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Chapter 1
 
   Matthew and his army halted, fatigue from their long march momentarily forgotten, disbelief palpable as they watched billowing smoke reach like a toxic hand into the sky, swiping aside clouds as though they were inconsequential nothings, chasing birds from flight, obscuring the very sun itself.  A deep gloom settled across the landscape, Kingdom, ancient and impervious, forced to its knees, bowing to disaster, crying for help.  The moment passed, and the army rallied, the sight rekindling their purpose as they careered forwards as one, no order needed to send them to their work.
 
   They reached their sad, battered capital, and the devastation washed across them like the shockwave that had caused it.  Matthew stood momentarily bewildered, this not at all what he or any of the others had expected.  The city was now theirs for the taking, no organised armies to defend it, no one at all to stand in their way.  He snapped to action, issuing orders to the other self-selected leaders of the revolution.  He himself headed straight to the Temples, or more accurately, to the ruins where the Temples had, until so recently, stood.  The sight that greeted him was worse than anything he had imagined; dead strewn carelessly around, wounded protruding from under debris, the Temples gone, either crashed to the ground, or disappeared into one of several great chasms that had opened up beneath them.
 
   A dusty mist hung in the air, that which had billowed into the sky now falling back to settle on all below; faces, clothes, bodies, tinging the world in grey.
 
   Amongst the chaos a few were starting to bring order, instructing those able to help sort the wounded into groups.  They were herding those relatively unscathed, although dazed and shaking with shock and terror, to a safe distance, and ordering others still to the morbid business of inspecting bodies to discover if they belonged to the living or the dead.  Matthew studied those who had assumed control, the people to whom others were naturally looking for instruction.  There were four or five of them working as a group, moving through the wreckage, issuing orders as they went.  Matthew recognised them, surprised to find they were all senior Councillors, not a Descendant to be seen.  He left them to continue; his men would arrest them in good time, but there was no point in halting what little progress there was.  Instead, he turned his attention to searching for the real danger to his cause, those with the authority to declare themselves in charge once the dust settled, those who had rained this destruction down on Kingdom; the Descendants themselves.
 
   He moved through the carnage, no one raising their eyes to look at him, no one noticing either his army, who had now begun to pour across the wreckage, the focus all around only on survival.  He approached the entrance to the Spirit Temple, now lying discarded on the ground, his eyes scouring mound after mound of wreckage for any clue, when a flash of red caught his eye.  He moved closer, climbing over an enormous fallen pillar to find a man in a battered red cloak hovering over the lifeless figure of a woman.  He appeared to be shaking her, frantically trying to coax her back to life, saying, ‘Anita.  Come on Anita.  Wake up.’
 
   Marcus heard the approach of another and turned to appeal for their help.  ‘Please,’ he said quickly, ‘please help me move her to safety.  I can’t wake her.’
 
   ‘Of course,’ said Matthew, beckoning two of his men to come and help, recognising Marcus immediately, delight at his good fortune blooming inside.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A sharp sting across her cheek jolted Anita awake.  She was lying on her back in a dark room on a cold, hard floor, a splitting pain shooting through her head as she sat up, trying to orientate herself, trying to force her foggy mind to remember.  Visions flashed in front of her eyes, of the Relic, the Temples, Alexander, the world crashing down around her, Marcus pulling her out.  Out of nowhere a hand flashed into view, a hostile hand, attempting to strike her across the face once more.  Anita dodged right, the hand missing its mark, but causing another electric pain to tear across her mind.
 
   ‘This is all your fault,’ hissed a voice Anita recognised, but for a moment could not place.  She said nothing, waiting for the pain in her head to subside.  ‘That’s just like you,’ it came again, ‘stay silent.  Play the innocent.  Pretend your hands are clean.’
 
   Anita looked up at the same moment her head delivered the answer as to who it was.  ‘Gwyn,’ she said, ‘by the Gods.  Where are we?’ she asked, looking around.  They appeared to be in some kind of study, the floor polished marble, a large desk dominating the middle of the room, with two uncomfortable looking upholstered chairs on one side and a large black leather chair on the other.  The walls were a deep green, sucking in what little light was provided by two ornate lamps, one on the desk, and a second standing on the floor next to the solid looking oak door.  There was little else in the room; a wooden filing cabinet, a drinks stand, a window obscured by heavy dark drapes, and ugly, crude modern art adorning the walls, their subjects looking down with malice, goading those who looked up at them from below.
 
   Gwyn laughed a cruel laugh.  ‘Knowing you, you probably set this all up as well.  Were you working with the rebels from the start?  Agreed some nice little deal to get all the Descendants killed through that stupid stunt?  Just using Marcus and Alexander, revelling in watching them run around after you like lost puppies...’
 
   ‘...Gwyn,’ Anita cut across her delusion, ‘rant away if that makes you feel better, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.  The rebels are in Kingdom?’
 
   Gwyn sneered at her, clenching her jaw and walking to the opposite wall, where she brooded a moment before turning to answer.  ‘I suppose that makes sense.  You’re not clever enough to have been involved in some kind of master plan anyway; you were probably just a pawn.’  Anita let her get it off her chest, staying silent, wishing away the throbbing in her head.  She waited for Gwyn to get to an explanation, knowing firing back an insult would only delay her enlightenment.  Gwyn huffed before finally deciding to talk.
 
   ‘The rebels arrived in Kingdom shortly after the Temples collapsed.  There was nobody to resist them, no one realised what was happening until too late, everyone focused on trying to uncover and help those still alive.  So the rebels sought out and arrested anyone holding a position of power; academics, Councillors, and of course, the Descendants.  You, Marcus and I were being moved here, to a Mind Councillor’s home, when what must have been the remnants of Marcus’ army managed to overpower the rebel guards, successfully getting him away, I presume to safety.  We were put in this room shortly after we arrived here and nobody has been back to check on us since.’
 
   ‘The door’s locked?’ 
 
   ‘No,’ Gwyn replied, sarcastically.  ‘They went to the trouble of capturing us and putting us in what amounts to a cell, but thought it unnecessary to lock us in.’
 
   ‘Guards?’ asked Anita, not being drawn into a fight.
 
   ‘I don’t know.  I haven’t heard anyone coming or going, or anyone talking outside, but the walls and door are thick, so there might be.’
 
   ‘How long have we been here?’
 
   ‘Hours.  It was light when we got here, and it’s been dark for ages.’
 
   ‘And they didn’t say when someone would be back to talk to us?  Or to give us food and water?’
 
   Gwyn laughed heartlessly.  ‘Look, Princess, I know you didn’t see the devastation out there, as it all got a bit much and you fainted, but I very much doubt feeding and watering us is very high on anyone’s priority list right now.’
 
   Judging by the lump on her head and the pain when she moved Anita was sure she hadn’t simply fainted, but again decided it better not to rise to Gwyn’s bait.  ‘Why did they bring me?’ she asked instead.  ‘As far as they know I’m neither a Councillor nor a Descendant, so why am I here, especially as I was unconscious?’
 
   ‘Marcus was hovering over you like a worried puppy,’ said Gwyn, maliciously.  ‘Obviously still a lovesick idiot.’
 
   Anita rolled her eyes, showing irritation for the first time.  ‘What about Alexander?’ she asked.  ‘Is he here too?’  She held her breath as she waited for the answer, Gwyn’s energy telling her it wouldn’t be what she wanted to hear.
 
   ‘No.  They couldn’t find him.’
 
   ‘No body either?’  Anita asked, trying to get a handle on the sudden rush of alarm that filled her.
 
   Gwyn shook her head.  ‘No.’
 
   Memories started coming back to Anita.  ‘Marcus told me Alexander was helping get people out through the Mind Temple.’
 
   ‘How could he possibly have known that?’ Gwyn shot back impatiently, although the cruelty had mostly gone from her tone.
 
   ‘He only said it to make me leave,’ she said, pausing, surprised she’d been so gullible.  ‘I saw Alexander being thrown back into the Mind Temple.  Did they search there?’
 
   ‘The Mind Temple’s nothing but a hole in the ground,’ said Gwyn, as surprised as Anita at the almost kind edge to her voice.  ‘I’m sorry to say it, but he’s most likely at the bottom of that hole, covered in Temple remains.’
 
   Anita bowed her head.  She refused to believe it.  ‘He must have found a way out.’
 
   A dull thunk cut across the silence of Anita’s hope and their heads snapped around in unison to face the noise, two men revealed as the door swung inwards.  ‘Marcus?’ exclaimed Anita.  ‘They caught you?’
 
   ‘No,’ said the other man, curtly.  ‘You’re free to go now, Anita.  You can leave with Marcus.’
 
   ‘Who are you to hold anyone hostage?’ Anita shot back, the words out before she’d had a chance to thoroughly consider her predicament.
 
   ‘My name is Matthew,’ said the medium height, medium built, middle-aged man, with solid eyes and a grounded demeanour, but something in his energy that didn’t quite add up.  ‘I’m the leader of the revolution.  We have taken over Kingdom – at least what’s left of it – after the damage you people inflicted.  We’ll be establishing a new way of things from now on.  Now, are you going, or would you prefer to stay here with your cell mate?’
 
   ‘Gwyn’s coming too,’ said Anita, resolute.  ‘We’re not leaving without her.’
 
   Matthew laughed, and Marcus shot her a wary look before saying firmly, ‘Anita, all the way here, and at every opportunity since, Gwyn has been trying to sell the idea, to anyone who will listen, that the situation in which we currently find ourselves is entirely your fault.’
 
   ‘What?’ Anita breathed, her shoulders slumping, turning to look at Gwyn, her eyes expressing her disappointment.  ‘And just when I thought we were making progress...’
 
   Gwyn averted her gaze, ‘just go,’ she said, sliding down the wall to sit on the cold, marble floor, her body language that of a petulant child who had been caught out in a lie.  ‘Just go.’
 
   Anita considered her options, briefly entertaining the idea of insisting Gwyn be allowed to come with them, or staying to devise some method of escape.  But she knew she had a far better chance of getting Gwyn free, and more importantly, of locating Alexander, from the outside, so instead, she walked through the door and left, without so much as a backwards glance.  She walked past the two men, Marcus placing his hand firmly on her back to guide her in the direction of the exit, shivers of energy leaping from the spot where his hand pressed against her.  She pushed thoughts of anything but Alexander and freedom from her mind.
 
   They reached a large entrance hall, decadently decorated yet uncomfortably sparse, and Anita found her mind wondering to whom had, until earlier that day, occupied this residence.  She assumed it must have been someone arrogant enough to consider themselves good at everything, including interior design, and important enough that nobody dared criticise or question them.  The décor really did quite spectacularly miss the mark.
 
   ‘...I’ll come back tomorrow,’ said Marcus, reaching out to usher Anita through the door.  ‘Until then my men will continue to work with yours.’
 
   ‘So tomorrow the fun begins,’ said Matthew, evenly, looking deep into Marcus’ eyes, nothing dangerous or malicious in his energy, Anita reading only good intention.
 
   ‘Tomorrow we start working together to rebuild our world,’ responded Marcus, coolly.  ‘Goodnight Matthew.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita sat in a garden of beautiful red trees, running water and rounded bridges.  It was like nothing she’d ever seen before, entirely enclosed by the rest of Marcus’ Mind residence and somehow warm despite the bitter winter night air that had gnawed at her bones on the walk back through Kingdom.
 
   Footsteps retrieved her from her awed contemplation, footsteps that belonged to two men, Marcus and another Anita didn’t recognise.  ‘What’s going on?’ asked Anita, trying to ascertain their intentions from their energy.
 
   ‘Good to see I’m not the only one out of the loop,’ said the medium height, thin, man with auburn hair and frustrated eyes.  They both turned to face Marcus, their expressions expectant.
 
   Marcus held the man’s gaze, then Anita’s, lingering there just a moment too long.  ‘Anita, this is Sol.  I know he looks like he doesn’t pack much of a punch, but don’t let that fool you.  Sol is the most effective member of my personal guard, and I’m assigning him to look after you.’
 
   ‘What?’ said Sol and Anita together.
 
   ‘Are you mad?’ snapped Sol.  ‘First of all, you risked your life to go back for her, and now you expect me to risk mine to keep her safe?’
 
   Anita shot Sol a dirty look.  ‘I don’t need looking after,’ she said, ‘and certainly not by someone who would fall to the floor at the first well-placed punch.’
 
   Marcus said nothing for several seconds, appraising the pair.  ‘Anita, as long as you stay here with us, I would feel better if there were someone ensuring you were safe.  Sol, as long as you work for me, you’ll do what you’re told.’
 
   ‘And why are you under the impression I need someone to babysit me?’
 
   ‘Because Matthew wasn’t the only one who heard Gwyn accuse you of being the cause of all this.  There were Councillors and academics in the group too, not to mention everyone else we passed.  She wasn't exactly discrete in her accusations.’  Anita exhaled, closing her eyes for a second.  All she wanted to do was find Alexander, and Cleo, and Cordelia, and by now the entire world would believe she was the one behind the disaster.  ‘And you’re also the true Body Descendant.  Until we find out what’s happened to the Relic and see the impact on the energy of all this, we have to assume you’re still needed to actually return it to the Gods.’  Anita raised her eyebrows and shot a sideways look at Sol.  ‘Don’t worry, you can trust him.’
 
   ‘She’s the Body Descendant?’ said Sol, his tone incredulous.  ‘What about Gwyn?’
 
   ‘We were switched when we were babies,’ said Anita, impatiently, ‘it’s a long story.’
 
   ‘And I’m sure you’ll have ample opportunity to explain in the days ahead,’ said Marcus, business-like, ‘but for now, Sol, please leave us.  Anita and I have a lot to discuss.’
 
   Silence fell between them as Sol’s retreating footsteps thudded through the garden, Anita noting Marcus’ new calm, confident demeanour; nobody was in any doubt as to who was in charge.  They let the footsteps fade, relishing the quiet for a few moments before Anita brought them back to the matters at hand.  ‘How is it you’re now best friends with Matthew of the rebellion?’ asked Anita, her tone not hostile, but wary.  Marcus had insisted they not discuss anything on the walk back to his residence lest someone overhear them, but now there were answers she needed to know.
 
   ‘Or is it Matthew of the revolution?’ he replied.
 
   ‘You, of all people, a sympathiser?’ she laughed.
 
   ‘I’m a pragmatist,’ he replied.  ‘All that matters now is we make sure those still alive have the life they want.  The Relic has been sent back, and we have a rare chance to do something good, to build a decent world.’
 
   ‘Quite the philosopher.’
 
   ‘Anita, stop,’ he said, forcefully, facing her with a look of disenchantment.
 
   ‘Sorry,’ she replied, quickly.  ‘Too long in a cell with Gwyn; some of her must have rubbed off on me.  Tell me,’ she said, sitting on a low wooden bench, ‘what happened after I blacked out?’
 
   Marcus took a deep breath and sat down next to her, his energy, although subdued, bubbling with a newfound intensity.  ‘The Temples collapsed.  Everything, absolutely everything, came crashing down and a cloud of dust engulfed us.  It was like a blizzard; I could barely see my own hands, let alone what was going on around us.  I covered our faces with some cloth and waited for the dust to settle.  There wasn’t much else I could do.  I don’t know how long we were there before it began to clear, but the next thing I knew, I was looking up at Matthew and asking for assistance.  To start off with it seemed like they were just trying to help.  They moved us to an area with other survivors, provided water, helped with injuries, but then I started to realise the people being added weren’t random, they all held senior offices as either Councillors or academics.  We were starting to organise ourselves to escape when Matthew’s men realised we’d worked it out, called for backup, and moved everyone to the residence you woke up in.’
 
   ‘How did you get away?’
 
   ‘Sol,’ he said, simply, Anita giving him a ‘go on’ look when he didn’t continue by himself.  ‘One of the injured Councillors collapsed en route and Sol used the confusion as an opportunity to grab me.  He knocked out the man guarding me, and along with the rest of my personal guard, got me back here.’
 
   ‘How come your personal guard was still intact?’ Anita asked, an unintended edge of suspicion apparent in her tone.
 
   Marcus looked her in the eye.  ‘Anita, I’m not conspiring with Matthew.  I’d ordered them to stay with my army just outside of Kingdom.  It wouldn’t have looked right for me to turn up to send back the Relic with a full complement of guards; what would the people have thought?’
 
   ‘So your whole army was unaffected?’ she asked, feeling her first glimmer of hope since coming round to a slap across the face from Gwyn.  Marcus nodded.  ‘And that’s how you got Matthew to release me?  The threat of force?’
 
   ‘Typical Body,’ laughed Marcus.  ‘No.  I told him you’re the only one we have left who’s qualified to analyse the energy readings from the Observatory.  I also told him Gwyn was lying when she said everything was your fault.  I made him see it would be better for everyone if you came back with me; it’s called diplomacy you know,’ he said, gently mocking her.
 
   ‘And he went for it, just like that?’  Marcus nodded.  ‘And he didn’t try to keep you there too?’
 
   ‘No.  But I’m sure his men have reported the presence of my army.  I can’t imagine he’s looking for an out and out fight on the streets.’
 
   ‘The unspoken threat of force,’ said Anita, pointedly.
 
   ‘Typical Body,’ Marcus laughed again, Anita shoving him playfully, immediately regretting it as his energy leapt in response.  She stood up and walked to one of the bridges, purposefully putting space between them, leaning against the cool stone before continuing.
 
   ‘So what happens next?’ she asked, her tone level and serious.  ‘I have to stay here forever, making occasional guarded trips to the Observatory to monitor the energy?’
 
   ‘You make it sound like I intend you to be my prisoner!’ exclaimed Marcus.
 
   ‘Aren’t I?’
 
   ‘Of course not.  You are free to walk out of my front door at any time you please, and indeed to come back again, but you shouldn’t underestimate the danger you’ll be in.  If the people truly believe this whole catastrophe was your fault, you won’t be safe.  Not anywhere.’
 
   ‘You could issue a statement, telling them what really happened.’
 
   ‘And what did really happen Anita?  Why were you even in the Temples when you told Gwyn you’d stay away?’
 
   Anita took a deep breath.  ‘So you do think I had something to do with it?’
 
   ‘I think you know something about what happened that you haven’t told me yet, but that’s not to say I think it’s all your fault.’
 
