

    
        
          Kainnan: The Challenge

        

        
        
          The Kainnan series, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Belinda Stott

        

        
          Published by Belinda Stott, 2020.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Belinda Stott

	    

      
	    
          
	      The Gifted Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Acolyte

          
        
          
	          Gifted

          
        
          
	          Sovran

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Kainnan Series

          
        
          
	          Kainnan: The Prize

          
        
          
	          Kainnan: The Uncovering

          
        
          
	          Kainnan: The Switch

          
        
          
	          Kainnan: Redemption

          
        
          
	          Kainnan: The Challenge

          
        
          
	          The Kainnan Wager: Brave

          
        
          
	          The Kainnan Wager: True

          
        
          
	          The Kainnan Wager: Pure

          
        
          
	          The Kainnan Wager: Free

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Lumiere Trilogy

          
        
          
	          Lumiere

          
        
          
	          Terminalle

          
        
          
	          Katalye

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Grym

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Belinda Stott’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Belinda Stott

Dedication

Kainnan: The Challenge (The Kainnan series, #5)

In Kainnan: Redemption...

1.  Intruders

2.  Bait

3.  Lainey

4.  One question

5.  Zara

6.  The challenge

7.  Shopping

8.  Kadence

9.  Imprinting

10. Taking a walk

11. What I want

12. The Salvatore-Kelly Ball

13. Archery

14. Turning

15. Crime-Cracking

16. Nightfall

17. Loyalties

18. Race the maze

19. Records

20. Worthy

21. Benevolent invention

22. Orientacione

23. Illusions

24. Liberation

25. The lab

26. Scavenger hunt

27. Infected

28. Benevolent action

29. Funeral

30. Safe-house

31. A ruse

32. Escape

33. Fear

34. Discoveries

35. Fort Devvick

36. Set-up

37. Loss and love

38. Hester’s research

39. Elletra

40. Willow

Epilogue

Sign up for Belinda Stott's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Kainnan Wager: Brave

Also By Belinda Stott

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To those who have taught, supported, encouraged, prayed for and challenged me on my faith journey: Leslie Collins, my Campus Life leaders, Mum, Clinton, David Peters, Sandra Porter, the Cowen family, my husband Matt, my amazing friends…





Although I haven’t encountered too many bombs, assassins, supernatural rings, deadly viruses or evil tyrants yet, getting to know God is truly the most incredible adventure of all!

      

    


Publisher: B.S & M.J. Stott, Christchurch, New Zealand

Website: www.belindastott.com

Copyright © Belinda S. Stott, 2014

The moral right of the author has been asserted

––––––––
[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. All statements, stunts, activities, descriptions, information and material of any other kind contained herein are included for entertainment purposes only and should not be relied on for accuracy or replicated as they may result in injury.

All rights reserved. Except for the purpose of fair review, no part may be stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including recording or storage in any information retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers. No reproduction may be made, whether by photocopying or by any other means, unless a licence has been obtained from the publisher.

––––––––
[image: ]


Map created by: Joseph Norris

Acknowledgements

––––––––
[image: ]


AS ALWAYS, CERTAIN people have been a pivotal part of completing this final novel in The Kainnan Series. 

Matt, you are not just a loyal, fun and loving husband and friend, you are also my biggest fan as a writer. Thanks for believing in my talent. 

A big thank you to my son Jasper for helping me with names – especially Black Marys and Fort Devvick! Scarlett, thank you for being patient when Mummy needed to write. 

Patricia, I continually appreciate your wonderful editing, proofreading, eye for consistency and the things you teach me about writing. I am a better novelist for your input. 

Suzanne, thank you for your efficiency in design/layout of this novel, attention to detail and friendship! 

To my readers and supporters — your feedback means such a lot and encourages me to keep writing. 

Finally, all my appreciation to God who has gifted me with a passion to write and shows His love through my characters.

The Kainnan series


Book 1 - The Prize

Book 2 - The Uncovering

Book 3 - The Switch

Book 4 - Redemption

Book 5 - The Challenge



––––––––
[image: ]


The Kainnan Wager series

Set 25 years after the conclusion of The Kainnan series. 

Featuring the children of the main characters from The Kainnan series.


Book 1 - Brave

Book 2 - True

Book 3 - Pure

Book 4 - Free



Character list

––––––––
[image: ]


INHABITANTS OF KAINNAN

Magnus - King of Kainnan

Sybilla - Magnus’s wife

Aaron - Priest working for Magnus

Lucan - Reformed villain  

Jaegar - Working for Magnus

Elias Kraven - Drug-lord

Elletra (alias Lainey) - Twin of Willow

Willow (alias Zara) - Twin of Elletra

––––––––
[image: ]


INHABITANTS OF EARTH

Zavier 

Ravyn 

Kim - Ravyn’s mother

Summer and Ryder - Previous visitors to Kainnan

––––––––
[image: ]


SAPTEVOCA EVENTS

Archery – ch. 13

Crime-Cracking – ch. 15-17

Race the Maze – ch. 18

Benevolent Invention – ch. 20-21

Orientacione - ch. 22-23

Scavenger Hunt – ch. 26

Benevolent Action – ch. 28

[image: A close up of a map

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

In Kainnan: Redemption...
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When Ravyn Salvatore found her way onto the alternate world of Kainnan, she didn’t expect to be followed there by Zavier Montrese, nor for them both to be kidnapped on arrival by the mysterious Lucan. A period of imprisonment in a monastery led to a daring escape and recuperation in hospital. Yet their peace was short-lived, for three dangerous individuals soon threatened the stability of Kainnan.

