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INHABITANTS OF KAINNAN

Elletra - Former ruler of Kainnan (deceased)

Viggo - Former ruler of Santtu, oldest son of Elletra (deceased)

Lucretia - Former ruler of Cereise, oldest daughter of Elletra, (deceased)

Ochran - Former ruler of Zana, youngest son of Elletra, (deceased)
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Florentine - Oldest daughter of King Magnus and Queen Sybilla, (deceased)

Lilyana - Youngest daughter of King Magnus and Queen Sybilla

Jonas - Assisting in the re-building of Kainnan

Felix - A Pattron, opposing Evangeline

Jain - Ex-guard, opposing Evangeline
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Previously in Pure...
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The wedding of Gabriel to Florentine was a spectacular occasion, offering hope that finally Kainnan might have rulers who could be trusted to lead with wisdom and justice. 

Yet within hours, Milla was kidnapped on Earth and used as a bargaining chip to force Damon to reveal the destination of the royal couple’s honeymoon. Consequently, a bomb took the king and queen’s lives, leaving Damon and Raffael to seek assistance from Queen Evangeline, the woman Raffael loves. 

While Milla subsequently managed to escape her captors, the fall-out from Gabriel and Florentine’s deaths was ongoing. Wracked with guilt over his part in the calamity, Damon risked his own life to get inside Ochran’s drug laboratory in an attempt to kill Ochran. When he succeeded in returning to Earth, Damon was forced to face up to a tragedy and an addiction he had hidden from for months, subsequently resulting in Ochran’s death.  

On Kainnan, unable to bear her sorrow over losing her sister to death and Jonas to an arranged marriage, Lilyana sought to take her life twice. Though she failed, she was far from ready to assume any kind of leadership. Accompanied by Jonas, she decided instead to visit Vulmaro in search of her inheritance from Viggo. There she uncovered what should have been obvious all along – Evangeline was masterminding everything; facilitating the deaths of her siblings so she could assume full control of Kainnan. 

Now Lilyana and Jonas languish in prison while all Kainnan’s portals are locked down, ensuring people from Earth can never return to threaten Evangeline’s control. Not that Cairus, Sienna and Milla care anymore – their last experience of Kainnan, the death of Damon when one of the portals exploded, has left them grief-stricken, desperate to pretend Kainnan doesn’t exist anymore...
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1.  Help
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(KAINNAN)

––––––––
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THE COLDNESS OF NIGHT was setting in. Jonas paced his cell impatiently, wondering as always what they were doing to Lilyana and when she would be returned to him. He never knew how long it would be till the guards pushed her back into their cell, nor did he fully know what they did to her during the time they had her. 

She had tried to explain the first few times, back when she was more herself, before the drugs they were feeding her started to cloud her mind and give her the headaches that frequently left her lying completely still on one of the two hard mattresses in their cell, waiting and praying for the pounding to stop. From what he could gather they were giving her the hallucinogenic drug which made her see the people she wanted to see. Whoever was really there with her would then interrogate her.

What was also clear was that Lilyana was proving surprisingly resistant, somehow able to find her way through the hallucinations to the truth. It didn’t surprise him for he had total confidence in her strength and determination. Besides he had given her some pointers on how to resist, for he had used those drugs on people in the past himself.

It seemed worlds away, years since he had been free. Yet it was only two months since Evangeline’s men had captured and brought them to the main palace in Cereise where they had been imprisoned ever since. 

The one bright spot in their situation was that they were together. When she was there and not immobilized by a headache, they talked and laughed about their past, trying to find ways to encourage each other. He had slowly revealed some of the things he was ashamed of to her; the people he had hurt, imprisoned or drugged. She understood that he had done most of it for the sake of Kainnan. It was still hard for her to hear anyway. Not that she held it against him, for she was only too aware of her own shortcomings when she had been with the now-dead ruler Viggo.

At last the door clanked open and Lilyana was led in. She was pale, propped up between two guards as if she couldn’t walk on her own. Jonas’s heart hurt that he couldn’t stop what was happening, couldn’t protect the woman he loved - couldn’t get them out. After so long in there he was beginning to feel forgotten. He had expected his men to come for him much sooner but he had seen no one but Lilyana and the same four guards, revolving through the days and nights, as they escorted Lilyana or brought them food. The only information he had was what Lilyana brought back with her and that was sparse and often confused. 

They did know Evangeline had been crowned queen over all Kainnan a week ago in a ceremony filled with pomp and splendor. Lilyana had seen some of the preparations as they escorted her to the room where she was always questioned. One of the guards had confirmed it too, not tactfully, but with pleasure at seeing how it disturbed her. After she told him, Jonas had questioned how she felt and she had replied, “Angry with myself for backing out and leaving Kainnan to her. I was scared, just like you said.”

“You needed time and closure too,” he defended her. “You weren’t ready to rule.”

“And now it’s too late.” 

“My men will come,” he promised. But it was two months and still no one had come. 

She saw Raffael once, leaving the interrogation room as she arrived. He glanced briefly at her then turned away and hurried out. It made her eyes well up, for he had once been on their side, working with them to rid Kainnan of Evangeline’s cruel and destructive siblings. 

She also saw Evangeline once, from a distance. She had studied the queen with angry curiosity, for she had never met her before. In return Evangeline had smiled at her, unpleasantly. She hadn’t approached Lilyana, nor did she say anything until Lilyana called loudly, “Let us go! You have no right holding us!”

Evangeline had approached then, close enough so that no one else could hear her, and snarled, “I can do whatever I want. I do rule Kainnan now after all.”

“You won’t get away with this!”

“But I already have, thanks to you and your Earth friends,” the queen retorted and walked rapidly away.

