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PREFACE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The soldiers reached me. They aimed their guns and fired before I could even turn around.
 
   I thought I couldn't feel more pain. That I'd maxed out the human capacity to endure.
 
   I was wrong.
 
   The bullet of fire entered my body and moved through me, leaving a trail of burning agony in its wake.
 
   I slumped over the crystal box, my blood seeping out of me, staining the opaque quartz.
 
   Red. Scarlet. Evie whispered the color of my own name into my ear as I slowly died.
 
   My last vision was of scarlet blood—still just grey to me—spreading into the cracks, into the intricate carvings that decorated the encasement. It almost seemed to glow, and I smiled and closed my eyes as the crystal shattered and darkness took me.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Shades of Grey
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I've spent my life in shades of grey. It wasn't until I died that my world filled with color.
 
   But that day I still lived in black and white, and my future, my dream of becoming a pilot, rested in my ability to see past my two-toned world and into the nuances of shades that would help me pass this test.
 
   I stood in the middle of the airfield in Helena, Montana, surrounded by airplanes, some taxying, some grounded, all of them beautiful. I longed to be in the cockpit of one of them, to feel the power and thrill of controlling a 300,000 pound metal tube with wings amongst the clouds. 
 
   Dr. Crayton stood beside me, his glasses perched on the end of his nose, clipboard in hand, as we waited for the controller in the air traffic control tower to flash the first light from the light guns. 
 
   I would have to identify which lights were green and which were red. If I passed, I'd get an exemption for my color-blindness and would be allowed to start flight training.
 
   If I failed, my dreams would end. 
 
   I wouldn't fail. 
 
   I'd been dreaming of flying since I was a child, since the first time I went up in a Cessna with my dad. It was love at first flight, and I haven't looked back.
 
   When my parents realized I was color blind, they tried to dissuade me from this career path, but I refused to budge. When my parents told my doctor the severity, and rarity, of my condition, he insisted it would be a waste of time. I insisted we try. 
 
   Somehow, someway, I would fly.
 
   Dr. Crayton, the FA Medical Examiner responsible for issuing me a Second Class Medical Certificate—something I needed before I could train for my pilot's license—texted someone on his phone and then looked up at me. "Miss Night, are you ready to begin?"
 
   I took a deep breath, reining in my nerves, and nodded. I could do this. I'd tried to make a case that these restrictions were outdated rules from a bygone era that lacked the technology of today. I had my e-Glass, and Evie—the most advanced artificial intelligence. She guided me through this colored world I lived in grey by telling me what I was seeing. I'd never be a danger or risk to passengers. But they persisted, convinced that I had to navigate the sky without the aid of AI, just in case we ever lost it. But we were as likely to lose the ability to fly, so I failed to see the sense in this. Still, I'd been training without Evie for weeks to pass this one test. I was ready. I nodded and focused my sight on the horizon. 
 
   "Very well," he sighed, a resigned look of smug knowing on his face. 
 
   I wanted to kick his kneecaps but that wouldn't help me get his stamp of approval. Instead, I closed my eyes, controlled my breathing, and let my body relax. I imagined a world of color, a world denied to me since birth, and I willed the lights in the sky to tell me their secrets, to give to me their truth so that I could see beyond the grey.
 
   When the first light flashed from the tower, I hesitated. Red or green? Red or green?
 
   Dr. Crayton cleared his throat. "Red or green, Scarlett?"
 
   Oh the irony that my name would represent such a vibrant color I could never see. "Red," I said, sure that the shades I saw hinted at what I'd learned to be red.
 
   The next light gun flashed. Red. Then green. That one was different. I was sure of it. Red again. Three more greens. We continued this way for an eternity that was likely not more than twenty minutes. The heat from our warm Montana summer beat down on me. Sweat pooled under my arms. I ignored it and stayed focused.
 
   Finally, he texted someone, then clasped his pen to the clipboard. "Very well. We're finished. I'll message you with your results, once I've spoken to the Controller." 
 
   "Can you give me any hint as to whether I did okay?" I wasn't above begging to stop this pain in my gut as my future hung in the balance of his decision.
 
   "I'm afraid not." For the first time, his brown eyes softened and he almost smiled. "I'll let you know soon, though."
 
   As I walked across the airfield alone, I couldn't decide if his change of tone was good, or very, very bad.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The Helena Airport is small. Really small. Which is why I was glad I lived close enough to hang out there regularly. My dad rented a hangar here for his Cessna, though he kept a second plane at our house as well, and being the homeschooled geek that I was, I spent most days in the hangar with him, learning about ground control, pre-flight check-lists, airplane maintenance and flying. 
 
   I pulled my e-Glass from my pocket and slipped the small device around my ear. It turned on and Evie's voice spoke in a clipped British accent. "Hello, Scarlett. How did your test go?"
 
   "No idea. Any chance you can hack into their system and get my results for me?"
 
   "The hacking skills you've programmed me with are likely sufficient. I can try if you would like."
 
   Tempting. So very tempting. But likely they would find out, and it could jeopardize everything. I'd just have to wait. I didn't have the most current e-Glass, so I couldn't give Evie the upgrade to do untraceable hacking. In fact, mine was several models old. Nearly outdated. But I'd made some of my own modifications. To the point that it could do more than any on the market today. 
 
   I didn't see my parents anywhere, but Jax came out of the small office carrying two cups of coffee. He smiled big, his dark eyes ("They are brown," said Evie) locked on mine as he walked toward me. My heart did a little happy dance, and I accepted the coffee he handed me.
 
   "How'd it go?" he asked. 
 
   "I don't know," I said between sips. "Okay, I guess?" 
 
   Jax had recently gotten his pilot's license but didn't have the money for his own plane. Since he'd been my one and only friend since I was a toddler, and his dad had been close to my parents before he died, it hadn't been hard to talk my dad into letting Jax work for him in exchange for time in the sky. He had to log in his hours in order to become a flight instructor and then go commercial—though in truth we both wanted to pursue a military career with the United Front Initiative: international travel, a chance to work with the best of the best flying around the world, protecting and defending the innocent from the cockpit of a fighter plane. The dream for us both.
 
   He tousled my hair. "I'm sure you aced it. I've never seen you fail at anything you set your mind to."
 
   I appreciated his confidence, but my own plummeted as I second-guessed every choice I'd made. "Have you seen my parents?" I asked, trying to steer the conversation elsewhere.
 
   "They're inside. They're really nervous about the test."
 
   "Or maybe the apocalypse has come and we just don't know it yet. My dad's probably mentally checking the stock in our bunker to make sure we have enough canned beef stew or something."
 
   Jax laughed and tossed an arm over my shoulder as we walked toward the office. Oh if only that gesture meant to him what it meant to me. Even the touch of his fingers against my bare shoulders sent chills through my body, but he and I were squarely in the friend zone. He'd seen me in diapers, after all. I'm afraid there's no recovering from that. 
 
   "Your dad is just looking out for you and your mom. And the entire neighborhood. It'll be handy when the zombies come."
 
   I rolled my eyes. "So handy." Though, to be fair, having a bunker and being prepared for the worst had become pretty commonplace since the Nephilim War. To the point that there were reality shows based on it. My parents seemed downright moderate compared to some of the apocalypse nuts out there. 
 
   As we entered the office, I saw my mom finishing up a call on her e-Glass. She flipped it back over her ear as my dad pulled her onto his lap. "Do you have a moment, Mrs. Night?"
 
   She grinned at him, in that private way they had. "A moment for what, good sir? My time is valuable."
 
   He pulled her closer and caressed her face with his hand. "A moment for me to look upon the most beautiful woman I've ever seen."
 
   She ran her hand through his dark hair, smiling. "For that, I suppose I can indulge you." She leaned in and kissed him as I approached.
 
   When she saw me, she laughed and pulled away. "Promise me, Scarlett, you will find a man as loving as your father."
 
   I didn't often admit this, but I secretly enjoyed how crazy in love my parents were. But then I remembered Jax and willed my blood not to rush to my face. He'd seen and heard it all and his impish grin wasn't helping the situation. 
 
   My dad came up to me, arms outstretched for a hug. "How'd it go, Star?" My dad had an easy manner about him. His accounting clients loved it, and animals seemed drawn to it, always showing up at our front door waiting for the food they knew he'd leave. It wasn't hard to see why, and it wasn't just that he was a handsome man with dark hair and warm brown eyes. It was his smile, his kindness, the way he set everyone around him at ease with his authentic charm.
 
   "Hard to tell," I said, stepping away so my mom could get her hug, too.
 
   His smile didn't waver at my own uncertainty. "Well, no matter what," he said, "you'll find a way to fly."
 
   My mom hugged me next, her face still soft and glowy from flirting with my dad. "I'm proud of you no matter what. I know you think I don’t support you in this, but I do, honey. I just want you to be happy doing something you love. That's all I've ever wanted."
 
   "I know, mom," I said. My mom was a computer genius, but instead of pursuing a high tech career, she went into teaching. She was always doing after school tutoring for kids who needed help. Each year she ran a food drive and donated her hand-made jewelry for charity fundraisers. She said she had a tough start as a kid and wanted to give back. I learned all my computer skills from her.
 
   She and my dad made a handsome couple standing together. Him tall, dark and rugged, her petite, pale like me, with fair hair and blue eyes. 
 
   Jax pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to me. "I got you this gift. As a good luck charm."
 
   I took the small silver bag from him and opened it, my heart fluttering in my chest. Inside was a silver pin of wings with an 'N' in the middle. My initial! I looked up into his handsome face, my heart full of unexpressed emotion. "These are pilot wings," I said.
 
   "Whatever happened today, you're a pilot, Scarlett, born and bred. You deserve your wings."
 
   He took the pin from me and attached it to my tank top.
 
   I hugged him hard and whispered into his ear. "Thank you." He understood more than anyone what this meant to me. 
 
   "Let's go celebrate," my mom said, breaking up our moment in true parental style. "What are you kids in the mood for? Pizza? Greek? Thai?"
 
   Jax shoved his hands into his pocket and shifted on his feet. "I was actually hoping I could borrow Scarlett for a bit. I… uh… made a mess of something on my computer."
 
   My mom and I both laughed as my dad looked on sympathetically. 
 
   "I see this coffee wasn't just a gesture of good will. Did you get a virus again?" I asked.
 
   He smiled lopsidedly. "Maybe."
 
   "Let's take a look," I said, sitting down.
 
   "I'll take Scarlett out for dinner after, if that's okay?"
 
   I couldn't tell if he was asking me or my parents, but they smiled knowingly at each other and waved goodbye, holding hands as they walked away. 
 
   When Jax passed me his laptop, I saw the computer screen and sighed.
 
   He grinned sheepishly at me. "I was trying to update my website and… "
 
   "And somehow deleted the entire thing?"
 
   "Can you fix it? I think it was hacked."
 
   "Of course I can." 
 
   I spent the next few hours sorting out HTML coding and hacking into Jax's site. Sure enough, he'd been hit with a pretty nasty bug. It took me awhile, but I sorted through the mess, restored his content and placed stronger firewalls to prevent this from happening again.
 
    
 
   My mom was the one who got me hooked on computers as a kid. I could barely walk, but I was already learning to type. By the time I was twelve I fancied myself the world's best hacker. 
 
   One night, I used my fledgling skills to find a video my parents wouldn't let me see, something they were watching but had turned off when I came in. 
 
   So, I hid in my room, door closed, and played it. A man, handcuffed, was being escorted down a street by another man dressed in red. People were gathered around, gawking. 
 
   I heard someone twist the handle on my door, and I clicked my e-Glass to shut down the video before they came in.
 
   "What were you just watching?" my mom asked.
 
   I shrugged, playing it cool. "Just something I found on an online channel. It's—"
 
   She sat down next to me on my bed. "Scarlett? Are you lying right now?"
 
   I debated whether to keep lying, but my mom would know. She always knew. "Yes," I said, shoulders slumping. 
 
   She smiled gently. "Then let's try again. What were you just watching?"
 
   "The news reel you wouldn't let me see. I hacked the news network."
 
   I glanced up at her to gauge her level of mad, but she was suppressing a grin. "Why?"
 
   "Because you wouldn't let me watch it. Zeniths are being mistreated, and people need to do something. I need to do something." I'd seen Zenith kids on the street, wearing a tag in their ear, getting picked on, getting beat up… store owners telling them to get lost. It wasn't fair. Just because they were different, just because they had para-powers others didn’t. 
 
   "What do you intend to do?" she asked, still curious more than anything.
 
   I thought about it, glad I wasn't in trouble—yet. "Well, I haven't settled on a plan. With some time, I could hack the Inquisition security system."
 
   She shifted on the bed to look at me better. "If you do, they will find you."
 
   "I could cover my tracks."
 
   She tilted her head, a long curl coming undone from her clip and falling over her shoulder. "Some of them. But, Star, understand that other people have been at this for far longer than you. Whatever you can do right now, no matter how amazing, Inquisition security can do much better."
 
   I folded my arms across my chest, knowing I probably looked like a pouty kid but not caring. "But I have to do something."
 
   She smiled again, her eyes crinkling. "You can keep practicing."
 
   "Practicing doesn't change anything," I said, dropping my chin to my chest as feelings of impotence and frustration built in me.
 
   My mom was still for a moment, her eyes distant, reflective, before she focused on me again. "Come with me," she said. "I want to show you something." She stood and left the room, walking downstairs.
 
   I hurried to follow. "What?"
 
   "The video I didn't let you watch," she said over her shoulder. 
 
   The television in our living room covered nearly the entire wall in a grey reflective material. With it we could access networks or play videos sent via satellite signal from an e-Glass.
 
   My mom clicked her e-Glass and a video appeared. A man was tied to a beam on a wooden platform surrounded by hay. People circled him, throwing food, stones, rotten vegetables, calling him names and sneering.
 
   Another man dressed in a red and gold cloak walked forward holding a torch, speaking to the crowd, but the people were too loud to hear the Inquisitor's words.
 
   "That man on trial was a hacker," my mom said. "He wiped multiple Inquisition bank accounts. They found him a day later."
 
   I felt a small surge of pride for what he'd done. "He must have really messed them up."
 
   My mom sat on the couch and I joined her as she asked, "Do you think those accounts mattered?"
 
   "I imagine they would. Money's important, right? But… " I thought about it more and realized… "The Inquisition isn't hurting for money, are they? They can always get more."
 
   My mom nodded. 
 
   "Well," I said, "at least he showed people they could fight back."
 
   "Did he?" my mom asked. "Or did he simply become another example of the Inquisition's power?"
 
   I looked back up at the video just as the Inquisitor set the torch to the haystack. As the hacker began to burn, his cries mixing with the cheers of the crowd, my mom turned off the video and set the display to a serene mountain scene.
 
   She turned to me and reached for my hand, squeezing. "My Star, one day, when you're older, you'll make a difference. A real difference. But you need to be ready. Hone your skills. And…" she ruffled my hair, "try to avoid stupid mistakes."  She stood and walked toward the kitchen and I slumped in the couch, depressed.
 
   All of my practicing was for nothing. I didn't want to end up like that guy in the video. "I guess I'll stop hacking then," I announced to the world in all my despondent pre-teen angst. 
 
   My mom turned back, a mischievous grin forming on her face. "I didn't say to stop," she said, winking. "I just said to be careful."
 
    
 
   When I finished fixing his site, Jax hugged me, and I melted a little. 
 
   "Thanks, Scarlett. Now, how about that dinner? On me." He glanced at the computer. "I owe you."
 
   I linked arms with him, happy to have spent a few hours immersed in something that took my mind off my future. "You do owe me, don't you? Is this going to be a real dinner, or are we dining on airport food again?"
 
   "Real dinner. I've got something I want to tell you. Something important."
 
   He looked at me with such intensity, my stomach knotted. Maybe we were finally leaving the friend zone? Suddenly the test seemed far away as he walked me to my car, and I followed him to the nearby hotspot for dinner.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   His words took time to sink in. "You're leaving?" I asked, my burger and fries forgotten.
 
   "Looks like it. It's an amazing opportunity, and you and I both know Montana is a dead end for our careers." He looked so earnest with his beautiful half-smile and handsome face. Even in shades of grey he radiated confidence that had been reducing me to jelly since the moment I hit puberty.
 
   "But New York? That's so far away. When do you leave?" I choked back my tears, refusing to cry in front of my best friend. But this whole thing felt surreal, and my heart was breaking as surely as if he were ending our friendship.
 
   "In a week. Classes start on the first."
 
   I gulped. "That soon?" I wanted to grip his hand, to feel the physical presence of him, to assure myself that he was still here, still a part of my life, but I kept my hands in my lap instead. 
 
   He reached into the inside pocket of his leather bomber jacket and pulled out a slip of paper, handing it to me. The messy loops of his familiar handwriting filled the page. 
 
   "It's my new address." He tapped his e-Glass. "And with this we can talk anytime, day or night. See each other every day. We'll keep in touch. I promise."
 
   I forced a smile and kicked myself for being so selfish that I'd make him feel bad for his dream coming true. Some friend I am. "I'm so happy for you, Jax. This is wonderful. You're going to be the best pilot in the program!" And I meant it, even if a small corner of my heart withered in my chest. I meant it. 
 
   "You'll be joining me soon," he said. "As soon as you pass your test and get approval, I'll make sure they have a place for you there."
 
   I excused myself to use the bathroom, and only then did I let the tears fall. It was silly, stupid and entirely juvenile, but I missed childhood. I missed, for just a moment, the simplicity of not having to wrestle with this kind of loss, these kinds of pressures. As a child I could imagine anything was possible. Now, barely eighteen, I knew some dreams weren't meant to be, and never would.
 
   I washed and dried my face, and studied my appearance in the mirror. I couldn't tell if my eyes looked red from crying ("Your eyes look red—with some swelling," Evie helpfully informed me.) 
 
   "Thanks, Evie." I reapplied my mascara, careful lest I make myself into a clown without realizing it. I knew from the comments of others that my silver eyes were startling and my pale blonde hair coveted by those who grew theirs from a bottle. I'd always assumed my strange eyes were a result of my genetic color-blindness, but there's no real proof that's true. Regardless, it always struck me as odd that others could see me in a way I could not see myself. 
 
   Finishing up a light coat of pink lipstick, I shoved it into my purse and plastered a smile onto my face. I would not ruin Jax's good news with my own maudlin desires and disappointments. 
 
   I returned to the table and, with my appetite gone, fiddled with my uneaten food.
 
   "No hurry," Jax said. "The server had to leave for her break, so I settled the bill, but we can hang out and talk."
 
   I didn't know what we could talk about. Yes, we could 'see' each other daily, but that wasn't the same as hanging out all night watching movies and eating popcorn and chocolate chip cookies until we were sick to our stomachs. That wouldn't replace time spent in the sky together, sharing our passion of flight. That would never be enough for what I'd hoped would one day grow between us. 
 
   I tried to smile at him as I stood and grabbed my purse. "I should get home. It's getting late."
 
   He stood and put his arm around me. "Cheer up, Scarlett. You're still my best friend in the world. Nothing will ever change that." Something in his eyes shifted as he looked down at me. "Please remember that. No matter what happens, no matter what life brings us, you have always meant more to me than you'll ever know."
 
   Those words would come to haunt me, but at the time, they just broke my heart.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The voices carried through the kitchen and into the living room as I dropped my purse on the couch, my gift from Jax tucked inside. My parents rarely argued, and I shamelessly listened in concern.
 
   My mom sounded frustrated, like she'd repeated herself too many times already and didn't want to say it again. "We've been ordered to stay."
 
   "They've found us, Violet." My dad sounded equally frustrated, though he did his best to hide it. Of the three of us, he had the most patience.
 
   His words sent a chill up my spine. Who'd found us? And why would anyone be looking for us to begin with?
 
   "We don't know that for sure," my mom said, walking out of the kitchen, my dad following. When her blue eyes landed on me she smiled, but it didn't soften the anxiety on her face. "Hi, honey. We didn't realize you were home."
 
   "I just got in," I told her. "What's going on? Who's found us?"
 
   My dad, his dark hair a mess, looked at my mom, and she shook her head, her eyes pleading him to… what? I didn't know, but he didn't listen. Turning his attention back to me, he took a breath. "Come with me. I'll show you."
 
   "Marcus, we promised to keep her out of this." My mom moved to stand between me and my dad, as if he was about to show me something dangerous. 
 
   His eyes were sad when he replied. "Perhaps we were wrong, Violet. Perhaps we've been wrong about everything."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   The Bunker
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   My dad walked toward the front door and I followed, expecting my mom to come, but she reached for the call button on her e-Glass instead as she brushed aside a lock of blonde hair. "If you're sure about this… I've got to tell the council we're leaving. I'll be right out."
 
   My dad nodded sharply once, then led me outside and behind our house. Toward the bunker. 
 
   It had been built before I was born, dug deep into the earth with a circular metal door directly on the ground. I'd never been inside. Once, when we were little, I convinced Jax to help me break in so we could discover the secrets my parents kept there, but we couldn't dig around it, couldn't pry it open, couldn't do anything to penetrate the steel walls. It was the one mystery of my life. What was in the bunker, and why was I never allowed to see? Not even during the war did we use it, which seemed odd.
 
   My dad always told me it was a safety issue. "It's just a bunch of emergency survival gear for if something terrible happens. There are guns and ammo and other weapons that I don't want you having access to."
 
   Once I was old enough and trained in the use and safety of guns, I thought he'd relent and at least take me on a guided tour of the place. No such luck.
 
   But now, now I was about to find out the truth, and that knowledge sent pinpricks of nerves over my skin. There are moments in life when you just know that what's about to happen will change everything. This was one of those moments. 
 
   I rubbed my hands together, forcing warmth back into them despite the heat of the early evening. "Dad, what's going on? Is this another training exercise?" I asked, though I knew the answer in my bones. My parents have always wanted me to be prepared for anything and everything and, from the time I was little, had often set up impromptu tests to see if I was mastering the skills they spent time teaching me. As I grew, those tests got harder, more unexpected and mysterious. But nothing like this. 
 
   "No, sweetheart. The time for training is done. Now, we can only hope you learned everything you needed to." With those cryptic words my dad brushed aside leaves and branches and dirt that hid the door. He kept his left hand clenched, and I realized he was holding something small and dark, but I couldn't tell what it was. Using a key he kept on him at all times, he unlocked the door and pulled it open, triggering an emergency light.
 
   Shadows danced beneath me as I followed my dad down the ladder. Once inside, I prepared myself for something extraordinary, but was disappointed to find that it was fairly typical looking. Canned foods, extra water, guns and ammo, three cots, blankets… all the basics for survival for whatever apocalypse my parents imagined would occur. "Why didn't you want me in here?" I asked.
 
   "Because of what you might find," he said ominously. 
 
   I picked up a can of beef stew and raised an eyebrow. "Really?"
 
   He chuckled, almost sounding like my normal dad. "Not that." He opened an electrical panel and flipped some of the switches. "Stand back," he said.
 
   I took two steps back, and then my breath caught in my throat. The wall in front of us began to open, revealing a secret room. 
 
   There were weapons laid on tables to either side of us. More guns, but also swords, knives, a javelin. Weapons I recognized from books but had never seen in real life. Weapons that had been polished, sharpened and well cared for.
 
   Between the tables, to our right and left, were two large steel cases, each embossed with an intricate tree with the carving of a hand in the center. 
 
   My father walked to the one on the right and placed his hand in the carving. It fit perfectly, and streams of light began to form around his hand, filling the crevices of the carving like liquid, pooling out until it filled the whole tree. Once each leaf glowed with the light, the case began to unlock, clicking and moving through a series of internal gears until my father could pull the front panel open. 
 
   Inside, silver (according to Evie) armor polished to a high sheen adorned a mannequin roughly my father's size and shape. The armor was covered with a design of elegant, stylized branches. 
 
   "My old armor," my father said, almost to himself. He slid his free hand over it with care, the other still clutching something hidden, then began taking the armor off the mannequin. 
 
   I stood there, dumbfounded, trying to fit this new information with what I knew of my mild-mannered father who crunched numbers for a living. "Dad, who are you really? What are you really? Because clearly you're not just an accountant." I stared at his armor as he undid another clasp. "Unless the definition of business wear has changed."
 
   He chuckled again, and the familiarity of that sound helped me to breathe easier, if only just a little. 
 
   "I am an accountant, Scarlett. But I wasn't always one. There's more to me than that."
 
   His palm opened, revealing what he'd been holding. A black ring, ancient-looking, with small spikes lining the inside. He set it down on the table next to me and began putting on the armor. I focused on the ring, fascinated by the jewelry that looked more like a torture device. I touched it and cut myself, a pool of blood forming on my finger. "Ouch! What on earth?"
 
   My dad looked down at the ring. "A Token of Strife," he said.
 
   "What's that?" I asked as I watched my dad transform from normal guy to something out of a comic book. I ticked off everything in this room that made no sense to me, adding it all to a list of things I would find the answers to, no matter what. I pressed a button on my e-Glass, giving Evie the alert to record and photograph whatever she could. Someone was going to tell me what the heck was going on.
 
   "It means an old argument is to be settled, one way or another," he said as he finished putting on his armor. He picked up the ring again and looked at it, his eyes distant and sad. Then he slipped it onto his finger and grimaced in pain as the spikes bit into his flesh. A small trickle of blood ran down his hand. 
 
   I watched in shock. "Why did you do that?"
 
   He looked up, surprised, as if he'd forgotten I was there. "Sometimes pain can serve as a reminder to finish what we start."
 
   Thanks, Dad, that explains everything.
 
   He hooked the last piece of his armor, his helmet, to his side. "I'll explain more later, but right now, I need your help."
 
   He walked to the very end of the room where one more case stood, this time with two handprints on it. He put his hand in one, then looked at me. "Place your hand on it," he said.
 
   I did as instructed and once again everything began to glow, spreading over the design until all the crevices and carvings filled with light. The locks shifted and moved with the sound of old metal being woken up.
 
   I pulled my hand away and stared at it. "This was made for me?" 
 
   "No, for your mother," he said. "But you're close enough genetically for it to work."
 
   The case opened, revealing a solid piece of… glass? I ran a hand over it, marveling at the beauty, even in black and white. This wasn't glass; it felt like crystal. A huge rectangular crystal box, taller than my dad, and several feet deep. It was carved with more intricate designs, and I could almost make out something within the crystal. "What's in there?"
 
   "A weapon," my dad said. "One we must protect at all costs." From under one of the tables he pulled out a furniture dolly and placed it at the base of the case, then switched a lever that lowered the crystal box out and onto the dolly. 
 
   "Neat trick," I said, and I realized my parents must have built all of this themselves. 
 
    "We need to get this to the truck." He put his helmet on top of the weapon. 
 
   I thought about the entrance to our bunker, how we'd have to push this huge mass of crystal up to the surface. "Seriously? No way we're strong enough."
 
   "You're stronger than you think," he said. "And your mom will be here to help."
 
   My mom? The petite schoolteacher? 
 
   But I didn't argue. Instead, I pushed and he pulled until we stood under the open door. "Climb out and wait for your mother." 
 
   When I reached the top, she was already there. "Mom, I think Dad's lost it. He wants us to move this giant crystal box out of here, but it must weigh a ton."
 
   My dad had already pushed it the rest of the way so that the top reached the opening. "Ready, ladies?" He called from below.
 
   "Ready," my mom said, gripping it on the right side. "Get the other side, Scarlett. There's a carved handle."
 
   "Mom, there's no way we can lift this. It's solid crystal." I felt like I'd stepped into the Twilight Zone and somehow my parents had been replaced by lookalikes from another planet. Maybe this was all a dream and I'd wake up and things would be back to normal.
 
   My mom sighed. "Please just do as you're asked without arguing. Please."
 
   I moved to the other side and found the groove in the crystal where my hand fit. She'd see soon enough this was all a waste of time.
 
   "On three," my dad said from below. "One, two, three!"
 
   I pulled with everything in me. 
 
   And, by the Orders, the thing actually started moving. It startled me so much that my hand slipped, and I dropped my end.
 
   My dad grunted and my mom centered herself to grab both sides, her body draped over the top of the weapon as her muscles flexed and she pulled the box out by herself.
 
