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“Love is so
short, and oblivion so long...”

Saddest Poem

Pablo Neruda
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Sitting
alone in the spacious kitchen of their quiet Horsham house, a cup
of earl grey turned cold in his hand, Damien tried in vain to make
sense of the latest events. He’d been loath to leave Sam alone in
the hospital and fly all the way to London, but the doctors had
assured him that she was in good hands. There wasn’t much he could
do for her at this point, anyway. She was still in her
unexplainable coma, and there’d been no change for over a week now.
At least, her mother had promised to stay by her bedside, so that
was something. This way, he didn’t feel so guilty about leaving
her.

His father was taking an afternoon
nap upstairs in his bedroom, even though he kept saying he was fine
and did not need any more rest. But Damien had insisted, somehow
fearing that whatever miracle had saved his father’s life might
suddenly be reversed and they were thrown back into the nightmare.
Damien was not ready to lose his father too; as it was, he could
barely deal with Sam's condition, or with Daniel and Nemo being
lost somewhere in the dream realm.

Despite everything that Damien had
seen in both worlds, he still could not get his head around the
fact that his dad had been fully healed from a major gunshot wound
in just a couple of days. Had they been in Endërland, he would have
no trouble finding the source of this healing, but here he had no
clue where it had come from, or who was responsible for it.

And then, there was Serena, his
biggest cause of worry right now. He’d called her several times on
the number Freddie had given them, but there’d been no answer. They
had arranged a meeting over the phone, but no one had showed up. He
was now really starting to panic, especially since there was
nothing he could do but leave message after message on their
voicemail. He could not help but fear the worst; something must
have happened to them.

When his mobile phone did
finally ring, he picked it up almost instantly.

‘Serena?’

‘Damien? It’s Alice.’

The disappointment that his
mother-in-law’s voice provoked in him almost broke him in half.

‘Oh, hey Alice,’ he finally managed
to answer. ‘How are you? How is Sam? Any changes?’

‘Well, she’s finally awake,’ Alice
got right into it. ‘She woke up from her coma earlier today and the
doctors say that her body functions are all restoring back to
normal.’

‘Oh, wow, that is..., that’s
amazing, Alice,’ Damien said, finally some good news warming his
soul. ‘You have no idea how much I needed to hear that today. So,
she will be okay, then?’

‘Um, well, physically they think
she will be fine.’ Damien noticed that her voice began to break
here. ‘But she’s not back all the way, Damien.’

Damien didn’t understand.

‘Not back all the way? What does
that mean, Alice?’

The woman had begun sobbing at this
point and could not speak clearly.

‘Here, I’ll let the nurse explain
it,’ she managed to say through her tears.

The voice of another woman now blew
out of the tiny speaker.

‘Um, hello, sir. This is nurse
Randall, from Dr Owen’s office at Chicago General. As you just
heard, your wife woke up from her coma early this morning and her
body functions all seem to be slowly restoring back to normal. But
I’m afraid she is still catatonic in regard to her mental state.
She is unresponsive to external stimuli, seeming to indicate that
her cognitive capabilities are rather absent, or at the very best,
dormant. The doctor has approved her relocation to the psychiatric
ward of the hospital for the moment, in anticipation of her
transfer to the Chicago Psychiatric Centre later in the week. As
her next of kin, we just wanted to make sure that you were aware,
Mr. Adams. Do you have any questions, sir?’

Damien was still in a state of
shock, unable to think clearly. He could vaguely remember later
answering that he had no questions and thanking the lady before
hanging up on her. He didn’t know how to feel about this. Sam was
out of the coma, so that was good news, but apparently, she had not
made it back whole.

What was going on in her world and
why had she only partially returned from there? He assumed that’s
what must have happened. The alternative, even though it had seemed
more acceptable to him before, it now scared him. If this was a
dreamworld related issue, things might eventually change, and Sam
could become the person she was once again. But an actual mental
condition offered no such guaranty.

He needed to find a way to get some
answers, but how? He’d had no news of Daniel or Hëna, whatsoever.
Serena and Freddie had gone off the grid, and The Order, well, he’d
never known much about them in the first place, so he doubted he
could find them, even if he looked. Not even Veronica could be of
help in that regard.

Frustrated and rather angry at all
these things that seemed to have gotten so out of control, Damien
got up and poured the tea down the drain, dropping the mug in the
empty sink. He then opened the overhead cupboard, where he knew his
father stored a few bottles of liquor, and grabbed the first one he
could see, an unopened bottle of Jack Daniels.

Good, he thought to himself,
nothing like a bit of alcohol to get me out of my head for a
while.

So, he poured for himself one glass
after another, slowly but surely reaching that place where nothing
really mattered to him anymore.

Only, he was not alone in there. A
presence he could not yet feel lurked in the darkest corners of his
mind, whispering things he didn’t want to hear, flashing him images
he didn’t want to see. A new battle had just begun, a battle that
Damien didn’t know he was fighting, a battle he had already lost.
And it was only a matter of time before he and the rest of the
world knew it.























