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Chapter One
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I lead my team in through the front door. As expected we receive a warm welcome, if you can call six angry looking men warm or a welcome.

Theo and I exchange glances. His head leans slightly to the right, signalling the direction he's about to go. I step to the left, leaving myself face-to-face with a blonde woman and her impressive looking sword. I don't have time to inspect the engravings on it because she swings it at me. Dodging to the side is easy enough, but it leaves me closer than I'd like to be, to a guy fighting with Tess — one of our few remaining banshee descendants. Her opponent almost hits me while swinging for her as she swerves out of the way.

I nod towards Faye as she walks in through the door, purposely late. She runs over to the drinking tap and switches it on. I continue to dodge swords at my front and back while trying to get in a strike at the blonde, but there's not enough room to move as freely as I need to. They've practised this kind of scenario; I can tell and they've closed in around us so we don't have room to fight.

I'm lifted up by a burst of water beneath my feet. A quick glance back at Faye lifting her hands and directing the water in my direction, confirms that I have her to thank for the boost.

I hover on my water platform and swing my sword downwards at an angle, taking advantage of the blonde woman's surprise. I get her in the right shoulder, partially severing her arm.

She cries out in pain, dropping her sword. It clangs against the wooden-effect floor.

‘You won't die if you get to the hospital as soon as possible,’ I tell her.

She's already wrapping a jacket around her shoulder to try to stem the bleeding. She looks at me, then at the sword. She can't be considering picking it up and fighting me with one arm, while blood seeps out of her other shoulder, can she? She turns and runs for the door instead. Good choice.

Faye lowers the water platform, so can I pick up the sword. Two swords are better than one. It's not as good as my old sword, a present from Alicia before she turned against me. I had to leave a lot of my things behind, when Theo and I were no longer welcome in The Destiny Initiative.

The water platform rises again and I'm moved around the room, so that I can help the others in their fight. I cut into our former allies —now turned enemies. I'm careful not to kill them. Their injuries are bad, but not life threatening. I made a decision to create and lead a better alternative to the old Initiative. With extra space to move and fight, I no longer need the water platform. I nod to Faye and she lowers her hands, then leans against the wall while closing her eyes.

I know that must have taken a lot out of her, controlling the water with me fighting on top of it like that. I'm grateful, I don't have time to contemplate just how grateful, before another group of my people are pushed back towards the main office area.

I know they entered through the back door and must be losing their fight if they've allowed themselves to be pushed back this far.

‘Theo,’ I call out.

He wounds his opponent in the right side, pushes him over and follows me.

I know my group have things under control and group B need our help more. We stand back-to-back against a ratio of at least two to one against us, but these are admin staff and computer geeks. They're been trained in battle much more than the average person who works in an office, yet it fails in comparison to the level of training protectors and their guardians receive. We still only have two arms like everyone else, so being outnumbered by anyone is never a good thing. I could call over the rest of my group, but the quicker they win against their opposition the sooner they can get over here and help us. We just need to hold our own until then.

My arms begin to hurt from deflecting swords and trying to make strikes of my own against our enemy. My arms shouldn't feel this heavy. I've done plenty of fighting in my short time as a fully-fledged protector, but never for long periods of time. Even with all the training while growing up and then after leaving The Initiative and creating training routines of my own, some things don't prepare you for a real and prolonged battle — like a real prolonged battle such as this one.

I hear the familiar stomping of large feet and I feel my lips twist into a smile of satisfaction.

The two men I'm fighting against look at each other. One turns to stare at me arrogantly, while the other looks less sure.

‘What are you grinning at? You're in over your head, young lady,’ he says.

It's not convincing, even if I didn't know what that sound means. Grayson, our very own descendant of giants stomps into the large open office and picks up both men. The panicked looks on their faces as they swing their swords wildly, is almost comical. Grayson has his hands full, so I step in and use my sword to deflect their attempts to injure him. Descendants of giants have thicker skin than other people, but they can still be cut by a sharp sword if enough forced is applied. The arrogant one is the first to drop his sword, looking downtrodden and defeated. His friend takes this as a sign that the fight is hopeless and his sword clatters to the ground only seconds later.