   I scrambled to help, belatedly, and assisted in getting the tail end safely on the ground as my dad climbed the stairs with the dolly.
 
   I stared at my mom. Shocked. Amazed. Speechless. 
 
   She didn't even look at me, just helped my dad get it on the dolly again. Like all of this was totally normal. She looked at my dad with a serious expression. "Are you sure?"
 
   He nodded. "They will come."
 
   She held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded as well. "Okay, then. Let's hurry."
 
   I helped them push it to the truck, though they clearly didn't need me. Because apparently I'd been born to superheroes. Or mutants. Or…
 
   Oh my God. Did my parents have para-powers? I'd seen the coverage in the news like the rest of the world, but living in rural Montana we didn't see much in the way of Zeniths. I heard a rumor once that a guy in town was arrested for making his beer cans dance in the street, but no one ever corroborated it. Likely someone was just on drugs and seeing things.
 
   But how else could I explain what they could do? 
 
   And then I felt a tiny twinge of jealousy. If I had a para-power, maybe it would have helped with my eyesight. Maybe it would have made my dreams easier to accomplish.
 
   As we got to the truck, my mom looked at me, a frown on her face. "I'm sorry, honey. You weren't supposed to find out this way."
 
   What have I actually found out? I wondered. "Was I ever supposed to find out?"
 
   She bit her lip. "I have to go back to the bunker for my armor. Let's get this in the truck quickly."
 
   I threw open the back of our truck, which resembled a small moving van. My parents bought it for the same reason we had the bunker, “in case.” In case the world ends and we needed a big truck for some reason. In case tragedy struck. Always in case.
 
   I thought they were nuts—normal in most respects, boring even—just a little extreme about this particular issue. But I chalked it up to history. They remembered the Attack on Diamond Head just over ten years ago. They'd seen the devastation wrought by the Nephilim War a few years after that, in which the Nephilim had been destroyed completely—in which their dangerous, blood-sucking race had been eradicated for good. I remembered too, of course, but I was a kid, sheltered from the enormity of it by my parents. But they had this bunker before those things happened. 
 
   And now… Now I knew they had other reasons for their extreme cautions and preparations. My parents made short work of getting the weapon into the truck while I watched and wondered.
 
   "Who are we protecting this from?" I asked.
 
   My dad looked down at his horrible ring, the Token of Strife. "An old friend."
 
   I was about to ask more when the crack of thunder filled the sky. All three of us looked up. The clouds caught the rays of the setting sun, bursting with the colors of the retreating day. But then they changed, shifting, spinning like a whirlpool in the air, forming a funnel.
 
   "They're here," my dad said, his voice too calm, too quiet. Too controlled. Because I could sense that whoever 'they' were, it was bad. Really bad. And my heart skipped a beat, shifting and bumping erratically in my chest. 
 
   But I couldn't pull my eyes away from the sky as the center of the whirlpool lit up and a beam of golden light blasted down into the field beside our house. 
 
   Even without Evie whispering the colors in my ear, I would have known. The golden light of it burned into my soul. 
 
   And then a figure emerged from the light clad in shining golden armor, holding a sword in the sky like an avenging hero.
 
   No, not a hero. As the golden wings unfurled, as the light brightened and radiated around the figure, I saw the truth.
 
   Not a hero.
 
   A Nephilim.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Checkmate
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Nephilim emerged from the beam of light, and others followed. They wore similar armor but they didn't have wings or a sword. Instead they walked toward us with long silver guns in their hands, guns that weren't made by humans, guns I had never seen before. I stood in shock. Nephilim didn't exist anymore. They'd been exterminated during the war. And this one, I'd never seen anything like it, not even in news clips and videos. The wings were bigger, brighter, more glorious than anything I'd ever seen or imagined. 
 
   My dad moved to stand in front of me and my mother. "Go. Now! I'll hold them off."
 
   My mother looked at my dad, her face filled with such sorrow it choked my heart. It was the look of someone saying goodbye. 
 
   Forever.
 
   I turned back to my dad. "If you're staying, I'm staying."
 
   The Nephilim and soldiers were still a distance away, trudging through the overgrown grass that surrounded our house. But they would be here soon enough.
 
   My dad gripped my shoulders as he faced me. His torture ring dug into my skin. "We can't win this, my little Star."
 
   I wanted to argue, but with a tear trying to escape his dark eyes, I couldn't. 
 
   "It's too late for that," he continued. "Get the weapon to safety. Don't let this be for nothing."
 
   He made eye contact with my mother one more time, then reached for her hand. She ran into his arms with a sharp cry. He kissed her once, whispered something in her ear, and then turned away. "Go!"
 
   He moved quickly, inhumanly fast, as his armor began to glow blue, the carvings lighting up. He dashed around the soldiers, avoiding their gunfire that came out like streams of flame, cutting them down one by one with his sword. The Nephilim hovered over our field, as if holding the portal open. 
 
   I'd never seen anything like this. Not even on Diamond Head. Not even with Zeniths. My dad was something more. Something magnificent.
 
   "Scarlett, get in and close the door!" My mother had already gotten into the front seat of the truck. I moved as if ice ran in my veins, but I did move, slowly crawling into the back of the truck, next to the weapon.
 
   "Don't let this be for nothing," he'd said. My stomach clenched. By 'this' he'd meant his death.
 
   I watched as he continued to fight soldier after soldier. As he killed each one, a  new one would pour from the portal. Hope planted itself in my heart. My dad could win this. He could. 
 
   Finally, he faced the Nephilim, who moved away from the bright (golden—thanks Evie, I get it, everything's golden) light. The portal shimmered and faded the closer the Nephilim came to my father.
 
   "Let us end this," my father said, holding his sword forward.
 
   I thought my father moved fast. But the Nephilim turned into a blur, moving at speeds the human eye couldn't even hold on to. Before my dad could even move, the Nephilim slammed a giant fist into the side of his face, knocking off his helmet.
 
   I felt the blow in my own body, or at least that's what it seemed like. My dad flew backward, toward me, smashing into the ground below me. Half his face torn to shreds, broken, blood pouring out of flesh and bone.
 
   I swallowed my own bile, tears sliding down my cheeks. The truck lurched forward, and I gripped the crystal box to keep from falling out. 
 
   My mom was leaving. 
 
   Without my dad.
 
   I looked down at him again and saw his chest rise and fall, slowly, painfully, but he was definitely still alive.
 
   "Scarlett, close the door!" My mother sounded desperate with tears in her voice.
 
   But I couldn't be the good girl right now, doing what I was told, following the commands of others. I couldn't blindly obey. Not when my father was dying and needed my help.
 
   It seemed hopeless, that much was true. A memory, unbidden, came to me. Of playing chess with my dad. His dark hair falling in his eyes as he moved the chess pieces around the board. I'd lost everything but my king. He still had an army. "I give up," I'd told him. "You win."
 
   My dad smiled. "It's not over. If you persist, you can still tie the game. If you're left with no moves, then it's a stalemate. One can triumph over many, as long as she's too stubborn to lose." His grin was infectious, and I smiled back at him.
 
   And I didn't give up. I used my one last piece on the board to tie the game.
 
   Because I didn't give up.
 
   As the truck moved again, I knew I had to make a choice. 
 
   Leave with my mother.
 
   Or stay and help my dad.
 
   I jumped off the truck. Maybe I couldn't win against the angel of death, but I could at least tie the game. One piece could still stop this.
 
   I ran to my father and fell to my knees over his body just as the Nephilim arrived in a flurry of movement and rushing air. 
 
   The Nephilim raised a glowing sword and let it fall over my father's throat. 
 
   One cut and he would die.
 
   I played the only move I had left to play.
 
   I held out my hands.
 
   And grabbed the blade in midair.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Grey Blood
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Pain.
 
   Agonizing pain.
 
   My attention flickered for a moment as I waited for the sword to slice through my body like warm butter.
 
   But the Nephilim froze, as if in shock.
 
   I held the blade as it cut through flesh, hitting bone. As blood covered me. As pain tore a new hole in me. I held the blade. This monster would not take my father from me.
 
   I knew I couldn't last long, that I had to do something before my hands gave way to the bitterly sharp steel.
 
   Everything happened in a breath. 
 
   I let go with one hand and tried to grab my father's sword, but the Nephilim lifted a powerful, armored leg and kicked me in the gut. All the air in my body rushed out in one near-fatal whoosh. My lungs cracked, and I flew into the night like a broken doll, limp and useless. 
 
   My body crashed to the hard dirt ground, and I tumbled across the field. I struggled to catch my breath, to regain my vision, to stay alive. Through a haze I saw the Nephilim ten meters away, soaring toward me with wings ablaze, sword smeared with my blood.
 
   I couldn't move, couldn't think.
 
   I had no pieces left to play.
 
   I choked on my own blood as I prepared for death, knowing I'd failed my father. 
 
   But before the Nephilim could reach me, our truck crashed into it. The sound of metal crunching filled my head.
 
   My vision blurred again, reality fading in and out. My mother. She'd come back. She could have left, could have saved herself, protected the weapon, but she came back.
 
   I wanted to scream at her to leave, that dad was right, we couldn't win this one. It was too late. But she exited the truck, her small body coiled and ready to strike. She looked at me, her eyes moist. "Run. Scarlett, you have to find a way to run. I'll distract them. I love you."
 
   I tried to sit up, to stop her, to tell her we would leave together, but a wave of dizziness and pain sent my mind tumbling into the past.
 
   Another time. Another place. A hot pipe falling toward me. I was little, just a girl. My mother pushed me out of the way and the pipe hit her instead. She carried the scar to this day. She called it the scar of a mother's love.
 
   And now my mother would sacrifice her life to save me.
 
   Just as my father had.
 
   My mother ran toward the Nephilim. I waited in horror to see her cut down by that bloody sword, her petite frame impaled upon it.
 
   But something changed. She changed. Her body began to… bend, break, shift. As tears of blood ran down my face, I watched her, the woman who'd raised me my whole life, turn from a woman into something else. Fur formed on her once smooth skin, dark and thick. Her hands elongated into deadly claws. She shifted into a Lycan, something I'd thought only those under the authority of the Catholic Church and the Inquisition could do.
 
   I had no time for shock. Disbelief. Questions. All of that would come later. For now I knew that she would lose the fight if I didn't help. As a Lycan—a werewolf—she had strength. Power. Speed. She fought the Nephilim, and I fought my pain and dizziness, willing myself to stand, to search around me for a weapon.
 
   My eyes fell on a dead solider clutching his otherworldly gun. I stood, legs shaky, everything on my body hurting so much the pain almost took on a new form, as if I had become one ball of pain and nothing more. I embraced it, let it fuel me as I took a step, then two, faster, until I was stumble-running toward the gun. 
 
   I grabbed it with my torn and shredded hands. It slipped from them, the blood giving me no grip. Using my shirt, I wiped my hands, flinching as tissue pushed out of the cuts in my flesh, as my bones poked out. I picked up the gun again, trying to determine if it had a safety. When I discovered nothing, I aimed the muzzle at the Nephilim, ready to fire. I pulled the trigger.
 
   Nothing. I flipped my e-Glass over my eye. "Evie, can you identify this gun?"
 
   She scanned it, and the image of a red X appeared. "I'm sorry, Scarlett, but nothing like this exists."
 
   Well, obviously that wasn't true, since I was holding the thing in my hands.
 
   The Nephilim roared with a sound that shook the heavens and grabbed my mother, smashing her wolf head against the truck. A loud crack rang through the air and her body fell limply to the ground as she turned back into her human form.
 
   She didn't move.
 
   There was no rise and fall of her chest.
 
   I shook the gun, my rage consuming me as I willed it to work. I aimed and fired again. It spit out fire and something else, a bullet that blazed into the Nephilim, knocking it to the ground.
 
   The creature looked into the sky and a new whirlpool formed, bringing down new soldiers. 
 
   Would this never end? "Evie, search all databases for Nephilim weaknesses."
 
   "As you wish," she said. 
 
   I knew Nephilim were born of human and Angel blood, though no Angel had been seen on earth in many hundreds of years. Since biblical times, really. They were almost myth. If not for the Nephilim, and the Angel technology we'd acquired through them, I'm not sure anyone would still believe in Angels.
 
   A stream of information flickered in my e-Glass, none of it helpful to me in that moment.
 
   Gun in broken hands, I limped to the truck, knowing I had only one chance of living through this night and killing these monsters. 
 
   My mom's body lay on the ground, so still, so pale. I couldn't look at her, couldn't process the loss of her just yet. I had to act. Had to keep my head. 
 
   Because I'd been wrong. I wasn't out of moves. Wasn't out of pieces to play. I had one last move, and I had to use it now.
 
   The crystalized weapon was still in the truck. I ran my hand over it, trying to find some way of opening it, using it. I found nothing. 
 
   The soldiers moved closer to me. They would be here in moments, and I would be dead. 
 
   Out of all ideas, I held my gun up and aimed it at the crystal case. 
 
   I fired once. 
 
   The crystal cracked, one small line that ran its blemish through the beautiful carvings. 
 
   I waited.
 
   Nothing else happened.
 
   The soldiers reached me. They aimed their guns and fired before I could even turn around.
 
   I thought I couldn't feel more pain. That I'd maxed out the human capacity to endure.
 
   I was wrong.
 
   The bullet of fire entered my body and moved through me, leaving a trail of burning agony in its wake.
 
   I slumped over the crystal box, my blood seeping out of me, staining the opaque quartz.
 
   Red. Scarlet. Evie whispered the color of my own name into my ear as I slowly died.
 
   My last vision was of scarlet blood—still just grey to me—spreading into the cracks, into the intricate carvings that decorated the encasement. It almost seemed to glow, and I smiled and closed my eyes as the crystal shattered and darkness took me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Token of Strife
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I should be dead. 
 
   That was my first thought as consciousness forced itself onto me. 
 
   I knew I wasn't dead because of the smell. I smelled like blood and sweat and fear. Surely the afterlife didn't smell so very human.
 
   I peeled my eyes open and was relieved to find that my head didn't explode in pain. Relieved and confused. I looked at my hands. Though not completely healed, I could no longer see bone. My body was healing itself at an alarming rate, unusual even for me, and I'd always healed fast.
 
   I felt for the hole in my chest and found only the remnants of a wound, still open, still bleeding, but not piercing through my body. On top of my chest I found the bullet that had once been inside me. Somehow it had been pushed out. I brushed it off of me as fuzzy memories danced in my mind.
 
   Of my blood filling the crevices of the crystal. 
 
   Of it cracking.
 
   Of… something else. Something inside.
 
   My blood! I looked at my shirt and gasped. My blood. My red blood. Scarlet blood. I was covered in it. Covered in red. 
 
   "Evie, you there?" 
 
   Nothing. While I had survived, my e-Glass hadn't.
 
   But I didn't need her voice to tell me the colors. I could see them.
 
   I could see in color.
 
   The white interior of the truck. The clear brilliance of the now broken and empty crystal box. The lines of crimson that had filled the design. My blue sneakers with dark red blood drying on them.
 
   The pale cream color of my skin.
 
   It was dizzying, the nuances of color all around me. Everything smelled stronger, sharper, more. 
 
   I shook my head and stood, grateful I had balance and could walk. I needed time to catch up to whatever my body was doing, but not now. Blinking, adjusting to so many new spectrums of sensory overload, I grabbed the gun lying next to me and then paused to examine the crystal box that now stood open. A crack ran through it, an empty hollow where the weapon had once been.
 
   Mist rose from within and smelled like something wet that had burned.
 
   I crawled out of the truck, gun in hand, and pressed my e-Glass again. Still nothing. I took it off my ear, slipped the memory chip out of it, and left the e-Glass in the truck. It was beyond repair, but I could possibly retrieve something from the chip later, so I stuck it in my shoe. Whatever happened tonight, I wanted to keep this with me. It was my only evidence. My only clue. And I felt like it would be something others might seek.
 
   Another memory slid back into my mind, unclear and full of shadows. A man in black leaning over me. And… someone fighting. 
 
   Around the truck lay all the soldiers who had attacked me. Dead.
 
   I didn't do this. Someone had been here.
 
   I didn't know how long I'd been out, but the sun had fully set and to my right a tree blazed with fire. I remembered planting that tree with my father. He told me we'd have our whole lives to watch it grow.
 
   But his life had been cut short. 
 
   Grief gripped my heart, and I didn't see the soldier still alive until it was too late. He grabbed me, knocking the gun out of my hand and threw me to the ground next to the bodies of my parents. Someone had moved them. Someone had laid them together. I stared at their lifeless forms, but it didn't seem real. None of it could possibly be real. They looked fake, like Halloween props gruesomely arranged for the most fright.
 
   But I knew. In my heart I knew this was not a dream. This was not fake. I gripped my father's hand, a sob breaking free from my throat. His ring, the Token of Strife, dug into my still wounded flesh. I pulled it off his finger and clutched it to my chest.
 
   The soldier held a gun to me while he spoke to someone through an e-Glass in a language I didn't understand. I knew I would die and, despite what my father taught me, I couldn't see another move in this horrible, bloody game.
 
   I just wanted to lay there with them. Die with them. The grief was too much, the pain of their loss too big to feel fully. My heart hurt more than any injury I'd ever sustained. 
 
   So I lay there, and I waited for the soldier to kill me.
 
   But as I looked at my mother, I remembered her sacrifice. How she had wanted me to live. She'd given her life so I would live.
 
   And I remembered stories my father used to tell me about Zeniths. As a little girl, I didn't dress in princess costumes and play with dolls, I dressed as Zeniths and saved worlds. My father often talked to me about how they could be dangerous, those with para-powers, but perhaps, he'd said, they could also be important. 
 
   He'd never told me he was a Zenith himself. He and my mother. Why hadn't he told me?
 
   Did it really matter though? They were both heroes who had died for me, and I would not let their sacrifice be in vain. 
 
   With a renewed will to live, I raised my head, sat up, and faced the soldier who was poised to kill me.
 
   I had no plan.
 
   No knight to save me.
 
   He held his gun to my head and prepared to squeeze the trigger. 
 
   I leapt up and grabbed him, pushing his gun away as I held onto his arms. 
 
   A wave of heat pulsed through me. My head swam with double images. Power swelled in me like a hungry fire. The soldier froze, staring at me. 
 
   And then I was in his mind, seeing myself through his eyes. This bruised, bloody, beaten girl with torn clothes and dead parents. I felt his loathing for not just me, but all of humanity, in our weakness and lowliness. 
 
   And I saw him again, in my eyes. It was as if I existed within us both, seeing us each through the eyes and heart of the other. Soldiers I hadn't noticed approached from behind him, likely to see what was going on with the captive. 
 
   Everything in my mind jumbled together in that moment. Him, me, them, all of it. In fear, in a last ditch effort to save myself, I raised the gun—his gun—and fired at the soldiers moving toward us.
 
   When the last of them dropped to the ground, dead, I raised the gun at myself—himself—and fired.
 
   I felt the solider die as I fell back into my own body, hitting the ground with a thud, hands shaking, reality still fragmented by whatever I'd just done.
 
   The solider before me moved, lifted his head, blood pouring from his skull. He reached for his gun, but a sword impaled him before he could grab it.
 
   I looked up and into the eyes of the last person I expected to see tonight. "Jax?"
 
   Jax fell to his knees in front of me, the sword he just used still clutched in his right hand, his jaw hard, face determined. He didn't look shocked. He should look shocked.
 
   "Are you okay, Scarlett?" 
 
   I didn't know how to answer that. No. I'd never be okay again. But I was alive. I wasn't going to die from my injuries. That was probably what he wanted to know. I gave a brief nod. 
 
   He glanced at my parents' bodies, but kept his face emotionless. "Do you know where the weapon is?"
 
   "You know about that?" I asked.
 
   "Yes, I know about everything. There's no time to explain, we have to get out of here, but first we've got to secure the weapon."
 
   "It's not there," I told him. "It's gone."
 
   "Show me," he said.
 
   He helped me stand, and I led him to the truck, where the crystal remains were still swimming in pools of my blood. 
 
   "We have to go," he said after a quick examination. "Now."
 
   "I can't leave them." I pulled him back toward my house. "We have to get my parents."
 
   His eyes weren't unkind, but they held no room for sentiment either. "We don't have time. You're in danger, and if we don't leave now, they will come back, and we'll both be dead."
 
   As if cued by his words, lights once again appeared in the sky. And I knew I couldn't be responsible for another death. For another life. 
 
   We ran toward my father's Cessna, and I tried not to spare a glance at my parents' fallen forms, but I couldn't stop myself.
 
   As Jax prepped the plane, I looked at them one last time, lying together on the cold earth, their hearts forever stopped.
 
   I'd never seen them in color while they were alive. They'd always been shades of grey to me. Now, in their death, I saw the rich oak of my father's hair. The golden beauty of my mother's long braid. I just wished I could see their eyes. Just one last time, I wished I could look them in the eyes and tell them how much I loved them.
 
   Jax nudged me toward the plane, and I clutched the Token of Strife in my hand, relishing the pain it caused. 
 
   Their death would not be in vain.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Midnight Throne
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The inside of the Cessna smelled like my dad. His cologne. A musky, minty scent that made my eyes burn with unshed tears. I ran my hand over the control panels. I knew this plane better than I knew my own bedroom. I'd spent countless hours flying in it with my dad, learning what every light and button meant.
 
   I could fly it myself, but everything inside me had gone numb, so I let Jax take the controls. I still had so many questions, so many things that didn't make sense about this night, but I only had the voice for one in that moment.
 
   "Where are we going?"
 
   He didn't take his eyes off the controls as we taxied down the short runway my dad had built. "Castle Vianney. In New York."
 
   I knew where Castle Vianney was. Everyone did, even though no one had ever been there except those chosen for Vianney Academy or the Four Orders. It was on Vianney Island, what was once Wards Island, and was kept under lock and key by strict orders of the Pope. "Why are we going there?" 
 
   Nothing made sense anymore. The world had turned inside out and had taken everything I'd loved and destroyed it.
 
   My stomach dropped as the plane left the ground and became airborne. I'd always loved this feeling. Relished it. But tonight, there was no joy, not even in flight.
 
   "Everything will be explained when we get there. I…" he finally looked at me, his eyes softening. "I'm sorry, Scarlett. I'm so sorry. I can't tell you anything more. I'm not allowed. But, I promise, you'll understand soon. Can you trust me? Just for a little while longer?"
 
   His dark eyes pleaded with me, but my heart remained unmoved. I trusted no one, I realized. Even my parents had betrayed me. Lied to me. I couldn't give him my trust, not anymore, but I could give him some time. How else would I get my questions answered? He was my only link to discovering the truth.
 
   I reached down and felt the bulge in my shoe, making sure the chip was still there. Not the only link, then. I had one other place to look for answers.
 
   I closed my eyes and the weight of the day smothered me in darkness.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   His back is to me, the tall man with broad shoulders, a black cloak billowing around him.  Woods surround us, dark, foreboding, the trees towering over us with long shadows born of the night. He walks forward, and I run to him, but the woods stretch before me, putting him forever out of reach.
 
   The air around me is thick, heavy, coating my lungs, making it hard to breathe. Dead leaves fall from the trees as I run past them, catching the moonlight on their frail brown skin. 
 
   The man before me stops. I run faster, knowing I must reach him, knowing he is important, but again the woods trick me. 
 
   I trip and look down, expecting to find a root has caught my foot.
 
   It is not a root, but a hand. A skeletal hand attached to a decaying body. I scream, stumble forward, only to land on more dead things. I realize that what I thought was ground piled in leaves is really piles of corpses, eyes forever open, staring at me with accusations unspoken but heard nonetheless. 
 
   I keep running, trying to escape the death around me. I arrive in a clearing where the corpses form a hill of dead bodies. The man in black stands at the base. On top is a throne, a giant gleaming thing made of midnight, with a blood red banner over it. 
 
   Sitting on the throne is a little girl in a white lace dress, her long blond hair parted into braids with white ribbon. She's playing with a giant glowing ball. Our eyes meet. She smiles, but something isn't right with that smile. Her teeth. Two of them protrude, too long, too sharp. She holds the white glowing ball out to me.
 
   The man, his back still turned to me, speaks, his voice filling the clearing. "Choose!"
 
   The girl's voice repeats. "Choose."
 
   Together, they chant, "Choose."
 
   I don't understand. "Who are you?" I ask, but my voice is carried on the wind and dies before it reaches him.
 
   I run to the man, grip his shoulders, turn him to me… 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I woke with a start, my head still filled with the voices of that man and that girl. The plane hit the pavement of a runway. That was what woke me. We landed.
 
   I looked out the window at my first glimpse of Castle Vianney.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Castle Vianney
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I climbed out of the Cessna—out of my father's plane, out of the last familiar piece of my life—and walked into a world that blended the past and the future into something new. The grounds, the landscape, the castle that towered over the small city of Vianney, looked like a piece of history transplanted into the modern age. 
 
   Jax saw me staring as we walked through the airstrip toward a parking garage. "The castle itself was rebuilt from the remains of a castle in France. After the Attack on Diamond Head and before the Nephilim War it was transported here piece by piece."
 
   "Why not just build something new?"
 
   "They say the building itself holds ancient magic, though I suspect what the ancient's thought of as magic is mostly Angel Technology. I don't know if that's true or not, but I wouldn't be surprised. Strange things have been known to happen in the castle."
 
   "Why am I here? Where are we going?" My clothing had stuck to me with blood and sweat and God only knew what else. My hair hung in clumps around my sore, bruised head, the normal pale blonde stained red.
 
   Despite all of that, I couldn't pull my focus from the world around me. I marveled at how it all looked in color, at how much I had missed with just Evie translating my black and white existence. 
 
   And I wished more fiercely than anything that I could share this with my parents. This new awareness. But I shoved that aside. I would pull out that pain when I was finally alone and had a moment to break down. Because once I started crying, I feared I would never stop.
 
   And there were still answers to uncover.
 
   "We're going straight to the Council. I tried to argue you needed rest first, but they want to talk to you. With the weapon missing, it's a matter of global security at this point."
 
   I glanced at Jax, this boy I'd grown up with, the boy I'd run my first lemonade stand with as a child. My first crush, my only real friend. His jaw was set in a hard line and he walked with purpose. He walked like a soldier. And he looked like a stranger.
 
   "And why am I here? You didn't answer that."
 
   He stopped and finally looked at me, and for a moment a flicker of the boy I knew flashed in his eyes. "Because this is the only place you'll be safe, Scarlett." He reached for my hand and held it. "I failed your parents. I can't fail you too. I can't lose the last person I love."
 
   Earlier today those words would have swelled my heart to bursting. Now, they fell at my feet like a dead thing. I said nothing in response and followed him through the parking structure, to a black car. I looked around and realized all the cars in this section were black, with U.F.I. plates. 
 
   "You work for the U.F.I.?" I asked, not even surprised anymore.
 
   "I'm a Teutonic Knight. A Guardian. Like my father was, once. I work for the Four Orders under the authority of the Pope. The U.F.I. just handles the paperwork."
 
   Everything, all of it, my whole life had been a lie. "Your father didn't die in a car crash, did he?"
 
   I got into the dark sedan and slammed the door shut. Jax started the engine and pulled out. "No, he didn't." His face looked haunted, and I could tell he wouldn't elaborate.
 
   So I didn't ask for more. In that moment, as calloused as it sounds, I didn't care about his father while my own father's body was left to rot on our lawn. 
 
   The sights of the town blurred past me. Storefronts and small homes with big yards, a downtown area with street vendors set up on cobblestone streets. Ever-glowing lights lined the walking paths, and a steel sculpture of a cross hovered over an intersection. Once again, that mix of old Europe and Angel technology created something surprisingly beautiful. Most shops were closed at this time of night. We'd been flying for three hours. I reached up to tap on my e-Glass, but remembered it wasn't there. 
 
   Jax caught my movement. "I'll pick you up a new one. I know you need it to help with colors."
 
   Yes. Colors. That wasn't true anymore, but I knew I couldn't tell him that, though I didn't know why. "Thanks." I would need it for other reasons, though. I'd need it to review the chip I had, and to keep tabs on the outside world. They'd of course bug whatever device they gave me, but I could override that easily enough and make it my own—and bring my Evie back. I'd spent too much time custom-coding her to lose all of that now. 
 
