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Chapter One
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Smoke poured up from the front of the Mini. The car made a rattling sound deep within its body. It had looked like a wreck before Lacey and her friends had used it to escape from the dead Night Hunters and Wolf-gatherers, but now it looked fit for the scrap heap. 

“That’s as far as it’s going to take us,” Switchblade said, pushing open the driver’s door and climbing out.

Lacey and the others clambered out into the night. 

“So, what now?” Isake grumbled. 

“We walk from here,” Switchblade told him. 

“How far away is Ash Fields and Ravenwood’s home?” Lacey asked, looking up at the sky, wondering how long they had before daybreak.

Switchblade shrugged his shoulders and said, “Everything looks kind of different from how I remember it. I don’t remember there ever being so much desert before. But I’m sure we’re not too far away. Is it important?”

“Kind of,” Marco said. “Let’s just say the sun doesn’t agree with me.” 

Switchblade looked at him blankly with his dead, black eyes.

“I’m a Blood Runner, remember?” Marco told him. 

“I thought that race was extinct?” Switchblade said, moving away from the car. 

“I’m all that’s left,” Marco said. 

Lacey looked at Marco and watched his eyes cloud over—grow darker—as he remembered how Draconia had tricked his race of people. Lacey moved closer to him. She fought the temptation to offer him some form of comfort like she had in the cave the night he had been feverish.  Lacey didn’t know if she should.

With his battered shield gleaming in the moonlight, Isake made after Switchblade as he strode away across the desert. The others caught up with him. 

“So, how long, exactly?” Lacey asked, worried about Marco. 

“Until what?” Switchblade asked back, never taking his eyes off the dark horizon. 

“Until we reach the city?” Lacey pushed, feeling frustrated that she was placing her trust and friends’ lives in the hands of this seemingly emotionless vampire. 

“We’ll reach it by daybreak,” Switchblade said back. 

“Do you remember where Ravenwood’s house is?” Isake muttered under his breath.

Isake looked at Lacey. Dropping his voice to little more than a whisper, he said, “I know you are meant to be some kind of leader or something, but I think you are making a big mistake by following this vampire.”

Lacey knew that Isake was cowardly, but she was starting to think that perhaps he was right. Could Switchblade be trusted? Did he have the faintest idea where he was heading? How long had he been out in the desert? Lacey wondered. He had said himself that everything looked different than how he remembered it. Then, before she had a chance to say anything, Switchblade had rolled back his sleeve and was inspecting a circular-shaped disc set into the leather gauntlet he wore. Lacey peered at it. She knew she wore something similar, if not an identical gauntlet that was also fitted with knives and blades. Lacey took a step closer to get a better look. She knew she had a circular disc attached to her gauntlet, but had no idea what it was for, other than activating the knives and blades. But as Lacey watched Switchblade, she could see that the circular disc attached to his gauntlet was, in fact, a compass.

“What is that?” she asked. 

“A compass,” Switchblade said, peering down at it, then out across the flat plain as if getting his bearings. 

“I can see that it’s a compass.” Lacey sighed. “What I meant is, what is that leather gauntlet? I wear one just like it.” She rolled back her coat sleeve as if to prove the point. The knives and blades that covered it, glinted in the moonlight. 

“It’s a tool worn only by the Night Hunters,” Abe said, staring from behind his dark glasses at the gauntlet wrapped about Switchblade’s arm. 

“Which raises the question as to why a vampire is wearing one?” Marco said, staring at Switchblade.

“I stole it,” Switchblade said, rolling down his sleeve. 

Isake raised an eyebrow. “You stole it?”

“I stole it from a Night Hunter—although he was no longer a true Night Hunter, but one of those hooked on human blood. In self-defense, I killed him, then took the gauntlet. Do you have a problem with that?” 

“No,” Isake said, taking a step away from Switchblade.

“Can you show me how to use it?” Lacey said, glancing down at her forearm, then back at Switchblade.

“Instead of heading to Ravenwood’s?” Switchblade asked her. 

“Perhaps when we get there,” Lacey said.

“Perhaps,” Switchblade said, looking once again into the distance.

“Can you tell me what this copper disc is for?” Lacey said, gesturing her arm toward Switchblade. “Yours has a compass attached, but mine just has a hole in it.”

