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A dark-haired figure paces back and forth within the council chambers, muttering to herself. She walks up and down the length of the room, a plan forming in her mind. Three masked figures sit huddled behind a large wooden desk, staring at the long-haired beauty. One of them whispers, stuttering, “M-Mistress.”

She ignores him, still pacing around the room, her footsteps muffled by the plush carpet.

“Mistress?” he asks again.

The woman pauses and glances up. “You need something? Speak!”

“Well... we were just thinking—what’s the end goal here?” The man gapes at her, his face hidden behind a mask adorned with many coloured gems.

She chuckles to herself, placing a finger on her bright red lips. “Do you tire of your own stupidity?” she asks. “We all understand what the endgame is, don’t we? I’ll have that girl, have no fear.” The ill-tempered woman spins, slamming her hands onto the old oak desk, cracking it and startling the three behind it. “That damn demi-god Rhea is making it troublesome, and here I thought she would have been easy to kill.”

One speaks—a tall, square-shouldered man wearing a deformed baby mask. He clears his throat. “Mistress, tell me, how will you capture the girl?”

She stares at him, confused. “Capture? Who said anything about capture? It’s clear what I will do to the young girl, don’t we?”

All three council members nod in unison.

He continues, “Yes, we do. But how will you get her—”

The woman leans over the desk, ripping the porcelain mask off him. She throws it to the side, shattering it against the wall.

“I never did like those things,” she says, staring at the shattered remnants on the floor.

The remaining two council members remove their masks, fearing her wrath.

She sighs. “You were saying?”

Sweat trickles down his bushy brow. While answering, he wipes it away with the back of his palm. “Yes, but how are you going to capture the young girl? The head of the Protectors and the demi-god are guarding her.”

The woman listens, letting him drone on.

“They are the strongest people in our world. We just don’t have the manpower to win th—”

She snatches at his face, covering his fat mouth, silencing him. “The Head Protector will house her. Am I right?” She stares at them. “His house keeps him hidden from his enemies. I’m sure you’ve got a way to get through, don’t you?” She beams with a sly smile.

The councillors look at each other, their faces filled with uncertainty. A tall, gaunt man stands from his chair, his hands clenched into tight fists.

She glares at him, intrigued. “Is there something you’d like to say?”

With shaky legs, he forces himself to speak. “Right now is a trying time for all of us, and we—the committee—want you to achieve your goals. But you’re asking us to do the impossible.”

“The impossible?” She sneers. “The only impossible thing here is that I let you fools keep breathing!”

The councillors’ hearts flutter in their chests as they stare at the most destructive supernatural being before them. Their flimsy words could end their existence at any moment. Still, they know they must reason with her before it’s too late.

“Maybe I’m not making myself clear.”

Pivoting, she grabs the underside of the table and throws it high into the air. The heavy oak desk crashes down, pinning the council members to the ground.

“I gave you an order, and I expect you to obey!” She drives her foot onto the surface, crushing the pinned council members. “If you won’t submit, then you are worthless to me.”

“No, no! We’ll... we’ll do as you s-say!” one of them yells, the wooden table biting into his ribs.

The woman’s forest-green eyes glint with unwavering fury. She knows discipline is necessary—nothing will stop her from getting what she desires.

“Good.” With ease, the siren throws the polished wooden table against the wall, shattering it into wood chips.

“Now, I’ll ask again. How do I get to the Protector’s house?!”
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The pain. It was the only thing she felt — coursing through her chest like something inside was breaking free.

Ellie remained motionless. Her body didn’t feel like hers anymore, numb to the strange changes stirring within. Her chest was heavy, twisting with every breath of the polluted air. Panic-stricken, she tried to peer through the knowing fog that danced around her.

“Ah, another morsel for me to feed upon,” a gurgling voice sneered.

“Hello?” Ellie wheezed. Only silence answered her—her voice fading into a hollow echo. Thick, dark clouds coiled around her. The setting was achingly familiar. She didn’t need help recognising this place.

The Nether

Vast nothingness stretched out in every direction, broken only by swirling pockets of fog that devoured any light or hope. She’d come here before, searching for answers—and only ever found more questions.