   ‘Lucky me,’ Anita responded, sarcastically.  She looked him squarely in the eyes, not really seeing him, buying time as her brain processed her options.  But every way she looked at it, her best option was to tell Marcus everything she knew; there was nothing to suggest Marcus was her enemy, and if she wanted to find Alexander and the others, she needed allies.  ‘There had been something bothering me about the way we were sending back the Relic; just a small niggle at the back of my mind, made worse by a note I found from Bas, saying there was something he was unsure about also.’  Marcus raised his eyebrows but didn’t interject.  ‘But Alistair and I worked through everything a hundred times; we went through the calculations, completed test runs, read every scholarly article we could find that contained anything that bore even the vaguest of resemblances to what we were doing.  We could find nothing to suggest it wouldn’t work.  So we carried on.  We announced that we would send back the Relic and we set everything up to do it.  The final tests went fine, as you know, apart from one small thing that kept replaying in my mind.’
 
   ‘What?’ asked Marcus, eagerly, as he couldn’t himself remember anything that had been strange about the rehearsal.
 
   Anita smiled.  ‘The gust of energy that knocked Gwyn over after the first test boulder.’
 
   Marcus couldn’t keep at bay the involuntary smile that rose to his lips.  ‘Go on.’
 
   ‘That was the problem,’ she continued.  ‘I couldn’t see past how funny I found it when the usually-so-dignified Gwyn fell flat on her arse.  When it was time to send the Relic back I was on the beach, trying to meditate.  I figured I should try to use the time for something more productive than worrying, but that image kept replaying over and over again, and then it suddenly came to me.  The thing that had been niggling at me for so long was the energy backlash.’
 
   ‘The energy backlash?’ Marcus asked, not fully understanding.  ‘You mean the gusts after we sling-shotted the boulders?  That was some kind of backlash?’
 
   Anita nodded.  ‘Equal and opposite forces,’ she said, simply.
 
   ‘Meaning?’
 
   ‘When you propel something one way, there’s always another equal and opposite force that pushes back.  Now, of course, not all the energy used to send something skyward is felt as a backlash, as some of it is used to move the object through the air, however, the larger the object, the larger the force required to move it and the larger the backlash.’
 
   ‘But the Relic was smaller than the boulders, and I thought the mechanism Alistair used to pinch the energy wave for the boulders was the same as the one for the Relic?  So the energy used to send them skyward would have been the same?’
 
   ‘Yes, it was the same, as although the boulders were bigger than the Relic, we calculated that they should have been the same weight.  But that doesn’t really matter.  The thing we hadn’t accounted for was the volatility of the energy within the object itself.  With something like a boulder, the volatility is extremely low; rocks don’t have any exciting properties, however, with something like the Relic...’
 
   ‘...we don’t even really understand what it is, let alone what it’s made of or how it would react to a force being applied to it.’
 
   ‘Exactly.’
 
   ‘And that’s what destroyed the Temples?  The backlash from moving the Relic?’
 
   ‘I think so.  I don’t see what else it could have been.  I tried to get back in time to stop it, but the guards on the door of the Body Temple wouldn’t let me in, and by the time I got round to the Spirit Temple it was too late.’
 
   Marcus’ look blackened.  ‘Gwyn.’
 
   Anita gave a small shrug of her shoulders.  ‘What’s done is done.  The question is what we do now.’
 
   Marcus sat in silence for a few moments, letting Anita’s words absorb into his brain.  A tranquillity settled over the garden that was entirely inappropriate, given the horrors outside their front door.  ‘We have to find a way to carry on,’ he said, eventually.  ‘We’ll work with the rebels, we’ll establish some new kind of rule that ensures fairness, we’ll help make sure everyone has enough food and water, we’ll monitor the energy, which will hopefully bounce back, and once the world is stable again, we’ll find the Relic and send it back for real.’
 
   ‘What about the others?  Alexander, Cleo, Cordelia, Helena, Alistair...?  What about our friends?’
 
   ‘If they’re alive, they’ll turn up.  We can search the hospitals and once the rubble is cleared...’
 
   ‘...we might find their dead bodies?’ she interrupted, bitterly.  ‘Or maybe they’re already out there piled up with the rest of the dead?’
 
   ‘Anita,’ Marcus said, gently.  ‘If they’re alive, we’ll find them, but you have to prepare yourself for the possibility they might not be.’
 
   ‘You think I don’t know that?’ she spat, harshly.  ‘We need to get back out there and help look,’ she said, knowing full well her suggestion was madness given everyone thought she had singlehandedly caused the Temples to come crashing down.
 
   Marcus didn’t respond with words.  Instead, he stood and walked towards her, electric tension seeming to arc through the air as the gap rapidly narrowed.  She was wary, like a wild animal, not sure whether to run, but his energy seemed neutral enough not to cause her any alarm.  He reached her and without faltering drew her into his arms.  She hesitated for a moment, considering briefly whether she should gently push him away, but she felt the familiar hardness of his chest pressed against her face, inhaled his familiar scent, and wrapped her arms around him in an almost involuntary movement, taking comfort from the strength of his embrace.  
 
   Their energy mingled, and Anita relaxed into him, the weight of what had taken place seeming to cross between them and become a little lighter than before.  He reached up and stroked her hair.  ‘It will be okay,’ he said, softly, his energy steady.  ‘We’ll find the others.  Alexander will be alive; he’s resourceful, if anyone could have survived, it will have been him.’  Anita pulled away; his proximity was comforting, but their energy was starting to lift, heart rates rising.
 
   ‘Marcus...’ she started, trying to keep her voice neutral.
 
   ‘...I know,’ he said, firmly, not wanting to hear the words escape her.  She turned away, trying to refocus, a triumphant look flashing across Marcus’ features at the telling flush that had spread across her cheeks.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   They sat around a large oval table, the rebels on one side and the remaining Descendants and Councillors on the other.  Marcus and Matthew had met the previous week to agree their joint next step, and Marcus had made it a condition of the meeting that the Councillors held hostage could attend, along with Gwyn, of course.  They had agreed to meet at a neutral location, in a house in the centre of Kingdom owned by a prominent Spirit academic.  Or at least, it had been, before the academic had disappeared into the chaos.  His housekeeper had survived and agreed they could use the place; she had even provided refreshments, which were now laid out in the centre of the large glass table before them.
 
   The house was entirely modern, the board room in which they sat having been used predominantly for the academic’s business affairs, and as such had been designed to impress his visitors.  The room appeared to be suspended in mid-air, glass walls on all sides as well as above and below, looking out onto carefully manicured gardens, the table itself hovering over a large oval shaped pond.  The glass box in which they sat was just one of a number of similar spaces linked by suspended glass walkways, used as offices, creative spaces and meeting rooms.  The main living quarters wrapped around the garden in a way that reminded Anita of Marcus’ internal water garden, just on a significantly larger scale.  She found herself marvelling at the sheer enormity of the complex, right in the heart of Kingdom, when Matthew’s intense voice permeated her thoughts.
 
   ‘Firstly, I think we should have an update from both sides on the rescue efforts to date.  We’ve had a week to work our way through the carnage, and I feel as though we’re finally starting to make some headway.  Would you agree?’ he asked Marcus.
 
   ‘I would,’ nodded Marcus.  ‘However, Sol is far better placed than I to give you a progress report,’ he said, turning to Sol and indicating that he should do so.
 
   Sol detailed the work Marcus’ army had been doing, from clearing the Temple site to sorting through the dead.  They had set up stations where those who had lost friends and relatives could carry out the morbid task of identifying bodies.  They had reopened the rationing stations, supplies from the Wild Lands, meagre as they were, still making it through to the city.  And they had cleared the remnants of the Body Temple, having moved on to start work on the Spirit Temple the previous day.  Sol reported that they had not found a survivor from within the wreckage for two days, the Mind Temple proving particularly challenging given the gaping cavern that had opened in the floor, and although Anita already knew this, she couldn’t help the unbidden bolt of loss that shot through her at his words.
 
   She’d argued with Marcus that they should send soldiers into the hole to try and find survivors.  She’d offered to go herself, citing her superior climbing skills as reason enough to send her in, but Marcus wouldn’t allow it.  He’d told her it was too dangerous, that he couldn’t put any of his men and women in unnecessary danger, and that she was too important to those who still survived for her to go in herself.  She had reluctantly agreed with his logic, however, had insisted she go and see the site in person.  Marcus had told her not to go, but seeing as she wasn’t his prisoner, she went anyway, Sol and two of his men accompanying her to keep her safe.  They’d blended in well, Anita wearing the black uniform of Marcus’ private guard, and nobody had so much as looked at them as they’d made their way through the wreckage.
 
   The scene had been worse than Anita had imagined.  It had taken them half an hour just to climb through the Temple remains to reach the yawning hole where the altar had once stood.  It was, as she had been told, enormous; all that had once existed beneath that section of the Temple now a distant memory.  She had crouched at the edge and focused her energy, searching for any tiny trace of life, any minuscule flicker of force that might indicate there was someone alive in the depths.  Sol had looked on nervously, watching her every movement, poised to leap forward should she slip, but he’d kept quiet, knowing the reaction she would give him if he’d advised her to move away.  She had stayed there for a full hour, willing something to come up out of the depths, but by the time she’d stood to leave she knew the hope of finding anyone alive down there was entirely futile.
 
   Sol finished his report and Matthew nodded to the man seated to his right, indicating that he should follow.  He was fair haired with green eyes and fine features, and Anita smiled as she felt Gwyn’s energy leap when he started to speak.  The man, who Anita found out later was called Joshua, informed them of the work Matthew’s rebel army had been doing.  This seemed to centre around tending the injured and arranging burial for those whose lives had been claimed.  They had taken over a field on the outskirts of Kingdom and turned it into a graveyard, digging human-sized holes in neat rows ready to receive those who had not made it out alive.
 
   Matthew’s men had organised use of the various chapels to either the Mind, Body, or Spirit God that were strewn across the city, pulling together rotas for senior Councillors and academics to conduct funeral services for the dead.  They had also created makeshift hospitals for those not in a critical condition, so the doctors could focus their attentions of those in urgent need of care before working their way through those with minor wounds.  They had sent messengers to Empire to summon as many doctors, nurses, and medical supplies as they could spare, and had received a strong response.  Joshua concluded by saying the situation was now mostly under control, although it would, of course, take weeks to get back to any real semblance of normality.
 
   As Joshua’s report came to a close, all eyes shifted back to Matthew and Marcus, flitting between the two to see who would speak next.  Marcus said nothing, looking at Matthew expectantly, clearly deferring to him to decide what they should turn their attention to.  Matthew’s features remained impassive, but he inclined his head a little toward Marcus before speaking.  ‘What about the energy?’ he asked.  ‘Has it started to bounce back yet?’
 
   Anita felt the press of expectation redirect towards her.  She looked around and collected her thoughts before beginning, knowing she would be telling them something they wouldn’t want to hear.  ‘As you know, I am yet to return to Empire, to the Observatory, so what I am about to say will need to be validated once I do.  However, from the rudimentary instruments I have at my disposal, it would appear the energy is yet to bounce back as we would hope.  I would stress the readings I have managed to take vary wildly.  The energy appears to have significant upswings followed by sizeable downswings, although it seems as though there may be a very slight upward trend overall.  As we have never experienced an event of this kind before, it’s impossible to say if this volatility should be expected, nor if it is in fact linked to the return of the Relic; we will only know that once the wounds from the disaster start to heal.’
 
   ‘“The return of the Relic”?’ smirked Gwyn.  ‘You’re still keeping up that charade?’
 
   Anita resisted the temptation to look at Marcus, instead concentrating on his energy to see his reaction.  It leapt, nervous apprehension running through it, but before they could respond, Gwyn carried on.
 
   ‘You see,’ she said, practically batting her eyelashes across the table, ‘what makes this whole sickening mess even more tragic is that the apparent return of the Relic was all just a big ruse.  She,’ she said, gesturing menacingly towards Anita, ‘came up with the idea that we could trick the energy into lifting by making it seem as though we’d returned the Relic to the Gods.’
 
   ‘What?’ said Matthew, sending a perplexed look to Marcus and Anita.  ‘It was all a hoax?’
 
   ‘No,’ said Anita, defensively.  ‘At the beginning of the energy crisis, Bas and I were, of course, paying close attention to the energy levels.  When Christiana died, we expected a shock to the energy, especially given there were those who believed the Body line would come to an end with her death.  As you all know, we did experience a shock, the likes of which we had never seen before, and more than that, the duration of which we had never, in our wildest predictions, expected.  However, the most interesting observation was the point at which the energy started to react.  It wasn’t her actual death that caused the energy decline, but the announcement of it.  This indicates it’s not events themselves that have an effect on the energy, but peoples’ reactions to them.  People control the energy, through our hopes, fears, beliefs, and perceptions.’
 
   ‘So you decided to try and tap into this by faking a return of the Relic?’ asked Matthew.
 
   ‘Yes, in essence.  But I won’t take credit for the idea; we had to do something to try and stabilise the energy, otherwise, we were headed for a crisis far worse than the one in which we currently find ourselves.  We had no idea how to truly return the Relic to the Gods, and we all agreed this was the next best thing, given what we had observed after Christiana’s death.  And let’s not underestimate that it was the only idea any of us had to try and lift the energy.  It was Bas’ vision,’ she said, turning to look pointedly at Gwyn as she spoke.  ‘He’d been working on it before he was killed.’  Gwyn shrunk a little under the scrutiny of Anita’s accusing grey eyes.  ‘But I fear Bas would have realised what was wrong with the calculations sooner than I did.  If he had lived...’ 
 
   ‘...you purposely planned to deceive the entire population?’ sneered Joshua, sharply.  ‘How could you ever consider that an ethical move?’
 
   Anita raised her eyebrows, breaking out of her reflective mood and into attack.  ‘An ethical move?’ she snapped.  ‘Did you not listen to what I just said?’
 
   ‘I...’ he tried to respond, but she cut across him.
 
   ‘We were facing the starvation of the entire population.  Food supplies were diminishing, crops had failed, fish stocks were declining, it was only a matter of time before something happened to the drinking water, and there was no apparent way to reverse it.  Austin didn’t help, of course, using the uncertainty for his own selfish purposes, refusing to take action, telling all who would listen that we were scaremongering.  Alexander and Bas battled to get rationing agreed by the Councils, but it wasn’t enough without an energy response.  So we came up with every possible idea for how we could lift the energy, but there was nothing, nothing that would make even the slightest of dents.  The only thing big enough to matter was returning the Relic.  And do you know how much time and effort the Descendants had put into finding a way to fulfil their vows to return the Relic?’ she paused for a split second, looking directly at Joshua, who averted her uncomfortable gaze, then continuing without letting enough time pass for anyone else to butt in.  ‘None,’ she said, pausing meaningfully, looking around the room.  ‘Not a single minute of their precious time had they dedicated to fulfilling the prophecy.  They did spend a great deal of time lining their own pockets and hosting parties where they sipped whisky and ginger champagne, but when it came down to it, they did not a thing to solve the one mystery that mattered.  But to avert the impending implosion of our world, that was the only thing that would make a difference.  And seeing as we had no idea how to actually send it back, we found a way to make it seem as though we had.  We were going to find a way to send it back for real once we’d dealt with the problem of stabilising the energy.  It seemed logical to solve one crisis at a time, don’t you think?’  Anita stopped talking, a little embarrassed at the duration of her speech.
 
   Joshua said nothing, still looking sheepish, so Matthew took over.  ‘Where is the Relic now?’ he asked, ‘and how do you plan to go about solving the age old mystery of how to send it back?’
 
   ‘We sent it to the great Salt Sea,’ Anita replied, ‘although we haven’t heard anything from the Institution members who were supposed to retrieve it.  We don’t know if that’s because of the chaos here or because something didn’t go according to plan.’
 
   ‘So the Relic could be anywhere?’ Matthew questioned, his voice accusatory.
 
   ‘You know as much as I do,’ she replied, refusing to look abashed as Matthew wanted.
 
   ‘But theoretically, it could have fallen into anybody’s hands, meaning it could be about to make a dramatic reappearance?  Which would presumably cause the energy to plummet again?’ asked Matthew.
 
   ‘It’s a possibility,’ said Anita, evenly, ‘not that we really know what’s happened to the energy so far.’
 
   ‘Hmmm,’ Matthew mused as he considered their predicament.  ‘So what do you all suppose we do to contain this mess?’ he asked of the room, casting his eyes up and down the other side of the table, trying to establish who among them could be relied upon to help his cause bring about democracy.
 
   ‘We need time,’ Anita said, simply.  ‘We need to ascertain what happened to the Relic and the rest of the Institution members, and what is happening currently with the energy.  Once we’ve been able to determine the truth of the current situation, we can make a plan to deal with it, whatever that happens to be.’
 
   ‘And how do you propose we go about learning all that?’ asked Joshua, sceptically, seeming to have lost no time in regaining his confidence.
 
   ‘I need to go back to Empire, to the Observatory, and study the readings there.  We need to try and find Helena and the other Institution members to see if they’ve heard anything from those who were supposed to recover the Relic, if indeed they’re still alive.  We need to send soldiers to the Salt Sea to see what took place there.  Aside from that, all we can do is continue to restore order in our capital.’
 
   ‘Which brings us to what you plan to do next?’ Marcus cut in, directing the tide of attention back towards the man on the other side of the table.
 
   ‘We will do what we’ve always intended,’ said Matthew, still not used to being the one everyone looked to for answers, ‘which is to establish a democracy.  We will continue to clear up the mess, and once that’s under control, we’ll hold fair and free elections, ensuring candidates from all backgrounds are equally able to stand.  Then, when we have our elected leadership, my army will be at their disposal, to deter those still with the means from staging a coup.’
 
   ‘I think you’ll find there are few other than I who have the means to stage a coup,’ said Marcus, dryly, ‘other than maybe Amber, but nobody knows where she’s gone.’
 
   ‘Amber?’ asked Matthew.  ‘She’s gone?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ nodded Marcus, shrugging his shoulders.  ‘She didn’t like it when I started to change the way she and my father ran things, so she took those in my army loyal to her and melted away, presumably to somewhere in the Wild, but nobody seems to know where.  It’s strange for such a large group to go entirely unnoticed, but none of our sources have been able to locate them to date.’
 
   ‘Maybe they travelled by sea,’ mused Matthew.
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Marcus, ‘not that it matters.  She’s gone, and unless she’s able to recruit a large number of people, her army won’t be a match for ours combined.’
 
   ‘Ours combined?’ asked Matthew, raising his eyebrows in surprise.
 
