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      I must have dozed off again, because when I woke Yelena was gone. At first I thought I was having another nightmare; the floor was rumbling and the bed was vibrating so violently, I was almost shaken off. A loud crash made me jump up—the chest of drawers had fallen forward, and the wood had split in two from the force of the impact.

      “Get up!” Ruby cried, slamming open the door to my room.

      “What’s going on?” I shouted, running after her.

      Ruby yelled back a reply, but I didn’t hear it. Bookcases, chests and tapestries were crashing to the floor. The castle was being hit with shock after shock of what I could only assume was an earthquake—the gray stones of the room were shifting in the walls, and it didn’t feel like it would be long until the entire castle came crashing down around us.

      “It won’t open!” Yelena yelled over at Ruby. Both girls were by the entrance doors to our quarters, furiously trying to shove them open.

      “I think they’re blocked.” Ruby grunted with the effort of pushing open the heavy wood frame. She managed to press the door partly ajar. “There’s a crack… I can see rubble. I think we’re trapped!”

      “Is anyone going to come help us?” another one of the kids cried out, waving their arms about in front of the windows. Ruby snorted with derision.

      “Unlikely. We need to get ourselves out of here.”

      “Servants’ entrance,” Julian croaked from the small door where he was standing with Jenney, both of them holding onto the walls as the floor shifted wildly beneath them. “We can get out through the kitchen.”

      “Okay, kids!” Ruby barked at the cowering children. Some were hiding under coffee tables in the hope that the wooden surfaces would save them, others followed Julian and Jenney’s lead, backing up against the shifting, shaking walls. “We need to stick together, okay? Just follow me. Keep your eyes on one of us”—she pointed at me, Julian and Jenney—“at all times. Don’t run off, no matter how scared you might get. We’re all going to get out of here in one piece.”

      I started toward the door, letting Ruby lead the way.

      “Do you think it’s the entity?” Yelena asked me breathlessly as we ran down the stone staircase to the servant quarters.

      “No idea,” I replied, lying. Had it been anywhere other than Nevertide, I would have assumed that this was a regular earthquake. But this was Nevertide, and I was pretty certain that there would be some entity-shaped reason as to why this was happening. All around us I could hear the crashes of stone tumbling to the ground, the sounds of tearing, ripping, metals being crushed and annihilated under rock.

      Up ahead, Ruby pushed open the door to the kitchen. I heard the thunderous blaze of fire erupting from the room even before the flames flickered out from the door.

      “We need to find another way!” Ruby cried, both she and Jenney forcing the door back as it lit up their faces and scorched the outside of the frame, instantly blistering the wood and leaving it charcoal black.

      “I know a way!” Jenney called back, gesturing to us all to follow her. She ran forward, past the kitchen and into the labyrinth of the servant quarters. The ceilings were low here, and I was already starting to feel claustrophobic, like the walls were closing in on us with every step. Luckily, the stone remained intact, though I didn’t think it would stay that way for long.

      We moved further along the corridor. Now I couldn’t see any light ahead, only the silhouettes of the kids, visible in the firelight that had now fully erupted through the kitchen door behind us, casting its light through the tunnels. I could feel the heat of it on my back as I ran, praying that the kids would move faster.

      Yelena reached back to grab my hand, and my fingers closed around hers. I focused on the back of her head and the occasional glimpse of her profile as she glanced back to double-check I was okay.

      The corridor started to open out a bit, and Jenney slammed her body against a small wooden door. I recognized it as the side-entrance to the castle, the one that Ash had used to smuggle us in with the root cart. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      “It’s locked!” she cried out to Ruby. Julian rushed forward to help her push against it, but was clearly still too weak from his time spent in Queen Trina’s castle. The door didn’t budge. I looked around for something that we could use to force it open—something sharp and solid…

      I let go of Yelena’s hand, spying a bronze vulture head that had fallen to the ground.

      “Julian, help me!” I called out, waving toward the fallen ornament. The skull was too heavy for me to pick up by myself, so I started to drag it across the floor. Julian hadn’t heard me, but in a moment, Ruby was by my side, and together we heaved the ornament off the floor and staggered toward the door.

      “Stand back,” I yelled out, simultaneously swinging the vulture head, with Ruby holding the other side, into the door. The first hit reverberated up my arms painfully, but the second swing smashed the wooden paneling, creating a hole in the door. We swung again, and this time the vulture head went sailing through the door, splintering it completely.

      “One by one—out you go!” Ruby ushered the kids through as quickly as she could. They stumbled and practically fell over themselves trying to get out, each face appearing soot- and tear-stained in the daylight.

      The last few disappeared out of sight, and I looked around.

      “Where’s Yelena?” I asked. I hadn’t seen her go through the door.

      “We’re missing two!” Jenney cried out, half out of the door as she counted the heads of the kids.

      The inferno was getting closer, and Ruby looked worriedly back down the corridor.

      “We need to leave now,” she replied, holding on to the sleeve of my robe.

      “Not without her!” I yelled, pulling back my robe and twisting out of her grasp.

      “That’s suicide!”

      “I don’t care,” I retorted, running back the way we had come. I knew none of them would follow me—Ruby would want to, but Jenney and Julian wouldn’t let her. But there was no way I would leave Yelena on her own. I didn’t know why she’d run off, but I owed it to her to go after her—for everything she’d done for me—and everything I’d done to her. Yeah. I owed her. I owed her big time.

      I ran back along the corridor, my body breaking out in a sweat as the heat from the blaze battered me, unrelenting and dry, my face feeling like it was going to melt off. My eyes started to water, the smoke irritating them and blocking off any oxygen so that my head swam.

      “Yelena!” I called out, coughing and spluttering, knowing that it was probably useless to call her name. She wouldn’t be able to hear me over the sound of the fire and falling stone.

      The fire was only several feet ahead of me: a solid wall of flame, blocking my path…which meant she had to be in one of the rooms off this part of the corridor, or else she was dead.

      “Yelena!” I roared again, kicking open the doors that I passed. Most of them were bedrooms, as small and cramped as Ash’s had been. I bent low, trying to make out human forms in the billows of smoke that poured in from the blaze of the corridor. There wasn’t time to give each of them more than a cursory look—there wouldn’t be anywhere to hide anyway. I just had to keep searching rooms and hope that she was in one of them.

      I was two more doors from the blaze when the door to the left flew open and Yelena came staggering out, carrying the young Portuguese kid in her arms. His body lay limp, but Yelena was choking badly.

      “He ran off…he didn’t understand,” she hacked out, before she started to sway on her feet. She stumbled forward, and I rushed forward to catch them both before they smacked into the ground.

      ‘Yelena!” I cried out, trying to shake her upright, whilst keeping one eye on the flames that were snaking closer by the second. “You need to stand up! Please—I can’t do this without you!”

      The boy looked dead to the world, and I didn’t know if he was alive or not, but his expressionless face and closed eyes didn’t give me much hope. I took him out of her arms and flung him over my shoulder as best I could—he was small and light, but I wasn’t going to be able to carry them both.

      “Wake UP!” I screamed at her. I pulled at her waist with my spare hand, pulling her upward so that her body was leaning against mine.

      “Just let me rest here for a minute…” she murmured, disorientated and completely oblivious to the flames and, even more worrying, the sound of the ceiling starting to rumble and creak.

      Without stopping to think, I started to move forward, grabbing Yelena more tightly. I staggered toward the dim light up ahead, just able to make out the cries of Ruby and Julian urging me forward.

      I could practically feel the flames inches away from my bare neck.

      We have to make it.

      Don’t stop…

      The fumes were starting to get to me. The hint of daylight started to move about as my vision blurred, but I kept my grip on Yelena tight, putting one foot in front of the other.

      The broken doorway was only about five feet in front of me when the ceiling started to cave in. I shoved Yelena in front of me, pushing her through the break in the door and into Ruby’s outstretched hands. Without waiting to see whether or not the coast was clear, I launched myself through with the boy still over my shoulder.

      I smacked into Yelena’s back, breathing in a lungful of air before I slapped down, hard, onto the ground.

      Dust and debris billowed out behind me. The servant quarters’ foundation had collapsed completely; the sound was deafening, shaking the ground outside and shifting the entire castle with a horrible, uneasy rumble.

      “Thank God you’re safe!” Ruby rasped, turning me over. “I thought we’d lost you – don’t ever do that to me again!”

      “Yelena?” I asked, my throat as dry as a desert.

      “She’s okay,” Ruby reassured me, still looking half furious and half relieved, “you saved her life, Benedict.”

      I smiled.

      Cool.
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      “Put me down!” I cried, struggling once again in Tejus’s arms. We had reached the edge of the exterior castle walls, along with a mass of other sentries who had poured out of the portcullis, all yelling and screaming, blindly following one another as they shoved and fought their way out of the grounds.

      “Seriously, Tejus!” I screamed, “I can walk by myself!”

      He grunted in anger, but his grip loosened and he let me slide down to the floor. As soon as my feet touched the ground, I slipped out of his grasp and started to run back the way we’d come, determined to find Benedict and my friends and make sure they had escaped.

      “What the HELL are you doing?”

      Tejus bellowed after me, but I was soon swallowed up by the mass of ministers and I didn’t bother to turn around. I would return to him when I found them but I had to know that they were safe. Tejus still didn’t fully understand that when it came to Benedict and my friends, if they weren’t okay, I wouldn’t be okay. Much to his annoyance, my own safety would always come second place. I pushed and elbowed my way through to the portcullis. Most of the crowd didn’t even notice me. I was too small compared to them to attract much attention: the only danger would be losing my footing and being trampled to death by the mob.

      With one final shove, I broke free of the bottleneck of sentries that had formed at the gate and started to run toward the main entrance.

      My strides seemed more powerful than normal, like I was running at twice my speed…and more than that, I could feel strength coursing through me, as if I could easily obliterate anything that stood in my path. I didn’t know if it was the adrenaline, or my newfound sentry powers, but it felt good not to feel so powerless, even for just a moment.

      I reached the entrance in a matter of moments; when I got there, I skidded to a halt.

      No!

      There was a loud boom, like dynamite exploding, and I stared open-mouthed as the entrance arch split in two and collapsed, almost gracefully, in on itself. I heard the screams of the sentries who had been standing beneath it—and the ones behind who hadn’t made it out yet. Then a brief silence, as all cries stopped.

      “BENEDICT!” I yelled out, shattering the silence. A commotion broke out behind me as the ministers and guards realized what had happened, and within a few short moments it was total chaos.

      Ignoring the sentries, I started to run around to the side entrance of the castle. My stomach was twisted in a tight knot, a sick lurching feeling accompanying every step I took.

      Please be safe.

      Racing ahead, I had to make a wide berth around the grounds of the castle. The rock and stone from the towers and buttresses rained down with heavy thuds and splintered off into lethal shards. I paused for a second as I caught sight of the small door to the side entrance—I could see the familiar figures of humans gathered outside it, along with bright red flames pouring through, black smoke snaking into the sky.

      “Ruby!” I called out, recognizing the blonde halo of my friend. The group of kids surrounding her moved out of the way to let me pass, and I raced up to Ruby. She and Julian were hunched over the body of my brother.

      “He’s okay,” she asserted before I could say a word, still stomping out fire embers on Benedict’s robe.

      “I’m fine,” Benedict agreed sleepily. His face was soot-stained and perspiring from the heat, but he was alive.

      “We need to move him back,” I replied. The flames erupting from the doorway were growing more intense by the second. Ruby and I started to drag him away from the door—I held onto a corner of his robe, trying to make sure that I touched him as little as possible. I noticed Yelena being carried off by Jenney and Julian, and the rest of the kids doing the same to a small dark-haired kid I’d almost syphoned from a few days ago. I hoped he was okay.

      “Does it hurt anywhere?” I asked, turning my attention back to Benedict. Now that he was away from the fire, I placed my hands behind my back, careful not to come into physical contact with any part of him as the hunger started to rear up inside the pit of my stomach.

      “No,” my brother murmured deliriously, “it was just really warm in there… It must be the entity doing this, right?”

      “I think so,” I replied. “Nevertide is split up the middle, like a huge landslide or something…and the sky, well, that’s just weird.”

      Benedict looked at me in confusion, but before he could ask what I meant, one of the kids cried out.

      “The tower! The tower’s going to fall!”

      I looked up. The north tower directly above us had started to sway, lurching like a drunk back and forth as more splits and tears and crashes emanated from within the castle.

      “Everyone back!” I cried out, knowing already that we were too late…The first rock fell just a foot away from where Benedict’s head lay. The kids screamed out. In the next moment, a familiar hand slammed into mine.

      “Throw your energy out—now!” Tejus yelled down at me. He must have followed me as soon as I’d left his arms, and I was immensely grateful in that moment that Tejus refused to abandon me under any circumstances, no matter if it threatened his own life.

      “What do I do?” I cried back.

      “A barrier!”

      “I don’t know how to do that!”

      “Let your instinct take over, Hazel. Just trust me.”

      He clasped my hand tightly, and, trying to see into his head without syphoning his energy, I followed his lead, attempting to throw my energy outward so that it encircled all of us from the falling rocks. Tejus was still weak, I could tell, but somehow he still managed to start building the shimmering, bluish barrier.

      “Don’t hold back.” Tejus yanked at my hand. “I’m syphoning off your friends—I’ll be fine.”

      The entire process took only a few seconds; I poured the rage and fury, the power and the desperation I felt into a single channel outward. In my mind, it created the same thick rope of ‘energy’ that I used to bond with Tejus, but this time it was directed onto the ground—and where the energy came into contact with the ground, it spilled out, covering the ground and then rising up into a large bubble, merging with the wisps that Tejus had already started to create.

      “You’re doing it,” Tejus whispered as the bubble encased us.

      Just in time. The rocks of the tower screamed, stone grinding against stone as the aged mortar crumbled away to dust. It collapsed, covering the barrier that we’d created, shutting out every ounce of light, and making the earth shudder on impact.

      The moment rocks hit the barrier, I howled in pain. It was as if each stone had landed on my head—but inside my brain, ricocheting around my skull, knocking every nerve, muscle and bone in my body. The edges of my vision started to turn gray.

      “Tejus…” I murmured, unable to get any more words out as the world felt like it was fluttering away to nothingness.

      “It’s all right, I’ve got it—I can hold it.”

      I heard his reassuring murmur like it was traveling down a long, long tunnel.

      “Everyone’s safe,” he continued.

      Everyone’s safe.

      We’re all okay.

      I let go of his hand, yearning for rest and hardly able to keep my eyes open for another second.

      Benedict’s startled expression was the last thing I saw; he was looking up at me from the ground, his eyes wide and disbelieving as I smiled and then fell, gratefully, into unconsciousness.
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      As the bird continued on toward Hellswan castle, I looked down at the complete devastation below me. A large crack split Nevertide in two, like a gaping, smirking mouth across the landscape. Smaller cracks hair-lined off it, the roots of trees exposed by landslides, as if the forests and fields were sloping down into the center of the world. Villages lay in ruins, barns burning, and most homes looked as if they’d collapsed entirely, falling over as if they were made out of paper, not stone.

      A cloud of smoke rushed up to meet us, momentarily blinding me in a thick fog, and when it passed, I got my first look at Hellswan castle. Or what was left of it.

      Ruby!

      She was my one and only thought as I looked down at the annihilation of my home. The main fortress of the castle was just about still intact, but every other inch of it lay sprawling outward, nothing more than rubble, with the black dots of ministers swarming around the wreckage like confused ants.

      Queen Trina groaned next to me. She was still out of it, her eyes closed and her body limp in the talons of the vulture.

      This is your fault.

      A large part of me wanted to drop her down to the land below—to watch her somersault through the air until she landed like a rag doll on the rocks or was swallowed up by fire. It would serve her right: this was her doing, every dead sentry, every crack and split in Nevertide on her hands—evidence of her betrayal of her own people. If Queen Trina lived and Ruby didn’t, I would never forgive myself – or her.

      As we drew closer to the castle, I realized that the tremors and the shifting of the ground had come to a halt. The crack in Nevertide wasn’t widening any further, for now, but I didn’t know if this would be a brief reprieve or the end of the entity’s destructive force on the land.

      I need to get them to safety.

      We dropped down just outside the portcullis where most of the ministers and guards were gathered, all flapping about like headless birds. I anxiously searched the crowd for a familiar blonde head, but I didn’t see her.

      “Ashbik!” one of the guards cried out, and my name was echoed across the waiting group. I shoved Queen Trina to the floor, and the bird took off in flight once again, no doubt to find a safer spot than here.

      “Watch her! She’s not to move—if she wakes, secure her to something,” I instructed, pointing at five waiting guards who appeared to be only partly injured. “The rest of you wait here, by the entrance. Do not leave—you all wait for my command, is that clear?” I roared out.

      I heard the resounding chorus of ‘yes, your highness’. Had it been under other circumstances, the meek and mild response of the ministers would have made me laugh. As it was, I didn’t care whether they stayed here or not, not really. I just wanted to find Ruby.

      I looked at the other guards; there were three who weren’t injured at all, and I beckoned them over.

      “I’m going to search for the humans, you’re to follow me.”

      “Your highness, no one will have gotten out alive—the towers, everything—it collapsed,” stuttered one of them, avoiding meeting my eye.

      “We’ll find them,” I repeated implacably.

      The ministers stood aside hurriedly as I walked toward the portcullis. I didn’t bother checking to see if the guards had followed my lead. I was going anyway. Using True Sight, I scanned the entrance of the castle while walking closer to the worst of the rubble. The sight made me sick. There were at least fifteen sentries—some ministers, some servants—who had been caught in the rock as it had fallen down, crushing all of them. The only mercy would have been that they would have died quickly.

      Please don’t let Ruby…

      I couldn’t even finish the thought. The idea that she had met the same fate was unimaginable.

      Searching every single pile of rubble, including the interior of the blocked-off main fortress, I anxiously sought her out, looking for any sign of the rest of the humans, Tejus or Hazel.

      “There are sentries trapped in there,” I muttered to the guards. Inside the main fortress I could see ministers who were still alive, trying to remove the rubble that blocked their paths. Already their movements were becoming slow and weak. “One of you go and fetch more who are able to help—we need to start trying to get them out. They’re going to suffocate in there otherwise.”

      Where the collapsing building hadn’t killed them, the fire shortly would. It seemed to be worse at the lower levels of the castle, but with the entrances and exits blocked, those left alive would soon suffocate or be burnt alive.

      The guard hurried back to the portcullis. I continued my search with the two remaining guards, starting to edge around the right side of the castle where the damage was the worst. The towers had all collapsed, one leaving only the iron staircase jutting out of the foundation of the keep, burnt and twisted, but still standing.

      I started to focus on the piles of rubble. The first two contained nothing, but as I moved closer toward the side entrance, a large, built-up pile caught my attention.

      “Ruby!” I ran closer to the pile of rocks, seeing a group of humans trapped inside along with the distinct, hunched-over figure of Tejus.

      “Help me move these!” I called to the guards. Then, realizing that the three of us wouldn’t move fast enough, I commanded, “One of you go back and get more help—anyone who’s able-bodied!”

      I could see that Tejus had built a barrier that was covering them all—but how long he could hold it up, I didn’t know. He was obviously syphoning off the humans to keep it in place, and if any of them grew too weak…

      I started to throw the rocks back, moving the top ones first. Shortly, footsteps hurried to my aid. Three more guards and two ministers launched themselves at the pile, helping me heave off the worst of the rubble.

      As we moved a dented iron spike, three large gray stones tumbled off the barrier. Then Ruby peered out at me, dusty and soot-streaked, but smiling.

      “Shortie!” I breathed, grinning at her weakly.

      She waved, knowing I wouldn’t be able to hear her through the protection of the barrier. I kept removing the stones, smiling at her reassuringly, but I felt sick. That had been too close for comfort—I had almost lost her again, and where I should have felt relief, instead a knot of anxiety twisted in my gut. The danger was getting worse, seemingly at the same rate that my feelings for Ruby were intensifying. The thought of losing her was becoming more and more agonizing.

      Most of the kids were huddled together on the ground, while Ruby was kneeling up against one of the fallen rocks, anxiously monitoring our progress as her energy was syphoned. Tejus kept still, focusing on keeping that barrier in place, with Hazel lying next to him. She wasn’t moving.

      We cleared off the top of the stones, creating a nest-shaped crater in the ground where nothing would be able to fall on the humans once the barrier was removed. Tejus checked it was safe, and then, with a sigh of relief, he let the barrier fall.

      “Hazel needs help,” Tejus barked the moment the barrier came down. I nodded, turning to one of the ministers, who reluctantly edged his way down into the pit and over to Hazel.

      “Do I get more white knight points?” I joked feebly with Ruby as I put out an arm to help her up. Her fingers closed around my hand, and she grinned.

      “Yeah, you get more points.”

      She looked back, watching the guards carry Benedict and then Yelena out.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Benedict decided to be a hero.” She rolled her eyes. “I think he feels like he’s got a lot to make up for—especially when it comes to Yelena.”

      I nodded. In his position, I would feel the same way.

      “I’m so glad you’re safe,” she breathed, turning her attention back to me. “Did the earthquake affect the Fells as well?”

      “It did, but…well, some of us survived.”

      She nodded.

      “Memenion?” she asked.

      “Gone.”

      Ruby closed her eyes briefly, taking a moment. “He was a good man,” she whispered. “Like Varga.”

      She flew against my chest, her arms wrapping around my waist. I returned the hug, resting my lips against the crown of her head. A small sliver of jealousy unfurled within me—I hated that she still thought of Varga, that it still caused her pain to think of him. It was irrational. He had rescued her from the ice fires, after all. If anything, I should be grateful to the sentry. I thought when he was revealed to be an Acolyte, it would have tainted her memories of him. Clearly not.

      “What are we going to do now?” she murmured against me, and I could feel her warm breath heating up my chest.

      “I don’t know exactly,” I replied. “I need to speak to Tejus. I don’t know how many kingdoms were destroyed, or how many villagers, ministers and guards are going to be homeless now. Perhaps we can find shelter somewhere else.”

      The prospect was a gloomy one. I didn’t know which kingdoms would be truly safe for us—of those that were left. Or if we’d be welcome at any of them, if they were still standing.

      “I need to stay with Benedict and Hazel.” Ruby released her grip, looking up at me with worried eyes.

      “They’ll be moving everyone out of the castle grounds,” I replied, watching as the guards helped more of the kids out of the pit. Benedict and Hazel were being carried off toward the outskirts of the gates. “Go. I need to speak to Tejus.”

      “Okay.”

      Ruby leaned up toward me and I kissed her, sinking into the familiar sensation of her pliant lips. Instantly I felt drugged. Varga, the entity, the destruction of Nevertide all faded away to nothing.
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      Since I was a child, Hellswan castle had invoked mixed feelings in me. It had been my home, the only one I had ever known. Although the gray walls and the strict, unyielding rule of my father had made me long for escape—even causing me to stay in the Seraq kingdom for an extended period of time—seeing it reduced to nothing but rubble and dust was physically painful.

      I stood next to Ash, both of us gazing at the destruction, almost as if it would suddenly start to mend itself, a twist in the universe making the stones reassemble, turning back time till it was once again the oppressive, impenetrable hulk that Hellswan castle had always been. The feelings of powerlessness I had been experiencing ever since I’d learnt of the entity’s rise started to return; what could I do—what could the kitchen boy do to stop this? If the entity was capable of such mass devastation, how would two sentries—both riddled with faults and flaws that clouded their judgment, with a limited army behind them and no closer to finding answers regarding the true nature of the evil that faced them—ever hope to defeat it?

      Ash cleared his throat.

      “What do we do now?” he asked, quietly.

      I looked up at the sky. It was mid-morning now, and as long as the sky didn’t rip further to expose the night, we would have a decent amount of time before sundown.

      “We need to get everyone somewhere safe—relatively safe,” I muttered, thinking of the few options that we had available to us.

      “Where do you suggest? I was thinking that we could send scouts out—find the kingdoms that are least destroyed, and hope that they’re willing to take us in,” Ash offered, his tone doubtful.

      “Take in the Hellswans?” I smirked.

      “The villagers, at least?”

      They might have a chance of being accepted elsewhere, perhaps if the Memenion kingdom was still secure, but they would be unlikely to accept our ministers or our guards. For too long my father had alienated the surrounding kingdoms, and while he had been respected as emperor, he had been hated. I doubted that those long-standing feuds would be eradicated in the face of a disaster—even one as severe as this.

      “There is the summer palace,” I replied, ignoring his suggestion. “It is the only place I can think of. If it has survived the earthquake, then it will be habitable—sort of.”

      Ash raised his eyebrows. “I have never been.”

      “But you’ve heard of it?”

      “Yeah, but I was never asked to work there.”

      “We didn’t go after my mother’s death. The palace belonged to her family, and was given as a gift to my mother for her dowry. It’s located by the North Coast, far from the Acolytes’ temple. If no one knows we are heading there, we may manage to stay out of their way until we can come up with a plan.”

      Ash nodded.

      “But if you wish, we can take the villagers to Memenion,” I continued, thinking out loud. There wouldn’t be much space for us all in the old palace—perhaps Ash was right, better to get the villagers somewhere safe, away from the harm that I suspected would follow us.

      “He is dead.” Ash’s words were barely above a whisper.

      “At the Fells?” I asked, my throat tightening.

      “He dropped…into the ground. There was nothing I could do.”

      “Did he know about his son?” I asked, hoping that his dying moments weren’t ones of regret and shame over his offspring’s allegiance to Queen Trina and the Acolytes.

      “Yes.”

      I swallowed, not wishing to discuss the matter any further. With Memenion gone, our kingdom was truly isolated, as were our efforts to battle the entity. My mind drifted to Hazel once again. She was my primary concern. Keeping her safe would be the one outcome that I would not compromise on. If she survived this, even at the expense of every other soul in Nevertide, including my own, then I would have accomplished my goal; the entity would not have taken everything from me—would not have succeeded in destroying the one thing that mattered.

      “What of the Impartial Ministers?” I asked. “Did any of them survive?”

      “I saw one of them die—I don’t know what happened to the others. I wouldn’t have thought that they would concern you?”

      “They don’t. You becoming emperor does,” I retorted. “It will be the only way that we’ll be able to read the book; I hope it has the answers we need.”

      Ash eyed the remains of the castle.

      “The book is kept in Hellswan castle?” he asked despondently.

      “We’ll just have to pray it survived.”

      I hoped that the book was protected by the same magic that the Impartial Ministers seemed to have access to. I recalled the way, during the imperial trial, I had emerged from the hallucination with the bloodstained sword in my hand. Those ministers were obviously tapping into a greater power somehow. With any luck, the book had remained intact.

      “Isn’t there another way? Do we have to have the blessing of the Impartial Ministers?” Ash asked.

      “I have a theory,” I replied, telling Ash what I thought about the magic of the Impartial Ministers. “If the book is in any way linked to them, if we appoint you emperor without their blessing, then I doubt that the book will be able to be read. We will have a hard time proving the credibility of your claim with the other kingdoms as well.”

      “Ruby once asked me if we had witches here. I laughed at her,” he replied in astonishment.

      “I’m not talking about witchcraft,” I snapped. “Just power—old, ancient power that neither of us have a conception of.”

      “All right,” he muttered stiffly. “I was just saying.”

      “My apologies,” I replied curtly. “It irritates me that we were never told of this power—that it has been kept in the domain of the Impartial Ministers, those least worthy to wield it.”

      Ash shrugged off my apology, shuffling his feet in the dust.

      “Perhaps it’s a good thing that your father couldn’t access it,” he replied.

      Touché.

      “Perhaps.”

      “It sounds like heading out to the summer palace is our best plan,” he continued. “Then we can search for the Impartial Ministers and get one of us crowned.”

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise at his assessment. “One of us?” I asked. “Ash, the emperor will be you, not I. You deserve it, and the people need you.” I frowned. There was only one potential problem with our plan. “What of Queen Trina? Tell me we were lucky enough to be rid of her.”

      Ash grinned broadly. “Better than that, she’s our prisoner.”

      I smiled.

      That was good news—good news indeed.
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      After I’d received the radio call from Caleb, Mona and Corrine had transported us back to The Shade to meet with the rest of GASP. Caleb had told us Sherus’s fears the moment the witches had ceased working on the portal, and now we were being called to the Great Dome to meet with the king of the fire fae himself.

      Usually I would be intrigued, but right in this moment I was just plain furious. I stormed through the redwoods toward the council chamber, an irrational rage flooding every nerve.

      “You’re going to need to keep your cool in there, Rose,” Caleb muttered as we approached the building. “You know your father isn’t going to respond well if you fly off the handle—he’ll have enough to deal with. Claudia’s on the warpath too.”

      At the mention of Claudia, I faltered. None of us reacted well when her temper flared, and if I went in guns blazing, then Dad would be much less likely to hear me out.

      “You’re right, give me a minute.”

      I paused, standing next to Caleb, rubbing my temples and trying to collect myself. I needed to breathe—this meeting needed to be handled in the right way. I couldn’t just dismiss the fears of the fae; I had to treat this like any other job. Of course, it was dangerous opening an unknown portal, especially considering the stone that had emerged from it, but…the kids. They were all that mattered to me. How could I think straight when their lives were riding on this?

      “Did Dad seem like he was on Sherus’s side with all this?” I asked.

      “Your father seemed conflicted,” Caleb replied evenly. “So did Ben—you know that both of them want the kids back as much as we do.”

      I groaned.

      “Caleb, how are you being so level-headed about this?” I asked despairingly.

      “Because I have to be. Trust me, if you were the one being level-headed, I would be flying off the handle.”

      His brown eyes betrayed a spark of something feral; my husband was doing his best to keep control, but I realized under the surface a storm was brewing. I knew he would be having a hard time trusting the fae king, and if he was managing to keep his cool, then so could I.

      “Let’s go,” I replied, gripping his hand.

      The Dome was packed; pretty much the whole of GASP’s core was present. Corrine shuffled over in her seat so that Caleb and I could sit at the front. We would be the ones arguing most heavily in favor of opening the portal, but I knew we wouldn’t be alone. Mom hurried in, coming to sit next to us. Her emerald-green eyes were flashing with determination.

      “Rose, are you okay?” she asked, leaning forward on her seat.

      “Pissed off, and getting pretty desperate,” I replied candidly. “Where’s Sherus?”

      “I left him and your father arguing alone, ‘round the back of the building.”

      I stood up, wanting to join them. If there was going to be a discussion, then I wanted in on it.

      “Sit down, Rose. They’ll be through in a minute,” she added. “Let your father try to persuade the fae before he hears our case.”

      “Sherus has no jurisdiction here!” I exploded. “This is a decision GASP should be making alone.”

      She nodded, her expression troubled. “We might need him, we don’t know—better to have the fae on our side than not.”

      I slumped down in my seat, knowing that my mom was right. Yuri and Claudia entered the Dome, both nodding in our direction. Claudia looked like she was ready for a fight—her large brown eyes seemed to crackle with electricity, a sure sign that her more passionate nature was bubbling to the surface. Ashley and Landis followed behind, both of their faces etched with disappointment.