Chapter 1

Awakening






With
her smaller hand clasped tightly inside his own, Joshua fell asleep
beside his little sister. Alex had been restless all afternoon. She
saw their mother less and less these days and she was growing very
unhappy about it. Joshua couldn’t blame her; he could not remember
the last time they’d actually spent some quality time as a family.
Their mother would leave for her first job very early in the
morning and would only return late at night after her second one.
They were lucky if she ever had a whole day off, but even when she
did, she’d spend most of it sleeping and resting, something which
she no doubt needed. So, it fell upon Joshua to look after his
little sister for the best part of the day. He didn’t mind, though;
he loved Alex and could think of very few things he’d rather do
with his time than to spend it with her.

Alex rarely complained. Even for
her young age she seemed to understand that their mother needed to
work so that they could have food to eat and money to pay the
bills. Whatever their dad had left them had all gone, and they had
nothing else to live on. Everyday Joshua wished he could grow up
faster, so that he too could get a job and help. He hated seeing
their mother work so hard and be so tired all the time. But, at 12,
no one would hire him to do anything. So, for now, he had to
contend with just helping at home, cooking, and cleaning, buying
groceries, and of course, looking after 6-year-old Alex.

It wasn’t easy; between school and
every other chore in the house, as well as keeping Alex entertained
and happy all the time, his exhaustion regularly matched that of
their mother. But he wasn’t one to complain either. He was the man
of the house, and he had to pull his weight to make sure his mother
and sister were okay and lacked nothing.

The day that had just ended,
however, had been a particularly trying one. Alex had just come
down with a cold and had grown restless towards the evening,
constantly calling for their mother. Joshua had made her hot
chicken soup, had given her a paracetamol for the fever and had put
on her favourite show on the telly, but the little girl’s ceaseless
whining had really tried his patience. At bedtime, she had simply
refused to go to sleep until mommy returned from work, which would
not be for another three hours, so he had resorted to bribing her
with something she’d been asking for a good while now.

‘If you promise to sleep now, I
will try to take you to my dreamworld.’

Her sobs pausing and her little
hazel eyes widening with excitement, Alex had given him her full
and undivided attention for a moment. But then, growing suspicious,
she’d resumed crying and had accused.

‘You’re lying; you’re just trying
to trick me. You never take me there.’

‘Have I ever lied to you?’ Joshua
had asked, sounding hurt. The little girl had thought about it for
a moment. Her crying had stopped again, this time seemingly for
good.

‘Will you really take me with
you?’

‘I said I will try,’ Joshua had
reminded her. ‘I have not tried this before, so I’m not sure if it
will work.’ But that was not entirely true. Joshua actually knew he
could do it; he’d done it before, after all, but back then she had
been very little and remembered none of it.

No, the reason why he was afraid to
take her along again, was that he was never sure what he would find
in his dreamworld. Most nights it was indeed a beautiful and dreamy
place, where his time there was lovely and peaceful, with rarely
anything dangerous ever happening. Most nights.

There were other nights, however,
when he was not so lucky. Very often, his dreamworld would become a
dreadful and scary place, where monsters – human or otherwise -
would come after him and would try to get him. He’d get so scared
then and would wake up terrified and soaked in tears and cold
sweat, looking around the room to see if the monsters had followed
him into the real world. But they never did. It was nights like
this that he wished he couldn’t dream, but that was out of his
control. So, he fell asleep every evening, praying that it would be
one of the good nights.

He was already having second
thoughts about promising to take Alex along. If his dreamworld was
not a particularly happy place tonight, he would end up scaring
her, or even worse, endangering her life; and he didn’t want that.
But he had already given his word, and he would just have to make
sure that they left at the first sign of danger. He had not gotten
the hang of it just yet, but he was learning how to leave his
dreamworld at will. Apparently, all he needed to do was to pretend
to himself that he was very scared, and then he was back in his bed
before the monsters got anywhere near him. Only, it didn’t work
every time he tried it.

There’d been no turning back,
however, Alex was all primed for her dream-journey, and he could
not bear to break her little heart. So, he’d slipped under the
covers inside her little bed, taken her small hand in his and
kissed her softly in both eyes.

‘Close your eyes and try to sleep,
ok? And, whatever you do, do not let go of my hand. Not even for a
second. Promise me.’

The little girl had nodded with her
head, but that had not been enough for Joshua.

‘Promise me,’ he’d insisted on a
verbal affirmation.

‘I promise,’ Alex had obeyed and
promptly closed her eyes. Satisfied but still anxious, Joshua had
closed his eyes as well and waited for sleep to claim him.

Please be one of the good
nights.


***


The crystal-clear blue sea
greeting them as they next opened their eyes, immediately told
Joshua that this was going to be one of the good nights. Relief
washed over him. He’d seen this version of his dreamworld often; it
was a beautiful place - his favourite, in fact - with a wide sandy
beach and a pine tree forest right behind them, buzzing with animal
life. People, he never saw around here, but he was sure the place
was not deserted. He knew there was a castle way farther down the
beach, with a big, beautiful garden in front of it, but he always
chose to steer clear of it. He’d rather not deal with people while
he was here.

Next to him, little Alex marvelled
at the sight before her. She slowly got up from the warm sand and
took a few steps towards the calm and majestic sea before them, all
the while looking everywhere around her and taking in her
surroundings. The look in her awestruck angelic face made Joshua
smile. This had been worth all the risk and worry, just this
alone.