Switchblade gave the copper disc a cursory glance. “Perhaps there was once a compass fixed to it but it has since fallen off?”

“Maybe,” Lacey said, pulling down the sleeve of her coat. The scar on her wrist had stopped aching for now, but she couldn’t help but feel it a little strange that the scar hadn’t caused her any discomfort in years, but since coming into the Mirror Realm, and since wearing the gauntlet, it had begun to ache. 

“This way,” Switchblade said, striding out across the desert.

Lacey glanced at her friends. 

Marco pulled his hood up and met her stare. Lacey could sense that he was keen to get to shelter before daybreak. 

“Let’s get moving,” Lacey said, setting off after the vampire.

***
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They followed Switchblade for an hour or more across the flat, dry land. Every so often, he would look back at them to make sure they were still following. 

“This way,” he would urge them, before striding away again.

It wasn’t until Lacey’s legs began to ache and each step became more sluggish, that she looked down and noticed that they had all been walking for some time in what appeared to be about a foot of snow. She glanced back over her shoulder and could see their footprints fading away into the distance. 

“Snow?” Lacey whispered aloud, bending down and taking a handful. It felt soft and crunchy, but it wasn’t cold, it was warm. 

Warm snow? Lacey wondered. But that would be impossible, right?

“It’s not snow,” Marco said, suddenly blinking beside her. “It’s the ash I was telling you about.”

“Ash?” Lacey said curiously, letting it drift through her fingers. 

“It’s what’s left of Ash Field City,” Switchblade said. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Draconia skulked across the upper chamber of the Splinter. His cloak trailed behind him. Lacey Swift and her friends were getting dangerously close to the Ash Fields. But dangerous for who? For Lacey, he hoped. But to hope wasn’t good enough and he wrung his bony hands together. He had spoken to the one who travelled with her, and Draconia had been assured that Lacey was being led into the trap which had been set for her. 

“None of them will return,” the other had said as Draconia watched the traitor in the swirls of black dust he had created. 

It circled and swirled before him like a miniature sandstorm. Draconia stared into it from beneath his threadbare hood and said, “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” the other replied. “Lacey Swift and the others do not suspect a thing. They trust me.” 

“Good. Good.” Draconia smiled, and he was comforted by the words that were spoken through the dust. “You will be rewarded well.”

“I’m not looking for rewards,” the other said. “I just want you to set my people free.”

“And I will,” Draconia rasped, coughing up a globule of blood. He spat it from the corner of his mouth where it festered on the cold stone floor at his feet.

The voice spoke through the swirling dust. “What about the key?” 

“Just keep it safe,” Draconia said. “I have another coming to relieve you of that worry. Just make sure you lead Lacey to Ravenwood’s home. Take some of the Lot 13 that you say she has gone in search of. Such a remedy might prove beneficial to me. Then lead Lacey and her companions into the Craggy Canyons. They will have a surprise waiting for them there.”

“I will do my best,” the voice said. 

“I know you will,” Draconia rasped, as if gargling on a mouthful of nails. 

“Are you going to kill Lacey Swift?” the other asked. 

“That is not your concern,” Draconia spluttered.

“You said you just wanted the box...”

“Have you developed feelings of friendship for the girl?” Draconia asked.

“I am fond of her, yes,” the voice wavered. 

“Well, don’t become too attached,” Draconia said with a smile. “Grief is such an unpleasant thing, as you well know.”

“But why kill Lacey...?” the other started. “That wasn’t part of the deal. I would never have agreed to help you if I’d known...”

“Just make sure they head for the canyon,” Draconia rasped. “I will have my army of dead Night Hunters waiting for them. It won’t be me who kills the girl. It will be the very people she has come into the Mirror Realm to lead.”  

The dust fell out of the air and settled on the floor before him. With one skeletal foot, he brushed the dust away, scattering it to the four corners of the Queen’s chamber. 

Draconia went and stood before the Queen. He watched her sleep like he had so many times before. Then sighing deeply, he whispered, “My only mistake was not snapping your neck the moment your mother brought you into this world.”  
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Chapter Three
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Lacey and her friends walked in silence, the ash growing deeper, and now almost to their knees as it fell from the sky like giant snowflakes. It settled in their hair and on their shoulders. Isake knocked it from the front of his shield. Switchblade’s jet-black hair now looked grey where the powdery ash had settled. The wind whipped it up into small flurries as he led Lacey and the others through the falling ash. 

