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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Zach Black raced across the empty beach, ignoring the grains of sand the wind jabbed against his skin like needle points. He was away from that house and away from that man.
 
   His sixteen-year-old legs carried him faster and further with every stride, and his lungs screamed for him to stop. But Zach didn’t listen. Or care! Running was his release. It was a daily taste of freedom that he devoured like a ravenous animal. 
 
   Ahead of him, waiting as always was a familiar outcrop of rock. Black against the skyline, it lay against the sand like a giant’s arm. Zach knew it well. He also knew he had just five more seconds to reach it before the Atlantic Ocean claimed him.
 
   Zach raced the ocean every day. The challenge reminded him that life could be exciting and exhilarating. It also reminded him that danger could be conquered. But today, danger was winning. 
 
   The tide was racing faster than ever and Zach had mistimed his run. Two miles didn’t sound like a long distance. It was a run he had made every day for the last month, since moving to Cornwall with his uncle Fandel. On a fresh spring morning, Zach could’ve made the run in less than twelve minutes. But today, with the wind leaning against him like a heavy drunk, he was struggling. And the ocean could sense weakness.
 
   The first heavy wave thumped against rock, splashing the sand with stakes of cold sea. The Atlantic retreated, but just for a moment. A second, larger wave broke against the outcrop and this time the water didn’t retreat. One more wave and the cove would be flooded. Zach knew if didn’t make it around the outcrop, he would be stranded. The tide wouldn’t retreat for another four hours and by then his uncle Fandel would come looking for him. Fear tightened Zach’s throat as he imagined the consequences.
 
   Fighting the lactic acid that already stung his legs, Zach pushed himself through the pain barrier. A shadow darkened the strip of sand ahead of Zach as the raging ridge of a third wave loomed above him like an ogre. The ocean roared in triumph as it sent a wall of water surging forward to devour him.
 
   ‘Gotchya!’ Zach laughed as he leapt from the sea-soaked sand and bounced onto a familiar plateau of rock. Cat-tails of ice-cold ocean slapped against his back and across his neck, stinging his skin and soaking his hair. But Zach still grinned. And as he leapt from the rock onto dry sand, he raised both arms in a victory salute.
 
   Oxygen raced into his mouth as he sucked air into his lungs. That had been close. He’d never had to run so hard, or so fast before. Yet he was glad. He was getting stronger. 
 
   Wiping away the sweat from his forehead, Zach looked out across the empty dunes. The scene was a familiar one. Rolling sand dunes retreated from the sea towards the beach huts, criss-crossed by the narrow pathways carved by the summer tourists. Zach had seen it every day for the last month, yet today it was different. Zach’s eyes fell upon something new. Something strange. 
 
   Apart from the weird-looking tablets his uncle had been giving his sister for the last month, Zach had never seen anything so bizarre in the sixteen years that he had been alive.
 
   Zach thrust his hands into his jeans pockets, shielding them against the cold, and stood staring at the door that protruded from the sand. The sea crept up the shore in grey waves of froth, lapping against his trainers and the bottom of the odd wooden protrusion. A curtain of hair flapped in front of his eyes, which he knocked away with his hand; he was anxious to get a better look at the door. 
 
   Why was it there?
 
   He ran his gaze up and down the wood. It was painted white and appeared to be made from cheap, knotted planks. The door didn’t appear to be attached to anything; there were no hinges and no frame, just a rusty looking doorknob sticking out from the centre of the woodwork like a brass pimple.
 
   Zach glanced behind him, looking back up the stretch of deserted sand. Aside from a few smooth pebbles, tossed like litter by the retreating tide, the only thing Zach could see was his own trail of footprints, now being devoured by the incoming tide. The beach was desolate and he wasn’t surprised. Only he was mad enough to take a run along the shore on a freezing cold December afternoon. Yet Zach had good reason to be here; even a freezing deserted beach was a warmer place to be than that house. At least here, on the windswept sands, he could forget about his dying sister Anna. He could also avoid his cruel uncle, Fandel Black. 
 
   The wind’s icy fingers clawed at Zach’s face and he turned away to gaze back towards the door. He frowned. Why was there a door in the middle of the beach? And why this beach? 
 
   Curiosity pushed Zach forward. He peered around the edge of the door to see what lay behind. He wasn’t too surprised to find more sand, waves and giant black cliffs that reached towards the sky like mountains sides.
 
   ‘Who would leave a door standing in the middle of the beach?’ he whispered to himself as his eyes followed the curves and twists on the knots in the wood as they spiralled this way and that. 
 
   Zach stepped closer to the door and traced the rings with his fingertips until his hand brushed against the doorknob. A surge of energy that had seemed to leap from the doorknob, made his arm fizz with pins and needles. 
 
   ‘Aw!’ he yelped, snapping his hand away, ‘That hurt!’ 
 
   Zach slapped his hand against his thigh, trying to bring some feeling back. He couldn’t take his eyes off the doorknob. The urge to take hold of it and throw the door wide open was too much to resist.
 
   Glancing over his shoulder, Zach stretched out his hand and curled his fingers around the doorknob. That surge of energy exploded across his chest. Gritting his teeth, Zach twisted the doorknob and pushed the door open. 
 
   A rush of air belched out of the open doorway, slamming into his chest and knocking him backwards into the sand. Dazed and disorientated, Zach forced himself onto his elbows to stare in disbelief at what lay on the other side. The strangest looking creature Zach had ever seen. He had thick lengths of ropey brown dreadlocks hanging from his head, from his cheeks and even beneath his chin. Hair grew across his hands too, and down his fingers, which were long and bony, capped by ivory nails. 
 
   Perched on this creatures nose was the weirdest pair of glasses, which protruded from his face like two silver telescopes with huge lenses. Behind the lenses, his eyes looked like saucers. 
 
   Odder still, Zach noticed that something else was wrong with the scene – the image appeared to be see-sawing up and down and side-to-side, as though it were moving at great speed. 
 
   ‘Faster!’ screamed the hairy-creature, yanking backwards on something held tight in his hands.
 
   Zach pulled himself up into a kneeling position, ignoring the grey waves that were soaking his jeans. Peering through the open doorway, he noticed that the hairy-creature on the other side had what appeared to be a set of reins wrapped around his fists. He pulled on these with all his strength and roared: 
 
   ‘Faster I’m telling ya dumb creatures! Faster!’
 
   Zach climbed to his feet, mesmerised by what was unfolding on the other side of the doorway. As if being coaxed forward by an invisible pair of hands, Zach inched closer to the open door. Millimetres away now, he saw that hairy-creature was sitting atop of what looked like an ancient stagecoach. Zach blinked, trying to make sense of what he was seeing, because the stagecoach was being pulled by a quartet of the strangest looking animals he had ever seen.  
 
   The creature glanced back over his shoulder and fear lit up his magnified eyes. Turning back to the animals, he whipped the reigns.
 
   ‘Faster! Faster!’ he yelled, ‘They’re nearly upon us!’
 
   Then, sensing he was being watched, the hairy-creature turned to stare straight at Zach. Releasing one of the reigns, he thrust a claw-like hand towards Zach and bellowed:
 
   ‘If you want to save your sister’s life, come with me!’ Flashing a mouthful of yellow broken teeth, he grinned as if he were insane. ‘What ya waiting for Zach Black? Are you coming or what?’
 
   Zach considered the question for a moment. The chance to save his sister was too tempting. He stole a quick glimpse up the deserted beach, grasped the creature’s hairy hand, then stepped through the doorway.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Zach looked back over his shoulder. The doorway he had stepped through slammed shut, folded in on itself and then disappeared, leaving behind the white glare of a sun that now beat down on him in seething hot rays. Just as the icy waves on the beach had stung his face, the heat from the sun prickled his flesh like cactus spikes.
 
   Spinning round, Zach found himself sitting atop the stagecoach, which raced across a hard, flat surface. The ground was bleach-white and arid, cracked and blistered like a corpse left too long in the burning sun. Ahead in the distance, Zach could see mountains and a forest that stretched across the horizon like a dark smudge. The stagecoach hurtled towards it, pulled by four black beasts. 
 
   Glancing at them, Zach thought they looked like horses, but they were bigger and sleeker. The creatures’ legs were long and spidery-looking, and they had six each. Spraying up a shower of dust from beneath their pointed hooves, they scuttled across the desert. The beast’s bodies were muscular and their flesh rippled beneath a coat of bristling hair.
 
   Unlike horses, their necks were long and serpent-like with heads that jerked up and down as if they were receiving bolts of agonising electricity. The animals manes flowed out behind them in thick waves, and it was these hairy-boy was using as reins. 
 
   ‘Who are you?’ Zach asked, looking at the creature that sat beside him. On closer inspection, Zach could see that under all the hair and behind the huge glasses, the creature did have what looked like a human face. Zach guessed that he was perhaps a little older than himself, maybe eighteen but no older than twenty. 
 
   ‘William!’ the hair covered creature shouted, glancing over his shoulder. ‘Don’t just sit there gawping, do something!’ 
 
   Starring into William’s big saucer-like eyes, Zach said: ‘Do what?’
 
   Without saying anything, William nodded in the direction back over his shoulder. 
 
   Spinning round, Zach roared, ‘Whoa! What are they?’
 
   Just feet from the rear wheels of the stagecoach, four hooded figures raced after them, each riding what looked like the skeletons of four giant gorillas.
 
   ‘Don’t just sit there – shoot them!’ William wailed.
 
   ‘Shoot them?’ Zach shouted. ‘Shoot them with what?’ 
 
   ‘Those things!’ William said, glancing down at Zach’s waist.
 
   Zach looked and to his amazement, he was wearing a thick leather belt with holsters. And each housed two weird-looking crossbows. Unlike crossbows they were made of wood, and looked more like two small crossbows. 
 
   ‘Where…what…how did they get there!?’ Zach yelled over the sound of the high pitched neighing coming from the creatures up front.
 
   ‘Does it matter where they came from!?’ William wailed. ‘Just shoot them or we’re gonna die!’   
 
   Looking into William’s magnified eyes; Zach could see fear brimming in them like tears.
 
   ‘Okay, okay!’ Zach said, fumbling for the crossbows. ‘But I don’t know how to shoot!’
 
   ‘What’s to know? You just pull the trigger!’ William grinned at him, then faced forward and howled, ‘faster I’m telling ya! Move faster or I’ll be feasting on your lazy hides for me supper!’
 
   The stagecoach lurched from side to side like a baby taking its first steps. Standing, Zach took aim, but before firing a shot, he wobbled and almost lost his balance. The stagecoach hit an uneven piece of ground and lurched forward, its back wheels lifting from the earth. Staggering like someone in the dark, Zach fired one of the crossbows releasing a shot that went whizzing over the head of his companion.
 
   ‘Not at me! Them! Your s’posed to be shooting at them!’ William shouted, jabbing one of his long, bony fingers in the direction of the macabre looking hoodies. 
 
   ‘Sorry!’ Zach said, regaining his balance. The crossbows thundered in his fist like cannons, this time in the direction of their pursuers.  
 
   Small razor-sharp looking stakes shot from the end of the crossbows and screamed through the desert sky. One missed but another smashed into one of the skeletal-gorilla’s huge thigh bones. A spray of chalk-white bone erupted into the air like an exploding flour-bomb. The skeletal-gorilla stumbled and rolled forward, crashing into the hard packed ground, throwing its hooded rider into the air. The gorilla shattered on impact with the ground and disintegrated into splinters. 
 
   ‘I got one! I got one!’ Zach roared, taking his eyes off the creatures that charged at them.
 
   ‘Stop looking at me and keep your eyes on them!’ William warned, but his warning came too late. One of the hoodies drew level, its skeletal-gorilla shoulder-barging the stagecoach.
 
   The back of the vehicle spun to one side, sending Zach flying over the edge of the coach. Corkscrewing through the air, Zach squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the explosion of pain to tear through his body as he hit the ground that raced below. But the pain never came. Opening his eyes, Zach blinked as the cracked earth whizzed past just inches from his face. Glancing upwards, he saw that one of his boots had been caught in the frame of the stagecoach. 
 
   ‘Help me!’ Zach roared, hanging upside down on the outside of the carriage.
 
   Despite the terrifying situation Zach found himself in, the first thought that raced across his mind was:
 
   Where did those boots come from?’ Where are my trainers?
 
   Looking to his right, the gigantic fists of one the dead gorillas smashed into the ground next to him like a sledgehammer. Gritting his teeth, Zach twisted his body to face the approaching beast. Dust blew up into his eyes like gunpowder. Squinting, Zach raised his left arm and took aim.
 
   Almost blind, he squeezed on the trigger and his arm recoiled like a rattlesnake, as the stake exploded from the barrel of the crossbow. An ear-splitting screech cut through the air as the sharp wooden stake whizzed towards the gorilla and its rider.
 
   Opening his eyes, Zach watched the beast tumbling out of control across the desert, crumpling like the bonnet of a car in a head-on-collision. The hooded figure slammed into the desert floor; its black robes fluttering in the wind like a downed raven.
 
    ‘Gotchya!’  Zach screamed with relief.
 
   Looking-up at his entangled boot, Zach could see his foot coming loose. Realising he was in danger of falling to his certain death beneath the wheels of the carriage, Zach roared up at William, ‘Hey! Help me!’
 
   There was no reply.
 
   Sensing that he was going to have to save himself, Zack looked around in desperation, searching for something, anything to grab that would help him lever himself back on top of the carriage. Seeing the handle of the stagecoach door, he grabbed for it like a drowning man. Knowing that if he could reach it and get the door open, he could climb inside to safety. 
 
   Holstering his crossbows and, using what little strength he had left, Zach arched his back and tried to pull himself forward. Clenching his teeth and eyes watering, Zach managed to heave himself up. Fingers clawing for the coach door handle inches from his grasp.
 
   ‘C’mon!’ he yelled aloud, willing himself on.
 
   Screwing his eyes shut, he made one last grab for the handle and to his utter delight and relief he felt his fingers curl around its metal surface. Then someone gripped his wrist, yanking his hand free.
 
   Snapping open his eyes, Zach looked up into William’s hairy-face.
 
   ‘Have you lost your mind?’ Zach yelled, ‘Do you want me to die!’
 
   Staring at Zach with his huge fiery eyes, William grinned. 
 
   ‘Stop ya whining’ he said, yanking on Zach’s wrist and pulling him back to safety. ‘You can’t open the carriage door. If you do she’ll die!’ 
 
   ‘Who will die? Who’s she?’ Zach asked bewildered.
 
   ‘You’ll see,’ William replied through his crooked smile. ‘Faster!’ he yelled again, pulling on the animals’ manes.
 
   Plucking the crossbows from his belt, Zach noticed that not only had he been fitted out with a crossbow holster and thick brown boots, he was also wearing a long black coat that flapped around his knees. 
 
   ‘Where did all this stuff come from?’ he shouted.
 
   ‘It doesn’t matter now! I’ll explain later!’ William yelled, refusing to take his eyes off the fast approaching forest that loomed ahead.
 
   Looking back over his shoulder, Zach was ready to take aim again, but was surprised to see the hooded figures slowing down on their skeletal looking-gorillas.
 
   ‘Why are they slowing down?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘Because we’re heading for the forest!’ William said.
 
   ‘Why won’t they enter the forest?’ Zach pushed him.
 
   Taking his huge eyes off the approaching tree line and flashing his broken teeth at Zach, William said, ‘Cos’ of the dead people!’
 
   Turning, William yanked on the creature’s manes and sped into the forest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   As her younger brother stepped through the doorway on the beach, Anna Black peered over the top of the duvet and watched her bedroom door swing open.
 
   She knew at once who was about to enter the room by the tall shadow that spilt across the wall like a splash of black ink. Creeping from behind the door, Uncle Fandel almost seemed to glide across the room on his freakish long legs. Balanced on one of his bony hands was a silver tray. From her position on the bed, Anna couldn’t see what was on the tray – she didn’t need to – she knew that her Uncle was bringing her afternoon dose of medicine.
 
   Placing the tray on the dressing table, Uncle Fandel surveyed Anna with his beady-black eyes. Without taking his eyes from her, he opened a small wooden box. From it, Uncle Fandel removed a yellow spiky object, which was about the size of a dice. Taking a glass of water from the tray, Uncle Fandel held them out towards her.
 
   ‘I don’t want it,’ Anna croaked, her throat still feeling blistered and sore from the spiky tablet she had been forced to swallow that morning.
 
   ‘Don’t be stupid,’ her Uncle coaxed, thrusting the weird looking pill towards her lips. ‘It will make you feel better.’
 
   ‘They make me feel worse!’ Anna protested, pulling the duvet up over her mouth.
 
   Seeing this, Uncle Fandel’s thin bloodless lips twisted into a grimace then contorted into a smile, as he tried to mask his displeasure. Gripping the spiky tablet between thumb and forefinger, he placed the glass back onto the tray and eased himself down onto the bed next to his niece.
 
   ‘You must take your medicine Anna or you may well die,’ he said in a soothing voice.
 
   Eying him with suspicion, Anna looked at his tall narrow forehead and the nets of wrinkles that circled his deep set eyes. 
 
   ‘What’s wrong with me?’ she asked him.
 
   ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘I’ve consulted all of my medical books and I’ve never seen anything quite like it. Strange. Very strange,’ he added, his tongue darting from between his lips.
 
   Anna thought back to the day she had first become ill. It had been the day that her Uncle Fandel had made the long drive with her and her brother from their home in Milton Keynes to his isolated cottage in Cornwall. She remembered it well because it had been the day after they’d buried her parents.
 
   It had started with stomach cramps, and they had felt as if some creature had been let loose inside her and was tearing away at her innards with razor-sharp claws. Then the headaches came and they were so severe, she wondered if her head wasn’t going to explode. 
 
   But her Uncle Fandel had come to the rescue. He was a doctor after all, well not so much a doctor but a medicine man. Her father’s brother hadn’t been around much as she had grown up, spending most of his time travelling weird and wonderful countries. On his return he would visit her father claiming to have found a cure for this and a remedy for that.
 
   ‘This will make me rich beyond my wildest dreams!’ he had once screeched at her father, holding aloft a bottle, which looked as if it were filled with nothing more than dirty bath water.
 
   ‘What does it do?’ Anna’s father had asked from behind his newspaper.
 
   ‘What does it do? What does it do?’ Uncle Fandel whined. It’s a cure!’
 
   ‘For what?’ Anna’s father asked. Again, he didn’t look up from his newspaper.
 
   Standing before his brother, Fandel glared at him with his piercing stare. Seeing that his brother wasn’t the slightest bit interested – as he had heard similar stories many times before – Fandel wailed:
 
   ‘Oh what’s the point!’ and then skulked from the house and back to his bleak looking cottage hidden away amongst the cliffs in deepest, darkest Cornwall. 
 
   And it was this cottage that Anna now lay in, feverish and in pain as her uncle tried to convince her to take his revolting medicine.
 
   Pulling the lip of the duvet away from Anna’s face, Fandel placed the yellow spiky tablet against her lips.
 
   ‘Go on. Be a good girl and take your medicine,’ he whispered.
 
   Puckering up her lips, Anna shook her head from side to side.
 
   ‘Don’t you want to get better?’ Uncle Fandel asked her, a twinge of irritation evident in his voice.
 
   Anna shook her head in reluctance and wheezed, ‘I’m seventeen and you can’t make me do anything that I don’t want to do.’
 
   ‘And I’m your Uncle and you have been left in my charge, so you will do as I tell you!’ Fandel said. The irritation he had earlier tried to mask now making his voice sound hostile. 
 
   Looking into his eyes, Anna could see they were black and cold – lifeless.  Anna couldn’t bear to look into them and wished that her father were still alive. Her father had been a gentle man with kind eyes and a lopsided grin, which lit up his face like candlelight. Turning her head away, she buried her cheek into the pillow. She did this not to break her Uncle’s heartless stare, but to hide the hot sticky tears that now ran the length of her ashen face.
 
   But before the pillowcase had soaked up even one of her tears, her uncle curled his long, gnarled fingers around her face, forcing Anna to look at him. Tightening his grip, he forced her mouth open. Being too weak to resist, Fandel popped the yellow spiky pill into her mouth and forced it shut.
 
   Desperate not to swallow the pill, Anna’s eyes began to bulge in their sockets. The spikes on the tablet scraped the inside of her cheeks and mouth.
 
   ‘Don’t fight it,’ Fandel tried to sooth, but however hard he tried to make his voice comforting, his eyes betrayed his true feelings as they danced in their wet-looking sockets.
 
   Anna fought to push the tablet back towards her lips with her tongue. But the spikes hurt too much and her mouth began to taste of rusty copper as it started to fill with blood. Realising she would have to swallow the tablet or let it tear her mouth to pieces, Anna closed her eyes and gulped.
 
   Rolling to the back of her mouth, the tablet sliced against her tonsils and then disappeared down her throat. Shaking her uncle’s hand free, Anna buried her chin into her chest, lent forward and swallowed hard. The yellow spiked tablet forced its way down her neck and she wondered if it was a similar feeling to eating broken glass.
 
   As the pill made its way through her body, her chest grew warm then hot and her lungs felt as if they were on fire. When it reached her stomach she felt a rush of hot bile in her throat, and then the pain began to subside. A wave of tiredness swept over her as it always did after taking one of Fandel’s tablets. She lowered her head onto the pillow and fought the urge to close her eyes. 
 
   Scooping up the tray, Fandel glided across the room on his stilt-like legs. As he reached the door, Anna whispered after him;
 
   ‘Where’s Zach? I want to see my brother.’
 
   ‘No visitors until you’re better,’ her uncle grinned back, sneaking beyond the door and closing it behind him.
 
   Turning to look through the lattice window across from her bed, Anna searched outside for any sign of her younger brother. But it was turning dark, the late December afternoon growing old. Then her own darkness came. Sliding her eyes shut, Anna fell into a deep sleep, listening to the boom, boom, boom of the waves as they crashed against the cliffs below.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Yanking on the creatures manes, William brought them to a halt amongst the trees. Zach glanced over his shoulder and saw the hooded figures roaming just beyond the tree line. The sight of them made him feel uneasy.
 
   ‘Are you sure they won’t follow us in?’ Zach asked William.
 
   William placed one of his long fingers to his mouth. 
 
   ‘Shhh,’ he said, glancing up into the treetops as if waiting for something.
 
   Unlike the desert they had just raced across, the forest was dark and just the smallest chinks of light cut through the rich canopy above them. Being amongst the shadows of the trees had an eerie feel to it, and Zach could hear his own heart thumping in his ears. 
 
   ‘Quick! Here they come!’ William barked, clambering from the roof of the stagecoach.
 
   ‘Who’s coming?’ Zach asked, jumping to the ground and following William around the side of the coach. 
 
   Before William could say anything else, the forest began to wail with deep groaning sounds that vibrated off the trees and the earth beneath their feet. Looking round, Zach shivered as the sounds grew louder. Branches began to rustle and snap, like breaking bones and the ground started to erupt beneath them. 
 
   ‘What’s happening?’ Zach asked above the deafening sounds. 
 
   Pulling open the carriage door, William turned to look at Zach through those thick bulbous lenses.
 
   ‘Don’t just stand there! Help me get her out!’ William barked, climbing into the stagecoach and disappearing from view. 
 
   The ground all around Zach began to bulge outwards like giant boils starting to burst. Leaves and pine needles showered him from above like green raindrops. Looking at the tree line, Zach wondered if he wouldn’t in fact be safer in the desert with the hoodies then inside the forest with William. Through the trees, Zach could see the hooded figures on their skeletal beasts prowling back and forth outside.
 
   All of a sudden, one of the bony apes reared onto its back legs and began to pound its ribcage in anger – or perhaps it was fear. The hooded figure astride it fought in desperation to hold on but, in its eagerness to escape, the ape threw its rider free sending it crashing into the ground at the edge of the forest. 
 
   Then Zach saw the first of them. From one of the trees a deranged looking figure sprang. Its hair was matted together in rough clumps, and its face was screwed up – tortured looking as if it were in agonizing pain. The thing wore a dark coloured cloak that was ripped and torn in places and covered in dead leaves and soil. The thing raced towards the tree line and, being careful not to venture out into the hot glare of the desert, reached out and grabbed hold of the hooded figure’s robes. With a single, swift and powerful movement it yanked the figure into the shadow of the trees.  
 
   The whole forest then came alive with these creatures. They fell from the trees and forced their way up from beneath the ground like the dead waking from nightmares. Their groans and moans filled the air like drumbeats. Some of them ran, others staggered towards the hoodie that had been captured and was now being pulled to pieces. The hoodie made a gargling sound in the back of its throat as it was ripped apart.  
 
   Without thinking, Zach placed a hand on the hilt of one of his crossbows, preparing to defend himself should one of these things come for him.
 
   ‘You’re wasting your time! You ain’t gonna kill them,’ William said from inside the stagecoach. ‘Didn’t I tell ya? They’re already dead!’
 
   Zach wheeled round, peering into the darkness of the carriage.
 
   ‘What!? Like zombies?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Not exactly – but similar,’ William said.
 
   The earth beneath Zach’s feet began to tremble and the horses (if that’s what they were) began to wail with fright and started to edge forward pulling the stagecoach deeper into the forest. Failing to notice the stagecoach moving away, Zach looked in horror as a set of dead-looking fingers shot from beneath the earth inches from his feet. He staggered backwards as the fingers were followed by an arm, a pair of shoulders and then a head. The creature twisted and turned in the hole like a bloated worm and turned to face Zach. 
 
   He looked at it and the zombie-thing was grotesque. With eyes that were white and blank, the thing stared at Zach as he inched himself away. Opening its mouth to reveal a fleshy set of black gums, the zombie-thing grinned. A globule of creamy, yellow-looking pus ran over its tongue and onto the forest floor. Releasing an agonising groan from the back of its throat, the thing reached out towards Zach with a pair of decaying hands. The fingers were knotted like twisted tree roots.
 
   ‘Will you stop playing around back there and come give me a hand!’ William shouted, thrusting his head out of the carriage to look for his companion. 
 
   Hearing his voice, Zach turned his back on the creature and charged towards the carriage.
 
   ‘Take her legs!’ William said, diving back into the stagecoach.
 
   Without warning, a pair of naked feet were thrust into the open doorway and Zach wrapped his arms around them. 
 
   ‘Pull! Pull!’ William urged.
 
   Zach pulled on the legs and a semi-conscious girl appeared in the carriage doorway cradled in William’s arms. The groaning was closer now and looking over his shoulder, Zach could see the zombie-thing lumbering towards them. Its arms were outstretched and its hands were clawing at the air like a terrified child searching for its mother in the dark.
 
   ‘Faster! Faster!’ Zach shouted, carrying the girl between them like a stretcher.
 
   ‘They won’t hurt us,’ William assured him, pulling the girl’s legs free from Zach’s grasp and swooping her up into his arms.
 
   ‘How can you be so sure they won’t hurt us?’ Zach said, the zombie-thing inches from them.
 
   ‘Because she’s with us,’ William said, nodding towards the girl.
 
   Zach looked at her. She was about seventeen years old and very undernourished. Her skin was waxy-looking and pale, and a fine sheen of perspiration covered her brow and cheeks. She looked like a waxwork that had started to melt. The girl’s eyes rolled in their sockets and she murmured as if talking in her sleep. She was delirious. Her hair was long and thick and it lay in dark ringlets about her shoulders.
 
   ‘Who is she?’ Zach whispered.
 
   William pulled the girl’s cloak tight over her as if to keep her warm.
 
   ‘Who is she?’ Zach asked again.
 
   ‘She’s one of them,’ William replied, nodding in the direction of the approaching creatures.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   ‘What do you mean she’s one of them?’ Zach asked, following William deeper into the forest, where the trees huddled together like muggers on street corners.
 
   ‘She’s a Slath!’ William shouted back over his shoulder, carrying the girl in his arms.
 
   Zach jogged to keep up, his crossbows bouncing against his thighs. Even though the wolf-type creature was carrying the girl, he moved with such speed and agility that Zach had trouble keeping up with him. Zach was now grateful for all those early morning runs he had taken along the beach.
 
   ‘What’s a Slath?’ Zach puffed.
 
   ‘They’re the night-folk. They live by night, hiding away from the sun by day – it can kill them!’ William told him.
 
   ‘We have creatures like that back home...in my world.’ Zach said, ducking to avoid a low hanging branch. ‘But they’re just in stories....horror movies. We call them vampires.’
 
   ‘Are you so sure they’re just stories?’ William asked, glancing at Zach through those huge, magnified lenses. 
 
   ‘Of course they’re just stories,’ Zach wheezed, fighting to stay level with the boy.
 
   ‘I hate to disappoint ya,’ William grinned, lengths of hair billowing from his face and back over his shoulders like tentacles. ‘But vampires are real. They are the Slath that have passed through the doorways from our world and into yours. In our world they are just Slath, but in your world they become vampires.’
 
   They reached a small clearing and William came to a sudden stop. He sniffed the air and was off again, shouting over his shoulder, ‘this way!’ 
 
   Zach watched as he bounded off again in a whirl of flowing hair. 
 
   ‘So what does that make you? A werewolf?’ he called after William, half-joking but fearing the answer.
 
   ‘Only in your world,’ William howled, ‘here I’m a Noxas and my friends call me William ‘the Wolf’ Weaver!’ 
 
   ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Zach sighed under his breath, and then raced off after William again.
 
   They ran in silence, Zach trying to make sense of this new world and what William had told him. Why was he here? But more important, where was here?
 
   William reached another small clearing and stopped. The area was circular in shape and at its centre there was a small burnt-out fire. Surrounding this were several large rocks that looked as big as armchairs. William carried the girl over to one of these large stone chairs and settled her into it. He then disappeared into the nearby undergrowth and reappeared carrying an armful of branches and twigs. William began to pile these on top of the burnt-out campfire.
 
   Zach looked across at the girl who had curled herself into a ball in the makeshift chair. She shook as if she was freezing cold. From where Zach stood, she looked fragile, like a sculpture cut from glass.
 
   ‘What’s her name?’ Zach asked William.
 
   ‘Neanna Cera,’ he replied without looking up.
 
   ‘Is she ill?’ 
 
   ‘Kinda.’
 
   ‘What happened to her?’
 
   William patted his shirt pockets and then rummaged through those that covered his worn looking trousers. They were blue and looked like denim but the material looked coarser - somehow thicker. His shirt was brown and seemed to be made from the same material. Looking him up and down, Zach realised for the first time that William’s feet were shoeless. Just like his fingers, his toes were long and covered in thick brown hair.
 
   ‘She was out in the sun for too long,’ William replied, after finding what it was he was looking for. He pulled a small wooden box from his trouser pocket. Flipping it open, William pulled out a match, which he held to the branches and sticks placed on the campfire. 
 
   ‘If the sun can kill her, what was she doing out in the desert?’ Zach asked, moving to the centre of the clearing and positioning himself on the ground near the fire that William had got going.
 
   ‘We were looking for you,’ William said, stoking the fire with a long twisted stick like a child prodding at a dead insect. ‘Well, not exactly. We were looking for the doorway that you would come through.’
 
   ‘But how did you know that I would come?’
 
   William looked at him confused. Seeing this, Zach reminded him. ‘You said you were looking for me – looking for my doorway. How did you know that I would come?’
 
   Realising that their conversation had returned to the doorways, William combed the hair beneath his chin with his long ivory nails and said, ‘that was the problem you see. We knew you would eventually come across a doorway, but we couldn’t be sure when and exactly where. Every night for the last month Neanna and me have travelled across the desert looking for your doorway to appear. And last night we saw it; shining like a star just above the desert floor. But before we could reach it the sun had crept up on us, and then those Radan spotted us and made chase.’
 
   ‘Were they those hooded things?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘Yes, yes! But don’t interrupt. I’ve lost my train of thought now.’ William pondered whilst tugging at the dark brown hair sprouting from his chin. He looked like an ancient shaman meditating before his campfire. At last, he said, ‘ah, yes. I remember now. I needed Neanna to fight them off as I raced towards you. I had to keep the stagecoach on a fine line because if I’d over-steered by just the smallest fraction, I wouldn’t have been able to pull you through. Anyway, Neanna tried to fight off the Radan for far too long. She fought bravely though, and even when the sun became unbearable she stood her ground so we could reach ya.’
 
   Feeling somewhat guilty, Zach glanced over at the girl who continued to shiver in the chair, like a shipwreck survivor dragged from the sea. 
 
   ‘In the end though,’ William continued, ‘she had to escape into the coach or...she would have…’
 
   As if almost too painful to complete his sentence, William stopped talking and continued to prod at the fire that snapped and hissed in front of them. 
 
   ‘But that really doesn’t answer my question,’ Zach said after a few quiet moments of contemplation, ‘how did you know I was going to come in the first place?’
 
   ‘It was only a matter of time,’ a voice said from behind him.
 
    
 
   Turning, Zach could see an enormous figure standing amongst the trees on the other side of the clearing. Peering into the darkness, Zach shielded his eyes against the glare of the fire with his hands.
 
   ‘Who’s there?’ Zach called out, and that sense of unease crept over him again.
 
   ‘It’s okay,’ William assured him by placing one of his long hands on Zach’s arm, ‘It’s just my dad.’
 
   Recognising his son’s voice, the figure that stood hidden amongst the shadows called out, ‘have they gone?’
 
   ‘Yes dad,’ William said, standing to greet his father.
 
   Zach looked in amazement at the figure which appeared from the forest. William’s father was huge; a mountain of a man. He stood at least eight foot tall, with long meaty arms that hung so low his giant hands looked as if they might touch the ground. He was as wide as a barn-door with shoulders so round and muscular they resembled cannon-balls. The man’s head was square-shaped with a broad forehead and a powerful looking jaw-line. Just like his son, his face was covered in hair with just his mouth, nose and eyes revealed. He wore blue dungarees and a red checked shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. 
 
   It was then that Zach noticed this man’s eyes. At first glance they looked as if they were jet-black and set in deep, dark sockets which screwed right back into his skull. But on further inspection, Zach could see that this man didn’t have eyes. The darkness surrounding the empty sockets were in fact scorch marks.
 
   In spite of having no eyes, the giant stepped into the clearing and strode towards Zach and William. He navigated his way around the large rocks where Neanna rested, and stopped just before walking into the fire. Zach wondered if he had managed to do this by an acute sense of hearing and smell, but then noticed that William’s father was being guided by an animal he had tethered to a leash.
 
   Although this creature’s function was the equivalent to a guide dog, that’s where the similarities ended. The creature was similar in length and size to a stoat, but appeared to have the markings of a tiger. It had a long pointed snout with a mass of white whiskers. Its eyes were enormous and glowed yellow. 
 
   ‘There’s a good boy Wasp,’ William’s father said, stooping to pat his guide with one of his giant hands.
 
   A thin, snake-like tongue slipped from between the creature’s jaws and licked its master’s fingers. Rolling over, Wasp lay on his side next to the giant’s shoeless feet and began to purr. It wasn’t the purring that Zach had heard cats make back home. It was more of a ‘buzzing’ sound – similar to a Bee.
 
   Maybe that’s why they call it Wasp, Zach wondered.
 
   Lowering himself to the ground by the fire, William’s father turned his dead-eyes on Zach. 
 
   ‘So Zach Black – where shall we start? I know let’s talk about your uncle Fandel,’ he said in a voice that rumbled like thunder.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Fandel stood in the open doorway of his cottage and looked out towards the cliff-edge. He swung his torch from side to side and the beam of light arced into the night like a lighthouse warning sailors in a storm.
 
   ‘Zach!’ he hissed into the darkness.
 
   Pulling his watch and chain from his waistcoat pocket, Fandel flipped open the face with a broken fingernail. It was just before midnight and he hadn’t seen his irritating nephew since earlier that morning.
 
   ‘Zach!’ he called again into the night. ‘Where is that little-prick?’ 
 
   That morning, discovering his uncle creeping upstairs to give his sister yet another one of those weird looking tablets, Zach had said, ‘Why do you keep giving her that stuff?’ 
 
   Stopping halfway up the staircase, Fandel turned to eye his nephew with suspicion.
 
   ‘What do you know about anything?’ Fandel said, as if he were spitting a vile taste from his mouth.
 
   ‘I know that those tablets aren’t making Anna better. They’re making her worse!’ Zach protested.
 
   On hearing this, Fandel retraced two of his steps and came back down the stairs towards Zach. Fandel’s shadow scuttled along the wall behind him like some upturned claw. 
 
   ‘Listen here you piece of shit, who’s the doctor around here? Me or you?’
 
   ‘You’re not a doctor,’ Zach snapped in defiance.
 
   ‘I think you’ll find that I’m more than just a doctor. I’m a healer!’ 
 
   ‘You couldn’t heal a cold,’ Zach said, knowing that perhaps he was now pushing his luck with his cruel uncle.
 
   ‘What did you say?’ Fandel spat, his face screwing up into a hideous mask of anger. ‘What did you say to me?’
 
   Zach backed away from the foot of the stairs and said, ‘why can’t you just leave her alone and get a proper doctor in to see her?’
 
   ‘A proper doctor?’ Fandel asked. ‘And what would a proper doctor know about real medicine?’ 
 
   ‘More than you,’ Zach said under his breath.
 
   ‘Does a so-called proper doctor know what I know? Have they seen what I have seen?’ he said, his piercing black eyes boring into Zach’s skull like laser beams. ‘Have they been trained by the best like I have? Do they know the true power of the Thro…?’
 
   All of a sudden, he stopped as if realising he had perhaps said too much. Fandel straightened himself and unscrewed his face. Mustering a twisted smile, he said, ‘I can assure you that your sister is getting the best treatment available. Now why don’t you go and do whatever it is you do, and leave me to tend to my patient.’
 
   Zach looked at his uncle as he turned and made his way back up the stairs, his rounded shoulders looking like a deformed tortoise shell.
 
   ‘I wish mum and dad were still here. They’d have stopped you!’ Zach shouted, his fists clenched into knots by his sides.
 
   Fandel paused at the top of the stairs. And with a slow turn of his head, he looked back at his nephew. Then, with a smile that looked as if his face had been cut from ear to ear, he said, ‘but your parents aren’t here are they. They’re dead, dead, dead!’
 
   Chuckling, Fandel turned his back and disappeared into the shadows at the top of the stairs.
 
    ‘I hate you – you freak!’ Zach shouted. ‘Why couldn’t it have been you who died in that plane crash?’
 
   Turning from the foot of the stairs, Zach threw open the front door and left the cottage, hating the part of himself that wouldn’t stand-up to Fandel. 
 
   From the landing, and laughing so hard he had tears spilling down his cheeks, Fandel watched as his nephew raced towards the black razor-looking cliffs in the distance.
 
   That was the last time Fandel had seen his nephew and to be honest he couldn’t give a shit. He switched off his torch, stepped back into the warmth of the cottage and closed the door. Gliding on his long brittle legs to his favourite seat in front of the fire, Fandel sat down. 
 
   Lacing his gnarled fingers under his chin like a steeple, he closed his eyes and thought about the doorway. He pictured it in his mind until he could see it; tall and black and made of twisted iron. The door handle looked like a claw and it beckoned him with a skinny finger.
 
   Opening his eyes, Fandel was pleased to see it there, standing amongst the roaring flames of the fireplace. The doorway was open and on the other side there was a stone clad corridor. Just like the fireplace, orange flames licked from torches that lined the walls of the corridor for as far as the eye could see. 
 
   Easing himself out of his favourite chair, Fandel stood and crept through the doorway.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
    
 
   William’s father, Warden Weaver, sat by the fire and stroked Wasp with his enormous hands. The last chinks of daylight had long since faded, and the forest was now in total darkness. If it hadn’t been for the flames dancing in front of them, Zach doubted he would have been able to see anything at all.
 
   William sat beside Zach, and Neanna lay still in the makeshift chair across from him. Her eyes were closed and she rested her head on her hands as if they were pillows. Zach noticed that she had stopped shivering and the only movement she made was the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. 
 
   Looking away from the girl, Zach turned to face Warden and said, ‘where am I?’ Although he was desperate to know how Warden knew Fandel, this was the question he wanted answering the most.
 
   Turning his empty eye sockets on Zach, Warden boomed, ‘you’re in Endra.’
 
   ‘What’s Endra?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘It’s Earth’s twin world; it’s reflection if you like.’
 
   Glancing between Warden and William, Zach said, ‘apart from the trees and the sky this doesn’t look anything like home.’
 
   ‘Endra is Earth’s reflection, but not a mirror image. Its reflection ripples like a pond that has had a stone thrown into it,’ William said. ‘Therefore there are subtle differences.’ 
 
   For the first time since pulling Zach through the door, William looked at him and had trouble believing that he could be Endra’s saviour.
 
   ‘Subtle!’ Zach said. ‘Back home we don’t have six-legged horses or hoodies tearing about on the backs of dead gorillas and we definitely don’t have zombies dropping outta trees and sprouting from the ground!’ 
 
   Shooting a quick glance at Neanna and seeing that she was still asleep, William turned to face Zach. ‘Be mindful what you say Zach Black. Those zombies, as you like to call them, were once Neanna’s family.’
 
   Rolling his eyes in their sockets, Zach shrugged. ‘Look, I didn’t mean to cause any offence but I’m struggling to play catch-up here.’
 
   ‘No offence taken,’ Warden said. ‘We appreciate that you know very little of what’s been going on and we don’t have too much time to tell you. But we’ll explain as much as we can now and the rest you will learn on your journey.’ 
 
   Although Warden couldn’t see Zach, he could picture him by his subtle smell, which tasted clean and bright – like drinking jars of moonlight. The youthfulness of his voice suggested to Warden that both Zach and his son were about the same age, though William seemed older somehow. Zach smelt and sounded very naive.  
 
   Looking between father and son, Zach asked, ‘what journey?’
 
   ‘The journey to save the Queen of Endra of course,’ Warden said, tickling Wasp beneath his long snout. 
 
   ‘The Queen of Endra!?’ Zach said, jumping to his feet and staring at William. ‘I’m not going on any journey to save some Queen. I’ve got to get back home to my sister. You said that her life was in danger!’
 
   William looked across at his giant father then back at Zach. Through his peculiar spectacles, William saw everything in hues of yellow, orange and red – as if the whole world was on fire. Eying Zach, he could see tendrils of colour curling about him like flames.
 
   ‘Save our Queen and you save your sister – they are one and the same,’ William told Zach.
 
   Closing his eyes and slapping his head with the palms of his hands,
 
   Zach said, ‘c’mon Zach wake-up! You’ve got to be dreaming! Wake-up!’
 
   ‘You’re not asleep Zach Black,’ a voice said, sounding gentle and soft, like a whisper on the wind.
 
   Opening his eyes, Zach could see that Neanna had woken and was sitting perched on the edge of the stone armchair. She swung her naked feet just above the ground and folded her long slender hands in her lap. Seeing her awake for the first time – and in the flickering glow of the fire – Zach thought she looked beautiful. Neanna no longer looked ashen and frail. By the light of the fire, she looked energised and striking as if the night had bought her to life somehow.
 
   ‘I feel as if I’m asleep,’ Zach said. 
 
   Then Neanna was standing beside him. Flinching, Zach was startled at her sudden appearance. He hadn’t seen her climb from the rock and walk towards him. Neanna had just appeared. The only movement Zach had seen was a flicker of shadows out the corner of his eye.
 
   The closer she got the more beautiful Neanna became. Her impish face was pale like cream, and she had a splash of pink freckles across her cheeks. These gave a tender glow to her complexion. Neanna’s eyes were the lightest shade of blue Zach had ever seen and they appeared almost translucent. Her hair was thick and so black it appeared to have streaks of blue weaved through it.
 
   Zach was speechless. He didn’t know if this was due to her striking looks or her sudden materialization beside him. Neanna looked Zach up and down. 
 
   So this is who I risked my life for, she pondered, feeling disappointed. Neanna had been expecting a warrior, a hero – not some awkward-looking teenager who seemed uncomfortable in his very own skin.
 
   ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ Neanna said, brushing his arm with her fingertips. 
 
   ‘I’m not…’ Zach began but was cut short by Williams’s father.
 
   ‘We know this is a lot for you to absorb,’ he said in an understanding voice. ‘But believe us when we tell you that the only way of saving your sister is by helping us save our Queen. If we manage to save the both of them, we stop our two worlds overlapping.’
 
   ‘But why is this happening?’ Zach asked, glancing between the three of them. 
 
   ‘As our two worlds are reflections of each other,’ Neanna started to explain, ‘so are our people. Not all of us, just some of us. Not actual reflections – shadowy reflections of each other. Some see it as a gift, some as a curse and others don’t even know they have a reflection.’
 