   We drove onto Vianney Bridge, a drawbridge, currently open. It was the only way into the castle, which was surrounded by a moat and various rivers separating it from Manhattan and Queens. We passed through the giant open gates, covered in engravings of knights. The grey stone façade of the castle gleamed in the moonlight with chips of obsidian, giving it a beautifully ominous feel. It stood in a square with four towers, one at each corner, rising high into the sky.
 
   At the end of the moat, two guards stood to either side of the castle entrance, dressed in light armor with a "V" crest on the right side of their chest and a Celtic cross on the left. Jax held out his hand and showed them his ring, something I hadn't noticed him slip on but that had the crest of Teutonic Knights, wings in red and black. They nodded and he ushered me into the castle courtyard.
 
   A gentle breeze blew the hair off my face, cooling my fevered skin as we walked down a path surrounded by trees and gardens. "This is where many students come to walk, hang out, read or study," he said. We only saw two students this late at night. Both had on black cloaks with the V crest embossed in gold and silver thread on their chests and their back. "Those are Initiates," he said. "Once they are accepted to one of the Four Orders they'll receive the uniforms for their Order during their training."
 
   "The Four Orders… Teutonic, Inquisition, Hospitaller and Templar, right?" I asked, recalling what I'd learned from the news. They used to be secret, but in our modern world it was hard to keep secret societies, so the Orders had 'come out of the closet' in a manner of speaking, and owned up to their role in the government. However, just about everything they did remained shrouded in shadows and mystery. Knowing they existed was one thing, knowing what they did under the cover of their Order was another thing all together.
 
   "Exactly," Jax said. "The Inquisition ferret out rule breakers and enforce the rules. Hospitaller is the Order for healers and medical research. Teutons, my Order, are the soldiers, the guardians and protectors of the innocent. The last and most difficult to join are the Templars." He looked at me, his eyes holding deep sadness. "Your parents were Templars."
 
   I knew this, or had suspected this, hadn't I? But hearing him confirm it shook me to my core. Templars were said to be dead, killed off hundreds of years ago, and most believed that true. But there were a few who remained over the ages, living lives in hiding until they could rebuild what they'd lost. They were the protectors and keepers of secrets, the inner circle that knew things no one else did.
 
   It was these secrets that killed my family. It was these secrets I had to unravel.
 
   Jax led me into the castle, with high ceilings and walls covered in ancient paintings and tapestries depicting great battles. Torches lit the hallways, but rather than fire, they contained a different kind of light, something that didn't make smoke and glowed blue rather than red—Angel light. Old and new. Ancient and modern. The past and the future.
 
   My body ached. I felt tired and hungry, though when I thought of food nothing sounded remotely appetizing. A deep thirst dug a hole in my gut, but I ignored it. I studied my hands, still cut, still bloody, but nowhere near as destroyed as they had been. I remembered seeing my own bone protrude through the gashes. Now, though they were deep enough to show flesh, they would heal. They were healing. 
 
   We wound through passages in the castle and stopped in front of a tapestry. Jax moved it to the side and took out a key that looked as old as the stones. He pushed it into a lock in the wall, unlocking a secret door. 
 
   I hesitated, not sure I wanted to explore the bowels of the castle in the middle of the night. Jax held out his hand to me, his eyes begging me to trust him. "I know I lied to you, Scarlett. I know you don't trust me right now, and that's okay. But please know that our relationship has never been a lie. My feelings for you, even the ones I… I haven't been able to express, they have never been a lie. I won't let anything happen to you. I swear it on my life."
 
   I took his hand. What choice did I have? I had to believe that the boy I grew up with was somewhere inside the soldier I didn't know. I had to believe that something in my life had been real. I couldn't deal with the alternative.
 
   It hurt to hold his hand, but I didn't pull away and neither did he as we wound down a spiral staircase to what felt like hell.
 
   In reality, we found ourselves in a large room with a raised platform to one end with five great stone seats forming a semi-circle above us. 
 
   In the middle seat sat an old man with a long grey beard and grey hair. He wore silver glasses and carried a carved walking stick with a crystal globe on the top. His black robes hung from sharp shoulders and had the V symbol on one side of his chest and a red cross, the Templar symbol, on the other.
 
   Jax pointed to the woman to his right. "She's the Head of Hospitaller."
 
   The woman looked to be in her early forties, Spanish, with cold, calculating dark eyes. Her A-line dark, straight hair framed her face sharply. 
 
   Next to her sat a man with a hawk nose, dark, squinty eyes, and a smile that made my skin crawl. "That's the Head of the Inquisition," Jax whispered. "Stay away from him if you can."
 
   He didn't need to tell me twice. 
 
   To the left sat the Head of the Teutons, a young-looking blonde woman who held a sword and wore armor similar to the men at the drawbridge. 
 
   "Next to her is the Second Templar. The Chancellor in the middle is actually the Head of Templar, but there must be five council members always, so his second acts as the fifth."
 
   The Chancellor turned to look at me, and the Council quieted down. To our left and right stood an unmoving line of guards, from the Teutonic Order, based on their armor. I couldn't decide if this made me feel safer, or more at risk.
 
   "We bring this gathering to order," said the Chancellor in a commanding British voice. "We have come to hear witness and testimony of Scarlett Night on the death of Marcus and Violet Night and the theft of the weapon the Nights were tasked to protect."
 
   Jax stepped forward. "I have brought her as instructed," he said in a formal tone.
 
   The Head of his order nodded. "What's become of the weapon?" she asked, sitting forward on her chair.
 
   The Inquisition Head gave her an irritated look. "It is the Chancellor's job to inquire, Gabriella. Can you not go through one meeting without speaking out of turn?"
 
   The Chancellor pounded his walking stick on the ground. "Silence." He turned to the man. "And it is also my job to correct anyone on this council who speaks out of turn, Ragathon."
 
   Ragathon bowed his head, but his eyes did not look contrite. 
 
   The Chancellor turned his eyes to me, and then they were all staring at me, each looking as if they would devour me with their questions. "Tell us everything that happened tonight."
 
   With the fewest words possible, I recounted everything I could remember of the evening, editing out details I didn't feel entirely comfortable sharing. The chip I took. Shooting at the weapon. The man I vaguely remember seeing. The way I controlled that soldier and got him to kill the others and himself. 
 
   "And what happened to the weapon?" the Chancellor asked.
 
   "I don't know. I was injured and lost consciousness, as I said. When I woke, the crystal box was empty."
 
   Ragathon's head shot up. "The weapon was removed?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Where did it go?" Gabriella asked.
 
   "I have no idea," I said truthfully.
 
   The Head of Hospitaller, who had so far been silent, spoke. "Can you describe the exact details of the casing? What it looked like when you woke up? What was around it? Where it was? Anything you can remember, no matter how small or inconsequential it may seem."
 
   I'd already said everything I was willing to, but I repeated myself. "It was in the back of my parents' truck in front of our house. The door was open. The case had been shattered, crystal pieces lying everywhere." I didn't tell them about the blood, because I couldn't have lost that much blood and survived. And my current wounds would not account for the amount of bloodshed I saw. Though they would find out if they had a team there. I thought for a moment and decided on the partial truth. "There was also blood everywhere. My blood. My parents' blood. Probably some blood from the soldiers my parents killed before dying. It was dark, so it was hard to tell."
 
   Ragathon scoffed. "It's not that hard to see blood. Even in the dark."
 
   "With all due respect," Jax said. "Scarlett is color blind. For her it would be hard to tell. She can't see any colors at all."
 
   Ragathon ignored him and turned to the Chancellor. "With all due respect, Chancellor," though with the way his voice sneered, I did not hear any respect, "this does not add up. There's no way anyone could have penetrated the… box. Nor could the Nephilim have returned. I do not think the girl is telling the full truth."
 
   Up until that point I'd been mostly numb. I'd wanted to find out what happened to my parents, and I'd hoped that answering all their questions would accomplish that. It was becoming clear that was not the case, and I'd had enough. Rage built in me, boiling up from the new holes in my heart. Before anyone could ask me another inane question, I spoke, my voice strong, firm, commanding. "I am not a 'girl', Ragathon, I am a woman with full agency and legal rights, and I do not appreciate being spoken to, or about, in this condescending manner." 
 
   I made eye contact with each of the council members. "As for the rest of you, I'm done answering your questions. I've told you everything I know. This morning, I thought I had a normal life and normal parents and then all hell broke loose. My parents are dead. I am standing here covered in their blood." At that I thought I saw the Chancellor flinch.
 
   "I've been attacked, injured, beaten, and I've lost everything that mattered. I'm hungry and tired. I need a shower and time to mourn my parents and figure out what I'm going to do next. I don't owe you anything. I don't know any of you and you don't know me. Whatever arrangement you had with my parents died with them. So unless you are taking me prisoner," the Chancellor raised his eyebrows at that and I fired back, "and let me warn you if that's the case, I will be seeking legal action against you, this school and U.F.I. for condoning the capture and imprisonment of an innocent," I stared him down, then continued, "then I insist on being taken somewhere where I can shower, eat, sleep and grieve. Alone."
 
   I could feel Jax stiffen next to me. A stunned silence filled the room and I waited, sensing that my life hung in the balance in that moment.
 
   Then the Chancellor chuckled and tugged at his beard. "The girl…excuse me, the young woman is right. We've been treating our guest badly. We have enough information to start an investigation into this matter."
 
   Ragathon interrupted. "But I have more questions—"
 
   The Chancellor held up his staff. "We are done!" He looked at the other Head, a challenge in his eyes, but Ragathon backed down. "Jax, please show Miss Night to a room and make sure she has all she needs to be comfortable."
 
   His eyes fell on me again, a knowing look in them. "Miss Night, please accept my condolences on the death of your parents. Whatever we can do to help bring their killers to justice, we will do."
 
   I didn't exhale until we left the Council Room. My body went limp, and I felt light headed and drained.
 
   Jax turned to me. "I've never seen anyone talk to them like that and live to tell the tale." He had a look of wonder in his eyes, but also fear. Of me? Of them? I didn't know and honestly didn't care much in that moment.
 
   But I did have one question that nagged me. "That man. The middle one, the Chancellor. Who is he?" I knew he was the Chancellor, but something about him tugged at my mind. The way he looked at me. The way he laughed when I stood up to him.
 
   Jax's face was a study in neutrality. "He's your grandfather."
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Breaking Grief
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "My grandfather? But… he's dead. He died before I was born." I had no grandparents left. My dad's parents died a few years apart when I was a child, though I never got to meet them because they lived overseas. My mom's mother died when she was a teenager, and her father… he died while she was pregnant with me. 
 
   "When your parents went into hiding, they cut off most of their ties with the Orders. That included your grandfather."
 
   Jax led me back up the stairs we'd come down and through the halls of the castle as we talked. "Have I ever met him?" I asked.
 
   He shook his head, running a hand through his dark hair. "No, your parents went into hiding before you were born."
 
   While Mom was pregnant with me. All she had left was her father, and she cut off their relationship to protect this weapon.
 
   I became keenly aware of my sorry physical state as students from different Orders walked by, staring at us. I must have looked like I'd survived a battlefield. I guess I had. "It's late for them to be up, isn't it?"
 
   "We have different training exercises that run throughout the day and night."
 
   A tall girl with red hair and the mark of the Teutonics on her tunic stared at me as she walked by.
 
   Jax tugged at my hand as he glared at her, dark eyes narrowed. "Mind your own business, soldier." 
 
   Her mouth snapped shut, and she hurried off as Jax increased his speed, and I rushed to catch up. 
 
   We entered a large hall with couches, chairs and tables scattered throughout and a huge hearth roaring with a fire. Above it hung a tapestry embroidered with the Teutonic Knight symbol. Only one student occupied the room: a long, lanky man reclining on a couch in one corner, a large leather book covering his face as he slept. 
 
   Jax crossed the room and slapped his boot. The man jolted awake. 
 
   "Get to bed, Saunders. You'll be useless to me tomorrow otherwise."
 
   "Yes, sir," he said and scrambled out one of the doors, not even sparing a glance in my direction, which I appreciated.
 
   "Tomorrow you'll be given a room in the Initiate's wing," Jax told me. "But for tonight, you can have my room. I'll sleep out here."
 
   He led me through the door on the East side of the hall and straight into a suite with a sitting area, a study area and a bed. I saw touches of the Jax I knew in the room—his favorite baseball glove and ball sitting on his desk, a stack of comics I recognized from home, jeans and t-shirts strewn about, familiar pieces of a life that no longer existed for me. Mixed in with this were other items I'd never seen—a sword with the Teutonic Knight symbol engraved on the pommel, a ring bearing the same mark, two sets of armor on dummies in the corner, one light and one heavy… pieces of his life I'd never known existed. 
 
   He cleared his throat and went to his closet to get a towel and some clothes. "I know these will be too big, but they're clean and will do the job until I find you something more appropriate."
 
   I accepted them, the smell and feel so familiar to me. These were the sweats he’d always worn when we’d had movie nights at his house. When we'd fall asleep with the television on, a bowl of popcorn between us, not waking until the next morning. The memory made my eyes burn with the heat of unshed tears.
 
   "Thank you," I said.
 
   He looked like he wanted to say more, his face full of unspoken thoughts. I paused, waiting, but he just nodded. "Help yourself to anything. I'll be back with some food."
 
   He turned and left me standing alone in this half strange, half familiar space of memories.
 
   I went to the bathroom and saw my reflection for the first time and trembled. It wasn't as bad as I thought. It was worse. I looked like the scene from Carrie, where she was bathed in blood. Only this blood was human, and some of it was mine. Perhaps even most of it. But a lot of it also belonged to my parents.
 
   I waited, expecting the pain to overtake me, but I'd buried it too deep for it to surface now. I pulled out the Token of Strife from my pocket, and the memory chip from my shoe, peeled off my clothing and dropped the pile in the small wastebasket by the toilet. My hands were steady. Numb. I looked around for a place to hide my two treasures, settling on the box of tissues on the toilet. 
 
   Turning to the mirror again, I stared at myself. My pale skin was covered in bruises, cuts, scrapes and gashes. But the bullet wound I'd been most worried about had healed considerably. I realized this was the first time I'd ever seen myself in color. I looked so much more different than I'd imagined. I tugged on a long strand of my silver blond hair, rubbing a bit of blood out of it. My eyes were bloodshot and tired, but the blue silver of my irises had an unearthly quality that was disconcerting. 
 
   I couldn't look anymore... not until I'd cleaned up.
 
   I turned the water to the hottest setting until steam filled the bathroom, then stepped in, bracing myself against the burn of the water. I let it soak me as rivulets of bloody water circled the drain. I washed my hair four times, until nothing but clear water ran through it. And I scrubbed my skin until it nearly peeled off my body. 
 
   As the last of my parents' blood, now just a stain of pale pink, pooled at my feet, a dam inside of me broke, and I fell to my knees in the shower and sobbed, my body shaking with grief. I couldn't stop. Couldn't quiet myself as my sobs grew louder, a keening brokenness tearing out of me. 
 
   I didn't hear the knock at the door. Didn't realize Jax had come in until he entered the shower and wrapped his arms around me as he sat under the water, fully clothed, holding me. 
 
   In that moment, I didn't think about his lies, his alter-identity. I didn't think about what our future would be or what I would do tomorrow. I just clung to my friend, to the person I'd grown up with, to the only one who knew me inside and out. I clung to him as my heart broke, and he gave me his strength even as he mourned with me. Even as his tears mingled with mine. Even as the water chilled... still we sat there, embraced in our shared grief. 
 
   I hadn't been the only one who'd lost family today. My parents had been his family too. Whatever else had happened between us, whatever else would happen later, he was my brother in this loss, and I couldn't shut him out. I needed him too much.
 
   Time passed, but I didn't feel it. Everything stood still until finally my sobs subsided, and I could breathe again. The pain didn't go away but buried itself in my heart. It created a new home in me, nursing on the anger that had begun to swell there.
 
   I looked into Jax’s eyes, my eyelids heavy, tears staining my cheeks. 
 
   "I'm so sorry, Star. I loved them too. I miss them too.” He brushed wet hair off my cheek. “I'm so sorry. I should have been there. This is all my fault."
 
   Star. He hadn't called me that since we were little. Only my parents still called me that. I waited for the grief to swell again, but I'd cried all I could cry for the night, and a ravenous hunger overcame me instead.
 
   I pulled away, covering my breasts with my hands as he turned off the now cold water. "I know you do," I said. "They loved you like their own. I know they wouldn't blame you, and you shouldn't blame yourself either. Even if you'd been there, you couldn't have stopped the Nephilim. No one could have."
 
   But I would. Someday, I would. 
 
   He averted his eyes and handed me a towel, which I wrapped around myself before standing. "I'll go get dressed."
 
   I grabbed the clothes he'd given me and the tissue box and left him in the bathroom. 
 
   I heard the shower turn back on as I dried off and dressed, then shoved the tissue box into a corner under his bed until I could figure out how to keep my few precious belongings safe. 
 
   He came out a few minutes later in just a towel, his body more muscular than I remembered, the wolf pendant he always wore dangling around his neck. I turned my head while he shrugged into his own clothes. 
 
   He handed me a brown paper bag and sat across from me on his bed. "Some food and some Life Force. You need to get your blood sugar up."
 
   "Thank you. I'm starving."
 
   He had his own bag, and we ate our food in silence. I took a bite of the turkey sandwich he'd brought and nearly spit it out. "I think this meat is bad, or something," I said, holding it out to him. 
 
   He took a bite. "Tastes fine to me," he said with his mouth full.
 
   "Mouth closed when chewing," I teased, slipping back into old me as if the day hadn't happened.
 
   He opened his mouth and stuck out his tongue, bits of half eaten food making a grotesque vision.
 
   "You are disgusting," I said. "Seriously."
 
   We both smiled, but our humor faded fast. I put the sandwich back in the bag and picked up the packet of Life Force, ripping it open and sucking out the sweet nectar that promised "life, health and the zenith force." I felt instantly better. I'd never much cared for Life Force as an energy drink before. It always made me a bit jittery. But now I pulled out a second packet and drank that down quickly, feeling the unquenchable hunger in my gut finally subside. 
 
   Around me, colors brightened, and my senses became more alert. No wonder everyone loved this stuff. 
 
   Jax finished his sandwich and his own Life Force, and then we sat back, looking at each other. 
 
   "Jax, what's going on? What were my parents a part of?"
 
   He shifted on the bed, avoiding eye contact with me. "I'm not sure I should be the one telling you this… "
 
   "Jax, please… I need to know. I have the right to know." 
 
   He nodded. "Years ago, before we were born, your parents found some kind of weapon, something that could cripple the Orders, something that could potentially lead to the destruction of the world. Some of the councilors wanted to use it on their enemies. Your parents argued against it. They won their case and, under orders, went into hiding with the device. My father was charged with guarding them. Once I was old enough, I was charged with guarding you."
 
   All these years we were sitting on something that could destroy the world? "Why did you never tell me?"
 
   "The same reason as your parents," he said, sadly. "They didn't want this life for you. They didn't want you to be a Templar."
 
   "They were my parents. Parents never tell their kids everything. But you were my best friend. We grew up together and shared all of our secrets. How could you not tell me?" 
 
   "I'm sorry," he said. "But I couldn't tell you… because I couldn't hurt you. Or them. And because I'd taken an oath." 
 
   His fists clenched together, and I could see the pain he was in. I reached for his hand, and he took mine. And I realized that if he hadn't known about any of this, I would be alone right now. I couldn't reconcile all the lies, but I was grateful he was here. That I wasn't alone in this. 
 
   "What was it? What was the weapon?"
 
   He shrugged. "Only the council knows… well, now anyways."
 
   Because my parents knew. I tried to push that thought away, but… wait. He was wrong. I shook my head. "The Nephilim—he knew."
 
   Jax dropped his voice. "I wouldn't talk about that. Not here. The people here have strong feelings about Nephilim. Most everyone believes they are extinct. If they aren't, we have an international crisis on our hands that could send us back to war."
 
   I pulled my hand away and leaned back against his headboard. "You think I'm making this up?"
 
   "I think things are changing," he said.
 
   A knock on the door interrupted us, and a woman walked in without waiting for a response. She wore the tunic of a Knight of the Hospitallers, and I recognized her as the woman on the Council who had seemed cold and calculating. Jax stood and saluted her.
 
   "I need to examine Miss Night," she said, looking at him instead of me.
 
   "Of course, Grandmaster."
 
   Um, hello, I'm in the room too.
 
   "But… " Jax added. "You should ask her yourself."
 
   I could have kissed him for that response. Seems the old Jax was still in there somewhere. 
 
   She turned to me, a small smile on her dark face that softened her features for a moment. "Pardon me, that was rude. Do you mind if I examine you? You've taken quite a beating today."
 
   I did mind but figured it was a good idea to get checked out. "Go ahead," I said. "But Jax stays."
 
   "Of course." 
 
   As Jax sat back down, she asked me to lay on the bed while she examined my hands. "Your cuts were much deeper, weren't they?"
 
   I nodded, figuring it wouldn't do any good to lie. 
 
   "I thought as much. There's some deep tissue tearing, and the bones have been damaged, but they appear to be healing remarkably well." She raised an eyebrow at me, then pulled up my shirt. Jax turned away, though he'd seen all of me already today. 
 
   The woman poked at my chest and stomach, her fingers expertly feeling around the hole that had been torn through me. "What caused this?" she asked.
 
   I hesitated, not sure what to say. "I don't remember. Something hit me, and I fell, then blacked out. When I woke, I was in pain and covered in blood, but I was already healing."
 
   She opened her mouth to say something, but Jax whispered in her ear. Her eyes widened, and she nodded. "Alright then. Overall you are looking remarkably well for a woman who nearly died a few hours ago. Get plenty of rest tonight. Stay hydrated, and let me know if anything worsens, or you develop other symptoms."
 
   With deft hands she pulled a syringe from her bag and stuck it into the vein in my arm, filling three vials. "We need to run some tests to make sure there are no other problems, but you seem healthy enough to me."
 
   She stored the vials and packed up her bag while I put my clothing into order.  
 
   She had reached the door before turning to face me, her eyes gentler than before. "I am truly sorry for your loss. I was close to your parents when we were younger. They were good people and will be missed." With that, she was gone.
 
   Her words shocked me. It hadn't occurred to me that there would be people here who knew my parents, but it made sense. There was so much I didn't know; how could I possibly sleep? I stood and grabbed Jax's jacket, slipping it on as I pulled my items out of the tissue box and shoved them in my pocket. "I need to go home," I told him. I had to get to the bunker, to see if there were more clues to what had really been going on.
 
   Jax placed his hand on my arm. "Scarlett, you can't leave right now. Not yet. It's the middle of the night. You need rest."
 
   "Just try and stop me, Jax." I didn't have a plan as I slammed the door behind me and marched out of his bedroom and into the Teutonic Hall, but I didn't anticipate guards outside the room.
 
   One on each side. They grabbed my arms. I kicked one in the knee and was about to punch the other in the face when a commanding voice called out, "Leave her!" 
 
   The Chancellor walked toward us, his long robes flowing around him and his walking stick clicking against the stone floors. The soldiers immediately let me go, scuttling away at a gesture from my grandfather.
 
   "What do you want with me?" I asked, knowing he held my fate in his hands. "Are you planning on keeping me a prisoner?"
 
   "No," he said simply. "But humor me for just a few moments before you traipse out of here barefoot in the middle of the night. I have one question for you. Answer it, and I will provide you an escort to take you wherever you wish to go." He looked down at my bruised feet. "And shoes," he said.
 
   He sat at the table near us and gestured for me to join him. Recognizing my limited resources and shortsighted plan, I sat. 
 
   "What is it you want, Scarlett?"
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest. "My parents."
 
   His eyes flinched. "Of course. I ask the wrong question." He leaned in, serious. "What will you do?"
 
   "I'll find the Nephilim." I stuck my hand into my pocket and pulled out the Token of Strife, squeezing it until the cuts on my hand opened up again. "I'll find the Nephilim who killed my parents, and I'll make the monster pay with his life."
 
   He nodded. "Then stay, and let me train you. Let me forge the sword that would avenge my daughter's death."
 
   His eyes glossed over as he spoke of my mother, and for the first time, I realized Jax and I weren't the only ones in mourning. He'd lost a child, perhaps the worst kind of loss a person could face.
 
   But our shared loss did not make me trust him any more. Could I really join these Orders? These people? Could I trust anyone here?
 
   Changing tactics, I asked something that had been nagging me since walking through these halls. "How did my parents get involved in the Orders? In protecting this 'weapon'?"
 
   "Stay, and I'll tell you," he said.
 
   More secrets. Fan-freaking-tastic.
 
   "I need to get back home. Everything I have is there. All my memories, everything I have left of my parents… "
 
   "The Inquisition is there, discerning what happened. But when they leave, I promise, you can return home."
 
   "Alone. With my father's airplane."
 
   He raised an eyebrow, but nodded. "Very well. Alone. And with his airplane. I assume you can handle the aircraft by yourself?"
 
   "Yes." I had before, even if it wasn't strictly legal.
 
   "Will you come back? Will you train with me and learn what you must become to avenge your parents?" 
 
   This mattered to him. And a thought occurred to me as we sat there, measuring the breadth of each other: he needed me. Though with this entire school, with all four Orders at his disposal, I didn't entirely understand why. But the fact remained: he needed me.
 
   And I needed him too. I could shoot a gun and maybe throw a few punches. I could hack any system on the planet, and I could fly an airplane. But I had no idea how to kill a Nephilim. I needed him and Castle Vianney, maybe just as much as they appeared to need me.
 
   "I'll come back. I can't promise beyond that, but I'll come back."
 
   "That's good enough for now," he said. 
 
   "How long until I can go?" 
 
   "A few days."
 
   Jax came out of his room and stood beside me as I thanked the Chancellor. "What do I call you?" I asked.
 
   He smiled. "You can call me Grandfather. I would like it very much if you did."
 
   I didn't know how I felt about that, but it might be good to have another living family member. To not be the last of my blood. 
 
   The Chancellor turned to Jax. "Tomorrow, take her to the city, to the bank. She needs to see what her parents left her."
 
   "Yes, sir," he said.
 
   The Chancellor—I couldn't quite bring myself to think of him as Grandfather yet—stood to leave, but hesitated. "Scarlett, do you know what you're holding?"
 
   I opened my hand to look at the black ring. "My father called it a Token of Strife."
 
   "The Tokens are an ancient practice of the Orders. The Token of Strife symbolizes a conflict. When you give a Token of Strife to another, you are challenging them to combat. But only when you put the Token on, do you agree to the challenge."
 
    "My father wore it… during the battle."
 
   "Then your parents died fighting for their beliefs. For their belief in protecting others. For their belief in this place. They died as Templars."
 
   I sucked in my breath and squeezed the ring harder. 
 
   The Chancellor put his hand over mine, his lined skin thin as paper and smooth against my own. "I know you can't trust me, but perhaps you can trust them."
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9
 
   The Inquisition
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jax and I had slept in the same bed before, but last night it felt different. Everything felt different. 
 
   I hadn't wanted him to give up his room and sleep in the hall. "We've shared a bed before," I'd reminded him. "Just stay. Besides, I don't want to be alone."
 
   I wasn't sure how true that was, but it worked. He stayed and I woke up this morning with his arm draped around me, the stubble of his cheek rubbing against my shoulder. 
 
   It was never sexual in the past and it certainly wasn't last night either. But it was comfort. Friendship. A semblance of safety in a world that suddenly seemed dangerous. 
 
   I dreamed of my parents that night, and for the briefest of moments, just as I was waking but before consciousness dealt its blow of truth, for those few moments I'd forgotten about the day before. Forgotten that my parents were dead and I was homeless in a world I didn't understand. I had them back, if just for a flicker of thought, and it felt so good. So happy.
 
   Then the memories came crashing in and reality destroyed that briefest of peace. 
 
   Now I stood at the gates of the Castle, dressed in borrowed clothes and borrowed shoes, my hair braided to one side, my treasures tucked into my pocket, ready to face New York City with Jax.
 
   He'd dressed in his Order's formal uniform, a cloak with the Teutonic symbol on it. His wolf pendant hung around his neck, as always, but now he also wore his Teutonic Knight Order ring. 
 
