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      The years since her daughter Joanne’s birth had been happy, and Luna Bevan had taken to motherhood with aplomb. She had made mistakes and intended to make up for them, learning lessons from her own parents’ behaviours and how she herself had reacted…

      Luna Bevan and Mark Blake were married on their daughter’s sixth birthday, a private ceremony in the garden of their Oxford home. Joanne was the perfect pink bridesmaid, with her father in a tailored blue suit and her mother in a split-legged, tight-fitting, light-blue dress. Pink, white and blue flowers lit up the scene as friends mingled together, happy to celebrate the new Mr. and Mrs. Bevan-Blake. Mark’s father, Morgan Blake, had made an appearance, but his visit ended quickly after a blazing row with his son. Morgan had left, but not before giving Luna a peck on the cheek and his granddaughter a big squeeze; Joanne had yelped in delight. The altercation forgotten, the gathering danced and celebrated into the early hours. Mark and Luna were thankful they could afford such a luxurious wedding and that the caterers would do the clearing up.

      Married life hadn’t changed Luna’s routine, she read the news that morning as she usually did, back from the school run, accompanied by a traditional English cup of tea. Her husband, Mark, had been out early; police work rarely had regular hours. A headline caught Luna’s eye.

      
        
        ‘American scientific HCI breakthrough.’

      

      

      She scrolled through the short article. An unnamed company was about to undertake trials for a human-computer interface. It involved reading brain activity and then translating the results into commands. It seemed an age since she’d first realised the capabilities she had, the ability to interface with and control networks. Luna didn’t know if her daughter had all the same capabilities and, in truth, she didn’t really want to find out.

      Memories of Luna’s past came flooding back. She and Mark had been drawn into a world of lies, deceit and death, and they’d both played their part. Luna and Mark had left Miami and their criminal past nearly six years before. The Bachello crime family, particularly James and Linnata Bachello, had been quiet ever since, except for congratulatory messages when Joanne was born.

      Luna would always have the scourge of her abilities derived from her modified digital DNA sequencing. Her parents had been seduced and manipulated by two professors, Scott Leeming and Fabio Binoa, into an experiment with Luna’s DNA. She had always felt she was paying the price for their success. But Luna’s senses were now being bombarded by new thoughts… from her daughter, Joanne. Luna had ignored them up to now, unable to comprehend how they were happening and worrying about the impact they might have…

      Luna remembered the events of a fateful day. Her parents were dead because of her, and she was still haunted by the memories. The events that had followed and the things she’d done meant that nightmares were never far away. Luna had become reclusive, craving normality, her daughter’s upbringing the focus of Luna’s attention. The guilt and remorse of her past and any morality she still retained would again be cast into the wind should her daughter ever be threatened.

      Mark Blake had never fully recovered from the ordeal of his own and Luna’s criminal past, especially being involved with the Bachello crime family. The activities of his father, Morgan Blake, had shocked Mark to his core and contact had been minimal ever since. Despite many extended periods of absence, and his sabbatical working for a security company, Mark had eventually been able to resume his police career. His life settled into a happy routine, his family were financially secure, and he didn’t need to work. While he enjoyed his work, his wife appeared to be happy being a stay-at-home mother. His daughter Joanne was just like her mother, funny, stubborn and beautiful… Mark was blessed with the stability of home life. Although largely unused, he knew his wife still possessed powers related to her modified DNA. Like Luna, he hardly slept, restless and perspiring. Mark still feared visitors from the past…
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      Linnata Bachello surveyed the Miami skyline and the bay from her penthouse apartment. The streets below were her business domain and the source of her lifestyle. She and her sister, Rosa, had the adopted bloodline of the Mob, and Linnata had the power and respect she craved. James Bachello was head of the Bachello family crime syndicate. He had ensured that Linnata had all the opportunities she required to realise her ambitions. Tragedy had hardened Linnata, her moral compass compromised at an early age. She’d rapidly gained a reputation as a Mob enforcer displaying little mercy.

      Jenson Blaize was the Bachello crime family’s second in command and Linnata’s lover. The demise of Jenson and his son Stephen had made Linnata realise she wasn’t yet ready to lead the Bachello family business. Her time was coming; patience, planning and help from the past would be the steps that would lead to her coronation.

      The Miami crime scene was running as smoothly as it could. James Bachello remained in the background, but his assistant, Anya Crest, was taking on more responsibility on his behalf. Linnata was unconcerned, even grateful, but Anya could be taken care of if it became necessary. The Bachello family’s rivals, the now impotent Francescos, resided in the Nevada mountains, and the Miami street crime scene was calmly controlled by the threatening presence of Linnata Bachello, and she assessed that her future ambitions would need more than muscle to be fulfilled. The green countryside of England held the key. Linnata had utilised Luna Bevan-Blake’s talents previously, and the time was coming to engage her once again. Christian Marbeck, a gun-for-hire Mob enforcer, had been killed by Luna in a road crash without apparent remorse. Linnata Bachello would require that attitude from Luna again if her strategy was to succeed.
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      Joanne Bevan-Blake was eight years old, happy, well-liked and popular at school, but today didn’t feel like it. She was being bullied, and her nemesis, Jay East, was ramping up his campaign against her. He called her names, interfered in her schoolwork, and even messed with her phone. Joanne, whose name everyone shortened to Jo, had chosen not to retaliate, especially by interfering with his many gadgets, although doing so would be simple enough.

