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          1 WINDPOWER

        

      

    

    
      Ella Finn was thirteen years old, but knew enough to realise that death followed her like a shadow.

      The ice cream slipped between Ella’s lips and chilled her mouth. It was her dad’s favourite flavour, and she let the lemon linger there before it slid down her throat. She gazed across the sea, staring at the ships waiting for their place at the port. Several local fishing boats were there, plying their trade as they caught crab and lobster.

      Ella took a deep breath, feeling the breeze in her lungs and over her face, wondering what it must be like to live and work on the ocean. To her left was the wind farm. More than twenty turbines stood fixed in the water, waving at her as if they were long-lost friends.

      As the lemon ice cream reached the bottom of her stomach, she watched the turbines change, transforming into the creature she’d brought to Earth in the early hours of the morning. Each turbine shimmered until it became a Kraken, over two dozen of them slithering their tentacles in the air.

      And then those tentacles struck. They thrust forward, grabbing ships and boats, tearing them apart and throwing them across the sea. Ella froze as she watched men and women falling to their deaths. Their screams assaulted her ears, burrowing into her brain and echoing through her head.

      The Krakens scooped humans out of the water, devouring them and ripping flesh from bones. Then, when they’d finished, they turned their attention to the town.

      And they marched towards Redcar.

      ‘Did you enjoy your Lemon Top, love?’

      Her mother’s voice woke Ella from her nightmare. The wind turbines were back, and every vessel in the sea had returned to normal.

      ‘It was fine, Mum. Are we going soon?’

      Gemma Finn sat next to her daughter on the promenade.

      ‘Are you sure you want to go, Ella? You got little sleep last night.’

      Ella smiled at her mother. The Institute – via the police – had taken Ella home at three in the morning. It was a tearful reunion, and neither of them had slept much.

      ‘Of course, Mum. You can’t go on your own.’

      Gemma hugged Ella, and then let go.

      ‘Well, as long as you’re fine. The police said you’d been okay in quarantine, but you can never be too sure.’

      As soon as Veronica Venus and her soldiers had killed the Kraken – and before she knew what had happened to her father – Ella had wondered how she’d explain to her mother her absence.

      I couldn’t tell her I’d travelled through a dimensional portal to another world, where one hour there was eight hours here.

      But Venus and those she worked for at the Institute had already thought of that. While Ella fought the Kraken in the other realm, Veronica had told Gemma Finn Ella was in quarantine because of the chemical leak at the Beacon.

      ‘You can’t be too careful with chemicals, Mum.’

      Her mother nodded. ‘At least most of the people who were affected are fine now.’ She glanced away from Ella, down to where the police had closed the road on every side of the Beacon. Neither of them mentioned not everyone had got out of the “chemical leak” unscathed.

      Ella checked her phone. ‘Are you going to the allotment later to make sure everything is okay?’

      ‘Yes,’ her mother said. ‘Do you want to come with me?’

      The thought of it made Ella’s heart sink into her stomach.

      ‘No. I said I’d see Billy and Hannah. I haven’t seen them since yesterday.’

      Since the police took them away and I ran into the Beacon to find Dad.

      Her mother gripped Ella’s hand. ‘As long as you’re okay.’

      Ella was about to reply when she heard a noise coming from the road behind them.

      ‘What’s that shouting?’ her mother said as they turned to see what it was.

      Ella saw the flags first, then the banners and people holding up placards.

      ‘DAM,’ she said.

      Her mother scowled. ‘What are those bloody Destroy All Monsters idiots up to now?’

      Ella jumped to her feet and moved towards the commotion. Thirty or forty people were marching down the road, stopping the traffic and drawing the attention of everyone there. She ran to the front, watching as a tall, thin man led the group into the town. He was the only one not holding something, but he was shouting at the public. Ella couldn’t hear what he was saying until she got close to him.

      ‘Don’t believe government lies about a chemical leak at the Beacon. We all saw what happened with our own eyes. That purple smoke was alive and had a purpose. It deliberately attacked those people, driven by an alien force, a monster not from this planet.’

      Ella wanted to shout at him, to tell him what he’d said was untrue, but she couldn’t.

      Because it is true.

      But the people couldn’t know. Ella had realised that even before Veronica Venus had explained it to her.

      ‘If the public discover there are portals from our world into others and dangerous creatures are coming through them, it will cause mass panic. Just like it did last year.’

      ‘But people saw those Elementals. They were caught on film and video,’ Ella had said to Venus, who was taking her home by car at three in the morning.

      ‘The government has convinced most people those things weren’t real, Ella. Some believe they were terrorist attacks, using fake monsters to cause more confusion and panic. Others don’t want to believe what they saw because the reality of it is too terrifying. And then there are those who know the truth of what happened. Some of those, like myself and the Institute, are trying to deal with the situation responsibly. But some want to use the events to exploit the public and foster fear throughout the country.’

      Ella stared at the DAM march and knew which people Venus had been talking about.

      She ran to the man at the front.

      ‘Stop scaring everyone,’ Ella shouted at him. ‘The only monster here is you.’

      The bloke continued walking, grinning at her through crooked teeth.

      ‘You’re being lied to, child. This town came under attack yesterday, and none of you is safe here.’

      Ella was about to shout at him again when someone pulled her back. She tried to wriggle out of the grasp until she realised it was her mother.

      ‘Don’t waste your time with them, Ella. They’re only a bunch of cranks. Nobody takes them seriously.’

      Ella had thought that too, but she watched as more people joined the march as it headed towards the Beacon. There must have been over seventy in the crowd.

      ‘What will they do when they get to the Beacon?’ she said.

      Gemma Finn let go of her daughter. ‘Don’t worry, love. The police will sort them out.’

      Ella had a sudden urge to follow them to see what would happen, but she knew she and her mother had somewhere more important to be.

      The chill of the ice cream continued to linger in the pit of her stomach as they headed for the car.

      But she realised it wasn’t the ice cream making her cold.

      They were quiet on the ride to the hospital. It took five minutes to get there, and as she got out of the car, Ella remembered the last time she’d been there.

      One year ago, I was here to visit my cousin who was in a coma.

      And now her father was in the same situation.

      When she’d returned from the other realm, the place called the Banishment, she’d hoped he would have recovered from being possessed by the Elemental named Lore. But Veronica Venus only had bad news for her.

      ‘Your dad never woke up when that creature left his body, Ella. We took him to the local hospital, but he’ll have to be moved to an Intensive Care Unit soon, probably tomorrow.’

      It had taken Ella two minutes to process the information, though it had felt like an eternity to her.

      ‘Does Mum know?’

      ‘Yes, we’ve explained it to her,’ Venus had said in the car.

      Ella had dug her nails into the back seat. ‘Where will you take him?’

      ‘There’s an ICU in Middlesbrough, or we might move him to an Institute facility.’

      Ella had known what she’d meant by that.

      ‘To use an Elemental to heal him?’

      ‘Yes,’ Venus had said. ‘But, to be honest, Ella, our doctors don’t think that will work.’

      ‘Why?’ Ella had said while fighting back the tears.

      ‘Because your father’s injury was caused by an Elemental and, from all the tests we’ve run so far, Elementals can only be used to heal human illness or disease.’ She’d grabbed Ella’s hand then. ‘We’ll try, of course, but I thought it best you should know the truth.’

      Ella wanted to see her father right then, but Veronica had convinced her it was the wrong time. And she knew she needed to be with her mother.

      Which was why they were on their way to visit him that afternoon.

      ‘The other people affected by the chemical leak are recovering here as well,’ her mother said as they strode up the steps into the hospital. ‘So that’s a good sign everyone else is getting better.’

      Ella nodded, unable to dash her mother’s hopes with the truth.

      Those people are only getting better because what affected them was a magic spell cast by Lore. But Dad wasn’t that lucky. Lore possessed his body, lived inside him as an Elemental from another world, and there’s no telling what damage that might have done.

      They entered the hospital and Ella’s mum went to reception. Ella looked around the place, surprised there were no police officers there. She expected the media, and even those DAM fools, to turn up at some point.

      Perhaps the Institute is here in disguise or undercover.

      She followed her mother to the lift.

      ‘Your dad’s in a private room on the top floor.’

      They held hands all the way up. Then, for the first time since she’d sat down for her ice cream on the seafront, Ella remembered she’d brought her backpack with her. She took it off and gripped it in her hand. As the lift reached the top, she pressed the bag to her chest and felt what was inside it.

      They moved into the corridor and Ella saw the two uniformed police officers, a woman and a man. She watched as they both went for something on their waists before someone stopped them.

      DS Dominique Keita stepped forward.

      ‘How are you, Mrs Finn? Ella?’

      ‘We’re fine, Dominique,’ Ella’s mother said. ‘How is Andrew?’

      DS Keita took them to the side.

      ‘There’s a doctor in with him now, a woman, some specialist the hospital flew in especially for your husband. I’m sure she’ll be able to give you more information.’ She looked at Ella. ‘Did you get enough sleep?’

      Ella nodded. ‘I thought there would be officers outside the building. DAM is on a march to the Beacon, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they came here next.’

      DS Keita rubbed the back of her neck. ‘Yes, I heard about that. I’m sure reinforcements will be here soon. Do either of you want a drink?’

      Gemma Finn coughed. ‘I think I need a glass of water.’ She looked at her daughter. ‘Do you want anything, Ella?’

      Ella shook her head. ‘I’m fine, Mum. You get yourself something.’

      Her mother smiled as she went down the corridor to the drinks machine.

      DS Keita pulled Ella to the side. ‘Does your mother know what you did?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Ella said.

      The police officer frowned at her. ‘Don’t play coy with me, Ella. You ran into the Beacon when it was still a place of danger. You could have ended up like your father.’ The second she said those words, Ella could see the regret in her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Ella. I didn’t mean it like that.’

      Ella took DS Keita’s hand. ‘Don’t worry, Dominique. I’m okay.’

      Her mother returned with a bottle of water. ‘Are you ready, Ella?’

      She nodded. ‘Yes.’

      But she’d never been less ready for anything in her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 BAD MEDICINE

        

      

    

    
      Ella walked into the room and saw it full of flowers. It smelt like a rose garden and she wondered how it had got like that. Then her mother spoke.

      ‘I had the florist bring them over.’ The two of them stared at the bed and its occupant. ‘You know how much your father loves nature.’

      They stood in silence, clutching each other’s hand as Ella questioned where the doctor was. Then, as if Ella’s thoughts were lingering in the room for everyone to hear, Dominique spoke from the doorway.

      ‘The specialist said she’ll be back in a minute.’

      Ella watched her mum nod as DS Keita closed the door. Then the two of them went to the bed.

      Andrew Finn lay there as if he was having a gentle nap, with his chest rising slowly as the breath slipped from his lips. Ella stared at her father’s face, seeing the lines under his eyes that weren’t there yesterday. There were chairs on either side of the bed, but she didn’t want to sit down.

      If I do that, it would be as if I’ve given up on him, sitting ready for him to slip away from us.

      To fade away from me.

      Her mother let go of Ella’s hand and took a chair. Then she took her husband’s fingers in hers.

      ‘I’m going to the allotment later, Andrew. I’ll make sure everything is okay there.’

      Ella stared at her mum, confused that she was saying such a mundane thing. Then she saw the tear at the edge of her mother’s eye and knew why.

      She wants to treat him as if nothing has happened. This is just Dad resting and things will go back to normal soon.

      Ella sat next to her mother. She peered into her father’s unmoving eyes and didn’t know what to say. All she could think about was how much she was to blame for his condition. She pushed into the chair, forcing her spine against her bag and knowing there was something in there which could help.

      But I need to get Mum out of the room first.

      ‘Ella’s here as well, Andrew.’ Gemma glanced at her daughter. ‘And she wants to talk to you.’

      The breath caught in Ella’s chest, struggling to reach her lungs.

      ‘I came by the Beacon to see you, Dad. It looks like a great place to work, especially with that view. You need to wake up and take Mum and me there.’

      She didn’t know what else to say, too wrapped up in the idea of getting her mother out of the room. But that pressure was taken away from her when a woman walked in.

      ‘I’m sorry for not being here when you arrived, Mrs Finn.’ Gemma stood and took the woman’s hand. ‘My name is Dr Ford. I’m a specialist in neuro-surgery based in Newcastle.’

      Dr Ford’s black hair was tied low in a ponytail, the smile on her face warm enough to take the chill off the hospital room. She let go of Gemma and touched Ella on the shoulder.

      ‘How is Andrew?’ Ella’s mum said.

      ‘He’s stable at the moment, Mrs Finn.’ Dr Ford went to the machines attached to Andrew Finn and looked at them as if they were the controls for a nuclear arsenal. ‘But there’s not a lot we can do for him at this hospital.’ She’d lost her smile when she glanced at Ella. ‘So your husband is being moved to a different facility sometime today.’

      Ella wanted to ask the doctor a thousand questions, but the words wouldn’t come out. She’d thought she’d be strong when she saw him, looking at her father unconscious in that bed, but all the strength had been sucked out of her the second she’d stepped into the room.

      ‘Where is he being moved?’ Ella’s mother said.

      Dr Ford smiled again and took Gemma’s arm.

      ‘Perhaps we should go to the office and I can explain it to you in more detail. And there are some papers I need you to sign.’

      Ella stared at her mother and knew she was struggling to hold back the tears.

      ‘It’s okay, Mum. I’ll be fine here with Dad.’

      Gemma Finn hugged her daughter. ‘I won’t be long.’

      Then she left with Dr Ford.

      Take as long as you want, Mum.

      Ella touched the side of her bag and felt what was inside. The silence of the room engulfed her, wrapping her body in an oppressive blanket she thought would drag her deep underground. She closed her eyes, listening to the beat of her heart. Ella placed her fingers against the book inside the bag, scared by what she was about to do, but knowing it could be the only way to get her father out of the coma.

      I have no choice but to use the Book of All Life.

      She’d spent a year talking herself out of using it, but now there was nothing else she could do. Ella closed her eyes. The room was cold, but she suddenly felt too warm. Sweat ran down her cheeks, arms, legs, and into the small of her back. It was so hot and damp, it was as if she was underwater, sinking into the deepest part of the sea as she struggled to breathe.

      Ella put her fingers to her face, but it was dry. She opened her eyes and touched the bedsheet, feeling the pristine whiteness on her skin. Then she reached into her bag and grabbed the book. She was about to take it out when a woman spoke behind her.

      ‘We’re taking your father to an Institute hospital.’

      Ella turned to see Veronica Venus in the room, wearing a doctor’s white uniform with her name sewn into it.

      ‘You’re a doctor here?’

      Venus shook her head. ‘It’s just something to make my presence here easier. Dr Ford is a consultant for the Institute, so your father will be in excellent hands.’

      ‘What will happen to him?’

      ‘We’ll take him to the facility we have under the steelworks. We’ve made good progress using Elementals to heal people, so we’ll try that first.’

      Ella put a hand on her chest to stop her heart from exploding.

      ‘You said you didn’t believe that would work because an Elemental caused the coma.’

      ‘That’s true, Ella, but we have to try.’ She peered deep into Ella’s eyes. ‘Unless you can think of some other way we can help him?’

      Ella’s heart beat faster against her ribs, thumping like an electricity generator turned up to maximum power.

      Should I trust her and the Institute with the Book of All Life?

      I have to, don’t I, if I want to save Dad?

      She looked at the bag on the floor before switching her gaze to her father lying in the bed.

      ‘Which Elementals will you use to help him?’

      Veronica Venus put her hand on Ella’s shoulder.

      ‘Don’t worry about that, Ella. Our specialists have everything under control.’

      Heat spread through Ella’s body again. ‘How many Elementals do you have under the steelworks?’

      ‘We have enough.’

      ‘Are they volunteering to help you, to help the Institute?’

      Veronica Venus smiled at her. ‘Of course, Ella. You don’t think we’d force them, do you?’

      Ella saw her father’s laboured breathing in the hospital bed and no longer knew what to believe.

      When she took Billy, Hannah and me into that facility under the steelworks, I never thought to ask if the Elementals there had been given a choice to be strapped to an ill human. I should have spoken to some of them.

      ‘What happens to them after that?’

      The smile was more forced now. ‘What do you mean, Ella?’

      ‘The Elementals. Once they’ve finished volunteering for you, what do you do with them?’

      And then the smile disappeared. ‘Difficult decisions have to be made regarding the Elementals, Ella. But, unfortunately, the current climate makes it impossible to reveal to the public the truth about the portals connecting our world to other dimensions. So the Institute has to keep Elementals secret from the people, especially considering the events in town today.’

      ‘Events?’

      ‘The Destroy All Monsters march. What happened at the Beacon has put the country on high alert. Any further sightings of Elementals and what they can do will only add fuel to a testing situation.’

      ‘You could send the Elementals back through the portals to where they came from.’

      Venus nodded. ‘That is one option under consideration, Ella. But you have to understand I don’t have the authority to make those decisions.’

      ‘So who does?’

      The grin returned. ‘Well, ultimately, that will rest with the highest office in the country.’

      ‘The prime minister.’

      ‘Indeed.’ She moved towards the door. ‘Now, why don’t you spend some quiet time with your father while I speak with Dr Ford and your mother?’

      Venus left the room. Ella went to her father, peering into his unmoving face as she considered what she’d heard.

      I wish I had someone I could talk to about this.

      Should I tell Mum?

      No. It would be something else for her to worry about.

      Ella reached into her bag and removed the Book of All Life.

      I need to bring an Elemental here to help me. But which one?

      She ran her fingers over the illustrations on the cover. Including the back, there must have been more than a hundred small images of Elementals. But there would be hundreds if not thousands more in the realm where they were banished with Pandora centuries ago.

      So how do I contact them?

      As she considered that question, her mother returned on her own. Her face was flushed and Ella knew she’d been crying. She wanted to cry too, but forced herself not to. Instead, she dropped the book into the bag.

      Me getting upset won’t help anyone, especially Dad.

      ‘When are they moving him, Mum?’

      Gemma Finn wiped at her top lip.

      ‘There have been some complications with finding a bed, love, so they say it might take a few days.’

      Ella took her mother’s hand. ‘That’s okay. We’ll stay with him here until then.’

      Gemma Finn hugged her daughter.

      ‘Dr Ford said there’s a free room next door where we can sleep until they’re ready to move your dad. Is that okay with you?’

      ‘Of course, Mum.’

      ‘I’ll go home first and get a few things: change of clothes for us both, toiletries, and such.’

      Ella felt her mother’s fingers trembling. ‘Do you want me to come with you?’

      I should stay here and keep an eye on Dad. What if we get back and they’ve whisked him away?

      ‘It’s up to you, love.’

      But Ella didn’t want to leave her mother alone, especially when she was driving.

      ‘We’ll go together. We can get some of Dad’s favourite tunes and play them to him here. I read somewhere that listening to music can help people in a coma.’

      Gemma Finn touched her daughter’s head. ‘Okay, Ella. I’ll let Dr Ford know what we’re doing.’

      Ella grabbed her bag and followed her mother out. She looked everywhere, but there was no sign of Veronica Venus.

      How come there’s no room for Dad now when she said they were taking him to the Institute facility under the steelworks today?

      She watched her mother talking to Dr Ford and hugged the bag close to her chest. The Book of All Life rested against her heart, and Ella knew what she was going to do.

      Once Mum’s asleep in the next room, I’ll bring an Elemental from the book to help Dad.

      But which one would it be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 FAMILY AFFAIR

        

      

    

    
      Hannah and Billy were sitting outside Ella’s house when they got back from the hospital. Ella’s mum said hello to them before going inside.

      ‘I’m sorry about your da,’ Billy said. ‘Are you okay?’

      Ella nodded. Then she gave them a quick recap of what had happened to her in Pandora’s world, the Banishment, and of her conversation with Veronica Venus at the hospital.

      ‘I don’t trust her,’ Hannah said.

      Ella rubbed at her face. ‘I don’t know what to think. If I work with the Institute, I’m sure we can make the planet a better place, but what they’re doing with the Elementals is worrying me.’

      Hannah nodded. ‘When we were there, under the steelworks where they had Elementals hooked up to heal people, something about it didn’t feel right to me.’

      Billy frowned. ‘Why? They were making people better.’

      Ella pulled him away from the house in case her mother came back.

      ‘Did those Elementals have a choice, Billy? My head was spinning too much at the time to question it, but what if Venus and those doctors were forcing Elementals into doing that?’

      ‘So they’d be prisoners of the Institute?’ he said.

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said. ‘I’m not saying that’s happening, but we need to find out more about what’s going on before we can trust them.’

      ‘What about your dad?’ Hannah said.

      Ella lifted the bag to her chest. ‘Tonight, when my mother’s asleep, I’ll use the Book of All Life to bring an Elemental here to heal my father.’

      Hannah smiled at her. ‘I think that’s a good idea. Do you want us to be there with you?’

      Ella returned her smile. ‘That would be great. I’ll let the hospital reception know you’re coming over, and I’ll text you to come up.’ She glanced at the open doorway and heard her mother moving in the house. ‘We got little sleep last night, so I expect Mum will drop off quickly. Why don’t you hang around the hospital after nine o’clock?’

      They both agreed.

      ‘Won’t you be tired as well?’ Billy said.

      Ella shook her head. ‘I don’t think I’ll rest until my dad is better. I’m going to take some of his music for him to listen to.’

      The three of them stood in silence, listening to Gemma Finn talking to herself in the house. Then Hannah broke the quiet.

      ‘I did some reading online about coma patients when I found out about your dad.’ She glanced over Ella’s shoulder and into the house. ‘The brain of a coma patient may continue to work even if it looks like they’re asleep. They might hear the sounds in the environment, like the footsteps of someone approaching or the voice of a person speaking. Maybe the music will spark something in your dad’s brain, and you won’t have to use the book.’

      Ella touched Hannah’s arm. ‘Thank you.’

      Billy checked his watch. ‘We’ll be outside the hospital at nine, waiting for your text, but won’t the police be there?’

      ‘I didn’t see any there when we left,’ Ella said. ‘What happened with that DAM march to the Beacon?’

      Hannah laughed. ‘Most of them ended up running away from the coppers. Some of them were arrested, including the leader. I can’t remember his name.’

      ‘Professor Christopher Jupiter,’ Billy said.

      Ella remembered her short conversation with the man. ‘I met him this afternoon. He wasn’t very pleasant.’ She looked at Billy. ‘What do you know about him?’

      ‘Only what I read from his bio on the DAM website.’ He scrunched up one side of his face as if dragging all the information from the furthest corner of his brain. ‘He was a professor of astrophysics until he started publishing books claiming monsters are real. No university would give him a job after that.’

      ‘Was this after I brought the Elementals here last year?’ Ella said.

      Billy shook his head. ‘No. According to the DAM website, Jupiter published his first book about monsters ten years ago. People called him a nut and a conspiracy theorist, but he soon had lots of followers. And then, after the events of last year, there were thousands of them. There are loads of videos of him on YouTube.’

      Ella listened to all of this, wondering if it had any bearing on the work she might do with the Institute. Yet, she knew it was only a distraction from what had happened to her father.

      ‘What’s astrophysics?’ Hannah said.

      ‘I think it’s the study of the universe,’ Ella said. She glanced into the sky. ‘The birth, life and death of stars, planets, galaxies and everything else out there.’

      ‘Aliens,’ Billy said. ‘It’s all to do with aliens.’

      Hannah punched her cousin on the shoulder. ‘Don’t start with all that nonsense again, Bonzo. Tell us more about this Dr Jupiter.’

      Billy scowled at her and rubbed his shoulder. ‘Well, from what I can remember from the website, he believes the universe to be made of vibrational energy and infinite dimensions sharing the same space. That’s where he believes the so-called monsters are coming from to destroy the Earth.’

      Hannah grinned. ‘I guess he’s not too far wrong about the different dimensions.’

      ‘He must know about the portals,’ Ella said. ‘Maybe he had a bad experience with one and he thinks all Elementals are monsters.’

      ‘I think what happened last year across the country left many people with bad experiences of Elementals,’ Hannah said.

      In a flash, the memories came back to Ella – not that they ever went away – of the creatures Pandora had brought to Earth to cause death and destruction everywhere: dragons, werewolves, harpies and all the other Elementals she’d used to kill people.

      ‘That’s because they were made to do those things by Pandora,’ Ella said.

      But did she really believe that?

      ‘I guess,’ Billy said.

      Gemma Finn came to the door before any of them could speak.

      ‘I’ve got some clothes and an mp3 player for the music.’ She smiled at Ella’s friends. ‘I would have used your dad’s phone, but the police couldn’t find it at the Beacon.’ She dropped a bag onto the floor. ‘Are you going to get your things, Ella?’

      ‘Yes.’ Ella turned to Billy and Hannah. ‘I’ll see you two later.’

      They left and she went into the house. It was only a few hours since she’d been there, but it seemed like an eternity. She took her bag and ran up to her bedroom. Once inside, she removed the Book of All Life and stared at the cover.

      When I did this for Dotty last year, when she was in a coma, I brought a witch here, and she revived my cousin.

      But that was Seraphina and she betrayed me to Pandora.

      So maybe she should bring another witch over from the Banishment.

      No, she had to think of something else, of calling forth a different type of Elemental to help her father.

      She stuffed clothes into her bag, then the book, and put two jumpers on top of it.

      I’ll ask Hannah and Billy for advice tonight when they come to the hospital.

      Then she dropped the bag onto the floor and sat on the bed. Her brain had been working overtime since she’d got up. All that stress in her head had spread through the rest of her body, and this was the first time she’d felt she could relax. Nervous energy seeped out of her arms, shoulders, and back as she lay down. She peered at the ceiling and wondered if she was doing the right thing by not trusting Venus and the Institute.

      If this all goes wrong tonight, I might make things worse for Dad.

      She wanted to close her eyes and go to sleep.

      And it would have been so easy, but she knew she might not wake up if she did.

      The mobile vibrating in her pocket jolted her up. She took it out of her trousers and looked at the screen. There were forty-eight unread notifications from the MythMaker app. She ignored them and put the phone away. Playing a game that allowed people to become mythological creatures: they were really Elementals, but most players wouldn’t know that term – didn’t feel appropriate for her at that moment.

      When Dad gets better, we’ll play it together.

      She switched off the bedroom light and went downstairs. She expected her mother to be on the doorstep, but she wasn’t there; or outside when she checked there too.

      Electricity shot through Ella’s heart as she went into the living room, finding it empty.

      ‘Mum, where are you?’

      Then she heard the crying coming from the kitchen.

      Ella dropped her bag and ran to her mum.

      ‘It’s okay, love.’ Gemma wiped at her tears. ‘I shouldn’t have gone on the internet and read about people who’ve been in comas.’

      Ella saw her mum’s phone on the table.

      ‘Dad will be fine, Mum. You weren’t here last year when it happened, but do you remember how cousin Dotty came out of her coma?’

      Gemma smiled at her daughter.

      ‘I do, Ella, and you’re right. So I know there’s a good chance your dad is going to be okay.’ She got up and went to the sink to get a glass of water. ‘Reading those posts online made everything feel worse, that’s all.’

      Ella watched her mother drink, knowing her cousin Dotty only came out of that coma because of the witch.

      Ella tried not to think of that and picked up her mother’s phone. She knew she shouldn’t read any of those comments, but she couldn’t help herself.

      ‘I was in a coma for eleven days, severe brain injury. I lost several years of memories prior to the coma, and my brain didn’t really start to “retain” information again until six weeks after I came out of it.

      ‘I’m told that my personality changed afterwards. I had to rebuild most areas of my life. It sucked, but it was probably a good thing. Although I’d be lying if I said I never wondered what my life would be like if I’d never had the coma.’

      Ella closed the browser and put her mother’s phone back on the table, unable to read any more of those comments.

      Would her father lose any of his memories? What if he didn’t remember her? Maybe it would be like that internet post and her dad’s personality would have changed.

      That happened to Dotty last year. Before her accident, she was never the nicest person, but she was even worse when she came out of the coma, being more nasty and horrible to me.

      All the stress Ella thought she’d left in her bedroom returned to her a hundredfold. Her shoulders slumped as if the sun and the moon were resting on them. The back of her mouth transformed into the desert while her brain felt as if it was inside a microwave.

      Her mother handed Ella a glass of water and she drank from it greedily.

      ‘Let’s spend the night with your dad, love.’

      Ella finished the drink and followed her mum out of the house. She put the bag on her back, feeling the Book of All Life nestling between her clothes.

      All she had to do now was decide which Elemental she’d summon to help her father.
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      Ella spent an hour with her mother in her father’s room. Dr Ford had told them there had been no change in his condition. Ella had wanted to ask Ford about Veronica Venus, but knew she couldn’t while her mum was there.

      Her mother and Ella chatted in the room, involving the unconscious man in their conversation whenever they could. Then, before they left, Gemma Finn put the headphones into her husband’s ears and started the playlist she knew was his favourite.

      After that, they spent two hours together in the next room, including eating the evening meal provided for them.

      It wasn’t long after that her mother fell asleep, and Ella texted Billy and Hannah.

      I’ll meet you outside the lift.

      The hallway was like something from a TV show. Everything was white and shiny and hurt her eyes. There were stainless steel trolleys perched against the reception desk. The floors were sleek and clean, while the art on the walls showed images of flowers, forests or oceans. The air had a pure fragrance: not sterile, just fresh.