   Marcus nodded.  ‘I have no desire to stand in the way of what you’re trying to achieve.  There was a time when I might have, but not any longer.’  Marcus chanced a sideways glance at Anita, the side of her mouth twitching upwards at his words.  ‘We need to work together now.  I will not stand for election, but I’m sure there is much else I can do to help add credibility to your cause, both Gwyn and I are well placed to help smooth the transition to a different kind of rule.’
 
   ‘Then we shall meet again in a few days to discuss how to proceed.  I’ll send word to let you know when and where,’ said Matthew, relief flooding him.
 
   ‘We’ll try to locate the Relic, and will pull together a full report on the status of the energy before we meet again,’ said Marcus, turning to look at Anita, who inclined her head.
 
   The meeting adjourned and Matthew left with his people, making a point of leaving Gwyn and his prisoner Councillors behind, sending the message to Marcus that the rebels now trusted him.  None of the prisoners remarked on Matthew setting them free.  Instead, they silently slipped away, presumably to try and locate their loved ones.  Marcus and Anita left swiftly and wound their way back to Marcus’ residence, Sol a discrete distance behind.
 
   ‘So, I’m going to the Observatory am I?’ asked Anita, her tone accusatory but her body language playful.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, have you gone deaf?’ Marcus responded, matching her mood.  ‘That’s what I said back there.  I’m sending you to the Observatory.’
 
   ‘You’re sending me to the Observatory?’ she said angrily, with laughing eyes.
 
   ‘Oh dear, you really must be having trouble with your hearing.’
 
   Anita shoved Marcus sideways, harder than she strictly speaking needed to, feeling Sol’s energy react as he tried to work out if there was a real threat to his boss.
 
   ‘I thought you were supposed to be protecting me these days?’ Anita asked, spinning to look Sol in the eye.  ‘Is that not the case Marcus?’
 
   Marcus smiled.  ‘I’m pretty sure I still take priority,’ he replied, shoving her to the edge of the street, so she had to step in a puddle.  Sol rolled his eyes and retreated to a safe distance, whatever was going on, it was best to stay out of it.
 
   Anita removed her feet from the puddle and whirled around, preparing to retaliate, albeit in a light-hearted way, when she felt the dull thud of something impacting against her, quickly followed by a sharp pain in her leg, which buckled underneath her.  Before she had a chance to work out what was happening, another pain shot across her skin, this time from her arm, a brick hitting the floor beside her.  She reacted instinctively, turning towards her attacker, pulling herself back to her feet, but as she stood, Marcus grabbed her hand, urging her into a run towards his residence, Sol’s rapidly approaching footsteps eliminating her impulse to resist.  She followed Marcus’ lead, everything a blur until they were inside the reinforced safety of Marcus’ home.
 
   ‘What was that?’ she breathed, as Sol ushered them into a cosy study towards the middle of the house.
 
   ‘The result of Gwyn’s campaign against you would be my best guess,’ said Sol, lying Anita down on a chaise longue and checking her over.  His hands were cool against her skin and somehow calming.  ‘You have cuts, and there will be bruising obviously, but other than that, you’re fine,’ he said.  ‘Wait there, I’ll get the first aid kit.’
 
   ‘Yes sir,’ said Anita, more light-heartedly than she felt.  Sol returned from a cupboard by the door with dressings for her leg and arm, Marcus scrutinising his every move from where he perched across the room.  Anita read his jealous energy and inwardly rolled her eyes as she battled to come to terms with the attack.  ‘Who do you think it was?’ she asked, looking between Sol and Marcus for answers.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ said Sol, carefully bandaging up her leg.
 
   ‘Neither do I,’ added Marcus, getting up to pace the room in frustration.  ‘It may have been random.  An opportunistic individual.’
 
   ‘Well, there are enough people who have lost somebody they love.  You can’t blame them for wanting someone to punish,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘You think it’s that simple?’ asked Sol.
 
   ‘You don’t?’ she replied.
 
   ‘I saw the looks Gwyn gave you, and she told the rebels about the Relic, trying to pin the whole thing on you again.  So I wouldn’t put organising an attack past her,’ he said, moving on to bandage the wound on her arm.
 
   ‘You think she would go that far?  She’s a bitter and twisted bitch, but...’  She stopped mid-sentence as she met Marcus’ ashamed eyes, her mind flashing back to the Chase of only a few weeks before.
 
   ‘She’s done it before,’ he said quietly.  ‘We did it before,’ he almost whispered, not for a second removing his nervous eyes from hers.
 
   Anita held his gaze, her eyes turning steely as the events of the weeks before flooded back.  ‘Stop fussing over that,’ she snapped at Sol, getting to her feet and heading for the door.  ‘I’m leaving for the Observatory in the morning,’ she said, pulling on the handle.
 
   ‘I’ll come too; it’s not safe...’
 
   ‘...I’ll be perfectly safe,’ she said, cutting Marcus off.  ‘I will go by myself.  Goodnight,’ she said, retreating to the stillness of her quarters, feeling more alone than she ever had, praying to the Gods to return her friends, praying above all for Alexander and for Cleo. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Anita arrived at the Observatory feeling the same strange pull she always felt, like the building was somehow sucking at her energy.  She took comfort from the familiar sensation, enjoying the coolness of the brass against her skin as she climbed the stairs, and smiling at the everyday noises that greeted her when she emerged into the main room at the top.  She circled the room, running her hand over the dials and levers that she and Bas, and then she and Alistair had toiled at together.  She carefully put the instruments to work, pulling the data the energy receivers had collected since her last visit.  Cogs whirred and lights flashed and Anita watched them for a while as they hurried to do her bidding, contentment sinking to resentment as the minutes ticked by, resentment at the need to sit alone.
 
   Anita rose abruptly to her feet, striding to the ladder that led to the roof, bursting out at the top, to find, to her complete shock, her best friend lying asleep on the largest receiver.  Anita checked for a moment, not sure she trusted her eyes, blinking several times before cautiously calling out.  ‘Cleo?  Is that you?’
 
   The figure sprang upright, snatching up the knife lying at her side before spinning and standing in one swift movement to face the newcomer, wielding the knife aggressively.  Cleo took in Anita’s form, her brain struggling to catch up with her eyes, and when it did, her mouth and arm fell in unison.  ‘Anita?’ asked Cleo, stepping towards her best friend.  ‘Where have you been?’ she said, suspiciously.
 
   ‘I could ask you the same question,’ Anita retorted, indignant at Cleo’s unexpected caution.
 
   Cleo smiled.  ‘You can’t be too careful these days,’ she said, moving to where Anita stood, pulling her into an embrace.  ‘But seriously, what happened to you?’
 
   Anita sighed and walked to the edge of the building where she dropped down to sit with her legs dangling over the side, Cleo joining her.  ‘I was on the beach, trying to meditate, trying to find a way to open the brass cylinder in my head, when I realised what Bas had been worried about.’
 
   ‘What Bas was talking about in his note?’ asked Cleo.  ‘You worked out what it was?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ Anita nodded, ‘it was the back draught he couldn’t account for.’
 
   ‘The back draught?’
 
   ‘The same energy that caused Gwyn to fall over in the tests, but much, much stronger.’
 
   ‘So that’s what caused the Temples to collapse?  Not the wrath of the Gods, or some conspiracy by the people who moved the Relic there in the first place?!’
 
   Anita laughed.  ‘Afraid not.’
 
   ‘Damn.  That would have been much better.’
 
   ‘Really?’ Anita asked, sceptically.
 
   ‘Well no, but it would have been more interesting.’
 
   ‘You do realise this represents a breakthrough scientific discovery?  We now have a better idea of just how powerful the Relic is.  That’s pretty interesting.’
 
   ‘If you say so,’ said Cleo, not convinced.  ‘You still haven’t answered my question though.  Where have you been?’
 
   ‘As I’m sure you’ve noticed, I realised too late to stop the experiment, but I ran back to the Temples to try.  I was halfway down the aisle of the Spirit Temple when everything started to collapse.  I tried to get to the front to find Alexander, but Marcus pulled me back and got me out before the whole thing fell in.  After that, I was held hostage by the rebels.’  She paused and turned to look at Cleo.  ‘You know the rebels have taken Kingdom?’
 
   ‘Of course,’ said Cleo, indignantly.
 
   Anita rolled her eyes.  ‘Sorry Miss Gossip, just checking.  Anyway, I was held hostage for a while, and then Marcus negotiated my freedom, although they also captured Gwyn and he left her behind.’
 
   Cleo laughed.  ‘I’m sure he did,’ she said, nudging Anita.
 
   ‘Oh stop.’
 
   Cleo laughed.
 
   ‘Anyway, I stayed at Marcus’ for a while, we met with the rebels, and agreed I would report back on the state of the energy at the next meeting.’
 
   ‘So here you are.’
 
   ‘So here I am,’ she agreed, before turning serious.  ‘Have you heard from the others?  Alexander?  Cordelia?  Alistair?  Your dad?’
 
   Cleo’s features darkened and she shook her head.  ‘Dad’s safe.  He got me out of Kingdom and back here, but I haven’t heard anything about the others.  I’m sorry,’ Cleo added, this time nudging Anita in condolence.
 
   ‘Bodies?’
 
   Cleo shook her head.  ‘Not for any of them, and not for Helena or Timi either.’
 
   ‘The others from the Institution?’
 
   ‘Rose and Milly have returned to the farm, although Milly’s in a wheelchair; she’s lost the use of both her legs, and Peter’s dead, he was stuck at the front and got caught under falling debris.’
 
   ‘Poor Gwyn,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘I know,’ echoed Cleo.  They looked out over Empire in silence, the memory of the Temple collapse replaying in their minds.  ‘So what happens next?  What else was discussed with the rebels?’
 
   Anita took a deep breath.  ‘Marcus is going to work with them, denouncing his claim to rule and helping set up democratic elections.’
 
   ‘Will he stand?’
 
   ‘Apparently not.’
 
   ‘What about Gwyn?’
 
   ‘She didn’t lay her cards out, so who knows.  But she has no army to support her like Marcus, so I don’t think the rebels see her as so much of a threat anyway.’
 
   ‘You know she’s been telling everyone it’s all your fault?’
 
   Anita smirked.  ‘Yes, I know.  I was attacked yesterday; I’m assuming as a direct result.’
 
   ‘Attacked?  By who?’
 
   ‘Don’t know.  We didn’t stick around to find out, but I can’t think of any other reason for some random stranger to throw rocks at me.’
 
   ‘You never know, could just be one of Alexander’s fan girls...or Marcus’ for that matter.’  Anita rolled her eyes and punched her best friend playfully on the arm.  ‘So you’re assuming Bitch Face was behind it then?’ said Cleo, holding up her hands in surrender.
 
   Anita shrugged.  ‘Maybe.  I don’t know for sure.  But she also told the rebels we didn’t actually send the Relic back.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘I know.  I think she was trying to find another way to turn everyone against me.  I mean it’s good they know, but I’d love to know what she’s up to.’
 
   ‘Me too,’ said Cleo.
 
   ‘There’s one more thing,’ said Anita, turning so she could see Cleo’s reaction.
 
   ‘Yeah, what?’
 
   ‘When I ran into the Spirit Temple, the guy you were dancing with at the ball, the one who keeps running away?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Cleo, her energy coming alive.
 
   ‘He was standing at the back, leaning against a pillar, and he said something weird to me.’
 
   ‘What?’ asked Cleo, impatiently.
 
   ‘He said “you know”.’
 
   ‘Huh?’
 
   ‘I responded the same way, and he just repeated his words.’
 
   ‘You know what?’
 
   ‘I don’t know for sure, but I couldn’t help but get the impression he was talking about the Temples collapsing.’
 
   ‘That’s crazy,’ she said, defensively, ‘how could he possibly have known that was going to happen?’
 
   Anita looked at Cleo.  ‘Tell me, who exactly is this mysterious man with energy like none other, who keeps disappearing into thin air?  What’s his name?  What does he do for a living?  What skills does he possess?  Who does he work for?’
 
   ‘You know I have no idea,’ huffed Cleo, ‘but I think it’s a bit farfetched to assume he could have known that.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Because...because he lives in the Wild.’
 
   ‘You mean the same Wild where the Relic was originally discovered?’
 
   ‘Generations ago.’
 
   ‘Maybe that’s the point of the Magnei,’ said Anita, ‘that they know things about the Relic, and you’ve said before he’s likely a Magnei.’
 
   ‘Fine,’ blustered Cleo.  ‘I suppose we have to entertain the possibility that he did know, although it’s extremely unlikely.  But what are you going to do about it?’
 
   Anita looked at her friend as though she were a stranger.  The Cleo she knew would never ask anything so apparent.  ‘We’re going to find him and ask him, of course.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita spent the next two days retrieving and analysing the data the Observatory had collected.  Cleo brought food and Anita slept only a few uncomfortable hours curled up on the floor, preferring that to facing Cordelia’s empty house.  By dusk on the second day she was finally happy she understood the readings.  She was getting up to leave, bringing back to life muscles that had had to sit still for an uncharacteristic duration, when a voice from behind made her jump.
 
   ‘Are you coming to the Institution meeting?  We need to get going if we’re going to make it to the meeting on time.’
 
   She spun around, thinking both of how she could defend herself and wondering how she had neither heard nor felt a person approach.  She was relieved to see Marcus, even if his features did transform into a smug smile when he saw the panicked look on her face.
 
   ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to give you a fright,’ he said, triumphantly.
 
   ‘From your delight, I would say that’s exactly what you intended,’ she replied, throwing a screwed up ball of paper at him.
 
   ‘And I bet you’re dying to know how I did it.’
 
   They both knew she was, but she couldn’t bear to give him the satisfaction, so she replied to his question instead.  ‘Yes, I am coming.  I take it this means we’re travelling together?’
 
   ‘Yes.  I thought it best if I came to chaperone you; we wouldn’t want a repeat of the incident in Kingdom with no one there to protect your poor defenceless little derriere.’
 
   Anita raised her eyebrows.  ‘My “poor defenceless little derriere”?’
 
   Marcus shrugged.  ‘And I’ve selflessly gone out of my way to be at your service.  And, as if my honed muscles weren’t enough, I’m also first aid trained, so if any injuries were sustained, I’d be on hand to apply a plaster.  In fact, I can see myself doing a thoroughly good job of nursing you back to health, so maybe I should hang back and only offer my services in the aftermath.’
 
   Anita shook her head and shoved him out of the way so she could descend the stairs.  ‘I have no words,’ she said, as her head disappeared from view.  Marcus chuckled as he followed her out of the building and into his car, his energy thick with relief that their friendship seemed to be back on track.
 
   He took the uncharacteristic step of driving them to the meeting himself, having for some reason dispensed with his driver, although Anita could feel Sol’s familiar energy trailing them, so they were not entirely alone.  ‘A little mundane for you isn’t it?’ Anita teased.
 
   ‘What?’ Marcus replied, innocently.
 
   ‘You know exactly what,’ she rebuked, carrying on when he showed no signs of answering.  ‘I’ve travelled with you in coaches, cars and on horseback, and you always have the showiest, most ostentatious steed available.  But I have never once seen you drive yourself.’
 
   ‘Cutbacks,’ he shrugged, smiling mischievously.
 
   Anita laughed.  ‘Your father owned half the world.’
 
   ‘Hmm, you’re right, he did.’
 
   ‘So...?’ she said, looking sideways at him while using her arms to indicate he should go on.
 
   Marcus huffed.  ‘Can’t a man be a little mysterious?’
 
   ‘Not with me.’
 
   This time Marcus raised his eyebrows.  ‘I dropped the chauffeur to impress girls,’ he said.  ‘They seem to dig down to earth guys.’
 
   ‘Fine, don’t tell me, but I’ll find out eventually.’
 
   ‘I don’t doubt it,’ he said, wistfully, his energy unexpectedly plummeting.  
 
   ‘Marcus, what’s...’ she started, before he cut her off.
 
   ‘...I came to pick you up,’ he said, quickly, ‘because I wanted you to know that whatever happens at the meeting, I know this wasn’t your fault.’
 
   Her energy jumped at his words.  ‘They don’t think...?’
 
   ‘...I don’t know.  Who knows what Gwyn’s convinced the rest of the world of by now?’
 
   ‘Where are we going?’ she asked.  She’d assumed the meeting would be held at The Farm, where the Institution usually conducted business, but they weren’t travelling in that direction.
 
   ‘We’re holding the meeting at my castle.  I’ve got a squadron of my army stationed there, so we’ll be safe.’
 
   ‘Don’t you think that’s a little much?  From what I can tell life is continuing in Empire in pretty much the same way as it did before.  It’s like nobody’s noticed what happened in Kingdom, or maybe they just don’t care.’
 
   ‘Isn’t that how it always happens?  A disaster is reported, everyone runs around like headless chickens for a few days, donating clothes, money, food, and once they’ve told everyone they know how charitable they’ve been, they go back to their ordinary lives and forget all about it.’
 
   ‘Depressing isn’t it.’
 
   ‘Human nature I suppose.  The only time people make a real stand is if they personally feel the pain.’
 
   ‘You’d think they might be worried about their food rations though.’
 
   ‘Well we’ve made sure supply hasn’t been affected, so they probably don’t realise there’s anything to worry about.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Marcus and Anita walked into the study that had, until so recently, belonged to Austin, Marcus’ deceased father.  Cleo, Draeus, Milly and Rose were already there.  Cleo raised an involuntary eyebrow when she saw Marcus and Anita enter together.  She quickly dismissed it, hoping Anita hadn’t noticed.  Cleo knew Alexander’s disappearance was weighing heavy on her best friend’s emotions, and although they both knew Marcus was still in love with her, Anita’s tolerance to being teased about it had understandable limits.
 
   Anita and Marcus greeted their fellow survivors before sitting on the worn leather sofas by the colossal fireplace, a fire roaring in the hearth.  Marcus relayed to the others what had taken place in Kingdom, telling them about the rebels, Gwyn’s revelation about the Relic, and about Matthew’s plan to create a democracy.
 
   ‘And what are your intentions in all this?’ asked Milly, her suspicion clear.
 
   ‘As I told Matthew, I have no desire to rule.  I intend to help him set up a system that’s fair to all, and what I do once that’s done, I cannot say.’
 
   ‘You expect us to believe you’ll willingly give up all your power?’  Milly continued, pushing her son further than the others would have.
 
   ‘I didn’t say I planned to give up all my power,’ laughed Marcus.  ‘I will still have property, money, no doubt connections, but I have no desire to become embroiled in the politics of leading the world; I’m not naturally good at it, and I find it tedious.’
 
