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A devastating secret.

‘I’m the monster, not you...’

A repentant gesture.

‘There’s a package for you in the basement... a house-warming gift.’

She’d got what she wanted. She’d won.

Except.
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Cassie was nestled in the white leather sofa with her legs tucked beneath her and a glass of red wine in her hand. She raised it to her companion before taking a sip, watching with amusement as he sniffed at his own wine and wrinkled his nose. A dishevelled mop of blonde-brown hair was arranged haphazardly across his forehead, longer than she remembered, and a new scar carved a path through his facial hair from his chin to his earlobe. But otherwise, it was still Thomas.

She had achieved the impossible and saved him from that terrible place. Now they were together again. Safe and alone.

That day they had existed in an expectant haze, as if waiting for the bubble to pop. Cassie gave him a full tour of the house and grounds, their chatter sporadic and shallow, anything meaningful too onerous to share so soon, and when he disappeared to try the shower, she perched on a kitchen stool and stared at the closed bathroom door, wondering if she had imagined the whole thing. A grand flashback to torment her soul. But the sound of running water told her otherwise.

Thomas was really here.

Stefan was not.

Thomas took a tentative sip of his wine, smacked his lips and grinned broadly at Cassie. ‘Hey. I could get used to this.’ She smiled, marvelling how his pallor from months indoors was already improving after a thorough shower, a few hours in the sunshine and some hot food. She had made him a steaming dish of pasta, but cautioned him to take his time based on her memory of regurgitated globules, and watched him close his eyes in contentment at the first mouthful, remembering her first experience of decent food and the bombardment of taste and texture. Cassie didn’t think a glass of wine in the first twenty-four hours out of the Complex was such a good idea, but Thomas had insisted. 

‘I still can’t quite believe this,’ he mused, twirling the glass between his fingers and staring at the rich red vortex he’d created. ‘It’s like a dream.’

‘The wine, or the house?’ Cassie asked.

‘You,’ he sighed, looking up at her. ‘You’re here, like actually here. Or I’m here, you already were. I don’t know.’ He chuckled, taking another gulp.

‘How do you feel?’

‘Drunk.’ He smirked, colour blooming across his cheeks. ‘Have I mentioned that you’re a sight for sore eyes?’

‘A few times,’ she said wryly. It had been his stock phrase all afternoon.

‘I didn’t think I’d ever get to see you again.’

‘Me too.’

‘I never stopped thinking about you, Cassie. Even when...’ He faltered and cleared his throat, his brow furrowing for a moment as if he was stumbling over his own thoughts. ‘And now look at us here in paradise. I mean, I’d have taken a basic motel room, you know? But this...’ Thomas gazed around the large open-plan room and nodded towards a bed by the window. ‘So, you sleep in here?’

‘Not usually.’ Cassie regarded the bed she’d been dozing in only that morning, unaware Thomas was about to re-enter her life. ‘I needed medical care the last few weeks, so they brought me in here to keep an eye on me.’

‘Oh yeah, Jesus, I forgot. You said you’d been shot. Are you okay?’

‘I am now, nearly back to normal. I heal pretty fast thanks to those infusions they gave us, remember.’

‘Yeah, I know the score. So who shot you?’

‘It’s a long story.’ She fiddled with her toes to avoid eye contact. Getting shot was the exclamation mark on what had been a very turbulent day, one she’d not care to revisit right now.

‘And you said you were some sort of bodyguard here? So, what happened? Did you take a bullet for Steven?’

‘Stefan,’ she corrected automatically, registering Thomas’s hard blink. ‘No, not him, there was an attempt on his son. He’s only a little kid, and this guy had him at gun point so I—’ She gulped dryly at the sound of a muffled blast, wincing as she felt the man’s rasping breath against her cheek and the hollow crack of his ribs as she crushed him to death. ‘Well, you know. I did my thing.’

‘You could’ve been killed,’ Thomas exclaimed.

‘I nearly was. He shot me four times.’

‘Jesus!’

‘Doctor Jackson came and sorted me out. Anyway, Stefan was obviously grateful that I’d saved his son, and he offered me whatever I wanted in return, so... here you are.’

‘Just like that?’ Thomas gazed at her in disbelief.

‘Just like that.’

‘And he’s gone?’

‘He’s moved to a house down the road. I guess it’s the one you can see at the end of the drive.’ She motioned vaguely towards the front of the house.

‘And you get to live here by yourself, but you still have to work for him?’

‘I think so.’

‘Do I work for him now too?’

‘I don’t know.’ She laughed nervously at the barrage of questions. ‘I only found all this out today; I’m still trying to get my head around it too.’

Thomas shook his head. ‘It’s so weird. This guy must be crazy to buy you and think you’re going to play along without a fight, and now he’s gone and done something like this? I still don’t get it.’

Cassie gave an exaggerated shrug and pressed her knuckles into the seat cushion as Stefan’s words echoed in her mind. ‘I can’t undo anything that I did to you. But maybe this will help you to move forwards with your life.’

She took another sip before responding. ‘Like I said, I saved his son and I nearly died in the process, so... I guess it was his way of saying thank you.’