Grayson tosses them both to the floor, knocking them unconscious. He stands up straight, towering above me at over ten feet tall. If he wasn't on my side I would be terrified. His presence is still slightly intimidating all the same.

‘I'll take these two outside,’ he offers, ‘unless you still need my help in here.’

I look back at the others. We're still slightly outnumbered, but without the two men I was fighting, that frees me up to help the others.

‘Go,’ I say, wondering where he's going to take them. I don't think they'll be happy when they regain consciousness.

It becomes easier to fight as the number of people on our side starts to outnumber the opposition. It helps that a few people refuse to fight, offering to join us instead. By the time Grayson returns, we've won. He looks surprised. I can hardly believe it myself. This seemed like a potential suicide mission, but I still put weeks into planning to give us our best chance of not getting ourselves killed. I know it's just one victory. The Paris branch is a big deal, especially after we destroyed the London headquarters, but most countries have an office too. This is just the first battle of a much longer war.

‘What did you do with those two?’ I ask when Grayson returns, partly to distract myself from thinking about all the work we have ahead of us.

‘I threw them in the back of a scrap metal truck...while it was moving,’ he adds.

I laugh, almost forgetting where I am for a second. I quickly refocus my attention back to my people — which still feels weird to say or even think about, but they are my people. I led them here and they followed me. I'm responsible for them now.

Theo takes half a dozen of our people around the building to secure the windows and doors and ensure there are no hidden surprises, such as Initiative staff hiding — ready to strike when we're least prepared.

‘All clear,’ he tells me about twenty minutes later.

I exhale, releasing a deep breath that I hadn't realised I was holding in until now. I don't have time to revel in victory though. I walk towards the desk in the middle of the room and stand on it to ensure everyone can see me.

‘I'm sure you're all excited and relieved.’ I speak loud enough to be heard, forcing my voice to project strength and confidence.

There are a few cheers and murmurs as they realise they've won this battle.

‘It's a victory,’ I confirm, ‘but here's the bad news. It's just the first fight and we have a long way to go.’

‘But go team,’ Theo speaks up.

‘That goes without saying,’ I reply. ‘My point is though, we should feel good about this and take the night to relax, but the training steps up a notch tomorrow. We won today, but tomorrow and the next day and the day after that for as long as it takes, we need to be faster and stronger and learn to make the best of our abilities, because it's only going to get harder.’ I step off the desk, ignoring a few groans and mumbles of complaints as the others talk among themselves,

Theo follows me into the canteen, where the till is unmanned. I can help myself to sandwiches.

‘As far as speeches go ,maybe you should crack open a book a something. That was pretty bleak.’

‘We could have lost today,’ I tell him.

‘But we didn't.’

I tell him, bleak speeches are better than patting ourselves on the back and getting into the mindset that we'll always win no matter what. Theo isn't convinced.

‘If they believe they can lose, they'll fight harder not to,’ I say, making sure I have the last word on the matter, before leaving Theo in the canteen.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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I enter the main office to the sight of the others cracking open the bottles of wine and spirits they brought with them, just in case we won today. I did say they could have the night to celebrate. I stand there debating whether I should join them or find somewhere to go to sleep. It's getting late and I'm exhausted. It's not solely from today's fight. As it turns out, it's not easy to train over thirty people, even when those people aren't like everyone else and each one has their own talents and abilities. Theo and Bianca helped too, but almost every question was directed at me as though I'm some kind of expert. Every time one of them needs help practising their powers or fight techniques, it's nearly always me they come to. It's actually a lot of pressure and sometimes, I feel like they've got the wrong person leading them.

‘Join the party,’ Bianca says, running towards me with a bottle of vodka in one hand. She grabs my hand with her free hand.

I resist, but she doesn't let go and I'm pulled along with her.

Theo grins at me as Bianca takes a swig from the bottle, then puts YouTube on one of the PC's.