   The door opened and their heads swung in unison in the direction of the noise, all eyes on Gwyn’s haughty form as it appeared and sauntered to where they sat.  ‘We all know you were never cut out for politics,’ she said, cruelly, looking at Marcus, ‘and you wouldn’t be very good at it either,’ she said, picking out Anita with her eyes, ‘far too rash.  But I, on the other hand, was born to lead.’
 
   Anita fought to stifle a chuckle, Rose thankfully diverting their attention by answering on behalf of them all.  ‘Gwyn,’ she said, sweetly, ‘how lovely to see you.  I’m so very glad you’re safe, as I’m sure we all are.’
 
   ‘I’m sure,’ Gwyn replied, cynically.
 
   ‘Marcus was just bringing us up to speed on developments in Kingdom,’ Rose continued, ‘I don’t think you’ve missed anything you wouldn’t already know.’
 
   ‘Good,’ said Gwyn, sitting down next to Rose.  ‘I’m sure I speak for us all when I say I’m just dying to hear what Anita’s found out about the energy.’
 
   All eyes swung to Anita, who smiled.  ‘We were just getting to that,’ she said, cheerily, not giving Gwyn the satisfaction of being irritated by her arrival.  ‘As I’m sure you all know by now,’ she started, looking pointedly at Cleo, who smiled and rolled her eyes, ‘I’ve spent the last couple of days going through the readings that were recorded by the Observatory over the last few weeks.  As you know, before we carried out the plan to return the Relic, the energy was in steady, although shallow decline.  It was following a downwards trajectory.  However, the pace at which it was deteriorating had slowed considerably; we think because of both the rationing, which provided a degree of certainty and stability, and due to the announcement that we planned to return the Relic.  Up until the time of the Relic’s return, the readings continued in a relatively consistent manner.  Then, on the day itself, the readings show a marked increase, followed by a monumental decline, which, given how low the levels were anyway, is not good.’
 
   ‘The dip would surely be expected though,’ said Rose, ‘given what took place.’ 
 
   ‘Of course,’ said Anita, ‘we’ve never experienced an event like that before.  However, what I think is more interesting, is the rise that was recorded before the event.  This shows the people genuinely believed sending the Relic back would make a difference, although clearly not the difference they experienced.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Milly, ‘nobody saw that coming,’ she said, frostily.
 
   ‘Not until it was too late,’ said Anita, meeting Milly’s cold eyes.
 
   ‘And what’s been going on since?’ asked Cleo, moving them on before either one of them decided to escalate from mere tension.
 
   Anita pulled her eyes away from Milly and addressed the others.  ‘Since then, the energy has been extremely volatile.  It bounced back a little a few hours after the Temple collapse, and it’s been going up and down for seemingly no reason ever since.  Occasionally it rises and then almost seems to get stuck, bouncing along consistently at a higher level for a few hours before crashing again.  Any semblance of the stability we had before has gone, and it’s impossible to say what the broader effects will be.’
 
   ‘Great,’ said Gwyn, sarcastically.
 
   Anita ignored her and continued.  ‘The strangest thing is there seems to be something different about the energy’s intensity, or potency maybe.  It’s like there is somehow less energy around us, like some of it has simply disappeared.’
 
   ‘There was a theory the Relic acted like a magnet for energy,’ said Rose.  ‘Maybe that was true, and there’s nothing now to pull the energy to us?’
 
   ‘There is evidence to support that theory, however, that wouldn’t explain an overall drop in potency, as the Relic would simply be sucking the energy to its new location.  We have receptors that trace energy from all over the world, not just from Empire and Kingdom.’
 
   ‘Could we use the receivers to locate the Relic?’ asked Cleo, her energy quickening.
 
   ‘You don’t know where the Relic is?’ came Gwyn’s accusing voice.
 
   ‘No,’ said Rose, her irritation evident.  ‘We sent scouts to the Salt Sea and when they got there they found the dead bodies of the Institution members we’d sent to retrieve it, but not a sign of the Relic.’
 
   ‘So somebody stole it?’ said Anita.  This was new information to her as well as Gwyn.
 
   ‘It appears so,’ said Rose, quietly.
 
   ‘But who else knew where we were sending it?’ asked Anita.  ‘The list was short, wasn’t it?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Rose, ‘aside from all of us,’ she gestured around the room, ‘Helena, Alistair, Alexander, Timi, Peter and Anderson were the only ones who knew.’
 
   ‘Unless someone managed to track the test boulders,’ offered Marcus, looking at Anita for her thoughts.
 
   ‘It’s possible,’ said Anita.  ‘If someone had known what we were doing, they could have used an energy meter like those used to lock onto animals during a Chase.’
 
   ‘But they would have had to know about the tests in advance to be prepared with a meter, so one of the people on that list would have had to let something slip,’ said Cleo.  ‘Or, more likely, one of the people on that list was themselves responsible, and they’ve stolen the Relic for some reason.’
 
   ‘Or it was a combination of several of them,’ said Gwyn, embracing the conspiracy theory.  ‘I mean, only dad’s body has been found, so it could have been all of the rest of them for all we know.’
 
   ‘But for what possible reason?’ said Anita.  ‘Why would Helena or Alistair or Alexander want to steal the Relic?’
 
   ‘They could have found out something about it that we don’t know,’ theorised Gwyn.
 
   ‘Helena never trusted Timi,’ said Cleo, ‘and there’s always been something shifty about Anderson.’
 
   ‘It could have been any of them or none of them,’ said Draeus.  ‘It’s just as possible someone overheard a conversation between two of us, or that an opportunistic trader saw where the Relic landed and decided to have it for themselves.’
 
   ‘Nevertheless, we should investigate all possibilities,’ said Rose.
 
   ‘I can keep my ear to the ground on the trader front,’ said Draeus, ‘and I’m due back at the Cloud Mountain to deliver more supplies in a week or so, so I can sniff around a bit when I’m there.  If Timi’s still alive, that’s where he would have gone.’
 
   ‘I’ll come with you,’ said Rose.  ‘I want to see him myself if he is alive.  Institution business,’ she added when Draeus attempted to protest.
 
   ‘Fine,’ he said, knowing better than to argue against the infamous ‘Institution business’.
 
   ‘Great,’ she said, looking pleased.
 
   ‘I’ll stay here and pull the Institution back into shape,’ said Milly.  ‘The remaining members are looking for instruction and don’t know who to turn to now Helena’s gone.’
 
   ‘You won’t disband the Institution?’ asked Marcus, surprised.
 
   ‘Not on your life,’ exclaimed Milly.
 
   ‘But what about the rebels?  Will you tell them of your intention to carry on?’
 
   ‘Yes, probably.  We won’t try to stand in their way; we think democracy is a good thing, but energy stability is our goal, and that can’t be achieved if we never actually send back the Relic.  And anyway, our senior leadership is still intact, so decisions like that are made well above our heads.’
 
   ‘Will you now be the handler for all of Helena’s recruits?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘No.  I don’t have time to look after that many people, and even if I did, the leadership wouldn’t like it; they don’t like any one person knowing too much about what’s going on.  They’ll send someone new to look after the four of you, I’m sure,’ she said, indicating to Marcus, Anita, Gwyn and Cleo.
 
   ‘They can try,’ said Anita, ‘but I’m afraid I don’t consider myself to be a member of the Institution, so I won’t be following orders.’
 
   ‘Me neither,’ said Marcus and Gwyn together, Cleo staying uncharacteristically quiet.
 
   ‘Handlers are not necessarily about orders,’ Milly replied, annoyed at their naivety, ‘they’re also essential for the dissemination of valuable information.’
 
   ‘I’ll wait and see who it is,’ said Cleo, ‘then pass judgement.’
 
   ‘Seems reasonable,’ agreed Anita.  ‘I’ll obviously continue to monitor the energy and will keep you and the rebels in the loop on any findings.’
 
   ‘And I’ll continue to work with the rebels on setting up the election,’ said Marcus.
 
   ‘As will I,’ interjected Gwyn.
 
   ‘We’ll need to make an announcement of course, denouncing the old system and throwing our support behind the new one, and leaving out any mention of the Relic.’
 
   ‘You don’t think there should be some reference to it?’ asked Anita.  ‘Isn’t that the premise the whole election will be based on?  That the prophecy has been fulfilled, the world is free from the Gods, and therefore the Descendants no longer have a mandate to rule?’
 
   ‘So we say it was successful, despite the obvious?!’ asked Marcus.
 
   ‘I wouldn’t phrase it quite like that, but yes.  If we want the energy to respond, people have to really believe things are about to get better, and if you leave out any mention of the Relic, they’re going to get suspicious.’
 
   ‘But if we lie to them again and they find out, wouldn’t that make things worse?’ asked Rose.
 
   ‘Maybe,’ replied Anita.  ‘But if they find that out, we’ll have more pressing concerns anyway, not least avoiding being lynched.’
 
   ‘But so long as nobody suspects the rebels know the truth, they should still be able to successfully establish a new system, even if it did come out,’ said Cleo.
 
   ‘You think?’ asked Marcus.  ‘Wouldn’t people wonder if it would anger the Gods to support a new regime?’
 
   ‘In which case,’ said Cleo, ‘the only option is to do everything we can to make people continue to believe the Relic has truly been sent back.’
 
   ‘And hope whoever stole it doesn’t have grand plans to announce its continued existence to the world,’ said Gwyn.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   ‘So you agree?’ said Marcus, ignoring the many other people in the glass room, focusing only on Matthew.  ‘Gwyn, you and I should make a joint statement telling the world the return of the Relic was a success.  We’ll also announce the structure of the new system and election dates.’
 
   Matthew looked Marcus in the eye.  ‘Given the state of the energy, I don’t think we have much choice,’ he said, quietly.  ‘My team estimates rations need to be cut again given the level of food we can source, and I won’t be responsible for the anarchy that telling the world the truth would bring.  However, for the same reason, if it were ever to get out that the Relic is still in the world, we will deny all knowledge.’
 
   ‘I agree that would be for the best,’ said Marcus.  ‘We’ll schedule the announcement for two days from now.  Will you be ready to explain the structure by then?’
 
   ‘We’re ready now,’ said Matthew.  ‘Politics will no longer be divided along Temple lines, where the tendency is for each Temple to strive to prove their superiority over the others.  Instead, there will be two halls, both elected but with different reasons for existence.  The primary hall will consist of several political parties, although of course what type and how numerous remains to be seen.  The primary hall will house the world’s President, key individuals responsible for a number of areas, from finance, to education, to health, and representatives from every region.  They will debate issues and set policies, with the overall goal of energy stability and enhancement.’
 
   ‘So exactly like the Descendants and Councils we have at the moment,’ said Gwyn, defensively.
 
   Matthew nodded.  ‘In essence, yes, but unlike the Descendants, those representing the people will be elected,’ he said, pointedly.
 
   Marcus shot Gwyn a disapproving look.  ‘So what will the second hall do?’ he asked, keen to hear Matthew’s full plan.
 
   Matthew’s eyes softened as he turned back to address the rest of the room.  ‘The secondary hall, we anticipate, will be filled with academics and specialists who will both inform debate in the primary hall and instigate it by bringing new findings to the fore.’
 
   ‘Like the academics we have today,’ sniped Gwyn.
 
   ‘Again, they will be elected,’ continued Matthew, as though Gwyn hadn’t said a thing, ‘but whereas the primary hall will hold an election every four years, the secondary hall will do so every seven; longevity and consistency being of far greater importance here.  Furthermore, there will be no specific leader to the secondary house.  Instead, each member will serve a term of several months in the role of Clerk when their research schedule allows.  This role will be predominantly administrative; setting up votes, determining future topics of debate over and above what the primary hall requires, and ensuring debates are kept to schedule.’
 
   ‘Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out,’ said Gwyn, sarcastically.
 
   Matthew looked at her with cutting eyes, making her shrink a little in her seat.  ‘We’ve been contemplating revolution for some years,’ he said, slowly, ‘and in that time, what is it exactly you imagine we’ve been doing?’ he asked, pausing to wait for her answer.
 
   ‘I...uh...,’ she floundered under the scrutiny of his gaze, before gesturing for him to continue.
 
   ‘We’ve been consulting in the Wild Lands for a number of years.  We pulled together a loose framework initially and developed it over time.  When we reached a point where people were broadly convinced by the structure, we stopped changing it, instead focusing on how to bring it about.’
 
   ‘What about the Temples though?’ asked Anita, who had been silent since she’d finished her update on the energy.
 
   ‘What about them?’ replied Matthew.  ‘Now the world is free from the Gods, what relevance do the Temples have to our lives?’
 
   Anita looked aghast, not believing anyone could think that way.  ‘Development of skills.  Tradition.  Worship of the Gods, to whom we have not, in fact, returned the Relic.  Comfort.  Community.  The list is endless.’
 
   Matthew’s face was a detached mask as he replied.  ‘They’ll continue much as before, so long as the people support them,’ he said.  ‘We won’t disband them or tear them to the ground, nor will we prevent the remaining academics from leading the usual ceremonies, however, they won’t play a central role in the way we govern going forwards.  The Temples have been a tool of subjugation for too long, and it would be foolish to romanticise them.’
 
   Anita inwardly rolled her eyes.  ‘And you would be foolish to underestimate the power they still hold.  Whether you like it or not, energy is about emotion and people have grown up with the Temples as a central part of life.  Schooling, celebrations, festivals, every prominent time in our calendar is linked to those Temples, and people have strong emotional connections with them.  It would be dangerous to try to undermine, or worse, make trivial, every important moment in almost every person’s life.  Can you imagine what that would do to the energy?’
 
   ‘As I said, they’ll still be around, but people will adapt,’ said Matthew.  ‘That’s the way it has to be.’
 
   ‘Really?’ said Anita, dangerously.  ‘According to whom?’ she paused.  ‘Because to my knowledge nobody has yet been elected, so nobody has the right to make a proclamation such as that.’
 
   Matthew held her gaze a moment, the room collectively holding its breath, waiting to see how Matthew would respond to such an open challenge.  To their astonishment, he backed down.  ‘You’re right,’ he said, palms facing the ceiling as he responded to her words.  ‘I don’t have the mandate yet to enforce it, and you’re also correct that I should not assume it a foregone conclusion the people will support my view.  However, I will be campaigning for a move away from a society so closely linked to the Temples.  I’m sure they will have a place in our society for decades, maybe even centuries to come, but ultimately, the people should be in command of our destiny.  People, with their own minds, weighing up options in the light of facts, where there is no reliance on dubious interpretations of the will of shadowy Gods, revealed to us via corrupt and self-serving academics and Councillors.’
 
   ‘It’s a shame,’ replied Anita, ‘that you should be determined to bring about change across the full spectrum of society, except where it’s needed most.  Why should it be that the Temples can’t also be evolved to exist in harmony with your vision for a new world?  Not least, because if you don’t get the Temples on side, you’ll forever live under the threat of being overturned by some extreme faction that your policies will have inadvertently helped create.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ‘He’s such an idiot,’ said Anita, polishing off her third glass of Cleo’s latest alcoholic concoction – something to do with cucumber, vodka and elderflower – that went down much too easily.
 
   ‘Well despite that, he’s managed to take control of the entire rebel army, and he’s probably less of an idiot than the Descendants,’ said Cleo, before remembering Marcus was with them and adding, ‘sorry, no offence.’
 
   Marcus laughed and shook his head.  ‘Aside from his views on the role of the Temples, I don’t think his plan is bad.  He wants energy stability, as we do, and their proposed structure makes a lot of sense.’
 
   ‘Oh stop being so sensible,’ said Anita, throwing him a mock disapproving look.  ‘It’s not at all like you, and it really doesn’t suit you.’
 
   Cleo rolled her eyes.  ‘Another round?’ she asked, not waiting for the answer as she made her way to the train’s bar for the fourth time in quick succession.  They were travelling back from Kingdom, having decided to return to Empire as soon as possible after their meeting with the rebels.  Anita wanted to get back to the Observatory to prepare for the announcement, and Cleo wanted to look for something in the Archives.  Marcus, however, had been vague about his reasons for accompanying them, especially as he would have to return to Kingdom the following day to prepare to give the announcement.
 
   ‘Step aside,’ said Cleo, elaborately, as she reached the bar, elbowing the poor barman out of the way.  ‘Let me show you how it’s done.’
 
   Anita laughed, pulling her gaze away from Cleo to take in the rest of the ornate carriage; beautiful wooden carvings framing intricate artwork that gave the dark space a cosy feel.  There were small lamps on the walls that cast a low light over tiny circular tables, around which stood lavishly upholstered mahogany chairs.  The sun had recently set on the horizon, and an attendant had closed the crushed velvet curtains, making the carriage feel even smaller, the rocking of the train and the comforting warmth encouraging them to relax for the first time in days. 
 
   Marcus looked playfully at Anita.  ‘I think being sensible suits me quite well, thank you very much,’ he said, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
 
   Anita’s eyes sparkled and her energy livened.  ‘It suits you better than whatever it was you were going for before, but that’s not to say it’s entirely right for you.’
 
   ‘I see,’ he said slowly, leaning back but keeping his eyes on hers.
 
   ‘I doubt that,’ she replied, evocatively, raising an eyebrow and refusing to look away.
 
   ‘One for you,’ said Cleo, purposefully, as she placed a drink in front of Marcus, ‘and one for you,’ she said, throwing Anita a look as she put down her drink.
 
   ‘And one for you,’ came a deep, rich voice that took them all by surprise, as a chocolate hand placed Cleo’s drink in front of her.  Cleo looked up to see a tall, medium built man with cropped dark hair and cavernous brown eyes looking down at her, and her mouth dropped involuntarily in response.
 
   This time it was Anita’s turn to raise an eyebrow.  ‘Will you join us?’ she asked of the stranger, motioning to a spare chair.  He hesitated, his energy uncertain before Cleo responded for him.
 
   ‘Of course he will; there’s no one else to talk to that’s half as interesting as us,’ she said, flirtatiously.
 
   The man looked a little embarrassed, but inclined his head and sat down.  ‘Thank you,’ he said.
 
   ‘I’m Anita, this is Marcus, and that’s Cleo,’ said Anita, barely able to stifle the smirk that threatened to escape her at Cleo’s lack of composure.
 
   ‘I’m Edmund,’ he replied, ‘and I know who you are,’ he said easily, intelligent eyes flicking from one to the other.
 
   ‘Most people seem to these days,’ said Cleo.  ‘How can we help you then?’  Anita gave Cleo a chastising look at her abrupt opener.  ‘What?’ Cleo shot back.  ‘He's obviously here for a reason, so we may as well get to the point.’
 