Lacey saw something sparkling in the distance. The light almost seemed to dazzle and spin like a Catherine Wheel firework. As she drew closer, her heart began to quicken as she realised it was the sun starting to rise over the burnt-out remains of Ash Field City.

“Marco,” she gasped, looking back at him. 

Marco trudged through the ash-snow, his cloak pulled about his shoulders, head down, and hair covered white with ash. 

Lacey looked over at Switchblade and said, “How long until we reach Ravenwood’s home? We don’t have time for any detours. We need to get my friend out of the light.”

“We’ll make it in time,” Switchblade said. “We are on the edges of the city now. It’s not far.”

“How far?” Lacey pushed.

“About seven miles or so.”  

“Seven miles. We’ll never make it in time,” Abe said. He then pointed into the distance at a jagged row of hills that were pockmarked with a series of deep hollows, like caves. “We could take shelter in them. Marco will be safe from the sun...”

“No,” Switchblade said, his face as expressionless as a shop mannequin.

“Why not?” Lacey asked. Who was calling the shots around here? Who had put Switchblade in charge? Definitely not her. 

Switchblade looked directly at her. “Those caves are full of Spectral Bats—or Leather Wings, as they are better known in these parts. Those caves are sacred ground; they won’t want us intruding upon their home. Since Draconia—since the war—they have become distrustful of strangers. And who can blame them? But they might help us.”

“Help us?” Marco asked. 

Abe frowned. “Yeah, why would they want to help us?”

“They have no love for Draconia and his armies,” Switchblade said. “They are one of the few species that have remained neutral in this war, but they do want peace brought back to these lands.” He glanced at Lacey, and added, “I think if they knew that you were all trying to find a way of bringing an end to the war, they would help you in that endeavor.”

Lacey wasn’t so sure she wanted to place her trust in another species she knew nothing about. “Who and what exactly are these Spectral Bats—Leather Wings?” Lacey asked Switchblade. Then, looking at her friends, she said, “Have any of you guys ever heard of them?” 

“No,” Isake said. He looked suddenly alarmed, but when didn’t he? Lacey wondered. 

Abe shrugged his shoulders. 

“I just want to find someplace to rest,” Marco said, glancing up at the horizon from beneath his hood. The black sky was turning blue in the distance. “I can blink, but not seven miles in one leap. I won’t get to Ravenwood’s house in time, even with my speed.” 

As if he were not interested in further debate or delay, Switchblade poked two fingers into his mouth and made the most ear-splitting of whistles. The desert fell silent as the ear-piercing sound continued to ring in Lacey’s and her friends’ ears. As the noise began to subside, another sound could be heard. It was faint at first, but gradually grew louder.  

Lacey looked in the direction of the noise, as did her friends. What appeared to be several black shadows swooped across the skyline from the direction where the jagged hills lay. The sound of distant thunder followed in the wake of the soaring shadows. Lacey watched them approach, and to her amazement, three giant bats fluttered from the sky, hovering a few feet above the ash-covered ground. Marco rubbed his eyes as if they were deceiving him somehow. Lacey looked at the bats more closely, and could see they weren’t like any kind of bat she had seen before. Their wingspan was huge—as big as a ship’s sails—she thought.  They were black and leathery. The fur covering the creatures’ rotund bodies was the colour of rust, yet fine and silk-like. The bats’ ears were long and pointed and they had tails that swept back and forth above Lacey and her friends’ heads. The creatures’ feet had long, curved and sharpened claws. Their faces had pointed muzzles with rows of razor-sharp teeth, and their round eyes blazed a fierce orange in the fading darkness. The giant bats that Switchblade had called Leather Wings, beat their mighty wings majestically up and down as they dropped out of the sky, giant claws sending up plumes of swirling ash.

Without hesitation, Switchblade leapt on top of one of them, bent forward, and whispered something into one of the bat’s pointed ears. The bat made a shrill and piercing screeching noise. Switchblade snatched hold of what appeared to be a set of reins attached about the bat’s neck. He pulled on them, and the Leather Wing swooped up through the air in a wide arc and came to hover just above Lacey and her friends. 

