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Chapter One
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Draconia stood on the balcony and peered out across the desert. The moon was sinking in the distance, and he knew that by the time it rose again he would have the key to the box in his hands. It excited him, and he appeared to shake at the thought of opening the box. A stiff chill wind blew in through the large, open windows and ruffled the long, dark robes that were draped all about him. Draconia couldn’t wait for the day when his cloak would be whole again and made of the finest materials. He lusted for the day he could reveal his true self to the Mirror Realm.

As quick as candlelight being snuffed out, Draconia shot a hand from beneath his cloak and snatched hold of a moth that had fluttered in through the window. Holding it up to his face, he appeared to speak to it as if whispering in its ear.

“Bring me the key,” he hissed. 

Draconia opened his mouth wide as if he were going to choke. A deep retching noise escaped from his throat as he breathed a puff of black smoke over the moth that he held in his open palm. The moth began to twitch like it had been swatted. It rolled onto its back and kicked its legs until they grew brittle and broke away. The moth then disintegrated into a pile of dust before Draconia’s eyes. 

Holding his hand out over the edge of the balcony, Draconia blew the moth’s ashes into the night. The dust swarmed about on the breeze. The moth’s ashes began to stretch, becoming a solid form as they took on the shape of a demon with a long, bony skull, deep, empty eye sockets, and a mouthful of shark-like teeth. The demon stretched and pulled in every direction as it took shape. Its wide mouth opened and it screamed as if in pain. Then it began to shrink and get smaller—taking the form of a small, angelic-looking boy, no older than about eight years old.

The boy floated in the night sky on the other side of the balcony where Draconia stood.

“My hollow child,” Draconia rasped, “go to Bleakstorm Prison and kill Lucia Fay and the rest of the Bitten Hearts. Kill them all—kill everyone in that prison!” 

Smiling at Draconia, the boy bowed his head before separating into a swarm of black ash again and swooping away across the desert.
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Chapter Two
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The mirror cracked, then shattered, causing Victor to flinch and his teeth to rattle. He knew he would never get used to the sound, it was like a thousand brittle bones being crushed underfoot. Victor looked down the narrow street that twisted and turned before him. Just above his head was a sign which read: Welcome to the Town of Rogue Drift. Victor’s heart began to beat behind his thin ribcage as he thought of Rogue Drift’s sole remaining occupant. He stalked down the main street with Thea draped in his arms. Doors wailed on broken hinges and litter danced along the gutter in the wind. The shop windows stared back at him, like dead eyes, as he made his way through the town to the shack beneath the granite tree. Moonlight glittered off the broken glass from the gas lamps that had once lit the streets. Rogue Drift was silent; the only sound was Victor’s shoes clacking against the cobblestones beneath his feet.

Although Thea weighed no more than a pile of bones, Victor’s arms started to tire and his back had begun to ache as he carried her. The temperature was a little above freezing, yet a fine sheen of perspiration glimmered across his brow. Ahead, he could see a rocking chair that had been abandoned outside a derelict barber’s shop. Victor puffed deeply as he made the last few steps toward the chair. Lowering Thea onto the pavement, Victor dropped into the chair to rest.

“I’m in no rush to see Araghney again,” he muttered to himself. “A couple minutes of well-earned rest won’t hurt.”

Victor thought of Araghney and although his heart missed a beat, he hoped that he could resist her charms, if that’s what they were. 

I’ll knock on the door of her shack and just dump the girl, Victor thought to himself.

“Yes, that’s what I’ll do. No hellos and no goodbyes. I’ll instruct Araghney to keep the girl locked away and to give her one of the pills three times a day until I return,” he muttered once more under his breath. 

Without opening his eyes, he dug a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and patted his moist lips. He felt feverish and anxious. He didn’t want to go back to that shack. His legs were telling him to run fast back up the main street and never return to Rogue Drift. But he couldn’t do that. Victor knew he had to bring the girl to Araghney—Draconia had told him to do so.

Tucking the handkerchief back into his pocket, he gripped the arms of the rocking chair and stood up. He grimaced as he straightened and the joints in his spine made an audible popping sound.

Victor stooped down to gather up the girl and gasped. “Where has she gone?”

Victor whirled round, looking up and down the street for Thea, who was no longer lying on the cobbled road next to the rocking chair, where he had laid her down.  

“I don’t believe this!” he cried, searching underneath the rocking chair and then peering into the gutter. “Where can the stupid bitch be?”