Thomas seemed to consider this, then snorted softly. ‘I’m still trying to picture this guy with a family.’

‘He’s divorced. His ex-wife was murdered last month, so his son came to stay with us for a little while.’

‘Us?’

‘Me and Stefan... I mean, with Stefan. And I was here too, to protect them. It’s a long story.’ Cassie felt her cheeks warming. They were skirting around the edges of a subject she didn’t want to get into just yet. To unpack those events would be a gargantuan task and would unveil so many painful truths to Thomas that she wouldn’t even know where to start. She chose to change the subject. ‘Anyway, how did they get you here? Did you know what was going to happen?’

‘No idea. I was in my cage like usual and someone darted me; next minute I’m waking up in some dark room, and this figure appears at the end of the cage.’ His face creased into a smile tinged with sadness. ‘When I saw it was you, I thought I must have lost my mind.’

‘I keep thinking I’m imagining you too,’ Cassie admitted.

‘Definitely real.’ He smirked as he waggled his free hand in the air. ‘Ten fingers and ten toes. I’m all here.’ Cassie chuckled before draining her glass and heading into the kitchen to fetch some more wine. As she came back to the sofa, Thomas smacked his lips to speak. ‘So, what’s the deal then? Electric fences? Guards on patrol?’

‘What do you mean?’ she asked as she settled back into her seat.

‘What’s stopping us from walking out that front door right now?’

Cassie hid her cringe with another gulp of wine. The truth was that the chips they had been duped into having implanted in the backs of their necks, on the assumption they were helping the government bring down a people-smuggling ring, were actually just a ruse by the Complex to source desperate immigrant stock for their vile experiments and entertainment. Not only were the chips responsible for the crippling shocks that had controlled them, but they also served as trackers to monitor their movements, which meant even in the open paradise of Stefan’s home and grounds, they were still living in an invisible cage constructed by the Complex from which they could never escape. At least, until they were eventually taken back to the labs to have who knows what torture inflicted on them that would likely end in a long and miserable death.

But Thomas still thought his chip was their one chance of salvation. He had hinged his hope on its potential to save them, and when they parted ways in the market hall, Cassie had chosen not to ruin his only avenue of optimism. She wasn’t sure how or when to break the news to him now he was free of that place, and quite frankly tonight was not the night she was prepared to destroy his optimistic world, so she took another gulp of wine and said carefully:

‘There are... measures in place. We can’t leave the grounds. The Complex were worried Stefan would sell me on somewhere else, so they keep a tight leash.’ Thomas nodded slowly and Cassie leapt over the question, feeling Stefan’s words flow through her from his first opening speech in the basement. ‘But even if we could get away, did you ever wonder what we’d do? We have no money and no IDs. Whatever drugs they used on us are supposed to be valuable to a whole bunch of different governments, so we might get picked up by someone else who’ll turn us into a lab rat. Getting away isn’t that simple.’

‘Sounds like you’ve thought this through,’ Thomas murmured.

‘I’ve had plenty of time to think.’

‘I bet you came up with all sorts of escape plans.’

‘A few. But I always felt that staying here was the best chance of seeing you again. I still had a link back to you from Doctor Jackson. Even if I could leave, it would have been giving up on you for good.’ The words felt uncomfortable as they tumbled out, their truth stained with lies.

‘That must’ve been tough.’ Thomas’s eyes darkened slightly, and he stared back into his glass. Cassie watched him, suddenly sombre. He was still the Thomas she remembered, animated and exuberant, but every now and then she’d seen him dim a little, like a light bulb flickering before it was going to blow. She didn’t know what horrors he had endured in the Complex since she left, but she could have a good guess. Those long dark days felt like another lifetime, but the scars they left were still vivid in her mind.

‘You okay, Tom?’ He pursed his lips and nodded slightly. ‘There’s a lot to process now you’re out of there. It’s not easy.’

‘I’m good. Great, in fact.’ His face brightened again and he grinned excitedly. ‘Just look at this place. Look at this wine! And there’s a bed. A shower. Toilets! I pissed standing up today, Cassie. Can you imagine? Well, I know you can’t, but...’

Cassie laughed. ‘I know, I spend so long on the loo now, it’s almost unhealthy. There were some days I’d have at least four showers.’

‘I think we’re owed enough after all that time with rags and cold water.’

Cassie’s smile faltered as she thought of the bucket system they had been subjected to in the cages, and she saw Thomas had drifted somewhere in his mind too. He sniffed and blinked as if snapping from a daze.

‘It all really happened to us, right? That stuff in there?’

‘Yeah,’ she said quietly.

‘It’s a bit fucked up, isn’t it?’ His mouth was smiling but his eyes were downcast.

Cassie pressed her lips together and offered a sympathetic shrug. ‘You’re here now.’

‘Yeah. And check us out, we’re having an actual conversation. It’s like the good old days, except this time I can see you.’ He began to stare at her intently, his eyes searching until she had to look away.

‘What are you looking at?’

‘It took me a long while to pick out the different tones of your voice to know what mood you were in, but I think I pretty much cracked it. I always thought it’d be easier once I could see you.’

‘And?’

‘I’m not sure. You seem a little sad.’