      She was talking with her friends when Jay came up to her. Feigning to fall like an actor, as he did so, he elbowed her underneath the chin.

      “Sorry, Jo, accident!” He laughed as he jogged away. The incident shook her up, but she didn’t want to make a fuss.

      “Tell the teacher.” Urged her friends, glad that it wasn’t them being pushed around. “I have, they won’t do anything, his parents are big supporters of the school.” The East’s had recently sponsored the purchase of several new computers, so they were in favour with the school hierarchy.

      Jo walked away, embarrassed, the pain between her neck and shoulder intensifying. She’d have a bruise, which would be difficult to hide from her parents. In class that afternoon, she caught Jay looking at her, mouthing a threat. ‘See you later,’ followed by a balled-fist sign. The thing was, he would, he lived next door to her, and in the beginning, they’d been close friends. Her success at school had combined with his apparent lack of progress and had caused jealousy. ‘The bullying had to stop.’ Jo thought.
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      Edward East, Jay’s father, pulled up on the drive of their leafy suburban home on the outskirts of Oxford. The pebbled, weed-littered driveway groaned as the black four-by-four moved towards the automated garage door, which opened like a shark about to mangle its prey. The property had been built in the late nineteen forties and needed attention, but it acted as a haven from Edward’s work and, occasionally, from his family.

      His worries had distracted him; he couldn’t even remember driving home. The day’s events since his early morning start were weighing heavily on his mind. There had been high-level meetings behind closed doors and greater scrutiny of staff. Something was afoot at Government Communications Headquarters, otherwise known as GCHQ. Even with his lofty position, Edward didn’t have access to what was going on, and he liked to keep informed.

      As he opened the utility door, he could hear an altercation in the kitchen. ‘Mother and son at it again,’ he thought.

      “Hi, Dad,” Jay greeted his father, subdued by his mother’s onslaught.

      “Trouble at school again?” Edward asked. His son lowered his head as his wife, Martine, came into view, swaying. ‘Had she been drinking?’ Edward thought.

      “Did you smell the rotten eggs in the garage?” she asked, aware of the effect it could have on their neighbours.

      “No, should I have?”

      “You must have smelt it! And the carbon monoxide sensor needs replacing. You should also know that the woman from next door has been complaining about Jay and the school’s been on.” Her speech slurring, she stumbled as she reached for the half-empty bottle of red wine in the rack.

      “I’d have thought the school could sort it out, the amount we’re donating to them.”

      They had moved Jay from a private school to a state academy, and the spare cash had come in handy, but Edward still wanted value for money.

      “I’ve looked at your diary, and I’ve made an appointment for you tomorrow. The school’s expecting you.” Martine had arranged the meeting deliberately, firstly to get on her husband’s nerves, but also because she had a liaison planned with a dashing, younger man…

      “Thanks, it’ll be the highlight of my year. A teacher telling me my son will be excluded if his behaviour doesn’t improve.”

      Edward went back into the garage, now noticing the faint sulphur-like smell, but to him, that wasn’t unusual for the age of the property. They’d had new gas and electricity meters recently installed and, after the contractors had dug up the path for the electrical work, they’d come across the gas pipes, made of cast iron. Edward had been told it was normal, and no other work was necessary. He made a mental note to check if the odour was still there in the morning.

      Jay skulked away, upstairs to his cavernous bedroom in the extension above the garage. He was a spoilt child, toys and technology of every type decked out his den. Everything there was vying to make up for the lack of attention from his alcoholic mother and a father who was hardly ever home. He was looking forward to school the next day, and to another encounter with her highness, Joanne Bevan-Blake. He thought, ‘Better be careful though, wait until after my father’s meeting with the school.’
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      The Bevan-Blakes lived next door, but Mark and Luna hardly saw their neighbours. With Jo having after-school classes, she occasionally got home at the same time as Mr East. She’d waved, but today he was distracted, not offering a reply. She liked him, but his son was making her life miserable. Quietly entering through the front door, Jo found her mother waiting.

      “Hello, Jo, I’ve been speaking to your school about you. They’ve told me you’re being bullied. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “It’s OK, Mum, it’s just Jay being a pain.”

      “It’s never OK. The school is going to speak to his father.”

      The conversation ended. It had been four years since Jo had first been able to communicate with her mother using the digital DNA she’d inherited. They used it just like speech, much to the annoyance of her father. They couldn’t share information directly, but their communication of thought felt more natural and more intimate than normal speech.

