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Chapter One

Ardonia City
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Setting out not long after sunrise, the group moved quietly through the cool morning air, a sense of anticipation accompanying their every step. The journey ahead would take them two hours towards the Citadel, beginning with the challenge of weaving through the dense forest. Neelam led the way, her steady guidance ensuring they stayed on the right path until eventually a dirt road revealed itself between the trees. The friends pressed on, each one deep in their own thoughts, the only sounds the soft, rhythmic crunch of their footsteps against the earth.

As they walked, Sam drew closer to her sister, Jenna, and spoke in a hushed voice, her anxiety palpable. “Are you scared?” she asked, her words barely more than a whisper. Jenna met her gaze, offering a small, honest smile and a nod of admission. “Yeah, a little,” she confessed.

Worry etched across her face, Sam reached out and gently touched Jenna’s arm. “I don’t want to leave you, Jen,” she said, her voice full of affection and trepidation. Sensing her sister’s unease, Jenna attempted to sound reassuring despite her own nerves. “Hey, it’s just for a couple of days, we’ll be fine, I promise.”

Sam hesitated, her concern lingering. “I don’t like needles, Jen, you know that, and what if they take too much blood? I might die.” Her fears hung between them, unspoken but heavy, as the group continued their trek towards the Citadel, the uncertainty of what lay ahead weighing on all their minds.

Jenna cast a worried glance towards Pete, her concern clear—she questioned inwardly whether what they were doing was truly right. Sensing her unease, Pete looked to Neelam for reassurance.

“They won’t bleed you dry,” Neelam said. “The draygans just take a pint or two—they need to keep their blood supply steady.”

"Reassuring," Sam muttered, her stomach twisting at the thought.

Jenna slipped her arm through Pete’s, deliberately slowing their pace so they fell a few steps behind Neelam. Sensing her unease, Pete offered a reassuring smile. “What’s up?” he asked, his tone gentle, keenly aware that Jenna was troubled by more than just the uncertainty of their situation.  “Well, apart from... you know, worry about all of this?” Pete could tell from her demeanour that something else was weighing on her mind. Jenna hesitated before replying, her voice low and cautious as she glanced ahead to ensure Neelam was out of earshot, then confided quietly, “Did you notice the tension between Neelam and Isadora?” Her words were laden with suspicion and curiosity.

Pete looked genuinely bemused, shaking his head. “No,” he replied, uncertain. Jenna pressed on, convinced by her own observations. “Really? It was so obvious. I reckon something has happened between them. You know, romantically.”

Pete frowned, wrinkling his nose in disbelief. “No,” he insisted, “Neelam’s like seventy.”

Jenna reminded him, “Yeah, but she said herself she pulls back her years. Seriously, Pete, there is something going on between them.”

Reluctantly, Pete conceded, “Okay, maybe they were an item once then.”

Jenna shook her head, unconvinced. “Hmm, no—it’s more than that. Unless he broke her heart. She’s angry with him, Pete.”

Their speculation was interrupted by Neelam, who called back to them, her voice commanding and protective. “Come along. Keep close in case there are any scavies out here.”

Pete gave Jenna’s arm a gentle squeeze, encouraging her forward. Jenna smiled, choosing to push her suspicions about Neelam and Isadora to the back of her mind. She focused instead on the mission that lay ahead, determined to put her concerns aside for now.

As they rounded the next bend, Pete came to an abrupt halt. Towering before them was the city wall, its sheer size and imposing presence dominating the landscape. The dense forest stretched out behind them, giving way to the city’s impressive fortifications. In the distance, a grand castle rose above the skyline, its pristine white turret gleaming in the sunlight and casting a striking reflection over the city below.

Pete stood transfixed by the remarkable sight, a mixture of awe and apprehension evident in his expression. He turned to Neelam, his voice betraying both admiration and nervous anticipation. “That’s amazing,” he remarked, unable to take his eyes off the vista. Gathering his thoughts, he added, “Are you sure we will be able to break into that castle?”

Neelam paused, his sharp gaze darting to the shadows cast by the looming city wall before he spoke. He drew in a measured breath, his tone dropping to a hushed murmur as he leaned in. “Yes,” he said quietly, his eyes flicking between Pete and the distant gate guards, “I have a trusted source who can get us in.” He straightened, posture resolute, but his voice remained low and deliberate. “Once we reach the gates, keep your eyes forward and stay close. We can’t let the guards suspect Sam, Cristan and Michael are underlings—they’d separate us on the spot, and then we’d lose any chance of slipping inside unnoticed. If they’re exposed, we’ll all be vulnerable, and the plan falls apart before it even begins.”

The group gathered, forming a tight line behind Neelam and Nikolas as they cautiously advanced towards the city. Tension mounted with every step, the looming wooden gates ahead casting imposing shadows across the path. Towering above the entrance, guards stood in their watchtowers, each one armed with swords and bows, their unwavering gazes following the group’s progress. The air was thick with unease, each member of the party sharply aware of the risk involved as they drew closer to the city’s formidable defences.