      The group hushed, and I sensed that my dad was on his way in. Sure enough, he and Sherus entered through the side door, both stormy-faced. Perhaps the conversation hadn’t gone very well. Following Sherus was a red-headed woman I presumed to be his sister — Ben had informed me that she had also come to stay in The Shade — and behind her followed two other fae I didn’t recognize.

      “Thank you all for coming,” my father started as the fae took a seat, his deep voice reverberating around the ancient meeting chamber. “As you all know, we’re here to discuss the opening of the portal. We have good reason to believe that the children have been taken into an unknown dimension, and that the portal in question will lead us to them. However, Sherus and the rest of the fae believe that opening the portal is dangerous, perhaps fatally so—that the threat which has been foreseen will come from the very same portal.”

      The chamber was entirely silent. I looked over at the fae king. His copper hair and relatively youthful features gave no indication of his true age, but his eyes betrayed an old, weary soul. He turned his head, his gaze meeting mine for the briefest moment. In that look I saw compassion, and perhaps pity, but also resolve. I didn’t think he would change his mind on this matter…I only hoped that he wouldn’t manage to sway any of the other GASP members.

      Sherus stood up. I heard the creak and groan of wood as every single person in the council turned to get a good look at him.

      “My concern is with the stones,” he announced. “The jinn locked deadly creatures into those prisons so they would not escape. We have no way of knowing what is contained within that portal, but if it is a land full of these creatures, then giving them a way to access Earth could be fatal.”

      The GASP members started to mutter, and my mother leaned over and squeezed my hand. Whether it was in warning or reassurance, I wasn’t sure.

      “We don’t even know what these creatures are,” Claudia retorted. “Plus, it’s our kids in there! How can we not open it?”

      “Are you so willing to risk sacrificing all to save a few?” Sherus asked. Removing my hand from my mom’s grasp, I clenched my fists. It was all very well for him to be so high-minded about it, and of course, if we were all thinking pure battle tactics with willing soldiers, I would have agreed with him. But we weren’t. We were talking about kids. Our kids.

      “How DARE you!” Claudia raged. “We can’t treat it like that—”

      “Enough, Claudia,” my father scolded her. “We need everyone’s point of view shared, whether or not they differ from yours.”

      Sherus’s sister shot Claudia an evil scowl. I suspected that perhaps the female fae was just as fiery as the blonde vampire. It was going to be interesting watching that relationship unravel if we had to spend more time with their kind.

      Standing up, I addressed both my father and Sherus.

      “I understand the concerns of the fae, but I also believe that if we were to gain access to the portal, we could lock it behind us, preventing what we find within from getting out. Once we’ve neutralized the threat, then we can reopen the portal.”

      Murmurs of agreement erupted from around the room.

      “And what if you can’t neutralize this threat?” Sherus glowered at me. “What then?”

      “Then what chance do we have anyway?” I shot back. I realized as the words came out of my mouth it was true. We had no alternative other than to open the portal. If the danger that Sherus had been warned about in his visions was on the other side of the portal, then it was going to emerge anyway—with or without our help.

      “Rose is right.” My brother’s voice came from the back of the room. I hadn’t seen him sitting with River—he normally took center stage with Dad at these proceedings. “We can’t just leave it locked and wait for whatever’s in there to escape. If we enter the portal, we might have the upper hand. We don’t know who threw that stone out—it could be someone wanting our help, someone on our side…”

      “Or it could be a trap!” Sherus countered.

      “It could be a land where jinn reside,” I argued. “Maybe some settlement other than The Dunes. They created the stones in the first place, it might be a group that we don’t know about—but an enemy that could potentially be reasoned with, especially with the jinn we have on our side.”

      “I very much doubt I would have had an omen about a land of jinn,” Sherus spluttered. “The threat that we’re talking about is going to be much greater than that.”

      I sat down. I had said my part. Now it was up to my dad and Ben to decide what the right course of action was going to be.

      “What’s happening with the portal now?” My father directed his question at Mona.

      “We have left a few witches and jinn watching it. They will inform us if anything changes, but so far the portal has been left partway open. Nothing has emerged other than the stone,” she replied. “But the lock is now weakened. If we do decide that we’re not going to go and investigate, we need to shut it back up completely.”

      “Can you do that?” my father asked.

      “We can, but I don’t advise it. I agree with Rose—better to face the danger head on, rather than hoping it will go away if we keep it locked up.”

      “And what of the rest of the stones, the ones collected from the In-Between? Where are they now?”

      The witch glanced over at Queen Nuriya, who nodded quickly from the back of the room.

      “We will take them back to the planet, if they are no longer needed.”

      “All right,” my father said, then fell silent for a moment, his sharp blue eyes scanning everyone in the room—no doubt contemplating our arguments. Eventually he sighed, rubbing his temple. From the familiar gesture, I realized that he hadn’t come to a decision yet. My heart sank.

      “I will take all points into account, and reach a decision this evening. In the meantime, I want everyone available to research the nature of these stones—I want to know exactly what the jinn locked in them.”

      At his announcement, I looked over at Caleb. His expression was one of sheer frustration. I knew exactly how he felt – we’d gotten so close to opening the portal, and now we had to wait even longer for a final decision to be made. I could only hope that whatever we found out about the stones, Dad would still put his family first.
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      Syphoning off the minister was strange. It felt weirdly intimate to me—I had never even had a conversation with the woman who offered up her energy, yet she had borne the pain of my unpracticed mind-suck without complaint. We sat side by side on the outskirts of the castle when I had finished, both looking out over the collapsed trees of the forest that faced the castle.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered. “That must have been…unpleasant.”

      She turned to face me, her hair half-falling out of a bun and a large slash across her face that looked as if it had only recently stopped bleeding.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ve had children, it was much the same with them when they were first born. You will learn, in time, how to control it.”

      “Where are your children now?” I asked, hoping that they weren’t among the sentries still trapped inside the castle.

      “They moved to the kingdoms of Memenion and Hadalix long ago,” she replied. “I hope they are safe now…I suppose I can only wait and see.”

      It seemed quite a measured, rational response from a mother, but then sentries—and especially ministers—had always seemed cold to me. Their parenting practices were more hands off than was the norm where I came from.

      “I’m sure they’re fine.” I smiled weakly.

      “As am I.”

      They felt like empty words to offer, but I didn’t know what else to say. I leaned back against the rock behind me, grateful for the energy that I could feel coursing through me, but also trying to calm some of it down—I felt like I’d just drunk about ten espressos at once, and it made me kind of jittery. I started drumming my fingers against my legs.

      The minister smirked.

      “You will also learn how much you need to take. I suspect your body has a surplus right now…it will fade, eventually.”

      I grimaced at her, embarrassed that she’d noticed.

      “Sorry again.”

      “Don’t be.” She shrugged. “Really. I suppose we will all need to be of service to one another in the days ahead. Perhaps it is time that we ministers were of genuine use.” She lowered her head, staring at the ground.

      “Excuse me,” she continued after a moment, “I need to speak with someone.”

      The woman rose to her feet and smiled briefly at me. I watched her walk away in surprise. Perhaps the devastation of Nevertide was the one thing that might bring about its salvation. If all the ministers were like her, and had begun to realize the error of their ways, perhaps there was hope. Well, if the entity didn’t finish what it had started, anyway.

      Tejus approached from the portcullis. All the ministers, guards and servants were gathered there. Some lay in the grass in front of the castle, wounded and unable to stand, but most who had managed to escape seemed okay: bloodied, covered in soot and dust, but okay.

      Without saying a word, he came and sat down a few feet from me, his body sinking gratefully to the ground with feline grace. He was no longer wearing his robes, just the habitual black uniform of silk pants and shirt, which had escaped relatively intact. His expression was pensive. Looking out at the destroyed forest, he sighed, rubbing at his temples.

      “Did any more manage to escape?” I asked hopefully.

      “Some.”

      Some wasn’t enough.

      “I’m sorry,” I replied. He shrugged, stoic as ever.

      “You survived. That’s what matters,” he muttered. “We’re going to move out in a couple of moments, to another palace that belongs to the Hellswan family. Are you ready to travel?”

      “What palace?” I asked. I hadn’t been aware that he owned another home.

      “One that belonged to my mother, not far from here.”

      “I’m ready.” I smiled. “I actually feel quite good. The minister really…helped.”

      He nodded, smirking.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      “I don’t know if I will,” I grumbled. “It wasn’t a very fair exchange.”

      “It will be, with me.”

      He moved closer, and then, turning toward me, he reached out his hand and traced the line of my jaw with his thumb—slowly drawing my face closer to his.

      “Are you feeling better?” I swallowed.

      “A bit.” He smiled down at me hungrily and my breath caught in my throat. He studied my lips, either to drive me insane or to prolong his gratification—I didn’t know which, but when he finally brushed his mouth against mine, I breathed him in like oxygen. As the kiss deepened, I clung to his frame, elated that I didn’t feel the need to syphon off him, and overwhelmed by the feelings I did have rushing through me—acute lust and desire, more intense than I’d ever experienced them, even the night I’d spent in Tejus’s bed.

      He broke the kiss first, breathing heavily as he pushed me away.

      “I can’t continue this,” he panted. I stared back at him incredulously – how could he have pulled away? The physical tremors of Nevertide hadn’t managed to shake my world up as much as our kiss just had.

      “What was that, Tejus?” I asked, referring to the intensity of what we’d just shared—had it been me alone? Or did he share the same feelings? I could see from the color in his cheeks he had certainly felt something.

      He rose to his feet, offering me his hand. I took it, launching myself upward, irritated at his silence.

      “Well?” I asked again.

      He started to walk forward, in the direction of the portcullis, but I kept pace with him, trying to match his strides.

      “I think it is perhaps another effect of your transformation,” he muttered eventually. “I can feel your energy when I kiss you—it’s different, more…intense.”

      Is that a good thing?

      “So why did you stop?” I asked, annoyed.

      He came to an abrupt halt and swung to face me.

      “Because we were in public, and I wanted you,” he bit out.

      Oh.

      Idiot, Hazel.

      “Sorry—I missed that,” I stammered awkwardly, my cheeks hot.

      “Don’t be,” he grunted. “Just know that whenever we’re together, I want more of you than I can have.”

      Without waiting for me to reply, he stormed off toward Ash, who was waving him over. Ash stood at the rear of a large Hellswan-embossed carriage that had miraculously escaped being damaged, and was surrounded by stern-looking guards.

      I thought about what he had said to me the night that Ash had officially become king. How he intended to marry me, when the time was right. I had been completely thrown by it — the simple way in which he’d said it, as if to him, it was an obvious conclusion. I hadn’t even spoken to Ruby about it…I guessed I was still trying to process everything. There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind that when the time came, I would say yes. I knew I wasn’t exactly the most experienced when it came to love and romance — Tejus was my first boyfriend, if I could even call him that — it kind of felt like a weird label for what we had, but I was still sure. I didn’t need to go out and kiss a million frogs to know that there was no one on Earth — in this dimension or any of the others — that would make me feel the way that Tejus did. On top of that, I didn’t think there was a single soul that would ever try to understand me the way he did — or support and protect me, no matter what the consequences. His love was humbling, and I didn’t ever want to lose it.

      “Hey!” Ruby appeared next to me as Ash and Tejus debated over something.

      “Hey.” I smiled at her, taking a step back. The instant I’d felt her energy, my thoughts had disappeared and the hunger had returned—clearly syphoning would only give me a short window of reprieve. Great. “What’s going on there?” I asked, gesturing toward the carriage.

      “Didn’t Tejus tell you? Ash captured Queen Trina!” she replied, delighted.

      I laughed at her Machiavellian smile. It was great news —hopefully we’d be able to get some answers out of Trina, and at the very least, the Acolytes would have lost their leader. She would also serve as a guilt-free energy buffet…

      “Where’s Benedict?” I asked. We’d been separated when he’d been taken to be tended to by a minister.

      “He’s fine. Come on, I’ll show you.” Ruby led me over to the other side of the gate, where the kids had gathered. Benedict was sitting up, back to back with Julian, chatting animatedly while Yelena hung onto his every word.

      He looked up as I approached, breaking into a huge smile that mirrored my own. The last time I’d seen him properly was on the wet sand of the cove, barely alive after the entity had left him.

      “Can I hug you yet?” he asked, his eyes filled with amusement.

      “I’m still an energy-sucker.”

      “This isn’t going to go well for me when we fight over the remote, is it?” He smirked.

      “Nope. I suggest you get Mom or Dad to turn you into a vampire, otherwise you’re not going to stand a chance.”

      Yelena looked at me in confusion, but I just shrugged—she would know who we were eventually, no doubt, but right now I couldn’t handle the ton of questions that would come with it…and I suspected Benedict would probably want to impart that news anyway.

      “How are you feeling?” Benedict asked. “How come you passed out when you created the barrier?”

      “I guess I’m not used to it, so stuff like that uses more energy…and I can’t syphon properly without hurting anyone, not yet, anyway.”

      He nodded solemnly.

      “I’m sorry, Hazel. That sucks.”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “It does.”

      Ash approached the group, clearing his throat to get our attention. He looked like he’d aged since I last saw him. Though I knew that Tejus hadn’t abdicated responsibility for Hellswan by a long shot, I was glad that he was no longer king—I couldn’t imagine how it must feel to be in charge of the kingdom right now, knowing that the care of the wounded and displaced fell entirely on his shoulders.

      “How are you holding up, Ash?” I asked.

      “All right. We’re ready to move out. We’re all going to travel by bull-horse while the guards and some of the ministers take the birds to see what state the rest of Nevertide is in. I want to take us via the village—see if we can pick up anyone on the way.”

      “Is Lieutenant Ragnhild leading them?” Ruby asked.

      “Yes,” Ash replied – surprised at the question.

      Ruby nodded stiffly but stayed silent.

      What was that about?

      “Let’s go,” Ash instructed after Ruby didn’t elaborate. “Hazel, are you okay to travel with Tejus?”

      “Um, not really—not yet.”

      The hunger had resurfaced fully, and it was painful enough being surrounded by the humans. Being around Tejus would be intolerable until I could syphon again.

      “All right, we’ll get you your own bull-horse.”

      “That’s not fair,” Benedict objected.

      I glared at him, half bemused and half irritated.

      Seriously?
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* * *

      Ash and Ruby rode up front together, followed by Queen Trina in the Hellswan carriage. She was surrounded by guards, and the compartment was wrapped in heavy iron chains. Clearly, they weren’t taking any chances. Tejus and I were bringing up the rear, herding the kids, who sat four each to a bull-horse, led by a few ministers on foot. Julian had flown on ahead with Jenney on one of the vultures—she had been hit quite badly by some of the falling rocks, and Julian had insisted that she didn’t travel the journey on horseback. For someone who was usually quite shy and awkward, Julian had kicked up a massive fuss, arguing with the guards until Ash intervened.

      As we approached the village, my heart sank. I’d be amazed if there were any survivors. The crack in the earth ran alongside the main road, and most of the land that lay to the north of it had fallen inward—up ahead I could see it starting to snake through the main thoroughfare of the village, and where once there had been cluttered rows of small cottages, now the land looked almost entirely flat.

      “Oh, my God,” I breathed as we passed the first set of homes, all completely destroyed. Farm animals roamed over the rubble, their hooves clamoring, breaking the oppressive silence that had settled over everything, along with the thick dust that hung heavy in the air. The place was starting to give me the creeps—the piles of wood and stone created dark shadows in the daylight, black crevices where I felt eyes watching me as I rode past.

      “Hello! Anyone out there?” Ash called out from the front, his voice echoing on for miles. It seemed strange that there weren’t more sentries wandering about; the atmosphere at the castle had been crazy, ministers and guards rushing to and fro as they tended to the wounded, but here there was absolutely nothing, not a soul to be seen.

      “Anyone?” Ash called again. The kids started to join in, but still nothing stirred in the piles of broken houses and farms.

      I looked over at Tejus. His brows were furrowed—he was clearly finding the silence as odd as I did. We walked a bit further, the end of the village in the distance. My bull-horse was starting to get jumpy, not wanting to move forward.

      “Tejus, there’s something wrong,” I murmured. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither do I,” he muttered. “Hang on—I’m going to ask that we turn back.”

      He reared his bull-horse, ready to gallop to the front, when a voice cried out from behind a part-crumbled stone wall.

      “Ash?” It was a woman’s voice. We all came to a standstill.

      “Abelle?” Ash replied, jumping off the bull-horse.

      I recognized the woman who emerged from behind the wall—she was large, even for a sentry, wearing brightly colored robes that were swathed about her as if she were a Grecian statue. I’d seen her last at Ash’s coronation, talking to Ruby.

      “I’m so glad you’re safe!” she cried, embracing him.

      Leaving the horses, Tejus and I followed Ash and Ruby over to the woman. I kept looking around to see if I could find any of the other villagers, but I couldn’t see anyone.

      “Are you alone?” I asked her as she extricated herself from Ash.

      She shook her head, smiling. “Thankfully not. Some of us made it out alive—they’re in the barn.” She pointed to one of the more stable-looking buildings further off in the field behind her. “We wanted to be careful. I was worried that with Hellswan destroyed, Queen Trina would be on the warpath, but I haven’t seen her or any of her followers yet.”

      Ash smiled at this, and as he started to explain to Abelle who we had in the carriage, I caught Tejus’s attention and cocked my head in the direction of the barn. He nodded and together we began to navigate our way over the debris.

      “Hello?” I called. “It’s safe to come out!”

      I couldn’t hear a sound other than the fragments of conversation Ash and Abelle were having. I looked at Tejus, who shook his head, perplexed. Maybe they were still frightened?

      The barn was more or less in one piece, with the only obvious damage being to its doors, which were hanging lopsided off their hinges. I peered inside the gloom, careful not to move too far away from Tejus—seeing Abelle hadn’t lessened the weirdness of the place, and I was still feeling a little jumpy.

      As my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, I saw twenty or so villagers, huddled together at the back of the room, all totally silent, staring at us.

      “Hello?” I called again, my voice breaking slightly.

      “You’re safe,” Tejus barked at them, striding across the floorboards, clearly unaffected by their strange behavior.

      One of the children started crying, and my shoulders slumped in relief. Suddenly it didn’t seem as scary—it was they who were afraid, and no reason why I should have been.

      “Why should we trust you?” an old man retorted.

      “Abelle said we should remain here,” another of the villagers replied, eyeing us suspiciously. “She told us we had to wait, and not leave.”

      “King Ashbik is outside,” Tejus replied, already sounding bored. “Please follow us out—we’re moving you all to a safe palace a few miles from here.” He turned away from the wide-eyed villagers. “Come on, I’ll get some of the guards to assist them.”

      I nodded, following him out. I took one last look at the villagers before stepping out into the sunlight—they hadn’t moved from the back of the barn, and were still staring at us. I shivered, wrapping my arms around my frame, and hurried after Tejus.
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      We had been riding for hours and the sun was starting to set, casting the ravaged land in a haze of fiery pinks and red. I felt like we were the only people left alive in Nevertide—I couldn’t hear the sounds of wildlife in the forests, or birds overhead. Once we had left the village, there were no more sightings of stray farmyard animals – the villagers had caught what they could, tying up a couple of strange-looking pigs and sheep who now trailed along behind us, but even they were completely silent. The rip in the sky was now behind us, and every time I glanced back it seemed to taunt me, as if it was smiling down at us, watching, waiting.

      What is wrong with you? I scolded myself. First the village and now this—I was like a kid, afraid of the dark, waiting for monsters to come and jump out at me when there were more than enough real-life threats to be wary of. The villagers were walking up ahead with Ash, keeping their distance from Tejus and me. After the initial weirdo behavior, they seemed to be fine—muttering to one another and looking dazed, but nothing out of the ordinary given the circumstances.

      “Only another mile to go,” Tejus muttered at me. “The forest clears in a moment.”

      He had been quiet on the journey, and I wondered if the desolation of Nevertide was starting to get to him.

      “Are you okay?” I asked softly.

      “Fine.”

      “This place belongs to your family?” I prompted, wondering if our destination was the cause of his silence.

      “My mother. It belonged to her family—I haven’t been here since I was a boy. Hopefully it will still be intact. It was once beautiful, but my father didn’t wish to visit after her death.”

      I nodded. Perhaps this was painful for him? I didn’t want to ask—I knew it would only make him tense up and remain taciturn. If he had any feelings about the place they would come out sooner or later, in his own time.

      Soon the forest did clear, opening up into wild, unkempt grassland that came up to the bellies of the bull-horses. Ahead I could see the palace—a beautiful, ornate building with towers that reached up into the sky. Where the dying light shone on it, the white of the stone dazzled, making it look as if it was carved out of glass.

      “It’s incredible,” I breathed.

      Tejus just grunted.

      “We’re too far away to see the damage,” he replied after a while. I shot him a bemused look, but his eyes were fixed on the building and he didn’t notice. As we got closer, I saw that he was right—the palace was suffering from disuse. The ornately carved marble was stained yellow with age, and the sandstone was starting to crumble in places. But it was still beautiful, perhaps more so for its wear and tear – it made it look romantic, like something out of a fairy tale. The building was comprised of the main body of the palace, supported by four elegant towers, which I guessed were too narrow for much real use other than aesthetics. On either side of the main building were glass houses, each containing long-dead botanical gardens, with only weeds breaking through some of the glass panes. The palace didn’t have much in the way of defense—no outer wall guarded it, and only a large oak door would stand between us and intruders.

      “Will we be safe here?” I asked Tejus.

      “As safe as anywhere else.” He shrugged. “Hellswan castle was the best defended in the kingdom, and that didn’t make the slightest difference.”

      I could see his point. It wasn’t like a moat was going to keep out the entity. I jumped off the bull-horse, eager to explore more.

      “Wait for me,” Tejus instructed as he disembarked, slowly scanning the surrounding forests as he did so.

      I waited impatiently, watching as Ruby and Ash and the rest of the kids started clambering off their horses, all looking toward the palace with barely concealed delight. After the grim grayness of Hellswan, it felt like we’d entered a completely different world.

      “Did you like this place as a child?” I asked Tejus, probing just a little.

      “It was fine.”

      I wanted to laugh—was all of its charm really lost on him?

      “You’re so strange.” I smiled back at him, already drifting toward the entrance.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, nothing,” I said, knowing that I was irritating him. He started to stalk toward the palace and I joined him, idly running my hands along the grass and flowered weeds. When we reached the doorway, I paused, looking up at Tejus expectantly.

      “Do you have a key?”

      “At Hellswan, yes.”

      “Oh.”

      He smirked, walking along the columned patio. He stopped at one of the large glass windows, and started unbuttoning his shirt.

      “Um, Tejus, what are you doing?” I asked, looking back at the fast-approaching group of my friends.

      “Getting us in,” he replied, staring at me as he reached the final button. I started to feel a hot flush running down my back—his eyes had become dark and hooded, his smile like a private challenge.

      He removed his shirt, the taut muscles of his torso still ravaged by the scar from the ghoul during the imperial trials. Twisting the material around his fist, he smashed it into the glass with one abrupt strike.

      Oh.

      The glass splintered with a loud crash, leaving the frame completely bare. It was large enough for Tejus to step through, and soon he’d disappeared from sight. Moments later I heard the door creak, and turned to see him standing in the entrance, still shirtless.

      “Put it back on,” I tutted.

      He laughed, loudly, but did as I asked.

      Stepping into the main hallway, I gasped. The place was magnificent. A huge chandelier dripped down from the ceiling, where the sunset fell on it. Shafts of bright light reflected off its glass surface and covered the room in diamond-shaped dots. The floor was polished marble, leading off into three other rooms, with a large staircase sweeping down from the mezzanine above.

      “This place…”

      “Is impressive,” he finished, rolling his eyes.

      “You’re so…dismissive of it,” I countered. “Why?”

      I’d changed my mind about waiting for him to tell me in his own time—it was a puzzle I wanted an answer to, now, before I went off into more raptures of delight.

      He sighed.

      “Because it belongs to me, that’s why. My mother left it to me in her will—it irritated me that she’d done so. I felt it was her way of saying that I should choose a different life other than becoming king.”

      “Because she left you a palace?”

      Tejus shrugged. “It seemed that way to me. In her will she wished that I would live here with my family, far from the walls of Hellswan—far from the seat of power.”

      “Do you still feel the same way about it now?” I asked, wondering if it was a sore reminder that he was no longer king.

      “I feel indifferent about it now,” he replied curtly.

      Liar.

      Leaving Tejus to his brooding, I started to ascend the staircase, taking care to test the stairs before fully putting my weight behind each one. As I looked around, I noticed that there were dark patches on the walls—places where pictures had once hung. When I reached the mezzanine, only bare stone floors greeted me, and drafty rooms that opened off the main landing. Still, it was habitable—once we got some of the old fireplaces lit and found some bedding we’d be comfortable.

      “How is it?” I heard Ruby’s voice echoing from downstairs. I leaned over the banisters, smiling down at her blonde hair, uncharacteristically in complete disarray.

      “Amazing,” I called back.

      “Like a fairytale palace, right?” she replied.

      “Try telling that to Tejus,” I laughed.

      Ruby shrugged. “Ash keeps complaining that there’s no outer wall, and no arsenal tower.”

      “Is there a dungeon for the evil queen?” I asked, coming back down the stairs.

      “They’ve put her in a grain shed around the back, she’s under heavy guard.”

      “As long as I can get in when I’m hungry.” I smirked.

      “I know you’re joking, but please don’t,” Ruby replied earnestly. “We don’t know how much power she has—I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

      “But it’s guilt-free,” I whined, reluctantly realizing that she was right—it would be a mistake to go anywhere near the queen. Now that the entity had risen, we didn’t know what she was capable of.

      I motioned that I would come down and join her. I made my way back down the stairs, passing more empty rooms till I came to the kitchen. It was large and basically equipped, but one wall had completely crumbled away, showing an uninterrupted view of the sprawling, unkempt garden. Ruby entered from behind one of the walls.

      “Maybe they can put barriers up,” Ruby suggested, “keep out the cold? Can barriers even do that?”

      “Maybe I can try,” I replied quietly.

      “You should.”

      Ruby’s reply surprised me—I still wasn’t sure how she felt about me developing into a sentry.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she retorted. “Of course you should try. It’s what you are now, there’s no use trying to ignore it. And, plus, a lot of the sentry powers are amazing. Think about when we’re back in The Shade. All that stuff, True Sight if you’re lucky enough to have those skills, barriers—it might all come in handy.”

      “I guess so,” I replied slowly. I hadn’t really thought about any of the powers being a gift before—something that could help GASP in the future.

      “Abelle still says that she can help you with one of her potions or whatever…you should take her up on it. It might make the transition easier for you? Hopefully it will stop being so difficult for you to be around us.”

      “Thanks, Ruby.”

      I was touched that she’d thought to discuss it with Abelle, and was being so positive about my transformation, especially considering it was probably hard for her to see…If she and Ash decided to go there, well—I wouldn’t be the only one with new superpowers…

      “Have you and Ash—”

      “No,” she replied quickly, “not exactly.” She looked out toward the garden, avoiding catching my eye. “It’s just…difficult right now, with everything going on. I can’t decide what I want…”

      I nodded in understanding. It wasn’t like it was an easy decision—it was a life-changing one, and though I’d accepted my fate, I wasn’t sure that it was something I’d be happy to watch Ruby going through.

      “Whatever you decide…” I trailed off, shrugging.

      “You’ll be there for me. I know.” She smiled.

      “What are you two talking about?” Benedict asked, sauntering into the kitchen with a frown.

      “Nothing,” I replied quickly.

      “This place is stupid,” he continued, ignoring me. “There’s no protection. I’m helping Ash assess the weak spots. This is obviously one!” He scoffed at the hole in the wall.

      I glanced over at Ruby and she hid a smile. Were we the only ones that appreciated the palace?

      “Right,” I agreed sarcastically. “This place is a dump.”
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      “This isn’t exactly the most kingly duty,” I laughed, as Ash tried to air out a sheet with me. We’d found bedding, slightly damp and mildew-stained, in an old trunk, and in the absence of the kids—who had run off to explore the gardens—Ash and I were left to sort out the designated sleeping areas.

      “Yeah, I didn’t exactly envision this being number one priority on my Hellswan leadership agenda. Not that I’m complaining. It’s certainly better than having to think about what we’re actually going do now that we’re all here.”

      “Has Tejus got any ideas?” I asked.

      “Only that I need to become emperor as soon as possible,” he replied with a sigh. “He believes it’s the only way to stop the entity.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Not sure. You know what the ministers are like. Do you think there’s going to be anything helpful in that book?” Ash asked pointedly.

      “I think it’s worth a try. What other option do we have?”

      Ash plumped up a cushion with ferocity, sending dust flying off it in huge plumes.

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “That’s the problem. I don’t know anything.”

      “Hmm…I think you need to start knowing,” I replied, my gaze fixed on the doorway where I could see a group of villagers fast approaching along the corridor.

      “What?” Ash turned around. “Oh, damn.”

      “I think they’ll want some answers.”

      Ash put down the pillow, and I backed away from the door, allowing the villagers to have unrestricted access to their king.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” Ash hissed at me as they arrived.

      Six of them stood in the doorway. Abelle wasn’t among them, which was a shame—she could have been a bit of a buffer—but I reminded myself that these were Ash’s people. He didn’t alienate them the way Tejus and his father had. Most of them looked like farmers, with ruddy faces and gnarled hands that were fisted at their sides, and a few bonneted women looking woebegone, one clutching the hand of a grumpy-looking toddler.

      “King Ashbik? Can we have a moment of your time?” one of the farmers asked politely.

      “Of course,” Ash replied, adjusting his robes.

      “We want to know what’s going on,” the farmer started. “It’s madness, all this—the blood rain, ice fires, and now our entire village destroyed, half of it down a great crack in the ground…no one giving us any answers!” As the farmer talked, he got madder and madder, the rest of the villagers nodding furiously as he spat out each event. “The last emperor never listened to us, but at least we had a bit of peace. Now we’ve got nothing, no land, all our animals dead or scattered—how are we going to grow crops, make a living?”

      “Families torn apart!” piped up one of the women. “I’ve lost everyone, and I just know that Tejus Hellswan is at least partly responsible for all this. Ever since he got the crown there’s been nothing but trouble! We hoped you’d put an end to it all, but nothing’s changed, and then whenever we see you, that devil king isn’t far away!”

      “Stop!” Ash raised his hands.

      I clutched the sheet tightly; the villagers were getting themselves agitated, and I realized this could escalate out of control if Ash didn’t say the right thing.

      “Listen to me.” He spoke calmly, but I could see the slight shake of his hands that betrayed his nerves. “Tejus has nothing to do with this, I swear to you. All of this is out of our hands; there’s something rising in Nevertide that’s beyond our control. We’re doing everything we can to stop it—”

      “Lies!” roared the farmer. “We’ve heard the rumors! Do you take us for fools?”

      “No!” Ash said quickly. “It’s not lies, it’s just unbelievable—but I wouldn’t lie to you. A great evil has been locked up in Hellswan castle for centuries; the emperor unleashed it, and Tejus and I, and the rest of us, are trying to contain it again. If you want to blame anyone, it’s Queen Trina!”