First, Morgana tried to take the throne by kidnapping Magnus’s fiancé Sybilla. In his attempt to stop her, Zavier managed to touch her and return home to Earth, where he successfully faced his alcoholism, verbally abusive father, unhealthy desire for Ravyn and estranged relationship with his mother. 

Following Morgana’s death, Lucan brought a long-term plan to fruition by killing Eva, the wife of Aaron the priest, in revenge for the death of his own sister many years prior. Before Eva died however, Lucan discovered he had been wrong about the cause of his sister’s demise. He is now imprisoned on Kainnan and full of remorse. 

Meanwhile, drug-lord Elias Kraven infected Ravyn with a deadly virus which he was threatening to release throughout Kainnan and Earth too. Although she was eventually healed, and managed to prevent Elias from killing dozens of innocent people with the virus, he ultimately escaped capture and is still in possession of the deadly weapon.

Now, ten months after their return to Earth, Ravyn has isolated herself in fear of Elias’s retaliation. Elias has escalated the release of the virus, killing many and creating hysteria on both worlds.  And on Kainnan, King Magnus is scrambling to find and catch the drug-lord before it is too late and Elias steals the throne...
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1.  Intruders
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(EARTH)
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THE VOICE ON THE OTHER end of his phone was so hysterical it was hard to distinguish who it was. But then Zavier Montrese was so used to thinking about Ravyn Salvatore and her safety, that his mind just automatically went there. 

He tried asking, “Ravyn, is that you?” loudly, to cut over the jumble of words.

There was a moment’s pause and he heard her take a sharp breath. The next words came through clearly this time, “Zavier, there’s someone in my house! I’m so scared — please come...”

He was already running for the door, snatching up keys, gasping, “Hide somewhere safe and stay on the line Ravyn, I’m on my way.”

He blew past his startled bandmates. They had just finished a gig and were winding down afterwards. He drove like a maniac, not even needing to think about the way to Ravyn’s house he had traced it in his mind so many times. Not that he had seen her much in the ten months they had been back on Earth following their visit to the alternate world of Kainnan. And it wasn’t for lack of trying. 

He had done his utmost to see her for weeks after they returned, but Ravyn had consistently resisted, saying she needed space to process the trauma she had been through on Kainnan. She had been kidnapped, tortured, drugged and nearly shot three times. While there, she had also discovered who had murdered her father in front of her when she was eleven — a man named Elias Kraven; the man who now had a way to drug food so whoever ate it became sick or violent. The man who was possibly at her place right now because, whatever else he was up to, he wanted Ravyn dead for she could identify him.

Because of Elias Kraven, Zavier was insisting his band Zavva stick mainly to gigs in and around Washington to stay close to Ravyn’s home. They thought it was because he wanted to be near his girlfriend Lainey, and he didn’t disabuse them of that notion.

He met Lainey Miraton after he touched a ruler of Kainnan. For some reason, if a human from Earth touched royalty on Kainnan it instantly sent them home to Earth, although their body somehow remained frozen in place on Kainnan too. Then, if that human adequately resolved their problems while on Earth, they would return to Kainnan and the ruler would die there. If they failed to make the right moral choices on Earth, they would die instead and the ruler would live. 

When Zavier had touched a ruler named Morgana, he had duly returned to Earth where he had faced his alcoholism, unhealthy desire for Ravyn, estranged relationship with his mother and verbally and mentally abusive father. At that time his father had set him up with Lainey Miraton, who had turned out to be surprisingly likable. If Ravyn had given him a chance he would have broken up with Lainey without hesitation. But Ravyn had refused to see him and Lainey had been so attentive that eventually he drifted back into a relationship with her. He had grown to enjoy her company.

But now, as it was when he was alone, as happened frequently in his dreams, all he could think about was Ravyn. For try though he might to convince himself there was no possibility it could ever work between them, that she was not the one for him, he couldn’t seem to stop hoping that one day her heart would change.

As he tore through a series of lights, some green, some orange, a few red, he forced his mind back to the present. “What’s happening now Ravyn?”

Her voice was shaking, “It’s quiet. I don’t know where they are, but Dale isn’t answering his radio.” She was talking about the man sent by Magnus, the ruler of Kainnan, to guard her. 

“I’ll check in with my men,” he said, kicking himself for not having done so already. But neither of the two men currently on rotation were answering either. If he had been scared before, he was terrified now.

“Zavier, if I’m...”

“Don’t say it!”

She insisted, “If I don’t make it, please watch out for Mum. She’s dropped her investigation into Elias because I begged her to, but if he kills me nothing will stop her and then he’ll come after her.”

“Nothing is going to happen to you, I’m nearly there. Tell me which room you’re in.”

She obeyed as he pulled over and grabbed his gun. Ten months of regular training had dramatically honed his accuracy. He had put in the time and effort just in case he ever came face to face with Elias himself. Yet he was only too aware he would be up against a superior marksman if he did. His only hope really was the element of surprise. 

He literally stumbled over Dale’s dead body near the window they had designated as his covert entry point. The man’s neck was broken. For a moment he considered calling the police then rejected it. They wouldn’t understand the background to this and he couldn’t tell them; couldn’t possibly reveal the presence of an alternate world and the mass murderer from there who was pursuing them. 