Dance music blasts out of the speakers. Bianca holds the vodka out to me, but I shake my head.

‘She's never drunk alcohol,’ Theo states, catching up with me.

‘Drink,’ Bianca orders. ‘Whatever happened to your I could die tomorrow attitude?’

‘That might be what kills me,’ I retort.

Everyone around us seems to have heard our conversation and they all gather around us. 

‘Drink,’ someone shouts. The accent is Northern. I think it might be Sandy, a descendant of dragons. She lived in Sheffield while she was a guardian in training and the accent stuck with her.

‘Drink, drink, drink,’ everyone else begins to chant, until I grab the bottle from Bianca and gulp down a few mouthfuls to make them all shut up.

I hand the bottle back to Bianca as the rush to my brain makes me feel all warm and tingly.

‘Good girl,’ Bianca praises me, before grabbing my hand again and dragging me into the middle of the room where some people are already dancing. Desk have been moved to the sides of the room to make more space.

‘You're going to tell me you never danced too?’ she questions.

‘Only when Alicia thought that learning dance moves would help with learning fight sequences.’

‘Alicia isn't here now and you said we had the night to celebrate, so celebrate,’ she says.

She begins to sway and move her shoulders in time to the music. I can't help but join in. I've been so busy recently that I haven't spent much time with her. Training doesn't count. We're usually surrounded by at least four or five other people, even in our smaller training groups.

She seems to read my mind and leans over to kiss me on the lips, wrapping her free arm around my waist and pulling me closer to her as if we're alone. For a moment, I close my eyes to enjoy it. In this moment I can almost believe we are alone and are a normal teenage couple drinking and dancing somewhere we shouldn't be.

‘I missed you,’ she whispers in my ear, sending shivers down my spine. It's probably the vodka. I like it, so I take it from her and have another drink.

She laughs. ‘Okay, no more of that for you tonight,’ she says. A huge grin spreads across her face, then she kisses me again. ‘You can have plenty more of that though.’

***
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I WAKE UP THE NEXT morning feeling like I've been hit by a thousand bricks. I push down on the cushions underneath me to help turn myself over. I find myself face to face with a grinning Bianca.

‘Morning,’ she says.

I groan, then feel my body instantly heat up as thoughts race through my head.

‘Did we...’ I can't even bring myself to finish the question.

I'm only fifteen and even though I was never saving myself for marriage, I wanted my first time to be with someone special. An experience I would remember and smile to myself whenever I thought about it, whether that was the day after or decades afterwards — when I had a different partner who I would never dare to admit thinking about my first lover to. I promise myself I'm not going to drink again.

‘You passed out, so no,’ she tells me.

I let out a deep breath and feel myself relaxing again as my heartbeat slows down and my body returns to its normal temperature.

‘You seem relieved,’ she notes.

‘I'd want to remember something like that, when I'm ready and when we're not trying to save the world.’

‘That could be a long wait then,’ she states. I look into her eyes and she seems disappointed.

‘Sorry,’ I say starting to get up, but realising my t-shirt is gone and I'm only wearing a bra.

I look at her, while using a thin blanket to cover myself.

‘Oh, you took your t-shirt off and tried to make out with me, but you were completely wasted so I refused, then you passed out.’

I groan again, as she grabs my t-shirt from next to her and hands it to me. I'm grateful she turned me down. I don't remember any of what she's just told me.

‘Thank you.’

‘Can you keep the noise down over there? Some of us are trying to sleep,’ I hear Theo complain before I spot him at the other side of the room between two girls. I don't like to stare but I think it's the twins; Ashley and Willow. They're only a year older than me and apparently, they can communicate with trees. I haven't seen them use that power yet, but I'm look forward to it.

I can't believe Theo is sleeping with our people though. It's not professional. I look at Bianca, realising we nearly slept together too. Nearly is the important word though. We can't win this fight if we're too caught up with each other. I have to keep her at a distance.

‘Breakfast?’ I ask, reaching into my rucksack on a nearby desk and pulling out two granola bars. She takes one, but keeps her eyes fixed on me as she unwraps it. I turn away and focus on Grayson as he walks towards us, providing me with a welcome distraction.