Upon reaching the gates, Neelam halted and addressed the others, his voice steady but low. “The gates are open from sunrise to sunset, then closed to keep scavies out,” he explained, his eyes lingering on the massive city walls. He continued, “Even draygans avoid them, since scavies attack everything.” His words highlighted the ever-present threat lurking beyond the city’s borders and the sense of urgency to make it inside before nightfall.

With a shared sense of apprehension, the six pressed on, stepping through the gates and into the city. Their eyes widened as they took in the bustling streets, crowded with Ardonians carrying out their daily routines. Despite the obvious presence of outsiders, the city’s inhabitants appeared largely unperturbed, moving about their business and barely sparing the newcomers a second glance.

Jonas surveyed the scene, his brow furrowing in confusion as he observed the busy city streets. “It’s strange how everything appears so normal,” he remarked, noting the contrast between the apparent daily life and the underlying reality. Even under the rule of the draygans, the regular flow of activity continued undisturbed; Ardonians went about their errands, showing little reaction to the arrival of the newcomers. Yet, despite the surface calm, the influence and control of the draygans remained ever-present, a silent but pervasive force shaping the city’s atmosphere.

Neelam offered a quiet explanation, his tone measured. “Yes, well, as long as the blood banks are kept full and the draygans in the Citadel are fed, there’s not usually any trouble.” His words hinted at an uneasy compromise that allowed the city’s inhabitants to maintain a semblance of normalcy, provided they met the demands of their overseers.

Michael, unable to mask his curiosity, turned to Neelam with a question that had clearly been weighing on his mind. “Have the people ever fought the draygans to take back their city?” he asked, his voice tinged with both hope and apprehension.

“At first yes, but no, not anymore, too many lives were lost at the beginning, and the draygans have their children in the camps; it’s not worth risking their lives.  Right, are you three all ready?” Neelam asked turning to Sam, Michael and Cristan.

Michael answered honestly, “No, not really. Do we have to do this?” His uncertainty was clear, and he looked to Neelam for reassurance. Neelam placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “If you want to return home, then yes,” he explained, underscoring the gravity of their situation. The choice was stark, and Michael responded with regret, “Not much of a choice, is it?” Neelam met his anxious gaze and, without speaking, shook his head, confirming the difficult reality they faced.

Neelam gave the signal, his voice steady as he turned back to the others. “Right, you know the plan, off you go,” he instructed, indicating it was time for them to leave.

Before they left, Sam wrapped her arms tightly around her sister, holding her close in a lingering embrace. Jenna’s worry was clear in her voice as she pleaded with Sam, “Please, keep safe.” Her words trembled with emotion; her concern etched into every syllable. “I love you, and don’t do anything silly, okay? No heroics, and don’t get angry, just let them do what they need to, all right?”

Sam blinked away tears, nodding in reassurance. “Okay, I promise, I love you too,” she replied, her voice thick with feeling as she struggled to contain her emotions.

With the weight of Jenna’s words still lingering, Sam, Cristan, and Michael set off, venturing into the heart of the city. The gravity of their mission pressed heavily on each of them as they moved deeper into unfamiliar territory. Sam took in the surroundings, the strangeness of the city apparent in every detail. “This is strange,” she remarked quietly, glancing around at the aged buildings and distinctive thatched roofs. “It feels like Victorian England with these old buildings and thatched roofs.”

Cristan surveyed their surroundings with a cautious eye and leaned towards the others. “Have you noticed there are no older kids?” he murmured quietly, his concern evident as he glanced about the bustling thoroughfare. “We stick out like a sore thumb.”

As they continued along the street, the trio passed a bakery, the windows misted over with the inviting warmth of fresh bread. The comforting aroma offered a fleeting sense of normality amid the tension.

Suddenly, a woman approached them with an air of urgency. Her voice was low but insistent as she addressed the group. “You should leave immediately and find a place to hide; the guards are coming,” she warned, her eyes scanning the street anxiously. Her concern was unmistakable, and her advice left no doubt about the danger closing in.

Sam, Michael, and Cristan quickly ducked into a narrow alleyway, their hearts pounding as they attempted to avoid drawing attention to themselves. The brief relief they felt at escaping the busy street was short-lived. Almost immediately, an Ardonian guard caught sight of them and shouted, “Hey, you! Stop!” The three exchanged anxious, fleeting glances, the reality of their failed attempt at remaining unseen dawning on them. They froze, nerves taut with fear, as the guard’s shout echoed down the alley, signalling the beginning of a confrontation they had desperately hoped to avoid for a least a while longer.

