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Series One



 
A burning object tears through the vacuum of space, a single point of light hurtling amongst the stars in silence. It begins to split like bacteria, until there are two, then four, then eight tiny suns, all falling towards a blue marble that hangs alone in the void. 
Something stirs in the swarm of flames – a mind, expanding. It reaches out with unseen arms and feels the planet, brimming with life and warmth: millions – billions – of minds spread like a thin film across the surface. 
It sees people, some shining brighter than others. Clusters of them light up like matches struck in the dark. 
They are glowing with intent; with the capacity to build, to protect, to create, to nurture. The fire veers towards these people, these chosen few, extending its will through the void towards the planet. It picks out the brightest among them all, and accelerates towards the planet Earth. 



 
Episode 1
 
The Burning Sky



 
“Ah Jamie, come in. Sit down.”
The words greet Jamie as he arrives home, and he freezes to the spot. Behind him, the door closes with a soft click that echoes through his flat, leaving it as silent as a waiting room.  Before him stand two men in exquisite business suits and long black coats, like funeral directors. 
He considers running.
“Don't just stand there Jamie,” the first man urges him, motioning to the dark leather couch in the corner of the room. “Take a seat.” 
His voice is bursting with forced cheer, his reddened face plastered with a grin full of clenched teeth. Beside the couch stands the second man with a golf club resting on the toe of his polished shoe like a cane. With all the grace of a stage dancer, the second man twirls the club over-hand and rests it on his shoulder. This man holds Jamie's gaze,, and he does not grin.
When Jamie's eyes fall upon the third figure, his stomach drops into his bladder. Chloe's frail hands are clasped in her lap, her eyes fixed on the ground. She fidgets like a nervous candidate before an audition, her lips pursed.
“Chloe,” Jamie says, his voice calm despite the fire in his chest. “Did they hurt -”
“Talk to me, Jamie,” he is cut off by the grinning man in the long coat, sliding into his line of sight with his hands outstretched. “Not her. Me.”
Jamie forces himself to take a breath.
“The King sent you?” he asks, though he already knows the answer.
The suited man nods, wringing his sweaty hands. He steps forward and Jamie takes a step backwards, flinching.
“To discuss the terms of your employment.” 
“There's nothing to discuss,” says Jamie, trying to stop himself from trembling. “I handed in my notice, I've met my quota for the month.”
“Yes, well that's the problem right there,” the grinning undertaker laughs smooths his thinning hair back like a nervous salesman. “The King doesn't have anybody to take your place as of yet, and with the skills that you've brought to our operation – well, you're going to be difficult to replace.”
“Car thieves aren't hard to come by,” he says, his eyes flicking to the nervous young woman on the couch; she refuses to meet his gaze. 
“Thieves with your particular talents are.” The undertaker's voice is layered with forced flattery. “You're irreplaceable, I'm afraid.”
“So what? That's it? I can't quit?” 
The undertaker speaks to him as though he is a child. 
“Oh you can quit Jamie; but the King needs a stop-gap whilst he finds, or trains, a replacement. We need double your quota, to tide us over.”
“Double? You want another four cars?”
The man with the golf club over his shoulder finally opens his mouth. 
“By tomorrow.” 
“I –” Jamie is lost for words. “Why tomorrow? That's impossible -”
“Not for a man with your talent Jamie,” says the undertaker, winking. 
Jamie looks past the undertaker at Chloe, who is trembling just like him. He wants nothing more than to reach out and reassure her.
“Look, I can do it – but I need more time.”
“Are you –“ the undertaker begins, laughing and pointing at him, “are you making a demands of the King?”
“Four cars in one night is impossible -” he starts.
The second man casually swings the golf club into a small pyramid of china teacups. They are filled with wax and wicks to make candles – a hobby Chloe picked up years ago, filling their flat with her home-made decorations. 
Now, pieces of china and shattered wax litter the floor. Chloe gasps and flinches.
“Nothing is impossible if the King asks it, Jamie,” the undertaker lectures him, the grin falling off of his face like dead skin.  
Jamie lowers his voice. “I'll get your cars for you. Just, give me the time I need. Two days, even -”
Another crash rings out as the second man swings the golf club into a wooden book shelf, shattering three glass jars filled with fairy lights. The glass showers the floor.
Chloe flinches again, and Jamie bites his lip.
The undertaker puts a sweaty palm on his chest. Jamie stares over his shoulder at the golf-enthusiast in the corner.“
You aren't listening Jamie. We don't want to keep breaking things.”
“Speak for yourself,” the second man barks out a dark laugh: his pallid skin is flushed with joy.
“Ok,” Jamie agrees with a harsh sigh, looking down at the undertaker. “Twenty four hours, four cars. The usual value? The usual garage?”
“Of course,” says the undertaker, digging around in his oversized pockets to produce a small business card. “Then, you come to the office on this card. We'll only be there for twenty-four hours, so no funny business and don't be late.” 
Jamie takes the card and reads the address: he knows the place.
“Will I get my pension when I arrive then? The whole severance package?” 
The undertaker nods, false kindness brimming in his red eyes. 
“You'll get all the money that you were promised, we'll take care of your affairs and give you a new identity; you'll be allowed to leave the city.” He rhymes off the deal like a tour guide. “We'll let you take away your...” he winks, “insurance policy, too.”
Jamie's stomach lurches again. He had forgotten about the insurance policy, promised so long ago that it had decayed into a long-faded regret. The undertaker pulls a crumpled, yellow piece of paper from his huge coat pocket, and puts on a pair of reading glasses.
“When the King took you off the streets, you were told that we needed assurance from you in the event of -” he adjusts his glasses and squints, “- capture, interrogation, so on and so forth. You had no money to your name and the only thing of real value to you was...” the undertaker trails off and looks around at the couch, where Chloe is looking back, horror plastered across her delicate face. Curled blonde hair frames her red face – mascara runs from the edges of her blue eyes, down porcelain-smooth cheeks. 
“Jamie?” she whispers, hurt and afraid. The man reads through the crumpled contract in his hands like a town-crier.
“The terms are clear: you gave us your partner as your insurance. If you break the terms of your contract, we take her as compensation,” the undertaker smiles in pleasant surprise. “Well, Jamie,” he removes his glasses and looks at his watch, “it looks like you've got twenty-four hours.”
“Chloe -” Jamie begins, but she can't look at him.
“Twenty three hours, fifty nine minutes.” The undertaker stuffs his hands in his pockets. “We'll take Chloe to the office with us while you work, you can pick her up when you've finished.” 
He turns around and winks at Chloe. 
The second man steps forward as Jamie's mind races, considering his options. There's the knife duct-taped under his bed, a baseball bat in the kitchen...
“Get to work, son,” says the second man, swaggering forward with the golf club. 
“We'll take care of the lady for you,” says the undertaker. 
Jamie looks at Chloe one last time, his heart aching from the look of complete defeat that she is giving him, and he forgets about their company for a moment to tell her:
“I'll fix this, Chlo. Don't wo -”
The undertaker sighs. “Twenty three hours, fifty-eight minutes.”
Jamie turns and opens the door and runs out into the stairwell at a sprint. As he thunders down the stairs he checks the stolen watch on his wrist and notes the time.
Five thirty in the evening. 
Twenty three hours, fifty-eight minutes, and counting.
Jamie bursts onto the city streets and sprints into the fresh evening air, his mind racing.
He needs more time.
 
 
Mark lies like a prisoner on the floor of his own dilapidated bedroom.
A sudden, loud banging echoes throughout his flat; he jumps in fright, nearly dropping the phone in his hand. Cringing, he holds his breath and presses the phone against his ear. With his other hand he holds the sloshing bottle of stinking spirits.
“Mark, are you there?”
His mother's voice, fraught with worry, crackles with static through the phone. Mark winces and pulls his head away from the grimy receiver. 
“Aye mum, I can barely hear you – you're breaking up,” he says, focusing on pronouncing his words to avoid slurring. 
He hears men calling his name like teasing children, asking to be let in. 
 
“Mark, what's that racket? Is that your neighbours again?”
“Aye mum, it's my noisy neighbours,” he lies.
“You should complain to your landlord.” 
“I'll uh...” He tries to sound irate. “I'll have to have a word with them -”
He's cut off by the same banging – more severe this time. The door at the other end of his flat shakes with such force that he feels it like a bass drum in his chest. 
Sitting on the hard wooden floor of his bedroom, Mark curls in the corner where the house phone meets the wall. Asides the phone, the only furniture is a single electric lamp in a dusty corner and a worn old mattress lying bare on the floor, a thin blanket draped over it. 
“That's some racket they're making,” his mother's reedy voice comes through the phone. “Anyway, I'll let you get away. Everything still ok at work, aye? Paying you well -”
“Yeah mum, work's great,” he tries to keep the shaking out of his voice – to help, he takes a swig of the cheap vodka in his hand. It tastes like budget cough medicine. “I'm getting paid very well, so the project's still going ahead.” 
His wide and fearful eyes dart around the room like those of a frightened animal. In his mind he mutters a silent plea to the door to hold the monsters out for just long enough to let his mother remain ignorant.
“Ok son, goodnight then, love and kisses!” 
“Love and kisses, mum,” he whispers back, and hangs up the phone. He stares at the handset for a few seconds before ripping the socket from the wall and sighing. Leaning his head back against the hard plaster, he screws his eyes shut as the vibrations run through the walls.
Mark waits, downing as much of the unlabelled bottle as his burning throat can manage. 
The door shudders on its hinges once more: the blows are more patient this time, rhythmic banging like a judge's gavel. Muffled through the wood, the voices of his unwelcome visitors come from all around him. 
“We know you're in there Mark. We'll wait here until morning if you want. You have to leave the flat at some point.”
Staring at the wall in defeat, Mark folds his arms across his chest and waits. He closes his eyes and tries to take himself elsewhere, away from this mess. There he sits, rocking back and forth, focusing on his breathing like his mother taught him to. 
The tension stays no matter how hard he inhales, like wire pulled tight across his muscles.
Sighing in frustration, he leans across and pulls a small red journal from a gap in the floor boards. It's the only thing with any colour in the room. 
As though handling a fragile antique, he unbinds the journal and takes the tiny pencil from its hiding place inside the spine. He flicks through the pages to get to the present day, skipping over the written shame of the past few years. No matter how fast he turns the pages, his eyes catch the underlined phrases at the bottom of every page: bad decision, wrong turn, start again, back to square one -
Ferocious, pounding blows strike the door again, and he spasms and drops the pencil in fear. It nearly rolls into a crack between the floor boards, and he lunges and catches it at the last minute. He tries to calm himself, settling back against the wall and putting the pencil to the paper.
'The wolves are at the door,' he writes in his spiked cursive. 'I have brought this upon myself. If only I had the strength to stand up to these people. This will likely be my last entry. Had I another chance, I doubt I'd change a thing. I'm sorry, mum.' 
The men at the door have fallen eerily silent. Like a child hiding under the covers, he allows himself a moment of hope. He drinks from the bottle, spilling paint-thinning vodka down his lips. 
Closing the journal and binding it shut, he makes his peace and slides it back down beneath the floorboards.
“Maaaark...” 
The mocking call seems to come from the walls all around him, teasing him. 
Like a brewing storm, the creaking and groaning of wood grows louder as though the house is slowly tearing itself apart. Mark shuffles into the corner, trying to make himself as small as he can in the vain hope that he might fall through the floorboards along with his journal. 
The creaking turns into cracking as the wooden door begins to splinter, until with a sharp thunder-clap the wooden door crashes open and the drum-beat of heavy footsteps fills his hollow dwelling.
Mark falls silent as the voices fill his home, chiding him and seeking him out.
“Where are you, Mark?”
The voices grow closer, until the thin door to his room bursts open and the snarling men arrive. The lamp's weak glow casts their shadows across the room; they tower over Mark as more of them prowl into the room, grinning. 
Huddled in the corner, Mark finds himself surrounded by wolves in the skin of men. The leader of the pack wields a crowbar, the same one that granted him access to what little space Mark has. 
He drops the bottle in terror and it clinks over the floor, spilling what little was left over his legs. 
The leader teases him, walking forward until he stands at Mark's quivering feet. 
“Not answering your door any more, Mark?” 
“This place stinks,” says one of the wolves, screwing his nose up. 
They all wear long black jackets with old stained jeans and steel toe-capped boots – most of them sport bruises or cuts on their faces: cauliflower ears and squint noses, some with deep scars running up the side of their cheeks.
On the floor, Mark lies like a condemned man. He is thin and frail: his  janitor's overalls hang off his skeleton like the striped pyjamas of a starved convict. 
“Just do it,” he whispers, and the men break out in rehearsed laughter.
The leader of the pack wags the crowbar at him. 
“That not how the King works, Mark. You've broken the rules.” “Now, assaulting the King's men? That comes with a harsh sentence.”
He leaves the threat hanging. Mark twists his hands together in his foetal pose and stares at the floor, an animal in a trap.
“I come here,” the man says in faux-official tones, “as a Judge in the name of the King. You have violated the laws of the Kingdom, and are hereby party to a trial by a jury.” The leader of the pack turns and waves his crowbar at the men behind him, who stand with clasped hands like onlookers at a funeral. “These men shall serve as your jury. Should you be found guilty, you will face the unbridled force of the King's law.”
Mark looks up at them from his grave on the floor. Perhaps it's the drink hitting him, but he finds the courage to speak.
“Everybody knows these trials are a farce,” he says. 
The leader of the pack pretends not to hear him. 
“You stand accused of assaulting the King's men and as a result, jeopardising the safety of the Kingdom. How do you plead?”
Mark seems to have reached the end of his hope, and has now turned to his defiance. With liquid bravery flooding his veins, he props himself up against the wall and looks his judge and his jury in the eyes. The same words that he wrote in his journal race through his mind.
If only I had the strength to stand up to these people. 
“How do I plead?” asks Mark, his voice a dry rasp. “If glassing a couple of thugs who were dealing to bloody children is a crime, then yeah,” he sneers. “I guess I'm guilty.”
“Mark, you're a smart guy. You understand the way the King works. This 'dealing to children' is a necessary part of a complex system. The weak sink to the bottom and the cream rises to the top. The King wants you to know that he is sorely disappointed in you; he considers you a great waste of potential. There was a place for you in his utopia.”
“Utopia? Really?” Mark laughs. “Look at this flat. Do I look like I live in a fucking utopia?”
“Mark,” the judge smiles as though he expected this, “you live like this because you blew all your money on endeavours that were against the King's wishes, and therefore doomed to failure. Your skills could have been put to use elsewhere – you forced yourself into poverty.”
“The King forced me into poverty.” 
“No Mark: you chose to persevere with your project despite the King's clear indications to stop. This was your decision.”
“My project worked until the King decided to intervene.”
“You could have been somebody, Mark,” the judge sighs. “Instead: you struggle by as a cleaner in a school that you hate. You could move home to your dear mother's house, of course, but your pride keeps you here. It's that same pride, Mark, that makes you think you know better than the King how to operate this city.”
Mark wants to shout at them for bringing his mother up, but he holds his tongue. 
“Your 'operation' ruins lives -” he begins.
“For some, yes - so others can prosper. There'll always be victims, Mark. Look at you for example,” he laughs. “Tell me, are you still phoning your mother? Telling her that you've got a good job and a nice flat? That your project works?” 
He twirls the crowbar like a cheerleader's baton. 
Mark forces his shaking legs to tense beneath him and stands up with one hand on the wall. He is not a threatening figure – emaciated, starved, frightened and shaking.  He slurs a little when he speaks, meeting the pack leader's eyes. 
“Don't stand there and mock me, and then call the King a visionary with a straight face. At least I can look at myself in a mirror without feeling sick at what I see.”
The leader of the pack grins, showing Mark a single gold tooth embedded in his gum. Turning to his pack, he asks,
“Verdict?”
As if on cue, they chant:
“Guilty.”
“The jury has spoken,” the leader states, his arms outstretched. “The sentence for such crimes is clear.” He points the crowbar like a wand at Mark, who flinches back, tensed and ready to fight. “Take him.”
The wolf pack advances on Mark, closing the short distance in a few steps. They pull metallic dusters over their knuckles, embossed with the crown symbol of the King.
“One day you're going to meet someone,” Mark tells them as he scrambles back into his corner, “with the strength to stand up to you.”
“Sure we are,” says the judge. 
The first punch throws his head to the side, dislodging a tooth that rattles around his mouth like a ricocheting bullet. Blood sprays his pasty white walls and smears his lips. His legs are kicked away, and he hits the floor hard.
 
 
The skies above Glasgow burn as though a barrage of missiles are streaking through the evening clouds. A dull orange glow lights the murk as though the sun is trying to break through, and the clouds scream and burst into rain and thunder as flaming debris crashes through the atmosphere. Something within the fire reaches out with its mind and seeks those that will serve its needs best. It chooses them, and veers towards them as it splits itself into a dozen smaller burning lights.
 
 
Jamie neglects to look up as thunder peels across the city: he is too busy disarming the locks and alarms on an expensive car with a small set of tools. He works in a blind fever, trying in vain to concentrate when all he can think of is Chloe, screaming, being dragged into a gloomy office by a gang of greasy men in trench-coats. 
He needs more time.
The roar of the rain and wind picks up, deafening him. At the last minute he looks up at the fireball roaring towards him. He gets the beginning of a scream out before the flames hit him and engulf his entire body.
 
 
Mark curls himself into a ball as boots and knuckles crack his ribs and bones. Blood spurts from his mouth with every blow.
If only he had the strength to stand up to these people.
His window shatters, bathing his assailants in purifying flames. The fire rushes towards him as though it were aware, and blazes through his body as he screams in fear. 
Mark feels no pain – there is only the endless, warming heat.
The last thing he sees is his red journal, lifted from the floorboards by the explosion, burning to ash before he closes his eyes in acceptance. 
 
 
Fire rains down on Glasgow, a dozen small meteors hitting the city like a wild spray of bullets. For a moment, those hit by the fire become a part of something greater than themselves.
Then the fire changes them. 



 
Episode 2
 
Thrown to the Wolves



He looks no different to an ordinary man, although perhaps that's the point. You might guess at his age or profession: middle-aged, middle-management, middle-child of a middle-class family. His navy-blue suit is stylish without being over the top; the watch on his wrist is functional, but not too expensive. A neutral gaze and hair that is cut for convenience complete the story: this man is his job.
The office seems to darken as he enters. He crosses to the blinds and pulls them shut, and the light flickers like film reel until it disappears. He smooths his suit and tie and settles into a plain-looking chair behind a dark wooden desk. In the gloom, his eyes look like bullet holes. 
Sighing – the first time that Chloe has heard him breathe since he entered the room – he leans forward and clicks a green-tinged lamp on. Immediately a bubble of cold light encases the two of them, alone in the office.
Chloe says nothing as his darkened eyes run over her features, until eventually the silence is broken by the man's monotone voice.
“You know who I am.”
It is not a question. Chloe picks a point on the desk and focuses her eyes there rather than meet his; he prompts her like a teacher.
“Answer me.”
“Yes,” says Chloe, her voice breaking. “You're Jamie's boss.”
“Boss?” 
“King,” she whispers.
“Better,” he gives her a polite smile in the darkness. After considering this for a moment, he takes a breath and leans forward. “You know why you're here?”
“I'm insurance.” 
“I'm detecting a hint of animosity.” The King cocks his head. “You didn't know you were collateral?” 
Chloe gives him a questioning look with an eyebrow raised.
“Of course you didn't,” says the King, gesturing to the piece of yellow paper in front of him. “It's not often that we get a person in a contract, I have to say.”
“What kind of criminal gets his men to sign contracts?”
The King says nothing – the silence intensifies like heat, causing Chloe to shrink back in her seat.
“I am no criminal.” The King leans forward into the bubble of light, and she gasps and reels back from the coldness of his glare. “No more than any politician or leader.”
 
 
Jamie opens his eyes, bracing himself for pain that never comes. He remembers the fire: the warmth, the heat – but not pain. There was a feeling of peacefulness, like a fading dream: a memory of time being stretched and pulled like putty around him, and then:
Silence.
He sits up, taking a deep breath. The world is quieter than he has ever heard it: the silence threatens to crush him like the weight of an ocean. Rushing blood fills his ears and his sight dances with dots. 
On the roof of a parking garage, he extends a hand and waits for the pouring evening rain to wash his palms clean.
The rain never falls. 
Jamie looks up at the grey clouds and waves his hand through frozen raindrops hanging in the air. He tries to stand and yells in fright, falling backwards. 
A man in full, black body armour and a dark face mask showing only his eyes is standing a few feet away from him, pointing a fierce looking assault rifle at his chest. Jamie throws his hands up as he scrambles to his feet and backs away. 
The soldier does not move. 
“Don't shoot,” he pleads, and the words seem to freeze in front of him like breath on a cold day. Like a statue, the soldier remains still. “Hello?” 
Nothing.
Jamie takes a step forward. Looking into the mask with a pleading grimace on his face, he tries to talk again.
“Anybody in there?” 
As though on cue, the soldier begins to react. 
Like an ancient robot moving for the first time in millennia, the soldier creaks and groans as he starts to turn. The assault rifle is tracking towards Jamie; he moves to stay out of its way.
Frowning in confusion, Jamie dances to the side and watches as the soldier struggles to track his movement, as though he were covered in tar. 
Something wet touches his top lip. 
Bringing his hand up to his face, he finds warm blood dripping from his nose. Lifting his hand away, a droplet leaves his finger and the air seems to catch it and hold it still. Jamie watches it just hang there. It stays floating in mid-air. 
“I see gravity was cancelled today,” he mutters.
Nearby, the soldier is beginning to speed up: the rifle is halfway turned towards him. 
Jamie moves again, behind the soldier, and looks at his watch. It has stopped.
Before his eyes, the second-hand moves in slow motion, sprinting the gap between seconds before stopping again.
“Time?” 
Jamie breathes, his heart pounding in the silence. He dabs his hand to his nose again as more blood trickles out, swearing under his breath. The second-hand moves again, catching his eye. Turning faster now, the soldier pivots as though he were underwater. 
Jamie takes a step backwards and the droplet of blood that he left hanging in mid air begins to fall. His heart races faster as sound begins to pour back into his ears – the traffic outside, a man shouting, the hiss of rain, helicopters in the distance, his own words bouncing off the walls of the parking garage...
Time catches up with a snap. 
“Don't move,” the soldier screams, aiming the rifle at Jamie. Jamie raises his hands again, more blood dripping from his nose and over his lips. “Get on your knees,” he roars, motioning downwards with his rifle. 
Jamie complies, terrified, and gets on his knees. Raising a hand to his ear, the soldier says in a shaking voice: “Command, I've got one. Send backup, he's – different.”
The soldier listens to a voice that Jamie cannot hear, and then looks at him. From behind the face mask, Jamie can only see his frowning eyes.
“Yes,” he says, “his nose is bleeding.” 
He listens again and pauses, still sighting down the rifle's sights at Jamie. 
“Ok,” he says in response to a command. He lowers the assault rifle and reaches for something from his belt. Jamie's heart skips as the man pulls out a small black pistol with a yellow lightning bolt on the side: a tazer.
“This is for your own good,” says the soldier, taking aim. 
He fires, and a loud buzzing fills the air. 
Flinching back, Jamie hears the rush of his own blood in his ears and realises that the silence has returned. Two tazer-darts float in mid air, swimming towards him like dazed fish on their wires.
This time Jamie is ready. 
He leaps to his feet and runs. Around him, the flow of time begins to stutter and start again. 
The smeared evening light streaks across the concrete like wet paint as he sprints down the ramps of the parking garage. Jamie reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card with an address written on it, getting his bearings from the landmarks around him. 
It's like a muscle in his head – like lifting a weight with a limb he did not know he had until now. If he concentrates, he can force it. He feels time pushing through his head, trying to break him. Gritting his teeth, he mentally pushes back and leaves the garage. 
Jamie runs out into a silent street filled with grey statues of people in mid-panic, soft raindrops suspended in the air like a fine mist.
“Chloe,” he mutters as he runs. 
 
 
Mark opens his eyes to the men staring at him from the corners of the room. The broken window lets the strained evening light in. He rises first to his knees, then stands on legs that are stronger than he has ever felt. 
“What the hell was that -” one of the wolves whines from the floor, rubbing his singed, red skin.
“Some kind of gas explosion,” another bleats as they get up.
Mark stretches his arms, feeling a strength in them that he is not used to: it is the strength of intention – the strength to act. His bruises and cuts are drunken memories now, vanished as though he is wearing a new suit of armour over his old sallow skin. 
Sirens echo in the distance, and the wolves look to one another in alarm. A helicopter chops the silence into slices. 
“They'll be coming,” says the leader of the pack, looking out the window in alarm. “This changes nothing. Get him out to the van and we'll continue this elsewhere.”
Mark looks at his hands and knows that something is different – something has changed. One of the wolves approaches, looking at him with hesitation. 
“Come on.”
Mark feels the cold fingers like iron bars around his forearm and looks the man in the eye. 
He pushes the man backwards with his forearm.
A surprised cry echoes around the room as the man is slammed to the ground as though Mark had hit him with a sledgehammer. He curls on the floor and cringes in pain, clutching his ribs. 
Mark looks down at his hands in shock, then around the room. He swallows his fear like glass: these are not men to be trifled with.
The leader of the pack curses at him and lunges, swinging the crowbar. Too late to react, Mark takes the blow to the side of his jaw.
His face barely moves, and the wolf drops the crowbar and clutches his hand, cringing in pain. A dull clang rings out as the weapon hits the floor, and Mark rubs his face. The pain never comes to him.
Now he understands. 
Mark steps forward, grabbing the wolf by the collar of his jacket. With a grunt, Mark throws him into the wall with a fleshy snap. He lets out a winded yelp and collapses on to the floor, leaving a spider-web crack where he hit. 
The other three men exchange a perplexed look as Mark leans down and picks up the crowbar. His eyes says everything they need to know, and they turn and flee for the door, clawing at each other to get away. 
Mark lets out a tense breath; the clatter of boots fades as they leave. With a grateful sigh, he drops the crowbar with a heavy clang.
A feeble whine breaks the silence. Mark looks down to see the first of the two remaining men curled in a ball, holding his stomach. There is a puddle of bile and spittle dribbling from his reddening lips onto the floor. Remembering himself, Mark leans down and puts a hand on his shoulder in concern; the man flinches away. 
“I'm sorry -” Mark begins, trying to formulate his regret into words. “Let me help.”
“You're dead,” the injured man hisses at him. 
“I didn't mean to hurt you,” he says, taking his hand off the man's shoulder. “Let me call you an ambulance.”
Mark lifts his head as he hears the sirens, closer now.
“You idiot,” the leader slurs from across the room. He sits with his back against the wall. Above him is the cracked plaster where Mark threw him into the wall, hanging over him like a dream-catcher. 
“I didn't mean to hurt either of you,” says Mark. “You didn't leave me a choice.” 
“The King,” the man grins through bloodied teeth, “does special things to people who hurt us.”
“I didn't mean -” Mark begins, and trails off as the red-lipped grinning man reaches slowly into his leather jacket and produces a small, ugly pistol. Mark's stomach flips into his guts and he freezes as the barrel is levelled at him.
“How's your mother doing, Mark?”
“Please -” he whispers. 
The single shot deafens him, a sudden thunder clap bursting the hushed silence like a balloon. Mark grunts as the force of the shot throws him onto his back. Icy numbness spreads across his chest and up his arms as his hands paw at his skin. He can't breathe: the air has been punched from his lungs. 
Writhing on the floor, gasping for air, Mark looks up in terror to see the pack leader shuffle himself up the wall, getting to his feet as the sirens grow louder outside. The whir of helicopter blades cuts through the patter of rain.
“You should have stayed on the floor the first time,” he slurs through clenched teeth, and lowers the pistol to Mark's prone figure. 
Mark tries to murmur a plea for his mother's life; all he can manage is a weak whimper before the pistol barks again and again, shot after shot crashing into his body. He jerks and spasms as each bullet hits him.
With each shot he sees the ugly end of his life: just another life, a tax paid for the King's utopia.
Everything comes back to the King, eventually.
The shots stop and he lies twisted and broken on the floor, eyes glassed over. He can feel his own heart pounding in his chest, fighting for life. Beside him, the shooter bends down and picks up his prone comrade, still clutching his ribs, and helps him up. Putting an arm under his shoulder, the shooter begins to carry him out, muttering something under his breath.
Mark lifts his head; it feels like it's being weighed down with bricks. His janitor's overalls are covered in tiny black holes, as though a hundred men have extinguished their cigarettes on him.
But there is no blood.
Bit by bit the numbness leaves him, and a deep trembling fills his bones with spreading heat. The janitor grunts and forces his lungs to take in a shuddering breath, then heaves himself up. He aches as though he has been running for days, his muscles stiff and heavy; but solid. 
He feels strong. 
The shooter stops, halfway out the door with his friend over his shoulder, and turns. His eyes are cold with doubt as he sees Mark, one hand on the plaster wall to steady himself.
“Oh come on...” the man whispers. 
The injured man leaning on him begins to twist away in terror.
“He's not normal mate,” he groans. “Just get us out of here.”
“To hell with this,” he barks, and produces the pistol again. He quickly drops the magazine from the gun and produces a second from his coat as the first clatters on to the floor. He slams it into the pistol and racks the slide back, before pointing it at the janitor one-handed and unloading another magazine into his torso.
The shots hit Mark like heavy punches, knocking him sideways, backwards, doubling him over. Crashing, screaming gunshots fill his ears like cymbal strikes. Strobe-light flashing blinds him with every shot. He is pushed back steadily until he is braced against his own broken window, hanging onto the sides with grim determination, tensed and ready.
Then the room is filled with the sound of hollow clicking – the sound of an empty pistol. Mark looks down and sees the same thing: bullet riddled overalls, but no blood. He flexes his chest outwards and takes a breath, relieving the built-up tension in his muscles. As the air floods his veins once more, he feels himself relax.
Seeing the fear in his attacker's eyes is all that he needs. He strides forward across the silent room and pushes the bloody-grimaced shooter back with such force that he crashes through the wooden door and tumbles into the next room screaming; the injured man that he was carrying drops to the ground, mumbling and grasping at his ribs. 
Mark steps over him and crosses into the kitchen. Lying on the wooden floorboards in a halo of wooden splinters is the shooter, hand clamped on his chest and teeth bared in pain.
Mark glares down at the shooter and bends to pick him up; he shies away as though Mark is on fire.
“Why couldn't you just leave me alone?” snarls Mark.
Hands on his collar, he lifts him into the air until his feet are off the ground.
“Wh-what the hell -” he manages through strained breaths as Mark looks him in the eyes. 
“You've ruined my life,” he says, his voice low and trembling with anger. “The King is never going to leave me alone now – or my mother. He's never going to let me live in peace.” 
Mark clutches him by the neck, the skin around his chin bunching up like a slack jumper. The man's feet are off the ground and he is staring down in horror at the janitor, who holds him in the air with one hand. Mark's vision begins to blur as a rush of blood goes to his head, the vodka igniting his temper.
“You couldn't just leave me alone, could you?” 
Sirens blare outside, announcing their presence; Mark stops squeezing and the wolf's eyes roll back with relief. 
The building is filled with the sound of organised men shouting orders. He hears the metallic clatter of firearms being loaded and readied, and the crash of boot-heels on concrete. His head begins to swim and his focus fades as the alcohol burns in his veins.
Time is running out. Mark stares into the frightened eyes of the shooter and urges him:
“The King. Where can I find him?”
“Can't tell...” the man mutters, trembling. 
Mark leans over him and repeats himself, gobs of spittle dripping from his snarling mouth. 
“Where can I find the King?”
“P-Pocket,” the man manages, and Mark roots through the pockets of his leather jacket. The footsteps echo from the stairwell and into Mark's flat through the open door. He hears orders being shouted.
Mark finds a small card with an address and a set of dates on it. He slides the card inside his overalls and walks back into the hallway.
He stops. 
He finds himself under the gaze of a heavily armed squad of soldiers wearing dark face-masks. 
“Don't move,” says the front soldier. Behind him is a hallway filled with assault rifles, shotguns and grenade launchers in the arms of unflinching men without faces. The injured man lies on the floor to Mark's right, pretending to be unconscious. 
Through the gaps in every face-mask, Mark sees very human eyes looking back at him. He sees uncertainty in them, and takes a deep breath.
“I have things to do first,” he says, looking through his own empty room at the broken window. “I'm sorry.”
The front soldier gives the order:
“Take him.”
The air explodes around him, and Mark raises his arms and throws himself at a sprint into the room as shots catch him in the back and ribs, knocking the wind from him again, throwing him into the wall. He hears them flood into the room behind him, screaming commands as he runs. 
Leaping onto the windowsill like a prowling cat, the cold evening air kisses his face. He looks down. 
Three stories, then the cold, hard concrete of the alleyway. 
Mark hesitates, and the soldiers make the decision for him. 
A volley of shots hit him in the small of his back. His scream is cut short as he is thrown flailing out of his window, into the silence below. The janitor, his tattered overalls streaming behind him like torn flags, plummets to the concrete. 
 



 
Episode 3
 
Against the Clock
 



Chloe stares into the varnished wooden floor, trying to avoid the gaze of the King across the desk. 
Between them, embedded in a cabinet, is the harsh light of a television screen, playing the news at a low, mumbling volume. Watching it as the seconds pass, the King points and sighs like a concerned mother.
"Goodness me, look at this violence."
Chloe sees the aerial recording of a bridge over the River Clyde, all twisted metal and broken concrete, brown murky water churning around the supports as bodies are pulled out by armed soldiers. With a soft chuckle, the King reaches for a remote and turns the television off.
The room is cast into silence.
“You see what happened there? Soldiers had a guy cornered on the bridge. Next thing, entire bridge collapses. Now what on earth could have caused that.”
Chloe says nothing, her mind filled with images of Jamie struggling out there in the smeared grey city with soldiers flooding the streets. 
Interrupting their silent thoughts, a silver phone buzzes and lights up on the desk. Chloe jumps and suppresses a gasp. The King lifts the sleek mobile phone to his ear whilst keeping his dark eyes on Chloe.
"Yes?"
Chloe hears a garbled voice filter into his ears like water. His emotionless face cracks into a grim smile. 
“Send him up immediately.”
He places the phone on his desk, making sure it is at right angles to the pens and pencil laid out like sleeping soldiers. Leaning back in his leather chair, the King steeples his fingers. The cold light offered by the desk lamp seems to pass through him, leaving nothing but a silhouette. 
"Guess who's here?" he asks her. 
Chloe refuses to let her fear show. Beneath the desk, her knees are shaking and she has crossed her feet to stop them tapping on the wooden floor. Her thin jawline is clenched to stop her teeth from chattering together.
“Jamie?” she asks through clenched teeth.
The King gives her a curt nod and hums to himself.
“He's on his way up.”
“Good," she says, trying to avoid being drawn into a conversation.
“He's very early, don't you think?”
“He's good at his job."
“Is he? Is he so good at his job, that he can get four cars to the garage without my man at the garage seeing him or the cars?” The King leans forward into the light. "He hasn't gotten me one car let alone four, Chloe.”
The realisation sets in and Chloe feels her stomach go cold. The King smiles, satisfied by the fear in her blue eyes.
“On the plus side,” the King whispers, "I hear they pay quite well for blonde girls. Maybe we can find you a buyer with more vanilla tastes -" 
“This isn't right," she feels the dam burst and the outrage comes pouring out, her voice shaking. “He's a good man, he worked himself to the bone for you. All he wanted was to get away from all of this."
“For me? On the contrary,” the King cocks his head and smiles, “I believe that he did this all for you. You should be blaming yourself for your current predicament.”
There is a muffled knock at the door before she can reply, and the King holds her gaze. Chloe fights against the overwhelming urge to turn around and look; she locks eyes with the King and holds his stare as footsteps fill the room behind her, feeling the ice in his eyes seeping into her chest like pneumonia.  
“My King,” a coarse voice announces itself. "This is your man."
“Take the hood off.” 
The King motions behind Chloe, and there is the sound of fabric tearing, followed by a deep gasp.
“Chloe.” The name slips out of Jamie's bloodied mouth like a secret. 
She hears her name and can no longer help it. Twisting in her chair, she turns to see him -
On his knees. 
With a gun to his head.
Her smile fades to fear. “Jamie?” 
Behind him stand a firing squad of men with shining black pistols and sub-machine-guns. They have all clasped their hands around their guns, giving them the air of respectful professionals. 
Jamie, his jacket gone and his white shirt stained with flecks of blood, smiles at her as a single droplet of claret fluids runs from his right nostril and stains the top of his lip. 
“You made it,” the King says, scraping his chair back with a cutting whine and standing at his full height. He walks past Chloe, letting a dry, cold hand brush over her neck, making her shudder away.  “Vince at the front door said that you needed to see me. He said you had a 'game-changer' for me.”
Jamie nods, saying nothing else. His hands have been tied behind his back with something and his head lolls with his shoulders – he seems out of breath, his hair wet and his face shiny with perspiration as if he had ran a marathon. He just nods. 
“Our man at the garage hasn't given us the all clear yet,” the King says, standing over Jamie and looking down upon him. “You haven't gotten me my cars, have you?”
The King rests a large, ringed hand on Jamie's slick hair and looks at him with something resembling sympathy.
“I got you something better,” Jamie assures him.
One of the men sneers and mutters: “A nosebleed?”
He barks a sickly laugh until the King shoots him a look that silences the room, one hand still on Jamie's head. He looks down at Jamie again.
“What did you get me, Jamie?”
“Cut me loose and I'll show you,” Jamie urges him. 
The King seems to weigh this up and then, hanging his head down and shaking it, takes his hand from Jamie's skull. 
"Cut you loose," he says to himself, rolling the words over like a cigar between his lips. He motions to one of his men out of sight and is handed a small, heavy knife so sharp that it seems to hum as it moves through the air, cutting the silence apart.
He weighs it in his hands, and then paces behind Jamie with heavy, echoing footsteps.
"Ok. I'll cut you loose, Jamie," he says, his voice coarse with regret. 
Jamie sees Chloe, tense and trembling on the edge of her seat. He sees a questioning look in her eyes, and gives her a brave nod as her eyes drift to the King standing behind him. 
Jamie feels the King's fingers slide under his jaw and tilt his head back. 
“I'm am actually very sorry about this,” laughs the King.
The knife catches the light in the corner of Jamie's eye, and he hears a scream leave Chloe's mouth. She is leaping out of her seat towards him, despair painted across her face.
Then she is frozen. 
Sound fades to silence as though Jamie had paused a video of this very moment, and he feels his heartbeat quicken. The King is suddenly a statue, and Jamie squirms out of his hold and stands up on aching knees. He turns and wraps his bound hands against the King's frozen knife, cutting himself free with a thief's finesse. 
His heart pounds in his ears as he feels time begin to accelerate again, the sounds growing like a pressure in his skull. It feels as though he is trying to grab onto a single moment and hold himself there against an ever quickening river current.  His nose runs red with fresh blood and he wipes it away as he moves forward and grabs Chloe around her waist. Jamie forces himself to slow down, to take a deep breath and calm himself: as he does, time slows again.
 A second has passed. 
Chloe feels light to him in his new, timeless world, as though she is made of paper. He lifts her and turns to make for the door. In the second that has passed, the King has noticed his absence – his eyebrows are arched in surprise as the knife passes through thin air. 
The flow of time rages against Jamie as he moves towards the door. It feels like he is swimming upstream, exhausting himself the harder he goes against the current. With every breath, fresh blood splutters from his nostrils – he can taste it in the back of his throat. Chloe is draped over his shoulder in a fireman's lift, getting heavier by the second.
He needs more time.
As he passes the executioner's squad at the door, he grabs a pistol from someone's hand and turns. Time is building up in his skull like water at a dam, aching to burst. He turns around and points the pistol at the King – at his head.
Then at his heart.
The trigger is heavier than he can pull. 
Jamie points the gun downwards and pulls the trigger. 
Flying in silence like an arrow, the bullet blows the King's knee to splinters. Time begins to seep through the cracks in Jamie's concentration, and a silent scream escapes the King's mouth, getting louder with every passing moment like an approaching train. 
Jamie throws himself and Chloe through the door and slams it shut. 
The crash of the wood brings the flow of time with it. 
He hears screaming and shouting muffled by the door. Chloe's ear splitting cry continues as he puts her down. Her wet, red eyes take in their surroundings and her mind goes blank as the scream trails off. Her jaw is slack.
“What -” she begins.
“Don't ask." He takes her hand and pulls her down the corridor. "Just run."
They flee down a narrow corridor that smells like medicine, lit with cold white lights and old, chipped plaster. Clamouring voices surround them as though they are caged in by riots. The crashing of doors being thrown open echoes down the corridor. Jamie drags Chloe down an open stairwell into the gloom of the lower floors.
They barrel around and around, down into the damp darkness where the lights don't quite work. 
“They took me up nine flights of stairs,” says Jamie. “Keep count.”
With his mouth slack and hanging open to breathe, Jamie can taste the blood from his nostrils dripping into his mouth with every step – he wants to throw up, coughing up bile as he breathes.
Orders ring out above them, and the battle-cries of an eager hunting party follow them down the stairwell. A burst of sub-machine-gun fire erupts like lightning from above, and the couple flinch away from the banister as it explodes, coughing splinters at them. 
“They're heading downstairs," comes a voice.
“Lock the exit down," yells another. "Use the shutters."
“Are you hurt?” Jamie tries to turn and ask Chloe, but she's pushing him to keep going; she nurses a bloodied arm marked with splinter-cuts.
“Don't stop running,” she pushes him forward.
They can hear the staccato crash of boots on the stairwell above them now, countless footsteps pursuing them into the depths. Jamie feels the fear like a hot iron band around his heart – he's sweating, breathless, his nose is gushing claret blood that's stained the front of his shirt like a red tie. 
Heavy clangs begin to rhythmically punctuate the sounds of the chase.
“What's that noise?” she wheezes as they run.
“I don't know.”
The floor count in his head finally reaches nine and he leads Chloe away from the stairs, down a hallway that he remembers the distinct smell of: tobacco and gunpowder – probably where the King's guards live. 
There are no windows down this hallway – the only light is artificial.
“Not much further...” he begins, but he trails off. 
The sound of their footsteps fades to nothing as they come to a breathless stop. 
The hallway should end in a wooden doorway to the lower levels. Instead, there is a single, featureless slab of steel blocking their path. Jamie runs a hand over it, fighting to get his breath back. His hand leaves a bloody smear across it. 
Chloe hits the metal with a clenched fist. 
“We're trapped,” she whispers.
Jamie turns and points the pistol back down the hallway, towards the stairs. He waits for movement, trying to urge time to a halt again – but nothing comes. Each second arrives regardless of his efforts.
“Jamie?” Chloe asks him. He can hear the fear in her voice. "What do we do?"
“I'll get us out of here, don't worry."
She steps forward and presses herself against him, and he puts an arm around her whilst his other keeps the gun aimed down the hall.
"You shouldn't have come here," she says, her voice shaking. "You should have just left Glasgow, twenty-four hours is enough to get far away -"
He cuts her off with a long, cold stare from his bloodshot eyes. 
"We leave together or not at all," he says. 
“I don't want it to end here."
"I'm sorry I got you into this – it went a lot smoother in my head."
She says nothing, but presses her forehead against his neck.
“Just get us out of it," she whispers, "and we'll call it even.”
 
 
Mark's eyes open. His vision is blurred like a rain smeared camera lens. The coppery tastes of bile and blood catch in his throat as he draws breath, and the most familiar feeling in his life hits him: hangover. His pulse pounds in his head and he can sense every cell in his body groaning at him.
Somewhere nearby, a neat-cut voice says:
“We've got target four – bullets don't do much to him but he's out cold – left a crater from a three floor drop. Definitely the guy we're after, but his nose was bleeding, so send a chopper and a Trespasser unit to collect him, medical too.”
Shapes begin to swim into focus: tall black shadows surround him like coffin bearers staring into his grave.
One of them has a hand to his ear, and he drops it and tells the other shades:
“They're sending a Trespasser unit, about one minute out.”
“Sir, he's waking up -” one of them shouts, alarm ringing in his voice.
Immediately the clatter of carbon fibre weaponry fills Mark's ears, and his groggy, drunken mind catches up. He remembers the thugs in his flat, preparing his execution; he remembers the fire taking his body and his mind and moulding it into something stronger; he remembers the strength flowing through his bones, the thud of bullets crashing into his skin to little effect.
His eyes slam open and he sees six tall, heavily armoured men in black combat gear pointing assault rifles at his aching skull. 
“Okay, put him under - ” one of them begins to bark an order.
Then Mark has risen, leapt to his feet and grabbed his attacker by the shoulders. He hadn't realised until now that he is standing in a crater, the men staring down at him like students at an autopsy. 
Alarmed shouting fills the air. 
Looking into the fearful eyes of a trained soldier, Mark turns and throws him under-arm at his comrades. Sporadic fire breaks out and Mark feels the agonising punch of bullets driving him backwards. Dropping to one knee, he raises his hands to fend off the stinging insect bites of the firing squad's rounds. One step at a time, wincing and gritting his teeth through the pain, he stands and begins to walk forward – then he is running, charging at the remaining soldiers. One of them breaks and throws himself to the side before Mark hits them. 
He crashes into the other three, throwing a wild hay-maker that sends a man spinning into a wall as though he were weightless. 
A soldier closes with him, and he feels a sharp pain in his gut: Mark doubles over and sees a knife straining to pierce his skin. Disgusted, he grabs the man by the arm, crushing it with his iron grip. Swinging him like a battle axe, Mark turns and clubs the last soldier to the ground with the screaming form of his own squad mate. 
Leaving a gurgling, groaning mess of limbs and men scattered in the cobblestone alleyway, Mark clutches his chest and gasps for air, shocked at the violence he is inflicting. He wants to apologise, and a choked 'sorry' catches in his throat as one of the men on the ground produces a pistol and shoots him twice in the head.
Mark cries out in anger and frustration and clamps a hand to his throbbing skull as he leans down tears the pistol out of the man's hand. He throws it at a wall hard enough that it smashes into pieces. 
"I don't," he wheezes as he lifts the man one-handed by the collar of his armour. "I don't want to fight. Tell your superiors. Tell them I just want to take down the King. While I can."
The deafening approach of a helicopter drowns out the pounding of his own blood in his ears; he claps his hands to his temples in pain, dropping the man to the ground. Like a hovering bird of prey, it drifts into view above the alley. 
Sleek metal and a jagged, angular body hang beneath a tornado-work of blades. From each of the great predator's wings hang missiles and hive-like pods of tiny rockets, flanked by machine guns the size of children. 
Mark stumbles backwards, wiping blood from his nose, and raises his arm to shield his face from the buffeting, screaming wind. He whips his head around, looking for an escape: to his back is the alleyway's end, a sheer brick wall belonging to some towering corporate stronghold. 
A booming voice cuts through the howling drone of the helicopter's blades, addressing him:
“Get on your knees and put your hands on your head.”
Mark looks up in absolute horror, begging with his eyes, hoping that they can hear him somehow.
“The King,” he shouts. “I need to stop him before... my mother, they – listen -”
“You have three seconds to comply.”
He hangs his head, mustering the courage that he knows is still in him somewhere. All that he wants is to sit down, to have a drink – he hasn't had a moment to think straight yet. He's been threatened, shot, shot again: but they haven't been able to stop him yet.
Mark looks up at the helicopter and shakes his head – then he turns and runs, carried by a strength in his legs that he never knew he possessed. The end of the alleyway races towards him.
The helicopter opens fire. 
Cobblestones explode into ash and dust. Sundering blows strike him in the back and propel him forward even as the pain turns his vision white. Bowled off his feet by the force, he scrambles with his hands like an animal for purchase on the cobbles. In desperation, he gathers what strength remains in his body and bends his knees and jumps as though he were leaping off the edge of the world.
Hissing like a cobra, a missile detonates behind him. Borne upwards by the explosion and the sheer strength in his muscles, Mark begins to fly. 
He is soaring upwards, eyes wide and disbelieving. His arms reach out for the sky.
For a split second, he is a child once more, flying with a cape billowing out behind him.
Then his ascent slows, and the sheer brick wall of the building drops away to reveal a long rooftop coated in gravel with dull grey air-conditioning units spread along its length. His momentum carries him over the lip of the roof and he flails his arms, rolling and tumbling onto the scratching gravel. 
He picks himself up, wiping away the river of blood dripping from his nose and onto the rooftop, and begins to look around for an escape. 
The helicopter rises above the rooftop like a determined predator, and its guns bark as they spit fire and lead at Mark's crouched form. Heavy calibre rounds tear into him and bowl him over; he tumbles like a rag-doll in a whirlwind. He rolls with the blows, clutching at his skin where the bullets hit. 
The attack stops as though a plug had been pulled. 
With red rimmed eyes and a blood-drenched grimace, Mark struggles to his feet on heavy legs. His entire body sways as he feels the alcohol's graceful touch leave him, his teeth itching and his throat aching. The fading sunlight burns in his eyes and he feels himself swallowing blood. 
A single figure, clad in black combat armour and a face mask, drops from a door in the helicopter's side and rolls as it hits the rooftop. Mark turns to run for the edge of the rooftop – he doesn't even know if he'll survive another fall, but anything is better than facing the swaggering shadow drifting towards him over the gravel. 
Something hard hits him in the back of his legs and he stumbles and falls. As he gets up, he finds himself face to face with the soldier. 
This one is different; even in his half-dead state he can see that. Mark does not find himself looking into the fear-filled eyes of a soldier out of his depth. This man's eyes are cold and clear – the eyes of a professional killer.
Mark raises his hands to defend himself, trying to strike the soldier in fear – but to no avail. A surge of electricity from a tazer surges through his body and he spits blood and froth from between clenched teeth. His legs go numb – he feels himself falling, powerless to react. 
He hits the ground and regains the use of his muscles with a spasm. Mark rolls to get away, scrabbling at the rooftop. 
“Please,” he begs the advancing shade, kicking himself away over the gravel. There is no mercy in the soldier's eyes. “The King is going to come for my mother, I need to use this power before it's gone, please listen to me.”
Helpless, he kicks out at his attacker from the ground. Now he is standing over Mark with a stubby, wide-barrelled grenade launcher of some kind pointed at his face. 
“You have to let me find the King,” groans Mark, “we're on the same side here, please listen to me -”
With a harsh cough, the firearm spits a ball of red gunk at Mark's face, and he tries to scream as the putty expands like insulating foam, jamming his eyes shut and clogging his nostrils. His open mouth is suddenly filled with expanding clay that tastes like surgical rubber. His scream dies in his throat as his hands pull at the plastic to no effect. It hardens and traps his clawing fingers within it, until his only thought is to breathe -
Breathe.
He fights it, feeling the fire ignite inside him, but it is too late.
His vision fades to black.
 
 
The helicopter hovers above the soldier, who stands over Mark's limp form like a proud hunter. It raises a finger to its helmet:
“This is Trespasser One. Target Four is down, send immediate retrieval squad and hurry up that medical team; this one was bleeding too. I'll need to neutralise the foam before lasting damage occurs."
"Good work, Trespasser One. Are we clear to move Zulu to another location?"
"Yeah, we're all good here," says the Trespasser, motioning a thumbs up to the attack helicopter's pilot, who pulls the beast away from the building and off to wherever else he may be needed, leaving them in silence with only the faint whisper of the misty rain. 
“One more thing, Command,” says the Trespasser, looking down at his target as the pride in his eyes turns to concern. “I've seen men beg for their lives – I've seen men lie to get out of a bullet to the skull. I know when it's genuine, and this guy? He's terrified for his mother. Maybe we should look into this King character, that's three times today that I've heard his name in this kind of context."
"Negative, Trespasser One. You are going far beyond your clearance levels."
The Trespasser takes a small vial of a thick, red syrup from a pouch on his belt and kneels over the plastic-bubble face of his target. He empties the vial onto the foaming plastic and it begins to hiss and steam away, melting onto the gravel like roofing tar. 
"The guy just sounds like a criminal, Command," he says, “and that's our area of expertise right there. I could depose a crime lord with one hand, I don't mind staying behind after the operation is done to -"
"I said negative, Trespasser," comes the response, and Command's calm and level voice is tinged with unusual anger. "Cease this line of inquiry and await the transport vessel."
Trespasser One looks down at Mark's unconscious form as the red gunk froths away, clearing his airways and leaving his face red and bruised. The tattered janitor takes his first, struggling breath. Placing a hand under Mark's stubbled neck, the Trespasser counts his pulse with his eyes closed, tensed in case his target wakes up. 
He brings his hand up to his communication module, a tiny USB piece plugged into a socket on his helmet, and his fingers grip it for a second.
Trespasser One almost pulls it out, but before he can the roar of the transport chopper cuts through the mess of thoughts plaguing his brain. Sighing, he depresses his comms button and replies,
"Roger that, Command. Preparing for evac."
He looks at the unconscious janitor, then up at the approaching helicopter, and waves it in as the rain whips itself into a frenzy beneath the churning wind of the blades. 
 



 
Episode 4
 
The King's Castle
 



Jamie stares down the jagged sights of the pistol, trying to focus despite his trembling hand. Chloe is pressed against his chest, staring down the same corridor. To their back is a solid steel slab.
A cold, strained voice comes down the stairwell, into their little hallway. The unmistakable voice of the King, slurring in pain.
“There's nowhere to go, Jamie.” 
“It's him,” whispers Chloe.
“I shot him in the bloody knee,” says Jamie. “How is he here?”
The same voice drifts into their hallway-stronghold. 
“Caught in a trap, Jamie,” they hear a strained breath. “Let's talk about this, hm?”
“The next person down those steps is dead, King,” he retorts. He feels Chloe press herself harder against him.
Footsteps begin to echo down the staircase until two pairs of legs are visible, stumbling, manoeuvring down the stairs; a moment later, Jamie sees why.
The King, his knee a tattered mess of exposed bone and cartilage, is being carried by two of his servants, his arms around their necks. He is pale and sweating in agony, his teeth are clenched and his eyes are burning with intense anger. Patting one of the servants, he is set down on the bottom stair and, with a trembling breath, he leans on his good knee as though he were having a relaxing seat in the park. 
Jamie feels his finger tighten on the trigger, his trembling hands making the gun rattle in the silence. 
“Killing me won't improve your position, Jamie,” the King says as his men take up guard on either side of him, producing machine-pistols from their jackets. “Trust me on that.”
“And your bullets aren't going to work on me,” Jamie says. “Trust me on that.”
“That was quite a trick you pulled on us up there. This must be what you meant when you said that you had a 'game changer' to discuss, hm?” 
Jamie says nothing, but the King sees it in his eyes. 
“So you came here, thinking that because you're a little bit special – that because now you can flicker about the place like a little cricket – that you are somehow capable of beating me.”
“I already shot you once. I can do it again.”
“I said 'beating', not killing. So kill me. Then what? Please, tell me this grand plan of yours. Shoot me. Kill me, even, and then: what?”
“I have that covered, don't you worry,” Jamie lies. He feels his heart racing, and finds himself clutching Chloe's waist tighter.
“I assume that your plan includes this new capability you seem to have found yourself with.” He fixes Jamie with a fiery stare, and Jamie feels as though his soul is being searched like an open tome. “It was the fire, wasn't it Jamie? The fire that came from the sky has changed you, am I right?”
The King is leaning forward eagerly, his terrifying eyes urging Jamie to answer. Jamie can feel Chloe looking up at him in confusion.
“I think you underestimate me – as everybody does.” The King leans back. “When I say that I know everything that goes on in this city, I'm not lying. Even the stuff like this. Have you considered,” the King continues as though he were talking to a child, “that the more you use this power, the more blood starts to gush out of your nostrils? Have you made the link yet, son? Are you starting to get it?”
Jamie licks his lips and tastes the blood that is soaking into his stubble. 
“You haven't been watching the news,” the King shakes his head, “and you don't have the information that I do. You haven't seen what happens to people like you when those nosebleeds get worse. You try to use your little trick again and I'll bet that your brain will haemorrhage so violently you'll be dead before you hit the floor.”
“You're bluffing,” says Jamie – though he cannot tell who he is trying to convince: the King, or himself.
“Turn on a television, son. There's been a strong military and police presence building for a few weeks: they knew the fire was coming. You know, they asked me permission to move soldiers into my city? What nice manners they have, these government types. Soldiers in black, they use – I'm surprised you haven't ran into any.”
Jamie says nothing, remembering the dark figure that tried to bring him in after the fire hit. 
“They didn't know what was coming,” the King continues. “They knew it wasn't an asteroid – asteroids don't make course corrections, they told me. Then they found people at the crash sites this evening – humans, but different. Like you. Already we've had people leaping off rooftops and fighting armed soldiers by the dozen. There's a video of a man in overalls shrugging off gunfire from a helicopter's cannon.” The King grins. “You should watch the news sometime, Jamie, you really are missing some incredible stuff.” 
“He's not lying,” whispers Chloe. “It is all over the news.”
“I don't know what it is that you're doing, Jamie, but if you push that power too far, it goes badly. Some poor soul got cornered on a bridge over the Clyde earlier. Soldiers on every side, no hope of escape. Seconds later, that bridge collapsed without warning. I think,” the King looks at Chloe as though she's an old friend, “it was about twenty dead at the last count, right? Drowned under the debris? And if I remember right, his nose was bleeding just before it happened.”
The King looks straight through Jamie, seeing past the bravado and the posturing. He sees the truth settling into Jamie's thoughts. 
Jamie's mind races. He remembers waking up after the fire had hit him – the soldier had radioed it in: something about his nose bleeding.
He knows that the King is a master manipulator, but he can't help but feel that there is some truth in what he's saying.
“What if I don't believe you?”
“Then by all means, go ahead and shoot me and my men and try to escape. Then this beautiful woman – who you value so much that you used her for insurance -” the King mockingly gestures to Chloe, “can watch as your brain tears itself apart and you die.”
Jamie looks down at Chloe, and she meets his eyes and shakes her head, her blonde curls bobbing from side to side. 
“You aren't leaving me with a lot of choices here,” he says, turning back to the King. “What's the alternative?”
“We revise your contract?” the King suggests. “For a man with your talents, I'm sure we can find a job.”
“I'm only in this mess because I tried to hand in my resignation,” he says. “I want out. I want to walk away from this, and I want my pension. You owe me a hell of a lot of money. Give me that, and let me walk out of here.”
“Jamie, you can't walk out,” the King shakes his head. “Those men in black are scouring the city for you. Everywhere you go, they'll be waiting. Believe me, I've had dealings with these types before and they are not ones to give up on their mission.”
“So what's your offer?”
“Put the gun down, and we can talk.”
“I'm making the demands here, King,” says Jamie, “and I don't think I need your help.”
“Maybe you don't,” the King admits, “but she does.”
He points to Chloe, who tenses up. 
“Leave her out of this -”
“Oh she's a part of it now, whether she wants to be or not. They'll be coming for her too.”
“Chloe?” he whispers.
“Mhm?” her voice is small and frightened.
“Close your eyes, I'm going to get us out of here.”
“But your nose -”
“It's our only chance,” he hisses.
“Decision time, Jamie.” The King's agonised expression squirms into something resembling a smile. “What's it going to be?”
Jamie levels the pistol at the King's chest and grits his teeth.
 
 
Mark's mind is awake before his eyes have caught up. Roaring fills his ears as though he is caught in a tidal wave; he recognises the rhythmic chopping of helicopter blades. He keeps his eyes closed, savouring the breaths that fill his lungs. Over the engine's roar he makes out a female voice like that of a stern teacher: knowledgeable and with little patience for the opinions of others.
“His vitals are increasing – consider giving him a tranquilliser.”
“That could kill him -” another voice protests, and in his mind Mark assigns this man the appearance of a meek, bald man with large glasses. 
A third voice cuts in, and this one is familiar: Mark remembers this voice talking as he lost consciousness on the rooftop, plastic foam expanding to fill his throat. 
“I watched this man take a twenty millimetre cannon round to the sternum and get up again. It's not going to kill him.”
“His heartbeat is increasing, watch the charts,” says the stern teacher.
“Hold on, I've nearly got the scan up...” says the timid assistant.
The voices stop, and Mark tries to calm himself. He is bound tight by some cold metal encasing his arms at the elbow, wrist and shoulder. Around his neck is a tightly fastened steel collar, keeping him bolted to the trembling floor of the helicopter. As the vehicle shifts in flight, he feels his stomach lurch with a grey sickness that spreads from his chest throughout his body. 
“Is that the scan?” the soldier asks. “Is this in real time?”
Only now does Mark realise just how thirsty he is. It's a dry scratching in his throat, a deep seated urge to quench some burning fire in his chest. He wonders if he can break the bonds holding him, but his arms have lost their unexplainable strength: his limbs feel like limp lengths of wet cardboard.
“Are you seeing what I am, doctor?” asks the shy voice.
“I've never seen cells behave like this before. In all my years...” the all-knowing commanding voice now carries a wavering uncertainty.
“That's going to be happening a lot, doctor,” says the soldier. “Can you save him?”
There's a long silence again, and finally she says:
“Shit, maybe?”
“Maybe?” 
“Something is metabolising his own body, breaking it down into alcohol: don't even get me started on how, this should be impossible without creating lethal doses of radiation.”
“Alcohol?” the soldier asks her in disbelief.
“Yes, Trespasser, alcohol. His body is destroying itself: digesting itself, in essence. And I have absolutely no idea how or why.”
“Can we stop it?”
“Maybe not, but we can certainly try to stall it. Klein,” she orders the assistant, “give the subject an intravenous injection of alcohol.”
“Ma'am, that's utterly ridiculous -” he is cut off by her thundering orders.
“Were we even remotely aware of what was going on here I would take the time to do this properly Klein, however I am doing what I can from the back of a bloody helicopter, to a man who is defying the laws of nature before my eyes. I would quite like this man to survive so that I can find out what the hell is happening, now give him the alcohol before I do it myself. If we can give his body the alcohol it's trying to create then maybe we can slow the process.”
“Can I do anything to help?” asks the soldier.
“Keep an eye on his heart rate and tell me if it changes significantly.”
Mark feels a dull ache blossom in his lower forearm, as though somebody were trying to bite through his skin. He fights the urge to squirm and move away.
“His heart rate just sky-rocketed,” says the soldier.
“I can't break the skin,” the assistant whines.
“Well if a helicopter's guns couldn't do it, your needle won't be able to,” says the soldier. “Can't you just pour it into his mouth?”
“You've already neutralised him once with suffocation,” the older doctor tells them, “so I don't want to risk him drowning.”
Mark feels a tickling sensation in his nostril and tries not to screw his face up – he tastes metallic blood on his lips and fights the rising bile in his stomach.
“His vitals are off the chart, doc.”
“Then pour it in, we're going to lose him either way,” he can hear the female doctor tearing a packet open, flustered.
“Wait, stop. I think he's awake -” the soldier begins.
Mark doesn't hear the rest – his throat is suddenly burning with the pure alcohol being poured down it. He should be choking and spluttering, but his body welcomes the warming fire. Before he can control himself he is quenching that incredible thirst, gulping it down. Where it should be extinguishing the heat in his belly, it seems only to stoke the flames until his entire body is tingling.
He has felt this strength before: just after the fire hit him. 
He feels strong. Powerful.
Mark opens his eyes and sees the soldier running downhill towards the cargo-helicopter's cockpit. His entire body is shackled beneath heavy metal bands and two white-coated doctors are kneeling over him, frozen in the moment.
“Get us close to the ground,” the soldier's shout is so desperate that they hear it over the rotors.
Mark grunts and lifts his arms, tearing the steel bands as though they were paper. The doctors reel back and scramble to their feet as he grasps the metal around his neck and rips it out of the floor. They run for the aid of the soldier as Mark's legs shatter their bonds and kick away the last shackles around his ankles until he is rolling free on the floor. 
Getting to his feet, Mark wipes the dried blood from his nose. His desperate thirst directs his eyes to the pile of clear fluid pouches beside his make-shift prison bed, and he lifts one of them above his open mouth and bursts it with his hands like a ripe fruit. Surgical alcohol pours down his throat and he drinks it like water as the strong scent of spirits burns his nostrils. 
Every drop makes him feel stronger, faster. He opens his eyes and finds his vision wavering as though he were caught in a heat wave, objects blurring in and out of focus as he extends a hand to keep himself steady. 
“Don't move,” the soldier is pointing a grenade launcher at him from the far end of the helicopter's loading bay.
Mark frowns at his captor, standing with the two doctors cowering behind him. In the pit of his stomach he can feel the helicopter losing altitude. 
“What's wrong with me?” asks Mark. When they don't give him an answer he shouts it louder. “What's wrong with me?”
“You're dying. Your body is trying to digest itself and metabolise alcohol,” the female doctor peers over the soldiers weapon. “You need to keep ingesting alcoholic fluid until we can find a permanent way of fixing it.”
As she speaks, Mark feels the alcohol swimming in his brain. His fingers feel fuzzy, his eyesight begins to kaleidoscope with colours and shapes. He cannot distinguish between the helicopter moving and his own drunken stumbling.
“If you let us take you in,” says the soldier, “we can help you. You'll die, otherwise. We're not the bad guys.”
“I'm not the one pointing a grenade launcher,” he slurs, smiling at his own joke.
The soldier doesn't move to begin with, but after a moment of thought he lets the weapon drop until it is pointing at the floor.
“Ok,” he says. “We had to assume that you were dangerous – we found you in a room full of injured men who had shot at you without effect – you took out an elite strike team with your fists. You've scared a lot of people.”
Mark, swaying back and forward, is not listening: he is looking out one of the numerous windows in the cargo bay. Outside he can still see the landmarks of his own city: the Hydro, the crane down at Finnieston, the tower at the Science Centre. 
He's still within reach of the King.
“I can't let you take me in just yet,” he says, his eyes distracted by the scene outside the windows. Suddenly, the grenade launcher is back up.
“You're dying, you need our help.”
“Dying,” he points out. “Not dead. I have something to take care of first.”
“The King?” asks the soldier.
Mark nods, still staring out the window.
“Yes. Where are we right now?”
“Doesn't matter,” the soldier says, shrugging. “Talk to me. Why do you need to reach the King? Who is he?”
“As if you don't know,” says Mark, and steps back as if bracing himself for a sprinting race.
“I don't,” the soldier repeats. “Tell me and I might be able to help you.”
“Follow me,” Mark smiles, “and you'll find out. Hold onto something, by the way.”
The soldier wastes no time with disbelief: he drops his weapon and grabs a red safety harness from the back of the cargo bay. He fastens it around his waist, and as Mark begins to run the soldier puts an arm around each of the doctors.
Mark hits the side of the helicopter at a sprint, his elbows up to protect his face, and his stomach flips as he tears through the tough metal and finds himself flailing through frozen thin air, clouds the colour of dish-water spinning above him.
Screaming, Mark flips through the air like a broken bird as the city rushes up to meet him. 
 
 
The helicopter's interior is buffeted by a howling wind from the torn wound in the vessel's side.
Trespasser One shouts into his earpiece as he fastens safety belts around both of the doctors. 
“Command, we have lost Target Four. I'm preparing to pursue.”
“I told you not to inquire about the King, Trespasser One,” the voice of Command barks in his ear and he flinches. “You have disobeyed a direct order.”
“You think he'll survive that?” the female doctor shouts over the engine's roar.
“I've seen him survive worse,” says the Trespasser, ignoring Command's shouting.
“If you catch up with him,” says the doctor, “then make sure that he drinks something with alcohol in it, he's living on borrowed time.”
The soldier finally unfastens himself and begins to struggle uphill towards Mark's make-shift escape hatch. As he does, the voice in his ear begins to speak over the rush of air.
“Trespasser One, break pursuit and stay on that helicopter, we're bringing you back to base.”
“Negative, Command,” the soldier shouts as he clamps one hand around the jagged edge of the hole, pulling himself towards it. “I will not break pursuit, this man is a primary objective. I can still convince him to come in alive and willing -”
“Negative. Trespasser One, your orders are cancelled: Target Four is to be eliminated, a task assigned to Fourth Squad. You are to return to base. Take these orders under pain of termination yourself.”
“Eliminated? He was a primary objective, now you want to kill him? Just because he's going after a criminal who has him by the balls? Is that what it is? When I became a Trespasser, taking out guys like this King character was exactly our kind of mission. We used to take down warlords; now you're protecting one?”
“I'm not hearing a 'roger', Trespasser.”
“And you're not going to,” he shouts, looking out of the torn hole in the metalwork at the city speeding past below him. Gritting his teeth, he tears the communications unit out of his black armoured helmet and wrenches himself out of the helicopter.
The wind tosses him around like a paper bag until he narrows his body and speeds towards the ground like a missile. With the wind pulling at his armour and his mask's visor misting with the altitude, he reaches back over his shoulders and pulls a set of twin cords. 
A canopy of tough black fabric explodes from the back of his armour, and he tenses his arms at a right angle and pulls his knees up. The parachute cords in his hand buck with the wind, pulling him away from his target; then he gets a grip on it, and his cheeks puff with the effort of keeping the rectangular canopy taut. 
The city drifts up to meet him as the cold air bites at him through his armour. Trespasser One's predatory eyes scan the cityscape below, an endless miasma of silver roads and grimy tower blocks, sparkling glass and the blurry mess of the river running through it. He picks out the single dust-cloud coming from a fresh crater and grunts as he pulls the cords that way, gliding over the rain-smeared twilight city towards his target.
 



 
Episode 5
 
The Throne Room



"Jamie, stop.”
Chloe's pale hand grips his wrist, adding her own trembling to the shaking pistol in his hand. Down the barrel and along the hallway sits the King on his staircase-throne, flanked by his suited guards. The King rests his chin on his fist whilst blood leaks through the torn knee of his trousers and onto the floor. 
The King gestures to her, his voice flat with boredom.
“I'm with her on this one.” 
Jamie spits through his teeth and prods the pistol forward with each word.
“Stop speaking,” he turns to Chloe, his jaw clenched, “I said I'd get us out of this. I can.”
“Your brain,” she whispers, “you'll die.”
“We don't know that for sure.”
“We saw it on the news – he's not lying this time.”
“I don't see any other option.”
Jamie narrows his eyes down the sight, his vision tunnelling around the figure of the King. Chloe's hand is trying to pull the gun downwards, throwing his aim off.
The King waves his hands as though opening a business pitch.
“If you shoot me, Jamie -” 
“I will,” says Jamie. 
The King's eye twitches at the interruption.
“If you shoot me, Jamie,” he repeats, “then my men will gun you down along with your little insurance policy. Nobody wins. Lose-lose.”
He feels Chloe flinch against him. Jamie says nothing: there is no sound except for the plastic clatter of the cheap pistol in his jittering hand. 
“Unless,” the King lifts a single finger, “you use your little ability, in which case me and my men are in trouble – but what use is a weapon that you can't use, Jamie? You may as well pull the plug on your own life support machine.”
“You're willing to risk your life on an assumption?”
“An assumption backed by evidence, Jamie, is not an assumption. Consider this: if you use your power and it turns out that I'm right, and you die, then what is going to happen to your defenceless little maiden? I was telling her earlier that blondes are quite popular with the buyers.”
Jamie takes his eyes from the King and looks down to see the fear and anger in her eyes: Chloe is staring the King down aside him, fixing him with the quiet, outraged stare that she gives Jamie when they fight. 
She stops pulling the gun down, and Jamie steadies his aim. His eyes burn as he stares his master down, and the pistol stops trembling.
“Then make me an offer, King.”
“My offer...” the King chews his tongue while he thinks, before clapping his hands and spreading them out. “Ok: for your consideration, my offer. We get you to a doctor and find out how to stop your, uh,” the King motions to wipe his nose, “then we figure out a way to turn your power into profit. I'm still not sure what it is that you're doing, but it either involves time or speed. Both of them are useful to a thief. Or an assassin. Perhaps a spy? You'd be unstoppable.”
“I want to retire,” his voice is steady. “I'm done with all this.”
“You can't retire. Those bastards in black with the helicopters, they're hunting you down. I can hide you; I can make you disappear. Give me a year of your life, Jamie,” says the King. “Just one year, and I can make you rich beyond your wildest dreams. Then, after that year, I give you a new identity; Chloe too. I give you both one way tickets to somewhere sunny and you both go and find a new life together. Just one year, Jamie. That's all I ask. In one day you've almost managed to turn the tables on me of all people. Think what we could do together, with three hundred and sixty five days.”
The silence begins to buzz with the distant sound of helicopter blades and gunfire. He turns to Chloe, the fight gone from his eyes.
“I'm sorry.”
“Don't apologise,” she says.
“All I ever wanted was a normal life for you – to give you a home and a new start somewhere that nobody knew us. Instead I gave you this.”
The clash of helicopter blades gets louder, accompanied by the rain-on-tin rattle of gunfire and the hissing streak of missiles. The King looks up in confusion. Chloe's hand squeezes his, the pistol grasped between them.
“Jamie, it was either this or the streets. We chose the King – we made the decision together.”
“It was only ever meant to be short term -”
“I just want us to be happy, Jamie. I don't want us to die here.”
“Then we won't -” Jamie flinches as an earthquake shakes the building, dislodging dust from the ceiling and sending tremors up his shins.
“What the hell is going on out there?” shouts the King. He looks up at one of his men. “I thought they'd rounded up all the targets except Jamie. Carl, get on the horn and demand an answer, I want to know why I was lied to, and why the fighting is so close to my offices. He gave me his word that this wouldn't happen.”
Outside, somebody is shouting. The King motions for the men to pick him up – it has gone strangely quiet, as though a ceasefire has been called. For Jamie, the only sound in the world is Chloe whispering into his ear. 
“I've never seen you as miserable as you were working for the King. Don't put yourself through that again. Do what you have to.”
The King shouts over their whispered nothings:
“There's some commotion outside, Jamie,” the King is held between the two men now, wincing as his wounded knee swings back and forth. “Come with us and we can sort this out in my office. Come on, it's time to go.”
Jamie hasn't broken eye contact with Chloe, nor has the gun dropped.
“You sure about this?” he asks Chloe. A single droplet of blood leaks from his nose and falls to the floor.
She nods, and presses herself against him. 
Jamie pauses. He can make out the words being shouted outside. There are sirens, orders being yelled over the top of the chaos – but one voice sticks out, as though it were stronger and clearer by its own virtue. The words resolve themselves out of the mess:
The King.
The King hears it too, his name being shouted in the streets. 
His men have one-handedly levelled their sub-machine guns at Jamie and Chloe, and the King is patting at their shoulders to get him up the stairs. One of the suited men frowns as his earpiece fills with garbled sound.
“King,” he looks up at his master, “we've got trouble in the street. Armed units have engaged a target.”
The King screws his eyes shut in frustration. 
“If those idiots can't handle a few weirdos or whatever then what the hell are we hiding for? Whatever, the offices are locked down and no law is coming up here, let's get upstairs. Jamie, bring your little insurance policy and come with us.”
When they don't answer, the King turns back, an eyebrow raised.
“Jamie -” he begins.
“Consider this my resignation, King,” he says. 
The word falls like the hammer of a gun. Jamie tenses up, and Chloe shrinks into him as though she is trying to bury herself between his ribs. 
The King sighs and rolls his eyes, waving a hand.
“So much potential down the drain. Shoot him.”
Jamie's finger pulls the trigger tight and the hallway erupts with the barking of gunfire and the strobe-light muzzle flashes. His nose begins to spew blood as the bullets slow and stop around him, hanging in the air like raindrops. 
 
 
Mark groans as he emerges from the crater of broken tarmac and dust that he has left in the road, and finds himself in a street filled with scattered, frightened onlookers. Some of them are pointing – others shouting. One or two are pulling phones from their pockets, trying to catch a glimpse of him in their cameras. He looks up, realigning his sense of direction, trying to find his destination -
His destination.
He frowns, pulling the card out of his overalls and squinting at it as his eyes adjust to the low light. The building marked on the card is on a street that he knows well. His eyes catch the large red office building in the distance, the marker of the street's end, and he focuses the strength into his legs and leaps into the air with an apprehensive grimace plastered across his face. 
Mark soars for a few seconds, just like before. His stomach flips as he passes over buildings, the cold air stinging his eyes as he ascends. 
Then the wind takes the speed from his spread-eagled form, and he begins to fall as though he were getting heavier and heavier. Wincing and tensing his stomach at the sickening lurch of his fall, he bends his knees and puts his arms out as though to catch himself. 
The ground rushes up to meet him – this time it is a tiny car park, and the concrete shatters into a spider web with him at its epicentre. His knees crack on impact as dirt and stone fly up around him. Car alarms go off and he flinches.
In the distance the muffled noise of a helicopter changes tone from a calm chopping wind to an angry, scraping whine. The hackles rise on his neck, the familiar feeling of being hunted.
Looking around, Mark feels a surge of adrenaline kicking in: he's nearly at the address marked on the card that he liberated from the King's thugs. 
He leaves the car park into a street full of scattered, panicked people,  and begins walking down the middle of the road. Onlookers put a hand to their mouths and point, as more phones emerge to capture his every move. 
Mark stumbles onward, his head still swimming with alcohol. Coherent thoughts form in his mind as long as he is focusing on them – otherwise, words and images dissipate like smoke in a breeze before he can grasp them. He is walking on auto-pilot, trusting the burning strength in his muscles to get him there.
Sirens bark behind him and he turns, an annoyed expression flickering across his face, as a large black van screeches to a halt. Dark-uniformed soldiers in face masks emerge, forming a firing line in layers, expanding to fill the road like blooming, black flower. 
More vans begin to herd like lost cattle behind them and Mark sighs in frustration and turns back towards his goal. Men are shouting at him as he moves, yet he swaggers away from them without a care.
A warning shot cracks into the ground and the road at his feet coughs up a plume of dust. Flinching, he turns and spreads his arms out as if demanding an explanation. 
“Seriously?” His red eyes pan around the ever-increasing line of soldiers aiming rifles at him. “I'm trying to do your job.”
A loud speaker crackles and whines to life, so loud that Mark feels it vibrating in his lungs.
“Put your hands on your head and get on your knees, or we will open fire.”
Mark scowls and turns away, regarding the clustered pedestrians. They huddle around dropped shopping bags, clinging to one another in their winter coats. All eyes are on him. 
“Can you believe them?” Mark asks the audience as he motions his hands towards the soldiers. “I'm going to take the King into custody for them and they're trying to shoot me. I wonder if they're on his payroll too. You.” Mark points to a mother clutching her child against her chest, her face gaunt with fear, “you ever heard of the King?”
She shakes her head.
“No? Sure you're not just saying that because you're afraid?”
Mark looks her in the eye, his head bowed. She looks away, and he has his answer. 
“I wonder how many similar answers I'd get.” 
He turns back to the firing line, now a street filled side to side with black-clad soldiers. 
“If you hadn't noticed, we are living under a dictatorship in this city. Nobody will even talk about it out of fear. Well that changes today.” Mark runs his hands through his hair, taking a deep breath and composing himself, trying to think straight through the drunken haze. “Now I'm going to walk down this street, into a building, and I'm going to drag a man out. He's a warlord, a criminal; a tyrant. You're going to arrest him. Then I'll surrender.”
The loud speaker whines as it bursts into life again.
“Get on your knees and put your hands on your head. You have three seconds.”
“Really? You're going to stop me from deposing a tyrant?” 
He begins to walk towards them, his arms out as though he were challenging them.
“Two.”
“Do you know what bullets do to me? Nothing.”
“One.”
“Well I guess that settles it,” he whispers to himself, and takes a deep breath. He knows that it's going to hurt, and he can't help the slight shaking in his knees.
“Fire,” comes the order. 
Mark tenses his body and leaps forward. 
His skull crashes against the buzzing of a hundred bullets shattering on him, stinging his skin like a haze of metal hornets. Exploding into their ranks, the soldiers scatter like pins before a bowling ball. Men are thrown into the air as he breaks their line, swinging punches like an amateur heavyweight. 
His mind descends into an alcohol-fuelled blood rage. A sweep of his arm bats three men to the ground with such force that he feels their ribs crack and they hit the ground in silence. Soldiers are thrown into each other in the chaos, all whilst they continue to pour gunfire on him like boiling tar. He roars through the pain, a hundred tiny needles trying to pierce his skin. 
Mark keeps swinging, but there is nobody within his reach any more. The soldiers have retreated from the melee, forming a circle around him filled with wounded men, clutching their broken limbs and writhing in pain on the road. 
Another order comes over the speaker and Mark is hit with shots from every angle. He grimaces as though he is being electrocuted and brings his arms up around his face, his ears ringing as the assault deafens him. 
The bullets are like a hurricane of lead, driving him to his knees, drowning him in agony. 
He can't think straight: everything is on fire. Every thought that his mind can formulate is snatched away by the cacophony of gunfire and screaming. Before he can do anything, he is curling up on the ground, his arms over his head, screaming in pain. He twists and turns, trying to find an angle from which they can't hurt him, and in his twisting he becomes aware of the buzz of rotor blades above him. 
The helicopter hovers above him like a vulture waiting for his death. It's guns open fire, and he is knocked onto his back, writhing like a wild animal with his soft flesh bared to a predator. 
Somewhere in the pain and the anger, beyond the helpless loss of control, he realises that the heavy buzz of the alcohol is leaving his mind. He is beginning to think straight, and as he does the pain amplifies itself over and over. First the gunshots were hornet stings – now they are gut punches, turning into the sharp agony of switch-blades as he flails his limbs to try and paw the bullets away. As the alcohol wears off, so does his strength and his endurance. 
The terrifying realisation hits him, and before he can help it he is shouting for them to stop, to let him live – to cease fire before they kill him. He knows deep down that he cannot endure much more. His body is burning too much alcohol keeping him alive. 
Soon his skin will start to break. He will start to bleed. Then the gunshots will rip through his body, killing him.
They keep firing until the pain is a constant blast of white noise hitting his entire body, whilst the pounding bass drum of the helicopter's cannon repeatedly punches the wind from him. With his death creeping up on him and no other end in sight, Mark's kicking feet finally find purchase on the ground and he manages to stumble to his feet. His arms come up around his face as though shielding himself from the blast of an explosion, and his wincing eyes squint open as though he were looking at the sun, for just long enough to take aim at the helicopter.
Then he roars like a man at the end of his sanity, screaming at himself more than his attackers, and leaps into the air.
Not a single shot hits him in mid-air. 
With a hollow thud he slams into the helicopter and grabs on, his grip twisting the metal body into handholds. Bucking and swaying like a wild bull, the pilot tries to shake him off. Mark grits his teeth and holds on, drawing his hand back and punching another handhold into the bodywork. He pulls himself up to a glass cockpit, and finds two panicking pilots scrambling for something.
The pilot pulls a red lever beneath his seat. 
Explosive charges detonate all around him, and the cockpit is blown off. Mark takes a cloud of flame and broken glass in his face and cries out, clutching at whatever grip he can get. The spinning blades explode and break away, slicing through the air like huge cleavers as the pilots eject, soaring through the flames to safety. With the world around him on fire and spinning rapidly out of control, Mark braces his legs against the steel bodywork and then kicks himself off into the chaos.
The cool, passing air calms the pain in his skin for a brief moment, and then he is rolling on something solid. He tumbles to a stop and lies on his back, staring up into the darkening clouds above as misty rain casts itself across the city. 
Breathless, winded, and covered in aching bruises, Mark pats his hands over his body and tries to relax his tensed muscles. 
Mark lets out a sigh of relief, wincing at the pain that comes with breathing, and opens his eyes to look around: he's on a walled rooftop, low and flat.
Across the street, he realises with a grin, are the King's offices. 
A loud crash rocks the building, and a plume of smoke shoots into the sky, obscuring his view of the King's throne room. 
Mark rolls over and groans as he gets to his feet. He is beginning to feel cold and sober again, filled with a horrible sense of dread and irreparable regret. 
Patting the tattered remains of his overalls, burst and ruined by bullet impacts, he curses. Underneath the raggedy fabric, barely hanging off his gaunt frame, his skin is yellow and blue, swollen and inflamed. Round impact-craters mark as much of his body as he can see.
Cursing, he kicks off his battered shoes and tears the overalls off of himself, standing in a ruined pile of burnt and torn clothes. His entire body is covered in red welts where the bullets hit. His chest is covered in thick, purple blotches where the helicopter's cannon hit him. Even his off-white underwear is marked by blood and bullet holes. 
“I could really use a drink,” he sighs, and looks into the pillar of smoke. He takes a step backwards and braces his feet like a runner before a race. The King's offices loom before him.
He runs, his hangover burning behind his eyes, and leaps straight into the heart of the smoke.
 
 
Jamie's nose gushes blood as he pushes Chloe to the ground. Around him are a swarm of bullets, frozen in time. The only clear space that he can see is the floor, so he drops himself onto Chloe and, his prone body covering hers, aims down the pistol sights. There is no time for finesse – he can feel his mind straining like an injured muscle. He fires once and the white shirt of one of the King's men grows a small red blotch. The wall behind him is coated with blood in the silence, like spray-paint. 
Jamie grits his teeth through the aching pain in his head. He can hear his pulse pounding faster and faster, throbbing in the corner of his eye. Time begins to build up against him, his mind threatening to burst and tear his brain to pieces at any moment. He holds on – just one moment more, just one more shot –
His second shot, aimed through narrowed eyes with a shaking hand, punches through the other man's abdomen and doubles him over like a knee to the kidneys. 
Gasping for breath like a resuscitated man, Jamie lets go of his hold on the moment. 
Time snaps forward again. 
He clutches at his head, rolling on top of Chloe. The two men carrying the King drop him as they fall to the floor, and the King cries out in pain. 
One of the men clutches their midriff, screaming in agony. The other falls back against the wall, clutching his chest, his eyes slowly losing their flame as he slides to the ground, leaving a thick smear of claret on the grey plaster behind him. 
Chloe is screaming as bullets clang against the steel door behind her, trying to curl up under Jamie's protective embrace. When the silence returns and the bullets stop, he gets to his feet, trembling and shaking. His eyes won't stay away from the vacant expression of the first bodyguard. 
His victim coughs one last time, and a pathetic spray of blood stains the front of his shirt and his pale lips. Chloe's silent disbelief is the loudest sound, broken only by the dying cries of the second bodyguard. The entire corridor stinks of burnt powder. Jamie moves forward as though he is sleepwalking, still clutching the gun. The second man is whimpering, and as Jamie comes closer his tearful pleas resolve themselves into words – he is crying out for the King, begging for help. 
Standing over him as though he is wounded animal, Jamie's face breaks into a hollow eyed mask of regret. 
“I didn't want to -” he tries, and is cut off by the King shouting:
“Put him out of his bloody misery!”
The wounded man looks up at Jamie, who levels the gun at his head. He is breathing in quick, short wheezes – he whimpers, his voice shaking,
“I don't want  -”
“I'm sorry,” says Jamie. 
The bullet pins his head to the stairs like a nail gun. His legs twitch straight out and his arms spasm before he goes limp. 
Heavy breaths from the wounded King fill the silence. Jamie is as still as if time had stopped again, looking at the dead men before him with a confused expression on his face. 
“You,” he turns the gun to the King. “They were just men doing a job, just like me. I wanted to retire.”
“Jamie...” Chloe's frightened voice whispers behind him. She is on her feet and walking towards him whilst he points the gun down at the King, who lies prone on the staircase, vulnerable and helpless. He looks more curious than afraid, as though he is anxious to see what Jamie will do.
“Jamie, killing me won't change anything,” says the King. 
Jamie says nothing back. He takes a shuddering breath in, fighting down the urge to scream. He feels as though something is building up inside of him, something painful and hot that needs to come out before it burns a hole in him. 
The King continues as Chloe approaches.
“You don't seem to understand, Jamie: I'm not the King.”
Jamie's eyes widen in a mixture of confusion and horror.
“Really,” the false King goes on, chuckling, “you think one man could run an empire like this? He's got offices all over the place. Sub-divisions. Body doubles. I'm like a member of some huge council: all these Kings, all running their own little cities as part of the greater whole. Nobody knows who he really is. Who knows, maybe he's not even a real person? We just get our orders from the top and make sure it all runs ok.” 
The false King grins, though he is sweating visibly, shaking as his face has gone red. He keeps giggling to himself. 
“Kill me, and they'll just replace me. It's pointless Jamie. You can't fight something this big – it's ingrained into the very city, it's a part of it. You can't destroy the King without destroying Glasgow.”
“You're the only King I've ever known.” Jamie's voice is hollow and distant. “I'll settle for you. Then I'll leave this shit-heap city, and anybody who comes after me will die just like you.”
He jumps as Chloe's hand rests on his shoulder. The sudden fright makes the King tense as though the shot had been fired. Only now, in the silence, does he realise how loud the crowd outside is.
“Jamie, stop,” she whispers, trying to calm him. 
There is shouting and screaming; the sirens fight for dominance over the sound of crackling fire and explosions. 
He levels the pistol at the King's head.
“Chloe, close your eyes sweetheart.”
The world explodes into sound and debris, and the dry scent of ash fills his lungs. Jamie clutches Chloe's arm and swings her into his embrace, protecting her with his body. He backs away from the explosion, a blast that has punched a hole in the hallway and let the murky sunlight filter in from outside. Jamie points the pistol at the plume of smoke lazily filling the hall.
A gangly, skinny man, naked except for some tattered, yellowed Y-fronts, emerges from the smoke. 
“Where's the King?” he slurs.
Jamie is still staring, the gun raised to greet this new arrival. Coated in dust, purple and yellow with bruises, the naked man's eyes travel from Jamie's raised pistol to the two dead men on the floor, and back to Jamie. He then raises a hand as though he were calming a wild animal.
“Put the gun down man,” the man says, his wild red eyes filled with realisation. 
“Who are you?” asks Jamie.
“I'm...” the man hesitates, running a hand over his bruised head as though he has forgotten a line and is trying to remember. “I'm a janitor. Where's the King?”
Jamie lowers the pistol.
“He's right here,” he pulls Chloe out of the way to let the naked janitor see the prone figure of the King.
His eyes have settled on the two warm corpses.
“Who were they?” he points to the bodies.
Jamie says nothing, and Chloe emerges from behind him.
“They were his men. They tried to kill us.”
The janitor seems to be making a decision, rubbing his eyes as though it's been a long day. 
“You're not one of the King's men?”
After a brief pause, Jamie looks down at the King and shrugs.
“No.”
“And this is the King?”
Jamie nods.
“Wow, that was easy,” the janitor shrugs and walks between them. The King tries to shuffle away, but the janitor reaches down and grabs him by the collar. “You're coming with me.”
Jamie's nose screws up at the reek of stale alcohol that pours off the heavily bruised, scar-riddled man. His eyebrows are raised in disbelief as the janitor lifts the King one-handed, and Chloe is watching the man in fascination as he begins to walk down the hallway without a care, heading for the steel blockade.
“What are you going to do with him?” Jamie watches the janitor sling the King over his shoulder like a child, and the crime-lord sags and gives up. 
“I'm going to take him downstairs to be arrested by somebody,” the janitor turns back, pausing. “I'll be damned if I can't find one honest policeman to take him into custody.”
“Arrest him?” Jamie starts forward before Chloe grabs his wrist and holds him back. “The police are in his pocket, they'll ignore you.”
“I've got to try.”  The janitor looks at the pistol hanging by Jamie's side and raises an eyebrow. “What else can I do? Shoot him?” 
Jamie looks at the gun in his hands and lets out a tense breath. He drops the gun and it clatters to the floor. 
“Look –“ Jamie begins, but the janitor walks away. “Hey, that door is metal, you won't get...”
Jamie stops talking as the janitor approaches the steel shutter and lifts a foot. His bare foot crashes through the steel as though it were tin foil. He kicks it a few more times and it crashes off the hinges.
“What the hell,” Chloe begins, and Jamie pulls her forward, following the janitor.
“Hey, wait -” Jamie starts. 
The janitor turns, an eyebrow raised. His face, though slim and worn, exudes a stubborn kind of friendliness – he has the look of a man who knows that he cannot be harmed.
“Yes?”
“You...” Jamie tries to put it into words, but finds that all he can say is, “you too? The fire, right?”
The janitor's face straightens, and he lowers his head.
“The fire, yeah,” he says with a firm confidence. His eyes fall on Jamie's nose, and he points. “You're bleeding.”
“Yeah, I know,” Jamie says, wiping his nose absent mindedly. Only now does he notice the crusted, dried blood around the janitor's nostrils and upper lip. “We both are”
“I'll be fine if I can get a drink,” he says, and Jamie frowns in confusion. “I think. Let's get this bastard into a prison cell and then we can figure it all out. If anybody starts shooting at us, just stay behind me.”
The janitor steps over the crumpled steel door and Jamie follows after him. Chloe pulls on his wrist, making him pause.
“Chloe -”
“Is he drunk?” she whispers, her eyes darting to the janitor as he walks away.
Jamie can't take his eyes off the mottled and bruised back of the peculiar, fearless janitor.
“Uh – yeah, I'm pretty sure he's wasted.”