   "This is where you were when you said you were going to summer camp or visits to your grandparents, isn't it?" 
 
   "Yes." 
 
   I knew he hated lying, hated knowing that it would be a long time before I stopped piecing together the little, and big, discrepancies that now made up all my memories. That my life had become a puzzle, broken into too many pieces to count, that I had to put back together, only it wasn't making the right picture. It was making a new picture I didn't recognize. 
 
   We didn't take the car as I'd expected. Instead, we walked into Vianney, the town, and went down into the one subway station they had. "How can we get to Manhattan from the subway? We're on an island."
 
   He smiled, a bit of boyish charm shining through the soldier. "You'll see. It's pretty incredible." 
 
   Incredible was an understatement.
 
   We didn't have subways in Montana, but I remembered going on one before the war, when I was little and my parents took me to New York for a family vacation. This was in a class all its own.
 
   We crammed into the train with several other students and some faculty and with a rumbling and jerk, headed underground. 
 
   But we soon found ourselves not just underground, but underwater. 
 
   Jax pointed to something and I followed his finger. "They built a tube from Manhattan to the island, all underwater, and created the world's most advanced underwater subway." The walls of the train turned transparent, allowing us to see the underwater world around us. Fish swam by, ignoring the giant sea monster of humanity, but what most surprised me were the larger-than-life sculptures that lined the bottom of the lake. It was an entire scene, humans and Zeniths and some Nephilim and Lycans, a re-creation of a battle during the Nephilim War, all made of stone. 
 
   "That's amazing!"
 
   "A local artist created this to encourage coral reef growth once they got permission from U.F.I. It certainly makes the commute interesting."
 
   We arrived in Manhattan faster than I would have thought, and I followed Jax out of the subway tunnel. I noticed lines of soldiers at the entrance and exit of the tunnels, checking the IDs of all who went in, and asked Jax about it.
 
   "Only students, staff and those who live on the island as support are allowed to come, unless they are on a special guest list. Everyone who wants to ride this particular train has to be cleared first."
 
   My first thought upon stepping out of the subway was holy crap, New York had changed since I was a kid. My second thought was mostly wasted on gawking at the fashions I saw on everyone. "Is she wearing a tree?" I asked, my eyes glued to a beautiful woman covered in leaves of reds and greens, the branches contouring to her body in such an organic way she looked part tree herself. She touched something behind her ear and suddenly her hair went from brown to green!
 
   "It's the latest in fashion," Jax said. "Eden Wearables. Once scientists figured out how to grow living plants into predetermined arrangements, architects, fashion designers and artists of all kinds jumped on it. It's pricey, but it's out there."
 
   "And that hair color, I've heard of it. Instant hair dye, what's the brand? Easy-Dye." In a weird way, I kind of loved it. A lot. New York had changed. With Eden Wearables and Eden Architecture, the city now had a very “return to nature” vibe. Mixed with that were Zeniths walking around, tagged with their color coded ear pieces. Not something we saw often in Montana, though of course I'd seen more on the news. What shook me the most were all the Inquisition Officers policing the streets in full armor, their faces covered, looking part future, part medieval, and kind of scary. I knew their Order attracted the bad seeds. The sociopaths who wanted to exert control over others. Their history wasn't stellar and only after the Nephilim War were they allowed into the Orders of Knights at all. My parents spoke often of their abuse of power.
 
   Every Zenith who didn't work for U.F.I. in some capacity had to register with the Zenith Registration Directive (Z.R.D.). I'd never had to because I never had powers. But I did now. Would I still be tested? I thought I was done with testing when I turned 18, but I had no idea what they'd want to do to me at Castle V. Would they be able to tell something had happened to me? I considered letting them figure it out. Maybe then I would know why I was changing. Why I was becoming something different. 
 
   I could feel it, this shift inside me. I couldn't eat breakfast. Just like last night, the food tasted like ash in my mouth, but the Life Force was like Blue Ice to an addict. The best drug. My senses were sharper, my healing faster, my body growing stronger. I tried to hide it—to keep the truth from Jax, especially. Something had changed me last night. Something to do with the weapon, but I didn't know what, and I didn't know if I could trust the Orders yet. 
 
   As we walked down the street, I noticed the man in front of us had an earpiece marking him as a Zenith. An Inquisition Officer and his partner noticed too and stopped the man. "Random inspection," the first Officer said through his helmet. 
 
   The guy didn't argue, but didn't look happy either as they patted him down. No one around us even paused, which told me plenty about how common this was. 
 
   The second Officer checked out his ID while the first one inspected his possessions and checked his pockets. 
 
   Helmet 1 showed his partner. "Elemental. Fire." 
 
   Helmet 2 pulled something out of the poor guy's pocket. "And lookie what I found. A lighter. That's an Unauthorized Item for a Fire Elemental."
 
   "I'm on my way to register it," the guy said. "Please…"
 
   I expected him to get ticketed, maybe even taken in and booked on some charge or other.
 
   I didn't expect Helmet 1 to shove his baton into the guy's gut and activate the Taser.
 
   The brutality of it froze me in place, staring wide-eyed as the guy fell to his knees, shaking and vomiting.
 
   "Attempting to manipulate an officer," Helmet 2 said. 
 
   The guy held up one hand as he clutched his stomach with the other. "No. No, I wasn't…"
 
   Helmet 2 hit him over the shoulders, crushing him to the ground. His chin hit the asphalt and cracked into splashes of red. 
 
   No one stopped. 
 
   No one came to his aid.
 
   People just walked on by, talking on their e-Glass, checking email, ignoring the human rights violations taking place in front of them. No one cared about this Zenith, this man, being beaten in public for a minor infraction. 
 
   Memories of my last trip to this city surfaced in my mind, after the Attack on Diamond Head, after our country became militarized to 'protect' us from Zeniths. A man on the street beaten by soldiers. They wore different uniforms, you could still see their faces back then, but the scene was the same.
 
   "Why doesn't anyone stop them, dad?" I'd asked him, as I gripped his hand. 
 
   "Because they're afraid to."
 
   "Then I'll stop them." I dropped his hand, ready to rush forward, but he put his arm around my shoulder. 
 
   "No, Scarlett."
 
   "I can fight," I told him.
 
   "But you can't win."
 
   "Then you stop them, dad." I knew he could do anything.
 
   "I can't," he said, his voice sad. "I'm afraid, too."
 
   I balled my fists. "I'm not. And one day, when I'm big, I'll come back here, and I'll stop them. I'll win."
 
   My dad chuckled and squeezed my shoulder with affection. "Remember, little Star, it's easy to fight, but much harder to know when. When to fight. When to win." His voice lowered. "When to lose."
 
   "Why would I ever want to lose?"
 
   He just smiled and ruffled my hair. "One day, I'll tell you."
 
   He never did tell me. He never got the chance.
 
   But this time, I would fight. And I would win. I walked up to the soldiers. "Leave him alone!"
 
   They turned to me, batons raised. "Move along, citizen."
 
   I didn't budge. "Leave him." I thought back to last night, when I'd taken control of that one soldier. Maybe I could do it again, with them.
 
   They walked toward me, ready to strike. "Disobeying an Inquisition Officer," Helmet 1 said. 
 
   I steeled myself against potential attack as I stared at Helmet 2, willing him to obey me.
 
   As Helmet 1 prepared to strike me with his baton, Jax put himself between us. "At ease." He showed his ring. "She's under my protection."
 
   Both Helmets stepped back immediately, almost cowering before Jax. "Apologies, Sir."
 
   They turned their attentions back to the Zenith laying on the ground, still clutching his gut. 
 
   "Leave him with a warning," Jax said before I could intervene again. "I'll make sure he registers that lighter."
 
   They didn't even hesitate. "Of course, Sir," they said as they walked off, likely looking for another victim.
 
   I heard them talking as they left, awe in their voices. "A Knight," Helmet 1 said. "Yeah, a Teutonic Knight, no less," said Helmet 2. 
 
   Jax helped the Zenith stand. 
 
   "Thank you, Sir," he said to Jax.
 
   Jax grabbed the man's lighter, dropped it on the asphalt and crushed it with his foot. "Don't be an idiot," he said. "Request permission through the Z.R.D. before you carry around items on your forbidden list."
 
   "Yes, sir," he said, stumbling away, his chin leaving a trail of blood. 
 
   I looked down at the offending lighter and sighed. "All that for this?"
 
   "He's registered as Elemental Fire," Jax said, a hardness in his tone I hadn't heard before. "He could have used that lighter to kill us. Or blow up this entire street. Zeniths need to follow the law, just like everyone else."
 
   "Then why'd you help him?"
 
   He looked at me, his hazel eyes full of secrets. "I didn't do it for him," he said, then continued walking.
 
   He did that… for me?
 
   I rushed to keep up as we made our way through Times Square. In front of us, a large group gathered and a hush fell over the crowd as all the e-Boards went blank and then lit up with the same image. Live footage of what everyone had come to see—a platform surrounded by Inquisition Officers. 
 
   "What's going on?"
 
   Jax crossed his arms over his chest, his jaw set in a hard line. "They're executing The Shadow of Rome."
 
   "She's the one who led the rebellion in Italy, right? Attacked the Vatican itself. I saw it on the news. My parents…" I choked saying that but forced myself to continue, "my parents were in an uproar about it. I guess now I know why."
 
   Jax nodded. "Though the attack failed, the rebels still consider it a victory. The Inquisitors are trying to ensure they no longer see it as such."
 
   "Why do they see it as a victory? Didn't the other rebels retreat?"
 
   "When an Inquisitor was sent to hunt her down, she defeated him in single combat. She's the first person to do that since the Nephilim War. Since the Nephilim were all killed, no one has been able to stand against the Order, no one had the strength. Not until the Shadow."
 
   That part wasn't in the news. "How'd they capture her?"
 
   "The Inquisitors captured some of the rebel forces and used them as bait. When she attempted to rescue them, they surrounded her. It just happened a few days ago."
 
   I pushed through the crowd to get a better look. Jax held out his hand to stop me, but I went anyways, curious to see this woman who incited such fear in the most ruthless of Orders. 
 
   She looked so… small, sitting on her knees on the stage, her head down, red hair falling in front of her face. The Shadow of Rome looked up, making eye contact with me, and I took a step back, shocked. She looked no older than me. How did she defeat the undefeatable?
 
   An Inquisitor dressed in robes of red and gold and wearing the customary hat of his Order as a Knight climbed to the stage and stood beside her. He carried a giant hammer in one hand. A hammer no mortal could have lifted. He turned to address the crowd, his face appearing on all the e-Boards, and I recognized him. Ragathon. The Council member who didn't believe me.
 
   "Citizens," he said, his voice amplified by unseen speakers, "this is the Zenith responsible for the deaths of your friends, your families. You may have heard her called many names. But I assure you, there is only one that matters. Criminal. Criminal!"
 
   The crowd took up the cheer. "Criminal!" "Zenith scum!" "Half-breed!"
 
   Even children were encouraged in their blood lust. It disgusted me, and I turned away from the stage and studied these people who could so easily stand and watch someone die. 
 
   I noticed, however, that not everyone in the crowd had raised their voices. A few people stood quiet, still. Waiting.
 
   Behind us, a white truck moved through the crowd on a street otherwise blocked. Jax turned, worry lines marring his face. "I don't want to watch this," he said.
 
   "Then you can go."
 
   He growled at me, but stayed by my side. He knew me well enough to know I wouldn't budge once I set my mind to this.
 
   Something hummed in the air. Not an audible noise, but an energy shifting. I had to stay. I knew that much.
 
   As Ragathon finished the speech, the crowd erupted in cheers once again. I waited to see what the Council member would do. I expected a needle, not electrocution considering the setting.
 
   Instead, Ragathon raised his hammer. 
 
   I gasped. He was going to… 
 
   No!
 
   He slammed the hammer into the rebel's chest. In high-definition duplicate, on every e-Board around us, she cried out. Over and over, she screamed as he hit her again and again.
 
   She spit out blood, the red viscous fluid dribbling down her chin, marring her pretty face.
 
   "How can he do this?"
 
   "She killed an Inquisitor," said Jax. "She must be made an example of."
 
   "You have to stop this," I told him. 
 
   Jax bowed his head without saying a word, and I understood. Of course he couldn't stop this. The Inquisitor was one of the Councilors. No one could stop him now.
 
   Unless…
 
   If I could get close enough to him… if I could take control, just for a moment, maybe…
 
   I pushed further into the crowd, positioning myself closer and closer to the stage as Ragathon took evident joy in hurling his hammer at the young woman.
 
   A ringing buzzed in my ear, power pulling in me. Jax called my name but his voice sounded distant, as if he spoke through water. 
 
   I hesitated as several Inquisition Officers walked toward me. 
 
   Wha—
 
   But they walked past me, waving their hands, shouting. "No vehicles here." "This road is closed off."
 
   I turned to look back. The white truck I'd seen earlier had made it closer to the platform, and it continued on, driving slowly, not stopping. 
 
   Something was going on. 
 
   I looked around and noticed one of the guys I'd seen before, someone who hadn't been cheering along with everyone else. 
 
   He wore a heavy cloak though it wasn't cold. 
 
   He kept a hood over his head, but a ray of sun caught the copper highlights in his hair, the green specks in his eyes. He turned around and looked straight at me.
 
   And smiled.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   The Shadow of Rome
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Something flew above me and smoke filled the air, obscuring my vision of the smiling man. Someone had fired smoke guns. The man ran into the smoke and I followed, covering my nose and mouth with my shirt to avoid choking.
 
   People ran in all directions, screaming, crying, gagging as they inhaled the smoke-filled air around them. Jax tried to follow me, calling my name as I dodged through the crowd, but too many people got between us and the smoke obstructed his view of me. I didn't know why I chased the mystery man, didn't know why it was important that Jax not follow me, but I'd long believed in trusting my instincts and I did so now. Trust what's in your heart, little Star. No one else knows the right path for you but you.
 
   My dad's words rattled in my mind as gunfire broke out around me. Real guns, with bullets instead of smoke. 
 
   Near me, a woman fell to the ground, a red pool of blood spreading over her chest as her husband and child tried to drag her out of harm's way.
 
   I swallowed bile that rose in my throat and dropped to my knees, staring in horror as people died around me or were wounded by indiscriminate firing from those commissioned to protect the innocent. The Inquisition. 
 
   I knew then what I had to do.
 
   If I could get to the Head Inquisitor, Ragathon, if I could find him, I could use whatever power was growing in me to stop him. 
 
   I crawled through the smoke, trying to orient myself, and knocked against two dead bodies lying side by side. A man in black—a rebel—and an Inquisition Officer. They must have killed each other. 
 
   I grabbed the e-Glass from the rebel and slipped it on to my own ear, crouching low to avoid getting shot as I listened.
 
   The e-Glass came to life. "The Inquisitor is down," a male voice said. Was that true? Could it be that easy? 
 
   I could hear more gunshots, more screams. "Wait," the voice said, in my ear. "Oh God, he's alive. Pull back. Get the Shadow to the truck."
 
   So they planned to use the white truck to rescue The Shadow of Rome. 
 
   I searched the dead Officer, removed his helmet, took his e-Glass and put it on my other ear. The commanding voice I heard belonged to Ragathon. Who was definitely not dead.
 
   "Exit stage one. Block off the designated roads," he said.
 
   Stage one? Designated roads? This had all been a trap. The Inquisitors expected this rescue and had planned for it. All the rebels would be captured or killed.
 
   I knew I couldn't let that happen. I didn't know if the rebels were the bad guys or not, but I knew the Inquisitors weren't good guys. At least Ragathon wasn't, and his minions didn't seem any better. Looking at the carnage around me, knowing the Inquisitors planned this, allowed for this, didn't care that so many innocents would get caught up in their trap… no, they weren't good guys.
 
   I needed to get to a computer. 
 
   With both the rebels and Inquisitors chattering in my ears, I scanned the area, walking low through dead bodies and destroyed property around the buildings. Nothing. Everyone was evacuating.
 
   But wait… through the crowd, parked by the central e-Board, a giant white tank-like van with a stylized all-seeing eye painted in black. An Inquisition vehicle. A Bruiser.  They'd have a computer in there.
 
   I scrambled across Times Square just as an Inquisition Officer approached the van. He was about to get in. If I wanted to help save the Shadow of Rome, I had to act now.
 
   I launched myself at the officer, knocking him into the van.
 
   "What the—?" He flipped around, his gun drawn and ready to shoot. 
 
   I grabbed his arms and pushed my mind into his. I expected it to feel like before, like it had with the officer at my house where I became him and me at the same time.
 
   But this was different. Softer. More subtle. His consciousness tickling the edges of my mind, pliable and open. 
 
   "Sleep!" I told him, my mind pushing out the command as much as my voice. 
 
   He collapsed against me, and I grabbed his e-Glass and replaced the one I got from the other Officer. I let the man fall to the ground, then used his e-Glass synch to unlock the Bruiser. 
 
   Inside, the vehicle was high-tech with controls and buttons I didn't understand yet. But there was also a computer built into the dash, with multiple screens. 
 
   I knew if I could hack into the city's surveillance system I could access all the cameras and see what was going on anywhere in New York.
 
   But that was easier said than done. The U.F.I. had the strongest firewalls in the world, designed specifically to keep out people like me.
 
   Well, maybe not people exactly like me, I thought with a grin. 
 
   It took longer than I would have liked, but I got in. I pumped my fist in the air and then furiously typed as I zoomed in on the cameras I needed. 
 
   I could see the rebels helping the Shadow into their white van. They drove off, and with a click I accessed their street. Which was already blocked off.
 
   I clicked the e-Glass I got from the dead rebel. "They were ready for you," I told whoever was listening.
 
   "Who is this?" A guy asked.
 
   "Someone trying to help. The road ahead is blocked off. You have to take a right."
 
   He swore under his breath. "Right into the Inquisition's hands, no doubt. I'm not falling for your lies."
 
   "If you don't listen to me, then you're all dead." I checked the cameras. "A squad of Officers is about to cut you off from the left. They're using thrusters."
 
   "How on earth do you know—" His voice cut off and on the camera I could see the squad position itself in front of the van. Black clad rebels stuck their heads out of the windows, guns first, and shot down the Officers before they ever had a chance to counter maneuver. 
 
   My e-Glass came to life. "Crap. She was right," said the guy.
 
   A new voice, female, spoke. "Listen, whoever this is. Where's the next squad coming from?"
 
   "Left again," I told her, checking the cameras.
 
   I could hear gunfire through the e-Glass and see it on the screen as the rebels shot down the squad as soon as it came out of the alley.
 
   "Thanks," the woman said.
 
   "Why are you helping us?" asked the first guy.
 
   Why? Was it because I was now Zenith, with some unnamed power that made me different? Or because my parents disagreed with the Inquisition? Or was it because of that woman, that wife and mother, gunned down in front of her husband and child as they pulled her lifeless body away from the carnage? Or maybe it was the voice of my father in my head telling me to trust what was in my heart. 
 
   "She can tell us later," the woman said, and a light bulb went off in my head.
 
   "You're the Shadow of Rome," I said.
 
   "Call me Trix… the grump you've been talking to is T.R. What should I call you?"
 
   I couldn't give my real name. And I didn't want to use my dad's nickname for me. So I used the first thing that came to mind. "N."
 
   "N. Alright. What's next, N?"
 
   I checked my monitors. "You have to go right. It's the only path open."
 
   "How could they have mobilized so quickly?" asked T.R.
 
   "They're doing the same thing they did in Boston when they captured me," said Trix. "They knew you'd show up. They're trying to end us once and for all."
 
   T.R. swore under his breath again.
 
   Trix spoke through the e-Glass. "Alright. N, I trust you. More like, I have to trust you." She paused, and I heard movement in the background. "We're going right." 
 
   On my screens the van turned the corner. I switched cameras to view the other streets around them and saw a Bruiser headed their way. Crap.
 
   I set my Bruiser's GPS to that intersection and pressed the button to activate the e-Driver. "Preparing to travel to East 48th street and Second Avenue," the GPS said. "Assessing traffic and road blocks. Estimated time of arrival, two minutes."
 
   The Bruiser began to move, and I spoke into the e-Glass. "Keep turning right," I told them as my fingers flew over the keyboard.
 
   "That'll take us in a circle," said T.R.
 
   "They're tracking your movements the same way I am," I told him. "The best you can do is confuse them."
 
   "Let's do it," said Trix.
 
   They turned, then turned again… making a loop around the block. The Bruiser on their heels adjusted for their change in routes and was about to come out in front of them. Before it could, I overrode the e-Driver, took control of the wheel, and crashed into the other Bruiser from the side, sending it slamming into a nearby building, and sending my head slamming against the seat, knocking me a bit senseless. I took a deep breath, a wave of intense… hunger? Or thirst? I couldn't be sure, a gnawing ache in my gut overcame me. But I had to ignore it and focus. The Bruiser's GPS blinked at me, the voice now scratchy, likely rattled from the crash. "We have sustained damage. Please pull over to the nearest—"
 
   I turned off the GPS and its annoying voice. I had enough voices in my head right now. 
 
   The rebel van drove by.
 
   "I'm assuming that was you," said Trix over the e-Glass.
 
   "Yes. Now, head for the outskirts."
 
   "They keep cutting us off," said T. R. "Time for plan B."
 
   "I agree," said Trix.
 
   "What's plan B?" I asked, massaging a flare of pain in my upper jaw. 
 
   "Wait and see," said T.R. 
 
   Smoke surrounded their van until they were obscured entirely by white. As it cleared, the van drove forward, and a new truck, a black and red Bruiser, turned right. 
 
   So they had one of their own and they were using it to get Trix away. The van was a decoy. 
 
   But…
 
   It was too obvious. 
 
   "Your plan's not going to work…" I said into my e-Glass.
 
   "What on earth you know?" argued T.R.
 
   "The Bruiser is just a distraction. Trix is still in the truck."
 
   "That…" T.R. didn't finish his sentence, because he knew I'd guessed their plan. A double decoy. 
 
   "The Inquisition is closing down all roads off Manhattan… they were ready for you." My voice rose with urgency. "Your plan failed before you even started. But… there's one way. Listen to me, and I'll get you out alive." 
 
   "You'll just lead us into a trap," T.R. said, and I wanted to smack him through the e-Glass. 
 
   Before I could respond, Inquisition vehicles surrounded the black and red decoy Bruiser. It crashed and was instantly swarmed with Officers checking to see if anyone was inside.
 
   "Bruiser down," said one of the rebels through the e-Glass.
 
   "Damn it," said T.R.
 
   "You're already trapped," I told him.
 
   "We'll do it your way," said Trix.
 
   "But—"
 
   She cut T.R. off. "But nothing. She's been right about everything, and we need to get out of here." Trix sounded tired, in pain and when she coughed I remembered the beating she had recently taken. She needed a doctor. "What's the plan, N?" she asked, after a coughing spasm left her breathless.
 
   And so I filled them in on my idea, my brain spinning fast as it weaved through the ins and outs of what I wanted them to do. I tried not to think about the lives on the line, about how this was treason and I could be executed if I was caught. Instead, I pretended this was another game from my parents to test my skills. I could do this. I had trained for this my whole life. 
 
   "We'll never have enough time," T.R. said when I finished.
 
   "I'll give you time," I said. 
 
   "Fine, let's do it," said Trix. They turned the truck around and headed toward the center of the city instead of out.
 
   I drove my damaged Bruiser back to the sleeping Officer and then pulled him into the back of the truck. I expected it to be harder to lift him, between the bulk of his body and the weight of his gear, but he turned out to be surprisingly light and it only took a few moments, hidden within the truck, to pull off his uniform and slip it on over my own borrowed clothes. I put his helmet on and could see a display of the action through the e-Video all the Officers were looped into. The Inquisition had the rebel van surrounded. They had no way out. 
 
   Disguised in the Officer's uniform, I ran toward the portable command center the Inquisition had set up. A giant Bruiser, big enough for more than a dozen people, with a cannon on top. My body ached and the blood around me, pooling under dead bodies and leaking through fabric, should have made me sick. All those lifeless victims. Instead, I felt a deep hunger despite my anger and outrage, and I felt physically weak, shaky, and so tired, but I kept pushing myself toward the command center. 
 
   I climbed into the back, faking a calm authority I did not feel in that moment. Remember, little Star, if you look like you know what you're doing, people will assume you do.
 
   My dad's voice in my head gave me the confidence I needed to pull this off. There were half a dozen other Officers in the command center, each actively engaged in surveillance. None of them stopped me.
 
   The Head Inquisitor sat in the very back at his computer, an Officer guarding him. 
 
   On my e-Video, the Inquisitor's voice spoke as Bruisers filled with Officers surrounded the rebel van. "There's no way out. Surrender now."
 
   I walked toward Ragathon, who was still speaking into his e-Glass, broadcasting his voice to the rebels and his own troops.
 
   The Officer guarding him tried to stop me, but I grabbed his arm and focused my powers, giving his mind just a nudge, enough to make him forget about me. I'm not important. I'm supposed to be here. Disregard my presence.
 
   It worked, but it cost me. I slumped against the wall as a wave of dizziness threatened to topple me over. What was happening to me? And why now? At the worst possible time. 
 
   The Officer moved to the side and ignored me. I looked at the Inquisitor. He sat without his helmet, and I could see the blood pulsing in the vein of his neck. The sweat staining the collar of his uniform. 
 
   My stomach clenched again.
 
   He looked up at me, but I knew he couldn't see my face. "What are you doing here, Officer?"
 
   I had to make contact before he had time to get away, to take me out. I didn't speak. Didn't think, just lunged for him, flipping my body over the table that stood between us until I had him pinned against me.
 
   I could hear an Officer in his e-Glass speaking. "Sir, the rebels have surrounded the truck with smoke. Should we move in, sir?"
 
   I pushed my will into him, waiting to feel that control I'd felt before.
 
   It didn't happen.
 
   Instead, Ragathon fought back, knocking me to the side.
 
   My helmet fell off and he looked down at me as recognition spread on his face. Then he smiled. "You."
 
   Oh no. This couldn't be happening. Not only had I failed the mission, but he now knew who I was. I would die for this for sure and there was no way Jax could save me. 
 
   Hunger burned in my throat, tearing at me from within.
 
   The weakness I'd felt turned to raw need. I pushed myself up and toward him, knowing I had to take him out before anyone else saw.
 
   My mouth ached, teeth burning as I crashed into him.
 
   And then, instinct took over. The pulse of his throat cast a web around me, and my newly elongated eyeteeth sunk into his flesh. Warm, coppery fluid filled my mouth, pouring down my throat, quenching the need I hadn't known I had. Satiating the craving that had slowly been weakening me and my powers. 
 
   I felt it all return. My power, my strength, my mental clarity. Everything. 
 
   And before his pulse stopped for good, before he died in my arms, I pulled away, his blood dripping from my lips. I still needed him to save the rebels.
 
   Ragathon was finally under my control. He didn't move, didn't speak, didn't even blink. I reached for the helmet and put it back on, hiding my identity once again.
 
   "Sir? Should we move in?" asked the Officer again through the e-Glass. "Alright, I'm making the call. Move—"
 
   "No," I said. But it wasn't me speaking. I spoke through Ragathon. "Stand your ground. Let's see what they do."
 
   I could hear the uncertainty in the Officer's voice. "But… Sir, yes, sir."
 
   In my e-Video, the smoke cleared, and the rebel van was still there.
 
   I smiled, and I realized it was actually my face smiling, not Ragathon, but I could still feel his mind in mine, feel his consciousness merged with my own.
 
   Or maybe I'd merged with him. I couldn't tell. It all felt the same.
 
   "Move in," I made him say.
 
   The Officers obeyed instantly, seizing control of the rebel van and searching it in moments. "Sir, they're gone! Sir, what should we do?" 
 
   Of course they were. While under the cover of smoke, they'd escaped down into the sewers. Someone clever might have been able to figure it out, but fortunately for them, I was still in control.
 
   "Nothing. Do nothing, Officer. Pull back." 
 
   On screen, the Officers were still for a moment, and I worried that they suspected something askew in headquarters. But they were well-trained puppets and they did as told by their commander, pulling back.
 
   I'd won.
 
   We'd won.
 