‘I'm ready to start training whenever everyone else is ready,’ he states.

I look at all the bodies laid out of the floor. I guess they all had a lot to drink last night as well. I know I need coffee and they probably will too.

‘Give us half an hour,’ I say.

I go to the canteen and make coffee for everyone. Theo and I are supposed to be leading them, but we need to look after them too. They gave up a lot to join us. If nothing else, The Destiny Initiative always provided training and financial support. I admit Theo and I never wanted for any of the essentials. We were always fed, had clothes on our back, heating to keep us warm and hot water to wash off the excessive amounts of sweat after intense training sessions. It was only the extras we went without, such as birthday parties and trips to the zoo. They weren't deemed necessary in our path to be successful as a protector or guardian. Therefore, we didn't get them.

‘Wake up, training starts in half an hour,’ I yell as I wheel a trolley full of cups of coffee, granola bars and boring plain biscuits into the large office.

A few people groan, before spotting my idea of breakfast, then they seem to perk up a bit. Even the biscuits seem appetising to me, as my body craves anything containing sugar to balance out last night's alcohol intake.

As my team all get to their feet and help themselves to breakfast, I call out a bunch off names to let them know who will be training with each of us today. Grayson, Theo, Bianca and I have been training alternate groups of our people each day. That way, they all learn something different from the four of us. I like to think it makes them better equipped to deal with a number of battle scenarios and possible outcomes.

Today I have Tess, Ashley, Willow and Faye in my group. I pick up a sword and start with a gentle warm up exercise, by putting on some music and getting them to copy my movements.

‘Good,’ I say. ‘Now imagine we're in battle and there's a mermaid descendant on their side too. She starts singing and you all get sleepy. What do you do?’

‘That can't happen,' Tess speaks up. ‘Mermaid descendants forgot how to do that years and years ago, except for you.’

‘If I can remember it, they can too,’ I say, refusing to accept her answer.

‘Then Tess will just scream over them and the singing will be drowned out,’ Willow speaks up.

‘Good thinking, but we'll all be affected too. That means we won’t be able to fight.’

‘Headphones,’ Ashley says.

‘What?’

‘Headphones, if we're all wearing noise cancelling headphones we won't hear Tess screaming,’ Ashley explains.

‘We also won't be able to hear each other, if we need to communicate,’ I say.

She looks disappointed and I realise that sounded harsh.

‘I'm sorry if it sounds like I'm shooting down all your ideas here, but I need us to be prepared for any situation,’ I say.

‘We all get that,’ Tess speaks up, 'but you have to hear us out sometimes. There could be ways around some of the problems you've just mentioned.'

‘Okay, I'm listening,’ I say, trying not to feel like the rubbish leader that I am.

‘I used to scream a lot when I couldn't get my own way with my handlers. They started wearing specially adapted ear plugs. They could still hear me talk, but anything beyond a certain pitch didn't get past the ear plugs.’

‘Great, do you have some?’ I ask, trying to sound positive, despite knowing she probably doesn't. She confirms she doesn't, but reminds me we're in a Destiny Initiative headquarters, the same organisation who came up with that invention.

‘Okay, that's good,’ I say. ‘So, we have their computers and we can access their info and maybe find out how to get the ear plugs.’

‘Not just that,’ Willow says. ‘There must be loads of other tech that we could use. If someone can crack the passwords there will be loads of info that will help us fight them.’

I smile at my team for the first time I can remember in a long time. I'd like to think I goaded them towards this great idea by constantly pushing them, but the truth is I don't know what I'm doing and I'm hoping they don't notice.
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Chapter Three
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When I bump into Theo the following day, I'm about to suggest I need him to put as much effort into training the others as I do. We're both meant to be leaders, but at least three quarters of the work seems to be falling to me. Theo seems more content flirting with the twins or anyone else who looks at him for more than five seconds at a time.

‘Everything okay?’ he questions. I notice he's rests one hand against his head briefly, before using the same hand to prop himself against the wall.