      “Tejus’s lover!” one of the women spat. “We know their history—they’re like a pair of snakes!”

      Mentioning Queen Trina had been a mistake. I could see the villagers rousing themselves into a fury. In a quick flurry of movement, one of the farmers produced a thick-bladed hunting knife, holding it out toward Ash’s face. I froze in horror.

      “I don’t want to do this,” the farmer hissed, “but you’re making desperate men, King Ashbik.”

      Ash stared at the tip of the blade.

      “Take this as a warning. Neither you, nor any king, hold claim over us. We’ll protect what’s ours, and if there’s any more of this funny business, we’ll hold you to account. Got it?”

      Ash rested his fingers on the blade, lowering it and then moving it away from his body. The farmer watched him with curiosity, not daring to actually follow through with his threat.

      “You can turn your back on us if you wish.” Ash spoke, his voice surprisingly level. “You’re more than welcome to. But understand that you will be in danger wherever you go. At least here you have guards and ministers to protect you.” The farmer opened his mouth to speak, but Ash silenced him with a look. “I know they haven’t been of help in the past. That is about to change. We need each other, more than ever before. Or we will all die.”

      The farmer lowered the knife completely, re-sheathing it.

      “I want your word—as a man, not a king,” he muttered, defeated.

      “You have it,” Ash replied.

      The farmer nodded, slowly backing away from the room. He didn’t remove his glare from Ash until he’d left the doorway, and then he and the rest of the villagers turned and left.

      I exhaled, hardly aware that I’d been holding my breath throughout the entire exchange.

      “Wow,” I whispered. “Are you okay?”

      Ash remained staring at the door, and I hovered where I was, not knowing what to say or do.

      After a few moments, Ash’s shoulders relaxed and he turned to face me, his face practically gray and his expression deeply concerned.

      “I’m worried there’s going to be an uprising…if it remains contained to the Hellswan villagers we should be able to manage it, but if it becomes wider spread than that…”

      His voice trailed off.

      We’re in trouble.

      He didn’t need to say it out loud. If the villagers’ opinion was shared throughout Nevertide, then there would be a lot of ruler-less sentries with no one to guide them—and one convenient target they could lash out at.

      “I need to call a meeting,” Ash muttered. He walked out of the room, and I followed him, not sure where I’d be most helpful, but not wanting Ash to feel like he was alone in all of this. Where is Tejus?

      Ash looked over the banister of the mezzanine to the floor below, and called to two guards waiting by the door.

      “Where’s Lieutenant Ragnhild?” he asked.

      “We don’t know, your highness—he told us to guard the front doors,” one of them replied. “Do you wish to meet with him?”

      “With all of you. Find Ragnhild and gather everyone else in the ballroom.”

      Ash turned back to face me.

      “I need the lieutenant’s support,” he muttered. “He’s not as liked as Varga was, but he’s respected.”

      “Ash…” I hesitated, not sure whether I was overreacting, but wanting to be honest with him regardless. “Ragnhild lied to me, on the night that we went to the Viking graveyard. He said that you sent him, but you hadn’t. I know it’s a small thing, but it means that he wanted to be there—enough that he would lie about it. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

      Ash looked uncomfortable, then shook his head. “I don’t have much of a choice. I can’t afford not to trust him, Ruby.”

      “Can you afford to trust him?”

      “There’s hardly anyone left. I need all the support I can get—and so far, he hasn’t proved that he can’t be trusted. Maybe he just wanted to make sure that you were protected—it’s not that unreasonable. Varga certainly went to extensive lengths to ensure your safety.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I retorted, noting his snarky tone.

      “Nothing.”

      I crossed my arms. “No, go on, you meant something by that. Was it the letter, or the fact that he saved my life that you’re more pissed about?” I asked.

      “This isn’t really the time,” he bit out.

      “Ash, he was just a good guy. I didn’t have feelings for him beyond that. I don’t even know why this is an issue. He’s dead!” I was getting really mad now, angry that Ash would be so childish about this.

      “I’m not the one making it an issue—you are,” he replied. “I need to speak to the guards. Maybe we can talk about this when you’ve calmed down a bit.”

      “Calmed down?” I repeated.

      “Yes, calmed down!”

      “Whatever. I’ll see you later.”

      I turned on my heel, leaving him standing by the banisters. I was furious with Ash…and with myself. How had that escalated into an argument so quickly? Maybe we were all a little tense and overtired. I was also worried that Ash was making another pig-headed mistake. He hadn’t listened to me about Queen Trina—despite me telling him over and over again that she wasn’t to be trusted—and now I was worried that the same thing was happening with the lieutenant.

      I walked through into one of the smaller rooms of the palace, one I assumed had once been someone’s bedroom. It had a small set of glass-paneled doors leading out onto a balcony that overlooked the glass greenhouses. I opened them up, showering myself in a cloud of dust and splintered paint. Stepping out onto the ledge, I inhaled the fresh air. It felt good.

      From here I could see the grain shed where Queen Trina was being kept. Five guards were stationed outside. I hoped they’d be excused from Ash’s meeting. I didn’t want her left alone for a single second, especially not when the kids were playing nearby. I sighed. Hazel had been making jokes about syphoning off her earlier today, and Ash was far too pleased with himself having her kept under lock and key. They were all treating her like she was some petty criminal. Didn’t they realize how dangerous she was? I didn’t believe for a second that we were safe from her while she was still alive. She was a monster—and we had no idea what she was capable of.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Tejus

        

      

    
    
      Hazel was off somewhere with her brother, and Ash was having a meeting with the guards. Now was my chance to have a meeting with Queen Trina alone. I knew that if I could get her talking, she’d be more forthcoming with me than with the others present. I also knew that we wouldn’t be able to keep the queen hostage for very long. The Acolytes would come – or someone else that wanted her free to rise to power and raise the entity… The sooner I could speak to her, the better. We needed to know more about what was coming, and I suspected that she would at least have some of the answers; deranged answers, perhaps, but even that was something. I crossed the grounds, heading toward the grain shed. Guards stood outside the door and around the perimeter of the wooden shack, all heavily armed. If she tried to escape, no number of swords and daggers would make a blind bit of difference, but I supposed Ash still held out hope that he could contain and control her.

      Fool.

      I approached the guards, staring them down.

      “Ki—Tejus.” One of them recovered himself, stopping mid-bow. “How can we help you?”

      “I wish to speak with Queen Trina, alone,” I replied evenly.

      “The king’s orders are not to let anyone in or out of the shed.”

      “The king’s orders don’t apply to me.” I smiled, wondering how much of a fight the guards would put up.

      “I’m sorry, Tejus—”

      “Stand aside,” I barked, already bored of the game. They looked at one another, and then with their eyes lowered they started to shift sideways, allowing me access to the door.

      “The key?” I prompted, observing the heavy chains that had been wrapped around the shack.

      One of the guards fumbled with the keys on his belt and clumsily handed it over to me. I thanked him with a nod, and released the padlock. The chains fell down to the floor. I yanked the door open, revealing Queen Trina’s crumpled figure lying amidst the dust and grime of the floor. She was out cold.

      Turning on my heel, I walked back to the palace.

      “Tejus!” the guards called out after me in confusion.

      Ignoring them, I strode to the wall-less kitchen, picking up an old swine-feed bucket as I went. I filled it up with ice-cold water from the sink and marched back. I wasn’t in the mood to wait for her to come around.

      The guards visibly relaxed as they saw me returning, but I ignored their stares as I sauntered back up to the door. Reopening it, I threw the icy contents of the bucket over the sleeping figure of Queen Trina.

      “Arghhhh!” she screeched, sitting bolt upright and glaring at me with fiery rage. I threw the bucket on the floor, where it rolled into the corner of the shed.

      “You’re awake.” I smirked. “Welcome back.”

      “Animal,” she hissed.

      It was perversely pleasing to see her in such disarray for once; her hair stood on end, and the heavy kohl coated around her eyes ran down either cheek. I wouldn’t let her appearance catch me off guard though—behind the exterior of powerlessness, Trina’s mind was always whirring and plotting.

      “Do you know where you are?” I asked.

      “Your new abode?” she replied cattily, looking around. “Did Ashbik downgrade you?”

      I laughed, determined that she wouldn’t get under my skin. Not this time.

      “Hellswan has relocated—the castle has been destroyed, along with most of Nevertide…but then you knew that would happen, didn’t you?”

      She smiled up at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tejus.”

      “I think you do.”

      She started to run her hands through her hair, trying to get it under control, and then moved down to her robe, brushing off the dust that covered its royal blue velvet. She reminded me of a cat preening. I thought of my lost feline Lucifer, and I wanted to smack her.

      “Do you mourn it that much?” she asked coyly. “Were you ever happy at Hellswan, Tejus? Did you ever believe it to be truly your home—did you ever even consider Nevertide to be your home?”

      “That is irrelevant,” I replied, keeping my smile in place.

      “Is it?”

      “Trina, enough. Tell me what you know.”

      She burst into peals of laughter.

      “Tejus, really, don’t you know how to get information out of me yet? Let me tell you how I prefer to divulge my secrets…I like to operate on information exchange. You tell me something, and I shall repay the favor.”

      “I don’t think you’re in a position to bargain.”

      “Don’t you?” she replied softly, and I heard the threat beneath her words. She had a plan. I started to feel uneasy.

      “What do you want to know?” I asked, testing the waters.

      “The human—I want to know if you’ve fallen in love with her.”

      What?

      This time my laughter was genuine. We were in a life-or-death situation, and all Queen Trina was concerned about was petty jealousies and slights. She was insane.

      “Yes,” I replied simply.

      A look passed over Queen Trina’s face, so quickly I couldn’t catch what it was, but when she looked back up at me, her smile was once again fixed and her eyes shone brightly.

      “So you decided to be selfish and put yourself first – before the needs of your kingdom?”

      I frowned, wondering what she was getting at.

      “I did.”

      “Shame on you, Tejus of Hellswan. And what a pitiful fool you are. It’s futile—she will die. She will die in Nevertide, and it will be all your fault.”

      I kept my hands at my sides, but my body was starting to shake with the effort of keeping my emotions in check.

      “I doubt that will be the case,” I replied quietly.

      “My master is rising,” she spat. “There is nothing that you can do—there is nowhere that you can hide. A new dawn will be brought to Nevertide, a future beyond your imagining, and that human soul will be torn to shreds—returning to ashes and dust, gone.” She clicked her fingers, her eyes boring into mine. “What will your world be like without her, Tejus?”

      “Are you so sure of this?” I snapped. “Because I don’t see the entity here. I see a half-completed job, and a wretched queen sitting in a grain shed, trying to bargain with me.”

      “He is coming,” she repeated again, her smile returning.

      “Tell me about the Acolytes,” I said, trying a different tactic. “I know you lead them—what are you doing for the entity?”

      “You know all you need to about us.” She dismissed the subject with a wave of her hand. “We are his faithful servants, and I will benefit greatly from the new world order. If you’re lucky”—she smirked—“I will keep you on as a personal slave, a position you are perhaps better fit for than you were king.”

      If Queen Trina believed that she would benefit so greatly, I wondered why she bothered to involve herself with the trials at all. What was the point?

      “So why did you put yourself in the running for the imperial trials?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      She shrugged. “It always helps to eliminate the competition. I honestly thought it would be quite fun.”

      “Fun? Ash says you almost died during the last trial.”

      Trina pursed her lips.

      “That’s enough questions for today,” she purred. “Just know that I never wanted you to be hurt in all this, which is incidentally why I was such a huge fan of Ashbik winning the trials…but, alas, you persevered, and you have interfered. And now it is too late.”

      “Too late for what?”

      Her eyes rested on the door behind me, and I spun around. The door was how I’d left it, still closed, without a sound coming from outside. I turned back to face her, confused. The moment our eyes met, I heard the loud bang of wooden planks falling backward onto the earth. The door was ripped open—along with the rest of the shed wall. I spun around to see a group of hooded figures who could only be Acolytes standing, silent, in front of the exposed shed.

      Before I could move, an agonizing pain ripped through my skull. Stunned at the immediacy of the effect, I stumbled forward. Through fast-graying vision, I watched as Queen Trina rose from the floor, her eyes alight with victory.

      “You should have chosen me, Tejus,” she murmured as she walked past.

      “If you touch her—if you EVER touch her, I will end you,” I hissed as my knees collapsed beneath me, sending me sprawling to the floor. The pain only intensified, and I grunted in pain, writhing on the ground as the group of black-hooded Acolytes slowly backed away with their leader. The motionless bodies of the guards lay in the grass, as helpless as I was to stop them.

      Queen Trina walked free.
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      Abelle had somehow managed to cart what looked like an entire apothecary with her to the palace. She was sitting in the middle of hundreds of glass bottles, each filled with dried herbs, petals, unassuming-looking sticks, and some liquids that I wasn’t too eager to look closely at.

      “Come and sit, Hazel.” She patted a cushion next to her. “Don’t worry about the hunger—we’ll soon get that fixed.”

      I glanced over at Ruby, who smiled reassuringly and sat down on the other side of Abelle.

      “This all looks amazing.” Ruby picked up one of the bottles, holding it up to the fire that was blazing in the hearth. “What is this?”

      Abelle glanced over. “Oh, that’s Surdi Ossa. You don’t want to touch that. It confuses the senses, hearing in particular…it’s not nice.” Ruby hastily placed the bottle back down, and shoved her hands under her thighs.

      Abelle started opening more bottles and jars, dumping their contents into a small iron pot. It wasn’t a million miles away from what I’d seen Corrine do, and the familiarity of her actions encouraged me to take a seat next to the woman.

      “Are you a…witch, Abelle?” I asked, stumbling over my words, worried that I might offend the woman.

      “Oh, no, there’s no such thing here, dear,” she replied in an off-hand manner.

      I shot Ruby a meaningful look, but she just shrugged. I presumed she’d had a similar conversation with the woman before, as Abelle’s answer didn’t seem to come as a surprise.

      “Right. But you do, err, magic?”

      Abelle laughed loudly. “Nonsense! I just work with herbs, with nature, I suppose, to make remedies.”

      Right.

      She seemed to be witch-like to me, but maybe Nevertide didn’t really have a concept of magic—Tejus had thought that vampires were mythical creatures, and clearly this was a dimension that hadn’t been exposed to this species.

      “So, what is this?” I asked, moving back to the concoction that Abelle was creating.

      “This is something that will dull the hunger—but I’m afraid it will dull everything else too, all the power you may be experiencing in your sentry form. But after a while, once you learn to control the hunger, you can take less and less of this.”

      I nodded, thinking that I didn’t mind the exchange too much. Better that I could be around my family and friends without wanting to suck them dry, than remain a liability with powers that I still didn’t know how to use.

      “How will she learn to control the hunger?” Ruby asked.

      “It will just come with time—time and repression of your instincts. Most sentries feel the hunger, especially around humans; it’s such a pure form of mental power that it’s hard to resist…but we manage, and we learn over time to keep it under control.”

      This was sounding more and more like vampirism; perhaps my condition wouldn’t be too hard to deal with. I supposed it was somewhat similar to the future that I’d envisioned for myself anyway…just in a different form. I started thinking about Tejus. How hard it would have been for him not to syphon off me all those times we were together, especially in the beginning. How, for the most part, he did it gently, rarely causing me any pain. I had a lot to thank him for.

      “It’s almost ready,” Abelle announced. “I just need to boil it for a short while.”

      Picking up the pot, she placed it on the side of the fire. Flames snaked up the side of the iron. Ruby shuddered.

      “Bringing back memories?” I asked her quietly, observing her reaction to the flames.

      “Yeah. Being in that castle—it just felt so claustrophobic, like we’d never get out…and then when Benedict rushed back toward it…” She shook her head. “It was horrible.”

      “You know, I have memory herbs. They can help you forget unpleasant things—things you’d rather not remember?” Abelle suggested. I hadn’t thought that she was listening, and her offer took me by surprise.

      “No,” Ruby replied hastily. “I’m okay to remember it. I’ll probably just become a fire alarm Nazi or something—it’s a good lesson.”

      “Suit yourself,” Abelle replied. “Just remember the offer is always here.”

      “Thanks,” replied Ruby, sounding like she wasn’t sure she meant it.

      “The elixir’s ready!” Abelle took the pot off the fire and started pouring it into yet another glass bottle. Its liquid was a dark, sludgy brown—not the most appetizing thing I’d ever seen. Abelle held it out to me.

      “Just one sip, twice a day,” she instructed, smiling at me.

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I took the bottle. The liquid was still warm, and I clutched it in my fist, hesitating before drinking it. Something was holding me back—I didn’t know if it was because I wasn’t that well acquainted with Abelle, or that the loss of power she warned of was more troubling to me than I had first assumed, but something just didn’t feel quite right.

      “It doesn’t taste as bad as it looks,” Abelle said, observing my reluctance with a small smile.

      “Maybe think about hugging Benedict? Or you know, someone else?” Ruby added with a wink.

      I rolled my eyes at her, but her comments had the desired effect. I removed the lid and held the bottle to my lips. On the count of three, I took a small sip of the foul-smelling stuff.

      “Ugh!”

      It doesn’t taste as bad as it looks?  She had to be kidding me.

      “Sorry.” Abelle shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d do it otherwise.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I muttered. It tasted like soil and boiled cabbage. I was sorely regretting my decision when I started to feel the potion taking effect. A warmth spread across my body, and the hunger that had been my constant companion over the past few days—with the exception of when I’d syphoned off the minister—started to vanish. I sighed with contentment.

      “It works,” I announced dreamily. “It actually works!”

      It was such a relief to finally be free from my never-ending hunger that I sank back onto the stone floor, lying with my eyes closed and letting all the tension drain from my body.

      “Hazel, are you okay?” Ruby asked, peering down at me.

      “Better than okay,” I replied. “Much, much better.”

      “Did she take too much?” Ruby asked Abelle. “She looks kind of weird.”

      “It’s just because it’s the first time,” the sentry replied calmly. “The more potent effects will wear off—the absence of hunger is quite powerful if it’s been a constant thorn for a while. Don’t worry.”

      The two women fell silent, and someone cleared their throat.

      “It looks like I’m interrupting something.” A stern, very familiar voice seemed to float over from the doorway.

      “Are you okay?” Ruby exclaimed, rushing to her feet. Dazedly I sat up—what was wrong with Tejus?

      I looked over to the doorway, seeing him slumped against the frame, his face pale and perspiring. I tried to stand up, every bone in my body feeling like rubber, and the ground moving when it shouldn’t have been.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Tejus demanded, striding over to me.

      “An elixir to repress the hunger,” Abelle snapped at him.

      “I’m fine,” I interjected, finally standing up. I clutched onto Tejus’s arms, trying to get him in focus.

      “You’re clearly not,” he muttered.

      “What happened to you?” I persisted, desperate for him to stop analyzing me for a second.

      “Queen Trina happened to me,” he replied with a deep scowl. “She’s gone—the Acolytes attacked, they’ve taken out five guards. Ruby, will you go and tell Ash? I couldn’t find him.”

      “Of course.” She moved hastily toward the door. A moment later I could hear her footsteps running along the marble tiles.

      Queen Trina had escaped. This didn’t bode well at all.

      “And I would like to be alone with Hazel,” he said to Abelle, “so can you take all this with you?”

      Abelle didn’t reply, but I could tell by the brusque nature of her movements, the rattling of the glass bottles as she packed them up, that she wasn’t happy about being ordered around by him.

      “Let me know if you need anything, Hazel,” she muttered, glaring at Tejus before she left.

      I pulled at his arms, wanting him to sit down by the fire with me—I was still feeling woozy and standing was an effort. Tejus didn’t look like he could hold out much longer either. Why hadn’t he asked Abelle to give him something?

      “What were you doing with Queen Trina anyway?” I asked when we were both seated. I realized, happily, that I could be as close to him as I liked without any unwanted side effects.

      “I was questioning her. I thought she’d be more inclined to give me answers than anyone else.”

      “Because of your history?” I asked quietly.

      “Yes. Our ancient history.”

      “Did you find out anything useful?” I asked, trying to hide my smile at his emphasis on the word ‘ancient’.

      “No, not really. The entire exercise was futile—her master will rise, he will kill us all, etc. etc. And now she is gone. My only saving grace is that I believe it would have happened whether or not I had gone to speak with her. It might stop me from getting beheaded by King Kitchen, at the very least.”

      I leaned my head against his arm, disappointed that we didn’t know more, but very glad that I could once again be close enough to Tejus, smell his distinct musk and feel the warmth of his body against mine.

      “I love you, Tejus,” I whispered.

      “Is this the potion talking, or you?”

      “Me.”

      “After everything, still?” he asked, uncertainty creeping into his tone.

      “Still… Always.”

      He turned toward me, cupping my jaw in his hand. His lips grazed mine in a soft kiss. He moved away, leaning back down on the floor and motioning me to follow him. I slid into his outstretched arm, our bodies lying side by side in front of the fire. My hands ran across the hard muscles of his chest, and I was just grateful that I could be touching him like this, feeling nothing else but the hot prickles of desire flooding my body.

      “Can I try to mind-meld with you—give you some of my energy?” I asked.

      “You can try, but it doesn’t seem that strong. What did that fool crone give you?”

      I tutted at his mean assessment of Abelle—she was only trying to help. Without her, none of this would be possible.

      “So, let’s try,” I encouraged.

      Tejus smiled down at me, the tender, loving gaze quickly becoming something else entirely.

      “I have a better idea.” He smirked, running his thumb along my temples and down to my lips. I didn’t argue. Moments later Tejus had locked the door and I was a million miles away, sinking into Tejus’s soft caresses.
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      “Dammit!” I swore, kicking the chair.

      “Are you angry at Tejus or the furniture?” Ruby replied, cocking an eyebrow at me, clearly unimpressed.

      “Tejus,” I snapped. “Tejus and Queen Trina and this entire situation. I think it warrants some chair-kicking.”

      I was beyond furious. Ruby had said that Tejus was overpowered by the Acolytes, but even so, the warning of Memenion rang in my ears. Had Tejus been lenient on her, let her escape because when it came down to it, he wasn’t able to kill her? I couldn’t afford for Tejus to have that kind of weakness—what I had in mind for him wouldn’t be possible if he couldn’t protect us all, put Nevertide before his own feelings.

      “I don’t think he could have done much to stop it, Ash. Keeping Queen Trina hostage was a mistake. She was always going to get out eventually, surely you could see that?”

      Great.

      As if I didn’t have enough worries, it now felt like Ruby was questioning my ability to make sound decisions.

      “We needed the information,” I said.

      “I know.” She sighed. “But we still need to read the book—we just need to find a way for you to become emperor. Maybe then we’ll get some real answers.”

      She was right about that. I didn’t want to delay the trip to seek out the Impartial Ministers a moment longer. At dawn tomorrow we’d leave to find them—I just hoped that Tejus had some idea as to where they might be. The ministers had kept their abode secret for centuries, and I didn’t know of any non-minister who had ever visited them.

      “All right. We’ll leave tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ve asked the guards to take turns in keeping watch, and I’ve put barriers up around the palace. It will have to be enough for now—hopefully Queen Trina will be busy recuperating and not planning a return.”

      Ruby nodded.

      “You should get some rest,” she replied.

      “I know.”

      I was so short-tempered that even Ruby was irritating me. I let out another breath, looking around the empty ballroom. The meeting with the guards hadn’t gone particularly well—if it hadn’t been for Ragnhild, I doubted that a single one of them would have listened to what I had to say. It didn’t exactly make me feel spectacular.

      “So, where do we sleep?” I asked tetchily.

      “Jenney and the kids are sleeping together in one of the upstairs rooms. We could join them, there are enough beds up there.”

      “Fine, let’s do that.”

      We left the ballroom and walked up the main staircase. I felt like I hardly had the energy to reach the top—every single part of my body felt like it wanted to give up, to just slump on the marble floor and let someone else take over for a while.

      When we reached the kids’ room, I could hear laughter coming from inside—the sound of the kids squealing, and Benedict arguing with Yelena.

      I stopped at the door, holding it shut when Ruby tried to open it.

      “I can’t,” I replied. “I need to be somewhere quiet. I’ll see you later.” I started walking off when Ruby grabbed my arm.

      “Ash, wait. What’s wrong? I mean aside from Queen Trina escaping. Something else is bugging you. What is it?”

      “I’m just in a bad mood, that’s all,” I replied, removing my arm from her grasp.

      “Don’t be like this,” she said. “Just tell me what’s wrong—I can’t help otherwise.”

      “You can’t help me anyway!” I exclaimed. “I feel completely useless—I have no idea what to do, everything feels like it’s totally and utterly out of my control, the guards have absolutely no faith in me, and right now it feels like you don’t either!”

      She looked stung, her eyes widening with shock at my revelation.

      “That’s totally not true!”

      “Shortie, come on—what about Queen Trina? Apparently, you knew she would escape, and I thought we had her secured till we could get some answers!”

      “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” she replied sullenly. “I believe you can do this. You know I do—I always have.”

      I stayed silent, not knowing what else to say. I was handling this all wrong, and I knew it. Yet again, Ruby and I were arguing when I didn’t want us to be, creating more distance between us, which, considering we couldn’t get intimate, was an idiotic thing to do.

      “Come on,” Ruby announced, dragging me along the corridor by my robe.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere quiet. That’s what you wanted, right?”

      I followed her in silence, wondering where in Nevertide she was taking me. At the end of the corridor she pushed open one of the doors, revealing a small box-shaped room that was completely empty apart from a small window, a dilapidated-looking chair and a wood burner.

      “Wait here,” she instructed, storming back out again.

      I leaned against the wall, not really seeing any other option.

      She came back a moment later, carrying a blanket and two pillows, all strongly smelling of damp.

      “This is all I could find. It will have to do.”

      I nodded, watching as she laid the blanket on the floor and arranged the pillows at one end. Then she turned toward the wood burner, tapping her foot in agitation as she looked around for some wood.

      I walked toward the chair and started to break it up best I could.

      “I feel bad,” Ruby said, watching me destroy the furniture.

      “Don’t,” I replied. “Another year and it would have rotted away to nothing anyway.” I shoved the wood into the stove and lit it by scraping a piece of flint up the side of the stove. Soon the wood caught light, and I sat back on the blanket, feeling mildly satisfied for the first time that day.

      Ruby came and sat down next to me, just out of reach.

      “I’m sorry,” she stated, looking down at her fingers. “I didn’t mean to doubt you. I’m just frightened, and I’m not handling it very well. Forgive me?”

      “Already have.” I smiled. “And you don’t need to say sorry. I’m being an idiot. I’m just frustrated, about a million things, and one of those things is us…you—all the things we can’t do because…well, you know.”

      Ruby’s cheeks turned bright pink, and I scratched the back of my head, feeling the same heat rising over my own face.

      “This is awkward,” I muttered. “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

      Ruby took a deep breath and exhaled. Her fingers reached across the blanket, entwining with mine.

      “I actually had a thought about that,” she breathed, “I thought we could try something…”

      I looked at her quizzically, not understanding what she meant.

      “I want you to mind-meld with me, syphon off me,” she replied.

      I grinned at her, understanding that she wanted intimacy, and if a mind-meld was all that was available to us, then I was more than happy to do as she asked. I reached out for her, delving into her mind and finding her energy bright and pure, waiting for me. I sighed, instantly drinking in its power and hazy comfort.

      Just as I was enjoying the tingling, rushing sensations that were flooding my body, an image started to flicker into my mind. At first it was gray and fuzzy, like looking through an unfocused telescope, but then it started to clear, and I could see Ruby, softly smiling at me.

      This is different.

      When I’d shared images with Ruby during a mind-meld before, they’d been accidental, our subconscious flittering along the bond we shared, but this time it felt like she was purposefully projecting the image toward me.

      The image of Ruby laughed, and the picture shifted, showing me more; Ruby standing in the room that we were physically in, with the same fire and damp blanket. The only difference was that her vision was far cozier and inviting than the reality was.

      Hey. Her voice drifted through my head.

      Hi, I replied mentally. Can you hear me?

      Yeah, I can hear you. Impressive, huh?

      That’s one thing to call it…

      Are you weirded out? she asked, her smile faltering.

      No, absolutely not—I’m just a bit blown away.

      Her smile returned, and she knelt down in front of me.

      It’s an experiment, she whispered.

      I like it.

      Gently, half afraid of breaking our bond, I leaned forward and kissed her. I knew that it was only our shared imagination, but I could feel the answering pressure of her lips, their warm moisture, the taste of her mouth, the smell of her hair that brushed against my face.

      I can feel it, she exhaled, looking up at me in fragile surprise.

      Me too.

      I grabbed her more insistently this time, knowing that she was solid, whole. It was all real, amazingly real. Our kiss deepened, and a shudder ran through Ruby’s body. Her hands curved up around my neck, and we fell backward onto the blanket, our bodies entwined.

      Ash, she whispered, I want tonight to be ours.

      I groaned, digging my hand in her hair, twisting its thick length in my hand, tugging her head backward, placing kisses down her neck and chest till I reached the top of her shirt. Her breaths shuddered, pulling me toward her as I undressed her, her fingers working just as urgently as mine to remove the clothing that separated us.

      My heart was pounding, my throat tight as I looked down at Ruby’s body in the firelight.

      I’ve never done this before, I admitted.

      Me neither.

      Will you tell me to stop if it…

      She nodded, her blue eyes large, meeting mine with openness and willingness.

      I trust you, Ash.

      They were the words I needed to hear.

      I buried myself in her arms, pulling her to me tightly. I made love to her with every bone and muscle in my body on fire.

      The night burnt itself on my mind for eternity: the soft moans that escaped her lips, the muted glow of our skin, golden hair entangled in my fingers, and always her blue eyes—endless pools that I drowned in time and time again.

      I love you, she whispered, just before the dawn rose.

      Stay here, I pleaded as I felt our bond starting to weaken. I tried to hold onto it, sending all the energy I had toward her.

      I don’t think I can.

      She brushed her finger along my temple, her eyes sad and wistful. It was coming to an end. The bond broke. Ruby lay next to me, both of us fully clothed on the cold floor of the palace, the fire dead in the hearth.

      “Ruby?” I croaked.

      “That was…amazing.” She sighed, curling up toward me, a small smile on her lips. I laughed, running my palm across my forehead, grateful that my body still ached, that I could still feel the rushing after-effects of what we’d just shared.

      “Yeah.” I grinned up at the ceiling. “It really was.”
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      I woke just before dawn. The sky was an inky blue, the tear in it masked momentarily by the darkness. I left Hazel sleeping on the floor of the room for a few moments longer while I went off in search of Ash. We needed to leave to find the Impartial Ministers as soon as we could; with Queen Trina on the loose, we couldn’t afford any further delays.

      Closing the door quietly behind me, I entered the empty hallway. The light was dim—only two torches had been found in working order yesterday, and they flickered ineffectually in the gloom. I located the stairway, hoping that Ash would already be up and ready. Two guards waited by the main door at the bottom of the stairs, nodding in greeting at my approach.

      “King Ashbik?” I asked.

      “The kitchen,” one replied.

