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      Prologue
       
    

    
      Forgive Me
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      S
      econds. 
    

    
      That's all it had taken for the world to tilt and change. Grit clawed across Nova’s face as she stared dumbfounded at the skies above them.  Ruth, her closest, dearest of friends, was an incredibly powerful witch who had just torn through the night, vanishing from sight, her Dracula Parrot Horatio trailing behind her. They left in their wake, utter devastation, the echo of Ruth’s voice whispered inside Nova’s ear, raising the tiny hairs on her bare arms;
    

    
      I 
      am the
       end of it all.
    

    
      Ultio, the demonic entity that had taken over Ruth’s body for several torturous weeks, had been defeated, but at a substantial cost. Ruth was gone, possibly forever. Nova’s own father lay motionless and cold behind her. As for Max… Nova turned her gaze towards her fallen Detective and dropped to his side. He was chalk white. Nova cradled his head. Blood spread beneath him.
    

    
              Sticky.
    

    
              Dark.
    

    
              Deadly.
    

    
      Nova delicately placed a hand over the gaping wound caused by Ultio, and an ocean of rouge spilled over her pale fingertips.
    

    
      How can this be?
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      A barely there groan fell from Max’s blue-purple lips, and Nova’s tears threatened to spill. She brushed loose strands of hair back from his face and stroked his cheek, pleading with him to stay with her. 
    

    
              “Hold on. Please.” Her voice crackled. “You can’t leave me. We’ve only just got you back.”
    

    
              “Nova…” Mother Moth placed a hand on her shoulder. “We have to go. Ultio’s spell is broken. The Guards are coming. I… I don’t think I’m strong enough to fight them off.” Nova turned towards the Citadel of The Righteous Ones, and sure enough, the large doors were wide open and a swarm of angry Guards in their red, shining 
      armour
       was marching towards them. Imogen, head of Hindra’s Council, stood at the top of the stone steps, staring down at them in shock at the devastation before her.
    

    
              “We’ve got just a few minutes before they’re upon us. We move now or face the gallows.” The Mother hissed, “if we're caught then all of this will have been for nothing. This… human will have fallen for nothing.”
    

    
              “He has a name!” Nova growled, “And I am not leaving him behind.” 
    

    
              “Name or no name, he is dying. It’s already too late.”
    

    
              “I can fix this.” Nova insisted., “I can fix him.” Her fangs 
      prickled
       her gums as grief glued itself to her heart.
    

    
              “Think before you do something foolish.” The Mother warned her. 
    

    
              “What? Like, save his life?” Nova retorted.
    

    
              “Are you saving him, though? Or are you just prolonging his misery? Think carefully, if you change him, who are you doing it for?”
    

    
              “Just get us out of here!” Nova growled, not wishing to listen to reason.
    

    
              “I’ll do what I can.” Mother Moth turned towards the encroaching Guards and with her staff raised, sent a powerful shock wave of pulsing energy hurtling towards them. It swept them off their feet, and they fell to the ground.
    

    
      “What on earth is that purple glimmer?” Nova asked, pointing towards a halo of light that had appeared from nowhere.
    

    
      A grin formed on the Mother’s face. “I believe that's our ticket out of here.” She held her staff up towards the sky and, with a cry, caused a rift in the surrounding magic, large enough for them to escape through. The Mother held a hand out toward Nova. “Trust me.”  She 
      said.
    

    
      Nova gripped the Seer's hand tightly, whilst clutching Max protectively against her as the rift swallowed them whole. Imogen's angered shrieks filled the void behind them as they apparated safely onto the sands of Shylo’s Lagoon. 
    

    
              “How on earth?” Nova asked incredulously.
    

    
              “A leap of faith.” The Mother replied between ragged breaths, dabbing at her bloody nose. “That light you saw, that was a chink in The Righteous One's armour, created by Ruth after her escape. She’s forever 
      torn their
       
      defences
      , the magics surrounding the Citadel are breaking down, though I'm certain this was a one off trip. It’s partly thanks to her that we escaped.”
    

    
              “I’m not sure I share your sentiments.” Nova replied, stroking Max’s cheek once more, “he’s almost gone. I can feel him slipping away.”
    

    
              “I know how much this mortal man means to you, but turning him… it won’t bring the real him back.”
    

    
              “I can’t lose him.” Nova cried, “I won’t. Not again.”
    

    
              “But by doing this, he may already be lost.”
    

    
              “I have to try.” Nova replied solemnly.
    

    
              “Vee!” Noah ran over to them and skidded to his knees beside her. “I don’t know what happened. He was with us one minute… then gone.” Noah placed a hand on the Detective’s neck and jolted away in surprise. “He’s… he’s…”
    

    
              “Don’t say it,” Nova growled, shrouding Max with her own body. 
    

    
              “Let me take him.” Noah gently replied, “you need a moment.”
    

    
              “I need you to back off!” She shouted, before hurling Noah backward with one hand. 
    

    
      “Vee,” Noah pleaded, “don’t.”
    

    
      Nova ignored him and bent her head, brushing her lips across Max’s forehead. “Forgive me,” she whispered, then tentatively sank her fangs into Max’s neck, feeding deeply yet gently, all too aware of his soul seeping away beside her tears. She pulled back and tore into her own wrist before spilling her blood across Max’s tongue. 
    

    
      Willing him to drink. 
    

    
      To feed. 
    

    
      To be reborn.
    

    
              Noah crawled towards her and gripped her face gently, “he’s too good for this way of life. He won’t thank you for this.”
    

    
              “Then that shall be my cross to bear.” She replied indifferently, shaking herself free from Noah’s grip. Max seized in her arms, his body going rigid as the change took control. He thrashed wildly, screaming a scream like no other. It pierced through Nova, leaving holes in its wake.
    

    
      “Did I do it wrong?” She stammered as Noah aided her in holding the Detective still.
    

    
      “No.” Noah replied sadly, “The change is in motion.” She looked down at Max’s ashen face as he spasmed in her grasp, a light mist falling around them. The air rang silent like the entire world was holding its breath, waiting for him to awaken. When finally Max’s eyes opened, Nova noted that the light and warmth that had once shone so vividly within them now was replaced with a hunger like no other.
    

    
              And just as before, all that once was, was no more. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    


      Chapter One
       
    

    
      
    

    

      Meat on a Hook
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      M
      ax?” Nova asked tentatively, reaching a hand out towards him. He jumped to his feet and backed away, fear clouding his face as his eyes glimmered.
    

    
              
      “What… what have you done to me?” He queried, placing a hand over his now-healed wound. “I… died.” He exhaled slowly, patting himself down as if to check he were real. “I remember the pain. Then nothing, just blackness, but you were there. I saw you. Felt you.”
    

    
              Nova got to her feet and slowly walked toward him. He growled at her, before clamping his hands across his mouth in shock. “What’s happening?”
    

    
                  “Max…” Nova whispered, taking another step towards him.
    

    
              “Why am I 
      here
      ?” He asked meekly, “Why am I so… ravished? I feel like I could eat an entire elk. What the bloody hell is going on? Why is it so cold? Why is everything so loud? Nova, Goddamn it, what’s happening to me?” 
    

    
              She looked across at him, her eyes damp. “I couldn’t lose you. Not again. Not when we’d just got you back.”
    

    
              “What have you done to me? You didn’t… you wouldn't?” He stared at her aghast before ripping his shirt open and clawing at his chest. “It’s not beating? My heart… it’s… it’s stopped. Yet here I stand? Oh God, Nova, you didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t.”
    

    
              “It was the only way.” She murmured.
    

    
              “I didn’t ask for this.” He replied sadly, falling to his knees. “I didn’t want this!” He raged, pulling at his hair in madness. “You've made me a…”
    

    
              “A what? Monster? Is that how you view me, Detective?” She enquired.
    

    
              He stared up at her, his eyes wide, face frozen in fear. “I can’t be this… kill me. Please, just kill me.” He begged, tearfully punching the sand. “Don’t do this to me.”
    

    
              Nova ran towards him and knelt, gently gripping his face. “I couldn’t let you die. I just couldn’t! You mean too much to me. To us!” She carefully wiped away his tears. “We searched high and low for you. Fearing at one point that we’d never find you. That I’d never get to see your face again or bear witness to the warmth you exude, and then, there you were, finally free. Safe! I don’t know what happened, or what went wrong. You shouldn’t have been there… but Ruth… Ultio… whoever… they… you… I just… I just couldn’t let you go. I felt your heart cease to beat beneath your skin, could feel you ebb away. This world needs Detective Maximus Steele.” She paused briefly, breathless after her tirade. “I will not 
      apologise
       for saving your life. Never, and if that makes me selfish, then so be it. Romany would never forgive me.”
    

    
              At the mention of his lover’s name, his eyes lit up. “Romany? My Row… where is she?” Nova stood up and pulled him to his feet, “I will take you to her, but first you must feed. It isn’t safe otherwise.”
    

    
              He pulled away sharply. “I’d never hurt her!”
    

    
              “I know.” Nova replied softly, “but there will forever be a beast within you now, one that must be sated. You’re freshly awoken, you need to feed, to 
      fulfil
       the craving, or believe me, not even those you love will be safe.”
    

    
              “Is this real?” He begged, looking past her to where Noah and Mother Moth stood silently, “is this my curse? I’m to atone for my sins by living forever whilst dreaming of dying?”
    

    
              Noah inched closer, his face soft. “It’s real, my friend.”
    

    
              “I’d rather be dead.” Max cried. 
    

    
              “Please don’t say that,” Nova said sadly.
    

    
              “Do not speak to me.” Max angrily held a hand up to silence her.
    

    
              “Max please.” Nova begged, “I did this for you.”
    

    
              “No!” He snarled, poking her in the chest roughly.  “You did this for YOU!”
    

    
              “Tread carefully, Detective.” Noah warned, “your emotions are running high. It’s natural to feel… disconnected when you first awaken. Nova did what she thought was best. It’s done. It’s over. There is no way back. The best thing for you to do is grapple with your new identity and feed.”
    

    
              “I’m sorry,” Nova said quietly. “Not for changing you. But for getting you kidnapped.”
    

    
              “That wasn’t your fault.” Max’s face softened slightly as he turned to face her. “I went to that warehouse on my own accord. I thought foolishly that I could play the hero, that I could take on Soul and protect you.” 
    

    
              “What happened to the others 
      that Soul
       sold into slavery alongside you?” Noah asked, guiding Max toward the Lagoon’s edge. He plunged his hands deftly into Shylo’s waters and plucked a fish from its depths. He held it out towards Max, who grimaced. Noah sunk his own fangs into the scaly flesh draining it dry, then caught another, offering it once more to Max, who took the wriggling creature in his rigid hands and stared at it disapprovingly before shaking his head and throwing it back into the water.
    

    
              “You need to feed.” Noah chastised him.
    

    
              “I’m not hungry,” Max replied with the stubbornness of a child. The two men glared at each other, eyes burning red. 
    

    
              “Your fellow officers,” Nova interjected before a fight could ensue. “You were saying what had happened to them?”
    

    
              “Dead. All of them, dead.”
    

    
              “Dear God,” Nova murmured, looking at the ground. Guilt twisting in her gut as she remembered their scared faces, all lined up, eyes wide and full of fear.
    

    
              “I heard their screams.” Max continued. “They begged for their lives, and those bastards showed them no mercy. Cadogan was a young chap, a fine chap. The wolf ripped him apart in front of us on our first night in that hellish place, then displayed what was left of him on a hook. They lined us all up, down on our knees, where we waited with baited breath to find out what they had in store for the rest of us. Cadogen was crying, begging for his life, pleading to be sent back home to his ailing mother. They showed him no kindness. They said he was weak. Pathetic. Then they slaughtered him. As for the rest of my comrades, they were thrown at the feet of the higher ranking Kin to play with and break. Within weeks, there were just the two of us left. Sable and myself. He was an old chap. I’d worked beneath him and then beside him for years. His heart gave out on him, pure and simple. Terror will do that to you, I suppose. Those cells, they’re hell.”
    

    
              “If you don’t mind me asking,” Noah said. “Why did the same fate not fall upon you?”
    

    
              “I was used as a 
      labourer
      , carrying bodies to the pits for burning.” He looked at Nova’s perplexed face, “prisoner’s don’t deserve a burial apparently.” He sighed, “I kept my head down, bit my tongue, and did as I was told. It went against every 
      fibre
       of my being, allowing those beasts to push me around. But I knew I had to survive. I earned extra rations by being seen and not heard. Then a couple of months into my incarceration I heard whispers about a rebellious red-head coming for their heads. I knew instantly it was you, Nova, that they were afraid of. Eventually, they pieced it together that the red-head they feared was the same one arguing with Soul back at the warehouse the evening of the slave trade. Our connection to one another was then made public.” 
    

    
      Max paused and closed his eyes as the memories haunted him. “Life in captivity was harder after that. Beatings. Lots of beatings. I was no longer allowed to bathe or eat. Couldn’t set foot outside of my cell, hell I was barely allowed to breathe. Made to piss and shit and wallow in my blackened cell. They interrogated me daily, shallow cuts, burns… fingernails ripped out. My screams excited them.” He steadied his breath as he remembered the torture. 
    

    
      “They only kept me alive to use as bait. They thought if they dangled me like a carrot, then you’d come running.” He paused, a small grin on his face. “I don’t think they actually expected you to come here, though. It was bedlam in the cells, Guards running all over the place, and then suddenly, everything slowed right down. It was like wading through mud, or quicksand.”
    

    
              “Ultio,” Nova whispered.
    

    
              “Who?” Max replied.
    

    
              “Long story.” She said,
    

    
              “Well, apparently I have a very long life ahead of me…” He offered her a weak smile.
    

    
              “So much has happened.” Nova sunk into the sand and stared across at the gently rolling waters. “After they took you, everything changed. I…I killed Soul,” she struggled to speak, at war with her memories. “Noah died… and then came back. Bucky was tortured and lost an eye. I was made mortal and then chose to become a Vampire again, and then Ruth was taken over by a demonic entity called Ultio, and the world as we know it almost ended.”
    

    
      “Christ.” Max replied. “Here I was thinking impending fatherhood was a lot to wrap my head around.” 
    

    
      “Congratulations, by the way.” Nova smiled, “Oh, and… Romany is my cousin.” She shrugged at his confusion. “Yeah, it was a shock to me, too.” She laughed. 
    

    
      “Jesus.” He whistled. “How long was I gone?” Max asked. “It felt like forever, yet no time at all.”
    

    
      “It’s complicated,” Nova replied. “In our world, well, the human world, you've been gone for ten months, give or take a few days. But in this Realm, it's been years Max. Ten, to be exact."
    

    
      “Ten? Ten years?” He shook his head in disbelief. “The days all rolled into one. Like a never ending nightmare. Until I met Row, I'd all but given up. A few months… or years apparently into my incarceration, they hurled her into my cell. Apparently no longer of use to them. She was… damaged, 
      had
       been abused for quite some time. If I’m being truthful, she reminded me greatly of you. There was this hard exterior, but you could tell that beneath it all she was afraid. It took a while to break through, to find a connection. Over time, she came to trust me and we shared stories of our pasts. I should have guessed that you were the sister figure she spoke of.”
    

    
      “She talked about me?” Nova queried.
    

    
      “Frequently, though never by name. Said all she'd done, she'd done to protect you.”
    

    
      “She read my palm one night after hours, 
      had
       
      seen
       the darkness that lay ahead of me. She tried, valiantly I might add, to buy us both safe passage out of London and into Illyria, our rightful homeland. But Soul caught up to her and sold her into slavery here, in Hindra.”
    

    
      “Do you know what they put her through?” Max asked gently. Nova shook her head. “They whored her out to the Guards and Scouts. She was just an object in their eyes. She broke one of their noses after a particularly unpleasant encounter and after fifty lashes for insubordination, she eventually ended up in my cell. Like I said… damaged.”
    

    
      “Romany always had my back.” Nova replied, “right from the start, she looked out for me on the streets and in the brothel.”
    

    
      “You two were always inseparable,” Noah added with a smile.
    

    
      “She's special,” Nova murmured.
    

    
      “Not half as much as you are.” Nova turned to see Romany walking towards them, dirty linen robes cupping her swollen pregnant belly. Her long, knotted dark hair flowing down her back. Nova ran into her friend's arms and the two women embraced tightly, tears and heartache flowing. She pulled away and Romany gently wiped Nova’s damp cheeks.
    

    
      “Look at you!” Romany smiled warmly, “God, it’s been so long. I felt certain we’d never meet again.”
    

    
      “I thought you’d died,” Nova replied. “Everyone did.”
    

    
      “We have so much catching up to do.”
    

    
      “I think I’ve pieced most of it together,” Nova smiled. “We're related, you're a Seer! We're fucking Royalty! And… you're pregnant!” She laughed.
    

    
      “That just about sums it up.” Romany grinned as she walked into Max’s open arms. “We're really free.” She sighed, nuzzling his neck as he stroked her back. He pulled away suddenly and looked ashamed, holding Romany at arm's length.
    

    
      “Max?” Romany softly spoke. “What plagues you?”
    

    
      “I'm so sorry,” Nova interjected. 
    

    
      “For what? You saved us.” Romany replied.
    

    
      “At a cost," Noah said, placing his hands firmly on Nova's hunched shoulders, using his voice whilst she struggled to find her own. “A lot has happened. In the midst of our rescue attempt, Max was injured. Gravely injured.” 
    

    
      Romany held a hand up to silence him then turned back to Max and placed her hand gently at his temple, “I see.” She whispered. “You need not say another word.” She turned back to Nova, “I know you are changed. I saw that coming, felt it from the start. And in turn, you changed Maximus, saved his life. For that no guilt needs to be felt.” Then she touched Max's chest, “Vampire or human, my love never wanes. You are mine and I am yours. And she,” Romany placed his hands on her belly, “is ours. Together we are one.” 
    

    
      Max looked into her eyes and she pulled him close for a kiss. Max then turned sheepishly to Noah, “I think perhaps I am hungry after all.” 
    

    




      Chapter Two
       
    

    
      A Familiar taste of poison 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      S
      o.” Nova began as she and Romany linked arms and walked away slowly along the surrounding tree line. Noah had taken a sheepish Max on a Boar hunt to appease his hunger pangs, leaving the two women with an opportunity to catch up. 
    

    
      “So.” Romany echoed. Neither knew what to say.
    

    
      “Cousins.” Nova replied, “we're cousins? Or was the Gatekeeper telling me more tall stories?”
    

    
      “You've met the Gatekeeper?” Romany asked, surprised.
    

    
      “Twice. Both times it left me with more questions than answers.”
    

    
      “Is that why you tried to reach out to me?” Romany asked. “I panicked. I'm sorry I threw you out of my mind. I just couldn't risk one of Imogen's idiots getting wind of who you or I truly are. There's just too much at stake. I presume by now you know all there is to know about our lineage?” 
    

    
      Nova nodded. “Our mothers were siblings. The daughters of Cornelia Amethyst,  next in line for the Throneone of Illyria. But our grandmother fled with her human lover.”
    

    
      “She was brave, our grandmother. She refused to be repressed or 
      moulded
       into something she had no desire to become. By shunning the magical world, she became remarkable. No one had dared to defy the Throne before…and no one has sat upon it since.”
    

    
      “But we can?” Nova stopped walking and sat beside the tall grasses, Romany rested beside her. “You or I…or even she,” 
    

    
      Nova smiled at Romany's swollen belly, ”any one of us can rightfully rule Illyria and challenge Imogen for control of Hindra? You’re certain?”
    

    
      “So it would seem, though I think we need to seek out confirmation of that before we charge in there and potentially make fools of ourselves,” Romany replied, leaning back against a tree and gently stroking her bump. Nova watched as tiny ripples spread across her stomach..
    

    
      “Would you like to feel her kick?” Romany asked. Nova's gaze faltered and she shook her head, turning away.
    

    
      “Nova…what happened?” 
    

    
      “Too much.” Nova sighed sadly.
    

    
      “I can feel your pain. Let me in. Talk to me.”
    

    
      “The last person I let inside my head ended up going rogue and killed my father…and Max.”
    

    
      “The witch? Ruth?” 
    

    
      Nova nodded again. “How do you know her name?”
    

    
      “I think everyone in all of Hindra knows her name and most of her story. I knew you'd find one another.” Romany spoke softly, “you love her? 
      You
       miss her? I can feel the grief in your heart when her name flits through your mind. Tell me about her if you'll tell me nothing else. I only knew your paths would cross, nothing else after that.”
    

    
      “All of this is my fault.”
    

    
      “All what? Explain it to me, let me help.”
    

    
      “After you left…well, after you were taken actually, everything went bad.”
    

    
      “When they took me, I was trying desperately to find us safe passage out of London and into Illyria, where we belonged. I thought I could keep you safe from Soul there. I could sense that bad things were coming the night I read your palm. I just didn't know how bad.”
    

    
      “Nor did I.” Nova said. “Once Lady Jaine discovered my relationship with Noah everything went to hell. We were banned from seeing one another and Soul took delight in purchasing me as often as he could. It was…” She paused as she remembered his filthy hands on her skin and she swiped a tear from her cheek “Sorry.” Nova mumbled, “I thought I was done feeling like this.”
    

    
      “You don’t have to relive it, not if it hurts.” Romany soothed her.
    

    
      “I was…pregnant.” Nova blurted out. “I fell pregnant.” She whispered. “A baby girl. Souls baby. I…I was so messed up. I didn't know what to do. Should I run and keep her, should I visit the Backyard Butcher? So many feelings and thoughts and so much pain, all at once, it felt like I couldn’t breathe. But then the choice was taken from me.” Nova looked sadly  at Romany, “I lost her. I lost my River."
    

    
      Romany reached forward and gripped Nova's hand. “I didn't know,” she whispered.
    

    
      “It's ok,” Nova replied, squeezing Romany’s hand.  “She's safe and at peace, which is more than I could ever have promised her in life. I buried her, beneath that Willow tree we used to visit. Do you remember those days?” Romany nodded. “After losing her though, everything just broke. Soul brought me off Lady Jaine for a tidy sum, then threatened to kill Noah. I couldn't let that happen. So I asked him to dose me, to take it all away, to rid my head and heart of all the pain. It didn't go quite as planned, hence the fangs and sudden sensitivity to sunlight.”
    

    
      “Same sense of 
      humour
       though,” Romany smirked. “I feel as though we've lived a hundred lives. If I’d known where your path was heading I’d have tried to get us out sooner. What happened after 
      you were turned
      ?” 
    

    
      Nova sighed, “I lost my memories, met Bucky and Max, reconnected with Noah…then lost him again, and then I lost myself. Completely. I killed Deacon, then Soul, and then every man that worked for him. I slaughtered them all.”
    

    
      “My God,” Romany whispered. “You needed guidance…support. I'm so sorry I've not been here for you.”
    

    
      “Don't be silly.” Nova smiled warmly, “you've been kinda busy, being a prisoner and all, so I'll let you off.” They smirked at each other. “Just this one time, mind you.” Nova laughed.
    

    
      “So, Noah died?” Romany asked, “He's a hot-looking corpse. I'll give him that.” She giggled, "though I guess he always had been,” she grinned.. “So, what's the story there?"
    

    
      “I went into Limbo to bring him back.”
    

    
      “You…went…into Limbo?” Romany asked slowly. “What? How? That's…meant to be impossible.”
    

    
      “Yeah, meant to be. But, thanks to Mother Moth, Ruth, and Chaplin, the impossible became possible. With help from the Mother and her Mothlings we got Noah back. But, there was a price to pay. As always.”
    

    
      “This is where the witch comes in? Her straying from the path?”
    

    
      Nova nodded. “Yes, and no. Whilst in Limbo we came across an awful lot of distressed folk, no one was at peace. It was awful. The Righteous Ones had given Deacon the dickhead some magical little pouch to off whoever he felt like, sending their souls directly into the ether. Forever lost. Unfortunately, one of those souls belonged to Castiel, Ruth's lost lover. Well, she saw black and called upon an entity named Ultio to give her the powers needed to kill Deacon once and for all. We lost a young Hybrid too, Mother Moth’s adopted daughter Lizzy. She essentially gave her life for Noah’s. To keep the balance in Limbo, a bloodletting was required. God,” Nova grumbled, “so much pain and loss. None of us knew just how bad Ultio was at the time. We could never have foreseen what it had in store for Ruth and the rest of us. Between saving Noah and now, Ultio pretty much devoured her from the inside, bending her to its will. It wanted to destroy this world and all its Realms, and Christ did it come close. Like, seconds away from annihilation, close.”
    

    
      “So what stopped it?”
    

    
      “Oddly enough…my father,” Nova replied.
    

    
      “Jonas, the man you ran away from for being a lout and a layabout…he saved the world?”
    

    
      “Sounds pretty unbelievable doesn’t it." Nova replied, “But, he actually came through when it mattered. Managed to bring Ruth back from the brink, but it was too late. He died in the process and…well, so did Max. And now Ruth is fuck knows where lost in darkness and guilt.”
    

    
      “How is any of what you’ve just relayed to me actually your fault?” Romany turned Nova’s hand over and ran a finger along her palm. “You know, there is a path for each of us, predetermined yet not complete. The foundations are there, but each step we choose to take builds upon them, creating our life’s tapestry. Rich and hopefully full to the brim of adventure. We live, we learn, and we die. That is true, real, factual. The actions of others however are not our responsibility, no matter how badly we wish to blame ourselves for mistakes made or hearts broken. Each of us at the end of the day acts of our own accord. We choose to put one foot in front of the other. You shoulder the blame because you’ve been conditioned into believing you have to. You aren’t in this alone. Ruth going dark isn’t your fault. The young 
      Hybrids
       sacrifice isn’t your fault. Max’s death isn’t your fault. None of this is your fault. You, like the rest of us, are a casualty of a magical war. One that began raging long before you were awoken, long before you were even born. The only thing you are guilty of Nova is caring.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” Nova replied, “you always did know what to say.”
    

    
      “Just like you’ve always been a fighter.” Romany smiled. 
    

    
      “I just feel so lost.” Nova sighed, defeated.
    

    
      “Then thank goodness you have such a loyal band of friends and followers here to help guide your way,” Romany replied with a soft smile. 
    

    
      “I don’t know where to start.” Nova murmured, “I need to rid Hindra of The Righteous Ones, that’s the end goal. But before I can do that, I need to build a bigger army, which means I need to visit Bloodbay and get the Vampires on our side, then the Brotherhood so I can free Shylo and her people. You and I also need to visit Illyria and tell them of our heritage, they may then fight with us. Then there’s Ruth, I can’t give up on her but have no idea where she may have gone.”
    

    
      “You need to pause and think. The way I see it there are several paths, all of which need treading. It’s your decision which way we - and yes, I do mean WE - go first. Path one, 
      Bloodbay
      . Path two, the Brotherhood, path three, we find your wayward witch. Path four, we claim what’s rightfully ours, and finally, path five, we end the Council's tyranny once and for all. So, Death Bringer - which path will you choose first?”
    

    
      “If we visit Illyria and tell them who we are, they may then be able to work beside us, not just in overthrowing Imogen and the others, but their Seers may be able to work with Mother Moth in tracking down Ruth. After we’ve found her, she can aid us alongside Chaplin in finding a reliable member of the Brotherhood to free Shylo, who I’m hoping will join the fight. Then I guess I need to pay a visit to Bloodbay and persuade my kin to help. After that, it’ll be time to end the suffering of Hindra.”
    

    
      “See, you had a plan all along. You just needed to pause and see clearly.” Romany smiled.
    

    
      “We’ve got a lot of work to do.” Nova sighed, getting to her feet.
    

    
      “Then we better get started.” Romany stood up and held her hand, “together, united, we can and we will end this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter Three
       
    

    
      Which Way Forward
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      L
      ater that evening, Nova was 
      practising
       throwing her cursed blade at a fallen log near the water's edge, determined to hit the same mark over and over until she was certain her aim was near perfect. She had every intention of returning it to Rain, preferably straight through the heart.
    

    
              “I have a theory.” Mother Moth mused as she joined Nova. “This blade.” She pointed to the serrated edged knife that Nova was absent mindedly now throwing at the sand by her feet.
    

    
              “What about it?” Nova shrugged.
    

    
              “Well, it’s cursed, correct?”
    

    
              “Yes, it’s what Rain used to try to kill me.”
    

    
              “May I see it for a moment? I never really got a chance before to take a good look at it.” Nova handed it over to the Mother wordlessly, watching as she ran a gentle finger up the hilt, her white eyes swirling as her magical sight sought out the offending blade's presence and power.
    

    
              “I wonder…” The Mother whispered before she edged closer to the lapping water and shouted out across the Lagoon, “Shylo!”
    

    
              “Wonder what?” Nova asked, but the Mother held a hand up to quiet her. 
    

    
              “What?!” Shylo snapped as her face broke the surface. She scowled in their direction.
    

    
              “The symbol on this blade, do you recognise it?” 
    

    
                The Siren's interest was clearly piqued and she swam lazily toward them. She took the knife in her hands and closely inspected the rune. “Well, it’s certainly close to the rune of Death… but this symbol is more prevalent with my kind. It’s pretty old magic. Those who were afraid of my ancestors and the hold they could have over their menfolk would use weapons with a symbol just like this to permanently keep us in our human form, often then enlisting us as slaves and handmaidens. It was a barbaric thing to do and once Peony had taken control of Hindra the use of these types of runes and symbols were banned outright.”
    

    
              “This blade was used by a Shrieker to strip Nova of her vampiric powers just a few months ago.”
    

    
              “So you’re saying Imogen has access to the archive of banned scrolls that detail this type of cursed magic. In that case, it switches the balance ever more into her 
      favour
       doesn’t it?”
    

    
              “I don’t follow.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “I’ll spell it out,
      ” The
       Siren said mockingly. “With the knowledge of these runes, there is nothing stopping The Righteous Ones from carving this onto every single blade they own and using it against us in this war. She harnesses the power to strip every member of the Inflicted Kin of their strengths and powers, rendering us human… and therefore weak and disadvantaged.”
    

    
              “Is there no countermagic? To protect us from the runes curse?” Nova asked, eyes wide.
    

    
              “Magic such as that is sadly out of my skill set.” The Mother replied. “There is only one witch I know of that may have the knowledge and strength to concoct such a thing, and sadly she is currently M.I.A.” 
    

    
              “Ruth.” Nova sighed sadly. “She didn’t recognise the rune when the blade was pulled out of me. Infact Chaplin was adamant it was a brand new man made symbol.”
    

    
              “Chaplin was booted from the Brotherhood, his magic may be ok but his knowledge is lackluster, shall we say.”
    

    
              “How can Ruth help when she had no idea what the markings were or how it worked?”
    

    
              “She doesn’t need to know the rune in order to combat it, Nova. That woman is remarkable, even more so now that she holds within her body the powers from every being that fell before Ultio. Her strength, power and knowledge may be the key to all of this.”
    

    
              “She’s gone.” Nova whispered, “Noah was right before. We’d already lost her long before Ultio was dragged down to hell.”
    

    
              “No one is ever too lost to be found.” The Mother replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              **********
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Twilight had fallen and Nova and her allies were sitting around the crackling campfire, enjoying the peace around them as Mother Moth and Chaplin put up extra wards of protection around Shylo’s Lagoon. Hardy and Magna sat at the water's edge, the older Vampire showing the fresh Lycan that the two species could indeed get on. 
    

    
              “They wouldn’t dare come here,” Mother Moth said as she finally slumped down, “but, it can’t hurt to err on the side of caution regardless.”
    

    
              “You know, if anyone does stumble across our little encampment, I could just sing them to their dooms anyway?” Shylo yawned. She was laying on her back on the sand, staring up at the stars twinkling above them, her long 
      armoured
       legs stretched out before her. 
    

    
              “No one ever comes here, you said that yourself. I think we’re pretty safe.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “Well, I’m bored.” Shylo tutted, “I need some fun, a pick me up, a straggler to play with. No 
      offence
      , but you aren’t exactly a bundle of laughs and Ruth isn’t here to bicker with either. I need some entertainment.”
    

    
              “You can play with me if you like.” Macie piped up with a wink. 
    

    
      Shylo smirked at her, “tempting. So very tempting.”
    

    
      “Aaaww, love's young dream.” Chaplin grinned, narrowly avoiding the rock that Macie threw in his direction. 
    

    
      “Shut up, or I might just go back on my promise to not eat you old man,” Macie growled.
    

    
      “Like ter see yer try,” Chaplin mumbled beneath his breath.
    

    
      “Behave yourselves.” Nova tutted. “We should all get some sleep, tomorrow we need to start making plans. We can’t sit on this beach forever, there’s too much at stake.”
    

    
      “Oh, I dunno.” The Warlock smiled, resting back on his elbows. “I could happily live out 
      me days
       ‘ere.”
    

    
      “Not bloody likely.” Shylo replied haughtily, “as if I’d want to share my sands with a drunken old fool such as yourself.”
    

    
      “So, where are we headed first?” Macie queried, chuckling at Chaplin’s offended face.
    

    
      “Tomorrow, myself, Romany, Mother Moth, and Chaplin are going to begin our travels to Illyria.”
    

    
      “What are the rest of us meant to do? Sit here and  twiddle 
      our
       thumbs?” Macie groaned.
    

    
      “Not quite.” Nova replied, “I want you and Noah to scope out 
      Bloodbay
      . Find out which way their allegiance lies - to their own kind, or Imogen.”
    

    
      “Sounds risky,” Noah said.
    

    
      “Sounds fun!” Macie laughed.
    

    
      “Things are rarely fun with you around,” Hardy said as he and Magna joined the others.
    

    
      “What about us?” Bucky asked. Both he and Max were looking up at her.
    

    
      “I need you two to stay here with Shylo, Hardy and the others, protect the Lagoon and protect these people. Especially the children we rescued from Hindra. They’ve taken a shine to Magna so should behave.”
    

    
      “We can do that, right buddy.” Bucky smiled, nudging Max merrily who shrugged in response, whilst Magna smiled and nodded.
    

    
      “Is it safe,” Max said. “Illyria, is it safe?”
    

    
      “Maximus,” Romany replied, “that is my homeland, it’s safe. I promise. I’d never do anything to risk our little one.”
    

    
      “And nor will I,” Nova added.
    

    
      “I just…worry.” He sighed.
    

    
      “And that’s what I love so much about you.” Romany giggled, “you worrisome, lovable fool.” 
    

    
      Max smiled as she moved towards him, the golden glow of Hindra’s moon lighting her up like a beacon, encapsulating her growing baby bump, giving it an ethereal glow. He cradled her around the middle, his cheek resting against her swollen belly, humming to his unborn daughter. Max slowly pulled away and turned to Nova, “please stay safe.” 
    

    
      “We will.”
    

    
      “We’re going to have to tread very, very carefully.” Mother Moth reminded them. 
    

    
      “She ain’t wrong.” Chaplin agreed. “Them old bastards will have their knickers in a right twist. There'll be hunting parties out there searching for our Ruth, not 
      ter
       mention us lot and their escaped prisoners.”
    

    
      “We'll manage.” Nova replied firmly, “we’ve been through worse. After Limbo and Harrows Wood, I quite like our chances. Besides, if we come across Rain, I’d quite like to give her her knife back.” Nova smirked, pulling the poisoned blade from the strap of her boot and twirling it through her fingers, remembering briefly how its jagged edge had lodged itself below her rib cage, its poison spreading through her system, destroying her piece by piece and rewriting her essence, returning her to her mortal status, wounded, weak, and full of rage. She ached to bury the hilt of it deep within the Shrieker's stomach, watching as it returned Rain to nothing more than a girl.
    

    
      “Oh, Red’s got a score to settle!” Macie harked, clapping her hands in glee.
    

    
      “Something like that,” Nova replied.
    

    
      “Damn, wish I was coming along for the ride, would love to see you really let rip!” Macie said gleefully.
    

    
      “Trust me,” Nova lowered her head, “you wouldn’t.”
    

    
      “Don’t go all soft on me.” Macie crossed her arms, “not when I was just starting to respect you. You’ve got balls bigger than most of the menfolk here, don’t lock that fight away. Let those fangs free, that’s what I’m planning on doing if I see any of those bastards on our way to Bloodbay.”
    

    
      “Macie.” Noah chastised. 
    

    
      “What? 
      You
       in charge of doll 
      face
       now?” Macie probed.
    

    
      “Not in the slightest. But I would like to avoid bloodshed and maiming if at all possible.” He snarled as a warning. 
    

    
      “Whatever Chief.” Macie saluted him then sat back down.
    

    
      “Behave,” Nova muttered in her direction. “We rest tonight and pack up our things, then at first light, we leave. Understood?” She smiled at her loyal friends and allies as they all began bustling about sorting out their satchels and whatnot.
    

    
      “Have you heard anything from Hazel back in London?” Noah asked as hand in hand they walked away from the camp.
    

    
      “No, nothing. I plan on checking in on her and the rest of our troops when I get back from Illyria.”
    

    
      “Well, no news is good news, right?” Noah replied.
    

    
      “I sure hope so.” Nova sighed walking towards the water's edge and dipping her bare foot into its cool shallows. Noah put his arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head.
    

    
      “I love you, Vee.” He whispered. She rested her head back against his chest and they stood silently together until night fell and peace draped across the Lagoon like a blanket, offering warmth and faux protection from whatever lay ahead. They both knew the risks. Knew that there was a real possibility not everyone would make it out alive. That fear however remained unspoken, the knowledge gagged. It thickened the air around them, making each breath harsh and painful. Nova closed her eyes and allowed the silence to cleanse her mind, no matter what, the end was coming, and God was she ready.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
    

    




      Chapter Four
       
    

    
      Prophecy
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      T
      he atmosphere the next morning was glum. Each of them was lost in their thoughts, fretting over the tasks ahead. Nova was packing her satchel, ensuring her flasks of blood and a variety of magical vials were safely nestled in amongst her clothes and a separate flask of water. The poisoned dagger was lodged safely in her boot and her stolen bow and arrows that she’d removed from the body of a Guard back at Mount Divinity were slung across her back. She’d been practicing since dawn and her aim was getting pretty good. As she was digging through her bag, she came across the trinkets she’d salvaged from Max’s home. Picking them up gently, she walked over to the weary-looking Detective. He was sitting at the water's edge, the cool water lapping at his bare, sore feet as he gently massaged them. Nova sat beside him, placing the treasures beside her. They sat silently at first as she 
      savoured
       his scent, relishing the fact that he was back and finally safe. 
    

    
              “Max,” she started. He turned to her, the breeze ruffling his long, scraggly hair. “You need a trim.” She giggled.
    

    
              He chuckled back at her and ruffled his hair. “You’re not wrong there. I could do 
      with a
       
      wash
       as well.”
    

    
              “You do stink just a bit.” She replied jokingly.
    

    
              They laughed together and temporarily there was a reprieve from all that they’d both endured. Then the atmosphere soured as the winds around them changed.
    

    
      Nova cleared her throat. “I need to tell you something.” She looked at him sadly. “Your home… it’s… it’s gone, Max. Ezra knew where we’d been hiding. It just wasn’t safe anymore. Ruth and Chaplin set up defensive spells that would detonate if anyone from Ezra’s crew or the Council set foot inside. I’m so sorry. I know how much that house meant to you and how many memories were locked inside those walls. It truly was the last thing any of us wanted to do, believe me.” Her voice became small.
    

    
              “Nova, stop.” Max soothed. “It was just bricks and beams. The house didn't hold memories. My heart does.” He clutched her hand like he used to, his thumb stroking the top of it.
    

    
              “I salvaged a few things for you ‌ that I thought you may want.” She released his hand and handed him the treasured items. He automatically placed his flat cap on his messy head, clamping his pipe between his teeth with a smile. His face brightened further when he saw his mother’s silver hairbrush and father's pocket watch.
    

    
              “Thank you.” He whispered graciously. “You have no idea how much this means to me. Treasures to hold dear that I can one day pass on to my child.”
    

    
              She leaned over and hugged him tightly, planting a firm kiss on his forehead before getting back to her feet. “You’re going to be a papa,” she whistled. “Of all the things  I had envisioned for you, I must admit, a father wasn’t one of them.”
    

    
              “No, me neither.” He looked up at her, “funny how things change, isn’t it? How in the blink of an eye, your entire world can be altered completely? When Row told me she was carrying our child, I felt fear to start with. Fear for the baby's future as well as our own. For what life could we offer an innocent child whilst locked up in those cells? But then gradually that fear was replaced by wonder and, dare I say it, excitement.” He paused, a glint in his eye. “Excitement,” he continued. “At the prospect of being able to change generational wrongdoings, to be a better father than my own had been. To be more gratuitous and patient with not just our little one, but the world as a whole. You opened me up to so much more than I could ever believe, and if it weren’t for you, then Romany and I would never have connected and this child wouldn’t have come into creation. You are like my compass Nova, seemingly always pointing me in the right direction.”
    

    
              “I will always be your compass.” Nova smiled, “and you will forever be my light. Stay safe whilst I’m away. Promise me?”
    

    
              “You know me. I stay away from trouble.” He raised his eyebrows and shrugged.
    

    
              “Maximus, trouble should have been your middle name.” Nova laughed before walking back to her satchel. Once she was satisfied she’d packed all she needed, she circled the Lagoon to find Noah. He sat up on the mountain that overlooked the deep blue waters. Gulls were flying above the treetops, their caws ringing out loudly. She sat beside him, her legs hanging freely over the edge of the mountain.
    

    
              “All packed?” Noah asked quietly.
    

    
              “Just finished. What about you?” 
    

    
              “Just about.” He replied, tapping the side of his own bag. “I’m still not happy about this.” He sighed. “It’s so risky. You don't know what awaits you in Illyria.”
    

    
              “Whatever it is, I can handle it.” She replied gently. “I can do this.”
    

    
              “I have no qualms about that.” Noah said, “I just worry about… well, everything.”
    

    
              “
      As do I.
       You can’t honestly think that I want us to go our separate ways, to two possibly dangerous Realms? It’s not easy, but it must be done. We need numbers, we need allies. Otherwise, we have no hope of reclaiming Hindra and destroying Imogen. What we have now isn’t going to cut it. You saw the number of Guards in Hindra, and we know that the wolves of Bracken are in the Council's pocket. We’ve got God knows how many Shriekers and Scouts out there too, and let’s not forget the Giants. All baying for our blood. We need the Illyrians and Vampires of Bloody Bay on our side. This is the way it must be.”
    

    
              “Why must you always talk sense?” He smiled.
    

    
              “Come on.” She grinned, standing up and hauling him to his feet. “I’ve got a destiny to 
      fulfil
       and you’ve got important places to be.”
    

    
              “One day, our lives will be easy, right?” Noah asked, gently cupping her chin.
    

    
              “I hope so,” she smiled. “I’d quite like to make it to our wedding in one piece, and preferably before I’m dead.”
    

    
              “Don’t talk like that.” Noah pleaded, casting his eyes to the ground.
    

    
              “Look at me,” Nova whispered. “We have faced far worse than this, and we’ve always found our way back to one another. Not even Limbo could keep us apart. I’m coming back to you, that I promise.”
    

    
              “I’ll hold you to that.” Noah whispered, kissing her gently. “I am so truly in love with you.”
    

    
              “Good, how could you not be?” Nova quipped with a wink.
    

    
              They rejoined the others and Nova took 
      centre
       stage. “I have no long-winded pep talk, nor do I have for you a rallying cry. We know what we are fighting for and we know the odds. Let’s get out there and do what we came to do. Noah and Macie, try to secure me an audience with the leader of 
      Bloodbay
      . Bucky and Max, stay here and for lord's sake, stay safe. Chaplin, Mother, Romany, you’re with me. Oh, and Shylo, be good. Please, for the love of fuck, just be good.”
    

    
              “Just get things done.” The Siren replied. “The quicker you leave, the quicker you’ll be back, and hopefully, the quicker you’ll all fuck off and leave my Lagoon.” She waved merrily at them before launching herself back into the waters, her legs forming a magnificent steel 
      grey
       tail. She elegantly glided towards the rock at the 
      centre
       of the Lagoon and draped herself seductively over it before blowing a kiss to Macie. “As for you, I hope you make it back in one piece, I’ve got plans for you.”
    

    
              “Oh, I do hope those plans involve a lot of nudity.” Macie replied, her eyes full of longing.
    

    
      “You can count on it.” Shylo replied, licking her lips.
    

    
      “You heard the lady,” Macie clapped, “let’s get on with it.” She turned back to Shylo, “I’ll be seeing you real soon.” She turned back to Noah, “well come on then!” Macie barked, “don’t lollygag!” Then she marched off towards the jungle, leaving Noah trailing behind her, exasperated. He looked back briefly at Nova and nodded, before shuffling his way through the overgrown grasses and vanishing from sight.
    

    
      “He’ll be ok.” The Mother said, her hand gripping Nova’s shoulder.
    

    
      “I know.” Nova replied quietly. A small pit of despair formed in her gut.
    

    
      I hope this isn’t a mistake.
    

    
      “Come on.” Mother Moth cajoled her, “we’ve got a very long walk ahead of us.”
    

    
      With a last look at who was staying behind, Nova straightened her shoulders, rearranged her satchel and bow, then 
      followed the Mother
       into the jungle beyond. Romany and Chaplin slowly walked behind them. The Warlock had been tasked with the important job of ensuring Romany didn’t go into 
      labour
       in the middle of the Badlands and surrounded by Shriekers. He’d come prepared with various jinxes and hexes up his sleeve and a pouch of medicinal herbs and towels in his satchel, just in case the babe wanted to make a surprise entrance. 
    

    
      They hacked their way through the jungle in the opposite direction from that which Noah and Macie had gone and soon broke free from the safety of the tall grasses and bountiful fauna and spilled out onto the dry grounds of a decaying Hindra. 
    

    
      The Badlands were in dire condition, the seasons 
      spiralling
       out of control. The greenery and marshes that had been there recently were replaced with a barren wasteland. Though similar to Nova’s first trip through Hindra on her journey to find The Mother, the drought had spread and the cracks in the ground showed no sign of life beneath them. The plants and flowers were shriveled and 
      dead
      , the trees bare and crumbling. The air felt dry and chalky. It caught in Nova’s throat and everything 
      tasted
       sour and coppery. It was reminiscent of the tang of human blood, then it struck Nova that the air literally tasted like death.
    

    
              
      Hindra is dying.
    

    
              “It’s worse than I first thought.” Mother Moth said quietly. She stood beside Nova, her staff resting upon the cracked soil, sadness echoing in her swirling white eyes. “I can feel her pain. Hindra is hurting.” She knelt down and placed her palm against the ground and whispered a prayer. 
    

    
              “Last time I did that, the Gatekeeper crept inside my skull and whispered so much confusion into my mind. Prophecies and pathways, destiny and…death. All apparently coming my way. I’m in no rush to feel that again.” Nova shuddered.
    

    
      The Mother got to her feet, “The Gatekeeper is a fount of all knowledge. By now, you should know not to question him.”
    

    
      Nova sighed. “I just wish for once that I could breathe freely. Without this tightening in my chest and fear in my gut.”
    

    
      “One day, this will be over, and I promise you, Nova, you will finally be free.” The Mother squeezed her hand and then walked onwards, her staff cracking the hardened dirt as she went. 
    

    
      “I wish I believed you.” Nova whispered to herself.
    

    
      Romany and Chaplin caught up to her and the trio walked onwards, following the Mother as she went. They walked for a few hours, the blinding sun bearing down on them with each step until finally, they reached the top of a craggy hill and the sun gave way to a splendorous bright moon. The surrounding sky gently changed from a bright and deep orange into an array of purples and blue before darkness finally engulfed them. Mother Moth motioned for them to duck down behind the brambles and pointed below them. Nova peeked over the edge cautiously. Below them in the clearing stood a group of Scouts. Monstrous-sized Lycans who could shift without the aid of the full moon, thanks to a variety of magical drugs and tests done on them by Imogen. 
    

    
      The tallest of them had a large scar across one eye and a chunk of flesh from his neck was missing. His skin was a dirty shade of 
      grey
      . Thick black hairs covered his arms and legs and a platted black beard speckled with 
      grey
       hung from his angular chin. His head was completely bald, and a black rune had been tattooed where his hair should be.  
    

    
      “What does that rune stand for?” Nova asked Mother Moth.
    

    
      “It’s simply a rune to show off his masculinity. It’s usually used by barbarians to excuse their poor treatment of their wives and bed sharers. Our friendly werewolf clans like to cover their bodies in these things, their despicable court of elders excuse their indiscretions and laugh it off. Sexual assaults and battery are quite common within the clans, and these pigs now work for the Council of Hindra, which doesn’t bode well for the female occupants of our once quant Capital.”
    

    
      Nova stared back down at the man. She could see beads of sweat dripping down his face. They’d clearly been out hunting. The shorter three appeared to be getting shouted at by the bald man. They hung their heads as he barked obscenities at them.
    

    
              “They look like trouble.” Chaplin whispered. A note of fear in his voice.
    

    
              “I recognise the one with the scar and tattoo.” Romany said quietly. 
    

    
              “Who is he?” Nova queried, not daring to take her eyes off him.
    

    
              “Vector, though he goes by the name Vex. I was… enslaved to him, briefly, anyway. He’s not pleasant. Put it that way.”
    

    
              “Did he hurt you?” Nova asked, her eyes shining red as anger tore at the edges of her humanity. Daring her to let her fangs free and rip the werewolves below into tiny pieces of meat.
    

    
              “He did many things.” Romany replied, averting her eyes. “He and his girlfriend, Rain, would take it in turns to inflict misery and humiliation on their slaves. I was there for their pleasure, to share their bed and engage in whatever disgusting acts they wanted. Rain didn’t particularly like me, such was her paranoia, she went as far as accusing me of attempting to seduce Vex away from her. Anyway, I broke her nose. To appease her and punish me, Vex lashed me fifty times, then slung me into the cells. He told me I’d never see another sunset, nor would I ever bear witness to the dawn of another new day. Darkness was to become my only friend. I spent a long stint in a cell, all alone. Completely cut off from everyone else. I was given food and water once a day and allowed to bathe in front of a Guard every fortnight. That was my life. But then the cells started overflowing with villagers and anyone who dared speak out against the Council and they hurled me into a shared cell a few floors up. That is how I met Maximus.”
    

    
              “I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through.” Nova said, placing her arms around her friend. She pulled away, a stern look on her face. “I think perhaps I should teach him and the other little pricks down there a lesson.” Nova growled.
    

    
              “Nova!” The Mother warned. “We can't be picking fights at every stop of this journey.”
    

    
              “I quite agree.” Nova replied. “So, I promise that this will be the only one.” Before Mother Moth could deter her, Nova had shed her satchel and bow and had stood up. She shouted down at the group below. “Don’t suppose you could help a girl out, boys?”
    

    
              The Lycans stared up at her, dumbfounded ‌before their faces shifted with menace. 
    

    
      Vex stepped forward cockily. “You lost, little lady?”
    

    
              “I think I must have taken a wrong turn or something.” Nova sighed, pouting. The moon that hung in the sky lit her up like an angel descending from heaven, illuminating her red hair and green eyes.
    

    
              “Well, perhaps me and my boys can accompany you to where you wish to go?”
    

    
              “You’d do that for me?” Nova asked, cooing at the men. Stroking their egos.
    

    
              “Love, we’d do anything for you.” Vex grinned.
    

    
              “We’d do anything for a piece of you more like.” Chortled one of the shorter men. Vex smacked him round the back of the head and grunted at him before turning back to Nova.
    

    
              “Ignore these inbred idiots. They don’t know how to treat a lady.” Vex smirked.
    

    
              “And you do?” Nova asked, meandering down the hill towards them. Her hips swayed with each step.
    

    
              “Oh, yeah… I know how to treat a little lady like you.” Vex bit his lip, eyeing her up. Much like a beast stalking its prey. Sizing it up and weighing its options. Nova knew the look in his eyes, knew the thoughts that raced through his mind. Beasts, all of them.
    

    
               Nova reached the bottom of the hill and walked toward the group. She smiled serenely at each of them before her eyes settled on Vex once more. She studied his features and body language, he was just as much a brute as Deacon had been. So predictable.
    

    
              “So tell me, big guy, how do you treat a lady like me?”
    

    
      Clearly thinking he was in for a night of debauchery, Vex confidently stepped forward and lightly touched her face. “Well, for starters…” He leered, “I’d kiss your neck, like this.” He bent his head and placed a scratchy kiss against her cool skin. She faked a gasp and trailed a finger up his taut chest. “Then I'd ram my bone so far up your cunt you could barely breathe.” His hand sought out her crotch. 
    

    
              “I feel I should warn you, I like it a little rough. I’ve been known to bite, once or twice.” Nova purred,  biting her lip seductively as he grinned at his boys.
    

    
              “Go on then, sweetheart. Plant one right here for me. Be rough as you like, I'll happily return the 
      favour
      .” He tapped his neck, baring it brazenly. Nova could see his jugular vein pulsing beneath his 
      grey
       skin. Nova obliged and ran her fingers down his arms before kissing along his collarbone and neck ever so gently. She felt his body relax at her touch and a hardening in his trousers, and when he sighed with pleasure, she sank her fangs into his neck and drank deeply. He tensed in her arms and his hands scrambled to pry her away from his neck, she jumped up, her legs wrapping around him, squeezing him tightly as she fed ferociously. He grunted for help, but his companions were busy getting their own taste of karma. Chaplin had appeared and along with Mother Moth, the wolves had met their match as hexes hit them in their chests. They dropped like flies. Damaged but not dead.
    

    
               Nova sank to her knees, still cradling Vex in her arms. She pulled back from him briefly, his blood dripping from her lips. He was on the cusp of death, his body lucid and eyes blurring. “This is for every woman you’ve ever laid a finger on… and believe me, Rain is next.” With a growl, she bit down again and tore his throat out. His remaining blood pumped over her fingers and pooled around his head as he gurgled and choked to death. It coated Nova’s hands and knees in a deep crimson that echoed the hunger in her eyes.
    

    
              Nova got to her feet and turned to face the others, “now he can’t hurt anyone ever again.”
    

    
              “Was that really necessary?” The Mother asked as Nova licked her fingers clean.
    

    
              “At this point in our fight, I’d say it's either kill or be killed. Wouldn’t you?” Nova retorted.
    

    
              “You’ve changed.” The Mother replied gently. “It’s quite common for fairly new Vampires to succumb to their animal instincts. I just assumed you’d want to cling on to your humanity more than seeking revenge on foolish men.”
    

    
              “I’ve been soft for too long, and all that’s gotten me is more heartache and pain. I wasn’t prepared for a fight before. I thought I was, but I was foolish.”
    

    
              “And now you are?” 
    

    
              “Now I’m prepared to do whatever it takes to free Hindra.”
    

    
              “Even if that means killing?”
    

    
              “Right now, nothing is off the table. Besides, if I hadn’t struck first they would have. I couldn't risk Romany being recaptured.”
    

    
              “That may be, but where do you draw the line, Nova? Who is innocent in your eyes?”
    

    
              “In this world…I’m really not sure.” Nova shrugged, “but I guess we’ll find out.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Five
       
    

    
      Into Illyria
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      T
      he remainder of their journey through Hindra to reach Illyria was fairly uneventful. They’d narrowly escaped a passing pack of Shriekers and Scouts by forming a protective bubble around them that concealed their scent. Chaplin was getting particularly good at that  spell. However, they knew they couldn’t stay in the Badlands for much longer. The Scouts would soon discover the body of Vex and his passed out comrades. With the wind picking up and the cover of night slowly fading they pushed on. Mother Moth took them through several underground tunnels that proved to be excellent shortcuts and just before the artificial sun of Hindra rose, they made it to the glimmering gateway of Illyria. 
    