   I held up my gun and pointed it at the Inquisitor. I could kill him right now. It would be so easy to pull the trigger and end him.
 
   I started to squeeze the trigger, but my mind flashed with images and memories not my own.
 
   His memories.
 
   I was bending down talking to a little girl in blond braids holding a red ball. "Do you have to go to work, daddy?"
 
   I—he—nodded. "Yes, my little lily. But today, daddy is going to end the fighting. After today, things are going to be easier. Trust me."
 
   "Okay." The girl ran off, her yellow sundress billowing behind her as she bounced the ball in front of her.
 
   My hand shook. My stomach cramped. I lowered my gun. He could be useful, I told myself. He could still serve a purpose down the line. 
 
   I clutched the gun in my hand and left out the door, then out the command center. I refused to think about that little girl looking so lovingly up at her father. 
 
   In my e-Glass, Trix spoke. "We made it. Thanks, N."
 
   "Don't thank me," I said. "I'm done."


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   A Teutonic Knight
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I had just tossed the two e-Glasses aside and ditched the helmet when someone tugged at my arm. I swung around, my heart beating against my chest in loud thumps, ready to fight off whoever was touching me.
 
   "Scarlett, relax, it's just me!" Jax let go of my arm and put his hands up. "Are you okay?"
 
   I nodded, slowing my breath as I relaxed. "Yes, I'm fine. Where have you been? I've been looking everywhere for you," I lied.
 
   "Trying to find you. The whole area's been quarantined. Something happened with the Inquisitor and everyone's in a panic. The rebels escaped. We have to get out of here."
 
   "Of course."
 
   He looked me over and frowned. "Why are you wearing an Officer's uniform?"
 
   "There was gunfire everywhere. I didn't want to be mistaken for a rebel so I grabbed this from one of the dead Officers, figuring it would offer me some protection."
 
   "Good thinking. A lot of innocent people lost their lives today." Jax looked more closely at me. "You have blood on your mouth."
 
   I wiped it away quickly. "People were shot around me. Blood sprayed. It was awful." I wanted to feel disgust for what I'd done, but the blood had restored me, and had done more than that, it had given me a dark clue as to what I was becoming. 
 
   Jax held up my arm, his mouth a line of concern across his face. "You're bleeding."
 
   As the adrenaline left my body, a dull pain replaced the euphoria. I looked down at my bicep. "I must have scratched it on something. I'm fine." Or I would be soon. I could already feel it healing. 
 
   He tugged at my other hand and led me to a vacant building where we sat in a corner and waited for the fighting outside to die down so we could go back to Castle V.
 
   Exhaustion hit me—emotional rather than physical—and I rested my head against the cement wall. 
 
   Jax moved closer to me, his face a mask. "Scarlett, are you okay? You look… different."
 
   "Probably just hungry," I said. Though that wasn't true. For the first time since I woke up on the broken and empty crystal box, I didn't feel hungry or physically worn out. I felt powerful, revived, restored. 
 
   He dug into his pocket and pulled out a Life Force. "Drink this. It should help."
 
   I didn't want it, didn't need it. The blood had done more to quench my hunger than a hundred Life Force pouches could do, but I drank it to make him happy.
 
   He grazed a finger over my cheek, a half-smile on his handsome face. "You look better. You have color back in your face for the first time since… last night." 
 
   "What happened today?" I asked, changing the subject.
 
   His face hardened. "Someone screwed up. I should have been told about this. I never would have chosen today to take you to the city if I'd known."
 
   "Jax, why are you a part of the Orders? How can you support what happened today? The public executions. The beatings. The whole thing was obviously a trap to catch the rebels, which means the Inquisition knew innocent people would die today, and they didn't care."
 
   He leaned back against the wall, our shoulders pressed together, knees and thighs touching. "I didn't know, Star. I didn't know. This operation was likely kept secret by the council."
 
   "And that secret is killing innocent people. How can you trust the Orders? How can you trust anyone at Castle V?"
 
   "I can't," he said, surprising me with his answer. "I didn't join the Orders because they're perfect. I joined because I can make them better." He turned his head to look at me. "I remember how we used to turn on the television when our parents were out and watch the beatings. I remember talking with you about how wrong it was. But breaking the law isn't the way to change things. The Shadow of Rome and her rebels are just as responsible for this destruction as the Inquisition. They shouldn't be fighting, they should have joined the Orders, changed the way people think with words, and eventually, changed the law."
 
   "But they're Zeniths," I said. "They'd never rise high enough in the Orders to change things. There's still too much discrimination against those with para-powers."
 
   He looked away. "If they tried hard enough, they would." 
 
   I stood and paced in front of him, frustration growing in my body. "No. You don't get it. No matter how hard they try, how good they are, they'll always be the minority. If they want power, they have to take it."
 
   He stood, reaching for me. "You're wrong, Scarlett."
 
   I didn't agree, didn't think I was wrong about this. Not after everything I'd seen. But an Officer burst through the door before I could speak, with three more behind him.
 
   He pointed a gun at us, shouting. "Hands up!" 
 
   When he noticed Jax, he dropped his gun a fraction. "Sir Lux. We'll escort you back to Castle Vianney." He turned to the men behind him. "Grab the girl."
 
   Jax positioned himself in front of me, every muscle in his body flexed as if ready for a fight. "She's with me."
 
   The leader approached him. "I'm sorry, Sir, but all non-military citizens in the area are to be held for questioning at the command of the Head Inquisitor."
 
   His jaw clenched. "I've been with her this whole time," he said. "We have nothing to report."
 
   "Sorry, Sir, but she's non-military, and she's wearing Officer equipment. We can't let her go." They moved closer to us as one unit, and I felt real fear at what they would do if they took me. The fact that Jax lied to keep me from them spoke volumes about his own fear.
 
   "I order you to stand down," said Jax.
 
   "Inquisitor Ragathon is in command of this mission, Sir. We follow his orders."
 
   "Stay away from her," Jax said, nearly growling his words.
 
   The leader raised his gun slightly, his finger on the trigger. "Sir, move out of the way."
 
   Jax grabbed two handles off his belt and held them. They each extended into swords. "No."
 
   "Target him," the commander screamed. They raised their guns, all pointing at him.
 
   "Threatening a Knight of the Fourth…" he said, his voice still primal, "is against the law. I hereby strip all of you of your rank. You are no soldiers."
 
   The Officers hesitated, two of them looking toward their leader as if worried about what this meant. I stood in shock. A Knight of the Fourth? I had no idea he ranked that high. There were only three ranks above him in the world, and only a small handful of people who could call themselves those ranks. Jax ranked amongst the highest of any Order in the world.
 
   "Open fire," the leader commanded.
 
   I was about to lunge at them, to use my powers on them all if I had to. I couldn't let them kill the only real family I had left. The only friend I had in the world. I still loved Jax. Even if I didn't trust him, he was still a part of me and always would be. 
 
   But before I could move, before I could even access my power, Jax launched himself off the ground, flying forward and then to the side, as if being pulled my some other force. Bullets followed him, and missed. He hit a wall and pushed off before the soldiers could re-aim. I watched, mouth agape as he spun through the air, a vision of flashing sliver, his swords a tornado of carnage as he cut down all the Officers in his way. The soldiers still stood stuck in their spots as he landed on the other side of the room, their eyes blank, empty, as one by one they fell to the ground as if in slow motion.
 
   I looked up at Jax, who stood drenched in their blood, swords in the air, his face one of a warrior in battle. "I have eliminated you in the name of the Teutonic Order," he said, his voice calm, hard, deep. "I pray your souls find peace."
 
   The leader of the group raised his head, still alive, but only just. "You fool," he whispered, blood trickling out of his mouth and staining his pale lips. "The Inquisitor will see this…"
 
   Jax walked over to him calmly. And sliced his throat. "I care not what a deserter thinks."
 
   I stood, stunned, staring at this boy I'd known my whole life. Not only was he one of the highest ranking members of any Order. He was also a Zenith.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Nephilim War
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   We didn't use the underwater subway to return to Castle V. Jax acquired an Order vehicle somehow and we crossed over the bridge from Manhattan to the island. We were stopped by two armed Teutonic guards to show ID, but as soon as they recognized Jax they let us through. They didn't even raise an eyebrow at the amount of blood staining us both. 
 
   We drove in silence for a while, until I asked the question that had been on my mind since seeing him fight. "How are you a Zenith? I remember you getting tested in sixth grade, a few years before me. You passed. No para-powers."
 
   "I didn't pass, Scarlett. And I'd seen the way Zenith were—and still are—treated. I knew it was either live a life of discrimination or do something about it. So, I asked my dad to let me join the Order. He got me in."
 
   He stole a glance at me, but I kept my face neutral as I listened. 
 
   "I trained over the summers—"
 
   "Those times you said you were at camp—"
 
   He nodded. "And they gave me clearance not to wear Zenith identification. Eventually, I found out why. They wanted me to become your protector, which I have been for a few years now."
 
   "But, the day… that day, you told me you were leaving for flight academy." All the lies. All the secrets. I couldn't keep them straight in my head. Every memory seemed tainted with falsehoods. I didn't know how much of what I remembered in my life was real and how much of it was a carefully crafted illusion meant to keep me in the dark.
 
   "I'd been offered a full time position at the castle, as a trainer. There'd been no danger to you or your parents for years, so it seemed like the right decision."
 
   "How did you become a Knight of the Fourth? How could you possibly get so high with just summer training?"
 
   "As a Zenith," he said. "Five years ago, at the end of the Nephilim War, I was recruited to fight. During a mission, I killed one of them, a young girl… though I'm sure she only looked young. The Orders gave me a medal, a promotion. They placed me on a pedestal for young recruits to admire. I didn't deserve it, but that was then."
 
   I thought back to those dark times. The Nephilim War hadn't affected my life too much. We lived in such a remote part of the country that most of the drama occurred in far away places I'd never been to. But I'd seen the news, when my parents allowed it or when they weren't home. I'd seen videos on my computer. Many died in the war between the Orders and the Nephilim. I couldn't believe Jax had been involved in that. Had gone to war, seen so much carnage, and had never been allowed to talk about it, even to me. What that must have done to him.
 
   "There was a time, back then, when you seemed out of sorts. Quieter, more withdrawn. You'd been sick, quarantined by your family because of a fever. I thought you were just recovering."
 
   "I was, but not from a fever. I was injured during the war. They made me stay in hiding so you wouldn't find out."
 
   Of course. Because it was so critical that no one tell me the truth about anything. 
 
   "Now that I'm no longer your protector," he said, "I can act publicly on behalf of my Order. It's what I've needed to progress, to become a Knight of the First."
 
   "Most never make it that far." I'd only heard of a few who ever had.
 
   "I will," Jax said with such determination I actually believed he would.
 
   We made it over the bridge and drove through the small streets of Vianney until we arrived at the castle. Jax handed the keys off to one of the front gate guards and we walked back into what felt like my prison. "I need to see the Chancellor," I told him.
 
   He nodded and walked me to the Chancellor's office as his e-Glass blinked. He listened, said "Okay" and then clicked it off. "I have to go, Scarlett." He kissed my cheek and the contact had a surprising effect on my body. Suddenly I didn't want him to go. I didn't want to feel so alone in this scary new world. 
 
   "In case I don't see you tonight, sleep well. I know they'll be setting you up in your own room, but you're welcome in mine anytime. I've already set the lock to your thumbprint."
 
   As he walked away, I called to him. "Jax?"
 
   He turned. "Yes, Star?"
 
   My heart clenched again at that name. "Thank you. For defending me. I don't know what they would have done, but thank you."
 
   He stared into my soul for a long moment, our eyes locked. "Star, I would never let anything happen to you. I would defend you with my life. Now and always. Never forget that. Never forget what we are to each other, no matter what else happens."
 
   He turned and left, his footsteps loud against the stone floors. 
 
   I stood alone by the Chancellor's door, about to knock, when I heard voices raised inside. I put my ear closer to listen.
 
   "I almost had them." It sounded like the Head Inquisitor. 
 
   "But you don't have them, Ragathon," the Chancellor responded. "And now the whole city is afraid." I heard someone pace through the office. "You should never have kept this from the Council."
 
   So not even the Council knew of this plan. I'd wondered why the Chancellor, my grandfather, didn't stop us from going to the city today.
 
   "I acted under my own discretion. The rebels have spies—"
 
   "Not within the Council." The Chancellor's voice sounded loud, fed up. 
 
   "Of course, Chancellor." He almost sounded contrite. Almost.
 
   "Ragathon, you push my patience. You may go and attend to the other matter we discussed, and we shall discuss the consequences of your actions tomorrow."
 
   Footsteps. Then the door opened, and I nearly fell through it. I backed away quickly, but Ragathon noticed me, his beady eyes staring at me in contempt, a black scarf wrapped around his neck, hiding the evidence of my feeding. "Listening in on council matters is an offense punishable by flaying, girl."
 
   I straightened my spine and stared him down, relieved he didn't remember seeing my face. "Do you still use a whip, or is it a hammer these days?"
 
   He frowned. "You insolent—"
 
   "Ragathon," interrupted the Chancellor from inside. "I'm sorry, but Scarlett and I have a meeting."
 
   "So you called her here?"
 
   "Of course I did. Now, if that's all?"
 
   "That's all, Chancellor." Ragathon scowled, and I was pretty sure if he could have challenged me to a duel then and there he would have. And likely poisoned his blade for extra measure.
 
   "Good. Come along, Scarlett." The Chancellor guided me into his chambers as Ragathon walked away, probably still scowling and plotting my untimely demise. No love lost between the two of us, that was for sure.
 
   The first thing I noticed when I walked into his office was a giant sculpture of two Knights on a horse, which stood on its hind legs as if in a fight. I studied the details carved into marble. 
 
   "Godfrey de Saint-Omer and Hugues de Payens, founders of the Knights Templar," the Chancellor said.
 
   "Why are they on the same horse?"
 
   "An old Templar symbol. It reminds us of our humble beginnings, when two knights could only afford one horse."
 
   I followed him to two chairs positioned before a large, blazing fire. On a rug between us sat a fat white cat, content to slumber in front of the warmth. The entire chamber had a sense of the original castle, with paintings and banners hung on the walls, and sculptures and old leather books stored in bookcases along the walls. 
 
   The Chancellor turned in his chair to face me as he poured us each a cup of tea from a pot.  "First, let me apologize for sending you into a war zone today. As I gather you surmised, Ragathon kept his plans secret from us all."
 
   I accepted the cup of tea and blew on it. "And he's allowed to get away with that? No consequences despite mass innocent casualties and ultimate failure of his mission?"
 
   The Chancellor's blue eyes reflected golden flames from the fire as he smiled at me intimately. "You're so like your mother, you know that?"
 
   "I look like her, but take after my father."  
 
   He shook his head. "I see Marcus in you as well, of course, but your mother, she was always the fireball, ready to fight for the innocent and hold accountable anyone in power who failed to do the same."
 
   "That doesn't answer my question," I reminded him.
 
   "No, I suppose it doesn't. It's a simple question with a difficult answer. I do not have autonomous power in the Orders. I'm just one voice. The others have their own kind of power, Ragathon especially. He has the favor of the Pope right now, and that's not a small thing. I have to tread carefully to accomplish my goals. That's why I need you, Scarlett. That's why we need each other."
 
   Pieces began to fit together. Why he needed me when he ruled the Orders. He had to play politics. I didn't. I wouldn't. I could indeed be his weapon. 
 
   "What did you want to see me about?" he asked.
 
   "Has there been any news about my home?"
 
   "The Inquisition has finished their investigation."
 
   "And?"
 
   "And they found nothing but blood, Scarlett."
 
   My heart fell to my feet. "What about my parents?"
 
   "Gone, I'm afraid." He looked back at the flames, his expression raw, lost in thought. 
 
   What did the Nephilim do with my parents' bodies?  "That thing has them," I said, disgust lacing my voice. Disgust and anger.
 
   "What once were your parents, yes. But they live in our memories now, and our hearts."
 
   There had to be more at my house. Had to be. 
 
   "My parents…" I hadn't been able to talk about this before, to think about it, but… "My parents were Zeniths."
 
   "Yes… and no," said the Chancellor, looking into my eyes. "Your mother was not always so."
 
   My mother. He had her eyes. Or she had his. Eyes like mine. My mother was Lycan, but I'd heard only Inquisitors were turned into Lycans. Or was I wrong? There was so much I didn't know. Didn't understand. Too much.
 
   I had to get home. Tonight. Had to find something that could lead me to the Nephilim. And when I find that bastard, I will be ready. 
 
   "Where did it come from? The Nephilim. I thought they were extinct?"
 
   He raised his bushy white eyebrow at me. "You assume it was Nephilim you saw. How do you know?"
 
   "What else could it have been?" It admittedly looked different, but I knew what I saw.
 
   "Nephilim aren't the only beings born to the sky."
 
   His words took a moment to sink in and my jaw dropped. "Are you talking about Angels?"
 
   He didn't answer, just sipped at his tea. 
 
   "They haven't been seen on earth in ages. They don't exist anymore, if they ever did."
 
   "Oh my dear granddaughter, the world is full of mysteries humans believe no longer exist. Consider what you saw last night. Consider it carefully. There's more to what happened to my daughter, your parents, than meets the eye."
 
   I drank my tea in silence, thinking about last night, which seemed so very long ago. Could it be? Did that explain the differences I noticed. An Angel. A real Angel. What could this mean? My mind raced with possibilities, options, choices, and he seemed content to wait until I sorted my thoughts out. 
 
   "I have one condition," I finally said. "One condition to joining the Orders."
 
   The Chancellor interlaced his fingers. "Go on."
 
   "Tell me what the weapon is."
 
   He looked into the fire again, thoughtful. "What do you know of the Nephilim?"
 
   "They could fly," I said, knowing it gave them a large advantage when the war started. "Some of them had other abilities, commonly seen in Zeniths today. However, they were different from other Zeniths, because they fed on blood, and they could turn others into their kind." I remembered the propaganda… about killing the bloodsuckers, protecting your children from monsters… protecting your souls from the demons. I shuddered, knowing how this conversation would end, knowing what it would confirm once and for all.
 
   "And which one of their abilities do you think was the most dangerous?" he asked.
 
   "Turning others," I said without hesitation. It was worse, even, than flying. It gave the Nephilim huge numbers, more easily replenished than soldiers who needed years to train. 
 
    The Chancellor nodded. "It was their greatest power. Our own council considered creating a Nephilim army for the Orders, but we decided that if they ever turned against us, the cost would be too great. I wonder if we were wrong. If fewer friends would have been lost, if when the war started, we had some Nephilim on our side. Maybe the war could have been avoided altogether." He laughed, but without humor. "Of course, maybe our own Nephilim would have turned against us after all, and then we'd all be dead."
 
   I'd thought about that, after the war, after I was older and could see through the propaganda. If I'd been in command, I wasn't sure what I would have done. "But if you could find a way to control them, an army of Nephilim would be a powerful…" The truth pounded into my mind, even as it raced to discover other options. But I knew. I had known for sometime, but feeding on Ragathon confirmed it.
 
   "The weapon isn't a device," I said.
 
   The Chancellor nodded, waiting.
 
   "It's the last Nephilim."


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Girl of Silver
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "You're as sharp as your mother always reported," the Chancellor said. "You'll do well here, assuming our deal still stands?"
 
   He waited patiently for me to reply. I was still processing what this meant. What had happened to me last night? The man in my dreams, I didn't make him up. I woke up healed, different, with a thirst for blood and unexplained powers.
 
   I woke up as Nephilim. Which meant I was number one enemy to the Orders. To Jax. To my Grandfather. To everything my parents had fought and died for. 
 
   I don't know if I made my decision despite that or because of it, but it changed nothing. 
 
   "I will join the Academy," I said. "But first, I have to go home. Just for a few days. I have to get my things. Say goodbye." My voice cracked, and I cleared my throat. "Then I'll come back and begin my training. Deal?" 
 
   I held out my hand and he chuckled and reached for it. "Deal, granddaughter."
 
   I had nothing to pack, so I was ready to go that moment. I stood. "I'm ready now. Can someone take me to the plane?"
 
   "I'll have one of the soldiers give you a ride to the airstrip. The airplane's been refueled, checked and prepped for you." He looked at me more closely. "But I think you'll still go through the pre-flight yourself, won't you? You strike me as the type who insists on doing things herself to make sure they're done right."
 
   I nodded sharply, remembering the lessons my dad had taught me. How important it was to check your own aircraft before flying. How you couldn't trust it to others when it was your life in that seat. 
 
   He chuckled again and walked me out. "You'll do well here, indeed."
 
   True to his word, he called a soldier to take me to the airstrip. It wasn't a long drive, and we made it in silence, my thoughts spinning in all directions at what I was about to do with my life.
 
   I could feel my body still changing, powers growing in me, hunger growing even faster. A part of me had known, but couldn't find words to describe what I knew. 
 
   Now that I had confirmation, it scared the crap out of me. 
 
   Nephilim. 
 
   Demons.
 
   Blood suckers.
 
   Enemies of the Orders.
 
   The Destruction of Humanity.
 
   A weapon my parents died to keep under lock and key.
 
   And now I was one of them.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I stood alone in front of my father's plane, and I fought down the tears the sight pulled out of me. He should have been here with me, going over the pre-flight checklist, his calm, deep voice reminding me of safety measures I had known for years. 
 
   My hand caressed the smooth panels as I performed my surface inspection—checking the rudder, the ailerons on the wings. I confirmed that the Chancellor had indeed had both gas tanks filled, and oil levels looked good on both engines. I could do this in my sleep, but still I used the clipboard and checked off each item, as if this was just a normal night. As if I wasn't about to fly home to an empty house with the blood of my dead parents staining the grass.
 
   As I climbed into the plane I found a small gift box wrapped in silver paper sitting on the seat. It had a card with my name on it, but didn't say who it was from. Just, "To Scarlett, thought you might need this."
 
   I opened it quickly, curious despite myself, and found the e-Glass 8. This version hadn't even been released to the public yet, though there were rumors the e-Glass 7 would be out soon. This shouldn't even exist except in prototype. I turned the card over, looking for a hint as to who had left it, but I found nothing.
 
   I couldn't help being excited. I'd been living with the e-Glass 2.5 for the last few years, and it had taken all my hacking skills to keep it functional. This beauty in my hand, sleek, stylish, and more powerful than any e-Glass on the market, would be able to do things I hadn't dared dream with my old one. 
 
   I pulled out the chip I carried in my pocket and stuck it in, then slipped it onto my ear, flipped the glass over my eye and pressed the button to turn it on. 
 
   A familiar voice greeted me. "Hello, Scarlett. How are you today?"
 
   "Evie! It's been a long time since I've talked to you. What's up?"
 
   "Would you like the chemical breakdown of atmospheric pressure or a scan of the space above us for physical objects?"
 
   I laughed. "We're going to have to fix you, Evie. Make you a little laid back. But that can wait."
 
   "Fix me? I just ran a systems check and I assure you, Scarlett, I am not broken."
 
   Yup, she'd need to be fixed. But it wouldn't be hard. Especially not on an 8.0. "Okay, Evie."
 
   As silly as it was, it felt good to have her back in my life. I knew she wasn't real, that she wasn't human, per se, but she'd been a staple in my life for many years. I found solace where I could these days.
 
   "Scarlett, would you like to see the stored video archives you had me record when I was last activated?"
 
   My heart stuttered. My parents were on that video. Their last moments on earth. But I couldn't open that vault of emotion with everything else going on. I'd need time. Space. A place to face whatever feelings that video brought up. "Later, Evie. Right now we have to go home."
 
   After running through the last of the pre-flight checklist, I stuck the key in the ignition and pressed the button, then took the stick in hand—though it was really a steering wheel more than a stick, the old language held—and I taxied, accelerating until I had enough momentum to take her to the sky.
 
   The Chancellor had assured me he'd already had someone call in my flight plan, so barring any unintentional trips over major airstrips or into international airspace, I could count on a smooth, quiet flight home.
 
   The hours flew by, my mind drifting to flights with my father and Jax, moments of greatest happiness for me. My mom had never enjoyed flying much, but I could live in the sky if given a chance, and Jax and my dad felt the same way. 
 
   It bound us together, gave us something no one could ever take away from us.
 
   A thought, unbidden, came to me in a moment of stunned awareness. If I was truly becoming Nephilim, that meant I'd be able to fly. With wings. My heart beat against my chest at the thought of my wildest most unattainable dreams coming true. Maybe this curse wasn't all bad.
 
   I daydreamed about that for hours as I flew home.
 
   It was late, the sky black as pitch as I landed in my backyard. The reflective paint on the airstrip was my only guidance to not crashing into my house by mistake. In my rush to come home, I hadn't considered the perils of landing in the dark. 
 
   It wasn't my smoothest landing. My hands shook, heart racing, as the Cessna jolted to the ground, but we both survived my clumsiness and within a few moments I found myself standing outside my front door, my hands shaking again, but for entirely different reasons.
 
   I pressed my finger against the lock and the door clicked open, the living room instantly lighting up so bright it blinded me. I squinted until my eyes adjusted, then looked around.
 
   I expected things to feel… abandoned. Tragic. Like something horrible had happened here. 
 
   But everything looked so normal that it was almost worse. It was like my parents could come downstairs at any moment, asking where I'd been. With the darkness outside obscuring the signs of fighting, of death, you could almost pretend the last two days had just been a horrible nightmare.
 
   Almost.
 
   I swallowed the lump in my throat and walked through my house. Running my hand over the old blue couch in our living room as memories of movie night with my parents and Jax threatened to undo me. Straightening a family picture on our wall, my parents still very much alive, smiling down at me. Picking up the shoes my dad had left by the stairs—something my mom hated because someone would always trip. I clutched them to my chest now, the black scuffed leather of his soles still stained green by the grass. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I put them back where he'd left them, unwilling to change anything tonight. One step at a time. I'd stay the night, which had seemed like a great idea until I'd gotten here and realized just how lonely it would feel. But I had no choice. I'd stay, pack, say one last goodbye, and lock it up for good. 
 
   Or at least for a while. 
 
   On the couch, my purse from last night still rested on its side, the contents almost spilling out. I'd almost forgotten about Jax's gift to me, back when he was just Jax, not a Teutonic Knight. I pulled out the silver gift bag and removed the wings, pinning them on my shirt. I ran a thumb over the carved metal feathers and tucked the memory of those moments before the battle into a safe pocket of my mind. Those were the last moments of normalcy, of happiness, I had. 
 
   A light flickered from our wall and I walked over to the grey screen, which blinked with a green light. I activated it and watched as the image of Dr. Crayton appeared. He looked bewildered as he spoke his message to us. "I have good news for Miss Night. Against all odds, Miss Night passed the vision test. I will issue her a special exemption to get her pilot's license, should she still wish it. Congratulations."
 
   The image flicked off and I stood still, silent, at a loss for what to think. My dreams had just come true and it didn't even matter anymore. I focused my attention back on my house, on what I'd come here to do.
 
   Near our bookshelves, my dad had set up a little table where the two of us had played chess late into the night. I walked over to it slowly, knowing this would hurt the worst. We had been mid-game, our pieces spread over the board, before he died. I'd have to decide, take the set or leave it as it was? I didn't know. Couldn't imagine leaving my home, leaving everything here as if nothing had happened.
 
   From the corner of my eye something flashed and I looked up, startled out of my melancholy. I'd left the front door open for fresh air, and I could have sworn something moved past the house outside. 
 
   I poked my head out the door but didn't see anything unusual. Must have been a trick of the light. I thought about closing it, but I wanted the cool draft to clear out the stagnant feel of the house. We often left our front door open on nice nights as we watched a movie or dined on the porch. 
 
   I moved to my mother's desk where she had tools out for making her handcrafted jewelry. I rubbed the ring I wore on my middle finger, one she'd made me for my 16thth birthday. A Celtic pattern of links with a Ruby cross. The Templar symbol, I realized.  
 
   Seeing the leather straps and pliers gave me an idea. I pulled out the Token of Strife and used her supplies to make a leather necklace to hang it from, which I tied around my neck. Somehow I felt better with the ring resting against my heart. 
 
   Once again, something bright, glowing, shot past the front door, and I turned quickly and ran outside, determined to solve the mystery.
 
