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(KAINNAN)
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“OKAY, I’M HERE BROTHER!” Lucretia announced dramatically, flinging her long blue coat over the coatrack and dropping into a chair. As she peeled her gloves off one by one, she looked around in surprise and said, “Ochran, I wasn’t expecting you too.”

Her younger brother Ochran shrugged, not bothering to answer. As always, she thought he looked shifty, his eyes clouded and unreadable, his face closed, somehow not quite there. She figured it was due to the drugs he was addicted to. 

“I wanted to talk to you all,” Viggo, the oldest, interjected. He was standing by the window with the sun highlighting his huge frame. Even outlined in light he looked menacing.

“All? You didn’t invite Evangeline too, did you?” Lucretia asked with distaste, as if the very name was sour. 

“She is our sister too.”

Lucretia scowled but continued down a different path, “We’ve only just buried Mum, Viggo. Couldn’t this have waited until the funeral party is over? There’s so much drinking and dancing to do to celebrate our inheritance.”

“This is about our inheritance,” Viggo began, as the door opened and Evangeline slipped in. She took after Viggo in looks; blonde, tall, blue-eyed. But that was where the similarities ended, for where Viggo was cruel and threatening, Evangeline was soft and kind. Lucretia suspected she actually belonged in someone else’s family for she certainly didn’t seem to fit theirs.

“What about our inheritance?” she was asking softly. She nodded a greeting at her other two siblings but they both ignored her, as was their habit.

Viggo left the window and started pacing in front of them. “Now that our mother has finally succumbed to her illness, as you all know, within the week we’ll each take control of our quarter of Kainnan. I think we can all agree that the last time Kainnan was split four ways it didn’t go well for the land.” He was referring to some thirty years prior, when their world, Kainnan, had been tyrannically controlled by four different rulers, also siblings like them.

Before he could continue, Ochran snorted and Lucretia exclaimed, “As if you care!”

“You misunderstand me. I don’t care for the sake of the people. I care because the rulers were so easily killed by those people from Earth. They were not united enough to stand against the plot to overthrow them.”

Lucretia started laughing at that. “You cannot be serious! You’re trying to unite us?”

Viggo was shaking his head emphatically. “I have no interest in uniting with you sister dear. No, what I brought you here for was to propose a wager – and the winner takes all of Kainnan.”

Once again Lucretia spoke for her siblings, confusion and suspicion mingling in her voice this time. “A wager? What kind of wager?”

Viggo smiled. “Am I correct in assuming we would all prefer to rule Kainnan alone?” He paused but no one bothered denying it, not even Evangeline. “My proposition is that over the next year we each rule our part of the land as we see fit. At the end of that year, whoever has the strongest control over their people takes control of the rest of Kainnan too.”

There were a few seconds of startled silence then Lucretia snapped, “That’s ridiculous.”
“Why? Afraid you couldn’t win?” Viggo asked bluntly.
“Of course I would!”

“How?”

“How...?”

“How would you win?”

Lucretia shrugged. She tossed her long, immaculately styled hair over her shoulders and fluttered her false eyelashes seductively. “I would woo the people...with luxury and toys and riches and parties and things. They’ll have so much fun they’ll do whatever I want!”

Viggo turned to his brother and asked, “Ochran? Your method of rule?”

“Let me guess,” Lucretia interrupted, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “You would get them all addicted to your ridiculous drugs?”

She didn’t expect him to answer, for Ochran wasn’t a big talker. But he surprised them all by saying forcefully, “The people will thank me when I have.”

“You can’t be serious!” Evangeline gasped. She had slowly grown paler and paler listening to her siblings. “You would drug our people?” When Ochran looked at her blankly, she said firmly, “They wouldn’t take them! I mean a few might but most of them would refuse. They’d know better!”

“But they all need to eat,” Ochran said bluntly. 

Evangeline gasped in fresh horror at the thought of her brother drugging peoples’ food without their knowledge. Lucretia was already moving on. She demanded, “How about you then, Viggo? What’s your approach going to be? How will you rule?”

“Fear, of course. If I make them terrified enough, they’ll do whatever I want. Angie, how about you?” But Evangeline looked like she was going to be sick. 

Lucretia rolled her eyes. “You’re so pathetic. No doubt you’ll try to rule with justice or some other stupid sentiment.”

Evangeline found her voice then, although it was shaking with emotion as she demanded, “How can you not understand how to rule? Haven’t any of you learnt anything from Kainnan’s past? If we don’t treat the people with respect they’ll just fight back! Drugging them, seducing them, terrorizing them...none of it will work. You have to win their trust!”

She stopped because Lucretia was blatantly ignoring her and Viggo smiling. He returned to his position by the window so none of them could see his face for the sun behind him. They could all see him nodding as if deep in thought, however. “It sounds then, as if we have a deal – an experiment. In Santtu, under me, fear will rule; in Cereise, avarice under Lucretia; in Zana, Ochran will control through drug dependence and in Velcharn, under dear Evangeline,” his tone turned sarcastic, “it will be truth and justice for all. At the end of a year, we’ll meet again to assess who has greatest control of their people. The winner takes all.”

He walked to the middle of the room and held his hand out, waiting. After a long moment Ochran shrugged and joined him, placing his hand over his brother’s. Lucretia joined them a few moments later and they all turned to look at Evangeline. Lucretia imagined she could almost see their younger sister’s mind working, wrestling with whether to back herself. If she could win Kainnan from her siblings she could rule it with kindness – but if she lost...

Eventually Evangeline made the decision to risk everything and stepped forward slowly too. She placed her hand in the middle with the others, but not without saying, “You are all forgetting that God only backs those who rule with love and respect.”