    
              Unlike the gateway into Harrows Wood that was tucked away and barely visible to the naked eye, the Illyrian gate was shining a bright enticing blue. Bright, blossoming flowers of pink sprouted up from the grassy mound that looked particularly out of place when compared with the rest of the Badlands. Where the entrance to Harrows Wood’s entrance had been paved with spell jars and warning runes, skulls, and deadly plants, warning trespassers to walk away, this gateway practically called to your soul, welcoming you to step within its warmth.
    

    
              “Don’t be fooled into thinking it’s all sunshine and rainbows in there.” The Mother warned, “The sweet smell that’s drawing you in is nothing more than Pandorium. Look beneath those pretty pink petals and you’ll see beneath the folds and leaves, hide the blue hues of a Pandora bush. The Illyrians are cunning. Whilst the other Realms ward off intruders, this lot draws them in, and not always with good intentions.”
    

    
              “I thought it was mainly Seers within this Realm?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “That is mainly true, however, there is also a myriad of other species living there. Sprites, Kelpies, Nymphs, a Cecaelia or two, and 
      rumour
       even has it that there’s a lonely Lamia living within one of the dank caves.”
    

    
              “A what and a who?” Nova asked blankly.
    

    
              “A Cacaelia is an octopus-human hybrid. They’re really rare, it’s incredibly hard for them to procreate so much like the Sirens their species is dying out. They live in a small saltwater bog nowadays, a far cry from the oceans that were once upon a time theirs. As for the Lamia, well, that's a female-snake hybrid. If she truly exists within this Realm then that would make her the very last of her kind. The wolves of Bracken pretty much eradicated them centuries ago.”
    

    
              “All you need to take away from that 
      lass
      , is stay outta the water and away from caves. Simple.” Chaplin said, slapping her on the back merrily. 
    

    
              “I don't know what you’re smirking for Chaplin.” The Mother protested, “After all, Lamia are well known in our particular folklore to go after roguish men. To seduce them and teach them a lesson. Similar perhaps to our Siren friends, though a Lamia will then devour her prey whole in one gulp… they can completely dislocate their jaws.”
    

    
              Chaplin gulped, “it does what?!”
    

    
              “Aawww Chappy,” Nova grinned, “it’s simple, just stay away from the caves, right?” She slapped him on his back, then before he could back away from the gateway both she and The Mother grabbed his hands and together hauled him through the portal, Romany laughing merrily behind them. 
    

    
              The journey through the Illyrian portal was a bizarre one. A haze of multi-coloured madness surrounded them as their limbs moved of their own accord. “It’s the pandorium.” Mother Moth slurred as they seemed to spin wildly through a 
      technicolour
       kaleidoscope with seemingly no end.
    

    
              Nova’s head bobbed merrily from side to side as all thoughts and qualms slipped from her mind, replaced with a weightless feeling of drunken euphoria. The high she was experiencing was like no other. No alcohol or human-created illicit narcotic came close to what pure Pandora was serving them right now. She turned to face Romany whose long hair was flying wildly around her face, her eyes were closed, a look of pure joy upon her face giving her the appearance of an Angel. 
    

    
      Chaplin on the other hand was skittishly swaying from side to side and laughing to himself as they continued to float through the air. Nova struggled to lift her head and tried to focus on where they were heading. A small dot of light had appeared in the distance, growing in stature until it blinded them, making them shield their eyes and wail as the high lifted and reality kicked back in. With no warning they tumbled from the portal and landed awkwardly on the grassy forest floor of Illyria. 
    

    
      “Who the bloody hell are you?”
    

    
      Nova looked up groggily to find a short man with long brown hair and a matching beard staring down at her. He wore a dark 
      grey
       cap on his head and had a toothpick hanging from the corner of his mouth.
    

    
      “I said, who the bloody hell are you?” The man dressed in dark green overalls and chunky black boots folded his arms and tapped his foot impatiently. A satchel full of scrolls was hurled across his shoulder.
    

    
              Nova got to her feet slowly, still reeling from the side effects of the trip they'd just had. Mother Moth cleared her throat, “I am The Mother, and you little messenger boy will take us to whoever believes themselves to be in charge of this whimsical little wasteland of dreamers and drug addicts. Capiche?” 
    

    
              The man raised his eyebrows, “I don’t know no Mother.”
    

    
              “The name Mother Moth should ring loudly in your tiny little ears and leave a bitter taste in your throat. I am the leader of The 
      Mothlings
      . Do you perhaps see clearly now?” She 
      levelled
       her face with his, her swirling eyes reflecting in his confused baby blues.
    

    
              “Mother Moth? You are Mother Moth? You’re real?” He stammered as the penny finally dropped.
    

    
              “As real as you are.” She replied, patting him on the head. “What’s your name anyway?”
    

    
              “Well fuck me sideways. I 
      never
      ! I always thought you were a made-up person, you know, someone conjured up by the rebels to frighten the Council and whatnot. I’m Alex by the way, Alex the Giant.
    

    
              “Why do they call you Alex the Giant?” Nova 
      marvelled
      , taking in his smaller than average stature.
    

    
              “Well,” The man chewed his lip, “my parents were Giants, but um, well, as you can see… I’m not. When I was born they didn’t want a freak like me hanging around. So they cast me out of Bracken when I was still fresh out of the womb. Lucky really, the wolves mighta eaten me otherwise. Anyway, a member of the Brotherhood found me and dropped me off here. I was raised by the entire village. So they call me Alex the Giant as a kind of wind up.” He shrugged, “Anyway, enough about me, who are the rest of you?”
    

    
              “These are my companions, Chaplin, Romany, and Nova… you’ll likely know her by her more fitting name of Death Bringer.”
    

    
              He raised his eyebrows and stared at Nova intently, “you’re the Death Bringer?  Oh man, Bobby is not gonna believe the day I’ve had.” He chuckled.
    

    
              “Now you know I’m real and standing right here in front of you, it would be a good time to get those feet of yours moving and take us to whoever keeps this ticking time bomb running.” Mother Moth suggested curtly.
    

    
              “Ah, in that case, you’ll be wanting to see Sylkie.”
    

    
              “Who’s Sylkie?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “She’s a Cacaelia. She and her husband Brom kind of run this joint nowadays.”
    

    
              “I thought Illyria was left leaderless after the demise of the last Queen?” Romany asked, rubbing her belly gently.
    

    
              “Well, the Royal line died out, certainly. But that didn’t stop others from rising up and taking charge when necessary. However, as far as The Righteous Ones are concerned, we’re completely leaderless, harmless and a dead-end wasteland full of magical folk way past their prime and addicts lost to their dementia.” The man smirked as he beckoned them to follow him along an overgrown path. “They think we’re all off our tits on pandorium. That’s not always the case,” he laughed again. “Illyria is a utopia for those lost and lonely wanderers with no place to call home. This Realm has become much more than just a habitat for Seers, sprites, and kelpies. It’s long since become a secret refuge for most of the Inflicted Kin not welcome elsewhere. Except the wolves and Vampires of course. What Hindra once was, Illyria is now. So Mother, you may believe yourself to be the leader of the great rebellion, but look around,” they entered the 
      center
       of a lively, brightly coloured village bustling with a variety of people and creatures, “this is the real rebellion.”
    

    
              “It’s beautiful,” Nova 
      whispered looking
       at all the flowering trees and happy faces. Cottages stood in a little row at the far end of the clearing, smoke billowing from tiny brick chimneys. To the left was a cooking station. Several elves were stirring Giant pots of bubbling food that smelt 
      appetising
      , whilst a beautiful nymph dished it onto wooden plates for the queue of patiently waiting, hungry children. To the right of the clearing were several people dressed in orange robes, fighting each other with thick wooden poles. A man with long black hair was walking among them offering advice and help where needed. Everywhere Nova looked she was amazed. She felt a pull in her gut like this was where she was meant to be. Nova turned to Romany and could tell by her cousin's dreamlike expression that she felt it too. 
    

    
              “This place is 
      mesmerising
      .” Romany breathed, before suddenly doubling over and clutching her stomach tightly.
    

    
              “Romany!” Nova cried, running to her aid. She helped her to sit down on a nearby bench. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
    

    
              “Pain…my God, the pain.” Romany gasped..
    

    
              “Nova,” Mother Moth pulled her to one side and spoke quietly. “I think that little one is getting ready to make its grand entrance.”
    

    
              “Bloody hell,” Chaplin shouted, jumping back from Romany. Nova turned around to see blood trickling down her friend's legs. 
    

    
      Romany looked up at Nova completely 
      bewildered
      , “the baby! It’s too soon!”
    

    
      “I thought we had more time.” Nova panicked, “Max isn’t here!”
    

    
      “Babies come when they want to come.” Mother Moth replied calmly. She gently pulled Romany’s hair away from her face and secured it in a ponytail. “I know it hurts, but you must try to breathe through it.”
    

    
      “Oh bloody hell.” The messenger man said, hopping from foot to foot anxiously.
    

    
      “Well don’t just stand there!” Nova shouted, “Get help. A medic or something! You must have an infirmary? A healers hut?! Anything!” Nova gritted her teeth.
    

    
      “Ok, ok. Let me think. Oh, I know, I know who can help. Romida, she’s a nymph, she has medical training.”
    

    
      “Quick then man!” Chaplin shouted, still keeping his distance. 
    

    
      Alex scuttled off and Nova snatched the towels and remedies from Chaplin. A short woman with wrinkled skin and 
      greying
       hair hobbled over, “you may make use of my stable, it's better than birthing a little one out here.” She smiled warmly at the group and told them to follow her. Nova and Mother Moth hoisted Romany gently to her feet and helped her walk as they followed the kind lady. Chaplin trailed behind carrying their satchels and other belongings. They entered the stable and Nova set the towels down over the hay covered floor and then helped The Mother lower Romany down onto them. Nova gripped her hand and smiled at her friend, “you’re going to be a mother.”
    

    
      “I’m not ready.” Romany whispered, sweat dripping from her forehead.
    

    
      “Yes you are.” Nova soothed with certainty. “You’re going to be the best mother in all the 
      lands
      . I just know it.” Her voice caught in her throat as she remembered what The Gatekeeper had told her.
    

    
      …you will raise this child…
    

    
      …just as you have lost, so will that babe…
    

    
      A cold chill crept along Nova’s spine as the true impact of The Gatekeepers words hit home. The Mother turned to her quietly, “what comes to pass, comes to pass.”
    

    
              “Not if I can help it.” Nova replied through gritted teeth.
    

    
      The Mother shook her head nonchalantly and turned back to Romany, who was laying in a sodden heap on top of the towels that were already stained red. 
    

    
              “Is that normal” Chaplin enquired, “all that blood.” 
    

    
      Nova looked from Romany then back to Mother Moth, her resolve taking a battering, “she can’t die,” she said, barely making a sound. 
    

    
              Alex bustled into the stable, a petite Nymph just behind him, Her curly gold hair was piled high on the top of her head. She took one look at Romany and shook her head, “I need some sprigs of feverfew, rosemary and cloves.” She looked at Alex, “tell Felix to prepare a batch of ginger tea and steep the herbs within it. Send Paula to get fresh linen and I need you,” she turned to Chaplin, “to mix up a remedy of yarrow and witch hazel.” She clapped her hands and Chaplin and Alex got on with their jobs. She knelt beside Romany and gently pressed on her abdomen, then got to her feet frowning.
    

    
              Romida turned to Nova and The Mother, “your friend is losing a lot of blood. Her baby is in distress, but not ready to be born yet. This is not 
      labour
      . This is something else. An infection perhaps. I just can’t tell. The best I can do right now is stem the flow of blood and make her as comfortable as possible and keep on top of her pain.”
    

    
              “Will she be ok? Will her baby be ok?” Nova asked,
    

    
              “I hope so.”
    

    
              “But you can’t say for sure?”
    

    
      Romida shook her head, “I shall stay here with your friend, you both should step outside. I’ll send 
      for
       you if necessary.”
    

    
              “I don’t want to leave her.” Nova said.
    

    
              “Come on,” The Mother guided her from the stable. “Right now, there is 
      naught
       we can do. Romany is in good hands. You know better than I do, that destiny works in mysterious ways. It is not up to us to decide what happens next. Whatever will be, will be.”
    

    
              “I hate this destiny bullshit.” Nova raged. 
    

    
      Alex rushed past them followed by a tall man carrying a large jug of steaming liquid. They closed the doors of the stable behind them for privacy. A few moments later, Alex stepped back outside, and mopped his sweaty brow.
    

    
              “Is she doing ok?” Nova asked urgently. 
    

    
              “For now she’s asleep. Best thing she can do, to be honest with you. Romida gave her the tincture we made to stop the pain and bleeding. Now we must wait, but I think she’ll be ok, with plenty of rest that baby will stay put for a little bit longer.”
    

    
              “Thank God.” Nova breathed a sigh of relief as Romida exited the stable. Nova caught a brief glimpse of a sound asleep and very pale Romany before the doors once again closed. 
    

    
              “Your friend,” Romida looked at Nova, “she is sickly, but stable. Pregnant women need lots of rest, especially towards the end of the pregnancy cycle. What in all of Hindra has she been doing?”
    

    
              “Too much, clearly.” Mother Moth replied.
    

    
              “This is my fault.” Nova said. “I should have told her to stay behind.”
    

    
              “Where did you even come from?” Romida folded her arms crossly.
    

    
              “Look, I’ll be straight with you. We’ve come a really long way, mainly looking for answers and hope. My name is Nova, this is Mother Moth and my Warlock friend Chaplin. I’m the one known as the Death Bringer, and it is my destiny to bring down Imogen. But more than that, it is both mine and Romany’s birthright to be here, in this Realm.”
    

    
              “Oh really, and why is that?” Romida queried, suspiciously.
    

    
              “Our grandmother was none other than Cornelia Amethyst.”
    

    
              Romida gasped, “that cannot be.”
    

    
              “It’s true. I searched her palm. Romany and Nova are the last remaining descendants of the noble house of Amethyst, and that baby in there, waiting to be born, she is your future Queen.”
    

    
              Romida stepped forward and touched her dainty fingers to Nova’s temple, “can it be?”
    

    
      She turned Nova’s head to one side, trailed her hand down her neck then gripped both her upper arms, twirling her in a circle, making sure she got a good look at Nova.
    

    
              “My goodness. When the light hits your eyes, there’s no mistaking your lineage. Your great-grandmother had that same twinkle. But, the markings on your neck… you are a Vampire?”
    

    
              “Yes, yes I am. But I am also a Seer… of sorts.”
    

    
              “Of sorts?”
    

    
              “Nova can only see echoes of the past and vague events from the future within her dreams. Her sight is still forming. Only triggered by becoming a Vampire.”
    

    
              “Though your blood makes you Royalty, your vampirism hinders you from taking the Throne.” Romida replied carefully.
    

    
              “It is not the Throne I want.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “Then why are you here?”
    

    
              “To persuade your people to join our cause. To free Hindra once and for all.”
    

    
              “And you believe you have what it takes to rid this world of the Council once and for all?”
    

    
              “With enough allies I know we can.”
    

    
              “It has been many moons since the Realms crossed paths and worked together. I doubt very much that either Bracken nor Harrows Wood will join your crusade, they are both very much in Imogen's pocket.”
    

    
              “Yes, we figured neither of those Realms would come to our aid. That's where you and the Vampires of Bloodybay come in. Your numbers combined plus the 
      Mothlings
      , my people and all my warriors left in London are enough to take Imogen and the others on.”
    

    
              “You know the chances of winning this are incredibly slim?”
    

    
              “Yes, but I also know that if I don’t do something then Hindra will die and one by one so will the Realms connected to her. Hindra is feeding off of the Council's ways, she’s fading away. You must have seen the change in her?”
    

    
              “You speak as though Hindra exists on the same plane as we do, as if she truly lives.” Dromida replied.
    

    
              “Because she does. Hindra is a living, breathing Realm. Ruth told me that before we even started on this path.”
    

    
              “Ruth?” Dromida queried. “You can’t mean Ruthless? The banished witch of Harrows Wood? Responsible for murdering her own babe?”
    

    
              “That story is bullshit.” Nova said angrily.
    

    
              “Language.” Tutted Mother Moth.
    

    
              Nova glared at her then faced Dromida again. “She was set up by Tiana, just to take the Throne.”
    

    
              “Tiana… She truly did that? She murdered Ruth’s child?”
    

    
              “Trust me, Tiana is guilty of much more than that.” Nova sighed. “She orchestrated the death of Atara. Harrows Wood’s previous ruler. Tiana is evil. Pure, evil.”
    

    
              “My God.” Dromida paled. “Sylkie must be told…about all of this!” 
    

    
      “Imogen is destroying everything she touches. The rations the communities receive are laced with a drug known as Odyssey X. It’s a magical drug from the Land of the Burning Sun. It keeps them lucid, ensures that there’s no spark of rebellion within them. They are her toys, her puppets. And she sees herself as the master. Hindra will fall unless we do something. The Gatekeeper can feel her agony, and so can I.” Nova said.
    

    
              “The Gatekeeper? He’s resurfaced?”
    

    
              “To an extent, yes.”
    

    
              “I can’t tell if you’re stupid or brave. Either way it’s Sylkie you need to meet with. She sees herself as our ruler. The other clans dotted around this Realm don’t seem to agree.”
    

    
              “Other clans?” Chaplin queried.
    

    
              “Oh yeah, there’s like four or five out there, this Realm brought so many lost souls together, but it doesn’t mean everything is hunky dory, you know. It’s just the way it is, but for the most part we all get on and things tick by fine.” Alex said. 
    

    
              “Take them to Sylkie, let her decide what our course may be. Also, Alex please take these scrolls to the outer encampment. I need the herbalists out there to fetch me a few things for my store cupboard, tell them in return I’ll send a care package.”
    

    
              “Will do.” He took the scrolls and tucked them in his satchel beside the others.
    

    
              “Follow me then.” He said, before turning around and walking away. Nova took a last hesitant look at the closed stable door then turned and followed Alex.
    

    
              “How do we know this Sylkie won’t just chew us up and spit us out?” Chaplin muttered.
    

    
              “We’ll just have to find out.” Nova replied. “But one way or another, these people will listen to what I have come here to say. Even if I have to scream it out loud. They will hear me.”
    

    
              “Goodluck with that girl.” Alex replied, “Sylkie doesn’t much like listening to no one.”
    

    
              “Well, she hasn’t met our Nova!” Chaplin retorted, proudly.
    

    
      They continued following Alex around the encampment as he handed out scrolls and provisions to various people. They all seemed to greet him with warmth and hospitality. Several handing him more scrolls or offering him food and water before he moved on.
    

    
              “What is your role here?” Nova enquired. 
    

    
              “Me? I’m important.” He smiled merrily, puffing out his chest.
    

    
              “Important how?” Mother Moth scoffed.
    

    
              “I deliver things. Things that no other could possibly do! I traverse these lands, I climb these mountains and trudge through lakes.”
    

    
              “What things?” Nova mused.
    

    
              “Scrolls and whatnot. You know, important news to pass on to someone else.”
    

    
              “So essentially you’re a robin?” Nova said.
    

    
              “A what?” Alex replied somewhat hautilly. 
    

    
              “A robin. It’s what we in the mortal Realm call someone who delivers letters and packages from one place to another.”
    

    
              “There’s more out there like me?” Alex replied.
    

    
              “Oh yes, there’s quite a few men and women back in London who wear these smart uniforms, each day they can be seen traipsing from one end of the city to the other, delivering and collecting bits and bobs on their way.”
    

    
              “I’d love to meet these robin’s one day. My own race! See, I am bloody special!” He smiled and skipped on.
    

    
              “You do 
      realise
       he’s not jesting?” Mother Moth whispered to Nova, “he actually believes the robin’s back in London are some magical new race not heard of in these lands?”
    

    
              “Well, it made him smile.” Nova laughed, “we’ll break the news to him another time.”
    

    




      Chapter Six 
    

    
      When War Comes Calling
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      H
      ow much further?” Chaplin wheezed as they walked up yet another narrow, grassy verge. 
    

    
              “Quit your whining old man.” Alex said over his shoulder as he led them beneath a low hanging oak tree and through a hedgerow.
    

    
              “I’m sweating me bollocks off.” Chaplin groaned.
    

    
              “Don’t be such a wimp.” Alex said. “I make this journey every damn day. It’s piss easy.”
    

    
              “It bloody well ain’t” Chaplin grumbled.
    

    
              “Seriously though,” Nova said, “how much further? We’re pretty 
      done in
      . We 
      travelled
       a long way to even get here and we’ve not had a rest since.”
    

    
              “God you’re all such babies.” Alex huffed. He spun around to face them. “Fine, you soft arses can have a wee half hour break.” He dropped to the floor and rummaged within his satchel and brought out a box of odd looking wooden pieces with different spots on each of them and a squashed looking food parcel. He unwrapped it deftly and brought the bread roll up to his nostrils and sniffed. “Freshly baked this morning by old man Stout. No finer bread anywhere.” He broke it into even chunks and handed it out to them. Nova nibbled at the roll and could feel the soft, doughy bread filling the hole in her belly.
    

    
              “It’s really good.” She mumbled through another mouthful.
    

    
              “Stout’s the best baker in all the Realms. Trust me.” Alex grinned, biting off a large chunk of his own roll and 
      savouring
       it. “He puts a little something special in it.” 
    

    
              “Like what?” Nova queried, eagerly ripping into what was left of her roll.
    

    
              “Oh you know, a few herbs and spices. Maybe a little this and a little that…possibly a dash of the other.” 
    

    
              “Oh, mama.” Chaplin grinned, “there’s a wee bit of pandorium in this little beauty isn't there?”
    

    
              “Aye, there is.” Alex replied happily, licking his fingers clean. “It really hits the spot, 
      don’t
       it?”
    

    
              “Do you people have a habit of drugging your own food?” Nova asked wearily, putting the rest of her roll down.
    

    
              “Look girl, to you this may be an illegal or frowned upon substance. But to us, it’s just  another weed that grows for us to pluck and make use of. Do me a 
      favour
       and put a sock in it ok. Just eat the damn roll and be glad I shared my lunch with you.” 
    

    
              Nova rolled her eyes and glared as Chaplin reached over and snatched the remnants of her roll up. “What?” He asked, shoving it in his mouth. “Waste not, want not,” he winked.
    

    
              Alex began arranging the different wooden pieces on the grass in front of him. Matching the dots up from each one.
    

    
              “What are you doing?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “He’s playing dominos.” Chaplin replied, “I used 
      ter
       play this with Noah.” The Warlock seated himself opposite Alex and the two of them settled down to play the game.
    

    
              After they’d finished eating and Chaplin had won the game of Dominos, Alex ushered them all back onto their feet and instructed them to follow his every step. “The path gets a little dicey from here on ok. So just go slow and you’ll be fine.” They turned a corner and found themselves on the edge of an enormous canyon. A waterfall of epic proportions was flowing freely from a cliff edge directly above them, encasing the entire canyon in a curtain of water that churned below them, 
      filing
       into an enormous lake that forked off into several different directions. 
    

    
              “How in hell do we get through this?” Nova said.
    

    
              “Easy if you know how.” Alex shrugged. He looked over the edge, then with a whistle and a wave, dropped from sight. 
    

    
              Nova ran forwards shouting, “Alex!” She leaned over the edge and about two feet down stood Alex, on a very narrow wooden ledge that had been built into the canyon itself, tucked neatly behind the flowing water. Nova followed the direction of the path with her eyes and saw that it ran around the entire canyon, slowly descending until it became level with the ground. “You’re a fucking idiot,” she shouted at Alex.
    

    
              “Just drop down, and stop your whining.” He replied with a smile.
    

    
              “I am not going down there!” Chaplin grimaced, “not 
      on your
       life am I stepping foot on that poor excuse for a pathway.”
    

    
              “Toughen up.” The Mother said, and with a flourish of her staff, graciously floated down to the ledge. She looked up at the Warlock, “see, it’s easy.”
    

    
              Chaplin turned to Nova, “I’m not doing it! Yer can’t make me.” He backed away slowly.
    

    
              “You bloody well are.” Nova snapped, “even if I have to drag you myself, you are getting on that damn ledge!”
    

    
              “Fine!” He snapped, “but if I die, I want it put on my gravestone that you lot are bloody responsible.”
    

    
              Nova grabbed his arm and dragged him towards the edge, “at this rate I’ll make sure your tombstone says, 
      dead because Nova got sick of my cowardice
      . Now get down there!”
    

    
              He frowned at her, then with pursed lips and tightly shut eyes, stepped off the edge and wailed as he fell. Nova saw him land with a wobble and smiled down at his pale face. “See, easy.” She laughed to herself as she heard him mutter a few choice curse words then dropped down herself. Landing with ease she smiled at Alex, “lead on.”
    

    
              The journey down the increasingly narrower pathway was not a comfortable one. The ledge was slippery with spray from the waterfall and several beams were either missing or hanging down perilously. Several times Nova had to reach out to steady Chaplin who for some stupid reason was crawling along the pathway on all fours.
    

    
              “You know, you’d be safer just walking.” She shouted at him over the sound of crashing water around them.
    

    
              “And you'd be safer just being quiet.” He swore at her again and carried on wobbling forwards.
    

    
              “Don’t be such a misery.” Nova laughed, “it could be worse.”
    

    
              “How?” He snapped. “How in hell could this journey possibly be any worse?”
    

    
              “Well, at least there aren’t Giant alligators to contend with.” She giggled remembering the journey they took through Hindra in order to sneak into Harrows Wood to steal the Gilded Grimoire.
    

    
              The rest of the journey downwards was spent in silence as they traversed displaced rocks, overgrown plants and slippery surfaces before finally reaching the bottom. Chaplin was still on all fours, kissing the ground and praising the Goddesses.
    

    
              “You thought that was hard mate, the journey back up is a right bugger.” Alex chortled, slapping the Warlock on the shoulder and walking on.
    

    
              Alex led them over a small bridge that sent them safely over a fast-flowing fork of the river. Then onwards through a thick copse of tall trees, down several winding lanes, and finally out onto a flat open area that had a large bog pond at its 
      centre
      . The grass there was darker, almost jade in 
      colour
      , and the sky was barely visible between thick gnarly trees that grew at a curve around them, meeting in the middle like some kind of nature-made cathedral roof. Dotted around the clearing were small wooden huts. Outside each hut sat people barely dressed, sitting merrily around low-burning campfires. Large beautiful blue and yellow flowers were sprouting through the dark grass, giving off a sweet aroma. Several tall, wooden carved statues with offerings at their feet stood in between each hut. 
    

    
              “Who are those statues of?” Nova asked, nodding towards the closest one. It was of a woman rising from a wave, in one hand she held aloft a thick spear, and an octopus tentacle could be seen poking out behind her left shoulder. “It’s so detailed.” Nova mused, stepping closer.
    

    
              Alex joined her, “ah yes, nothing like a wooden statue to boost one’s ego.” He tutted, “this bloody thing was made to mirror Sylkie, she likes to think she’s the ruler of these lands. She’s really more like a caretaker. She tells folks what to do, and they nod, then do their own thing anyway. She’s good at keeping things ticking though, I mean we’ve got food in our bellies and clothes on our backs, am I right? This place is kind of… off the grid ya know. It’s a bit more relaxed than the rest of the Realm. The blighters that choose to follow Sylkie are a little bit loose in the head and loins shall we say.”
    

    
              “It’s a damn nudist camp.” Chaplin breathed with excitement, his eyes wide with merriment as he looked at the scantily dressed lady to his left, roasting a plucked bird over the campfire. 
    

    
              “So that’s Sylkie.” Nova 
      marvelled
      , ignoring Chaplin’s bulging eyes. “I never knew such creatures existed.”
    

    
              “Well, now you do.” A haughty voice called out. The unmistakable gaze of Sylkie met Nova’s inquisitive eyes. The woman's skin was a pale, almost translucent blue. The Tiara of Lux sat upon her deep green hair which hung almost poker-straight to her shoulders. Her upper body was slim and toned, with long slender arms and lethal-looking nails, but from the waist down, she was something else entirely. Large tentacles sprouted from where her legs should have been. They were long and a deep inky blue with silver suction cups. She was held aloft from the bog on a sedan chair, carried by four burly-looking men wearing loincloths and covered in tribal tattoos in 
      colourful
       ink.
    

    
      Nova smiled, “it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
    

    
      Sylkie motioned for her men to carry her forward and they obliged, “you look like trouble. Why are you here?” 
    

    
      “For help.” Nova replied.
    

    
      “Oh really?” Sylkie mused, “and what can I possibly help you with?”
    

    
      “Bringing down the Council.”
    

    
      Sylkie laughed, “oh my, you are something else.” She leaned forward and one of her long dark tentacles shot out and curled around Nova’s waist, bringing the two women almost nose to nose. “You venture into my Realm, into my bog, disturbing my slumber… to ask for help with an impossible task. You clearly have a death wish. This Realm has suffered enough. We won’t suffer anymore.” Sylkie released Nova roughly, shoving her backwards in distaste.
    

    
      Nova stood her ground. “You will listen to me,” she demanded.
    

    
      “Will I now? You seem very confident all of a sudden for an outsider looking for my help.”
    

    
      “If I were you,” The Mother interjected, “I’d listen to what Nova has to say.”
    

    
      “And who are you?” Sylkie asked, glaring.
    

    
      “I am Mother Moth.”
    

    
      Sylkie’s demeanor changed, she stared at them, “Mother Moth, as in 
      the
       Mother Moth? Revered leader of the underground resistance…? That Mother Moth?”
    

    
      “The one and only.” 
    

    
      “Well, now you’ve got my attention. Ok girl,  I’m listening.” The men placed Sylkie’s sedan chair gently on the ground and she reclined backward, delicately placing shrimp into her mouth from a little bowl beside her. 
    

    
      “We’re building an army. An army of those tired of being stepped on. Tired of being broken and beaten. Tired of being ruled by barbarians. Like I said, my name is Nova, also known as the Death Bringer, but more importantly, I am a descendant of Cornelia Amethyst. That makes me Royalty… and that means you will listen to me.” Nova stood up straight, her shoulders back and eyes glowing red. 
    

    
      Sylkie sat up, a confused look on her face. “You jest, surely?”
    

    
      “It's God's honest truth.” Chaplin chimed in, “our girl here is the key to it all.”
    

    
      “I do not tolerate liars or time wasters. Get Brom.” Sylkie barked at one of her men. He obliged and swam across the bog to a small cave almost hidden from view.
    

    
      “Look,” said Nova. “I’m not here to personally reclaim the Throne, I have no interest in taking over. All I want is for us to join forces and finally take back Hindra and all the Realms. Don’t you think these people deserve that?”
    

    
      “Let me tell you a little about my 
      people child
      , and I’m not referring to my loyal followers in this Realm. I mean 
      my
       people, my species. We suffered greatly, greater perhaps than the Sirens. We were obliterated. All because we refused to join forces with The Righteous Ones in the early days of their takeover. Our oceans were filled in, our fight diminished. We kept our tentacles to ourselves and swore to protect our own and the rest of this Realm. All our loyalty got us was decimation. Myself and Brom are all that is left of what once was a thriving species. We’ve lost our brothers, our sisters… our infants. A curse of the most spiteful type was placed upon my womb, ensuring that once we’re gone, it’ll be as if our species never existed at all.” She knitted her brows together, “So, why should we put ourselves and this Realm on the line to aid you in a war that we’ve already lost before?”
    

    
      “What is all this racket?” A man with dark-tanned skin had swum across the bog. He heaved himself from the water and crawled across the grass to join Sylkie. His tentacles were a deep 
      grey
       with jet-black suckers and they snaked around his wife’s shoulders lovingly, bringing her in closer to him. His black hair was braided down his back and tied off with a cord. His purple eyes stared at Nova intensely. “Who are you, stranger?”
    

    
      “Royalty… from this Realm, apparently.” Sylkie replied.
    

    
      “Royalty indeed.” Brom scoffed. He stopped when he saw the look on his wife’s face. “You can't be serious? I can smell the Vampire on her from here…” He turned back to Nova, “you’re a little far from Bloodbay little one.”
    

    
      “I may be a Vampire,” Nova replied, “but I am also the granddaughter of Cornelia Amethyst. Draw the blood from my veins, search my mind… do whatever you need to do in order to convince yourselves of my truths, but one way or another, you will sit down and listen to me. We have 
      travelled
       a very long way, I am tired, I am hungry and I am fed up with explaining myself to idiot after idiot. A war is coming, whether you choose to help us or not, it will knock on your door and take all that hides behind it. Imogen must be stopped, and though you look at me as though I’m an imposter, I’m the only one who can truly stop her. I am the Death Bringer, such is my destiny, and being here is my Goddam birthright.”
    

    
      “Well, she’s certainly got the fire of an Amethyst.” Brom smirked. “Come to me.” He ordered. Nova stepped forward, he reached out and took her hand in his. “I have a gift for sniffing out liars and thieves. Do you come here seeking riches, or are your stories to be believed?” He ran his fingers along her palm, turning it over in his cool hands, then he searched her face and smiled warmly, “I see you bringer of death, harbinger of secrets.” He released her hand and turned to his wife, “as unlikely as it may seem, this girl is no liar. Standing before us, right here, right now, is a descendant of our dearly departed Queen. Tell me, child, what is happening out there that brings you to our shores with such urgency?”
    

    
      “The situation is dire. The people in the Citadel are practically under house arrest. They’re beaten, starved, and either imprisoned or killed for speaking out against the rule of The Righteous Ones. They’re living like peasants. Begging for handouts… the children are suffering. There is a blight upon Hindra. It is poisoned, dying beneath Imogen's reign of terror. That poison will spread. It will seep into each and every Realm, and if it's not The righteous Ones that kill you, the blight will.”
    

    
      “We know of no blight.” Sylkie said coolly.
    

    
      “Then let me show you.” The Mother replied. She touched Nova’s temple and then pointed her staff to the treeline above them. A vision appeared, plucked from Nova's mind. It showed starving children with gaunt faces. Prisoners locked up like animals, and people begging for food and leniency. It showed the cracks in the hardened soil, the ever-changing Badlands, and the death and decay spreading, creeping across Hindra like a snake. Then the vision changed, showing Nova, a halo of gold surrounding her as the Gatekeeper's voice filled the air.
    

    
              
      … and so be it; the forsaken child shall step forth like a brazen fire and set waste to the world as we know it. She shall be known as Regina Chao, the Death Bringer from the land of the burning sun… God, save our souls; for the Queen of Chaos will reign supreme…
    

    
      Brom turned aghast to Nova, “that sounds 
      naught
       like a heroine to me.”
    

    
      “Look, the Gatekeeper is a bit lala, ya get me?” Chaplin replied, “it’s all messed up in the brainbox thanks to spending so darn long all on its own. Its perception of stuff is a bit… off. But one thing it got right is our Nova is the end of all our suffering.”
    

    
      Mother Moth smiled and a new vision lit up the sky.
    

    
      … you will not be the death of us all, my child. You will be our salvation…
    

    
      “I just… I don’t understand any of this.” Brom said quietly.
    

    
      “Nova is special. She’s unique, a Vampire with the sight… who is also Illyrian Royalty. You don’t see that every day, do you? The Gatekeeper sees within her a fire, it is forged from not just her own suffering, but that of every living being in all of Hindra.” Mother Moth's hand dropped from Nova’s temple.
    

    
      “You’re just a girl.” Brom said, somewhat sadly.
    

    
       “You’re right. I’m not a warrior,” Nova shrugged. “Not in the true sense anyway. I wasn’t raised to hold a sword and shield. I wasn’t born and bred in these lands. I was turned against my will and thrown headfirst into the world of the Inflicted. Now I’m here, standing before you on the brink of war, with a bow on my back and an ache in my chest, fighting for a world I’ve barely been a part of, yet somehow, destined to save.” She stared at their incredulous faces.
    

    
      “I did not choose this, any of this. The Gatekeeper said it was written in the stars that I would be the end of it all. That I would bring closure to the chaos and freedom to the people. I don’t know how, but I know I cannot do it alone. You look at me like I’m fragile…pathetic. I’m not.” She smiled, “I’ve been through the flames, been burnt once or twice. I’ve been tarnished by men, been branded by bastards. I’ve been knocked on my arse time and time again. I've 
      travelled
       the Badlands, I’ve met Seers and Sirens, I’ve gathered an entire army and met my match in the Mothlings. I’ve stumbled through Limbo to help save my love from the hounds. I’ve 
      cried a river
       and lost my 
      babe
      . I’ve seen the darkness destroy my friend. I’ve screamed into the fucking void.” She shook her head at them, “I’ve fought Scouts and Shriekers, Werewolves, and beasts. My humanity was ripped from my bones, and yet here I stand, perhaps more human than ever. So yes, I am just a girl, but you’d do well to remember that this girl has faced far more than you could ever imagine, and she lived to tell the tale.”
    

    
      “Intriguing.” Brom replied, sizing her up.
    

    
      “If, and I mean 
      if
      , we were to join forces with you, how do you propose to win this war?” Sylkie asked. 
    

    
      “I need to gather forces from here and Bloodbay. Together with my people and the Mothlings, we can take this fight to the steps of the Citadel. Imogen underestimates me. She won’t for much longer.”
    

    
      “You speak as though this is personal?”
    

    
      “I’ve seen firsthand the damage she has caused. The suffering she’s bestowed upon people I care about. Her time is up. The reign of The Righteous Ones is over.”
    

    
      “We shall see.” Brom replied. “For now, I suggest you take shelter in the village. Night will soon fall, perhaps after some slumber, we can all come together and make a formal plan. I won’t give you false hope child, but we will hear you out tomorrow, then as a Realm, we will all decide together what is best for our people. Does that sound fair?”
    

    
      “Thank you.” Nova nodded.
    

    
      “Alex, take them to Mage Sinclair, the girl may find her of some use.”
    

    
      “Right you are Brom.” Alex replied, “let’s go then chaps.” He looked at Chaplin and winked, “looks like rain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Seven
       
    

    
      
    

    
      The Handmaiden
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      W
      here are we going now?” Nova asked as they walked on, bones heavy and tired.
    

    
              “I’m taking you to the Inn. Mage Sinclair runs it now.”
    

    
              “Mage Sinclair? Who’s that?”
    

    
              “Ah, you’ll see.” Alex replied with a smile.
    

    
      By the time they finally reached the top of the waterfall, night had crept upon them and Chaplin looked like he was about to keel over. “If someone 
      don’t
       get me an ale or some Pandorium I’m gonna hex the shit outta yer all!” He grimaced as he leant against the closest hut.
    

    
              “Come on,” Alex said. “Let’s drop Nova off at the Inn, then I’ll take you for a pint at Bobby’s Tavern. How does that sound?”
    

    
              “You’re on.” Chaplin wheezed standing back up and arching his back.
    

    
      The Inn was situated up a small hill, a beautiful wishing well sat in front of it, adorned with bright purple flowers growing through the cracks in the stonework. 
      It’s bucket
       no more than a bed for wildflowers to bloom. Alex tapped lightly on the pale mauve door and it creaked open. An elderly lady with rounded spectacles on the bridge of her nose welcomed them inside. 
    

    
              “Sorry for the late-night visit ma’am.” Alex said, “but Brom said to bring this lot here for the night.”
    

    
              “Visitors?” Mage Sinclair raised her eyebrows. “I’ve got room, not that you’ll get much rest. You’ll have to share though. I have half a dozen Banshees up there, all wailing.”
    

    
              “Banshees?” Alex queried. “We’ve not had a Banshee in these parts for twenty-odd years. They normally 
      favour
       Harrows Wood. What are they doing here?”
    

    
              “Apparently Tiana banished them. I didn’t ask why. I just took their coins and showed them to their rooms. Poor blighters, they looked mightily 
      dishevelled
      . There was a young one with them, 
      seen maybe
       eighteen moons if that. She looked a bit peaky if you ask me. I think I should get a healer in to check her over. Could you perhaps do me a 
      favour
       and send Dromida my way when you get the chance.” She leant behind her untidy counter and yanked a key from a small hook.
    

    
              “Sure thing.” Alex replied. “Right, you lot, drop your things off to your room, then when I’m back I promise I’ll take you for that pint. Ok?” Alex grinned at Chaplin.
    

    
              “I’m holding 
      yer
       to that.” Chaplin muttered as Alex left the Inn.
    

    
              “This way.” The mage smiled warmly.
    

    
      They followed her up a well worn wooden staircase with carved bannister rails that were topped with elaborate filigree swirls. As they ascended they could hear the chilling wails of the Banshees.
    

    
      “They don’t sound happy, do they?” Chaplin announced, his eyebrows raised. As they walked past one of the Banshee’s rooms, the door opened just a tiny bit and two pale blue eyes rimmed with dark black kohl stared out at them.
    

    
      “Hello.” Nova said gently. The Banshee’s eyes widened and she slammed the door shut, her sad wails setting Nova’s teeth on edge.
    

    
      “Don’t take it personally dear.” Mage Sinclair said, shaking her head. “That lot don’t really mix with many outsiders. Anyway, here’s your room my lovelies.” She smiled sweetly, guiding them to a door with pale yellow paint peeling off the frame. Mage Sinclair unlocked the door for them.
    

    
      “Well, it’s certainly 
      cosy
      .” Chaplin mumbled as Mage Sinclair passed him the key then went on her way back downstairs. 
    

    
      Cosy
       wasn’t the word Nova would have chosen, however. Squat, minuscule… practically a broom cupboard would have been more accurate. The room consisted of one single narrow bed with a knitted blue blanket draped over it and a plump pillow with a hand-embroidered cover. An armchair in pale pink, covered in suspicious stains sat beneath a cracked window partially covered by a tatty set of muslin curtains, heavily water stained and tinged with yellow. The carpet beneath their feet had certainly seen better days and a threadbare rug littered with mouse droppings acted as a welcome mat. “Could be worse,” Nova mused.
    

    
              “How so?” Chaplin grumbled.
    

    
              “We could be back at your place.” She smirked.
    

    
              “Brat.” Chaplin retorted, smirking.
    

    
      They settled their things on the bed and then made their way back downstairs. When they reached the final step, Alex and Dromida were just walking through the front door. Dromida nodded a hello in their direction then bustled up the stairs toward the solemn wails of the Banshees.
    

    
      The Mage sat behind her small wooden counter, her spectacles clinging to the very tip of her nose as she perused the book in her hands. 
    

    
              “Hey, Sinclair.” Alex said loudly, rapping on her countertop. She looked up from her book and tutted. “The red-head wants to talk to you… about our noble house of Amethyst, amongst other things.”
    

    
      “Oh, really.” Mage Sinclair smiled, looking at Nova.
    

    
      “We’ll leave you to it then.” Alex smiled, nodding towards the Mage.
    

    
      “I think I too shall take my leave.” The Mother said, following Alex and Chaplin out of the Inn. The window panes rattled as the door blew shut behind them.
    

    
              Nova cleared her throat, “so… um, I don’t actually know what I’m meant to say.”
    

    
              “Let’s start with your name shall we?”
    

    
              “Nova.”
    

    
              “Tell me, Nova, where do you come from?”
    

    
              “London.”
    

    
              “The land of the burning sun.” The Mage sighed, “I’ve never been myself, but I’ve been told it’s quite spectacular.”
    

    
              “Perhaps it once was. Now it’s ugly and full of even uglier people.”
    

    
              “You’re a Vampire, fairly new to this walk of life. Am I right?”
    

    
              Nova nodded, “I was turned a little over a year ago.”
    

    
              “Your companions are quite… interesting. It’s unusual for a Vampire to befriend outsiders of their clan. Yet here you are, mingling with a Warlock and Seer.”
    

    
              “How do you know these things?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “I’m a mage, I have excellent powers of deduction. I may not be a Seer, but I can sense many things that perhaps a Seer cannot. Like within you I sense nobility. So, I will ask you again, who are you?”
    

    
              “I told you, my name is Nova. Nova Morgan.”
    

    
              “Not your name dear, your blood. Your birthright, your past. Who are you?”
    

    
              “I… I am Nova Morgan, my mother is Penny, daughter of Cornelia Amethyst. The successor to the Throne of Queen Tabitha.”
    

    
      “Is that so?” The Mage whispered. “Come with me.” She stood up and 
      signalled
       for Nova to follow her through a door that led down to the basement of the Inn. She lit an oil lamp and the deep orange glow illuminated the walls. Nova was speechless, the walls were lined with shelves laden with books, parchments, and trinkets. In the 
      centre
       of the room was a rectangular table, a deep red velvet cloth covered its surface. The Mage sat at one end and invited Nova to take a seat opposite her. Mage Sinclair opened the drawer of the table and began pulling out a variety of items. A dried up ink well, a crusty quill, a well thumbed deck of Oracle cards and finally a large leather-bound book.
    

    
      The Mage placed the other items back in the drawer then opened the thick book, smiling to herself as she sniffed its yellowing pages. “This,” the Mage said quietly, “is the Tome of Amethyst. Within these pages lies everything you could ever wish to know about our once noble house. Every Queen that sat upon the opal Throne, the Tiara of Lux upon her head is nestled within these pages.” She began flipping through the book before stopping near the back. She flattened the pages gently then spun it to face Nova. 
    

    
      “This,” Mage Sinclair said pointing to a sepia toned photograph, “is your grandmother, Cornelia. And,” she tapped the young girl standing beside her, “this is me. I was her handmaiden… and friend.” Nova studied the photograph, her eyes 
      marvelling
       at the two smiling women staring up at her from the page.. Cornelia, her grandmother, was sitting beside an empty Throne, a wide grin on her face, as a younger Mage Sinclair wove flowers in her hair. A message was scrawled in calligraphy just below the photo;
    

    
      
    

    
      Connie and Farah, Amici usque ad finem.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What does the scripture say?”
    

    
      “Connie and Farah, friends until the end.” The Mage smiled warmly.
    

    
      “Now I know why Alex was keen for us to speak.”
    

    
      “I can see so much of your grandmother, set within your eyes. I bet growing up with her input was vastly helpful.”
    

    
      “I never met her.” Nova said sadly. “She died long before I was born.
    

    
      “Died?” Mage Sinclair replied, her eyes welling up. “Dear Connie… is gone?”
    

    
      Nova nodded, “I’m so sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”
    

    
      “I wasn’t allowed to leave here, to find her. I was banned from doing so. The second she left our Realm, everything changed. So growing up… you knew nothing of your heritage? Of this world?”
    

    
      “No. I was kept in the dark, as was my mother.”
    

    
       “What a terrible tragedy.” The Mage dabbed at her eyes. “I missed Cornelia greatly when she left. Our Realm fell apart in the years that followed, and when our Queen finally ascended to limbo, we were left with no one to take her place. Her bloodline had ended with Cornelia, and though we ached for her return, Tabitha had erased her from the charter. Banning her for life. Cornelia could never come home, even if she’d wanted to.” 
    

    
      “That’s awful.” Nova replied, running a finger gently across the photo of her grandmother.
    

    
      “We were a lost Realm. Our supplies whittled away, our connections to the outside Realms faltered. We were left high and dry, with no idea where to turn or what to do. Over the years, many have tried to lead us out of the darkness, but none succeeded. Until Sylkie of course. Some of our people sighed with relief when she placed the Tiara of Lux upon her head and stated she would lead us through to the other side, whereas others… weren’t so 
      enamoured
       with her vision.”
    

    
      “And that’s where the various different encampments and clans come from, right?” Nova asked.
    

    
      Mage Sinclair nodded.  “Indeed, though for the most part, we are still united and under Sylkie’s rule, we’ve managed to bring ourselves back from the brink of decimation, taking in waifs and strays looking for a place to plant their roots. It would be foolish of me however to say that it’s all a bed of roses. Our way of life now, is a far cry from the regal days of Queen Tabitha, but it’s better than what we were faced with when she perished.”
    

    
      “The whole of Hindra is suffering isn’t it. Each Realm?” Nova said quietly, her heart heavy.
    

    
      The Mage nodded, “piece by piece, our worlds have begun breaking down. The departure of The Divine Ones certainly caused a rift in our once pure world. The rise of Imogen and her cronies only added to it. It allowed other brutes to seize control of their subsequent Realms and people, to beat the weak into submission and ensure they followed their lead. Bracken is lost, has been for a long time. The wolves there are feral, brainwashed into living solely in their beast form and causing pain to whomever The Righteous Ones see fit. The same can of course be said for Harrows Wood. The death of Atara and ensuing banishment of Ruth Verano gave way for a nasty little so and so called Tiana to take control. The witches and Brotherhood are sadly on the wrong side of this fight, as for 
      Bloodbay
      , well, even Imogen isn’t stupid enough to challenge their reigning Queen.”
    

    
      “I know all about Tiana.” Nova grumbled, “I know all about Ruth too.”
    

    
      “Ruthless… such a promising young witch. I had the pleasure of meeting her back in the day when bringing fruit to the feet of The Divine Ones was still allowed.” Mage Sinclair smiled whimsically. “She practically vibrated with raw energy and power. Ruth could have been a formidable leader, one to rival Imogen had she not…”
    

    
      “Been wrongly accused of killing her child?” Nova finished The Mage’s sentence for her. “Ruth is guilty of many things, but she did not kill her daughter. Let’s get that straight.”
    

    
      “You are feisty…” The Mage smiled, “please, go on.”
    

    
      “Tiana was working with Imogen, to rid Hindra of Queen Peony. In return, Imogen said she’d hand over Harrows Wood to Tiana, they of course didn’t know that Atara could see what was happening and when she fell ill, cast it in witchstone that Ruth was the true successor to her Throne.”
    

    
      “You 
      harbour
       such knowledge, child.”
    

    
      “Tiana set fire to Ruth’s cottage. It killed her lover and her daughter. Tiana accused her of apostasy and thanks to her deal with Imogen, her so-called crimes were never looked into and they banished her to my Realm. London. I crossed her path a year or so ago… Ruth is… complicated, but she’s not what Tiana made her out to be.”
    

    
      “Bravo.” Mage Sinclair clapped merrily.
    

    
      “Why are you clapping?” Nova quizzed.
    

    
      “You have a penchant for truth-finding, I can see it written across your face. That right there is your power.  What a magnificent child you are. Born with the sight, then turned into a Vampire. It’s fascinating. I must know more. Your mother, who is she? Where is she?”
    

    
      “Well,” Nova replied. “That’s a bit complicated.”
    

    
      “That’s life.” The Mage replied.
    

    
      “My mother… was always quite vacant. My father used to say she had an ailment of the mind. I know now that what she was actually fighting was the Seer within her.”
    

    
      “That must have been immensely difficult. A Seer with no guidance is like a ship with no compass.”
    

    
      “She was so lost inside her head, and my father didn’t have the patience to help her. She ran away when I was a child. Left me with an alcoholic father with heavy fists and a bitter tongue.”
    

    
      “You’ve suffered.” The Mage shook her head, “I can feel the pain rolling off your aura.”
    

    
      “It’s fine.” Nova assured her. “I’ve long since dealt with my past.”
    

    
      “Do you know what happened to your mother?”
    

    
      “Yes.” Nova nodded. “She ended up in Hindra.”
    

    
      “But… How can that be? She had no idea this place existed?”
    

    
      “Imogen.” 
    

    
      “I don't follow.”
    

    
      “Imogen sought my mother out and could feel her powers from a world away. She brought my mother to Hindra… where she’s taken up residence as Imogen's… well, partner I guess.”
    

    
      “But… that goes against everything we stand for in this Realm. A Seer belongs to her community. Not on the side of the devil”
    

    
      “My mother is lost. No doubt being pulled and pushed by the Council. I don’t think they have a clue about who she really is. Or by now they’d have likely stormed this place to do a hostile takeover.”
    

    
      “So your mother has no clue about her ancestors either? No clue that the Throne could have once upon a time been hers?”
    

    
      “Not at all.”
    

    
      “How interesting.” The Mage replied, her eyebrows knitting together.
    

    
      “We have rules in this Realm. Though we may be frayed around the edges, we still have a code upon which we live. Even if your mother knew of her royal status, she could never sit on the Throne. As a child of a blacklisted member of Illyria, she too would be banned from setting foot inside our world.”
    

    
      “But I’m not?” Nova queried.
    

    
      “No. Though your Vampire status does also possibly hinder any chances you would have of ruling here. Which is a shame, as the true descendant of the Noble House of Amethyst, you would have been able to challenge Imogen to a duel and possibly end her reign.”
    

    
      “You’re saying I can’t?” Nova asked.
    

    
      “I’m saying it’s generally frowned upon. You may be a Seer - a royal one at that, but your blood is unclean Nova. Tainted. Unless Illyrian Royalty marks you as their warrior, you have next to no hope of challenging Imogen. You must by now know the tale of the original Vampires, how your race was built from evil. There are plenty in all of Hindra who still believe that all Vampires are cut from the same cloth as Hindrackson himself. Illyria once prided itself on its purity, having a Vampire as our Queen would put into question our ability to protect our people and our land.”
    

    
      “I have no interest in taking the Throne. I just want to end Imogen's regime. Mother Moth did some digging, there is still a way that I can challenge Imogen's ruling.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      “My mother had a twin sister.” Nova said with a wry smile. “Who had a daughter of her own… older than I. A daughter who is a true Seer, with no muddied blood. A daughter who is destined to be the next in line to reclaim the Throne and ensure that the Noble House of Amethyst is once again respected. If she takes back control of this Realm, she can give me royal permission to challenge Imogen. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      Mage Sinclair stood up unexpectedly, her eyes beaming as she nodded. “Please, please tell me you know where this girl is?”
    

    
      “I can take you to her.” Nova smiled, “and, what’s even better is she’s pregnant. With a girl. According to The Gatekeeper,  I am the Heroine, and that baby, she will be all of Hindra’s  future Queen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Eight
       
    

    
      Birthright
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              “
      H
      ow’s she doing?” Nova asked as she and Mage Sinclair entered the stable.
    

    
              “I’m doing just fine,” Romany replied. Nova was ecstatic to see her friend propped up and smiling. Though she was still pale, her cheeks looked slightly flushed. Mother Moth and Chaplin sat beside her, with Alex standing behind them cradling a tankard of ale.
    

    
              Nova ran over and dropped beside Romany, hugging her tightly. “Oh God, I thought… I’m so happy you’re both ok.” She placed a hand gently on Romany’s belly, feeling the baby within kicking.
    

    
              “So am I,” Romany replied. “I was so scared.”
    

    
              “What happened?” Nova asked Dromida who was back at Romany’s beside after aiding the unwell Banshee. “An infection of some sort?”
    

    
              Dromida took Nova by the crook of her arm and guided her toward the corner of the stable, speaking quietly, “an infection is my best guess. I fear it’s one from your human world. Most likely it’s been lingering all this time. An illness such as this takes its toll on a person's body, sores, fevers, aches and pains, pregnancy comes with much the same, meaning one camouflages the other…and now, well…she’s stable. She’s stopped losing blood and the baby is kicking just fine. But she won't be leaving here anytime soon. For the remainder of this pregnancy, she needs bed rest and constant supervision.”
    

    
              “Syphilis.” Nova muttered. 
    

    
              Dromida nodded. “Sadly so.”
    

    
              “How advanced is it?”
    

    
              “That I do not know, however I’m going to be giving her precautionary Mercury pills, they should help somewhat.”
    

    
              Nova sat back down beside Romany and squeezed her hand, “Romany, this is Mage Sinclair. She was a handmaiden to our grandmother…”
    

    
              “It's a pleasure to meet you.” Romany smiled, holding her hand out. The Mage took it gently 
      in her
       own and squeezed it. 
    

    
              “The pleasure child is all mine.”
    

    
      “I’ll send for Max. He should be here by your side.” Nova stroked Romany’s damp hair away from her face.
    

    
      “Nova,” The Mother said quietly. “I’m not entirely sure that would be a wise idea… given his current state.”
    

    
      “He wouldn’t hurt anyone.” Nova disputed.
    

    
      “That may be the case, but in general, Vampires aren’t welcome here. You’re an exception simply because of your bloodline. Why else do you think the gateway allowed you passage.”
    

    
      “What would happen if Max tried to get through the gateway?” Romany asked, panic in her voice.
    

