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​Prologue
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The train screeched to a halt in front of him; the platform dark and damp with remnants of a quick shower just moments before leaving behind a dank mist in the air. The man stared up and down the platform waiting for someone to get off; nothing happened. No one got out, not even a guard. Finally, rubbing the stubble on his face, the man turned around. He began walking back through the passageway in the little Welsh train station, heading back to the new 1984 silver Vauxhall Cavalier car parked in the small car park. 

Hendley emerged from the train station, adjusting his cap to shield his face from the light drizzle that started to fall again. His Burberry raincoat kept him dry, but it was clear that the weather was not on his side. With the cap and Burberry coat, he was the epitome of the classic British spy, not Bond, more Smiley from the Le Carre novels.

As he walked to his car, parked a few feet away, Hendley couldn't help but reflect on his long career in the intelligence service and wondered how he had found himself in this situation. He had seen all the highs and lows, successes and failures. But despite it all, he was proud of the work he did.

Hendley started his career as a young agent, eager to make a name for himself. Over the years, he worked his way up the ranks, gaining a reputation for being a skilled investigator and analyst. His work on the Cambridge Five case earned his colleagues and superior’s accolades. He went on to lead several successful operations against Soviet infiltrators. Despite his achievements, Hendley was far from the glamorous spy most people imagined. He was a civil servant through and through, spending most of his time in an office poring over reports and intercepts. He’d never been one for fieldwork, preferring to leave that to the younger agents.

And yet, here he was, waiting in a small Welsh train station for a package he knew nothing about. It was frustrating, to say the least, but Hendley knew that he had a job to do and was determined to see it through.

As the rain continued to fall outside, Hendley took a deep breath and focused on the task. He had no idea what he was waiting for or for whom he was waiting, but he knew that when the time came, he would be ready. After thirty years of service, he was at his prime, and he was determined to prove it.

He picked up the car phone, stretched out the cord, and dialled a number.

“Hello?” A hoarse, well-educated English voice answered.

“Yes sir, Hendley here.” The man spoke with crisp, received pronunciation, the Queen’s English. “No one showed up. You did say the ten-thirty from Newport?”  

“Yes, I did indeed. So no one showed up at all?” A frustrated male voice asked.

“No, no one, sir.” Hendley frowned as he listened into the receiver.

“Then she has to be on the next train. Wait there until somebody shows up.”

“Look, maybe if you just gave me...” 

“All will become clear once we have the asset in our hands. Until then, stand by; she is a need-to-know item. Trust me, the less you know for now, the better.”

He sighed. “Yes sir, very good. I'll wait here.” 

“Good luck, Hendley.”

“Thank you, sir. Good night.”

As Hendley replaced the receiver, he couldn't shake the feeling that he was in the middle of something big. He looked out into the dark night, watching the specks of mist blowing across the car park as rain spots began to fall again, hitting the windshield like heavy thuds of water. He muttered a curse under his breath as he reached into the back seat to retrieve a thermos of hot milky tea. Pouring himself a cup, he replaced the lid and held the plastic cup with both hands to keep warm, taking an occasional sip, his eyes never leaving the train sat idling on the platform.

He was still unsure why he was there or what he was looking for. He was simply given orders to meet someone and pick up a package. But now, with no one showing up and no further information, Hendley realised that he was deep in a mystery that was far from solved; he just wished he knew what the secret was.

Just six years earlier, Hendley found love in an unexpected place. Carol, his neighbour, appeared seemingly out of nowhere, with a moving van bringing her to the house next door. From the moment he saw her, he felt a connection he’d never experienced. He was returning from work, briefcase in hand, when their eyes met and they exchanged small talk. Before he knew it, he’d invited her over for tea; the rest was history.

Over the years, their relationship blossomed into something beautiful. Finally, after three years of dating, Hendley proposed to Carol. It was a beautiful moment that he would never forget. However, as the Cold War progressed and his work as an intelligence officer became more demanding, he spent more and more time away from Carol. Despite the distance, she remained his rock, always supportive of his work and willing to listen whenever he needed to talk.

As retirement approached, Hendley looked forward to a new chapter in his life. He dreamed of travelling the world with his beloved wife, experiencing all the adventures they’d missed while he was working to protect his country. Despite their age difference, he felt invigorated and alive whenever he was with her. He knew she was the missing piece in his life that he’d been searching for all along.

It was only when he was on his second cup of tea, still staring at the rumbling diesel train parked up at the small station platform, that something appeared to occur to him. Downing the tea quickly, Hendley stepped out of the car. As Hendley stood outside his car, he couldn't shake the nagging feeling that something was wrong. He looked around the dimly lit station, searching for any signs of movement or life. The rain continued to fall in a steady drizzle, the sound of droplets hitting the ground and the metal roof of the train station filling the air.

As he made his way towards the train, his hand gripped tightly around his Browning service revolver, his heart pounding. Hendley had never fired his gun in anger before, and the weapon's weight felt heavy in his hand.

Approaching the train, he could see that the windows were dark, and there was no sign of movement inside. It was as if the train was abandoned, deserted by its passengers and crew.

Hendley hesitated, unsure of what to do next. He knew he should call for backup, but something inside him urged him to investigate further. Gripping his revolver tightly, he cautiously approached the train, each step taken with the utmost care and precision. 

Carefully, Hendley approached the driver's cabin and pulled open the door. What he saw made his blood run cold. The driver's head was missing, leaving just remnants of his face. A gruesome scene of blood and brain matter was splattered across the front windshield. It appeared as though the driver was shot from behind, but given the confined space of the cabin, that seemed impossible.

Hendley's mind raced as he tried to understand what he was seeing. This was a level of violence beyond anything he’d encountered before, even in his thirty years of service. 

He turned his attention to the passenger seat, cluttered with papers, a half-eaten sandwich, and an opened bottle of Corona Cream Soda. It was clear that whoever committed this heinous act had been sitting there, but there was no evidence to suggest how they managed to shoot the driver from behind. Could they have knocked the driver out and then shot him? Hendley asked himself. He analysed the blood spray and the brain residue lining the screen. It quite obviously came from the seated position. There was simply no way that the driver was slumped at the time, and yet, how was a gun aimed in such a way? The assailant’s wrist would be twisted at an awful angle. 

Looking back at what was left of the driver's face, Hendley tried to understand what frame of mind the driver was in, but from the look of things, the driver did not seem shocked or in pain. Instead, his face was neutral, bored, even as if his death was instantaneous, and he didn’t know he was about to be killed. How was that even possible?