Cristan attempted to calm himself, muttering, “Here we go,” as he drew in a shaky breath. Sam’s panic was clearly visible—she clung tightly to Cristan’s hand and admitted, her voice trembling, “I’m scared, Cris.” In response, Cristan squeezed her hand in a gesture meant to be reassuring, although it was clear that his comfort did little to ease her nerves. “We’ll be okay,” he replied, but the uncertainty in his tone betrayed his own doubts. Sam gave a small nod, trying to draw strength from his words. Together, the three of them pressed on down the alley, acutely aware of the guards following closely behind, every step heavy with apprehension.

As they turned a corner, their path was blocked by even more guards, forcing them to halt. One of the Ardonia guards scrutinised them. “We’ve had no reports of escapees, so you must be new. Where have you three been hiding?” he demanded. The three remained silent, refusing to reveal anything about themselves or their whereabouts.

The guard grew impatient with their silence. “Silence, huh? For your own sake, tell me your ages, starting with you,” he ordered, pointing directly at Michael. Michael hesitated, fear evident in his features, as a draygan guard approached. The draygan was fully covered and wore dark goggles. He stepped up to Michael, inhaling deeply as if assessing him, then removed his goggles, revealing intense, polished black eyes.

The guard’s expression hardened as he turned his attention to Michael, his lips curling back to reveal sharp fangs. “Talk,” he commanded, his tone leaving no room for argument.

“I’m Fif... fifteen,” Michael replied, stuttering with fear. Michael's hands shook as he spoke.

“Sixteen,” Sam replied, his voice trembling with fear.

“Sixteen,” Cristan echoed, but he met the draygans gaze without fear. Cristan squared his shoulders, refusing to look away from the draygan.

The draygan let out a slow, controlled laugh, his tone calculated rather than amused. “This one is feisty, watch him,” he instructed the other guards, nodding towards Cristan before turning and walking away, leaving a tense atmosphere hanging between the group.

The Ardonian guard, unfazed by the exchange, pressed Michael forward with a firm hand. “Still got at least a year left in you two sixteen-year-olds,” he remarked, his words blunt and matter-of-fact. Without further hesitation, he commanded, “Move.”

Cristan continued to hold Sam’s hand as they walked, surrounded by three Ardonian guards leading the way and three draygan guards closely following behind. Sam’s grip tightened, prompting Cristan to glance at her, recognising the anxiety she felt—a fear he shared, though he tried to maintain an outward calmness despite his inner turmoil.

After about fifteen minutes trudging through the narrow, dimly lit alleyways, the group was brought to an abrupt halt. Cold air hung heavy, carrying the faint scent of damp stone and distant smoke. The scrape of boots on gravel echoed sharply, amplifying the tension that clung to them.

"Come with me," one of the guards gruffly commanded, his grip suddenly closing around Michael’s upper arm.

Michael’s heart hammered against his ribcage, his skin prickling with dread as a wave of panic rose within him. The world seemed to narrow to the rough touch of the guard’s hand and the uncertain darkness ahead.

“No, stop!” Michael protested, his voice trembling with fear as he was pulled from the group, his breath coming in short, ragged bursts. He glanced desperately at Sam and Cristan, his eyes wide and pleading, the realisation of their impending separation striking him with a cold, paralysing weight.

“Michael!” Sam's heart pounded as she struggled against the guard's hold, fear rising in her chest. “Where are you taking him?” she demanded, her breath catching in her throat.

An Ardonian guard grabbed her arm, while another seized Cristan, who glared back, his jaw tightening with frustration at the separation. The guard holding him spoke in a flat tone, “There are three camps in the city—one for each of you.”

"What? No, I want to stay with him," Sam stated anxiously as the guard moved her away from Cristan, the separation not anticipated in their original plan. Sam’s heart pounded as she tightened her grip on Cristan’s hand, unwilling to let go despite the guard’s insistent pull.

“Sam,” Cristan called out, his voice trembling with desperation as he struggled against the guard’s hold.

“Easy, boy. She’ll be fine, if you quit fighting,” the Ardonian guard holding Cristan warned, his grip icy and unyielding on Cristan’s upper arm. The chill from the guard’s hand seeped through Cristan’s sleeve, sending a shiver down his spine and making him acutely aware of how cold and foreign this place felt. The echo of their footsteps reverberated through the narrow stone corridor, each step amplifying the sense of looming separation. 

“If you behave, you’ll see her again in about a year,” the guard continued in a measured tone, his words slicing through the oppressive silence.

“And if I don’t!” Cristan shot back, his voice tight and desperate, anger masking the dread that twisted in his stomach. He stared at the guard, searching for any hint of leniency or reassurance, but the man’s expression remained impassive.