“This place?” Ellie groaned. “Not again...” Exhaustion overtook her. She stumbled forward, her limbs heavy as lead. “Get up. You can do this,” she muttered. Balling her fists, she slammed them into the damp ground. Shallow puddles splashed her face with cold, inky water. “No.” Her voice trembled. “I can’t give up. Not now. Not when they need me. Is anyone here?” She called into the darkness, fearing the quiet.

Her words felt like whispers swallowed by the void. She gasped, lungs heavy with dark air. Her body weakened with every breath.

‘Calm down. Remember.’

She tried to retrace her steps, to recall how she’d landed in this bleak world. All she could remember was the searing pain in her chest—and the shocked faces watching her collapse.

“Ellie, please wake up!”

The voice—Marcus’ voice—tugged her from the edge of despair.

“Marcus?” She leapt to her feet, scanning for him.

“They can’t hear you.”

Her hair stood on end.

She turned and found herself face to face with a face she thought she’s never see again. Kate stood hunched, her eyes wide and lifeless. Its blistered, white skin pulled at the seams like an overstuffed toy coming apart. Ellie fought the urge to run to her. This wasn’t her aunt—it was something else. A grotesque mimic.

“Go away,” Ellie said, stepping back.

“Don’t you want to see me?” it croaked. “You don’t have to be afraid.”

The creature swayed, still dressed in the bloodstained clothes Kate had died in. Ellie told herself again: This isn’t her.

“You’re not real,” Ellie said.

“Are you sure?” it whispered, inching closer. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Can’t be too sure these days.”

Its fingers twitched.

“Look, I just want to get the hell out of here.”

“You’re stuck, Ellie,” it said with glee. “Until you get out... you’ll stay here. Forever.” The creature tried to suppress a giggle.

Ellie’s heart thundered. ‘I can’t stay. I won’t stay.’

“Get me out of here. Now!” she demanded.

“Watch your tone, young lady.”

Guilt surged. The thing still wore Kate’s face—mocking her. Part of Ellie wanted to say sorry, even though she knew it was a lie.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Honestly?” the thing said. “I don’t know. I come and go... but I’ve never been here before.”

“So are you really Kate?”

It grinned, mouth stretching open to reveal jagged teeth.

“Of course I am.” Its long, blistered arms stretched wide. Ellie’s instincts screamed run, but her limbs refused to move. Her body betrayed her. She wanted it to be her aunt, even if only for a moment.

“Do you know this place?” She asked, trying to distract it.

“Yes and no,” it said, voice low.

Then the creature seized. Its limbs twitched violently, its head thrown back in a silent wail. A softer voice bubbled from its throat—a voice Ellie recognised. “Ellie, run! It’s using me. Please run!”

“Kate?” Ellie rushed forward.

The monster convulsed again, its body cracking and folding like a splintering branch.

“Fight it, Kate!” she shouted.

The twisted voice returned, snarling through its shredded mouth. “I’ve eaten countless souls. You’re nothing. I’ll eat your flesh!” Saliva bubbled from the back of its throat.

Ellie stared at the imitation and focused her weakening strength on the creature. In her mind, she pictured the creature falling into a deep sleep—deeper than the darkest voids could grasp. “Sleep,” she whispered. “Sleep.”

The monster staggered. Her voice resonated within it. Its wide eyes closed as Ellie’s voice soothed it into slumber.

“Kate?”

The body of the impostor steadily radiates a warmth that brings colour to the once greyish tone of the body. A soft smile, unseen for years, appeared as Kate opened her eyes. A wave of relief washes over Ellie as she throws herself into her arms. “I’m here now,” Kate whispered, stroking Ellie’s hair.

For a moment, they forgot the monster. Forgot the nether.

“I’ve missed you,” Ellie murmured.

“I’ve missed you too.”

Ellie pulled away, still noticing Kate’s bloody clothes. “Am I... dead?”

“No,” Kate said gently. “There’s still a chance for you.” She placed her hands on Ellie’s shoulders, gazing deep into her eyes as if searching for something.

“What? What is it?” Ellie asked.

Kate stepped back, brow furrowed as she released her niece. With a tightness in her jaw, Kate says, “You’ve changed.”

“Is that bad?”