Lucretia burst out laughing. “Don’t waste your breath. You are the only one deluded enough to believe in a God. For if there was one, He would never have allowed our mother to take control of Kainnan. Well, now that’s all settled I’m heading back out to party.”

She was nearly at the door when Viggo’s powerful voice arrested her. “Do not think you will be able to wriggle out of this if it doesn’t go your way Lucretia.” Her face indicated that was exactly what she was thinking. “I have recorded your agreement and mark my words – I’ll hold you to it. Congratulations Ochran, Lucretia, Evangeline. You have just made ruling Kainnan so much more interesting.” 

Lucretia scowled and swept from the room wordlessly. Evangeline studied her two brothers before leaving too. She said quietly, “This is wrong you know; discussing the people we’re to rule so lightly, playing with their lives, making a bet like this...”

“A wager,” Viggo corrected her. At her confused look, he said firmly, “It’s not a bet, it’s a wager. I’m going to call it The Kainnan Wager...”
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1.  Recruiting
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(EARTH)
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AS SHE WAITED FOR RAVYN to arrive, Milla tried her utmost not to feel intimidated by where she was. The best way to do that was to singularly focus on the door she was expecting Ravyn to walk through, rather than studying the majestic foyer she stood in or thinking about the gigantic sweeping grounds she had just driven through. For Ravyn and Zavier Montrese were obscenely wealthy, thanks to the worldwide popularity of his band ‘Zavva’ which had been going strong for three decades now.

The times Milla had previously met with Ravyn had been on more neutral, plainer ground. The first had been when she, her twin brother Aidan and their mother Summer had moved to the States following her father, Ryder’s death. Although the proper funeral had been held in New Zealand where the twins had lived their entire lives, when they arrived in America their mother had organized a second, extremely small service there for those who knew and loved their father. 

Milla would never forget that meeting, for Ravyn had inspired overwhelming awe in her, but also a strange sense of peace, as if here was someone Milla could rely on. Her devastated mother had certainly seemed to, for they saw Ravyn several times in the next six months, when Ravyn wasn’t away touring with Zavier’s band or working on some justice-oriented project. Then as another six months passed and Summer still seemed unable to get over Ryder’s death, Milla had made the difficult decision to secretly elicit Ravyn’s help. The older woman had seemed to understand how disloyal Milla felt. She hugged Milla and promised to do something, and within a week Summer was seeing a new counselor and attending a grief group. 

It was this capable response that had made Milla decide to come to Ravyn for help now. That and the fact that she now knew Ravyn had been to the alternate world of Kainnan several times. For if Milla was going to find a way to rescue her twin from Kainnan, she would need all the inside knowledge she could get. 

She was going over the sequence of Aidan’s disappearance once again in her mind, when the door she had been watching for ten minutes opened abruptly. It was the servant who had shown her in. She followed the girl through multiple corridors deep into the heart of the huge mansion, before being ushered into the grandest room she had seen yet – the library.

It was huge, at least half the size of most of the public libraries Milla had been to. It had far fewer books however, for they only lined the walls, leaving the large central space available for multiple chairs, couches, tables and screens, the latter carefully placed to provide nearly a dozen different private nooks. In one such area, Ravyn was waiting for her. 

As she made her way to the older woman, as always she admired Ravyn’s ability to stay youthful looking, although having immense riches and your own personal hairdresser must certainly help. Milla’s own family had lost most of their money with her father’s death. Now they lived...

“Milla! How wonderful to see you,” Ravyn’s voice interrupted her reverie. She swept Milla into an embrace, then pulled back to study her face carefully. “I swear you look more like your mother every time I see you.”

Milla smiled, taking the compliment gracefully. She knew it was only partially true. She did have her mother’s heart-shaped face, but hers was thinner and more angular than Summer’s. Admittedly her eyes were big, long-lashed and the same bright blue as her mothers, but instead of stunning golden ringlets, her hair was just wavy and a dark auburn-red which practically invited teasing and her skin didn’t tan but remained stubbornly creamy-white. 

Despite Milla’s smile, Ravyn was leaning towards her with concern. “What is it Milla? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Milla seated herself on a nearby seat without invitation. She perched on the edge of it, trying to still her thoughts enough to explain. “Please forgive me for just coming here...but I...I need help without my mother knowing.” Ravyn frowned at that but was silent, waiting for her to continue. “I see now that it began when Dad died.” To her frustration her voice still shook slightly when she articulated the loss. 

“What did?” Ravyn coached her gently.

“Aidan...he began changing. After Dad died, Mum grieved – with your help. Thank you again by the way. And I grieved some...but Aidan gradually shut down. I didn’t realize because as you know, he moved out of home just after we came here. Then he had his heart broken...”

“Sienna?” Ravyn was referring to her cousin Katerina’s daughter.

“Yes, Sienna. And then his flat mate, his close friend, killed himself. Aidan came to see me a few times after that and he really wasn’t himself. The last time I saw him I think maybe he was a little drunk or high or something. He was rambling about all sorts of things, one of which,” she took a quick breath and fixed her eyes carefully on Ravyn’s attentive face. “One of which was Kainnan.”

She saw what she was looking for in Ravyn’s quick intake of breath, the way her eyes widened momentarily in shock before she covered over with a smooth, blank look. “You know what I’m talking about,” Milla said flatly. “Kainnan – an alternate world connected to Earth through portals, a world which impacts ours, a world which you and Zavier and my parents and Sienna’s parents have all visited.”

Ravyn had paled at the words. Milla leaned towards her and said as firmly as she dared, “Please don’t bother denying it. Sienna gave Aidan her mother’s diary to read and he photocopied it. He showed me bits of it before he disappeared.”

“You’ve read Katerina’s diary?” Ravyn asked in shock. 