“Get on!” Switchblade said, pointing to the other two Leather Wings which hovered just above the ground. 

“How high does it go?” Abe asked, fear in his voice.

“I don’t understand?” Switchblade said back. 

“He doesn’t like flying,” Lacey said, remembering how scared Abe had been on the aeroplane on the other side of the mirrors. Showing no fear, Lacey leapt onto one of the giant bats, gripping its reins in her fists. Then glancing down at Marco and holding out her hand toward him, Lacey said, “Come on, Marco, you don’t have a lot of time before the sun is...”

Before Lacey had had a chance to finish, Marco had blinked, and was sitting with Lacey, his arms thrown tight about her waist. Then to everyone’s surprise, Isake was clambering on top of the remaining Leather Wing.

“What exactly are these creatures?” he mumbled, reaching for the reins. 

“Bats that have agreed to help us,” Switchblade said, pulling back on the reins so the creature swopped around in the air again. The Leather Wing cried out, but not in pain. The sound it made was like some kind of roar in agreement to what Switchblade had just said. 

“Well, I’ve never seen bats like these before.” Isake sighed. Then looking down at Abe, he said, “C’mon.”

Abe stood in the ash, his long, brown hair twisting in the wind like a headful of snakes, and shook his head.

“You need to man-up!” Isake roared. 

“You can talk,” Abe snarled, brandishing his teeth at him.

Lacey looked down at her friend and smiled. She thought it strange how someone so powerful—a werewolf—could be afraid of flying.

Abe glanced up at her, his bulbous glasses glowing red. “And what are you smirking at, Lacey Swift?”

“Nothing.” Lacey shrugged, trying to mask her smile.

“Please,” Marco said from over Lacey’s shoulder. “Do it for me, Abe.”

Still looking nervous and uncertain, Abe leapt onto the back of the Leather Wing, flinging his arms around Isake’s neck.

“Let go, you stupid wolf!” Isake croaked. “You’ll strangle me!”  

Abe loosened his hold, but not much.  

With some trepidation, Lacey took hold of Marco’s hand, and he didn’t let go or brush her fingers away. 

“Ready?” Switchblade asked the others as he hovered about in the air above them. Then he was gone, soaring away toward the smouldering remains of the Ash Fields.

Lacey pulled on the Leather Wing’s reins and the creature screeched. It tilted to one side and Marco tightened his grip on Lacey.

“Are you sure this thing is safe?” Abe howled as Isake banked his Leather Wing to the right, then left. 

“How should I know?” Isake roared, and then shot away after Switchblade. 

Lacey glanced over her shoulder at Marco as their Leather Wing soared up into the air. The wind tugged at Lacey’s and Marco’s hair and clothes as they swept through the sky right behind Switchblade, who raced ahead of them all. With his arms still firmly wrapped around Isake’s neck, Abe dared to steal a peek below. And as he did, he was startled to see through his telescope-like lenses a never-ending stream of abandoned wagons snaking away in every direction. It was like the people who had once lived in the Ash Fields below had fled. 

They soared over deserted streets and buildings that had collapsed into mountains of smouldering rubble. Giant drifts of ash leant against what few gutted buildings still stood. Most of what Abe saw through his glasses looked like little more than a burning wasteland. Eventually, they left the deserted town behind and swooped over pastures and fields covered in a blanket of grey ash. Banks of hills lay ahead, and as Isake guided the Leather Wing over them, Abe saw dead Night Hunters patrolling the fields of Ash on the backs of Wolf-gatherers.  

Marco saw them too. “Look!” he shouted over the roar of the wind. 

Lacey looked down and nearly lost her grip on the reins. The huge wolves and their riders moved like herds across the fields, their shaggy-looking coats being tugged by the wind, and their giant paws sending up clouds of dust and ash.

“We’re too high for them to see us,” Lacey told Marco, but in her heart she knew that the sight of so many dead Night Hunters and Wolf-gatherers stalking the fields below wasn’t a good one. 

They continued to race through the dawn light, leaving the dead Night Hunters and the wolves behind – for now. 

Switchblade pulled back on the reins attached to the Leather Wing as he began to descend back toward the ground. As Lacey steered her giant bat through the sky, it banked sharply to the right. Isake was just ahead, and as his banked, Abe tightened his grip around Isake’s neck and closed his eyes. He remained that way until he heard Isake gasp, “You can let go of me now.”