Kate hesitated. “No. Just... different. I’ve been watching you. I know it’s hard. But you have to keep going. You can’t give up.”

Ellie bit back tears. “That’s easier said than done. I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”

Kate cupped her face. Her touch was warm. Real. A touch she had forgotten. “Why are you here?” Ellie asked.

“For you. To take you back.”

“But how?”

Kate’s smile dimmed. “I don’t know yet. But... let’s take a walk.”

The mist wrapped around them, thick and smothering. Ellie stayed alert. This place twisted everything—truth, memory, even hope. “So you know what I am?”

Kate looked at her. “Know what?”

“That I’m a siren.”

Kate stopped. “I’ve always known you were special. Ever since your dad brought you home. But I didn’t know what you were. Not until now.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for.”

“Did you know my mother? That’s where I got my abilities.”

Kate’s eyes briefly glinted emerald. “Not really. She was secretive. But when she found out she was pregnant, she couldn’t wait to meet you.” Kate’s face darkened, revealing harsh lines that seemed to age her. “She died a few days after you were born.”

“I wish I could’ve met her.”

Kate’s voice softened. “Come on. Let’s get you home. It’s not your time yet.” They walked deeper into the fog, hand in hand, as Ellie wondered how she’d ever find her way back.
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Marcus stood in front of his childhood home, where he had experienced all of his younger years. His happy memories bursting in his mind of once happier times—simple times. He didn’t want to look down; he didn’t want to look at her cold, still face. His tense arms took the stain of the rigid body he was holding, eager to breathe some life into her pale complexion.

The Hardy family dashed outside with stunned faces. They skidded to a stop as soon as they saw the body in Marcus’ arms.

“Is she...” Valentina could not finish her words. They caught in her throat like acid.

“No, she’s not.” Marcus tried to say it with steady authority, but he could hear his voice was unsteady, faltering.

“Get her inside, quickly,” Richard said.

Marcus gently shifted Ellie within his arms, as he could feel his strength waning from the battle. He enters his childhood home, and the smell of safety—of shelter hits him. Cinnamon and old musty books. An odd combination, but it was home—his home.

Marcus takes the stairs two at a time and heads to his bedroom, his boots indenting the cream threadbare carpet. He places Ellie on his bed. He gazes at her. There are purple and black shades of colour under her eyes, giving her face a deathly appearance. Ellie had been going full steam ahead with nothing to fuel her, only to crash and burn. Marcus sits at the edge of his bed, the heels of his hands rubbing into tired, burning eyes. His family peers through the door, waiting for the ex-protector to speak.

Peter pushed past them, and the Hardy family stared at him with dismay. He dropped beside the bed and clasped her hand.

“Downstairs,” Marcus said.

Peter didn’t move; he remains at Ellie’s side.

Marcus stared at him, willing the grief-stricken father to move. “Peter, we need to talk.”

The father didn’t move. Instead, he remained at Ellie’s side, clutching her hand.

“Peter, you need to hear this,” Marcus said.

“How can I leave her?” he asked.

Valentina places her gentle hand on the back of Peter’s back as she spoke, “She is in the best care here. Please, you need to know what’s happening with your daughter.”

He turns to her; his face had seemed to age ten years as the harsh lines had taken root within his face. He stands and follows the Hardys’ down the stairs and into the sitting room. One by one, they found themselves a seat while others had to stand and try to listen to what Marcus had to say. “Ellie’s dying,” he started.

There were a few gasps and shocked faces among the family, but they were soon gone and replaced by bitter expressions.

“No, she can’t!” Peter stood up from his seat, protesting.

“Can we help her?” Alissa asked.

Marcus stood in front of his childhood home, where he had spent all his younger years. Happy memories bursting in his mind of once happier times—simple times. A memory of his brother and sisters chasing him around their large oak tree that had sheltered him during the long summers.

He didn’t want to look down; he didn’t want to look at her cold, still face. His tense arms took the strain of the rigid body he was holding, eager to breathe some life into her pale complexion.

The Hardy family dashed outside with startled faces. They skidded to a stop as soon as they saw the body in Marcus’ arms. “Is she...” Valentina could not finish her words. They caught in her throat like acid.