      Ella glanced at the office she assumed Dr Ford was using and where, possibly, Veronica Venus had spent some time when she was here earlier.

      Maybe I could sneak in there and check it out. There might be something inside about the Institute, or at least to tell me more about Venus.

      She peered at the door and considered what she’d say if someone caught her in there.

      There’s nobody here now. I’ll never get a better chance.

      Ella took one step away from the lift and towards the office. She glanced around her, up and down the hallway, expecting a staff member to appear at any second. But she was all alone when she reached the door. She peered through the glass and saw the place was empty.

      She put her hand on the handle and pushed the door open. Then she stepped inside and took a deep breath.

      What am I looking for?

      Ella stared at the desk in the centre and at the two filing cabinets behind it.

      I’ll start there.

      She moved to the desk, picking up the stash of papers lying next to the plastic figurine of a purple unicorn. She looked through them, seeing they were financial reports about the hospital. She put them back and went to the drawers. There were three on each side, and all of them were locked.

      Ella scanned the room, searching for something to use to pick the locks. She’d done it before, but would need the right tool for the job.

      There was a paperclip near the unicorn and she reached for it.

      But then she saw someone come out of the lift and into the hallway.

      She dropped to the floor and crawled under the desk.

      The office door creaked as it opened.

      ‘I thought we were moving him tonight.’

      She recognised Dr Ford’s voice. Ella pushed her back into the side of the desk, glancing up to see the doctor speaking into a mobile phone.

      ‘Yes, I know, but the longer he’s here, the more likelihood there will be of people asking questions. I’ve already had the local media ringing me for quotes.’

      Dr Ford stopped talking, and Ella heard the woman’s laboured breath drifting through the room.

      ‘Of course, I didn’t tell them anything. I’m not stupid.’

      She sensed the anger in the doctor’s voice.

      ‘Yes, yes. But when will you be moving him?’

      Ella held on to her chest and knew Dr Ford was talking about her father.

      ‘The mother and daughter are here. What do you want me to do with them? I can’t keep them out of the room.’

      Dr Ford was standing next to the desk, her feet only inches from Ella.

      ‘Right, I’ll do that. Look, I have to go now. Since I’m here, the hospital has got me checking the other patients from the attack.’ Another pause. ‘No, I’d expect all of them to be released in the next few days. Are you going to monitor them once they return to their homes? Why? To ensure there are no side effects from your little experiment.’

      Whoever was on the other end of the phone must have said something to increase Ford’s anger as she kicked her foot out and nearly hit Ella.

      ‘Look, you tell the Director I need to return to Newcastle as soon as possible.’ Another pause. ‘I thought you, of all people, would have wanted me there. I can’t help you with your problem if I’m here, can I?’

      Ford sat on the desk, and Ella held her breath.

      ‘I understand that. If we get Andrew Finn out of his coma, it will be a great help in dealing with your situation. But that can’t be done here; the hospital doesn’t have the facilities for it. So we need to move him to an Institute building as soon as possible, and the one under the steelworks is the closest.’

      Ford stopped talking, and Ella heard her reach for something on the desk.

      ‘Yes, I know there’s an emergency going on there and it’s closed to all outsiders, and you won’t tell me what the problem is. I don’t need to know what’s happening, only when we can get Finn out of here. I’ve heard rumours that DAM is planning on coming here soon.’ Another pause. ‘What for? I’d guess it’s to get Finn. If they can prove it was a monster attack that put him in a coma, it will show that the government lied to the public and vindicate everything DAM has claimed. I think those are big enough incentives for them to storm this building. And there’s no police presence here.’ She dropped the unicorn to the floor, and it landed near Ella. ‘Well, if your undercover agents get involved with DAM, then all hell will break loose. And how will you cover that up?’

      Ford stopped talking and reached for the unicorn.

      But it had rolled under the desk and was resting next to Ella’s leg.

      ‘Yes, yes, yes, it’s all above my pay grade.’

      Ford’s hand was close to Ella, her fingers turning into a fist.

      ‘I guess my pay grade is only good enough to help you with your problem, right?’

      Ford swore, and Ella assumed she was holding her free hand over the phone.

      Then she was quiet for twenty seconds. The unicorn was still next to Ella’s foot.

      And then Ella remembered her mobile in her pocket.

      What if Billy or Hannah texts me?

      She sat scrunched under the desk, unable to get into her trousers to put the phone on silent.

      Ford started mumbling as she got up. Ella tried to inch away from the stupid unicorn, but there was no place for her to go.

      ‘You’ve increased the security around the building? Won’t that be obvious?’

      Ford bent her knees and sat on the floor with her back against the desk. Only a thin slice of wood separated her and Ella. She stuck out her free hand to look for the unicorn.

      If she weren’t so focused on that phone call, she’d realise I’m here.

      Ella noticed Ford had painted her fingernails a vivid red since she’d seen her last. The nail polish was pungent and attacked Ella’s nose and throat as if they were going to war. She put a hand on her mouth as Ford’s fingers scrambled around, looking for that damn toy.

      Why is it so important to her?

      ‘Okay, okay, I can wait twenty-four hours. No, I’m not panicking, but we don’t want a repeat of the York incident, do we? I’ll never know how you covered that up.’

      Ford’s hand moved across the floor, inching away from the unicorn and towards Ella.

      Ella stared at the nail polish, considering if she should just get up and run.

      And what would happen to Dad then?

      Ford’s fingers were nearly on her leg when Ella got the toy and put it between her and the doctor.

      Ford grabbed it and stood. The two of them breathed simultaneous sighs of relief.

      ‘Right, I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      Dr Ford finished her phone call. The next words she spoke, Ella assumed, were to the unicorn she’d been desperate to find.

      ‘It’s a good job I found you, Alexa. You know I can’t do anything without my lucky charm, can I? And if I have to cut into Andrew Finn’s skull to poke at his brain, I’ll need you by my side, won’t I, girl?’

      Ella stared at the woman’s legs, trying to process everything she’d heard.

      Nobody is cutting into Dad’s head.

      Dr Ford left, and Ella rolled out from under the desk. She peered into the ceiling and felt the sweat rolling down her face. If anybody walked in now, she’d be done for.

      And then her mobile vibrated with an incoming text.

      Ella’s legs trembled as she got up, wiping under her eyes as she looked out of the office. The hallway was empty again; Dr Ford had disappeared with her unicorn.

      Ella sat in the chair, removed her phone, and read the message.

      We’re downstairs. Should we come up?

      Ella saw it was quarter past nine. Then she replied.

      Yes. I’ll be outside the lift.

      She took one last look before leaving the office. Her legs creaked as she moved down the hallway.

      Maybe I should check to see if Mum is still asleep.

      Before she could do that, the lift opened and her friends stepped out. She wanted to give them both a big hug, but didn’t. Hannah was chewing gum, while Billy looked nervous.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Ella said to him.

      He lowered his head and scanned the hallway.

      ‘There were lots of people giving us dirty looks downstairs.’

      Hannah laughed at him. ‘That’s because they all know you’re a weirdo, cuz.’

      He scowled at her. ‘No, I’m not.’

      ‘Everyone heard you talking about aliens, Bonzo. So that was the first giveaway you’re not normal.’ She narrowed her eyes and peered at him. ‘And that bowl-cut you call a hairstyle would scare a ghost away. Are you sure we’re related?’

      ‘At least I don’t smoke,’ he said.

      ‘Did you see a doctor carrying a small plastic unicorn?’ Ella said.

      ‘An Elemental?’ Billy said.

      Ella shook her head. ‘No. A toy figure.’

      Hannah kept on chewing. ‘I think I did. She had nervous eyes and looked desperate to go to the toilet.’

      Billy gulped. ‘I know how she feels.’

      Ella pointed down the corridor. ‘The toilets are down there.’

      ‘Hurry up,’ Hannah said as he ran down the hallway. Then she turned to Ella. ‘Are you okay?’

      Ella nodded. ‘I’ll tell you all about it when he gets back. Did you have any problems downstairs?’

      ‘No, but there are people outside the hospital and in the reception who I’d swear are undercover coppers or the military.’

      ‘It’s the Institute,’ Ella said. ‘They’ve put agents here.’

      ‘What for?’ Hannah said as Billy returned.

      Ella led them to her father’s room to tell them what she’d overheard Dr Ford say on the phone.

      Then she looked at her father and removed the Book of All Life from her pocket. She held it in her palm and peered at the front cover.

      Witch or wizard, mystic or mage.

      Who should I pick to save Dad?
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      The three of them were unmoving in the silence until Ella spoke.

      ‘This is the Book of All Life.’

      She handed it to Hannah, who had swallowed her gum and stood there open-mouthed.

      ‘How does it work?’

      Ella pointed to the illustrations on the front cover.

      ‘The pages are blank. When I place my finger over an image and imagine it in my mind, its name is written in the book and it will appear here. I reverse the process when I need to return the Elemental to the other realm.’

      Hannah turned the book over and looked at the back.

      ‘And Elementals are mythological creatures?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said.

      ‘But there must be thousands of mythological creatures, so you can’t fit them all on these covers, even with the small images.’

      Ella sighed. ‘I know. I didn’t think about that when I first found the book, so I’m not sure how it works for all the Elementals not pictured on the covers.’ Her face darkened as she stared at her father. ‘I’ve checked every illustration, but don’t see anything or anyone who might be a healer.’

      Apart from one.

      ‘But Billy told me you summoned an Elemental last year to get your cousin out of her coma.’

      Ella glanced at Billy. ‘Yes, but that was a witch who betrayed us. I can’t risk that again.’

      Hannah returned the book to Ella. ‘Not even to save your father?’

      A sharp pain stabbed at Ella’s chest as she struggled for a reply.

      Then Billy showed her his phone. ‘I did an online search for mythological creatures with healing powers. This is what I found on Wikipedia.’

      Ella took the phone from him.

      ‘The caladrius, according to Roman mythology, is a snow-white bird that lives in the king’s house. It is said to take the sickness into itself and then fly away, dispersing the illness and healing both itself and the sick person.’

      She looked at the images accompanying the text, seeing a large bird looking like a cross between a swan and a peacock. She checked the book for the creature, but couldn’t find it.

      ‘It’s not here,’ she said.

      Hannah touched Ella’s arm. ‘It has to be part of the book, like all those other mythological creatures that aren’t on the covers.’

      Ella frowned. ‘I don’t know what to do about that.’

      Hannah pointed at the front cover.

      ‘What you should do is summon an Elemental who possesses great knowledge and ask them about the bird and the other missing illustrations.’

      A spark of joy surged through Ella’s heart and lit up her eyes.

      ‘You’re right, but I don’t believe they’re missing.’

      ‘What then?’ Billy said.

      ‘I think they’re hidden from us. We need to follow Hannah’s suggestion and call forth the most intelligent Elemental we can.’

      He scratched his chin. ‘Who or what would that be?’

      Even though her unconscious father was only a few feet away from her, she was warming to the task.

      ‘When I returned home from the multiverse last year, I spent a lot of time studying ancient tales and mythology to make sure I knew what every picture on the book represented.’

      Billy took his phone from her and opened the MythMaker app.

      ‘And we’ve got this.’

      Ella tapped the side of her head.

      ‘This is better. My mum says I have a near-perfect memory, so let’s see if she’s right.’

      ‘Okay,’ Hannah said. ‘What mythical creature is the most intelligent?’

      Ella gripped the book. ‘I think that depends on your mythology. Eastern Dragons are wise. Chiron, the centaur who taught Greek heroes, was brilliant. The gods themselves are frequently super clever, just lacking in things like self-control. Intelligence and wisdom don’t always go hand in hand.

      ‘In Greek mythology alone, there would be a few answers. If by creatures, you mean any mythological figure, the title would go to Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom, crafts, war, and strategy. If you meant monsters or animals and not gods/goddesses, it would probably be the Sphinx. She was a creature outside of Thebes who would ask all travellers a riddle, and if the traveller answered correctly, they could pass through on their journey.’

      Ella surprised herself with how much she’d remembered. Even though she had no more Light inside her, she was convinced her travels through the multiverse had changed her. Her schoolteachers had also noticed how improved her work and results had been the last year.

      Maybe the Light has strengthened my memory as well.

      ‘I’m not sure it would be a good idea to bring a dragon or the Sphinx here,’ Hannah said. She showed Ella an image on her phone. ‘And it might be crazy to summon a centaur to this room.’

      Ella nodded. ‘Find me an image of Athena.’

      Hannah did that. Ella looked at statues and illustrations, pictures of a beautiful woman carrying a shield and a spear. Then she checked the cover of the Book of All Life again.

      ‘Here, I’ve found her.’ She showed her friends an illustration in the third row. ‘Doesn’t that look like her?’

      Hannah nodded, but Billy frowned.

      ‘What’s wrong, cuz?’ Hannah said.

      He glanced at the sleeping Andrew Finn before returning his gaze to the two teenage girls.

      ‘I know you’ll do anything to help your da, Ella, but the last time you brought a goddess to Earth, she nearly destroyed us all.’

      Ella shook her head. ‘I doubt Athena is like Pandora.’

      He didn’t appear convinced. ‘Why not? They both come from Greek mythology. You know nothing about this Athena.’

      She could understand his concerns, but Ella wouldn’t let him change her mind. So she took out her phone and did a Google search.

      ‘Okay, here you go. Athena was the goddess of battle strategy and wisdom, always accompanied by her owl. Also known as Pallas Athena, she wore a breastplate made of goatskin called the aegis, given to her by her father, Zeus. She had many names, such as helmet head and Athena the wise.’

      Hannah laughed. ‘Helmet head? That’s a bit of an insult.’ She looked at her cousin. ‘Don’t you think so, Bonzo?’

      Billy crossed his arms and scowled at her.

      Ella continued. ‘Athena’s mother was Metis. Metis warned Zeus that if she bore him a boy, the child would be greater than him. Zeus swallowed her and started having a terrible headache. Then his skull was split open by an axe from Hephaestus. Suddenly, Athena came out of his head. Athena emerged fully grown, with the aegis and her helmet. She’s much like her brother Ares: they’re both rulers of war, but she’s more strategic and quick thinking.’

      ‘Wait, what?’ Hannah said. ‘Athena was born out of Zeus’s head when someone split it open with an axe?’

      Ella shrugged. ‘A lot of mythological tales are weird.’

      Hannah took the book and peered at the illustration of Athena.

      ‘Yes, but now we know all these mythological creatures exist, so some of what’s in those stories, what you’re reading to us, must be true.’

      ‘I guess so,’ Ella said.

      Hannah placed her finger over the image.

      ‘So that might mean Zeus the wife eater is real, and also the god of war, Ares. If you bring Athena here, what’s stopping her from bringing them with her?’

      Ella took the book from her. ‘It doesn’t work like that.’

      ‘Did Athena do any bad things?’ Billy said.

      Ella continued reading from the information on her phone.

      ‘Athena had exceptional skill using cloth. Once a young maiden named Arachne claimed she was a better weaver than Athena. So Athena came down to Earth to test Arachne, and they competed in weaving a tapestry. At the end of the competition, Arachne was the victor, which sent Athena into such an uncontrollable rage, she turned Arachne into a spider, thus creating the name arachnids.’

      ‘Great,’ Billy said. ‘So if we upset her, she might turn us into spiders.’

      Ella put the phone into her pocket.

      ‘So what do you want me to do? Should I just leave my dad like he is?’

      Billy puffed out his cheeks. ‘Of course not. I’m only saying we have to be careful, especially considering what happened last year with Pandora and Seraphina.’

      ‘Bonzo’s right,’ Hannah said. ‘We need some security or protection before you bring a goddess here.’

      Ella didn’t argue. ‘And how do we do that?’

      Hannah shrugged. ‘Beats me.’

      ‘We need a gun,’ Billy said.

      Ella laughed. ‘Even if we did, where would we get one from?’

      ‘Grandad left his in our loft,’ Billy said.

      ‘What?’ Hannah said.

      Billy nodded. ‘Ma thinks I don’t know it’s there, but I found it last year when I was looking for some of me old toy cars.’

      ‘We’re not bringing a gun here,’ Ella said. ‘And we haven’t got time for that, anyway. Dr Ford said they’d move dad tomorrow, so we have to get this done tonight.’

      The three of them looked at each other. Then Ella glanced at her father and wondered if the music was still playing on the mp3 player her mother had plugged into his ears earlier. She went to him and removed the earplugs and lifted the music player from the table at the side of the bed. Ella raised the wire to her head and heard the sound coming from it. She recognised the band as one of her dad’s favourites – the Rolling Stones – but didn’t know what the tune was. She heard the singer warbling about the art of deception and blood-stained hands before switching it off.

      She returned the mp3 player to the table and turned to her friends.

      ‘So what shall I do?’

      Hannah moved forward to stand next to her. Then Billy did the same.

      ‘Bring Athena here,’ Billy said. ‘Once she tells us how to use the book to find all the Elementals not on the covers, you can always send her straight back to the other dimension.’

      Ella smiled at him. ‘Thanks, Billy.’

      Then she took a deep breath and put her finger over the illustration of Athena on the cover.

      It’s so long since I’ve done this. What if it doesn’t work anymore?

      That fear gripped her heart as she pressed down on the book. She glanced at her father before closing her eyes. Then she said the words inside her mind.

      Come here, Athena. Come to me.

      She opened her eyes, but nothing had happened. However, the temperature had dropped in the room, and she wondered if the hospital had turned the heating off.

      ‘Have you done it?’ Hannah said.

      ‘Yes, but I’ll try again,’

      Come here, Athena. Come to me.

      Come here, Athena. Come to me.

      Despite that, nothing happened.

      ‘Is something wrong?’ Billy said.

      Despair seeped through Ella. ‘I don’t know.’

      She pressed harder into the illustration and said the words aloud this time.

      ‘Come here, Athena. Come to me.’

      Her finger ached as she pushed into the book.

      But no Elemental appeared in the room.

      Pain jabbed through Ella’s hand and she wanted to scream.

      Come here, Athena. Come to me.

      Come here, Athena. Come to me.

      Come here, Athena. Come to me.

      But it didn’t work.

      ‘I’ve broken it,’ she said.

      Ella stumbled to the side and Hannah caught her.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I haven’t used it since I got back from the multiverse.’ She looked at Billy. ‘In fact, I haven’t used it since Pandora was here.’ A sudden realisation stabbed at her heart. ‘What if it only works when she’s on Earth?’

      And I abandoned Pandora in the multiverse.

      Which meant the only person who could save her father was in another dimension.

      And it is all my fault.

      She dropped the book to the floor and followed it down.
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      Ella lay on the floor, struggling to breathe. She clutched at her chest as her vision blurred. The Book of All Life was next to her, and she grasped for it.

      Then a burst of electricity ran through her arm, and she couldn’t move. Her lips trembled as she tried to speak, but no words came out. Billy and Hannah stood over her, saying something, but she didn’t understand what.

      Maybe I’m having a heart attack.

      Ella wanted to laugh at the idea of it, but it was impossible. She thought she was about to faint when someone hauled her up.

      ‘Come on, kid, don’t pass out on me now.’

      Ella stared at the woman, thinking it was Dr Ford until she realised it was a supermodel straight from the cover of a fashion magazine: she had long blonde hair flowing down to her shoulders like waves. Her azure eyes were two miniature oceans, while the gods must have sculptured her face. She wore a blue dress which fitted her like a second skin. Only when Ella saw the owl sitting on the woman’s shoulder did she realise who it was.

      Movement sputtered back into Ella’s body.

      ‘Athena?’

      The woman let go of Ella and smiled at her.

      ‘At your command, Ella Finn.’

      Hannah whistled loudly while Billy stood there, gobsmacked.

      Ella rubbed at her face, wondering if she was dreaming.

      ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’

      Athena’s smile lit up the room.

      ‘I appeared outside in the hallway. It’s not the strangest place I’ve ever stepped into, but it took me a few seconds to get my bearings.’ She peered at her hands. ‘And here I am.’

      ‘Where are your shield and spear?’ Billy said.

      The owl flapped its wings and looked at him strangely.

      ‘Those things are so last millennium, Billy Beard. I don’t need them now.’

      Ella caught her breath. ‘How do you know who we are?’

      Athena held out her arm, and the bird walked down it and into her hand.

      ‘That’s all because of you, Ella Finn. When you summon an Elemental to this place, you create a connection between yourself and it. I got a quick glimpse of what’s in your head, and now I know all about you and your friends.’

      A shiver ran down Ella’s spine. ‘You were inside my mind?’

      ‘Only for a little while. It’s nothing to worry about.’

      ‘Did you crawl out of someone’s skull to get here?’ Hannah said.

      Athena peered at her for five seconds before laughing

      ‘No, not this time. Though I wouldn’t recommend that to anyone.’

      ‘It’s true then,’ Ella said. ‘You were born from Zeus’s head?’

      The owl’s wings fluttered in Athena’s hand.

      ‘Is that why you dragged me here, Ella Finn, so I could talk about my family?’

      ‘No. I summoned you here so you could help me save mine.’

      The goddess Athena glanced at Andrew Finn in the bed.

      ‘Of course, I’ll help you if I can. But you must make me a promise first.’

      I knew it.

      ‘What do you want?’ Ella said.

      Athena pointed at the Book of All Life.

      ‘You need me to explain how to summon all the Elementals in the Banishment, don’t you? And not only the ones illustrated on the covers.’

      Ella nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘I can do that, but I require a favour first.’

      ‘What favour?’ Ella said.

      ‘You must promise not to send me back to the Elemental world.’

      It’s exactly the same promise I had to give Seraphina before she got Dotty out of her coma.

      And look how that ended up.

      ‘No,’ Ella said.

      Athena moved towards the bed, glancing at Andrew Finn.

      ‘Are you sure, Ella?’

      Ella wasn’t sure at all. She looked at Billy and Hannah for help, but they were silent.

      Then she gazed at her father.

      I have no choice.

      ‘I promise not to send you back to the place you call the Banishment.’

      Athena grinned at her. ‘Are you trying to trick me, Ella Finn?’

      Ella narrowed her eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You’ve promised not to send me to the Banishment, but that doesn’t mean you won’t transport me somewhere else, does it?’

      Ella shrugged. ‘You’re an Elemental goddess. Where could I send you that you couldn’t escape from?’

      ‘The same realm you imprisoned Pandora: the place called Everywhere in the multiverse.’

      ‘I wouldn’t do that.’

      Athena picked up the mp3 player from the table.

      ‘You must promise to let me stay on Earth forever.’

      Ella moved to the Elemental and grabbed the digital device from her.

      ‘I will, but only if you promise not to harm anyone on Earth.’

      Athena crossed her arms. ‘Not even in self-defence?’

      Ella glanced at her dad, wondering if her mother would enter the room at any second.

      Or Dr Ford. Or Veronica Venus.

      ‘Okay, you can protect yourself from danger. Now tell me how to use the Book of All Life to reach all the Elementals in the other realm. I need to summon one here to heal my father.’

      Athena uncrossed her arms and moved closer to the bed. Then she put a hand on Andrew Finn’s forehead.

      ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘He was possessed by an Elemental, Lore of the Lorelei. Do you know her?’ Ella said.

      Athena removed her fingers from the unconscious man.

      ‘I am aware of her. She is a powerful mystic, one of the strongest in the Banishment.’ She stared at Ella. ‘But your father’s ailment is not the result of her squeezing into his flesh and mind.’

      A sharp pain stabbed at the back of Ella’s head. ‘What?’

      ‘Once she left his body, your father would have recovered within a few minutes. Something else did this to him.’

      A blur settled over Ella’s face and she found it difficult to see. She rubbed at her eyes and peered at the Elemental.

      ‘What do you mean, something else?’

      ‘Something human,’ Athena said.

      Ella pressed on her chest to stop her heart from exploding.

      ‘Okay, it doesn’t matter now. Just tell me how to use the book to find all the Elementals in the Banishment.’

      Athena held out a hand, and Ella guessed she wanted the book. So she gave it to her. Then Athena flicked through it.

      ‘Didn’t you ever wonder why there are so many blank pages?’

      Ella had, countless times. ‘They are for the names of the Elementals I summon to this world.’

      ‘Yes,’ Athena said. ‘But there are hundreds of blank pages in the Book of All Life. Far more than needed for the illustrations on the covers.’

      ‘So what are they for?’ Ella said.

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Athena smiled at her. ‘They’re for the Elementals whose images are not on the covers.’

      Ella shook her head. ‘But how do they get there?’

      Athena stepped forward and placed her hand on Ella’s face. Her fingers were warm to the touch and Ella didn’t flinch from them.

      ‘You have to put them there, Ella. The book is connected to you and vice versa. All you have to do is think of an Elemental, and if it’s not already on either of the covers, its image will appear on the first empty spot on those pages. You’ve been able to do that all along. You just weren’t aware of it.’

      Because Pandora never told me I could.

      Ella took the book from Athena and stepped back from her touch. She opened the Book of All Life and stared at the first page.

      ‘If I think of the caladrius, it will appear here?’

      ‘Try it,’ Athena said.

      Ella remembered the image of the mythological animal she’d seen online, picturing the large white bird sitting on the end of the bed. There was no delay this time as the illustration appeared immediately in the book.

      And then, out of nowhere, the caladrius was there.

      ‘Blimey,’ Billy said.

      ‘Wow,’ Hannah said.

      Then the room was quiet for about five seconds.

      Until the bird spoke.

      ‘I haven’t done this in a very long time.’

      Its voice was deep and soft, feminine with a touch of grandeur.

      Ella smiled at it. ‘Are you the caladrius?’

      The Elemental shuffled her feet on the bed, turning to reveal her huge wings.

      ‘My name is Lena.’ She bowed her head before raising it again. ‘How can I help you, My Queen?’

      Ella gulped. ‘Queen?’

      Lena the caladrius tilted her face to the side.

      ‘You are the Queen of the Book of All Life, Ella Finn.’ She looked at Ella’s father. ‘Is this who you wish me to heal?’

      Joy filled Ella’s heart and sparkled in her eyes. ‘Yes. Can you do that?’

      ‘I can,’ Lena said. ‘Where shall I deposit the poison?’

      Ella’s throat turned dry. ‘Poison? What poison?’

      ‘This man has been poisoned, probably an injection into the blood. I can remove the poison, but I need to place it somewhere else.’

      Billy pointed at a bin in the corner. ‘Just dump it in there.’

      Lena’s wings fluttered as if she was ready to fly away.

      ‘It doesn’t work like that, young man. I can make a person well only by transferring the illness to someone else.’

      Ella stumbled to the side, nearly falling into Athena.

      ‘That… that can’t be right.’

      ‘I assure you it is,’ Lena said. ‘I’ve been healing humans for thousands of years. So I know what I’m doing.’

      Ella’s legs trembled and she wanted to sit down. The great white bird stared at her, but Ella didn’t - couldn’t - speak.

      Instead, Hannah said, ‘I can think of a few people you could put that poison in. There are loads of murderers and child abusers in prison, so why not use one of them?’

      ‘No,’ Ella shouted. ‘We can’t do that.’

      ‘So what do we do to heal your dad, Ella?’ Hannah said.

      Ella turned to Athena. ‘Are there any other Elementals who are healers?’

      Athena nodded. ‘There are several, but all will have a price to pay. Will you be willing to pay it, Ella Finn?’

      How can I if it means hurting someone else?

      ‘If it’s a human poison that’s put your da in a coma, then why can’t a doctor make him better?’ Billy said.

      Hannah agreed. ‘Yeah, that’s right. Surely that Dr Ford or Veronica Venus can help your dad.’

      Athena cleared her throat and they all looked at her.

      ‘You’re focusing on the wrong things, children. You need to ask yourself how Ella’s father was poisoned and who would do it.’

      ‘And why,’ Hannah said.

      ‘Maybe he was poisoned before he was possessed,’ Billy said, ‘and it only affected him when the Elemental left his body.’

      Ella was about to say something when she heard a noise from the room next door.

      Mum’s awake.

      She looked at Lena. ‘Thank you for your honesty. I’ll send you back now.’

      She put her finger on the illustration of the caladrius in the book.

      Return to the other realm.

      The bird vanished in an instant.

      Then she turned to her friends. ‘You’ll have to leave.’

      Hannah nodded at the ancient Greek goddess. ‘What about her?’

      Athena smiled at them. ‘Don’t worry about me.’

      ‘What will you do here?’ Ella said.

      Athena studied her. ‘I’ll live my life as a free woman for the first time in thousands of years. I might even take a trip to Athens to see how the old place is. I’ve heard I still have some worshippers in this world.’

      Ella suddenly didn’t care, ushering everyone out of the room before her mother stumbled into them. She closed the door behind her and they stood in the hallway.

      She looked at Billy and Hannah. ‘I’ll text you in the morning and give you an update.’

      Hannah nodded. ‘We need to find out who poisoned your dad.’

      Ella agreed. ‘We will, starting tomorrow. I have to look after my mum for now.’

      She watched the three of them heading for the exit, with the owl sitting on Athena’s shoulder. The Book of All Life was in Ella’s hand and she peered at it as the others stepped into the lift.

      Ella went to see her mother and knew she’d need to use the book again.

      And perhaps she’d have to take Light into her body once more, no matter the risk.
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      Veronica Venus was deep under the steelworks when the children left the hospital. She watched them leave on the video feed from the cameras the Institute had set up outside the building. Since Ella wasn’t with the kids, Venus wasn’t paying much attention to the screen. Instead, she was more interested in the women’s football match on her phone.