      I made my way there, finding Ash standing in front of the collapsed wall, looking out into the shadows of the garden.

      “My apologies about Queen Trina,” I said, coming to stand by his side. He glanced over at me, nodding.

      “I suppose it was only a matter of time.”

      “That was the idea – to speak to her before she was rescued,” I muttered, uncomfortable with the idea of justifying my actions to Ash. It would take some getting used to.

      He grunted.

      “Just let me know next time.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Are you ready to make a visit to the Ministers?”

      “As ready as I can be. Do you know where we’ll need to go?” he asked.

      “The Impartial Ministers are rumored to live at the foot of Ghouls’ Ridge—there’s a monastery built into the mountain, accessible only from the ravine that runs at the foot of the mountains. I’ve never been there, but it’s what I’ve heard.”

      “From a reliable source?”

      I smirked; it was Queen Trina who had divulged the information to me long, long ago.

      “Not remotely, but do you have any other ideas?” I replied.

      “No, I suppose I don’t.”

      We stood in silence for a while, both watching the sky rapidly changing color as the sun began its ascent. It seemed strange to me that only a day had passed since the entity’s destruction had ravaged Nevertide. It felt like a lifetime ago; waking up in this palace had felt like a strange dream—it had taken me a few moments to recall why I wasn’t in Hellswan tower.

      “We should leave the guards here, for the protection of the villagers and the kids,” Ash said.

      “I will not leave Hazel,” I asserted.

      Ash nodded. “I won’t leave Ruby either—they can come with us. I’m going to leave Jenney and Abelle in charge.”

      What?

      “Are you mad?” I asked incredulously. “A child and a half-witted woman?”

      Ash glared at me.

      “I’m not mad—they’re the only two I can trust. The guards will have their orders, but if there are decisions to be made I want one of those two making them.”

      “What about Lieutenant Ragnhild?” I snapped, wondering once again at the wisdom of leaving Ashbik to take my place as king.

      “We can’t trust him,” Ash replied quietly. He began telling me about the night of the temple visit, how Ragnhild had lied to Ruby about his presence being dictated by Ash. I wasn’t entirely sure that meant we couldn’t trust him, but after Varga perhaps it was better that we didn’t take the risk.

      “Is every Hellswan subject going to be revealed as a traitor?” I grumbled, more bothered by the fact that I seemed to be such a terrible judge of character.

      “We have your father to blame for that,” Ash retorted.

      I sneered at the kitchen boy. If Ash didn’t rise to the challenges that faced him, my father would be a convenient scapegoat for him throughout his rule—whether that would be years or only a matter of days.

      “Let’s depart,” I muttered. I had no desire to argue with Ash. He would learn soon enough the true burden of his crown.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I knelt on the ground in front of the palace entrance with Ash and the rest of the ministers. Our hands were outstretched, and I could feel the collective power running through my veins.

      “Higher!” Ash commanded through gritted teeth. I expelled more energy, my muscles contorting with the effort. We were building a barrier for the humans and sentries we’d be leaving behind, and Ash wanted to leave nothing to chance.

      The walls piled up, thick and high, and the tension and power slowly seeped away from my body. It was done.

      “Ready?” I asked, turning to Ash.

      “Ready.”

      We rose, and I turned my attention to Hazel, who was waiting by the bull-horses at the far end of the overgrown lawn. We had chosen to travel by land rather than using the vultures, in order not to attract undue attention. It meant the journey would take longer, but it would be worth it to remain hidden.

      “How are you feeling?” Hazel asked, her eyes flashing down to the scars on my chest—the wounds concealed from others by my shirt, but not her.

      “Never better,” I muttered. She looked at me doubtfully, but it was the truth. The wound had healed, and even though I’d been drained aggressively by the Acolytes, this morning I hadn’t felt it.

      “You?” I asked as I climbed onto the bull-horse.

      “Fine, still no hunger, but…” She shrugged.

      “Still weak?”

      “It’s worth it,” she pointed out. “I’m not half crazy with the need to syphon off everyone in sight.”

      It might be worth it within the confines of the palace, when she was around her family and friends, but taking her out into Nevertide suddenly didn’t seem like such a good idea.

      “Fine,” I replied, not sharing my misgivings yet. She seemed more content this way, relaxed for the first time since she had acquired the powers. But today was the first time I couldn’t feel her energy, and that worried me. Normally it came off her in waves, unbelievably strong when she was a human, and stronger still since she became a sentry. I could recall my brothers occasionally being weakened by potions when they were younger, to prevent them from syphoning mindlessly—but I couldn’t remember them, or myself, losing the constant hum of energy that surrounded sentries. Perhaps it was because Hazel was an adult, and whatever herbs she needed to take were stronger than those given to children. I made a mental note to discuss the elixir with Abelle, to double check what she was feeding Hazel and the dosage…Was Hazel taking more than she should have been to ensure that her friends and family remained safe from her syphoning? I couldn’t believe that she’d do something so foolish, so I dismissed it.

      “Let me know if it gets worse,” I added. “You need to be careful.”

      “I know, I will,” she reassured me. “Maybe soon I can ask Abelle to lower the dosage or something – start weaning me off.”

      I nodded, privately relived that Hazel was willing to accept a future as a fully active sentry – not one that was constantly repressing her powers.

      Once Ash was ready, we left the grounds of the palace at a rapid pace. Hazel rode beside me, with Ash and Ruby following. I stuck mainly to the forests, though our trek would have been an easier one had we followed the main roads—but where there were roads, there would be sentries: lost, angry and eager for answers that neither Ash nor I could provide.
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      “It’s so quiet,” I murmured to Ash, more to break the silence than anything. We’d been riding for about an hour, and the complete absence of any noise other than the cracks of twigs and dried leaves beneath the hooves of the bull-horses was starting to drive me crazy. We’d started the journey chatting among ourselves—well, Ash, Hazel and I had. Tejus had mostly remained his taciturn self. But as the journey progressed we’d grown quieter, the oppressive atmosphere sucking the conversation dry.

      It was also difficult for me to even remotely try to focus on the task ahead. My mind was filled with images of last night, moments replaying over and over again on loop, warming the pit of my stomach as I replayed every touch and sigh, every feeling that I’d experienced—from complete ecstasy to the bittersweet disappointment of returning to reality, knowing that none of it had been physically real. This morning I had woken to find Ash already gone, and I had felt like I’d been robbed of something—that we both had. I wanted so badly for it to be real, and the idea scared me. I had some tough decisions ahead of me, decisions I didn’t feel like I was fully equipped to make. I was starting to realize that when it came to Ash I lost all sense of reason. Had the mind-meld broken at any point during the experience, I wouldn’t have stopped. I would have abandoned myself completely to the consequences, just to remain in his arms.

      Careful, Ruby.

      I felt dizzy, bowled over by the stark reality of the situation, of how close I was to following in the same footsteps as Hazel.

      “I don’t get it,” Ash muttered, breaking through my reverie. “It’s weird. The birds at least should have survived.”

      “I know, the vultures did…but I can’t hear a sound from anything else,” I replied, trying to bring myself back out of my head and focus on what Ash was saying.

      Looking around, I was starting to get the feeling that we were being watched, that this silence was a pause before something happened—something terrible, waiting in the dark depths of the forests, where the morning sun couldn’t get to it. We were also starting to get closer to Ghouls’ Ridge—I could see the huge precipice towering ahead of us. I’d only seen it before from up above, where I could see the thick swirling mists that settled in the ravine. We were riding into the mists—a dense, heavy fog that made the air smell pungent and moldy.

      “How far away are we?” Hazel asked Tejus. Our bull-horses had drawn closer together as we’d begun to enter the ravine, partly due to the narrowing of the path, and I thought partly because the animals seemed to be as spooked as we were. Their hooves took each step tentatively, and the great muscles on their bodies quivered, ready to cut and run at a moment’s notice.

      “We’re not far. The monastery is built into the stone of the ridge, allegedly,” Tejus replied.

      “What do you mean ‘allegedly?’ Haven’t you been here before?” I asked.

      “No. No one other than ministers are permitted to enter the Impartial Ministers’ home.”

      That news wasn’t comforting.

      “What if we can’t get in—like it’s protected, or something?” I asked anxiously.

      Tejus turned to glance over at me with a slightly bemused expression, and shrugged.

      “Then we’ll face that problem when we come to it.”

      Okay.

      I got the feeling that this wasn’t an entirely well-thought-out plan. The ridge was getting closer, a sheer rock face that looked completely impenetrable, and, as far as I could see, showed no evidence of anything built within it.

      We started riding single file as the path became narrower, and large, thorny bushes started to appear on either side of us, their spikes catching onto our robes and scratching at any uncovered skin as we passed.

      “I can’t see anything,” I called to Tejus. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

      “It’s what I’ve been told,” he replied drily.

      Could you be more vague?

      Tejus’s relaxed demeanor was starting to irritate me. It was as if the rest of us were on a world-saving apocalypse mission, while he was taking a nice stroll through a garden.

      “She’s got a point,” Ash observed, looking up at the wall. “Where would the entrance be? There’s nothing here. We should have brought a minister along with us.”

      Tejus pulled his horse to a stop; the sudden snort of the animal echoed loudly around the valley, making us all jump.

      “We should get off here. I think we’re going to need to walk the rest of the way—it’s too narrow.”

      “Rest of the way to where?” Ash insisted. “I can’t see a thing, Tejus, am I missing something?”

      Tejus rolled his eyes, and then glared at Ash. “Maybe you want to try using True Sight, your highness?”

      “What do you—” Ash started out sounding belligerent, and then fell silent. “Oh,” he replied, a moment later. “I see what you mean.” His eyes rolled back in head as he used his True Sight ability.  Clearly, he was seeing something on the other side of the stone wall in front of us.

      “Want to fill us in?” I prompted, irritated that I couldn’t see what they clearly could.

      “I can see the monastery,” Ash replied sheepishly. “It’s inside the wall of the ridge. Still don’t understand how we’re going to get inside though.”

      “There’s got to be an entrance around here somewhere,” replied Tejus, scratching his jaw-line in contemplation.

      “We should get closer,” Hazel announced, leading the way forward. She was clearly as frustrated as I was at not being able to see anything, but I suspected her frustration came from her abilities being subdued by Abelle’s potion.

      We all followed her, Tejus frowning at her departing back. I could tell he wanted to yank her back so that she wasn’t the one going first, but he managed to reject the impulse. I smiled as I followed my friend, wondering how one of the most independent women I knew managed to get involved with such a protective, over-cautious boyfriend.

      “Here!” Hazel shouted out, so close to the wall that her nose was practically pushed against the stone, but her arm pointed sideways, toward the joint where the valley met the wall of the ravine on the left of the path. From a distance, it looked like they were joined together, but up close I could see there was a narrow gap between, just large enough for a sentry to fit through.

      “Ash, lead the way,” Tejus insisted, holding Hazel back.

      “Seriously?” Hazel hissed at him.

      “Seriously,” he repeated, ignoring her answering glare. I stifled a giggle, and watched as Ash slipped between the two rock faces, vanishing into the gloom. After a moment, I followed, running my hands on the rock on each side to guide me. For a few seconds I couldn’t see Ash at all, but then the passage was suddenly flooded with light—pure, white and almost painfully brilliant.

      “Ash?” I called out, my voice timid.

      I didn’t hear a reply, and I blinked in the bright glare for a few moments, trying to see his figure up ahead.

      “Ruby, what’s going on?” Hazel asked, and I felt her hand brush against my back. I turned around, seeing both her and Tejus shading their eyes.

      “Ash!” I tried again, moving forward.

      “I’m here,” he called back, stepping out in front of the light. “You’ve got to come and see this—it’s incredible!”

      I walked further along, finding Ash standing next to an opening in the rock. I stepped through its arch, and gasped.

      What the heck?

      The view before me was mind-boggling. Rationally, I knew we were inside the rock of the ridge, but it looked as if we’d entered a completely different world. The light was actually sunlight—a huge, perfectly blue expanse of sky appeared over us, seeming to stretch on for miles into the distance. The glare I’d seen from the outside was the sunlight reflecting off the white stone that covered the ground. The only object breaking the endless expanse of the white stone and sky was a large pillared coliseum. Each column was at least seven yards high, circling a large marble basin.

      We all looked at each other, our expressions stunned.

      “What is this place?” Hazel whispered eventually, looking to Tejus for answers.

      “I have no idea,” he murmured. “I’ve never seen anything like this in my life…”

      “Should we call out or something?” I asked.

      “Hello?” Ash called. “Anybody out there?”

      His call was unanswered—there wasn’t a soul here. We waited for a few moments, standing awkwardly by the entrance, not entirely sure if we should venture forward or leave.

      “We’ve come this far, let’s look around,” Tejus instructed, looking warily toward the coliseum. Together we approached the building, our footsteps echoing across the floor.

      As we moved closer, I could see that the basin was filled with water, motionless and almost glowing, like there was a white light coming from within it.

      “Well, looks like we found the ministers,” Ash commented. He was the first to reach the edge, and was looking down into the basin. I hurried forward, wondering what he meant.

      As I looked down, I saw five of the Impartial Ministers lying, completely submerged, in the water. Their long gray beards and hair floated like seaweed around them, their robes undulating as if being rocked by a current that wasn’t visible from the surface.

      “I don’t understand,” I whispered.

      “That makes two of us,” Ash replied in wonderment.
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      “Look what I found.” Benedict stalked into the room, brandishing a crossbow in his arms, the bolts in a quiver slung across his back.

      “That’s cool.” I grinned. “Where did you find it?”

      “In those towers. They’ve got a bunch of old blankets and paintings in them, but there’s a couple of old swords too. What shall we shoot?” he asked eagerly.

      I jumped up, looking out of the window into the garden for a suitable target.

      “The shed?” I suggested, looking at the remaining three walls of the grain house where Queen Trina had escaped. Maybe after we’d used it as target practice we could set the whole thing on fire—I hated looking at it, knowing that she’d sat in there, her smug smile and twisted mind plotting against us all.

      “Perfect.” Benedict nodded. “Let’s go out now before Jenney sees us. She’s in the kitchen with the kids, we can go out the front.”

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      We left the room and peered over the mezzanine, making sure that the coast was clear. A couple of guards were pacing up and down by the door, but I doubted they would stop us—most of them were still terrified of Benedict and tended to keep out of his way.

      “Let’s go,” I hissed.

      We raced down the stairs, but stopped midway as the guards swung the front doors open. Shouts and jeers came from outside. I looked at Benedict, puzzled—were the villagers making that noise? We both hurried down the stairs, the crossbow cradled in Benedict’s arms.

      As we stepped onto the marble entrance hall, ministers and villagers started to emerge behind us, all looking equally baffled by the source of the noise. When I stepped outside through the main entrance, I froze.

      “We’re in deep trouble.”

      Behind the barriers, fighting to get through, stood a horde of very angry sentries—villagers mostly, with some ministers and guards. They created a sea of bodies as far back as I could see, all chanting Ash and Tejus’s names, spitting, throwing rocks and battering their fists on the barrier.

      “What do we do?” Benedict breathed, his eyes wide as he took in the crowd.

      “Stand back,” a guard commanded, shoving us back toward the door.

      “Who are they?” I yelled, shoving him back.

      “They’re from the other kingdoms—they’re not our lot,” the guard replied. “Go and get the lieutenant—”

      “I’m here.” Lieutenant Ragnhild appeared behind me. “Go and get all the ministers we have. I don’t know how long that barrier’s going to hold.”

      He was right. The villagers started to part, letting their own ministers move through to the front of the crowd, ready to tear down the only thing standing between them and us.

      I stood aside as Hellswan ministers started to pour out of the front door. There weren’t enough—we had about fifteen in total, and on the other side of the barrier there were hundreds.

      “Oh, man,” Benedict whispered. “This isn’t going to go well.”

      He started to load up the crossbow.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed. “Get back indoors!”

      “You get back indoors,” he argued. “At least I’m armed.”

      I ignored his objection and moved to stand in front of him. The other ministers were starting to work on the barrier. I could see the slight blue tint of the wall starting to ripple and stretch; it wouldn’t be long till it collapsed.

      “What are they doing?” Jenney gasped. She had run outside, a knife and chopping board still clutched in her hands.

      “Getting revenge?” I suggested, glancing down at Lieutenant Ragnhild deploying the few guards and ministers we had in a protective semi-circle around the entrance. The small group was thinly spread out.

      “Hold this.” Jenney handed me her kitchen equipment, and I took it, staring at her as she marched down the front steps.

      “Don’t let the barriers fall!” she cried out to the guards and ministers. “All of you, focus on supporting it. Benedict, run and get our villagers. We need everyone out here, including the kids – they’ll need to be syphoned.”

      Benedict dropped his weapon and headed back indoors.

      “The guards need to be ready to attack,” Ragnhild snapped at Jenney.

      “Only if the wall comes down,” she retorted. “If they work on keeping it in place, we’ll be okay.”

      It was too late.

      The barriers started to rip and collapse.

      “STAND BACK,” Ragnhild screamed at the oncoming rioters. “Don’t attack!”

      “We want Tejus! The Hellswan swine, Tejus!” the crowd chanted, hurling insult after insult—some including Ash in their rage, some blaming Hazel. It was a deafening roar of hate and confusion, all of their faces contorted with rage. With Benedict at their helm, the Hellswan villagers started to emerge from inside the palace, pushing me further along the side of the patio as they poured out onto the front lawn.

      “We warned you something like this would happen!” one of the Hellswan women cried. “You never listened!”

      “Listen!” Ragnhild roared to the oncoming horde. “We have women and children here. Don’t attack! We are not your enemies.”

      The Hellswan ministers tried to fix more barriers in place, but each time a sliver of translucent blue appeared in the air, the opposing kingdoms would knock it down. The only blessing was that they still hadn’t charged and attacked, keeping back as if there was an invisible line in the ground that they weren’t willing to cross.

      I ran forward to Jenney’s side. “They just want to be heard,” I panted. “Just listen to them. I don’t think they’re going to harm us, not if we listen.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” she replied quickly. “They don’t look like they’re going to be satisfied till they have Tejus’s head on a plate.”

      The moment the words left her mouth, one of the villagers hurled something in our direction. Without thinking, I stepped in front of Jenney, knocking her out of the way. She fell sideways just as a sharp rock spun through the air, slamming into my forehead.

      “Damn,” I breathed, smarting at the pain, before I fell backward onto the grass.
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      Julian’s head jerked backward and his body tumbled to the ground.

      “Julian!” I raced across the lawn. “Julian?”

      Jenney was kneeling next to him. “I think he’s unconscious.”

      There was a cut across his forehead, bleeding profusely. His spectacles, already broken a couple of times since we got here, lay crumpled by his side, both lenses smashed.

      I didn’t know if it was the glasses, the pale, unconscious face of Julian, or the fact that my friend had been knocked down yet again, but my temper snapped. My head rushed, red spots dancing in front of my vision as I looked out at the screaming, hysterical crowd of sentries.

      “Hey!” I roared. “HEY!”

      Everyone from the palace glanced over at me, but the crowd was still paying me no attention.

      “None of this is Tejus’s fault. This is Queen Trina! Everything is her fault—and Tejus has done absolutely nothing but try to stop this from happening!”

      At the mention of Queen Trina, I had managed to attract the attention of some of the crowd nearest the front.

      “QUEEN TRINA!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. It worked. The sentries stopped yelling, and fixed their attention on me.

      “She is our common enemy, not Tejus! And if you want to blame anyone, you can start with the last emperor, and the stupid entity that’s been locked in the Hellswan castle for centuries, and is now free! He caused this mess! It’s evil, and dark—and none of us are going to survive this if we’re busy fighting each other.”

      “What are you talking about?” one of the villagers called out. “Queen Trina didn’t start this!”

      “She’s the leader of the Acolytes. They want Nevertide completely destroyed, and the only people trying to stop her are Tejus and Ash!” I yelled back. I didn’t want to mention that I had suffered at the hands of the queen or the entity. I knew it would only make the crowd more suspicious – there was no way I could make them understand it, not in the short time I had to sway their opinion.

      A boy, probably about my age, stumbled forward, his eyes dark and angry. He glanced warily over at the guards who had started to move toward me, but continued walking up to me, stopping a few feet away. His clothes were ragged, torn and mud-stained, his feet bare.

      “Queen Trina is the one who told us that Hellswan was behind all this,” he sneered. “And we believe the queen. We’ve lost everything, and yet all you people are living like royalty in another palace! Strange coincidence that a Hellswan palace remained intact when nothing else managed to, don’t you think?”

      I wanted to point out the obvious flaw in his logic, that Hellswan castle had been completely obliterated, but I didn’t think he’d listen to reason. If Queen Trina had put them all up to this, then no one would be interested in anything I had to say—not until we had proof of her crimes.

      “Please believe me,” I begged the boy, “she’s not to be trusted. She’s dangerous; she’s been lying to you—lying to us all.”

      “Why should I listen to you? You’re just a kid, and a human one at that.” The boy crossed his arms, trying to stare me down.

      “What kingdom do you come from?” I asked, not willing to back down until I got through to him. The crowd was listening to our exchange, and I felt that if I could persuade him to at least consider the possibility that Queen Trina wasn’t all she seemed, then we had a chance.

      “Hadalix,” he retorted.

      “Your king died in the trials, right?” I replied.

      “What of it?”

      “Do you know how he died?”

      The boy frowned, impatient at my questioning. “Creatures in the forest.” He shrugged. “It happens—the trials are dangerous. Like I said, so what?”

      I shook my head, divulging the information that Ash had passed on. “No. Not creatures. Queen Trina killed him, leaving his body in the forest to be eaten. Ash and Memenion saw it, but the Impartial Ministers didn’t believe them—or refused to believe them…just like you are refusing now.”

      “You have no proof,” he shot back.

      “Why don’t you wait—ask Ash when he returns?” I replied evenly. “He wouldn’t lie to you.”

      “Don’t listen to his lies!” a voice cried out from the back of the crowd. I couldn’t see who it was, but it made no difference. The interruption caused the boy to falter. Whatever semblance of a connection we’d managed to create was broken, and his face grew stormy again, black eyes fixed on mine.

      “Are you trying to trick me, human?” he hissed. “You want all of us dead? Swallowed up by the earth like my parents were?”

      “It’s not like that,” I insisted.

      He reached into the back of his robe, and before I could move, he’d whipped out a scythe, holding the blunted and rusted blade toward my throat. He moved closer, his breath hot and putrid on my face.

      “Another word, and you’ll be joining them.”

      “STOP!” Ragnhild cried.

      I held my breath, staring into the eyes of the stranger who threatened me, wondering if today I was going to die.
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      We stared down at the bodies of the ministers, floating peacefully underwater.

      “Are they dead?” Ruby asked.

      “Only one way to find out,” Tejus retorted, his expression murderous. He leaned into the water, grasping the nearest Impartial Minister by the lapels of his robe. He yanked the old sentry upward, laying him out on the side of the basin and shaking him awake.

      “Ash, get another one out,” he commanded, still preoccupied with trying to wake the first. I did as he’d asked, leaning in and submerging my arms in the warm water till I could grab hold of another. I hauled him out, his clothing water-logged and heavy, and pulled him over the side. He didn’t look alive.

      Tejus’s minister gasped, and then choked, shoving Tejus back.

      “What in the name of Nevertide are you doing?” the minister roared.

      “I could very well ask you the same question,” Tejus snapped back, undeterred by the quivering rage of the Impartial Minister.

      “This is the water of Lyis; it has healing properties—we were near dead!” the minister spluttered. “And you, son of Hellswan, have the audacity to rip us from our sacred ritual!”

      Tejus pushed the minister back in disgust, leaning against one of the columns and crossing his arms as he looked down at the old sentry with as much disdain as he could muster.

      “I want answers from you.” Tejus spoke in a bored monotone, glancing over at me. Hastily, I shook the second minister awake. He coughed, spraying water over his already sodden clothing, and then stared around, wild-eyed and just as furious as the first.

      “Answers from both of you,” Tejus continued, before the second minister had time to condemn us for the rude awakening.

      “Why should we speak to you?” the first one demanded. “You gave up your kingship, Tejus—you have no right to demand anything from us.”

      “Speak to me then,” I interjected. “You’ve managed to eradicate most of the royalty in Nevertide, surely I will suffice?”

      “Their deaths were not our responsibility!” the second minister objected, glancing at the first. They were starting to realize that we could potentially pose a threat—one look at Tejus’s glare and they fell silent again.

      “We want to know why you sided with Queen Trina, why you abandoned Nevertide to her,” Tejus demanded. “What did you gain?”

      “We d-didn’t,” the first stuttered. “We didn’t!”

      “You did,” I shouted back. “You sided with her throughout the trials—you ignored Hadalix’s death, and I’d be amazed if you didn’t give her a heads up at every single trial!”

      “She was the strongest contender,” blustered one of them.

      “We needed a strong emperor, one who could protect us from the entity, one who would be able to unite the kingdoms and repair the damage done by your father.” The Impartial Minister pointed at Tejus, his old, gnarled finger trembling.

      Tejus barked with laughter.

      “You fools! Queen Trina is the head of the Acolytes—she’s been aligning herself with the entity since this began. Had you no idea? Were you so arrogant that you couldn’t see what was right in front of you?”

      “Nonsense!” one of the ministers cried. “She was the only one worthy of the imperial title!”

      Tejus sighed, rubbing his temples in frustration.

      “Shall we pull out the rest?” I asked, hoping that at least one of the others might be more forthcoming and reasonable.

      “No!” the first minister cried. “Let them heal. We’ll tell you anything you want to know, but leave them to their peace. You are not the only ones who have suffered.”

      “But we seem to be the only ones not taking a nap,” muttered Hazel. Tejus smirked.

      “What do you know about the entity?” I asked. “We need to know more if we’re going to put a stop to it.” The accusation on my tongue, that they were clearly not going to do a thing, remained unspoken.

      “We don’t know much,” one of them replied.

      “Just tell us what you do know. I’m running out of patience.”

      There was a long pause before one of them began in a shaking voice, “He has risen now. It was foretold…if one ever removed the stones that held him, he would rise—and he would end the reign of the sentries. He will awaken his army from the depths of the sea; they have lain there, waiting, for centuries—waiting for the day when they will be called on by their master to be reborn, and take back the land that was once theirs.”

      “What do you mean?” Hazel asked quickly. “An army of what, exactly?”

      The old minister turned his rheumy eyes toward her, surprised that a mere girl would demand answers from him so directly.

      “We don’t know exactly,” he replied after a moment. “But the entity and his army are the pure forms of sentries. When the first settlers landed here, human settlers, Nevertide—or the ‘Lost Land’, as it was known then—was already inhabited by deadly, vicious and powerful creatures. In awe of these creatures, the humans begged for the powers of the ‘pure’ sentries—and their wishes were granted. Today, we are all the descendants of these human and sentry hybrids.”

      “We’re really part human?” I asked in astonishment.

      The minister nodded, looking shamefaced. Clearly it was something that brought them great distress, but it temporarily lifted my spirits. I glanced over at Ruby. Our eyes met and she gave me a small smile.

      “When the hybrids grew in number and power, the ‘pure’ sentries were banished at the request of the emperor, locked into the stones for all eternity. They became known as the ‘forbidden’—the true nature of them being long ago forgotten, and their mention erased from our history books. Well, most of them.” He glared at Tejus and me, as if we were somehow at fault for knowing about the entity. Was their pride so great that it was more important to keep our enemy secret than to annihilate it? These ministers were insane if that was what they thought.

      Still, the information was hard to digest. Tejus remained silent, evidently as stunned as I was. I couldn’t believe that the entity we so feared was essentially our creator—that the shameful secret the Impartial Ministers had tried to bury for so long was our own origin.

      “Do you know how we defeat it?” Tejus asked after a few moments.

      “We do not,” the minister replied. “The book of the emperor, however, is rumored to have the answer to that question. We must, must progress with the trials if we are to contain the situation.”

      “Contain the situation?” Tejus repeated incredulously. “No. There will be no trial. We cannot risk Queen Trina being victorious. Ash is our only option; you will anoint him emperor today.”

      “How dare you make such demands of us!” one of the ministers blustered. “Who are you to change the ancient traditions, the sacred acts that were created long before your birth? The trials are a Nevertidian institution—we must preserve them.”

      “Even if it means the death of all Nevertide’s people?” Ruby exploded. “You people are crazy! What is wrong with you? Are you so blind that you don’t see what’s happening here? Everyone’s going to die!”

      “You are hysterical,” the old man shot back. “We will contain the entity, and Nevertide will resume as normal.”

      I wanted to laugh. I couldn’t believe their complete and utter ignorance. It blew my mind that Nevertide had survived this long with such foolish men at its helm. I looked over at Tejus, who hadn’t reacted to the latest insanity. We all fell silent, and I realized that we were waiting for him to speak.

      We didn’t have long to wait.

      He leaned down toward the minister who had just spoken, and smiled at him.

      “Old man,” he said, his voice low and caressing, “please believe me when I say that I am perfectly willing to end your existence—all of you, in fact—to get this done. Know that your life hangs in the balance.”

      “What of Memenion?” asked the minister. “Where is he? He should have a chance to compete.”

      Tejus let out a low growl, grabbing the minister by the robe. “He is dead,” he snarled. “He lies at the bottom of the crevice that has torn its way across this land. Dig him up and see for yourself if you wish.”

      “I did not know,” the old man whispered, clearly shaken by the news. “He was a good king.”

      “Yes, he was,” Tejus bit back.

      The ministers looked at one another, their glances frightened. We had won. In theory. I still had huge reservations about this plan… Everything that I had been shown since I became king—the danger of my homeland, the gray areas between right and wrong, the true nature of Tejus, the underbelly of evil in the best of us, and most of all Ruby and my love for her—made me want to turn my back on this responsibility. The boy who had dreamed naively of ruling Nevertide, of righting wrongs, had died the day of the disk trial, and I was left with nothing but uncertainty and fear—nothing but self-doubt, and the knowledge that Tejus was the right sentry for the job, not I.

      “Very well then,” the minister muttered. “Ash, we will anoint you emperor. Please understand this is a great undertaking. I hope you show more dignity than this…madman.” The minister directed his insult at Tejus. He rose slowly, painfully up from the floor, and then helped his friend to do the same.

      “Move away from the basin,” the minister commanded, gesturing to the stone floor. We all backed up, giving the ministers some space.

      “Shall I wake the others?” one said to the other.

      “No, we will do it. Let them rest—let them arise in another time, a happier one than this, perhaps.”

      I looked at Ruby, who shrugged.

      How old are these sentries?

      The ministers staggered toward us, stopping a few feet away. One of them bent down, placing his palm flat out on the stone. He closed his eyes, and as I watched, open-mouthed, his hand sank into the floor, disappearing from sight. A few moments later he pulled his arm back, holding the imperial staff, the crown, and a roll of parchment. He handed them to the second minister, who placed them carefully on the floor, the staff first.

      “Are you ready, Ashbik of Hellswan, to do your duty for Nevertide?” the first minister asked.

      “I am.” I swallowed.

      I am not. I am not—not in a million years.