Her eyes widened at his comment, and she ran her fingers through her hair as she took time to consider her response. ‘I was just thinking of everything you must have been through since I saw you last. Are you really okay?’

Thomas averted his gaze and twirled the stem of his glass between his fingertips. ‘I’m sure I will be.’ He put the half-empty glass on the coffee table and let out a long yawn. ‘On that note, I think I might turn in for the night, try this bed out for size. Which was my room again?’

‘First on the right.’

‘An actual bedroom.’ He raised his eyebrows and edged towards her.

‘Sleep well, Tom. I’ll be up a bit later.’

‘Good night, Cassie.’ He leaned over as if to kiss her, and she automatically dipped her head, directing his lips to her crown instead. He squeezed her shoulder gently and padded out of the room. Cassie kept her smile fixed, waiting until he was out of sight before letting her face drop with a sigh.

Seeing Thomas again had stirred up so many old memories and emotions she didn’t know where to begin. Thomas had been her saviour in the Complex. Before him, she’d lost all trace of her humanity. She was wild, uncaring, devoid of hope, and Thomas had reignited her spark and given her something to live for again. Being separated from him was one of the worst experiences of her life, and having him back was a triumph. A win. The best thing that could have happened.

But.

She looked forlornly to the spot on the sofa where Thomas had been. It was the same place she had watched Stefan sleep each night, back before she’d been shot, before he’d revealed the bigger part he’d played in her incarceration and ruined everything, and she was starting to wonder what Stefan was doing right now. With a frustrated huff, she quickly tipped the rest of the wine into her mouth to dispel those thoughts. She was an idiot. Thomas was here, the one person who truly knew what she’d been through, the one person who hadn’t turned out to be someone else. Yes, Stefan had given her this house and rescued Thomas. But it probably didn’t mean anything.

‘What can I do to prove that I...?’

Well, shit. It meant everything.

Cassie huffed at herself again, angry at the uncertainties that were clouding what should be a joyous day. The door to Stefan was closed; he’d made sure of that by financing her entire existence inside the Complex just for profit, then using her to protect him and his family like she was some sort of novelty guard dog. Their relationship was built on lies and probably fabricated inside her own Stockholm-Syndromed head.

A yawn took her by surprise, and she peeled herself off the sofa, tiptoed up the stairs and turned into the first bedroom on the left. It was the largest room, with an en-suite bathroom and a window that overlooked the pool and ocean. She’d given her old bedroom to Thomas, a cosier space directly opposite that was splashed with yellow and grey, and smelling of her, no doubt. He would feel more comfortable there for sure, much more comfortable than sleeping in Stefan’s old room. She would take that bullet. She scoffed silently at herself – she literally had.

Cassie rummaged under a pillow and pulled out a folder and a screen, the items Stefan had given her before leaving her with Thomas that morning. She had felt compelled to hide them from Thomas, fearing it would risk him being too overwhelmed and prompt too many questions, so while he explored the pool area in the afternoon, she had slipped the items upstairs, claiming the new bedroom while she was at it.

She sank onto the bed and opened the paper folder first, leafing through the printed paperwork that detailed a bank account under the name Veronica Jones, and she smirked at the thought of Stefan spending time coming up with a new name for her. Stefan had claimed she was salaried and he’d been paying her ever since she had saved him from the orchestrated attack that wiped out most of his other guards, and the figures on the account showed a regular monthly payment, the amount far greater than she had ever earned before. Her eyes widened with a spontaneous sense of appreciation, until she blinked and shook her head to focus. Even if the money was real, it was of no use to her. An empty gesture. More attempts at coercion from a man she could no longer trust.

Frowning, she pushed the papers to one side and turned her attention to the screen lying dormant on the sheets, its burnished surface reflecting the lamp on the bedside table. She stared at the device, dumbstruck by its ability to connect her to the whole world. Her family. Contacting them would be foolish, but she had the means to see them again. Her sister, Jessica. Her niece, Enid. She could see them and know they were okay. The screen lit up as she pressed it, flashing the time and date, and she gasped sharply, counting back to the day she was abducted and tipping the screen over to hide its blunt truth. Nineteen months. She’d been gone for nineteen months and missed two birthdays, which meant she was twenty-six years old already. She covered her mouth to muffle a pained moan and spent the rest of the evening hugging her knees, breathing in the bed-sheets, comforted by their scent for reasons she chose not to acknowledge.

Cassie slept well, disturbed only once in the night by a distant shout, but she couldn’t unpick whether it had been part of her dream. She found Thomas already up, sitting at the kitchen island and munching on a slice of toast. His clear blue eyes creased with a smile as his beard collected crumbs. He was wearing only a pair of shorts, and she couldn’t help but notice the way his taut skin was gathered and twisted into ridges of scar tissue that rippled across his back and entwined his arms. His muscles were defined but modest, disguising the true power she knew they must hold, just like her own. It was strange to have the chance to study his physicality – for all the time they had spent in each other’s company, Thomas had mostly existed as a disembodied voice. She had only seen him during shared sessions at the gym or in the Hall.