‘Wow,’ Alex finally managed to
exhale in her adorable voice. ‘It’s so pretty here.’

Joshua did not reply. He just
walked over to her and kissed her on the head.

‘I knew you would like it.’

‘Do you always come here?’ Alex
asked. Interestingly enough, Joshua noticed that she was no longer
ill. Her cold had apparently not made it through the invisible
barrier between worlds.

‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘It is my
dreamworld, after all. Only, it doesn’t always look like this,’ he
added, his voice a little sad. He really wished his world could
always look like this. He didn’t like it when it changed into a
darker place full of monsters.

‘What does it look like?’ Alex
questioned, but Joshua wasn’t about to elaborate.

‘Different,’ he just answered and
put his lips on her forehead to properly check for fever. Her skin
was cool enough. Satisfied that she had left her illness behind in
the real world, Joshua stepped forward towards the sea and tested
the temperature of the water.

‘It’s very warm,’ he called to his
sister. ‘Do you wanna go in?’

‘Yes,’ Alex chimed happily and
began taking her clothes off. Joshua proceeded to help her and then
undressed down to his shorts and got into the water with her.

It had been years since they had
been at the beach together. It wasn’t that they could not afford to
go, though money was always a concern in their little family. No,
it was as if their mother had actually lost the will to be happy
after their father had passed away. She had almost died giving
birth to Alex, and the depression that had followed had never quite
left her. So, she had chosen to immerse herself into her work in
order to cope better; everything else had become simply automatic
living for her.

Joshua had struggled with this for
a long time but had eventually understood that no matter how much
he fussed over it, his mother would not change, she could
not change. So, he had decided to grow up instead, and taken it
upon himself to do all that he could to compensate for whatever
their mother failed to provide, at least for his little sister.

Fortunately, they had some great
neighbours whom they often socialized with, and that had made up
for at least some of the lost experiences with their own parents.
It had been on one of these occasions that they had gone altogether
to Brighton beach. Alex had been three years old then and had had
the time of her life. So had Joshua. Just being among other people
and doing what everybody else did, was fun enough. But that had
been the one and only time they had gone to the beach.

It dawned on him that maybe he
should have tried this sooner, bringing Alex along into his
dreamworld. He could not help but feel a bit guilty about it now,
knowing that every night he had the opportunity to go somewhere
else and enjoy whatever fun and magic his dreamworld had to offer,
while his little sister stayed back home, stuck in her normal human
life. He reminded himself that he kept her away to protect her from
the very likely chance that his dreamworld became a bad and
dangerous place, and that was true enough. But maybe it wasn’t the
whole truth. Maybe he had wanted this to be his place, his
own private getaway, and he had not wanted to share it with someone
else. How selfish. How could he enjoy anything if he didn’t
share it with the one person he loved most in the entire world?

Right then he decided that he would
master the ability to leave his dreamworld at will, so that he
could bring Alex with him every night and not worry about
endangering her. He looked at her, playing by the shore half
immersed into water, and her smiling little face just warmed his
heart. It was settled; he would bring her here again.

Behind him, farther into the sea, a
dolphin pod came up to great them, jumping high above the water and
making adorable noises as if they were having a little party.
Joshua went to sit by his sister, and the two of them enjoyed the
show, Alex laughing heartily every time one of the dolphins would
fall back into the water and make a big splash. This, we will
definitely do this again, Joshua decided.

They spent a good couple of hours
by the beach, feeling neither tired, nor hungry during all that
time. Joshua didn’t want to overdo it though, so he began to think
about going back home soon. There would always be tomorrow, and the
next day, and the next…

Hours later, he was about to get up
and dive one last time, when he heard Alex ask: ‘What?’

‘What?’ Joshua asked back,
confused.

‘You what?’ Alex replied, looking
up at him, her eyes smiling playfully.

‘Good one, Alex,’ Joshua said,
ruffling her hair. She was obviously playing one of her little
games she always made up with him. He then got up, wondering about
the look of confusion on his sister’s face, but quickly decided to
dismiss it as just one of her little quirks. ‘I’m just gonna have
one last dive before we go. You stay here and do not go anywhere,
ok? I won’t be long.’

‘Ok,’ said Alex and returned to her
almost finished sandcastle.

‘Alex, promise me, or I will never
bring you here again.’

‘I promise, Joshy,’ she said and
crossed her heart. Joshua believed her and walked away. If Alex
promised something, she always kept her word; he had taught her
that much. He had barely made a few steps into the water, when Alex
called again.

‘What?’

Joshua stopped and looked at her,
concerned. This again.

‘Now what?’

‘You called me.’

‘No, I didn’t. Stop playing, Alex;
this isn’t funny.’

‘But you called my name.’

Joshua felt perplexed, worried
even. Alex did not seem to be lying. He didn’t like this. Maybe
they should leave right away.

‘Are you sure you heard me call
your name?’

Alex seemed to be thinking.

‘I don’t know; I think I did.’ She
didn’t sound too sure now. Maybe it had been the wind playing with
her mind. Joshua was halfway immersed already.

‘Listen, I will be right back, ok.
Just stay where you are and finish your castle. We’ll go home right
after.’

