing Joseph’s father, the President of Nkuru, for personal gain and to expand the influence of the Chinese Communist Party over the country.

      Was Xie still alive? Or was he rotting in an African prison?

      Either way, Xie had been dealt with, so John wondered why he was so troubled by the sight of the cat.

      It was probably a coincidence. In fact, it had to be.

      He shook his head and turned away from the window. Paranoia. That’s all it was.
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      After a leisurely breakfast and several cups of coffee, John spent the morning preparing the car for the long journey ahead.

      The vintage Porsche had been fully restored and modernised, but that didn’t mean John took it for granted. He checked the oil and fluid levels and adjusted the tire pressures. The tread on the rears was getting low, and he made a mental note to change them when he got back. He also gave the windscreen a thorough clean, both inside and out, and checked his driving glasses and gloves were in the glove box. He had made the journey back to England multiple times over the past few months, so the pre-journey check had become a matter of routine, but John enjoyed it. Ensuring his pride and joy was kept in tip-top running order gave him immense pleasure.

      Finally, happy everything was as it should be, he took the car for a quick blast in the Sintra Mountains west of Lisbon. He told himself it was to make sure everything was running properly, but the reality was he relished being behind the wheel. The Porsche was built for pure driving pleasure and he used it every opportunity he could get. It also, just like running, allowed him time to empty his mind, to enter a flow state as he worked his way up and down the gears, finding the perfect line through a corner, positioning his right foot correctly to heel and toe on the downshifts, blipping the throttle to match the revs.

      Just outside Sintra, he pulled over beside a little roadside café and climbed out. He stood for a moment on the pavement, looking down at the Bahia Red sports car, hearing the ticking of the engine as it cooled, and sighed a happy sigh.

      “Carro bonito!”

      John turned and smiled at the elderly man in a crisp white apron standing in the café’s doorway.

      “Obrigado.” John removed his driving glasses and glanced at his watch. He was hungry. “Am I too early for lunch?”

      “No, no, please make yourself comfortable. I’ll bring you a menu.”

      John chose a table outside, sat down, and stretched out his legs.

      The elderly man arrived with a menu and said, “I recommend the Bacalhau à Brás. The Bacalhau is fresh this morning.”

      John handed the menu back. “Done. And I’ll have a Vinho Verde. Do you have Quinta da Aveleda? ”

      “Sim.”

      “I’ll have a glass of that.”

      “Excellent choice, Senhor.” The man paused. “You speak very good Portuguese for an Englishman.”

      John chuckled. “But obviously not good enough to pass as a local.”

      The man shrugged. “Close enough. It was some of the pronunciation that gave it away. But I’m impressed you made the effort to learn. Many don’t.”

      John shrugged. “It’s my home now. It’s the least I can do.”

      The man smiled and placed a hand on John’s shoulder. “I’ll bring your wine.”

      John leaned back in his chair enjoying the warm sun on his face. He could hear voices inside the café, but so far, he was the only one sitting outside.

      A woman passed by, holding shopping bags in each hand. She briefly looked at the car, then at the café. John caught her eye, and she nodded a greeting. Across the street, two boys in school uniforms were excitedly talking and pointing at the Porsche. They stopped at the curb, looked both ways, and then quickly crossed the street to stand beside the car. John listened in on their conversation.

      “It’s a Ferrari. It’s red.”

      “No, you idiot, it’s a Porsche. German.”

      The café owner appeared beside John and placed a glass of Vinho Verde on the table. “Why aren’t you in school?” he called out and the two boys stopped their banter, looked guiltily at him and then John, then hurried away down the footpath.

      The old man smiled down at John. “Those were the best days.”

      “Hmmm.” John didn’t really agree. He actually preferred being an adult. Adults made their own decisions and got to do amazing things, like driving a classic Porsche on winding roads and stopping for lunch at a quaint café. He reached for the wine, noticing the beads of condensation running down the side of the glass.

      “The first one is on the house.”

      John blinked in surprise, then raised the glass and toasted the owner. “Muito obrigado.”

      He waited until the owner had gone back inside before taking a sip. The wine was excellent—crisp and clean, with citrus undertones and a touch of green fruit—although he would have preferred it slightly more chilled.

      His life had changed drastically since he had left England for the first time. From his first overseas posting in India, and the tragedy that befell the love of his life, to living in Hong Kong, Thailand, and now Portugal.

      But everything that had happened to him, good or bad, had made him the man he was now. No longer innocent and naive, but stronger, more confident... and maybe a bit cynical. He still believed in the underlying goodness of his fellow man, but knew that life wasn’t always bunny rabbits and fluffy pillows. There was loss, heartbreak, and evil out there, but also love, friendship, and generosity. Just like the old man who had given him a free glass of wine.

      John thought about his parents. Evil and greed had destroyed their home, but kindness and generosity were getting it rebuilt. The city councillor, Philip Symonds had fast-tracked the permits, his friend Will had referred a specialist contractor, and helped with some of the work, and a neighboring farmer had provided a cottage for his parents to live in for a reduced rate until their home was finished.