He scanned the cabin for anything, a fingerprint, anything suspicious, but found nothing. He traced his view down to the side of the seat to see if the driver was holding on to something but came up empty, short of a service torch mounted to the wall near the door to the cabin. Hendley detached it and switched it on, aiming it down the platform, holding it close to his revolver, searching; searching for anything, a shadow, movement, anything to suggest he was not alone. Finding nothing, he walked forwards cautiously, fully alert for any eventuality. 

As he cautiously pushed open the door to the train, a putrid stench of excrement immediately assaulted his nostrils, causing his stomach to lurch and his hand to quickly cover his nose. The overpowering smell was almost suffocating but he needed to press on. Shining the beam of his torch into the carriage, he saw a horrifying sight. Bodies of male and female commuters slumped in their seats or strewn haphazardly on the floor, their newspapers such as The Times or The Sun, soaked with blood. 

Some passengers collapsed into the aisles, their lifeless forms surrounded by pools of crimson blood. Towards the back of the carriage, the faces appeared serene, as if they were caught unaware. At the front where he stood, the faces were contorted with terror and panic, a clear sign that the assailant had entered the carriage from the one behind. 

The nauseating smell still lingered, but as he sniffed again, he detected something else. A hint of charred flesh and the acrid tang of ozone, like from an arcing electrical unit. Examining the scene more closely, the carriage appeared to be a standard British Rail train with plain metal-framed bench seats. However, upon closer inspection, he noticed scorch marks on the metal rails and fabric as if a line of fire had swept through the carriage. Further back, he spotted the remnants of smouldering newspapers and clothing burned beyond recognition. 

“I'm out of my depth.” He said to himself. He tried to work out how far into their journey they were when all this happened before a sudden realisation came to him. “Who stopped the train?”

As Hendley cautiously returned to the front of the train, he had a sudden dawning sense that he wasn't alone. Every creak and rustle made his heart race faster. He gripped his revolver tightly, ready for any sudden movement. He took a deep breath, urging his nerves to calm down, but the smell of death lingered in the air, making it difficult to think straight.

After what felt like an eternity, he finally returned to his car. He slammed the door shut and locked it, allowing a moment of relief to wash over him. But the relief was short-lived when he remembered that the killer could still be on the loose. He turned around and aimed his gun at the back seat, expecting the worst. But there was nothing there.

Hendley picked up the phone and redialled the number he had called earlier, his hand trembling. “Hendley here. Sir, the train is still here.”

The person on the other end was silent momentarily and then asked, “What do you mean still there? Surely it should've moved on by now?”

Hendley took a deep breath before responding, trembling, “I think, um, well, everyone is dead, sir. It's quite gruesome.”

He waited with bated breath for a response, his heart pounding.

“Oh, dear god. Hendley, now listen very carefully. I'm going to arrange for a clean-up team to get there. But, in the meantime, it would be wise of you to get to safety, as far as possible.”

Hendley let out a sigh of relief. “Yes, sir, that would be a wise idea. Thank you, sir.”

He put the phone back in its cradle and started the car, his foot heavy on the accelerator. He drove as fast as he could away from the station, powering down narrow country roads until he felt safe. But as he pulled over in a layby, his stomach churned, and he vomited hard on the mud. The shock of what he had just witnessed hit him like a ton of bricks; his fingers white from clutching the steering wheel hard.

As he sat there, staring at his trembling fingers, Hendley knew he had just seen something unimaginable. Something that would stay with him for the rest of his life.

––––––––
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After arriving home from such a gruesome and horrific sight, Hendley's mind was in turmoil. The gruesome image of the driver's body and the blood-splattered windshield kept returning to him in waves. His hands were shaking, and he felt a wave of nausea that threatened to overwhelm him once more. He stumbled to his armchair and sank into it, his heart pounding. 

The image of the half-eaten sandwich, papers, and the open bottle of Corona Cream Soda flashed in his mind, and he tried to make sense of it all. Who could have done such a thing, and why? Hendley's mind raced with questions but couldn't find any answers. Moreover, the thought of someone getting on and off the train without anyone noticing made him uneasy.

He reached for his glass of whiskey and took a large gulp, hoping it would steady his nerves. The warmth of the alcohol filled his body, but it did little to ease his troubled mind. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and tried to push the gruesome image out of his mind. But the thought of the driver's body continued to haunt him. He knew he had to get some rest, but sleep seemed impossible. Hendley was a man of action, knowing he needed to find the answers to this mystery.

The next morning, Hendley's eyes were fixed on the TV screen as the BBC presenter delivered the breaking news about a train crash. He held his tea mug tightly, his fingers trembling as he tried to shake off the images that haunted him since the previous night. He hardly touched his breakfast that morning; the bacon sandwich had no appeal to him. His wife noticed his distress and urged him to rest, but he insisted it was just a bug.

As he watched the news, a shiver ran down his spine. The clean-up team did an impressive job, but the memories of the gruesome scene on the train were still fresh in his mind. He turned to his wife, who sat beside him and shared the accident news.

Mrs Hendley gasped and clutched her chest. “Oh my lord, I hope no one was hurt. Dear, British Rail is going down the drain, isn't it?”

Hendley nodded in agreement but didn't respond as the phone rang. He knew it would be work calling again, even on a Sunday.

“Hendley residence,” he answered.

“Hendley, dear boy, good work last night,” the voice on the other end praised. “It seems we lost our asset, so we're going to revert to some alternative intelligence we have. A little less trustworthy I'm afraid, but it is something at least. What do you know about the Isle of Man?”

Hendley raised an eyebrow, surprised at the sudden change in topic. “Tax haven for some, motorbike races, and cats with no tails,” he replied, a hint of confusion in his voice. 

“Quite. How’d you and the lovely wife fancy a busman’s holiday there? Two weeks, all expenses paid.”

Hendley was intrigued. “Sounds lovely,” he replied.

“Good. We'll ensure you have all the reports to read up on before you go. On a side note, whilst you are there, find out anything you can on three chaps of interest to us; Fred Vickers, Donovan Casey, and James Curren. Curren just bought a house there. His name crops up quite a bit. Vickers and Casey have also been doing quite a bit of snooping over there. I'd like to know why.”

Hendley furrowed his brow. “Who are they?”

“Entrepreneurs of some type. Got their fingers in all sorts but keep themselves quiet whilst they do it. They have been asking quite a few questions, which on their own seem harmless, but they’ve raised a few red flags.”

“Yes, sir. It would help if I knew what I was looking for, sir.”

“Yes, indeed it would. But, unfortunately, we don't really have the foggiest, other than we know it slaughtered a train full of people within seconds and is responsible for the disappearance of over three thousand men and women over the past five years.”

Hendley's heart skipped a beat. “Sir, what about the lead from up north? Lincolnshire, the missing couple.”