‘But I don’t wanna go home, Joshy.
I’m not tired,’ Alex protested.

‘Do you wanna come back tomorrow,
or not?’ Joshua threatened.

‘Okay, fine,’ Alex surrendered and
turned back to her sandcastle, her long dark hair hiding her little
eyes again. Joshua proceeded to dive into the warm water and wash
away all the sand from his body and shorts.

When he came back out only a moment
later, he noticed with concern that Alex was lying on the sand
where he’d left her, as if she was sleeping. He practically had to
force himself not to run to her; he didn’t even want to think that
something might be wrong. She was surely fooling around, pretending
to be asleep.

As he came out of the water and
reached for her, he suddenly realised that she was not pretending.
She did that quite often with him, whenever she didn’t want to
sleep, and he could always tell. But this, this was real; she
seemed to be dead asleep, her pupils moving fast underneath her
eyelids as if she was having a dream or a nightmare.

‘Alex, wake up,’ he shook her
gently. Nothing happened; the little girl didn’t give any sign of
acknowledging him. ‘Alex, please,’ Joshua shook her again, his
voice trembling with dread and worry. Still nothing.

He was really panicking now,
calling her name over and over again, trying desperately to shake
her awake. His voice grew raspy, his throat hurt, and tears began
running down his face. What had happened? His sister was right
there in front of him, and yet she was not. It was like she had
gone someplace else; like she was having a dream within the dream.
But how could that be? Did this have anything to do with that voice
she had heard earlier, calling her name? And would she come back to
him at some point?

Despairing, he sat on the little
sandcastle Alex had been perfecting over the last hour and took her
in his bosom. Slowly he began to give in to the horror that he
might have actually lost his sister. What would he tell their mom?
She was not gonna survive this; not this.

Where are you, Alex? Where did
you go?
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The air felt humid and heavy as
Junior flew non-stop for the third day in a row, making it even
more difficult for him to keep willing his wings into motion. As if
the tiredness and the lack of sleep over the past few days wasn’t
enough already. Add to that his absolute miserable state of mind
after Hëna had plunged herself into the darkness below and certain
death; not to mention the repetitive need to shift and swerve in
the air in order to keep unconscious Séraphin from sliding off of
him. The factors contributing to his excruciating fatigue kept
piling one on top of the other and seemed disinclined to give him a
break anytime soon.

How had it all come to this? Just
what exactly had happened inside that castle? He’d been racking his
brain ever since they’d taken off the balcony to try and put this
puzzle together, but he was missing so many of the pieces. Whoever
had taken over Hëna’s body down there had said that everyone else
was dead, that pretty blonde queen he first saw when they’d arrived
at the castle, this Daniel and Nemo she had mentioned - Hëna’s
apparent husband and friend - and of course, Nazir.

Poor Nazir; he wished he knew how
he had died. That’s if he had actually died; Junior had no
way of knowing if Hëna, or whoever that had been, had told him the
truth about anything. For all he knew, they were all alive and well
back there. He had struggled with the idea of turning around and
going back to the castle to find out for himself, but that was just
not an option. For one, they were already too far gone, and it
might take him a good while to find his way back. Also, he did not
want to have to fight those dreaded creatures again, especially now
that he had no one else to fight alongside him.

But more importantly, if he turned
around, he would not only loose the path to Endërland, but also
precious time, time which Séraphin was fast running out of. He
could barely feel his friend’s heartbeat now; it was so weak and
slow. Even if by some miracle they actually made it to Endërland,
he was not sure Séraphin had enough time. But he had to try; he had
no other choice but to trust that whoever that was who had taken
over Hëna’s body for a while, had told him the truth about the
flight path. He had to, or it would be all for nothing, Hëna’s
sacrifice most of all.

Hëna.

What had really happened to her?
When she had come out of that gate and had smiled at him, he’d
thought for a single moment that she was actually happy to see him
and that she had decided to finally forgive him for what had
happened when they’d first met. He had been so relieved. But then
she had stabbed Séraphin and almost killed him, and had said that
everyone else was dead, as if she had killed them herself. He had
known then that she could not have been Hëna, it just didn’t feel
right. And she had confirmed his suspicion.

Only, she’d never said who she
really was, and Junior would probably never find out. That person
was gone, and Hëna herself had made sure of it. It must have been a
very evil person indeed, if Hëna was willing to sacrifice her own
life and give up on the search for her daughter, just so that she
could stop whatever it was he or she had planned.

That had definitely been the most
humbling and sad moment in all of Junior’s young life. He’d almost
dived in after Hëna when she’d thrown herself off and fallen
towards the earth, but she had begged him not to, and somehow, he’d
known that he had to obey. He would have surely lost Séraphin, had
he gone after her; or so he chose to tell himself. The truth is,
he’d been feeling very guilty from the second he’d lost sight of
her, knowing he could have caught her, if he’d tried. He could have
stopped her; he could have saved her. There must have been some
other way to get rid of whoever had taken up residence inside of
her; there had to. But he had taken that away from her. He had
failed both her and Séraphin. The wingman would hate him for sure,
as would their people in Endërland, if they ever made it there. And
they would have every right to; he hated himself very much right
now.