      John felt something brush against his leg and looked down to see a ginger cat rubbing against him. He reached down to pat it and an image of the Jiu Choi Maau flashed across his mind. He frowned as he ran his hand along the cat’s back, the cat arching its spine and purring with pleasure.

      It might be paranoia, but he would still ask the guard on the night-shift where it came from.
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      Wang Mingmei slammed the laptop closed, shut her eyes and counted to ten. She had kept her emotions in check during the video conference call, but now it had ended, she was struggling to maintain her composure.

      Why didn’t they understand? All she wanted was some more time and their support.

      Xie Longwei was… she felt a lump in her throat—she refused to believe he was dead—Xie Longwei is a great man. He had done more for the Party than anyone she knew, and yet they were prepared to forget about him as if he had never existed.

      Conflicting emotions raged within her. Anger at their callousness and lack of support, but also a deep sense of loss.

      She missed him every day.  For almost twenty years she had worked for Xie and had grown to respect him deeply. She had always maintained a professional relationship and had never told him the depth of her feelings. But that was something she regretted now.

      His disappearance had left a deep hole in her life. A deep hole she filled with thoughts of revenge. But she would bring him back and then punish those responsible..

      That awful night was etched in her memory. The gunfire, the panicked shouts from her security team, the explosions. She had just managed to escape the office when the unknown men in black had thrown the stun grenades in. The blast had disoriented her even though she was outside, and by the time she got her bearings, the shooting was all over. Stumbling through the darkness, she had made her way around the stable block offices and into the main house through a side entrance. But when she got there, Xie was gone.1

      Her heart rate had spiked at the memory and once more she closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. She prided herself on never showing emotion, and even though she was alone in the hotel room, she still fought to keep everything under control.

      She was convinced the lao wai, Hayes, was behind it all, and she had thrown her energies into proving it and tracking Xie down. But after six months of surveillance, she was no further forward.

      There had been crumbs, hints, whispers, but nothing concrete. Her gut told her there was also an African connection, which was why she was currently holed up in a hotel in Zalendi, the capital of Nkuru. It was whispered that Xie was being held in a secret prison in the capital, but so far, she had found no evidence that it was true.

      After six months, and nothing to show for it, the Guojia Anquan Bu was withdrawing support. They had already cut back her surveillance team to a couple of inexperienced men, but now they had given her until the end of the week to pull the plug completely.

      She stood and walked over to the window and gazed out over the multi-colored roofs of the city. It was market day, and the streets teemed with people. Street vendors lined the sides of the roads hawking vegetables, meat… and, ironically, cheap plastic items from China. The sight filled her with little pleasure.

      Mingmei was gambling on one last roll of the dice. Something she had planned meticulously. She had funded it herself, and kept everyone on a need-to-know basis. Even her superiors were unaware.

      Because they would never sanction what she had planned.
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      John blinked his eyes open and for a moment struggled to figure out where he was. He was in a car but couldn’t remember why or where he was heading.

      Adriana was beside him and she smiled before turning her attention back to the road ahead. “Good nap?”

      John frowned and thought about the question.

      “Are you okay?” Adriana glanced over again, her eyebrows raised.

      “Yeah, yeah.” John sighed and rubbed his face. “Just a bit groggy. How long was I out for? Where are we?”

      Adriana glanced in the mirror, then over at the map on the iPhone on the dashboard. “About twenty minutes from your parents’ place.”

      “Wow, so I’ve slept for…” he did a quick calculation, “almost two hours.”

      “And you were snoring.”

      “Huh.” John shifted his position in his seat and rotated his shoulders. “Do you want me to take over?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m okay.”

      John lapsed back into silence, the grogginess from his sleep still clouding his brain. He hadn’t realized how tired he was. He usually made the trip by himself, splitting the journey into two days, the night stop enough for him to recharge his batteries. But this time, it was as if his body knew he could take a break and let someone else drive.

      He watched Adriana, as she downshifted for a bend, expertly matching the revs with a blip off the throttle, before placing her hands back at a quarter-to-three on the wheel. He smiled.

      “Enjoying yourself?”

      Adriana chuckled. “I love this car.”

      “Yeah,” he sighed. He knew what she meant. It wasn’t the latest design, and the technology was over fifty years old, but the car had character, and if you loved driving, there was no other car that gave as much feedback, making you feel as if you and the car were one. There was a reason the Porsche 911 design had endured for so long.

      It was the first time Adriana had driven over with him, and he was glad she had taken the time to do so. There was something about sharing a long road trip with someone, especially someone you love. It helped that she was a skilled driver, too. When he had first bought the car, he had been nervous about letting her behind the wheel. He had never been a good passenger, but he relaxed within minutes as she piloted the car with the ease of a racing driver.

      “You never told me where you learnt to drive so well,” John broke the silence.

      Adriana smiled, but took her time to answer. She downshifted, gave a quick toot of the horn, and then pulled out to overtake a slower moving car. She waited until she was safely back on her side of the road before grinning at John.