   Edmund took Cleo in before responding.  ‘She’s right,’ he said, ‘I am here for a reason.’
 
   ‘Yes?’ prompted Cleo, when he paused.
 
   ‘I’m your new handler from the Institution.’
 
   ‘Great,’ said Anita, looking at the ceiling.  ‘What do you want from us?’
 
   Edmund gave Anita a long, penetrating look.  ‘They warned me you might be hostile,’ he said, ‘but I can’t understand why you think we’re on different sides.’
 
   ‘Really?’ said Anita.  ‘You can’t think of, oh I don’t know, one or two reasons why I might not trust you people?  Let me see, maybe something to do with Helena lying to me for years about who my parents really were?  Or maybe the time Helena lied to me to get me to steal something that didn’t belong to her?  During that debacle, I wound up getting tortured to protect her secret.  Would one of those suffice as a reason?’
 
   ‘You did try to steal from us,’ said Marcus, his hurt voice cutting across Anita’s self-important rant, immediately knocking the wind from her sails.
 
   ‘Marcus, I...’
 
   ‘Anita, stop.’  He looked at her with fresh eyes.  ‘Just stop.’  He got up and left the carriage, his energy crushed and Anita’s head crashed into her hands.
 
   ‘Great, evening ruined,’ she said, rounding on Edmund.  ‘Now, what do you want?’
 
   He looked at her evenly, for a moment too long, slowing down the pace of conversation before responding.  ‘I want what you want,’ he said, carefully.  ‘I want to find the Relic and return it to the Gods for real, so we can guarantee energy stability, and I’m going to do everything I can to help you find it.’
 
   ‘Why are the Institution helping us?  Why not just try to find it on your own?’
 
   ‘You know why,’ he said.  She looked blankly at him, and he narrowed his eyes.  ‘Because you’ve found a way to open the cylinder in your mind.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita got up and left the bar.  She had no idea how they knew she’d opened the cylinder.  She’d told no one but Cleo, but she wasn’t going to show weakness by asking.  ‘Anita, wait...’ Edmund’s voice trailed after her, but she ignored it, and he didn’t follow.
 
   She made her way to Marcus’ compartment, cursing that she hadn’t come clean before now, and lightly knocked on his door.  ‘Marcus, it’s me.  Please open the door.’  After a few silent moments she heard the lock disengage and saw the handle turn, the door popping open a crack before she heard Marcus’ footsteps retreating.  She pushed the door open and entered, feeling uncertainty both in his energy and in her own.
 
   ‘Marcus, I’m sorry.  I’ve been meaning to tell you; I just haven’t managed to find the right time.’
 
   ‘Is that all?’ he asked, turning to perch on the edge of a fold down table and looking at her with fiery features.
 
   ‘Marcus, please, this is not the time for us to fight.’
 
   ‘So what is it the time for?’
 
   She slowly walked to the edge of his fold down bed and sat down before responding, gripping the wooden edge so hard her knuckles went white.  ‘We have to work together if we want to sort all this out,’ she said, looking up at him, imploring him not to make it difficult.
 
   ‘We tried that before and ended up destroying the Temples and hundreds of lives.’
 
   ‘That’s not fair,’ she said.  ‘I know you’re angry...’
 
   ‘...why’s Edmund here?’ he said, cutting across what he knew would be an irritating attempt at a justification.
 
   Anita looked away, knowing she would have to tell him the truth, but still finding herself wary of telling him too much.  ‘Because I finally found a way to open the cylinder in my mind, and somehow the Institution found out about it.’
 
   ‘You did it?’ he said, his hopes rising before his energy took a dive once more, ‘and you told them before you told me?’
 
   Anita hit the side of the bed with her hands, fury taking hold.  ‘What?’ she barked.  ‘I’ve told nobody but Cleo; I have no idea how they found out.’
 
   ‘Maybe you placed your trust in the wrong person.’
 
   ‘Cleo?  You think Cleo told them?’
 
   ‘She seemed happy with the idea of a new handler, so maybe her loyalties lie with them.’
 
   ‘I would never, for a second, question her loyalty.  She would never betray me like that.  But while we’re on the subject of betrayals...’
 
   ‘...Anita.’
 
   ‘Yes?’ she said, launching to her feet.  ‘Are you ready to talk about beating me up at the Chase?’
 
   ‘You tried to steal from my family,’ he shot back, refusing to flinch under her attack.
 
   ‘I did not.  Helena told me I was taking back something your father had stolen from her.  She told me it would help with the energy, and stupidly I believed her.  When I realised she’d lied, I put it back and walked away.’
 
   Marcus’ shoulders slumped and he bowed his head, taking a deep breath.  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.  ‘I should never have gone along with Gwyn.  I was angry and hurt and...I loved you,’ he said, quickly, taking even himself by surprise.  Anita stilled and their eyes met, moments of silence ticking by, a tense energy settling across the gap between them.  ‘I still love you,’ he whispered, longing thick in his voice, his eyes searching hers for any discernable reaction.
 
   Anita felt her energy rise, desire creeping through her, her eyes appraising Marcus’ familiar features.  She didn’t think, couldn’t think, but her body somehow moved by itself, taking steps towards him, and he responded at once, rushing towards her and pulling her into his arms.  Their lips met, whatever dam that had been holding back their energy collapsing before the force that surged between them, relief and comfort and lust washing over them as they momentarily thought of nothing but the other.  His hands went to her face, hers to his back, each pulling the other closer, kissing deeply, relaxing into the familiar feel of their bodies pressed together, Anita ignoring the burning guilt that seared through her.
 
   His lips moved to her neck, pushing her back towards the bed, lowering them down onto its surface.  She revelled in the feel of his weight on top of her, her body screaming for more, their lips together, his hands looking for a way to reach the skin under her clothes, but Anita knew she had to stop him; it had already gone too far.  Her body went rigid, hands static in Marcus’ hair as she gently pushed his lips away and pressed her forehead into his.
 
   ‘We can’t do this,’ she whispered, Marcus holding her to him, willing her not to go.
 
   ‘Why not?’ he asked, moving his hand to her face, caressing her cheek, delighting in the energy swirling around his fingertips, trying to prolong the contact before she went away.
 
   ‘I can’t deny I have feelings for you,’ she said, wriggling out from under him to sit on the edge of the bed, pausing, before biting out words he wouldn’t want to hear.  ‘But I’m in love with Alexander.’
 
   ‘Alexander’s dead,’ said Marcus, gently, sitting up next to her and carefully holding her hand in his.
 
   ‘I don’t think so,’ she replied, pulling herself free and moving to stand several paces away, putting careful distance between them.  ‘I think it would feel different if he was dead.  We meditated so much together that his energy started to mix with mine, but everything feels just as it did before.’
 
   ‘You know that might just be wishful thinking,’ said Marcus, his voice hopeful, although he knew she’d made up her mind.
 
   ‘It’s not.  I know it’s not and I have to find him,’ she said, evenly, staring at the floor.  ‘I’m sorry Marcus,’ she said, raising her eyes to his, ‘I didn’t mean to raise your hopes, it’s just with everything that’s happening at the moment...’
 
   ‘...I know, we’ve all been through a lot,’ he said, his energy finally coming under control.  He took several deep breaths before he spoke again.  ‘I’ll help you look for Alexander if that’s what you want.  We don’t know if we can trust the Institution or the rebels yet, but I do trust that you and Cleo want the same as me; to return the Relic for real and set up a democratic system that ensures energy stability once and for all.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ she replied, relief flooding her; she couldn’t imagine losing Marcus now too.  ‘So we keep going with the plan; you make the announcement, I’ll track the energy, and then you make sure the rebels set up a democratic system whilst I go to the Wild Lands to find the Magnei.’
 
   ‘What?  Why?  How do you even know about them?’
 
   ‘Because that’s what I found out when the cylinder in my mind popped open; the location of the Magnei in the Wild.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita, Cleo, Marcus and Edmund sat around the large, rustic, wooden table in Cleo’s warehouse flat, sipping tea and eating late night dark chocolate gingers – they’d all agreed the decadence was entirely justifiable at a moment such as this.
 
   ‘Tell us what happened,’ said Marcus, everyone directing their attention at Anita, who frowned.
 
   ‘I’ve already told you; I was meditating, I realised why I couldn’t get the image of Gwyn falling over out of my mind, I dropped the cylinder, and it bounced back up and unfurled in mid-air, right in front of me.  I have no idea what finally caused it to open,’ she added, feeling the inevitable question about to come forth from Cleo’s lips.
 
   ‘And you saw nothing written on the inside of the cylinder?’ Edmund prompted.
 
   ‘No,’ replied Anita, ‘but I suddenly just knew how to find the Magnei, and I knew they could help us return the Relic for real.’
 
   ‘How will they do that?’ asked Marcus.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ said Anita, a little embarrassed.  ‘I can’t explain it, I just kind of felt it.’
 
   ‘You “just felt it”?’ teased Cleo.
 
   Anita shoved her playfully.  ‘Yes.  It was like the image of the Relic came into my head and then an image of the Magnei, and then a feeling that it was all going to be alright.’
 
   ‘So maybe they’ve got the Relic and have already sent it back?’ mused Edmund.  ‘How do you know they won’t just sort it out on their own?’
 
   ‘I can’t explain,’ said a frustrated Anita.  ‘It was clear they have something that will help us, but it felt like they couldn’t do it by themselves, like they needed us as much as we needed them.’
 
   ‘So the plan is we go and find them?’ asked Marcus.
 
   ‘The plan is for Cleo and me to go and find them, and you stay here to ensure the rebels do what they’ve promised,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘But you can’t go by yourselves,’ he protested.  ‘Where are they anyway?  Maybe I can come with you and still be able to get back to Kingdom in case there’s any trouble.’
 
   ‘The Jungle,’ said Anita, matter of factly.
 
   ‘The Jungle?’ exclaimed Marcus.  ‘The Jungle?’ he said again, looking at Anita as though she were mad.  ‘Nobody goes there, it’s too dangerous, and it’s so far away.’
 
   ‘It’s probably not really that dangerous.  I think the Magnei drive people away to keep the world from knowing they’re there.’
 
   ‘And I’ll be with them,’ said Edmund’s soft voice.
 
   ‘You’ll be what?’ said Marcus, looking to Anita in protest.
 
   ‘No you won’t,’ said Anita, ‘we only just met you.’
 
   ‘But an extra pair of hands could be useful,’ said Cleo.
 
   ‘Not if they stab us in the back,’ said Anita, unashamedly.
 
   Edmund frowned.  ‘Anita, you and I want the same thing.  The Institution wants energy stability and the only way that can be assured is if the Relic is returned to the Gods.’
 
   ‘How do we even know the Institution sent you?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘Ask Milly, she’ll vouch for me.’
 
   ‘I don’t like this at all,’ said Marcus.
 
   ‘Marcus, you’re the only one with an army to rival the rebels,’ said Anita.  ‘If they go back on their word, you’re the only one who can make sure a democratic system is put in place; your role is not in question.’
 
   ‘Who put you in charge?’ asked Marcus, exasperated.
 
   ‘My mother, when she planted that damn cylinder in my head,’ snapped Anita.  Marcus shrugged but didn’t say anything.  ‘Edmund, you can come with us if Milly confirms you are who you say you are, but don’t think that means you’re our handler, I am not a member of the Institution,’ she said, forcefully.
 
   ‘Understood,’ said Edmund, nodding his head.
 
   ‘For Gods’ sake, are you really going to do this Anita?’ Marcus asked, a worried look on his face.
 
   ‘I don’t think we have much choice,’ she replied, firmly.
 
   ‘Then take Sol and a few of my guard with you.’
 
   ‘No,’ she said.  ‘We don’t want to attract attention and it would look suspicious if half your private guard suddenly disappeared.  Not to mention we don’t want to turn up on the doorstep of the Magnei looking hostile; they’re the most powerful among us, and we need to keep them on side.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Draeus and Rose read the brutality in the ground before them.  All around was tranquillity itself, each sense rewarded by the place so many swore had the power to heal.  Water lapped gently at the shore; their lungs were filled with the smell of pine and salt, they took in the isolated beauty of the uninterrupted views, but the signs of death still lay plain for anyone to see, and a shudder ran through them as their energy responded to the disturbance.  It had been days since Institution members had discovered the massacre.  The bodies had been burned and their ashes collected, as was the custom, however, they had reported no sign of the Relic and had found no clues to indicate by whom it had been stolen.
 
   They looked around, careful to take in every tiny detail of the rocky cove where the men sent to retrieve the Relic had set up camp, sheltered from the elements.  Once satisfied he’d memorised the details, Draeus walked deep into the cove, to one of several spills of blood that stained the sandy ground.  ‘The attack started here,’ he said, turning to face Rose.
 
   ‘How do you know?’ she asked, eager to learn.
 
   ‘Whoever it was would have been able to enter from the back and use the rocks for cover.  See how there’s a way through back here?  They could have easily slit our man’s throat and pulled him back behind the rocks before anyone noticed.’  He turned his head and walked a dozen paces forward, to where two further stains lay crimson in the sand.  ‘It looks as though two of the other three men were huddled around the fire, here,’ he said, ‘and they were taken out in unison.’
 
   ‘Because the disturbance is so clean?’ asked Rose, noticing how little the sand had been unsettled around the area.
 
   ‘Yes, that, and because the fourth patch is down by the water, meaning the man stationed there on lookout heard nothing that made him leave his post.’  They walked to the fourth and final intrusion in the sand, this one far less obvious, as, out in the open, the elements had worried away the evidence of what had taken place.
 
   ‘Seamless,’ said Rose, grimly.
 
   ‘Yes,’ Draeus replied, taking one last look around, ‘and meticulously planned.  If it was a passing pair of opportunists, they knew what they were doing.’
 
   ‘So you think it was more likely someone we trusted?  Someone who knew about the plan?’
 
   ‘Or someone who overheard one of us talking about the plan.  From the looks of what happened, the men were taken out before the Relic even arrived.  It seems a bit strange that someone would risk killing four people unless they knew what was coming.’
 
   ‘And the group who found them said the attackers stole nothing.  The bodies were found with wedding rings, cash and so forth still on them.’
 
   ‘So again, not looking like an opportunistic thief.’
 
   ‘Or maybe our men saw something they weren’t supposed to...’ Rose hypothesised.
 
   Draeus laughed.  ‘I’m not sure this is the preferred meeting spot for criminal masterminds, and they seemed fairly settled here, nor did they put up a fight, so I think that’s unlikely!’
 
   Rose gave Draeus a dirty look.  ‘Douse the flames of my conspiracy theories why don’t you!’
 
   Draeus smiled.  ‘Sorry, Cleo’s always telling me off for doing that!’
 
   ‘So, what next?’
 
   ‘Well, none of the trading post owners has got wind of a shady package, so I suppose we head to the Cloud Mountain and try to find Timi.  He always knows more than he should about the criminal underworld, so maybe he can help.’
 
   ‘Not that he’ll tell us anything either way.’
 
   ‘No, but we can sniff around a bit while we’re there.’
 
   ‘Indeed.  And aside from our current mission, Helena was sure he was hiding something, so I’d very much like to find out what.’
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   ‘Citizens.’  Matthew’s voice rang across the great expanse where the Temples had once stood.  ‘I address you today with a mix of sadness, regret, and promise.  We have known for some time that the Descendants’ rule has not made for a prosperous environment for everyone.  We have known for decades that the Descendants cared more for lining their own pockets, and in more recent days, stomachs, than fulfilling their duty of creating harmony in the world.  And when they finally stepped up, at last returning the Relic to the Gods, they brought about death, disaster and injustice like never before.  That is the source of my sadness and regret,’ he said, pausing to let the words sink in, ‘for we, the revolutionaries, have been planning our coup for some months.  We’ve been gathering support and resources in the Wild and planning how we should proceed.  However, we considered the return of the Relic a crucial step towards equality.  With the final source of Descendant legitimacy ended, a new era could begin.  But,’ he looked around, meeting eyes of many in the crowd, ‘if we had acted sooner, maybe, just maybe, we could have averted the tragedy from which we have all suffered cruel and harrowing losses.’  He paused again, bowing his head for a moment.  ‘However, I also stand here to offer promise.  The Relic and the Descendants no longer hold sway over us, and we are free to craft a new type of society.  A society where those who lead are elected to do so, where energy stability is taken seriously, and where anyone, no matter their background, has the chance to lead us, as one united people, on our journey to come.’  The crowd applauded, and Matthew continued on the crest of their momentum, explaining the proposed structure to a rapturous audience.
 
   Joshua, Matthew’s right-hand man, leaned towards Gwyn, who sat next to him in the front row.  He was almost shaking with the excited tension that gripped him, although of course, he hid his emotions behind his well-rehearsed poker face.  ‘I take it you’re going to run for a seat?’ he asked, conversationally, entirely sure of the answer he’d receive.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Gwyn, flatly, turning her head and sizing him up with a raised eyebrow.  He was quite delicious in a funny sort of way, his intense green eyes set off by floppy blond hair.  He was the kind of person who noticed people, who scrutinised them in order to find a compliment that would speak directly to them.  What she didn’t know was if he were the kind of person to use that skill for good or for evil.  ‘Are you?’ she asked, not realising until now that it was a likely prospect.
 
   He smiled.  ‘Now that would be telling,’ he said, winking at her, ‘but if I were to, we’d be seeing a lot more of each other I’m sure.’
 
   She held his gaze as her head raced to work out what he meant, her eyes giving her away as she realised.  ‘My seat?’ she asked, the surprise clear in her voice.  ‘You’re going after my seat?’
 
   ‘May the best man win,’ he said, flashing her his most charming, vote winning smile.
 
   ‘I doubt that,’ she replied, the delight of a challenge lighting up her face, ‘it will most certainly be a woman.’
 
   ‘...however, it will not be easy,’ Matthew’s voice cut across the exchange between them, their encounter coming to an end as they turned their attention forwards once more.  ‘There is a great deal for us to put right before we can return to stability, but this new structure is our best hope, representing equal chances and prosperity for all.’
 
   ‘But what about the Descendants and Councillors?’ asked a sceptical voice in the front row.  ‘Are we to believe they’re going to happily roll over and give up all they have?’
 
   ‘I’m glad you mentioned that,’ said Matthew, calmly.  ‘Gwyn, Marcus, will you please join me on stage?’
 