The guard’s eyes slid past Cristan, and instinctively, Cristan followed his gaze. A draygan guard loomed nearby, baring his teeth in a menacing display. Cristan’s heart thudded painfully in his chest as fear surged through him, mixing with the bitter taste of helplessness. The world seemed to narrow to the hard grip on his arm, the cold stone underfoot, and the receding sound of Sam’s footsteps. He swallowed hard, turning just in time to watch Sam disappear down the dimly lit lane, the sight carving a hollow ache of loss and uncertainty deep within him. ‘Hold on, Sam,’ he thought, clinging to the hope that somehow, they’d find each other again.
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NEELAM, NIKOLAS, PETE, Jenna, and Jonas made their way toward the Citadel, the tension among them palpable. As they walked, Jenna hurried to keep pace with Neelam, her anxiety evident in the quickness of her steps. She glanced up at him, her voice betraying her worry. “They will be okay, won’t they?” she asked, the concern for her sister weighing heavily on her mind.

Neelam offered a reassuring glance down at her. “Yes, yes, she will be fine. They are well kept at the blood camps; no harm will come to her,” he replied with confidence, though Jenna’s unease lingered. She dropped back from the group, uncertainty clouding her expression as she questioned whether she had made the right decision in agreeing to everything that had happened.

Feeling the weight of Jenna’s anxiety, Pete gently took her hand in his, hoping to provide some comfort amidst the uncertainty. Jenna looked to him, her eyes searching for reassurance.

“She’ll be okay, Jen; Cris will look after her. It’s only for a day or two and then we’ll be free, and we can go home,” Pete said, his voice steady and confident, doing his best to soothe her fears.

Jenna exhaled a shaky breath, her worry evident. “Oh god, I hope you’re right, Pete, I really do. I’ve had enough of this place; I really want to go home.”

Pete nodded in agreement, sharing her longing. “Yeah, me too,” he replied. Then, with a playful grin, he tried to lift her spirits. “You know what, I really fancy a McDonald’s.”

Jenna’s lips curved into a small smile, the mention of home and familiar comforts easing her mood, if only a little. “Mmm, a Big Mac and large fries,” she responded, her tone lightening.

“Yes, absolutely,” Pete replied with enthusiasm. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close, offering warmth and solidarity as they continued together.

Their conversation came to an abrupt halt when Neelam stopped suddenly in front of a dilapidated house. “We’re here,” he announced, his tone making it clear to the others that they had reached their intended destination. Without hesitation, he strode up to the weathered oak door and rapped firmly on it. After a minute of two, a bolt slid open, and a face appeared, peering cautiously through a small hatch in the door. Neelam’s voice was calm and measured as he spoke, “It’s me.”

The hatch closed with a resounding clang as the bolt was firmly secured, and moments later, the door swung open. An elderly man with a shock of white hair stepped into view, his gaze sweeping the area on both sides to ensure their arrival had gone unnoticed. “Please, come in quickly,” the man urged, motioning them forward with a hurried wave of his hand.

The group quickly entered the cottage as the elderly man shut the door behind them with a decisive slam and slid the bolt securely into place. The interior was dim, shadows dancing on the walls cast by the faint light that struggled to illuminate the room. The old man's wild beard and shock of untamed white hair merged into his thick, bushy eyebrows, which almost hid his forehead from view. His cloak, worn and threadbare, hung loosely around his shoulders, and a strong, unpleasant smell lingered about him, so much so that Jenna instinctively lifted her hand to shield her nose.

The elderly man’s stern demeanour softened immediately upon seeing Neelam. “Old friend,” he greeted warmly, stepping forward and drawing Neelam into a sincere embrace that spoke of years of shared history and trust. The moment lingered, the connection between them evident to all present in the dimly lit room.

After releasing Neelam, the old man turned towards Nikolas, his eyes brightening with recognition. He offered a respectful nod, his tone friendly and familiar. “Hello, Nikolas,” he said, acknowledging him with genuine warmth. Nikolas, in turn, dipped his head in greeting, returning the gesture with quiet respect, the brief exchange highlighting a mutual understanding and camaraderie.

Turning to the others, Neelam introduced their host with a respectful gesture. “This is Zularn,” he announced, drawing attention to the elderly man who stood before them. Zularn acknowledged Pete, Jenna, and Jonas with a courteous nod, his expression a blend of caution and welcoming hospitality.

Zularn’s curiosity was evident as he addressed Neelam directly. “So, Neelam, not that it isn’t great to see you, but why are you here, and who are these three?” His eyes moved over Pete, Jenna, and Jonas, quietly appraising the unfamiliar faces and seeking to understand their presence.

Neelam responded in a steady, composed tone. “We need to get into the Citadel, and more specifically into the feeding room.”

Zularn paused, considering the significance of this request, before probing further. “Okay, why?”

With deliberate calm, Neelam explained, “Because... we possess a means to eliminate the draygans.”

Zularn's eyes widened in response to Neelam's revelation, clearly struck by the enormity of what had just been shared. He paused, absorbing the gravity of the situation, then stepped forward to stand before the imposing bookcase that dominated the back of the room. Turning to Neelam with a measured and cautious tone, Zularn asked, “Are they trustworthy?” His gaze lingered on Jenna, Pete, and Jonas, carefully studying each of their faces for any sign of deceit or hesitation.