As he unlocked the window with the key he kept permanently around his neck, his second thought was to contact the CIA who did know about Kainnan. But they might take too long and he didn’t fully trust them anyway. Elias Kraven had murdered Ravyn’s father in front of her and although both her parents worked for them, the CIA had known and kept Elias’s identity from them for years. 

Instead he shimmied in the window silently, taking a moment to let his vision adjust to the darkness within the house. Then he began making his way stealthily towards where Ravyn was hiding.

He had to exit the room, go down a short corridor, around a corner, up a steep flight of stairs and into the spare bedroom. When Ravyn’s parents had originally bought the huge, sprawling house, one of the things they liked best was what was hidden inside the wardrobe in the spare bedroom — a secret door opening into a passage which led down to the basement. 

It was very silent in the house. He knew Ravyn’s mother was away because he made a point of knowing things like that. But the impression he had as he stood by the bedroom door, was that he was not alone in the huge house with Ravyn. He felt a presence...or perhaps that was simply fear talking...

The door swung open silently. The corridor was empty so he slipped quietly along it, pausing at the corner, listening intently for signs of life. Still nothing, so he continued up the stairs and on to the spare bedroom. 

Ravyn had left the door unlocked for him. He flicked the lock on behind him. The room was lit by a few stray beams of moonlight sneaking through the gaps in the curtains. It was empty but for a bed, desk, chair and bookcase. There was a second door leading to the bathroom, which he rapidly ascertained was empty. 

“Ravyn, it’s Zavier,” he called quietly as he approached the wardrobe. There was silence for so long he started panicking, thinking she had already been caught, but then he realized she was probably just being cautious, checking he was alone. “Ravyn?” he whispered again. This time the wardrobe door opened and Ravyn emerged.

He had to fight to keep his expression neutral at the sight of her, for she was a mess — white and gaunt with fear and strain. Her beautiful gray-blue eyes were wild and swollen from crying. They were darting all over the place, not holding his gaze. She held a gun in hands that were shaking. It was pointed at him.

“Ravyn, it’s Zavier,” he said sharply, keeping his eyes on her weapon. She lowered it disturbingly slowly. “What happened?”

“I was running a bath and I heard a noise. I went down the hallway to the lounge in time to see feet disappearing out the door.”

“Feet?”

He could tell she was on the verge of falling apart completely as she explained, “I think it was one of your men being dragged from the room by someone. I panicked and ran back this way. I went into Mum’s room to look outside and everything looked normal, but I couldn’t see your men doing their circuits. No one answered when I radioed them, so I came in here and called you,” she paused, trying to catch her breath. “It’s him, isn’t it Zav? It’s Elias and he’s finally come for me. What should we do Zavier?”

“You go back in there and I’ll have a look around,” he decided.

“No, you can’t leave me alone!” she gasped. She looked at him properly for a moment and pleaded, “I’m so scared. Please — don’t go!”

At the terror on her face, he capitulated. “Alright. I’ll stay with you and we’ll call for help.”

Visibly relieved, she asked, “Who should we call?”

“Jaegar,” he said, referring to her ex-boyfriend, because Jaegar was also committed to keeping her safe from harm.

“I tried. He’s not answering his phone.”

He winced at the idea she might have looked to Jaegar for help first. “Then we’ll call Veronica. I hear she’s through from Kainnan at the moment for some reason.” He meant the warrior style woman from Kainnan that had helped them in the past.

She took another step towards him, moving into a moonlit spot. The bright light washed the color from her pitch-black hair and made her blue eyes gleam with silver. Her skin turned white instead of creamy...and right on her heart a tiny red dot appeared. 

It felt like history repeating itself. On Kainnan he had knocked her down before a sniper took her out and got himself shot in the process. Once again he flung himself at her, knocking her halfway across the room with the force of his tackle. There was a smashing sound as the window disintegrated. The bullet intended for Ravyn embedded itself deep in the door.  

Ravyn screamed hysterically and kept going. Still on the floor he yanked her into his arms and covered her mouth with his hand, frantic to silence her. “Come on, into the passageway,” he hissed. 

She seemed unable to calm down. “Ravyn, we have to go,” he tried again. But it was obvious she was out of control with terror. So he half-pulled, half-dragged her towards the wardrobe. 

At the entry she balked. He looked at her wild eyes and contemplated slapping her. But he couldn’t bring himself to hurt her. He tried something else instead. He kissed her hard on the mouth. When he released her, she was staring at him more lucidly. “Ravyn, you have to get it together. We need to go,” he snapped, just as a second bullet took out another window, tearing through the curtain and missing them by inches.

Zavier pulled her roughly into the wardrobe and shoved the secret panel open, forcing her through in front of him till he got the panel back in place behind them. She finally began to function again, running down the steps before him. 

He used the spotlight on his phone to light their way. They travelled as quickly and quietly as they could. When they reached the bottom he put his hand on her shoulder, whispering, “Let me go first.” She got out of his way wordlessly. 

Once his phone-light was off, he cracked the door open just a fraction first and peered out. All was dark and silent. His heart was racing as he got the door open far enough to step through. Thankfully the basement was empty. 

From there they could access the garage through a little-used side door. Again, Zavier opened it a mere fraction first. But then they heard the footsteps on the ceiling and the quiet murmur of voices above them, so Zavier took a risk and went through the door fast this time, gun extended. 