“Yes. Bits of it, as I said. But Aidan and Sienna have read it all, and some time ago now. They were both pretty angry at being lied to.”

She waited as Ravyn made her mind up. Eventually she said, “We never lied about Kainnan to any of you. We just thought it would be better not to tell our kids about it. We wanted to protect you all from it. We had an agreement that our children wouldn’t go through what we did – and our friends in Kainnan respected that.”

“So it’s really true?” Milla asked, pure horror in her voice. Until that moment, until Ravyn voiced it, part of her had been hoping it would all turn out to be a hoax, a work of fiction on Katerina’s part. “There really is a world connected to ours that all our parents have been to?”

Ravyn nodded mutely. Milla rose and started pacing frenetically, exclaiming, “I have so many questions I don’t know where to begin!” 

“Perhaps you should start with why you think this could be linked to Aidan?”

“Of course, Aidan.” She ran shaking fingers through her hair, trying to calm her thoughts. “He was so angry when he told me about the diary. He was threatening to confront you all. I convinced him it wasn’t a good idea to bring something like this up with Mum when he was so emotional. I asked him to give it a week then we could decide what to do and he agreed. But the next day when I went down for breakfast there was a note for me on the kitchen table. It said he would send me a complete copy of the diary to help me understand why he was going to do what he was. 

“I rang him immediately but one of his flat mates answered his phone. They said he’d been packing a bag early that morning then gone around them all saying goodbye. He wouldn’t tell any of them where he was going, all he said was it was going to be ‘out of this world.’ His flat mates didn’t take that literally of course, but I knew instantly what he meant. He’s gone to Kainnan.”

“So you can’t be sure?” Ravyn asked hopefully.

“I am. I know my brother, he’s stubborn and he’s angry. He thinks he’s angry that you’ve all kept this from us. But he’s really angry that Dad died and we lost all our money and had to move to another country...” she trailed off, realizing she’d revealed more than she intended to. 

“And what do you want from me?” Ravyn asked carefully, after a respectable pause to let Milla regain her composure.

“I...I don’t know...your help finding him and bringing him back? You know Kainnan, you know how to get there...”

“That would have been true ten years ago but what Kat’s diary wouldn’t have told you is that none of us dare go back now.”

“Why?”

Ravyn sighed. “Please sit down Milla. I’ll explain.” She waited as Milla perched on the edge of a chair again. 

“When we left Kainnan the final time, King Magnus and Sybilla were ruling. They were our friends, good, wise people. You may recall that one of the people who caused Kainnan a great deal of trouble was a man named Lucan?” Milla nodded, remembering that Ravyn had been kidnapped by Lucan at one point. “There were also twins, Elletra and Willow who fought against Magnus. Well Lucan had a dramatic change of heart and started working for Magnus. Then he met and fell in love with Willow. Her twin Elletra however, continued to oppose us...oppose Magnus. Eventually she was captured and went into a period of imprisonment then rehabilitation where she served her sister. 

“The thing was, that Elletra was an incredible actress. Over several years she pretended to be reformed and Willow so desperately wanted to believe it that she convinced us all to trust Elletra. But it was all a big lie, and when Elletra was released she fled to Earth rather than stay and continue to serve the kingdom. 

“Willow grieved the loss of her sister and life carried on. But Elletra was busy gathering support around herself. When Magnus fell ill with the sickness that would eventually kill him, she made her move. She returned to Kainnan and staged a coup. Sybilla was so preoccupied with caring for Magnus that Elletra gained control before they knew what hit them.”

“When was this?” 

“Around nine years ago. She had ruled since...”

“Had?”

“She died, eight months ago.”

“Things are better then?” 

Ravyn shook her head emphatically. She had her hands pressed together so tightly her knuckles were white. “Things are much worse. You see she had four children and they have taken control of Kainnan, a quarter each. Not only are they monsters,” she practically spat the word, “they have shut down every portal that I know of. They watch fervently to ensure no one reaches Kainnan from Earth again.”

“Why?” Milla asked then fell silent as she remembered the strange phenomenon Katerina had described in her diary. Apparently, if a human from Earth touched a ruler of Kainnan, both would freeze and the human would instantly somehow find themselves back on Earth, though their body would also remain immobile on Kainnan. Then, if they resolved their issues and problems on Earth, they would return to Kainnan and the ruler would instantly die. If they failed to resolve what they needed to on Earth, not the ruler but they would die. 

Ravyn was watching her silently as she thought it all through. “You see? I wouldn’t know where to begin helping you.”

“But don’t you see? Obviously there is still a portal open if Aidan got there.”

“But you don’t know for certain that he did,” Ravyn rationalized. “Perhaps he’s with friends. Perhaps he’ll turn up in a day or two...”  

“No!” Milla snapped. She blushed as she realized how rude she sounded and made herself speak more calmly, “I’m his twin, I know things about him, we have this connection...And since two days ago, I’ve somehow felt that he’s no longer here. If I didn’t know about Kainnan I would think something had happened to him, that he had...”

But she couldn’t bring herself to say the word – died. It was so final, so horrific. Aidan had to be on Kainnan for the alternative was so much worse. She pushed the thought away and asked, “Will you help me? Surely you have someone you can contact there? The diary said there’s a satphone you use to contact Kainnan with?”

Ravyn admitted, “Yes, Zavier and I have it at the moment, we all take turns looking after it.” She sighed, “I’ll talk to Zavier tonight when he gets back from Berlin. We could try calling someone...”

“Perhaps Aaron?” Milla suggested, recalling the priest who had worked closely with Magnus and the group from Earth.

Now it was Ravyn’s turn to look distressed. “Unfortunately we lost track of Aaron a few years ago. We think Elletra imprisoned him somewhere, but we’ve been unable to locate him.” She rose and smiled weakly. “I’ll talk to Zavier and we’ll be in touch in the morning. But you realize we will have to tell your mother? If Aidan is missing, she needs to know that.”