“I don't think they're connected. We had a team go scout that area and they returned empty-handed. So, no, the Isle of Man is where I need you, Hendley. The tickets will be in the usual place. Clear?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

“There’s a good chap. Safe travels.”

Hendley replaced the receiver and thought for a moment. None of this felt right to him. If this was some form of Soviet infiltration, why not say as much? This was something different, and he realised he had not trained for any of this. If whoever did this gruesome act was on the Isle of Man, he had a distinct feeling that he would not return alive.

“Carol, dear?” He mumbled.

“Yes, dear?” She replied merrily as she knit away at a jumper.

“I need to travel to the Isle of Man for two weeks. I can take you with me. All expenses paid.”

Carol gave him a momentary frown before smiling. “Oh, how lovely? If the weather's nice, we can spend some time at the beach. When do we leave?”

Hendley was not paying attention. If he had been, he might have questioned why his wife seemed initially disturbed by the idea of visiting the small tourist island. Instead, he was thinking back to the train from the other night, which pulled into an empty station and braked to a standstill. The train certainly had a murderer on it at that moment, for someone must have activated the brake; either the driver was alive and not yet murdered, or the murderer pulled the brake. Hendley was stood in an empty station, in the middle of nowhere, with a mass murderer not even yards away from him, and he had not spotted or heard a soul.

A shiver ran down Hendley’s spine.

“Philip!” Carol cried out.

Hendley jumped to attention. “Sorry dear, miles away. What did you say?”

A dread had settled in his stomach. He knew something terrible would happen on this trip, and he knew something was off with this assignment. The mention of the three individuals and their mysterious activities, coupled with the unsettling information about the train massacre and the missing people, made him uneasy. It all felt like he was being sent into a trap but couldn't understand why, how or by whom. Nevertheless, he knew that he had to go and investigate, as it was his duty as an intelligence officer.

Hendley looked at his wife, who was still knitting away and felt a pang of guilt. He was putting her in danger by taking her with him, but he couldn't leave her behind. He knew that he had to keep a close eye on her and ensure she was always safe. He didn't want to imagine what would happen if something happened to her whilst he wasn’t around.

“Let me just make a few calls, and then we can pack and leave tomorrow,” Hendley said, trying to sound more confident than he felt.

––––––––
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Graham was beaming with pride as he boasted, “I saw Ghostbusters three times already!”

His friend Ian, sneered back at him and replied, “So? I saw it before anyone else on the island.”

Graham was not one to back down, “No, you didn't, you spaz. You’re such a liar.” he stated, giving Ian a playful shove.

Ian quickly defended himself, pushing Graham back, “Did too! My uncle is the projectionist at the cinema, so he let me see the film a week before anyone else.”

Adam, the third boy, chimed in, “Why didn't you invite us then?” asking the question on everyone's mind.

Ian sniffed, then shrugged, “Forgot.”

Graham was not impressed, “Some friend you are. Div.”

Ian mumbled, “You’re a div.”

The young boys silently walked down Birch Hill Crescent until Graham asked a thought-provoking question, “Do you think ghosts really exist?”

Feeling a bit out of place in the world, eight-year-old Adam shrugged and said, “I think something exists. I don't know if ghosts or what, but something feels off in the world, don't you think?”

Despite their light-hearted conversation, and his young age, Adam knew something was off in the world, or at least, in his world. He looked different from his family, felt more intelligent than his teachers, and generally felt out of place. He should have been thinking about school, friends and playing at his age. He knew he was adopted and his parents were not his biological ones, even though they had never told him. It was not that they were terrible parents, but he didn't feel the connection he should have had with them. They had different hair, different eyes, different everything. At a young age, he thought he was in the wrong place with the wrong people. But he never dared talk about it with his parents, and they never brought it up.

Whilst nobody really addressed it directly, the atmosphere on the Isle of Man was thick with an unspoken understanding that something ominous lingered there. Legends, rumours, and stories passed down from generations spoke of a lurking evil that threatened the world. As a young boy, he had heard whispers of witches inhabiting the island. While wandering through the verdant Silverdale Glen with his family one summer, he overheard a local speaking of witches and how they never truly left the island. Despite ridicule from most people, older residents knew that such myths held a grain of truth. The glen itself emanated an otherworldly aura, with twisted trees and gnarled roots that seemed to reach out and grab at you. The trickling stream that ran through the glen added to its eerie charm, its babbling sounds seeming to whisper ancient secrets of the island. It was a place that gave you the feeling that the past was alive and well and that the legends of the Isle of Man were more than just tall tales.

The island was like a different world, a place where time stood still. Its rolling hills, rugged coastline, and quaint towns made it almost paradise for Adam.

Adam was fortunate to have a fantastic group of friends growing up. This bond would continue to strengthen as he got older, with a new group of friends, becoming an essential support system for him. During his childhood, he cherished nothing more than discovering the Isle of Man alongside his buddies. They would spend countless hours sprinting along the sandy shores, gathering shells and pebbles, and engaging in various games. The summer days stretched out before them, even if the weather often ill-afforded it. 

One of Adam's fondest memories of the Isle of Man was the annual TT Races. The whole island would come alive with the sound of roaring engines and the smell of burnt rubber. The streets were lined with spectators, cheering on their favourite riders as they flew past on their motorbikes. For a young boy like Adam, it was an exhilarating experience he looked forward to every year.

Despite the idyllic setting of the Isle of Man, life for Adam's family wasn't always easy. His parents worked tirelessly to support their family, and sometimes they struggled to make ends meet. In those moments, Adam saw the stress and worry etched on his parent's faces as they tried to stretch every penny to its limit. But despite the financial hardships, his parents remained determined to provide for their family. They never let their circumstances defeat them.

Adam's parents were resourceful and creative in managing their finances. They grew their own vegetables in a small patch of land at the back of their house. On laundry day, his mother would carefully mend any tears or holes in their clothes instead of buying new ones. His father would repair broken appliances instead of replacing them. They were thrifty and made do with what they had, always finding ways to stretch their resources and make them last.

Despite the challenges, Adam's family never lost sight of what was truly important: their love for each other and their unwavering determination to persevere through any hardship that came their way. And in time, Adam would learn that this resilience and resourcefulness would serve him well as he navigated the challenges later in life.

As they walked, Adam excitedly shared with his friends Ian and Graham the rumours he had heard about witches on the island. He tried to explain to them that these were not the stereotypical witches with pointy hats and warts but rather the ones that were difficult to identify as human or evil. While Ian and Graham dismissed his claims as being influenced by horror movies and children's books, Adam persisted and urged them to investigate further and make others aware of the potential danger. 