‘Sleep well?’ she asked, and though he nodded, she knew it was a lie. They ate breakfast together, Thomas having second helpings, then Cassie offered him a range of activities from books to board games. As his face began to fall, she realised her mistake, remembering how overwhelming it felt to be out of the dark isolation of cage life: the vibrancy of every colour, the depth of the world, even the ability to move your body in an upright position. She changed track and suggested they simply relax outside instead, and they set up on the sun loungers beside the swimming pool. The grey-decked area finished at the drop-off, a steep section of rocky embankment with a set of stone steps that led down to a small private beach. It was warm enough to stay in T-shirt and shorts, but not unbearably hot. From the date, Cassie knew they were heading into autumn, and this far north, on one of the newer Scandi Isles, there would be no more heat storms to worry about.

After a few hours of sitting in silence, Thomas tentatively asked if he could swim. Cassie rooted through some of the cupboards in her room to find a pair of Stefan’s swim shorts, the bittersweet memories of playing in the pool with him and Marcus attached like a price tag. She passed them to Thomas and changed into her own swimsuit before meeting him by the pool, amused by the way Stefan’s shorts rode up his longer legs.

Thomas looked Cassie up and down, his eyebrows rising. ‘What?’ she prompted self-consciously, and he seemed to catch himself, embarrassed.

‘Sorry. I guess I never got to see just how many scars you took out of that place.’

She shrank uncomfortably under his gaze, conscious of the tracks across her limbs and the concavity of her thigh after a wolf took a chunk of her flesh, and she placed her hands against the smooth fabric covering her abdomen that was hiding the worst. Gun shot. Stabbing. Impaling. Horns.

‘Don’t worry, you can barely tell.’ Thomas smirked. ‘You look great.’ She glowered, but his words triggered a memory of studying neat claw marks across her scalp in the reflective surface of a barbell, and his sarcasm chipped through her toughened shield and unearthed something of her former self.

Her glower turned to a wry grin, and she shot back, ‘Piss off.’

Thomas laughed and ruffled his hair, then playfully tapped the side of her arm. ‘I’m joking, of course. And I am certainly not one to talk – have you seen the state of me?’ He lifted his right leg into the sunlight, and Cassie noticed how the slim sweep of his shin was distorted halfway, a rough callus marking the point of dissection.

‘Oh shit, I remember Doctor Jackson telling me you broke your leg?’

‘Yeah. Lucky it was a clean break that healed fast, or I don’t think they’d have bothered with me much longer.’ Thomas was leaning down to inspect his leg, and as he rose, she caught a momentary look of anguish that melted into a relaxed smile as he met her eye again.

‘How did it happen?’ she asked cautiously.

‘Oh, it was a big one. Bigger than anything you’ve ever done.’

‘What was it?’

He bobbed on his toes and rubbed his hands together, before replying, ‘Otter.’

She laughed with him and felt overcome with happiness and fondness for this man she had shared so much with. They jumped into the pool together, laughing at the initial chill, challenging each other to races and finding they could cover the length of the pool with one quick push. Then Cassie took to floating like a starfish while Thomas swam back and forth beneath her, his wake rocking her each time he passed. Eventually she pulled herself out and perched on the edge of the pool, trailing her feet through the water and letting the sun dry her shoulders. She watched Thomas as he continued underwater, holding his breath for far longer than should be possible, until he finally emerged in a spray of laughter, striding towards where she was sitting.

‘I can’t believe how good this feels,’ he exclaimed breathily. Cassie smiled and lifted her face to the sun, sighing contentedly, until she felt Thomas’s fingers brush her throat. ‘Was that me?’ he asked quietly, and she put her hand to her neck as she realised he was touching a particular scar.

‘That’s the one.’ She dropped back into the pool and ducked underwater to quash the sudden sensation of a pulsating gush. When she resurfaced, Thomas was watching her with a sombre expression.

‘Worst thing I’ve ever had to do.’

‘It was my idea.’ She shrugged, floating out to the middle of the pool.

‘There was so much blood, I thought I’d killed you for sure.’

‘Takes more than that.’ Thomas dived to the bottom of the pool, emerging beside her, and Cassie tipped her head as she watched a thick trickle of water run off his beard. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Sure.’

‘Your hair is longer than I remember, but your beard is almost the same. How come?’

‘Oh, I think they clipped me like a dog sometimes when I was under.’ He rubbed his chin and traced a finger across the scar on his jaw. ‘I guess it was so they could clean wounds, but maybe it was just to tidy me up a bit. People probably wouldn’t pay as much to see a bum fight.’

Cassie covered her mouth to hide a chuckle. ‘Sorry.’ She smirked. ‘In my version of English that has a really different meaning. The image just tickled me.’

Thomas let out an almighty laugh. ‘I’d forgotten how funny you can be.’

Cassie was momentarily dazzled by the sunlight bouncing off the surface of the water, and Thomas became a silhouette until he moved closer to disrupt the glare. He was staring at her intently, and cool, damp palms encased her cheeks as he leaned in, his lips grazing hers. She recoiled, nauseous and panicked, and the surprise forming on his face was so unbearable that she strode to the edge of the pool, planted one hand on the side and launched her body out in a sweeping arc. Water surged onto the decking as she trotted to their towels, not sure what she was doing, just knowing she didn’t feel right and needed to get away. Thomas pulled himself out of the water and came to join her as she perched on the side of a lounger.