      The game was an international friendly, England versus Italy, and Venus knew half of the England team. Fifteen years ago, she’d been with those players in the same youth team. She’d muted the sound, but she heard every kick of the ball, felt the tackles as they flew in, and imagined the roar of the crowd in her head.

      I could have been there tonight and not sat here chasing monsters.

      Her life could have gone another way. She was seventeen and had been on the brink of a professional footballer’s contract with the club she’d supported for ten years until she broke her leg in a match. A year out of the game meant she never went back, and it was the military that was to become her life.

      Venus bent to touch the spot below her knee where the metal pins rested. She couldn’t feel them under her skin, but she’d always imagined everyone could see them. That day had never vanished from her mind. Every time she got out of bed in the morning and stretched her legs, she saw the tackle coming again; she experienced the crunch of the boot on her leg once more and felt her bone breaking all over again.

      Until a year ago, it had been the worst day of her life. And then the monsters came and her life would never be the same. The agony of that day continued to increase second by second as she searched for a way to save the only person she loved in the world.

      That pain filled every part of her as one of her communications officers spoke to Venus through the device in her ear.

      ‘The kids are leaving now, but there’s a woman with them.’

      ‘A doctor?’ Venus asked, but in her head, all she heard was her teammates from fifteen years ago encouraging her as she headed for the opposition goal. Somewhere on the sidelines, her father screamed at her. But he was always screaming at her since her mother had left.

      ‘We don’t know if she’s medical staff or not, but she’s talking to them outside the hospital.’

      ‘Does your microphone reach that far?’

      ‘No, it’s out of range.’

      The equipment they had was greater than any other intelligence agency in the world possessed. She realised if the British public knew how much of their tax money went into the Institute, they wouldn’t be happy.

      When the Institute had recruited her from the army five years ago, she’d thought it was a gag, a practical joke organised by a bitter father. But that soon vanished after her first encounter with a non-human creature. Seeing a vampire die and return to life once the stake was removed from its heart convinced her the supernatural was real. Five more years of similar encounters meant she was one of the few people who didn’t panic when dragons, mermaids and other mythological creatures had appeared in the world last year. It also meant Venus and her colleagues in the Institute were quick to track down where this activity had originated. And that was why she was stalking monsters on the northeast coast. None of it had surprised her. All apart from the evidence that had led her to a thirteen-year-old girl and her friends.

      ‘Can you get any closer?’

      The other end of the connection hissed and went silent. She listened to the quiet as she watched the star player of her former teammates dribble past three opponents and put the ball into the back of the net. Her teammates ran to her and showed the watching world their joy; something Veronica hadn’t felt for a long time. Not since the monsters had taken her daughter from her.

      ‘No. Shall I approach them?’

      Venus watched the footballers smiling into the camera.

      I should have sent more than two agents for this assignment.

      But why would she have needed to do that for a bunch of kids? She knew the origins of the monster activity were connected to the missing Twist family and the Finn girl had to know something about that. They didn’t get on, Ella and her relatives. That was clear from the reports the Institute had got from her school. And the parents weren’t in the town when the first creatures had appeared. Their tale of abduction and not abduction was wonky, but Veronica wasn’t sure it was linked to their daughter’s connection to Monster Day.

      Unless they’d planned it all and were the masterminds behind the attacks.

      No, it had to be to do with the girl.

      ‘Split up. One of you follow the woman, and the other stick with the kids.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      Veronica put her phone away and got up. She moved to the far wall and checked the other video screens. The Institute hadn’t set any surveillance inside Andrew Finn’s hospital room because they’d believed he’d be transferred to this facility in the afternoon.

      That was a mistake.

      My mistake.

      She sighed and watched the screens on the wall. The largest of them was focused on the portal that wasn’t far from where she was. Venus had increased the security around it after the incident earlier in the day.

      A dragon.

      Even after last year’s events, she wouldn’t have believed a dragon would come through that portal, especially one so big.

      Veronica glanced from the screen towards the reports on her desk.

      Six people are dead. Another eight with terrible injuries.

      And she’d have to relay that information to her superior in less than an hour.

      At least we got the creature alive. How many of our rivals would have such a monster in their possession?

      Last year, there had been rumours the French had caught a basilisk, a giant winged snake-like creature. The Institute also had intelligence reports the Russians had acquired an army of werewolves while the Chinese were training a group of shape-shifting fox spirits alongside their regular troops.

      We’re falling behind the rest of the world with controlling these monsters.

      She turned back to the screens, all twenty of them, one for each monster they had in the facility.

      Elementals, not monsters. That’s what Ella had called them.

      Veronica liked the girl, but she knew the teenager hadn’t told her everything about these Elementals and where they’d come from.

      Ella reminded Veronica of herself at that age. She’d lost her mother at thirteen too, but Alice Venus had never returned to her daughter. The cancer had been too strong for that.

      She peered at the monitors, gazing at the rooms where Elementals had been hooked up to ill people.

      Just think what might have happened to my mother if we’d had some of these creatures then.

      ‘The kids have gone home, ma’am,’ the voice said in her ear.

      ‘What about the woman?’

      There was no reply from the other agent.

      Veronica turned from the screens and returned to her desk. On it was a display showing the details of the two agents she’d sent on tonight’s mission.

      ‘Agent Gillespie, can you hear me?’

      Her tracker showed Gillespie was inside Locke Park, next to the boating lake.

      ‘Agent Hale, where are you?’

      ‘Still near the hospital, ma’am. The kids took a taxi to Saltburn.’

      Veronica continued to stare at Gillespie’s unmoving tracker.

      ‘Get to Locke Park, Agent Hale and see what’s happened to Agent Gillespie.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      The echoing hollow in the pit of her stomach told Veronica something was wrong. She picked up her phone and rang Dr Ford.

      Ford answered it after three rings.

      ‘Are you still at the hospital?’

      ‘I’m having a cup of coffee. I’ve been rushed off my feet the last two hours.’

      ‘I don’t care. Get back upstairs and check on the Finns.’

      Veronica ended the call without waiting for a reply. Then she returned to her desk and sat down. She opened the top drawer and removed a large brown folder stuffed with documents. She flicked it open and emptied its contents.

      Monster Day.

      That wasn’t the official Institute title for the day the creatures attacked people across the country, but it was something she and others called it.

      She scanned through the photographs for the hundredth time.

      Werewolves, spider creatures, harpies, sea monsters, goblins, gremlins.

      They and all the others.

      Monsters.

      She didn’t need to read the reports that accompanied the photos because she’d memorised every one of them.

      But she picked out one and placed it on the desk over the others.

      The Newcastle Incident.

      The first sightings of the creatures were at three forty-seven. There are blurred video clips of them flying over the city centre. Five minutes later, images were recorded of them diving into the River Tyne near the bridge that crosses into Gateshead. The area was busy then, filling up with locals, tourists, and students from the nearby university. There are several bars and restaurants on both sides of the river. There was also a concert due to be played at the Sage on the Gateshead side of the river that evening. That was cancelled after the incident.

      At two minutes past four, the first reports came in of the creatures rising out of the water and attacking people on either side of it. Mobile phone video clips confirm this. These are in file 0066. Be aware that most of them are incredibly graphic. These videos were originally available online, but have been removed.

      Veronica stopped reading the report and put the paper down. It didn’t matter how many times she read it, the piece never mentioned the names of the people who’d died or were injured during the attack.

      Harpies.

      That’s what had attacked Newcastle that day. Nobody had known what they were then, but the Institute had found out later.

      Veronica shuffled through the photos for the clearest images of the monsters. The pictures had been burnt into her brain long ago, but she stared at them anyway: half-human, half-bird creatures with pale, haggard faces and massive claws on their hands and feet.

      She gripped the images until her fingers hurt. Then she dropped them into the pile with the others. The most important photo of who was there that day wasn’t included in the file.

      We don’t keep photographs of the victims.

      Veronica glanced at the display of Gillespie’s unmoving tracker. But Hale’s was getting closer to her. Veronica monitored it and reached into the other drawer in her desk. Then she removed the framed photo she’d put there after Monster Day. She’d promised not to remove it until her life returned to what it had been before those attacks.

      But she couldn’t help herself.

      I’m so close now. Once the Finn girl gets her father out of the coma, I’ll have everything I need.

      Veronica placed the frame on her desk and stared at it. She was in one half of it, smiling with her arm around a younger version of herself.

      Catherine.

      Catherine Venus. One of the few survivors of that Newcastle harpy attack.

      Catherine.

      Now lying in a Newcastle hospital bed.

      In a coma.

      My daughter.
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      It was a restless night for Ella. Her mother had been snoring before midnight, but Ella struggled to nod off, with her head full of things that had gone wrong. She’d hoped the caladrius would heal her father, but knew she couldn’t go ahead with it once she discovered someone would have his poison transferred to them.

      I couldn’t let anyone else suffer to save him.

      So the guilt weighing her down made it impossible for Ella to get much sleep.

      And that’s why she could hardly stay awake when eating the breakfast the hospital had provided for them.

      ‘You need to eat,’ her mum said as Ella yawned.

      She pushed the plate to the side. ‘Maybe later. I’ll probably feel up to it once they’ve got Dad transferred to the other hospital.’

      Her mother put a hand on Ella’s shoulder. ‘Of course, love, but make sure you don’t go too long without eating something.’

      Ella’s smile hid all of her worries.

      Will Dad get better?

      Can I trust a Greek goddess to behave herself in this world?

      Do I trust Veronica Venus and the Institute after what I overheard Dr Ford say last night?

      How do I explain to Mum that Dad is going to a specialist hospital under the steelworks?

      ‘I won’t, Mum.’

      Dr Ford entered the room and Ella inched away from her.

      ‘How are you two this morning? Okay, I hope?’

      Gemma Finn nodded. ‘We’re fine, thank you, Dr Ford.’ She stood next to her daughter. ‘And please thank the hospital for everything they’ve done for us.’

      Dr Ford beamed at them. ‘I will. I’m going to pop next door to do the final checks on Andrew, and then I’ll let you know what time he’s being transferred.’

      She left the room and Ella relaxed. Her mother must have noticed.

      ‘Don’t you like Dr Ford, love?’

      She’s hiding something. But I can’t tell you that.

      ‘It’s not that, Mum. I just don’t like being in hospitals.’

      Gemma Finn put one hand around her daughter.

      ‘Many people feel the same way.’ She smiled at her. ‘Maybe it’s because of that nightmare you had when your dad and I took you to Great Ormond Street Hospital that time.’

      Ella scrunched up her eyes. ‘I don’t remember that.’

      ‘The nightmare or going into the hospital?’

      ‘Both.’

      Gemma took Ella so they both sat on the bed.

      ‘I’m not surprised, love. It was ten years ago.’

      She moved closer to her mother. ‘What was wrong with me?’

      Gemma Finn held her daughter’s hand. ‘You had a very high temperature and were throwing up. Our local GP recommended we take you to Great Ormond Street, and I’m glad we did. They discovered a problem with your kidney , but they caught it in time. Luckily, the stones were small, so you didn’t need to have any surgery. Instead, the doctors broke up the stones using sound waves.’

      Ella put a hand below her ribs, assuming that’s where the problem had been.

      ‘I don’t remember any of that.’

      Her mother stroked Ella’s hair. ‘That’s okay, love. It was over and done with pretty quickly. I don’t think you were that bothered about it, even with the vomiting, but your dad and I were worried for you.’

      Ella relaxed, enjoying the feel of her mother’s fingers in her hair.

      ‘What about the nightmare I had?’

      ‘Well, the doctors thought it best to keep you in the hospital overnight.’ Gemma continued to smile. ‘Then, we were told this the next day when we came to pick you up: a nurse said you’d been awake half the night. You told the staff there were creatures in your room, and you couldn’t sleep because they kept you awake by talking to you. I guess it must have been a pretty bad nightmare because you’ve had none since then.’

      Ella gulped. ‘Did I say anything else about these creatures?’

      ‘From what I can remember, you didn’t seem frightened, only annoyed because the constant chatter of these “creatures” had kept you awake most of the night. You looked tired when your dad and I came for you, but I put that down to the after-effects of the procedure.’ She got off the bed. ‘I better pack our stuff away if we’re leaving soon.’

      Ella watched her mum picking up their clothes and thought about what she’d just been told.

      Were there Elementals visiting me all those years ago? Is there, or was there, a dimensional portal in Great Ormond Street Hospital?

      She put a hand on her back pocket and felt the Book of All Life there.

      I can bring Elementals here without the book. I only have to think about them; that’s what Athena taught me. So maybe that’s what I did ten years ago. Or is the book needed to keep them here?

      As she considered that, Dr Ford returned.

      ‘We’ll be moving Andrew from the hospital in fifteen minutes. If you wait out the front, you can join him in the ambulance.’

      Ella watched her mother thank Dr Ford, still wondering who would tell her mum about where they were going.

      I wonder where Veronica Venus is. It would be much better if she explained the situation to Mum instead of me.

      They left and headed to the lift. She glanced at her father’s room, noticing how busy it was with hospital staff.

      And then she remembered what she’d learnt last night.

      The Elemental possession of Dad didn’t put him in a coma; somebody poisoned him.

      But who did it and why?

      And how will the Institute heal him?

      She touched the book again once they were inside the lift.

      I only know one way of getting someone out of a coma without hurting anyone. The witch, Seraphina, did it for my cousin Dotty, so she could do it for Dad. Even if I don’t trust her.

      But I don’t know where she is.

      Ella pushed her back into the lift, feeling the Book of All Life in her pocket.

      If she’s not in the Elemental realm, the Banishment, then I can’t summon her here.

      As they descended, Ella’s mother took out her phone and peered at the screen.

      I’ll do a Google search for her. Or get Hannah with all her computer skills to look for Seraphina.

      Yes, that’s what Ella would do. Once her father was comfortable in the ambulance, she’d text Hannah and ask her to do it.

      They reached the bottom and stepped out of the lift.

      ‘Maybe we should follow in the car,’ her mother said.

      ‘You left it here?’ Ella said.

      Her mum nodded. ‘I thought it would be easier, even if I have to pay a fortune for parking.’

      They stood outside. A warm breeze drifted over Ella’s face as she stared across the hospital grounds at the field opposite. Everywhere else were residential houses, but there weren’t many people about at that time of the morning. She inhaled the lavender fragrance of the nearby flowers and tried to think of better times ahead.

      ‘Damn!’ her mother said.

      Ella turned to see her flapping at a giant bee.

      ‘Leave it alone, Mum. It won’t hurt you. It’s wasps you need to worry about.’

      Gemma Finn lifted her bag to her face. ‘That’s easy for you to say. Only the other day, I read an article about a group of endangered penguins stung to death by bee swarm in South Africa.’

      Ella laughed. ‘Well, you’re not a penguin, are you, Mum? And anyway, if you get stung, you’re in the right place for emergency medical attention.’

      All last night’s tension had vanished from her body, but Ella felt guilty for laughing while her comatose father was being lifted into an ambulance.

      She was so focused on that, she didn’t hear the increased buzzing around them. Only when her mother screamed did she realise there were hundreds of bees in the air.

      ‘Get to the car, Mum. I’ll go in the ambulance with Dad.’

      ‘I daren’t move, Ella, in case the bees swarm over me.’

      Ella knew what to do.

      All these are here because of me. I don’t know why, but I’m sure of it.

      She stepped away from her mother, heading for the exit gates of the hospital.

      The bees followed her.

      Gemma Finn moved to the car, taking their bags with her.

      ‘Are you okay, Ella?’ she said as she opened the door.

      ‘I’m fine, Mum.’

      Ella stood still as the bees gathered above her, circling her like aeroplanes during a display. Their buzzing was a continuous hum, vibrating through her ears and into her brain.

      Am I the Queen, and you’re my subjects?

      She tested that idea.

      ‘Go away now. Return to your flowers.’

      They hovered there for another five seconds before flying off. Ella turned to the entrance, surprised to see several people staring at her. She ignored them and went to her mother in the car.

      ‘I’ll meet you at the new hospital, Mum.’

      Then she headed to the ambulance, still not knowing who would explain to her mother about where they were going. She nodded to the two paramedics looking after her father and got into the ambulance.

      She sat down and it pulled out of the hospital. As she gazed at her father, she texted Hannah.

      Can you do me a favour and do an online search for a witch called Seraphina?

      The reply was immediate.

      No problem. Is this the one Billy told me about? The one who betrayed you?

      Yes.

      Okay. I’ll let you know if I find anything. Tell us when you get to the Institute.

      Ella put her phone away and looked at her sleeping father.

      If I had Light inside me, I might be able to remove the poison from you.

      But would that bring him out of the coma? She wasn’t sure and didn’t want to take the risk. Instead, she needed Seraphina to help her now.

      If we can find her.

      She placed that problem in a corner of her mind and focused on another one.

      Who had poisoned her father?

      Ella glanced at the paramedics and knew she already had the answer to that question.

      It has to have been the Institute. They, with Veronica Venus, were the only people inside the Beacon when I stepped through that portal into the Banishment.

      But why?

      She didn’t have an answer for that.

      Not yet. But if the Institute had poisoned him, they at least should have the antidote.

      The ambulance bounced over a few potholes and she held on to the side to stop from falling over.

      I thought Veronica Venus had given Dad that job so we’d have enough money to stay in Saltburn. And that was to keep me here.

      The Institute wants me to work for them.

      Me. A thirteen-year-old girl.

      But she didn’t feel like a thirteen-year-old and hadn’t since returning from the multiverse.

      Agent Ella Finn of the Institute. I think I like the sound of that.

      But not if they’d poisoned her father.

      It would be the first thing she asked Venus once they’d got her dad settled and the specialist Institute doctors had examined him.

      If I do that and Venus admits to it, then what?

      And how much danger would we be in, including Mum?

      That thought made her fingers tremble as the ambulance swerved from side to side. Ella glanced at the paramedics, seeing them deep in whispered conversation.

      She was about to ask them what was going on when something slammed into the side of the ambulance.

      Ella held gripped the seat as everything that wasn’t secure fell to the floor.

      Then it smashed into them again, wrenching away her grasp and throwing her down.

      She hit her head on something hard as the ambulance tipped over.

      And her world turned upside down.
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      Ella rolled as the ambulance did, banging her shoulder into the long panel where her father lay. At least he was strapped down and there was no danger he was about to fall off. The two paramedics were in each other’s arms when the ambulance stopped moving.

      A bruise was already growing on Ella’s arm as she got up. She was about to speak when the ambulance’s back doors were ripped open.

      A masked man dressed head to toe in black was standing there.

      And he was pointing a gun at them.

      Then he waved it at the paramedics.

      ‘You two, move to the front and do nothing silly.’

      Ella stared at him, her legs fixed to the floor.

      ‘What do you want?’ she said.

      He ignored her and moved to the side. More masked invaders climbed into the vehicle and unhooked her father from where he lay.

      ‘Hey!’ Ella shouted. ‘Leave him alone.’

      The first masked man reached over and grabbed her arm.

      ‘Do you want him to live?’

      She wriggled out of his grasp and fell back.

      ‘Of course I do. That’s why we’re taking him to a specialist.’

      He pointed a gun at her while his colleagues carried her father out of the ambulance.

      ‘The Institute can’t save him, kid. Only we can do that.’

      Ella spoke through gritted teeth. ‘Who are you?’

      He moved away from her. ‘You’ll only find out if you come with us.’

      The man stepped to the side and she couldn’t see him anymore. She looked to the paramedics for guidance, but they said nothing.

      I’m not leaving him.

      Ella jumped out of the ambulance in time to see the men placing her father in the back of a van.

      ‘Are you coming?’ the man with the gun said.

      She strode towards him. ‘It looks like I have no choice.’

      He put the weapon into his belt and held out a mask to her.

      ‘You’ll have to wear this.’

      Ella couldn’t help herself and laughed at him.

      ‘Are you taking me to a secret hideout?’

      ‘Something like that.’

      She looked away from him, seeing the ambulance on its side and no other traffic. Then she grabbed the mask and put it over her face. The man came to her and made sure it covered her eyes before leading her into the van. He climbed in next to her, and she heard him close the door.

      As she settled into her seat, the masked people drove away.

      I’ve been kidnapped.

      Ella pushed her hips into the metal behind her, feeling the book in her pocket.

      The first chance I get, I’ll summon some Elementals to help me.

      ‘Are you okay, kid?’ the man said.

      She ignored his question. ‘What do you want with us?’

      ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

      She took a deep breath, touching his leg next to hers. He smelt of cold sweat and fried bacon. Her stomach churned and her throat was drier than a desert. Somewhere nearby, she heard her father’s shallow breathing.

      ‘Do you have any water?’ she said.

      He grunted. ‘You’ll get some at the house.’

      She didn’t bother asking which house. Ella held on to her seat as the van picked up speed. She tried to guess its movements, to understand which direction they were heading.

      Middlesbrough’s ten miles away. That’s the biggest town near here. Unless they’re going further than that, heading for Sunderland or Newcastle.

      If that was the case, Ella knew she’d be in the van for at least an hour.

      Instead, it stopped moving fifteen minutes later.

      They’ve returned us to Redcar.

      The door opened and the man dragged her out. Then he pushed her forward and she nearly stumbled over. There was a barbecue cooking nearby, and over her shoulder, a dog barked. She was about to run away when the bloke punched her in the arm. He put his hand on her shoulder and guided her through a door as pain shot through her. Once inside, he took off her mask and Ella saw she was standing in a large room. She glanced towards the windows, wanting to see what was outside, but the blinds were down.

      She glared at the masked thug. ‘Where’s my dad?’ She rubbed her arm and grimaced.

      The man removed his mask and threw it onto a table. He was tall, muscular, and as pale as a bucket of white paint. His eyes were as black as the clothes he wore.

      ‘Our doctors are looking at him now.’

      As he said that, the others from the abduction entered. There were four of them, three men and a woman. They all unmasked in front of her.

      They either don’t care if I know what they look like, or I’m never leaving this place.

      ‘Who are you people?’

      The pale man grinned at her. ‘Haven’t you guessed?’

      Ella glanced around the room. Large frames of painted flowers covered the walls, hiding the faded wallpaper. There were three sofas and a dozen chairs in the middle, surrounding three tables. A stuffed bookcase was against the far wall, while a full laundry basket was behind her. It stank of lemon air freshener and there was dust clinging to the ceiling.

      Two years ago, when they were in London, Ella’s father had taken her to see her grandfather. He was living in a nursing home – though Ella didn’t think of it as living when she saw the place – and she’d spent an uncomfortable hour there. Where she was now reminded her of that place.

      But she still didn’t know who her kidnappers were.

      She held up her hands. ‘I give up. Who are you?’

      Before any of them could reply, the door behind her burst open. A white-uniformed man walked in. She peered at the bloke, who looked like a vampire waiting for a shaft of light to hit him.

      He pointed at her. ‘Are you the daughter?’

      The thug who’d taken Ella inside laughed.

      ‘How many other kids do you see in here, Butcher?’

      The rest of the abduction gang laughed as Butcher scowled. Ella hoped that was his name and not his job.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ Butcher said. ‘Bring her through and she can see what we’ve discovered about her old man’s condition.’

      Ella didn’t need a second invitation. She ran up to him.

      ‘You’ve only had him here for a few minutes. How have you found something they couldn’t at the hospital?’

      He winked at her and she shivered. ‘Maybe we’re better than them, kid.’

      He turned and left the way he’d come. She marched after him and through the door. She stepped into a long corridor, standing on a threadbare carpet surrounded by stained walls. Butcher was twenty feet ahead of her and Ella ran after him, aware the abduction gang was behind her.

      Butcher stepped into another room and she followed. The place smelt of disinfectant and looked like a surgery. A large table stood in the middle and Ella saw her father lying there. Several machines were attached to him, with tubes coming out of his arms.

      ‘What are you doing to him?’ she said to Butcher as they approached the table. Two men and a woman dressed like Butcher were near her father, checking the information on the machines.

      Butcher turned to her. ‘We want to know how the monsters did this to him.’

      Ella frowned. ‘Monsters didn’t harm my dad.’

      He grinned at her through pure white teeth. ‘Are you sure?’

      I’m not sure of anything anymore.

      ‘What have you found?’ she said.

      Butcher looked at his female colleague. ‘Over to you, Dr Coe.’

      Coe stepped forward. She had shimmering brown eyes and soft cheekbones. When she spoke, it was like listening to a newsreader. There was zero emotion in her voice.

      ‘We’ve run all the tests on the subject, but discovered no sign of the purple smoke that affected the other victims of the Beacon attack.’

      Ella dug her nails into her palms. ‘That’s my father, Andrew Finn. He’s not your subject to experiment with.’

      Coe’s smile reminded Ella of an ice sculpture she’d watched melt a long time ago at a Christmas fayre.

      ‘Quite. Mr Finn has none of the symptoms we found in the others.’

      Ella controlled her anger. ‘You’ve examined those who collapsed because of the purple smoke?’ She glanced between them all. ‘Are you the government?’

      Do these thugs work for the Institute? Have we been taken there after all?

      ‘What else have you discovered?’ Butcher said.

      Dr Coe placed one hand on Andrew Finn’s neck.

      ‘There is a small puncture wound near his throat.’ She looked at her colleagues. ‘We believe this is where the chemical was injected.’

      Ella gripped at her chest. ‘Chemical?’

      Dr Coe nodded. ‘Yes, a type of poison we could not identify.’ She stared at Butcher. ‘The Boss won’t be happy to hear this, but there’s no evidence a monster attack did this to the sub… to Andrew Finn.’

      A sudden weariness seeped through Ella and she needed to sit down.

      But she continued to stand. ‘Can you help him?’

      I don’t care who these people are or that they abducted us. If they can cure Dad, that’s all that matters.

      Dr Coe shook her head. ‘Not without knowing what substance someone injected into your father. If we give him the wrong antidote, it could kill him or leave him brain-damaged.’

      Ella staggered from them and sat in the nearest chair.

      Then I have to stick to the plan and find Seraphina.

      ‘What happened to him?’ Butcher said.

      Pain surged through her legs. ‘Me? Why would I know anything?’

      The man who’d brought her into the building pulled up a seat opposite her.

      ‘Ella, my name is Mr White. Can I call you Ella?’

      He was trying to be nice, but it wasn’t working. Her arm still throbbed.

      ‘Sure. You kidnapped me, so you’re in charge.’

      His grin irritated her. ‘Well, kidnap’s a strong word.’ He glanced at the others in the room. ‘You should think of it as a rescue operation. Those people from the Institute weren’t going to help you. They just want to use you and your dad.’ His smile got wider. ‘And I’m not in charge here. You’ll meet the Boss later, but you must tell us the truth first. The Boss hates liars.’

      She crossed her arms and legs. ‘I’m not lying to you.’

      Mr White sighed heavily. ‘Yes, you are, Ella. All of us here are trained to spot deception, and it’s written all over your face.’

      ‘What am I lying about?’

      ‘You said you don’t know what happened to your father, but that’s untrue. We know you ran into the Beacon looking for him after the monster attack on the building.’

      ‘Just because I went in doesn’t mean I know how he ended up in a coma.’

      ‘So, tell us what happened when you got inside the Beacon.’

      Who are these people?

      ‘I ran to the top and found him like he is now. Then the coppers came and took us both out.’

      ‘How long were you inside, Ella?’

      She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t keeping track of the time. It was quite stressful.’

      ‘Well, let’s see. You said you ran in and straight to the top, which is six flights. Then you found your dad and waited for the police to arrive.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘That can’t have taken more than thirty minutes?’

      ‘I told you, I wasn’t keeping time.’

      Mr White removed a mobile phone from his pocket.

      ‘It’s a good job we were, isn’t it, Ella.’ He showed her the screen. ‘The first image is of you entering the building, and the second is of you coming out. Do you know how much time was between them?’

      She felt her body sinking further into the chair. ‘No.’

      ‘It was eight hours.’ His grin consumed her. ‘So what were you doing inside the Beacon for eight hours?’

      Her brain turned to liquid and she wanted to melt into the floor.

      And that’s when a man she recognised entered the room.
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      Christopher Jupiter bit down on a piece of battered fish and felt the salt and vinegar linger in his mouth. He swallowed it before grabbing a chip and examining the golden-brown of its texture. Then he popped it between his lips as the woman next to him took photographs of the promenade and the sea.

      ‘One of these might be good for the front cover,’ she said.

      Jupiter smiled as he ate. Their trip to Redcar had been planned to be included in Jupiter’s forthcoming book about creature sightings along Britain’s coast. It would be the fourth in his Monster Towns series and he’d looked forward to visiting places he’d never been before.

      When he was a child, his parents had often taken him to the seaside, usually at Brighton, but that all stopped when his mother disappeared. His father turned to alcohol to deal with the loss of his wife, and Jupiter was left alone with his thoughts.

      Because of his surname, the kids at school had called him Starman. They’d meant it as an insult, but he’d always liked it. It had followed him through his academic career until that ended. Then, again, people had used it to ridicule him, but he’d worn it as a badge of honour.

      Only those who think beyond what’s possible can reach the stars.

      He stared at the police barrier outside the Beacon across the road from them.

      ‘As long as you’ve got that building in the photo, Julia.’

      Julia Jarvis put the camera down and stole one of his chips.

      ‘How long have we known each other, Professor?’