   ‘Their proper title is replicas,’ William continued, ‘but they are better known as the reflections.’
 
   ‘Have you ever heard people say that they have just seen someone’s double?’ Warden asked Zach.
 
   ‘I guess so,’ Zach nodded, a deep furrow of concentration etched across his brow.
 
   ‘Well they have,’ Warden continued. ‘They have seen that person’s reflection, who has stepped through a doorway into your world.’
 
   ‘It can happen the other way too,’ William interjected. ‘Reflections from Earth can slip through their doorway into Endra.’ And he made a zigzagging motion with his hand as if to illustrate them passing through.
 
   ‘You said that not everyone has a reflection,’ Zach said, ‘do I have a reflection in Endra?’
 
   Again Neanna eyed him as he stood in the light of the fire dressed in his long black coat, leather boots and crossbow holsters. Could he really be the one we’ve been waiting for?
 
   ‘No,’ she replied.
 
   Hearing this, Zach wasn’t sure whether to feel disappointed or relieved.
 
   ‘How can you be so sure?’ 
 
   ‘If you had a reflection in Endra you wouldn’t be dressed like that, unless that’s how you carry yourself in your world?’ Neanna asked.
 
   ‘Of course not,’ Zach sighed, ‘but what has the way I’m dressed got to do with anything?’
 
   Inching closer to the fire on his haunches, William stoked it again with a stick. Glancing up at Zach, with the glow of the flames dancing in his saucer-shaped eyes, William said, ‘if you had a reflection, you would have come through as plain old Zach. But seeing as you’ve come through dressed like that, suggests you’re just the one – a loner. Your clothes tell us that if you had been born into our world, you would have been a peacekeeper.’
 
   ‘What’s a peacekeeper?’ Zach asked, looking down at himself and straightening the holsters hanging about his narrow waist. 
 
   ‘In your world they are known as police officers,’ William informed him.
 
   ‘What you’re telling me is, I’ve stepped into another world to become a copper?’ Zach said, sounding almost disappointed.
 
   ‘It’s not something to be taken lightly!’ Warden thundered. ‘Only those with the purest of hearts and the most accurate of shots were chosen by our Queen to be peacekeepers! All but a few have lost their lives. So mind your tongue!’
 
   Sensing Warden’s admiration for these peacekeepers, Zach said, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend anyone. The peacekeepers that still are still alive...where are they now?’
 
   Hearing the boy’s apology, Warden could smell that he had a pure heart, one that had yet to be corrupted. 
 
   He might well become the peacekeeper he has to, Warden thought to himself. 
 
   ‘The peacekeepers that remain were scattered,’ Warden told him. ‘But some say that they have now regrouped in the town of Tux. It’s just rumours, but that’s what I’ve heard.’
 
   Worrying that he wouldn’t live up to the hype of the peacekeepers; Zach glanced at William and said, ‘you saw me on that stagecoach. I’d wouldn’t say I was a crack-shot would you?’
 
   William didn’t answer. He no longer seemed to be interested in the conversation and had moved to the edge of the clearing, where he was sniffing the air.
 
   ‘You will learn to master the tools of your trade with time,’ Neanna said, her voice soft and kind.
 
   ‘What about you? Do you all have reflections in my world or are you loners too?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘To that question we do not know the answer,’ Warden said, sniffing at the air and holding Wasp in his lap.
 
   ‘How come?’ 
 
   ‘We have yet to pass through the doorways and travel into your world,’ Neanna answered for the giant. ‘Only when we pass into your world will we know.’
 
   ‘So you reckon my sister Anna’s reflection is the Queen of your world?’
 
   Nodding, Neanna looked at him with her pale eyes. She was surprised at how little Zach knew about his family.
 
   ‘Wow, that’s random,’ Zach sighed. ‘So how is this Queen of yours dying?’ 
 
   ‘Throat stole her heart,’ Neanna replied, then shot a glance over her shoulder at William. 
 
   Standing rigid – as if carved from stone – William continued to sniff at the air.
 
   ‘Who’s Throat?’ Zach asked.
 
   Looking back at him, Neanna’s eyes had turned dark and dead-looking.
 
   ‘Your uncle Fandel’s reflection!’ she said, vanishing in a flutter of shadows.
 
   Blinking in wonder, Zach watched as Neanna reappeared next to William on the other side of the clearing. Then something came screaming from the darkness towards them. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
    
 
   For someone so large, Warden shot to his feet with surprising grace. Wasp skittered from his keepers lap, buzzing with excitement on the forest floor. 
 
   The beast entered the clearing in an explosion of broken branches and leaves, as if fired from a cannon. This was followed by an ear-splitting bang.
 
   ‘That was the doorway closing!’ William barked.
 
   ‘The doorway?’ Zach asked, confused.
 
   ‘Get back!’ Neanna warned him, flittering away in a spray of shadows to avoid the reach of the screaming beast. 
 
   Zach looked up at the huge white monster that now reared up on its back legs in the centre of the clearing. Without thinking Zach reached for the crossbows. His fingers twitched as he fumbled to release them from their holsters. 
 
   Warden circled the outer rim of the clearing led by his guide. He had towered over all of them with his great height but now, as he stood before this creature, Warden looked small and insignificant. Warden sniffed the air and could smell the animal’s anger and fear. He couldn’t see the creature but he knew it was colossal because its scent was strong and almost suffocating. Since losing his eyes, Warden’s sense of smell and hearing had become sharper. These senses let him ‘see’ things now.
 
   The white fur-covered beast pounded its chest with two gigantic claws and roared with such ferocity that Zach feared his eardrums would burst. The creature had a long muzzle that, when opened, revealed a gum-full of teeth standing in jagged rows like slithers of ice. Its eyes were jet-black, and a series of razor-sharp horns ran vertical from the bridge of its snout, over its vast skull and protruded from its back. It looked as if the beast had swallowed a dozen rhinoceroses, which were now trying to break free. 
 
   ‘What is it?’ Zach asked, trying to release his crossbows. Not daring to take his eyes off the creature for one moment.
 
   ‘It’s a lunar bear!’ Neanna replied, appearing beside him. ‘In your world it would be better known as a polar bear, but here they’re different…’
 
   ‘Completely different!’ William howled, ducking and rolling like a fur-ball beneath one of the lunar bears mighty claws.
 
   ‘How did it get here?’ Zach asked Neanna.
 
   ‘Just like you did!’ she said, but this time her voice came from the opposite side of the clearing. Zach looked round to see her standing just behind the bear. He glanced through the creature’s giant legs and yelled:
 
   ‘What? Through a doorway?’
 
   Before Neanna had a chance to answer, she was gone again in a flutter of black shadows. Neanna knew that if they were to stand any chance of defeating this monster, she would have to find a way of drawing its attention so the others could make their attack.
 
   ‘With the veil between our two worlds being eroded by Throat,’ William shouted, ‘more and more doorways are appearing at random. Sometimes it’s not just people that come through them!’ 
 
   Seeing Zach was having trouble with the only weapons that were available to them, William clawed the crossbows from their holsters and thrust them into Zach’s quivering hands.
 
   ‘Now how about showing us what a good peacekeeper you are,’ William grinned, his eyes lighting up like two smoking coals. Then he was off again, bounding like a giant dog towards the lunar bear which was twisting and turning, grappling at something that had attached itself to its back.
 
   Zach bought the crossbows up to take aim as the creature wheeled round in the centre of the clearing. And now Zach could see what it was that the creature was trying to shake off. Neanna was climbing up the lunar bears back. Placing one hand over the other, as if she were climbing a giant stepladder, she reached up and took hold of the ivory looking horns. 
 
   To distract it, Warden rushed forward, letting go of the tether that connected him to Wasp. Blind, Warden flung himself into the air taking hold of one of the lunar bear’s powerful arms. The smell from the creature was so overpowering, Warden guessed if he still had eyes they would now be watering in streams.
 
   Thrashing its arms about, the bear roared. Warden hung on with his claw-like hands, tossing this way and that like a paper kite. 
 
   ‘What ya waiting for Zach Black?’ William shouted, ‘shoot!’ Howling like a wolf, he sunk his crooked teeth into one of the beast’s legs. 
 
   The bear wailed and its eyes swivelled in their sockets. William tightened his jaws. Steadying his hands, Zach fought to take aim at the lunar bear. But with the bear lurching left and right, Zach’s friends kept appearing in his line of fire.
 
   ‘Hurry!’ Neanna yelled, clambering across the beast’s colossal skull.
 
   ‘I can’t get a clear shot!’ Zach roared above the bedlam of the lunar bear’s screams.
 
   ‘What, it’s not big enough for ya?’ William barked.
 
   ‘Very freaking funny,’ Zach hissed, closing one eye and aiming both crossbows at the bear.
 
   Taking hold of one of its horns, Neanna dangled over the front of the bear’s massive face, yanking on its long whiskers. The creature roared again and Zach wobbled under the blast of breath that rushed from between its jaws.
 
   ‘Almost…almost there!’ Zach whispered, steadying his outstretched arms and squeezing down on the triggers. 
 
   Staggering again, the lunar bear lurched around as Warden fought to hang onto its arm.
 
   ‘Hurry up Zach Black! I can’t hold on much longer!’ Warden barked.
 
   William clung to the lunar bear’s leg by his jaws as Neanna continued to yank on its whiskers. Sparks flew up into the night like fireflies as the bear stumbled over the campfire. Then came two loud bangs in quick procession. 
 
   For a fraction of a second, Zach wasn’t sure if it had been the sound of two more doorways closing or the crossbows firing in his fists. Opening his eyes, he saw two wispy streams like cigar smoke coiling up from the ends of the crossbows.
 
   Wailing, the lunar bear staggered forward. Looking up into its face, Zach could see two large wounds in the creature’s chest. Its white fur now spattered crimson with blood. 
 
   Numb, Zach looked up at the creature as it began to topple towards him, like a tree that had just been felled. Everything seemed to slow, as if time had stopped. The bear swayed, and then came crashing down on top of him. 
 
   Just as the lunar bear’s hot foul breath caressed his cheek like a kiss; Neanna was sweeping Zach away in her arms. The creature’s head thudded into the ground, and its skull made a sickening-crack as it hit the forest floor. Its huge head came to rest inches from where Zach was now standing with Neanna.
 
   Holding the smoking crossbows, Zach looked down into the lunar bear’s eyes. The beast released a deep, rasping sigh, like a tube train rattling from a tunnel. Then fell still. William and Warden, led by Wasp joined Zach by the bear. For what seemed like forever, the four of them stood without speaking.
 
   ‘I’ve never killed an animal before,’ Zach said, breaking the silence.
 
   ‘It would’ve killed us all if you hadn’t,’ Neanna said.
 
   ‘We were all in danger,’ Warden boomed. ‘You did well.’
 
   ‘And besides,’ William said, ‘you’ve just caught us supper!’ 
 
   Holstering his crossbows, Zach headed back towards the fire.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Glancing back over his shoulder, his doorway closed with such force, Fandel’s teeth rattled in their wrinkled gums. He watched as the door folded in on itself like a piece of paper. It collapsed in half and then into quarters, then vanished altogether. 
 
   The flames from the torches which lined the corridor walls flickered, and for a moment everything went dark. Fandel didn’t mind the dark, in fact he preferred it. The corridor began to glow orange and red again as Fandel crept along it, casting long black shadows behind him as if he had wings. 
 
   This wasn’t the first time that Fandel had been through the doorways to Endra. He had visited many times before. The first trip had been by chance many years ago while studying at the Royal College of Medicine in London. He had been working late one night into the small-hours, trying to cram for a very important exam he was taking the following day. 
 
   Unlike his fellow students, Fandel had been left to study alone in the quietness of the college library. Creeping down in the dead of night, he would sit hunched over thick, leather-bound medical journals. His peers had long since gone back to their dormitories. Fandel had always struggled to make friends. Even as a boy he had been bullied and teased about his long legs and his gaunt, pale complexion.
 
   ‘Here comes the ghost!’ his classmates had often heckled.
 
   ‘It’s Spooky-Black,’ others would shout, making ghoulish sounds, chasing him across the school yard.  
 
   The day he realised how alone he was, Fandel had been surrounded by the rest of his class and been shoved to the ground. Wrapping his long legs and slender arms about himself, they emptied the contents of their half-eaten lunch boxes over him and beat him with their feet and fists.
 
   ‘Spooky! Spooky! Spooky!’ they had jeered as one.
 
   Hiding his tears (he couldn’t bare them to see his pain), Fandel covered his eyes with his long bony fingers. Between every kick and punch he parted the first two fingers of his right hand and peered up to see who it was that dealt out this punishment. He needed to know who it was that delivered every kick and blow. He wanted to be able to remember their faces. Fandel wanted to make each of them pay one day.
 
   ‘Spooky! Spooky! Spooky!’ they mocked. 
 
   Glancing up between his fingers, Fandel scanned their jeering faces, and saw one like his – covered in tears. It was the face of his younger brother Edward, gazing down at him, jostled to and fro between the older boys.  
 
   Looking shocked and confused, but most of all frightened at seeing his older brother being treated in such a cruel way, Edward continued to cry. Fandel stared at his younger brother and their eyes locked. In them Fandel could see fear and his brother’s shame. It was that look of shame, which hurt Fandel the most. It wasn’t the chants of “Spooky” or the kicks and the punches; it was that look of embarrassment in his little brother’s eyes that hurt the most.
 
   Wasn’t an older brother meant to be stronger and powerful – the protector and role model, and yet here he was, rolled up into a defenseless ball, humiliated and demoralised by the rest of his classmates. 
 
    
 
   Removing his hands from his face, Fandel looked at them. He stared up through his tear-drenched eyes and he hated them. He hated all of them, but most of all he hated Edward for looking at him in that way. He hated Edward for seeing him like this.
 
   Then they stopped. His classmates had either grown tired or bored with their attack, but whichever it was they scooped up their school bags, ties and jumpers and sauntered back across the schoolyard where they began a game of football. Just one stayed, his little arms swinging against his trouser pockets and his perfect, round face smeared with tears.
 
   ‘I hate you!’ Fandel hissed, pulling himself up and brushing the dirt from his school uniform. ‘Stop looking at me like that!’  
 
   Watching his older brother straighten his tie and blazer, Edward continued to sob.
 
   ‘I’ll show you!’ Fandel cried. ‘I’ll show all of you that I’m not the weakling you think I am. One day I’ll be more powerful then you could ever believe!’
 
   Edward just stood and sniffed, confused that his big brother Fandel could hate him. After all he hadn’t called him names; he hadn’t kicked and punched him. Edward had just wanted to help him but was too small. 
 
   Snatching up his bag and looking back at Edward, Fandel said just above a whisper, ‘if you want spooky, I’ll show you spooky!’ He then walked away. 
 
    
 
   If Fandel had been a loner before, he became a complete recluse after this incident. Spending hours locked away in his bedroom with his head buried between the pages of science manuals. There were also the books he kept hidden away under the mattress and in a secret shoebox at the back of his wardrobe. These were the books he didn’t want anyone to see, the books that spoke of dark things. These were the books that taught the secrets of the Demonic Arts.  They had titles like ‘The Eternal Wisdom’, ‘The Satanic Formula’ and ‘The Spirit Guide’. Each of these books had been bound in a black, leathery-type material that felt cold and waxen to the touch…like the skin of a corpse.  
 
   Fandel hadn’t ordered these through the library. He hadn’t come across them buried beneath piles of yellow-stained newspapers in the second-hand bookshops he frequented. They had been left just outside his bedroom door; stacked in neat little bundles and tied together with tangled lengths of hair. 
 
   Fandel had no idea who had left these for him and why, and he wouldn’t find out for several more years. Not until he was studying alone one night to be a doctor, bent over his medical books in the quiet of the college library.
 
    
 
   The bang had been so sudden and violent that Fandel had jumped from his seat scattering his revision notes into the air. He watched as they see-sawed to the library floor. Bending at the waist he reached over with his long arms and gathered his notes together. His handwriting was messy and readable only to him. The words were written in black ink that spiraled and looped across the pages, as if a spider had dipped its feet in an inkwell and then raced across his work. 
 
   Gathering the last of the pages together, Fandel heard another bang. This time it was quieter and was followed by another and then another. Placing his work on the table he called out, ‘hello. Is anybody there?’ 
 
   He waited in the stillness of the library but there was no answer apart from the constant banging. Creeping around the edge of the table, Fandel followed the sound. It seemed to be coming from between two rows of shelves that were crammed with books from top to bottom. Making his way towards the end of the row of books, Fandel peered down the aisle. Narrowing his dark, beady-eyes, he looked with curiosity at the door which stood in the middle of the aisle between the two rows of bookshelves.
 
    The door didn’t seem to be attached to anything. There was no frame or hinges, yet it swung open and closed, and this was the source of the banging sound. 
 
   Glancing back over his shoulder at the table where he had been working moments ago, Fandel could see his paperwork scattered across the table beneath the glow of the lamp. 
 
   ‘Hello!’ Fandel called out again. ‘If this is some kinda joke then I’m not laughing!’ Again he was met by silence and the bang, bang, bang of the door opening and closing.
 
   Fandel turned back to face the door. It was tall and black and looked to have been made from iron. In its centre was a doorknob which had been fashioned to look like a clenched fist. He glanced back over his shoulder one last time, just to make sure that this wasn’t some elaborate hoax concocted by his fellow students to get a big laugh at his expense. Without further hesitation, Fandel walked towards the opening and closing doorway. 
 
   As he drew nearer, the door handle appeared to change shape. When he was close enough, Fandel saw that it wasn’t changing shape at all. The closed fist was opening and stretching out its black fingers. 
 
   Within touching distance of the door, Fandel paused. The hand closed again leaving its forefinger sticking out. Curling like a question mark, the finger began to beckon him forward. Doing as it suggested, Fandel moved nearer, all the time keeping his eyes fixed on the door handle. When he was millimeters away, the doorway swung open. 
 
   On the other side of this door stood a shrouded figure. The cloth that covered this figure from head to toe looked thin and almost lucid. It twitched and shifted in the wind that howled on the other side of the doorway. Something seemed to scuttle across its odd looking surface and disappear into the folds of the shroud. Screwing up his eyes to get a better look at whatever it was that had scuttled across the figures robes, Fandel saw it was similar to a spider with a hard, turquoise shell and had as many legs as a centipede. It raced across the fabric and disappeared again. Then Fandel saw another and another and another and another. There were hundreds of them, no, thousands of them. Each one of these insect-like creatures was spinning and weaving a complex cloak about the figure. 
 
   The figure was as tall and as awkward-looking as Fandel himself. Its face was masked by a long, webbed hood. 
 
   ‘Who are you?’ Fandel asked.
 
   Without answering the figure raised one knotted finger and went ‘Shhh!’ The sound was deep and rasping, like a tramp trying to dislodge a lump of snot from the back of its throat. 
 
   Peering over the figures shoulder, Fandel could see that, whatever strange world this doorway led to, it was night there. Far off in the distance, Fandel could see a tower that reached so far into the sky he lost sight of its peak amongst clouds which surrounded it like a sparkling necklace. 
 
   ‘Who are you?’ he asked the figure again.
 
   This time the figure responded by removing the hood. Fandel wanted to take a step backwards but his lanky legs wouldn’t move. It was like someone had crept up and nailed his shoes to the library floor. 
 
   The figure’s hood fell about its shoulders and some of it disintegrated in grey powdery flakes. Several of the ‘spiderpedes’ scuttled from the folds of the webbed material and began to re-spin the parts of the hood that had fallen away. Fandel looked into the face that had been revealed on the other side of the doorway. At first he thought he was looking into some strange and magical mirror, as the person staring back at him looked so much like himself. He looked so similar in appearance to Fandel that he could have been his brother; he could have been his reflection. 
 
   The figure held out one twisted hand. Now fascinated rather than scared, Fandel took hold of it and stepped through the doorway. 
 
   ‘Did you enjoy the books,’ the figure asked in a voice so deep and rasping that it sounded as if he were being strangled. 
 
    
 
   Fandel smiled to himself, recalling their first meeting all those years ago, and everything he had been shown and taught since.
 
   Reaching the end of the corridor, Fandel turned right. He knew the tower so well by now he felt he could navigate it blindfolded. Little had he known all those years ago, when he had first seen it through the doorway in the library that it would become a sanctuary for him. A place where he could be himself, practice his medicine and someday soon become a king. He felt at peace in the Splinter.
 
    
 
   Reaching the end of the corridor, Fandel climbed a set of stone stairs that corkscrewed their way up into darkness. At the top was a door which led into a long, windowless room. It was lit with a series of candles attached to long metal rods that protruded from the floor like spikes. At the far end there was a high backed throne that reached almost to the pointed ceiling. Its legs were twisted like the roots of a tree, and the arms coiled upwards like rotten branches. On the throne sat a shrouded figure who was slumped forward as if asleep. 
 
   Fandel could hear the sound of those spiderpedes as they worked and re-worked the figures cloak.
 
   ‘You have been careless my friend,’ the figure croaked without moving from his slumped position in the enormous throne.
 
   Fandel’s jet-black eyes darted back and forth in their sockets, racking his brain in search of what the figure could mean.
 
   ‘Careless, Throat? I’m not sure…’
 
   ‘Where is your nephew?’ Throat asked, his voice sounding torn and dry.
 
   ‘Well, he’s…erm…’ Fandel fumbled for the right words.
 
   ‘He’s here!’ 
 
   ‘Are you sure?’ Fandel said. ‘But how?’
 
   ‘Through a doorway of course.’
 
   ‘But how?’ was all Fandel could muster again.
 
   ‘The longer it takes for the box to open, the more doorways begin to appear. The more doorways that open, the more people who could hinder our plan come through them.’
 
   ‘But Zach is nothing. Insignificant!’ Fandel tried to reassure him.
 
   ‘He could complicate matters,’ Throat rasped, continuing to slump in his throne unmoved.
 
   ‘He’s nothing and I will deal with him on his return.’
 
   As if being pulled by invisible strings, Throat raised his head. From beneath his shifting robes he stared at Fandel.
 
   ‘The Radan said that he was dressed in the uniform of a peacekeeper. They said he was protected by the Slath. Perhaps we have both underestimated his significance in our plan.’
 
   ‘Nonsense my dear friend,’ Fandel said. ‘He is nothing and has come to this land by chance. On his return into Earth I will make sure that he causes us no further problems.’
 
   Throat then made a deep gasping sound and Fandel wondered if he was trying to cough or laugh. 
 
   ‘Fandel, he will never return to your world. I have made sure of that. I have released the Demonic Guardians to recover him.’
 
   Hearing this, Fandel couldn’t help but shudder as he pictured the Demonic Guardians with their swordsticks, their white mercury venom and their devastating solar energies. Throat sensed Fandel’s fear on the other side of the room.
 
   ‘You’re not softening are you?’ Throat asked.
 
   ‘No of course not my friend, but…the Demonic Guardians…’
 
   Grinning beneath his hood, Throat changed the subject. ‘Enough of your nephew, he will be dealt with as were his parents, but what about his sister?’
 
   ‘It will just be a day or two now before she is in a total catatonic state,’ Fandel grinned along with his reflection.
 
   ‘Good, good. Excellent,’ Throat whispered. ‘The Queen is near death. It is important that we get this right Fandel. They have to die at the exact same moment.’
 
   ‘Why don’t we just kill them now? Both of them together?’ Fandel asked the Throat, and the thought of it excited him.
 
   ‘The Queen will only die the moment the last of the light has faded from her heart in the box. At that moment you are to kill your niece.’
 
   ‘Let me bring Anna into Endra – to the Splinter. It would be…’ Fandel started.
 
   ‘No! No! No!’ Throated gagged. ‘She is not to be brought here. They will grow stronger if they come together. They have to be kept apart!’
 
   ‘But…’ Fandel said.
 
   ‘No buts Fandel. Now go back into Earth and watch the girl. Leave Zach Black to me,’ Throat said, lowering his head and dismissing Fandel.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Warden and William set about the lunar bear. Using their long fingernails like tools, they cut away its hide and tore off large lumps of meat with their fists. Zach and Neanna sat by the fire. The temperature had dropped now and they warmed their hands before the flames. 
 
   Stealing the odd glance, Zach looked at the beautiful girl that sat beside him. Neanna glanced back and Zach looked away. Remembering how William had told him Neanna was related to those zombie-like creatures; Zach had trouble believing that she could be one of them. Stealing another glance, he watched how the flames illuminated her pale face, and gave her dark hair the appearance of molten lava spilling down the side of a volcano.
 
   ‘Why do you keep looking at me?’ she asked without looking away from the flames that twisted and jigged before them.
 
   ‘I just find it hard to believe that you could be related to…those…’
 
   ‘Things?’ she finished for him.
 
   ‘Well…yeah…I guess.’
 
   ‘Like me, they were once Slath,’ she said her voice full of sadness. ‘But now… I’m the sole survivor.’
 
   ‘What happened to the rest of them?’ Zach asked, not knowing how far to push the subject with her.
 
   ‘Throat’s armies destroyed them,’ she whispered.
 
   ‘But why?’ 
 
   ‘Throat knew that we had certain powers. He knew that we could blink and…’
 
   ‘What’s blink?’ Zach asked, blowing warm air over his cold fingers.
 
   ‘You might have noticed that I don’t stay in the same place for too long. One minute I’m there and the next second I’m gone and can reappear some distance away. Well that’s what we call “blinking” – in the blink of an eye I am gone,’ she explained, blinking away and reappearing on the opposite side of the campfire as if to illustrate the point to him.
 
   ‘But why would Throat destroy your people because you can blink?’ Zach asked as William and Warden came back towards the fire, carrying lumps of meat in their claw-like hands.
 
   ‘Because he wants to rule Endra,’ Warden answered for Neanna, taking his place by the fire with Wasp. ‘He hoped that he could persuade the Slath to join him in his quest to overthrow the Queen and her army of peacekeepers.’
 
   William placed the bear meat on the ground in thick, red slabs. He passed one to his father, skewered another two pieces onto a pointed stick and then passed one each to Neanna and Zach. 
 
   ‘You’ll probably prefer yours cooked,’ he said.
 
   Zach looked down at the bloody piece of meat he had been handed. Glancing across at Neanna, he saw she was already holding her slab of bear meat over the campfire. Noticing Zach’s look of revulsion, she said, ‘believe me it tastes better than it looks.’
 
   Trusting her, Zach dangled his slab of meat over the fire with the stick. He glanced across at William and Warden who were both shoving the uncooked meat into their mouths. Blood oozed and dribbled into the hair that swung beneath their chins. William then released a belch that rattled through the air. Grinning at the disgusted look on Zach’s face, William said, ‘excuse me, but it tastes so damn good!’
 
   ‘Anyway,’ Warden said, ‘getting back to what I was saying…where was I? Ah yes, Throat. He had hoped that the Slath would join him and he would be able to use their unique blinking abilities to defeat the peacekeepers.’ 
 
   ‘Why did he want you to join him?’ Zach asked Neanna, turning the meat over the fire.
 
   ‘What an army we would’ve made,’ she said, her pale blue eyes looking haunted. ‘Imagine an army that could blink across a battlefield, never being in the same place long enough for the peacekeepers to take aim. To be able to change battle formation in the blink of an eye. To surround them in an instance. We would’ve been invincible.’
 
   ‘So a meeting was called in the vast banqueting halls of the Splinter by Throat for all of the Slath to attend.,’ Warden said, pulling small pieces of the raw meat apart, rolling them between his thick thumb and forefinger and feeding them to Wasp who lay curled in his lap.
 
   ‘The Splinter?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘The Queens Tower and the axis of Endra. Our world spins around it, as does yours,’ Warden began to explain. But before he could finish, Neanna had started to talk again.
 
   ‘But when my father Nardith refused to join him, Throat smiled and told them to leave the Splinter in peace. But Throat was keeping a secret. He had cursed them with one of his many demonic spells. As my people were unwilling to use their abilities to blink to help him overthrow the Queen and her army of peacekeepers, he took their gift to blink away.’
 
   Taking the slab of meat from the skewer, Neanna ripped it into tiny chunks. She blew on one of the pieces to cool it, and then popped it into her mouth. As she chewed the meat she continued.
 
   ‘It wasn’t until my people stepped from the Splinter into the burning glare of the desert to find that their stagecoaches had been taken that they realised they had been deceived. Their skin began to itch in the heat of the sun and they knew they had to get back to the safety of the Sleeping Caves, which used to be our home. The caves were four nights travel away and, as they could blink just short distances at a time, my people knew they would never reach the safety of the caves without being burnt alive.’ Neanna placed another piece of meat into her mouth and chewed.
 
   Wiping the lunar bear’s blood from his lips with the back of his hand, William said, ‘the Slath’s only chance of survival was to blink across the desert to these forests. The trees would have shielded them from the searing heat of the desert sun. But as they tried to blink they realised they couldn’t. Their gift had been taken away from them.’
 
   ‘So my father, with his skin peeling then blistering,’ Neanna recalled, ‘led his people across the desert and to the Howling Forests. For two days and nights they crawled on their hands and knees, their bodies smoldering and burning in the heat until they reached the safety and shelter of the forest.’
 
   ‘How comes they didn’t die?’ Zach asked, pulling his slab of meat from above the fire.
 
   ‘Throat won’t let them. Beneath the curse he placed upon them they will spend the rest of eternity somewhere between life and death. They will forever protect these forests and the Noxas who live within them. They remain like…what is it you call them?’ she looked across the fire at Zach. ‘Ah yes…I remember now…zombies!’
 
   Feeling embarrassed, Zach broke her gaze and looked down at the meat. It was overcooked and burnt in places, but even so his stomach somersaulted at the thought of food. He couldn’t remember how long ago it had been since he had last eaten. He guessed that it must have been the toast he’d had at his uncle’s on the day he had found the doorway. How long ago was that now? Was it minutes? Hours? Maybe days? He couldn’t be sure.
 
   Then a thought came to him and he said, ‘Neanna, how comes you didn’t end up like the rest of your people?’ Waiting for her answer, he placed a piece of the lunar bear meat into his mouth. It tasted salty and dry but his stomach welcomed it. 
 
   ‘The day my father led my people to the meeting at the Splinter, I had come down with a fever. My father had been reluctant to take me but my mother hadn’t wanted to leave me in the caves unwell on my own. So they made a compromise. I would travel as far as the Howling Forests with them, where I would be left in the charge of Warden and his family until their return.’
 
   Zach placed another chunk of meat into his mouth. The saltiness of it made his mouth feel as dry and arid as the desert floor.
 
   ‘Where is the rest of your family?’ Zach asked Warden and William.
 
   They looked at each other, then back at Zach. 
 
   ‘They left two days ago and are heading for the snowstorm mountains. They’ll be waiting for us there,’ William said.
 
   ‘Why didn’t you go with them?’
 
   ‘We were waiting for you,’ Warden answered in his booming voice. ‘It was unsafe for them to stay. Throat’s magic is eating away our world, turning it into a wasteland. That desert beyond this forest was once half the size it is now, but day by day it grows. It stretches, reaching out and taking more of our home. Soon there will be nothing left of the Howling Forests. If we stayed, the desert would take us with it.’
 
   ‘But isn’t there anyway of stopping it?’ Zach asked, throwing the leftovers of his supper onto the ground. Seeing this, Wasp sprang from Warden’s lap, pounced on the food and began to lick it with his forked tongue. 
 
   ‘If we are to save our world, we have to save the Queen and her reflection. Your sister!’ Warden said.
 
   Hearing this, Zach jumped up, placing his hands on the hilts of his crossbows. ‘Well? What we waiting for? Let’s get going!’
 
   Sniggering, William and Neanna looked at each other.
 
   ‘What’s so funny?’ Zach snapped, not liking the idea of being the butt of some joke.
 
   ‘It’s not as easy as that,’ Warden said in his deep voice. ‘The Queen can only be saved by opening the box that contains her heart.’
 
   ‘Where is the box?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘Far away from here,’ William said.
 
   ‘Let’s go and get it then.’
 
   ‘We need to get the key first if we are to open the box,’ Neanna added.
 
   ‘So where is this key?’ Zach asked, hopping from foot to foot in his eagerness to save his sister. Again, William gave his father a knowing look. 
 
    ‘The prisoner has it,’ Warden said.
 
   ‘Where’s this prisoner?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘He’s being held in the prison of Eternal Despair on the other side of the Onyx Sea,’ William said. His voice sounded hollow and full of dread.
 
   ‘I guess from the sound of your voice that this is somewhere we really don’t want to be going,’ Zach said, fingers dancing over his crossbows.
 
   Fixing him with his magnified eyes, William said, ‘The Onyx Sea is patrolled by the Dammed Bandits. A murderess race rumoured to be the half-eaten remains of dead outlaws. These outlaws were once fed to sharks, and they returned from the depths of the sea to kill and plunder – they’re the zombies!’ 
 
   ‘And even if we were to make it safely across the Onyx Sea,’ Neanna began, ‘The Prison of Eternal Despair is a maze of tunnels that stretch for miles, each one filled with the most terrible and evil of killers.’
 
   ‘You’re not selling this to me,’ Zach said, slumping to the ground, fearing that the rescue of his sister and the Queen of Endra was doomed before it had even started. ‘It sounds impossible,’ he said looking amongst them.
 
   ‘And it well might be,’ Warden said, ‘but you leave tonight. The dawn is drawing close. Today you shall rest as I fear you will need every ounce of cunning and energy to survive the journey you are about to make.’
 
   ‘What’s this “you” business?’ Zach asked. ‘Aren’t you coming with us?’
 
   ‘I’m sorry, but my blindness will hamper your mission. I will take a separate path from you, head to the Snowstorm Mountains and protect my family the best that I can.’
 
   Looking across the dying fire at William, Zach said, ‘but what about William? He’s your son. Isn’t he family?’
 
   Bowing his head and speaking in a voice so low Zach struggled to hear him, Warden said, ‘this is my son’s punishment. He has to go with you to make peace with the rest of his family and Endra.’
 
   Zach looked across at William, who also had his head bowed as if in shame.
 
   ‘What could your son have done that was so bad, to earn your forgiveness he has to go on such a dangerous journey?’ Zach asked, starring at Warden in disbelief.
 
   ‘He will tell you if he chooses to. Now it is time for you to rest.’ And without another word the giant rose to his feet, yanked on Wasp’s tether and disappeared into the forest.
 
   Zach, William and Neanna sat in silence and it became unbearable.
 
   ‘So why are you putting yourself forward to come on this journey,’ Zach asked Neanna, the silence becoming deafening. 
 
   Fluttering like shadows in candlelight, Neanna blinked and reappeared curled on her side by the burning embers of the fire. She lay and looked at Zach with her pale-blue eyes.
 
   ‘To avenge Throat for what he did to my people,’ she said. Then closing her eyes, Neanna pulled her cloak over herself, disappearing beneath it.
 
   Rolling on to his back, Zach laced his fingers behind his head and crossed his feet at the ankles. He looked across at William who continued to sit by the fire, his head hung so low that his chin touched his chest.
 
   What could he have done that were so bad, he would be sent to his almost certain death by his own father? Zach wondered. 
 
   And with this thought see-sawing through his mind, he slipped into unconsciousness and fell asleep. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Stepping through the doorway from Endra, Fandel teetered on the edge of the cliff. He pin-wheeled his arms like a tightrope-walker to stop himself falling into the crashing waves below.
 
   ‘Dammit!’ he hissed under his breath. 
 
   The doorway slammed shut behind him, folded in on itself and disappeared. Turning, Fandel saw his cottage in the distance beneath a sky that looked the colour of bruised and battered skin. Morning was minutes away and by the look of the clouds racing in from the west, he could sense that they were bringing snow with them. Fandel could smell it and it made his nose itch.
 
   Regaining his composure, he set off across the fields to his home and his niece who lay in the upstairs bedroom. She would soon need her morning dose of medicine, and he grinned to himself, that feeling of excitement making his heart quicken. But what he didn’t find so funny or exciting was how the door had opened just inches from the cliff-edge. A fraction further in the wrong direction and he would have fallen to his death.
 
   Fandel could remember a time when the doorways stayed still. You were certain of returning to Earth at the very same point that you had left it. But not now. Something seemed to be changing – shifting.  The doorways no longer stayed still and this worried him. What if he stepped through the doorway onto a busy motorway, a railway track with a high-speed passenger train bearing down on him? He knew he would be dead. Fandel didn’t intend to find out, and the thought caused gooseflesh to crawl up his back. 
 
   Fandel suspected it had something to do with the heart in that box. Ever since his reflection had moved it from the Splinter, everything had started to change. The two worlds no longer seemed to be running parallel to each other. Now they seemed to be overlapping.  He had always known that the two worlds of Earth and Endra had time differences. For instance, he knew that whilst he was fifty-two years old, Throat seemed to be much older – as if he had been around for many years. Perhaps hundreds of years. The people of Endra seemed to live far longer than their reflections on Earth, but to think about it made his head ache and he considered himself to be intelligent, far superior to anybody else that he knew. The fact that he couldn’t quite work out the math frustrated and angered him, so he tried not to think about it.
 
   Reaching the cottage, Fandel went inside. The first milky-grey rays of morning light seeped through the kitchen windows and onto the table where he prepared Anna’s medicine. Filling a glass with water, Fandel took one of the yellow spiked tablets from a piece of muslin cloth they were wrapped in. He counted their number and nodded to himself in approval.
 
   ‘Good, good,’ he sighed. ‘I should have enough. I was wise to buy so many from the Delf.’
 
   He recalled his journey across the wastelands of Endra to seek out the ancient Delf. She specialised in concocting the most vile and repugnant of potions and medicines. He was meant to have stayed with her for a day or two, but ended up staying for six months as she shared her demonic-magic with him. She had been putrid-looking and stank so rotten that, for the first month or two, he had a handkerchief tied about the lower part of his face whenever she was near him. But despite her decaying face and the rancid smell of excrement that emanated from her, she had somehow bewitched him. The sight of those white bloated maggots crawling from her ears and nostrils like globules of snot had made him want to vomit at first, but as the days rolled into weeks and then into months he had somehow grown fond of her. He had grown to want her. 
 
   It had been subtle at first; just the odd flutter of his heart as he got near to her. Then those minor fluttering’s grew stronger and his heart began to race in his chest every time he had looked at her. Even her revolting smell didn’t seem so bad, and he removed the handkerchief from his face. 
 
   Then, one black evening, sitting next to the Delf in her shack, Fandel had the sudden urge to entwine his fingers amongst the wispy strands of her greasy hair and kiss her cracked and blistered lips. As he drew closer to her, his mouth hovering over hers, he knew that it was time for him to leave. If Fandel didn’t go now the spell that she had worked on him may never be broken, and he would have stayed with her forever.
 
    
 
   And now, as he stood in his kitchen and counted out the remaining yellow spiked tablets, he felt relief that he had taken enough of them from the Delf.  Fandel knew that he would never be able to return to her little broken down shack because he would never leave. As he thought of her now, his heart began to flutter again and there was a small part of him that felt excited at the memories of her.
 
   Picking up the tray, he made his way up the stairs to Anna’s bedroom. He eased the door open with one of his twisted hands and crept inside. He stalked across the room on his stilt-like legs, and again his shadow spilt across the sleeping girl like a giant claw.
 
   Placing the tray on the bedside cabinet, Fandel whispered into Anna’s ear.
 
   ‘Oh Anna my sweet child, it’s time for your medicine.’
 
   Anna stirred and without opening her eyes she mumbled, ‘I…I…don’t want anymore.’
 
   ‘Of course you do,’ he soothed. ‘Your uncle Fandel knows what’s best for you.’
 
   He then plucked up the tablet from the tray. With a crooked forefinger, he pulled down on Anna’s lower lip and pushed the tablet into her mouth. At once, she began to twist and turn, like a snake beneath the bedclothes. He wrapped a hand around her jaw to keep her mouth shut.
 
   ‘There’s a good girl,’ he whispered.
 
   Anna tossed to and fro but she was just too weak, too tired to resist him.
 
   The tablet spiked its way to the back of her throat and seeing her eyes bulge beneath their lids, Fandel reached for the glass of water. Parting her lips just a fraction, he poured some of it in. 
 
   Anna made an involuntary gurgling sound at the back of her throat and spluttered, causing some of the water to seep from the corners of her mouth. Snapping her jaws closed, Fandel screeched, ‘swallow you little bitch. Swallow!’
 
   He watched as Anna’s windpipe almost popped from her neck as she forced the tablet down. Then she became still again, and Fandel smiled.
 
   ‘Good girl,’ he grinned, playing his fingers across her hot, feverish brow. 
 
   Fandel took the tray back to the kitchen, and then turned his thoughts to his nephew Zach.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   While the others slept, Warden spent the day in the Howling Forests gathering together supplies for the journey that lay ahead of them. Using his acute sense of smell, he butchered the lunar bear, wrapping large chunks of its flesh up in leaves to keep it moist and fresh. Before he had finished with the bear’s carcass, he removed two pieces of stringy looking cartilage and placed them in the pockets of his dungarees. He then sent Wasp up into the trees to gather Pinyans, a succulent blue oval shaped fruit that was full of vitamins and minerals. They would strengthen Zach, William and Neanna when they became tied and weak, which he knew they would on their journey.
 
   Using Wasp as he guide, Warden made his way down to the river where he filled three drinking vessels made from the hide of Bloats; an animal similar to that of wildebeests, except they were larger, fatter and unable to move very fast. This made them perfect for hunting as they had plenty of meat and were easy to catch.
 
   Warden placed the items into three woven sacks which William, Neanna and Zach could carry on their backs. Once he had finished scavenging, he felt his way through the undergrowth until his fingers happened upon what it was he was looking for. Breaking off two ‘Y’ shaped branches from a tree with his huge hands, Warden sat down. From the deep pockets of his dungarees, he pulled out the two lengths of cartilage.
 
   Blind, Warden looped these around both the ‘Y’ shaped pieces of branch and secured them in place. Holding out one of the branches in front of him, he pulled back on the cartilage. It felt springy yet strong and he was content that he had done a good job. His son and Neanna would need something to protect them as they made their journey across Endra to the Prison of Eternal Despair. Zach Black had his crossbows with their everlasting stakes, but the other two? They had nothing. Letting go of the cartilage with his thumb, it made a ‘thawping’ sound. 
 
   ‘That should do them,’ he said to himself, placing the two catapults into his pockets. 
 
   ‘Now,’ he said, stroking the hair beneath his wide chin, ‘they will need shot and lots of it.’
 
   Pulling on Wasp’s tether, the creature rolled from its snoozing position it had adopted on the ground next to Warden and sprang into life. 
 
   ‘Lead on,’ Warden barked. Wasp buzzed with excitement as it led Warden through the forest. ‘Take me to the biggest and ripest inferno-bush you can find,’ he commanded.
 
   Sniffing at the air with his long, whiskered snout, Wasp charged forward pulling the giant behind him. Warden remembered how, as a boy, he and his friends had taken the berries from the inferno bush and had played the game ‘Blast’ with them. Smiling to himself, Warden pictured him and his friends catapulting the inferno berries at each other as they charged through the Howling Forests. If hit by one of the charcoal-looking berries, it would blast open on impact and sting you like a wasp. The pain it unleashed wasn’t agony, just uncomfortable as it sent a burning sensation through your body. It didn’t last long, just enough to stun you and make you wail. Then you would be off again, seeking out your friends to return the pain.
 
   However, it had been by chance one evening at the end of a hike through the Howling Forests that Warden had learnt the true ferocity of the inferno berries. Wally Willabee, his best friend had by accident dropped some into their campfire. He wasn’t called Wally for nothing. They watched as the berries had grown hot in the fire, then hissed and spat until they exploded in a hideous ball of green flames.
 
   Warden and Wally had both been thrown backwards through the air under the force of the blast, and landed some distance away. They looked at one another as they lay slumped at the foot of a tree, both sporting singed beards. 
 
   ‘Whoa!’ Wally had said, smiling from ear-to-ear.
 
   ‘What was that?’ Warden asked dazed and confused.
 
   ‘It was those berries. No wonder they’re called inferno berries!’ Wally grinned. 
 
   ‘I won’t be messing with them again,’ Warden said, pulling the burnt hair from his beard.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ Wally said, ‘think of the fun we could have with them. Maybe we could heat them up just enough so they don’t explode. Who knows what would happen then?’ 
 
   ‘That’s what frightens me!’ Warden howled after his friend, who had disappeared into the undergrowth in search of the nearest inferno bush.
 