      Ruby’s hand found mine, and our fingers entwined. I looked down at her and she gave me a reassuring smile. One of the ministers cleared his throat, and she let go of my hand, moving back to stand with Tejus and Hazel.

      “This is the staff of Nevertide, a symbol of your leadership,” the minister intoned. “It represents the promise you are making today to protect each sentry, to protect each kingdom, to treat all as equal.”

      I nodded, taking the staff in my hand. It was gold, and felt impossibly heavy — even more so than the replica scepters we had retrieved from the forest.

      “This is the crown of Nevertide. It represents your position as head of all six kingdoms. You are responsible for their unity. You are their leader.”

      The crown was placed on my head. It was heavy too…the staff and the crown felt like chains.

      Am I losing Ruby?

      The thought struck me suddenly, without warning.

      The ministers continued speaking, informing me that the parchment was the irrefutable evidence of my decree. But all I could think about was her. Was this why Tejus had abandoned his crown? Had he chosen Hazel instead of this? I felt a million miles away from Ruby—the objects might have symbolized a lot to the ministers, but to me they just represented the divide between Ruby’s world and mine. For some reason, I looked up toward Tejus. His eyes met mine for the briefest moment, and then he looked down at the floor, avoiding me. Hazel’s hand was tightly clasped in his. Suddenly everything became blindingly obvious. He had chosen her. My heart broke into a million pieces. I hadn’t realized—I hadn’t thought this through. I hadn’t understood the consequences.

      I am a fool.

      I have lost everything.

      The staff, the crown, the parchment, they were chains tying me to Nevertide.

      “Well done, Ash.” Ruby turned to me. The crowning was obviously over, but I hadn’t listened to a word they had said.

      “How do you feel?” she prompted.

      “Great,” I replied, my throat tight.

      “You’ll get Nevertide back on its feet. I believe in you, Ash.” She grinned, completely misunderstanding my demeanor.

      “Yeah.” I tried to smile.

      “Let’s go,” Tejus muttered, looking uncomfortable. “Shall we take the ministers with us?” he asked, deferring the decision to me for the first time since I had been crowned king.

      “Let’s do it.” I nodded.

      I didn’t care either way. I didn’t care in the slightest.
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      Hazel and I gave up our bull-horses to the Impartial Ministers. Even after everything they’d done, I kind of felt bad for them. It might have been because they looked like they were going to keel over and die at any moment, but I also felt that Tejus had been effective enough in making them come at least partway to their senses. They wouldn’t be crossing us again in a hurry—accidentally or otherwise.

      “Where to now?” I asked as we made our way back down the narrow path. I was riding on the back of Ash’s bull-horse, and turned my head to see Tejus and Hazel behind me.

      “We should get to Hellswan castle as swiftly as possible. Ash?” Tejus deferred again, and I gave Hazel a bemused look. It was the weirdest thing to see Tejus checking in with the man I’d previously heard him refer to as the ‘Kitchen King.’

      “I agree, though we should get more of us to help. Let’s go via the palace and get help. I don’t suppose finding it is going to be an easy task,” Ash muttered.

      “Absolutely,” Tejus replied.

      Ash pulled the bull-horse to a stop, turned around and glared at Tejus. “Stop it,” he barked.

      Stop what? Was Tejus’s deferral making Ash uncomfortable?

      Tejus nodded sullenly. “Fine. As we were, then.”

      What? I didn’t really understand why Ash would have a problem with Tejus acknowledging his new position—if anything I’d thought he would have wanted it, would have reveled in Tejus bowing down to him. I frowned as Ash spurred on the bull-horse. He had been acting strange ever since he was crowned, and through the ceremony, like he wasn’t listening to a word that the Impartial Ministers had been saying. This was what he’d always wanted, wasn’t it?

      “Ash,” I said, leaning my head against his back, “are you okay? You seem to be…distracted.”

      “I’m fine, Shortie, don’t worry. It’s just a bit strange, that’s all.”

      “As long as that’s all it is?”

      “Yeah.” He squeezed my hands that were clasped around his waist. “That’s all it is.”

      I only felt half reassured. There was something in his tone that made me think his sentiments weren’t exactly true. Then again, it wasn’t like I’d ever been crowned emperor of a country—how the hell would I know how he felt? There must have been a million thoughts going through his head right now, and it wasn’t as if Nevertide was in good shape. Ash would have hardships ahead of him. We all would.

      The journey passed without incident. The Impartial Ministers didn’t say a word. Ash asked them if they needed a break at one point, but they shook their heads, muttering something about not slowing us down. I realized that we didn’t even know their names. It was something we would have to remedy later…especially if they were going to be staying at the palace with us.

      The return journey felt a lot shorter, and soon the towers of the palace broke through the treetops in the distance.

      “What’s that noise?” Hazel asked as we approached the muddy path that would lead to the grounds.

      “Damn!” Ash hissed, spurring the bull-horse onward. Tejus’s horse started to canter as well, coming to ride side by side with ours. A moment later, I could hear the thundering of hooves from the Impartial Ministers’ mounts as well.

      “What’s going on?” I yelled.

      “The other kingdoms,” Ash yelled back.

      I didn’t get more of an answer than that, but I didn’t need one. A few seconds later, we were on the lawn of the palace, which was completely covered with yelling, rowdy sentries.

      Benedict and Julian!

      Without a doubt, these sentries weren’t gathered here for any purpose other than revenge and taking their frustrations out on someone they could hold accountable…

      They were so intent on screaming toward the palace that none of them noticed our presence.

      “Do something!” Tejus barked at the Impartial Ministers. “They need to know! We need to stop them before this gets out of hand!”

      The Impartial Ministers kicked their bull horses ahead of us, taking the lead. A few sentries fell silent at their approach, and the effect fell across the rest of the crowd—one by one, the villagers, ministers and guards stopped hurling insults and the crowd parted to let us through.

      “Oh, my God!” I cried out as I saw Benedict standing, frozen, at the opposite end of the lawn, a mean-looking young sentry holding a scythe to his throat. The offender dropped his weapon as the Impartial Ministers approached. He stood back from Benedict, glaring at us.

      “All silent for the emperor of Nevertide!” the ministers announced. “All silent for Emperor Ashbik!”

      Absolute silence descended. Hazel clambered off her horse and rushed toward Benedict, holding him in a tight embrace. Her soft mutterings were the only sound that came from the lawn.

      A moment later, I heard rustling coming from behind me—then next to us—then from every single part of the lawn as each soul gathered in front of the palace began to kneel.

      “Oh, Ash,” I whispered.

      It was the most moving sight I’d ever seen. I could hardly believe that the Ash I knew—the boy who had rescued me from a dank cellar with a cart of vegetables, who had slept in a makeshift bed buried deep within the Hellswan castle, who had faced defeat after defeat—was witnessing the survivors of all six kingdoms bowing down to him in reverence and respect.

      Tingles ran throughout my body and I felt tears welling up in my eyes. I vowed I would remember this moment forever. Every time I thought something was impossible—when my grandchildren thought something was impossible—I would be reminded of this moment. The day a kitchen boy became an emperor.

      “Rise!” Ash barked, following the Impartial Ministers in the direction of the palace. “Someone tell me what’s going on here!”

      The crowd did as they’d been commanded, and as we waited by the porch, a minister stumbled forward from the crowd.

      “Your imperial highness.” He bowed. “Forgive us, but we wanted answers. Our kingdoms have been destroyed, our rulers killed—the human boy tells us that Queen Trina is to blame, but many suspected Tejus…” He trailed off.

      Ash disembarked from the horse and then turned to help me down.

      “What kingdom are you from?” he asked the minister.

      “Hadalix, your highness.”

      Ash nodded.

      “The human boy is right—but we face a greater danger than Queen Trina; the entity, an unknown threat to us all, rises, and we will not survive if we do not unite.”

      Benedict sighed from behind me. “That’s what I said,” he muttered.

      “Your highness, with all due respect,” the minister continued, “we have not managed to unify in the whole of Nevertide’s history—what makes you think we will be able to accomplish such a thing now?”

      “He’s right!” piped up another sentry from the crowd. “There’s never been harmony between the kingdoms—and that’s been mostly the fault of the Hellswans!”

      Ash raised his arms, signifying silence.

      “Tejus is not to blame for any of this. Today we will forgive the rulers who came before us.” He glanced toward Tejus, who had come to stand at Hazel’s side. “Forgive them their mistakes, so that we can save Nevertide from the entity—so we can build ourselves a better future. One that isn’t shrouded in lies and deceit, divided by rulers and their subjects; one where each sentry can choose their future. It will come at a price, but it will be the price of freedom. I urge you to join me, to join us.”

      “I will pay that price—I will fight for my freedom.” A voice, distinctly female, came from the back of the lawn. I couldn’t see who it belonged to, until the crowds parted and a familiar face appeared. It was Queen Memenion. She walked toward us, as radiantly beautiful as I remembered, flanked by her ministers, a soft smile on her face.

      “Well said, Emperor Ashbik.” She bowed low as she reached the palace. “The kingdom of Memenion pledges our allegiance to you—as my husband would have wanted it, so it shall be.”

      I glanced up at Ash. He swallowed, speechless, and then returned the bow.

      “I see many of you are in need of medical assistance,” she commented, looking around the groups of sentries from Hellswan and then those from the other kingdoms. “If you agree, your imperial highness, I can take those who are critically sick or injured back to my palace—we haven’t incurred too much damage from the earthquake. Miraculously, we avoided the largest fissure through the earth — my home and our grounds still stand.”

      “Thank you,” Ash replied, “that would be a great help, your highness.”

      “Ruby.” Queen Memenion turned to me. “It’s a pleasure to see you again. I was very saddened to hear of Commander Varga.” She lowered her eyes, and a look of physical pain flashed across her expression.

      “And I am sorry to hear about your husband,” I replied quietly. At this, the queen merely nodded, thanking me. I wondered why the news of Varga’s death seemed to cause her more pain than that of King Memenion. Was it because she knew of her son’s likely role in it? Or was it something more personal than that?

      I wanted to ask Ash if he thought it was safe for the sentries to go to a palace where the queen’s son was a known member of the Acolytes, but I couldn’t ask with the queen present. She probably had no idea.

      “I will take my leave, then. Please don’t hesitate to contact me should you require further assistance.”

      “Your highness.” Ash stopped her before she turned to leave. “Queen Trina—”

      “We are on our guard,” Queen Memenion replied before he said anything further. “I know what she is. Don’t concern yourself with that. We will be ready for her.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief. If Queen Memenion knew about Queen Trina, then she would also know about the Acolytes—the sentries in her care would be protected. I realized we were putting a lot of faith in the woman being more like her husband than her son…but it was a leap of faith that we would have to take. We couldn’t look after everyone here; we just didn’t have the space or the facilities.

      Slowly the crowd started to disperse. I even saw the Hellswan guards helping those who were less able to walk, and the ministers offering their assistance to others from different kingdoms. It looked like Ash’s plan was coming into effect already.

      “I am so unbelievably impressed with you,” I muttered as we turned to walk indoors. “The stuff you said in that speech…you were born for this, Ash. You were born to lead people.”

      “Thanks, Shortie.” He grinned, a more genuine smile this time. “I’m going to speak to the guards about leaving for Hellswan. I’ll come and find you when I’m finished?”

      I nodded, remaining in the doorway.

      It was only as I watched his retreating figure that I realized that perhaps I needed to start getting used to the idea that the dream Ash and I had once shared—about him coming back to Earth with me when the time came—was probably over. It hurt.

      It hurt a lot.

      “Ruby?” Hazel came to stand next to me, glancing first at me and then at Ash as he went off into one of the rooms, followed by an assortment of guards.

      “Are you all right?”

      “No,” I whispered, “I don’t think so.”

      “It will work out. Somehow.”

      She held my hand tightly, knowing, without me having to explain a thing.
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      By the time the commotion had died down, it was too late to head out to the castle. We would be leaving first thing tomorrow morning, and until then we just had to wait. Ruby and I had tried to keep ourselves busy by making sure everyone got fed. For the first hour or so, I tried to keep Ruby occupied with inane prattle, but it was difficult…it wasn’t exactly a skill of mine, and too much had happened since we’d arrived in Nevertide to keep conversation light.

      “I’m impressed with how the herbs are working,” Ruby commented as we sorted through more damp sheets. “How is it feeling? Have you been hungry?”

      “No—it’s been amazing, actually. I didn’t expect it to work so well…I mean, my powers are next to useless, and I feel a bit like I’m floating around in a medicated bubble—but other than that, it’s great!”

      Ruby laughed. “I don’t know how much I’d mind a medicated bubble about now.”

      “It has its plus points,” I agreed.

      “What about that water the Impartial Ministers were floating in?” Ruby commented. “Do you think it has healing properties…like keeping them alive for centuries or something?”

      “I think so—I’ve never come across anything like that before.”

      The conversation prompted me to revisit a thought I’d had when we were at the ridge, and I put the sheets down, reaching for the dagger that Tejus had given me. I kept it sheathed in a belt around my waist, and now I pulled it out, studying it, in particular the white stone on the ornate handle.

      “Don’t you think this looks similar?” I asked, showing the dagger to Ruby.

      She peered over at the dagger, her eyebrows rising. “The stone? I wouldn’t say similar,” she replied, taking the dagger to inspect it more closely, “I would say exactly the same. The white glow…”

      I nodded as she handed it back to me. It looked just like the light that had come from the water the ministers had been submerged in.

      “Impressive weapon.” Ruby smiled. “Did Tejus give you that?”

      “Who else?” I grinned. “It’s his idea of a romantic gesture.”

      “Figures.”

      “I should probably mention this to him, he might know what it is,” I replied, realizing that I hadn’t seen so much as a glimpse of Tejus for a while.

      “I’m almost finished here anyway. Go.” Ruby pushed me gently toward the door. I left, looking down from the mezzanine to see if Tejus was downstairs. I couldn’t see him, so I checked a couple of rooms on the floor I was on. Finding them empty, I rushed down to the ground floor.

      “Have you seen Tejus?” I asked Benedict, when I peered around the door of the kitchen.

      He and Julian turned to me from the table with blank looks.

      “Not seen him,” Benedict replied. “He’s probably with Ash somewhere—I haven’t seen him either.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, slightly concerned that Julian’s head looked like it was coming up with a monster bruise. Poor kid. I left them to it, not wanting to fuss, and walked through to the front entrance.

      “Have you seen Tejus?” I asked one of the guards.

      “In the garden,” he replied. “He and the emperor have been out there for a while.”

      I frowned. Why were they outside now? It was almost dusk…I stepped out onto the lawn, looking around for them. Not seeing anyone, I went around the back, coming to a halt when I saw a small group of guards, Tejus, Ash and the Impartial Ministers, hidden by a cluster of trees to the right of the palace.

      Not wanting to disturb them, I crept closer, chastising myself for trying to eavesdrop again. Would I ever learn? It was a strange scene though, and the fact that they were doing it far away from the palace, at dusk, made me curious.

      Ash and the Impartial Ministers were standing directly in front of Tejus, who was kneeling on the grass, his chest bare. I watched for a few moments, my mouth drying as I became transfixed by the beauty of his skin and physique, at once lit up and heavily shadowed by the dying sun. His profile was solemn, looking up at Ash and the ministers. He looked like a fallen angel, the light making his skin appear marble-white and his otherworldly beauty contrasting with his long jet-black hair and impregnable lines of his face.

      One of the ministers recited something, his voice low and methodical. After a few moments, Ash leant down, holding his fist out. He held a sharpened rock, and I watched in astonishment as he began to carve something into Tejus’s left pectoral. Tejus inhaled ever so slightly. It must have stung, but his body remained completely still.

      When Ash was finished, Tejus rose, bowing before Ash. Then the three guards who had been standing behind Tejus knelt down on their knees.

      “We pledge our service to the commander of the six kingdoms,” they chanted. “His sword leads us, his command we follow in faith. We are the sons of Nevertide, sworn to protect our brethren, sworn to protect our land.”

      The guards rose, and a silence fell upon them. Ash handed Tejus a sword with both hands, his head lowered in reverence.

      Commander of the six kingdoms?

      I realized that I had truly intruded on a private moment, something that I wasn’t meant to see, and wasn’t meant to know about until Tejus chose to tell me. As quietly as I could, I made my way back to the entrance of the palace. I would just have to stay silent on the matter until Tejus was ready to talk to me about it.

      As soon as I entered the palace, I rushed back upstairs, finding an empty room and shutting the door behind me. I needed a moment to myself. I leaned against its wood, my heart thumping in my chest, my legs feeling like jelly, as if they were going to give way at any moment. I couldn’t get out of my mind the image of Tejus’s face, serene and solemn, as he surrendered himself to Ash. It reminded me of the night that I’d overheard him telling the council that he was resigning as king. I felt the same overwhelming rush as I had that night, love and admiration feeling like it was going to burst out of my body. He was a soldier—a protector, a leader, capable of making the decisions that the rest of us couldn’t, the choices that none of us wanted to—and I loved him for it.
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      My shirt stuck to the blood that trickled down from the carving on my chest; it stung lightly, a reminder of what I had promised to Nevertide, and to Ash. Walking ahead of the group that had been present at the small, makeshift ceremony—all the more meaningful to me without the pomp and extravagance of my coronation—I reflected on the task that lay ahead. It wasn’t a position I took lightly. I felt honored and humbled that I had been chosen to unite the guards of the six kingdoms. How that would actually be achieved, I had no idea; the guards, like the populations of the kingdoms, were scattered—some would be residing with Queen Memenion, but not all. Another problematic aspect was the fact that this position had only just been created; the commanders of the kingdoms had never before had someone appointed over them. Telling them would require diplomacy. A skill I had never grasped.

      “Tejus, wait a moment,” Ash called out, hastening to catch up with me as I headed in the direction of the summer palace. I came to a halt, noticing that Ash had left the Impartial Ministers and the guards back by the trees in order to join me.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I want to talk to you about Queen Trina,” he replied, continuing to walk and indicating that I should do the same.

      “Go on.”

      “Before he died, King Memenion told me he was worried that you wouldn’t be able to kill the queen, if given the chance…that because of your history, you might…hesitate.”

      It was dark, but I knew that color would be rising in the emperor’s cheeks. He was clearly uncomfortable bringing the subject up, but that didn’t make me feel any better—the insult was severe.

      “That is absolute nonsense,” I hissed back at him. “I’ve sworn to end that woman’s life, and I shall do so—happily.”

      I could barely contain my fury. How dare he question me? More insultingly, mere seconds after he had sworn me in to command his armies, to protect the sentries of Nevertide.

      “Ash, have you ever killed another?” I asked, when he fell silent.

      He hesitated for a moment.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Are you thinking about my father?” I asked him wryly.

      Ash came to an abrupt halt – staring up at me, his eyes wild. As much as I was enjoying his discomfort, I decided to let him out of his misery.

      “I know you poisoned the soup, but I also know that it wouldn’t have been enough to kill my father – someone finished off what you started.”

      Ash looked down at the floor, and I could see a violent blush appearing at the back of his neck.

      “My deepest apologies, Tejus. It was only to distract everyone while I retrieved Ruby and the others…” He trailed off.

      “I know. No apologies necessary – he had it coming I suppose.”

      We walked on in silence for a while, until Ash cleared his throat.

      “Do you know who it was that actually killed him?” he asked quietly.

      I didn’t have any firm evidence, but there were obvious candidates – more than a few, but I had only one true suspect.

      “My first guess is Queen Trina.”

      Ash nodded, “makes sense – she wouldn’t have wanted him to return the stone after the trials. Did she admit it, when you questioned her?”

      “I didn’t even ask.” It hadn’t actually occurred to me to do so — there were so many other pressing matters at hand, and I wasn’t sure whether or not I even cared if she had killed my father. Her crimes were extensive — I didn’t need any further reasons to end her existence.

      “So your answer is no,” I stated, returning to our original conversation. “If you haven’t ever killed anyone, then you have no idea what you’re talking about. It is never easy—no matter if it’s a stranger or someone you know. But you do it because it needs to be done, because taking that one life might prevent a handful of others from meeting their maker. I will not hesitate, and I will not fail.”

      “I’m sorry I doubted you,” he mumbled. “I should have known better.”

      “It’s fine,” I replied curtly, dismissing him.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      He left, heading through the entrance doors to the palace. I decided to wait a while to calm down before I went in search of Hazel. I walked further along the moonlit lawn, avoiding bumping into the Impartial Ministers and guards as they retired for the night. My fury hadn’t dissipated at his apology, and a part of me wondered if it was so offensive because it was true.

      The truth was, I had shown Queen Trina leniency that I wouldn’t show another. Had it been anyone else who had attempted to kidnap Hazel, they wouldn’t have gotten away with it. Was it because I couldn’t bear to end the life of someone I had known so intimately? Or was it because she was more valuable alive, for the moment? I hoped that it was the latter, but I could no longer be sure. Damn Ash for making me question myself. Before our conversation, I had never once doubted my ability to kill her, and now I feared that the doubt itself would be what made me falter when the time came.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You’re back.” Hazel smiled at me, color staining the tops of her cheekbones. Ah. I suspected she’d seen the ceremony—I’d thought I’d felt her presence, but I’d assumed it was because I was still in close proximity to the palace.

      “I am.” I smirked. “What have you been doing?”

      The blush intensified. “Nothing much…helping Ruby with the rooms and…stuff.”

      I nodded, waiting for her to come clean.

      “Did you do much?” she asked brightly.

      “No. Not much.”

      Her face fell, and she pushed a falling strand of her hair behind her ear. “Oh, okay.”

      Before I lost the last vestiges of my self-control and wrapped her up in my arms, I decided to let her out of her misery.

      “So, you saw the ceremony, then?” I asked dryly.

      “It was an accident!” she protested. “I was looking for you in the garden, and then I saw…”

      “It doesn’t matter. I was on my way to tell you anyway.” I pulled her toward me, making sure she knew I didn’t mean any of it seriously—I had decided to stop keeping secrets from Hazel after the harm my silence had done in causing her transformation. Her fingers tentatively snaked up to my left pectoral, finding the warm damp of the wound beneath my shirt.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Not badly.”

      “What is it?” she asked, trying to pry open my shirt as her curiosity was piqued. I unbuttoned the collar, exposing the mark so she could see. It was difficult to make out the symbol—it was smudged with drying blood, but it was three short lines, crossed with another three lines the same length, representing the six kingdoms, and then a circle around the cross to represent their unity.

      “Will it scar?” she asked, her fingers tracing the lines.

      “Yes, it’s supposed to.”

      I grabbed her hand, kissing the tips of her fingers. I could taste the bitter iron of my own blood, and Hazel squirmed as my tongue flickered against the sensitive pads.

      “How do you feel about it—the position, I mean?” she asked softly.

      “Nevertide needs it; we can’t accomplish anything with kingdom-less guards and commanders.”

      She was silent for a moment, then looked up at me, her eyes troubled.

      “Is it permanent?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      She nodded. I could tell she was a million miles away, thinking into the future.

      “I can’t answer any of those questions, Hazel.”

      I didn’t know what was going to happen if we survived the entity and Queen Trina, and knew even less about what would happen when the borders opened and the humans were finally free to return home. I knew what I wanted to happen, but I was fast learning that it didn’t make a blind bit of difference.

      “I know you can’t.” She sighed, taking her hand out of mine, but wrapping it around my waist instead as she leaned her head against me.

      “I think we should start practicing—develop your new powers, what do you think?” I asked, partly to distract her, partly because it needed to be done—Hazel would be better able to protect herself if she had some concept of what she was capable of.

      “Yes!” she answered instantly, then hesitated. “I don’t know if I can though—the potion that Abelle gave me…”

      “You should still be able to practice. I’d be amazed if it neutralized your powers completely.”

      Amazed and furious.

      “Okay, good. Where do we start then?” she asked, breaking away from me, her eyes sparkling in anticipation.

      “True Sight,” I replied. “It would be interesting to see if you have the ability.”

      “Really?” she asked doubtfully. “I thought True Sight was rare? What about barriers instead?”

      “I have True Sight – all the Hellswans have been blessed with the ability,” I said. “If your sentry powers are the result of our bodies and souls joining, then I wouldn’t be surprised if you had the ability as well. Additionally – you know you can create barriers.”

      “In an emergency,” she objected, “with your help. I want to be able to do them by myself. What if I need to protect Benedict or Julian?”

      “After True Sight. Trust me, the effort it takes will help sharpen your mind.”

      “I honestly didn’t realize till today that you had the ability.” She looked impressed.

      “Well,” I replied reluctantly, “It’s not actually as advanced as Ash’s ability – as much as it pains me to say it.”

      Hazel hid a snicker behind her hand, and then agreed to progress with the lesson.

      We sat down at one end of the room, facing the wall that adjoined the room we were in with the humans’ sleeping quarters. I sat a few feet away from her, giving her some space so she wouldn’t be tempted to syphon by mistake. I wanted Hazel to be able to use her powers without drawing off others’ energy; it was harder, but would be necessary.

      “I can only see wall,” she announced glumly after a few moments. I suppressed a laugh at her impatience.

      “Try imagining what’s beyond it—and don’t stare at a fixed point, try to see the larger picture, almost as if the wall isn’t really there.”

      “Oh, that simple, huh?”

      “That simple.”

      She rolled her eyes, then closed them briefly before starting again. I waited patiently next to her, unbothered by the time passing. It was a rare pleasure to have time with Hazel when we weren’t in immediate danger, and under circumstances where I could just sit and stare at her, without her becoming aware of me and therefore embarrassed.

      I could see the muscles of her entire body tensing, her small frame trying to expel as much energy as she could. A small, delicately blue vein on her forehead started to pulse with the effort, and I clenched my hands by my sides, restraining myself from leaning forward and pressing my lips against it.

      “I got it! Well, a bit, the outline of some of the kids. It’s still a bit blurry, but in black and white—do you see it in color?” she asked excitedly.

      “Color will come, keep trying,” I murmured.

      She turned her attention back to the wall with renewed energy, a small smile playing on the edges of her lips.

      After a few moments, she slumped back, sighing.

      “It’s still black and white.”

      “It takes time, don’t worry. You just need to keep practicing.”

      “I want to stop taking the potion. I think that will help. My energy feels almost non-existent, it’s really frustrating,” she implored, turning toward me.

      I was tempted to agree with her. I didn’t like the idea of her taking an unknown potion concocted by Abelle, a woman who had always struck me as hare-brained and foolish. However, Hazel was happier being able to spend time around her friends, and less alienated. Selfishly, I didn’t want her transformation and first experiences of being a sentry to be more painful than they needed to.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I replied eventually.

      “But I think I can control the hunger—now that I know what it is, what it feels like…I’m more prepared.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Are you sure this isn’t wishful thinking?”

      Hazel was silent.

      “Maybe.” She leaned her head back against the wall, dejected. “I just don’t want you worrying about me, worrying that I can’t protect myself, now that you’ve got this new position. You’ll need to look after everyone, not just me—and I don’t want to be in the way.”

      I laughed out loud. “Hazel, you could have powers beyond my imagining—superhuman strength, the skills of a deadly assassin—and I’d still worry about you. I’d still want to protect you above all else.”

      She sighed. “Okay then… I’ll keep taking the potion.”

      I nodded, satisfied.

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      “What for?”

      “Allowing me to continue to do this.”

      I dragged her toward me, pulling her up onto my lap and wrapping myself around her. Her head nestled into the crook of my neck, and I sighed at the warmth emanating from her body.

      “Get some rest,” I murmured. She nodded, yawning as if on cue, and snuggled deeper against my chest. I watched her sleep, feeling content, until the first streaks of dawn broke through the night’s sky.
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      “You would have thought that Ash and Tejus would have learnt by now. Seriously, I almost died, for like the fifteenth time—obviously, it’s not a good idea. I should come, I can help look!”

      I waited for Benedict to finish his rant while I tried to find a clean sock.

      “Speak to Ash, not me,” I replied, distracted.

      “Fine—I will.”

      The door banged shut just as I found my sock. It wasn’t exactly clean, but it would do. It wasn’t like my mom was around to disapprove.

      “Are you ready?” Ruby poked her head around the door.

      “Yeah,” I replied. I felt like I was still half asleep. The sky was still mostly dark. It was going to be hard enough looking for a single book in the pile of stones that had once been Hellswan castle without doing it in the dark.

      “Why are we leaving so early again?” I asked as I followed her down the stairs.

      “Because it’s kind of a big deal?”

      “Oh, yeah, right.”

      Ruby snorted with derision.

      “Why are you so tired anyway? Didn’t you get any sleep?” she asked, now looking concerned.

      “I’m fine. It’s just that some of the kids snore. And Benedict. Benedict is the worst of them all.”

      Ruby laughed. “Yeah—I remember that from the castle.”

      I was about to ask her where she was sleeping now, but then thought better of it—I didn’t want to know. No doubt she and Ash had bagged the best room, one that probably had an actual bed, rather than a dusty floorboard.

      We made our way out onto the lawn in silence. Ash, Tejus, Hazel and a small group of guards and ministers were gathered at the far end, standing by bull-horses and three vultures.

      “Hurry up,” Tejus snapped, busying himself with helping Hazel up on one of the bull-horses. I bit my tongue, wondering if I’d be permitted to ride with one of the sentries who would be traveling with a vulture.

      “Come on, kid.” One of the guards looked me up and down. He didn’t look impressed, and no wonder. I knew I had a bruise the size of a walnut on my face, I was squinting like a new-born mole thanks to my broken glasses, and my robe was too big. I felt like an idiot. The guard had obviously decided to take pity on me.

      “I’m flying—you’ll be all right with that?” he continued, the same skeptical look on his face.

      “That’s great.”

      I suddenly didn’t mind what he thought of me—I’d be flying, and that was all I cared about. We’d probably be able to chase the dawn as it rose. I climbed up on the vulture, feeling the soft feathers run beneath my hands. The guard sat himself in front and a moment later we were off, soaring high above the palace.

      “Thanks for letting me come,” I yelled to the guard over the wind that rushed past us. He turned his head sideways.

      “No problem. I saw you protect Jenney yesterday. It was brave.”

      His compliment surprised me. Maybe I didn’t need to be as embarrassed of my bruise as I thought.

      “You looked funny falling down though—ha!” He guffawed.

      Thanks…

      Ignoring him, I looked down at the landscape below us. I could see the crack that ran through Nevertide clearly from this perspective. The damage was extensive. Around the crack, landslides had appeared, tipping the forests downward like waterfalls, and large rock formations had exploded out of the earth like jagged teeth. Soon, what was left of the castle appeared on the horizon. My gut clenched. I had hated the place, but seeing the ruins of something that had always looked so foreboding and indestructible was an unwelcome reminder of the awesome power the entity had. If we didn’t find this book, we wouldn’t have a chance.

      We landed inside the ring of rubble that had once been the outer wall of the main castle. I jumped off the vulture, my legs wobbly from the adrenaline of the flight. The guard and I looked around, both of us silent as we digested the enormity of the task.