Now the two guards left Lilyana inside the cell door and Jonas caught her in his arms as she began to collapse. He carried her to the mattress and laid her down gently, sitting beside her and stroking her hair back from her face tenderly. “I’m okay,” she said weakly at the worried look on his face. “I just...tonight I saw Mum. It was...hard.”

“Did you...?”

“Reveal anything? I don’t think so...nothing new anyway,” she said wryly. “When will this end? Jonas... I’m so tired...”

“Sleep then. I’ll be here when you wake up.” 

She sighed heavily. “You know what I mean. It’s so monotonous in here. Not you - I love being with you, you’re my sanity,” she added quickly. “It’s just...not knowing what’s happening out there - our country - abandoned to her.”

“I still can’t quite believe how completely Evangeline fooled us,” he agreed bitterly. “Why didn’t I see it sooner?”

“Because she hid it so well. She played the ‘nice’ card. In comparison to her siblings she seemed perfect...I think I will sleep. I’m so exhausted.” She curled up on her side and Jonas covered her with two of the thin blankets tenderly. 

It was strange, he mused. He was miserable trapped in this cell, unable to help his people, unable to stop Evangeline from doing whatever it was she was doing. Yet he was strangely happy too, spending so much time with the woman he adored more than any other. There were even moments when the dim, dank cell and the cold gray bars faded away leaving him almost joyful in her presence, laughing over some memory, sharing their pasts with one another, dreaming that they could still have a future together. A mere delusion of course, for it was obvious Evangeline had no intention of ever letting them out. Nor did rescue seem likely as the days bled into one.

He watched Lilyana till she slept then paced restlessly, partly because he couldn’t bear to sit still for too long - it felt too much like giving up - partly because he wanted to keep his fitness up. She slept for an hour while he paced and prayed; restless, disjointed, frustrated prayers. He couldn’t understand why God hadn’t acted yet or sent help their way. Indeed, the Heavens had been strangely silent except for the odd times he felt the comfort of God’s arms around him in those moments when he despaired of Lilyana returning from her latest interrogation. 

He was about to give up and sleep too when he heard a whisper in his mind, as delicate as a feather but unmistakably God. “Help is coming...hold on.”

“When? Who? What?” 

“Soon,” the Voice returned.

He would have asked more but Lilyana cried out abruptly in her sleep. She was sweating, tossing and turning violently when he dropped to his knees beside her. It took some time to wake her and even longer to get her to focus. Eventually she settled back against the wall as her breathing began to slow and her shaking to calm. 

“Were you dreaming?” he asked.

She nodded and shuddered. “My days are full of people that aren’t there and my dreams are nightmares. I wasn’t kidding when I said you are my sanity.”

“What were you dreaming about?”

“You,” she looked at him miserably. 

“I take it it wasn’t good?”

She closed her eyes to remember and perhaps to avoid his eyes. “I was on stage beside Evangeline, in front of a massive crowd and you were in there, looking up at me. You wanted me to come down off the stage but...but I refused. I just stood at her side.”

“It was just a dream.” 

“Don’t try to make it better,” she said sharply, looking into his emerald green eyes. “One of these days I won’t be strong enough to resist the drugs and then I will betray you.”

He said firmly, “We’ll cross that bridge if we get to it.” She didn’t look convinced but eventually she subsided anyway, lying back down and closing her eyes. He leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips, whispering, “Don’t forget I love you and I’m always loyal to those I love. Which means that whatever happens, we will work it out.”

She smiled, although it was strained, and said, “I need to sleep,” turning away to face the wall again. 

He had no idea how long they had slept before loud noises woke him. Two guards were pulling Lilyana to her feet, another two standing over him where he lay on his hard bed. “What’s happening?” he gasped.

“She’s coming with us,” one of the men said.

“You just took her!”

The man shrugged. He had his hand on his gun and the other man was braced as if ready for Jonas to attack. Lilyana wasn’t resisting the other two guards – she had learned long ago there was no point. 

Something wasn’t right about the whole scenario. Jonas held his hands up to show he wasn’t going to cause trouble and asked carefully, “When is she coming back?” Again a shrug. “She is coming back, right?” The shrug this time told him everything. He shifted his focus to her instead and said urgently, “Lily I love you, always and forever! So hold on! God spoke to me tonight...”

The two guards in front of him shifted uncomfortably at that. He had discovered they were either skeptical or nervous around any talk of God. He ignored them, focusing on Lilyana’s white face instead. “I’m not coming back?” she whispered. 

“I’ll find you, I’ll get you out! Wherever they take you, whatever they do...I promise!”

“You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep,” a second female voice spoke. Lilyana froze and Jonas spun to glare at Evangeline. She stood at the cell door, looking completely out of place in her spectacular purple and silver dress, so tight it showed off every curve. “You like this?” she asked Jonas pointedly as his eyes swept her body momentarily. 

“It looks like you are trying to copy the sister you had killed. I can’t imagine Raffael likes such tackiness.”

“Don’t you want to know why I am here?”

“I can guess. You are here to gloat.”

“It’s taken me far too long to work out how to break her,” she didn’t even bother looking at Lilyana, keeping her eyes on Jonas. “Of course, I have been busy tightening up my siblings’ restraints. I haven’t decided yet which method to stick with, you know. It’s been a marvelous experiment watching them run their pieces of Kainnan but I admit I still can’t decide which way works best so I’ll just keep them all in place for now.”

“You never did have any imagination. You’ve always been a nondescript wee thing, hiding in Viggo’s shadow,” Lilyana said. 

Jonas couldn’t disguise his smile at the fury that swept Evangeline’s face. But she carried on as if Lilyana hadn’t spoken. “I did learn plenty of course, which is why it should be no problem at all to extend my control to Earth.” 

Jonas started at that. “You won’t get very far there. You have no leverage, no power.”

“On the contrary, I have been building up my position there for some time. It’s kept me very busy but soon...well, let’s just say Earth will be begging for my help. Not that I’ll give it.”