   They sat for the rest of the afternoon until it grew dark, experimenting with the berries. They heated them and then reheated them, but were careful not to let them touch the flames of their campfire. 
 
   Warden and Wally let them cool on the forest floor. As soon as they were cold enough to be picked up, Wally took one and placed it against the cartilage of his catapult. Holding it out in front of him, he pulled the inferno berry back against the sling. Glancing over his shoulder at Warden, he said, ‘you might want to get a little further back my friend.’ 
 
   Grinning, Wally faced front and released the berry. Zipping from the catapult, it raced through the forest until it collided with a tree-trunk. On impact, the berry ripped open, releasing a blast of seething, green energy which sliced the tree-trunk in two. The tree went crashing to the forest floor. All the trees surrounding it were scorched black, and some of them stood smouldering like candles that had just been blown out.
 
   ‘Did you see that?’ Wally howled with excitement. ‘Did you see that?’
 
   Stepping towards his friend and, placing a hair-covered hand over his arm, Warden looked into his eyes and said, ‘Wally, we must never do this again. We must never tell any of our friends what we have discovered.’
 
   ‘Why not?’ Wally asked.
 
   ‘Because it’s dangerous. Someone may get hurt or worse,’ Warden cautioned him.
 
   ‘But…’
 
   ‘No ‘buts’ Wally,’ Warden said. ‘Promise me you’ll never tell anyone or…’
 
   ‘Or what?’ Wally challenged him.
 
   ‘Or I will never speak with you again.’
 
   Seeing the seriousness in his friend’s eyes and never wanting to lose his friendship, Wally lowered his catapult and said, ‘you have my word.’
 
   Warden watched as Wally threw the rest of the berries into the river. Then they turned and in silence, they made their way back to their camp.
 
   A few weeks later Wally had gone off through the Howling Forests alone and was never seen or heard of again. Some said they had heard a terrifying bang similar to that of an explosion come from some way away. The Noxas had searched for Wally for weeks and no one could explain his strange disappearance, but Warden knew in his heart what had happened to him. He promised himself he would never touch another inferno berry as long as he lived.
 
    
 
   So it was with some trepidation and a heavy heart that Warden reached out and began to pluck the berries from the inferno bush that Wasp had guided him to. He filled the pockets of his dungarees with them, and when they were all full, he crammed his giant hands with as many as he could carry. 
 
   He took them to a nearby clearing and made himself a small fire. He felt about in the earth until he found himself a large slab of rock. Covering this with the inferno berries, Warden placed it into the fire. Cocking his head to one side, he waited and listened for the first sounds of hissing.
 
    As he waited, he thought of his friend Wally again and if he still had his eyes he knew they would be weeping. Hearing the faintest of hisses, Warden reached into the fire and withdrew the rock. While he waited for them to cool, he ripped the sleeves from his red checkered shirt and knotted two of the ends. Scooping up large handfuls of the berries, he filled the sleeves with them. Once they were full, he tied the ends with pieces of twine which he looped down and fastened to the knotted ends of the sleeves – making two slings. Warden then produced a small piece of paper and pencil from his pocket. He pictured the letters and words he wanted to write, and let his hand move over the paper. Without being able to see the words that he scrawled, Warden wrote two short notes and fastened them to the slings.
 
   Once he had finished, he scooped everything together and made his way back towards the clearing where William, Neanna and Zach still slept.
 
   Wasp led Warden into the small circular area. Sniffing each of them out in turn, Warden placed the items he had gathered on the ground. Resting the catapults and the inferno berries beside Neanna and William, he hoped that they would both read the note attached before using them.
 
    Knowing that he could do no more to aid them on their journey, Warden stooped over his sleeping son and ruffled his hair. Whispering into Williams’s ear, he said, ‘I forgive you son.’ 
 
   Without looking back, Warden commanded Wasp to lead him to the foot of the Snowstorm Mountains.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Knowing that his nephew had stepped through a doorway into Endra caused Fandel a headache. The pain was a dull thud, but he knew if he didn’t remedy the situation the headache would soon begin to pound and then beat against his ageing skull.
 
   Throat had released the Demonic Guardians to dispense with Zach, but it wasn’t the thought of his nephew dying a hideous and painful death that troubled him; it was the knowledge that Zach would never be returning home.
 
   Anna’s illness, he could deal with. He could write the sick certificates himself and that would end any further inquiry. But a missing sixteen-year-old-boy who had been left in his care, that could be more difficult to explain. His college would start asking questions, and he could only say that Zach had gone to stay with relatives for so long before the authorities started poking their noses into his affairs. 
 
   Fandel couldn’t give a shit about the ‘busy-body teachers’ and the ‘know-it-alls’ from social services, they could ask all the questions they wanted, but not just yet. The time wasn’t right. Once Anna and the Queen were both dead, he had planned to slit his nephew’s throat anyway, and then disappear through his doorway into Endra and never return.
 
   So until that day had arrived, he didn’t want any interference from the authorities to scupper his plans. 
 
   Sitting at the kitchen table, Fandel rubbed his temples with his pointed fingers. The thuds inside his head had already turned into bangs and he felt as if he just might puke. Then Fandel had an idea.
 
   He would report his nephew missing to the police. Yes! He would go to the police and say that his poor little nephew, traumatized out of his tiny mind due to his parent’s sudden death and who he loved with all his heart and soul, had done a bunk and run away to London. But he would need something; a letter left by Zach in his own hand, declaring his unhappiness and desire to runaway to London.
 
   Grinning to himself, Fandel went to his study and found himself a piece of writing paper and a pen. Turning to his many bookshelves, he ran his fingers along the spines of the books until he found the one he was looking for. Pulling it from the shelf, Fandel turned it over in his hands. The book was bound in a mauve coloured hide and the pages were yellowed and dog-eared. Smiling, Fandel looked down at the title. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The Primeval Book of Magic and Sorcery
 
   Volume Six hundred and Sixty-Six
 
    
 
   Fandel didn’t know who had written the book and conjured up the hundreds of spells and potion recipes within its pages, but he had a good idea. He hadn’t read or seen the other six hundred and sixty five volumes either and had often wondered what glorious and devious concoctions might be hidden within their pages.
 
   Fandel went to his desk and sat down. Placing the large book before him, he began to thumb through the pages. His wizened eyes scanned each page in turn as he sought out an appropriate spell. There were pages of curses and magical spells for all kinds of bewitchments, but he didn’t want to turn Zach inside-out so his intestines and brains were on show for all to see and he didn’t want to replace his arms with his legs and watch him scuttle across the room like a malformed crab. He just wanted to…and then he saw it…just what he’d been looking for.
 
   With nervous excitement, he ran his finger across the page title and said aloud:
 
   ‘The Demented Hand of Deceit.’ 
 
   Scanning the page, he ran one crooked finger beneath the lines of words. He read the words over and over again until he was confident that he could remember them. Once he was ready, he closed the book, sat back in his chair and closed his eyes. Picturing his pathetic nephew in his mind’s eye, Fandel felt repulsed at the sight of him. Swallowing a mouthful of bile, he stretched out his right hand and began to say the words he had learnt from the book.
 
    Lips flapping up and down like sails in a storm, he whispered the spell over and over again. The words and phrases circled the image of Zach that he held in his mind. Lips moving faster and his voice becoming louder, Fandel began to chant:
 
    
 
   Hand of boy, hand of joy,
 
   Give his fingers
 
   For me to destroy
 
   Take his fist, take his gift
 
   Replace his knuckles
 
   With thy mist
 
   Make my hand, change my hand
 
   Let it dissolve
 
   Into grains of sand
 
    
 
   Chanting the words over and over again, spittle began to fly from his lips and splatter the back of the hand that he held out before him. As the spittle touched his paper-thin skin it began to bubble and blister. Over and over Fandel repeated the words. His narrow chest began to rise and he tapped his feet in time on the wooden floor.
 
   Then, just as he had commanded in the spell, his fingers began to breakup, shift and disintegrate into a fine shower of sand. Fandel’s hand fell apart and the sand blew about the room as if trapped in a tornado. The sand hovered in the air just above his sleeve where his gnarled old hand had once been. 
 
    
 
   Make it new, make it brew
 
   Reform my hand
 
   So it’s young and true!
 
    
 
   Spitting the last of the spell from his lips like poison, the grains of sand hovered for a moment then shot up his sleeve. Shaking in his seat, Fandel gripped his arm with his left hand. He opened his eyes and stared down at the empty space. Then, as if by magic, five fingers began to ooze from the end of his shirtsleeve. These fingers were attached to a hand which in turn was attached to a wrist. 
 
   Looking down at his new hand, Fandel sighed in wonder. He placed his left hand next to it which was liver-spotted and wrinkled like a carrier-bag. The other was that of a young boy’s, smooth and unmarked. This was the hand of his nephew. Feeling very pleased with himself, Fandel plucked up the pen and paper and began to write a letter from Zach. This is what he wrote:
 
    
 
    
 
   To my dear Uncle Fandel,
 
   Even though your kindness shows no boundaries, and you have been a wonderful uncle to me and my sister Anna since the death of our parents, I have taken the decision that I need some time on my own.
 
   However much I have tried, I cannot come to terms with the fact that my mum and dad have gone and as you know this has caused me great sadness. Anna is dealing with her grief in her own way and taken to her bed in a state of deep depression. 
 
   It hurts me to see you so worried about us and I am forever grateful to you for all the love and kindness you have shown Anna in your attempts to make her better. I therefore believe that if I were not around then you would be able to give her your full attention.
 
   I want you to know that I have decided to run away to London where I hope I will be able to find the peace that I am looking for.
 
   Please don’t look for me as I know that this will take you away from all the love and support that you are giving Anna as she tries to deal with the loss of mum and dad. I just need to deal with that loss in my own way.
 
   With all my love dear uncle
 
   Zach Black
 
    
 
   Putting down the pen, Fandel admired his cunning. He read the letter over and over until tears brimmed in the corners of his eyes then spilt down his emaciated cheeks. Placing the letter in an envelope, he couldn’t hold back any longer and he sat and rocked with uncontrollable laughter.
 
   Gripping his sides, Fandel roared and he feared that he might just pee himself as the excitement that he felt bordered on ecstasy. Even as he stood and pulled on his overcoat, his lips trembled as he tried to control himself. He couldn’t very well stroll into the local police station and report his nephew missing while he screamed with hysterical laughter. Placing the letter into his coat pocket, he rummaged through his desk drawers. He knew there were some pictures of his nephew and niece in there somewhere. His idiotic brother would send him pictures each year so he could see how much they had grown. Fandel had never put any of the pictures on show; he had thrown them into the drawer and forgotten all about them – until now. Now they would come in handy. Now those pictures of his nephew would be priceless. Spying one of Zach under a pile of notes and old correspondence, he picked it up. Holding it out before him, Fandel looked at it with disgust, as if some putrid smell were emanating from it. Placing it in his pocket with the letter, he stepped out into the cold. 
 
   Fandel was sure he had thought of everything. A letter in his nephew’s own handwriting declaring his love for his uncle and his desire to runaway, and a picture for the missing person’s poster the police would want to make.
 
   Trying to stifle another fit of the giggles, Fandel pulled his collar up against the snow that had begun to fall and made his way into town.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Within minutes of waking, Zach, William and Neanna had gathered together the supplies Warden had left them. They read the note he had attached to the slings, and looked at each other. 
 
   ‘Explosives? Handle with care?’ William said aloud. ‘Use with catapult if necessary!’   Grinning, William folded the piece of paper and stuffed it into his trouser pocket. ‘Awesome!’ 
 
   Without looking back they left the clearing and made their way deep into the Howling Forests. 
 
   Racing through the trees and undergrowth, Zach sensed an urgency from his two new friends. William led the way; his strange looking spectacles helping him navigate in the darkness. Through the bulbous lenses he saw his path amongst the trees as if wearing a pair of night vision goggles.
 
   Zach still found it hard to believe that just hours ago he had been unaware of Endra and his new friends. They hadn’t existed. Well, not to him anyway. It seemed incredible to him that while he had been living his life on Earth (or was that in Earth), William and Neanna had been racing each night across the desert in search of the doorway that he was to appear through. Another thing that puzzled him or rather troubled him if he were being honest with himself; he didn’t know if he was up to the task of saving his sister and the Queen of Endra.
 
   He had never done anything heroic before and the quest that lay before him made his stomach churn like a cement mixer. It wasn’t that he feared for his own safety. What worried him was that his friends seemed to have placed all their hopes on him saving their Queen and he didn’t want to let them down.  
 
   Pushing his fears to the back of his mind and with his crossbows slamming against his thighs, Zach ran behind Neanna and William into the darkness that awaited them.
 
    
 
   High up in the Splinter, Throat stood at the end of the bed and looked down upon the Queen of Endra. She seemed almost lost in the huge, oversized bed. Her perfect white hair fanned out across two velvet pillows like wings. Her perfect face looked peaceful as she slept, unaware that her kingdom was being ripped apart. She had fallen asleep a month ago and her hazel eyes hadn’t opened since. Maneuvering around the edge of the bed, Throat’s spiderpedes worked overtime as they repaired his cloak which continued to disintegrate all around him. 
 
   With his skeletal fingers, he took hold of the Queens wrist and felt for her pulse. Just beneath her delicate skin he felt the faintest of beats. He grinned in the knowledge that every day it grew weaker and slower.
 
   Smiling beneath the hood of his cloak, he let her arm drop onto the bed.
 
   ‘Not long now my Queen. The box is almost open,’ he gasped. ‘And with its opening your reign will close.’
 
   Shuffling away from the bed, Throat went to a large set of windows. Pushing them open, he stepped out onto a balcony that jutted from the side of the Splinter. The wind grabbed at his dark robes and the spiderpedes worked faster. Looking out across the desert, he felt a twinge of excitement gnaw away at his rancid innards. It wasn’t just the knowledge that soon the whole of Endra and Earth would be his; it was the beautiful sight of the Demonic Guardians marching in their thousands across the desert below him. Even though he stood miles above Endra, he could hear their feet thundering in unison as they began their search for the boy. 
 
   ‘Zach,’ Throat hissed across the desert, ‘Zach Black!’
 
    
 
   ‘What was that?’ Zach asked his companions, running towards the edge of the forest.
 
   ‘What was what?’ William said, starting to slow.
 
   ‘I thought I heard somebody say my name.’
 
   ‘Wasn’t me,’ Neanna assured him.
 
   ‘Not me,’ William added.
 
   Shivering, Zach looked back into the darkness. ‘I’m sure somebody whispered my name.’
 
   ‘You just got the heebie-jeebies,’ William said. ‘C’mon. I can see the trees thinning out over there.’
 
   William and Neanna set off again and Zach followed, but not before he had glanced back into the dark again.
 
    
 
   They reached the edge of the Howling Forests to find themselves faced with a vast area covered with slabs of black granite stone. The slabs protruded from the ground like gravestones and disappeared into the distance for as far as the eye could see. They glistened in the rain that had started to fall and the moonlight glinted off their razor-sharp edges.
 
   Without wasting any time, William started across the barren landscape.
 
   ‘What is this place?’ Zach asked, navigating his way through the bladed rocks.
 
   ‘It’s a Grey-yard. Better known in your world as a graveyard,’ Neanna whispered.
 
   ‘You’re kidding me right?’ Zack said back.
 
   ‘Shhh!’ William hissed. ‘You don’t want to be disturbing them!’
 
   ‘Disturbing who?’ Zach persisted.
 
   ‘Them!’ William said, coming to an abrupt halt. ‘I told you to be quiet!’
 
   Zach followed William’s stare as several apparitions spiraled up from the ground like steam from an overflowing kettle. 
 
   ‘Stay still!’ Neanna said, gripping Zach’s arm. ‘If you don’t move they might not see you.’
 
   Zach watched as the wisps of smoke floated up into the air and entwined with each other. His heart began to race so fast in his chest he was sure the spirits, or whatever they were, would hear it slamming against his rib cage.
 
   The smoke began to separate like liquid and take on the form of several individual shapes. They twisted and contorted like tormented souls until they had taken on the silhouette of several knights dressed in classic medieval costume. Each of them wore a chain-mail uniform and carried a long, see-through shield and sword. 
 
   ‘Who dare disturb the rest of the Cathedral Knights?’ one of them growled as if woken from a deep and peaceful slumber. 
 
   Zach and his friends stayed still and silent. 
 
   ‘Who’s there?’ boomed another of the knights and this one had a long translucent beard that floated in the wind.
 
   Again they remained silent, the rain lashing against them, running down their faces in icy rivulets.
 
   Swooping through the rain, the Knights legs seemed to melt away and turn into wispy tails that floated behind them in tendrils. They hovered above the heads of Zach, William and Neanna. Zach’s fingers twitched over his crossbows without him even knowing it. William glanced at Neanna who in turn glanced at Zach. The tension was unbearable. Spiraling above them like a twister, the Knights descended with such speed that Zach wondered if they didn’t possess the power to blink.
 
   Pressing the tips of their swords against his throat, Zach was surrounded.
 
   ‘What is your name?’ the bearded knight roared, pushing the point of his sword against Zach’s Adam’s apple.
 
   Even though the swords were see-through, Zach could feel the blade pressing into his throat.
 
   ‘Black,’ he answered. ‘Zach Black.’
 
   Hearing his name, the Knights reared back and their faces screwed up as if consumed by pain.
 
   ‘He’s been sent by the sorcerer!’ one of them cried.
 
   ‘He’s an agent for the evil one!’ another screamed.
 
   ‘The evil one reigns supreme!’ the bearded knight screeched.
 
   Looking Zach in the eyes, they pulled back their ghostlike swords as they moved to strike. 
 
   ‘Put your swords down!’ William commanded and all seven of the Knights whirled around in the air to find the wolf-looking creature and Neanna armed with catapults.
 
   ‘We have brave ones here!’ the bearded Knight said. ‘Do you think you can hurt us with those,’ he mocked and the rest of the Knight’s began to chuckle.
 
   Aiming the catapult above their heads, William pulled back as far as his arm would go and released an inferno berry. It whizzed up into the rain soaked night, disappearing from view. All of them waited. Nothing happened. 
 
   Smiling at William, the bearded Knight said, ‘See, I told you…’
 
   Then there was a hideous cracking sound as if the very fabric of the night were being ripped open. Everyone flinched, their faces a mask of surprise. The night sky lit up with a hint of vile green. This was followed by an almighty explosion.  All of them spun around, just in time to see a shockwave of bright green energy whoosh through the air, slicing apart everything in its path. 
 
   ‘Whoa!’ William howled, taking cover behind the huge slices of rock. Even the ghost’s who had been so confident in the knowledge that they couldn’t be harmed disappeared back beneath the ground.
 
    
 
   The Demonic Guardians had marched through the night in their thousands. Somewhere in the desert they had split, sending armies to the four corners of Endra. Although heading in different directions all of them had one aim, one mission; to kill the boy Zach Black. They couldn’t be bargained with. You couldn’t reason with them and pleading just dragged out the inevitable. The Demonic Guardians were heartless and soulless. They were ruthless killers, and each and every one of them wanted to be the one that took the head of Zach Black to their master.
 
   As one of the regiments marched east around the perimeter of the Howling Forests, the sky ahead of them exploded in a haze of green light. Although they were some four miles away the earth beneath them vibrated. They came to a halt, their swordsticks thundering into the hard packed ground of the desert. The lead Guardian screwed his red bleeding eyes together and looked at the light that illuminated the sky like a flare. With the back of one iron clad hand, he wiped away the red tears that leaked from his eye sockets. 
 
   ‘We have him,’ he whispered, his fleshy lips rolling back like a snarling dog. 
 
   The lead Guardian held its swordstick above its elongated skull and roared, ‘CHARGE!’
 
   On his command the regiment raced towards the light. Their boots sounding like thunder-claps rolling across the desert floor.
 
    
 
   The last of the debris sent flying through the air by the exploding inferno berry rocketed over their heads as they hid behind a giant slab of granite stone. The green light faded and the aftershock rippled away. 
 
   ‘Your dad wasn’t kidding when he warned us about those berries,’ Neanna whispered wide-eyed.  
 
   ‘He’s full of surprises,’ William said, peering over the edge of the rock. ‘Those berries seemed to have done the trick.’
 
   Joining him, Zach looked into the distance as the rain sliced through the darkness all around them.
 
   ‘I don’t think we’re out of trouble yet,’ he warned, seeing the apparitions of the Knights coil up from beneath the ground again. Without thinking, he reached down for his crossbows. Sliding them from their holsters, Zach gripped them in his fists. 
 
   Neanna noticed this fluid movement and grinning she said, ‘Whoa, check-out the peacekeeper.’
 
   Glancing at the crossbows, then back at Neanna, he whispered, ‘how did they get there?’ Trying to mask his surprise, Zach winked at her as if he were ready for anything.
 
   Soaring towards them again, the Knights faces were engraved with looks of anger and mistrust. Getting to his feet, Zach thrust both arms out, his elbows locking as he pointed his crossbows at the Knights. He reasoned that as they had been so scared by the explosion, then perhaps they could be destroyed after all. He could still feel his throat stinging from the sword that had been held to it. Although Zach was new to this world and this was his first encounter with a ghost, even he could work out that however transparent they looked, if they could harm him, then they could be harmed too.
 
   ‘Stay where you are!’ he ordered the Knights, and the firmness of his voice surprised even him. 
 
   Hearing the boldness in their friend’s voice, William and Neanna both looked at one another and shrugged.
 
   Eyeing Zach, the Cathedral Knights circled the three of them from a short distance away, wary now and not wanting to come too close.
 
   ‘Sorcerer!’ the bearded Knight spat.
 
   ‘I’m no sorcerer Cathedral Knight, but I am a teenager on the edge. So keep back!’ Zach ordered.
 
   ‘You lie,’ one of the other Knights groaned, ‘we know the name Black. One of you came before.’
 
   ‘Fandel was his name,’ added another. ‘He came with the Throat and cursed us. They cursed all of us!’
 
   ‘That wasn’t me!’ Zach insisted, his crossbows trained on them as the Knights continued to circle him and his friends. ‘That was my uncle and I am nothing like him.’
 
   ‘I knew it!’ the bearded Knight wailed, his beard flapping like tissue on the wind, ‘they’re sorcerers and come with magic to finish us.’
 
   ‘Listen to my friend!’ Neanna shouted. ‘He can save us all! He will be able to lift your curse!’
 
   The Knights swooped around and around their heads and Zach followed them, not taking his eyes off them for one moment.
 
   ‘You lie!’ the Knight roared. ‘How can this mere boy save us?’
 
   ‘Zach Black’s sister is our Queen’s replica – she is her reflection!’ William howled, the hair covering his cheeks whipping about his head in the wind and the rain. ‘We are looking for the Heart of Endra…’
 
   Hearing this, the bearded Knight raced towards William and thrust the tip of his sword against his throat.
 
   ‘And that’s how I know you lie, Noxas. No one knows what the heart looks like. No one has seen inside the box. How could you search for something that no one has ever seen?’
 
   Spinning round, Zach placed the tip of one of the crossbows against the Knights head. ‘Put the sword down,’ he commanded.
 
   The Knight didn’t move, so Zach cocked the crossbow by rolling the hammer back with his thumb. ‘Put it down,’ he whispered.
 
   Feeling a dull pain in his side, Zach looked to his left to see that one of the Knights had crept up on him and was now digging at him with his sword. Blinking, Neanna appeared behind this Knight and aimed her loaded catapult at him.
 
   ‘We have a stand-off,’ she smiled.
 
   Hearing this, the remaining five Knights whooshed down and circled them.
 
   ‘You can’t win,’ the bearded Knight chuckled. ‘Now put down your weapons.’
 
   ‘You first,’ Zach whispered in his ear.
 
   The Knight pushed his sword against William’s throat.
 
   ‘I know what the Heart of Endra looks like!’ William said.
 
    ‘Impossible!’ The Knight jeered. ‘You lie to save your scrawny neck.’
 
   Tearing the peculiar-looking spectacles from his face, William barked, ‘I’ve seen inside the box. I’ve seen the heart of Endra!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Staring at William, Zach knew it would be the first time he would’ve seen into his friend’s eyes without looking through those bulbous lenses. 
 
   Keeping his eyes shut, William tilted his head back and then released a gut-wrenching howl. He sounded as if he were in absolute agony. Flinging his eyes open, tendrils of light oozed like serpents up into the night. 
 
   Seeing the rays of light streaming from his eyes, all of them forgot the stand-off, lowered their weapons and moved away. Their mouths hung open in shook and awe. 
 
   ‘I’ve seen inside the box!’ William howled like an animal, the wispy tendrils of light licking about his face. ‘I know what the Heart of Endra looks like!’
 
   The Cathedral Knights looked at one another in total shock and confusion. Blinking, Neanna appeared by Zach’s side. Looking at William, Zach now understood why his friend had to wear those glasses. He remembered looking into those magnified eyes and thinking how much they had glowed like burning coals. But this was something more. This looked as if William’s brain was on fire inside his skull and the flames had now been set free.
 
   As if reading his thoughts, Neanna said, ‘that’s why he wears the glasses. It keeps the light from seeping from his eyes. It’s the only way he is able to see. Otherwise he would be blind like his…’
 
   Before Neanna had a chance to finish, William had pulled the spectacles back over his eyes, trapping the leaking flames within his skull. The last of the thin wispy lengths of white light were snatched away on the wind and gone forever.
 
    
 
    
 
   As the tendrils of light from William’s eyes reached up into the night sky like vines, far away in their beds, both the Queen of Endra and Anna Black sat bolt upright. They sat rigid, sweat glistening on their brows. Their hearts raced beneath their narrow chests and their heads pounded. 
 
   When William replaced his spectacles and the light vanished, both the Queen and her reflection flopped back onto their beds and sleep curled its dark fingers around them once again. 
 
    
 
   Looking at the Knights through those lenses, William’s eyes looked like massive plates once again. 
 
   ‘We can find the box,’ he told them, sounding as if he needed to catch his breath. ‘And when we do, we’ll return and with it remove the curse that Throat has laid upon you.’
 
   Eyeballing him, Henry the lead Knight said, ‘how do we know you’ll keep your promise…’
 
   ‘Shhh!’ William said, sniffing at the air.
 
   ‘What is it? What can you smell?’ Neanna asked him.
 
   ‘Trouble!’
 
   Then the rumbling started and it sounded as if an entire army was heading straight towards them. The ground began to quake and the large granite slabs of rock started to wobble like decaying teeth in rotting gums. Sweeping into the air, the Cathedral Knights looked across the Grey-yard. The wrinkles between their eyes knotted as they peered through the rain and into the distance.
 
   ‘The Demonic Guardians!’ Henry shouted.
 
   ‘But what can they want?’ another of the knights asked. ‘They’ve already destroyed our Cathedral and cursed…’
 
   ‘It’s not us they want this time,’ Henry seethed. ‘It’s Zach Black they’ve come to destroy!’ 
 
   Twisting in the air the Knights raced back towards the ground.
 
   ‘What’s happening?’ Zach demanded, his crossbows gripped in his fists.
 
   ‘Go! Go !Go!’ Henry roared, drawing his sword.
 
   Seeing the fear in his ghostlike eyes, William and Neanna armed themselves.
 
   The ground tilted and trembled beneath them. Then they saw what it was that had panicked the Knights so much. Over the brow of the Grey-yard an army approached. Their armor glistened like broken glass beneath the moonlight. 
 
   ‘Demonic Guardians!’ William barked, aiming his catapult. 
 
   ‘Demonic what?’ Zach bellowed over the sound of the marching feet.
 
    ‘Throat’s army. That’s what they are!’ Neanna said, blinking to stand side-by-side with her friends. 
 
   The Guardians raced towards them, their eyes gleaming crimson in the dark. They approached in a solid formation and didn’t once stop to navigate the razor-like rocks before them. Instead they smashed and trampled over them as if they were made of papier-mâché. 
 
   ‘Zach Black!’  They screeched as one, their many voices floating on the air like a tidal wave. 
 
   ‘Go now!’ Henry ordered one last time. ‘We will fight this battle for you!’
 
   ‘But there’s hundreds of them and seven of you,’ Zach shouted over the thunder of the approaching army. ‘We will stay and fight with you!’
 
   Swooping in so close his transparent beard fluttered just inches from Zach’s face, Henry roared, ‘Endra’s fate lies in your hands Zach Black. You’re not destined to die today. Not if I’ve got anything to do with it. Besides, I have my own score to settle with these demons. Now be gone with you!’
 
   ‘But you won’t stand a chance! There are too many of them!’ Neanna cried, swinging her sword above her head in preparation for battle. 
 
   The Demonic Guardians were a football pitch length away now, and their eyes burnt red and plumes of grey smoke squirted from huge black nostrils. 
 
   ‘Zach Black!’ they screamed, running forward.
 
   ‘GO!’ The Knights roared as one, ‘GO NOW!’
 
   Turning on their heels, Zach, William and Neanna ran as fast and hard as they could away from the approaching soldiers. Zigzagging between the rocks, they tried to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the Guardians. 
 
   Tripping over a jagged stone, Neanna’s cloak snagged and she became entangled. Running back towards Neanna, Zach and William fought to free her. Glancing back to see how close the Guardians were, Zach watched the seven brave Knights hold firm against the fast approaching army. 
 
   ‘Rise Cathedral Knights!’ Henry roared, raising his shield and swinging his mighty sword above his head. On his command the ground began to open as hundreds – no thousands of spectral apparitions seeped up into the night. 
 
   ‘There’s a whole army of those knight’s’ Zach yelled in triumph, pulling at Neanna’s cloak. 
 
   The thousands of wispy streams of vapor swirled in the air as they opened like flowers to form the shapes of Knights. They stretched across the Grey-yard for as far as the eye could see. The Demonic Guardians charged them, their swordsticks raised like javelins. 
 
   ‘Hold the line!’ Henry shouted. ‘Hold the line!’
 
   Yanking on Neanna’s cloak one finale time, William heard the sound of tearing fabric. Freeing her from the rock, they turned their backs on the thousands of screaming Guardians and brave Knights. Racing away through the lashing rain, they could hear the sounds of swordsticks and swords clash together as battle commenced behind them.
 
    
 
   William bounded ahead and Neanna blinked her way across the Grey-yard. Every time that Zach got close to her she was gone again, reappearing several meters away. With his heart thundering in his chest and ears, his arms working like pistons, Zach propelled himself forward. Way behind him in the distance, he could hear the shrill screams of death and the earsplitting clatter of weapons. Zach hoped those terrible cries of agony were the sound of the Guardians being slaughtered and not those of the Knights, but he couldn’t force himself to look back.
 
   William stopped ahead and howled, ‘I can see the shore!’
 
   Neanna blinked the last few hundred yards and reappeared beside him. ‘C’mon Zach!’ she called, urging him on.
 
   With a stitch burning in his side as if he had been stabbed with a smoldering poker, Zach forced himself onwards. Reaching his friends, Zach slumped forwards, fighting to suck mouthfuls of icy cold air into his lungs.
 
   ‘Look! Can you see it?’ William barked, pointing into the distance.
 
   Looking up, Zach could see they had come to rest at the edge of the Grey-yard. The razor-sharp rocks had come to such a sudden end it looked as if someone had erected an invisible wall. The rocks gave way to a cove of sandy dunes which sloped down onto a dark and deserted beach. All along the shoreline, thick black waves like tar crashed against the sand.
 
   ‘The onyx sea?’ Zach gasped, struggling to catch his breath.
 
   ‘That’s right,’ Neanna told him. ‘Now all we have to do is find a way across it.’
 
   ‘We better find a way quick,’ William growled, staring past his friends and back into the Grey-yard.
 
   Whirling round, Zach and Neanna looked in horror at the regiment of Demonic Guardians racing towards them. 
 
   ‘They must have beaten back the knights,’ William shouted over the sound of the black waves crashing against the shore. 
 
   Zach glanced down at the sea that rolled to and fro like a giant oil spillage. It was then that he saw the door shining like a star in the darkness on the beach.
 
   ‘Look! There’s a doorway!’ he shouted, sprinting down the sandy dunes towards the shore.
 
   Blinking her way onto the beach, Neanna was there before Zach’s leather boots had even touched the sand. William came bounding after them, thick plumes of breath pouring from his mouth like clouds. The door stood white and gleaming, the gloomy waves seeping beneath it.
 
   With the wind rushing about them, they raced forward, the doorway getting nearer and nearer. Then something bright and orange soared over their heads and smashed into the sea setting the waves alight. Without stopping, Zach stole a quick look back to see hundreds of the Demonic Guardians swooping down the sand dunes after them. They seemed to move at a terrifying pace and with every bloody heartbeat they got nearer. All along the crest of the sand dunes stood a vast line of the Guardians and each of them had a seething fireball dancing between their fingers. In unison they launched the balls of flames from their fists. They rocketed through the night sky like comets, a blazing trail of burning light screaming behind them.
 
   Racing towards the doorway, fireballs exploded in the sand around Zach, William and Neanna’s feet. Clouds of sand erupted as if they were navigating a minefield.
 
   ‘They’re almost upon us!’ William roared, leaping past Zach.
 
     Zach didn’t need to look back to know how close the Guardians were. He could hear the sounds of their heavy footfalls right behind him and feel the hot air from their nostrils breathing down his neck. Pushing himself as hard and as fast as he could, Zach wondered if his heart would explode in his chest like an over-filled balloon. 
 
   The door was so near now, Zach refused to be caught this close to his escape. William reached the doorway moments before him. Grabbing for the door handle, Zach curled his fist around it. Blinking beside him, Neanna screamed:
 
   ‘What you waiting for?’ 
 
   Looking into her eyes, Zach could see the reflection of a firebomb hurtling towards him. Yanking the door open, electricity leapt through his fingers and scampered up his arm. Without looking back, the three of them hurtled through the doorway. The door slammed shut as several fireballs exploded against it.
 
    
 
   Zach was sitting down. The chair was comfortable, though there wasn’t very much leg-room in front of him. He felt sick and disorientated. There was a loud humming noise and it took a moment for him to realise it was the sound of engines – powerful engines. A voice cut through the fogginess shrouding Zach’s senses. 
 
   ‘Good evening ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking,’ the voice said, and it sounded to Zach as if it were coming through an intercom of some kind. 
 
   ‘Please fasten your seatbelts as we make our final approach into London Gatwick airport. Thank you for flying Atlantis Airways.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Wasp saw the dome of green light below through the snow that swept all around them. Warden smelt it and both of them shuddered under the sound of the explosion. 
 
   They stood on a jagged ledge of rock at the foot of the Snowstorm Mountains. The mountains towered above them, dark and menacing, forming a horseshoe around the eastern cove of the Onyx Sea. The mountain summits were hidden by purple-black clouds which were bloated with snow. Wind howled all around them like the cries of ravenous wolves. Warden’s once copper-brown hair now shone white beneath a coating of snow. Wasp buzzed at his heel and sniffed at the air. 
 
   ‘So it has started,’ Warden said, his words being eaten up by the blizzard that whipped all around them.
 
   Wasp buzzed in response.
 
   ‘We can only hope that they make it to the prisoner before they are captured,’ Warden added.
 
   Buzzing, Wasp shook a spray of snow from his sleek coat.
 
   ‘I know Wasp, but they have to make this part of their journey on their own. We will have plenty of battles of our own to fight. Now lead on my friend. We have work to do.’
 
   Pulling against the tether, Wasp led his master deep into the caverns of the Snowstorm Mountains. Within moments, Warden’s enormous footprints had been filled with fresh snow, hiding any trace that either he or Wasp had ever been there.
 
    
 
   The police officer handed Fandel Black the tissue and said, ‘Mr Black, Please don’t upset yourself. I’m sure your nephew will be just fine.’
 
   Fandel wiped his tear-stained cheeks with the tissue and then blew his nose into it. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry for making such a fool of myself,’ he sniveled. ‘I blame myself.’
 
   ‘You have nothing to blame yourself for. He’s at that age. I have one of my own and if I had a pound for every time he threatened to run away I’d be very rich indeed,’ the police officer said, completing the missing persons report.
 
   ‘I just wished I’d noticed the signs. I knew poor Zach had been unhappy because of his parents tragic death, but I never in my wildest dreams thought he would run away.’
 
   Shuffling his paperwork into a neat pile, the police officer looked at his watch. His shift ended in five minutes and Manchester United were in a cup-tie with Chelsea tonight on the T.V. and he didn’t want to miss it – not one second. 
 
   Standing up on the other side of the table in the small interview room, the police officer opened the door.
 
   ‘As soon as you’ve gone, I’ll pass the picture and paperwork over to our force intelligence officer who will send out an all force report.’
 
   Sensing the police officer’s wish to be rid of him, Fandel wiped his eyes one last time for effect, and then placed the tissue in his pocket. Standing, he went to the door where the police officer was checking his watch again. Fandel didn’t care that the police officer wanted to get rid of him. He didn’t want to stay in the police station any longer than he had to. He had never liked the police; they made him nervous.
 
   ‘What’s your name officer?’ Fandel asked.
 
   ‘Constable Moody,’ he replied, ushering Fandel towards the door and out into the front office.
 
   ‘You’ve been most helpful Constable Moody. I’d like to write a letter of thanks.’
 
   Constable Moody checked his watch again. Two minutes until his shift ended. ‘There’s really no need.’
 
   ‘I like writing letters,’ Fandel added as the police officer opened the station door.
 
   ‘Like I said, I’m just doing my job. I’ll file the report and if we hear any news on your nephew we’ll be in touch.’
 
   ‘Likewise,’ Fandel said, stifling a snigger in the knowledge that Zach would never be returning home.
 
   Constable Moody shut the door behind Fandel. He glanced at his watch again. One minute to go. Running up the stairs to the locker room, he pulled his clip-on tie from his throat. Placing the missing person report on top of his locker, Constable Moody got changed out of his uniform.
 
   Fandel thrust his hands deep into his coat pockets. How fortunate I’ve been dealt with by such an incompetent and lazy police officer, he thought to himself. He wouldn’t even file that report, but that wouldn’t be Fandel’s fault. He had done the dutiful thing and reported his beloved nephew missing. Content, he smiled to himself and made the cold walk back to his cottage.
 
   Slamming his locker closed, Constable Moody left the changing room. He got to the top of the stairs and then slapped his forehead with the flat of his hand. Running back to the changing room, he snatched the missing person’s report from the top of his locker. Despite making himself late for kick-off, he dashed up two flights of stairs to the force intelligence office and handed in his report.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Without thinking, Zach fastened his seat belt as the pilot had instructed. Then it dawned on him where he was. ‘I’m on a plane!’
 
   Looking to his right, and if it hadn’t been for the seatbelt, Zach would have jumped from his seat. Sitting beside him was the biggest dog he had ever seen. The dog had a long white snout, with black rings of fur around its eyes and ears. Its nose was black and wet looking and long grey whiskers gathered around it. The animal’s eyes were bright red with piercing black pupils. The dog looked like a cross between a wolf and a Siberian husky. 
 
   ‘What you gawping at?’ the wolf/husky-thing asked Zach.
 
   Fumbling for the clasp on his seatbelt, Zach tried to distance himself from this animal.
 
   ‘Did you just say something?’ he gasped.
 
   ‘What’s got into you Zach Black?’ the wolf/husky asked.
 
   Hearing its voice again, Zach realised he recognised it. ‘Will…William is that you?’
 
   ‘Of course it’s me. Who else could it be?’
 
   Looking at William in disbelief, he said, ‘William have you seen yourself?’
 
   ‘What do ya mean have I seen myself?’ William said, raising one giant white paw in front of his face. Barking with surprise, he added, ‘what’s happened to me?’ 
 
   ‘I think coming through that doorway has changed you. Like I changed coming through to Endra. I think this is how you’re meant to look in my world,’ Zach added.
 
   Placing the paw across his eyes, William said, ‘where are my spectacles? How comes I can see without them.’
 
   ‘Perhaps you don’t need them in Earth,’ Zach suggested.
 
   ‘What about Neanna? Where is she?’ William asked.
 
   Peering past Williams’s huge frame, Zach could see Neanna bent double in the seat closest to the window. At first glance, she appeared unchanged, but then Zach noticed her back. It seemed hunched up; as if she was hiding something beneath the black coat she was now wearing. 
 
   ‘Neanna, are you ok?’ Zach asked her.
 
   Turning her head to look at him, Neanna’s face seemed as beautiful as ever.
 
    If not more beautiful, Zach thought. 
 
   Her pale blue eyes shone and her pink coloured freckles lit up her impish face like splashes of sunlight. Neanna’s hair framed her face in thick, black curls which sparkled so bright that Zach had to close his eyes for a moment.
 
   ‘I feel fine,’ Neanna beamed. 
 
   It was then that Zach and William both noticed her teeth. Where she once had a perfect set, now sat a pair of gleaming white fangs.
 
   ‘What’s happed to your teeth?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ she said, popping her thumb into her mouth and prodding about.
 
   ‘Ouch!’ she cried, withdrawing her thumb which was now bleeding. Seeing the blood, she mopped it up with her tongue and licked her lips as if savoring some gastronomic delicacy. 
 
   ‘You’ve got fangs!’ William barked.
 
   ‘You can talk!’ Neanna said, looking at the wolf’s red gapping mouth and gleaming teeth. ‘At least mine aren’t covered in saliva!’
 
   ‘What’s wrong with your back?’ Zach asked, checking out her rounded shoulders.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ Neanna replied, twisting in her seat.
 
   ‘Does it hurt?’
 
   ‘No, it just feels as if I’ve got something stuffed up my coat. Where did this coat come from?’
 
   ‘The same place my crossbows, boots and…’ Zach checked himself out to discover he was now wearing the trainers, jeans and jumper he’d had on the day he came across the doorway on the beach.
 
   ‘Where have my crossbows gone?’ he asked no-one in particular. 
 
   ‘Never mind your crossbows, what’s that hideous humming sound? It’s hurting my ears,’ William woofed. 
 
   ‘Oh, that’s the engines,’ Zach told him.
 
   ‘Engines? What are engines?’
 
   ‘They’re the things that are keeping us up in the air.’
 
   ‘In the air?’ William yelped. 
 
   ‘Yeah, we’re on a plane?’ 
 
   ‘What’s a plane?’ Neanna asked, flashing her fangs at him.
 
   ‘An airplane,’ Zach said dumbfounded, realising his friends had never heard of a plane before. ‘It’s a machine that flies through the sky.’
 
   ‘You mean we’re flying through the sky?’ William asked. 
 
   ‘We’ll…yeah,’ Zach added still bewildered that William had no knowledge of an airplane. 
 
   ‘I don’t like the thought of that,’ William yelped like a puppy and then started shifting in his seat. ‘How high are we?’
 
   ‘It’s hard to say,’ Zach said, glancing around the cabin. ‘This looks like a jumbo-jet so we could be flying as high as forty thousand feet!’ 
 
   ‘Forty thousand feet!’ Neanna exclaimed.
 
   ‘I don’t like it!’ William began to howl. ‘I want to get off!’
 
   ‘You can’t get off until we land,’ Zach told him with a bemused smirk on his face. ‘Everything you’ve seen in Endra – the zombies, the Radan, those ghost-knights and you’re frightened of a bit of flying!’ Zach teased. ‘You’re a werewolf for crying-out-loud!’ 
 
   Looking at him with his fierce red eyes, William growled, ‘it’s a shame you wasn’t this cocky back in Endra.’
 
   ‘We’ll perhaps you can understand now what it was like for me to step into some strange world where I knew nobody, where I was being chased by a bunch of hoodies riding dead-ape-looking-things and then found myself in some god-forsaken forest, where zombies were dropping out of the sky and popping up from beneath my feet…’
 
   ‘They’re Slath, not Zombies!’ Neanna corrected him.
 
   ‘Whatever!’ Zach said. ‘Now you know what it was like for me, so quit complaining. You’re gonna draw attention to us. Besides, we’ll be landing soon!’
 
   ‘I think it’s too late for that,’ Neanna whispered.
 
   ‘Too late for what?’ Zach asked with a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   Neanna nodded in the direction of the aisle, and Zach looked up to see a member of the cabin crew rushing towards them dressed in a shocking mustard coloured uniform.
 
   ‘How did you get that animal on board?’ the flight attendant demanded.
 
   ‘Oh…erm…this is my pet dog William,’ Zach said with a nervous grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.
 
   ‘In fact how did any of you get on the flight? I’ve worked this plane since we left Orlando eight hours ago and I haven’t noticed any of you before. Where did you come from?’ she asked, her face a mask of confusion.
 