 
Episode 6
 
Trespasser
 
 



 
The building's lobby is a long rectangle of warm-lit marble and sleek, dark wood, with a claret rug running from the wide staircase, between the stone pillars, to the panelled double doors leading outside. 
Mark, wearing nothing but his ragged underwear and carrying a struggling, protesting King over his shoulder, strolls down the steps and into the lobby, where a group of tense, armed men in suits are waiting. 
They all spin towards him in surprise as he appears.
“Hello everybody,” he grins announcing his presence. 
There are shouts of alarm, gunshots and panicked protests, followed by the heavy thud of bone on flesh. Then everything is quiet again – even the King. 
“Ok,” Mark shouts, “you can come down now.”
Jamie takes Chloe's hand and leads her down the stairs, keeping their bodies pressed to the left wall as his eyes scan the room. Right enough, he sees the janitor standing in the centre with the King still hanging over his shoulder. Unconscious men lie scattered in various states of disrepair around the room. There are bullet holes in the marble and wisps of gun smoke trailing their way across the lobby. 
“You're bullet proof too?” Jamie cranes his neck to check behind the pillars, certain that the King's men would not go down so easily.
“Kind of,” the janitor looks down at his bruised torso and notes a small smear of blood on his abdomen. He uses his one free hand to check that it's his, and when he wipes the blood away he finds a hair thin paper-cut lacing across his skin. “I think it depends on how much I've drank.”
“Your nose...” Chloe nods towards Mark.
He raises a hand to his nose in alarm, and brings it away wet with blood. 
“I think I need a drink,” he mutters, blinking the exhaustion out of his eyes. 
“You look pretty beat up; what happened to you?” Jamie asks him as he kneels over one of the unconscious men, lifting a compact machine pistol from their hands. 
“Lots of people shot me,” the janitor laughs. “Didn't do much, but yeah.” He points to the larger, purple bruises on his ribs. “These ones came from a helicopter and everything.”
Jamie and Chloe exchange a questioning look, and Jamie shrugs. 
“So what's the plan?” Chloe asks the janitor. 
“I open the door and throw this man outside,” he pats the unconscious King's head like a misbehaving child, “and then demand that the police – or those soldiers, whoever they are – arrest him.”
At this, the janitor heaves the King up and drops him to the ground, where he slumps and groans, waking once more. The King rubs his head, his eyes cringed shut and his mouth curled down in a grimace. His exquisite suit is a crumpled, creased mess. 
“I don't think your plan is going to work mate,” says Jamie. He stands and takes Chloe's hand in his, the machine pistol in his other.
“Why not?” the janitor kneels down over the King and grabs him by the lapels, so that when his eyes open he will be the first thing he sees.
“Because the King owns the police in Glasgow. They won't take him in and if they do, they'll release him without question.”
“Yeah, I know,” the janitor shrugs. “But that's because they're afraid of the repercussions. If he's been defeated then there's nothing to fear. The very act of taking him in should dispel...” the janitor trails off as he notices Jamie's frustrated expression. “What aren't I being told, here?”
Jamie points to the groggy figure in the suit. 
“He's not the King.”
“What? But you told me -”
“He's a King. Understand? There's more than one. Body doubles. Devoted actors and trusted men who act on his behalf. Running a city like this from behind the scenes like the King does: it makes sense that he wouldn't do it all by himself.”
The janitor stands up and drops the King, who brings a hand up to his eyes as they open.
“Ugh, am I still -”
The janitor sighs and gives the King's head a half-hearted kick as he walks past him. With a dull crack, the King falls silent once more.
“I'm sorry,” says Jamie. 
“I have to get to the King – the real one – before those men in black take me in. I can't keep fighting and running, they'll get me again sooner or later. I'll run out of drink, or they'll catch me at a bad moment, or - ”
“They got you before?”
The janitor nods, staring down at the King's limp form as his mind works.
“I think they're called Trespassers. Special forces of some kind. One of them got me on a rooftop, fired this expanding foam stuff at my face. I suffocated and passed out. It was horrible,” he shudders. “I may be bullet proof, but apparently I still need to breathe. They scanned me with all this scientific stuff and decided that if I didn't get a lot of alcohol, and quickly, I was going to die.”
“Is that why you're - ” Chloe begins, and Jamie finishes her sentence.
“Drunk?”
“I was,” the janitor laughs. “I think I'm getting a terminal hangover now. I need a drink soon.”
“The King had bottles of stuff in his office,” says Chloe. “We could try there?”
“We can get them after,” the janitor shakes his head. “This guy here takes priority.”
“I thought we agreed he didn't matter anymore,” says Jamie. “He's an imposter.”
“Oh, he matters,” the janitor says. “If this guy is one of the King's most trusted men, then he might be able to put me on the right path: to the real King.”
Jamie waves his hands, about to speak before Chloe paces forward, raising her voice.
“He's a priority? People like you and Jamie are dropping dead all over the city, we need to get you both to a hospital or something, that's our priority.”
“Chloe, come on -” Jamie begins, and she turns and cuts him off.
“Come on? Jamie, you could be dying! So could this...this guy -”
He laughs. “My name is Mark.”
“So could Mark,” she continues, turning back to Jamie. “I don't want you to die.”
“She has a point, Mark,” Jamie admits, looking past Chloe. “We're not much use to anybody dead.”
Mark shakes his head.
“I don't know how long this power is going to last, or if it's going to kill me or whatever, but my mother is on the King's list. I've beaten his men and broken his laws. Now I've dragged one of his most trusted men around by the collar: I've humiliated him. When they find out who I am – and they probably already have – they'll target my mother. I brought this on her, and I'm going to fix it. That means taking down the King before this power either runs its course or kills me.”
“You're not the only one who'd like to see the King gone,” says Jamie, “but you can't just take down a man like that. We don't even know if there is a single King who runs everything. It might be a syndicate, a conspiracy of some kind.”
“Then I take them down, too,” Mark shrugs. “How will they stop me?”
Jamie looks at the defiant, half-drunk janitor standing before him, and cannot help but feel a begrudging respect.
“With difficulty,” he concedes. Chloe is looking at the doors with a curious look in her eyes. “Chloe,” Jamie bends his neck to see her face. “What's up?”
“You said there were police and soldiers outside, Mark?” 
“Yeah.”
“So why aren't they coming in for us.”
“Because,” the King's slurring, strained voice comes from the floor between them all. He rolls onto his side, cringing in pain, and props himself up on his arms, “this is neutral territory. They aren't allowed in here.”
Mark leans down, grabbing him again. He goes to lift the King, and finds him heavier than before. He strains and grits his teeth, before finally lifting the King to head height. 
“You're awake.”
“You're drunk,” the King retorts, laughing as he dangles from Mark's hands.
“I want the King. The real one. How do I get to him?”
The false King starts to laugh again, a mocking, bitter laughter. 
“You're not getting him. Even I don't know if he really exists. You're chasing shadows, son.”
“You must get orders from somewhere.”
“Anonymously delivered by third party couriers. I have no idea who sends them.”
Mark grits his teeth and pulls his fist back. The King flinches despite his bravado.
“Tell me. There must be some way of getting to him.”
“You think I'm averse to a beating? In the last hour I've been knocked out twice and shot in the fucking kneecap. You're nothing. I can see it in your eyes, you're not a bastard. You're a kind soul. You don't want to hurt me, not really; you certainly won't kill me. Why would I tell you shit?”
Mark purses his lips and looks at the floor as his fist lowers. 
“I knew it,” the King sneers.
Then Jamie has the machine pistol pressed against the King's skull, and his voice is a low growl.
“Tell the man what he needs to know. He may not be a bastard but I am.”
Mark drops the King, and turns his shocked expression to Jamie.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting you your information,” Jamie tells him, and points the gun at the King's other kneecap. “Tell him, King, or I start shooting.”
“Jamie, put the gun down,” Chloe begins to walk across the lobby, her hands out to calm him.
“Oh, you two are hilarious together,” the King sneers. “Which one is good cop and which one is bad cop?”
Jamie calmly points the gun down at the King's kneecap and, without hesitation, pulls the trigger. A burst of gunfire blows the King's knee into red mist and the prone man spasms on the floor, crying out in agony.
The next thing Jamie feels is Mark's hands bunching his shirt and lifting him, his face contorted in a mixture of horror and anger. The smell of gunpowder and blood fade like smoke as time slows itself around Jamie. 
It comes easier now. Mark is trying to shout something, but his alcohol scented spittle freezes in mid air, and Jamie is hanging from his immobilised hands. Across the room, Chloe is flinching away from the blood spray.
Jamie twists himself out of Mark's vice-like grip, prying at his fingers with both hands just to get his shirt free. He falls to the floor and scrambles under Mark's grip as the weight of the time building up in his head begins to throb. 
Finally, he stands behind Mark with the machine pistol in his hand once more, and pointed at the half-naked janitor.
Time returns with an elastic snap, and the King's screaming pierces his ears. Mark lunges forward, his hands pawing at the air, and he stops and turns in alarm. 
“You – how -”
Jamie points the machine pistol at the janitor. 
“Don't touch me again.”
Mark tenses up, his fists still clenched.
“You know bullets don't hurt me, right?” 
“You tested that theory sober yet?”
Mark says nothing, still aching from the last few gunshots. They're getting worse as the alcohol buzz wears off. 
“I thought not,” Jamie says, “so it looks like we're at an impasse, since you can't actually lay a finger on me.”
“Just put the gun down, nobody needs to die here.”
“I shot him in the knee, he won't die.”
“And what next? You'll kill him like those men upstairs?”
“They were going to kill me, I had no choice.”
“You're the one with the power: there's always a choice.”
“Easy to say when you're bulletproof. I'm not, and neither is she,” Jamie points at Chloe across the room, who is kneeling beside the King as though he were a wounded animal. 
“That man is our ticket,” says Mark. “We use him to get to the King, and we can end this entire thing.”
“Who says I want to? I just want to get my money and leave this sorry, forsaken, piece of shit city and live my life in peace.”
Mark stops, squinting in confusion at him. 
“Money?” he asks. “Really?”
Jamie frowns. “What?”
“That's what you want? You've been given this incredible power, whatever it is that you can do, whatever the fire gave you, and you just want money?”
“I wouldn't consider an imminent brain haemorrhage a blessing,” Jamie shrugs, “but yeah. I worked for that money, the King owes me it. I want that, then I want the retirement package I was promised. I want my life back.”
“You could do so much with this power, man. I can guarantee you that the King's money won't bring you what you want.” Mark lowers his voice and takes a step forward. “Do you even really know what you want?”
“You don't know me,” says Jamie, his finger tightening on the trigger. “You don't know what I've been through.”
“Living a hard life doesn't mean you're entitled to inflict pain on others,” says Mark, and takes another step forward.
Jamie lowers the gun, keeping his eyes locked on Mark's, and then points the gun down at the writhing figure of the King. 
“This man,” says Jamie, “doesn't deserve your sympathy, or your mercy. He'd show you none.”
“And what about you, Jamie?” asks Mark.
“What do you mean?”
“Are you any better? Are you going to show mercy?”
“Jamie,” Chloe whispers, and Jamie's eyes flicker, “put the gun down.”
“We're on the same side here, Jamie. We both benefit from bringing the King to justice.”
“There is no justice in this bloody city.”
“There is now.”
Jamie lets out a long, harsh sigh and drops the gun. Chloe flinches as it clatters to the floor. 
“If this gets her hurt -” Jamie begins, and Mark holds up his hands to stop him.
“It's all on me, I know.”
“As soon as this is over, we leave the city -”
“Of course,” says Mark. “First, we take down the King.”
“What's the plan?” asks Chloe.
“Well,” Mark walks over to the King and kneels down over him. The King's pain-crazed eyes swirl with impotent rage, and Chloe leans back as though the heat of the King's anger were burning her. “I was going to throw him to his own wolves but since that will no longer work... We need somewhere that we can hide, until this poor little King tells us where to find his superior.”
“Do you know somewhere we can hide?”
“Actually, I do,” Mark says. “Getting there might be difficult. There's a lot of men with guns outside and my strength is failing. I could break us out if I can get a drink.”
“I told you, he has bottles in his office,” Chloe says. “Ideally, we won't have to get shot at; surely the King has some kind of escape route?”
“That does sound like the King,” says Jamie.
The King snarls something under his breath, and Mark leans in to hear better.
“What was that?”
“I said...” the King whispers through gasped breaths, “that you'll never get out of here alive.”
Mark gives him a condescending smile. “I could say the same for you, mate.” 
“You're not going to kill me.” 
The King tries to laugh but his clenched, blood-lined teeth turn it into the snarl.
“No, I'm not,” Mark's smile turns from warm to cold in a second – something changes in his eyes, “but there are worse things than death for you, I bet.”
The King gives him a venom-filled stare as Mark stands and rubs his temples, letting a tense breath out.
“You ok?” asks Chloe.
“Yeah, just... hungover, I think. I really need a drink.”
“Your nose,” Jamie points, and Mark sniffs the blood away, wiping it clean with his forearm.
“Ok, let's get to the King's office and work it out from there. I think we're relatively safe for now, nobody is going to be coming in.” 
The King thrashes in protest as Mark picks him up, straining more than before, and hefts him over his shoulder. Breathing hard with effort, Mark is the first to walk up the stairs, back into the King's castle.
 
 
Trespasser One, clad in black armour, watches the burning street below, standing on the edge of the roof. The helicopter has laid ruin to the side of a building, its tail rotor sticking out of the wall like a broken limb. 
Scurrying through the smoke and the fire are soldiers. No rescue workers, no emergency services to combat the flames: only soldiers. They form firing lines, stacking up and surrounding the huge wooden doors that lead into a building that nobody seems to want to talk about. 
The Trespasser checks his kit, and then takes a breath and focuses himself like he does before every confrontation. He counts at least forty armed men, clad in black like himself. They surround a building that has an open wound half way up it, a hole where something crashed through it. 
Something roughly man-sized.
Smiling under his mask, he lifts a device from his belt and unfolds it until it resembles a rifle-frame. A single metal tipped arrow head juts from the front of the weapon, and he lifts a small gas canister from his belt and screws it into the gun. He checks it and, satisfied, loops a thin steel wire through part of the gun and secures it to his belt. He aims upwards, and it fires with a pop and a hiss, and then the rope is trailing off of his belt as it trails behind the arrow. It smashes into the concrete at the top of the building and a hundred tiny mechanical components secure it against the wall. He tugs the wire to test it, judges where he's going to hit, and then pulls it taut and drops off the roof.
He swings over the street in silence, and then vanishes through the hole in the side of the building. Tumbling into the hallway, he leaps to his feet and clears the corridor, scanning both ways with his pistol in one hand and the empty rope gun hanging in his other. 
With the corridor empty and silent, he hits a button on the side of his belt and the rope whips back in like a tape measure. He folds the rope gun back down and clips it onto his belt, lowering his pistol. 
He listens. 
There are voices and heavy footsteps echoing throughout the building. Unable to tell which voices are coming from the clamour outside and which are coming from inside, he begins to move forwards towards the staircase, assuming that his target – the janitor that he is chasing – has gone higher up. 
Find the janitor, he thinks, and I find out who – or what – the King is. 
He stops.
Two dead bodies lie on the floor, the walls splattered with blood and bullet holes. He pauses to check the men, confirming that they're dead.
He flicks the safety off on his pistol, and ascends the staircase. 
 
 



 
Episode 7
 
Safehouse
 



The Trespasser hears them before he sees them: 
A man announces his presence with a booming, amicable voice that sounds as though he is always on the verge of a joke. He recognises it: the same thundering voice from the helicopter. 
The janitor; the target. 
Training kicks in, and the Trespasser searches for a place to hide. 
The corridor runs the length of the floor he is on, broken by unvarnished wooden doors that look much younger than the flaking plaster of the walls, lit by head-ache inducing fluorescent lights.
With nowhere else to go, he tries the first door that he comes to: it clicks, locked. The voices are louder now, echoing off the crumbling walls. 
He picks out another two voices, one low and conspirational – a keeper of secrets – and the other a warm, feminine voice: the kind of voice you'd like to welcome you home at night. Cursing, he grabs a device from his belt that resembles a short, black plunger with a metallic cup. 
Placing it around the cheap, balmy handle, he depresses a green button on the handle. A pneumatic hiss rattles the door and a metallic cough announces his entry. As he lifts the plunger away he catches the loose handle as it falls like a dead bird, and enters the room like a breeze with his pistol raised.
An empty room filled with dust-covered filing cabinets and coffee-stained desks greets him, cold and musty. He closes the door behind him, holding his breath as he waits for the voices to pass. Though he tries, he can't make out any words clearly, apart from one:
“- King -”
That one word cuts through the muffled warbling and he jerks his head up.
“That's my cue,” he whispers to himself, and checks the safety on his pistol. Satisfied, he throws the door open and comes out with the gun raised. “Don't move.”
Three people stop, halfway down the corridor, and turn around. 
One of them is a pale, dark featured man wearing a bloodstained white shirt, and he is holding the hand of a petite blonde girl with short curled hair and a hooded top. Beside them stands a man who is naked save for his underwear, his mottled skin bruised and damaged beyond human endurance. Across his shoulder rests an unconscious man who was once well dressed; now he looks like a roughed-up kidnap victim.
“He's not with the King,” the dark featured one says first, and the Trespasser notes the lack of firearms present in the group. The mostly naked one, who he recognises as the janitor, certainly isn't concealing anything. 
“Wait,” the janitor savage begins, and then the realisation sets in. They recognition hits. “You,” the janitor grins, “you actually followed me.”
“Target Four,” says the Trespasser. 
To his surprise, his target grins as though meeting an old friend at an airport.
“Trespasser One, right?” he drops the suited man from his shoulder to the ground, wincing in pain. “I haven't seen you since I leapt out of your helicopter. You'd be easier to recognise without the big face mask.”
The Trespasser takes a step backwards, cocking the hammer on the pistol. The smile fades from the target's face, whilst the couple behind him move closer in together.
“What are you doing?” the janitor asks him. 
“I,” the Trespasser feels himself shaking. He hasn't felt this sense of helplessness since his survival and evasion training. “I have to bring you in.”
“I thought you followed me to learn about the King?”
“I did,” the Trespasser blinks the sweat out of his eyes, “but my superiors have put a kill order on you.”
“What?” asks the blonde girl.
“If you keep running, they'll find you and kill you. If you let me bring you in, I can ensure your safety.”
“I've seen these men elsewhere, Mark,” says the dark featured one. “They're bad news.”
“No, no,” Mark turns, silencing them. “Not this one. He's not so bad.” Mark turns to the Trespasser again. “You already know I can't come in with you. I have things to do – I need to take down the King.”
“The Agency will do everything in its power to stop you,” the Trespasser says. “They're already getting ready to breach this building, even though it was declared a no-go area before the mission began. If you tell me what you know, I can take you in and then go after this King person myself.”
“It's not that simple,” says Mark.
“Look, I committed an act punishable by termination just to follow you. I disobeyed a direct order. Men and women just as well trained as me are coming for you. I need to bring you in, for your own safety if nothing else.”
“It's not about my safety,” says Mark. “It's about my mother's.”
The Trespasser says nothing for a while, and then lowers the pistol.
“That's what you were screaming about on the rooftop when I first saw you, wasn't it? The King has your mother?”
“I don't know, but she's definitely on his list. I can't come in until she's safe, and that means neutralising him.”
“What is he? Head of a family, dealer, what -”
“He's the King,” says Jamie. “That's all. Anything happens in Glasgow, you can be assured that he's pulling the strings behind it. It's been that way for almost a decade.”
“Why hasn't anybody tried to stop it? Why does nobody know about this?”
“Fear,” says Jamie, and shrugs. “Dependency. Believe it or not, everybody has a job in Glasgow now. Nobody goes hungry or gets hurt unless the King decides that they should. Too many people are comfortable, and afraid enough to let him carry on.”
“Do you have any leads on who he is? Anything to go on?”
“Yeah,” says Mark, and kicks the King on the ground between them. “This guy – he's a body double for the King.”
“Then maybe I can help – I can at least try to keep the Agency off of your back -”
A booming thunderclap rocks the building from its base, and the occupants of the corridor stumble and reach to the walls for support. 
“What was -” the girl begins, but the Trespasser already knows.
“They breached the doors. They're coming for you. Surrender, and I can get you out of here in one piece.”
“I can get myself out of here in one piece just fine, thanks,” Mark smiles. “Come with us. We can take this guy down together.”
The Trespasser rubs his eyes through his mask, and shakes his head.
“You'll never make it. Look, I can stall these guys for a minute or two,” he says, “that might be enough for you three to escape if you're quick. Maybe I can work out a deal with my superior.”
Mark understands: he nods and turns, picking up the false King as he goes, and runs off down the corridor with the other two running hand in hand behind him. 
The Trespasser turns at the sound of hobbled boots crashing up the stairs, and raises his hands in surrender. 
 
 
Mark kicks down the door to the King's office, his bloodshot eyes searching the room before his foot hits the ground. Jamie and Chloe push in behind him as he drops the King to the floor, kneels over him, and slaps his face. 
He doesn't respond.
“Start looking for a door, or a hatch of some kind. The King wouldn't have an office without an escape route.”
“You think we can trust that soldier guy?” asks Chloe, searching through drawers and cabinets.
“Trust, I don't know about,” says Mark, “but he wants the King taken down, and that makes him an ally.”
“Hopefully,” says Jamie, “he can strike a deal with his superior and we won't be getting chased by soldiers any more.”
“Any luck finding an escape passage or anything?”
“I think I found you something equally as useful,” Chloe breaks into nervous laughter and throws Mark a heap of fabric. Recoiling away, Mark holds it up; the pile unfurls into a pair of soft grey business trousers. He shrugs, nods his thanks, and pulls them on. They fit surprisingly well for someone as slim as he is. 
“He must have kept spares.”
“I bet the guy practically lived here,” says Jamie, pulling the drawers out of the desk and finding nothing but papers and – he pauses, lifting one piece of paper out. It's yellowed, crumpled with age and dust. It has his signature at the bottom.
Chloe sees what he has and looks up from her search.
“Found something, Jamie?” 
“I'd forgotten about your contract,” he says. He puts it in his pocket, and Chloe gives him a knowing look devoid of any anger or disappointment.
“Look, I was all you had,” she says. “You just wanted to get us off the streets. I understand.”
“I'm sorry,” he stares at the ground, unable to meet her eyes. “I should have told you.”
“Don't worry,” she tells him, crossing the room to plant a delicate kiss on his lips as Mark turns away, giving them a minute.  
He scans the shelves and finds a dusty old bottle of brown liquid. To his sober, thirsty eyes it's a litre of ambrosia, the waters of the fountain of youth. He tears the cap off and pours most of the bottle down his throat before the sheer strength of the spirits burns his nostrils like bleach and he splutters and coughs, dropping the bottle. 
It smashes on the floor.
The false King's eyes open, darting like a rabbit's around the room. Standing above him, flexing his skinny frame and stretching his limbs out as though he had just been resurrected, is the janitor, his stubbled jaw glistening with sticky, alcoholic residue. 
“Are those...” the false King points at the trousers, slurring as the pain in his knees comes back.
“Yeah, thanks,” Mark quips, kneeling down and lifting the King with one hand. “Ah,strong again.”
The King slides down into the collar of his shirt, his chin buried behind his tie as the fear returns to his eyes. The only sound is the rattle of drawers and cupboards as the young couple search the room. 
“They're coming for us,” says Mark, “which means you'll probably get hit in the crossfire. I can get you out of here, but you need to tell me where the exit is.”
The false King says nothing.
“Any luck, Jamie?” asks Mark.
“Nothing, man,” Jamie says through gritted teeth. The King's eyes flicker towards a bookshelf filled with leather tomes of varying dull colours. Mark grins,
“Try that bookshelf.”
Jamie and Chloe leap for the shelving and start grasping at books and corners, trying to find something to press or pull. 
“Where are we going to go anyway?” she asks as thick books tumble off the shelf and cascade over the floor. 
“I'll tell you when we get moving,” says Mark.
“I don't think there is a secret exit, Mark,” says Jamie. 
They all flinch as a single gunshot rings out downstairs. 
“We'd better decide quickly,” whispers Chloe. 
“I have a better idea,” Mark announces, and looks up at the ceiling, thinking. 
“What's your idea?” asks Jamie as he turns from the book case.
“I'm still thinking in too few dimensions,” Mark says, waggling a lecturing finger at Jamie as the alcohol settles in. “World's got more than one direction I can go in.”
Jamie's face clouds with doubt as he realises that the drink is hitting Mark hard. 
“Mark? What direction?”
Standing like a cheerful scarecrow with his arms outstretched like a clock, Mark drops the King, laughs, and says:
“Up.”
Mark bends his knees and leaps upwards, crashing through the ceilings and floors above them. They hear a rapid-fire burst of crashing, crumbing masonry and wood. Jamie and Chloe flinch away as debris rains down on them, filling the room with dust and the smell of DIY. The King lies on the floor, confused and dazed. 
“How do we follow him?” Chloe asks, her frightened eyes locked on the heavy oak door that stands between them and whoever is coming after them. 
“I have no idea -” Jamie begins, and then the rustling scrape above them gets louder and Mark drops, tumbling and rolling, back through the holes that he has punched in the building. He hits the floor with a crash that shakes bottles and books off shelves, stumbling onto his hands and knees as he tries to right himself.
“It's clear up there. We go one at a time, grab hold of me.”
Mark looks up, his naked torso now covered in the white chalk of concrete debris, his hair grey with dust. Through the ash mask on his face, his eyes sparkle with intoxicated energy. 
“I'm not sure if it's a good idea, Mark,” says Jamie, “we're not as durable as you.”
“It's that or get shot. Just tuck your limbs in, there's plenty room.”
Jamie can't decide whether to offer himself first, in case the leap hurts Chloe, or to go first because the soldiers might burst in soon. Before he can decide Chloe has already shuffled over to the janitor. Mark hesitates to wrap one arm around her, as though she might give him a shock, and she laughs and holds onto his waist. 
“I don't bite, big guy,” she pats his naked back and screws her eyes shut, and Mark gives Jamie a confident nod. Jamie does not return it, his face is clouded with worry. 
Mark leaps, and Jamie listens for the crash of their impact against a roof or a wall.
Instead, he hears nothing until Mark drops through the burrowed hole with another thud and, grinning with enthusiasm, motions for Jamie to hold onto him. 
“You next, mate.”
Jamie looks at the door. He'd be more relaxed if there were shouting, hollering soldiers chasing them. The lack of any sound unnerves him even more. 
“Don't mess this up, Mark, I swear -”
His voice is cut off by his own screaming as Mark grabs him and leaps, accelerating like a missile through the building, shielding Jamie with his body, until dreary evening light and fresh air bathe them. 
Jamie gasps as they slow down, taking a breath of air that doesn't smell like stale whiskey and ashtrays. He tumbles away from Mark onto the gravel rooftop, rolling on his side before he relaxes, letting his head fall back onto the stones as he exhales. 
Cool evening air washes over them, and Mark rubs the dust and debris from his hair and his eyes, laughing. Chloe is already on her feet, looking out across the city. 
“I can see for miles,” she turns, beaming. 
“That's great, darling.” Jamie groans as he sits up cracking his back and rubbing life back into his tense, sore fingers. “Where to now, superman?”
Mark laughs and dismisses him with a hand wave. 
“Don't be silly, I can't fly.” His eyes are unfocused from the drink, but he holds up a finger. “Bear with me for a moment.” He pauses to think, before suppressing a belch and pointing downwards. “Unfinished business with our friend.”
Mark swaggers to the hole and jumps back down into the breach again, leaving Jamie and Chloe in a mixture of dumbfounded confusion and dubious laughter.
“Y'know, we might just survive this,” she says. 
 
 
The Trespasser stands with his hands raised in the hallway. Like a thunderstorm, the approaching squad crashes into the corridor and fans out, freezing when they see him. Dark, uniformed figures without faces aim their weapons at him. He knows their training; he knows how to handle this.
“I surrender,” he says, loud and clear.
“Identify yourself.”
“Trespasser One, I'm a part of Operation Firefall just like you are.”
One soldier steps forward from the crowd, rifle still aimed at the Trespasser. A hand goes to his ear, and he stops to listen.
“Command isn't very happy with you, Trespasser. Where's your comms unit?”
“I tore it out,” he takes a breath, stating his rehearsed lines, “in order to pursue my mission objective in the face of orders that compromised the end result of the entire operation, and the lives of civilians. There was no time to react in any other way.”
The soldier listens to the orders in his headset, and then nods, detaching something from his helmet and lowering the rifle to walk across the hallway. 
“Command wants to talk to you,” the soldier says, and the Trespasser takes the earpiece and plugs it into one of the USB slots in his helmet. 
“Command,” his tone is curt and professional, “this is Trespasser One.”
Command's voice is laced with impatience, anger and frustration as it feeds into his ears through his helmet. Trespasser One flinches like a child being told off.
“The hell were you thinking, son.”

“I just explained, sir,” he says, “I had to pursue the target before we lost him.”
“You lost the target anyway, on top of disobeying a direct order.”
“I apologise, sir, but that's not accurate. I have not one, but two targets, and can bring them in without a struggle.”
Command is silent, taking this in.
“How?”
“They have agreed to turn themselves over to the Agency on the condition that criminal figurehead known as the King is brought to justice -”
“Stop right there, Trespasser,” says Command, a heavy sigh sending a rush of static through the earpiece. 
Trespasser One waits, and Command is silent for a minute, leaving the Trespasser to stew in his own anxiety. 
“You spoke to the targets.”
“I learned about the King during negotiations with the targets, sir.”
“I told you not to pursue this line of inquiry, Trespasser One.”
“Why? Because you were afraid I'd find out the truth? How long have we known about this guy, Command? How long have we let a psychopath terrorise a city? Is this why the figures look so good? Why unemployment is so low?”
The soldiers watching him look at each other with questioning eyes behind their masks, frowning.
“I wish I didn't have to do this, Trespasser One. I have given the order to terminate you.”
The Trespasser sees it in the soldier's eyes before he hears the words.
He leaps before they can process the order to kill him and react. The soldier at the front is the first to go down. Without the time for finesse or technique, the Trespasser rams an elbow through his mask, breaking his nose at the bridge between his eyes. 
He slumps with a cry of surprise, and then the Trespasser pounces into the four other men.
Somebody gets a shot off, and he feels it pass his face like a whisper. He closes with them, neutralising their advantage, and ducks under their fumbling strikes. Drawing the tazer from his belt, he jams it into a soldier's thigh and fires. Froth and blood erupt from the bottom of the soldier's mask, and the Trespasser rises in the midst of the fray, snapping another soldier's head back with a crushing uppercut. 
Two left.
One of them gets a rifle butt into the Trespasser's ribs, and his armour takes the worst of the blow. He spins, grabbing the weapon from the soldier's hands and snapping it upwards so suddenly that the barrel cracks the man's jaw shut and his eyes roll back in his skull. Trespasser One catches the movement in his peripheral vision: the soldier behind him produces a pistol and levels it at the back of his head.
Trespasser One snaps his head to the side as the gun discharges, deafening him in one ear. With a head full of ringing bells, he pirouettes like a dancer, crashing his forearm into the soldier's arm. The shock makes him drop the pistol, and the Trespasser follows it up with a jab to his unprotected throat.
The soldier goes down, gasping for air. 
“Good luck with that termination order,” the Trespasser says into his comms unit.
“You can't run forever, Trespasser -”
“I don't have to. I just need to stay alive long enough to take this King bastard down. I don't know why you're protecting him, Command, but this is your chance to help me fix this whole mess.”
Command says nothing.
As if in answer, Trespasser One hears the rumble of more soldiers coming up the stairs. 
He turns and runs, ascending the building without pausing for breath until he reaches the door, following the unmistakable scent of alcohol and sweat. As he runs, he rips the comms unit out of his helmet and stows it in his belt in case he needs it. 
He kicks the door down and enters the room with his weapon up, only to find himself in a cloud of dust that coats his eyes. Cursing, he looks up at the shaft of sunlight penetrating the room, and sees a human sized bullet hole shot straight through the upper floors of the building. In the distance he hears helicopters, and curses away his apprehension as he takes the rope-gun from his belt once more. 
 



 
Episode 8
 
Flight



The false King lies prone on the gravel rooftop with a half naked, drunken janitor standing over him.
“I was going to take you with us,” says Mark, folding his arms, “but where we're going? I don't want you there if I can help it.”
The King says nothing, his dry throat burning in the open air. Behind the janitor, Jamie and Chloe return to staring out over the city, exchanging hushed words. 
“Which means that I'm going to have to do this before we leave,” says Mark, and bends down to pick the King up by the neck.
Hearing his choking struggle, Jamie and Chloe whip around to see Mark marching him to the edge of the building where a ledge stands at waist-height. Mark sits him on the edge and pushes him back, hanging onto him by his tie. 
The King gives him a hard stare as the wind whips at his face, making his eyes water. 
“I know you won't drop me.”
“Tell me where the real King is and I won't have to.”
“Why would I? You haven't got the balls,” the King laughs. “You've shown that already.” Jamie starts to walk over, but stops when Chloe grabs his hand; the King points at him and smiles. “Now him: he's a killer. Stone cold.”
“You had my back against a wall,” says Jamie, “I didn't want to kill anybody.”
Their conversation is cut off by the whistling sound of an arrow flying out of the exit-hole that Mark left in the roof. They all flinch back, and Mark grabs the King and throws him onto the gravel of the roof as though they were being shot at. The arrow trails a thin steel rope behind it, which tugs it to a stop as it bursts outward into a grappling hook, latching onto the edge of the hole. 
“Here they come,” says Jamie. “We need to leave.”
Mark turns to them. “Wait. Maybe it's him.”
“The soldier?”
“Trespasser,” Mark corrects him.
As if in answer the rope goes taut and a voice comes up from the hole:
“It's me,” the soldier's voice shouts up, rippling like an echo. “It's Trespasser One.”
Mark looks at them again, smiling.
Trespasser One's gloved hands grab onto the edge of the hole and Mark lunges forward to pull him up. Like extracting a tooth, Mark pulls the man out onto the rooftop. Without missing a second, the Trespasser drops to his knees and packs away his grappling hook and rope, stowing them with the deftness of a magician. 
“Did it work?” asks Mark. “Did you manage to make a deal?”
“To cut a long story short,” the Trespasser says, breathing deep, “no. We need to leave now, they're right behind me.”
Jamie hears it first: the clatter of boots on wooden floorboards rumbling up through the building. 
“He's right, we need to get going.”
“Guys.” Chloe stops them, pointing at the King. “What's wrong with him?”
The King is choking and coughing on the ground, froth churning from his lips. 
“No,” whispers Mark, diving down beside him and cradling his head like a hurt child. “No, no, no.”
“What the hell is happening?” asks Chloe as the group crouch around his juddering body. 
“Cyanide capsule,” says the Trespasser. “There's nothing we can do, I've seen this before.”
The false King, grunting and spluttering, stares up at Mark one last time. Heavy red eyes filled with malice stare into Mark's helpless gaze, and with the last of his life he twists his froth-splattered lips into a wide, toothless smile.
The false King dies in Mark's arms. 
“Shit,” he whispers. 
“Did he just kill himself?” asks Chloe, her voice small. She puts an arm on Jamie's shoulder – he hasn't said a thing. 
“Cyanide capsule, like I said,” says the Trespasser. “Probably embedded in a tooth or something just in case this happened.”
“He knew we'd get an answer out of him eventually,” says Mark. 
“Bastard,” says Jamie. 
“How do you fight a man who instils this kind of fanatical devotion?” asks Mark. “This guy was our only lead.”
The rain starts to fall, heavier now, as the clouds settle in and lights go on across the city. Night time is only an hour or two away. 
“We need to leave,” says Jamie. “Now.”
“He's right,” says the Trespasser. “I have a parachute – I can take one person with me if you -”
Mark holds up a hand. 
“No need,” he says. “I came up here with a plan. There's a safe place not so far from here -”
He is cut off by the roar of a helicopter engine, which fades in like white noise over the spitting rain. Over the chatter of his teeth, Jamie can hear the shouted orders of soldiers below them, trying to negotiate Mark's path up to the roof.
“Helicopter is inbound,” says the Trespasser. “Decision time.”
“I can take you all to this place with me,” says Mark. “It's called the Gardens, it's safe.”
“How do we get there -” Chloe begins, and the gleam in Mark's eye stops her. 
“The same way we got up to the roof,” says Mark.
“No,” Jamie says, catching on. “Absolutely not, it doesn't work that way, this isn't a bloody movie.”
“Is he talking about flying?” asks the Trespasser.
“I can't fly,” says Mark, “but I'm strong enough to hold all of you and jump across the city,” he tries for a warm smile, “I got you up here in one piece, didn't I?”
“That's different,” Jamie's voice raises in panic. “We didn't fall, we had practically stopped when we landed. If we hit the ground from high up, whether you are carrying us or not, we'll die. We aren't strong like you, Mark.”
“We could do it in phases?” Chloe offers, tugging on her short blonde hair. “Jump from one roof to a nearby one, travel that way?”
Nobody replies – all heads turn as helicopter blades murmurs like a hurricane from beyond the distant buildings. 
“Oh hell,” Jamie sighs, “we're going to get blown to pieces in mid-air even if we do jump.”
“I can lead them away,” says the Trespasser, standing up and checking the kit on his webbing. “I've got a tracker in my armour – they'll follow me, then I can scramble it and lose them. How do I get to this garden place?”
“The Gardens,” Mark corrects him, “and ask any homeless you run across. They all know.”
“I've got a better idea,” says the Trespasser. He pulls a small flesh-coloured tab from a pouch and tears one side of it off like a sticker, then presses it into the bare skin on Mark's arm. “When you get to the Gardens, push this with your thumb. Only I can track it.”
Mark nods despite some uncertainty.
“We've no time,” Chloe grabs Jamie by the arm and turns him to face her. “What are we doing?”
Before Jamie can reply, the whistle of a flying arrow comes from the breach in the roof and steals his attention. They turn in time to see a second grappling hook hurl itself through the hole, before latching onto the edge and attaching itself with a whining, metallic scrape. 
Without thinking, Mark runs and kicks the whirring device as hard as he can, and a chunk of the roof comes off with it, sending it clattering back down the hole. Shouting breaks out below them, coming through the roof-hole like an echo from a sewer grating. 
“They're here,” says the Trespasser.
“We have to go, now,” says Mark, opening his arms and bracing his legs. “Hold onto me, both of you.”
“Too late,” says Jamie, pointing. Mark turns to see the attack helicopter, missile pods and cannons hanging from its wings like claws, rising over the buildings. 
“Go,” says the Trespasser, waving him away and running for the building's edge. “All of you, go, I'll meet you at the Gardens.”
Another grappling hook emerges, clinging onto the roof as the helicopter stops its approach. It hovers high above them and stays there, unmoving. Chloe's hair whips into her face as the hot wind from the helicopter's rotors hits them, carrying the smell of burning fuel with it. Behind them, the grappling rope goes taut and begins pulling something up.
“Get on your knees,” comes the booming voice from the helicopter, “and put your hands on your head. You have three seconds to comply.”
“Jamie,” says Mark, grabbing him and Chloe like children, “turn us invisible.”
Jamie stares at him. “What?”
“Turn us invisible: that's what you do right?”
“Two.”
He shakes his head, trying to form the words in his mind. He knows exactly what he can do; he has simply never said it out loud until now.
“I can stop time,” he says, almost as though he is telling himself. He looks down at Chloe to find her biting her lip in fear. “That's what I do.”
“Then do it,” shouts Mark as the roar of the helicopter's blades drowns out his voice.
“Jamie, your brain,” Chloe's voice is lost in the chaos, “you could die.”
“Don't worry about me,” he reassures her, rubbing her back. “It's not so hard, it's like... like I'm a dam, and time is a river. I can do it. We don't have a choice anyway.”
“One.”
“Now or never, guys,” says Mark, and without another word the couple nestle themselves under his scrawny arms and hold on tight.
“Wait until it goes quiet,” Jamie shouts over the racket. “That's how you know it's working.”
“I'm ready,” Mark bends his knees, gritting his teeth.
“Mark?” Jamie asks as he closes his eyes, concentrating.
“Jamie?”
“If anything happens to her -” Jamie murmurs.
“I know, I know.”
The helicopter opens fire: it sounds like a thousand bolts of thunder striking at the same time. Like an earthquake, the pounding of large calibre cannon rounds shake the roof, and the gravel explodes in fountains of dirt and masonry.
Then the world snaps into grey silence. 
 
 
The Trespasser waits until they have disappeared, and blinks twice to be sure of what he just saw. Like a chainsaw ripping through the gravel, the helicopter's chain-guns start to tear a path towards him. 
Wasting no time, the Trespasser leaps on to the edge of the roof and perches there, turning around just long enough to see a squad of black-clad figures emerge through the tunnel. He makes sure that they get a good look at him: they take aim at him and fire, the sound of their gunshots lost in the tornado of lead and fiery rain that is pummelling the rooftop.
The Trespasser leaps from the roof's edge like an Olympic diver, arms spread wide and legs straight together, and plummets like a stone as the bullets fly above his head. The air whistles past him as he speeds towards the ground. His hand reaches back for the parachute cord for the second time that day, and he grasps it. 
He tears the cord and the canopy blossoms behind him, swinging him forwards into the glass panelled windows of another unfortunate building. He crashes through at high speed, cursing and tumbling as he finds his footing amidst sparkling glass. 
The whipping wind catches the canopy and tries to drag him back into the drop. Grabbing onto a table, he holds himself firm, draws his knife and cuts himself free of the tangled, ruined parachute canopy. It falls away like a crumpled bag on the breeze, freeing him like a dog let off the leash. 
As he runs he checks what little equipment he has left, navigating between the office cubicles for the nearest stairwell. 
 
 
For Mark, Chloe and Jamie, time holds its breath. The roar of the helicopter fades like smoke on the wind: everything is still and silent, colourless and dead. Mark looks around, dumbfounded, until Chloe slaps his stomach.
“Go, he can't hold it for long.”
Jamie whispers, his voice strained. “I've never stopped it for other people before.”
Mark looks at Jamie, bleeding heavily from his nose, eyes screwed shut as if enduring some horrible operation. He turns to the roof's edge and begins to run, picking up Chloe and Jamie beneath his arms. Nervous fingers grasp at one another, their bodies merging into one confused and frightened six-legged entity. Mark speeds up, leaving pieces of dirt and gravel suspended in mid-air behind them. 
The crunch of his feet on the roof seem hollow. There are no echoes. Sound does not travel here. 
Then Mark hits the edge of the roof and launches himself off, cradling Jamie and Chloe close like frightened children in the darkness. The jump carries them into the air, where Mark expects the wind to buffet him and snatch at his face – but with time at a standstill, he feels nothing. They drift through the air like a twisted circus act before falling to the next roof.  The building rushes up to meet them with its flat concrete roof. 
Mark tenses his legs and tries to keep Chloe and Jamie as safe as he can: they hit the roof together and Mark curses and drops them. Jamie cries out and rolls away over the roof; time snaps back before Chloe can grab him.
Sound and light return like an explosion, and Mark clutches his ears and falls to his knees in fright. 
“What the hell -” he starts, and then Chloe pulls Jamie to his feet. Holding his hand, she drags him towards Mark.
“Get up, get up,” she motions for him to rise, “we haven't got time. Wait for the sound to go again.”
Mark holds them both under his arms once more, and the silence comes quicker this time. Everything around them dies. He takes the moment to breathe in the grey stillness and runs for the roof's edge again, running and jumping for the next building.
“Not far to go,” Mark shouts as they drift across the chasm between mountain peaks of masonry and steel. He cradles Jamie like a child as they land, bending his body around him like a protective shield. This time the world stays still.
“Go...” Jamie groans, and then smacks Mark's chest. “Just hurry, hurry, keep going.”
“Nearly there, Jamie, just hold on,” Mark shouts, and runs for the edge of the next roof.
Two pale hands, one Jamie's and one Chloe's, link across Mark's chest. She holds him as though she is sitting aside him in a surgery ward. 
Jamie's heart quickens, his face turning red as though he were struggling to hold a breath. In his head, the flow of time is stronger than he has ever felt it. It batters against the walls in his head: not just his time, but the time of two others as well. 
Cracks begin to appear. Bursts of sound and light, heat and life, breaking into his frozen prison. 
Then he feels Chloe's hand squeezing his, and for a moment he is back in their flat, cooking her dinner while she lounges about in his shirt. 
Time relents, and he strengthens the walls of his mind to hold it at bay.
Mark leaps into the air again.
 
 
Their journey through the skies of the silent city brings them closer and closer to the ground, every jump taking them a few stories downward, until they land on a low roof detailed by a wall around the edge, a large domed skylight, and a single hatch in one corner.
“We're here,” Mark says, and releases his hold on the couple. The life and colour returns to the world around them like the bursting of a balloon. 
Jamie clutches at his forehead and staggers away, dragging Chloe by the hand for a second before collapsing to the ground. He breaks his own fall, the palms of his hands scraping along the felt roofing. Chloe throws herself to her knees beside him, shouting his name as he rolls onto his back. Blood is clotting in his nostrils; his breathing is laboured.
“I'm fine,” he manages between breaths, his face contorted in pain.
“Just try to breathe,” she says. 
He feels for her hand like a blind man and she takes it, squeezing it to block out the pain.
“Is he ok?” Mark asks, massaging some life back into his tired legs as he walks over.
“Did we make it?” Jamie's voice is tense and hoarse. 
“We made it,” Mark nods, patting Chloe on the shoulder. “Couldn't have done it without you mate.”
“It's harder.” Jamie wipes his nose and uses Chloe's hand to pull himself up. “Stopping time for others. I can go longer myself, but keeping it stopped for you guys too,” he sighs and shakes his head. He looks at the blood smeared across his hand and quickly clasps it to his chest as though it were a secret. 
Chloe looks over her shoulder at Mark, frowning.
“Let's not make him do that again.” 
“I agree,” Mark says, and offers a hand to Jamie. They look at each other for a silent moment, before Jamie clasps his palm around Mark's wrist and the janitor pulls him to his feet as though he were made of paper. 
Jamie steadies himself on Chloe's shoulder, and she laces an arm around his back to support him.
“So where are we?” 
“The Gardens,” says Mark, motioning to the hatch in the corner. “Follow me, I'll explain everything.”
“This is where you told that soldier to come,” Chloe bites her lip, struggling to walk under Jamie's weight. 
“Trespasser One, yeah.” Mark looks back at her. “I think that he's from Glasgow. Did you hear his accent?”
“He didn't know about the King,” says Chloe. 
“Everybody knows about the King.” Jamie lets out a breath he had been holding. “It's just that nobody talks about it. We're all too ashamed – or frightened.”
“I can't hear the helicopter,” says Chloe. “His idea must have worked. I hope he made it.” 
Mark notices her struggling and comes to take Jamie's other arm. Together they carry him towards the hatch whilst he hangs his head in exhaustion. 
Mark pats his grey suit trousers as they approach the hatch, laughing.
“No keys. Looks like I'm going to have to get in the old fashioned way.”
“What's the old fashioned -” 
Mark stamps his foot on the hinge and the hatch buckles upwards. He leans and catches it, and motions for Chloe to go in,
“I've got Jamie, on you go. It's safe.”
Chloe gives him a thankful look and feels about in the darkness for the ladder rungs, before descending into the shadows. 
“Right Jamie, just hold on...” Mark almost carries him down, till he feels Jamie's hand slap against his chest, stopping him.
“I can manage.” Jamie's voice is cracked as though he's on the verge of sleep. He staggers away from Mark and fumbles for the rungs, drifting down the hatch like a ghost. 
Mark smiles and follows him.
 
 
A brief walk down a hallway brings them to a huge, open gallery as tall and wide as the building, as though the walls outside are merely a shell. Banisters and walkways run in a spiral like a children's slide around the interior, from the lowest, circular levels to the uppermost level that they stand on. 
There must be at least twenty different doors, a few on each level, and the wide open space in the centre of the gallery is filled with the soft, sweet fragrance of flowers. The skylight allows what little sunlight there is outside to trickle in like syrup, illuminating the myriad motes of dust that dance in the light beam. 
Clutching onto the hand rail, Chloe looks over and sees, far down at the bottom, a lush garden exploding with colour. Royal blues and cool greens soothe her eyes, and she takes a deep breath of the old air and lets out a relaxed sigh. 
This place speaks of safety and kindness.
“What is this place?” Jamie asks, coming to his senses in their new sanctuary – though he keeps a firm grip on the banister. 
“The Gardens, like I said,” Mark tells them as he leads them down the stairs. 
 As though he is remembering himself, his shoulders straighten out and he lifts his chin. They follow him like loyal servants as he strolls with regal elegance around the spiral walkway, descending the occasional steps with the grace of a prince.
Jamie looks around, his eyes searching out the old interior like a curious explorer. It has the feel of an abandoned, ancient structure, left for so long that nature has been allowed to take over. The sounds of the chaos and fighting in the city centre are distant memories, a universe away from them in this bubble of serenity. Rain and the grey winds are forgotten in here, the building decorated with warm oaks and shades of cream. 
“What are the Gardens, then?” Jamie tries. 
“I'll show you once you're ready,” says Mark, and then raises a hand to the next door. “This is room sixteen, the living quarters. I imagine you could use a rest.”
He grasps the handle of the heavy wooden door and twists it left, then right, then pulls it outwards and pushes it in again. The door unlocks with a click, and he turns and smiles,
“Keyless entry, means that nobody has anything to be stolen by others.”
Chloe almost begins asking questions, but she falls silent as Mark opens the door and leads them into the living quarters. He steps aside and spreads his arms wide,
“The living quarters,” he announces. 
They take in the sight: a long, thin room lined with bunk beds on either side. Each bed is made; Jamie guesses there must be at least forty in this room alone. Between some beds are sinks coupled with hand pumps, and a few radios. Two telephones are attached to the walls at either end of the room, beside two green first aid kits. 
“What is this place, Mark? Some kind of bunk house, or...?”
“This is my project, Jamie. Five years of my life,” Mark turns, his eyes filled with unspoken stories as he mentally tears the scabs off old wounds. He takes a deep breath. “This is what ruined me – this, and the King.” 
His voice trails off as his eyes look into the past. Mark snaps back like elastic as he turns with a smile. 
“Would you like to rest for a while, catch your breath? Or shall I give you the tour first?”
“I think I want the tour,” says Jamie. “I'm curious.”
“Then follow me,” Mark tells them as he leads them out of the dormitories. “There's a lot to see. How much do you know about Glasgow's homeless?”
They follow him out of the door and it clicks shut behind them as he leads them down the stairs to the next door. Jamie and Chloe look at one another, exchanging a look filled with apprehension. Jamie gives her a trusting nod.
“A lot,” he says, his eyes still on Chloe. “We spent a long time on the streets.”
Mark stops, turning on them with concern written across his face.
“What?”
“We were homeless. That's what led to me meeting the King, actually. He targets the desperate.”
“Yes.” Mark gives them a solemn nod. “Yes he does. This will be of great interest to you both, then.” He leads them down the stairs and begins opening the next door. “The Gardens were created with Glasgow's poor and vulnerable in mind.”
Chloe takes Jamie's hand as Mark leads them into the next room, and squeezes it as the memories of those nights on the streets begin to come back – but the memories are of things gone past. Times already behind them. For now, she reminds herself, they are safe. Nobody saw them come here. Nobody knows where they are.
They're safe in the Gardens, whatever the Gardens are, for the time being.
“Before I forget,” says Mark, talking to himself. He lifts his elbow and finds the camouflaged tracker-patch, and depresses it with a thumb. A faint vibration tells him that is turned on, and he continues to lead them down the stairs.  



 
Episode 9
 
The Gardens
 
 



Glistening machines stand at attention, lining the walls like soldiers huddled beneath the weight of their polythene wrapping. Fluorescent lights illuminate the thin film of dust coating everything. The air itself is suffocating, as though the room had been holding in a single stale breath this entire time, and when it lets it out they all reel at the stench of ammonia. 
“What's that smell?”
“Chemicals, most likely,” Mark leads them in, waving the air away from his nose. “Ah hell, they've been leaking.”
“It smells like the dentist's,” Chloe screws her nose up. “I hate dentists.”
Jamie nudges her. “You've only been twice.” 
She slaps his nudging elbow away.“Well that's because I hate them, Jamie.” 
“So why all the machines?” Jamie runs a hand over the plastic covering protecting the chrome. “Is this a workshop, or...”
“They're used for a mixture of things,” Mark explains as they follow him down the long hallway of machines and large, metallic baths and drums of chemicals.
“Oh,” Jamie stops in his tracks, grabbing Chloe's hand. “Oh, oh ok I get it. I know what this is.”
Mark turns, his innocent eyes narrowed.
“You do?”
“Meth lab. Or heroin. Something. You're making drugs.”
An uneasy silence hangs like a condemned criminal between the two men, before Mark's laugh makes Jamie flinch away.
“No, no, Jamie.” Mark waves a hand at him, turning to continue his stroll towards the lights at the bottom of the hall. “Don't be ridiculous. Though you probably could use some of the kit in here to make something, but no... this is much fancier than drugs.”
Chloe squeezes his arm, and gives him a look that says more than she's willing to say out loud.
It says: I trust him, so should you.
 
 
Mark guides them to the bottom of the room, crates and boxes scattered beneath the white wall. 
“Ah good,” he says to himself, “at least these are still in one piece.”
“What are they?” asks Chloe.
“Boxes,” he grins. 
Jamie tries to clap some of the sarcasm out of his hands, and Mark laughs. 
“Patience, Jamie”
They watch him search like a curious animal around the boxes, before he stops and looks into space.
“Why am I looking for a crowbar?” he asks nobody in particular. 
Mark turns to the heavy wooden crates, each half as tall as he is, and jams his fingers under the lid, ripping it off with a faint grunt. It tears away with a dry rip, throwing dust, splinters and bent nails into the air. 
Jamie and Chloe flinch back as the dust clears and the lid clatters to the floor.
“Sorry about that,” says Mark, leaning over and peering into the crates. He reaches in and pulls out bulky yellow plastic bags, grabbing them in clusters.
Jamie catches one of the bags as it is thrown to him, holding the spongy, dense package in his hands.
“What am I holding?” he asks. 
“Military ration packs,” says Mark, tossing another over which Chloe snatches out of the air. “Open them, look inside.”
Jamie tears the packet open and finds it filled with bars, liquid pouches and assorted chunks of something that isn't quite food yet. 
“I don't get it,” says Jamie. 
“I do,” says Chloe, and tears open a protein bar. 
“Eat up,”says Mark. “You guys must be starving. Sorry it's not something fancier, but -”
“No, no, ration packs are fine.” Jamie rips open and chugs down a few gulps of chemical-flavoured thin milkshake, wincing at the burning in his throat. “Why do you have crates of them?”
Mark almost answers, and then shrugs.
“They were cheap,” he says. “Now, the tour?”
“Tour,” mumbles Chloe, her cheeks stuffed like a hamster. 
“Tour it is,” says Mark. “Bring your food, follow me.”
He leads them back out towards the door. 
“I thought you said you're a janitor,” says Jamie as he falls in behind Mark's swaggering figure. 
“I am,” Mark says without turning. “Was, rather.”
“For this place?”
“No, for a school. This was my project.” He holds the door to the stairwell open and turns around to face them. “It still is.”
He leads them out into the stairs and begins the ascent. 
 
 
“Glasgow,” says Mark as they climb the stairs, “particularly in the poorer areas, was once home to a strange phenomenon: voluntary incarceration. The hungry, the homeless, the vulnerable: these people would smash a window and sit beside it, waiting for the police to turn up.”
“Yeah,” says Jamie. “Because in prison you get a bed, clean water, a shower, three meals a day, hell you even get an education if you want one.”
“Exactly,” says Mark. “It was a good way for the vulnerable to have their basic needs met. Not how the system is supposed to work, but at least those people were relatively safe.”
“That hasn't been an option for about six years,” says Chloe. “Trust us, we know.”
Mark reaches a door and rattles it until it swings open – rather than enter, he turns and looks Chloe and Jamie in the eyes. 
“That sounds like the voice of experience,” he says. 
“It is,” says Jamie, tearing a chunk out of his protein bar and motioning for Mark to lead them into the next room. 
“Then this won't be a surprise to you: the King ensured that it wasn't an option. I'm assuming you guys know as much about him as I do,” says Mark, flicking the lights on in a room full of workbenches and tool racks. “He got the police force under his thumb; made his own laws. Nowadays, if you try to free-load in a prison, the police will follow the King's orders and break your jaw before they dump you in an alley somewhere to starve.”
Jamie gives him a slow and measured nod, squeezing Chloe's hand as they step through the door. 
“So what is this place?”
“This is the Gardens, Jamie,” says Mark. “This was my response to the King's changes.”
“You built a prison?” asks Chloe, staring at the workbenches. 
“Not a prison,” he says. “A commune. A safe haven – think of it like a monastery without the monks. This was a place that people could come for the same safety that voluntary prison stays granted them.”
“But without the prison part,” she whispers, and breaks into a smile. “Is that what the workbenches are for?”
Mark nods and leads them further into the room. With one finger he traces a line in the dust on one bench, sighing.
“For training our residents in hands-on skills. You know: woodworking, joinery, mechanics and so on.”
Mark crosses past the workbenches to a shelf lined with amateur, lop-sided mug trees and small wooden boats coated in clumpy varnish. He picks one up and stares at it for a long time before turning back to them.
“The idea,” he said, “came from those start-up companies that use prison labour – you know, pay them minimum wage and train them, and after a few years you have a well trained and dedicated workforce who are ready to reintegrate into society. They work sometimes,” he puts the boat down, “not all the time, but sometimes. That was the idea behind the Gardens project.”
“I don't even need to ask what happened,” says Jamie, leaning back on one of the benches and twirling the handle of a mounted vice. “I know the answer already.”
The two men look at each other across the room, and simultaneously they say:
“The King.”
Mark nods.
“When he caught wind of it, things started going badly for me.” He pulls over a red plastic chair, the kind you get in schools and community centres, and collapses into it. “Surprise bills, extortionate utilities, vandalism and break-ins. All of them worse than the last, until my residents didn't want to stay here any longer. Some of them left, taking expensive equipment with them to sell on elsewhere. I had poured all of my money into this: the King took it all and let me piss it against a wall.”
In complete silence, Mark picks up a wooden mallet from the tool rack by the bench and launches it against the far wall. Chloe flinches and throws herself into Jamie. It cracks and bounces off the concrete. The snap of the impact echoes around the room. 
“I was just beginning to make a profit,” says Mark, shaking his head and leaning back in the chair. “More importantly, I was making a difference; the King couldn't stand that.”
“You had to shut it down?” asks Jamie, his voice laced with careful sympathy. 
Mark smiles despite himself.
“No,” he says. “I wound the project down to save money, but I never completely stopped it. I minimised what costs I could and tried to find a job. Of course, nobody would take me on: the King again, I suspect, black-balling me. I finally settled for a life as a cleaner and funnelled most of my money into keeping this place under my name until I could scrape the money together for a second go.”
“You kept this all going on a cleaner's wage?”
“My mum helped me out a bit. I never told her how bad things had gotten: she thinks I work in some accounting firm or something, and I use the little money she can spare me to feed myself.” He stops staring into space and gets up, kicking the chair away. “Come on, I'll show you the rest.”
“You don't have to if you don't want to,” says Chloe, standing up and scrunching her ration-bag closed like a nervous schoolgirl. “If this is making you upset or something, then - ?”
“No,” says Mark, opening the door and nodding for them to follow him. “I need to see this. I need to remember what he did to me; why I'm doing this.”
“Doing what?”
“Going after the bastard.”
Neither of them reminds him that they've lost their only lead. Neither of them has the heart. 
 
 
Mark opens a door further down and they find themselves in a room as musty as a tomb, motes of dust dancing beneath a flickering bulb that illuminates the columns of book cases. 
“A library?” asks Chloe as she strolls through the door, her ration-bag clutched to her chest. 
“The books in here could technically put you through most entry-level college courses. We've got plumbing, computing, business, languages, maths, history – just about everything. I based it off of a high-school curriculum. There's some decent fiction too.”
Jamie folds his arms and stares around at the room, four desks with seats and cannibalised computers in the middle like a religious plinth. The computers are missing keyboards, two of them are without screens, and they are the pasty pale colours of a nineteen-ninety-eight fax machine. 
“These work?” asks Jamie, laying a hand on the only complete computer there.
“Nah,” says Mark. “I think people stole the important parts from the inside of the cases. Motherboards, power supplies, so on. All gone. They weren't worth much, anyway: they were donated by schools that were getting rid of them.”
“That's the streets for you, Mark,” says Jamie, crossing to the bookshelf and looking at some of the titles. “When you spend every day thinking of where your next meal is coming from, you learn to take advantage of any kindness.”
He looks across at Chloe, who looks over her shoulder at him. They share a knowing look. 
“You two went through this stuff first-hand, right?” asks Mark. 
“Two years,” says Chloe, taking a hardback book about making wooden jewellery from the shelves and flicking it open. She talks as though she is somewhere else, lost in a memory and narrating it to them. “We spent two years on the streets with nothing but the clothes on our backs and each other.” 
She leans against the shelves and flicks through the book, an inward smile radiating across her face as she runs her eyes over the pages. 
“That's when he comes for you,” says Jamie. “When you're vulnerable. When you're low.”
“The King,” says Mark. “What did he offer you?”
“A life,” says Jamie. “He gave us a flat, an income, paid our bills for us: on the condition that I work for him.”
“What did you do?”
“I'm very, very good at a narrow range of things” Jamie clears his throat. “Like repossessing cars.”
“You're a thief?”
“He's not a thief,” says Chloe, looking up from her book. “Not any more. He quit – that's what got us into this bloody mess.” She looks at Jamie and her eyes soften, the hardness leaving them. “The King just likes to control people. He didn't even need most of those cars.”
“He upped the quota over time,” says Jamie. “One a month, then two, then four. The last time, it was eight. That was when I tried to quit. In return, they took Chloe.”
Mark looks between them, and the shock fades from his face as he realises that this is exactly how the King works.
“When I found you in his offices,” says Mark. “You were -”
“I was getting her back,” he nods. “What did he do to you?”
“He drove me into poverty,” says Mark, shaking his head. “With no money, he could control me. You're either dependent on him to keep what you love, or he makes you dependent on him.”
“Exactly,” says Jamie, “and the minute you seem as though you can make it on your own: game over. You disappear.”
Mark, for the first time since walking into this museum of his past failures, smiles. 
“Not us,” he says. 
“No,” says Jamie, raising an eyebrow. “I don't know what the hell happened to us, but we might be the only people who've ever stood up to him like this. No wonder he wouldn't let you help people, Mark – you were undermining his advantage over them. If people aren't desperate, he can't control them.”
“Well, we've hurt his operation already,” says Mark. “I don't know how, but we'll get him.”
“If it is one man, that is,” says Chloe. “It might be a syndicate. It might be a conspiracy – we don't even know how far up this goes.”
The group fall silent, and the hush of the Gardens steals what sound it can from them, snatching the noise away like a thief. 
“The King will figure out who I am, if he hasn't already,” says Mark, seeming smaller all of a sudden. “I don't fear him, not any more – but I do fear for my mother. The King is our priority.”
“My main priority is her,” says Jamie with care, pointing at Chloe. “If I thought she was safer alone than she was with me, I'd leave her here.”
“I'm coming with you,” says Chloe, putting the book down and folding her arms. “One way or another.”
“If we don't take this guy out,” says Mark, “then you'll never be safe as long as you live. The King wouldn't let somebody spit in his face and walk away.”
They are all silenced by the creaking of a heavy wooden door reverberating through the halls – they stare at each other, frozen in that moment. 
“Was that -” Chloe starts, and Jamie holds up a hand to silence her. 
“I think,” whispers Mark, “that the Trespasser has found us.”
“The guy in black?” asks Jamie. 
Mark nods. 
“What if they got to him?” asks Chloe. “Maybe he's been followed.”
“I'll go out and check,” says Mark. “Wait here.”
Chloe and Jamie stand there in the silence, hearing Mark's soft footsteps disappear out into the hallway and pad on the stairs. 
The sounds of military boots seem so out of place in the tranquil Gardens. They give a very particular echo – the kind, Chloe thinks, that you only ever get in huge buildings like cathedrals. Everything echoes so many times that the faint echoing of the past becomes the ambient sound, bouncing around for centuries. If you listen closely, you can hear the place being built. The Gardens give her that feeling, of time folded up like a cloth and left to gather dust. 
As the door creaks open, Jamie moves in front of her without thinking. Mark enters, and behind him comes a dark-armoured soldier, who stops with his hands raised. Jamie looks long and hard into those dark circled eyes behind the mask. 
“I surrender,” comes the gruff voice of the Trespasser. 
 
 
“We should take his guns,” says Jamie. 
“Jamie, enough,” says Mark, standing face to face with the Trespasser. “He knows that bullets aren't an option with us two.”
“I'm not worried about us two,” says Jamie, making a point of looking at Chloe. 
The Trespasser speaks, his low but booming voice cutting through their exchange. 
“I've put my life on the line twice for you guys already. I didn't go through the trouble of getting my rank terminated just to shoot you,” he says. “I think you owe me a full explanation now. What is this place? Exactly who is the King?”
“I guess we'd better start at the beginning,” says Mark. “Let's go up to the dormitories. I'll explain everything.”
Mark gestures for the Trespasser to exit first, and he walks in front of them like a prisoner of war with his head bowed. Rubbing the tiredness from his eyes, Mark leads them up the stairs. 
As they walk, the Trespasser reaches onto the back of his belt and grasps his last resort, a compact two-barrelled slug gun that will punch a hole through an armoured vehicle. His finger moves past the trigger and finds the gun's safety, which he clicks back on.
Safe.
 
 



 
Episode 10
 
Mother's Calling



Jamie wakes up to the sound of clanging bells, crashing through the peace within his head. Restless dreams shatter in the light as he jerks upwards, crushing Chloe's hand in his panicked grip.  Lying on his chest, Chloe is flung upright with him.
The clanging bells have silenced the dormitories; Jamie's breath is held like an animal sensing a hunter's presence. Again the screaming bells explode, and Jamie realises what is causing them.
The phone hanging on the wall is ringing: a loud, brash shriek that would scatter storm clouds. He can't help but flinch with every burst of noise. 
On the bed opposite him sit two statues: frozen men that were once Mark and the Trespasser. They haven't moved since Jamie's eyes opened – only now, as he watches, do Mark's eyes darken, and he turns to scowl at the barking phone. It rings again and Jamie notices Mark's knuckles clench white. Still clad in dusty grey business trousers and nothing else, Mark stands and moves for the phone.
The Trespasser stands in synchrony and holds out a hand, stopping him.
“Mark, don't -”
“Only two people could have this number,” Mark tells him as he rests a trembling hand on the phone. “My mother, and -”
“The King,” Chloe finishes for him, the word dropping into their stomachs like curdled poison.
“Let me answer,” says the Trespasser. “From what you've told me, this man works through fear. He doesn't have anything to use against me. He doesn't even know who I am.”
“This is my problem,” says Mark, and lifts the phone to his ear. 
His eyes glaze over as his ears fill with static.
The sound of heavy breathing comes through the phone. Mark tries to say something but his throat is dry, and a rasp is all that emerges. He takes a breath and rubs his neck, and tries again:
“Hello?”
His voice is small. Nervous. A world away, Jamie thinks, from the altruistic strongman who had carried him and his love over the rooftops. There's strength in his bruised body, but none in his voice. Chloe moves closer to Jamie, their bodies rigid.
When the words finally come, they are distorted by rushes of static and a pitch so low it sounds like the rumblings of an earthquake. 
“Hello Mark. We've been looking for you.”
There is no inquiry; the voice knows exactly who it is speaking to.
“Yeah,” Mark manages, dropping his gaze to the floor. 
“You've been busy.”
Mark says nothing. He makes a trembling mumble of agreement.
“We need to talk, Mark.”
“I wo-” Mark stutters as his voice breaks, wincing at his own weakness. He takes a deep breath and composes himself. “I won't talk to an imposter. I want the man in charge.”
“I'll make the demands, Mark. We will send a van to your current location. The men inside the van will blindfold you and bring you to an undisclosed location within the city.”
“What makes you think I'll come quietly.”
“Any resistance, and we kill your mother.”
Jamie can see the colour drain from Mark's face. His eyes are somewhere else. The Trespasser is shaking his head, moving to take the phone from Mark – the janitor, his face blank, raises a hand and keeps the soldier at bay. 
“I want to talk to her.”
“You should know not to negotiate from a position of weakness, Mark.”
“How do I know she's alive?”
The voice is silent, and then the rhythm of the breathing changes to panicked gasping. Wherever they are, there's a distinct echo crackling through the static.
A woman's voice comes through the phone.
“Mark?”
Her voice is frail – trembling, afraid.
“Mum?”
Chloe notices the change in the janitor's voice; childlike affection, a tone of voice used for one person and one person only. 
“They haven't hurt me Mark, but listen: don't come here, son, don't worry about me -”
A loud crack cuts off the sentence, and the dull rumbling of the voice returns to Mark's ear. He has clenched his teeth, his face set in stone. 
“She's fine,” the voice comes back, darker and lower now. 
“If you hurt her, I swear to -”
“Cut the heroic bullshit, Mark. My men will come for you in thirty minutes. Be ready, sitting on the Garden's steps. Any tricks or heroics, we take her eyes.”
The phone clicks and the warm static of a regular phone line returns like ocean surf, washing the taint out of Mark's ears. He drops the phone without bothering to place it back in its cradle, and leans against the wall.
“What did he say?” asks the Trespasser. “Be precise.”
“Men are coming for me,” Mark tells the floor. “The King's men. They'll be here in half an hour.”
“How did they know that we're here?” asks Chloe.
“They've probably been phoning every hour or something,” says Jamie. “They know who Mark is, they know he'd come here if he had to hide.”
“If we know that these men are coming,” says the Trespasser, “then it should be easy to get the drop on them. There's three of us -”
“Four,” Chloe interjects.
“There's four of us,” he continues, “and you guys have – whatever it is you can do.”
“We can't fight,” says Mark. “Any deviation from his orders and he blinds my mother. Fight them? He'll kill her.”
“No he won't,” says the Trespasser. “You've just spent half an hour telling me that this guy thrives on controlling people. As long as your mother is alive, he controls you. What we have is a hostage situation, Mark: you never kill the hostage.”
“He wants to control you,” says Chloe, nodding in agreement, “above all else.”
“No wonder,” Jamie is staring at Mark, his hand grasping his chin. “Imagine what he could do if he had a bullet proof, impossibly strong man under his thumb. A man who could leap over buildings.”
“I have to let them take me in. I don't see an alternative.” Mark slides down the wall until he folds on to the floor, his back against the cold concrete. “I can't do anything to risk my mother's well-being. I just can't. Jamie, you,” his eyes seem to be begging, “you understand, right?”
Jamie nods, holding Chloe's hand.
“I'd do the same.”
“I -” Mark starts to talk, and then just rests his head against the wall. “What do I do? What the hell do we do?”
He is looking up at the Trespasser, who has stood up and removed his face mask and helmet, revealing a face cratered like the moon as he runs a hand over his dark, short hair. One half of his skin is so pale it shines, emphasising the dark bags under his eyes and the sharpness of his cheekbones. The other half of his face is covered with deep, jagged scars, as though an explosion had hit it. He rubs the sweat that has formed in the crevices where the face-mask fits on, a faint red outline on his face.
“Ok, so you guys aren't soldiers. You've been running around rooftops getting shot at for a few hours and you've accomplished next to nothing.”
“We got the King -” begins Chloe, and the Trespasser cuts her off.
“You got an imposter. Two out of ten for effort.”
Jamie glowers at the soldier, his shoulders sagging. 
“You three aren't soldiers, and you don't fully understand the scale of the shitstorm that we are in, so let me lay it down: the Agency, probably the most capable para-military entity in the world, is hunting you. They wanted to capture you, but not long ago that was changed to a kill order. Most likely because this guy,” the Trespasser points at Mark, “started shouting in the street about bringing down the King. Not a coincidence: my superiors weren't allowing my unit access to certain buildings, to certain streets. Trespassers are elite units: we've never been given no-go orders until today. Add the facts together and you get the bigger picture. The Agency are either helping, or at least covering for, the King. A warlord,” he sighs. “In my line of work, you learn what a city in fear feels like. This entire place stinks of it; it reeks like a kennel when the vet comes in with a needle. I knew something was wrong the minute I stepped off.”
“Looks like you were right,” says Chloe. 
“Surprise surprise, the entire operation went to shit,” he says. “We expected space-debris, explosions or something – instead we get superman and his pals punching helicopters out of the air and people getting nosebleeds then collapsing bridges.” He looks at Mark. “I am not trained for this. Nobody on the planet is trained for this – and now I find out, at the cost of my career and perhaps my life, that everything comes back to the King.”
“It always does in Glasgow,” says Jamie. 
“Well, we've got two options,” he says, lowering his voice. “We don't know how high this goes: if the Agency is involved, then pretty damn high is my guess. We can either blow this entire thing wide open, or we can get buried under it. Those are our options.”
“What are you saying?” asks Mark, his voice small and weak. 
“We stick to the plan and take down the King; better yet, we expose him.”
“What about my mother -”
“Two birds, one stone.”
 Mark breaks his staring competition with the wall and look up.
“What?”
“You remember that patch on your arm?” the Trespasser leans down and presses it in with his thumb. “I just turned it off. It's a tracking device. It's inactive, but once you push your thumb down on it, it'll switch on. I've got the other half of the device that'll show me where you are, within a range of two hundred miles. It's accurate to about a meter.”
“Yeah: this is how you found us here.”
“You're going to let them take you in. When you meet the King, activate it again.”
“What if they search me?”
“Put it in the waistband of your trousers, or something. It's hard to spot as it is.” Mark gives him a reluctant nod. “The King wants to control you, Mark: you have to bargain with him. Get to wherever they're holding her before you cooperate. Then activate the tracker, and we send in the cavalry.”
“I thought,” says Jamie, “that the cavalry were trying to kill us?”
“I'm working on that,” says the Trespasser. “When I said we needed to blow this wide open, I meant it. Trust me: I'll think of something, and if I can't then I can assure you I'm worth ten times my number in a fight. Worst comes to worst, I'm the cavalry.”
“And the King?” Chloe asks them, emerging from her contemplative silence. “On the off chance that the man that you meet is the King, considering there might not even be a single man in charge of everything, what next? How do you pin him to anything that's happened? There won't be any evidence, I can guarantee you. He lets his lackeys – men like Jamie – get their hands dirty so that his are clean.”
“We have to trust that once we bring the world's attention to this, the evidence will come forward,” says the Trespasser. “Once we have the man himself in custody, the fear vanishes and the tower of cards collapses. The evidence will be there.” He takes a deep breath as though he is breaking bad news. “We're also going to need a helicopter.”
“A helicopter?” asks Mark, sitting up. “What for?”
“Firstly, I need something that can respond to your signal wherever you are. Secondly, I intend to contact my superiors,” the Trespasser pulls a tiny USB device out of a pouch on his belt and holds it up. “This is my comms unit. As soon as I plug it in, Command will know exactly where I am: I need a vehicle capable of outrunning whatever they send after me for long enough to get the message out.”
“How are we going to get a helicopter?” asks Jamie.
“Use ourselves as bait,” he says. “Then I can handle it when it gets in close.”
Jamie laughs and shakes his head,
“I'd rather not get shot at again, if we can avoid it.”
“I'll do what I can,” says the Trespasser. “You might be better off staying here if you're concerned -”
“No, don't misunderstand me,” says Jamie. “We're coming with you. If you're going to bring the Agency's attack dogs down on yourself, fine, but before you do it: drop us somewhere far away. We're leaving.”
Although he is addressing the room, Jamie looks Mark in the eye as he says it. The janitor is silent for a moment, and the room holds its breath. Then he nods, and says,
“I understand.”
“Jamie?” asks Chloe. “I thought we were going to help take down the King?”
“They've got a solid plan,” he says. “If it works, great: we're safe. If it doesn't, I want us to be as far out of this city as we can be. I'm not putting you in harm's way again.”
“If we can fix this,” the Trespasser says, “then you should hand yourselves in. Corrupt or not, the Agency are helping the people who were hit by the fire. Your powers might be killing you.”
“Not interested,” Jamie raises a hand to stop him. “I know what I can do. As long as I don't push it too hard I'm fine.” He turns to Chloe, who is giving him a look that he can't quite understand. “I can use this power to stay away from anybody who might catch us. We'll be fine.”
“There's a chance,” the Trespasser says, “that even if this plan works, the Agency might still come after you.”
“Then I'll outrun them,” says Jamie. 
“You're sure about this?”
Jamie nods, though Chloe hasn't said a thing. 
“I'll help you get this helicopter – and then you drop us somewhere else before you make that broadcast.”
“Ok,” says the Trespasser. “If you're sure.”
Mark stands up.
“In that case,” he announces, stretching his arms and coming to terms with what he's about to do. “I'd best go and sit downstairs.”
They all stand up.
“We're heading for the roof,” the Trespasser tells Jamie and Chloe.
“There's a hatch,” Jamie nods. “Can you fly a helicopter?”
“I can.”
They walk past Mark and out into the Garden's central chamber, halfway up. The Trespasser nods to Chloe and Jamie, heading away up the curved staircase. The three civilians exchange expectant glances amidst a heavy silence. 
Chloe breaks it.
“Listen, if I don't see you again,” she turns to Mark, shrugs, and wraps her arms around his shoulders. He returns the embrace with a confused smile. “Good luck,” she pats his back as they separate.
“Yeah, and thanks for everything,” says Jamie, and extends an awkward hand. Mark takes it and they exchange a firm shake devoid of words but filled with meaning. 
“Don't mention it.”
“It's a shame this place didn't work out. I know we could have used a place like this,” he motions to himself and Chloe, “back when the streets were home. You're not a bad man, Mark.”
“Neither are you,” Mark says, and the two lock eyes. Those words echo in Jamie's head, all the louder for the firm, but endearing and honest look in Mark's eyes.
Jamie lets go of his hand and turns, following Chloe and the Trespasser. The Trespasser turns as he ascends the stairs, shouting back,
“I'll see you soon, Mark. Remember, wherever you are – once you can hear the helicopter, I'm nearly there. Get a drink when you next can, too.”
“I'll need it, I'm sure,” Mark replies, and then the trio are gone, nothing but a clattering set of footsteps.  
Mark sighs and wraps his own arms around himself as he walks in the opposite direction, all on his own. He wades through halls full of grey memories, the stench of his own body filling his nostrils, a foul taste on his tongue. With every blink his mother stares back at him. 
Eventually he reaches the bottom steps, and sits on them like a lost and upset child. He folds his arms around his naked torso, wishing now that he weren't so exposed, and waits for the King's men to appear. 
Before long, he hears the thick revving of an engine outside. It dies down, and he hears doors slam shut. 
The oak doors to the Gardens click open and swing free to let the wolves in. Mark's hair stands up on his neck, his stomach aching with acidic bile, as the men walk in. 
They should be swaggering, he thinks. They should be swinging clubs and crowbars and taunting him, playing some sick theatre act – but instead he gets the cold, professional stares of men prepared to kill on the orders of a faceless man. 
His body goes slack, and he stands, his head bowed.
“Mark,” the black-jacketed bald man at the front says, clasping his hands behind his back.
Mark does not look up. “Yes?”
“The King would like to speak to you.” 
Mark nods, and steps forward. They almost step back, flinching. The bald one calms them with a hand as though they were attack dogs, and turns back to Mark. 
“We're going to put a bag over your head and take you into the van.”
“Ok,” he says, and stares at the floor until a man steps forward and the material snags under his chin, turning his world dark. 
Without a word, he is led like a condemned man out of the fortress that he built with his own hands, into the cold rain, and then into the fume-choked back of a waiting van. He stumbles and falls to the floor, and hears the clatter of four sets of business shoes joining him. There is the distinct sound of a loud, metallic click-clack of a weapon. Then another three.
He sits up, feeling the comfort of the small cylinder pressed against his flesh in the back lining of his trousers, digging into his leg. 
“We shouldn't be long, sir,” the leader tells him. There's the faintest hint of sympathy in his voice.
The van trundles off, rain pattering on the metal roof like dirt tossed atop a coffin. 
 



 
Episode 11
 
Leverage



Rain tickles Jamie's forehead, washing his face for the first time since the fire bathed him. He breathes, and the rain finds his open mouth. It stings his eyes and tastes of sour metal – it soaks through his blood drenched shirt and chills his skin. 
It feels like a baptism.
“You ok, Jamie?” Trespasser One asks him as they stroll across the gravel rooftop. Jamie looks at Chloe, and then shrugs.
“Yeah, I'm fine.”
“How do we get a helicopter close enough to steal?” Chloe asks him, shouting over the constant pattering drum-roll of the rain. Her blonde curls are flat and plastered to her forehead. What little make up had survived her ordeal until now is streaking from her eyes. 
“Easy,” says the Trespasser, and stops in the middle of the roof with his mask in one hand. He looks up, letting the rain wash the sweat out of his jet black hair. The scarred half of his face catches the rain like a sieve and it falls off his chin like a waterfall. 
“Easy how?” Jamie shouts.
“There are more satellites pointing at this city today than there are pointing at North Korea.”
“What? How many have we got pointing at North Korea?” Jamie asks.
“Lots.” The Trespasser gives him a look that questions his naivety. “And these satellites are good, so trust me when I say that there'll be a helicopter here within a few minutes.”
“Really?” Chloe asks him.
“I just pointed my face to the sky. They know I'm here.”
Jamie paces towards him over the roof, arms out in confusion.
“But how do we get the helicopter?”
“We wait until the helicopter appears. They still want to capture you – the termination order was only for Mark and me. Capturing you means troops on the ground: they'll land soldiers on this rooftop. We let them come down, and then I neutralise them and we go up the rope. Ok?”
“I was with you until you casually said we neutralise some soldiers,” says Jamie.
“I can do that,” he says. “You can – what is you do? Turn invisible? Just do that and wait for the shooting to stop.”
“I don't turn invisible,” he squeezes the bridge of his nose. “I stop time.”
“Oh,” says the Trespasser. “Just for yourself? Or can you do it for others?”
“I can do it for you, yeah.”
“Well in that case: let them get down, and then stop time and we'll scramble up into a chopper together.”
“I have to be touching you,” Jamie shakes his head.
The Trespasser barks out a hollow laugh. “Well, that complicates things.” 
“How?”
“I can't climb a rope and take control of a helicopter whilst dragging you with me. We'll need to do it differently.” He thinks for a moment, folding his arms. “Ok, we let them get on the ground first. All of them. Then we stop time, neutralise them, and then I climb the rope.” 
“Fight them?” asks Chloe.
“No way,” Jamie says. “We're not getting into a gunfight, not whilst she's here.” 
“I never said we'd get into a gunfight,” the Trespasser cuts in. “If you can stop time, I'll neutralise them myself.”
“Kill them?” asks Chloe, her voice lost in the pitter-patter of the rain.
“They're only men following orders, just like I was. They don't need to die. Look, I'm a professional. You just stop the clocks, and I'll handle the rest.”
Trespasser One and Jamie lock eyes like bulls lock horns. Chloe squeezes his hand and Jamie eventually looks away. 
“I don't like this either, Jamie,” she tells him under her breath. “Every bloody second you spend using your power, you come a little closer to pushing it too far.”
“If we can do this, then we get a ride out the city. To safety.”
“Are you sure that's where you want to go? Out of the city?”
“This place has nothing left to offer us, Chloe. I promised you a life together: that's still what I want to give you.”
“Jamie I don't give a damn where we go, or what we do. As long as we do it together. We're a team.” She gives him a brave smile despite the rain drowning her face and screwing her eyes up. “But if we run – well, we'll always be running.”
“Is that a problem?”
“I don't mind so much if I'm running with you.”
“I know, but I didn't promise you a life as a fugitive. I promised you a life that you could be proud of – that we could both be proud of.”
He hangs his head, and she kisses him softly on the mouth and pats his cheek. 
“I've got your back,” she says, “no matter where we go. If you want us to run, I'll run with you. If you want us to stay: I'll stay with you.”
The Trespasser interrupts them, shouting and pointing.
“Here they come.”
They follow his pointing finger and see the helicopter's cutting through the low mist. 
 
 
Mark feels the van stop in the pit of his stomach, bile and acid rushing against his belly's walls as he is flung forward. The rain taps its long, grey fingers on the van's roof as if taunting him to come outside. Everything is dark under the damp hood; it smells like grease and motor oil. 
“On your feet, sir,” somebody commands him. 
Mark complies, standing with his hands out for balance, trying to feel his way around. Then the van's doors are opened and a gush of wet wind rushes in to meet him with a swooping howl. He stumbles towards the faint light penetrating the hood. 
Mark jumps when hands grab at him, leading him out. He hears them chatting as though he were a troublesome animal being led to a butcher. 
“Will I remove the hood sir?”
“Do it.”
The darkness is torn away, and even the faint light blinds him. He savours the fresh rain on his skull, reminding him that he's alive. The men let go of his arms, and step back as though he were about to go off like a firework. 
Mark is standing in a wide open parking lot that he has never seen before. Old industrial buildings box them in like watchtowers, all girders and corrugated iron, each playing a different drumbeat under the torrents of rain. 
He almost asks where they are, but he knows better than to expect an answer. Mark can see the tall buildings of the city centre in the distance – he's perhaps four or five miles north of the city. 
As he works it out he realises that he isn't as drunk, and therefore perhaps isn't as strong as he'd have liked to be. An unwelcome fear tugs at his bowels and settles in for a long stay. 
Holding their compact, angular assault rifles, the suited men lead him forward, through the rainy mist that seems to steam off his bare torso, towards a fire door installed in the side of a vast warehouse. 
The door has no visible handle, but it opens as they approach. Another man who may as well be a clone of Mark's captors motions for them to come in. Mark is led into the gloom, two men in front and two behind him, and the rain becomes a distant memory as he takes in the chilled, hollow feel of the building's interior. 
The room itself is the shell of the warehouse – a wide open dusty room that extends from the unkempt floor to the thin roof overhead. Waterfalls dot the industrial desert, falling from holes in the roof and bursting on the floor, an endless round of applause for the captured hero as he is led through them. He sees no other men, no other signs of life, and wonders if they intend to try and kill him.
Despite his bulletproof skin, he feels fear creeping up his spine. The relief, when they kneel in the middle of the floor and lift an unseen trapdoor, is little more than a cold breath down his back. He can feel the cold, he realises, the damp air, and if he can feel that then chances are he'll feel the stinging of their bullets enough for it to matter, should it come to it. 
The stairs down into the earth are clean and well lit. The ageing concrete – from a time when Glasgow still had some industry in its veins – turns to exquisite wood like the cabin of a ship as they descend. Muffled by the layers of concrete above them, the world is left on the surface to rot as they walk deeper and deeper into the skin of the city. 
Then they hit the bottom, and Mark can feel the weight of the world above them, ever conscious of the distance between him and that safe, open sky. The roof is the barrier, concrete and steel, that is going to trap him down here where the King can talk to him, face to face. 
"The King is waiting for you just ahead, sir."
Hearing the name sends a jolt of sickness through his stomach. Mark is surprised at the tone they speak to him with: respect, almost. A kind of sympathy, like nurses admitting him to a hospice.
As Mark is led down the corridor, filled with warm lights and the scent of hot printer ink, he hears the bustle of work. It takes him a minute to place the sound, and when he does it's an instant realisation: offices. 
The entire place sounds like a busy office. If he listens, he can hear printers and computers, the low hum of electronics, servers and information flying through cables in the walls. This entire place is like the administration sector of a busy company. 
"What is this?" Mark asks as they walk. "Is this an office, or something?"
"The King will answer any questions you have, sir," says the man behind him.
Finally, the long corridor ends in a wooden door with a large steel lock hiding the handle. The man at the front waves his hand over the lock and it clicks open, hissing as it beckons them in with a mechanical creak.
“Pneumatic door?” Mark asks, frowning.
“Airtight, sir, yes.”
Mark says nothing, but his mind is racing. 
Airtight?
The procession stops within a large, cosy room lit by a series of lamps hanging on the varnished walls, adorned with colourful murals in an exact pattern than screams of obsessive compulsion. 
A patterned rug sits at an exact right angle to two leather armchairs facing one another, a small table in between them; Mark suspects that a protractor and a laser pointer were used in their placement. The ceiling is low enough to raise the hackles on Mark's neck – he isn't short, and he can feel the roof pressing down on his personal space, as though the ceiling is trying to crush him. 
“Take a seat, sir,” says one of the men – Mark doesn't bother to see who; they're all the same anyway. “The King will be with you shortly.”
“Uh...” 
The four men then step back and align themselves against the wall like palace guards, becoming just another part of the scenery. Mark takes a reluctant step towards the leather chairs, and points at them, looking back at the guards.
“Any particular one...?”
“The one closest us, please sir.”
Mark takes a seat, feeling the fine leather stick to his bruised torso. The rain on his silver trousers squeaks against the material and he cringes. Sitting forward to give his back a chance to escape the leather's grip, he leans on his knees and cups his hands around his mouth.
“Is she here?” he asks after a long silence filled only by muffled office chatter.
“Sir?”
“My mother; is she here?”
“The King will answer any questions -”
“Well he isn't here,” says Mark, his eyes dark. “So I'm asking you.”
One of the guards has raised a hand to his ear and is muttering something under his breath.
Mark looks them up and down, appraising them like animals at a market, judging whether or not he could take them. The men must see it in his face: he hears the click of their safety catches switching to off. 
“Sir, the King will be with you shortly,” says one, and Mark hears the nerves in his voice. 
The man is scared and he's trying not to show it, but the reality is that he's in an enclosed space with a man who, earlier today, punched a helicopter out of the sky. 
The hiss of an opening door lets the tension out of the room like a pressure valve, and the men relax. Mark whips his head around to see who has joined them, from the door opposite the one he entered through. 
This man is shorter than the guards, but only just. His face is unassuming, neutral in a cheerful sort of way. His left eyebrow seems to always be raised in pleasant surprise and his hair is slicked to the side like an old soldier's. His three piece suit isn't quite as exquisite as Mark might have expected; it looks like it was tailored for comfort rather than style, and it's navy blue.
He walks into the middle of the room, and every eye is on him. Looking between the guards and Mark like misbehaving children, he says in a clipped Glasgow accent:
“I sense some tension here, lads. Am I missing something?”
The guards say nothing, meeting his eyes but remaining silent. He turns to Mark, eyebrows raised in question.
Mark's voice is as flat and ordered as the perfectly aligned furniture. 
“I was asking them where my mother is.” 
The man smooths his suit and sighs, turning to the guards.
“Leave us.”
“Sir? But -”
“He's bulletproof, Gregor. You'll only make matters more difficult. Now leave us. Go and see to Mark's mother, see if she needs anything.”
Mark stands up out of his seat at the mention of his mother.
“I want to see her,” he demands, and the look from the blue-suited man stops him in his tracks. 
Like am owner staring down a bad dog, the man glares through Mark's skin, into his soul, and Mark sits back down in his seat.
The malice leaves his face with a deep breath.
“Remember the scenario, Mark,” the man tells him with an apologetic smile. “Neither of us want this to get out of hand.”
The four men leave the room, heads down, the door sealing shut behind them. 
Taking the seat at an angle to Mark and leaning forward, the man in the blue suit extends a hand, which Mark looks at in disgust.
“Hello Mark,” he says, smiling and looking at his hand again. Mark says nothing, and the man withdraws his hand, sighing again. “Ok,” he says, smoothing his tie. “I understand why you're angry.”
“Do you really.”
The man stands up from the seat, and paces out into the middle of the floor like an orchestra conductor. 
“You have every right to be. Try to see this from my point of view, Mark. I can't threaten you directly; I needed leverage. It's regrettable, and it makes me feel a little dirty, so I'd like to remove your poor mother from this equation as soon as possible; a desire I think we share.”
Mark cuts to the chase, conscious of the small tracking device attached to his hip. 
“I don't know who you are,” he says, “but I want the King. The real King, not some imposter. The last imposter who tried to negotiate with me got his knees broken, so get me the real King.”
The man looks around in confusion.
“I'll wait, don't worry,”says Mark, leaning on his knees again and staring at the man. “I'm in no rush.”
“Well,” the man lets out a breath, and puts a hand on his chest, nodding in understanding, “how rude of me.”
Mark watches as the façade slides from the man's face, and the raised eyebrow and the quiet charm are replaced with the hollow shell of a man that's been emptied out as a vessel for something much worse. Mark can almost smell his ego from the chair; his face betrays no patience for anything save his own ends, his lip curled in a smile that no painter could capture. Mark almost moves back in fear from the sudden change.
“You are a significant investment, Mark,” he says, his neat-clipped tones gone and replaced with a businessman's charm. One hand goes in his pocket like a street-corner dealer and he leans backwards on his own confidence. “I wouldn't be so stupid as to try and play with your expectations, not when we can offer each other,” he smiles a cruel grin, “so much.”
Mark narrows his eyes. 
“You're him,” he says; and he knows it's true. He can sense it. Taste it in the air – that aura of absolute control. He fights the urge in his bones to submit to the man and offer his services, so overcoming is the sense of crushing dominance. 
He seems to smile at the recognition.
“Paul King,” he nods. “The King. In the flesh,” he lets out a hollow, lifeless laugh that has no humour in it, “which makes me sound like some cartoon villain. I got lucky as far as surnames go. Could've been worse, could've been called Queen.  You should be flattered, Mark,” he barks his name. “I can count on two hands the number of people who get to deal with me face to face. I believe you've met one of my...” he waves his hand, searching for the word.
“Doubles?”
“Aye, double. He was a good lad. Really bought into the role.”
Mark tries to match the lifeless tone in the King's voice.
“So much so that he'd rather eat cyanide than talk to me.” 
“I know,” the King shrugs. “Dangers of the job, they all understand when they take the position.”
“He died for nothing: I'm here anyway.”
“Yes you are, and I didn't think you'd appreciate another double. They wouldn't have the authority to make the kind of negotiations that I want to anyway.”
Mark tilts his head back, trying to show his refusal to bow down, but the King is still standing above him by merit of the chair.
“I wouldn't have spoken to anybody else.” 
The King observes him.
“You're confident. I'd expect no less from a bulletproof man. No less.”
“I want to see her.”
“I'm sure you do,” the King shrugs, and steps back, motioning to the door. “You'll understand if I stay out of arms-reach, of course. Just follow me through this door – oh, and Mark?”
Mark stands up, staring at those icy, black eyes – and they are pitch black: huge pupils and little else, barely any white. 
“Yes?”
“I understand you may have come here with certain... assumptions. I assure you – we want the same thing. We both want this to go smoothly, but right now we, as two upstanding businessmen, are in what we call a Mexican stand-off. You have a gun to my head and I have a gun to your head. You could kill me with a single punch if you wanted; I could kill your mother with a single word. We're trusting each other not to pull the trigger here, ok? Think of this like a nuclear deterrent, mutually assured destruction – look, I don't want to kill anybody, ok?”
Mark says nothing.
“It's my firm belief,” the King gives him a confident smile, “that you will shake my hand when this is over, and leave here as a valued business partner. An equal, of sorts.”
The King turns and walks to the door, opening it with another hiss. Mark lets the hiss mask a tense breath that he lets out. Holding the door open, the King gestures for Mark to walk through first.
Mark runs a hand around the waistband of the trousers and depresses the tracker with his thumb. It buzzes like a phone being switched on, letting him know it's there. He stretches the rest of his body to keep up the act, and then steps through the door as the King watches him, wincing at the invasive scent of the man's aftershave as he does. 
 