He was vaguely aware of the tears
that had begun to fall freely from his eyes yet again. He’d cried
for a long while after Hëna’s death, shocked and broken just like
when his mother had died; until he’d finally stopped. But even
though he’d gotten most of it out of his system, he would still
well up every time he thought of her and of how he had let her
go.

So, he tried not to think of her,
and instead focus on Séraphin and their flight to his home world.
He was still alive, he knew it; barely breathing, but still alive.
Though, for how long, Junior could not say. That’s why he continued
to beat his enormous wings like crazy and fight off his sleep and
exhaustion with a determination that he never thought he would
possess. He may have lost everyone else, but he was not gonna lose
Séraphin, not as long as his wings could carry him.

Sadly, he was getting impossibly
tired with every hour. His wings had grown massively heavy, his
faces were frozen from endlessly cutting into the cold air, his
muscles had almost all gone numb, and he had no idea how he kept on
going. But going on he did.

Around him he could still see
nothing; darkness covered everything. But he was certain of one
thing at least, they had left that other world behind and had
possibly entered Endërland already, though he could not be sure of
this. There were no mountains underneath them by now, only sea. He
could taste its salt in the air. So, no matter how tired he felt,
he had no choice but to keep on going; there was nowhere to land
and rest for a little while down there. He just wished there would
be some light so that he could see. Even his Eagle vision wasn’t
helping him much; there was only darkness ahead.

And still he continued to fly.
Hours passed and the more he piled on the miles crossed, the more
tired he grew. Soon, he was barely able to keep his eyes open. His
wings kept moving robotically, as if he didn’t even command them
anymore, and his breathing had grown so hard and laboured that it
seemed to require even more energy than staying up in the air.
Every other function of his body seemed to have shut down but for
these two, breathing and flying. Junior wasn’t thinking, wasn’t
looking where he was going anymore, wasn’t even worrying about
Séraphin sliding down from his back. He just kept flying, furiously
beating his wings to take him as far as they could.

And thus it was that he missed the
first signs of approaching Endërland; the bright stars up in the
night sky, the sea creatures right underneath him, and the distant
mainland drawing ever closer. He was too far gone by now and had
already reached and even surpassed his limits.

Eventually the moment came when
with the very last bit of energy he had left, Junior beat his wings
one more time and then he could beat them no more. He lost
consciousness, and in a last effort for survival, he instinctively
spread his magnificent wings and allowed himself to glide in the
air, letting the wind carry him as far as it would. His last
thought was of just floating over the waves of the sea for a while,
until he could gather some more strength and get back up again.

But he never saw where he
collapsed, or even if his wingman friend was still with him. Unable
to help it, he finally shut his eyes and completely passed out,
darkness claiming him.

[image: tmp_f1fc47c9adab990ac34d8b61ca8c970f_dqDEMY_html_m19acbf39.png]

With bloodied hands and eyes
just as red, Daniel kept trying to break open the iron gate of
their small cell, using anything and everything he could get his
hands on. He’d been at it for hours now and simply refused to give
up.

Sitting on the floor by one of the
beds, with Sam's head resting on his lap, Nemo leaned against the
wall, not even looking at him anymore. The gate wouldn’t bulge; it
was useless. They’d tried to reach through it at one of the fallen
soldiers who had the keys still hanging on his belt, but he was too
far from them. And all hope of Séraphin or anyone else coming down
from upstairs to let them out, had by now vanished completely. It
was clear that their wingman friend was no longer alive. He’d
either been killed by the Erinyes, or the entity that had taken
over Hëna had gotten to him too.

So, they were stuck in this cell
for who knew how long and seemed to be resigned to the fact that
they weren’t leaving it anytime soon, that was, unless the Erinyes
got to them. And even then, they weren’t leaving here alive, or in
one piece. Well, at least Nemo seemed to have been
surrendered to that fact; Daniel still kept trying, for all the
good that it did him.

‘Dan, enough, please,’ Nemo decided
to try one more time to get his friend to sit down. ‘You’re only
exhausting yourself. That gate’s not bulging, and you know it.’

‘What else am I supposed to do,
Nemo?’ Daniel snapped at his best friend. He knew Nemo was right,
but he didn’t want to hear it right now.

‘You can help me try and wake Sam
up. Maybe there’s something she can do to get us out of
here.’

‘Oh, what’s the point? She’s just
as useless as this thing.’ Daniel dropped the iron bar he had
broken off one of the beds and slid down against the wall, hiding
his head in his hands. Nemo was taken aback; his friend never spoke
this way.

‘You don’t mean that,’ he
reproached.

‘Don’t I?’ countered Daniel, anger
flaring up in his eyes. The emerald green was replaced by a dark
black for that one moment. ‘This is all her fault; if she hadn’t
been so weak, none of this would have ever happened. How many
people do you think died because of her? Her entire world, Nemo.
And that thing is not gonna stop there. Who knows where it’s headed
next and how many people it’s going to kill or feed to those
monsters? She should have been stronger and never let it inside of
her in the first place.’

‘I think you’re being just a little
unfair,’ Nemo criticized, not so sure he should. He’d never seen
his friend so angry before and wasn’t sure what might happen, but
he wasn’t going to hold back on him now; he never had.