      “Guess we better get on with it,” muttered the guard. “Mind you, I’ll be blown over if this book has survived all this—see the black of the stone?” he asked, pointing at the main part of the castle. Only half-towers and broken walls suggested what the building had once been, and as the guard had observed, the stone was mostly charred black.

      “Fires have done that,” he continued, “they must have been burning for a long while for them to have caused damage like that. And the emperor thinks a book would have survived? Pah!”

      I was inclined to agree with him. What were the chances that paper would have remained intact when the stones themselves were practically burnt to cinders? This was starting to look like an idiot’s errand.

      The two other vultures had been flown by a pair of ministers, and Ash and Ruby. I heard the approach of the birds, and soon the guard and I were joined by Ruby, while Ash discussed the likely location of the book with the ministers.

      “I guess we just start looking,” Ruby said, looking despondently at the ruins.

      “Okay,” I agreed, walking toward the nearest pile, which I suspected had been one of the four towers. I clambered over the larger stones, pulling out anything that looked like it wasn’t just plaster and crumbling rock.

      It was tiring work. I had to keep hauling stones about, only to find an assortment of burnt objects, none of which resembled a book. I envied the ministers and guards—they all had double our strength, and a few were using True Sight, standing in front of rocks, seeing right through them without having to do a thing. Hazel had joined our search party and kept trying to do the same, swearing that she’d accomplished it last night, but unable to achieve it today.

      “Old Viking coin, anyone?” I asked, holding it up to the light. I’d found a pile of them wedged in between some rocks and an iron pipe. “I think this could make us pretty rich once we got back home.”

      “Julian, can you focus?” Ruby snapped.

      “Sorry.”

      She turned back toward me, her face scrunched in remorse. “I’m sorry. I’m a bit moody. This feels kind of hopeless.” She chucked a bent cooking pot back where she’d found it with a frustrated sigh. I’d noticed that for most of the morning Ruby had seemed a bit distracted and glum—maybe we all were, but because she was normally upbeat, it was more obvious that something was bothering her.

      “What’s up, Ruby?” I stopped rifling through the rubbish and went for the direct approach. “I mean, besides looking for a needle in this crappy haystack. Something’s bugging you.”

      “It’s nothing really.”

      She glanced over to where Ash and Tejus were standing, a few yards off to our left. I followed her stare. It was something to do with Ash.

      “How’s it feel being the girlfriend of an emperor?” I asked, pretending to turn my attention back to moving rocks so she might feel more comfortable opening up.

      She groaned. “Difficult. We had all these plans…I don’t know, it’s just difficult. There’s always something standing between me and Ash. If it’s not Queen Trina, it’s Nevertide politics—and I guess now, as emperor, he has this massive responsibility that I can’t even begin to understand…it makes me feel separate from him, you know?”

      Uh… Not really.

      “Sure,” I murmured. “That must be difficult.”

      “Anyway, ignore me. I’ll snap out of it.” She forced a grin, and I returned it.

      Privately, I thought that Ruby might have been better off without Ash. I didn’t understand how they could have a future together—he would always be needed in Nevertide, and Ruby couldn’t just turn her back on her home and her friends, and GASP. She had a whole life back at The Shade, one that Ash just wouldn’t understand. I didn’t really understand Ruby or Hazel’s interest in dating sentries—to me it seemed plain weird. They were so old-fashioned and strangely unemotional, and tall. They were really, really tall. Nobody needed to be that tall! Ruby would have an amazing future ahead of her—dating someone from back home would be way better for her. Someone who could fight by her side when they joined GASP…

      “I think I can see it!”

      The guard I’d traveled with shouted out from one of the rock heaps up ahead. All three of us started to clamber toward him. I could hardly bear to hope that this long and boring search would finally be over.

      “Under there!” The guard was standing above the shell of a room that would have originally come off the main hallway. The rubble from one of the towers had surrounded it, creating a pile that we could climb up, giving us a bird’s-eye view of the room. Most of it was covered in gray stone, but I could see the golden glint of a lavish headboard.

      “Is this the old emperor’s room?” I asked.

      “Think so.” The guard nodded. “The book’s in a box, down under those rocks.”

      “You’re right,” Ash announced, climbing up behind us. Tejus joined us a second later, and we all peered down at the room.

      “Let’s get on with it then,” I prompted. I wanted this over and done with already.

      Hazel smirked at me.

      “Volunteering, are you?”

      The remaining construction of the room didn’t look all that stable, but if I could find another way in, by going down and around, it would be safer.

      “Yep,” I replied stoutly.

      “I’m joking—I’ll join you.” Hazel laughed.

      “No, you won’t,” Tejus barked.

      Surprise, surprise.

      “Tejus, I’m going. It’s fine. We’re all smaller than you guys—we can get in more easily,” Hazel reasoned, as she and Ruby started to make their way back down the slope of rocks. I hurried to join them, not wanting to be left dealing with the brunt of Tejus’s wrath.

      I slowed my pace as I neared the bottom of the stone pile, the ground becoming more perilous as I jumped from one stone to another to keep up with Ruby and Hazel. We started to climb over the old entrance to the castle. The stench of rotting flesh grew in intensity, and I felt nauseated.

      “I think this is where most of them were killed,” Hazel said sadly. “They all flocked here, trying to escape.”

      I tried not to look down. At one point, clambering over one of the stones that made up the arch, I stepped on something soft. I leapt forward, not looking behind me, but the stink that emerged filled my nostrils and I vomited—quickly and quietly, trying not to draw attention to myself.

      “Are you okay?” Ruby’s voice was muffled by the sleeve of her robe.

      I could only nod, not wanting to breathe.

      As we traveled along the hallway, the smell started to fade, to be replaced by the much more palatable stench of burnt fabric.

      As I climbed over a pile of broken rocks, I heard a faint yowl. Pausing, I looked back in the direction of the sound.

      “Guys — I hear something.” I waved for them to come back, and made my way to where a half-burnt doorframe had fallen against an old chest. Hazel and Ruby followed, and the sound grew louder and more insistent.

      Was it… a cat?

      I lifted the wood, sending debris scattering off its surface and clattering to the ground. A dark shape leapt out from the gap I’d uncovered, knocking me sideways.

      “Lucifer!” Hazel gasped, running toward the creature – which I now recognized as a lynx. It started to hiss around her legs, covering her in black soot.

      “You poor thing.” Hazel picked up the animal and cradled it, while its yellow eyes gleamed at me with undeniable malevolence. It looked like it would claw us to shreds given half the chance. I also remembered where I’d seen it — the lynx belonged to Tejus.

      Ruby glanced at it with misgiving.

      “Are you sure it’s…domesticated?” she asked warily, taking a step back.

      “He’s all right,” Hazel replied, cooing at the devil-cat, “he’s never been this friendly to me before, though…I guess I must smell like Tejus. We’ll get you home, buddy.” She returned her attentions to the lynx, while I motioned to Ruby that we should get going.

      “Come on,” Ruby announced, “you think it will follow us?”

      Hazel placed it gently on the ground. It moved away gracefully – not bothering to glance back in our direction as we started to climb back the way we’d just come.

      “I’m sure he’ll find Tejus now that he’s not trapped,” Hazel declared, watching him saunter off.

      Great.

      Another welcome addition to the palace.

      We continued our way along the hallway, clambering over more broken rock till we came to what would have been the Emperor’s room – the recognizable gilded gold wallpaper still hanging in some places – though ripped and burnt.

      “Here,” announced Hazel, coming to a half-broken wall. I looked up to see the rest of the sentries peering down from above.

      “Hazel, be careful,” Tejus shouted down. I rolled my eyes at Ruby, but she didn’t share in the joke. Maybe she was starting to dig overly protective men?

      Whatever.

      We started exploring the room, being directed by the guard who shouted down instructions.

      “It’s under here,” Ruby muttered, shifting a large stone away from the headboard. Hazel and I joined her, moving the debris until we uncovered a heavy metal box. Ruby picked it up with difficulty, and then gave it a shake. It sounded hollow, with a single, heavy object hitting the sides.

      “How do we open it?” Hazel asked.

      There was no lock—the box appeared to be completely smooth, without any kinks in the metalwork that would suggest an opening.

      “We could just try chucking it on the floor?” I suggested.

      Both of them turned to look at me as if I was stupid. I shrugged. “It’s worth a try… anyone got any better ideas?”

      “I guess not,” Ruby admitted. She slammed the box down as hard as she could. It made an awful sound, high and screeching, but the lid popped open.

      “Told you,” I said, feeling more than a little bit smug.

      Both of them ignored me, staring down at the large, gold-plated book that had been contained within the box. Hazel bent down and picked it up, holding it aloft for the others above to see.

      “It’s so cold,” she whispered. “And it weighs a ton.”

      “Well, what does it say? Is it the right one?” I asked impatiently.

      There was nothing written on the cover, just a blank sheen of gold, with an equally plain spine. It looked old though—and like it hadn’t been removed from the box in over a millennium.

      Unable to wait another moment, I took the book from Hazel, opening it to the first page. My heart sank. I flicked through quickly, looking at more pages, my hands starting to grow clammy as I reached the end of the book.

      Every single page was the same.

      Completely blank.
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      The power is yours…

      Yours alone, son of Hellswan…

      Release me.

      Release me.

      The voices came, over and over again—tantalizing, calling to me, whispering the deepest desires of my heart. Offering me all the power and the glory I had ever dreamed of. Not just the kingdoms of Nevertide, but realms far out in the ether, humans, supernaturals, all kneeling down to me. All quaking with fear at my name. I was a god, an omnipotent thing, beyond the body of man or sentry, beyond all…

      “Busy?”

      Queen Trina stood in the doorway, a sly smile on her face. She reminded me of a viper, snaking through long grass, poised for a moment of stillness before darting forward to claim its prey.

      I lowered myself deeper into the black tar, letting its thickness pull at my shoulder blades, slowly starting to snake up around my neck like some living thing. She couldn’t touch me while I was so close to our master.

      “Be careful not to submerge yourself, Jenus. It’s hungry.”

      She smirked, coming to seat herself on the edge of the pool. She dipped her long nails into the liquid, her pupils dilating as the waters called to her.

      “What do you want?” I asked sharply. I was in no mood for her games today—or her interruptions.

      “I had a vision last night,” she announced.

      Now she had my attention. The visions were the way our master communicated with Queen Trina, and she had been anxiously waiting for another one since the night before the earthquake.

      “Well?”

      “The plan to use the unexpected visitors our master sensed at the mouth of the portal has failed – the boy’s stone did little use. Someone on the other side of the portal interfered, keeping it closed.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we go back to the original plan. Nevertide’s purest energy needs to be collected, and then drained to generate enough power to reopen the portal.”

      “And you’ve seen this?” I asked.

      “I’ve seen it.” Queen Trina’s eyes flashed at the suggestion I might doubt her. I returned her glare, not willing to back down, not anymore—not since the master had started to communicate with me, too.

      “He wishes you to perform this task.” She smiled. “It is what I saw, and so is what shall be.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Then you will not have proved your worth—to him, or to me.”

      I remained silent, contemplating my response. Sometimes I doubted whether these ‘visions’ Queen Trina received were accurately communicated to me, they differed so greatly to the ones that I had been receiving. The dark dreams that came to me in the middle of the night were only glimpses of images—faces of strangers contorted in pain and misery, screams so loud they would wake me, thinking that there was either human or animal at the end of my bed in unimaginable pain. I also saw death; I saw the bodies of the sentries crushed beneath the arch at Hellswan, souls trapped in stones, frozen in their horror for eternity, children bleeding, their crimson blood falling on an ocean.

      When Queen Trina told me of her visions, she spoke of a benevolent spirit whispering to her, weaving tales of things which were to come and things which had passed.

      Did the entity favor her above me?

      Perhaps that was why her visions were of love and guidance, and mine were nightmares—dark, unforgettable nightmares.

      “I will do it, gladly,” I replied.

      She smiled at me, and this time it was almost genuine.

      “I am pleased to hear it. We shall make an Acolyte out of you yet, Jenus.”

      “I want assistance,” I interjected hastily before she could leave. I was suddenly wary that this could be a ploy of hers to be rid of me. “I will need a distraction, and time to formulate a plan.”

      “And you shall have them,” she replied, “as much as you like. We will not abandon you, not while you faithfully follow the cause.”

      I nodded, only half reassured. She wasn’t to be trusted, and until the task was completed, I wouldn’t know for sure whether or not her promise was a genuine one. She knew I didn’t trust her either—the smirk she gave me as she rose from the side of the pool made me grit my teeth.

      She was a malicious, calculating monster.

      I watched her retreating figure as she sauntered out the door, shutting it behind her.

      I settled back into the black tar, waiting to hear the soft, soothing whispers of the voices once again. I didn’t have to wait long.

      Lord…King…Master…

      We are waiting for you…

      The world, and all other worlds are waiting for you…
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      We clambered down to join Julian, Ruby and Hazel back on the ground. When they reached us, their faces were downcast.

      “There’s nothing in it,” Julian panted as he stumbled toward us, the book held out for me to take.

      “It’s for the emperor’s eyes only,” corrected one of the ministers, “of course you wouldn’t be able to see it.”

      I took the book from Julian’s hands. As soon as my fingers touched the cold, gold metal of the cover, the book started to hum with energy. A white light burnt brilliantly across it. I turned my face to shield my eyes from the glare for a moment, and when I turned back, the book had changed.

      The blank cover was now filled with elaborate carvings: runes, flowers and patterns all etched into the gold. The book had no title, no name, but I had no doubt that this was the book I was meant to see: the book that would save us from the entity and the Acolytes and restore Nevertide.

      “Open it!” Julian exclaimed, his face marked with relief.

      I turned to the first page in the book, my hands trembling slightly—partly because of the extreme weight of it, and partly with the adrenaline that was pumping through every single nerve in my body.

      The pages were devoid of text, but as soon as I placed my finger on the page, words started to appear—written by hand in navy ink, the handwriting a careful calligraphy that I hadn’t seen used since I was a small child, and only then on official documents of the ministers.

      I started to read.

      The book started with a written account of Nevertide’s history, how humans had sailed to the land, only to find it was overrun by creatures that they’d never come across before—evil, malevolent and bent on destroying the human race. The visitors were taken as slaves by the creatures, but after generations of servitude the humans led an uprising with the help of a magical creature who saved them, locking the creatures into stones.

      “Ash,” Tejus barked at me, “what does it say?”

      “Nothing yet. It’s just an account of the history we already know.”

      I sat down on the nearest rock, irritated that everyone was hovering over me—I’d never been the world’s quickest reader as I’d never had much use for it in the kitchens.

      “Just give me some time,” I snapped at Tejus and the ministers. They took a few steps back, and started murmuring amongst themselves. Tejus grunted with irritation, and then proceeded to pet and pamper his moody lynx – both he and Hazel murmuring over it like proud parents.

      The more I read, the more disheartened I became. A lot of this stuff was already known to us, most of it pieced together by Tejus and Hazel when they’d read the old ministerial accounts.

      The author, whoever it was, wrote about a creature – a ‘jinni’ relinquishing the stones and the entity’s lock to the emperor, and that henceforth, over time, whoever was emperor would be responsible for keeping the land safe from the scourge of the entity and its followers—the ‘forbidden’. Beginning to skim-read in haste, I tried to look for a contingency plan…what happened if the lock was opened?

      Finally, I found something.

      “Listen to this.” I called the group back. “It says that if the entity is released, the forbidden will rise again—the entity will open the portal, and the forbidden will seep into all the dimensions, and once again reclaim Nevertide as their home…” I trailed off. That wasn’t as helpful as I’d thought it would be.

      “The portal is closed?” Tejus asked.

      “Apparently…” I re-read some of the pages I’d just gone past – finding the part about the jinni’s warnings; the ice-fires, pestilence of silence and red rains.

      “So, it also says that once the entity breaks free of the stones, the portal to Nevertide will close – ‘keeping in the evil, lest it spread about the lands and populate itself across dimensions.’ So yes – the portal must have closed, and the entity is going to try and open it again.”

      “Huh,” Julian replied, looking thoughtful. “We would never have gotten home anyway, even if the borders hadn’t been up.”

      “But what about stopping the entity?” Ruby interrupted. “What does it say about that?”

      I flicked through the pages again—the words started to blur and shift on the page, and I began to feel panicked.

      “It… It doesn’t say anything…It just talks about guarding the locks as the primary duty of the emperor—about not succumbing to their power, or using the stones for one’s own selfish needs.”

      “That has already come to pass,” Tejus hissed.

      “What about the Acolytes? Does it say anything about them?” Hazel pressed.

      “Hang on,” I muttered, flicking through the pages once more. Eventually I found an extract that mentioned them, and once again I started to read out loud.

      “Since the uprising of the humans, there have been friends of the forbidden. They called themselves the Acolytes, and claimed that they were able to communicate with the entity through visions, and are dedicated to bringing about their master’s rule. They took to regularly sacrificing humans and animals to their master in order to feed him energy…’

      “So, nothing remotely helpful once again?” Tejus questioned sarcastically.

      “No, nothing helpful,” I retorted. I was just as angry about this as he was, and I didn’t like his accusatory tone—it wasn’t my fault that the book didn’t hold anything of use.

      The only information that I hadn’t heard before was the inclusion of the ‘jinni’—I’d never heard Tejus mention it when he’d passed on the information he and Hazel had gathered.

      “What’s a jinni?” I asked.

      “A kind of supernatural creature, really powerful—it’s rare to hear of one on their own though, they tend to live in tribes,” Hazel replied, pacing up and down on the debris and rubble.

      “They live on Earth?” I asked.

      “Well… some. But they originate from the supernatural dimension.”

      I nodded slowly, wondering how Hazel knew about a dimension different to hers. Before I could ask, Tejus interrupted.

      “Does it mention at all what these ‘forbidden’ are? What the entity is? How the jinni managed to trap them in the first place?” He shot the questions at me, one after the other, but I could only shake my head wearily. The book didn’t disclose anything that might answer those questions.

      “So this is a dead end.” Tejus sighed.

      “Not necessarily,” Hazel said. We all looked at her in astonishment, wondering what she could have possibly understood from what I’d read out that might lead her to believe that there was a way out of this.

      “Listen, it said that the ‘forbidden’ are going to open the portal—that’s good news. If we can get all the sentries out of Nevertide before it’s destroyed, then GASP has a chance of either shutting the portal, or battling whatever these creatures are in both Earth and the supernatural dimensions. It’s a risky strategy, but it might be the only chance we have.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Ruby murmured, deep in thought. “These creatures can’t be much worse than what we’ve faced before…and at least we’d have an entire army of jinn to help out, not just one.”

      What?

      “What’s GASP?” I asked.

      Hazel stopped pacing, and looked over at Ruby with a guilty expression on her face. Ruby glared at her for a split second, and then turned to me.

      “Um…I guess I have a couple of things to tell you…”
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      We surveyed the kitchen in the summer palace, the dirty plates and leftover food, and winced as a globule of oat paste slipped off the kitchen counter with a heavy slop.

      “This is gross,” I remarked to Jenney.

      “This is nothing. Try cleaning up after a banquet of over one hundred ministers.”

      I sighed. My friends were off searching for a way to save Nevertide from the entity, and I was here babysitting. Even Julian had gone, declaring that he’d made a full recovery from his time in Queen Trina’s dungeons. I didn’t believe him for a moment.

      “You’d think, after being the entity’s puppet for weeks, they’d let me join them,” I muttered.

      “Haven’t you had enough excitement to last you a lifetime?” Jenney countered. “I’d have thought you’d be happy to take it easy for a while.”

      “This isn’t taking it easy.” I gestured at the mess. The kitchen looked like a bomb had hit it. I could hear the kids next door as well, sounding like a horde of elephants running rampant around the room.

      “You can go and join them, try to keep them under control while I clean up here?” Jenney offered.

      “No, thanks,” I replied hurriedly. “I’ll clean.”

      Jenney gave me a knowing smile and then handed me a grease-encrusted cooking pot.

      “Get to it then.”

      I started washing up, using mostly cold water—the plumbing wasn’t great here, and for baths we’d had to heat up water on the stove. Since arriving here, Hellswan had started to feel like a luxury. At least we’d had beds there and a constant supply of hot water. Still, it beat the temple, and at least I was getting some sleep, not wandering around hallways trying to collect stones.

      “Cut the water a second,” Jenney said. I did as she requested, waiting for her to explain why.

      “Can you hear anything?” she asked.

      I stopped clashing the pots around and stood still for a moment.

      “Not a thing.” I shrugged. The palace was silent.

      “Don’t you think that’s a bit odd?” she replied, wiping her hands on her apron, and moving toward the door.

      Where are the kids?

      I couldn’t hear a sound coming from next door, and immediately started to feel a bit tense. It was pretty rare that Yelena stayed silent for longer than a couple of seconds…I hurried out behind Jenney.

      She flung open the door to the next room and tried to walk through—only to be bounced back.

      “Barrier!” she shouted. “It’s the Acolytes!”

      The floor of the ballroom was almost entirely obscured by the fallen bodies of the kids. Six black-cloaked Acolytes moved around them, gathering them up in their arms and piling them up by Jenus. He was clean-shaven and dressed in the same black robes as the rest of them, but hadn’t bothered to put his hood up. Clearly he didn’t care that he might be recognized. He turned toward the door as we opened it, smiling at me.

      Asshole.

      I dragged Jenney off by the arm, heading back toward the kitchen.

      “What are you doing?” She tried to resist my pull, but I held on fast.

      “He’ll have a getaway—vultures, carriages or something,” I hissed back at her, leading her out through the busted wall in the kitchen and into the gardens.

      I looked around for some form of transportation method, but couldn’t see anything.

      “Around the side,” I panted. Setting off at a run, we turned the corner of the palace just in time to see the exterior wall of the ballroom explode outward. Shards of sandstone and rock flew across the lawn.

      “Go and get any villagers you can find!” I yelled at Jenney. I suspected that for the Acolytes to get access in the first place, they would have syphoned off the guards so heavily they’d be useless now.

      Up ahead, I saw a row of carriages, all embossed with the Seraq kingdom’s coat of arms. Clearly Queen Trina also no longer cared about keeping her name clear of all this, and the thought frightened me. It meant we were running out of time.

      I ran toward the last carriage, the one closest to me. Just as I reached the back of the buggy, Jenus started to lead the children out. They were all standing upright now, each one of them tied to a thick cord of rope. None of them were fighting or calling out, so either Jenus was able to control them somehow, or they just didn’t have the energy to do anything other than follow one another.

      Fight, damn it!

      There were Acolytes guarding either side of the procession. If the kids didn’t try to fight back, then there would be no commotion that I could use as a distraction…I just had to hope that the rest of the Hellswan sentries would come running before they left the palace.

      Then I saw Yelena.

      She was the last kid tied to the rope, her red hair standing out starkly against the Acolytes robes. No way would they be taking her.

      Over my dead body.

      If that was what it came to, then fine. I was about to be stupidly reckless and rush forward, when I heard the cries of the stampeding villagers rushing around the corner of the palace from the kitchen.

      I held on a few seconds longer, waiting till I saw the first furious face breaking through the trees—it was Jenney’s. Behind her were about ten or so other sentries—some villagers, and a few guards and ministers. They all held weapons aloft – some swords, some carrying whatever they’d found in the kitchen as they rushed to the aid of the kids.

      The Acolytes were quick to respond.

      The first few went down instantly, Jenney among them, screaming out as they were syphoned. Their bodies writhed on the floor, and they clutched at their heads as if they wanted to tear their own brains out.

      Focus!

      Ignoring the distraction, and the plight of the Hellswan sentries, I picked up a rock from the ground and ran forward into the fray. I headed directly for Yelena, only partly hearing Jenus’s screams for the Acolytes to stop me, but nothing happened. The sentries were performing their own syphoning. Some of the Acolytes left their posts at the rope, bellowing in agony as they got a taste of their own medicine.

      The Acolyte guarding Yelena was facing the oncoming horde. Before he had a chance to turn around and stop me, I leaped toward him, slamming the rock into the back of his head, embedding it in his skull.

      He screamed out in pain while I started working on the knots that were tying Yelena’s hands to the rope. It kept slipping out of my hands, I fumbled too much in my hurry, and before I knew it, the Acolyte was slowly raising himself up off the ground.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry!

      The knot came loose just as another Acolyte reached out and grabbed hold of Yelena’s arm.

      “No!” I cried out, tugging her away from him. For a few seconds, we tugged at Yelena’s body like she was a rag doll. I was about to let go before one of us dislocated her arm, when the Acolyte yelled out. He released Yelena as he fell backward onto the ground. His body twisted sideways on impact, revealing the handle of a chopping knife sticking out of his back. I looked up to see a villager smile in satisfaction at the dead Acolyte on the floor.

      Nice save.

      Thanking him briefly with a nod, I picked Yelena up, throwing her over my shoulder with some difficulty—for all her wiry and small appearance, she was kind of heavy. I didn’t wait around to see the outcome of the fight. I could hear from the sound of Jenus’s victorious yells and the screams of the villagers that the Acolytes were winning, and not us.

      I ran in the opposite direction of the kitchen, where the coast was relatively clear, praying with every step I took that we wouldn’t be attacked from behind. I imagined Jenus gaining on us, his cloaked figure clamping a hand on my shoulder…I couldn’t turn around to find out, so I just ran all the harder—panting, feeling like my legs were going to collapse beneath me till I reached the main entrance to the palace. Stepping over the bodies of two guards by the door, I pushed it open and slammed it behind me.

      After the bright light of the afternoon, the hallway of the palace was complete darkness. Unable to go any further, I dropped Yelena to the marble floor as gently as I could, then sank against the door, catching my breath—and wondering why the hell Ash and the rest of them continually thought it was a good idea to leave us alone in the palace.
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      Tejus and I held back as we journeyed by road to the summer palace. The rest of the ministers, guards and Julian had traveled by vulture. Ash and Ruby rode ahead, choosing to return on bull-horse rather than travel by air. I heard a few mentions of GASP floating over to us, along with some raised voices and stilted replies. I didn’t think the conversation was going that well. No wonder. I didn’t understand why my friend had held the truth about herself back from Ash for so long. It seemed weird, but I knew Ruby well enough to know that she would have a logical reason for it…even if the reason made no sense to anyone else but her.

      Night was falling, and the forests on either side of the road looked as creepy as they had in the morning light. I still had the feeling that I was being watched, and wondered if it was the power of the entity. If he was non-corporeal, then could he be everywhere at once, watching us? Waiting for us to fall into a trap? Waiting for the entity to make his next move was doing my head in—the suspense almost felt more torturous than the actual event might be. I nestled myself back into Tejus’s chest, feeling his arms tighten around me. The simple gesture was a reminder that I was safe, at least for now, and at least while he was near me.

      “Tejus, did you see many you knew today – in the ruins?” I asked quietly. I couldn’t get the smell or the sight of crushed sentries out of my head. It had been complete carnage.

      He was silent for a few moments, and then sighed heavily.

      “I looked for Zerus, but I didn’t see him. Perhaps he escaped, I don’t know. He was always very solitary…I rarely saw him during the trials. He might have left Hellswan long before the earthquake. I hope so.”

      I registered the name of Tejus’s brother with surprise. Since the night of the old Emperor’s trials, I hadn’t seen Zerus and Tejus had never brought him up. I knew that the brothers’ weren’t close – but I imagined that Zerus’s ‘missing’ status bothered Tejus more than he would like to admit.

      “I’m so sorry, Tejus. I hope he got out. If you didn’t see him, maybe he did leave.”

      “Maybe.”

      “We’ll find him,” I whispered. “Don’t give up on him yet.”

      We rode on in silence. I started to ignore my surroundings and my mind drifted to thoughts of the jinni who had locked up the entity in the first place. It was strange for them to be alone—like I’d explained to Ash, they were tribal creatures, and to just have one jinni mentioned struck me as weird. Also, if there were more, there was the possibility that there still might be jinn living in Nevertide somewhere all these centuries later.

      “Do you think the jinni, or jinn, could still be in Nevertide?” I asked Tejus.

      “If it or they were, someone would have seen it, surely. How long do they live for, anyway?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, exactly, but a long time, far longer than humans. There’s a possibility that the jinni who locked up the entity in the first place could still be alive—if not here, then somewhere else.”

      “Then we should start looking for it,” Tejus replied. “I’ll ask Ash to speak to the Impartial Ministers when we return to the castle. Perhaps they’ll know something.”

      “Because they’ve been such fountains of wisdom so far?”

      Tejus smirked darkly. “It baffles me why all this has been shrouded in such secrecy for so long…I can’t help but wonder if it was to avoid the discovery that sentries are descended from humans, a shameful secret they wanted to keep hidden.”

      “I think you’re right, but honestly, I’ve never heard anything so stupid in all my life. This could have all been avoided if the Impartial Ministers had been a bit more open.”

      “It seems like a lot of unpleasant things could have been avoided if some of us had been a bit more open,” he remarked, nodding his head in the direction of Ruby and Ash.

      “Seriously?” I laughed. “And you don’t think that applies to you?”

      “Good point,” he grunted.

      I’d never known someone to struggle so much with honesty. It was almost like he thought the world would be turned upside down if he told the truth—that any kind of openness would make me turn away from him in disgust. I’d never known anyone like that before, and if it hadn’t been for Ash I would have wondered if it was a trait specific to sentries, but he had always seemed pretty upfront with Ruby. Which probably made her hiding GASP from him all the harder for him to take. As for the rest of them, the Impartial Ministers, Tejus, all the other ministers and Tejus’s father had pretty much operated in a shroud of secrecy that I doubted we’d ever be able to fully remove and get to the truth.

      “Tejus,” I asked after a moment, “why do you think your father risked taking the stone? I mean, I know he wanted Jenus to win the trials…but if he’d read that book, he would have had to be insane to risk it.”

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing, but I’m at a total loss.”

      We rode on in silence.

      “I doubt he hated you or your brothers that much,” I continued after a few moments. I assumed that Tejus would have thought that would be the only possible reason the emperor would have been so reckless and stupid.

      “I don’t know about that,” he replied calmly. “Perhaps he was just determined that the Hellswans would continue to rule—and he was right to doubt me. I became king for only a few days, and then handed the crown to Ash.”

      “He wasn’t to know that!” I corrected. “How could he?”

      I felt Tejus shrug. “He knew me. As much as I hate that fact, it’s true. Maybe he could see I wasn’t as power-hungry as Jenus, and wouldn’t hang on to the crown till the last, dying breath in my body. Jenus would.”

      “Do you think Ash will?” I asked.

      “I do.”

      I agreed with him.

      Ruby would have some difficult choices to make.
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* * *

      We trotted up the pathway to the palace gardens, gaining on Ash and Ruby till we were riding side by side. They were both silent, but the tension between them was gone—from the way Ruby was relaxing forward against Ash’s back, I presumed that the argument was over.

      Before we entered the clearing of the lawn, Julian ran toward us with Benedict in tow.

      “The Acolytes,” Julian panted, “they came—they’ve taken the kids.”

      I jumped off the bull-horse instantly, looking Benedict up and down to check he wasn’t hurt.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Benedict told us the story, his face pale and contorted with fury.