Abe cautiously opened his eyes and peered down at the ground, which was now only a couple of feet beneath him. Lacey’s Leather Wing had come to a stop, too, and sat hovering just above a set of wooden gates, which led to a large, sprawling farmhouse.

Isake let go of the reins and said to Abe, “Are you gonna let go of me, wolf, or what?”

Brandishing his teeth at Isake, Abe leapt the few feet to the ground, sending up a shower of ash.

“You can let go, too. That’s if you want to. I don’t mind you holding onto me,” Lacey said, peering over her shoulder at Marco, who had now totally immersed himself beneath his cloak. 

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Marco half-joked from beneath his cloak and let go of Lacey. He then blinked toward the farmhouse door. 

The farmhouse, with its white-covered roof and stone walls, reminded Lacey of a picture on the front of a Christmas card. But the stone house didn’t look welcoming. There was no warm, orange glow of firelight shining through the windows. No snowman—Ashman—in the front garden to welcome guests. It sat dark and empty at the end of the front garden path.

Switchblade dropped from his Leather Wing and joined the others at the front gate. “I told you we would make it before sunrise,” he said, looking at Lacey. Again, his voice was so expressionless. Switchblade swung the gate open and made his way up the ash-covered path toward the house where Marco stood, cloak draped about him.  

“Please be careful, we don’t know if anyone is hiding in there...” Isake whispered under his breath as Abe set off up the garden path to the front door. 

Switchblade pushed his shoulder against the door, but it didn’t budge. It was locked tight. Rolling up the sleeve of his flight suit, he removed his glove, revealing the leather gauntlet and its array of glistening knives.

Lacey and her friends watched as the knives and blades sprung from the gauntlet like metal fingers. There was a whizzing and grinding noise, as what looked like some ancient can opener appeared from the side of the gauntlet. Holding his hand against the wooden door, Switchblade cut a hole in it with the cutting tool now protruding from his forearm. Splinters of wood showered about his fist. When the hole was big enough, he placed his free arm into it. With the side of his face flat against the outside of the door, he felt for the lock on the other side. There was a clicking sound, then, withdrawing his arm, he pushed the door open. With a flick of his wrist, the cutting tool, knives, and blades withdrew back into the gauntlet. 

Without saying a word to his companions, Switchblade stepped inside the house.
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Chapter Four
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Noah stood before Jezanna. She looked at him and yelped. His long beard had gone, as had his fangs, claws, and yellow eyes. Noah looked human just like he had when leading her through the woods. He stood before the trapped mirror and smiled at her. His face was young-looking, his skin smooth and flawless. It was pale, and his eyes were dark and brooding. His hair was black and long, if not a little on the untidy side. For a human, he wasn’t bad looking, Jezanna thought. He no longer wore his scruffy dungarees, but a crisp white shirt and blue jeans.  

“The mirrors have such untapped powers. I have discovered there are many ways of passing through the mirrors.” Noah smiled, looking pleased with himself. “Frontways, sideways, and backways! Each of them changes you in a different way.”

“But you look like a human,” Jezanna woofed.

“I know,” Noah said, looking down at himself. “It has its benefits.”

“Like what?”

“Like when I need to mingle with the humans, which doesn’t happen often these days, I must admit, but there have been occasions.” 

“Like when?” Jezanna pushed, her tail wagging from side to side. 

“Let me see,” Noah said, rubbing his chin, his heart suddenly aching as he thought about her. The woman he had once loved—still loved—and had spent much of his life trying to find a way back to again. Pushing thoughts of her away, but not too far, he looked at Jezanna. Forcing a smile he added, “It’s such a long story, and one not for now.” He gestured toward the mirror. “Go on, give it a try, Jezanna.”

“I’ve had enough of mirrors for one day,” Jezanna said. “Besides, the only mirror I want to go through is the one that will take me home.” 

“Oh, c’mon, live a little,” Noah teased her with that brooding smile of his.

Jezanna looked at him with her red eyes, then at the mirror that had been fixed in place. 

“What’s not to like?” Noah asked her.

Slowly, Jezanna trotted toward the mirror. Noah didn’t take his eyes off her. “Which way will you choose?” he muttered to himself. “Frontways? Sideways? Or backways?”  
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