They were still alone. He waved Ravyn to the nearest car and went for the keys on the key-rack. They weren’t there and when he looked more closely at the car, the air had been let out of the front tires. Frantic now, he scanned the garage and spotted bicycles. They could get to his car on them.

Ravyn followed his lead silently as he opened the garage side door and wheeled the bikes outside. They had to cross an exposed open space to reach the bushes. Whoever was hunting them clearly thought they were still on the second floor however, for they saw the occasional light shifting from room to room above them.

They made it to the side gate and found one of Zavier’s men there. He had been strangled. Ravyn retched at the sight.

About a hundred meters down the road the yelling started. “They’ve seen us — hurry!” Zavier gasped. “My car’s just around the bend...”

It felt horrendously vulnerable having their backs to assailants on a moonlit road, but they had distance on their side. Zavier skidded to a halt by his car, dumped the bike and grabbed his keys. He yanked Ravyn’s door open as she reached him. His hands were trembling as he fired up the ignition.

Then they were driving recklessly down the road, leaving Ravyn’s home and its intruders behind.
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2.  Bait
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They drove aimlessly but fast for the first twenty minutes, then Zavier suggested, “We could go back to where my band’s staying?” 

“If Elias knows you’re helping me, he could find us there.”

“I guess it’s the same with my parents’ house. Perhaps we’d better find a motel while we decide what to do next.”

“Alright. Zavier, thank you for coming so quickly. I didn’t even ask if you were free.”

“As if it would’ve mattered if I wasn’t. You know I would drop everything to keep you safe.”

She couldn’t resist asking, “Even Lainey?”

“Even Lainey,” he said without looking at her, his expression inscrutable. 

They drove in silence for another few minutes then he handed her his phone, suggesting she look for a hotel for them. “No budget, pick somewhere nice,” he added. 

She decided to be cheeky and chose a four-star hotel. He didn’t bat an eyelid, just programmed the address into his GPS. His band’s fame and popularity was such that money was no issue.

They checked in under fake names and he paid cash. She didn’t ask why he was carrying so much money but as they took the lift to their floor, he murmured, “I try to be prepared. I never know when I’ll need to take a beautiful woman to a flash hotel under a fake name.”

There was some awkwardness when they realized there was only one giant king-sized bed in the room, until Zavier offered to take the couch. It reminded Ravyn of the night during their imprisonment on Kainnan, when they had shared a thin mattress and slept in each other’s arms. It was one of many memories of Zavier he wasn’t aware she could recall, because while on Kainnan she had been given a drug which blocked all memories of her time there. Magnus had told her later that those memories would only come back if she had a good reason to fight for them; love for someone being the strongest. It had to mean something that the main ones she had recovered featured Zavier center-stage. Not that it mattered now, because Zavier was with Lainey and Ravyn was still a mess anyway.

When they had left Kainnan she had chosen to walk away from starting a relationship with Zavier. He had told her he loved her but she felt too broken and messy to even consider it. He had asked how much time she needed to work through the pain of her past, but months had passed and she hadn’t resolved anything because she was too busy hiding from Elias. In that time she had only agreed to see Zavier twice, nor did she feel ready to face him now. 

She sighed deeply, staring out at the Washington skyline. If she re-focused, she could see Zavier’s reflection in the window. He was sitting on the bed watching her.

“What’s been going on Ravyn?” he asked, after the silence had drawn out into awkwardness.

“What do you mean?”

“One thing I learnt about you on Kainnan is that you are the strongest woman I know. Regardless of what happened there you handled it. Now...” he trailed off, uncertain how to word the fragility that was so apparent in her. 

She turned from the window to face him fully. “Honestly, I don’t know. I feel like I lost my confidence or something. Maybe because Elias nearly shot me.” 

What she was really thinking but didn’t want to share with him was what she had realized on Kainnan; after her father was murdered in front of her at eleven years old, she had stopped feeling safe. She had become incredibly competent and capable and self-contained as a way to protect herself. That illusion — that she could keep herself safe — had been shattered after Elias nearly killed her. Since then the idea that Elias had someone stalking her had worn her down, filling her with insecurity and fear. She had become continually nervous and jumpy, certain she was being watched constantly. Now, she thought suddenly, maybe she had been right all along.  

Zavier was watching her closely, his eyes concerned. “I’m so sorry Ravyn, I had no idea it had got so bad for you.” He rose and approached her tentatively. “We’ll work it out, I promise.”

“But what can we do? What can anyone do? Jaegar told me Magnus doesn’t even know whether Elias is on Kainnan or Earth. No one knows where he is...”

“The first thing we can do is send someone to your house to see if anyone’s still there. I’ll arrange it. You try and get some sleep, you look exhausted.”

She suggested, “Try calling Jaegar. He’ll take care of it.” 

“Have you seen him much?” he tried to sound casual.

“A little. I feel safer with him around, so he stays sometimes.” She was already lying down on the huge bed with her eyes shut, so she missed the pained look that crossed his face at the mention of her ex.

“Are you back together?” he asked.

“No...I’m so tired,” she murmured. 

He waited and within minutes it was obvious she had drifted off. He covered her with a blanket and went to the bathroom to call Jaegar from her phone. This time the man answered immediately. Once Zavier had explained what had happened, Jaegar promised to send a team to sweep the property, take care of the bodies and search for evidence of who had been there. He asked to talk to Ravyn but Zavier refused. “She’s asleep. She’s exhausted. You should have told me she’s falling apart.”