   Gwyn and Marcus made their way up the steps to where Matthew stood, Joshua giving Gwyn’s hand a quick squeeze as she got up, revelling in the knowledge she couldn’t do or say anything in that moment to respond.  Gwyn’s energy lurched, half angry, half intrigued, but she acted as though nothing had happened as she took her position on the stage, resolutely not looking his way.
 
   ‘Marcus, Gwyn,’ said Matthew, ‘I think it best for you to respond directly?’
 
   ‘Of course,’ said Marcus, getting in before Gwyn could.  ‘I know this may come as a shock to many of you, especially those who have lived a life governed by men like my father and his father before him.  However, the remaining Descendants, that is, Gwyn and I, are wholeheartedly behind Matthew’s plan to bring about Democracy.  It is our view that for too long there has been a gaping divide in our society, and I pledge publically, now, as I have already done in private, that my personal army is at the disposal of Matthew and his men, to help ensure a fair election process takes place.  We want nothing more than to bring about energy stability and for everyone to have an equal chance to thrive.  We are deeply sorry for the terrible disaster that took place here, and we feel we must not let that loss be in vain.  Gwyn and I fought to fulfil our vows to return the Relic, and now that we are all free from it, we must make that count.’  Marcus looked to Gwyn to continue, and she addressed the crowd.
 
   ‘Our Councils have already been disbanded, many Councillors sadly killed in the Relic return, and I’d like to echo Marcus’ words; we are entirely supportive of this new age.  Indeed, to demonstrate how fully we are behind the new system, I myself have decided to stand for election.  This is not, as some of you may think, a ploy to remain in control; I have no interest in becoming our leader.  Instead, it is a demonstration of my desire to be a part of creating a new world, of which we can all be proud.  Unlike in the past, those living in my constituency, here in Kingdom, now have the power to decide if they would like me, or someone else,’ her eyes flicked involuntarily to Joshua, ‘to represent them, and I will support the decision you make wholeheartedly.  In any case, I would like to announce that I shall be converting the Body residence here in Kingdom into a home for children who have lost their parents, either as a result of the Relic return or otherwise.  It is my view that everyone should have a safe place to call home, and I hope to be able to make this a reality for a number of vulnerable children who do not have one today.’
 
   The crowd applauded vigorously, Gwyn again catching Joshua’s eye, who gave her a congratulatory look.  Her opening parlay had been unexpected and effective; he was going to have to step up his game. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ‘So, what’s the deal with you and Marcus?’ asked Cleo, her tone playful.
 
   ‘What’s the deal with you and Edmund?’ countered Anita, hoping to throw her off.  ‘You seemed pretty cosy at your place the other day...’
 
   ‘He’s hot,’ said Cleo, with a shrug.  ‘Nothing wrong with a bit of flirting.’
 
   ‘Flirting...?’ asked Anita, suggestively.
 
   ‘Oh, stop,’ said Cleo.  ‘Nothing’s happened, and Milly’s confirmed he is who he claims to be, so if something were to, I really can’t see why it would be a problem.  Now stop trying to deflect and tell me what’s going on with Marcus,’ she said, firmly.
 
   ‘Good that Milly’s confirmed he’s from the Institution,’ said Anita, ignoring Cleo’s dictate and moving to a new pile of books, ‘at least we don’t have to worry about him being an imposter any longer.’
 
   ‘Anita, I’m serious,’ said Cleo, her tone still light-hearted, knowing she was on the brink of making her talk.
 
   ‘Fine,’ she snapped.  ‘We kissed,’ she said, slamming closed a book with such force a little cloud of dust swirled up in protest.
 
   ‘Careful,’ said Cleo, ‘they’ve only just let us in here, and they’ll throw us out if they think we’re trashing the place!’
 
   ‘I just feel so guilty.  I should never have done it; Alexander’s got to be alive.  I know he’s alive and I don’t want Marcus to think something might happen between us.’
 
   ‘But something did happen between you,’ teased Cleo.
 
   Anita gave her a ‘shut up’ look.  ‘Nothing really happened, I stopped it before it could.’
 
   ‘But it would have...’
 
   ‘...thanks for stating the obvious,’ said Anita, wound up and pacing to vent some frustration.
 
   ‘Anita, what if we never find Alexander?’
 
   ‘How can you say that?’ she snapped, rounding on her best friend.
 
   Cleo held up her hands in peace.  ‘I’m not saying he’s dead, but where could he be?  If he fell into the hole under the Temple he’d be dead by now, but if he got away, why hasn’t he come back?’
 
   ‘Maybe he was hit on the head and can’t remember who he is,’ said Anita, ‘or maybe he was kidnapped; a Descendant’s a valuable prisoner.’
 
   ‘For what?  Nobody has ransomed him, and surely if he’d hit his head someone would have recognised him and brought him back?  Look, Anita, I’m not trying to be cruel, but what if he’s alive and doesn’t want to come back?’
 
   ‘Why wouldn’t he?’ asked Anita, taking deep breaths to remain calm.
 
   ‘I don’t know; there could be any number of reasons.  Maybe he feels too guilty about what happened to face everyone, or maybe he’s found a lead about where the Relic is and is following it, or maybe he just wants to start again, away from the crazy life he has here.’
 
   ‘Away from me?’
 
   ‘I didn’t mean that.’
 
   ‘Maybe not, but the fact is, if he’s still alive, free, and in command of his mind and memories, and choosing not to come back, he’s also choosing not to come back to me.’
 
   ‘It’s a possibility,’ said Cleo.
 
   ‘And I know he would come back for me.’
 
   ‘How?’
 
   ‘I can’t explain it,’ said Anita, ‘but we meditated so much together, it’s like our energy became somehow intertwined, like it was easier to function when he was there, like our energy was one and the same.  I know it sounds crazy, but I know he felt like that too.  He would come back for me.’
 
   ‘You know feeling that way led Alexander’s mother to her death?  She meditated so hard and for so long trying to find his father that one day she just didn’t come back.’
 
   ‘I’m hardly doing that,’ Anita rebuked.
 
   ‘No, but I know you’ve been meditating a lot, obviously trying to find his energy, so just be careful and remember that at some point you need to live your life too.’
 
   Anita huffed.  ‘Okay, fine.  Can we please talk about something else?  Like, for example, all these documents we need to get through before we leave for the Wild.’
 
   They had been granted access to rooms in the Archives that had for so long been off limits to all but the most senior academics.  Cleo had headed straight for the room in which she’d had her strange encounter with the Magnei man, and she and Anita were working through the documents, trying to discover how to return the Relic for real.  So far they’d found nothing concrete, only small details, which bolstered Cleo’s suspicions about the discovery of the Relic.  The research group had mysteriously deviated from their planned route, with no obvious explanation, and had stumbled upon the Relic apparently by accident, which seemed like too much of a coincidence for Cleo’s liking.
 
   ‘Look, here,’ said Cleo, picking up the next manuscript in the stack.  ‘It’s a draft of the original speech telling the world about the Relic discovery and Prophecy.’
 
   ‘Gods!’ exclaimed Anita, ‘that’s from the seven hundreds!’
 
   ‘I know,’ replied Cleo, ‘amazing!’
 
   ‘What does it say?’
 
   ‘A lot of it is too faded to read, but the Prophecy is still here, it says: “We, the Gods, give to the people of the world this Relic, as a test not only of your ingenuity, but your spirit.  We made you, in our likeness, and now we send a test for our creations.  Visionaries will return this Relic to us, and in that moment, you will be forever free.  You will need us no longer.  You will rule the world.”’
 
   ‘Visionaries?  Not Descendants?’ said Anita, surprised.
 
   ‘I think the Descendants were called Visionaries for a while,’ said Cleo, ‘right back at the beginning, so maybe the meaning is the same?’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Anita, sceptically.  ‘But why have we never heard that term before?  And why don’t they ever use this Prophecy in ceremonies?’
 
   ‘Don’t know,’ said Cleo, trying to think of some possible reason, but coming up short.
 
   ‘Because it could be used to undermine the Descendants’ authority?’ suggested Anita.
 
   ‘I suppose, but what if the Descendants and the Visionaries are one and the same?’
 
   ‘But what if they’re not?’
 
   ‘Hmmm.  Interesting.’
 
   ‘The Descendants must have changed the wording to ensure there wasn’t any confusion, although clearly this casts some doubt on the Descendants’ legitimacy.’
 
   ‘Gods,’ said Cleo, ‘even if it’s all totally innocent, I’m not sure we should share this too widely.’
 
   ‘My word,’ said Anita, jokingly, ‘it’s serious if you’re saying things like that.’
 
   ‘It is serious.  I think I’m beginning to understand why they locked all this stuff away.  What do you think would happen to the energy if suspicion got out?’
 
   ‘Who knows,’ said Anita, ‘but I doubt it would be good.  This does have implications for the Relic return though.  What if it doesn’t have to be the Descendants who return it?  What if there are other criteria we don’t understand?  How will we ever manage to actually fulfil the Prophecy?’
 
   ‘One problem at a time,’ said Cleo.  ‘All we can do is glean as much information down here as we can, then share it with the others to see what they think.  Collectively we can agree a way forward and maybe someone will be able to shed some light on the Prophecy’s true meaning.’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Anita, doubtfully.  ‘I suppose we’d better crack on then.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They’d continued to work their way through the materials in the Archives for the next week, making headway with only a fraction of the artefacts before they’d had to admit defeat.  Anita had had to return to Kingdom to give an energy update, and they’d agreed to head into the Wild from there, hoping they would find some kind of answers by tracking down the Magnei.  
 
   ‘It’s worth somebody working their way through what we couldn’t,’ said Cleo, addressing the Institution members who had gathered in the private dining room of the boutique Rochester Hotel in Kingdom.  ‘We did what we could in the time we had, but there’s a great deal more we haven’t even touched.’  She and Anita told the small party what they had found; Edmund, Marcus and Milly were the only members they knew, Rose and Draeus still in the Wild Lands.  There were also a couple of members who Anita recognised from her time at the farm in Empire, who she presumed were trustworthy.
 
   ‘Well I’m afraid I can’t cast any light,’ said Milly, ‘but the potential ramifications of your information are mind blowing.’
 
   ‘If it really does mean it doesn’t have to be the Descendants who return the Relic,’ caveated Anita.
 
   ‘Of course,’ said Milly, ‘but it can’t get out; the truth wouldn’t matter, people would jump to conclusions without much encouragement.’
 
   ‘We’re hoping the Magnei might be able to help,’ said Cleo.
 
   ‘We all hope that,’ said Milly.  ‘Unfortunately, only the Gods know if our hopes are well founded.’
 
   ‘Any news on the location of the Relic?’ asked Anita.
 
   Milly shook her head.  ‘No, nothing.  Rose and Draeus went to the Salt Sea and examined what was left there.  It looks as though the attack was well planned and pre-meditated; the men didn’t appear to have had anything stolen from them, aside from their lives and the Relic, so in all likelihood, whoever did it knew what they were looking for.’
 
   ‘So we were betrayed?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘Or overheard,’ said Milly.
 
   ‘The former is more likely,’ said Marcus.
 
   ‘If you say so,’ replied Milly.
 
   ‘So what next?’ asked Cleo.  ‘They’ve gone to the Cloud Mountain?  What do you think they’ll find there?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, but the Mountain seems to have been unaffected throughout, so there must be something going on up there.  When are you leaving?’
 
   ‘Straight after the meeting with Matthew and his people,’ said Anita.  ‘I’m giving an energy update, and we’ll slip away after that; everyone will assume we’re heading back to Empire.’
 
   ‘But who will monitor the energy whilst you’re gone?’ asked one of the other Institution members; a short girl with auburn hair.
 
   ‘Nobody,’ Anita replied, ‘or at least nobody properly.  Marcus will continue to take readings to ensure nothing major happens, but there’s not much anyone can do from the Observatory other than watch how things unfold.  When we find the Magnei on the other hand, we have a shot at getting to the source of all this.’
 
   ‘You really think they can give us answers?’ asked Marcus, still not happy that he had to stay behind.
 
   ‘Yes, I’m sure of it,’ said Anita, giving Marcus a firm and final look.  ‘Come on; we need to go now, or we’ll be late for the meeting with Matthew.  Cleo, Edmund, see you at the vehicles later.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita and Marcus walked the short distance to their usual meeting spot, Sol unusually absent, Marcus agitated, clearly holding something back.  Anita stopped abruptly outside their destination and turned to face him.  ‘What is it?’ she asked his back as he kept going.
 
   Marcus stopped, turning slowly and walking back to where she stood, standing so close she almost took a step backwards.  He placed a hand on her cheek, his thumb caressing her cheek bone and Anita opened her mouth to speak.  ‘It’s okay,’ he said, before she could, ‘I’m not going to kiss you; you’ve made your stance on that clear, but I’m worried about you going into the Wild, just the three of you with no proper security; it’s too dangerous.’
 
   ‘Marcus,’ said Anita, reaching up and placing her hand on top of his before removing it from her face, ‘we’ve been through this.  We’re going, just the three of us, so we can move quietly and swiftly, and so we don’t look hostile when we arrive.  We’ll be far safer if we don’t look like a threat to anyone than if we travel in force.’
 
   ‘I...’ Marcus searched to find words that might convince her, but she cut him off, pulling him towards the meeting room.
 
   ‘Marcus, it’s settled.  I appreciate your concern, but we’re going, as planned, after this meeting.  Now come on,’ she said, still pulling him by the hand, ‘or we’re going to be late.’
 
   They entered the meeting room to find everyone else already there, sipping on some kind of herbal tea and eating pieces of peanut butter millionaire’s shortbread that the housekeeper had made for them.  Goodness knows how, given the rationing in place, Anita could only assume she had access to a very well stocked larder.
 
   ‘Let’s start,’ said Matthew, when he saw them.  ‘Anita, we’re all dying to know what happened to the energy after the announcement, please put us out of our misery!’
 
   ‘Of course,’ she replied, taking the seat opposite Matthew, ‘but I’m afraid it’s not the news we were all hoping for.’  
 
   Matthew’s shoulders slumped at her words.  ‘Well we all knew it wasn’t going to be easy,’ he said, more cheerily than he felt.  ‘Please, go on.’
 
   ‘There was an immediate spike in the energy after your speech about the new system,’ she started.  ‘It was pronounced, almost taking the energy back to pre-crisis levels; that is the level before Christiana’s death.  However, several hours afterwards, it came crashing back down for no apparent reason.  Since then, the energy has been fluctuating, and the fluctuations are now more marked.  The energy swings up to higher levels than before, an encouraging sign I think, but we’re not out of the woods just yet.’
 
   ‘But the fluctuations to higher levels surely show we’re on the right track,’ said Joshua.  ‘We just need to prove now that we genuinely intend to do what we’ve said we will.’
 
   ‘That’s one hypothesis,’ said Anita, ‘and I hope, like you do, that it’s that simple.  Unfortunately, the indicators so far are that it will not be quite so straightforward.  The energy could bounce back at any point; as momentum for the election gathers, after the results are shared, and people see they were free and fair, or it may take until people see real change afterwards that they start to feel more confident.  You’ve got to remember it’s emotionally driven; the trust people had in our old system was shattered, and now we need to build trust in a new one.  That takes time.’
 
   ‘But you think it will bounce back?’ asked Gwyn.
 
   ‘I can’t say that for certain,’ replied Anita, ‘but I don’t see any reason why it shouldn’t under the right conditions.’
 
   ‘And we’re doing all we can to put those conditions in place,’ said Matthew.  ‘Thank you, Anita.  We will continue with our current plan to hold the elections in two months’ time.  It’ll be tight, but it seems best we use the momentum we’ve got and continue to press on.  Joshua, where are we with planning?’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Draeus and Rose were five miles out from the base of the Cloud Mountain, each driving an energy truck full of supplies, when they ran into the first group of guards.  They were stopped and questioned, their cargo examined thoroughly before they were allowed to proceed, and only then on the condition they were accompanied by two surly men for the remainder of the journey.  They passed a number of other roadblocks as they went, each more severe in its fortification, and were made to stop at every one, to again explain the reason for their visit.  They were each time ushered through without incident, eventually making it to the Mountain, from where they were allowed to proceed to the top unaccompanied; there was after all very little damage two individuals could bring about on the precarious ascent.  They left the supplies at the bottom, feeling a little sorry for the monks who would now have to haul them to the top.
 
   They had inquired a number of times as to why security was so high, but were met with stony silence from the guards, several of whom Rose recognised as having once served the now deceased Mind Descendant, Austin.
 
   They waited until they were finally confident they were out of earshot before voicing their thoughts.  ‘Well that was an unexpected reception,’ said Rose, already out of breath from the climb.
 
   ‘They’ve certainly stepped it up a bit,’ said Draeus, his eyes alight as his mind processed it all.
 
   ‘Those guards used to belong to Austin’s army,’ said Rose, ‘so they must be the men and women who defected when Marcus took over.’
 
   ‘Amber,’ said Draeus, darkly.  ‘What in the world is Timi doing getting into bed with her?’
 
   ‘He didn’t have much choice if he felt the need for this kind of manpower; not exactly easy to come by.’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘The question is,’ said Rose, ‘why does he feel he needs all this protection, assuming Timi is indeed up there and managed to get away from the Temples unscathed?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, but the place still feels weird, even more so than last time.’
 
   ‘I agree,’ said Rose, ‘it feels like there’s some kind of buzz all around us; like there’s something in the air itself.’
 
   ‘We’re not likely to get a straight answer from Timi, or any of the others.’
 
   ‘No, so you’ll have to distract them and buy me some time to do some digging around.’
 
   They reached the top the following day to find Amber and two cronies waiting for them just outside the doors to the entrance hall, a broad, simulated smile across her face.
 
   ‘Draeus, Rose,’ she said, sweetly, ‘what an unexpected pleasure to see you both up here.  I was under the impression you would be leaving the supplies at the base, given it was agreed the monks would bring them to the top in the contract.’
 
   ‘Timi is one of my most valuable and respected customers,’ said Draeus, affronted; he, unlike Amber, could lie convincingly.  ‘It would be unthinkable for me to come all the way here and not express my gratitude face to face, and of course to discuss if there’s anything else I may be able to help with.’
 
   Amber’s smile became fixed and she paused a beat too long before responding.  ‘I’m so sorry, you haven’t heard?’ she asked, her acting skills lacking once more.  ‘We haven’t seen Timi since the Relic return, and if you haven’t either, then our worst fears must be true.’
 