Ian sighed. “Adam, I like the fact that you and I are friends. I like that when I came up with a rocket which almost blew up my house, you were the one to correct my calculations. I even like that you don't make fun of the fact that I'm top of our class at maths.” Ian explained.

“I’m top of our class.” Adam pointed out in a grumble.

“No, you're not. But, just remember one thing. Although we are a group of chess players and more advanced intelligence kids, we are still eight-year-olds who no one would ever believe. Especially if we turn up claiming witches were here.” Ian took a deep breath. “Come on, let's go down to the glen.”

As Ian walked on ahead, Graham and Adam reluctantly followed behind, contemplating the potential dangers lurking ahead. Graham, who was still sceptical of Ian's dismissive attitude towards witches, reminded them that they had just discussed the possibility of witches on the island. He reiterated his fear of these mysterious beings, further fuelling their anxiety and apprehension.

“My mum says I'm not allowed down that far,” Graham complained. “She'll kill me if something happens to me.”

Adam agreed. “Yeah, I don’t think we should be that far away. It’ll be home time soon, and I’ll get in trouble if I’m not around.”

“What are you afraid of? Nothing ever happens here.” Ian said, walking on. Graham and Adam looked at one another, sighed, and walked on.

“Didn’t we just talk about witches on the island?” Graham called after Ian. “They are what I’m afraid of.”

“There’s no proof there are witches.”

“My brother says that if we go that direction, we’ll pass through enemy territory,” Adam told them.

“There's no such thing,” Ian replied.

“Yes, there is.” Graham countered. “We are going towards Onchan School, and they are our sworn enemies.”  The kids went to Ashley Hill Primary School, the second-leading primary school on the island. 

“Have you ever met anyone from Onchan School?” Ian asked him.

“Yeah. Well, no. But still.”

“Come on, you wimp!”

Despite their initial reluctance and apprehension, the three boys eventually found the courage to continue their journey. As they walked, their imaginations ran wild with the possibility of encountering witches or other mythical creatures.

The sun shone on the island that day, which rarely happened on the Isle of Man which was more frequently battered by wind and rain. The Isle of Man was most famous for its motorbike race, which took place annually; the Manx cat, a tailless creature which was said to be half-cat, half-rabbit; and its lack of speed limits; not that you could go too fast on the twisting hilly roads. Nevertheless, life on the island was free and safe, with a meagre crime rate, meaning parents rarely worried for the safety of their children. Crime was so rare that the island even had the unknown punishment of flogging by birch, which hadn’t been used since the seventies, and the death penalty, which hadn’t been used since the eighteen-hundreds. 

With that in mind, the boys walked down through the various estates until they came upon a country path. They could see a green barn in the distance, surrounded by trees. 

Ian laughed as he took off running towards the barely visible barn. The others chased after him, their laughter echoing through the trees. As they approached the barn, they noticed a black Vauxhall Cavalier parked just metres away from the front of the structure. A small door to the barn was open, revealing nothing but darkness. The boys dropped into nearby bushes and long grass at the top of a slight incline and watched.

“Dad said that barn has been abandoned for years,” Graham said, breaking the silence. “He was thinking of buying it once, but it didn’t work out.”

“Maybe somebody has?” Adam countered.

Graham shook his head. “Nobody owns it.”

“Someone has to own it, even if it’s the state,” Ian pointed out.

“That’s the thing. On all the maps, it’s marked as secure land. Some sort of Ministerial stuff. Maybe they store weapons there,” Graham suggested.

Ian looked baffled. “On the Isle of Man? Unlikely. If the British government were storing weapons there, wouldn't they secure it somehow? Or at least put a fence up?”

“What do you think it is, then?” Graham asked, turning to Ian.

“I dunno. But you won't get UK government land here,” Ian said. “Dad told me that the UK government has minimal rights.”

Adam nodded. “He's right, Graham. The UK has no jurisdiction. They would need permission from the Tynwald, and that won't ever happen.” The Isle of Man had a particular set of rules, and even though the Queen was the head of state, the British government had very little influence on the day-to-day running of the island. The Tynwald was the legislative council for the Isle of Man and the oldest system of continuous parliamentary bodies in the world. Only they could decide whether Britain could build on the Isle of Man. “Why would the Tynwald or the British government want a shed?”

They stared at the barn, and Adam could feel his heart thumping in his chest. “Maybe it’s just a barn,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant. “We should go.”

As they stood and began to move away, a sound from the barn caught their attention. It was a soft, muffled thump, like something heavy being moved. The boys froze in place, their eyes fixed upon the open door. 

“I agree.” Said Graham, inching backwards.

“I don't. Anyway, look.” Ian pointed. In the distance, they could see a man walking a dog. The man had a thick white beard but looked very fit, maybe in his sixties. Whilst he seemed to be walking his dog, he walked carefully, almost trying to be as silent as possible, looking at the barn in only the most fleeting of glances. He approached the Cavalier and peered inside the window before looking around. Seeing no one, he tried the right-side car doors, but neither opened. Then, with a frown, he walked off. “I'm going down to look closer,” Ian whispered.

Adam tried to grab him but missed. “Ian, you div!” He half whispered half shouted. 

Ian slid down a small bank to the car, which he crouched behind. Trying the boot lock, it clicked and opened. He gave the others the thumbs up with a grin. He was about to rifle through the boot when something in the barn caught his eye. Leaving the boot open, he ran to the barn's open door and peered inside. Looking up at the others, he mouthed, “It's empty”, before sliding inside cautiously.

“If it's empty, why's he going inside?” Graham mumbled. “It's not exactly a big barn; it's more of a large shed.”

“You know what he’s like.”

They sat waiting for several minutes before Adam began to get worried. “Where is he?”

“He’s been in there awhile. Should we go take a look?”

“We should go get help,” Adam replied.

“He's probably just messing around. We'll go down there, and he'll jump us.”

Graham stood and slid down the bank. With a sigh, Adam followed him. Working as a team, Graham ran over to the door and peered inside the barn as Adam ran to the car's boot. Inside the boot were files, each with a different location attached to it, some on the Isle of Man, but most on the mainland. Lying in the boot was an old dirty black book with a folded piece of paper stuck out of it. He pulled out the paper and read a short note, “Bible of some sort?” Curiosity getting the better of him, Adam opened the book. It was written in some form of scribbles which, at first glance, he deemed to be Arabic. However, as he looked closer, he realised that the symbols were unlike any language he had ever seen. 

“I don't see him,” Graham called out. “It's empty in there.”

Adam opened a file marked Abertafol, revealing black and white photos of dead bodies on a train. Shocked, he quickly shut the file and grabbed the black book.