      Jupiter rubbed a drop of vinegar from his top lip.

      ‘You came to my lectures when you were eighteen, so it’s ten years now. Why?’

      She bit the chip in half. ‘Because you’re still the only person in the group who doesn’t call me JJ.’

      He smiled at her. ‘That’s because they don’t know you like I do, Julia. All they see is the not-to-be-messed-with ex-marine who gets things done, while I see the young woman who dropped out of university when she was top of all her classes.’

      They’d had this conversation before, but Jupiter knew he’d never get her to change her mind and go back to complete her studies. She liked this life too much.

      Julia pointed at the Beacon. ‘This is the best education I could ever have.’ She took a photo of the people going in and out of the building. ‘What do you think they’re doing inside there?’

      Jupiter rested the food on the bench next to him. ‘They’re sweeping the place clean, making sure there’s no evidence of monsters in there before it’s reopened to the public.’

      ‘Did they say anything to you when they took you in?’

      The DAM march to the Beacon had gone better than he’d planned. The coppers dragging him into a police van on camera had got him all the media coverage he’d wanted.

      ‘No. They left me in the corner to stew before releasing me with no charges.’

      She grabbed another handful of chips. ‘What do we do now?’

      He checked his watch. ‘The next stage of the operation will be underway soon.’

      Julia crunched on a chip and shook her head. ‘I still think that’s risky.’

      ‘Your protestations have been noted, Julia. We were lucky to be in this town when the monster attack happened, and I don’t believe in wasting opportunities like that. This is the greatest chance the DAM organisation has had to prove to the world what we know to be true.’

      ‘I agree, Professor, you know that. But I think it might backfire on us. And then all the hard work we’ve done this past year will be for nothing.’

      He wiped his hands on his trousers. ‘Don’t worry, Julia. Even if DAM collapses, we’ll still have our project to pursue.’

      A seagull landed near them, bobbing its head up and down at the scraps at their feet.

      ‘Are we spending all day on the seafront? If so, I’ll get an ice cream next.’

      He beamed at her. She was his only friend in the world but, even though she was approaching thirty, sometimes she could still remind him of that teenager he’d met ten years ago.

      ‘No. You’ll drive us out to the gare.’

      ‘The gare? What’s that?’

      Jupiter stood, and she got up with him.

      ‘On your left, beyond the wind turbines, that’s the South Gare. We’re heading there to see the lighthouse.’

      She put the camera into her backpack. ‘Is this to get more photos for the book?’

      ‘That’s what we’ll tell people if they ask. But we have more important things to do there.’

      ‘Such as?’ she said.

      His grin was as wide as the horizon. ‘All in good time, JJ. All in good time.’
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      It took ten minutes to get to the car and drive there. Jupiter made Julia stop halfway along the route, and they parked alongside a steel fence separating the road from a large industrial complex.

      ‘That’s the former steelworks, right?’ He nodded. ‘I heard it’ll take a long time to clean the area.’

      Jupiter put a hand on the fence, his fingers gripping the cold metal.

      ‘It will take a lot longer than most people realise.’

      Julia removed her camera from the bag and snapped away. ‘Why?’

      He turned from the decaying industry and looked at her. This was one of the moments he enjoyed the most in their friendship, how he could still surprise her after all these years. Then, of course, she’d accuse him of keeping secrets from her, but he’d always reassure her it was for her own good. For if he got arrested, then she could say she hadn’t known what he was up to.

      ‘Because, Julia, underneath those dead buildings is an entrance to another dimension.’

      She nearly dropped the camera. ‘What?’

      ‘The Institute has discovered a portal there. No doubt the monsters that attacked the Beacon came from there.’ He turned back to the fence and put both hands on it, leaning in to get a better look at the steelworks. ‘They’re playing with all of our lives, Julia. They think they can control these creatures.’ He glanced at her. ‘And we both know how dangerous that is.’

      She rubbed at her hip, feeling for the scar he knew was there.

      ‘How do you know this, Professor?’

      He let go of the fence and smiled at her. ‘I only keep things from you to protect you. You’re like the daughter I never had.’

      ‘Yes, and you know I hate it. So, apart from knowing there’s a dimensional portal underground here, what else have you been keeping from me?’

      ‘I have operatives inside that place. DAM members prepared to do anything for me.’

      Julia’s frown broke and she laughed. ‘Spies? You have DAM spies in the Institute? Why am I only hearing this now?’

      He reached out to her, but she moved back.

      ‘As I said, Julia, it’s to protect you. The less you know, the better it is for you.’

      She shook her head. ‘I think you mean it’s better for you.’ She dropped her shoulders and narrowed her eyes. ‘What have these spies told you?’

      ‘Venus and her Institute goons are capturing and experimenting on monsters.’

      ‘What experiments?’

      Jupiter shrugged. ‘I don’t know yet. My informant isn’t allowed that type of access.’

      ‘And you won’t tell me who this person is?’

      ‘I told you, Julia, it’s for your own benefit.’

      ‘And what if something happens to you, Professor? Who runs the organisation then?’

      ‘There’ll be no DAM without me, Julia. So you’ll have to continue the project by yourself.’

      She threw her hands into the air.

      ‘How can I do that without the resources you keep hidden from me?’

      Jupiter took a deep breath. ‘You’re right, Julia. Once today’s operation is complete, I’ll tell you everything.’

      ‘Including who your contact is in the government?’

      He didn’t answer immediately.

      Do I want to burden her with all of this? If everything comes crashing down around me, none of it leads back to her. All anyone knows is she’s my official photographer.

      ‘You know what might happen to you if this fails.’

      She moved forward and put her hand on his arm.

      ‘You have to trust me, Christopher, or what’s the point of me carrying on?’

      ‘You want answers to what happened to your sister.’

      She glanced beyond him to the steelworks. ‘And you think they’re in there?’

      He nodded. ‘It’s the first time we’ve had concrete information about a portal location. That’s where we’ll both get what we’ve searched for all this time.’

      ‘Maybe, but how do we get inside? It must be heavily guarded.’

      ‘That’s why I’m taking the risk this afternoon.’

      ‘You’re not the one taking the risk.’

      ‘Okay, it’s our people putting their liberty on the line. But if they come through, we’ll have a way into the Institute facility below the steelworks.’

      ‘You’ve heard nothing yet?’

      He checked his phone. ‘I told them no communications until they returned to the base.’

      ‘Are we heading back there?’

      ‘Soon.’

      He turned from the fence and stared at the sea. Large ships and small boats lingered in the water. Cars passed by, taking angling enthusiasts to the gare. Jupiter peered at the gulls circling above, noticing no birds had flown over the steelworks while they were standing there.

      ‘There must be energy coming from that portal,’ he said.

      Julia pointed her camera at the buildings and adjusted the zoom.

      ‘I can’t see anything suspicious through the lens.’

      ‘They’ll be quiet during the day, moving in and out under cover of darkness.’

      ‘Do you think they’re to blame for the Beacon attack?’

      ‘I do. The monsters either escaped from their facility, or the Institute did it on purpose.’

      Julia lowered the camera. ‘Why would they do that?’

      ‘The Institute is testing their weapons. It’s easier for them to do it here, in a small northern town, instead of a big city.’

      ‘But something went wrong?’

      ‘It looks like it. That’s another reason why I sanctioned today’s operation.’

      ‘You’re right, Professor. I apologise.’ She put the camera away. ‘So what’s next?’

      He watched as a ship sailed to the nearby Teesport.

      ‘If the Institute is taking monsters out of the portal, they could use the seaport to transport them to anywhere in the world.’

      ‘A global monster army,’ Julia said.

      Jupiter moved from the fence. ‘Indeed. So let’s head back to the base and check on our investment.’

      ‘The operation is over?’

      He showed her the text message on his phone. ‘It is.’
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      It took ten minutes for them to get there. When they stepped out of the car, Jupiter stood outside the building and scanned the area, seeing nothing different from when he’d left earlier in the day. People were still using the shops, kids played on the estate across the road, and pensioners continued to sit around and stare into space.

      But something was different. He could sense it in the air.

      ‘Is something wrong?’ Julia said as she locked the car.

      Jupiter sucked oxygen into his lungs. ‘We’re on the verge of a substantial change, Julia. Are you ready?’

      ‘I am if you are.’

      They entered the building together. Julia followed him through the hallway and into the large room they’d set up for the doctors. He glanced at the man unconscious on the table, then walked towards the teenage girl sitting opposite his lead security guy.

      ‘Hello, Ella.’
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      Veronica Venus stared at the body cam footage from the ambulance abduction. On a video link next to her, Director Black was scrutinising the same clips.

      It was the second time she’d watched it. The first was a quick viewing five minutes before she took the call from Director Black. Unfortunately, there was no CCTV on that part of the road, so the first images they had were from the driver’s perspective as he rolled out of the ambulance and approached the back. The collision must have shaken him up as the footage was fuzzy when the camera caught the two black-clad masked men at the rear of the vehicle.

      One man went to the driver and pushed him to the ground. Venus watched the lens as it aimed for the sky, seeing the clouds drifting among the pale blue above the driver’s head. When he got up again, the camera recorded a nondescript white van driving away.

      ‘The licence plate is false?’ Director Black said from the other end of the video link.

      Veronica turned from the footage and stared at her boss. Black’s expression was unmoving, with eyes like cigarettes burning into her.

      ‘Unfortunately, yes. We’ve got drones covering the whole of Teesside with no luck. I expect the abductors to have hidden the vehicle rather than dumping it for us to find.’

      ‘Do you have any idea who they are?’

      Veronica didn’t, but she wouldn’t admit to that.

      ‘We’re following several leads at the moment.’

      She knew Black wouldn’t ask what they were since he was a man who had little interest in details. Instead, he was concerned about the end product, with no scruples about how it was achieved.

      ‘Why do you think anyone would want to abduct Andrew Finn, Veronica?’

      Veronica contained the shaky breath hanging inside her lungs.

      ‘Perhaps they want to analyse the poison that put him into a coma.’

      ‘Can that be traced to us?’

      ‘No. The compound is unique to our laboratories, to which only a select few have access.’

      ‘What about the doctor who administered it into Mr Finn?’

      Dr Ford. Who didn’t contact me an hour ago as she should have.

      ‘They’re safe here, with us.’

      ‘Will there be a problem with them?’

      You want me to make that potential problem go away.

      ‘No. They won’t leave this building until we’ve regained Andrew Finn.’

      ‘What about the daughter? Do you still think she’s the key to what happened last year?’

      ‘She knows more than she’s letting on. Once we’ve retrieved Ella and her father, I’ll question her again about the monster attacks twelve months ago.’

      Black peered into the screen, and the silence made Veronica’s ears hurt.

      ‘I want an update every six hours, directly from you. If you haven’t found the Finns by tomorrow, I’m sending a special unit over.’

      Before Veronica could reply, the Director killed the communication.

      A special unit translates into a replacement for me. At least it would mean I could go back to Newcastle to be with Catherine.

      But it would also mean she’d failed to wake her daughter from her coma.

      And she couldn’t let that happen.

      So she had to use a different lead to help her find Ella.

      She turned to the laptop on her desk and flicked her finger over the screen. Veronica scrolled across the machine to locate the report on what had happened to Agent Gillespie after she’d followed the unknown woman from the hospital and into Locke Park.

      As with the video from the ambulance abduction, she’d viewed this clip more than once.

      But she watched it again.

      The camera in Gillespie’s clothes recorded her entering the park. She’d walked in a circle to show every part of the entrance before moving straight towards the lake. The place was dark, only lit by the street lights, but the camera picked up the emptiness of Gillespie’s surroundings as she made her way to the centre.

      Two large swans were in the lake as the camera focused on the woman. She was tall, blonde-haired, and wearing a vivid blue dress. Gillespie approached her and the microphone recorded her words.

      ‘Excuse me, have you just come from the hospital?’

      ‘Yes,’ the woman said. ‘I was visiting my father. He has terrible pain in his head.’

      ‘You weren’t there to see Ella Finn?’

      The camera caught the woman’s smile and, like the first time she’d watched the clip, a shiver ran down Veronica’s spine.

      ‘No, I don’t know who that is.’

      Agent Gillespie was ten feet from the woman at this point.

      ‘Do you know two teenagers, Hannah and Billy Beard?’

      The woman shook her head. ‘I can’t say I do.’

      ‘Yet you were seen talking to them both inside and outside the hospital.’

      ‘Is that a crime in this brave new world?’ the woman said.

      ‘So you know them?’ Gillespie said.

      The woman dismissed Gillespie with a wave of her hand. ‘I’m bored now.’

      Then she went to leave.

      Agent Gillespie removed her weapon and pointed it at the woman.

      ‘Stop, or I’ll shoot.’

      The woman turned back to Gillespie. ‘If I try to leave this place, you’ll shoot me?’

      ‘Yes,’ Gillespie said.

      The last thing the camera captured was the unknown woman moving towards Gillespie before the screen went black.

      Veronica rewound the clip to the frame where the woman approached Gillespie. She paused on that image, staring into the eyes of the stranger. She gazed at the frame for a minute before closing the lid on the laptop.

      Agent Hale had found Agent Gillespie twenty minutes later. Her face was glazed over, and she was unmoving. The unknown woman had vanished, and there was no trace of her on any of the town’s CCTV.

      Now, Gillespie was in one of the medical rooms close to where Veronica sat.

      That woman was with Ella’s friends in the hospital. And she was the last person seen with Gillespie before something strange happened to the agent.

      There was a connection there, but Veronica didn’t know what it was.

      But, without knowing who’d abducted the Finns, it was the only lead she had.

      She got up and left her office, walking down the corridor and heading towards the portal.

      Veronica could feel the energy coming off it from fifty feet away. She’d had to rotate the guards and other staff so they didn’t spend too much time near the thing. In the first few days after the discovery of the portal, there had been several people who’d complained of headaches and irritated skin from being around it for too long.

      Initially, the scientists had thought it might be radioactive, but after exhaustive tests, they concluded that wasn’t the case.

      At least not a type of radiation we’re aware of on this planet.

      She assumed if the portal was from another dimension, like the monsters that had come through it, then the energy coming from it must be too.

      Veronica entered the tent and spoke to the nearest member of the security team. That had been tripled since the incident with the dragon.

      ‘There’s been no activity today?’

      ‘No, ma’am.’

      ‘Good.’

      After her first few days there, she’d wanted to see as many creatures stepping through it as possible. She’d had no doubts the guards could handle whatever came through and knew the more subjects they had to study, the better the Institute’s knowledge would be.

      And they had to get ahead of the other countries who were doing the same things as they were with the monsters.

      Elementals. I’ve got to remember to call them that.

      But it was hard for her after what had happened to Catherine.

      She left the portal and headed to the containment rooms. The emergency from the other night had meant they’d had to knock a wall down to combine two rooms into one. It was the only way they could create a space large enough to contain the creature.

      A dragon. I wonder what the people of this country would think if they knew we had a dragon here.

      Veronica approached the door and removed the key card from her pocket. It had the highest clearance level in the Institute outside of the Director, and she used it to enter the room. Dr Petra Withe stood over the sleeping beast, peering into its large yellow eyes.

      ‘What have you learnt so far?’ Veronica said.

      Dr Withe lifted her head from the dragon, her eyes sparkling like a thousand shooting stars.

      ‘It’s an incredible animal, Veronica. Its biology is nothing like anything on this planet.’ She beamed at her. ‘And, something even more wonderful for us is that it’s the female of the species.’

      Veronica’s heart rate doubled in speed. ‘Is it pregnant?’

      Dr Withe’s sparkle lost some of its sheen. ‘Alas, no. But if a male comes through the portal, think of what we could do with them.’

      ‘What about our other prized possession?’

      The doctor’s grin returned. ‘Him? He’s doing great. Would you like to see?’

      Veronica nodded.

      Dr Withe led her to the end of the room and through a door in the far wall. Veronica followed her through and stared at the creature chained to a large table.

      ‘What happened to its right leg?’ Veronica said.

      Withe moved to the unconscious Elemental and put her hand on its chest.

      ‘That’s the result of your soldiers shooting a hundred bullets into it. We had to amputate the leg to save its life.’

      Veronica looked at Dr Withe, unsure if she was telling her the truth. She’d seen other Elementals with missing body parts, but had thought nothing of it.

      She was about to question the doctor when her phone rang. Veronica took it out of her pocket and saw the call was from the other medical team leader.

      ‘What is it, Dr Shaw?’

      ‘You need to come to Gillespie’s room now.’

      Veronica didn’t ask why, leaving Withe to her one-legged monster and heading to the end of the corridor.

      Maybe Agent Gillespie is awake.

      She kept that thought as she entered, finding Dr Shaw peering at something on the floor. When Veronica looked down, she saw a dozen tiny spiders crawling over each other.

      ‘I hope you didn’t call me here for an insect infestation, Dr Shaw.’

      Shaw jerked his head up, and she recognised the fear in his eyes.

      ‘Look over there.’

      She turned to follow his startled gaze, seeing Agent Gillespie sitting on the bed. Veronica moved forward, stopping when she saw what was happening to the agent.

      Gillespie’s mouth was wide open as the spiders tumbled over her lips. They dropped to the floor, dozens of them skittering towards Veronica’s shoes. She stumbled to the side and into the wall.

      But she couldn’t take her gaze off Gillespie.

      The spiders came out of her ears next, tumbling onto the bed like a great waterfall.

      It was ghastly to see, but then it got worse.

      Veronica watched Gillespie’s eyes bulge as the spiders pushed their way out of the agent’s head. They weren’t black like the others, but red; red because they were covered in Gillespie’s blood.

      As Veronica stood there, frozen in horror, Gillespie turned to her. Spiders swarmed out of her like a burst oil well.

      And then she spoke.

      ‘Leave Ella and her friends alone. Or suffer the consequences.’

      Then Agent Gillespie fell off the bed and hit the floor. Spiders scuttled over and around her.

      As she watched them engulf Gillespie until the agent looked like a twitching blanket, Veronica could only think of one thing.

      I hope she’s dead.
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      Professor Christopher Jupiter pulled up a chair and sat opposite Ella. He smiled at her and gestured for the woman who’d come in with him to step forward.

      ‘Ella, I’d like you to meet my good friend Julia Jarvis.’ Jarvis held a hand out to Ella, but she ignored it. ‘Julia will look after you during your stay with us.’

      Ella dug her nails into the wooden chair. ‘Destroy All Monsters kidnapped my dad and me.’

      Jupiter glanced at the others in the room.

      ‘I’m sure Mr White has already explained to you that what we did was a rescue mission for you and your father.’

      Ella glared at White. ‘He punched me in the arm.’

      Jupiter’s face darkened at this news.

      ‘Well, I’m sure that was an accident, and it won’t happen again.’

      ‘I need to talk to you, Professor,’ White said.

      Jupiter sighed. ‘You can speak to me in front of Ella, Mr White. There are no secrets here.’

      ‘Okay,’ White said. ‘The kid’s old man was poisoned. There’s no evidence of a monster attack in his body.’

      The lines under Jupiter’s eyes appeared to grow larger to Ella. A few months ago, she’d watched one of Billy’s horror films where a bloke’s head had exploded, and Jupiter had the same expression on his face now.

      He turned to the doctors in the room. ‘Is this correct, Dr Butcher?’

      Butcher nodded. ‘It is, Professor. Every test we’ve run shows an unknown human poison led to Andrew Finn’s coma.’

      Ella noticed the tremble in Jupiter’s fingers.

      ‘Who would poison Finn?’

      ‘Isn’t that obvious?’ White said.

      Julia Jarvis stepped forward. ‘It has to be the Institute.’

      Jupiter seemed shell-shocked and deflated at the same time.

      ‘Why would they do that?’

      Dr Butcher cleared his throat. ‘My guess would be they did it to cover something up. The child was in that building for eight hours after they brought the father out. So that must be connected to the Institute poisoning him.’

      Jupiter nodded. ‘You’re right. They’re covering something up with Finn, just like claiming the monster attack on the Beacon was a chemical spill.’

      Butcher spoke with no thought of Ella sitting there.

      ‘An autopsy might tell us more about what happened to him.’

      Ella jumped up. ‘I’ll kill you first.’

      Mr White grabbed her arm, gripping so tight, his nails dug into her skin. The pain was like a volcano exploding through her. Ella let it wash over her as he pushed her back into the chair.

      ‘You do that again, kid, and you’ll get more than a punch next time.’

      Ella glared at him. ‘Do you enjoy hurting children?’

      He didn’t answer as Jupiter went to Ella’s dad, scrutinising the sleeping man.

      ‘No, there’ll be no autopsy, Dr Butcher.’ Then he turned to Ella. ‘We need a change of plan. Has anyone checked her pockets?’

      ‘I’ll do it,’ White said.

      Ella flinched as he stepped towards her.

      But Julia Jarvis moved him out of the way.

      ‘I think you’ve done enough for now, Jim.’ She smiled at Ella, who only scowled back at the woman. ‘Empty your pockets for me, please, Ella.’

      Ella thought about refusing until she saw the fire in Mr White’s face. Instead, she stretched out her legs, dug into her pockets and removed the contents: a five-pound note and a few coins from one and her mobile phone from the other.

      Then she dropped them all on the floor. ‘So, you’re thieves as well as kidnappers.’

      Julia Jarvis continued to smile at her. ‘And I’ll have what’s in your back pocket, Ella.’

      Ella’s heart thumped against her chest. ‘What?’

      ‘I saw it when you jumped up, kid. You have papers or a small book in there.’

      The Book of All Life.

      She gulped. ‘You don’t need those.’ Ella searched for the biggest lie she could find. ‘They’re just stupid love letters from Billy and me.’

      Jarvis grinned at her. ‘How old are you, Ella? Thirteen?’

      ‘Nearly fourteen,’ she said.

      ‘You’re far too young for that.’ Jarvis pushed out her hand. ‘Now give them to me before Mr White blows a fuse.’

      Ella glanced at White, seeing how his face looked like a puffer frog.

      I’ve got no choice.

      She got up and removed the book from her trousers. Then she handed it to Jarvis, who passed it to Jupiter.

      The Professor gazed at the cover. ‘Why did you lie about the love letters, Ella?’

      Ella stood as tall as she could. ‘That’s a family heirloom, and I don’t want you thieves stealing it.’

      Jupiter turned it over and examined the back. Then he looked at the blank pages.

      ‘It’s a fascinating little monster book.’ He peered at her. ‘I think you like the monsters, don’t you?’ Before she could reply, he returned it to her. ‘This can keep you company in your room.’

      Ella grabbed it from him. ‘You’re not letting us go?’

      He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not, Ella. Not yet anyway.’ He looked at the others. ‘We need a new plan first. Then we’ll decide what to do with you and your father.’ He turned to her. ‘Unless you feel like telling me what you were doing inside the Beacon for eight hours.’

      She slipped the book into her back pocket while Jarvis grabbed Ella’s phone from the floor. She left the money there.

      ‘Okay,’ Ella said. ‘I’ll tell you, but it’s embarrassing. I was drained when I got there, and seeing what had happened to my dad, I think I just collapsed. So I fell asleep.’

      He laughed at her. ‘Do your parents know you lie so much?’

      Ella glanced at her father and wanted to scream.

      ‘Are we putting her in with the other kid?’ Mr White said.

      Ella gasped. ‘You’ve kidnapped someone else?’

      Was it Billy or Hannah?

      Jupiter waved a hand at her. ‘No, it’s nothing like that.’ He frowned at White. ‘Would you like me to show you, Ella? Then, you might understand what it is DAM is trying to achieve.’

      Ella nodded. The more she learnt about these thugs, the more it could help her escape from them.

      But what about Dad?

      Julia Jarvis beamed at her. ‘Follow me, Ella. Us girls have to stick together.’

      They walked past a scowling Mr White while the doctors returned to Andrew Finn. Jupiter led them out and down three flights of stairs.

      ‘Don’t the lifts work?’ Ella said.

      Jarvis leant in close to her. ‘The Professor doesn’t like small enclosed spaces. And the exercise is good for you.’

      They entered a corridor. Jupiter pointed to a room on their right.

      ‘You’ll be staying there while you’re with us, Ella. Of course, we’ll have to lock the door, but it has all the facilities you need, including a bathroom and a shower.’

      ‘TV and the internet?’ Ella said.

      He laughed. ‘TV yes, internet no. You’ll get your phone back once you leave.’

      Ella was about to reply when she heard someone scream.

      She stopped walking. ‘What was that?’

      Jarvis put a hand on Ella’s shoulder.

      ‘Before you see Becky, we have to explain something to you.’

      Ella ignored the urge to push Jarvis away from her. ‘Becky?’

      She watched Jarvis’s shoulders slump as she spoke.

      ‘You need to understand, Ella, that most of us in the DAM organisation have had traumatic encounters with strange creatures – that’s why we’ve ended up together as a group.’

      The scream came again and Ella flinched.

      ‘What happened to you?’

      Jarvis removed her hand. ‘That’s a tale for another time.’

      She stepped towards the room opposite the one Jupiter had said was Ella’s. Jarvis opened the door and led Ella inside. Jupiter waited in the corridor.

      Ella stared at a young girl – maybe ten years old – sitting on a bed.

      A desert clawed at her throat. ‘Why is she in a straightjacket?’

      Before Jarvis could answer, the child turned to look at Ella. She looked like a normal kid stuck in a terrible situation. That was until Ella watched all the colour drain from her eyes. There was nothing but darkness there, like the emptiness of space wanting to suck Ella into the void.

      Then the girl’s cheeks wobbled and shimmered, rippling as if something was wriggling under her skin.

      ‘What?’ Ella said.

      Jarvis pulled her back as long, fleshy fingers burst out of the girl’s cheeks and reached for Ella.

      That’s when Ella saw she was chained to the wall.

      Ella watched her – Becky – writhe on the bed as the unnatural fingers slithered over the girl’s face.

      Jupiter spoke from outside. ‘Becky is the daughter of one of our members. Two weeks ago, she turned from a normal child into this.’

      Ella couldn’t look away from the terrible sight.

      ‘Why haven’t you taken her to a hospital?’

      He laughed. ‘And what could they do?’

      Ella took a deep breath. ‘What can you do?’

      ‘We don’t know yet,’ Jarvis said. ‘Butcher and Coe have examined her, but we’re clueless so far about what’s wrong with Becky.’

      ‘A monster possesses her,’ Jupiter said. ‘Just like I thought with your father, Ella.’

      An Elemental possessed Dad, but it wasn’t like this.

      Ella felt the book in her back pocket.

      Maybe I can use the Book of All Life to remove whatever is possessing Becky.

      Julia Jarvis took Ella’s arm and led her out of the room. Then she locked the door and the three of them stood in silence.

      Jupiter stared at Ella. ‘Now, do you understand what we’re doing with DAM?’

      She glowered at him. ‘No. Marching through the streets and causing panic won’t help Becky, will it?’

      He shook his head. ‘You’re too young to understand. The public needs to be warned about things like this. They have to know the truth that the government and the Institute keep from them: monsters exist, and they’re a danger to us all. Doesn’t what’s happened to Becky prove that to you?’

      It was Ella’s turn to shake her head.

      ‘There are plenty of terrible humans on this planet, Professor. That doesn’t mean that all of us are bad.’ She rubbed at the bruise on her arm. ‘I guess you’ve a few rotten apples in your organisation, right?’

      Jupiter narrowed his eyes. ‘Julia and I inherited Destroy All Monsters, and we haven’t weeded out all the undesirables yet.’

      ‘Or maybe you keep them around to do your dirty work for you.’

      He appeared to have had enough of her arguments.

      ‘Yes, well, we can discuss this later. But, it’s time for you to go to bed.’ He nodded to Jarvis. ‘Make sure Ella is comfortable in her room.’

      ‘You mean in my prison cell?’ she shouted at him as he left.

      Jarvis moved across the corridor, unlocked the door, and indicated for Ella to go inside.

      I could try to run for it.

      But she didn’t.

      Because she had a plan now.

      Ella stepped inside, saying nothing to Jarvis. Instead, she glanced around as the door closed. Jupiter had been right: the place was like an expensive hotel room.

      All apart from the internet.

      But Ella had her own worldwide communication device.

      Worlds wide.

      She removed the Book of All Life from her pocket and sat on the bed. Ella ran her fingers over the front cover, thinking about her escape plan and helping Becky.

      But I still don’t know how to help Dad.

      She opened the book to the first page.

      It wasn’t an Elemental she needed now.

      But a doorway to the Elemental world.

      Ella pressed her thumb into the page and thought of what she’d seen under the steelworks. Then she pictured all the places she’d visited when in the multiverse.

      Open a doorway for me.

      She felt the heat under her finger first, lifting it from the page to see the illustration of a golden circle there.

      Then she sensed the warmth in the room.

      The portal was at the far end, shimmering in front of the large TV.

      At least this one isn’t ten feet in the air above me.

      Ella returned the book to her back pocket and got up.

      Then she stepped into another dimension.
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      Ella found herself in the middle of a large forest, with a silver moon shining through the trees. Broken branches lay all around her as a chill wind sent a shiver down her spine. An aroma of fresh grass clung to the air.

      A small animal with bright eyes and yellow teeth ran in front of her, and she jumped back. Ella’s fingers hit a tree, with its rough bark cutting into her palm. She took her hand away and stared at the blood forming on her skin. It slid over her flesh and dropped to the ground, sinking into the damp earth under her feet.