   I didn't have to run long. Standing outside was a little girl, pale as moonlight, transparent even, with her back to me. She turned her head, and I recognized her as the girl from my dream. She still held the glowing orb.
 
   "Who are you?" I asked. Was she some kind of new Zenith I'd never heard about? 
 
   But she didn't answer. Instead, she ran away from me and toward the woods by my house. 
 
   "Wait!" I yelled for her but she didn't turn, didn't stop, and so I followed. Knowing it was stupid to run around in the middle of the night, I still followed. Something compelled me. 
 
   We passed into the forest, the trees tall, dark and menacing—so very like my dream I had to look down to make sure I wasn't walking on the body of corpses. 
 
   I wasn't. Just plain old dirt and rock. 
 
   I kept running, twigs snapping under my feet as I ducked under low branches and followed her over fallen trees. 
 
   We soon came to two large boulders. She squeezed past them, a glow in between the space, and I sucked in my breath and did the same, with a lot more effort and less breathing. 
 
   A few scratches later I found myself in a grove, the earth under my feet white sand, glittering in the light of the moonbeams. 
 
   I'd spent my whole life in this house, on this land. I knew every hiding place, every cave, every trail, every tree.
 
   This grove had never been here before.
 
   I looked for the girl and saw her running up a hill to the center of the grove. 
 
   Toward a silver tree. It stood like a beacon of light in darkness with bare branches swaying in the windless night.
 
   And below the tree stood a man in black with dark wings stretched out behind his back.
 
   He turned to me, his face pale, eyes blue, a man ethereally beautiful, and he smiled.
 
   The man from my dreams. 
 
   The last Nephilim.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   The Last Nephilim
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "It's you." I froze in my place, my mind trying to find some cohesiveness between this experience and reality, but it came up empty. 
 
   "Yes. But do you know who I am, Scarlett Night?" His voice, deep and rich, had a trace of an old accent—Russian maybe? I couldn't tell. It burrowed into me, that voice, and left me shaking. 
 
   "I know you're dangerous." My body vibrated with his nearness, with the chill in the air, with the otherworldly feel to everything around us. 
 
   His grey blue eyes were unreadable as he studied me. "And do you fear me, Scarlett?"
 
   "No," I said, honestly. I knew I should, that he could hurt me in so many ways, but instead I was drawn to him like a moth to flame. "What happened to the girl?" I asked, looking around for the ghostly figure that had led me here.
 
   "I can conjure memories, like the girl, like this tree," he said. "And sometimes, they can do my bidding. I used the girl to lure you here, because I needed to make sure we were alone. "
 
   He took a step toward me and my body moved against my will to reach him, to be closer to him. We stood a few feet apart under the silver tree. I had to look up at him. He stood a good foot taller than me, his chest broad, body hard and full of muscle under his black jeans and shirt. Up close I could see the perfection of his face more clearly. There would never be any mistaking this man for mortal. Every inch of him screamed power, magic, danger.
 
   When he held out his hand, I looked down at it in surprise. "My name is Zorin, Andriy Zorin, Count of Nightfall, and Left Hand of the Twilight Queen. I apologize for leaving you, but I had to draw our attackers away last night."
 
   I took his hand and instead of shaking it he drew it to his lips and kissed my knuckles. "It is a pleasure to meet you," he said.
 
   His skin was cold, smooth, his hand strong and large, swallowing my own. When he let go my hand fell to my side, like a cut kite. I was at a loss for words for a moment, lost in his unfathomable gaze.
 
   But then his words registered in my mind. Our attackers. Last night. Was it really just last night that my whole world fell apart? "What happened last night?"
 
   "What do you remember?"
 
   "I…" I closed my eyes and thought back. "I remember falling, crashing into the crystal case, shot, bleeding, the pain exploding inside me. I had shot at the case. At you," I said, realizing that he'd been in the crystal, preserved there like a mummy. "I shot at you, thinking you were a weapon, thinking you could help me. But they… then they shot me and everything went dark."
 
   "You died, your life's blood pooled into the crystal and fed me, awakening me. I brought you back from the land of the dead. I gave you the power of the Nephilim."
 
   I knew that already, of course I did, but still, hearing him say it sent chills up my spine. "Why? Why did you save me?"
 
   "Perhaps because you reminded me of someone I once knew," he said, his eyes far away and sad.
 
   I choked on unshed tears. "Why didn't you save my parents?" 
 
   He reached for my hand, stroking it. "They were already gone. They had no spark of life left to reborn them. I'm sorry, Scarlett. I tried."
 
   I wanted to hate him for saving me and not them, but I couldn't. I knew the truth of his words. Had felt that truth last night. "What about the other… Nephilim? The thing that killed them?"
 
   He tilted his head, a dark strand of hair falling into his eyes. "That was no Nephilim, but an Old One. Your people call them Angels. They are our ancestors, and we their children along with humans. They are far more ancient and deadly than us. I killed the pawns of the Angel and then fought him in the sky. We injured each other gravely and I fell from the sky onto a mountain, hurt and dying. It was your blood inside me that saved me. I came to find you as soon as I awoke, healed enough to fly. What happened to me? Do you know? Why was I in that coffin?"
 
   "You don't remember? About the war? Your capture?"
 
   "I remember who I am," he said, "But not how I was captured and put to sleep."
 
   "I don't know how you were captured. I only know that I tried to free you because my parents told me you were a weapon they had to protect."
 
   Moonlight glinted off his pale skin and behind him a dark light spread around his shoulders. I gasped as I watched obsidian wings unfurl around him, seemingly made of the night and moonbeams. "Thank you, Scarlett. For saving me as I saved you. We should leave at once and report all of this to the Twilight Queen."
 
   I pulled my gaze away from his wings, a longing growing inside of me at the sight, and realized what he had just said. "You don't know?"
 
   He cocked his head. "Know what?
 
   "Zorin, you are the last of your kind… though I guess, that's not technically true since I'm now Nephilim," I said, the words still so strange to speak out loud. "There is no Twilight Queen, no court, no Nephilim. They are all dead."
 
   He stepped back, his face frozen in shock. "I don't understand. What do you mean, dead? What happened to her? To them?"
 
   "You must have already been captured when it happened. The Twilight Queen was overthrown by a Nephilim called Nyx and his apprentice, Erebus… Nyx waged a war against mankind, but he lost, and all the Nephilim were wiped out. Except you."
 
   We stood staring at each other a moment and I felt compelled to finish this awful tale. "The Orders wiped out the Nephilim, but they kept you alive. In case they ever wished to make an army of Nephilim… that's why you were considered a weapon."
 
   "So… they are all gone?"
 
   This time I reached for his hand, conscious of how heartbroken I would be if I'd woken from imprisonment to find that all of my kind had been destroyed. It was genocide, or nearly.
 
   He squeezed my hand gently. "We must find safety. We must hide before the Church seeks us out to recapture or kill us."
 
   I eased my hand out of his and straightened my back. "I can't go with you, Zorin." I was surprised part of me wanted to, and surprised equally that part of me wanted to return to Castle V. 
 
   "You're in danger, Scarlett. Not only because of what you are, but because of me. Because of what I know and what those in power will assume you know. They will use you to get to me."
 
   "What do you know?"
 
   The forest around lacked the normal sounds of the night, and the quiet was… disquieting. I could only hear our breaths on the cool air as I waited for him to tell me his secrets. 
 
   I could see the struggle on his face, whether or not to tell me. 
 
   "Zorin, you said yourself they will assume I know whether you tell me or not. You aren't protecting me by keeping me in the dark." A logical flaw that nearly every stupid movie and superhero trope seemed to rely on in situations such as these, which bugged me to no end. How is someone ever safer not knowing what is coming for them or why? Who has that ever saved? Not my parents. Not me last night. And not me now, that's who.
 
   He nodded in consent and pulled me toward a large boulder under the silver tree. We both sat, our bodies pressed against each other, his wings of light and softness brushing against my back as they moved to the wind around us.
 
   "Many years ago," he began, his voice deep and his accent more pronounced, "I uncovered an artifact, a device of great power. I suspect that is the reason I was kept alive, the real reason, and not to make more Nephilim, though undoubtedly some might have wanted me for that, too. They must have been looking for some way to extract the information from me."
 
   "What was the artifact?" I asked, when he didn't continue on his own.
 
   "It was one of the seven seals, designed to bring mankind to its knees."
 
   "The seven seals are real? Not just myth and folklore?"
 
   "They are real. Very real," he said gravely.
 
   "Where are they?"
 
   "I will not speak of that, for they must never be found again."
 
   Did my grandfather know about this? Did he deliberately lie to me about Zorin and my parents? Did my parents know? Every answer seemed to bring about a dozen new questions. "So, is that why the Angel was after you? For the seal?"
 
   "I believe so," he said. "Angels once ruled this earth, many ages ago, and with the seals they could do so again. The Nephilim fought them during the Angel War, but with the Nephilim gone… all might be lost. For both of our kind." 
 
   I wondered who my kind was now. Was I still human? Or was I entirely Nephilim? In a war between the two, where would I land? 
 
   Zorin's face hardened as he stared into the darkness. "I must find out what happened. The Twilight Queen could not have been easily overthrown." He faced me, shifting on the boulder to touch my hand. "Come with me to Italy so we might uncover these truths together. You are Nephilim now, Scarlett. For better or worse, we are all we have left."
 
   I felt the pull again. To leave with him. To leave behind the bodies and the pain and the lies and secrets and fly—fly!—to Italy to uncover the truth. But… "I can't. I must stay. I have to train to become a Knight Templar so I can destroy the Angel who killed my family. I must avenge them."
 
   I pleaded with my eyes for him to understand.
 
   Revenge. A universal motive amongst any race. Surely he would understand. 
 
   "Have you fed yet?" he asked.
 
   I thought back to Ragathon, to the bliss of his blood flowing into me. I nodded. 
 
   "That is good. Do not allow yourself to grow week from lack of blood. Have you flown yet?"
 
   My heart hammered in my chest. "No, I haven't."
 
   "You should come with me," he insisted again. "And learn the ways of Nephilim. Help me bring peace between humans and our kind. It's what your parents would have wanted."
 
   I straightened at that, all fantasies of flying fleeing my mind. "How would you know what they would have wanted?"
 
   "I knew them well. You are so like your mother in many ways, but I see your father in your eyes. Not the color, but the intensity."
 
   He knew them? This… didn't make sense. "How? How did you know each other?"
 
   "They helped me discover the seal."
 
   "But… why would my parents work with a Nephilim?"
 
   He reached for my hand. "Let me show you. Close your eyes."
 
   I did as he asked, placing my hand into his, my breath hitching in my throat as the air around us changed, pulsing with a new kind of energy. It was electric, visceral, and when he told me to look, I was scared.
 
   But I opened my eyes.
 
   And saw my parents.
 
   They were flickering lights, like the girl he'd conjured earlier, but they were in color, three dimensional, almost real. I reached out with my free hand to touch them but it passed through air.
 
   "You can't feel them. They are but memories conjured. You can only see and hear."
 
   And so I listened as my heart broke and healed and broke again and I couldn't decide if this glimpse into the past would destroy me or be something precious I carried with me always, like a lock of hair from a loved one or a fading photograph of one departed. 
 
   They were in a study, a solid dark room with too much wood paneling and old books lining every available wall. They weren't alone. They stood next to each other and argued with five others… the Council of Orders. 
 
   "They are real," my mother said, her eyes alight with the fire of her convictions. "The seals aren't just myths. We believe we've found one. And if we're correct, then it's in a vault created by the Angels."
 
   "This is folly," Ragathon said with that same dreadful scorn. "We cannot support this useless quest."
 
   "You don't get to decide that on your own," my father said. I wanted to cheer him for standing up to that jerk.
 
   "No, he doesn't," my grandfather said, already the Chancellor. "But the Council agrees, though for its own reasons. This is too dangerous and uncertain to risk our best Templars."
 
   The scene changed to one of darkness. They were in an underground warehouse with Zorin. They found him there. "We believe you know where it is," my mother said. "Please help us find it."
 
   Zorin, who looked the same then as he does now, shook his head. "I have seen it, yes. In an ancient city beneath the waves, but I do not wish to return."
 
   My dad, a much younger version of him, grasped Zorin's shoulder in camaraderie. "The vault is full of knowledge, treasures, the truth of whatever came before mankind… before Nephilim. Perhaps what we find there could unite our two races. It could end the strife that exists between us, the tension leading to war. This could save us all, Zorin, but we can't do it without you."
 
   The Nephilim bent his head forward, his body still as my parents waited for his answer. 
 
   My mother held a hand out to Zorin.  "Will you help us unite our people into one?"
 
   He grasped her hand in his and nodded. "I will."
 
   The vision disappeared and my heart lurched in my chest. They were gone. My parents. Their memories. Gone. 
 
   I swallowed a sob and breathed deeply to regain my control. 
 
   Zorin waited a moment before speaking. "They had no idea what the vault truly contained. They never made it inside."
 
   "My parents, they fought to keep you safe. To keep you out of the hands of the Angel."
 
   "Please come with me, Scarlett. If not for your own safety then to fulfill the will of your parents."
 
   I chuckled without humor. "That's the same argument the Chancellor of Castle V used to keep me here. But my answer is still no. Not now." An image of Jax came to my mind and I knew I couldn't leave him. Despite everything that had happened, he was still the only friend I had left in this world.
 
   "You can be my ally, or my enemy, Scarlett. And you do not wish me as your enemy."
 
   "My answer remains the same. I have to finish my mission here."
 
   "Very well, then." 
 
   In a blur of darkness, he spun around and pulled a sword, black as night, onto me. 
 
   Where had that come from? I didn't even see him draw it. One moment he was sitting next to me, the next he was armed like an avenging Angel. 
 
   He thrust at me with his sword and I dived behind a rock, scraping my knees on the rough granite and leaving a small dark mark of blood. He came at me again, this time faster, and I fell back, scrambling through silver sand to avoid the slash of metal on skin.
 
   As he continued his assault, I dodged to stay out of the way, but was forced to remain on the defensive. I realized quickly I lacked the skill and training to even attempt a counter-move against him.
 
   "If you came straight to find me after waking, where did you get the sword?" I asked, avoiding impalement by the hair on my arms.
 
   "A Nephilim Blade is never far from its master," Zorin said. "You would know more, if you accepted my offer." 
 
   He attacked me again and I reached for him. If I could just use my power on him I could end this. But he dashed out of my way, black tendrils billowing behind his wings as he glided through the air. 
 
   He was toying with me, like a human taunting a cat with a flashlight. 
 
   "You prove no match for me, yet you seek to kill an Angel?" he asked.
 
   "I will train. I will become a Knight Templar like my parents. The strongest Knight the Orders have ever seen."
 
   He swiped at me faster and I didn't dodge in time. It took a moment to feel the pain. To see the fine lines of red swelling with my blood on my arms and legs. 
 
   "Your father was the best of them, and not even he could best me," Zorin said. Then he thrust the blade at my throat… and stopped just as the blade teased my flesh.
 
   We both froze. I tried not to breathe lest the movement tip the fragile balance we held.
 
   He held my eyes with his as he kept me at Death's door. "Tell me, who lasted longer against the Angel… me, or your father?"
 
   I was so done playing his games and listening to his insults. "You're the reason he's dead. The reason they're both dead."
 
   At that, his wings fell to his side, along with his sword. "Your father once told me that when he died, he would die for what he believed. And if what he believed in was me, then you are right, I am responsible for their deaths. And I am sorry."
 
   I wanted to stay angry. Stay furious. But I could only stand there and shake, my head too confused, my heart too rattled to know what I was feeling.
 
   Zorin bent down and drew a symbol in the dirt at our feet. He made a narrow X with the top smaller than the bottom. "Wings," he said. Then he drew a line down the middle. "And a sword." 
 
   He stood and we both looked down at the symbol. "When you are ready, draw this upon your window in your own blood, either at your home here or at the castle, and I will come and help you, as your parents helped me."
 
   "Why blood?"
 
   His grey eyes darkened. "We are of one blood, you and I. By saving each other we have become a part of each other. Your blood calls to mine as mine does to yours. This symbol focuses that energy."
 
   "What is it?"
 
   "A symbol of trust, created so that Nephilim and Nephilim supporters could safely identify each other. One would draw half this symbol casually, and if the other completed it, you knew they could be trusted." His wings expanded to full height and width, and he caught the wind and flew into the night before I could respond. 
 
   The silver tree above me faded away as the forest returned to the familiar. I shivered in the cold as I stood there staring up at the moon. How could I trust him? He'd just attacked me. Hurt me. 
 
   I looked down at my cuts, at my clothes, at the light marks on my skin… and I realized, he hadn't really hurt me. The cuts were so superficial they had already healed. The bruises already fading. He'd shown remarkable control.
 
   He hadn't meant to kill me. 
 
   But he had meant to show me that he could.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Your Move
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The sounds of the forest came back to me slowly. A night owl hooting in the distance. The scurry of critters who preferred the cover of darkness. Crickets singing their songs to the moon. The noise filtered through my mind as I wandered back to my house in a partial daze. 
 
   I could feel my body wearing down, too tired to think anymore about everything that had happened. I hadn't slept much in Jax's room last night, or rather this morning, and it was already burning into the midnight hour yet again. I needed rest. My body and mind and heart needed rest.
 
   I locked up the house and dragged myself up the stairs to the comfort of my own room. I hadn't actually been in here since before everything. Before my vision test, which now meant nothing. Before the battle that took my parents' lives. Before I died.
 
   Before I became something new.
 
   The blue comforter on my twin bed was still crumbled at the foot, my sheets looking slept in. My laundry basket stood in the corner nearly overflowing with dirty clothes. I'd promised my mom I'd do laundry yesterday after my test. A book I'd been reading, a rare print edition about the history of flight, sat open on the dresser next to my bed. My walls were lined with posters of planes. It was all so normal. So everyday. 
 
   I stripped off the stranger's clothes I'd borrowed and pulled on my sweats and an old t-shirt. One of Jax's old t-shirts, I realized, the thought almost too much for me. 
 
   I considered changing again, but I was too tired and instead sank into my bed, pulled my covers over my head and let the night lull me to sleep.
 
   I slept late and woke to an early afternoon serenade from a bird in the tree by my bedroom window. 
 
   After showering and changing into jeans and a t-shirt, I pulled out my suitcase and packed as much as I could, not knowing when I'd be back here again. I'd have to sort out the details of the house eventually. Would I have the money to pay the taxes and keep it maintained, or would I have to sell it? I couldn't imagine selling. Going through my parent's belongings. Getting rid of all traces of their lives. No. I'd find a way to keep it all. At least for now. 
 
   As I packed and sorted through my clothes and personal items, my mind went over everything I knew about Nephilim. It wasn't a lot. I was young when we went to war and hadn't really needed to know more since then.
 
   "Evie," I said into my e-Glass as I shoved another sweater into my bag. 
 
   "I am here, Scarlett. What can I do for you?"
 
   "Can you access the best footage you can find on the Nephilim War and show it to me?"
 
   I flipped the e-Glass over my right eye to access the holographic display screen. 
 
   "Would you like the most popular news reports?" she asked in her crisp British accent.
 
   I thought about it a moment and shook my head, which I had trained her to identify as 'no' from my movements. "Too censored. I need the files the public didn't get access to."
 
   "Are you approving the use of hacking to acquire these files? They are stored in the U.F.I. database."
 
   Another safety I'd programmed into her so she wouldn't just hack whatever she needed to get information for me unless I said okay. You can never be too careful in these situations. "Yes, I approve, Evie. Thank you."
 
   "You are always welcome, Scarlett. The database is showing two thousand, three hundred and forty-two files. How would you like to view them?"
 
   I paused in my packing and sat on my bed. That was too many to watch. "Sort by order of highest classified files and look for anything related to the Orders, Nyx… and look for files that might contain Jaxton Lux."
 
   As she worked, I filled my suitcase and zipped it up, then grabbed a backpack for my laptop, books and anything else I thought I might need.
 
   I didn't know what I hoped to find. Maybe proof that Nephilim were the monsters I'd been raised to believe. Maybe proof they weren't. 
 
   When Jax appeared as a holographic image before me, I sat back down and watched the scene. He looked so much younger. Barely old enough to be holding the sword at his side. And yet there he stood, in formal Teutonic Knight dress, sword at belt, back straight, chest out, on a stage before a small crowd. Ragathon stood before him smiling like a proud father as he pinned a medal onto Jax's chest. "Good job, son," he said, patting his shoulder. 
 
   "I did as commanded, sir," Jax said, staring out at the crowd.
 
   "We ask no more from a soldier," Ragathon replied.
 
   Jax turned his face toward Ragathon. "Which is why I would like to request a promotion, sir."
 
   Ragathon rubbed his chin, a serious expression creasing his face in fewer lines than he had now. Then he chuckled. "Ha! I like you, boy. I'll put in a good word. We could use more soldiers like you."
 
   "Yes, sir," Jax said, dead serious. "We really could."
 
   Even then, he was hoping to change things for the better.
 
   Evie flicked to the next video and I almost told her to go back to Jax when the council chambers appeared. My grandfather, Ragathon and the other Council Members sat in their assigned seats, a tense silence hanging in the air. Nyx, the instigator of the Nephilim War, and his apprentice, Erebus walked in, both of them cloaked in back. Nyx wore a white mask with black patterns, while Erebus wore a white mask with red around the eyes and gold details weaving across it. They were meeting with the Four Orders and Chancellor. I didn't remember ever hearing about this, and it would have been big news if the Four Orders were in negotiations with the leaders of the Nephilim.
 
   "Evie, while I watch this, search all news records. I want to know if news of this meeting was ever leaked."
 
   In the holograph, Ragathon was complaining that Nyx acted unjustly. "We had a peace, a truce between our people. We thought we could work with the Nephilim—"
 
   Nyx interrupted, his voice deep, primal and fierce, but also synthesized, likely being altered by the mask. "Peace? You've killed my people for ages. You wish me to stop killing yours? Then surrender and abolish all laws related to Zeniths."
 
   This shocked me. The Nephilim weren't just fighting for themselves, but for all Zeniths? While it was true that anyone with para-power technically derived them from Nephilim blood, they were at this point separate races and the public had always been led to believe the Nephilim were in it for themselves and no one else. That if we didn't eradicate all Nephilim, they would destroy all of humanity, including the Zenith.
 
   "The people won't allow Zeniths to go unregulated," Ragathon argued.
 
   "The people will allow whatever you tell them," Nyx said.
 
   Ragathon’s robes rustled as he shifted in his chair. "We are their representatives, not their masters."
 
   Nyx laughed without amusement, and my grandfather interrupted them. "Come now, Ragathon. Nyx is not wrong. The time for pretend is over." He turned to speak to Nyx. "We are no longer a democracy, that much is true, but we cannot give you what you ask. The Pope would never allow it. Nor, I'm afraid, would he allow you to live."
 
   "And if I were to surrender myself?" Nyx asked, once again surprising me. 
 
   My grandfather shook his head sadly. "Then Zeniths would have peace, but not equality."
 
   Nyx turned on his heel, fire in his movement. "Then the war shall continue," he said as he moved to leave, his apprentice following him.
 
   My grandfather called out from behind him. "Is it worth it, spilling so much blood for so few?" 
 
   Nyx turned to face my grandfather. "Is it ever worth spilling blood at all?" 
 
   He walked out, leaving the Council members whispering amongst themselves. 
 
   The image cut short as Evie's voice interrupted. "Scarlett, that meeting was never made public, but there's something you need to see. Something urgent."
 
   She relayed a live newscast into my e-Glass. A blond reporter sat in a newsroom and read from a teleprompter, and above her they showed a picture of Jax.
 
   "Jaxton Lux, a Knight of the Fourth of the Teutonic Order and a Zenith, Class 1, has been sentenced to death for treason. Video footage was recently recovered showing Lux slaying eight Inquisition Officers using his Zenith abilities. The execution is scheduled to take place at Times Square in New York City in three days, and shall once again serve as a reminder why all Zenith, even those a part of the Order, must be regulated. This is Colby—" I clicked off the video, my heart beating frantically.
 
   "Evie, connect me to the private line of the Chancellor."
 
   "That will require hacking into the Order, do you approve the—"
 
   "Yes, I approve," I said too loudly. "Just do it! Hurry."
 
   It only took her a moment and the e-Glass buzzed as it tried to connect to the Chancellor, my grandfather.
 
   When he finally answered, I had taken enough breaths to keep myself in check, but just barely. "What are you doing to stop the execution?" I asked without preamble. 
 
   "I suppose I shouldn't bother inquiring as to how you reached this line?" He asked.
 
   "No, you shouldn't bother. But you should answer my question if you ever want to see me at that school again."
 
   My fingers shook with pent up rage and fear and more emotions than I could articulate right then. I didn't trust Jax anymore, but I loved him and I would not let him die. Not while I still drew breath.
 
   "I've done all I can. I'm sorry, Scarlett. I know he's your friend."
 
   "You know nothing about me or my life," I said sharply, then disconnected the call and threw my e-Glass onto my bed. I had to get to the Castle. Had to talk reason into the Chancellor. Had to stop this insanity before it was too late.
 
   I grabbed my bags and dragged them to the plane, then did one last check on the house. I glanced at our family chess set, my eyes lingering a moment longer than I had time for. Without thinking, I plucked my King from the board and stuck it in my pocket. 
 
   We were never out of moves. There was always something we could do.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I stormed into the Chancellor's office without knocking, my previous calm shattered by the hours it took to arrive. "What do you mean there's nothing more you can do?" I demanded, startling him from a cup of tea at his fire. His cat jumped off his lap and ran under the desk.
 
   My grandfather gestured me over and I reluctantly went and sat beside him, my spine straight and body still pulsing with the threat lingering over Jax.
 
   "I've pulled every string I can. I'm out of strings."
 
   "What laws did he break that would justify this?"
 
   "When Jax killed those Officers, he crossed Ragathon's authority. There's also footage of an Inquisition vehicle helping the rebels escape. They likely have someone in the Inquisition forces working with them."
 
   "Then the Order should be going after them, not Jax."
 
   He put his tea on the table beside and sat forward, his long robes spreading before him. "Ragathon's operation failed in the most spectacular way it could, and eight of his Officers died at Jax's hands, plus many more Officers who were killed by the rebels. He's trying to minimize the damage."
 
   "So he's using Jax as his scapegoat?" This made me so sick.
 
   "I'm afraid so," he said.
 
   The cat meowed and came back to us, stalking us over the Persian rugs until she lay at our feet in front of the warmth. 
 
   "Why can't the Council stop him? He's not an autonomous power, no matter what Order he controls."
 
   "We did take it to the Council. Grandmaster Gabriella agreed with the verdict. As did the Grandmaster of the Hospitallers. The Templars were outvoted."
 
   I stood, pacing the room, the agitation growing in my body. "He was just trying to protect me."
 
   My grandfather stood and rested a hand on my arm. "I'm sorry, Scarlett. I truly am. But it took all of my pull just to exempt you from the same fate."
 
   They would have killed me, too? For what? Being present? What kind of sway did Ragathon have that he could order the death of someone like Jax without challenge?
 
   "If Jax had allowed the Officers to bring you in, then they would have resolved the matter and you would be free, along with Jax. Instead, eight men under orders to do their jobs died."
 
   I'd been trying not to think of the men Jax killed, but now I was forced to face the truth of that day. "If Jax didn't want me going with them, if he was willing to kill to keep that from happening, then he was protecting me from something even worse. You know that and I know that. The Inquisition can't be trusted. This wouldn't have ended well no matter what we'd done that day."
 
   "You may be right," he said, his shoulders caving forward as he sat back down. "You may very well be right, Scarlett. But nonetheless, there's nothing I can do. I'm sorry."
 
   "Then I'll stop this myself," I said, leaving his office with rage building in me.
 
   I headed straight to Ragathon's office, figuring it was the best place to start looking for him. I would control him with my power and make him change the sentencing. 
 
   I found him in the hall leaving his office. The sight of him made my skin crawl, but without a word I grabbed his arm and pushed my mind into him.
 
   And I fell backwards, unable to connect with him at all. My power couldn't penetrate him.
 
   "What is this? Now you're attacking a Grandmaster? Is the impending death of your little boyfriend not enough of a warning, Miss Night? Are you ready to join him on the chopping block this week?"
 