Graham's voice echoed through the silence. “I don't see him. It's empty in there.” Adam took a deep breath and opened the file marked Abertafol once again. The photos of lifeless bodies on a train shook him to the core but he was determined to try to understand what he was looking at, until he finally realised that these people had been gruesomely murdered. He dropped the file back into the boot and then peered out from behind the car. “Graham, stop!” The boy was one foot in the doorway when he turned to look at Adam, seeing the boy’s pale, almost ghostlike skin. “We should go.” Adam told him, with a nod and a gulp, fear etched on his face.

Graham hesitated, his foot still in the doorway. “But Ian...” 

Adam knew what had happened to Ian. He could feel it in his gut. “Graham, we need to go now,” he urged. Graham pulled his leg back out of the doorway, and he retreated towards the car, not daring to turn his back to the doorway. “What are we going to do?”

“We're going to go home and say nothing,” Adam replied, trying to sound calm and collected.  It would be Adam’s first mistake, but the child in him knew no better.

“But what about Ian?”

“I think he's dead,” Adam said, his voice barely above a whisper. “As is the MI5 agent whose Cavalier this belongs to. Hendley.” 

Graham's eyes widened. “How do you know he was MI5?”

“I found files in his car, marked ‘Security Service, Eyes Only’, signed for by Hendley.”

“We should say something.” Graham complained.

“I don’t think anyone will be able to protect us if we do.”

Search parties were sent out that night. The boys were questioned, but they stuck to their story; that Ian ran off and the boys played elsewhere. That night, Graham cried himself to sleep, tormented by the loss of his friend. But as Adam lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, he knew that whomever or whatever was inside that barn, wasn't human.  And then as Adam’s eyes drifted down to the dusty black book on his desk, he silently hoped that he wouldn’t be the next target.

––––––––
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It was around 3:45pm a couple of weeks later, when the doorbell chimed. Carol Hendley was sitting in her living room sipping on a cup of tea. She put down her tea and walked towards the door, pulling at the little curtain by the doorframe, as if wondering who could be visiting at this time of the day. As she opened the door, she was greeted by two well-dressed men who flashed their MI5 identification cards.

Carol gave them a gentle smile and nodded. “Yes? May I help you, gentlemen?  I’m afraid Phillip is away, but surely you know that?”

“Sorry to bother you, Mrs Hendley. Actually, we're looking for your husband as it’s been a while since he last checked in.  He should have returned back from the Isle of Man by now. Would you happen to know where he is?”

Carol placed a hand to her chest, concern descending on her face.  “Oh no. No, Phillip came home with me; we were together on the Isle of Man. I have the ferry stubs somewhere if you need them for anything.” She said, turning and looking around the empty floor of the foyer in an flustered display; however an agent waved his hand suggesting it wasn’t necessary.  “He dashed off again; something about a better lead up North.”

The MI5 agents exchanged a quick glance before continuing their questioning. “Did he mention anything whilst on the Isle of Man, ma’am?”

“Not really. Well, he never told me anything; state secrets and all that; not that I care.  We had such a wonderful time there, but he was awfully grumpy.  You know what he can be like sometimes.  Something about it all a frightful waste of time but at least he could get a bit of a holiday out of it.”

“I see. Did he mention where up North he was headed?”

“Oh yes. Sleaford, in Lincolnshire.” She offered hopefully.

The agents shared a look, as if confirming a previous thought, before nodding and thanking Carol. Then as they turned to leave, she stopped them. “Has something happened to my Phillip?” She asked, her voice now shaky and scared. “I couldn’t live without him!”

The agents gave each other a slight grimace-smile before responding. “I'm sure he's fine, ma'am. Just off the radar a bit.  We’ll keep you informed, but I’m sure he’ll turn up.  Good day.”

As the agents drove away, Carol closed the door and let out a deep sigh of relief. She turned to look at the young pretty blonde girl who had been peering from behind the curtain in the sitting room. “Well done, Venus,” Carol told her before flicking her wrist, and as she did so, Carol's appearance changed, becoming younger, taller, and slimmer. Her hair became jet black and long, and her wide eyes became dark green, and suddenly she had gone from frumpy older housewife, to gorgeous but sinister beauty.

“They’ll be back after he does not appear, of course.” The soft-spoken voice of the blonde said.

“I will deal with that when it arises. Just be glad it is off the island, and MI5 is off our backs. The book has been retrieved. Everything is going to plan.”

“For now.” Venus frowned.

As they spoke, Carol's mind was already racing with thoughts about her next steps. The boy had retrieved the book, but there was still a long way to go before the plan was fully executed. She couldn't let her guard down now, not when they were so close.
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​​One – Ten Years Later


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


The year was 1994, and the world was in flux. The warm breeze of summer carried the tune of Wet Wet Wet's Love is All Around, which dominated the charts for an extended period, serving as the soundtrack to lazy afternoons and lively parties. The eagerly anticipated release of Pulp Fiction was just weeks away. Friends was about to debut on television. However, the world was also experiencing significant political change. Czechoslovakia split into two peaceful nations, and Yugoslavia was embroiled in war. In addition, Nelson Mandela became South Africa's first black president, signalling a seismic shift in global politics.  Overall, the world felt like peace was just a small step away.

Despite these momentous changes, Adam's world was about to be upside down in ways he could never have imagined. At that very moment in early summer, he was out attempting to celebrate his upcoming eighteenth birthday; however, it was proving to be more of a challenge than he had anticipated. The Friday night air was thick with excitement and possibility as Adam navigated the lively streets of Sleaford, Lincolnshire, heading towards what he thought would be the perfect spot to usher in his newfound adulthood. And yet moment’s later in the bar with his best friend Brian, little did Adam know that his life was about to take an unexpected turn, forever altering the course of his future. 

“In other news, British business operating systems company Logical Extrusions has agreed to a take-over bid by the venture capital giant CurrenTrent Monies. CurrenTrent is expected to pay a little over eighty-million dollars for the struggling software house, which has failed to compete with competitors Microsoft and IBM.

“The market was taken a little by surprise by the acquisition, especially leading up to Microsoft's expected next-generation Windows-based operating system.” The Sky News business report droned on in the background.

Adam slumped on the bar stool; his mind lost as he stared at the flickering television screen. The image on the screen distorted by years of exposure to magnets, flying drinks, and cigarette smoke.  The chatter and clinking glasses around him faded into the background as he ruminated on the past eighteen years of his life. He had always felt like he was meant for something more significant, as he was somehow special, but, as he approached adulthood, that feeling seemed to slip away.

As he sat lost in thought, he barely registered Brian's return with the drinks. Then, finally, his friend's cheerful voice snapped him out of his reverie, and he raised his beer in a half-hearted toast.