      That was a spark for the forest to come alive. Birds fluttered above her head while unknown creatures skittered between the grass and the surrounding deadwood.

      The trees creaked throughout, with their branches shimmering in the wind.

      I hope it’s the wind moving them.

      Things that looked like squirrels jumped from tree to tree as if they were gymnasts competing at the Olympics. Seeing them reminded her of the demonic animals she’d encountered in the Beacon.

      As Ella glanced above her, the stars were like lucid snowflakes of silver as they sprinkled in the night sky. She saw large mushrooms near her feet when she looked down, expecting some Elemental to be sitting on one of them and staring at her.

      The noise came from everywhere: from the birds chattering above her to the sounds of the exotic plants breathing around her legs. The enchanted forest beckoned her into its pulsing heart, and she didn’t refuse the invitation.

      Ella rubbed the blood from her hand and moved forward. Hoods of dark shadows were hanging from the trees as she strode over damp grass and cracked branches. A wispy mist appeared out of the earth and wrapped itself around her legs as she went. The further she stepped, the more the light disappeared. The stars had vanished above her head and the haze was growing so thick, it was hard to see where she was walking.

      After two minutes, she stopped, wondering if she’d done the right thing by coming through the portal.

      It’s not much of an escape if I can’t get home from here.

      But Ella knew it wasn’t about escaping from Jupiter and his DAM thugs. Her father was still there with them. What she needed from this strange place was to find an Elemental to help them out of their prison.

      Or at least take enough Light into me to get away from Jupiter.

      And maybe use it to heal Dad.

      As she thought of this, a shard of supernatural radiance poked through the misty mesh. A whole burst of illumination followed it, filtering down in seams of gold. Dozens of brightly coloured butterflies emerged from the light, swirling near Ella as if they wanted to show her the way out of the forest.

      Then they stopped flying around her and gathered in two straight lines, pointing forward. She strode between the butterfly arrows, hearing them hum as she followed their lead. When she glanced at their heads, she saw that every one of them had bright white eyes.

      She kept on moving until she reached the end. The butterflies didn’t follow her out of the forest as she stepped into a large clearing. Then, as Ella took a deep breath, she noticed a path in front of her: on either side were a dozen wooden huts.

      Ella puffed out her cheeks and touched the cut in her palm. The bleeding had stopped, but her fingers trembled as she moved towards the first hut. The wood was a thick black and there were no windows she could see anywhere on it. The door was open, so she walked up to it.

      ‘Hello, is anyone there?’

      She thought she sounded stupid, but didn’t know what else to say.

      Ella raised a hand and placed it on the hut. The wood was warm to her touch, as if a bright sun had been shining on it all day. She looked above her, expecting to see something strange and alien – such as two moons or purple clouds – but it appeared to be an ordinary night sky.

      Maybe I’m not in another dimension, but on Earth.

      If she’d had her phone with her, she could have checked the GPS for the location.

      But since she didn’t, she stepped inside the hut instead.

      It was an empty room smelling of lavender. There was a second door at the end, but that was closed.

      She spoke again. ‘Hello, is anyone here?’

      Still, there was no reply.

      Ella looked at the floor, and then the rest of the place. Its emptiness worried her, and she didn’t know why. She took the Book of All Life from her pocket and considered opening another portal.

      But where would that take me? And would it be any help? There must be Elementals here, otherwise who built these huts?

      She strode towards the other door. When she reached it, she knocked on it.

      There was no response, so she did it again.

      When there was no reply, she pushed it open.

      This room wasn’t empty.

      Ella clutched on to the book as she moved down the room, staring at the beds on either side.

      She gazed at the sleepers in each bed.

      Ella stopped in the middle, counting twenty beds in total. She approached the closest to her, noticing the slow movement of the woman’s chest as she lay on the bed. She wore a brown dress that covered her. Ella moved from her to the others, seeing a mixture of men and women who looked the same: long white hair with the same facial features.

      Perhaps they’re one big family of brothers and sisters.

      Or they’re clones. That’s what Billy would say.

      She checked to make sure all of them were breathing before going through the other huts.

      Ella found the same in each of them: twenty sleeping adults, all identical in appearance. There was nothing else in the huts except the people and the beds; there was no other furniture, no sign of food or water, and no indication anything else went on there.

      She returned to the first hut and checked everywhere again, baffled when she couldn’t understand what was happening.

      Are they all in comas, like Dad? Should I try to wake one of them?

      Ella moved to the nearest bed. The woman lying on it was still apart from the slow rise and fall of her chest. Ella scrutinised her face, waiting for the flicker of her eyes, but they were unmoving. Ella had seen a documentary once about REM sleep – rapid eye movement – when intense dreams take over the brain. She’d learnt from the programme that REM is vital because it stimulates the areas of the brain that help with learning and was associated with the increased production of proteins.

      Perhaps she’s in REM.

      She knelt closer to the woman, mesmerised by the same snow-white hair all of the sleepers had, and gazed at her eyelids.

      Is she dreaming?

      Ella never remembered any of her dreams apart from the odd snatch of an image that had nothing to do with her, such as a recollection of a place she’d never visited or a person she didn’t know.

      After discovering the Book of All Life and the fight with Pandora, not to mention her journey through the multiverse, Ella had expected to have vivid dreams every night, but there were none. She’d told her mother about the lack of dreams, but she’d assured Ella it was nothing to worry about.

      ‘At least you’re getting a decent amount of sleep,’ her mother had said. ‘A friend of mine from university studied the sleep patterns in thousands of people, and she discovered how the lack of sleep shortened a person’s lifespan. Your grandmother – my mother – suffered terribly from insomnia, and I’m convinced that’s why she died in her sixties.’

      It was one of the few times Ella’s mum had spoken to her about her mother. Thinking about that conversation created a deep ache in Ella’s heart. She stared at the sleeping woman and thought about her parents, how her father was still in that coma and how her mother was alone at home.

      And here I am in another world, doing nothing for either of them.

      She stood up straight and glanced around.

      I should go back to the portal and return to Earth. Then I should tell Jupiter everything he wants to know and hope he can help Dad.

      Ella took a last look across the room and was ready to leave.

      And then someone spoke to her.

      ‘How did you get here?’

      She looked everywhere, but couldn’t see who was speaking.

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘You’re the one trespassing on our land, young lady, so I’ll ask the questions. How did you get here?’

      She didn’t bother lying.

      ‘I came through a portal from another dimension, needing help. Are you an Elemental?’

      She strode between the beds, checking each sleeping occupant to see if the speaker was one of them. But they were all unmoving.

      ‘What help do you need?’

      It sounded like a man’s voice, so she examined the faces of each man in the room.

      ‘My father is in a long sleep, like the people here. And he can’t get out of it. We call that a coma in my world.’

      ‘Which world are you from?’

      She stepped between each of the sleepers, but none was talking. Then she got down on her knees and looked under every bed with no luck.

      Where are they?

      Ella stood, moved to the door and entered the other room. It was still empty. Then she went outside the hut, but couldn’t see anything in the darkness.

      Then she returned to the sleepers.

      ‘I’m from a place called Earth. Have you heard of it?’

      The voice gasped behind her and Ella spun around.

      There, five feet from her, stood a man resembling all the others. His eyes were a vivid green and they peered right at her.

      ‘You’re from Earth?’

      She nodded. ‘Yes. Is that important?’

      He ignored her and went to every bed, spending thirty seconds staring at each occupant. When he’d finished, he turned to her.

      ‘Have you been inside the other huts?’

      ‘I have,’ she said. ‘What’s going on here?’

      He stepped towards her. ‘I’ll tell you everything, I promise, but I have to touch your head first.’

      Ella flinched, unsure of what to think about his words.

      ‘Why?’ she said.

      He held out his hands so she could see there was nothing in them.

      ‘I need to confirm if you’re one of our connections or not.’

      She narrowed her eyes. ‘Connections?’

      He moved closer to her and she didn’t back away.

      ‘I will reveal all in good time, young lady. But I need confirmation first.’

      What if he touches me and I go into a deep sleep like the others?

      She thought about it for ten seconds before agreeing.

      ‘I hope your fingers are warm.’

      The chill of the night had crept into the room and was crawling over her flesh.

      The man moved forward and she steadied herself. The whiteness of his hair was even brighter than that of those who slept. He reached out and put two fingers on her forehead.

      Maybe this is like when Light travels from an Elemental to a human.

      His skin was warm and she waited for a flash of energy between them.

      But nothing came.

      Then he stepped back.

      ‘Welcome to our home, Ella Finn. My name is Jerome and I’m the Conductor here.’

      ‘The Conductor of what?’ she said.

      He smiled at her.

      ‘I’m the Conductor of the Dreaming.’

      Tiredness washed over Ella.

      ‘The Dreaming? What’s that?’ The brightness of his smile dazzled her. ‘And how do you know my name?’

      ‘The Dreaming is the connection between my people and yours. It’s the link between the Dreamers and humanity. Without it, both of our worlds would die.’

      This was the last thing Ella heard before she collapsed.
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      Jerome caught Ella before she hit the floor.

      ‘Don’t worry, Ella. It’s just a reaction to the connection I created between your brain and mine. It will pass soon.’

      She slumped in his arms. ‘What connection?’

      He stood her up straight and let go of her.

      ‘When you said you were from Earth, I was worried you’d somehow followed the connection from your realm to this one. That’s never happened in over a hundred thousand years, and I’m unsure of what the consequences would be.’

      Ella touched her forehead, feeling the heat coming off it.

      ‘Do you have a glass of water?’

      Jerome shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, there is no water here.’

      She scratched at her throat and glanced around the room.

      ‘What do your people eat and drink?’ She remembered the damp amongst the trees and the flowers. ‘There must be water in the forest.’

      He lifted a hand to her. ‘If I reconnect with your brain, you’ll know everything about the Dreamers and this place in an instant.’

      She pushed him away. ‘Tell me what’s going on here.’

      Jerome dropped his hand. ‘I am the Conductor of the Dreamers. There have been other Conductors before me, but I’ve had this responsibility for ten thousand years.’

      Ella’s brain throbbed. ‘What responsibility?’

      ‘The responsibility of keeping the connection between humanity and the Dreamers. Without it, chaos would precede death for your people.’ He stared around the room. ‘And death would live here too.’

      She shook her head to clear the buzzing in her brain.

      ‘You’re not making any sense, Jerome.’

      He took her hand and led Ella between the sleeping figures.

      ‘Everyone here and in the other huts is connected to millions on Earth. My people feed off your dreams, living the lives we can’t here. And in return, we nourish humanity’s creative soul and heal the broken parts of those we connect with. Dreams happen during sleep, but you have your most vivid ones during the phase of rapid eye movement sleep when your brain is most active. The REM-sleep dreaming, which we facilitate in humans, takes the painful sting out of difficult, even traumatic, emotional episodes experienced during the day, offering resolution when you awake.’

      She stared at the Dreamers. ‘How many are there of you?’

      ‘Just over a hundred,’ Jerome said. ‘There were more in the past before I became the Conductor, but we’ve had several serious incidents over the centuries which have reduced our number.’

      ‘Where are you from?’

      He smiled at her. ‘My people have always been here.’

      ‘No, I mean, where did you come from, Jerome? Where were you born?’

      He moved to the nearest bed, placing his hand on the sleeper’s face.

      ‘I was like this for many thousands of years, living through humanity’s dreams. Then it was my turn to be the next Conductor.’

      ‘What happened to the Conductor before you?’

      ‘They moved on to a higher plane, where dreams are unnecessary and all living things become one with the universe.’

      Ella’s legs felt as if someone had swapped her blood for lead.

      ‘How can so few of your people connect with billions of humans through their dreams?’

      ‘We don’t connect with all humans, Ella, only the ones sensitive enough to know we exist. That knowledge lies deep in the human subconscious, and not all humans possess it.’

      ‘Is that why you checked my brain, to see if I had that link?’

      ‘Yes. I thought the connection might have led you here, which would have been unprecedented.’

      ‘But I don’t have it?’

      ‘That’s correct.’

      ‘Is that why I can’t dream?’

      Jerome placed his hand on her arm, and she didn’t shake him off. He took her to a bed at the front of the room. She stared at the sleeper, seeing someone who looked younger than all the others.

      She looks only a few years older than me.

      But she can’t be if she’s been here for thousands of years.

      ‘All humans dream, Ella. But some people’s dreams are more vivid than others, and they’re the ones my people have connected with since time began.’

      ‘It’s a shared experience, benefiting both species?’

      ‘It is.’

      It’s like Light going from an Elemental to a human and healing both.

      ‘Are there more Dreamers across the different worlds in the multiverse?’

      ‘I don’t know. Why do you ask?’

      ‘When I visited the multiverse, I discovered there were different versions of me, so I thought it must be the same for every living thing.’

      Jerome scratched his chin. ‘I suppose it’s possible.’

      She left him and moved through the room, looking at the Dreamers differently after what she’d just learnt.

      ‘Do you communicate with each other?’ she said.

      He nodded. ‘We do, but only when we’re inside human dreams.’

      A terrible thought struck her.

      ‘What would happen to humanity if all your people died?’

      His eyes narrowed as he stared at her. ‘Is that why you came here, to kill us all?’

      She puffed out her cheeks. ‘Of course not. You must have seen why I’m here when you connected to my brain.’

      Jerome stepped back from her, moving closer to the other room.

      ‘I witnessed many events in your thoughts, Ella.’ He paused for several seconds. ‘Some of them included great violence on your part.’

      ‘Only violence I was dragged into by others. I intend no harm to you or your people. If I did, you would have seen it in my mind.’

      ‘The Dreamers have been deceived before. Conductors with greater experience than me have been seduced into darkness.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      He was between her and the door now.

      ‘What are the opposite of dreams, Ella?’

      ‘Nightmares.’

      ‘Indeed. A Dreamers’ legend says a faction of my people split from us at the beginning of everything to follow darker pursuits inside the human mind. These are the Dark Dreamers.’

      ‘And this is where nightmares come from?’

      ‘So it is said. And the legend says they’ll return here one day to slaughter us. Then they’ll have all of humanity to corrupt. They feed off negative thoughts and will manipulate humans into the vilest of actions.’

      ‘And you think I might be one of these Dark Dreamers?’

      ‘Or one of their agents. Your mind is full of conflicting emotions, Ella Finn.’

      She laughed at him. ‘You’ve lived inside human dreams for thousands of years and are surprised by this?’

      ‘So why are you here?’

      ‘I told you. I need help to get my father out of a coma and to escape from the people who kidnapped us.’

      ‘That’s never going to happen, kid.’

      Before Ella could react, the owner of that voice had pushed Jerome to the floor. Then she saw Mr White pointing a gun at the Conductor.

      ‘You followed me here?’

      ‘Me and the others.’

      He stepped into the room with two of his gun-toting colleagues, plus Julia Jarvis and Christopher Jupiter.

      Jupiter grinned like a kid at Christmas.

      ‘We have all the proof we need now to tell the world about what the monsters are doing to us.’ He looked at Jarvis. ‘The video is still recording?’

      She nodded. ‘Do you want to say something?’

      He beamed at her. ‘Point the camera at me.’

      She did that as Ella stepped forward.

      ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

      Mr White moved towards her, but she wasn’t afraid, even with the gun in his hand.

      Then he pushed her to the ground.

      She twisted as she fell, putting out her hand to cushion the fall. Her fingers were bent out of shape as they hit the dirt below her. She rolled on to her side and into the nearest bed. When she looked up, Mr White was grinning at her. He put one finger over his lips as Christopher Jupiter spoke into the camera.

      ‘People of Great Britain and the world, here’s the proof your governments have lied to you.’ Ella watched as Julia Jarvis moved the camera across the sleeping Dreamers. ‘You’ve already seen the footage of us crossing through the portal, and here you have definitive evidence of beings who’ve been harming humanity for thousands of years.’

      Ella got up as Mr White grabbed hold of Jerome and placed him in front of the camera.

      Jupiter continued. ‘These creatures – monsters, if you wish – have the power to enter our dreams and control us. And they’ve been doing this since the beginning of time. This one here who calls himself the Conductor confirmed it with his own words.’ The lens was pushed right into Jerome’s face. ‘Isn’t that so, Jerome?’

      ‘The Dreamers work in symbiosis with humans. We help you sleep.’

      Jupiter nodded at Julia Jarvis, and she lowered the camera. Then he spoke to her.

      ‘Can you edit it so he says, “We put you to sleep”?’

      ‘Of course,’ she said.

      The blood boiled in Ella’s veins. ‘Why are you lying like this?’

      Professor Christopher Jupiter, the leader of Destroy All Monsters, laughed at her.

      ‘You are a naïve child, aren’t you?’ He pointed at Jerome. ‘We were outside and heard everything this creature told you. He admitted his people have been controlling humanity through our dreams for thousands of years. The world needs to learn this. And they have to know these Dreamers aren’t the only monsters trying to control or kill us.’

      Ella scratched at the cut in her palm. ‘What happened to you, Jupiter? What made you so twisted?’

      Before he could reply, Julia Jarvis used her free hand to punch Ella in the guts.

      A shock of pain ran through Ella before she bent over and threw up. She gripped her stomach as Jarvis scowled at her.

      ‘You should show more respect to the Professor. You don’t know what he’s been through with these monsters.’ She glanced around her group. ‘You don’t know what all of us have been through.’

      Ella gritted her teeth. ‘They’re not monsters.’ She glared at White. ‘You should look closer to home if you’re searching for monsters.’

      Jupiter strode past her, glancing at the Dreamers in the room.

      ‘It doesn’t matter what the girl says.’ He stood over one bed, peering at its sleeping occupant before turning to Ella. ‘I thought I needed you and your father to prove to the world monsters exist, but this will do.’

      She stopped herself from rushing at him. ‘What have you done to my dad?’

      Jupiter shrugged. ‘Nothing. We didn’t poison him. You can return him to the hospital on Earth.’

      ‘You’re taking her back with us?’ Mr White said.

      Jupiter nodded. ‘Of course. We don’t abandon any human to the monsters, Mr White.’

      White shook his gun at Ella. ‘That’s a mistake. She used that book to open a portal here. Who knows what she’ll do when we get back.’

      Ella stared at him, noticing the twitch in his eye and the way the gun trembled in his hand.

      He looks about to punch his own shadow.

      ‘Are you suggesting we leave her here?’ Jupiter said.

      White nodded. ‘After we’ve taken that book from her.’

      ‘She’s just a kid,’ Julia Jarvis said.

      White’s eyes appeared ready to burst from his face.

      ‘We don’t know that. She admitted a monster possessed her old man in the Beacon. What if there’s something alien in her and she led us here on purpose?’

      Christopher Jupiter moved towards his employee.

      ‘Let’s not get carried away, Jim. We’ve got what we came for. When we get back, this information will change the world.’

      ‘We can do more than that,’ Mr White said.

      Ella gasped when White hit Jupiter in the face with the gun.

      Julia Jarvis dropped her camera and reached for something at her hip.

      White pointed the weapon at her head.

      ‘Don’t make me shoot you, JJ.’

      She kept looking at him as she checked to see if Jupiter was okay.

      ‘What are you doing, Jim?’

      White nodded to his two armed colleagues, who stepped further into the room, pointing their weapons at Ella and Jerome. Then he moved to one of the sleeping Dreamers.

      ‘Think of what these freaks can do, JJ.’

      She helped Jupiter up, and Ella noticed the DAM leader appeared shell-shocked.

      ‘What are you talking about, Jim?’

      White waved his gun in the air as if he was using it to catch flies.

      ‘They live in our dreams, JJ, controlling all of us.’ He stepped towards her. ‘Imagine what we could do with that power.’

      Jarvis shook her head and laughed.

      ‘You want to use these things to control humanity?’

      He grinned at her. ‘Why not?’ He pointed the gun at Jerome. ‘According to him, they’ve been doing it for thousands of years.’ White peered at the Conductor. ‘And I’ll tell you, mate, you haven’t done a very good job of it.’ He turned back to Jarvis. ‘Which is why I think we’ll do a better job of it.’

      ‘Who’s we?’ Jarvis said.

      ‘Me and a few others. You could come in as a junior partner if you play your cards right.’

      Jarvis laughed. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘How do you think you’re going to do it?’ Ella said. ‘I haven’t known you long, White, but you don’t seem bright enough to clean your own shoes, never mind take over something that’s been happening for thousands of years.’

      He glared at her. ‘Is that right? I’m still clever enough to do this, kid.’

      White raised the gun and shot at Ella.
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      She waited for the bullet to hit her, but it never came.

      Instead, she saw Jerome slump to the floor, clutching his chest. She ran to him as the others argued.

      ‘What have you done?’ Julia Jarvis shouted.

      White went up to her and removed the revolver tucked at her hip. As they continued to argue, Ella pressed her face next to the Conductor.

      ‘Can you hear me, Jerome?’

      She had one hand behind his back, lifting him so his head stayed straight. Her chest was pushed into his, and when it came away, her clothes were red.

      White dragged her off him. ‘Look, lads, this monster bleeds the same as we do.’

      Ella kicked at his leg. White picked her up and tossed her to the side. Her hip bounced off a bed and she grimaced. Electric pain sped through her legs, and then the rest of her. She was wondering how they’d get out of this mess when Jupiter spoke.

      ‘How long have you been planning this, Jim?’

      White stood over the dying Jerome and Ella wanted to howl.

      ‘Well, Chris – can I call you Chris? – some of us have been disappointed in your leadership of DAM for a while now.’ He moved towards Jupiter. ‘You were okay at first. Most of us, the ground troops, were over the moon when you approached us. I mean, to have an academic of your stature as our leader was beyond our wildest dreams.’ He glanced down at Jerome. ‘No pun intended, mate. And it was great at first, what with all the media coverage you got us and the increased activity we did on the streets.’ He shook his head at Jupiter. ‘But, Chris, mate, it didn’t take us long to realise you just couldn’t cut the mustard where active protests were concerned. You were far too passive, always wanting to sit back and see how things would unfold.’ He waved the gun in the air again. ‘We should have been taking direct action, recruiting more from communities and meeting police violence with our own.’

      Jupiter touched the mark on his face. ‘So you’ve been planning mutiny all this time?’

      White shrugged. ‘I was impressed when you suggested abducting Andrew Finn, but even then, you didn’t want to do anything with Finn once we’d got him.’

      ‘His condition is nothing to do with the attack on the Beacon. So we couldn’t use him to prove the monsters caused that,’ Jupiter said.

      Disappointment seeped out of White’s eyes. ‘You’re wrong about that, Chris. We can fake it, so it looks like the monsters caused Finn’s coma.’

      Jupiter laughed. ‘And what happens when the fraud is discovered, which it would be, and what little credibility we have left is gone?’

      ‘This is why you’re only a grunt, Jim, and not in charge,’ Julia Jarvis said.

      White glared at her. ‘Is that so, JJ? Well, who’s in charge now?’

      Ella clung to Jerome. ‘Is nobody going to help him? He’s dying.’

      Jupiter looked at her. ‘It’s unfortunate, Ella, but none of us are medics. And even if we were, your friend isn’t human, so there’s little chance he has a biology a doctor could recognise or heal.’

      The volcano inside Ella’s head was about to explode.

      She peered into Jerome’s eyes and watched the life seep out of him. Her whole body trembled as he passed away in her arms.

      Ella laid him on the ground and got up. His blood was on her hands, arms, and chest. She glared at all of them.

      ‘Remind me again, who are the monsters here?’

      White pointed the gun at her once more. ‘Do you want his sacrifice to be in vain?’

      She bit into her top lip. ‘No.’

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘So keep your trap shut.’

      She ignored his advice. ‘How are you going to make this work, this grand plan of yours to control the world using the Dreamers? Especially since you’ve killed the one person who could have told you how to do it.’

      ‘I’m not as stupid as you think I am, kid.’

      ‘Nobody could be that stupid.’

      He brushed aside the insult. ‘We all heard what he told you. He was only the latest Conductor in a long line of them.’ He looked at Jerome’s body as if he was rubbish dumped on the street. ‘Which means there’ll be another one along soon.’

      ‘Define soon?’ Jupiter said. ‘These Dreamers may function perfectly well for years or decades before they need a new Conductor. Are you prepared to wait for that, Jim?’

      Ella watched White’s face turn as dark as the night sky.

      Then he grabbed her and dragged her into the other room.

      ‘Hey, let go of me,’ she shouted as she tried to wriggle out of his grasp.

      White kept hold of her as the others followed them.

      ‘What are you going to do with her?’ Julia Jarvis said.

      It was the first time Ella had noticed any concern in her voice.

      White dug his fingers into Ella’s arm and the pain sank deep into her muscles.

      ‘I don’t care about her. It’s the book I’m interested in.’

      He went to grab it from her pocket, but he loosened his grip on her in doing so. She got out of it and jumped from him.

      ‘Touch me again and I’ll poke your eyes out,’ Ella said.

      She expected him to lunge at her, but he just stood there and laughed.

      ‘Kid, you realise I could shoot you in the face and take that book from you?’

      She knew that, but wouldn’t tell him.

      If I pretend to give him the book, I might have enough time to summon an Elemental to help me.

      But Athena told me my connection to the Elementals is in my mind. So I only need the book to transfer the image on to a blank page.

      Even if that was so, she wouldn’t hand him the book.

      Jarvis peered at him. ‘What do you want that book for, Jim?’

      He smirked at her. ‘And people say I’m stupid.’ He stepped towards her. ‘You watched the same video feed I did, JJ. The kid used that book to create a portal to this dimension. That’s what she must have done last year to bring the monsters to Earth.’ He glared at Ella. ‘She’s to blame for all those who were killed and hurt on Monster Day. So think about what we could do with that book, of how many portals to other worlds we could generate. The potential rewards are immense.’

      Jarvis shook her head. ‘You’ve gone from wanting to control the world to lusting after money?’

      White shrugged. ‘What can I say, JJ? You take what you can get.’

      He turned from her and moved towards Ella.

      But she pointed behind him.

      ‘There’s something outside.’

      His laugh was close enough to hurt her ears.

      ‘You must really believe I’m stupid, kid, if you think I’m going to fall for that old trick.’

      Before anyone else could move, a dark shadow shot into the room and grabbed White around the waist. It hauled him into the air as he screamed.

      ‘Shoot it!’

      Ella watched as his colleagues were frozen to the spot. She understood what their dilemma must have been, for what’s the point of shooting at a shadow?

      One of them pointed his gun at the thing, but before he could do anything, the shadow creature had dragged White outside. The five of them stood there and listened to his screams.

      Jupiter’s voice trembled as he spoke. ‘What was that?’

      Ella rubbed at the bruise she knew was growing on her arm beneath her jacket.

      ‘I’m guessing it’s something which protects this place.’ Ella took a last look into the other room at the Dreamers and Jerome. ‘A bit like antibodies fighting an infection in the body.’ She stared at all four of them. ‘I wonder how many of you it sees as viruses.’

      ‘What about you?’ Julia Jarvis said.

      Ella smiled at her. ‘Me? I was the only one who tried to save Jerome. The rest of you stood around and did nothing, so I guess I’ll be fine.’

      She moved towards the exit. Jupiter went to grab her, but she dodged him.

      ‘Won’t you help us out of here?’

      A shadow crawled through the door as she spoke.

      ‘I don’t think I’ll have anything to do with it, Professor. Perhaps, if there’s goodness in your heart, you’ll be okay.’

      She sounded more confident than she was as she stepped towards the shadow. It wasn’t as large as the one that had grabbed White, but seeing it still sent a shiver down her spine.

      It slithered across the ground and inched closer. Ella held her breath as she lifted her foot and took a step over it. As she did so, she felt the cold air underneath her. Then she planted her foot on the other side and moved outside. Darkness engulfed everywhere as the shadow entered the hut.

      Guilt consumed her as she waited for the screams.

      I should have tried to do something for them.

      That thought was lying heavily in Ella’s heart when all four of them stepped out of the hut.

      Nervous laughter drifted out of her.

      ‘Come on. Let’s get back to the portal.’

      She ran, and the others followed. It didn’t take long to reach the trees, but she noticed Jupiter was struggling and that Jarvis had to help him along. And that slowed her down. The two with guns hadn’t said a word since the shadow had snatched White.

      They entered the forest, only a few minutes’ walk from the portal.

      What if it’s not there?

      Ella pushed that thought to the back of her head when she saw something different about the forest.

      Jarvis must have noticed it, too.

      ‘This place feels more alive than when we came through earlier.’

      Ella peered into the branches. ‘You’re right.’ She saw the pain on Jupiter’s face. ‘Do you think you can make it?’

      ‘We’ll have to,’ he said.

      She gazed into the trees and knew they were moving.

      Ella addressed the two with guns. ‘Shoot anything that comes for us.’

      Then she turned and went into the forest. Every part of her throbbed as she ran, twisting her head from side to side to watch the branches.

      Ella was glancing behind at Jupiter when a branch came out of nowhere and clawed her face. It scratched at her skin as pain shot through her cheeks.

      She heard the gunfire as she fell to the ground.

      Then an arm reached down and pulled her up.

      ‘I guess the forest isn’t as friendly towards you as that shadow,’ Jarvis said.

      Blood trickled down Ella’s cheeks as the men continued shooting into the trees.

      ‘We should have brought a flamethrower with us,’ Jupiter said.