“No, she’s not.” Marcus tried to say it with steady authority, but he could hear his voice was unsteady, faltering.

“Get her inside quickly,” Richard said.

Marcus gently shifted Ellie within his arms, as he could feel his strength waning from the battle. He enters his childhood home, and the smell of safety—of shelter — hits him. Cinnamon and old musty books. An odd combination, but it was home—his home.

Marcus takes the stairs two at a time and heads to his bedroom, his boots indenting the cream threadbare carpet. He places Ellie on his bed. He gazes at her. There were purple and black shades of colour under her eyes, giving her face a deathly appearance. She had been going full steam ahead with nothing to fuel her, only to crash and burn. Marcus sat at the edge of his bed, the heels of his hands rubbing into tired, burning eyes. His family peers through the door, waiting for the ex-protector to speak. Peter pushed past them, and the Hardy family stared at him with dismay. He dropped beside the bed and clasped her hand.

“Downstairs,” Marcus said.

Peter didn’t move; he remained at Ellie’s side.

Marcus stared at him, willing the grief-stricken father to move. “Peter, we need to talk.”

The father didn’t move. Instead, he remained, clutching her hand.

“Peter, you need to hear this,” Marcus said.

“How can I leave her?” he asked.

Valentina placed her hand on Peter’s back as she spoke, “She is in the best care here. Please, you need to know what’s happening with your daughter.”

He turns to her. His face had seemed to whiten into a ghostly mask as the harsh lines had taken root on his face. He stands and follows the Hardys down the stairs and into the living room. One by one, they found themselves a seat while others had to stand and try to listen to what Marcus had to say. “Ellie’s dying,” he started.

There were a few gasps among the family, but they were soon gone and replaced by sour expressions. “No, she can’t!” Peter stood up from his seat, protesting.

“Can we help her?” Alissa asked.

As if on cue, Rhea stepped out of the shadows and moved to the centre of the room, and the shadows seemed to follow behind her. “Ellie does not have much time. That thing that has attached itself to her is slowly draining her life away.”

Marcus mirrors Peter and leaps to his feet. “We need to help her, and I’m not sitting here while she rots away.”

“Calm yourself. No one is suggesting that we do nothing,” Rhea replied.

James hurried to his feet and disappeared down the steps into his secret chamber without a word. Sophia steps beside Marcus and coughs, which prompts him to introduce them. “Oh, yeah. You all remember Sophia, and this is her father, Eron.” They all smiled, but it was a forced smile as their faces returned to solemn frowns.

“What happened to you all?” Richard asked Rhea.

She held his gaze but didn’t reply.

“Marcus, do you know what happened?” his mother asked.

He took a deep breath and began, “When the council got attacked, we used an orb to get out, but it brought us to Ellie’s old home, and that’s where you found us, Rhea.”

She nodded. “It was the right choice.”

“What I want to know is what happened when we left?” Marcus asked.

Rhea’s face grew dark, and a bright fire hid within her eyes.

Marcus recalls being within the Nether. He stares down at the cuts along his body, still stinging as he remembers the pain. 

“I was careless. I let her infect me, and it cost us Ellie,” Rhea said.

“What is it?” Marcus asked.

Rhea sighs before speaking. “It was her. She did it. That witch knew I would go to Ellie to protect her; she was counting on it. The thing that’s attached to Ellie — it’s almost like a virus — it infects everything it touches.” Rhea continues, “She planned all of this just to get to Ellie! We need to protect her.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Rhea. You didn’t know what would happen,” said Sophia.

Rhea got to her feet and turned her back on them. “Before I knew what I was dealing with, it was too late.” Rhea spun on the spot, and there was sadness in her eyes, extinguishing her blazing fire that flickered within.

“We’ll get her back, Rhea. We will,” Marcus said.

From behind them, hurried footsteps made their way into the living room. James held a thick tome under his free arm, placing it down on the large wooden coffee table that lay in the middle of the room. He flipped through the pages until he located the one he was looking for.

“What’s that?” Marcus asked.

Rhea took a step closer to the book with trembling hands. “That’s a grimoire, isn’t it?”

James looked up at her. “Yeah, how do you know?”