“Eventually, but not yet,” Milla said firmly. 

“I suggest you get on the phone and check on all Aidan’s friends too, just in case. And we may need to involve the police.”

Milla shook her head emphatically. “He’s on Kainnan, the police won’t be able to help.” She remained seated as Ravyn glanced at the door. “Do you mind if I take a minute?”

“Of course,” Ravyn said. “Take as long as you need. Go for a walk in the gardens if you like. I have an appointment now but I’ll be in touch when I can.”

Milla nodded and watched as Ravyn crossed the huge room to the door. Just before she disappeared, Milla asked, “Doesn’t it bother you? Leaving your friends in trouble on Kainnan? Not helping them?” 

She saw Ravyn’s back go rigid, could read the pain in the lines of her body. When she answered, it was so low and quiet Milla could barely hear it. “It robs me of sleep. But we all have children now. You have been our priority.” She waited but Milla held back her sarcastic retort. After a moment Ravyn walked out and Milla collapsed against the chair as the door snapped shut. 

The tears came then. Tears of fear and tension.

Because she was crying, she didn’t hear his approach until a hand fell on her shoulder. “Dry your eyes Milla,” a deep, sexy voice said, right in her ear. “I have a far better idea for rescuing your brother.”
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2.  Scheming
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Milla was so startled she screamed involuntarily. She wrenched free of the hand, leapt to her feet and spun rapidly, backing away. Then she stared with a mixture of fear and amazement at the man standing before her.

It was immediately obvious he was Ravyn and Zavier’s son. He had the same roguish look his father had, the black hair of both parents pushed messily back off his angular face, the lean muscular physique that Ravyn still had. But his eyes were different; a deep, dark brown, currently fixed with curiosity and amusement on her. 

She searched through her mind for a name, guessing he was the younger brother who had been in Europe at the time of her father’s funeral. “I assume you’re Damon?” she asked cautiously. 

He nodded. “And you’re Milla. I’ve heard all about you. In fact, I think my mother likes you more than she does me.”

Shocked, Milla started to protest but he held a hand up, grinning. “It’s okay. I know she likes me too but...” he trailed off provocatively, then continued, “But that’s not what we’re here to talk about.”

Milla frowned, “I’m not here to talk to you about anything...Wait, were you eavesdropping?”

He shrugged. “I was minding my own business when you decided to have a meeting with my mother in here. You’re missing the point though Milla. I can help you.”

“I don’t...” Milla began but he interrupted quickly.

“I know you think Mum will help, but I warn you she won’t. You heard what she said; our parents have hidden Kainnan from us our entire lives. They did it for a reason – they’re not going to undo that huge sacrifice they made to help you now.”

“But my brother is missing!” Milla cried, trying to swallow her tears before he saw them again. 

“I’m sure they’ll do something. They’ll involve the police and search for him here on Earth. Eventually they’ll have to admit he’s not here of course, but by then it might be too late for Aidan...”

Milla interrupted, “You think he’s on Kainnan?” 

“I know he’s on Kainnan.”

“And you already knew about Kainnan!” she realized.

“Sienna told me about it a few months back. I’ve actually been searching for more information since but unfortunately my parents don’t keep diaries. Or if they do, they’re better at hiding them than I am at finding them.” He crossed to a chair and flung himself into it. Milla sat back down herself, grateful for the distance between them for she found him unnerving. 

She asked, “How do you know he’s on Kainnan?”

“He told Sienna he was going there. She knows which portal he was using too.”

“Your mum said they’re all shut. How did he know he could get through?”

“He wasn’t sure he could. But he had this theory. There was one portal that everyone thought was destroyed when the castle that contained it on Kainnan was burnt down. Aidan believed that portal would still be there, it just wouldn’t open into a castle as that was gone. So that was what he was going to try – and it obviously worked.”

Milla took a few minutes to digest Damon’s words. He watched the play of emotions across her face with interest until she asked, “So what are you proposing?”

As if what he was suggesting was no big deal, Damon said casually, “That we go rescue him of course.” 

“Just like that?” 

“Don’t you want to find your brother?”

“We need to leave it to...”

“My parents?” Damon interrupted. “What makes you think they can do any more than we can? Besides we won’t go alone. We’ll take Sienna and one of my friends. And we’ll take weapons...”

“Weapons? Are you crazy?! This isn’t some action movie, this is...”

“I know. This is your brother’s life.” For the first time he looked completely serious. “That’s why we need to do something, not just hope my mother will decide to help.”

She was silent then, considering what Damon was suggesting. It was ludicrous, yet there was no getting around his logic or the panic she was feeling at the thought of Aidan trapped in another world. The last few years had been unbearably hard for both of them following their father’s death. Yet she felt as if she had finally recovered and got on with life, whereas Aidan had become increasingly distant and melancholy, particularly after his recent breakup with Sienna followed by Hayden’s death a few months ago. She had found his distance incredibly difficult for she had always been closer to her twin than anyone else.

Damon interrupted her reverie. “Milla? What do you think?”

“Did you find anything at all?” 

“Anything...?” 

“When you searched here for information about Kainnan?”

He studied her for a moment, his brown eyes speculative. “I did actually. But I need a promise from you to keep it to yourself before I’ll tell you what.”

Milla shrugged. “It’s none of my business anyway.”

“Very well. Do you recall reading about a ring that Katerina was given before her plane crashed on Kainnan?”

Milla scanned her memory of Katerina’s diary and nodded. “Yes...what was it called...a...?”

“Truth-ring. It was a ring that changed color depending on whether the person talking was lying or telling the truth.”

As Milla understood, her eyes widened. “You found it? Your parents have the truth-ring?”