   ‘We’ve felt sick since take-off and spent most of the time in the toilet,’ Zach said.
 
   ‘What’s wrong with your teeth?’ she asked, spotting Neanna’s fangs.
 
   ‘Yeah, well my friend is waiting to have a brace…’ Zach started.
 
   ‘I’m not happy about this. Not one little bit,’ the stewardess said shaking her head from side to side. ‘There’s something wrong about you three. I’m going to have to contact the captain.’  
 
   Before Zach could say anything else (although what else could he have said to explain the sudden appearance of a teenage boy, a werewolf and a vampire on an airplane forty thousand feet above the earth) the crew member had swirled around in a blaze of mustard and gone running back down the aisle. 
 
   ‘I think we’re in trouble,’ Zach said to his friends, his stomach somersaulting as the plane lost altitude and raced towards the runway. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   As soon as the airplane’s wheels screamed across the tarmac, Zach released his seatbelt and jumped up.
 
   ‘Somehow we’ve got to get off this plane or that’s the end of our journey,’ he hissed at his friends. 
 
   ‘Why?’ William barked.
 
   ‘Why?’ Zach said exasperated. ‘Because that lady has gone to tell the captain about us, and he will now be radioing the control tower who will be calling the cops to meet us on our arrival.’
 
   Cops?’ Neanna asked.
 
   Zach sighed and said, ‘peacekeepers.’
 
   ‘About time someone with some authority turned up. The peacekeepers won’t harm us,’ William said with a misguided confidence.
 
   ‘I don’t think they’re gonna be like the peacekeepers in Endra,’ Zach warned him. He then looked at William and Neanna and said, ‘God knows what they’ll make of you two!’
 
   ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Neanna said, unfastening her seatbelt.
 
   ‘I don’t think they’ve ever been called to deal with a werewolf and a vampire on a flight before. Drunken football fans, yes. But not a werewolf and a vampire!’ Zach said, crouching and following the emergency lighting up the aisle.
 
    Leaping from his seat, William sauntered up the aisle behind Zach, his large white fluffy tail swaying from side to side like a stick of candy-floss. Bending almost in half, her back hunched as if she were concealing something under her coat, Neanna followed. Passing the ends of the aisle, they were spotted by some of the other passengers. 
 
   ‘There’s a giant dog on the plane!’ a man said.
 
   ‘Where? Where?’ a female shouted.
 
   ‘Oh my god! He’s right! There’s a wolf on the flight!’ somebody else shrieked. 
 
   Then other passengers began to release their seat belts and stand so they too could get a look. 
 
   ‘What’s she hiding under her coat?’ a young man said, pointing at Neanna who was crawling on her hands and knees up the aisle.
 
   ‘It’s a bomb!’ a female screamed so loud that Zach thought his ears were going to bleed.
 
   ‘A bomb?’ one of the cabin crew yelled. 
 
   ‘There’s a bomb!’ another crew member cried, running to the nearest toilet cubicle and locking himself inside.
 
   Seeing this, other passengers began to scream and climb over their seats to the back of the plane to be as far away from Neanna as possible. Within a matter of moments, the plane erupted into sheer chaos and panic. 
 
   The pilot barked a series of orders at the air traffic controllers via his radio. The plane continued to taxi up the runaway as the air traffic controllers closed all of the gates, and ordered the pilot to steer the plane away from the south terminal and to the end of the runway.
 
   Reaching one of the exit doors, Zach peered through the little oval window out into the darkness. In the distance he could see the red and blue flashing lights of police and fire engines as they raced towards them.
 
   Turning, he slumped against the door and slid to the floor. Looking at William and Neanna, he said, ‘I don’t know how we’re gonna get out of this one!’
 
   ‘Pull yourself together Zach Black!’ Neanna shouted, ‘that door can be opened!’
 
   Looking up, Zach could see a list of instructions stuck to the inside of the door, which started:
 
    
 
   In case of emergency…
 
    
 
   With the help of Neanna, Zach followed the instructions and with a whoosh of air they forced the door open. The plane was still moving and, almost losing his balance, Zach teetered on the lip of the doorway as the runway speed past below. Grabbing hold of his jumper, Neanna pulled him back into the cabin. 
 
   ‘What now?’ Zach roared over the sound of the engines. ‘We’re way too high to jump!’
 
   Beneath the sound of the screaming engines and the roar of the wind that howled past outside, Zach could just about hear the sound of tearing. Looking at Neanna, Zach could see her coat begin to rip apart up the back. As the fabric began to fall away in strips, William and Zach stared in wonder as a pair of black wings unfolded from beneath Neanna’s coat.
 
   ‘Whoa!’ Zach said, ‘How I didn’t see that one coming!’
 
   Each wing seemed to have a long bony shoulder and arm that was about six feet in length. Beneath this arm hung the wing, which was a see-through and stretchy looking membrane. 
 
   Shaking from head to foot, Neanna unraveled her wings. She looked from side-to-side and up at them. 
 
   ‘I have wings!’ she said. ‘I have wings!’
 
   Throwing his head back, William howled in approval.
 
   Neanna turned to face the passengers that had now pressed themselves together at the back of the plane. 
 
   ‘See I don’t have a bomb. I have wings!’ she scolded them. Scooping Zach and William up into her arms, Neanna swept out of the doorway and into the night.
 
   The stewardess in her mustard uniform stared in disbelief as Neanna’s big black wings fluttered through the doorway. That was the last thing the stewardess saw before her legs buckled beneath her and she fainted in the aisle.  
 
    
 
   Swooping over the runway, Neanna beat her wings up and down. But she began to lose height and spiral out of control towards the ground.
 
   ‘You’re too heavy!’ she shouted at Zach and William, holding them tight against her. ‘I’m gonna have to land!’
 
   Fanning her wings out like two giant sails, Neanna headed for the runway. Hitting the ground running, she released Zach and William from her arms. Tumbling onto the runway, Zach and William rolled over and over. William yelped as the pads on his paws skidded over the tarmac. Staggering to his feet, Zach looked at the police vehicles that were fast approaching. Their emergency lights sending shadows across the airfield in flashes of blue and red.
 
   ‘Run!’ he roared, heading towards the lights of the terminal. 
 
   Bounding after him, William’s claws ‘clacked’ against the surface of the runway. Soaring a few feet above them, Neanna pounded her wings up and down like a bird of prey. 
 
   The police vehicles veered off the runway and chased them across the grass, their sirens wailing and lights throbbing. 
 
   ‘Did you see that?’ one of the police marksmen asked the driver of the armored vehicle. 
 
   The driver shook his head as if shaking away cobwebs and said, ‘I saw something fly from that plane but I’m not sure what it was!’
 
   ‘It looked like some kinda giant bat,’ the police marksman shouted over the din of the squealing sirens.
 
   ‘Look there they go,’ the driver yelled, speeding after them.
 
   ‘It looks like that lad is being chased by a wolf and that bat-thing,’ the marksman roared, releasing the safety on his gun.
 
    
 
   The three of them raced towards a stationary plane, diving under its giant wings. Zach glanced back over his shoulder as a synthesized sounding voice came from the pursing police cars. 
 
   ‘STOP!’ the voice ordered. ‘ARMED POLICE! STOP OR WE WILL SHOOT!’
 
   ‘They can’t shoot,’ William howled, ‘they’re peacekeepers. We’ve done nothing wrong!’
 
   ‘I keep trying to tell you, they’re not peacekeepers – they’re cops!’ Zach panted, running towards a hanger that had trailers full of luggage being driven into it.  
 
   ‘But we’re the good guys!’ William barked.
 
   ‘Somehow I don’t think they will see it like that!’ Zach shouted as the synthesized voice came again.
 
   ‘THIS IS YOUR FINAL WARNING! STOP OR WE WILL OPEN FIRE!’
 
   Neanna soared towards the entrance of the hanger and Zach and William raced along beneath her. 
 
   Clack! Clack! Clack!
 
   The air exploded with the sound of gunfire as the pursing cops opened fire.
 
   ‘You weren’t kidding,’ William howled, a stream of bullets whizzing above his head.
 
   ‘About what?’ Zach gasped in fright.
 
   ‘They’re nothing like peacekeepers. They’re a rotten shot!’ William barked, bounding into the hanger.
 
    
 
   Screeching to a halt, streams of smoke billowed up from beneath the tires of the police vehicles.
 
   ‘Alpha-Echo control! Alpha-Echo control from Whisky-Four-Five,’ one of the cops roared into his headset.
 
   ‘Go ahead,’ a voice from the control room crackled in his ear.
 
   ‘Subjects have decamped into the luggage store. I repeat the subjects have decamped into the luggage store.’
 
   ‘Alpha-Echo control to Whiskey-Four-Five, seal the area, seal the area. We will contact the on-call negotiator.’
 
   Looking at his colleague in disbelief, the police marksman said into his mouth piece, ‘Whiskey-Four-Five to control…that’s a negative. I repeat that’s a negative. I don’t think a negotiator is going to be able to help. Perhaps you should call the nearest zoo.’
 
   There was a pause from the operator in the control room. Then the voice crackled in his ear, ‘Alpha-Echo control to Four-Five, repeat your last message.’
 
   Sighing, the marksman said into the mouth piece, ‘the hostiles appear to be a wolf of some sort and a giant bat!’
 
   The operator in the control room didn’t respond for some considerable time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   ‘Hey! You’re not allowed in here!’ a bearded man in overall’s shouted at Zach as he came charging into the hanger. ‘This is a restricted…’ then he saw Neanna and the giant wolf and his mouth clamped shut.
 
   Snarling at the baggage handler, William’s lips quivered around his powerful jaws.
 
   ‘This way!’ Zach shouted, spying a conveyer belt that led up into the dark. The belt was ferrying hundreds of suitcases, prams and rucksacks out of the hanger and up into the terminal.
 
   Diving on to it, Zach lay on his stomach as he was whisked upwards. Shrugging her shoulders as she walked towards the conveyer belt, Neanna’s wings folded away beneath what was left of her coat. Climbing on, she was joined by William. His sharp claws screamed against the metal surface like nails being scraped across ice. 
 
   They were carried upwards through a maze of conveyer belts that stretched high above them like crisscrossing motorways. Ahead, Zach could see a curtain of black rubber slats that brushed aside as the luggage passed through them.
 
   At first there were ‘oohh’s’ and ‘aarrhh’s’ from the passengers at the sight of Zach appearing on the conveyer belt as they waited for their luggage. Then the sounds of curiosity were soon replaced by screams as William and Neanna appeared from out of the darkness. 
 
   Brandishing his huge teeth, William snarled and Neanna shrugged her shoulders again as she unfolded her wings. Passengers fled backwards as William bounded from the belt and Neanna swept up into the air. 
 
    
 
   Outside on the runway the police officers radios began to crackle and fuzz as frantic and garbled messages began to be transmitted.
 
   ‘They now seem to be in the baggage area!’ said one hysterical controller.
 
   ‘What terminal?’ said the voice of a police officer.
 
   ‘We believe it’s the north terminal,’ came another radio operator.
 
   ‘Can we confirm the north terminal?’ the police officer said again, his voice bubbling with frustration.
 
   ‘No, I think they’re in the south terminal,’ another voice cut over the rest.
 
   Realising that no one had the faintest idea of where the hostiles were or what was going on, the fleet of armored police vehicles split. One squad headed for the south terminal and the other headed to the north, their sirens and lights blazing as they hurtled along the runway.
 
    
 
   All around them, people dived out of their way as they raced through the terminal. Screams of terror could be heard in all directions as William howled through fear and confusion rather than to scare the passengers. William had never seen a place like this. Everything was so garish and lit with neon lights. The floor and walls looked artificial as if made from some shiny material and his snout was bombarded with the smell of cheap meat and sweet-things.
 
   Fluttering overhead, Neanna beat her wings, throwing-up abandoned newspapers and hamburger wrappers. Seeing the sign for customs ahead of him, Zach realised that this was the way out. He doubted very much if he would be asked if he had anything to declare, but then again, he wondered what the punishment would be for trying to smuggle a werewolf and a vampire into the UK.
 
   The custom officers in their crisp, white shirts and starched trousers heard the screaming before they even saw the boy, the wolf and the giant bat-thing. Their radios had been humming with news of them for the last ten minutes and some officers had wondered if it were not some kind of joke. But as Zach raced through the customs area followed by the biggest wolf and bat they had ever seen, they all dived for cover beneath the x-ray machines and search tables. 
 
   Zach raced towards passport control. The area looked pretty void of life except for a few border control officers who sat in little glass booths.  
 
   Border Control officer Tom Smith shouldn’t have even been working that day. It was Christmas week and he had been on leave, but when his supervisor had called him at home and offered him ‘double-bubble’ overtime to cover a colleague who had gone sick, he had been unable to refuse. However, when he saw the giant wolf come bounding towards his little booth, he wished he had never answered the phone to his supervisor. 
 
   He can stick the money! he thought to himself, pulling down the blind on his booth and curling up in the corner. Through his fingers, he watched the shadow of the wolf go bounding past and a large black shape go streaking overhead. To his shame, Border Control officer Tom Smith felt a damp patch form in his trousers. In that moment, he vowed that he would never answer his phone while on leave again.
 
   Zach and his two odd looking friends tore through the terminal. 
 
   Where now? Zach thought to himself, looking around. He knew that they would have to get far away from the airport and quick. Spotting a sign for the ‘Gatwick Express’, Zach roared at William and Neanna to follow him.
 
   Racing down the escalators two at a time, Neanna hovered behind him. Zach reached the platform to find a train waiting in the station. Looking up at the departure board, Zach could see that it was destined for London Victoria. Landing on the platform, Zach watched as Neanna shrugged her shoulders again and her wings folded away like the soft-top-roof on a sports car.
 
   ‘You’re getting good at that,’ he told her, boarding the train.
 
   Ignoring him, Neanna said, ‘where’s William?’
 
   Zach looked along the platform but couldn’t see William anywhere. He then heard a pitiful yelping sound come from the top of the escalators. Following the sound, Zach looked up to see William cowering at the top.
 
   ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked the oversized wolf.
 
   ‘I’m scared,’ William whimpered.
 
   ‘Scared? Scared of what?’Zach asked. 
 
   ‘I’ve never seen moving stairs before.’
 
   ‘I don’t believe this,’ Zach sighed under his breath, making his way back to the top. 
 
   Taking hold of the fur around William’s neck, Zach tried to pull him down the escalators. Below he could hear the ‘bleeping’ sound as the doors of the train prepared to close. 
 
   ‘C’mon you big hairy coward,’ Zach screamed at him. ‘We don’t have time for your fun and games!’
 
   Working his way behind William, he placed both of his hands against the wolf’s huge back legs and began to force him down the escalators. Howling, William skittered on his long claws, lost his grip and tumbled to the bottom. Jumping over him, Zach darted between the closing doors of the train. Sticking out his arms between them, he fought to keep the doors from closing.
 
   ‘C’mon!’ he yelled at William, who lay looking dazed and confused in a heap at the foot of the escalators. 
 
   The doors ‘beeped’ as they struggled to close. 
 
   ‘William, please!’ Neanna said. 
 
   Shaking his large head, William rolled onto all fours and leapt towards the closing doors. Zach stooped as William bounded over him and into the carriage. Releasing his grip on the doors, Zach lept backwards as they hissed shut. Then the screaming started all over again. 
 
    
 
   Zach raced up the carriage as people curled up in their seats desperate to keep out of the way of the massive wolf-thing. The train listed from side to side as it sped over points and raced towards London. 
 
   The three of them ran through the carriages until they reached the first class compartment at the front of the train. This carriage was quieter and occupied by just one passenger who lay slumped asleep in one corner listening to his ipod. 
 
   ‘It’s not going to take them long to figure out what happened to us,’ Zach told William and Neanna.
 
   ‘How will they know the way we are heading?’ William barked.
 
   ‘CCTV! That’s how!’ Zach snapped, peering out of the train windows into the darkness.
 
   ‘CCTV?’ Neanna asked, gripping the handrail as the train lurched this way and that.
 
   ‘Yeah, they’re cameras that watch everything you do,’ he said, sensing neither William nor Neanna had the slightest idea of what he was going on about. ‘They’re kinda like mechanical eyes that watch what’s going on. It’s for security. It makes people feel safer. But then again, it just makes you feel like you’re being spied on!’
 
   ‘Mechanical eyes,’ Neanna gasped. ‘And I thought Endra was full of magic.’
 
   ‘It’s not magic,’ Zach said.
 
   ‘Can I take some of these magical eyes back to Endra for my dad?’ William asked.
 
   ‘No you can’t! They’re not magical and they don’t work like that,’ Zach said, peering out of the window again. 
 
   ‘What do you keep looking for?’ Neanna asked.
 
   ‘I want to see if we are slowing down…to see if they’ve worked out what has happened to us. They might stop the train and then we’ll be trapped.’
 
   ‘What sort of beast pulls this train?’ William asked.
 
   Rolling his eyes, Zach gasped, ‘look nothing is pulling this train. It doesn’t work like that. We haven’t used animals to pull vehicles for years!’
 
   ‘So how does this huge beast move at such an incredible speed?’ William pushed.
 
   ‘It’s not a beast!’ Zach cried exasperated. ‘It’s a machine like the big flying bird we were on. It has an engine!’
 
   Zach didn’t mean to lose his temper with William, and deep in his heart he understood what William and Neanna were going through. They were just as confused and bewildered by this strange new world as he had been when stepping through the doorway into Endra. But now wasn’t the time for questions. Just like the time hadn’t been right for the questions he had pestered William with as they had raced towards the Howling Forests on the stagecoach. Looking at the world through William’s and Neanna’s eyes, Zach guessed that Earth was just as magical as Endra. It was a different kind of magic that was all.
 
   ‘Can I take one of these engines home?’ William began, ‘they sound incredible. What do you feed them on?’
 
   Zach put a finger to his lips. ‘Shhh! We’re slowing down!’
 
   The train gave off a hissing sound as the driver applied the brakes and the train slowed. Pressing his hands against the windows, Zach tried to see what was happening ahead. To his relief, he could see the lights and the many platforms of Victoria railway station. 
 
    
 
   The train rolled to a halt and Zach went and stood by the doors. As soon as they had parted, Zach peered along the platform expecting to see it teaming with Transport Police, but there was no one. 
 
   Stepping onto the deserted platform, Zach ushered his two friends to join him, leaving the sleeping passenger unaware that he had just taken a ride with a werewolf and a vampire.
 
   ‘Something isn’t right,’ Zach whispered.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ Neanna asked, doing that thing with her shoulders again and releasing her wings.
 
   ‘This is a busy commuter station in the heart of our biggest city. It should be teaming with people and look; no one else has got off the train.’
 
   ‘Maybe they know something we don’t,’ William barked.
 
   ‘That’s what worries me,’ Zach said, leading them onto the huge desolate concourse. 
 
   ‘We should keep to the sides,’ Neanna whispered.
 
   ‘Why?’ Zach asked her.
 
   ‘We’re less easily seen that way.’
 
   Following her instructions, the three of them made their way around the edges of the concourse pressed against the shop windows. They had made it about halfway round when somebody shouted at them through a loudhailer. 
 
   ‘THIS IS THE POLICE. STAY WHERE YOU ARE!’ the voice commanded, echoing off the floor and walls of the station. ‘PUT YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR SO WE CAN SEE THEM!’
 
   William looked down at his paws and then at Zach. ‘These cops of yours are far too dumb to be peacekeepers.’
 
   There was a moments silence then the voice came again. 
 
   ‘MOVE INTO THE CENTRE OF THE STATION CONCOURSE. KEEP YOUR HANDS WHERE WE CAN SEE THEM. ANY PERCIEVED HOSTILITY WILL BE MET WITH LETHAL FORCE!’
 
   ‘Neanna can’t you blink your way out of this?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘I don’t seem to have that ability in Earth,’ she said. ‘I think it has been replaced with my wings.’
 
   Before Zach could say anything else, Neanna was swooping up into
 
   the air. ‘I’ll draw their fire. Now get out of here!’ she shouted over her shoulder.
 
   Clack! Clack! Clack!
 
   The gunfire started the moment Neanna soared up into the shadows of the stations high ceiling. Across the concourse, Zach could see a gated exit which led out into the street.
 
   Pointing at it, Zach said to William, ‘look over there. Head for that gateway.’ Together, they darted from the shadows of the shop doorway and headed for the exit.  
 
   Clack! Clack! Clack!
 
   Gunfire sizzled all around them as a volley of bullets ricochet off the tiled floor. 
 
   Zooming up into the roof of the station, Neanna spied the police marksmen hiding on the upper gantries. Seeing them take aim, Neanna swooped down – knocking them from their perches like gargoyles on top of a cathedral. The officers made a ‘garwfing’ sound as they were struck from behind and went pin-wheeling through the air. 
 
   Some of the other police officers saw their colleagues flying towards the ground and began to spray a hail of bullets up into the darkness. Pressing herself flat against the metal beams of the roof, Neanna smiled. Peering from the safety of the shadows, she sought out her new target and screaming like an eagle, Neanna plunged down and kicked the police officer from his hiding place. The last thing the police officer would recall before writing his report later that night, was a pair of drooling fangs racing towards him.
 
   Zach and William dodged the bullets that rained down on them. Bounding in huge leaps across the concourse, William snarled, bearing his ferocious teeth for all to see. One of the police marksmen peered around the corner of Marks and Spencer’s and William raced towards him. The officer’s eyes grew wide with fear and he froze on the spot like a waxwork. Seeing his chance, William stood on his hind legs and towered over the police officer. Standing like this, William was at least eight foot tall and rippled with muscle. With one powerful arm, he swiped at the officer and sent him flying through the glass windows of the store, where he landed face down in the middle of the sandwich counter. 
 
   Throwing his arms out on either side, William rolled his head back and howled. The noise was so loud that windows began to shatter from the roof above and the store fronts that lined the concourse. Shards of broken glass showered down like hailstones and the remaining officers ran for cover.
 
   ‘Leave us alone!’ William howled. ‘We haven’t done anything wrong!’ 
 
   Dropping to all fours, William snarled once more in warning as he headed back to Zach, who ran in circles in the middle of the station concourse. 
 
   ‘Run Zach! Run!’ William barked.
 
   Seizing her chance, Neanna dived towards the ground, her wings rippling behind her. 
 
   The three of them ran towards the gated exit. William bounded into it and the metal bars rattled in its frame.
 
   ‘It’s locked!’ Zach screamed, looking back over his shoulder.
 
   ‘Not for long!’ William growled, wheeling round and taking a run at it. 
 
   Throwing his full force against the gate it broke free from its hinges and flew into the street. Without hesitating, William bounded out into the street and the sound of drivers blasting on their car horns soon followed. Neanna swooped from the station and soared into the night. 
 
   Taking one last look over his shoulder, Zach turned towards the gate. Everything happened so fast, Zach didn’t even have a chance to react. The gloved hand shot from the darkness and wrapped itself around Zach’s neck. Spinning round and backwards, Zach went sprawling onto the concourse floor, smashing his head against the concrete with a sickening thud. Staring up into the face that looked over him, Zach’s eyes lost their focus and everything went black.
 
   ‘I’ve got one of ‘um,’ the police officer shouted into his radio.
 
   Police sirens wailed in the distance as more units raced towards the railway station. Stooping closer to his prize, the police officer said, ‘well I’ll be dammed. I was only reading about you this afternoon on the briefing system. You’re that kid who’s run away from home.’ 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   Fandel’s’ head throbbed and the constant squeaks of the windscreen wipers were doing little to ease the pain. He raced down the M5 towards London, the tyres of his car hissing on the wet tarmac. It was almost midnight and he had received the call from the police an hour ago.
 
   ‘Mr Black?’ the voice had said on the other end of the phone.
 
   ‘Yes!’ Fandel had snapped. He had given Anna her evening dose of medicine and he had settled into his favorite seat before the fire, picturing his doorway to Endra when the phone had started to ring.
 
   ‘Hello Mr Black. My name is Superintendent Declan Tanner from the Terrorism Investigations Unit at New Scotland Yard.’
 
   ‘Oh?’ Fandel said.
 
   ‘You reported your nephew Zach Black missing.’
 
   ‘Yes, that’s right?’ 
 
   ‘We’ll, I’m pleased to tell you that we have found him,’ Tanner said.
 
   ‘Okay?’ Fandel said, flummoxed by this news. ‘What did you say your name was again?’
 
   ‘Superintendent Tanner from the terrorism investigations…’ Tanner started to repeat again.
 
   ‘Is it common place for such a high ranking officer from the terrorism unit to get involved in a missing person’s enquiry?’ Fandel asked, his eyes forming into two narrow slits.
 
   ‘Well no, not normally but this doesn’t seem to be a simple missing person’s enquiry.’
 
   Hearing this, Fandel’s lips went dry and the hairs prickled at the base of his neck. ‘How come superintendent?’ 
 
   ‘Your nephew was discovered on an in-bound flight into the UK from the United States of America.’
 
   A difficult silence followed as Fandel’s brain started to jiggle about in his skull. ‘I’m really not sure what to say, superintendent – I’m lost for words. Was he with anyone else?’ Fandel asked.
 
   ‘Look Mr. Black, it would be much easier to go over this at the station. Would it be possible for you to come down to the Yard tomorrow? I understand that you’re in Cornwall. Perhaps you could make it by lunch time.’ The last part of Tanner’s sentence was given more as an order than a suggestion.
 
   Fandel’s skin crawled at the thought of going back into a police station, and this wasn’t any ordinary police station; this was New Scotland Yard he was being summoned to.
 
   ‘Yes. Yes, that will be fine,’ Fandel replied, beads of sweat beginning to dribble off his brow. 
 
   Fandel was just about to say goodbye and slam down the phone – he was desperate to end this conversation just in case he was asked any difficult questions – when Tanner said:
 
   ‘Apart from the bump on your nephew’s head, he’s doing okay.’
 
   ‘Sorry?’ Fandel said flustered. Why wouldn’t this cop just piss-off?
 
   ‘It’s just that your nephew has run away from home and you haven’t once asked if he was okay,’ Tanner said.
 
   Fandel detected a certain cunning about this officer. He wasn’t lazy and incompetent like Police Constable Moody had been. This one was sly, loved his job and was clever.
 
   ‘How silly of me,’ Fandel said, ‘this has come as a bit of a shock and I’m not thinking straight.’
 
   ‘I understand,’ Tanner replied.
 
   ‘Is he in custody?’
 
   ‘No. Zach is in St Thomas’ Hospital nursing a sore head, that’s all. He should be discharged tomorrow.’
 
   Why couldn’t he be dead? Fandel thought to himself and then said down the telephone, ‘that’s such a relief. I will leave for London first thing tomorrow morning,’ and then grimacing as if he had a foul taste in his mouth, he added, ‘I look forward to meeting you then superintendent.’
 
   He then placed the receiver back into its cradle. Throwing on his coat and grabbing his car keys from above the fireplace, Fandel slipped from the house and raced towards London.
 
    
 
   Rubbing his temples with his gnarled fingers, Fandel peered through the rain that hammered against the car windshield. He then glanced at the clock that glowed green above the dashboard in the dark. It was 01:45. 
 
   Wanting to be in London before dawn, he pressed his foot against the accelerator and sped faster down the motorway. Fandel had already decided that he had no intention of going to meet with this Superintendent from the Yard.  No sir-ree. He was going to go straight to the hospital, collect his meddling nephew and take him back into Endra. 
 
   Throat would know what to do with him, Fandel thought to himself and grinned. But what would his reflection say? 
 
   It wasn’t Fandel’s fault that Zach had managed to come back. Throat was meant to be taking care of that. That was his department! Fandel’s headache began to ease a little as he began to proportion the blame. 
 
   But what about that interfering cop? Wouldn’t he come sniffing around? There’d be questions to answer? Like how had his nephew ended up on an international flight? And that cop knew more than he was letting on. That’s why he wanted a meeting in London. There was more going on and that cop just wanted to watch him squirm under a bright light in some filthy interrogation room. Well it wasn’t going to happen. He would flee to Endra earlier than planned. 
 
   But what about Anna? He would have to take her too. But could she go over? Hadn’t Throat forbid it as it could cause complications?
 
   Fandel’s head began to pound again.
 
   ‘Throat will know what to do,’ he whispered, trying to sound as confident as possible. ‘He’ll know what to do.’
 
   Fandel pressed harder on the accelerator.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Zach opened his eyes. He was lying on a bed in a room with white painted walls. The smell of disinfectant was so overpowering that it made his eyes and nose sting. Zach tried to lift his head off the pillows, but lowered it again as a bolt of pain skewered its way into his brain.
 
   ‘Ouch!’ he murmured, and the pain made him feel sick.
 
   ‘Take it easy young man,’ said a voice.
 
   Looking down the length of the bed, Zach could see a stranger sitting at the foot of it. The man had steel-white hair and a big handlebar shaped moustache to match. His eyes were an icy blue and framed with jet black eyebrows that were in complete contrast to his white hair and moustache. He looked like a photographic negative. Despite his hair colour, his face looked younger, as if in his early forties. It was tanned as if he had just traveled from a very hot climate. He wore an expensive looking suit with a matching tie.
 
   ‘Where am I?’ Zach croaked, his mouth feeling dry and his throat sore.
 
   The stranger stood-up, he was tall about six foot and slender. He poured a glass of water and handed it to Zach.
 
   ‘You’re in hospital,’ the man said, propping up Zach’s pillows so he could take a sip.
 
   ‘In hospital?’ Zack asked confused.
 
   ‘Don’t you remember what happened?’ The man said, stroking his overgrown moustache with a set of thick fingers.
 
   Ignoring his question, Zach said, ‘who are you?’
 
   ‘I’m a police officer. My name’s Declan Tanner. Dec to my friends.’
 
   ‘What do you want?’ Zach asked, taking another sip of the water.
 
   Sitting on the edge of the bed and meeting him with his cold blue eyes, Tanner said, ‘first, I want to know how you got onto that plane? I’ve checked with U.S. customs and you didn’t board the flight in Orlando.’
 
   Zach refused to meet his gaze. ‘And second?’ 
 
   ‘I want to know what the wolf and the bat-thing have to do with all of this?’
 
   ‘Shouldn’t I have a solicitor or something before I answer your questions?’ Zach asked, ‘isn’t that what happens on the T.V.?’
 
   Tanner smiled. ‘Look I’m not treating you as a criminal. As far as I can see you’re the victim. I just want to know how you got onto that flight?’
 
   Placing the cup of water on the bedside cabinet, Zach winced at the pain in the back of his head. Once he had made himself comfortable again, he said, ‘you wouldn’t believe me if I told you the truth.’
 
   ‘Try me?’ Tanner said, folding his stocky hands in his lap.
 
   ‘I came through a doorway.’
 
   ‘A doorway?’ 
 
   This is where I get warned for wasting police time! Zach thought to himself.
 
   ‘Go on, you have my complete attention,’ Tanner told him.
 
   Zach eyed him and then continued. 
 
   ‘I came from a world called Endra. I’m not an alien or anything like that. I’m human. I come from Milton Keynes. Me and my sister, Anna, were sent to live with my uncle after my parents died in an air crash. But he’s like weird and he’s giving her these odd looking tablets. He says he’s a doctor but I’m not so sure.’
 
   Zach paused and seeing that Tanner hadn’t taken his eyes from him, he said, ‘shouldn’t you be writing this all down or something.’
 
   ‘Go on with your story,’ Tanner said.
 
   ‘Ok. Where was I? Ah, yes. Anyway, I found this door sticking out of the sand on the beach near my uncle’s cottage. I opened it and stepped into this world called Endra. It’s kinda like a reflection of Earth but its being destroyed by this evil sorcerer called Throat. Throat is my uncle’s reflection.’
 
   ‘Reflection?’ Tanner asked, with a smile twitching beneath his droopy moustache. 
 
   ‘Yeah, some of us have reflections in Endra. Anyway, I made friends with this… someone called William. He has a lot of hair. Then there was this beautiful girl called Neanna and she could move fast from one place to another. She called it blinking.’
 
   ‘Blinking?’ Tanner mused.
 
   ‘You don’t believe a word of this do you?’ Zach asked Tanner.
 
   Tanner looked at him for what seemed like forever. When the silence became so unbearable that Zach felt like screaming, Tanner stood-up and said:
 
   ‘I think you need some rest. I would like to speak with your uncle before we chat again.’
 
   ‘My uncle is involved in all of this. I know you think I’m going insane, but he is trying to kill my sister and the Queen.’
 
   Tanner raised his big black eyebrows. ‘The Queen, you say?’
 
   ‘Not our Queen – not Queen Elizabeth,’ Zach said. ‘He’s trying to kill the Queen of Endra.’
 
   ‘And why would he want to do a thing like that?’ 
 
   ‘Because the Queen of Endra and my sister are reflections,’ Zach said.
 
   Turning, Tanner went to the door. Pulling it open, he looked back at Zach.
 
   ‘I’ll be back tomorrow with your uncle and we can all discuss it then.’
 
   ‘No wait!’ Zach said as Tanner left the room, closing the door behind him.
 
   Outside Tanner turned to the police officer that was guarding the door to Zach’s room. 
 
   ‘I’ll be back in the morning constable. Make sure the boy doesn’t leave.’ He then thrust his hands into his trouser pockets and walked away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
    
 
   William and Neanna had watched from the shadows of a nearby alleyway as Zach had been carried into the ambulance on a stretcher. A man and woman dressed in green coloured overalls slammed the doors closed and went to the front of the vehicle. With sirens screeching and lights pulsating, the ambulance rushed away up Victoria Street pursued by several police officers on motorbikes. 
 
   ‘We’ll have to follow that flashing thing,’ Neanna said.
 
   ‘I’m fast but not that fast,’ William replied as he stared at her in the darkness with his bright red eyes.
 
   ‘I can fly after it and then come back for you,’ Neanna suggested.
 
   ‘No need,’ William told her as he began to sniff the air with his long white snout. ‘I have Zach’s scent. I can follow it.’
 
   ‘Are you sure?’ Neanna asked.
 
   ‘Yes,’ William said. ‘Now get going!’
 
   Without another word, Neanna rolled her shoulders beneath her coat and unfurled her wings. Tilting her head back, she rocketed into the night sky like a firework.
 
   William looked across the road at where the ambulance had been. He could see thin wispy tendrils of colour floating a few inches above the street. Just as he had seen Zach through his spectacles in Endra, he could now see his friends scent, and it glowed a warm orange. Keeping to the shadows of shop doorways and the overhangs of tall buildings, William followed the orange wisps of colour along Victoria Street, past Westminster Cathedral, New Scotland Yard, the Houses of Parliament and across Westminster Bridge until the tendrils of orange disappeared into a large building. 
 
   From a side alley, he heard his name being called and he looked to see Neanna peeking out from behind several tall industrial rubbish bins. William skulked into the alley and passed through hundreds of tendrils of mauve and black. These were bad scents; the smells of decaying waste and rotting food.
 
   ‘They’ve taken Zach into that big building. It’s a hospital,’ Neanna told him as he came to rest beside her.
 
   ‘Is he injured?’ William barked.
 
   ‘I don’t know. I couldn’t get too close, but he looked unconscious.’
 
   ‘Maybe one of those peace…I mean cops, shot him?’
 
   ‘No, I don’t think so,’ Neanna whispered in the darkness.
 
   ‘How can you be so sure?’  
 
   ‘I would have been able to smell the blood. You don’t get shot without losing some blood and believe me I would have smelt it!’ She breathed in then exhaled, releasing a plume of breath which floated away like a tiny cloud. 
 
   William eyed her and said, ‘are you feeling ok?’
 
   Neanna nodded. ‘Just thirsty.’
 
   William had heard the tales of Slath that had been through the doorways into Earth. Most never returning as they had become addicts – addicted to the blood of humans. He knew that if Neanna stayed for too long, if her thirst became too strong and she tasted human blood – just one little drop – she may never want to return home. She might not be able to. 
 
   ‘We’re gonna have to get Zach out of there and back to Endra as quick as possible,’ he said thinking aloud. 
 
   ‘What’s the plan?’ Neanna asked.
 
   ‘Dunno yet, but I’ll think of something,’ William said, settling down and resting his snout on his giant paws.
 
   ‘Well think of something quick,’ Neanna said. ‘I don’t know what time sunrise is in Earth, but I don’t want to be here to find out!’
 
    
 
   William lay silent for the next few hours in the darkness of the alleyway, while Neanna sat beside him, her eyes closed. The wolf knew she wasn’t sleeping. He could tell that she was meditating, trying to ignore her thirst which grew more intense with every moment they stayed in Earth.
 
   ‘How you doing?’ he asked her after a few hours had passed.
 
   ‘It feels like I’ve got an itch that I just can’t reach and it’s driving me mad,’ Neanna said through clenched teeth. ‘How you doing?’
 
   ‘What ya mean?’ William asked.
 
   ‘The plan! The plan!’ Neanna hissed. 
 
   Then standing on all fours and peering across the street, William said, ‘look who it is!’
 
   Neanna opened her eyes and followed William’s stare. 
 
   ‘I don’t believe it,’ she whispered, watching Fandel Black climb from his car and skulk into the main entrance of St Thomas’ hospital.
 
   ‘I have an idea. Follow me,’ William said, bounding across the street.
 
    
 
   After being pointed in the right direction by the night porter, Fandel made his way through the labyrinth of corridors, passageways and stairwells until he found his nephew’s room. He knew he had found the right place because only his obnoxious nephew could command the presence of a police officer on guard outside his door. 
 
   Without making contact with the police officer, Fandel went to enter Zach’s room. Before he had even managed to push the door open an inch, the police officer blocked his way with one muscular arm.
 
   ‘Whoa! Hang on a minute. You can’t just go bowling in there. Who are you?’ the police officer asked, eyeballing Fandel.
 
   Fandel attempted a smile, but it looked more like a crack in a broken plate. ‘I’m Zach’s uncle,’ he said.
 
   ‘I’ll need to see some I.D.’ the police officer insisted, holding out his hand.
 
   Sighing, Fandel reached into his back trouser pocket and produced his wallet. He thumbed through it until he had found his driving license. Plucking it out, Fandel thrust it under the nose of the police officer.
 
   Without taking his eyes off Fandel, the officer took the I.D. and said, ‘thank you.’ 
 
   The officer then inspected the piece of plastic. He held it up and his eyes flicked between the photo of Fandel and the real thing that stood before him. Satisfying himself that he was the genuine article, the officer handed back the driving license. 
 
   ‘Is that all officer?’ Fandel sneered.
 
   ‘Yes,’ the officer said. ‘Everything seems to be in order.’
 
   ‘Then perhaps I could see my nephew. He is sick you know.’
 
   The officer motioned Fandel towards the door without making further comment.
 
   Easing open the door, Fandel slipped into the darkened room, closing the door behind him. He crossed the room in two lanky strides and stood beside his sleeping nephew. Stooping, his misshapen spine gave an audile crack, as he lent over Zach. Placing his puckered lips against his ear, Fandel whispered:
 
   ‘Zach. It’s your uncle Fandel. I’ve come to take you home.’
 
   His whining voice penetrated Zach’s sub-consciousness and he snapped open his eyes. His first thought on seeing his uncle’s disgusting face leering over him was to scream. But before it had left his throat, Fandel had placed one of his skeletal hands over his mouth. 
 
   ‘That’s no way to greet your favorite uncle,’ Fandel said.
 
   Twisting beneath Fandel’s grip, Zach thrashed his arms up and down.
 
   ‘I can see that you’re not going to come without a fight,’ Fandel said.
 
    Zach recoiled under the stench and warmth of his uncle’s breath against his cheek.
 
   Reaching into his coat pocket with his free hand, Fandel produced what appeared to be a thorn. Zach’s eyes widened as his uncle held it above his face. Whatever it was, it looked as if it had just been plucked from a thorn bush. It was about an inch long and its point was covered with a small metal cap. Removing the cap with his teeth, Fandel spat it into the corner of the room. Then holding the thorn between his thumb and forefinger, Fandel brought it just millimeters from Zach’s face.
 
   Zach looked at the thorn’s pointed tip and he could see a milky substance oozing from it.
 
   ‘You don’t need to be scared,’ Fandel grinned. ‘Soon you’ll be laughing about all of this.’
 
   Then with a surgeon’s precision, Fandel pushed the thorn into the side of Zach’s neck and buried it beneath his skin.
 
   The Mirth-Barb took effect at once and Zach began to chuckle. The chuckle then turned into laughter, which in turn became near hysterics. Placing one arm around Zach’s shoulders, Fandel eased his nephew from the bed. 
 
   ‘That’s right, there’s nothing to be scared of – not for the moment anyhow. Now let’s see if we can’t get you dressed.’
 
   Fandel helped his nephew slide into his jeans and jumper as he fell about the room in fits of uncontrollable laughter. Tears streamed from his eyes and over his cheeks, and although to the outside world he appeared to be the happiest kid on the planet, inside he was screaming:
 
   ‘HELP ME! PLEASE SOMEBODY HELP ME!’ 
 
   But his lips just wouldn’t let him form the words as he rolled around holding his sides.
 
   Once he was dressed, Fandel looped his arm through Zach’s and used all of his strength to keep him from falling over. He pushed open the door and led Zach into the corridor.
 
   ‘Where do you think you’re taking him?’ the police officer said, stepping in front of Fandel, barring his escape.
 
   ‘I’m taking him home, to where he belongs,’ Fandel said.
 
   ‘I’ve had instructions not to let him leave,’ the police officer insisted as Fandel tried to navigate his way around him.
 
   ‘Is my nephew under arrest?’ Fandel asked. ‘Has he been charged with some crime?’
 
   Shaking his head, the police officer said, ‘Well, erm…no.’
 
   ‘Then as I understand the laws in this country, he is free to leave and you have no power to keep him here!’ Fandel spat.
 
   ‘Look,’ the police officer said, not knowing how to play this. However much he wanted to punch this smug idiot in the face, he did have a point. ‘Let me just seek advice on this.’
 
   ‘Seek advice?’ Fandel said. ‘Seek advice! Can’t you see that he is delirious that I have come to fetch him?’
 
   Zach looked at the police officer and although he was standing there with a grin that stretched from ear to ear, inside he was yelling:
 
   ‘PLEASE DON’T LET ME GO WITH HIM. HE’S GONNA KILL ME!’
 
   The police officer looked at the boy who started giggling in front of him. He did seem happy enough in his uncle’s company. But what about Tanner? The police officer reminded himself as those cold blue eyes of his superintendent bored into his mind.
 
   ‘I’m going to have to call this one in,’ the police officer said. ‘I need to check this out with my super…’
 
   ‘Do whatever you feel is necessary officer, but I’m taking my nephew home. You can contact me there if need be,’ Fandel said, dragging his laughing nephew up the corridor and out of the hospital.
 
   The police officer just stood and watched as Fandel disappeared. Deep down inside, he knew that he was going to be in a pile of trouble. Someone was going to have to take the blame for this mess and crap ran downhill. The officer’s hands moved to his equipment belt as he contemplated the situation. He then realised his handcuffs were missing, and that made him feel worse. That was down to him? 
 
    
 
   It was cold outside and the first rays of sunlight were beginning to break over the River Thames. Fandel yanked open the rear passenger door of his car and threw Zach face down onto the back seat. His nephew found this amusing and sprayed a mouthful of laughter. 
 
   ‘See if you find this so funny?’ Fandel said, taking the handcuffs he had slipped from the police officer’s belt and snapped them onto Zach’s wrists.
 
   He slammed the car door shut and jumped into the driver’s seat. He roared the engine into life and sped from the parking space and out onto Westminster Bridge. Zach roared with laughter and Fandel screamed:
 
   ‘Shut up! You’re getting on my bloody nerves!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Neanna Cera perched on the top of St Thomas’ Hospital and trembled from head to toe. She gripped the stonework and her knuckles looked as if they were going to burst through the skin of her slender fingers at any moment.
 
   The thirst was overwhelming now and she struggled to focus on the mission in hand. She was desperate to swoop from the sky and sink her teeth into the neck of one of those humans passing below on their way to work.
 
   I could be down there and quench this thirst in seconds, she tried to convince herself. But what if Fandel should appear with Zach, while I was meant to be keeping watch? I might miss him and he would be left to his brutal uncle. 
 
   Neanna fought the temptations that her thirst conjured in her mind, but this wasn’t the sole reason she trembled. The sun was rising, spraying its rays like a pink halo across the river. Her flesh itched and had started to feel sore. She knew it wouldn’t be long before her skin started to blister, leaving her looking as if she had been covered in bubble-wrap. 
 