“Why? What are you trying to achieve? Why not just close the portals permanently so no one else can come through from Earth?” Jonas demanded.

“Because there’s always another damn portal,” she snapped. “I’ve certainly learnt from my siblings that everyone has their price. Anyone can be bought with the right incentive. Which is why this is the last time you will see your woman for a long time Jonas. Because if she doesn’t behave, you will pay the price. I mean really, I should have worked it out long ago that her weakness is you. As she said, you have been her sanity, which is why she hasn’t broken yet. So it’s time for a new approach. Lilyana,” for the first time the ruler looked directly at the imprisoned woman, “you will start talking and doing as I want. Or I will hurt Jonas, perhaps even kill him - and you’ll never know because I will bury him so deep in this prison no one will ever find him again.”

She stopped because they were both staring at her with horror. “Bring her,” she ordered the guards then smiled at Jonas, a cruel cold smile, “Goodbye Jonas. It’s been a pleasure watching you. You are extremely handsome. If I thought there was any way I could ever trust you I would have had you brought to me. But...well...goodbye.” 

Jonas turned back to Lilyana as Evangeline swept from the cell. “I will get you out...stay strong, focus on staying alive and healthy...”

“And sane?” she half smiled to show she was joking. She looked at each of her guards and said, “Please let me say good bye?” They glanced at each other and one shrugged. When they released her she went to Jonas and stroked his face, studying him as if she was memorizing him. She whispered, “I still can’t quite believe you love me.” Before he could point out again how amazing she was, how beautiful to him, she leaned in and kissed him. It was tender and full of unspoken messages and there were tears in his eyes when she stepped away. “See you soon,” she said quietly and walked out of the cell and out of his life. 

Even though Evangeline had made it obvious that Lilyana wasn’t coming back it was hours before Jonas really believed it. As time bled away he paced and prayed urgently. Despite God’s reassurance that help was coming soon, his mind was racing with fears. He felt panicked at the thought of Lilyana out of sight or reach, never knowing what was happening to her. It brought up other things too - memories he was trying to bury permanently. They tormented him.

He guessed six hours had passed when God spoke to him again, “Peace, be still My son.”

“You say help is coming - when?”

“Now.” 

There was a sound at the entrance to the cell area and the door swung open. A figure staggered through and half fell down the steps. It was followed by two guards. Jonas paid them no heed; his eyes fixed on God’s help. He didn’t recognize the man till he was led to the cell opposite Jonas for his face was covered in dried blood and his dirty hair fell over his eyes, longer than the last time Jonas had seen him. But then he got it. It was Felix, one of the elders who ran Cereise, one of the Pattrons. He had secretly offered to help them when Lilyana applied to rule - clearly that had been discovered.

Jonas waited for the guards to lock the man in and leave before calling softly, “Felix?”

The man came into the dim light, right up to his cell bars. He looked terrible, his face swollen, his nose crooked, perhaps broken. Jonas’s heart sank at the sight - this man couldn’t possibly rescue him. He asked, “Felix, what are you doing here?” 

The older man glanced around to ensure they were definitely alone and then he smiled. There was triumph in it. “I’m here for you,” he said.
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2.  Meetings
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(EARTH)
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SIENNA WAS IMMERSED in study when her cell rang. 

Her time on Kainnan had shown her the world of modeling was not for her any longer. Instead she had enrolled at a university to study Development Studies and Sociology. She had a vague idea she would like to work with refugees, helping them settle in their new countries. It was the closest she could get to what she had been doing on Kainnan, assisting the people’s recovery following Lucretia’s death. The joy of helping families and couples build a secure, normal life again after the turmoil of Lucretia’s rule had stuck with her when she returned to Earth. 

As she picked up her phone she reflected momentarily that it was just as well she had something to focus on. Her cousin Damon’s death had hit her hard, filling her with grief that was ongoing despite four months having already passed. For a while, it was all she could do to get out of bed, dress and eat. She had been filled with melancholy, questioning the point of everything she did. Knowing that this challenge to her worldview in the face of her grief was normal hadn’t helped, although it had sent her to counseling to wrestle with all the questions Damon’s death raised. Her counselor had encouraged her to schedule grieving time to work out how the loss was affecting her emotionally and mentally. Thankfully the time spent crying, praying, painting a picture of Damon, talking with his mum Rayvn (her aunt) and even writing Damon a letter which she had then asked God to read to him - all these things had helped. Once she had started studying, that had given her a second focus for her time, so now she had reached a point where her days were split between the enjoyment of study and the pain of losing her cousin.

Guilt was the strongest emotion she felt. She had been the one to insist they return to Kainnan. That made it her fault Damon didn’t get back out in time before the bomb at that portal blew up, burying him under piles of rubble as the garage he was in collapsed on him. She was still wrestling with how to get through that.

As she focused on her phone screen, to her surprise she saw Cairus’s name there. She hated that her heart leapt instantly. It had been nearly a year since she relinquished the idea of ever being with Damon’s best friend yet still she reacted to him, still she wanted to see him. Not that she had. She had cut all contact after Damon’s funeral, telling him it was too painful to stay in touch. He admitted he felt the same and they had left it at that.

Why was he ringing her now?

“Cairus?” she asked.

He answered in a frantic whisper, “Sienna, someone’s in my house!” 

“I don’t understand...what do you mean? Who’s there?”

He was babbling, “I’m hiding...I heard them - they used Evangeline’s name...they’re armed...I think they’re here to kidnap me or kill me!”

“I’ll call the police!” she gasped.

“No! Get your mum, she’ll know what to do, this is about Kainnan...”  

“Okay...” she started running for the house line so she could keep him on the phone while she contacted Katerina.

She could hear noises on his end as she grabbed her landline. She couldn’t identify what was happening but she did hear him curse sharply. She hissed, “Cairus?” but the line went dead.