      “An ex-boyfriend.”

      John cocked an eyebrow. “Ah, so that’s why you didn’t tell me,” he said in mock disdain. “I hate him already.”

      Adriana’s grin widened. “He was a professional racing driver for a few years.”

      “I hate him even more.”

      Adriana looked over at him, and her grin faltered. “Are you jealous?”

      “Very.”

      She went quiet.

      John let her suffer for a minute and then laughed. “Of course not. Why would I be jealous? In fact, I’m happy he taught you to drive so well.” He placed a reassuring hand on her arm. “Why do you think I slept so long? I’m a terrible passenger. I don't trust anyone.”

      Adriana nodded, but the smile had left her face.

      John moved his hand to her thigh, giving it a squeeze. “Hey, I’m serious. We’re adults, not teenagers. We’ve both had relationships before. Hell, I was married, remember?”

      She nodded again, her eyes still on the road.

      “I love you, Adriana, more than anything in the world.”

      “More than this car?” Adriana was smiling again.

      “Well… I wouldn’t go that far.”
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      “Here?”

      “The gate ahead on the left.” John pointed through the windshield.

      Adriana slowed, then turned left between the gateposts, the car rumbling across the cattle grid.

      “It’s beautiful around here,” she said as she gazed around at the farmland stretching out on either side of the farm track.

      John grunted agreement. It was. Lush green fields as far as they could see and majestic old oak and sycamore trees that lined the road like ancient watchmen.

      “Look over there.” He pointed to his right.

      He heard a sharp intake of breath from Adriana, and the car slowed to a stop. "Is that…?”

      “Fallow deer. There’s a lot around here.”

      "Wild?”

      "Yes." John nodded. “But not native. The Normans brought them over about a thousand years ago.”

      “Beautiful.”

      John considered her face for a long moment. She was beautiful. Thick dark hair tumbled onto her shoulders, her skin lightly tanned from the Portuguese sun. With her dark Ray-Bans, she looked like she should be on the cover of Vogue rather than sitting beside him.

      “What are you looking at, Mr. Hayes?”

      John smiled and shrugged.

      The corners of her mouth quirked in a smile, then she released the clutch and the car moved forward.

      “See the cottage on the right? That's where they're staying until the house is finished.”

      “It looks so… English. I mean … in a good way. Like something out of Pride and Prejudice.”

      “Yes, we were lucky to get this. It’s very close to Willow Cottage, so the area is familiar. Dad doesn’t like change. He gets grumpy.”

      “He’s never grumpy with me.”

      John laughed. “No, you can’t do anything wrong in his eyes.”

      “It’s my Portuguese charm.”

      "It sure is. It won me over.” John pointed at the blue Ford Focus parked in front of the small stone cottage. “Just park behind that. I’ll sort the parking out later.”

      As Adriana pulled in behind the Focus and turned the engine off, the front door opened and first David Hayes appeared in the doorway, then Carole. Adriana waved through the windshield, then unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed out.

      John stayed put, watching as Adriana met his parents halfway down the pathway, throwing her arms around his father, giving him a tight hug, before doing the same to his mother. John smiled as the three of them stood together talking excitedly, completely forgetting John was there.

      A warmth spread through his body, and his eyes moistened. “Come on John Hayes,” he muttered. “You're getting sentimental.”

      Unbuckling his seatbelt, he opened the door and climbed out, stretching out the kinks from the long drive.

      “John, dear, what are you dawdling for? Come on in and freshen up before lunch.”

      “Lunch? Mum, it’s so late. I told you we'd eat on the way.”

      “Nonsense.” She dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “We’ve been waiting for you. Now hurry up.”

      Adriana had pushed her sunglasses onto the top of her head and had her arm looped inside his father’s. She grinned. “Yes, come on John, hurry up.”

      John shook his head in mock exasperation, then caught his father’s eye.

      His father nodded back. “John.”

      “Dad.”

      Then the three of them turned toward the house, leaving John to follow. He hesitated, glancing back at the car, then decided to get their bags later, and followed them up the path, casting his eye around the garden as he did so.

      There were always a few things for him to do when he visited, but this time the lawn was freshly mowed and the flowerbeds looked like they had been recently tilled.

      “Who’s doing the garden for you?” he called out as he removed his shoes at the door.

      “A boy from the farm,” John’s father replied from the other end of the hallway.

      But John didn’t hear him. The sight of something on the mantelpiece in the living room sucked the air from his lungs, and he froze.

      When John didn't reply or move, David Hayes asked, “John? Are you okay?”

      John blinked. “Ah… yeah.”

      “Come on, son. I’m starving, but your mum wouldn’t let me eat until you arrived.”

      John took a breath and followed him into the kitchen. The small kitchen table was laid for four and Adriana was helping his mum to heat the food.

      David Hayes sat down and looked at John quizzically. "Are you alright, son? You look like
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Not everyone has nine lives...