    
      “He’d be eviscerated.” The Mage replied. 
    

    
      “The portal would kill him? But why?” Romany shouted.
    

    
      “Romany, it’s going to be ok. Just calm down. I’ll fix this.” Nova urged her best friend. “Think of the baby. You can’t get yourself all worked up like this. It’s not safe.”
    

    
      “I need Max here. I can’t do this alone.” Romany replied tearfully.
    

    
      “There must be a way to let him pass safely?” Nova said to Mage Sinclair, pleadingly.
    

    
      “I don’t know.” The Mage replied, “maybe… look, you’re asking the wrong person, it’s Sylkie who needs to grant you permission. 
      Not I
      .”
    

    
      “How so?” Mother Moth asked.
    

    
      “Only the one wearing the tiara can change the gateway's commands.”
    

    
      “Well that’s easy then, give me the tiara and I can give it to Romany and that’s that.” Nova said, standing up.
    

    
      “You honestly think Sylkie is just going to hand over the tiara and control of Illyria to you? A Vampire she’s only just met?”
    

    
      “But… Romany is the rightful owner of that damn tiara!”
    

    
      “That may be the case, and of course, it’s one we’ll plead to Sylkie, however, she has quite the following, and if the people aren’t on our side, then she’ll stay in power. She’ll also presume that you lied to her today.”
    

    
      “I didn’t lie, I was perfectly honest - I myself do not have any intention of taking the Throne. I never said there wasn’t another who would. Besides” Nova exclaimed. “Romany is the rightful owner of the tiara and the fucking Throne. She is Royalty. Your bloody Royalty!”
    

    
      “Nova,” Romany said gently, reaching up to lightly touch her hand. “It’s ok. Things always have a way of working out in the end. We just have to have faith that this Sylkie will willingly surrender the tiara… if that indeed is what must be done. Though if I’m being honest, I don't much feel like the monarch these people need, nor do I feel particularly comfortable stealing it away from someone who by all accounts has done a good job of protecting this place.”
    

    
      “It’s not stealing. It’s reclaiming.” The Mother replied earnestly. “This is your birthright Romany, and that tiny babe of yours… it’s her birthright too.”
    

    
      Romany stroked her pregnant belly and smiled, “you believe that? One day, 
      my baby
       
      girl will rule
       this Realm?”
    

    
      “Not just this Realm, that babe of yours will rule the whole of Hindra.” The Mother spoke softly, “destiny has made its choice.”
    

    
      Nova frowned at her and cleared her throat, “rest now ok. Tomorrow I’ll meet with Sylkie and sort all this out.”
    

    
      “It won’t just be 
      Sylkie
       you face tomorrow.” The Mage whispered as they quietly left the stable where Romany was nestling down for the night. Both Alex and Dromida kept watch to make sure she stayed comfortable and pain-free.
    

    
      “What do you mean?” Nova asked, turning to face her.
    

    
      “A gathering must be called.”
    

    
      “
      A what
       now?” Chaplin queried.
    

    
      “A gathering.” The Mage repeated.
    

    
      “Yeah, just saying the word again 
      don’t
       help much. What the bloody hell is a gathering?” Chaplin grumbled.
    

    
      “Basically, the people of Illyria will be called forth to form a gathering. Elder Seers will determine if you are who you say you are and then you’ll plead your case.”
    

    
      “Brom already knows of my lineage, he knows I am who I say I am.”
    

    
      “That may be, but this is the Illyrian 
      way Nova
      . Sylkie will cast her vote on the advice of the elders and her people. Whilst your birthright gives you an advantage, this Realm was left without a leader for a long time, until Sylkie took over and showed us the light. Her people won't want to let her go easily, and she may not wish to give up her reign either.”
    

    
      “What are the odds that Sylkie will give Romany the tiara?”
    

    
      “Sylkie is a fair woman, but she’s also a strong leader. It could go either way.”
    

    
      “Then we’ve just got to hope it goes our way.” Nova sighed as they walked back towards the Inn.
    

    
      Why must everything be such a fight? 
      Nova thought to herself as the wind around them picked up.
    

    
      Because life isn’t easy. 
      Came a reply, deep within her mind. Nova stopped dead in her tracks, goosebumps rippling across her arms.
    

    
      Ruth? 
      She reached out telepathically. Testing if their bond was truly unbreakable. Her question was met with silence. Though no reply came, Nova knew in her heart that Ruth had sought her out and whispered into her mind. Her friend was out there, somewhere, still alive and still aching. Nova could feel it in her bones.
    

    
      “I will find you.” Nova whispered to herself.
    

    
      “Huh?” Chaplin asked, turning back to face her, his hair whipping around his face in the wind. “Yer say something?” He hollered. Nova shook her head. This was something only she could do. Ruth was hers to save.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              Nova barely slept that night, her thoughts racing. When Ruth vanished after the attempted massacre at the Citadel, Nova had been full of hatred, screaming at her friend, blaming her for Max’s limp body that she held so tightly. But after some reflection, Nova 
      realised
       that there was no point in blaming Ruth for the actions of Ultio. Nova knew better than anyone what grief could do to a person, and Ruth had grieved enough for everyone.
    

    
      With a sigh, Nova got up out of bed, stepping lightly over the snoring body of Chaplin, sprawled out on the floor in just his stained underpants. Nova tutted at the sight and continued to the bathroom, noting Mother Moth’s absence as she went. She closed the bathroom door behind her and looked at her reflection in the gold-framed mirror before her. Her green eyes lacked their sparkle, her skin was paler than ever. She felt drained. Tired. Worrisome. So much weight was upon her shoulders, so many eyes on her, watching her every move. Some awaiting her downfall, others looking for instructions and leadership.  Was she truly their best shot? A child compared to many of the other Inflicted Kin around her.
    

    
      “Well,” she whispered to her reflection, splashing cold water on her face. “I guess we’ll find out.” Nova dried herself off and left the bathroom. She grabbed her shawl from her satchel and pulled it tightly across her shoulders before leaving the bedroom. Voices drifted up from the parlor below. Nova tiptoed down, not wishing to be heard, and crept past the counter, towards the door she’d gone through the previous day. She peered around the frame, the Mother and the Mage were seated around the table, steaming mugs of broth in their hands.
    

    
      “So 
      tis
       destiny then.” Mage Sinclair murmured, taking a hearty sip of her broth.
    

    
      “So it would seem.” The Mother replied with a sigh.
    

    
      “Destiny is a cruel mistress.” The Mage said. “Seems so darn evil, allowing that girl to birth a 
      babe
      , just to die. Pointless even.”
    

    
      “A necessary evil though, perhaps?” The Mother queried, rubbing at her temples. “I’ve searched the stars, Farah, there’s no other path for Romany out there. I’ve drained the dregs of countless cups of tea, reading the leaves as they settle. I’ve sought out soothsayers and stargazed, I’ve read palms and psalms and everything, literally, everything points towards that poor girl's death.” Tears formed in the corners of Nova’s eyes as she listened on.
    

    
      “It’s unjust. Unheard of. No mother should have to die for this cause.”
    

    
      “Without this child, there is no end in sight, and for this baby to be birthed and bring upon the light, Romany must perish as the wee girl takes her first breath.”
    

    
      “And, you say Nova must be the one to raise the girl?”
    

    
      “Indeed. The Gatekeeper said it himself, she will raise the future Queen of Hindra.”
    

    
      “This war,” The Mage whispered, “not everyone will make it out unscathed, you know that don’t you?” The Mother nodded. “You know who dies?!” The Mage exclaimed, studying Mother Moth's face. “Who?”
    

    
      “That I cannot say. I know numbers and that’s it. Not names nor faces, I just see the number of crosses buried in the dirt. Marking the graves of our fallen warriors.”
    

    
      “How many?”
    

    
      “Many of Nova’s army will perish, as will a vast majority of the Hindranite Guards.”
    

    
      “You know what I’m querying.” The Mage tutted. “How many in that girl's inner circle is she going to lose?”
    

    
      “Including Romany?” The Mother asked cautiously. Mage Sinclaire nodded. “Four.” Mother Moth replied quietly.  “Four graves will be dug, four crosses whittled. Four bodies, buried, given back to the earth.” 
    

    
      Nova ambled around the doorframe, her cheeks wet with tears. “Four of my friends… my family, four of them will die? For this damn war? A war we didn’t even want! Why would you hide this from me?” Nova screamed.
    

    
      The Mother got to her feet, surprised to see her. “Nova…” She stammered.
    

    
      “I won’t let it be.” Nova replied, fire in her veins. “I’m not losing anyone! Ever again! Is that clear? Is that final? My friends…my family, they can’t…please…” She broke down crying, The Mother placed protective arms around her shoulders, rocking her gently. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry.” Mother Moth whispered, stroking Nova’s hair. “We walked into this fight  knowing that there would be casualties.”
    

    
      “No,” Nova replied stubbornly, drying her eyes and holding her head up high.
    

    
      “You can’t alter destiny.” The Mother said quietly.
    

    
      “Watch me.” Nova growled, clenching her fists at her side.
    

    
      “Nova,” The Mage walked over and cupped Nova’s tear-stained face. “Use this pain, this anger, and harness it. Find your feet, steady your gaze and do what you came here to do. Rally your troops, take the crown, bellow and roar until the rapids rip through the Council and bring salvation to these Realms. There are countless people out there right this minute, perishing slowly and painfully, either from starvation or the torture devices the Council hooks them up to in the Citadel. Though you may lose four, you will save thousands.”
    

    
      “I will lose none,” Nova growled again, roughly shaking the Mages hand from her face.
    

    
      “You are heading for heartache.” Mother Moth whispered. “Accept what shall come to pass, save yourself the torment. Destiny works in mysterious and sometimes harsh ways, but she is always correct, always on time. The reaper’s scythe will fall four times upon us. So it is foretold, so it shall be.”
    

    
      “So mote it be.” Mage Sinclair whispered softly. 
    

    
      “It isn’t fair.” Nova replied.
    

    
      “Life rarely is.” The Mother said, squeezing Nova’s shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Nine 
    

    
      The Gathering
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      N
      ova struggled with the weight of what she’d been told. She sat around the oak table in the Inn's dining room, watching as Chaplin ate his fill and joked with Alex who’d stopped by for breakfast. The Mother and Mage Sinclair were seated together, heads bent and speaking in hushed tones. Nova’s mind wondered, visions of her friends filling her mind. Who would it be? Who will she lose in this war? Romany had been marked, that she knew. Noah? No, she couldn’t lose him again, nor Max. Would destiny really deal her that blow again? Bucky, dear sweet Bucky, an innocent man, caught up in a war of sinners. Perhaps Chaplin? Could the Warlock be bested, killed by Imogen's Scouts and Shriekers? She didn’t think 
      it likely
      . What about Magna, Hardy, and Macie, were they on the chopping block? The morbid thoughts rattled around her brain on a repetitive cycle. She massaged her temples and opened her eyes. Chaplin's raucous laugh brought her back to earth with a bump.
    

    
              “Alright kiddo?” Chaplin asked, throwing her an apple. She caught it and smiled, “yes, I was just daydreaming.” 
    

    
              “Better fill yer boots, we’re heading to the gathering at noon.” The Warlock smiled as he piled more food onto his plate.
    

    
              “You know the journey to the gathering isn’t a trek across the Sahara desert right?” Nova said, surveying his plate.
    

    
              “Yeah, but no harm in a full belly,” Chaplin said between mouthfuls of scrambled egg.
    

    
      After breakfast and bathing, they reconvened outside the stable. Nova 
      signalled
       for the others to wait outside, she crept in silently, not wishing to disturb her friend. Romany was fast asleep and looking a little worse for wear. Her skin was wax like with angry red sores upon her lips and her damp hair matted around her face. Nova sat beside her friend, gently stroking her cheek. “You’re both going to be ok. I’ll make sure of it.” She kissed her friend's cheek and patted her belly then silently left Romany lost in slumber.
    

    
              “Let’s get going.” Nova said to the others, pulling her hood up as a light drizzle fell from the skies. The trek to Sylkie’s bog seemed quicker than before, perhaps due to the fact they were marching with purpose. “So,” Nova said to Mage Sinclair, “what can I expect from this gathering?”
    

    
              “You’ll be questioned about your intent and reasons behind your presence here. Your lineage will be tested, blood drawn and a lock of hair cut for the Seers to connect with. They’ll use their gifts to see what your DNA tells them. For all they know, you may have swallowed a potion to trick 
      Brom
       into thinking you’re who you claim to be.”
    

    
              “But you know that’s not true,” Nova said sternly.
    

    
              “That may be so, but it’s not me you need to persuade. Sylkie will do all she can to protect this Realm and its inhabitants. The Elders need to be certain that they won’t become fodder for a liar. You must understand how much we as a people have suffered, cut off from the other Realms, left to rot. We had some dark days. Sylkie saved us. You need to prove that Romany is fit to rule, that her baby is the future.”
    

    
              “And, just how am I meant to do that?”
    

    
              “By being honest. Tell your story, your hardships. Tell them of Romany’s existence, the torture she has faced. Let them into your mind where they can see for themselves the path that lies ahead. They need to understand that you and that baby are not just our salvation, but Hindra’s as a whole.”
    

    
              “If I let them into my head, surely they’ll see what the Gatekeeper has foretold?”
    

    
              “The death of your friend?” Nova nodded, “maybe, maybe not. But if they do, then they’ll see how our world will bloom, how her passing will pave the way for our future Queen.”
    

    
              “It’s cruel,” Nova whispered, blinking back tears. “Romany doesn’t deserve to die.”
    

    
              “Death is but the next chapter.” The Mage smiled warmly.
    

    
      The rest of the journey passed by in silence. They arrived at Sylkie’s bog and found themselves face to face with six robed figures. “The Elders,” Mother Moth said to Nova. The robed figures stepped forward, the yellow folds of fabric rippling in the breeze as the rain continued to fall. The tallest of The Elders stepped forward and lowered their hood. A man with a long 
      grey
       beard raised his eyebrows as he looked at her. “You are the one who claims to be a descendant of the house of Amethyst? Correct?” Nova nodded. “Interesting. A Vampire with the sight, unusual in itself. But a Vampire with the sight who is also Royalty, now that is less believable.”
    

    
      “I know how it sounds…” Nova stammered. The man held his hand up to silence her. “Hold your tongue and wait your turn.” Nova nodded and stood quietly, watching as the other five Elders lowered their hoods. Their 
      greying
       hair and stern faces bore down on her, she could feel the intensity of their gaze.
    

    
      “She doesn’t look very royal to me.” Said a woman to the right of the man.
    

    
      “I didn’t 
      realise
       Royalty had its own visage.” Nova tutted.
    

    
      “What did I say about speaking out of turn?” The Elder man shouted at her. “Once more, we’ll remove you from our Realm. Understood.” Nova nodded again, seething internally. “You say Brom backs this girl up?” The woman whispered to the man, “could it perhaps be magic? Dark magic, whipped up by Ruth Verano? It seems the sort of thing she’d do and 
      rumour
       has it that this Vampire is her ally.”
    

    
      “Is that true?” The man asked.
    

    
      “Yes.” Nova said.
    

    
      “Interesting.” He looked her up and down then cleared his throat, “ send for Brom.” He said to one of the other robed figures who with a bow scuttled away. He turned to the woman, “collect what we need for the ritual.”
    

    
      “But… it hardly seems necessary to bother going through with it. I mean just look at her, she comes not from here, nor does she smell like Royalty. She’s nothing more than a detestable Vampire.”
    

    
      “I said to collect what we need Hilda!” The man snapped at the woman who reddened in the face. She walked up to Nova and pulled a blade from her robes. Nova’s 
      defences
       went up and her fangs lowered as she growled a warning at the approaching woman. Hilda scowled before gruffly hacking a chunk of Nova’s hair off, then with the same blade slashed Nova's arm, decanting her blood into a small vial. The woman hurried back to the others and handed the items to their leader. 
    

    
      “Carpathious, Renée 
      find
       the truths within these tokens.” Two of the robed figures scrambled forwards and took the items from the man before hurrying off and vanishing beyond the trees.
    

    
      “Come forth.” The man said. Nova did as she was told. “Tell me your name.” He asked.
    

    
      “Nova Morgan.”
    

    
      “And from whence you came?”
    

    
      “The human world. London.”
    

    
      “Hmm. You were turned there, yes?” Nova nodded again. “Who is your mother?”
    

    
      “Her name is Penny.”
    

    
      “You say your mother is the daughter of Cornelia Amethyst. You’re certain, Cornelia? Really?”
    

    
      “Yes.” Nova replied with confidence.
    

    
      “She was banished, fell in love with… a human.”
    

    
      “Correct.” Nova shrugged. “Isn’t love powerful?”
    

    
      “Love can be naught but a prison sentence.” The man replied.
    

    
      “Whether you believe me or not is of no consequence to me. I’m not here to take the Throne for myself, I’m here to plead my cousin's case. Cornelia had two children, twin girls. Penny and Ivy. Ivy birthed a daughter, older than I. Her name is Romany, she is Cornelia’s successor, she belongs on your Throne.”
    

    
      “Your tales grow wilder with each passing second,” Hilda spoke venomously as gasps could be heard from the surrounding people.
    

    
       “And your attitude grows ever more vexing.” Nova gritted her teeth.
    

    
      “Tiberius, are you going to allow her to speak to me in that manner?” The woman snapped at the man.
    

    
      “This girl is a curiosity Hilda. A mystery. One I wish to explore. Perhaps you should take leave to go and connect with your inner calm.” Tiberius may have spoken calmly but the look on his face told another story. Hilda pulled up her hood and with a final glare at Nova flounced away. 
    

    
      “Come closer,” Tiberius instructed Nova. She joined him and he took her hand in his. “Despite your infliction, there is a warmth within you. You truly are so curious. I look into your eyes and I see a depth that both scares and 
      tantalises
       me. There’s this fire beneath your exterior, it burns me. Who and what are you, that is the question. Our salvation? Or our destruction. Could you truly be an Amethyst? We shall see.” He dropped her hand and looked towards the green tinged bog where Brom was surfacing.
    

    
      “Ah, Brom, thank you for joining us. As you can see, the girl is here. Tell me, what does your gut say about her?”
    

    
      “Upon touching her hand I could immediately sense her bloodline. She is Royalty without a doubt. I can see her aura so clearly, perhaps more so than you. So unique, what a puzzle this child is.”
    

    
      “Are you bewitched perhaps? Fevered, confused. Are you certain, with all your might, that this Vampire is a true descendant of The Noble House of Amethyst?”
    

    
      “I bet my life on it,” Brom replied, smiling at Nova.
    

    
      “Then we shall see if the others have reached the same conclusion.”
    

    
      “And if they have, what then?” Nova queried.
    

    
      “Then we ask Sylkie for the right to vote to determine if the Throne remains hers, or do we 
      gift
       it to this girl you speak of?”
    

    
      “And what if I decline to give up my Throne?” Sylkie queried, sidling up to Brom.
    

    
      “Think of the greater good, my Duchess. This girl before us is special, she is going to save Hindra and replenish our souls, for she is salvation personified.”
    

    
      “I’m not buying into this delusion.” Sylkie mused, “I want proof, cold hard proof that you are who you claim to be. Wishful thinking and sorcery may work upon the others, but I require much more than that.”
    

    
      “Then perhaps we have the answers you seek.” The two robed figures from earlier rejoined Tiberius. The shorter of the two leaned forward and whispered into the elderly man's ear. Tiberius looked at Nova and stood up straight.
    

    
      “Well?” Sylkie demanded.
    

    
      “I cannot quite believe it, but this girl, this Vampire… She truly is an Amethyst. Standing before us here and now, like a beacon. Bow before Royalty you imbeciles.” Tiberius demanded, dropping into a low bow. The others all followed suit. 
    

    
      Sylkie stared at Nova perplexed, “come forth, grace me your presence for a moment.” Nova walked to the water's edge suddenly very aware of all the eyes on her. “For years we were left with no one to guide us. No Queen upon our Throne. We assumed the lineage had died out, that without Cornelia, the Noble House of Amethyst was gone. You make me feel uncomfortable, I can’t quite explain it. You are a riddle that I cannot solve.”
    

    
      “I’ve heard that a lot,” Nova replied.
    

    
      “Though I ache to deny it, there appears to be no mistake in who and what you are. A princess of Illyria.”
    

    
      “I’m simply Nova.”
    

    
      “So modest,” Sylkie replied cautiously then turned to Tiberius. “There is no need to cast votes, when I have met this other princess, I will hand over the Tiara with no questions asked. I’m not sure I wish to see what happens next, I want no part of this war. An early retirement is beckoning..” 
    

    
      Brom smiled at Nova and her allies, “welcome home Princess Nova.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Ten
       
    

    
      Not Princess Material
    

    
      
    

    
              “
      I
      ’m not princess material,” Nova whispered to Chaplin as they trudged back to the Inn. It had been agreed that Mother Moth would astral project Romany to Sylkies bog for the two of them to discuss the future of Illyria.
    

    
              “Well it’s tough titties girlie, you 
      is whatever
       your blood says 
      you is
      .”
    

    
      “My blood says I’m a Vampire whose essence gets renewed with each body and blood bag I drain.”
    

    
      “You’re Royalty, that 
      has ter come
       with a few perks, right?”
    

    
      “I’m fairly certain it simply comes with a headache and crushing pressure.”
    

    
      “Well then, it’ll be a breeze, not like you're crumbling beneath all that weight already now is it.” He winked.
    

    
      “I can’t make light of this Chappy. I’m simply Nova. Not who or what you all want me to be. Do you know what I long for? Freedom. A life. A family. And what have I got instead? Pain, suffering, and repression. Tell me how that’s a fair deal. Tell me that this is what I deserve. I don’t want to be Royalty, or the Death Bringer, or the fucking leader of this army, but forwards I must march, for it is my destiny.” She rolled her eyes sarcastically.
    

    
      “The second you let Noah turn you again you knew what you were signing up for. You know that this war starts and ends with you.” The Mother interjected.
    

    
      “I know, I know,” Nova replied. “I’m sorry. I’m just overwhelmed. All this is so much to take in. Just when I think I know who I am, someone else throws a new definition at me and it undoes everything in my mind. Sometimes, I think I’m going crazy.”
    

    
      “You aren’t crazy Nova, you’re complex. You have layers and walls built up around you, at this point you’re practically a fortified castle.” Mother Moth tittered.
    

    
      “A haunted one,” Nova said darkly.
    

    
      “C'mon, let’s go have a wee drink. 
      Yer’ll
       feel much better with a pint of mead in yer guts.” Chaplin pulled her in for a gruff hug.
    

    
      “Fine,” she relented. “But just one. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
      
    

    
              Six hours and 5 pints of mead and several shots of Absinth later and Nova was feeling a little worse for wear as she and Chaplin stumbled back towards the Inn.
    

    
              “
      Oh, lovely Mary Donelly, my joy, my only best! If fifty girls were 
      round
       you, I’d hardly see the rest…
      ” Chaplin was singing loudly.
    

    
              “Ssshh,” Nova instructed, “I think…” she hiccupped, “I think I may be drunk.”
    

    
              “
      Don’t
       it feel grand!” Chaplin laughed before continuing with his song.
    

    
              “No…listen… silly little man of magic,” she tapped his nose. “Vampires can’t get drunk.”
    

    
              “Here’s a secret,” he mumbled. “Tiny, diddy, tiny…” he furrowed his brow as he lost his train of thought. “Drip drops of special weeds…” he burped. “Pandorium-brewed mead. It can get anyone drunk as a skunk.” He chortled at Nova’s confused face.
    

    
              “That explains the three heads you’ve got and the orange glow.” She replied with a shake of her head that made dots form behind her eyes.
    

    
      They reached the door of the Inn where Mother Moth stood with a disapproving look on her face. “You are a bad influence.” She said sternly to Chaplin, “get to bed, you drunkard.” She clipped him round the back of his head as he stumbled past her.
    

    
              “I suggest you feed then sleep it off. In four hours' time, Sylkie will denounce her reign, and a certain princess looks and smells like a carcass.”
    

    
              Nova ambled up the staircase and crawled the rest of the way to their room. She had to climb clumsily over Chaplin before dropping her weary body into her unmade bed. She reached for a blood pack and got as far as tearing the top off before passing out.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              Nova woke up a few hours later with a dry mouth and a banging headache. “Jesus Christ, my head.” She stammered, sitting up and swaying. 
    

    
              “Morning sleepy head.” Chaplin chirped, looking absolutely fine.
    

    
              “How the hell do you look ok?”
    

    
              “Drunk by name, drunk by nature.” He laughed, “yer look 
      a right
       state.” He motioned towards her top. She looked down completely bewildered to see it completely stained red.
    

    
      “Jesus Christ. Did I feed off someone?”
    

    
      “Nah, yer daft mare. You opened a blood bag and then fell asleep.” He pointed towards the empty bag on the floor and Nova sighed with relief.
    

    
      Chaplin smirked then threw her a fresh one from his satchel. Nova tore into it hungrily and could feel its sustenance fill her veins and begin eradicating the alcohol from her system. Once she’d drained it dry she wobbled to the bathroom and threw cold water on her face. “I am never drinking with you again.” She said to Chaplin as she tripped back into the room. “For fuck sake.” She grimaced.
    

    
      “
      Not
       my fault yer can’t handle it.” He shrugged.
    

    
      “Bugger off so I can get dressed.” She threw his overcoat at him and pointed towards the door. Chaplin obliged and left the bedroom, slamming the door and laughing as he went.
    

    
      “Bastard!” Nova shouted as her headache rattled her brain.
    

    
      She stripped off her slept-in clothes and sat on the bed, slowly pulling on another pair of Max’s trousers and a clean shirt. She decided to fashion her corset around her waist to see what it would look like and was pleased with the result, after knotting her hair into a bun and sliding her feet into her boots she slowly made her way down to the dining area where a plate of eggs and ham awaited her. Mother Moth slid a cup of warm blood toward her as she sat down. Nova glugged the liquid and sighed 
      contently
      .
    

    
      “Better?” Mother Moth enquired.
    

    
      “Much,” Nova replied. Her headache had finally vanished.
    

    
      “Good. I added a pinch of butterbur and ginger.”
    

    
      “Thank you,” Nova replied, scooping up a fork full of breakfast. “How is Romany doing?”
    

    
      “She’s getting by,” The Mother replied. “I believe Alex is keeping watch.”
    

    
      “Does she know what’s happening today?”
    

    
      “She wasn’t very coherent when I went to speak to her last night, her fever was rampant, but I did mention it to her, yes. Dromida and I did what we could to reduce the fever and aided her in falling asleep.”
    

    
      “We need her to be coherent.” Nova said, “we need to show that she’s the right leader for the job.”
    

    
      “I’ve made a little concoction with the help of the other Seers and healers, one I think will aid her in staying focussed and able to prove herself. It’ll last an hour or so, but it’s better than nothing.”
    

    
      “Let’s hope it works. We need Romany in charge to lift the bans that prevent Max from entering this Realm and me challenging Imogen.”
    

    
      “What happens when they get wind that our other princess ain’t fit for standing let alone ruling?” Chaplin asked through mouthfuls of ham.
    

    
      “You disgust me.” Mother Moth said. “We need to be honest, they know she’s with child. We just need to explain she’s weeks, if not days away from 
      labouring
      . Once the babe is born she’ll be fit to sit upon the Throne. Lying won’t get us anywhere except ensure we fall out of 
      favour
       with Illyrians, who we desperately need on our side.”
    

    
      “Will they not think we’ve deceived them by giving her your potion?”
    

    
      “They shan’t find out. It is but for a moment, just for her to explain her heritage and why she’s here reclaiming her birthright and willing to rule these people. After that, she can rest once more and appoint a temporary commander to act in her place.”
    

    
      “That role should be yours,” Nova said, draining her cup dry.
    

    
      “I was going to suggest I stay here for a while anyway. I think this Realm could use my services, besides, I’m quite the wanted woman.”
    

    
      “You and me both,” Nova mused.
    

    
      “Whilst I’m here, I think I may call upon the services of the Seers and try to locate our missing witch.”
    

    
      “That won’t be an easy task.”
    

    
      “True, but I do like a challenge.
    

    
      
    

    
              After finishing breakfast they walked to the stable. Dromida was waiting for them outside. “The potion seems to be working. The sheen has gone from her brow, and her voice no longer quakes. I know not what your plan fully entails, nor do I wish to. Come what may, I am placing my trust in you.”
    

    
      Nova nodded, “thank you.” As Dromida hurried away, Nova turned to the Mother, “ready?”
    

    
      “Always.”
    

    
      They entered the stable to find Romany sat up, looking healthy and bright-eyed. “Nova!” She squealed with excitement. “I feel so much better.”
    

    
              “Good, you look it too,” Nova replied.
    

    
              “We have a task for you, Romany.” Mother Moth seated herself on a stool.
    

    
              “Go on…” Romany prompted.
    

    
              “We met with Sylkie, she’s quite the character. Anyway, she’s willing to forgo her reign and give you the Tiara of Lux, but she wants a meeting with you first. Now, we’ve explained you’re heavily pregnant and therefore stuck here, they aren’t aware that you’ve been sickly though, ok? You must keep that concealed. We need Sylkie to see that you are our best hope, that you’re fit and able to rule these people.”
    

    
              “If I can’t move from here, and she can’t leave her waters, then how are we meant to conduct this meeting?”
    

    
              “Astral projection.” The Mother replied.
    

    
              “Have you ever successfully astral projected another person before?” Romany asked, stroking her pregnant belly.
    

    
              “No.” Mother Moth stood up and began pacing, her staff clunking on the floor as she went. “However, don’t let that worry you. I’ve astral projected myself plenty of times, it’s a piece of cake. I just need you to remain calm and allow your body to become lucid. As if you’re slipping through the earth and your soul is traversing through a wonderland. You must give yourself freely to me in order for this to work. Do I have your trust?”
    

    
              “My baby?”
    

    
              “Will be perfectly fine. I promise.” The Mother said, kneeling beside her. “Just relax, close your eyes and listen to my voice. Once you’ve projected to Sylkie’s bog it’ll all be up to you. When you’ve done all you can just clap your hands and you’ll return to your body.”
    

    
              Romany turned to Nova, “I’m scared.”
    

    
              “Don’t be.” Nova held her hand. “I trust the Mother with my life, she’d never put you or your baby in harm's way.”
    

    
              “Good,” The Mother grinned, “because you’re crossing over with her.”
    

    
      Nova turned to Mother Moth slightly stunned, “can you do that? Project us both?”
    

    
              “No idea, but let’s find out.”
    

    
              “I trust you,” Romany replied to The Mother. “I’m ready.”
    

    
              “We’re ready.” Nova said, smiling at Romany. “We’re in this together, remember.”
    

    
              “Brilliant.” Mother Moth clapped her hands together. “I need you both to sit cross-legged and rest your palms upwards on your knees please.” Romany and Nova did as they were asked. Mother Moth leaned forward and plaited herbs and flowers into their hair in the shape of a crown.
    

    
              “What are those for?” Nova enquired.
    

    
              “Mugwort. It helps to channel your energy into a completely free state to allow you to astral project. It’s highly effective.”
    

    
              Nova watched as The Mother seated herself between them and the three of them laced their fingers together, closing the gap between their bodies.
    

    
              “Our energy belongs to each other. Our combined strength will guide you both on your way. The path is set before you, now close your eyes children, and allow your bodies to completely relax and break down the mental barriers that hold you in place. Free your mind.” Romany’s eyes slid shut and after a few moments, her head 
      lulled
       to one side as her body glowed with a blinding white light.
    

    
              “It’s working.” The Mother whispered. “Look at that glow. Isn’t it magnificent? Regal even. The Gatekeeper may have marked you as Regina Chao, the Queen of Chaos, but Romany, she is the Queen of Lux. Light lives within her.”
    

    
              Nova looked at her friend with tears in her eyes and a smile on her face, she’d never seen anything as beautiful as the sight before them, then slowly her own eyes gently closed and she felt her body drift away. One thought swam through her head as she lost herself in the void beyond.
    

    
              
      A new Queen has risen.
    

    



      Chapter Eleven
       
    

    
      Such Is My Blood
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      A
      ll the 
      colours
       of the rainbow seemed to engulf Nova as her weightless body drifted towards a circle of brilliant white light. Romany was just ahead of her, gliding elegantly, arms outstretched as though she were flying. The flowers in her hair dropped petals that fizzled into nothing as she went. The air rippled as Nova reached out to touch a fleeting blur of bright pink that shot past her before yellows and blues whipped her forwards and her projected body was sucked into the light. 
    

    
              Both she and Romany found themselves floating just above a small congregation of hooded people below them. Neither 
      Brom
       nor Sylkie was present.
    

    
              “So good of you to finally arrive.” Tutted Hilda snidely, lowering her hood.
    

    
              “Don’t eat the locals.” Romany smiled, speaking to Nova quietly.
    

    
              “She’s making it very difficult.” Nova gritted her teeth, before offering a snarky smile to Hilda, “what an 
      honour
       it is to be within your presence once more, my liege.” Her voice was full of sarcasm. 
    

    
              “I’ve got my eye on you. Both of you.” She stalked off, rejoining the other spectators as the surface of the bog broke and Brom made his entrance.
    

    
              “And I’ve got a ditch to bury you in.” Nova retorted under her breath.
    

    
              “I welcome you with open arms, dear children of Amethyst.” Brom smiled widely at them both. “Sylkie will be here shortly, she is very excited to meet our new Queen.”
    

    
              “Please, just call me Romany.”
    

    
              “So modest,” Brom replied.
    

    
              “I do 
      apologise
       for my corporeal absence, as Nova has explained, I am heavy with child, my baby is to be born imminently, and 
      travelling
       the perilous pathway here would be quite unsafe. I hope you can understand and accept my humble apologies.”
    

    
              “No apology is necessary dear child, your safety and that of our unborn future Queen are of paramount importance. We take great care of our own, and you are most definitely one of our own.”
    

    
              “We thank you both for hosting this gathering, it is a true pleasure to meet you, Brom. Nova told me how gracious and kind-hearted both you and your wife are. I must say, you’ve exceeded my expectations. You feel like a warm ray of sunlight on my skin, like being within the vicinity of you somehow fills me with utter joy.”
    

    
              “I want nothing more than for you and your little one to feel safe and at home here. We are a Realm of unity.”
    

    
              “We were a Realm of misery for quite some time.” Sylkie appeared behind Brom, the Tiara of Lux upon her head.
    

    
              “I assume you are our Royal subject?”
    

    
              “I am Romany, the living descendant of Cornelia Amethyst, the Throne is my birthright, this Realm my true home. I may have been birthed outside of this place, but my heart remains that of an Amethyst, such is my blood, such is my power.”
    

    
              “You are quite remarkable aren’t you.” Sylkie smiled.
    

    
              “Romany is special.” Nova smiled, holding her cousin's hand.
    

    
              “I have a feeling that both of you are destined for greatness,” Brom replied.
    

    
              “Placing this Realm in your hands is a hard task to do,” Sylkie said. “I have protected these people, helped them rise from the ashes and carve new lives. I’ve mended 
      accords
       and 
      rifts
      , assured they had enough food, supplies, and roofs over their heads. When there was no one left to show them the way, I stepped in and did what needed to be done. We all assumed the bloodline had died out, and that with Cornelia long gone, we were left 
      defenceless
      . If we’d known that out there lost in the land of the burning sun, walked two living descendants, then we’d have found you and brought you home much sooner.” Sylkie smiled warmly at them both. “What is your story, dear child of our Realm.”
    

    
              “I 
      knew
       
      not of my
       heritage for quite some time. Our grandmother had what seems to be a human ailment and passed on into the next life when both our mothers were just infants. Our grandfather couldn’t look after two young children alone and so our mothers ended up in an orphanage.” Romany paused, “Nova’s mother was adopted into a good, strong family, my own mother, Ivy, wasn’t graced with such 
      honour
      . Her life was that of misery. She birthed me at the mere age of 14 and died during childbirth, a fear of which lingers within me as I grow ever closer to the birth of my own daughter.”
    

    
      Nova gripped her friend's hand tightly, giving it a squeeze for good measure. “I was raised by a gypsy clan and ended up in London, it was on those dark streets that I stumbled across Nova. It seems our paths were always destined to cross” Romany smiled, “It wasn’t until I met her and felt an unwavering connection that I sought out the truths and delved as deep as I could go. I’d been experiencing visions for quite some time, using them to my advantage to tell fortunes and read the palms of the rich and wealthy. Two years ago, well in human time, I read Nova’s palm. I felt the fire within her and knew she was at the 
      centre
       of something that filled my own veins with terror. I attempted to barter safe passage into Hindra for both myself and my dear cousin, sensing danger was on the horizon. However, I was caught by a ruthless tyrant that sold me into slavery at the Citadel. Imogen had no idea of who I was. Had she then perhaps this tale would unfold slightly differently, mainly with my corpse rotting in the ground.”
    

    
              “The Righteous Ones truly know nothing about either of you being an Amethyst?” Brom queried.
    

    
              “As far as Imogen and the others are concerned, I’m just a brazen Vampire from London, hell-bent on seeking revenge on them for all the misery and pain they have inflicted on myself and my allies. They know not of the powers within me. They also don’t know that their highest-ranking Seer is my mother, Penny.”
    

    
              “This makes things rather interesting doesn’t it.” Brom raised his eyebrows.
    

    
              “A rogue Seer, Royalty no less, is in cahoots with Imogen? That’s… against our Royal code.” Hilda chimed in, glaring at Nova.
    

    
              “Hush Hilda.” Brom ushered her away, where she once again rejoined the others, scowling with rage.
    

    
              “Our grandmother was struck from your charter and her children were instantly struck off as collateral damage for deserting her people. However, the same rules and exclusions don’t apply to us, her grandchildren as you know.” 
    

    
              “Your mother… is she aware of who she is?”
    

    
              “No,” Nova replied sharply. “She had dormant powers that left rot in her mind. She left me when I was 16, Imogen found her and 
      moulded
       her into a puppet. My mother is a lost cause, she may be a Seer, but of our true lineage, she sees nothing.”
    

    
              “Oh, this is too good.” Sylkie laughed, “why, this could be the way in, the way to denounce those wretched mongrels from their ivory tower. For what better treachery is there than discovering an Amethyst among their ranks?”        
    

    
      “Make no mistake, that whilst my mother is far removed from my heart, she is still my blood. I do not wish her any harm, nor do I aim to put her in harm's way. I am hoping that she may come to her senses on her own accord and join us in overthrowing the Council.”
    

    
              “And if she doesn’t?” Brom asked.
    

    
              “Then I’ll deal with her when the time comes.”
    

    
              “You’d kill your own flesh and blood?” Sylkie queried, “for you do know that that would be the only way to weaken Imogen's stone-cold heart. The death or betrayal of her right-hand woman, the one she puts all her faith and trust into.”
    

    
              “As I said, when the time comes, I will do whatever is necessary to protect Hindra and all of its people. Ruling this Realm may be Romany’s destiny, but freeing Hindra is mine. So it is foretold, so it shall be.”
    

    
              “You both exceeded my expectations.” Sylkie smiled. “Our Realms, hell, the whole of Hindra are safe, nestled within the hands of you both. Go forth and rest now, we’ll send Alex with the date of your Coronation in the coming days. Until then…” Sylkie waved goodbye before delving back beneath the surface of the muggy bog.
    

    
              “I can sense good things coming our way. For the first time in what feels like forever, hope is on the horizon.” Brom placed his hands together in prayer and bowed to them both. “Take care, princesses.” Then he too vanished into the bog.
    

    
              “Just because they trust you, don’t think we all do.” Hilda grimaced before stalking off, her cape billowing behind her.
    

    
              “Please, ignore dear Hilda,” another hooded figure broke rank and stepped towards them. He lowered his hood and smiled gently.  “She is… opposed to having a Vampire in our presence. Her father was murdered by one when she was an infant, the grudge she carries is not personally aimed at you, but at your species as a whole. Her views however are not shared by the rest of us or that of the Elders. Hilda struggles to trust, but over time, I’m sure she’ll warm to you both.”
    

    
              The Elders left the clearing, all muttering to themself. With a smile at Romany, Nova clapped her hands 
      signalling
       their desire to return to their bodies. Nova felt the tug behind her belly button and in less than a second was pulled back into her body.
    

    
              “Well,” The Mother asked, “how did it go?”
    

    
              “Fine actually. Eerily so. Sylkie spoke to me very briefly then her partner, Brom, is it? He took over, his questions were more personal and gentle. The Elders gave me the once-over, but all in all, they seemed in agreement that I am who I claim to be. A messenger, most likely Alex, will contact us when it’s coronation time. An event I do actually have to attend.”
    

    
              “How will we make that work?” Nova turned to Mother Moth, “she’s bedbound.”
    

    
              “Where there is a will, there is a way.” The Mother smiled and then left the stable.
    

    
      Nova turned to speak to Romany but she’d already drifted off to sleep. She sat beside her friend quietly for quite some time before a commotion from outside grabbed her attention. Nova made her way outside to see a large semi-nude man holding Chaplin by the scruff of his neck.
    

    
              “What on earth is going on?” Nova shouted as she ran over. “Chaplin, what have you done now?”
    

    
              “You know this fool do you?” The man remarked.
    

    
              “Unfortunately yes.”
    

    
              “He’s been out here all day, canoodling his way around the village, draping himself across sprites and fairies… including my daughter!”
    

    
              “I didn’t know she was 
      yer
       daughter, did I?” Chaplin choked.
    

    
              “Look, he’s a drunk old fool, ok, just put him down and I’ll keep a close eye on him,” Nova replied soothingly.
    

    
              “If I catch him sniffing around my girl again, I’ll chop his bloody bollocks off!” He dropped Chaplin to the ground and stalked away, grabbing the hand of a young blonde-haired woman as he went. 
    

    
              “You are unbelievable,” Nova growled as she hauled him to his feet.
    

    
              “In my 
      defence
      … all these ‘ere people are very, very nude.”
    

    
              “Nude or not, it’s not an open invitation for you to go around camp touching up the locals and almost getting your head knocked off.”
    

    
              “Wait just a minute now!” Chaplin replied sharply. “There was no touching up of no one. I was merely enjoying a few ladies company, keeping me hands to myself, when this buxom young blonde 
      comes an
      ’ sits on me knee. Yer can hardly blame me for that now can yer!”
    

    
              “Please, please… keep your hands and cock to yourself for the remainder of our stay here, because if ANYTHING goes wrong and ruins Romany’s Coronation, I will rip your bollocks off myself!”
    

    
      “Alright, alright. Calm 
      yer
       tits down.” Chaplin grumbled, walking off.
    

    
      “Honestly.” Nova fumed, glaring at his departing figure. With an inward sigh, she set off to locate Mother Moth and Mage Sinclair to find out what The Mother had up her sleeve. On her way to the Inn, she bumped into Alex, their collision caused him to drop his sack of deliveries. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry.” Nova said as they both began picking the supplies back up and nestling them back in the bag.
    

    
      “No harm done.” Alex smiled, getting to his feet. “How’s our pregnant princess?”
    

    
      “She’s doing ok, or as ok as can be expected,” Nova replied.
    

    
      “She’ll be right as rain.” Alex grinned. “Anyhow, I’d better get back on 
      my rounds
      . Perhaps I’ll see you later at the tavern.”
    

    
      “Oh good God no.” Nova giggled, “I’ve learned my lesson after my drinking session with Chaplin. Never again.”
    

    
      “See you later.” Alex laughed as he walked merrily away. 
    

    
      Alex’s jovial attitude and overall 
      demeanour
       of happiness reminded Nova greatly of Bucky. She missed her friend terribly and hoped he was coping ok back at Shylo’s Lagoon. No doubt his mind would be wondering how and when they could find Ruth. 
    

    
      I wish I had the answers he needs.
    

    
      “Ruth, where are you?” 
      Nova pleaded as she headed towards the Inn.
    

    
      “Where no one will ever find me.” 
      Came Ruth’s reply. 
    

    
      Nova stopped in her tracks, 
      “Bucky needs you.”
    

    
      “I’m too far gone to be saved, so stop trying. I don’t need, nor deserve your pity. Just leave me alone.” 
      Ruth practically screamed inside Nova’s head before leaving Nova’s mind full of static.
    

    
      Nova massaged her temples as a headache formed behind her eyes. She took a step forwards before gasping as a white-hot flash of fire sizzled through her veins. Her head whipped back and with a groan, she dropped to the floor as a vision erupted. Clearer than ever before. A forest loomed into view, thick mighty oak trees with enormous sweeping branches and large green leaves. She could hear the cawing of a bird and the circling shadow of an eagle or something right above her, smoke rose from a chimney somewhere in the midst of the trees and a low male voice whispered in her ear; 
      she needs you.
    

    
      The vision ended as quickly as it began and Nova opened her eyes. The concerned faces of Mother Moth and Mage Sinclair stared down at her.
    

    
      “Are you ok?” The Mother asked, her white eyes swirling as she pulled Nova to her feet.
    

    
      “A vision… I’ve never felt anything as powerful as that.”
    

    
      “Your powers are growing.” The Mage smiled.
    

    
      “What did you see? It must be of some importance.” Mother Moth enquired.
    

    
      “Trees, birds cawing, and 
      chimney
       smoke somewhere in the distance. Everywhere was just green. Oh!” Nova gasped, “a voice! There was a voice. A man's voice saying; 
      she needs you
      .”
    

    
      “She needs you?” Mother Moth repeated. “Who? Romany?”
    

    
      “No.” Nova responded, “I think it’s Ruth. Ruth needs me. She needs us. I think she’s in trouble. Just before I had the vision she was in my mind.”
    

    
      “But… who did the voice belong to?”
    

    
      “I’m not quite sure.” Nova said honestly. “But we need to find out.
    

    
      “And in time we will, but let’s get this coronation over with first shall we? Then I can put my feelers out and see if I can figure out where our missing witch is hiding.”
    

    
      “I don’t have time for a fucking party.” Nova snapped. “Ruth clearly needs me, and so it seems does the rest of Hindra. The Righteous Ones aren't exactly going to end their own reign are they?”
    

    
      “All in good time, Princess.”
    

    
      “Do not call me that.” Nova seethed. “I am Nova. Nothing less, nothing more.”
    

    
      “Well Nova,” The Mage grinned, “whether you like it or not, you’re Royalty, and as such it is your duty to attend your cousin's Coronation. No ifs, no buts.”
    

    
      “But…” protested Nova.
    

    
      “What did I just say?” The Mage replied with a tut and wagging finger. Nova admitted defeat and followed her and Mother Moth back to Inn.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “I look ridiculous.” Nove groaned, staring at herself in the mirror. She was encased in a draping gown of the palest blue. It seemed to shimmer as the light hit it. Bangles of silver entwined around her arms, their leaf, and flower pattern cold against even her skin. Her long red hair had been loosely braided into a half-up, half-down style with a crown of baby pink flowers and white foliage woven into her hair. The Mother had dolled her up, with rosy cheeks and equally rosy lips, and around her neck sat the largest crystal she’d ever seen, it hung from a delicate silver chain, that to Nova felt like a noose.
    

    
      “You look like Royalty.” The Mage reminded her.
    

    
      “Jesus wept.” Chaplin gasped as he stood in the doorway
    

    
      “What?” Nova queried, turning to face him.
    

    
      “You look bloody beautiful.” He smiled. “Shame Noah can’t see you like this, I reckon he’d die on the spot.
    

    
      “Oh behave,” Nova smirked.
    

    
      Chaplin walked over and took her hands in his, “I always wanted a daughter yer know.” He smiled at her, his eyes wet and Nova pulled him into a tight embrace.
    

    
      “Thank you, Chappy.”
    

    
      As Chaplin moved away, Nova turned to The Mother, “so, is Romany ready to go? How is all this working?”
    

    
      “I’ve given her another chalice of the concoction from last time, though with a few tweaks to make it more potent. As well as that, I’ve enlisted a few locals to carry Romany on a sedan chair. She’ll look every inch the regal Queen she’s meant to be.”
    

    
      “How is she feeling today?” Nova asked as she slid her feet into the dainty shoes that The Mage had handed her.
    

    
      “Groggy when she first awoke, but after a small meal and the brew, she’s much perkier. She even managed to get herself upright and into her dress.” Mage Sinclair replied as they left the bedroom and descended the stairs. 
    

    
      “Let’s just hope no one gets wind of 
      Romany’s
       weakened state. We don’t need Sylkie denouncing the new Queen before she’s even taken the Tiara.” The Mother said sharply.
    

    
      Chaplin opened the front door for them and they all 
      trailed
       out silently, making their way to the stable, where Romany stood looking ethereal.
    

    
      “You look so beautiful.” Nova smiled, cuddling her best friend. Romany’s dark hair had been laced with ivy and the same pink flowers as were in Nova’s hair. A small tiara of silver sat upon her head. She wore a pale gold dress that draped over her belly in a relaxed fashion. The skirts of the dress were adorned with emblems of the moon and as Romany straightened herself, Nova caught a glimpse of the Queen she would soon become.
    

    
      “These emblems,” Romany ran her fingers over the top of one of the golden sigils. “What do they mean?”
    

    
      “They represent each of the Realms.” Mother Moth replied. “The full moon represents Bracken. The triple moon,” Mage Sinclair pointed towards a full moon wedged between two crescents. “That represents Harrows Wood. The waning gibbous is of course for 
      Bloodbay
      . Then we have the waxing crescent which represents where we are right now, Illyria.”
    

    
      Nova pointed to the last two emblems, one was barely visible against the fabric of the dress. “That one, Limbo right?”
    

    
      “Indeed. That’s what we call the new moon. And the final emblem is perhaps the one you’re most likely to know, Nova.”
    

    
      “The sun… the mortal Realm.”
    

    
      “Does Hindra not have its own emblem?” Romany queried.
    

    
      “The train on the back of your dress holds the Giant 
      H The
       Righteous Ones insist on branding their 
      armour
       and shields with. It’s ghastly if you ask me, but then, so are they.”
    

    
      “So, princesses, are you ready to go meet your adoring crowd?” Chaplin sniggered at Nova’s stern face.
    

    
      “Piss off.” She snarled.
    

    
      “Come on lass, it’s party time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Twelve
        
    

    
      
    

    
      The Coronation
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      T
      he journey back to Sylkie’s bog was slightly more perilous with Romany 
      travelling
       alongside them. Nova’s breath caught in her throat at every steep decline watching as the sedan chair tilted and turned, her friend bobbing about inside of it. Once or twice she cursed out loud and berated the locals for almost dropping their new Queen. 
    

    
              They finally made it in one piece and stopped briefly so Chaplin could take a swig of ale from his flask. “I fucking hate this journey.” He panted. Nova rolled her eyes then narrowed them as she noticed Hilda matching towards them, a smirk on her face. Nova met the small woman halfway and folded her arms. 
    

    
              “How blessed I am to see you again.” She said sweetly.
    

    
              “I wouldn’t get so cocky if I were you, Vampire, I know your friend's little secret.”
    

    
              “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Nova replied sharply.
    

    
              “So dear little Romany over there isn’t practically on her death bed then? She’s not full to the brim of magical little brews to keep her ticking over?” A wicked grin formed on her face.
    

    
              Nova grabbed her roughly by her upper arms and brought her in close, “You listen to me, you sour little woman. Romany is strong and like it or not she is destined to rule this Realm. You don’t want to pick a fight with me that you can’t win.”
    

    
              “Liars always get caught, you little bitch.” Hilda squealed as Nova gripped her tighter.
    

    
              “I could snap you in half, right here, right now. I could drain your body dry and toss you to one side like a rag, but apparently, that’s quite unbecoming for a princess, and that is what I am after all. And, as Royalty, I believe I have the power to banish people from Illyria, people who I see as a threat to the Queen, should I perhaps bestow that fate upon you? Send you packing into the Badlands? Perhaps dump you in London, feed you to the wolves of Bracken, or better yet, deliver you to 
      Bloodbay
       with a ribbon round your neck, a little gift from one Vampire to another?”
    

    
              “You wouldn’t dare.”
    

    
              “Try me,” Nova growled.
    

    
              “Fine!” Hilda grimaced as Nova released her gruffly. “Mark my words, one day… one day…”
    

    
              “One day what? Go on, finish that sentence.”
    

    
              “One day you Vampires will pay.”
    

    
              “You cannot tar an entire race for the crimes of but a few.” Nova implored. “Besides, Romany isn’t a Vampire, she’s pure of heart. You’d be hurting her, not me.”
    

    
              “Yet it was you who made all the promises, so the treachery would be your load to carry, it would be you who the people would take it out on.”
    

    
              “You really hate Vampires 
      that
       much that you’d destroy the only chance your Realm has of fighting back against The Righteous Ones? For that is what’s on the line, Romany is just a part of a much bigger picture. Change is coming, you can either accept that and work with us or stay stuck in the past and probably perish when shit hits the fan. Your choice.”
    

    
              “I really don’t like you,” Hilda replied crossly.
    

    
              “Shame, because I was hoping we could braid each other's hair.” Nova laughed as 
    

    
      Hilda tutted and stormed off angrily. She turned back to the others, her laughter fading. “We’re in trouble.” 
    

    
              “How so?” Mother Moth queried, resting both hands on her staff.
    

    
              “Hilda knows how sick Romany is. She threatened to tell Sylkie that their new leader isn’t up for the job.”
    

    
              “I presume you dissuaded her?” The Mage said, her eyebrows knitted together in concern. “We need an Amethyst back on the Throne if you want this plan of yours to work. Only recognised Royalty has the right to challenge a leader of Hindra for their reign.”
    

    
              “I’m all too aware of that,” Nova said. “I want to know how she’s been spying on us. She won’t blab,” Nova said angrily, “she’s too scared of my kind.”
    

    
              “For your sake, and that of Romany and this baby, I pray you're right”
    

    
              “So do I,” Nova muttered under her breath as they walked onward, toward the bog. As they approached, they were met with a raucous welcome. Quite a crowd had gathered, rows of happy, joyous folk all adorned in floral crowns and garlands, eagerly awaiting an announcement.
    

    
              “Get used to it girls,” Chaplin grinned, “this 'ere is all for you.”
    

    
              “Blimey,” Romany whispered. “That’s a lot of people.”
    

    
              “Can you blame them?” Nova smiled, “they all want to meet their new Queen.”
    

    
              “This is all… so surreal,” Romany replied with a gulp, stroking her belly for comfort as the sedan chair was gently lowered. Nova took her hand and guided her toward Sylkie and Brom.
    

    
              “Princesses.” Brom bowed. “It’s an 
      honour
       to partake in this ceremony”
    

    
              “The 
      honour
       is all ours.” Romany replied gently.
    

    
              “People of Illyria,” Sylkie’s voice boomed. “I have led you through some of this Realm's darkest, most morbid days. We’ve survived isolation, drought, dwindling food supplies, and sickness. Yet, we have prevailed. We didn’t lay down and die, we didn't join forces with the enemy… no, we stood firm, we stood brave and we survived! It has been a privilege to lead you and to give you comfort and protection all these years, but all good things must come to an end.” The crowd fell silent. “Here before you 
      stand
       the last two living descendants of Cornelia Amethyst, the last true heir to the Throne.” Gasps rippled through the crowd as the onlookers craned their necks to get a better look at Romany and Nova. 
    

    
              “Impossible!” Came an angered cry from the bustling crowd, followed by murmurs and the buzz of conversation as the merriment was replaced with confusion. “Lies! Blasphemy!”
    

    
              Sylkie clapped her hands firmly. “Quiet,” she instructed. “I know it seems unlikely, and like you I was skeptical, but blood never lies. We once felt like a lost Realm, forgotten and left to rot. Now look, for our perseverance and dedication to our Realm, the Gods have blessed us with not one, not two, but three Amethyst’s.” Further gasps erupted as Sylkie pointed towards 
      Romany’s
       swollen stomach. “For this good fortune, we are grateful, and for that, we are blessed. I present to you, Princesses Romany and Nova Amethyst.”
    