Neelam returned Zularn’s searching look with quiet assurance. “Yes. They are the children I told you about; they are members of The Six,” he replied, his voice steady and resolute.

At this confirmation, a spark of understanding and curiosity flickered across Zularn’s features. He nodded in acknowledgement, his interest visibly piqued by the news. “They have actually arrived?” he asked, his voice coloured by a mix of disbelief and the dawning realisation that something long foretold was finally coming to pass.

Neelam smiled warmly, reaffirming with simple certainty, “Yes.”

Zularn paused, uncertainty flickering in his eyes as he considered Neelam’s words. He finally spoke, his voice tinged with honesty, “To be honest, Neelam, I was sceptical of your claims; this is truly unexpected.” Collecting himself after the admission, Zularn stepped forward towards the imposing bookcase. His movements were deliberate and assured, suggesting familiarity with the space and its secrets.

With a purposeful action, Zularn reached for a concealed mechanism within the bookcase. Jenna, Pete, and Jonas looked on, anticipation evident in their expressions as they waited to see what would happen next. The bookcase responded smoothly to Zularn’s touch, sliding aside with controlled precision to reveal a hidden passageway. The careful and seamless motion hinted that this secret was one well-guarded and frequently used, adding to the intrigue of the moment.

Jonas expressed his appreciation with a simple, “Cool,” which drew a smile from Pete. Zularn, maintaining his welcoming manner, gestured for everyone to enter. “Please, come in,” he invited.

They stepped into a hidden room, its cleanliness and order a striking contrast to the entrance of the cottage they had first encountered. At the centre of the room stood a large table, while against the far wall was another bookcase packed with old books, scrolls, and papers. The elderly man, Zularn, removed his worn coat and carefully placed it on a coat stand. Underneath, his clothes were pristine and spotless, a surprising revelation after his earlier appearance.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Zularn reached up and, in a single fluid gesture, removed his hair, eyebrows, and beard. The group watched in astonishment as it became clear that all of these features had been part of an intricate disguise. Beneath the expertly crafted façade stood a man who appeared to be around twenty years old, distinguished by a brown birthmark positioned just above his right eye. His shoulder-length brown hair framed a face marked by piercing green eyes, giving him an intense, almost regal presence. Calmly, Zularn placed the false hair, eyebrows, and beard onto a mannequin head that stood ready nearby, revealing his true appearance to all present.

Continuing his transformation, Zularn reached for a small bottle placed on the hall stand. He carefully unscrewed the lid and inhaled the contents deeply, allowing the aroma to permeate his senses. With practiced motions, he applied the scented substance to his skin, a look of relief softening his features as the tension seemed to ebb away. “That’s better,” he murmured quietly, completing the familiar ritual that clearly brought him comfort.

Jonas, still reeling from the series of revelations and the dramatic change in Zularn’s appearance, could not contain his bewilderment. Watching Zularn move purposefully towards the bookcase, Jonas voiced the question on everyone’s mind, “What is going on?”

“Sorry. I should have given you some warning; my disguise and rather unpleasant scent is necessary to keep the Draygans out, and I don’t want to be recognised,” Zularn explained, his voice measured as he scanned several scrolls with his finger. He paused briefly, then selected one and returned to the table, carefully laying the chosen scroll out for all to see.

Curiosity overcame Pete, prompting him to ask, “Why, no offence, but you’re clearly not between the ages of 10 and 16?”

Neelam responded without hesitation, providing much-needed context for the group. “Zularn is the Prince of Ardonia, Pete. I managed to hide him when the Draygans attacked—he was only five at the time. Unfortunately, his birthmark is a bit of a giveaway.”

Zularn acknowledged Neelam’s words with a grateful smile, his appreciation evident to all present. He spoke with sincerity, “Neelam saved my life and has been helping me ever since to find a way to free my parents and our realm. So, tell me everything,” inviting the group to share their experiences and insights.

Everyone settled comfortably around the large table, the atmosphere shifting to one of quiet anticipation. Neelam began to recount all that had transpired, his voice steady as he detailed the group’s journey and the challenges they had faced thus far. The others listened intently, each memory adding weight to the urgency of their mission.

When Neelam finished, Zularn took a moment to consider the story carefully, his expression thoughtful as he processed the information. “Hmm, I see,” he said, his tone contemplative. After a brief pause, his resolve became clear. “So, this is it then, it’s time to strike.”

Neelam gave a firm nod. “Yes, my prince, it is,” he confirmed, his voice resolute and unwavering, signalling to the group that they were ready to move forward with their plan.

“Fifteen years of hell about to come to an end. You know my parents fought so hard against those creatures, and even with Neelam, they still infected so many of our people that we were soon overrun.”

As Zularn finished speaking, he stood up from the table and made his way to a cupboard positioned against the wall. He quietly retrieved several goblets, arranging them on a tray with practised care. Taking a moment, he filled each vessel with a golden beverage, then returned to the table where the group waited in silence. Setting the tray down gently, he gestured towards the drinks and offered, “Please. It is apple juice.”