 
On the rooftop of the Gardens, Jamie stands with one hand on the Trespasser's shoulder and the other entwined in Chloe's. The roar of helicopters drowns out any chance of words – two are coming in quickly over the distant roofs, flying low.
The Trespasser holds up a thumb: they're transport choppers. All to plan. 
Chloe squeezes Jamie's hand in the deafening storm, rain lashing them like whip strokes. He turns to her, and she mouths:
Ready?
He nods, and squeezes her hand tighter to try and fight the shaking. The helicopters, wide and round-bodied beasts, circle them like waiting vultures. Jamie watches the Trespasser raise his hands in mock surrender, and the helicopters come in closer. He tempts them in like a snake charmer, taking his time to show them he means no harm. They come closer in concentric circles as he lowers himself to his knees. 
The last thing that Chloe feels is the roaring, whistling hurricane that the helicopters are making: the wind from their rotors buffets them, driving her back. She holds onto Jamie, her own safety line, as the helicopters lower themselves at either corner of the roof, and – sure enough as the Trespasser predicted – twin ropes drop from the open doors and onto the gravel. 
The Trespasser watches them, waiting, his unmasked eyes following them like a nervous fox surrounded by wolves. 
“Be ready,” he roars to Jamie, and whether the thief hears him or not, he understands:
Wait until they're all on the ground. 
Like shadows falling amidst the static rainstorm, more soldiers in black armour descend the ropes in rapid succession, dropping to the roof and spreading out, keeping their weapons on them. Jamie tenses, ready to stop the clocks at the first hint of a trigger being pulled. 
The roof is filled with armoured men aiming rifles at them. Jamie looks at the Trespasser, who is counting under his breath, marking each of the men. He nods, and turns to Jamie as a soldier approaches through the crowd. 
The soldier points at the Trespasser, and makes a sign with his hand that Jamie does not understand.
The Trespasser shakes his head, and turns to Jamie, his eyes telling him everything that he needs to know.
Jamie puts his hand on the Trespasser's shoulder, takes a deep breath, focuses his mind, and watches as the colour and movement drains from the world, turning the soldiers into lifeless statues before his eyes. 
Time stop.
Drawing his pistol, the Trespasser quickly takes aim and, with surgical precision, begins to incapacitate the soldiers with knee and shoulder shots, leaving thin trails of half-exploded rain drops in the air where the bullets have flown, little clouds of pink mist marking the soldiers that are hit. 
Like a metronome the pistol shots echo rhythmically, every second: aim – fire – aim – fire.
Then silence.
“Hold in there, Jamie, I'm reloading,” shouts the Trespasser, deafening in the silence that has encompassed them. 
“Hurry,” Chloe urges the Trespasser, and the soldier looks around to see why. 
Jamie is trembling, his nose gushing blood again. 
Without a word, the Trespasser slots a new magazine into his pistol and racks the slide. He resumes his task, turning as steadily as a clock hand, disabling career soldiers who might never walk again unaided. He grits his teeth and, mentally apologising as he goes, pulls the trigger over and over.
Out of nowhere, time returns with a rush of colour and light, knocking the Trespasser off aim. A shot goes wild, and now he is surrounded by screaming men, writhing and falling to the ground. All he can hear is the roar of the helicopters and the desperate confusion of the soldiers. 
Turning to look, he finds Jamie clutching his head and screaming, inaudible over the noise. Chloe has sheltered him with her body, grabbing his shoulders and trying to shield him from the rain. Blood is pouring from his nose and pooling around his knees in the storm water.
Training takes over.
He may not be able to stop time, but the Trespasser's adrenaline kicks in and time slows for him. The operating system of his own training guides his thoughts before he can think them, and he quickly assesses the situation and acts.
There are five soldiers left standing, confused and disorientated by the sudden split-second burst of gunfire that has disabled three quarters of their unit. 
There's a seventy five percent chance that their officer is screaming in pain rather than screaming orders at them, so they haven't acted.
He has a second, maybe two, to use before they gun him and the couple down. A mental check-list tells him what he has left to use: his rope gun is useless here. His parachute is gone and it would be no use anyway. His launcher is empty. His pistol is already up and raised, but he can't out-shoot five trained men. 
Whilst this is happening in slow motion for him, his mind is running down a flow-chart at just under the speed of sound: which is as fast as the human brain can work. 
He does have one weapon that he hasn't considered. Trespasser's are equipped to deal with more than just combat situations. His belt also holds things like an emergency first aid kit, electronics, surveillance devices... and a fire-retardant canister; it's that last one that he yanks out of his belt and tosses towards the soldiers. It arcs through the air, a pressurised container that contains enough fire dampening foam to rapidly extinguish a kitchen fire. It's not particularly harmful, but it does cover a wide area in a white mist within a split-second.
He has time for one bullet, and he puts it straight through the canister in mid air.
The world goes white with a loud pop.
Whilst they cry out and struggle to wipe their eyes and visors clear of the foam, the Trespasser has imprinted their silhouettes in his memory, and he drops to one knee and, moving like a machine, puts five rounds into the white mist, following the line he had mentally drawn across their knees and shoulders. 
They all drop. Five shots, five hits, five targets down.
He turns and grabs the couple, who are curled on the ground, and lifts them as the first badly-aimed shots are returned through the smoke. With the helicopter's so close, the mist won't last long.
He's already out of it and dragging Jamie and Chloe past prone soldiers who clutch at their wounds. One scrambles with their free hand for their side-arm, trying to get a pistol out. The Trespasser aims and fires, clipping the pistol out of his hand. 
Above him, he sees the look of horror on the pilot's face, and the sound of the engine changes as the machine begins to lift itself away, taking that life saving rope with it, trailing it out across the buildings.
“Jamie,” the Trespasser grabs the man and realises that he's sobbing in pain, his eyes are bleeding. “Jamie, I need one last burst of power. Can you do that? Put your arms around my neck, hold on, ok? Just stop it until we're on that chopper, ok? Chloe, you too, come on, I can carry you both.”
He trails off. Jamie is shaking his head.
“Go. Get the chopper, bring it back. I'll protect her. Just...” Jamie pushes him towards the chopper as it lifts off, and with no other choice, the Trespasser runs.
The first gun shots whistle through the air around him – one ricochets off the breastplate of his armour. 
He reaches the edge of the roof just as the chopper leaves, leaps onto the ledge, and puts everything he has into his legs.
Trespasser One leaps into the sky, arms outstretched, and sails through the rain without anything to save him if he misses.
He doesn't.
Clutching on with desperate strength, the Trespasser grabs the rope and swings under the belly of the helicopter, wrapping his legs in the rope and tensing his muscles against the speed of the chopper as it accelerates away from the scene.
He turns for a moment and sees, through the rain, black figures rising from the gravel – he only incapacitated them after all. One of them fires a shot, but Jamie and Chloe flicker as though they are dropping out of reality, and the shot misses. 
“Just hold on, Jamie,” he grunts as he begins pulling himself up towards the cabin. “Just give me time.”
On his belt, the tracker starts beeping. 
Mark has activated the tracker.
He pulls himself up into the helicopter's open cabin with a roar, spending what little remains of his strength, and grabs onto a seat for balance before leaping at the cockpit like a wild animal, where a panicked pilot is screaming for help. 



 
Series 1 Finale
 
Judgement



“Mayday, mayday, this is Eagle Four, I have been boarded by a hostile -”
The Trespasser grabs the pilot's head in a talon-like hand and slams it forward into the controls, catching his form as he slides, limp, out of the chair. Rolling him aside, the Trespasser sits himself in the pilot's seat as the helicopter begins to drift to the side. Breath held, he wrestles the controls back in line and rights the craft, turning it to give him a decent view of the rooftop, where dark figures close on the young couple like malicious shadows.
“Just hold on,” he murmurs, urging the chopper forward as his eyes scan the controls, flicking switches above his head. 
 
On the rooftop, Jamie is clutching his head in one hand, his other arm wrapped around Chloe as the rain pounds their skin.
“Behind us,” she tells him, and a gunshot punches through the sound of chaos. Chloe sees the flash and hears the whip-crack of the pistol, but the shot never finds them. The world flickers, and the shot misses them.
“I can't keep doing this,” Jamie groans, his eyes screwed shut, stinging with the salty blood seeping out of them, as though his brain is tearing from the inside
Looking into his eyes, Chloe sees that blood vessels have began to pop – the whites of his eyes are filled with little clouds of red mist suspended in mid-explosion. Another gunshot – another flicker, and they are crouched down now. Jamie whips his head around, looking for their assailant amongst the prone, helpless soldiers. 
One, no – two of them are getting up, clutching their shoulders, aiming pistols at the couple. They take aim.
Jamie flinches away, trying to protect Chloe with his body, but the soldier's aim is thrown off by the rapid descent of the transport helicopter above them.
It arrives with a mechanical rumble, the thick city air slapping the soldiers to the ground as the rotor blades whip it into life. Blocking out the grey sleet that lashes the roof, its protective halo shelters Jamie and Chloe, who stand in its shadow as a rope is thrown down at their feet like an offering. 
Chloe grabs it, entwining her arm in it and motioning for Jamie, in his weakened state, to latch onto her. She stops, her eyes catching something, and then - 
She's screaming his name – he can't hear her, but he knows that she's screaming, pointing just behind him.
Jamie turns, and though he cannot hear the gunshot he sees it, a flash like lightning, and then -
Everything is dull. 
Everything is grey.
Time stands still. 
The rain hangs in the air like pencil lines drawn across the entire world, and through it flies a single bullet, shattering raindrops as it travels. Jamie feels blood rush out of his nose – if his brain were a muscle, its hamstrings would be twanging and snapping.
His mind traces the path of the bullet as though he has all the time in the world. If he steps aside, it will miss him – and hit Chloe, her feet off the ground as the helicopter lifts her away from this mess. 
A few thoughts flash across his mind: he can't just step aside and let her take the bullet.
He could grab her, bring her into his spare few seconds and try to climb the rope with her, to get out of the way, but his strength is failing him, and fast.
Or he could take the bullet and let her escape.
Except she wouldn't escape, he thinks, would she?

He turns and looks at her, frozen in the moment, like an acrobat hanging off a wire, arm outstretched, offering him her hand. Her make-up has ran clear of her face, two great black streaks running from her eyes to her chin like a panda, and her hair is plastered against her head, letting rivulets of water run down her cheeks. Chloe's clothes are all soaked through, clinging to her frail figure like torn rags. But she's still beautiful, and she'd never let him lie and bleed to death on a rooftop. She'd never forgive him for it, either.
Which leaves him only one option. 
He reaches out, and grabs her hand, bringing her into his little universe. The moment shocks her: she's still screaming his name until her eyes adjust and the calmness of the silent, timeless world silences her.
She looks down at him, tightens her grips around his hand, and helps him up on to the rope.
“We need to climb,” he grunts as his hands find the rope, and motions for her to hold on. She wraps her arms around his neck and clings on like an injured animal. With blood cascading down his chin, he begins to pull them up the rope.
He feels his mind begin to crack and splinter like rotten wood. Trying to focus, to keep climbing despite the pain, becomes impossible. 
She sees it in his eyes, the struggle going on in his mind: without a word she unlaces her hand, wraps her legs around his midriff, and tells him,
“You keep the clock stopped,” she grits her teeth, motioning for him to hold on, “and I'll climb.”
He considers arguing, but the throbbing, screaming pain in his head is too much. Jamie hangs onto her like a frightened child, putting every last bit of his effort into keeping the angry, thrashing passage of time at bay. His mind becomes a blockage in the river of time, and the pressure builds with every second that doesn't pass.
Chloe holds a tense breath and puffs her cheeks out as her thin arms begin pulling them upwards an inch at a time, her face red with effort. 
Jamie's concentration snaps, and the world slaps them in the face with its rain and its noise. Somewhere below them, a shot passes through the air where a split second ago they both stood. 
With the rain lashing against his face, Jamie tries to shout out, to apologise, to tell her to keep climbing, but blood clogs his throat like bile, salty and bitter. He splutters it down his chin, gasping for air.
Before more gunmen can take aim, the helicopter lurches into the sky, dragging them like an afterthought. Jamie's stomach lurches and Chloe shouts at him to hold on, wrapping the rope around her arm for grip again, her legs tightening around Jamie as they are dragged through the sky.
There is nothing beneath their feet but the promise of a long fall to their deaths. 
A minute passes as slowly as an hour in a waiting room, whilst they hang below the chopper's stomach, eyes screwed shut in terror. Chloe feels her grip weakening, her hand burning as the metal twists of the rope cut into her palm. She wants to scream to the Trespasser to stop, to pull them up, but her voice is frail and small under the booming blades.
The helicopter decelerates – she feels it in her stomach first, and tenses herself for what she knows is coming. 
“Jamie, hold on,” she says through gritted teeth, and she feels his hands lace over hers, joining them around the rope. 
“I've got you,” he whispers, their heads side by side, locked in a twisted embrace half a mile above the city. “Don't look down, sweetheart. Don't look -”
The helicopter comes to a stop, swinging them. Gravity tugs at them, trying to undo their fingers and pull their palms, slippery with blood, down the thrashing rope. It bucks and sways like a wild snake trying to throw them off. Every gust of wind tugs at them, tempting them down towards the distant, grey earth. 
Then the rope begins to move. It starts pulling them towards the helicopter's body, and all they can do is hold onto the rope and each other.
“Nearly there,” Chloe gasps, her muscles failing. 
Jamie senses the rotors getting closer, the wind forcing his eyes shut -
Then the wind is gone, and they are hanging in front of an open door: the Trespasser has both of his arms wrapped around a rope that is locked in a pulley, dragging it towards himself like a one-man tug of war team. Jamie and Chloe hang before him like two caterpillars, locked in a chrysalis together, and Trespasser One secures the rope and reaches out to them, pulling them inside the helicopter.
“Chloe we're in,” Jamie says as his grateful feet find the floor, “you can let go.”
She almost doesn't. His hand laces over hers, sticky with blood where the rope cut into her palm and her wrist. He eases her hand open, and together they let go. 
The Trespasser catches her as she falls off the rope, and Jamie stumbles for the seat, desperate to hold onto something before the helicopter tosses him out into wind. 
“Trespasser,” he shouts over the racket, and the soldier lifts his head. “Get us out of here, and for christ's sake shut the bloody door.”
He nods, leaping to the doors and yanking them shut, totally at ease on the edge of the drop. He puts an arm on Chloe's shoulder, and she looks up and gives him a nod – I'm ok. 
The last door slams shut and the screaming storm outside is muffled by the craft's shell. 
With that done, the Trespasser leaps back into the cockpit, checks that the pilot is still out, and steers the aircraft away from the rain-soaked rooftop, away from the city. He tilts it forward until it is racing at full speed towards the green hills of the distant countryside, rising towards the misty grey clouds with every second. Through the cockpit, they see the washed out orange tint of the distant sunset, as though the horizon was on fire. 
Jamie fastens a seatbelt around his waist and lets his body go slack, extending one hand to Chloe to help her into her seat. He leans over as she seats herself, as though he's half asleep, and helps her bloodied, slippery hands to fasten her belt. Finally secured, she rests her head on his shoulder, and with gentle care they wrap their arms around one another, grateful for the moment just to be alive.
 
 
Across the city, Mark walks into a room that is divided in two: on his half stand four men with assault rifles, the same men in suits that walked him in earlier. The other side of the room is bare. Oak panelled walls, the same warm lights, the same low ceiling and the same impression that he's standing in the most exquisite torture chamber he's ever seen. 
The other half of the room is hidden behind a heavy metal door, the type you'd expect on a submarine, that looks thicker than the wall it is set into. The room is as silent as a mortuary, and as the door closes shut behind him the room fills with the sickly smell of hospital waiting rooms: a sterile bleach-stink, a reek that catches in his throat. 
“She's through that door, Mark,” the King appears from behind him, motioning to the door as he addresses his men. “Would one of you men be so kind?”
One of them steps forward and works a lock and a latch, then opens a shutter like a prison door, letting Mark peer through a letter box slit into the room. 
His stomach lurches as he bends down to look through.
Mark's mother sits on a wooden chair, unharmed except for a yellowing bruise on her forehead. Her short hair, greying at the roots and black at the edges, sits ruffled on her head, and her make-up looks as though it has been applied by a drunk: she looks unkempt, unwell, and weak. 
It breaks his heart.
“Mum?” he says through the letterbox, and she looks up. She'd know his eyes anywhere, even if she can't see the rest of his face. Her pained expression shifts to joy,
“Mark,” she smiles; then the realisation sets in, and she realises what this means. “Oh no.”
“Mum, I'm going to get you out of here, ok? Don't worry -”
“Mark don't do whatever he wants you to,” she begs him as though it were her dying wish, “it's not worth it, don't worry about me, you hear? Don't worry about -”
The guard slams the letterbox shut and Mark snaps up, his temper flaring and his fists clenching.
“Easy, Mark,” the King soothes him, letting the guard back away. Mark turns, face scrunched into a scowl. 
“Let me speak to her.”
“Look Mark,” the King shrugs, “let's be honest here. If you don't get her back, you'll tear this place, and probably me and my operation, to pieces. You're walking out of here with your mother whether we shake hands or not, you have my word.”
“I know how you work,” Mark's eyes narrow, “you wouldn't let me walk out of here without taking something from me.”
“That wouldn't make sense, Mark,” the King assures him. “If I don't let you have your mother, I become your enemy, and since guns don't really work on you, I don't have much option other than to appeal to your common sense. This sorry situation is just... a stop-gap. A shameful requirement for our negotiations to take place.”
“You can't expect me to negotiate anything with you, King. I came here for my mother.”
“And you'll get her.”
“Alive and unharmed?”
“You have my word,” he says, and motions back to the other room. “Now, you can't think straight in here and you know she's safe... shall we return to the comfort of the conference room and you can hear me out?”
“I don't need to hear anything. I know who you are.”
“I told you, Mark,” the King gives him what appears to be an honest smile – more disturbing than any grimace. “We're very, very similar. I still believe that we'll leave this place as equals, having put this behind us.”
Mark gives him an uncompromising look, glancing back to the metal door.
“I can walk out of here with her? Ok, I want to do that just now.”
“Once you've heard me out, you can take your dear old mother,” says the King. “Regardless of your decision. But you do have to hear me out. Ok?”
“Then make it quick,” Mark says under his breath, and gestures towards the door. The King smiles to himself and opens the pressurised door, returning to the room with the two chairs and the small table. 
“Please, Mark,” he says, indicating the chairs, “sit down and listen.”
With a look of impatience and contempt, fighting the anger that's boiling up in his stomach like a violent chemical reaction, Mark lowers himself onto the seat and takes a breath.
“Go on then.”
 
 
The helicopter races over the suburbs of the city, over winding spaghetti loops of houses and driveways, far enough now to avoid the chaos of the city centre. No fire fell here: no soldiers, no fighting. 
Trespasser One is messing with the dials and switches on the helicopter's controls. Jamie, leaving Chloe to nurse her cut hands, undoes his belt and approaches the pilot's seat, where the two seats are occupied by the Trespasser and his unconscious extra passenger. 
“Uh... Trespasser?”
“Jamie, everything ok?” 
The soldier does not turn his eyes away from his job, but out of the corner of his eye he sees that a large, red mark has formed around Jamie's lower face, remnants of his bloody nose.
“What's the plan now?” asks Jamie. 
“Mark's tracker has began broadcasting. I need to try and get the Agency on my side for this next part. I'm guessing you want me to let you and Chloe out before I bring hell down on our heads? Where will I drop you?”
Jamie looks back at Chloe, who is opening and closing her hands, wincing with pain as her cuts close and reopen. 
The question hangs in the air as Chloe senses his stare and looks up, both of them a half-dead mess.
“What?” she mouths, her voice drowned out. 
“Where do you want to start running from?” he asks. She doesn't answer to start with, she just looks at him with her eyes. There used to be a sparkle in those eyes – it's still there, but it's being smothered. “Chloe?” he asks her, waiting for a suggestion.
She says nothing – her eyes tell him that it's not that simple, that it never is. In those eyes, he sees everything that they've been through in the past twenty-four hours. 
Torture. Extortion. The threat of human trafficking. They've been shot at by criminals and law-enforcers alike, they've skirted death more times in one day than most people do in a lifetime.
At some point, Jamie knows, they'll have to stop running. It'll kill them eventually. 
Jamie looks at the Trespasser, and a second passes. It doesn't feel like a second – not for him. He sees everything they've been through; he can almost taste the blood the first time he tried to stop time. 
Jamie hears Mark saying goodbye to him in the gardens.
You're not a bad man.
He had really meant it. Mark knew that Jamie was a car thief, a career criminal with little regard for the well-being of others: a selfish man. When they had first met, Jamie had just killed two men in cold blood and knee-capped a third. He had pointed a gun at Mark's face. 
Yet Mark had meant it when he had said it: he doesn't believe that Jamie is a bad man. 
Nobody knows that better than Chloe, and she sees the turmoil in his expression, his mind working to come to terms with what he's about to say. 
So she says it first: not with words, but with her eyes.
Chloe purses her lips, and shakes her head. Jamie gives her a faint nod.
They understand.
“We're not leaving,” he tells the Trespasser. “We're coming with you.”
 “You sure? This could get rough pretty fast.”
“We're used to rough,” says Jamie. “Just do what you have to do.”
“What changed your mind?”
“Mark saved our lives,” Jamie tells him, “and right now he needs a favour. I don't know what your plan is, or if it's even going to work; but I owe him this much, at least.”
“If you're sure,” says the Trespasser. “I'll get to work on the next part of the plan.”
“Which is?”
“Contacting my superior,” he says, producing his comms unit from a pouch on his webbing, “and giving him the ultimatum: expose this, or get buried under it. Same options he gave us.”
“You think he'll go for that?”
“He will when I explain it to him.”
“And if that doesn't work?”
“I'll think of something,” he says. “Trespasser's are adaptable.”
Jamie nods, and waits. The Trespasser does nothing, and then looks up at Jamie.
“Something wrong?” asks Jamie.
“Why are you staring at me?”
“I'm waiting for you to enact your master plan.”
“I can't do it with you watching, Jamie,” he says. 
“What? Really?”
“I'm not the greatest of public speakers, mate; I'm used to punching and shooting people. Just save me the embarrassment, ok, go sit with your girlfriend.”
Jamie shrugs and gives him some space.
The Trespasser sighs, trying to get the sickening nerves out of his stomach. He lets out a frustrated breath and shakes himself.
“Typical,” he groans. “I'll punch a trained soldier in the face without a thought, but ask me to pick an argument with my boss and I turn into a child.”
He leans over and takes the helmet off the pilot's head, and holds the microphone up to his own earpiece. The Trespasser hits the broadcast button on the helicopter's dash, counts to three, and then puts the USB comms unit back into his helmet.
“This is Trespasser One, come in.”
The headset remains silent, but he can hear.
Trespasser One eases back on the throttle and lets the aircraft right itself, decreasing power until he is maintaining altitude, hovering in the one spot over the suburbs.
He takes the tracker out, and finds it pointing back – towards the north of the city, a fair distance away now.
“Command,” he says, louder, “either you talk to me or I say this to whoever is listening and let it spread on its own.”
The static stops and changes, shifting to a clearer tone, and the voice that comes through the headset is the familiar, masculine, commanding tones of his superior.
“You've got some nerve -”
“I also have something you're going to want to hear.”
“I can have a jet scrambled to blow you out of the sky in a few minutes. Give me one reason why I shouldn't.”
“Because then you don't find out where I've got my trump card hidden. If you take me out of the game, you take yourself out of it too.”
“What are you talking about?”
Trespasser One smiles – uncertainty. It's there, faint, but he's trained, and he can hear it.
“You might want to clear the room, if you haven't already,” he takes a breath. “I know everything, Command. I know everything. The King, the truth behind Glasgow's prosperity, the truth behind the falling crime rates and the property prices; I know what price it all came at.” Command says nothing, so he continues, growing bolder. “I wondered why we were given specific areas and buildings to avoid – why I was to avoid asking questions about the King, but I get it now. The Agency doesn't just know about him. They're helping him, aren't they? They know everything, and they decided that he was so good for Glasgow, so good for the statistics and the numbers that they'd just let him stay in power. Maybe even help him out.”
“Now you listen son -”
“No, here's how this is going to go. You have my location as long as my comms unit is plugged in: you're going to follow me to the King's location, and you're going to help me expose him.”
“Son, stop. Listen to sense.”
The Trespasser hears real distress now, and he savours it, pushing the advantage.
“You remember my target? The one that single-handedly took out a few trained strike teams with his fists? He's with the King. He's going to take the King down. So here is my olive branch,” he says, and Command is silent. “I want to give you the chance to fix this. Send a strike team. Arrest the King properly, give him due process... I don't know how high up the corruption has gone, or how he did it, but that man is going down either way. The world is going to find out, and his little empire will crumble when it does. You can either be on the side that strings him up, or you can get strung up with him.”
“Trespasser One,” Command's voice comes over the headset. There's no uncertainty or fear in it anymore. “You are a foot soldier. The big decisions don't come to you. You do not know, nor understand, the benefits that this arrangement has brought to that city. Glasgow is just the beginning, and your friend with the powers, the janitor? He's gone. Dead. The King will have dealt with him, bulletproof or not. You should have followed orders, son.”
“Command this guy is a tyrant, a warlord who has taken an entire city hostage. Trespassers – hell, the entire Agency – was created to fight threats like him. Are you telling me that you're going to just allow a psychopath to occupy one of our cities?”
“You're failing to understand the Agency's role, Trespasser. We were created to ensure that the population is kept safe, and we are doing that. Sometimes we depose warlords – sometimes, the warlords are the best thing for the population, and we let them stay in place.”
“Are you, or are you not,” he turns the helicopter around until it is facing the direction that Mark's tracker is pointing him, “going to help me take down the King, Command?”
Command is silent for longer than the Trespasser can stand, and when he does speak, it is with a very grave, final:
“He's not a warlord.”
“I'll take that as a no, then,” the Trespasser turns again, regarding the young couple, and flashes a triumphant smile at them. “In which case, Command, let me tell you that you just announced your intent to everybody on comms in Operation Firefall. I had the pilot's helmet broadcasting on all frequencies the entire time.”
There is silence over the radio.
“Your move, Command. As for those of you that are still listening and remember what the Agency stands for: I am flying a standard Westland Puma transport helicopter in Agency colours, previously designated as Eagle Four – the pilot is unconscious in the seat beside me. It's easy enough to track: follow me, and I'll show you where the King is. I can't do this alone. I hope to see you there.”
The Trespasser gives Chloe and Jamie a nod, pushes the throttle as far as it will go, and tilts the helicopter forward. They all hold on, watching as the body swings under the rotors like a pendulum and they rush forwards, the rain rattling the hull like machine gun fire. 
“Is that it?” asks Jamie. “Are the Agency going to help us?”
“No,” he says. “But perhaps some Trespasser units might. We're on our own otherwise, and my superior believes that the King will be able to kill Mark without any issues.”
“Mark? But he's -”
“Invincible? I took him down once, he needs to breathe like anybody else. That means he can die like anybody else, too. He's in danger.”
“Then let's go,” says Jamie. 
 
 
The King checks his manicured fingernails, and Mark is grateful not to have to hold his gaze – then his eyes snap back up, drilling into Mark's mind, and he says:
“We're very similar, like I said.”
“It's been a while since I kidnapped somebody's mother,” says Mark, his tone dry.
“I thought we were past this, Mark; it was a necessary precaution. I needed you to sit down long enough to listen to reason.”
“I'm sitting. I'm listening.”
“Good. Now: the only reason you're even in this city in the first place is because you tried to help people. That great big project in the city centre, the Gardens? That's what brought you here.”
“If I recall, it failed because the rent and the utilities went through the roof, forcing me to subject myself to poverty just to sustain it.”
Mark stares into the King's eyes, the anger filling him full of bravery.
“Fairly poetic, when you consider it,” the King smiles, “but it would have failed without my intervention. You put your business, your money, and your trust in the hands of, what? Some homeless people? Criminals?”
“It was about to start working -”
“How many of them stole from you? Or tried to play the system?”
“They were the minority.”
“They were the ones that you knew about. What about the rest? You ever find out where those power drills went? Or the copper wiring? Fetches a decent price, copper wiring.”
They stare, Mark's bottom lip curled back under his teeth. “They thought they had no choice, these people were starving and desperate. Some of them were recovering addicts.”
“They made the choice,” the King shrugs. “They chose to steal from you. You: an honest businessman trying to help them. D'you think they laughed at you? Sitting in an alleyway chugging cheap wine, pockets lined with your money. D'you think they laughed, Mark?”
Mark almost shouts his reply, but he takes a moment, takes a breath, and clenches his fist in front of his own mouth.
“Not all of them were like that. There were good ones.”
“Mark,” the King laughs, “everybody is good when you offer them what they want.” 
The King lets the comment settle in, and Mark leans forward, both of his hands clasped at his jaw, staring into the middle-distance. 
The King steeples his fingers. “And that's the great secret behind this entire city. Behind the Kingdom.”
Mark's mind wanders to the deal the King gave Jamie: steal cars for me and I will give you a home for your family.
“You're talking about offering people what they want in order to control them. So you read the first few pages of Machiavelli,” he chuckles, “I applaud you.”
The King watches him like a curious teacher would a child.
“Ok,” he sighs, and the patience leaves his voice. “Since you apparently aren't willing to take me seriously, let me cut to the root of the issue.”
“I'm listening.”
The King taps his fingers on the table as he talks.
“Do you ever think about God?”
Mark shrugs. “Can't say I do.”
“No,” the King laughs to himself, “neither do I. But consider people, and how they are ruled. If there were a God, would he not be the perfect form of government?”
“What, a theocracy? This isn't the middle ages anymore -”
“No, no, no; consider this: what type of government is the most efficient, in terms of actual change? A democracy?”
“Well, we live in one and we do ok.”
The King lets out a loud and genuine laugh, and wipes a fake tear from his eye with a manicured finger. 
“Oh Mark you precious thing, we don't live in a bloody democracy. Besides, democracy is one of the fairest systems. I didn't ask about fairness. I asked about efficiency.”
“Well, a dictatorship then.”
“Exactly.”
“What, like you have here?”
“I asked you about God – imagine he was real; imagine he was in charge. Absolute power, absolute knowledge, and best of all? Absolute benevolence. He would be perfect.”
“A benevolent dictator?”
“The most perfect form of government.”
“Yeah, and how many benevolent dictators are there?”
The King doesn't answer – just gives Mark a winning smile. Mark laughs.
“What, you? You think you're benevolent?”
“I do what's best for my people -”
“You kill people!” Mark slams his fist on the edge of his chair, and the wood buckles under his hand. The King flinches. “You were going to have me executed for the crime of trying to help people.”
“You were going against the system – I had to remove you, Mark. But look what you did with that situation, look at you now. You've already forced me into meeting you for a compromise. In one day you've changed everything. Nobody could have predicted this, not even me; I apologise for what I did to you, no denial there.”
Mark sits back in his chair, ruffling his hair and calming himself. 
“Look,” the King lowers his voice. “You're young – what are you, twenty something? You've got a good heart, you're smart as a tack, you're driven – you're a good businessman. Don't you think we all start out like that? Desperate to fix the world?”
Something in the King's voice makes Mark lift his eyes from the floor. 
“Surely you're not trying to convince me you want anything except power?”
“Want? I have power, son. Now you think I want to use that to hurt people? I tell you, that's a side effect and nothing more. That was never the goal – but it is a necessity.”
“We'll have to disagree on that.”
“You're young. You don't see the big picture.”
“And you do?”
The King leans back and cracks his knuckles, relaxing into his chair. 
“Listen. Humanity has only really crawled out of our caves relatively recently. A generation ago it was illegal to be gay. Before that, it was completely okay to own people – still is, in some places. Before that, most women died in childbirth. In the past fifty years we have come so, so far. And we're going to go even further, even faster.”
“Yeah. And?”
“And every time we make those leaps, Mark, we unearth knowledge – and you know that knowledge is true power. Every time we make a discovery, we find a new way to wipe ourselves out. At the end of World War Two we finally learned what we needed to do to completely wipe ourselves out – and a decade or two later, we nearly bloody did it. Nuclear weaponry is not the worst thing we are going to develop, Mark – and next time we might not be so lucky; we might not be so restrained.”
“So what? All of this is because you don't trust humanity with its own power?”
“Do you?”
“Well, yeah. We've come this far.”
“Then you're naïve. Like I said, you're young. People are idiots – there are psychos right now who would just love to drop a nuclear bomb on someone who's a different colour or worships the wrong god, and they'd set the whole world on fire just to see it happen. We have achieved power beyond our own ability to control it.”
“Control,” says Mark. “There it is – I was wondering when that word would rear it's head. So what, you think that the only way to stop us blowing ourselves to hell is to control everybody?”
“Well, I believe it's humanity's best chance.”
“I think they tried this in Nazi Germany, did they not?”
“Oh, comparing me to the Nazis? What are you, twelve years old? They were fanatics based around a cult of personality. I'm talking about a guiding hand to ensure that the best and brightest aren't wiped out when the peasants press the fucking reset button on civilisation.”
“By controlling them.”
“You say that like it's a bad word, Mark, so let's take some metrics. The Kingdom; a sociological experiment a couple of decades in the making, wildly successful on paper, based around controlling a huge populace with a minimal size of government: one man, a benevolent dictator. Some of the wealthiest people in the world, and some of its best minds, conceived this idea, and they think it's working. The Kingdom works, Mark. What would you offer as an alternative, for humanity's future? A model like your business, like The Gardens? Support the worst of us until they can join the rat race?”
“At least the people I helped wanted to change. They weren't forced – they weren't afraid, they didn't suffer.”
“And what was your success rate? Roll out a system like yours across Glasgow – one of welfare, and charity, and compassion, and do you know what will happen? They will take advantage of it, and make a mockery of your good intentions.”
“And what gives you the right to enforce your will on these people? By force, no less?”
“Some people have to be forcefully lifted out of the squalor, because they are content to sit in it. Is it not the duty of those on the riverbanks to save those who are drowning? People like you and I, Mark... it's our duty to look out for these people. It's our duty to protect them from themselves.”
“If they don't help themselves, it's meaningless. They have to want to better themselves,” says Mark, though the longer he tries to argue the more he feels he is spewing ill-thought out rhetoric. 
“Do you believe that, Mark?” the King asks him, his expression melting with a gentle affection. “Or were you simply told to believe that?”
Mark looks away, frowning.
“There will always be crime,” says the King, “but if you control the crime, and keep it to a minimum? If you can decide how much crime happens, and where, and to whom, then you can ensure that nobody comes to harm unless they deserve it.”
Mark bites his knuckle, listening for the sound of a helicopter: but he hears nothing but his own heartbeat and the slow measured breaths of the King.
“So you think you've made Glasgow a better place?” he asks the King. 
“It's not that simple – there will always be corruption, and there will always be crime and depravity and drugs and people hurting one another. I just control it, and keep it to the minimum where possible. So yes, I'd say I have. I've manipulated the populace into creating a better world for themselves.”
“You control people by force and blackmail.”
“Sometimes, people don't know what's good for them, Mark.”
“And you do?”
The two men regard one another, and eventually the King nods and says,
“Yes. I believe I do. So do you,” he adds, “or you wouldn't have undertaken your project.”
“My people were free to choose – those who did good through it, did so out of their own free will. It had weight, it had meaning.”
“Shall we compare numbers and see who's had more success?”
“You force people to live in fear.”
“Necessary evil,” the King waves his point away. “The end result is the same: crime, poverty, unemployment, all are at the lowest they have ever been. I've only been in power ten years, Mark. Imagine what I can do in another thirty. Imagine what we could do?”
Mark almost stops breathing.
“We?”
“I know you, Mark – I used to be you. You tried to change the world and the world spat in your face.”
“You spat in my face!”
“And what would you do if I tried that now? There's nothing I could do to stop you, not really. I heard that you can jump a tower block,” the King laughs. “That you shrugged off rounds from a helicopter's cannon. Maybe you can't be killed at all, Mark.”
“Maybe,” says Mark, though he shivers at the memory of the Trespasser's foam weapon expanding into his throat. 
“And what – I bet you want to jump around punching criminals, right? Wear a cape and give yourself a goofy name?”
“We both know that doesn't quite work in real life.”
“Exactly. But you can't deny that you're different. You have powers. Let's say super powers,” he grins, “because I just love that I get to say that in real life.”
“Ok.” Mark leaves it at that.
“You want to do good, you want to help people – well here's how. You can't be bullied or coerced anymore. You're invincible, unstoppable – you get to stand up anywhere you want, and say whatever you want. You, Mark, might be the closest thing to a god that ever walked this bloody Earth. You can stand up and tell the world about the Kingdom, we can stop keeping it a secret. We can take humanity into a new age, one where a true god, a benevolent dictator with the people's best interests at hearts, makes the laws. And who could possibly stand against you?”
“That's what you want from me?”
“That's what I'd do if I were in your position. But since I can't possibly be in your position,” the King leans in close, “I want you to be in mine.”
Mark remains silent, waiting for him to continue.
“I want you to become the King, Mark.”
Mark leans back. “What.”
“Hear me out: I have plans, Mark. People up there,” he points upwards, “think they're in control. They think that the Kingdom project is just a little experiment, that once it's over they can take the data and apply it elsewhere to keep themselves rich. Politicians, policemen, gangsters, businessmen... They don't know the real plan. The Kingdom is more than a project now, it's a reality – and it is ready for the next logical step.”
“Which is?”
“I can't tell you until I have your trust and cooperation, Mark. I've already met you halfway – I need to know that I can trust you completely, and that you'll trust me.”
“How...” Mark laughs and squeezes the bridge of his nose between his fingers. “How can you say that you've met me halfway?”
“Do you know where you are? Listen to the sounds: photocopiers, computers, printers...”
“An office?”
“Mark, this is the administrative centre of the Kingdom project. It's a level above Top Secret. You could take every sheaf of paper in this place and incriminate men and women who own islands. You could crash the stock market with the names on those documents – but I trusted you, I took a risk on you, and I gambled that you would do the right thing. I knew that we were similar from the beginning.”
Mark stands up out of the seat, and the King's face breaks into an expectant smile as he joins him. The King steps forward, uncomfortably close to him now, and lifts his hands as though he is giving a speech. 
“We can do great things together. We can take humanity to the stars, Mark, and beyond. Humanity has so much potential, and the wank-stains in charge are pissing it into the wind for their own power and wealth. War, economic buggery, inequality and lies. Imagine what we can do with you at the helm.”
Mark's mind keeps coming back to Jamie and Chloe – they didn't have much, he thinks, but they had each other. Neither of them wanted to change the world. They just wanted to be left alone to live their lives together, and this man extended them the chance to do that. He gave them the easy route.
Easy - with a price.
It is then that Mark realises he has actually been considering it – that he has let the King worm his way into his brain, using his own desires and dreams against him. Of course he wants to help people, of course he fears for humanity's future; so just sign here, he thinks, sell your soul, and you can have everything that you want.
At a price.
Because then you're the King, and you're trading a little bit of human suffering for the easy route. And a little black piece of that evil would seep into you, and it would nestle beside your heart and it would stay there till the day you died. He would know, for as long as he lived, that he had sold himself out to a man who kills those who get in his way; that he had become that man, perhaps. 
The Trespasser is coming, thinks Mark, maybe with help. The King said that there is enough evidence in this place to bring down the entire Kingdom project, or whatever this sorry mess is called. 
Mark makes his decision.
“I'm sorry, Mr. King,” he says, and watches the hope slide off of the King's face. “I just can't. I never want to stand above other people. That's not who I am.”
The act that Mark hadn't even noticed him put on leaves the King's face. Once again, he is a flesh golem shaped like a man in a suit, devoid of humanity or emotion. 
“I'll be taking my mother and leaving now,” saysMark, ready for the expected resistance. He is braced for men with assault rifles, for triggered explosives or a hostage situation.
He's not prepared for what the King says.
“Ok.” 
He motions to the door. His voice is as flat and sterile as the bunker they stand in. There is no inflection in his speech. 
“I understand, Mark. I had hoped that you would be able to see things from my point of view. I am sure that in time... Well.” 
He leaves it at that, giving Mark an emotionless, robotic smile. 
Mark finds himself more afraid now than he was when he first entered this place. Searching for traps with his aching eyes, he steps through the door as it hisses open, trying to gauge the strength in his muscles. He hasn't had a drink for too long, his head has started to get fuzzy and his entire body is overcome with a faint sensation of tingling cold. 
“Open the door,” Mark tells the four men standing by the wall, and the King enters behind him. 
The men look to the King for assurance, and he nods: one of them steps forward and unlocks the door hiding his mother. 
“Mark?” the King asks him as the door begins to hiss open.
He turns, reluctant to face the King again, aware of how close he is to getting out.
“Yes?”
He finally looks at the King, into those black eyes, and sees a bottomless pit where a man should be.
“I'm sorry it didn't work out,” he says, as though the line is rehearsed. “I really am.”
Mark nods, and then shows the King his back as the door creaks open. He tried to wrench it open, to test the strength in his sober arms: the door gives a pathetic creak. 
His mother is waiting, safe and unharmed, inside. She looks at him in horror.
“Tell me you didn't agree to anything son,” she pleads.
“I didn't, mum,” he steps into the room and kneels down, ready to pick her up with the strength left in his arms. “Let's get you out -”
The door slams shut behind him, sealing itself closed with a hiss.
Mark turns as the hissing stops, setting his mother down on the seat again.
“Oh no,” she whispers. “Mark, what is he doing? What happened to your body, why are you covered in bruises? Did they hurt you?”
Mark, saying nothing, puts his hands on the metal door and grunts with effort, trying with all his strength to dislodge it. It barely budges, and when he puffs his cheeks and tries again he feels a trickle of blood running down his lip. 
He hears the King's voice on the other side of the door.
“We talked earlier, Mark,” shouts the King, “about you being almost invulnerable. Bullets, bombs; they just bounce right off you. But we have eyes everywhere – we know that a Trespasser unit took you down with some kind of suffocating foam weaponry. We put two and two together, and figured that your great big weakness is a need to breathe. Just like the rest of us. Not so super. Just a man. ”
The letter box flaps open with a metallic clank. A hazy, shimmering gas begins to flood the room, hissing like a cobra, and Mark steps back, cursing. 
“Mum, get in the corner,” he orders her. 
“Son, your nose -”
“I know! Get in the corner and hold your breath.”
He throws himself at the nearest wall, punching it as hard as he can. The pain shoots up his arm and the concrete trembles, but it's completely solid. Swearing, he tries to other wall, his cheeks puffed up with air. 
The brickwork trembles and crumbles, revealing solid concrete behind it. 
He looks down at the ground: there won't be anything beneath them either, and the door takes up the entirety of the other wall. 
That leaves one direction.
“Not thinking in enough dimensions,” he murmurs. Mark looks up. “Mum, watch your head,” he shouts, and she nods, a hand over her nose and mouth.
He crouches down low, summons his strength, and throws himself fist-first at the ceiling. It shudders and cracks, motes of dust and concrete falling onto his head. 
The lack of oxygen is aching in his chest – his body wants to breathe. The urge to inhale is like an itch in his mind. Blood tickles his lips, tempting them to open and suck in a lungful of poison. He purses his lips shut, fighting the urge. 
Mark leaps upwards again, and this time chunks of masonry come down with him, none bigger than his hand. He has left a fist-sized hole in the ceiling.
“Mark,” his mother shouts from behind her hand. Her eyes are drooping. “I can't hold my breath...”
Mark's lets out all the oxygen in his body through his nose, and a torrent of blood accompanies it. His head is pounding in agony, his vision is swimming, the gas haze filling the room. 
“Come here,” he whispers to his mother, no air for any more words.
Pawing through the poison mist, she clings onto him and he carries her like a sleeping child. 
Mark kneels down, his shoulders facing upwards, forming a battering-ram as he gathers the last of his energy in his legs. 
It comes from somewhere deep within him – where the fire is. Whatever hit him, whatever the fire did to him, it's doing it now: burning itself out to save him. No doubt it'll punish him for this later, but he doesn't care.
Deep within his core the fire burns brighter for that moment, and he feels the power building in his muscles and in his bones. His body screams at him to breathe, blood flowing like a river down his chin, pouring from behind his screwed-shut eyelids. 
He wants to collapse. 
He wants to lie down and go to sleep.
Instead, cradling his mother in his arms and shielding her with his body, he roars and leaps.
 
 
“Five hundred metres,” the Trespasser shouts, beginning to slow the helicopter. He flicks various switches, preparing it for landing. 
“Where exactly is it?” asks Jamie, peering out of the rain-streaked wind-shield. 
“Dead ahead,” says Trespasser One.
“All I see are derelict industrial buildings,” says Chloe, searching with her eyes as she appears beside Jamie. “He could be anywhere.”
“Three hundred metres and closing,” says the Trespasser, “we're practically here.”
“So where is he?” asks Jamie, more to himself than anybody else. 
“Two hundred.”
“Just pick the nearest one and search it,” Chloe says. “He's not exactly quiet.”
“He might be if the King – well,” Jamie trails off, letting the unsaid speak for itself. 
“One hundred.”
“He's tough,” says Chloe, “he'll be fine.”
That's when an explosion of concrete and dirt erupts skywards like a volcano, bursting through the tin roof of an old factory, and amongst the cloud:
Mark, bare chested and holding a small, skinny figure in his arms. He curves through the air like a bird, and for a brief moment, he stops; gravity gives him a seconds pause. 
Then he's falling again, holding his mother close as he plummets towards the concrete. 
“Found him,” Chloe whispers. 
“I'm landing to pick him up.”
“He got his mother, by the look of it,” says Jamie, “I'll open the doors.”
Jamie scurries back through to the body and cracks the door open, heaving it aside and letting the storm in. He remembers his dislike of heights too late and cries out, clutching onto the rails at the side of the door as he steps back. 
Mark lands with a dull thud that Jamie feels more than sees. A spider-web crack appears in the concrete beneath him. His legs buckle as he hits the ground and his mother's limp form falls away from him. That's when Jamie begins to panic. 
“I think they're hurt,” he shouts. 
“Nearly there,” the Trespasser shouts back. 
As they descend between the skeletons of old industrial Glasgow, the mother and son become more than just silhouettes on the ground. 
Jamie sees the pool of red in the rainwater around Mark's knees.
 
 
Mark hears the helicopter, but his eyes are focused on his mother lying on the soaking wet ground. There are figures coming his way across the parking lot, but it's her that he's speaking to,
“Mum? Mum, wake up, come on.”
He shakes her shoulders and she coughs and splutters, opening one eye in the freezing rain to see her son above her.
“Mark?”
“Mum come on, you have to get up. I can get us out of here.”
“Were we flying? Can you fly?”
“I don't know. Not quite,” he smiles, and she smiles back. Then he hears his name roared across the parking lot.
He turns, still protecting his mother with his own body.
But it isn't his friends that are shouting on him. It's the King, and four of his men with their rifles, emerging into the rain. 
“Son your nose; your eyes; everything's bleeding.,” his mother begins.
“Finally sober,” whispers Mark, and stands up. He holds out his hand, trying to tell the King to stop.
 
 
“Guys,” shouts Jamie. “We're not alone.”
Figures, men in suits and all armed bar one, appear from the interior of the old factory, pouring from a single open door.
One of them, a well groomed man in a blue suit, grabs an assault rifle from another and raises it, stopping to aim through the obscuring rainstorm. 
Jamie is crying out before he can stop himself, and his words are lost forever in the howling rain and the buzz of rotor blades as the helicopter comes in to land, too late. 
He turns.
“Give me the rope, where's the rope?” 
Chloe tosses it to him, and he grabs it and throws it out of the helicopter. They're too high still to climb down, but he throws it anyway as he watches from the door, rain stinging his cold hands. 
Mark stands, stumbling, clutching his head, holding his hand out in a stop gesture. His mother is curled on the ground behind him.
The blue suited man raises the assault rifle and fires, and for Jamie, everything slows to a halt.
 
 
Down the sights of the gun, Mark and the King share one last look, filled with what could have been. Mark sees real regret in those black holes in the King's head: but regret for the power that he almost controlled; for what he has lost. 
Mark is ready for the gunshot: he knows that he hasn't enough strength left to stop a bullet.
But the shots never come.
He opens his eyes. 
Another figure appears in the rain, a shadow-man that appears to have emerged from the rainstorm like an elemental force. The man-shape grabs an assault rifle from the nearest suit and clubs him to the ground with the butt. He turns, gunning down another man before they realise what is happening. Pink mist explodes from the second suit's chest and he falls back, splashing into a puddle. 
Only one other man and the King remain armed, and as they try to shoot the figure it disappears again, blending into the rainstorm, only to reappear behind them. 
The rain-elemental presses the assault rifle to the back of the other man's head and pulls the trigger, throwing him to the ground with a red flap where his face was. 
Behind Mark, the helicopter still hasn't landed, and he can't bring himself to tear his eyes away from the brutal rain-dance in front of him. 
One unarmed man and the King remain. The unarmed man goes down when the rain elemental melts into the ground and emerges behind him, clubbing him with the rifle as though it were a hammer, knocking him to the ground where he stops moving. 
Leaving only the King. 
The blue suited King fires in wild panic into the cascading man-shaped waterfall, and the bullets pass through as it dissolves, leaving a silhouette in the storm where it once stood. The stolen rifle clatters to the tarmac. 
The man reappears behind the King and his hands reach around and pluck the assault rifle from the King's grasp. 
The King turns, lashing out at the rain.
As though it were teleporting, the figure is suddenly behind him, and crashes the rifle's stock into the back of his skull, sending him reeling forward onto the ground. 
Then there is silence. 
Only the helicopter's rotors speak, and it is to wind themselves down from the constant chopping of the air to the slow clap that ends the show. 
Then that goes, and there is nothing but silence and the lashing rain.
Only the elemental remains standing, looking down at the King with the rifle in its hands. Mark, ignoring those shouting his name behind him, begins walking into the storm, one hand up to guard his face from the stinging raindrops. 
As he gets closer the figure looks up, and in the darkness Mark sees two eyes staring back at him: eyes filled with sadness, and a fire as bright as his own.
“Mark?” the darkness asks him, and then Mark sees through the rain.
In what little light he has, Mark sees Jamie standing over the fallen form of the King. 
“Jamie,” Mark says, “thank you.”
“Is it over now? Is this him?”
“It's over, Jamie,” Mark nods. He is all too aware of the rifle that Jamie has pointed at the King.
Jamie says nothing. He is staring down the sights at the King's suit, dark-blue with the rain now. 
“Is your mother ok?”
“She's alive – I think we're fine. They used some kind of gas, but I feel ok.”
Jamie is shaking, Mark realises. The trembling gun gives out a hollow metal death rattle. 
“Jamie, you can put the gun down.”
“Can I?”
Jamie is talking to the King on the ground. He stirs, looking up from the bottom of his own puddle.
It is Mark he looks to, not Jamie.
“What a waste,” he sneers. 
“You have to let him live, Jamie,” Mark says, holding his hands out to Jamie. “He has to be put on trial for this.”
Sighing, Jamie passes him the assault rifle and turns away, holding his hands out to cup the rain, trying to wash the blood from his hands to no avail. 
Mark throws the rifle aside where it clatters and splashes in a puddle. 
More helicopters announce their presence, and Jamie looks up, shielding his eyes. Seeing the silhouettes of Agency helicopters approaching through the rainy mist, Jamie puts one foot on the King's back to keep him down. 
“The Agency won't touch me,” the King coughs from his puddle. “I told you Mark. This goes higher than you. Honestly, I expected better.”
“Wait until they read the files down there.”  
“Mark, don't be stupid.” The King tries to look him in the eye, but Jamie presses him deeper into the ground, letting the rain dance on his skull. “Think of everybody I've helped. Everybody that has a job because of me – everybody that has a life because of me! You'll crash the economy in this city, you'll destroy it! You can't honestly think this is a good idea, can you? Do you have any idea what you're doing? This place will crumble.”
“I'm trusting the people with the truth,” says Mark, shouting over the roar as the black helicopters come in to land. 
“The people can't be trusted! Has your project shown you nothing? It failed because you can't trust people, Mark.”
“It failed,” Mark looks down and shouts, “because you stuck your filthy fucking hands in and broke it.” Without warning, Mark kicks the King as hard as he can in the face. The King jolts in surprise, and Mark watches the consciousness fade from his eyes.
Mark takes a breath, wipes the angry tears from his eyes, and steps away as Jamie takes his foot off the King's back. Panting, Mark storms back towards the King and kicks his ribs as hard as his sober muscles can manage. 
“That was for my mother. And the Gardens. And everybody I could have helped if I wasn't -” he stamps on his snarling mouth, and the King's broken face crumples, “- stopped by you.”
Finally, Mark paces away, wiping his face and taking a breath.
He turns back to Jamie: the two give each other a knowing look, and Mark's shoulder sag as he takes a deep breath. Jamie puts a hand on his shoulder.
“You ok, man?”
Mark nods. “That felt good. You?”
Jamie returns the nod. “We're all fine, I think.”
Agency helicopters land in the wide open car park, and soldiers in black outfits like the Trespasser's converge on them, rifles raised.
 
 
Mark and Jamie return to the small crowd framed against the helicopter's silhouette: Mark's mother is sitting on the ground with Chloe whilst a soldier checks her eyes with a tiny torch.
The Trespasser has stood upon seeing his people arrive. 
“Trespasser?” asks Jamie as they approach through the rain, leaning on one another as they approach. “Are they on our side this time?”
“If they aren't,” Mark groans, “I honestly don't think I've the strength to fight.”
“Me neither,” says Jamie. 
Clustered together, the group watch as the soldiers split into two groups: one group heads for the prone figures of the King and his men on the ground, the second towards the Trespasser and his ragged civilians. 
“Trespasser One?” shouts the man approaching from the helicopters. He is the only man without a weapon drawn. Trespasser One raises his hand, standing in front of the crouched survivors. “We got the broadcast,” says the soldier. He has a strong American accent.
“What did Command say?” Trespasser One looks up from his perch.
“Nothing, soldier. Hard to speak with a bullet in your head. All hell's broken loose at HQ.”
Everybody looks at the Trespasser in that moment. There's something in his eyes – but none of them would ever know it. 
“He couldn't face the music,” says the Trespasser. “Coward.”
“There's a trapdoor in there,” Mark says, pointing to the old factory. “Through the fire door. Under there you'll find a group of admin workers. They're all a part of the Kingdom Project. You'll also find files and documents incriminating everybody involved in it, no doubt including your commander -”
“Command,” Trespasser One says. “He was called 'Command'.”
“Him, then,” Mark corrects himself. The black-clad soldiers size him up, before turning back to Trespasser One.
“So what happens now?” asks Trespasser One.
“We have to take you all into Agency custody, I'm afraid,” the lead officer says. “This is going to require one hell of an investigation – not to mention we were all ordered to ignore your broadcast. My money says the Agency is going to be getting a serious refit. We're all up for investigation.”
“I'd have done the same for you,” Trespasser One tells his comrade. 
“That's why we came.”
“Just do me a favour, Trespasser Two,” he stands up off the edge of the chopper.
“Yeah?”
“That guy up there, the King? Watch him like a hawk. Do it personally. He's got people everywhere and he'll get out if you give any of them the slightest chance. There are people much higher up the chain than Command who wanted to see this thing work out, and they'll try to protect their investment.”
“I'll see to it,” says Trespasser Two, and turns and signals to the squad that went to get the King. One of them holds a thumbs up, and Trespasser Two turns back to them. “You'll need to wait here with some guards while we check out this administration facility, then we'll take you back to the holding facilities.”
Jamie speaks up, moving closer to Chloe. 
“I'm not going to any prison.” 
Trespasser Two looks at One. 
“He a target?”
“He is.”
“What?” shouts Jamie.
“He means you got hit by the fire,” Two tells him. “You're different. The holding facilities are just until we can figure out what happened to you – if you need any help.”
“I've managed fine myself.”
“I bet you a nosebleed says otherwise,” says Two without missing a beat. “Relax. We're not going to start doing experiments or anything. We just need to understand what happened, and prepare for what comes next.”
“What comes next?” asks Mark.
“They'll explain once we're there.” Trespasser One rubs his eyes, and extends a hand to Trespasser Two. “Thanks again for coming, Two.”
“Don't thank me yet, this entire thing is still a massive shit storm and you're dead in the centre of a lot of sights just now.”
The figures walk away, leaving two shadowy guards to watch over them. Mark sits on the ground beside his mother, checking that she's ok, whilst Chloe takes Jamie's hand and steps in close, telling him:
“You did what you had to; the King and his men, I mean.”
“I'd do it again,” he says. “After what he put us through, I didn't even hesitate.”
“Everything that's happened – if you want to talk about it -”
“Bit soon, Chloe.”
“Sure,” she says. “As long as you're ok.”
He looks at her and smiles.
“I'm ok,” he says, and comes in closer, whispering, “but we can still run, if you want? They won't even see us leave.”
She looks around at the people she has come to know over the last day, and in that moment the rain stops as suddenly as it started, as though somebody had turned it off at the switch. Her nose is filled with that indescribable smell that you find after a rainstorm – when the air is clean, as though it has filtered all of the badness out. A little beam of amber sunlight breaks through the darkness and sparkles over Glasgow as day finally turns to night, and she rests her head on his shoulder and says.
“I think I'm done running.”
He smiles and puts a soggy arm around her.
“Yeah, me too.”
 



 
Epilogue
 
2 Months Later



Movement catches Jamie's attention out of the corner of his eye, and he turns his head to see Mark walk into the room. The janitor looks a world better than the bruised, half-starved figure that Jamie remembers. 
“Mark,” he smiles; Mark is wearing the same black overalls that he is. 
“Jamie,” Mark gives him a beaming smile and walks past rows of chairs to sit beside them. 
The room looks like a classroom: rows of chairs with a large whiteboard or video screen at the front, sterile white and as clean as a hospital ward. 
Mark shuffles in and sits beside Jamie – the two shake hands, and Jamie catches the familiar scent of alcohol coming from the janitor, masked by a heavy veil of aftershave. There's a bit more weight on his face now: he no longer resembles a walking scarecrow with visible cheekbones.  
“They treating you and Chloe ok?” asks Mark, reclining back in the steel chair. 
“Very,” Jamie nods. “Better than I thought. They tell you what this is all about?”
Mark gives him a cynical laugh. 
“Nah, they've just been keeping me on the booze to stop my nose bleeding.” 
“I was told not to use my powers until they could observe me.”
“They tested you yet?”
“Health wise yeah – I'm fine as long as I don't push it, but -”
“But?” Mark prompts him.
“They haven't tested the actual power yet. It makes them nervous for some reason.”
“Think we'll meet the others today?”
“It'd be a waste of all these chairs if it was just the two of us.”
The door clatters open and they both turn, seeing a familiar half-scarred face nod their way.
“Trespasser,” shouts Mark waving.
The Trespasser wears the same black overalls, with insignia and ribbons adorning the breast and regiment-badges on his arms. 
“Lads,” says Trespasser One, and walks to the front of the room. “The others not here yet, I take it?”
“Unless one of them can turn invisible,” says Mark, turning as he waits for somebody to appear.
Nobody does, despite the hope in his eyes.
“No, she's not here yet,” the Trespasser shakes his head, pointing at the door. “Ah, here they come.”
A troop of people wearing black overalls enter the room as one unit. An older man in glasses leads the way, and after him comes a short, young woman with a long pony tail, a slight overbite and badly concealed acne. Another woman, older and with long crows feet coming from her eyes, follows. She's heavier than the younger woman, her body lacking any defining shape. Finally, another younger man comes in behind them, a short lad with a swagger and eyes too close together.
They sit together, away from Mark and Jamie, and the two sets of overall-clad civilians eye each other with curiosity. Mark gives them a wave that only the older man returns with a polite nod.
“We're all here,” says Trespasser One, “good.”
The soldier picks up a remote and clicks it, bringing the video screen to life. 
A blurry picture of an explosion, cast against a dark night, appears on the screen. 
“Anybody know what this is?”
“Explosion in the middle of the night?” offers Jamie.
“This is what hit you two months ago. The fire that fell on Glasgow. This is a picture taken from a digital telescope that happened to be pointing up when the fire came.”
The Trespasser clicks the remote again, and they see another picture that is the same, although somebody may have smeared grease over the camera lens. 
“This,” the solider tells them, “is a picture taken from a satellite mounted telescope peering into space. One of several – we've been looking for something like this ever since we found out that the fire was coming.”
“What is it? Another one?”
“We think so.”
“Is it going to hit us?” 
This is the older man at the back. His voice has no fear in it – he speaks like a scholar, more curious than afraid. The Trespasser answers him.
“The last time, the fire was on a course to miss us. It continually corrected its course as it approached to make sure it hit earth.”
“That's why you thought it was an alien intelligence.”
“Indeed. We expect this one to do the same.”
“What do we know?” asks Jamie.
“That if it hits us, it'll be in about a month. Some of our boys have analysed the light coming from it and it seems to be made of the same stuff that the first one was – which is, we have no idea what the hell it's made of. But it is the same composition of whatever-the-hell.”
“But it's coming?” 
“It is. We can expect arrival in twenty nine days, if all of our information is correct.”
“Do we know where?”
The Trespasser shakes his head.
“No way to tell. The last one corrected course at the last moment to hit Glasgow. It may just have aimed here because it was the shortest path to the ground when it arrived. This one could hit anywhere, just the same. It might correct its course as well.”
“So what do we do?” 
This comes from the young, red-faced girl with the pony tail. Her voice is a nasal squeak with a heavy Glaswegian accent.
“Like, what's this got to do with us?” she asks.
“As many of you will remember,” the Trespasser sighs, “we had a lot of trouble bringing in the people hit by the fire; yourselves.”
Jamie watches him shift around as though he's nervous, and that worries him.
“This time, our hope is that we'll be better prepared – we know roughly what to expect. If we're going to get another batch of people with powers, we want to be ready.”
“You want to train us to fight people with powers?” laughs Mark. “What is this, a comic book?”
“No,” the Trespasser says. “The potential for civilian casualties if two powered people fought is ridiculous. We want to prepare you all for field work: when the fire hits we can track them down, but we think they'd be more willing to come in if they knew they weren't in danger. For example, if they knew that the last people who got hit by the fire – you guys – are safe and well. Maybe even if it was you guys speaking to them. This avoids the need for shooting or strike teams.”
Mark and Jamie give each other a look, raising their eyebrows.
“We begin training for field work tomorrow,” the Trespasser says, “and I'll be overseeing your training and deployment myself. Admin and law departments will take you through all of the paperwork and we'll have professionals talk you through the details. The rest of today is free: no tests, no training.”
“That's it?” Jamie asks. 
“That's it,” Trespasser One nods. “You'll be taken through team building exercises as well, basic training for working in operations, and so on. We've a lot to do and not a lot of time.”
“This is weird,” Mark chuckles. “We're going to be like a team of super-powered therapists.”
“I'll see you all tomorrow,” the Trespasser says. “You're all dismissed.”
The room is filled with the screech of chairs being pushed back, and Jamie and Mark give each other another knowing look and then nod, walking towards the group of new people – other people that were hit by the fire.
“Shall we introduce ourselves?” asks Jamie, and Mark follows him over to them. 
 
 
That Day 
Dumbarton Emergency Detention Centre
 
 
The man once known as the King sits on the edge of his bunk, staring into the floor, his mind working over and over through the various problems set before him. The cell is bare save the hard wooden bed and a blanket, a black mirror of the room that Mark once slept in – not that the King knows that. 
The cells are freshly poured concrete; the best effort that the army could manage when confronted with a few thousand arrests of highly dangerous criminals and disgraced politicians and business; all in a few days.
A letterbox opens and a tray filled with food that looks as though it was dropped on the floor and scooped back up again is pushed through. At first the King ignores it – he'll eat when they bring him food worth eating. 
Before the guard walks away, he gives the King a hard stare through the letterbox, and the King sits up straight.
Something in those eyes. 
Something he recognises.
He scrambles for the tray and throws the food off of it, and under a slice of cardboard bread he finds it: written in faint white marker on the tray, visible only at an angle where the dull light can pick it out.
Arrival in twenty nine days. Be ready.
He grins, and rubs the message out before returning to his seat, leaving the floor strewn with food. The King sits down, rests his head on his steepled fingers, and begins to plan. 
 
 
 
End Of Series One
 



 
Series 2



 
Mark speeds through the obstacle course, feet pounding as he approaches a wall – the wall; the same his squad has failed at every time. It looms over him, trapping him in its shadow as he comes to a stop. His breath is a wheezing gust in his ears, his chest tight with effort. Over the pounding of his heart he can hear the others trying to keep up. Whisky burns in his chest, lighting a fire in his gut. He ignores it, breathing deeper to extinguish the flame. 
The rest of his squad catch his eye as they approach, and he tenses up and cups his hands over his knees, nodding upwards. 
I'll give you a boost.
Jamie is the first there, and Mark tenses up, ready to push him upwards, careful to reserve his strength. Looking up, the head-ache inducing lights of the indoor gym strain his eyes.
The old throb runs through his temples, and the alcohol kicks in. 
He cringes, grinding his teeth together as a drunken miasma fogs his mind. A blinding headache cuts through his thoughts, his ears ringing. 
Jamie becomes a wobbling mannequin in Mark's eyes. Squinting to focus, Mark tries to concentrate through the whisky-haze and do his job. 
Jamie arrives.
“Push,” shouts Jamie, and puts both of his feet in Mark's hands.
Drunk and dazed, Mark pushes, and Jamie screams as he is thrown into the air, well past the wall, and into the rafters spanning the ceiling.



 
Episode 1
 



 Acceleration



 
Jamie hangs from the rafters like a koala, his limbs wrapped around an arm-thick metal beam. Mark looks up from his bench and gives him another look that says:
I'm sorryJ
Jamie laughs and waves his hand.
“No hard feelings mate,” he shouts across the hall, his voice echoing off the brick walls. 
Mark is sitting on his own on a bench across the hall, his head in hands. The rest of them, those that were hit by the fire, are talking amongst themselves, far enough away that he can't hear them. 
Finally a door at the far end of the hall hisses open and a black-clad figure walks through. Trespasser One waves at Mark, his half-scarred face clouded. 
“You four -” Trespasser One points at the other survivors and jerks his thumb towards the door. “You're dismissed. Head for the briefing room and wait for the rest of us there: we've got news.”
They take the hint, trying not to look Mark in the eye as they pass. 
As they leave, two more men enter and extend a long ladder. Jamie groans. 
“Ladders are so last week guys, just get me a trampoline, it'll be fun.”
Whilst the men try to pry Jamie down like a cat in a tree, Mark finds himself looking up into the shadowy eyes of Trespasser One.
“You ok, Mark?”
His voice sounds like a tank reversing over gravel, and he's folding his arms. Mark lifts his heavy head from the cradle formed by his hands.
“What's the important news?”
“I asked you a question.”
Mark sighs. “I didn't mean to throw him so hard.”
“Just like the last four times. Something you aren't telling me?”
He shrugs. “I get so far and then the drink kicks in. If I try it sober I might have a chance -”
“If you try it sober,” says the Trespasser, “you could die.”
Mark almost protests; but the Trespasser is right. His shoulders sag again. 
The Trespasser sighs. “I know you hate it Mark, but until our people can find a way to fix your condition, you need to stay - well -”
“Drunk.”
“Pretty much.”
Mark leans back against the wall. “Well, at least it's only been Jamie I've launched. He's got a sense of humour.” 
Trespasser One sits down beside him, and they watch as the two men atop the ladder try to convince Jamie to let go of the beam. 
“The others do too, Mark. You just need to get to know them.”
“Yeah, well; they keep their distance.”
“Can you blame them? All they've seen you do so far is throw Jamie into the roof.”
Mark scoffs. “Maybe that's why they always slow down near the wall – to let Jamie overtake them.”
“Nobody wants to end up in the rafters.” The Trespasser gives Mark a grin that he struggles to return. “Come on Mark,” he punches his arm. “You can control your power. I mean, how do you hug your mother?”
“Carefully.”
“Well there you go then.”
Mark says nothing. He's still watching as Jamie, with all the grace of a brick, lunges off the rafter and onto the ladder, clawing at the men for grip. 
“You're awful quiet. Quiet isn't your style Mark,” the Trespasser presses him. “What's wrong?”
“Why do I need to boost them over the wall? I could walk through that wall if I wanted.” 
“And?”
“Well why can't I?”
“Walking through the wall proves that you're strong. We know that already. We don't want you to prove your strength, Mark; we want you to work as part of a team.”
“I can't work with a team who are afraid of me.”
“Then stop throwing people into the rafters.” 
“I'm trying.”
“Try harder.”
Mark says nothing, taking a swig from the metal flask on his overall's belt. He coughs the whiskey down, patting his chest. Behind the Trespasser, Jamie has reached the bottom of the ladder and is patting the men on the back, thanking them as they pack it away. 
Jamie walks their way. Upon seeing him coming, the Trespasser turns to Mark.
“Look, time is running out. The fire will be here soon, and we – your squad included – are going to be on the front line. Have a minute with Jamie and then come to the briefing room. We've got news – and it sounds like your kind of thing.”
“My kind of thing?”
“Humanitarian work.”
“Where?”
“Glasgow, Mark.”
“We're going back? I thought we were just going to be negotiators or something?”
“I'll tell you everything in the briefing room. Don't be long.”
“I won't.” 
“Good man,” he says. “I'll have a word with the boys in medical too, see if they can reduce your alcohol dosage, keep you a bit sharper, ok?”
Mark nods, giving him a silent but thankful look as he turns to leave.
“See you in a minute, Tony,” shouts Jamie. 
The Trespasser shakes his head as he leaves, the door swinging shut behind him, leaving the pair alone. 
“He loves me really,” says Jamie as he joins Mark on the bench.
“Why Tony? He told you himself: he doesn't actually have a name.”
“Trespasser One, right? T-One? Except that sounds like a robot assassin from the future. So T-One; Tone; Tony. Tony it is.”
“It doesn't really suit him.”
“Nah, you're right. He looks like a Harvey. You know, what with the half-burnt-face thing going on?”
“You're an arsehole, Jamie,” Mark laughs. “Sorry about throwing you into the bloody rafters again.”
“It's ok, I'm building some serious muscle hanging there.” Jamie shrugs, smiling. “Hey, at least they have rafters.”
“I can't help it, it's the drink. You know I'd have caught you anyway, if you fell.”
“I know – and I'd rather you were drunk than dead. Besides, hanging from the rafters reminds me of the good times.”
“The good times?”
“Yeah, you know: me and Chloe hanging beneath a spinning helicopter whilst Agency soldiers shoot at us?” Jamie gives him a manic grin. “The good times, Mark.”
“Don't get me started on the good times.” Mark forces a smile and stands up, prompting Jamie to follow him. He takes the metal flask from his belt and takes another swig, wincing as the whisky burns his throat. “Besides, now we are the Agency soldiers.”
“Not quite. We don't get guns.” 
“Like we need them.”
Jamie laughs and slaps his thigh as he stands up.
“Right, come on. Briefing room. I'm curious as to what's so urgent.”
 
 
Like a flickering fire in a cave, the TV screen throws shadows across the tiny white briefing room, turning the scattered chairs and overall-clad figures into silent, watching mannequins. All is still as the voice on the screen fills the room.
A man in full military uniform – the commander overseeing martial law in Glasgow, the news tells them – is standing in front of a very unfamiliar George's Square. The crowded square, marked by its central pillar and the statues that border it, has spent the last two months as one of Glasgow's city-centre refugee camps. 
Shuffling figures in dirty winter coats mill around behind him as he speaks, clutching their rations with bony fingers, hurrying their scrawny children out of the cold winter air and back into the canvas tents. 
“I consider it a victory,” he says directly to the camera. “Two months ago, the streets of Glasgow were awash with misdirected violence; the result of a scared and confused military presence dealing with an issue which has no precedent in human history. We are not an occupational force, we are peacekeepers. We're not looking to fight anybody, other than those that persist in bringing violence and terror to the streets. The militants known as the King's Men no longer hold a grip over the people of this city. We have cut the head off the snake, so to speak.”
Mark leans forward in his chair, breaking his unblinking gaze with the television to look at Jamie, who is sitting beside him with the same intense expression. The commander on the television continues. 
“Our concern now is to repair and rebuild. To those outwith the city, and to the rest of the world, things may look bleak; but this is the dawn of a new day for Glasgow, a city long held hostage. The real damage here was done not by the fire from the sky, or by the knee-jerk response of an unprepared military force; but by tyrants and despots who sought to control an entire population through fear and coercion. Those men and women are now in custody awaiting trial, and as a result, Glasgow can begin to look to the future once more. Law and order have finally returned, and it is my great pleasure to announce that the military presence in the city centre will be decreasing as the local police force returns to strength. The healing process can finally begin.”
The Trespasser, standing beside the television, speaks up.
“This is the important bit,” he says, and the commander clears his throat and gives the reporters one last bit of information.
“That is why, as a symbolic gesture,” he says, “the men and women kept hidden and safe until now – those affected by the fire, that the media are so desperate to talk to – will be returning to Glasgow to assist with the aid efforts.”
The crowd of reporters, silent until now, explode with questions. Unflinching, the commander raises a hand and says.
“No questions just now: the people hit by the fire are coming to show their willingness to help rebuild, to show that they mean no harm. For their own safety and the safety of those in Glasgow's city centre, I ask that we let them help in peace. They have proven to be of no danger to themselves or others provided that they are not threatened, just like any human being. Another statement will be made closer to the time. Thank you.”
The commander walks away, leaving a cloud of questions to follow after him. Raising the remote, the Trespasser turns the television off and light returns to the room.
“I imagine you have questions.”
“Bloody right we've got questions,” says the older, heavier woman with badly dyed, oily black hair. 
“Cathy, it's just a photo-op. Command doesn't want a repeat of the last time the fire hit Glasgow. The next one is coming soon – sooner than we thought – and before it arrives, he wants to show the world that surrendering to the Agency isn't something to be afraid of. So we smile for the camera, and show them that we're all ok.”
“Sooner than we thought?” asks Mark. “How soon?”
“It began accelerating last night. The folk in lab-coats reckon that it's going to hit in four days.”
“Four days?” This comes from the grey haired, bearded man sitting beside Cathy. His accent is different to the rest of them: more refined and educated. “I thought we had three weeks.”
“Four days, three weeks, it doesn't matter. The fire has forced our hand. The world has to see you guys alive and well before the fire hits again. Identities will be protected as usual: uniforms on, masks and all. It's just one hour in the camp, until the media get their photographs, and the story runs.”
“You can't help a lot in one hour,” says Mark. “I don't mind staying longer, personally.”
“Mark, it's a PR run. We're only really doing this for the cameras.” Trespasser One lets out a tense breath and looks around the room. “Donald and Cathy,” he points to the two older survivors, “you're going to be paired together. Jamie and Mark, you too. Stacy and Gary, you guys are a pair too.” 
He forks his fingers at the last two, a pair of shorter, younger survivors. Stacy is the only one in the room with a pony-tail, and Gary is easily a foot shorter than Mark but walks with the – undeserved – swagger of a champion athlete. 
“You'll be looked after by a mixture of Trespasser and undercover units – you'll be in no danger at any point.” Looking around the room, the Trespasser finds confused faces staring back at him. “Look, just be here tomorrow at oh-seven-hundred, and be in full uniform. No need to pack anything. You're all dismissed – except Mark and Jamie: stay a moment, please.”
The others stand, giving them curious looks as they leave. The door clicks shut and leaves the three men in a thick silence.
Mark breaks it.
“A photo op?” asks Mark. “Really?”
“Command wants to show the world that you aren't dangerous. We need to manage the peoples' expectations through the media.”
“He has a point, Mark,” says Jamie, leaning forward in his chair, elbows on his knees. “It'll be easier to convince the new powered people to come with us if they've seen that we aren't getting bisected in area fifty-whatever.”
“But we should be helping,” says Mark. “Us – the three of us – took down the King. Jamie, you were there: he told us Glasgow would fall apart without him; and it bloody has. We broke it; we should fix it.”
“It was already broken,” says Jamie.
“That's besides the point -”
“We will help, Mark,” says the Trespasser. “We will. First, though, we need to make sure that the next time the fire falls on Glasgow we don't end up with open warfare on the streets again. Things are bad enough as they are without people getting more powers and running amok.”
“Wait,” Jamie stops him. “It's going to hit Glasgow? For sure?”
The Trespasser nods. “The fire keeps changing course, like the first one did. It's adjusting to hit the city again.”
“Why?”
The Trespasser clenches his fist and rests it on his jaw, scowling. 
“We don't know. Perhaps the first one set a precedent. We don't even know what 'it' is yet. All we can do is prepare for more powered people: and that means getting the public used to seeing you guys out there in uniform.”
“You don't like this,” says Mark, “do you?”
“What do you think, Mark? You guys aren't soldiers, you aren't operatives, you aren't agents; you're civilians. I'm being asked to take a group of six civilians – each of whom has the capacity to take out an entire strike team by accident – into a lawless war-zone and take pictures with them. You guys aren't even slightly trained – you've yet to run the bloody assault course properly for christ's -” he catches himself and trails off. 
“We're trying,” says Jamie.
“Look, it's not your fault. You guys have had to be forced through some very, very basic training in two months. For all that, the team still barely know each other.”
“I don't even know what the others are capable of,” says Jamie. “I don't even know what their powers are.”
“Then a field run will help to fix that. We three met in the middle of the grinder, we've at least got an idea what it's like out there. The others; they came in peacefully: they don't know what it can get like.”
“Shouldn't we maybe focus on getting ourselves together, first?” 
“Time isn't going to let us, Jamie. Look, Command is giving the orders here and I have to follow them. Tomorrow we go back to Glasgow, and I need you two in particular to be ready for anything.”
“Why?” asks Jamie. “What's worrying you?”
Mark is still silent, staring at the floor as the Trespasser goes on. 
“The city is still crawling with remnants of the King's organisation, squabbling over what's left. It's a dangerous place, and you two know what those people are like. The others are new to this. If it does go south, I'm going to be relying on you two. Mark, that means you as well.”
Mark finally looks up, his eyes red and unfocused. “I promise I won't throw anybody into the rafters.”
“No rafters in George's Square anyway,” says Jamie, nudging Mark and trying to get a smile out of him. 
“Good enough for me,” says the Trespasser. “You're dismissed, Mark. Jamie, stay a moment longer?”
Mark and Jamie give each other a nod as he leaves, the door creaking shut and finally clicking behind him. There's a brief silence as they wait to see who will talk first. 
Trespasser One breaks the silence.
“He's drinking more.” 
“I noticed.”
“Do you know why?”
“Boredom. Frustration. He's been in here months and the team still can't function together. They look at him like he's an idiot.”
“They'll learn. Tomorrow I'm going to need you to keep a close eye on him, Jamie. Anything starts to go amiss, you calm him down; or you stop him.”
“I don't know about stopping him -”
“I mean – just do your thing. Stop time, remove him from the environment. Masked people with powers is one thing – drunk people with powers is another; and he's hard to explain. The public don't know him like we do, they'll assume the worst in him. It's a headline waiting to happen.”
“I get it. I'll keep an eye on him. He just wants to help, you know. He feels like he's wasting his power, otherwise.”
“I know. I'll see you bright and early tomorrow, Jamie.”
 
 
Prison Cell
Dumbarton Emergency Detention Centre
 
 
The man known as the King sits on his hard wooden bunk, cross-legged in a lotus position, his eyes closed and his breathing so shallow that he appears lifeless and frozen. 
Time seems to pass around him as though he were an inconvenience, leaving him sinking deeper and deeper into a meditative state. Thoughts as clear as glass slide through his mind's eye, plans and plots for the future, connected like a web. 
Only when a muffled coughing sound comes through the wall does he stop breathing and open his eyes. Another, similar sound reaches his ears as he concentrates, listening; it sounds like a sneeze cut short.
Then silence.
Then footsteps. 
He remains on his bunk, staring at the door as soft metallic sounds tip-tap on the other side. The door shakes so hard and suddenly that he jumps, as though a wild beast were knocking on the other side. With a wisp of smoke trailing in, the door creaks open.
A man dressed entirely in black – his face hidden behind a mask – stands in the doorway, holding a silenced pistol in his hand. Stepping forward into the room, he takes the mask off and reveals a young face, clean-shaven, with grey eyes focused on the King.
Looking from the pistol to the young assassin’s face, the King clears his throat.
“I assume you're here on behalf of what's left of my investors. The Kingdom Project is over. Killing me accomplishes nothing – they're all going to prison.”
The young man says nothing; he raises the pistol, drops the magazine into his palm, and swaps it for another on his belt. Ramming the magazine home with a click, he racks the slide and turns it around, holding it by the suppressor. 
He offers it to the King.
“The Kingdom Project may be over,” he says, “but there is still a Kingdom. And a King.” 
The King stands from his bunk and takes the pistol being offered, checking the safety catch is off. 
“As far as they're concerned, I'm a guard,” the youth goes on. “Your way out is clear: the doors leading to the exit are unlocked, and a car is waiting outside to take you back to the city. Cameras are down, it'll seem like a squad blew their way in and got you out.”
“And you?”
“I am yours to command.”
The King nods, a smile spreading across his smooth-skinned face. 
“Ok then son,” the King takes a step forward and plants a hand on his shoulder. “I want you to stay here. Remain in character, don't let them know who you are: I need a man inside this prison. I have a very important job for you when the time comes, but you need to wait until then. Can you do that?”
“Of course, sir.”
“Anything else?”
“Arrival has been brought forward sir. Our sources tell us that the fire has accelerated. It's heading for Glasgow again. Four days.”
“Timing means nothing; if the arrival is happening at all, then I can work with it.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Now, you understand I have to make this look authentic.”
“Do what you have to do sir.”
The King nods, and the youth fixes a blank stare at the wall as the King pulls the pistol back and smashes the grip across the man's forehead, knocking him to the ground where he lies, slumped against the door.
The King steps over his unconscious body and out into the corridor, stretching his neck and shoulders. Taking a deep breath of the air outside his cell for the first time in months, he begins walking down the corridor, taking care to step over the bloody bodies of the guards that litter the path to the exit. 
Freedom beckons – and he has much work to do. 
 
 



 
Episode 2
 
War Zone
 
 



 
“You've got that look on your face, Mark,” says his mother. “I know that look.”
Mark pulls his black overalls up over his legs, adjusting the tightness at the knee pads for comfort, before zipping it up to his chin and tapping the ceramic plating on his chest. 
“I don't know why they've given me body armour. It's not like I need it.”
“Don't change the subject.” 
His mother sits on her bunk, the scrubbed-clean floor stretching like an ocean between them. On the desk between their beds sit very different things: assorted bottles of alcohol, pens and paper on his side; on hers, pictures of family – pictures of him and their home.
Mark picks up the mask from his bed and turns it over in his hands to find the fastenings. He stands up, trying to fit it on.
“These look just like the masks that the Trespasser units wear.”
“Mark, what did I just say?”
He stops and looks up. “What?”
“Stop pretending you can't hear me.” She stands and folds her arms, pacing across to him. Although she is far shorter than him the indignation in her tiny frame makes him step backwards. “You can quit the bloody act right now. I know that face, and I know that look.”
Mark says nothing – no point in lying to the one woman who knows him best.
“It's the same look,” she says, “that you had when you knew that project of yours was failing, and refused to sell it. The same look you had just before you announced you were leaving school. It's the 'stubborn bastard' look.” 
Turning aside, Mark puts the helmet on the bed. 
“I know what you're thinking,” she says.
“What am I thinking then mum?”
“You aren't going to come back from Glasgow.”
He laughs. “Don't say it like that. I don't plan on dying for Christ's sake. I can help -”
“You can help later. You've already given that city years of your life that you'll never get back. One hour, Mark, then home.”
“You can't fix the problems that city has in one hour, mum.”
“Exactly. So come home when you're supposed to, and fix it over time.”
“I can't just go there, and then leave again. Especially not if the King's men are still roaming the streets.”
“You've already brought the bloody King down, leave it to the soldiers. That's their job – yours is doing what the Trespasser tells you.”
“Why put soldiers' lives at risk when I can do it for them? How many soldiers have been gunned down in the streets trying to bring these guys in? And here I am, Mark Mcbulletproof, sitting with my thumb up my arse in a secret base getting drunk.”
“Those are your orders Mark. You have to follow orders, now: you're part of a team.”
“You know that isn't how I work.”
“It'd be a nice change though.”
He gives her a frustrated sigh and turns, picking up the helmet again. 
“I'm going to keep everybody waiting,” he says, and slides it over his head, hiding his features behind the mask and tinted visor, the dark head-gear stretching back over his skull like a soldier's helmet. 
“Ok Mark.” His mother puts her head in her hands and groans. “Go and charge in without thinking, same as always.”
He takes a step away and stops, turning back. “What's that supposed to mean?”
“How many times have people told you you're about to make a mistake? How many times have I told you? Or your uncles? But every single time, you just charge off and do it anyway.” She puts her hands on his shoulders and her eyes fix on his through the visor, as though she can see straight through it. “Just make sure you come back on that helicopter – and please, please: try to think before you act, ok?”
He concedes, nodding.
“Love you, mum,” he says, giving her a brief embrace before turning and leaving.
 
 
“Two minutes till we land,” the voice comes through the comms units in their masks over the rhythmic boom of the helicopter's blades.
Sitting in the back of its bulbous body are seven dark figures, each wearing the smooth black overalls and matte black face mask of an elite Trespasser squadron; of course, only one of them actually bears the title. 
Strapped into their seats along the side of the helicopter's red-lit interior, one of the black-clad figures raises a hand to its mask, pressing in the comms unit.
“I've forgotten which one of you is Donald,” the voice comes over everybody's radio: it's Cathy, her older, curt tone unmistakable. Her voice sounds like something off the radio. “These masks make it impossible to tell anybody apart.”
“I'm Donald,” comes the reply, from the younger, thinner figure beside her.
“Gary, you're half my size and you're fooling nobody,” says Donald, leaning forward in his seat and waving to Cathy. “I'm here, Cathy.”
The Trespasser – the only one standing up – turns around, activating his own comms.
“You should all have memorised the seating, like I told you – and don't use first names, remember. Call signs only.”
“Call signs?” asks Stacy, her pony-tail hidden under the helmet now. Her nasal voice, however, is harder to disguise. 
“Your Trespasser number, Stacy.”
“Which number am I again?”
“You're six. It starts with the same letter as your name, Stacy. Easy to remember.”
“Eh, that could be seven too?”
“I'm seven,” says Mark, breaking his silence.
Jamie laughs. “We're not going to forget you any time soon. None of us have a flask full of whiskey on our belts.”
“We should have worn different colours or something,” says Stacy, folding her arms. She can't see the Trespasser rolling his eyes beneath his mask, the black visor hiding his exacerbation. 
Gary leans forward. “Then we'd be the power rangers, Stacy.”
“I'd be the red one,” says Mark.
Jamie laughs. “Of course you would.” 
“It beats all being dressed in overalls like painters,” says Stacy, still adamant. 
Gary taps his chest. “How many painters line their overalls with bulletproof plates?”
“Ones that work in Drumchapel?” asks Mark. 
The Trespasser sends a quick burst of static through their radio, causing them to flinch and clutch their ears, swearing. 
“That's enough. We're landing.” They all fall silent as they feel the helicopter begin to descend, their stomachs lurching in the dimly-lit clutches of the cargo bay. “Remember the briefing. Stay close to me, stick to formation, don't talk, don't acknowledge questions, and if it all goes to hell then stick together and listen for my orders.”
They all nod, quietened now as the realisation sets in. With a sudden heave the helicopter touches down and they tense up in their harnesses. As the engines whine away to nothing, the clamouring riot of the crowd outside pierces the helicopter's body. 
“Don't be scared. We're a team. Just remember your training.”
“What training?” asks Mark, his mask muffling him enough that nobody hears him. 
 
 
The King inhales, turning his nose up in disgust: the stench of damp concrete and rotten wood knots his stomach. He reaches for a light switch in the gloom and a single cold bulb stutters on. 
Wincing at the sudden brightness, he gazes around the room:
One bare desk that looks as though it has been stolen from a high school, with a red plastic chair sitting behind it.
“I realise, sir, that it's not what you're used to,” says a suited man behind him. “Under the circumstances, it's the best that we could do.”
“Is that a chair from a hospital waiting room?”
“A community centre, I believe.”
“You couldn't just buy a better one? What happened to our funds?”
“Our funds, sir,” the suited subordinate shuffles into the room, closing the door behind himself, “were tied into the city and its workings. The systems that generated our revenue streams are gone now – as are our backers, as you know.”
The King takes a deep breath to calm himself, then scrapes the red chair out, sitting down and smoothing out a suit that is still a size too large for him.
“My suits?”
“Taken along with everything else, sir. Most of our safe-houses were raided by the military. They did quite a number on us.”
“Men? Cars? Weapons?” 
The man in the suit, his insect-like eyes trying to find a place to settle in order to avoid the King's gaze, gives a nervous shake of his head.
“Nothing.”
He jumps as the King slams his fist on the desk, the thin aluminium legs almost buckling under his blow. Flexing his knuckles, the King regains his composure and runs his hand through his short dark hair. 
“Tell me what we do have.”
“A few dedicated men and women: those who truly believed.”
“You'll all be rewarded for your faith, of course. In time. What happened to the others?”
“The people of Glasgow knew who we were– when the military and the Agency troops came round, the civilians just pointed us out. Most of us fled underground – we can't build the Kingdom in death, after all.”
“Thinking long term; good.”
“The rest fought the soldiers in the open, like idiots. We're not infantry. They were cut down, of course. Those that remain in hiding may return if we put the word out.”
“What word?”
“Word of your return, of course.”
“No.” The King clenches his fist in front of his mouth, thinking. “Those who have strayed from the path: they're useless to me.”
“With respect, sir, we need the manpower.”
“No we don't. We need dedicated followers.”
“Controlling the city with our current numbers, sir, is next to impossible -”
The man trails off upon seeing the King's expression, his brow lowered and his eyes blazing. His voice drips with malice.
“Can you imagine trying to write an equation where the numbers keep changing?”
“No sir,” whispers his companion.
“I cannot do the calculations if I have to account for disobedience. The system only works when everybody does as they are told, do you understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Now listen: these aren't the golden days any more. We no longer have the backing of the Kingdom Project. We no longer control the law enforcement; we no longer have the unflinching obedience of a populace. Things have to work differently now, and as far as manpower is concerned, quality is preferable to quantity. A second fire is coming. In four days, there'll be a whole new batch of super-humans to exploit.”
“Sir, that plan already failed us once.”
“I learn from my mistakes, son. In four days, we won't need followers; we'll have gods walking among us. We can't control the city; but a sufficiently trained group of super-humans could – and if we can control them, we do control the city. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
The King sits back at his plastic chair. “Anything else I should know?” 
“Everything else is in the documents stapled beneath your desk.”
The King feels under the desk and smiles, ripping the cardboard folder free and leafing through it. 
“I'll get reading this. I trust you will take care of my other request?”
“Which one is that, sir?”
“The George's Square refugee camp. I don't want the people thinking that the military can protect them from us. Fear comes before submission, son. See to it.”
“Of course, sir. Some of our men are already in the camp – I'll have what explosives we can spare sent over to them. You realise, of course, that the survivors of Operation Firefall will be there today? The, uh, 'super-humans'?”
The King laughs – he doesn't even look up from his reading.
“Why do you think I chose it as a target?” 
“Shall we attempt to include them in the blast?”
“Might as well,” he looks up, giving him an earnest smile. “Make it personal. Really, I just want them to know that they aren't safe. Nobody is. We need to become an enemy that can't be fought with soldiers and tanks – and certainly not an enemy that can be fought by anybody with powers.”
“Yes, sir. I'll have it done. We have a few willing participants who wouldn't mind wearing a heavy coat, if you catch my drift.”
“Suicide bomb? Gregor, twenty seconds ago I told you that we need to keep the devoted around, not blow them up.”
“With respect sir, not all of the faithful are worth keeping around. Two birds, one stone.”
“I'll leave it in your hands then. Good man. Good man,” mutters the King, shuffling through the papers. “Shame to have to do it, of course, but the people should all have known better than to forget about me. They've shown their true colours.”
“Will that be all, sir?”
“Get me a roll and egg or something, too. Prison food is atrocious.”
“Of course, sir.”
“And a can of ginger, son. Maybe two.”
“There's not a lot of luxury items like that left in the city -”
The King looks up from his papers, raising an eyebrow.
“Gregor, I believe I made myself quite clear.”
The runner bows his head. “I'll acquire some,” he says, and leaves without another word. 
 
 
“Mark?” 
The voice is just another piece of static in the background. Through the mask, Mark's expression is hidden – he is speechless, staring out across the rows of canvas tents as he tries to formulate what he feels into words. 
“Mark?” 
Jamie shakes him, and he snaps back to the present. 
The noise is all around him: the clamouring of the crowd and the constant click-snap of cameras. Somewhere a reporter is speaking into a microphone. In the bitter, frozen air, Mark sees Jamie's words as fog in front of his mouth. 
Then the noise is gone; the cold vanishes, turning to a balmy neutral heat, and Jamie and Mark are the only ones for whom time still marches. 
Jamie lifts his mask, and taps Mark's visor. 
“Time's not flowing, you can come out now.” 
Snapping into the frozen present, Mark lifts his mask. 
“Jamie?”
“Look man, if you need to take a seat or something, you do it. You're going full zombie on me here, people are starting to notice. Not good for the cameras, you know what I mean?”
“The people are starving, Jamie.” says Mark, looking out at the grey, unmoving crowd beneath them. With time stopped, he can make out the desperate expressions on those clawing at the food packages. Above them stand the others in their black overalls, faceless robots throwing aid packages into the mass. “We did this. We caused this.”
Jamie gives him a light slap across the face that Mark barely feels. The drunken haze fogs his vision until he's no longer sure if he's standing up straight or not. Jamie's dark-ringed eyes anchor him to the spot, keeping him focused. 
“The King did this, not us.”
“But we can fix it -”
“In time, Mark. In time – and not today.”
“It looks like a bloody third world country.”
“This?” Jamie waves a hand out at the still camp, in all its poverty and grime. “This is preferable to a life of terror, believe me. You know how bad it was under the King.” 
Mark takes a breath and presses his hands against his closed eyes. 
“You ok?” Jamie lowers his voice. “Need a minute?”
“I'm fine. Just -”
“Just breathe.” Jamie squeezes his shoulder. “Get your head in the game, and focus.”
“I'm too drunk for this, mate.”  
“Just focus on getting they aid packages out, we'll be done in no time.”
“Ok. Ok,” Mark takes a deep breath and sighs, his vision sharpening into focus. “Thanks Jamie.”
“Don't mention it. We good? Ready for the big snap when time comes back?”
“I think I'm used to it by now.”
“Ok then,” says Jamie, and then he is gone. 
Colour and sound blast back into the world. 
Mark's visor is back down, his face covered without him touching his mask, and he is standing atop the truck once more.
Shaking away any disorientation, Mark grabs one of the aid parcels from the back of the truck and passes it into the crowd. A grimy faced man with a young girl clinging onto his shoulder takes it, elbowing his way past two others who reach for it.
Mark makes sure to pass the next parcels to those who were shoved aside, growling under his breath.
 
 
“That's the last of it,” the Trespasser pats Mark on the back as the crowd disperses. “Well done.”
A gaggle of reporters are still hanging around the truck, taking snapshots of those aboard it. 
“Trespasser One?” asks Donald.
“Yes?”
“The medical staff here are sorely under-supplied and stretched thin. I'd like to help, if that's possible.”
“Sorry, Donald. Rules are rules.”
A young female reporter with blonde hair tied back in a ponytail tiptoes to see over the edge of the truck, waving for attention. “Actually, I wouldn't mind a few shots of that. Are you medically trained, sir?” 
Donald almost answers, before the Trespasser puts a hand on his chest.
“You've gotten the pictures you were promised, lass. Stop trying to worm more out of them.”
With that, the Trespasser leaps off the back of the truck and onto the ground. He claps his hands twice and the six masked figures look around, standing up.
“Ok squad, work's done for the day. Pack up and wait for my word, we'll extract the same way we came in.”
“Can we get a group picture of your squad?” This question comes from an older photographer with his camera balanced on his protruding gut. 
“No.”
 The Trespasser turns to find that Stacy has already arranged everybody into a row with their arms around one another. 
“Come on, Tony,” she urges him. “It's like a family day-trip.”
The Trespasser sighs and throws his hands up.
“Fine. Fine, just one. Stop it with the Tony nonsense, too.”
He stands in front of them and kneels in the red tarmac, his chest puffed out as he leans on one knee with his forearm. 
A circle of photographers form around them, freezing the squad in a rapid strobe of flashing cameras. 
One photographer, a thin man with sallow eyes, muttering to himself under his breath, steps forward with a small camera. It is attached by wire to something inside his bulky winter jacket – far too large and padded for a man with a neck that thin.
It all happens in about two seconds. 
The Trespasser has seen suicide bombers before – he's even stopped a few. 
His mind races – first, he assumes the worst.
Head and body shots are ruled out – he might be wearing a dead man's switch. Electrical weaponry like his tazer are useless: the direct current will force his hands to contract, maybe setting a trigger off. 
The man stutters through his chattering teeth.
“The King s-sends -”  
His wild eyes, pupils like black holes, focus on the Trespasser. For a second, the two men stare at one another.
The Trespasser draws his pistol, deciding on a forearm shot – but too late.
He presses in the button, and the explosives coating the inside of his coat go off, sending the packets of nails stuffed into the lining of his jacket flying into the squad and the photographers.
 