   William had told her not to strike until Fandel had left the city and was well away from people. ‘Wait until we reach a quiet road. Somewhere nice and secluded,’ William had stressed. But that had been over an hour ago and it had still been pitch-black. Neanna had no intention of being burnt to a cinder, so she had altered the plan. As soon as Fandel appeared, she was going to strike. Closing her eyes, Neanna fought the temptation to swoop down and quench her thirst. She rocked semi-conscious on the lip of the hospital building and trembled. Without realising, she had begun to lose her grip, teetering ever nearer to the edge. Then, as she was about to fall, she snapped open her eyes and tightened her grip. She looked down at all those passing humans with that gorgeous warm red stuff pumping through them. Crying out as if in pain, her lips rolled back revealing a gaping red mouth, which was full of razor-sharp teeth. She trembled, and her eyes shone a brilliant blue. In her minds eye, she could see herself lunging down at one of the passing humans and ripping their throat out. She could almost smell and taste the warm red liquid gushing into her mouth and down her throat. 
 
   One wouldn’t hurt, would it? She wondered. I’m so thirsty – I can’t bear it – it’s driving me insane. Just a mouthful – that would do. Just one mouthful!
 
   Then snapping open her eyes, her teeth gleaming in the light of the dawn, she readied herself to swoop down and take one of the humans when she saw Fandel’s car speeding from the parking space and go racing across Westminster Bridge.
 
   Without hesitating, Neanna let go of her perch and dropped through the sky like a stone. She raced towards the ground below and, just when it looked as if she was going to smash head first into the pavement, she shook her shoulders and her dead-black wings unfolded. Neanna soared over the bridge as she sped after Fandel’s car.
 
   With her wings rippling like kites on either side of her, she swooped level with the car and peered inside. She could see Zach lying face down on the back seat and his wrists seemed to be bound. That was part ‘A’ of the plan accomplished. William had told her that there was no point in striking if Fandel had been unsuccessful in taking Zach from the hospital. 
 
   ‘Now for part ‘B’!’ she said to herself, soaring upwards and racing ahead of the car. Arcing through the air like a boomerang, Neanna turned so she was facing the vehicle and went racing towards it like a kamikaze pilot. 
 
    
 
   Fandel was still screaming at Zach to stop laughing when Neanna hit the windscreen. He looked up to see her fangs inches from his face on the other side of the windshield, which was cracked like a sprawling spider’s web. With her wings spread open it was impossible to see anything. Covering his face with his hands, Fandel lost control of his car. It went careering across the path of oncoming traffic, and racing across Parliament Square. Taxis spun three-hundred-and-sixty degrees to avoid him, throwing their fares out of their seats. Buses skidded on the icy roads and crunched into one another, sending passengers screaming for the emergency exits.
 
   It was too early in the day for tourists but those commuters making their way to the tube stations to get to work, produced mobile phones and began recording their latest upload to YouTube. Yet, even they couldn’t have imagined what was going to happen next. 
 
   Fandel’s car nosedived into the security crash barriers that had been erected around parliament and its hood crumpled as if made from tissue. Neanna shot from the hood and cart-wheeled through the air. Arching her back, the wings grew taught and she broke her fall, hovering just above the car. Fandel sat dazed and confused in the driver’s seat and rubbed his nose which was now gushing blood down the front of his clothes. The coppery scent of it wafted on the air, causing Neanna’s stomach to somersault with hunger. The impact of the crash had thrown Zach off the back seat and onto the floor. But still he laid and roared with uncontrollable laughter. Even as the boot of the car exploded, he laughed.
 
   Hundreds of people were now gathered on the streets and roads around parliament. As they watched and filmed in amazement, two giant paws burst out of the boot of the car, tearing it open as if it were made of papier-mâché. The sound of metal being torn was followed by a deep throated growl, which made the spectators chests rattle as if they were standing too close to a speaker playing the base at full blast. 
 
   The boot of the car flew through the air, spinning like a Frisbee. Some of the onlookers ducked out of its way as it sliced into the doorways which led into the House of Commons. Then, others began to scream as the biggest wolf they had ever seen sprang from the boot of the car and landed on top of the vehicle. 
 
   In the distance the sounds of sirens could be heard as the police officers that guarded parliament called for urgent assistance. 
 
   William stood on top of the car and the roof began to crumble inwards under his weight. Arching his back, he roared into the morning sun and howled. Later that night on the evening news, those living in the East End of London claimed to have heard that howl.
 
   Making a fist with his right paw, William punched it through the roof of the car and tore it open like a can of sardines. Chucking the roof to one side, he reached in and pulled Zach out. 
 
   The spectators screamed and wailed as the giant wolf pulled the handcuffed Zach from within the wrecked innards of the car. 
 
   ‘Look! He’s going to kill him!’ one woman said at the top of her voice.
 
   ‘Somebody do something!’ a male shouted, gesturing towards the wolf with his umbrella. 
 
   ‘Hang on!’ some one else shouted from nearby. ‘The kid thinks it’s funny. Look he’s laughing!’
 
   Seeing this, those that hadn’t already begun to film this peculiar incident searched for their phones in their handbags or pockets. They too wanted an exclusive they could later sell to the highest bidder.
 
   Without warning, William threw Zach into the air. He tumbled upwards and, just as he reached the peak of his accent, Neanna swooped down and snatched him out of the air. Neanna climbed upwards as she fought to hold on to her friend. The sun was almost up now and her skin began to smoke beneath its rays. Her whole being trembled as if she were freezing cold. Fearing that she may lose her grip on Zach, she corkscrewed up through the air and came to rest on the large hand of Big Ben. She glanced at the time. It read a quarter to seven.
 
   William looked upwards and, seeing his friend’s precarious position on the face of Big Ben, he glanced back into the car to finish off Fandel. To his dismay the driver’s seat was empty – Fandel had gone. 
 
   The sirens were close now and William knew that those cops wouldn’t let him and his friends escape again. Bounding from the remains of Fandel’s car, William raced across Parliament Square, howling and barking at the crowds that had gathered. As he drew near to the tall clock, he leapt through the air, and unleashing his claws, he began to scale it to the top. 
 
   Neanna held on to Zach as he wriggled and laughed in her grasp. She was burning up now and her thirst was driving her insane. Maybe if she had something to drink, something to cool her throat, perhaps she wouldn’t feel so bad. Neanna held her friend in her arms and looked down at his neck. She then lent forward, and placing her lips about his throat she began to suck.
 
   ‘Neanna stop!’ William howled, as he reached them.
 
   Her lips had formed a vacuum around Zach’s neck, and William could see the muscles in Neanna’s throat pumping up and down.
 
   ‘Let go of Zach!’ William barked, swiping at her with a huge paw. 
 
   Neanna broke the seal her lips had formed around Zach’s neck and looked at William.
 
   ‘Do you think I would kill our friend?’ she asked.
 
   ‘What were you doing if you weren’t drinking?’ William roared. 
 
   Neanna opened her hand and spat something into her open palm. William looked down and could see what looked like a thorn lying in the creases of her hand.
 
   ‘What’s that?’ William asked.
 
   ‘Poison,’ she said, looking away as she cradled Zach against her.
 
   William looked down at the streets below and all the upturned faces, blue flashing lights and police officers. 
 
   ‘How do we get out of this alive?’ William said.
 
   ‘Through that doorway I guess,’ Zach said, peering over the crook of Neanna’s elbow. 
 
   William and Neanna looked up. A few feet away, floating in the sky was a white wooden door, and it was open. On the other side there was sky. 
 
   Shaking all over, Neanna stood on the large hand of Big Ben. Holding Zach against her, she said, ‘let’s go home.’ She then swept through the doorway as William leapt after them.
 
    
 
   They tumbled through the air as the doorway slammed shut above them with a deafening bang. They seemed to fall forever, the wind rushing past them, pulling at their hair and clothes. Even if Neanna still had her wings they wouldn’t have saved her. She was unconscious and her skin was smoldering like burning wax.
 
   With a terrifying splash they hit the water, and disappeared beneath the thick, black waves of the Onyx Sea.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Tanner sat forward at his desk in his office on the third floor at New Scotland Yard. At first he thought that perhaps he was hearing things when his airwave radio started to spew frantic messages about a huge wolf on the rampage in Parliament Square. Pulling the radio from its charger, Tanner stood up. Pacing the room, he pressed the radio to his ear. 
 
   ‘Alpha Bravo two-seven to control. We need urgent assistance at Parliament Square. We have a re-sighting of the hostiles.’
 
   ‘Where’s the boy?’ Tanner said into the radio.
 
   The cop on the ground didn’t need to be reminded of Tanner’s call-sign to know it was him transmitting over the airwaves. Everyone and anyone that policed this part of London recognised his unmistakable, dry tone.
 
   ‘The hostiles have the boy sir,’ came the police officers’ reply as she watched William toss Zach up into the air for Neanna to catch.
 
   Realising that the officer who had been instructed to guard the boy at the hospital had either fallen asleep on the job or gotten lazy, infuriated Tanner, and he rubbed the bridge of his nose. Now wasn’t the time for Tanner to chase this officer for a duty report. He would deal with him later. It didn’t matter what excuses the constable gave for this oversight; he would be spending the next six months washing out the filthiest cells in the most antiquated custody block he could find in London.
 
   Tanner turned the volume knob of his radio to maximum and strained to make sense of the garbled, incoherent messages of the police officers on the ground. 
 
   ‘The bat’s on the clock face!’ one of the officers screeched down the radio.
 
   ‘She’s got the boy! She’s got the boy!’ another one roared.
 
   ‘The wolf’s climbing Big Ben!’ A broken voice said.
 
   Tanner snapped the radio onto his belt and pulled his coat from the stand in the corner of his office. It sounded as if the drama that was unfolding in Parliament Square could turn into a hostage situation and Tanner wanted to be there to take command from the very start. Without any direction from his senior officers, this was going to be his case and his case alone.
 
   Just as Tanner was about to leave his office, a confused and startled voice blurted over of the radio:
 
   ‘A door has just appeared in the sky! Can somebody else confirm that a doorway has just appeared in the sky?’
 
   ‘Roger that two-four,’ came the voice of another confused and bewildered officer, ‘I can also see the doorway.’
 
   Tanner froze. The word ‘Doorway’ rang in his ears and his heart began to race. He crossed back to his desk and sat down, steepling his fingers under his chin and closing his icy-cold eyes. 
 
   ‘The hostiles have disappeared!’ a frantic cop yelled over the airwaves. 
 
   Tanner snatched the radio from his belt and breathed into it. ‘What about the boy?’ he said.
 
   There was a hiss of static and then one brave officer updated their superintendent by saying in a breathless voice, ‘that’s a negative Sir…I repeat that’s a negative. We have lost the boy…we have lost the boy.’
 
   ‘Where did he go?’ Tanner asked.
 
   Again there was silence, but this time it lasted longer. Then the police officer’s voice broke over the radio and said, ‘he went through the doorway Sir. I can confirm he disappeared through the doorway.’
 
   Tanner placed the radio in the centre of his desk and keeping his eyes closed, he began to rub the bridge of his nose again.
 
   In his mind’s eye he pictured the doorway. It stood before him, just out of reach. He stuck out his hand, but there wasn’t any handle or doorknob to take hold of. The doorway he was seeing looked more like the doors you would see leading into a saloon bar. As he stared at them, they began to open and close down the middle like a gaping wound. 
 
   Tanner opened his eyes and smiled. Hovering in the centre of his office just on the other side of his desk was his doorway.  He smoothed his moustache with one strong hand and stood. He approached the saloon doors that swung open and closed as if caught in a breeze. Without hesitating, he pushed them both open and stepped into Endra. 
 
    
 
   It was good to be back, he thought to himself as he stood and looked out of the window. The town of Tux’s Main Street was deserted. Dec Tanner glanced over his shoulder as the saloon doors swung closed, and folded in on themselves as if they had been eaten by one another. This was followed by a tremendous bang. 
 
   Tanner took a large brimmed hat from a hook on the back of the door and wedged it over his white wiry hair. He straightened the red bandanna that was knotted about his throat and then tightened the holsters that crisscrossed his waist. Opening the door he stepped out onto the wooden boardwalk and blinked at the dust and sand that swirled up from the arid street. Pulling the collar up of his long black coat, he turned and closed the door of the peacekeeper’s office and made his way along the boardwalk.
 
   The spurs attached to the heels of his boots jangled with every step he made. Halfway down the boardwalk Tanner stopped and turned to face another set of swinging doors. Placing both hands against them, he pushed them open and strode into the Saloon. 
 
   His blue eyes surveyed the empty bar. He could remember a time when it would have been bristling with life. The men-folk from the town propped against the bar as they supped jugs of beer. Women and men dancing together to honky-tonk music being played on the ancient piano in the corner. All that had changed now. All of them taken prisoner or cursed. Their businesses and farms destroyed by the Throat. Although they were all gone now, he could still hear their music and the sounds of their laughter – it seemed to have permeated the air like a wine stain on a white coloured table cloth. 
 
   He looked across the bar and up at the landing that ran around the upper level of the saloon. He stared at the many doors that led from it. His eyes burnt as he remembered her standing there outside the room they had shared. They were to be married, but Meadda had long since left the town of Tux and he didn’t know where she had fled or even if she were still alive.
 
   Gritting his teeth he turned, and pushing a table out of his way, he went to the far corner of the bar where the piano had once been played. He looked back over his shoulder just to make sure that he wasn’t being watched. Tanner did this more out of habit then need as there was just the seven of them hiding out in Tux and he hadn’t seen anyone pass this way in months. Confident that he wasn’t being spied on, Tanner pulled away a panel that was secreted into the wall. Brushing away a veil of cobwebs, he placed his mouth up against the opening and whispered into the darkness:
 
   ‘Hey! You down there! Get your kit together. Our wait is over. I believe it’s started to happen!’
 
    
 
   As Tanner stepped through the doorway into Endra, Fandel slithered up against the remains of his car. He watched the police officers race back and forth like feeble minded farmyard animals, not one of them the faintest idea as what to do.  
 
   Fandel arched his back and rubbed at his temples.
 
   ‘My doorway! I must be able to see my door,’ he whined. 
 
   Closing his eyes, he pictured his black iron door with the doorknob that looked like a deformed fist. But there was just too much noise. Those blasted sirens approaching from the distance were distracting him. He needed a certain amount of tranquillity if he was to conjure his doorway to Endra. Fandel needed his most favourite chair and he needed the warmth of the fireplace.
 
   ‘I need some god-damn peace and quiet!’ he screeched at no-one in particular, rolling his hands into fists and slamming them against the road like a spoilt child. 
 
   Closing his eyes again, he fought to block out the distractions that were all around him. Then, in the darkness of his mind, he could see it. The door stood at the end of a long corridor that bored its way into the deepest and darkest part of his mind. He staggered towards it like a man dying of thirst who could see a stream in the distance. 
 
   ‘Come closer!’ he screeched, as police cars, ambulances and fire trucks arrived on scene.
 
   ‘Come closer,’ he begged again, ‘I need to be away from here!’
 
   Inside his mind, he reached for the door handle that beckoned him forward. Fandel placed his bony hands over his ears and screwed up his eyes as he fought to concentrate on that door. 
 
   ‘Don’t you disappear on me now!’ he roared at it as if it were a living thing.
 
   ‘Hey look at that crazy!’ someone in the crowd shouted, ‘what’s he doing?’
 
   Hearing this, some of the other spectators turned to watch Fandel as he staggered around in the middle of the chaos like a kid playing a game of ‘Pin the tail to the donkey’.
 
   ‘What’s his problem?’ someone yelled.
 
   Inside his head, Fandel had reached his doorway and taken hold of that fist as if he were holding on to it for dear life. But the door wouldn’t open. There was still too much noise for him to picture it.
 
   ‘Let me in! Let me in!’ he screamed.
 
   The onlookers turned on their camera phones as they filmed this very tall man with the misshapen back and narrow face pull and yank at thin air. 
 
   ‘He’s insane!’ a woman jeered. What a morning! A werewolf, giant bat, giggling boy and disappearing doorways. What could happen next? She wondered. 
 
   Then as if in answer to her question a black metal fist appeared out of nowhere, snatched hold of the madman’s wrist and dragged him into thin air.
 
    
 
   Screaming, Fandel was dragged into Endra. Passing between the doorways had never hurt before. In fact, he had found it exhilarating, almost addictive, but this time around it had hurt. Fandel lay in the sand and gasped for breath. He felt as if he had been turned inside out and he patted himself just to make sure that his lungs, heart and intestines weren’t hanging from his coat. 
 
   Why am I in so much pain? he wondered, thrusting one skinny hand into his mouth to stop himself from throwing-up. 
 
   Perhaps it was because the door wasn’t complete before me? he guessed. Fandel realised that if he were to avoid such an agonising experience again, he would have to work on, and master, conjuring his door quick and in whatever circumstance he happened to find himself in at the time. 
 
   Things had started to go from bad to worse, and he knew deep in his wrinkled heart that he was losing control over events. He couldn’t rely on being in the comfortable surroundings of his cottage if he was to pass into Endra. He might need to do it anywhere now. He might have to conjure the door while on the run. 
 
   But what should I do now? he thought, his head pounding again.
 
   ‘Stop it!’ he hissed, tapping his temples with the tips of his fingers, ‘Don’t you dare start thumping!’ 
 
   ‘Should I go straight to Throat?’ he wondered. ‘But what would I tell him about this mess?’
 
   He ran the back of his hand across his brow that glimmered in the hot sun rising above him.
 
   ‘What about Anna? I need to get back and give her some medicine!’
 
   Then he saw something that made up his mind for him. Crouching on all fours, Fandel hid himself behind some rocks that jutted from the sand and spied over the top of them. He licked the taste of sea salt from his lips as he watched Zach and his friends fighting for their lives in the murky waves that rushed the shore below. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Zach kicked his legs against the water, but it felt thick and gloopey, like slush. With his hands cuffed behind his back, he struggled to keep his head above the waves. The water took him again, forcing his head under and smothering him. 
 
   The water was so black that Zach found it almost impossible to see anything beneath the waves. He kicked his legs again as the sea squirted into his mouth, up his nostrils and down his throat. His head bobbed above sea level again and he coughed the fluid from his lungs like dark lumps of phlegm. 
 
   Zach looked around and could see the shoreline in the distance, but with his arms restrained in the small of his back and the heavy water clinging to him like wet sand, he knew it would be impossible for him to reach the safety of the beach. 
 
   Again he went under the water, and he struggled to draw breath as his head sunk beneath the surface. He could feel his lungs becoming heavy and the thought of just closing his eyes and going to sleep seemed overwhelming. Like a stone, Zach began to plunge deeper and deeper beneath the waves. Just as he closed his eyes and could feel sleep taking him to the bottom of the sea, something coiled itself around his waist and dragged him back to the surface. 
 
   Gasping and choking like an old car trying to start on a freezing cold morning, Zach sucked mouthfuls of sea air into his lungs. He thrashed his legs and somebody shouted in his ear:
 
   ‘Stop struggling Zach! I’m trying to save ya!’
 
   Although Zach had thick black waves sloshing around his ears, he recognised that voice at once.
 
   ‘William,’ he coughed, ‘where’s Neanna?’
 
   ‘I got her onto the shore, but she won’t survive for long under this blistering sun. So stop flapping and help me!’ William cried.
 
   Trying to relax every muscle in his body, Zach lay back in his friend’s arms as William crawled back to the shore.
 
   As soon as he could feel the seabed beneath his feet, William released his grip on his friend and Zach stumbled up the beach, collapsing onto his side in the sand.
 
   ‘We don’t have time to rest!’ William yelled. ‘We’ve got to get her into some kinda shelter.’ He then bounded towards Zach. Pulling one of the crossbows from his friend’s holster, he spun Zach over in the sand and ordered him to put his arms out. Taking aim, William pointed the crossbow at the hard looking piece of metal that joined the cuffs.
 
   Zach lifted his face out of the sand and looked back over his shoulder. Seeing William there, his large eyes squinting behind the telescopic lenses, he shouted;
 
   ‘Whoa! Hang on a minute are you sure your eyesight is…’
 
   Before he’d even finished, the air vibrated with an ear-splitting boom as William fired the crossbow, tearing apart the handcuffs. 
 
   Feeling the cuffs disintegrate, Zach pulled his arms free and rubbed his aching wrists. William threw the crossbow into the sand and turned his attention to Neanna.
 
   Still choking up stringy lumps of black mucus, Zach rolled onto his side and looked at William wrapping Neanna in her cloak and swooping her up into his arms. William was back to his former self; dressed in his brown rough looking shirt and blue trousers, bare feet and those odd looking spectacles covering his glowing eyes. William threw the supplies that his father had left over his shoulder, then charged up the beach towards a severe looking cliff-face that loomed in the distance. 
 
   Zach rolled onto his knees then forced himself to his feet. He stood and brushed sand from his wet clothes. He too was now wearing his pallid blue shirt, long black coat, boots and the crossbow holsters. Gathered into two neat piles was his own and Neanna’s supplies. Collecting up the items, he made his way after his friend.
 
    
 
   William guided him to a large overhang of rock that jutted out like a boxers chin. It offered plenty of cool shadows for Neanna to rest in. Laying her on the ground, William peeled back her cloak like a nurse removing a bandage from a wound. Wafts of smoke curled upwards from her skin, which looked blistered and sore. 
 
   Knocking her black coloured fringe from her eyes, Zach gazed down at her scorched face. Zach knew for the second time since their meeting, she had risked her own life to save his. 
 
   ‘Will she be okay?’ Zach whispered not wanting to disturb her. 
 
   William looked at her through his magnified lenses and shrugged. ‘I don’t know.  She was out in the sun for longer than I’ve known before. Her skin looks pretty raw. Time will tell, I guess. All we can do is wait.’
 
   William slumped down in the shade and pulled some of the lunar bear meat from his bag. He unfolded the leaves that it had been wrapped in and began gnawing on it. Zach sat opposite him and rubbed his wrists which were red and sore from where the handcuffs had been. 
 
   ‘Not going to eat?’ William mumbled, swirling the meat around the inside of his mouth. 
 
   ‘I’d prefer mine cooked instead of raw,’ Zach grimaced as William smacked his lips together and then licked his fingers clean.
 
   ‘I could always get a fire going,’ William suggested. ‘There’s plenty of deadwood lying around this place from shipwrecks.’ 
 
   Watching William pick stringy pieces of meat from between his crooked teeth, Zach shook his head and said:
 
   ‘Nah, you’re okay. I’ll eat later.’
 
   They sat without speaking and listened to the sound of the thick black waves crashing against the beach. Zach broke the silence and said, ‘well, we’re back where we started I guess.’
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
   ‘Back on the beach, with no way of crossing the sea.’
 
   ‘We’ve crossed it,’ William said,
 
   ‘How can you be so sure?’
 
   Pointing one long finger into the distance, William said, ‘see those four big shadows in the distance?’
 
   Zach looked in the direction that William was pointing. Way off in the distance four enormous towers soared up into the sky like giants trying to reach out and touch the clouds. 
 
   ‘They’re the search towers that surround the Prison of Eternal Despair.’
 
   ‘I thought you said that it was built underground?’
 
   ‘I said the prisoners were kept underground,’ William said, and if it were possible his eyes grew even bigger behind those lenses. 
 
   ‘So who’s this prisoner?’ Zach asked as Neanna murmured from the corner of the overhang. 
 
   ‘He has the key,’ William reminded him.
 
   ‘Yeah, I know that,’ Zack said. ‘But who is he?’
 
   William placed the leaves on the ground beside him and folded his arms over his knees, which he had drawn up beneath his chin. 
 
   ‘So who’s the prisoner?’ Zach asked again.
 
   ‘He’s my granddad,’ William said.
 
   ‘Oh,’ Zach gasped. ‘What did he do to get himself sent to prison?’
 
   ‘Nothing,’ William said, without looking up. ‘He got sent there because of me.’
 
   ‘Because of you?’ Zach said confused. ‘What did you do?’
 
   ‘I opened the box,’ William said. 
 
   Zach sat and shook his head. ‘But I don’t understand William. Why would opening that box get your Granddad thrown into prison?’
 
   William raised his head and stared into Zach’s eyes. ‘Because if I hadn’t have opened it, none of this would’ve happened.’
 
   ‘None of what?’
 
   ‘Everything,’ William said. ‘If I had done as my dad had instructed then we wouldn’t be sitting here right now having this conversation. My father wouldn’t be blind, Endra wouldn’t be being eaten by the desert, Neanna’s people wouldn’t have been cursed, mine wouldn’t have fled to the snowstorm mountains and your sister and my Queen wouldn’t be dying!’
 
   Zach sat and tried to comprehend what it was that William had told him. ‘I can’t believe that you could be responsible for everything that has gone bad in our two worlds. It doesn’t seem fair. It doesn’t seem possible.’
 
   ‘I’ll tell ya what I did. Then you’ll see why I had to come and find the key if I am to stand any chance of putting right everything that has gone so wrong. But more than anything I want to hear my father say that he forgives me.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
    
 
   The blistering sun sat at its highest point above the Onyx Sea and its rays sparkled on the waves like glitter. William rolled Neanna to the furthest corner of the rocky overhang and tightened the cloak about her. Content that she was well covered from the light of the sun, William slumped against the rocky wall and looked at Zach through his thick lenses. Although William was tall, muscular and not only looked older but seemed wiser than Zach, like an older brother, he now looked smaller, lost – fragile somehow. 
 
   ‘My dad was an ironsmith by trade. The best in the whole of Endra. His father was one before him and it was hoped that one day I would follow them both in the family business. 
 
   ‘On the same day every year the Queen would summon my dad and granddad to the Splinter. Knowing how skilled a craftsman they were, she entrusted them to repair the seals on the box that contained the heart of Endra.’
 
   ‘Why did the seals need to be repaired?’ Zach asked, spinning the chamber of one of his crossbows with his thumb.
 
   ‘They call whatever is in the box the heart of Endra. But one thing’s for sure, it’s powerful and after a time it erodes the box. The Queen was fearful that its power may escape from it. Therefore once a year, if it needed repairing or not, my dad and granddad would be entrusted to check its seals and carry out any repairs. My granddad was also a gifted locksmith, and it would be his task to cut a new key and lock for the box. There was only ever to be the one key, the Queen forbid a second to be made.’
 
   Holstering his crossbow, Zach lent forward and said, ‘so where do you fit into all of this?’ 
 
   ‘I shouldn’t have been a part of this at all. Just my dad and granddad were trusted to enter the Splinter and work on the box. But every year I pleaded with my dad to take me with him and every year, keeping his promise to the Queen, he refused. So one year, I snuck aboard my dad’s stagecoach, and without him knowing, I went to the Splinter.’
 
   William toyed with the hair that sprouted from his chin. He remembered how hungry he had become whilst hiding under the pile of rough sacks in the rear of the carriage for the three days and nights it had taken to cross the wastelands to the Splinter.
 
   He had hidden there as the smell of roasted Bloat meat had wafted from the campfire his dad had made. On the second night, William’s stomach had growled so loud with hunger, he feared that his father and his granddad would discover him.
 
   William lay beneath the sacks and wiped the saliva from his mouth with the back of his hands. Closing his eyes he imagined what could be inside the box that his family had been entrusted to repair for so many years. He remembered how on his dad’s return from previous trips he had hung around his giant legs and begged to know what was inside.
 
   ‘Please dad, tell me. What did you see inside the box?’
 
   Ruffling up his hair with his huge hands, Warden would look down at him with his big brown eyes and smiled. ‘The Heart of Endra....or so they say.’
 
   ‘But was does it look like?’ William would howl.
 
   ‘Your granddad and me don’t get to open the box, the queen forbids it. I mend any of the boxes seals and your grandfather fits a new lock and key. Then we come home and forget all about it.’
 
   ‘But don’t you want to know what’s inside the box?’ William pestered.
 
   Warden hunkered down so he was at William’s height and looked into his pale green eyes. 
 
   ‘Sometimes in life you don’t always get to find out what’s inside the box. Just like you don’t always get answers to all your questions’ 
 
   Then, saying not another word about it, Warden would get up and unpacked the stagecoach.
 
    
 
   William lay in the dark at the back of the carriage and dreamt of what could be inside the box. 
 
   On the third day the Stagecoach began to slow, and poking his head from beneath the sacks, William peered through the coaches windows as it passed through the enormous gates of the Splinter. The gates towered so far into the sky that he lost sight of them amongst the clouds. The Splinter was surrounded by a complex maze of white cobbled streets, which were lined with a thousand different kinds of shops, selling everything from the most delicious looking candy to succulent loins of meat. William was amazed to discover that there appeared to be a secret city built behind the gates of the Splinter. 
 
   Warden and William’s granddad guided the stagecoach deeper into this city and towards the Splinter itself. They passed a thriving market where traders sold mouth-watering looking fruit, plants, animals and medicines. There were street-side conjures, dancers and bands playing the sweetest of music. 
 
   Some of the people that milled around the market place were dressed in clothes of the like William had never seen before. They wore short-sleeved shirts with odd looking words across the front. Some of these read ‘Nike’, ‘I New York’ and others ‘Adidas’. Their legs were covered in a blue material similar to his own but different – somehow cheaper. On their feet they wore flimsy looking shoes that had rubber soles and motifs on the sides. 
 
   As William stared wide-eyed from his hiding place, he got the overwhelming feeling that this was a happy place – a place of peace and tranquillity.
 
   Warden steered the stagecoach away from the main plaza and up a long winding strip to the rear of the Splinter. The vehicle came to a halt outside a large set of wooden doors. William listened from the dark as someone approached the stagecoach. 
 
   ‘Has it been a year already since I last saw you?’ a voice asked.
 
   Pressing one eye to a gap in the carriage window, William saw a short, squat man standing and looking up at Warden.
 
   ‘That it has Captain Bom,’ Warden replied and stuck out one giant hand.
 
   Captain Bom stood on tiptoe and took what appeared to be a piece of parchment paper from Warden. Unrolling it, he squinted at the paper from beneath two fluffy white eyebrows that hung over his eyes like a set of curtains. 
 
   ‘This seems to be all in order. Signed in her majesty’s own hand,’ Captain Bom said, handing back the signed letter of authority that gave Warden and his father access to the box.
 
   Captain Bom’s chain mail armour clanked as he made his way to the double set of doors and forced them open. The stagecoach rolled forward on its giant wheels and entered the Splinter.
 
   ‘Do you not want to search the carriage?’ Granddad Weaver croaked.
 
   Hearing this, William’s heart began to race and he buried himself beneath the rough woven sacks.
 
   ‘You Weavers have been coming here on the same day for more years than I can care to remember and you’ve never so much as caused me a problem. There is not a more trustworthy race than the Noxas in the whole of Endra. I don’t need to search your carriage.’
 
   ‘Thank you Captain Bom. We will be just a few hours,’ Warden said, steering the carriage inside the Splinter.
 
   ‘I’ll be just outside the door should you need anything,’ Captain Bom said, sliding the doors shut and settling down on the grass. He was looking forward to a few hours quiet meditation over a pipe full of Tep-leaves.
 
    
 
   From his hiding place, William could hear his dad and granddad climb from the stagecoach. The Rafter horses that had pulled them all the way from the Howling Forests kicked at the cobbled floor of the workshop with their pointed hooves. Granddad Weaver stroked their long black manes and they neighed with contentment. 
 
   Warden went to the middle of the workshop and there, just like it had been left for them many times before, sat the box. It had been placed on a small wooden table which was littered with candles that glowed within tall glass vases. With reverence, Warden removed the plain linen cloth that had been placed over it. He looked down at the box and stroked his long brown beard.
 
   ‘It looks okay dad,’ Warden said. ‘The work we carried out last year seems to have held.’
 
   Granddad Weaver shuffled towards the table, his greying hair hanging in wispy lengths from his head, face and hands. He eyed the box without touching it.
 
   ‘That it does,’ he said. ‘Best check it again, just to make sure.’  
 
   Warden disappeared into the shadows of the workshop and returned with a box of odd looking tools. Granddad Weaver picked up a key that had been left next to the box on the table and held it before him. William peered from the darkness of the carriage at the key that dangled from a chain in the shimmering candlelight. 
 
   To his disappointment the key looked very ordinary. William had been expecting something more intricate, more cunning in its design than the two teethed key his granddad now held. 
 
   Warden took a deep breath and looked at his father. 
 
   ‘Remove the lock dad and I shall make a start on the box,’ he said.
 
   Stooping over the table and with a trembling hand, Granddad Weaver placed the key into the lock. He twisted it several times up and down and from left to right. There was a gentle hissing sound as if the lock were releasing a jet of steam and then it snapped open. Granddad Weaver removed the lock and the unbreakable chain that encompassed the box. 
 
   Away from the table, in the opposite corner of the room to where the stagecoach was parked, stood a vat of what looked like boiling molten lava. William spied as his Granddad threw the lock and the key into the vat, destroying them both forever. Without saying a word Granddad Weaver looked at his son and nodded. He then shuffled to a nearby work bench and set about making a new lock and key for the box.
 
   For what seemed like an eternity, Warden and his father worked in silence as they carried out their repairs. William watched, absorbing everything that they did. It was while he sat in the dark and spied on them that the box seemed to call to him. Not in words but in feelings. For every moment that he sat there, the box feet from him, the urge to leap from his hiding place and throw open the lid became unbearable. At first he was able to flit his eyes between his granddad and dad and then back to the box. But the longer he sat there, the more his eyes were drawn to the box, and the longer his eyes looked at the box, the harder it became to tear them away from it. Something else was happening to William. It wasn’t just that he was unable to take his gaze from the box, his feelings towards his dad and granddad had begun to change too. 
 
   ‘Why should they be entrusted to touch the box?’ he seethed. ‘What makes them so special?’
 
   He watched his dad turn the box in his giant hands and William became consumed with jealousy.
 
   ‘Look at him holding it! If he can touch it, then why shouldn’t I?’ William hissed under his breath. 
 
   Granddad went to the box and held the new lock that he had made against it to make sure that it was a perfect fit.
 
   ‘Look at that stupid old fool,’ William spat. ‘That box isn’t meant to be locked. It should be open for all to see inside.’ 
 
   From his hiding place, he waited for his granddad and dad to move away from the box, as when they did, he decided he was going to open it. With his heart racing in his chest like the hooves of the Rafter horses, William pulled down on the handle of the carriage door and waited to pounce. With his eyes fixed on his prize, his dad and granddad moved away as they returned to their work benches. 
 
   William flung open the carriage door and lunged across the workshop to the box. Grinning like a murderer in a mug-shot, he snatched up the box with his long fingers and cradled it to his chest. Then, without any hesitation, William wrenched open the lid.  
 
   He looked into the box and whatever it was that he saw inside delighted and enthralled him. His face became a mask of pleasure as he looked upon what was inside. 
 
   ‘It’s beautiful!’ he howled. ‘It’s sooo beautiful!’
 
   Hearing his son’s voice, Warden wheeled round to see him standing in the middle of the workshop with the box open in his hands. Light shone from within the box and William’s face looked as if it had been sprayed with moonlight.
 
   ‘No you fool!’ Warden roared, bounding towards his son.
 
   William continued to stare transfixed at the beautiful vision inside the box. Then something changed. Something within the box scared him and he began to shake with fear.
 
   ‘No!’ William screamed, his throat tearing raw. ‘No!’
 
   The light from the box that bathed his face was no longer cool like moonlight, but intense and scorching like the rays from a hot sun. 
 
   William felt his eyes begin to grow warm in their sockets then start to boil as if on fire. His pupils began to smoulder as flames licked from his tear ducts. Then the spell had been broken, the box had been snatched from him and he fell to the rough floor of the workshop. Warden held the box which he had taken from his son. The light poured from it like a fountain that was flowing uphill. The light splashed his face, and just like his son moments before, he became mesmerised by it. 
 
   Warden stared into the box and screamed and screamed and screamed. He shook as if he were reliving every single nightmare he had ever dreamt. 
 
   ‘Take it from me,’ he cried, his voice sounding shrill as if his throat had been cut. ‘I can’t bear it anymore!’
 
   Then, as he stood and stared into the box his eyes exploded in their sockets. Flames licked like the tongues of angry serpents from his skull and he roared in pain.
 
   Granddad Weaver rushed forward with a long poker, and thrusting it like a sword, knocked the box from his son’s hands. It clattered to the floor where it landed on its side. Turning his head away and peeking from the corner of his eye, he forced the lid of the box closed with the poker. He then smothered it as if he were wrestling an untamed animal. He wrapped the chain around the box, passed this through the new lock he had made and locked it with the key.
 
   ‘What have you done?’ Granddad Weaver snarled at William, placing the box on the table and covering it with the cloth.
 
   William rolled onto his back, his hands covering his eyes which still smouldered and leaked wispy tendrils of light.
 
   ‘I’m sorry. I’m sorry,’ was all he could murmur. 
 
   There was banging on the door from outside and the raised voice of Captain Bom.
 
   ‘What’s going on in there? Is everything alright?’
 
   Helping William to his feet, Granddad Weaver steered him towards the stagecoach and piled him into the carriage.
 
   ‘Stay in there and be quiet!’ he barked.
 
   Snatching some of the sacks from the stagecoach, he ripped them into thin lengths and rushed towards his son who lay howling on the floor. He wrapped the lengths of cloth like a makeshift bandage over Warden’s eyes. 
 
   ‘What’s going on in there?’ Captain Bom demanded from outside.
 
   Placing the new key into his trouser pocket, Granddad Weaver shouted,
 
   ‘Wardens had an accident!’
 
   ‘What sort of an accident?’ Captain Bom shouted. ‘I’m coming in.’
 
   Gathering Warden in his arms, Granddad Weaver carried him to the stagecoach. He eased him into the carriage, laid him next to William and closed the door. He bounded on top of the stagecoach and pulled on the Rafter horses manes.
 
   ‘Gee-up!’ he roared as Captain Bom threw open the doors.
 
   The Rafter horses darted forward and sped out into the city.
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ Captain Bom shouted after the stagecoach.
 
   ‘The box is repaired for another year!’ Granddad Weaver shouted back over his shoulder. ‘Can’t stop. Warden has burnt himself on one of the tools. Got to get him home!’
 
    
 
   ‘My Granddad ran those Rafter horses for three days and nights without rest until we reached the Howling Forests,’ William told Zach. ‘Three of them dropped dead of exhaustion the moment they stopped running.’
 
   It had grown dark outside, and the sound of the waves from the Onyx Sea could be heard as they broke along the shoreline. Neanna stirred as she continued to rest beneath her cloak. 
 
   ‘So now you know everything,’ William said with a hint of shame in his voice.
 
   ‘Wow,’ Zach sighed. ‘So that’s why your dad is blind and why you wear those weird glasses.’
 
   William touched the thick lenses of his spectacles with the tips of his fingers. 
 
   ‘When my Granddad had calmed down, he made these for me. I wouldn’t be able to see otherwise.’
 
   Zach thought for a moment and then added, ‘you said I know everything.’
 
   ‘That’s right,’ William replied.
 
   ‘But you never told me what you saw inside the box?’
 
   William toyed with his beard and then in a chilling whisper he said, ‘I saw Throat.’
 
   ‘What else?’ Zach pushed, desperate to know every detail.
 
   William stared at him with his magnified eyes and they shone crimson behind their thick lenses.
 
   ‘I saw you in that box, Zach Black. I saw you!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Fandel lay like a crab, pressed flat on his stomach on the ledge just above the rocky overhang. As William finished telling Zach about how he had snuck into the Splinter and what had happened there, Fandel rolled onto his back and grinned up into the moonlight.
 
   So there’s a key to the box! He thought to himself and rammed one bony fist into his mouth to smother the sound of his impending laughter. 
 
   He remembered how Throat had worked all of his magic on that lock, but had been unable to work it open. In his desperation he had suspended it over the Rusty Volcano, hoping that the searing heat would erode the box and release the power within. Now Fandel had learnt that it could be opened with a key, but more important than that – he knew where to find it! 
 
   The Noxas’ Granddad has it and he’s rotting in the Prison of Eternal Despair. Getting to his feet, Fandel crept away from the ledge as tears of joy slipped over his gaunt face. When he was far enough away, so as not to be heard by the others, he threw his arms into the air and began to dance in joyous circles.
 
   ‘I know where to find the key!’ he cried, punching the air with his fists.
 
   He skipped along the cliff-edge until he stood high above the black rolling waves of the Onyx Sea.
 
   ‘I must tell Throat,’ he whispered to himself. ‘How pleased will he be with his reflection when I tell him this news? This will make-up for letting that nephew of mine escape and return to Endra.’
 
   Rubbing his hands together, Fandel knelt on the ground at the edge of the cliff-face. Tilting his head back, he gazed into the star shot sky and flung his arms out. He thought back to his time spent with the Delf, and at once, his heart began to race. Her face swept to the front of his mind, and he pushed it away as he began to rummage through his brain for the spells she had taught him. He hit upon the one that he wanted and then began to chant:
 
    
 
   Beat thy wings from the depths of torment
 
   From the darkness above make thy decent
 
   Raven black and as cold as snow
 
   I give you flight Mortality Crow!
 
    
 
   His waxen lips opened and closed as he whispered the words over and over again until the air all around him filled with the sound of beating. Lowering his gaze, he looked out across the Onyx Sea, and then stepped off the edge of the cliff. 
 
   He fell down the cliff-face and landed with a thump on something huge and black. The wings of the mortality crow he had summoned beat up and down on either side of him as it screeched into the night. Fandel wrapped his arms around its sleek black neck and dug his legs into its sides. 
 
   ‘The Splinter,’ Fandel cried. ‘Take me to the Splinter!’
 
   The gigantic crow banked to the right as it headed west above the Onyx Sea and towards the Splinter. The night air rushed all around Fandel and rippled the bird’s glossy black feathers. 
 
   ‘Faster!’ Fandel roared and pressed his heels deeper into the creature’s sides.
 
   The mortality crow opened its pointed beak and screamed as it thrust its mighty wings up and down like two giant sails.
 
    
 
   While William woke Neanna from her rest, Zach repacked their supplies and gathered them by the entrance to the overhang. His mind was still trying to make sense of what his friend had told him and he was concerned at how William had seen him inside that box.
 
   Zach glanced over at his friends and could see that Neanna was taking small sips of water from the animal skins that Warden had filled for them. In the pale milky light of the moon, Zach could see that she looked better than she had earlier, although her skin looked red and blotchy in places where the blisters had been. Even so, Zach had come to notice that unlike most people Neanna looked her best, her most radiant during nightfall rather than during the day. 
 
   ‘How you feeling?’ Zack asked her, handing over some of the Luna bear meat.
 
   Taking the meat from him and tearing it into small chunks, she said, ‘my skin will only heal so many times before it cracks and blisters permanently – or worse. That’s the second time I’ve saved your hide Zach Black. I hope you get to return the favour someday. Then again, perhaps not huh?’ 
 
   Zach looked at her beautiful face and said, ‘I’ve got your back.’
 
   Neanna popped the last of the meat into her mouth and chewed it as she stared at him. Zach looked away.
 
   ‘What now?’ he asked William.
 
   ‘We find my Granddad and get the key to that box,’ William said, slinging the supplies over his shoulder.
 
   ‘Neanna said that the prison was a labyrinth of underground tunnels. Do you have any idea where he is in that maze?’ Zack asked him.
 
   ‘Nope,’ he said, thrusting his catapult into his back pocket.
 
   ‘Do you even know how to get into this prison?’ 
 
   ‘Nope,’ he said again, throwing his sleeve full of inferno berries across his back.
 
   ‘Well this rescue or whatever you want to call it, could take forever!’ Zach said.
 
   ‘That’s why we should get going,’ William said, stepping from beneath the overhang and out onto the shore.
 
   Zach looked back at Neanna who was now standing in the centre of the cave and straightening her hair and ruffled cloak. Again, Zach couldn’t help notice how beautiful she looked and his heart raced. 
 
   ‘What’s got into William?’ Neanna asked him, as she prepared herself for whatever might lay ahead.
 
   Zach shrugged and said, ‘I’m not sure, but he was telling me how his dad lost his sight and…’
 
   ‘Oh,’ she said as if she now understood William’s sombre mood. ‘What else did he tell you?’
 
   ‘That he had seen me…’
 
   But before Zach had a chance to finish what it was he was about to say, William howled, ‘C’mon. Let’s get going!’
 
   Zach and Neanna glanced one final time at each other, then made their way from beneath the overhang and joined William on the shore.
 