Damon nodded, “Locked in their bedroom safe.”

“How did you...no, I don’t even want to know how you got into their safe! Is it still there?”

“Yes, but we’ll take it with us when we go.” At the look on her face he added quickly, “It really will be okay Milla, we can do this.”

“Damon, I appreciate your offer, I really do. But we’ve never been to Kainnan, we barely know anything about it, whereas your parents have visited several times. We need their help.”

“And if they won’t help us?”

“They will,” she said, more firmly than she felt.

“But if they won’t?” Damon asked again. He got up and crossed to kneel in front of her chair, uncomfortably close again, his eyes intent on her. She made herself hold his gaze although she felt somewhat intimidated.

“Then I’ll reconsider,” she ceded. 

“Good. Give me your number and we’ll stay in touch.”

He backed off once she had and watched as she rose and headed for the door. She expected some kind of challenging parting comment but all he said was, “Call me after my mother has made her decision.” He didn’t need to tell her that time was of the essence because she was only too aware of that.

Sienna was nearly asleep, sunbathing in the garden by the family pool, when her cell buzzed. Not that she was feeling relaxed – far from it with Aidan missing. But she was waiting for Damon to make a decision. When her cell prompted her that she had a text, she sat up quickly and grabbed it in anticipation. 

It was from Damon, ‘You’ll never guess who just showed up here...Milla!’

Bemused by the timing, Sienna typed back, ‘What do you think? Was I right about her?’

‘Worse. As straight as they come,’ the reply came immediately. 

‘Was she there about Aidan? Does she know he’s missing already?’

‘Yes,’ was his simple reply. 

She waited but when nothing more was forthcoming, she typed, ‘well????’

When his reply pinged back, she could almost hear the reluctance in it. ‘I think you’re right. Aidan’s on Kainnan.’

She allowed herself a small victory smile and typed, ‘well?’ again, awaiting his decision nervously. 

She was so focused she didn’t hear the quiet footsteps crossing the lawn behind her, nor did she see anything for she had closed her eyes beneath the onslaught of the blazing sun. Consequently, Alexa’s question, “Sienna, where’s Kainnan?” startled her and she twisted around to glare at her older sister. 

“Are you reading my texts?”

Rather than answer or have the grace to look ashamed, Alexa demanded, “Is Aidan in trouble? Is that why you’ve been so strange the last few days? And why he’s been unavailable?”

Sienna studied her sister carefully, wondering what to say. 

After Sienna and Aidan had agreed to have a break from dating nearly a year ago, Alexa and Aidan had grown close. It had infuriated Sienna, although she knew it wasn’t romantic for Alexa already had her perfect boyfriend – Wade, tall, handsome, on his way to becoming extremely wealthy and, in Sienna’s mind, extremely boring. Just like her sister when she thought about it. 

Alexa was also on the fast track to big money as an event organizer. Because she was so structured and detailed she was extremely good at her job, and she was conservative enough not to be a threat to the women or entice the men she dealt with. Although as Sienna studied her sister now, she realized it wasn’t that Alexa was that conservative. She just didn’t seem to care about her appearance – a trait Sienna couldn’t relate to at all. Alexa was currently wearing a knee-length, faded denim skirt and equally faded yellow t-shirt that did nothing for her coloring. Her long, wavy hair, a cross between red and brown, was pulled into a tight ponytail and the only makeup on her striking hazel eyes was a touch of mascara. In contrast Sienna was made up as if she was about to walk the red carpet; her blonde waves were subtly lightened and sculpted with a curling iron and she was wearing an extremely expensive Stella McCartney bikini that perfectly highlighted her curves and perfect tan. 

“Well?” Alexa was demanding, hands on hips.  “I know something’s up with Aidan. He was meant to meet me yesterday and he didn’t show. And I haven’t been able to get hold of him either.”

“Perhaps he came to his senses,” Sienna said cruelly. She felt immediate guilt at the look of dismay on Alexa’s face. 

“Sienna, Aidan and I are just friends...”

“So you keep saying,” Sienna interrupted. Her sister had labored that point numerous times and even offered to desist from her friendship with him early on, but Sienna had been trying to pretend she was over him and insisted it was fine. Now she wished she had got Alexa out of the picture back then when she could.

As they faced off Sienna’s phone buzzed abruptly. She turned away so Alexa couldn’t read it this time. It simply said, ‘I’m in. Let’s do it.’

She got up immediately, gathering her towel, sun-cream and drink. “Gotta go sis,” she brushed past Alexa. 

But her sister was quicker. She caught Sienna’s arm in a tight grip and demanded, “What’s going on? Where’s Aidan?”

“How should I know?” Sienna tried bluffing. “We broke up remember?”

“Don’t lie to me! I know you keep tabs on him.”

“How do you know that?” Sienna hissed.

For the first time Alexa looked thrown. Indeed, she was normally so contained Sienna wasn’t used to seeing her sister speechless. She watched her wrestling with what to say. The truth dawned on Sienna abruptly and she colored with shame. “Did Aidan say something to you?” she asked carefully. She wrenched her arm free and demanded, “Well? Did he say something?”

“I’ll tell you what he said if you tell me where he is,” Alexa offered. Her voice took on a persuasive tone, “You may as well because I’ll start asking lots of questions if you don’t – even about Kainnan.”

“Ask away,” Sienna shrugged, trying to sound unaffected but failing.

“And,” Alexa continued, as if Sienna hadn’t spoken, “If I don’t get answers maybe I’ll start investigating where you were two weekends ago and who you were out with. I’m sure Aidan would find that information fascinating when we find him.”

“You wouldn’t!” Sienna gasped. But at the grim look on Alexa’s face she knew she would. The fight went out of her abruptly and she said, “Alright.  I’ll tell you about Aidan and where he is. But you first.”