 
Time stops for Jamie. 
He feels his brain become a barrier, halting the flow of time like a blockage in a pipe. Already the pressure is building like a migraine. 
A huge cloud of grey and red dust hangs before him, spiked and jagged where the explosives float in mid detonation. 
Thousands of tiny pieces of shrapnel hang unmoving in the air, like a swarm of flies descending on the crowd. Pieces of the bomber – a finger, a piece of skin, some scalp and hair, teeth, red mist – hang in the air too, forcibly removed from his body by the blast. 
The rest of him is suspended in the middle of the cloud, an unrecognisable lump of human. 
Jamie looks around. The photographers have barely had the chance to flinch. One of them already has flecks of blood emerging from their body where the shrapnel has hit. 
The one closest, the blonde-haired girl with the ponytail, is frozen in mid air. Her skin is rippled from the force of the pressure wave, her eyes flinched shut. 
Time begins to build up in his mind, urging him to let go: to relax the invisible muscle that keeps it held there and let the pressure out. He steadies himself and, though his heart is pounding in his ears, forces himself to think. 
He turns around and grabs the Trespasser by the forearm. The echo of the Trespasser's pistol shot is muffled and fades to nothing, missing the bomber's arm.
Calming himself down, the Trespasser looks around at the frozen scene. 
“Time stop?”
“Yeah. What do we do?” asks Jamie, his mask hiding his pained expression.
“How long can you hold this?”
“Not much longer. Maybe a minute.”
“Then hold it that long. We need Gary.”
“Gary? What can Gary do?”
“Forcefields.”
“Some of the people are already hurt.”
“I know. Donald can help them afterwards.”
“Healer?”
“Yeah.”
“Mark can't help, can he?”
“Not yet – same for Cathy and Stacy. Nothing they can do.”
“Ok. Grab their arms, I'll try to hold everything together.”
The Trespasser realises now that dark red fluid is dripping steadily from the bottom of Jamie's mask. He turns around and grabs Gary's skinny wrist. 
 
 
Mark watches the the explosion bloom and the  fade as quickly as it came.
A faint blue aura ripples and blossoms around the explosion, expanding like a bubble and then deflating with the pressure wave. It dissipates, leaving a swirling cloud of smoke and debris. 
Gary falls to the ground, his mask leaking blood from the jawline. Mark catches him as he falls and lifts him into his arms, calling for help. 
Donald, unmistakable by his bulk, places a hand on Gary's neck, checking for a pulse. He nods, and motions to the helicopter.
Mark begins carrying the skinny figure to the helicopter with Stacy running after him. 
The Trespasser and Jamie emerge from the dust, guiding Donald towards the two injured photographers on the ground. One of them is writhing in pain, clutching his midriff. Donald walks straight past him to the blonde, lying still on the ground.
He gets to his knees and checks for a pulse. Looking up at the Trespasser, he shakes his head and moves towards the man making all the noise. The photographers look on as he kneels beside him and hovers his gloved hands over him. 
“Trespasser,” Jamie nudges the soldier and nods towards the reporters. Already some of them are raising their cameras.
“Trespasser Four,” he waves at Cathy, who is staring, transfixed. “Trespasser Four?” Nothing. “Cathy!”She snaps out of it, looking up through her mask. “Cathy, get over here. Donald, hold on.”
Donald, presiding over the injured man like a faith healer, has bowed his head in concentration.
“What can I do to help?” asks Cathy, her voice trembling.
“We don't want any pictures.”
“I'll do what I can,” she says, and walks over to Donald. She places a hand on his shoulder – though he barely notices – and as Jamie watches, she focuses and -
They're gone. 
 
 
For Donald, the world goes dark asides from his small circle of it, as though a spotlight were shining on him. 
His mind is searching through the man's body, the pressure building in his head. He can sense the man's pain; if he holds it much longer he'll begin to feel it, too. 
Putting the pressure aside, he lets his energy flow through the injured soul's bones, knitting wounds and cauterising blood vessels. Organs repair themselves as he passes his fire through the broken cells, flakes of metal shrapnel rising out through the open wounds and tinkling onto the concrete as the wounds close themselves over. 
Donald opens his eyes, and puts his hand over Cathy's, which rests on his shoulder.
“Thank you,” he says, lifting his mask and wiping the sweat from his brow. “Can anybody see us?”
She shakes her head, and he looks up. All around them is a darkness as thick as the night sky, marked by a dense fog that has descended over everything except for them. 
“Nobody can see us until I let them.” 
“You can let them now.”
Cathy squeezes his shoulder. “Put your mask on, Donald.”
“Oh yes,” he mutters, and pulls it down. The wounded man under his hands has fallen into a deep sleep by now. Cathy lets go of his shoulder and -
 
 
Jamie watches them reappear. The photographers reel in surprise, lifting their cameras again. 
“That's enough -” the Trespasser begins, starting forward – but there is no need.
The camera's don't work. The flashes never come. 
Donald and Cathy stand up together, and Donald points down at the man on the ground.
“He's fine – get him to the aid tent. As for the girl -” he turns to the Trespasser, “I can't heal the dead. I'm sorry.”
“You guys get to the helicopter,” says the Trespasser, nudging Jamie too. 
As they turn to leave they see Stacy's thin figure, one hand held against her mask as though her head were aching. 
“Come on, Stacy,” says the Trespasser, putting his arms around her shoulders like a protective brother, leading her away from the scene as military personnel descend upon it, bringing stretchers and medical staff with them. 
“I didn't think I could control that many things at once,” she groans, clutching her head through her mask. 
“The cameras? That was you?”
“Of course. I think my nose is bleeding, but.”
“That's ok. Just don't push yourself.”
“I just wanted to help -”
“I know, I know. You did good, lass.”
They get onboard the helicopter, where Mark is sitting with a now-conscious Gary, his head in his hands.
Stacy nudges him as she sits down at his side, patting his knee.
“Migraine, Gary?”
He groans and nods.
“Aye,” she sighs, “me too mate.”
Mark waits until everybody is aboard, and then gets up out of his seat and heads for the ramp, walking past the Trespasser.
“Mark?” shouts the Trespasser.
He ignores him.
Trespasser One turns to those in the back of the helicopter.
“Get buckled in. We're leaving.”
He's met with weary nods as they take off their helmets and masks, taking grateful breaths of fresh air. His boots clang on the ramp as he follows Mark back down into the camp.
“Trespasser Seven?” he shouts. Mark doesn't stop. “Mark?”
He turns and the Trespasser tenses, ready for him to jump into the sky and leave. 
“They can't target starving civilians, Trespasser, I won't let them.”
“Neither will I, why would I?”
“Then why are you trying to stop me from doing something about it right now?”
“Because we're a team, Mark. If you go out there alone then I don't care how strong or tough you are, the King already found a way to kill you and it almost worked. There's nothing to stop somebody doing it again. You're not invincible, and whatever is left of his men are well aware of that.”
Mark turns and looks at the camp. The body of the blonde-haired reporter is loaded onto a stretcher and covered with a blanket as it is carried away. Turning back to the Trespasser, his face still hidden by his mask, he clenches his fists.
“You're going to let them get away with this?”
“Mark, we will bring those bastards to justice. I promise you. But we'll do it together. As a team.”
“And if I just jump away, right now? What will you do?”
“Nothing.”
“Really?”
“Well, maybe I'd come after you myself; but only to try and talk sense into you. You want to go that badly, go – but you can't fight fanaticism with your fists, Mark. These people are well hidden and they'll strike at the weak until they get to you.”
Mark looks out across the camp and sees the area clearing. Already the disaster is over. One dead, one injured but stable. 
A miracle, by anybody else's standards. 
“The bomber; he tried to say that the King sends his regards.”
“I heard him.”
“The King's in jail. It's over for him. Why would he say that?”
“They're fanatics, Mark.”
“But never suicide-bomber fanatical. They were always too smart for that.”
“They've gotten desperate, clearly.”
Mark looks around, agitated. “Will you check on his prison, anyway? I want to be sure he's not pulling strings from his cell.”
The Trespasser nods. “Ok. If it makes you feel better.”
Mark wipes the perspiration off of his visor and follows the Trespasser back up the ramp. He takes a seat beside the others, strapping himself in as the helicopter's engines roar into life. Standing, holding onto a handle, the Trespasser raises a hand to his comms unit.
“Command? We're extracting. I'll debrief you when we're back.” He exchanges a quick look with Mark and adds: “Can you do a check on the cell holding the King, too? One of my squad is a little paranoid: he suspects that the King has a form of communication with the outside. Search the cell, search the King, and screen the guards.”
He waits until Command replies. With his mask still on, none of them see his face drop. He looks up at them, and Mark leans forward against his harness. 
“Trespasser, what did they say?”
Trespasser One looks him in the eye through their visors and swallows. He can't hear him, but it's enough to see his masked head frozen in shock.
“Oh shit.”
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Mark storms across the base's hanger as soon as the helicopter's ramp slams onto the concrete. The Trespasser walks down the ramp after him to find him with his head in his hands, having tossed his mask across the landing pad. 
“This can't be happening.”
The Trespasser takes his own mask off and rests his hand on Mark's shoulder. “I'm sorry, Mark.”
“Tell me I heard that wrong,” says Jamie, coming down the ramp with the rest of them as the sound of the helicopter's engine fades. 
“What's everybody so upset about?” asks Gary, wiping dried blood from his top lip. 
“The King.” says Jamie. “He's loose.”
“Trespasser?” asks Stacy, her voice suddenly frail and small. “Is that true?”
“Command says there must have been somebody on the inside.” The Trespasser shakes his head. “Total bloodbath. Fourteen guards dead, one in medical. Somebody smuggled him a silenced pistol, they think. He's gone. We only just got the news.”
“Are they doing anything?” asks Donald.
“Nothing we can do,” says Jamie. “Glasgow is his city. He'll have disappeared by now.”
“We nearly died bringing that bastard down,” says Mark, “just so he could walk right out of prison. This is exactly what I was afraid would happen.” 
“He doesn't have the resources he once did,” the Trespasser reassures them. “We can find him. The Agency won't just let him slip away, trust me.”
The Trespasser looks at Mark for a few seconds, holding his stare.
“What are you looking at me like that for?” asks Mark after a moment. 
“You've already done enough good today. Don't go vanishing on me. Leave it to the professionals this time.”
Mark considers this, then takes a swig from the flask on his belt. “I'll let the Agency handle it,” he concedes, and raises his hands in surrender. “Until they can't.”
“Thank you. Now let's get you lot to medical. The doctors want to check you all; we've got a widespread case of nosebleeds.”
“It's better now,” Gary protests. “I don't need another blood test.”
Stacy snorts. “You're just scared of needles.”  
The Trespasser points them to the doors leading down into the base.
“All of you. Medical. Now.”
“You not coming, Tony?” asks Jamie on his way past. 
“My name's not -” he begins to scold him, and then gives in. “I've got to go and see my superior.”
Jamie and Mark both give him a nod as they leave.
“Squad,” the Trespasser shouts after them and they all turn, with their masks off and their tired eyes drooping. “For the record; whatever spin the media puts on today's events, I want you to know that you all did bloody well. You averted a disaster. Saved a lot of lives. We worked as a team, and you should be proud of yourselves. I suspect my superiors feel the same way. After the medical, go and get some rest. We're back to training tomorrow.”
They turn to leave, all feeling a little taller. 
 
 
The King stands back from the damp concrete wall, admiring his work. Three paintings line the walls, classical pieces from his old office. 
“That's a bit better.” He is interrupted by a knock at the door. He shouts for them to enter and his lieutenant appears through the door, his suit dustier and darker than the previous visit. “Yes, Gregor?”
“Ah, I see you've hung the paintings sir.”
“I have. The thieves that we bought them from: did you do as I asked?”
“Necks and hands bound to cinder-blocks and dropped in the Clyde, sir. Of course.”
“Good. It's a sad day when my throne room is looted; they didn't even know how much these paintings were worth. They're originals. I can't believe I had to buy my own paintings back.”
“We did recover the money after we dealt with them, to be fair sir.”
“It's the principle of the thing, Gregor.”
“At least they won't make the mistake again, sir.”
The King finally turns around, hands clasped behind his back, his chest puffed out as the lieutenant closes the door shut behind him. The King turns, letting out a deep breath.
“So how did our announcement in George's Square go?”
The lieutenant puts his hands in his pockets, his shoulders shrinking inwards. 
“Badly, sir. I'm sorry.” He waits, and the King says nothing. The patient expression on his master's face prompts the suited man to continue. “The bomb went off as planned, but we didn't account for the survivors of Operation Firefall intervening.”
“I feared as much.” The King sighs. “No matter. The objective was completed, regardless.”
“The objective, sir? The attack only claimed one life -”
“It's not about a death toll, son,” the King lowers his voice, disappointed. “The point was to show the Agency's new pups that they aren't safe. Glasgow is a no-man's-land for them now. They'll think twice before coming back to interfere. We hit their morale. In that regard: the objective was completed. We've dented their confidence: they aren't soldiers.”
“Yes, sir. So what now?”
The King sits down in his plastic red chair, cringing as it squeaks under his weight. “How many days until the arrival?” 
“Three, now.”
“Then we have three days to prepare. We still have our man in the observatory?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What about our man in the Agency?”
“He's gone, sir.”
“I see.” The King strokes his chin, beginning to show a bit of stubble. “I'm going to need some time to think on this. In the meantime, keep the pressure on the Agency; mentally. Guerilla warfare. Terrorism. Become an enemy the military can't fight.”
The King spreads his hands on his desk like a general, visualising the rumours spreading through the city like a virus, carrying word of his return.
“I want the people to know that I'm back, and I want them afraid. Either the Agency tries to intervene, in which case we neutralise them before the arrival to strengthen our position – or the Agency doesn't intervene, and I know that watching me terrorise this city will drive at least one of them insane. Force them into action. Divide and conquer.”
“I'll set up a team, sir. Any preferences on targets?”
“People that have disobeyed me. Make sure the city sees the bodies. We want word to spread – oh, and maybe get some people out with spray cans. Graffiti is the language of the city. I want the people to know that their King is back. I want them afraid for every small part they had in my fall.”
“I'll see to it, sir.”
The lieutenant leaves by the only door. 
The King stretches in his chair, pulls some paper over from his desk, and begins to write with the pen from his breast pocket. He writes 'assets' at the top of the page, and then stares at the blank page for a while. He writes the words:
Prisoners. Prison Break. Makeshift Manpower.
He stares for a while again, but nothing comes to the front of his mind. The viciously sharp fountain pen hovers over the pristine paper like a dagger, but nothing is written. 
He grits his teeth, scrunches up the paper, and tosses it into a waste basket beneath his desk. 
Taking another piece of paper, he begins to scrawl a map of his thoughts, smiling as his old calculating mind is finally put to use again.
He writes Mark's name, and Jamie's next to it. He draws a line between them, to the Agency, linking them to Glasgow. Beneath Mark's name he writes 'The Gardens Project', and underscores it: vulnerability. He draws a chemical-waste symbol beside Mark; poison, another weakness.
Next to Jamie he writes a question mark, and a raindrop. The King remembers all too well the vanishing figure in the rain, taking him and his men to pieces. He writes Chloe's name beside his, and draws a gun. He draws another line: arrival. New people, new powers, new opportunities to take advantage of. He sketches some prison bars and writes 'distraction' beside it. 
He continues writing, his hunched form lit by the washed out halogen. Soon, a pile of papers begins to form beside him, each one a potential plot to take advantage of the assets he has. Each one has the same conclusion, the same single word written at the bottom, like the solution to a three-page long equation.
The word is Kingdom. 
 
 
Morning comes – not that there are any windows to let the light in – and Jamie unwraps himself from Chloe's sleeping form and nestles the covers back over her. 
The room is barely lit by strings of fairy lights contained in glass jars that Chloe insists they keep on all night. Unconscious, her hand moves across the pillow to where he'd normally lie, a small frown flashing across her sleeping face. Squeezing her arm and leaving her to her dreams, he stands and heads for the shower. 
Half an hour later, wearing his gym shorts and a black t-shirt, Jamie walks into the dining hall with the intent of eating before training starts. It's there that he finds Mark, sitting by himself at one table in an otherwise empty hall, staring at the front page of a newspaper.
“That today's paper?” asks Jamie, and Mark looks up, startled. His eyes are red and heavy, as though he hasn't slept. 
“Uh, yeah,” he slurs, and twirls it around for Jamie to see.
The front page is a snapshot of first-aid crews rushing over the George's Square camp – their stretchers are all empty. The word 'miracle' is printed in giant black letters.
“That's not so bad,” says Jamie, sitting down. “I expected worse, to be honest.”
“There's more,” says Mark, pulling over the rest of the papers.
One of them has ran with a picture of the Trespasser and the squad, the Trespasser drawing his pistol. 
“It's a good action shot of Tony, at least,” sighs Mark. 
“Tony? I thought you insisted on calling him Trespasser One.”
“It's too early in the morning for all those syllables.”
Nodding, Jamie reads another headline:
“Moments From Disaster. Not so bad either.” 
He reaches for another and stops.
The front page of this one is a blonde girl that he'd know anywhere. The last time he saw her, she was lifeless on the ground in front of him, a broken camera still around her neck.
There is no headline: the front page is a memorial.
“She worked for that paper,” says Mark, as though it weren't obvious. 
“I know.” Jamie pushes it away. “When my power kicked in, she had already been hit by the pressure wave.”
“Donald couldn't save her?”
“He tried and then just shook his head.” He reads the writing below the headline. “She was the same age as Chloe.”
“Damn shame.”
“That's the world man. We're not superheroes.”
“We saved a lot of people yesterday.”
“That was a mixture of luck and coincidence. I don't think the attack would even have happened if we hadn't been there.”
“We can't blame ourselves for that.”
Leaning back in his chair, Jamie pushes the papers aside.
“Yeah, you're right.” 
“We can blame the King, though.” 
Jamie looks up to see Mark, arms folded, staring right through him. Jamie keeps his voice low. 
“I thought Tony spoke to you about this.” 
“I know. I'm not going to go rogue, don't worry. I'm just saying. If I get the chance, I'm bringing him in.”
“The King won't give us that chance again – and we'd both better be careful. He knows us – he knows what makes us tick. Don't be surprised if he tries to use that against us.”
Mark nods in agreement, and then rubs his stomach, changing the subject.
“Food? We've at least an hour before training starts.””
“Food.” Jamie nods, standing up and heading for the canteen's kitchen.
 
 
When they make it to the training hall an hour later, they find the other four squad members sitting on a bench in their gym kit. The Trespasser stands in front of them, his usual overalls on, his half-burnt face weary with tiredness. 
In the middle of the hall stands a new, strange assault course. Gone are the walls and rope-bridges, replaced with structures like tiny hangers, as though they have submerged a series of giant tin cans in the floor.
“Boys, you're late.”
“I'm well fed though,” says Mark, and follows Jamie to the bench. “Waiting for us before you start?”
“We have news,” the Trespasser tells them. “Now that the whole squad is here, I can tell you.”
“Hey, where's the assault course?”
“We don't need it any more,” says the Trespasser, and takes a breath. “In light of your performance at George's Square, and the uh, reassuring nature with which you conducted your actions, Command has given us the green light to begin using your powers during training.”
Mark almost raises his silver flask in a cheer, but stops when he sees the expression on the Trespasser's face.
“Why aren't we cheering?” 
“Medical has given us the all clear,” says the Trespasser, “but I want to make myself very clear. I am not leading you into combat. You are not soldiers. Your powers have the capacity to save lives and that is what we are training for. You don't use them unless I give the order, or human life is at stake. If you feel yourself getting light headed, or feel the pressure building, you stop. You all know what happens when someone with powers goes too far.”
“What kind of training are we talking about here?” asks Donald, looking behind him at the new, stainless steel assault course. 
“The research teams have found that your capacity for sustaining your powers grows as you use them. In other words: you can train them like a muscle.”
Jamie laughs. “Is that what all those hours spent catching tennis balls were for?” 
“Think yourself lucky, they launched them out a cannon for me.” says Gary, leaning forward to laugh with Jamie.
“They put me in a maze,” Cathy throws her hands up. “Why didn't I just get tennis balls thrown at me?” 
Mark points at Cathy, nodding. “Yeah, I just lifted weights. Why didn't I get tennis balls?”
Trespasser One holds a hand up and they all fall silent.
“We have a new assault course, as you can see. This one is harder – a lot harder – but you can use your powers. Medical staff will be on constant stand by.” 
Jamie raises a hand. “I thought we were just going to be negotiators when the fire hit.”
“Agency negotiators still wear bulletproof vests, Jamie.”
“You mean, in case the negotiations don't work out.”
“Yes. Which is why Command has made the decision to train you in the usage of your powers. If it all goes south, at least now we know that you can perhaps prevent any loss of life – including your own.”
Mark rubs the tiredness out of his eyes. “So we aren't doing any more humanitarian stuff?” 
“Not until after the arrival situation is resolved, Mark, no. I'm sorry, but we can't take risks like that with you guys.”
Mark's shoulders sag, but he gives a resigned nod. 
“When do we start?” asks Stacy.
“Today. Now, actually. If you'll follow me, I'll show you the new course.”
The Trespasser motions for them to follow him as he heads for the structures across the hall. 
 
 
In a flat overlooking the deserted motorway, a scrawny man with patchy facial hair and a yellow-stained shirt peers through the gaps in his wooden-boarded window. Below him, the streets are almost empty in the bright mid-day chill, frost coating the pavements. The only movement is the occasional duffel-coated roamer, pushing a shopping trolley filled with bin bags. He watches for the routine patrol coming past, a dark green land rover covered in armour plating. 
It trundles past and he breathes a sigh of relief, turning back to the grimy flat. He wanders over to a cupboard and opens it, revealing stacks of ration packs and bottles of liquor: the spoils of a man with connections in the black market.
There's a polite knock at his door.
He looks up from a half opened ration pack – this one claims to be steak and mashed potato. As the smell of dry-powdered food chokes his runny nostrils, he stares at his own doorway.
Lifting a crowbar from the gap between his fridge and his washing machine, he creeps towards the door. His eyes wander over the four locks, checking that they are all intact before he raises his eye to the fish-lens to check outside.
As soon as his eye reaches the lens, the bottom of the wooden door explodes, a sudden burst of splinters and lead. A slug passes through his kneecap and he screams and falls backwards. 
Lying on the ground clutching his shattered knee, he can only watch in horror as the demon behind the doorway smashes the door apart with thunderous strikes.
Once breaks the first lock. 
Twice rips a hole through the door, and he sees the shining head of a sledgehammer. 
He tries to scurry away on his elbows, gritting his teeth and whimpering. 
The third blow shatters the locks and the door swings open, letting the King's lieutenant waltz in, stowing the silenced pistol in his coat pocket and swinging his sledgehammer like a Broadway dancer swings a cane. 
He grins as he skips over the prone man's form. Four men follow him in. The last closes the door behind them, though the shattered lock doesn't click shut.
“Gregor?” Tam grunts through the pain, twisting to body to keep the suited man in view. “I thought you were dead.”
Gregor smiles at his own name, his forehead creasing as wrinkles overtake his receding hairline.
“Silly Tam,” he mews, swinging the sledgehammer over Tam's face like a pendulum. 
Tam winces and looks around for the crowbar, only to watch a smug man in a long black coat kick it away. They circle him like hawks, producing a mixture of machetes, claw hammers, lead pipes and -
Tam swallows, shaking now. 
A nail gun. 
Gregor leans over him like a curious owl. “You ever play chess, Tam?” 
“Look man, I wouldn't have sold the shit if I knew you guys were still active. You didn't contact us, nobody knew you were still out there.”
“You see, Tam, in chess the game isn't over until the King is taken off the board.”
Gregor produces a black chess-piece – a King, naturally – from his suit pocket and holds it up in the light.
“I can give you the names of who I sold it to,” whimpers Tam, “you can get your stuff back. The guns, the chemicals, everything man.”
Gregor continues, paying no attention to Tam's pleas.
“Your mistake, Tam, was that you thought the game was over. You know the difference between 'check' and 'checkmate' right?”
“Look Gregor, please man. Please.” Tam looks up into the cold eyes of the suited man as his bowels void themselves over the floor. 
“Jesus...” One of the men screws his face up as he steps aside to escape the expanding puddle of fear. 
“The King was merely in check, Tam. Threatened. The game isn't over until the King is put in checkmate – and things never went that far. They were never going to.”
Gregor kneels over Tam's face, producing a second, white King piece from his pocket. 
“Gregor, I've got money, man. I've got a shit load of money.”
“I know,” says Gregor, passing his sledgehammer up to one of his men. He motions for them to come around, and they kneel beside Tam's head and plant their knees on either side of his face to stop his head moving. “You got it from selling things that didn't belong to you. They belonged to the King, Tam.”
Gregor can feel Tam shaking in fear beneath him. Above them, one of the men raises the sledgehammer like an executioner.
“Gregor man, please.” Tam is almost screaming now. “I'll do anything you want, man, anything, just please, no -”
Gregor ignores his pleas as he places the first black chess piece over Tam's screwed-shut eyelid. Tam struggles as he feels the piece press down on his eyeball, his legs thrashing and kicking.
“Shh,” Gregor tries to calm him, talking with the soothing tones of a doctor. “Shh, Tam. No more struggling. It's over. Just some pain, then it's over. It won't take long.”
He gives the signal, and the man above them brings the sledgehammer down with the precision of a craftsman, driving the chess piece through Tam's eye. 
His scream splits their ears, and Gregor winces at the sound as he lines up the second piece.
“Hold him still, hold him still.”
When the second piece is driven through his other eye, Tam finally stops struggling.
Dropping the sledgehammer with a thud, the executioner picks up his nail-gun and leans forward, pressing it against Tam's forehead and pumping the trigger until it clicks empty, each nail driving his forehead back against the floor with a pneumatic hiss.
Gregor stands up, brushing himself down. Spittle and blood coat his suit jacket and he wipes them away, clenching his jaw to stop the shaking from the adrenaline. 
His men look at him. “What now, sir?”
“Hang him out the window for the city to see.” Gregor shakes himself, producing a cigarette packet from his pocket and lighting up, taking a long draw to steady himself. “Then pack your shit up. We've got two more targets before the day's done.”
“You want me to do the tag now, sir?”
“Yeah, go ahead.”
One of the men pulls out a can of spray paint and finds a suitable wall. When he is finished the red writing drips like blood across a wall covered in yellowed wallpaper from two decades ago. 
It reads:
Thy Kingdom Come, Thy Will Be Done.
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Mark leads the way into their new assault course: the thick metal door hisses aside as he approaches, tense and low, his eyes darting around the room as he enters. The layout has been changed since their last run to keep them on their toes.
“New room,” he announces, and stops. 
Behind him the rest of the squad pause, crouching. Peering through the visor of his mask, he takes in the chamber: it seems plain enough, a steel cube with a slit cut along one wall and a door straight ahead.
“I can feel something behind the wall,” says a nasal female voice.
“Can you tell what it is, Stace?”
“No. Just that it's mechanical.”
“Might be guns,” this comes from Jamie, who turns and finds Gary. He pats him on the shoulder. “You're up, wee man.”
Gary, staying low like he was taught, comes to the front of the squad and steps in front of Mark. 
“We'll go when you're ready, Gary.”
He nods and lowers his head, focusing. A blue screen of light, like the reflection off the ocean on a hot day, fades into existence along the middle of the room like a parting wall. The path to the door is clear.
“You first, Mark,” says Jamie, pushing him. 
Mark shrugs and jogs across the room.
Without warning the wall across from him explodes with sound and light, and he flinches and turns, braced for the impact of a dozen rubber bullets like the last time. 
He opens his eyes and relaxes as he sees hundreds of tiny plastic ball-bearings bouncing off Gary's forcefield. He gets to the door and waves the others across. Once the squad has gathered at the door he opens it and sends them through, pausing only to make sure that Gary makes it.
“Whenever you're ready, Gary, come on.”
Gary moves slowly, trying to hold his concentration. The guns behind the firing-slit haven't stopped, their barrels popping like bubble wrap over and over again. Finally, Mark gets Gary into the cover of the doorway and the forcefield collapses. Gary leans against the wall as though he has finished a sprint.
“How's your head?” asks Stacy.
“Sore, but I'll live.” He checks the armband on his left arm: the same one that they all wear now. It flickers from green to orange, and then back again. “Vitals are green, I guess?”
“Good man,” says Jamie. “Next room.”
“Oh I remember this one,” says Cathy as they enter and spread out along the wall. 
“They'll have changed it somehow,” Donald reminds her. “Trust me.”
This one is a mixture of various tests. The only way through is a thin corridor, and at the far end is a camera linked to two guns that will spit pellets at them if they set it off. 
“Cathy, you or I could get this one,” says Jamie. “What do you think?” She shuffles back, folding her arms. “Cathy come on. You need the practice.”
“I don't want to let everyone down -”
“It's training, Cath,” says Donald, patting her arm. “Relax.”
“Ok fine,” she says. “Everybody hold onto me.”
They grab her arms wherever they can find a grip, and begin to manoeuvre like a large crab towards the hallway. As they walk, the camera begins buzzing as it zooms in, focusing -
A fog descends on them. 
As though they were caught in a shock blizzard, the steel walls fade away, leaving them to push through a dense mist. Cathy has fallen silent, rigid with concentration as she guides them down the hall. Only when he focuses his eyes can Mark make out the camera in the distance, obscured by the clouds.
“That's it, Cathy,” whispers Donald, squeezing her arm. She shushes him, concentrating. 
Halfway there, a break appears in the fog as though the wind were blowing it away. Cathy stops, one hand on her head: the fog fades back in. 
“Keep it together Cath,” says Gary. “We're halfway. That's further than you got last time.”
Mark hazards a look at the armband on Cathy's arm and sees it flash from green to orange. 
“My head,” she groans, stumbling onwards. By now they're supporting her, holding her up as she stumbles forward. “I can't -”
She drops to her knees without warning, and the fog dissipates as suddenly as it had appeared, leaving them visible.
The camera chirps.
The guns click on, their slides racking back to load. 
“Ah I hate this bit,” says Gary. 
Mark throws himself to the front of the group, arms spread to cover them as they help Cathy up.
The shots never come.
“Everybody go,” says Stacy, her hand outstretched towards the guns. He can hear the strain in her voice. “Just go.”
Mark turns and helps Cathy up, lending his immense strength to help push the group up the corridor. They get to the end and head for the door, getting clear of the guns, before Mark turns and heads back in. 
Jamie grabs his wrist and stops him.
“Mark, I can get Stacy -”
“I'll get her – she needs to practice, you don't.”
Shrugging, Jamie nods and follows the rest through a door, Cathy still clutching her head. 
Mark heads back down the corridor, where Stacy stands with one hand on the wall and another on her head, trying to feel her way out. 
“Stacy, I'm here,” he says, getting under her arm and lifting her. “Just try to keep the guns off, ok?”
She manages a nod, and Mark notes that her armband's indicator has also turned orange. Together, they stagger towards the end of the hall. He can hear her grinding her teeth beneath her mask.
“Almost there,” he whispers. “Almost there -”
She lets out a breath and collapses onto him, clawing at him for purchase. Expecting this, Mark loops a hand under her limp legs and lifts her, sprinting down the hallway.
The camera chirps. The guns rack their slides. 
He turns his back to them throws himself the rest of the way, catching the harmless pellets on his back. Mark doesn't even feel them. Sliding along the floor, he comes to rest against the bottom of the guns' parapet and stays low, carrying Stacy out through the open door, beneath the electronic eyes of the cameras. 
They meet the others outside and, as Stacy climbs down from Mark's arms, Jamie grins and high fives his friend. 
Behind them, the others are leaning on their knees and catching their breath. The warm lights of the training hall catch the shine of sweat on their foreheads as everybody removes their masks for air, glad to be out of the halls.
“Hey, we made it to the end.”
“Of two rooms.” The Trespasser appears behind them, mask off, arms folded. “Nevertheless, that was good. Nobody's vitals spiked into red, so well done. You're getting better.”
“Still not enough.” says Cathy, still panting and clutching her temples. She gives up and sits on the ground, sighing, jaw slack from exertion. 
“Cathy you made it halfway. You did well. It looked better on the cameras too – you started your thing early enough. We didn't even see anybody's feet in the camera room.”
She manages an exacerbated smile and gives him a sarcastic thumbs up. “What does it look like from outside anyway? Do you see the fog too?”
“You vanish. No sight, sound, like you're not there. Infra-red, sonar; nothing; as if you dropped out the universe.”
“I dunno, Cath,” says Gary. “That sounds a bit spooky. Where do you take us?”
“Bathgate,” says Mark, chuckling and taking a swig from his flask.
“That's not even funny,” says Stacy. “Your jokes get worse the more you drink.”
“They'd be worse if I was dead. You know, I also get stronger the more I drink,” Mark points out. “Which is why I can do things like... oh, carrying you through the last half of a training room. Whilst getting shot. Just saying.”
“I could've made it.”
“You swooned into my arms. Swooned.”

“Swoon my arse. I felt light headed.”
“You swooned. Just wait until I start wearing my pants outside my overalls and put a cape on. Everyone'll be swooning then.”
“Are we getting capes?” asks Gary, perking up.
“We're not getting bloody capes.” Trespasser One sighs. “That was well done by everybody. Stacy, you've come leaps and bounds. How did it feel?”
“It's still easier to make technology work than it is to stop it working.”
“Practice makes perfect. Keep using the training dummy we gave you.”
She sighs. “Aye ok.” 
“Donald, how's your training in medical going?”
“There aren't a lot of injured people,” he says, “but there's enough to do that I can practice.”
The Trespasser almost says something else, pointing at Gary next – but he stops, lifting a hand to his earpiece. His eyes deaden and his face drops, his professional demeanour returning.
“Oh no,” says Mark. “I know that look.”
“Everybody to the briefing room,” he says, dropping hand. “It's time you all heard this.”
 
 
“- a spate of brutal murders, likened to ritualistic executions,” says the voice of the female news presenter as the camera pans over Glasgow in the early morning frost. “The nature of the killings, and the profiles of those involved, seem to confirm the fears that official sources have continuously denied: that the criminal warlord known as the King has indeed escaped custody, and is once more at large. Plans to reduce the amount of military personnel in the city have been cancelled in the wake of this news, giving weight to such claims. A spokesman from the military had this to say -”
The Trespasser turns off the screen, and silence falls over the room. 
“We all knew he'd escaped, so this isn't a surprise,” he tells the squad seated in the plastic chairs. “I'm sorry I didn't tell you about the murders sooner. The news won't tell people the details, but I want you guys to know. You deserve to know; and I don't want you getting a shock if you hear it from somebody else.”
“I'm hard to shock,” says Donald.
“We aren't all doctors, Don,” says Cathy, folding her arms. 
“The first victim was a black-market merchant who lived in St George's Cross. He had his kneecap blown out, two chess pieces – the white and black kings, respectively – forced into his eye sockets, and was shot seventeen times in the forehead with a nailgun. Autopsy confirms that the nails came last. He was hung from his flat's window in full view of the street.”
Mark leans forward, clasping his hands in front of his face. 
“The second victim was a man who used to run a garage for the King. His jaw was forcibly removed from his head and his tongue attached to his chest with – again – a nail gun. He either drowned on his own blood, or died when a playing card – the King of Spades – was nailed into his left eye.”
Jamie looks up. “He used to run a garage?”
“Yes. For the King.”
“Huh. I probably knew the poor bastard.”
“I have his name if you want -”
“No.” Jamie raises a hand. “Better that I don't know.”
“As you wish.” The Trespasser continues to read off the horrifying murder accounts as though he were reciting a poem. “The third victim was a police officer under investigation for his involvement in the Kingdom Project. He was presumably forced to wear a steel crown which had been sharpened and was too small for his skull. They put it on him upside down, whereupon it was then hammered onto his head until it began to cut through his forehead, his eyebrows, and eventually his nose, shearing them off. The killing blow was delivered with a sledgehammer to the back of the skull, rendering the crown almost impossible to remove.”
Cathy clutches her stomach, putting a pale hand on Donald's knee and swaying. 
“You ok?” asks Donald. 
“I think I'm going to be sick.”
“I wanted you all to understand precisely why we are not returning to Glasgow for anything other than what is necessary. The King is trying to rattle our cages. Each of these victims was displayed for the city to see, and left with the same graffiti at the murder scene.”
Jamie narrows his eyes. “What did it say?” 
“It said: thy Kingdom come, thy will be done.”
“From the lord's prayer?” 
“Yes – perhaps it means something different in this context. We've got people analysing it all, of course.”
Mark stands up without a word and heads for the door, knocking two chairs over as he goes. The Trespasser depresses a button on his desk and the door seals shut before Mark can reach it.
Mark tugs on the handle without effect, turning with his face simmering with rage.
“Open the door before I rip it off.”
“You're not going to Glasgow, Mark.”
“I know,” he mutters, trying to keep his voice from shaking. “I'm going to the training room.”
The Trespasser stares into Mark's eyes until he's sure that he can trust what he says, and then presses the button again. Mark throws the door open and storms out, leaving the group in silence.
“If he's trying to get to us, he's succeeding with Mark at least,” says Jamie. “I'll go and talk to him.”
“Let him be,” says the Trespasser. “I've seen guys like that before; he needs to hit something.”
 
 
This room is smaller, the size of a gym, with treadmills and stationary cycles along one wall. In the middle of the room are a set of mats for hand to hand practice – something that they don't get enough of. 
In the corner, in an area designed just for him, stands Mark. His overalls are lying in a heap on the floor, leaving him in his shorts like a bare-knuckle boxer. Before him stands a grimy metal column, protruding from the floor like a tomb stone. The monolith is dented and scratched on one side, pristine on the other.
Mark grits his teeth and punches it again, planting his feet wide and leaning into the blow. The pillar trembles as he punches it again, leaving small indents where his knuckles sink into the steel. Punch after punch, high then low, jab then hook. The dust jumps from the floor with every strike, sending a deep booming sound through the facility. 
He finally stops, breathless. Sweat pours from his head, soaking his hair and plastering it to his reddened face. Jaw slack, he leans forward against the pillar and closes his eyes. 
Tired though he is, his temper still burns in his gut like a hot brand. He slams his fist against the pillar once more, planting his forehead against the cold metal as if it will cool his anger. 
Something makes him stop, and he perks his head up like a curious animal and listens. He hears it again – a loud metal clunk. Frowning, he wonders for a moment if his assault on the punching-beam has dislodged something in the facility. He steps away from the beam, still breathing hard. 
The door to the hall hisses open, and a small figure in black overalls appears, their face hidden with their back hunched over. They're dragging something, and Mark cranes his neck to see.
“Hello?” he shouts across the hall. 
She turns, and he recognises Stacy's mouse-like features. She's dragging something heavy with her. 
“Thought I'd find you here,” she says, breathless like him. Standing up, she puts her hands on her hips and then wipes the sweat from her brow. 
“You uh,” Mark raises an eyebrow, still unsure what she's dragging with her. “You need a hand with that?”
“No, no,” she waves him away. “I need the practice.”
“Practice at what -” Mark begins, stopping when she steps away to reveal her burden.
Lying on the floor is a metal man, shaped like a crash test dummy, with a visible skeleton of steel tubes. Its legs are double-poles with hinges at the knees, ending in long, flat feet with stubby metal balls where its toes should be. 
Its hips and ribs are little more than metal hoops and flat steel panels: a man made entirely of nuts, bolts, pipes and hinges. 
“What the hell is that thing?” 
“I call him Rob.”
“Short for robot?”
“Nah, he just looks like a guy I know called Rob.”
“Poor guy.” Mark mutters, walking forward to get a better look at it. “What does it do?”
“He was built for me to practice on,” says Stacy, stepping back. “I'm getting better, watch.”
She puts her hands to her head and closes her eyes, and Mark watches the metal man twitch to life. Rob's feet jerk first, as though he were being electrocuted. Then his entire body spasms, and he rolls over onto his front, pushing himself up from the elbows.
Rob, the metal man, stands eye to eye with Mark. Where his face should be, however, Rob has been given a flat block of metal upon which Stacy has drawn a crude smiley face. 
The effect is unnerving. Mark watches as a machine – a robot, he thinks – without any visible power source or engine, cocks its head and waves at him. 
Then, as suddenly as he had been given life, Rob dies. His legs buckle and he clatters to the ground with a sound like a box of spanners being dropped. 
Stacy's armband has flashed from green to orange, and she is rubbing her temples and biting her lip.
“You ok?” asks Mark.
She nods. “It takes a bit of effort to keep him up and working.”
“That's your thing, right? You can -”
“I can make mechanical things go. Or stop.”
“Even if they don't have a power source?”
She shrugs, nodding again. “Seems that way.”
“Only mechanical things?”
“Man-made mechanical things. I can't affect electrical circuits, for example - but I can make a switch work.”
Mark looks down at the metal figure. “Or a hinge turn.”
“Yeah. Anyway I thought you could maybe do with a sparring partner.”
He raises an eyebrow. “Sparring? You want to fight me?”
“I doubt I'd last long.” She takes a deep breath, and her armband returns to its green colour. “But Rob? He might. The more I use him the easier it gets; I could use the practice, like you said.”
“What if I break him?”
“Try not to. I've gotten strangely attached to his big freaky face.”
“You have unresolved issues, Stacy,” says Mark, taking a swig from his flask and grimacing as the whiskey burns its way down his throat. 
He walks over to the mat, and turns around, tensed, fists clenched at his side as he bounces on the balls of his feet. 
“Get him over here, then.”
Stacy closes her eyes again, and Rob gets to his feet like a drunk, stumbling and falling before he finally rises to his full height. Watching him walk gets a laugh out of Mark – he totters back and forth like a toddler, arms out for balance.
“You weren't joking when you said you needed practice,” he chuckles.
“Don't distract me,” she says, her face screwed up as she focuses. 
“It'll be more distracting when I punch him,” he says, laughing. “He walks like me after ten pints.”
“After ten pints you walk through things,” she laughs. 
Rob steps up to the mat and mirrors Mark's position, hands up on either side of his dopey smiley face. Mark suppresses another laugh. 
“Ok,” he says, stepping forward. “Give me your best shot.”
 
 
It's raining in Glasgow. 
Gregor steps in out of the rain, taking shelter in the draught-riddled warehouse, folding his umbrella and shaking it dry before leaning on it like an old man. The warehouse has the feel of an empty tomb, seeming to catch sound and smother it. 
He checks his watch and relaxes a little: they're on schedule so far. 
A drenched figure in a long black coat, carrying a crowbar in one hand, has leaned into the warehouse. 
“Sir, we found it.”
“Show me.” says Gregor, waiting until he is outside until he puts his umbrella up. 
He has to step over the twisted bodies of two men, their skulls caved in and their faces crushed into obscurity. The rain has diluted the puddles of blood from dark crimson to murky brown. Gregor barely looks at them. 
“The paperwork says that it was to be sent north,” his man explains, “up to Aberdeen.”
“What the hell does Aberdeen need with our weaponry? Who's up there?”
“Best guess is just a buyer, sir. The guy still hasn't told us, and we've run out of things to break.”
“Oh son.” Gregor puts a gloved hand on his shoulder, as gentle as a breeze. “You never run out of things to break.”
The tap-dance of raindrops on his umbrella stops when he enters the second building. In the distance he hears traffic – but no sirens: he relaxes. The industrial estate is fairly isolated: good for the smugglers running it. Good for those attacking it, too. 
Shaking his umbrella dry again, Gregor passes it to his man and smooths his suit down before strolling to the small office at the far end of the warehouse, a plasterboard block with one door and one window. Through the glass he sees a bloodied man surrounded by dark-cloaked figures, bearing down on him like a murder of crows.
“Right lads.” Gregor claps his hands as he enters. “You're excused. Go have a smoke or something, then start loading up the vans. The King will be pleased to know that our belongings are where they,” he smooths his hair back, “belong. Oh, and go into the box with the yellow square on it – at the bottom you should find a few canisters. Bring one of them to me.”
The men shuffle past him, leaving Gregor adjusting his gloves as though he were wringing his hands. He clicks his jaw, then cracks his neck and stretches his fingers, the tendons snapping like firecrackers. Sighing with relief, he closes the door behind him and regards the man sitting on the swivel chair, his hands tied to the back arch. 
“I d-don't know what else you want,” he stutters. 
Gregor peers over the chair and finds that his fingers are all broken, protruding at grotesque angels. He tuts, shaking his head.
“Amateurs,” he says. “I'm very sorry. A professional would have finished this ten minutes ago. I should really do these things myself.”
The man's bloodshot eyes follow him as he crosses the office and leans against the table, adjusting his suit and his hair in the reflection on the window, preening himself like a bird. 
“I told your men,” the man slurs, “I was sold the goods by another guy, his name is Tam. Just Tam. I didn't know the King had been robbed -”
Gregor holds up a finger. “I know,” he says. “That man was last seen hanging from his own window with two chess pieces and seventeen nails in his skull. Imagine,” Gregor takes a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket, peeling away the gold foil, “what his mother must have thought when she saw that on the news.”
The man looks down, avoiding his stare. Gregor continues.
“Imagine his friends. They'll all be sitting in the pub in silence. None of them will mention him. Not because they don't remember him, you understand; they certainly remember him. They wont mention him because they're afraid. They are afraid that by associating themselves with him, they will somehow incur the same fate. People can be superstitious without even realising it.”
The man watches as Gregor produces a metal lighter – a silver square with a crown embossed on it – and lights up. He takes a thoughtful draw and lets the smoke out, shapes twisting and curling in the air, catching the dry halogen light. 
“Imagine your own family having to deal with that. You have a family?” The man shakes his head. “Really? No mother or father? Cousins? Girlfriend? Dog?” He says nothing this time. “I thought so.”
The door creaks open and one of Gregor's men passes him a yellow canister that looks just like a smoke grenade with a lever at the top. He takes it, rolls it over in his hands, and nods.
“That's the one. Thank you. I'll meet you in the van.”
The door closes again. 
“What do you want from me?” asks the captive, shaking, his voice frail and timid now. 
“I need a favour.”
He sighs in relief. “Couldn't you just have said that?” He takes a shuddering breath and leans back in the chair. “What do you need?”
“See this?” Gregor holds up the yellow canister. “This is hydrogen sulfide. Now you work in a warehouse for some smuggling ring.” He looks outside the window, where his men are disposing of some bodies. “Well, worked for a smuggling ring. So I'm guessing you didn't pay attention in chemistry. Hydrogen sulfide is very dangerous.” 
Gregor stands up, towering over the man. 
“You find it in volcanoes. Sometimes in sewers or mines: it's naturally occurring. It's also very heavy – it sinks to the bottom of tunnels and wells and stays there until some poor sap walks along, disturbing it, kicking it into the air. Then they breathe it in, and it kills their sense of smell. It smells like putrid death, you see - but they don't even notice. Then it paralyses their lungs and they die. Fairly lethal even in small amounts. It's also very, very flammable. This thing will explode if you put a match to it.”
“Ok, and what?” the man asks. “You want more, or something?”
“More? Your buyer stole it from us – we had a guy collecting this stuff. There are two more cans out there; I don't need more.” Gregor squats down to eye level as the engine of a van splutters to life outside. “We have a pest problem, you see. Rats so big you wouldn't believe. These rats are special, though – they're bulletproof. They can jump over a building. They pack a punch you wouldn't believe, and they're very smart. You know what they can't do? Breathe in poison. It nearly worked for us before – but we were too easy on the poison. This stuff here,” Gregor taps the canister, “is much more effective.”
“I don't understand.” The man is leaning back, trying to get away from Gregor, and the thick musk of aftershave and smoke that is reeking off of him. “What do you want me to do with it?”
“Well frankly,” Gregor smiles with his mouth, but his eyes remain blank, fixed on the man. “I need to know if it still works.”
The man begins to protest and beg, but all Gregor hears is the smooth music of his soul. Smiling with familiar comfort he stands up, places the canister on the ground and cranks the lever on the top. 
“I think it takes about three seconds to de-pressurise – safety feature,” he says, heading for the door and throwing it open. “Thank you for the help.”
The man's protests and screams are cut off as Gregor closes the door and walks around to the window, making sure there are no openings. Satisfied, he walks to the warehouse exit where the rain splashes against his shoes, and turns, watching through the window.
The man's cheeks are puffed out, his face turning red. Gregor watches, his face blank, as his test subject loses the battle with his own lungs and coughs, taking a deep breath and panicking. 
He's shaking his head, screaming – for Gregor, the world is silent and at peace. He watches his lab rat splutter and gasp, before his eyes glaze over and he slumps forwards. 
“Well that was quick,” he mutters to himself. 
Shrugging, he turns into the rain and raises a hand – one of his men throw him his umbrella and he props it up, walking out into the rain where the van is waiting to take him home. 
 
 
 



 
Episode 5
 
Men of Steel



 
The Trespasser barks orders into his headset as he crashes through a set of double doors. “Medical team to training room one. We have a red signal from armband six, female, power is mechanical manipulation. Begin evacuating to the surface immediately. I'm heading for the signal.”
He streaks down the long, cold hallways of the facility, his breath the only sound in his ears. Even as he hits a rapid sprint on the long straight, his hands are patting his belt and webbing, checking his weaponry and equipment.
Stun-gun; check. Hand-held forty-millimetre launcher, loaded with the same putty he once used to knock out Mark; check. Stun grenades; check. He doesn't bother to feel for his service pistol and combat knife: he has no intent of using them. 
The alarm sounds throughout the facility, flashing lights bathing the hallway in red. He reaches the training hall and stops, listening. Instinct says to burst in but his training stops him, making him reach out with his senses, taking his time. 
He chooses the stun-gun, a long range single-shot tazer with a charge that will knock out a horse. The Trespasser has it dialled down to half-power. He places a gloved palm on the door and eases it open, coming in low with the weapon raised. 
Mark and Stacy stand in the middle of a training mat, a heap of metal on the ground between them. They are looking around in bewilderment. Stacy has one hand on her head, a single line of blood coming from her nostril. 
She sees the Trespasser at the door and screams in surprise, clamping her other hand over her mouth. Mark follows her eyes and sees the Trespasser crossing the floor. The training room is dark red, emergency lights humming on and bathing the room in a crimson tint. 
Mark raises his hands, his face a mix of confusion and fear, glancing between the Trespasser's eyes and the stun-gun levelled aimed at him.  
“Was that us?” he asks.
The Trespasser looks at Mark's armband as he approaches, and then Stacy's. Though he isn't wearing a mask, his face is set in a stubborn grimace; it fades when he sees Stacy's armband flicker from red to orange. 
He lowers the stun-gun, holstering it, and rubs his eyes before pressing in his earpiece.
“Command, this is Trespasser One. False alarm; repeat, false alarm. All clear. Send the medical team for a check up anyway. Cancel the evacuation.”
 
 
Mark sits on the bench beside Stacy, her metal man still lying in a heap on the mat where she let him fall. The lights clunk and flicker back on. 
“What the hell were you two doing?” asks the Trespasser, pacing back and forward in front of them. 
The door squeaks and closes over as the medical team leave, taking an empty stretcher and a crash-cart with them, muttering to themselves. The pair's armbands are a healthy green.  
“Practising,” she shrugs. “Like you said we should.”
“Your armband went into the red, Stacy – that means nosebleeds, that's the threshold.”
“I'm ok though -”
“Nosebleeds are what comes before the haemorrhaging, Stacy,” he shouts at her. “Which in our experience, results in the immediate death of you and, if you're near anything your power can affect, everybody within about a hundred metres.”
She huffs and rolls her eyes. “Sorry.” 
The Trespasser pinches the bridge of his nose. “What were you doing anyway? Is that the test dummy we gave you?” 
“He's called Rob,” says Mark, smiling despite their telling off. “He's basically the terminator's low budget mate.”
The Trespasser begins to speak, and then stops. He points a finger at Mark, then Stacy, his mouth open as he connects the dot.
“Were you fighting?”
“He needed to blow off some steam.” Stacy throws her hands up. “You said so yourself; Mark needed to hit somebody. Well he can hit Rob all he wants, he's made of metal.”
“And you,” the Trespasser points at Stacy.  “You can control that thing well enough to fight somebody?”
“Hey,” says Mark, “not just somebody – me. That's like fighting a car crash.”
“It was hard to start with,” she says, “but after a few tries...”
Mark leans in, interrupting. “By the time you came in, we were doing best-of-three matches.”
The anger has left the Trespasser's face now, replaced with the distant stare he has when he's planning and thinking. 
“That true, Stacy?”
She pouts and nods as if it were nothing at all. 
“She needs to brush up on her technique though,” says Mark. 
She gives him a playful dig in the ribs that he doesn't even feel. 
“I can punch fine -”
“Yeah ok, Stacy, you can punch just fine,” he gives a sarcastic laugh. “You're like a young Tyson.”
The Trespasser raises his hand to his ear piece and speaks in a straight forward manner. 
“Trespasser One to Command: have my squad sent to training room one. You might want to come down yourself – and somebody from engineering, too. We have a breakthrough.”
“A breakthrough?” asks Stacy, snapping her head up. 
“Back to the mat,” he turns and waves them over, taking off his webbing and his belt and laying it at the side of the mat with a clunk. 
He removes his boots after a minute of unlacing and unfastens, unzips and unclasps his armour. It clangs to the floor, the bulletproof plating maintaining its shape,  giving the appearance of a hollow Trespasser lying on the ground. 
Standing in his shorts and a black vest, he walks barefoot onto the mat and invites them to join him with open arms.
“Are we not in trouble then?” asks Stacy as she hesitates to step on. 
“No Stacy, you're not in trouble.” The Trespasser starts cracking his knuckles and neck and stretching his arms. “But I'm going to have to teach you to throw a punch properly before everybody gets here.”
“Told you,” says Mark.
“You too,” the Trespasser points at him. “I've seen you fight. You're like a horse on an ice rink.”
Mark laughs, shrugs, and takes a quick swig from his flask before throwing it on a pile with the Trespasser's overalls. 
He steps onto the mat. 
 
 
“We should have popcorn or something,” says Gary as the squad shuffles onto the training room bench.
“I thought you'd given up on teaching us hand to hand,” says Jamie to the Trespasser, who leaves Mark and Stacy alone on the mat and joins them on the bench. The metal man still lies in the middle of the ring. 
“This changes things,” says the Trespasser. He leans forward to address everybody on the bench. “I wanted everybody to see how quickly Stacy's control over her powers has developed. This is why we're training you to use them.”
Suddenly, he stands up and links his hands behind his back: an older man in a grey shirt and a grey suit, held together with a silver tie, enters the room and gives him a brief nod. 
“Trespasser One.”
“Command,” he says, still getting used to his new superior.
This man, this new Command, is grey: everything about him – from the thinning hairline to his eyes, his thin lips and his blank personality – is devoid of colour, as though he is a man stuck in black and white. If men are weather, Command is a storm cloud. 
“What is it that you wanted me to see, Trespasser?”
“The potential applications of one of my squad member's abilities sir. Already I can see possible usage in bomb disposal, search and rescue, fire rescue – I'm sure engineering will be able to come up with more.”
“Which squad member, and what abilities, Trespasser One?”
“Stacy,” he turns, shouting to her on the mat. “One round, you and Mark. When you're ready.”
The duo on the mat nod, and the audience watches as Stacy closes her eyes, concentrating, one hand on her temple. 
The metal man, his crude smiling face dented and bent now, rises to his feet. Command is watching as Rob the tin man assumes a stance and extends a closed fist, which Mark bumps with his own. Trespasser One is watching Command; his face turns from shock to intrigue. Then he sees the cogs begin to turn.
“Is she controlling that -”
“Yes.”
“No power source? No engine, no -”
“Any mechanical system, sir: she can control any mechanical system.”
The fight begins, and Rob the metal man steps in and punches Mark in the gut. Grabbing the machine by its arm, Mark pirouettes and throws it to the ground. It slams onto its back with Mark on top of it, and Stacy gasps and lets go of her head.
Jamie stands up, whooping and clapping. 
Cathy tuts. “This is how that terminator film started, I'm sure of it.”
Gary cups his hands around his mouth as the machine gets to its feet and assumes the stance again. 
“Kick his wee head in, Stacy,” he shouts.
Command turns to Trespasser One as the second round begins. 
“Why don't we put her in a Challenger tank?” 
“They need fuel, ammunition, you can break a tread and immobilise them. That thing there can do any job a man can do, without any risk of life. It can enter buildings, clear mines -”
“No fuel? No power?”
“Well, Stacy is powering it, and she needs to eat I guess. Asides that, not really. Breaking it doesn't even do much – Mark has been punching lumps out of it and it hasn't slowed it down. It's just poles and metal: there's not a lot to break.”
“I'm thinking, Trespasser.” Command smiles. “How many of these things can she control at once?”
“I think more than one or two might be pushing it, sir. But I asked the boys down from engineering too. I want to know if making lighter ones might help her. That one's steel, for instance. I wonder if a lighter alloy might take the strain off her.”
“Could we mount weaponry on it?”
“Probably – but I'd like to leave that decision up to Stacy. She's not a soldier, sir.”
Command rubs his chin, watching the sparring match. 
 
 
The second fight goes better for Stacy. 
Rob ducks Mark's first hook and grabs him by the legs, tugging him off balance. Mark grabs on to its metal shoulder as he falls, rolling with the throw and tossing Rob sideways on to the mat. 
Stacy grits her teeth, trying to focus, and Rob makes it to his feet and dances to Mark's side as he throws a second punch. Rob plants one foot behind Mark's, puts a steel palm on his chest, and pushes him over. Mark hits the ground with a thud, and it is Cathy and Gary who stands up this time, applauding.
“That's one each,” says Donald, stroking his chin. “Not bad.”
“Mark, this is amateur stuff,” shouts Jamie. “Come on, get drunk. Get angry.”
Mark laughs and flips his middle finger at Jamie, who laughs.
Command pats Trespasser on the back. “I'll give engineering everything they need, Trespasser. I've seen enough. I'm convinced. Continue the training.”
“Yes, sir,” he says. “Thank you, sir.”
“On another note: less than forty-eight hours till arrival, I believe?”
“Much less, sir. At the last update, my timer said thirty two.”
“Are you ready?”
“Yes, sir.”
Command jerks his head towards the door, and the Trespasser follows him away from the squad, where Command lowers his voice.
“Are your squad ready?”
“Yes, sir.” he says, without hesitation. 
“What about that one?” Command looks straight at Mark, preparing for round three on the mat. “His profile has him listed as a drunk; self-destructive, with something of a messiah complex. Will he be ok?”
“He's fine, sir.”
“You realise the complications arising from the King's return? Your squad have to prepare for the possibility of an attack against them.”
“I know sir. Undercover units are already embedded in the city. This is still an Agency operation – we just have far better fail-safes this time around.”
“Good to hear it, Trespasser One. See to it that we don't have a repeat of Operation Firefall.”
“Yes, sir.”
They both turn around when Jamie and Donald erupt in cheers again. Mark has raised the metal man over his head like a wrestler and turned to the crowd, roaring in triumph, before throwing it to the ground with a crash. 
Stacy holds her hand up for a break, her armband flashing from green to orange. Gary boos them as they leave the mat, which earns him a slap on the back of the head from Cathy – Jamie has a chuckle at his expense.
“Here,” says Gary, “since Mark needs to drink to stay powered up, can we call him the tenants-super man?” 
Jamie slaps his thighs, laughing harder. 
“What do we call Stacy then?” asks Donald
“Machine Girl?”
“That's awful,” says Cathy. “What about like, the Iron Lady.”
“Like Maggie Thatcher?” asks Jamie. “No chance.”
“Beer-Man,” says Donald.
“For Stacy?” 
“For Mark, obviously.”
“He drinks whiskey, actually,” says Jamie. “What about you – you're a doctor, right Don? What about like, Doctor Death.”
“He hasn't killed anybody,” says Cathy, shocked by this. 
“Can Cathy just be like, 'Mist' or something cool?” asks Gary. “'Cause of that thing she does with the invisibility and all.”
“That's actually not bad,” says Jamie. “You can be the Crimson Swagger.”
“I don't have a swagger -”
“You have such a swagger,” says Donald. 
“So what, are we just getting a colour and a characteristic?” asks Gary. “That's how they usually do it, right?”
“Yeah,” says Cathy. “Like the Green Whatever or the Red Something-or-other.”
“Hold on,” Jamie thinks. “Mark, what's your favourite colour?”
Mark is helping Stacy up and looks over, shrugging as he gets his breath back.
“Brown?”
“Brown? Who's favourite colour is brown, seriously?”
“Ok, like cream or something then.”
“No, no, brown's fine,” says Gary. “The Brown Mark suits him.”
“The Brown Mark it is,” Jamie announces, earning another middle-finger from Mark. “Or just skidmark?”
Stacy applauds. 
Command and Trespasser share a look filled with unsaid thing, and Command raises his eyebrow before turning and leaving. 
 
 
Miles away, the frosty air steals over a quiet Glasgow. 
“The nights are coming in fast these days,” says Gregor, looking up at the darkening skies. “At least it's clear.”
“Ye kin see all-a-tha' stars,” says the drunk sitting beside him on the steps, tripping over his own words. He slurps cheap vodka from a blue plastic bag and leans in to him. Gregor tries to hide his disgust. Grinning and showing his three brown teeth, the spirits seep out from between his rubbery lips. “Awfa' pretty,” he says.
“Well, no light pollution any more,” says Gregor. “It's getting cold, I'd best head in for the night.”
The drunk leans back, taking another swig. “Aye mate.” 
Gregor stands, adjusting his fingerless gloves and the old, piss-stained duffel coat he is wearing. Fixing his wool hat, he climbs the steps and pushes the door open. The heavy oak door creaks and lets him in, and he closes it behind him, twisting the handle until it locks. 
He tries to ignore the stench. Walking down the corridor brings him to a wide open room with a roof high above, like a cathedral. A spiral staircase runs around the interior like the inner workings of a castle tower. 
In the middle stands a circular garden, bursting with colour even as winter sets in, the scent of the flowers briefly taking away the stench of drink, weed and sweat. Noise from above filters down like snow drops, and he catches bits and pieces. Somebody slapping someone else about. A man begging somebody for a needle. 
Sighing, Gregor takes off his hat and scratches his head. 
“This would never have happened under the King,” he mutters to himself. “Never.”
“Whit 'ye sayin' there, big man?” asks a female figure from the shadows.
Gregor jumps, almost going for the pistol hidden in his filthy coat. A young woman appears from the darkness, shaking and huddling a tartan shawl around herself. Her hair is matted in clumps, and she has open sores at the edge of her mouth. She looks like a skeleton. 
“Nothing,” says Gregor, clenching a fist in case she comes any closer. “Just looking for a place to sleep tonight.”
“Aw aye,” she croons, and Gregor can't help but sneer as he sees the track-lines on the veins of her forearm. Her voice sounds as though she is gargling razorblades, and her eyes have had mascara badly smeared around them in an effort to make her gaunt face more attractive. “Ye lookin' for some company?”
Gregor puts his hands in his pockets, his hand closing around a set of brass knuckles. 
“No,” he says. 
“Just a fella without a house, eh? Loads-a them these days.”
“Mhm,” he says, looking around in case there are any witnesses.
“Did you used to work for him, too?”
Gregor stops. “Him?”
“Aye. The King.” He says nothing, and she narrows her eyes, nodding and pointing a gnarled finger at him. “Aye, ye did. I can see it in yer eyes – yees have all got that look. Psychos,” she whispers, shaking her head.
Gregor remains silent, seconds away from knocking her out for peace and quiet. 
“Though al say this,” she waves her finger and smacks her chapped lips. “Ye'd never have got smack on the streets when he wis in charge. Least workin' girls were looked efter.”
“They were.” 
“You'd better no be here to kill emdby, mate. We've got a nice place here.”
“I just want a place to sleep.”
There's a pause, and she looks around as though afraid somebody will hear her.
“Is he dead?”
“The King?”
“Aye – is he dead?”
Gregor shakes his head, and she seems to shrink back into the darkness, shrivelling as though he'd shone light on her. 
“Is -” she's shaking now. “Is he coming back?”
Gregor nods.
“Am I in trouble? Is it me you're here for?”
He shakes his head.
“I just – we all thought he was dead. The boys that ran the sauna didny come in for three days, we were starving, nobody telt us whit to do -”
“Quiet,” says Gregor. “In time, the King will make it clear what he has planned for you.”
“Ok,” she says, relaxing. “Ye know it does get cold in here at night, ye sure ye don't want some company -”
She comes in towards Gregor, giving him an earnest smile. He holds out a hand to stop her, lowering his voice.
“Come any closer and I'll shatter your jaw.”
She reels back, screwing her face up.
“Aye aw'right mate.” She shuffles back into the shadows, mumbling, “you huv a nice night too.” Gregor walks away, ignoring her whispered, “arsehole.”
He turns and heads for the stairs, pulling an ancient mobile phone from his coat pocket. He flips it open and dials the only number in it, and seconds later the voice at the other end picks up.
“Are you in the Gardens?”
“Yes.”
“Do you have everything that you need?”
Gregor double checks – a plastic bottle filled with petrol, matches, pouches full of explosives, wiring and a detonator; and of course, the deodorant-sized canister of hydrogen sulfide. 
“Yes,” he says. “I've got everything.”
“Then get comfortable,” comes the voice of the King. “The rest of your team is in position.”
“Is the prison ready?”
“It will be when the times comes.”
“How long am I going to be waiting here? It's a dump – filled with squatters and junkies.”
“How poetic. We have to wait until the last possible moment. Perhaps six hours before the Arrival.”
“I'll keep the phone on. Just give the word.”
“Thank you – and Gregor?”
“Sir?”
“This target, Mark. He's dangerous. Don't try to fight him, don't show-boat: hit him with the gas, get the helmet, detonate the explosives, and leave. Are we clear?”
“Crystal, sir.”
“If we can pull this off, we have the Agency beaten as far as the Arrival goes. This will open the path to the creation of the Kingdom – and it all starts with you, Gregor. Good luck.”
“Likewise, sir.”
Gregor hangs up, checks that the explosives are still in his pocket, and pulls out a crudely drawn map with X's marked where he has to place them. 
 



 
Episode 6
 
The Fall



 
The Agency elevator comes to a stop and the doors hiss open, soaking them in the sharp chill of the early morning air. The lift disgorges its passengers between a pair of shipping containers covered in rust and moss, into a flat concrete wasteland populated by dust, weeds and patchy ice, with an empty industrial shed in one corner and high barbed wire fences running around it. 
In the midst of the barren block sits a silent helicopter, the large transport model that they're used to. The Trespasser, dressed for duty in his overalls and mask, stands by it with his hands clasped behind his back. The crowd walk towards him, the squad accompanied by Chloe and Mark's mother. 
“Come on squad,” he shouts. “The fire is coming. Arrival is in eight hours, we have to get moving.”
“Shouldn't we be wearing our masks?” asks Jamie. “What about satellites seeing our faces or something?”
They are all in plain clothes, just civilians for the time being. 
“We're safe here, Jamie, trust me,” says the Trespasser, despite his own face being hidden by his head-wear. “Your overalls and armour are waiting for you in Glasgow – it's all been taken care of.”
“Hello Tony,” says Chloe, giving him a familiar wave and a playful smile.
He nods his head. “Chloe.” He regards the rest of them. “Everybody say any goodbyes you want to say, and get on the chopper.”
“Mark,” Stacy shouts from behind them. Mark turns around to see her dragging Rob across the ground, his metal form scraping on the concrete. “Can you help me out here?”
“Stacy,” the Trespasser interjects before Mark can agree. “You can't take Rob. He's too heavy.”
“But he's useful -”
“You can't carry him on an operation, Stacy. Leave him here, I'll have somebody pick him up.”
She huffs, and drops him to the ground with a hollow clang and heads for the chopper. “Fine.” 
“Engineering are working on a lighter, portable model for you. Next time, ok?”
“I said fine, god.” 
She barges past Donald and Gary.
“See,” Gary is explaining to the older man, “if I drop the 'DJ' part of my DJ name, I could use that.”
“So you'd just be 'Void'?” asks Donald.
“Aye, that's a great super-hero name.”
Cathy pats him on the back as she walks by. “We're not superheroes, sweetie,” she says with a condescending smile, walking onto the chopper along with Stacy. 
“She's right, superheroes don't use helicopters,” says Gary. “How come we're not in, like – I dunno, the Agency-Mobile or something.”
“Helicopters are the Agency's primary method of insertion, Gary,” says the Trespasser. “It's either that or high-altitude-low-open drops from a Hercules aircraft. Would you prefer that?”
Mark shouts a reply before Gary can answer. “I could do that?”
“We don't know if a parachute would work for you, Mark,” the Trespasser says. “Your weight fluctuates with your power -”
“Ha!” shouts Jamie, who is mid-embrace with Chloe. “Fatty.”
“I mean his density,” says the Trespasser, sighing at his own mistake.  
“Who says I'd even need a parachute?” asks Mark. 
“Me,” his mother says, patting his arm.  “Now have you got enough... you know.”
“I have a litre and a half of single malt in here.” Mark taps the silver flask on his leather belt, hanging off his jeans like a growth. “I'll be fine.”
“Just don't forget to drink every half hour or so -”
“It's not chronic diabetes, mum,” he groans, “I'll be fine.”
“Then good luck,” she gives him a warm hug, only coming up to his chest. “Do your best, and stay safe, ok?”
“I will. Love you mum.”
She fixes his overalls, flattening some creases as though it was his first day of school. “Love you too, son.” 
Meanwhile, Chloe and Jamie share a shy kiss.
“I don't want you to go,” she mumbles as they part.
“I know,” he says. “Me neither, but this is important.”
She nods. “Don't die.”
“I'll try,” he laughs. 
“Don't go bringing down any criminal warlords, either,” she says. “I'm not there to watch your back this time.”
He kisses her forehead, squeezing her hips as he does. “I'll see you tomorrow. Wish me luck.”
“Good luck,” she whispers, giving him a last peck before leaving him on the landing pad. 
Chloe meets Mark's mother halfway back to the elevator and they link arms like old friends. She gives Jamie one last look over her shoulders, leaving him with an image of those big bright eyes before she steps into the elevator, vanishing from view.
“Your girlfriend looks like an actress,” says Gary as they all head for the ramp. “I can't place which one, but she does.”
“I'll take that as a compliment, Gary.”
“At least you've got somebody here with you,” says Donald as they climb into the helicopter and head for their seats. “I haven't spoken to a single person asides you lot since this all started.”
“Yeah, I've got fans waiting on my next remix,” says Gary. “I do like, one every month with the top forty from the charts. It's been two months: nothing. There goes my career.”
“Gary, making seven quid a month off a few thousand video-views isn't a career.” 
“And how much money does playing the cello net you, Donald?”
“I played a gig for charity and made over a hundred pounds once. Besides, I'm a doctor, not a cellist.”
Gary scowls. “It's not even a real instrument, it sounds like a biscuit or something.”
“Cello's are beautiful instruments,” says Donald, sighing. “At least I can play an instrument as opposed to – well, what is your first instrument, Gary? A laptop?”
“Get with the times, Don.”
“Get seated,” says the Trespasser as they fasten their harnesses. The ramp begins to close over, sealing them in the red-tinged darkness with one another. “I want to know that you all understand the mission and the orders.”
The helicopter's engines rumble awake, shaking them to their bones. 
“Hands up first team,” the Trespasser shouts. Mark and Cathy raise their hands. “Second team?” Jamie and Stacy raise theirs. “Third?” Gary and Donald lift their hands. “Good. You'll be dropped at various places in your pairs where your team leader will meet you in plain clothes. They will drive you back to the safe houses around Glasgow where you will get ready, go over the plans, and wait. Follow your team leaders' orders: those men and women are Trespassers like me, so show some respect.”
The helicopter lifts into the air, and Jamie takes a deep breath to dispel his nerves and the tightness in his chest. The clammy air of the helicopter's interior is making him itch. 
“Your orders are to follow their orders. You will hang back unless ordered otherwise. You will not intervene in any interaction between the Trespassers and those hit by the fire, unless ordered otherwise. You are there only as a precaution, do you understand?”
They all nod. 
“Do you understand?” he presses, shouting now. 
They chant in chorus. “Yes, Trespasser One.” 
“Should you need to defend yourself or others to prevent loss of life, you will do so with the efficiency and speed that I expect of any squad under my command. Don't hesitate: if you're going to use your powers to neutralise a threat, do it. I've chosen the teams so that one person per couple is capable of taking down a hostile. You'll also be wearing the armbands: if you become a threat, your squad leaders are authorised to neutralise you. Don't become a threat.”
He looks them up and down, nodding to himself.
“I know this sounds frightening, but you'll be fine. Remember your training, watch your mates' backs, and maintain contact when the fire starts falling. We'll pull through this just fine. Maybe in a few days, the facility will be a little more crowded.” He looks straight at Mark and Jamie. “Then we can start focusing on more important things.” He looks at his watch. “Seven hours and forty five minutes. Then we meet our new, super-powered friends.”
The Trespasser says nothing more, leaving them to their thoughts in the crashing noise-haze, not one of them looking up from the floor. The tension in the cargo-bay – the fear and the anxiety – is so intense that it almost drowns out the boom of the chopper's blades. 
 
 
Sitting on the stairs of the Gardens, staring into space with his mind elsewhere, Gregor feels the phone buzz in his pocket. He checks his watch before answering it:
Six hours till arrival. 
He brings the phone to his ear. “Yes?” 
The voice of the King comes through the other end. “It is time, Gregor.” 
“As you wish, sir,” he says. “Are the firemen in place?”
“Your men confirmed that they were ready ten minutes ago.”
“And the prison?”
“Waiting on my command, then we take control.”
“Perfect,” says Gregor, and stands up, stretching and cracking the stiffness out of his bones. 
The Gardens have fallen silent, as if they know what he is planning. The addicts and the whores are asleep, he thinks to himself. Burning this place to the ground is doing the city a service. Doing it with them still in it – that's a civic duty, he has decided; and Gregor is a man who takes duty very seriously. 
He unzips his coat and produces an empty plastic bottle filled with a viscous liquid the colour of cheap cola. Descending the stairs as though he owns the place, he lifts a set of matches out of his other pocket and slides them open. 
Standing at the base of the Gardens, where the building's namesake lies in a tangled but beautiful heap of blooming colour, he upends the bottle of petrol and shakes it over the plants. They wilt and shy away from him, hanging their blue and green heads as though ashamed, awaiting their execution.
Gregor enjoys a faint smile as the smell of the flowers fades to nothing, overpowered by the industrial reek of the fuel. He strikes a match, grins like a contented child on Christmas morning, and tosses the tiny ball of flame into the flowers.
With a rush of heat and wind the garden bursts into flame, the beautiful colours fading to brown, then black, then ashen grey as the blazing orange-red overtakes them. 
Gregor throws the rest of the matches onto the fire and climbs the stairs as it begins to spread to the shrubs and small trees at the centre. It reaches outwards with flickering fingers, touching the wooden banisters and cracking the concrete. Black smoke forms a pillar rising up the middle of the stairs. Gregor climbs higher still, until he can longer feel the searing heat from below. 
He sits again, shivering with anticipation. Beneath his coat he grips the detonator for the array of explosives placed throughout the building. In his other hand, hidden inside his pocket, he holds his silenced pistol.
Breathing in the fumes like a drug, he savours the heady smell of the petrol as it blazes away. In that moment, Gregor is as much an addict as the needle-marked waifs asleep in the rooms above him. 
He sits, enjoying the peace as the world burns below him.
Like a gargoyle perched above the ruinous gates, Gregor waits in solitude, completely at home in hell. 
 
 
Night falls across Glasgow, whilst Mark watches from the window of the safe-house. 
“Did they deliberately put us high up, do you think?” asks Mark. 
Behind him, sitting on a cheap bed in her black overalls, face-mask perched above her head like a welder, Cathy shrugs. “Probably so we get a good view of where the fire lands.”
Walking in from the kitchen, a middle-aged woman in Trespasser overalls nods as she chews on an energy bar. 
“Yeah,” she says. “Vantage point, this is.” 
Mark places her accent in London, but he can't be sure. She has hair shorter than Mark's, shaved in close at the sides, thick and brown on top: she's pretty despite the scar running from her ear to her collar, through her neck. She would be prettier still if her eyes weren't always burning with a fierce coldness and shadowed with dark rings. 
“Choppers will be in the air ten minutes before arrival to facilitate the mission, so be ready to move.”
“I don't need one,” says Mark. “I can probably get there faster...” he trails off, seeing the look in the female Trespasser's eye.
He looks away, out of the window, unable to shake the feeling that she is staring into the back of his head. Putting his mask on barely helps but he does it anyway, securing the helmet over his skull with the straps. 
A chirping sound makes them all jump – asides the ice-woman, who strolls across to the bed, leans over her assault rifle and four extra magazines, and picks up her Trespasser helmet. A red light is blinking inside it. 
She slides it over her head with practised ease. 
“This is Trespasser Three.”
Mark looks out the window, across the city that he has given so much for. A blanket of orange and yellow lights are spread out before him, with the soft purple of the night sky unbroken by clouds: they'll have a clear night.
Then he notices the pillar of smoke, like a black smudge on the city, maybe a mile or two away.
He turns around.
Trespasser Three is already looking right at him.
“He's right here,” she says into her comms. “Why?”
Mark looks out the window again.
The city centre. Something is burning in the city centre. 
His heart starts to beat faster. Scanning his eyes across the buildings, he picks out the landmarks.
The spire of the cathedral; the towering lights of the cinema; the huge building where a whiskey company has its offices.
“The Gardens,” he mutters, and his heart almost stops. 
“Mark,” Trespasser Three says, her voice firm. “Step away from the window right now.”
He turns around and sees that she has picked up the assault rifle and is pointing it at his chest. 
Cathy has vanished, nowhere to be seen.
Mark turns back to the window, tensing his legs.
“Mark,” she shouts. “Mark, it's got to be a trap. They know you'll come. Trespasser One wants to talk to you, activate your comms.”
“They're right,” he says. “But they won't catch me in a trap again. Tell him I have to go: some things are sacred.”
Mark leaps through the window, through the wall, leaving a cloud of dust, glass and debris in his wake as he launches into the night air.
 
 
He follows the sirens, leaping from rooftop to rooftop till he crashes into the road amongst the flashing lights of fire engines and emergency vehicles, all bathed in the dark orange glow of the burning building. 
Mark almost falls to his knees at the sight, oblivious to the frightened and confused fire-fighters who have turned around to see what just fell from the sky. 
The Gardens: his life's work, his pet project: the task that brought him to this city and left him lying on a floor drowning in cheap vodka. What he crucified himself for.
It's all burning to ash now.
The windows glow from the hellfire within, most of them already blown out by the heat. Smoke pours from every crack in the structure, the fire crackling and snapping like gnashing teeth. 
“Uh, sir?” a fireman hazards, his face obscured beneath a bright yellow helmet. “Sir, are you -”
“It's all burning,” he wails, and runs for the door. 
“Woah, stop him -” somebody shouts. Two burly fire-fighters tackle Mark to no effect. He grabs them by their collars and slings them aside like ill-behaved dogs. 
Mark leaps up the stairs to the door, and grabs the handle. The heat is intense, but it cascades off of him like rain. He is yet to break a sweat. 
“Back-blast, get down.” shouts a fire-fighter.
Paying him no heed, Mark opens the door.
The fire roars out, blistering dry air bombarding his skin. His overalls burst into flame and he plants his legs against the onslaught, standing his ground as the flames bathe him. 
With his armour burning and his skin finally beginning to prickle in the heat, Mark takes a gulp of air and forges ahead into the fire. 
 
 
A group of four firemen, standing apart from the rest of the engines as they prepare the hoses and open water hydrants beneath the pavement, nod to one another as Mark disappears into the flames. 
One of them produces a cheap mobile phone from his uniform, rips his gloves off, and sends a text to Gregor:
He's coming. 
 
 
Mark, his face hidden behind a mask that is beginning to blacken with the smoke, rushes through the flames towards the heart of the blaze. Towers of dancing flames crowd in around him, beckoning him inwards into their fiery embrace. 
Gritting his teeth as the heat begins to eat at his skin, he pauses. He can feel his strength failing as the fire within him battles against the fire outwith. Mark leans on his knees, unscrewing the cap from his flask and lifting his mask to swig at his whiskey. 
It burns just like everything else, and he wipes his lips and pulls his mask back down. 
“Help,” he hears somebody shout over the thundering crash of the fire. 
Something snaps like thunder, as though the building itself has cracked its spine. He charges through the fire and flame, and hits the staircase. Mark can barely see; the smoke chokes his lungs, and he holds a forearm over the vents at the bottom of his mask as he ascends the staircase.
He may as well be struggling through pitch-darkness, but Mark knows these Gardens like his own skin, and he could walk them with his eyes closed. 
Reaching the first landing, he sees the screaming figure. 
A drunken figure: a man lying on his back in a heavy coat, the fire barely masking the scent of urine from his soaked trousers. He doesn't look so old, but the grime and the smoke make it hard to tell either way.
“It's ok,” says Mark, stumbling through the fire. “I'm here, I've got you. You're safe.”
Mark leans down and helps the figure up, grabbing his slim frame through his bulky jacket: he can hear more people screaming above him. 
“Are there more people?” he asks the drunkard.
The drunk points upwards. He nods and coughs, trying to shield his face from the blaze. 
“Above us?” asks Mark. “Then we have to go up – there's a hatch on the roof, I can get you all out through it.”
They both stop as they realise that there are other voices now, and from below. The voices are those of powerful men, negotiating their way through the blaze. 
“They must have sent them in after me,” says Mark, trying not to choke on the dry air and the fumes. “I can send you out with them,” he tells the drunk, who is leaning on his shoulders, “and save the others. Tell them I'll be fine – tell them to get out of here. I'm not a normal human, I can survive this.”
“How does it feel?” the drunk asks him, digging around in his coat. 
“What did you say?” asks Mark, leaning in to hear better through his mask. 
The drunk leans in, his voice losing its thick slurring accent. The refined tones of an educated man whisper in his ear as the blaze overtakes them. 
“How does it feel to watch everything you built burn, Mark? This is what you did to the King.” 
He produces a yellow canister from his coat and grabs Marks mask, grinning. 
“Consider this justice.”
The figure lunges forward and jams the canister under Mark's mask, where it discharges a cloud of foul smelling fumes into his nostrils. He chokes and splutters, pushing the figure away with such fear and such force that he slams against a wall and slumps to the ground. 
Mark tears his helmet off, struggling to breathe, pawing at his mask. The smell of the petrol and the reek of burning wood vanish.
He can't smell anything at all. 
He collapses to his knees on the landing, trying to get his fingers down his throat and make himself sick. The smoke wraps itself around his face, blocking his nose and his mouth, filling his lungs with poison and fumes and heat.
He can't breathe. The panic is filling him now, suffocating him. Mark scrabbles at the only thing that he thinks can save him: the silver flask at his belt; but his hands won't work. His grip is gone, and as his brain struggles to cope without oxygen his vision begins to blur and fade. 
Mark tries to scream, and nothing comes out. 
Four firemen ascend the staircase, the last thing he sees. As he falls to the boiling concrete, he tries to reach out to them for help. They look down at him, and then reach down, picking up his helmet and mask. 
Stepping over his body, they get the fake-drunk and lift him between two of their shoulders, slapping him awake. 
“We need the detonator,” one of them says. “The King wants him buried.”
“It's in Gregor's coat pocket.”
“Is he alive?”
“Gregor? He's got a pulse, yeah.”
“Then let's get out of here.”
The firemen leave Mark as the smoke and the darkness close in on him. 
Unable to move, Mark feels himself slipping away, his mind shutting down, memories playing out in his imagination: regrets, missed opportunities, friends, lovers -
To his own surprise, he sees Stacy.
Something fights against the darkness. Inside him, faint and dying, flickers the last flames of a fire. His lungs have stopped breathing and his cells have started to die without oxygen. Yet still, his body burns off the alcohol left in his blood to repair him, to keep him alive when nothing else will.
Then the building is struck by a series of explosive blows in its foundations, and Mark is helpless to watch as chunks of masonry fall, bringing the staircases down with them. The entire building folds in on Mark like a bad dream, a thousand demons descending upon his vulnerable form.
He falls as the staircase below him is blown away, caught up in the avalanche. Mark is dragged down into the boiling darkness, entombed in the rock and the concrete. He feels himself burning, feels the ache in his lungs.
It takes everything he has, but as the last light is blocked out by the falling building and the debris, he closes his fingers around the top of his flask, knowing that if he can just get it to his lips...
His grip falters and his body goes limp.
The last thing he feels is the trickle of blood from his nose, and then his eyes glaze over and the darkness claims him.
There Mark lies, still and silent, buried beneath the structure that he poured his own life into. 
 
 
Trespasser One arrives to find a smouldering heap of rubble being assaulted with fire hoses. He barges through the crowd of fire-fighters, who protest until he pulls out his gun. 
“Hey, you,” he shouts at an older fire-fighter in a white helmet, directing hoses from the top of an engine. “You find anybody in there?”
The man in the white helmet nods. “Yeah, we did. I saw some boys carry one man out.”
“Wearing overalls like mine? A mask?”
“Nah, he looked like a junkie or something. They've been in there for months. Didn't look like you at all.”
“Just the one? Nobody else?”
He shakes his head. “I'm sorry, we didn't expect to get anybody out of there as it was.”
The Trespasser deflates, putting his pistol away and staring at the rubble-mound. Even at this distance, he can feel the heat coming from it like a second sun.
“Hey,” Trespasser One waves to get his attention again. “How long until we can search for survivors in the rubble?”
“Survivors? In that?”
“My guy's a tough son of a bitch, trust me. Now how long?”
“Long as it takes to cool. That's days, son. It'll hold that temperature for a long time – look, I'm sorry, but if you had a man in there? Well, you don't anymore. Nobody could survive that, and even if they could – we can't start digging until the temperature drops.”
Trespasser One steps away, putting his hands over his mask and bowing his head. He takes a breath and sighs, activating his comms.
“This is Trespasser One to Command. I have some bad -”
“Trespasser One,” Command's voice interrupts him. “Mark just activating the tracking in his helmet.”
Trespasser One stops dead. “What?”
“He's moving fast, heading down the Clyde via the roads. We're sending you a chopper to intercept.”
“Where's he going? Do you have comms?”
“No comms, just tracking.”
“Son of a bitch,” the Trespasser says, sprinting away from the scene to somewhere that the chopper can pick him up. “He must want us to follow him. If he's found the King...”
“He isn't moving at his usual speed – we think he's in a car.”
“Then the bastards must have gotten to him somehow – there's a high chance he's in trouble. Get the rest of my squad into a chopper and await my command. Maybe he's activated it for help.”
“Trespasser One, arrival is in four hours.”
“Four hours is more than enough time, now get me my squad and get me that chopper, Command.”
“Trespasser One, your orders are to -”
“Do you remember what happened when the last Command tried to give me orders like that, sir? Do you? Discipline me later if you have to, but I won't leave a man in trouble. I'm going after Mark.”
“Don't miss the arrival, Trespasser One,” says Command. “You have four hours.”
“More than enough.”
Trespasser One leaves, running away from where Mark lies beneath the rubble, slowly boiling in his own skin. 
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Gregor wakes up in a cold concrete cell. 
He sits up, alarmed, and two men wearing the uniforms of fire-fighters put their hands on his chest, calming him.
“Relax, sir,” says the largest one. “We're in the prison.”
He takes a breath and almost lets himself loose, and then his face twists up in alarm again. Before he can ask, the fire-fighter raises his hand again.
“The plan worked – the fire. We got the bastard.”
“His helmet, too?”
“Yeah, it's been broadcasting for the last twenty minutes. They'll be coming.”
Gregor nods, taking this in. He tries to sit up and grimaces, clutching his chest. 
“You ok, sir?”
“My chest,” he grunts. “He hit me, didn't he?”
“Yeah.”
“Might have broken a rib,” says Gregor, clenching his teeth. Spittle flies from his mouth as he speaks. “Do we have control of the prison?”
“See for yourself,” says one of the men, and offers him a hand.
Gregor waves him away and wrestles himself to the edge of the cot. He stands, grunting in pain, leaning to one side. The piss-stained coat is still wrapped around him; he shrugs it off in disgust and screws his nose up. Pushing the men aside, he leaves the cell.
Gregor marvels at what he sees. The cell doors all lie open; the bottom floor is filled with men in orange jumpsuits. One of the King's men stands atop a dining table, passing out weapons and orders. 
Lining up like refugees at an aid truck, they take the wrenches, claw hammers, and knives as they are passed out. The lucky ones are given pistols and shotguns from the numerous guards that lie prone across the prison floor; their bodies broken, their eyes blank.
“How did they do it?” asks Gregor, turning.
“Our man in the office opened all of the gates at once, and killed every guard in the security room. He locked the door, and before anybody could get in and stop him – well. The prisoners were loose and none of the doors would close. It was over fairly quickly.”
“No guards left?”
“None, sir. We brought in a van full of whatever weapons we could find. Bit of overkill if you ask me.”
“Overkill?” asks Gregor. “Have you ever fought a Trespasser?” The fireman shakes his head. “Exactly. If we're lucky, the super-humans will come for their friend. If we're unlucky, they'll send a Trespasser squad in. Either way, there's no such thing as overkill.”
Gregor watches as the prisoners file away into the various parts of the prison, each with their orders etched into their mind.
“These men,” says Gregor, talking to himself now. “All of them are the King's men?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I trust you all to see this through,” he says, turning. “If you'll excuse me, the arrival is due in -” he checks his watch, “almost three and a half hours. I have to be with the King for this. Could one of you take me to a vehicle?”
“Of course, sir.”
“Thank you – and men?”
“Yes, sir?”
“Don't take any chances. The plan depends on the King controlling the people affected by the arrival. To do that, we need the Agency to be occupied up here – or better yet, neutralised. Everything depends on your actions here, do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” the two firemen chorus, and one of them steps forward. “I'll take you to your vehicle now, sir.”
“Thank you.”
 
 
The helicopter is crowded, and the passengers are tilted sideways as the helicopter races forward, nose-down, following the banks of the River Clyde.  Jamie stares into the distance, ignoring the rest of the squad, his mind elsewhere.
“Mark's signal is in that new prison in Dumbarton, which makes perfect sense,” shouts the Trespasser, his voice coming through their helmets. “The prison was constructed to house the huge number of convicts awaiting trial after the exposure of the Kingdom project. It was supposed to be temporary. It's full of the King's men, and we haven't been able to contact any staff or guards within the last fifteen minutes. It's safe to assume that the prison is now in the hands of the King.”
Trespasser One pans his eyes around the inside of the helicopter. His squad are silent, their masks down to hide their expressions. Two other Trespassers – a tall, well built American soldier and the female Londoner with the cold blue eyes – stand at the back of the helicopter, rifles ready, masks on. 
“Ok, here's the plan. We assault the prison; expect resistance before we even touch down. Trespasser's Two and Three,” he nods to the other soldiers at the back. “You're with me, I'll take point myself. You know the drill. Command has authorised lethal force, no questions asked. The rest of you will stay with the helicopter and the pilot will keep his distance. We'll radio for you to come in and pick us up once we have Mark.”
One of the masked figures looks up, and the Trespasser tenses himself. It's Jamie, looking right at him.
“I'm coming with you,” he says. It's not a question. 
“Jamie, you're not trained like we are -”
“I wasn't asking, Trespasser.”
The Trespasser considers pulling rank on him, but realises how futile it would.
“You know I can't give you a gun, then?”
“I didn't ask you to.” Jamie's voice is cold, empty. He stops talking, staring into space with his hands clasped in front of him. 
“We want to come as well,” says Stacy, leaning forward out of her seat.
Cathy pushes her back. “Come on lass, this is a job for the professionals.”
“No; Mark's a good guy. If they're doing god-knows-what to him in that prison then I want to go too.”
The Trespasser shakes his head. “Jamie has seen combat before, and proven himself. You haven't. We can't risk losing you guys, not this soon before the arrival. You stay with the helicopter.”
Stacy folds her arms and glowers by herself, her small frame giving off a brooding, heated anger. 
The pilot's voice comes through their comms units:
“We're here. I'll set you down in the courtyard. If comms go down, I'll pick you up here in fifteen minutes, got it?”
“Understood, pilot.”
“Touchdown in thirty seconds, get ready.”
The Trespasser takes his pistol from his belt and drops the magazine, checking that it's full and not about to jam. Satisfied, he pushes the magazine back up into the handle and racks the slide, loading a round. He flicks the safety off and holds the pistol ready in both hands, his left hand cupping his right like a glove to hold his aim steady.
Trespasser's Two and Three join him at the front, and Jamie stands up and wrings his hands as he waits. 
 
 
The helicopter touches down without stopping its engines, and the ramp at the back slams to the ground with a clang. Evening twilight and the purple glow of dusk streak across the courtyard.
Trespasser One shouts the order and leads the charge down the ramp, crossing the prison courtyard and storming towards the heavy metal doors of the red brick building. 
The courtyard is silent. They stand one behind the other at the wall and the Trespasser shouts: 
“Breach.” 
He slams a small explosive against the door handle. It detonates in a cloud of smoke the door swings open; he throws a stun grenade in and it goes off like a thunderclap.
He motions to move in and the squad follow him through the door, into the silent darkness. 
 
 
The rest of the squad sit in the back of the helicopter, waiting. It begins to lift off; then the engines stutter and cough, and the craft drifts back down to the concrete courtyard. 
“Hold on,” the pilot's voice comes through their helmets. “I'm having some engine problems.”
The engines cut out. Slowing like a broken record, the blades grind to a halt as the helicopter touches down. 
“What's happening?” asks Cathy, panic shaking her voice. “Why aren't we flying, what's wrong?” 
“Uh, guys?” asks Gary, nodding to Stacy. She has her head in her hands, shaking in concentration. “Stace?” He reaches out to touch her and Cathy grabs his hand, stopping him. 
“Leave her, she's concentrating.”
“If you think,” says Stacy, groaning with effort, breathing hard, “that I'm leaving my friend behind -” 
The helicopter's lights go out and the ramp opens.
“Stacy, stop it,” Cathy urges her. “Let the pilot take off, it's too dangerous.”
“Exactly,” she says, undoing her own harness and standing up. She stumbles to the side and Donald catches her, noting that her armband has flashed to orange. “You don't leave your mates in the shit. Run away if you want.”
She pushes Donald away and staggers towards the ramp, hands out for balance. 
“Bugger this,” says Gary, unclipping as he runs after her. “I can't let her go alone.”
“Oh for the love of - “ sighs Donald, following them. 
“Guys,” Cathy begs. “We can't, we have orders.”
“They're barely adults, Cathy,” says Donald. “I can't stand back and let them go alone.”
Cathy tries to protest, but something in Donald's voice makes her throw her hands up and follow him down the ramp.
“Come back for us soon,” Cathy tells the pilot, and lets Donald lead her down the ramp. Together, the rest of the squad head across the courtyard, into the prison. 
 