    
              “Please step forward Princess,” Brom asked Romany gently. She obliged and stood beside him and Sylkie, facing the crowd and all their anxious, dubious faces. Nova could see the anxiety written all across Romany’s face. Brom removed the Tiara that sat upon 
      Romany’s
       head and gently turned to Nova, bestowing it upon her curls. “Fit for a princess,” he smiled, then turned to face his wife. 
    

    
      Sylkie lifted the Tiara of Lux from her own head, watching it glint in the sunlight. “Thank you fellow Illyrians for the trust you’ve put in me.” Then, with a small smile, she turned to Romany. “Such is your destiny, such is your right, dearest descendent of Amethyst, show us the light. Imbue us with knowledge and reign supreme, lead us to glory, our newly crowned Queen.” The crowd murmured and gasped as they watched Shylo crown Romany with the Tiara of Lux. Romany touched it delicately and turned to face the crowds.
    

    
              “My oath to you shall be set in witch stone forever more, that I, Romany Amethyst, granddaughter of Cornelia Amethyst will protect this Realm at all cost, I will serve my people, I will lessen the load, I will lead us through the hard times and make sure the sun forever shines upon us, for we are a Realm of beauty, a Realm of light. We nurture the lost and alone, we nurse them back to health. We give shelter and safety to those banished and scared. We are what Queen Peony envisioned for all of Hindra; united. We are a Realm that seeks companionship from others, not ownership.” Romany cradled her bump as the onlookers clapped. “I carry within me, the future. My beautiful daughter will one day lead you all, Amethysts will be back on the Throne for generations to come.” Romany held her hand out to Nova who gracefully accepted and stood beside the newly crowned Queen.  “Beside me stands Nova, your princess, and our official champion. The Death Bringer from afar, who will be the end of Imogen's reign. You’ve heard the whispers, now see the truth. Our time has finally come.”
    

    
              Claps and cheers sounded out around them as the celebrations got underway. After an hour or so of 
      socialising
      , shaking hands, greeting infants and gently accepting gifts and offerings, Romany was exhausted and excused herself. “I’m really not feeling great.” She yawned, leaning on Nova for stability. She looked at her cousin, a sweat was forming across her brow. 
    

    
      Nova ushered Mother Moth towards them. “She needs rest. The potions are wearing off.”
    

    
              “Leave it with me.” The Mother replied. 
    

    
      Nova guided Romany towards a vacant seat and eased her down. “Are you ok?” She whispered. Romany nodded, “I’m just… feeling a bit queasy.”
    

    
              “We’ll get you back to the stable soon.”
    

    
              “There’s no need.” Mother Moth announced from behind them. “There is an entire Throne room and bed chamber awaiting the Queen. We should make our leave now before the magic fully wears off.”
    

    
              With Chaplin's help, Nova managed to get Romany back to her feet and the three of them followed Mother Moth as she guided them beyond the swamp, through the low-hanging sweeping branches of the willows, and over a smooth clearing of daisies. There before them stood a narrow, but tall house. Wisteria of the deepest purple had covered the majority of the walls, creeping across the windows and up and over the thatched roof. 
    

    
              “It’s beautiful,” Romany whispered.
    

    
              “It’s also conveniently tucked away from the rest of Illyria.” The Mother smiled, “No one will bother you here. Only those personally requested may enter the Queen's chambers. You’ll be able to rest, build up your strength and prepare for the birth of your baby. I’ll be tasking Alex with Guard duty, he’s been of great use so far. I’ll also send for Dromida, she’ll be your personal nurse and handmaiden.”
    

    
              “You’re not staying, are you?” Romany gently asked.
    

    
              “Not for long, no.There’s someone we need to find.”
    

    
              “Your witch?”
    

    
              “Yes, Ruth. I can sense her, she’s just out of reach, but I can feel her emotions and they scare me. She’s in trouble, I just know it.”
    

    
              “I understand.” Romany smiled, “when do you leave”
    

    
              “As soon as the renegade Seers here have aided me in locating her, then Nova shall be on her way. I will be staying here, to act as your advisor. I can advocate for you whilst you rest. There is much to do and very little time to do it in. Once Imogen finds out that an Amethyst is back on the Throne she won’t be happy and this war of hers will no doubt spill out upon this soil. We need to be ready, and part of that is locating our lost witch.” Mother Moth replied. 
    

    
              “When will Max be able to join me?” Romany queried.
    

    
              “I’ll stop off at Shylo’s Lagoon to gather supplies before I head off to find Ruth. If I take Alex along with me then he can accompany Max back here to be by your side. As Queen, you now have the final say on who is and isn’t allowed in your Realm. The ban on Vampires can be lifted with your say so and the gateway will allow him through.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “This all seems so… perilous.” Romany shivered. “You could…”
    

    
              “Come on,” Nova smiled, guiding her towards the arched front door. “Stop worrying about me and start focusing on you and this little angel.” Nova placed a hand gently on Romany’s stomach, feeling the gentle rhythm of the baby's heartbeat beneath her palm. 
    

    
              They followed The Mother up a short spiral staircase and into a large room, adorned with wisteria that had woven its way through the cracks in the window panes. A wooden bed, carved expertly took up the majority of the floor space, with blankets of pinks and purples placed across the mattress. They helped Romany to bed and propped her up on some pillows. Nova stroked the hair from her forehead then placed a kiss gently above her eyes. As she pulled away, Romany had already drifted off to sleep. 
    

    
              “Let her sleep peacefully, she needs to rest. Soon that baby will be born, and then… “
    

    
              “Don’t say another word.” Nova snarled at Mother Moth before staking from the room.
    

    
              “You know what comes next Nova, don’t be foolish and ignore the truth.” Mother Moth briskly followed her.
    

    
              “Let’s just find Ruth ok.” Nova gritted her teeth. 
    

    
              “And then what?” The Mother enquired.
    

    
              “Then we finish this and get to live happily ever after, ok.”
    

    
              “If that notion brings you comfort, then so be it. But this isn’t a fairytale, you know that.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Thirteen
       
    

    
       Show Me The Witch
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      A
       few days after 
      Romany’s
       Coronation Nova was finally crawling into bed after getting back late from sitting by Romany’s bedside all day. Her head had barely touched her pillow when Mage Sinclair came bustling in. “Up, up, up.” She trilled.
    

    
              “Seriously?” Nova grimaced, sitting back up.
    

    
              “There’s been a breakthrough!”
    

    
              “Ruth?” Nova’s eyes widened as the Mage nodded. “They’ve found her?”
    

    
              “I know not the ins and outs, just that Alex was sent here to collect you. Mother Moth and the renegade Seers are down at the stable. Well, get going then!” She demanded.
    

    
              Nova ran down the stairs and swung open the front door, almost knocking poor Alex over in her haste. “Sorry,” She stammered. 
    

    
              “
      Tis
       fine,” He smiled before they jogged down towards the stable that they’d temporarily taken over in order to magically search for Ruth away from prying eyes. Alex held the door open ajar and ushered her in, closing it gently behind them both. The air was thick with burning star anise, Nova wafted her hand in front of her nose. The offending scent was coming from a small stone cauldron that sat over a low burning flame. Mother Moth and three members of the renegade Seers sat around a large crystal ball, candles were lit all around the stable as Chaplin pranced around the Seers throwing jasmine and yarrow over the dancing flames. The whites of Mother Moth's eyes were swirling as her head pulled back, face turned towards the sky.
    

    
      The four Seers were holding one another's hands as they chanted in deep, hushed tones. 
      “Rogamus te ut viam purgare… Rogamus te ut viam purgare…”
    

    
              “What are they saying?” Nova whispered as Chaplin grew close.
    

    
              “
      Yer
       really need to learn Latin.” His smirk faltered as Nova glared at him.
    

    
      “I know some Latin,” she retorted. “Porcus irrumator.” Hardy taught me that one, she smirked.
    

    
      “I am not a pig fucker!” Chaplin replied 
      disgusted
      .
    

    
      “Shut up and tell me what they’re saying.” Nova said exasperated. 
    

    
      “Fine…they’re askin’ fer a path to be shown.” He replied, throwing jasmine around the stable as he walked by.
    

    
              
      “Maga monstra nobis… maga monstra nobis…”
    

    
              “They’re saying, show us the witch now,” Alex whispered. Nova looked at him skeptically, “what?” He shrugged, “I know latin too you know!”
    

    
              “
      Rogamus te ut 
      viam
      … Maga monstra 
      nobis
      …
      ” The solemn chanting continued, quickening in pace as the Seers swayed side to side in unison. Goosebumps assaulted Nova’s body as the tension in the air grew wildly. Then without warning, every candle was snuffed out, the crystal ball exploded, sending shards of glass hurtling towards them. Nova felt a jagged piece slice across her cheek, then a piercing shriek shot straight through Nova’s skull. She dropped to her knees in pain. 
    

    
      The Mother Stood up calmly, “Got you.” She announced triumphantly. 
    

    
              Nova got shakily to her feet with Alex’s help, “you’ve found her?”
    

    
              “I’ve found the woods in which she hides. She’s on the Isle of Jura in Scotland. It’s a remote place, 
      lots
       of mountains and woodland and very few people. It’s the perfect hideaway for a runaway witch. I could feel her energy.”
    

    
      “I could feel her pain.” Nova winced at the ringing in her ears. Blood tinted her fingers as she lightly touched them. “Ruth was screaming, so loud in my head. What’s happening to her?” 
    

    
              “That I do not know.” The Mother said quietly, “But it’s up to you now to find out. I can’t come on the journey as you know, someone needs to be here, protecting the new Queen. I have every faith in you that you’ll find her and bring her home in one piece.”
    

    
              “Thank you.” Nova smiled as the other Seers filed out of the stable. Then she turned back to the Mother, “What will I be walking into?”
    

    
              “Ruth is nothing if not theatrical. You’ve visited her nightmare world before, well, imagine that but on a much grander scale. I’d keep my wits about you if I were you. Our witch doesn’t want to be found, so she’ll have put all manner of obstacles in your way to ensure she stays hidden. ”
    

    
              “Brilliant.” Nova grimaced, remembering the trip Ruth took her on when they first met. “How do we get to this Island?”
    

    
              “Your Warlock friend will be able to open a portal if you travel back to London first. He has the magic and power within him, he just needs to concentrate and fully tap into it. You should leave Illyria by nightfall. I’ve had word from Shylo that Max is becoming quite unsettled.”
    

    
              “Did she say if Noah was back yet?”
    

    
              “No, but I’m sure he will be soon. Romany is exhausted, though it pains you, I think leaving while she slumbers is the best way forward.”
    

    
              “
      You will
       protect her?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “With my life.” 
    

    
      Nova hugged The Mother warmly, “Protect yourself and these people too. Danger won’t be far off.”
    

    
              “Go get us our witch back. Let’s even the odds and show the Council exactly what we’re made of. Soon, our numbers will be as great if not greater than theirs.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              **********
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              “All packed?” Mage Sinclair asked from the doorway to Nova’s room.
    

    
              “Just about,” Nova replied, stuffing her satchel closed and hurling it onto her back. “Chaplin is already downstairs with Alex.”
    

    
              “Yes, I heard their raucous laughter from my study.” The Mage smiled.
    

    
              “Thank you for all your help since we arrived.” Nova gripped the Mage’s hand warmly. 
    

    
              “Thank you for giving this old hag a reason to get up each day.” Mage Sinclair laughed.
    

    
              “Look after yourself ok.” 
    

    
              “With an Amethyst back on the Throne, I’d say our luck is finally turning, though I fear that my joy would be somewhat premature. I know you don’t wish to hear this child, but the Queen… Romany…” Nova looked away, but the Mage gripped her arm firmly, pulling her back so they were face to face. “Stubborn though you are, she will perish. I know in your heart that you don’t wish for it to be true, but what’s foretold is already in motion. She grows ever more sickly as time ticks on. Her fever is growing with each second. Your friend will die. I need you to understand those words and feel their weight. For no amount of wishing or praying will change this outcome. You must be prepared for that loss, or it will blindside you and this war will already be lost.”
    

    
              “I just… “ Nova whispered.
    

    
              “You just don’t want to lose her?” Nova nodded, “then thank goodness for limbo, for no one is ever truly gone whilst that Realm exists.” She wiped a lonesome tear from Nova’s face, “Now look sharp my girl, you’ve got a witch to find and a war to win.” Nova nodded then with a deep breath pushed past the Mage and made her way downstairs, she blinked as she stepped outside into the bright sun.
    

    
              “Ready then 
      lass
      ?” Chaplin asked, hoisting his bag onto his back. Alex stood beside him, grinning from ear to ear.
    

    
      Nova smiled at their eagerness and nodded, then together, the three of them made their way through Illyria, saying goodbye to various villagers as they went, several of which took the opportunity to bow down to Nova and bestow upon them all gifts of food and jewels. With their bags considerably heavier than when they’d left the Inn, they finally arrived at the gateway, Chaplin panting and sweating as though he’d just trekked across the whole of Hindra.
    

    
              “Ready?” Nova asked before stepping over the threshold and into the portal. The familiar tug behind her belly button was almost comforting as she was hurled from Illyria and spat out into Hindra.
    

    
              The three of them picked themselves up and dusted themselves off. Hindra was a sorry sight to see. Dust storms seemed to be eagerly tearing through the plains in the distance with pure greed. “We need 
      ter
       get going.” Chaplin gulped, “This ain’t good.”
    

    
              The storm grew closer, spraying grit across them. They turned on their heels and ran as fast as their legs could carry them across Hindra, desperately trying to outrun the swells of angry dust behind them. “In here!” Nova shouted over the winds, tugging them towards a small opening. 
    

    
      “It’s an old Mothling tunnel.” Chaplin coughed, spitting dust out of his mouth.
    

    
      “How long until the storm passes?” Nova queried.
    

    
      “I’d say an hour, give or take.” Alex shrugged in reply. 
    

    
      “Brilliant,” Nova sighed exasperated. “Yet another delay.”
    

    
              “Think of it as a breather.” Chaplin said gently, “a slice of respite before we jump over our next bloody hurdle.”
    

    
              “We’ve got to find her Chappy.” Nova sat down, pulling her knees up to her chin.
    

    
              “And we will.” He said quietly, placing an arm around her shoulders. “Come on kiddo, look on the bright side. We know the Island she’s on and that she’s hiding in the woods, all screamy and grumpy. That little brain box of 
      yers
       knows where to take us, it just needs a bit of help, that’s all.”
    

    
              “Thank you.” Nova sighed, “I don’t know what I’d do without her. There was a time when I felt nothing but rage and pain, knowing it was her magic that had helped create Odyssey X. But over time, she let me in and I got to know the real Ruth. She’s tough on the outside, she feels like she has to be. But inside she’s soft and warm. She embraces me like a sister and protects me like a mother. I can’t lose her, nor can Bucky. God, it would destroy him completely. There’s so much loss ahead of us, as much as I ache for it to all be lies. I know several of my allies, my friends… will die during this fight.”
    

    
              “Every single person fighting beside yer, knows the risks. No one goes into battle thinking they’ll definitely be coming back. War is ugly Nova… war is death. Just the way it is.” Chaplin squeezed her tightly. “
      Yeh’ve
       come this far Death Bringer… sorry, I mean 
      Yer
       Highness.” He winked.
    

    
              She punched him lightly on the arm and got to her feet, peering outside. “The storm is clearing.” She smiled, “it’s time to set all this in motion.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Fourteen
       
    

    
      The land of the Burning Sun
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      S
      everal hours after they left Illyria, the trio finally made their way back to Shylo's Lagoon. They would have arrived quicker had they not had to take shelter several times to avoid being sliced up by the sharp winds of the sand storms. The barren lands had remained Scout free, Alex suggested perhaps the weather had put them off. Nova however thought otherwise.
    

    
              
      They’re clearly plotting against us.
    

    
      They dragged their weary bodies towards the encampment, feet aching and heads pounding.
    

    
              “Awwww the wanderers have returned.” Shylo rolled her eyes as Bucky and Max shot to their feet.
    

    
      
                “Any news?” 
        

                “Where’s Ruth?”
      
    

    
              “Where’s Romany?”
    

    
              “Is the baby ok?”
    

    
              “Is Ruthy alright?”
    

    
      All these questions were hurled at Nova in the space of a few seconds. “Can I at least sit down first?” 
    

    
              “Sorry, sorry… yes,” Max replied, pulling her by the hand towards the fire. Nova flopped down and grabbed a flask of blood from her satchel. She unscrewed the lid and gulped it down. “That’s better.” She hiccupped.
    

    
              The two men opened their mouths to start talking again but Nova held her hand up to silence them. “It’s been a fucking long week. Slow down, one at a time.”
    

    
              “Romany…?” Max enquired.
    

    
              “She’s safe and sound back in Illyria. The people crowned her their Queen, she’s resting. The baby is fine, though she’s not far from giving birth and Alex here has been tasked with taking you back to Illyria to reside with her now the ban on Vampires has been lifted. OK?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “Thank you! Thank you so much!” Max threw his arms around her, holding her tightly.
    

    
              “You’re welcome.” She smiled, gently kissing his cheek. “As soon as Alex is rested and fed, you can both be on your way.”
    

    
              “And…Ruth?” Bucky chimed in quietly.
    

    
              “We’ve found her Buck… kind of.”
    

    
              “Kind of? Where is she?”
    

    
              “Scotland. The Isle of Jura to be exact.”
    

    
              “What the bloody hell is she doing there?” Bucky quizzed.
    

    
              “God knows, hiding mainly. Look Bucky, we’re one step closer to reaching her. We’re almost there, I can feel it.”
    

    
              “Is she, yer know… all there?”
    

    
      “I truly don’t know, but… my gut tells me that there’s something amiss. I don’t think she’ll make it easy to track her down once we arrive there.”
    

    
              “So who’s coming on our trip 
      ter
       save her?”
    

    
              “I’d hoped Noah would have returned by now for some backup. Looks likely to be just you, me, and Chaplin.”
    

    
              “I’ll come.” Magna piped up. “Your witch… she was kind to me. I’d like to help find her.”
    

    
              “OK. Hardy, can you keep watch here with Shylo and the others whilst we’re gone?”
    

    
              “Easy peasy.” The Vampire grinned, “We’re building quite the friendship aren’t we fish face.” He laughed as Shylo flounced off, diving back into her waters. “Fuck you, cowboy!” She shouted swimming off.
    

    
              “Play nicely.” Nova tutted at him.
    

    
              “Oh come on, she can take it. I’m only playing anyway.” Hardy replied, smirking.
    

    
              “If we aren’t back when Noah and Macie finally return can you let him know where we are? Just tell him to hang tight here until we’re back.”
    

    
              “You got it, boss.” Hardy saluted, before laying back on the sand and pulling his hat over his eyes, before long his gentle snores washed over Nova who in turn felt her eyelids begin to droop. She curled up in a ball, the warmth of the fire and songs of the night birds lulling her into a well-deserved sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      Just stop….
    

    
              I can’t take this anymore
    

    
              Make it stop
    

    
              Nova! Please, make it stop
    

    
      
    

    
              Nova woke up with a start, “Ruth?” She shouted out in alarm.
    

    
              “What’s wrong?” Bucky stammered, bolting upright.
    

    
              “She was in my head, oh Bucky, she sounds so afraid. We need to get our things packed up, we leave now! Wake up Magna and Chaplin, we don’t have a second to waste.”
    

    
              A short while later the four person rescue team was packed up and ready to go. “Not that I don’t believe in yer, but how the bloody hell are we gonna get to this Jura place anyhow?” Bucky enquired, rubbing his eyes 
      blearily
      .
    

    
              “Well… our resident Warlock is in charge of the travel arrangements,” Nova replied.
    

    
              “Excuse me,” Chaplin said, obviously startled. “I think 
      yer’ll
       find I’m bloody well not!”
    

    
              “This isn’t a debate, Chappy.” Nova smiled, “The Mage said you’ve got it in you, the power to get us from A to B. You just need to believe in yourself.”
    

    
              “Yer can piss right off.” He replied, arms folded and nose in the air.
    

    
              “Stop being such a baby and do your duty… your princess demands it.”
    

    
              Chaplin eyed her up incredulously, “Don’t yer be pulling that blinkin’ princess card on me.” He tutted. 
    

    
              “Just get us to London and then from there, it’ll be plain sailing. I’ll help you, we’ll unite our powers and open a portal to take us to the Island.”
    

    
              “It’ll go tits up. Mark my words.” The Warlock fumed.
    

    
              “Come on,” Nova rolled her eyes and marched off towards the jungle surrounding Shylo's Lagoon. “We’ve got places to be.”
    

    
      They made their way to the concealed portal back to London and arrived shortly after midday. As luck would have it, the sky above was a muted 
      grey
      , providing enough cloud coverage for Nova to roam safely. 
    

    
              “We need 
      ter
       make a stop at me hut.” Chaplin huffed. “I need to grab a few bits an’ bobs.”
    

    
              “That’s fine,” Nova replied, taking a sip of blood from her flask. “It’s on our way into the city anyway.”
    

    
              “Out of interest,” Magna piped up, “what are we walking into once we reach this Jura place?”
    

    
              “Ruth has a 
      colourful
       imagination, she’ll have fortified the island with some sort of waking nightmare for sure. She’s exceptionally gifted in that area.”
    

    
              “You’ve experienced the horrors firsthand?” Magna enquired.
    

    
              “Yes.” Nova sighed, “it wasn’t pretty. I hate to think what awaits us. Ruth isn’t altogether right now.”
    

    
              “She will be though, right?” Bucky said not sounding convinced. Nova didn’t reply.
    

    
              They walked on in silence until they rounded a corner and across the fields of swaying grasses saw the rising outline of Chaplins' run-down little shack. 
    

    
              “Ah, home sweet home.” Chaplin grinned, tapping the wooden door frame with warmth. He muttered a few words beneath his breath and the door to his hut swung open with a slight creak.
    

    
              “Hold your nose,” Nova warned Magna. The Lycan did as she was told, but a moment too late, her eyes bulged at the stale smell of food and unwashed clothing and she staggered off dry heaving. 
    

    
              “Think I’ll give this one a miss too.” Bucky grimaced, following Magna.
    

    
              Nova followed Chaplin into the hovel and recoiled at the unholy sight before her. “Dear God Chaplin” Nova winced. “You left food and waste in here to ferment all this time? You are disgusting.”
    

    
              “In my 
      defence
      ,” The Warlock replied with a shrug, “you broads didn’t give me much time to sort things out did yer, before enlisting me on this flipping trip. Besides, I didn’t think we’d come back 
      ‘ere
       anyway.”
    

    
              “What is 
      it you’re even
       searching for?” Nova said. enquired.
    

    
              “Well, there’s a few ingredients ‘ere somewhere that’ll make a mighty fine potion 
      ter
       help me gain a little confidence and a whole lotta power.”
    

    
              “That sounds a lot like one of your illegal spells,” she smirked.
    

    
              “Yeah, well, nothin’ much we’ve been 
      doin
      ’ lately  has been very legal now has it.”
    

    
              “True.” Nova said, “Well, hurry up and find what you need, the smell in here is enough to burn the eyeballs out of your skull.”
    

    
              “Keep 
      yer
       hair on. It’s over ‘
      ere
       somewhere.” He began kicking things out of his way and throwing dirty plates and linen over his shoulder, all of which Nova had to duck and dive from. “Aha!” He exclaimed, “Gotcha.” He held up a few sprigs of something that looked dead and a vial of amber liquid.
    

    
              “What even is that?” Nova asked. 
    

    
              “This raggedy little thing is or was a Blue Singapore Orchid, admittedly it’s lookin’ a little bit fooked, but it’ll still do its job.”
    

    
              “And the liquid?” 
    

    
              “Ah, well this little beauty ‘
      ere
       is something I was 
      workin
      ’ on before you and Ruth interrupted my life. It’s ummm, it’s a little this and a little that.”
    

    
              “Elaborate,” Nova said sharply.
    

    
              “Well, it’s got a bit of Holy Basil all minced up with some Lavender, a touch of bootleg booze, and the teeniest amount of Odyssey X.”
    

    
              “For fuck sake.” Nova tittered, “X, really?”
    

    
              “Look lassie, these two babies combined will boost me luck and me magical prowess. Yer wanna get ter that blasted Island right? Well, 
      this ‘ere is
       
      yer
       answer. Now stop mithering and let's get a move on, even my stomach is churning in ‘ere.”
    

    
      They exited the cabin, their noses wrinkled, and walked over to a still retching Magna. “Werewolf nose, everything is just so strong smelling.” Magna wailed, getting to her feet shakily. Nova patted the Lycan on the back and they began making their way toward the city.
    

    
              “I ain’t missed this place.” Magna shuddered, moving closer to Nova as they reached the city's edge.
    

    
              “Nor have I,” Nova replied, reaching down and holding Magna’s hand for comfort. 
    

    
              “I don’t think any of us have 
      ter
       be honest with yer.” Bucky said.
    

    
              “I just hope 
      me brother’s
       ok.” Magna sniffed.
    

    
              Bucky placed a gentle arm around her shoulder, “Justin is doing fine, I’m certain of it.”
    

    
      The usual vagrants and homeless people propped up the empty doorways, some staring blankly as they walked by, others reaching out and roughly grabbing at their clothing, begging for coins, or offering their services. Nova and the others did their best to evenly distribute their rations to ensure each hand found itself filled with coins or food, whilst simultaneously avoiding the gropes and sexual proclamations and suggestions.
    

    
              Before long they’d found themselves near a tall building, “maybe we should briefly check in with Detective Davies. I’ve not heard a peep from him since we left here weeks ago.” Nova nudged them in the direction of the entrance to Scotland Yard. She told the others to sit down whilst she walked up to the front desk. A tall man with a wispy beard and sour face eyed her up and down.
    

    
              “Not another one of those 
      lasses
       on the corners now are you?” He sniffed, “I’ve seen you all, clogging up the streets, praying on the business types. Ever since that bloody body shop burnt down, you’ve been 
      nowt
       but trouble.”
    

    
              “That’s quite an assumption.” Nova retorted, “The work those girls do is as legitimate in these trying times as it is for you to prop up this desk, pretending to be of importance.
    

    
              “Now you listen here missy…”
    

    
              “Do not call me missy.” Nova said sternly. “Now, stop talking out of your arsehole and go and get me, Detective Davies.”
    

    
              “I shan’t.” He replied, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and staring defiantly at Nova.
    

    
              “Do as I say, or mark my words, you won’t be leaving here in one piece at the end of your shift.”
    

    
              “Don’t you dare threaten a police officer,” He stammered.
    

    
              “Oh, I’m not.” Nova snarled. “I’m threatening a paper-pushing desk Sargeant. When did your feet last tread these pavements? When was the last time you gripped the length of a baton, using it to silence a brawl? My guess is that the only thing you’ve gripped lately is your limp member and that those girls out there that disgust you so much are simply too good for you and far beyond the reach of your grubby little paws.” The Sargeant looked shocked. “Now piss off and get Alaric!” 
    

    
              The Sargeant scuttled away irritably and returned a few minutes later with Detective Davies in tow.
    

    
              “Nova!” Alaric smiled warmly.
    

    
              “It’s good to see you.” Nova smiled, embracing him.
    

    
              “You… you know this acid tongued woman?” The Sargeant squeaked.
    

    
              “I’d be extremely careful who you’re insulting,” Alaric replied sternly. “Nova is not someone who tolerates fools.”
    

    
              “But… but sir. She was verbally abusive to an officer of the law!”
    

    
              “Just do your job and log anyone who needs to be processed for questioning or locking up.”
    

    
              Alaric beckoned for Nova and the others to follow him through to his office. He seated himself behind his desk and casually lit a cigar. “So… dare I ask why you’re back so soon?”
    

    
              “We’re simply passing through,” Nova replied.
    

    
              “On your way to where?”
    

    
              “Nowhere local,” Nova said.
    

    
              “Always so secretive,” Alaric smirked.
    

    
              “Things here, how have they been?” Nova sat on the corner of his desk and plucked the cigar from his mouth, “I’ve told you before, these things will fucking kill you.” She put it out in the ashtray and looked at him sternly.
    

    
              Admitting defeat he rested back in his chair, “Things have been slow, to be honest. Well, kind of.”
    

    
              “Kind of?” 
    

    
              “We’ve just had a few nut jobs, that's all. Seeing ghosts and whatnot. They’re all drowning in withdrawal from Odyssey X now their supply has dwindled  to a full stop.”
    

    
              “That’s so sad,” Magna spoke quietly.
    

    
              “That’s London for you. X heads, dealers, pimps, and whores. It’s truly a city for the people. A real tourist attraction you know.” Alaric sighed. “I had meant to contact you actually. That girl, Hazel, she seemed mighty frazzled the other day. Hurrying past like… well, like she’d seen a ghost. But she’s not a delinquent is she?”
    

    
              “No, not in a million years. Perhaps we should stop by Ruth’s mausoleum? Check on her and the others?” Nova asked Chaplin.
    

    
              “No harm I 
      spose
      .” He replied with a shrug.
    

    
              “So other than supposed ghosts and ghoulies, all has been fine?”
    

    
              “Odyssey is being torn down, permission got granted. Going to be made into lodgings for some of the poorer folk. You know, get them off the streets etcetera.” 
    

    
              “Good.” Nova smiled, “it’s about time something good came out of that place.”
    

    
              “The brothel that burnt down, you know, Jaine’s old place? Well, there’s a new madam in town, calls herself Casper. Met her a few times, and she’s actually very pleasant. Genuinely wants to get these girls off the street. She’s offering them a fair wage, decent living quarters, meals, and full protection, not like old Lady Jaine ‘eh. They’ve taken over the old abandoned office building as you head towards the dock, do you know the one I mean?”
    

    
              “Oddly enough,” Nova smiled, remembering the night she spent curled up in a ball in one of the offices, cold and confused. Feral, with a hunger like no other. Freshly awoken, all memories gone. It felt like another lifetime, another her. “I know that place all too well. As long as she protects them then I have no qualms, but maybe I’ll say a quick hello to her also.”
    

    
              “This is why we never get to where we’re 
      goin
      ’, you always go on some blinkin’ alternate side quest.” Chaplin groaned.
    

    
              “Oh behave, we’re here anyway, may as well touch base and check things out before we head out to find Ruth.” Nova stood up and smiled at Alaric, “It was good to see you, Detective. Remember, if you need me, I’m at the end of that talisman of yours.” She pointed towards his neck and grinned. “I’m sure Max sends his regards by the way.”
    

    
              Alaric’s eyes lit up, “he’s… alive?”
    

    
              Nova smiled at the Detective's shocked face. “Look, I’ve got something big that I need to get done, but once it’s over, I’ll swing by and get you, we’ll take you to see Maximus, how does that sound?”
    

    
              “That would truly mean the world to me,” Alaric replied, gently taking her hand and kissing it.
    

    
              “You two have got a lot to catch up on. Trust me.” Nova laughed, thinking how shocked Alaric will be when he discovers that not only is Max about to become a father, but he was also a Vampire.
    

    
              “We better get goin’ lass,” Bucky said gently.
    

    
              “We’ll see you again soon,” Nova hugged the Detective goodbye, “keep London safe for me.”
    

    
              As they left the station, Nova winked at the Sergeant behind his desk. He let out a frustrated tut and turned his back on them. Nova giggled as they walked down the street towards the burned down brothel. She and Magna stood side by side, staring at the empty space that they’d once called home.
    

    
              “It’s funny,” Nova mused quietly, “my heart feels a tug like I almost miss this place. But it’s not the foundations that I ache for, it’s the memories. The giggles with Romany, the illicit nights with Noah… the birth of my River. Strange isn’t it, the things we miss.”
    

    
              “I didn’t stay here long,” Magna shrugged, “but the weeks I did were an odd time, I never felt like I belonged. Kept my Guard up you know, in case I landed myself back on the streets. I’d heard of you, the famous red-head, old Jaine’s top totty.” Magna smirked, “even 
      thought
       you and Bucky had a thing going on. Part of me wanted to be you, to be seen. I didn’t stop to think at the time what you might have gone through here.”
    

    
              “Bucky is my 
      saviour
      .” Nova smiled fondly, “This gentle soul saved me from myself. He’s a good man. Pure of heart. My brother if you like.” Nova smiled, elbowing Bucky in the ribs as he blushed bright red.
    

    
              “C’mon, this trip down the shittest memory lane ever is 
      eatin
      ’ into our save-the-witch time.” Chaplin clapped his hands and walked off. The three of them followed him silently, once again avoiding the overzealous hands of the lecherous men and hungry women. They headed towards the graveyard as the clouds erupted above them, sheets of icy rain pelting down upon them. They ran towards Ruth’s mausoleum and tapped twice on the door. 
    

    
              “Hazel,” Nova shouted above the wind and rain, “it’s Nova, open up.”
    

    
      The door was hastily swung open, “get in, get in!” Hazel instructed, slamming the door closed behind them.
    

    
              “Are you ok?” Nova asked gently. The young witch seemed on edge, her face pale, hair wild.
    

    
              “Um… can I get you a drink? Mead? Coffee? Anything?” She jittered as she spoke.
    

    
      “Hazel, what on earth is wrong? You seem so on edge.” Nova took the girl by the crook of her elbow and directed her towards a seat. “Sit.” Nova instructed, “Spill it. What’s going on.”
    

    
              “Ghosts,” Hazel replied, her eyes darting around as if searching for something.
    

    
              “Ghosts?” Nova echoed in reply.
    

    
              Uh-huh.” The witch hugged herself tightly, rocking where she sat.
    

    
              “I don’t understand,” Nova replied, sinking to her knees in front of the witch. “You say ghosts, what do you mean? Ghosts aren’t real. Are you on something?” Nova enquired.
    

    
              “No!” Hazel snapped. “Never. I’ve seen what that junk does to a person. I saw what it did to this city.”
    

    
              “Talk to me,” Nova said soothingly.
    

    
              “I hear things… sense stuff, near the club. It’s a cold feeling, then there’s these 
      blurs
       that I see at the edge of my vision. My skin prickles. I’m not the only one seeing and hearing this shit,” Hazel stammered, “loads of folk are whispering about the same thing. They reckon the club is haunted.”
    

    
              “What do you hear”
    

    
              “Echoes mainly, like thoughts in my head being whispered out loud. I hear this creepy voice. It sounds familiar but my head can’t place it. There’s something out there Nova. It’s not natural.”
    

    
              “Let’s be honest,” Nova replied, “we’re not exactly natural either are we?” She turned to Chaplin, “What do you think?”
    

    
              “Could be anything 
      ter
       be honest with yer—no such thing as ghosts and ghoulies though. Could be kids playing silly buggers, could be a Banshee? They like dull abandoned places.”
    

    
              “
      Could be a
       Succubus? Or maybe an Incubus?” Magna said quietly behind them.
    

    
              “A what?” Nova asked, standing up. 
    

    
              “Well,” Magna stepped forward, her hands shaking. “A Succubus is a female demon, they um, have prey on weak willed men, they seduce them and with each encounter, drain part of their souls. An Incubus is the male version, they like to take advantage of sleeping women. They’re the worst type of demon, usually called upon by someone who wants them to do their dirty work. They’re vile.”
    

    
              “How do you know so much about them?” Nova said.
    

    
              “My mum growing up would tell me and Justin these tales about all kinds of monsters. These 
      demon
       
      things
       like big cities. Lots of people to prey upon. They like to appear in their target's dreams first, then they come for you.”
    

    
              “Just tall tales, surely?” Nova turned to Chaplin.
    

    
              “Search me,” Chaplin replied. “I’ve heard these stories too, but never have I ever come across one, ain’t heard of no one 
      meetin
      ’ up with one either.”
    

    
              “Just because you ain’t seen nothing, it doesn't mean it’s not possible.” Magna reminded him.
    

    
              “True,” Nova sighed. “Well, I guess we should visit the club. Firstly I’d like to meet this Casper, and see what her game is.”
    

    
              “Oh,” Magna piped up, “there’s no need, Casper is lovely. She’s one of us, a witch I mean. She wants to protect the girls from what’s out on the streets. She was almost one of the Ripper's victims, but she managed to escape. She’s got a few 
      scars that one
      .” Hazel smiled as Arlow the cat appeared, she scooped him up onto her lap.
    

    
              “You’re certain she can be trusted?” Nova asked as she stroked Arlow’s soft head. “I’ve missed you.” She smiled as the cat purred.
    

    
              “She’s been there, she’s worked these streets. She wants to give these girls safety,” Hazel replied, looking up at Nova earnestly.
    

    
              “How did she end up down here? Why isn’t she in Harrows Wood?”
    

    
              “Her mother was an outcast, booted out of Harrows Wood for sneaking off to meet up with men here in London. She liked the thrill. Anyway, she ended up pregnant with no idea who the father was, the powers that be in the ‘Wood didn’t take kindly to that and banished her here. She died from syphilis when Casper was a few months old. Casper was raised in one of the lousy orphanages and ended up on the streets at 15. She’s bounced around a bit since then, discovering her powers independently.”
    

    
              “How do you know all that?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “I know Casper, she’s a friend.” Hazel blushed. “She’s a special friend. We crossed paths one day, there was… this connection. Our powers I mean,” Hazel said quickly, “we started meeting up a couple of times a week, casting spells, having a laugh. We’ve never looked back. I mean, she’s a little bit older than me, but age means nothing to us immortals.”
    

    
              “If you say she’s to be trusted, then I believe you.” Nova smiled warmly. “Guess we make our way to Odyssey then.” 
    

    
              “Wait til it’s night.” Hazel instructed, “That’s when I hear things down there. I’ll make you all a brew.” Hazel smiled, getting to her feet and putting Arlow down in his bed.
    

    
              “Why do all paths lead back to bloody Odyssey?” Nova lamented as Chaplin sat down cross-legged and began brewing his illegal potion.
    

    
      After mugs of steaming broth and fresh bread, they said goodbye to Hazel, Arlow, and the other outcasts and were on their way to the doomed club.
    

    
      “We can probably journey from the club to Jura ter be honest with yer,” Chaplain said. “It’s an abandoned place, good coverage… no prying eyes. Would make a great 
      spot ter
       vanish from.”
    

    
      “Well, it’s the only plan we’ve got.” Nova said, “So guess that’s what we’ll be doing.”
    

    
      They walked on in silence, rounding the corner. Odyssey rose before them and with it all the memories Nova had locked away inside her head. All the times Soul had made her his, taking away her voice. Stripping her bare from the inside out. The beatings, the pain, the tears. She remembered and felt it all as they walked silently through the empty club, rotten to the core and ripped open, like a wound in your chest. 
    

    
              “I hate this place,” Magna muttered. “He tore me apart. Changed me.” 
    

    
      Nova placed her arms around the shaking girl, finding solace in each other, gaining strength from their conjoined pain. “Ezra will pay.” Nova whispered, “I promise.”
    

    
      You look delectable… 
      A quiet voice, quick as the wind, crept inside Nova’s ears. She pulled away from Magna and looked around them, but saw nothing.
    

    
              “Nova?” Magna said.
    

    
              “I thought I heard something.” Nova shook her head, “Sorry, it’s those stories, got me on edge that’s all.” She sighed.
    

    
              “Yer alright?” Bucky asked, 
      concern
       on his face.
    

    
       “I’m good.” She replied, then turned to the Warlock. “Look there’s nothing here Chappy, we may as well just be on our way.”
    

    
              “Good idea, I don’t much like it ‘
      ere
       myself.” He uncorked the bottled-up potion and downed it, burping loudly.
    

    
              “You’re feral.” Nova rolled her eyes before taking his hands in her own. “You’ve got this.” She reassured him. “The Mage said so, you’ve got the strength, the power to take us where we need to go.”
    

    
              “I’m not Ruth love, she’s the real deal. Can take yer anywhere, anytime.”
    

    
              “Don’t compare yourself to anyone else Chappy, believe in what YOU can do.”
    

    
              “C’mon then,” he let out a nervous breath, “let’s get this show on the road. Right, 
      visualise
       where we gotta go, those trees and whatnot that was in yer head.”
    

    
              Nova did as instructed, she conjured up the images that filled her visions. The tall imposing trees, the overbearing greenery, the soothing cawing of birds, and the gentle plumes of smoke rising from a chimney in the distance. She could feel herself completely connected to Chaplin, her lesser powers entwined with his, marbling together, forming a bond. Pushing the boundaries around them, creating something brand new, a crack in the air, a sizzle of magic. She scrunched her eyes up tightly, pushing the vision closer to the front of her mind, the ground beneath them shuddered, and a gust of wind slapped them as a doorway appeared, looming tall and proud.
    

    
              “We’ve gotta get going,” Chaplin stammered. “I can’t keep it open for long on 
      me own
      . Breakaway 
      lass
      , get gone, I’ll be right behind yer.” Nova released his hands, grabbed hold of Bucky and Magna, and hurled them through the portal.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      I’ll be the death of you…
    

    
              And you’ll love it…
    

    
      
    

    
      Nova shuddered, it felt like ants crawling across her skin. She searched behind Chaplin for the disembodied voice, a shadow lurked just beyond her field of vision, she heard a laugh as the outline of a person began emerging from the darkness before she could see its face, Chaplin broke the connection, ran towards Nova, grabbing her around the waist and the two of them tumbled through the portal backward.
    

    
      
    

    
              
      I’ll be seeing you soon… Cherry
    

    



      Chapter Fifteen
       
    

    
      Jura
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              “
      W
      hat the fuck was that?” Nova exclaimed, getting to her feet. “Didn’t you hear it?” She searched her companion's faces. They all shook their heads. “A voice, so cold… it was in my head, then there was this shadow, it was moving. Made every hair on my body tingle.” 
    

    
              “Well, whatever it was is gone now.” Chaplin cracked his back as he got to his feet, a little shakily. “I’m getting too old for all this.” He wheezed.
    

    
              “You did it though.” Nova 
      marvelled
      , “Look around us. We’re here, in Jura. You did that! You made it happen.”
    

    
              The older Warlock smiled at her sheepishly, “It was just dumb luck kiddo.”
    

    
              “Where do we start?” Magna asked. She had a valid point, there was no clear path ahead of them. The island was a mass of craggy hills, a sprawling coastline, and dense trees that filled the distance. The land looked plentiful, almost picture perfect, grasses merging with the sand upon which they stood. “Be on your Guard.” Nova warned, “Not all will be as it seems.” 
    

    
              “My Ruthy will have her Guard up.” Bucky said.
    

    
              They cautiously made their way up the closest rocky hill, standing at the top they could see plumes of smoke in the distance. The land below them was set out like some sort of maze. “Typical Ruth.” Nova said, “She has a penchant for mazes. To get to her, we’re going to have to get through that.”
    

    
              “Where do we start?” Magna asked, staring out across the Island.
    

    
              “There.” Nova pointed towards a particularly tall tree, its branches low, sweeping the ground before it. “There’s a glimmer, can you see it?”
    

    
              Magna’s face lit up, “I see it!” She exclaimed.
    

    
              They made their way down the other side of the hill, Chaplin complaining as always until they reached the tree. Nova touched its thick trunk and the branches lifted, revealing a small entrance into the maze, just big enough to crawl through. Nova went first, squeezing herself through the gap, her bow and arrows snagging slightly on the leaves and roots. She heaved herself through and turned back to face the others, “it’s safe.” She announced, just as the entrance closed up, trapping Bucky, Chaplin, and Magna on the other side.
    

    
              “Guess this is a solo mission then.” Nova sighed. She stood up straight and with one final look at the now closed doorway behind her, set off into the maze, praying that the others would be ok on the other side.
    

    
              A fork in the hedges loomed before her, she allowed her intuition to guide her and took the path on the left. Before long she came across a body on the floor. Nova swallowed her nerves, remembering none of it was real. It’s just Ruth’s mind games. Nova leaned down and placed a hand gently on the body, rolling it over to face her. The empty eyes of Vanity stared up at her, the gash in her neck a sickening reminder of Nova’s more violent ways. A vision blew up behind her eyes, her teeth sinking into the woman's neck, feeding in a frenzy until she dropped to the floor, empty and dead. She stroked Vanity’s dark hair and placed a hand across her eyes, gently closing them.
    

    
      “Rest easy now.” Nova stood up as Vanity’s body vanished. “Is this the game we’re playing, Ruth?” She shouted, “I’ve made peace with my past. Have you?” 
    

    
              Nova walked on, 
      determination guiding
       her feet. Up ahead was a man, his robes hanging loosely. His eyes were empty, feet barely on the ground, lips barely moving as he spoke. “Let no one deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the sons of disobedience.”
    

    
              “Hello Father Abraham,” Nova whispered. She stepped closer and gently took his cold hand in her own, remembering the ruthless way in which she’d slaughtered him. Nova gently touched his brow and spoke softly. “...and he said to him; ‘Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise.” Growing up in a religious environment occasionally had its benefits, Nova mused. “I’m sorry Father, forgive me… for I have sinned. Rest easy now.” She released his hands and he blew away like smoke on the wind.
    

    
              “I know what you’re doing.” Nova called out, “It won’t work. My mind cannot be played with, not anymore.” She readjusted the bow on her back and with a deep breath moved on. For a while, all seemed quiet, eerily so. The air around her had dropped a few degrees. A shiver ran up her spine as a graveyard loomed before her. “What in the fresh fuck is this?” She mumbled as she edged forward. She lightly touched the closest tombstone and was met with a blinding vision. She was slick with blood, stumbling through the graveyard, hair knotted down her back. Nova remembered this journey all too well, it was after Noah had been killed. She’d lost control and murdered Deacon, smashing his head in before moving on to Soul. She’d ripped his heart from his chest with venomous glee then slaughtered every man inside his club, Odyssey. 
    

    
              “I feel no shame, Ruth, the past is done and dusted.” Nova breathed deeply and tiptoed around the tombstone, gasping at the inscription in memory of her baby, River. She sank to her knees, hugging herself tightly as she relived the night she’d lost her angel. The pain, the fear… the grief. “I will forever love you,” Nova whispered, standing back up. 
    

    
      “Ruth, you and I both know this grief. It’s not me you’re punishing, it's yourself. Think of Delilahh, your daughter. Remember her warmth and come back to us. Don’t torture me with things I cannot change.”
    

    
      The ground rumbled as bars rose up from the ground imprisoning Nova. She pulled and kicked at them trying to find a way out. “Now what?” she grumbled. 
    

    
      A pathway appeared opposite her cage, a dark shadow walked towards her, jagged around the edges as if it didn’t belong. Its face was covered as the figure continued to glitch towards her, occasionally vanishing completely before reappearing slightly closer. It reached one pale hand out towards the bars and as the hand made contact Nova collapsed in a heap, her eyes rolling back as a weight within her chest imploded, filling her mind with static chaos and jumbled images.
    

    
      Such pretty eyes
    

    
      I see you, Cherry
    

    
      I can taste you on my tongue…
    

    
      Nova felt hands groping her all over, searching her body. Leaving invisible indents upon her skin. She writhed and screamed, breaking free, and sat up shakily, her head throbbing. She stared up defiantly at the figure, scared of who may be lurking beneath the hood, but as she reached up to touch it, the scene shifted and the figure and the path were gone, the cage around her crumbled to dust.
    

    
              “What the hell was that?” She searched around her to see if the figure was hiding, but it was long gone. She shook her head and gulped before edging towards the next turn. Glancing back briefly as her daughter's tombstone sunk into the ground, vanishing from site. Nova knew in her heart that none of it was real, not even the tombstone. River was buried beneath a weeping willow tree in Nova’s 
      favourite
       spot. Peaceful for eternity. Safe from harm in the human world. Forever pure.
    

    
              Walking on, Nova noticed the deathly silence. There was no breeze, no rustling of leaves. Just empty silence. A set of stairs appeared in front of her, leading up to a small bedroom, its door ajar. Nova knew this place. The memory of her first encounter working for Lady Jaine. 
    

    
      A middle-aged man appeared beside her and grabbed her arm, dragging her up the steps toward the bedroom. He flung her on the bed and the door slammed shut. Nova remembered the smell of his breath, the stale stench of ale, and his fumbling fingers. That was the night Nova officially no longer existed, replaced instead with Cherry, the red-haired night worker. Soul’s 
      favourite
       asset and toy. 
    

    
      She rolled out from under the man as he began to undo his trousers. A ghost of herself remained in place, skirts hitched up. Nova turned her head away and inched towards the door, trying to turn the handle to no avail. It was locked. She was trapped. 
    

    
              Her first night 
      with a John
       was playing out scene by scene, she’d gone up the stairs with him and heard the click as the door locked. She’d gotten scared and tried to back out. But he’d been so much stronger than her, even inebriated. In the end, she’d let it happen, this was her life now. She’d made her bed and so on.
    

    
              “Stop the mind games,” Nova instructed. “Ruth, I know this story, I know it all. Show me the way, where are you?”
    

    
              The room vanished, the floor disappearing beneath Nova’s feet, sending her plummeting to the ground. She landed cat-like and stood up, brushing herself down. Time ticked on as Nova continued walking through the maze, turning corners and moving through secret passages, but she was still no closer to where Ruth was hiding. She stopped abruptly as a howl sounded in the distance.
    

    
              “Wolves.” She muttered, the hair on her arms standing on end as her senses picked up the scent of the beasts.
    

    
              “You taunt me with L
      ycans
      ,” she called out to Ruth, “they don’t scare me.” As she spoke three large blurs of 
      grey
       rushed at her from nowhere, appearing from thin air. She was knocked down flat on her back as they vanished as fast as they’d appeared. She got warily to her feet, their howls sounding out all around her. Once again they bounded towards her, claws out, slashing at her arms and torso as they ran circles around her then vanished into the hedgerows. 
    

    
      Nova gripped her side as blood spilled from one of the numerous gashes, “stop this bullshit.” She shouted at Ruth angrily. She closed her eyes, focussing on the twigs cracking, leaves rustling, and the unmistakable sound of paws hitting the pathway. This time she was ready, she dropped to the floor as the three beasts ran at her from different directions, and they collided mid-air with yelps. Nova saw an opportunity and lunged at the wolves. Before the closest one could react, she’d snapped his neck with ease, before tearing into the throat of the next one. The last remaining wolf got back to his feet and retreated.
    

    
      “You have to try harder than that,” Nova growled. The corpses of the wolves turned to dust in front of her. 
    

    
              Frustrated, she sat down, trying to regain her bearings. A rustling amongst the hedge caught her attention, “back for more?” She called out, expecting the wolf to jump out at her, instead in the distance she could hear the cawing of a bird.
    

    
               “Horatio?” Nova shouted, getting back to her feet, praying the parrot was close. She pushed her way through another secret passageway and came out in a small slither of a clearing. The 
      clamour
       of the bird stopped and the sky above her stood still. Nothing moved, not the trees, not the clouds, not anything. 
    

    
              “Hello, Nova.” A voice from behind startled her. She turned slowly and came across a tall, pale man.
    

    
              “Do I know you?” Nova queried. He stood before her, all in black. A pauldron of metal and deep crimson feathers adorned his right shoulder and clavicle. It gave him an air of importance. He had pale 
      grey
       eyes and long black wavy hair, his face was clean-shaven and his lips a dusky pink. Nova briefly wondered if he was another Vampire, she sniffed the air but his scent was different, almost nondescript. 
    

    
              “Answer me.” Nova instructed, “Do I know you?”
    

    
              “Perhaps.” The man answered with a smirk.
    

    
              “I don’t play games,” Nova replied.
    

    
              “Then why are you here? Dancing in spirals through a maze of confusion? 
      Tis but
       a game, created just for you. I wonder what prize you’ll win?”
    

    
              “Look, I don’t know who you are, I’m searching for a friend. I don’t have time for quizzes and chaos. I need to find Ruth.”
    

    
              “She’s broken.” The man replied, his voice soft.
    

    
              “You know her?”
    

    
              “I am in many ways connected to her.”
    

    
              “Who are you?” Nova asked again.
    

    
              “A messenger.”
    

    
              “So tell me the message then.”
    

    
              “Ruthless is wilting, like a rose in a vase. Her petals are falling, one by one. Such is her grief and self-hatred. She pines for you, for her lover, Bucky. She cries at night, coiled up in pain. Sleep evades her, her mind burning, her skin itching. So many times, she’s sat there, rocking in the darkness, a poisoned dagger clutched in her hand, I’ve seen it for myself. The tip resting just above her skin, mere 
      millimetres
       from making its mark and sending our friend into Limbo.”
    

    
              “Our friend? So 
      you do 
      know her then?” 
    

    
              “I am her Guardian.”
    

    
              “I don’t understand.”
    

    
              “We’ve met before, but I looked so very different.”
    

    
              “You can shapeshift?”
    

    
              “Perhaps.”
    

    
              “It’s a simple question, a yes or no answer is required,” Nova said sternly, her patience waning.
    

    
              “I was there when you stole the Gilded Grimoire. Don’t you remember?”
    

    
              “I don’t… I don’t understand, I have no idea who you are.”
    

    
              “Then allow me to show you.” The man smiled once more, then ran at speed towards Nova who got ready to pounce, suspecting an attack. However, just before the man could reach her, his body changed, the air around him buzzing with energy as his arms were replaced with wings. He swooped up into the air, then plummeted back down towards the ground, his transformation complete. He landed gracefully on top of a hedge and chattered down at Nova. His red and black feathers glinting in the light, wings sprawled out.
    

    
              “Oh my God…” Nova whispered, reaching a hand out to touch the bird's feathers. “Horatio?” 
    

    
              The bird cawed again before shooting back into the sky, then darting straight down to the ground and morphing back into the black-haired man.
    

    
              “Correct.” He replied.
    

    
              “But how?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “Familiars have magics of their own, as Ruth faded, I knew I needed to take action. I absorbed as much of her seeping magic as I could. Storing it away to return to her when the time was right. In doing so, I was able to develop the ability to become human when required. Of late, I’ve aided her in bathing, eating, and even getting dressed. It pains me greatly to see my mistress in such a sorry state. I have tried reaching out to you, but I’m limited in what I can do. She knows you’re here, she’s fighting against all she holds dear. Punishing herself for what Ultio made her do. She needs you, Nova.”
    

    
      “Take me to her, please,” Nova whispered. Horatio nodded and turned back towards the hedge from which he’d appeared, Nova following close behind. They ducked beneath branches, rounded tight corners, and hacked their way through wilting hedges. After some time, they broke free from the maze and into a patchy clearing. The sky was mostly blotted out by an enormous oak tree, and built around its trunk was a small, indescribable cottage, smoke rising from its rickety brick chimney.
    

    
      “I’ve seen this place,” Nova muttered. “In my head.”
    

    
      Nova edged forward toward the door, afraid of what she may find behind it. 
    

    
      “Prepare yourself.” Horatio whispered, “for she is barely recognisable.” Horatio gently opened the small rotting front door. 
    

    
      Nova stepped inside and was instantly hit with the smell of decay. The enormous tree grew from the middle of the cottage, forming a roof over it with its huge branches and densely packed leaves. Darkness had shrouded the cottage, each corner of the room 
      harbouring
       eerie tension. The floorboards creaked beneath Nova’s feet as she stepped further into the room. A cauldron was tipped over, its contents congealed on the floor. Upon the walls were etchings, scrambled words, and repetitive sentences. 
    

    
              “Ruth wrote this?” Nova queried. Horatio silently nodded. Scrawled in dark red ink were the words; 
      Traitor, Evil, Dirty, Ruthless, Dead, Kill Me, 
      and
       Help.
    

    
              “Oh, Ruth,” Nova murmured. “Where is she?”
    

    
              “Through that door lies her bed-chamber, there you shall find her. Good luck Death Bringer.” With a swirl of magic, Horatio turned back into his bird form and swooped up to a high branch, and stared down at her expectantly, pointing his beak towards the door.
    