He could almost hear the shrug in the other man’s voice. “There was nothing you could do. Seeing you only makes things worse for her, so involving you was never an option.”

“Well I’m involved now. Call me when you’ve checked the property,” Zavier said curtly and hung up.

After that he lay on the couch and tried to sleep. But his eyes kept straying to Ravyn’s still form. He felt horrendously guilty for not over-riding her resistance to seeing him. He could see now how fragile and vulnerable she had become since Kainnan. He had been staying away because he thought she needed space. For the first time in ten months, it occurred to him that what she had actually needed was his support, whether she had wanted it or not. He fell asleep contemplating how to give it to her now.

Ravyn’s phone woke them at eight. It was Jaegar reporting in. They put him on speaker-phone so he could tell them both that two bodies had been found at her home; Magnus’s man Dale and one of the two men Zavier had hired. The other man wasn’t there. “I think it’s safe to assume he was helping the intruders because there’s no sign anywhere of forced entry. Someone let them in,” Jaegar explained. The bodies were now removed and he had taken it on himself to order in a better alarm system. 

“It’ll take a few days to fully install it, so you’d better stay wherever you are until then. But I do need to meet with you. We need to discuss what to do next,” he continued.

“Lunch at Drydens?” Zavier suggested.

Ravyn interrupted, “No, I’d like to go to LaBelles. Jaegar, we’ll be there at noon. Can I go home for some clean clothes?”

“I think it will be safe...” Jaegar said, but he didn’t sound confident.

“It’s okay, I’ll buy you some clothes,” Zavier intervened. “I didn’t get you a birthday present this year...”

“Noon it is. Make sure you’re not being followed. In fact, you might want to consider checking your phone for bugs Ravyn,” Jaegar suggested. 

The morning passed quickly. They took Ravyn’s phone apart first but it appeared to be tracker-free. They ordered up room service next, eating breakfast together, then went clothes shopping, buying Ravyn a cornflower blue dress that made her look softer and more fragile than Zavier was accustomed to. While she was trying things on, he slipped away and made two important calls. 

Ravyn hadn’t wanted to upset her mother Kim, so hadn’t yet told her what had happened. Now Zavier did so surreptitiously but also asked her to give Ravyn some space. Kim reluctantly agreed not to rush home but to trust her daughter to Jaegar and Zavier’s care. 

Zavier contacted Lainey next to cancel their date that night, explaining he was helping Ravyn with a crisis. After a long pause, Lainey’s response was, “Do what you need to, but come see me tomorrow if you can. I love you.”

The declaration lingered in his mind as he headed back into the shop in time to admire the latest dress Ravyn was modeling.

LaBelles was extremely expensive and exclusive. However Zavier had taken several dates there over the years and knew it well. He took Ravyn’s arm and guided her towards their booth where Jaegar was already waiting. He jumped up and folded Ravyn in a comforting embrace before Zavier could intervene.

They ordered their meals then Jaegar began describing what they’d found at Ravyn’s home. “Your security cameras had been disabled or avoided. There was one however, the last one we put in at the west side of the house, which captured some images of your intruders. They obviously didn’t know it was there. It looks like it was a four person team and one of them was a woman. The camera didn’t capture her face, but she looked slender, medium height with long dark-brown wavy hair. We haven’t worked out who she is yet, but we did manage to identify one of the men as working for Elias.”

“No surprises there,” Zavier said wryly. 

“Which brings me to why I wanted to meet with you. As you know, the food crisis is still ongoing,” he said, looking pointedly at the table set up unobtrusively at the rear of the restaurant. Informally known as the tester table, the chemicals on it which allowed people to test their food on the spot for signs of the virus was the only reason places like LaBelles were still functional. It was also why some people still felt safe enough to live in Washington. 

For ten months now, Elias had been drugging food on both Kainnan and Earth with a virus that reacted in one of two ways when imbibed. Some people became violent and aggressive, attacking others without provocation or warning; others became violently ill with high fevers, nausea, convulsions and elevated heart-rates. In some cases it was terminal.

Initially, when the drugged food started impacting Washington, the state most affected, literally hundreds of families had shifted out of the area leaving it like a ghost town. After a while however, scientists devised a complicated test to check for drugs in the food. That had meant that those who could afford to pay for it could ensure their food was safe, and as a result some people had returned to Washington. But not everyone could afford the expensive test and so the crisis was ongoing.

Jaegar was continuing, “Yesterday we received our first communication from Elias in months. He told us that he’s about to release a new version of the virus right across Kainnan, version number four, unless we meet his demands. He’s giving us those demands in two days’ time. Our problem is that every time there’s a new form of the virus, we have to create a new antidote which takes considerable time, and during that time, people die. We need to find him as soon as possible and frankly we’re out of options. We’ve tried everything but we still don’t even know which planet he’s on. 

“Which is why Magnus has asked me to make this request. It appears Ravyn, that Elias is targeting you right now and we are struggling to ensure your safety here. So we have a proposal for you. Return to Kainnan with me. We’ll make it as public as possible to get Elias’s attention. Hopefully it will draw him out and give us a chance to locate and catch him once and for all.”

Incredulous, Zavier exclaimed, “You want to use her as bait? How could you! After all she’s been through.”

“I’m trying to help her by ending this...”  

“I can hear you, I’m sitting right here,” Ravyn interrupted. “What would I have to do?”