Victor rushed up and down the street kicking over empty rubbish bins and looking through the filthy windows of the deserted stores. His heart thundered in his chest, and this time it wasn’t at the thought of Araghney, but at the thought of what Draconia would do to him if he didn’t find the girl and find her quick.

“Come back to me!” he roared, the tendons in his neck threatening to snap like guitar strings that had been over-tightened. 

“You can’t do this to me!” he screeched, spit flying from his lips, which curled up into a snarl. Not knowing what to do, and frantic with worry that he might once more disappoint Draconia, Victor ran to the shack beneath the granite tree. He banged on the door so hard that the knuckles on his right hand started to bleed. He smothered his nose and mouth with his left hand as Araghney Ursa’s putrid stench wafted from beyond the door. 

Gagging, he banged on the door again. “Araghney, open the door! It’s Victor,” he shouted in an attempt to stir the witch on the other side of it. 

A shuffling sound came from within the shack. The scent of the decaying witch grew stronger as it leaked between the cracks and around the warped doorframe. Victor whipped the handkerchief from his pocket again, securing it around the lower half of his face like a bandanna. 

The door swung open and Araghney greeted him with a wide grin that twisted beneath her misshapen nose like a scar.

“My dear Victor,” she sighed, unable to hide her delight at seeing him again. Her flat and misshapen bosom almost seem to swell with joy. She had known that he would one day return to her. Araghney had never really been in any doubt that Victor would come sniffing at her door again, wanting to relive the deviant and depraved sexual acts they had once shared. 

Victor turned his head away at the stench that emanated from her wrinkled and leathery flesh. The stench wasn’t too dissimilar to the smell of rotting eggs and decomposing fish. He made a retching sound in the back of his throat, as he peered at her from over the top of the makeshift bandanna.  

“I always knew you would return one day. Just can’t resist me, eh?” She grinned, her bloodless lips rolling back to reveal her black and withered gums. As the witch eyed him up and down, she dragged her grey and pointed tongue over her cracked lips. The black lace dress she wore hung like a large veil over her misshapen form. 

Victor looked at her and felt repulsed. But he was sickened at himself more than her. How had he ever had sex with such a creature? Had he never known shame? How he now regretted—always regretted—the fact that he had once been joined with her. It was something he wanted to scrub out—cleanse from his past—but he knew he couldn’t. The knowledge that he and Araghney had once been intimate, lovers, would haunt him forevermore. It was a stain he would never be able to truly dissolve from his flesh. 

“Just shut the fuck up, you poisonous witch!” Victor roared. “I haven’t returned to this godforsaken place to be with you. I need you to help me find the girl, Thea Swift.” 
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Chapter Three
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Thea opened her eyes just enough so she could see through her eyelashes. Above her sat Victor, swaying back and forth in an ancient-looking rocking chair. He was mumbling to himself and his eyes were closed. Realising that this was her chance of escape, Thea pulled the blanket about her shoulders and stood up. Her Uncle Victor moved, and she froze. She watched as he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and patted his lips with it.

Deciding to take a rest in the rocker isn’t the only mistake you’ve made recently, Uncle, Thea thought to herself, pushing her forefinger into her mouth and hooking out the black pill she had been holding in the back of her throat. Her uncle had been away far too long, and in his absence, the effect of those pills had begun to wear off. She wasn’t full of life and energy, but she had become well enough to realise she was in great danger and had to get away from him. Far away, just like she sensed her identical twin sister, Lacey, had done. As her strength had slowly returned, Thea had no longer been able to sense Lacey to be close by. They had always shared a unique bond—and Thea now sensed that bond had been broken... shattered. 

Seizing her chance, Thea tiptoed backwards up the cobbled street and away from her uncle as he sat and whispered to himself in the rocker. Tossing the remains of the pill into the gutter, she held the blanket about her shoulders and fled into the backstreets of Rogue Drift.

***
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Lacey and her two friends reached the outskirts of the prison walls just before sunrise. Abe sniffed out a cave and led the others inside. The cave smelt of dead animals, and bony carcasses lay scattered across the dusty floor. Although the cave didn’t smell great, it was warm. But more importantly for Marco, it was dark. 

Relieving themselves of their supplies, Lacey, Abe, and Marco didn’t waste any time in finding themselves a comfortable area of ground to lie on. They had walked all night in the freezing cold, and each of them ached from head to toe. Lacey pulled the collar of her coat about her chin and blew warm air into her hands, which she had cupped about her mouth. Marco wrapped his cloak tight about him, and found a place to lie down at the back of the cave. Using his hands like a pillow, Marco closed his eyes. Abe sat half propped against the cave wall, and Lacey could see his eyes glowing red like two brake lights behind the dark glasses he wore.  