    
              “Ok, Ok,” Nova muttered, staring up at the impatient bird. She gently pushed the bedroom door open and scoured the layout. A bed sat empty in the corner, its mattress up on its end, thrown against a wall. All sorts of debris littered the floor, shattered vials, half-empty bottles, and piles upon piles of scribbled-on paper. The unmistakable stench of stale blood hung in the air. In the far corner, half camouflaged by a broken wardrobe, its door hanging off its hinges, sat a hunched over figure, sobbing into her hands.
    

    
              “Ruth?” Nova whispered, picking her way across the floor. The sobs continued. Nova edged around the bedframe and gently pulled the broken door off the wardrobe, flinging it behind her to reveal a 
      dishevelled
       Ruth. Hair once sleek and beautiful, was now knotted and tangled in tendrils. Her hands moved over her ears as she scrunched her eyes up tight. Her arms were lined with gashes and scars, obvious reminders of 
      Ultios
       annihilation of her soul. Ruth rocked back and forth, and in between sobs emitted the odd whispered word. Nova touched the witch's shoulder lightly, bones protruding beneath her pasty skin. Ruth shied away, pulling her soiled robe tighter around herself.
    

    
              “Ruth… It’s me. Let me help you.”
    

    
      Ruth sobbed louder, her whole body shaking. She muttered something so quiet even Nova couldn’t pick it up. “I can’t hear you,” Nova said gently.
    

    
              Ruth’s sad, thin face turned towards Nova, deep purple bags beneath her eyes. She touched Nova’s face gently, then whispered, “Kill me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Sixteen
       
    

    
       Scars
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      N
      ova pulled Ruth towards her, holding her friend tightly, rocking her gently, and making soothing sounds. “Please don’t say that,” Nova begged.
    

    
              “Make it stop. Make it all stop.” Ruth wheezed.
    

    
              “Make what stop?”
    

    
              “Everything. Take it all away.”
    

    
              “Ruth, you aren’t making sense. Take what away?” Nova pulled back and cupped Ruth’s face, “Let me help you.”
    

    
              “Take the noise, I don’t want it. Make it run away. I don’t like it. Make it stop, please make it stop.”
    

    
              “What noise?”
    

    
              “The screaming. So much screaming, it deafens me. I hear them, I hear their pain.”
    

    
              “She means the lives she took in Hindra,” Horatio whispered behind Nova, before leaving the room as quietly as he’d entered.
    

    
              “Oh, Ruth! That wasn’t you, it was Ultio.”
    

    
              “Where?! No, not again. Not that, please not that!” Ruth began shaking in fear. 
    

    
              “Ruth, look at me.” Nova gripped her friend's face tight and turned it back toward her, “Ultio is gone and is never coming back, do you hear me? You and everyone else are safe. I promise.”
    

    
              “Can’t promise. It’s 
      lies
      . All lies, I feel it, its claws are in my head, scraping against my skull. I feel the pain all over me. It itches. My skin should be ripped from my bones. I’m dirty. I’m bad.”
    

    
              “Ultio has been sent straight to Hell. Trapped there for eternity. My father saw to it.”
    

    
              “Your father… oh God, your father. Gone. My fault, he’s all gone.”
    

    
              “I forgive you,” Nova whispered, stroking Ruth's hair. Ruth looked up at her, her eyes red and sore from all the tears.
    

    
              “You… forgive me?” The witch queried. “Why? I am unforgivable. I’m 
      death
      . I’m famine. I’m 
      destruction
      . Just kill me. I can’t live with this hatred. I look in the mirror and my skin crawls at the memory of that thing inside me, the way it took over my mind… the things it did to me.” She shuddered. 
    

    
              “You’re none of those things. You are good, formidable, motherly, strong, and skilled. You are my best friend Ruth… my sister, and I love you. All of you.”
    

    
              “But, Max… poor Max. I couldn’t stop the vine in time. I couldn’t stop…” Ruth panicked again, her breath catching in her throat as she hummed to herself.
    

    
              “Max is ok.” Nova said, “I… I turned him.”
    

    
              “You changed the Detective? He’s a Vampire?” Ruth asked incredulously. 
    

    
      Nova nodded, “I couldn’t lose him, not again. Just like I cannot lose you. Bucky misses you, we all do.” At the mention of Bucky, Ruth sat up slightly straighter, her eyes almost seeming clear.
    

    
              “My Bucky.” She whispered, “My poor love.” 
    

    
              “Come back to us Ruth. We need you.”
    

    
              “No one needs me. I’m chaos, I’ll end up being the death of you all.” Ruth grimaced, turning away once more, raking her nails down the wall beside her. Nova watched sadly, as Ruth’s nails splintered and bled. She took hold of Ruth's hands firmly once more, “Stop.” She said sternly. “Harming yourself won’t change what’s happened. It’s done, it’s over. You know what I’m capable of, the lives I’ve taken. Your maze full of 
      spectres
       proves that.”
    

    
              “My maze,” Ruth slurred, “I tried to make you go, tried to make you stop. Coming here was a mistake, I’m no good to any of you.” Ruth cried uncontrollably, pushing Nova away with a mild jolt of magic.
    

    
              “Dwelling here, torturing yourself won’t undo any of it. You’ve got a chance, just like I do, to stand up straight and make a difference. To carve a new, better path for yourself. Think of Delilah, think of Castiel, of Bucky… of me. We need you, Hindra needs you. Come back to us. I’m begging you.” Nova reclaimed her balance and crawled back to her friend's side.
    

    
              Ruth shakily got to her feet and backed herself into the corner, “But what if Bucky and Maximus hate me? I killed people, savagely. I murdered your Detective in cold blood. I caused so much pain and hurt to
       all
       of you, and don’t blame Ultio for all of it, for after all, I am the one who called upon the entity for the power to destroy Deacon. All that came after is my own doing… my own undoing.”
    

    
              “If we don’t do something, then a lot more people are going to die, Ruth. The fate of Hindra rests on our shoulders. I’m willing to face my destiny, are you?” She stood up and held a hand out towards Ruth, “Side by side we can overcome anything. You were there for me at my lowest, and I promise to be there for yours. Let me be the strong one and take away your pain and suffering. Let me protect you and bring you back to life. Let us all love you.”
    

    
              “I don’t deserve your love,” Ruth screamed, blasting Nova off her feet and straight through the bedroom wall.
    

    
              Nova grimaced as she got back up, “Now that, I was not expecting.”
    

    
              “I told you she was tortured,” Horatio whispered from the shadows. 
    

    
              “Ruth…” Nova tentatively called out, slowly re-entering the bedroom. Ruth was back in the corner of the room, banging her head against the wall.
    

    
      Nova ran over to her and placed her hand in front of Ruth's head to stop it from hitting the wall. She turned her friend to face her again and stroked her face. Ruth flinched beneath her touch. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry…” she sobbed. “I’m so sorry.” She sank against the wall in tears.
    

    
      “I know,” Nova replied, sitting down opposite her. She took Ruth's hands in her own. “Come back to us.”
    

    
      “What if the others turn their back on me, what then?” Ruth asked quietly, drying her eyes. 
    

    
              “Then together we’ll carry on. This war won’t stop for us just because we want it to.”
    

    
              “You won’t leave me?” Ruth said, eyes downcast.
    

    
              “Never, and nor will Bucky.”
    

    
              “I just don’t know how I’ll face them, any of them.” Ruth's lip quivered.
    

    
              “You own your shit, that's how. You taught me that, remember.”
    

    
              “I’m such a mess.” Ruth sobbed. “My mind, it feels so lost. Who am I?” 
    

    
      Nova gently pulled the witch to her feet and turned her towards a cracked mirror. Ruth surveyed her reflection and turned away in disgust. Nova gripped Ruth's head and turned her face back to the mirror. 
    

    
      “You ask who you are? You are who you have always been, you are Ruthless, the crone with no coven, the witch with no 
      wards
      … Remember yourself, and be true to who and what you are. Ruth Verano, the strongest witch the Gods have ever seen. My best friend, my sister.”
    

    
      Ruth looked at herself, roughly drying her eyes before lifting her head higher. “I am me, I am Ruth… nothing, not even Ultio can strip me of that.”
    

    
      “Exactly,” Nova replied with a gentle smile. “Now say it again, who are you?”
    

    
      “I am Ruth Verano, and I am back.”
    

    
      “Damn right, you are!” Nova squeezed the witch's shoulders. “Let’s take you home shall we?”
    

    
      “Home,” Ruth muttered, “and where is that nowadays.”
    

    
      “Back at the Lagoon, Shylo is even missing you.”
    

    
      “Well then, I can’t very well show up in this sorry state can I, Shylo would never let me live it down.” With one final glance at her reflection, she turned to Nova. “I think perhaps I need to bathe.” Ruth took a feeble step toward the bathroom and her weak legs almost gave out from beneath her.
    

    
              “Let me help you,” Nova said, half carrying Ruth into the bathroom. She leaned the witch against the wall and began filling up the tub with water Horatio had kindly heated over a now roaring fire. She helped Ruth undress and get into the bath and gently began washing the witch's tangled hair, running her fingers through each knot and working her way through it. She combed it out then secured it on top of the witch's head so she could clean her body. Nova gasped seeing how thin Ruth had become, her spine and ribs prominent beneath her skin. Her back was covered in bruises from throwing herself against walls in anger or pain. After cleaning Ruth's back she moved on to her arms and legs, all littered with deep scars as well as fresh self-inflicted wounds. As she touched Ruth's wrist she was assaulted by a powerful vision. She braced herself against the bath as it took complete control. 
    

    
      Nova saw Ruth in her mind, screaming at herself then falling to the floor in a heap before rising once more, her body swaying side to side, a cruel voice released from Ruth’s lips; 
      and now you belong to me… 
      the room in front of Nova seemed to shift as she felt herself being pulled into Ruth’s subconscious. The witch was screaming inside, Nova could hear her agony as she was tortured, every inch of her mind and body ravaged. Ruth's pain became her own. She felt Ultio's clawed fingers run across Ruth’s skin, ensuring she’d never be the same again. Ruth's pleas for freedom rang in her ears, and the grief and regret that swelled inside the witch's mind plowed through Nova’s head. She gasped as the vision released her.
    

    
      “Nova?” Ruth’s voice whispered. Nova opened her eyes and the bathroom swam back into view. “That wasn’t for your eyes.”
    

    
      “I felt your suffering,” Nova replied aghast. “Oh Ruth, I am so sorry for what that thing put you through.”
    

    
      “Yet, thanks to you I am back from the abyss.”
    

    
      “Never think you’re better off being alone again,” Nova instructed. “Ever! Do you understand me?”
    

    
      “I was just so horrified at what I’d done, I couldn’t bear it.”
    

    
      Nova took Ruth's hand again and gently stroked her scars and gashes, “will you let me ease your suffering?”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “Allow me… to heal you.”
    

    
      “You wish to bite me?” Ruth asked quietly.
    

    
      “I think I can heal you without turning you. One small bite on your wrist should speed up the healing process and rid your mind of any unease…I think.” She stroked Ruth's pale face, wiping away her tears. “Will you let me?”
    

    
      Ruth looked up at her and weakly nodded her head, more tears spilling down her cheeks. “Save my soul.”
    

    



      Chapter Seventeen
       
    

    
      What’s Left Behind
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      N
      ova helped Ruth get into clean robes and put the mattress back on the bed. Sitting Ruth down gently she pulled up the witches sleeve, revealing her scarred wrist. She looked up at Ruth for confirmation and as the witch nodded, Nova bent her head and delicately bit into Ruth’s flesh. She fed slowly, drawing out the darkness that pooled within her friend. She felt Ruth’s body relax fully, giving herself entirely to Nova, entrusting her with her life. Nova could feel the weight lifting from Ruth's chest, the gentle rhythm of her heart beating, coupled with calm, steady breaths. When she was certain she’d taken as much of the darkness away as she safely could, she released Ruth's wrist, wiping the corners of her mouth clean. 
    

    
      Ruth laid back on the bed, her eyes fluttering closed, a small smile on her lips. Nova placed a delicate kiss on her friend's forehead and watched in awe as some of the gashes on Ruth's arms began to sew back together, healing from the inside out. The witch's body still 
      harboured
       scars, but at least the pain had eased.
    

    
              “Thank you,” Ruth murmured.
    

    
              “It’s what sisters are for.” Nova grinned, laying herself down beside her friend.
    

    
              “I didn’t know you could do that,” Ruth remarked. “I mean, I’ve heard of Elder Vampires having the healing ability, but never a young one like yourself.”
    

    
              “I felt in my core that I could help you. I don’t know how, or why, but it felt right. Does that make sense?”
    

    
              Ruth sat upright and looked down at Nova, “you truly are a remarkable being.” She smiled. “A peculiar one for sure, but remarkable all the same. You hold so much power within you Nova, a beauty in a beastly world, carrying two separate inflictions of the Kin. Like I said, remarkable.”
    

    
              “So are you. You just need to find yourself again, that's all. We should get going?” Nova queried. She got to her feet and helped Ruth up. 
    

    
      The witch wobbled for a moment before regaining her balance. “Horatio,” she called, “come.” The Dracula parrot screeched as it flew into the room, landing gracefully on Ruth’s shoulder. “Thank you, my friend.” She said, stroking his sleek wings. “I owe you so much.” Horatio nuzzled into her. “So,” She sighed, “back to Hindra we go?”
    

    
      “Back to the Lagoon, back to our people.” Nova smiled, “though maybe you can collapse your maze to make our journey less fraught.” Nova smirked as the witch blushed.
    

    
      Ruth closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She looked so serene as she mumbled an incantation then clicked her fingers, “our path should now be clear.” She stumbled slightly, opening her eyes. Nova steadied her, “I’m still quite weak.”
    

    
      “I’ve got you.” Nova scooped Ruth up into her arms, the witch's head rested upon her shoulder. “Horatio, go on ahead. Chaplin. Bucky and Magna are out there waiting for us.” The bird cawed and flew off at speed. 
    

    
      Nova carried Ruth across the hillside, which was thankfully less perilous now Ruth’s maze was no longer in situ. As Nova scaled the last craggy hill, she saw Chaplin and Magna running towards her, Horatio circling high above.
    

    
      “Jesus Christ girl, I thought yer was long gone. Couldn’t get 
      in ter the
       maze ter find yer.” Chaplin wheezed, “Bucky the daft beggar ran off, determined to find a way through.”
    

    
      “Magna, can you retrieve him please.” Nova smiled.
    

    
      “Our witch, how’s she holding up?” Chaplin whispered, peering curiously at a passed out Ruth. “Is she, yer know… all with it in the brain box? Not gone loco?”
    

    
      “She’s fragile Chappy. She’s been through a lot. Ultio wasn’t lying when it said she wouldn’t be the same. There’s something inside her now. I can’t explain it, but I can feel it.” She looked down at her friend sadly, “Her mind is damaged, perhaps irreparable. I 
      fed from her
       and took as much of the darkness away as I could. But there’s a rot inside her, one that’s untouchable. Only Ruth can change that.”
    

    
      “Yer fed from her?” Chaplin said incredulously. “Bit dangerous ain’t it? Coulda gone too far.”
    

    
      “I knew when to stop,” Nova replied, getting annoyed. “I had to do something, I couldn’t bear to see her in such a state. You didn’t see her Chaplin, be thankful that the things I witnessed don’t litter your mind. If you’d been there with her, you’d have done all you could to ease her suffering too.”
    

    
      “Guess 
      yer
       right.” The Warlock mumbled. “We can’t afford ter lose our Ruth.” He smiled softly. “I worry though,” He scratched his head, “Ultio took so much from her, what pieces do we have left?”
    

    
      “Let’s just get her back to the Lagoon, we’ll figure things out there. She desperately needs some real rest, surrounded by those she loves, and not the horrors in her head.”
    

    
      “Ruth!” Bucky shouted running towards them. “Oh, my girl.” He stroked her face gently, blinking back tears. “Is she…?”
    

    
      “She’s alive.” Nova replied, “We’ll talk more when we’re safe.”
    

    
      They made their way towards the beach and Chaplin rubbed his hands together, geeing himself up ready to cast the complicated spell to get them safely back to London so they could portal back to Hindra
    

    
      “Remember,” Chaplin said, “think about where we’re heading, the image has gotta be strong. I’m running out of magic juju over ‘ere yer know.”
    

    
      Nova closed her eyes and conjured up a picture in her mind of London, with its gritty streets, grimy air, and the stale stench of waste that accompanied it. She thought of the burned-down brothel, Bucky’s old home, and Tom’s Tavern. She felt a gust of air and a tug beneath her rib cage and before she knew it, they were spewed out onto the wet London sidewalk near Odyssey.
    

    
      The journey abruptly awakened the sleeping witch. “I think I’m going to be sick.” Ruth shuddered, ambling out of Nova’s arms before emptying the contents of her stomach all over the floor.
    

    
      Magna patted her on the back, “Are you ok?” She asked gently.
    

    
      “I think so,” Ruth mumbled, steadying herself against a wall. “Thank you for your kindness,” she said to Magna.
    

    
      “Just returning the gesture,” Magna replied softly. 
    

    
      “Ruthy…” Bucky whispered.
    

    
      Ruth turned to face him, her face ashen as she vomited again. Black rot poured from her mouth. Bucky ran to her side and held her upright as her legs shook beneath her.
    

    
      “I’m ok,” she whispered, her head resting on his shoulder. He gently picked her up, holding her close, and kissed the top of her head gently as the witch passed out once more.
    

    
      “We need to make a move,” Nova whispered, “it’s not long until sunrise and it’s not an overcast morning.” She looked up at the slowly parting clouds above her. “We need to get to the gateway, pronto.” She urged. 
    

    
      “Right, yer are,” Chaplin replied.
    

    
      They got on their way, weaving through night workers, drunkards and littered alleyways, trying their hardest to stay out of direct view of any lurkers. Nova couldn’t shake the feeling that someone or something was watching her. A cold shiver continuously ran up and down her spine. Several times on their journey she stopped dead to look behind her, hearing whispers on the wind, but seeing nothing untoward. 
    

    
      They reached the marshlands and Chaplin rummaged in his pocket for a revealer. He held the large, sharply tipped golden star in his hands and with a slick grin, threw it towards the slightly glimmering air above the still waters. It hung in the air like an orb in the sky and with all his might, bellowed “te mihi revelare!” 
    

    
      “Bravo,” Ruth mumbled as she came too.
    

    
      A tall imposing archway of grand light appeared before them, “Right Ruthy, let’s see if the gateway is gonna play ball and let you pass through like last time. I reckon it’ll be easy peasy 
      ter
       be honest with 
      yer
      . The Gatekeeper knows the dealio now.” Chaplin cracked his knuckles, and with the last remaining remnants of his potion coursing through his veins, he shouted, “Aperiam in porta! Dare nobis transitum vel rededere pretium!” The archway released a sizzling hot explosion of light and several stone steps rose from the depths of the waters allowing them to travel safely across. 
    

    
      “Take Ruth through first, wait for us on the other side.” Nova instructed, Chaplin nodded and walked through the portal, Bucky and Ruth beside him. 
    

    
      “You next,” Nova instructed Magna. The Lycan nodded and was about to turn away to step from the portal when she suddenly stopped and stared straight behind Nova,
    

    
      “I thought I saw something.” She said, confused. 
    

    
      Nova turned to look in the same direction and all the hairs on her arms stood on end. “Who’s there?” she shouted, “show yourself.”
    

    
      “Are you sure that’s what you want, Cherry?”
    

    
      “Cherry doesn’t exist anymore.” She tried to sound strong but her stomach was in knots. 
    

    
      “Cherry will always exist. You can cut out the bruise, but the fruit will still be rotten.” 
    

    
      A chill seemed to fill the air as a shadow darted across her vision, “who the hell is there?” Nova shouted angrily.
    

    
      “I don’t like this,” Magna said, sounding afraid.
    

    
      “Go through the portal, and stay with the others. I won’t be long.” Nova reassured her.
    

    
      “Be safe,” Magna said, backing away from where a large dark shadow was forming in front of them. She edged through the portal, vanishing from sight, leaving Nova alone.
    

    
      The shadow grew in stature, before blowing away on the wind, leaving a sharp chill in the air.
    

    
      “Cherrrrrrry.” The voice called out.
    

    
      “I’m not Cherry!” Nova shouted, full of rage.
    

    
      “Keep telling yourself that.” The voice chuckled. It sounded familiar but alien at the same time.
    

    
      “I don’t know who or what you are, but I’m not afraid of you,” Nova shouted out. 
    

    
      Whoever you are… 
      Nova thought.
    

    
      The air sizzled around her with raw magical energy as something cold and solid clamped itself around her throat, hoisting her into the air, her feet scrabbling to find purchase on the step beneath her.
    

    
      The shadowy figure became corporeal and stood in front of her, his aura shining 
      grey
      . He looked up at Nova with a cold smirk, “Hello Cherry, have you missed me?”
    

    
      She stared down at the man before her, her body frozen in place, all bravado replaced with a sudden revulsion and fear. With a tremble to her voice, she whispered the one name she’d never wanted to say ever again.
    

    
      “Soul?”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter Eighteen
       
    

    
      
    

    
      The Incubus of Islington
    

    
      
    

    
              
    

    
      “
      I
      t can’t be… you… you're dead. Gone! I killed you! I ripped out your heart. This isn’t real.” Nova stammered in disbelief as Soul's grimy hand dropped her to the floor roughly. His smirk bore down on her, making her stomach flip.
    

    
      “Oh, but it is real.” Soul replied, his voice like static in her ears. Though it sounded like him, there was an eerie echo to it. 
    

    
      Nova shook her head, “this is trickery? Sorcery… this is not happening.” She shook her head.
    

    
      “Oh Cherry, come on now, you’re hurting my feelings. I’ve come such a long way to see you again. My darling, Cherry.” He reached out and touched her tangled curls, sneering.
    

    
      “Get the fuck away from me.” She growled, slapping his hand away. 
    

    
      Soul knocked her to the ground, lunging at her so fast that she had no time to evade him. He pinned her there by her throat and placed his face 
      centimetres
       away from hers, showing a strength he’d never had in life. “Remember your place, little girl. I own you, in life, in death, and in whatever this is. That body, those lips… even your name, all belong to me. A contract is a contract, a deal is a deal. I’m here to claim what’s mine thanks to the powers that be.”
    

    
      “I was never yours.” Nova propelled him off her with her legs, he landed spread-eagled on the Marshlands grassy bank and before he could regain his footing, Nova ran through the portal, 
      it closing
       with a pop behind her. She fell through the other side and dropped to her knees shaking in shock.
    

    
      Chaplin knelt beside her, “Nova, what’s wrong?”
    

    
      Her voice shook slightly, “he’s back.” 
    

    
      “Who?” Ruth asked as Bucky gently placed her back on her feet.
    

    
      Nova looked up at her, eyes wide in horror, “Soul.”
    

    
      “What?!” Ruth replied, gripping Bucky tight. “That cannot be. He is not an Inflicted, he was… mortal. Gone, perished, no more.”
    

    
      “Impossible?” Chaplin stammered. “How? Why?”
    

    
      “I don’t 
      know the how
      …” Nova said, getting to her feet sadly. “But I 
      know the why
      .” She looked down as she spoke, “He said he’s come to collect me.”
    

    
      “I don’t understand,” Magna said. “Collect you?”
    

    
      Nova nodded, “I signed a contract to save Noah’s life. I became Soul’s property before the ink had even dried.”
    

    
      “The contract is void… he’s dead,” Ruth said angrily. “That nulls any obligation.”
    

    
      “He didn’t seem so certain. Said something about the powers that be.” 
    

    
      “This will be Imogen’s doing.” Ruth snapped angrily.
    

    
      “He’s the ghost that young lass has been seeing, ain’t he? I think I was right, if he’s been brought back by those arseholes in Hindra, then you can bet your life on it that he’s an Incubus.”
    

    
      Nova pulled her jacket around her tighter as the wind that howled through the Badlands picked up once more. “Look, we need to get back to the Lagoon. We’re sitting ducks out here, this… Soul thing can wait until later.”
    

    
      “Allow me to aid my mistress,” Horatio said. He’d appeared beside them back in his human form.
    

    
      “Who the 
      blinkin
      ’ heck are you?” Bucky jumped, clearly not noticing that the parrot had been trailing behind them on their journey.
    

    
      “I am Horatio, familiar and friend to my Mistress, Miss Ruth Verano. The one true successor to Atara Mandrel.” He gently picked Ruth up who smiled at him fondly.
    

    
      “Thank you, old friend.” Ruth settled her head against his shoulder. “Horatio protected me… when I ran, he kept me alive.” She smiled softly at Bucky. “He is bound to me, here and when I pass into Limbo.”
    

    
      “In that case,” Bucky smiled, “it’s great to meet yer and have you on our side.” Horatio tipped his head and smiled back.
    

    
      “Let’s take this slow and steady, okay?” Nova instructed, “The winds are unsettling the sands again so visibility will be a challenge.”
    

    
      They picked their way across the barren landscape, struggling to see through the sandstorm around them. Nova halted, her ears picking up a voice somewhere in the distance being carried towards them by the wind. She motioned for the others to stop. She recognised that voice, the way it 
      prickled
       her fangs.  “Rain.” She growled.
    

    
      “Are there others with her?” Chaplin whispered.
    

    
      Nova listened out again and heard two male voices. She nodded to Chaplin, “three Scouts in total.”
    

    
      “What’s the plan?” Magna queried. 
    

    
      “Take them out, one by one. Chaplin circle left, Magna right. Come up behind them, take out both males, but Rain… She's mine. Once the bodies have dropped, get back to the Lagoon.” She turned to Horatio, whilst we deal with this, go on ahead with Ruth, get her and Bucky to safety with the others. We won’t be far behind.” Horatio nodded then slipped away into the dusty winds, Bucky running behind him. Nova nodded to both Chaplin and Magna and they moved out. 
    

    
      Nova crouched down, her eyes adjusting to the gritty gloom. She could see her target about ten paces ahead. Rain's scent invaded Nova’s nostrils and her fangs dropped, hunger clawing at her throat. Without hesitation she sprinted towards the Scout, taking her tumbling to the ground. They rolled and got to their feet, facing one another.
    

    
      “You?” Rain asked incredulously. “I’d heard whispers among the dwellers that you were back. Thought it was bullshit, I mean, I stuck you pretty good, didn’t I? Doesn’t matter though, I’ll go for the throat this time.” She smirked then lumbered towards Nova, a short sword in her hand. 
    

    
      Nova ducked and rolled, pulling the dagger out from her boot and brandishing it in front of her.
    

    
      “That’s mine.” Rain purred, “I think I’ll have it back now.”
    

    
      “Come and get it.”
    

    
      The two women fought ferociously, dodging each other's fists. Nova leapt to the side as Rain once again threw herself forward, but this time Nova was one step ahead, she directed the dagger upwards and as Rain soared over her head, the tip of the knife sliced down her side, spraying Nova’s face with hot blood. Rain landed in a heap, moaning in pain, clutching her side.
    

    
      Nova stood up and walked towards her fallen foe, “who’s weak now?” she asked, staring down at the once immortal woman. 
    

    
      Rain stared up at her in disbelief, she touched her wound and her hand came away covered in blood. “What have you done?” She stammered feebly.
    

    
      “Returned the 
      favour
      ,” Nova replied coldly, remembering the pain Rain had inflicted upon her. 
    

    
      Rain coughed up blood and rolled onto her back panting. Nova looked down at her, feeling little remorse. “Help me.” Rain begged. 
    

    
      Nova shook her head and dropped the dagger to the ground, “help yourself.” Then feeling no remorse, she turned and walked away, leaving Rain screaming after her as she vanished into the dust. She held her hands up to shield her eyes as she continued to push through the storm and finally made it to the edge of the forest surrounding Shylo’s Lagoon. 
    

    
      Nova wove her way through the tangled trees and vines, over twisted roots and uneven paths until she came out onto the soft sands of the Lagoons beach. 
    

    
      Horatio eased Ruth onto her feet and Bucky embraced her warmly, “I’ve missed you so much.” He kissed her on the lips and smiled, “Ruth Verano, countess or mistress… whatever… will you do me the greatest 
      honour
       of being my wife?” Bucky got down on one knee and stared up at her, his eyes wet with tears. “I…er, don’t have a ring yet.” He said sheepishly.
    

    
      Ruth looked at him in complete shock then eased herself to the ground, clutching his face warmly, “The 
      honour
       would be all mine.” She kissed him deeply.
    

    
      Nova grabbed them both and pulled them into a tight embrace, “I love you both so much.”
    

    
      “The 
      gang is back
       together then.” Shylo stifled a yawn as she ambled over to them.
    

    
      Ruth smirked at the Siren, “Good to see you too.” 
    

    
      Shylo smiled back, “Guess a celebration is in order then. Our witch is back in one piece and apparently now engaged, Illyria has its Queen and we’re one step closer to wiping the floor with Imogen's gnarly little face.” 
    

    
      “Queen?” Ruth queried.
    

    
      “I’ll explain it all later.” Nova let out a sigh. 
    

    
      “When you sigh, I sense trouble.” Shylo tutted, “Come on, out with it. What disaster has struck now?”
    

    
      “Nothing I can’t handle,” Nova replied defensively.
    

    
      “If you say so little Red. Anyway, I have a message for you from Bloodbay.”
    

    
      “From Noah?” Nova quizzed.
    

    
      “No, from the Vampire Queen actually, or one of her associates anyway. She requires your presence, loverboy and the delectable Macie are, shall we say, not allowed to leave until you’ve shown your face.”
    

    
      “What? Why?” Nova demanded.
    

    
      “Look, you’ve shaken things up good and proper in a very short space of time. Can you blame Queen Estelle for being wary of you and your big ideas? You’ve swooped in from nowhere, I’d imagine Estelle thinks you’re about to instigate a coup.”
    

    
      “I have zero interest in Bloodbay other than to beg my Kin to join our fight.”
    

    
      “Yes, well good luck with that.” Shylo tittered as she entered her waters and vanished beneath the surface.
    

    
      “Dare I ask what she means?” Nova asked Chaplin.
    

    
      “Estelle don’t suffer no fools. She’s 
      feisty that one
      . Guard up I’d say.”
    

    
      “Nothing is ever easy is it.”
    

    
      “Welcome to life, lass.” Chaplin chortled. “Look, 
      yer’ll
       do grand, she doesn’t invite just anyone into her Realm, so I’d say yer off to a good start… unless it’s an ambush.” He chuckled, sitting down beside the campfire. 
    

    
      “Bastard,” Nova muttered, sinking into the sand and taking off her boots. She massaged her aching feet and sighed. 
    

    
      “She wouldn’t hurt them though? Queen Estelle? She won’t harm her own kind… right?” Nova queried, turning to Hardy for advice.
    

    
      “I sense your visit to Bloodbay is gonna be a real eye-opener.” He smirked, “Look, you’ve met just a few of our kind, ones that mingle with the real world, like myself. The Vampires of 
      Bloodbay
       are a different breed, Nova, they’d sooner feed off one of their own than face starvation… Noah isn’t well respected there because of his penchant for the human world. I don't think Estelle would allow her people to cause unnecessary harm, but she’s also not the patient type.”
    

    
      “So the sooner we go there, the safer they’ll be?”
    

    
      “We?” Hardy replied, straightening his hat.
    

    
      “Yep, you’re coming with me.” She replied with a grin. “Don't look at me like that, you joined this fight by your own free will, so now it's time to put your money where your fangs are. You're older than me, you know more about Bloodbay than I do. I need your help, Hardy.”
    

    
      “I've always been a sucker for a damsel in distress.” He grinned. “Better start 
      practising
       your curtsey.”
    

    
      “I'm no damsel.” Nova replied snarkily, “I'm the Death Bringer, and I bow to no one.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter Nineteen
       
    

    
       The Bastard Queen of 
      Bloodbay
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      H
      ow long from here, does it take to reach Bloodbay?” Nova asked Hardy the next morning. She slid her aching feet into her boots and ran her fingers through her tangled hair. 
    

    
              “Bloodbay is the opposite end of Hindra, traipsing through the Badlands for days on end isn’t going to be easy, the Guards will be on high alert since you, Chaplin and Magna killed those Scouts.”
    

    
              “It was them or us,” Nova replied defiantly.
    

    
              “Hey, I’m not passing 
      judgement
      . You did what needed to be done. All I’m saying is that it’s not safe out there and things may turn pretty ugly.”
    

    
              “So what do we do?” Nova said.
    

    
              “You know, I might be able to offer you some assistance.” Shylo swam idly towards them.
    

    
              Nova turned to her, arms folded. “Go on,” she said.
    

    
              “There’s more than just hogs and snakes in my jungle…”
    

    
              “Like…?”
    

    
              “I know for a fact that on the opposite side of my lake resides a herd of Obsidian Pegasi.”
    

    
              “Winged horses?” Nova asked incredulously. “They exist?”
    

    
              “I just adore how surprised you are,” Shylo laughed, “so childlike.”
    

    
              “Shut up.” Nova scowled, “How do we get to these… Pegasi?”
    

    
              “Well obviously you have to cross my waters,” Shylo said, rolling her eyes. “Even an imp could have figured that one out.”
    

    
              “The Siren has woken up and apparently chosen violence today,” Hardy whispered to Nova, a slight smirk in his voice.
    

    
              “Shylo, for fuck sake, either tell me how to get to these fucking horses or just piss off,” Nova growled, kicking sand at the Siren.
    

    
              “You’re no fun.” Shylo pouted. “Always so snappy. God, if this is what war does to you then I’m glad I’m trapped here.” She tutted. Nova glared at her. “Fine… all you have to do is ask the ruler of this Lagoon permission.” Shylo huffed.
    

    
              “And of course, that ruler is you.”
    

    
              “Uh huh.” The Siren replied, “Now ask me nicely.”
    

    
              “Are you serious?” Nova snapped. 
    

    
      “Manners cost nothing.” The Siren smiled, wagging her finger.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.” Nova breathed in and out slowly, “Shylo, please may myself and Hardy cross your waters?” 
    

    
              “I’ll think about it,” Shylo replied.
    

    
              “Are you fucking kidding me?!” Nova hollered.
    

    
              Shylo let out a laugh, “Oh, I’m just playing with you. You’re so boring.”
    

    
              “I am going to rip her face off one day.” Nova gritted her teeth at Hardy.
    

    
              “I reckon our Macie might just rip yours off if you do that.” Hardy laughed.
    

    
              “Myself and my sisters shall aid you in swimming these waters, for we are not the only ones who reside in these depths.” 
    

    
              “So what else lurks beneath the surface?” Hardy queried, peering at the water reproachfully.
    

    
              “A few kelpies, selkies and the odd nymph. Playful little things, all cute and cuddly until they drag you into the deep blue and keep you there forever more.”
    

    
              “Fabulous.” Nova muttered, “Surely with you by our side, none of the water beasties will try and strike?”
    

    
              “Depends if I tell them to behave or not,” Shylo smirked again.
    

    
              “You are insufferable at times.”
    

    
              “Like I said, you’re no fun. So tightly wound, honestly, the luxuries of Bloodybay are going to be completely lost on you.” Shylo tutted. “Oh stop pouting, for goodness sake, nothing in my Lagoon will harm you.”
    

    
              “Good, can we get going then?” Nova fumed. 
    

    
              “Fine, fine,” Shylo replied, diving back into the water. 
    

    
              “She thrives on pissing me off.”
    

    
              “She thrives on pissing everyone off.” Ruth chuckled as she joined Nova and Hardy at the water's edge. “She’s a Siren, they don’t always play fair.”
    

    
              “How are you feeling?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “Better than yesterday.” Ruth smiled weakly. “But not quite myself yet.”
    

    
              “You’re still fighting that thing in your mind aren’t you?”
    

    
              “I’m not sure if the horrors will ever truly leave me. Ultio… it did things to me that I thought were impossible. That demon broke me inside. I can feel its hatred and spite inside my soul. It lingers just to punish me, of that I’m certain. Though these bruises shall heal, the wounds within will take much longer.” 
    

    
              “You will win this,” Nova stroked her friend's face. “Nothing out there can best you, remember that!”
    

    
              “Thank you.” Ruth nodded, “be careful in Bloodbay Nova, it’s… well, it’s something.”
    

    
              “A good 
      something
      ?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “Well, that all depends on what you deem to be good.” She smiled softly, “just keep your wits about you, and maybe your clothes on.”
    

    
              “Clothes?” Nova asked, perplexed.
    

    
      “It looks like your carriage awaits.” Ruth replied, pointing at the Lagoon where several Sirens heads had bobbed up, a barely together canoe resting on their shoulders. Shylo was seated within the dilapidated boat, her now long legs crossed at the ankles as she looked demure across at them.
    

    
              “There is a hole in the bottom of that thing,” Hardy grumbled. 
    

    
              “Awwww, is the big bad Vampire afraid of water?” Shylo pouted. “Man up. Are you coming or not?” She demanded.
    

    
              “Come on,” Nova sighed. She and Hardy stepped ankle-deep into the cool water and both awkwardly clambered into the creaking make-do raft.
    

    
              “Well, isn't this 
      cosy.
      ” Shylo grinned as her sisters began pushing the canoe gently through the ever-deepening Lagoon. 
    

    
              Nova’s eyes roamed the jungles that loomed all around the stretching Lagoon. “I never noticed before how vast your waters are.” 
    

    
              “Beautiful, aren’t they?” The Siren smiled, dipping her fingers into the soft ripples happily. “The Pegasi are only accessible by boat, safe and sound from poachers because no fool would dare enter Siren-infested waters.”
    

    
              “Getting them to take myself and Hardy across the Badlands seems risky,” Nova said.
    

    
              “It is.” Shylo replied curtly. “But, it is necessary. I know I mess around and wind you up, but don’t presume me to be uncaring of the cause. I wish nothing more than to be rid of those bastards in the Citadel and finally find freedom with my Kin. I owe it to my people… preferably before we become extinct.”
    

    
              They crossed the rest of the Lagoon in thoughtful silence before bouncing onto the pebble-dashed beach on the other side. 
    

    
              “This way,” Shylo said, beckoning them to follow her through a sweeping curtain of thick vines. 
    

    
              The Siren took them deeper into the overgrown jungle, where chirrups, hoots, and a variety of other animal noises sounded out all around them. She pulled them behind a copse of tall trees and peered around the trunk. “Over there,” Shylo pointed into a small clearing in the distance, where several enormous black-as-night Pegasi were grazing.
    

    
              “They are stunning.” Nova breathed, eyeing up the stallions. They were twice the size of the horses back in London. Their large dark wings glistened in the morning sun. They reminded Nova of a bat's wings, almost leathery in texture.
    

    
              “Beautiful, yes. But also fierce.”
    

    
              “What do we do? Just clamber on?” Hardy queried.
    

    
              “Absolutely not!” Shylo chastised him. “These creatures deserve the utmost respect. You woo them first, show them you mean no harm. Honestly, clamber on. Silly little man.” She tutted again at Hardy then slowly walked out into the clearing. Nova and Hardy right behind her.
    

    
              “Hello there gorgeous,” Shylo said softly, gently stroking the long mane of the closest Pegasus. The stunning horse whinnied and nestled its head into her shoulder.
    

    
              “They’re so at ease with you,” Nova remarked, walking gently towards another fine steed and stroking its face.
    

    
              “I spend a lot of my free time here, you know, when I’m not babysitting you idiots.”
    

    
              Nova rested her head against the horse, feeling 
      its
       warm breath tickle her cheek. She pulled away and looked deep into its jet-black eyes, the horse nudged her playfully then lowered its front legs, allowing her to climb up onto its back, using its tattered wings to pull herself up. “Thank you.” She said, tickling between the horse's ears. 
    

    
              Once both she and Hardy were seated Shylo bid them farewell and waved them off as the Pegasi rose into the air. They glided above the Lagoon and up over the jungle, appearing above the dusty Badlands below. The winds were howling as the Pegasi rose higher into the clouds so they were hidden from anyone on the ground.
    

    
              Nova had always wanted to fly free like a bird, and now she was experiencing the sheer joy firsthand. She let go of the horse's mane and held her arms out to her side, 
      savouring
       every weightless, freeing moment. 
    

    
              Their flight to the gateway to Bloodbay took a few hours, but to Nova, it felt like minutes. The Pegasi swooped down into the clearing below, landing gently. Nova climbed down and softly 
      patted
       its sleek mane. “Thank you.” She whispered as the Pegasi rose in the sky and began their journey back to Shylos Lagoon.
    

    
              “Where’s the portal?” Nova asked Hardy.
    

    
              “Just around this bend.” He replied. 
    

    
      She followed him around the corner of a large overhanging cliff and there in front of them was the portal to The Shrouded Mound of 
      Bloodbay
      . It was a large rectangular doorway, silver in 
      colour
      , with elaborate swirls carved into it.  Various familiar, elongated teeth hung on a black cord from one corner.
    

    
      “Lycan?” she asked.
    

    
      “Yep,” Hardy replied. “Estelle is oldschool. She holds a grudge against the wolves of Bracken.”
    

    
      “Who runs Bracken by the way?”
    

    
      “Lycidas.”
    

    
      “Interesting name,” Nova replied. “What’s he like?”
    

    
      “A bastard,” Hardy replied with a shrug. “There’s some serious bad blood between him and Estelle. I don’t know what went on… but it can’t have been pretty. You’ll soon learn Nova, that a vast majority of Lycans are bloody awful. I mean, there’s your fair share of Vampires that are monsters too, but those wolves… They enjoy the kill. They don’t have to feed like we do, they can live off anything they like. They choose to kill and maim. They’re so far removed from humanity that they see humans and the weaker members of the Kin as nothing more than meals on legs.”
    

    
      “And they’ve sided with Imogen. That’s a sobering thought.”
    

    
      “Look,” Hardy replied. “All is not lost, if we can get Estelle on our side then we’ll be high and dry. Trust me, she’s killed more werewolves than any other Vampire I know. Not for sport mind you, for retribution. Those teeth hanging around the doorway, they’re there to remind anyone who tries to enter Bloodbay without an invite, of what's waiting for them on the other side. You’ll like her, trust me. She despises the Council as much as we do. She can’t stand outsiders butting their noses in.”
    

    
      “Let’s just hope she can stand us,” Nova said. “So, what will be waiting for us on the other side?”
    

    
      “A few Guards I imagine. Estelle has Sight Orbs posted on the other side. She’ll know we’re there before we do.”
    

    
      “Sight Orbs?” Nova queried.
    

    
      “Yeah, kinda like an old-fashioned crystal ball, but instead of it telling you your fortune, it tells Estelle who and what has entered her Realm without permission. As you know, there’s no longer allowed to be any mingling between Realms. So, it’s a safety measure that’s all. She’ll see us, 
      realise
       we’re Vampires, and call off the Guards.”
    

    
      “What’s 
      Bloodybay
       actually like Hardy?”
    

    
      “Um, well… it’s always been known as the pleasure Realm.”
    

    
      “Pleasure Realm?”
    

    
      “Estelle is kind of renowned for hosting nights of pure debauchery. It’s kinda her thing.”
    

    
      “Right… so I can expect a troupe of naked, over sexed Guards to be waiting for us then can I?” She said quizzically. “Ready to pounce and either kill or fuck me?”
    

    
      “Look, we’ll be safe as houses, stop mithering.”
    

    
      “Are you certain about that?”
    

    
      “Well, there's only one way to find out I guess.” Hardy took her hand and together they stepped through the swirling blackness of the portal. Unlike the others Nova had passed through, there were no sounds, no 
      colours
      , no Gatekeeper whispering in her ear, just an uneasy and foreboding darkness that choked them as they passed through to the other side.
    

    
      “Well, that was fucking awful.” Nova coughed as they stepped out of it.
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s not a pleasant one is it?” Hardy replied, straightening his cowboy hat. “Um, we’ve got company.” He whispered as a dozen male Vampires appeared around them, thankfully fully clothed.
    

    
      “Hi.” Nova said, stepping forward slightly. “We’re here to see Queen Estelle. She sent 
      for
       me.”
    

    
      “And who might you be?” A tall, pale man loomed in front of her. He had greasy black hair pulled back in a low ponytail. He reached out a long, thin finger and touched her face with the tip of his talon-like nail. 
    

    
      “Nova.” She pulled away from his grasp. “Who might you be?”
    

    
      “Name’s Manuel.” He spat at her feet.
    

    
      “Pleasure to meet you… I’m sure.” She grimaced. “I’m here for an audience with Queen Estelle.” Nova went to step around him and found herself flanked on all sides.
    

    
      “No way through.” Manuel sneered. “It’s been a while since we’ve had some fresh meat.” The others laughed along with him. He ran his fingers through Nova’s curls, his lip twitching.
    

    
      “Fellas,” Hardy said loudly above their laughter, “we really do need to see Estelle.”
    

    
      “We’ll decide what you do and do not need.” Manuel snapped. He turned his attention back to Nova, “What do you want with our Queen?”
    

    
      “That’s really none of your business.” Nova snarled, arms folded defiantly.
    

    
      “I don’t much like your tone.” He sneered.
    

    
      “And I don’t much like your face, yet here we are.”
    

    
      He grabbed her roughly by the throat and pulled her toward him, “You’ve got a big mouth for such a tiny thing, I wonder what else it can do.” 
    

    
      “You don’t want to find out.” Nova smirked, reaching down and twisting his testicles with her hand until he let her go..
    

    
      “Oh, you’re going to get it now you little wench, bitches like you belong in a scold's bridle.” He growled, his fist high in the air ready to strike.
    

    
      “Try it!” Hardy snarled, stepping in front of Nova.
    

    
      “Manuel!” A slender woman shouted, pushing her way through the leering crowd. She had golden blonde hair piled on top of her head, wrapped in black cord and lace. Ringlets framed her oval face, curling down toward her neck. She pulled the man roughly away and snarled in his face, “This is not how we treat our guests… especially a Death Bringer from afar.”
    

    
      The man gulped, “she attacked me!” he pleaded, then looked at Estelle in confusion. “What? This… girl, is the Death Bringer? As in THE Death Bringer?” He eyed Nova up suspiciously then laughed, “Oh, come off it Estelle, don’t be so naive! Look at her, she’s no damn Death Bringer. She’s just a kid, a bratty fucking kid, with a too big mouth that I’m dying to fill.” He went to strike Nova across the cheek but Estelle grabbed him by the ear, twisting it until it began to bleed and he was squealing on his knees in pain. 
    

    
      “Never undermine me again.” She released his ear, “Return to your quarters and stay there. You’re excused from duties until I say otherwise.”
    

    
      “But Estelle - you can’t be serious.” Manuel pleaded, gripping his bleeding ear tightly.
    

    
      She turned to him, her eyes glowing red and fangs drawn, “Oh, but I am. I gave you a chance to repent Manuel, I reaped you from the chopping block. I thought you’d learned a lesson or two. Half a century in solitary confinement should have knocked some sense into that small brain of yours, and yet…”
    

    
      “I’m the best Guard you’ve got!” He argued.
    

    
      “No, you were the best Guard I HAD.” She lunged and gripped him by his shirt collar, then tore into his throat as he squirmed in her arms. She dropped his now 
      shrivelled
       corpse to the floor in disgust. “Burn it.” She barked at her remaining Guards as she hitched her ruby red dress above her delicate ankles to step over the fallen man. The Guards nodded dutifully then grabbed what remained of Manuel and dragged him away.
    

    
      “I’m truly sorry that you had to witness that.” She smiled at Nova. “I’m Queen Estelle… and you are Nova Morgan, our little celebrity. I have heard an awful lot about you.”
    

    
              “You drained him.” Nova murmured, perplexed.
    

    
              “And?” Estelle replied.
    

    
              “But… why? I mean, he was an arsehole, but…”
    

    
              “But what? My Realm, my rules. If my soldiers can’t listen, then they don’t deserve ears. If my men cannot follow orders, then they’re no good to me. I would have thought, you being the Death Bringer and all, would understand that.”
    

    
              Hardy pushed past Nova as she collected herself. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.” He took Estelles hand in his and kissed her pearly white knuckles.
    

    
              “I recognise your face.” Estelle replied, looking at him. “You used to dance with Batshit-Bonnie.”
    

    
              “If that’s what yer wanna call it.” Hardy mumbled.
    

    
              “Her and Noah are up at the castle. Intact, I might add.” She said to Nova. “This…persona of hers is somewhat intriguing. Macie - she’s the naughty Vampire who stole from The Righteous Ones isn’t she?”
    

    
      “So?” Hardy replied.
    

    
      “I want what she has.” Estelle smirked.
    

    
      “Goodluck with that one.” Hardy chortled. 
    

    
      “You want my allegiance, yes?” She turned to Nova, who nodded. “Secure me the ring and then we’ll talk.”
    

    
      “Is that a promise?.” Nova said.
    

    
      “I don’t make promises. I make demands.” Estelle replied sternly. “Walk with me.” With that, she spun round and marched on towards her castle, her soldiers flanking her.
    

    
      “After you m’lady.” Hardy whispered, pushing Nova gruffly after them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The castle was vast. Its stone 
      walls high
       and bare. Dozens, upon dozens of leering male Vampires ogled her as she walked past. Some with sneers, others with vague interest. Nova noted that the Vampire population of Bloodbay was predominantly male.
    

    
      “Where are all the women?” Nova asked Hardy.
    

    
      “Estelle doesn’t make her maidens act as soldiers. They’re treated like nobility. They reside within these castle walls, free to do as they please. She treats them as Goddesses… and the men folk as cocks on legs.”
    

    
      “What happens if the women want to fight?”
    

    
      “Then they battle it out, gladiator style. If one of the women can take down one of the male warriors, then in Estelle’s eyes that means they’re ready for the ranks. You’ll find that there are a fair few female warriors in the barracks outside, they keep the army here shipshape.”
    

    
      “That’s actually quite a sensible system.”
    

    
      “Estelle isn’t daft. She treats her people firm but fairly. And, as you saw with that fella back there, she doesn’t suffer fools. She expects respect from her people and in return she keeps them safe, clothed and fed.”
    

    
      They followed Estelle through two large oval shaped wooden doors and through a long, slightly chilly hallway. It was lined with portraits of Estelle and whom Nova could only assume to be a variety of lovers throughout the years. The Guards that had marched beside them had stayed out in the corridor as Estelle beckoned them into a boudoir beyond. There in the middle of the room, laying on her side on a chaise lounge was Macie, draped in a flowing white gown and being waited on by several other female Vampires, dressed in the same flowing attire. Nova watched in disbelief as Macie was hand fed slithers of bloody meat, licking the remnants off the fingers of the raven haired maiden feeding her.
    

    
      “Ahem.” Nova cleared her throat, arms folded. 
    

    
      Macie met her eye and grinned from ear to ear, “looks like Red has finally joined the party.”
    

    
      “What the fuck are you playing at?” Nova asked incredulously.
    

    
      “I’m enjoying the hospitality.” Macie shrugged, “don’t be so uptight.” She stood up and walked towards Hardy and Nova. “You, stay!” She patted Hardy on the head, then pulled Nova towards the Chaise Lounge, forcing her to sit down. The whole room 
      wreaked
       of Pandorium and sex.
    

    
      Queen Estelle leant over the back of the chair, massaging Nova’s tense shoulders, “relax Nova, no one is going to harm you.”
    

    
      “Unless you ask them too.” Macie replied, laughing.
    

    
      “We really need to discuss…” 
    

    
      “Play first, talk later.” Estelle said firmly.
    

    
      “But…” Nova trailed off, watching as a brunette maiden slowly walked toward them, her red eyes alert and moist lips parted. She smiled down at Nova then swayed her hips, dancing for them as Macie leant back, enthralled. “That one’s Bernadette.” Macie bit her lip. “She tastes like sin and supper.”
    

    
      “Um, lovely to meet you,” Nova said quietly, craning her neck to look at Hardy who just gave her two thumbs up and casually stood watching, leaning against a stone pillar. She tried to sit forward and shake Estelles nimble fingers from her aching shoulders and found herself pulled backward. Estelles face peered at her from above, “relax,” the Queen insisted, “perhaps this will help.” She placed her wrist in front of Nova’s and with her nail gently sliced open her soft white skin, “drink,” she instructed, “for within my blood you’ll find your freedom.”
    

    
      The beast inside Nova stirred as the tangy scent of blood filled her nostrils, layers of Pandora entwined with it. She tried to push the rising hunger back down, but the Queen's scent was pulling her in. She grunted, then clamped her lips around Estelle’s wrist, feeling as the weightlessness of Pandora flooded her system. 
    

    
      Nova tore herself away from the sweet taste of the Queen, dabbing at the corners of her bloodied mouth. She looked on with interest as the other maidens joined them, swirling and dancing… each beauty vying for their attention. Bernadette edged closer, her hips rotating and body gyrating. She reached out and lightly cupped Nova’s hands, bringing them towards her hips, dancing lightly beneath Nova’s touch as Estelle continued to rub her shoulders, her soft breath tickling the hairs on Nova’s neck.
    

    
      Nova was no stranger to the female body, familiar with its curves and creases. When she’d worked for Lady Jaine, several Johns had a thing for two girls at once and she was their number one choice. It had excited her then, just as it did now, giving her an ounce of real pleasure amidst the fake groans she’d had to put on for each greedy man. 
    

    
      She couldn’t tell if it was the Pandora laced blood, or her own wants and desires, but a heat was lit beneath her. She allowed Bernadette to edge closer, captivated by her unabashed hunger and femininity, entranced as the maiden slid her body out of the slippery white gown. The other two maidens were pouring themselves all over Macie, Nova had no idea where one Vampire started and another stopped, such a blur were their features, hands, lips and tongues. 
    

    
      Bernadette lightly climbed onto Nova’s lap, gently straddling her as Nova leant her head back and closed her eyes, lost briefly in the moment, forgetting the purpose of her visit as she trailed her hands up the Vampire's soft back. Estelle was stroking her hair as Bernadette began kissing along the nape of Nova’s neck. Gentle, petite kisses that sent goosebumps flowing across Nova’s entire body and fireworks rupturing in her head. Eagerly the brunette beauty placed Nova's hand between her thighs, eager to feel her reach within. 
    

    
      As Nova circled Bernadette's mound, she heard a small cough from across the room and slowly opened her eyes. Noah stood beside Hardy, a small smile playing on his lips, he nodded as if to say 
      carry on. 
      Feeling suddenly all too aware of her surroundings and the reason for her being in Bloodbay, she attempted to wiggle out from under Bernadette to no avail.
    

    
      Estelle beckoned Noah and Hardy over to them, the latter bounding over with the light footed joy of an overzealous puppy. Hardy circled the group, licking his lips and unbuttoning his shirt as Estelle turned her attention toward him. “In my kingdom,” she purred, “all is fair in love and war.” She hooked her finger into the loop of Hardy’s trousers and pulled him toward her where their mouths met and bodies crushed with need, he slid the straps of her ruby red dress off her shoulders and proceeded to kiss his way down to her breasts.
    

    
      Bernadette was nibbling Nova’s ear, sending spasms through her body as her fingers made light work of undoing Nova’s trousers. Noah leant over the back of the chair and smiled down at her. “Welcome to Bloodbay.” He whispered, planting a delicate kiss on her forehead and reaching one hand down toward her breasts, pulling them free from the constraints of her shirt. “I've been waiting for you to get here. It’s ok to let yourself go Vee, it’s safe.”
    

    
      Hardys words echoed through her brain, 
      Us Vampires, we’re highly sexual beings Nova…
    

    
      With a small, content sigh she relaxed her body and gave in to what her loins were aching for. She bit down hard on Noah's welcoming wrist, feeling his other hand grip her breast ever more tightly as she fed, his blood more intoxicating than Estelles despite its absence of Pandora. Bernadette freed Nova from the bondage of clothing and Nova gasped as a chasm of pleasure burst from within. 
    