      Luna had used her abilities to protect her family. There were no regrets and no way back. The files she possessed chronicled her creation and development, the brainchild of two Oxford University professors. She wouldn’t let her daughter feel the burden the academics had imposed or experience the frustration of her youth, which had led to her own darkened path. Since her daughter’s birth, Luna had never recovered fully from the fatigue of her pregnancy. There’d been no need to involve doctors, however, and she tried to be as active as her health allowed. Nevertheless, it was inescapable that as Jo had grown up, Luna’s tiredness had also grown and as a result she was becoming even more protective, a trait she knew could lead to trouble…

      “What happened today? You’ve got a bruise, and where did the blood come from?” enquired her mother.

      Frustration finally spilled out. “Jay bumped into me at school, and then on the way home, he pushed me into a holly hedge. The thorns have ripped my jumper, and the scratches have bled through my shirt. I don’t know what to do, and school aren’t helping.”

      “Hopefully, a chat with Mr East will sort things out, but I’m not optimistic. Your father might get involved, and you know how heavy-handed he can be.”

      Mark Bevan-Blake arrived home. It was unusual for him to be early, as he often worked very long hours in his role as a police officer for the Met’. If he wasn’t working, then his incessant gym work took up much of his remaining time.

      ‘Don’t mention my bullying,’ communicated Jo without moving her lips.

      “Hey, guys, I thought I’d be early for a change, so we could go out to eat. I’m starving,” Jo’s father said.

      “Not burgers and fries!” They used to be Jo’s favourite food, but these days she was more discerning.

      “Italian on the High Street then,” he suggested, salivating at the thought.

      “Sounds great, give us a few minutes to get ready,” Luna said. Mother and daughter skipped up the stairs. ‘What a treat!’ they thought in unison.

      As Jo went into her room, Jay’s image appeared in her mind, his bullying dominating her thoughts. She resolved that she needed to do something about it. Physically, he was too big to challenge, but perhaps there was another way? As she pondered the question, the rumbling in her tummy became too much. The Italian restaurant was calling.
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      Things at school had settled down. Mr East’s chat had clearly had some effect, but Jo was still worried. Tests were on the horizon, and her schoolwork might still suffer. As she’d expected, after a week, the bullying started again.

      Jay was following her home as usual. She was relieved to see her house just around the corner. Without warning, he came up behind her, subtly pushing her into the road, the high curb forcing Jo into the path of a distracted mum on the school run. At the last moment, the car sounded its horn ferociously. Swerving, it just missed Jo, the driver gesticulating and swearing. Jay just laughed and ran away, before skipping down the drive to his house.

      Shaken, Jo had escaped with a scraped and bloodied knee, but her elbow was swelling up, and it was accompanied by a numbing pain in her side. Gathering herself together and drying her sobbing eyes, she limped to her front door and went inside. She’d had enough. The resolve she’d inherited from her mother was about to show itself.

      She went straight upstairs to her neat and organised bedroom, ready to retaliate. With minimal effort, she logged into the wireless connection used by the East household next door. Jo didn’t normally communicate with domestic networks. This was different, personal.

      At Jay’s house, unbeknownst to the East family, the sulphur smell had permeated up from the ground and expanded into the garage. The aged and cracked cast-iron pipes inexorably released their contents upwards, permeating into the extension’s cavity walls.

      As her view of the East’s network unfolded, Jo could see that even at eight years old, Jay was accessing porn sites. A quick look at his search history showed that it was a common occurrence and today was no different. He was certainly unaware of the dangerous cocoon surrounding his technology-filled den. Accessing their home automation network, Jo’s campaign of retribution would begin. The Easts had always done things on the cheap, always looking for a bargain, even though they undoubtedly had money. The house was showing its age, but it still had a lot of home tech’. She manipulated the screens of code and waited.

      In Jay’s bedroom, the lights flickered, came on, went off, dimmed, then changed colour. His game console died right when he was about to complete level thirteen. It rebooted at level one. He needed to complain to someone.

      “Mum, what’s happening? Mum, Mum!”

      “I’m coming, stop shouting!”

      The lights and power continued to switch on and off, almost strobe-like. Jo visualised the scene, the anger and frustration Jay must be feeling… good.

      As his mother entered, the last she saw was a flash…

      At the same moment, next door, Jo was concentrating on her task of disruption and willing the pain in her neck to go away. Perspiration dripped from her forehead down towards her temple. She wiped the sweat away with her already bloodied handkerchief. Her bedroom was on the left front corner of the house and was the nearest room to the East’s extension.

      Jo heard a loud bang before the pressure wave blew in the windows of her bedroom, and her ears were stunned by the sound. She choked on the cloud of dust and masonry, shards of glass lacerating her body. The force of the blast threw her across the room, scattering childhood trinkets as she flew, almost in slow motion. Coming to a shuddering halt, the metallic taste of blood filled her mouth, before losing consciousness amidst the sounds and smells of the devastating explosion…
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      Joanne Bevan-Blake hadn’t been particularly lonely. She had her mother and father, and one grandparent. On her mother’s side, her grandparents had died tragically, and on her father’s side, his mother died not long after he was born. She spoke to her remaining grandfather occasionally, but she’d only met him once, although she desperately wanted to see him more. Her father had never allowed it.