      “Why did you leave us?” he demanded when he’d finished. “That’s the second time something’s gone wrong—and now all the kids are missing, probably being locked up by Queen Trina so she can bathe in their blood or something equally sick and gross.”

      “I’m sorry, Benedict,” Ash muttered. “I thought that the danger would follow us, not the other way around.”

      “Yeah, well, you should have thought a bit harder. Obviously, they knew you’d be gone, so someone is telling them what we’re up to—or they’re watching us. Jenus wouldn’t have tried it otherwise.”

      “He’s right,” I replied, feeling sick. “This was premeditated. They must have known somehow.”

      We all started walking back toward the palace. Now that there was a chance we really were being watched, I couldn’t help glancing over at the dense thickets of trees that surrounded the gardens—seeing things that weren’t there, feeling the hairs on my neck prickle.

      “Get inside.” Ash hurried us along.

      “The threat might also be in the palace,” Tejus replied curtly. “I suggest we have a word with Lieutenant Ragnhild—he’s the likely suspect so far.”

      “Agreed,” Ash replied.

      Ruby gave a short, indignant snort—I recalled that she’d been the one to warn Ash about the lieutenant. Why didn’t he listen to her?

      “Yelena’s the only one they didn’t take,” Benedict announced, walking beside me. “She’s the only one I was able to get free.”

      “You went up against Jenus?” I replied, my voice semi-hysterical at the danger my brother had put himself in.

      “He was distracted by the villagers,” he mumbled. “And it was worth it—at least they didn’t take them all.”

      I put my arm around Benedict, so relieved that he was safe. If Tejus or Ash thought I’d be leaving him alone in the palace ever again, they were sorely mistaken. From now on, we’d be sticking together no matter what happened.

      “How is Yelena?” I asked. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s okay. I think she’s just a bit pissed off she got syphoned again, and she’s worried about the other kids. Jenney’s with her now—she got hurt as well. The Acolytes are powerful. Jenney says they syphon harder than other sentries. She’s had to borrow energy off two other ministers just to be back to normal, and to me, she still doesn’t look that great.”

      I nodded. It didn’t surprise me. If the book was right, then the Acolytes seemed to be linked to the entity—if they shared visions, then it wouldn’t surprise me if they could somehow tap into its energy as well now that it had risen, and all those animal sacrifices probably helped…

      Sacrifices.

      I stopped walking, a cold, sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “The kids—they’re a sacrifice!”

      Everyone turned around to look at me. Ruby’s face drained almost entirely of color, while Ash and Tejus looked at one another, both expressions contorted with rage.

      “What do you mean?” Benedict asked quietly. “They’re going to be killed? I thought that Jenus would just want them for their energy — like in the trials.”

      “We’ll get them before anything can happen,” I reassured him.

      I hope we can.

      “We will march on Queen Trina’s kingdom at dawn,” Ash stated.

      “That will be too late.”

      Both Ruby and I looked at him, imploring Ash to do something sooner—not only were the kids in grave danger, but so were the rest of us if the entity took their collective power.

      “They’re right,” Tejus agreed. “We should move out in a couple of hours.”

      “With what army?” Ash snapped. “We need a proper force, and most of our men are in the Memenion kingdom—we’ll only get one shot at this.”

      “I’ll send word out; they can join us as we travel.”

      Ash nodded reluctantly.

      “All right then. We depart in two hours.”

      We all hurried inside. Tejus went to speak with the guards to send messengers off to the rest of the kingdoms, and Ash disappeared with the ministers.

      “I’m coming this time, by the way,” Benedict announced stoutly.

      “You are,” I agreed.

      He looked surprised at how easily I’d given in, but there was no way I was leaving him on his own again. We would be stronger together, and somehow we would just have to survive this. With any luck, it would be the last hurdle we faced before freedom from Nevertide.

      “I need to go and speak to Abelle.” I turned to Ruby. “Make sure Julian and Benedict are ready?”

      “I will. But Hazel, be careful. It might not be the best idea.”

      I hadn’t had to mention why I wanted to see the herbal apothecary—Ruby had instantly guessed that I wanted to regain my powers for the fight ahead. It was risky to have them, I knew that, but it was riskier not to have them. And it was the only way I had a hope in hell of protecting Benedict and my friends.

      “I know, but I need to do this, Ruby.”

      She bit her bottom lip, her eyes concerned.

      “Trust me,” I replied. “It’s the only way.”

      I left them, going off in search of Abelle. I hoped that she would have something to reverse the effect of the potion—I wasn’t sure that I had time for it to wear off on its own. I quickly searched all the rooms on the upper mezzanine. When I found no trace of her, I tried the rooms downstairs, finally finding a large room where all the syphoned ministers, guards and villagers were recovering.

      I scanned the room, looking for Abelle, but could see no sign of her. I turned to one of the villagers who was propped up against the wall, looking tired and dazed, but not too badly injured.

      “Have you seen Abelle at all?” I asked.

      The woman thought about it for a few moments, and then nodded slowly.

      “I did,” she replied after a while, her voice drawling and soft. “I think she went to get more herbs from the garden…she’s been such a help.”

      “Thanks!” I darted back out of the room before the woman could reply, and made my way through to the kitchen and out onto the lawn through the busted wall.

      I peered out into the darkness, wondering where the sentry had gotten to. Impatience and frustration were starting to get the better of me, and I stalked out toward the surrounding forest.
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      Low mists wrapped themselves around the tree trunks, making it harder to see what might lie beyond. I was reluctant to travel too deeply into the forests. Their eerie silence still made me feel as if I was being watched, and the dark, unfathomable shapes created by twisting roots and rock formations made my body tense.

      I wondered if Abelle would have even bothered to go so far into the woods—what herbs would grow in the constant shade of the dense trees? But she was nowhere else. She had to be around here somewhere.

      “Abelle?” I called out into the night.

      No reply. I tried a couple more times, but felt like my voice was being drowned by the heavy clusters of trees and dank mists. The only other option I had was to try to use my faulty True Sight skills to see into the forest.

      I leaned against the trunk of a tree, closing my eyes briefly to calm myself and summon the energy I needed. I took a few deep breaths, determined to make this work, and reopened my eyes. Trying to follow Tejus’s instructions, I fixed my gaze way ahead in the distance—acting as if the shroud of the forest wasn’t really there, like a curtain I could part and reveal what lay behind it.

      It took a while. I could feel perspiration beading on my forehead, and my breaths becoming heavier and more labored as the mental energy took its toll. Even my eyes started to ache, growing dry and uncomfortable. Eventually I was rewarded with a slight wavering of the scene before me, and my sight extended to see past the first cluster of trees, then the second, and then on beyond that. The outlines of objects grew more blurry the further my sight reached, but still just about distinguishable.

      Slowly I started to move my head, taking in more of the forest.

      Where are you?

      I couldn’t see anything other than trees, rocks and thick clusters of undergrowth, none of it stirring. The complete absence of wildlife, and the strange trance-like state that using True Sight created, made me feel totally isolated, like I was the only person left alive in a dead world.

      Just when I was about to give up and return to the palace, I saw a movement out of the corner of my eye. Turning, I could see the blurry outlines of two figures. I still couldn’t see in color, which made it harder for me to make out who they were. I started to move closer, not wanting to call out just yet—there was something shifty about the way they were moving through the forest, slow and warily, as if they didn’t want to be seen.

      Trying not to make a sound, I reached a point where I could make out one of the figures—it was definitely Abelle, the large and slightly rotund silhouette was unmistakable. The second figure was just as tall as Abelle, and dressed in a black robe with the hood entirely covering the sentry’s face.

      Acolyte?

      They were the only sentries I knew who dressed that way…

      I moved even closer, straining to hear their conversation.

      “He’ll know!” Abelle was saying to the black hooded figure. “If I give her anymore, or make the dosage stronger, they’ll guess—one of the kitchen workers is already suspicious.”

      The hooded figure was silent, his concealed face turning toward Abelle as she seemed to tremble in fear.

      Are they talking about me?

      Abelle was meant to be helping all the Acolyte-syphoning victims, but as far as I was aware, I was the only one that Abelle was giving remedies to on a regular basis.

      “This isn’t a request, Abelle,” the cloaked figure replied. “If you don’t continue to weaken the girl, we will expose you—there will be no doubt as to what you truly are, and who you’ve been working for. I imagine Ashbik would be so very disappointed.”

      “Please don’t,” Abelle replied. “I’ve done all that you have asked so far—”

      “It is not enough!” the figure hissed.

      I now had no doubt whatsoever that the figure was an Acolyte, and presumably Abelle had been working for them all this time—right under our noses.

      “Fine! Fine…I will increase the dosage. They are leaving soon—I will slip something in her drink, something more potent.” Abelle hastened to reassure the Acolyte, clutching her robe around her as she started to slowly back away. Clearly she wanted out of the conversation, to be a million miles away from the cloaked figure.

      “Make sure you do,” the Acolyte replied. “This is a personal vendetta of Queen Trina’s—if anything were to go wrong, the consequences would be severe.”

      “What if Tejus questions me? What do I say?”

      “That is not my concern. Say anything you want. It is too late for them all anyway, the entity will rise and their end shall come.”

      “Then…then why am I doing this? What difference does it make?” Abelle trembled more obviously now, as if afraid of the wrath her questioning might elicit.

      There was a long pause before the Acolyte replied. When he did, it was not with anger, but instead a satisfied purr.

      “Queen Trina has particular plans for Hazel.”

      My heart seemed to stop beating as my name rolled off the Acolyte’s tongue.

      What plans?

      Whatever they were, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Backing away silently, I obscured myself behind a thick-trunked tree, no longer able to hear their conversation clearly. A few moments later, the Acolyte took his leave from Abelle.

      She hurried back in the direction of the lawn and the palace, moving swiftly for a woman of her size. I started to move toward her, intending to cut her off before she reached the palace.

      Pure fury rushed, unchecked, through the veins in my body. Abelle was a traitorous coward, deceiving Ash so completely that he thought of her as a mother-like figure, and fooling the rest of us into thinking she was a kind, saving grace when we needed help the most.

      Abelle halted mid-stride, hearing my approach. She glanced over in my direction, her face frozen in shock. I could see her wondering how much, if any, of the conversation I’d heard—not knowing whether to keep running, or stand and face me.

      I didn’t give her the opportunity to run.

      As soon as I was close enough, I let my hunger consume me, syphoning off Abelle as aggressively as I could. She yelled out in pain, clutching her head, and tried to reverse the effect. I gritted my teeth, knowing that my hunger was stronger—that my power was stronger. The more I sucked her energy, drinking thirstily of what she had to offer, the more she screamed.

      Her knees buckled beneath her, and she fell onto the forest floor. I closed the gap between us, grabbing her arm so that I could completely eradicate any energy that might remain. I couldn’t let her get away and return to the Acolytes—better that when I faced Queen Trina she thought I was weak and powerless.

      Soon she was a motionless heap, her breathing faint and labored.

      I felt sick.

      The image before me, Abelle’s crumpled body, reminded me of the nightmares I’d had when I first transformed into a sentry: helpless bodies lying at my feet while I felt all-powerful, bloated with their energy.

      Shaking the recollections of the visions away, I hurried back to the palace. I wouldn’t be able to move Abelle on my own—guards would be needed to lift her, and then we could lock her up somewhere, preventing her from having any further contact with the Acolytes.

      As I ran toward the kitchen, the first person I saw was Ruby. She watched me, looking surprised to see me running from the direction of the forest. She stopped what she was doing, stepping out into the garden.

      “What’s happened?” she asked.

      “Abelle…sh-she’s an Acolyte,” I panted, stopping short of entering the kitchen and lowering my head down to my knees to catch my breath.

      “What?”

      “I heard her in the forest. She was trying to weaken me with the potions—some personal vendetta of Queen Trina’s, apparently.”

      Ruby groaned.

      “Oh, God, this is all my fault…”

      “It’s not—not at all. How were we to know? I trusted her as well, so did Ash. We all did!”

      Regaining my breath, I stood upright, feeling Abelle’s energy starting to take effect. I felt good—unstoppable and ready for whatever lay ahead. I felt the last vestiges of the dulling effect from the potion start to weaken. About now I would usually be taking my second dose, which meant in a few hours, whatever Abelle had been feeding me would start to drain from my system...hopefully without any withdrawal affects.

      “I can’t believe this. Maybe she was the traitor who informed the Acolytes we’d be at the castle? It’s the last person I would have expected!”

      “I know,” I replied. “I had my misgivings about Ragnhild, but not her.”

      Ruby’s face fell, turning a shade whiter.

      “The villagers,” she murmured. “When we first saw them in that barn…do you think she was about to do something to them? Before we arrived?”

      I hadn’t even thought about that. I recalled how the villagers had been so afraid, all huddled in the one barn as if they’d been herded there…and Abelle appearing, as if from nowhere, totally unafraid. What had we stopped? Was it the sacrifice that the human children were now paying for?

      “It’s entirely possible,” I whispered.

      “Where is she now?” Ruby asked.

      “She’s back in the forest—she won’t be going anywhere for a while, but we need to get some guards to pick her up and lock her away somewhere safe. I don’t want her getting to Queen Trina.”

      “I’ll go and speak to them—and Ash will need to know. Wait here.”

      Ruby rushed off through the kitchen doors. I heaved a sigh of relief. I had started to feel the hunger rearing up when faced with Ruby’s potent energy, one hundred times more enticing than Abelle’s had been. I would need to be careful today, surrounded by Benedict and my friends as we marched to the Seraq kingdom. Very careful.
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      The messenger swooped down, landing on the lawn, and swiftly disembarked. His face looked grave.

      “What?” I asked impatiently. I had sent him and a few others off to inform the rest of the kingdoms of our plan, and that we would require their assistance. Most of the messengers had taken too long to return… It didn’t bode well.

      “I left them deliberating. Corithos has taken over the Hadalix kingdom, unlawfully, but his subjects aren’t voicing any objections. I’m afraid I have no firm answer for you.”

      I nodded, dismissing the messenger. Corithos was Hadalix’s son. I had known him as an unruly, spoiled brat who spent most of his time hunting for sport, and had never shown any interest in taking up his father’s throne. I could only hope that the boy had come to his senses, and that his father’s name wouldn’t be shamed in the forthcoming days.

      We had only moments before we were due to march on the Seraq kingdom, and I was still waiting to hear whether the Memenion and Thraxus kingdoms would be supporting us. The Demzred kingdom had replied instantly, but the messenger reported that their army was small—they had been hit badly by the earthquake, little of the castle surviving, and King Dellian Demzred, who had failed the first imperial trial by failing to kill his hallucination, was now on his death bed, having fought off an attack by his own mutinous villagers.

      “Have you heard from Queen Memenion?” Ash approached, his gaze fixed on the starlit night that would be rapidly approaching dawn.

      “Not yet.”

      Ash nodded bleakly. We both knew that Queen Memenion would be leading the strongest force, made up of not just her own sentries, but those from the Hellswan kingdom who had needed aid.

      “Has Abelle been secured?” I asked.

      “In one of the towers. There’s little we can do against the Acolytes if they choose to rescue her though. Do you think we should take her with us?”

      “I’m not sure. I thought so at first. But I doubt they’ll guess we’ve discovered her, and if this sacrifice is going ahead, then their attention will be diverted elsewhere. I think it’s safer to leave her here. Or kill her.”

      I knew which option I would have preferred.

      “We might need her for information,” Ash replied quickly—too quickly.

      I turned to look at him.

      “Ash?” I questioned, my rebuke silent.

      “I can’t, Tejus,” he replied quietly. “Not till I’ve had an opportunity to question her. I need to know how long it’s been going on for—how long she’s been betraying us all.”

      “Betraying you, you mean.”

      I tried to keep my temper in check. I understood what he was going through—I had experienced the same rush of conflicting emotions when Varga had been revealed as one of the Acolytes, but then Varga hadn’t directly harmed anyone I’d loved.

      “What if it was reversed?” I asked. “What if it was Ruby who had been taking that potion instead of Hazel?”

      Ash was silent.

      Grinding my teeth in agitation, I started to walk back to the palace. I needed to do something, anything, rather than let my anger at Ash overflow. Combined with my frustration on the lack of support we seemed to be getting from the rest of the kingdoms, my mood was tense and restless. I had already made up my mind as to the consequences Abelle would face if we survived the day—but Ash didn’t need to know that. I only hoped he could see the irony of him questioning me on my ability to end the life of Queen Trina when he was unwilling to do the same with Abelle.

      Hazel met me at the door. She jumped back a little at my approach, wrapping her arms around herself. She looked pale, and slightly jittery. Her eyes darted too quickly, surveying the landscape behind me, while seeming hyper-alert to my presence.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, wondering if she would tell me the truth.

      “Okay,” she replied, her voice high-pitched.

      “Hungry?”

      “No—I’m fine.”

      “If you can manage to syphon through the door, Abelle is locked in the west tower. You’ll need to be quick though, we’re leaving shortly.”

      She nodded her head, then quickly scurried up the main staircase without another word. She must have been starving. I hated seeing her like this—withdrawing from Abelle’s potion would have only made it worse. I cursed the vile woman under my breath. I should have trusted my instincts when it came to the apothecary.

      Ragnhild and another guard approached me, waiting for their orders. Ragnhild was another one I wasn’t sure I could trust…but other than the journey to the temple, where he’d lied to Ruby, I had no cause to doubt him. And time was short.

      “Ready the bull-horses and the vultures. All but the badly injured will accompany us—if there aren’t enough animals, some will have to walk until we can find more on the journey. Hazel rides alone. Only give the vultures to guards, not ministers—the emperor can have his choice of animal.”

      I reeled off the instructions, still deliberating whether or not we should wait for the messenger I sent to the Memenion kingdom to return, but what would be the point? With or without their support, we would be going ahead anyway.

      “Anything further, Commander?” Ragnhild asked.

      “No—that’s all for now. Meet me out front. I will be riding alongside Hazel.”

      The guards turned away.
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* * *

      We rode off in the darkness of the night, following the path that would eventually lead us to the main thoroughfare and then all the way to Queen Trina’s domain. The moon was high, sickly yellow in the star-studded sky, and seemed to be hovering over the Seraq kingdom—an ominous guide to light our way.

      “Did you hear from Queen Memenion?” Hazel asked, her voice barely above a whisper, as if she feared disturbing the dark around us.

      “No,” I replied. “I have not. I can only hope that the messenger has been detained for some reason, and that the queen has not abandoned us.”

      As we left the forest that surrounded the path to the palace, we entered flatter land. Some of the fires started by the earthquake had left parts of the earth still in glowing embers, other landmarks completely eradicated, making the landscape appear alien and strange to even the most seasoned travelers of the land.

      “Pick up the pace!” I called back to the rest of the riders, galloping on with urgency as I started to see the faint pinkish hue of the rising sun in the distance. I checked to see if Hazel was able to keep up, reassured when I saw her handling the bull-horse with ease—her eyes focused on the distance, her body moving in smooth motion with the rippling muscles of the beast beneath her.

      Her dark hair flew out behind her, her face pale but determined. Her fingers clutched the reins, spurring the bull-horse on. She had forgone wearing a robe, and instead wore her human clothes, though the night air must have been cool against her skin. I wondered if her choice of clothing was a symbolic act; that when she faced Queen Trina, it would be as a human—regardless of the powers she now had, regardless of her transformation.

      Watching her now, I could see she was a changed creature from the girl I had taken from Murckbeech Island. The girl who had stood in my living quarters, demanding that I told her what I was, deriding my actions and hating me with every fiber of her being for kidnapping her and her friends. She had been brave even then, but now her bravery and her courage had been tempered, like steel to flame.

      My heart ached with how much I loved her, but at the same time, pumped cold blood through my veins – the fear that she would come to harm haunted me constantly, driving my already inherent need to control everything completely out of perspective. My one comfort was in knowing that wherever our fates led us in the coming hours, my soul would always be entwined with hers. If my body and mind ceased to be, my love for Hazel would continue to be as sure as the setting of the sun and the rising of the dawn. That part of me, at least, would be immortal.

      She glanced over at me, her eyes bright and alive. She smiled.

      A clattering of hooves could be heard from a distance, fast approaching. As the sound grew louder, I saw a rider holding up a burning torch, its flames lighting up the darkness around him.

      “Commander Tejus!” the messenger cried, pulling his bull-horse to a stop in front of me. The creature reared up, almost knocking the sentry off. He regained his balance, turning to join us as we continued to ride.

      “The Memenion kingdom comes not far behind! They’re joining us—three hundred in all, guards and ministers mostly.”

      “Thank you,” I breathed, tension easing from my body as I heard the long-awaited news. “Ride ahead, light the way.”

      The messenger nodded, pride evident on his face as he kicked his bull-horse to the head of the line.

      “Did you hear that?” I called back to Ash, riding behind me.

      “I did,” he replied, and I could hear the grin in his voice. “I’ll pass the message on.”

      Soon I could hear cheers going up from the back of the line. We were no longer alone. I called again for the pace to pick up, and the answering cry and thunder of the herd sounded almost jubilant.

      Not long after, we were met by Queen Memenion’s army coming from the east. They carried banners high above their heads, the insignias of not only the Memenion kingdom, but Hellswan too. In the hazy light of the dawn, all were lit by a fiery red, the ground trembling as the bull-horses galloped toward us. Alongside the army, fanged beasts raced toward us, perhaps ten or twenty in total, their howls ripping through the air, their silken coats gleaming. My mouth parted in astonishment—these creatures hadn’t left the safety of their forests in years.

      “Emperor Ashbik, Commander Tejus!” Queen Memenion called out to us as she approached. “It’s a good day!”

      Our army came to a halt, and I smiled at the queen. I recognized her dead husband’s armor, as well as his weaponry sheathed at her back and waist. The fanged beasts ran amok around us, scaring the bull-horses till they whinnied and reared.

      “Are these your pets?” I asked with bemusement – wondering how on earth she managed to domesticate and train such deadly beasts as these.

      “They are now.” She whistled, calling them back to her. They retreated at her command, coming to stand protectively around her bull-horse. “They left the forests when the earthquakes started – out of fear and hunger they’re willing to be loyal. We shall see how long it lasts!”

      I recalled Queen Memenion always being a little eccentric – and her fearlessness had always impressed me.

      “Thank you for joining us,” I announced sincerely.

      “The pleasure is mine. Queen Trina is going to die today, and her blood will be spilled in my husband’s name.” Her eyes flashed with rage. I nodded, only capable of conceiving a fraction of her loss—not just her husband, but her beloved son, all to the clutches of the Seraq queen.

      Their army joined ours, and we rode onward still, fast approaching the palace. Once again, my thoughts drifted to what King Memenion had said to Ash—that I wouldn’t be able to kill Queen Trina when the time came. I had briefly considered that he might have been right, but now I knew differently. She would die so that Hazel could live, and she would die so that the sons and daughters of Nevertide who had been slain by her hand would not be lost in vain.
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      The air grew drier as we entered the Seraq kingdom. The morning sun was now blazing down on us, the palace in the distance appearing to ripple slightly in the heat.

      “Can you see if anyone’s there?” I asked Tejus, pulling out a water flask from my saddle and taking a much-needed gulp.

      “It looks abandoned,” he replied with a frown. “But it could just be a barrier that I can’t see through.”

      I was starting to feel edgy, like we were missing something. The stillness of the kingdom and the palace up ahead just didn’t feel right. Like everything here had been abandoned days ago.

      “We’ll ride to the top and disembark,” Tejus commented, pointing to the path that led to the exterior grounds of the palace.

      “Watch out for nymphs,” Ruby muttered.

      Tejus rode back down the line, dividing the army into two groups. The first group accompanied us, and the second fanned out to guard the palace while we went to investigate. When we reached the top, I wearily climbed down off the bull-horse. My hunger was starting to rage in the pit of my stomach, and it was taking all my energy to keep it contained. I hoped that Queen Trina and her Acolytes would be here—not just for the sake of the children, but selfishly, so I could have someone to feed off of. My legs felt like they were going to buckle as soon as my feet touched the ground. I’d forgotten what it was like to ride a horse for such a long time, and my thighs ached from the exertion.

      We entered the first courtyard on foot. I’d never seen Queen Trina’s kingdom up close, and was amazed to find that it was beautiful—extravagantly so. Ruby had mentioned the lavish quarters, but I had only half believed it until now. It was like her kingdom was a world away from what I’d seen so far in Nevertide, more like an illustration from Arabian Nights than a sentry fortress.

      Ash, Tejus and Queen Memenion used True Sight to see what lay within the walls. The other guards and ministers spread out around the courtyard, looking for any other soul that might still remain. One by one, they started to shake their heads, looking at one another in frustration and bafflement.

      “Nothing?” I asked, walking up to Tejus.

      “Nothing,” he confirmed. “I’m going to dispatch a group to go inside, but I can’t sense any barriers—I think it’s truly deserted.”

      Where the hell is she?

      “Help! HELP!” A cry shattered through the air, coming from the side of the courtyard that backed onto the cliff edge. Tejus and I ran forward, peering down through a columned arch to the ocean that lay below.

      On narrow steps, carved into the cliff face, Jenus was stumbling about. He did his best to press against the wall, but his feet fumbled, causing rubble to clatter down beneath him, dropping soundlessly into the ocean.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked Tejus. I couldn’t see why he was calling for help—there was no immediate danger other than his own idiocy. “Is he wounded or something?”

      “I don’t think so.” Tejus looked disdainfully down at his brother, who had now caught sight of us, waving his arms in the air.

      “PLEASE!” he cried. “Tejus, brother, help me!”

      “Oh, for God’s sake,” Tejus muttered, sighing in frustration. “What’s wrong?” he called down.

      “The wind! It’s fearsome here—I’m afraid I can’t hold on for much longer!”

      I looked doubtfully over to Tejus. It didn’t seem windy to me. At the end of the stone steps that Jenus had come from was a small viewpoint, decorated with potted plants and an outdoor bench. It hardly seemed perilous. Maybe Jenus had truly lost his mind.

      “Ugh, maybe we should help him.” I sighed. “He might know where Queen Trina is.”

      “Or send us on a wild chase when we’re already running out of time.”

      Good point.

      “Well, we can’t just leave him here, can we?” I asked, hopefully.

      “We can.” Tejus shrugged. Then he smirked in my direction. “How hungry are you?”

      “Famished.” I grinned.

      “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      “Be careful,” I warned, wondering if this was an elaborate trick of some kind…

      Tejus nodded, but he was already starting down the steps. He descended them with ease, and soon reached his brother.

      “Thank you! Oh, brother, thank you!” wailed Jenus.

      Geez…overkill much?

      With a huff of irritation, Tejus grabbed hold of his brother’s arm, hauling him up the rest of the way. Rather than help Tejus, Jenus went limp, making the process ten times harder for his rescuer. I rolled my eyes. This farce was the limit—we were wasting time.

      I stood back as Tejus appeared in the archway, flinging his brother’s body to the floor.

      “Where is she?” Tejus demanded, looming over a shaking Jenus.

      “Where’s who?”

      Jenus started to cringe away from his brother, as he noticed Tejus’s icy glare.

      “You know who! Queen Trina. Where is she? Where are the children?”

      “If I tell you, will you take me away from here? Please, Tejus, I implore you. The queen—she is capable of great evil! Don’t leave me with her! She has manipulated me—possessed me, encouraged me to commit sin upon sin!”

      I eyed Jenus with disgust. I was convinced that he was lying, and trying to bargain with us when the kids’ lives hung in the balance made me despise him more than I thought possible. I didn’t believe Queen Trina would ask him to do anything that he wouldn’t happily do with a smile on his face.

      “Where ARE they?” Tejus roared.

      “A promise that I will be protected, and then I shall tell you!” Jenus beseeched him, spittle forming at the edges of his mouth.

      Ash and Queen Memenion came closer. I had hardly been aware of the group that had formed around us, but they all stood watching the wretched creature on the floor as he wriggled like a worm on the edge of a hook.

      Tejus looked at Ash, who nodded, looking at Jenus with the same disdain and hate that the rest of us were.

      “Fine. You will come with us, and have our word that you can join us at the summer palace.” Tejus barked out the promise.

      “That you will protect me. Promise that you will protect me!” Jenus cried.

      “Fine, you have our protection.”

      Jenus sighed, closing his eyes briefly. I swore if I saw a hint of a smirk across the sentry’s face I would smack it right off him, but he remained earnest, staggering to his feet with a grateful expression.

      “The cove—she’s at the cove with the rest of the Acolytes. If we hurry, we can still save the children.”

      Tejus turned to the guard nearest him. “Tie him to one of the horses. Tightly. We need to leave immediately.”

      Three guards moved toward Jenus. As we walked back to the waiting army, I heard Jenus’s wild screams. “I don’t want to be tied up! Release me!”

      I had no idea if they were genuine or not, but either way, he was getting what he deserved. I would be riding next to him as we made our way back to the cove, finally satisfying my hunger.

      “What do we do now?” I asked Tejus. “I’m worried that we’re not going to make it in time.”

      “We just have to hope that we will. We should fly though. It means dividing us, but we’ll have to risk it. Hopefully we’ll be able to create a diversion at least.”

      “Agreed,” Ash replied from behind me. “We won’t make it there on time if we don’t hurry.”

      I ran to keep up with Tejus. His long strides and haste to get to the cove outstrode my much shorter legs…and, increasingly, my complete lack of energy.

      “Tejus, I can’t fly with anyone. I’m too hungry.”

      “I know, it’s all right,” he replied, momentarily slowing down. “You can fly solo—I’ll control your bird like last time. Take some of Jenus’s energy before we depart. He’s not going to be of any further use otherwise.”

      I nodded, heading back in the direction of the guards.

      It was feeding time.
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      I paced up and down the chamber, waiting for Mona, Nuriya and my father to return. They had been discussing the stones with some elder jinn in The Dunes whom Nuriya had a decent relationship with—we were hoping they might know what creatures were contained in the stones. Corrine, my mother, Ben and I were due for a meeting with the fae elders once my father returned to join us. We would be asking them the same questions, in the hope that at least one of them had some recollection or knowledge of what creature was considered so deadly that it had to be locked in a stone for all eternity.

      All of the delays that had taken place since I’d received the phone call from Caleb to stop opening the portal had made me more and more anxious. If the threat was that bad, then each day that we left the kids alone would put them in more danger. What if we were too late?

      Don’t think like that! I chided myself. There was no point expecting the worst. I just had to trust that the kids knew how to survive—against the odds.

      “Your father’s on his way.” Caleb entered the chamber, looking stressed.

      “And Sherus?”

      “He’s brought some of the elder members of his council to join us. Apparently, none of the other kings recall the stones—they had completely forgotten that the star existed at all.”

      “They forgot they put fae on a star to wither away to nothing?”

      “Tell me about it,” Caleb muttered.

      As much as I felt for the plight of the Shadowed, I wished we hadn’t brought it to Sherus’s attention. We’d be in the blocked-off dimension by now, trying to find the kids.

      Nuriya entered the room, looking as harassed as Caleb did. Nuriya’s regal stance had dropped slightly—the jinni looked tired and defeated.