The group accepted the goblets gratefully, each person helping themselves in turn. The simple act of sharing a drink brought a subtle sense of comfort and solidarity to the room as they prepared to face the challenges ahead.

“Right,” Zularn said, spreading the map across the table as everyone leaned in to examine it. “There’s only one entrance, but it’s risky and requires someone agile. As much as I wish I could, I can't volunteer.”

To the surprise of everyone gathered, Zularn calmly rolled up his sleeve and, with practised ease, detached his arm from his body. The unexpected sight left Jenna momentarily stunned; she gasped, her hand instinctively rising to her chest in shock. “What the hell,” she uttered, her voice a mixture of disbelief and amazement.

Offering a reassuring smile, Zularn addressed her with characteristic politeness. “My apologies for startling you, my lady,” he said, his tone gentle and respectful. Jenna, still processing the moment, returned his smile, clearly touched by the courteous way he spoke to her.

Neelam regarded the group with a sombre expression, his eyes reflecting the gravity of the memory he was about to share. He took a steadying breath before recounting a pivotal moment from their shared past.

“During the battle for the Citadel,” he began quietly, “Zularn was bitten by a draygan who had only recently turned. I did everything I could to reach him, but unfortunately, I was just seconds too late to prevent the attack.”

He paused, the weight of the memory evident in his voice. “It was clear there was only one option left. The bite had struck his wrist, and if the parasite was allowed to spread, it would have been fatal. The only viable course of action was to amputate his arm immediately, to stop the infection from taking hold.”

Neelam looked down, his tone heavy with regret. “It was one of the most difficult decisions I have ever had to make, all the more so because Zularn was just five years old at the time.”

Zularn listened intently to Neelam’s words, a warm smile spreading across his face as he reached for his prosthetic arm and carefully slipped it into place. Turning to Neelam, he spoke with genuine sincerity. “You saved my life, Neelam,” he said, his gratitude unmistakable. “And you gave me a magical arm.”

Pete, unable to contain his curiosity, leaned forward. “A magical arm?” he echoed, clearly intrigued by the notion.

Zularn responded with a gentle chuckle, his eyes crinkling with amusement. “It was Neelam’s way of helping me cope with the trauma,” he explained. “In truth, it’s quite practical.”

To demonstrate, Zularn picked up one of the goblets from the table and, with a quick squeeze of his prosthetic hand, effortlessly flattened it. The metal crumpled as though it were a soft material, the display of strength both surprising and impressive.

Pete nodded in appreciation, clearly impressed by the arm’s capabilities. “That is impressive,” he remarked, admiration evident in his voice.

Neelam looked at Pete with a mixture of regret and honesty. “I wish I could send you in there,” he admitted, his tone tinged with disappointment. “But alas, this is not possible. I have sustained too many injuries, and using my magic has taken its toll. My regeneration is no longer effective.”

Zularn turned to Neelam, his concern apparent. “But the crystal would restore your ability?” he asked, seeking clarification.

Neelam nodded solemnly. “It would,” he confirmed. His voice carried the weight of responsibility as he continued, “however, it is also required to return the children to their world.”

Undeterred, Zularn stepped forward, his determination unmistakable. “I promise—once we rescue my parents and defeat the Draygans, you can use the crystal to restore your powers, Neelam, and use it to send the children home.” His words were firm, signalling resolve and hope for the future.

“Thank you,” Pete replied, his gratitude unmistakable.

Jenna turned to address the group, her tone measured and practical as she voiced a pressing concern. “So, how do we get our blood into the Draygan King?” she asked, directing her question to the assembled companions. The matter at hand was critical, and Jenna’s query served to focus everyone’s attention on the immediate challenge before them: devising a safe and effective method for delivering the blood to their formidable adversary.

Zularn pointed to a section on the map laid out before them. “Well, the only way in is through an air vent, here,” he explained, indicating the spot, “but someone needs to be able to shimmy down it, crawl down a tiny tunnel, and then jump down into the feeding room. Once there, they must dump the blood into the feeding vat and then climb back out the same way.”

Without hesitation, Pete volunteered. “I’ll do it,” he offered immediately. “I’ve had military training; I’m fit enough; I can do it.”

Jenna looked at Pete, worry etched on her face. “Pete—”

He gave her a reassuring hug. “It’s okay, Jen, I can do this. I’ll be fine.”

“I suggest we go in here, there is a small window of around one minute when the guards are out of shot of the vent entrance, but then you’ll have to lay low until that one-minute slot comes around again.”

“That’s quite risky, that they won’t see him,” Jonas pointed out, concern clear in his voice.

Neelam considered Jonas’s words, then let out a thoughtful huff. “What you really need is a distraction,” he suggested.