Alexa studied her suspiciously. Eventually she shrugged. “Okay then...Aidan knows you still have feelings for him. He knows you ask his friends about him and Facebook stalk him. He doesn’t know what to do about it or about you. He doesn’t want to hurt you, but he doesn’t think you work very well together.”

Mortified, Sienna turned away to hide her reaction. She felt uncomfortably like crying. Once the urge had passed, she asked, “Anything else? Does he...would he...?”

“Talk to you about it? Want to get back together? Well, we won’t know till we find him, will we? So where is he?” When Sienna still didn’t answer, Alexa pleaded, “Come on Sienna. I care about him too. If he’s in trouble I want to know...I want to help...”

Sienna turned back so she could see the reaction on her sensible older sister’s face. “Well here’s the thing. Aidan has gone to an alternate world called Kainnan. Our parents used to go there before we were born. I found Mum’s diary about it and shared it with Aidan and now he’s there.”

Alexa started laughing. “Come on, you’ll have to do better than that.” Her merriment dried up as she realized Sienna wasn’t amused. “An alternate world? Really? If that’s even true, why would Aidan have gone there?”

Sienna sighed. “Because Aidan has a death-wish. He’s in so much pain he just wants to die. And because Kainnan’s so dangerous now, he thinks someone there will oblige his wish and kill him.”
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3.  Theatre portal
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The shock of hearing that Aidan’s trip to Kainnan was a suicide mission meant Alexa was immovable in her determination to join in his rescue. To ensure Sienna didn’t sneak away without her, she wouldn’t let her out of her sight for the rest of the day. Even when Alexa made a series of work-related calls, she did so with her eyes firmly fixed on her sister. The rest of the time she packed and grilled Sienna about Kainnan so thoroughly that eventually Sienna fetched their mother’s diary for Alexa to read. 

It was unbelievable reading yet, scarily, it had the ring of truth. People, places and events were described in so much detail it was almost impossible to write them off as fictional.  The most fascinating was a rough map of the land, assumedly hand-drawn by Katerina. Alexa studied it carefully, especially the four parts: Zana, Cereise, Santtu, Velcharn. According to Sienna they were going to try to enter the same way Aidan apparently had – through an old cinema and into Santtu. 

To Alexa’s astonishment, the diary told her that Kainnan was where her parents had met. They had been drawn to Kainnan to help deal with the four evil rulers controlling it then. Apparently her parents had actually killed two of them by merely touching them then returning to Earth to resolve their issues. She skimmed that part, feeling embarrassed to be reading about her parents’ vulnerabilities. 

When her parents’ story ended, Katerina had also recorded Ravyn’s visits to Kainnan with Zavier. Obviously Damon’s mum had described the events to Katerina in some detail.

At noon Sienna heard from Damon again. He explained over the phone, “Mum contacted Dad immediately instead of waiting for him to get home. Milla just called me to say Mum’s going to make inquiries but wants to involve the CIA. Milla wants to meet me to talk about what to do. I suggest we meet her packed and ready to leave.”

“But if she just wants to talk...” 

“I can persuade her to go,” Damon said confidently.

Sienna snorted with amusement. “You really do think you’re irresistible to women, don’t you?” 

“I can’t help my genes.” As was often the case with him, Sienna had no idea if he was serious or mocking himself. He gave her the details for the meeting place and added, “Don’t forget the diary. And bring a gun if you’ve worked out how to get into the gun-case.”

When Sienna hung up Alexa commented, “You didn’t mention me.”

“If you want to come it’s best if you’re already there. That way Damon can’t do much about it.”

“You don’t think much of him, do you?” 

“On the contrary, I have a lot of respect for Damon, but I know he’s not someone to mess with. Come on, we need to break into Mum’s gun-case and we don’t have much time. Meeting’s in ninety minutes.”

They were meeting Milla in a café on the way to the theatre which doubled as a portal. When they arrived, Damon’s car was already in the parking lot. “How did you end up spending so much time with Damon?” Alexa asked as they crossed the large area together. 

“He saw me modeling in that show in Paris three years back. He came and introduced himself to me afterwards, reminded me our mums are cousins. We had some drinks, hung out for the week. After I came home we stayed in touch, caught up whenever I was in Europe or he was home. We’ve kept in touch since he moved back here too. Do you remember hanging out with him and Kabe when we were young?”

“Vaguely. From memory, Damon was a major brat when we were little and he always seemed to be at boarding school when we were teenagers.”

“You know Uncle Zavier and Aunt Ravyn – always on the road with Zavva,” Sienna shrugged. “After boarding school he chose to go abroad, but he’s been back some time now.” She had paused in the doorway and she put her hand on Alexa’s arm a moment to hold her back. “Listen, he’s still a bit of a brat I think, but a grown-up one.”

“What are you saying?” 

“We’ve stayed in touch but like I said before, he’s not someone to mess with. There’s something going on with him, he’s...” she paused, wrestling for the right word. When she eventually said “dangerous” it sounded silly. But Sienna was so infrequently as serious as she looked right then, that Alexa nodded. 

“Alright I’ll be careful.” She looked past her sister into the diner and commented, “I gather that’s Damon in the black. He looks so much like Ravyn and Zavier. But who’s he got with him?”

Sienna spun to look too, smiled and waved. “That’s Damon’s friend Cairus. Nice guy, you’ll like him.”

“Gorgeous guy,” Alexa murmured as the two men summoned them over. 

Surprised at her sister’s unusual reaction – she was normally so loyal to Wade – Sienna took a quick second look. 