She recomposed herself and interlocked her quivering hands. “Back in my youth, I dabbled in such matters.”

The book was bound in black, tan leather that almost made the book absorb the surrounding light. In bright red cursive lettering, it read Grimoire on the book’s front. Its pages had become yellowed with age over time, but you could still read what was inside. James fumbled with the book, opening to a page that was already marked. The others gathered around and stared down at it. 

“What are we looking at?” Sophia asked.

“Like Rhea said, it’s a grimoire. A very ancient one at that. It holds powerful information about magic that dates back over a hundred years ago, or even longer. There is information in here that even I don’t understand.” James then invited them to look at the book, sliding it across the table towards them. The group crowded around the old tome, eager to learn its knowledge. The book opened to a page with the word succubus in big crimson heading printed on its old weathered pages.

“This thing is called a succubus. It attaches itself to a host and slowly drains the life until—”

Marcus didn’t let him finish. “James,” he pleaded.

“Sorry,” he replied.

“So how do we get the thing off her?” Richard asked.

“This is dark magic we are talking about here. There are steps you must take. Usually, this type of magic must require a sacrifice to combat it,” James answered.

“Sacrifice?” Peter murmured to himself.

Marcus snatched up the tome, feeling its bound leather within his hands. He thought that the old book would turn to dust if he applied too much pressure to it. He studied the passage with a fixed gaze. On the decaying page, a picture of a creature that was the colour of a clear night sky. Marcus just stared at the small blob of a creature, willing the information to stick to memory, but his mind could not tear away from the image of Ellie’s still body. “What is this so-called sacrifice?” Marcus asked while rubbing his bloodshot eyes.

“It’s all in the book, Marcus,” his brother replied.

He was no longer interested in browsing the book, let alone reading it. Instead, he just hung his tired head.

“Just give me the Cliffs Notes,” Marcus asked.

James cleared his throat and rubbed his palms together, taking the book from Marcus.

“This succubus is of sinister magic, and to destroy it, you need something of light. It says in the grimoire that it needs a pure soul to banish it, but it never elaborates on what a pure soul is.”

“What does that mean? A pure soul?” asked Sophia.

“I’m not too sure about that part. Ive re-read this book so many times, but it says nothing of what or who is a pure soul,” James replied.

“Rhea, do you know anything about this?” Valentina asked.

They all turned their attention towards Rhea, expecting her to know all their questions and become their source of knowledge.

She took a breath before speaking. “A pure soul is a person or an energy that is free from corruption.”

“What does that even mean?” asked Marcus.

“Where do we get one?” asked Orin.

A heavy, expectant quiet descended upon the sturdy old house as the question hung in the air. “Sadly, there are only a few that can be pure souls. One of them is sirens, and we are fresh out of those,” explained Rhea. The group had been stunned into silence. Rhea’s words echoed around them, dripping in desperation as they stared at one another, hoping that someone would say something to break the tension.

A tired voice broke through the silence. “Will my daughter die?” They all turned their attention to him to see a frail Peter standing, staring ahead with his hands clasped together.

“No, of course not.” Marcus replied..

Peter reached one sofa and let himself fall onto it. “She’s stone cold; I can’t wake her up.” The way Peter spoke chilled Marcus to his core. “I still think she should see a doctor.”

Rhea moved towards him and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Ellie is no ordinary girl; she needs special treatment that only we offer her.” She let her alluring words take hold: “There are people out there that would use her to their own ends, like that woman. She will not stop until she has her.”

Pete balled his hands into tight fists. “Why does everyone want my daughter?” His rage threw them off balance. “No matter what, I will protect my daughter.”

“We all will.” Rhea replied.

Valentina made her way towards Peter and took him by the arm and led him into the lit kitchen where she would feed him. After Valentina took Peter away, the others decided what to do.

“So, what do we do?” Marcus asked.

“We cannot rush into this, Marcus. We need to prepare and think this through. If you didn’t notice, we are not doing so well.” James replied.

“I know, I know. But I feel like I should do something rather than just stand around.”

“What if we have outside help?” Sophia’s little voice called out.

They both turned to her as she took a seat in the large armchair, making her seem smaller.