“We would head through to Kainnan in a day or two. We would create a public event, something to focus Kainnan on.”

“What did you have in mind?” Ravyn queried again.

Jaegar took a deep breath, leaning forward to focus on Ravyn and cut Zavier out of the conversation, “The announcement of our engagement.”

“What?” Zavier gasped. Ravyn was silent with astonishment. 

“It wouldn’t be real, just a way to put attention on you. Of course, we would need to act like we’re still in love.” 

“No, definitely not, that’s far too dangerous,” Zavier snapped but Ravyn was nodding. 

“It might be the only way to catch him,” she mused. 

“Ravyn, you can’t. You can’t risk it...”

“What else are we going to do? I’ve been living in fear of him for so long now. My whole life is on hold for fear that Elias might turn up. I hardly leave the house I’m so afraid he could be waiting, disguised so I can’t recognize him! I’m sick of my life being so contained. I’ll do it,” she faced Jaegar again. “But on one condition. That Zavier comes too.” She turned back to him, lowering her voice so Jaegar wouldn’t hear and whispered, “Only if you want to?” 

She looked so vulnerable he sighed, knowing he couldn’t let her down, couldn’t resist her. “I’ll need a few days because I’ll need to square it with the band...and Lainey.”

“Lainey,” Ravyn echoed. She’d been glancing around throughout their discussion, scanning the restaurant constantly. Zavier had assumed she was nervous, looking for signs of danger. But now she put her hand out to touch a blonde woman as she made her way past their table. The woman paused and asked, “Yes?”

“What are you doing?” Zavier hissed in Ravyn’s ear. 

She ignored him. “Sorry to stop you, but you look familiar. I think we might have met at a charity event or something?”

The girl studied her carefully then shook her head, “I’m sorry, I don’t recognize you.”

“Are you sure? I’m Ravyn Salvatore. And you are...?”

“I’m Lainey. Lainey Miraton.”
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3.  Lainey
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Zavier held it together until the woman calling herself Lainey Miraton had left then he exploded at Ravyn. “What the hell was that?” 

“That is the real Lainey Miraton. Your girlfriend is a phony.”

“What are you talking about?” Zavier exclaimed. Jaegar was looking at her in astonishment too.

“Something never sat right with me about your Lainey. She already seemed to hate me or fear me or something before we’d even met. Then I heard her on the phone at the hospital talking about you and straight after that she went out and got your meal and it turned out to be poisoned.”

“Wait a minute — you remember that?” Zavier gasped. She nodded reluctantly, realizing she had inadvertently revealed the return of her memories. “How much do you remember?” His mind was scrambling, wondering who she had fought to recover her memories for.

“Enough to know something’s not right with the woman you’ve been dating. Please Zavier, I was worried...”

“What did you do?” he prompted, the anger back in his tone.

“I investigated her,” she admitted. “I asked Mum to use her CIA contacts and she got me Lainey’s file, only it was tiny, all the pertinent information blacked out for some reason. But she lived in that flash house and came from a ‘good’ family. It didn’t make sense that there was no information about her. So I asked one of Mum’s contacts to dig deeper and they found me a photo of the real Lainey Miraton, that woman you just saw. Someone was trying to hide her, probably so the woman you’ve been dating could pretend to be her.”

“But it makes no sense! That woman,” he pointed across the restaurant with a shaking finger, “she’s just walking around — anyone could find out who she is and expose the woman...” He couldn’t say it — the woman he’d been dating and kissing and trying to fall in love with to get over Ravyn.

“The chances of you actually meeting the real Lainey and finding out who she is are slim enough that whoever set this up probably didn’t mind taking the risk. I put a lot of time and effort into finding her. There was no reason for you to.”

“I just can’t believe it...I’ve been to her home!”

“Have you hung out at her home? Met her parents? Were they ever at home when you picked her up?” The look on Zavier’s face said it all. “Someone set you up. Someone wanted you to get involved with her. She targeted you.”

“Does that mean my father knows?” he asked. His father was the one who had given him a file containing profiles of six women, including Lainey, and told him to pick one to marry. 

“Probably not,” Jaegar spoke up. “He’s probably never met the Miratons, just chose from a suitable pool of families then your girl intercepted it somehow. Besides, if you think about it, there are enough similarities between the real and the fake Lainey that even if your dad actually knew Lainey, he might pay no attention to the fake one turning up anyway.”

“The blonde hair, big blue eyes, curvy figure, attitude, breeding — it could all fool anyone who wasn’t looking too closely,” Ravyn agreed. 

“But if the girl I’ve been seeing isn’t Lainey Miraton, then who is she?”

“That’s what we have to find out.” 

“I need some air,” Zavier said abruptly, shoving his chair back. They watched him leave the restaurant, his back rigid with tension. 

“Do you think Elias is behind this too?” she asked Jaegar, still staring after Zavier. “I would’ve guessed this was Lucan’s doing but obviously it can’t be since he’s...he’s dead.” 

She still found it hard to say. Lucan had kidnapped her and Zavier on Kainnan and held them for some time. Yet he had also protected her and saved her from being tortured and admitted to having feelings for her which she had ended up reciprocating to some degree. Indeed, her loyalty to Lucan had nearly got her killed in the end. But after poisoning Eva, the wife of Aaron the priest, Lucan had met his end at Aaron’s hands. 