“To turning eighteen, finally,” Brian laughed, taking a swig of his pint of Stella. “Took you long enough.” Adam rolled his eyes at Brian's joke. Brian may have only been ten months older, but he never let Adam forget it.

As the night wore on and the alcohol flowed, and as Brian yapped on about a football match he’d watched during the week, Adam's thoughts drifted back to his sixteenth birthday. It had been a turning point for him when he first felt something stirring inside of him, a sense of power that he couldn't explain. He had hoped that this power would grow and develop as he got older, but it appeared to have plateaued.

Sipping his beer, Adam wondered if he was destined for something greater or just another person in a world full of mediocrity.

Two years earlier...

It was a chilly evening in Sleaford, Lincolnshire, and Adam Slater was sitting on a stone wall by the railway lines, waiting for the last bus home on the day of his sixteenth birthday. He had been celebrating with his friend Brian, enjoying a soft drink and a meal at the Carre Arms restaurant, just metres from where he was currently perched. Looking down the street, he saw Matt Shade and his gang approaching, intimidating anyone. Shade was the local bully who tormented Adam since the day he had arrived from the Isle of Man. To make matters worse, they shared a classroom most of the day, meaning they barely had a respite from each other. 

Adam closed his eyes and silently prayed for the bus to arrive, but unfortunately, the stop remained empty. Walking home was an option, but it was a long thirty-minute walk compared to just a few minutes by bus.

Celebrating his birthday with Brian the night before was a new tradition they had started the previous year. Moving to the mainland had made it challenging for Adam to make friends. He was skinny and not athletic, making him an easy target for bullies at school. The only friends he had were the few who were in a similar situation. Adam's family's move to Sleaford came out of nowhere, and he wasn't sure what had driven it except for work and money. The town they chose to settle in was an inbred farming community that suffered from the recession of the early nineties, causing intolerance, hate, and derision; a place where anyone from outside of Lincolnshire was not welcome. The local gathering spot for the youth was the discotheque above the snooker club, next to the cinema. Essentially, all kids had to do in Sleaford was drink and fight.

Adam's brother and sister were older and used the opportunity to go to university to escape. He was left alone with his mother.  The promise of a steady, well-paying job for his father was unfortunately and empty promise, as just months after moving over, he was made redundant, forcing him to find work down South; thus Adam’s father was more frequently away than at home. 

Then there was Adam’s closest friend, Brian.  He could have been a more hardworking student, he certainly wasn’t stupid, but he found himself getting on the wrong side of trouble. He had no hesitation in speaking out against the bullies and had been in more than his fair share of fights. It was how they became friends. On Adam's first day of school, Shade had wanted to give him a proper welcome, but before he could get his second punch in, Brian had head-butted Shade right on the bridge of his nose. Before Shade could react, Brian gave a strange Woody Woodpecker chuckle and bolted away as fast as he had arrived. Shade's posse chased after, with Shade following soon after. They got Brian later that day, earning him a black eye but Brian shrugged it off, saying it was worth it.

As Adam sat on the wall, lost in thought and trying to appear invisible, Shade and his gang approached him. Shade, with his blonde hair falling forward over his eyes, and the back shaved into a wedge as was popular in those parts at the time, grinned at Adam, making it clear that he had no intention of leaving the boy alone. Shade was from a rough family. He spent most of his time weight training, building himself up from the fattest kid in primary school to the hardest in secondary.  He sauntered over to Adam, a smug expression on his face. “Fuck me, Slater, a bit tired? Hard day, was it?” he asked, sarcasm dripping from his words.

Adam clenched his fists, his heart racing. He knew he should just walk away but couldn't help feeling angry and powerless. “No,” he muttered, trying to sound confident. “Not tired.”

Shade snorted. “Well, I'm not tired, but I slept through most of my classes.” He turned to his posse, a group of skinny sports types who were all school football team members. “Isn't that right, guys?”

They laughed raucously, eager to show loyalty to the school's toughest kid. Adam felt sick, knowing he was an easy target for them. They didn't care who they hurt or why - they just wanted to assert their dominance over anyone they deemed weaker than them.

Adam tried to focus on the rain which had suddenly began pouring down around them, hoping it would drown out Shade's taunts. “Your birthday, innit?” Shade said, and Adam's heart sank. He knew that Shade was just looking for another way to humiliate him.

“It's in a couple of minutes,” he mumbled, glancing at his Casio watch. In just a few moments, he would officially be sixteen years old. Knowing that he had spent the last sixteen years of his life not learning who he was or where he came from was a strange feeling.

“Well, I didn't get you a present,” Shade said in a whiny voice, his friends chuckling in agreement. “But I do have something for you if you want it.”

Adam shook his head, his fear and anger mounting with each passing moment. “I don't need anything from you, Shade,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “Just leave me alone.”

Shade stepped closer, his face contorted in mock disappointment. “Now that's not very nice, is it?” he sneered. “I'm just trying to be friendly.”

Adam glared at him, his fists still clenched at his sides. Then, finally, he didn't care anymore. He was tired of being pushed around and made to feel small. He jumped off the wall and pushed himself to get as close to Shade as possible. “You're never nice, Shade,” he spat. “Never were, never will be.”

As he confronted the bully, the intensity of the rain increased, forming dense puddles at their feet.  Lightning streaked across the sky. Adam barely noticed any of that, his focus was entirely on Shade. Then, for a moment, he felt a sense of clarity - a sense that he was done being afraid.  He could take the bully, he was sure of it.

“I don't like your attitude,” Shade growled, taking a step forward. Adam did the same, his eyes locked onto Shades.

“I don't like you,” Adam replied, his voice low and steady.

Shade stared at him for a long moment, a look of confusion on his face. He wasn't used to anyone standing up to him like this, especially not someone like Adam. It seemed like he might lash out for a moment, but then he backed off, signalling to his friends to follow him.

As they walked away, Adam felt a strange mix of emotions - relief, confusion, and a deep sense of satisfaction. He had stood up for himself, and it had worked. Maybe he was stronger than he always thought.  At the same time though, it felt like a missed opportunity, that he missed the chance to prove himself.

As the bus approached the stop and his emotions calmed, he felt terribly unsure about what had just happened, so much so that he did not notice that the weather had miraculously cleared up, nor did he see the tall brunette girl standing there watching him from a distance. At that moment, Adam believed that he could have taken Shade, and had he known how he probably would have. But instead, he would have to wait a full two years to become an adult until his life would change forever.
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In 1994, as Adam sat in the dark, typically English bar with his friend Brian, Adam couldn't help but notice the tall brunette who had just taken a seat across the room with another girl. He recognised her as Tara, the same girl Matt Shade was in love with. Although Shade had claimed her as his own, Tara did not reciprocate his feelings.  At the time, she was the girl who had been watching him two-years previously, and for the first time, Adam saw her in his subconscious and realised that she had been there.