   ‘There in the distance,’ he said, pointing between the cliffs that broke through the sand like jagged skyscrapers, ‘can you see those torches burning in the search towers? That’s where we’re heading.’
 
   Zach and Neanna looked at the orange glow that seeped from the towers and lit up the night sky miles away.
 
   ‘I don’t think we will make it by dawn,’ Neanna warned, not wanting to be caught in the glare of the sun again. 
 
   ‘If we hurry we’ll be able to reach the prisons perimeter by day break. We’ll take some shelter during the day, and then we’ll break-in tomorrow night.’
 
   Before either one of them had a chance to reply or even put forward another suggestion, William had bounded off across the sand and towards a huge valley cut between the cliffs. 
 
    
 
   As the mortality crow swooped towards the Splinter, it opened its mighty talons. Fandel buried his head amongst its feathers as it dived for the balcony that jutted from the side of the tower. Fanning its wings on either side, the crow lost altitude and came to rest on the railings that circled the balcony. 
 
   Wasting no time, Fandel slid from the back of the giant bird and climbed over the railings. Flapping his arms out before him, he shooed the crow away. With an ear-splitting squawk, the crow disappeared back into the night in a flurry of silky-black feathers. 
 
   Fandel pushed open the tall glass windows which led from the balcony and hurried into the Queen’s chamber.
 
   ‘Such an unusual entrance Fandel,’ Throat rasped from the shadows. ‘Couldn’t you find your doorway?’
 
   On hearing his reflections voice, Fandel spun round to find Throat slumped in his throne at the opposite side of the room to the Queen, who lay looking lifeless in her bed. 
 
   ‘Throat…’ Fandel began, but was cut short.
 
   ‘This had better be good Fandel,’ Throat gasped, his voice sounding as if he had spent the night chewing on broken glass. ‘You’re carelessness has caused quite a commotion in Earth!’
 
   Fandel stammered as he tried to find the right words. He was taken aback at how the news of his wretched nephew’s escape had reached Throat. 
 
   ‘Throat,’ Fandel began, his mouth turning dust-dry, ‘Zach was assisted by the Noxas and the Slath.’
 
   ‘I don’t want excuses Fandel,’ Throat cackled.
 
   ‘And there was this annoying cop…’
 
   ‘I don’t want to hear it Fandel. I just want to know how you intend to clear up this mess!’
 
   ‘I have some important news,’ Fandel began, annoyed that he appeared to be taking the blame for his nephew’s antics. After all, wasn’t it Throat who was meant to have dealt with him in Endra? Wasn’t it the Demonic Guardians fault? They were the ones that had let him slip back into Earth. But Fandel didn’t have the stomach, and if he were to be honest, the nerve to point this out to Throat.
 
   ‘Don’t just stand there!’ Throat choked. ‘What’s this news?’
 
   ‘There is a key to the box’ Fandel said, knowing deep down that he now had the upper hand. 
 
   Hearing this, Throat sat up in his throne. His robes began to disintegrate as he moved and the sound of the spiderpedes could be heard as they scuttled about him.
 
   ‘What key?’ Throat gagged.
 
   ‘One of the Noxas has it. Before your arrival in Endra, two of the Noxas were entrusted to repair the box and fashion a new lock and key for it.’
 
   ‘Find this Noxas!’ Throat gasped. ‘Bring me the key!’ 
 
   ‘We already have the Noxas and the key, my dear Throat,’ Fandel said. ‘He’s one of the inmates in your prison of eternal despair!’
 
   Throat twitched in his throne and the spiderpedes spun their webs all around him.
 
   ‘But we’ll have to move with speed. Zach and his friends are on their way to the prison as we speak to free him,’ Fandel warned.
 
   ‘Impossible!’ Throat screeched. ‘They will never break into that prison, let alone break anyone out!’
 
   ‘Don’t be too sure Throat,’ Fandel said. ‘My nephew and his friends, however much it pains me to say it, have proved themselves to be resourceful and cunning foes.’
 
   Throat sat for a moment, and the sound of the spiderpedes scuttling to and fro across his body made Fandel’s flesh crawl.
 
   ‘I will destroy the prison and slay everyone within its walls!’ Throat seethed. ‘And then we will search through the rubble for this Noxas and snatch the key from his lifeless hands!’
 
   ‘But what about Marshal Goth and his people. He has been a good and loyal governor as have his guards, the Norsori,’ Fandel reminded him.
 
   ‘They can all be replaced,’ Throat heaved as if he were going to be sick. ‘We don’t have time for any further delays. If we can find that key we can open the box. Once the box is open the Queen will die, as will her reflection. There will be no more of this waiting for the box to erode above that volcano. Its power will be ours!’
 
   Fandel began to get an excited flutter in his pot-belly as if he had swallowed an angry bee. 
 
   ‘I will go to the prison at once…’ Fandel said, no longer able to wait to be joint ruler of Endra and Earth.
 
   ‘Not you!’ Throat spat. ‘I need you to go to the girl. She has been left in Earth for far too long on her own. After the theatrics that have occurred there, the authorities will soon be after you, and if they find you they find her. Go fetch her and bring her into Endra.’
 
   ‘But…’ Fandel stammered. ‘I thought you said it would be dangerous…that it could cause complications if the two were brought together…that they could get strength from one another.’
 
   ‘Don’t bring her here to the Splinter. Take her far away from here…somewhere…’ Throat thought aloud. ‘Where there is magic that will prevent them from drawing strength from each other.’ Then Throat had it. Why hadn’t he thought of it sooner? It was perfect.
 
   ‘Where should I take her?’ Fandel asked.
 
   Grinning from beneath his writhing and shifting hood, Throat said;
 
   ‘Take her to the Delf!’
 
   ‘Not the Delf!’ Fandel cried. ‘Anywhere but the Delf!’
 
   ‘Why not?’ Throat rasped.
 
   ‘She has bewitched me,’ Fandel hissed. ‘I dare not go back there Throat...or I fear I may never leave.’
 
   ‘I’ve asked you to take the girl to her, not marry her!’ Throat gagged as if he were choking. ‘Pull yourself together!’
 
   ‘But…’ Fandel protested.
 
   ‘No ‘buts’ my dear Fandel!’
 
   ‘The Delf?’ Fandel whined, his heart beginning to race again at the very mention of her name.
 
   ‘Don’t fail me again Fandel,’ Throat rasped, then slumped back into his throne.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
    
 
   The three of them walked all night towards the prison’s searchlights. The cliffs towered high above them as they made their way through canyons that had been cut in the hard-packed earth. The sky was cloudless and the moon illuminated their way. Pulling their clothes about them, they shivered against the chill wind that snaked around the cliff-faces. 
 
   They had walked in single file for hours, each one lost to their own thoughts. William took the lead, bounding ahead then pausing for the others to catch up. William knew that if he could return home with his granddad and nothing else, this may go some way towards gaining him his dad’s forgiveness.  
 
   Neanna blinked back and forth amongst the rocks. Sometimes she appeared ahead of Zach, at other times behind him. She thought of her family and race of people and how, for her, their mission had to be complete if the curse Throat had cast upon them were to ever be lifted. Neanna conjured pictures of her mother and father in her mind, but their images were somehow distant and foggy as if peering at them through a dirty window. She could just make out her father’s long black hair and firm jaw line, and her mother’s wistful smile and perfect blue eyes, but that was about it; everything else was just a blur. The harder she tried to picture them, the more their faces turned into those nightmarish zombies that now protected the Howling Forests.
 
   Zach thought of his sister. Apart from that freak of an uncle, Anna was all he had left. He wondered if she were still alive and if he shouldn’t be with her, but William said she could only be saved if his Queen was saved and that had something to do with taking the box back to Anna. He still hadn’t come to terms with losing his parents and he wondered if he ever would, but to lose his sister as well would be unbearable. 
 
   Turning his thoughts away from the pain of his parent’s death, Zach turned his attention to William and his confession. 
 
   Hadn’t he said that the reason I was in Endra now was because of what he did? Zach thought to himself, squeezing through a narrow gap in the rocks.
 
   But how did William opening the box bring me into Endra? He puzzled.
 
   With these thoughts at the forefront of his mind, he quickened his step and caught up with his friend.
 
   ‘You said that everything that had happened was because of what you did?’ Zach asked.
 
   William slowed so Zach could keep pace with him. 
 
   ‘That’s right,’ William said.
 
   ‘I understand how opening the box caused your dad’s blindness, but what about everything else? Where do I fit into all of this?’
 
   Neanna blinked and appeared next to William. Zach wondered if she had done this so as to offer William some comfort. 
 
   ‘For thousands and thousands of years Endra has lived a peaceful existence. Like Earth we’ve had our wars, but like you that was us evolving – learning to appreciate our differences and except one another. But the day I opened the box changed everything, not just for Endra but for Earth too.’
 
   ‘But this is what I don’t understand?’ Zach said.
 
   ‘Within days of opening the box a man walked out of the wastelands. It is believed that he was attracted to the light that I released. He caught its scent on the wind and followed it like a rabid dog. Shrouded in moving robes, which appeared to be alive, he strode up to the gates of the Splinter and demanded an audience with the Queen. Compared to him, the Queens guards were feeble-minded and they led him high up into the Splinter and into the Queen’s chamber.’
 
   ‘The story goes that he held her captive for days at the tip of the Splinter,’ Neanna added, ‘and during this time she succumbed to his power and she hasn’t been seen since. We’ve heard rumours that she lays asleep and will die when the box is opened, and the full power of the Heart of Endra is released from the box and absorbed by this stranger.’
 
   ‘But she’s the Queen,’ Zach gasped. ‘How was she manipulated?’
 
   ‘Like your sister,’ William growled, ‘she’s a child – innocent and naive. No one had ever experienced such evil in the whole of Endra before.’
 
   William stared ahead at the towering searchlights and pulled the collar of his shirt about his neck to block out the cold.
 
   ‘But where did this stranger come from and what is his name?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘No one knows the answer to those questions, but Endra has named him Throat,’ William said.
 
   Realising that they had been talking about his uncle’s double, Zach shivered and looked at his friends.
 
   Neanna blinked and reappeared beside him. Her fingertips brushed the back of his hand.
 
   ‘Both Throat and your Uncle want what’s inside the box so they can rule both Endra and Earth,’ Neanna told Zach, her eyes sharp and serious looking.
 
   ‘Sounds like my Uncle. Not content with one world, he wants two to destroy.’
 
   Stooping and with his hair billowing out behind him, William stared deep into Zach’s eyes.
 
   ‘Our worlds are reflected Zach Black. I’ve explained this before. And with the box releasing its secrets, our two worlds are overlapping and soon we won’t be able to tell them apart. What happens here will happen in Earth!’
 
    ‘But I don’t understand,’ said Zach.
 
   ‘Our world is being ravished by desert. The dust is eating away our rivers and streams. Endra is getting hotter by the day. Our seas are polluted and black. Species are on the brink of extinction. Does any of this sound familiar?’ William howled. 
 
   Zach’s eyes grew fat and round as the realisation of what William was saying hit him like a train. 
 
   ‘Earth is suffering because of global warming!’ Zach said. ‘Not because of Throat.’
 
   ‘Call it what you want,’ Neanna said. ‘The end result will be the same!’
 
   ‘Like I said before; whatever happens in Endra happens in Earth. Whether it’s caused by some insane sorcerer’s lust for power or your ruler’s greed – the effects will be identical,’ William barked.
 
   ‘But what can we do?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘I don’t think we can ever put the genie back in the bottle,’ Neanna sighed, ‘but we can try and reverse some of the damage that Throat has caused or stop it from getting worse.’
 
   ‘And to do that we need to get the key to the box and then get the box to your sister,’ William said, turning and heading once again in the direction of the prison, his granddad and the key.
 
   ‘But why do we have to take it to my sister?’ Zach called after him. ‘Wouldn’t it make more sense to take it straight to the Queen?’
 
   ‘We’re hoping that as they are reflections it won’t matter which one of them opens the box,’ Neanna said, then blinked away.
 
   ‘Besides,’ William howled, his voice bouncing off the stone cliffs that reached high above, ‘that’s the one mistake we’re counting on Throat making!’
 
   ‘What’s that?’ Zach called out, racing after his friends.
 
   ‘He’ll keep your sister in Earth. He won’t bring her into Endra. Instead of having to battle our way up to the top of the Splinter, we can slip through the front door of your uncle’s cottage!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Fandel rushed around his kitchen as he gathered as many of his potions and remedies that his pockets would hold. He peered out of the kitchen window. Throat had got him wondering if the police would soon be at his door, and he didn’t want to be around when they did. Fandel knew that he had to get Anna into Endra as soon as possible, but he wanted to take everything that he might need. After all, he didn’t know when he would be returning, but when he did, he would be ruler and then the police wouldn’t be able to touch him. He’d see to that.
 
   Fandel thrust purple, orange, green and turquoise bottles into his coat and trouser pockets. He rammed spell books and note pads with pages of scribbled handwriting into a small lizard-skinned satchel. Scooping up the linen cloth which contained the yellow spiky tablets, he climbed the stairs two at time to Anna’s bedroom.
 
   Throwing open the door, he rushed inside. His niece lay on her back, eyes closed and her chest rising up and down at irregular intervals. Fandel took one of the tablets from the cloth. He opened her mouth and pushed one over her tongue. Holding her jaw shut, he watched for her throat to ripple as the tablet forced its way through her body.
 
   Content that she had swallowed it, he wrapped her in the bedding and gathered her in his arms like a pile of dirty washing. Fandel left the room and carried her downstairs. He glanced around, making sure that he had everything. Facing the fireplace, he closed his eyes and within moments he could see that fist urging him forward from the darkest corner of his mind. He moved towards it, the girl pressed against his chest. Opening his eyes, he grinned at the sight of his doorway standing open before the fireplace. With two long gawky steps, Fandel carried Anna into Endra.
 
    
 
   Throat stood on the balcony and peered out across the desert. The moon was sinking in the distance, and he knew that by the time the moon rose again he would have the key to the box in his hands. 
 
   The thought excited him and he appeared to shake at the thought of opening the box. The spiderpedes scuttled over him as his cloak continued to fall away in powdering lumps. Throat couldn’t wait for the day when his cloak would be whole and made of the finest materials. He lusted for the day he could reveal his true self to Endra and Earth.
 
   As quick as candlelight being snuffed out, Throat shot a hand from beneath his cloak and snatched hold of one of the spiderpedes. Holding it up to his face, he appeared to speak to it as if whispering in its ear.
 
   ‘Bring me the key,’ he hissed. 
 
   Throat opened his mouth wide as if he were going to choke. A deep retching noise escaped from his throat as he breathed a puff of black smoke over the spiderpede he held in his open palm. The insect-type thing then began to twitch like a fly that had been swatted. It rolled onto its shell and kicked its legs until they grew brittle and broke away. The spiderpede then disintegrated into a pile of dust before Throat’s eyes. 
 
   Holding his hand out over the edge of the balcony, Throat blew the spiderpedes ashes into the night. They hovered in the air like a swarm of minute bees which then began to take form. They swayed on the wind as they took on the shape of a demon with a long bony skull, deep empty eye sockets and a mouthful of shark-like teeth. The demon stretched and pulled in every direction as it took shape. Its wide mouth opened and it screamed as if in pain. Then it began to shrink and get smaller – taking the form of a small, angelic looking boy, no older than about eight years old.
 
   The boy floated in the night sky on the other side of the balcony where Throat stood.
 
   ‘My hollow child,’ Throat rasped. ‘Go to the prison and wipe them out. Wipe them all out!’
 
   Smiling at Throat, the boy bowed his head, before separating into a swarm of black ash again and swooping away across the desert.
 
    
 
   The doorway crashed shut causing Fandel’s bones to rattle beneath his wrinkled skin, like a sack full of spanners. He looked down the narrow street that twisted and turned before him. Just above his head was a sign which read:
 
    
 
   Welcome to the town of Thud
 
   Please ride Rafter Horses with care
 
   Kill your speed – not a citizen!
 
    
 
   Beneath this, someone had scrawled in excrement:
 
   Population 1
 
    
 
   Fandel’s heart began to beat behind his thin ribcage as he thought of Thud’s sole occupant.  He stalked down the main street with Anna tucked in his arms. Doors wailed on broken hinges and litter danced along the gutter in the wind. The shop windows stared back at him, like dead eyes as he made his way through town to the shack beneath the granite tree. Moonlight glittered off the broken glass from the gas lamps that had once lit the streets. Thud was silent; the only sound was his shoes clacking against the cobbled stones beneath his feet.
 
   Although Anna weighed no more than a pile of bones, Fandel’s arms started to tire and his twisted spine had begun to ache as he carried her. The temperature was a little above freezing, yet a fine sheen of perspiration glimmered across his brow. Ahead, he could see a rocking chair that had been abandoned outside a derelict barber’s shop. Fandel huffed and puffed the last few steps towards the chair. Lowering Anna onto the pavement, Fandel slid into the chair to rest.
 
   ‘I’m in no rush to see the Delf again,’ he muttered to himself. ‘A couple of minutes well-earned rest won’t hurt.’
 
   Fandel thought of the Delf and although his heart missed a beat, he hoped that he could resist her charms, if that’s what they were. 
 
   I’ll knock on the door of her shack and just dump the girl! Fandel thought to himself.
 
   ‘Yes, that’s what I’ll do. No “hellos” and no “goodbyes”. I’ll instruct the Delf to keep the girl locked away and to give her one of the tablets three times a day until I return,’ he muttered. 
 
   Without opening his eyes, he dug his hanky out of his trouser pocket and patted his moist lips. He felt feverish and anxious. He didn’t want to go back to that shack. His legs were telling him to run fast back up the main street and never return to Thud. But he couldn’t do that. Fandel knew that he had to bring the girl to the Delf – Throat had told him to do so.
 
   Tucking his hanky back into his pocket, he gripped the arms of the rocking chair and stood up. He grimaced as he straightened and the joints in his spine gave an audible ‘popping’ sound.
 
   He stooped down to gather up the girl, and then screamed.
 
   ‘Where has she gone?’ Fandel said, whirling round and looking up and down the street for Anna, who was no longer lying on the cobbled road. 
 
   ‘I don’t believe this!’ he cried, searching underneath the rocking chair and then peering into the gutter. ‘Where can she be?’
 
   Fandel rushed up and down the street kicking over empty rubbish bins and looking through the filthy windows of the deserted stores. His heart thundered in his chest, and this time it wasn’t at the thought of the Delf but at the thought of what Throat would do to him if he didn’t find the girl and find her quick.
 
   ‘Come back to me!’ he screamed, the tendons in his neck threatening to snap like guitar strings that had been over-tightened. 
 
   ‘You can’t do this to me!’ he screeched, dropping to the ground and pounding the street with his fists.
 
   Snivelling, Fandel crawled to his feet and ran to the shack beneath the granite tree. He banged on the door so hard that the knuckles on his right hand started to bleed. He smothered his nose and mouth with his left hand as the putrid smell of crud enveloped him.
 
   Gagging, he banged on the door again and roared:
 
   ‘Delf, open the door! It’s Fandel Black!’ 
 
   A shuffling sound came from within the shack. This was followed by the unmistakable sound of farting and belching. Fandel whipped the hanky from his pocket again and secured it around the lower half of his face.
 
   The door swung open and she greeted him with one huge maggot infested smile.
 
   ‘My dear Fandel,’ she belched.
 
   Fandel turned his head away at the stench which wasn’t too dissimilar to the smell of rotting eggs and decomposing fish. 
 
   ‘I always knew you would return one day. Just can’t resist me eh?’ she grinned, and as she did, a sea of maggots crawled over her teeth and slid down her chin. 
 
   ‘Just shut up you insane old witch!’ Fandel squealed. ‘You’ve got to help me find the girl!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Anna opened her eyes just enough so she could see through her eyelashes. Above her sat her uncle, swaying back and forth in an ancient looking rocking chair. He was mumbling to himself and his eyes were closed.
 
   Realising that this was her chance of escape, Anna pulled the blanket about her shoulders and stood up. Her uncle Fandel moved, and she froze. She watched as he pulled a snot ridden hanky from his pocket and patted his lips with it.
 
   Deciding to take a rest in the rocker isn’t the only mistake you’ve made recently uncle, Anna thought to herself, pushing her forefinger into her mouth and hooking out the yellow spiked tablet she had been holding in the back of her throat. Her uncle had been away far too long, and in his absence; the effect of those pills had begun to wear off. She wasn’t full of life and energy, but she had become well enough to realise she was in great danger and had to get away from him. Far away. 
 
   So, seizing her chance, Anna tiptoed backwards up the cobbled street and away from her uncle as he sat and whispered to himself in the rocker. Tossing the remains of the tablet into the gutter, she held the blanket about her shoulders and fled into the backstreets of Thud.
 
    
 
   They reached the outskirts of the prison walls just before sunrise. William sniffed out a disused lunar bear cave and led the others inside. The cave still smelt of the creature, and the bony carcasses of its kill lay scattered around the inside of the cave. Although it didn’t smell great it was warm, but more essential – it was dark. 
 
   Relieving themselves of their supplies, they didn’t waste any time in finding themselves a comfortable area of ground to lie on. They had walked all night in the freezing cold, and each of them ached from head to toe. 
 
   Zach pulled the collar of his coat about his chin and blew onto his hands. Neanna wrapped herself in her cloak, and using her hands as a pillow, closed her eyes. William sat half propped against the far wall of the cave, and Zach could see his eyes glowing red like two break-lights. 
 
   ‘You never did tell me how your Granddad ended up in that prison,’ Zach whispered into the dark.
 
   ‘On the day that we fled the Splinter, in his haste he placed the key to the box in his trouser pocket. It wasn’t until several days had passed that he discovered it there amongst some old coins and pieces of string.’
 
   ‘Did he get accused of stealing it?’ Zach asked, his eyes closed and fingers laced behind his head.
 
   ‘No, not as far as we know. On realising his mistake, my Granddad left the Howling Forests for the Splinter at once. But since his last visit to the tower, Throat had taken up residency. We heard that as my Granddad neared the walls of the Splinter, he was intercepted by the Radan that now patrolled its walls and they arrested him.’
 
   ‘Arrested him for what?’ Zach asked. ‘You can’t just be arrested. You have to break some kinda law first.’
 
   ‘He was accused of undertaking reconnaissance and was found guilty of being a spy.’
 
   ‘Did you go to the trial?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘What trial?’ William said. ‘There wasn’t any trial. Now that Throat is in charge justice is swift in Endra. He was found guilty on the spot and taken to the prison of eternal despair, where he will spend the rest of his life.’
 
   ‘Not if we have anything to do with it!’ Zach said.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘Ah, c’mon William-the-wolf-Weaver!’ Zach teased. ‘Don’t give up now. We’ll get your Granddad out of that prison. You just need to show a little bit of back bone.’
 
   In the darkness William grinned at his friends fighting talk. ‘Yeah, your right,’ he barked, ‘what was I thinking of?’
 
   They lay without speaking for a moment, and then Zach said:
 
   ‘I know I keep asking the question, but you always seem to avoid answering it.’
 
   ‘What question is that?’ William said, sleep beginning to take him.
 
   ‘How comes you saw me in that box?’ 
 
   William made no reply. Zach waited for it, but all he could hear was the sound of William snoring.
 
   Then Zach felt something beside him. Turning, he realised that Neanna had just blinked across the cave to be next to him.
 
   ‘I didn’t know you could do that in your sleep,’ he said, nervous as he felt her resting against him. 
 
   ‘I wasn’t asleep,’ she whispered, snuggling-up close to him. ‘I’m too cold to sleep.’
 
   At first Zach didn’t do anything. He didn’t know what to do. If he didn’t find Neanna so attractive it wouldn’t have been so bad – but he did and she was and he felt a kind of weird feeling in his stomach and his heart raced. Drawing a deep breath, he snuck his arm around her shoulders, and pulled her close. Zach half expected Neanna to shove him away, but instead, she nestled her head against his chest. 
 
   ‘I know the answer to your question Zach,’ she said.
 
   ‘How comes?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘When William and I spent those long nights racing across the desert in search of your doorway, I asked him why it was so important that we found you.’
 
   ‘What did he say?’
 
   ‘He said that when he looked into that box he saw Throat striding out of the wastelands, and with him he brought a shadow of death and destruction. Then he said he saw you.’
 
   ‘And what did I bring with me?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘He said you brought hope,’ Neanna whispered, snuggling up closer to him and drifting into sleep. Zach lay awake with Neanna resting in his arms. With everything that he had been told, seen and done – he found it impossible to sleep. But it was more than that which kept him awake – it was Neanna. At sixteen he’d messed about with a few girls but nothing serious. But Neanna was different – he felt something for her. He wasn’t sure what – but he found it hard not to look at her when she was close by, to brush past her made his skin almost seem to tingle and to be holding her now, was almost suffocating. Closing his eyes, and praying that she was asleep, he kissed her gently on the side of her face. Stroking her hair, Zach slowing drifted into sleep.  
 
    
 
   After Fandel had explained the importance of the missing girl, the rotting Delf grabbed hold of an oversized bag. Covering his nose and mouth with his hanky, he watched as she shuffled about her squalid shack and gathered wall charts, star charts and astrological charts into the bag that had been fashioned from the stomach of a Bloat. 
 
   The Delf plucked potions, murky coloured concoctions and bubbling brews from the cluttered shelves that lined her dwelling and rammed these into the bag which was now bursting at the seams. 
 
   As she worked, the Delf began to chuckle. 
 
   ‘What’s so funny?’ Fandel asked her.
 
   ‘This!’
 
   ‘What?’ Fandel snapped, his patience wearing thin like a sheet of melting ice.
 
   ‘That you came back to me.’
 
   ‘Not out of choice. I was told to bring the girl to you!’
 
   ‘But you didn’t bring her did you?’ the Delf said, turning to look at him with her yellow eyes. ‘You lost her, but instead of searching for her you came to me.’
 
   Fandel gagged at the sight of the maggots that dribbled from her nostrils.
 
   ‘You need me,’ she grinned. ‘You need me and don’t forget it my dear Fandel.’
 
   The Delf gathered the last of her items, and brushing past Fandel, she went to the door of her shack. Grabbing a large leash and collar from a hook, she stepped outside. Fandel followed her to find that the sun was just rising above the derelict streets of Thud. 
 
   The Delf hobbled beneath the twisted branches of the granite tree as she dragged her bag by her feet. She huffed and puffed, and the sounds of her continuous farting and belching made Fandel feel nauseous. 
 
   ‘Where are you going?’ Fandel asked, watching her disappear behind the trunk of the tree. 
 
   ‘Questions, questions!’ she tutted. ‘Be patient will you!’ 
 
   Curious as to what she was up to, Fandel followed her, and found her huge backside sticking up out of a hole that disappeared between the knotted roots of the tree. Fandel watched as she struggled with something that lurked deep within the hole. 
 
   ‘Come to mummy,’ she said, coaxing something from beneath the ground.  ‘C’mon Max,’ she cooed.
 
   ‘Who’s Max?’ Fandel asked.
 
   Crawling back out of the hole, she looked at Fandel and said, ‘he’s my pet dog. He doesn’t like being disturbed halfway through his hibernation. It makes him irritable and grumpy.’
 
   ‘Perhaps we should leave him then?’ Fandel said. ‘We don’t have time to waste while you look for your pet poodle.’
 
   ‘I know what will bring him to the surface,’ the Delf said, as she screwed up her face and sneezed a gooey lump of snotty-maggots into her hands. She then knelt before the hole with her hands cupped and whispered.
 
   ‘Max. Look what mummy has for you!’ Glancing back over her shoulder, she grinned at Fandel and said, ‘he can’t resist these!’
 
   The earth beneath Fandel’s feet began to shudder and a deep howling sound came from the hole. He watched as a giant snout shot from the darkness. It opened and a great big slobbering tongue began to lap up the maggots from the Delf’s hands. 
 
   Fandel’s stomach somersaulted at the sight.
 
   ‘You are disgusting,’ he told the Delf.
 
   Looking over her shoulder at him, the Delf said, ‘you love it.’ Grinning she winked at Fandel.
 
   The tongue licked her fingers clean as she got up and moved away from the roots of the tree. Earth and mud began to crumble away from the edges of the hole as the snout forced its way out of the ground to reveal a huge head. This was followed by two massive three toed paws, and then the rest of the Delf’s pet scrambled from beneath the roots of the granite tree. 
 
   It was about the size of a full grown lion. Its head was similar to that of a grizzly bear and was framed with a black shaggy-looking mane. The beast’s snout was long and pointed, and its mouth was rammed with rows of vicious looking teeth. The Delf went to it and lost her hands in its wild mane. In a show of affection, she nuzzled her face against the animal and it licked the side of her head with its long, grey, drooling tongue. 
 
   ‘Mummy’s sorry to have woken her baby,’ the Delf cooed. ‘But we have work to do.’ Pointing in the direction of Fandel, she continued. ‘That silly man over there has gone and lost a naughty girl and now we’ve got to find her.’
 
   Max turned to look at Fandel as if he had understood every word that she had said. He glared at Fandel, rolling back his fleshy lips and snarling.
 
   ‘There, there,’ the Delf hushed. ‘Take no notice of the nasty man.’
 
   Clutching her bag under one arm, she hoisted herself onto the creature’s back and tied the collar and leash she had brought from her shack around its neck.
 
   ‘C’mon,’ she urged Fandel.
 
   ‘What? You expect me to ride that thing with you?’ Fandel asked.
 
   ‘Do you want to find this girl or not?’ 
 
   ‘Yes, but…’
 
   ‘It’s up to you Fandel Black,’ she spat. ‘You can either stand there quaking in your boots or go and tell Throat that you’ve lost the girl.’
 
   Fandel cringed at the thought of returning to Throat and having to explain what had happened. So he tip-toed towards the animal. When he was within touching distance of its dark brown fur, Max snapped his head round to look at Fandel. A rumbling sound came from deep within his throat as he howled and gnashed his teeth.
 
   ‘It’s going to bite me!’ Fandel said.
 
   ‘No he’s not!’ The Delf smirked. ‘He’s just being friendly.’
 
   ‘If that’s him being friendly, I’d hate to see him when he takes a dislike to someone.’
 
   ‘With any luck you will!’ The Delf dribbled.
 
   Fandel climbed onto Max and sat just behind the Delf. Her stench was so overpowering that Fandel could taste it.
 
   ‘Take hold of me,’ she cackled.
 
   ‘No, you’re alright,’ Fandel grimaced. ‘I think I can manage.’ 
 
   ‘It’s up to you!’ she laughed, digging her sandals into Max’s flanks, encouring the animal to race away from beneath the granite tree.
 
   Lurching backwards and fearing that he would be thrown clear, Fandel leant forward and threw his arms around the Delf’s waist. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Anna staggered out of the town of Thud. The sun hung in the sky and its heat was blistering. Although she was burning up, she held the blanket she had been wrapped in above her head to shade herself.  Anna’s mouth burnt with thirst and was sore from the spiky tablets.
 
   Peering from beneath the blanket, she tried to get her bearings and figure out where she was. As she had lain in her uncle’s arms pretending to be unconscious, she had been aware that he had taken her through some kind of doorway, but why and to where she didn’t know. This didn’t look like Cornwall in the middle of December. For starters, she hadn’t been aware that the west coast of England had a desert running through the middle of it and more curious, she had never known such heat during the winter. All of her senses were telling her that she was no longer in England. 
 
   But where am I now? Anna wondered. Her uncle hadn’t flown her to another part of the world and he hadn’t driven her anywhere as their journey had lasted mere moments. Although Anna’s head was a hive of buzzing thoughts, her thirst was her priority and she knew that she had to get water soon or she would be in trouble. 
 
   Anna hobbled forward, not because she was in pain, but because the baked earth beneath her was burning hot and scorched the soles of her feet.  For what seemed like hours, she limped further across the desert, her lips cracked and broken and her tongue feeling like a sheet of glass-paper in her mouth.
 
    
 
   Max carried the Delf and Fandel through the empty streets of Thud, its long snout darting from road to pavement as it sought out Anna’s scent. 
 
   ‘Where did you last see her?’ The Delf asked.
 
   ‘I’m not sure. This place looks different by daylight,’ Fandel replied, his eyes swivelling in their sockets. He glanced up side-streets and alleyways as he sought out any shop, building or landmark that seemed familiar to him.
 
   ‘Look, the more time we waste the more distance she puts between us,’ the Delf reminded him as if he didn’t already realise this.
 
   Then, in the distance he saw the rocking chair where he had rested the night before.
 
   ‘That chair over there!’ he said. ‘That’s where I rested and my niece disappeared!’ 
 
   The Delf dug her sandals into the beast’s sides and steered it towards the rocker. Max sniffed the air, and then licked the pavement with his dribbling tongue. The creature picked-up on something and walked away from the chair, its snout passing to and fro over the street like a vacuum cleaner.  It headed towards the gutter where it came to a sudden halt. 
 
   Max licked something small and yellow which was covered in spikes. He yelped and awaited the Delf’s approval as he turned his head holding the tablet between his teeth. The Delf reached forward and took it from between Max’ jaws. She held it up to the light and grinned.
 
   ‘So your niece spat the tablet away!’ she croaked and a sea of maggots wriggled between the gaps in her teeth. ‘How cunning!’
 
   Fandel’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the pill and learnt how he had been cheated.
 
   ‘She couldn’t have gotten far,’ the Delf said, yanking on Max’s leash. ‘Find the girl for mummy. There’s a good boy. Find the naughty girl for mummy.’
 
   Max reared-up on his hind legs and howled, his stumpy tail swishing from side to side. Then with a deep snarl and brandishing his razor-sharp teeth, he bounded through the streets of Thud led by the scent that Anna had left trailing behind her.
 
    
 
   Just as Anna stepped from the streets of Thud and into the desert, Warden reached the caverns deep within the Snowstorm Mountains. With flakes of snow covering his long beard and freezing the top of his head, he looked just like a Yeti. Wasp buzzed around his ankles, pleased with himself that he had led his master to the Noxas who hid deep within the mountainous region. 
 
   The caverns were quiet and still, and Warden, like his guide sniffed the air. He howled, causing a shower of powdery snow to fall from the icicles hanging high above him. The inside of the cavern looked like an enormous cathedral sculpted from ice.
 
   On hearing his call, the other Noxas bounded from their caves and entered the main chamber. Some crouched on all fours above Warden on icy ledges. Others came forward and patted him on his wide back.
 
   ‘It’s good to see you again,’ a giant of a man said, clasping hold of Warden’s hairy hand and pumping it up and down. 
 
   Warden recognised the smell of his friend at once and said, ‘it’s good to be home Wozel.’
 
   ‘Where’s the boy?’ Wozel asked, bending down to pat Wasp on the head.
 
   Before Warden had a chance to explain what had happened, a female stepped from amongst the throng of Noxas that had gathered.
 
   ‘Where’s our son?’ she asked.
 
   Hearing his wife’s voice, Warden rushed forward and held her in his muscular arms.
 
   ‘My beautiful Willow,’ he whispered into the thick golden hair that hung in neat woven braids from her head and face. 
 
   She kissed Warden’s cheek and held him close.
 
   ‘Where’s William?’ she asked again.
 
   Letting go of his wife, he spoke to the Noxas that had gathered around him. ‘My son has found Zach Black.’
 
   Hearing this news, the other Noxas howled and barked as they punched the air in approval. 
 
   ‘What does this human look like? Is he a great warrior?’ asked a voice from high above them.
 
   At once they all bowed their heads in reverence, as their high priest Wilberforce stepped out onto a snow covered ledge high up in the roof of the cavern. He was tall as the other Noxas, but slender – frailer looking. Lengths of silver hair hung from his head and face, and covered his hands like silk-gloves. 
 
   Keeping his head bowed low, Warden said, ‘no my gracious Wilberforce. He is just a boy really.’
 
   ‘A boy?’ Wilberforce said. ‘And what is this boy like?’
 
   ‘Scared, I think,’ was Warden’s honest reply.
 
   ‘Scared?’ howled Wozel. ‘How is a scared little boy going to save Endra?’
 
   The Noxas began to grumble and the cavern soon echoed with their murmurs of confusion and concern.
 
   ‘Hush!’ barked Wilberforce from above. ‘Let Warden finish, after all he has met this Zach Black.’
 
   All of the Noxas turned to face Warden, and although he couldn’t see them, he knew they were looking at him.
 
   ‘When I say scared, I think he has no idea of his true importance. But I believe he is special,’ Warden explained to them.
 
   ‘Special?’ Wilberforce contemplated, stroking his silver beard. ‘In what way is this boy special?’ 
 
   ‘He came into this world carrying the weapons of a peacekeeper.’
 
   Hearing this, the Noxas began to whisper amongst themselves.
 
   ‘But the peacekeepers are extinct. Wiped out by Throat,’ Willow said, moving closer to her husband and placing a slender hair-covered hand over his. 
 
   ‘I’ve heard rumours that some still hideout in the town of Tux,’ said Wozel. 
 
   ‘Rumours or not,’ Wilberforce barked. ‘If what Warden says is true about this boy then there is at least one.’
 
   ‘But what good is one against Throat’s armies?’ Willow asked.
 
   ‘The peacekeepers were natural leaders,’ Wilberforce reminded them. ‘People trusted in them and followed them…’
 
   ‘To their deaths,’ Wozel interjected.
 
   ‘Into battle,’ Wilberforce corrected him. ‘They fought Throat’s demonic forces until their own kind were on the cusp of extinction. Wasn’t it right that the people of Endra fought along side them? Was it just the peacekeepers charge to protect Endra?’
 
   Wozel hung his head as Wilberforce chastised him. 
 
   ‘But if the peacekeepers along with the rest of Endra couldn’t defeat Throat before, what makes you think we can beat him now?’ Willow asked.
 
   ‘I’m not sure about anything,’ Wilberforce howled. ‘But one thing I am certain of is that we can’t hide in these caves for the rest of our lives, waiting for the desert to take us. We can’t let our friends the Slath spend the rest of eternity trapped somewhere between life and death. If what the Weaver’s son say’s about this Zach Black is true then we must be ready to stand alongside him, shoulder to shoulder and do battle with Throat.’
 
   ‘But our number is too small!’ shouted another of the Noxas from the crowd.
 
   ‘We are less than two hundred!’ roared another.
 
   ‘Then we shall call on the rest of our kind,’ Wilberforce roared. ‘The ones that have gone through the doorways into Earth and have not returned.’
 
   ‘Maybe they haven’t returned because they’re already dead,’ shouted Wozel.
 
   ‘But thousands have crossed over in our history,’ Warden pointed out. ‘None of us have ever been through a doorway to Earth. We wouldn’t even know where to begin!’
 
   Bounding from the icy ledge, Wilberforce landed in front of Warden, sending up a shower of snow with his huge hands and feet. His robes fluttered about him, and his cloak rippled like a clean sheet being thrown over a bed.
 
   ‘There is one of our kind in Earth who will be able to help us. He has been there for many years, living amongst the humans,’ he told Warden. ‘He has become somewhat of a chief to the Noxas and the Slath that live in secret there. He heads a secret society called the League of Doorways!’
 
   ‘The League of Doorways?’ Warden growled. ‘What is this League of Doorways? It sounds like something a fool would make himself chief of.’
 
   ‘Now, now,’ Wilberforce tutted. ‘Is that anyway to speak of a long lost friend?
 
   ‘What long lost friend?’ Warden asked.
 
   ‘Wally Willabee, of course. Do you not remember him?’ Wilberforce asked with a smile.
 
   Numb, Warden stood and recalled his friend as they had raced as cubs amongst the trees of the Howling Forests playing a game of Blast. He remembered making Wally promise that he wouldn’t ever mess with the inferno berries again. Then, his heart sank as he recalled the gut wrenching sadness he had felt when learning that his friend had reneged on his promise, experimented with the berries and blown himself up.
 
   ‘But Wally died years ago,’ Warden insisted.
 
   ‘Did he?’ Wilberforce said.
 
   ‘Everyone heard the explosion!’ 
 
   ‘Why are you so sure it was the sound of an explosion? Could it perhaps have been the sound of something else that they heard?’
 
   ‘Like what?’ Warden asked.
 
   ‘Might it have been the sound of Wally’s doorway slamming shut?’ Wilberforce smiled.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32
 
    
 
   Zach’s sleep had been restless. His dreams a shattered image of Cathedral Knights, Slath, Noxas and Demonic Guardians. But the face that broke through the cobwebs of his unconsciousness was that of his sister, Anna. 
 
   Whichever way he turned to make himself comfortable on the hard ground, he could see her face – pale, gaunt and calling to him. In his dreams, Anna kept looking back over her shoulder as if being chased. Zach would call to her, urging her to follow him, but however loud he shouted his throat would fail him and only a garbled whisper would come out. His throat was dry and hot. Perhaps if he managed to drink some water he would be able to call out to her.
 
   Half awake, Zach sat up and rummaged through his supplies until he reached his water bottle. With eyes still closed, he unfastened the top and gulped down some of the water. It felt cool as it spilled over his lips and dribbled from his chin. 
 
   ‘Anna!’ he shouted. ‘Anna I’ve come to rescue you!’ 
 
   Something came towards him in the darkness.
 
   ‘Anna, it’s me Zach!’ he yelled at the approaching figure.
 
   ‘Zach, are you alright?’ the shadow asked.
 
   ‘We’ve got to find the key, Anna,’ Zach whimpered in his sleep not wanting anyone else to hear his secret.
 
   ‘Zach wake up!’ the figure said, taking hold of his shoulders and shaking him awake.
 
   Zach looked into his sister’s beautiful green eyes and smiled. ‘Anna,’ he whispered, and as he did her eyes began to darken and then turn red.
 
   ‘No!’ he roared. ‘What’s happening?’
 
   The figure grasped Zach with long fingers and shouted:
 
   ‘Wake up Zach Black. It’s me, your friend William!’
 
   Zach tried to pull away from his sister. Her voice was no longer sweet and soft but deep and wolf-like. 
 
   ‘Keep away from me!’ he yelled.
 
   ‘Zach you’re having a nightmare!’ William howled. ‘Wake-up!’
 
   Zach stared into the huge glowing eyes and his heart raced in his chest and ears. 
 
   ‘Zach it’s me, your friend, William,’ the face said.
 
   A hand squeezed his shoulder, and Zach turned his head to find himself looking into the most striking face he had ever seen.
 
   ‘Neanna?’ Zach murmured. 
 
   Knocking the damp fringe from Zach’s eyes, Neanna knelt beside him and touched his hand.
 
   ‘You’ve been having a nightmare,’ she said. ‘It’s okay. You’re awake now and with friends.’
 
   ‘My sister’s in great danger,’ Zach whispered.
 
   ‘We know. That’s why we’re here,’ William said.
 
    Zach turned to face him. ‘No. Something has changed.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ Neanna asked him.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ he said, shaking the last fragments of the dream from his head. ‘But I know that if we don’t get the box to her soon, it might be too late for all of us!’
 
   William and Neanna shared a nervous glance. 
 
   ‘Then we have no more time to waste,’ William barked. ‘Let’s get going!’
 
    
 
   As the sun began to dip behind the horizon, the desert surface started to cool. A breeze picked up and started to blow sand around Anna. She shuffled on, her feet sore and blistered. Sand stuck to her lips and what little saliva she had left in her mouth felt gritty and coarse. Her arms had tired hours ago, so she had dropped the blanket. It had begun to feel as heavy as a sheet of lead above her head. The blanket had fluttered to the desert floor like a downed butterfly. 
 
   Anna limped on, her progress so slow now. She knew before long she wouldn’t be able to hold herself up, and would collapse onto the hard packed ground. Here she would lay and let the desert take her. In her mind, Anna pictured the bleached white bones of dead animals found in the deserts that she had seen on wildlife programmes on the television. 
 
   With each agonising step, she looked up in the hope that she would see a lake in the distance, rippling with cool water that gleamed in the light of the evening sun. Then, as if her prayers had been answered, Anna did see something in the distance. It wasn’t water, but it was something. It sat squat and square looking on the horizon. 
 
   A house perhaps? she wondered, as she sped up and hobbled towards it.
 
   She knew that if it were a dwelling of some sort, there might be people. If there were people, they could help her. They could give her food and water. They could call an ambulance and get her to hospital and to safety.
 
   The sight of the building gave her renewed energy, which she used to hasten her step.  As Anna grew nearer, she could see that it was a building, though perhaps not a house. It was too small to be a house as it had just one floor.
 
   Perhaps it’s a bungalow? 
 