Across from her, Jaegar frowned as he watched her face. He was one of the few who knew the truth; that Lucan was actually still alive, imprisoned on Kainnan for killing Eva but about to be released into a two-year sentence of servitude to Aaron himself. For rehabilitation, if at all possible, was the Kainnan way. 

At Zavier’s request, King Magnus had agreed to keep the truth from Ravyn because she had been through so much and they had never expected her to return to Kainnan anyway. Unlike her cousin Katerina, whose experiences on Kainnan had ended well and been the reason Ravyn had originally made her way there herself, many of Ravyn’s experiences on Kainnan had been overwhelmingly negative. Yet here she was, willing to go back.

“I’ll look into it,” Jaegar said. “Good work. I think we’ll be able to use this.”

“What do you mean?”

“As long as Zavier’s not calling and interrogating Lainey at this very moment, you can persuade him to stay with her and find out who she’s working for.”

“I’ll do no such thing,” she snapped.

“Don’t let your feelings for Zavier prevent you from seeing an amazing opportunity to find out what else Elias is up to. She might lead us back to him.”

“I thought you didn’t know who’s behind her...”

“I think it’s really too much of a coincidence that after you and Zavier go to Kainnan, this woman enters Zavier’s life. That she’s still hanging around may suggest Elias’s involvement. And we desperately need to find Elias before he escalates this food crisis.”

“It’s too dangerous for Zavier...”

“We’ll watch him.”

“The way you were watching me?” she demanded.

“Ravyn,” he reached for her hand, “I’m so sorry about what happened last night.”

She pulled her hand back quickly, “Don’t Jaegar. You know it’s over between us.”

“Because of Zavier? Or are you still pining for Lucan?” he asked roughly. 

She got to her feet, scowling. “I’m going to find Zavier and see what he wants to do. I’ll put your suggestion to him but it’s got to be up to him.”

“What is?” Zavier asked from behind her. She hadn’t heard him approach. She sat back down reluctantly and waited while Jaegar laid out his idea. He had barely finished before Zavier was agreeing, “I’ll do it. Just tell me what I need to say.” 

They decided to walk some of the way back to their hotel because they both needed fresh air. After a few blocks, Ravyn broke the heavy silence. “I won’t say I’m sorry because I’m not. She wasn’t good enough for you.”

“You had no right to investigate her, this is my life...”

“How is it any different to the way you have me watched constantly? I know the guards you hired tell you everything I do!”

“That’s not fair. I’m trying to keep you safe,” he snapped. 

He had paused in the middle of the street to confront her. She stopped too and faced him, furious. “What do you think I was trying to do?”

Surprised, he studied her more carefully. She felt her cheeks color at his scrutiny and would have turned away but he grabbed her arm. “Are you...were you...” But he couldn’t bring himself to say the word, to ask whether she had been jealous of Lainey. He was too scared of what she might say. “How did you even know she would be there today?”

Ravyn shrugged, “She comes at the same time every week, meeting her boyfriend. I wasn’t sure if you would believe me if I told you, so I wanted to show you.”

“Well, you certainly did that. Come on, we should probably get off the streets.”

They spent the afternoon watching movies on the giant screen in their hotel room. Zavier left for a few hours to meet with his band and explain that Ravyn had been attacked and needed to get out of town. They were confused as to why he would be with Ravyn instead of Lainey but after some heated discussion, eventually agreed to postpone the next three concerts in their current tour, with Zavier committing to bear any expenses incurred. 

When he got back to the hotel room, Ravyn suggested he go ahead with his date with Lainey that night. Although he was reluctant to leave her, she insisted he may as well get that part over with. He left her watching an action movie to take her mind off everything that had happened, as well as what they were about to attempt.

He met Lainey at a quiet restaurant instead of the noisy club she had suggested. She picked up on his solemnity instantly, which was preferable to her seeing the disgust he now felt for her. Indeed, he had to fight to contain the anger and betrayal that made him want to lash out at her. 

“Zavier, what is it?” she asked, kissing him on the cheek. 

“Bad news, I’m afraid. My friend Ravyn had intruders in her home last night. They didn’t hurt her but they killed two people on her mum’s staff.”

“What? Seriously?” she exclaimed, blue eyes wide with horror. He had to acknowledge she was a superb actress. “How’s Ravyn?”

“Not good. She’s not coping at all. I’m so sorry to ruin our plans for next weekend but I’ve offered to take her away somewhere. She needs to get out of Washington.”

She was nodding, her expression unreadable. “Is there anything I can do?”

“I wish there was. I wish you were coming with us. Ravyn could do with some female support I’m sure. And of course I always want you around,” he smiled, trying to put love and affection into the look. Into the hook. Then he shrugged, like it was an impossible idea, and waited.

She took the bait immediately. “Perhaps I could. I don’t have anything on that I couldn’t cancel. And I’m not sure I want to leave you alone with such a beautiful woman.” She smiled, but there was truth in the statement.

“Are you serious? That would be amazing,” he whistled. Then stopped and frowned. 

“What is it?”

He took his time answering because he had to sell it. “Lainey, do you trust me?” At her nod, he continued, “If I told you something utterly preposterous, would you at least consider it? And I mean this is crazy! And if I told you this, you couldn’t ever ever tell anyone else...”

“You can tell me anything,” she said earnestly.

So he told her about Kainnan. He took his time, making sure he didn’t reveal too much, careful not to let on that he suspected she had actually come from Kainnan to spy on him. She listened with just the right amount of incredulous shock and amazed fascination. He concluded with, “So you see, Jaegar thinks Ravyn will be safer there.”