‘Oh, leave me alone, Nemo,’ Daniel
tried to shut him out, not feeling much like reasoning anything
with anyone just now.

‘No; I don’t think so,’ Nemo
countered, now feeling quite a bit angry himself. ‘We tried that
one before, and we both know how well it turned out.’

‘Oh, don’t start with that
again.’

‘No, don’t you start.
Listen, I know you’re angry and worried about Hëna, about Serena,
about Séraphin and everyone else, and I know that we’re in a bind
right now and it seems like we’re never leaving this place, but
that’s no reason for you to start losing it and point fingers. I
swear, man, it’s like I don’t even know you right now.’

‘Oh, what’s your problem, anyway?’
Daniel fired back. ‘Why are you protecting her? You don’t even know
her.’

‘I’m not protecting anyone,’ Nemo
replied. ‘I just don’t like who you are right now, and frankly it’s
scaring me. It seems to me that you’re forgetting something quite
important; if Sam was weak to let that thing get inside of her and
control her all this time, then so was Hëna.’

‘Don’t you dare talk about my wife
that way,’ Daniel threatened, now standing up and practically
dangling his fists right in front of Nemo’s face. He had murder in
his eyes, and it truly scared Nemo for a moment. Only for a moment
though, he quickly reminded himself that Daniel was desperate like
he’d never been in his entire life. Still, his own blood was
practically boiling, and he was feeling rather murderous
himself.

‘Oh, pull yourself together, man.
Look at you, turning on your best friend; ready to jump at my
throat for no reason. You need to snap out of it, before you do
something you’ll really regret.’

It wasn’t so much what he said, as
it was the tone of his voice and the fear in his eyes that caused
Daniel to actually stop and think. He looked at his best friend
still sitting down with Sam's head on his lap, and then at his
bloodied fist raised up and ready to punch, and it was like his
eyes just opened and he awoke from a bad nightmare. What was he
doing, threatening Nemo like this? He fell down on his knees where
he was and covered his face with his hands again. Tears approached
and he could hold them back no longer.

‘Oh, Nemo. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.
I don’t know what I’m doing; please forgive me. I’m so scared; I
think I may have lost her forever.’

Nemo knew very well what he was
talking about. Just earlier that day, while they were both resting,
having given up on any attempts to get the gate open, Daniel had
gotten up suddenly, clutching at his chest, screaming in pain and
crying Hëna’s name out loud. He could not explain it, but he’d
sensed something terrible happen, and just knew that she was gone,
really gone. Nemo had tried to calm him down and convince him that
it was just his fear playing tricks on him, but Daniel knew what he
felt, or rather did not feel anymore. Her connection to him was
gone.

‘I wish I could tell you that you
haven’t, Dan, but I just don’t know.’ Nemo had now rested
unconscious Sam against the cold floor, and was hugging his best
friend, trying to give him whatever comfort he could. ‘All I can
tell you is that we’re still alive, and we still have to help
Serena. I don’t know if anything’s happened to Hëna or not, but
she’s tougher than you and I combined, you know that; if there’s
anyone who can survive whatever that thing is, it’s her. But you
need to focus on Serena right now; we have to find a way to get out
of here and then to her. She needs you, Dan.’

Daniel knew of course that Nemo was
only mentioning Serena to get him motivated again, but it was
working all the same. His friend was right; whatever may have
happened to Hëna, he still needed to find his daughter. The
question, however, was, how? He drew back from Nemo’s embrace and
wiped the tears from his face.

‘But I don’t know where to go from
here. How do we get out of this place? How do we get to the real
world? And then it gets even better; how do I get Serena back home
from there, even if by some miracle I manage to find her? Will she
even be safe in Endërland?’

‘Whoa there,’ Nemo stopped him.
‘Why don’t we just take this one step at a time, okay? First
things, first; let’s see if there’s anything we can do about Sam.
She really might have a way out of this for us.’

Daniel put his hands down and
composed himself. Nemo drew back, giving him some space, but still
kept eye contact. An embarrassed look came over Daniel now, and he
lowered his eyes.

‘Forgive me, Nemo. I really lost it
there for a moment, didn’t I?’

‘Hey, I would have worried if you
hadn’t,’ Nemo replied now in a lighter tone. ‘With all that’s been
happening, you’d have to be a wolfman or something to not feel
anything at all. It’s alright, though, no harm done.’

Daniel looked at him but did not
say anything else. He felt guilt weigh heavy on his heart. This was
the second time in so many days that he had been a right idiot with
Nemo. His best friend deserved better than that.

Nemo probably knew what he was
thinking, so he turned to Sam again as a means of changing
subject.

‘What do you think we can do for
her? How do we wake her up?’

They’d checked on her before, right
after Hëna possessed by her new host had locked them in there. They
had found, however, that there wasn’t anything they could do. Sam
seemed to be breathing alright, and to anyone who wouldn’t know it,
it looked as if she was asleep. But they knew better. The entity
that had been living inside of her for apparently a long time, had
wreaked havoc inside her brain and had left her in this vegetative
state after moving on to Hëna. They had no idea how to bring her
back from wherever she had gone, and Nemo knew this. But he had
nothing else to suggest to Daniel, and he really needed him to stop
torturing himself for at least a moment.