‘I’m sorry, Cassie, I got carried away.’ He rubbed himself with a towel and sat beside her.

‘It’s okay, I’m sorry too.’

‘Is something wrong? Have I totally misread this whole situation?’

‘No... I just... There’s been so much change these last few weeks, my head’s all over the place, you know? And you’ve barely been here two days; you’re going to need some space to adjust.’

‘Oh, I’m adjusted alright,’ he stated confidently. ‘This place, being here with you, it’s like I’ve died and gone to heaven.’ He rested his elbows on his knees, his body so close to hers she could feel the moisture from his swim shorts. ‘You know you were the one thing keeping me going in there, right? Just the idea I might see you again, you can’t even imagine.’

‘You too, Tom. Getting you out has been the only thing I could think about.’ Cassie knew it was a lie, and her throat burned with the sting of it. She’d become distracted by Stefan, and she was a horrible, selfish person.

Thomas took her hand and gave it a firm squeeze. ‘I can’t believe I get to spend all this time with you now. I am so lucky.’ He sounded so sincere, so noble, but Cassie’s stomach turned as she stared at their hands, and she pulled free, clutching her towel around her shoulders protectively. Thomas seemed puzzled, then gasped and hit himself in the forehead. ‘Oh shit, I’m such an asshole. I’m so sorry, Cassie, I shouldn’t have done any of that. I never wanted to make you uncomfortable, I just got lost in the moment and I didn’t even think what you might have been through here or what he might have... Jesus, I’m an idiot, I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘No, it’s not, please forgive me.’

‘It’s fine,’ she insisted, raising her voice a little, his self-deprecation making the situation even worse.

‘Have you been... okay here?’ he pressed.

‘Yes,’ she breezed, wiping her face with the towel to hide her expression.

‘If he’s done anything to hurt you, I’ll make him pay.’

She shook her head firmly. ‘No, no, it’s nothing like that, I just... You took me by surprise and... I don’t know... I don’t know what’s wrong with me...’ Her voice cracked, and she rose quickly with the overwhelming urge to get away. ‘I’m just going to nip to the loo.’

‘As long as you’re okay?’ Thomas called after her.

‘I’m fine.’ She forced a smile and kept the towel firmly wrapped around her body like a soft cotton shield as she walked into the house and headed upstairs to her en-suite, where she locked the door and leaned against it, letting the tears fall as she pressed the towel against her mouth to stifle her sobs, the heat from her breath hitting the fabric and steaming the air around her nose.

She didn’t know what was happening to her. She couldn’t understand why the idea of kissing Thomas made her feel so uncomfortable. They had a deep connection that time apart hadn’t managed to sever. She could be happy with him. She should be happy with him. So why was she feeling so tormented?

But she knew. Of course she fucking knew. And it was eating her up inside.
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The world jarred into focus, and she gasped as if she’d been holding her breath. She blinked in the glare of a spotlight and saw an unfamiliar ceiling above her. There was an unyielding surface against her back and her nostrils were filled with the acrid smell of burning hair.

*
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Cassie was lying in her cage, its hatched shell filling her panorama, and though she sensed this was a dream, dread still blossomed in her veins. She heard the hiss and clunk as the door slid open, and something entered her space, dragged over her by an unseen force. It was Stefan. In the close confines of the cage, he lay on top of her, his face inches from her own. ‘Hello.’ He smiled, and her tension dissolved instantly, the press of his body against hers impossibly pleasant.

‘Hi,’ she found herself saying. Something jangled nearby, but she ignored it, staring into Stefan’s dark eyes.

‘Sorry if I’m squashing you. There isn’t very much room in here.’

‘That’s okay,’ she laughed. The rattling began to get louder as Stefan swept her hair away from her face and tipped his head.

‘You think we can be cage-mates then?’

‘I think...’ Her voice was drowned out by the noises beside them, and she turned to see another cage, the rattling coming from whatever was inside bashing the bars and warping its structure. Cassie frowned, but felt Stefan’s soft breath against her cheek, and as she turned back to face him, he kissed her. She reciprocated, consuming him with sudden urgency, but a deafening crash made them pull away and she saw the neighbouring cage had distorted further.

‘He’s nearly out,’ Stefan mused, and Cassie saw Thomas behind the bars, his face creased into a furious snarl.

‘He’ll kill you,’ she gasped.

‘Probably.’ Stefan shrugged, trying to kiss her again.

Cassie held her hand against his chest. ‘Shouldn’t you run?’

‘Run where?’ Stefan laughed.

Thomas’s cage burst open, and a soft growl made her skin prickle.

‘I can’t protect you,’ she whimpered.

‘Not can’t, Cass,’ Stefan said gently. ‘Won’t.’

She froze with the understanding of what was coming next, and shrieked as Stefan was violently pulled backwards, his fingers slipping through her clothes as he slid into darkness. Her body was pinned to the floor by invisible chains while Stefan’s howls mixed with the crunching of bones echoed through her skull, and she screamed so loudly that she had to cover her ears.