As Adam stared across the room at Tara, he hoped that the bustle of the busy bar would distract her from his gaze. But instead, he felt a strong pull towards her, not in a physical attraction, but in a way that made him feel like they needed to talk, even though he wasn't exactly sure what about.

Adam had asked around about Tara and found that she had allegedly left school when she was only sixteen. He didn’t know how old she was, though he guessed she was only a couple of years his senior. People pointed out that she had always been there, but no one knew much about her. She didn't seem to hang out with any boys but was frequently seen walking around with other girls. Brian even speculated that she might be a lesbian.

Despite their frequent encounters in various locations, Adam and Tara had never had a proper conversation. Their interactions were always clumsy and awkward as if they needed guidance on what to say. Unfortunately for Adam, wherever Tara went, Shade quickly followed. And given that the bar they were in was Shade's local haunt, Adam knew Matt's arrival was imminent.

As he watched Tara across the room, Adam felt a sense of disappointment. He longed to speak with her and get to know her better, but he knew that Shade's presence would make that difficult. Nevertheless, Tara was a mystery to him, a person who he felt an intense connection with. 

Of course, Matt's infatuation with Tara Reading did not surprise Adam. The girl was tall and sexy, with a brown Mikado hairstyle, high cheekbones, and very dark reddish-brown eyes, which Adam swore went scarlet whenever he saw her angry. Her dress sense also left many men speechless, showing off that she wore stockings or corsets. Once, Adam asked her if she was a part of the Goth scene because she constantly wore black and red, lace corsets, and dark make-up. “Not really, but I find some of those Goth chicks desperately sexy.” She said at the time, earning a “see?” from Brian. 

Adam sighed and picked up his pint, downing half of it fast, realising his birthday celebration was about to come to a swift end. “Drink up; we need to go,” Adam told Brian, eager to get out before Matt arrived.

“Why?”

As Adam watched Tara across the room, he noticed her companion, Kirsten. Like Tara, Kirsten was an enigma to the locals. Whilst everyone seemed to know of her, no one really knew her. She often hung around the snooker club, and Adam had heard she was quite the pro at the game. Her features were sharper than Tara's, with defined cheekbones and sharply shaped eyebrows. But despite her more severe features, Kirsten had a smile that could light up a room.

Adam observed Kirsten as she sat with Tara. He noticed that whenever Tara said something interesting or funny, Kirsten would widen her eyes, giving a brief flash of perfect teeth as she smiled. Her long brown hair was combed down one side, and she had a habit of twisting it absentmindedly with her hand.  Every so often, her eyes would flick up to Adam’s and they warmed slightly, her features softening, but as if recognising she was staring, she looked away quickly.

Still, his mind considered all the possibilities of who these girls were.  Were they students? Working professionals? Or maybe they were just two young women enjoying each other's company on a night out. Despite his curiosity, Adam knew better than to intrude on their conversation. So instead, he continued to observe from afar, content to admire Tara and Kirsten's easy camaraderie and infectious laughter.

“So? Kirsten's hot,” Brian noted without concern.

“Shadey will be here soon, for sure. Let's get out of here before he arrives.”

Brian’s eyes went wide with recognition. “Ah. Good point. Drink up.” 

The clink of the pint glasses echoed through the pub as Adam and Brian quickly finished their drinks, ready to leave. As they approached the door, the air outside hit them with a chilly night breeze, making Adam shiver. But before he could adjust to the cold, he walked right into Matt Shade, the bully who had been tormenting him since they were kids. From the doorway, Shade spotted Tara and Kirsten sitting at a table, and his shoulders tensed in anger. 

Sensing trouble, Tara stood and rushed over, with Kirsten trailing closely behind, her face etched with worry. 

Matt Shade remained silent but Adam felt the full impact of his punch as it connected with his jaw. Despite the alcohol coursing through his veins, the pain was excruciating. He tried to fight back, but Shade was too quick for him, delivering another blow that sent him crashing to the ground. Adam felt the bitter taste of vomit in his mouth, but he managed to swallow it down just in time.

Brian, ever the fighter, stood up to Shade, demanding he stops. “He's had enough, Shadey! It's his goddamn birthday!” But Shade was having none of it, his fists clenched and ready to strike again. He confronted Brian, the bully’s face contorted with rage. Gone was the childish wedge haircut from two years previously, Shade now sported a shaved head, the stubble visible. “You want some too? I told this fucker to stay away from my girlfriend!” Shade had repeatedly told Adam he wanted him nowhere near Tara.  He never said it to anyone else, only Adam, which made very little sense.  Why was Shade so in fear of Adam speaking to Tara?

Before Adam could explain, Tara intervened, denying any connection between herself and Shade. The brute silenced her with a curt command to shut up. Adam saw the apologetic look on Tara's face. Still, it was clear that she was unwilling or unable to stop Shade's rampage. As the beating continued, Adam felt helpless as he looked up at the crowd of onlookers, none of whom were willing to step in and help.

Tara's hauntingly beautiful eyes were fixed on her watch as if hoping for the ordeal to end. Adam noticed the similarity between her eyes and his, except for the colour. He felt sad as he realised he had always been attracted to her in some way, but she had always been out of reach. Shade's obsession with Tara only made matters worse for Adam, as he became the target of Shade's rage.

As if verifying her watch was correct, Tara looked up excitedly at the clock on the church tower, then looking back at Adam with strange intensity, she suddenly shouted for Adam to get up and fight. Despite the energy he felt from her voice, Adam was too battered and bruised to continue. “No more,” he whispered, his voice barely audible. “I can't.”

The clock struck ten-fourteen PM, marking the exact moment of his eighteenth birthday, Tara urged him to find the strength to fight. “Now Adam.” She said calmly.  “Now you can beat him. Get up and fight!” With renewed energy, Adam jumped to his feet in one swift move, his stance now that of a martial arts master. 

But before they could engage, whistles pierced the air, halting the fight before it could escalate further.  “Rozzers!” someone yelled, and in seconds, Shade was off, and the crowd had scattered. “We should run,” Brian suggested. “Good idea,” Adam agreed, and they took off at a sprint. Brian struggled to keep up as Adam rounded a corner near the WM Low supermarket and into the woods at the back. “Motherfucker,” Brian panted before being tackled by two large policemen in the classic British bobby hats he had often described as “tits on their heads.”