 
Trespasser One leads the first squad into the second wing, this one as devoid of life as the first. Jamie drifts behind them like a ghost.
They pace through it, guns raised, ready for anything. His eyes scan over the bottom floor, then the upper floor. Every cell is empty: the only bodies are those of the guards. They push through the silence, into the last wing. 
“Mark should be -” the Trespasser stops, checking his tracker. He whips around, pointing his pistol into an empty cell with it's barred doors lying open. “It says he's in here.”
He turns and stops dead.
The squad come to a halt in the middle of the empty wing as they see what he is looking at. A single black helmet, the kind worn by the Trespasser squad, lies in the middle of the floor.
“Where is he?” asks Jamie, his voice beginning to break. “Where's Mark?”
“He's not here,” says the Trespasser. “They knew we'd follow the tracker in his helmet. It's a trap.”
A metallic rattling makes them stop, and too late they realise what the sound is. 
The rattling stops with a clang.
Trespasser One turns around: the door behind them has closed over. The other door at the far side of the wing has slammed shut.
The sound of a hundred footsteps tramping in unison fills the wing.
“It's a bloody trap,” repeats the Trespasser, louder this time.
He turns with the rest of them to see the crowd emerge. 
“Contact,” shouts the woman, and raises her assault rifle.
Jamie watches as the orange horde comes around the corners, spilling from the gaps like a plague of rats. They are all – every one of them – smiling as they march towards the squad. 
Some of them start to clang their weapons – their wrenches, tire irons and lead pipes – against the prison bars that recently held them, whilst others stamp their feet and hoot. The squad starts to move backwards as the horde advances, a wall of jumpsuits and blunt weaponry. 
“Orders?” asks Trespasser Two. 
“On my count, close your eyes. Cut through to the second door.” 
Jamie steps forward from the squad. 
“Jamie, clear the line of fire -”
Jamie opens his arms wide in a challenge and begins swaggering towards the advancing horde. To his surprise, they stop. 
“Was this your plan,” he shouts to the roof, his voice trembling with anger. “Trap me in a prison with your dogs and kill my friend? You thought that would work out for you?” 
He drops his arms and starts pacing towards the horde. Some of them step forward to meet him. 
He vanishes. 
“Open fire,” shouts the Trespasser, and their guns light up, bullets cutting into the horde, throwing them backwards in puffs of red mist.
 
 
Jamie re-appears in the midst of the horde. He grabs a lead pipe from the hands of a surprised prisoner and smashes it into the man's face, breaking his nose. 
The prisoner's react like one organism, turning on him with their weapons raised.
He vanishes again. 
Jamie reappears behind them and mashes the lead pipe against their ranks. Two prisoners fall, clutching their skulls in agony, before they can react. Then he is gone again.
The bullets start to fly. Rather than try to fight a phantom, the prisoners form into one unit and charge straight into the gunfire like a medieval regiment, even as their bodies go limp and their friends tumble to the ground. 
Leaping over the scattered bodies of their fallen comrades, the prisoners close the distance with the Trespassers. 
Trespasser One throws a stun grenade into the air as he holsters his pistol. Beside him, his squad have emptied their assault rifles and discarded them.
“Knives,” he shouts.
The squad pull their knives from their belts in one fluid movement. With a loud bark, the stun grenade goes off, blinding and deafening every one of them. 
 
 
The Trespasser's ears ring, and everything slows down. 
A wall of orange descends upon him – somebody, covering their eyes and swinging, gets a lucky strike on his shoulder with a crowbar. His armour holds, but the shock of the blow puts him off his stride. 
He pushes the figure aside with his knife, driving the blade through the target's throat as he does so. Another takes his place, trying to grapple with the Trespasser; he ducks his grasping hands and drives the knife deep between his ribs, extracting it and moving past the limp attacker. Another man comes at him with a wrench, swinging it. The Trespasser ducks, but someone behind him drives a claw hammer into the small of his back.
Grunting in pain, he turns and slashes the man's face in two; he goes down screaming. The Trespasser does not hear his wailing: everything is a loud and constant ringing. 
Two men have forced Trespasser Two – the large American – to the ground, and are holding his arms apart as though they intended to crucify him, whilst two prisoners repeatedly jam blades through the underside of his mask until he stops struggling. 
Trespasser Three goes down under a hail of blows – one prisoner gets a lucky hit with a spanner on the back of her helmet, and the shock turns her legs to jelly. Even as she goes down she gets her knife into someone's thigh, bringing another down with her. 
A flurry of rapid strikes from men with lead pipes ends any resistance she had put up, smashing her visor open. The Trespasser sees her sharp blue eyes, devoid of life, through a forest of orange legs. 
Orange clad arms wrap around his waist and stop him twisting away– hordes of hands pin his arms back and stop him punching and kicking. A prisoner gets close and Trespasser One headbutts him so hard he sees the man's eyes go blank as he falls back. 
Trespasser One realises that he is screaming. 
 
They grab his legs despite his kicking, holding him still as they tackle him to the floor. 
One of them grabs his head, pulling it back to reveal his bare neck. He keeps struggling, fighting to get a hand free.
A prisoner produces a knife and leans down.
Time stops. 
 
 
The Trespasser can still hear his heart pounding in his ears, the executioner's knife inches from his neck. Still hyperventilating, it takes him a moment to register what has happened. 
Jamie is crouched above him, one hand on his shoulder. Jamie's mask is shattered: his eye is swollen shut, and there's a bloody gash cut across his forehead leaking blood into his eye. He is clutching at his ribs and grimacing in pain, blood leaking from between his fingers. Another, smaller trickle of blood is coming from the bottom of his broken mask. 
Trespasser One manages to find his voice.
“Jamie?” 
“We've got to get out of here,” says Jamie. “I can't hold us for long. Get up, come on. Where are the other -”
“Dead, just go.”
“Shit,” whispers Jamie. He offers the Trespasser a hand, and looks around. “Let's just get out of here, man.”
Jamie, holding a blood-spattered lead pipe, gets him to his feet. The Trespasser keeps a firm hold on him, shaking with adrenaline as they start to push through the silent crowd. 
“What have they done with Mark?” asks Jamie, talking through gritted teeth and leaning on the Trespasser. 
“I think...” he sighs. “Ah shit. The Gardens. I think they buried him under the Gardens.”
“We need to go back and get him.”
The Trespasser says nothing.
“Oh no,” whispers Jamie, stumbling. 
“What?”
They finally get out of the crowd and Jamie tightens his grip on the Trespasser and falls to his knees, clutching his temples through his mask.  
“Run,” he gasps, before he finally lets go. 
Time comes crashing back to them. 
The Trespasser picks him up again as the crowd stop in confusion.
“They're over here,” shouts a prisoner.
The crowd turn around to see the Trespasser and Jamie hobbling towards the closed bars. 
They begin pacing towards them. 
“Jamie, can you -”
He shakes his head, blood from his nose dripping from under his mask. “I'm trying, man.”
The Trespasser reaches the cage door and fumbles at his belt for an explosive to blow the railings open. Jamie huddles like a cornered animal as the prisoners close in around them, savouring the moment. 
A handful of them step forward, and one prisoner orders the others:
“Finish it.”
The crowd step forward, bringing their weapons high. Even the Trespasser closes his eyes and bows his head. With the last of his strength, he tries to shelter Jamie from the coming assault. 
But the blows never land. 
Trespasser One opens a wary eye and sees a blue bubble protecting them from the horde. The mass of prisoners are trying to push against it, smashing their weapons against it. 
He looks at the other side of the bars and sees four black-clad figures, one of whom is holding his head and stretching his hand out. 
“Gary?”
The lock clicks open and the railings slide back without anybody touching them. Trespasser One picks Jamie up and throws them both through the gap. He feels arms closing around him, pulling him away from the horde. 
With a clang, the railing's close over, and Stacy takes a deep breath. As one unit, they help each other scramble away from the bars. 
“That was tough,” she wheezes. 
Gary is rubbing his temples as the forcefield disintegrates, letting the prisoners reach their tattooed arms through the bars like the undead.  
“Hey, Gary,” says Stacy, patting his arm. “Well done.”
“Where's the other two?” asks Donald. “The other Trespassers?”  
Trespasser One just shakes his head, getting to his feet. He and Jamie put their arms around one another's shoulders, and begin limping for the exit. 
“It was a trap,” he says, his voice low and tired, beaten. “Mark's gone. The others didn't make it.”
Stacy stops walking. “What?”
“I said he's gone, Stacy,” the Trespasser snaps. “We need to get out of here.”
She says nothing, and though the mask hides her face, he sees her shoulders drop and the fight go out of her. 
“Donald,” the Trespasser waves at him. “Jamie's hurt, can you help him?”
Donald snaps upright, and plants a hand on him as they walk. Jamie feels himself heating up, and the pain becomes a tingling memory as his skin knits itself back together and his blood congeals between his fingers. Jamie, his head hanging low, mumbles to himself:
“This isn't over.”
“I know, Jamie,” the Trespasser says as they make it through the last prison wing towards the exit. “We'll find the King and his men, and we'll bring them all to justice.”
“Justice? I'll have justice when I choke the last breath from that bastard's body myself.”
“We'll be right behind you,” says Stacy as they emerge into the courtyard, the evening settling in to stay. The helicopter's engines are spinning to life as they approach.
“I should have killed him when I had the chance,” says Jamie. 
The Trespasser shakes his head. “Mark wouldn't want you saying that.” 
Jamie says nothing.
The Trespasser puts a finger to his ear.
“Trespasser One to Command. Mission aborted. It was an ambush: Trespasser's Two and Three are KIA.” He rips the mask off his face as he walks up the ramp, Jamie still hanging onto him. “Mark is missing in action, presumed dead. He wasn't here. Have our boys search the rubble at the Gardens for his body. Don't tell his mother yet – I'll do it myself..”
“No.” Jamie puts a wavering hand on his wrist, and rips his own mask off. The Trespasser stops, seeing the angry tears coating his red cheeks. His eye has turned yellow and black, and the blood coating his face has dried. He looks like something from hell. “I'll do it. I'll do it when I can tell her that the man who killed her son has paid the price for it.”
The Trespasser nods. He continues to talk into his headset as the squad file into the helicopter, and the ramp closes over.
“We need an entire unit here, Command. The prisoner's are armed, they own the place.” He listens to the reply and then nods, turning to the squad: “They're sending in the cavalry. They're going to storm this place.”
“I hope they fucking wipe it out,” says Jamie as he straps in. He glowers in silence. Stacy straps in beside him as the helicopter takes off. 
“We'll find the bastard,” she says. 
“I know.” 
She squeezes Jamie's arm as a single tear escapes his swollen eye and runs down his cheek. He wipes it away as though it were a fly, and twists his trembling lip into an angered grimace rather than let it out. 
“Do you want me to fix that, too?” asks Donald, motioning to Jamie's face as he takes his mask off for some fresh air.
Jamie shakes his head, and Donald accepts it without protest. 
“So what do we do now?” asks Cathy. 
“Agency men will search the rubble at the Gardens for Mark,” says the Trespasser. “Asides that: the arrival is in three hours. We still have a job to do.”
“The King is still out there,” says Jamie, “and we have three hours to hunt him down -”
“Jamie,” the Trespasser stops him, and the tension in the helicopter spikes like a temperature. “The King blew his chance to get a powered person on his side with Mark the first time. Chances are he'll try to get to the second batch of people before we do. If you want to hurt him – if you want your chance to get to him – then the arrival is where you need to focus your anger. He wants us distracted for this, so concentrate. Ok?”
Jamie says nothing, but gives him a nod that is only barely visible. 
 
 
Beneath the Gardens, something shifts. Of all the fires that are burning beneath the ground at that moment, Mark's burns the brightest. 
Something within him is fighting. 
It burns away the chemicals clinging to his cells and coating his lungs. It renews the nerve endings paralysed by the toxins and breathes life into him once more, keeping his blood flowing and his brain alive. 
But it is running out of fuel. 
Mark, his eyes and nose gushing blood, wraps his fingers around the flask on his belt and tries to slide it up towards him. His elbow catches on some rubble in the molten darkness. Trying not to scream as the heat begins to burn and singe his skin, he forces his elbow to twist farther and father - 
He feels a pop and can't contain his screaming this time. His elbow and his wrist dislocate, and he loses his grip – but now, with beads of sweat coursing down his cheeks, he uses what little strength remains to push it up his chest, where his other hand is trapped. 
Whimpering with the pain and the effort, and sobbing out of fear, he makes one last effort and lifts his hand. Where it was pinned against his chest, he now has an inch of movement or so, and uses it to loop his fingers around the flask's top. He swings it like a pendulum, down over his chest and into the gap between his neck and his shoulder.
The temperature is getting too much. His legs are on fire, he can feel the skin melting away from them. 
He can't see. His lungs are ablaze with the heat of the air that he is breathing. Everything is beginning to fail.
He has seconds. 
He twists his neck as far as he can, reaching for the top of the flask like a child to a bottle. Twinging, the muscles in his neck lock, and he pushes further, afraid at any moment that his neck will break and the cool, calming peace of death will finally find him. 
Instead he finds the top of the flask, and his teeth grip around it. He works his aching jaw muscles to pop the top off the flask, and spits it to the side.
Whisky splashes over his face.
Grinning and laughing, he feels the torrent of reeking alcohol flood against his chin. He opens his mouth, scooping up what he can and gulping it down. Stretching and aching, he jams his teeth around the opening and tilts his head back. 
Down there in the darkness, with his life seeping from his nose and his body beginning to disintegrate, a fire explodes within him. It roars as he fuels it, downing the contents of his flask like a victorious runner. The fire seeps into his muscles and strengthens them, repairing the damage done by the poison. 
The heat fades – he is still aware of it, but the pain is no longer searing through his mind. He tries to move and finds that he can. It's tough; the weight of a building is pushing down on his arms, but now he pushes back. 
The rubble begins to shift and he pushes harder, struggling to his knees as he takes the weight of his old project on his shoulders. He stands up, roaring in triumph.
With a cry that is heard on the surface and snaps heads around in surprise, Mark bends his legs, focuses his strength into them, and leaps upward.
He crashes through the rubble and streaks into the cool evening air like a firework. 
Mark flies, bathing in the frozen atmosphere, and for just a few seconds of elation he is hovering.
Flying.
Mark tastes the sweetest air he has ever breathed, and looks around at the city from on high. 
Then the magic goes, and he falls back to earth like an angel, arms outstretched. 
Mark crashes to earth like a meteor, smiling as he fights to get his breath back, grateful to be alive.
 
 
Lying there, in a man-shaped crater in the pavement, he laughs and opens his eyes to see a crowd of fire-fighters staring at him. He realises now that most of his overalls have burned away, leaving him with little else to cover him. 
One of them, an older man wearing a white helmet who is obviously in charge, raises an eyebrow.
“Well, shit.”
 
 



 
 Episode 8
 
Superhero
 



 
Mark's nostrils are still filled with ash and heat. His tattered overalls are lying in a heap on the road, shredded like road-kill. Sitting in the open side of a fire engine – where the hose is kept – he wraps his arms around himself and shivers; not from the cold, as he'd gladly bathe in ice, but from the adrenaline. 
All around him are the red trucks of the fire service, with ambulances approaching out of the darkness with enough lights and sirens to wake the dead.
“Right,” announces the commander of the firemen. He walks over, unbuttoning his heavy black jacket and throwing it around Mark's naked shoulders. Standing before him, he takes off his white helmet and ruffles his hair – the same shock white as his headgear. His face is far darker, caked in smoke and sweat – he has the look of somebody who has overdone their sun tan, his face like a wrinkled raisin. “It's time we spoke, son.”
“Thanks for the coat, but I don't really it,” says Mark, shrugging. 
“You aren't sitting around naked on my watch. You're that laddy from the news, aren't you?” 
“The news?” 
“Aye. A few months back – you were jumping about Glasgow punching helicopters and fighting soldiers and what-not. That was you.”
“What gave it away?”
“Lifting twenty tonnes of rubble off yourself? Then leaping sixty feet into the air?”
“Oh yeah.”
“My boys said you ran into that place when it was burning to the ground. Trying to save people?”
“Actually,” says Mark. “I was trying to save the building. I thought it was empty.”
“A building isn't worth your life, son.”
“This one is my life,” says Mark, staring at the mound of ruins. His voice grows quieter, softer, as he goes on, taking an aching breath.  “Was, rather. He knew I'd come running.” He laughs, but there's no humour in it. “I should have listened to my mother.” 
“Who's 'he'?”
“You ever heard of the King?” The fireman nods. “Me and the King don't get on.”
“Weren't you the one that exposed him? I remember watching it on the news.” The fireman looks around as though afraid of being overheard. “So he is back, eh? The rumours are true?”
“Oh yeah,” says Mark, wiping his forehead and leaving a grimy streak across it. In the encroaching darkness, everything is tinted orange by the immutable flames raging over the ruins of the Gardens. 
Mark stares through the myriad of engines and the cloud of steam coming from the hoses, straight at the rubble of what was once his dream. 
Another fireman appears out of the darkness and Mark tenses up, but the figure simply produces a plastic bottle of water, handing it to his officer, who thanks him and offers it to Mark. He takes it and gulps it down, wincing as the icy water chills his stomach. 
“Better?” asks the fireman.
“Actually, what I could really use is a drink.”
“Another water? I'll have someone -”
“No, no,” Mark waves him down. “Look, it's complicated, but I'll get better a lot faster if you get me some alcohol.”
The fireman scratches his head. “You uh, got any preference?”
“I normally like a nice single malt, but I'm bloody thirsty; six beers ought to do it.”
“Any particular type?”
“Oh, surprise me.” 
“Anything else I can get you?”
“Yeah, actually. Are there any reporters or journalists or anything milling around?”
“A dozen or so by the barriers, we aren't answering questions until the fire is contained.”
“Send them in,” he says. “Preferably with cameras.”
“You sure?”
Mark nods. “I don't have a phone or any other way to contact my friends – I want them to know I'm ok.”
“I can get you a helmet to wear over your face or something, if you'd like?”
“What for?”
The fireman laughs. “To preserve your secret identity.”
“Bit late for that, the King knows who I am. Besides, I'm not a superhero.”
The fireman nods, putting on his helmet as he walks away. He stops, turning around with one last question on his lips.
“Here, if the King's back; are you going to stop him again?”
“I'll try. Why?”
“I'll sleep better at night for knowing that, is all.”
Mark smiles. “Thanks.”
The fireman returns the smile and walks off into the darkness, heading for the lights of the camera crews.
 
 
Jamie sits on the edge of a bed that is covered in cheap floral patterns, in a room stained yellow by cigarette smoke. Stacy sits beside him, with an alarm clock in her hands. She's staring down into the grimy clock-face; as she stares, the mechanical hands stop moving. 
She nudges Jamie. “Hey look: I've got your power now, too.”
Jamie lets her have a weak laugh, more out of appreciation for her effort than anything else. 
“You ok, son?” asks Donald, who is sitting by the window with his legs crossed. 
“Of course he's not ok, Don,” says Cathy, sitting across from him. “Honestly, I thought doctors were taught about this stuff.”
“We are: it's best to talk about these things. Keeping it all cooped up won't help.”
“Aye, Don, but so soon? Give the boy time.”
Jamie looks at the alarm clock, watching as Stacy turns the hands forward in time, and then back. His eyes narrow, his face stony. 
“What?” asks Stacy, seeing the look on his face. “What are you thinking?”
“I'm thinking that I can stop time,” says Jamie, and looks up into her nervous eyes. “I've never tried pushing it back -”
Before he can finish his sentence, the Trespasser throws the door open and storms into the room, his helmet on but his mask absent.
“Turn on the TV,” he points at the brown antique sitting on an office desk. “Now.”
Donald, the closest to it, barely gets out of his seat before Stacy closes her eyes and switches it on without touching it. 
The colours bring the screen to life, and the Trespasser flicks the channel over using a dusty button on the bottom of the TV. 
Impatient silence suffocates the room.
Jamie stands up, hands over his mouth, as Mark's face appears on the screen and his voice fills the room.
“That no-use bastard,” whispers Jamie, grinning.
Trespasser One claps his back. “I've got a chopper coming for us, we're going to pick him up. Up to the roof, now.”
“No, no,” says Jamie, pawing him away and sitting down, beaming at the screen with one eye still swollen shut. “I want to hear this.”
 
 
The King sits in the gloom of his office whilst Gregor stands aside him, wearing a suit similar to the King's, his hair still wet from the shower he insisted upon taking – to 'wash the poverty off himself'.
Around them stand a crowd of similarly dressed men and women, each wearing long black coats. The scene resembles a funeral: a damp room filled with dark-eyed people staring at a pale-faced man in the centre. 
That pale man is the King, and the colour has drained from his eyes and lips as he watches the tiny phone screen on his desk, casting a sickly white light over him, illuminating the tired rings under his eyes. 
“Attack helicopters still circle the prison,” says the newsreader, a balding man with trendy, thick-rimmed glasses, “but the sounds of gunfire have finally stopped. What little information we do have points to an unsettling prospect: that the fugitive known as the King – currently the most wanted man in the western hemisphere – intended to unleash his followers upon the city of Glasgow en-masse. Yet again the people of Glasgow must watch the military tear their city to pieces; another blow in a long and difficult struggle to return this city to normality.”
Gregor leans in, his shirt and suit jacket open to let his bandaged ribs breathe. A bile-coloured bruise has spread over most of his torso. He whispers, informing the King as an advisor would inform a General of a military defeat:
“Our men in the prison aren't answering calls, sir. We can assume that they're lost.”
The King says nothing, staring straight ahead into the screen. He cracks his knuckles, and then lets out a deep sigh.
“No matter,” he says. “We managed to injure one of them, right?”
“Correct, sir. The same one that struck you on the eve of your arrest.”
“Jamie. His name is Jamie.”
“As I understand, sir, yes.”
“And you buried Mark under his own building.”
“Indeed.”
“Then we've hit all of our objectives. You said that the prisoners – they were thwarted by other people with powers?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. We need more information on them. If they are indeed using these powered people in field operations, Gregor, then we currently have the advantage. They aren't trained soldiers – we killed Mark and injured Jamie, and showed that we are a capable and legitimate threat. They'll be reeling. They won't be thinking straight – and that makes them easy bait.”
“What would you have us do, sir?”
“They'll want revenge. Move me to a secure location then fake a leak of my whereabouts, rig it to blow or gas them or whatever – you handle the details. My guess is that they'll be unable to resist the temptation to come and get me. I killed their superman, after all.”
“As you wish, sir,” says Gregor, bowing. “And the arrival?”
“Stick to the plan. Track the fire as it falls, find the people it hits, and persuade them to come with you using our usual methods.”
“Intimidation and threats, sir? Those methods worked before, but they do depend upon us having a firm grasp on the city.”
“For all they know, I still have the details on almost every person in the city centre. Allude to their family's safety, be vague but firm. Make the Agency out to be the bad guys. Handle the details, Gregor; like I said.”
“Yes, sir.”
“How long is left, anyway?”
“Until the arrival, sir? Just under one hour.”
“Then the first hours of a new Kingdom are approaching. Wait until just before the arrival to spring the trap; we want them far enough away that they can't affect our mission even if it fails, ok? Don't forget to...”
The King trails off, his face dropping in the pale light as the news switches to another story. 
Across the bottom of the screen, in white writing on a red card, it reads:
Superhero Speaks Out
The room drops in temperature as though a chill breeze had blown through. The King stares into the screen, into the eyes of a man he is coming to hate more than anybody else in the world. 
Mark, plastered across his TV screen, with his face covered in ash, soot and sweat, smiles and stares right back at him. 
“I want to say something, and then I'll answer your questions.” Mark tells the crowd, and looks straight into the nearest camera. “Innocent people died tonight. This building was once a project called the Gardens, and I set it up myself to help Glasgow's less fortunate break the cycle of poverty and abuse that many were trapped in. The King didn't like that: for years he put financial pressure on me, eventually driving me into poverty like those I tried to help. He intended to have me killed; it didn't work out for him. He was exposed for what he is: a coward, who ruled through fear and intimidation; who preyed on those too weak to fight back. I was the one that brought him in, and I stand here before you: unmasked, and unafraid.”
Gregor looks at the King in alarm, his mouth flapping open as he begins to explain. The King raises a hand for silence and stops him, watching the screen like a hawk, never once blinking. 
“My name is Mark. The King tried to kill me once before. Later, he almost killed me again – and my mother, bless her – but that didn't work out either. This is the third time that he has made an attempt on my life, and as you can see,” Mark laughs and spreads his arms out, revealing his scarred and bruised torso, “I'm still here.”
The King leans forward, his elbows on the desk, as Mark continues. 
“The King burned my project to the ground because he knew it would hurt me. He won't fight me in the open, because in the open he has no power. He's a shadow, and we all know what happens to shadows when you shine the light on them. We don't have to be afraid of him anymore.” Mark steps down from the ledge of the fire engine as he talks to the crowd, his voice growing louder. “He murders innocent people, terrifies anybody with something to lose into compliance, and relies on cowardly tactics to strike at those strong enough to oppose him.”
The camera zooms in on Mark as he delivers the ending to his speech.
“I know you're watching this, King. I know you're sitting in a bunker or an office somewhere, about to snap and lose your temper. Glasgow knows what you are now. I'm not afraid of you; we're not afraid of you. And I don't care how long it takes me: I'm coming for you. I'll find you – and you'll answer for every life that you've destroyed.” Mark looks around at the crowd, nodding his head. “That's all.”
They surge forward, pressing him with questions. He winces, raising his hands for quiet.
“One at a time, one at a time,” he sighs. “You,” he points at a female journalist. “You go first. There's no rush.”
“I'd like to ask the question on the public's lips: would you consider yourself a superhero?”
Mark looks at her, his face suddenly contorted with a mixture of thoughts and feelings. He thinks for a few seconds, staring at the ground, and then shrugs.
“There's no such thing, ma'am.”
The questions fly in.
The King leans forward, with so much careful patience that it silences the room, and turns the phone off. He takes a deep breath, lifts the phone, and turns to face the crowd as he stands. Passing the phone back to its nervous owner, he smooths his suit down and turns to Gregor.
Gregor is shaking, clutching his ribs and looking at the King with all the hopeless shame of a guilty puppy. 
“H-he was dead when we left him, sir -”
The King barely moves. His entire body tenses and he drives his fist hard into Gregor's broken ribs. With a soft cough, Gregor crumples to the floor, and the King returns to his professional stance, hands clasped behind his back. He steps over Gregor, whose face is screwed up in pain, spittle coating his chin as he tries to get a breath. 
“Everything, Gregor,” whispers the King, whilst his people look on, nobody daring to intervene. “Everything depended on your mission.”
“M'sorry,” groans the wounded man, writhing in pain. He looks up at the King with honest tears in his eyes.
“The Agency will be rejoicing. I have spent resources that I cannot afford to waste on this plan. I sacrificed a prison full of potential. I gave you most of our explosives. A lot of men died to make this plan work. All so that we had the advantage when the arrival comes.”
“I can,” Gregor gasps for every word. “I can fix it.”
“Do you know what pains me the most though, Gregor? Not that you wasted my manpower. Not that you wasted my resources; but that you wasted my time, Gregor. The arrival is coming, and we have nothing. All we have to show for our efforts are a few stab wounds and two dead Trespassers.”
He lifts his foot from the ground and rests his weight on Gregor ribs. The crowd say nothing, staring at the floor and trying to pretend that none of this affects them; that they are outsiders. Gregor cries out and tries to move away, but the King presses harder. The crowd ripples in disgust as they hear a faint crack, and Gregor opens his mouth in a silent scream. 
The King stares down at him as though he were filth on his shoe, sneering. He sighs and the anger leaves his face.
Taking his weight off of Gregor, he turns to the crowd.
“He's suffered enough. Get him to a medic.” The King steps back as two men come in and pick Gregor up, his jaw slack and his eyes unfocused. “Don't let it be said that I am without mercy.”
“Sir,” a woman in a long black coat steps into the light, her face held still with practised apathy. “What shall we do regarding the arrival?”
“How long is left?”
“About forty five minutes.”
“Do we have people in the city centre?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then the plan goes ahead. We're depending on speed and cunning now, and we're up against very smart opponents. They'll be expecting us. Do your best.”
The door opens and Gregor is dragged out, his feet scraping along the floor as he groans, regaining consciousness.
“The rest of you,” the King says. “Get out. I don't want to see you back here until after the arrival, when you have control of the latest batch of assets.”
The room empties as though a plug has been pulled, leaving the King in the fluorescent gloom by himself. He waits until the door clicks closed and he can no longer hear footsteps, and then he begins counting down from ten, breathing to calm himself.
He makes it to five, and then he roars in impotent rage and upends the table onto the floor, cursing at the top of his lungs. 
 
 
The helicopter lands atop the roof of a block of flats two streets down from the ruins of the Gardens, staying away from the pillar of smoke still rising from the burning rubble. Jamie is the first out the helicopter's ramp, standing on the gravel roof as Mark vaults onto it. 
Tearing his broken mask off despite the Trespasser's protests, the two meet in the middle and shake hands before embracing. 
“Thought you were dead mate,” says Jamie, patting Mark on the back. 
“So did I.”
Jamie breaks the hug and punches him hard on the arm. “You had us all in some state.”
“I was probably worse, believe me.”
“Stop running into stupid situations, eh?”
“I know, man. I know.”
The Trespasser emerges from the helicopter. 
“Do I get to say it?” he asks Mark.
“Say what?”
“That I bloody told you so,” he says, and claps his shoulder. “Glad you're ok, Mark. Jamie, you give us a minute?”
“Sure,” says Jamie, and heads back to the chopper.
“What's up?” asks Mark, as the Trespasser's face fogs over in the darkness. 
The joy is suddenly gone from his voice. “What the hell was that?” 
“What?”
“You ran in there like an idiot. Nearly got yourself killed.”
“I know, it was stupid of me.”
“Not only did you jeopardise the mission with your actions, Mark: you allowed the King's men to take your equipment. Your helmet was used as bait. We tried to rescue you and he lured us into a prison filled with his men. Two Trespasser's died trying to save you Mark – and all for nothing.”
Mark falls silent, and stares past the Trespasser into the night sky, the stars out. 
“Shit,” he sighs. 
“Jamie and myself were nearly among that body count.” The Trespasser steps in close, and Mark can smell the gunpowder and the metallic scent of blood off him. “Do you understand why I am angry, Mark?”
He nods. “I'm sorry.”
“Now, about taking your mask off in front of the camera: that's your choice. I can't stop you. But I do have to ask: what were you thinking?”
“They took my mask, like you said,” he shrugs. “I don't need it anyway.”
“Mark, you aren't invincible. You're putting yourself and your mother at risk.”
“Am I? She's safe in the facility. Meanwhile, the King has this weird mythology surrounding him, making him out to be some kind of ageless demon – the people need to see him for what he is. They need somebody to follow, Trespasser.”
“And you're that person?”
Mark shrugs. “Maybe. Maybe not. At least I can set an example.”
“Mark, this man has declared war on you. This isn't a comic book; this isn't a god damned movie. He's almost killed you three times, Mark.”
“If we do nothing, Trespasser, then he wins. I want the people to see that he's only as powerful as they let him be. I had to show them that I'm not afraid of him.”
“Aren't you? Because you have every reason to be.”
“Of course I'm afraid of him,” says Mark, tensing up. “I'm petrified of him. I can barely sleep, for Christ's sake, just remembering the moments that he had me at the edge. I'm terrified; but I can't let him know that. I can't let the people see that. Because then he wins.”
“Okay.”
“What, that's it?”
“You can't take it back now, can you?” The Trespasser shrugs. “Your face is out there. So now we run with it.”
“I'm not fired or anything?”
The Trespasser puts his hands on his hips.
“After a stunt like this?” he tuts. “Command might want you off the team, I won't lie. It's his call, not mine. Your actions cost the lives of two great soldiers, and Command might judge you accordingly.”
Mark nods, taking this in. “I understand.”
“Look, Mark; they were soldiers. They knew the risks. Taking a bunch of civilians into an operation like this was never going to be easy. I'll do what I can, but right now we have another priority. Are you ok to do your job?”
“My job?”
“Arrival's in twenty five minutes, Mark. Did you forget?”
“Shit, so it is,” says Mark, patting himself down. “I'm just in this jacket, I've no overalls or -”
“No time to get replacements. You're fighting in your pyjamas by the look of it.”
Mark sighs. “No cape?”
“No cape, Mark. You said it yourself on the TV: there's no such thing as superheroes. I hope you realise that now.”
Mark nods, his shoulders sagging. “Let's go, then.”
“Are you in?”
“I'm in.”
“Good man. Do well, and Command might look on you favourably.”
“What are my chances?”
“Slim.”
Mark sighs as he climbs the ramp into the helicopter, his problems momentarily alleviated by the grinning faces that stare back at him, shouting his name. 
He greets them with a smile, and for that moment, everything is ok. 
 



 
Episode 9
 
Arrival
 



 
“Glasgow's quiet tonight.” 
The Trespasser voice is low, as though he dare not break the silence hanging over the city. Silhouettes flicker and then vanish in the darkness below them, the citizens of Glasgow scurrying to their homes, like prey sensing the wolves. 
“You can feel it in the air,” says Jamie, joining him on the rooftop, a new unbroken mask in his hands.
The squad gathers on the gravel, whilst the Trespasser kneels over the parapet like a king surveying his lands. 
“People can sense something is going to happen,” he agrees.
“How long now?” asks Mark, unscrewing the top from his back-up flask and gulping the contents down. He stands in a spare pair of shorts and nothing else. A little spills down his stubble, over his bare chest. 
“Five minutes. We should be able to see it soon.”
They are atop a college building overlooking George's Square, the lights of the refugee camp flickering like candles below them. Elsewhere, rivers of headlights and trundling engines lead the way into Buchanan Bus Station, now home to soldiers and aid workers. 
“What do you think he's planning?” asks Stacy. 
Trespasser One turns. “Who?”
“The King.”
“Whatever he has planned, he was counting on Mark being out of the picture.” The Trespasser turns back to the city. “That didn't work out for him. He'll be licking his wounds. Worst case scenario, he tries to intervene during the next fifteen minutes; during the Arrival itself.”
“I still can't see anything in the sky,” says Jamie, one hand on his brow as he scans the dark blue vista above them. “No clouds, either, so I don't know why.”
Gary nudges him. “That rhymes.”
“That's great, Gary.”
Cathy folds her arms and shivers, her breath turning to vapour as she exhales, shaking. The October frost is sinking through their overalls, chilling the armoured plating and making every ounce of weight seem heavier. 
“This couldn't have happened in Spain or something, could it?” she asks through chattering teeth. 
Donald laughs, and the Trespasser turns around:
“It wouldn't. I don't know why the first one arrived here, but this one has to be linked to it somehow: it keeps correcting to hit our city. Why Glasgow, I wonder, of all places?”
Nobody answers; he is talking to himself.
“Aren't you cold, Mark?” asks Gary, nodding at Mark in his shorts. 
“Don't seem to feel it,” Mark shrugs, and lifts his flask. “Drink probably helps.”
Asides Mark, they are all wearing their armoured overalls, their face masks pulled atop their heads like welders, ready to be pulled down at a moment's notice. 
Gary leans in. “Here Tony, do you reckon -” 
He is cut off as the Trespasser raises a hand for silence, pressing one finger against his ear. 
“Yes, sir,” says Trespasser One after a pause. He turns to the squad. “It isn't splitting. We have two minutes. Helicopter is on the way.”
“What do you mean not splitting?” asks Jamie. “Did the first one split?”
“Last time; it was a single entity until about a minute before impact, then it fragmented – presumably to hit you guys.”
“And it's not doing it?”
“Not yet. We know the rough area it'll hit though.”
“Wait -” begins Jamie, and then stops. The group follow his eyes, and silence falls over the rooftop. 
A single burning point of light is streaking through the sky, sparking like lightning as it soars over the Glasgow rooftops. It makes no sound on its silent journey towards the ground, trailing specks of fire and energy behind its missile-shaped body. 
First it is a speck in the distance, like a tiny sun falling from space. Then it grows as it approaches them, and before long it is above them, passing over their heads in the darkness of the frozen night. 
Everything is still; silent. It makes no sound – it seems, instead, to wrap itself in the darkness and devour all noise as it vanishes into the distance, disappearing below the city's silhouette. 
“I have visual, send the chopper,” says the Trespasser through his comms unit, and begins describing the trajectory and general location of the fire. 
“Should I go?” asks Mark, legs tensed.
Busy talking, the Trespasser nods and pats him on the back. 
Mark takes a breath and leaps into the night sky, vanishing into the crystal darkness like a reflection. 
 
 
Jamie carefully leans out the helicopter, his mask pulled down over his face. He can see something:
On the ground below, in the middle of the boulevard running up Sauchiehall Street, is a bright-lit shape that he can't make out. 
The street is empty and silent, as though it is frozen in time. The shops have been boarded up, lying empty for months.
He focuses his eyes on the object below: it resembles a fountain, lit from beneath by a sickly green light. There are figures lying around it, unmoving – a half naked man, obviously Mark, stands in the middle of the road, looking up at the helicopter. He waves them in and the Trespasser nods to Jamie, who unlatches a rope and tosses it down. 
“Just like in training,” the Trespasser reminds them, pushing them to the rope in turn. Jamie is the second last to go down after a nervous, trembling Gary. 
The Trespasser follows them, meeting them on the ground. 
“Mark, what happened?” asks the Trespasser as they pick themselves up off the road. The helicopter disappears into the sky, leaving them in silence as it fades into the distance. The entire street is bathed in that same bile-tinged light, like a child's idea of radiation. 
The Trespasser looks around at the men and women in black coats lying on the ground, some of them clutching shotguns and pistols. 
Mark shakes his head and shrugs.
“I think they were the King's people. They got here first.” He points at the swirling shape standing like a modern-art monument in the road. “This thing flashed and they just, like, fell down.”
Donald leans down, checking pulses, and shakes his head.
“They're dead.” 
All eyes turn to the shape in the road. The light coming from it diminishes, and the Trespasser brings his hand up in front of his face to see better.
 
 
“Trespasser One,” Command's voice comes through his helmet. “What can you see? Report.”
“It's, uh, something,” he hazards, looking closer. He steps in as the squad move around it in a semi-circle. 
Dropping his hand as the light fades away, he finally sees what is hiding within the green flames.
The squad are quiet, staring as the shape unfolds like a puzzle. 
It looks like a blooming flower: starting like a bulb, with layers upon layers of thin, wing-like structures overlapped. They unfurl like delicate fabric, rippling in a non-existent breeze. Ten, then twenty, until a multitude of tendrils unfold like the stings of a jellyfish, forming a skirt of sorts around it as the appendages float to the ground, revealing the form underneath. On the inside, it is a bright, chemical green, like the light from a glow-stick. 
Beneath the myriad of  - the Trespasser thinks of them as petals for some reason – there is some kind of head. It resembles deep-sea creatures that he is familiar with, the petals revealing a bony protrusion like a skull in the centre of the flower-creature, as though this were the seed - or the fruit - at its heart. 
It rises into the air, leaving them staring at the glowing creature, constructed from wavering, dancing organic fabrics. It billows on the wind like a ball-gown, catching a breeze that isn't there. 
“I think,” says the Trespasser, entrapped by its other-worldly beauty. “I think it's an alien, sir.”
A low sound comes from the alien as it hovers like a man treading water, a groaning bass tone that reverberates in the Trespasser's guts. It lifts a single appendage as though it were caught on the wind, and begins to drift towards the squad. 
“Stay back,” says the Trespasser, feeling an unnatural fear coming over him. “We don't know what it is.”
“I do,” says Mark, and steps forward.
“Mark, damn it, get back -”
“It's ok,” Jamie is beside the Trespasser. “You don't have the fire in you; you can't feel it, can you?”
“Feel what?” the Trespasser turns. 
“It's singing. It's speaking, but not to us: to the fire in us. It doesn't want to hurt us: watch.”
It settles onto the ground in front of Mark, who is staring up at it in a mixture of awe and confusion. The limb curves like a flat tongue, touching Mark's head. 
Mark closes his eyes and holds his hands out as though he is being crucified, and a green light blooms between his skull and the appendage. 
“What is it doing?” asks the Trespasser.
“I think it wants to show us something, but I can't be sure,” says Jamie. “I just know that it means well -”
Jamie is cut off by Mark crying out in pain and staggering back, clutching his head. His nose is bleeding. Mark stumbles away and rolls over on the ground, his hands pressing his temples together, his teeth gnashing as he froths at the mouth. 
Donald is beside him in a second, holding him. 
“What's happening to him?” asks Jamie, running over. 
The Trespasser pulls the single-shot grenade launcher from his belt and points it at the creature. 
“Is he ok?” he asks Donald, finger on the trigger.
Donald closes his eyes and lays a hand on Mark's forehead, soothing him as he jitters and seizes on the ground. Frowning in concentration, Donald lowers his head and tries to help Mark with his power. He stops and stands up, dropping Mark to the ground, and grabs his own head. 
“Don.” Cathy cries his name and goes to catch him, and the Trespasser stops her.
“Don't touch him, Cathy.”
Donald begins to shake as he falls to the ground, his eyes rolling back in his head. Mark is silent now, lying on the ground like a corpse. Jamie kneels over him, looking between his unmoving form and the Trespasser, who is watching in horror. 
“What's happening to them?” asks Stacy, her hands on her face in shock. 
Donald falls silent and goes limp, and Cathy puts a hand to her mouth and looks up at her squad leader. The Trespasser shakes his head. 
In front of them, the creature is beginning to shift and change, lights glowing from somewhere within it. 
“Are you sensing anything, Jamie?” he shouts.
Jamie shakes his head. “Mark's breathing,” he offers, looking lost. 
Cathy kneels in and checks Donald.
“So is Don,” she sighs. “He's just unconscious. I think he's dreaming.”
Jamie looks closer at Mark. “Yeah, Mark's lips are moving – only faintly, but they're moving.”
The Trespasser keeps the grenade launcher trained on the alien as it begins to glow brighter. The silk appendages come up again to cover it like a cocoon, and then it is once again a layered seedling hovering in the air, hidden as though it is shy. 
There's a flash of green light, and the figure bursts into cold flames. He watches it change, losing track of the burning flower-bulb as it contorts and shifts before his eyes. 
When it settles on another shape, it is that of a human: two legs, a torso, arms and a head. It still glows faintly green, as though somebody has cut a human-shaped light out of the air. It has no face or defining features – it is a gingerbread man, a cardboard cut-out, a silhouette of a human. 
“Who are you?” shouts the Trespasser, as though the alien is a common criminal. “What have you done to my men?”
The figure doesn't look at him; it has taken the shape of a human without taking on any of the mannerisms of one. 
Its voice, when it speaks, is a low baritone that hurts the Trespasser's ears through his helmet. He can feel its voice in his teeth, shaking his eyeballs in his skull. 
“Where are the other six?” it asks.
The Trespasser glances at Mark and Donald, still unconscious. “The other six what?” 
“Twelve seeds were sent to your planet. I count only six of my children. Where are the other six?”
“Seeds?” The Trespasser points at the rest of his squad. “You mean the fire? The fire in these people?”
“Yes.”
Trespasser One takes a breath, trying to control the shaking in his legs. His training hasn't prepared him for this. He falls back on the truth, since it is all he knows. 
“They're dead,” he says. “They're gone. There's only these six left.”
“Then we are at a disadvantage,” it says, stating plain fact. 
“Disadvantage? For what?”
Mark sits bolt upright so suddenly Jamie falls back in fright. Mark is paler than usual, his eyes dark circles sunken into his head. 
“War,” he gasps. “It wants us to fight a war.”
“What?” the Trespasser asks. “Mark, what are you talking about?”
Mark stands upright, walking towards the alien as though he is going to pick a fight with it.
“You have to leave,” he shouts at it. “You have to go now, and take that thing with you.” Mark points up towards the sky. “Lead it away from here.” 
“I can flee no longer,” the alien tells him, its voice shaking the concrete in the pavement. “This is where I make my stand.”
“No,” says Mark, walking closer. He is shaking, trembling with anger, pointing an accusing finger at the human form. “No, we never asked for this. This is your war, not ours. That thing will destroy us, we don't stand a chance.”
“I must try.”
“Then try elsewhere,” shouts Mark. “We don't want this.”
“I created you for this purpose,” it says, stating fact like a robot. 
“Created us?” whispers Jamie. 
“You never created us,” says Mark. “You altered us – changed us.”
“I made you into warriors for this purpose. Your purpose is to aid me in fighting -”
“There are seven billion people on the planet who don't want to fight this thing,” screams Mark, fear getting the better of him. “Who can't fight it.”
“There is nothing I can do. This will be the battle ground,” says the alien. “You will aid me. Should you abandon the cause or fail, your planet will fall with me.” 
It then falls silent: that is all there is to it.
Mark stumbles away, his nose still leaking blood. He grabs at his head and shuts his eyes, shaking his head. 
“No,” he whispers. “No, no, this can't be happening.”
“Mark, what's wrong?” asks the Trespasser. “What are you talking about?”
Donald wakes up, his eyes slamming open as though he just awoken from a bad dream.
“I saw it,” he mutters, and Cathy kneels beside him.
“Saw what, Don? What happened?”
“It made us see,” he tells her, looking up like a frightened child into Cathy's eyes. “We have to warn everybody. We don't have long. It's coming.”
“What's everyone freaking out about?” asks Gary, his voice trembling. “What's coming?” 
“The Destroyer,” says Donald, as though only just realising that he knows the answer.  
“Will somebody,” the Trespasser throws his arms up and shouts, “tell me what in the hell is going on?”
“Promise you'll believe me,” says Mark, looking at the Trespasser as though everything is a bad dream. “Promise.”
“I promise,” the Trespasser says, walking over to him. “Now calm down, Mark.” He puts a hand on his shoulder. “Tell me what's going on.” Trespasser One points over his shoulder at the unmoving human silhouette, still casting a green glow over everything. “What is he? What's he going to do?”
“It's not a 'he',” says Mark, his teeth chattering as though is going through serious withdrawals. “It's a - them. A multitude. A myriad – an assembly, I don't know. They're just a collective. There's no name, but there's a feeling like safety, shelter, something like that. Protector; I think that's what it calls itself.”
“And the Protector is a collective? A collective of - what?”
Mark cringes, trying to find the words, motioning with his hands. “Like tiny - smaller than I can describe, like machines that -”
Donald interrupts, and tells them: “They're a swarm of microscopic machines that exist in multiple states at once. Tiny quantum-state machines.  They're completely self-sustaining, they draw their energy from -” even Donald has to think of the words. “I don't know how to describe it. Like a web that intersects the universe at every point in space, from every angle. It's like a constantly fluctuating field of potential – I don't know how else to describe it.”
“They need us – they need conscious beings,” says Mark, taking over. “They're only tangible when they're close to life forms – then they take a single form, based off whatever is close to them.”
“Like a human form,” says the Trespasser turning and looking at the unmoving man cut out of the air. It still glows, watching them. 
Donald stands up with an arm around Cathy's shoulder. From behind his mask comes the first drops of blood from his nose.
“They can alter people – biologically, chemically, physically, whatever: they latch onto conscious beings and change them, make them into warriors – like us.”
“Why?” asks the Trespasser. 
“Because they're fighting a war,” whispers Mark. “A war that ended a long time ago – now these things are all that's left, weapons left to run on automatic. There used to just be one huge swarm, but they tried to latch onto a race that was divided. Aliens that look like - like what it was before it changed. It took on their division, and the swarm split.”
The Trespasser helps Mark to his feet, and he speaks directly to the alien like an investigator piecing the puzzle together. 
“One of the swarms: they latched onto those with good intentions. Protectors, carers, builders, providers... the other one did the opposite. It latched onto destroyers: murderers, predators, the hateful and the spiteful. That became their reality. They used the beings to fight one another, altering them to make them more and more powerful – it's all they know. Protect, or Destroy”
“This one was losing,” says Donald, joining Mark. “The planet was in ruins. So it split itself and sent twelve smaller swarms to the nearest inhabited planet: Earth. It sought out those with good intent and changed them, turning them into -”
“Us,” says Mark. “That's what the fire was – the fire that hit Glasgow. It was parts of the swarm, finding potential soldiers. It was giving itself an army to fight this enemy. It ran out of soldiers to fight the war.”
“And now,” says Donald, looking at the Trespasser. “It's brought the war here.”
“What's coming?” asks the Trespasser, his voice small now. 
“It's similar: it doesn't have a name, just a feeling,” says Mark. “It's like everything bad about people rolled up into a storm cloud. It just wants to hate and kill and destroy. Destroyer. It feels like it should be called Destroyer – and it's coming. Soon.”
“How long do we have before it arrives?”
“An hour,” whispers Mark. “Maybe two.”
Mark stares into space and sits down on the ground, pulling his knees up like a child. 
“Mark, get up,” says Jamie, extending a hand. 
Mark shakes his head. “We can't fight this. You didn't see what I saw.”
“Mark's right,” says Donald. “We don't stand a chance against this thing. It's pure power – the kind of power that we all have, but magnified.”
“Can we just give it this one?” the Trespasser points at the man-shape. “Is that what it wants?”
“It's too late for that,” says Mark, his face as white as chalk. “We're soldiers now. It won't stop until it's wiped us out, and made every corrupt and hateful human into a soldier for itself.”
“What if,” says Cathy, whispering now, rocking on her heels, “we gave ourselves up to it? Would it leave everybody else alone?”
Donald shakes his head. “It will absorb what it can, and destroy what is left. There's nothing we can do.”
“We can fight,” says the booming, bass voice of the alien. “That is your only option.”
“This isn't our war,” sneers the Trespasser, turning on it like an angered animal. “We never asked to be involved in this – so you can just piss off back into space and tell your Destroyer to chase you somewhere else.”
“The Destroyer knows that I am here now,” its voice is a trembling roar in his nervous gut. “It knows that there are potential soldiers. Either it absorbs or kills every being on this planet, or we defeat it. There is no middle ground. There is nothing to negotiate. We must prepare for the battle.”
The Trespasser is left speechless, out of things to say. He lifts a hand to his ear, presses in his comms button, and says:
“Command? You getting all of this?”
Command's voice is sombre and flat. “Heard the whole thing, son.”

“What are my orders?”
There is a long silence, and the street is devoid of noise save for the nervous trembling of the squad. 
“Orders are to stay put. Our sensors aren't picking anything up, we can't be sure this thing's story is true.”
The alien chimes in, as though it can hear his comms.
“Invisibility is not beyond the Destroyer. You will not see it until it is here.”
“It says -”
“I heard it.”
“Orders?”
“You're the one on the ground, Trespasser. What would you do?”
“I'd evacuate the city and alert the entire world to this: they need to know. We need all the help we can get.”
“You intend to fight this thing, if it exists?”
“I see no other choice, sir.”
He can almost hear the gears grinding in Command's head, considering the situation.
“Ok, son. We'll begin the evacuation and send help.”
“Don't just send help, Command,” says the Trespasser, looking around at his frightened, shaken squad. “Send everything.”
 
 
Jamie extends his hand again, and Mark finally takes it. Jamie pulls him to his feet, and without saying a word, embraces him. 
“We can't win this,” whispers Mark. “Jamie, we don't have a chance.”
Jamie grabs him by the shoulders. “We didn't stand a chance against the King either, some would have said.” 
“The King's human, Jamie. This thing is – it's just power and hatred. How do you fight that?”
“I'm sure the alien will tell us,” says Jamie, and only now does Mark realise that time has frozen around them. Everything else is grey – including the alien. Jamie lowers his head and his voice, looking straight through Mark's eyes and into his mind. “We have to try. There's no alternative.”
Mark nods, swallowing the fear blocking his throat. 
“Now chin up Mark, put your brave face on. You're the squad's rock. If you're crumbling then they will too.”
“Really?” 
“Really. So get your shit together. You ready?”
Mark nods his head, taking a breath as though he is about to plunge underwater. “I'm ready.”
Time snaps back into flow, and the Trespasser takes his finger from his ear and turns to the alien.
“Ok,” he says, shaking the nervousness from his bones. “How long do we have, and what do we have to do to beat this thing?”
The man-shape rotates without moving its legs, and raises its arm to motion them in closer.
“We have an hour and twenty two minutes, roughly. As for how we defeat it: gather round, and I will tell you.”
 
 



 
Episode 10
 
Betrayal
 



 
Gregor strains his ears, listening: a door creaks open somewhere in the facility, and footsteps echo through the damp concrete, a faint pitter-patter like raindrops. As they pass he closes his eyes, counting three – no, four people. 
They are whispering among themselves, though he can't hear what they're saying. The tone of their voices betrays a conspiracy; or a rebellion. 
Silence settles in again, and he lays his head back on the pillow, concentrating on the other sounds. Above him, through the protective dirt layers of their bunker, he can hear jet aircraft streaking through the sky, and heavily armoured vehicles rocking the earth with their tracks. 
Gregor tries to connect the dots as he listens: 
Twenty men and women left the bunker to capture the people hit by the second arrival – to capture those with powers. Four have returned, and now the military has taken the city as though war has been declared. 
Something has gone terribly wrong.
Wincing at his broken ribs, Gregor reaches under his pillow. His hand closes around the cold metal grip of his silenced pistol. He holds it in front of his eyes, checks the load in the magazine, and flicks the safety off. 
Sliding his hands under the thin, rough blanket that is draped over him, he rests his head back; to all the world, he looks like an injured man sleeping through his pain in a rickety hospital bed. The pistol waits under the covers, like a shark. 
Focusing his mind, he lets the sounds haunting the facility filter into his ears. There is shouting, somewhere. The argument is escalating – he hears something smash and tenses up. Everything in his bones urges him to get out of bed and go to the King's aid: but with his broken body, he is of no use. 
The shouting stops – for a moment, he wonders if the King has talked them down. Then there is one long burst of angered monologue, followed by a strangled cough.
Then silence. 
Gregor opens his eyes, feeling a warm tear well at the edge. Footsteps click-clack like hooves through the stone corridors – four sets of them. Hidden beneath the blanket, he readies his pistol. 
The door to the medical room creaks open and a stout, heavy woman with an under-bite like a bulldog and a bright red face comes in, holding a pump-action shotgun at the ready. Three men in long black identical coats follow behind her, clearing and securing the room.
“He's alone,” says one of the men, a grey-haired veteran that Gregor knows well. He puts his hands in his pockets, and the bulldog-lady rests the shotgun over her shoulder. 
Like student-doctors, they gather around his bed.
Gregor watches them, his finger tense against the trigger under the covers. 
“You look terrible, son,” says the bulldog, her voice like a crow with a forty-a-day habit. 
“I've felt better,” Gregor rasps. “What happened?”
“It all went to hell,” says the grey-haired man, sadness clouding his boyish features. “Some glowing alien bullshit killed the others.” He takes his hands from his pocket and opens them as though he is miming a firework going off. “Flash. Dead.”
“You retreated?”
“No need for us to die Gregor,” the bulldog rasps. “The arrival was a bust. No new powered people. Nothing.”
“So?” asks Gregor, wheezing through his crushed lungs. “You had orders.”
“Which became null and void. Can you hear that racket out there?”
“Military,” says Gregor, nodding. 
“Glasgow is a lost cause, man,” says the grey one. The other two begin to open cabinets and stuff medicine and bottles into bags. “Whatever is about to happen, it's bad enough that they've started moving civilians out of the city centre. They're using the subway tunnels and everything. It's all gone to shit.”
“What Paul is trying to say,” she says, “is that it's over. We're leaving the city. We wanted to ask you to join us.”
“Leave the city?” asks Gregor, sneering. “Have you lost your minds? This is our Kingdom -”
“Aye, aye,” Paul sighs. “The Kingdom and all that.” He gives Gregor a sympathetic smile. “That's over, Gregor. It's not happening.”
“And the King?” asks Gregor. “What did he think of this idea?”
The bulldog waves his question away. 
“It doesn't matter – all you need to know is that we're leaving. We could make a lot of money, us five. We've got the skills and the connections -”
“What did he think?” asks Gregor, sterner this time.
“Greg, man,” Paul puts a hand on his shoulder. “That guy stood on your broken ribs because you made an honest mistake. What do you care what happened to him?”
Gregor can feel himself shaking, his lips twisting in anger and grief.
“What did you do to him?”
“What he would have done to you – or us,” says the bulldog, shrugging. “He's past it, Gregor.”
Gregor shouts, shaking. “What did you do to him?”

The men packing the medicine bags stop and turn around.
“Here Paul, maybe we should leave him.”
“Shut up and keep packing,” he replies without turning around. 
“Gregor you can't still believe in all this Kingdom shite, surely,” says the bulldog, stepping in closer and cocking her head. “It was a great idea to start with, but after the investors got shafted... we don't have anything left. We're just criminals now. It was never going to work after those superhero pricks got involved.”
Gregor lowers his head and closes his eyes, fighting back angry tears. 
“What,” he whispers, “did you do to the King?”
“I put a knife between his ribs,” says Paul, his hands still in his pockets. 
“Traitor,” says Gregor, his voice a low growl. Between heavy breaths he looks around the room at the four betrayers. “You never believed in the Kingdom. You never had faith.”
“Did any of us?” asks the bulldog. 
“Yes,” Gregor snarls. “I did.”
They all see the blankets shift, forming around the outline of a hidden pistol.
Too late, they realise what Gregor has done. 
The first round burns a hole in the thin white sheet and passes through the bulldog's flabby neck. With a splutter she drops the shotgun and clutches her throat, falling to the floor. 
Gregor turns the pistol with his gaze, aiming it blind. The second round misses Paul, who is still fighting to get his hands out of his pockets as the third and fourth round punch through his grey suit. He crumples like a paper bag. 
One of the younger men drops his medicine bag and it smashes on the ground. He reaches into his suit, grabbing a cheap old pistol. Two rounds rip the side out of his thigh, and an arterial spray of blood coats the ground as his femoral artery bursts open. His eyes roll back in his head as his blood pressure flat-lines, leaving only his unarmed friend.
The last one raises his hands in surrender and falls back on to the ground, clutching his medicine bag. Gregor keeps the shape beneath the blanket pointed at him as he eases himself out of the bed, groaning with the pain. 
Whimpering on the ground, the last survivor watches him pause at the bed's edge for a full minute before finally mustering the strength to stand on his own. Gregor sways back and forth, his hand out for balance, the pistol hanging from his fingers as though he is asleep on his feet. 
He steadies himself and looks up, his burning gaze falling upon the shivering figure on the floor. 
With a snarl, Gregor begins to shuffle towards him. 
“Gregor, please man,” the survivor whispers, his voice caught behind the fear in his throat. 
“Don't speak.” says Gregor, taking shallow breaths to save himself the pain in his lungs. “Nothing you can say will make this better.”
“Take the medicine,” the man holds out the bag. “Take it all, I don't care.”
“I'll be taking it anyway.”
“The money then. I've got money -”
“Do you know how many people,” says Gregor, sighing with weariness, “try to buy their lives back from me? I've killed dozens of people, son. If you could buy your way out of it, I wouldn't need money in the first place.”
The man says nothing. His shoulders sag as he realises what is happening. 
“I'm sorry,” he offers. 
“This was only ever about money to you people. None of you ever believed that we could make a better world.”
“A better world?” the man asks, incredulous. “Gregor we're like the fucking mafia, since when were we trying to make a better world? We hurt people, we kill people, we extort people, and we control people. We don't help anybody.”
“There was a time,” Gregor raises a hand for silence, “when we did. Before you joined; before you, with your filth and your greed, joined. Rotten souls, men and women without principles or morals. The King made Glasgow a better place, son. Before you.”
Gregor raises the pistol, pointing it at the man's heart. The young man flinches back, trying to put the medicine bag between him and the waiting bullet. 
“The King never made money off of this city. He put it all back into making sure it ran correctly. A benevolent dictator, an all powerful ruler making the right decisions for the good of the people. Not the easy decisions, but the right ones. A perfect system. In time, a perfect world. A world without crime – without corruption – except for that which the King – the Kings – allowed.”
“Gregor man,” the man whispers. “You've lost it.”
“No, I'm as sane as can be,” he smiles. “You – and people like you – are what the Kingdom was designed to wipe out. People are inherently scum, son. They are wicked creatures bent only on satisfying their own base needs. They need to be controlled – through whatever means necessary; and when they can't be controlled...” Gregor reaches in and, as though taking a dangerous weapon from a naïve child, lifts the medicine bag from the shivering man. “When they can't be controlled? You have to kill them. For the greater good, son. For the Kingdom.”
Gregor empties the rest of the pistol's magazine into the man, who cries out and jerks like a puppet on a string as each round punches through his skin. Gregor pulls the trigger until it clicks, then drops it.
He takes the bag, walks through the door and, clutching his ribs, heads for the King's office. 
 
 
“My King,” he gasps, and drops to his knees beside the bloodied figure. 
The King is propped up against the concrete wall with a knife jammed through his blue suit jacket, up to the hilt in his ribs. His legs are splayed out on the floor, showing his socks and some pale, wiry-haired skin. At his sides, his hands lay palm up, open and empty. A pool of blood has stained the seat of his trousers. 
He can barely lift his head, so Gregor lifts it for him and checks for a pulse in his neck. It's shallow, but it's there.
“I'm so sorry,” whispers Gregor as he opens the suit jacket to get a look at the knife. The shirt around it is torn and stained a sick, dark purple. “I should have been here. I could have stopped this.”
With a wheezing cough, the King awakens. Gregor grabs his shoulders as the King's eyes open, his entire body racked by the spluttering. 
“You're awake,” says Gregor, grinning. He turns around and rummages in the bag, searching for the pain killers. He finds a morphine injector and pats the King's leg. “Sorry about this.”
He jams it into his thigh and the King lurches forward, wheezing something through his gritted teeth. 
“It should start to feel better soon. There should be some bandages in here, I'm going to need to take the knife out -”
The King springs to life, and grabs Gregor's hand. Shocked, Gregor stops and stares into the King's half-shut eyes, his pupils like black holes. 
“Leave it,” the King wheezes. 
“Your right,” says Gregor, pausing. “It might be the only thing stopping internal bleeding. I need to get you to a hospital.”
The King shakes his head, grimacing. “I'm the most wanted man in the world,” he sighs, his grip tightening on Gregor's hand. “No hospitals. Glasgow's lost anyway. The Kingdom is lost.”
He lets go and leans back against the wall.
“I can't just leave it, sir. You'll die – I have to do something...”
Gregor trails off as he sees the truth in the King's eyes.
“It's ok, Gregor,” he says. “It's ok son.”
Gregor feels the tears welling up and chokes them back down.
“Please, let me try -”
“Leave it,” the King puts a hand on his arm, and the anger leaves his face as the morphine hits him. “It's ok. I deserve this.”
“No, don't say that – you don't deserve any of this. This is my fault, I failed you, I failed -”
“My fault,” the King cuts him off. “All my fault. I let Mark into the administration facility. I thought I could control him. I was wrong. That's when this all fell apart.”
“I can't just let you die,” Gregor whispers. “I don't know what I'll do. I mean, what's a Kingdom without its King?”
The King squeezes his arm. 
“My only regret,” the King wheezes, “is that I don't have more to give you. I'd name you as my heir, Gregor; but heir to what? A pile of ashes? I've ruined everything.” The King's eyes begin to close, as though he is going to sleep. “I've so much still to do. I'm not finished yet.”
Gregor is still clutching his heart at the word 'heir'. 
“If you want me to,” Gregor leans in. “Then I will take the crown. I'll see that the Kingdom endures.”
“What Kingdom?” asks the King, resting his head against the concrete. “I've lost everything. All that's left, Gregor,” he opens his eyes and fixes Gregor with a furious snarl, “is revenge.”
Gregor nods. “I understand, sir. I'll make them suffer.”
“Could you,” the King grunts and tries to move, but flinches and stops. “Could you bring me the screen? I want to see what's happening up there.”
Gregor nods, and hobbles to the King's desk to get the tablet. He switches it on and comes back to the blood stained wall, sitting beside the King like an old friend. Navigating the menus, he finds a news channel and tunes in. 
“Here we are.”
As the scenes of the military occupying the streets of Glasgow light up the gloom, the King pats Gregor's thigh.
“You're the King now, son.”
“Not yet, sir,” he shakes his head. “Not yet.”
The King's eyes flicker, beginning to shut even as he watches the news unfold. 
“Gregor?” 
“Sir?”
“Could you stay? Until...”
“Until the end, sir. Of course.”
The King nods, and then says no more. His eyes remain half open as they watch the chaos on the screen, buried beneath the city together. 
 
 
The skies above Glasgow are filled with the screech of aircraft, whilst the streets are clogged with military hardware – heavy weaponry, mortars, tanks, huge trucks with dozens of missiles mounted on their back.
The squad stand under the canopy of Queen Street station, outside the now empty refugee camp at George's Square. Most of them sit on the steps, their arms folded and their nervous faces hidden behind their masks whilst the Trespasser tries to discuss tactics with an alien life form.
“What about lasers?” he asks. “We could mount an anti-missile laser on a large aircraft and -”
“Heat won't work. Energy is no problem to us,” the deep bass tone of the alien's voice cuts through their bones. “The Destroyer could turn heat to sound if it desired. The only thing that will harm it is force, as I said before.”
“I don't remember much of high-school physics,” says Cathy, “but aren't force and energy the same thing at the end of the day?”
“Not to my kind.” It sounds like an orchestra playing the lowest of notes at the edge of their hearing – more a feeling than a sound. “Energy is easy. What gives my kind difficulty is the sudden, violent relocation of the machines that make us. De-pressurisation. Sudden acceleration. Kinetic force. These must be your weapons.”
The Trespasser's eyes light up. “De-pressurisation? We could drop a bunker buster on it?”
Jamie laughs. “A what?” 
“A thermobaric bomb, Jamie,” says the soldier. “It creates a huge blast wave and consumes all of the oxygen inside the explosion: which causes massive de-pressurisation. It ruins bunkers, hence the name.”
The alien gives a rumble of approval. “These may suffice.”
“I'll tell command to load up the planes with them.”
“It may not be enough – you should have other weaponry at hand.”
“Other weaponry? What about massed ballistic missile fire?” asks the Trespasser, throwing his hands up. “Because that's just about all we've got.”
“There will need to be many.”
“Well every type of missile launcher that we can get here in the next half hour is what we're working with – not counting ships, planes, and long range launchers across the country. We'll need to time it to hit at once. Command is working on it.”
Mark, still in nothing but his shorts and trying his best to look resolute, puffs his chest out and says.
“What's the plan?”
The alien doesn't even turn to look at him when it speaks.
“We focus enough force in a small area to break its shell. Then you and I penetrate the shell and neutralise the swarm itself.”
Trespasser One cuts in. “Shell? Is it armoured?” 
“It is like me: a swarm of tiny beings joined by their basic intent. Ours is to protect; theirs is to destroy. Though they outnumber us greatly, they are still only a single swarm. It will protect itself with a shield comprised of energy.”
“My head is bursting,” says Gary, squeezing the bridge of his nose. “When did we go from punching criminals to fighting an alien's war for it?”
Stacy nudges him. “You've never punched a criminal, Gary.”
Jamie sits up straight. “Here, have we made first contact then?” 
“Yes,” says Donald. “We have.”
“We'll have our names in the history books,” says Stacy, only just realising the scope of this situation.
“Aye,” says Gary. “If there's any history left to record.”
“Guys,” the Trespasser silences them and turns to the alien. “So, the plan?”
The alien's voice drowns them out, and they all feel its voice in their gut. 
“You will need to protect yourself from its attacks.”
“What are we talking here? Does it shoots flames? Fire lightning out its arse?” asks the Trespasser. “I need details.”
“The potential methods of attack are as numerous as the potential powers we can bestow upon lifeforms. It may attack with heat, sound, light, electricity, and more. Be prepared for anything.”
“Anything,” says the Trespasser, taking off his mask and rubbing the sweat from his eyes. “Be prepared for anything. We should give this guy a job in intel.”
“There is one more thing,” it booms. “The Destroyer is much like myself. I destroyed its army once before; it will try to raise a new one.”
“How?” asks Jamie, already catching on to the horrible truth that he is about to hear.
“The same way that I did. By searching out beings with similar intent, and empowering them with smaller swarms. It will reshape humans into warriors to aid its cause.”
“Like us?” asks Mark. “People with powers?”
“Not just
people with powers,” says Jamie. “Oh christ – the wrong people with powers. Corrupt, hateful people with powers.”
“There must be balance,” says the booming voice of the human silhouette. “Where we create, they destroy. Where they destroy, we protect. Balance. It will turn the people that it can find into soldiers. It will absorb them when it is done, and then it will turn this planet to ash and leave, stronger than before, to find another planet. If we do not stop it here, there is no telling how many lives it may take.”
“Jesus christ,” whispers Stacy. “This is like a film.”
The Trespasser lowers his voice. “Could we nuke it? If worst comes to worst, would that kill it?”
“Of all the beings I have been within the minds of, none have ever deliberately detonated such a weapon within their own biosphere. You are a peculiar species.”
“We could nuke it though?”
“Possibly. It may simply destroy the bomb before it can detonate. We would have to preoccupy it.”
“Which is my job, apparently,” says Mark. “I wonder if I could survive a nuke.”
“Probably not,” says Jamie. “Why is Mark going to fight it alone anyway?”
“He is not,” says the alien. “He will go in with me.”
“No, I mean: why are we not coming too?”
“You lack the capacity to harm the Destroyer,” it booms. “Furthermore, the battle will likely end up in the air, and Mark is the only one capable of flight.”
The squad exchange puzzled looks – none more puzzled than Mark, who stares at the glowing human-silhouette of the alien.
“I can't fly.”
“Yes, you can.”
“No, I can't.”
“I created you myself,” it says. “I can assure you that you are capable of flight.”
“I can jump really high? But I can't stay there.”
“You will have to learn then,” the alien's words shake the very air. “Otherwise I will be fighting the Destroyer alone within the core.”
“Look, I'll help as much as I can but I'm telling you, I can't fly -”
Mark is cut off by a sudden, wordless sound from the alien, a burst of bass-static that causes them all to flinch and clasp their ears.
“What the hell was that?” shouts Jamie. 
“The Destroyer,” the alien says. “It is here.”
 
 
The night sky above Glasgow begins to glow red, as though the lights were all pointing upwards. Amidst the haze the stars vanish, and a single point of light begins to burn in the darkness. It flickers like a flame, a furious red: the colour of burnt skin. 
As it falls towards the ground like a hammer-blow, a vicious bass-tone erupts across the city. Like the heralding call of a thousand trumpets, the ground trembles with the Destroyer's call. Windows shatter, glass panels obliterated by the vibration. Jamie looks down at his hands and sees that they have blurred with the violent shaking. 
It comes to a stop in the air above the George's Square camp, illuminating the square, bathing it in the blood-red haze. They watch it change, taking the same shape as the Protector did when they found it. Red silk petals and rippling tissue unfold around it, giving it the appearance of a sea creature, stingers and tentacles drifting around it as though it were searching blindly for prey. 
It changes like the alien did, cocooning itself within its own fire before re-emerging as a crudely drawn human, a red silhouette hanging in the sky like a fallen god. 
The Trespasser brings a hand to his ear. “Command – it's here. Open fire.”
The flaming man, suspended metres above the George's Square monument, lets out another trembling bass roar, and a swirling field of red energy blossoms from its centre, expanding to fill the square. 
The first missiles explode as they hit the barrier, and the energy field ripples – and then nothing.
 More missiles streak from the streets into the barrier, creating a fireworks display around the bubble of red energy.
“They aren't concentrating,” shouts the Trespasser into his comms. “They need to concentrate fire -”
The darkness is lit up by streaks of energy – flame, lightning and crackling plasma – erupt from the energy field and pierce through the city, into the distant ranks of missile launchers. Plumes of flame and ash are blown into the sky.  
Following the tendrils of destruction are the smaller swarms of flaming energy that crash through the night sky like eagles, hunting for prey before descending on the crowds of civilians evacuating the city. It finds those with sickening intentions, those with broken minds festering with hate and cruelty, and it changes them.
The Protector, glowing brighter and stronger now, begins to float towards the burning camp in the middle of the square. 
“The time for battle has come,” it booms. “Mark. Follow me.”
Above the square – above the city – the Destroyer hovers within it's red sphere, lashing out with whipping tendrils of pure energy, tearing the military to pieces. 
Mark follows the alien towards the flames of the camp, towards the red wall of oily-swirling energy. Fear twists in his gut as missiles and bombs rain upon the crimson forcefield to no effect. 
Trespasser One pulls the rest of the squad back into the cover of the train station as flaming debris falls around them.
Out in the darkness, across the city, Glasgow catches fire and begins to burn.
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Glasgow is burning. 
The city, sparsely lit before, is illuminated by the fireballs arcing over the rooftops. Moving as though conscious, the fires seek out their prey like ocean predators. 
It searches for people that desire nothing more than to hurt others; to cause harm and pain. 
Where it finds them, it changes them. 
In some, it hardens their skin and muscles. In others, it shapes their minds to manipulate the elements. Others it twists like monsters, giving them eyes that can see in the dark, and bristling fur that will pierce skin. It creates abominations wherever it finds that sickly inner darkness. 
The monsters awaken, and begin to destroy everything – homes, people, soldiers, tanks.
Everything.
Glasgow is burning. 
At the epicentre of the chaos is the glowing red orb housing the Destroyer. It lashes out with tendrils of heat and light, searing the bodies of soldiers to ash, leaving the tarmac so hot it bubbles and froths. Beams of pure energy cut through the buildings, blowing them to nothing more than smoke on the wind, leaving searing craters in the city blocks. 
In the darkening sky above the end of the world, a fleet of aircraft release the fuel-air bombs that are weighing them down. Clusters of thermobaric explosives fall towards the city, aimed straight at the crimson beast in the eye of the fire-storm. 
 
 
The squad are crouching in the blazing ruins of Queen Street station, ducking every time they hear the hissing bass trumpet tone of the Destroyer's beams cutting through the city's stonework. Trespasser One lifts a hand to his ear, and his eyes widen with urgency. 
He turns to Gary, crouching beside the others. “Gary, bombs are falling, get a forcefield around us now.”
Putting a hand on his masked head, Gary focuses his thoughts until a blue bubble blossoms around the squad. 
“Mark is still out there,” shouts Jamie. “What about him? What's coming?”
“Mark can take a bomb to the face, Jamie. I'm worried about us.”
Jamie gives him a reluctant nod, and the squad hold onto one another, crouched behind the remains of a white-tiled wall as the whistling of the bombs grows louder. 
“Here they come. Brace yourself, Gary.”
The bombs hit, and their world becomes nothing but light and noise. 
Fires are extinguished by the pressure wave as the air is sucked away in a blistering wind. The forcefield holds as bricks and debris shatter against it, driven by the cyclone-force of the bombs.
Gary falters and a long thin crack appears in the shield as though it were ice. The Trespasser puts a hand on his shoulder – though Gary can't hear his reassuring words over the blast. 
Then it is gone.
Donald looks up. “Surely that killed it?” 
“I hope so,” says the Trespasser, and raises a hand to his ear as Command relays more information. He turns to the squad. “Ok. We've got a problem.”
The squad watch him, judging his mood by his eyes. He takes his hand-held grenade launcher from his belt and uses it like a pointer.
“Not far from here are the last units to get out of the city centre – evacuation units escorting civilians. They are currently being torn to shreds by people with powers like you, people that the Destroyer is raising to fight for it; Command can't spare the fire-power to protect them, so we're going to do what we can to help them, ok?” 
Jamie nods, but the rest of them are giving the Trespasser the look of herbivores in the headlights. 
“I know that combat isn't what you signed up for, but we don't have much choice. Just stick close to me and follow my orders. Ok?”
There are a few reluctant nods, and the Trespasser motions for them to follow him outside. They rush through the smoke and ash coating the once-pristine station, and down the burning steps into hell, where the only light is the blood-haze cast by the Destroyer. 
 
 
Mark is blown into the sky by the bombs. He feels the pressure tearing at his skin, trying to suck his eyeballs from his skull, like a hundred hands reaching into his lungs and trying to turn them inside out. The flame follows the blast, and for a moment he is floating above Glasgow in the night sky, fire clinging to his skin like glue. 
In that peaceful second, he sees the shadow over Glasgow. For miles in every direction there are red flames falling, finding new psychopaths and murderers to convert to the cause. Sirens and gunfire form an orchestra, punching their sound into the deathly quiet; tracers and flickering lights drawing shapes in the sky. 
He doesn't fall. A part of him thinks that perhaps he is flying – perhaps the Protector was right all along.
Then he sees that same alien holding him by the wrist, a dull green silhouette of a man keeping him suspended in mid-air.
“The bombs have created a gap.” 
It points down at the Destroyer's shield, its words shaking Mark's stomach. A jagged iris has opened where the bomb hit, like the pupil of a red, wounded eye. The crimson forcefield has been torn open, showing them the red man-shape hovering inside. As though in defence, a long lashing tail of fire roars out of the gap. The alien throws Mark and itself aside to escape it. 
“We must attack now.”
Then it drops Mark into the gap, letting him fall into the interior of the burning red orb.
He screams as he plummets through into the core, towards the crimson silhouette. It slaps him aside with a wall of force before he can close the distance. Mark flies to the side, crashing into the interior wall of the forcefield and sliding down it, clutching his face. 
Struggling to his feet, Mark looks up in time to see two things:
The first is the green-glowing humanoid rocket through the gap like a superhero, fist-first, into the crimson shadow. The second is the red orb closing over, sealing them in this prison with the Destroyer.
Mark gets to his knees as the two shapes wrestle in mid-air. Cracking his knuckles, he roars and leaps like a tiger, crashing into the pair. 
Without breaking step, the crimson-man grabs him by the throat, and Mark feels himself burning as he is bathed in flame. Whilst it has no eyes, he can feel it staring at him with disdain and pure, fiery hatred. It draws its fist back and punches him with the force of a lightning bolt, sending Mark flying back into the forcefield. He winces in pain, clutching the burnt skin where it struck him. 
Mark looks up again, and sees the sickly green man doing no better. His ally is fast and smart, keeping a distance and flying around the crimson shade like a wasp, striking with bursts of flame, then lightning, weakening it. 
The crimson shadow loses patience: a broad beam of solid light smacks the green man from the sky, leaving it limp on the ground beside Mark. 
Mark struggles to his feet, nursing the pain in his side, and leaps again with a snarl on his face. This time he is ready – when the shade grabs him by the arms, he plants his forehead into its face and sends it reeling back. 
He drops – unable to fly after all – and grabs onto the shade's foot as he falls, dragging it down with him. 
The green Protector leaps past him and punches a crackling, electric fist into the figure's jaw before grabbing it by the head and forcing it towards the ground with Mark. 
The three figures, tangled together, drop like a dead bird before smashing into the bottom of the red orb and untying themselves from one another. 
Mark gets to his feet, ready for another bout, when the ground vanishes from beneath him and he falls through the shield, tumbling into the empty camp with a cry of surprise.
He lands with a crash, concrete disintegrating around him. 
He looks up from his crater; the orb has already sealed over, trapping the Protector in there with the Destroyer, alone. Inside, he can see crackling lightning and flame, like a volcanic storm. 
“No,” he whispers. “No, no -”
He jumps to his feet and leaps upwards, crashing his fists against the forcefield. It barely bends under his assault, and without flight he is left clawing at the air as he falls back to the earth in the arms of gravity, cursing and swearing. 
Inside, the Protector is lying at the base of the orb, helpless under the relentless assault of the demonic red man hovering above it.
The iris opens, even as the missiles and large-calibre rounds dash themselves in vain against the outer layers, and the Protector falls out, fading at the edges like mist. It lands without a sound next to Mark, and he kneels beside it, watching it evaporate like the steam off a winter lake. 
“Not -” it says, its bass-voice booming in Mark's heart. It stutters like a broken machine – and Mark realises that that is exactly what it is; a machine. “Not strong enough. Failed.”
Mark looks up to see the open iris, and the red figure hovering within it. It casts its arms out like a wizard and lightning, heat, sound, force and energy rain down upon the green man in a torrent of pain. He throws himself away from the beam. 
The Protector lets out a scream that, whilst deep and alien, is all too human. Mark feels it deep within his bones: the death-cry of the being that gave him his power. The force of the blast throws him backwards into a mess of tents and crates, and by the time Mark emerges, cursing and shouting, it is over.
There is a faint silhouette lying on the ground, surrounded by burnt, scorched earth, in a crater that is to become its grave. It manages to glance at Mark, reaching for him, before the wind blows it away like dust. 
Then the Protector is gone.
Mark glares upwards and finds the iris still open. It seems as though the entire sky is a red boiling sea hanging over his head, with the red man at its centre.
Mark leaps, fist cocked back, and the crimson shade hits him with the same force, blasting him back down into the very same crater where he watched his sculptor die only seconds ago. Mark twists and writhes in agony in the ground, pinned there by the sheer force of the assault, like an ocean current dragging him under. 
He can feel it eating away at his skin, burning away his protection as the fire inside him rages, trying to repair the damage. 
 
 
Jamie follows the Trespasser through the rubble, cursing at the heat as they navigate over long trenches burnt into the earth, as though by the sword of some great demon. The others follow behind him, all of them shying away from the huge red orb giving out a vile, poisonous bass note. 
They are led through the burning ruins of a bar, some of the broken tables still aflame from the heat that tore through it. 
“We're heading for a convoy that was evacuating civilians,” says the Trespasser as they move through the smoky darkness in the midst of the red night. “They reported contact with humanoid forces that were, to quote Command, leaping off the bloody rooftops.”
“Oh hell,” says Gary, loud enough for them all to hear it. 
“Stay close, let me do the shooting – and if you have to, defend yourselves and each other.”
They come out of the pub and cross the street to where rows of individual trees once stood, lining the boulevard intersecting Buchanan Street. The trees are charred husks now, burned away by the heat and the flame. 
Missiles streak over their heads from halfway across the city, explosions rippling against the red forcefield. Miles higher, mere sounds in the sky, flies another fleet of bombers. Trespasser One gets the word in his comms; another batch of fuel air bombs, timed with a high-volume missile strike to take advantage of their effectiveness. 
He nods to the squad, who have stopped with him. “Another bombing run – let's get moving.”
They head towards the gunfire this time, the rattle of assault rifles in the distance. Something screams, an animalistic cry that couldn't have come from a human. 
“What was that?” asks Gary. “A tiger or something?”
“Focus, Gary,” says the Trespasser. 
Just then, running into their line of sight up Buchanan Street, come a squad of soldiers, six of them. One of them stops in the middle of the road, waving his men across it, before stopping and turning back down the street and firing a short burst from his rifle. It clicks empty, and he drops it, pulling a service pistol from his belt and emptying the magazine.
They watch in horror as the thing he was shooting at barrels into him at chest height, and a shower of blood erupts from the screaming figure. His squad have stopped now too, turning back to see their officer torn apart. 
At a screamed order they drop to their knees and open fire: a hail of lead tears the creature apart, leaving it scattered across the ground. 
“Men,” shouts the Trespasser, leading his squad towards the crouched soldiers. He waves, and they look up. “Trespasser One, Special Forces. You the evac squad that put out the distress call?”
They look around at a bloody-faced man who stands up, checking that they're alone, before he nods. 
“We are. Staff Sergeant Ferguson. You're the help? I don't see any rifles.”
Something explodes down the street behind them and they all flinch. The Trespasser changes the subject.  “Where's the rest of your unit?” 
“This is it,” he shakes his head. “We had a few trucks and an APC – all gone. That – whatever it was – attacked us. Then some guy dropped off a roof and ripped an armoured vehicle apart with his hands. Laugh if you want: I don't give a shit anymore. These things shrug at bullets, this is no place for infantry.” They look up at the sound of a helicopter passing overhead, and watch an attack chopper skim above the rooftops, unleashing a salvo of missiles with a hiss. The sergeant looks at the Trespasser. “I don't suppose you know what's going on here, do you?” 
The Trespasser shakes his head, just as Jamie appears beside him and points down the street. 
“I see something.”
They all turn, and the Staff Sergeant readies his rifle as they do. Right enough, two human figures are walking towards them through the red-tinged smoke. 
“Sergeant, get your men out of here,” says the Trespasser, pointing to the shattered glass of the Buchanan Street subway stairs, leading down into the murky darkness. “Take them through the subway tunnels – there's an evac point at the St Enoch's car park.” The officer almost hesitates, looking at his men, and the rifles in their hands. The Trespasser stops him before he can protest. “Just go, son. You said this was no place for infantry and you were right. This isn't your fight.”
He pats the soldier on the back and the soldier nods, leading his squad down the stairs and off the streets. 
The two figures pacing towards them down the road are shadows in the dust, dark shapes cut out of the air. Only when they come through the smoke does the flickering light of the burning city illuminate them. 
“I don't know if I can do this,” mumbles Donald, hiding behind the Trespasser, who draws his hand-held grenade launcher and takes aim. 
They see a man and a woman, walking side by side towards them with single purpose. There seems to be nothing unusual about them. 
“The first violent move they make,” the Trespasser says, “take them down.”
“How?” asks Stacy. “I can't manipulate people.”
“Think of something.”
That's when the woman tenses her legs and leaps into the air, descending upon them like a screaming harpy, her limbs splayed out like claws. 
Behind them, the second torrent of thermobaric bombs go off, and the sky is lit with a flock of missiles streaking in from across the city. The leaping woman is silhouetted by the sparkling lights of airborne rockets behind her, and lit from the front by the blooming light of the explosion. 
Time stops.
For Jamie, in the grey moment that he has frozen himself in, it's almost beautiful. Then, with a sigh, he takes the grenade launcher from the Trespasser's hand and aims it up at the woman.
“I'm sorry,” he whispers, and then takes a deep breath and lets time snap back.
The woman is blown out of the sky in a puff of red mist; and before the squad are showered in a rain of body-parts and gore, Gary throws up a forcefield.
It is just as well that he did – for the other man is suddenly on the other side of it, his tracksuit torn and bloodied, and he is screaming and cursing at them, pounding on the blue bubble. He sneers, then steps back and throws his hands up like a magician. 
Fire begins to course around his fingers before blooming like a flame-thrower, coating the bubble in dancing orange flame. Gary, his hands out like a mime forming an invisible wall, drops to his knees. 
“Stop him,” he cries out. “I can't keep this up.”
The Trespasser takes the pistol from his belt and aims it at the man's chest, ready for the when the forcefield goes down. 
“Stop, or I will kill you,” the Trespasser states. The man doesn't hear – he is drunk on his own power, pushing more flames from the shimmering air around his hands. “Stop now,” the Trespasser shouts, motioning with the pistol. 
“I'm losing it -” Gary groans, wincing. 
“Donald, be ready to heal us,” says the Trespasser.
“No need,” says Donald, and steps up close to the barrier as it begins to flicker. He can feel the heat on the other side of it, seeping through. 
He raises his hand as though is telling the man to stop, and reaches out with his mind. His conscience drifts through the man's body until he feels the fire, feels the heat at his core – it's different from the heat that he feels in his friends when he heals them. Theirs is a warm heat, a welcoming heat: the roaring log fire on a cold winter day, the burning sensation that a rousing speech gives you, the swell of an orchestra. 
This – the fire that he feels in this man – is a cancer.  A sickness feeding on the host at the expense of their soul, shovelling their memories and happiness like fuel into a burning furnace in the pit of their heart. 
Donald reaches into that black, corrupted heart with his mind – a mind made for healing – and grips the man's heart, stopping it. 
The flames fade as suddenly as they came, and the man drops to the ground. His eyes glass over as Gary lets the forcefield down. 
“Oh christ,” whispers Donald. “What have I done?”
“Did you do that?” asks the Trespasser, taking his grenade launcher back from Jamie and reloading it. 
Donald nods.
“You saved us,” says Jamie, patting him on the back. Donald doesn't react.
Stacy looks back towards the square. “Did the missile strike work?” 
They see the huge red orb still hovering above the city, lashings of flame cutting the buildings down around it. More flames leap from the inside of the orb, arcing out over the city to create more monsters. 
The Trespasser wipes his visor clean. “No. Shit.”
 
 
The explosions rock the crimson shade suddenly enough that it loses focus, and Mark's twisted, burned figure is given enough time to gasp for air and roll away. 
Every patch of his skin has been scorched off, leaving red, weeping flesh beneath it. His eyes have been burned out – he is blind, his vision a constant rippling white. He looks like a walking corpse, a red mannequin. 
The deep bass note trembles as the bombs and missiles rock the Destroyer, cracking open its shield. While it is distracted, Mark – wheezing for air and limping – heads towards the breeze. Even as the pressure wave pushes him to the ground again, he clings to life. 
The blast passes like a nightmare, leaving his skin dry and covered in thousands of tiny cuts from the debris. The fire within him is fading, weakening with every step. 
He tenses his legs and gives it one last go: he leaps into the night air, away from the Destroyer, his heart crushed and his body broken. Mark is in the air for longer than he can count. The missiles go off, and he feels the flame and the heat, the detonation propelling him further, higher. 
Only by the sensation in his stomach can he tell that he is falling. The ground meets him like an old friend and he feels the breath driven from him as though he has been hit by a train. 
He can't move, struggling to roll onto his back. Mark stares into that same burning whiteness, his sight gone. He weeps, but his tear ducts have been scorched out. His strength has left him – he lies alone on a street that he cannot see, in a city that he keeps trying to give his life for. 
With the last of his energy, he opens his dry, burned mouth in desperation and tries to call out the name of his friend.
 
 
“Mark?” shouts Jamie, hearing his name croaked somewhere in the darkness. 
“Was that who fell? I thought it was another of those psychos.”
“Oh god,” says Jamie, waving through the smoke and seeing the charred husk of his friend on the ground. “Oh god, Mark.”
He rushes into the crater, kneeling beside him. 
“J-Jamie?” rasps the skeletal form on the ground. He is unrecognisable – his skin has been flayed from his body, his naked form torn apart by the Destroyer. 
“Mark. Oh god,” whispers Jamie. He reaches down and lays a hand on his friend's chest. “It's ok man. I'm here. We're all here.”
“He's dead,” rasps Mark. “Protector. Dead. Destroyer won.”
Jamie looks up at Donald as he kneels down and puts a hand on Mark. 
Jamie asks him with his eyes: Can you do anything? 
Donald lifts his face mask and looks up at him, and Jamie feels the Trespasser's hand on his shoulder. Tearing his face-mask off, Jamie tosses it aside and wipes his eyes. 
“There has to be something we can do,” he whispers. 
Mark's blackened hand tightens around Jamie's, and he looks at him with eyes that are fused shut, his hair burnt away. 
“Not strong enough,” whispers Mark. “I'm sorry.” 
“Mark, hold on,” he squeezes his hand. “Donald can fix you up, we can get you back up -”
Donald is shaking his head, and the Trespasser squeezes Jamie's shoulder. Behind them, Stacy chokes back a sob. 
“Ah shit,” whispers Cathy, taking Stacy in her arms. 
“No,” says Jamie. He lets go of Mark's hand and stands up. “You're not dying like this.”
“Jamie, please,” says Donald. 
“We can't just give in, Don,” says Jamie, laying Mark's hand on his own burnt chest, which is still rising and falling with each defiant breath. He leans in close to Mark. “You can't just give in.”
The Trespasser gives them a solemn look as he pulls off his mask. “The alien is gone. Mark is... Well, it may be time to pull out, and consider a nuclear strike.”
All around them, a sudden grinding bass note erupts. Across the city, any lights that were on suddenly flicker and go off. The red darkness is complete; missiles in flight stutter and fall from the sky. The sound of gunfire falters, and the helicopters circling the city plummet from the sky. 
“Oh no,” says the Trespasser. “No, no -”
“An EMP?” asks Donald, looking up at the dark city. 
Trespasser One tries his comms. “Command? Command, come in.” 
Nothing. 
“What? What's happened?”
The only light now is the Destroyer, rising above the city. It lifts itself into the sky, a pulsing red orb like a portal to hell, growing in size. 
They feel the trembling of its roar before they hear it, a buzzing so low it feels as though something is punching their insides. The world begins to heat up, and they all gasp as they feel the burning on their skin. 
“It's knocked out our electricity. We have no heavy fire-power,” says the Trespasser, scratching at his sun-burnt flesh. “I don't even have comms.”
“What does that mean?” asks Cathy. “What's our next step?”
“There isn't one,” the Trespasser says, his shoulders going limp. “We can't nuke it if it can just switch the power off. Depending how far this power-cut has gone, we can't even launch a single missile. It's over.”
“No it isn't,” says Jamie. “Not yet. There must be something else we can do.”
“Even if there was, the Destroyer is going to burn Glasgow to the ground,” says Gary, dropping his mask. “You can feel it heating up. Then there's god-knows-how-many super-powered psychos out there. We're out of time.”
“Not yet,” whispers Jamie.
He flexes the muscle in his mind, and time judders to a halt. The colour – the burning redness in everything – fades, leaving only the grey chill of that dark moment. 
Looking down at his dying friend, he wipes a stubborn tear from his eye, and turns and runs through the frozen second. 
Jamie spares a glance back at the Destroyer, caught in the moment as it lashes out again, a whip of fire cutting through a strike helicopter as it falls in mid-air. 
Jamie sprints through time, heading for a burning convenience store across the road, hoping with all of his heart that they stock whiskey.
 