Cassie woke, her body aching with terror. But unlike the times where her nocturnal self relived one of the many horrors from her past, she hadn’t fallen off the mattress, or wrestled with the sheets, or sweated so profusely that she’d made the linen sodden. The dream had been abstract and disturbing, leaving her paralysed with unease, but it meant nothing. Probably the red wine she had finished off last night.

There were footsteps on the landing followed by a door shutting, which suggested Thomas must have been up, and Cassie burned with shame as she recalled his role in her dream, mortified her brain had reduced him to the villain. After a nightmare, she would normally wander into the kitchen to get a glass of milk to put some distance from her terror, but if Thomas was awake then he might hear her and come out to talk, and she was still embarrassed about how she’d handled his failed kiss yesterday, their evening stilted from the unacknowledged awkwardness between them. She reluctantly accepted she didn’t have the energy to face him, so she stayed in bed and stared at the clear night sky through the window, waiting for sleep that never came.

The next few days blurred together without routine or sign of Stefan. Thomas didn’t mention the kiss or instigate anything more, and Cassie maintained her dual existence of joyful contentment in his company and miserable wallowing in private. The volume of potentially devastating information she had to impart was overwhelming. At some point she would have to break the news about the chips, and reveal the Complex would eventually take them back for dissection in the labs, and suggest she may have gone so far in exerting her dominance over Doctor Jackson that she may have burned their best bridge, and maybe divulge that she... that Stefan... Shit.

It was easier to resort to living moment to moment, and in truth some of those moments were pretty nice. She and Thomas would spend hours lounging by the pool or sitting on the beach staring out to sea, comfortable in each other’s silence from the long-rehearsed cage days. He began to tackle the books she’d already read a dozen times, they played some of the board games that had been left from Marcus’s stay, and Thomas surprised her with his love of cooking, taking up residence in the kitchen. Cassie enjoyed watching him work, their chat always light and airy, dodging the unspoken. Her deck may have been full of painful truths, but Thomas kept his own just as tight to his chest, rarely sharing what had happened to him since they were separated. He was always up first, and Cassie was positive she had heard him call out through the nights. After her own experience of nightmares and flashbacks, she hoped Thomas would trust her enough to ask for help.

One afternoon they stood together in the lounge, leaning on the back of the sofa to watch billowing clouds fill the horizon and blot out the sun, casting the pool area in ominous shadow. ‘Looks like a big storm on its way,’ Cassie mused unnecessarily, fascinated by the approaching sheet of rain, like a beaded curtain drawing closer. She hadn’t seen proper rain since she left England, and something about it felt drearily comforting.

‘Cool,’ Thomas said, slurping a coffee. The first drops landed outside the window, staining dark splotches on the decking, and as the sky blackened above them and the downpour truly began, Cassie regarded him, his expression matching her thoughts, and they rushed into the rain with shrieks of laughter. Cassie’s hair was quickly plastered to her scalp from thick and unremitting droplets, and Thomas whooped and lifted his face to the sky, sticking out his tongue as if to catch them. She laughed at his childish glee, and as puddles quickly formed beneath her bare feet, she kicked a spray at him, sparking him to chase her. They ran circles around the pool, shouting and yelling, feeling free to make as much noise as they pleased since their voices were muffled by the storm. After a few minutes the wind picked up and sent a shiver down Cassie’s arms. She pushed her sodden hair from her face and declared she was heading inside, but Thomas shrugged and resumed staring at the sky, rotating slowly on the spot.

Cassie chuckled to herself and trotted into the house with her clothes clinging to her body, exhilarated by the strange sense of freedom the storm had invoked. She collected a couple of towels from the bathroom, and as she returned to the lounge, she saw Thomas through the patio windows, inert and expressionless as he gazed at something in the middle distance. She traced the path of his stare but couldn’t see what had caught his attention, and when she looked back at him, she shivered again at his unfocused gaze. Water ran down his face in thin rivulets originating from strands of his sodden hair, some of them traversing the very corners of his eyes, but he didn’t blink. She called to him, and he startled, then took the towel she held out as he came inside, rubbing his hair in silence.

‘Are you okay?’ Cassie asked cautiously.

‘Sure,’ he said flatly. ‘That was fun.’ He padded into the bathroom and closed the door behind him. Cassie frowned in concern. If Thomas wouldn’t talk to her, perhaps she needed to make the first move.

The storm passed and left a delicious scent in the air, which Cassie enjoyed while Thomas slunk back to his room. He reappeared later seemingly refreshed, with no mention of his strange behaviour, and they ate dinner together in relative silence. Cassie became preoccupied with how to start the conversation, never finding the right moment, but while they relaxed on the sofas in the evening, she finally built up the courage to speak.

‘I’ve never really mentioned it before, but I actually had a bit of a hard time adjusting to being out of the cage.’

Thomas glanced at her with interest. ‘How so?’

Cassie took a breath, the topic difficult and embarrassing to discuss. ‘It started as bad dreams, which I know sounds a bit pathetic, but these were pretty vivid, like a replay of some of the worst stuff that happened in there. The kind of dreams where you wake up screaming.’ She locked her eyes on Thomas, searching for some sort of recognition.