She had met Cairus the night she became re-acquainted with Damon at the fashion show. Because he was Damon’s closest friend, she had continued to see plenty of him since. Wherever Damon went, Cairus was usually there too. But beyond their initial meeting, Cairus had never caught her attention for he was too rough looking to be her type.

Now, looking through her sister’s eyes, she had to admit Alexa was right. Cairus was actually extremely handsome, with shoulder-length, wavy blond hair framing a face defined by sculpted cheekbones, dimples and piercing blue eyes. He had a lean tanned body, assumedly due to all the adrenaline-fueled sports she knew he did, and the faded jeans, t-shirt, biker-style boots and leather jacket all hinted at the band he was in with Damon. It had always amused her that he dressed more like a rock-star than the computer whizz he also was. 

As they reached the two, she realized Cairus was grinning back at her in amusement at her perusal. Embarrassed, she smiled curtly then introduced Alexa. Damon merely nodded at her sister before taking Sienna’s arm, saying firmly, “Let’s talk.” He led her out of hearing range of the other two, before demanding, “Why is your sister here?”

“She read your texts. She wants to help.”

“We can’t take another girl with us...”

“You really want to say that?” 

“You do understand it’s going to be quite dangerous, right?”

Sienna shrugged. “That’s why we’re taking weapons. And an extra guy apparently. Why is Cairus here?”

“We need all the help we can get...”

“Then Alexa is definitely coming. Look, Mum taught us both to fight...” At Damon’s amused look she snapped, “Don’t ever speak of it! The point is, Alexa and I can take care of ourselves if we need to. So, if Cairus is coming, so is she.”

Before Damon could respond, Cairus’s low voice broke in, “I hate to interrupt but I think Milla’s here.”

Damon glanced out into the lot and nodded. “She is. I’ll meet her at the door. Whatever you do, don’t aggravate her,” he said pointedly to Sienna, who responded with her most innocent look. 

Milla had spent the drive wrestling with how to handle Damon. She had been so frustrated by Ravyn’s response that she had called him without thinking it through first. As she headed for the café to meet him, she was already berating herself for it. From the start he had obviously wanted to stage a rescue. Coming to meet him now was playing into his hands when what she should be doing was placing her trust in Ravyn’s plan to involve the CIA, even though it would probably take much longer than Milla wanted.

She was so deep in thought she was at the entrance to the café before she realized Damon was framed in it, waiting for her. He was smiling as she reached him, “I’m glad you decided to come.”

“I nearly didn’t,” she admitted. “I’ve been thinking about it on the way here and your mum is right. She has the resources to find out where Aidan is; we don’t.”

“You may be right,” Damon agreed, “But Mum’s methods will take time and I don’t think Aidan has a lot left.”

“What are you talking about?” Milla gasped.

“Sienna is here too...” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken.
“Sienna? Why is she here?” 
“Because as I told you earlier, Aidan told her what he was planning.”

“Why would he tell her? Their breakup wasn’t exactly amicable and it was ages ago,” she was looking over his shoulder trying to spot Sienna. He saw when she realized Alexa and Cairus were there too. “Who’s the guy? And why is Alexa here?” she continued incredulously.
“We can’t do this on our own. Sienna brought Alexa and I brought Cairus because he has some pretty handy talents we might need.”
Milla returned her gaze to him, already shaking her head. “No, we’re not doing this. We can’t...” She started backing off but he got his hands on her shoulders and held her still.

“Will you at least listen to me a moment?” he asked quickly. He could see she was ready to flee and part of him was urging him to let her. A bigger part wanted to convince her to stay though, and he waited for the reluctant nod that gave him permission to keep speaking. “I told you I’ve been searching for information on Kainnan. What I didn’t tell you is that as soon as I heard about Kainnan I knew I had to go there myself. So here’s the thing; I’m going whether you come or not. But if you come we’ll search for Aidan.”

“Are you saying you would go and not look for him if I don’t come?” 

Damon shrugged. “I was planning on more of a vacation than a rescue mission. But for you, I’ll put the holiday on hold.”

It was only her dislike of conflict that prevented Milla from reacting to that. Instead she asked, “What are you planning?”

“Come in and we’ll all discuss it.” She looked disinclined to move so he reached for her hand. When she would have pulled free, he laced his fingers through hers and gave her such a pleading look she followed reluctantly.

She greeted Sienna coolly and Alexa warmly, for she knew all about the pain Sienna had caused her brother, as well as the support Alexa had given him over the last year. Once she’d been introduced to Cairus, Damon got down to business. 

“We’re sure Aidan went into Kainnan through the picture theatre in Variel, so we’ll do the same. We don’t know what to expect on the other side however, which is why we’ve brought guns.” He held his hand up to silence Milla before she could object. “Hopefully we won’t need to use them. I mean it’s possible Aidan is perfectly fine and having a lovely time on Kainnan.”

“But you don’t really believe that,” Milla said. “You heard what your mother said to me. Kainnan is under the control of four psychos. If they’ve caught him...” she couldn’t finish the sentence. They were all silent momentarily, considering the implications of Kainnan royalty working out what Aidan was – a human from Earth who could kill them with a touch.

“We’ll deal with that when we get there,” Damon continued. “We’re all ready to go. What do you need Milla?”

“Clothes? Toiletries?” Sienna prompted impatiently as it became obvious Milla had no idea what Damon meant. “Do you need to let your mother know you’ll be away for a few days?”

“No, she’s away for a week...I don’t have any clothes with me except this,” she waved at the knee-length, blue dress and yellow cardigan she was wearing. 

“Sienna’s brought more than enough clothes to share with you,” Alexa suggested. They all looked at Sienna’s bulky backpack, twice as large as Alexa’s. 

“A girl’s got to look good,” Sienna snapped. “You can borrow a few things, although they may be a bit fancier than you’re used to,” she added sarcastically.