Her mother was on a mission overseas. Sienna had an emergency contact for her but she hesitated before using it, wondering if calling her father or even her capable aunt Ravyn was a better option. Or the police, despite what Cairus had said. Who would get there faster? She found and re-dialed Cairus’s cell number but it went to answer-phone.

She had just settled on calling her mum since that was who Cairus had asked for, when her phone rang again. It was his number. She answered instantly, “Cairus? What’s happening?”

“They’ve gone,” he said at a normal volume with a shaking voice.

“Who were they? What happened?”

“They grabbed me while we were talking - four men, all masked, all armed. They threatened me and you and Milla...”

“Why? After all this time! What’s going on?”

“We need to meet. We need to talk in person. Not over the phone.”

She paused before answering, caught between the desire to help and the fear of what seeing him would be like. “Alright, can you come to my flat?”

“No, there’s a coffee shop with a book-store on Ninth and Philips. Meet me in the back near the religion books... and try not to be seen arriving.”

“Cairus you’re scaring me!”

“Good,” he said grimly. “See you in an hour.”

{

Kabe was at home watching the leaves fall outside the window when he heard people enter the library. The season was turning, winter approaching. It matched the cold that seemed to have settled permanently in his heart since losing Damon. 

He had chosen to stay on at their parents’ house because his brother’s death had made him feel so purposeless. Life had lost meaning and the things he had once loved seemed irrelevant now. He was hoping that time with his parents and taking time to grieve would make a difference. But so far he had spent most of his time in the library staring at the gardens and ruminating on his last conversation with his brother in that same spot. Back then he had tried to warn Damon about Kainnan without revealing his own past. The regret of not sharing what he had personally experienced, of not pushing harder to keep Damon safe, was eating him up. 

He could hear both his parents’ voices, Noah’s (his uncle), and another woman. It took him a bit longer to identify who she was but eventually he worked out that it was Summer, Aidan and Milla’s mother. 

Milla was the girl his brother had been in love with for months, even before meeting her. Kabe had never even had a conversation with Milla but he had seen her at Damon’s funeral, sitting near the back, dry-eyed and rigid. He had glanced her way several times, curious about the woman who had so impacted Damon. She was beautiful in a non-traditional way. Big long-lashed bright-blue eyes, wavy dark-auburn hair and pale skin. He had never had a chance to discover anything else about her for she left immediately after the service and he had never seen her again. Her mother had stayed however, approaching to offer her condolences, crying with his mum while he stood a few feet away and fought to maintain his composure. 

The memories faded as a phrase caught his attention. It was Noah. “Kat could have her CIA contacts look into it Summer.”

“I’m probably over-reacting,” Summer replied in the pause. “I’m sorry Ravyn. It seemed so important when Milla told me how busy she is...I mean how is it right for a church to make you so busy you can’t see your own family?”

“Don’t apologize - this is important. We have to look after our kids,” Ravyn interrupted. “If only I’d stopped Damon before they went through to Kainnan back at the start...”

“It wasn’t your fault, you know how stubborn he could be.” That was Zavier, Kabe’s dad. “Noah, do talk to Kat when she gets home. Let’s see what her contacts know about Covenant Church.”

“Alright,” Summer sounded both apologetic and relieved. “How is Kabe doing?”

Surprised Kabe sat up, listening intently for the answer. “Not so well. He’s trying to process it but I think he’s a little lost.”

“Sienna’s the same,” Noah commented.

“And I wonder if Milla is becoming so immersed in Covenant as a way to cope. Most of her memories of Damon have come back now and I think they’re tormenting her,” Summer said grimly.

There was a long pause as the conversation halted before changing direction. Kabe stopped listening, mulling over what he had heard instead. He had an idea what they were talking about for he had met up with Milla’s twin Aidan and his girlfriend Alexa a week ago. They had mentioned that Milla had become heavily involved in a church called Covenant. They hadn’t seemed alarmed by it, but then they were buzzing over the trip they were about to take for their honeymoon. They had tried to be tactful of course, aware of his ongoing pain, but it was also obvious they were relieved to get away for a while. Perhaps that was why they hadn’t been worried about Milla. Then again, maybe Summer was over-reacting, being over-protective. 

Half an hour of chatter later and the library emptied out, his parents farewelling their friends. He was still staring out the window when a shadow fell on him. “Did you enjoy that?” Ravyn asked with some amusement.

“I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop; I was here first.” She nodded and waited. “Is Milla in trouble?”

“I’m not sure. Summer thinks so. She’s worried that the church Milla has started attending has cult-like elements.”

“Like what?”

“Being isolated from her family...actually being isolated from anyone outside the church.”

“Are you going to help?”

“I’ll leave it to Kat for now. Why?”

“She was Damon’s girl, we should help.” She waited for more but he was silent. 

Eventually she took a deep breath and said tentatively, “Kabe, you’re going to have to enter life again soon, you know. Your brother wouldn’t want you to waste away here.”

“How do you know what Damon would have wanted? You didn’t even know he was planning to go to Kainnan,” he said with sudden bitterness.

“I know my fault in this. We’re talking about you. At some point you need to make some decisions about your future.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” he mused. “Perhaps I’ll start going to church myself.”

“Kabe!”

“What harm can come from checking up on Milla? It’s not like I’m going to Kainnan,” the bitterness was in his voice again. He could hear it, could see the impact his anger had on his mother, but he just didn’t care right now.

She nodded, “Alright. I’ll let you know if Kat finds out anything...and Kabe, don’t blame Milla for how she treated Damon. He came on very strong - I think he overwhelmed her. And then she lost her memories of him...”

“I know you have a soft spot for her but she did lead him on.”

“Kabe, she’s grieving too,” she said with surprising sharpness.