‘Yes,’ I lie. ‘Is everything okay with you?’

‘Great.’

Too bad for him I can tell when he's lying. His eyes wander past me as he shifts from one foot to the other.

‘Theo,’ I say.

‘Meredith.’ He's trying to be clever now.

‘If something is wrong, you need to tell me. We can't go into a fight with you pretending everything is okay if it's not. It could get these people killed, it could get me or you killed.’

He looks like he might argue, but shakes his head. 'It's really challenging. I haven't got much experience of altering someone else's appearance and this is a really long time.'

I'm ashamed to say, I had been so busy that I hadn't given it much thought since he shifted Alex's appearance and I took my former charge to the airport, putting him on the plane to Norway.

‘Theo, I'm sorry. You go get some sleep. There's a sofa in the executive staffroom. Bianca and I will take over your share of the training. All you should be concentrating on is keeping Alex looking not like Alex.’

He forces a small smile at my badly worded way of taking some of the burden off him. ‘Will you be okay? I know you've been really stretched recently.’

‘Of course,’ I reply, realising that I'll have to make do without him whether I like it or not. ‘Now go get some rest.’

I'm grateful that he's able to keep Alex in his shifted form and still be able to sleep, but it only occurred to me how much it seems to be draining him and that he probably needs a lot more sleep now.

‘Where's Theo?’ Bianca asks me, after I've split everyone into training groups for the day and the groups are noticeably bigger without Theo leading a training session.

I take her hand and lead her into a meeting room to explain my previous conversation with Theo.

‘He'll be okay though?’ she asks.

I don't know how to answer that, so I just nod. I've already decided that if it gets too bad, I will tell Theo to let go of the shift to Alex's appearance. Maybe he won't be found now. It's been a few months and it's possible that if The Correctors or The Destiny Initiative have looked everywhere for him they might have given up. I can't risk losing Theo though.

‘How are you?’ she asks, when I don't respond to the earlier question.

I shrug.

‘Have you...’ she starts to say.

‘What?’

‘It's hard to explain. Have you felt a tugging feeling in your gut, like you're meant to be somewhere really specific?’

‘Where is your gut telling you to go?’

‘Plymouth,’ she admits, looking down at the ground.

I tell her mine is telling me to go to Nottingham. It makes sense, we're still protectors and we still have charges. I got so carried away with training and preparing everyone that I didn't want to say anything. If I pretended it was just me and I was only imagining it, then I could stay and carry on the mission I've become co-leader of.

‘Our charges need us, don't they?’ Bianca asks.

I don't respond, but we both know the answer.

I go ahead with my training session as planned and even manage to find one of our group who can hack into the system from here and find out more about the special ear buds to drown out a banshee's scream, and whatever other inventions they may have come up with. She tells me it will take time to access everything we need to know, then to source the materials and make the gadgets though. I prepare myself to say what I need to, wishing more than anything that I could be in two places at once.

‘I'm going back to England,’ I announce, as everyone sits around the main office floor after their training sessions.

‘To take over the London office?’ I don't think there's anything left of it,’ Grayson points out.

‘No, I'm being pulled towards Nottingham and Bianca is being drawn to Plymouth. It makes sense. We're all still protectors or guardians. Even without handlers and seers, it seems that our own instincts are calling us to protect our charges.’

There's a few audible sounds of people expressing their relief that it's not just them feeling this way, then the room erupts into a chaotic medley of everyone talking over each other.

‘Alright,’ I call over the noise. It's a few minutes before the room falls silent again. ‘I know this side-tracks our mission, but I think we need to go to our charges; it's the right thing to do,’ I say.

It turns out that Grayson as the oldest of us in his late twenties doesn't have a charge to go to, because he completed all his missions and was in line to become a handler before he joined us. Our resident computer nerd hasn't felt a calling either, neither does Willow. So, we'll be leaving those three behind but Willow and the nerd whose name I think is Paulie, could be needed by a charge at any time.