“You never did tell me how your grandfather ended up in that prison,” Lacey whispered into the dark, finding a place on the ground where she could lie down. 

Abe pushed the glasses up onto the bridge of his nose, covering his eyes completely once more. “On the day we fled the Splinter, in his haste, my grandfather placed the key to the box in his trouser pocket. It wasn’t until several days, perhaps weeks—I can’t really remember—had passed that he discovered it there amongst some old coins and pieces of string.”

“Did he get accused of stealing it?” Lacey asked, closing her eyes and lacing her fingers behind her head.  

“No, not as far as we know. On realising his mistake, my grandfather left the Howling Forests for the Splinter at once. But since his last visit to the tower, Draconia had crept out of the wilderness and started to work his dark magic on that part of the Mirror Realm. We heard that as my grandfather neared the walls of the Splinter, he was intercepted by the Wolf-gatherers that now patrolled there, and they arrested him.”

“Arrested him for what?” Lacey asked. “You can’t just be arrested. You have to break some kind of law first.”

“My grandfather was accused of undertaking reconnaissance and was found guilty of being a spy,” Abe explained. 

“Did you go to the trial?” Lacey asked, opening one eye and peering across the cave at Abe. 

“What trial?” Abe scoffed. “There wasn’t any trial. Now that Draconia is in charge, justice is swift in the Mirror Realm. My grandfather was found guilty on the spot and taken to Bleakstorm Prison, where he will spend the rest of his life.”

“Not if we have anything to do with it, huh?” Lacey said.

“However much I want to believe that we will set my grandfather free, I just don’t see it happening,” Abe sighed. 

“Don’t give up now. We’ll get your grandfather out of that prison.” Lacey smiled at him. 

In the darkness, Abe grinned back at his friend’s fighting talk. “Yeah, you’re right, what was I thinking of? Of course we’ll set him free. I don’t doubt it.” But of course he did doubt it. The nearer they got to the prison, the more his doubts grew. 

They lay without speaking for some time until Lacey said, “Why do you think my scar was bleeding when you saw it reflected in that piece of broken mirror in the box?”

She waited for Abe’s reply. She wondered if he was contemplating his response. When it didn’t come, she opened her eyes and looked across the cave at him. Abe sat slumped forward, and over the sound of the growing wind outside, Lacey could hear the gentle sound of his snoring. As she lay in the near darkness and watched Abe sleep, she felt a sudden movement beside her. Turning, she realised that Marco had blinked across the cave and was now lying next to her. 

“I didn’t know you could do that in your sleep,” she said, surprised by how close Marco was lying next to her. Her first instinct was to move away just a few inches, but despite any animosity she felt toward him, she liked his sudden closeness in the semi-darkness. 

“I wasn’t asleep,” he whispered, inching closer to her. “I’m too cold to sleep.”

Cold? Lacey wondered. The sun was rising outside and she could feel the rising heat of it even in the cave. She knew it wouldn’t be long before the sun’s rays were unbearably hot and bleaching the sand and rocks white. At first, Lacey didn’t do anything apart from fight the urge to move away again. Marco shivered beside her, as if feverish again. In the pale sunlight that filtered into the cave, she could see that his face was covered in a fine sheen of sweat, and in places his skin looked red and raw again. Was Marco in pain because the sun was rising outside, or was he still suffering from the aftereffects of being out in the sun for too long on the other side of the mirrors? If it was, then she couldn’t help but feel partly responsible. Once again, despite being an arrogant jerk most of the time, Marco had risked his life to save hers. As he lay beside her, shivering, cloak pulled tight about him, Lacey didn’t know what to do. She felt a weird feeling in her stomach and her heart raced as he lay so close to her.

“I’m freezing,” he whispered, trembling all over.

For the first time since meeting Marco, Lacey sensed a vulnerability about him. His feverish state was something she knew she couldn’t ignore. He had helped her—taken the poisonous barb from her neck—so should she now temporarily put their differences aside and help him if she could. Drawing a deep breath, Lacey snuck her arm around Marco’s shoulders and pulled him close to her. She half expected Marco to shove her away, but instead, he closed his eyes, resting his head against her shoulder. Although she secretly enjoyed this new closeness between them, she also felt it to be strange. Only a few hours ago they had been arguing and shouting at each other so fiercely that Abe had had to separate them. She couldn’t help but wonder when the moon rose again, if the animosity between them would rise again.  