      “They know nothing.” She shook her head in irritation. “Absolutely nothing. At first I thought they were being deliberately obtuse, but we questioned them for hours. Not a soul knows any more than I did—just that the star exists, and the creatures trapped within the stones are dangerous.”

      “That’s more than most of the fae knew,” Caleb retorted.

      “Where’s Mona?” I asked, noticing the absence of the witch.

      “She’s gone to check on the portal. She will return in a while,” Nuriya replied, turning toward the door as my father appeared, his face stern and his blue eyes wary.

      “The fae elders will be here shortly. Sherus and Lidera are bringing them here.”

      I nodded—hopefully we would know something soon.

      “I’ll take my leave,” Nuriya announced. “I’m not overly fond of fae.”

      I looked at my dad. That wasn’t a good idea. I wanted the queen to hear what they had to say—hopefully it might jog some of her memories, maybe she might be able to recall more of what her grandfather said to her.

      “Please, Nuriya, stay. We’re still in need of your counsel. You understand the ways of the fae better than we do,” my father requested.

      “I do not understand the ways of the fae.” The jinni sighed, looking at me and then back to my father. “But I see that you probably do need me. The fae are tricky creatures.”

      I smiled with relief.

      A moment later, Sherus and his sister entered, followed by four other fae, instantly recognizable as the elders. Their faces looked like bark, cracked, wrinkled and rosy, as if they’d spent ten lifetimes in the wind and sunshine. I wondered how old they actually were, but figured it would be impolite to ask. Corrine appeared behind them, keeping her distance from the elders as she came to stand next to me.

      “These are the elders,” Sherus announced, “the oldest generation of fae.”

      He bowed low as they came into the room, and we all did the same—it seemed appropriate faced with such ancient men.

      “Well met, creatures of The Shade,” muttered one of the elders, his voice raspy and quiet.

      “Elders, we have asked you here to discuss the stones—the stones which are guarded by the Shadowed, one of which recently emerged from a portal in the ocean. We wish to understand more about them and what they contain,” my dad said respectfully.

      The elders nodded, contemplating my father’s request. After a long pause, one of them replied.

      “We don’t know what creatures are held within the stones. It is something that was never shared with us or our forefathers, those who sent the Shadowed to guard them.”

      Sherus looked as surprised as the rest of us.

      “I don’t understand,” the fae king probed. “Why would they guard something they knew nothing of?”

      “It was in exchange for a gift,” another elder intoned.

      “A gift from the jinn tribe that trapped the creatures in the first place,” another elder replied.

      “Which jinn tribe?” Nuriya asked.

      “One long before your time, daughter of the Nasiris.”

      “What was the gift?” Sherus asked.

      The elders all smiled at their king.

      “The waters of immortalitatem,” they replied simultaneously.

      Sherus nodded, understanding what the elders meant, but none of us did.

      “The immortal waters, as they are now known, are a way of preserving life,” Sherus explained to us. “Few of the fae wish to use it—we live many years as it is. It is considered sacred…I did not realize it was a gift from the jinn.”

      The elders nodded. I looked at Nuriya, who glanced back at me in confusion. Clearly she’d never heard of these waters either.

      “It is strange that I have not heard of this,” the jinni replied slowly, looking at the elders with mistrust.

      “It is a magic now lost to your people, I believe. The tribe that bestowed us with the gift died out long ago—they did not use the waters either, having no need to prolong their existence. Only one is reputed to remain alive…but she has not been seen for over a millennium.”

      It was a lot to take in. Aside from the bizarre revelations that the elders were providing us with, it still didn’t seem to be getting us any closer to understanding what was in these stones. The only lead would be the long-lost jinni—but if she hadn’t been seen in so long, what would be our chances of finding her in a matter of hours?

      My dad was clearly thinking along the same lines as I was, as in the next moment he changed his line of questioning.

      “We were thinking of opening the stones, in a controlled environment,” he announced. “Enabling us to understand what they contain, as well as what our chances might be against them if this dimension is revealed to be populated by these mysterious creatures.”

      “It is sheer madness!” Sherus replied, clearly still convinced that we should leave the portal shut for all time.

      “It is risky,” one of the elders replied. “I would show more caution than that.”

      I sighed inwardly. It seemed baffling to me that the fae didn’t want to get to the bottom of this mystery. They had been guarding these creatures for all time. Didn’t they want to know what they were?

      My cellphone started buzzing. Making my apologies, I left the room. It was Mona, and I answered it immediately.

      “Any news?” I asked.

      “The portal’s moving…” Her voice came in ragged breaths. “You need to get down here… All of you.”

      With that, Mona hung up.

      I ran back into the room, my heart in my mouth as I announced the news to the group.

      “We need to go—now,” my father said.

      “What?” Sherus bellowed.

      “It can’t open without us there!” my father replied impatiently. “There’s more danger that way—we don’t know what’s opening it.” My father turned to me, his eyes determined. “We need to gather everyone. You, Rose, fetch Kiev and his siblings, Brock, Vivienne and Xavier, Shayla and Eli—tell them to come at once. Get the rest of the parents together – Claudia, Yuri, Ashley and Landis. I know they’ll want to be there for this – but tell Claudia to keep her temper reigned in. Caleb, make sure Ibrahim and Arwen are on their way, I had asked them to meet us here after the meeting. Then speak to the werewolves, let’s take three—Micah, Kira, and Bastien. And we might need dragons—talk to Jeriad, Ridan and Azaiah, and whoever else they wish to bring. The more of us the better. I will fetch River, Grace and Lawrence. Corrine, ask the witches for help—there are plenty who will need to be vanished to the island.”

      We all nodded, moving from the room as swiftly as we could. Before I left I turned to look at my husband in relief. We’re finally doing it. He returned a small smile, but his eyes were troubled. His look was a reminder that we still had a long way to go till our children were safe—this was just the beginning.
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      The vulture soared across the sky, and I felt sicker and sicker with every passing second as we approached the cove. I had fought with Hazel to be allowed to come, and eventually Tejus had intervened on my behalf, saying that I was safest with them, and not riding with the others. She had eventually relented, letting me fly on the back of Tejus’s vulture. I was glad—he rode at the front of the line, faster and more furious than the others. I had to hang on tightly to his robe not to be swept off.

      “Are you all right, Benedict?” Tejus turned around, checking I was gripping on.

      “I’m fine!” I yelled over the rushing wind.

      “She has no power over you—neither does the entity, not anymore. Do you understand?”

      He had obviously sensed my fear, but I was grateful for it. I needed to hear those words—I needed to remind myself that I wasn’t at their mercy any more, and I was damned if I was going to let Queen Trina and the entity manipulate a bunch of kids the way they’d done to me.

      “I understand.” I nodded, my heart fluttering with anxiety anyway. I still wasn’t looking forward to coming face to face with the queen again, let alone the entity if he managed to rise.

      Tejus nodded, turning his attention back to the vulture. I could see the cove appearing in the distance—it was partially blocked by swirls of mist that hung low over the ocean, but I recognized the horseshoe shape of it and the dark forests that surrounded the rocks, leading back all the way to Hellswan castle.

      “Don’t let anything happen to my sister,” I announced suddenly. I needed to say it just in case.

      “Never,” he replied.

      I believed him. As long as Tejus lived, my sister wouldn’t come to harm—he would protect her with every last breath in his body.

      “We’re close. I’m going to land behind the cove. We can follow the path up, and that will lead us to the temple.” He pointed at the small one-man track, nothing more than a sand-covered gap in the rocks, that wound its way down to the cove.

      “Why are we not landing on the beach?” I asked, confused.

      “I want the element of surprise. I suspect Jenus was left at the palace to direct us here, so we need to be cautious.”

      That made sense. It also delayed our arrival at the cove, and suddenly I wanted that more than anything—my heart rate was spiking, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I desperately wanted to be brave, to be as courageous as Tejus and Ash, but I was terrified.

      Tejus swooped down silently, the bird shooting through the air like an arrow.

      We landed on a small clearing that led down to the path. The rest of the birds landed, and we all disembarked in total silence. Ruby and Ash had shared a bird, and they walked toward Tejus with questioning eyes. In whispers, he filled them in on the plan—we were to go single file up the path, fanning out when we reached the cove, keeping them trapped until the rest of the army arrived.

      I reached out and squeezed Hazel’s hand. She squeezed it back, then released me quickly—I’d forgotten about her hunger.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      She smiled. “I’ll get it under control soon, don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      She was quiet for a few moments, smiling into my eyes. She looked like Mom in that moment, and for the first time I could really see the resemblance between them. I’d never truly noticed it before. Maybe it was because Hazel seemed a bit older to me now. I felt we were much closer than we ever had been. How could it be any different? We’d been through so much.

      “I don’t want you to be here. I want you to be miles from here,” she whispered.

      “Tough. I’m sticking it out.”

      “You’re stubborn.”

      “So are you.”

      My grin faded as Tejus beckoned to us—it was time to get moving.

      “I love you,” Hazel reminded me.

      “I know. I love you too.”

      I let her lead the way, and we walked swiftly over to the start of the path. Tejus looked at Hazel, his expression unreadable. Then he turned without saying a word, moving silently between the rocks.

      The walk down to the cove was a short one. It got wider as we progressed, and soon I could hear noises up ahead. I almost came to a standstill as I recognized the low, melodic chanting. It was the Acolytes. The words, running together as one low drone, were barely distinguishable, but I had heard that sound night after night in my dreams, echoes of it haunting every waking hour. I felt nausea rise up inside me, and the acidic burn of bile at the back of my throat.

      The sentry guard in front of me moved out from the pathway to stand along the back of the short cliff face, and I got my first full glimpse of the cove.

      The Acolytes, about thirty in all, were kneeling at the shore, all chanting in the low drone I’d heard from the path. Queen Trina stood in front of them, standing at the edge of the shoreline, arms outstretched, facing the ocean with her back to us.

      Hanging in the air above her, further out toward the sea, black rags were suspended in the wind. I watched as they fluttered from side to side — tossed about as the breeze whipped around the walls of the cove and then back again. I squinted, trying to work out what they were. My stomach lurched.

      The kids.

      The black shapes were children —  hanging like rag-dolls in the air, heads bent down to their chests, their arms and legs swaying limply to and fro. They hung in a perfect circle over the water, the formation turning slowly as the ocean roared beneath them.

      “They’re above the portal—she’s trying to open it,” Tejus muttered.

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than the earth started to tremble. The temple, down in the landslide in front of us, cracked, its stone entrance falling with an almighty crash. I thought the Acolytes might turn around, but they stayed in their trance-like state, droning on. The rocks of the pathway we’d just left started to collapse in on one another, making the gap smaller – if it fell any further we’d be trapped.

      Behind the kids, I could see more rips starting to appear in the sky—jagged tears that exposed more of the night’s sky, like an endless abyss waited for us on the other side of this dimension.

      “We need to stop them. What do you suggest, Tejus?” Ash turned to his commander.

      Tejus was silent, looking out to the ocean where the water was being whipped into a frenzy, his face pale. I could see my own fear reflected in his eyes – that we had come too late, that Queen Trina had succeeded in raising the entity.

      That we didn’t have a hope in Nevertide of getting out of this thing alive.
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      The tar was burping and bubbling, the gap that let in chinks of daylight gradually widening till the tar was drawn back completely, and the bluish, swirling mists of the portal floated upward—the wisps of the portal’s tunnel mingling with the choppy waves.

      “Do we have any idea who’s opening it?” I asked Mona.

      She shook her head. “No, which is what I’m worried about.”

      Maybe it’s one of the kids. Maybe they’d managed to find a witch or jinni to help them on the other side.

      “We should still take the advantage,” my father replied. “If there is a threat then we need to contain it…and I want to see my grandchildren.” My mother nodded, her green eyes anxious but resolute.

      “Do we have any idea if the power opening it is a benevolent one? Or is this dark magic?” Sherus asked, still uneasy about GASP’s decision to explore the portal.

      “I don’t know that either,” Mona replied. “The only way we’ll know is by getting to the other side. The one thing I can tell you is that the magic is powerful…and it feels old.”

      “I don’t like this,” Sherus muttered.

      “You’re not the only one,” Nuriya muttered. “But what choice do we have? This is family.”

      Lidera looked sideways at her brother. “Sherus. If whatever is on the other side of this portal is a threat to the fae, then we need to investigate. Our people are relying on us. We can’t let them down.”

      Sherus didn’t reply, but with a small nod of his head he acknowledged his sister’s words.

      “Are we ready?” my father asked, glancing around him one last time at the members of GASP who were assembled. It was a huge operation: Caleb and I, my mom, Ashley and Landis, Claudia and Yuri all standing closest to the portal, with the witches, jinn, fae, werewolves and other vampires closely behind. The dragons hovered above the portal, waiting for my father to give the signal to go down. We all nodded.

      My father went first, followed by my mother, Mona, Kiev and then Caleb and I.

      The blue mists spun around us, fast, blocking the light that I had seen emanating from the dimension we were traveling to. The portal started to get darker—the blue mists turned a dark navy, and then a charcoal black…

      “What’s happening?” I called out, hoping Mona could hear me.

      I started to hear the sound of ragged breathing. At first I thought it was coming from me, that I was starting to get frightened, but then I realized it seemed to be coming from inside my head, then all around me, till I was hardly aware of anything apart from the deep, laborious sounds of breath.

      What is that?

      The walls of the portal started to shake. I felt Caleb’s hand grab mine. Something was horribly wrong.

      In the next moment, I heard a voice. As clear as day, as if, like the breathing, it was coming from inside my own head.

      Welcome, the voice whispered, cloying and soft. I have waited an eternity for this day to arrive. That you will be here to witness my rise, foolish fae king, means more to me than you could possibly know…

      I tried to spin around in the weightless mist, seeking Sherus out, but he was nowhere to be seen—there were too many of us hurtling down the portal. What I did understand, from the flickers of the shocked faces of GASP, was that the voice had not just been in my own head…everyone else had heard it too.

      Fool king, you have brought your own visions to life. Soon my imprisoned children will be released, in this dimension, in your dimension, and on Earth. We will reign with terror you don’t yet comprehend, with the ruthlessness of the darkest souls, the glory of what is most corrupt. Prepare for anarchy, for bloodshed, for the tears of your children, your children’s children and every generation of the fae until your species is eradicated from the annals of time.

      The voice faded away; the portal lightened back to the bluish swirls and stopped shaking. I looked around me wildly, this time searching for my father. His hand was clasped tightly to my mother’s, and when our eyes met, his flashed in a silent warning. He was unnerved—but it wasn’t going to stop him reaching the other side of the portal. He wouldn’t turn back. Novaks never did.
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      As the earthquake continued to rip and shudder through Nevertide, we stood against the wall of the cliff, all eyes on Tejus as we waited for his command.

      “They’re opening the portal using the children—we need to break the focus of the Acolytes. Ragnhild, take the guards and attack them from behind. Do whatever you deem necessary to break their trance.”

      Ragnhild nodded solemnly, removing his broadsword from its sheath. Tejus turned to the ministers, who were staring wide-eyed at the children slowly circling the ocean.

      “Catch the children when they fall—they’ve been drained completely, if they fall into the water they won’t come out alive.”

      “We risk being seen by Queen Trina,” one of them mumbled, and I frowned briefly at the typical lack of ministerial courage, or willingness to take any kind of action that might endanger themselves. Obviously, the queen was dangerous, but the whole of Nevertide was at stake here!

      “Leave Queen Trina to me,” Tejus replied curtly.

      “Shouldn’t we wait for the rest of the army?” the minister asked again, then quailed under both Tejus’s and Ash’s glares.

      “We don’t have time,” Tejus snapped. “The rest of you, guard the periphery of the cove; I don’t want any of the Acolytes escaping.”

      I glanced over at Ruby, taking a deep breath. Her blue eyes calmly met mine, reminding me of the day I had seen her in the trial arena, when I’d thought she was already safe at home. Maybe today we’d get that chance again. We were ready.

      She took Benedict’s hand, and we fanned out slowly, careful not to make a sound, surrounding the cove. I prepared myself mentally for my own task, one that Tejus wouldn’t be pleased with, but I would do anyway. If any of the Acolytes managed to escape, I wanted to be ready to throw out a protective barrier toward Ruby and Benedict, stopping them from coming to any harm. They were my priority. Julian would be arriving with the second wave of the army, and I was grateful—he’d be in less danger that way.

      I turned my attention to Tejus. He and Ash stood at the front of an arrow-shaped formation of guards and ministers, ready to attack. Tejus was crouched low, waiting to hurl himself forward when the time was right. He reminded me of a black panther, coiled before leaping to attack its prey. His face was set in a snarl, his gaunt, rugged looks making him appear dark and deadly—once again reminding me of a creature more animal than man.

      Ash and Tejus lunged forward, running toward the chanting Acolytes, leading their men. Tejus drew a sword from his back, lifting it up in the air and then bringing it down with a single, elegant swipe. It sliced through the neck of the nearest Acolyte, sending his head flying in an arc through the gray sky.

      The fight had begun.

      The chanting was replaced by screams. The Acolytes, with deadly speed, jumped up from their positions and turned to attack the oncoming army. Tejus fought his way past another Acolyte; neither side having much time to syphon, they were relying mostly on the weaponry they had. I’d mistakenly believed that the Acolytes weren’t armed—instead, each drew out long daggers from their forearms that had been concealed by the sleeves of their robes. Wielding one in each hand, they launched themselves at the Hellswan guards.

      The fight was bloody. The war cries and the high-pitched howls of the injured pierced the air, merging with the ferocious roar of the ocean—and then the throaty laughter of Queen Trina.

      Tejus fought off another Acolyte who had attacked him from behind, and ran toward the queen.

      She held out her arms to Tejus, almost as if she wanted to embrace him. I watched as he stumbled, almost dropping his sword as the pain of her syphoning tore at him. She continued to laugh, her eyes shining brightly, the dark mane of her hair whipping upward with the wind, making her look more like a vengeful god than a mad queen.

      “You’re too late, Tejus!” she cried. “It is done! He will rise—he will rise and end you all!”

      Tejus staggered forward, not willing to give in, no matter how excruciating the pain.

      “You could have basked in this glory, Tejus – if only you had loved me!” She screeched at him this time, her jubilant mood swiftly being replaced with one of spite and hatred.

      Ignoring her cries, he held his sword aloft, determined that it would meet its target. Even from this distance, I could see his face paling and hear his groans of effort as he rose time and time again. Each time she syphoned harder, knocking him back down on his knees.

      I can’t watch this.

      I took one last look at Benedict and Ruby and then crept around the side of the cove, keeping out of Queen Trina’s sight. There must be something I could do to help weaken her. If she carried on like this, Tejus wasn’t going to make it. I could almost feel the power emanating from her as I approached—she must have been taking her energy from the entity, or the children. I’d never been able to sense another sentry’s power before. The hunger leapt up inside me. My mouth started to water, my stomach knotting itself. Now I didn’t seem to be moving of my own accord, but instead driven by a much more base, primal need to devour the power and energy contained within Queen Trina. It was a heady sensation, and I could feel my own power raging inside of me, desperate to be set free.

      I was behind Queen Trina in a moment, standing between her and the children, the sea lapping up against my feet. In the distance, the rest of the army had arrived, guards and villagers clambering down the cliff edge and the fallen rock to join the battle still raging with the Acolytes.

      What now?

      I couldn’t wait for them. Behind the billowing navy-blue robes of the queen, Tejus staggered to his feet. His teeth were clenched and bared as he fought against her will with everything he had left.

      “Today,” Tejus panted heavily, “today you will meet the unhallowed creature that made you.”

      She laughed again, raising her arms higher and sending Tejus crashing back down on his knees.

      No!

      Instinctively, I took another step forward, willing to do whatever it took to stop her. My fingers rested lightly against the hilt of my dagger, and I prayed for the courage to do what had to be done.

      “Do you think you can harm me, vile human?”

      She spun around to face me. I could tell by her malevolent, victorious smile that she had known I was approaching. She smiled broadly, as if it was all some great joke to her, as if I was nothing but a small inconvenience that would be easily disposed of.

      “You don’t have the power,” she continued, almost pityingly.

      She stepped toward me, closing the gap between us — close enough that I could smell her fragrant breath on my face and the overwhelming frankincense of her perfume.

      “But I’m glad that you have come to try, little one.” She reached out and ran her thumb down my cheek. I recoiled at her touch. “I would have hated it if someone had ended you, other than—”

      She went silent, her expression changing from malice to confusion.

      I had let my hunger flow freely, latching on to her dark energy – drinking deeply the bitter, putrid taste of the atoms and molecules that made Queen Trina the twisted being that she was.

      “How?” she whispered, feeling me syphon off her.

      “You know how,” I replied with a smile.

      I watched her face twist with hatred as clarity dawned on her; Tejus had given himself to me, had connected us — mind, body and soul. The vehemence of her emotion was instant and brutal.

      “He belonged to me!” she screeched, the cry tearing from her throat.

      “He didn’t want you,” I replied calmly.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she spat, then tried to regain her dead smile, “you will never get the better of me, Tejus will never defeat me!”

      She stumbled on the last word, falling toward me – her mouth open in silent horror as she realized what I’d done.

      I swallowed, pressing the hilt of the dagger deeper, and then upward to pierce her heart. It had slid in so easily, I almost thought that I’d stabbed thin air.

      “You…” she breathed. “How could…”

      I released the handle. Taking a step backward, I watched as her hands reached around to cover the hilt, touching it as if she could hardly believe that it was there.

      “You underestimated me,” I whispered softly in her ear.

      I gazed at Queen Trina’s impossibly beautiful face. A small trickle of blood appeared at the corner of her mouth and ran down to her chin. Her eyes, still boring into mine, became glassy. The contorted expressions I had seen her exhibit, from rage to fear, jealousy, lust and vengeance, left her. Her face softened, and I thought perhaps, for just a moment, I was seeing a glimpse of the Queen Trina from long ago—maybe the girl she had been before all of this.

      I took a shuddering breath, and my trembling hand reached out again, closing around the hilt as I yanked out the blade. The queen’s eyes widened for a second, and then she fell – tumbling to the ground, black tar spilling from the wound where blood should have been.

      “Hazel!” Tejus cried, staggering toward me.

      Before I had time to react, I was wrapped in his fierce embrace, his mother’s dagger falling from my hand. I couldn’t continue to touch it in that moment. I closed my eyes against Tejus’s chest. My hunger fled, to be replaced with a painful tightening of my chest as I held back sobs of shock and relief.

      She was dead. She couldn’t harm me or anyone I loved again.

      From the comfort of Tejus’s arms I heard the ministers dragging the children from the sea, followed by the reassuring sounds of coughing and crying—they were alive!

      I broke away from him, turning toward the ocean.

      Presumably, with Queen Trina and the Acolytes stopped, the barrier would now be destroyed…and the portal open.

      I looked up at Tejus.

      Do we leave?
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      Benedict and I ran toward the ocean. We helped the ministers drag the children out, my heart leaping in my chest as I saw they were all alive. The second wave of the army had just arrived, and I glanced over – back to the passage to see Julian hurrying toward us. He grinned broadly, and I returned the smile. It probably wasn’t the time for celebration yet, but this one victory over the Acolytes and Queen Trina made me want to yell and whoop with joy. The children had survived against all odds.

      Leaning over one of the young boys, who was moaning incoherently, I looked up, distracted by a huge burst of light that was coming from the water.

      The portal.

      It was open.

      Julian and Benedict saw it at the same time. They both turned to me, their expressions half-hopeful, half-afraid.

      Can we just leave?

      I turned back to look at the far end of the cove. Ash was bloodied, with his cloak torn, chaining up a few of the Acolytes that they had kept alive. I wasn’t ready to make a choice. I knew that Ash wouldn’t come with me—not now, not when he had the entirety of Nevertide to piece back together again.

      My gaze shifted to Hazel, staring at the light, standing next to Tejus.

      “What do we do?” Benedict called to me over the noise of the waves.

      “I don’t know!” I replied, my voice sounding desperate.

      Suddenly, my body lurched forward. The ground had started to tremble. The Viking remains that littered the cove began to vibrate, cracks appearing in the cliff face and the cries of the army rising up behind me.

      “Everybody LEAVE!” Ash bellowed.

      I wanted to move, but I felt like my feet had frozen to the shaking ground. The portal was only a yard or two ahead. We could leave Nevertide. Wasn’t that what we’d always wanted?

      How can I leave Ash?

      I couldn’t. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. Even if we were to return with GASP, I would have abandoned him when he needed me the most.

      “The sea!” Benedict yelled, staggering backward.

      I watched, open-mouthed, as a humongous wave built, dragging the water backward from the shore. It grew higher and higher, far over the cliffs of the cove, so high it would have reached the tower peaks of Hellswan castle.

      “RUN!” Julian cried.

      He picked up the human boy at my feet, flinging him over his shoulder. He grabbed my arm, dragging me backward.

      “Wait!” I cried, suddenly aware that the wave had stopped moving. In fact, everything had stopped moving. I could no longer hear the sounds of the ocean, or the rumbling of the earth. The sentries behind us were silent too—their run toward the path had stopped as they turned to face the frozen wave.

      I looked down at the exposed sea bed. Beyond the cracked shells, tangled seaweed and the spiny bones of dead fish, I saw stones. Millions of them.

      “Th-th-the stones,” I stuttered at Julian, “look at the stones…”

      “Are they—?” he breathed.

      “I think so,” I replied, mystified.

      As we watched, the stones started to glow. They changed from dull grayness to the radiant, multicolored creations that had danced in the locks of the entity. Their colors entwined with the bright blaze of the open portal till the entire ocean seemed lit with a luminous, shining light.

      “What does this mean?” Benedict asked quietly.

      “I don’t—”

      I stopped speaking as a sharp crack came from the stones. A second later came another.

      “They’re opening!”

      Something is coming.

      “Hazel, what do we do?” I screamed in her direction. Do we try to make it to the portal, for Benedict and Julian’s sake? There were thousands upon thousands of stones to cross before we reached it. Could we risk it?

      “Get back to the palace, NOW!” Tejus roared. The intervals between the cracking of the stones was starting to decrease—more were opening.

      I turned to look in Hazel’s direction; I wasn’t willing to make a decision that would affect all of us without her. We had to end this together, that had been the plan. She met my gaze. After a split-second pause she nodded, swiftly. We needed to leave. Now.

      “Back to the palace,” I reiterated to the boys.

      “Okay,” Julian replied.

      “Benedict?” I asked.

      “Okay,” he replied, glancing at the portal one last time before he turned on his heel, stumbling back toward the departing army.

      Ash was waiting for me at the entrance to the path. His hand clasped around my wrist, tightly, without letting me break my stride. Together we ran from the cove.
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      Whizzing through the portal’s exit, I landed on a hard, stony surface. I leapt to my feet immediately and looked to see if the rest of my family and the GASP team were through all right. Sofia had landed nearby, and my daughter, son and their partners were only a few yards away.

      “What is this place?” my wife breathed.

      I had been momentarily distracted by the sounds of a large group of…humans? Supernaturals? I didn’t know, but they were heading off in the distance. I could hear the distinct clatter of horses’ hooves, and up ahead in the distance, huge birds in flight.

      Sofia’s voice brought me back to our immediate surroundings. I looked down at the ground we had landed on, noticing with unease that we seemed to be standing on millions of stones—the same stone that Rose and her team had seen appear out of the portal, containing the soul of our unknown enemy. Further up the shore line, I could see the remains of shipwrecks, looking vaguely like Viking artifacts…was that a longboat I could see?

      “Derek, look.” Sofia yanked at my sleeve. She was looking in the direction of the portal, her gaze fixed on an absolutely gigantic wave—frozen behind us.

      “Everyone, toward the cove!” I yelled out the order, dragging Sofia back with me. I didn’t know how long the wave would be suspended like that. If it came crashing down, we’d be dragged out with the tide.

      En masse, we hurried to the back of the cove—the only way out was a small pathway between the rocks that looked like it had recently collapsed in on itself. There was still just enough space to get through, but if it sustained more damage we’d be trapped.

      “Oh, my God—look up!” River exclaimed, breaking our bewildered silence. Following her awestruck gaze, I stared once again in baffled disbelief. Across the hazy, nicotine yellow of the afternoon sky, there seemed to be rips and tears running through it, breaking up the very fabric of the dimension’s reality. A vast, black night’s sky could be seen through the shredding…

      What is this place?

      “Ibrahim,” I said quietly to the witches closest to me, “have you ever seen anything like this?”

      “Never,” replied Ibrahim. Corrine and Mona also shook their heads, not glancing away from the sight before us.

      “Dad?” Rose moved toward me. “Can you hear that?”

      I fell silent, waiting to be enlightened. I heard nothing for a while, but just as I was about to turn back to Rose and question her, I heard a sound. It was a resounding crack—like an egg splitting open.

      “I think it’s coming from the stones,” Sofia murmured.

      “They’re opening,” Nuriya asserted, her face paling.

      Sherus stepped forward, moving through the group to stand in front of me.

      “Derek, we need to depart from this place! If the stones are breaking, then we are all doomed. You heard the voice in the portal—there’s no hope for us if we remain here! We need to leave and close it off again before this power can get out.”

      I understood the fae’s concern, but I would not leave my grandchildren, Ruby or Julian behind. I could not and would not ask that of their parents. Neither was I willing to let the malevolent power remain in this dimension. Evidently it had opened the portal once, and there would be no reason why it wouldn’t do so again. No, we couldn’t risk it. We would stay here and fight the danger.

      “Sherus, I understand if you want to leave. It is probably a good idea to warn the rest of the fae kingdoms of what you have seen here, but I will not be leaving this dimension without our children.”

      “Derek, this is madness!” Sherus exploded.

      “We don’t have time to argue,” Nuriya snapped at the fae king.

      “She’s right,” I interjected, “we need to get inland as soon as possible. Nuriya, are you able to stop the stones from breaking for a while, delay them somehow?” I asked, willing the jinni to come up with a way to postpone the danger.

      Nuriya looked doubtfully at the mass of stones beyond the shore.

      “It’s such old, ancient magic…I couldn’t be sure. I think it is too great a risk right now—we should leave here, find safety first.”

      I nodded. It was a good plan in theory, but the chances of us finding a safe haven in this unknown land seemed small at best. The best idea was probably to follow the creatures that I had heard riding off into the distance—from the look of the cove there had been a struggle. Bodies lay strewn about, their appearance human, but strange. Taller and larger than most. They had been killed by swords – that much was obvious. Kiev’s team started to check the bodies, while my family inspected the footprints that haphazardly marked the sand. Everywhere we looked, the ground was stained with blood, filling my nostrils with its distinct metallic aroma. If the creatures, whoever they were, were fleeing this place in a hurry, then perhaps they feared the stones as much as we did. At least we would have a common enemy.

      “We travel inland,” I announced to the group. “We will begin our search for the children as soon as we can—but first we need to find a stronghold where we can protect ourselves from whatever’s coming out of these stones.”

      I led the way through the narrow passage, moving as swiftly as possible, Sofia following behind me.

      I didn’t know what we would face when we reached the mainland.

      I just had to pray that whatever was coming our way, we could deal with it—that GASP would be able to overcome the dangers of this world as it had all the others…
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