   I didn't respond. Didn't give him the benefit of seeing my rage. He waited half a second longer, then sneered—a default look for him, I was learning—and turned on his heel to walk away.  I was left sitting on the stone hallway floor, the color drained from my face, my blood boiling under my skin. I should have torn out his throat that day. Should have pulled the trigger. Should have ended him when I had the chance. I wouldn't make that mistake again.
 
   Unsure of why my powers weren't working, I ran to my Initiate room, which already had my luggage thanks to one of the soldiers who escorted me back to the Castle from the landing strip, and I collapsed onto my desk chair. 
 
   First, I double checked the encryptions I'd encoded in my new e-Glass, making sure the Order couldn't get through and track me. Then, I dug through my bags and found the rebel chip I'd taken from the dead rebel's e-Glass. I slipped it into my e-Glass and accessed the line, but wasn't surprised they'd given their signal a new encryption. It didn't take long for Evie to hack it. She was becoming almost as good as me. 
 
   When it was live, I pressed the button and spoke. "It's N," I said, heart racing. "I need your help."
 
   As I waited for their reply, I used a knife to cut my finger and on the glass of my window I drew the stylized wings and sword. The symbol of the Nephilim. The symbol of trust. It shimmered with a glowing light and then faded into nothing. 
 
   Messages sent, I waited.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   The Cathedral
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   New York marched on. An immutable fact of history and present day alike, New Yorkers were a tough breed and no amount of Inquisition harassment, public executions and murder could keep them down. There still existed signs of the tragedy that had just occurred: impromptu memorials of flowers, pictures, gifts, left where loved ones died. You could tell the socio-economic class of the deceased by the foliage. The rich left exotic, genetically modified flowers with petals that shimmered with silver and turned colors throughout the day. The poor gave what they could, from wherever they could find it.
 
   All of it broke me, but I pushed myself on, averting my eyes to the sorrow, protecting my heart from the memories as I scouted the location Zorin had given me to meet him. He'd sent an encrypted message to my e-Glass, by means I couldn't quite decipher. I had to admit I was impressed.
 
   When I arrived I found a coffee shop, which surprised me. He was sitting at an outside table with a steaming cup of something in front of him. I joined him and eyed the cup. "Does our kind drink coffee?" I asked. I loved the stuff before all this, but so far not much appealed to my no-longer-human taste buds.
 
   He pushed the drink toward me. "Try it."
 
   I shrugged and took a sip, and nearly spit it out. "That is vile. What is it?" It was like drinking acid. 
 
   He laughed. "Coffee. You'll find some things still taste good, but most human food won't. However, it doesn't hurt to try to blend in and look human whenever possible."
 
   I studied his chiseled face, his grey-blue eyes and perfect body, and choked back a sarcastic retort about how well he did not fit in as human. 
 
   "Are you ready?" he asked.
 
   I nodded and followed him to one of the most rare sights in Manhattan. A parking spot. He waved at a red sports car and it unlocked using his scanned hand print. 
 
   When he opened the passenger door for me, I slipped in and sank into the leather comfort. "This is the newest e-Drive on the market," I said when he got in. "They aren't cheap."
 
   He grinned. "No, they aren't."
 
   "But you've been unconscious for years." I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. "Where did you get the money to pay for this?"
 
   He started the engine, bypassed the auto drive feature, and pulled out. "I've lived a long time in this world, Scarlett, and I've accumulated a massive amount of wealth. I've also acquired a decent survival instinct. I have safe houses throughout the world with stashes for emergencies. Today, I used one."
 
   "Smart," I said. "Given how much you spent on this beauty, why aren't you letting it drive, since that's what it was designed to do?"
 
   He shook his head. "I prefer to stay in control as much as possible. Less chances of ending up dead that way."
 
   Our drive took an hour and led us to a long stretch of wilderness on the outskirts of Manhattan. He pulled up to a property that had seen better days, with overgrown weeds, debris littering the grounds and shambled buildings lining the entryway to the main building.
 
   I looked up and smiled. This place was amazing. Even in its current state it was magnificent—an old cathedral that rivaled the Notre Dame and was made of black obsidian that glinted in the sunlight. 
 
   "What is this place?" I asked as we parked and got out.
 
   "It belonged to the Nephilites. It was their main temple before the war. They believed Nephilim were gods. Angels returned to protect the earth and lead the people. They would offer their blood as sacrifice and erected this cathedral as a place of worship. They created a community around it, which is what those other buildings were for. Lodging, storage, barns." 
 
   "That religion is outlawed now," I said. "Anyone caught practicing is sentenced to death." I walked around, admiring the architecture as Evie pulled up footage of the cathedral before the war. I scanned the articles briefly. "It looks like this place was destroyed during the war and all the worshippers were hanged as heretics and traitors."
 
   I stepped on something soft underfoot and bent to pick it up. A doll. Old, torn, weathered, but once belonging to a child who had lived here, who had played here, and who had ultimately died here.
 
   "Do you believe Nephilim are gods?" I asked.
 
   "No, I do not." His lips were set in a grim line. "But people should be allowed to believe as they wish and worship as they are led, as long as they do not harm others."
 
   A memory returned to me, one I hadn't recalled in many years. I was young and the Nephilim War had just erupted into international news, but no one knew what the outcome would be. No one knew the devastation that war would cause for all involved on both sides. 
 
   I remembered sneaking downstairs one night to watch the news with my parents when I was supposed to be asleep. They showed a clip of several Nephilim in flight, their gorgeous wings outstretched, some blue, some purple, some bright gold or yellow, all captivating to a child who dreamed of nothing but flying.
 
   My dad caught me and walked me back to bed.
 
   "I want to be Nephilim when I grow up, Daddy," I told him as he tucked me in.
 
   "Why is that, my little Star? They're the enemies."
 
   "Because they can fly and they don't even need a plane. And besides, you always say that no group is bad, that individuals in any group make their own choices. Couldn't I be a good Nephilim?"
 
   He smoothed my hair off my forehead and kissed it. "I suppose you could, Star. If anyone could, it would be you."
 
   Zorin tore the boards from the front door of the cathedral and walked in, then turned to look at me. "This is where we will train."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   "Wow, you're really just going to throw me off the roof of this cathedral? That's your brilliant training plan?" I stood at the edge and looked over the fields around us. The wind blew against me, and I breathed deeply of the fresh country air. 
 
   "Your wings are like a new limb. And like any limb, they are best first used by instinct. The height will motivate you… even if the fall doesn't kill you, it will hurt. Before we start—"
 
   Without letting him finish, I ran to the opposite edge of the roof, building momentum like I would in airplane, and I jumped off the edge. 
 
   I didn't so much fly as I fell. And fast.
 
   My heart raced in my chest, knocking against my ribs as if it could escape this fool body and find someone with better self-preservation instincts. But I knew I could do this. I was born to do this. 
 
   Come on, wings, do whatever you're supposed to do. Now!
 
   I closed my eyes and let all my fear go. I focused on the feel of the wind, on the momentum of my body, on the sheer bliss of being airborne. I'd been flying my whole life. This was second nature to me.
 
   It happened in a flash. First my shoulders burned and my back felt on fire, and then the air currents changed as my body expanded and grew new limbs. I opened my eyes and saw that I was racing over the ground, no longer falling toward it.
 
   Joy, intense, visceral joy overwhelmed me. I turned my head and saw silvery feathers made almost of light shimmering at my back. I wanted to touch them, to feel their texture, but that could come later. For now, my wings and I were ready to soar. 
 
   I flew over the woods and dove toward a lake, letting my hand trail in the water and splash around me. I could see my reflection and the light of my wings in the water. I looked otherworldly. 
 
   Zorin joined me, his wings dark to my light. The night before, in the dark, I thought his wings were entirely black, but in the light of the sun I could see they had blue mixed in. I wondered how it would feel to touch his wings, to run my hands over them.
 
   I blushed and pulled my eyes forward. 
 
   He chuckled as if he knew what I was thinking. "Let's see how fast you can go, shall we?"
 
   He sped up, turning into a blur as he flew, and I pushed myself to match him. 
 
   We became sparks of light twirling through the sky. When he finally slowed down and let me catch up with him, I could tell he was impressed. "You surprise me, Scarlett. It's been a long time since someone has."
 
   I grinned, still in flight, so very happy that I could almost forget the horrors of the last few days or why I was really there with Zorin. To train. To learn as much as I could in the next two days so I could save Jax.
 
   "Now, let's stop," he said, and he hung mid-air, suspended as his wings kept him from falling. Like treading water.
 
   Only I didn't know how to tread. Airplanes couldn't tread. At least, not the ones I flew. I kept flying in a blind panic as I tried to slow my wings to stop without falling out of the sky.
 
   And instead I crashed into a tree and fell to the ground like some kind of miserable cartoon character. 
 
   He floated up next to me and reached out his hand to help me up.
 
   "We'll work on that," he said, smiling a tad too brightly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Zorin held a stick out to me and kept one for himself. 
 
   I glared at mine. "A stick? When do I get a fancy sword? Or even one of those wooden swords kids train with? Why a stick?"
 
   He raised an eyebrow at me. "Because I don't have any wooden swords on hand, and you aren't ready for a real one. You'd end up hurting yourself and we don't have time for that. You don't have time for that."
 
   I held up my stick, sufficiently scolded. 
 
   "Do what I do."
 
   We parried back and forth, hitting each other's sticks as he spoke. "Nephilim swordsmanship originated in Greece, and the different forms are named after our different deities of the night. This is the Way of Nyx. She is the personification of night, and just as she stands at the beginning of creation, so does her form stand before all others. You must learn it before you can progress to other forms."
 
   I hadn't realized that the Nephilim leader had been using the name of one of their deities. "How many are there?" I asked, trying to mimic his wrist movements.
 
   "Seven in total," he said, blocking me and striking. "In time, I shall teach you all of them."
 
   My muscles burned and my hand grew tired of holding up the stick. I dropped it to my side, halting our practice. "I'm not sure why I have to learn this. I already know how to shoot."
 
   "Bullets won't kill a Nephilim, nor an Angel. You've seen that yourself. But a Nephilim Blade, like its master, can draw the life from its victim until there is nothing left."
 
   I'd felt the power of his blade the night before, though less than a fraction of it I was sure. "When do I get one of those?"
 
   He smiled. "Not until you're ready. A Nephilim Blade of your own is a great responsibility."
 
   I held my stick back up and lunged. He blocked and parried. 
 
   "You're afraid I'll lose it?" I asked.
 
   "I'm afraid of what you might do with it. Or what it might do with you." He stepped past my block and whacked me on the arm.
 
   "Ouch! That hurt." I rubbed the sore spot. 
 
   "Not as much as a Nephilim Blade would. A Nephilim Blade craves life force just like a Nephilim… so if one is not careful… the blade will send them into a bloodlust, or, if no blood is to be found, it will turn on its master."
 
   "You make it sound like it's alive."
 
   "Not quite," he said. "I'll explain more later." He whacked me again on the hand and a red welt formed. "Focus."
 
   I rubbed at the sting. "But how do you make it appear from—"
 
   "Focus."
 
   I hit his stick with mine, but didn't give up. "But how do you make it appear?"
 
   He stopped our sparring, and silently began to collect sticks. 
 
   I huffed and I puffed but he didn't acknowledge me until I sighed and said, "Fine, I'll focus."
 
   I trained hard, mirroring him, blocking, dodging, lunging. I figured if I could prove myself a good student he'd be wiling to tell me more. 
 
   At one point, he had me fight a tree with my stick, while he collected more twigs and sticks and made a fire as the sun began to set. 
 
   "That's enough for today," he said, his wings flickering behind him.
 
   He'd had me train with and without my wings, so I could get used to the balance either way, but I found I loved having my wings and regretted that I'd have to keep them hidden while at Castle V. 
 
   So while we sat around the fire, I let my wings expand behind me, glittering silver moonlight in the darkness.
 
   He tossed me a Life Force and we both drank, replenishing our strength. 
 
    I held up my empty packet. "Why do I feel better when I drink this and nothing else?"
 
   "It's an application of Angel technology," he said. "They found a way to harness the actual life force of living beings in a way that can activate our own cells to regenerate. Not like blood, but close enough to get us by for a time."
 
   I tossed my empty packet into his bag and tucked my legs under me, enjoying the warmth of the flames and the stillness of the night.
 
   "We must talk about any changes you may be experiencing," Zorin said as he stirred the fire. "But first…" he reached for his backpack and pulled out a bag of something white.
 
   "Marshmallows?" I stared in disbelief as he stuck one onto a stick, passed it to me, and prepared his own.
 
   "One of the finer things in life." 
 
   "But we don't need food anymore," I said. 
 
   He grinned, his face looking younger, less warrior-like when he did. "Since when did anyone eat marshmallows for their nutritional content?" He held his over the fire, letting it turn a golden brown before plopping it into his mouth.
 
    I did the same to mine, still eyeing him skeptically as I held it to my mouth. "This isn't going to be another trick, like the coffee, is it? I'm not sure I can bear it if you ruin marshmallows for me."
 
   He laughed. "It's not a trick, I assure you."
 
   I gingerly placed it in my mouth and bit down.
 
   A delicious flavor spread through my mouth. The first actually yummy food I'd eaten since the night I'd been turned. I immediately grabbed another one and stuck it to my stick. 
 
   "Good, right?" He roasted another for himself. "You know, it wasn't until the mid 1900s that they figured out how to mass produce these. By Lilith, I was so happy that day."
 
   I couldn't imagine living through so many changes in the world. Would that be me now? Ageless. Immortal. A witness to time but no longer a part of it? I focused back on my treat, unwilling to wrestle with greater existential conflicts just now. "I must admit, I'm grateful for more options than chugging Life Force all the time." I popped the second marshmallow in my mouth and set my stick down. "But I need to get back to training."
 
   "Yes… and why is it that you are so determined to train with me? Last we spoke, the Orders were enough."
 
   I hadn't told him anything and he hadn't pried, which I'd been grateful for. But he deserved to know the whole truth. "I was wrong about them," I confessed.
 
   He leaned forward and set his own stick down. "Tell me." His eyes glowed in the firelight. "Tell me what they've done."
 
   I thought I would censor myself, but when the words tumbled out of me, they came all at once and complete. I told him about Jax, about what happened to us and to him, and about my plans to rescue him.
 
    He folded his hands together and stared into the fire a long moment before responding. "Have you considered, Scarlett, that Jax may not be on your side?"
 
   "They're executing him," I said. "He's against the Orders as much as I am, maybe more."
 
   "Let me tell you a story, Scarlett," he said, his voice taking on the timber of one accustomed to oral storytelling.
 
   "Many years ago, while in Africa, I saw a tiger in a circus, caged, its right paw festering from a wound its masters had inflicted. The beast, once mighty, was left to die a slow death, for its masters intended to make as much money as possible. And I thought, 'This is not the way a creature should die, for we deserve a peaceful sleep, or at least, a quick end.' So one night, while the masters were all drunk after a night of performing, I forced open the cage door. But the tiger did not move. I spurred the beast on. 'Spend your last days in the jungle you once ruled,' I said. 'Spend your last days at home.' But the tiger did not move. I backed away, wondering if my presence was making the beast hesitant. But the tiger did not move. And I realized, the tiger was already home."
 
   He paused, still holding his eyes on the flickering of light before him. "Too long had the beast lived in the cage of its masters. Too long had the beast played a part for another."
 
   He looked up at me then, with kind eyes that had seen too much in a very long life. "Are you certain that Jax still longs for the jungle? Are you certain that Jax is not already home?"
 
   "I will not let him die," I said. "And once we rescue him, he will join us."
 
   "Very well. I shall help you," Zorin said, though I still saw doubt in his eyes. "Now, you need to get these rebels you spoke of to lend aid."
 
   "I will," I assured him. I was still waiting to hear back. I'd sent another message before leaving to meet Zorin. 
 
    "And if you can't, you may have other assets," he said. "Besides flying, have you noticed any other abilities emerge since your transformation?"
 
   "Yes," I admitted. "When I touch people, sometimes I can become them, as if I'm in their mind. Sometimes it lasts a while. Sometimes it's more brief, like I'm telling them to do something, only it feels more like I'm telling a part of myself to do something."
 
   He whistled under his breath and gave me a more appraising look. "That is a rare ability."
 
   "It doesn't always work. I can't always… flip into someone."
 
   "Flip?"
 
   "It's just what I call it. Once, I couldn't do it because I was weak and hungry. That's when I first fed. My ability worked after. But then later, I tried to flip into the same person, and I couldn't, even though I had the strength."
 
   "Have you considered that you may only be able to… flip… into the same person once?"
 
   I thought about it and considered everyone I'd used my power on. Ragathon was the only one I ever tried to control more than once. "That actually makes sense. I'll have to test that theory when I have time."
 
   He nodded. "Every gift has limits. But, this is very powerful indeed. If you can turn—or flip—enough people to our side, we may not need the rebels."
 
   I shook my head. "No. I've never controlled more than one person at once, and never for long."
 
   He nodded in understanding. "With some training you might be able to expand your powers, but that will take more time than we have at the moment. Have you noticed any other abilities?"
 
   "No."
 
   "You may manifest them. You may not."
 
   "Summoning memories is your ability?" I asked.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "But if we're all Nephilim, why can we do different things?"
 
   "Do you want my theory, or that of the priests?"
 
   "Yours." I decided to make another marshmallow while we talked, since we obviously weren't training again anytime soon.
 
   "If Nephilim are all descended from Angels and humans, or if turned, have both Angel and human blood, then we are only part Angel. Like all half-breeds or mutts, we possess a propensity for variation. Some of us inherit more Angel traits than others."
 
   I considered what he said. "So an Angel would have both of our abilities."
 
   "More," he said, throwing another stick into the fire while I ate my marshmallow.
 
   "Is that how you knew that what attacked me was an Angel? Because of its abilities?"
 
   "There are two kinds of Nephilim," Zorin said. "Those who are born, and those who are turned. Those who are born have wings of gold and white and red, and though they gain power from blood, they do not require it to live. Those who are turned have wings of blue, purple, silver and black, and without life force, they wither away."
 
   I looked at his blue-black wings and my silver. We were both turned.
 
   He continued. "The two kinds are named after the colors of their wings. Those who are born are said to be Of Sunrise, and those turned to be Of Nightfall."
 
   I moved my wings, letting a few tendrils curl around my hand as I watched them. They could almost look white, in the right light, but I could see the silver hue surrounding them. "So we are both Of Nightfall." 
 
   Zorin nodded. "The Angel was of neither. He had wings of gold and purple mixed with white." 
 
   I'd been colorblind when I first saw the Angel. I'd relied on Evie, who had focused on the gold, but I hadn't focused on the color of the Angel's wings.
 
   Zorin stirred the fire again, its flames flaring up and sending sparks into the cool night air. "If your plan is to work, you will need a weapon."
 
   I smiled, though it was a bittersweet smile. "I know just where to get one…" With a flap of my wings I was airborne and heading back to Montana.
 
   Zorin caught up quickly, laughter in his voice as he flew by my side. "You are an impulsive one, aren't you?"
 
   "I prefer decisive," I said, picking up speed until we blurred through the sky faster than an airplane.
 
   I thought I'd freeze, but my new body was made for the skies, for flight, for all temperatures, and all I felt was freedom.
 
   I landed just outside my house, a few feet from the entrance to the bunker. I pulled the bunker door open, wondering who had closed it, and Zorin followed me in.
 
   Ignoring the swell of emotion as I remembered my last time here, I went to my mother's case. My genetics were close enough, my dad has said.
 
   I placed my hand in the key and it came to life, revealing gleaming silver armor and a sword.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Trust Amongst Rebels
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I stayed at my house that night again, unwilling to return to Castle V until I was prepared to rescue Jax. Trix, The Shadow of Rome herself, had contacted me and we agreed to meet at the Cathedral at noon. With time on my hands until then, I studied my mother's armor and made some modifications that would help me in my role as N. 
 
   After a few hours, I admired my work. The armor gleamed, no longer just silver, but black, like the night. I kept a few subtle silver accents where the tree of life remained carved into the chest plate.  At a certain angle, the silver reflected the moonlight, like tiny stars at midnight.
 
   The leggings and chest plate had been imbued with Angel technology that gave them the flexibility of fabric but more impenetrability than steel. It fit like it had been made for me.
 
   I modified the half-mask, which covered the top of my face, connecting it with my e-Glass so that I could keep my identity secret, but still stay in communication. 
 
   My final plan involved sending Zorin out for an Easy-Dye kit. 
 
   "You want a what?" he asked, his face a comic display of dismay.
 
   "An Easy-Dye kit. They're relatively new and they allow people to instantly change their hair color with the touch of a small button you wear behind your ear. I need one to disguise myself when I meet with the rebels. They can't know who I am, especially if I ever need to return to Castle V as Scarlett."
 
   He paced my living room, filling it like a god of old. "And why can't you get this yourself?"
 
   "One, because I have no money and they are ridiculously expensive. And two, because I have to finish getting ready for my meeting."
 
   He glared at me. "So now I'm to be your errand boy?"
 
   I grinned. "It will make you useful."
 
   He mumbled a few choice words before flying out the door. It didn't take him long to return, bag in hand with my new hair kit. 
 
   "Thank you. Want to see the magic?"
 
   He rolled his eyes. "Sure."
 
   I installed the tiny metal sphere into my e-Glass and put it on, then tapped it twice as per the directions. Instantly my hair turned black. "Voila!" 
 
   His eyes widened. "That is actually impressive. And while I prefer your pale hair, you look very nice this way as well."
 
   His words made me a little giddy. "Thanks."
 
   I admired myself in the mirror when Evie beeped at me. "You have just enough time to get to your appointment, Scarlett," she said in my ear.
 
   "It's show time," I told Zorin as I pulled on my mother's armor and became someone else.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Zorin and I arrived first. We kept our wings hidden and wore black cloaks with hoods.  We claimed a spot in the dusty belly of the Cathedral on old pews that hadn't been completely ruined by the war. "If we're going to use this as our base, we need to clean it up," I told him.
 
   He wiped away an inch of dust from the wooden bench before sitting down. "Agreed," he said. Zorin didn't wear full armor like me, but he did wear a mask to disguise his face. Better we weren't easily identified at this point in the trust game.
 
   Trix arrived with T.R. We'd both agreed to only bring one other with us.
 
   She looked around, her cropped red hair flipping against her cheek as she spun her head. "Classy. Did the maid quit?" 
 
   I laughed. "Good help is so hard to find," I said with the same light tone as her.
 
   T.R. just grunted. I'd only seen him once, briefly in the crowd with a hoodie on. Now I could see all of his features, his light hair shorn high and tight, his blue eyes that glared at me with mistrust. "Can we get this meeting started?"
 
   I gestured for them to sit, which they did, but T.R. eyed me suspiciously. "Why are you two wearing masks? You've seen our faces. We should see yours."
 
   "Maybe she's someone we'd recognize," Trix suggested.
 
   "I'm not one of you," I said. "Neither of us are. And I won't have our identities compromised if one of you is captured."
 
   "My guys would never break," T.R. said, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
   "We all break," said Trix, more moderately. I liked her.
 
   "You didn't tell them anything," he said, his voice less caustic with her. More… loving. Interesting.
 
   "Nothing important," she said with a shudder. "But people have different priorities. N's right. Someone might give out her identity if they didn't value it. And like she said, she's not one of us. So why would we value her?"
 
   "My plan will strategically benefit you," I said, tired of being talked about as if I weren't there.
 
   "How exactly?" asked T.R.
 
   I spoke quietly into Evie and she projected onto a blank wall the video I cued up. It was images of Jax. "This is Sir Jaxton Lux, a high-ranking Knight of the Teutonic Order, sentenced to death for executing deserters."
 
   "I heard they were Officers," T.R. said.
 
   "They were killing innocents, claiming they were killing rebels. Sir Lux ordered them to stop. When they refused, he stripped them of their rank. When they refused again, he executed them."
 
   "Saw this on the city camera's, did you?" asked Trix with a smirk.
 
   I nodded.
 
   I could see the outrage forming on T.R.'s face. "Bastards are saying he just murdered them…"
 
   "So what's the plan, N?" Trix asked.
 
   "We rescue Sir Lux."
 
   T.R. jumped up from the bench, hands fisted. "Are you crazy? After what just happened, the whole city is a fortress. We'll never get close to him, not to mention get out."
 
   I stood and faced him. "Tell me, T. R., did I or did I not secure The Shadow of Rome's escape?"
 
   He scrunched his face. "Yeah, but—"
 
   "And they were waiting for you," I reminded him. "This time, we'll be the ones to surprise them. This time, there will be no casualties, I promise you."
 
   "There's no way you can promise that," he said.
 
   I smiled. "I do. No one will die. Not even the Inquisition."
 
   His mouth fell open for a moment, and he snapped it shut.  "And what do we get from this? A chance to play your puppets?"
 
   I shook my head calmly, pulling in all my anxiety and fear that they would say no. "Sir Lux is a powerful Zenith. I witnessed his abilities when he executed the deserters. After his rescue, I will convince him to join your ranks. It'll be a huge public blow to the Orders, having one of their own join the rebels."
 
   "And what if he doesn't want to join?" asked Trix, crossing her legs casually. She stayed cool and collected where T.R. was all fire. I'd have to remember that.
 
   "He will. He'll have no other options." I would do whatever I could to make him. That I vowed.
 
   T.R. was not impressed, based on his scowl, but Trix nodded more thoughtfully. "It's a good idea, N. You want to strengthen us once again, but why? I'd say you know this Lux fellow, but that wouldn't explain why you helped rescue me."
 
   "My reasons are my own," I said. 
 
   "I get the privacy," she stood as well, but Zorin stayed to the side, silent and imposing. "We all have reasons of our own, and not just the fighting for equal rights stuff. Sure that's important, but we've all lost things, people. Something deeper drives us. And, I want to know, what drives you N? Because then, maybe we could trust you."
 
   They both looked to me for answers I couldn't give them. "I've already helped you. Isn't that enough?"
 
   "It's a start," she said. "But you could still be part of the Inquisition. This could still be some Inquisition scheme to gain our trust. So, I ask you again, N. What drives you?"
 
   I couldn't tell them the whole truth, but I had one last move up my sleeve. "You're right. We've all lost things." I leaned down on one knee and drew the first half of the Nephilim symbol. A symbol of trust.
 
   I saw the recognition in T.R.'s eyes as Trix knelt next to me and completed the symbol. She looked at me with awe on her face and whispered, "You believe they'll return?"
 
   "No," I said, dropping my cloak to the ground as a warmth spread through my back and I unleashed the silver glow of my wings in all their glory. "I believe they already have."


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Nightfall
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I'd always wanted my own aircraft. I just never thought I'd get it by stealing from the military. 
 
   I also never imagined it would be The Night Raven, a small stealth jet with hovering capabilities and cloaking. 
 
   A multi-billion dollar machine. 
 
   It wasn't hard. Once Evie hacked the Airforce base to find the identity and home address of the Head of Security, I caught him as he left for work and used my powers to compel him to program a Night Raven to leave base and arrive at the Cathedral. "You will remove all tracking and will not search for it. It will remain in your database."
 
   He had nodded and done exactly as instructed. This was a bit high profile and Zorin had some concerns, but we needed something that could be flown directly into Manhattan without being detected and could escape with speed and agility. The Night Raven could go over Mach 3, three times the speed of sound. It was undetectable and it could defend itself and be operated remotely. 
 
   And… I'd always wanted one. 
 
   And with it, I had no trouble flying straight to Times Square, to where Jax was being kept as Ragathon show-boated until the execution.
 
   I hovered the aircraft right in front of the central platforms and spoke, projecting my voice through all the e-Boards and speakers I'd hacked into. "This aircraft has the capacity to destroy this entire block. Do not move from your positions."
 
   A group of bystanders had gathered to watch the execution. Even after what happened last time, their bloodlust could not be contained and it sickened me. 
 
   The crowd stirred, gasping, chattering like monkeys. There were more guards than before, Officers and Bruisers lining the Square, the Central Command vehicle with its giant cannon pointed straight at the Night Raven.
 
   But no one moved. I'd gotten their attention.
 