‘Sounds rough,’ he said frankly.

‘Yeah. But then... then they followed me into the daytime.’ She dropped her gaze, linking and unlinking her fingers as a distraction. ‘I’d hear something or see something. Sometimes feel it too. I thought I was losing my mind. I didn’t tell Stefan – I thought he’d just send me back – but then I messed up in one of his meetings and he found out. Doctor Jackson came and said it was PTSD. You heard of that?’

‘Yeah,’ he said quietly.

‘She said it was to be expected and gave me some meds that sort of helped a little.’

‘How long did it take to go away?’

Cassie chewed her lip as she considered the question. She hadn’t had a flashback since she’d had to spend a few days locked in the basement, when Stefan went away for his ex-wife’s funeral. But her dreams still took a darker turn, and sometimes, in a moment of silent isolation, her skin would prickle with the sense something was about to emerge. A single snort, the waft of livestock, the tickle of a thick wool coat.

‘I’ll let you know,’ she managed, giving Thomas a wry smile. He frowned, and Cassie leaned closer. ‘Have you... Is that... How are you, Tom? Really?’

‘I’m fine,’ he said dismissively, but Cassie gave him a stern stare and he relented. ‘A few bad dreams, nothing to worry about.’

‘Nothing else?’ she asked carefully. ‘We could always look at getting the doctor out to see you?’

‘Nope,’ he said flippantly. ‘I’m okay, honestly. Sorry you’ve been through all that, though. Sounds really tough.’

‘Yeah,’ she said sadly. ‘It was.’

‘How did you manage?’

Cassie thought of the nights spent in Stefan’s company, the first time she had slept without nightmares, his presence comfort enough to soothe her to sleep.

‘I guess I just found a way. But you know you can talk to me, right? About anything?’

‘Sure. Well, there is something I’ve been meaning to ask.’ He sat forwards in his seat. ‘Where did your swimsuit come from?’

Cassie blinked in surprise. ‘What?’

‘Your swimsuit. It’s been bugging me. You obviously didn’t have it from the Complex, so where did it come from?’

‘Um... Stefan ordered it for me.’

‘He bought you a swimsuit?’ Thomas grimaced. ‘Urgh...That’s a bit creepy, isn’t it?’

‘No, not really.’ Cassie shrugged. The swimsuit was linked to a wonderful time filled with long days by the pool, playing games with Marcus and sharing a glass of wine with Stefan on the sofa in the evenings, their hands sometimes touching, shoulders brushing, the sense of happiness and belonging building, until Stefan ruined it all with his confession. She glowered at the reminder, then noticed Thomas was studying her closely.

‘Cassie... he hasn’t ever... Have you been okay here?’

‘Of course, I’ve been fine.’ It was her turn to breeze away the concerned questions.

‘Because if he’s done anything to you, if he’s even tried, then I would...’

‘What? What would you do?’ Cassie challenged.

‘If he hurt you? I would fuck him up. I’m, like, super strong now, Cassie.’ He clenched his fists at her, and Cassie laughed to hide her alarm, flinching at a flash of her dream in which Thomas was the threat and Stefan the victim. ‘Now I’m here, everything’s changed. He’s never going to go near you again.’

Cassie felt a pang of irritation at this. ‘Great. I mean, I’m just this defenceless woman held against her will. I’m so glad you’re finally here to protect me.’

Thomas’s smile dropped at her sarcasm. ‘I just meant I—’

‘Did you know one time, four of his men came into my room and tried to assault me?’ she interrupted, her indignation growing. ‘They didn’t make it back out again.’

‘I know, I know you’re strong.’

‘And they had...’ She clamped her mouth shut, realising in horror she was about to say how she had been constantly incapacitated because they all had chip controls. That whole subject was a hornet’s nest she didn’t want to kick over tonight. ‘Well, I dealt with it.’

‘Of course you did,’ Thomas replied. ‘I’m sorry, I just meant now I’m here I can help you with this guy.’

‘Stefan never tried anything like that; he knows I’m too dangerous. His men were terrified of me at the start, treated me like some wild animal.’

Thomas nodded slowly, then creased his brow in thought. ‘How did he handle you, then? No collars so no shocks. What was to stop you from just killing him straight away?’

Cassie tried her best to keep her face neutral as she concocted a reasonable answer. ‘Well, if I killed him then the Complex would take me back.’

‘So it was a case of “work for me or go to the Complex”?’

‘Yeah.’

‘God. You could kill him with your little finger, but he still held so much power over you. I hate thinking about what you must have gone through here, being kept prisoner by some absolute asshole.’

‘Compared to the Handlers in the Complex, he really isn’t so bad.’

Thomas snorted. ‘Well, it still feels weird to me, parading you around in swimwear.’

‘Hardly,’ Cassie scoffed. ‘It was mainly so I could help look after Marcus. All that time taking care of Enid got put to some use at least.’

‘Enid?’ Thomas asked in surprise.

‘My niece,’ Cassie replied casually.

‘I didn’t know you had a niece?’

‘You didn’t?’

‘You’ve never mentioned her before.’