“I know the answer to your question, Lacey,” Marco whispered.  

Surprised that he had spoken, as she believed him to be asleep, Lacey whispered back. “What question is that?”

“Why Abe believes you can help us,” Marco said, between shivers.

“And why does he believe that I can?” 

“When Abe and I spent those long nights racing across the desert in search of your mirror, I asked him why it was so important that we find you,” Marco said, eyes closed, head against her shoulder. 

“What did he say?”

“Abe said that when he looked into that box he saw Draconia striding out of the wastelands, and with him he brought a shadow of death and destruction. Then he said he saw you and you brought...” he trailed off. 

“What did I bring with me?” Lacey asked.

“He said you brought hope,” Marco whispered, snuggling up closer to her and drifting into sleep. 

Lacey lay awake, Marco resting in her arms. With everything that she had been told, seen, and done, she found it impossible to sleep. But it was more than that which kept her awake, it was thoughts of Marco. During her short time at college she had messed about with a few guys, but nothing serious. But Marco was different. Despite him being a conceited moron most of the time, she felt something for him. Lacey wasn’t sure what, but she found it hard not to look at Marco when he was close by. To brush past him made her skin tingle, and to be holding him now stirred feelings deep within her she had never felt with a guy before. They were feelings of an uneasy excitement, warmness, but danger, too. 

Closing her eyes, and praying that Marco was asleep, Lacey kissed him gently on the side of his face. Holding him close to her, Lacey slowly drifted into sleep. 
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Chapter Four
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Once Victor had explained the importance of the missing girl, Thea Swift, the rotting Araghney grabbed hold of an oversized bag. With the lower half of his face covered by the handkerchief, Victor watched the witch shuffle about her squalid shack, gathering together wall charts, star charts, and astrological charts. She placed these into a bag that had been fashioned from the stomach of a dead Wolf-gatherer.  

Araghney plucked potions and murky-coloured concoctions from the cluttered shelves that lined her dwelling and rammed these into the bag, which was now bursting at the seams. 

As she worked, Araghney began to chuckle. 

“What’s so funny?” Victor asked her.

“This!” she said, glancing back over her shoulder at him. Her dead, black eyes peered out at him from behind the strands of greasy white hair that hung down over her face. 

“What?” Victor snapped, his patience wearing thin like a sheet of melting ice.

“That you came back to me,” she grinned, revealing her brown and broken teeth. 

“Not out of choice. I was told to bring the girl to you.” Victor grimaced as he looked at her. 

“But you didn’t bring her, did you?” Araghney reminded him. “You lost her. But instead of searching for her, you came to me.” 

Victor gagged again at the stench that wafted from her wrinkled flesh. 

“You need me,” she grinned. “You need me and don’t forget it, my dear Victor.”

Araghney gathered the last of her items, and brushing past Victor, she went to the door of the shack. Grabbing a large leash and collar from a hook, she stepped outside. Victor followed her to find that the sun was just rising above the derelict streets of Rogue Drift. 

Araghney hobbled beneath the twisted branches of the granite tree as she dragged the bag by her feet. She huffed and puffed, the smell of her decaying flesh wafting on the cool morning breeze and making Victor feel nauseous. 

“Where are you going?” Victor asked, watching her disappear behind the trunk of the tree. 

“Questions, questions!” she tutted. “Be patient, will you?” 

Curious as to what she was up to, Victor followed her, and found her scrawny backside sticking up out of a hole that disappeared between the knotted roots of the tree. Victor watched as she struggled with something that lurked deep within the hole. 

“Come to me,” she wheezed, coaxing something from beneath the ground. “Come out, Roc,” she cooed.

“Who’s Roc?” Victor asked.

Crawling back out of the hole, she looked at Victor and said, “Roc is my pet. He doesn’t like being disturbed—it makes him irritable and violent.” 

“Perhaps we should leave him then?” Victor said, eyeing the hole in the ground that Araghney had just crawled from, wondering what kind of pet she had hidden there. “We don’t have time to waste.”