      Jarvis smiled at him. ‘Next time. Now let’s get out of here.’

      The two men used covering fire as the group ran. Ella’s lungs throbbed as she saw the shimmering glow of the portal ahead of them. She slowed down to let Jarvis and Jupiter through first. They did that as the others fired at the branches that curled towards them.

      Then they stopped.

      ‘We’re out of ammo.’

      Ella pointed at the portal. ‘Go now.’

      They didn’t need telling twice, dropping their guns before jumping through the glow.

      Ella went to follow them, with one hand already through the gap.

      And then something grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back into the forest.
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      Ella was slumped against a tree, the bark sticking into her back. Her shoes were damp and water dripped on to her head from the branches above. The forest smelt of dead earth as the grass whispered around her.

      Then the whispering turned into a voice.

      ‘You have to pay the sacrifice, child.’

      It was a voice she recognised.

      ‘Jerome?’

      She stumbled to her feet and ran a hand through her wet hair. When she stared at her fingers, she saw the blood.

      But it wasn’t hers.

      And it hadn’t been raining.

      Ella looked up to see White’s body hanging in the trees.

      She lurched forward when the voice spoke again.

      ‘He’s not the sacrifice we require, child.’

      She peered ahead of her as Jerome stepped out of the shadows. It only took her a second to realise it wasn’t Jerome, though he could have been his twin. But the differences were obvious, with black eyes and dark hair instead of all white.

      ‘You’re a Dark Dreamer,’ Ella said.

      When he smiled, she saw even his teeth were black.

      ‘Well done, child. You will be a worthy sacrifice.’

      Ella wiped White’s blood on her trousers.

      ‘I thought the Dark Dreamers were only a legend.’

      Glistening worms slithered out of his fingers and dropped into the grass.

      ‘That’s the myth we nurtured. In truth, we’ve lived amongst these trees since the day we were banished.’

      She watched the worms wriggling towards her. ‘Banished?’

      ‘We’re outcasts, child, and have been for thousands of years. But not for much longer with your help.’

      Ella sensed the shimmering heat of the portal nearby.

      I have to keep him talking.

      ‘Me? What help am I to you?’

      The buzzing came before he replied, a noise that hurt her eyes as she saw the fat black flies swarming around his head.

      ‘There’s an energy about you, child. Something we haven’t felt in centuries. I’ll burrow into your mind, turn your dreams into nightmares, and feed off them. It will give my siblings and me the power to destroy the Dreamers once and for all.’

      She let him ramble on, noticing the more he spoke, the more distracted he got. The black worms swarmed over each other in their desperation to get to her. The flies had descended enough to cover his head and, she hoped, obscure his vision.

      Then she ran for the portal.

      The buzzing increased as she approached the glow, only a few feet from escape. Then the trees pulled her back and threw Ella at him. The flies hovered above her as the worms encircled Ella.

      She took a deep breath and thought of home.

      Dad will never get out of the coma if I’m not there.

      I need to return to Earth.

      He loomed over her. ‘My name is Jerimiah, King of the Dark Dreamers. And you will be my Queen.’

      The damp ground bit into her back and her flesh shivered.

      Queen.

      I was the Queen of rats.

      And other animals and insects came to me.

      If I could do it there, I can do it here.

      But how?

      Jerimiah grabbed her arm and pulled Ella up. She felt his mind digging into hers, saw all the horrible nightmares the Dark Dreamers had caused through the centuries.

      His nails cut into her skin and she screamed.

      And he flinched and let go of her.

      The Light. Some of it is still in me.

      From Jerome. It came from Jerome.

      Ella reached out with her thoughts and touched the flies. The buzzing was terrible as their twitching legs crawled across her brain.

      She felt death eating into her mind, witnessed all her happy memories transformed into rotten, vile mockeries of what they’d been. Unholy things crept through her mind, showing Ella the worst atrocities of humanity.

      A never-ending abyss of evil threatened to engulf her.

      Then Ella thought of all the good in her life - her parents, plus Billy and Hannah - and she sent the Light into the flies. She used that energy to push the swarm from her and into Jerimiah’s face.

      The flies covered his head as Ella jumped up and ran.

      She sprinted as fast as she’d ever done, over broken branches and through the damp grass. Screaming erupted behind her, followed by a tremendous buzzing that got closer to her by the second.

      Something reached out for her and hovered over her shoulder.

      It was dark and cold, scuttling towards her mind.

      Then she leapt into the portal.

      Ella landed on her bruised arm and electricity shot through her. She rolled on to her back and watched the darkness creeping through the portal.

      She ripped the book from her pocket and opened it.

      ‘Close now,’ Ella said as she pressed her finger into the image of a golden circle.

      The portal vanished in a puff of smoke and dead flies dropped to the ground.

      ‘I thought we’d lost you,’ Julia Jarvis said as she helped Ella up.

      Ella kicked a worm from her shoe. ‘It was close.’

      The worm wriggled on the floor, turning its head to her so she saw its slithering white fangs.

      Jarvis stamped on it. ‘What happened to you?’

      ‘I’ll tell you later. I need to help Becky now.’

      She moved into the corridor, finding Christopher Jupiter biting his nails.

      ‘How will you help her?’ Jarvis said behind her.

      Ella pointed at the door. ‘Open it.’

      Jupiter didn’t argue. After he opened it, Ella stepped inside, seeing Becky lying on the bed. Ella put her finger into the middle of the blank page and summoned the Elemental who owed her a favour.

      ‘Lore of the Lorelei, come to me.’

      Jupiter gasped when the Elemental appeared out of thin air. Jarvis reached for her gun, but Ella stopped her.

      ‘She’s here to help us.’

      Lore checked her surroundings.

      ‘Well, that was an unpleasant sensation. Can you give me some warning next time, Ella Finn?’

      ‘I need you to remove whatever is possessing that girl,’ Ella said.

      Lore stared at her. ‘What makes you think I can do that?’

      ‘I’ve heard you’re one of the greatest mystics in the universe, and you possessed my father.’

      ‘I knew it,’ Jupiter shouted behind them.

      Lore glared at him. ‘For what you did for my people and me, Ella Finn, I will try.’

      She sat on the bed. Becky appeared to be sleeping, but as soon as Lore put a hand on the girl, she jerked awake.

      Becky’s skin shimmered yellow and green, while her bulging eyes throbbed with purple luminescence.

      The girl yelled and spat the words out.

      ‘Leave me alone, witch. You stink like a cow’s arse.’

      Lore smiled at the child. ‘My, my, what language from one so young. But I don’t think you’re as young as you look, are you?’

      The light vanished from Becky’s eyes and her face darkened. The wriggling fingers reappeared from her cheeks and Ella was ready to warn Lore.

      But the mystic got up and Ella knew she didn’t have to.

      ‘Do you know what it is?’ Ella said.

      Lore didn’t reply. Her body trembled and Ella watched her face change. A shimmering mist appeared around her, changing from grey to purple in an instant.

      ‘She’s the one who attacked the Beacon,’ Jupiter said.

      Ella snapped at him. ‘Shut up and keep quiet.’

      She left him quivering and returned to watching Lore transform from the physical into the purple smoke. It was fascinating to see, but the thing possessing Becky snarled at her.

      ‘The witch can’t help you, Ella. No matter what she does to this body, I’m coming to get you.’

      The darkness vanished from Becky’s eyes and Ella recognised who was behind them.

      ‘Pandora?’

      Becky screamed as the purple smoke flew into her mouth. All of it disappeared inside the girl in a second. She grasped at her throat and fell on to the bed. Ella ran to her, as did Julia Jarvis.

      They grabbed Becky. She shook in their arms, with purple smoke shimmering in her eyes. Heat oozed out of her and Ella felt it in her hands.

      Then the girl’s lips trembled as she spoke.

      ‘I’ll pay you back for what you did to me, Ella.’

      Becky trembled as Ella saw the purple filling her flesh. Then the kid screamed and lay still on the bed.

      They let go of the girl as the purple smoke drifted out of her. It swirled and shimmered in the middle of the room before transforming once more into Lore.

      Lore licked her lips and flicked something from the top of her dress.

      ‘That’s my second unpleasant experience of the day.’ She looked at Ella. ‘I hope you have no more for me.’

      Relief seeped out of Ella. ‘That makes two of us. How did you get rid of Pandora from the kid?’

      ‘It wasn’t easy, but she was weak enough for me to force her back to where she’d come from.’

      Jarvis sat next to Becky as the girl woke up. ‘Who is Pandora?’

      ‘It’s a long story,’ Ella said as she smiled at her.

      Becky rubbed at her face. ‘What happened to me?’

      ‘You’re okay now,’ Jarvis said. ‘I’ll take you to your mum.’

      She led the kid out of the room, leaving Ella and Lore behind.

      Jupiter peered at them from the doorway. ‘There are monsters everywhere.’

      Lore stuck her tongue out at him, and he fled after Jarvis and the girl.

      ‘How do you feel?’ Ella said.

      Lore sat on the bed. ‘I like this world. I might stick around for a while.’ She grinned at Ella. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Can you help my dad?’

      Ella explained what had happened to her father.

      Lore took Ella’s hand. ‘If humans poisoned him, there will be little I can do. But let’s see.’

      Ella made sure the Book of All Life was in her pocket before leading Lore upstairs. She gave the Elemental a brief lowdown on Professor Christopher Jupiter and DAM on the way.

      ‘You need to leave these people as soon as possible,’ Lore said as they waited outside where Ella had seen her father last.

      ‘You’ll get no argument from me,’ Ella said as she pushed open the door.

      She froze when she saw the armed soldiers in the room.

      And she recognised the uniforms.

      The Institute.

      ‘We’ve been waiting for you, Ella.’ A man she didn’t recognise stepped forward. He raised one hand, and the others aimed their weapons at Ella and the Elemental.

      Lore smiled at him. ‘I do like a challenge.’

      The man didn’t return her smile. ‘I’m Director Black, Ella. I run the Institute. You’ll come with me now.’

      Ella struggled to breathe as Lore shimmered. Then she gripped the Elemental’s arm before she could change.

      ‘Wait.’ She peered beyond Venus to where her father should have been.

      He wasn’t there.

      ‘We’ve removed your father to a safer place, Ella,’ Black said. ‘I’ll take you to him.’ He glanced at Lore. ‘But you have to send the monster back first.’

      Lore waved her finger at the Institute agents.

      ‘Now, that’s just rude.’

      ‘She’s not a monster,’ Ella said. ‘She’s an Elemental.’

      The Director shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter, Ella. She has to go back for you to see your father.’

      The soldiers moved forward and Ella saw their itchy fingers on the triggers.

      ‘Do it, Ella,’ Lore said before winking at Black. ‘I’ll meet you again.’

      Ella opened the book and placed her finger over the illustration of the Elemental of the Lorelei. She looked at her new colleague for the last time and sighed.

      ‘Return to your world, Lore.’

      Lore disappeared, and Ella stood in silence.

      Then Director Black spoke. ‘Are you ready to return with us, Ella?’

      Ella moved to the spot where Lore had been.

      ‘Where are Professor Jupiter and Julia Jarvis?’

      He grinned at her. ‘Don’t worry about them. Your future is with the Institute.’

      Ella waited, unsure of what to do.

      ‘Is my father okay?’

      Black nodded. ‘Once we give him the antidote, he’ll be fine.’

      ‘It was you who poisoned him?’

      ‘It had to be done.’

      Ella gritted her teeth. ‘Why?’

      ‘All will become clear later.’ He pointed at the book in Ella’s fingers. ‘But you must hand me that first if you want to see your father again.’

      She pulled the book close to her. ‘It won’t work for you.’

      Black’s head seemed unusual to her, as if someone had placed it in a vice when he was a baby and given it a squeeze.

      ‘I gathered that, but we can’t leave it with you.’

      Ella’s chest tightened and she struggled to breathe.

      Keep the book or see my dad again?

      It was no choice at all.

      Ella handed the Book of All Life to Black.

      Then the Institute took her away.
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      They threw her into a small room with only enough space for a bed and a bucket. She didn’t want to think about what that was for. Without her phone, she couldn’t tell how long she was there for, but she fell asleep at some point, only woken when someone pushed food and water inside. It was some unknown pale meat, which told Ella how much research the Institute had done on her. She ignored it even though a hole was growing by the minute in her stomach. She gulped down the water to dampen the desert living in her throat.

      Bruises covered her body and it still felt as if the Dark Dreamer was clinging to her neck. She stared at the walls, thinking about her parents and her friends. Then she peered at her hands, wishing she had the Light to escape this place.

      It had been there, a small amount, when she’d fought with Jerimiah in the other realm. But when she searched for it inside her now, it was gone.

      I’m like a battery that needs recharging.

      And she’d lost the book.

      No, not lost. Director Black took it from me.

      But at least he couldn’t use it.

      She was thinking about that when they came for her.

      Two men bundled her out of the cell, down a long, cold corridor and into a large room. Sitting at a table with hands tied behind their backs were Billy and Hannah. Ella wanted to run to them, but couldn’t wriggle from the goons who held her.

      ‘Do you want to save your parents, Ella?’

      Black stood opposite her with a mobile phone in his hand.

      A surge of electricity sped through Ella’s chest. ‘Parents? What’s happened to my mother?’

      He showed her what was on the screen: her mother unconscious next to her father.

      ‘It would appear she has the same disease as your father.’

      Ella lunged for him, was reaching for that phone when a soldier stepped forward and hit her in the head.

      She fell to the floor and bit into her lip to stem the pain coursing through every part of her. She got up and refused to show them how much agony she felt.

      ‘What did you do to her?’

      Black shrugged. ‘All it would take is one call from me for the antidote to be given to them.’ He glanced at the screen. ‘And it needs to be done in the next hour, otherwise…’ He didn’t finish the sentence, but she knew what it meant.

      Ella scowled at him. ‘The Institute tricked and betrayed me.’

      Black’s grin made her squirm. ‘You’re only a child. You can’t understand the adult world. But I’m sure your mum and dad will help you with that as you get older.’ The smile stretched across the whole of his face. ‘If they survive, that is. And that’s all down to you.’

      She tasted the blood in her mouth. ‘Where’s Veronica?’

      Director Black sighed. ‘Unfortunately, Commander Venus overstepped her authority.’ He placed his phone on the table next to him. ‘Did you know her daughter was attacked in Newcastle on Monster Day?’

      Ella gulped. ‘No. What happened?’

      ‘A group of harpies attacked them and others as they were on the quayside. Many people died, but Catherine Venus survived.’ He gazed into Ella’s eyes. ‘If you can call what she is now “surviving”.’

      ‘She’s in a coma?’ Ella said.

      Black nodded. ‘Indeed. When she first suggested we poison your father as a way of putting leverage on you, I thought Veronica was finally becoming the ruthless leader I’d always wanted. But, alas, it was only a trick. She’d seen what had happened at the hospital last year with you, your little friends, and that unicorn. I think she must have been convinced you knew how to get her daughter out of her coma.’

      Black strode to the far wall and stared into the glass. Ella only saw her reflection in the mirror.

      ‘I told her I don’t know how my cousin got out of that coma.’

      Which was one of my many lies. If I’d revealed the truth, would it have come to this?

      ‘I guess she didn’t believe you, Ella. It’s the grand circle of life – you lied to her, and she lied to me. But I’m telling you the truth now. If you don’t do what I say, your friends and your parents will die. Do you understand that?’

      ‘I do,’ Ella said.

      ‘Good.’ He reached into his pocket and removed the Book of All Life. ‘You need to show me how this works. Can you do that, Ella, for your loved ones?’

      She glanced at Billy and Hannah, knowing she had no choice. ‘Give it to me.’

      Black nodded to the soldiers. Two of them moved forward and put their guns to the heads of Billy and Hannah.

      ‘One wrong move from you, and they die.’ He handed her the book. ‘Are the images on the covers the monsters you’ve brought to life?’

      She ran her fingers over the illustration. ‘They’re called Elementals, and I don’t create them. The book is a gateway to their world, and I’m only the key to allow them to come here.’

      He narrowed his eyes. ‘Why you?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ She wouldn’t tell him about Pandora and her connection to her. ‘Which Elemental would you like to see?’

      ‘Something small and friendly,’ he said.

      She examined the front cover before turning the book over and selecting an Elemental in the bottom row. She placed her finger over the image and pressed, repeating the name in her head for thirty seconds.

      Black cracked his knuckles when nothing happened. ‘I told you not to trick me.’

      Ella gripped the book. ‘Maybe it doesn’t work for me anymore.’ The thought of it sent an ache through her heart. Not just for letting her parents down, but for the idea she’d never be able to summon any Elementals again.

      Perhaps the Dark Dreamer poisoned it. Or he poisoned me.

      Then she felt the temperature change, switching from cold to hot in an instant. A faint aroma of fried bananas lingered in the air, and she knew the Elemental was coming.

      Billy shouted. ‘Look, it’s a little man.’

      All eyes in the room turned to the spot below the table where something physical appeared out of nothing. The legs came first, followed by the body and the arms, finished by the bearded face and hat.

      ‘It’s a leprechaun,’ Ella said.

      He bit into a tiny pipe as he spoke. ‘Who stole me from me family? Oi wus jist ’avin’ me stew.’

      Black peered at him. ‘Amazing.’

      The leprechaun removed the pipe from his mouth. ‘You’ve got dat roi, mate. Nigh send me back ’um before oi git vexed.’

      The Director clapped his hands. ‘This is marvellous.’

      Then the Elemental appeared to notice Ella for the first time.

      ‘Ah, ’tis yer. De Darkness is comin’ for yer, lassy. I’d run if oi wus yer.’

      Black nodded to his goons and two of them grabbed the leprechaun. The little man struggled in their arms as he dropped the pipe to the floor. It rattled across the tiles and landed against the wall. A string of obscenities fell from the leprechaun’s mouth as he tried to get free.

      ‘Take it to a holding cell,’ Black told them. Then he turned to Ella. ‘So, you don’t know how it works?’ She shook her head. ‘You just press the illustration, and then what?’

      ‘I think of the Elemental, by name if I know what it is, or I describe the image in my mind.’

      He snatched the book from her and rechecked the covers. ‘There are only fifty images on the front and the same on the back. That’s not a lot considering there are thousands of mythological and supernatural creatures in human history.’

      Ella shrugged. ‘I told you, I don’t know how it works.’

      The more I lie, the easier it gets.

      ‘Where did you get this book?’

      ‘I found it on Saltburn cliffs. I took it home and played with it, not knowing what was happening.’

      ‘And that’s how all those Elementals arrived in the world last year on Monster Day?’

      Ella grimaced at the memory. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Which means you’re to blame for all the people they killed and the destruction they caused?’

      She wasn’t because that was Pandora’s doing, but she couldn’t tell him that. So she told a half-truth.

      ‘Elementals can repair the environment. That’s why I brought them here.’

      Black gripped the book. ‘Is that so?’ He glanced at the front cover once more before returning it to her. ‘I think we should see this in action again.’

      Ella held the book to her chest, her heart thumping through her clothes and into the cover. ‘Why? You’ve seen how it works.’

      Black’s laugh made Ella’s skin crawl. ‘I want you to bring something bigger than a leprechaun here.’ He spoke to the armed men standing near Billy and Hannah. ‘Leave those kids and come here.’

      They did that as Ella gulped. ‘If I do this, will you help my parents?’

      ‘Of course. I always keep my word.’

      ‘Okay. What Elemental should I summon?’

      Black reached behind his back and brought out a revolver. ‘Twelve months ago, you unleashed monsters through Britain and the world. And now you’ll do it again in this room. I want you to summon one of those creatures that attacked Newcastle.’

      ‘You want me to bring a harpy here? That’s madness.’ Black glanced across at the window. ‘Is Veronica behind that glass?’ Ella said.

      ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘And now she’s going to see how much of a failure she was for not protecting her daughter. So it’s that or your parents die, Ella. It’s your choice.’

      And that was no choice at all.

      ‘At least let Billy and Hannah go.’

      Black shook his head. ‘No. There have to be innocents here for Veronica to see how easy it is to protect them.’

      Ella gazed at Black, failing to recognise anything human inside him.

      Billy stuck out his chest. ‘I don’t care. I’ve fought harpies before.’

      ‘Good for you, boy. Hopefully, you won’t have to do it again.’ Black stared at Ella. ‘Do it now, girl, before I change my mind and kill your parents anyway.’

      She found the image on the cover and placed her thumb over it, the outline of the illustration seeming to cut into her skin. There was no gradual reveal for this Elemental, no gentle introduction to the human world. Its teeth were on the throat of Billy’s guard in an instant, the force of its flapping wings throwing Ella into the wall behind her.

      Billy and Hannah screamed together as they fell to the floor. Blood seeped from the dying man as the creature snapped off his head before the other guard could shoot. By that time, the beast was too close for him to fire, and all he could do was hold his arm out in defence. The harpy twisted towards him and clamped its jaw over his wrist.

      Ella hugged the book to her chest as she scrambled over the floor to her friends, glancing up to see Black frozen to the spot. Whatever he’d been hoping for, she guessed it wasn’t this.

      ‘What do we do?’ Billy said to her. Ella grabbed him as the harpy ripped open the soldier’s chest, creating a horrible sound of flesh and bone tearing apart.

      Ella went to open the book. ‘I’ll send it back.’

      Hannah took Ella’s other hand. ‘This is our chance to get out of here.’

      Ella stared beyond Black to the door, unsure if it was locked or not. They were between their captor and the beast, with any movement likely to attract the attention of one, if not both of them.

      ‘What happens when we get outside?’ Ella said.

      ‘I don’t care,’ Billy said. ‘Let’s just leave here.’

      Before Ella could reply, the harpy bent its yellowed eyes and long teeth towards them.
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      Ella swung the book and hit the harpy in the face. It stumbled backwards, shrieking as its wings flapped like a windmill in a hurricane. It continued to scream as it tumbled over the bodies of the two men it had killed. Ella jumped up and lurched towards Director Black.

      ‘Shoot it,’ she shouted.

      It must have been enough to jolt him. The man with the gun sprang to life and lunged at the beast as it leapt at them. Black and the Elemental collapsed to the floor in a heap as Ella rushed her friends out of the room. Gunshots and shrieks echoed behind them as they fell into the corridor.

      ‘Which way?’ Billy said.

      It took Ella fewer than five seconds to remember how she’d been brought into the building.

      ‘Follow me,’ she shouted as more screams erupted behind them. She couldn’t tell if they were human or not.

      They fled as fast as they could, with Ella clutching the book under her arm. It was only as she glanced down that she noticed the blood on her wrist. It wasn’t hers, but it didn’t make it any less painful.

      And she still had Jerome’s blood on her.

      They ran down the corridor, past rooms they glanced inside.

      Maybe my mum and dad are in one of these.

      Ella slowed as she approached each one, flicking her head from side to side. She didn’t see her parents, but witnessed many terrible things: Elementals chained and bound in each room. Most were unconscious, but some were awake, staring at her through pained eyes.

      Hannah clutched at her throat. ‘The Institute is torturing them.’

      Ella struggled to breathe. ‘We can’t leave them like this.’

      ‘Can you use that book to return them to their world?’ Hannah said.

      Ella held the Book of All Life in her palm.

      ‘I don’t know. I didn’t use it to bring them here, so there are no images of them inside it.’

      Hannah placed a hand on Ella’s arm as gunfire erupted from where they’d just left. Ella looked up and wondered why an alarm wasn’t going off.

      ‘I’m not sure if we have the time. There must be dozens of Elementals here.’

      ‘Come here,’ Billy shouted.

      He was a few feet further down the corridor, peering into a room. Ella and Hannah joined him.

      ‘Oh, my,’ Hannah said as she looked through the glass.

      Ella did the same, recognising the Elemental chained to the far wall.

      She put a hand to her face. ‘It’s the Kraken.’

      ‘Is that the thing you fought when you went through the portal inside the Beacon?’ Billy said. ‘It’s only got one leg.’

      Ella nodded. ‘Venus said they’d killed it.’

      Hannah placed her fingers on the glass. ‘More lies they told you.’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said. She opened the book and stared at the first page. Then, even though it was empty, she placed her finger there.

      ‘Where will you send it?’ Billy said.

      His question jolted Ella. ‘The Kraken is a killer. Wherever I send it, other living things will die.’

      As she pondered that dreadful dilemma, the alarm finally erupted. Billy put his hands over his ears as flashing red lights accompanied the shrieking noise.

      Hannah touched her hand. ‘We have to go, Ella.’

      Ella knew that. Even so, she gazed at the Elemental through the glass.

      Then she had the answer.

      She pressed into the page, imagining where the Kraken would go. After focusing for thirty seconds and thinking it wouldn’t work, she saw the creature disappear in instalments as the alarm increased.

      Ella smiled at the empty room. ‘Now we can leave.’

      ‘We’re in trouble,’ Hannah said.

      Ella looked up to see what she meant: three armed guards were running towards them.

      ‘Damn!’ Billy said.

      Ella twisted her head in the direction they’d come. Screaming and gunfire continued to fill that part of the building.

      ‘I don’t fancy going back that way,’ Hannah said.

      The empty page in the book peered at Ella. ‘Maybe I can do the same with them as I did with the Kraken.’

      Billy inched closer to her. ‘Whatever we’re about to do, it’d better be soon.’

      The security guards were twenty feet from them, shouting things Ella couldn’t hear above the scream of the siren. Their weapons were firmly pointed at the teenagers.

      Then two of the guards pulled away from the other and reached the kids.

      ‘Get down on the ground with your hands behind your heads,’ one of them shouted.

      Ella was placing her hand on the book when a guard kicked it from her. It went spinning across the corridor as pain sped through her wrist and fingers.

      Then she felt cold metal against her skull.

      ‘You move and I’ll blow your head off.’

      Ella’s heart sank in her chest.

      I was too slow again.

      She looked down and saw blood leaking from under her nails.

      The guard’s hand trembled, and even above the sound of the alarm, Ella could hear his finger shivering against the trigger. He smelt of sweat and fear, and she expected him to fire at any second.

      But then both guards fell to the floor, their weapons clattering next to them.

      Ella glanced up to see the third masked guard standing over their colleagues.

      And then they took their mask off.

      Ella nearly fainted. ‘Seraphina!’

      Hannah helped Ella up. ‘This is the witch who betrayed you last year?’

      Seraphina frowned at Hannah. ‘Well, last year was so last year, don’t you think?’

      Ella stood there, open-mouthed. ‘What?’

      Seraphina dropped her mask to the floor.

      ‘I bet that’s messed up my hair.’ She ran her fingers through long, dark locks. ‘These people have some fancy power dampening thing working here, so my magic is severely reduced; otherwise, I’d have had you out of here a lot sooner. All I could conjure up was the glamour that hid my true face.’

      Ella did her best to catch flies. ‘How did you know we were here?’

      Seraphina glanced at the others. ‘Well, I didn’t know anything about the scruffy boy and the new girl, but I tracked you through your phone.’

      ‘My phone?’

      ‘Yes. The tracker couldn’t penetrate this building, but it showed me your last position before it vanished. But with all the Elementals in this place, it was easy for someone as skilled as me to latch on to the Elemental energy which led me deep underground to here.’

      ‘You tracked my phone?’ Ella said.

      ‘Specifically, your MythMaker account.’

      ‘What?’ all three kids said together.

      ‘It’s my app. I created it. So once you joined using your real name,’ she waved a finger at Ella, ‘it was easy to follow you if the mobile was left on.’ Seraphina glanced at the men on the ground. ‘And these people were foolish enough not to switch your phone off.’

      The gunfire from the other end of the corridor was getting nearer by the second.

      ‘That’s great,’ Hannah said. ‘But if you’re only half a witch, how will we get out of here?’

      Seraphina rubbed at her chin. ‘The nerd has a point.’

      ‘Hey!’ Hannah said.

      Ella looked at Seraphina. ‘How did you get inside?’

      The witch grinned. ‘That was the easy part.’ She glanced at the ceiling. ‘Getting out with the alarm going off and cameras everywhere will be difficult.’

      Ella pointed at the book. ‘Maybe I could use this to transport us away.’

      ‘You could create a portal,’ Seraphina said. ‘But we wouldn’t know where we were going, and it could be more dangerous than this place. And you might never get back to Earth.’ She bent and picked up a gun. ‘No, I have a better idea.’

      Before Ella could ask what that was, Seraphina stepped between the kids and hurled the weapon down the corridor. Then Ella heard someone scream from the other end.

      Hannah grinned at the witch. ‘You can be on my darts team.’

      Seraphina ran her tongue over her top lip. ‘Follow me, kids.’

      She turned and jogged in the opposite direction from the gunfire. Ella grabbed the Book of All Life and followed her. As they went, she glanced into every room, still searching for her parents.

      ‘My mum and dad are here somewhere.’

      Seraphina stopped in front of the last door. There was no window to see inside.

      ‘I overheard the guards saying they’d moved your folks, Ella. But I don’t know where.’

      Ella slumped against the wall, wondering if her nightmare would ever end. Then Seraphina pushed the door open and Ella saw what was slumbering inside.

      ‘Crikey!’ Billy said. ‘It’s a dragon.’

      Ella stared at the giant creature as it lay on a bed that must have been twenty feet long and the same wide.

      ‘It’s not just any old dragon, boy. This one is extra special. But we’ll have to go through them first.’