 
Series 2 Finale
 
Apocalypse



 
The squad flinch as Jamie vanishes and then reappears, crouched over Mark's charred and smoking body. He has formed his arms into a basket, and drops a collection of glass bottles at Mark's side, kneeling in the blackened crater. 
Nobody says a thing; he begins to unscrew the first bottle of single malt whiskey. 
The sky above them is dark red, swirling with angry crimson clouds and pillars of ash and dust. Smoke rises in great black globs from the burning remains of Glasgow's city centre. There are no lights in the sky; no aircraft, no stars; only the occasional, hopeless burst of heavy gunfire tracing its way across the blood-red darkness. 
Like a burning heart, the expanding red orb above George's Square pulses and beats. With every passing moment it burns the city's skin like a rogue sun. It gets hotter and hotter beneath the Destroyer's glare, until the air is a sizzling haze scorching their skin. 
Glasgow is burning. 
There is nothing but smoke and darkness, long shadows cast by the glare of the Destroyer and the towering flames of the ruined city. The lights are all off – even the Trespasser's watch has stopped. Buildings lay lop sided, helicopters evacuating the last survivors lie in wreckage. Great gouts of flame erupt from the city where bombers and jet-fighters have fallen from the sky, their electronics killed with the flick of a switch. 
In the middle of hell, in the throes of the apocalypse, and with the world burning around them, the squad watch Jamie begin to pour whisky over Mark's dying body. 
The alcohol sizzles and pops as it boils on Mark's skin, and the burnt hero twitches as steam bursts from the breaks in his scabbing skin. Jamie shakes the bottle empty, dashing it over Mark's face, his chest, his arms. He tosses it aside and unscrews the top on a second bottle. 
“You're hurting him,” says Donald, moving to take the bottle from Jamie. Trespasser One stays Donald's hand, holding him back. 
“Why is it so hot?” asks Stacy, rubbing her red and blistering skin beneath her overalls. 
“The Destroyer is going to turn everything to ash,” says Jamie as he works, pouring the third bottle over Mark. This one sparks less, and the steam gives a gentler hiss. Something, at least, is happening. “That's what the Protector said, right? It'll turn or absorb who it can, then burn everything.” 
“Trespasser, I can see -” begins Cathy, pointing past the Trespasser. He turns, following her finger, and sees a humanoid figure with leathery wings descend from a rooftop into the middle of the road, red fire surrounding it like a demon from myth.
The Trespasser draws his pistol and puts two rounds through its head, the cold determination in his eyes extinguishing the monster's flame. It falls to the boiling pavement without a sound.
“What was that?” asks Gary.
“Nothing,” says the Trespasser. “Keep pouring, Jamie.”
Jamie pours the fourth bottle on. Mark has stopped screaming now: there is only the silence, the splashing, the stench of burning alcohol; of burnt flesh. Jamie keeps going.
“Another one,” shouts Donald, looking past the Trespasser. 
This one is a woman – evident from her small, frail figure – and she is pacing towards them from the smoking pillar of a burnt-out car. Her gait is unusual, as though she is trying to balance on ice. 
The Trespasser fires two shots from his pistol, and nothing happens. The bullets pass straight through her as though she is made of smoke.
Because, he realises, she is.
She dissipates like a cloud, and reforms as she passes through a twisted hunk of metal that was once a lamp post, hovering towards them like a swarm with a dull, lifeless stare, black pits where her eyes should be. 
“Gary, forcefield.”
Gary throws a field up around them, a blue oily bubble that gives them a moment's reprieve from the heat. The girl keeps coming towards them, extending her hands, her fingers blowing away in the wind like torn fabric. 
She reaches through Gary's forcefield with ease, and the Trespasser puts three rounds through her head. The bullets pass through her as though she were a projection, and the soldier stumbles back, his mind racing as she drifts towards him like a ghost.
Lowering his pistol, the Trespasser draws his tazer and presses it against an un-armoured segment of his suit. The girl reaches for his heart, her hand passing through his chest with a cold, clammy sensation, like a knife sliding through his skin. 
He gasps, his muscles seizing up; he fires the tazer. 
The electricity passes through his body, shocking him – and her. She screams, her jaw unhinging as her face turns to shapeless smoke and her body loses its consistency. For a second she is real, her skin stretching and twisting as her distorted, impossible body becomes flesh and bone, her skeleton snapping under her disjointed form. 
Gary takes that second and closes his eyes: he grits his teeth and forms a forcefield around her.
With a grunt of effort, Gary collapses the forcefield into a tiny bubble, crushing the girl into a shapeless ball of human remains. Releasing his hold on her with a gasp, he falls to his knees, muttering under his breath.
“It's ok Gary,” says Cathy, scrambling towards him as he starts to shake. “It's ok, son -”
“She was just a girl. Just a young lass.”
Cathy crouches over him and puts a hand on his shoulder.
“You did what you had to son, you did what you had to,” she repeats, over and over, firm and reassuring. His breathing relaxes as she pulls him into an embrace. 
Stacy rips the tazer wires out, and the Trespasser stops jittering on the ground, catching his breath, still shaking. 
“You ok man?” asks Stacy.
His heart is still pounding, and without answering her he turns around: Mark has stopped shaking and steaming. Donald is watching in awe as Mark's skin begins to knit itself back together, the scabbed skin dropping off.
Jamie opens Mark's mouth and starts to let dribbles from the last bottle in. He splutters and coughs, but his throat pulls the drink down as though it is air and he is drowning. Mark's hands finally move as his burnt muscles repair themselves, and he clutches at his face and his eyes, groaning in agony.
More figures appear out of the smoke across Buchanan Street.
“Cathy, make us vanish,” the Trespasser tells her as he gets to his feet and reloads his pistol. 
“Ok, everybody get in close,” she says, and motions for them to crouch around her like a mother protecting her children. 
She crouches beside Mark, who is beginning to resemble a human again. Swathes of scorched skin slide off his body as fresh pink skin restores itself. They watch his muscles snap back into place as bone knits itself to his black-burned skeleton. Where once his flesh was torn open and his damaged organs were visible, there is newly healed skin. His face and his broken bones click back together.
“Donald, help him out,” says Jamie, looking up at the awe-struck doctor. 
Donald obliges, laying his hands upon Mark's body. Together, with the alcohol repairing his broken form and Donald pushing his healing fire through Mark's veins, the super-man begins his return from the edge of death.
Then the fog falls around them as they form a human chain between them all. Swirling mist pulls them away from the hellish inferno, from the battlefield in the centre of their city.
For a gracious moment, as long as Cathy's armband remains green, they have peace. The heat can't touch them here. 
They turn, hearing Mark gasp and take a deep breath.
He sits upright, opening his wide, brown eyes and clutching his naked chest. Running a hand over his regrown hair and the new skin across his face, Mark laughs; and then breaks into tears. 
“I'm ok,” he whispers. Jamie throws his arms around his friend and embraces him. “I was blind, I was dying, I was -”
“You're ok,” says Jamie. “That's all that matters.” 
“I'm sorry – I failed, I'm so sorry -”
“That's enough,” says the Trespasser, leaning over and grabbing his arm. “You did what you could.”
“The Destroyer's won,” says Mark, still clutching Jamie's shoulder and Donald's hand. Around them, the mist blows like a swirling dream, cool and forgiving. Cathy's armband flashes orange. “The Protector is dead – Glasgow's burning, isn't it?”
Trespasser One nods. “He took out our electronics as well. We're blind, deaf; defenceless. He's going to burn everything to the ground – whatever his minions don't destroy first.”
“We need a plan,” says Donald. 
“Hurry up,” groans Cathy. “I can't do this much longer.”
“Hang on Cath.” Stacy pats her shoulder. “You're doing great.”
“If everything else is offline,” says Mark, “then we've only got one weapon.”
“You,” says the Trespasser. 
“And I can't fight that thing,” says Mark. “The shield is too strong.”
“The Protector said we had to hit it with immense force concentrated in a small area, right?” asks Jamie. “What about jumping into it?”
“Tried it,” says Mark. “Didn't work. If I could fly, maybe, and get up some speed, but -”
“It's too late to learn to fly, Mark.”
Mark looks around at them, the eyes of his squad staring at him with hope. He swallows his fear and nods. 
“Maybe it is,” he shrugs. “But any idiot can fall.”
“What are you saying?”
“Get me in a chopper, or onto a jet or something, and fly me above it. I can drop off and hit it at speed – maybe fast enough to pierce the shield.”
“Nothing works, Mark – all our electronics are gone, that means no flight.”
“I don't need electricity,” says Stacy, her eyes widening. “I can make a helicopter work.”
“For long enough to fly that high?” asks Mark. “You could die, Stace.”
“I'm getting better,” she shrugs. “We have to try.”
“The Destroyer would blow us out the sky,” says Donald. “You've seen what that thing can do.”
“Only if it can hit us,” says Jamie. “Gary, myself, Cath – we can all protect the chopper whilst it flies.”
“And if Stacy can work the rotors, I can help her pilot it,” says the Trespasser. 
Donald shrugs. “I can probably help Stacy if she starts to struggle – use my fire to help hers.”
“Where would we get a helicopter?” asks Mark, his face stern and unflinching now. 
“The St Enoch's Centre,” says Trespasser One. “There were choppers there evacuating soldiers and the last of the civilians. One or two of them might still be there,” says the Trespasser. “We can go through the subway tunnels – it might be cooler down there too.”
“Guys...” groans Cathy. Her armband flashes to red. 
“Ok, let's move. Be ready to fight,” says the Trespasser.
“Oh, I'm ready,” says Mark, standing up out of his crater.
“Not quite yet you aren't,” says Jamie.
The Destroyer has burned away Mark's shorts, leaving him naked.
“Oh.” 
The air flickers as Jamie stops time and donates Mark the pair of shorts he was wearing beneath his overalls. 
“That's better,” says Mark. “Ok, Cath. Let's go.”
The Trespasser readies his pistol, and the whole group tense up, ready for a fight. 
With the roaring, burning sound of the Destroyer's wrath screaming all around them, the mist dissipates, revealing Glasgow at the end of the world: nothing but burning buildings, ash and brimstone.
Three figures emerge from the red, burning darkness. They begin to walk towards the squad, but this time Mark smashes into them like a cannon-ball, bowling them over as he punches and kicks his way free, shouting a slurring challenge. 
The squad roar a hesitant battle-cry and follow him into the fray. 
 
 
A man with an unhinged jaw and fangs has Mark pinned to the ground, gnashing at his throat, his eyes bulging out of his skull as he holds Mark with inhuman strength.
“Amateur,” sneers Mark, and head-butts the beast so hard that he caves its face in. It goes limp and falls on Mark, and he tosses the body off of himself and gets to his feet. 
Trespasser One closes the distance with a pale faced woman in a track suit, who opens her mouth and lets loose a torrent of boiling, frothing water. He brings his hands up to defend himself, crying out as the water seeps through his armour, scorching his already-burned skin. 
Jamie is suddenly behind the screaming woman, her banshee-like cry accompanying the torrent of steam and bubbles. Without saying a word, Jamie links his elbow-joint around her throat and locks it behind his other arm, squeezing as she thrashes at him. 
There's a struggle and a snap, and she stops moving. 
Out of the smoke comes an arm four times longer than any human arm can be, punching Jamie across the jaw and sending him to the ground. Like an elastic band it snaps back to its owner, who emerges from the smoke like a rubber puppet on stilts, his legs lengthening with a grotesque cracking sound. 
He towers above the squad and reaches down with gangly, greasy arms, a clown-like grin too large for his elastic face as he wraps his rope-arms around Stacy.
She screams and struggles, and Donald lays a hand on the man's leg.
The rubber stiffens and contracts, and the rubber-man falls to the ground, his heart stopped. Donald falls to his knees with the effort, his armband orange. 
More figures emerge out of the gloom, following them. 
“We can't keep this up,” shouts the Trespasser, cutting Stacy free of the rubber-man's arms with his combat knife. He pulls her free and points the squad to the stairs in the darkness. “Head for the subway.”
Jamie picks up Donald, linking his arm under his shoulder, and the squad stay close together as they stumble toward the stairs, towards the shadow in the darkness. 
“Twelve o'clock,” groans Jamie, peering through the gloom. “High.”
The Trespasser looks up and sees a pale green man, his hands webbed and his toes long and slimy, clinging to the side of a burning building. He opens his mouth, showing a coiled tongue with a sharp spear on the end, ready to strike at the squad.
Trespasser One raises his pistol, and two shots spray the frog-man's guts against the wall. He drops with a wet thud, and the squad climb over the rubble and descend into the Buchanan Street subway, thundering down the stairs. 
 
 
The darkness is absolute. As they search through the shadows, only the faint red light of the Destroyer's haze follows them in. 
“I don't suppose anybody has the 'see in the dark' power, eh?” asks Mark as he barges through a ticket-stile, cursing in the darkness. 
“I have a torch and night vision goggles,” says the Trespasser. “But the bloody Destroyer went and knocked them all out.”
“Hold on,” says Stacy. “I can kind of feel my way about.”
Gary laughs through the tension. “Well, that's what we're all doing Stace, no offence.” 
“No, I mean I can feel the mechanisms. Like, we're walking through ticket stiles, yeah?”
“Right.”
“Well straight ahead is clear, until – I can feel the lights, like little bugs in my mind.”
“Can you turn them on?” asks the Trespasser.
“No – I can't do electricity; even if the Destroyer hadn't broken everything. But I can feel the wee switches in them. Everybody hold onto me.”
The squad do so without saying a thing.
“Operation human centipede is a-go,” sighs Gary.
“Surely operation conga-line would be better,” whispers Jamie as he holds onto Gary's shoulders.
“Can you guys hear that?” asks Cathy. They listen in as Stacy leads them in silence through the blindness. 
There's the distant rattling of desperate gunfire. They can hear the roaring of fires, the creak of collapsing buildings above them. From time to time, the low, red bass note of the Destroyer's cry reaches their ears, shaking the earth. 
There's nothing else.
“It sounds like the world's ending,” says Jamie.
Trespasser One turns in the darkness. “It is.”
“Maybe,” says Mark. 
“Stacy, we close?” asks Gary from the back of the line.
“Going down the stairs,” she says. “Watch your step.”
 
 
The train tracks have a strong reek to them, like damp smoke. It is the choking scent of brimstone, the volcanic stench of sulphur. 
“Smells like eggs down here,” says Gary.
“There's something burning, no doubt,” says the Trespasser. “The surface is getting too hot.”
“You're sure the tracks aren't going to shock us?” asks Cathy.
“Cath,” whispers Donald, “all the electricity in the city is off.”
“Just in the city, you reckon?”
“No,” says the Trespasser. “It must go further. I'd go as far as to say worldwide.”
“Worldwide power cut? That's -”
“It's a disaster,” says the Trespasser. “But I reckon it's the most accurate guess owing to one fact: if people elsewhere in the world could launch missiles – they would have.”
“You think?” 
Their footsteps echo on the train track as they push deeper into the darkness, with Stacy feeling the way with her mind, gauging the path by the machinery. 
“To be honest,” the Trespasser goes on, his voice flat, “current strategic doctrine is fairly clear about how to treat this situation.”
Jamie gives a bitter laugh. “Lots of bombs and missiles constitutes a strategy, I take it?”
“The city has been evacuated, and the nature of the threat is such that if it is not contained now, we lose our chance for good. If the nations of the world were capable of a nuclear strike, we'd be ash and dust right now. The fact that we haven't been nuked is, ironically, a bad sign.”
“Guys,” says Stacy, stopping the group. They bump into one another like a convoy on ice. “We're below the St Enoch's centre station. Start feeling for the edge and climb up.”
“Can you feel if there are helicopter's up there?”
“Not yet – too far away for me to tell.”
“Listen,” says Cathy. They can hear gunfire – assault rifles, human voices, screaming. 
“Hurry,” says the Trespasser, pushing the squad towards the platform in the darkness. 
 
 
They emerge into the hellish bloody light, the sky so red it seems inflamed by some infection. Whilst they heard screams before, the only sounds now are sporadic gunshots, followed by a long, sinister silence. The heat hits them hard as they ascend the broken escalator, breathing in dry, heavy air that burns the insides of their lungs like the draw of a cigarette. 
When they get to the surface, the Trespasser holds up a hand for them to stop. They stay low, looking over the towering rooftops to where the red orb of the Destroyer hangs over Glasgow, climbing higher and higher into the sky. Tongues of fire lash out from it, scorching deep wounds into the earth, whilst tears of burning flame weep from its centre and rocket out into the dark recesses of Glasgow to find new soldiers. 
“We're not alone,” says the Trespasser, urging the squad to follow him as he leads them around the subway station. 
They look as they run: humanoid shapes wander the streets like lost children, awakening as the squad begin to move. Some are twisted out of shape, some are seven feet tall and as broad as a truck – but they all have those same red eyes that catch the light like a cat's, and trickles of blood coming from their noses. 
“I can sense helicopters,” says Stacy.  
They turn the corner and pass through what remains of a coffee shop. The metal chairs and tables outside have been blown apart and melted into shapeless husks, the old building torn apart and marked with bullet holes and claw-marks. 
More shadows awaken in the corners of the square, emerging from the flaming mess that was once a shopping centre, clambering over rooftops, climbing out of windows and ruined cars. 
“Just keep moving,” says the Trespasser, and they all hear the urgency in his voice. 
They round the coffee shop and find what they came for – Cathy stops and retches, her hand on Donald's shoulder. 
Sandbags and barricades have been erected around the square in a defensive position – an action which failed, as evidenced by the mixture of dead civilians and soldiers scattered across the area. The helicopters – two of them, side by side – are empty. Bodies lay around them, soldiers in body armour, their weapons lying by their sides, useless. 
“They didn't stand a chance,” says the Trespasser. 
Nobody mentions the corpse lying in the open, or the five bodies surrounding it. Everybody recognises Staff Sergeant Ferguson from earlier – nobody needs to say a thing. 
The Trespasser pushes Stacy towards an empty helicopter, a heavy machine gun mounted on its open door. It's the same type of helicopter they're all used to – dark grey, with a bulbous body and a long thin tail: the kind of helicopter that the Agency uses for almost everything. There is no pilot in the cockpit. 
“Get it started, Stace” he says. “Quick as you can.”
“Ok,” she mumbles as she climbs into the cabin, past the brutal-looking mounted canon. She plants a hand on the machine's body and closes her eyes, concentrating. 
People begin to emerge from the shadows, into the red light. The air itself, dry and hot, starts to tremble. 
“Get ready,” the Trespasser says, checking his ammunition and loading his last magazine into his pistol. Shrugging, he holsters it and picks up a squad-support weapon from a fallen soldier: a powerful, heavy machine gun. He checks the load and racks the slide, scanning his eyes across the scattered people walking towards them, menace in their eyes. 
The squad stay close to the Trespasser, and he orders them to spread out and put themselves around the helicopter.
“Protect Stacy,” he says. “And be ready to get onboard.”
Donald hears Stacy groaning with effort, and turns and leaps in beside her. He puts his hand over hers and tells her to relax, to breathe: her armband remains green, and she feels his fire spreading up her arm and into her heart, helping her, focusing her mind. 
The gears in the engine begin to turn with a screeching, grinding sound. Above them, the blades start to move.
Now the circling monsters descend upon their prey. 
 
 
Mark tenses up, locking eyes with one figure in the crowd that keeps staring at him. 
The air flickers as the red-eyed people start running and jumping towards them. 
“Here they come,” shouts the Trespasser, and the booming register of his heavy machine gun cuts through the screeching beasts leaping at them. 
 
 
Mark watches the Trespasser put seven rounds into the chest of a charging man, and he tumbles to the ground. 
Something smashes into Mark from behind, and he rolls and glances around for his attacker; all he finds is a hunk of metal lying on the ground, the remains of a table. 
Something else flies at him – a chunk of masonry – and catches him in the chest. He is knocked over, rolling to avoid the metal and stone being thrown at him. 
Mark's eyes catch his attacker – a woman in a business suit, her hair dishevelled and her designer glasses smashed. She has her eyes closed, and as her hands move so do the objects. He tenses his legs and leaps at her, knocking her to the ground with a single punch to the forehead. 
Objects clatter around him, dropped from the air before they could smash into his body. Mark roars and leaps back into the fray. 
 
 
The Trespasser puts down another attacker, and another, firing in bursts to control the weapon – and then they are on him. A man leaps at him, his body contorting and shifting into the hulking figure of a grizzly bear. It rears up and aims a scything claw at him. 
A blue forcefield blossoms around him, and a blow that would have torn him in two screeches against the bubble, like nails on a chalkboard. Trespasser One looks behind him, and finds Gary pushing the forcefield around them.
Gary focuses as the bear beats on the forcefield with all of its weight, towering above them. The forcefield collapses, forming itself into a blue orb the size of a fist, and smashes against the bears face.
With a choked roar, the huge creature collapses, returning to its human form as he goes limp on the ground. 
 
 
Three identical men swarm Mark, grabbing his limbs with strength that matches his own. He watches them split again into six men, holding his legs down. Breaking one arm free, Mark tries to punch one of them, only for the man to shatter like glass. Another appears to take his place, his glass-attackers multiplying like bacteria: twelve of them now. 
Mark lets out a roar and kicks out, freeing his legs and leaping up into the air. 
His attackers hold on, trying to pin him down, but they weigh next-to-nothing. Mark smashes back into the ground and the clones shatter like ice, fading away on the wind.
Only one is left, the original, trying to stand up and nursing a broken arm. With his red-tinged eyes he stares at Mark, his face contorting into pure hatred. Blood sputters from his nose.
Mark punches him in the stomach, sending him flying into the last standing wall of the coffee shop. There is a dull thud, and the man goes silent. 
 
 
Cathy leaps inside the helicopter as the engine starts to turn over faster and faster.
“She's doing it,” says Donald, Stacy squeezing his hand like a woman in labour. Her face is red from the heat and the effort, and sweat has soaked her hair to her skull. 
“Good work, lass,” says Cathy, putting a hand on her shoulder. 
Outside, the Trespasser shouts for them to get onboard. 
The Trespasser discards his machine gun and leaps up into the cabin, swinging himself around onto the helicopter's canon. There is already a belt of ammunition racked in, and he grabs the trigger and aims it into the scattered mass of mutants and psychopaths descending upon them now, dropping from the sky into the battle. 
He opens fire, blowing a hulking creature of muscle and rage off of Mark, who was pinned to the ground. Over the rip-tear rattle of the canon, he can hear the blades begin to beat the air as they turn. 
Mark flinches as lightning hits him, fired from the fingers of some screeching old woman emerging from the smoke. The Trespasser focuses the canon's fire on her, and she disappears in a cloud of pink mist, blown apart. Mark struggles to his feet and runs for the helicopter as more monsters give chase. 
The Trespasser fires past him, cutting down anything that moves. For every creature that falls to his bullets, however, there's another one made of steel; or one that vanishes before the bullets can touch it. He watches his tracers bend around some of the figures, or pass through them to no effect. 
Leaping, Mark tumbles into the helicopter.
“Go,” shouts Cathy, “we're ready.”
The helicopter's blades are a booming roar now, and Stacy is crouched by the edge of the metal body with her teeth gritted and her eyes screwed shut. 
“Where's Jamie?” asks Mark. 
A figure appears in the helicopter, as if by teleportation. Mark almost greets Jamie, used to his sudden method of arrival.
The figure isn't Jamie. 
It is a grinning man in a prison uniform, a deep scar running up across his face, with a serrated knife in one hand. He is standing beside Stacy, and reaches out for her, smiling as though he's won the lottery, his eyes wide and red. 
Jamie appears out of nowhere, and grabs the figure around the chest – then they are gone again. 
“Jamie?” shouts Cathy. “Where did he go?”
Mark pushes past her and looks outside. 
“We have to go now,” says the Trespasser as his canon fires up again, beating away the charging monsters. “Or we aren't going to make it.”
“Not without Jamie,” says Mark, spotting his friend.
Jamie is rolling around the ground, wrestling for control of the knife with the teleporting prisoner. One moment they are upright; the next they are on the concrete; then Jamie is gone; then the prisoner is gone – 
Mark blinks: it's like watching a flick-book battle, as each fighter vanishes and reappears somewhere else to try and get the advantage. 
Then it stops.
The prisoner dabs his nose and looks down, holding his head. He falls to his knees – enough of a pause for Jamie to pop into existence behind him and cave the back of his head in with a chunk of brick. 
Jamie appears in the helicopter again, and Mark grabs his arm to make sure they have him.
“Fly!” they shout at the same time.
The helicopter gives a surge of effort, and Stacy screams out loud as she pushes herself. 
Then the ground is falling away from them, and they are airborne.
“We made it,” shouts Mark, “we actually -”
He stops as a dark figure appears aside the helicopter, arms spread like wings. 
“Flyer,” shouts the Trespasser, and hoses the figure with lead from the helicopter's canon. Bullets tear through the flying man, and he drops like a stone.
The barrels of the canon stop spinning, and the Trespasser steps away, wiping his head as the war-zone disappears beneath them. 
“Now we've made it,” he says. “Stacy, we're going up in a straight line. You're going to have to steer this thing.”
“I -” she clenches her teeth, breathing hard. “I can't.”
“You can,” he reassures her, shouting over the blast of the helicopter's blades. “I'm going to put my hand on your shoulder, and I'm going to tell you what parts of the machine make it turn and tilt forward, ok? You're going to just take it nice and easy, little movements at a time.” She nods her head, and then manages to open her eyes. The Trespasser looks into her bloodshot, wet eyes, her trembling lips pressed together, and starts explaining. “Ok, we're going to tilt forward, there are -”
“I can't, there's s-so many little p-parts all moving.” She struggles to pronounce the words. The Trespasser sees her determination start to crack, and the fear setting in. “If I stop one of them, then -”
“Hey, hey,” he squeezes her arm. “If I can fly this thing, so can you. Ok?”
The tone of the blades begins to falter as though the engine is about to cut out.
“Stacy...” the Trespasser says, his hand hovering over the parachute cord on his combat-webbing. 
“She's got this,” says Mark, pushing in and putting a caring hand on the side of her face. He wipes her tears away and locks eyes with her. They exchange a look that says more than words can. “You've got this.”
She takes a deep breath, closes her eyes and nods. “Ok, tell me.”
The Trespasser leans in. “We need to point this thing towards the Destroyer. Now: helicopters would spin in circles if they didn't have the tail rotor acting against the movement of the blades, right?”
“Yeah,” she whispers, struggling to concentrate. Donald feels her squeeze his hand tighter. 
“So if you decrease the speed of the tail rotor just a little – just a little,” he says. “Then you can make it turn one way, or by increasing it you can make it turn the other way. We're going to tell you whether to increase or decrease, and that's how we'll steer, ok?”
“I've got this,” she says, her eyes opening again. Her determined glare burns a hole in the floor, and she twists her face up as the helicopter begins to rotate in the air. 
 
 
Mark watches Glasgow burn beneath them, holding onto the edge of the doorway as the world speeds by. Besides the sound of the helicopter whirring through the air, all is silent. He looks over his shoulder, through the cockpit and out the glass, and sees the flaming red orb hanging in the sky. 
His stomach twists into knots, and crouching beside him, Jamie looks up and sees the fear in his eyes.
“You ok?” he asks, standing up and looking out across the ruined city. 
From the west end and the university buildings, all the way across the city to Dennistoun and the tower-blocks of Partick, Glasgow is a black, scarred landscape lit only by sporadic, blazing fires and choked by pillars of smoke. The stars are hidden behind the swirling clouds of ash and dust, an entire city coughing an infection out into the air. 
“No,” says Mark, barking out a bitter laugh. “I'm about to leap out of a helicopter and try to punch an alien that's going to burn the earth to ashes. Jamie, I've almost died twice in – what, has it even been twenty-four hours?”
Jamie pats him on the back. “Yet here you are. You're bloody hard to kill.”
“Doesn't feel that way. Thanks, by the way; for saving me. I thought I was gone. I thought I was going to be blind even if I did survive.”
“You were,” says Jamie. He forces a smile and nudges Mark. “Hey, if we get through this, I think we should buy some shares in a whisky company.”
“Yeah,” says Mark, distracted as the helicopter climbs higher into the sky. “Listen man – if I don't make it -”
“You will.”
“But if -”
“Mark.” He says it with such stubborn belief that Mark turns and looks in his eyes: he sees no obnoxious wishing or naïve optimism in Jamie's face. “You're going to make it. This thing nearly got you before – but that was before.” Jamie reaches inside his overalls and pulls out a small thirty-five centilitre bottle of single malt, and passes it to him. “I thought I'd better keep this for you in case you got blasted again. You can down it before you jump.”
Mark takes it, nodding, holding it in his hand since his shorts lack pockets. “How do you even fight a thing like that? I mean – it's just hatred and power. You can't punch that.”
“Yes you can. You just need to punch it harder.”
“I'm doing it alone this time.”  
“I'd come with you if I could, man,” says Jamie. “We'd kick this guy's head in. Alien invades Glasgow, gets battered by a drunk guy. That's almost poetic.” 
Mark fakes a laugh and looks away, biting his lip. 
Jamie pats his back. “Looks like this is a job for beer-man, right?” 
“Why does it have to be me?” asks Mark, turning around. Jamie sees the façade break like he knew it would, and the fear underneath it. “I don't want to do this, man.”
The noise of the rotors fade as Jamie plants a hand on Mark's shoulder, and the world slows to a halt. Time gives them a moment to themselves, the only people talking in the world. 
“You're in the rare position, Mark, of being in the right place, at the right time, and being the right man for the job. You are, literally, the only person who can save the world.”
“I didn't ask for that. I didn't want any of this.”
“Nobody ever does – but the world is going to burn, and everybody else with it, if you don't try. I know we always make a point of saying we're not superheroes, we're not going to start wearing capes, blah blah blah – but Mark, you're about to fly into an alien monster that's going to destroy the world, and try and punch it to death. You are a bloody superhero.”
“I don't feel like one. I'm terrified. I don't want to fight.”
“Nobody said heroes don't get afraid. The difference is that they don't let it stop them.”
Mark nods. “Thanks Gandalf.”
“Don't be a smartarse. You saved me and Chloe more than once. You're already a hero, mate.” 
They exchange a firm nod, patting each other on the arm, and then time flows once more, and Jamie is sitting across the helicopter.
The air gets hotter, and the sky a darker shade of red, as they draw closer to the Destroyer. 
 
 
“Gary, forcefield now,” shouts the Trespasser, his voice cutting through the racket. Without hesitation, Gary extends his hands like a conductor and the entire craft is caught in a protective bubble. 
Something flashes around the helicopter, and then the light is gone. 
“What was that?” asks Jamie, standing up and staring out the cockpit. 
“The Destroyer is below us, and it's angry.”
“Oh hell,” says Jamie. “Cathy, can you make us disappear?”
“I can try,” she nods, “tell me when -”
“Now,” shouts the Trespasser.
Cathy's face screws up as a roaring mist encapsulates the helicopter. Flame and thunder crackle towards them – then the heat is gone, and the fog bathes them in the damp mist. Cathy relaxes her power, and the mist is blown away by the helicopter's blades. 
“We can't keep this up,” says the Trespasser, turning to Mark. “We're over it – you ready?”
“Ready as I'll ever be,” says Mark, shaking the nervous jittering out of his muscles. 
He steps up to the helicopter's edge like a diver to the board, springing up and down on his toes. Unscrewing the bottle that Jamie saved him, he downs the last drink he may ever have, and closes his eyes in contentment as the world makes itself right for a moment. 
“Are you sure you can hit it? We're quite high, it's not a huge target.” 
Mark looks out, holding onto the edges of the door, and sees the dead, silent city beneath him. In the centre, like a light shining through the smoke and the ash coasting over Glasgow, Mark sees the pinpoint of red light. 
“We're really high up,” he mumbles, light headed as the drink kicks in. 
“Mark, can you hit it?” 
“Yeah.” He turns around and gives them a peaceful, contented smile as he tosses the empty whiskey bottle over the edge. “Like I said. Any idiot can fall, right?”
Mark closes his eyes, lets go, and plummets out of the helicopter. 
 
 
He feels the wind pulling at his hair and his shorts, buffeting his body as he drops like a stone. Mark's arms are out at his side as though he is being crucified, and he finally opens his eyes and looks ahead at the ground racing towards him.
In the centre is the Destroyer, burning bright in the darkness, and Mark speeds towards it.
Every second brings him closer, and faster. He feels the air streaking around him, slowing him down now. 
Gritting his teeth, his stomach flipping over inside, he clenches a fist and extends it in front of his face. 
Too slow, still. 
He streaks through the sky like a missile, both fists in front of his face as the red orb of the Destroyer screams towards him.
Everything is silent for Mark.
There is only the forcefield: that oily red bubble burning his city, his world, to a cinder.
He starts to will himself faster, and the air forms a cone of vapour in front of him as he approaches the speed of sound. 
For a second, all of his strength is focused on two tiny points at the tips of his knuckles.
Mark screams, and punctures the shield like a bullet zipping through flesh.
 
 
From the helicopter, the Trespasser watches Mark's figure vanish into the darkness.
Moments later, there is a deafening crash, and a bass note cuts through the chaos like a knife.
Eyes wide, the Trespasser watches the red orb tremble and shatter like glass, bursting into flame and light and dissipating on the wind. 
“He bloody did it,” he says. “Stacy, decrease power to the main rotors. We need to get lower down.”
“Trespasser,” she grits her teeth, “something is happening.”
“What?” he begins, trying to see through the confusion in her eyes. “What's happening?”
“Uh, Trespasser...” says Jamie, pointing out into the darkness.
Across Glasgow, lights have started to come on, flickering to life in the distant shadow. 
“Oh shit,” whispers the Trespasser. 
He checks his watch, and sees the second hand struggle to life and move across the face again. Standing up, the Trespasser rushes for the helicopter's cockpit and throws himself into a seat as the controls begin to light up again. 
“It's moving on its own,” shouts Stacy. “It's like I'm fighting against it.”
“Don't fight it, Stace,” the Trespasser shouts. “I've got the wheel now, you can stop.”
She lets go, and without a sound collapses into Donald's arms, her eyes rolling into the back of her head. 
The helicopter plummets, and Jamie grabs onto Gary's collar to stop him flying out of the open doors as the craft spins, throwing them all against the walls. 
“Hold on,” the Trespasser screams. He pulls back on the controls, fighting the spin.
With the air outside rushing past them, the chopper finally stabilises and the Trespasser starts to power down and bring them closer to the ground.
“Command, Command, come in. This is Trespasser One,” he shouts into his comms unit. “Do you copy?”
“We copy, Trespasser,” says Command, his voice shaking – something the Trespasser has never heard before. “What the hell is happening down there, we lost power to everything -”
“Listen, Command, listen to me,” he shouts his officer down, taking a breath to calm down. “You need to alert everyone that's listening: don't drop a nuke. We've got this, we can contain it with minimal loss of life.”
“Minimal? Son, we've lost contact with almost every unit in the city centre, loss of life is no longer a concern -”
“Sir, trust me on this,” he says, bringing the chopper down among the still-standing buildings of the city centre. “You need to target George's Square with all the ordinance you have. Missiles, bombs, whatever – but it needs to be simultaneous. Do it now, before that thing can switch off the power again. You might not have long, do you understand?”
“Are you giving me orders now, Trespasser?”
“Now is not the bloody time for this, Command! Get your shit together and fire the ordinance, do you understand?” 
There is silence on the comms.
“Loud and clear, Trespasser One.”
“Good, now I'm going to get my squad to safety.”
“Trespasser.” Jamie appears at the cockpit's edge and leans in, looking at the Trespasser's rigid expression. “Mark is still down there, you'll hit him with that stuff too.”
“Jamie,” he looks up at his squad member. “We won't get another chance like this. Mark's tough, and he's smart – but we can't put all of our eggs in one basket, you understand?”
Jamie shakes his head and leaves the Trespasser to pilot the helicopter as they descend upon a building not far out from George's Square, the bright-lit sign of Glasgow's towering cinema flickering back to life and beckoning them down.
 
 
Mark kneels up from the dust in the crater, the red shadow burning beneath him on the ground. Fists clenched, teeth grinding together, Mark shouts mindless abuse at it and punches it in its fiery crimson head again and again. 
Every blow slams it back against the ground as it tries to rise against him, raising its faintly human hands in confusion, trying to ward off his blows. 
Mark bats away a flailing strike from its blood-coloured arm, and smashes a fist straight through its face. Pieces of the Destroyer break off and dissipate like smoke before it reform itself. 
A trembling bass note builds as the two super-powered beings battle in the crater that was once George's square. Masonry and flaming debris fall around them, the rains cast by Mark's earth-shattering impact. 
Again and again Mark roars and punches it as the bass note grows louder and stronger, juddering his bones and shaking his mind till he can hardly see. 
He takes his hands away for a moment to rub the strain from his eyes; that is when the Destroyer strikes back.
From its skull comes a torrent of energy, blasting into Mark's sternum and propelling him up into the air like an acrobat. He flips over, struggling to regain control.
In the air, Mark is a sitting duck – and easy target for the Destroyer. It stands up and extends its arm, blasting Mark into a pile of rubble and fire with beams of crackling energy. Mark screams, feeling the same pain that he felt not so long ago, the sensation of his skin bubbling and boiling.
The Destroyer ascends, hovering in the air over Mark, pouring pain and anger down upon him. Mark hears nothing but the bass-scream of his death, writhing, helpless beneath the Destroyer's assault again. 
He almost lies back. 
Mark almost lets his arms down and welcomes death like an old friend. So many times has he faced death recently, so many times has he suffered through the pain and fear and come so close.
And so many times has he endured. 
Mark's scream of agony twists and turns into a roar of anger, a booming, raging protest. He raises his hand as though he is shielding himself from the sun, and plants one hand on the scorching rubble beneath the beam. 
Pounding energy burns at his skin, but the fire inside him burns stronger, repairing the damage, strengthening his muscles, his mind. Grunting with effort, Mark rises to his knees.
The Destroyer pours yet more power onto him, torrents of it cascading over him, breaking like water on rock. 
Mark closes his eyes, focusing everything into his legs. 
Pushing Mark down with all of its power, the Destroyer can do nothing but watch as Mark stands up, cocks his arm back, and leaps up the beam like a bullet down a barrel.
Mark smashes into the Destroyer like an avenging angel, hitting its head with a flying uppercut that shears torrents of wispy red smoke from its body. 
A low bass scream cuts through Glasgow as the Destroyer is sent spiralling up into the air, and Mark follows it on the impulse of his leap. Just as he starts to slow, at the apex of his jump, he reaches out and grabs the Destroyer by the leg.
Letting out a roar of primal anger, Mark swings the Destroyer like a hammer and slings it down into the crater. It tumbles and falls like an aircraft without power, thudding into the ground.
Mark falls after it, descending upon it like an eagle upon its prey, his fist cocked back as he plunges to the earth. 
He lands on the Destroyer's prone form fist-first, and it tries to slap him away with an intense, focused energy beam. Mark puts a hand out and stops the beam before it can leave the Destroyer's body, and punches it hard in the head with his free hand. 
Again and again he rains blows upon the monster, until silence falls across Glasgow. 
The Destroyer has stopped fighting back. He looks at it, waiting for it to turn to smoke and drift away like the Protector did before. 
It just looks at him, that same bass note turning his stomach sour, shaking his lungs and turning his vision to a blurred smear.
It's screaming, he realises. That low, constant bass note. 
It's screaming for help. 
Mark looks up, and around, and sees why it has stopped fighting.
Across what remains of Glasgow's buildings, circling the George's Square crater like broken fortress walls, are silhouettes. Upon each building stands a legion of demons, monsters and psychopaths, creatures pulled from the darkest corners of the human mind, brought home to their master by its ringing call. 
As one, moving together, the beasts begin to drop from the buildings, some carried by their stronger allies, and pace towards Mark in a tightening circle, drawing in like a noose. 
Whichever way he looks are shadows, silhouettes in the darkness. 
Something comes from the Destroyer, a sound: it is the noise that cancer would make if it could speak – and it is laughing; a sickly, joyous laugh. 
Mark turns to silence it with a punch and the Destroyer hits Mark with another crackling beam of light. Wincing, Mark dodges to one side and battles with the Destroyer, punching and kicking as the red beast rises to its feet and extends its limbs, growing in size till it towers above Mark, at least nine feet tall. 
It wraps its arms around Mark and squeezes him, crushing the air from him. 
The Destroyer's soldiers begin to arrive, screaming and whooping in victory. Mark's eyes are wide with fear – he can't fight an army, not with the Destroyer holding him down.
Then Mark looks up, and sees the sky on fire. 
Tiny points of light are growing as they approach, like a legion of stars falling from the heavens. Mark wonders for a second if the Protector has returned from death to help him.
But this is not the work of the alien – the Protector is gone. These are the weapons of a frightened humanity, blotting out the sky with their anger.
Mark sees the missiles racing towards him, towards the city. The Destroyer and its minions, hundreds of them surrounding him now, seem clueless to the imminent destruction. Struggling, Mark fights against the Destroyer's grip. He looks into the hungry eyes of twisted, rotten humans that have no soul left. 
Lost people, he thinks, devoured by the Destroyer – devoured by themselves. 
With a desperate cry that holds as much fear as it does determination, Mark breaks free and spreads his arms wide. The Destroyer reaches for him again, but Mark is gone.
His legs tense and he leaps into the sky, pushing himself higher with everything that he has left. 
Missiles streak past Mark as he leaves the world behind. 
As the first booming registers of the explosions reach his ears, Mark is high above the city, arms outstretched, eyes closed.
He slows as he reaches the dusty clouds, passing through them in a few seconds, before finally stopping. 
Mark hangs in the air above the violence and death below him. Up here, above the fiery clouds, he opens his eyes and finds that there is nothing but the full moon staring back at him. 
He smiles, and stays there just a moment. Gravity doesn't claim him just yet.
Though it is a mental struggle, a fight for every second, Mark hovers there. Not flying – but not falling, either.
It's a start, he thinks.
Then his face twists into a snarl once more, for one last battle, and he lets himself fall back through the clouds into hell, fists outstretched as he races towards the fiery crater of swirling flame and grit. 
The final missile races without a sound towards the wreckage below, and this missile is screaming. 
 
 
The Destroyer picks itself out of the crater, losing cohesion as it tries to stand. Pieces of it break off as the tiny machines within it fall out of synchronisation and, separated from their energy source, tumble away on the wind as nothing more than dust. 
What little energy it has left is put into maintaining its grip on existence – all around lay the smouldering bodies of what it once called its army. Before it can let out a furious bass-scream of loss and anger, something falls from the stars and punches it back down into the shadow.
When the dust clears and the smoke blows away on the wind, it is Mark that is standing over it, seeming to glow with a self-assured strength. His shorts are ripped and blackened, his chest rising and falling with each deep breath. With broad shoulders and a grime-covered face, his dark eyes stare down at what remains of the Destroyer.
“It's over,” says Mark, his voice loud and firm. “You've lost.”
The Destroyer is a fading relic of itself. Only a faint red outline lies in the rubble, looking up at its executioner. 
“I can make this quick,” he says, and leans down. “No more fighting.”
“No,” comes a low whisper, so deep that Mark feels it like poison in his lungs, cold and deadly. 
Mark realises its intent too late. The Destroyer lifts itself like a ghost and ascends, lifting itself into the air where it is little more than a shimmering memory. 
“The war,” it trembles, fire lighting around itself, “is not over.”
With that, it shoots into the air.
Mark leaps after it, crying out, but it is too late. The Destroyer splits itself into six tiny, blazing red fires, which shoot off into the darkest corners of Glasgow, finding six last soldiers to fight for it.
He catches up with what is left of the Destroyer as it splits, punching at thin air as it disappears.
With disappointment spread across his face, Mark falters and falls back to the ground. He hits the crater with a booming thud and lies there, breathless, as the fires begin to die around him. 
The heat seems to fade, and above him, a wind begins to blow the worst of the ash away. 
Mark lies in the silence, and waits for the world to fix itself. 
For the time being, he is spent. 
 
 
Trespasser One finds him half an hour later as the squad sweep down through ground zero. 
“Found him,” the Trespasser shouts. “Don, get over here.”
“I'm fine,” says Mark, sitting up in his crater. “I'm fine, just... tired.”
The Trespasser throws his gun aside and drops into the crater, offering Mark a hand up. Taking it, Mark lets the Trespasser heave, struggle, and pull him up into an open embrace. “You bloody did it, son.”
“I didn't,” says Mark. “The missiles did the work. It's not over either.”
“What?” asks Jamie, appearing at the top of the crater.
Mark pushes himself away from the group and leans on a piece of rubble, a hand on his head.
“It's dead – the Destroyer, I mean. It's gone – but it copied the Protector. Before it died, it sent six last fires off into the city. We've got six more monsters to put down.”
“We can let the Agency deal with that,” says the Trespasser. “Right now, we're getting everybody out of here.”
“Is that it then?” asks Jamie. “Is it over?”
“Yes and no,” says Mark.
“Yes,” says the Trespasser. “Earth isn't under threat anymore. You did it, Mark.” He pats the superman on the shoulder. “You won.”
“This doesn't feel like a win,” says Mark, staring up at the blazing backdrop of a ruined Glasgow. 
“I'll take it,” says Jamie. “Maybe we couldn't save most of Glasgow, but Mark – you saved the world.”
“No,” says Mark, smiling despite himself as the rest of the squad appear around the crater, looking down at him. “We saved the world.”
“Still not superheroes.”
“Shut up, Cathy.”
 
 
In a cold concrete room below Glasgow's burning surface, a man called Gregor sits aside a dying King. Dust fills the room, choking them, and the lights flicker back on after their time in the darkness.
“Electricity,” whispers Gregor. “Maybe it's over?”
“Maybe,” slurs the King. His eyes are closed, and his head lolls to the side like a tired child. Gregor has his cold, clammy hand in his. 
“Are you sure you won't take anything else for the pain, sir?”
“This is my pain to feel,” he grunts, spluttering blood down his chin. Gregor wipes it away with a handkerchief, like a doting mother.
“You've felt enough pain, sir.”
“Gregor, you promise,” the King says, his voice a thin rasp now. “You promise that when I'm gone: you'll carry on my work.”
“I will,” he whispers, his eyes welling up. “I'll continue your work.”
“Good boy, Gregor,” his last breath shudders from his body, and with the last of his strength he squeezes Gregor's hand. “I nearly did it. It nearly worked.” His eyes open, and he looks into Gregor's eyes. “It nearly worked.”
Gregor almost says goodbye.
But before he can say a thing, two balls of flaming red energy smash through the roof. They hang there in front of them, like murky pools of blood held in the air. 
The men both tense up and cry out in fear: the objects give off waves of poisonous desire and sickening, bloody glee. 
Then the fire changes them both. 
 
 
End of Series 2



 
Series 3 
 



 
Trespasser One feels unusual wearing a coat.
He stalks down the dark and quiet streets of Glasgow's west end, past angled houses with huge windows, only half of them lit. Scaffolding hangs over the streets like ragged bones, evidence of the reconstruction. Patches of the concrete and metal are still melted away from the Destroyer's attack. 
The Trespasser is little more than a shadow in an overcoat and a winter hat, huffing into his hands to keep them warm. Winter clings to him like a cold. 
Then he passes a door that has been torn off and replaced with a sheet of black bin bags. Blue and white police tape gives a clear signal not to enter.
Bingo.
Trespasser One vanishes off the street, leaving a thin cut in the barrier where he enters. In the shadow of an abandoned close leading to a dingy stairwell, he discards the hat and coat. Standing in his full armour, he flexes his joints and relaxes; now he's comfortable. 
He takes a minute to let his eyes adjust to the gloom, pulling his face mask from his belt and putting it on. From his webbing he produces a small torch and flicks it on. The beam lights up the motes of dust hanging like thoughts in the air, moving only when he brushes past them to ascend the stairs.
A sharp buzzing in his helmet throws him off guard, and he twitches and goes for his pistol before he realises what it is:
Comms unit.
He presses it in. “This is Trespasser One.”
The voice that comes back is neither patient nor happy.
“Where the hell are you?”
“Off duty, Command.”
“Trespasser's don't go off duty. We can see where you are, explain yourself.”
“I'm not sure I follow.”
“I want to know what you think you're doing at a crime scene.”
“I think you know damn fine what I'm doing here.”
“It's been months, Trespasser One, let this go -”
Trespasser One rips out the comms unit and crushes it under his boot heel. He ascends the staircase without a sound and comes to a doorway.
Doorway; no door. 
There are two gnarled pieces of metal that were once hinges, and splinters and torn wood where a door used to sit. Now there's just tape: police, do not enter, crime scene, so on, so forth.
Trespasser One cuts through it, but hesitates before he steps through.
The smell.
It's a smell he's intimately familiar with, even through his mask. Despite his experience, he is unsure of how to describe it. Tangy metal, maybe. Stuffy, heady like petrol, but sharp on the tongue, like bile.
It's blood; death.
Somebody has died here, violently. 
As he walks through the hallway into an unlit flat, the Trespasser draws his pistol – mostly for his own comfort. It takes a lot to unnerve him, but the hairs on his neck are standing up. Something's wrong. 
He listens to his subconscious, following the little clues his eyes are missing. Scuffs on the wall – a struggle, perhaps – leading past two doors and into the living room. 
Trespasser One's torch is the only light, and the beam shows him where the windows once were; they've been blown out, but there's next to no glass on the carpet.
Blown out from the inside then.
Stun grenade, thinks the Trespasser. Or something else that he'd rather not consider.
There's little furniture – the place feels like a TV set. Furnished, but not lived in. Tables and chairs, but none of the marks that betray a life. 
He knows better than to try the light switch, no matter how frustrated he is by the darkness. He can't see what he needs to; clues, markings -
He plays the light beam over the room and stops dead.
Vines run along the skirting board of one wall. Some of them are flowering. Along the other skirting boards, little pieces of grass are poking through. 
Now that he sees it, it's everywhere. Moss on the ceiling. The branches of a dead tree creeping out from a doorway like a skeletal hand. Dripping leaves from rotting flowers hanging off book cases.
“Plants?” he whispers to himself. 
Dirt seems to have been thrown across the floor, evenly, like a blood spray. It comes from a corner where two walls meet. 
The Trespasser steps closer, taking care not to disturb the dirt. Crouching down, he shines the beam at the wall.
Despite his years of experience, he finds himself unsettled. 
There's a silhouette of a man on the wall, a reverse-shadow surrounded by intense burn marks. It looks like somebody showed this man the sun up close. 
He rubs his gloved hand on the burn marks and frowns. 
What he thought were burns are, in fact, dirt, sprayed against the wall hard enough to stick, leaving a blank, white space in the shape of a person.
The Trespasser stands up and steps back.
“What the hell happened here?” he mutters, and almost pulls out a camera. 
Too late he hears the soft tread of footsteps behind him. He spins and drops to one knee, pistol drawn and coming up, safety off -
He sees himself. 
Rather, he sees a figure that looks just like him.
Another Trespasser with its hands raised. 
It shouts at him. “Don't shoot. Stand down, Trespasser One.” 
He'd know that voice anywhere.
“Trespasser Two,” he sighs, and lowers his gun. “You nearly got two through the forehead there, what the hell were you thinking?”
The large Trespasser in front of him lowers his hands. 
“Command wants to ask you the same thing. You're in an off limits area. You're supposed to be recuperating.”
The other Trespasser has the kind of accent that Hollywood action heroes do – another American, taking over the role of Trespasser Two after his predecessor was killed in action. 
“Off limits?” asks Trespasser One. “I thought we had all agreed there was no such thing where Trespassers are concerned. Not after the Kingdom fiasco.”
“Command just wants to know what the hell you're up to. You're not communicating.”
Trespasser One holsters his pistol and looks around. 
“What am I up to? I could ask Command the same thing.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning, look at this crime scene and tell me what you see.”
Trespasser Two steps past him and produces his own torch. He scans it over the details and hums to himself, before turning to Trespasser One and coughing. His eyes looks uncertain through his mask; distracted. 
“Murder scene. Close range exposure to intense heat -”
“Those aren't burn marks on the wall, Two. That's dirt.”
“Ok, intense exposure to, uh...”
“A lawn mower? Come on. Something went weird here.”
Two looks at him side ways out his mask. “Powers?”
“That's my thinking, and it gets worse.”
“Oh?”
“Take your comms unit out and crush it.”
“Uh -”
“Do it. Trust me.”
Two shrugs, and does as he is asked, crunching it into the carpet then picking it up and pocketing it. 
“Ok, what?”
“I've been doing this all day. I've already visited three other crime scenes like this one. In one of them, somebody spontaneously combusted – phwoof, burst in flames, no reason. In another, there were the kind of plasma burns you get from lightning. All within single rooms. The third one was fairly straight forward, but the fridge was full of dead animals and the victim's heart had ended up three metres from their body.” Two says nothing – he isn't looking Trespasser One in the eye. Trespasser One continues regardless. “This is number four. My guess is the guy had some kind of power over nature, plants or something. Then he was murdered. Something hit him hard enough to leave his shadow on the wall. These are all unusual murders, indicative of powered individuals, that haven't been brought to our attention.”
“Well,” mutters Two, “I'm sure Command has his reasons for keeping this from us.”
“The last time our superior kept something from us, it was a warlord ruling over the entire city in secret – with the Agency turning a blind eye.”
“The King? But he's gone.”
Trespasser One laughs. “You sure? They find a body yet?”
“Almost everyone in the city centre died when the Destroyer -”
“No body, no death. The King could still be out there. And what did he try to do when the first wave of powered people hit?”
Two sighs. “He tried to recruit them -”
“He tried to recruit them. Mark kills the Destroyer months back; it splits itself into smaller pieces like the original fire did, right? Six pieces? How many have we found and neutralised?”
“None?”
“None. Yet I count four dead. That leaves two.”
“Ok?”
“So what if this time the King did get to them? What if he's got two powered people under his thumb already, and these four are the ones who refused his offer?”
“Trespasser One,” number two lowers his voice, “man, I think you're obsessing a bit over this King character. Even if he is alive, he has no power -”
“Or,” One stops him. “Maybe he has a shit load of it, and now he's burned through all the powered people the Destroyer left. Maybe he's ready for something new, and we've done absolutely nothing to prepare.”
Two walks away, takes off his mask, and runs his fingers through his hair. He doesn't reply. 
“Trespasser Two?” asks One, stepping forward. The look on Two's face is enough; he sees what's happening. “Oh bloody hell. You knew?”
“I'm sorry, man, Command has his reasons -”
“For keeping this from me? They'd better be bloody good reasons -”
“Ok, ok, calm down,” says Two, raising his hands as Trespasser One approaches. “Listen, you know yourself that you've got – y'know, connections to powered people. Alright? If Command let you know that people with powers were being killed, you'd push for action.”
“You're bloody right I would! Why wouldn't I?”
“Because if the King does have powered people on his side? If he is back? Then man, he might have people in the Agency – and if he does, any action against him will give away our hand. He'll get away. We can't risk that.”
“So I'm a liability now, is that it?”
“Command doesn't want you going off and giving the game away. If this is the King, we need absolute secrecy at all but the highest levels. He had people in the Agency the last time; you know all this, man.”
Trespasser One lets out a breath and holds his head in his hand.
“You want me to stop investigating this?”
“Command does.”
“How do I know my friends – my squad, sorry – are safe.”
“They're in safe houses, two to a structure, watched over by us twenty-four-seven, you know all this.”
“Yeah, but are they being protected against the kind of thing that has been killing powered people?” Trespasser One points to the shadow on the wall. “Do we know what we're dealing with?”
“There's no we here, Trespasser One.”
He stops. “What?”
“I'm sorry. Command isn't letting you on this operation. I could be terminated for even telling you about it.”
Trespasser One straightens up and lowers his voice. He steps in close to Two. 
“What if I pursue this anyway?”
“Then I'll be forced to stop you, I'm sure.”
“And how do you think that'll work out for you?”
“I think I'll end up in the infirmary. You're One, I'm Two, it's that way for a reason. No shame in admitting it.”
Trespasser One looks around at the murder scene, then back at Two. 
“You know I'm not coming back in with you, man. If the King is still out there, I'm going after him.”
Two looks at the ground. “I was afraid you'd say that.”
Trespasser One lowers his voice. “Are you gonna try and stop me?”
Two shakes his head. “I need to know what to tell Command though.”
“Tell him you did try to stop me. Tell him I'm going off on my own, that the Agency can consider this my resignation, and that if I get a good lead I'll phone in. Tell him not to come after me, and tell him that I'm doing this alone – I'll need to gather my squad without him knowing.”
“Your squad? What, the civilians?”
“They've seen combat, they aren't civvies any more.”
“You're going to try and find the King with them as your only backup?”
“Oh, I've got Command's number if it gets too heavy. At least this way we know there'll be no leaks, right? I effectively no longer exist. No records, no leaks. The Agency won't even know I exist anymore.”
“I, uh, I guess so.”
“Good. Sorry about this, by the way.”
“About wh -”
Trespasser One unclips his tazer and fires it into Two's thorax, where his armour separates. As Two falls back, Trespasser One follows him to the ground, knocking him out with a snapping punch to the forehead. His eyes roll back. 
“Nothing personal, mate,” he whispers, and leaves. 
 
 
Trespasser One picks up his jacket and hat on the way out, shivering as the cold air bites at him again. He lifts an old mobile phone out of his coat pocket and calls an old number. 
“Hello?” he mumbles as it answers. “Yeah, it's me. One. You remember that favour you owe me? Mhm. Information. People in safe houses. Yes I know it'll take some time, just give me what you can, when you can.”
His voice trails off as he shuffles into the night.
 
 



 
Episode 1
 
House Call
 
 
 



 
Two Days Later
 
Mark sits on the edge of a black leather sofa in shorts and a vest, drinking tap water out a bottle with the label torn off. Placing it down, he pushes his hair away from his face, scratches the beard growing across his face like thick fur, and stands up. 
“Stacy?” he shouts, and his booming voice carries throughout the flat, drowning out the sound of traffic outside. 
When she pokes her mousy face through the door, Mark notes the streaks of motor oil finger-prints on her cheeks. 
“What?”
“Two things,” he smiles. “First off, clean your face -”
“I'm not finished yet.”
“Second: could you hang around just in case, you know, the nose thing happens again?”
“Oh Mark, not again,” she groans, and throws the door open as she enters the living room. She's wearing a set of blue overalls stained with oil and grease, smelling like a motorway. Her brown hair is tied back tight, pulling her eyebrows up to make her look constantly surprised. “We talked about this. I thought you were going to pack it in.”
“Nope,” he shrugs, and nods to the massive barbell on the floor, enough plates on either side to wheel a train. 
“Do you have any drink nearby?”
“No -”
“Well go and get some, you nearly died last time -”
“That was last time,” he tries to reassure her with a smile. “I'm stronger now.”
“Ok hold on,” she sighs, rubs her eyes with her wrists, and goes to her room. A second later she returns with half a bottle of red wine, and shakes it. “Ok, now you can try it.”
“Thank you,” he laughs, and stands over the weights.
Bending his knees, Mark grips the bar in both hands and takes the strain with his arms. The muscles bulge from his wiry frame, and he grits his teeth and lets out a tense breath. 
“Ok,” he grunts.
Mark straightens his body, pulling himself tight and lifting the weight with every muscle in his body. Tendons go taught, and his face reddens as he begins to shake. To anybody else, it would be an incredible, Herculean feat of strength – but Stacy has seen Mark punch through steel, and she folds her arms and watches him struggle with a weight that should be trivial.
His back won't straighten. The plates bend the bar as he tries to rise again, and his legs and arms begin to tremble.
“Mark, put it down,” she says, shaking her head. “You've hit the wall, mate.”
He shakes his head, a tiny movement she almost doesn't pick up.
“Mark -” she protests again, and his eyes burn a hole through her. She stops, seeing the determination in his face. “Mark, you're going to hurt yourself.”
She sees the first trickle of blood from his nose, the same colour as his trembling face, sees the spittle frothing from his lips, and does what she has to.
Closing her eyes, Stacy reaches out with her mind and feels the only mechanical part of the bar – the keys keeping the weights on. She feels herself thinking in spirals as she twists them off, and then -
The weights drop off the ends of the bar with a clatter, and Mark's legs straighten so fast that he crashes through the couch and embeds himself in the wall. Stacy flinches back, opening her eyes once silence falls. She finds Mark, who is sitting breathless in the wall, surrounded by bare brick whilst broken plaster falls over him like snow.
“Sorry,” she says. “You really were about to do yourself in, but.”
Sitting on his throne of brick and dust, Mark wipes his nose and puts one hand on his temple, grimacing. 
“My head, sweet jesus -”
“Catch,” she laughs, and throws him the bottle of wine. Mark snatches it out of the air and, with a tired look, unscrews the top and raises it to his lips. 
“Thanks,” he mutters, tipping the bottleneck towards her in a toast.
“Welcome,” she says, and comes up to sit on the couch near him, crossing her legs like a monk and clasping her hands together. “Seriously but man, have you had anything to drink today?”
“This is my first,” he says, reluctantly meeting her eyes.
“Mark,” she sighs. “You're going to kill yourself at this rate.”
“If I can't do it sober, I can't really do it. What's the point?”
She narrows her eyes. “You speak more sense when you're pished.”
“I don't want to be a bloody alcoholic.”
“You aren't!” she laughs. “You have to drink, or you'll die. Using your strength burns up power, and hey, man, I know it sucks. But superman gets his power from the sun, right? Well, your sun comes in a bottle and smells like whiskey.”
“It is whiskey.”
“Well start drinking beer then. Or wine, wine is nice.”
“This from a girl who drinks fluorescent blue shit at the weekends.”
She rolls her eyes and cranes her neck, looking at the damage to the couch.
She smiles to herself. “I could probably fix this.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, I'm getting right good at this stuff.”
“Well, you can't fix it if I'm still in the wall.”
“Yeah about that: are you going to sit in the wall all night or do you need a hand out?”
“Give me a hand out, I think I've broke my back.”
“See?” she says as she stands up and offers him a hand. “Wouldn't have happened if you were drunk. You're bloody invincible when you're drunk.”
“If I was drunk I would probably have fallen into the wall anyway.”
She pulls him up and he stumbles forward with her, clasping her shoulder for balance. The two rest their hands on each other for a moment, and she gives him a concerned frown.
“You ok?”
“Yeah.” He shrugs, and lets go of her. “Why?”
“Well, like,” she follows him as he heads for his room, leaning on the door-frame, “the whole getting sober thing, I'd normally be right behind you. But you're risking your life doing it – you know you can tell me if something's up?”
“Nothing's up, Stace,” he turns and smiles, and then opens the door to his room.
Before he can close it, there's a hollow knocking sound throughout the flat, as though somebody is chapping a door made of glass.
“Is that -” begins Stacy.
“Window?” Mark frowns and pushes past her, back into the living room.
He pulls the only window up, opening it enough to lean out and look around in confusion. 
“I swear I heard something hit this – maybe a bird or -”
“Down here, mate.”
Mark looks down to where a man's voice is coming from, and looks right into the eyes of an old friend.
“Trespasser?”
Trespasser One is hanging from a stone ledge in a loose overcoat, his black combat armour catching the low light from the flat. In the late evening murk of Glasgow's city centre, he's little more than a silhouette rippling in the wind.
“Good to see you too Mark,” he smiles, his teeth bright white in the darkness. “Fancy giving me a hand up?”
“What the hell are you doing?”
“I'll tell you when I'm not dangling by my fingertips,” says the Trespasser, and pulls himself up with one hand – with the other, he reaches for Mark.
Shrugging, Mark grabs him. With a grunt, he starts to pull him up. As Mark lifts him closer to the warm light spilling from the window, the Trespasser's features are lit up and Mark sees the scarred half of his face. 
With a hiss of strained breath, Mark pulls him through and the two tumble into the living room.
“Tony,” shouts Stacy, clapping her hands. “Why are you here -” her face flattens. “Oh god, why are you here? Who's dead?”
“Four people -”
“What?”
“Oh, sorry, nobody you know,” laughs the Trespasser, brushing himself off and getting to his feet. He cracks his neck and massages his aching arms. “Nobody, this is a social call if anything. Four people are dead though.”
Mark ruffles his own hair. “And what's wrong with the front door?” 
The Trespasser takes off his coat and drops it on the couch, taking a seat on the arm of the sofa as the two civilians eye him. He gets his breath back and the humour leaves his face.
“Front door is being watched,” he says. “Had to come in the back door.”
Stacy frowns. “Tony, you are the only guy who thinks flats have a back door. And it's Agency troops watching our doors, why do you have to sneak past them?”
Mark waves her away. “Stace, shush. Trespasser, what's up?”
He gets his breath and looks them in the eye. 
“You guys need to come with me.”
Mark glances at Stacy. “Are we in danger?”
“Maybe.”
“Why? What's happened?”
The Trespasser lowers his head and stares at them both. “Someone is killing people with powers.”
“But aren't we the only people with powers?”
“The Destroyer split when you killed it, right? Six fires, six powered people. We've got four bodies, that leaves two – and the evidence says that it's someone with powers doing the killing.”
“Shit. So what, are the Agency taking us somewhere safe?”
“The Agency are pretending it's not happening. That's why I quit and came to get you myself.”
Stacy puts her hand to her mouth. “You quit?”
“You never really quit the Agency,” laughs the Trespasser, “but yeah. Command is afraid that if the Agency tries to protect you, we'll give the game away; in case – well, you know.”
“In case what?” asks Stacy.
“In case it's the King.”
Silence falls, and Mark flops back onto the sofa, groaning. “The King.”
“Last time people got powers, he tried to control you.”
“I know,” sighs Mark. “I was there.”
“Maybe this time he managed to do it. Maybe he's killing those who won't join him.”
“Ah hell,” whispers Stacy. She sits down and puts a hand on Mark's shoulder.
Mark runs his fingers over his eyes. “I really, really hoped that he'd died when the Destroyer – well -”
“I know”, says Trespasser One. “Maybe he did, but we can't be too careful. You know how much he'd like to see you dead. The Agency has had his moles in it before without us realising – he'd be able to get your whereabouts, if he had the means.”
“Not just me,” says Mark. “What about Jamie?”
“I've already got him. He's actually in the field right now, chasing up a lead. Just you guys left, everybody else is at a safehouse. What do you say?”
Stacy folds her arms, looking worried. “Do we have time to pack?”
“Not really.”
“You said the front door was being watched?”
He nods. 
Mark scratches his bearded chin. “And we don't want them knowing that we're leaving? So how do we -”
“The window.”
Stacy steps back. “Oh no, come on -”
Trespasser One shrugs. “You've both done much worse than climb out a window.”
“We're six storeys up,” says Mark.
“Two months ago, you leapt out a helicopter and punched an alien made of hatred, son.”
Mark looks at Stacy, and she gives him a silent nod. 
“Ok, let's go. Lead the way. You said everyone was already there except for Jamie?”
“Yeah.”
“Where's he?”
“Chasing up our lead.”
 
 
Jamie is sitting on a low wall in a long, silent street, shoulders hunched to keep the misty rain off. It comes in waves with the wind, like swarms of tiny birds, turning the world a dark blue. There's a single light across the road, coming from a crack in some curtains. 
He's wearing a long winter coat with a scarf over his mouth and a hood pulled over his head, leaving only his dark-ringed eyes staring through the haze. The house he's focused on was once lived in, like a lot of Glasgow; the weeds reclaiming the driveway tell him that it's been left empty for a while. 
Two figures approach from his left; a short one with a swagger who hops from foot to foot as he walks, like a young deer. The other is a taller, bulkier woman who walks as though her feet are giving her trouble, with a slight hobble. 
Jamie smiles as they sit on either side of him, groaning at the dampness of the wall as it soaks through their trousers. 
“Lads,” he nods as they shuffle in. 
“I'm no lad,” says Cathy.
Gary shrugs. “We're your backup. Tony called us, said you had something?”
“I visited an old colleague of mine, looking for leads. Apparently some guys dragged him into this building two days back, beat the shit out of him, and then turned him loose again.”
Cathy makes a curious humming sound. “What, just for fun?”
“No, they were making an example of him. Establishing a new order, as it were. He said they had Birmingham accents, really distinct ones.”
“So what are they doing in Glasgow?”
“I don't know Cathy,” sighs Gary, rolling his eyes. “What could criminals from across the country possibly be doing in a city filled with poor, vulnerable people?”
Jamie nods. “Not to mention the power vacuum that the King's supposed disappearance has created.”
“Supposed?”
“He's not gone.”
“Surely he'd eliminate these newcomers if he wasn't.”
“That's the thing, Gary,” says Jamie, turning to look at him. “I think it's him that brought them here.”
Cathy folds her arms, trying to keep her hands warm in her elbow crease. 
“What makes you think that?”
“The guy they beat up – he was a low level informant, a watcher for the King back in the day. They gave him a doing-over and set him loose, no explanation or cause.”
“So?”
“They knew he'd tell someone. Namely, all his pals. Now Glasgow knows they're here. Establishing a reputation, as it were. The way I hear it, there's people coming here from across the entire country – a shit load from London, in particular.”
“None of that fits the King's ideals, though,” says Cathy, her voice a murmur in the whispering rain. “He was a Glasgow man, through and through.”
“Is, Cathy,” Jamie corrects her. “He's not gone.”
“So what's in the house you're staring at?” asks Gary. “You look like a serial killer, man.”
“The crowd from Birmingham, apparently.”
“Only house with a light on in the whole street,” says Cathy, looking up and down the road.
“Yeah, the street over got totally wiped out by the Destroyer. Everyone here left, more or less.”
“Least nobody's homeless anymore,” says Gary. “There's enough houses for everyone.”
Cathy scowls at him.
“Right guys,” says Jamie before she can scold him. “We're going to knock on the door and if I hear a brummie accent, we storm the place and find out what the hell they're doing here. You guys wearing your armour?”
They nod, and when he looks closely Jamie can see the black tint of Trespasser armour under their heavy coats, at the edges of their sleeves where their gloves start. 
“Good,” he says. “Any questions before we go?”
“One,” says Cathy. “Should I be using this tazer if I'm soaking wet from the rain?”
“It won't shock you, Cath,” sighs Jamie. 
“Hey,” says Gary, “that's a legitimate concern. What if one of us gets it by accident -”
“The shock travels down the wires guys, come on, Tony explained all of this. Are we ready?”
They murmur their agreement, and Jamie puts a single earphone under his hood, looping it around his ear before plugging it in. Within the inner breast pocket of his jacket sits his phone, already in a call that has lasted over two hours. He lifts his jacket, bringing the pocket close to his mouth.
“Chloe, you there sweetheart?”
Her voice comes back distant and crackled, as though she's sitting beside a radio. 
“Loud and clear.”
“I asked if you were there, not if you could hear me.”
She laughs. “Whatever, yeah, I've got you. You guys talk some shite by the way. Going in?”
“Going in.”
“Be careful.”
“Always am.”
“Oh, and Jamie? Tony got Mark and Stacy – they're fine, heading to the safehouse as we speak.”
Jamie grins in the darkness. “Then I'll see them when I'm back. He owes me a drink.”
“See you soon. Good luck.”
 
 
When the off-white door to the house is opened, it's a scowling, bald man in a leather jacket that stares back at them. Cathy vanishes and steps through him, drifting away through the house like a breeze. The doorman looks at Jamie and Gary, silhouettes in the rain with their heavy coats and hidden faces, and grunts.
“Yeah?”
Unmistakable accent. Jamie looks at Gary, turning his entire body as he does so, and the two nod to each other. Jamie clears his throat.
“I'd like to talk to the man in charge.”
Sneering, the bald man shrugs. “Who are you then?”
“We're local businessmen,” says Gary. “With an interest in your operation.”
“Fuck off.”
He slams the door, and twists three separate locks. 
The doorman mutters to himself and steps away from the door. Of course, he doesn't know that Jamie stepped out of the time-stream before the door closed and let him and Gary in. 
When the doorman turns around in the low light, Jamie is smiling at him. His heart nearly stops with fright, and that's when Jamie cracks a lead pipe over his face. In silence, he crumples into Gary's waiting arms, and together they set him down on the floor with a bloodied scowl on his face, as though he's having a bad dream. 
“Well, we tried,” says Jamie. “Definitely the right accent.”
“Where's Cathy?” hisses Gary.
“I've no idea. Away being invisible somewhere, she'll be nearby if we need her.”
Jamie begins to rifle through the man's pocket, pulling out a wallet and flicking through it.
“What are you doing? Stealing?”
“We run on a shoestring budget, Gary,” says Jamie, pocketing a wad of bills. “This is dinner for all of us for the next week. Not to mention we'll have to buy Mark's booze now, too. And...”
Jamie lifts a pink card out and reads the name off it. 
Gary watches him, raising an eyebrow. “Driver's license?”
“I'm trying not to blow our cover, Gary. Trust me.”
Jamie vanishes from sight, and Gary looks around, confused. When he reappears, the unconscious body is gone. 
“I wish you'd tell me when you were going to do that,” says Gary. “Everyone just disappears these days.”
“I hid him in a cupboard. His name is Alex. He doesn't look twenty six does he?”
“He looks about forty.”
“Poor guy. Anyway, let's go find out who's in charge.”
 
 
They walk side by side through a dilapidated lobby with an off green carpet littered with chips of wood and flecks of food, stained and curled at the corners. Everything smells like cigarettes and beer, mixed in with cheap perfume, the kind that has always saddened Jamie, that speaks to him of desperation and loneliness.
Pushing a smoked-glass door open with a rap of his knuckles, Jamie beckons Gary to follow him and enters the room. 
Four people look up; three men in leather jackets with facial expressions ranging from confusion to outright anger. Then there's a woman, tanned with her blonde hair up in a beehive, glittery fake eyelashes catching the light. 
The click-clack of guns being readied fills the room, lit by two lamps that cast long shadows across everything. 
“Who the shit are you -” starts one of the men, standing up and brushing his jacket aside to reach for a pistol. 
It's the woman who stops him, shouting him down with a thick accent. 
“Sit down son, sit down. Rude.” He turns and stares at her until a suggestive raise of her eyebrows returns him to the stained couch. She turns her eyes to the new arrivals. “Answer his question.”
Jamie takes his hood down and pulls his scarf away from his face. 
“Alex let us in. Said to talk to the boss.”
“Alex?” she asks, and narrows her eyes. She shouts his name like an angry mother: “Alex?!”
No reply.
“He stepped outside for a smoke,” says Gary. 
“Did he?” she smiles. “Funny that, since he swore off the fags after his old mam died of the lung cancer.”
“Uh, yeah, well -” begins Gary.
Jamie shrugs and turns to Gary. “Well, we tried.”
Time flickers, and Jamie breaks the closest man's jaw with the pipe, grabbing the sub-machine gun from his hands. Gary throws up a forcefield, cringing as the bullets start to fly.
 
 
When the pillow stuffing starts to fall like snow flakes, Gary opens his eyes and looks around in the silence. Someone groans and Jamie flickers across the room, silencing them with a boot to the face. 
The men lie in crumpled heaps, clutching their knees and arms, whilst the make-up clad woman is whimpering on the floor with her fingers bent and broken at strange angles. She scuttles on her elbows until her back is against the wall. 
Cathy pops into existence, her hands over her ears, crouched in the corner. 
“Jesus, Jamie, what -”
“Calm down, Cathy, I didn't kill any of them,” he says, shrugging. 
“Her hand -”
Jamie holds up a small silver revolver. “She was going for this.” He turns around. “Gary, let the forcefield down, for goodness sake.”
Gary hesitates before letting his unscathed forcefield vanish like mist in a strong wind. 
“Bet you're glad you brought me, eh?” he asks, laughing nervously. “I'm so useful -”
“Quiet, Gary,” he says, and squats beside the woman. “Now, sweetheart, look at me. You listening?”
She nods, biting her lip and trying not to glance at her hand. 
Cathy and Gary watch Jamie cock the revolver, and their eyes widen as he rests it against her shoulder, barrel first. 
“Now, I'm going to ask you some questions, and you get one chance to give me an answer, ok? No second chances or games here. Answer me, and my friends and I walk out of here without another word. We'll call you an ambulance and everything,” he says, making sure to direct the last bit towards his inner breast pocket. 
She nods her understanding.
“Ok, now tell me this: what are you doing in Glasgow?”
“We were invited,” she whispers. “By him.”
“Him?”
“You know who I'm talking about.”
Jamie leans closer, and Cathy and Gary give each other a wide eyed look of fear. 
“Say his name, then.”
She leans forward, hissing it. 
“The King.”
 
 
Episode 2
 
Hangover
 
 
 



 
Cathy is crouched beside an injured man, hand wrapped around a bullet wound on his forearm that is seeping blood into the couch he lies on. He scowls at her.
“Keep pressure on it,” she says, her face poker straight.
In the corner, Jamie holds a small silver revolver against a woman's shoulder; her mascara is starting to run with angry, pained weeping, and every breath that she takes is strained by her five broken fingers. 
“Tell me everything that you know about the King,” says Jamie. “Everything.”
“I'll tell you anything,” she says in her broad Birmingham accent, “but not that, mate. Don't make me tell you that.”
A single gunshot cracks the silence, and Cathy stifles a scream, clamping her hands to her ears as the screaming starts. Jamie has fired a single round through the woman's shoulder, and she writhes and screams as he leans over her, snarling.
“Talk.”
She can't talk through her clenched teeth – there's just screaming.
“Jesus Jamie,” shouts Gary, “is that really necessary -”
He turns with his eyes ablaze. “Gary if you can't handle this, go and stand in the hallway.”
Gary says nothing, and Jamie turns back to the woman as her screams break into heavy breaths.
“Ok,” he lowers his voice. “Now talk.”
Tears are flowing freely now. “I – I can't, you don't know what he'll do.”
Jamie rests the barrel against her kneecap, and raises an eyebrow.
“Leave her alone,” growls one of the injured men, trying to get up on a shattered kneecap.
Jamie flickers, and the man collapses with his cheekbone caved in, unconscious and drooling blood. Gary flinches; then Jamie is back, crouched over the woman, a lead pipe in one hand and the revolver back against her knee. 
“You're afraid of the King, I get it,” he says. “But he's not here. I am.”
He cocks the revolver.
Jamie jumps and nearly fires when he feels Cathy's hand on his shoulder. He looks up, angered and impatient.
“Christ, Cathy, don't do that -”
“Put the gun down, son,” she says, squeezing his shoulder.
Jamie narrows his eyes. “What?”
“Put it down. The girl's scared.”
Jamie leans back in confusion as Cathy sits beside the injured woman, and takes her hand.
“What did the King threaten you with?” she asks. “Kids? Family?”
“Listen,” she whispers. “What I can tell you is where he'll be tonight, at midnight.”
“Go on.”
“Give me a map. We're helping him bring guns in.”
“Guns?”
“Yeah. My family knows a lot of arms dealers – it's why he came to us.”
“Sounds like he's building an army.”
“Maybe he is.”
Jamie stares at her; she's fighting to keep the pain from her face. 
“Ok,” he says, finding a little respect for his enemy. He lifts his phone from his pocket and pulls up a map of Glasgow. “Point us there.”
He checks his watch as she scrolls with her good hand through streets strung together like a dream catcher, oranges and reds and blues. 
“We've got two hours,” he says, taking the phone back as she marks the location. He checks it. “Right, I know the place, it's straight up from Charing Cross. We can walk it in about ninety minutes.” He turns to the woman again. “He's definitely going to be there? The King?”
“Aye” she says. “And he'll be expecting me, too -”
“Nice try; you're going to prison sugar.” Jamie lifts the phone to his ear. “Chloe, you there?”
“As always.”
“We've got a possible location for the King, it's on my map. Let the team know, get them to meet us there if possible. We'll need everyone for this. Are the police on their way to my current location?”
“Police and ambulance, yeah.”
“Ok, we'll wait till we hear sirens then leave, don't want this lot alerting the King.”
“Good idea.”
“Gary,” he turns to his team. “You and Cath, gather up all of the guns, phones, wallets, everything. Get a bag and take what's in their fridge too.”
“What?” sneers the injured woman on the floor. “Are you lot living in a garage or something?”
“Something like that, yeah,” says Jamie, smiling. 
 
 
They leave to the sound of distant sirens, huddled in their jackets as the cold settles in for the night. Street-lights flicker in the distance, and the stars sprawl out above them, getting comfortable for the night. Halfway down a street, Jamie ducks into a line of hedges and dumps the plastic bag, making a note on his phone's map.
Someone will pick it up tomorrow.
Leaving as emergency vehicles round the corner, the team disappear into the twilight mist like bad memories. 
 
 
Across town, Mark and Stacy enter the safe-house like tourists, eyes wide and taking in the sights. Trespasser One ushers them in, a bellboy in combat armour, and gives them a brief tour.
The safe-house resembles a bunker, like a basement with rickety stairs leading up to a hatch above them. Moss and damp huddle like old friends in the corner, whilst buzzing florescent lights brighten the room like a cold winter sun. 
Chloe looks over from behind a bank of computer screens and speakers, headphones pressing her short blonde curls down. Standing up, she smiles and takes her headphones off, jogging across the room to them.
She throws her arms around Mark, grinning.
“You're here,” she says, and moves from Mark to Stacy, who returns the embrace. “How the hell have you two been?”
“Surprisingly sober,” says Mark, laughing. 
She looks at the Trespasser, and back to them. Trespasser One is looking around with a raised eyebrow.
“Where is everyone?” he asks.
“I sent them down to Finnieston; the raid was a success. We've got news.”
“What raid?” asks Mark. “What news?”
Chloe looks around at the trio, taking a breath.
“You were right,” she looks at the Trespasser. “The King is back, and he's going to an arms deal tonight. We intercepted the dealers, the team are heading there as we speak. It goes down at midnight.”
“Shit.”
Mark steps between them, confused.
“The King? You're absolutely sure?”
The Trespasser brushes past them, heading for one of the camp-beds. He kneels beside it and pulls a red toolbox out from beneath it. As he clicks it open and searches through it, he talks.
“We knew this might happen. He doesn't know we're coming though – the advantage is ours.”
Stacy grabs his hand out of reflex, and Mark squeezes it, swallowing hard. 
Finally, the Trespasser has assembled a modular assault rifle with a grenade launcher slung under the barrel. He stands up, checks the load, and slings it over his shoulder. 
“Right, Chloe, you got comms and everything up?”
“Yeah, as always, just phone the number when you get there,” she says, returning to her post at the computers. 
“Ok, good, give me a map of the place if you can. You two,” he turns to Mark and Stacy, “I'll understand if you want to sit this out.”
“Yeah,” says Stacy, “I'm a little rusty on the whole combat thing these days. Don't know how much use I'd be anyway.”
“Mark?” he asks. “”We've got a bottle of whiskey here just in case, you want to down it and follow? We could use a heavy hitter.”
Mark looks at Stacy, uncertainty in his eyes.
“I, uh,” he murmurs, “I don't -”
“Don't want to,” the Trespasser jumps in. “It's ok, I understand. I'll see you both when I get back. Chloe?”
“Yeah?”
“Bring these two up to speed on what they've missed.”
She nods, and the Trespasser pats them both on the shoulder as he passes by, running up the stairs and leaving with a slam of the hatch.
 
 
Jamie is sitting in the overgrown hedges, his clothes catching the moisture in the damp air like towels and soaking him to the bone. Everything smells like damp woodland and forestry, despite the road ten feet away. 
He feels his inner coat pocket trembling, and curses: phone call. Answering it without taking it out of his pocket, he puts the earphone in under his hood, and lifts the coat pocket to his mouth.
“Chloe,” he mutters. “What's up?”
“I've got a conference call going on here, you should all be able to hear each other.”
A bunch of voices clamour in confusion over one another, stopping and starting until Chloe blows a hiss of static through their earphones. 
“One at a time,” she scolds them, “and call your bloody names before speaking.”
“Ok, listen,” says Jamie - another hiss of static stabs in his ear. “Chloe, damn it, what the -”
“Call your name!”
“Ok, ok.” he sighs. “This is Jamie, I'm at the location. Gary and Cath are hidden nearby. We're waiting on backup.”
“Ten minutes till the deal,” says Chloe. “Help is inbound, hold your position.”
Jamie rolls his eyes, trying to distance himself from the feeling that this is a military operation. 
Another voice comes through his earpiece, breaking through the garbled ambience of the quiet city; if one car passes, it echoes through their earpieces as it passes each team-member.
This voice is familiar:
“This is Trespasser One. I have Donald with me. I'm above the location, up on the overpass. I can provide cover, but if you'd rather I breach with you guys then -”
“We'll be fine,” says Jamie. “Keep an eye out in case anybody tries to make an escape.”
He looks out from his jungle-esque hideout, scanning his eyes over the shadowed road running above them, over a tunnel to his right. 
“Trespasser, I don't see you,” he says. 
“That's the point, son.”
“Ah.”
“Five minutes,” comes Chloe's voice. 
“This is Trespasser One: what's your plan, Jamie?”
“Walk in,” he says, “and incapacitate anybody that tries to stop me.”
“And if you find the King?”
Jamie reaches into his coat pocket and thumbs the small, silver revolver, warm from his body heat, beating with a pulse of its own as he rotates the cylinder over and over. 
“Jamie?” he asks again, his voice crackling as a van passes by his position. Jamie sees the van's lights flicker overhead.
“I'll bring him in; alive if possible.”
“Good lad. I think that van was one of our marks, by the way.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Plates are fake.”
Jamie knows better than to ask how the Trespasser can tell. He settles into his hideout, squatting amongst the brambles.
“This is Jamie. Are we all ready to move in?”
The replies come back like echoes.
“It's Cathy, I'm, uh, ready -”
“Donald. I'm here -”
“Trespasser One, ready.”
“Gary. Yep.”
Jamie sees the same white van slow at the entrance into the car park, and turn. Its lights wash over the old building, a dilapidated old carpet warehouse or something equally miscellaneous. Boarded windows mark the front, with a car park sprawled in front like a huge doormat, marked only by the two burnt out cars left there by the Destroyer's attack. 
Nobody has bothered to clean the ash from the gravel, and it mixes with the rain to make a thick grime that the van leaves tire trails in. 
“This is Trespasser One,” comes the voice in Jamie's ear. “People getting out the van.”
Jamie stays still, tense and ready to move if the K-word is said, but nothing comes through the ear piece save the silence of held breaths. 
“This is Jamie: Trespasser, any sight of the King?”
“Nothing.”
“Who is it, then?”
“Four men, armed. They're moving towards the building.”
Jamie hears the slam of the van's doors echo through the night. Trespasser One keeps them updated.
“There's someone waiting for them at the door. Wearing a suit -”
“Is it him?” blurts Jamie.
“No.”
“It's midnight, team,” says Chloe. 
“They're inside. Move in,” says the Trespasser. “Take down the van's tires on the way.”
“Got it,” says Jamie, and speaks through the phone to his team. “You heard the man. Move in.”
 
 
Mark sits on a bench behind Chloe as she types away at three different keyboards, a series of speakers hooked up to different phones plugged into other computers with monitors displaying maps, timetables, and other readings that may as well be hieroglyphs to him. Stacy sits across the other end of the room, watching from afar.
“I don't like this,” says Mark, his hands clasped in front of his head.
“They'll be fine,” says Chloe. 
Mark lets out a tense breath. “Chloe, you remember the first time we met?”
“Yeah,” she says, distracted as she tip-taps away on a laptop. “Me and Jamie were about to be gunned down. Then you blasted through a wall in your pants and punched everyone.”
“And you remember that I had Jamie by the collar ten minutes later, because he was going to shoot the King's body double?”
Chloe stops typing, and turns around, looking at him over her shoulder.
“What's your point?”
“If the King is there, Jamie isn't going to bring him in alive.”
Chloe stares at Mark, then over at Stacy, and gives a little shrug.
“Good.”
“Chloe -”
“The King was going to sell me into sex slavery to pay our debt, Mark.” She silences him with a steady glare. “We locked him up once and he just walked out – then nearly killed you. Twice. Then nearly killed Jamie and Tony; then actually killed a lot of people, and is now planning some more insane bullshit. If Jamie had just shot him when he had the chance we wouldn't be here.”
She turns around and goes back to her work. Standing up, Mark escapes the hot air around her and sits beside Stacy in the cool darkness.
“What are you doing over here?” he asks. 
“I don't like sitting next to all the tech,” she says. “I can feel it all. Feels weird, like someone tickling my brain.”
Mark throws her a funny look. “I forget your power sometimes. You ok?”
“Yeah. I'd feel better if we were there helping.”
“You said -”
“I know I said I'm useless in a fight, but...” she shrugs. “If they're taking the King down, it'd be nice to be there. I've never seen him in the flesh.”
“Pray it stays that way.”
She gives him a curious look. “Don't you wish you were there to put him in cuffs yourself? I mean, this guy did do some pretty dark shit to you.”
He grunts. “I'm past it.”
“Oh you've forgiven him? That's cute.”
Mark scowls at her. “What?”
“We both know that's bullshit, Mark. If you wanted to go punching criminals, you'd have to drink. That's why you're not out there.”
“So much for having my back,” he says, leaning forward and looking away from her.
“Hey, man, I've always got your back, you know that. I just don't think you've got your back.”
He looks up at her. “The hell does that mean?”
“It means don't be so hard on yourself. You use your powers to help people. If you were diabetic, I wouldn't think you were strong for not taking insulin, right?”
Mark huffs, turning away again.
“Especially,” she continues, “if insulin gave you superpowers. Nothing wrong with taking medicine for a condition – and in this case, your condition is that you're bloody superman.”
“I'm not a superhero -”
“Shut up Mark,” she sighs, and reaches over to squeeze his forearm. “You properly saved the world a few months back. You couldn't have done that sober.”
She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a few nuts and bolts, and threads them together. As Mark watches, she cups them in her palm and lets them wind their way up and down over and over. It's hypnotic; Mark finds himself drifting away on his thoughts as the bolts roll around her palm like stones on glaciers, the nuts winding up and down the threads like little wheels.
“Do you ever imagine what we could do,” she whispers, squeezing his arm again with her other hand, “if we weren't so afraid of ourselves?”
 
 
Jamie jogs past the van, keeping low, and smiles at the pop-hiss behind him as Gary slashes the tires. Gary's squeaky, thickly accented voice comes through the phone a second after Jamie hears him say it:
“Van is fucked.”
“Neutralised,” whispers Jamie. “The word is neutralised, Gary.”
“Van's fucking neutralised,” comes the reply.
Jamie sighs. 
Another voice cuts through their chatter as they cross the grimy, ash-soaked gravel. 
“This is Trespasser One,” he says. “You're all clear. Remember your training.”
They meet at the door, and Jamie slips the lead pipe out from the inner lining of his jacket, grasping it by the duct-taped handle. Looking to his left, he finds Gary standing with his back against the wall, giving him a thumbs up, and Cathy behind him, her tazer clenched in both hands as though she's afraid of dropping it. 
“If anything happens,” he whispers, “just do your thing and let me do mine, ok?”
They both nod. 
Jamie turns and grasps the door handle; the cold metal stings through his gloves, and he eases it open, wincing at the creaking, and disappears into the gloom with his team. 
 
 
The interior opens up like a supermarket, with a dingy lobby covered in shattered glass from a pair of sliding doors that no longer work. Jamie steps through them, glass crunching underfoot, and lets his eyes adjust to the gloom. 
Rows of shelves like trenches are spread before them, lined with whatever the looters left. Rolls of carpet, clinging onto ash and dust like hoarders. Jamie motions for the others to follow him and, holding his breath, pushes into the darkness.
There are voices in the distance, so he moves towards them, creeping down aisles devoid of customers and light. Only the faintest silver glow comes from the moon outside, let in by the smeared, greasy skylights above them.
Somewhere in the building there's a voice, speaking with such low, fierce power that it sends shivers through the team. It sounds as though the voice is giving a sermon, calling followers to worship.
“Cathy,” he whispers. “Take a look, see what we're dealing with.”
She shakes her head. “I can't see for mist and fog and stuff when I go invisible -”
“Shit,” he whispers. “Ok, I'll do it.”
He crouches at the end of the aisle and inches his face around until his right eye is almost pressed against the edge of the flimsy metal. In the distance, he sees that two electric lights are on, illuminating one corner where men stand in a circle, watching some figure in the middle. 
Jamie strains his eyes, but can barely make out the man speaking, or what he's saying. Someone steps out from the circle, into the centre, and kneels. Like a priest granting a blessing, the shrouded man in the middle touches his head and says something in a low murmur, before allowing the man to stand. 
“Cathy,” whispers Jamie, “get us close, we need to hear what this guy is saying.”
Cathy nods, and holds her hands out. Like a mother walking two children across the road, she takes their hands and heads for the light. Before they leave the aisle, mist envelopes them like a storm, and when it dissipates they are much closer to the sound. 
The light casts shadows here, and the team shy away from it like animals from fire, pressed against the aisle as the minister around the corner delivers his sermon.
“Ok, I'm taking a look,” says Jamie, and flexes the muscle in his mind. The arrow of time crashes straight into a wall formed by his willpower, and everything stops, the colour draining like paint in water. 
He steps out and walks towards the group, lifting the revolver from his pocket. There are at least eight men, all armed with fierce looking assault rifles. They stand like mourners at a funeral, heads bowed and hands clasped, their guns cradled like children in their arms. In one corner are stacks of crates and boxes, one of them opened to reveal the metallic mass of weaponry inside. 
Jamie steps around, and gasps. In the centre, stands a suited man with eyes like black holes, a constant sneer of superiority painted across his face like a tattoo. 
The King. 
He looks at the revolver, and then back at the King. 
Raising the gun, he points it at the King's sneering face. Cursing, he takes a breath to steady his aim, his palms growing slippery with sweat. The barrel shakes with his body, throwing his aim off.
Teeth chattering together, Jamie looks the King in the eye and tries to pull the trigger. It creaks and squeaks, and the hammer starts to move.
Then it comes down again, too heavy for him to lift. 
“The hell is wrong with me,” he whispers.
Cursing under his breath, he pockets the revolver and returns to the aisle.
He lets time flow again, and raises his his phone-pocket to his mouth. As he breathes in his nostrils are coated with the scent of old, dry air, as though the place has been burned from the inside out, leaving nothing but a husk that he's inhaling.
“This is Jamie,” he whispers. “Get in here. It's him.” 
The sermon continues.
 
 
Trespasser One appears like an apparition, Donald crouched in his ill-fitting armour behind him. With nothing more than hand signals, Trespasser One tells them what he wants them to do. As he motions towards each of them in turn, the sermon drones on.
“Son,” drones the King, his voice trembling and swaying like a shaman lost in the fumes. “You have ensured your place in the Kingdom, and a place for your wife, your two children, and your brother's family. You have done the right thing. Do you swear fealty?”
“I do, my King,” comes the timid voice, thick with a London twang. 
“Then stand, and count yourself amongst my men.”
The sermon goes silent, then there is the clatter of another man getting to his knees, and the same things are said, altered slightly to reflect his situation: this man has ensured that his parents will be counted in the Kingdom, they hear.
Trespasser One finishes signing his instructions, and hands Jamie a single metal canister; a stun grenade for him to drop in the centre of the sermon before they move in and subdue the targets. 
Jamie takes it, looks around at his squad, and then vanishes.
 
 
There's a hollow clank as the grenade hits the ground, and Jamie flickers back into existence beside the squad, safe. 
The flash-bang coughs and detonates, met with the sound of pained screaming. Someone fires their rifle, shattering the silence. 
Then the squad attack. 
They round the corner at speed, the Trespasser first with his rifle raised to his shoulder. In the haze, someone scrambles for their gun. Trespasser One blows their shoulder out their back and they collapse, clutching at the wound. The other men lie on the ground, unconscious. Some are bleeding from their ears. 
The Trespasser raises his hand and the squad stop behind him. There's one figure standing in the darkness, head down, wearing a navy blue suit. 
As the smoke drifts and clears like fog on a moor, they see the King smiling, his shoulders starting to shake with laughter. 
 
 
Mark and Stacy stand at Chloe's back, watching: she alerts the police with an anonymous tip and plots the team's escape route on a digital map, all whilst listening to them through the numerous phones and speakers. 
They flinch as they hear the flash-bang go off.
Then all is silent.
One gunshot, then silence again. 
“Paul King,” says a voice, and they all exchange a look. It's Trespasser One's voice. “This is a citizen's arrest, for countless crimes including multiple homicide. Put your hands on your head and get on your knees.”
There is no reply.
Instead, they hear laughter, followed by screaming and gunshots.
Then silence once more. Stacy turns and runs for the camp bed.
Chloe looks up at Mark, terror in her eyes.
“Go,” she pleads. “Go.”
Before he can hesitate, Stacy returns with a bottle of whiskey. 
She puts it in Mark's hand, and he stares at it, feeling the weight.
“I'll meet you there,” says Stacy. “Go.”
He nods, and runs for the hatch.
 
Episode 3
 
Scattered to the Winds
 
 



 
Jamie throws himself out of harm's way. 
The King is a blur, rocketing forward without warning. Trespasser One puts three rounds into him before his gun is wrenched from his hands. Unarmed now, his training kicks in – he gets his elbows up to block the King's strike; but the King isn't just fast. 
He's strong.
The King's blow snaps Trespasser One's arm, and before a scream can leave his lips the King drives a punch into his stomach that silences him, throwing him through the air until he crashes into a bare shelf. It crumples under his weight and he falls, limp, to the floor. 
Jamie focuses his mind, stopping time as he runs for Trespasser One's body. He skids to a halt, crouching beside him. 
“Hey, Tony, come on man, get up,” he whispers.
Nothing.
He lets time come back, whipping his head around as he shakes Trespasser One, trying to get a response. 
 