Without a moment’s pause, Jonas stepped forward. “I’ll do it. If I distract the guards, it will give Pete enough time to get down the vent.” His voice was steady, filled with resolve.

Jenna’s concern was immediate and intense. “Jo, no—you’ll get caught. The draygans might turn on you or even kill you,” she warned, her voice trembling slightly with worry.

Jonas, however, remained calm and determined. “No, I’ll be fine,” he assured her. Leaning in closer, he whispered softly, “I’ve got Skyla. She’ll get me out of any trouble if necessary.”

Zularn, having overheard the whispered exchange, turned toward Jonas with curiosity. “Who is Skyla? Is she another child?” he inquired, raising an eyebrow.

Jonas shook his head, a small smile touching his lips. He pushed up his sleeve to reveal a tattoo on his arm, displaying it proudly for the prince to see. “No, she’s my magical phoenix,” he explained with affection, gently stroking the image embedded in his skin.

Zularn exchanged a glance with Neelam, who responded with a knowing smile, clearly understanding the significance of Jonas’s companion.

“Okay,” Zularn said with a nod, accepting the plan. “That sounds like a good plan.”

Pete carefully examined the map while Zularn explained the plan for entering and exiting the area. As the details sank in, Neelam approached with a suggestion to help Pete during the mission. "Pete, there is something I can do for you. I can imprint the map temporarily on your body, so you don’t have to worry about carrying it or losing it," Neelam offered.

Grateful for the idea, Pete nodded. "That would be good, thank you, Neelam," he replied.

Neelam then scanned his hand over the map, causing a soft glow of white magic to emanate from his palm as he transferred the map’s details. "Pete, your arm," Neelam instructed.

Pete hesitated for a moment before carefully rolling up his sleeve. Neelam, the wizard, placed his hand gently on Pete’s arm and began to murmur an incantation under his breath. As the spell took effect, a wave of magic coursed through Pete, causing him to flinch as a sharp pain briefly shot up his arm. A soft magical light shimmered at the point of contact, illuminating the process for a moment.

“All done,” Neelam declared, withdrawing his hand and allowing the light to fade away.

Pete immediately examined his arm but frowned in confusion. “I don’t see anything,” he remarked, scanning his skin for any sign of the map.

Neelam offered Pete a reassuring smile. “You will, Pete. Now, repeat these words after me: ‘et tu revealarta’.”

Without hesitation, Pete spoke the words clearly, “Et tu revealarta.” As soon as he finished, a faint glow appeared on his arm, and the details of the map gradually materialised. Pete grinned in relief and wonder as the magical map became visible, its lines shimmering softly.

Neelam explained, “This is simply a precaution; should you be apprehended, no one else will be able to view the map.”

Jonas, observing the magical display, couldn’t help but express his admiration. “Magic is awesome,” he remarked to Pete, who nodded in agreement, still marvelling at the enchanted map now inscribed on his skin.

“Right, it’s time to take some blood, I’m afraid,” Zularn announced, his tone steady but betraying a hint of sombreness. He walked over to a creaking cupboard and opened it, releasing a faint medicinal scent that quickly mingled with the cool air of the room. The box he retrieved rattled softly with vials, tubes, and glinting needles as he carried it back to the table, every step echoing slightly in the quiet. The subtle noise and sterile smell only heightened the nervous tension that had settled among those present, yet Zularn tried to offer a reassuring glance, as if to steady everyone—including himself—for what was about to happen.

"Urgh, gross," Jenna groaned as she rolled up her sleeve, preparing herself. "At this rate, I’m going to need a transfusion just to get through the week!"
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Chapter Two

Under 16 blood camps
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Blood Camp 1 – Michael 

Michael felt a knot in his stomach as his friends were led away in different directions. He walked under the watchful eyes of one Ardonian guard and one draygan guard. Every now and then, Michael glanced nervously at the draygan guard, who responded with a cold stare and a toothy display, making Michael even more uneasy. Their group’s separation was not part of the original plan, and uncertainty filled Michael’s mind as he tried to figure out his next move. When they finally reached a set of wooden gates, Michael took a moment to observe his surroundings. The entire perimeter was enclosed by tall wooden fencing, presenting an imposing barrier that would be nearly impossible to climb. He took a deep, anxious breath as the gate creaked open, and the guards escorted him inside.

Without warning, the draygan guard seized Michael’s arm. “Hey,” Michael protested, but the guard simply tightened his grip and guided him toward a nearby tent. A stern look from the guard warned Michael to keep quiet and comply as he was ushered forward. Once at the tent, the guard opened the flap and directed Michael to a bed inside.

“Sit,” the guard ordered, pressing down on Michael’s shoulder until he sat. Michael, apprehensive, watched as the guard crossed the tent to speak with an Ardonian guard. The second guard looked over at Michael, nodded in acknowledgment, and called for additional staff. A few moments later, a woman—whom Michael assumed to be Ardonian—entered the tent.