      Her years at school had been uneventful until the previous year, when Jay East arrived. Rumour had it that his private school fees were too expensive. She made friends easily, even with Jay in the early days. The things she learned to do with her mother’s help had opened horizons that dwarfed anything her school could offer. She recalled that first day of awareness at the nursery…

      She’d been dancing, playing with her favourite building blocks, and chasing the other children with her black plastic spider. Her mother was unusually tired at the nursery that day, and it seemed natural to encourage her to rest.

      ‘Time to go to sleep, Mother.’ That was all she thought.

      ‘I will.’ The silent reply was electrifying.

      The shock was clearly visible on her mother’s face. Over the next few days, she tried to communicate again, but nothing happened. Was it a strange coincidence? Or was her mother ignoring her? Suspecting the latter, she had also tried to communicate silently with her father, but he’d just stared at her before returning to the stack of papers spread out before him.
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      Over the years, Luna had continued to investigate the files containing her past. The strain showed, and Mark had noticed how pale she’d become and that she was losing weight. Fatigue was her constant companion, and she was using her digital insight skills less. He thought. ‘Was that a choice or being unable to?’ Meanwhile, their daughter was helping increasingly around the house, even though she wasn’t yet nine years old.

      Soon after Jo was born, her parents had talked about what they would tell their daughter, including their previous involvement with American crime syndicates and the many deaths they’d witnessed. They had a beautiful house in Oxford. Luna didn’t work, so where did the money come from? All questions they didn’t want to answer.

      Luna also wanted answers regarding her own life, and the files of Professors Scott Leeming and Fabio Binoa, the architects of her DNA, continued to reveal more facts about her creation and evolution. Facts which were even more relevant now, with her daughter apparently inheriting similar extra-ordinary capabilities to her own. Luna and Mark had agreed that if their daughter didn’t exhibit her mother’s traits, it didn’t matter. If she did, they would have to tell her more about their background, but even then, not everything.

      “Mark, I remember when I was young, trying to cope with this. It destroyed my relationship with my parents, and you know what happened next. I don’t want the same to happen with Jo,” Luna stated.

      “I know you communicate silently with Jo and I’m frustrated about that, what’s changed? Perhaps you’re just more tired,” Mark replied.

      “At first it was communications within my consciousness. It happened several times, and I ignored them,” said Luna.

      “What? You ignored pleas from our child!” shouted Mark.

      “It wasn’t like that…” Luna tailed off. “Lately it’s been questions, always more questions and I’m scared Jo will find answers on her own if I don’t do something.” Tears formed in Luna’s eyes, Mark handed her his neatly folded handkerchief and pulled her into his arms. The time had come.

      “We must say something, err, I mean, you must communicate something, as soon as possible.”

      “I’ll tell her about Scott and Fabio, and about the information we have on her DNA evolution, but nothing else.”

      “Is that enough? What about my father and James and Linnata Bachello?”

      “She’s only met your father once. Now she only knows him as Grandpa over the phone. As for the Bachello’s, there’s nothing she needs to know, that’s it.” Luna was emphatic.

      Luna was exhausted with the effort, immediately falling asleep. Mark had seen it happen before. Initially, he thought she’d passed out, but now it was happening more frequently. His wife couldn’t divulge much of their past, but he thought his daughter deserved to know and didn’t think it would be enough. To remain safe, his little girl would need more information, difficult as that might be. For now, he just had to bide his time.

      Mark was worried. The day would soon come when their past would catch up with them. He would need to be ready. Protecting his family came first, and even as a police officer, he knew the force would not help them when the time came. He’d made up his mind.

      Something was wrong with his wife, but she was the clever one. She’d just fix it, but he just felt helpless. Recently, Luna had visited many doctors and had had a lot of blood tests. She’d manipulated the results to remove any reference to her digital DNA makeup, nothing was helping. She had deliberately not discussed anything with her husband, but underneath, she knew it was in relation to her altered DNA.

      “Luna, I must do this. We don’t have a choice now we know Jo has your inherited DNA. She will always be a target,” explained Mark.

      “All that is in the past.” Deep down, Luna knew she was only fooling herself.

      “It will never be in the past. We will always be under a shadow. I must be able to protect our family.”

      “We’ve seen enough death. This path will only lead to more.”

      “If I don’t, we will be the ones that end up dead, including Jo.” Mark stormed off, frustrated but unmoved.
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      Mark’s father had not been in his life since he’d watched on, whilst he murdered Jenson Blaize, showing no remorse. Mark had vowed to never get involved with his father again. After their argument at the wedding, Mark had partially relented, allowing his father phone calls with his granddaughter. He had started to notice movements in the shadows and observed the weaving patterns of strange vehicles, which could have been following him. Despite Mark’s reluctance, it was time to ask his father for help.

      “Hello, Morgan,” said Mark cautiously.

      “Not calling me Dad then?” replied his father.

      “You don’t deserve the title,” he responded caustically.

      “But you’re calling me, aren’t you? I wondered when it would be, but I’ve been patient, very patient.”