 
The rest of the squad scatter as the King rushes into their ranks. Cathy and Donald flinch back as the King descends upon them. A blue wall of force blossoms from the air and pushes the King back before he can strike them. The King looks at it, spite in his eyes.
Gary is biting his cheeks, standing over Donald and Cathy with one hand on his head and the other outstretched, holding the field in place.
The King smiles as he looks at Gary, and raps his knuckles on the forcefield to test it.  
Cathy sees the intention in his eyes, and reaches up for Gary's hand.
“Hold on, son,” she mumbles. Donald holds on to her other hand, and they stare into the black, bottomless eyes of the King.
He smiles; then his fist blurs, and he drives it into the forcefield. Gary cries out as though he himself had been hit, and falls to his knees. A crack spreads along the forcefield as though it's glass, and the King steps back and throws another brutal punch at it.
The field shatters, and blood spurts from Gary's nose as if he had been struck. He collapses, and the King rushes forward -
Nothing. 
Cathy pulls them away, out of this universe and into another place, leaving thin air where they stood before, and a single puddle of blood on the floor.
The King turns and sees Jamie, crouched over the Trespasser, checking for a pulse.
 
 
Jamie looks up, and sees the King approaching. His stomach flips; he grabs the Trespasser and focuses, stopping time for them again. 
The King is frozen in mid-stride, staring straight at him. Jamie takes the revolver from his pocket and points it at the King.
This time, there's no hesitation. He fires once, twice, the gun bucking in his hands. The cylinder rotates again, clicking empty.
Jamie takes a breath, and lets time begin to flow again, holding the King's gaze.
The King flinches and stops as the bullets crack against his skull and leave the room in silence.
Rubbing his forehead, he gives Jamie the strangest, good-natured laugh and shakes his head, looking at him as though he is a misbehaving child. 
“Is this all?” he asks, and strolls towards Jamie, meandering to link his hands behind his back. “To think I once had to skirt around you people.”
“Jamie,” Chloe's voice comes in through his ear peice. He holds a poker face, giving away nothing as the King comes closer. “Jamie, Mark is on the way, get out of there.”
Jamie can't help but feel a pang of hope when he hears his friend's name. 
“Ok,” says Jamie, sighing.
He gives Trespasser One's body a long, heartfelt stare and pats his shoulder, whispering something like an apology. Then he stands up, taking a deep breath and sliding the lead pipe out of his jacket. 
He faces the King.
“What do you want me to say?” he asks the King, spreading his arms wide.
The King narrows his eyes. “Ah, I know you. You; you were the man in the rain. You're the one that beat me, all those months ago.”
“In the flesh.”
The King lets him have a kind smile and points to his weapon. “You know, a lead pipe isn't going to do much. You'd have been better off with the revolver.”
“That didn't do much either.”
“It might have.”
“We'll see.”
“Yes we will,” he says, biting his lip. “Now I only count five of you here tonight. I think we're short one or two. In particular, a man I was very interested to speak to...”
“Is that so?” asks Jamie, keeping his voice flat and level. He fights to stop the trembling in his voice. 
“Yes. Where is Mark?”
“I don't know.”
“Not with you at least, like he used to be. You know, after the whole almost-apocalypse thing I expected to see him flying around Glasgow with a cape on. I'm disappointed.”
The King takes a step forward, smiling.
“Do you think he'd come if he knew that I was hurting you?”
That's when the roof explodes inwards, and a bearded human shape crashes into the ground. 
 
 
The dust clears and Mark, one bottle of whiskey sloshing in his stomach, stumbles up out of the crater, grabbing at the aisles to steady himself. His eyes are out of focus, and his jaw is slack, setting his face in a permanent out-of-breath grimace; he looks confused. 
Seeing Jamie, he waves, smiling. 
The King looks at Jamie, then at Mark. “Well, speak of the devil.”
“Right,” says Mark, stumbling forward. “Jamie, get everyone out of here.”
Jamie nods, and vanishes along with Trespasser One's body.
“You,” Mark points at the King. “You're coming with me.”
The King laughs. “Well, what can I say Mark, you caught me.” 
He puts his wrists out as though waiting to be handcuffed.
Mark narrows his eyes and takes a long, hard look at the King, as if trying to figure out what's wrong. The King sniffs once, looking up as he thinks.
“Wait, I'm smelling... is that whiskey? Eighteen years at least, something oaky -”
“Ok, jail time,” says Mark, and grabs the King's arm. He starts to drag him, and jerks to a stop as though he has dropped anchor. He tugs again, and turns in confusion.
The King isn't moving.
“Wait, what -”
He barely even feels the King hit him. 
 
 
Jamie lets time start again when he's outside, and falls to his knees in the misty rain with Trespasser One's body in his arms. 
“Come on Tony, what's the point in all that armour if you just die after one punch, don't be such a bloody woman.” He looks around in the mist. “Donald? Don where the -”
Cathy materialises beside him, Gary hanging over Donald's shoulder with one arm. 
“Ah shit,” whispers Donald. “Here, Cath, take Gary.”
Cathy takes his weight: he stumbles onto her like a drunk to his mother, arms wrapped around her neck.
Donald crouches beside the Trespasser. Jamie lets him flop onto the ground, lifting his mask off his face to reveal closed eyes and a slack jaw with blood trickling from one side. 
“Don,” he whispers. “Is there – y'know, is there anything -”
“Maybe,” he says, and lays his hands on Tony's body.
Behind them there's an almighty crash, like thunder peeling across the plains.
“Is that Mark?” asks Cathy, ducking with another crash.
“Yeah. I think he's pretty wasted.”
“Good,” she says. 
“Here goes,” whispers Donald, and closes his eyes.
The fire starts to flow from his hands into Trespasser One's body. 
 
 
Mark pulls himself out of the broken aisles and rubble, brushing bricks off of himself, cursing as he trips and stumbles. When he is upright he sees the King hands behind his back again, tutting and shaking his head.
“I remember how afraid I once was of you,” he says. “A man considered unstoppable by conventional means – but now I hold that same power and do you know what, Mark?”
Mark leaps for him, and before his blow lands the King has sidestepped out of the way and driven an elbow into his spine, slamming him into the ground. Mark writhes, trying to get up as the King puts his foot on his back with all of his strength, grinding him into the broken concrete. 
“I realised,” he says through gritted teeth, “that the power changes nothing. Even with all this strength, you're still only as powerful as you are prepared to be.”
Mark puts all of his effort into his core, and rolls, grabbing the King's foot before he can retract it. Holding his ankle close to his chest, Mark twists and wrenches the King to the ground with him. They scramble for one another, and Mark gets a struggling, desperate knee into his ribs, sending him reeling back.
Laughing, the King leaps to his feet, brushing himself down and fixing his hair.
“Passable,” he says. “But this is senseless. I'm trying to make a point, son.”
Mark puts one hand on his knee, trying to get his breath back and swallow away the dryness in his dust-coated throat. 
“Then make it,” he grunts. 
“Ok,” says the King, holding up his hands and giving him an innocent, naïve smile. “We both want the same thing. We've known this since we first met.”
Mark scowls, throwing his hands up. “You want to control the entire city -”
The King clears his throat, stopping him. “Actually, I'm thinking the country now. Never had the powers before, did I?”
“Whatever,” sighs Mark. “You think the people need to be controlled. You weren't right then, and you aren't right now.”
“On the contrary,” says the King. “How do you intend to help people, Mark? By inspiring them? By enforcing someone else's law? You want to control them as much as I do, you just want to do it whilst maintaining some veneer of heroism.”
Mark waves him away. “Oh save me the philosophy lesson, we're not in a bloody comic.”
“You're right,” he admits. “We're not. Which is why trying to punch me away is going to get you nowhere.”
Mark shrugs. “Worth a try.”
“Well let me spare you the effort, Mark. I've tried to kill you, and failed. Now that we're on a more even footing, I'm sure you can understand the futility of trying to do the same to me.”
“I don't have to kill you to beat you.”
“What are you going to do then? What prison could possibly hold me?”
Mark looks at him, then glances away, frowning. 
“You could,” says the King, “cover me in weights and throw me into the Marianas Trench. But I'd climb out eventually. You could bury me miles under the Earth. But I'd dig out eventually.”
Looking up at him, Mark's face hardens. 
“Are you telling me that I have to kill you?”
“That won't work either.”
“It won't, eh?”
“I've tried, Mark. Pushed my power to its limits. Insofar as I can tell, I can't be killed. Not by force, nor trauma, nor asphyxiation like your good self. It seems that no matter what you do, living in a world where I exist is just something you're going to have to get used to.”
“What do I have to do,” sighs Mark, leaning against the rubble, “for you to just piss off and leave Glasgow alone?”
“Not a deal I'm looking to make, I'm afraid. I want what's best for the people, Mark.”
“You want a dictatorship -”
“And what? You have a better idea? These people – those left here – are filth, Mark. You know as well as I do, people need to be made to bring out the best in themselves, lest they spend their lives scurrying about endlessly seeking -” he spits, “- wealth, and goods, and sex, and temporary escapes from their misery.”
“If that's what they want,” says Mark, “then who are you to tell them otherwise?”
“Who am I?” asks the King. “Who are you? Who are you to rob these people of a world without crime, without poverty and hunger?”
“And who are you,” says Mark, still struggling to breathe, “to rob them of a world without fear?”
The King laughs. “All this coming from a drunk man. What – were you in the pub when they shone the bat signal?”
Mark says nothing, pursing his lips.
“Oh -” says the King, stopping himself and laughing again. “Is that – is that just how you spend your evenings? Glasgow's saviour: a drunk. That's... wow, that's kind of poetic.”
“I'm no the one claiming to be Glasgow's saviour.”
“No – and if you were I'd laugh. A drunk. Is that what you were doing when my men came for you? When the fire came for you? You were drinking yourself into a hole weren't you?”
Mark says nothing – he's still breathless. 
“I'll bet the fire just felt like another round of the shakes for you. Do you remember that feeling? I can practically still taste it, when that burning ball of hatred came for me.” The King lowers his voice and for a moment, he isn't gloating. He sounds genuine. “When it hit me, I was filled with such an intense thirst for violence – for power, for revenge. It almost consumed me, turned me feral like those mindless animals that tore the city apart. Do you remember that?”
Mark frowns. “That never happened to me.”
“No? Oh, of course,” he corrects himself, “you got the other alien, didn't you? The green one.”
“The Protector.”
“Aye, him. Do you remember how he died?”
Mark says nothing.
“He was defeated, Mark. Do you remember? Beaten by the Destroyer – the thing that gave you your powers was beaten by the thing that gave me mine. Do you think that means anything? Did you notice that five of you haven't been able to so much as bruise me yet?”
Snarling, Mark leaps for him – but the King is ready.
Mark's first punch misses, and the King grabs his arm, forcing it up and driving his elbow into his exposed ribs. The weight of the blow drives the air from Mark's lungs; spittle flies from his mouth. Before he can get away, the King swings him like a hammer, throwing him through three metal aisles before he comes crashing to a stop, still struggling for air. 
As he gets up, the King blinks into the air beside him, faster than Mark can track.
“Don't get up, Mark. Don't make this harder than it has to be.”
He tries to grunt a reply, a scathing insult of some sort, but the words and the air won't come. Nevertheless, he tries to sit up, and the King blurs into the air beside him, punch after punch raining on his aching ribs. Mark gets his hands up to protect himself, but the King just punches him elsewhere. Every time he moves his arms to protect himself, the King targets another exposed area.
Mark screams, unable to escape or fight back. In his thrashing, desperate attempts to free himself of the King's assault, his foot finds purchase on the broken floor: he pushes with all his strength, rocketing away from the King's anger and skidding across the grimy floor. 
The King leaps after him and punches a small crater in the floor where Mark was a second ago, and looks up, expecting to see him – but Mark is gone. Laughing, the King takes a breath and puts his hands on his hips. 
“Hiding, now? Not very heroic, Mark -”
Mark comes rocketing out of the darkness like a missile, straight into the King's chest, cutting him off mid-sentence. They tumble across the floor, until Mark ends up kneeling over the King, hands around his throat. The King stares into his eyes, his face trembling as Mark tries to choke the life from him. 
The King smiles back at him.
“See?” whispers the King, placing his palms on the edge of Mark's head like a proud parent, even as Mark tightens his grip. “You can't kill me. There's nothing you can do to stop me. Nothing.”
The King holds Mark's head in his hands, and with such speed that Mark barely manages to react, brings his hands around and forces his thumbs into Mark's eyes. Crying out, Mark bats his hands and away and clutches his eyes, rolling away, scrambling for cover.
He opens his eyes as he stumbles to his feet, blinking twice to check that he's ok, and that's when the King zips in again, delivering a flurry of blows to him that knocks him off his feet.
Mark lies on the ground, sobriety coming to him, blood trickling from his nose. He can barely breathe, every movement is agony. 
“You can no more stop me, Mark,” says the King, fixing his shirt cuffs, “than you can stop the Earth from spinning. You'll be the first casualty – then your friends. Decades from now, you'll only be remembered as a footnote: a man whose greatest achievement was failing to stand in the way of real progress.”
The King stands over Mark, cracks his knuckles, and kneels down. Like a doctor, he rolls up his sleeves and rubs his palms together, placing them on either side of Mark's head. Struggling, trying to roll away, Mark is helpless. 
“Shh, shh,” whispers the King. “I'll make it quick, don't worry. It'll be quick -”
Before he can snap Mark's neck, Mark grabs his hands by the wrists and yanks him down towards him, bringing his head up at the same time and driving his forehead into the King's nose. Reeling back, the King is open for a split second.
Mark leaps to his feet, grabs the King by the throat, and jumps as hard as he can. 
 
 
Trespasser One opens his eyes, and looks around at his squad: they are silhouettes in the mist, framed against the light of the moon. 
“What -” he says, his voice a rasping whisper. “What happened?”
“You had severe internal haemorrhaging,” says Donald, leaning back and getting his breath back. His nose is trickling blood, which Cathy cleans with a handkerchief for him. He bats her away. “The King punched you.”
“That bastard has powers,” says Trespasser One. He sits up, looking around at a loss. “Where's my gun?”
“Guns aren't any use,” says Jamie. “We need to get out of here.”
“Wait – where's the King?”
“In there with -”
 The roof explodes across the parking lot, and two entangled figures rocket into the air, separating and vanishing into the darkness.
“Oh no,” whispers Jamie.
 
 
Stacy is at the wheel of a car, speeding through the empty streets with the wipers whipping back and forth.
“Come on, come on,” she whispers, running another red light. Her knuckles are white, and she's shaking from both the cold and the adrenaline.
“Stacy?” comes a voice from the phone sitting on her thigh.
“Chloe?”
“Yeah – listen, Jamie just reported in. They're ok”.
She lets out a tense breath. “Oh thank god.”
“They're heading home.”
“What about Mark? Is he ok?”
“Jamie said he leapt into the sky with the King, roughly north judging from his description. I'm listening to the police scanner for things falling from the sky; it sounds like he's landed next to the Possilpark train station.”
“Ok, I'll head there and see if I can find him.”
“No, Stacy, listen -”
“He could be hurt, Chloe. He might need help.”
“Stacy, the King was with him. There's a fifty-fifty chance you'll find the King instead of Mark: they're saying he has powers now, you won't stand a chance against him.”
She digests this, and shrugs. “He won't know who I am.”
“It's too risky, Stacy. Just come home, Mark's a tough lad, he'll be fine.”
Stacy looks at the road ahead, her headlights cutting through the darkness, and then hangs up the phone. She drives north.
 
 
Mark lies in a muddy crater, letting the rain cleanse him. His stomach is a twisted, knotted mess filled with bile and anxiety, and with every breath he can feel his ribs bend and crack like old rusted steel.
Pale orange light finds his skin, a flickering street light fighting against the darkness for a moment before fizzling out with a pop. Groaning, Mark twists himself over and gets to his knees, hunched in the sodden mud with his nose dripping blood. 
He looks around and sees nothing but empty buildings, boarded windows hanging off like worn bandages. It's a place without life – like a tired old animal lying down and accepting its fate. 
Mark struggles to his feet, one hand on his aching chest as he stumbles towards the abandoned buildings. His feet slip on the mud, and the drink and the pain blur his vision; everything is an inky smear, as though the rain is rinsing the world away from him.
When he stumbles onto the road, he's so out of it that Stacy almost runs him over. 
 
 
Stacy parks the car and throws herself out of it, turning the locks with her mind as she jogs towards Mark. The cold rain hits her, stinging her flushed cheeks. Mark is still standing in the middle of the road, looking at her with a mixture of confusion and annoyance.
“Stacy?” he asks. His voice sounds like tearing metal. 
“Mark,” she crosses her arms, and walks towards him like a cautious animal, one deliberate step at a time. As she gets closer, the moonlight shows her the bruises and cuts covering Mark's face, swollen and battered. “Christ,” she whispers, “you look like hell.”
“What are you doing out here?” he asks her. She stands a few pace away from him, uneasy about stepping in further.
“I came to get you. Everyone made it out. Come on, we can head back to the safe house -”
“I'm not going back,” he says, and walks away, towards the abandoned houses. 
“Mark?” she walks after him, her voice echoing through the hollow town. “Ok, let me get you a drink or something -”
“No drink,” he shouts without turning. 
He stops at a fence, leaning on it with both hands like he's getting his breath back. Stacy catches him up, standing behind him and looking up at the shells of houses. The rain trickles from her soaked hair into her eyes, making her make-up run. 
“Look at this. These houses were abandoned,” says Mark, staring down at the ground. “There just wasn't any reason to stay for these people.”
“Or maybe,” she whispers, the rain plastering her hair against her forehead, “it was because a massive alien nearly destroyed the world nearby.”
Mark silences her with a look, and she shrugs. Glowering, Mark turns back to the empty houses.
“He was right.”
“The King?”
Mark nods. “Glasgow is falling apart – there's nothing here anymore, and the people aren't going to fix it unless someone leads them.”
“So lead them,” says Stacy. 
“They won't follow an alcoholic.”
“You're not an alcoholic, I've told you.”
“Even if people would follow my example,” he sighs. “There's no way to stop the King. He's stronger and faster than me, and he doesn't need to be drunk to do it. He won't let me help the city.”
“There has to be something we can do to him. I mean, even you need to breathe, right?”
“Apparently he doesn't. I had my hands around his neck and – nothing. Plus, we can't imprison him.”
“So what – we have to kill him?”
“Don't just say it like that, Stace.” 
“Why not? He's a psychopath – a dangerous criminal hell-bent on controlling everybody that he sees.” 
He turns to her. “Look, if killing him is the only way to stop him, fine. But I don't think we can. He's practically invincible.”
“The others might have an idea of how to stop him. There's got to be something, right?”
“I'm not going back to the safe-house, Stace.”
“What? Why?”
“I don't want to.”
“You haven't even seen Jamie or any of them, don't you want to at least say hello?”
“Hello would be followed by a discussion on how to stop the King. Plan A: get Mark really drunk and set him loose. I'm not a weapon, and that won't work.”
“You mean,” says Stacy, “that you're not going back because you might have to drink again.”
He bites his bottom lip. “All I can taste is that horrible whiskey after-taste. My breath is disgusting. My chest feels all burned and tight and stuff. I've got the shakes already. I like a drink Stacy, but not this much, christ. I just want to stop being drunk for a while, ok?”
“But if it means stopping him...?”
Mark ignores her and walks around the fence, pulling back the board on a broken window.
“I'll need to lay low,” he says. “You head back if you want.”
She throws her hands up. “Well I'm not leaving you on your own am I? God, fine, we'll sleep in -” she looks up at the house, “- the set of a horror movie, apparently.”
Mark holds the board open like a doorman, managing a weak smile as she clambers into the gloom. 
 
 
 



Episode 4
 
The Long Night
 



 
There's silence in the safe-house, hanging over everyone like a headache and making them seem so much smaller. 
Trespasser One, stripped of his armour and sitting in his vest and shorts, perches on the edge of a camp bed, his half-burned face pale and gaunt. He looks around at his squad – all there bar Mark and Stacy – and sees them unwilling to meet his eyes. Their fight with the King is still fresh in their mind, their expressions stuck in the same fearful grimace. 
“We didn't get the guns, did we?” he asks. Nobody says anything; they know the answer. “Not that it matters. He doesn't need guns to be a threat.”
“How are you feeling?” asks Cathy.
Trespasser One glances over at Donald, and smiles. “I'm fine.” He turns to the rest of them. “We did a good job; we know things about the King now that are game-changers. We know what he wants.”
“We've always known what he wants,” says Chloe, looking up from her perch on Jamie's knee. “Total control of every soul in this city.”
“Well now it's within his reach,” says Trespasser One. “Any news on Mark?”
She shakes her head. “Nothing after that text from Stace saying they were fine.”
“Definitely from her?”
“Yeah, code word at the end was right.”
Trespasser One puts his hand on his chin, then leans forward into his hands and steeples his fingers, letting a tense breath ripple between his palms. He gazes into the floor, talking to himself under his breath.
Gary, still cradling his aching head in one hand, lifts his eyes. 
“What do we do, guys?”
“Stop him,” says Jamie, breaking his silence. They look over at him, sitting like a king with Chloe draped over him, their foreheads touching. His clouded features are still shiny with sweat. 
Cathy responds. “I don't think it's going to be that simple, son. I mean, if Mark can't beat him -”
“We think outside the box. Maybe Donald's power will affect him,” he shrugs. “Or mine. We haven't tried everything.”
Donald shakes his head. “Even if we can hurt him somehow, where do we put him? What prison can hold him?”
Jamie's words turn the air cold. “Who said anything about prison?”
Trespasser One shrugs. “I'm inclined to agree. He's too dangerous to be allowed to live.”
“I'm not killing again,” says Donald, shaking his head. “I'm a doctor for christ's sake.”
“We aren't asking you to, Don,” says Jamie. “I'd have done it myself if the bastard wasn't bullet proof.”
“I have an idea,” says the Trespasser. “The first time I ever met Mark, I had to take him down without killing him. He was shrugging off cannon rounds from a helicopter, so I shot him in the face with an expanding foam compound to stop him breathing. Knocked him out. That was Agency technology, but I could probably get my hands on it again.”
Chloe looks up. “You think that would work on the King?”
“Worth a try. He's human.”
“Barely.”
Jamie clears his throat. “Speaking of the Agency...”
“What?”
“Why don't we let them know what's going on? Their resources would come in useful.”
Trespasser One shoots down the idea. “The King would tear them to pieces. I won't bring soldiers here just to die.”
“Whatever we do,” says Gary, “it has to be soon. If he's going for this whole Kingdom idea, there's not much standing in his way is there?”
Jamie answers him before the Trespasser can. 
“He'll need cameras, and soldiers. Best guess is that his soldiers take the main routes in and out of Glasgow – probably why he's been convincing criminal collectives from across the country to join him, and arming them. By virtue of his power alone, he can just declare Glasgow his own and kill anybody that tries to stop him. That's how a nation is born, right?”
Gary scoffs. “Wouldn't they just drop a nuke on him? I mean, a city of criminals, that's a golden target. Wipe out all your problems in one blast.”
“He'll keep the civilians here,” says Jamie. “His Kingdom needs citizens. Hostages, essentially.”
“So we've got a rough idea of how,” says Cathy. “The question is, when?”
“He could do it now,” says Trespasser One. “There's nothing stopping him except his own timetable.”
“You know what I think we should do?” asks Jamie, looking around at the sodden, gloomy group. 
The smell of rain has followed them in, stuffing up the place with sweat, blood and fear. It smells like a slaughterhouse.
“What?” asks Donald.
“I think we should get out of Glasgow.”
Even Chloe gives him a strange look, leaning back to scowl at him. 
“Whatever the King has planned, he's not going to let his 'citizens' leave. If we're here when his Kingdom becomes a reality, we'll be at the mercy of him and his entire army. We'll be at a major disadvantage.”
“If we leave, we can't help,” says Donald. 
“Says who? There's better ways to beat the King than us all ganging up and fighting him. We've proven that already.”
“Guys,” says Chloe, silencing them. “Can anyone else hear that?”
They stop and listen: the crackle-hiss of the radio over by her tech-desk. 
Cathy nods. “That's the police scanner.”
Chloe leaps off Jamie's lap and rushes to the bank of monitors. “Maybe they picked up on our tip? Found the King?”
“For their sake, I hope not,” says Jamie.
She crashes onto the seat and jams the headphones on, focusing. The rest of the squad follow, clamouring round her and hushing each other, until silence falls. 
“What is it?” hisses Gary. 
Her eyes unfocus, and she lifts the headphones off like a surgeon removing his mask after a failed operation. 
“Pitt Street,” she says, pushing herself back from the desk and tensing up. “Maryhill Road. Two police stations in the city centre.”
Trespasser One pushes her. “And?”
“Both requesting armed response backup, immediately.”
“Oh shit,” whispers Donald. “It's happening. He's doing it right now.”
Gary steps away and rushes for his campbed, where his armour lies. “We need to get to those stations and help -”
“It's too late for them,” says Trespasser One, signalling to everyone to get suited up. They disperse as he shouts over the clatter: “The King will eliminate any resistance and then broadcast his intent. Units are probably already taking the motorways, the train stations, and so on. It's too late to stop that.”
“If it's too late,” shouts Jamie as he fastens his armour on and begins to pull his long coat over the top, “then why are we suiting up?”
Chloe flicks every monitor on as her fingers dance across the keyboards. “Tony, are you thinking what I am?”
“He's going to need to broadcast.”
“The BBC building,” she answers him. “Right?”
“Right,” says Trespasser One. “He'll want something with reach, something live: where better than the place they broadcast the news from?”
“That's where you're heading,” says Stacy. “Right on the edge of the river.”
“Masks on,” says Trespasser One. “We don't want our faces on the news.”
“So what's the plan?” asks Cathy as she helps Gary with his armour. 
Trespasser One pulls a pump-action shotgun from his toolbox, the end sawn off, and checks it over as he talks. 
“We wait there until he shows up,” says Trespasser One, “and then we kill him.”
“What, we just default to killing him?” asks Cathy.
The click-clack of preparation stops, and she gets a series of low, disappointed looks.
“What?” she asks, and then the realisations sets in. “Oh my god, am I the only one here that hasn't killed someone? Really?”
“Hi I'm Gary,” says Gary in mocking tones as he suits up, “and I'm a murderer. Well done Gary, sit down, you're very brave. Welcome to murderers anonymous.”
“It was self defence,” says Donald. “You remember the whole Destroyer thing, you were there. We all took lives.”
Cathy looks at the ground. “I just kinda forgot that those were people.”
“Less talking,” shouts Trespasser One, “more preparing. We're on a very limited time here. Vehicles?”
Jamie answers. “I found us two earlier, got them waiting outside.”
“Good. Chloe?” 
She looks up. “Yeah?”
“Can you get a hold of Mark and Stacy?”
“I've tried a hundred times.”
“Try one more. Send them a text explaining what's happening. We could use those two especially, even if it's just Stacy to shut down the broadcast. The King is nothing without his public image.”
“He's kind of a super-powered invincible maniac without his public image,” says Gary.
“I'll try,” says Chloe. “Now, everyone accept the incoming call.” 
Over the static and beeping of her bank of computers, they hear half a dozen echoes from each of their phones coming out a speaker. 
Trespasser One pulls his face-mask on, leaving only his eyes visible, and loads his shotgun, pumping the slide with a satisfying crunch.
“We're ready,” he says. “Stay in touch.”
They head for the hatch.
 
 
Jamie is the last one out, and before he goes he jogs back over to Chloe's workstation and leans over. She briefly takes her headphones off and gives him a flustered look.
“Jamie there's no time, you need to -”
He touches her, and the world turns grey as he lifts his face-mask off. The two of them are the brightest thing in the room, almost sparkling. 
“No time?” he asks, smiling.
She relaxes, looking up at him with her big blue eyes. “What is it?”
“Two things,” he says. “First -”
He leans in and kisses her, their noses brushing together as he pulls away with a coy smile. 
“Fair enough,” she laughs. “The second thing?”
His face darkens so suddenly that it unsettles her, and she slides back in her chair. 
“No matter what happens tonight, I don't want you here when I get back.”
She looks at him as though she doesn't recognise him. “What?” 
“If this fails, the King is going to make Glasgow just like it was before, and if he finds you then he's going to try and cash that debt we owe him. And I might not be here to do anything about it this time.”
“I'm not leaving,” she says, “not until all of you do.”
“Just get out of Glasgow, sweetheart,” he says, begging. “I can't do this with a clear head if I'm worrying for you. Just get far away, ok?”
“No. We go together, or not at all. That's how we've always worked.”
They stare at each other in silence, clashing without words.
“Chloe -”
“End of discussion,” she says, and reaches out of her chair to put a hand on his cheekbone and kiss him. As she pulls away, she tiptoes up to his ear. “Put him in the ground, Jamie.”
He nods, and steals a last kiss.
Colour returns to the world, and Chloe falls backwards onto her chair with a heavy sigh. 
Jamie is gone. 
 
 
Mark sits on a dusty, stained carpet in the shivering darkness, his weathered face cast in shadow by the cold light of a phone screen. Stacy comes through from another room with two bottles of white wine in her hands, the glass clinking together as she shakes them. 
“Look what I found in the cupboard,” she says, and attempts a smile. “Should help us sleep if nothing else.”
“I don't want any,” he says, staring at his phone.
“Well that's very well Mark,” she sighs, “but you need it, so shut up and take a bottle.”
He doesn't look up as she offers it to him, his gaze fixed on the phone. 
“Fine,” she sighs, and tosses it into his lap. “What are you reading about?”
“Nuclear bombs.”
She gives him a look that he doesn't see. “Nice cheery topic then.”
“I'm trying to figure out if I could survive one.”
“And could you?”
“Well, comparing the force required to break my skin when I'm only tipsy to the force of, say, a ten kilo-ton nuclear explosion is fairly hard maths to do mentally.”
“Doesn't your phone have a calculator?”
“Well yeah but it doesn't do scientific notation Stace.”
He hasn't looked up yet.
“Uh, Mark?”
“Hm?”
“Why are you looking this up?”
“Because the Kingdom is going to happen.”
She squints. “And you're going to nuke the King?”
“No”, he says. “But the rest of the world might.”
“Ah, so you're wondering if you could survive it?”
“I'm wondering,” he finally looks up, and she sees the dark rings around his eyes, “if he could.”
“Could he?”
He goes back to the phone. “Haven't figured that out yet.”
She unscrews the top of her bottle and takes a swig, grimacing. “Ugh, it tastes like feet.”
He doesn't respond.
“Hey, Mark?”
“Hm?”
“Like – what if he can survive it?”
“That's what I'm worried about.” he says, and with a sigh he turns the phone off and looks up at her, two silhouettes in the gloom. “If the biggest bombs that mankind has can't kill him, then he will, eventually, take over the entire world. Through attrition more than anything else. Humanity would be powerless.”
“They'd think of something.”
“I hope so,” he says. 
The phone lights up again, exposing the kind smiles on both of their faces. 
“Text?” she asks. 
“From Chloe,” he growls. “Again. I wish they'd leave me -” he stops talking as the words nail themselves to his eyes. “Oh.”
“What? Don't just 'oh' me, you know I hate that -”
“It's happening. It's happening right now.”
“What is?”
“The Kingdom. Do you know the rough direction of the BBC building? The one by the Clyde?”
“Uh, kinda, roughly. Use the map on your phone Mark, jesus, it's not the nineties.”
“Good point,” he says. “Ok..”
He stands up and takes a deep breath as though he's about to plunge into the ocean.
“I hope this is worth it,” he whispers, with an open-handed slap, knocks the top of the wine bottle off, sending shards of glass across the room. Mark downs the bottle in a matter of seconds before reaching down and taking Stacy's bottle from her flinching hand.
“Sorry,” he mumbles as he punches the top off of it and empties it into his open mouth.
Wine and drool run in wiry rivers through his beard, drenching it. Stacy stands up, brushing herself down in the darkness. 
“I'm not sitting another one out,” she says. “Is this it? Are we going to get the King?”
“Yeah,” he says, and turns to her, their faces hidden by the night. “If you want to come with me, I'm going to have to jump with you.”
“That's fine,” she says. 
“It's kinda scary. We're gonna be really high up.”
“I'll close my eyes.”
“If you vomit on me I swear -”
“You smell like piss and vomit anyway, man.”
He shrugs, and sweeps her off her feet like an eager groom. She laces her hands around his neck and buries her head in his chest.
“Let's go then,” he says, and walks with her in his arms to the front door.
He kicks it open, and is careful not to hit her head as he walks out into the dark street.
“Ok,” she says, pulling her phone from her pocket as he starts to swagger down the empty, moonlit road. “Turn like, thirty degrees right.”
Mark does a ninety degree turn.
“No, no,” she sighs, “like half of that.”
“Right direction?”
“Let me put my phone away first.”
She stuffs it in her pocket, fastens her coat, and holds on. Gritting her teeth and closing her eyes, she grimaces against his neck. 
He can feel her shaking.
“You sure about this?” he asks. “We could get a taxi -”
“Out here? No chance. Just jump before I change my -”
“Ok.”
There's a deep boom, followed by the echo of a woman screaming. 
 
 
The BBC building overlooks the River Clyde, a dark churning vein running through the heart of the city. Its lights sparkle in the murk of the river like stars in the sky. Two cars screech to a stop outside, on the pavement, and their doors are flung open.
Jamie follows the Trespasser out of the car, wincing at the cold as the squad converges on the large glass doors leading into the lobby. The doors open automatically, beckoning them inside to the cavernous, colourful room, filled with stairs and pillars and the scent of coffee. 
“There's nobody here,” says Jamie, looking around. 
The squad draw to a stop, and as they examine the scene the little details come together.
One glass panel has a crack in it, at head height. 
Two bullet holes in a chair, a smear of red on the ground.
Brass casings from fired rounds catch the light. 
A single paper cup with its still-steaming contents strewn across the ground.
“We're too late,” whispers Cathy. “He's here.”
“Not just him,” says the Trespasser. “He wouldn't need to use a gun, and those are rifle rounds. Seven point six two, probably assault rifles. He has his soldiers with him.”
Donald steps back, closer to the squad. “Where are all the people?”
 “Best guess?” says the Trespasser. “Hostages. Worst guess, dead.”
Then the ground trembles, and a cloud of dust and debris billows outside, in the car park.
Trespasser One drops to his knees, spinning and aiming his shotgun out through the glass panels of the building.
Gary throws a forcefield around them, a thin film of blue light. “Oh shit, it's him, it's the King -”
“Easy, Gary,” says Jamie, smiling as he sees the figure emerging from the dust. “Easy.”
It's Mark, bearded and staggering, carrying Stacy in his arms like a sleeping child. He sets her down on uneasy legs and together, they walk through the door, eyebrows raised as they meet their old squad again. 
“Am I late for the reunion?” slurs Mark, one eye half-shut. 
Jamie storms across the room and embraces him, laughing.
 
 
In the atrium above the squad stands a line of men and women in long black coats, each cradling a stubby assault rifle. Row after row of them file around the banisters in silence as the squad exchange pleasantries below them. Walking amongst their ranks like an inspector, in a three piece suit and a long coat of his own, is a gangly man with a pale face and thin, greasy hair. 
He lifts a small radio to his rubbery lips. 
“King,” he murmurs. “This is Gregor. They've come like you suspected.”
The voice of the King comes back, heated with anticipation.
“Wonderful, Gregor. End them.”
“Of course, sir. It may be best to begin your transmission now.”
Gregor stows away his radio, cracks his knuckles and allows himself to enjoy a grim smile. Catching the eyes of his legion, he draws his fingers across his neck and raises three fingers, counting down in silence.
Three.
Two.
One.
He drops his hand, and his soldiers step forward.
Sixty assault rifles open fire on the squad below. 
 



 
Episode 5
 
Foundations



 
Mark is too concerned with the warm reception from his old friends – all smiles and arm-patting – that he almost ignores Stacy. Only the urgency in her voice shocks him out of the moment.
“Guys,” she comes between Mark and Jamie, flapping her hands at the rest of the squad. “Guys, I can feel guns, there's guns near us, lots of them -”
Trespasser One acts on training. He grabs Gary:
“Forcefield, son, now -”
The words are barely out before the first shots hit. Ricochets kick up the floor at their feet in puffs of smoke; Mark grabs Stacy and spins around, shielding her. 
Gary gets the forcefield up, brought to his knees by the force of every impact. His blue bubble cracks and trembles like ice, colour and light cascading around them as a thunderstorm of gunfire falls on their heads. 
“Cath,” shouts the Trespasser, grabbing the older woman by the shoulder. “Get a hold of everyone and get ready -”
Stacy stops them, shaking her head.
“Wait, I can do this. I can – just -”
She grabs Mark's hand out of instinct and squeezes tight, closing her eyes and gritting her teeth.
A single trickle of blood runs from her nose.
“Stace -” begins Gary.
Then the noise stops as though a blade has cut it. A soft rattle of mechanical grinding and clattering echoes through the lobby, and then the confused shouting.
“I've broke their guns. Go,” mutters Stacy, hands still on her head. 
Gary drops the forcefield and the Trespasser motions upward, giving the order.
“Take them,” he shouts, and storms the stairs. 
 
 
Gregor, the King's right hand man, watches in amusement as Mark leaps from the lobby up into the atrium, smashing through the glass and steel banister and tumbling into a desperate group of armed men. They try to club him with their rifles, which clatter off his shoulders like toys before he floors them each with a series of wild drunken punches.
All along the C-curve of the upper level stand confused and angry shooters, fumbling with magazines and trying to unjam rifles that have taken on a mind of their own. They look to Gregor for guidance, and he gives them a winning smile that offers nothing. 
Gregor watches, his hands still comfortable behind his back, as Mark crashes into another pair of men like a bowling ball, knocking one out with a single headbutt and grabbing the other by the collar, throwing him across the atrium and into a wall. 
Over the other end, a man in full Trespasser combat armour is using a shotgun like a baton, and clubbing Gregor's men to the ground as they try to attack him. Beside him is a flickering, teleporting man in a long coat, bending a lead pipe over the bones of his legion. 
Gregor chuckles, amused at the scene. Like a spectator he watches the battle rage. His men try to go for pistols and side-arms, but nothing works; guns jam and click empty, slides and triggers come loose and fall apart. 
Three of Gregor's soldiers go for a short, scrawny looking lad and the older, more rotund man beside him; the small figure extends his hand, and a blue wall of force crashes into his attackers, knocking them onto their backs. 
Two men go sailing past Gregor, who flinches a little. Their screams stop when they hit the plaster-white wall and crumple together. Gregor turns around, and finds himself staring Mark in the eye. He smiles. 
“No introduction needed” he says. “We've met before.”
Mark is bent over, staring up at him with his fists clenched, anger shining through his bared teeth. 
“You,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “You were the tramp in the Gardens.”
“Mhm. Gassed you and brought your life's work crashing down on top of you.”
Mark doesn't bother with threats or one liners – he snarls and leaps.
Without losing his smirk, Gregor drops his hands and opens them wide, palms facing towards Mark. A rippling wall of force tears the air apart with a low boom, and Mark is thrown back with such force that he crashes through the white pillars before leaving a deep indent in a wall and tumbling out, struggling for balance.
Gregor shivers with anticipation, licking his lips.
“Oh I've been waiting to let this out,” he sighs, rubbing his neck like an aching athlete. 
The sounds of battle fade away – only a gurgling protest comes from one of Gregor's men, before Trespasser One smashes his jaw with the handle of his shotgun. 
One by one, as Mark gets to his feet across the wide open hall, the eyes of the squad fall on Gregor, who is waiting patiently. 
They converge on him carefully, all apart from Stacy who stays on the lower floor, keeping the guns jammed. 
“Interesting to watch,” he says, projecting his voice like a priest. It echoes around the silent, plaster-cavern, and he has the attention of the squad; even the mousy brunette crouched in the lobby in her winter coat, blood trickling from her nose. “Very interesting.”
He gives them a sarcastic clap, shaking his head and laughing.
Mark shouts over him, to the rest of the squad.
“He's the one,” he tells them, pointing. “He brought the Gardens down on top of me.”
Jamie flickers and reappears behind Gregor, bringing the lead pipe in a wide arc towards his skull.
Before it connects, a bubble of force pulses around Gregor and throws Jamie back into a wall. He tumbles to the ground with a painting that was hanging there, and the smash of the glass breaks the moment. 
Trespasser One takes aim and fires twice from his shotgun, moving towards Gregor as he unloads his weapon. It clicks empty, and he drops it and charges.
Palms towards the Trespasser, Gregor throws out waves of trembling air, scattering the shot into the walls. Gregor aims a blast at the Trespasser's head and lets it go, but at a flat sprint the Trespasser drops to his knees like a dancer and slides. The blast ruffles the hair on his head and as he skids towards Gregor, clenching his fist.
Rising under Gregor's guard, Trespasser One snaps his head back with an uppercut – his brass knuckles cut Gregor's jaw open and blood flies upwards like a fountain. Out of instinct, Gregor puts a hand on Trespasser One's armour and pushes him back with a wild, instinctual blast of force. 
Trespasser One spins through the air like a ragdoll before slamming against a wall and staying there, lodged in the plasterwork like a taxidermy, unmoving. 
Gregor laughs and massages his bleeding jaw; he peers over the smashed banisters at Stacy below him, still struggling for breath on the floor after using her powers. He aims an open-palmed blast at her and lets it loose.
A roaring freight train of raw force barrels towards Stacy, who scrambles to try and escape it. Blue force blooms around her, and windows and glass throughout the lobby shatter as the two forces clash.
Gregor looks around for her protector, and sees Gary's scrawny frame in the dust of the atrium. Gary puts a hand on his head and motions his arm as if he's throwing something – too late Gregor sees the wall of blue force screaming towards him, and Gary's bubble hits him like a car, knocking him off his feet.
He tumbles, scrambling to his feet in time to see Mark pounce through the broken pillars and hit him in the chest with a punch that breaks ribs and throws him back against the wall, spluttering blood. 
Gregor slides down the wall, pawing at his chest in silence, his breath gone. 
Mark stands above him, fists clenched, and lowers his voice.
“Horrible feeling isn't it?” he murmurs. “Not being able to breathe.”
 
 
Donald and Cath materialise next to Trespasser One, pulling him out of the plasterboard as Donald lays his hands on his chest. Stacy and Gary lift Jamie off the ground, his arms around their shoulders as he fades in and out of consciousness.
Bodies litter the floor of the atrium, dust wafting up from the lobby like steam. Mark stands like a statue over Gregor, who has sank to his lowest and looks up at Mark, fighting for breath.
“What's the King planning?” asks Mark. 
“Too late to stop anything anyway,” says Gregor, giving him a spluttering laugh. “The police in this city are all dead. Most of them, I guess. Not a lot you guys can do either.”
“We might surprise you yet.”
Gary and Stacy are helping Jamie over to Donald, motioning to him for help. Cathy stands up, one hand on the little earbud in her helmet. 
“Mark,” she says, walking over to him. “Chloe is on the comms, she says that there's a broadcast going out. It's the King.”
“He's in the studio?”
Cathy nods.
Gregor looks up at Mark and laughs.
“Go,” he wheezes. “Try and stop him. He'll kill you one way or another. Today. Tomorrow. It doesn't matter.”
“Mark,” whispers Cath, touching his arm. He turns around. “We're in no condition to fight the King. He nearly beat us last time, we've got men down -”
“I know,” says Mark. “Get everybody out of here. Get out of Glasgow. Tell Chloe to do the same.”
Stacy looks up from Jamie's prone form as Donald lays his hands on him. 
“We can't leave,” she says. “The King can't win after all this.”
Gregor wheezes again. “He already has -”
Mark silences him with a brief, brutal kick to the chest. Gregor goes limp, his head lolling forward. 
“He isn't going to win,” says Mark. “But we're in a mess right now. Get everybody out of Glasgow. We can come back when we're ready, when we can win.”
It's Jamie who answers him, sitting up with Donald's hand on his shoulder. 
“We can win now,” he grunts. 
“Mate, no,” says Mark. “Look, we're all angry, but this guy nearly killed us all before he had powers.”
“Give me one second with him and I'll jam a gun down his throat and unload it,” says Jamie. “See how invincible his insides are.”
He starts to check the load on his revolver.
“You saw this guy move, Jamie,” says Gary, shaking his head. “Mark's right, we should regroup. You just got knocked out, man, we need -”
Jamie snaps the revolver shut. “Wasn't asking.”
Then he flickers and vanishes.
“Shit,” hisses Mark, and turns to Stacy. “Stace, get everyone out of here – out of Glasgow, do it.”
“We can't just leave -”
Mark doesn't hear her, and starts running for the doors to the studios. 
Stacy and Gary look at each other, then at Gregor, unconscious against the wall. 
Cathy and Donald help Trespasser One up, who groans and lifts his mask off his face. He picks up his shotgun, stepping over the scattered, unconscious bodies of the King's men, and begins thumbing shells into his shotgun.
“Trespasser?” asks Stacy, ruffling her jacket. “You're not going to leave Glasgow, are you?”
He finishes loading and racks the slide.
“Like hell I am.” His voice is coarse, the wind still knocked out of him. “Follow me.”
He leads them after Mark, towards the stairs leading up to the studio.
 
 
Jamie has seen the BBC newsroom more times than he can count – the red panels and rows of computer desks frame a familiar podium. His footsteps on the carpet are drowned out by a loud, sonorous monologue echoing through the room. Jamie cocks the hammer on the revolver and stalks through the desks, averting his gaze from the man standing at the podium giving his speech to the cameras.
He can hear the words as he steps over bodies riddled with claret stains and bullet holes. 
“No longer,” announces the King to an array of unmanned cameras. “No longer will the Kingdom be a shared secret. No longer will Glasgow's true benefactors hide away in the shadows. Bullets and bombs cannot stop me. Politics and sanctions cannot stop me. When the sun comes up, those of you who remain loyal, who remain within the city centre...” he takes a breath and Jamie hears the contented joy in his voice. “You will wake up to a new world – a changed world – where the only suffering is necessary suffering. Where the only crime is that which I allow – where the only victims are those who deserve it. Citizens of Glasgow, you have until sunrise to make your choice. As soon as light falls upon Glasgow; nobody will be entering or leaving, upon pain of death. Together we will build a world we can all be proud of, where people are at their best.”
Jamie is aware of others behind him, and peeks over his shoulder: the rest of the squad are following him through the desks, keeping low and quiet. Mark is at the front, catching up to Jamie. 
“You got a plan?” he whispers.
“Yeah, stop time and put a few bullets down his throat.”
“Probably won't work.”
“What if we get Donald close to him? Stop his heart?”
“Probably a better idea,” says Mark, and hesitates before adding: “I can be a distraction if you need it.”
The rest of the squad catch up and crouch behind a desk next to Jamie and Mark. 
“Guys,” says Chloe through their earpieces. “Guy's you're visible on the camera. I think the King knows you're -”
Jamie and Mark glance at each other. The monologue has stopped.
“Here they are,” booms the King, turning at the desk. 
Jamie and Mark sigh and stand up, meeting his burning gaze.
“Glasgow's heroes,” he sighs. “Here to steal the future from us.”
“Sounds about right,” says Mark. He turns and whispers to Jamie as he steps forward. “Freeze time and get Donald to him.”
Jamie gives him an imperceptible nod. 
 
 
Mark steps into the lane between desks and starts strolling towards the King. 
“Showing your face in public now?” asks Mark, opening his palms like a businessman as he approaches. 
“Actually I've got my back to the camera, Mark. Care to join me?”
He motions to the anchor's desk as Mark comes to a stop.
“No, I don't imagine I'll be staying long,” says Mark, and looks past the King's shoulder to the cameras. 
The King flexes his arms and neck in his exquisite navy-blue suit, checking his cuff links and shaking any tension out of his muscles. 
“This didn't go so well for you last time, son.” 
“That was then. Now we're here to give you an ultimatum.”
“Oh really? You'll want to say it loud enough for the cameras, then.”
“Fine,” says Mark, stepping forward. The King tilts his head back as he approaches, smirking down his nose. “Paul King. I am making a citizen's arrest, for -” Mark pauses, and shrugs. “For just about every crime there is. Let's go for 'crimes against humanity', eh? Given your immense strength, I am warning you that if you fail to surrender, I will restrain you by force.”
The King smiles, and turns his back to Mark, facing the camera. 
“Citizens of Glasgow – of the world. Watch what happens to those who stand in the way of progress; of the Kingdom.”
The King turns, cracks his neck, and then rushes Mark.
Mark raises his arms to protect his face like a boxer, and the King crashes into him.
 
 
Jamie ducks and flinches as desks and computers fly over their heads. 
“What do we do?” asks Gary, trying to bury himself under the table. 
“Donald,” shouts Jamie, “grab my hand and come with me.”
Donald nods, letting Jamie lead him. 
The sound dies away as they link hands, and their friends freeze mid-moment. Donald takes a breath, like a rush of static in the silence, and lifts his mask for air. 
“What's the plan?” he asks Jamie.
“Don, you're probably not going to like this -”
“You want me to kill him?”
Jamie says nothing, twisting his mouth into a verbal shrug.
“Well, yeah. Nothing else that we've got can hurt him.”
Donald nods, sighing. “I reckon I'm saving at least a few hundred lives by ending his anyway. Let's go.”
Jamie takes the ageing doctor out into the mess of desks that now lie scattered like cars in a pileup. In the middle of the detritus stand the two titans, Mark and the King, frozen in that second. Mark is losing, even with time stopped Jamie can see that. He has his arms raised to block the King's blow, oblivious to the elbow the King is aiming at his ribs. 
“Ok,” says Jamie, circling the fighters. He treads with caution; for all that time has stopped, he can't shake the feeling that the King will turn and break his neck at any moment. 
“Right,” says Donald. “You just do your thing, and let me do mine.”
They step over a shattered monitor, and Donald reaches out for the King as though expecting to get burned. Jamie keeps the revolver trained on the King's head as Donald grasps his wrist and closes his eyes, his breathing slowing until Jamie can't hear it at all. 
“Ok,” whispers Donald. “Here we go.”
Jamie watches Donald as he ruffles his grey ponytail and wipes the sweat from his face, then readjusts his grip and begins to breath heavily. 
Jamie notices a faint tingling in the air, like walking under a power line. The air around Donald grows a little colder, a little dryer. Jamie can feel time building up in his head, trying to break through – he holds it back, letting Donald work. 
With a sudden gasp that makes Jamie jump, Donald lets go of the King and reels back, clutching his head as blood streams from his nostrils. Jamie catches him, keeping time frozen for them, and lowers him to the floor.
“Don? Don, are you ok?”
“Fine,” he grunts, and rubs his eyes with his free hand. Bloody tears well at the edges of his eyes, staining his face like war-paint. “It's done. He's dead.”
“What? Just like that?”
“Stopped his heart. He's only human, Jamie.”
“Good man, Don. Good man.”
“I don't feel like a good man,” sighs Donald, and struggles to his feet with Jamie's help. 
“Ok, I'm going to let time come back, ok?”
“Ready when you are.”
 
 
Mark raises his arm to block the King's hammering downward blow – but as he catches the King's first strike, an elbow slips in under his guard and crushes his ribs, punching the air from his lungs. 
Reeling, Mark blinks the sweat from his eyes and swings a wild haymaker.
It never connects.
The King has stopped like a broken machine, standing on the spot, staring at Mark as his lips blubber and tremble. He's trying to talk – trying to shake his head – and he clutches at his heart. Hands that were clenched in anger have gone numb, fumbling with the buttons on his waistcoat as he falls; first to his knees, with a heavy, resounding thud. Then he pitches forward as the life leaves his eyes, and crunches a hole in the floor where his heavy head lands. 
Mark hasn't moved yet.
“Well,” says Jamie from behind him. Mark whips around. “That was bloody anticlimactic.”
“My head,” groans Donald, rubbing his temples. 
“Did you -” Mark points, and Jamie nods. 
“It's done. Over. The King is dead, long live the King, all that pish.”
Jamie holds up a hand, raising a finger to his ear.
“Oh,” he adds, “Chloe is reminding me that we are live on television, so, you know. If you want to say anything, now's the time.”
“Uh, I don't know,” groans Mark, stopping his protests when the rest of the squad join them over the King's body. 
Stacy folds her arms. “Say something, Mark. The world's watching, this is your chance.”
He shrugs. “I guess. Doesn't anybody want to come up with me?”
Trespasser One cradles his shotgun in the crease of his elbow. “You're the big hero, Mark. Go do your thing.”
“Technically it was Donald -” he begins, and Donald cuts him off.
“Let's just keep that to ourselves. Go.”
Mark gives them all a nervous smile and turns, walking towards the cameras.
 
 
Standing in front of the array of waiting cameras, with bodies lying limp around the studio, Mark struggles to find any inspiring or reassuring words to say. 
“Some of you might know me,” he tells the camera, unsure of which one to look at out of the three. “My name is Mark. I, uh -” he swallows, trying to think clearly. Alcohol fogs his mind, tugging half-formed thoughts off into the darkness before he can speak them aloud. “Well, the King is gone. You don't need to be afraid of him anymore. We can start rebuilding Glasgow properly, and, uh -”
He doesn't get any further than that.
That's when the screaming starts.
 
 
The King's corpse twitches like a mangled puppet, and before Jamie can say anything the King has leapt to his feet, snarling like a wild animal, his eyes red and his nose trickling blood. His face is flushed, every vein in his neck and forehead standing out like track marks. 
Jamie can't even get a shot off before the King is taking them apart.
Donald is the first – the King reaches into the bearded man's throat and closes his fist with a fleshy crunch. Grasping at his neck, Donald crumples to the ground. Jamie calls his name and drops with him, trying to help. Cathy throws herself down next to Donald, cradling him like a lover.
The King sweeps past Cath and kicks her so hard in the stomach that she is thrown across the desks, tumbling like a ragdoll. 
Jamie looks on in horror, certain that he heard her spine break.
Stacy tries to throw herself clear, but the King grabs her by the hair and jerks her head back. Her neck snaps like a twig. 
Trespasser One buys himself a second, firing his shotgun point-blank into the King's face as he turns. Flinching, the King holds his face in agony and rips the shotgun from Trespasser One's hands. He aims a punch at the Trespasser's heart, but a blue forcefield blooms around the soldier. 
Jamie looks down into Donald's eyes in time to watch the light fade from behind them. With a shiver, the doctor dies. 
The King disregards the Trespasser within the forcefield; he turns, and sees Gary with his head in his hands, focused on the forcefield, vulnerable. He charges. 
Only now, fighting the pain in his head, does Jamie manage to stop time. The King is halfway towards Gary, fist cocked back. Moving quickly, Jamie grabs Gary and pulls him out of the way.
Time is burrowing through his head like a drill, threatening to shake his eyes and teeth loose. He lets time flow again, and the King smashes through the air where Gary would have been, shattering desks and glass as he tries to stop himself. 
The forcefield around Trespasser One goes down, and a flurry of pistol shots hit the King in the back of the head, bowling him over. Jamie takes aim himself as the King turns; he puts two shots into the King's chest that knock him back like punches. 
Then Mark arrives.
 
 
What comes out of Mark's mouth is a scream halfway between rage and grief. Cath's body lies sprawled across a desk. Donald lies lifeless on the floor, his throat caved in. Stacy's eyes have glassed over, her neck bent at an unnatural angle. 
Mark hits the King hard enough to throw him over every desk between them and the wall, and through that as well. Concrete and plaster explode from the wall as the King charges back through it -
Straight into Gary's forcefield. It bends and cracks, but it holds, stopping the King in his tracks and knocking him down.
Jamie steps aside, trying to stay low behind a desk, and gets another shot off. It hits the King in the shoulder as he gets up and charges. Only a momentary time-stop lets Jamie get out the way before the King charges through his cover, almost flattening him.
Trespasser One pops out from cover and empties a pistol magazine into the King, who bats the bullets away like irritating insects. 
Mark closes with him again, his mind lost to the rage now, and the two stand toe to toe exchanging blows. 
Jamie keeps low and breathes, trying to stop time as he checks his revolver; two bullets left. Blood trickles from his nose, dropping onto his hand and staining it. 
The thundercrack of the King's punches becomes a flurry as he rains blow after blow onto an unprepared Mark. Jamie aims and gets another shot in, but there's no point anymore; the King is bulletproof. 
Gary, wiping the blood from his nose, reaches out with his power and forms a forcefield around the King, trapping him. Mark falls to his knees, leaning on his fist as he fights to get his breath back.
The King stops his relentless assault and taps the forcefield surrounding him, then looks at Gary. 
“Go,” mumbles Gary, starting to shake as blood pours over his chin. “Get everyone out of here, run.”
Smiling, the King throws a wild punch at the forcefield. Gary cries out, and falls to knees, clutching at his head – but the field holds. 
“Gary, let it down,” shouts Mark. “I've got the bastard.”
The King punches the forcefield again – and again, and again, till his hands are a blur. 
Gary screams, holding the field up. 
“Gary, stop it,” cries the Trespasser, “you'll -”
Gary coughs, and with a wet splatter his mind tears itself apart. Blood explodes from his nose and eyes. 
Everything is blown backwards as blue energy erupts from his body, throwing them all through desks and computers, into walls. 
Trespasser One crumples as a desk smashes into him. 
Jamie flies through the air. He hits a stone pillar and feels something crack before he crumples to the ground. His vision is fading, his body aching, everything is on fire. Even the little muscle inside his mind that lets him stop time is fatigued, sore. 
He groans and gets to the his feet.
Already the King is standing, pacing over to Gary's body. He looks down at the corpse, and gives a smug smile before turning on the rest of them. Trespasser One is writhing on the ground, clutching his ribs. 
Mark struggles to his feet and tries to fight the King again, stumbling towards him like a drunken brawler. The King beats him to the floor with three rapid punches to the abdomen, letting him fall where he stands.
Trespasser One reaches into his webbing and pulls out a grenade, pulling the pin and staring the King in the eye through his mask's visor. The King looks at the grenade as he walks over, and chuckles. Leaning down over the still Trespasser, he cups his hands around the explosive.
There he stays, staring into his eyes, until it explodes with a muffled cough, blowing the Trespasser's hands to pieces. Before the scream of pain can leave his mouth, the King stands up and, as though killing an insect, stamps on his face. 
The scream comes from somewhere else – all this time, Jamie realises, Chloe has been screaming in his earpiece. He tries to listen, but his ears are ringing – there's just sound and noise, no coherence. 
Jamie grunts and tries to stand, still clutching the useless revolver. 
As he rises, he sees Mark get to his feet. The last two left.
Their eyes meet for a brief moment, and through his bloodied face, Mark mouths the single word:
Run.
Then he leaps for the King. 
Jamie ducks as the two exchange blows, every punch a deafening boom with all the weight of a train behind it. He checks the revolver again, his tired fingers fumbling with the mechanism.
One bullet left. 
The storm of punches has stopped. Clicking the revolver shut, Jamie peaks out from above his overturned desk.
Mark is dangling in the air, the King's hand around his throat, the two staring into each other's eyes. The King carries him, kicking and struggling, over to the podium. To the cameras.
He punches Mark twice, hard, in the gut, doubling him over as he drops him. The King turns him to face the camera with him, squeezing his neck in the crook of his elbow. 
“You see?” shouts the King to the world. “You see how your best soldiers fare against me? This is the world now. This is the way things are.”
Mark struggles, reaching backwards for the King's eyes, only to have his grasping hands batted away.
“The Kingdom has come,” says the King, smiling at the camera. 
Jamie tries to stop time.
He closes his eyes and concentrates, and he feels the cold, tingling rush come over him, but it lasts a second before the colour drains back into the world and time keeps running. Blood trickles from his nostrils with the effort.
“Tomorrow I take my throne. Anybody still in Glasgow when the sun rises can stay. Send your soldiers, and they will suffer the same fate as this one.”
With no ceremony, the King grunts and wrenches his elbow upwards, snapping Mark's neck. 
The drunken hero gives a strangled cry and goes limp. Spreading his arms wide like a victorious gladiator, the King lets Mark crumple to the ground with a heavy thud. 
Jamie sinks down behind the desk, staring into space. Numb.
Chloe is screaming in his ear for him to run, to get out of there. 
“Chloe,” he mumbles. “Get out of Glasgow, sweetheart. I'm sorry. I love you.”
He reaches up and pulls the earpiece out. 
The bodies of his friends lie around him, staring at him with accusing eyes.
In front of the cameras, the King gives a parting speech that Jamie cannot hear. All of his senses have switched off.
He looks down at the revolver.
One bullet left.
Last man standing. 
Jamie stands up, and walks into the middle of the room as the King finishes his speech and turns.
The King stops, and tenses. He looks pleasantly surprised.
“I thought I had you all accounted for.”
“Not all of us,” says Jamie. 
 
 
 
 



 
Episode 6
 
The Kingdom
 
 



 
Jamie and the King stand across an open field of debris and dust, surrounded by the bodies of Jamie's friends and a dozen other unnamed journalists. The smell of blood drifts in a haze, making Jamie light-headed and throwing his aim off. His revolver's sight drifts over the King's head and chest, hovering for moments at a time before trembling off in the wrong direction.
The King smiles. “You again.”
“Well remembered,” says Jamie, blinking away the tiredness in his eyes, struggling to focus. “Funny thing; when I beat you unconscious with your own gun all those months ago, I was going to shoot you.”
“You should have,” says the King, “while you had the chance. Speaking of which -” the King laces his hands behind his back, “what exactly do you plan to do with that revolver?”
Jamie gives him a bitter laugh. “Shoot you again?”
“For all the good it will do?”
Jamie closes his eyes and sighs. “I have to do something.”
“Do you? It looks to me like you're a natural survivor, son.”
Jamie keeps his eyes focused on the King's, no matter how hard the crumpled bodies of his friends try to pull his gaze downward. The King smiles, and swaggers down from the podium towards Jamie, who tenses and steps backwards. 
The King's dark features crease with joy.
“You used to work for me, right?” asks the King, stopping his advance. “J-something. John? Jim?”
“Jamie.”
“Right, right. Thief of some sort?”
“Cars.”
“Car thief. Right,” the King nods, looking away. “So, you did ok under my rule before? I imagine we gave you the standard package: a flat, an income, a life, you know, in return for only committing crimes we sanctioned?”
“Yeah.”
“Good deal.”
“Only at the highest price I could afford.”
“Insurance?”
“Yeah.”
“Family member?”
“Girlfriend. I had to sign her into sex slavery if I broke my terms.”
“We have to keep control somehow, Jamie.”
“Except you wouldn't let me quit,” he says. “All I wanted was a normal life for me and Chloe. That's what I promised her.”
The King looks around, raising his hands in a shrug. 
“You could still have that,” says the King. “Walk away. Turn and walk out the door, go and get her and leave the city before sunrise.”
Jamie shakes his head. “I can't.”
“Why not?”
“Because you've killed my friends,” he says, his voice turning into a harsh whisper. “It's over for you now. I don't know how, but if it takes me the rest of my life I will find a way to kill you.”
“Good luck.”
The two men stare at each other. After a pause, the King raises an eyebrow. 
“You, uh... you going to shoot me now, or what?”
Jamie looks at the revolver again, a memory and a smile flickering across his face.
“You know,” he says, weighing it in his hand. “Funny thing. When I first got these powers, I had almost no control over them.”
“I had that too,” says the King. “I'd rip doors off when I tried to open them. Got this horrible feral violence boiling up inside me. I learned to control it.”
Jamie ignores him. “The power tended to kick in just before I got hurt. A few times it kicked in without me even realising it,” he scowls as he speaks, “like when your suicide bomber set himself off.”
The King says nothing, just laces his hands behind his back and watches, intrigued. 
“My powers would kick in to save my life,” says Jamie, his voice wavering. “Now I'm almost spent. I mean, I'm struggling to stay upright here.”
Jamie closes his eyes and tries to focus his power again; nothing. His power splutters like a car with a flat battery and his nose trickles blood, his temples throbbing with pain.
“Chances are I'm going to die trying this anyway,” says Jamie. “So what the hell.”
“Trying what?” 
“In for a penny, in for a pound,” says Jamie.
He raises the revolver to his head and pulls the trigger.
 
 
Jamie stands in the grey twilight, the King a statue before him, flinching at the gunshot. The bullet has stopped halfway out of the barrel.
He drops the revolver and rubs his head. The flow of time is already building up against his fragile mind like a raging river, finding the cracks in his willpower.
Taking a breath, Jamie steadies himself and keep time where it is, reinforcing the walls that hold it back.
He sits down, cross legged on the floor, wincing at his aching muscles and the broken rib somewhere in his chest. Feeling at his wrist, staring into space with concentration, he undoes his watch and lays it on the floor in front of him.
From his coat pocket, he takes his wallet and flips through it until he finds a picture of Chloe, all blonde curls and blue eyes, smiling out at him. He lays that beside the watch, trying to ignore the pain building in his skull, pounding like a bass drum in time with his heartbeat. 
Jamie takes the watch and stares at it, looking at the seconds hand: stopped completely, of course. Staring at the watch face, he urges it backwards, thinking loud thoughts at it, holding his breath and straining till he is bright red and trembling. 
All that gets him is another pounding headache. Blood drips from his nose, splattering across the watch. He remembers Gary, blood spewing out his face as his brain ripped apart with effort. 
He fights for his breath as his body tries to capitulate. His heartbeat is the loudest thing in the silent moment, counting off every second passing by, making it harder to focus, harder to breathe, harder to stay in his trance-like state. 
Jamie almost gives up. 
He looks up from the watch in despair, and he almost gives up. 
Doing so, however, brings him face to face with the horror of his situation. Jamie looks into the dead eyes of his friends, into the blazing, frozen pupils of the King, and he makes his decision.
One way or another, this is not a world that he intends to live in. 
Accepting that he's probably going to die lifts a weight off of his mind.
Jamie closes his eyes, and looks inwards. There, he finds a river flowing steadily by, shaving seconds off of his life like a swinging guillotine. At some point, deep within his consciousness, it hits a solid dam of brick and mortar, and dashes hopelessly against it: time stops there, building itself up.  
Jamie is on the other side of that dam, a blockage in time's flow. He feels it pushing him back, trying to break his hold on it. With every second it gets stronger, angrier. It frightens him, the fury that is building behind that wall. It wants to bring time to pass, to sweep over him with all the horror that the rapid passage of years brings. It wants to sweep him up, to age him and cripple him with all the time he has held off. 
Jamie is terrified. To push too hard is to throw himself into the abyss – his brain will tear itself in two and he'll leave Chloe alone in a world that has the King walking free, unstoppable. 
The alternative is to live on in a world without the only friends he's ever really known – a prospect too bleak for him to accept. 
With the abyss facing him whichever choice he makes, Jamie centres himself and begins to push back.
His heart is racing as though he is sprinting. Every moment aches and turns like rusted gears, creaking as though the plates in his skull are grinding against one another. 
His nose trickles blood, and as the bitter taste hits his lips he almost loses his focus. 
Almost. 
Drawing in breath, Jamie pushes harder still, feeling his brain start to pull itself apart.
He holds it, for better or for worse. 
Jamie pushes – and slowly, moment by moment, second by second, time begins to yield.
The watch begins to tick backwards.
 
 
Fifteen Minutes Ago
 
 
Cathy walks across the atrium to Mark. 
“Chloe is on the comms, she says that there's a broadcast going out. It's the King.”
“He's in the studio?”
Cathy nods.
Gregor, the King's right hand man, looks up at Mark and laughs.
“Go,” he wheezes. “Try and stop him. He'll kill you one way or another.”
“Mark,” whispers Cath, touching his arm. He turns around. “We're in no condition to fight him. He nearly beat us last time, we've got men down -”
“I know,” says Mark. “Get everybody out of here. Get out of Glasgow. Tell Chloe to do the same.”
Stacy looks up from Jamie's prone form as Donald lays his hands on him. Stacy is shaking her head.
“We can't leave,” she says. “The King can't win after all this.”
Gregor wheezes again. “He already has -”
Mark silences him with a brief, brutal kick to the chest. Gregor goes limp, his head lolling forward. 
“He isn't going to win,” says Mark. “But we're in a mess right now. Get everybody out of Glasgow. We can come back when we're ready, when we can win.”
It's Jamie who answers him, sitting up with Donald's hand on his shoulder. His nose is gushing blood and his eyes are brimming with red tears. Donald and Stacy grab him, steadying him as he fights for breath, trying to get his words out.
“Jamie, relax, relax, you're ok -” begins Stacy.
“It worked,” he whispers, looking at them both. Stacy flinches as he pats his hand over her face, and Donald raises an eyebrow as Jamie puts an arm around him and pulls him close. “It bloody worked.”
“What? What worked?” asks Mark, perplexed.
“I – I don't even know how to say it. You're all real – you're all alive.”
“Jamie, what happened?”
“Mark – Mark was right,” says Jamie, “we need to get out of here, now.”
“What?” asks Stacy. “I thought you'd want to take the King down while we have the chance?”
“We already tried,” says Jamie. 
“Yeah that was last time though -”
“No, Stace,” Jamie looks her in the eye, cutting her off. “I mean, we tried. I just – I just, like, came from there.”
She stops and furrows her brow, trying to see if there's any humour in his eyes – instead she sees more relief in his eyes than she's ever seen anywhere else. 
“Jamie,” says Mark, walking forward. “What are you talking about?”
Jamie wipes his bloodied nose on the sleeve of his jacket, and sees that his watch is fastened around his wrist. He smiles. 
“I, uh,” he says. “Yeah, I just came from the future.”
“And what happened?”
He stops smiling. 
“We tried to stop the King.”
“And?”
He looks around at them, his friends, and sighs. “We all died.”
“Shit,” whispers Stacy. 
“Jamie,” says Trespasser One, crouching beside him. “Are you sure about this? You were just knocked out, I mean -”
“I'm sure, Tony. You tried to detonate a grenade when it was clear we were losing. He put his hands around it and let you blow your own hand off – then stamped on your head.”
The Trespasser looks down. “Yeah that sounds about right.”
Jamie is on the verge of tears as he tells them. 
“He snapped Stacy's neck. Broke Cathy's spine. Donald, mate, you choked to death on your own blood. In my own fucking arms.”
“Jesus,” whispers Donald.
“Ok,” announces the Trespasser. “We fall back. Regroup.”
“Surely we could try something else?” asks Stacy. “I mean, if Jamie saw what went wrong, then we could change it? What if Donald -”
Jamie finishes her sentence. “If Donald used his power? We tried it. Didn't work.”
“Damn it.”
“What about him?” asks Cathy, pointing to Gregor's limp form, propped against the wall. 
“We can't keep him prisoner,” says Mark. “He's strong enough that it took all of us to beat him – and he nearly took some of us with him.”
“Help me up, Don,” whispers Jamie, and Donald helps him to his feet. 
Jamie limps over to Gregor, and looks down at him. 
“This guy is like, one of the King's lieutenants, right?” 
“Seems so,” says Mark. “He was in charge of all of this.”
“And he was the one who nearly killed you before, right? At the Gardens?”
“Yeah.”
“So he helped trap me and Trespasser One in that prison? Nearly killed us all? Ok.” 
He draws the revolver and checks it: loaded. 
“Hey, mate, what are -” begins Mark.
“The King killed all my friends,” says Jamie. “This is barely justice.”
Without hesitating, Jamie shoots Gregor in the head. He spasms and twitches, a sudden spurt of blood leaving the hole in his greasy-haired skull. Then silence. The squad are quiet behind him. 
“Jesus Christ Jamie -” starts Cathy.
“Good riddance,” says Trespasser One, and leads them to the stairs. “We couldn't have kept him prisoner.”
“So that's how we roll now?” asks Stacy. “We just kill people?”
“We're at war, Stace,” says Mark. “I don't like it either but he'd have done the same to us.”
“Then let's go the full way and kill the King too,” she says.
“Not today,” says Mark.
“We come all the way out here just to let the King win anyway?”
“No,” says Mark, stopping next to her as the squad moves out. “We came here to stop him. Apparently, we die trying. Better to live and fight another day, hm?”
She folds her arms. “I guess.”
“Then come on. Back to the safehouse.”
“And what? We just let the whole Kingdom thing happen?”
“No, Stace,” he sighs. “We stop it. Just not here. Not now.”
“I don't want to run away a second time.”
“We're not running away. We're... like, retreating -”
“Running away.”
“Stace, it's that, or die.”
“Fine,” she sighs. “But this isn't over.”
“On the contrary,” says Mark as they walk down the stairs behind the rest of the squad. “I have a feeling things are just getting started.”
They follow the group down the stairs, past a floor riddled with bulletholes, and out the door into the fresh air. 
“Cool cliché man,” says Stacy.
“Hey, don't ask me to be a superhero then complain when I start spouting one liners.”
“You should totally shout 'check-mate' when you punch the King.”
“I think I've done that once already.”
“Oh god, really?”
“Maybe. Can't remember. I've been drunk almost every time I've met him.”
“Oh right, yeah. I keep forgetting that.”
 
 
Chloe raises her head from the bank of computers as the squad, tattered and weary, stumble into the gloom of the safehouse. 
“You missed the broadcast,” she says, brushing her blonde hair out of her face. “It went out twenty minutes ago.”
“We know,” says the Trespasser, sitting his shotgun by a camp bed and sitting down on the edge of it, taking off his mask and itching the scarred half of his face. “Give me an update, what have we got?”
“Well, the King gave his ultimatum – the Kingdom becomes official, in his words, at sunrise. Before then anybody who wants to leave the city centre is free to.”
“Is anybody leaving?”
“Dribs and drabs, over the Kingston bridge, out via smaller roads and the motorways. The King's men are apparently stationed there, but they aren't stopping people leaving.”
The others rest themselves on camp beds and take stock, whilst the Trespasser ruffles his sweat-drenched hair and approaches Chloe. 
“You said dribs and drabs? How many we talking?”
“A few hundred in total, I'd guess?”
He gives her a confused frown. “Is that all?”
“There aren't a lot of people left in the city centre to be honest, are there?”
Mark lets out a heavy sigh, getting their attention. “She's right. The Destroyer's attack wiped out a lot of the city centre – and most of the other inhabitants were students or people who worked here. No reason for them to stay if their classrooms and workplaces were all destroyed.”
The Trespasser shrugs. “That doesn't make sense. Why would the King want to rule a ghost town?”
“This is just the start. He'll expand his rule over time, trust me.”
The Trespasser takes off his gloves and massages some life back into his hands, staring over Chloe's shoulder at the row of monitors. 
“What has the response been so far?”
“The prime minister made a statement, basically saying that we're going to do something but that he's not sure what yet.”
Mark laughs. “He actually said that?”
“In as many words, yeah. Oh, and the UN have said they won't recognise the King's right to govern, or whatever.”
“Like he cares,” says Mark. 
“Exactly,” says the Trespasser. “Authority is backed by force, and power. The King has enough of both to enact his authority. Doesn't matter what the politicians say; he's in charge now. No word on a military response?”
“It's been talked about a lot,” says Chloe, “but no. Nothing solid.”
“Good. That would be a complete disaster. The King would tear an invasion to pieces with his own hands.”
“There's already an uproar – the news has gotten out about the police. Wiped out as far as the area around the city centre is concerned. Hundreds of officers dead, and the government aren't responding with force.”
“Force isn't going to work anymore,” says Mark. 
“So what's the plan?” asks Chloe. “I mean, we have to do something.”
“We do,” says the Trespasser. “I have a feeling the Agency will be contacting me soon.”
Mark folds his arms. “I thought you left the Agency?”
“I did,” he pulls an old, clunky mobile phone from a pouch and waves it. “They've got my number, though. Chances are they'll want our help. You never really leave the Agency.”
Mark looks past them, to where the rest of the squad are perched on camp beds, chatting amongst themselves. Jamie sits apart from the group, hands clasped in front of his face, staring at the ground.
“Give me a minute,” says Mark, and leaves Chloe and the Trespasser poring over maps and numbers. 
 
 
Jamie doesn't look up as Mark sits down opposite him – his eyes are unfocused, as though he's lost in thought, fingers steepled in front of his nose. 
“You ok, man?”
No response from Jamie. 
“Mate?” Mark snaps his fingers, and Jamie blinks twice and looks up. “You ok?”
Jamie gives a slow shake of his head. “Brain is still in agony.”
“Bloody-nose-syndrome?”
“Nearly terminal.”
Mark lets the silence hang for a moment. 
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“About what?” Jamie still isn't looking up at him. 
“You saw us all die right?” Mark winces as Jamie nods. “That's some heavy shit, man.”
“I almost joined you,” he whispers. “I don't know if I can do that again – turn time back. It nearly killed me. I reckon the only reason I pulled it off was because I didn't really care if I died at that point.”
“Well, let's just try not to get into a situation where you have to.”
“Yeah.” Jamie gives himself a shake. “It's just – y'know, I stopped it from happening. But it still happened to me. I know it didn't happen, but it did happen. You all died. Now I'm wondering what the hell we're going to do. How do you stop a man who can't be killed?”
“I have an idea or two,” says Mark, keeping his voice low. 
“You do?”
“Yeah. But I'm not sure if I'm up to it.”
“Physically?”
“Well that too. Mostly, I'm not sure if I can do it to the King.”
“Why, what are you thinking of doing?”
“Well, I'd rather not say in case it turns out to be a dud idea -”
“Whisper it to me.”
Mark looks around, shrugs, and leans in, whispering his idea to Jamie.
“Jesus,” breathes Jamie. “That's horrible.”
“I know. I don't know if I can justify doing that to anybody – even the King.”
“Could you do it? I mean, physically, are you capable of that?”
“I think so, if I push hard enough.”
“I thought you couldn't fly.”
“The Protector said I could. I've floated a bit before. I think I just need to practice.”
“Or get really drunk.”
“Yeah,” he laughs.
“Man, I still don't know, you could die doing that.”
“If it means that Earth gets to continue on its own path without the King, then it'd be worth it.”
The two stare at each other. 
“Well, it's one way of stopping him, I guess.”
“I think I need to speak to him.”
“What, the King?”
“Yeah. If there's any chance that I can avoid going through with it, then I will.”
“Just don't let it come to a fight.”
“Why not -” begins Mark, and stops as he sees the look in Jamie's eyes. “Oh. He killed me, right?”
“Broke your neck on live TV.”
Mark sighs, shaking his head.
“I have to try. He deserves the same chance as everyone else.”
“And that,” says Jamie, “is the difference between you and I.”
“Yeah, you'd just shoot him in the head if you could.”
Jamie scowls. “Too soon, Mark. Too soon.”
“Hey, that lieutenant guy threw paralysing poisonous gas in my face and blew up the Gardens on top of me. I don't think the world is a worse place without him.”
“Advocating murder now? I thought you were the superhero out of us both?”
“Until we have prison cells that can hold superhumans, I'm willing to compromise.”
“Fair enough, man. Fair enough.”
They both stop talking as the Trespasser's ancient mobile phone squawks its tinny ringtone around the room. All eyes shoot to him as he lifts it to his ear.
He cites off a garbled list of codewords and nonsense, and then listens intently. After a few minutes, he grunts an affirmation, and hangs up.
“Who was that?” asks Mark.
Trespasser One looks at the phone, then closes his eyes and puts it back into its pouch.
“It was the Agency,” he says. “Giving us an ultimatum.”
“Giving us an ultimatum? What for?”
“They want our help to stop the King. Preferably, they want him dead.”
Jamie laughs. “Yeah, no. He can't be killed by anything they've got.”
“Nevertheless,” says the Trespasser. “They've given us three days.”
“What, to kill him?”
“Or find them a way of killing him, yeah.”
“And what if we don't?” asks Jamie. “What happens when the three days are up?”
The Trespasser shrugs. “They drop a neutron bomb on Glasgow.”
 
 



 
Episode 7
 
Funeral For One
 
 



 
“A neutron bomb?” Mark stands up, almost knocking the camp bed over. “Like a nuclear bomb?”
“A neutron bomb has a different kind of payload, but yeah: it's a nuclear device,” says the Trespasser, putting his hands on his hips. “It's detonated higher in the atmosphere – much less fallout. Glasgow would habitable again in a few weeks. Six months afterwards it would be absolutely fine for civilians.”
“But it's still a nuclear bomb, right?”
“Pretty much. It would leave most of the buildings intact, though. We're talking maybe a three hundred foot radius of destruction at ground zero, and an intense burst of gamma radiation. The heat pulse would kill everything in the city. Any humans would be vaporised.”
Stacy looks at them both, standing up herself. “Would that stop the King?”
“No,” says Mark.
“Maybe,” says the Trespasser.
“Ok, maybe,” shrugs Mark, “but even if it did, it would kill everyone in Glasgow.”
Stacy lowers her voice as though afraid of her words. 
“When the sun comes up, everyone that's still here, wants to be here. They want to be a part of the Kingdom.”
“You know its not that simple, Stace, the people are afraid.”
“Mark's got a point,” says Chloe. “The King's broadcast said that Glasgow was only the start. Maybe people are staying so that they can get in on the ground floor – better to reign in hell than serve in heaven, y'know?”
“Then they deserve everything that comes to them,” says Stacy. “If they bow to the King, they're just as bad as him.”
“They're afraid,” shouts Mark. “You want to just leave and let the Agency nuke Glasgow?”
“Neutron bomb,” the Trespasser corrects him. “And it may be our best chance of killing him.”
“He survived Donald stopping his heart,” says Jamie, shaking his head. “I don't see any reason a neutron bomb would kill him.”
“Well,” says the Trespasser, “it would subject the blast zone to temperatures hotter than the surface of the sun for a split second. That kills most things.”
“The King is an exception to most fatalities,” says Mark. “There's no guarantee.”
“If you have a better idea,” says the Trespasser, “then by all means let's go for it. I'd like to avoid bombing my home city if at all possible.”
The Trespasser's phone goes off again; he lifts it to his ear and listens for a moment, before putting it away.
“Agency satellites are on Glasgow. They've got a location on the King.”
“Then what are we waiting for?” asks Stacy.
“We're waiting,” says Jamie, “because not an hour ago we tried to fight him and everybody died, Stace.”
“He's right,” says the Trespasser, “we need a plan of attack.”
“No attack,” says Mark. “Force doesn't work. He's impervious to anything we can throw at him. Let me try a different approach.”
Mark lifts his jacket from the camp bed and eases it on, wincing at his aching muscles. 
“What's your plan?” asks Stacy.
“I'm going to talk to him. Where is he?”
“Blytheswood Park,” says the Trespasser. “Up near Pitt Street -”
“I know where the park is, Tony,” laughs Mark. “Ok, if I'm not back soon then tell my mum I love her.”
“Woah, woah,” Jamie stands up, putting a hand on Mark's chest. “Are you going alone?”
“I can take a punch from him if it comes to it,” says Mark, zipping up his jacket. “You lot can't. Let me go – I'll run if I end up in a fight.”
Jamie steps back. “What are you going to tell him?”
Mark faces all of them. 
“I'm going to convince him to stop this. Maybe we can't kill him, but we can stop the Kingdom at the least.”
“And if it doesn't work?” asks Jamie.
Mark lowers his head and his voice with it. “Then there's always that other thing we talked about.”
“Oh yeah. Jesus...”
“Right, wish me luck.”
“Mark,” the Trespasser stops him. 
“Yeah?”
He tosses him a phone with a set of earphones wrapped around it. 
“Stay in touch. Chloe will phone you – put one earphone in and your phone in your top pocket. We'll be listening.”
“Got it,” says Mark. 
“Good luck,” says Jamie. 
The two share a look, and Mark gives him a nod. 
“I'll be careful, don't worry.”
 
 
The King stands in Blytheswood Park. 
It is a caged, tamed piece of nature in the heart of the city centre. Ringed on all sides by fancy hotels and offices, the King is used to seeing it corralled by cars that cost more than the average house. Unkempt and overgrown since the Destroyer's attack, the park is nothing but muddy puddles; decrepit trees and flowers choked by the invading weeds. Nature is victorious here, whilst the once-glistening offices jealously standing guard have fallen into disrepair; lying empty with boarded windows. They have been forgotten like so much else.
The King shrugs; time will bring prosperity back to Glasgow under his reign. A little sacrifice in the short term is worth the gain in the long term. 
Taking off his suit jacket, he tosses it aside. The navy-blue fabric melds with the darkness till he can barely see it. Rain lashes his back, turning his white shirt into sodden cloth. 
A body lies on the grass, crumpled and pale in the inky rain. 
Gregor, the King's right hand man, stares into the dying trees with glassed over eyes. There's a dark red hole in the centre of his forehead, and the rain is washing the scabbing blood from his face. 
The King sighs, and gets to his knees. Flattening his hands likes shovels, he drives them into the ground and begins scooping the earth up in great chunks, heaving it aside.
Rain fills the grave as he claws the earth out, ripping up tree roots like arteries.
The ground trembles, and a wet splash erupts from the nearby grass. Looking up from his fox-hole, the King sees a familiar figure standing in the rain. He gets to his feet, growling, cracking his knuckles.
“Woah, woah,” shouts the figure in the rain, holding up his hands. “I don't want to fight. I'm here to talk.”
The King stops, wiping his soaking black hair across his face as it turns into a curious scowl. 
“I don't know if we've got anything to talk about, Mark.”
Mark comes forward, his face clear in the rain, and holds out his hands as though trying to catch the rain. 
“Hell of a night, isn't it?”
The King screws his eyes up in the rain. “I don't really feel the cold anymore.”
“Strange. I do, just – not that much, I guess.”
There's a strange silence between the two, and Mark takes his jacket off. The King tenses, but Mark only tosses it aside. 
“Don't know why I wear a jacket, still, if I don't need it.”
“Force of habit,” says the King.
“Yeah. What are you doing up here anyway?”
“Burying a friend.”
Mark looks past him, at Gregor's limp form, a pale ghost in the darkness. 
“Oh.”
The King twists his mouth, a facial shrug. 
“He knew the risks. Gregor was a good soldier.”
“You'll understand if I don't share in any sympathy.”
“It would be an insult if you did.” The King looks back at Gregor's body, and then up at the angry, grey clouds backlit by the moon before looking sideways at Mark. “You, uh, mind if I finish -”
“Go ahead,” says Mark. “I'll wait.”
With a faint nod, the King turns and lifts Gregor with one hand, and puts him over his shoulder like a fireman. He drops into the hole with a loud splash, and after a few moments he emerges without Gregor. Piece by piece, the King begins piling the earth back upon his old friend, until he is left stamping the sodden earth back into place; eventually there's nothing left but a well-trodden mound. 
The King stands in the rain, soaked to his skin, staring at the mound.
“You two were close?” asks Mark, coming and standing beside the King.
“He had something that most people nowadays don't.”
“What's that?”
“Something that both you and I have. He believed in something greater than himself.”
“I don't know if conviction in your particular beliefs is a virtue.”
“Well that's the point isn't it? If you weren't entirely certain of your own ideals, you'd share mine.”
“I guess so. Good thing I'm certain.”
The King looks at him sideways.
“You didn't come here to fight, then? Really?”
“I'm done fighting you,” says Mark, sighing as the rain bounces off his shoulders, silhouetting him. 
The King chuckles. “The boy wonder has grown up? Finally stopped trying to punch all of your troubles.”
“Punching you doesn't do anything.”
“True – although you hit like a freight train.”
“Likewise.”
“It just so happens that doesn't hurt me either,” the King laughs. 
“What about a nuclear blast?”
The King stops laughing and lowers his voice.
“Well, there'd only be one way to test that, wouldn't there?”
“I'd give you maybe ten-to-one that you'd survive it. Ninety percent chance you won't.”
“Better odds than most people get in a nuclear blast. You thinking of nuking me, Mark?”
“You know me better than that – I'd never do that to the city.”
“No – but the Agency might.”
Mark smirks. “Nailed it.”
“You think I didn't see a nuclear strike coming? They know that a ground invasion would be a disaster. They can't hurt me with anything else – let me guess, neutron bomb? Try to preserve as much of the infrastructure as they can?”
Mark looks at him, eyebrows raised. “I'm impressed.”
“It's only what I'd do if faced with an immortal, unstoppable being threatening the world order. I take it, since you're telling me this, that you'd like me to stop before they do it?”
“Ideally, yes.”
“Would you stop pursuing your dream, just because somebody asked you to?”
“Of course not. Difference is, my dream doesn't come at the cost of people's freedom and safety.”
The King laughs again, a heart, friendly laugh. 
“And why do you want to preserve the current order so much anyway? You have any idea who your masters really are Mark? You were bought and sold a long time ago to the highest bidder, as were the government and everybody down from there. Money makes this planet turn, and it hurts so many people, Mark. I can reshape it – I can give them a world where at least they know the face of their master. I don't want money, Mark. I want humanity to thrive. I'm a humanist if nothing else.”
“And how are you going to do that when you're busy killing people that don't agree?”
The King laughs. “Mark, what do you think I'm going to do? The Glasgow that you wake up to tomorrow will be exactly the same – except for the one very important difference: no crime, no poverty, no corruption. There'll be jobs for everybody rebuilding this city. People will return when they see that things are better here. Things will actually work like they were meant to. Efficiently.”
“Because you'll destroy anything and anyone that refuses to comply.”
“Yes.”
Mark shakes his head. “And then after Glasgow; the world, right?” 
“It would be selfish to restrict my abilities to one small city when the world is such a big place, Mark.”
“And when you have the world... then what? Just sit on your throne all day and administrate?”
“I don't want power for the sake of power,” the King sighs. “Humanity has stalled – we don't shoot for the stars anymore, we're content to sit in our comfort zone, to vegetate on our computers and dream, but we never chase those dreams.”
“You're talking about inflicting a nightmare on the people.”
“I'm talking, Mark, about dragging this entire world into the future whether it wants to come with me or not. With our minds, our passion and ingenuity, we should be building hotels on Mars. We shouldn't be relying on oil economies – hell, we shouldn't even be using paper in this day and age. Where are the cures for cancer? The pill that stops aging? Why are the masses letting the corrupt few decide what to spend the money on? We could do so much if only we weren't afraid of what we're capable of. Mark: I am going to give humanity its full potential, and I don't care how reluctant or afraid it is. Is that really a nightmare? Or are you afraid too?”
“I'm not afraid of making the world a better place.”
“Then why haven't you done it?”
“Well shit,” whispers Mark, turning to the King, “I tried, but somebody bankrupted me and tried to have me killed for my trouble.”
“That was before your power. What good have you really done with your strength?”
“Well there was that time I punched a malevolent alien force to death?”
“And since? You're so hell-bent on stopping me; you could have rebuilt your Gardens ten times over with your own bare hands in the time you've wasted.”
Mark looks up into the rain. 
“Fine. But if you go ahead with the Kingdom, all of the people in this city are going to die in a nuclear firestorm. How is that, in any way, good?”
“A small sacrifice for the cause. Once the world sees that force is useless against me, they'll begin to get used to my constant presence. Imagine the difference; no country would declare war upon another. I would simply walk into their political centre and kill the leaders. No more war, Mark. I'd have wiped out one of humanity's most fervent plagues. In a week, I can end world conflict.”
Mark is staring at him in the rain. “You tell me I can't punch my problems away, then plan to do the same. You'd let Glasgow get nuked so you can play god?”
“Yes. I'm fairly sure I'd survive the blast, and it would let the world know that I truly cannot be stopped. The Agency would be accountable for the deaths, not me. I stand only to benefit.”
“But Glasgow is your city,” says Mark. “Your home.”
“Was. This city is a husk of what it used to be.”
“That's not anybody's fault.”
“No, it's not. But if the Agency want to tear it down to spite me, let them. I'll simply walk to the nearest city, and begin my Kingdom there. Glasgow is just one of thousands of possible Kingdoms. One day, all cities will be.”
“And the people? They don't mean anything to you?”
“There are seven billion people on earth, Mark. How many die every day? The universe won't notice a few thousand deaths. And the end result will be the same; the world will unite behind me, and we'll push forward into the future. One day, this will be a bad memory, and they'll thank me.”
“They'll never love you, though. Will they?”
“Is that your plan?” he sneers. “Earn their respect and affection, then inspire them to do great things?”
“Well, yeah. Lead by example.”
“And what about the corrupt? The cruel? They won't give a damn about your 'example'. I can control them; I can make good men out of criminals.”
“There'll always be people like that. You can't just terrify seven billion people into going against human nature. They'll follow you out of fear – they'll respect you out of obligation, out of necessity. Love isn't born in a cage, King, it has to be given freely. And nobody will give you anything freely; you're going to have to take it.”
“Then take it I will.”
Thunder breaks on the horizon, illuminating the steeples of the churches in the west end. Mark puts his hands in his pockets and turns to the King one last time.
“Look, I've tried to talk you out of doing this, but we both know that you're not going to listen.”
“Would you?”
“Of course not. So I'm just going to level with you, then I'm going to leave.”
“Ok. Go for it.”
The King meets his gaze, and Mark takes a deep breath.
“I've figured out how to beat you. I can't tell you in case you find a way to counteract it, but I can assure you: it's doable.”
“You'll do what a nuclear detonation can't, eh?”
“Yeah,” says Mark, staring the King in his bottomless eyes. “I'm telling you now – begging you – to stop this madness, before I have to follow through with it.”
“Sounds like an empty threat, Mark.”
“I wish it was. You've got three days to stand down and hand yourself over to the Agency.”
The King laughs. “Or what? You can't hurt me, Mark. There's nothing you can do to stop me.”
Mark steps in close, till his forehead is almost touching the King's.
“If you don't comply,” he whispers through the rain, “then I will inflict upon you a fate so severe, so horrifying, that I am begging you not to make me do it. Consider that for a moment. I don't want to do it. But I will. If you make me: I will.”
The King holds his burning gaze. 
“What if I don't believe you?”
“Then you're going to feel like an idiot in three days.”
The King smirks. Mark shakes his head and walks away, lifting his soaking jacket from the ground. Holding it in one hand, he stalks off into the rain. 
“I love our little philosophy debates, Mark,” shouts the King.
“Three days,” shouts Mark. “Counting from sunrise.”
There's a deep boom as Mark leaps into the air, leaving the King alone at the solitary grave. 
 