   ‘We know he’s here,’ said Rose, taking a punt, as Amber was clearly hiding something.  ‘Please stop the theatrics and take us to him,’ she said, adding, ‘Institution business,’ as though that would give her some kind of authority.
 
   ‘The Institution?’ repeated Amber, triumphantly.  ‘We don’t recognise that organisation here, in fact, we see them as treasonous and divisive.  If you don’t want to be locked in one of our cells then taken back to Kingdom by force, I suggest you leave at once.’
 
   ‘Treasonous?!  Haven’t you heard what’s taken place in Kingdom since the Relic return?  The rebels are creating a new, democratic world, who I’m afraid don’t feel the way you do about the Institution.  So I guess it’ll have to be the, ‘by force’, option,’ she said, squaring up to Amber.  ‘I’ve known you for more than a decade Amber.  I know you have to do what you have to do, but we’re not willingly leaving this mountain until we’ve seen Timi.’
 
   Footsteps rang out from behind Amber, and a man dressed in black monk’s robes, who had been standing out of view by the door, motioned for Amber to step aside.  ‘Please come with me,’ he said, his voice soft and aged, ‘I will show you to Timi’s chambers so you can see for yourself.’
 
   They climbed the precarious steps to the very top of the mountain, then ducked through the concealed passage that led to the bare and unwelcoming chambers belonging to the Spirit Leader.  They were met with a sight neither one of them had been expecting.
 
   ‘Timi?’ asked Rose, taking a tentative step forward.  ‘Is that you?’
 
   A man sat in the centre of the room, hunched over, head bowed, all hair scorched from his head, terrible burns afflicting every visible piece of flesh.  The man sat motionless, as though he were meditating, waiting several moments before he raised his eyes to the people standing before him.  It was undeniably Timi; his eyes alert and calculating as he smiled at his guests.
 
   ‘Rose, Andraeus,’ said Timi, formally, moving his arms to the side and bowing his head in sarcastic welcome.  ‘To what do I owe the pleasure of your company,’ he said, motioning for them to take a seat.
 
   ‘What happened to you?’ asked Rose, taking in the burns, which, upon closer inspection were not as bad as they first appeared.  ‘Did this happen to you in the Temples?’
 
   ‘Obviously,’ he said, harshly, Rose’s eyes going wide at his tone.  ‘I was so close to the front, and during the action, a torch fell over, and my robes caught fire.  Luckily one of my monks saw what had happened and pushed me to the floor to extinguish the flames, before escorting me to safety through the Body Temple.’
 
   ‘Why didn’t you stay in Kingdom?’ asked Rose.  ‘Why leave without a word?’
 
   ‘Look at me,’ said Timi, pretending to be shocked at her words.  ‘I needed urgent medical care, and there are very few in this world whom I trust to give it to me.  But aside from that, I didn’t know the cause of the disaster.  What if it had been an attempt by the rebels to kill us all?  I left as much for my own protection as for the healing skills we have here.’
 
   Rose stifled a smirk, whilst Draeus, as usual, resembled an impenetrable wall of impassiveness.  ‘I doubt you’d be top of their hit list,’ she said, keeping her disdain to a minimum.
 
   ‘One can never be too careful,’ bit Timi, easily reading the contempt in her energy, even if she managed to hide it from her tone.  ‘We do important work here, and it’s essential that’s continued,’ he said, puffing himself up importantly.
 
   ‘Like what?’ asked Draeus, lightly, as though he wasn’t overly interested in the answer.
 
   ‘Like things we don’t discuss with those from outside the mountain,’ he said, pompously.
 
   ‘Is that why you need the security?’ asked Rose, moving the conversation on, knowing he’d never willingly tell them what he was up to.  ‘Whatever you’re doing can’t be good if you need this kind of protection, and why did Amber make out you were dead?’
 
   ‘It’s dangerous to jump to conclusions,’ said Timi, hotly.  ‘What we’re doing here is ground-breaking; it will help us all, eventually.  In the meantime, we can’t let it be ruined by actors from the new world coming in here and seizing everything we’ve worked so hard to achieve.  So Amber does what she thinks is needed to protect us.’
 
   ‘If it’s for the good of everyone, why keep it secret?’ asked Rose.  ‘And I can’t think of anything we need so desperately, aside from a way to genuinely return the Relic; are you working on that?’
 
   ‘Heavens no,’ said Timi, meaningfully, Draeus wondering why.  ‘I’ll leave that to the rest of you.’
 
   ‘You haven’t heard anything regarding its location then?’ questioned Draeus.
 
   ‘No,’ said Timi, confused.  ‘You’ve lost it?’ he asked, shocked.
 
   Rose shrank in embarrassment, silently cursing.  ‘It was taken by force,’ she said, defensively, ‘by someone who clearly knew about our plan.  We were betrayed,’ she said, holding Timi’s gaze, not accusingly per se.
 
   ‘Who?’ he asked.  ‘Who was it?’
 
   ‘We don’t know,’ said Rose.
 
   ‘Leads?’
 
   ‘Nothing.  Its continued presence is still unknown by the public, and nobody’s tried to blackmail us yet.  I can’t think of any other motive, other than someone wanting to sell it to a private collector, but we can’t find anything down that route either.  Can you think of anyone?’ she asked Timi.
 
   ‘No,’ he said, meeting her gaze.  ‘Any ideas how we could track it down?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Nothing immediately springs to mind,’ he said, ‘but I’ll let you know if I think of anything.’
 
   ‘He’s ready for you,’ came Amber’s voice from the corner, startling Rose and Draeus, although Timi had known from her energy that she was there.  He looked angry that she’d announced her presence.
 
   ‘That will be all, Amber,’ he said, fiercely, watching with stormy eyes as she turned to leave.
 
   ‘Visitor?’ asked Rose.
 
   ‘Not exactly,’ said Timi, ‘but I do have to go.’
 
   ‘What about the Institution?’ asked Rose, as they stood.  ‘Why haven’t you been in touch with the leadership?’
 
   ‘I wondered how long it would be before they sent someone looking for me,’ he said.  ‘I want nothing more to do with that organisation.  Being a member has brought me nothing but trouble, and most recently almost got me killed,’ he said, indicating to his scarred skin.  ‘In any case, I have more than enough here to keep me occupied and simply don’t have the time to do their bidding any longer.’
 
   ‘So that’s it?  You’re just going to walk away when the energy is more unstable than it ever has been before?’
 
   ‘As I said, the work we’re doing here will help everyone; I’m serving the people far more effectively by devoting my time to that, as opposed to looking high and low for the lost Relic.’  To say he sounded self-important was an understatement.  ‘Now, I really must go.  Amber will see you out.’
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   ‘Do you think he’ll be there?’ asked Cleo, in hushed tones, not wanting Edmund, who she’d been flirting outrageously, to overhear.
 
   ‘Probably, unless he’s otherwise engaged,’ said Anita, rolling her eyes; they’d already had this conversation a thousand times.
 
   ‘And you’re sure it was him at the Temples during the Relic return?’ she asked.
 
   ‘Do we really need to go through this again?’ replied Anita, frowning.  Cleo gave her a look that confirmed they did and Anita sighed.  ‘Fine.  Yes.  I’m one hundred percent sure it was him, and I got the impression he knew what was about to happen.’
 
   ‘Because he said the words, “you know”.’
 
   ‘Exactly.’
 
   ‘And then you just left him and started running to the front.’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Why didn’t he try to stop it?  I’m sure if he’d known he would have.’
 
   ‘And that analysis of his personality and motives is based on...what exactly?’ asked Anita, with more hostility in her tone than she’d intended.  ‘Two fleeting interactions?’
 
   ‘Yes.  I’m a very good judge of character,’ said Cleo, haughtily.
 
   ‘I think this one’s a stretch, even for you,’ Anita replied.
 
   ‘Well, I disagree.’
 
   ‘Then why didn’t he try to stop what happened?’
 
   ‘Because it must have been meant to happen.’
 
   ‘Meant to happen?  Since when have you been into determinism?’
 
   ‘I’m not.  I just think the Magnei must know things we don’t, and maybe he had to let it happen for some reason we don’t understand.’
 
   ‘If you say so, but we don’t even know if he is a Magnei for sure.’
 
   They’d camped as close to their destination as they’d dared the previous evening, not wanting to alert the Magnei to their presence.  They were now packing their things and preparing to make the final short walk to the place where the cylinder had told Anita the Magnei would be.  The Jungle was nothing like any of them had imagined; they’d been told stories about it since they were children, ghost stories and horror stories and tales of children disappearing never to be seen again.  In the flesh, it was serene, undisturbed, and full of beautiful birds and flowers.  If children had truly disappeared here, surely it was because they hadn’t wanted to leave.
 
   The trees were large, old and well spread out.  They looked as though they’d been crafted for the sole purpose of climbing and tree house building; fat branches growing wide and low.  Anita had given into the childish impulse to climb one the previous evening, reaching the top and spying the settlement they were aiming for in the distance.  She’d quickly dropped to the ground, a shiver of uneasy energy running through her at the sight.
 
   ‘Ready?’ asked Edmund, slinging his backpack over his shoulder and walking to where Anita and Cleo sat.
 
   ‘As we’ll ever be,’ said Cleo, accepting his offer of help to don her own pack.
 
   They walked through the woods in silence, tension rising, the air around them seeming to grow thick with energy as they approached.  Cleo and Edmund realised something here was strange, but for Anita, as a reader, it was like a sensory overload.  A barrage of energy waves swirled all around her, hitting her skin and mind, the hair on her arms standing on end, the sheer magnitude of it causing her to struggle to focus on anything but the energy.
 
   ‘Are you okay?’ asked Cleo, noticing Anita’s distractedness.
 
   ‘Yeah, I’m fine, just finding it difficult to separate the energy around us into distinct units,’ she said, shaking her head, trying to clear the fog.  ‘Can’t you feel it?’
 
   ‘It feels different,’ Cleo admitted, ‘like I’m lighter, almost floating,’ she said, moving her arms to the sides and testing the air.
 
   ‘You might be able to,’ said Anita, remembering her first lessons with Alexander, which seemed like a decade ago now.  ‘Maybe that’s one of their cool tricks.’
 
   ‘Ooh, I hope so,’ said Cleo, excitedly, flapping her arms as though she were imitating a bird.
 
   ‘I’m pretty sure that’s not the way to do it though,’ laughed Anita, finally beginning to get her senses under control.
 
   By the time they reached the entrance to the settlement – two enormous, ancient trees with branches that formed an archway into the village – Anita had worked out a way to push the energy to one side.  Although this was draining, at least she could focus on what was going on around her.  They approached the village, which seemed eerily quiet, the only figure an old man dressed in earth coloured clothes standing right in the centre of the archway. 
 
   ‘I trust your journey was not too arduous,’ he said, briskly, ignoring any kind of conventional greeting, turning to usher them through more trees to a beautifully ornate village hall, not waiting for an answer.  Cleo looked at Anita, as though she might know what was going on, but Anita shrugged to show she was just as surprised as Cleo at this strange reception.
 
   In truth, their journey had been arduous, and they’d had one or two close calls; thieves in the night, energy vehicles breaking down and having to be abandoned, slow going over terrible terrain, Cleo’s blisters, which Anita and Ed had been reminded about at frequent intervals (although they were mysteriously never responsible for a delay, only a lightening of Cleo’s load, poor Ed falling for her damsel in distress act).  However, since they’d reached the Jungle, none of them had cared about the difficulties, there had been room only for anticipation and excitement in their minds.
 
   The hall looked almost as though it were part of the trees themselves, branches both disappearing into the building and arching in regal stretches above its roof.  The walls were covered in ornate carvings that none of them recognised, each one adorned with wildly intricate work.  There were windows of stained glass, and one door, large and imposing, which swung outwards to admit them as they approached.  Anita took a deep breath.  Here goes nothing, she thought, as she stepped from the tranquil light-filled clearing into the dingy space beyond.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita entered first, with Ed and Cleo stepping through the door in her wake.  She peered around as her eyes struggled to adjust and felt a wash of familiarity as she recognised the room.  She’d doubted it from the outside; the beautiful, natural building entirely at odds with the space inside, but she’d known from the design of the windows, and the shape of the door, and now she was inside, she felt like she’d come home.
 
   The hall from her head played out before her, but whereas inside her it was devoid of life, now, in the real world, it was full to the brim.  People packed the space, every inch full of humanity, balconies bulging with life, each pair of eyes fixed on them as they cautiously entered.  Anita scanned the room, taking in the people the eyes belonged to.  They looked normal; clean, tidy, and dressed in what looked like old, worn, but ordinary clothes.  They looked interested in their visitors rather than hostile, not at all apprehensive or afraid, their energy mainly intrigued and excited.  And when she read their energy, Anita realised the barrage she’d experienced outside the settlement had evaporated entirely.  The energy in the room felt normal, as did the energy of the people themselves, albeit much more intense than she’d expect from the average Kingdom or Empirite.
 
   Anita felt a rush from behind her, Cleo’s form moving at speed past where she stood, towards a slight man with longish hair who had launched himself from a throne at the front of the hall, down the steps and towards where they stood.  He and Cleo met half way, the man gathering her to him before reaching down with his lips and kissing her, passionately, with apparently not a moment’s hesitation at the presence of an audience.  Anita frowned and bit her lip, confusion and embarrassment marring her mind, only Ed’s collapsing energy pulling her back to the present.  She gave him a comforting look before turning to properly scrutinise the thrones and who sat atop them.  Her mouth dropped open, her breath stood still in her throat, her energy lurched, and her brain struggled to process the information her eyes were providing it.  She took steps forward, needing to get closer to be absolutely sure, blinking to force her eyes to focus in the dim light.  The woman turned her head from Cleo and her mysterious man, who were still locked in a fierce embrace, and calmly took in Anita’s approaching form.  She smiled, warmly, the same smile Anita had seen almost every morning of her life.
 
   ‘Cordelia?’ she whispered, all the noise she could force from her body.  ‘What are you doing here?’
 
   Cordelia stood and walked to where Anita was now rooted, her body somehow disconnected from her thoughts.  She raised her arms wide and enfolded Anita as she had done thousands of times before.  ‘Yes,’ she said, her voice steady and commanding, ‘it’s me, and I’m so, so happy to see you.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita, Cleo and Edmund sat on a low bench to the right of Cordelia’s throne.  They had been offered refreshments, which they’d reluctantly accepted, not wanting to appear rude, and now sat, white tea in hand, willing them to speed up proceedings.  It had become apparent that the hall was an audience chamber, Cordelia and Bakko presiding over events.  Anita had asked Cordelia why they couldn’t talk in private, without the entire village watching on, but she’d replied there were no secrets amongst their people and this was the way things were done here.  Anita consoled herself with the thought that they would be able to talk privately later, or at least she hoped this would be the case; there were too many personal questions Anita needed answers to.
 
   After what felt like an endless preamble, Cordelia turned to Anita.  ‘Anita, my dear, why don’t you tell us all why the three of you are here and how we can help you.’  Anita was about to begin when Cordelia added, ‘it’s wise to remember you’re in a room full of very skilled readers, so honesty tends to be the best policy.’  She said it jovially, but there was a steely undercurrent to her tone.
 
   Anita nodded, gathering her thoughts, her mind still reeling from the shock of Cordelia’s unexpected position.  ‘As you presumably know,’ she said, looking pointedly at Cordelia, wondering whether she knew her at all, ‘my mother was the Body Descendant.’  A ripple of angst flowed out across the energy of the audience, and Anita hesitated, wondering why.  ‘She planted a brass cylinder in my mind, which had in turn been given to her by the Spirit Leader.’  The energy settled, so she continued without pause.  ‘I didn’t even know it was there until I started meditating with Alexander, but found it in my centre when I did.  Alexander thought it best to destroy the cylinder from the outset, his reason being that to his knowledge they were generally planted as weapons by hostile forces.  So I tried to destroy it, but it protected itself, running away to the most hidden place in my mind,’ she said, glancing meaningfully around the room.  ‘It took many weeks for us to find where it was hiding, and eventually, it took me meditating with Cleo, a Mind, to discover where it was.  But then came the challenge of trying to open it,’ she said, her mouth almost falling open as she caught sight of the brazen looks between Cleo and Bakko, Anita struggling not to laugh, ‘as no matter what I tried, I couldn’t prise it open.’
 
   ‘And that’s where everyone always goes wrong,’ interjected Bakko, springing to his feet, finally looking at Anita.
 
   ‘Excuse me?’ she blurted, not realising he had even been listening.
 
   ‘People try to prise them open, force them open, bend them to their will to make them reveal their secrets, as though trying to prove their dominance over the object in their mind,’ he said, prowling the space between them.  ‘In reality, brass cylinders, just like humans, respond far better to other types of persuasion; coercion, coaxing, coaching, encouragement, seduction...,’ he let the word linger as he looked at Cleo, who blushed in an uncharacteristic show of embarrassment.  ‘How did you eventually get it to open?’ he asked, genuinely intrigued.
 
   ‘To be honest, I’m not really sure,’ she said, looking Bakko up and down, trying desperately to understand him.  ‘Dumb luck I think.’  She paused to look between Bakko and Cordelia before continuing.  ‘I was meditating by myself at the time of the Relic return; the cylinder would kick anyone else out as soon as I touched it, so this was the only way to work on it, but my mind wouldn’t focus and kept pulling me back to the Relic return at the Temples.  It suddenly clicked into place what was going to happen when they returned the Relic,’ Bakko sniggered, ‘and I dropped the cylinder as I realised the implications.  Instead of rolling away, as I’d expected, it bounced back up and unfurled right in front of me, and I somehow just knew what it had been hiding all that time.’
 
   ‘Ah ha!’ Bakko laughed, leaning against a stone column.  ‘Jealousy,’ he said, with relish.  ‘You had a covetous one.’
 
   ‘I had what?’
 
   ‘You mean it was jealous that Anita cared more about what was going on at the Temples than figuring out how to open the cylinder?’ asked Cleo.
 
   Bakko smiled warmly at her.  ‘Exactly, my little Mind, exactly.’  Cleo looked smug.
 
   ‘Speaking of the Temples,’ said Anita, a note of hostility edging into her voice, ‘why didn’t you stop it?’
 
   Bakko whirled away and sat back on his throne.  ‘Not for me to interfere I’m afraid.  We observe, we don’t influence.’
 
   ‘Even when you knew it would result in so much death?’
 
   ‘What did the cylinder tell you about us?’ he snapped, forcing the weight of attention back onto Anita.
 
   ‘It told me the Magnei were the ones who could undo the mess we’re in, that you alone had the power.’
 