      Seraphina pointed into the room and Ella watched the armed guards step out from behind the sleeping Elemental.

      Ella moved forward. ‘If you leave, nobody gets hurt.’

      They were four masked men dressed in heavy-duty protective clothes. The biggest stepped towards her.

      ‘You’re that kid Venus was interested in.’ He aimed the gun at her. ‘She can’t help you now, girl.’

      Seraphina lifted a hand. ‘You won’t leave us alone?’

      The biggest shook his head. ‘Why are you dressed like that? Are you a traitor?’

      ‘It’s your last chance to leave, mate,’ the witch said.

      The guard raised his rifle. ‘Who are you?’

      Seraphina grinned before snapping her fingers.

      The dragon woke with a roar. The sound knocked the guards sprawling to the floor and they dropped their weapons. Ella gazed at the winged Elemental, mesmerised by its light blue skin. It stood up, spreading its wings across the length of the room, and the bed collapsed.

      Seraphina clicked her fingers again and the guns flew to her. She handed two to Hannah and two to Billy. She grinned at the teenagers.

      ‘Keep these safe while I check on the baby.’

      Ella watched her go to the dragon as the guards groaned on the ground.

      ‘It’s a baby dragon?’ Ella said.

      Seraphina reached up to touch its face. ‘Of course. That’s why she stumbled through the portal and why these idiots restrained her so easily.’ She tickled its chin. ‘She’s telling me her name is Gisela.’

      Ella had heard nothing. ‘How does she speak to you?’

      Seraphina tapped her head. ‘It’s the best way to communicate.’ All the guards moved to get up. ‘Shall I tell her to fry these men alive?’

      Ella rushed to the witch. ‘No, don’t do that.’ She glanced at the closest man to her. ‘I’m sure they’ll leave us alone now.’

      And they did, running out of the room as fast as they could.

      Hannah followed them to the door and peered into the corridor.

      ‘I don’t think the rest of the security will be as accommodating as those four.’

      Ella opened the Book of All Life.

      ‘I’ll have to open a portal.’

      Seraphina shook her head. ‘I told you I have a better way.’ She bent her face close to the dragon. Then the large Elemental stepped off the crushed bed, unfurled her impressive wings, and the witch climbed on to her. ‘Come on, children. Gisela has handy scales on her back you can hold as she flies us out of this place.’

      Hannah, Billy, and Ella looked at each other.

      Then Ella glanced at the ceiling. ‘And how do we get through that?’

      Seraphina grinned. ‘Easy.’

      Gisela snapped her head and roared again. This time, it wasn’t only noise that came out of her mouth, but a fierce flame. The fire smashed into the concrete above their heads and melted it away.

      Ella dragged her friends to the door as bits of molten ceiling dropped around them.

      ‘You could have warned us about that.’

      The witch laughed. ‘Sorry. Are you ready to leave now?’

      Ella glanced into the corridor and saw several guards heading for them. Then she looked at the dragon.

      Hannah winked at her. ‘I’ve always wanted to do this.’ She climbed on to the dragon and settled in behind Seraphina.

      Billy followed suit.

      Ella stood there as the noise outside grew. She peered upwards to stare at the large hole in the roof.

      Then she scrambled on to the dragon.

      And hoped for the best.
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      Ella dug her fingers into the dragon’s scales. Her skin was softer than Ella had expected, and she thought it smelt of roses until she realised that was coming from Seraphina in front of her.

      The witch clung to Gisela’s neck as the dragon flew up and out of the hole in the ceiling.

      Ella felt her body swaying back and gripped as hard as she could. The dragon burst through the gap as flickering heat continued to sear the sides. They went up through the rafters and the dark surrounded her.

      The others were sitting in a row in front of her. She assumed if one of them fell, they’d take her with them. She shouted to them, but the wind from their ascent drowned out her words.

      When she stopped shouting, she saw they were heading for another roof. Ella was ready to cry out when Gisela tilted her head and let out a huge burst of flame. The air stank of fiery wood as they continued up, passing through burning rafters and bits of the damaged ceiling.

      Then Gisela smashed through the last of the resistance, and they were through and outside. But the dragon kept going, high into the night sky. The wind rushed around Ella’s face and blew her hair into her eyes. She couldn’t let go of her grip to clear her vision, instead shaking the hair out of the way.

      When she could see again, the moon was at her side, shining like a brilliant white egg. Beyond that were the lights of the town, hundreds of dazzling illuminations lighting up Redcar.

      The dragon stopped going up, slowing down to hover in the air like a hummingbird. The sound of the night lessened around Ella, until it erupted underneath them.

      Only it wasn’t the night she could hear, but the noise of helicopters rising from the industrial wasteland of the steelworks.

      ‘The Institute is coming for us,’ she shouted.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Seraphina said. ‘I told you this was a special dragon.’

      Ella couldn’t reply, too busy watching the choppers heading towards them. Gisela didn’t move and Ella hoped the Elemental wouldn’t burn the helicopters to the ground.

      I don’t want people dying, no matter what they’ve done to me, my family, and friends.

      She held her breath and waited for the inevitable: either Gisela to destroy the machines or them to shoot her down.

      Three of them rose through the air and Ella wished she’d used the book to create an escape portal after all. She turned from their pursuers and stared at her friends in front of her on the back of the dragon.

      Ella closed her eyes and held her breath. She could hear and feel the helicopter blades coming towards them.

      I let everyone down again.

      Then she opened her eyes as the helicopters flew by them. She watched as they headed off in different directions.

      ‘What happened?’ she shouted through the wind.

      Seraphina let go of Gisela’s neck and stood up on the back of the baby dragon. Ella gazed at her.

      ‘Gisela is a chameleon, so she can turn herself invisible. Nobody will see us up here now.’ She glanced over the side, and Ella suddenly realised they were hundreds of feet in the air.

      ‘I’m going to be sick,’ Billy said.

      ‘Not sitting behind me, you’re not,’ Hannah shouted.

      The wind brushed across Ella’s cheeks as she gripped the dragon’s back.

      Seraphina pointed beyond Ella. ‘I’ll tell Gisela to take us to the beach down there.’

      Ella glanced over her shoulder, not moving her head too quickly. The space below her mesmerised Ella, and she felt as if she was going to drift off the dragon and fall hundreds of feet to her death.

      She shook the idea from her mind.

      ‘You’re taking us to the gare?’

      ‘It will do for now,’ Seraphina said. ‘Until we get our bearings and you can decide what you want to do with your friends. So hold on tight. The landing is always trickier than the take-off.’

      Before Ella could reply, the dragon turned and Ella felt her insides churning. Then Gisela flew down. The descent was slower than when they’d smashed out of the Institute, and Ella was glad for that.

      The dragon scattered a flock of seagulls on the way, her great invisible wings knocking them to the side. Ella opened her eyes as wide as she could, taking in the magnificence of what she was experiencing. Her parents were missing and they were on the run – or on the fly – from a secret government organisation, but she still felt marvellous.

      She spoke into Billy’s ear as they descended.

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Great and terrible at the same time. What about you?’

      ‘About the same,’ she shouted as the sea came closer.

      ‘Hold on tight, children,’ Seraphina said.

      Ella did that as Gisela reduced the movement of her wings and stuck out her legs. Her feet thumped into the sand, and Ella bounced up and down as if she was at the dodgems. The dragon skidded through the beach before stopping in front of the sea.

      Hannah leapt off Gisela before Billy and Ella tumbled from her.

      Ella dropped into the sand and rolled on to her side. She gazed into the night sky, relaxing for a brief second.

      Then she remembered the helicopters were still out there and she jumped up.

      And she couldn’t see the dragon.

      ‘Is Gisela still invisible?’

      Seraphina strode towards Ella. ‘Yes. You can only see her in her chameleon state when you touch her.’

      ‘Where is she?’ Hannah said.

      ‘Walk straight ahead of you,’ the witch said.

      Hannah did that for five feet until she bumped her nose into the invisible dragon.

      It seemed to Ella as if the older girl was holding her fingers over empty space. But she guessed Hannah must have been touching Gisela.

      Ella walked to the same spot with her hand outstretched, stopping when she felt the warm flesh of the dragon.

      ‘Wow,’ she said.

      Billy joined them and did the same. ‘This is much better than aliens.’

      The three teenagers laughed together and Ella understood the others were feeling the same sense of relief she was.

      But this isn’t over. Not by a long shot.

      Seraphina stood at her side. ‘You need to decide on your next move, Ella.’

      Ella moved over the sand and placed her face against Gisela’s chest. She felt the thump of the dragon’s heart and heard the shallow bursts of her breathing.

      But more than that, Ella sensed Gisela’s Light going into her, transforming inside her, and then returning in the opposite direction.

      ‘I have to find my parents.’

      ‘Of course,’ Seraphina said. ‘But we need to agree on a plan of action, and we can’t do it here.’ She glanced at Billy and Hannah. ‘And you have to decide what to do with your friends.’

      Hannah let go of the dragon. ‘We stay with Ella. We’re all in this together.’

      Seraphina looked at Ella. ‘Is that right?’

      Ella nodded. ‘Unfortunately, the Institute has already kidnapped them once. If they return home now, who’s to say they won’t do it again?’

      The witch rubbed her hands. ‘Okay. We need to get back on to Gisela, and then I’ll take you to Fantasy Island.’

      Ella laughed. ‘Fantasy Island?’

      ‘Do you like the name? I took it from an old TV show. I’ve rescued others as well as you from the Institute, Elementals I’ve taken to the island for safety. You’ll see how wonderful it is there, but first, I have to remove your trackers.’

      ‘Trackers?’ Ella said.

      Seraphina put a hand on her neck. ‘Those monsters implant a tracker in everyone they imprison, human and Elemental. Since we broke out of the building, I’ve used my magic to block their signal, but I need to take them out before we can go any further.’

      The kids narrowed their eyes at her.

      ‘Will it hurt?’ Billy said.

      Seraphina shrugged. ‘Does a bear poop in the woods?’

      Ella touched her flesh, finding a small piece of metal under her skin and wondering how she’d never felt the tracker before.

      ‘Just do it.’

      The witch smiled and put a hand on the spot, her fingers glowing yellow as she did. The heat burnt into Ella, and she gritted her teeth as the fire ran through her neck and head. The smell of burning flesh, of her burning flesh, made her stomach lurch.

      Seraphina had it out in thirty seconds. Then she did the same for the others as Ella rubbed around her wound. When she was finished, Seraphina crushed the trackers and dumped them into the sea.

      ‘Now I can show you my new home.’

      Ella touched Seraphina’s arm. ‘No, I can’t go there. Take Billy and Hannah with you, but I have to go back.’

      ‘Why?’ Billy said.

      Seraphina smiled at her. ‘To find your parents.’

      ‘Yes.’ Ella glanced down the coast. ‘How do I get back?’

      ‘How do we get back?’ Billy and Hannah said as they stood next to their friend.

      ‘Gisela will take you,’ Seraphina said. She grabbed the three kids and hugged them together before letting go. ‘Just tell her where you want to be, and she’ll drop you off before returning to me.’

      Ella stared at the witch with newfound appreciation. ‘Why don’t you come with us?’

      ‘I wish I could, Ella, but I need to get back to the island. The protection spell I placed around it will only last so long.’

      ‘How many Elementals do you have there?’

      ‘A couple of hundred at least, ones that slipped into this world through the schisms in the environment, and I got to them before the Institute did. Some are dangerous to humans, so I need to ensure they don’t stray back into civilisation.’

      Those words made Ella think of the woman who’d brought the two of them together. ‘Do you know what happened to Pandora?’

      ‘Isn’t she in the Elemental realm gathering her forces for a return here?’

      Ella shook her head. ‘No, she’s somewhere else. It’s a long story, one I’ll tell you once we’ve rescued my parents.’

      She remembered the thing that had possessed Becky and a shiver ran through her.

      I wonder if that was Pandora.

      Seraphina nodded as the kids went to the invisible dragon, following the low rumbling coming from her. The witch helped them climb aboard the animal, with all three of them grabbing on to Gisela’s thick scales for safety. Ella bent towards Gisela’s head and whispered where she wanted to go.

      Gisela rose into the air, climbing slowly into the sky.

      Hannah sat behind Ella on the dragon. ‘Where are we going?’

      Ella smiled to herself. ‘You’ll see soon enough.’

      The night surrounded them as Gisela flew for the stars. Ella felt the wind on her face and smelt the sea below her. Then she glanced at the witch below them.

      Maybe we should have all gone with Seraphina to her Fantasy Island.

      That idea echoed in her head as they flew along the coast, peering below to see cars and people in the streets.

      They continued out of Redcar, moving above the Coast Road and the edge of the dunes. Then, somewhere to her right, she heard a buzzing noise close by, and Ella thought they were about to fly into one of the Institute helicopters searching for them.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was a drone hovering over the houses. They left it behind and headed further down the coast.

      ‘Are we going to Saltburn?’ Billy said.

      ‘Yes,’ Ella replied.

      ‘You better not be taking us home,’ Hannah said.

      Ella laughed. ‘You’ll see soon enough.’

      She burrowed her chin into the dragon’s neck and felt alive. Apart from her friends, she was alone, trying to rescue her poisoned parents from a dangerous government organisation. The Institute had all the resources in the world stacked against her.

      But Ella had something much more important.

      She had faith.
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      Ella and her friends watched Gisela fly from the cliffs and out over the ocean.

      Billy waved at the dragon. ‘If we can see her, I guess everybody else will.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Ella said. ‘We’ll soon find out if there are lots of social media posts about it.’

      Hannah scratched the back of her neck.

      ‘Those Institute goons have all our phones.’

      Ella nodded. ‘I know. I wish we had one so I could check online to see what’s happened to Destroy All Monsters since the Institute shut it down and took Professor Jupiter and the others into custody.’ She looked at Hannah. ‘Won’t Billy’s mum be worried about you?’

      ‘No,’ Hannah said. ‘Before those goons snatched us off the street, he’d told her we were staying at your house.’

      ‘Why did you do that?’ Ella said.

      Hannah grinned. ‘We weren’t going home until we’d found you, that’s why.’

      Billy stared at the dragon as she disappeared out to sea.

      ‘It’s all to do with the stars.’

      Hannah narrowed her eyes at him. ‘What are you on about, cuz?’

      He turned from the cliff edge and smiled at the girls.

      ‘Well, think about it. We’ve met Venus and Jupiter and flown on a dragon up to the moon.’ He held up his hands. ‘This is all some cosmic quest we’re on.’ He gazed into the stars. ‘Including travelling to other dimensions.’

      Hannah looked at Ella. ‘What happened to you after we left you with your mum at the hospital in Redcar?’

      Ella told them everything.

      Billy’s eyes bulged. ‘Wow. So there’s a dimension someplace where these Dreamers sneak into our dreams and what? Help us?’

      She nodded. ‘So I can gather. And the Dark Dreamers do the opposite, causing harm through creating nightmares.’

      ‘And you think this girl, Becky, was possessed by your old enemy, Pandora?’

      ‘It seemed like that,’ she said.

      ‘You’ve been on some journey without us,’ Billy said.

      Ella shivered against the chill wind. ‘Now we have to find my mum and dad.’

      Hannah zipped her jacket up to her chin. ‘And how are we going to do that since we’ve lost the help of the witch and the dragon?’

      Ella moved to the edge of the cliff and peered into the drop to the sea. Then she removed the Book of All Life from her pocket.

      ‘This all started when I found the book inside a house only I could see on these cliffs last year.’ They looked at her with expectant eyes. ‘Maybe I should use the book to bring the house back, and we can rest in there while we come up with a plan.’

      Billy shook his head. ‘Even if you could do that, don’t you remember the difference in time between here and inside the mystery house?’

      Ella smacked herself on the cheek. ‘Of course.’ She lowered her head. ‘I’m not thinking straight.’

      Hannah put a hand on Ella’s shoulder.

      ‘It’s the same for all of us, so don’t beat yourself up about it.’ She glanced at Billy. ‘What’s this about differences in time?’

      Ella lifted up. ‘One hour in the mystery house – or in Pandora’s realm – is eight hours over here.’

      ‘Okay,’ Hannah said. ‘I don’t fancy that. We can’t go to our houses because I bet the Institute is watching them. Is there anywhere else we can rest up?’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said. ‘I know just the spot.’

      She set off running without another word. They followed her as she ran towards where the cliffs ended and the road into town began.

      Ella stopped after two minutes and stared at the place she’d thought she’d never return to.

      Billy caught up with her. ‘You want to go into the Twist house?’ He peered into her tired eyes. ‘Don’t you remember what happened the last time we broke into there?’

      She nodded. ‘Yes, we saw the bad memories of my cousins transformed into terrible ghost-like creatures.’ She smiled at him. ‘But they’re gone now. And I don’t need to go in the house, anyway.’

      ‘So, where are we going?’ Hannah said.

      Ella pointed beyond the house. ‘There.’

      ‘The barn?’ Billy said.

      The moonlight lit up Ella’s face. ‘Nobody will think to look for us there and, if we’re lucky, there should be mountain bikes inside. We can use those to move around. Once we know where we’re headed.’

      Before they could say anything, she was running again, feeling the wind in her hair and the night caressing her skin.

      It took two minutes for them to get there.

      Hannah put her hand on the side of the barn.

      ‘This looks newer than the house. Were they built at different times?’

      Ella touched the giant chain that locked the front.

      ‘Yes. My aunt told me there was a row of houses here, but the company my uncle works for – worked for – bought them. Then they knocked half of them down and built a barn on the land. My uncle used it for the horses.’ She gazed at the place and remembered her six months sleeping in there. ‘He had part of it converted so I could live in it. I shared it with the horses, but I didn’t mind. They were my only friends, along with Ratter.’

      Hannah rubbed at Ella’s arm. ‘How do we get inside?’

      Ella moved to the side while still holding the chain.

      ‘You two should step back.’

      Hannah was about to protest when Billy pulled her away.

      Ella took a deep breath and stared at her fingers as she held on to the icy metal.

      Then the cold warmed up and a golden glow slithered over the chain. Within thirty seconds, it had melted to the ground and the air smelt like a barbecue.

      ‘How did you do that?’ Billy said.

      Ella flexed her hand and moved from the smouldering metal near her feet.

      ‘When I touched Gisela, she gave me some of her Light. Of course, it wasn’t much, and I’ve only got a little left, but it was enough to do that.’

      She put her hand on the barn door and pushed it open. It was dark inside, lit only by the moon shining through the rafters, but she stepped in anyway.

      The others followed her.

      Hannah stood at Ella’s side. ‘How does it work, this transference of Light? Doesn’t it make the Elemental weaker?’

      Ella shook her head. ‘Think of it as a mutual exchange that benefits both partners. For example, Gisela gave me some of her Light, and I used it as energy to melt that metal.’

      ‘And what did the dragon get from you?’

      ‘Gisela received kindness and love from me. Now she can use those as energy to prolong her life.’

      ‘Be kind to people,’ Hannah said. ‘Or to animals, then you make them happy, they feel better, and they live better.’

      Ella smiled at her new friend. ‘Yes, something like that.’

      Hannah frowned. ‘Me and Billy touched the dragon as well, so why can’t we do what you do?’

      ‘Bloodlines,’ Ella said. ‘I’m descended from Pandora, the Goddess who claimed to have created all life in the universe. Her blood flows through me, so Light reacts differently for me than for you or anyone else.’

      ‘You said you have some Light left?’ Billy said. ‘What will you use that for? To fight the Institute?’

      ‘No,’ Ella said. ‘I’ll show you in a minute. Let’s get the bikes first.’

      She ran to the end of the barn, past the spot where her “room” had been to where the horses used to stay. There she found her three cousins’ bikes. Billy and Hannah joined her, and they lifted them out.

      ‘I’m the tallest, so I get the biggest,’ Hannah said.

      Ella wheeled one to the front.

      ‘It seems okay. The tyres aren’t flat, and the seat isn’t too uncomfortable.’ She looked at her friends checking their new bikes. ‘How are yours?’

      They both nodded.

      ‘They’ll do,’ Billy said. ‘So what’s next?’

      ‘Come outside,’ Ella said as she pushed the bike out.

      Hannah joined her. ‘Will you use the magic book to find your parents?’

      ‘Only if my other plan doesn’t work.’ Ella took the Book of All Life from her pocket. ‘I don’t know how reliable this is for getting from one spot to another. I’ll use it but only as a last resort.’

      ‘I understand,’ Hannah said. ‘But I’ve been meaning to ask you since we escaped from the Institute: where did you send the Kraken?’

      Ella grinned. ‘I sent it to the only place I could think of where there would be worse Elementals than it: the forest of the Dark Dreamers.’

      Hannah burst out laughing and slapped Ella on the back.

      ‘Remind me never to upset you.’ She took a deep breath and peered across the cliffs. ‘So what do we do now? Get some rest?’

      Rest sounded fantastic to Ella, but she knew the more she waited before looking for her parents, the more chance the Institute would hide them somewhere she’d never find them.

      She placed the bike on the ground.

      ‘Do you remember I told you I have a little Light left from the dragon in me?’ They both nodded. ‘And that I’m descended from Pandora, the Creator of Light, and that her blood flows through mine?’

      ‘That’s not something I’m likely to forget in a long time,’ Hannah said. ‘You’re basically saying you’re related to a goddess.’

      Ella puffed out her cheeks. ‘Well, that bloodline runs through my mother too, only it’s not as strong in her.’

      ‘It’s probably because she’s old,’ Billy said.

      Ella laughed. ‘When we find her, I’ll tell her you said that. Anyway, I think – I hope –I can use the last of the Light in me to track where the Institute has taken my mum. And whether my dad is with her.’

      Hannah beamed. ‘Like the GPS in mobile phones.’

      ‘Yes,’ Ella said. ‘That’s the theory. Now I have to put it into practice.’

      She placed her hands in front of her as if she was holding a football, but there was a large space where the ball would have been. She remembered how she’d channelled Light through herself before, digging deep into her mind and picturing a glowing golden circle.

      The air bristled around her as warmth appeared out of nothing to lie over her palms. Her skin tingled, but it wasn’t unpleasant; it was not unlike running her fingers under warm water, but without the wetness.

      Then a thin, sparkling ring of light appeared. It stiffened between her hands and grew thicker, transforming from light to Light as she stood there. It took fewer than thirty seconds for the glow to form into a thick, illuminated ball resembling a shining globe.

      Ella lifted her hands and the globe rose as if she had control of it on an invisible string. Then she thrust her arms up and told it what to do.

      ‘Find my mum.’

      It drifted above her head, lingering in the air until it shot off towards Redcar.

      ‘Wow,’ Billy said. ‘If anybody sees that tonight, they’ll think it’s a UFO.’

      Hannah threw an arm around him. ‘UFOs and dragons all in one night, cuz. It’s like Christmas has come early for you.’

      He wrestled his way out of her grasp, and the two of them laughed as if they didn’t have a care in the world.

      Ella climbed on the bike, glad they were happy.

      Because now they were about to ride into the unknown, and she didn’t expect too much happiness where they were going.
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      Veronica Venus was sitting deep underground inside an Institute facility she’d thought long abandoned. There was a half-empty glass of water on the table in front of her and two armed guards beyond that. She guessed there were more of them somewhere in the building, but she hadn’t seen them when these two had dragged her here.

      What she did see was Professor Christopher Jupiter and that woman photographer who was always following him around, Julia Jarvis. They were under house arrest just like she was, and Veronica had to laugh at the irony of it.

      DAM and I have the same enemies now.

      And then she thought of her daughter and the laughter faded.

      I’ve failed Catherine again. By getting the Finn girl to show me how her cousin had recovered from a coma last year, I thought I’d be able to do the same with Cat.

      She stared at the blank wall.

      I’ve let so many people down.

      Veronica sat in an abandoned bunker inside Eston Hills. Once, it had been the Institute’s storage facility for captured monsters, but it had been closed two years ago when its specimens and resources were moved further south. The place under the steelworks was perfect for moving creatures out of the country via the sea, but there was always something she’d liked about being inside the hills. As the granddaughter of a Sheffield mining family, she found it comforting in these surroundings.

      Not that she was comfortable now.

      She stared at her environment, at the empty cells that had stored many exotic creatures, and remembered her frequent visits here before going to see Catherine in Newcastle. Her daughter was never far from Veronica’s mind, but no matter what happy memories she tried to cling to, it was always those from the quayside which consumed her.

      Veronica was wondering how long they’d leave her to rot when the door opened and Director Black walked in. Deep red scratches covered most of Black’s cheeks and it looked to Veronica as if the harpy had taken a sizeable bite from his ear.

      He moved closer to her and she smelt the dried blood on her former boss’s face.

      ‘What did you do to Ella, Gideon?’

      ‘I followed your lead, Veronica, and I poisoned her mother. Both parents are here now, lying next to each other ready for their coffins.’

      She gripped the chair. ‘You’ve killed them?’

      ‘Not yet, but it won’t be long unless they get the antidote soon.’

      ‘Then do it now,’ Veronica said. ‘We’re not murderers.’

      Black sat opposite her. ‘Speak for yourself.’ He removed a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and placed them on the table. ‘I’d forgotten how terrible this place smells.’

      Veronica crossed her legs. ‘It’s the aroma of history, of those who toiled and died in the mines to create the backbone of Britain.’

      The Director grimaced. ‘I always forget, Venus, your obsession with the past. It’s the future you should think about. Particularly yours.’

      ‘We’re still on track for success. Everything is retrievable.’

      Black’s laugh irritated Veronica’s nerves.

      ‘You disobeyed orders to follow your agenda.’ He leant closer to her. ‘You wanted Andrew Finn in a coma for your own ends, didn’t you? It wasn’t to put leverage on the daughter, as you claimed.’

      Veronica reached across and removed a cigarette from the packet.

      ‘It could have done both if you hadn’t lost the girl.’

      ‘How do you know that?’ he said.

      Veronica’s grin made her jaw feel funny.

      Maybe I damaged something when they knocked me out.

      ‘I know because you’re incompetent, Director. You only got this job because of your friendship with a government minister. I should sit where you are now. You’re just a glorified pencil pusher.’

      He laughed at her. ‘Do you see the Finn girl as a replacement for your daughter? Is that what this is all about?’

      Veronica squeezed the cigarette in her fingers. ‘Don’t be stupider than you already are.’

      The Director shook his head. ‘You think she’ll come here, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course. Ella wants to save her parents.’ She rolled the cigarette over her skin. ‘It must be strange for you, Gideon, seeing people who make sacrifices for their loved ones.’

      ‘Is that what you were doing for Catherine?’

      ‘Leave her out of this.’ She lifted the cigarette to her lips. ‘Aren’t you going to give me a light?’

      Black shook his head. ‘What, so you’ll stab me in the eye with a lit cigarette?’ He got up from the table and glanced around the room. ‘Do any of the security cameras still work in this place?’

      ‘Some, not all, but there’s only one way into the facility, so you’ll see her when she comes.’

      ‘Have you seen what she can do with that book?’

      Veronica crushed the cigarette and dropped it to the floor.

      ‘She communicates with the monsters.’

      Black’s eyes sparkled. ‘It’s more than that. She can bring them to our world and send them away using the book. We need to discover how she does it and if there are more books like it. Just think of what we could do – of what Britain could do – with that kind of power.’

      ‘I don’t believe it’s the book, Gideon. Ella is the one with all the power.’

      Black sat down again. ‘This is to do with this Light you mentioned in your report?’

      Veronica nodded. ‘The doctors and scientists who have cut these Elementals open have discovered nothing unusual apart from their individual biology. But the Light exists and works as Ella described because these creatures have cured many patients, including some with terminal illnesses. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. There’s more to this than weapons, Gideon. We can improve the world. We’ll save lives.’

      Black resembled a pig as he laughed through his nose.

      ‘And you call me stupid, Veronica. Or maybe it’s just your naivety. I’d thought the military had knocked that out of you, but I guess what happened to Catherine scrambled your brain.’

      A pain stabbed at Veronica’s heart at the mention of her daughter.

      ‘What are you going to do with Ella?’

      The Director stood. ‘I might yet rescue something from this disaster of yours. Once I have the girl, I’ll return south and get out of this godforsaken place.’

      ‘What happens to me?’

      ‘Follow me,’ he said as he stepped out of the room.

      She did, glancing at the unmoving guards as she left.

      ‘Are you going to take me into the hills and shoot me, Gideon?’

      Black put an arm around her. ‘Now who’s being silly?’ He squeezed her shoulder. ‘The Institute stopped doing that kind of thing ages ago.’ Then he let her go. ‘At least for humans.’

      He walked and she followed. ‘Where are we going?’

      His smile continued to annoy her. ‘We’re off to gaze upon your handiwork, Veronica.’

      They turned into a large room, which was empty apart from two beds in the middle. Lying on them were Andrew and Gemma Finn.

      ‘Are you sure you haven’t killed them, Gideon?’

      ‘They were alive the last time I looked.’ The Finn’s were laid next to each other, with the tubes in their arms the only things keeping them alive. ‘They’ll be fine as long as Ella gives me what I want.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘We’ll keep the girl with us, of course. She can think of it as going away to boarding school. Don’t all kids dream of living in a magic school like that one - what’s it called? Hogwash or something? It will be exactly like that for Ella, and if she behaves, we’ll let her see her parents every once in a while.’

      Veronica went to the Finns, gazing at the consequences of the events she’d started.