“Jaegar?”

“Yes, they’re back together and getting pretty serious too.”

“If they’re back together, why isn’t he going with her?”

“He is. But she’s asked me to come too.”

“Will she mind me coming?”

“I’ll check,” he said, pulling his phone out.

When Ravyn answered, she asked, “Is she buying it?”

He moved out of hearing range to answer, “I think so. She’s agreed to come anyway. I have to tell you Ravyn, it feels good to fool her after months of being deceived by her,” he added bitterly and hung up. 

Ravyn was already asleep when he let himself back into the hotel room. He sat on the couch studying her for a while, his mind flooding with memories. Most of their interaction had taken place on Kainnan, first in a cell in the priestly stronghold Saint Sacredos, then in Sabrano Hospital as they recovered from their ordeal. The hospital was also where she recuperated from the virus Elias injected her with, a strain of the one currently contaminating the food in Washington and on Kainnan, the one which had nearly killed her. 

She started stirring as if aware he was watching her. But he realized after a moment that she was actually having a nightmare because she started thrashing around, her face contorted with fear. He went to her and tried to wake her gently but she was so deeply asleep it took some time to get through. He had to take her face in his hands and hold her still to get her to respond. She stared at him without recognition for long moments, until she started sobbing.

“I was dreaming about Eva and Lucan and the guards at my house — all dead,” she gasped. 

He pulled her into his arms, trying to focus on giving her the comfort she needed and ignore how much he had been longing to do just this. After a time the shaking started to subside and she lifted her tear-stained face to him. She looked so vulnerable he stroked her hair back and cupped her face in his hands again. She froze at his touch, as he leaned slowly towards her. He was barely aware of what he was doing, as if a force outside his control was pulling him in until his lips touched hers lightly. She closed her eyes and surrendered to it too.

The kiss lasted for moments only but he was to remember it for days to come as everything escalated out of control. 
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4.  One question


[image: ]


It was awkward between them in the morning. After the kiss, they had lain down together without discussing what had happened and fallen asleep. Now they took turns showering and avoided each other’s eyes. 

But when they sat down for breakfast, Zavier decided they couldn’t face the huge day ahead leaving things unaddressed. He asked, “Ravyn, can we talk about that kiss last night?”

She smiled uncomfortably, “It was...nice.” 

“It was more than nice,” he crossed to stand behind her. She was plaiting her long hair in front of the mirror but she stopped to study his reflection.

“What are you saying?”

“Ravyn, you know how I feel about you.”

Her voice was cold as she replied, “You say that, but you’ve been with Lainey, or whoever she is, for all this time.”

“That’s not fair! You wouldn’t see me...”

“And you didn’t wait for me!” 

Astonished, Zavier exclaimed, “I didn’t know you felt that way. I was with Lainey to try to get over you. When we got back from Kainnan you made it perfectly clear you didn’t see anything happening between us...”

“There is no us. There never has been,” she interrupted.

“Because you couldn’t decide if you liked me or Lucan!”

“And you fell into that woman’s arms the first chance you got,” she snapped. “And you would probably still be there if it wasn’t for me. So don’t bother pretending that you care, because I don’t believe it. A kiss doesn’t prove anything. If you really cared, you would have waited for me!”

“But you never gave me any indication that you wanted me. You walked away after Kainnan, you ignored my calls...what was I supposed to think?” he cried.

She got to her feet and said calmly, although inside she was in turmoil, “You were supposed to give me time. You were supposed to hope and not give up. But — it’s done. You can go ahead and find another Lainey...and I’ll find another Lucan...”

He winced, knowing Lucan was still alive although she thought him dead. With her uncanny discernment, she caught it and demanded, “What? What is it?” 

“It’s...nothing...”

“Don’t lie to me. Every time I say Lucan’s name, everybody around me reacts with that same funny expression, like they’re uncomfortable or...ashamed...or worried or something. What are you not telling me?”

But he was staring at her stubbornly and wouldn’t answer. She tried pleading, “I know it’s something, won’t you please tell me?” He walked to the windows instead, trying to work out what to do. If he didn’t tell her now about Lucan and she found out when they reached Kainnan, she might never forgive him. But if he told her now, she might not give him a chance to show her how he felt about her. Either way, Lucan was the barrier between them again.

He felt her nearness before she spoke. “If you tell me what it is, you can ask me anything and I’ll answer you truthfully,” she bribed.

The offer helped him decide. He nodded, “Alright. But you have to answer my question first. Deal?”

“Deal,” she said, and waited.

“Who were you thinking of when your memories started coming back? Who did you want them back for?” he asked.

She paled and looked as though she were re-considering her offer. Then she lifted her face defiantly and answered, “You. Every memory I have retrieved is about you.”

He asked with wonder, “You love me?” 

“One question,” she said. But the look on her face told him it could be true. He would have joyfully kissed her again then if he didn’t have to tell her the one piece of information that could ruin his sudden hope. They had been told on Kainnan that it was love for someone that would motivate her mind to retrieve the blocked memories. It was love for him that had done it. But that might only be because she believed Lucan dead. He might merely be Lucan’s substitute. 

So he prepared himself to once again lose the possibility of being with her at all. “What we have hidden from you because we thought it would be best, all of us — Magnus, Aaron, Jaegar and I — is that Lucan is still alive. Aaron didn’t kill him. He’s in prison
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