   Ragathon, the cocky jerk, held his giant hammer in his fist, his red Inquisitor cloak billowing behind him as he spoke through his own speakers. "Who is this?"
 
   I lowered the Night Raven and opened the cockpit, stepping out in my full armor, my cloak, my face masked, my hair black as night. My image stared back at me from all the screens as I told them who I was. "I am Nightfall," I said, "and if you wish to live, you will do as I say." I pointed to the platform where Jax slumped in handcuffs against a pillar. "Hand Sir Lux over to me."
 
   "And you'll leave?" Ragathon asked, the gold and crimson of his chest plate splintering the city lights into fractals.
 
   "Yes."
 
   He sneered. "And why should I trust a rebel?"
 
   "I am no rebel," I said. "I am—" Before I could finish, another aircraft appeared from behind a skyscraper, hovering between Manhattan towers. I dashed forward, drawing my sword, my wings a spiral of silver light as I cut the jet wings off the aircraft using my blade. It crashed down to the street, bursting into flames before a screaming crowd.
 
   With wings exposed, I flew up and then let myself fall to the ground below the Night Raven. I spoke softly, but my voice traveled through the city. "I am Nephilim."
 
   "We can't let her go," Ragathon screamed to his soldiers. "Surround her—"
 
   "Others of my kind are amongst you right now," I warned him.
 
   At those words, the crowds and soldiers and leaders, all of them froze. I was playing on their worst fears. That the Nephilim would return. That they could turn anyone. That they could destroy them all. "If you move on me, my agents will destroy each and every last one of you."
 
   "She's bluffing," Ragathon said. "Fire…" The cannon moved lower, pointing straight at me.
 
   And then, black and blue tendrils like smoke whipped from the crowd and cut the cannon in half. The dark whirl of motion continued until it landed above the crowd on the balcony of one of the buildings. Zorin stood in his black cloak, sword raised, his face masked, his wings on full display.
 
   The e-Boards alternated between images of him and me. Two Nephilim, and how many more were there? That was the thought on everyone's mind.
 
   "You should thank me, Inquisitor," I said sweetly. "If that cannon had gone off, all of you would have been killed."
 
   On cue, members of the crowd stepped out toward me, all cloaked in black and holding swords. The final illusion. The reason I needed the rebels. 
 
   "Sir, your orders?" asked Ragathon's Second—The Seeker. She stood at attention, ready to act, her body and face cloaked in cold steel with the Inquisition symbol of the eye carved into it. 
 
   His jaw tensed and I could see the internal battle he waged. He'd already failed one execution. Could he afford another? 
 
   He glared at me with raw hate as he gave the order. "Free Lux." 
 
   The Seeker hesitated, looking between the two of us, then did as ordered, unchaining Jax, who couldn't stand on his own from all the drugs they'd given him to subdue his para-powers.
 
   "Escort him to me," I said, trying desperately to keep any and all emotion out of my synthesized voice.
 
   The Seeker helped Jax down the platform toward me.
 
   "That's far enough," I said. 
 
   They stopped.
 
   "Sir Lux has been falsely accused," I told the crowd. "He did not murder Inquisition Officers on behalf of the rebels. He executed deserters who were threatening an innocent."
 
   Images came up on the screen, images taken from an Inquisition helmet. It showed them before they found us, killing and ravaging those not in any way associated with the rebels. Then it showed Jax and me and how they confronted us. "Take the girl."
 
   "We have nothing to report." Our voices filled the city.
 
   "It is illegal to threaten a Knight of the Fourth…"
 
   More gasps from the crowd. I knew the public hadn't been privy to the real story, the footage that got Jax in trouble in the first place. It wasn't hard to hack their system and find everything. 
 
   I held my hand out to Jax, my mouth dry, throat feeling like it was swelling shut, as I spoke. "Sir Jaxton Lux, join me. Together, we can lead by example and show the Orders what it means to protect the innocent."
 
   Jax stumbled forward and it took everything I had not to rush to him and hug him. Instead I waited as he left the Seeker behind to reach me. "Thank you, Nightfall." He grasped my hand to shake it…
 
   And then had the hilt of my sword. He grabbed me with more strength than I thought he had and pushed the blade against my throat. "Call off your agents," he yelled so everyone could hear.
 
   I didn't know what to say or do. How could this be happening? What was he doing?
 
   "Do not move without my command," I told the rebels through my e-Glass.
 
   Trix's voice came through. "N? What do you want us to do, N?"
 
   Zorin's voice cut her off. "Nightfall, use your ability."
 
   On… Jax? I never thought I'd have to do that to him.
 
   "I have a shot," T.R. said. "I can take him out. Your call, N."
 
   Too many voices vied for attention in my frazzled mind. "No!"
 
   Jax stared deep into my eyes and spoke softly. "Tell your agents to retreat. You will be taken into custody, but you can still save your people."
 
   I pushed through my haze to try to reach him with logic. "If you don't come with me, they'll kill you."
 
   He gritted his teeth. "A price I'm willing to pay."
 
   Zorin was right all along. He was a caged lion who had learned to call his prison home. I couldn't change his mind. Not as Nightfall. Maybe not even as Scarlett. He wouldn't betray the Orders, even after they'd betrayed him. Even to save his own life. I felt tears well in my eyes. I couldn't lose Jax. My last true friend. The last of my family. But if he wouldn't go with me willingly, then I was powerless to save him. 
 
   "I'm sorry," I said as I unleashed my wings to full effect and surrounded us both in silver white light, blinding Jax. The blade cut at my throat and I pushed it away and flew upward with us both. Jax struggled against me, trying to kill me. I never thought I'd be in the position of defending my life against Jax. The pain nearly killed me, saving him the trouble.
 
   I yanked the blade from him, dropped closer to the ground, and let him fall.
 
   Jax stumbled, falling to his side as the Inquisition Officers surrounded him, taking him back into custody.
 
   I looked away from the man I loved and addressed Ragathon as I rose back into the sky, the skyscrapers fading below me. "My agents will not attack," I said on the speakers, the cut on my throat already healing. "Hold your position until we have left." I boarded the Night Raven and took myself off speakers to address the rebels. "Pull back," I told them.
 
   "This was pointless," said T. R. "We should at least take the Inquisitor prisoner."
 
   "No," I said, programming in my new destination. "He may choose to fight instead of sacrificing himself. We pull back."
 
   "You heard her," Trix said. "Everyone pull back."
 
   "Such a waste," T.R. grumbled, but he obeyed.
 
   "Not a waste," I said as I flew out of the city and back to the Cathedral. "We revealed the truth to the public, we proved we could outmaneuver the Inquisition, and we showed them all the Nephilim have returned."
 
   "We, N?" Trix asked, and I could practically hear the smile in her voice. "Are you joining us now?"
 
   "Just explaining what we accomplished," I said with a sigh. "I'll meet you back at the rendezvous." I cut the comm and pulled off my mask. As the Night Raven piloted me to our safe house, I buried my face in my hands and sobbed. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I couldn't let them see what this failure had done to me. Couldn't let them know that this was personal. Only Zorin knew, and even then he didn't really know. 
 
   My best friend, my only remaining family, was about to be killed for something he didn't do, and he'd rejected his only way out. He would rather die than do what I was doing now, aiding the rebel cause. How could he and I be so different? We'd shared everything growing up, but now, I didn't understand him at all.
 
   I was glad of my mask as I sat around an old oak table with Trix and T.R. across from me and Zorin at my side. Outside the sun had already set, casting the world into darkness. Fitting.
 
   They would be hanging him now. Or would Ragathon choose to use his hammer? I shook my head to clear away the brooding thoughts as Trix leaned back in her chair.  
 
   "We didn't get Sir Lux, but we'd rather have you, N," she said. "With Nephilim on our side, we could really make a difference."
 
   "You mean, you could start a second war." My voice sounded hollow. Dead.
 
   "We can crush the Orders," she countered.
 
   "Really? Then why did we nearly go extinct to begin with? The Twilight Court had hundreds of Nephilim fighting and they still lost. We have two. We needed Sir Lux."
 
   As silence fell, the rebels looked between Zorin and me, and then Trix cocked her head toward him. "What about you? Where do you stand in all this?"
 
   Zorin looked at me, then back at them. "I'm with Nightfall," he said. "But, if I can be of assistance, please call on me."
 
   His offer surprised me. Maybe he had more hope in their cause than I did.
 
   "Here," Trix said, passing him an e-Glass. "Use this to stay in contact. It's encrypted, so no one can trace the signal."
 
   "Thank you." He took the device and slipped it into his pocket.
 
   Trix turned back to me, her green eyes scrutinizing. "So how about it, N? You with us?"
 
   With Jax gone, dead… what was the point of any of this? "I need to go." I stood and headed toward the front door, back to the Night Raven.
 
   "We can help each other, N," Trix called after me. "You've seen that."
 
   Had I? What had we really accomplished after all? I'd spouted some lines about our success, but without Jax… 
 
   "Let her go," T.R. said from behind me. "She broke her promise."
 
   I spun around to face him as he continued.
 
   "The aircraft you took down. It crashed in the streets. That pilot and anyone around died." He glared at me with his blue eyes. "You promised no one would die."
 
   "The aircraft had no pilot," I said, a weariness forming in my bones. "And I controlled the crash."
 
   T.R. smirked. "How could you possibly do that?"
 
   "She sent it there," Trix said, as realization dawned. "She stole it like she stole the Night Raven and programed it to show up. Didn't you, N?"
 
   "Yes." Despite everything, I was impressed by Trix. She had a quick mind and rational approach I admired. "I needed to demonstrate my abilities without hurting anyone."
 
   Not even Zorin knew that part of my plan and they all looked at me with something new on their faces. Awe. Respect.  
 
   Trix folded her hands together and locked eyes with me. "We need you, N. You're better than any of us."
 
   "Thank you," I said, as I opened the door and stared at the Night Raven. "But T.R. was right. I did break my promise. Someone will die tonight because of me." 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I hid the Night Raven in a mountain cave outside of New York then flew with my own wings to the edge of Manhattan and walked through the city looking for the subway station that would take me back to Vianney Island and Castle V. 
 
   I kept my e-Glass turned off and ignored all e-Boards. I didn't want to see Jax killed, didn't want to see the footage that would follow. I wanted this day to be over. 
 
   As I passed by an alley, my own thoughts were broken by a boy screaming for help. I turned into the darkness and saw three kids, barely teens, standing over another kid, kicking him in the stomach and taunting him. "Rotten Zenith," one said, landing a blow to his chest with a boot. "You hoping Nephilim win this time, Zenith? You hoping they kill us all?" 
 
   "I'm not… a Zenith… please…" the kid on the ground begged through a split and bleeding lip.
 
   The second attacker spat at him and leered. "I saw you making things float in the bathroom."
 
   "No…" the boy said, shaking, cowering. "You're making that up."
 
   The bully stepped closer, crushing the kid's hand under his foot. "You calling me a liar?"
 
   "No… please…"
 
   I ran down the alley as they continued to beat the boy. 
 
   "Hey!" I shouted, ready to do whatever it took to protect this kid. I worried I'd have to fight three minors, but the moment they saw me they ran like the cowards they were.
 
   I reached for the boy's hand but he jumped up and scuttled away from me. "I'm not a Zenith," he said. His face was red and covered in tears, his brown hair a mess of dirt and gravel. "I'm not!" 
 
   He tried to push past me and I dropped my hand to his shoulder. "Wait!"
 
   My power opened up on its own this time, throwing me into his mind, his memories.
 
   Him at home, making a small paper crane levitate over his hand, a big smile on his face.
 
   In the bathroom, his backpack starting to float next to him. He didn't mean to. He wasn't even thinking. A group of kids come into the bathroom and saw…
 
   In the school office while his parents talk to the principal. 
 
   On the bathroom floor of the school being kicked in the gut.
 
   At home, his parents yelling at him, telling him to stop. "Can't you just be a normal kid?"
 
   And then he stole his father's key, the key to a drawer where his dad kept a gun… 
 
   "Don't be afraid," I told him, pushing the thought into his mind. "Things will get better." 
 
   He believed me. I made him believe. "Things will get better," I said again. Because I would make them better. Nightfall would make them better.
 
   I let him go and he walked away, smiling as tears filled my eyes.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time I arrived at Castle V, I'd mostly calmed down. My eyes were still swollen from tears and I needed a bath, but I was back to being Scarlett, all signs of my alter ego stored away, my hair back to its pale blond thanks to the magic of Angel technology, but my heart still crushed beyond repair.
 
   I'd only come back for one purpose. I hadn't thought past what I would do after that. Would I stay and try to destroy the Orders from within? Would I leave and join the rebels? Would I just disappear? Would I try to hunt the Angel that killed my parents, even if I wasn't ready and would get myself killed, and, I reminded myself, I had no idea where said Angel was?
 
   I had no answers to any of these. No plan. No ideas. 
 
   I only knew one thing as I clutched my mother's dagger in my hand, hidden under the cuff of my hoodie. 
 
   Ragathon would pay for what he'd done to Jax.
 
   I'd been searching for him on the grounds and finally found him saying goodbye to a group of students he'd been talking to.
 
   He walked away, laughing, smiling. Like he hadn't just killed the last of my heart.
 
   I squeezed the dagger in my hand, the cold steel digging into my palm.
 
   As I walked faster toward him, my heart pumped quicker, heat building in my body, adrenaline coursing through me.
 
   I'd never killed anyone in cold blood before. It felt different. But I didn't waver. Didn't hesitate. He wasn't an innocent and I would have no regrets, no matter how this ended, as long as he was dead.
 
   I was a few feet from him, his back to me as he walked away. I moved closer, the blade ready to sink into his neck and spill his life's blood. 
 
   I raised it, ready to strike, ready to end his life. This was my last move. My King ending the game.
 
   Just as I prepared to lunge, someone grabbed my hand.
 
   "Scarlett?"
 
   My heart stuttered and the dagger fell to the ground. Ragathon continued on, oblivious to how close he was to the end of his life as I turned to the man who had stopped me.
 
   It couldn't be…
 
   Jax wrapped his rams around me and held me against his chest, his voice a breath against my ear. "Scarlett, I'm back."


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   The Dark Templars
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   He bent to pick up the dagger I'd dropped at our feet. "This wouldn't have changed anything, Star." He handed it back to me and I stuck it in my bag. "Some other Inquisitor would just take his place. Maybe even someone worse—"
 
   I didn't care about any of that, I just cared that he was alive, standing before me, well and beautiful and still here. I hugged him again, hard, my heart filling with happiness. "How are you alive? I thought they killed you."
 
   Part of me was still angry he hadn't left with the rebels, with Nightfall, and I didn't understand why he would choose death over fighting the system that unjustly convicted him. 
 
   He smiled and stroked my face while he spoke. "The Chancellor overruled his execution when I proved loyal. By refusing to join with Nightfall I inadvertently became a powerful symbol for Normals and Zeniths alike. The Chancellor argued that by killing me we would be inflaming the passions of the public toward anarchy, but by reinstating me we would show the people that those loyal to the Orders are protected."
 
   "But you couldn't have known that would happen," I argued. "For all you knew, they would have killed you. Why didn't you leave with the rebels? You risked your life!" I punched him lightly in the shoulder, as emotions warred in me. Fear, sadness, anger, relief, love… all of it filling me with contradictions.
 
   "Leaving with the rebels would have solved nothing," he said. "Nightfall spoke of justice, and yet she was threatening an entire group of innocent people, not just soldiers. How is she any better than what she claims to fight against? I can't align myself with that. I have to fix the corruption from within. Your parents died for the Orders, I couldn't dishonor them, our Order, everything we stand for, it would all have meant nothing if I sold myself out to save my life."
 
   "You really believe that? That it would have been better to die than join the rebels?" I tried to hide the pain that caused me, how personal this conversation was to me.
 
   His face hardened. "Yes." 
 
   We began to walk toward the water as we talked, moving away from the Castle and anyone who might overhear us. "But they're on your side. The Nephilim are fighting so Zeniths and Normals can live equally. For years, they've been fighting. Can't you see, that all this time, they're the ones we should have been rooting for?"
 
   He turned to look at me, his hand resting on my arm. "Scarlett, if Nephilim had won the war, they would have killed everyone who opposed them."
 
   "And have we done any different?"
 
   Jax sat on a bench under a tree over looking the water. "Look, there's no point in regretting a past we have no control over. You and I can change things now. We'll rise up the ranks, and we'll make a difference. One day, when a Grandmaster like Ragathon is to be replaced, we'll be the ones to replace him."
 
   I had too much energy in me to sit, so I paced next to him, the beauty of the night lost to me.  "And what about Nightfall?"
 
   "The Nephilim? She'll pay for threatening all those people."
 
   I wanted to smack him, but I refrained, pulling in all of my frustration at his narrow-minded views. "Whether you like it or not, she saved you today. She may not have rescued you, but she became the mechanism by which you were exonerated."
 
   Jax shook his head. "I didn't ask for her help and I owe her nothing."
 
   Before I said something I'd regret, I turned away. "I need to go."
 
   But he stood and grabbed my hand before I could leave. "Scarlett, just… just wait a moment."
 
   I turned to look at him. Moonlight highlighted his dark hair and his face had softened with a familiar smile. "I almost died today, it's true. And my last thoughts would have been of you. I thought I'd never see you again and it hurt more than anything else. So…" he stepped forward and I could smell the mint of his soap as it caught on the breeze, "I just wanted to say that I'm so glad to see you again. Glad you came back. And, it means a lot to me that you were willing to avenge me."
 
   He leaned in and kissed my cheek, a light peck but it left a mark on my skin, like a burn that traveled through my body. "Goodnight, Star."
 
   Choked by my own emotion, I said goodnight and walked quickly to my room, all thoughts of assassinating Ragathon gone. It wouldn't work now, anyways. Too public. Too dangerous. Unless I wanted a suicide mission, there had to be a better way. I'd think about it later. 
 
   As I made my way into the castle and through the corridors toward the Initiates Wing and my bedroom, I wondered at what my parents and Jax saw in this place. It oozed corruption and didn't seem to do anything it promised to do. 
 
   When I locked my door and checked for bugs—you could never be too careful—I walked to the window, pricked my finger, and drew the Nephilim symbol on the glass. It shimmered and disappeared and as I waited to hear from Zorin, I finally took the chip from the night my parents were killed and installed it into my e-Glass.
 
   I dropped to my bed, clutching the Token of Strife in my hand and watched that night unravel in full color. Over and over I replayed the video. Seeing them fight. Seeing my mother shift. Seeing them both killed. Seeing the Angel come from the sky. 
 
   It was nearly morning when I looked up to see Zorin standing in my room, the window open behind him. 
 
   I raised an eyebrow at the odd vision of him in my room. "Isn't it a bit risky for you to be here?"
 
   He grinned and sat at my desk chair. "I have ways of remaining incognito. What can I do for you, Miss Night?"
 
   I sat up and took my e-Glass off. "It's what I can do for you, actually. Or rather, what we can do for each other. I'll help you discover why the Nephilim lost the war." I could see interest in his eyes and continued. "And then, I'll help you rebuild. Gather the rebels and prepare the Cathedral. It will be our base, where we start."
 
   "Start?" he asked.
 
   "A new Order," I said. "One that fights for both Zeniths and Normals. One that actually keeps its oaths." 
 
   "If we are to be an army, we shall need a name. A banner under which to fight."
 
   I used the Token of Strife in my hand to prick my finger and used the drop of blood to draw on the floor between us. An infinity symbol with a double cross rising from it. "Not an army," I said looking up at him. "We shall be of the night, striking from the shadows, but we shall be more than soldiers. We shall be symbols of what is just. We shall be knights of the dark. We shall be the Dark Templars."
 
   He traced the symbol with his finger. "The Leviathan Cross," he said.
 
   I nodded. "An ancient Templar symbol that stands for balance in the masculine and feminine. It represents protection. We are that protection. We are that balance."
 
   Zorin smiled. "Will you leave this castle and take residence at the Cathedral?"
 
   "No," I said, still cradling the Token of Strife in my hand. "I'll rise up the ranks, and then I'll destroy them."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next day I surprised my grandfather with news that I was ready to commit to the Orders. And he surprised me with a shoebox. 
 
   "I know you didn't get to the bank," he said as he handed it to me. "So I took the liberty of retrieving what they left you."
 
   I opened it, my hands only shaking slightly, and found a checkbook. 
 
   My grandfather smiled. "You're a wealthy young lady, Scarlett. Your parents left you everything, and that's not insignificant. Before you take your vows, I wanted you to know you have choices. You are not dependent on me or this school for your survival. You can leave, if you must, though I hope you won't. I hope you'll stay."
 
   When I looked at the balance in the account, my jaw dropped. Wealthy, indeed. I never imagined my parents had this kind of money. I closed the box and smiled at my grandfather. "Thank you. It means a lot to me that you showed me this before I committed. But I'm not going anywhere. I belong here."
 
   He wasted no time in scheduling my acceptance ceremony, though just he, Jax and the Council were in attendance, Ragathon with his customary scowl. 
 
   I knelt before the Chancellor on one knee in his office while he held a sword over my head. 
 
   His voice sounded strong and powerful as he asked me the ritual questions. 
 
   "Do you swear—
 
   To protect the weak and defenseless?
 
   To fight for the welfare of all?
 
   To eschew unfairness, meanness, and deceit?
 
   To at all times speak the truth?
 
   Do you swear?"
 
   "I swear," I said. 
 
   He touched each of my shoulders with the sword, then draped a black cloak over my shoulder and handed me a silver and obsidian ring with a V on it. I slipped it onto my finger.
 
   "Then rise, Scarlett Night, an Initiate of Castle Vianney."
 
   And so I rose.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Back at the Cathedral, I stood with Zorin, Trix and T.R. and assessed our new space. 
 
   T.R. grinned. "This will do nicely for a base."
 
   "The Nephilites built catacombs underground. The tunnels could prove useful." Zorin gestured to the door at the back. "Let me show you." He and T.R. walked off and disappeared into the bowels of the Cathedral. 
 
   I began to follow when Trix stopped me with her words.
 
   "I know you work for the Orders." 
 
   I turned to her, my blood pulsing under my skin. 
 
   "Or that you used to work for them," she amended. "That's how you were able to track the Inquisition's movements when you helped me escape. How you witnessed Sir Lux defending himself against the Officers."
 
   I gripped the hilt of my sword and cursed at myself for my own folly. I should have been more careful. Now, my entire plan could be ruined… unless… unless I could use my powers to make Trix forget. Make her stop thinking along these lines.
 
   Trix stepped away from me, her arms in the air in a gesture of peace. "Look, as long as you help my guys take down the Four Orders, I don't care. I trust you, N. Just, tell me… tell me we can win this thing."
 
   I released my sword, my body relaxing just a fraction. Maybe this could still work. "We can," I said. "We will."
 
   Trix nodded. "That's all I need to know." She held out her hand.
 
   I took it, sealing our partnership.
 
   But she didn't let go as she continued talking. "My guys are gonna follow you now. So know this: if you ever throw their lives away carelessly… if you ever betray them…" Trix's hand began heating up… more and more… it was almost painful, the heat, the tension of bones rubbing together. "Then I'll crush you," she finished, letting my hand drop.
 
   With a grin on her freckled face, the Shadow of Rome disappeared into the bowels of the Cathedral and I couldn't help but smile, too, for the woman I might someday be friends with.


 
   
  
 

EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Chancellor sat in front of his fire, stroking the white Persian that he'd come to consider family after all these years. "Orpheus, I do wonder how much more of this I'm equipped for on some days."
 
   When he heard the knock on the door to his office, he sighed, set the great beast of a cat down and shuffled to answer what was inevitably going to be unpleasant news. Any visitor arriving after midnight always came bearing grave tidings, he'd learned over the years.
 
   A young Hospitaller stood before him, her freckles still fresh and eyes still bright. "Chancellor, I apologize for disturbing you, but I couldn't find my Grandmaster and I thought you'd want to see these results immediately."
 
   "Come in, child," he said, gesturing her out of the hall.
 
   He closed the door behind her and guided them both back to his chairs. Bad news was best heard in comfort. Another truth he'd learned over the years.
 
   They sat, her perched on the edge of her seat with spine straight as a board. She held an envelope that she handed to him the moment he settled. "It's about Miss Night. Her test results came back and…"
 
   "Yes?" he opened the envelope to see for himself.
 
   "Based on her blood work… I know this is a delicate subject being your granddaughter and all, but as you know we study many races of blood and…"
 
   Her babbling grated on his tired nerves, so he prodded her along. "Child, I'm an old man and in need of rest. Please arrive at the point succinctly."
 
   "Well, she's different, Sir. And, based on my research, I think… she might be…" She gulped and tugged at her braid. "She might be Nephilim."
 
   She whispered the word as if it were the vilest curse, which he supposed to her it was.
 
   He scanned the results with old eyes and folded the paper back up. "Does anyone else know of these results?"
 
   She shook her head. "No, no one."
 
   "And did you follow protocol when discovering anything relating to Nephilim?"
 
   She flinched at the word, but nodded. "All files have been wiped clean and only this paper file exists. All safety protocols have been followed to the letter."
 
   She smiled like he might reward her a gold star for her work. In any other situation, he might. But tonight, well, tonight the stars were aligned against them both it seemed. 
 
   He stood. "Thank you, child. I'll handle it from here."
 
   Her shoulders dropped down and her face relaxed. "Thank you, sir. I worried you would be angry."
 
   "Not at all. Just tired, as I said. It's been a long night and bound to get longer."
 
   She bobbed her head and walked in front of him. "Of course. Good night, Chancellor."
 
   Before she could open the door, before she could utter another word, the Chancellor jabbed a knife into her back, expertly positioning it between her ribs to penetrate her heart and kill her instantly. As she slumped he caught her body and lay her on the expensive carpets that would now be marred by blood stains. "I'm sorry, child. I truly am. But no one must ever know that my granddaughter is Nightfall. The world needs her more then it needs another doctor."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Andriy Zorin sat in the Cathedral, now a slightly cleaner version of itself, and played chess against himself. An activity that had occupied him for several hours.
 
   He always won.
 
   Of course, he also always lost. 
 
   "May I join you, old friend?"
 
   He looked up and into the face as familiar as his own. A big man, cloaked in black, crossed the room and sat across from him. Heavy silver shackles bound his wrists.
 
   Zorin smiled at the man. "I was told I was the last of our kind. I'm glad they were wrong."
 
   "I hardly count," said the man, moving a pawn forward.
 
   "It isn't the wings that make us who we are," Zorin reminded him. "How did you find me?" Zorin asked, countering his move.
 
   "The news. Umbra is very distinct. And I figured, if you were in the area, you'd be here."
 
   Zorin's hand fell to his sword. He could hide his face, but his blade would always be his tell. 
 
   "I've watched you these past days," the man said, moving a bishop. "You've taken on another apprentice."
 
   Zorin captured a pawn and then studied the man before him. "I had to turn her. I owed her parents."
 
   The man smiled, his dark eyes creasing. "Or did she remind you of someone? Perhaps, someone from long ago?"
 
   "I don't know," said Zorin. "Like you said, it was long ago."
 
   The man moved his Queen, posing a threat to Zorin's King. "You know the path you have set her on," the man said. "What she will become."
 
   "She'd be dead if I'd done nothing."
 
   The man frowned. "Perhaps that would have been better."
 
   "Perhaps." Zorin moved his knight. "Checkmate." He stood and walked away, but the man called to him.
 
   "You were always good at strategy, Zorin. Or shall I call you Nyx now?"
 
   Zorin stopped and turned, towering over the man he'd known too long. "Do not tell the girl."
 
   "I will not. At least, not for now—"
 
   Zorin dashed forward and grabbed the man by the throat, lifting him off his chair and into the air. "I care for you, friend, but do not mistake my kindness for weakness." Zorin dropped the man to the cold floor.
 
    He clutched at his throat, choking, before he could speak again. "I will not tell her."
 
   Zorin stood over him with a challenge in his eyes. "Then will you follow me again?"
 
   The man moved to his knees and kneeled. "I have followed you for many years. I shall not stop now."
 
   A smile tugged at Zorin's lips as the wind howled around the Cathedral. "Then we have work to do. The Nephilim have returned."
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