“It’s settled then,” Damon intervened. “We’ll take my car, leave the other two locked up here where they should be fairly safe. I have food for the trip, Cairus can you settle our bill?”

“Wait a minute, I haven’t agreed to come,” Milla objected, overwhelmed by the speed Damon was moving at.

“Look Milla, we’re going, regardless of whether you do or not,” he said. “But I know you love your brother and I think you’ll hate yourself if you don’t do everything you can to find him. My mother will keep making inquiries, especially once she realizes we’ve all gone to Kainnan. But someone needs to be there to find him. Don’t you want that to be you?” He waited for a response but Milla was white-faced and silent. He leaned in closer to stare into her eyes and exclude everyone else from their conversation. “I know you’re scared; we all are. But I promise you I’ll do everything I can to keep you safe.”

There was no mockery in his eyes or voice this time. Eventually she gave in, “Alright. Let’s do it.”

They were on the road within fifteen minutes, after toilet stops, paying the café bill and re-positioning cars. Damon waved Milla into the front seat leaving Cairus sandwiched between the two sisters. Alexa dominated their conversation while both Milla and Sienna spent most of their time staring out the car windows thinking about Aidan. 

After a good hour and a half Sienna decided she was tired of listening to Alexa flirt with Cairus. She told herself it was just her sister’s hypocrisy that was bothering her as she interrupted with, “Alexa have you let Wade know you’re going to be away for a while? That’s her boyfriend,” she added for Cairus’s benefit. He looked amused again and Damon caught her eye in the rear-view mirror and raised an eyebrow questioningly. 

Alexa frowned at her. “It’s sorted,” was all she said. 

“How’s the modeling?” Cairus asked Sienna, switching his attention to her.

“Great. I just finished a big contract.” She spent the next ten minutes giving him blow by blow details of the experience. Cairus listened politely, his eyes fixed unwaveringly on her. 

It was Milla who interrupted this time. “What on earth?” she gasped. Damon was already slowing down and pulling the car over. 

They all stared silently at the scene before them. The entire street was cordoned off with emergency tape and police cars. Several officers were turning all the traffic back around, although a bunch of rubber-neckers had merely parked nearby and approached on foot, as close as the police would allow them. 

“How far from the cinema are we?” Alexa asked.

“That’s it,” Damon pointed down the street at the small, plain building sitting alone but surrounded by activity – more cops and their vehicles, more emergency tape and two ambulances. The cinema was listing strangely to one side and looked on the verge of collapse.

They got out of the car one at a time and gathered in a small tight group, discussing what to do next. Eventually Cairus stirred. “I’ll go,” he offered and strode towards the first barrier before anyone could object. 

“What’s he going to do?” Alexa asked.

“His dad’s a cop, a big-wig detective. Sometimes that gets Cairus certain privileges,” Damon explained.

They watched and waited in silence as Cairus approached the first two policemen. An animated discussion ensued then one of the cops stood back and moved a barrier to let Cairus through. He was escorted into the heart of the chaos without looking back. They lost sight of him behind one of the ambulances for some time. Eventually he reappeared, striding rapidly back to them. 

He was silent until they had all got back into the car. “Well?” Damon asked, twisting around to study his friend.

“Just drive. I’ll tell you on the way.”

“On the way where?”

“The house in Belmorde. We can’t use this portal anymore. People came through from Kainnan and murdered everyone in the theatre. We need to get to the Belmorde portal before that one’s shut down too.”
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4.  Belmorde Portal
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It had taken some smooth talking on Cairus’s part to convince an associate of his fathers to tell him what had happened. “Brad told me it’s a massacre,” he explained. “It happened late last night but wasn’t discovered until the bomb was set off too.” 

“Bomb?”

“Did you see how the cinema was leaning over? That’s because some kind of bomb was detonated under it as well – I would assume in the passage that led through to Kainnan. It woke half the town. Brad didn’t tell me it was Kainnan’s doing of course.”

“So it could have been someone or something else,” Milla suggested. There was enough hopeless resignation in her voice that no one bothered correcting her. In a small voice she asked, “Because of Aidan?”

“Possibly,” Damon answered. 

“So where are we going now?” Alexa changed the topic.

“To the next closest portal we know of, the house Aaron used to own. Assumedly Elletra took control of it after she kidnapped him, or whatever she’s done to him,” Damon explained.

“If she controls it, what can we do?”

“Find a way inside the house; we know where the entrance into Kainnan is once we’re inside,” Cairus explained. He was pulling a computer from his bag. Both sisters watched with amazement as he got online and began manipulating his way into a series of sites. The first took him to the property records for 4 Lynchdon Road in Belmorde. It was currently owned by a Nate Turner. The next five sites included birth, public and property records, and driver’s license and prison databases. None of them recognized Nate’s name. Social media was blank too. 

“He avoids data bases,” Alexa commented.

Cairus nodded. “Let’s see if the cops know about him.” This time he hacked into a police site which again yielded no records for the mystery man. 

“It’s like he doesn’t exist,” Sienna observed.

“Good point,” Cairus muttered. This time he hacked traffic cameras near the property. Once he had the four closest up on a split screen, he took them all back six months and played the four simultaneously in fast forward. Sienna lost interest after a while but Alexa watched on with him. 

Whenever he spotted a car turning off into one of the two lanes that led to the house, he would pause the camera to try and capture the driver or occupants of the car. There was a family who came and went constantly and lived in the other house down the lane. Yet other than them and their visitors, a rural postman and a few travelling salespeople, there was only one other car that appeared reasonably regularly, although there were long gaps in time between appearances. However, the only thing the cameras had captured every time were the backs of heads, never the car occupants faces. 

“They know where the cameras are, don’t they?” Alexa asked. 

“They appear to. Let’s
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