      The noise Mark heard in the background sounded like scooters, markets, even cows. Quite a contrast to his own surroundings, their garden shaded by a large oak tree. Mark was slouched in a comfy rattan chair, accompanied by his favourite football mug filled with tea.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’ve stayed alive many times by not answering that question. What do you want? I’ve done what you asked, kept an eye on you, protected you from a distance. How’s your police career, by the way?”

      Mark had been accepted back into the police, not back on the drugs squad, but in a more administrative role. Mark was grateful, but he would never admit it.

      “Steady and boring, but I’m not on the front line anymore, you know, no temptations. I’ve lost some of my skills, and now I need some new ones that I can only get in secret,” Mark explained.

      He offered nothing further. Morgan Blake was very calm by nature. Emotion wasn’t a trait to have in his business, but he was getting frustrated with his son.

      “Let’s stop the sparring and get to the point. What do you want?”

      Mark took a deep breath.

      “Jo has inherited the digital DNA profile from Luna. She has abilities just like her mother. They’re developing all the time.”

      “She’s only eight years old!” shouted his father.

      “I need to protect my family myself, not rely on you to keep appearing like the Lone Ranger,” exclaimed Mark.

      “Son, it’s a dark road, which once travelled can never be closed. Are you sure?” Morgan already knew the answer.

      “Dad, I’ve seen terrible things, including murder committed by you. I’ve lied, stolen and sold drugs. I think my stock is already low.”

      “Killing is easy after the first time,” his father said, lying.

      “I need somewhere to be combat trained, out of sight, with someone I can trust.” He was desperately seeking help.

      “Trust is an unlikely companion in this business, but I have someone who could be helpful,” his father offered.

      “Who?”

      “Linnata Bachello.”

      The response surprised him. They hadn’t heard from her, and they didn’t want to, she was not to be trusted.

      “No,” was all he could muster.

      “Hear me out. She has specialist skills, all the facilities you’d need, and she can be discreet. If she’d wanted you killed, she’d have asked me to do it or would have done it herself.”

      “Dad, would you have killed me if it became necessary?”

      “Don’t ask a question you don’t want the answer to. Shall I contact Linnata Bachello or not?”

      Momentarily, Mark felt disoriented, dizzy from his father’s answer, but he still paused before deciding to step into the abyss… He, however, realised that by using Linnata, he would mitigate her threat at least in the short term.

      “Of course I want you to contact her.” But inwardly, Mark was not feeling so sure.

      “I’ll be in touch,” his father broke off the conversation.
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      “Hello, Morgan, I thought you were imprisoned somewhere nasty, or at least I hoped so.”

      “Good to speak to you, Lin, oh sorry, Linnata,” he goaded her.

      “Enough with the pleasantries, what do you want? It’s very busy here.”

      “I heard that you’re having some problems with the locals?”

      “There’s nothing I can’t handle. What do you want, Morgan?” She was impatient now.

      “You remember my son, Mark? He wants some training and materials. It must be below the radar, and I think you’d be the perfect teacher.”

      She’d recently been thinking a lot about the Bevan-Blake’s. They’d had things too comfortable. She needed their involvement again, but she was conscious not to appear too eager.

      “I don’t teach, I do things, and besides, I wouldn’t think he wants anything to do with me.”

      “He’s already agreed. I’ll cover all your costs and cover any tracks if necessary, including yours if anything happens to him. Even if it’s accidental,” Morgan menacingly replied.

      “That’s nice to know, but what’s in it for me?” she asked.

      “I’ll help you sort out your minor problems.”

      She paused for a moment. “I’ll think about it… to help me, what does Mark want exactly?”

      “To learn to be and operate like a killer.”

      “You want your son to kill? You have a black heart, make no mistake.”

      “I’ve had one for a while, but now he needs one. Can you also arrange an exchange project with the local Police as cover?”

      “Sure, but why can’t you do it?”

      “Just make the arrangements.”

      Linnata did nothing without a plan. Having Mark Blake under her influence was perfect for what she had in mind.

      “OK, Morgan, I’ll do it.” With that, she ended the call.
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      Luna was sleeping. It was three o’clock in the afternoon. Jo was still at school. Mark had taken an afternoon off to prepare for his departure. He’d feigned surprise when his boss had called him in.

      “We’ve had a request for a secondment from the Miami Police Department. They want to exchange ideas on law enforcement, and they’ve requested you, citing some previous experience. We’re always short-handed, but you might learn something we can use here, so we’ve agreed, providing it’s OK with you,” his boss said.

      Mark responded positively, before asking, “How long?”

      “They didn’t say. I’d guess a month.”

      “Thanks for the opportunity, it’ll be a holiday!” Mark knew it wouldn’t be…

      Mark made some tea for himself and Luna and sat down next to her. The worn old sofa had been part of their early lives together, and neither of them wanted to get rid of it. He didn’t want to leave but knew he had to. His father would be his family’s protector while he was away. She stirred, almost startled by her husband, then, realising who was there, she relaxed into his arms.

      “Ah, tea, just what I need.”