‘Oh. I guess not.’ She shrugged slowly. ‘I try not to think too much about everyone I’ve left behind.’

Thomas frowned. ‘I suppose so.’

Cassie looked at Thomas with the sudden realisation that even though she had a deep connection to him through their shared traumatic experiences in the Complex, he was still essentially a stranger. When they first met, she had been reduced to a shell, a barely human husk surviving without emotion, and Thomas had gradually nurtured her humanity, restoring some of who she once was. But her family had remained buried, too painful to contemplate in the confines of her cage, and she knew very little about his life in Philadelphia. The only thing he had shared was the sorrowful story of his girlfriend’s death when she was the passenger in his car. Her allegiance to Thomas was even manufactured, a set-up by her Handler Hank to build the drama, make her wild and unpredictable to draw more money from her fights. She used to think rescuing Thomas was everything, but now he was here, she was no closer to understanding where her story was heading.

‘Can I ask another question?’ Thomas said, interrupting her thoughts.

‘Sure.’

‘What are we going to do? What’s our next move?’

Cassie laughed darkly. ‘I have absolutely no idea.’

‘I know you were busy working on getting me out, and I don’t know if I can ever repay you for that.’ He put his hand on his chest and stared at her intently. ‘But I’m here now, and it’s time to start thinking properly about our future. I know you’ve been out for a while and no one’s come, but maybe with two of us together the signal will be stronger and... who knows.’

Cassie clenched her teeth to maintain her expression.

‘But in the meantime, we should start to make a plan,’ Thomas continued.

‘What kind of plan?’

‘We can’t sit around waiting for these chips to work, and I really think this place is our best chance. Look at the position we’re in. No cages, no Complex, we’re both super strong, we’re not having to fight for our lives against giant lizards every day. We’re one step closer, Cassie, I can feel it.’

She let him ramble and infuse himself with optimism, nodding along and trying to hide her discomfort. Thomas was absolutely right – they should be trying to find a way out of all this. She just had to overcome her strange reluctance to leave.

*
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A few days later the doorbell rang, and Cassie’s heart leapt at the thought that Stefan might finally be here. She exchanged a puzzled glance with Thomas as they sipped coffees at the kitchen island, and they cautiously approached the front door. A man in blue uniform was standing outside with a large wheeled bag by his side. Cassie had no idea who he was.

‘English?’ he asked pleasantly. ‘Here to fit the intercom.’ He patted the bag beside him, and Cassie nodded with understanding.

‘Stefan said he was going to link the houses,’ she said quietly to Thomas.

They let the man inside and he paused in the hallway. ‘Where is the spot?’ Cassie shrugged, and the man pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket, squinting at some handwritten notes. ‘There is a, er... hole... already made in the wall?’ Cassie was about to shake her head when she realised what he meant, and she snorted with laughter, surprising both men.

‘Sorry, yes.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Follow me.’ She led the man into the lounge and pointed to a hole in the wall, a jagged puncture in the plaster beside the bathroom door. The man inspected it for a moment, scratched his head, then unzipped his bag and pulled out some tools. Cassie and Thomas retreated to their abandoned breakfast while he worked.

‘What is that?’ Thomas said quietly.

‘I’m guessing it’s the intercom?’

‘No, that hole? I was meaning to ask.’

‘Ah. That was me.’ She clenched her fingers. ‘Well, my fist.’

‘Oh.’ Thomas smiled slightly. ‘What made you do that?’

Cassie began to speak and then paused abruptly, chastising herself for talking so flippantly. She had punched the wall in anger after Doctor Jackson insinuated something was happening between her and Stefan. ‘But Cassie... what about Thomas?’ It was an outrageous accusation – and looking back, entirely accurate.

Cassie couldn’t tell Thomas any of this, so offered, ‘Long story,’ and avoided his gaze, hoping he’d probe no further. They watched the man work for the rest of the morning, and by midday he had finished, leaving them without instruction. They peered curiously at a plush white panel with a single button in the centre.

Thomas poked the box disdainfully. ‘This is from Stefan then?’

‘He said he’d connect the houses in case he needed our help.’

Thomas scoffed. ‘So he calls, and we go charging down the hillside to his rescue?’

‘Pretty much.’ Cassie was surprised at her unease from being so far removed from Stefan. Her innate urge to protect him had obviously not dispersed despite her anger following his confession, so ingrained was her loyalty from months at his side; she was truly like a guard dog incapable of switching off. She sighed bitterly, annoyed at her failure to overcome her feelings.

‘Are you okay?’ Thomas was watching her closely, and Cassie wondered how transparent her expression had been. Before she could respond, the intercom illuminated in bright blue and a voice filled the room.

‘Hello. It’s Stefan. Can you hear me?’

Cassie’s mouth ran dry at the distinct blended accent, a product of a childhood spent moving through boarding schools across the world.

She cleared her throat. ‘Hi. It’s Cassie.’

There was a pause, then... ‘Hi, Cassie. It’s good to hear you.’

Cassie licked her dry lips and added, ‘And Thomas is here too.’

‘Right,’ Stefan said. ‘Good. How are you both?’

‘Good.’

‘Good,’ the voice echoed, before another brief
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