Meanwhile, Adam slowed to a stop and looked back at the path behind him. Despite running far and fast without stopping, he felt oddly fit and energised. His usually flabby belly was now tight with a firm six-pack; something supernatural was happening to him. Walking towards the high street, he pondered his strange experience and the feeling of being an outcast since moving to Sleaford. Memories of his time on the Isle of Man flooded back, where he never felt alone or like an outcast. He even began to question if he could be one of the witches he had heard stories about as a child.

Adam's personality had changed drastically since moving to Sleaford. He had become shy and introverted, unlike his happy and explorative self on the Isle of Man. As a result, his parents criticised him for not making the most out of a bad situation after the move, and yet, Adam still felt different and isolated. He had always been curious, and whilst his belief of being different had begun to wane, it was never gone completely. But now his curiosity was amplified. He wanted to know everything about these newfound abilities that he possessed. He couldn't wait to see what else he could do and how to use these powers to help himself and others.

It would be a lie to say, Adam wasn’t scared though. He needed to learn what these powers were and where they came from, or if he really had any at all. He didn't know if they were dangerous or would harm him or those around him. He realised he needed to be careful about who he spoke to about it, not even his parents could know because he knew they wouldn't believe him or worse, they might be afraid of him.

Despite the fear, Adam felt like he was on the brink of something incredible that could change his life forever. For the first time in a long time, he felt like he had a purpose, a reason to live, and a sense of belonging. As he entered his house, he knew he needed to explore these newfound abilities further to figure out what he could do and how to use them.

Adam collapsed onto his bed, gazing up at the Akira poster above him, his mind racing with the sudden realisation that he possessed extraordinary powers. As he lay there, he thought of the Windscale disaster, a nuclear reprocessing plant in the UK that had dumped radioactive material into the Irish Sea during the sixties. He briefly wondered if he was the product of some sort of radioactive mutation but quickly dismissed the idea as ridiculous.

Two other posters adorned his room, one promoting a rave from the early nineties called Dreamscape and the other featuring the cover art for The Prodigy's album, Experience. These two things, electronic music and computers, kept Adam sane. He didn't just play games on his PC; he was fascinated with programming, hacking, and discovering new uses for technology.

As he lay there, his mind wandered to the little black book resembling a bible. Adam knew exactly where it was; he was organised and neat, a habit he had developed to avoid his mother's angry outbursts over the state of his siblings' messy rooms. Keeping his space tidy was a way to avoid her attention, and he had become quite good at it.

Rummaging through a box of old Beano comics, he found his collection of pornographic magazines. He cringed at the unappealing woman on the cover but wasn't interested in her. He flipped to a picture of a brunette in latex named Linda and sighed, knowing that was why he had the magazine in the first place.

Underneath the magazines, he found the little black book again. As he opened it up, he noticed that the strange scribbles he had once thought were Arabic had started to form recognisable words and sentences, not that he understood them, but now he had an idea of where to start. The text was written right to left, like Arabic, but it was more graphical, with more dots, lines, and apostrophes. He needed guidance on how the words were formed and where the sentences began and ended to translate them. Moreover, he needed some sort of key to decipher it.

Dropping the book to his computer desk, Adam stripped off his t-shirt and sweater and stared at his body in the mirror.  Contours of muscles were clearly visible.  He tightened up his body in true muscle-man style and as he did so, the muscles stretched and ballooned to the point he looked like a young Jean-Claude van Damm.  “Holy shit.” He gasped, relaxing himself and smiling at the mirror.

He looked over at an old cricket ball in a box and reached out a hand, trying to attract the ball to him.  It moved very slightly but then stopped.  Frustrated, he tried again, willing himself, squeezing his eyes together, but it didn’t budge further.  “Bollocks.” He mumbled.  Angry at himself, he flicked his finger at the ball as if shooting a gun.  As he did so, a small bolt of blue light left his index finger and hit the ball, causing the ball to explode into a cloud of dust.  “Jesus Christ!” Adam cried out.  “How the hell did I do that?”  He tried to shoot something again, but this time it didn’t work.  “Why?”

Flopping down on the bed in confusion, a sense of melancholy washed over Adam as he thought of his friend Ian. After the day Ian disappeared, things had never been the same for Adam and Graham. Graham became withdrawn and fearful, wondering what might have happened to him if he had gone into that shed. Another friend who wasn’t with them that day, Darren, constantly pestered them with questions about Ian. Still, Adam and Graham refused to speak of it, fearing someone might come after them. Over time, Adam and Graham drifted apart, attending different schools and living in other areas.  Adam eventually moved to the UK with his family, and he heard that Graham had dropped out of school after his GCSEs. 

Looking at the hand that fired off the bolt of energy at the ball, Adam thought of Ian and wondered if he could use his newfound powers to help find him. He shook his head, realising it was a hopeless thought. The past was gone, and he needed to focus on the present.

Realising that guessing was getting him nowhere, Adam reasoned it was time to do some actual research.  At the time, the internet was not very advanced, but it was good enough for information sharing, its primary purpose.  As Adam switched on his PC, he connected to the internet, listening to the screeching sound of the old 14k modem, and began browsing through the bulletin board systems. It didn't take long for him to stumble upon a post that caught his attention. The documents contained within were hacked by the US government, most originating from the US Air Force or CIA. As he sifted through the files, one, in particular, caught his eye - the Blue Book of UFO sightings, and he made a mental note to check that one later. 

However, the other documents focused on a mysterious group known as the Majestic 12, and they seemed to be closer to what he was looking for. Though Adam had heard of them before on television shows, he had always assumed them to be fictional. Despite questioning the authenticity of the documents, he had a strange feeling that he was on the right track, a feeling vindicated when he found a poor-quality picture of a set of scribbles resembling the text in the black book.

Texts found near crumbled remains of a female statue – Ostia Antica, Italy. So far untranslated.

His curiosity piqued, Adam continued to scour through the documents, determined to uncover any relevant information. While most of it seemed to be little more than speculation, a few points caught his attention. For example, one story claimed that researchers in the Middle East believed that the patriarchal society had developed as a direct response to the arrival of female warriors with otherworldly powers. Though vastly outnumbered, these women managed to escape and resettle within the community, hidden from plain sight.

In the Middle East, researchers believe the patriarchal society is in direct response to the arrival of female warriors with unearthly powers. Vastly outnumbered in that region, they retreated and resettled into the community, making it impossible to distinguish them from the common woman. 

Another story followed shortly after, detailing how society had attempted to root out these powerful women and expose them. However, despite their best efforts, the women always avoided capture. One well-known example occurred during the witch trials of the 17th and 18th centuries, where many were falsely accused and tried as witches due to mass hysteria.

As the centuries passed, these witches found a way to stay silent yet active in modern society. In
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