   It didn’t matter. The fact there was a building of any sort meant that perhaps there maybe someone there who could help her. With her knees almost buckling beneath her, she ran the last few hundred yards to the building. Within feet of it, she stumbled and dropped to the ground. Anna pulled herself up into a kneeling position and brushed the sand from her hands against her nightdress.
 
   There was a squeaking sound above her. She looked up to see a wooden sign swinging back and forth in the breeze. Screwing up her eyes, she read:
 
    
 
   The Railroad Station
 
   Tickets
 
   Accommodation
 
   Refreshments
 
    
 
   Anna’s eyes flickered over the sign. Railroad Station? I haven’t seen any railway tracks, let alone any trains! Then she saw the word Refreshments and any thoughts, as to why there might be a railway station in the middle of the desert without a train insight, were eclipsed by her ravenous thirst. 
 
   ‘Food and water,’ she croaked, and picking herself up, she stumbled towards The Railroad Station.
 
    
 
   Fandel mopped the back of his neck with his hanky, then wrung the sweat from it. Placing it back over his nose and mouth, he looped his left arm back around the Delf’s waist. 
 
   Max panted as he carried them across the desert. His huge tongue lolled from the corner of his mouth. At first they had made good progress, but as the sun had reached its highest point in the midday sky, the animal had begun to tire. At regular intervals the Delf would prod his side with her sandals and Max would speed up again. The Delf continued to belch and fart as she swigged from a bottle she had packed. Licking his dry lips, Fandel looked at the bottle.
 
   ‘Want some?’ the Delf asked, passing it back over shoulder.
 
   Fandel took the bottle from her twisted claw. He flicked the maggots that had escaped from her mouth off the neck of the bottle, and held it up to his lips. He drank and let the water cool his tongue and throat. 
 
   ‘Does he still have the girl’s scent?’ Fandel asked, handing the bottle back to her.
 
   ‘Of course,’ she snapped. ‘He won’t lose it.’
 
   Fandel spied over her shoulder, being careful not to get too close and watched as Max passed his snout over the ground in front of him. Then, as if homing in on something, he darted forward. The creature came to a sudden stop and began to bark. 
 
   ‘See! I told you!’ the Delf cried as Max snatched up something in his jaws. The Delf lent forward and took whatever it was that he had discovered. She held it out before her and then sniffed it, as if she too could smell the girl upon it.
 
   ‘It’s her blanket,’ Fandel grinned. ‘She can’t be far away!’ 
 
   ‘Go on!’ the Delf ordered Max. ‘We have her!’
 
   Max bounded forward, in long powerful strides, now looking forward to sinking his razor-sharp teeth into this girl.
 
    
 
   Anna pushed open the door to the Railroad Station and found herself in a small lobby. A crescent-moon shaped desk stood to one side, and behind this, a cabinet on the wall housing a row of keys, a map, a box of matches and some candles. To the left of this was a ticket booth. It had been built from planks of knotted wood and there was a glass panel in the front with a gap at the bottom where Anna guessed travellers bought their tickets. Above the ticket booth hung a sign which read:
 
    
 
   The Great Wasteland Railroad
 
    
 
   Anna hobbled over to the booth, and peered through the dirty sheet of glass. Forcing herself onto tiptoe, she looked inside. There was a stool, a roll of paper tickets and a wooden box that contained a handful of silver coins. Anna wondered if this was some basic cash register. Behind the stall and fixed into the back of the ticket booth were six large levers. They looked similar to the kind of levers found in railway signal boxes, which are used to change points further down the tracks. The levers were numbered 1 – 6.
 
   Attached to the side of the ticket booth was a timetable. Hoping that perhaps there might be a train arriving soon that could put some distance between her and her uncle, Anna studied it. The timetable was split into two columns. Squinting, Anna tried to make sense of it.
 
    
 
   Timetable:
 
   Trains departing Endra into Earth
 
   Doorways 4 – 6
 
   Expected wait time 4 months
 
   Please listen for updates and announcements
 
    
 
   Trains arriving Earth into Endra
 
   Doorways 1 -3
 
   Expected wait time 6 weeks
 
   Please listen for updates and announcements
 
    
 
   ‘Endra? Where’s Endra?’ Anna said aloud, her voice echoing around the deserted railroad station. And then there was another sound. It was her stomach rumbling and reminding her that she was in need of food and water. That word Refreshments flashed across the front of her brain like a neon sign. Turning around, she could see that the lobby opened out into a small dining area with a doorway that led to a kitchen. Hitting a small bell on the counter with the flat of her hand, Anna called out:
 
   ‘Hello! Is there anyone here?’ 
 
   She stood and listened for any sound of life, but heard nothing apart from the wailing hinges from the sign outside. 
 
   ‘Hello?’ she called again. Nothing.
 
   Stepping away from the counter, Anna crossed the dining area. The tables were littered with plates which were covered with the rotting remains of half-eaten meals. Brushing away the flies that swarmed around her, she made her way into the kitchen. Expecting to see a sink with taps, an oven and microwave, she was instead surprised to find an old fashioned looking water pump and a brick stove in one corner.  Anna rushed over to the pump and heaved down on the handle. It groaned as if it hadn’t been used for years. Forcing all of her weight against it, she forced the pump again. She looked at the nozzle but nothing came out. 
 
   She pressed down on it again and again until she heard a gurgling sound come from inside. A trickle of water emerged from the pump, followed by a frothing stream. Bending her head towards it, Anna recoiled. The water smelt foul, like rotting eggs. Working hard on the pump, she forced the stale water out of the pipes until she had a fresh, clean stream tumbling from it. Grinning, she held her head under the flowing water and gulped down mouthfuls of it. Anna let the water splash into her mouth and run across her cheeks and down her neck. The water was cold and wonderful. 
 
   Once her thirst was quenched, she continued to pump the handle up and down. With her free hand she splashed the water all over her face and combed it through her matted hair. 
 
   Feeling better, Anna released the pump and looked around for anything that might be edible. Slabs of meat lay black and rotten on the counters and her stomach scrunched up as if to say, ‘Don’t you dare!’ She looked about the kitchen for a fridge but there wasn’t one.
 
   Leaving the kitchen ,she went back to the counter. Anna walked behind it and looked at the map that had been tacked to the wall. The paper was ivory coloured as if it had been dunked into a large cup of tea.  It was curled at the edges, and across the top someone had written the word ‘Endra’ in black ink. 
 
   Spreading the map across the counter, Anna looked at all the place-names someone had written across it. She noticed an arrow on the map, and underneath were the words ‘You are here!’ Bent over the map, Anna could see that the arrow was pointing to a small square, which she guessed was the Railroad Station. To the right of the arrow was the town of Thud and to the left was a row of wavy lines. Scrawled amongst these lines were the words ‘The Onyx Sea’. 
 
   As she peered at the wavy lines, Anna noticed another small square next to them and above this someone had written, ‘Piranha Bay’.
 
   Anna didn’t like the sound of it, but she liked the idea of heading back towards Thud even less. That’s where her uncle Fandel was and she wanted to put as much distance between him and her as possible. 
 
   Maybe Piranha Bay wasn’t as bad as the pictures that it conjured in her mind. Perhaps it was a sleepy little coastal town like the ones she had left behind in Cornwall? Regardless of that, there would be people there and they would be able to help her. 
 
   Rolling up the map, Anna took it with her as she investigated the rest of the Railroad Station. To the right of the counter she saw a doorway that she hadn’t noticed at first. Opening the door, Anna was surprised to find a wooden staircase on the other side that led down into the dark. Reaching behind the counter, she took the box of matches and three of the candles. Lighting one, she held it out before her and stepped into the gloom.
 
   The stairs creaked beneath her blistered feet and the flame licked to and fro casting long, orange shadows along the walls beside her. At the bottom she found herself in a large open room full of bunk beds. Some of them were covered with coarse looking blankets, but others had the bedclothes thrown back as if whoever had occupied them had left in a hurry. Anna passed amongst the rows of beds and noticed that beside each one was a small wooden locker. She guessed that this place was where weary travellers had taken rest from the searing heat of the desert. 
 
   ‘Is anybody here?’ Anna called out again, but apart from the sound of a breeze whistling into the room through a large, circular grate in the far wall, there was silence. 
 
   Placing the map on one of the bunks, she pulled open one of the lockers and inside found a folded pair of blue trousers. She pulled them out and held them against her. They were a bit too long and seemed to be made of some rough, woven cotton. Anna pulled them over her legs and rolled up the ends of the trousers. She tucked her nightdress into the waistband and fastened them. 
 
   Clutching the map to her chest, she meandered amongst the rest of the beds until she saw something that made her smile. She crossed the room to a small wooden cot sat nestled between two of the bunks. Inside the cot she found a small, soft child’s toy. Anna plucked the Mickey Mouse from the tangled bedding. It felt soft against her cheek and had that ‘baby’ smell. Sitting on the edge of one of the bunks, she cradled the child’s toy like a baby in her arms. Anna’s eyes began to moisten, spilling tears onto her cheeks.
 
   ‘What happened here?’ she whispered, the Mickey Mouse grinning back at her. 
 
   ‘Where is here?’ she asked the toy. 
 
   Then noticing a pair of boots tucked under the bed opposite, Anna placed the Mickey Mouse back into the cot, and pulled the boots from under the bed. She held the soles against her feet and they looked a pretty good match. Pulling them over her feet, Anna fastened the leather straps that ran up the side of each boot. She stood and sighed. They felt soft around her feet and cushioned her blistered toes. 
 
   Pacing up and down to get used to her new boots, Anna heard movement from above. Folding the map and placing it along with the candles and matches into her trouser pockets, she went back to the foot of the stairs. At the bottom, she blew out the candle and began to climb. 
 
   The noise seemed to be coming from outside and it sounded as if someone were moving about. She stopped at the top of the stairs. Listening, she could hear the murmur of voices.
 
   ‘People!’ she cheered, pushing open the Railroad Station door. ‘And they might be able to help me!
 
   Rushing out into the twilight of the desert, Anna froze.
 
   ‘My dear little Anna,’ Fandel grinned, striding towards her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33
 
    
 
   Zach and his two companions approached the walls of the Prison of Eternal Despair. It loomed above them in large slabs of grey stone. At each corner stood a search turret that twisted like a corkscrew into the night sky. At the top of each one, fires burnt, flooding the grounds with light. From the walls high above, human-shaped cages were hung. Each one an iron tomb, some containing the skeletal remains of prisoners long since eaten by crows and baked in the scorching hot sun of the desert. Several of the cages twisted to and fro, but they weren’t caught in any sudden gust of wind – it was the frantic prisoners inside them that made them spin as they shooed away the giant crows that circled them with pointed beaks.
 
   ‘Nooooo!’ a prisoner cried out into the night. ‘Pleeeease!’ he wailed as one of the crows plucked an eye from the prisoners face. The crow squawked in triumph as it swallowed its prise and swept away, circling and coming back for more.
 
   From their hiding place behind a mound of rocks, Zach, William and Neanna looked at the huge iron gates that led into the prison. Outside, masked guards patrolled up and down. Each one of them carried a bow and a sling full of long feathered arrows. The guards armour glimmered in the torchlight from above. As Zach spied on them, he noticed that their arms were unnatural looking, their fingertips brushing the ground as they patrolled back and forth. 
 
   ‘What are they?’ Zach whispered.
 
   ‘They’re the Norsori,’ William said. ‘A race of creatures who sold their souls to Throat, to save themselves from a life of damnation.’
 
   ‘In return for running the prison,’ Neanna said, ‘Throat lets the Norsori live with their families within its walls. But they are never to leave.’
 
   ‘But that makes them prisoners too,’ Zach said.
 
   ‘Maybe they prefer a life of captivity to death,’ William barked.
 
   ‘What’s the difference!’ Zach said with a grim smile.
 
   ‘Their leader is believed to be a ruthless tyrant by the name of Marshall Goth,’ Neanna explained. ‘It was he that struck the deal with Throat.’
 
   Zach stared at her, then back at the prison. ‘So how do we get in?’ 
 
   Neanna looked at William, who in turn looked at Zach. 
 
   ‘Well?’ Zach asked.
 
   ‘Well, What?’ William said.
 
   ‘What do we do next?’
 
   ‘I don’t know. I’m making this up as I go along!’ William grinned, flashing his uneven teeth. 
 
   ‘Great!’ Zach sighed. He stared at the Guards who continued to march up and down. 
 
   ‘We need a diversion. If we could just get the guards away from the front gates,’ Zach said, getting onto his hands and knees and crawling away from them.
 
   ‘Where ya going?’ William called after him.
 
   ‘Back in a minute!’ 
 
   ‘What’s got into him all of a sudden?’ William wondered aloud.
 
   Frowning, Neanna said, ‘I think that dream scared him. He’s desperate to save his sister.’
 
    ‘Or perhaps it’s something else?’ William said, combing the hair beneath his chin with his long fingers.
 
   ‘Like what?’
 
   ‘Perhaps I was right about him after all? Perhaps he is the great leader I saw him to be!’
 
   Before either William or Neanna had a chance to say another word, Zach came crawling back towards them. Smiling from ear-to-ear he said, ‘Now listen. I have a plan!’
 
    
 
   Blinking away from her friends, Neanna headed towards the Norsori that guarded the gates to the prison. When she was just feet from them, Neanna reappeared and stood before the Norsori, her arms rigid against her slender frame. 
 
   Spotting her amongst the shadows and in a blink of an eye, one of the guards armed his bow and aimed an arrow at her.
 
   ‘Who goes there?’ he demanded. 
 
   Neanna remained silent and still.
 
   ‘Tell me your business at these gates or I will shoot!’ the Norsori Guard ordered from behind his iron mask.
 
   Remaining silent, Neanna stared at him.
 
   ‘I will shoot,’ he warned again, pulling back on his bow. The other guards heard his shouting and came running over. Seeing the girl standing before them, they armed themselves. 
 
   As soon as the Norsori guards left their posts, William placed one of the inferno berries into his catapult and aimed high. Easing the crossbows from their holsters, Zach looked at his friend and grinned.
 
   ‘Ready?’ Zach asked.
 
    ‘This had better work!’ William said.
 
   ‘Trust me!’ Zach said. ‘Now fire!’
 
   Pulling back on the cartilage and closing his eyes, William released the inferno berry. It cut through the night sky and thudded into the ground next to the prison wall. 
 
   At the very same moment William had released the berry, the Norsori guard released the arrow at Neanna. It sliced through the air towards her, and just as it was about to rip into her flesh, Neanna blinked. The arrow cut through the space she had left and thrust itself into the chest of the Norsori Guard that had been standing behind her. Screaming in agony, the Guard grabbed at the end of the arrow protruding from him, then fell to the ground. 
 
   Before the Norsori Guards had a chance to react, the air was filled with an ear-splitting sound. A green shockwave sliced through the prison wall, causing part of it to explode open in a shower of brick and dust as the inferno berry detonated.
 
   Neanna blinked, appearing behind two of the guards as they looked to see what had happened further along the prison wall. Seizing her chance, she slammed both of their heads together. Their metal headgear clanged and they wobbled, before collapsing in a heap on the ground. Seeing this, another of the Norsori fired off a shot from his bow just as Neanna blinked away again, leaving the arrow to ram into the eye-socket of un-expecting guard. 
 
   Within moments, a warning bell began to sound from within the prison walls as mayhem erupted. The two remaining Norsori Guards fled their post and raced towards the smoky opening in the wall. 
 
   Seeing this, Zach hissed, ‘now’s our chance. Go!’
 
   With hearts racing, they sprang from their hiding place, and joined Neanna in the shadows by the main gates of the prison. 
 
   ‘Are you okay?’ Zach asked her.
 
   ‘Fine,’ she smiled, as if she hadn’t been responsible for starting the chaos that now engulfed them.
 
   Turning to William, Zach said, ‘you know what to do next!’
 
   Cupping his long hands around his mouth, William roared at the top of his voice through the gate.
 
   ‘We need reinforcements out here! We have them but if you don’t hurry they might get away!’
 
   The sound of running feet could be heard from the other side of the huge gates. A deafening wailing sound followed as the gates were forced open from inside the prison. 
 
   ‘See you in a while,’ Zach said to Neanna, leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek. 
 
   ‘Good luck!’ Neanna said, her face blushing pink. But Zach was gone, with William bounding behind him. 
 
   Pulling her cloak tight, Neanna hid in the shadows of the prison gates as they opened. She watched from the darkness as a horde of Norsori guards raced out and looked all about them. 
 
   ‘What’s happening?’ one of them asked.
 
   ‘I’m not sure. I think we are under attack!’ said another. 
 
   ‘Look, there’s a huge hole!’ shouted one of them, turning to face the ruined wall. 
 
   While the guards stood distracted, Neanna blinked from the shadows and stepped unseen into the prison. 
 
    
 
   Zach raced towards a small iron door set in the prison wall, which he had noticed when he had crawled away from his friends earlier. Crouching in the shadows, Zach and William waited for Neanna to open it from the other side. Williams’s eyes burnt an angry crimson from behind his spectacles.
 
   ‘What’s taking her so long?’ William barked.
 
   ‘Give her time,’ Zach said.
 
   Running through a small stone covered area, Neanna turned right along the wall towards the door that Zach had pointed out to her. 
 
   ‘Hey!’ Someone shouted. ‘Stop!’
 
   Spinning round, Neanna spotted one of the Norsori rushing towards her with arrow drawn.
 
   ‘Who me?’ she said.
 
   ‘Yeah, you!’ the guard snapped, lumbering towards her.
 
   Reaching behind her, Neanna drew her catapult. The Guard looked at it and smiled. 
 
   ‘That won’t protect you!’ he screeched, releasing his shot at the girl. The arrow was upon her in an instant. Smiling, Neanna blinked forwards. The guard was still trying to workout how his arrow hadn’t cut through her, when he felt Neanna’s teeth sink into his face. 
 
   Leaving the Norsori lying on the ground and clutching the red messy pulp that had once been his face, Neanna blinked towards the doorway. Just as she reached it, two more of the Norsori stepped from the shadows and raced towards her. Beneath their masks, Neanna could see their eyes burning with hate as they took aim. Neanna blinked towards them. The guards looked at one another as the girl seemed to have vanished. By the time it had dawned upon them that they were dealing with a Slath and their chances of beating it were somewhere very close to zero, their arms were flying away from their bodies in a spray of red. 
 
   Neanna stood over them as they lay rolling in agony on the ground. 
 
   ‘That was for betraying my people and the whole of Endra,’ she said, reaching down and snatching a set of keys from one of the Norsori’s tunics. Then, she removed their faces with her teeth and she was as quick as a surgeon using a scalpel. 
 
   Blocking out their cries and wiping their blood from her chin, Neanna went to the side gate.
 
    
 
   Outside, Zach and William waited for Neanna. 
 
   ‘C’mon!’ William hissed under his breath.
 
   ‘She’ll be here!’ Zach said.
 
   Then, as if their prayers had been answered, they heard keys jangling in the lock on the other side of the door. Just to be certain it was Neanna who was coming to greet them, William held out his catapult and Zach pointed his crossbows at the door. It flew open and Neanna stood on the other side.
 
   ‘About time,’ William muttered as she let them in. 
 
   Turning in the direction of the screaming Norsori, who continued to roll about in agony on the ground, Zach said, ‘what happened to them?’ 
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ Neanna shrugged. 
 
   ‘Let’s find my Granddad and get outta here,’ William barked and bounded away.
 
   Keeping to the shadows with their weapons drawn, they made their way around the edge of the prison. Norsori guards rushed to the gaping hole in the wall opposite them. The warning bell rang and within the prison walls it was deafening. They followed the line of the wall until they came to a series of stone steps that spiralled down into the ground.
 
   ‘The cells are down here,’ William roared over the sound of the warning bells.
 
   ‘How can you be so sure?’ Zach shouted at him.
 
   Grinning, William pointed to a sign nailed to the wall which read ‘Cellblocks 1 - 4’ with an arrow that pointed down into the darkness. 
 
   ‘What are we waiting for?’ Neanna yelled, racing down the stairs.
 
   Zach and William followed her into a series of tunnels lit by burning torches. Carved into the tunnel walls were the doors to the cells. Each door was made from iron bars and behind them sat the prisoners. Glancing into several of the cells, Zach learnt why it had been named the Prison of Eternal Despair. The cells were squalid looking with filthy looking mattresses on the floor, and wooden buckets in each corner to be used as a toilet. The skeletal remains of prisoners lay scattered in the tunnels and across the cell floors.
 
   The light was poor and the place stank of sweat, urine and excrement. Rats scuttled around in the gloom and they bared their glistening teeth at anyone that dared to come too near. The prisoners lay weak and frail looking on the floor or huddled in the corners of their cells with their heads in their hands. One frail-looking inmate stood at the bars of his cell and dribbled from the corners of his mouth as he banged the cell door with a human thighbone. 
 
   ‘Which way?’ Zach asked William. 
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ William barked, looking all about himself. ‘We’ll have to check all of the cellblocks!’ 
 
   Leaping away down the tunnel, Zach and Neanna chased after him. 
 
   ‘Granddad! Granddad!’ he howled. ‘It’s me William!’ 
 
     Hearing the commotion, some of the prisoners came to their cell doors, clutching at the three of them as they raced through the winding tunnels. 
 
   ‘Help us!’ they begged, waving their filthy hands through the bars. 
 
   Looking into their faces, Zach could see the despair in them and in others he could see complete madness. He didn’t care what they had been convicted of – no one deserved to be treated like this.
 
   ‘Give me the keys!’ Zach shouted at Neanna, taking her by the arm. 
 
   ‘Why?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Just give me the keys!’
 
   Sensing the desperation in his voice, Neanna handed him the ring of keys that she’d taken from the Norsori. Fumbling with them in his hands, Zach thrust one of the keys into a cell lock and twisted it hard to the right. The lock gave and the cell door swung open. Pulling the key from the lock, Zach tried another. This key also opened the cell door. Taking one of the keys from the ring, he handed the rest of them to the prisoner who stood in the open cell doorway. 
 
   The prisoner looked wizened and tired, and had no hair except for a few black, matted clumps. The rest looked as if it had fallen out. Trembling, the prisoner took the keys from Zach. 
 
   ‘Bless you! Bless you!’ the prisoner said through a mouthful of broken teeth. ‘Bless you!’
 
   ‘Free the others,’ Zach ordered. 
 
   ‘Even him?’ the prisoner whispered, looking over Zach’s shoulder in fear.
 
   Spinning round, Zach could see a dark figure lurking in the corner of the cell behind him. Crossing the tunnel, Zach moved towards the cell door. 
 
   ‘What do thee want boy?’ came a deep voice from within the darkness.
 
   Zach stood without saying a word, squinting into the gloom of the cell and at the figure in the corner.
 
   ‘This aint no zoo boy. Quit staring or things are gonna get a bit crazy down here,’ came the voice again.
 
   Zach’s fingers hovered over his crossbows, but before having the chance to draw them the figure had leapt across his cell and had gripped Zach by the throat.
 
   ‘Got a good ‘nuff look ‘ave thee now boy?’ the prisoner seethed. His face was weather-beaten and looked like dry leather. A series off scars crisscrossed his face in white bulbous streaks, and his powerful jaw line was covered in a mosaic of white and black whiskers.  
 
   ‘Well?’ the prisoner hissed, spraying Zach’s face with hot spittle.
 
   ‘Are you worthy to be freed?’ Zach said, staring into the prisoner’s grey eyes.
 
   ‘Are thee worthy to set me free?’ he grinned.
 
   ‘What was your crime?’ Zach asked, sliding one of his crossbows from its holster.
 
   ‘Got me-self a woman from the town of Tux,’ he smirked. ‘But not any ordinary lady thee see. The Sheriff’s intended she were. He were away fighting some heroic crusade. But I treated that lady real fine. Took ‘er out into the desert. But one night, I caught ‘er trying to escape me – off into the desert she fled. I chased ‘er down for two days and nights. I could ‘ave caught her sooner but I was just playing with ‘er. Anyways, I hounded her into the onyx sea. Stood on the shore and watched her for a while, kicking and hollering like a goodun, but the Angelshark’s soon took her under. Those sharks fed well that night me reckon…’
 
   CLICK! The prisoner rolled his eyes to the left as Zach raised his crossbow. Grinning like a crazy, the prisoner released his grip on Zach’s throat. Stepping away from the cell door, Zach stood looking at the man staring back at him from behind his prison bars.
 
   ‘What thee waiting for boy?’ the prisoner screamed. ‘You think thee are judge and jury. SHOOT ME!’ 
 
   Zach held his crossbow in his fist and said nothing.
 
   ‘What thee waiting for? Put me outta me misery!’ the prisoner cried, throwing his arms out to the side and puffing out his chest. ‘I’ve killed thirteen in all and the last was the sweetest. Sweet darling Meadda. What a peach!’
 
   Zach stood and watched the insane murderer boast of his killings. And without a word, Zach holstered his crossbow.
 
   ‘SHOOT ME!’ the prisoner demanded. ‘EITHER RELEASE ME BOY OR PUT A STAKE IN ME SKULL. BUT DON’T LEAVE ME TO ROT IN HERE!’
 
   Turning his back on the murderer and looking at the frail prisoner who stood holding the keys to the cells, Zach said, ‘release every prisoner except him and anyone else like him.’
 
   ‘As you wish,’ the tired old prisoner said, ‘as you wish.’ And then he was gone, shuffling down the tunnel, unlocking cell doors as he went.
 
   Zach glanced one last time at the murderer who stared back from the darkness of his cell.
 
   ‘I won’t forget thee face boy,’ the murderer hissed. ‘In this life or another, we’ll meet again and it’ll be me playing judge and jury!’
 
   Turning, Zach raced back up the tunnel after William.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34
 
    
 
   The tunnels soon became a hive of frantic activity as prisoners hobbled and stumbled from their cells. Some of them laughed with tears of joy and others cried at the thought of all their lost years. 
 
   ‘Granddad!’ William yelled again. 
 
   They searched the whole of cellblock one and two without finding William’s granddad. 
 
   ‘He’s got to be here somewhere!’ William cried, peering into each cell that he passed. He raced into the third tunnel and glanced through the bars of the first cell. In the corner lay a frail old man, who had his arms drawn about him as if cradling himself. William was just about to turn away from the cell, when the tired looking man whispered something. 
 
    ‘Did you say my name?’ William said, stopping in his tracks. 
 
   ‘If you are William-the-wolf-Weaver, son of Warden Weaver, then yes I said your name,’ the tired-looking man said.
 
   ‘Do I know you?’ William asked, watching the man pull himself from his mattress and stagger to the gate.
 
   As the man stood in front of him in the glow of the torchlight, William thought he had perhaps met him before. He was short, squat and dressed in rags. This man had a set of white eyebrows which were so long they hung in front of his eyes. It was seeing these again that made William remember who it was that stared back at him from within the cell.
 
   ‘Captain Bom?’ William asked.
 
   ‘That it is,’ Captain Bom said and chopped off a weary salute. 
 
   ‘What are you doing in here?’ William asked, crouching down by the cell bars.
 
   ‘All of the Queen’s loyal staff were imprisoned when Throat took over the Splinter.’
 
   ‘Where is my granddad?’ William asked as Zach turned the key in the lock and released the Captain.
 
   Taking hold of William by his forearm, Captain Bom looked up into his face.
 
   ‘Where is my granddad?’ William asked again. ‘Take me to him.’
 
   ‘I wish I could, young William but I’m afraid…’
 
   ‘Take me to him!’ William barked, not wanting to hear the rest of what Captain Bom had to say.
 
   ‘Your dear granddad passed…’ Bom began.
 
   ‘No!’ William howled. ‘It’s not true!’
 
   Tightening his grip on William, Captain Bom said, ‘he died about a month ago.’
 
   Zach and Neanna stood next to William. Neanna stroked the long hair that trailed over his shirt collar. 
 
   ‘I don’t believe it,’ William barked, his eyes losing their glow behind his spectacles. ‘How did it happen?’
 
   ‘He just grew weak and tired. I could see it coming for months,’ Captain Bom said. ‘I was surprised that he lasted so long, but he was waiting for you William.’
 
   Pulling away from Captain Bom, William buried his head in his arms and began to howl. 
 
   ‘This is my fault!’ he sobbed. ‘He must’ve hated me for what I did!’
 
   Shuffling forward, Captain Bom touched William’s back.
 
   ‘To the contrary,’ he soothed, ‘your granddad never stopped talking about you. He told me how proud he was of you and how he knew you would put everything right.’
 
   William stood alone, his face buried in his hands. His friends watched tears of light seep between his fingers and disappear into his beard. 
 
   ‘But without him, everything has been in vain. He was meant to help us on our journey. We can’t go on without him,’ William mumbled, choking on his tears.
 
   ‘Your granddad entrusted me with something. He said you would know what to do with it,’ Captain Bom said, reaching inside his torn and tattered shirt. 
 
   Wiping away his tears and sniffing up ropey lumps of snot that had dribbled from his nose, William looked down at the Captain. Moving closer, Zach and Neanna peered into the orange shadows to see what it was that Captain Bom had been entrusted to look after. From over his head, Bom pulled a thin silver chain and held it out before him. Glinting in the torchlight swung a small, white coloured key.
 
   Stepping towards Captain Bom, their mouths open in awe, Zach, William and Neanna stared in wonder at the key. It looked as if it had been whittled out of bone and at its end were engraved three small teeth. Bom handed the key to William, who continued to stare at it in wonder.
 
   ‘So this is what we came for? This tiny piece of bone?’ William said.
 
   ‘It’s the key to the box!’ Neanna nodded.
 
   ‘Your granddad kept it safe for you William,’ Zach said, unable to take his eyes from it.
 
   Turning it over and over in his huge hands like a precious relic, William said, ‘but it looks so delicate…so fragile.’
 
   Stepping close, Captain Bom looked through his long eyebrows and said, ‘just right for a Queen, don’t you think?’
 
   ‘It’s perfect,’ William whispered, pulling the chain over his head and hiding the key beneath his shirt and the think lengths of brown hair that covered his chest. 
 
   ‘Now that we have the key, we’d better get going,’ Zach said, pulling them all from the trance-like-state the key had put them in.
 
   Looking at him, Neanna said, ‘you’re right. We’ve come too far to be captured now!’ 
 
   Stepping forward, Captain Bom took hold of William’s hand.
 
   ‘I wish you our Queen’s peace on your journey. May you find the box that you seek? Endra’s fate lies in your hands,’ he said. Then turning to face Zach and Neanna, he added, ‘In all of your hands.’
 
   Zach looked at the fat little man before him with his bushy, white eyebrows and torn clothes. 
 
   ‘Not just in our hands,’ Zach said, ‘it lies in yours too.’
 
   ‘What are you talking about young man?’ Captain Bom said.
 
   ‘Why, you’re coming with us. We could do with some rank on our journey.’
 
   ‘But…I’m too old and too…’ Captain Bom started to protest.
 
   Ignoring him, Zach said, ‘by the way, I’m Zach Black,’ and shook the captain’s hand. ‘Now let’s get going!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35
 
    
 
   Swooping from the night sky like a tornado, the Hollow Child took form in the desert a mile from the prison. The boy walked towards the Demonic Guardians and Radan that had amassed in their thousands. He wore a white shirt that was buttoned at the throat, grey knee-length shorts, socks and black shoes. He could have been mistaken for any eight-year old school boy. 
 
   The Hollow Child’s face looked like that of a cherub beneath the light of the moon. His thick white hair curled about his shoulders like liquid gold and his heart-shaped lips formed a perfect smile as he addressed the troops. 
 
   ‘Our master’s desire is that you take the prison,’ he said, and despite his angelic appearance, his voice was deep and old. It boomed off the surrounding cliff-faces and made the earth tremor. 
 
   ‘You are to show no mercy,’ he continued. ‘Every living thing within the prison walls is to be destroyed.’
 
   ‘Even the Norsori?’ one of the Demonic Guardians asked.
 
   Stepping towards the Guardian, the boy looked up into its blood red eyes and said, ‘what is your rank?’ 
 
   ‘Field Marshal,’ the Guardian stated.
 
   ‘The highest rank in Throat’s army? Then you should know better than to question orders,’ the Hollow Child roared, stretching out his arm an unnatural length and snapping the Guardian’s neck like a brittle stick. The Field Marshal dropped to the ground, where he twitched for a moment before lying still like a toy solider whose batteries had gone flat.
 
   The boy withdrew his arm and it coiled back towards him like a spring. He walked along the line of Guardians. Stopping before one of them, the Hollow Child looked up at it and said, ‘can you lead this army into battle without question?’ 
 
   Staring straight over the head of the boy, the Demonic Guardian said, ‘this won’t be a battle; this will be a slaughter!’
 
   The Hollow Child chuckled and it sounded like thunder. ‘Very good.’ He then stared hard at the Guardian and said, ‘don’t fail me Field Marshal!’
 
   The promoted Guardian braced to attention and slammed his swordstick into the ground. 
 
   Stepping aside, the Hollow Child nodded and said, ‘when you’re ready.’
 
    
 
   Seeing her uncle Fandel, Anna spun on her heels and raced back into the Railroad Station. Slamming the door closed and seeing a bolt, Anna forced it across the doorway. 
 
   Grinning, Fandel rapped on the glass windowpane with his knuckles and peered in at her. ‘I thought you’d be pleased to see your dear old uncle again,’ he teased from outside.
 
   ‘Go away!’ Anna screamed, looking around for another way of escape.
 
   ‘Oh don’t be like that,’ he smirked, rattling the door handle.
 
   Anna looked at the doorway that led down into the dark and raced through it. Taking two steps at a time, she sped into the underground sleeping chamber. Glancing back over her shoulder, Anna heard the sound of snarling coming from above. With her heart somersaulting in her chest, she darted back and forth in the darkness, realising she had trapped herself underground. Anna dropped to the floor as the sound of smashing glass and splintering wood thundered from above. 
 
   Bounding towards the Railroad Station door, Max slammed his large skull into it. The door buckled in its frame and the glass shattered. 
 
   ‘Go on my sweetie. Catch mummy that naughty girl!’ the Delf screeched over the sound of her own farting. 
 
   Max took another run at the door and this time, he ripped it free of its hinges. The door exploded across the small dining area in a shower of splinters. Prowling into the Railroad Station, Max sniffed the air. 
 
   Crawling around in the pitch-black, Anna heard the door cave-in above her. 
 
   Where can I hide? She screamed inside. 
 
   Running her fingers along the edge of the bunks, Anna for a moment considered hiding beneath one of them, but the sound of something huge and mean coming down the stairs forced her to change her mind. 
 
   Manoeuvring herself in the dark to the furthest corner of the room, Anna slid down the wall. From above, she could feel a breeze from the air vent she had noticed earlier. Scrambling to her feet, she gripped the wire mesh that covered it. She pulled on it with all of her strength, trying to tear it free from the wall. 
 
   The sound of claws rattled against the hard floor of the sleeping chamber like spurs on a pair of cowboy boots. The sound of heavy breathing was just feet from her. Whatever it was in the room with her, it made a woofing sound then barked. Jumping with fright, Anna tugged on the wire mesh until her fingers started to bleed. Footfalls fell on the stairs and a glow of orange light accompanied them. Peering over her shoulder, Anna could see her uncle and the most repulsive looking woman she had ever seen, step down into the sleeping chamber. 
 
   Waving the candle before him, Fandel said, ‘come out, come out wherever you are?’ Then he saw his niece cowering in the far corner of the room. Before he had the chance to say anything else, the Delf was screaming beside him.
 
   ‘Max, there she is! Get the girl!’
 
   Staring in horror over her shoulder, Anna saw the giant dog come sauntering towards her. Max snarled, revealing a red mouthful of razor teeth. Drool swung from its lips like stringy lengths of glue.
 
   Turning her back on the creature, she couldn’t bear to look at the thing that was going to kill her. Anna pulled on the wire mesh with the last bit of strength that she had. 
 
   ‘You can’t get away,’ Fandel whispered from the bottom of the stair. 
 
   With one last yank on the mesh, it came away in her hands. Throwing it at the dog, she scrambled up into the air vent. Max lept forward and lunged at her feet as she wriggled into the tunnel. He clamped his huge jaws around one of Anna’s boots and began to drag her from the hole. Anna tried to dig her fingernails into the tunnel walls, but they were made of tin and her nails screeched as she was dragged backwards.
 
   Twisting onto her back, she could see the hideous looking dog biting and tearing at her foot. Thrusting her right leg out, Anna smashed the heel of her boot into Max’s snout. He growled and his eyes rolled in their dark sockets. 
 
   ‘Get off me, you filthy animal!’ Anna screamed, kicking and thrashing with her foot. Over and over again, the heel of her boot smashed into the dog’s long snout as it ripped and pulled at her. Drool flew from its jaws in a foamy spray and splattered the walls of the tunnel like wet plaster.
 
   ‘LET! GO! OF! ME!’ she hollered, punctuating each word with a kick to Max’s head. The last of the kicks drove the heel of her boot straight into one of Max’s eyes. Releasing his grip on Anna, Max howled in agony. His bloodshot eye squirmed in its socket like a squashed tomato. 
 
   Seizing her chance, Anna rolled over onto all fours and scrambled up the tunnel and into the awaiting darkness. 
 
   Rushing forward, the Delf flung her arms around the neck of her pet. ‘What has she done to my baby?’ she wailed, spraying a wave of maggots from her throat. ‘She’s hurt my baby!’
 
   Max broke free of her, and consumed with rage, he dived for the air vent. Thrusting his long snout into the hole, he tried to scramble forward. Squeezing his huge head into the air vent, Max fought to lever himself off the ground. Snapping his powerful jaws open and closed, he tried to capture the girl that crawled away in front of him. But he was just too big to squeeze inside. 
 
   ‘Get that thing out of my way,’ Fandel snapped, pushing past the Delf to get to the vent. ‘I’ll go after her. You see if you can’t find where this tunnel comes out!’
 
   Pulling on Max’s leash, she coaxed him from the hole and away from his prey.
 
   ‘Come with mummy,’ she cried. ‘We’ll catch her as she comes out!’
 
   Max pulled his huge skull from the air vent and went bounding towards the stairs. The Delf waddled after him, dragging her bag of potions behind her. 
 
   Holding the candle in his fist, Fandel crawled into the hole and made his way after his niece.
 
   Anna followed the curves in the tunnel as she raced on her hands and knees. The beast had stopped barking and howling, but she could hear someone else in the tunnel behind her. She guessed it wasn’t the dog as it had looked too damn big to fit inside the vent, and the woman had looked too fat and out of shape.
 
   No. It’s Fandel that’s behind me, she thought to herself and raced onwards.
 
    
 
   Fandel’s head thudded as he crawled through the air vent like a rodent scurrying along a city sewer.
 
   I don’t need this! I don’t need this at all! He screamed inside as he chased after the girl. And I thought the boy was a pain in the arse! 
 
   As Fandel made his way through the tunnel, he tried not to think of what his reflection might say if he didn’t catch the girl. Then again, he was getting fed up with having to undertake all of the dirty work. Why couldn’t Throat get out into the field once in a while?
 
   It’s my turn to sit in that throne and put my feet up!
 
   If they were reflections, didn’t that mean they were also equals and Fandel wanted his fair share of taking it easy. Whether he would find the courage to suggest this to Throat was another matter. Gritting his teeth, he continued through the tunnel after his niece. 
 
    
 
   Ahead, the darkness seemed to fade into a milky-blue, and Anna crawled towards it. As she drew nearer to the light the breeze got stronger. Daring to glance back over her shoulder, she could see the orange glow of candlelight in the distance, and she knew that her uncle was gaining on her. Turning forwards again, Anna pushed on. 
 
   To her relief the light that illuminated the walls of the tunnel ahead was the glow of the moon shining above. She looked up to see a set of ladders leading up to ground level. Gripping hold of them, she placed one hand over the other and pulled herself up. 
 
   Just feet behind Anna, Fandel reached the end of the tunnel. Chucking the candle away, he started up the ladder after her.
 
   ‘Why can’t you just give-up?’ he yelled up at her.
 
   ‘You first!’ she shouted over her shoulder, taking hold of the grate that sealed the exit from the tunnel. 
 
   With all of her remaining strength, she forced the grate open with her shoulders and climbed from the hole. She turned just in time to see her uncle’s arm reaching up out of the ground as he snatched at her. Crawling forward on her stomach, Anna reached out, grabbed the grate and slammed it shut on his arm. 
 
   Her uncle’s agonising screams echoed off the walls of the tunnel beneath the ground, which was followed by the sound of him smashing into each and every rung on the ladder as he fell back to the bottom of the air vent.
 
   Smiling, Anna dragged herself to her feet and looked about.
 
   ‘Which way?’ she said aloud. 
 
   Then, in the distance, she noticed a cluster of twinkling lights set between two menacing looking cliffs. Guessing that this was Piranha Bay, Anna ran towards them hoping that she would find help there. The wind whipped around her, and howled in the distance. Pausing for just a moment and listening, she realised that it wasn’t the wind that she could hear, but the sound of that vicious dog coming after her again.
 
   Turning, she ran as fast and as hard as she could towards Piranha Bay. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36
 
    
 
   With the key to the box of Endra hidden beneath his shirt, William bounded up the spiral stairs which led from the cellblocks. Zach, Neanna and the Captain were at his heels.
 
   Racing from the stairwell, they spilt onto the exercise yard to find hundreds of Norsori waiting for them. Released prisoners fought with the guards for their freedom. Others hadn’t managed to get very far at all, and lay dead or in restraints on the ground.
 
   ‘I’m too old for this!’ Captain Bom grumbled, flicking his eyebrows away from his eyes with his thumb. 
 
   With bows drawn, the Norsori came forwards, their wicked green eyes staring at them from behind their masks. Zach and his friends, edged backwards towards the stairwell, not taking their eyes off the prison guards for one moment. From behind them, a flood of Norsori spewed from the darkness at the top of the stairs and they were surrounded.
 
   Within moments, Zach had his crossbows held out before him. Neanna stood with her hands on her hips, and William snarled as he pulled back on his catapult and took aim.
 
   ‘You can’t escape!’ came a voice from above them. 
 
   Looking up, they could see the shape of a figure standing in the dark on a stone gantry that ran around the top of the prison walls. 
 
   ‘Bring them to me!’ the figure ordered.
 
   Stepping forward, several of the Norsori pushed and shoved them up a flight of wooden steps to where the figure was waiting. As they drew close, Zach guessed that whoever it was, they too were one of the Norsori. It was the arms that gave it away. They were so long, that without stooping or bending, the figure brushed the tips of his fingers across the ledge that he stood on. Just like the others, its face was covered with an iron mask. Its eyes were just visible. They were dark and cat-like in shape. On top of this Norsori’s mask, stood a huge black plume of feathers that sprayed outwards like the tail of a peacock. The figure was dressed not too dissimilar to the Roman soldiers Zach had seen in the old black and white action movies he’d watched with his dad as a kid.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, but I didn’t get to welcome you when you made your grand entrance into my prison,’ the figure said. ‘I am Marshal Goth, the governor of this facility. And you are?’
 
   Ignoring his question, Zach said, ‘what do you want with us?’ 
 
   ‘Apart from putting an end to your pathetic little insurrection, I don’t want anything from you.’
 
   ‘So we’re free to go then?’
 
   ‘Not exactly. I think they would like to speak with you!’ the figure said and although his face was hidden, Zach knew that he was smiling.
 
   ‘Who does?’ Captain Bom asked.
 
   Turning, Marshal Goth pointed over the top of the prison walls and out across Endra with one of his long arms.
 
   Looking over the top of the wall, Zach and his friends gasped as they saw the army of Demonic Guardians and Radan gathered below. The tips of swordsticks twinkled in the glow of the fireballs that danced around their fists. The naked white bones of the Radan’s skeletal apes gleamed beneath the glare of the moon like silver statues. 
 
   ‘All of them just for us?’ William whistled through his broken teeth. ‘We are popular.’
 
   ‘They’re not here just for us,’ Neanna said, staring at the thousands of troops amassed below. 
 
   ‘Why else could they be here?’ Marshal Goth asked.
 
   ‘To invade,’ Captain Bom said, throwing his hands into the air as if to surrender.
 
    ‘Put your hands down. You’re embarrassing us,’ Zach scowled at Bom.
 
   Lowering his arms, Captain Bom said, ‘my days of fighting are over.’
 
   ‘You may not have a choice,’ William growled, snatching a sword from a nearby Norsori and thrusting into the Captain’s hands. 
 