“I hope you’re not talking about who I think you’re talking about,” Marcus answered.

“Barbus?” Rhea considered.

“I know you don’t like him, but he still has his uses. We could use him to our benefit,” Rhea admitted.

Marcus avoided her intense stare. “What about the council woman who stormed out?”

“I cannot recall her name, even though I know the woman very well.” Rhea shakes her head. “She may be tainted over to the other side. We don’t know.”

“Tainted?” Marcus asked.

Rhea took a deep breath. “She may be under her influence, and we will not take that chance right now.”

“But you think running for help to Barbus is?” Marcus snapped. As soon as the words left his lips, he felt a pang of regret and lowered his head in shame. “Sorry, Rhea.” She ignores him. “I’m going to check up on Ellie.” Marcus headed up the stairs, dragging his tired legs one step at a time. For the first time in his life, he felt useless. He needed to be of use, to help, but all he could do now was wait.
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Ellie and Kate continued together down the grey path, but every step seemed to drain the young siren. As if the very smoke was sapping Ellie of all of her energy, draining her. As the seconds ticked by, she remained there, aware that her continued stay brought her nearer to death. “I need to get out of here.” Ellie said, “I can’t keep going on like this.”

Kate continued forward, ignoring Ellie’s pleas.

“How long do you think I’ll be in here? Where are we even going?” Ellie asked.

Kate turned to her with a nervous smile and said, “To be honest, Ellie, I don’t know.”

Ellie just stared at her, unable to speak.

“Let’s go. There must be something that can help.” Kate added.

‘Does this place even have an end?’ The young girl thought to herself.

Kate finally stopped and turned to the weak Ellie. “I’ve been in this place for a while now, and sometimes my mind wanders. It’s only now that you’re here that it’s much easier to think. It’s like you’re the key to unlocking this place.”

Ellie didn’t have the energy to ask what she was talking about. Instead she asks, “So why are you here?”

Kate looked puzzled. Like the words didn’t have any meaning to her. “I’m here to make sure that you get back to your family.”

Kate’s response slightly surprised Ellie. Aunt Kate inched closer towards the siren and placed a caring hand onto her shoulders and gripped tight. “It’s me, Ellie. Trust me.”

Ellie stared into Kate’s eyes. They seem to flash emerald green, then grey, as if there were a struggle within. Ellie threw Kate’s arms off of her in rage.

“What the hell are you? You’re not my aunt! I don’t even know what you are! Am I never getting back home? I’ll never see Marcus again, or Rhea, or...” Ellie paused as the vivid image of her father sprung into my mind. “Or my dad again.” A hard slap struck Ellie’s face, leaving a burning sensation but bringing her back to her senses.

“Don’t think like that! There are people counting on you, and I’m going to get you home!” Kate said with an authoritative voice.

Feeling embarrassed, Ellie placed a hand on her glowing cheek.

“I’m sorry, Ellie, but I had to get you out of that frame of mind. It’s too dangerous to assume that. Come on, we need to keep going.”

Ellie agreed and followed, dragging her tired legs behind her into the darkness. Kate’s words resonated within her, changing how she would combat this scenario, but first she would need to be free of the nether. Slowly, a blurry vision of Marcus came through into Ellie’s splintered mind. She could make out a small group of people all crowded around what seemed like a corpse on top of a bed.

‘Please come back to us, Ellie.’

Ellie spun around, realising that someone behind her had called out to her. “Marcus!?” she cried.

‘Ellie, can you hear me?’ A fragmented voice replied.

Ellie hurried back and forth through the dark mist, trying to find the source of the voice. “How is this possible?” she asked.

‘Could it be our new bond we share?’ he asked.

Rhea appeared in Ellie’s mind, igniting her old memories of their shared ritual and dark magical bond through Rhea’s magic.

‘Can you see me?’ Marcus asked.

“No, but I can hear you. Where are you?” 

Marcus paused before answering. ‘I’m lying next to you in my bed.’

Ellie’s entire body froze; she sensed ice creeping up her back. “Am I okay? Am I breathing or...” she couldn’t say the words.

‘Y-you look fine,’ he mumbled. Ellie could tell he was lying. Marcus had this way — his voice would stutter when he tried to lie. But she knew he was only doing it to spare her the pain of knowing.