      She looked deep into his eyes. They were dark, with a feeling of foreboding about them. Normally, they were a sparkling deep blue colour.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing’s wrong, but I’ve got to go away.” ‘Not for long, I hope,’ thought Mark.

      “Where, what for?” pleaded Luna.

      “Police business, secondment to Miami.” Mark reddened, unable to lie.

      “I can’t tell you, for your own and Jo’s safety. My father will keep you safe while I’m not here.”

      “You’ve spoken to Morgan? Why?”

      Luna wasn’t stupid. They’d been through a lot together. She already knew why, and she feared the consequences.

      “You’re going to learn how to protect us, aren’t you? You’re going to learn how to kill!”

      “Yes, sooner or later, someone will discover Jo’s abilities or return for you to use your own, potentially threatening Jo in the process. All I can do is try to protect you.”

      She had no response, seeing the resolve in his eyes, nothing was going to change his mind. He’d already decided on his course of action.

      “Luna, you must explain everything to Jo. She might then understand why I’ve got to do this. She’s already a clever little girl, and if she’s prepared, she can survive just like you.”

      “Survive? I don’t want her to be like me!” she cried.

      A few hours later, Jo arrived home. Luna still had not quite composed herself after her discussion with her husband.

      “Hi, Mum, have you been crying?”

      “Just a little. Your dad and I were remembering how beautiful you were when you were born…”

      She knew her mother was lying, but now was not the time to enquire, especially as her father was coming down the stairs carrying a large army-style Bergen.

      “Are you leaving us, Dad?” Jo enquired.

      “No, of course not. Just got some police training to do, somewhere warm. I’ll be back in a few days.”

      “I love you both…” Mark whispered. He kissed Jo on the forehead and gave her mother a passionate kiss on the lips. It wasn’t goodbye, but it felt like it. He left, quietly closing the front door, almost as if practicing for his training. ‘I love the man who has just left. Who would be the person to return?’ thought Luna, but now it was her turn.

      “Jo, come and sit by me. I’ve got things to tell you.” They snuggled together, Luna coiled up, ready to let loose. It took lots of chocolate, popcorn, and pizza as the story of their past unfolded. Her mother explained in simple terms the roles of Scott Leeming and Fabio Binoa. Jo already knew about her grandparents’ plane crash, and her mother didn’t elaborate further on the circumstances.

      She described their interaction with the Bachello family, without providing the details. Finally, she disclosed their finances and how they were being protected by her grandfather.

      “It’s all for you.”

      Her daughter cried. “It’s too much to take in. I’m changed, a clone created by someone else, and my father is away, leaving us alone.”

      “No! Never say that. You’re our beautiful daughter, but others may not understand, so we need to protect you, and your father is away doing just that. If you become interested at some point, I have access to all the research files you need to help you understand.”

      Jo fell to the floor, a mixture of amazement, pride, and shame washing over her. She needed time to think…
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      Luna missed her husband so much it hurt. She wanted to hold him, and be held… He’d said a few days and it had only just started. Jo was being wonderful helping around the house, despite school becoming more challenging, and Luna certainly didn’t want to disrupt her daughter’s education. For simplicity, they communicated entirely silently with each other.

      ‘What’s wrong, Mum?’

      ‘I’m tired, that’s all, run down perhaps.’

      ‘This has gone on too long, something’s not right. Could your DNA makeup be the cause of this?’

      ‘I’ve thought about that, but I’ve studied Fabio’s files, and I can’t find anything relevant.’

      ‘Perhaps I can?’

      ‘Jo, you’re eight years old. You couldn’t possibly find anything.’

      ‘We won’t know unless I try.’

      Luna fell back as if she were having a heart attack, her breathing uneven. Jo screamed out loud. “Mum!” Despite her panic, she’d also seen this happen before, but only with her father present. She needed to remain calm. Her mother’s breathing steadied, as if she were sleeping normally. Relieved, she sat by her like an attentive guard dog. This was to be her role, and she had every intention of fulfilling it. She had to understand what was causing her mum’s tiredness, but to do that, she needed access to Fabio’s files.

      Her mother recovered quickly, ‘Another strange phenomenon,’ Jo thought. She got the now slightly battered portable drive out of the house safe, which was hidden behind a false front in a bookcase in their home office. The safe also contained hard copies of key documents, but using the computer and portable drive would be easier for her. As Luna handled the small keypad device, her mind reflected on the journey it had taken. The money, the deaths, and the lies that had defined its path. Those thoughts jolted her back to the present.

      “Mum, what’s taking so long? Let’s get on with it.”

      “Access to the portable drive information is via a keypad entry code and a retinal scan. A miniature storage chip contains all the information you need. It’s hidden in this locket, which has a picture of my mother and father inside. It’s in the house safe when I’m here; otherwise, it will always be around my neck. It never leaves me unless I’m dead. You understand?”

      Jo nodded but tried not to think about the death reference. Luna knew this was the last piece of the puzzle to understanding their past. Not even her husband knew about the locket, and she hoped he’d never have to find out.