They were both bending over her
now, just staring at her pale face from above, when a voice from
outside the cell startled them.

‘Get away from her.’

They both turned at the same time,
completely surprised to see a lone soldier on the other side of the
gate. He was holding a hand just below his heart, where a huge gash
seemed to be bleeding still. He held his sword in the other hand,
but they could tell he was very weak and probably could not use it.
The boys got up at once and went to the gate.

‘Oh, man are we glad to see you,’
said Nemo. ‘Let us out of here, please. The soldier there has the
keys on him.’

The standing soldier drew back a
little and raised his sword towards them, mistrust evident on his
face.

‘Is my queen alive?’ he asked.

‘What? Yeah, of course she’s still
alive,’ Nemo answered. ‘She just won’t wake up, that’s all. Will
you let us out of here, please?’

‘What did you do to her?’ the
soldier continued.

‘We didn’t do anything to her; it
wasn’t us. It’s complicated.’

‘It was that woman, wasn’t it?’ the
soldier asked again. Daniel realised he was now talking about Hëna,
and finally spoke.

‘You saw her? What happened out
there? Where did she go?’

‘What happened was that she slid
her sword inside the winged man and took him away riding that big
two-headed Eagle. I don’t know where they were headed; they flew
away towards the Mountains. Who was she? Was she with you? Did
she do this to my queen?’

His tone was accusatory, and Daniel
realised that whatever they told him, the soldier would probably
not believe it and would not let them out. Their initial hope of
freedom after seeing him faded again, though was not entirely lost.
They still had Sam with them in there, and the soldier was bound to
do something about that. Plus, he was hurt; maybe they could
convince him that they could help him.

When they refused to answer, the
soldier took it as a confirmation of their guilt.

‘She was with you, wasn’t she? You
were all together in this. You did this to my queen.’

‘It’s not what you think,’ Nemo
answered. He decided he would try and tell the soldier the truth;
it wasn’t that farfetched after all, was it? ‘The woman you saw
flying away with the Eagle is his wife,’ he nodded towards Daniel.
‘Some evil spirit or something had been living inside your queen
for months now, controlling her and doing whatever it wanted. When
Hëna came here, the spirit left your queen and went inside her. We
were unable to stop it. After it locked us all in here, it then
killed the two soldiers and left. The rest you’ve seen for
yourself.’

Nemo practically expected the
soldier to impale him with his sword for telling tall tales, but to
his surprise and relief that did not happen. Instead, the soldier
drew back even farther and seemed to be thinking.

‘A spirit,’ he said thoughtfully
after a while. ‘I guess that explains why she changed so much all
of a sudden. It was soon after that, that the monsters appeared and
people began to die. Was it the spirit that brought them here?’

‘Yes,’ Daniel answered. ‘And I have
a feeling they have followed it wherever it’s going to next.’

‘You mean; they’re gone? For good?
No wonder it feels so warm out there today. The sun is shining like
it hasn’t done in a very long time. Colour seems to have finally
returned to the world.’ The soldier now seemed to be having a
dialogue with himself. ‘But they’re all dead, everyone. I’m the
only one left. What am I to do all alone in the entire
kingdom?’

‘You’re not alone,’ Daniel reminded
him. ‘Your queen is still alive. She’s in a coma or something, but
still alive.’

‘A coma?’ the soldier asked, not
sure what that meant.

‘Sleeping,’ Daniel explained. ‘We
just don’t know how to wake her up.’

The soldier finally dropped the
sword, walked back to his dead comrade behind him, and got the keys
to the gate off his now cold corpse. He then found the right key,
and after opening the gate, he walked inside the cell and towards
the queen, ignoring the two men.

‘Why did you wait until now to come
and check on us?’ Nemo couldn’t help but ask. Morning must have
come hours ago.

‘I think I lost consciousness for a
while up there. As soon as I woke up, I came down here to check.
Sorry.’

‘That’s alright,’ said Daniel.
‘We’re just glad you’re here now.’ He watched as the soldier knelt
before Sam, being careful not to touch her. ‘Can you lead us to her
room? We should take her there to sleep; at least it will be much
more comfortable.’ And dignifying, he thought to
himself.

The soldier looked up at him and
then nodded.

‘Follow me.’

Daniel picked Sam up with Nemo’s
help and they carried her up too many flights of stairs through the
castle, until they reached what appeared to be her bedroom on the
top level. The soldier pushed the big double doors open but did not
enter. He held them open for the men to walk in and place his queen
on her bed.

As Nemo walked in behind Daniel, he
ran face first into his back when his best friend decided to freeze
abruptly just in front of him. This caused him to drop Sam's feet
on the hard floor.

‘Hey, what did you do that
for?’

Daniel did not answer. Instead, he
kept looking dazed, his eyes fixed straight ahead of him.

‘Dan, what happened?’ Nemo asked.
Daniel’s answer confused him even more.

‘Grab her, Nemo.’

‘What?’

‘Do it. Take her hand and look over
the bed.’

‘Why would I...? Oh my…’ he finally
saw it. Hovering just above the royal bed, the translucent image of
another room with white walls and furniture could be seen. It was
like magic, like a mirage over the desert sands, another reality
that transparently overlapped with this one; it wasn’t supposed to
be there, but it was.