She yanked on the tether that she had fixed to whatever lay hidden in the hollow. A whiny noise could be heard, and Victor took a tentative step backwards. Then, to his horror, an emaciated man crawled from out of the hole at the base of the old tree. He was so thin that Victor, if he had wanted to, could have counted each of the young man’s ribs. He was stripped naked, apart from a tatty and filthy pair of shorts. Araghney pulled on the tether again, which she had secured around the man’s throat with a collar. The young man looked dazed and confused as he staggered forward. Through half open eyes, he looked at the witch, then cringed away from her. Victor knew exactly how the poor creature felt.

“Roc, my darling, look what I have for you.” Araghney glanced back over her shoulder at Victor and added, “He can’t resist these.”

Victor turned his horror-struck stare from the young man and looked at Araghney. Just as Roc had done, Victor flinched away from her in surprise. Araghney no longer looked ancient, wizened, and bent out of shape, but young, tall, and beautiful—just like she had when he had been seduced into her bed. Araghney’s lank and greasy hair was now long, thick, and dark. It lay in twisted curls on each side of her impish and beautiful face and over her shoulders. Her skin was unnaturally smooth and unblemished. Her eyes were now clear blue, her lips full and red. The long, black lace dress she wore clung to her voluptuous figure. She jutted her ample chest forward and Victor realised that it was her firm breasts that Araghney had been referring to when she had said he can’t resist these.

Like some kind of pitiful and sex-starved slave, Roc lunged forward, eyes wide and tongue hanging over his split lips. He no longer appeared to be scared of her. And Victor wasn’t so sure that he was scared of Araghney, either. In fact, he felt his heart begin to race and his lap harden as he watched Roc bury his face between her firm breasts that were straining against the thin lace of her dress. Victor watched with a mixed sense of horror and lust as Roc began to slobber against Araghney’s heaving chest. As Roc continued to slaver away, Araghney looked at Victor, a smile stretching across her beautiful face.

“You are disgusting,” Victor told Araghney. But he didn’t find her disgusting. In fact, he suddenly felt jealous of Roc. He had to muster all of his strength not to run forward, pull the feeble-minded guy from Araghney, and bury his own head between her breasts. 

With her smile growing even wider, and eyes twinkling in the morning light, Araghney said, “You don’t find me disgusting. If you did, you would never have come back here.” She then pushed Roc away from her. The young man stumbled backwards and down onto the ground. His narrow chest hitched up and down as he lay panting at the foot of the tree. 

“Who is he?” Victor asked Araghney. 

“He’s a Wolf-gatherer that has come to live with me...”

“A Wolf-gatherer you’ve enslaved, don’t you mean?” Victor said with disapproval. But however disapproving he sounded, Victor knew that he had once been bewitched by Araghney’s beauty and would have happily remained her slave if he had not managed to escape. 

“Don’t sound so jealous, my darling Victor,” Araghney teased.

“I’m not jealous,” Victor sneered, although he knew that he was and hated himself for it. Why couldn’t she just change—become the witch again—so that he could hate her once more. 

Araghney came slowly toward him, her hips swaying, breasts heavy, long dark hair blowing about her face. Victor wanted to run, but couldn’t. His eyes met hers, as she sidled up to him. Very gently, she rubbed her hand over his groin. “Oh, my darling, you really are pleased to see me,” she whispered. 

Victor tried to pull away, but didn’t—couldn’t. He liked the feel of her cool touch against him. He liked the way she slowly drew her hand back and forth across his lap. 

Her silky wet tongue flickered over her full lips. “Don’t be jealous, my darling Victor. The Wolf-gatherer means nothing to me.”

“Then why is he here?” Victor asked, hating himself for asking such a question. Why did it matter to him that Araghney had enslaved the Wolf-gatherer? But it did matter, because the young man was now enjoying Araghney and bringing her pleasure just like he had once done. 

“I get lonely out here all alone,” Araghney whispered, looking into Victor’s eyes, her lips brushing against his. She could feel his heart racing and his body trembling. “I need company from time to time. Perhaps if you hadn’t left me, I wouldn’t have had to seek pleasure from someone else...”

Victor could no longer bear it. He couldn’t bear the thought of the beautiful Araghney—his beautiful Araghney—being pleasured by someone else. Screwing his eyes shut, he crushed his lips over hers. Their tongues entwined as he began to kiss her with a greed and desire that was all-consuming. Her tongue licked and caressed the inside of his mouth as she tightened her grip about his groin. The pain he felt was agony, but joyous, too. He gripped her breasts with one hand and her tight arse with the other. She squirmed against him as the Wolf-gatherer lay at the foot of the tree and looked on, the grin of a madman spread across his gaunt face.
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