      Luna didn’t need the chip for access as she’d long ago memorised the information she needed. However, today her memory failed her, and it took nearly thirty more minutes to access the portable drive information.

      “We’re in. I’ll let you work through it without my interference.” Luna sat back and watched. Not touching any of the keys, Jo buzzed through the screens. There were so many…

      “Mother, where do I look? The file names mean nothing to me.”

      “I’ve colour-coded some of them. The files in blue cover the period from DNA strand insertion to birth. I’d probably start there.”

      Her mother’s relaxed discussion of her own genetic mutation amazed her. This was going to take a while… she had to find a way to narrow her search down. “Mum, how long have you been studying these files?”

      “Your entire life plus a bit, why?”

      “You’re always thorough in whatever you do. Are there any files you haven’t looked at?”

      “Well, yes, of course, I haven’t reviewed the operating and system files, but nothing in them would relate to Fabio’s research.”

      Jo’s eyes lit up; at least she’d have somewhere to start. She could see her mother was again tired from the effort. Without looking up or speaking, Jo said, ‘Go to sleep, Mother.’
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      Mark’s father had arranged an economy-class flight for him from London to Miami. Like his father, Mark was tall, and the cramped space was uncomfortable. He had drunk his fair share of spirits on the flight, and he felt a little groggy on landing. He’d been befriended by a dog breeder from Halifax, who was going to a genetic dog breeding conference. He’d offered to meet up, but Mark had politely declined. If he was going to learn to kill, dogs would be first on the list. He hated them.

      At baggage collection, he waited to pick up his Bergen, and of course, it was the last off the conveyor. As he turned towards the exit, there was a sharp scratch just below his ribcage.

      A young, juvenile female voice said, “Don’t turn around, just keep moving.” It couldn’t be a coincidence; was it part of his training? The pair exited the arrivals baggage hall, and there stood Linnata Bachello, laughing.

      “Welcome back to Miami, Mark Blake. You’re dead.”

      Linnata waltzed off towards the waiting limousine. Beside him was a young girl around fourteen years old, with a plastic kitchen blade tucked inside her pink princess-style bag. She was smiling. Mark flung his left arm in the air in frustration. “I assume the training hasn’t started yet!”

      It was 4.00 p.m. Linnata knew things with Mark Blake would be difficult. She was now based in Chicago. Miami seemed oppressive in comparison. Even worse, they were going to the organisation’s secretive tree island in the Everglades. It would be hot, bug-infested and with alligators for company. ‘Idyllic,’ she thought.

      The Miccosukee tribe, custodians of the Everglades, kept their secret tree island private. In exchange, they received funding for their environmental projects. The Everglades’ rivers were slow-paced, and their diverse wildlife ranged from bears and alligators to the famous Florida panther. It made for the perfect location for their work. Flooding heavily affected the tree islands, and you wouldn’t want to be in the water near a gator hole, not if you wanted to live.

      Linnata and the girl accompanied Mark, along with two heavy-set men wearing military fatigues. He was full of tension on the journey to the Everglades, even more so when their SUV pulled into a discreet Miami side street. The young girl left as soon as the car pulled up, waving goodbye to Linnata along with her standard saying.

      “See you for the next victim.”

      Neither Mark nor Linnata waved back. Two other characters then entered the SUV, young men wearing gold chains, expensive designer clothes and sneakers. They smiled but said nothing. After an hour of heavy traffic, they arrived at a secluded boatyard on the edge of the Everglades. He’d noticed that there was an atmosphere building between the two young men and Linnata’s protection guys.

      “What d’ya wan Lin?”

      “Your company,” she responded with a forced smile at the edge of her lips.

      “C’mon, we’re busy.” The two men were confident in their situation. She wouldn’t dare threaten them.

      “I see you’ve been busy.” Linnata fixed her stare on the two men.

      Quick as lightning, her two guys grabbed the young men, trapping their hands behind their backs. Their quickness surprised Mark. He was about to begin his training, and he feared what would happen next.

      “Tie their hands and gag them,” Linnata instructed.

      There were two Hawk airboats readied at the quayside. The boats were relatively quiet, and each could carry three people. Everglade tourists would not present a problem this late, having returned home before the evening twilight, perhaps now feasting on alligator burgers and fries. The two shackled men were loaded into one of the airboats, roughly covering them with an oily tarp. One of Linnata’s men then took the controls.

      Linnata and Mark travelled in the second airboat, operated by the second member of her team. Their small convoy slowly moved out into the reedy waters. Mark had never been to the Everglades before, and the boats churned up algae as they passed through the narrow waterways. Linnata knew that, at night, the plankton would become bioluminescent, arranging itself in blue ragged patterns.

      “It’s beautiful,” Mark declared.

      “Even better at night, despite the dangers lurking, don’t go falling in. Your father would not be happy with the outcome,” Linnata replied casually.

      This brought him back to his reality. The slithering, watery noises made him feel uneasy. The two boats pushed up to a small tree island, full of vegetation, with only a small, matted patch to stand on, and even that was too close to the water for him.