He shrugged. “I’ll remember that.” 

He waited till Ravyn left the library before extracting Damon’s phone from his pocket. He had found it in his brother’s room after the funeral, charged it up and carried it around with him since. It made him feel closer to Damon somehow. He’d even taken a few calls, informing the callers that his brother was permanently unavailable. 

Now he scrolled through the messages until he found one from Sienna. Then he paused to decide if he really wanted to do this - check up on Milla for Damon. In the end he figured he had nothing better to do right now and dialed the number.

Sienna was already on her way to meet Cairus when her phone rang again. She nearly crashed when she saw Damon’s number come up. She had to pull over and take deep breaths before answering. It was both a relief and a grief to hear it was Kabe using his brother’s phone. 

She’d had a lot to do with Kabe when they were kids but barely seen him as an adult, which meant it felt like a stranger was asking to meet her to talk about Milla. When she asked for clarification he wouldn’t give it. Eventually she made a snap decision and directed him to where she was meeting Cairus. 

She arrived on time, pausing to check her hair before getting out of her car then berating herself for being foolish. She had decided some time ago that she was done with trying to impress through her looks. Besides, Cairus was off the table so it really didn’t matter what he thought of her. 

He was already waiting, sitting in a booth, a coffee cup in his hand, his eyes scanning the room nervously. He smiled at the sight of her though. It brought out his dimples, made his blue eyes light up with pleasure. She slid into the seat opposite him.

“Thank you for coming,” he began. “I know you didn’t want to see me...”

“This is different. This affects us all, right?”

“It does.”

“Do you have any idea why they came after you? It’s been months.”

He sighed. He sounded embarrassed as he explained, “I was drunk last night. It’s dumb but I came across some old photos of Damon and me and I just needed to escape. So I went to a party and got drunk. I was hanging out with this girl.” She managed not to wince at that because he was watching her. “I was so stupid, I started telling her about Kainnan. I just needed to talk, she was a stranger and I didn’t think I would ever see her again so I told her some stuff about Kainnan. She didn’t believe me of course, she thought I was just rambling because I was drunk.”

“I don’t understand how that’s connected to what happened today?”

“Don’t you see, they must be watching us! I wasn’t exactly quiet about it. I remember her trying to calm me down so I got louder instead. Someone else must have heard so those men came to warn me to keep my mouth shut.”

“That’s why you wanted to meet? To warn me that they’re watching us?” she asked slowly. But Cairus didn’t answer. He was staring at the door instead, his face white. “What is it?” she asked, turning quickly to follow his gaze. She was momentarily thrown too, taking a few moments to realize that the man framed in the door and looking around wasn’t Damon but his brother Kabe instead. The similarities were uncanny - he had the same black wavy hair, the same olive skin, the same handsome angular face and wild look as his dead brother. The differences were in Kabe’s dark blue eyes and more serious expression. 

“Damon?” Cairus whispered.

“It’s Kabe, his brother. I invited him here. He wants to talk about Milla.” 

“You invited him here?”

She ignored his tone and said, “Damon loved Milla. If she’s in trouble we need to help her.”

Kabe had spotted them. He looked as annoyed as Cairus was to find someone else present. He joined them, sliding in beside Sienna and nodding curtly at Cairus. 

“What’s going on with Milla?” she asked without preamble. 

“Hi to you too cousin. Why are you here?” he asked Cairus.

“His house was just broken into and he was warned to keep his mouth shut about Kainnan,” Sienna explained when it was obvious Cairus wasn’t going to volunteer anything. “We’re guessing we’re all being watched - us, Milla, Aidan, Alexa.”

“Have you seen anyone? Noticed anything?”

They both shook their heads. Sienna asked, “Why did you want to talk about Milla?”

“Her mother was at my house, meeting with our parents about her. They’re worried she’s got herself involved in a cult. I wanted to know what you know.” At Sienna and Cairus’s sheepish glances he demanded, “What is it?”

“I haven’t seen her,” Sienna confessed. “Honestly after we got back and...and...” she faltered, unable to articulate ‘Damon died.’ “...After Kainnan I just needed space. I haven’t seen her, or Cairus, till today.”

“Me either,” Cairus added.

Kabe studied each of them with an indecipherable expression. “Alright. I’ll go see for myself.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll go check this church out tomorrow. See you around,” he rose to leave and Sienna put a hand on his arm to stop him. 

“Kabe, will you let me know how she is? I do care.”

“I’ll call tomorrow night. See you,” he said. He strode to the door and was gone. 

Sienna felt tension leave her and collapsed against the seat wearily. She looked back at Cairus to find him studying her with an unnervingly tender look on his face. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“Don’t...don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Nothing...what are we going to do about being watched?”

“Nothing,” he shrugged. “Keep our heads down, keep our mouths shut. I just wanted to warn you.”

“In case I got drunk and talked indiscriminately too?” 

“Yes,” he smiled sadly. “Now what is it I shouldn’t do to you?”

She wanted to say, ‘act like you care.’ Instead she rose and said, “It was nice seeing you. I have to go.”

This time he put a hand on her arm to stop her. “Don’t do anything stupid Sienna.”

“Don’t worry, the time for doing stupid things is well and truly in my past. I’m boringly sensible now,” she said thinking of Damon. They had convinced each other to go into Kainnan after Aidan. If she hadn’t been so reckless Damon would still be alive. 

But then maybe Aidan would be dead.

Cairus got to his feet too, his hand still on her arm. “Damon’s death wasn’t your fault you know.”

“Tell that to Milla and Ravyn - and Kabe,” she managed to keep the emotion out of her voice but she knew he could see it anyway. His grip tightened and he looked like he would pull her into his arms like he used to. She moved away instead. “I’ll see you around,” she echoed her cousin’s farewell. “Stay safe.”