    
      After that, their bodies seemed to all merge into one being. Nova knew not whose lips were upon hers, or whose tongue delved between her thighs, all she knew in that moment, was complete and utter contentment. She passionately kissed Bernadette, felt Macie’s fingers dancing down her stomach, felt alive as she tasted Estelles sweet nectar upon her tongue, then watched in awe and desire as Noah took Hardy by the hair, pulling the Vampire down to his knees where he eagerly fumbled with Noah’s belt. Watching the man she loved lose himself so freely in the ecstasy of another man's mouth did things to her that she’d never felt before. It was as if finally she was at one with her true vampiric self. And when after hours of debauchery, Noah roughly plowed into her from behind, she experienced pleasure so intense she could barely stay on her feet.
    

    
      Time seemed to stand still as the group explored one another, giving into their fantasies and falling deeply into blissful abandonment. Lips 
      upon
       lips, upon breasts, upon thighs. Touches and tastes, gasps and groans, and when finally they were spent, laying there together, their bodies slick with sweat and limbs tired, the soft rumbles of snores and tickles of one's breath upon another's naked skin, Nova reached out and entwined her fingers between Noah’s, nuzzling into his neck, her naked body perfectly slotting beside his and with his arms wrapped around her tightly, she fell asleep, a small smile playing on her lips.
    

    
      
    

    
              The next day Nova and Noah had joined Queen Estelle in her Throne Room. Macie and Hardy were nowhere to be seen, and suspiciously nor were the three Maidens.
    

    
              “I understand what you’re saying.” Estelle said. “But the risks are high. You wish for me to send my soldiers forth for slaughter.”
    

    
              “It won’t be like that.” Nova replied. “With you beside us and those we’ve already rallied, we’ll be more than a match for Imogen and her Guards.”
    

    
              “You seem so certain.”
    

    
              “We can win this war.” Nova urged.
    

    
              “Child, have you seen war firsthand? I have.” She stood up from her Throne and walked over to a window, staring down at the grounds before her. “War claimed the lives of all those I loved. It was brutal, bloody and the loss was unbearable. I was born a bastard in 1399, and was promised to a self proclaimed King at just fifteen. He was just some rich fool with too many coins and not enough brain cells.” She paused, sighing, “my mother, Mary, was his first wife, and I was the result of an affair between herself and her stablehand, she was hung when I came of child bearing age. Other than myself, she’d never had other children, the King had her womb ripped out as punishment no sooner had I been pushed screaming into the world, bloodied and blue.” She turned to face Nova with a shrug, “Eleven months after coming of age I bore his child, then another and another, until a male heir to the Throne was finally birthed. By Nineteen years of age, I was a mother of four. And by Twenty Two, I was a widow and childless parent, left to rule over a war torn empire that I despised.”
    

    
              “What… happened?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “Lycans.” Estelle sighed, “hordes of the damn things, brazen as the day is new. They ripped through our little kingdom, killed, maimed and cursed all those they came across. Women 
      dehumanised
      , men castrated. Those wolves took pleasure in the pain they caused. Our soldiers, they fought fiercely to protect my babes and I, even the King foolishly went out on his steed, declaring war as he went. He was no match for the brutes, stood on their hind legs, large teeth and talons ready to strike. They sent his body back to me in pieces. I didn’t love the man, but I’d never have wished that death upon him. I took the reins, stood my ground, and spoke to their leader.” Her face darkened. “I faced him head on, the beast in charge.”
    

    
              “Who was he?” Nova asked softly.
    

    
              “Lycidas. Brutus’s son.”
    

    
              “They’re related?” Nova queried, “Hardy never mentioned that.”
    

    
              “It’s not a very well known fact.” Estelle replied. “I only found 
      out myself
       a couple of years ago. Those bastards… they took everything I had. My daughters… my son. They killed my girls, it was quick, done right in front of my eyes. My son… 
      Elphor
      … well,” she paused, looking sadly at her feet. “They cursed my poor boy. At just four years old, they bestowed their evil upon him. Made him a beast bound by the moon. Those screams… I will never forget them.”
    

    
              “They made him one of them? They did that to a child?” Nova asked in shock.
    

    
              Estelle nodded, “I could no longer bear to look at him, gone was my small blue eyed boy, replaced instead with a monster. They left him behind of course, when they’d finished raping and murdering their way through my kingdom, they cast him to the side, left me stood there, a Queen of an empty castle and barron land. My people, every single one, were slaughtered or cursed. I tried… to love him still, to mother him. But every time I looked at him, all I saw was what those monsters had done.”
    

    
              “What… What happened to him?” Nova asked softly, a lump in her throat.
    

    
              “I ended his suffering.” Estelle turned to Nova, eyes damp. “We were on the cusp of the next full moon, I couldn’t bear to hear those infernal screams again. Couldn’t sit by and watch him suffer another change. I suffocated him as he slept beside me, his soft white cheeks against my breast, tiny hands curled up under his blonde head of hair. He struggled, and when he stopped struggling, I died right there beside him. Or I tried to at least. I’d taken a blade to my wrists, laid there beside his still body, my blood seeping into the very foundations of our home. But death as you can see isn't permanent.”
    

    
              Estelle swept back toward her Throne and sat down again. “When I awoke, I was something new, different…my wounds healed. A man was sitting here on this very Throne on that day. A gentle man. A King.”
    

    
              “
      Eiobard
      ?” Noah queried.
    

    
              Estelle nodded, “one of Hendrickson's original Vampires. He’d gotten wind of what was happening out in the Land of the Burning Sun. Taking a small army of men with him, trying to thwart Lycidas, instead of the wolf, he found me. Barely breathing. He saved me. Said he saw something within me worth salvaging. He wasn’t like Hindrackson… he was softer, kinder. Didn’t believe himself to be better than the other Kin or humans alike. I grew to love him, married him right here in this very room, and then one day, just like my babes, he too was taken. By Dante, of all people.”
    

    
              “Why?” Nova asked, shocked. “Why would Dante kill one of his own kind?”
    

    
              “Eiobard tried to kill Brutas, thought for sure it would bring Lycidas out of hiding so he could somehow make him pay for the pain he caused me. Love makes people do foolish things. Dante, didn’t take too kindly to a member of The Righteous Ones being attacked and saw to it that Eiobard paid the price. I want nothing more than to eradicate those on the Council Nova, but can’t you see? I’ve already lost too much.”
    

    
      
    

    




      Chapter Twenty
       
    

    
       We are One Kin
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      W
      e have to get her to change her mind.” Nova huffed at Noah. They stood on the balcony, overlooking the barracks of Bloodbay below, watching Estelle’s Guards practice fighting one another. One jabbing at the other with a longsword, Nova watched intently at their ducks and dives.
    

    
              “And we will.” Noah smiled at her, “you’ve got a way with people Vee. They see something inside you that makes them want to believe in wishes.”
    

    
              “We need more than wishes.” Nova sighed, “we’ve come this far, we can’t give up now. The Kin are relying on us - on me, to end the tyranny. To free the Realms. With or without Estelle’s help, we’re heading for war, and we aren’t all going to make it out alive.”
    

    
              
      “Alright arseholes?” Macie slapped them both on the back, a sharp grin on her face. 
    

    
              “You’re looking rather happy. Who have you either fucked or killed?” Noah asked sarcastically.
    

    
              “Wouldn’t you like to know, loverboy.” She flicked his nose playfully. Noah batted her hand away.
    

    
              “Why the long faces?” Hardy queried, joining them.
    

    
              “Estelle.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “Ah, hit a snag?” Hardy asked.
    

    
              “She isn’t keen on the approaching war.” Noah replied.
    

    
              “Well, she’s gonna have to be.” Hardy replied tartly.
    

    
              “I don’t know how to persuade her.” Nova mumbled.
    

    
              “You don't - you bargain with her. Promise her something, I dunno, whatever it takes I guess.”
    

    
              “Well… she is keen on one thing.” Nova said apprehensively.
    

    
              “So done deal then, surely?” Macie replied with a shrug.
    

    
              “Not exactly,” Nova cleared, “she wants what you have - the ring.”
    

    
              “Hahaha! Her and every other Vampire in existence. Tough shit, finders keepers.”
    

    
              “Macie,” Nova pleaded, “this might be the only thing that’ll get her to join forces with us and win this war.”
    

    
              “I’m not giving up my ring, end of discussion.” Macie snarled.
    

    
              “But… without 
      Bloodbay
      …” Nova started.
    

    
      Macie replied, “blah blah blah, without Bloodbay, we’ll be fucked harder than that time Alexander bent Hardy over and…”
    

    
              “Enough.” Hardy snarled, shoving Macie’s shoulder.
    

    
              “Sorry, sorry.” She giggled, holding her hands up in surrender.
    

    
              “Every time I think you’re even slightly bearable, you go and open your fucking mouth.” Hardy growled, “at least with Bonnie her crazy is transparent.”
    

    
              “Awww, ya miss me Hardy?” Macie’s voice changed as Bonnie suddenly took control.
    

    
              “Oh bollocks.” Hardy mumbled, “hey Bon.”
    

    
              “Well, jeez, we’re in Bloodbay. Been a while…ain’t it hot stuff?” She smiled at Hardy, “do you remember that night H? All hot and sweaty…”
    

    
              “Yep, it’s forever etched in my brain, Bon. Pretty hard to forget, you, me…and a dozen or two of Estelle’s Guards.” He looked flushed.
    

    
              “And here I was thinking our night here was extreme.” Nova whispered to Noah.
    

    
              “What are you after?” Hardy asked her outright, “not like you to arrive unannounced.”
    

    
              “Well, I overheard your little predicament.”
    

    
              “And…?” Hardy queried.
    

    
              “Well, you want something Macie has… right?”
    

    
              “The ring?” Nova queried, “you know where it is? She’s not had it on for weeks.”
    

    
              “Not me exactly… Angel Eyes, she knows everything and she won’t mind fucking over ol’ Macie to get it.” Bonnie chuckled, her eyes lit up in excitement.
    

    
              “She’d never forgive us.” Nova whispered.
    

    
              “Nova if we lose this war… it’ll be catastrophic for our people.” Noah said calmly. “There'll be no one left to forgive.”
    

    
              “I hate to agree with these two, “Hardy sighed, “but it’s for the greater good. As much as I bloody hate Angelica, it seems she might be the only one who can help right now.”
    

    
              “Macie will hate me.” Nova said sharply. “I won’t betray her like that. I can't.”
    

    
              “You’re the one in charge.” Hardy replied.
    

    
              “You’re so boring.” Angelica butted in, her face inches from Nova's. “I thought for a moment there you’d actually grown a backbone.”
    

    
              “Fuck off.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “You tell her lady!” Bonnie laughed loudly as she briefly replaced Angelica. “Jesus christ, get out of my head space!” Macie screamed as she retook control. “You pieces of shit.” She turned on Hardy and Noah, “trying to use bitch-face and Bonnie against me, all to steal a stupid fucking ring? I thought we were a team? On the same side?”
    

    
              “We are, that’s why the ring is so important.” Hardy replied.
    

    
              “Yeah - well it’s important to me too.” Macie said quietly, sitting herself down, back against the wall.
    

    
              “Macie, talk to me.” Nova said softly, sitting beside her.
    

    
              “I’ve worked hard for years, on my own - or as alone as I’ll ever get,” she tapped her temple softly, eyebrows raised. “I was there to pick up the pieces when you,” she stared defiantly at Noah and Hardy, “left Bonnie to rot alone. I took it upon myself to free all of me, to walk in the sun, to mingle with the humans - to live a new life every other week. 
      Travelling
       from one place to another, pulling cons, making friends - making love, “ she smiled, “scrimping and saving, making a name for myself out there. That ring was my lifeline. Connected me to a whole new world. I could pretend I was real, you know - a real girl. Walking amongst the living, and not decaying like the dead. It gave me, and the others inside, a reason to keep going. New adventures, new places. And - it led Angie and the rest of us all the way to London, to you lot.” She stood up abruptly, “I fool around and I can be a bitch, but I care, and I thought you all did too. But if all I’m worth to you is a stupid ring, then fucking take it. I’m not Bonnie, I won’t get left behind and forgotten about.” With that, she reached into her inner pocket and brought out the large shiny ring, she kissed the jewel then with down turned eyes threw it on the floor at Nova’s feet and marched out.
    

    
              Nova scooped the ring up hastily and chased after her, “Macie, wait!”
    

    
              “What?” Macie spun around, face contorted in anger.
    

    
              “We’ll find another way.” Nova pressed the ring in Macie’s hand.
    

    
              “We go to war whether Estelle joins us or not - but I won’t fight without my sister by my side…” She pulled Macie in close for an embrace, “through thick and thin, we are one Kin.”
    

    
              “I like the sound of that,” Hardy said behind them. “Could be Hindra’s new motto once we’ve retaken it.”
    

    
              “We’re sorry.” Noah said, offering his hand out to Macie. She eyed him up then with a small smile shook his hand and pulled him and Hardy in for a group embrace.
    

    
      Macie giggled, pinching Nova’s bum, “I’m getting flashbacks.”.
    

    
      “I mean it,” Nova whispered, “we’re united.”
    

    
              “That’s all I needed to hear.” Macie said softly as she pulled away, “so… sisters huh?” Nova smiled and nodded, “sisters don’t do what we did last night.” Macie laughed loudly.
    

    
              “Ssshh.” Nova said, covering her face with her hands, laughing.
    

    
              “Look,” Macie turned to her in seriousness. “This ring… it gave me an escape route, every time things got too real. But, I’m not running anymore. We’re family right? Side by side?” Nova nodded. “Then… maybe I don’t need it anymore, maybe I’ve found my home finally.”
    

    
              Nova embraced her again and felt Macie place the ring in her pocket. “Yours for now, hers for after.” She whispered, Nova nodded, remembering her plan against Ezra.
    

    
              “I need to talk to Estelle.” Nova announced. “You three, mingle amongst the Guards, see which way they are swaying? Us, or the Council.” The others nodded and walked on, Noah held back slightly and turned to her, “whatever you’re planning, be careful.” 
    

    
              “I need to appeal to her wolf hating side. Trust me, I’ve got this.” Nova grinned, then walked off towards the Throne room, leaving Noah 
      staring
       after her quizzically.
    

    
      “Can we talk?” Nova asked, peering around the doorway to the Throne room.
    

    
              Estelle was leaning against the window overlooking the mountains, the navy blue curtains  only pulled open ajar, bathing the room in darkness. Her long lined figure was swathed in a crisp emerald green gown with flowing sleeves and plunging neckline. Estelle turned to Nova, “come.” She motioned for her to enter then sat back down on her large silver chair, its seat padded and covered with the pelt of a wolf. 
    

    
              Nova stood before the Queen and cleared her throat, “I know you don’t want to hear it, but war is coming Estelle, and when it does, if we aren't united to fight against those who wish to oppress us, then it will stamp every single one of us out. The Righteous Ones will tear through these Realms, looking for traitors, outcasts, hybrids and those who have run away. Imogen and the others don’t give a shit about you, me or anyone else, as long as they get to carry on sitting pretty up in the Citadel, looking down at all of us and killing who they see fit, and playing God with everyone else.”
    

    
                   “You speak like you’ve witnessed their brutality firsthand.”
    

    
              “I’ve seen the damage they cause. I’ve seen them 
      strip the humanity
       from someone I love. They’re cruel. Imogen especially. We’re all just fodder or test subjects in her eyes.”
    

    
              “How so?”
    

    
                 “
      You
       ever wondered 
      why the wolves
       are so strong? Why 
      they can
       change without the moon's permission…Hybrids.”
    

    
              “What?” Estelle asked, perplexed.
    

    
              “They’ve spent an age testing on Hybrids, splicing together the bits they deem useful. They came up with a concoction that means the wolves can shift even when the full moon isn’t in the sky. They ensured that the wolves would be on their side, their little safety net. Just think, if they could do that for Bracken, why couldn't they have done the same here, for you and your people? Why havent they made nectar that helps you walk in the sun like you crave?” Nova paused, “I’ll tell you why. Because they don’t trust you, they dont trust our kind. You live trapped in the shadows because they don’t deem you worthy of the light.”
    

    
              “Why would Dante allow this?”
    

    
              “Dante isn’t as on their side as you’d think. I’m not saying he’s a good guy either by the way, because he isn’t. He’s a cunt. They all are. But, if it came down to it, I think he’d fight with us.”
    

    
              “Why?”
    

    
              “You want information from me, fine… what do I get in return for finally bringing you up to speed?”
    

    
              “Prove to me that Dante is our way in and I’ll speak to my people - but, I want that ring!” Estelle replied firmly.
    

    
              “Deal. Dante’s wife is human. They wanted a child, so they used the sperm of a Rogue. She gave birth to twins. One was born a Hybrid, you know, white hair, piercing eyes and unbalanced powers from any or all Kin. Imogen stole the baby to test on, Dante it seems finally 
      realised
       what sort of monster he was in cohorts with and kidnapped his child and took her to the Mothlings. Since then, he’s spied for Mother Moth. Though recently it’s all gone rather quiet which leads me to believe that perhaps he's got eyes on him.”
    

    
      “That bitch.” Estelle stood up abruptly and began pacing the room. “All this time, they've potentially held the key to undo all this? To give us Vampires some sort of freedom back out in the real world? We could finally feel the heat of the sun on our skin again?”
    

    
      “They also created a curse…or a cure, depending on how you look at it I guess, it can return to you your mortality, I wouldn’t advise going down that route though.” Nova shuddered.
    

    
      “One could be human again?” Estelle looked at her in shock.
    

    
      Nova nodded, “I was stabbed a few months back by one of their Scouts with a cursed blade. I became human.”
    

    
      “So…you are a Vampire again, by choice?” Nova nodded, “why would you do that?” Estelle asked in shock. “Why on earth would you give up your chance at a normal, happy life and return to the shadows?”
    

    
      “Because I started this war and I intend on finishing it.”
    

    
      “You’re either very noble, or very stupid. I can’t decide.”
    

    
      “There is a wolf called Ezra, he hurt a friend of mine badly. I took him in, gave him shelter, and all the while he was using us for information to feed back to Imogen. The things he and they have done can’t be ignored any more. So call it nobility, stupidity or a death wish, I don’t care, war is coming and I refuse to run from it. They thought by taking me out that the uprising would stop. They thought wrong.”
    

    
      “So you have a wolf problem too then,” Estelle smirked.
    

    
      “He thinks I’m still human. I aim to keep it that way. Let him think he’s in with a chance of 
      besting
       me, then I’ll rip his throat out. From what I gather he’s spending his time back and forth between Hindra and London. I want to isolate the prick on my home ground, when the sun is shining and he suspects nothing.”
    

    
      “You’ve got that nifty little ring don’t you?” Estelle narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “I believe it now belongs to me?”
    

    
      “And it will,” Nova relied. “But first, I kill the wolf, and put another dent in the Council's 
      armour
      . Then, the ring is all yours, ok?”
    

    
      “Fine,” Estelle nodded, “but don’t double cross me Nova, Princess, Death Bringer - whatever you are, I don’t take kindly to being played for a fool.”
    

    
      “And I don’t break my promises.” They shook hands and smiled.
    

    
      “Fine,” Estelle placed her hands on her hips, “when you call, we’ll come running. Let’s heal Hindra.”
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Twenty One 
       
    

    
      A Chance Encounter
    

    
      
    

    
              
    

    
              
      L
      ater that day, Nova and Noah were packing up their belongings and getting ready to journey back to the Lagoon when Macie bustled in excitedly, Hardy right behind her.
    

    
              “Oh, you are going to bloody love me!” Macie squeaked.
    

    
              “Us!” Hardy corrected her.
    

    
              “Whatever,” she said. “Anyway…guess who we’ve just found locked up in Estelle’s cells?” Nova looked at her blankly and shrugged. “A fucking monk! From the motherfucking Brotherhood! You know what this means right?” 
    

    
              “He can free the Sirens!” Nova exclaimed. “Holy shit! This is amazing news!”
    

    
              “What’s he locked up for?” Noah asked.
    

    
              “Who cares,” Macie shot back. “We found ourselves a monk. Job done.”
    

    
              “What’s the chances of Estelle freeing him?” Nova turned to Hardy. “You know her better than I do.”
    

    
              “If it’s for the cause then I don’t see why she wouldn’t cooperate and hand him over to us.”
    

    
              “I’m starving, can I play with him?” Macie yawned, stretching her arms high above her head.
    

    
              “Long night?” Nova queried, “and no, you can’t feed from him.” 
    

    
              “Last night here,” Macie grinned, “had to make it count…didn’t we Hardy.” She elbowed him roughly in the ribs.
    

    
              “You two?” Nova asked incredulously.
    

    
              “Gross!” Macie shouted. “Absolutely not.”
    

    
              “No 
      offence
       taken.” Hardy mumbled.
    

    
              “I got my rocks off watching him work his way through the Barracks.” Macie 
      laughed
       raucously as Hardy groaned.
    

    
              “I’m never drinking again…or hanging out with you.” He sighed, voice raspy.
    

    
              “Oh shut up,” Macie tutted, “you bloody loved it.”
    

    
              “Well,” Nova cut in, “I’m…um, glad you had a good night, now get packed up because we’re leaving soon.”
    

    
              “They get all the fun.” Noah whispered cheekily in Nova’s ear as Hardy and Macie left the room. He wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck.
    

    
              “Oh, I don’t know.” Nova purred, turning to face him. “I’d say we’ve had a lot of fun ourselves whilst we’ve been here.” She lightly kissed his lips, then pulled away. “But now it’s back to reality.”
    

    
              “I know,” He sighed then pulled her toward him, gripping her tightly, “but there’s always room for a little bit more.” 
    

    
      They kissed and Nova nibbled his lip, “this Realm,” she breathed heavily as he ran his fingers up her spine, “brings out the animal in you.” He picked her up and she wrapped her legs around his waist. Nova licked his neck, then bit down softly as time melted away.
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
      
    

    
      “You can have the prisoner, to be honest I forgot he was even there.” Estelle mused. They were huddled in front of one of the cells, where a grubby, short man in dull brown robes was asleep.
    

    
      “What’s his name?” Nova asked, peering through the bars. “What did he do?”
    

    
      “Um, I have truly no idea. I just call them halfwits. He, like so many of the others in these cells, was caught trespassing.”
    

    
      “So, you locked him up?” Noah asked.
    

    
      “Obviously.” Estelle tutted before unlocking the cell door. “You, grubby man. Up on your feet. Today is your lucky day.”
    

    
      The monk opened one eye and glared at them before closing it again, “shan’t.” He muttered.
    

    
      “Excuse me!” Estelle stammered. “This isn’t a hotel. You were imprisoned, now you’re released, so…get out.”
    

    
      The monk yawned and idly got to his feet, “don’t wanna be released.” he shrugged.
    

    
      “What prisoner in their right mind, doesn’t want to be released?” Nova asked, completely perplexed.
    

    
      “One who’s hiding.” Hardy replied, marching into the cell and grabbing the man by the crook of his elbow and frog marching him out of the cell.
    

    
      “What’s your name?” Nova asked him.
    

    
      “Don’t have one.” He replied rudely.
    

    
      “His stubbornness matches Chaplin’s.” Nova mused, remembering her first encounter with the lovable Warlock.
    

    
      “Chaplin?” The man asked, wrinkling his nose. “If you know that fool then I definitely ain’t comin’ with you.” He folded his arms and turned his head away.
    

    
      “You will do and say as I tell you.” Nova replied, turning his head to face her. “I am the Princess of Illyria, Death Bringer and a very pissed off Vampire, and like it or not, you are coming with us you pathetic imp.”
    

    
      “Ain’t no Princess of Illyria you lying little wench.” He spat at her feet. Before Nova could move a muscle, Macie had raised the man off his feet, her hand wrapped firmly around his throat.
    

    
      “That is no way to talk to my sister.” She shook him about then dropped him to his feet, where he wobbled, gasping for air. 
    

    
      He looked up at Nova with watering eyes, “a friend of Chaplin, ain’t no friend of mine.”
    

    
      “We tried this the nice way,” Nova murmured, then with a small shrug, punched him right between the eyes. The monk dropped to the floor completely out cold. 
    

    
      “Goodluck with that one.” Estelle grimaced, nudging the unconscious man with her pointed shoe.
    

    
      “We’ll be in touch soon.” Nova said.
    

    
      “And I’ll be waiting.” Estelle replied, sweeping away back up towards her castle, her Guards marching by her side.
    

    
      “Right, pick him up, let's get going.” Nova instructed. 
    

    
      Hardy heaved the unconscious man onto his shoulder, “so, how are we getting back to the Lagoon then?”
    

    
      “I’ve already reached out to Ruth using telepathy and asked her to get Shylo to send the Pagasi back our way.”
    

    
      “Pegasi?” Bonnie asked, excitedly out of nowhere, “I always wanted a pony!”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Twenty Two 
    

    
      Little ‘E’
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
              
      T
      he Pegasi arrived a couple of hours later, during which time the unhappy monk had woken up and been knocked back out again, twice. They arrived back at the Lagoon as night was falling. Ruth and Shylo were waiting for them at the nesting grounds of the Pegasi.
    

    
              “Who is the smelly man?” Shylo queried, peering at the monk who was hanging limply over Hardy’s shoulder.
    

    
              “The key to unlocking your Lagoon.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “He’s from the Brotherhood?” Ruth asked, craning her head to look at his face. “How did you find him?”
    

    
              “He was locked up in the cells in 
      Bloodbay
      .” Macie grinned, placing an arm around Shylo’s shoulders. 
    

    
      The Siren blushed, “you smell like you’ve been up to no good.” She winked.
    

    
      “Warming up for you.” Macie grinned.
    

    
              They clambered into the canoe and journeyed back across the now icy waters. The moon's reflection rippled on the surface. The group heaved their weary bodies out of the crumbling canoe and Hardy dropped the unconscious monk onto the floor with as much grace as an elephant doing ballet.
    

    
              The monk groaned as he came to. “Ouch, my head.”
    

    
              “Should have come willingly then.” Macie tittered. “Oi, Chaplin!” She hollered, waving him over.
    

    
              “What 
      yer
       blinkin’ well shoutin’ for.” He grumbled, “I'm nursing a sore head.”
    

    
              “So is this prat,” Macie pointed at the monk as he sat upright.
    

    
      “Bloody hell.” Chaplin 
      near
       whispered. “Elliot? That you?”
    

    
      The monk looked up at him, “piss off.”
    

    
      “Friend of yours?” Nova asked.
    

    
      “Not exactly.” Chaplin replied. 
    

    
      “Wait a minute,” Ruth interjected. “Elliot as in Little E, one of your bumbling sidekick's little brothers from back in the day?” Chaplin nodded. 
    

    
      “He got my brother booted from the Brotherhood.” Elliot piped up angrily. “Then they all swanned off to bloody London to live the high life. Except it all ended in tears for our Mickey.”
    

    
      “Now there’s a name I’ve not heard in an age.” Chaplin 
      reminisce
      d. “He was my best pal.”
    

    
      “
      Was being the
       word for it.” Elliot snapped. “He’s bloody dead. Overdosed in that wretched human world of yours. We didn’t even get to bury him!”
    

    
      “He’s a goner?” Chaplin asked, face dropping. “I didn’t know.”
    

    
      “Didn’t care more like,” Elliot shouted. 
    

    
      “I came back to Harrows Wood when my Ma fell ill. Mickey and Pike stayed in London, they were gonna go 
      travelling
       for a bit, see what else was out there. That’s the last I heard of them.”
    

    
      Elliot looked up at him, “yer right.”
    

    
      “I ain’t lying Elliot. I’ve not seen Mickey for…. Christ, must 
      be bloody
       
      nigh on
       ninety years. When I went back 
      ter
       London 
      after me Ma
       passed on and whatnot, the boys were long gone. Figured they’d carried on 
      traveling
       the world.”
    

    
              “Yer really didn’t know?” Elliot queried.
    

    
              “Honestly, I had no clue. I’m so sorry for 
      yer
       loss.”
    

    
              “Don’t need yer apologies. Bit fuckin’ late.”
    

    
              “I’m sorry to butt in, but we need your help, Elliot.” Nova stooped down.
    

    
              “Help? Why should I help the likes of 
      you lot
      .” He said, eyeing them up angrily, “yer kidnapped me, bonked me over the head. Not very nice now is it.”
    

    
              “Perhaps I didn’t handle the situation as well as I could have, however, we’re kind of up against the clock a little bit here. You’re part of the Brotherhood, correct?”
    

    
              “That I am.” Elliot said chest puffed out in pride.
    

    
              “Then you are exactly the Warlock we need.” Nova smiled. 
    

    
              “How so?” He asked.
    

    
              “You’ve heard of the lost Sirens of Illyria I presume?” Shylo said sweetly.
    

    
              “Well, yeah. We learn about ‘em when we’re training. One of our Elders trapped 
      the
       lot of them in a forest or something in the middle of nowhere because old Immy didn’t like them 
      no more
      .”
    

    
              “Well, tiny annoying man…guess where you might be…” Shylo smirked at him.
    

    
              Elliot suddenly sat up straight and properly surveyed his surroundings, then with a gulp looked up at them all, “shit.”
    

    
              “Shit indeed.” Shylo cackled.
    

    
              She grabbed Elliot by the hand and pulled him to his feet. “We just sprang you from prison, the least you can do is hear us out.”
    

    
              “What do 
      yer
       want from me?” 
    

    
              “Like you said, one of your Brothers locked myself and my people up here in this forest. You, small stuff, can undo that.”
    

    
              “How?” Elliot said, slightly high-pitched. “I don’t know what bloody mojo was used ter keep yer ‘ere.”
    

    
              “Then I suggest you find out.” Shylo snarled. “I’m sick and tired of being trapped in these waters! My people are dying out. We deserve our freedom!”
    

    
              “But…Imogen would have my head!” He stammered.
    

    
              “We’ll protect you.” Nova soothed. “Let me introduce myself properly. I’m Nova, these people are my friends, my allies. We’ve got an army behind us, and once Shylo and her people are free, we’ll storm the Citadel and wipe The Righteous Ones out.”
    

    
              “Yer just a bloodsucker. How the fook have 
      yer
       raised an army?”
    

    
              “I’m the Death Bringer…and Princess of Illyria,” Nova replied, smiling at his confusion.
    

    
              “I thought 
      yer
       was 
      jokin
      ’ about that,” Elliot mumbled. “Yer the Princess, really?” He asked.
    

    
              “Yeah, it was a shock to me too,” Nova replied. “So, will you help us, please?”
    

    
              “Can’t exactly say no ter the Princess of Illyria now can I,” Elliot replied. “I’d need 
      ter
       get back to Harrows Wood, try and track down the other members of the Brotherhood. They’ve been hiding out west somewhere since bloody Tiana took over the Throne.”
    

    
              “She’ll get what’s coming to her too.” Ruth said coldly.
    

    
              Elliot narrowed his eyes at her, “yer don’t like the old crone then? Not many do.”
    

    
              “She killed my daughter and my partner then framed me for their deaths…what do you think?”
    

    
              “Wait - you’re the witch, the one that was banished? Fookin’ hell, what am I caught up in? Sirens, killer witches…Vampires. Get me outta ‘
      ere
      .” He scrambled backward, his feet splashing as he toppled over into the shallows of the water. No sooner had he fallen, he found himself propelled back to his feet and launched onto the sand. 
    

    
              The pink-haired, busty Siren who’d previously attempted to lure Chaplin to his watery grave was bobbing in the water, a snarl on her lips, “And stay out.” She instructed him, splashing water his way.
    

    
              “Thank you, Sabel,” Shylo smiled fondly at her sister, then turned back to Elliot. “Idiot.”
    

    
              “I can assure you, you’re safe here, no harm shall come to you.” Nova said. “We just need your assistance, that is all.”
    

    
              “Fine. I’ll find my brothers, see if we can find out what spell was used on these bloody water wenches. But, once they’re free, I’m done, deal? I want no part of this war, it ain’t gonna end well.”
    

    
              “Deal.” Nova shook his hand firmly. “Stay here tonight and set off first thing.” Elliot nodded, then Hardy accompanied him towards the rows of sleeping bags and tents.
    

    
              Nova caught sight of Magna and the children playing at the opposite end of the beach and joined them, “all ok?” Nova queried, smiling, watching as the homeless children from Mount Divinity ran around merrily, playing chase with the rescued children from Hindra.
    

    
              “The kids are great.” Magna smiled, “that Maya, she’s a funny little thing. So grown up for her age, bossy too.” She laughed.
    

    
              “She’s Dantes daughter.” Nova replied, “he’s the Vampire ruler, part of The Righteous Ones.”
    

    
              “So…he’s bad news?” The Lycan asked, frowning.
    

    
              “I’m really not sure anymore. He’s been working with Mother Moth in secret for a long time, but I know she’s not heard from him in weeks.”
    

    
              “Dead?” 
    

    
              “I don’t think so, no. I think it’s more likely that Imogen is keeping close tabs on all her subjects, the other Council members especially. Her paranoia is quite the chink in their armour.” Nova grinned. “I’m going to send word to Illyria tomorrow and see if Mother Moth can get one of her Mothlings to infiltrate the Council and see what’s going on. We need eyes and ears on the inside to see what moves they're making.”
    

    
              “When this fight starts…I want to stay with the children.” Magna said flatly. “They need protecting.”
    

    
              “That they do.” Nova smiled, “ok, when we take the fight to Hindra, I want you and the kids to travel into Illyria, you’ll be safe there under Romany’s rule. No harm can come to Maya, or it may just tip Dante’s allegiance.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Twenty Three
       
    

    
      The Birth of Tomorrow
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      N
      ova!” Alex’s hands roughly shook her awake.
    

    
              “What? What is it?” Nova asked, panicked, sitting upright, the dawn of the new day only just breaking. “Why are you here?”
    

    
              “It’s Romany.” Alex stared down at her, “I got here as quick as I could, the baby… it’s coming, but…something’s wrong with her, Mother Moth sent me straight here, opened up an illegal portal and everything, I don’t… Nova, I think she’s dying.” 
    

    
              Nova shot to her feet, “it’s too soon.” 
    

    
              “What’s going on?” Ruth asked, running over.
    

    
              “Romany - the baby! Oh God, Ruth! The prophecy!”
    

    
              “Prophecy?” Ruth and Alex asked in unison.
    

    
              “I haven’t got time to explain. I need to get to Illyria, where’s Noah?”
    

    
              “He went out hunting an hour or so ago,” Magna said, rubbing sleep from her eyes as she walked over. “Want me to find him?”
    

    
              “There’s no time, gather the kids, I’m taking you to Illyria with me. Everything is about to change.”
    

    
              Magna looked perplexed, “now?”
    

    
              “Please, just do as I ask, there’s no time to explain.” Magna nodded then ran off towards the tent of sleeping children. “Ruth, I need you with me,” Nova begged.
    

    
              “I’m forever by your side.” The witch replied.
    

    
      Nova hurriedly got dressed then the group followed Alex to the shimmering illegal portal.
    

    
              “How did she conjure this?” Ruth asked.
    

    
              “The renegade Seers tapped into some pretty naughty magic to do it, Something about act now, think later.”
    

    
              “There’ll be magical repercussions.” Ruth shook her head sadly. “The Mother’s powers will likely pay the price for this.”
    

    
              Magna and the children jogged over to them, she was carrying Maya on her shoulders, the little girl was smiling. “I told Hardy to find Noah and let him know where we’ve gone.”
    

    
              “Thankyou.” Nova replied, “Are you ready for an adventure kids?” They grinned at her. “Right, Magna, you and the children go first.” They walked through happily, the children chatting away excitedly. Nova, Ruth and Alex right behind them.
    

    
              As she stepped through the portal into Illyria, Nova heard the faintest of whispers in her mind.
    

    
              
      Destiny…
    

    
              It 
      comes
       to pass.
    

    
      The Gatekeeper was lingering it seemed. She instructed Alex to take Magna and the children to the Inn for safety until a more permanent abode could be sorted. She hugged the Lycan tightly, “Stay safe, all of you,” Nova whispered in her ear.
    

    
      Nova turned on her heel and ran back down the path, she wove through Illyria, heading towards 
      Romany’s
       royal home. When she arrived, Romany was sprawled on her back, head thrown back in agony. The Mother and Max were holding her hands, trying to coach her through the pain.
    

    
      “Breathe Row Row,” Max urged her. Mother Moth caught sight of Nova and ushered her over to her friends bedside, placing Romany’s weak, sweaty hand in hers.
    

    
      “She doesn’t have long…” The Mother whispered.
    

    
      “Please,” Nova begged, “don’t let this happen?” Tears were prickling her eyes, “it isn’t fair!”
    

    
      “What is going on!” Max pleaded.
    

    
      “Nova…” Romany gasped, squeezing her hand tightly.
    

    
      “I’m here!” She kissed her hand. “You’re going to be a mother, the best mother there ever was.”
    

    
      “We…both…know that cannot be.” Romany replied, screaming again as another contraction hit.
    

    
      “You’re going to live the longest, happiest life.” Nova sobbed, “I promise.”
    

    
      “I can…see my path…so clearly now,” Romany shuddered, “this baby…protect her…for me.”
    

    
      “Why is she talking like this is goodbye?” Max said to Nova, distraught.
    

    
      “I thought we had more time.” Nova  cried.
    

    
      “What the hell is going on!” He demanded, as Romany squeezed their hands tighter, another contraction seizing control.
    

    
      “A prophecy…” Nova’s head drooped. Mother Moth touched her shoulder lightly then pointed her staff up at the ceiling where a dazzling display of yellow and gold light began ebbing, the voice of the Gatekeeper echoing around them as Mother Moth plucked a memory from the depths of Nova’s mind…
    

    
      “...She will need your guidance and protection.” 
    

    
      “Why me? Romany is her mother…” Nova’s voice bounced off the walls.
    

    
      “Why indeed…” Echoed the Gatekeepers reply.
    

    
      “Stop doing that…stop the riddles and answer me.”
    

    
      “Destiny.” The Gatekeeper had replied…”just as you have lost, so will that babe.”
    

    
      The lights faded alongside the voices as Mother Moth broke the connection. Nova looked across at Max, his eyes were burning red.
    

    
      “You concealed…this from me?” He bellowed.
    

    
      “Maximus…” Romany whispered, “I’ve made peace…with my path. I love you, so very much..” He dropped back to his knees, cradling her as she began pushing hard, her head arched back as she grunted in pain.
    

    
      “Keep pushing,” The Mother urged, “I can almost see her head, you’re almost there.”
    

    
      “You can do it Romany,” Nova sobbed, clutching her hand tighter and dabbing her fevered brow.
    

    
      With a final push and hoarse scream, the baby was born, filling the bedroom with its tiny cries. Mother Moth placed the baby on Romany’s chest. She looked down at her baby girl, tears falling and kissed her head.
    

    
      “Our daughter,” she smiled at Max, her words weak and skin paling. “How I wish we had more time…” Her lip wobbled, she kissed Max then clutched her baby against her breast, her sobs seeping into the foundations of Illyria itself.
    

    
      “Please stay.” Max begged Romany, kissing her head. “We need you.”
    

    
      “Destiny.” She whispered, coughing and gasping for air. She turned to Nova, “change the world.” She rasped, “protect our baby.”
    

    
      “With my life.” Nova replied hoarsely. 
    

    
      “Our little Orla…” Romany kissed the infant's head once more then another coughing fit took over and she began choking on her own words. Nova picked the baby up, wrapping her in a blanket, watching as Max held Romany in his arms, rocking as the fever took over, “I will always…be…with you.” Romany croaked, her hand lightly stroking his face as blood trickled over the sheets, spilling to the floor.
    

    
      “My love,” Max howled, rocking her as her body went limp in his arms, her eyes going blank as her soul passed on to Limbo.
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Twenty Four 
    

    
      A Man Possessed
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      A 
      few days had gone by since Romany’s untimely passing. Noah had made his way to Illyria as soon as Hardy had told him what had happened. He stood beside Nova as she rocked baby Orla to sleep. Romany was laid before them on a bed of wildflowers, her dark hair fanned out around her face. She looked at peace. Her body had been taken to the middle of Illyria on a stretcher where it now rested on a podium, out in the open for the Realms mourners to come and pay their respects. Her funeral was to be held at nightfall, beneath a crescent moon.
    

    
              “Where’s Max?” Nova asked as the baby began softly crying. “He should be here.”
    

    
              “He’s grieving.” Noah said sadly.
    

    
              “We all are,” Nova replied, kissing the top of Orla’s head and making soothing sounds. “His daughter needs him.”
    

    
              “After he heard that prophecy…I think he feels like no one needs him. You have to remember Vee, this life is still new to him. He’s still a fledgling. He’s battling his inner monster constantly, and now he’s lost the woman he loves. He’s dangerously close to the edge.”
    

    
              “Then pull him back and make him see sense. Orla has already lost one parent, she doesn’t deserve to lose another.”
    

    
              “I’ll do my best,” Noah replied softly. “How are you holding up?”
    

    
              “I’m fine.” Nova turned to him, “This is it now, the beginning of the end. I can formally challenge Imogen.”
    

    
              “So what’s your plan of attack?”
    

    
              “I heard from Mother Moth that Wolves from Bracken have been entering Hindra. Imogen is already doubling her army, she clearly senses what’s coming. By now, she’ll have gotten wind of all the goings on here. Romany’s Coronation…her death. People talk and the wrong people listen.”
    

    
              “I’ll go see if I can find Max, take him for a drink, a walk…anything to wake him up and see sense.” Noah smiled at her, watching as she tenderly stroked Orla’s downy head. “This…role suits you.”
    

    
              Nova smiled at him softly, “If only it didn’t come with such a cost.”
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
              Night had fallen, leaving the warmth of the day behind it. A light wind blew through Illyria making Nova shiver. She stood beside the podium in full Royal regalia, Noah and Ruth at her side with baby Orla clutched in her arms, draped in a soft white shawl.
    

    
              “Tonight we bid farewell to Romany, Queen of Illyria, and my best friend.” Nova struggled through the lump in her throat. 
    

    
      Standing right at the front of the crowd were Mage Sinclair, Alex, and Dromida, their faces downcast in grief. “Anyone who knew Romany would tell you the same, her smile lit up the room. Her attitude to life was contagious. I was so young when she took me under her wing in London, she sheltered me from the storm. Taught me to defend myself and to be brave. I had no idea back then, just how entwined we truly were. But, goodness was I blessed to have known her. Life is cruel. It’s been ripped away from her, when she should be the one standing here, cradling this baby - your future Queen. This should be a celebration of new life, not death.” She paused as the baby let out a small cry, “Romany wouldn’t want us to wallow. She’d tell us to pick ourselves back up and dust ourselves off. So, that is what I urge you to do. Her legacy will live on, through each of us. We’ll continue to make this Realm home, we’ll face things head on and we’ll carve a bright new future for us all. In her name, we shall march forth.”
    

    
              Nova caught sight of a 
      dishevelled
       Max in the distance, hair wild and face distorted, tears spilling down his cheeks. He snarled and then in a blink of an eye was gone. Nova craned her neck to see over the top of the crowd, but there was sight of her Detective.
    

    
              “I’ll find him.” Noah whispered, “he wasn’t particularly chatty earlier on, but I’ll try again.” He slipped away as 
      inconspicuous as possible as
       Nova made way for the ushers to collect Romany’s body and lead the parade to the burial grounds.
    

    
              Nova, Mother Moth and Ruth walked directly behind the ushers as the Realms wellwishers followed behind. The procession made its way towards an area of Illyria that Nova hadn’t visited before, large trees with 
      colourful
       vines and buds were dotted around amongst various pearl white gravemarkers. Romany was placed gently into her casket, the mourners each invited to lay a flower by her side. Nova kissed her fingers then placed them on Romany’s forehead, “Sleep tight Romany, until we meet again.” She stepped back, rocking Orla as the Illyrians sang a 
      sombre
       tune, watching as her casket was slowly lowered into the ground. Tears slipped down Nova’s cheeks as she reminisced about all the things they’d done together and all they’d never experience again.
    

    
              “She wanted this baby so much,” Nova said sadly as Ruth placed her arm around her shoulder.
    

    
              “Destiny is callous,” Ruth replied tartly. “Cruel.”
    

    
              The service came to a close and the well-wishers disbanded, heading back to their homes or the tavern. “You know we’ll need to do a coronation.” Mother Moth said as they walked back towards the Inn.
    

    
              “I don’t want to be Queen,” Nova remarked.
    

    
              “That may be so…but we need someone here in charge.”
    

    
              “Then you do it.” She said to The Mother. “Get these people ready for a fight, because one is coming and it won’t be pretty. I’ll announce it myself in the morning, that you’ll be acting consort to the Queen until Orla comes of age.”
    

    
              “Are you certain you wish for me to take this role?” The Mother asked, surprised.
    

    
              Nova smiled, “I can think of no one better suited.”
    

    
              Noah ran towards them, “he’s gone!” He stammered, “Max, I tried to talk to him, calm him down, but he’s so angry Nova, so wild. He left Illyria, I don’t know where he’s heading, but he said they’ll pay. He doesn’t believe in destiny or prophecies, saying Romany’s sickness and demise is down to the Council. He was…a completely different person.”
    

    
              “He’s heading to Hindra,” Nova replied, distraught. “Mother Moth…I hate to even suggest this, but…please, use your powers to contact Queen Estelle, tell her there’s a wayward Vampire who needs apprehending.”
    

    
              “He’ll go ballistic,” Noah warned.
    

    
              “I’ll take ballistic and alive, over beheaded and 
      d
      usted any day,” Nova replied sternly, she turned to Mother Moth, “Make it clear that no harm is to come to him, he just needs capturing for his protection. It isn’t just about him anymore, he has a daughter that needs him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              The next morning, Nova stood before the Illyrian people, quite a crowd had gathered, expecting to witness her Coronation.
    

    
              “I thank you for joining us,” she smiled as Noah squeezed her hand tightly. “Romany was your Queen, for such a short time, but she’ll be remembered for eternity for birthing your future Royal Amethyst. I know you expect me to claim the Throne as my own, but I am not ruler material. Instead, I leave in charge, Mother Moth, leader of the rebellion and mother to all. She will act in my absence and protect the people of this Realm until Orla comes of age.” She turned to the Mother and gently placed the Tiara of Lux  on her head then turned back to the crowd, “trying times are afoot. A war is on the horizon, one I must face head-on. Stay alert and be on your Guard, for I know not how this chapter may end.” Nova stepped back and Mother Moth took 
      centre
       stage.
    

    
              “I am 
      honoured
       and humbled to watch over this great Realm. I’ll do everything in my power to protect us.”
    

    
              Nova snuck away whilst The Mother shook hands and spoke to her new people. Nova and Noah made their way to the Inn to find Ruth who’d gone there to speak with The Mage and found the children playing hopscotch on the grass outside. Magna sat on the step, head leaned against the frame, smiling as they laughed and played. Orla was asleep in her arms. She got to her feet when Nova approached.
    

    
              “How are you doing?” She asked, stroking Orla's sleeping head.
    

    
              “I’m doing ok.” Nova replied, “I have something big I need you to do. Protect Orla whilst I’m gone. Protect her with your life. I can’t take her to the Lagoon with me, this fight…it’s almost upon us. When it’s safe…when all this is over, I will come back for her and keep my promise to Romany, but until then, I implore you, protect this babe. Can you do that for me?” Magna stood up and gently placed Orla into Nova’s arms, the baby’s dark eyes looked up at her, and she kissed the infant's hand, “I’ll come back for you, I promise.” She whispered, handing the infant back to Magna.
    

    
              “I’ll keep her safe, I promise,” Magna replied, cooing at baby Orla. “I think that funny little man, Alex - is going to give me a hand.”
    

    
              “He’s a good man.” Nova smiled, “As for you lot, behave yourselves for Magna alright?” Nova said to the children. They nodded and carried on playing as Ruth emerged from the Inn, laden down with scrolls and vials.
    

    
              They said their goodbyes and made their way back to the illegal portal and crossed through it back to the Lagoon, it popped permanently closed behind them. Nova sat on the sand at the water's edge, thinking of her reunion with Romany just a few weeks prior.
    

    
              “Everything changes so fast.” She looked up at Noah who squeezed her shoulder. 
    

    
              “The time to strike is approaching.” Ruth said.
    

    
              “How badly will The Mother’s powers be affected by opening that portal?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “Mage Sinclair is going to keep an eye on her, but she thinks the power she used may have destroyed the orb in her staff. She can’t channel her magic through it anymore, The Mage said she’d tried to warn her, but Mother Moth is stubborn, that we know. She’s tough Nova, she’ll be ok, the damage to the orb may be repairable, who knows, but if not, then one of God's Tools is no more.”
    

    
              Shylo hurried over to them, “Something is happening back in that human world of yours.”
    

    
              “Happening? Like what?” Nova asked, getting back to her feet.
    

    
              “I don’t know exactly, but there are whispers among the reeds that a hefty sum of Guards have been seen crossing over into London, led by a Lycan I believe.”
    

    
              “Ezra.” Nova growled. “We have to warn Hazel and the others.” She clutched the amulet around her neck, trying to reach out across the Realms to Alaric. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to use this,” she muttered.
    

    
              “Um…hello…” The Detective whispered in her mind.
    

    
              “Alaric, it’s Nova…”
    

    
              “Oh, um…hello…it’s a bad time to…talk right now,” he said in hushed tones.
    

    
      “Well, it’s tough - be on high alert. Bad people are coming, a lot of them. Tell Hazel and the others to stay hidden. I’ll do my best to get to you tomorrow and figure out what The Righteous Ones are up to, alright?”
    

    
              “Bad people?” He paused, Nova could hear him panting, as though he were running. “Sorry, I was in a meeting with the Chief Inspector. I’m in the file room now, how dangerous are these people?” 
    

    
              “Just stay out of sight and you’ll be fine. They don’t know who you are, so don’t go looking for trouble.”
    

    
              “I’ll take a trip to the cemetery and let young Hazel know what’s going on.” He paused, “and Nova…be safe.”
    

    
              She broke the connection and rubbed her weary eyes. “You need to sleep Vee, you’re running on fumes.” Noah urged her.
    

    
              “I can’t, not whilst everything is hanging by a thread. Max is on a suicide mission, Romany is dead, and Orla is not safe within my arms.”
    

    
              “Estelle’s Guards will find Max, they’ll keep him safe in Bloodbay,” Noah reassured her. “Now please, get some sleep.”
    

    
              “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.” She replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Twenty Five
       
    

    
      From London, With Love
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      E
      stelle has him.” Nova was bathing in the shallows when Noah ran over to her. “One of her Blood Riders left word with Shylo overnight.
    

    
              “Max is safe?” Nova stepped out of the water, and Noah wrapped a towel around her.
    

    
              “Took a whole team of specially trained Guards to take him back to 
      Bloodbay
      . He was creating quite the fuss, they subdued him with tranquiliser darts.”
    

    
              “He’ll be furious with me,” Nova said as she dried herself off.
    

    
              “It’s for his own good.” Noah reminded her.
    

    
      She got dressed and they headed towards the campsite where Ruth and Bucky were huddled together. He was rubbing her back as she cried on his shoulder.
    

    
              “What’s wrong?” Nova asked in concern.
    

    
              “Another night terror,” Bucky said quietly, stroking Ruth’s limp hair. He lifted her wrist slightly so Nova could see several sharp scratches across her arm.
    

    
              “What happened?” Nova said quietly as she reached for a tincture  from her satchel and gently applied it to Ruth's sore skin.
    

    
              “When the nightmares hit…she can’t seem to hear or see me. Just screams and hurts herself.” Bucky said sadly. “I don’t know how to help her.” He looked at Nova expectedly.
    

    
              “Time.” She replied, “and love.” She huddled around her friends and held them close.
    

    
              Ruth murmured as her sobs died down and she opened her eyes, asking groggily,“Where am I?”
    

    
              “You’re safe,” Nova said, stroking her face.
    

    
              “I was…dreaming.” Ruth sat up, “it was so dark. Ultio…oh my God, the things I did…it did…my head hurts.” She was clutching her head in despair.
    

    
              “Are you ok to travel?” Nova asked, “maybe it’s better to stay here and rest?”
    

    
              “Absolutely not.” Ruth stood up with a firm look in her eye. 
    

    
              “Ruthy…” Bucky held her hand, “yer still recovering’.”
    

    
              “I’m fine, perfectly fine.” Ruth straightened her robes and piled her hair onto her head, “to London we go.”
    

    
              “Shylo said the Pegasi will get us across the Badlands and back to the portal to London. I don’t know how bad things are going to be when we get there… Soul… Ezra, it’s not going to be easy.”
    

    
              “It never is,” Ruth remarked.
    

    
              “I’m comin’ too.” Bucky said, “Whether you like it or not, I’m in this thing too, and I want that bastard to pay! He took 
      me eye
      , plus London is 
      me home
      , not gonna let some prick of an overgrown dog take a shit all over it.”
    

    
              Deciding there was no time for any arguments Nova sighed, “ok, we leave in ten minutes, pack anything you think will be useful - potions, vials, tinctures, bandages, and so on. When we get there, we need to head straight to the Mausoleum to check on Hazel and the fighters I left behind.”
    

    
              She hurried off towards Shylo, “did our little Warlock friend leave safely for Harrows Wood?”
    

    
              “Yes, he was gone by sunset. He has orders to return here with any other members of the Brotherhood he finds.”
    

    
              “Good, I’m leaving Chaplin here with the remaining Mothlings in case Elliot gets back before we do.”
    

    
               “He thinks the Brotherhood will fight beside us.” Shylo smirked.
    

    
              “Tiana will love that.” Ruth said, joining them, “so will Imogen. She’ll be expecting all of those who reside in the ‘Wood to be at her beck and call. She’s got the witches, wolves, and Giants in her back pocket.”
    

    
              “Well, I think we’re more than a match for her.” Nova replied, “look at us, we’ve gone from a few people to a whole rebellion. The 
      Mothlings
       and their Mother, Bloodbay plus the Illyrians, Sirens, my army back in London, and now hopefully the Brotherhood too! She won’t be expecting our numbers.”
    

    
              “I do love your confidence.” Shylo said, “let’s just hope it all pans out the way you’re hoping.”
    

    
              “Getting itchy fins?” Ruth remarked.
    

    
              “Be gone, you bore me.” The Siren shooed them away towards the canoe that was yet again being held in place by several of the Sirens. Nova, Noah, Ruth, and Bucky got into it and made their way to the other side of the Lagoon where the Pegasi were waiting for them.
    

    
              They arrived at their destination within a couple of short hours, below them they saw more wolves marching towards the Citadel and unnervingly a few Giants as well. They’d flown over the crumbled ruins of Mount Divinity and past pits filled with bodies. They landed softly and Nova turned to Ruth, “Those bodies…”
    

    
              “The death toll is already rising.” Ruth replied sadly, “The Council wouldn’t want the citizens of Hindra to know exactly how barbaric they truly are, so I guess that those bodies all belong to prisoners from the Caligo Cells. People that no longer serve a purpose, just discarded like nothing.”
    

    
              “They weren’t there before,” Nova said.
    

    
              “So much death,” Bucky whispered.
    

    
              “I’m assuming Imogen is using the wolves and Giants to do her dirty work for her. The Cells are overflowing, so perhaps she’s clearing house in preparation for taking on more slaves from the human world?”
    

    
              “Ezra - that’s why he’s gone there? To collect more nobodies?” 
    

    
              “Most likely.” Ruth shook her head sorrowfully. 
    

    
              They hurried to the portal and crossed through it with ease. No Gatekeeper was waiting for her this time. They came out the other side, spewing onto the marshlands. Though the sky overhead was cloudy, Nova placed Macie’s ring on her finger  and started the long walk into the city. As they came up the hill towards Chaplin's hut, plumes of smoke filled the air. At the top, they saw that Chaplin's home was on fire and along with it the watermill, surrounding huts and empty stables. 
    

    
              Ruth stepped forward and with  a cry sent currents of water shooting towards the fire. Nova watched her in awe, she’d never seen Ruth use these particular powers before. Before long the fires had been dampened and the smell of burnt wood and singed grass filled the air. Ruth’s arms dropped to her side and she wobbled on the spot. Nova steadied her.
    