      ‘You can’t just steal children. Somebody will find out. What about her friends?’

      He nodded. ‘Yes, you’re correct. We’ll have to do something about them.’

      Veronica checked the room, looking for a way out and knowing there wasn’t one.

      ‘What about me?’

      ‘It would be a shame to waste you, Veronica. Agents of your calibre are very hard to find.’ He moved to the table and ran a finger over Gemma Finn’s face. ‘Do you think I could return you to the fold if you mend your selfish ways?’

      No, she didn’t. But she couldn’t tell him that. Not if she wanted to get out alive and see her daughter again.

      ‘There’ll be no punishment for me?’

      He wiggled a finger at her and she tried not to stare too much at the scars on his face.

      ‘I’ve got a brand new opportunity for you, Veronica. Was one reason you joined the military because you wanted to see the world?’

      ‘I guess so.’

      Black clapped his hands. ‘Excellent. Now you’ll get to travel to multiple worlds. You won’t be in charge, you can’t be trusted with that, but you will be in the front line.’ He rubbed his fingers as if about to start a fire. ‘And the Institute will keep a close watch over Catherine while you’re away.’

      Veronica’s heart rate increased. ‘You’re going to send people through the portals?’

      ‘Of course. We always knew we would at some point.’

      ‘But we need more time, more preparation to discover what’s on the other side. If you send people in blind, there’s no telling what might happen. At least send drones over first.’

      Black shook his head. ‘It’s too late for that, Veronica. There are more and more portals appearing every day. And it’s not only here, it’s also all over the world.’

      ‘I know that.’

      ‘Which means you know how important it is we get a handle on this before anyone else. Imagine if China discovers how to open portals here, they could step through our security with ease. And what would happen if any of the world’s terrorist groups could do it? No, Veronica, if we hesitate, then disaster can only be a short time away. At least with the girl and her book, we have something nobody else does.’

      ‘Unless there are others like her,’ Veronica said.

      Darkness swept over his face, but it still couldn’t hide his scars.

      ‘Do you know something I don’t?’

      She shrugged. ‘I’m only guessing, Director.’

      Before Black could reply, one of the Institute’s armed soldiers strode into the room and approached him. Veronica couldn’t hear what was said, but the grin on Black’s face didn’t fill her with joy.

      ‘I guess we’ll find out soon enough.’
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      It took them an hour to cycle to the foot of Eston Hills, getting there just as the glow of Light faded into nothing. They’d kept off the road all the way since the bikes had no lights.

      Hannah wiped the sweat from her head and dropped the bike into the bushes as they got there.

      ‘I can’t ride up there. It must be nearly a thousand feet up.’

      Ella caught her breath. ‘Dad brought me up here once. He told me it’s about eight hundred feet above sea level at its highest point.’

      Billy let go of his bike so it fell on top of Hannah’s.

      ‘I’ve been up here loads of times. A German plane crashed on the hills during the war and me da was obsessed with looking for bits of it.’

      Hannah peered into the night sky. ‘Forget about that, cuz. We don’t have a beacon to follow now.’ She looked at Ella. ‘Where are we going?’

      Ella left her bike with the others and pointed above her head. ‘Up.’

      They tramped through mud and puddles. It must have rained while the Institute had imprisoned them. Ella smelt damp in the air as she walked through the dark, careful not to step into the wrong place. If she twisted her ankle or fell, there would be no chance of rescuing her parents.

      The only light to guide them was the stars, but the further they went, the darker it got.

      ‘Do you know where we’re going?’ Hannah said as they trudged upwards.

      Ella shook her head. ‘No, but I hope it’ll become clearer when we get to the top.’

      Billy grabbed her arm and they stopped.

      ‘I think I might know how to get underground.’

      ‘How?’ Ella said.

      ‘These hills were used for mining for many years. The first time me da brought me here, he showed me where the ruins are.’

      Anticipation ran through Ella. ‘And you can get underground through them?’

      He shrugged. ‘They were closed a long time ago, but I guess if you’re a secret organisation, you’d have a way in.’

      An owl flew over their heads as Ella spoke. ‘Which way is it?’

      ‘Follow me,’ Billy said.

      They moved over the path between the trees, stepping carefully through the dirt and the stones. Someone had hammered wooden poles along the side, and hanging from them were discarded plastic bags. One of Billy’s horror films Ella had watched recently had included a scene in a jungle where heads were stuck to poles, and she thought of that as the plastic bags twitched in the wind.

      Ella’s heart raced, thumping against her ribs and leaving an aching throb there. She was focusing on getting her mum and dad away from the Institute, but how would she get the poison out of them?

      And even if I do all of that, where do we go from here? If we go home, the Institute will only retake us.

      Up ahead, she saw a derelict building. Graffiti covered the brickwork, featuring the names of the painters, obscenities, and misspelt words. Several steps led to the other side, a metal grill over a hole in the wall, and a large door.

      Ella strode over empty plastic bottles and crushed beer cans to get a closer look at the structure.

      ‘This was the entrance to the mine?’

      Billy nodded. ‘A long time ago.’

      Hannah moved next to him. ‘We can get in this way?’

      ‘I guess so,’ Billy said. He looked at Ella. ‘But what makes you think your parents are under the hills?’

      ‘That’s where the Light went, I’m sure of it.’ She peered at the grey walls. ‘The Institute had their secret underground facility at the steelworks, so why not have one here as well?’

      Hannah kicked rubbish away from her. ‘Is there a portal under here?’

      Ella put her hand on the stone. The chill of the brickwork slipped over her fingers and made her skin shiver.

      ‘There could be. I can’t see why else the Institute would create something under these hills.’

      She stepped from the wall and peered at the archway, staring at the figure someone had drawn there: a five-pointed star inside a circle.

      ‘That’s a pentagram,’ Billy said.

      Hannah blew cold air towards the shape. ‘Isn’t that to do with the Devil?’

      Ella walked underneath it. ‘The Devil’s not real.’

      She placed her hand on the door, expecting it to be locked, but it swung open.

      ‘That’s not a good sign,’ Hannah said.

      Ella rubbed the damp from her fingers. ‘They’re waiting for us.’

      She put one foot inside, her feet finding wet mud and complete darkness. She turned on the torch she’d taken from the Twist barn. There was more graffiti on the walls and water on the ground.

      ‘It flooded a few years ago,’ Billy said.

      Hannah sighed. ‘Great.’

      Ella moved forward and the others followed. The tunnel was twenty feet wide and the same high. Dirt and cobwebs hung everywhere, and somewhere up ahead, she heard the rats scurrying about. She swung the torch in front of her as they went, discovering more rubbish and a terrible stink like a sewer.

      After walking ten yards, she stopped. Water dripped from the ceiling and ran through Ella’s hair. She ignored it and focused the torchlight on the ground and the footprints left in the mud.

      ‘Someone was here recently,’ she said.

      They started moving again, having to bend their heads as the tunnel shrank around them.

      Hannah groaned. ‘I feel like Alice in Wonderland.’

      Ella continued for twenty yards until she reached another door.

      But this one was locked.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Billy said.

      Ella stared at them in the flickering light, knowing it was too late to tell them to leave her to deal with whatever was behind that door.

      She handed Billy the torch and removed the Book of All Life from her pocket.

      ‘Now, I’ll tell you my plan.’
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      Veronica looked beyond Director Black to see Ella and the boy, Billy Beard, standing in the doorway. She waited for the girl to release her emotions and run to her parents, but all she did was stand there and glare at them.

      Then she spoke. ‘Are they alive?’

      The lack of emotion on her face and in her voice surprised Veronica. The Director stepped forward and away from the guards, none of whom looked too bothered by the appearance of the teenagers.

      ‘Ms Venus is no longer in charge of this operation, child. I am, and I’ll not go as easy on you as she did.’ He held out his hand. ‘Give me the magic book.’

      Ella Finn grinned at him. ‘I didn’t bring it with me. You have to revive my parents before I’ll do anything for you.’

      There was something wrong, but Veronica couldn’t put her finger on it. ‘Where’s the older girl who was with you?’

      Ella continued smiling. ‘I left the book with Hannah. So you won’t see her or it until you do what I say.’

      The temperature in the room increased as Veronica saw the steam bubbling under the Director’s cheeks. Black pointed at Ella’s parents.

      ‘My people will put a bullet in each of them if you don’t do as I say. Do you understand that, girl?’

      The guards raised their guns and aimed them at Andrew and Gemma Finn.

      Ella shook her head at the Director. ‘If you do that, you’ll get nothing from me. Do you understand that?’

      Veronica scrutinised the children: the boy was unmoving, peering into space as if he was drugged, but the girl seemed supremely confident.

      Did they take something to give them the courage to come here?

      She peered at Ella.

      No, I can’t imagine she’d do that.

      But what if she’d used something from that book to get the Light she’d spoken about? Veronica knew it was a type of energy that could heal illness and sickness, but what if it could do more than that?

      Why else would she walk in here looking unconcerned?

      Something was wrong, but Veronica didn’t know what it was.

      Black nodded at the soldiers and they took one step closer to the kids. Veronica assumed the Director wouldn’t give the order to shoot Ella, but he might for the boy: the Institute didn’t need him; only Ella and her book.

      The Director smiled at Ella. ‘Only I can save your parents, child.’

      He removed a syringe from his pocket, and Veronica recognised it as the antidote for the poison flowing through the veins of Andrew and Gemma Finn.

      And that’s my doing.

      Guilt seeped through her. And it was all because she was desperate to help Catherine.

      And I’ve let Cat down again.

      ‘If you give the antidote to my parents right now,’ Ella said, ‘we won’t hurt you. But this is your last warning.’

      Black laughed like a hyena. ‘Being with monsters must have scrambled your brain, kid.’ He whispered to the guard nearest to him. ‘So we’ll only shoot your little boyfriend in the knees. He’ll live, but never walk properly again.’ He grinned at Ella. ‘Do you want that on your conscience as well as your parents’ pain?’

      It was Ella’s turn to laugh. ‘You’re a strange little man, aren’t you? Did your mum and dad mistreat you when you were a kid? Is that why you’re so nasty now?’

      Veronica was wondering how long the stand-off would continue between the thirteen-year-old girl and the man forty years older than her when the Director grabbed Ella by the neck.

      Ella didn’t react, nor did the boy. Black lifted the girl a foot off the ground, and Veronica staggered forward to stop the attack. A gun pushed into her face halted her. She moved back to the wall and gritted her teeth.

      I can’t let these kids get hurt.

      As she struggled with what to do, things turned strange very quickly. Anger and frustration seeped out of the Director as he continued to choke Ella. Veronica peered into the girl’s eyes, shocked to see them turn black.

      Then Ella’s cheeks shimmered and rippled like water as the Director’s hands burned around her throat. He let go with a shriek, smoke coming from his skin, before stumbling backwards into his soldiers.

      Veronica watched it all in a daze, her focus taken by the tumbling man and those who tried to stop him from falling. It was only as the security caught Black that Veronica turned back to the kids to see the space around them glittering like something from a bad dream.

      Their bodies moved together, swaying from side to side as they grew taller, their faces changing until they weren’t Ella Finn and Billy Beard anymore.

      ‘Shapeshifters,’ Veronica said.

      She watched as the guards raised their guns. But they were a split second too late as what was once Ella and Billy reached out long fingers to grab every gun, snapping the weapons in half and throwing them across the room.

      Then one of them grabbed Veronica’s hand. The nails dug into her skin as the shapeshifter pushed her against the wall.

      Veronica slid to the floor, watching as the other shapeshifter attacked the Director’s guards, throwing the men into each other and to the ground. She stared at the creature who’d attacked her. It didn’t look like Ella anymore. Instead, a man with steel-grey hair and obsidian eyes grinned at her, standing six feet tall and built like a bodybuilder.

      She was about to get up when the shifter grabbed her throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          24 THE SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME

        

      

    

    
      ‘Don’t kill her,’ Ella shouted as she ran into the room.

      Billy and Hannah trailed in her wake. She reached the shapeshifter in time to stop it from strangling Veronica Venus.

      The shifter let go of Venus and turned to Ella as the other one joined it.

      ‘You must complete your part of the bargain now, Ella Finn.’

      Ella held out her hands and the shifters gripped her fingers. Then her body temperature increased, the blood warming under her skin but not burning her. It wasn’t an uncomfortable sensation; it was one she recognised.

      Their Light is travelling into me.

      But it wouldn’t stay there for long. This was the deal she’d struck with them when Ella had used the Book of All Life outside the locked door in the tunnel to summon the shapeshifters.

      She’d got them to agree to help her; first, by shifting so they could slip under the door and unlock it from the other side. Then by pretending to be her and Billy to get into the room and disable the security.

      All she had to give them was the Light she’d have inside her once it had transferred from them and changed into something greater for them.

      ‘Share your Light with us, child of Pandora, and we’ll do as you ask.’

      She didn’t know why they wanted it, but she understood that Light from humans was the most powerful thing an Elemental could have. But she hadn’t realised once she shared it with them, it would resurrect that spark Pandora had given her. Ella could feel it inside her, waiting for the time she’d need it. She stared into Veronica Venus’s face and thought it might be soon.

      Then the shifters let go. Their eyes glowed with fire, and their skin sparkled. Ella didn’t hang around and used the Book of All Life to return both of them to the Elemental realm.

      ‘You should have kept the monsters with you, girl.’ Ella turned to see Director Black aiming a gun at her. ‘Now give me that book.’

      ‘Why? You can’t use it.’

      He waved the pistol at her. ‘I’m the Director of the Institute and I can do anything I want, child. There is no power greater than me in this country, and once my people crack the secret of that book, we’ll make Great Britain an empire to be feared once again.’

      Before Ella could reply, Venus stood.

      ‘That’s not why the Institute was created, Gideon. It’s an organisation designed to protect the British public, not to force a new empire on the world.’

      The Director laughed at her. ‘Your naivety is embarrassing, Veronica. Every nation on Earth is collecting monsters to use as weapons. The race for these creatures is one we’ve been falling behind in for a long time, but now, with that book, we’ll finally become the prime superpower on the planet.’

      Ella glanced at her parents and lost patience with the crazy man and the guards removing more guns from their uniforms. She turned to the entrance and what waited in the shadows.

      ‘You can come in now.’ Then she spoke to the Director. ‘You’ve got your bodyguards, and I’ve got mine.’

      Everything stood still, with all eyes fixed on the woman striding towards them. She was at least six foot four with golden-blonde hair reaching to her waist. She had a shield in one hand, a sword in the other. Her arms were uncovered, highlighting the sinew and muscle in them. She wore a dark leather dress down to her knees, and her feet were bare.

      ‘Is she an Elemental?’ Venus said.

      Ella nodded. ‘Sigrun is a Valkyrie.’

      ‘She’s a monster,’ the Director said as his guards aimed their weapons at the Valkyrie. ‘So shoot her.’

      Billy and Hannah screamed as the men fired, but Ella didn’t. When she’d used the book to bring Sigrun to the tunnel, the two of them had clasped fingers, transferring Light between each other, and she’d got a quick view of the life the Valkyrie had led.

      So there was no fear in her as Sigrun lifted her shield to block every bullet. Only when they ricocheted around the room did Ella drop to the ground with her arms over her head. When the firing stopped and she glanced up, all the guards were out cold, with their guns smashed to pieces. Director Black was sitting against the wall, cradling what looked like a broken wrist.

      ‘You didn’t kill them?’ she said to Sigrun.

      ‘Just like I promised.’

      With that, Ella turned to her parents. She’d wanted to run to them as soon as she’d entered, but dread had kept her back: the fear they were dead and it was all her fault. Now she stood and stared at them and didn’t know what to do.

      Veronica Venus walked to her former boss and grabbed the syringe lying near him. Then she went to Andrew and Gemma Finn and gave them half of the antidote each.

      ‘They’ll be fine, Ella. They’ll be groggy for a while, but there shouldn’t be any lasting after-effects.’

      The Director glared at her. ‘You disobeyed my orders, Venus.’

      ‘I might be many things, Gideon, but a killer of innocents isn’t one of them.’

      Black wiped the blood from his top lip. ‘You’ll spend the rest of your life in prison for this. I’ll make sure of that.’

      Veronica shrugged. ‘It was worth it.’

      Ella took her hand. ‘You can come with us.’

      Venus stared into the eyes of the remarkable teenage girl.

      ‘I wish I could, but I can’t leave my daughter.’ She glanced at the Director scowling at her. ‘There’s no telling what he’ll do to punish me for this.’

      Ella smiled. ‘That’s okay. I know how to help your daughter.’

      Veronica bent her head and Ella whispered into her ear. Then she went to her parents and listened to their breathing, finally allowing hers to return to normal.

      But they still had to get out before the Institute sent reinforcements.

      She spoke to Sigrun. ‘Can you carry my mum and dad out of here?’

      The Valkyrie’s laugh was loud enough to rattle the lights in the ceiling.

      ‘It will be child’s play, Ella.’

      Ella watched Sigrun do as she’d asked while keeping a careful eye on Black. The guards were out cold and the guns had been destroyed, but there was no guarantee he wouldn’t try something stupid given half a chance.

      With Gemma and Andrew Finn slung over her shoulders, the Valkyrie led them out of the room and from the building. Ella glanced at the Director before they left and knew this wasn’t over from the ice in his eyes.

      Ella scrambled above ground, leading the way for the others. Her parents were still groggy as the antidote to the poison flowed through them. She wanted to help, but trusted the Valkyrie to protect them.

      The night air had a chill to it, but she felt like her body was on fire.

      They stepped through the tunnel and on to the hills. Billy and Hannah ran ahead of them, with Sigrun not far behind.

      Veronica Venus put her hand on Ella’s arm. ‘You can get Catherine out of her coma?’

      ‘Yes, I have a friend who will help her.’

      ‘An Elemental?’

      Ella smiled at her. ‘The witch who healed my cousin in the hospital last year.’

      ‘Was that the woman in the video?’

      Ella nodded. ‘She has somewhere safe we can go.’ She gazed into the sky. ‘Once I work out how to get us there.’

      ‘What then?’ Veronica said. ‘The Institute won’t let this go. You and that book are too valuable to them to give up.’

      Ella peered across the top of the hills. ‘If they want a fight, I guess we’ll have to take it to them.’

      She watched her friends, who were bent over and catching their breath.

      I’ve put us all in danger.

      And she didn’t know what to do next.
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      Ella glanced at her parents as something creaked behind her.

      ‘This is it for all of you,’ Director Black said as he stepped out of the mine. He grinned at Venus. ‘What did you think you’d achieve with that little show of defiance, Veronica? There’s nowhere for any of you to go.’

      The Valkyrie told Billy and Hannah to look after Andrew and Gemma Finn as she moved towards Black.

      ‘I promised Ella I wouldn’t kill anyone, but I’ll make an exception for you.’

      He shook his head. ‘I think not, creature.’ He removed a mobile phone from his pocket and pressed on the screen. ‘The only way to fight monsters is to have your own.’

      Ella was about to speak when a horrible shrieking sound came from behind Black. Then the Director moved to the side and a terrible thing burst out of the underground: it was half a winged woman and half a giant scaly serpent.

      The creature stood next to Black, with its face all contorted and snarling. Fiery ruby eyes glared at Ella and the others. She wondered why it didn’t attack Black until she saw the pulsing red light in its neck.

      ‘You’re controlling the Elemental,’ Ella said.

      Black grinned at her. ‘My experts tell me it’s the “Mother of Monsters”, Echidna.’ He looked at Venus. ‘We discovered it on our first excursion into a portal.’ He put a hand on the Echidna’s wing. ‘This could have been your job, Veronica, recruiting these monsters for Britain if you hadn’t betrayed me again.’

      ‘An echidna is a small hedgehog,’ Ella said.

      Black shrugged. ‘I guess that’s where the name comes from.’

      ‘How are you controlling it?’ Veronica said.

      ‘Institute scientists are the best in the world. I don’t understand how it all works, but it does. As you’re about to find out.’

      The Echidna leapt at Ella, its snarling face and giant claws heading for her throat.

      Sigrun’s shield blocked the attack, but the force of it knocked the Valkyrie into Ella.

      They rolled over and into the bushes. Nettles bit into Ella’s hands as she grasped at her surroundings. The Echidna’s shrieks hurt her ears as it slid through the mud towards them.

      The Valkyrie stood with her sword and shield ready.

      ‘Get the others to safety. I’ll deal with this creature.’

      Ella didn’t need telling twice, scrambling away as the Echidna attacked Sigrun. Sharp claws struck heavy metal as Ella stumbled through the grass, running to her friends and her parents.

      The gun pointed at her face stopped Ella in her tracks.

      Veronica Venus was on her knees with blood pouring from her head. Billy, Hannah, and Ella’s mum and dad held onto each other as Director Black glared at them all.

      ‘You only have yourself to blame for this, Ella. If you’d done as I said, everybody would have survived.’ He waved the gun around. ‘Now I’ll have to kill all of them.’

      He squeezed on the trigger as Ella threw herself in front of him.

      The weapon stroked her cheek as the bullet exploded out of the barrel. A volcano erupted inside her ears, her skin burning as she seized Black’s arm. The two of them went tumbling down, rolling through the grass as she grappled with the Director.

      A roaring thunder filled her head as she glimpsed the Echidna lifting the Valkyrie in the air.

      Then Black grabbed Ella’s neck. Pain shot through her neck as she knocked the gun from him. It fell to the ground and disappeared into the grass.

      He threw her into the mud, snarling through a demonic grin.

      ‘I don’t need that to deal with you, girl.’

      Ella clutched at her stomach, struggling to breathe as she spat blood everywhere. Black grabbed a broken branch from the bushes and towered over her. The whole of Ella’s body ached as if she’d run two marathons. She reached deep inside herself, searching for the Light from the shapeshifters, but it wasn’t there.

      Did I imagine that?

      She watched him raise his arm and waited for the blow to come.

      Then a blur hit the Director in the stomach, knocking him back and into the ground. Mud splashed around him as he landed and dropped the branch.

      Hannah stuck out a hand to help Ella up.

      ‘All those kickboxing lessons have paid off.’

      Ella groaned as she stood, leaning on her friend and hoping it was over.

      Until she turned and saw the Echidna toss the Valkyrie into the trees.

      ‘Sigrun,’ Ella shouted as she let go of Hannah and stumbled forward. She saw her parents standing with Billy, all of them frozen with fear.

      If we get out of this alive, I promise to tell them everything.

      But their chances of getting off the hills in one piece were vanishing by the second. The Echidna slithered towards her with blood dripping from its mouth and murder in its eyes. It moved for her across the hill, its once beautiful face twisted into something vile. The lower half of its body, all snake-like and covered in scales, glistened in the moonlight as Ella prepared for the worst.

      Then the moonlight disappeared.

      When she looked up, the moon had gone, with a vast shadow replacing it.

      The darkness descended towards her and the temperature dropped everywhere.

      Ella’s hand was above her when the gloom transformed into something she recognised: Gisela, the dragon.

      Seraphina was sitting on the giant creature’s back, forcing her down until the dragon grabbed the Echidna in her mouth.

      The dragon swung her head from side to side and the snake-woman screamed. Then the witch jumped down and landed next to Ella. She nodded to the dragon and Gisela flew high into the sky and away from the hills. The Echidna continued to scream as Gisela took the creature into the darkness.

      ‘She’ll dump it into the middle of the ocean, and then come back for us,’ Seraphina said.

      Ella stood there with her mouth catching flies. Then, as everyone stared at the witch, the Valkyrie stepped out of the bushes.

      ‘What happened to the beast?’ Sigrun said.

      Seraphina grinned at Ella. ‘You summoned a Valkyrie to help you?’

      Ella ignored her question. ‘How did you know we were here?’

      The witch glanced at the moon. ‘The Echidna comes from a family of dragons, so once she burst into life, Gisela was aware of her existence here. When she told me, I guessed it must have something to do with you.’ She stared at the others gazing at her. ‘You rescued your parents. Are they okay?’

      Ella still hadn’t spoken to them. They looked in shock, and she had to get them away from the hills. Then she thought of Black, turning to see Venus dragging the Director towards them.

      Veronica threw her former boss into the mud as the dragon returned. When Gisela landed next to them, Ella saw the fear in her mum and dad’s eyes.

      She ran to them.

      ‘It’ll be fine.’ She grabbed their hands. ‘I’ll explain everything once we get away from here.’

      Ella glanced at Director Black sitting in the dirt.

      We can’t go home.

      ‘It will be a tight squeeze, but Gisela can fit you all on her back,’ Seraphina said.

      Ella stared at her. ‘Will you take us to your island?’

      Seraphina nodded. ‘It’s the best place for now.’

      Hannah strode forward. ‘No, not for us. Billy and I need to get back to our families.’ She looked at Black. ‘I don’t think him or his goons will do anything to us.’

      ‘She’s right,’ Veronica said. ‘The Institute isn’t interested in them.’ She gazed at the dragon. ‘And I can’t go with you. I have to be with my daughter. Even in her coma, Catherine needs me.’

      Seraphina smiled at Veronica. ‘A coma, you say? I can help you with that.’

      And that’s when the plan came to Ella.

      ‘I want you to take Veronica to Newcastle and heal her daughter. Will you do that?’

      ‘Of course,’ the witch said. ‘But what about you and your parents?’

      Ella could only think of one solution. ‘We’ll wait for you here.’

      Black laughed. ‘Great. You can keep me company until my people arrive.’

      Seraphina pulled Ella to the side. ‘Are you sure you want me to go to Newcastle?’ Ella nodded. The witch reached into her jacket. ‘Okay, take these and get a taxi away from here. I’ll meet you after I heal the girl in Newcastle.’

      Ella took the phone and the credit card from her.

      ‘You have a bank account?’

      Seraphina laughed. ‘I have to put all the money I’ve earned from the MythMaker app somewhere. Where will you take your parents?’

      Ella could think of only one place. ‘We’ll go to the Twist house on the cliffs.’

      ‘What about the Institute man?’ Seraphina said.

      Ella thought about that as she went to Billy and Hannah.

      ‘How will you get home?’ she said to them.

      Hannah grinned. ‘Don’t worry. We’ve got those bikes waiting for us at the bottom of the hills.’

      ‘I’ll race you back,’ Billy said.

      Ella smiled as well, but she was still worried about them.

      Seraphina helped Veronica to climb on to the dragon. Then both women looked at Ella as Gisela lifted into the air and headed off to Newcastle. Black was about to get to his feet again when Sigrun pointed her sword at him.

      ‘If anything happens to these children or their families, I will come for you. Do you understand?’

      He slithered back into the bushes like a crab. He didn’t say a word, letting the fear in his eyes be his reply.

      Ella went to her parents. ‘We’re going now, Mum, Dad, okay?’

      They mumbled acknowledgement and she led them down the hills. Sigrun protected the rear as Billy and Hannah took up the middle. As they moved towards the bottom, Ella thought she heard sobbing coming from behind them.

      ‘Where will you go?’ Hannah said as they strode along the path.

      Ella told her as she kept on glancing at her parents. After that, there was no more talking until they reached the bikes. Then Billy and Hannah hugged her. She watched them ride off as she phoned for a taxi. It was six-thirty in the morning and she got through straight away.

      Then Ella grabbed her mother’s hand. ‘Are you okay, Mum?’

      Gemma Finn rubbed at her head. ‘I feel like this has all happened before.’

      Ella took a deep breath. Then, while they waited for the taxi and Sigrun kept guard, she told her parents what had happened since the attack at the Beacon. She didn’t tell them about messing with their memories last year.

      That will have to wait until we’re safe with Seraphina.

      Her father shook his head. ‘So the Institute people who gave me the job are the same people who abducted us?’ He glanced up into the early morning light. ‘And they have a secret bunker under Eston Hills where they’ve been keeping these – what did you call them? Elementals?’

      Ella nodded, relieved her parents appeared to be taking it well so far.

      Maybe they’re still a bit confused by the poison.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘There’s more to tell you, but that can wait until later.’

      Her mum and dad stared at her as the taxi pulled up beside them. The driver looked at Sigrun’s shield and sword.

      Ella laughed. ‘They’re props for a play. We’ve got early rehearsals this morning.’

      He seemed unsure of what to do, so she opened the back door and ushered her family into the car. She pushed the Valkyrie in with her mum and dad, then she sat in the front.

      ‘You’re going to Saltburn?’ the driver said to her.

      She smiled and gave him the address.

      As he pulled away, Ella glanced out of the window at the hills.

      Then she peered into the rear view mirror at her parents, who rubbed their faces as if they’d just woken from a dream.

      Soon, Ella would have to explain the truth to them.
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      Ella checked the time on the phone as Sigrun guarded the building. When they’d got to the Twist house, Ella had climbed through the kitchen window and opened the front door. She’d wanted to make her mum and dad a cup of tea, but had forgotten the power was turned off.

      It was eight in the morning, and she wondered how Seraphina and Veronica had got on in Newcastle. She’d texted Billy when they’d arrived at the house, getting an immediate reply from him, so she knew her friends were okay.

      For now. But how could she trust Director Black and the Institute?

      She stepped into the living room, finding her parents whispering to each other.

      Then her mum looked at her. ‘Monsters are real, after all?’

      Ella went to the sofa and sat between them.

      ‘They’re not monsters, Mum. They’re called Elementals.’

      She removed the Book of All Life from her pocket and showed it to them.

      And then she told them everything.
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