      “Mark, these two so-called employees have been stealing from me! I paid them well, but it obviously wasn’t enough. Do you know how many alligators live in the Everglades?”

      “No.”

      “About two hundred thousand, and they all need feeding,” she said, feeling the moment.

      Under the tarp, the two men were writhing and shaking, but they could not break free from their bonds. The men in military fatigues were Linnata’s enforcers. They smiled unconcerned. This wasn’t their first dance in this arena. The previously confident young men were about to die, and they knew it. They staggered from the boat onto the tiny island space, almost falling into the water.

      “Are you going to shoot them?” Mark enquired.

      “No, but you are. How else are you going to learn how to kill?” Linnata asserted.

      “I won’t kill anyone… at least not unless I have to.”

      He saw Linnata quickly draw her weapon, pointing it at his head. Then, to his surprise, she turned the gun around and handed it to him. He took it, anticipating the consequences if he didn’t, holding it but not ready to fire.

      “If you don’t shoot them, I’ll do it anyway, so they’re dead either way. I’ll make it easier for you, just shoot them in the leg or knee.”

      Having seen her in action, he knew she was serious. This was what he’d come for, wasn’t it? He raised the gun and aimed it like a sniper at the first man, then pulled the trigger. The weapon was suppressed, but he was still surprised by the noise. The man’s gagged mouth stifled his scream as his kneecap shattered, blood now dribbling into his untied designer sneaker. Mark felt strange, almost detached. It had been easier than he’d thought. He raised the gun for a second time, firing, followed by another muffled scream. Both men now lay on the matted island floor, their fear filled the air.

      “Get them back in the boat using the tarp. We don’t want blood everywhere.” Linnata ushered.

      The two boats and their occupants departed the tiny tree island clearing and moved out into a narrow waterway, away from prying eyes, except for those waiting at the nearby gator hole. With night approaching, there was movement everywhere in the water. Tails and snouts occasionally bumped into the hulls of the boats, as if directing their path. Torchlight flickered on the water, the orange glow of ravenous pairs of eyes glinting back. The alligators wouldn’t need their night vision, sensory pits or water-pressure sensing. Dinner would be easy to find tonight.

      “You should have killed them, Mark,” Linnata said, waving her hand in the air.

      The men’s ties and gags were removed, their lives already ebbing away from their loss of blood. Unable to fight back, only their weakened screams broke the silence of the night. Hands covered their mouths and silenced their pleas for forgiveness. Weak and compliant, they were easily manhandled to the edge of the boat, their eyes widening as they sensed what was to come. Mark looked at Linnata. She returned his gaze coldly and without remorse.

      “No one crosses me.”

      The two men were thrown overboard unceremoniously. Slicing through the water, the alligators quickly captured their prey, powerful jaws enabling their death rolls to begin. The preparation complete, the alligators disappeared below the water, taking their tasty morsels to their lairs. The only sounds left were the gentle flow of the waterway and of the boats being bumped and guided along. Everything else fell quiet, but Mark knew the alligators were already searching for their next meal.

      He was shaking. It couldn’t be the cold. Was it his contribution to the murder of the two young men? Or the realisation that he’d crossed a threshold and entered the gates of hell?
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      “Don’t worry, no one will miss them or find them, just a couple of tourists lost in the Everglade marshlands.”

      “I didn’t come here to kill anybody. I just want to protect my family.” He felt numb.

      “Protect, kill, it’s all part of the same thing, isn’t it?”

      The boat moved on, weaving amongst the reeds and willowy growth, the wildlife listening to its path, waiting for the smallest of opportunities.

      “I don’t want to be here either, so you better act serious, or we’ll be parting company quickly, and your father will have a big bill for nothing.”

      “He can afford it, and with Luna unwell, this was the only option open to me.”

      She let the comment pass, but that information might come in useful… The now-reduced little group approached another of the Everglades’ small tree islands. It had a tiny jetty, almost hidden by the island’s hardwood vegetation until they were right upon it. They climbed up onto the newly refurbished platform and then pulled their gear up onto solid ground. Whilst Mark was still concerned about the alligator-infested waters, Linnata waved off her two enforcers.

      “See you in a week.” She turned to face Mark. “Let’s get things straight. I’d rather be back in Chicago, and you’d rather be in England, so we may as well get along. OK?”

      He just shrugged and nodded. There was no phone signal; he’d already tried. Luna would be worried. Linnata was a trained and motivated killer. He knew he could end up dead and become another tasty morsel anytime. Despite the location, it was not without its comforts. At the centre of the small island elevation was a modernised, if rudimentary, pine-tree shelter. Their food was plentiful, and, to his surprise, Linnata was an excellent cook. Alcohol, however, was nowhere to be found.

      “It’s your turn tomorrow.”

      “Do they do deliveries here?” Mark smiled to himself at the thought.

      Linnata spoke slowly and deliberately now.

      “I heard some stories about your father… did you know he came to this very place to train, just like you, many years ago?”

      “I didn’t, and I don’t care.”

      “You should, on the first night, just like you, your father was at
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