    
              “That…was new,” Nova said.
    

    
              “I told you before, I am at one with Mother Nature,” she placed a hand gently on the ground and whispered a small incantation, “Sana.”
    

    
              “Sana?” Nova repeated.
    

    
              “Heal,” Noah whispered in her ear. “Ruth is pouring parts of herself into the ground, she’s…like nothing I have ever seen before.”
    

    
              “My girl is amazing,” Bucky said whimsically.
    

    
              Sure enough, Ruth’s arms held a green tint as she willed her magic forth into the dirt below their feet. The scorched grass turned green once again. She stood up smiling, “That’s better.”
    

    
              “You continue to surprise me.” Nova said proudly.
    

    
              “I continue to be surprised that I surprise you.” Ruth grinned.
    

    
              They carried on into London, slipping out amongst the bustling streets, cloak hoods pulled up over their heads. The sky was 
      grey
      , cloudy and miserable.
    

    
              
      Home, sweet home… 
      Nova thought to herself.
    

    
      They traipsed through the sodden alleyways, avoiding the gazes of the hungry and desperate. Circling the destitute prostitutes and starved orphans and turned down into the cemetery that led towards Ruth’s Mausoleum.
    

    
              The cemetery was quieter than ever, with no mourners, no birdsong, not even any passed out junkies. The air stood eerily still.
    

    
              “I don’t like this,” Noah muttered quietly.
    

    
              “Nor do I.” Said Ruth.
    

    
      They passed a freshly dug grave and the bell on the 
      marker
       began ringing. They stepped back in surprise as the bell continued to chime faster and louder, the tinkling, clangy sound vibrating in their ears.
    

    
              Ruth hesitantly touched the upturned ground and pulled her hand away fast, “there’s a heartbeat.”
    

    
              “You mean someone is down there? Buried alive?” Bucky asked in shock.
    

    
              Nova closed her eyes and focussed her hearing on what could be lurking beneath them and could hear the muffled sound of someone struggling to breathe. Without a thought she began ripping the soil up with her bare hands, flinging it over her shoulders. Noah and Ruth joined in and before long they came across a typical pauper coffin. Nova punched through the lid, breaking the wood away, and there inside the coffin with a rag stuffed in her mouth was a barely conscious Hazel, a note was pinned to her dirty robes; 
    

    
      
    

    
                        
      With Love -  
      E
      zra
    

    



      Chapter Twenty Six
       
    

    
      Burn It Down
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      O
      h my God, Hazel!” Nova shouted, pulling the woman out of the coffin and laying her flat on the ground. She yanked the rag from her mouth and the young witch gasped, catching her breath. Hazel rolled to her side, choking and clawing at her throat.
    

    
              “There’s something lodged in there!” Nova said to Ruth in a panic. 
    

    
              Ruth rolled Hazel onto her back, her legs and arms thrashing as her skin began going purple. Ruth placed a hand over her throat and concentrated on using her magic to retrieve whatever it was. Nova watched as Hazel's throat swelled as the mystery object began working its way up and into her mouth. Ruth fished it out and held it up for Nova to see, “it’s a key.”
    

    
              Nova took the small wooden key and studied it closely, “these symbols or letters…I feel like I’ve seen them before.”
    

    
              Noah took the key from her and glanced at the small etchings, “it’s Romanian.” He said.
    

    
              “Romanian?” Nova queried, “Why would Ezra have a Romanian key?”
    

    
              “Maybe he just wanted to shove any old thing in there,” Bucky replied, patting Hazel on the back as the young woman regained control of herself.
    

    
              “It’s a message,” Hazel said hoarsely.
    

    
              “A message?” Noah replied.
    

    
              “Oh my God.” Nova stammered, standing up. “Illeana! Earnest!”
    

    
              “The old couple by Max’s mansion?” Ruth replied, her eyes wide.
    

    
              “We need to get there!” Nova paced up and down, her head in her hands. “If he’s hurt them…” she said frantically.
    

    
              “Hazel,” Ruth said, “what happened?”
    

    
              “I’d gone into town to see Casper and pick up some supplies, I don’t normally go solo, but the others…they’ve been shit scared lately, you know all the talk of ghosts, ghoulies, and other nasties lingering out there.” She coughed, making her eyes stream, “I was on my way back, heard rustling in the bushes, thought it was Arlow, that maybe he’d slipped out when I left. I didn’t think…I should have known. Alaric warned me.” She shuddered.
    

    
              “You’re ok now.” Ruth soothed her.
    

    
              “I got closer and the rustling stopped, I was so stupid, I pulled the leaves back and these two ruddy big eyes glared at me…and out of nowhere this wolf just leapt at me and knocked me to the ground. I tried to get away, to warn the others but he must have knocked me out. I woke up in the dark. I couldn’t breathe. There was something in my mouth and the more I panicked the worse it all got, I swallowed and the thing got stuck in my throat. I thought I was gonna die. I heard your voices and I just kicked and tried to make as much noise as possible.” She broke down into tears in Ruth’s arms.
    

    
              “You two check my Mausoleum,” Ruth instructed Nova and Noah.
    

    
              They edged along the path, looking around them for any trouble but the coast was clear. The Mausoleum looked untouched, but Nova knew better than anyone how its looks could sometimes be deceiving. She tapped on the door and called quietly, “It’s Nova, open up. Hazel is injured.” They heard the scraping of locks and a wide-eyed face peered through the crack in the door then yanked it open. A woman Nova hadn’t met before was staring at them, “Where’s Hazel?”
    

    
              “Here,” Ruth said, coming up behind them, her arms guiding Hazel forward.
    

    
              They entered the dim Mausoleum and Noah carried Hazel toward a bed on the floor and laid her down.
    

    
              “Nice to see you’ve kept the place tidy,” Ruth said with slight disdain at the strew of newspapers around them.
    

    
              “Sorry miss.” The girl replied.
    

    
              “Who are you?” Nova asked, all the other faces in the room she recognised.
    

    
              “I’m Alice,” she smiled brightly and shook Nova’s hand. “I work for Casper and sometimes just hang out here during the day. I know who you are, Miss,” the girl smiled, “your Nova. The lady who is fighting the good fight.”
    

    
              “Are you…one of the Kin?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “Oh, no, no nothing like that. I’m just…me.” She laughed, “a human. I just like to hang out here, this lot is nice and it beats lingering out on the streets in the pissing rain.”
    

    
              “How old are you?”
    

    
              “Almost 18.” Alice smiled.
    

    
              “Where’s your family? Why are you working for Casper?”
    

    
              “I’m an orphan Miss. Casper’s been 
      real
       good to me. She looks after all of us girls.” She looked across at Hazel, “what happened to her?”
    

    
              “She was attacked by a Lycan.” Nova clapped her hands and ushered the group of allies closer to her. “This is only the beginning. That war we’ve been waiting for, it’s unfolding as we speak. It is no longer safe to leave this Mausoleum unless you use the secret tunnel below, always travel in pairs and always, above all else, stay safe. Hazel will be ok, but the next time she or any of you may not be so lucky. A fight is coming, get ready to protect this city.” She looked at Alice, “This war isn't for you. Go back to the Brothel and stay there, if this Casper truly is so valiant then she’ll keep you and the other girls safe.” Alice nodded and with a fleeting glance at a bruised and dirty Hazel, slipped out of the Mausoleum, running back towards the city.
    

    
              After checking Hazel was comfortable and they all fully understood her instructions Nova and the others said their goodbyes. Ruth placed an extra charm of concealment on the Mausoleum door, blanketing it in thick dense cobwebs, making it look as though it’d been untouched for centuries.
    

    
              They made their way back towards the busy streets, “let’s head to the Yard and pick up Alaric. He can give us a ride to Max’s.”
    

    
              When they arrived at the station, it was in complete disarray. The entire lobby was full to the brim of vagrants and the desk clerk looked like he was about to combust. “Wait here.” Nova said, ducking round the corner and making her way down the corridor towards Alaric’s office. The door was already ajar and she peered inside. Alaric was unconscious on the floor.
    

    
              “Fucking hell.” Nova fumed, rushing to his aid. “Alaric.” She shook him, noticing a welt on his forehead. He mumbled then groggily opened his eyes.
    

    
              “Hhmph.” He groaned, sitting up.
    

    
              “What the fuck is going on?” Nova said, helping him stand up.
    

    
              “Oh thank God you’re here.” He said, clutching his sore head.
    

    
              “It’s bedlam. Complete bedlam. After we were done talking, I headed out and spoke to Hazel. All seemed fine until I got halfway back to the station and all hell broke loose. Lootings, vandalisms, assaults and arson. It hasn’t stopped! I’ve been here all night, then some hoodlum smashed their way in here not long ago and bonked me on the head.”
    

    
              “Why?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “I don’t know. W
      hy do criminals
       do any of the shit they do?” He picked up a cigar off his desk and lit it, blowing smoke into the air. His shirt was torn and 
      tie
       
      skew-whiff
      . Nova went to straighten it, then snatched her hand back. 
    

    
              “Alaric - the talisman, where is it?”
    

    
              “What?” He stammered, his free hand going straight to his neck. “Shit.”
    

    
              “Ezra.” Nova groaned. “Fuck.” She punched the desk in anger. “He’s playing games with me. Knew I’d come here.”
    

    
              “He’s the wolf? The one who hurt your friend Bucky?”
    

    
              Nova nodded, “He must have known I’d come here, I think he’s going to attack Earnest and Illeana.”
    

    
              “They’re like family to Max,” Alaric said, alarmed.
    

    
              “We need to get there now!” Nova instructed him.
    

    
              They ran down the corridor and into the main area, grabbing the others as they went. They followed Alaric out of a side door and down an alley that led to the stables behind Scotland Yard.
    

    
              “Get in!” He shouted, hauling himself up into the driver's seat of one of the carriages. It’s chestnut horses whinnying as they all clambered into the back. Alaric flicked the reins and they sped off down the street. 
    

    
              “The clouds are parting,” Nova whispered to Noah. He glanced at the weak rays of the sun and pulled his cloak further over his head and pulled on a pair of thick leather gloves.
    

    
              “I’ll be careful.” He replied.
    

    
              Nova’s mind began heating up, buzzing with magical energy as Ezra used the talisman to reach her;
    

    
              
      Come join the party Red,
    

    
              It’s gonna be one hell of a show.
    

    
              “We need to get there fast!” Nova stammered. As far as the eye could see, there was chaos. Central London was aflame. Imogen had launched a full-scale attack on the human world. Sending not just Ezra, but also Guards, Scouts, and Shriekers. Buildings were on fire, and shop windows smashed. There were brawls and screams all around them.
    

    
              “There’s nothing we can do right now,” Noah said to her. 
    

    
              “I will not watch idly as the helpless fall.” She jumped out of the carriage into the middle of a fight, pulling a Hindra Guard off of a man's back. She sent the Guard flying through the air, he landed hard against a brick wall and lay motionless on the pavement. She eased the bleeding gentleman to his feet. “Find shelter,” she shouted at him, pushing him on his way. 
    

    
      No sooner had she stopped one fight, than another started, this time several Scouts were attacking a family that was attempting to clamber through a smashed window to find safety. Nova threw herself onto the back of the closest Scout and tore into his neck with her teeth, he went limp in her arms and she dropped him to the floor, grabbing another by his long, lank hair. She snapped his neck and 
      throat-punched
       the remaining Scout. He stood stock still, gasping for air. Nova knocked him out cold and he dropped to the floor beside the dead Scout. “Barricade the door, let no one in!” She shouted at the family, their children's eyes wide in terror.
    

    
      Behind her, Noah had joined in the fray, smashing his way through several Guards, using their own spears to stab them. 
    

    
      “We’ve got to go!” Alaric shouted, pointing to more Guards marching towards them.
    

    
      Nova and Noah jumped back into the carriage just as it bounced away down the lane, out of sight from the encroaching soldiers.
    

    
      “This is a fucking nightmare!” Nova lamented.
    

    
      “Imogen must have gotten wind that the Vampires are on the Death Bringer's side,” Ruth replied.
    

    
      “This is just the start,” Noah said.
    

    
      “She’ll attack Bloodbay next.” Ruth turned to Nova, “She’ll likely go after Illyria too.”
    

    
      “If anything happens to Orla or those children, I will drain each and every enemy dry!”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Save that venom for the fight we’re about to have,” Noah said, poking his head out of the carriage as they bounced up toward the sprawling mansion which to Nova’s surprise was still standing after they’d planted explosive traps all around it when they left.
    

    
      They clambered out and up ahead Nova could hear screaming. She sped forward toward the small cottage. Earnest and Illeana were down on their knees as several Scouts torched their home and slaughtered their horses. Illeana was screaming profanities in Romanian as one of the Scouts picked Earnest up by his hair and shook the old man roughly like a ragdoll.
    

    
      Nova screamed and ran full force into the Scout who dropped Earnest in surprise. Ruth sent jets of water flying towards the cottage, dampening the flames as Noah, Bucky and Alaric jumped into action, each taking on a Scout of their own.
    

    
      The large Scout that Nova had saved Earnest from got back to his feet and with a growl ran towards her. She dropped down low, swiping his feet out from under him, and pinned him to the ground, her fangs itching to slice into his neck.
    

    
      “Do it.” The Scout growled, “There’s a hundred more where I came from.” He laughed at her. She headbutted him and he winced in pain, throwing her off him and regaining his feet. They flew at each other in a rage. Nova kicked out at him, landing a roundhouse to his chest, the wind was knocked from his lungs and he doubled over. She pulled him upright by his hair. “Bye-bye,” she whispered, then punched her fist through his chest, ripping out his heart. She dropped his corpse to the ground and turned in time to see an unconscious Bucky fly past her head. 
    

    
      She had no time to check on him, as another Scout wearing a silver helmet with an attached face shield was bearing down on the elderly couple. He and several others all wearing the same 
      armoured
       face shields had appeared out of nowhere. 
    

    
      Time seemed to stop, Nova saw in slow motion the Scout picking up his longsword, she ran forward, arms outstretched, desperate to reach them before he did. But no amount of running was quick enough, in less than a second the Scout had blurred from one spot to another, appearing directly behind Earnest. She screamed, making eye contact with the old man, just as the sword swung through his neck. His head tumbled to the ground, rolling toward her feet. “No…” she cried. The Scout stood there grinning from ear to ear, then pulled his helmet off.
    

    
      “What? No welcome home party?” Ezra smirked at her. “How are you doing Red? How's human life treating you?” He laughed, then turned to his men, “burn it all down.”
    

    



      Chapter Twenty Seven 
    

    
      Bucky’s Revenge
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              “
      Y
      ou son of a bitch!” Nova screamed, running at him. Noah caught her around the middle, pulling her back. “You’re human… remember.” He whispered to her. “Act like it.”
    

    
              She wriggled out of his arms and stared at Ezra defiantly. “Why? Why would you do this? He… he was an old man for goodness sake. Nothing to do with any of this.” 
    

    
              “Because I like it,” He replied, pompously shrugging. The Scouts that had arrived with him were once again setting fire to the small cottage and stables, Illeana was down on her knees screaming and sobbing, clutching the hand of her murdered husband.
    

    
              The elderly woman stared across at Nova, “tu ai facut asta!”
    

    
              “Oh come now,” Ezra said, hauling Illeana to her feet, “don’t go giving Nova all the credit for my amazing misdeeds.” He threw the old woman to one of his men who shook her about roughly before throwing her across to another.
    

    
              “Leave her alone!” Nova shouted.
    

    
              “Make me.” Ezra retorted, “Oh wait, you can’t.” He laughed at her before striking Illeana around the face. The old woman fell to the floor with a cry. “Oh, look at that,” he pointed to the sun, “careful lover boy, don’t want to go up in flames now, do you?”
    

    
              Two Scouts appeared directly behind Noah and started an assault. Nova did her best to look weak whilst pulling the Scouts away from Noah, letting one of them kick her to the ground to make a show of it. As she fell she heard Ezra laughing. “This is just pure entertainment.” He mused, “My boys will eat you for breakfast…literally!” He laughed again.
    

    
              Ruth shot her creepers forward and they grabbed hold of one of the Scouts attacking Noah, pulling the warrior away at speed. She flung him against a tall oak tree, his ribs cracking with the force, then flung a barbed creeper straight through his temple. It pulled out with a sickening squelch and blood pulsed out of the wound. For a moment the warrior looked surprised, then his eyes rolled back and his body crumpled.
    

    
              Nova locked eyes with Ruth, the witch was staring at her blood soaked creepers, her face paling. Nova ran to her and clutched her face tightly, “You’re ok.” She said, “Look at me!” Nova instructed, “you are ok.” Ruth nodded, the shock on her face ebbing away. She breathed in and out then flung Nova to one side as Ezra hurtled toward them. The lycan grabbed Ruth around the middle and they tumbled to the floor.
    

    
              Bucky at that moment sat up looking dazed, he heard Ruth’s scream and without a second thought, he bolted past Nova, jumping onto Ezra’s back, punching him in the head. The wolf bucked, throwing Bucky idly off him, and turned with a snarl, “Well, if it’s not my old mucker, Bucky.”
    

    
              “Fook you.” Bucky stammered. Ruth crawled to Bucky’s side, “Are you hurt?”
    

    
              “I’m fine.” He replied.
    

    
              “For now,” Ezra smirked.
    

    
              “Go back…to Hindra whilst you still can.” Noah roared, snapping the neck of the Scout who’d been hitting him.
    

    
              “My bro got it right you know… killing you. You’re a weakling.” Ezra licked his lips.
    

    
              Noah growled at him, fangs fully descended. “You know nothing about me.”
    

    
              “I know my brother bested you.” Ezra smiled.
    

    
              “Yeah, then I destroyed him.” Nova spat at his feet. “I ripped out his throat and I crushed his skull! Your brother! Deacon - the big man. I ended him, and you know what?” She paused, glaring at him, “I enjoyed every second of  it.”
    

    
              Ezra turned on her, “I was told to keep you alive, apparently Imogen’s got plans for you. But, I’m sure she won’t mind if I have a little taste.” He snapped his fingers and his Scouts sprang into action attacking the others as he morphed into wolf mode and began backing Nova up against a tree. “Awww, don’t look so scared.” He laughed, towering over her. He gripped her head gently, lowering his head to whisper in her ear. “I’ll make it real quick.” 
    

    
              “So will I,” Nova whispered back, she lunged and bit down on his neck, tearing at the flesh until blood was bubbling beneath her fangs. He roared and ripped her away from his body, throwing her to the side. He gripped the wound, blood pulsing beneath his fingers as he shrunk back into his human form.
    

    
              “HOW?!” He raged
    

    
              “You aren’t the only one who can keep a secret.” She smirked at him.
    

    
              “Rain…she sliced you good! You were mortal.”
    

    
              “And now I’m not.” She pulled a mock sad face, “Awww poor wolf.”
    

    
              He growled, then stepped away from the shade of the tree, allowing the now red-hot sun to beat down on him. “Can’t catch me here though can you.” He laughed, “Vampire or not, you’re still just a slave to the sun like your little boyfriend.” He nodded towards Noah who’d had to take cover under a canopy of trees.
    

    
              “You know,” Nova said, stepping out from under the large sweeping branches, “all my life, men have undermined me.” She walked confidently toward him, the sun practically kissing her skin. She smiled at him as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing.
    

    
              “The sun…” He stuttered, “How?” He backed away in uncertainty, hand still clamped across his neck wound.
    

    
              “You’re looking a little peaky.” Nova said, “Need me to kiss it better?”
    

    
              Ezra let out a low rumbling growl, then spun on his heels, sprinting towards the booby-trapped mansion. Nova darted after him, not willing to let him slip away again. She heard running behind her and turned to see Bucky chasing after them. Ruth was solo fighting the last remaining Scout whilst Noah tried to make his way to the mansion, using the trees to protect himself from the sun's rays.
    

    
              She saw Ezra tumble through the front door, clearly hoping to make an escape through the valley beyond the meadows. As she neared Max’s home, an almighty explosion erupted, sending both her and Bucky flailing backward. The entire left half of the mansion went up in flames, the heat blowing the windows out, glass raining down on them.
    

    
              Nova got back to her feet and battled through the spreading fire to find the wolf. She found him in the kitchen, one leg bent at an awkward angle and covered in cuts and bruises. Blood was still gushing from his neck. She smiled down at him, pressing her foot down on his chest, pinning him in place. “I should kill you, rip you limb from limb.”
    

    
              “Do it then!” He snarled.
    

    
              “No.” She said, “The 
      honour
       doesn’t belong to me.” She stepped back to allow Bucky to come into view. He loomed over the injured wolf, one of the Scout's longswords in his shaking hand.
    

    
              “I treated 
      yer
       like a mate.” He stammered, “took yer in, listened to yer. And what did 
      yer
       do? Repaid me by takin’ my fookin’ eye! By torturing me!” 
    

    
              “Stop bawling and be a man!” Ezra growled, taunting him.
    

    
      Bucky poised the sword directly above the lycans left eye, then with a gulp, thrust it down deeply, straight through his skull, “Eat shit.” 
    

    
              
      





    
    
      Chapter Twenty Eight
    

    
       
    

    
      When The Past and Present Collide
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      “
      S
      he’s Gone.” Ruth whispered, gently closing Illeana’s eyes. “A heart attack by the looks of it.”
    

    
              “They didn’t deserve this,” Nova whispered, burying her face in Noah’s shoulder.
    

    
              “Max will be heartbroken,” Alaric said quietly, his eyes downcast. “They were good people.”
    

    
              “Sadly, a lot more good people are likely to perish yet.” Noah shook his head.
    

    
              Nova pulled away, “Noah’s right. This is it now, no more waiting. It’s time they pay.”
    

    
              “Then may I suggest sending out another calling card to get all our people in one place in order to launch our assault on the Citadel.” Ruth said, “by now that wretched little Monk should have hopefully found who he needs to in order to free Shylo. To best Imogen, we’ll need her 
      magics
      . With the Siren's help we’re one step ahead of The Righteous Ones.”
    

    
              “We may have Sirens,” Noah replied, “but you can guarantee they’ll have the Sight Sisters out in full force, plus Tiana. The second we march through those gates they’ll know about it and be on us like flies on shit.”
    

    
              “Leave them to me.” Ruth smiled, “none of them know what I’m capable of.” She smiled, “and I can’t wait to show them.”
    

    
              “It’s not just your world you need to think about.” Alaric whispered, “London is burning.” He said grimly, “I’m just one man, my force isn’t equipped to handle this. I can’t save this city alone.”
    

    
              “You won’t be alone.” Nova said. “My army in the Mausoleum, they’ll fight beside you, as will Casper the Brothel madame. Head down to Tom’s Tavern and tell him to round up any of the Kin who want to fuck over The Righteous Ones, because trust me, the underground is full of folk like us, cast out and unwanted. Spoiling for a fight. Go give them one.”
    

    
              “On it.” Alaric replied, he saluted Nova, “win this thing.” He headed off down the path and clambered back into the driver's seat of the carriage before vanishing from sight down the lane.
    

    
              “We need to bury the bodies.” Nova said sadly, looking down at Earnest and Illeana’s lifeless forms. “Give them a proper burial. Safe passage to the other side.”
    

    
              “We’ll get digging.” Noah said, squeezing her shoulder. The sky overhead had started to dim, allowing Noah safety from the sun. He and Bucky walked toward the stables, Nova averted her eyes, the bodies of the horses twisting her stomach.
    

    
              “Come on,” Ruth said, clutching her hand and pulling her up the hill behind the house towards the small stream. They sat beside the water, cross legged and facing each other. Ruth took Nova’s hands in her own, “breathe with me.” She whispered.
    

    
              Nova obliged, closing her eyes as the two women found silence. She breathed in and out deeply and opened her eyes to find Ruth studying her carefully. “What do you see?” Nova asked.
    

    
              “It’s not what I see,” Ruth smiled, “it’s what I feel.” She kicked off her shoes and got to her feet, gently placing them in the stream. “There was a time when you were filled with so much anguish and confusion. Your mind was in disarray. You questioned yourself and your abilities constantly, fearing you didn’t have what it takes to find Max let alone end the Council.” She faced Nova, a lone tear trickling down her cheek. “You have grown so much, and I am so proud to call you my friend. I like to think that if Delilah had had the chance to bloom and grow, that she’d be just as tenacious and fearless as you.”
    

    
              Nova clumsily pulled Ruth closer and held her tight. “You taught me to dig deep and find my power. None of this would have been possible without your friendship and guidance.”
    

    
              “You changed all our lives,” Ruth whispered. “The Kin had long since given up hope of finding their freedom again. Sure, there were The Mothlings doing their bit, but no one else had the bravery to step up. I wanted to, I worked so hard to increase my knowledge and powers, but there was always a tiny bit of me afraid to face them. You, Miss Nova Morgan, have altered my life for the better, and the lives of everyone you’ve touched. You aren’t a Death Bringer, not to me, you’re our 
      saviour
      .”
    

    
              “I don’t know how this will end.” Nova admitted.
    

    
              “I do.” Ruth replied, “us victorious, and Imogen's head on a spike.”
    

    
              Nova cracked a smile, “reality or wishful thinking?”
    

    
              “Seriously,” Ruth said, “we can do this. You can do this.”
    

    
              “I hope so.”
    

    
              “Come on,” replied Ruth, “let’s lay the dead to rest.”
    

    
              They made their way to the now crumbled remains of Max’s mansion and toward the stables where Noah and Bucky had neatly dug graves for not just Earnest and Illeana, but the fallen horses too. 
    

    
              Nova stood beside Noah and clutched his hand, “I promise to avenge you.” She said as she bent down, kissed her hand and placed it upon the dug over graves. “Their blood will spill, their streets will run red and the council will fall.” She stood up with a determined look on her face, “I promise.”
    

    
              “What now?” Bucky asked.
    

    
              “Back to the Lagoon, free Shylo. Send out Ruth’s calling card spell, collect Max and end this once and for all. I’m sick of playing games, now they’ll know who I really am.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              ***********
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
              They re-entered London to find the mobs of Scouts and soldiers were still attacking every human in sight. She was shocked to see some of the Brothel girls fighting back with knives and swords, a tall woman amongst their ranks, whom Nova presumed to be Casper. They locked eyes and nodded to one another as both headed into the fray. Dispatching Guards and Scouts left, right and 
      centre
      . Nova and Casper stood back to back as a handful of 
      armoured
       Guards formed a tight knit circle around them. “Pleasure to meet you,” Casper said breathlessly.
    

    
              “Wish it was under slightly less fraught circumstances.” Nova replied.
    

    
              “On three?” Casper asked.
    

    
              “On three,” Nova replied with a smirk.
    

    
      They threw themselves forward, battling each Guard head on until their corpses littered the wet pavement.
    

    
              “Attack!” A cry came from her left. Hazel and the rest of Nova’s London army ran forwards, slicing their way through the rest of Imogen's hooligans, she was relieved to see Tom and some of the regulars from the Tavern joining in the fight.
    

    
              “We’ve got this.” Casper said, “ and I assume you’ve got bigger fish to fry.”
    

    
              “Come on!” Noah called out to her.
    

    
              “End them.” Nova instructed the Brothel madam.
    

    
              “My pleasure,” she grinned as both her and her girls joined Nova’s army in attacking the remaining Guards.
    

    
              Nova and the others hastily made their way back to the marshlands in order to travel back to Hindra.
    

    
              
      Cherry… 
      The cold voice of Soul as they approached the gateway.
    

    
              “Show yourself!” Nova screamed, standing stock-still.
    

    
              “What is it?” Noah asked.
    

    
              “Soul.” Nova replied, her eyes darting all around her.
    

    
              “Come out and face me you cowardly piece of shit!”
    

    
              “Hello my Cherry.”
    

    
              “Do not call me that.” Nova spat at his feet.
    

    
              “Oh don’t be like that,” He mused. “I know you’ve missed me really.”
    

    
              “Why won’t you just die.” She pleaded. “Just die.”
    

    
              “We had a contract.”
    

    
              “Which is null and void seeing as you died.” Nova sneered.
    

    
              “Except, I’m standing here before you, am I not?”
    

    
              “You aren’t alive,” Nova retorted, “there’s no heartbeat, you smell of decay. Nothing human is left within you.”
    

    
              “Contract or no contract, I own you! You wear my mark on your skin, and all this back and forth just makes me want you even more.”
    

    
              “I am no one’s.” Nova snapped at him.
    

    
              “You will always be mine.” Soul snarled, reaching for her dress and yanking her forward. For a dead man, he was surprisingly strong, even up against her. He took her by surprise and she toppled forward into his clutches. “See, you’re practically falling at my feet.”
    

    
              She fought against his grip just as Noah threw himself into Soul’s side, both men plummeting to the floor. It took Nova a moment to calm her breathing and shake the shock from her system. Ruth helped her to her feet and Bucky placed an arm around her shoulder.
    

    
              “You ok?” He asked softly.
    

    
              “He…he touched me. He can’t be real, he just can’t be.” 
    

    
              “You are stronger than ever before. Remember that.” Ruth urged her.
    

    
              Nova nodded at her and ran toward the two fighting men. Noah was straddling Soul, punching his face repeatedly. Nova gently pulled Noah away from the bloodied man, “he’s mine,” she growled, pushing Noah backward.
    

    
              “Come on Cherry… give me all you’ve got. You know I like it rough.” Soul taunted her, getting to his feet. The cuts on his face healing before her eyes.
    

    
              “How?” Nova mumbled.
    

    
              “The powers that be.” Soul laughed.
    

    
              “You mean Imogen.” Nova replied hastily. “You know she’s using you, right? You mean nothing to her, just like everyone else. She’s only brought you back as a way to torment me.”
    

    
              “Is it working?” Soul leered. “Are you tormented? Tainted? Lost in turmoil? Go on, tell me you are, it makes 
      me hard
       for you.”
    

    
              It was at that point Noah flew into a fiery rage, flying past Nova at such a speed she barely glimpsed him. He landed a punch right in Souls cheek that sent the man reeling backward. Noah once again straddled him, punching his face relentlessly, fangs out and rage spilling. “I’ll kill you!” Noah screamed in his face, still pounding Soul into a bloody heap. “You made me watch as you defiled her!”
    

    
              Nova pulled Noah away once more, holding his bleeding knuckles up to her lips and kissing them delicately, “don’t do this to yourself. You aren’t like him, you’re better than that.”
    

    
              “I can’t bear the thought of him touching you ever again.”
    

    
              “I can promise you he’ll never get the chance to.” Nova turned to the fallen Incubi, watching as he rolled to his side with great effort.
    

    
              Soul got slowly to his knees, attempting to stand up. Nova kicked him backward and towered over him, “I’m not going to kill you.” She smirked, “not right now anyway. Take a message back to Imogen, tell her I’m coming for her, that I’m coming for all of them.” She pressed her boot down on his chest hard enough to crack a few ribs. “You are and always will be nothing to me.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Twenty Nine
       
    

    
      The Song of The Sirens
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              “
      W
      ill this definitely work?” Nova asked Chaplin. They were back at the Lagoon preparing to free Shylo and her people. Elliot had arrived back before them, with another member of the Brotherhood beside him. The other man was tall and lanky, his hair a tangle of messy brown rat tails that blurred into his overgrown wiry beard. He’d barely been able to look at Nova, such was his anxiety at the possibility of being caught by Imogen.
    

    
              “Bloody hope so,” Chaplin replied, hasting a glance at Shylo, who was pacing up and down the beach. “I don’t fancy being sung to death.” The Warlock gulped. “Elliot and old Clyde are top notch Warlocks.”
    

    
              “Are you sure about that?” Ruth chimed in, “because they look like top notch time wasters.”
    

    
              “Hush.” Chaplin replied, folding his arms in a huff.
    

    
              “Well?” Shylo stomped over. “Are they ready yet or not? I’m getting impatient.”
    

    
              “You’ve been stuck here for bloody ever,” Chaplin snapped, “not like five more minutes is gonna make much difference is it.”
    

    
              “I don’t like you.” Shylo replied with an icy stare.
    

    
              “Yeah, well the feeling is mutual.” Chaplin murmured quietly.
    

    
              “I didn’t quite catch that.” Shylo snapped at him. 
    

    
              Chaplin made a hasty exit and joined the other two Warlocks as they set up a spell circle.
    

    
              “They’re working as fast as they can,” Ruth said to Shylo, loud enough for Chaplin and the others to hear. “Have some patience for the silly old men. They’re past their prime afterall, age slows us all down.” Ruth tittered as the three Warlocks glared at her.
    

    
              “Oh ha ha.” Chaplin replied sarcastically. “Anyway, yer bunch of witches, we’re ready.”
    

    
              The three Warlocks seated themselves inside their spell circle, a green fire crackling in the middle. Various smoking herbs and incense were positioned round the fire. The men joined hands and Elliot cleared his throat.
    

    
              “De terra ad caelum,audi nos.”
    

    
              “What’s he saying?” Nova whispered to Ruth.
    

    
              “Not much, just calling out to a higher power to hear them.”
    

    
              “In 
      tutela
       potentia 
      trium
      ,” Elliot continued chanting as the other two men hummed in unison. The air around them fizzed with magic that made the hairs on Nova’s arms prickle.
    

    
              “Virtutes nostras ad maius bonum 
      coniungimus
      .”
    

    
              “They’re 
      uniting
       their powers now.” Ruth said to Nova.
    

    
              “
      Siren
       de carcere liberare hos. Rogamus ostiarium audi nos clamat. Sinit nos spellcast, dimittere a custodia.”
    

    
              “Interesting,” Ruth whispered, puzzled.
    

    
              “What?” Nova quietly replied.
    

    
              “They’re asking the Gatekeeper to allow them permission to cast the spell to break the curse.”
    

    
              “How is that interesting?” Shylo said.
    

    
              “Because it means our little Gatekeeper holds more power than we first thought.”
    

    
              “Sirenes et cantus, dimittis. Per potentiam trium.” The green fire blew out as the fizzle of magic around them grew.
    

    
              “I believe the Gatekeeper just agreed to their request.” Ruth said in awe.
    

    
              “Per potentiam trium, terminus 
      maledictio
      . Libera ergo ab his aquis.” The Warlocks held their palms up to the skies, their chanting growing louder as they spoke as one, “Dimittis, dimittis, dimittis!”
    

    
              The waters of the Lagoon became unsettled, waves forming that grew in size, hurtling towards them, before exploding into a haze of bright green smog.
    

    
              
      If this is what you wish, if this is what you want, then I hear your valiant cries and I shall allow the curse to break…but in return, I ask for one of your number, to remain here in their place. So mote it be, this is the only way… 
      The Gatekeeper whispered inside Nova’s head.
    

    
              “No.” Nova replied. “No…you can’t do that!” She shouted.
    

    
              “What?” The others gathered around her.
    

    
              “The Gatekeeper…the only way to break the curse and release Shylo and her people, is to replace them with one of our own. Someone on this beach has to stay here, chained to this place.”
    

    
              “It’s a messy curse,” Chaplin sighed, “The Righteous Ones knew what they were doing, knew that if someone were to try and free Shylo, that they’d be deterred by having to take her place.”
    

    
              “Guess these waters will be my final resting place after all.” Shylo said quietly.
    

    
              “No.” Chaplin replied. “We’ve come too far to fuck up now.”
    

    
              “So what are you proposing?” The Siren queried.
    

    
              Chaplin turned to Nova, his eyes softening. She knew instantly what he was about to say. “Don’t…” she said,
    

    
              “It must be done.” He tucked her hair behind her ears and smiled, “I’m an old man Nova, I’ve lived out most of 
      me days
       in isolation. I like it that way. There’s nothing out there for me.”
    

    
              “But we need you,” Nova said tearfully. “I need you.”
    

    
              “No you don’t,” Chaplin smiled, “yer like a daughter 
      ter
       me, kiddo. I’m so bloody proud of yer, but 
      yer’ve
       gotta let me do this, ok. We’ve all got a 
      part ter play in
       this war, and this…this is mine.”
    

    
              Before Nova could utter another word, he was calling out to the Gatekeeper, determination echoing in his voice as it boomed, “me huic terrae solitudinis! Libera Sirenibus et ego sum tuus!”
    

    
              
      It is done! 
      The Gatekeepers' voice sounded out around the Lagoon, ringing in their ears loudly.
    

    
              “You silly man.” Shylo said softly, “you…you gave up your freedom for me? For my people. Why would you do that?”
    

    
              “Because it was about time I did 
      somethin
      ’ right.” Nova flung her arms around his neck and silently cried into his chest, “hush lass, it ain’t goodbye, yer can come see me anytime, I’ll be here. Can camp out, fry some fish…get shitfaced.” He grinned, then gently kissed the top of her head. 
    

    
      She pulled away, “thank you,” she said, “for always believing in me.”
    

    
      “Nah… thank you,” The Warlock grinned, “for giving this old man a reason 
      ter
       keep going.”
    

    
      “I shall miss you, my friend.” Noah said, hugging Chaplin tightly.
    

    
      “Not half as much as I’ll miss beating yer arse at poker.”
    

    
      “I let you win.” Noah chuckled.
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, keep 
      tellin
      ’ 
      yerself
       that.” He winked, “now go on, get outta here. Yeh’ve got a war ter bloody win.”
    

    
      “You are far braver than I thought.” Ruth said, standing in front of him. “I don’t like this, not one bit. But I respect the choice you’ve made, one that was far bigger than yourself. Keep being brave Chaplin…keep being brave.” She clutched his hand tightly, “I’m not hugging you though,” she smirked.
      





    
    
      Chapter Thirty
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Let the Streets Run Red
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      I
      n the days that followed on from Chaplin’s selfless sacrifice, Ruth had issued her calling card spell. After one final look at the Warlock they were leaving behind they’d made their way to the ruins of Mount Divinity, using what was left of its underground tunnels to hide in plain sight. Both Elliot and Clyde had decided to stay behind, not wishing to risk their lives. Nova hadn’t expected them to join them anyway, so had been happy for them to stay behind with Chaplin. She hated to think of him being all alone.
    

    
      One advantage of being holed up at Mount Divinity was that Nova and Noah could easily scale the crumbling cliffside which gave them an excellent vantage point. So far they’d witnessed a large group of people in the distance walking toward the Capital and deduced them to be Tiana and her crones, and several Scouts hauling bodies into shallow graves. The sky overhead was bleak, the land dying, crumbling beneath them.
    

    
              One by one, people from all around Hindra started appearing in and around the Mountain, finding their way into the tunnel system. Warriors, Vampires, witches, lycans and so forth, all with a fire in their bellies, ready to lay their lives on the line for the greater good. Hardy and Noah had drawn up battle plans to show access points in which to break through their 
      defences
      , and Ruth had been working hard on an incantation to strip the Citadel of its magical barriers. She said it would work on the majority of the Guards on the gates and towers, but the Sight Sisters would be a trickier fish to fry.
    

    
      Mother Moth and several Illyrians arrived that evening without warning. “Mother?” Nova said incredulously, “not that it isn’t great to see you, but where is Orla?”
    

    
      “She’s safe, I promise. She’s in the care of Magna still, as are the other little ones, Maya included.  Mage Sinclair is keeping watch. We had a safety scare at our Gateway. Imogen sent several Scouts and Shriekers our way. Thankfully myself and the renegade Seers had seen to it that the entrance was closed off from the outside world, meaning no one could get in. If we hadn't had the foresight to do so, then I daren’t think about what could have happened. However, before we put our 
      defences
       up, one of our numbers snuck away.”
    

    
      “Hilda?!” Nova surmised.
    

    
      “I think it’s safe to say that by now Imogen is all too aware that you’re of Royal heritage and that Orla exists.”
    

    
      “I can still challenge her though, right? I can still take Hindra from Imogen and return it to the people?”
    

    
      “Yes, that hasn’t changed. Sooner or later she would have figured it all out somehow, but we’ve lost the air of surprise. I’d hoped she wouldn’t have had any inclination as to who you were when you challenged her.”
    

    
      “It is what it is.” Nova replied sternly, “her life is still mine to take.” Nova looked at the cracked orb at the end of The Mother's staff, “can it be fixed?” 
    

    
      “If I can get my hands on the other two artifacts then yes, if not…well, I guess my days may very well be numbered. My powers are completely entwined with this staff, the Orbs' destruction has weakened me greatly. I'm 
      ageing
       rapidly…I’m not sure how long I…”
    

    
      “We'll find the Tools.” Nova cut her off. 
    

    
      “Nova,” Macie ran over excitedly. She’d been on a trip to Bloodbay to prepare Queen Estelle for battle. “They’re ready and waiting up top. No more dallying around. We’ve got the numbers now, lets show those fuckers what we’re made off.”
    

    
      “Is Max up there?” Nova queried, walking beside Macie as they wound their way through the tunnels to come out on top.
    

    
      “He is…but he isn't.”
    

    
      “How so?” Nova asked.
    

    
      “Well, put it this way, he’s a pain in the arse and seriously pissed that you’d had him held captive. Even if it was for his own good. They had to knock him out to get here. Should have heard him, I didn’t know those words could come out of Mr Hoity Toity’s mouth. The air was blue!” Macie cackled.
    

    
      They came out into the clearing above, Nova shielded her eyes from the sand storm billowing wildly. Estelle stood beside an unconscious Max wearing navy blue and silver plated 
      armour
      , her long hair tied up into a bun. She threw a bundle of 
      armoured
       clothing at Nova, “you’re welcome.”
    

    
      “Good to see you too.” Nova remarked, holding up the dark red and black 
      armour
       at arm's length, studying its 
      armour
       plated corset and reinforced wrist and shin plates. It felt sturdy and heavy in her arms.
    

    
      “Sorry,” Estelle replied, “but this idiot,” she nudged Max’s body with her booted foot, “is a complete imbecile.”
    

    
      “Sorry about that,” Nova replied as she wiggled into the 
      armoured
       corset, turning so Estelle could tighten it. “Though, in his 
      defence
       he is grieving.” Nova continued.
    

    
      “Aren’t we all.” Estelle mused, tugging firmly on the laces and tying them tightly. “When do we march forth?”
    

    
      “As soon as possible, we’re just working on gaining a tactical advantage now.” Nova pulled on the 
      armoured
       shin and wrist pads and placed her long hair into a high ponytail.
    

    
      “How so?” Estelle queried.
    

    
      “I plan on sending Macie and Hardy ahead armed with devices to plant along the outside walls. Once they’re detonated, a large portion of the Hindranite Guards will rush to the walls, assuming we’re breaking through there, which should leave the towers largely unattended. We separate into six groups and using Ruth’s incantation we each take down one of the towers and march our numbers straight into the heart of Hindra.”
    

    
      “Good plan. I like it.” Estelle replied, smirking. “I can’t wait to wipe that smug grin from Imogen's face when she sees our vast number of warriors approaching.”
    

    
      Ruth bustled out behind them, “that’s it,” she said, “the incantation is done. I’m ready to teach it to each of the group's leaders.”
    

    
      “Time to put it all into action now.” 
    

    
      When everyone was gathered up top and Max had woken up, bleary eyed, Nova stood before them and called for their attention, “today marks the end of tyranny and the start of the future for all of Hindra. Today, we march forth and take from them their freedom, exactly what they took from so many of you. It won’t be easy… not all of our number will come out of this alive, that’s the reality of our mission ahead. War is ugly and war claims lives. We are to separate into several groups. Macie, Hardy - you two go on ahead with the devices that Chaplin helped make, plant them around the outside walls then take cover, when you see our signal, detonate them, then make your way towards the Tower pointing toward Limbo, there you’ll find Shylo and her Sirens waiting for you. I want you to split off from the Sirens and release the prisoners from the Caligo Cells, they’ll fight beside you.” 
    

    
      Macie grinned at her and Hardy cracked his neck then placed worn looking knuckle dusters on his hands, “it’s been a while since these saw some action.” He grinned at Nova’s raised eyebrows, “what? I may have joined an illegal fight club or two back in the day.
    

    
      “Queen Estelle, I want you and your people to take the Tower that points to Illyria. They won’t be expecting any trouble from a lost Realm. By now Hilda will have told them that I’m not there; they won’t expect the Illyrians to rise up and fight.” Estelle nodded. 
    

    
      “Ruth, my dearest of friends,” Nova continued, “I need you, Bucky and our recently acquired rebels to take the Tower that faces Harrows Wood - with the crones already on their side, the Guards won’t think anything of a few more witch folk coming their way. Make it count, make them pay.”
    

    
      “You bet I will.” Ruth surmised, “but just to be clear, once we’re through those gates, Tiana is mine.”
    

    
      “As you wish,” Nova nodded. “Right, Mother Moth, you and half of your Mothlings need to overcome the remaining Guards at the tower pointing towards Bracken. They won’t know what’s hit them, use your magic to alter what they see, I know the Orb is broken, but you don’t need it to be incredible. Show them lycans, show them Giants…show them anything other than who you are, right up until you knock them down like dominoes.”
    

    
       Nova paused, “that leaves 
      Bloodbay
       and London. I want Dromida, the renegade Seers and the healers from Illyria to head straight to the Tower that oversees the pathways from Bloodbay. Shroud yourselves. Once the walls come down, your groups will have seconds to utter Ruth’s incantation to lower the Towers 
      defences
       and take the Guards out. We will need you to protect those who need it and end those who don’t.”
    

    
      “What about you?” Bucky asked softly.
    

    
              “I’m going to be exactly where they’d expect me to be. Myself, Noah and Max will enter through the Tower that points towards London. Home. The remaining members of Mother Moth's army will be marching by our sides, it’s too risky to call upon Hazel and the army I left back in London, not when Alaric needs them most.” She stepped onto a boulder and overlooked the vast group of warriors before her, “let me make this perfectly clear, we are not a mob. We are as one, we fight together, for our people. No harm is to come to any innocent man, woman or child - especially the children.” She turned towards Macie and Hardy, “I want them safe from  harm ok! Once those cells are empty, save Hindra’s children before Imogen can use them as shields..”
    

    
              She stepped down and Ruth took her place, her deep blue robes sweeping behind her. “We have waited for what seems like an eternity to save ourselves from these tyrants. If Nova hadn't crossed my path and set things in motion, then I don’t believe an opportunity such as this would have ever arisen. I’ve watched this woman grow over the past eighteen months, from scared fledgeling, to a warrior unafraid to put her life on the line. I’ve had the 
      honour
       of watching Nova live so many different lives, wearing these titles with unease yet accepting each of them and what they make her. I urge you now, before we take this step into the unknown, to look at this woman, to really look at her, and celebrate who she is. From Cherry to Nova, Domina Mors to Death Bringer, Regina Chao and now the one true Princess of Illyria.” Ruth clapped in Nova’s direction and the ensemble crowd followed suit as Nova blushed and hid her face.
    

    
              “Ok, enough sentimentality.” Ruth smirked, “the incantation is as follows; ex os et 
      cinis
      , profero 
      hanc
       potestatem. 
      Latere
       
      in
       
      latere
      , 
      pardam
       te. Urere et mordere, 
      omnes
       
      cadit
      .” She paused and looked at the crowd of blank faces, “oh for goodness sake, do I really need to do everything myself!” She closed her eyes and held both hands out over the crowd, repeating the incantation quietly to herself. Nova watched astounded as silver ripples of magic flowed freely from Ruth’s finger tips, strand 
      upon
       strand weaving its way through the air and straight into the ears of the confused crowd. One such strand found its way to Nova and laced itself through her ears and into her mind. She heard Ruth’s incantation whispering in her head, round and round until she knew it off by heart.
    

    
              Ruth opened her eyes with a mock scowl, “idiots.” 
    

    
              Nova stood beside Ruth, Noah clutching her hand as she once again surveyed her people, “let the streets run red.”
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Thirty One 
    

    
       Family Secundum Arbitrium
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      N
      ova took one last look at the peacefulness of the Badlands, thinking how very soon, there would be hundreds of warriors making their way towards the heart of Hindra. Ruth, Bucky, Noah and Max joined her, the silence among them saying far more than she ever could.
    

    
              
      If this is it… 
      She mused
    

    
              
      If this is how my story ends, then I’m glad to have my family by my side.
    

    
              
      Afterall, that is exactly what the five of them had become. A family. Bonded together through both love and trauma. She glanced quickly at their faces as the light from  Hindra’s sun waned into the brittle 
      greyness
       of dusk. She smiled to herself, thinking how far they’d come. How without Bucky’s hospitality she’d never have met Max, reconnected with Noah or befriended Ruth. The happiness in her heart swelled as the images of all her allies from the past 18 months flashed through her mind; 
      Chaplin
      , 
      Mother Moth, Lizzy, Spider Harry, Shylo, Macie, Magna, Hardy, Alex the Giant, Mage Sinclair, Hazel, Zeff, Queen Estelle and Alaric. 
    

    
              
      Their faces filled her belly with determination, 
      her
       heart 
      faultering
       as she thought of all the people they’d lost so far, their lives taken so cruelly; 
      Clover, Romany, Zeff, Lizzy, Earnest, Illeana and all the soldiers and 
      Mothling’s
       they’d lost when Mount Divinity fell. 
    

    
              
      She set her face sternly, “it’s time,” she announced. Without uttering another word she picked her way down the rubble and onto the clearing below, the others following her lead as the entire army grouped together, “you’ve got your orders,” Nova said firmly, “end this.” With curt nods, the groups separated and began making their way towards their point of entrance. 
    

    
              Macie stopped and looked back at Nova and saluted her, “give them hell, Red.” Then she ran off after Hardy as they sped on in front of the other groups in order to place the devices down in time. 
    

    
              “Nova,” Ruth started, but stopped. “Just…try not to get killed ok.” They smiled at each other and with a lone tear falling, Ruth turned on her heel and marched off, Bucky took his hat from his head and held it over his heart, “I love yer, so bloody much. Being 
      yer
       friend has given me the happiest days of 
      me life
      . Hope yer know that.” He put his cap back on and ran after Ruth and their group of allies.
    

    
              Nova looked into the distance and caught the Detective’s eyes, they were red rimmed and angry, but softened when they met hers, “thank you,” he mouthed, then the crowd carried him away.
    

    
              Noah placed his arm around Nova, “I love you Vee.” He kissed the top of her head. “From now, until forever.” He gripped her hand tightly and together, as one, they led their group away from the Mountain and over the rough terrain of the Badlands.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      **********
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              Hidden behind an overhanging rock formation, Nova and Noah peeked out across to where the large Guard Tower overlooked the eastern border of Hindra. It’s 
      armoured
       Guards standing to attention, their eyes focussed on the land set out before them. 
    

    
              Nova and her allies had made use of another sandstorm to camouflage themselves and find safety behind the rocks. She prayed that the other groups had had the same run of luck.
    

    
              “How many do you see?” Noah whispered.
    

    
      Nova narrowed her eyes and counted heads, “three at the top, two on the gate. All armed.”
    

    
              “There’s likely to be several more just inside the entrance like last time.” Noah mused, “thankfully, once Hardy and Macie have detonated the devices, the ground level Guards should, fingers crossed, all go running. Just leaving us with the three up top to worry about.”
    

    
              “As soon as Ruth sends up the signal we’re good to go.” Nova straightened the bow and arrows on her back and tightened her ponytail.
    

    
              “Vee, look!” Noah pointed towards the dark navy skies where red sparks could be seen sizzling over the top of the Capital.
    

    
              “3…2…” An enormous explosion interrupted Nova as the walls connecting the six Guard towers collapsed in a heap of rubble, “go, go, go!” Nova shouted over the dust plumes. 
    

    
              She ran at full speed toward the gate locking everyone out and kicked it open so hard that it flew across the pathway beyond. Nova could hear cries and shouting from every direction as both Guards and civilians ran for cover. Briefly, Nova pondered if they were doing the right thing, but then a barrage of arrows rained down around her and she knew this was the only way. She took cover behind a discarded cart and surveyed the Guards remaining in the Towers, their shouts to one another came thick and fast, panic in their throats rising. She slowly withdrew her bow from her back and selected an arrow, lining it up perfectly between a Guard's eyes, she breathed in calmly, holding her breath then released the string, sending the arrow gliding through the air where it hit its target, sending the Guard limply to the ground below.
    

    
              “We’re under attack!” Another Guard screamed. She watched as they scattered from the Towers, running foolishly between stalls and huts, civilians and Shriekers, not knowing exactly how vast her fighting numbers had become. Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of Noah pummeling a Lycan in the face, the beast snarling angrily as it tried to slice him with its elongated claws. Before she could move to help her beloved, another arrow flew close by, cutting the side of her neck. Fresh blood trickled from the superficial wound as she eyed up her attacker. Nova rose from her hiding spot, her eyes flashing red as she took steps toward her assailant. The man’s face was beading with sweat as he gulped and backed away from her slowly. 
    

    
              “Please…” he cried, “don’t hurt me.” He tripped backward over the fallen body of another Guard, legs splayed. He stared up at her, “I’m just a Guard, just doing my job.”
    

    
              “Killing? Maiming?” She snarled.
    

    
              “I’m from the cells, that’s where they get some of their Guards from, pick  and choose from the prisoners who get to live or die.”
    

    
              “You mean some of the Guards here are…innocent?”
    

    
              “A few, yeah. The Righteous Ones have been losing support for a while now, their willing fighters upping and leaving. They send Scouts out obviously and they nine times out of ten bring bodies back. Then we get snatched from the cells and thrown some 
      armour
      , told this is our penance from crimes committed.”
    

    
              “And what was your crime?” Nova queried.
    

    
              “I stole extra rations for my family, the slurry they feed us isn’t fit for pigs.”
    

    
              “You’re not a Vampire, and I don’t 
      smell dog
      , so you’re no Lycan. Which leads me to presume you’re a Warlock or Rogue?”
    

    
              “I’m a Rogue miss, used to live along the outskirts of Illyria for a while with a few others, but ended up here in Hindra, hoping to start fresh with my missus who was pregnant at the time. I started doing odd jobs around the Citadel, hoof cleaning, blacksmithing and so on. But, when Tish gave birth to twins I knew the pennies I was making weren't going to cut it anymore. I begged for more work and was denied it, so I asked for more  money for the work I was doing. I got put in the stocks for two days for speaking out of turn. So, one night when our stomachs were rumbling and our twins were screaming, I thought “enough
       is enough
      .” He paused and pulled his 
      armoured
       chest piece from his body. 
    

    
      “I snuck into the bakers and pinched a few cakes and rolls. Thought they wouldn’t notice them. But the Guards sure noticed me. I was slung into the cells, I’ve been rotting down there in the damp for the last few years. I’ve missed watching my little girls grow up, but then, when the cells started getting overcrowded they started killing the elderly or ill ones, leaving the stronger prisoners in one piece, that’s when they offered me the chance to see my little ones and wife again. I don’t want to hurt anybody.” He said softly, “I just wanted to feed my family.”
    

    
      Nova held a hand out to him and helped him to his feet, “what’s your name?”
    

    
      “Tibs.” He replied.
    

    
      “I want you to find your family and run. Get out of Hindra. Can you do that for me?”
    

    
      “Go where though?” He stammered. “Badlands aren’t safe.”
    

    
      “You know the Lagoon?”
    

    
      “
      Rumours
       of Sirens and beasts living there, not even the Scouts dare to visit.”
    

    
      “It’s a safe haven now. Get there and stay there. There will be a Warlock waiting for you, his name is Chaplin and I promise you, he’ll keep you and your family safe.
    

    
      “Thank you so much.”
    

    
      “How do I know which Guards are ex-prisoners?” She asked.
    

    
      He held his knuckles up where Nova could see burnt, scarred skin stretching across them. “Most of us caught thieving had our hands plunged in fire and I know many other’s got lashed.” 
    

    
      Nova momentarily thought back to the trauma both Max and Romany endured, locked in those dank cells, “Get out of here now, run and run fast.”  
    

    
      Tibs nodded, “goodluck,” he said before running off. 
    