 
When Mark returns to the safehouse, the entire squad is gathered around Chloe's computer bank, watching something.
“Mark,” says Stacy as she looks up. “You're home. How did it go?”
“You weren't listening over the phone-thing?”
“Well, yeah.”
“Then you know how it went.” He takes off his soaking t-shirt and tosses it onto his camp bed, pulling on a fresh one as he ruffles the rain out of his hair. “The King doesn't believe me.”
“So what now?” asks Jamie.
“Now I've got three days to learn how to fly.”
Trespasser One looks up. “What?”
“Can't tell you in case the King gets to one of us. All part of the plan.” Mark points at the computer screens. “What are we watching?”
“Come see,” says Chloe, and the squad shuffles around in silence to let Mark in.
The screens show him scenes from across the world whilst a reporter talks over the top of the images. He sees demonstrations in London, clashes between people calling for military action against the King and those already throwing in their lot with his vision. Crowds are gathered before the White House, demanding action. Every screen brings a new picture, leaders of various nations urging the people to stay strong, to unite in the face of this danger, whilst the people on the street fight over whether to destroy or appease the King. 
“They're afraid,” says the Trespasser. “Everyone is terrified. The Destroyer brought us close to Armageddon – this is worse. You know the Pope called him the anti-christ?”
“Really?”
“Yeah. There's already riots in European cities; they're so terrified of what the King might do to them in the coming years that they want to nuke Scotland.”
“What, all of it?”
“Yeah. Just to be sure.”
“Idiots.”
“There's something else.”
“What?”
“Chloe, show him.”
Chloe taps the keyboard a few times and it jumps to a different channel. On this one, in the middle of Edinburgh in the pouring rain, march a few quiet protesters holding placards and signs.
The one at the front, the most prominent by far, is a picture of Mark taken straight from the internet. In bright white letters on the front are the words:
Where are you, superman?
Mark does a double take.
“Wait, do they think -”
Stacy puts a hand on his shoulder. “You went on national news once and told the King you'd stop him. You're maybe the only person left that's not afraid of him.”
“I am afraid of him. He's nearly killed me twice – three - how many times now?”
“Did it once too,” says Jamie.
“Well, yeah. In another timeline, he actually did it. I'm terrified of the guy.”
“Yeah,” says Stacy. “But the world doesn't know that. They're all waiting for someone to do something.”
Gary laughs. “This might actually be a job for Beerman.”
Mark lets out a shuddering breath and folds his arms. “I'm not a superhero.”
“We've saved the world once before,” says Jamie. “We might not be superheroes, but we're the closest thing the world has. That's got to count for something.”
Mark puts his hand on his chin.
“Beerman's thinking,” laughs Gary. “Someone get the whiskey before he gets us all killed.”
“What are you thinking?” asks Stacy.
“I'm thinking that if people are willing to throw in with the King due to his power, then they need an alternative. They need an example to follow, the opposite of whatever bleak dystopian bullshit he's selling them.”
“Desperation,” says the Trespasser. “That's what I see on that screen. Desperate, frightened people.”
Mark looks up at him. “Well what's the opposite of fear?”
Trespasser One rolls his eyes. 
“Hope, I guess?”
Mark smiles. 
“I can get behind that,” he says, nodding. “Yeah: we need to get some good fabric and someone who can sew.”
Donald raises his hand. “I can sew.”
“Good, because I'm going to need a costume; and a cape.”
Gary grins. “About bloody time.”
 
 



 
Episode 8
 
Prometheus
 
 



 
The sun rises over Glasgow's city centre: a mesa of half-broken buildings and steeples, with tenements lining the streets like onlookers at a funeral. Puddles by the roadside catch the morning light as the mist pulls back, and everything is still.
A single man walks the street in blue suit trousers, with a pressed white shirt and a dark navy waistcoat keeping his gold tie in place. His face has a look of contentment to it, the smile that a man might have if he were proud of his children. Sunlight catches his eyes, and those few brave souls looking out their windows see the darkness in his pupils swallow the light whole. There's something in his eyes, some unspoken shadow that lurks beneath his skin, in his veins, curdling and festering under the mask that he wears as a face. 
The King waves to his subjects in their windows, and they wave back, forcing smiles before they close their curtains. Autumn sun bathes the Kingdom, and as the King strolls down Argyle Street he looks on with a barely concealed pity at the boarded-up shops and shattered windows that were once one of Glasgow's main attractions. 
Silence rules the day. 
With a smile, the King begins the long, leisurely walk to his offices, swaggering with the confidence of a man who cannot be hurt. 
 
 
Mark wakes up to the same silence, rolling out of the camp bed and knocking over two empty bottles of beer. The clatter of empty glass on the concrete floor stirs some of the squad – except Jamie, who is already sitting up at the computer desk with Chloe, deep in conversation.
He looks over as Mark rises, and lifts his hand. 
“We were just talking about you,” says Jamie. 
Mark rubs the sleep from his eyes and grimaces at the taste in his mouth. 
“Nothing too bad I hope.”
“You need a name.”
“Mark.”
“A superhero name,” says Chloe, leaning out from behind Jamie. 
Jamie shrugs. “I like Beerman.”
Mark trudges over to them in his shorts as the rest of the squad pull their covers up and try to go back to sleep. 
“I can't call myself Beerman.”
Chloe scratches her lip. “What about Gary's suggestion? A colour and an animal? What's your favourite colour and animal, Mark?”
“Beige Capybara. Can't see it.”
Jamie frowns. “What the shit is a capybara?”
“Giant hamster,” says Chloe, patting his knee. “Who honestly says beige is their favourite colour?”
“He said it was brown last time,” whispers Jamie. 
“What about...” Mark thinks for a moment. “Like. I don't know. What do I do? Punch bad guys?”
Jamie nods. “Punch-man has a decent ring to it.”
“That's awful,” says Chloe. “What about The Puncher.”
“Jesus, Chloe.”
“Yeah, sorry.”
Stacy appears out of the gloom, her hair tied in a bun and her eyes heavy from a bad night's sleep. She has her duvet wrapped around her, leans into Mark, and yawns before giving her suggestion. 
“What was the alien that gave us all our powers called? Defender?”
“Protector,” says Mark, and his eyes brighten. “Shit, Stacy that's great.”
“You're welcome. Anybody for coffee?”
“Everyone.” says Jamie, turning to Mark. “So: Protector?”
“It'll do. Do I need a symbol?”
“What about a beer bottle?” 
“What about a shield?” tries Mark.
“Definitely a beer bottle.”
“Hey, what about your superhero name?”
“Mark,” Jamie holds up his hands, laughing. “I am a retired car thief, who used to work for the psychopath that we're planning to kill. Not to mention my somewhat heavy handed methods – I'm not jumping around in a cape, mate; that's your job.”
“Let's call you Headshot,” laughs Stacy.
Jamie shakes his head. “Harsh, Stace, harsh.”
Chloe looks over at some of the sleeping squad-mates. “Hey, at least Trespasser comes equipped with his own cool name.”
“What, Tony?” asks Jamie. 
“No, his name is Trespasser. You're the one that started with the whole Tony thing. He hates it.”
“Oh yeah.”
Stacy emerges from a corner of the bunker with mugs of steaming coffee in her hands, placing them down on the computer desk and managing to spill enough to leave sticky rings on Chloe's notes.
“Sorry love,” she yawns as she shuffles away in her duvet, standing beside Mark and passing him a coffee. “I put whiskey in yours.”
“You're a thoughtful wee thing, Stace.”
“I know,” she gives him a sleepy smile. “What are we doing today then? Hiding and hoping nobody breaks our necks?”
“I've got research to do,” says Mark. “I need to work out how feasible my plan is.”
“If you want,” says Chloe, leaning forward, “I can get you a list of websites about how to punch people better?”
“Thanks Chloe,” he winks. “But that won't be necessary. When it's dark, I need to practice too.”
“Practice what?” asks Stacy.
“Flying, of course.”
 
 
The sun is high in the sky when the King strolls down the Kingston Bridge, and light sparkles in diamonds off the waves of the River Clyde. The air is fresher than he's ever smelled it here; no traffic today. No cars; the turn of summer has lit the sky a chalky blue, only a few fleecy clouds in the distance. 
Two men wielding assault rifles give him a nod of respect as he approaches the crude barrier they have erected, all sand bags, barbed wire and heavy metal posts. They wear long black coats and scarves, dressed like businessmen; dressed like the King. 
“Men,” he smiles, puffing out his chest and lacing his hands behind his back. “You said you had something for me to turn my attention to?”
“Aye, sir,” says the large one with a shaved head. “There are men at the barrier requesting your presence. They say they're from the government.”
“About time,” he says. “I'll talk to them. Wait here.”
The King eases himself between the barriers and steps out into the road, where two men lean against the road's divider, clutching briefcases and binders and shivering. Their black company car is parked a few feet away, the engine off. 
“Is it cold?” the King asks, by means of making conversation. 
The men look up and freeze as though to answer his question. One of them, clearly the one in charge, stands up to his full height and adjusts his glasses.
“Mr. Paul King?”
“That's me; though, I'd prefer just King.”
“We're here to open a dialogue; discuss demands, the treatment of civilians within the city, and so on.”
The King gestures to the barrier. “Would you like to come in?” 
Both men look at each other, unspoken words passing between them. 
“Of course,” says the first. 
“It's much nicer on my side of the fence,” says the King, smiling. The two men laugh politely as though being told a joke. “I trust, of course, that you haven't come alone?”
“I'm sorry?” says the one with the glasses, his tone breaking. 
“Oh you know,” the King shrugs as he leads the men through the barrier. Assault rifles are aimed as they step onto the other side of the tarmac. “Snipers. Spy planes so high I can't see them. That kind of thing.”
The one in the glasses loses the jovial smile, and straightens his shoulders. 
“You're not an idiot, Mr. King.”
“Just King, please,” he whispers, stopping and turning around. “I've already asked you to just call me King.”
The King and the man in the glasses stare at each other, neither blinking. 
“Do you have an office that we could use?”
“Everything past the barrier is my office. Everything outside it will be too, eventually.”
“No doubt, no doubt. Let's discuss demands then, hm?”
“I don't have any demands,” the King smirks. “This is just how things are. You can't negotiate with a hurricane.”
“And you're the hurricane?”
“I'm much worse than any disaster, son.”
“Ok,” the suit turns to his colleague, “well this has been fruitful indeed. Let's go.”
The other one nods, and the two head for the barrier at a brisk walk. Smirking again, the King moves so quickly that he leaves a breeze on their faces. They jump as he appears before them, standing between them and the barrier. 
“In a rush, gentlemen?” he smiles, stepping forward and forcing them back. “Haven't you ever met a King before? It's customary to bow.”
Though the smaller one hesitates, the one in the glasses swallows and fixes his tie. 
“I will not bow before a terrorist, sir.”
“Is that what they're calling me? Just the usual buzzword for whatever enemy of the state they've dreamt up? Shame. King sounds so much better. I'd have settled for tyrant.”
“Tyrant it is, then.”
“Well,” sighs the King. “I can respect a man with strong principles, being one myself. Tell your superiors you did your best.”
The King extends his hand, giving the glasses-man an open, honest smile; his shorter colleague is trembling, clutching his briefcase like a lifeline. 
With a wary hesitation, the leader reaches out and takes the King's hand as if to shake it.
Without any effort, the King closes his fist and crushes every bone in the man's hand. His scream splits the air, and the King's strength drives him to his knees, scrabbling with his free hand against the King's grip, to no effect.
The little one, the shrew as the King has come to think of him, is staring, aghast.
“See?” the King grins, staring at the shrew. “Apply enough force, my man -” he squeezes harder, and the scream gets louder, “ - and everybody bows. Tell your superiors: in the end, everybody will bow.”
 
 
Mark's sits on the edge of a tower block as the sun disappears over the horizon. In the far distance lie the hills and fields near Milngavie, leading out into the wilderness. Lights sparkle to life in the twilight, and Mark tips the rest of a beer can down his throat, wiping his beard clean with one grubby sleeve. 
He sighs, and smiles as the breeze picks up, blowing the clouds aside and letting him see the half-moon, peering through the gap like a giant. 
A door clicks shut, and he glances behind him. Jamie and the Trespasser join him on the roof, sitting near the edge with him.
“Nice evening,” says the Trespasser, hanging his legs off the ledge.
“Brought you a present,” says Jamie, sitting a four-pack of beer cans beside Mark with a clank. 
“You're so thoughtful. Where did you get beer at a time like this?”
“There are shops open, believe it or not. It doesn't really feel like a disaster zone.”
“It's not,” Mark grumbles, and takes one of the cans. It hisses as he cracks it open. “Either of you want one?” he asks, taking two more cans and offering them up. The men shrug and take them; the three of them sit on the roof's edge, looking out over the twilight city and its suburbs, and enjoy the peace.
Trespasser One breaks the silence. “How did your research go?”
Mark gulps down the beer, staring into the distance. “Well.”
“Ready to let me in on the secret yet?”
Mark shakes his head, his shoulders slumping. “I don't know if I can do it.”
“Physically?”
“Not just that. It's way worse than I thought it was.”
“What is it then?”
Mark sighs, downs the beer and tosses the crumpled can behind him. “You two have killed people, right?”
Jamie shrugs.
Trespasser One nods. “Yeah. You have too, right? During the whole Destroyer thing?”
“That was fight or die stuff, I mean like... pre-meditated, had a plan to kill someone and went through with it.”
“I was a Trespasser,” says Tony, “that was essentially my job.”
“Why?” asks Jamie. “You starting to feel bad about killing the King?”
“That's the thing,” says Mark. “He can't die.”
“We think.”
“He's fairly certain – the same way that we just know what our powers and their limits are: he knows he can't be killed.”
“If he can't be killed -” the Trespasser begins, and Marks cuts him off with a raised hand. 
“He can't be. He can, however, be stopped – but it's going to be horrible. Almost unfathomable.”
“How so?”
Mark opens his second can and leans back. 
“You guys know the legend of Prometheus?”
Jamie frowns. “Greek guy? Roman?”
“Something like that. Greek, I think. Stole fire from the gods, gave it to man. His punishment was to be chained to a rock, where every day a raven – or an eagle, whatever, it changes in the telling – would come and eat his liver. It would grow back by the next day, and he'd have to endure it all over again.”
“Didn't he escape in the tale?”
“I think so, eventually. I don't know, to be honest,” says Mark. “My point is – that's hell. Constantly suffering, being unable to stop it – and worse, being unable to die. I'm talking about putting the King through an ordeal so terrible that I don't know if I'll be able to live with myself.”
“This is what you were researching, right?”
“Right,” says Mark. “He's invincible. Can't be killed. Stronger and faster than me, probably powerful enough to survive a nuclear strike. He told me that there's no prison that can hold him. Nowhere we can keep him that he won't eventually break out of.”
“Seems that way,” says Jamie, sipping his beer and pulling his jacket around himself as the breeze picks up and the sky darkens. 
“Well, there's one place I can send him. Theoretically. Provided that I can learn to fly.”
The Trespasser sits his beer down and leans forward, looking at Mark with an alarmed expression on his face.
“Hold on a bloody minute -”
“I can throw him into the sun.”
“What?”
“Escape velocity for Earth's gravity is seven miles per second. Provided I make him miss the moon, he'll drift at constant speed until either the Sun or Jupiter's gravity pull him in. He can't fly, and even if he could, the speeds and forces required to break free of their gravity wells are so high it's pointless to consider.”
Jamie crumples his finished can. “Isn't Jupiter just gas?”
“We think the core is rock. Metal liquid hydrogen maybe. Unbelievably strong gravity would crush him, and he'd drown over and over again in boiling acid. If he misses Jupiter and ends up in the sun? Well, we don't think a nuclear strike will kill him, but a constant nuclear fusion reaction as intense as the sun? With that much gravity? Provided he can't die, he'd sink to the middle of the sun and be trapped there, burning, crushed, over and over for eternity. For the next few billion years. By the time he finally escaped, the universe would mostly just be brown dwarf stars and black holes. I'm talking about sending a man – a human being – to hell, for eternity, to die over and over and over again, alone, billions of miles from home.” Mark looks at them both, his face gaunt and pale. Neither have anything to offer him. “I need to know,” he goes on, “that there's no other option available. That there is no alternative than to inflict this upon him. Because I will – if there's no other choice. I will. It would take him, what, hundreds of years to even hit anything at that speed. Hundreds of years just floating through space, alone, freezing to death repeatedly. Unable to die.”
“Mother of god,” whispers the Trespasser. “That's a bit more extreme than killing somebody, Mark.”
“Prometheus,” he whispers. “I hope against hope that he can die. But I'll never know. If I do this, I'll never find out the truth. And I'll always wonder.”
“I don't see an alternative,” says Jamie. “Other than to let him carry on with the Kingdom, till he eventually takes the world for himself and bends it to whatever vision he has. I know, for one, that I could never sleep again knowing that he's out there somewhere, on Earth. If this is the only way to stop him...”
“I think it might be,” says the Trespasser. “Could you hit that speed? I mean, you've never flown before; now you've got three days to learn to fly fast enough to leave Earth?”
“Whilst,” adds Jamie, “presumably, carrying the King, who will be fighting you the entire way. Not to mention: you won't be able to breathe past a certain height.”
The Trespasser finishes his beer. “We could see about getting you a pressurised flight suit and some oxygen cylinders? Plus – if you go into space, you need to come back down. That means re-entry – you know, that thing that tends to set even specially designed spacecraft on fire.”
“I've endured fire before,” says Mark. “Anyway, all of these are complications to the main point. I reckon I can do it. The question is: should I?”
Jamie and Trespasser One look at each other, then back at Mark. In unison, they nod:
“Yeah.”
“Then I might as well start practising. How hard can it be -”
Mark stands up and – before they can protest – throws himself off the building. 
He doesn't fly.
The two men grimace at the loud crash and the blaring of car alarms far below them. Jamie grabs the Trespasser's arm and stops time for them both.
“Jesus,” he whispers. “Let's get him home before the King's men turn up, eh?”
“Agreed.”
 
 
The squad stand around a cleared space in the bunker, fluorescent lights stinging their eyes, holding steaming cups of coffee. Everyone fights smirks as Jamie and Chloe help Mark into his Trespasser Armour, now spray-painted a regal shade of blue with gold lining his shoulders, arms and chest. 
He turns to the squad and rotates his arms, spreading them to look at himself. His armour catches the light, the colour of the summer night's sky. Where the plates separate it shows the woven fabric below; there are hints of gold and yellow, beaming like sunlight through the cracks. Chloe and Jamie nod to each other, and then unfurl the fabric bunched up at his shoulder blades.
A dark blue cape unfurls, vast and billowing, catching what little breeze there is. It falls to the back of Mark's calves, where even his Trespasser boots have been painted dark blue to match. 
“Who the hell did this?” he asks, impressed. 
Donald and Stacy nudge each other. “You're welcome.”
“Woah,” whispers Gary. “Turn really quickly, I want to see the cape swoosh.”
Mark obliges, grasping one edge of his cape with his hand and turning, pulling it out and upwards. It sweeps out at his back, glittering in the dim light. 
“Shame,” says the Trespasser. “It's probably going to get the shit torn out of it.”
“Yeah, well,” sighs Stacy. “We can always make him a new one.”
“He should probably shave,” says Cathy. “Not very heroic having a hobo-beard.”
“She's got a point,” says Chloe as she brushes dust off his cape and stands back to admire her work. 
“Before any of that,” says Jamie. “Let's see it in action.”
“What,” laughs Mark, “you want me to punch someone?”
“No – give it a go. Try and fly.”
“In here?”
“Just like; float or something, I don't know.”
“I...” he hesitates, and finds himself looking around at the squad. They're looking at him with something in their eyes, a little ray of hope that he hadn't noticed before. In the blacks of their eyes he can see himself, a tall, shining figure in glistening armour, a cape the colour of midnight billowing around him. “Ok, give me a second.”
He shakes the tension out of his muscles, stretching like an athlete, and takes a deep breath. Closing his eyes, he clenches his knuckles and focuses.
The squad watch as he starts to shake – but nothing happens. 
He lets out a tense breath and opens his eyes, looking around embarrassed. 
“Give me a sec,” he whispers, more to himself, and tries again. 
He closes his eyes, and focuses. It's different this time; the energy is coming from deep within him, from his heart, not his mind. There is a hoard of tiny quantum-whatever nano-somethings inside him, he remembers, that give him his powers: and they work on intent. 
Lost in his own thoughts, he wills himself upwards; he's aware that his body is trembling with the effort as the laws of physics are bent and broken inside him, but he focuses himself on his will alone. He barely hears people shouting his name.
Then Jamie's voice cuts through them all. 
“Mark!” 
Mark opens his eyes, and looks at them in surprise. 
“What? What is it?”
They seem awfully short to him.
Mark looks down, and finds himself floating two feet off the ground. 
“Well shit -” he manages, then the pain in his head catches up to him.
His nose sputters blood, and he crashes to the ground, falling to his knees and holding his head, cringing in pain. Jamie and Chloe catch him, helping him up as he wipes the blood away. The squad are silent, unwilling to voice any doubt.
“Get this man a beer,” Jamie tells them. “Go on. Bring him a few, in fact.”
Stacy and Gary nod and scuttle off. 
Trespasser One steps forward. “Well that proves it. You want to take a break, Mark?”
“A break?” he laughs, waving them all away. “I've got three days to learn this. Get me those beers, I'm trying it again.”
 
 



 
Episode 9
 
Atlantic
 
 
 
 



 
The River Clyde laps and splashes against its barriers, the only sound above the whistling night wind. Lit only by the swollen moon, the riverside rustles as dark figures move through it, emerging from the hedges and trees. 
Trespasser One, his half-burnt face hidden behind his mask, is the first out onto the exposed riverside. He carries a stubby black shotgun, and keeps it ready as he scans around. Finding nothing, he motions to the hedges, and a group of similarly dressed people – definitely not soldiers – emerge. The first has the same armour with a long coat draped over it, and keeps a revolver in his hand as the Trespasser helps him over the side.
“You're sure the boat is there?” asks Jamie as he leaps onto the railings.
The Trespasser pushes him over.
Jamie stifles a scream as he falls, and rather than hitting the water he finds himself wrapped in a soft embrace of fabric and foam, which he clambers out of. Seconds later, there's a much heavier thump, and Mark struggles his way out of the same foamy blocks. His cape trails behind him as Jamie helps him out, and the rest of the squad follow shortly after.
Looking around, Jamie sees the small boat that they are on, a cross between a speedboat and a dinghy – a darker version of whatever the coastguard use. It's not quite black – rather, it's the same colour as night, a murky blue-grey that's indistinguishable from the inky water. 
The Trespasser is the last one to drop into the crates of foam, and rolls out without issue. He checks the squad over in the darkness, counting them as he walks to the back of the boat. Once there, he turns to Mark and claps his shoulder.
“Ready?”
“Ready.”
“Then let's go.”
He guns the motor, and the water behind them froths and splutters as they accelerate down the Clyde, heading towards Helensburgh and open water. 
Towards the ocean. 
 
 
Hours later, the boat comes to a stop far from any land. Even in the pitch black of the open water, Mark can barely make out the sparkling lights of the coast in the distance. Above them, the moon glows through a thick layer of clouds. When he tries to find the horizon, Mark can't tell where the ocean ends and the grubby sky begins. 
“God, this is hellish,” he mutters. 
Nobody replies.
Stacy and Cathy are asleep under the same blanket at the back of the boat, whilst Donald and Gary sit on a bench together, deep in whispered conversation. 
Mark pats Jamie's leg, and his friend wakes up with a start. 
“We're here, I think,” says Mark. 
“Ugh, thanks for waking me,” Jamie groans. “Where are we? Is this limbo, or what?”
“This,” says Trespasser as he swaggers towards them, “is our launch pad. We've got less than twenty four hours until the Agency drops a neutron bomb on Glasgow, and Mark has yet to break the sound barrier let alone hit escape velocity. If we're going to kill the King, he needs practice. Out here, we've got privacy and an open sky.”
“Can I just point out,” says Jamie, “that if Mark falls unconscious or anything up there then he drops into the bloody ocean; he'll drown.”
“That's why he'll be wearing this,” says the Trespasser, grabbing a bright orange life jacket and tossing it towards Mark. “It inflates upon contact with the water. You've got a lot of spare drink, too?”
Mark nods, holding up two silver flasks. 
“Good,” says Trespasser. “Then let's get started. Remember: don't jump from the boat, you'll bloody well sink it.”
“I know, I know,” says Mark. “I need to get used to taking off anyway, it's the hardest part.”
“Wait a minute,” comes a muffled voice from the far end of the boat. 
They look over and in the dim half-light, Stacy untangles herself from the mass of quilts whilst Cathy still sleeps. Shivering in her combat armour, she staggers to the front of the boat as it rocks with the waves.
“We're out of Glasgow, right?”
“Nah,” sighs Jamie, “this is the train station, Stace.”
“Oh shut up. What I'm saying is: Tony got us out of Glasgow for this so nobody would hear Mark go supersonic – if he can; what's stopping us from getting everyone else out in a boat too? Then we could just let the Agency nuke the King -”
“Neutron bomb,” the Trespasser corrects her. “Big difference.”
“Whatever. We could let them neutron bomb the King then. If we get all the people out, what's the issue? You said a neutron blast wouldn't destroy many buildings right?”
“Right.”
“So why don't we get all the people out?”
“Because we only have one boat that I got it as a favour from a very old friend. I can't swing a bloody freighter, Stace – which, by the way, is what we'd need. There are thousands of people still in the city centre.”
Gary speaks up from the back of the boat. “I'm wondering why we're going back at all.”
“Because thousands die if we don't, son,” says Donald sitting beside him. 
“Yeah but if we die trying to take down the King then what the hell are people going to do? Just nuke every city he moves to?”
“Neutron -” 
“Aye, Tony, we know, we know.”
“Gary's right, in a way,” says Mark, taking a sip from his flask. “If we fail, the world is going to have to find another way to deal with the King – and we don't know if there is any other way.”
“If they can't find a way,” says the Trespasser, “then that's it. It's over, and he's won. He'll enforce whatever law he wants upon the world based solely on his power, and seven billion people will just have to suck it up and try and get on with it.”
“Exactly,” says Mark. “So I'll be back in a while guys; I'm gonna go try and break the sound barrier.”
Jamie gives him a playful punch on his armoured chest. 
“Be careful, man.”
Mark pulls down his face mask and loosens up his muscles.
“I'll be fine.”
His cape catches the wind blowing from the ocean, and in the cold spray he begins to lift, slowly at first, off the ground, focusing in silence. The squad watch him lift and disappear into the air like a balloon, drifting ever upward. 
“He's not going that fast is he?” asks Stacy, peering into the night. 
“No,” says Jamie. 
 
 
Mark keeps his eyes closed as he ascends, the wind buffeting him as he climbs higher. Mist and rain begin to dampen his skin, and it feels as though the sky around him is weighing him down, trying to drag him back to earth. His focus comes and goes, and for entire minutes at a time he is lost in the sensation of struggling upward against gravity. 
It feels to him as though his entire body is a hot air balloon; when he focuses with a clear mind, he fills with fire and shoots upwards. Yet if he tries too hard and strains his mind, he loses focus and begins to fill with lead. 
Holding his drunken thoughts with clarity is like trying to hold water in his hands. For every second he manages to see through the mist and train his mind on flight, another thought barges in and demands attention. Fear pulls his thoughts off in one direction, keeping him distracted.
Taking a breath and grounding himself in the present moment, Mark opens his eyes. It makes no difference; everything is darkness. 
He's drifting, floating in a bottomless abyss, unable to tell what way he's facing, where land is, where home is.
Fear swells like a cyst in his gut, and with shaking hands he takes a silver flask from his belt and raises it to his lips, welcoming the familiar burn of the whiskey. The fire in him blazes as though he is drinking oil.
A minute later, he passes through the clouds.
 
 
There's silence in the boat asides from Cathy's snoring, and the gentle splash of the waves against the hull. Jamie leans back against the side and looks up; he can't see Mark anywhere. 
“What are we going to do after all this, Tony?” he asks. 
The Trespasser, sitting on the boat's edge with his shotgun on his lap, lifts his mask to show his scarred face. Stacy stirs, looking up at him. 
“You mean after the King is gone?” asks the Trespasser.
“Yeah. When everything goes back to normal.”
Stacy laughs. “I don't know if anything is ever going back to normal.”
“As close as it'll get then. I mean, after the King; then what?”
Trespasser One leans back, sighing. “That's if we beat the King. A lot depends on that drunken idiot in the sky right now.”
“At least he's our drunken idiot,” says Stacy. “We were bloody lucky that the fire came to people like us – and not more people like the King.”
“It would always have picked people like us. The Protector gave us our powers based on our intentions when it arrived on earth,” says Jamie. “I was desperate for time when it hit me – I needed time to save Chloe.”
Trespasser One strokes his chin. “Then I wonder if the Destroyer chose people for their intentions too – no wonder the King got powers.”
Stacy shrugs. “There'll always be a job for us, I guess.”
“Speak for yourself,” says Trespasser One. “I don't have any powers.”
“Yeah, but this is your job anyway. You were fighting bad guys before this, and after this is over, there'll still be wars to fight. Us lot? We're going to left standing about doing nothing.”
“I don't know about that,” says Jamie. “There's a lot you could do with your power, Stace. You can manipulate machinery, god, you could do anything.”
“That's the problem with having a power,” says Stacy. “If I don't use it, then what's the point? It's like my life has already been laid out for me now.”
“I don't like to plan too far ahead,” says Jamie. “But the only reason I even went after the King in the first place – where this all started – was because I wanted a better life for Chloe and me. That's what I intend to do when this is all done. Just go somewhere quiet and enjoy life. Maybe travel a bit.”
“You could all do anything,” says the Trespasser. “Anything at all.”
“I said that to Mark not so long ago,” says Stacy. 
“Said what?”
“Imagine what we could do; if we only stopped getting in our own way.”
“That's beautiful; in the 'I don't get it' kinda way.”
“I just mean -” she starts, and stops, frustrated. “I dunno. Like; aren't you ever afraid of what you could do with your power? Imagine what Mark could do if he wasn't ashamed of the whole alcohol thing. He could be like the King but, like, good.”
“He already is.”
“Yeah but he could change so much more if he just stopped being afraid of what he's capable of. We all could. I mean; the King isn't, and look what he's done. Mark doesn't have to be afraid of people, he could be the kind of leader we just don't get these days. ”
Jamie looks up at the sky, still unable to see Mark. 
“Maybe you're onto something there, Stace.”
 
 
Mark is climbing, accelerating as he leaves more and more behind. His fear drops away as he passes through the clouds, and where there was once a knotting anxiety in his muscles there is now strength, growing by the second.
His eyes are open as the clouds fall away behind him, clear air streaming from the corners of his shoulder as the cape billows out behind him. The moon is full tonight, casting silver light over everything. Whistling wind buffets him this way and that, pulling him to one side. 
Mark steadies himself; the more he focuses, the faster he goes. The moonlight blows away the doubt, and he soars. 
Up here, with nothing to get in the way, he can see every star in the sky above him; he can see the arm of the Milky Way as he climbs higher, going faster still. 
His mind falters momentarily as he takes in the stars: where the Protector and the Destroyer came from, where his power came from – and in less than twenty-four hours he's going to try and send the King back there.
The King.
His fear creeps back, and he slows. The clouds look like an ocean of their own from this high up, and even Mark can feel the cold creeping through his armour. Wind and frost sting at his skin like tiny needles, trying to tear his cape off. 
The King.
He can see his face in the stars. It all seems so impossible now, so far away. 
Mark closes his eyes and slows, his arms by his side and his hands clenched into fists with effort. He tries to bring his mind back, to let the fear drop away like weights, but it wraps itself around him like strangling vines that choke his power.
He slows and stutters to a stop like a broken engine.
“No,” he whispers, “no, no, shit -”
His nose sputters blood, and he begins to fall away from the stars.
Clawing at the sky, Mark falls. 
The flaw in his training plan becomes apparent as he accelerates towards the ground, panic blinding his focus. Going this fast, he'll go so far down into the waiting ocean that he might not make it back up again. 
Fear fills his head as the clouds race up to greet him. Flight won't come to him, he's flailing and clawing at the air trying to stop but he's only falling faster.
The clouds streak past him, soaking him, and the glistening ocean beckons him home far below. 
Mark stares down at his death – worse still, he stares at his own failure.
Too drunk to save the world. 
 
 
“Hey, is that Mark?” 
Stacy points to a plummeting shape in the darkness, visible only by the sparkling gold of his cape.
“He's in free-fall,” says Jamie. “Start the boat! He's going into the water -”
“He has a life-jacket,” says the Trespasser.
“And how far down is he going to sink before it gets him to the surface?”
The Trespasser endures a silent second of thought, and then sprints for the back of the boat. Stacy starts the engine with a tweak of her mind before he even gets there. Erupting like gunfire, the engine spurs them forward, skipping over the waves.
 
 
The ocean hits Mark like a train, knocking the wind from his lungs and bending his armour out of shape. His cape wraps around him, blinding him, and his mouth fills with water when he tries to scream. Like an air-bag, the life-jacket inflates – it struggles for a minute, but Mark keeps sinking, speeding up. 
Cold, icy weights rest on Mark's chest, and though he claws and punches at the water all around him, the bitter taste of salt and blood overpowers him. 
He's sinking, fast. 
Struggling spluttering, he feels the ice growing inside him. The fire is dying, sizzling and fading to nothing. Barely a spark remains when Mark claws the cape from his eyes, and sees what little light of the moon can break through the water.
The waves break up the beams, and for a hopeful moment he wonders if it's a torch, a searchlight trying to find him. 
But it's not.
The ocean starts to pull him down, more weight pressing on him every second. He sinks as though a great hand is wrenching him downwards.
Mark's numb fingers clasp around the flask on his belt, and as the darkness sets in and the light above him dies, he expels the last of the air from his body, wraps his lips around the open flask, and tries to inhale the whiskey. 
 
 
Jamie leans over the edge of the boat.
“Mark?” he shouts into the darkness. “Mark!”
Trespasser One shines a tactical light from his shotgun over the edge, scanning it over the waves.
“He definitely fell around here somewhere,” says Stacy. “I could sense the phone in his pocket until he hit the water.”
Jamie takes off his jacket, tossing it aside and ripping his facemask off. 
“Donald, be ready in case he's hurt,” he shouts, and clambers onto the edge of the boat.
“Wait, Jamie -” begins Stacy. “Don't get yourself -”
Jamie dives into the water.
The protests of his squad fade into silence above him, and the frozen shock of the ocean stuns his muscles. Everything hurts, and he's already running out of breath. His open eyes see nothing, just the endless abyss of the ocean stretching down before him. 
He curses, and the bubbles float away and dissipate, carrying his anger with them. When he surfaces, he gasps for air and tries to work his frozen muscles. Already the boat is drifting away from him. 
Trespasser One's light shines on him, blinding him. Seconds later, over the shouting and clamouring, a life ring lands in the water nearby, and he clings onto it and lets his squad drag him in.
They grab his armour and pull him over the edge of the boat with a wet thud, shivering uncontrollably. 
“L-Let me up,” he stutters. “I just need a breath. I'll go back in.”
“You're going to die of hypothermia lad,” whispers Donald, trying to hold him back from the edge of the boat. 
“I won't let him drown, Don,” shouts Jamie. “Maybe I can stop time and -”
They all stop as they hear it. 
A rumbling, bubbling, like -
Crash.
A blue and gold missile streaks out from the surface of the water, a boiling geyser of froth and foam exploding with it. They all look up, the relieved grins fading from their faces when they see Mark flailing, helpless in mid air, already falling.
“Gary, catch him,” orders Trespasser One, and as Mark begins to fall a blue ball of light folds around him in mid air. 
Gary rests a hand on his forehead and focuses, bringing Mark on his makeshift stretcher back down to the waiting boat. When the forcefield dissolves, Mark's limp body drops out with a heavy bang, and Donald drops to his side along with the squad. 
“He's not breathing,” says Donald, running his hand over Mark's bare neck. “Swallowed a lot of water. I can – wait -” He closes his eyes, focusing. “There,” he whispers.
Water explodes out of Mark's mouth, showering them all in salty bile. Spluttering and coughing, Mark retches and leans over to one side. 
Jamie leans back, relieved, running his hands through his soaking, freezing hair. 
Both him and the Trespasser look at each other, shaking their heads.
“We need a new plan,” says Trespasser One. 
“To kill the King?”
“Yeah.”
“Then we'd best get thinking.”
“I know,” he says. “We've got less than sixteen hours left.”
“Guys,” says Stacy, still holding Mark as he brings up more water. “Guys, what if we don't stop the King just yet? What if we focus on stopping the nuke instead?”
“Neutron -”
“Shut up Tony,” she snaps. “It drops tomorrow. If Mark can get me high up enough to where they drop the bomb, I can deactivate it with my power.”
“That doesn't fix our problem,” says Jamie.
“We need to prioritise. It buys us time. Time for this guy,” she gestures to Mark, “to learn to fly well enough to do – well, whatever it is you guys are keeping secret from us.”
Mark wipes his mouth and shakes his head, getting to his knees with a groan. 
“She's right,” he says. “We have to stop the nuke.” 
“Ok,” says Trespasser One. “Someone get Jamie a bloody blanket and phone Chloe to get our stuff ready. We'll need a solid plan.”
Stacy starts the engine without moving, and turns the boat. “I've got this,” she says, “just keep me going in the right direction.”
“Thanks Stace,” says the Trespasser, patting her shoulder.
As she focuses on pushing the boat's engine on with her mind, her hand finds Mark's deathly cold fingers – Mark can barely feel them, but the little warmth she gives off is like an explosion. With any strength he has left, he squeezes her hand, and she squeezes back.
Looking over at him, she squints through the spray from the boat's edge. 
“You ok?” she whispers.
He nods. “Sorry.”
“For what?”
“Letting you all down.”
“You nearly died,” she says. “Shut up. We'll stop him eventually. For now you'll just have to settle for saving Glasgow, eh?”
Mark says nothing. He unscrews his second flask and brings it to his lips, gazing out into the darkness as he pours the whiskey through his teeth. 
“Mark?” she asks. 
“It's not just Glasgow,” he turns back to her, pushing his wet hair out of his face, wincing as the whiskey hits him. “The King won't stop at Glasgow.”
“Well that's that then,” she says, forcing a cheerful tone. “When the time comes, you'll just have to save the world again.”
“Yeah,” he murmurs, and turns back to the ocean, drinking again.
 
 



 
Final Episode
 
Seven Miles Per Second
 



 
It's two hours before the dawn of the third day, and the sky begins to lighten. The stars fade out and the clouds part; birds are singing already, the first ones awake. A single figure in a dark navy suit strolls the streets of Glasgow on his own, relishing the solitude. With his arms spread wide to the sky, he grins and takes a deep breath.
The King watches the skyline from the streets outside his offices – his throne room, rather – and waits for the first slithers of sunlight. First light: when the Agency intend to drop a nuclear bomb on him. 
Looking up to the sky, the King smiles at the satellites that he expects will be watching, a smug and knowing grin. 
He puts his hands in his pockets, bringing one out to check his watch every few minutes. There he stands, waiting for the sun to rise, with all the confidence of a man who cannot be killed; and wants to prove it.
 
 
The squad leave the bunker in their Trespasser armour, all painted different tints to keep them apart, and Chloe in her winter coat. At the front, chest puffed out and head held high, is the Trespasser himself, shotgun held in his arms as he walks into the misty early morning streets. He turns to the squad. 
“The Agency said they'd strike at first light. In Agency-speak, that's about twenty minutes from now. We stick to the plan, is everybody clear on their orders?”
He looks around at them, only their eyes visible through their masks – apart from Mark, in his royal blue and gold, his head bowed, his shoulders slumped. 
They all murmur in agreement.
“Good. Jamie, Cath, Gary, Donald, and Chloe: you're with me. We'll stay in the city centre and in the event that Plan A fails and Mark and Stace can't stop the neutron bomb, your powers should ensure our survival, then we'll do what we can to pick up the pieces. We'll be heading to a secure location from where we can respond quickly and probably survive the initial blast if it comes to it. All good?”
“Yeah,” says Chloe, laughing. “My powers will keep us all safe. Give me a laptop and wifi and I'll stop the nuke.”
“You'll be safe with us, Chlo,” says Jamie, taking her hand. 
The Trespasser's squad step aside, leaving Mark and Stacy alone with their arms folded.
“Mark, Stace; you good?”
“I guess so,” says Mark, who is finally clean shaven. 
Stacy takes off her face mask and tosses it to Chloe. 
“We're great, this won't be a problem. Fly up to detonation height and stop the bomb going off while Beerman here carries me: easy.”
Though she gives him a coy smile, he only managed to return a forced chuckle.
“Right,” says the Trespasser, “to stop any accidents, I'm going to connect the webbing on your armour together. It should hold you on, Stace.”
“Fine by me,” she says, and her and Mark stand facing each other, their armour touching, as the Trespasser connects them by a series of clips and harnesses. She gives him a look filled with confidence and optimism, and all he gives her back is a tired stare full of doubt. 
“In that case...” the Trespasser leans in and takes Mark's hand. “Stay in touch via comms. Best of luck, son. You too, Stace.”
He shakes her hand too, and she gives him a soft punch on the shoulder. 
Mark looks across at the rest of the squad, and gives Jamie and Chloe a reassuring nod. Jamie gives him a mock salute. 
With nothing else to do, Mark looks up at the sky.
“Let's get on then. See you lot on the other side.”
They wave him and Stacy goodbye, and she stands on his boots as he focuses his mind and begins to ascend into the early morning sky. They wrap their arms around each other, and as they rise past the rooftops they accelerate, vanishing from sight. 
 
 
High above Glasgow, the clouds burn a dim orange-pink with the sunrise, and Mark and Stacy hover in silence. Only the wind talks, in low hushed whispers. They keep their arms around each other in an embrace. Stacy is pressed against his armoured body, trying to avoid looking down.
“How will we know when the bomber is coming?” asks Mark, breaking the silence. 
“I'll feel it,” she says, her teeth chattering. “Also it's bloody freezing up here.”
“Here,” says Mark, and pulls his golden-blue cape around her, keeping her pressed against him.
“Thanks.”
“Better?”
“Much.” She rests her head against his chest. “You look weird without your hobo-beard.”
“Thanks?”
“It can't be long now, can it?”
“Till the bomb?”
“Yeah.”
“Nah. Not long.”
She leans back and looks up at him; he won't meet her eyes. “You ok?”
“I'm fine.”
“Mark? You've been all funny since that ocean incident last night.”
“I nearly drowned, Stace, give me a break.”
Stacy feels her stomach drop, as though they were falling. She looks down, and pats Mark on the chest with frightened urgency.
“Mark? Mark, why are we going down?”
She looks up when he doesn't answer, and sees his eyes closed with concentration.
“Mark?”
“Let me focus Stace, you're not helping here.”
“What's wrong? Why aren't we flying? Mark, we're going to fall -”
They start to fall faster, and Stacy's hair is caught by the rushing wind and blows in her face. She cries out to him, but the wind whips her voice away.
“I can't focus,” he shouts, his voice booming over the wind. “I can only fly when I'm focused.”
His cape is a whirling mess of colour consuming them both now, and Stacy holds onto him as hard as she can.
“What's stopping you?” she asks as they begin to tilt and wobble in their descent. 
“Fear,” he shouts over the rushing air. “Doubt.”
“Ok, ok,” she mumbles, and grasps for his hands. The harness holding them together strains and groans. She rubs his hands in hers, trying to sound as soothing as she can when she's shouting over the rushing wind. “Try to focus on me. My voice. My hands, feel my hands.” 
Their descent slows, and she hears Mark breathing in peacefully, like sighing. 
“Ok?” she asks him, and they come to a stop above the city. She can see the streets now, far below them, and prays that nobody looks up and sees them. The sun is getting brighter. “Concentrate on that – the feeling of my hands. That's all you need to focus on.”
With a faint smile, Mark feels himself get lighter, and the fear and doubt drop away as he shifts all of his focus onto the sensation of Stacy's hand in his, their fingers intertwining and crossing over each other, tracing shapes in each others' palms.
“Better,” he says, as they begin to soar into the sky once more. 
“Woah,” she whispers, and holds on tight. “We're going pretty fast.”
Mark brings them to a stop in the misty morning clouds, and Stacy burrows herself into his chest, the cape keeping her warm in the dewy, fleecy sky. 
“Hey, Stace?” he asks, and she looks up, squinting against the brightness. 
“What?”
“Do you want to go above the clouds? Do you want to see?”
She nods, and he pulls her in close, focusing on the feel of her mousy hair against his shaven jawline, her head resting on his chest. They break through the clouds in seconds, and Mark feels her breathing harder.
“You ok?”
“Just a little scared. We're really high up.”
“I've got you, it's ok.”
“What if we start falling again?”
“Then hold my hand. We'll be fine. I just need to keep my mind focused – positive, you know. I can only fly if I feel like I can.”
“What if you're flying and I'm not there?”
“Well I'll need a memory or something to use, won't I?”
They hold there, neither ascending or descending, Mark spins them slowly.
The two of them float, embraced in mid air above the rolling clouds. Over the horizon, shafts of golden sunlight are piercing the sky. Chalky blue sky lies above them, coated with stars as though someone has painted glitter across it. 
“How's this for a memory?” she asks him. “It's bloody beautiful.”
“I reckon I could fly to the moon on this,” he says, smiling. Their hands tighten around each other's, and Stacy lets her weight rest on the harness as she leans back. 
“I could make it better,” she whispers, nervous as the wind whips her hair across her face. 
Mark tears his eyes away from the sunrise.
He looks down at Stacy. He's always thought she looks a little like a mouse: button nose, big eyes, soft brown hair, and her slightly bucked teeth. She has no make up on, showing a few spots and blemishes
It's always her, he thinks, who takes his hand when things get rough; who throws him a bottle when he needs it.
Neither of them say anything. 
She wraps her arms around his neck and tiptoes on his boots, planting her lips on his. She doesn't care that he tastes like whiskey. He doesn't care that neither of them have brushed their teeth or washed in days. For all they know, the world is about to end.
During that blissful minute they lose themselves in each other, lips locked and eyes closed, alone except for the breeze and the sun.
When they part, Stacy's eyes are filled with alarm. She pats his armoured chest. 
“I can feel it,” she whispers. “The bomber. It's coming.”
“Ok,” he says, and pulls her in close. “Keep talking to me. We've got this.”
“We've got this,” she repeats. “We've got this. You need to climb, it's high.”
“Climb,” he says, and focuses on the lingering sensation of her lips on his. “Hold on.”
“I'm in a harness, Mark.”
“Shh.”
They soar into the sky. 
 
 
Trespasser One sees the light shine over the skyline, and turns to the rest of the squad, who are crouched in an abandoned café attached to Buchanan Bus Station. The light spills over Glasgow, and the dust and debris in the air is visible in little motes of dust. 
“Ok,” he says. “The bomb should be dropping soon.”
Gary wrings his hands. “I hope they two are ok up there. Mark kinda fell out the sky last time.”
“They'll be fi -”
Trespasser One stops – there's a buzzing in his belt. He pulls out his old phone and gives a small chuckle. 
“Agency. I was expecting this,” he says, and raises it to his ear. “This is Trespasser One.”
He listens for a full minute, his face unchanging.
“Ok,” he says, and hangs up. 
“What was it?” asks Jamie. “What were they saying?”
“They were telling me that my deadline is up, they're dropping the neutron bomb, and that they hope I make it out of the city.”
“Anything else?”
“Yeah. They've got two fighter jets protecting the plane. Chloe, you got the comms stuff there?”
She gives an eager nod, and opens a satchel filled with phones and headsets.
“You want me to get a hold of Mark?”
“Yeah. Or Stacy. Either way, let them know they've got company up there.”
“Anything else?”
“Yeah, tell Mark to get drunk. He's going to need to be more than bulletproof.”
 
 
Stacy pats Mark's chest as they soar into the open sky. 
“Mark,” she urges him, and they slow to a standstill. 
“What?”
“There's more than one plane. I can feel them – faster, smaller. Fighter jets, I think.”
“Escorts. Ok, well, most planes have heat seaking missiles right? I'm pretty cold.”
“Mark they'll kill us. What do we do?”
He thinks for a moment. “How far away are they?”
“A minute, tops.”
“How's your power feeling?”
“I dunno, the same as always?”
“Reckon you can stop two fighter jets from firing their weapons?”
“I – I don't know -”
Mark kisses her again, and her doubt melts away as the sun rises, bathing them both in its warmth. 
“Just try your best, I've got us anyway.”
“Ok,” she says. “Wait, I think my phone is going.”
“Is it Chloe?”
“Yeah,” says Stacy, pulling the earpiece out and putting it on. “Hello?”
Mark watches her expression change as she listens. 
“What are they saying?”
“That there's two escort jets.”
“Tell them we know. We're continuing anyway. Stay in touch with them.”
She nods, and they rocket into the sky again.
 
 
The King stands at the top of Buchanan Street, in front of the steps of the Concert Hall, arms spread wide and looking up at the sky. In the early morning silence he can hear the drone of engines somewhere in the sky, far off. 
“Here comes the second sunrise,” he whispers to himself, grinning. 
 
 
Stacy clings to Mark as he lifts his head, sending them soaring into the upper sky, where the air is thin and Stacy finds herself getting shockingly cold and light headed, as though she's running a brutal fever. 
Then she feels it; the inner workings of the machines rocketing towards them, two small and angry attack dogs flanking a large bull: escort fighter jets and a bomber. 
Sick and woozy, she opens her eyes for a moment and sees them bearing down on her in the distance; already she can hear the air tearing itself apart as they approach.
Mark is hovering with her in his arms, right in their path, staring them down. 
 
 
Trespasser One's phone rings again, and this time he takes one of Chloe's earpieces and attaches it under his face mask. 
“Trespasser One.”
“Soldier,” comes the voice of Command, the Agency's commander. “Why are my pilots reporting an unknown flying object standing directly in their flight path wearing what appears to be a cape?”
“I wouldn't know anything about that sir.”
“Trespasser One I swear to god -”
“Drop the bomb, Command. Just trust me. But if you fire on that caped man, you're going to lose those planes.”
“Is that a threat, son? You gone native on us again?”
“No sir. That's me telling you that there's a young woman up there who can manipulate technology, and if you so much as try to lock a missile or fire up a canon, I will instruct her to pop the god damn ejector seats on both your pilots. We on the same page here?”
There's silence from Command.
“Drop the bomb if you have to, Command. We've got this. Trespasser One out.”
 
 
Stacy screams Mark's name as the fighter jets pass them by, ripping the air apart and leaving a trail of jet fuel and burning oxygen. The smell fills Stacy's nose and makes her want to wretch.
Then comes the bomber.
She feels it like a relentless wave of machinery bearing down on her, millions of moving parts all interconnected, from turbines to tiny mechanical switches and cogs, a multitude of sensations.
One sticks out at her, a release like cutting off a growth. It feels like finally vomiting up poison.
Something strange, something wrong, leaves the plane and falls away.
“Mark,” she shouts as the bomber passes them by. “Mark, the bomb, they've dropped the bomb.”
The bomber scythes through the air above them.
Mark grips her and whispers in her ear:
“Hold on tight.”
Then he drops, and Stacy screams as they plummet after the bomb. 
 
 
Mark races after the bomb, an angular white cuboid with a fin like a torpedo, plummeting towards the city he has given his life to over and over again. Stacy scrabbles at him for grip as they race downwards, and he holds her close with one arm whilst his other punches a clear path through the air ahead of him.
The bomb is falling as fast as it's going to, and Mark pushes himself, feeling the fire ignite inside him as he shoots through the air after it. 
Stacy is screaming something, but he can't hear her. Contrails are burning off his shoulders, the air buffeting him, pulling at him, trying to slow him and throw him off course.
There's a bang that pops Mark's ears, and then all the noise, all the shaking and trembling, stops. It passes, and there's just the straight path down. Smooth. 
The bomb races up towards him now, and he realises what just happened.
Mach One.
Supersonic.
 
 
The King hears the tearing sonic boom as the fighter jets pass above, and smiles. People are coming out of the shops, coming into the streets to see what the noise is. He sees panic on their faces, and they look at him. Glasgow is waking up. 
“It's ok,” he tells them, his voice booming down the streets. “You won't feel a thing.”
He ignores their panic, the urgent cries to get out of the city, to get to cover. The King hears the drone of the bomber fade into the distance.
Neutron bombs, he knows, are set off high above their intended target. 
Meaning it's only a matter of seconds now. 
Then the world will see that there's no stopping him.
Not now.
Not ever.
The King hears something like a ripping gunshot, like the air cracking apart, and looks up with anger and confusion in his eyes.
He knows a sonic boom when he hears one, and he's already heard two from the jets.
That was a third.
 
 
Stacy is banging on his armour, trying to get his attention. Mark catches up to the bomb and grasps it by the fins, keeping his speed even with it. As he slows down, the air tugs and pulls at him again. Glasgow is not so far away now, visible through the gaps in the clouds.
“Don't do that,” shouts Stacy as he steadies them at the bomb.
“What?” he shouts over the rush of air.
“Don't go supersonic, it hurts like fu -”
They pass through the clouds, and Stacy screams out of reflex.
“Stace, Stace,” he calms her, pulling her in tight. “Ok, you need to do your thing. Turn it off.”
“I'm trying,” she groans. “Give me a minute.”
Stacy reaches out with her mind, feeling the myriad of tiny moving parts, some electronic, some mechanical. There's something counting down, she feels, something clicking faster and faster.
Radar altimeter. Clicking faster and faster until it's a constant signal.
Then detonation.
It's already a rapid snare, clicking over and over like a field of crickets in her skull.
Fear strikes her, paralysing her.
The bomb is going to go off and her and Mark will be turned to ash in a split second. It could happen at any moment and she won't even feel it. 
She feels Mark squeezing her hand, and her head is nestled beside his ear. Her eyes open, and she finds herself staring up into a gorgeous sky filled with misty, rolling clouds, baby blue peaking out behind it. 
“Focus,” he shouts.
Seconds left.
Stacy reaches into the bomb with her mind. There's a relay that is waiting to close as soon as it gets the continuous signal. One domino that, once tipped over, will start the entire reaction, activating the neutron gun and turning the ball of plutonium into intense, focused heat and radiation. 
There's nothing else she can do.
The signal goes continuous.
Detonation.
The signal races down towards the relay and stops.
Stacy's mind blocks the relay open, preventing it from closing. 
“I'm holding it,” she shouts, and Mark begins to slow them down. “I'm holding it open, it's not – it's trying to go off, I can't shut it down.”
“Ok,” he whispers in her ear. “We're nearly on the ground, just hold on Stace. Just hold on.”
 
 
Trespasser One listens in to his earpeice, and turns to the group, his shoulders falling with relief.
“Stacy's got it,” he says. “She's shut it off.”
There's a ripple of relieved sighs, followed by the Trespasser cutting them short with a raised hand. 
“Wait,” he says. “Wait – she's just holding it off. It's not defused. Everybody get outside. We need to meet them where they drop the bomb, worst case scenario, Jamie can buy us some time, right man?”
“Right. Let's go.”
The squad get themselves together. 
“Wait,” shouts Cathy. “What if he's out there?”
“The King? He most certainly will be, so keep your eyes open. Be ready to hide us, Cath.”
They run outside into the brisk spring morning and look up, listening for something, scanning the sky. It's Gary who points them out.
Mark's cape catches the sunlight as they fall, the bomb dragging them down towards the ground, and Stacy is clinging to him.
“They're coming down fast,” says the Trespasser. “Near the Buchanan Galleries. Cut through the shops, go, we can be out before they hit.”
Trespasser One charges across the road and through a set of revolving doors into a long abandoned superstore, leading the squad to the imminent crash site. 
 
 
Mark starts to pull up, slowing their descent towards the city. They're only a few hundred feet above the streets now, and Stacy is staring into nothingness, her entire mind focused on keeping that relay open. Her breathing is starting to quicken, as though she's tiring herself out. 
Grunting with effort, taking himself to a better place in his head, reliving that kiss in the clouds, Mark decelerates till the bomb is hanging from his two hands like a parcel. He rests it on the ground as they touch down, cradling Stacy in one arm. 
“Ok Stace,” he whispers, out of breath himself. “We're on the ground. What do I do? What do we -”
“I don't know, I don't know, I don't know -”
“Stace, calm down, calm down -”
“Mark it's going to go off, I'm sorry, I'm sorry -”
“Stacy.” He rests a hand on her cheek, and she stares up into his eyes. “We have got this. Say it to me. Take a breath and say it to me.”
She does as he says, and takes his hand, squeezing it as though she is in labour. 
“We've got this.”
“Good. Now I'm going to disconnect us in case I need to fly away with this.”
“Ok, ok,” she whispers, flustered and breathing heavily. Her cheeks are flushed and her hair is matted to her forehead with sweat. “Do it.”
Mark wastes no time – he snaps the harnesses open with his hands and lays Stacy down with her hands still on the white, angular bomb. Only now does he look around.
They are sitting in the middle of Buchanan Street, on a road that runs the length of the city centre, Bath Street. Takeaways and clothes shops surround them.
From the wide glass doors of the Buchanan Galleries emerge a gaggle of armour-clad soldiers, and Mark recognises them with a relieved grin. 
“Guys,” he shouts, “guys over here. The bomb is still live. It's trying to go off. Donald, give Stacy a hand with her power, man.”
“On it,” he says, and crouches beside her, taking her hand as her breathing quickens. Cathy joins him, calming Stacy down and keeping her focused. 
“Nice flying mate,” Jamie pats him on the shoulder as he passes and kneels beside Stacy. “Ok Stace, if it's going to go, tell me and I'll stop time for us all, ok?”
She nods, her eyes unfocused and her cheeks puffed out. 
Trespasser One and Gary join them, and the entire squad stand around the nuclear device – the neutron bomb – and look at like mechanics looking at a flat tire. 
“Ok,” says the Trespasser. “So this is a neutron bomb, it'll have a plutonium-239 core. One this small, it'll have to be a series of explosive lenses around the core; an implosion-fission device. Neutron initiator in the centre, shaped like an urchin, an inch in diameter. Removing that will stop it going bang, but it could still make a bloody mess.”
“Ok, next plan,” says Mark. “I could throw it into the ocean if I can get fast enough?”
“Without Stacy it'll detonate. She's struggling as it is. No good.”
Donald looks up, thinking. “You said it was an implosion device?”
“Yeah.”
“Don't they use shaped explosive charges all around the core? You said a series of explosive lenses, right? You know, to force it inwards – to increase its density and make it go critical?”
Trespasser One looks at him with a raised eyebrow through the mask. “You sure you're a doctor, Don?”
“What if we removed one of the charges? It would never reach critical mass, it would all shoot out the side, like squeezing a water balloon. There might be an explosion, but -”
Gary steps forward. “I can contain it?”
“Right, ok,” says Don, “but how the hell do we get into the casing and remove one of the charges?”
“Sounds like a job for me,” says Mark. “Stacy, you holding up ok?”
Gasping for air, she nods. “Hurry up. It's getting worse. It's angry.”
“Ok, Tony, where do I punch and how hard?”
“We can't be that blunt, we'll risk damaging the urchin at the centre, and then we're all going to need intensive chemo.”
“I can heal us all,” says Donald. “I mean, if we get irradiated.”
“Provided the explosion wouldn't kill us,” says Trespasser One. “Ok. Hold on, we can open the bomb casing. Stacy, can you spare any energy to open the -”
“No,” she murmurs, “no, sorry, no.”
“It's ok, it's ok,” he whispers, squeezing her shoulder. “I can manage. Just you do your thing.”
She nods, and the entire squad gather around her like a family, protecting her, encouraging her. The first trickle of blood escapes her nose.
“Ok,” says the Trespasser. “Not often I get to do stuff outwith my training. Here goes.”
Trespasser One produces a multitool from his belt and flicks it open, picking out a few rivets tracing his fingers round them. He furrows his brow. 
“Rivets. Nothing a multitool will dent. Mark, I've changed my mind. Can you just – gently – wrench this off?”
“Sure,” says Mark, and takes a gulp from his flask before digging his fingers into the metal casing. Stacy starts whimpering as he pulls it.
“It feels like I'm the machine,” she whispers. “I'm going to explode. It's me -”
“Someone calm her down,” says Mark. “Hold her hand. Rub the back of her neck, trust me.”
Cathy takes over, soothing Stacy whilst Mark pops the steel rivets out with his hands and rips the shielding off. 
“Ok, everyone stay clear,” says Trespasser One, “I think plutonium emits radiation.”
“Only alpha radiation,” says Donald. “We should be fine. Gary, get ready to put a shield around us anyway.”
“Uh guys,” whispers Gary. “Guys.”
The Trespasser ignores Gary. “Mark, If you see something that looks like a football, tell me. That'll be the core, and we need to take one of the shaped charged off of it, then we can get clear and set it off.”
“Guys,” shouts Gary, and now they all turn.
Standing down the road, laughing and swaggering towards them with not a care in the world, is the one thing they had all hoped never to see.
The King, smiling. 
 
 
“Gary, shield, now,” says Trespasser One, and stands up, readying his shotgun. 
A blue forcefield blossoms around them. Jamie takes Chloe's hand and she crouches behind him, peering over his shoulder. Stacy begins hyperventilating, her eyes going wild with fear. 
“Trespasser, stand down,” says Mark, standing up. “I've got him. You take care of the bomb.”
Trespasser One nearly hesitates, but he sees the look in Mark's eyes. As he passes him and walks back to the bomb, he stops to whisper:
“You can't do the space-throw thing.”
“Why not?”
“You can't go fast enough, nor can you breathe in space. You'll die..”
“We don't know that -”
“You nearly drowned the other night, you can't bloody breathe in space. Keep him busy until we fix the bomb.”
“Deal. Gary, let me out of the forcefield.”
It flickers, and Mark steps through, cape billowing behind him, to face the King.
 
 
“Well, look at you,” says the King, sizing him up, chuckling. “Armour, cape; blue and gold, no less, good colours son.” The King looks down at his own dark navy suit, with its gold cuff-links and his golden rings. “I admire your dress sense.”
“You've lost today, King. No nuclear bomb is going off in Glasgow.”
“You sure? Because I think that looks like an airburst device. Which means it already should have gone off at the right altitude. Meaning... say, who's that breathless, stressed looking girl with her hand clamped to the bomb? Could it be -”
The King steps to the side and Mark steps with him, lowering his head and his voice.
“You take a step back, King. Even you aren't going to set off a nuke straight in your own face.”
“Why not? The Agency was going to and it didn't frighten me.”
“It should. Perhaps you aren't as invincible as you think.”
“Or maybe you just hope I'm not.”
Mark takes a breath and then nods. 
“You're right. I hope you're not invincible. I hope you can die, otherwise what I'll have to do to you is going to be like sending you to hell for an eternity.”
“Big talk again, Mark,” the King sneers and narrows his eyes. “Thing is, you said that three days ago, and yet here we are. No harsh punishment, no torture of the soul to make me regret my actions. You don't play much poker, do you?”
“I'm not bluffing. Just accept that today isn't your day. We can have this fight another time, when there aren't so many innocent lives at stake. You can't say you aren't a tyrant and then throw people's lives away.”
“Tyrant. King. Emperor. God. It doesn't matter, they're all just measures of power, Mark. Power is king – and I have the most power. Do you know what that makes me?”
“It makes you a constant,” says Mark. “One that has to be taken out of the equation entirely. Just stand down, man. Don't make me do this.”
“Do what? Are you going to fight me again?”
“There's a peaceful end to this if you want it.”
The King smiles, a genuine, heartfelt smile. “Of all the people who could have ended up with your power, Mark, it had to be the person too soft to really use it for anything. What luck for the Earth that I came into the same power.”
Mark gives him a bitter laugh. “Yeah. Luck.”
The King puts his hands in his pockets.
“I do genuinely enjoy our little chats, Mark. There aren't many people I consider an equal, but you – you could have really been something in the Kingdom. Imagine what we could both do – if you weren't so afraid of your potential.”
“We aren't alike. I'm done telling you that.”
“No, not alike – two sides of the same coin. Power, control, domination – versus, what, hope and inspiration? Almost poetic. Funny how the universe likes to bring forces together in a way that they oppose each other. Like the Destroyer and the other one -”
“The Protector.”
“That's balance – and here we are.”
“Here we are.”
“Maybe I owe you an apology too. Because I think what I'll do is this: I'll kill that girl, and set off the nuclear device. Nice clean start – and the world can see that there's no way to get rid of me. I think that's what I'll do.”
The King starts swaggering forwards.
“You'll have to get past me first,” says Mark, and plants his feet, tensing himself and pushing his fear out of his mind.
“Fine by me,” says the King.
He rushes at Mark, and Mark meets him, arms up, ready for a fight.
 
 
Behind the forcefield, Jamie has his arm around Chloe and his other hand holding his revolver. Beyond the blue energy wall, Mark and the King are trading blows, each one giving a booming thunder-clap. Mark's armour buckles under the King's assault, and despite his vigour and strength, Mark is getting beaten on to his knees. 
“Tony,” shouts Jamie. “How's the defusing getting on there?”
“Uh, I think I have the core. I just need to pry off one of these shaped charges and we should be ok.”
“Guys,” says Cathy. “You know how when I go invisible, I go somewhere else entirely?”
“Yeah, you drop out of the bloody universe,” says Jamie. 
“Well, why don't I take it?”
“What?”
“Take it wherever I go and just – let it go off.”
“Cathy, nobody is sacrificing themselves today.”
“If it's either that or you lot dying too, I – I don't mind -”
“Cathy,” Jamie turns and stares her in the eye. “No. We can do this without losing anybody.”
Stacy's breathing has become a low, panting whine, and her nose is gushing blood now. She's no longer capable of speech, slurring desperate pleas with every breath, talking gibberish. 
Outside the forcefield, Mark takes a harsh blow to the jaw and buckles over, clutching his face. The King grabs him by the throat and, as Jamie watches, slams him into the ground. Mark's face is bloodied, his eye swollen, his armour torn and dented, his cape ragged. 
He leaps to his feet.
The King comes at him with his fists balled, and plants his foot in his chest. He kicks him through a shop wall, before jumping in after him. 
Jamie reaches out and grabs Trespasser One's wrist. Everything goes grey, and Tony looks up.
“What? What are you doing?”
“Stacy can't hold on much longer man. Work fast, I'm giving you time.”
“Got it.”
 
 
Mark struggles out of the rubble collapsing around him, and the King appears through the dust and smoke and punches him in the gut. Rather than go for flair and technique, Mark roars and grabs him around the waist, tackling him to the ground like a wrestler. The King gets him in a headlock, and Mark uses his weight to drive his shoulder into the King's solar-plexus, winding him. Lying on his back, the King plants his knee in Mark's gut and drives it up again and again, bringing bile up in Mark's mouth. 
Mark plants his hands on either side of the King and pushes himself off, getting free of his assault and crashing through the roof, into fresh air. The King jumps and follows him as Mark urges himself upwards into the air, the King latches onto him and twists like an acrobat.
He puts all of his strength into it and spins Mark, dragging him by the cape and throwing him through the shattering glass of the Buchanan Galleries, sending escalators and pillars collapsing on to the struggling, drunken hero. 
The King lands with a heavy thud, and swaggers outside the café, dusting himself off and grimacing at the marks on his suit. He looks at the blue bubble of energy, and the squad crouched around the bomb inside it. 
He grins, and walks towards them.
 
 
Time snaps back for Jamie and the Trespasser, and Jamie's nose is bleeding where it wasn't before. Trespasser One works feverishly, sliding his combat knife under a shaped charge and trying to pry it loose. The King stands on the other side of the barrier, and Gary grimaces as he gives it a playful tap. 
“It's ok,” says the King, his voice muffled by the barrier. “The explosion will vaporise you before you even feel a thing. There's nothing to be afraid of.”
Stacy's eyes have rolled back into her skull, and tears of blood are welling beneath her lids; she doesn't have long left. Even Donald's nose is bleeding trying to help her. 
“We're losing Stace,” says Cath. “Hurry up.”
“I've nearly got it,” says Trespasser One, the urgency making his voice shake. “Nearly...”
The King looks at the group for a moment, as though pondering something, then he slams his fist against the forcefield.
Gary cries out, blood spurting from his nose, and the group huddle around him in defence.
The King punches it again, and Gary openly sobs, blood burning out of his eyes. 
“I can't -” he gasps. “I can't keep it -”
“It's ready!” shouts the Trespasser. “Cathy, Jamie, somebody, get us away!”
Cathy and Jamie link hands with everybody, and Gary lets the forcefield down.
 
 
The King punches thin air where the energy shield was, and laughs, walking through it towards the squad.
They vanish.
In their place is a burning geyser of molten plutonium, rocketing out of one end of the bomb casing as the rest of it detonates
There's an explosion like a missile strike, and the King grimaces and cries out in shock as the liquid metal covers his body, burning his skin away and scarring him. It knocks him to the ground with the blast wave, searing his skin.
Not a nuclear explosion.
Barely even an explosion at all. 
The King gets to his feet and wipes himself down, grimacing at the molten metal clinging to him. His shirt and suit are ruined, and he tears them off to see his skin knitting itself back together across his chest. Standing in nothing but his trousers and shoes, he spreads his arms wide and walks through the burning crater where the bomb once sat. 
“Not bad,” he shouts. “What did it cost you to defuse a bomb, eh? One bomb? There are millions more out there, the Agency won't stop just because one failed. You've bought yourself a day, maybe. At most.”
Glasgow greets him with silence. 
“Well? Is that it?”
 
 
The squad reappear a moment later inside the Buchanan Galleries, on the bottom floor, around a pile of debris with a cape draped over it. Stacy is limp, catatonic in Trespasser One's arms, and Jamie lets go of Chloe's hand to pull the cape from the rubble.
“Mark?” he says, keeping his voice low. “Mark, mate, come on. We did it, we need to get out of Glasgow.”
Trespasser One sets Stacy down, and Donald rolls up his sleeves and lays his hands on her forehead.
“Her head feels like it's full of fire,” he whispers. “She nearly pushed herself too far.”
“Brave girl,” whispers Mark, as Jamie helps him to his feet. His face is swollen and bruised, dripping blood. He pulls his flask out and empties the last of it into his mouth, tossing it aside. “She just saved thousands of lives. Be sure to tell her when she wakes up.”
Jamie claps his shoulder. “Team effort man. You can tell her yourself once we get out of the city.”
“Yeah,” says Mark, laughing. “Yeah, no.”
“What?”
He starts to walk away from them, towards the glass doors. Outside, the King is shouting challenges to them. His voice carries in through the rubble.
“This bastard has done enough damage,” he says, and stops and turns. “I have to end this. Whilst I still feel like I can.”
“Mark, wait,” shouts Trespasser one. “You can't bloody breathe in space, wait until we can get you an oxygen mask or something.”
Mark smiles, and turns back to them as he leaves. “The King won't wait. It's been a hell of a ride guys.”
He turns and leaves – and as he expected it would, everything turns grey and stops, all the life draining out of the world. 
Jamie's hand is resting on his shoulder.
“Mate,” he says. “Come on. You're drunk and you're angry.”
Mark turns to face his friend, rubbing his sore face. 
“If you've got a working idea to beat the King, tell me now. Otherwise, let me do this.”
“You know you won't come back. If the ocean nearly killed you, you've got no chance trying to go into space.”
“The King needs to be stopped. There's no other way. You remember the Destroyer? When I was terrified, about to jump out of that helicopter?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“You stopped time, and you told me that I had a rare opportunity; that for once, I was the right man, in the right place, at the right time.”
Jamie gives him a sad nod, looking at the floor. “Yeah.”
“Well, that's where I am now.”
“Yeah but – you don't have to die doing it. You'll get better at flying. You can do this later, when we have a suit for you or something.”
“And how many bombs will drop during that time? How many cities will be turned to ash before I feel like I can do this? This happens now, while I'm still stupid enough to go through with it.”
“Don't die. I mean it, mate. Don't bloody die.”
“I might -”
“Well don't. If you aren't going to make it, bail out. The world needs a superhero, not just to throw idiots like the King into space. Look at what he did in just a month or two, with that kind of power; he's not even started yet, and he's changed the world forever. Imagine what you can do with your power -”
“We're all powerful, Jamie -”
“Yeah but not like you,” Jamie jabs a finger into his chest as though he's insulted. “You've got a power none of us can imitate, or stand in for. You can't be hurt, Mark. You can stand up in public and say whatever the hell you want, and who can stop you? You can point to the corrupt and tell people they're bastards, and guess what? Nobody can stop you. You can walk into a boardroom and arrest the bastards funding shit like the Kingdom project. You can do so much more than just punch psychos. That's your power, Mark. You get to be fearless. You get to be an example.”
“Jamie, I have to drink to use my powers -”
“Then tell the world that! What was it Stacy used to say to you? If you were diabetic, people wouldn't begrudge you taking insulin. It's a medical fact that you need to drink, or you'll die. So tell the world that, and then look: they've nothing to use against you. You can tell people to stop being cruel to each other and they have to listen to you, because they can't just make you go away. You can't be ignored.”
Mark says nothing – he just nods, taking it in. 
“So don't -” begins Jamie, and he stops and takes a breath. “Don't you bloody die. Don't throw your life away for some arsehole psychopath worth a fraction what you are. You come back, ok? We've got work to do.”
Mark takes Jamie's hand and shakes it firmly, then embraces his old friend.
“I'll try my hardest, mate.”
“You always do,” whispers Jamie, and breaks away from him. “Ok, go be a hero. Idiot.”
Mark laughs, and Jamie returns it, then lets go of his shoulder.
Colour returns to the world, and Mark turns with his cape swirling behind him, and walks out the door. 
 
 
Sunlight floods Glasgow, warming the tarmac and sparkling off the Clyde.
The King stands at one end of the street, near the ruined shop and the crater, and watches Mark emerge from the galleries. In his ruined suit trousers, and his scarred torso, the King looks like a street fighter. Then Mark's armour catches the sun, showing every dent and scrape, and the gold in his cape lights up with the sunlight, creating a beaming silhouette around him that blinds the King.
“Well,” shouts Mark as he takes a breath. “I guess it was always going to end like this, eh? Opposing forces and balance and all that.”
“Shame. You could've made a real difference.”
“I'm still going to.”
“So what, do we talk each other into an early grave or what?”
“No,” says Mark, and smiles, strolling closer, until he can see the hollow darkness, the pain at the edges of the King's eyes. “No, because I'm an idealist and I want to give you one last chance.”
“Well that's awful naive of you,” sighs the King. 
“Last chance, King. Hand yourself over. Turn yourself in, and we can end this peacefully. No more death – and you don't have to endure what I'll do to you.”
“I don't think you can do anything to me, Mark.”
Mark nods. “Then I guess that's that, Paul.”
The King's eye twitches a little at the use of his real name.
“I guess that's that,” he growls. 
“I am sorry, by the way.”
“Whatever.”
Mark takes a breath, and begins walking towards the King, tensing his muscles, focusing his mind on something positive, a memory, a place, a time.
Stacy and him, floating above the clouds, kissing as the sun rose. 
He smiles, and the King snarls, and they leap at one another for the last time. 
 
 
Trespasser One lifts his antiquated phone to his ear.
“This is Trespasser One, Command are you there?”
“You defused the bloody bomb didn't you -”
“Yeah ok, whatever, we're not wiping out Glasgow. Listen, Mark is going to try and take the King into space and throw him into the sun – he's our only chance of actually beating the King, and he's probably not going to manage it. Turn your jets around and have them come back, Mark will need back up.”
“I do not take orders from -”
“Shut up Command. Just shut up. This is not negotiable, so just shut up. Drop it. Order the planes back. Then get a radar lock on Mark and monitor his speed, let me know how he's doing. If it starts to drop rapidly, we're going to need to try and catch him. Fire up a chopper and arrange tanks of whiskey, just trust me. We might need to spray him down with it.”
He hears arguing in the background of Command's line, followed by a grudging:
“Fine. Consider it done, stay on this channel.”
“My pleasure.”
Trespasser One crouches down beside his squad as Stacy regains consciousness and takes her hand, trying to cheer her up. 
“What if he doesn't come back?” she whispers. 
“He will,” says Jamie. “He will.”
 
 
Mark gets the first punch, feinting right and then jabbing left, catching the King in the kidneys. The blow sends the King reeling back, and Mark leaps after him, capitalising on the opening, driving another two blows into his ribs before the King gets his guard down and pushes Mark back with his shoulder. 
The King comes in swinging, renewed, and Mark ducks under the first blow and rises like a bullet, smashing the King's head back with a brutal uppercut that knocks him on his back. Mark dives on his prone form and smashes his head against the ground, cracking the concrete.
Growling and writhing under him, the King jams his hands up and gets his thumbs hooked into Mark's eyes, sending him crashing back clawing at his face, batting the King away. Before Mark can recover the King is on his feet, and kicks Mark's ankles aside like a footballer.
Before Mark hits the ground, the King stamps hard on his stomach, driving the wind from his lungs and shattering the road under Mark's spine. Mark punches the King's leg aside with a sickening crack and drives his elbow into the ground, rocketing himself up and driving his fist into the King's face. 
The King stumbles back, and the two get their breath back, eyeing each other with snarling faces. Mark watches the King's bruises fade and his cut face patch itself back together before his eyes. 
“I'm sorry, King,” says Mark, shaking his head as the King clenches and unclenches his fists. “I'm so, so sorry for this.”
“Still bluffing, Mark?” 
The King growls and leaps, and Mark is ready. He ducks under the leaping King, driving his fist up into his gut. As he doubles over and rolls on the ground, Mark pounces, driving his arm under his guard and around his neck.
As the King struggles, Mark kicks and battles to stay where he is: with his arm firmly around the King's neck. 
“You can't choke me to death,” growls the King. “You can't do anything to me. No prison can hold me. Nothing can kill me. You're powerless, Mark, powerless.”
Mark closes his eyes, and in his mind, he is holding Stacy above the clouds. The sun rises in his eyes, and he breathes deeply, totally in the moment.
“I'm not powerless,” he whispers over the King's roaring protests. “I can fly.”
Mark bends his legs, tightens his grip on the struggling King, and leaps into the sky. 
 
 
The Trespasser listens as the pilots of the two fighter jets are patched into his earpiece. 
“Echo One to Command, we have no visual on the target, no visual on the target.”
“Tell them to look lower,” shouts the Trespasser, running out of the galleries with the squad following behind him. “He just took off, he should be visible within a second or two.”
They all tense and flinch as the roar of fighter jets echo across the city. 
“Echo One to Command, we have visual on target. He's accelerating.”
“Tell them to keep on him, don't let him out of their sight, and be ready with the cannons if the King breaks loose!”
The squad join him outside and look up. They can see the contrails above them as Mark lifts off, shooting upwards like a rocket, leaving a white trail of mist behind him. 
“How fast is he going?” asks Jamie. “Can they tell us how fast he's going?”
“Yeah, they've got a radar lock now,” says the Trespasser, shielding his eyes from the sun to follow Mark. “He's accelerating.”
 
 
The King thrashes, screaming abuse and threats at Mark. He almost lets them sink in, but the rush of the air, the scream of the wind in his ears, silences the King. Such is the noise that Mark doesn't notice the jets turning above him until they come into his line of sight. They circle like hawks as he soars past them, the King hanging from his arm, and follow him into the sky.
Wind and air tugs at Mark, twisting him from side to side, and he grimaces and pushes his fist out in front of him to cut through the air. As thought the atmosphere is fighting back against his ascent, it sends rhythmic shocks down his arm, trying to pull him in any direction but up.
Mark blasts through the clouds, still driving himself upwards, and as he bursts out the other side he is bathed in sunlight. It warms his face, cools his nerves, and although his entire body is shaking and trembling from the air resistance tugging at him, Mark takes a deep breath and wills himself higher, faster.
 
 
“Command,” shouts Trespasser One, “come on, keep me updated. Status, height, speed, delta V, give me everything.”
“Your man is approaching the speed of sound, Trespasser One. Climbing rapidly.”
“Altitude?”
“Twenty five thousand. Wait, twenty six – twenty seven -”
“He's going transonic,” whispers the Trespasser. “He's doing it.”
They all hear it. An intense, trembling roar followed by a loud, thumping heartbeat in the sky:
Sonic boom.
“Target has gone supersonic. Echo 1 and 2, match his speed and maintain visual.”
 
 
Mark feels the pressure building in his ears, and grimaces, almost slowing – but always, always his mind comes back to Stacy, kissing him above these very clouds. With a trembling crash, the air in front of him seems to shatter, and like emerging from cold water, everything goes quiet and smooths out. 
Mist cascades off his shoulders and his extended hand in a cone, as though pointing him upwards, and Mark pushes himself harder, faster. 
“Mark!” shouts the King, nothing but anger and hatred in his voice. “You idiot, gravity isn't going to kill me. I can survive a fall from any height.”
Mark says nothing.
The King struggles harder, almost breaking free, but the force of Mark pulling upward on his neck has him helpless. 
Up here, Mark is the king.
 
 
“This is Echo One. Target is climbing, no signs of deceleration.”
“What's his speed?” asks the Trespasser, patching in. Around him, the squad are sitting on the steps of Buchanan Galleries, listening to the radio together. 
“Trespasser One this is Command, he just hit Mach Two.”
“Jesus christ,” whispers the Trespasser. “He's going as fast as Concorde.”
“Is that fast enough?” asks Jamie.
“Not yet. But he's going straight up.”
“This is Echo One, can't keep up with target. I'm stalling at sixty two thousand feet, breaking pursuit.”
“Damn it,” says the Trespasser. “Don't you have any Blackbirds at high altitude? Get them over there!”
“Negative, Trespasser One. We're on satellites and radar only now, no visual.”
“Shit. Speed?”
“Mach Two and accelerating.”
“Just get him high enough and let go, Mark,” says the Trespasser, achingly aware that Mark can't hear him. “Not much further now.”
 
 
Mark hears the planes drop away from him, and resists the urge to look down. He focuses his eyes upwards, always upwards, despite the King thrashing and kicking. He's trying to pull at Mark's armour, screaming abuse at him all the way, but Mark is somewhere else. In his head, though the drink tries to fill him with fear and doubt, he feels a peace he's never known before.
Every second he climbs another few thousand feet higher. He's stopped counting, but if the planes have stopped following them then he must be close, he knows. 
The cone of air around him fills his lungs, the only breathable air up here, and as he climbs ever higher it begins to vanish and peel away, leaving just him blasting higher and higher into space.
Mark takes his last breath, and holds it. 
He makes his peace, closes his eyes, and climbs. 
 
 
“Trespasser One, your man has passed eighty thousand feet.”
“I'm not a pilot, is that good?”
“It's the last breathable air he could have at supersonic speeds. He's got whatever he had in his lungs now.”
“Speed?”
“Mach Four.”
“He's not going to make it.”
“Why?” asks Stacy. “How fast does he need to go?”
“Escape velocity? Mach thirty-something.”
“Mach thirty seven,” whispers Donald, staring at the Trespasser's radio. “Seven miles per second.”
 
 
There's nothing in Mark's way now. No sound – only the feeling of the King struggling like an impatient child. His own blood is pounding in his ears, louder with every passing second that he doesn't breathe.
His focus begins to falter: he is desperate for air, but he knows that even if he opens his mouth, there's nothing to breathe. There's nothing up here but silence and the cold.
As he climbs ever higher, the last vestiges of resistance give out before him, and Mark urges himself faster, higher, harder still. 
He doesn't know how fast he's going. He doesn't know how high he is.
All he can do is go as fast as he can, for as long as he can – and hope that it's enough to rid the world of this disease forever, for better or for worse.
No matter the cost.
 
 
“He's going for it. Mach five.”
“Come on, Mark,” whispers Jamie, clutching Chloe's shaking hand. 
“Wait – wait!”
“What?”
The entire squad lean in towards the radio.
“He's past any air resistance now. He's accelerating. Mach six – seven...”
They all hold their breath without realising it.
“Holding at mach seven, two hundred thousand feet and counting. He's stopped accelerating.”
“Damn it, come on Mark,” urges Stacy.
 
 
Mark feels his eyelids grow heavy. His grip on the King is loosening, and the King isn't getting any weaker. His nose starts to trickle blood, which immediately boils away and evaporates as red mist. 
He's not going any faster. He can't go any faster. 
Mark feels the doubt starting to creep in.
He looks down at the King, who is thrashing harder than ever, pulling at his neck-hold and trying to break free, to fall back towards Earth.
He almost lets go of the King.
Almost.
Looking down is what changes it.
Mark, soaring to two hundred and twenty thousand feet now, sees Earth as he has never seen it before. His lungs are on fire, his entire body aches, and his mind is beginning to darken, but it brings him an intense feeling of peace.
He sees his home, in the truest sense. From where he flies, the blue pearl is visible in both night and day. Far to his right is the night time, sparkling like diamonds hidden within coal. To his left is the rising sun, cresting the Earth's surface and burning with unbridled ferocity. 
Then there's Mark, carrying a disease, a human cancer, away from it. 
He makes the decision then, and his mind is completely settled.
With nothing left to hold him down, with no doubt or fear, Mark's shackles finally break and shatter, and he becomes little more than a streak of light. 
 
 
“Mother of god -”
“What!?” shouts the squad, leaning forward.
“He's practically disappeared. Mach ten – fifteen – twenty – twenty five -”
“Fuck sake,” whispers Gary. “How long has he been holding his breath?”
Jamie punches his leg, silencing him.
“Shut up, he can do it.”
“Mach thirty,” says Command. “Thirty five.”
“He's done it.”
“Forty. He's passed escape velocity. He's done it.”
The Trespasser looks up at the squad. 
“Did you hear that? He's done it. That's it. It's over.”
Jamie doesn't smile. He looks at the radio as though it were Mark himself.
“Why aren't you slowing down?” he whispers. “Why haven't you let go yet?”
 
 
Mark's eyes glaze over, and his grip on the King finally slackens enough that the King kicks himself free and drifts away into the distance. He tries to swing at Mark, but the distance between them increases with every second. 
In space, the King tries to move himself, to rotate his body, and finds it impossible. With the last of his energy, Mark watches him: he watches his face, watches him realise what is happening.
The King starts to scream, scrambling and reaching for Mark, unaware that it is too late. Mark's willpower peters out like a car running on empty, and he begins to slow down. There is no sensation of speed up here. 
Mark comes to a stop eighty miles above the surface of the earth, up where the stars are almost infinite, and blazing in every direction. The moon is a mirror floating far away, and the King; the King is a distant shape now, flailing and screaming in silence, drifting ever away. 
Mark uses the last of his will to urge himself back towards the Earth. After a few seconds of pushing, Mark is done.
The spark fades from his eyes, and his body begins to shut down. Only the furnace burning in his heart, the fire that gave him his power, continues. 
Like a mother calling her son home to her embrace, Earth's gravity pulls him down, faster and faster. From up here, from space, there are mountain ranges like spines running the length of the Earth. Mark takes in the shining oceans, the crystal ice caps atop the globe, and the swathes of lights, burning like torches, that mark every city on the dark side of his home.
His home. 
His planet.
His responsibility.
He hasn't any breath left – he hasn't any fight left; any will left. 
Mark feels Earth pulling him home, and like falling asleep in the embrace of a lover, he closes his eyes and lets himself fall towards the blue pearl.
 
 
“He's coming back,” says Command. Trespasser One grins at the squad, but his smile disappears as Command continues. “Don't get your hopes up. He's not coming in much faster than you'd expect for any object.”
“You mean he's not flying home?” whispers the Trespasser.
“No.”
He nods, coming to terms with the news. “Ok. Ok, do we know where he's going to land?”
“We'll be able to begin working it out soon, orbital forces are going to buffet his body a hell of a lot on the way down. Not to mention the heat of re-entry.”
“Mark has been burned before,” he says. “Besides, he's wearing Trespasser armour, it has an ablative layer for plasma-burns doesn't it?”
“Uh, yeah actually.”
“Exactly, so he has a chance. Send us an aircraft right now, I want to be airborne within a minute and heading to wherever Mark is coming down.”
“Roger that, Trespasser One. Standby.”
“One more thing.”
“Yes?”
“Do you have something tracking the King?”
“A couple of satellites, yeah.”
“Good. Make sure he hits the target intended for him.”
“What target is that?”
“The god damned sun.”
“I'll keep you posted, Trespasser One. Aircraft is en route for pick-up.”
 
 
A burning mass of fire roars through the upper atmosphere, tumbling and twisting as it falls. Pieces break off – armour, cape, boots, burning away like tiny meteors and hissing to nothing. As the air friction burns everything else to a cinder, there remains nothing but a naked man, his skin burning and sizzling, blistering with the heat, as he plummets towards the Earth.
 
 
The Agency helicopter roars over the Scottish landscape. 
“He's landing in Scotland?” asks Jamie. “How the hell did he manage that?”
Donald shrugs. “He went straight up, he came straight back down. Relative speed would ensure he's coming in at roughly the same place.”
“I wouldn't call the outskirts of Dundee the same place.”
“Still impressive if he meant it.”
Trespasser One raises his hand for silence. 
“There's a fair chance he'll cause a lot of destruction upon impact. If we can stop it, we will. Be ready to act at a second's notice.”
“Speaking of which,” says Chloe, and points out the helicopter's side door. The sky above Dundee flashes like thunder, and a roaring ball of fire shoots through.
“Oh god, that's Mark?” says Stacy. “He's never surviving that.”
“It's ok, Stace,” says Jamie. “You remember the Destroyer?”
“Of course.”
Jamie points to the crates of whiskey loaded in the back of the helicopter.
“We've got this.”
 



 
 
Mark wakes up in a crater, his skin sizzling and hissing as it knits itself back together. His first thought is aliens. Strange figures in space suits are dousing him with chemicals.
As his eyes recover and heal themselves, he realises that the murky shapes assaulting him are nothing more than men in thermal suits, dousing him with – he sniffs – whiskey by the hose-load. 
He tries to move, and his skin scabs and tears. 
“Sir?” shouts one of the men. “He's moving, I think he's alive!”
Mark lets his eyes roll into the back of his head.
 
 
When he next opens them, Mark's eyes are sharper – for one, they have eyelids around them. Everything is much brighter.
“He's waking up,” says a familiar voice, and as the blur recedes, Mark sees the mousy face of Stacy leaning over him. Jamie and Chloe stand at her side, smiling, and Trespasser One's scarred face breaks into a rare grin as Mark struggles into consciousness. 
Donald has a hand on his wrist aside his bed, and Cathy and Gary are staring down at him. In the middle of them is his mother, giving him the relieved yet worried look that only a mother can.
Mark smiles, and goes back to sleep in the pleasant drunken buzz that his IV drip is administering.
 
 
Epilogue
 
One Month Later
 



 
 
Stacy looks down at the clouds below her, wrapped in a billowing blue and gold cloak, her feet on Mark's boots, her arms around his neck. The sunrise coats the clouds amber-pink, and everything smells like Mark's aftershave and her shampoo; they only got showered and ready ten minutes ago.
“Any reason you're parading me around up here for the satellites to see?” she asks, giving him a coy smile.
“I dunno,” he shrugs. “I've got a long day ahead and it's nice to have something to think of.”
“Long day?” she asks. 
“I'm visiting Donald; him and Gary want my advice starting a charity for people affected by the entire Kingdom thing. Then I'm off to have lunch with Jamie and Chloe, which you're welcome to join for. Then Tony is helping Cathy train for a marathon or something, so I told him I'd drop by for a catch up. Then I have some actual work to do.”
“Actual work?” she laughs. “Did somebody's cat get stuck up a tree?”
“Nah. Helping with the reconstruction of course. If my pager goes I'll need to leap into action, too. It's not as cool as my idea, but -”
“You're idea?”
“Yeah, shining a massive picture of my face onto the moon whenever they need me. Which would be awesome.”
“Which is impossible,” she adds, laughing. “But I'm sure Earth's other superheroes will understand, we're all busy these days. Except me.”
“You're starting university, what's not busy about that?”
“'Cos I'll completely wipe the floor with the course. It's a formality. They won't let me build rockets without a degree so I need to start somewhere.”
“Build them anyway. Now, I brought you up here so that I -”
“I know,” she says, and leans up, kissing him. “Now let me down, I'm getting horrible vertigo.”
He laughs, and holds her tighter as he drifts back down to Earth.
As they pass under the clouds, they see Glasgow coming to life below them. Everywhere they look there are cranes and construction crews scrambling across the city, rebuilding it, installing infrastructure. 
Mark sets her down near the university, and squeezes her hands as he steps away.
“I'll see you tonight?”
“I'll call you when I'm heading home,” he says. 
They give each other a beaming smile, and Mark focuses his mind and ascends into the sky. A few bystanders gawk, but he's gotten used to it.
 
 
Mark soars through the clouds, taking in the beauty of the country below him, breathing in the chilled air. He slows himself in the north, way up into the mountains, and descends through the clouds until he finds what he is looking for. Following the banks of a loch brings him to a small cluster of houses, and he descends in silence, bringing his feet to the ground as though afraid to wake anybody so early in the morning.
He doesn't knock any of the doors: one of them opens without him having to say a thing. 
“Well, if it isn't my old nemesis, Protector.”
“Do I need to call you cock-stopper? Is that what this is?”
Jamie bursts out laughing. “Clock-stopper would have worked, come on.”
“I still prefer Headshot.”
The two embrace, and Mark gives Chloe a wave as he wipes his feet on the mat and comes into the house.
“Hey,” she says, “Jamie was saying how with a name like Protector you should consider like, condom sponsorship, you're perfect for it, you could make a bomb.”
“Oh ha-ha,” says Mark, closing the door behind him. “And let's not use the b-word.”
“It's been a month!”
“It was a nuke.”
“Actually I think you'll find it was a neutron -”
“Oh shut up,” laughs Mark, and sits down. 
Outside, the wind blows. The sun continues to rise, as it always has and always will for as long as it matters; and the world turns, recovering from its wounds. 
“What did you want to see me about anyway?” asks Mark as Jamie pours him a whiskey.
“Have you been watching the news?” 
“Every day. I'm even on it, sometimes.”
“You seen these new superheroes cropping up all over the world?”
“Yeah, none of them have powers though. Do they?”
“A couple have suspicious talents,” says Chloe. “I've been reading up on them.”
“But our power comes from the fire – the Protector died, there's no more power left.”
“You'd think so. Unless there's a way for it to spread that we're unaware of.”
“So what are you suggesting? That we stop these people, or something?”
“On the contrary,” says Jamie, grinning. “I think they're going to need help realising their full potential.”
Mark looks at him with a curious grin. “Are you suggesting that we -”
“Mentor them? Oh, perhaps.”
“I've been a superhero for like a month, Jamie,” he laughs. “I'm not an expert.”
“You're the longest existing superhero in the world, Mark,” says Jamie. “By virtue of being the only bloody one. Besides, if there are heroes coming out the woodwork, there might be -”
“Villains,” sighs Mark. “So what do you want to do, just find them and recruit them or what?”
“Well, it was actually Chloe's idea,” says Jamie, and points to her.
“Yeah,” she says. “Like – you remember the Gardens, your pet project before all this?”
“Of course.”
“Well, why don't we start something like that to bring these people together. People with talents and powers, you know? Get them all in the one place, where we can help shape them into people who can make a difference.”
“That would mean rebuilding the Gardens. Where?”
“I know a place with a lot of real estate potential right now. Lots of construction and money flowing into it.”
Mark laughs. “Glasgow? Again.”
“Why not?”
“Why not indeed,” says Mark. “Ok. I'll think about it. You think we should get the others involved?”
“Of course,” says Jamie. “Get the old band back together. Except this time it's for a good cause, rather than like, stopping a psychopath or killing an alien or something.”
“Which,” says Chloe, “is what you always wanted to do in the first place, right? Work towards a good cause?”
“Yeah,” says Mark. “Yeah I did.”
“And imagine what you could do with your power now?”
“Imagine what I could do,” says Mark, almost to himself, and smiles. 
“I'm sure I've heard that somewhere before,” says Jamie, and gives him a wink. “Sounds like, say, the slogan of a project for training potential superheroes.”
The trio smile at each other, and Mark downs his whiskey. 
“Where do we start?”
 
 
The End
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