Michael sat quietly as the nurse greeted him with a reassuring smile. “Hello,” she said warmly. Michael responded in a subdued voice, his attention fixed on the trolley she had just received from another nurse.

As she began to prepare the equipment, she asked, “What’s your name?”

“Michael,” he answered nervously, his eyes lingering on the medical instruments.

“So, you’ve avoided capture all these years?” she inquired, her voice gentle but her eyes searching Michael’s face for signs of the life he’d led up till now. Michael looked at her and nodded silently, his shoulders tense, hands curling into the thin blanket. He tried to steady his breathing, unsure whether he could trust her or if this was just another trap. The scent of alcohol and rubbery gloves lingered in the air, and the low hum of voices outside the tent made the space feel both exposed and confining.

He glanced warily at the tray of shining instruments and jars beside her, their sterile gleam making his skin prickle. “What’s all that equipment for?” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

She paused, offering him a small, sympathetic smile as she adjusted a tube on the trolley. “You know where you are?”

Michael took a shaky breath, his gaze flicking from her face to the shadows dancing across the tent walls. “Yeah, Ardonia.”

She chuckled softly, a sound that eased the heaviness in the air for just a moment. “No, I mean here, in this tent.”

Michael’s lips pressed into a thin line as he looked down at his hands. “Oh, yeah—a blood camp,” he replied, the words tasting bitter as he spoke them. He wondered how many others had sat here before him, feeling just as powerless.

The nurse gave Michael a steady look. "Good. So, young man, this equipment is what we use to take your blood," she explained, her tone calm but matter-of-fact.

"Great," Michael mumbled, his shoulders slumping as he sat on the edge of the bed. He didn't try to mask his discomfort.

"It's fine, it won't hurt," she reassured him, methodically prepping her tools on the tray. The metallic clink of instruments filled the tense silence for a moment.

"I thought my friends and I would be together," Michael remarked, his voice tinged with worry as he glanced at the tent's entrance.

"Not always—it depends on their ages," the nurse replied, her eyes meeting his briefly before she focused on her preparations.

"Sixteen," Michael stated, clarifying his own age.

She paused, looking at him with mild surprise. "And none of you have ever been bled?" she asked, searching his face for confirmation.

Michael shook his head. "No, never," he replied, his voice barely above a whisper.

The nurse nodded thoughtfully, resuming her work. "Hmm. You hid well," she remarked, her tone holding a note of reluctant admiration.

The nurse began to outline the setup of the under-16 blood camps positioned on the outskirts of the city. She explained that each camp spanned a vast area of approximately five miles and was made up of fourteen large marquees. Of these, six marquees were designated as sleeping and living quarters, accommodating children aged between ten and sixteen. The camp also included three marquees allocated for schooling, ensuring that the children continued their education while at the camp. One marquee served as a refectory, where meals were provided, and another was dedicated to medical needs as the camp’s medical centre. The final three marquees were reserved for the guards' quarters.

Encircling the entire camp was a fifteen-foot-high fence, creating a secure perimeter. Both Ardonian and Draygan guards patrolled the grounds day and night, maintaining constant vigilance over the camp and its occupants.

"Now, take off your boots, and lie back on the bed, Michael," the nurse instructed, her tone brisk yet not unkind.

As Michael did as she asked, he glanced down the row of beds at the other children, each one lying still and pale, tubes running from their arms. This is sickening, he thought, his stomach twisting at the sight. A wave of fear crashed through him, so strong it left a lump in his throat. He tried to swallow it down, but the longing for home was almost overwhelming—a desperate ache for his own bed, safe, warm, and far from this nightmare.

He muttered something under his breath, barely audible, just as he settled his head on the pillow. The nurse paused, looking over. “Sorry?” she asked, not catching his words.

“Nothing,” he replied quickly, turning his face away, trying to hide the tears pricking at his eyes as she inserted the needle. The cold prick jolted him back to the present, and he forced himself to stay still.

“Now Michael, we do this really slowly, okay? So have a nap or something,” the nurse instructed as she tidied her trolley. She moved methodically, ensuring everything was in order before she left. “I will be back in a while,” she added, her tone brisk but not unkind.

Michael watched as the nurse moved from bed to bed, carefully checking each child's tubes and monitoring the amount of blood being drawn. Despite his efforts to remain calm, he struggled to process the whirlwind of events that had overtaken his life in just a week. The memories tumbled through his mind in confusion: first encountering the mysterious mermaid, then meeting a wizard, and now finding himself trapped in this bleak place. The longing for normality, for the comfort and safety of home, grew almost unbearable. Unable to face it any longer, Michael shut his eyes tightly, wishing he could simply wake up and find it all had been a bad dream.

A while later, Michael gradually awoke, feeling a heaviness settle over his limbs. He turned his head and spotted an Ardonian guard passing nearby. "Hey," Michael called out, prompting the guard to pause and approach his bedside.
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