When she got outside the shop and looked back he was still watching her, a pained look on his face. She choked her rising emotions back, took a deep breath and walked away. 

{
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3.  Compromise
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AFTER TELLING JONAS he was there for him, Felix had lain down on the hard bed in his cell and fallen asleep. Jonas tried to wake him by calling to him repeatedly but he was obviously exhausted, sleeping as if he hadn’t in days, so eventually Jonas slept too.

He woke himself scratching his arm. When he pulled his sleeve back to look, his arm was swollen with tiny bites. He sat up to see Felix was now awake too and on his feet watching him. He moved to his cell door so they were as close as possible to ask, “What happened Felix? Why are you in here?”

“I made a choice to leave the city when Evangeline took the throne and arrested you and Lilyana. I had a feeling things were going to take a turn for the worse so I got out. Evangeline’s men found me five days ago. They’ve been holding me in another part of the palace till today when they moved me here.”

“Why did they move you here?” 

“Perhaps to see if we would talk about anything incriminating?”

“What is happening out there?”

Felix sighed, “The Pattrons expected Evangeline would change things for the better when she came to power. She hasn’t. If anything she’s reinforced her brothers’ methods. Her guards are arresting your men and imprisoning any who oppose her, just like Viggo. Worse she’s flooded Kainnan with Ochran’s drugs. I don’t even know how she’s accessed so many.”

“Unless she had access to them all along. I suspect she’s been planning this for some time,” Jonas suggested.

“You think she had something to do with her siblings’ demise?”

“I think she worked with Viggo to set their wager up and encouraged all their excesses to bring about change of some sort. The worse her siblings were, the greater chance they would be overthrown and she could take the throne. Where are the other Pattrons?”

“Working with her. Where’s Lilyana?” Felix changed the topic.

“They took her away hours ago. I don’t think she’s coming back,” Jonas couldn’t keep the emotion from his voice. 

“Ah well, Evangeline thinks she’s in control of everything but we’ll just see, won’t we?” he said cheerfully. “How’s your arm?”

“Itchy.”

He smiled and mouthed a word that looked suspiciously like ‘good.’ 

They talked of the state of Cereise for the next few hours. Jonas grilled Felix who in turn was both elusive and forthcoming. Jonas understood - the man was censoring what he revealed because the cells were bugged. It was exhilarating to finally have news from the outside however, even if it was heavily censored. He was also hopeful that Felix had some kind of plan. He did notice that every time he itched his arm Felix looked strangely pleased. 

Time had little meaning down there for there were no external windows. Even if he knew what time of day Lilyana had been taken away Jonas had no idea how long he had been asleep before Felix arrived. He could only estimate that they had been talking for nearly three hours when guards brought their meals. Jonas asked about Lilyana immediately but neither guard would speak. Instead one opened the cell doors silently, standing behind him with a gun on first Felix then Jonas while a second deposited the food just inside the entrances. The one with the gun juggled his weapon several times to scratch his arm. Again Jonas caught a pleased expression on Felix’s face.

After the guards left he pointed at his itchy arm and mouthed, “Did you do this?’ 

Felix’s nod was barely perceptible. He frowned too and Jonas got the hint and said no more.

Hours passed. They ate, slept, talked. The guards brought more meals. Jonas’s arm got worse and his other began to swell and itch too. Every guard that brought them food also seemed affected, scratching at arms or legs. 

More hours passed and Jonas began to pace. Too much time was passing with no news of Lilyana. The hope wrought by God’s reassurance and Felix’s arrival began to wane as he worried about what was happening to her. Felix tried to calm him but without the ability to tell Jonas what he was planning, there was nothing tangible for Jonas to hold onto. 

So the hours crawled by and still nothing changed.

{

The guards had taken Lilyana up out of the cells to the second floor of the palace. They followed the usual route but deviated just before reaching the room she was usually interrogated in. Here they took her into what was clearly a weapons room, extricating chains from a huge cupboard and locking her arms behind her back and her feet together. There was enough chain between the locks to walk but it was awkward.

They traversed several more corridors towards the west wing. Eventually they arrived outside huge blue doors and Lilyana realized they were at Lucretia’s old Court of Judgment. She took deep breaths as they entered, suddenly nervous, recalling the carnage that had occurred in there three months ago, when many were drugged and wounded, and some killed. She and Jonas had worked together then to free her sister Florentine. The tears were close as she recalled that although they had saved her sister, it hadn’t been long till Florentine was killed by Ochran. Or was it actually Evangeline who had arranged the bomb that took her sister’s life?

Evangeline was on a throne right in the center of the hall, made of beautiful clear cobalt glass while she was all in scarlet red, her long blond hair flowing to her waist. She was talking with a group of men who scattered to stand on either side of her as the guards led Lilyana across the floor towards them. She recognized the men easily - they were the Pattrons, the elders of Cereise, although she didn’t see Felix among them.

Evangeline rose to her feet as they approached. She said coolly, “Lilyana, in my mercy I have not had you executed for treason, as was my sister’s way. Nor have I executed Jonas - yet.” She waited for a response but Lilyana simply stared at her, as calmly as she could. “I find I have need of you now,” the queen continued. “There is some dissension amongst the people, a pathetic movement with you as their figurehead.”

“Obviously not that pathetic if you need my help,” Lilyana observed. She watched the fury slide across Evangeline’s face then disappear. It was good to know she could affect her. 

Evangeline ignored the dig. “Here is what you will do. You will join me at some public appearances. You will not speak, you will have no contact with anyone. But you will smile and act happy to be there. In exchange, I will keep Jonas alive for you.”

“What sort of appearances?”

“That’s not relevant to you. Either you do this or you lose Jonas permanently.”

“And if I do it? Will you release us?”

“I will consider allowing you to live together in exile,” Evangeline shrugged. 