‘Is that...?’

‘Her portal,’ Daniel finished the
sentence for him. ‘I think I have a way to go to the real world,
Nemo. I can actually get to Serena.’

The look on Daniel’s face was one
of new hope. Only minutes ago, he had been desperate, without a way
out of their current predicament or hope of ever making it to
Serena and helping her. But now everything had changed; he felt
closer to his daughter than he had felt in all the days since she
had disappeared. He badly needed to believe that he could help at
least her, especially after Hëna... Looking into his best friend’s
eyes, however, he hesitated. Nemo clearly did not share his
enthusiasm.
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The first thing she sensed as
she came to, was the softness of the fine sheets she lay tucked
between, and the velvety feel of the pyjamas she was wearing. The
pillow was also amazing; not too high, but not too flat either; her
head rested comfortably on it at just the right angle. In fact, the
entire bed was so comfortable that she felt like she did not want
to wake up. She wandered at the edge of wakefulness, half sensing
the world around her and half sleeping, wishing she could sink back
into oblivion, at least just for a while longer. But it was already
too late, the strong daylight inside the room and the sweet
chirping of birds outside the window insisted on pulling her out of
her slumber. She finally opened her eyes.

It took her a while to actually
wake up; it was like sleep just refused to retreat. When it finally
did, however, Serena began to remember everything that had happened
and began to panic. Was she dead? She clearly remembered being shot
and losing consciousness right after Freddie had been killed in
front of her.

Freddie. No, don’t think of
that right now, she commanded herself, already feeling
the threat of her tears attacking.

She immediately got up from the bed
and checked herself for any injuries. There was nothing. She was
perfectly fine, apart from a sore spot at the base of her neck that
seemed to have turned blue. What did this mean? Was she alive? If
so, where was she?

She studied the room. It was bigger
than any she’d ever been in, with some nice furniture and
carpentry, a large wall sized wardrobe, but not much else. There
wasn’t even a mirror. She turned around and went to the window,
opening the curtains and peaking outside. The day seemed sunny and
lovely, a big change from the gloomy weather she’d come to hate in
this world, particularly in this city. She followed the sound of
the bird song and spotted a small cage hanging outside on the
patio, with three little canaries obliviously singing their time
away. She loved canaries. She had learned that people in this world
liked to keep all sorts of birds and animals in cages for their own
amusement. She found that very cruel and did not like it one
bit.

Her room was on the ground floor,
but even if she thought about escaping from the window, it would
not have been possible. It was firmly boarded up with thick bars
from outside, and she doubted she’d be able to do anything about
it.

She walked silently towards the
door and very discretely tried turning the knob. It turned, but not
all the way. The door was clearly locked from the outside. That
meant she was a prisoner and apparently very much alive. She didn’t
know what happened to people when they died, but she doubted they
went to a place like this and were kept prisoners in a lovely and
comfortable room.

She slowly went back to her bed and
sat down, trying really hard not to let her thoughts run where they
desperately wanted to, Freddie and his untimely demise. She felt
great pain hide behind those thoughts, like a tumultuous river
behind a tall dam. So, she forced herself to think about her
current predicament instead. What was this place? Why was she being
kept under lock and key? It surely had something to do with her
powers. This house must belong to the Order of the Guardians; they
were the only ones who knew about her and had been chasing her. But
why hadn’t they killed her? Freddie had told her that they wanted
her dead.

And then, it finally hit her, if
she was alive, maybe so was he.

She did not have time to rejoice
over this new hope, however. The door to her room suddenly opened
outward and in walked a middle-aged man, in his hands a pair of
clothes that she recognised as hers. The man had a funny moustache
over a thin lip and wore a warm, seemingly genuine smile on his
face. That, at least, made Serena feel like he was not a threat to
her. Still, she got up and retreated towards the window.

‘Good morning,’ the man said,
stopping his approach when he noticed her retreating away from him.
‘Please, do not be afraid. My name is Lincoln,’ he said, ‘and this
is my humble home.’ He stepped towards the bed and placed her
clothes on it. They seemed to have been cleaned and ironed. ‘I had
them washed and cleaned for you,’ he smiled. ‘I know they’re not
exactly outdoor clothes, but they’re better than those pyjamas
you’re wearing now. I could loan you something from my youngest
daughter, but I’m afraid she’s quite a bit rounder and shorter than
you, and it wouldn’t flatter you much. I have, however, sent
someone to buy you something more appropriate to wear outside, for
later. Did you sleep well?’ he finally remembered to ask.

Serena didn’t want to be rude and
anger this man, who for all she knew might be very dangerous, so
she replied in a shy voice. ‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Oh, wonderful,’ said Lincoln,
putting his hands together as if overjoyed by the answer. ‘Well, we
have breakfast ready in the kitchen, so why don’t I let you get
dressed and washed up, and you can join us there. I’m not sure what
you usually eat, but I hope a nice English breakfast will be





























































cover.jpg
,IR@NICLT

VOLUME III

BOOK OF JOSHUA






tmp_f1fc47c9adab990ac34d8b61ca8c970f_dqDEMY_html_m19acbf39.png