I watch Willow and Ashley say goodbye to each other. Until this group came together the two of them had lived separate lives. The company line is that we don't have family, they were no exception as far at The Initiative were concerned. It was lucky they found each other again, unless you believe in fate.

‘I don't want to leave,’ I say to Bianca. ‘Three people can't hold this base.’

‘One of them is a giant,’ she tries to sound encouraging.

‘And what will Willow do? Get trees to attack anyone who tries to take this place back?' I leave out the fact we're in a city and there are so few trees nearby and those are mostly bushes anyway. ‘We don't even know what Paulie's power is,’ I point out.

‘I don't think she has one,’ Bianca replies, not helping to ease my anxiousness about leaving. It's rare, but sometimes the seers bring in children who are descended from mythical creatures and therefore should develop some of their traits and powers, but for unknown reasons they fail to materialise. It's possible that's what happened with Paulie.

‘We're still protectors,’ she tells me.

I know it's her way of reminding me that comes first, before holding onto this base, before taking another base and before being a co-leader in Initiative 2.

‘You're right,’ I say.

I go to find Theo, who I know will also be staying behind. He won't be able to help if people from other branches of The Destiny Initiative show up to take their base back.

He argues with me, insists he's going with me and as predicted he reasons that a protector and guardian are meant to work together.

‘Bianca doesn't have a guardian,’ I reply. ‘And some of the others don't either.’

Some of them are dead and a few protectors joined us without their guardians, because their guardians didn't want to join. They still trust in The Destiny Initiative, perhaps naively believing it was all a big misunderstanding which will be cleared up shortly.

‘I'm still alive,’ he states, propping himself up on the sofa. I gently push him back down.

‘You won’t be if you don't rest,’ I tell him. ‘Unless you're going to drop the shift on Alex, because that's the only way I'll let you come to Nottingham with me.’

‘You'd never ask me to do that,’ Theo states. He doesn't look sure though. His eyes focus on me. ‘If your life is in danger...’ I begin, but I don't finish. It hasn't come to that just yet, but I need to

make sure Theo stays here and rests.

I manage to convince him to stay, but I have a word with Grayson to make sure he keeps an eye on him, just in case Theo decides to sneak off after me. I know him well enough not to be able to rule that out.

There's no sense in dragging things out by waiting another night to leave. It won’t change anything and will only put our charges in more danger. I try not to think whether any of them could be dead by now, all because I was here with their protectors.

‘Whatever happens, it's not your fault,’ Bianca tells me.

She always seems to have a way of knowing what I'm thinking. I think I might be in love with her, but it doesn't matter. We have separate missions now and even if we didn't, we have more important things to think about.

‘Charges still come first, I forgot that for a while,’ I tell her.

She takes my hand and kisses me on the lips. Without saying another word, she picks up her bag, looks at me as if she's staring into my soul, then walks away.

It makes me feel like I've lost something. We never really spoke about our relationship and how everything else has to come first. It seems like all that and more was implied in those few seconds of her kissing me, then looking at me that way. We could have spoken using actual words for hours and still not have said so much.

I wait a few minutes, then pick up my own bag and leave too. I hear the sound of the door being shut, locked and barricaded back up. I keep walking without turning around. This is what I am, a protector before anything else. After that I'm co-leader of what is supposed to be a better alternative to the organisation I was practically brought up by. I don't get to be a normal teenager going to school, falling in love and living out whatever dreams I might have. I tried that and manage to fool myself that I could live that life. I now understand that my sole purpose is to save people so that everyone else can have that kind of life.

I walk to the end of the road and catch a taxi to the airport, booking myself a ticket back to England.

As I wait for the plane, I watch the other passengers. I'm aware that each one could be an agent for The Correctors, or a handler or seer for the side I used to be on. A man looks at me after I've stared a little too long. His lips turn up slightly, then he winks at me.

‘Urgh, Perv,’ I mutter, getting to my feet and finding somewhere else to sit. He must be at least twenty-five, so even if I was into guys and not on a mission to save the world, I wouldn't be remotely interested.
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