    
      Nova caught up to Noah, pulling him to one side behind a small cottage, “some of these Guards are prisoners.”
    

    
      “What?!” He stammered. 
    

    
      “Look for burns or scars, they’ll be the ones being made to fight. Pass it onto the others, ok?” Noah nodded then jumped back into the fray, whilst Nova telepathically connected to Ruth to let her know as well.
    

    
      She peered out from the cottage, satisfied to see her people pushing the Scouts and Guards evermore backward, toward the Citadel itself. She knew that The Righteous Ones would be holed up behind those walls, well away from imminent danger, was her mother up there too? Cowardly hiding instead of helping do what’s right? Was Soul up there, goading Imogen?
    

    
      So far they’d not seen or heard from the witches of Harrows Wood and only seen a handful of lycans. As for the Giants…they were nowhere to be seen. Nova had an inkling that they were being saved for the second wave of fighting.
    

    
      She caught up to her people and aided them in pushing the fighters back, any that she saw who looked out of place she told to run, to flee. Pretty soon the entire congregation of what was left of Imogen's Guards and fighters were piled practically on top of each at the grand steps towards the looming doors of the Council headquarters. Nova climbed up on top of the stocks and steadied herself.
    

    
      “Imogen!” She shouted, silencing the crowd. “I know you can hear me! Face me as an equal.” There was no reply and the large doors remained tightly closed, “fine, have it your way.” Nova mumbled to herself before bellowing, “IMOGEN! As Princess of Illyria I challenge your reign! Your time is up!”
    

    
      Murmurs ran through the crowd as the weight of Nova’s words sunk in. 
    

    
      “An Amethyst?” Exclaimed a Guard near the doorway. He pushed his way to the front, “for real?” Nova nodded. “I’m from Illyria originally.” The man said softly, then with a salute he laid down his weapons and crossed over to where Nova stood. Several other Guards followed suit, their swords clattering to the floor loudly, the shiny emblem of The Righteous Ones glinting on the shaft. She smiled at the newcomers and threw her bow and arrows towards the first man to change sides, “do Illyria proud.” Nova stared defiantly at the doors, time ticking on. Then they slowly began to creak open, and Nova knew the real fight had only just begun.
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Thirty Two 
    

    
      The Liar on the Pyre
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
      S
      oul walked out of the open doors, a lurid smile on his face. He was flanked by two witches, one of which Nova recognised as Tiana. Nova scanned the crowd to locate Ruth, but the witch was nowhere to be found. She turned her attention back to Soul who clapped his hands, “oh bravo Cherry, bravo.”
    

    
      “I want Imogen.” Nova called out to him, still standing firm on top of the stocks.
    

    
      “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you.” He smirked.
    

    
      “You’ve always been a disappointing Soul.” Nova folded her arms, “tell Imogen to stop being so cowardly.”
    

    
      “Insolent child.” Tiana stepped forward, frowning. “You’re so tiny, aren’t Death Bringers meant to be goliath sized warriors. Not little whores who are a long way from home.”
    

    
      “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you…Tiana.” Nova spat.
    

    
      The witch looked taken aback, “curious. How has my name found its way to your tongue.”
    

    
      “I’ve heard all about you.” Nova smiled.
    

    
      “I feel certain you know nothing about me.” Tiana laughed as more of the witches of Harrows Wood appeared behind her. Clearly they were the first wave of fools Nova and her people needed to battle through in order to reach The Righteous Ones.
    

    
      “I know plenty.” Nova replied assertively.
    

    
      “I know you aren’t the true successor to Atara Mandrel.” At the mention of Atara’s name, Tiana paled. “Not so certain of yourself now are you?” Nova grinned, she jumped down and walked toward the steps, standing at the foot of them, staring up at the witch who looked unnerved. Imogen's remaining Guards had stopped pushing back, their attention trained now on the red haired messiah serving truths.
    

    
      “I know howAtara died…” Nova said coldly.
    

    
      “She was sickly.” Tiana said, folding her arms firmly. The witches behind her nodded in agreement with their leader.
    

    
      “True,” Nova said, “but isn’t it curious…how quickly that illness befell her?”
    

    
      Tiana said nothing, but the witches behind her were murmuring to one another.
    

    
      “Interesting how such a powerful witch, mysteriously perished so soon after Queen Peony’s passing.”
    

    
      “The witch on the other side of Soul stepped forward, “that’s all before your time girl.”
    

    
      “Yet it all seems so relevant.” Nova replied. “Atara didn’t mark you as her successor, did she Tiana? No… that 
      honour
       was to be Ruth Verano’s.”
    

    
      “Don’t speak that treacherous worm's name.” The other witch said angrily. “She consorted with the devil, sold her soul and killed her offspring - all to gain more power. She’s wretched, damned and should have been hanged for her crimes.”
    

    
      “It’s tragic, really.” Nova mused, “so tragic just how wrong you are. All you know about Ruth is lies that were fed to you, concocted by Tiana and none other that Imogen. You’ve been 
      worshipping
       a child killer.” Murmurs ran through the ensembled crowd.
    

    
      “Don’t… be absurd.” Tiana said, voice slightly high pitched.
    

    
      “Shall I tell you a story?” Nova asked.
    

    
      “No,” Ruth’s cloaked figure appeared beside her, “it’s time they heard it from me,” she whispered.
    

    
      Ruth stepped forward, lowering the hood of her cloak, Horatio flew down and seated himself upon her shoulder, “hello, sisters.”
    

    
      The witches stared dumbfounded as Ruth stared at Tiana, the crone perspiring beneath her stony gaze. “I did not sell my soul, nor did I kill Castiel and Delilah. I would never have laid a finger on my loves. Tiana however…”
    

    
      “Don't talk 
      nons
       -” Ruth sent a creeper forward and it wrapped around Tiana’s mouth silencing her.
    

    
      “This tale goes beyond just me. It starts with Queen Peony, her death to be exact. Atara aided our Queen in ending her life on her terms, not allowing Imogen the pleasure of taking it from her. How mysterious it was, that she should fall so very ill right afterwards. Poison.” Ruth edged closer to a gagged Tiana as her creepers 
      immobilised
       the woman completely, the other witches staring in shock and horror.
    

    
      “Tiana and Imogen had been conspiring for quite some time to overthrow Peony. Imogen had promised Tiana the Throne back at Harrows Wood, if she helped Imogen kill Atara.” Ruth’s heavy eyes met those of her old coven. “Atara knew that after the Queen fell, The Righteous Ones would take her place and that she herself was the only witch strong enough to prevent that from happening. So Tiana got rid of her for Imogen. She poisoned our leader. Killed her.”
    

    
      Ruth dragged Tiana closer toward her and looked at her like a snake sizing up its prey. “It wasn’t enough though, was it? Killing Atara didn’t get you the Throne. Atara wasn’t stupid, she’d suspected Tiana of being a traitor for quite some time, so she set it in witchstone that I would be her true successor, that upon her death, the ‘Wood would be mine.”
    

    
      The crowd both behind and in front of them buzzed with shock, “that wasn’t going to stop you though, was it, Tiana?” Ruth released the creeper from around Tiana’s mouth, “own your truth, before it owns you.”
    

    
      “Lies!” Tiana spat.
    

    
      “Tiana,” Ruth shouted, “set fire to my cottage. The only way to take the Throne of Harrows Wood, was to get rid of me. But Castiel rescued me, I remember screaming his name, telling him to get to Delilah, my darling Delilah. But by then the fire was just too hungry. That blaze took from me my heart and soul.” She 
      gripped
       the woman's hair tightly, lifting her up so they were face to face. “You killed my family! Framed me! Had me banished!” Ruth was screaming now, all of her pent up rage and heartbreak finally free. “You killed Atara! You killed Castiel, and you killed my DAUGHTER!”
    

    
      The witch that had remained behind slowly walked toward Ruth, she peered dumbfounded down at Tiana whose eyes were bloodshot from the tightness of Ruth’s creepers, locked around her throat. “Tell me that this is all lies,” she said, her face taut.
    

    
      “Go on,” Ruth prompted Tiana, “admit your treachery!”
    

    
      Tiana stared at Ruth, her eyes darting between the two witches, “I…I…” She stammered.
    

    
      “You killed Atara? Poisoned her?” The witch asked, her eyes wet with tears.
    

    
      “Imogen…made me…” Tiana coughed.
    

    
      “Lies!” Ruth screamed in her face, “your own need for worship and praise turned you into  a killer!”
    

    
      “FINE!” Tiana screamed back at her, trying to claw the creepers from her body. “Fine I did it! Happy now? I killed Atara! Poisoned her. Better? Do these truths ease your suffering,” Tiana smirked at Ruth. “Outing me, 
      does
       not bring your damned daughter back.”
    

    
      “No,” Ruth whispered, “but it’s a start.” She hauled Tiana into the air, her barbed vines holding her still. With her other hand she summoned her magics and created a pyre, Nova watched on in astonishment as Ruth showcased just how powerful she’d become, controlling so many things at once. Twig by twig a pyre was erected, Tiana’s eyes widened with fear as Ruth hurled her towards it, securing her in place with her barbed creepers.
    

    
      “Just as they burned, so shall thee…”
    

    
      “No!” Screamed Tiana as Ruth stared coldly at her.
    

    
      “For Atara, for Castiel, for my dear, sweet Delilah, may your suffering be eternal, from here unto Limbo. May your screams for mercy, ring in your ears, ensuring you find no release, not even in death. So mote it be!” With calmness and grace, Ruth flicked her wrist and sent a small ball of fire toward the base of the pyre, the flames licked higher, the crackling of wood and debris oddly serene, only interrupted by Tiana’s sobs, then replaced by her 
      agonising
       shrieks as the flames 
      singed
       away her clothing, before the heat blistered across her skin, blooming up toward her face, her eyes briefly met Ruth’s before she was completely engulfed in fire. 
    

    
      Ruth turned toward the rest of the witches from Harrows Wood that had slowly crept forth from within the Citadel. Their faces glowing in the heat of the fire., “Bow for your new High Priestess.”
    

    
      
    

    
              
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    



      Chapter Thirty Three
       
    

    
      No Hope For Heroes
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      N
      o sooner had Tiana perished, the wolves from Bracken broke through the crowd of witches, knocking several of them over and pushing Soul to one side. Brutus, the overseer of the Lycans and member of The Righteous Ones stood growling on the step in his human form. The other wolves on all fours, baying for blood and emitting deep, rumbling growls. He stared at Nova, “knew we shouldn’t have sent a woman to do a man's job.” He pointed toward the scorched remains of Tiana.
    

    
              “I don’t think we’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting face to face.” Nova said, “however, I’ve met my fair share of your kind and none of them have fared well.”
    

    
              “You think that scares me?” He taunted.
    

    
              “It should.” Nova grinned. “I am the Death Bringer, and ending you - each, and every one of you up in that Godforsaken Tower, is my destiny.”
    

    
              “You’re a little nobody, coming 
      ‘ere
       with big balls of steel, challenging Imogen,” he laughed himself hoarse, “
      a nobody
       can’t challenge us.”
    

    
              “Then isn’t it a good job that I'm not a nobody.” Nova smiled as Ruth whispered an incantation which revealed Nova’s royal tiara. “I am Nova, Princess of Illyria. Guardian of the future Queen of Illyria, and therefore, my blood states I can and shall challenge anyone in Hindra for the Throne.”
    

    
              Brutus studied her momentarily before staring up to the very top of Peony’s Tower, “this true?” He hollered.
    

    
              Nova squinted her eyes to see who was up top. “It's The Sight Sisters.” Ruth said.
    

    
              The conjoined siblings used their combined magics to glide gracefully to the stone steps. They stood for a moment in silence, raking over Nova and her allies. “I said, is this bollocks true?!” Brutus snarled at them.
    

    
              The women stepped forward until they were face to face with him and both heads spoke at once, “unless you wish to lose that tongue,” they echoed, “do not speak to us like that, ever again.”
    

    
              Brutus stepped back, “cunts,” he snarled quietly as they walked past him and stopped in front of Nova. 
    

    
              “We are the Sight Sisters, Daphne and Dina.” They shook Nova’s hand and smiled at her, “we saw you in our heads, quite a while ago. We knew you’d turn up here eventually. Immy was counting on it. We didn’t know you were Royalty though,” they mused, “how was that concealed from us I wonder?” They stroked her hair and plucked a hair from her head, examining it closely, “oh my,” Daphne smiled, “someone has been hiding your status from us.”
    

    
              “Tut Tut.” Dina whispered. “There’s trace magic all over you.”
    

    
              “What does that mean?” Nova quietly asked Ruth.
    

    
              “Someone has been trying to keep you safe.” Ruth replied.
    

    
              “But who?” Nova queried, “and why?”
    

    
              “So is she fucking Royalty or not?” Brutus demanded.
    

    
              The sisters turned to him, “that she is.” They replied calmly, “this young lady, though a Vampire, most certainly is a descendant of Cornelia Amethyst - she is of Royal lineage. So yes, silly dog, she’s Royalty and I reckon,” they glanced smugly at Nova, “that she’s here to fuck you all up.” They both laughed before running past Nova and into the excited crowd of people, “and we’re going to help her!”  They cackled.
    

    
              Nova grinned at Brutus, “doesn’t it just seem like your allies are dropping like flies?”
    

    
              “We’re just getting started!” He replied, then he clicked his fingers and dozens more lycans erupted from the depths of the Citadel, closely followed by several incredibly big Giants, each growling and roaring and stomping their feet. The presence of the Giants was enough to send Nova’s people and the injured Guards running for cover. She darted between an overturned waterbutt, joined by an out of breath Noah.
    

    
              “Move!” Noah screeched, throwing her to one side as a Giant's foot came down onto the waterbutt. Noah bolted towards a row of cottages, chased by several lycans. Nova watched dumbfounded as the horror around her 
      unravelled
      . Several Guards who’d switched sides were being ripped apart by Brutus and another wolf, to her left lay the body of a Siren, her eyes wide open, bright pink hair trailing behind her as the wound on her side gaped open. 
    

    
              Screams of terror and pain erupted all around her, she got to her feet, suddenly less sure of herself and was sent crashing back to the ground as a lycan took her out. She lay there grappling with him as he tried to slash at her throat, his spittle dripping onto her cheek. Shylo appeared above her and jammed a spear straight through the lycans skull and Nova pushed his body away from her.
    

    
              “Thankyou,” she said breathlessly, getting back to her feet.
    

    
              “Don’t thank me yet,” Shylo replied, throwing her spear past Nova’s head where it hit another wolf in the throat. Shylo ran past her to reclaim her spear and Nova jumped into the fray. Snapping necks and draining anyone who was harming her people. She pulled several civilians who had been evacuated from under an upturned cart and told them to run just as another Giant kicked her sideways where she went straight through the walls of a cottage, landing the otherside with a groan. 
    

    
      She wiped the blood from her lip and steadied herself again, running straight back into action, pulling a wolf away from Mother Moth, who in return encased a Giant behind Nova in a bubble of magic, Nova watched intrigued as the bubble seemed to shrink and throb and then with a pop, the bubble and indeed the Giant imploded, sending blood raining down from the sky. 
    

    
      “Jesus christ.” Nova exclaimed, as Hardy bumped into her.
    

    
      “Sorry,” He groaned, then cracked his neck and ran straight into a crowd of burly Guards. Nova could see Macie spinning around the middle of the men trying to take each of them on solo, her face was covered in blood gushing from her broken nose.
    

    
      Nova followed Hardy and broke through the rank of twenty or so men, baying for blood as Macie dispatched several with one blow. Hardy was attacking a spear armed man, so Nova stood back to back with Macie, fists raised as the Guards circled them.
    

    
      “Come here often, Red?” Macie quipped as one man lunged forward and she kicked him in the larynx.
    

    
      “Feels like too often.” Nova mused, pulling the same move on another Guard moving her way.
    

    
      “You know, I think I could do with a breather.” Macie wheezed, kneeing another Guard in the face, shattering his nose.
    

    
      Nova was about to ask what she meant when Macie suddenly pirouetted on the spot, laughing maniacally at the Guards confused faces.
    

    
      “Bonnie,” Nova whispered, watching in mild horror as Bonnie savaged the surrounding Guards, her movements so fast and fluid, no sooner had one fallen that she was dispatching another. It was like nothing else Nova had ever witnessed, Bonnie was crazed and savage, not just ripping into throats, but actively tearing chunks out wherever she could. Before long Bonnie stood there, a childlike grin on her face as she curtsied at Nova, “I think it’s time for tea,” she giggled, “tip me up and pour me out…” Then with crazed eyes she began biting into the flesh of the murdered men, grabbing at organs and intestines, drenching herself in their entrails. She sat there cackling, rubbing their blood into her cheeks like rouge. “Pour me out…pour me out.” She repeated, laughing to herself, becoming more manic until the bodies had been completely 
      pulverised
      . The entire time Bonnie had been finger painting with blood, Nova had stood rooted to the spot in shock and horror.
    

    
      Hardy ran to her side. “GO!” He shouted at Nova, “I’ve got this.” He grabbed Bonnie round the middle and ran in the opposite direction, away from the fray. 
    

    
      Before Nova could fully process what had just happened a piercing scream she’d heard before reached her ears. She spun on the spot, knowing exactly who the pained cries belonged to. She ran through the baying crowd, jumping over bodies and punching anyone in her way until she reached her destination. 
    

    
      Brutus held Max aloft by the neck, his claws digging into the Detective’s throat, blood seeping out beneath them. With his other hand, Brutus was repeatedly stabbing Max in the gut with his other clawed hand. Max tried with no avail to hit and scratch his way free, but he wasn’t strong enough yet, not against a fully fledged Lycan.
    

    
      “Max!” Nova screamed, he met her eyes and she saw the fear within them as they bulged, blood trickling from his mouth. 
    

    
      “Protect…her.” He rasped then reached down and loosened a blade attached to Brutus’s belt. Before she could act, before she could even take a step, Max stabbed Brutus in the chest with the sharp, serrated knife. Simultaneously, Brutus clamped his hand tighter and tighter, stumbling slightly, before he clamped so tight that the whites of Max’s eyes turned red, his legs kicking out, trying to free himself, but the werewolves grip strengthened and with a sickening crunch, Brutus crushed Max’s neck. Both men dropped to the ground, Mac turning to cinders in seconds. 
    

    
      “MAX!” Nova screamed as his body turned to ash. She heard footsteps behind her and Noah dropped to her side, his eyes taking in the scene before him. 
    

    
      “Get up.” He instructed her, “get up,” he said again. He held her under her arms and pulled her to her feet. “There was nothing you could do.” He said quickly, eyes darting behind her as another Lycan came hurtling towards Estelle right behind him. The blonde Lycan skidded to a halt, staring at Brutas, lying motionless on the ground.
    

    
      “Father?” He murmured, spittle dripping from his teeth as he grew in stature and howled at Nova, claws ready to maim. He took a single step in Nova’s direction before falling to the floor shrieking in agony. Queen Estelle was down on one knee behind him, a longsword dripping with blood in her hand. With one slice she’d cut straight through his ankles.
    

    
      “Poor Lycidas. Estelle mused. She clambored onto his back and grabbed a fistful of blonde hair, pulling his head back roughly. “For my babies.” Then with a flourish she snapped his neck. His head thudded as it hit the ground. 
    

    
              A movement to Nova’s right caught her attention and she released herself from Noah’s arms. Brutus had sat up, dazed and confused, pulling the blade from his chest with an 
      agonised
       groan. Blood began pulsing from the wound and he rolled onto his knees, trying to get to his feet. His bleary eyes settled on the body of his son, and he 
      pummeled
       the ground, screaming.
    

    
              Nova pushed past Noah and stood in front of the Lycan, he stared up at her defiantly, spitting blood at her feet. She suddenly 
      realised
       how small he looked, weak even, and it dawned on her that the blade Max had used was one of The Righteous Ones cursed weapons, used to return members of the Kin to their human forms.
    

    
              She kicked him in the chest which sent him reeling backward, where he lay groaning on his back, spluttering up blood. “Max…my friend…he bested you,” Nova said, looking down at him with hatred. 
    

    
              “Didn’t…do him much good though…did it.” Brutus said, coughing up blood.
    

    
      Nova placed her booted foot over his knife wound and pressed down hard, “hurts, doesn’t it?”
    

    
      Brutus looked up at her confused, Nova removed the pressure from his chest and crouched down beside him, “he took away your immortality, he made you WEAK.” She smirked as he cringed at her words.
    

    
      “I…am not…weak.” Brutas gasped for air.
    

    
      “You’re going to die just like your son,” Nova replied. “Not at my hands,” she sighed, “I wouldn’t strip Max of that 
      honour
      , but you will die. Slowly, and painfully. You have become the very thing you despise the most; Human. A fragile human at that, and this is how you’ll be remembered. There’ll be no Limbo for you Brutus,” she got to her feet, “only Hell awaits you now.” Nova kicked him in the gut, “and I hope Hell rips you apart.”
    

    
              
    

    



      Chapter Thirty Four 
    

    
      A Mother’s Sacrifice
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      N
      ova and Noah left Brutus bleeding out and dying beside his son and rejoined the fight. In the distance they could see Shylo and Ruth fighting together, both using their unique powers to overcome a particularly gnarly looking Giant. Ruth was concentrating on sending barbed creepers to wrap around the Giant's legs while Shylo was lulling him into a docile state with her song. Then, with an almighty bang, the Giant fell flat on his face, completely out cold. Where one fell however, another appeared, just as big and brutish as its predecessor. Ruth had it under control and conjoined her magic with that of the witches of the ‘Wood and they worked together to battle the beast, Shylo and her Sirens now dancing a few foolish, loyal Scouts to their merry deaths.
    

    
      A sudden onslaught of Guards surged forward, filing out of Cells beneath the Citadel, they were being chased by a host of freed prisoners, running after them with makeshift weapons. Coming up behind them, Nova spotted Mother Moth with a grin on her face. Noah left her side to jump into the middle of a fight, batting back several Shriekers, fangs out as he tore into them fiercely. The Mother then ran off in the direction of the Sight Sisters and they took off down the path to take down the last remaining Giant alongside Ruth and witches.  Nova took stock of the situation around her, they were winning. Actually winning. They’d bested the majority of the Giants, freed the prisoners, gotten the witches on their side and now, 
      were
       pushing back against the remaining lycans, Shriekers and Scouts. Nova took their current run of goodluck as an opportunity to silently enter the Citadel. 
    

    
      She crept along the deserted hallway, treading its soft, burgundy carpets lightly. Nova could hear shouting from somewhere up ahead and crept silently to the corner, looking around it cautiously. Hilda and a tall man dressed all in black were deep in a disagreement. Nova saw Hilda bring out a wooden stake and 
      tak
      e aim at the man's chest. As she moved to plunge the stake forward, Nova ran headfirst into the older woman, knocking her to the floor unconscious.
    

    
      “You!” The pale man said, shocked. “You’re the one, aren’t you? The end of all this?”
    

    
      “Apparently so.” Nova replied curtly, “and you are the High Vampire, Dante, aren’t you?” The man nodded, “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t do the very thing she planned to do?”  She picked the stake up and plunged it with force into the wall beside his head.
    

    
      “Please,” he stammered, “all I’ve done, I’ve done for my family.”
    

    
      “Brutus is dead.” She said sternly, “Imogen is next, if you want my pardon, give me a reason to do it.”
    

    
      “The Seer, the one hiding the 
      Instrumenta
       Dei, she’s out cold up top. Her and Imogen got into a huge argument…over you. If The Mother wants those tools, then now's the time to get them. That’s why this woman accosted me, she wanted the tools.”
    

    
      “The Seer you speak off…is she ok?” Nova queried, glancing briefly at the unconscious Hilda.
    

    
      “Why care? She’s been hindering you since day one, working against you.”
    

    
      “She’s my mother.” Nova replied coldly.
    

    
      “Bloody hell.” Dante replied. “Then I’m pretty certain Imogen knows that by now, I’ll offer you my condolences, because there’s no way in hell that Imogen will allow her to live.”
    

    
      “Just get your wife and child and head to Illyria, your little girl, Maya, is there, in the care of a woman named Magna. Run and don’t look back. You’ve got a second chance to start again and make things right, atone for the 
      aeons
       of pain you three pieces of shit put all these Realms through. Make the most of it, because the majority of us don’t get that.”
    

    
      “This isn’t how I dreamed it to be.” Dante said, “We were supposed to make a difference, like Hindrackson did, but Imogen was just power hungry. Testing on Hybrids, injecting our soldiers and Guards with God knows what.”
    

    
      “You’re a bigger fool than I first thought if you truly believe Hindrackson is worthy of being 
      idolised
      .”
    

    
      “If he didn’t exist, then we’d have had nowhere to live out our days in safety.” Dante countered.
    

    
      “True, but doing one good thing doesn't cancel out the long list of atrocities he went on to commit afterwards. You have been stupidly 
      romanticising
       a barbaric bastard who could only find a Queen through trickery and force. He was no different to the pricks back in London, with one hand on their crotch and the other pissing their money away on hookers like me, their little wives at home completely unaware of their husband’s infidelity.”
    

    
       “In which case, that weasel from your human world, Soul, seems almost good in comparison.”
    

    
      “My human world?” Nova quizzed him.
    

    
      “I remember the hair.” He smiled apologetically. “The night we collected those policemen from the warehouse, you were there, as Soul’s trinket. After his demise and the sudden assault against us, I put two and two together. You’ve come a long way.”
    

    
      “And I’m not done yet.”
    

    
      “I wish you luck, Death Bringer. Imogen has weaknesses…cracks in her 
      armour
      . Betrayal is her biggest one. Use that to your advantage, if the Seer that’s been laying beside her for the last ninety years is indeed your mother, then that will be her undoing.” Nova watched as he ran away at speed, nothing but a blur in the distance, then she turned her attention back to Hilda on the floor, nudging the older woman with her boot. 
    

    
      “Wake up.” Nova instructed her, kicking her again. Hilda groggily stared up at her. “Start talking.” Nova demanded.
    

    
      Hilda crawled to the wall and slumped against it. “I wanted God’s Tools.” She breathed heavily.
    

    
      “For what purpose?”
    

    
       “I wanted to save Hindra…rid it of your kind for good. Thought I could make things right, for my father..”
    

    
      “You foolish woman.” Nova snarled. “I’m not the enemy.”
    

    
      “You’re a Vampire.” Hilda stammered, “so, I beg to differ.”
    

    
      “How did you even know the whereabouts of the Tools?” Nova queried.
    

    
      “I…touched the Orb in The Mothers staff after it cracked, she was slumbering, I used my powers to do a trace, to find a path to the other Tools. It led me here.”
    

    
      “The Tools are not meant for fools.”
    

    
      “How dare you.” Hilda snapped.
    

    
      “HOW DARE YOU!” Nova raged. “So what was to be your next move? Wield the Tools and become what? A hero? Bit far-fetched, don’t you think?”
    

    
      “You started a war.” Hilda snapped, “you’re not exactly a hero yourself.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to be!” Nova replied fiercely. “I never asked for any of this! I was a whore, from London! That was my life and then suddenly I was thrown into this world, destiny and titles laid upon me. These names that I’ve been adorned with, I didn’t choose them. Each one has been given to me, occasionally forced upon me. All I want - all I have ever wanted, is to simply be Nova.”
    

    
              “I just thought…”
    

    
              “Thought what?”
    

    
              “I don’t know!” Hilda shouted, “I just don’t trust your kind. I assumed you were just another chancer, full of  false promises.”
    

    
              “You are a foolish, bigoted, sad old woman. Full of such hatred that it blinds you. You’re no use to me nor this cause, go back to Illyria, and stay there.” Nova instructed. Hilda got to her feet and glanced at Nova, it looked as though she was going to say something but thought better of it, instead she ambled away down the hallway, back toward the large doors.
    

    
              Nova reached out to Ruth telepathically and told her to find Mother Moth and head to the now unarmed bunker beneath the grand entrance to retrieve the 
      Instrumemtai
       Dei whilst she finds Imogen.
    

    
              She headed toward a very large, spiral staircase in the 
      centre
       of the grand Citadel, whose sleek marble steps were lined in gold. Nova stepped lightly up the steps, climbing up to the very top of Queen Peony’s Tower. A door stood at the top of the stairs, it opened up smoothly and Nova peered around it. With a dagger in her hand, Imogen stood over Penny’s hunched over body.
    

    
              “What have you done?” Nova muttered, stepping into the light.
    

    
              Imogen turned sharply to face her. Her long, white robes were streaked with blood. “Finally we come face to face.”
    

    
              “What have you done to my mother?” Nova said again, gulping.
    

    
              “We didn’t see eye to eye.”
    

    
              “So you’ve killed her?” Nova said.
    

    
              “Nothing quite as crass as that.” Imogen replied, wiping the hilt of the bloody knife on her robes and placing it on the balcony railing beside her. “I loved her, you know, truly, with every ounce of my being, loved her.”
    

    
              “So what changed?” Nova asked, inching closer.
    

    
              “You.” Imogen spat angrily. “I had the world at my feet, the Realms all in a pretty row. A good woman by my side and a solid deal in your human world. Then you came along and ruined it all. Not even taking away your immortality puts a stop to your interference.”
    

    
              “Destiny is as destiny does.” Nova replied, “if this is what I was made for, then so be it.”
    

    
              “You were nothing.” Imogen replied incredulously. “Just some stupid girl that Soul controlled. None of this was destiny, you’re just an insolent child with daddy issues.”
    

    
              “You are so very wrong. I was never a nobody, I was, am, and always will be - Royalty.”
    

    
              Imogen surveyed her briefly, eyes narrowing, “Royalty? Of what? Prostitutes?” She laughed.
    

    
              “I am the Princess of Illyria, my mother - Penny,” she looked at her unconscious mother on the ground for reference, “is the granddaughter of Cornelia Amethyst. Time to wake up Imogen…your reign is over.”
    

    
              “There are no Amethysts.” She snapped.
    

    
              “I’m standing right here.” Nova smiled, “and I challenge you for the reign of Hindra.”
    

    
              “You…can’t.” Imogen said, shocked.
    

    
              “Wrong.” Nova smiled, as she came closer to the woman.
    

    
              “This is my Realm! Mine!” Imogen roared, hastily picking up the knife once more and brandishing it in front of her. “I have worked too hard to just hand it over to a child like you!”
    

    
              Nova stepped forward unafraid, “all you’ve done is destroy Hindra and all of its Realms and people, pitting them against each other. Using them, torturing them. You are evil personified. You’ve profited off their slaughter, off the backs of slaves sold to you from London.”
    

    
              “All in the name of keeping these Realms alive.”
    

    
              “Alive? They’re barely existing! No trade deals, no mingling, no correspondence between species, no hope or rations or medical care, all things you as their leaders are meant to provide! So many of your lost Kin wound up in London, alone. You are a monster.”
    

    
              “And you’re getting on my nerves.” Imogen snapped, sending a ball of blue magic towards her. Nova ducked and it hit the wall behind her, exploding and making a crater in the side of the Tower.
    

    
              Nova ran towards Imogen, grabbing the woman around the waist and slamming her into the opposite wall. Imogen tried valiantly to stab Nova and Nova did her best to pin Imogen's arms against the wall, smacking it there several times to release the blade.
    

    
              It clattered to the floor and with another blast of magic, Nova was propelled backward. She skidded on her side across the ground and stared up at Imogen as she formed another ball of magic between her hands..
    

    
              “Like I said to Peony when we went toe to toe, Hindra is mine.” She raised her arm to curse Nova but suddenly staggered forward, eyes wide.. She turned slowly and Nova saw a knife jutting out from between her shoulder blades, Penny was standing there, wobbling and clutching her bleeding stomach where Imogen had clearly stabbed her earlier. Nova watched as Imogen yanked the knife from her back and dropped it to the ground. Then Mother and daughters eyes met, a thousand words hanging in the air between them as Imogen lunged at Penny. Nova’s mother grabbed Imogen around the waist and looked again at Nova, tears falling. Penny smiled softly, “I always loved you.” Before Nova could process what was happening, Penny hurled both herself and Imogen backward over the balcony.
    

    
              “Mama!” Nova screamed, running to the edge. There on the ground below lay the two women, limbs splayed at odd angles as blood seeped around them. Nova slid to her knees, as the reality set in. She picked up the discarded knife, turning it over in her hands, and there, clear as day, were the runes she’d hoped not to see.
    

    
      She peered between the rails, looking down at the crowd forming around the bodies, and let the tears fall, loudly sobbing. In her last act of love for Nova, Penny had sacrificed herself to save her and all of Hindra.
    

    
      “I’ve always loved you too mama.” Nova laid flat on the ground, 
      desensitised
       to everything around her. She stared up at the sky, blocking out the grief as the clouds above parted and began swirling in a mass of pure white and gold.
    

    




    
      
    

    
      Epilogue 
    

    
      
    

    
      Birdsong
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
              
      I
      n the weeks that followed, Hindra began its journey of healing. The Badlands began sprouting tiny green shoots, ready to grow and bloom. The sky overhead had remained white and pure, and life for the survivors had gradually returned to some form of normality. A vast amount of Hindra needed rebuilding, homes, stalls and places of rest had been obliterated in the battle for freedom. 
      Labourers
      , blacksmiths and various Lycans and Vampires had joined together, hauling away rubble and preparing for a fresh start. Of course, it could all be replaced by magic, but the people wanted to do things right, to rebuild not just their homes, but themselves too.
    

    
              Max had been buried beside Romany back in Illyria, his service had been beautiful. Alaric had come at Nova’s special request, dressed head to toe in his smartest suit and clutching the photo of him and Max tightly. After paying his respects, he’d promised Nova to continue protecting London and watching out for Hazel and the others, in return she’d given him back the magical talisman, telling him if he should ever need her, to just call out and she’d been there. 
    

    
      Penny’s body upon Nova’s royal demand had been granted admission to the Amethyst tomb in Illyria. Nova had made it clear to all that in the end, Penny had sacrificed herself for the greater good. Her mother deserved peace in heaven. Her entry into Limbo was impossible thanks to Imogen and her cursed weapons. Nova’s heart ached, she’d lost both parents, gone in the most unfair of ways. Despite her tainted childhood and the complex feelings she had in regards to her parents, in the end they'd given their lives for her. Nova often thought back to the inscription on her tomb in Ruth’s nightmare world; 
      Here 
      lays
       Nova, as alone at the end as she was at the beginning. 
      She had a sneaky feeling that in some way, Ruth’s psyche had known all along how Nova’s life would pan out, but if there’s one thing she knew for sure, despite being an orphan, she was in no way alone. 
    

    
              Nova had given a speech just hours after the battle had finished and the dust had settled. Half congratulatory and half sorrowful, as despite the relief at winning the war, there had been many casualties on both sides. Some 
      weighing
       heavier on her conscience than others. 
    

    
              Mother Moth and Ruth had rushed to the bunker whilst Nova confronted Imogen. They’d been seconds away from  finally reclaiming the Instrumentai Dei when they were ambushed by a wolf from Bracken, though Ruth had thankfully managed to roll to safety, The Mother had not been so lucky. Her rapid 
      ageing
       had left her weak and slow on her feet, the more magic she’d used against the Shriekers and Scouts, the faster her powers and energy had been depleted to the point where for the first time in her existence, she was vulnerable. The wolf had simply seen an opportunity to attack and taken it. The Mother had fallen silently. Her staff rolling across the floor, it’s cracked 
      orb
       resting at Ruth’s feet. 
    

    
              Ruth had killed the Lycan in fury then collected the God's Tools, intending to return them to their rightful place in the ruins of Mount Divinity, but fate had had other ideas. No sooner had she picked them up, was she shrouded in the same swirling white light Nova had seen erupt in the skies when Imogen had died.
    

    
              The Divine Ones had returned, if only to leave their legacy in Ruth's hands. They’d chosen her to continue where they’d failed, to rebuild Hindra and all its Realms and to help them become what they’d always been destined to be. The future the Kin deserved. Their powers and knowledge became Ruth’s, the scroll, the key and the orb, merging, becoming one glowing necklace that had clasped itself around her neck. Now she was the keeper, the curator, the Goddess.
    

    
              The Mother and her fallen Mothlings had been buried at the gravesite in Hindra, near the ruins of Mount Divinity. Her now 
      orbless
       staff had been used as her gravemarker, adorned with flowers, 
      jewellery
       and tokens of the 
      Hindranites
       gratitude for all that she and her Mothlings had done.
    

    
              Hardy and Bonnie were officially MIA. Neither had been seen since the dust had settled. Nova had scoured the Badlands and realms, but they were gone. No one knew why or where, but instead prayed for their safety. None more so than Shylo and Magna. Estelle had kindly offered to send her Blood Riders on a search and rescue mission, but Nova had a feeling that they'd find their own way home eventually, when whatever it was they were chasing was caught.  
    

    
      The inhabitants of Hindra and the sundry Realms had come together, to peacefully pay their respects to those who’d lost their lives in the war, no matter the side they'd been fighting on, they were blessed with a true and respectful burial. 
    

    
              Dante and Betsy were finally reunited with their daughter, Maya. Together, they and both their children relocated from Illyria, choosing instead to stay at the Lagoon, where Chaplin had set up quite a prosperous looking camping ground, complete with ramshackle bar selling bootleg booze. Members of the old Brotherhood had flocked to the beaches alongside any stragglers who felt like living off grid.
    

    
              Nova had lifted all bans, and pardoned all sentences. They’d given out countless rations, parcels and money from the vaults to every inhabitant of Hindra who’d suffered directly beneath Imogen. Dromida and her healers had aided those still suffering from withdrawal from Odyssey X, and with the help of some wolves from Bracken had made a start on building an actual real infirmary in the Citadel.
    

    
              Now all of the Inflicted 
      were
       to look forward, and lay the past to rest, never to be forgotten, but also never to be repeated. Nova had given the rule of Hindra to Ruth, who in the months after the war, had discovered she was pregnant. Bucky was every inch the doting father-to-be and had insisted on staying beside his betrothed in 
      Hindra
      . The Divine Ones had left a parting gift for Ruth, by way of a thankyou for taking up the mantle of protector of Hindra, they’d bestowed upon Bucky, immortality. Shylo and Estelle had each been tasked with working together to oversee the surrounding Realms. 
    

    
      Nova knew in her heart that the three women combined would do what was best for each and every member of the Inflicted Kin, without prejudice or ulterior motives. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I love you.” Nova whispered, her head finding its resting place on Noah’s shoulder. Her long black trench coat whipped about her in the high winds, as salty spray speckled her face.
    

    
      “I love you too.” Noah replied, placing a protective arm around her shoulder, the other cradling the baby in Nova’s arms. Orla was wrapped in Nova’s old shawl, it had 
      travelled
       with her everywhere, and now was Orla’s to keep safe along with Max’s belongings and Romany’s bangles and old song book. The baby girl was cooing gently as the sun began to set. They stood together at the Docks in London, ready to board a steam ship heading straight for America. Six and a half months had passed, before Nova finally felt the time was right to take leave. Nova had visited River’s willow tree, placing her Royal Tiara upon her daughter's brand new tombstone. Making peace finally with all she had lost in her old life, in order to start anew. 
    

    
      Before their exit, the Sight Sisters had insisted she visit Limbo. They, working alongside the renegade Seers had managed to alter Limbos gateway forever, though crossing over into the Realm was still impossible, now both sides could see and talk to one another. When Nova had arrived, she’d stood before the gateway, unsure of what to expect. Mother Moth had appeared first, her arms around Lizzy, both grinning. A tall gentleman stood behind them, Nova assumed him to be Miller, Mother Moth’s lost love. The trio had bowed to her then The Mother stepped forward. “Well done,” she smiled sweetly then made way for Max to step forward, he’d smiled and blown her a soft kiss, his eyes wet with tears as he waved at his daughter, cuddled up in Nova’s arms. “Thank you,” he’d whispered, then turned behind him and ushered Romany to his side, and there in Romany’s arms was a perfect, tiny baby. Goosebumps had erupted over Nova’s body as Romany stepped forward, placing her hand flat against the invisible barrier, Nova had mirrored her, their palms facing one another. “Just as you protect mine, I shall protect yours.” Romany had said softly. Nova had looked down, taking in the tiny baby's features, grief and joy crippling her as she 
      realised
       her darling River was there, inside Limbo, waiting for her to one day to cross over. 
    

    
      Later that day, the Sight Sisters had explained that Nova’s sight was hereditary. Baby River had Seer blood and Limbo was her resting place, where she’d wait for however long it took, to be reunited with her mother, Hindra’s Heroine.
    

    
              Nova fiddled with the ring on her finger as the wind became harsher. They’d said ‘I do’ just two days before leaving Hindra for London, Noah in a suit of black crushed velvet and Nova in a champagne and gold dress of antique lace. They’d been married beside the Lagoon, beneath sweeping blossom trees and congratulated by those they loved. Chaplin had walked her down the aisle, blubbering the entire way, whilst Ruth, Shylo and Magna threw rose petals and rice over the happy couple. Bucky had handed them their rings and cried into his hat. A Minister from Illyria had given them their blessings, and to rapturous cheers, Noah had kissed his bride. 
    

    
              Saying goodbye, though just temporary, to Ruth and Bucky had been hard. The magic in the ring Macie had given Nova had been replicated perfectly and placed into a matching wedding band for Noah. Queen Estelle had granted Nova permission to keep hold of it, and now the world was their oyster and the only thing limiting them was themselves. Not the sun, not The Righteous Ones and not destiny. 
    

    
              Together they’d raise Orla, help her see all the human world had to offer, and then one day they’d return, take her to Limbo so she could finally see her parents, know of their heroism and strength. Nova and Noah vowed to teach her about Hindra, about the Realms and all the Kin and they’d be there beside her, when at 18 she’s crowned Queen of Illyria. 
    

    
      Until then, this was their chance to live happily ever after. A smile crept across her face as the ship's Captain ushered them forward, and with real hope firmly planted in her heart and a destination in mind, Nova was finally free. 
    

    
              
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The End
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      From Kelly, with love
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Here lies the never before released poetry collection from which Nova came into fruition.
    

    
      
    

    
      Raw, unedited and its own entity all together.
    

    
      ~ Enjoy ~
    

    
      
    

    
      I present to you;
       
      Cherry Nova; The Origin
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Part One - Nova
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Lip locked in passionate embrace
    

    
      Entombed within each others souls
    

    
      Bodies combining
    

    
      Melting, 
      moulding
       into one
    

    
      The heat resonating off their bodies
    

    
      Like cherry red flames consuming them
    

    
      A blur of movement
    

    
      A sensual numbing of the mind
    

    
      All thoughts leading directly to one another
    

    
      Their hands
    

    
      Their lips
    

    
      Their bare bodies writhing together
    

    
      Lost in torrid waves of fire
    

    
      The beast lurks there
    

    
      In the darkness
    

    
      Waiting for the opportune moment to rise up
    

    
      The dark haired male 
    

    
      Kisses his lovers neck
    

    
      Feeling her shiver beneath him
    

    
      Her wavy red hair
    

    
      Flared out across the cream linen pillow
    

    
      Her eyes closed
    

    
      Savouring
       each lust filled second
    

    
      Willing time to slow to a standstill
    

    
      Just to 
      savour
       a little bit more
    

    
      Nova opened her eyes
    

    
      Her moist lips parted to release a low moan
    

    
      Ransom suddenly started convulsing
    

    
      Muscles rippling on his back
    

    
      He felt as though fire or ice had been poured down his throat
    

    
      Nova dug her nails in deeper
    

    
      Assuming he’d just hit his stride
    

    
      She lay there
    

    
      Oblivious to the danger creeping up on her
    

    
      Ransoms head snapped back
    

    
      Teeth bared
    

    
      Spittle dripping down his chin
    

    
      His eyes
    

    
      His beautiful blue eyes
    

    
      Were now cold, 
      grey
       and empty
    

    
      Nova swallowed hard
    

    
      Choking on her fear
    

    
      Pushing and scratching with all her might
    

    
      Trying to get him off her
    

    
      But it was too late
    

    
      The beast had already arrived
    

    
      With a thirsty growl
    

    
      Ransom brought his teeth crashing down upon her breast
    

    
      Ruby red blood seeping beneath his teeth
    

    
      Staining her delicate white skin
    

    
      Nova uttered a prayer under her breath
    

    
      Tears pricked her eyes
    

    
      She could feel him sucking her life away
    

    
      Gulping down her blood like wine
    

    
      This was it
    

    
      However sickening
    

    
      It was almost
    

    
      The end
    

    
      However no sooner had it started
    

    
      It seemed to stop
    

    
      She lay there
    

    
      Weak and motionless
    

    
      Just willing the pain to cease
    

    
      Ransom sprang from the bed
    

    
      Cowering in the corner
    

    
      A cold sweat dripping from his muscular frame
    

    
      A wave of nausea hit him
    

    
      He vomited where he sat
    

    
      He knew it was time to run
    

    
      The beast was back
    

    
      And with it the hunger
    

    
      He pulled on his trousers, vest and shoes
    

    
      A delightful smell caught him off guard
    

    
      A vase of lilies on the bedside cabinet
    

    
      Letting off their sweet aroma
    

    
      Picking one up
    

    
      He let the delicate fragrance cleanse his soul
    

    
      He closed his eyes briefly
    

    
      Trying to remember what came before now
    

    
      Before the sense of danger
    

    
      Before the urgency of running
    

    
      A single tear fell upon the lily
    

    
      With sadness he glanced down at his dear, sweet Nova
    

    
      If only she knew…
    

    
      But no, even he didn’t know anymore
    

    
      He kissed the flower
    

    
      Then tossed it onto the bed
    

    
      Without a backward glance he leaped from the balcony
    

    
      Nova heard him leave
    

    
      Her lover vanishing into the night
    

    
      The man she gave herself to
    

    
      Gone
    

    
      A mixture of rage and sadness engulfed her
    

    
      And then a cold voice whispered in her mind
    

    
      ‘The darkness keeps you here my child, and now you belong to me’
    

    
      Like waking from a nightmare
    

    
      She sat bolt upright in the bed
    

    
      Heart hammering in her chest
    

    
      The lily found its way into her hand
    

    
      She cradled it to her cheek
    

    
      Then crushed it and let the petals fall
    

    
      Without warning
    

    
      The vile stench of bile hit her hard
    

    
      She clambored off the bed to the washroom
    

    
      Rinsing her mouth out with cold fresh water
    

    
      She stared into the mirror
    

    
      Nova barely recognised herself
    

    
      Her once gleaming red curls
    

    
      Sat plastered to her neck and back with sweat
    

    
      Her normally bright green eyes
    

    
      Seemed dull and distant
    

    
      And her skin held an almost unnatural tint of white
    

    
      Her eyes darted to the streaks of blood
    

    
      Smeared across her breasts and stomach
    

    
      She touched herself
    

    
      Searching for a wound
    

    
      But all she found
    

    
      Was a small lumpy scar
    

    
      One she’d never noticed before
    

    
      Her head exploded in pain
    

    
      Sinking to her knees she clutched it in agony
    

    
      And then in an instant
    

    
      Everything faded to black 
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Part Two - Holy
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The night was warm and muggy
    

    
      Yet a chance of rain hung in the air
    

    
      A gentle breeze blew through the open doors of the small chapel
    

    
      Leaves scattering across the entryway
    

    
      Rows of candles lit the pews with delicate flames
    

    
      Father Abrian seated himself in the confession booth
    

    
      He could hear the gentle hum of breathing through the partition 
    

    
      He cleared his throat and gently asked
    

    
      ‘Please confide in me child, and in this chapel find forgiveness and atonement for your sins’
    

    
      He heard a sigh
    

    
      Then an angelic voice
    

    
      Drifted to his ears
    

    
      The young girl had started her confession
    

    
      ‘I've sinned father, I know not what to do, nor what I've done.’
    

    
      She paused
    

    
      ‘Inside my mind I see fragmented pictures, playing over and over. I see blood father, pools of blood. Everytime I close my eyes, I see the beast staring back at me. His putrid breath upon my throat. Teasing me, taunting me. He challenges me to bloom, but into what father? What does this beast man want?’
    

    
      She let out a small sob
    

    
      ‘I sense him within me, wherever I go. I have lustful thoughts and feelings father. I want to rip, to tear the flesh off everyone I meet. It’s bloodlust that rages through my body. Oh, father, I’m so very frightened. I don’t think I can control these urges forever. Has the devil possessed me? Am I dying, father? What am I?’
    

    
      Father Abrian had heard thousands of confessions in his time
    

    
      Various tales of demons
    

    
      Of voices in the shadows
    

    
      But this felt different
    

    
      A cold chill filled the booth around him
    

    
      His teeth suddenly chattering
    

    
      A nauseating feeling of disgust rose within him
    

    
      He could hear the girl sobbing
    

    
      He sensed the beast was within these very walls
    

    
      Darting from pew to pew
    

    
      This girl
    

    
      This angel from hell
    

    
      She must be destroyed
    

    
      He darted out of the booth
    

    
      Holding his cross around his neck for dear life
    

    
      He cowered against the altar
    

    
      He could hear the whispers
    

    
      He knew this time that the shadows truly hid something evil
    

    
      Father Abrian had no chance to escape
    

    
      She spun around
    

    
      She was on him in an instant
    

    
      She stared him in the eye
    

    
      Mouth gaping
    

    
      Teeth bared
    

    
      Her tears still spilling
    

    
      ‘Oh father, please forgive me’
    

    
      And then she fed until he went limp in her arms
    

    
      And she was reborn
    

    
      Nova had tasted the darkness
    

    
      And she liked it
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Part Three - Hollow
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Alone she wanders through the storm
    

    
      Counting the thunderous booms
    

    
      Long hair sodden
    

    
      Hanging down her back
    

    
      Her creamy-white gown is muddy
    

    
      And yet despite the rain
    

    
      She keeps walking
    

    
      Not knowing where she’s going
    

    
      Just knowing that she must
    

    
      She reaches the dock
    

    
      A ship of some sort stands before her
    

    
      Tall, proud and elegant
    

    
      She desperately wants to leave this place
    

    
      To leave the coldness behind
    

    
      Without documentation 
    

    
      Or fistfulls of coins
    

    
      She was unsure how to pursue her goal
    

    
      She pulled the hood of her long black coat up
    

    
      Trying to shelter her face
    

    
      Her cheeks were flushed from the rain
    

    
      She shivered
    

    
      And shied away from the biting wind
    

    
      The captain of the ship
    

    
      Set his sights on the beauty
    

    
      His cracked fingers
    

    
      Pinching his stubbled chin in thought
    

    
      His weathered face had aged badly
    

    
      But he still saw himself as quite a catch
    

    
      He could tell that the crimson princess before him
    

    
      Was lost, alone and needed passage
    

    
      From a glance he knew she was a pauper
    

    
      But it wasn’t money he had on his mind
    

    
      Stanton was a proud man
    

    
      But a typical old sea dog too
    

    
      He thought with his genitals
    

    
      Not with his brain
    

    
      He approached the maiden
    

    
      Turning on his charm
    

    
      She looked at him
    

    
      Glass eyed, unsure
    

    
      Her face was angelic
    

    
      ‘A pretty young tail like yourself m’dear shouldn’t be 
      travelling
       these parts alone’
    

    
      Sucking on his cigar
    

    
      He released several smoke rings into the air
    

    
      Nova watched him with intrigue
    

    
      ‘I wish for passage sir, where might this ship be going?’
    

    
      Her voice was silky smooth
    

    
      Her lips moist and plump
    

    
      ‘Anywhere a fine lass like yourself wishes to go’
    

    
      He spoke little a gentleman
    

    
      Nova could see through his visage
    

    
      Yet she was desperate to leave this place afterall
    

    
      ‘I have no money captain, no possessions of value. Just myself’
    

    
      She smiled coyly
    

    
      Yet inside felt disgusted
    

    
      she'd been raised to be a good girl
    

    
      Not a jezebel, a judy or a whore
    

    
      But, needs must
    

    
      ‘Maybe we can come to some sort of arrangement’
    

    
      Stanton beckoned her forward
    

    
      Touching her porcelain face
    

    
      With rough, scratch hands
    

    
      His breath stank of stale ale
    

    
      Novas stomach churned
    

    
      She’d not eaten in days
    

    
      Her appetite waning
    

    
      Since her night with Ransom
    

    
      At the thought of her lover
    

    
      She cast a glance at the ocean
    

    
      Her heart breaking
    

    
      At the thought of never seeing him again
    

    
      A deal was struck
    

    
      Her life now in the hands of Stanton
    

    
      She learned fast upon that ship
    

    
      That men are greedy
    

    
      Their hands lustful
    

    
      Her protests depleted the further they sailed
    

    
      Nova was no more
    

    
      Now she was cherry
    

    
      And cherry was starved
    

    
      
    

    




    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Part Four - Hunger
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The dreams had become more persistent since docking
    

    
      More like night terrors really
    

    
      Constant images of torn flesh
    

    
      Bleeding hearts
    

    
      Piercing cries
    

    
      Every night was the same
    

    
      The blood lust would rise within her
    

    
      Growing second by second
    

    
      It took all her might to ignore the beast
    

    
      To keep it in the shadows of her mind
    

    
      She ached to feed
    

    
      But refused to become a monster
    

    
      She wouldn’t let the beast win
    

    
      A man in his 50’s beckoned her forth
    

    
      In her jade corset and skirts she looked divine
    

    
      Almost edible
    

    
      Her cherry red curls piled up high on her head
    

    
      Breasts heaving with each breath
    

    
      With an air of seduction
    

    
      She took the man's hand
    

    
      Leading him to a room upstairs
    

    
      The brothel she worked in 
    

    
      Was rotten to its core
    

    
      In that room
    

    
      She recited her learned act
    

    
      Put on a show
    

    
      Remove her clothes slowly
    

    
      Dance in his lap
    

    
      Anything to put off the inevitable intercourse
    

    
      Before she’d so much as removed her corset
    

    
      Two drunken louts had burst through the door
    

    
      Salivating
    

    
      She was cornered
    

    
      Alone
    

    
      Three against one
    

    
      The man on the bed sneered
    

    
      The men united
    

    
      Had planned a night of debauchery 
    

    
      He hit her across the face 
    

    
      She fell to the floor
    

    
      Stunned
    

    
      Her heart beat fast beneath her skin
    

    
      She could feel
    

    
      The itchy, burning hunger rise inside
    

    
      These men would pay the price
    

    
      She dared them to touch her again
    

    
      They smirked
    

    
      She giggled
    

    
      They inched closer
    

    
      She let the beast out to play
    

    
      Let it claw free from within
    

    
      The rage and hunger was free
    

    
      She lunged at them
    

    
      Before they knew what was happening
    

    
      She’d ripped through their bodies
    

    
      Fed on their flesh
    

    
      Drank their blood
    

    
      And felt an almost sexual satisfaction
    

    
      Standing up
    

    
      She wiped her mouth 
    

    
      Smearing blood across her lips
    

    
      Tiny droplets falling on her naked body
    

    
      Licking her lips
    

    
      She smiled
    

    
      Pulling on her undergarments
    

    
      Then the horror sunk in
    

    
      She’d have to run
    

    
      Again
    

    
      She’d found her thirst
    

    
      Her calling
    

    
      Waves of regret mingled with ecstasy 
    

    
      She reels back from the bodies
    

    
      Leaping from the window
    

    
      She runs and runs
    

    
      Until she collapses in a heap of pain
    

    
      She rests herself against a tombstone
    

    
      Feeling as though she could sleep for millenia
    

    
      The tears flowed freely
    

    
      Leaving marks across her cheeks
    

    
      Her breathing slowed
    

    
      Her heart calming
    

    
      Mind relaxing
    

    
      As the beast hides again
    

    
      She sat for hours alone that night
    

    
      Understanding now that solitude was her new existence
    

    
      She blocks out all of what lies behind her
    

    
      She can’t remember who she once was
    

    
      But one thing is certain
    

    
      She’s not a victim anymore
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ~ ©Kelly-Marie Pollock - 2011 ~
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