‘Are you in the room with us or...’ Marcus asked.

“You will not like this, but I’m in the Nether. I don’t understand how I ended up here, though.” 

“Are you alone?” Marcus asked.

Ellie didn’t want to tell her protector that Kate was also there, since it would be too difficult to talk about. She keeps it quiet. Ellie sensed her aunt’s presence behind her, and turned, saying, “Yes, I’m alone.”

‘We’ll get you home, Ellie. We will.’ Marcus replied.

The urge to cry overwhelms her, but she fights it, knowing she has to be strong. Another image flashes into her mind. Marcus lay next to her, stroking her white, cold cheek. Vivid images float into her mind of her dad, broken and sickly grey. “How’s my dad?”

There was a pause that seemed to linger forever while in the Nether. ‘He’s trying to take it all in, but you can tell it’s weighing him down, and with you being, you know, you. My family is helping him through it, but he needs you right now.’

Ellie’s stomach drops and twists as if barbed wire has taken root within her. “How do I get home?” 

‘I’m sure you can-’ Ellie’s yell of pain interrupted Marcus. A searing pain exploded in her head, severing their link, forcing Ellie to her knees.

“Ellie!” Kate hurried to her side with an outstretched hand.

“I’m okay,” she lied as the pain now subsided into a dull ache that throbbed throughout her head.

“What happened?” 

Ellie got to her feet with Kate’s help. “I was talking to Marcus and my head... the pain.”

“Is that who you were talking to?” 

“Don’t ask me how, but I just did.” She paused and looked at Kate with suspicion. “How did you know about Marcus?”

“I’ve been keeping track of you for a while now,” Kate answered.

“You mean like spying?”

“No, no. I’m not spying. I’m just looking after my niece.”

“Oh, okay.” Ellie replied.

Kate stared at her with an unknown expression, and it took the siren aback. It was something Ellie could see within her green eyes, a shimmer of sorts that scared her. It looked and spoke like her aunt, but was the entity before Ellie her true aunt? “Come on, let’s go,” Ellie mumbled.

The two women continued on through the twisted mist while Ellie’s head pounded.

––––––––
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Marcus woke up lying beside his bed. He slept on the bedroom floor, allowing Ellie full access to the bed, even though she would never move or spread out. But Marcus knew that wasn’t the only reason. He didn’t want to stare at Ellie anymore. Each time he looked at her, immense guilt would wash over him, eating away at him. Again, he thought about adding Barbus into the mix. There was still deep-seated anger within him while thinking of Barbus for what he did to Ellie. He could not entertain the idea of losing Ellie, and it would destroy him.

From the moment Marcus saw Ellie down in the runway’s bunker, he knew there was something special about her the moment she walked in and has been by her side ever since. She had captivated him the moment they met. 

Marcus rubbed his eyes and got to his feet, trying to avoid looking at the body of Ellie. He decided to re-join the others to find Rhea and work out what they would do to get Barbus. Even though Marcus hated the idea, he needed all the help he could get. On his way down the staircase, he could hear slight murmurs that came from the kitchen. He sat on the stairs like a little child and listened.

“Do you think she will make it?” his father asked.

“I hope so. That poor girl has been through enough, and it’s time for something good to happen.”

“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her. We owe her.”

“That girl has a home here whenever she needs it.” Valentina replied.

“I’m not saying she doesn’t. But what I’m worried about is what’s happening out there.”

“Me too,” Valentina said.

“But what about the people who are looking for her? We are a target as long as Ellie remains under our roof,” Richard replies.

“We’re safe here.” Valentina assured them. “We have a demi-god among us.”

“That’s what I’m worried about. Rhea is only here for Ellie, and she’ll cast anyone aside if they don’t suit her needs in her comprehensive plan,” he reminds.

Valentina is silent. 

“And now, with that thing coming here, who knows what will happen.”

Marcus descends the stairs, cutting off his parents, waving to them before glimpsing Rhea outside. She stood alone, basking in the midnight moon’s glow. As soon as he opened the door, icy air whipped around him, forcing him to close the door behind him. “What’re you doing out here, Rhea?” Marcus asked.
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