There was little doubt in Lilyana’s mind that the queen was lying. She tried negotiating. “I want Jonas moved somewhere better. To a bedroom.”

“You are in no position to negotiate with me!”

One of the Pattrons stirred at that, stepping forward to murmur something in the queen’s ear. He was obviously the youngest of the group, handsome and blond. “Alaric wants me to give you this concession,” she said when he stepped back again. “But I’m going to deny it. If I am pleased with how well you convince the masses that you support me then I will consider sending you away with Jonas. Knowing he suffers in the cells alone now will motivate you to behave. You have ten minutes to decide.” 

She waved and her guards led Lilyana back out of the hall. They took her to a room nearby and locked her in, alone. She went to the single window and stared longingly out of it. She knew full well the bars would rise instantly if she tried to climb out so she just feasted her eyes on the outside world instead. It felt so long since she had seen the sky, the sun, the horizon, gardens, flowers, people. Everything looked so normal, particularly for the dozen people she could see around. None of them were looking her way, as if her arrest and false imprisonment was utterly irrelevant. Perhaps they hadn’t even noticed. Yet Evangeline had said some of the people were rallying around her.  

How had it come to this? She was meant to rule, not be prisoner to the most deceptive woman she had ever met! All that time they had thought Evangeline was the nice sibling, the one they didn’t need to worry about. Indeed, they had planned to work with her because they’d had no idea she was actually manipulating the demise of her siblings so she could rule. They’d had no idea how evil she really was. 

What should she do? She didn’t want to endorse Evangeline but she could not bear the thought of losing Jonas. It was compromise her values or lose the man she wanted to spend her life with. Her values or her love?

All too soon the guards returned, escorting her back to the hall. The Pattrons were gone this time, leaving Evangeline alone with her guards. The ruler spoke before Lilyana reached her, “I thought we should speak alone. The Pattrons may not understand but you need to understand that I won’t just kill Jonas if you don’t do what I want - I will have him tortured first.” She said it so calmly and looked so innocent with her baby-blue eyes, it took a while for the words to even register. 

“Why?” Lilyana asked in horror. “What are you trying to achieve? You already have control of Kainnan! Is it even making you happy?”

Evangeline was silent for long moments, studying her. Eventually she shrugged, “Kainnan is a tool, a means to an end. And you are the one that will ensure the people cause me no trouble. What is your answer?”

“I will give you my answer when you tell me what the ‘end’ is. What is it you want?” Lilyana demanded.

“I could tell you but then I would need to kill you...is that what you want?”

“You wouldn’t do that. You just said you need me,” Lilyana said with a confidence she didn’t feel.

“A tragic accident would take the wind out of your followers’ sails.”

“They would just find someone else to follow, to stand against you...” 

“Probably. But then you wouldn’t be around. I will kill you if I have to, but I would prefer to have you by my side, looking supportive, to stop the bloodshed. So, what will it be?”

Lilyana looked around then, hoping someone would have magically appeared to help her. But they were still alone. In the end there really wasn’t much choice. She couldn’t lose Jonas - his life was more important than pretending to support Evangeline until she could find a way to escape. So she said, “Alright, I’ll do it.”

“Good. The first event will be tonight.” She nodded at the guards, “Take her away now.”

“Can I see Jonas?” 

“No,” Evangeline said bluntly and walked away. 

They put her back in the same small room. One told her to shower and change, pointing at an open wardrobe door. The other said, “Don’t bother trying anything, you’ll be constantly monitored and if you do, Jonas will pay for it.”

“I won’t,” she said quickly. “What do I do till tonight?”

He shrugged. “Wait,” and they both left. 

She showered first - a heavenly experience after two months without. She looked through the clothes in the wardrobe, disgusted at how skimpy everything was and chose the most demure dress she could find. Then she lay on the bed thinking, praying, speculating and napping while she waited to put on a show for the people to save Jonas.

{

Jonas was asleep and dreaming when voices woke him. It took several moments to comprehend that the two men in gold-colored suits covering both bodies and faces were exterminators. They had tanks on their backs with spray guns attached. One began spraying the air indiscriminately until Jonas called, “Hey! We’re breathing that!” Then he intentionally sent a spray in Jonas’s direction and said to the other man, “That’ll do, they can suffer, the filthy traitors!”

“Come on man - if the prison isn’t clear we won’t get paid,” the other objected. He sounded strangely familiar. 

The first man snorted and snapped, “Knock yourself out.” Jonas watched him leave and the second man approach. He stopped outside Jonas’s cell and winked at him. Jonas’s breath caught in his throat as he recognized Jain, the Carcel Prison guard who had once worked with him and Raffael. 

“What are you doing?” he asked, keeping his voice steady.

“It’s an outbreak of pariata. We’re spraying the cells to contain it.”

He had turned on a strange angle and Jonas watched as the man flipped a switch on the bottom of his tank then said gruffly, “Stand back!” When Jonas moved away he sprayed the lock on the cell door and the bars around it. He did the same to Felix’s and said casually, “It’ll take a few hours to work,” then walked away. 

“I might catch a nap then,” Felix said as the door clanged shut behind Jain. “Wake me in a few hours.” 

Obviously whatever Jain had sprayed on the lock needed that long. Jonas nodded and laid down too, closing his eyes. But he was very much awake, waiting to see what would happen next.

{

It had grown dark outside when the door of Lilyana’s room opened. A woman and three guards entered. At the guards’ direction, she sat in front of a mirror and the woman opened a large box of makeup and hair tools. She set to work curling, weaving and styling Lilyana’s hair and applying subtle makeup to highlight her natural beauty. She was nearly done when the sound of music seeped into the room. “What’s that? What’s happening?” Lilyana asked.

One of the guards said curtly, “The queen is celebrating her engagement to Raffael.”

“Are you alright?” the woman applying her makeup asked quietly.