   Looking over the edge of the prison wall again, Marshal Goth said in a smug tone, ‘they’re not here to invade. My people struck a deal with Throat…’
 
   But before he could finish, a wave of swordsticks whisked over the top of the prison wall and sliced through a hundred or so unsuspecting Norsori guards. The tips of the swordsticks were covered with white mercury and as the Norsori flew back through the air, they burst into seething balls of white flame.
 
   ‘What were you saying?’ Zach said, snatching his crossbows from their holsters and taking aim at the army below. 
 
   Turning away from the wall, Marshal Goth screamed at his guards, ‘We’re under attack. Ready yourselves for battle!’
 
    
 
   Willow stood in the centre of the cavern deep within the Snowstorm mountains. The rest of the remaining Noxas had gathered around her. All of them except for her husband Warden, who didn’t agree with her decision to go into Earth and find Wally Willabee. Wilberforce had asked for a volunteer, and it had been Willow that had raised her hand. 
 
   He knew that Willow had never gone as far as the edges of the Howling Forests in her life, let alone travel into another world. The mission that Wilberforce had offered her would be dangerous and Warden resented the high priest for putting his beautiful wife in that situation. It should have been him who was to risk his life by going into Earth, not Willow.
 
   Curse my blindness! He howled inside.
 
   So he had decided to stay away from the caverns, and instead they had said their tearful goodbyes in private.
 
    
 
   Wilberforce stood before Willow in his noble gowns, cut from the leaves of the silkweed tree. 
 
   ‘Close your eyes and picture your doorway,’ he told her. 
 
   Willow closed her eyes.
 
   ‘Take deep breaths,’ he said.
 
   ‘What does my door look like?’ she asked.
 
   ‘You’ll know it when you see it.’
 
   ‘But what if I don’t have a doorway?’
 
   ‘Everyone has a doorway,’ Wilberforce explained. ‘Some don’t have to look at all. It just appears when they least expect it. Others have to work hard to find theirs, but for most they never find the doorway at all. It eludes them their entire life. It’s a lot like the search for true love.’
 
   Squeezing her eyelids together and screwing her hands into fists, she searched her mind for her doorway. 
 
   ‘Relax,’ Wilberforce whispered in her ear. 
 
   Way ahead in the darkness of her mind, Willow could see something; like a solitary star in the night sky. She walked towards it, her arms outstretched. 
 
   There’s something there, she said to herself. Is that my doorway?
 
   Without taking a single step, she moved forward in her mind. Whatever it was, it was coming nearer. It was narrow and oblong in shape and light radiated from around its edges. It looked like the centre of the universe was opening like a flower.
 
   ‘I can see something,’ she whispered and the Noxas exchanged excited looks with one another.
 
   Whatever it was stood feet away and it pulsated like a heart. Then, through the glare of white light that glowed all around it, Willow could see what looked like a door handle protruding from its centre. 
 
   ‘I think I’ve found it,’ she said, sounding breathless.
 
   ‘Open your eyes Willow,’ Wilberforce said.
 
   Opening her eyes, Willow looked in wonder at her doorway.
 
   It stood before her in the centre of the cavern and glistened. It was constructed from a series of giant icicles that reflected back the white glare of the snowy caves. Willow approached it. She could see herself looking back, like a splintered reflection. She stroked the braids of hair that hung from her cheeks, and looked at the long eyelashes that curled from the corner of her eyes.
 
   ‘So this is my doorway?’ she asked. ‘It’s beautiful.’
 
   Wilberforce’s reflection appeared in the icy doorway as he stood behind her.
 
   ‘Are you sure that you want to go through it?’ he asked.
 
   Turning to face him, Willow nodded. 
 
   ‘You can change your mind. It’s not too late.’
 
   Although Willow was scared of what she might find on the other side of her doorway, she also felt exhilarated by it. This was her chance to step out from the shadow of the Howling Forests and do something for her people. 
 
   This is my chance to have some adventure! she told herself.
 
   ‘I will go into Earth, find Wally Willabee and return with this League of Doorways,’ she said.
 
   ‘Then we have no more time to waste,’ Wilberforce said, stepping forward and placing one of his hands on her shoulder. ‘May our Queen’s peace be with you on your journey Willow Weaver, and may you return safe and well.’
 
   Turning away from his cool stare and flowing white beard, Willow faced her doorway. Without saying another word, she looked at her friends hoping to see her husband amongst them, but he wasn’t there.
 
   Taking hold of the freezing cold door handle, she pulled the doorway open. Without looking back, Willow stepped into Earth.
 
   The icy doorway slammed shut with a boom that echoed throughout the caverns, sending icicles and snow showering from above.
 
   In his cave, Warden heard the closing of Willow’s doorway. Throwing his arms out and his head back, he began to howl.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37
 
    
 
   Climbing to the top of the prison walls, the Norsori fired wave after wave of arrows at the Demonic Guardians and Radan that charged the gates below. 
 
   ‘We’ve been betrayed men!’ Marshal Goth roared, pulling his bow from his back and firing off four arrows in a blink of an eye. 
 
   The Demonic Guardians released bolt after bolt of fire from their fists which rained down on the Norsori protecting the prison. The fireballs smashed into the Norsori and they flew screaming from the prison walls. 
 
   Crouching, Zach took aim and released a volley of stakes down into the army that attacked below. The stakes sped through the night tearing into the Guardians armour and sending Radan hurtling from their rides. 
 
   ‘Bull’s-eye!’ Zach grinned to himself, squeezing down on the triggers of his crossbows.
 
   For maximum speed, William bounded on all fours along the top of the prison walls as arrows showered down all around him. Howling like a deranged beast, he threw himself into the air and climbed to the top of one of the search towers. Pulling his catapult from his trouser pocket, he hooked two inferno berries into the cartilage and fired them into the army below. Hitting the ground, the inferno berries sparked and fizzed, then exploded in a hideous green blast of energy. A shockwave rippled out across the battlefield and sliced through everything that it came into contact with. 
 
   Demonic Guardians and Radan were tossed into the air in their hundreds as if swept aside by a giant invisible fist. Seeing this, William howled in triumph and reloaded. 
 
   Neanna drew the hood of her cloak over her head, and her eyes shone blue from within the darkness beneath it. Captain Bom stood awestruck as something similar to a war zone erupted all around him. He hadn’t seen anything like this in over two hundred years, not since the Battle of Neff. 
 
   But I had been a lot younger and slimmer back then, he thought to himself, patting his bulbous belly. 
 
   Neanna saw him standing by the wall, which he couldn’t quite see over as he was a mere four-foot-ten in height. 
 
   ‘C’mon on old man,’ she said, ‘don’t just stand there we’ve got a battle to win!’
 
   Pulling him by his arm, Neanna dragged Captain Bom down the stairs and onto the exercise yard. At the bottom, Neanna spun around, drawn to the far wall of the prison. The sounds of agonising screams came from the Norsori that were defending the hole William had made in it earlier. 
 
   Brandishing her teeth and fingernails, Neanna blinked her way across the yard, slicing and gnawing through two of the Demonic Guardians who were scrambling through the hole and into the prison grounds. 
 
    
 
   Anna ran towards the lights in the distance as the sound of Max’s barking and slobbering got closer and closer. Her side burnt as if she had been stabbed with a fork. Sucking in mouthfuls of air, she tried to blank out the pain of the stitch jabbing away at her. 
 
   As the lights of Piranha Bay got closer, so did the sound of laughter and music. It sounded as if somewhere deep within the streets of Piranha Bay, someone was holding a party. Glancing over her shoulder, she could see the silhouette of that giant dog racing towards her. With her arms working like pistons on either side of her, Anna raced into Piranha Bay and followed the sounds of the laughter and music. 
 
   The shops and buildings that lined the streets would have looked at home in any small seaside town, but none of them had lights burning inside. Apart from the building at the edge of town, Piranha Bay was silent. Racing towards the building, Anna could see that the windows glowed orange from the lights which burnt inside. She could see the shadows of people flicker past the windows, and hear the sounds of singing and raucous laughter. 
 
   Glancing back, Anna glimpsed Max’s gnashing teeth in the dark as he bounded behind her. Drawing on the little energy she had left, Anna raced towards the building which she could see had a sign painted above the door. It read:  The Poisonous Squid.
 
   Throwing herself against the door of the Inn, Anna crashed inside and slammed it shut behind her. Max’s skull collided against the iron frame of the door and he collapsed on the ground. 
 
   After her initial relief at getting inside the Inn had passed, she noticed that the singing and laughter had stopped. Except for the sound of her exhausted gasps as she struggled to regain her breath, the Inn had fallen into silence. Turning, she peered around the room.
 
   They all sat and stared at the girl, who had just interrupted their drunken evening. 
 
   One of them stood and placed a jug of beer on a table. Wiping a coating of white froth from his tatty beard, he grinned, ‘what do we have here then?’
 
   Cringing against the door, Anna looked at the Inn full of zombie outlaws.
 
    
 
   ‘They’ve breached the walls!’ Marshal Goth roared as scores of the Demonic Guardians scrambled through the hole. 
 
   Gnashing her teeth and clawing at the air, Neanna sliced her way through the Demonic Guardians. Their bodies tore in two, their crimson innards flying through the night. They threw their swordsticks at her, but she blinked about them, dodging their fire. One moment she was there, but before taking their aim, she was gone again in a spray of black shadows. Captain Bom looked at the sword in his hands and raised it above his head. Surprised by its weight, he toppled over and landed on his back. Shaking his head from side to side, Bom looked up to see several of the Demonic Guardians racing towards him. Playing dead, Bom lay still until they had drawn level with him. Then swinging his sword, he took their legs from beneath them, sending them flying forwards in a gush of red. Pleased with himself, he smiled, lay back down and waited for the next wave to run past him.
 
   Zach charged along the length of the wall, and pointing his crossbows before him, fired over and over again at the Demonic Guardians that were now flowing into the prison. He knew that once the Guardians and Radan were within the prison walls, their battle would be lost. 
 
   Taking aim, Zach fired off another volley, sending Radan and Guardians cart-wheeling through the air. 
 
   ‘Gotchya!’ he yelled, releasing another wave of everlasting stakes.
 
   Seeing that they were being fired upon from above, the Guardians unleashed a shower of fireballs in his direction. They crashed into the walls all around him, sending Zach flying into the wooden staircase. Hitting the stairs, he tumbled to the bottom. Lying on his back, Zach looked up to see one of the Radan charging towards him. 
 
   The skeletal looking-ape leapt through the air, releasing a thunderous roar from his bony throat. Closing his eyes, Zach fired off several shots. He waited for the beast and its rider to come clattering down on him in a shower of bone. When it didn’t come, he snapped open his eyes to see the ape and the Radan hurtling back through the air under the force of the stakes he’d hit them with. 
 
   Scrambling to his feet, Zach inched backwards, away from the relentless stream of Demonic Guardians and Radan that spilled into the prison. Looking to his right, he could see Neanna blinking around the exercise yard as she launched herself at one Guardian after another. But as soon as one of them crumpled to the ground, another appeared to take its place. Zach watched her, and momentarily felt shocked at the ferocity of her attacks. He watched numbly as Neanna, the girl that awoken such strong feelings within him, as she bit and tore her way through the approaching Guardians. Smearing blood from her lips with back of her hand, she glanced around to see Zach staring at her. Looking quickly away, Zach saw William bounding towards him.
 
   ‘We can’t win!’ William barked. ‘There are too many of them!’
 
   ‘What about your catapult?’ Zach yelled over the sound of clashing swords and exploding fireballs. 
 
   ‘I can’t use the berries within the prison walls without killing all of us!’ he howled, driving his claws through an approaching Radan.
 
   ‘We’re trapped then!’ Zach roared. ‘We’re outnumbered!’
 
   Neanna blinked beside him., and pointing into the sky, she cried, ‘look!’
 
   Over the edge of the prison walls poured a river of grey smoke.
 
   ‘What’s that?’ Zach said.
 
   The smoke crawled down the inside of the prison walls like dry-ice and it began to take shape. Not just into one but hundreds of different shapes.
 
   ‘What is it?’ William asked.
 
   ‘Our friends!’ Neanna said, as the smoke took the form of hundreds of Cathedral Knights.
 
   A pillar of smoke swept around them as Henry appeared just above their heads. With his beard twinkling like glitter beneath his ghostlike face, Henry winked and said, ‘good to see you again, Zach Black!’
 
   ‘What are you doing here?’ Zach asked, releasing another hail of stakes into the Demonic Guardians.
 
   ‘I want that curse lifted, remember?’ the Knight bellowed. ‘I’m going to hold you to that promise and you won’t keep it from your coffin. Now stop staring at me and fight!’
 
   Still playing dead, Captain Bom opened his eyes a fraction, and seeing the Cathedral Knights arrival, looked up into the sky, laced his fingers together as if in prayer and cried, ‘thank God! The back-up’s arrived!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38
 
    
 
   Van Demon, Leader of the Dammed Bandits, came towards Anna and gripped her chin with a decomposing hand. He bought his face within inches of hers and Anna could see that just like his hand, his face was also decaying. The right-hand side of his head had been ripped open as if it had been mauled by a shark. 
 
   ‘What a pretty senorita,’ he said.
 
   Anna flinched back from the zombie, as when he spoke, she could see his tongue beating up and down inside his mouth through the open wound in his cheek. She recoiled at the sight of his broken jawbone and eye socket. 
 
   Running his ringed fingers through Anna’s hair, he sniffed it and said, ‘such a pretty girl will sell for an even prettier price!’
 
   The sound of cheers and whistles came from behind him. Anna peeked over Van Demon’s shoulder to see his motley crew of men. All of them appeared to have missing body parts. Anna squirmed when she noticed that one of the bandits had a gaping hole in his midriff. As this bandit strode forward to get a better look at her, his intestines spilt from the wound. As if nothing more than a mild irritation to him, the bandit coiled his innards around his fist and stuffed them back into the cavity. 
 
   ‘At least fifty pieces of crown!’ the zombie-bandit roared, as he finished repairing himself. 
 
   ‘I wan’ at least a hundred, Julio!’ Van Demon smirked.
 
   Then from the door of the Inn someone said, ‘I’ll pay you two-hundred for the girl!’
 
   Again the room fell into silence, as everyone turned to see Fandel Black standing in the doorway with the Delf, who farted.
 
   ‘Keep him away from me!’ Anna screamed at the sight of her uncle. She would rather take her chances with these zombies then him.
 
   Sensing her distress, Van Demon wrapped one of his arms about her and held her in front of him. Laughing he said, ‘the young lady don’ seem to like you much, senor. Now. Lemme see. As this is the case.......she will cost you more amigo.’
 
   ‘Three-hundred!’ Fandel said, moving away from the door and leaning against the bar.
 
   Now Van Demon had been a cunning bandit for as long as he could remember, way before him and his team of outlaws had been fed to the sharks, but he had never seen anyone so desperate for something in all the years he had spent on and beneath the Dusty-bogs of Endra. This meant one thing to Van Demon; a perfect money making opportunity.
 
   Again, Van Demon nestled his wounded cheek next to Anna’s and sighed as he sniffed her hair. ‘More’ he whispered, ‘she smells too good to sell for such a cheap price. I mean come on senor; I’d be robbing myself!’ and the other bandits laughed at their dead-leaders sarcasm.
 
   ‘A thousand!’ Fandel bargained. 
 
   Van Demon’s outlaws stopped laughing and gasped, and then he knew he could get rich quick from this deal.
 
   ‘Amigo, you must wan’ this little lady very badly. Very badly indeed. That being the case; more!’ he sneered.
 
   ‘How about you give me the girl and I spare all your lives?’ a voice said from the doorway. Spinning round, everyone looked to see a man standing at the entrance to the Inn. His voice was soft, yet cold like steel. 
 
   Pulling the girl closer to him, Van Demon chuckled and said, ‘so, another bidder has entered the auction. Welcome amigo, welcome!’
 
   Dec Tanner strode into the bar. Fandel recognised his unmistakable voice from their telephone conversation and groaned. ‘what are you doing here superintendent? Haven’t you got any missing person’s enquiries to keep you busy?’
 
   Without taking his eyes from Van Demon, Tanner said, ‘I’ll deal with you later Fandel’.
 
   ‘How? What, are you going to arrest me?’ Fandel said.
 
   Van Demon and his team of bandits spied the gleaming crossbows that swung against Tanner’s hips and knew straight away that he was a peacekeeper.
 
   ‘I like your outfit senor, though it looks a little out of place,’ Julio sniggered. 
 
   ‘Si Julio, Si. It used to be quite a popular look. Now, it’s old fashioned and, how you say, out of style. It’s the look of the past. Of a relic. Of a dead species,’ Van Demon grinned.
 
   Tanner’s black eyebrows pointed into a ‘V’ shape at the bridge of his nose as he glared at Van Demon with his piecing blue eyes. Holding out his hand he said, ‘give me the girl.’
 
   ‘She’s not yours to take,’ Fandel sniped from the bar.
 
   As quick as Neanna would blink Tanner had drawn one of his crossbows and fired a warning shot into the wooden floorboards at Fandel’s feet. Jumping backwards, Fandel released an ear-piercing scream from the back of his throat. Turning, Tanner trained the crossbow on Van Demon and aimed straight for the bandits head.
 
   ‘I won’t ask again’ Tanner warned, stroking his huge white moustache with his free hand.
 
   Van Demon’s team were at his side in an instant and the sound of axes, knives, rifles and crossbows being drawn filled the air.
 
   Hooking his arm around Anna’s neck, Van Demon roared with laughter and his tongue snaked from the hole in the side of his face and brushed against Anna’s cheek.
 
   ‘Ha ha. No senor. Thank you for your kind offer, but I must regretfully decline. Instead, how about I keep the senorita and....... you die like a good peacekeeper?’ he grinned.
 
   As promised, Tanner didn’t say another word. His crossbow thundered in his fist and then all hell broke loose.
 
    
 
   Standing back to back, Marshal Goth and Zach fought off the approaching Demonic Guardians and Radan. Neanna blinked, appearing long enough to rip out the throat an un-expecting Guardian and then disappear again. Snarling, William charged in a blaze of burning eyes and flowing hair at the Radan.
 
   Captain Bom had at last got to his feet and was fighting alongside Henry the Cathedral Knight as they dismembered anything that got too close. But it didn’t matter how many of the Guardians and Radan they destroyed as more of them appeared through the wall and charged at them. Even with the hundreds of Cathedral Knights swooping about like phantoms, they were fighting a battle that they couldn’t win. 
 
   William bounded towards Zach and Marshal Goth, clawing to pieces several more of the Guardians as he raced across the exercise yard that was now strewn with the dead. 
 
   ‘We have to get the key away from here!’ he barked at Zach.
 
   Looking back at Goth, Zach shouted, ‘is there another way outta here?’
 
   ‘There’s the tunnel!’ he roared, releasing a volley of arrows from his bow.
 
   ‘What? In the prison block?’ 
 
   ‘No. The tunnel!’
 
   ‘What tunnel!?’ William howled, his voice full of urgency. 
 
   ‘The tunnel that our families hide in!’ Marshal Goth yelled.
 
   ‘We’ll you better evacuate them!’ Zach told him.
 
   ‘Why?’ 
 
   ‘Cos, I’m gonna destroy this prison and anyone left within it!’ Zach said.
 
    
 
   The stake ricocheted off the dagger Julio thrust in front of Van Demon’s face. Leaping through the air, the bandits opened fire. Tanner darted for cover behind the bar. Armed with both crossbows, he popped his hands over the top of the counter and fired. 
 
   Several of the zombies spun through the air, clattering into tables and chairs as they were struck down by Tanner’s barrage of stakes. But as they were already dead, the bandits were on their feet again and arming themselves with daggers and crossbows. 
 
   Seeing this, Fandel and the Delf raced behind the bar for cover.
 
   ‘They can’t die unless you shoot them in the head you idiot!’ The Delf belched.
 
   ‘Call yourself a peacekeeper?’ Fandel whined.
 
   Turning to look at them with his cool stare, both Fandel and the Delf knew that they shouldn’t say another word.
 
   Popping his head over the top of the bar, Tanner released another torrent of stakes from his crossbows. The bandits retaliated and the rows of bottles stacked on the shelves above the bar exploded, showering Tanner in glass.
 
   ‘Some rescue!’ Fandel screeched. ‘Do you have a plan on how to get out of here?’
 
   Glancing at the Delf, Tanner shouted, ‘shut him up!’
 
   Looking at Fandel, the Delf belched. She then stood, and throwing open her fists, released a shockwave of energy that rippled out across the Inn and sent a horde of the bandits through the air. Seizing her chance, she turned to Tanner and Fandel and said, ‘I don’t know about you two, but I’m off!’
 
   Gathering her Bloat bag to her chest, she shuffled from behind the bar and headed for the door. Jumping to his spidery legs, Fandel started to follow her, when Tanner gripped him by the arm and said, ‘and where do you think you’re going?’ In one swift movement, Tanner had yanked Fandel back onto the floor behind the bar.
 
   Peering round the edge of the counter, Tanner could see that Van Demon had let go of his prisoner. Anna was now cowering in the corner, away from the flying stakes, daggers and axes.
 
   Standing, Tanner locked both of his arms and unleashed another burst of stakes at the bandits. He hit several of them between the eyes, sending them spinning through the air. This time they didn’t get up.
 
   ‘Give the girl to me!’ he said. 
 
   ‘You want her amigo?’ Van Demon roared, ‘then you come and get her!’
 
   Peeking through her fingers at the peacekeeper, Anna watched him dodge this way and that with the precision of a rattlesnake, evading the daggers and knives being hurled at him.
 
   Who is this guy? He must either be insane or the bravest man I’ve ever seen! She thought to herself.
 
   Anna settled on the notion that he was insane, as one of the many weapons that were being thrown at him sliced into his right shoulder, sending his crossbow flying from his hand.
 
   ‘Get up! Get Up!’ Fandel screeched as Tanner collapsed beside him. Gripping the lapels of Tanner’s long dark coat, Fandel whined, ‘please get up. You’re meant to be protecting us!’
 
   Before Tanner could think of a suitable reply, darkness took him and he slipped into unconsciousness.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39
 
    
 
   ‘To the tunnel!’ Marshal Goth roared over the sound of battle. ‘Make for the tunnel!’
 
   Zach motioned for his friends to follow Goth as he headed for an iron door set into the wall. Goth pulled a ring of keys from beneath his tunic and began to fumble with them.
 
   ‘Hurry!’ Captain Bom shouted.
 
   Marshal Goth separated a key from the rest and opened the door. A set of stairs led down beneath the ground, and like the stairwell that led to the cells, it was lined with torches that flickered like ghosts. Following Goth, they all raced to the lower levels of the prison, followed by the surviving Norsori Guards.  
 
   At the bottom of the stone stairs, Goth reached up and began to yank on a bell that hung from the wall. Its deep melodious clang, vibrated as it echoed down the tunnel they now stood in.  
 
   ‘Evacuate the Prison!’ he roared. ‘Head for the rendezvous point!’   
 
   On his command, wooden doors were thrown open as the Norsori and their children fled the prison. Some left with a few personal belongings clutched to their chests and others with the clothes they wore. 
 
   A female Norsori raced passed Zach, a baby wrapped in swaddling across her back. Unlike the male guards, her face was unmasked and she looked striking in a feline sort-of-a-way. Her face was covered with fine silky-white hair and although her mouth was the same shape and design as any human, her eyes were shaped like that of a large cat, and they shone bright green in the dimness of the tunnel. Like the other Norsori, Zach had seen, her arms were long but not muscular like the males, slender and sleek – somehow beautiful. She used these to propelle herself down the tunnel. 
 
   As the Norsori evacuated, the sound of the booted feet of the Demonic Guardians could be heard descending the stairs.
 
   ‘We’ve got company!’ Zach shouted as the fleeing Norsori brushed past him.
 
   Turning to look at the others, William barked, ‘get to safety. Me and Zach will try and hold them for as long as possible.’
 
   Without any further prompting, Captain Bom was huffing and puffing away with the rest of them as he fled the tunnel. 
 
   ‘He didn’t need much persuading,’ Zach said. 
 
   ‘If you stay, I stay!’ Neanna said.
 
   ‘These are my people. It is my job to protect them. I’m staying!’ Goth insisted. 
 
   ‘And I!’ hollered Henry the Cathedral Knight.
 
   Zach looked at them gathered at the foot of the stairwell. He then bellowed above the sound of the approaching Guardians, ‘ready?’
 
   ‘READY!’ the others roared, drawing their weapons.
 
    
 
   Dec Tanner opened his eyes and shut them again. The pain that seeped from his right shoulder was excruciating. It felt as if someone had hacked out his shoulder blade and replaced it with a series of timed explosives that were going off every few seconds. 
 
   Gritting his teeth, he forced his eyes open again to find himself slumped against the bar. His hands were bound in his lap with rope, and his blue shirt was smothered black with his own blood. He glanced to his right and could see the girl and Fandel slumped next to him. Two of the bandits were wrapping rope about their wrists as Van Demon stood to one side and watched. 
 
   ‘Please don’t hurt me,’ Fandel said as Julio pulled on the rope.
 
   ‘Stop snivelling you worm!’ Van Demon snapped, his tongue sneaking from the hole in his cheek.
 
   ‘You’re not going to kill me are you?’ Fandel said.
 
   Striding towards him, Van Demon pulled his pistol from his belt. He held it above Fandel’s head and began to squeeze the trigger.
 
   ‘And why not? Especially when I enjoy it so much,’ Van Demon grinned. 
 
   ‘You can keep the girl, but just let me go!’ Fandel cried.
 
   ‘What a wonderful uncle you’ve turned out to be!’ Anna said. ‘If my father were here he would…’
 
   ‘Silencio!’ Van Demon roared, crouching down so his decaying face was nose-to-nose with Fandel’s. ‘And people say we outlaws are mercenary scum!’ 
 
   Standing, Van Demon holstered his pistol and said to his team, ‘take the girl onto the coach and then feed these two to the sharks!’
 
   ‘Get your rotting hands off me!’ Anna screamed as two of the zombie-bandits dragged her from behind the bar. Kicking out with her legs, she caught one of them in the groin. 
 
   Scooping her up in his arms and throwing her over his back, the bandit turned to Van Demon and laughed, ‘we’ve got a wild little pony here!’ 
 
   ‘Remind me of that when I come to sell her. We’ll fetch a better price!’ grinned Van Demon. Then, turning to Julio, he said, ‘now, throw Senor Peacekeeper and the doting uncle into the sea.’ He then strode away from the bar.
 
   Hearing this, Fandel began to squirm on the floor like a snake as Julio tried to take hold of him. 
 
   ‘Please I beg you,’ he wailed.
 
   Tanner observed him with a disgusted look on his face and snapped, ‘what’s got into you man? Die with some dignity can’t you!’
 
   Ignoring him, Fandel screeched, ‘let me live and I’ll lead you to the box!’
 
   Hearing this, Van Demon stopped in his tracks and turned to look down at Fandel. With his one bad eye swivelling in its exposed socket, he said, ‘box? What box?’
 
   ‘Treasure!’ Fandel whimpered like a snivelling child.
 
   Strolling back to where Fandel lay blubbering, Van Demon said, ‘treasure?’
 
   Without looking up, Fandel nodded and sniffed snot back into his nostrils. 
 
   ‘You lie!’ Van Demon barked. 
 
   ‘I’m not lying. I know where this box of treasure is.’
 
   ‘What kind of treasure are we talking about amigo?’
 
   Raising his head, and looking straight into Van Demon’s decomposing face, Fandel said, ‘it contains the Heart of Endra.’
 
   Hearing this, the bandits looked at one another wide-eyed and the Inn fell quiet.
 
   Turning on Fandel, Tanner said, ‘keep your mouth shut you poisonous weasel! Don’t you dare tell them where to find…’ And then everything went black again for Dec Tanner, as Julio slammed the butt of his rifle into the back of the peacekeepers skull.
 
   ‘You were saying Senor Uncle?’ Van Demon continued, crouching beside Fandel.
 
   ‘I know where the box is.’
 
   ‘Where?’
 
   ‘If I tell you now, I become worthless to you,’ Fandel said, feeling a little more confident knowing that he had Van Demon’s full attention.
 
   ‘But Senor Uncle, you could be lying just to stay alive. I want proof!’ Van Demon demanded.
 
   ‘You need to head for the Rusty Volcano. That’s all I’ll tell you for now.’
 
   Pulling a dagger from his waistband, Julio held it against Fandel’s throat. ‘Tell us!’ he snarled.
 
   ‘And then you’ll kill me!’ Fandel said.
 
   Pushing the blade away from Fandel’s throat, Van Demon said, ‘Julio, take him to the coaches.’ He then stood and loomed over Fandel. ‘Senor Uncle, remember this; if you are wasting my time, I will personally cut you into tiny pieces and feed you to the sharks. And, please Senor Uncle, believe me when I say, it isn’t nice. Me and my bandidos have been there’
 
   ‘What about the peacekeeper?’ Julio asked.
 
   ‘Take him onboard. He seemed to know what this coward was snivelling about, so he might prove useful if he turns out to be a liar.’ Then, lacing his hands in the small of his back, Van Demon walked to his coach, The Devil’s Steed. 
 
   Following Van Demon’s orders, Julio bent forward to take hold of the prisoners, but again his intestines plopped from the gaping wound in his midriff and slopped into Fandel’s lap. Seeing and smelling the entrails, Fandel fainted.
 
    
 
   From the safety of the cliff tops, The Delf watched the bandits manhandle the girl, the peacekeeper and Fandel Black onto a series of stagecoaches that were linked together like a train. Each coach was as big as a bus. At the front of the lead coach stood eight giant creatures. In the dark it was impossible for the Delf to see what these creatures were. The stagecoaches floated on their huge wheels next to the quay that stretched like a finger out onto the Onyx Sea. Then, unlike any other stagecoach the Delf had ever seen, a series of torn and ragged sails were raised, and the coaches pulled away from the quay and set out across the black water.
 
   Straddled across Max’s back, The Delf watched as the bandit’s stagecoaches followed the light of the moon that sparkled on the thick black waves. Once the stagecoaches had sailed far out to sea, their sails folded back like giant fins. Then, even by her own magical standards, The Delf was amazed by what she saw. The eight creatures that pulled the stagecoaches, unravelled in the moonlight and revealed themselves to be giant seahorses. Their skin was translucent and stretched over their skeletal frames. They had long snouts that slithered and oozed, crashing into the black water as they searched for food. Long black manes, knotted like seaweed, were yanked backwards by an army of bandits standing atop the lead stagecoach. 
 
   The seahorses reared their enormous heads out of the water, their neighing shrill and angry. The bandits whipped them, and the seahorses pulled the mighty stagecoaches forward as they raced away across the surface of the sea, faster than any wind could have carried them.
 
   Yanking back on Max’s reigns, The Delf screeched, ‘take me to the Splinter. Take me to my brother!’
 
   With his tongue drooling from his foaming snout, the beast bounded into the darkness of the wastelands.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 40
 
    
 
   Zach edged backwards down the tunnel as the Demonic Guardians appeared at the foot of the spiral stairs. His friends were behind him, their weapons poised over his shoulder. 
 
   ‘Hold!’ he whispered to them. ‘Just a second more!’
 
   When several of the guards had crammed themselves into the narrow tunnel, restricting their ability to launch their fireballs and swordsticks, Zach roared at the top of his voice: ‘FIRE!’
 
   On his word, a flurry of arrows screamed overhead and sliced through the approaching guardians. They fell to the ground and the others that rushed forward from behind tripped and stumbled over their dead comrades. As they flayed around in the dirt, Zach and his friends rushed forward. Neanna went ahead of the others, blinking in and out of the shadows as she lunged at the enemy. Marshal Goth released a constant rain of arrows and Zach lit up the tunnel like a disco, the ends of his crossbows flashing with light as stakes exploded from them. 
 
   William had been told to hang back and Zach would call upon him when the time was right. The timing had to be just right or they could all end up dead. 
 
   The tunnel started to block-up with the dead bodies of the Demonic Guardians, preventing others rushing forward. Putting space between them, Zach raced down the tunnel followed by his friends.
 
   ‘Get ready!’ he yelled at William, as they rounded a bend and headed for the mouth of the tunnel. William slowed and got onto one knee. The sounds of bodies being dragged and moved by the Guardians echoed back to them.
 
   ‘Are you ready?’ Zach called to William.
 
   Grinning back at his friend, William pulled the catapult from his back trouser pocket and popped an inferno berry into the sling. Turning, William faced the Demonic Guardians who had managed to break through the blockade of dead bodies. 
 
   Closing one of his burning eyes, he squinted with the other through his weird spectacles and took aim. Through the ‘V’ of the catapult, William could see them racing towards him. Pulling his arm back as far as it would go, he waited for Zach to make the call. 
 
   Zach and Marshal Goth raced to the tunnel exit, while Henry soared above them and Neanna blinked.
 
   ‘I can’t hold on for much longer!’ William howled.
 
   ‘We’re nearly there!’ Zach bellowed back over his shoulder, running as fast as he could towards the tunnel exit. If the firework display that William was about to unleash was going to work, Zach and the others had to be as near to the exit as possible or they would be entombed forever beneath the prison.
 
   William squinted through the catapult at the Guardians who were now feet away.
 
   ‘I’m gonna have to…’ he started.
 
   ‘FIRE!’  Zach roared. He had made the call too soon and he knew it, but left any later and William would have been slain by the Demonic Guardians.
 
   Zach’s command rippled down the tunnel and before his voice had even reached his ears, William had let go of the sling and sent the inferno berry flying towards the Guardians. Before the berry had even hit the ground, William was up and bounding on all fours towards his friends.
 
   The inferno berry fizzed and spat at the feet of the Demonic Guardians, then exploded. Within the confines of the tunnel the blast from the berry got sucked in on itself causing a vacuum. For a moment nothing happened, and as Zach reached the mouth of the tunnel, he looked back fearing that the inferno berry had failed. Then the air inside began to boil, and a rush of heat thundered towards them firing Zach and his friends out of the tunnel as if they had been blasted from a launch pad. 
 
   Glancing back over his shoulder, William could see the luminous-green shockwave seething at his heels. Howling in panic, he leapt forward as the tunnel erupted into a blazing inferno.
 
    
 
   Zach landed face first in the sand. Marshal Goth flew over his head and splashed into the black waves that licked at the shoreline. Neanna blinked just in time not to be caught in the blast, throwing herself into the sand. Henry floated beside her as giant lumps of rock belched from the tunnel entrance and crashed into the sea behind them. The beach shook as the inferno berry ripped through the tunnel.
 
   Staggering like a drunk, Zach watched with Goth as the entrance to the tunnel collapsed in on itself, sealing the Demonic Guardians inside. Seeing this, Neanna pulled her catapult from beneath her cloak, loading the sling with inferno berries. She fired them up and over the walls of the prison that loomed high above them.
 
   The cliffs surrounding the prison almost seemed to wobble in the ground as the berries unleashed their power within the prison walls. The night sky glowed green like a radar as the berries sent wave after wave of blistering energy throughout the prison, destroying the remaining Demonic Guardians and Radan still inside. 
 
   Zach and his friends stood and watched as the walls of the prison tumbled inwards like a child’s building blocks, entombing everything within it. Huge plumes of dust bellowed up in dirty-clouds from the collapsing building. Turning to congratulate his friend, Zach then realised William wasn’t amongst them.
 
   ‘William!’ he shouted, making his throat sore. ‘William!’
 
   Neanna blinked to his side. ‘Where is he?’
 
   ‘I don’t know!’ 
 
   ‘He did make it out of that tunnel? Didn’t he?’ she asked.
 
   Looking at the smouldering pile of ash and rock stacked in front of the tunnel entrance, Zach raced towards it. 
 
   Neanna was there before him, snatching hold of rocks and brick and throwing it over her shoulder. 
 
   ‘William!’ she cried.
 
   Reaching her, Zach began rolling away large boulders. Marshal Goth and Captain Bom joined the rescue party, digging with their bare hands.
 
   ‘I should have called it earlier!’ Zach cursed himself. ‘Should have called it earlier!’
 
   ‘Wait!’ Neanna cried. ‘I’ve found something!’
 
   Rushing to her side, the others began to grab at rocks and toss them to one side.
 
   ‘I can see him!’ Zach shouted. ‘Help me! Somebody help me!’
 
   Between the gaps in the rubble they could see William’s face. It was covered in dirt and dust and his beard was smeared with blood, but it was his glasses – there wasn’t the usual orange glow behind them. Not even a spark.
 
   Heaving, they pulled William’s body from beneath the rocks and carried him to the beach. 
 
   ‘William! Wake-up!’ Neanna sobbed, stroking the hair that hung from his face. ‘Please!’
 
   Shaking William’s shoulders, Zach shouted, ‘you can’t leave us! We need you William!’
 
   Marshal Goth, Captain Bom and Henry watched in silence as Zach and Neanna cried over their friend. 
 
   ‘Please!’ Neanna sobbed into William’s chest.
 
   ‘Mind the key. You might break it,’ William whispered into Neanna’s ear.
 
   Neanna lifted her head off William’s chest and held his face in her slender hands.
 
   ‘You’re alive?’ she said, choking back her tears.
 
   ‘Of course I’m alive,’ William grumbled, trying to sit up. ‘It’d take more than a few rocks to bring an end to William-the-wolf-Weaver. Besides, I’ve got a promise to keep.’ He pulled the key from beneath his shirt and stared at it through his glasses.
 
   ‘Take it easy,’ Zach soothed, helping his friend up.
 
   Hiding the key back beneath his shirt, William growled at his friend, ‘take it easy? You say take it easy? I nearly got fried in there thanks to you!’
 
   ‘Ah, c’mon! I gave you plenty of time to get out!’ Zach protested.
 
   ‘And look at this!’ William snarled, tugging at the end of his beard. ‘It’s singed thanks to you!’
 
   As William and Zach stood and bickered, Neanna noticed a small boy come running along the beach.
 
   What a beautiful looking kid, she thought to herself.
 
   ‘Hey, is this little boy with you?’ she said, turning to the Norsori women who stood cradling their children close to them.
 
   The feline looking woman with the baby strapped to her back, shook her head and said, ‘he’s not one of us.’
 
   Neanna turned around and the little boy was sobbing. Concealing her catapult beneath her cloak, Neanna opened her arms as she ran towards him. 
 
   ‘Where’s your mummy?’ Neanna asked, kneeling to cradle the boy.
 
   The angelic-looking boy gazed at her and smiled. Then began to change. 
 
   Stretching and warping out of shape, the boy took on his true, gruesome, demonic form. Its head was elongated with a mouthful of vicious looking teeth. Its arms were long and bony like the branches of a dying tree. The flesh on the boy’s legs rippled and split. In their place appeared two powerful limbs that were as thick as tree trunks. Attached to these were long sinuous talons, similar to those found on a bird of prey. The demon towered over Neanna, and then attacked.
 
   Neanna blinked just in time to avoid the Hollow Child’s sabre-like claws. Hearing the demon’s screams, Zach spun round, and even before he’d stopped turning, his crossbows were in his hands and sending a stream of stakes thundering into the demons body. 
 
   The Hollow Child twitched and shuddered. Opening its enormous mouth, it recoiled and then spewed a throat full of acid down at the young peacekeeper. It shot through the air like a shower of vomit. Holding his shield aloft, Henry swooped in front of Zach. The acid spattered off the shield and fizzed in the sand beneath their feet.
 
   ‘Stand back!’ Marshal Goth bellowed, releasing several arrows into the Hollow Child’s head. The demon clawed them from his face, snapping them into splinters. 
 
   Grinning, the Hollow Child roared in its booming voice, ‘I’m invincible!’
 
   Bounding forward, his eyes burning, William snarled, ‘that’s what you think!’ Then, in an act of desperation and complete disregard for the danger of using them at close quarters, William catapulted an inferno berry into the Hollow Child’s mouth. 
 
   Faltering, the Hollow Child choked and then swallowed as the berry hit the back of its throat. For a moment, Zach was convinced he saw just the faintest spark of panic in its eyes. Then, the inferno berry erupted from inside the Hollow Child’s stomach, rupturing its internal organs and exposing its heart. The green shockwave sliced through the night as Zach and his companions flattened themselves against the sand. The shockwave would have proved lethal to them at such close range, but much of its power had been absorbed by the demon’s dense tissue.
 
   Even though the demon was wounded, it continued to lash out at them. Blinking away from the others, Neanna appeared behind the Hollow Child. Clutching her catapult in her fist, she knelt and took aim. Before she had a chance to release the inferno berry, the demon had spun around. Shrieking in triumph, it raced towards her. Snatching at Neanna with its wizened claws, it staggered backwards and screamed in agony. 
 
   Grabbing at the sword that now protruded from its heart, the demon writhed, twisted and began to fold in on itself. Disintegrating into a cloud of black ash, it was snatched away on a gust of wind. All that was left to show that the Hollow Child had ever existed was the sword that had stuck from its heart, and which now fell to the ground and skewered itself into the sand.
 
   Looking to see who it was that had saved Neanna, all of them stood amazed as Captain Bom made his way over to his sword and pulled it from the ground. Placing it over his shoulder, he looked at the others who were staring at him agog.
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘You?’ Neanna said. ‘You saved my life!’
 
   ‘Don’t look so surprised young lady,’ he said. ‘I’ve had your back covered the whole time!’ Then, like any battle-hardened Captain, he marched down to the shoreline and looked out across the sea. 
 
    
 
    
 
   From the highest tip of the Splinter, Throat stared out across the Wastelands. He had felt the pain of the Hollow Child, and he knew this could mean only one thing; his army had been defeated. 
 
   Stepping from the balcony and back into the Queen’s chamber, he stood at the foot of her bed. The spiderpedes scuttled all around him, weaving their fine dark silk. 
 
   Like his cloak, he knew that his plans were being unravelled, but how to mend them? How was he to weave the threads back together again? 
 
   The boy, he thought to himself. Everything was going so well before he stepped into Endra.
 
   Bile began to bubble in the back of his mouth and eat away at his broken teeth.
 
   ‘Why won’t you just die, Zach Black?’ he gagged, turning away from the frail Queen and shuffling back to the window.
 
   Looking out across the desert, he knew that if he wanted the boy dead, he would have to do it himself and he didn’t have a problem with that. In fact, he relished the thought.
 
   ‘Zach Black!’ he hissed, drops of black bile spraying from his lips and blistering the floor beneath him. ‘I’m coming to get you!’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41
 
    
 
   ‘What happens now?’ Marshal Goth asked, dragging his hands in the sand.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ Zach said.
 
   ‘Are we still enemies?’ 
 
   ‘I don’t want to be anyone’s enemy. I just want to save my sister.’
 
   ‘So we have a truce then?’ Goth asked, holding out his enormous hand for Zach to shake.
 
   Zach nodded in agreement and gripping his hand, he said, ‘we have a truce.’
 
   ‘Where are you heading now?’ Goth asked.
 
   ‘The Rusty Volcano,’ William cut in, joining them at the shoreline.
 
   ‘Then I will come with you,’ Marshal Goth insisted. ‘As you know I’m not too bad in a fight. I might be of service to you.’
 
   ‘No,’ Zach said.
 
   ‘No? The road to the Rusty Volcano is a dangerous one. No one has ever returned.’
 
   ‘I appreciate your offer of help, but your people need you more than I do,’ Zach said.
 
   ‘It won’t take Throat long to work out what happened here tonight. Then he will hunt me and my people down. Where should I take them?’ Goth asked.
 
   ‘Take them to the Snowstorm Mountains,’ William told him. ‘My people are there. You’ll be safe with them.’
 
   ‘I will come with you Norsori,’ Henry the Cathedral Knight roared, swooping around them. ‘My fellow Knights and I will no longer be safe in the Grey-yard.’
 
   ‘And what about me?’ Captain Bom said brushing sand from his overgrown eyebrows.
 
   ‘Why, you’re coming with us!’ Neanna beamed. ‘You’ve got my back – remember!’
 
   With an uneasy smile tugging at the corners of his lips, Captain Bom said, ‘I can’t wait to get going.’
 
    
 
   With an hour of darkness before the blistering sun rose above them, they split into two groups and walked away in opposite directions along the shore. The Norsori and the Cathedral Knights unlikely allies as they raced towards the safety of the Snowstorm Mountains like a trail of refugees.
 
   With the key to the box, Zach and his friends began the long and dangerous journey across Endra to the Rusty Volcano. Although to the passing stranger, they looked like a rag-tag group of misfits, all but one of them had a common goal; to save the Queen and her reflection and restore peace to Endra. The other? They wanted something else altogether.
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