Lilyana nodded, though she felt nauseous. How could Raffael still intend to marry Evangeline, knowing what she was really like? She knew Raffael had been in love with the queen for some time, but surely he had seen through her by now. How could he approve of her continued oppression of Kainnan?

At last the woman stepped away, gathering her tools and leaving. Lilyana looked at the nearest guard and asked, “Well? What next?”

He ignored her. A few minutes later the door opened again and Evangeline swept in. “Put this on,” she ordered. A second woman right behind her came forward with a long green ball-gown. The skirt was huge and heavy, the bodice tight and low-cut. 

Lilyana considered objecting but something in the way Evangeline was watching her suggested the queen was ready for a fight. Instead she took it to the bathroom and changed, emerging with her head high. Evangeline looked her over coldly; the guards averted their eyes at how revealing it was. 

“You’ll be brought in to join me in twenty minutes. You will smile and wave at my audience then sit behind me. You will not talk to anyone unless I approve. Do you understand what will happen if you don’t obey me?”

“I understand,” Lilyana said tightly.

The twenty-minute wait was excruciating. She started second guessing herself, wondering if she should have refused to do this. What would her supporters think of her for supporting Evangeline?  

Then guards were leading her down the corridor, down a flight of stairs, down more corridors. “Where is this party happening?” she asked, not expecting an answer.

“Here,” one said. They had paused in front of the main exit from the palace. There were in fact many gates and doors in and out of the palace but this was the most prestigious. The doors here were huge and of solid gold, inlaid with sapphires, emeralds and diamonds in a swirling pattern. In the center of each was a small circular window but the glass was tinted, rendering the view through them hazy. Nevertheless, she could see what looked like a huge crowd outside, highlighted by multiple lights. 

As she paused, trying to prepare herself, one guard pushed her forward. She stumbled and would have fallen but another caught her arm and steadied her. She caught a glimpse of pity on his face before he released her and put both hands to one of the doors. A second guard pushed on the other door and they swung open. A third guard propelled her forward again and she stepped into a nightmare.

{
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4.  The approach
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Jonas hadn’t planned to sleep, had thought he was too tense to, but surprisingly he was dreaming of Lilyana when a sound woke him. He opened his eyes to see Jain taking to the lock on his cell with a hammer. It crumbled with his third blow. He swung the cell door open and said, “Let’s go!”

Jonas looked across to see a second man, one he didn’t recognize, freeing Felix. “The cameras?” he asked.

“We’ve taken care of them. Evangeline is busy anyway. It’s her engagement party.”

“Thank you,” Jonas said, pausing in front of Jain to embrace him. “Have you found Lilyana?”

“We can’t get her out right now,” Jain was already heading for the door, his gun cocked and ready. 

“I’m not leaving without her.”

“You’re going to have to - we can’t get to her right now. It’s been hard enough getting the infestation into the palace so we could come in as exterminators.”

“I’m not leaving her,” Jonas said again, his tone stubborn.

“This is not about you. We’ve gone to considerable risk to get you out - Felix had to get himself arrested,” he pointed at Felix’s damaged face.

“What are you talking about? What’s it about? Why are you rescuing me?”

“I’ll explain once we’re out...”

“You’ll explain now!” Jonas snapped. He folded his arms and leaned against the wall waiting.

The other two men glanced at each other. The third, the stranger, had gone ahead into the corridor to watch for trouble.

Jain shrugged. “Your people have been picked off, arrested. Many fled the city once they realized what Evangeline was going to be like. We needed help, we needed a way to turn things around, convince our people to come back and help.”

“What have you done?” Jonas demanded at the look on Jain’s face. He pushed away from the wall and got in close. “Jain? What have you done?”

“Evangeline killed Neena.”

“Neena? The Loyalist leader?”

“We’re not sure why she had her killed...maybe because she’s beautiful,” he shrugged.

“So...?”

“So we approached the Loyalists. Crispin has withdrawn completely - he was in love with Neena you know. His brother has stepped up, Asher. He has agreed to work with us if you and Lilyana are the figureheads. He wants her on the throne and you leading the defense of Kainnan.” He paused because Jonas was white. “What is it?”

“Asher and I...we have a history.” 

“He is proving very helpful.”

“Are you paying him? Because that’s the only thing that motivates the Loyalists.”

“That was their main motivation - until Neena. Now Crispin and Asher want revenge. And they want a seat at the table when you and Lilyana take power back.”

“So we really will be coming back for Lily?”

“Yes,” Jain nodded as the man in the corridor hissed, “Someone’s coming!”

“It’s now or never,” Jain urged.

“Swear we’ll come for Lily.”

“I promise. Let’s go!”

Whoever had been coming turned away before reaching them. There were unconscious guards outside the cell area doors. They stepped over them and hurried through the prison corridors, expecting trouble but seeing no one. 

“Why is it so quiet?” Jonas whispered.

“Like I said, it’s Evangeline and Raffael’s engagement party. Most of the palace will be at that.”

“He’s going through with marrying her?”

“Of course - he’s in love,” Felix sounded sarcastic.

“We’ll be using the crowds to get clear of the grounds,” Jain interjected. “This way...”

They were obviously nearing the celebration, for the noise of many voices talking became audible. Jonas snatched a quick glimpse out a window in passing and saw the entire grounds and gardens below were full of people. Dozens, maybe hundreds were seated on bright-colored chairs wreathed with flowers, the rest milled around behind them. There were fairy lights everywhere - on the ground, trampled underfoot, threaded through the trees, sprinkled through the beds and clusters of flowers. There were no stars - the night sky pitch black tonight, but it looked like a gorgeous fairyland anyway.  

At last they reached a side door. There were two guards there. When one saw them coming, he leaned in close to the other and moments later the man folded up like a concertina. Jain rushed forward to help lower him to the ground then
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