   ‘No, it didn’t,’ replied Bakko, impatiently.  ‘It told you the Magnei alone could undo the hold of those in power, that we alone could unlock the light.’
 
   ‘What did you say?’ asked Anita, shocked.
 
   Cordelia gave Bakko a look, clearly indicating he had overstepped the mark.  He sat back and signalled nonchalantly to Cordelia; the floor was all hers.
 
   ‘I think we should take this one step at a time,’ said Cordelia, firmly.
 
   ‘But, Philip’s note...’
 
   ‘In time, Anita, we’ll get there.  But first, why did you come here?’
 
   Frustration raged through Anita’s energy, but she played Cordelia’s game, knowing this was the fasted route to what she wanted.  ‘Because I thought the Magnei would be able to help us send back the Relic for real,’ she said.
 
   ‘Why did you think that?’
 
   ‘Because of the cylinder; it pointed me here.’
 
   ‘And why do you want to return the Relic?’
 
   ‘Because I’ve seen the damage energy instability can do.  As long as the Relic is around, there’s a risk people will find out we never really sent it back and the energy will collapse entirely.’
 
   ‘And what is it you think we can do to help?’
 
   Anita took a deep breath.  ‘I’d hoped you would be able to tell us what we have to do to send the Relic back for real.  I’d also hoped you might be able to help us find it.  But I think I now know who these people really are,’ she said, indicating around her, ‘and if I’m right, you can help with only the first step in the journey, and even then, because of what we’ve done so far, you might not even be able to help much with that.’
 
   ‘Who do you think we are?’ asked Cordelia.
 
   ‘Siblings,’ she said, with conviction, and as the words escaped her lips, the energy around her went wild.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The chamber, full of previously mute attendees erupted with noise; voices and hisses and jeers.  Cordelia had only to stand to put a stop to it, but she decreed they all leave none the less.  ‘You know now why the visitors are here.  As is our custom, we will let our visitors rest a while before we agree what should take place next.  Please go and carry out your duties until you are summoned to return.’
 
   They all left, every single one, and although a few were unable to control their indignant energy, not one person raised an objection.  The last person exited and the doors swung closed, the loud thunk floating across the room to be swallowed by the tapestries which hung, in reality, exactly the same way they did in Anita’s mind.
 
   ‘That’s better,’ said Cordelia, ‘now we can talk properly.’
 
   ‘Why couldn’t we before?’ asked Anita, warily, standing from the bench and walking around the room.
 
   ‘Because it’s not the way things are done here,’ Cordelia replied.  ‘We seldom get visitors, and when we do, everyone has a right to know who they are and why they’re here.  Once they know that, our duty is fulfilled, so long as we make public any other details which come to our attention, and tell them where you plan to go next, assuming we know.’
 
   ‘What do you do here?’ asked Anita, keeping some distance between them, looking up at the balcony, taking in every detail to try and spot differences from the room in her mind.
 
   ‘As you said, we are siblings, or more precisely,’ she said, seeing the confused look on Edmund’s face, ‘siblings of Descendants and their offspring.’
 
   ‘So Descendants have been having more than one child for years?’ asked Cleo, her energy soaring at the scent of a good discovery.
 
   ‘Since the very first,’ said Cordelia, ‘I myself am from a line that can be traced back to the very first Descendants.  The older brother of the second Body Descendant to be exact.’
 
   ‘So the line was broken right at the start?’ asked Edmund.
 
   Bakko scoffed.  ‘The line was never intact,’ he said, ‘the whole thing is a farce.’
 
   ‘What?’ said Anita.  ‘How could that be?’
 
   Cordelia gave Bakko another look, and he shrugged and rolled his eyes, ‘carry on,’ he said, ‘but I only speak the truth.’
 
   ‘In the beginning,’ said Cordelia, ‘the Gods created the world and people in it.  They created the people in their image, each with a predisposition towards one of the three skills.’
 
   ‘So far, so familiar,’ said Cleo, impatiently.
 
   ‘The people lived as you would expect; they had triumphs and problems, famines and feasts, squabbles and pacts, but for the most part they got along together, leading perfectly pleasant lives with perfectly stable energy.  The Gods watched for a while, until the Body and Spirit Gods got bored and moved onto other things together, a close relationship developing between them.  The Mind God, Theseus, became obsessed with the world they had created, but also resented the friendship between the other two.  He could have joined the other Gods and left this world alone, but he chose another path, as Minds often do.  He became obsessed with power and status, resolving to become the only God remembered by the world and determined to find a way to destroy his fellow creators.  But to achieve that, he needed superior power.  The Gods’ personal energy, their power, was equally matched, but Theseus devised a way to steal some of the others’ for himself.’
 
   ‘How?’ asked Cleo, hanging from Cordelia’s every word.
 
   Cordelia gave her a look before continuing.  ‘When they created the world, they all put an equal amount of energy into it, using this to create the life that flows around us.  But if Theseus were to succeed, he would need some of that energy for himself.  So he created the Relic and used it to syphon energy out of the world, to do with what he wanted, very slowly, one small measure at a time.’
 
   ‘So the Relic itself makes the energy unstable?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘Indeed,’ said Cordelia.  ‘It went on for years without the other Gods noticing.  As I said, they had shifted their attention to other things, but they eventually realised something was wrong, and it didn’t take long to get to the bottom of what that was.’
 
   ‘So they put the Prophecy into the world,’ mused Cleo, ‘to tell the people to get rid of the Relic?  But why didn’t the Gods just retrieve it themselves and stop him that way?’
 
   ‘The Gods do not influence what happens here,’ she replied.  ‘It would have broken the agreement they set up at the start.’
 
   ‘But Theseus had already broken that agreement,’ said Cleo, indignantly.
 
   ‘And the other Gods would have been just like him if they had broken the agreement also.  Instead, they tried to banish him to the edge of their realm.’
 
   ‘I’m sensing that didn’t go so well,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘No.  He’d already gained a lot of power from the Relic and was stronger than the other Gods had anticipated.  He escaped into this world and has been causing havoc ever since.  His power is not at its most impressive here, however, his strength is not to be underestimated.’
 
   ‘And the other Gods?’ asked Edmund, surprising them all by chipping in.  ‘What happened to them?’
 
   Cordelia sighed.  ‘Theseus pulled them here too, and they can’t go back until the Relic is returned.’
 
   ‘And the longer that takes, the more powerful Theseus becomes,’ said Cleo, ‘because he’s still stealing energy from the world?’
 
   ‘Exactly,’ said Bakko.  ‘The Body and Spirit Gods,’ he said, smiling at Cordelia, Anita desperately trying to understand their relationship, ‘put the Prophecy into the world, and a group of academics found it along with the Relic.’
 
   ‘I always knew there was something strange about the discovery,’ said Cleo, triumphantly.
 
   ‘The original Prophecy proclaimed that anyone could return the Relic,’ Bakko continued, ‘but Theseus found a way to change it so the people thought it was only the Descendants who could send it back.’
 
   ‘A couple of hundred years before the time of the Relic discovery, three dominant families, one Mind, one Body and one Spirit, had formed an alliance.  They used their combined resources to set themselves apart from everyone else, taking more and more power,’ said Cordelia.  ‘There was a group of academics who had been trying to fight them, but the three families were too powerful and claimed to have been put in charge by the Gods.  Of course it was all rubbish, but Theseus saw in this an opportunity to make sending the Relic back even more difficult.  He orchestrated a scenario where the three families announced the Prophecy, but he got them to change it to say only they could return the Relic.  The announcement would cement their dominant position, and their greed would mean they wouldn’t even try to send it back, so he’s been happily sucking energy out of the world ever since.’
 
   ‘And what happened to the academics who found the Relic?  Or others who knew the truth about the Prophecy?’ asked Edmund.
 
   ‘They were made into Councillors and rewarded handsomely for their silence.  Anyone who threatened to reveal the truth didn’t survive long enough to try,’ said Bakko.
 
   ‘And what about the Gods?’ asked Anita.  ‘Where are they and why haven’t they been helping?’
 
   Cordelia smiled.  ‘They’ve been trying to find the Mind God.  They think he’s been living inside the Minds of other people to help keep secret his identity, and to preserve his energy.  They believe he was occupying Austin until his death, but since then, he’s disappeared.’
 
   ‘That would explain it,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘Explain what?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘When I killed Austin,’ she said, ‘it felt like a burst of energy escaped from him just before he died.  I didn’t think much of it at the time, but that could have been Theseus escaping.’
 
   ‘Most probably,’ said Bakko, ‘but unfortunately we have only ideas as to where he is now.’
 
   ‘And the other Gods?’ asked Cleo.  ‘Where are they?’
 
   ‘A couple of the academics who knew the truth had not been entirely corrupted by wealth, power and status.  They helped the Gods form an underground resistance movement, a group to whom the Institution can trace its origins.’
 
   ‘So the Body and Spirit Gods are behind the Institution?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘You could say that,’ said Cordelia.
 
   ‘But where do you two and this place fit in?’ asked Edmund, his energy a little impatient, to Anita’s surprise.
 
   Cordelia looked evenly at Edmund.  ‘We’re here to protect those who would have otherwise been killed by the Descendants, helping them develop their skills, and supporting those who seek to ensure energy stability.’
 
   ‘The same goal as the Institution,’ said Anita, suspiciously.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Cordelia, simply.
 
   ‘And everyone in the Institution looks to you for their orders?’ asked Anita, sensing Cordelia and Bakko’s true positions were more than mere onlookers.
 
   ‘Yes,’ Cordelia repeated.
 
   ‘Hang on,’ said Cleo, catching on.  ‘You run the Institution, Cordelia?’
 
   ‘I suppose I do,’ she said, her features neutral.
 
   Cleo’s mouth fell open as she turned her head to look at Anita.  ‘All the time, right under our noses!’ she exclaimed before her features turned distrustful.  ‘Did you know about this?’ she asked.
 
   Anita threw her best friend a dirty look.  ‘No, of course not,’ she replied, shocked.  ‘How did you hide it for so long?’ she asked.
 
   ‘It wasn’t that hard,’ replied Cordelia, with a shrug.  ‘When I was younger, I made sure I stayed under the radar, and now everyone’s preconceptions about women my age mean nobody would ever think to suspect me.  And seeing as I’ve never attracted attention, nobody keeps tabs on my movements or meetings.  You never even thought to question the long walks I would take Thorn on, or the long lunches I would have with friends,’ said Cordelia, smiling, ‘and if you didn’t, then why would anyone else?  As I said, a woman of my age, who seemingly cares only for her dog and baking cakes, attracts not even a second thought.’
 
   ‘Amazing,’ said Cleo, mouth still wide open.  ‘Never suspected a thing,’ she said, clearly upset with herself for her disappointing lack of observation.
 
   ‘Not your finest hour,’ mocked Bakko, Cleo throwing him a menacing look.
 
   ‘But you still haven’t told us where the Body and Spirit Gods have been hiding,’ said Anita, looking between Bakko and Cordelia, her energy rising.  Cordelia and Bakko both looked directly at Anita, their energy stable but with an edge of anticipation.  ‘It’s you two, isn’t it,’ said Anita, looking from one to the other for any semblance of confirmation.
 
   Cordelia and Bakko sat still, the great hall silent as though the room itself was waiting for what would come next.  Bakko turned to Cordelia before disappearing in a blur, a gust of air hitting Anita as she turned in its direction.  She found Cleo missing and the door to the hall swinging shut.  Panic started to fill her.  ‘What just happened?  Where has he taken her?’ Anita demanded of Cordelia.  ‘What’s going on?’ her voice sounded shrill in her ears.
 
   Cordelia descended the steps to stand next to Anita, placing a familiar hand on her arm before trying to pull her into a homely embrace.  Anita pushed her forcefully away, putting several paces between them.  ‘You’re right, I’m the Body God,’ she said, slowly, hurt in her voice, ‘and Bakko is the Spirit God.  My real name is Tatiana, and Bakko’s is Jeremiah.  I simply possess Cordelia’s body, the real Cordelia, who’s from an illegitimate line of the first Descendants.  She and I share this body as we have since she was a little girl.  Bakko, on the other hand, walks around in his godly form here, as he does in our realm.  It leaves him vulnerable to attack, but also enables him to use his power far more freely than Theseus or me, hence his little trick just now.’
 
   ‘Where has he taken Cleo?’ Anita asked, adrenaline still coursing through her.
 
   ‘He probably just wanted to tell her himself; he’s surprisingly taken with Cleo.  He won’t hurt her.’
 
   ‘How could you keep this from me for all this time?’ asked Anita, pain spilling into her voice.  ‘You’ve always pretended to despise the Institution, and here you are running it.’
 
   ‘I never wanted to lie to you, and it was a shock even to me when Alistair turned up on my doorstep with you in his arms.  It was a risk taking you in, as I knew you’d attract attention, but I’d loved Jeffrey as though he were my own son and you were the closest thing left to him.’
 
   ‘What exactly do you do here and how have you kept yourselves hidden all of this time?’ demanded Edmund, rudely cutting across the moment, his energy betraying his frustration.
 
   ‘The energy of those who come here is potent; the families who seized control all those years ago were only able to do so because they were so powerful, and their Descendants are no exception.  This, coupled with the unique training Bakko and I are able to offer, means we have an extremely talented pool of people here who work on a number of problems.  Our ultimate goal is energy stability and anything we learn through our research we filter back to the mainstream academics in Kingdom and Empire via the Institution.  We research a whole range of energy topics, as well as having a team dedicated to locating Theseus, of course.’
 
   ‘But how do you survive without anyone knowing you’re here?’ asked Anita.  ‘How do you do basic things like provide food for everyone?’
 
   Cordelia smiled.  ‘Plenty of people know we’re here.  Some Councillors and the Descendants themselves, along with a select handful of traders, and of course all the laypeople who live around here.  It’s convenient for the Descendants for us to exist, so they can send those who don’t match the Prophecy to us, without having to kill them, but they do get nervous about our intentions every now and again.’
 
   ‘What do they do when that happens?’
 
   ‘They send some senior people to try and make us understand our place, and we send some of our most manipulative Minds to meet them and make them understand we’ll be continuing as we please.’
 
   ‘So the cylinder in my head never contained the answer,’ said Anita, bitterly, ‘it only ever contained more questions.’
 
   ‘The cylinder was really meant for your mother,’ said Cordelia, wistfully.  ‘With everything that went on with her generation of the Institution and Descendants, we thought they could have been the help we needed to return the Relic.’
 
   ‘But she misinterpreted the message and gave it to me instead,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘As far as we can tell.’
 
   ‘So what do we do now?’ asked Anita.  ‘How do we find the Mind God and how do we find a way to return the Relic for real?’
 
   ‘The same thing I told Philip when he worked it out,’ said Cordelia, ‘extremely astute that one.’
 
   ‘Philip’s note for Alexander?  You’re the one behind it?’
 
   ‘It sounds like it,’ said Cordelia, ‘but until you tell me what’s in this note, I won’t know for sure.’
 
   Anita took a moment to remember the exact wording.  ‘It said, “Alexander, remember the lessons from Philip & Fred.  Be a good scholar.  Jeffrey will help you unlock the light.  Destroy this note when you have memorised what I have said.  I have faith in you.  Philip”’.
 
   Cordelia smiled.  ‘Yes, that was essentially my message to him.’
 
   ‘But what does it mean?’ asked an exasperated Edmund.
 
   Cordelia sighed, her irritation plain.  ‘Be a good scholar is the first half of the old saying that truth is not always what it seems.  In this instance, I was referring to the illegitimacy of the Descendants’ claim to being the only ones who could return the Relic.  To find out how to return it, we need as many heads as we can get to help, so I was hoping Philip would find a way to get the message out.  The bit about Jeffrey refers to my son,’ said Cordelia, pausing briefly, ‘he was the only one I ever told about this place, including the true identity of the people here.  If the people refused to believe the revelation about the Descendants, the proof could be found here, and Jeffrey could lead the way.  The Philip & Fred bit are Philip’s nicknames for two famous authors who wrote children’s stories.  There are a number of lessons to be learned from them, however, in the last story they ever wrote together they brought all of their heroes and heroines together to fight off an attack from an evil God...’
 
   ‘...so it was a message to Philip that everyone had to work together to find a way to return the Relic?’ asked Edmund.
 
   ‘I’m sure you’ll agree the parallels between fiction and the real world are marked,’ nodded Cordelia.
 
   ‘But he never worked it out?’ asked Anita.  ‘Or else why didn’t he try to do anything about it?’
 
   ‘He worked it out,’ replied Cordelia, ‘he just didn’t have the courage to tell the world the truth.  To be fair to him, he’d recently lost his son in the fire that killed your mother and was worried about Alexander getting caught in the crossfire, but still, I was disappointed.’
 
   ‘And why didn’t you just send all of those living here to Kingdom or Empire to tell the world themselves who they really are?’ asked Edmund, sceptically.
 
   ‘The Mind Descendants have always spied on us.  We tried once to get a group through, but not a single person survived the trip, and we don’t have an army at our disposal.  The spies stationed near here seem to have disappeared recently though, so I’m assuming Marcus has stopped the practice.’
 
   ‘Meaning you could come out of hiding?’ said Anita, pointedly.
 
   ‘We could,’ said Cordelia, hesitantly, ‘and indeed we still might, but I first want to understand the new lay of the land in Kingdom.  The world has had a significant shock, and I don’t want to be responsible for more upset immediately.  Tell me, what’s happened since the Relic return?  Our information flow has been patchy since that day.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Cleo jolted to a halt and opened her tightly shut eyes to a cascade of weeping branches fanning out above her.  They were densely packed and covered in white blossom, unusual given the time of year, and her disorientation was complete until Bakko’s face appeared above her and her senses finally registered the ground pressing against her back.  She sat up quickly, blood rushing to her head, Bakko’s hand shooting out to stabilise her.  A jolt of energy passed like electricity between them, and Bakko’s hand sprang away in response, confusion clouding his features as he approached with caution for a second touch.
 
   ‘You’ve never felt that before?’ asked Cleo, surprised.
 
   Bakko shook his head, saying nothing as his hand made contact with her skin.  This time, instead of a jolt, he was met by a tingling sensation, energy radiating out through him from the point at which their flesh converged.  ‘You have?’ he asked, Cleo surprised at his sudden lack of certainty.
 
   ‘Well, not personally,’ she admitted, ‘but Anita has, and she told me about it.’
 
   ‘Interesting,’ he said, back to his usual cryptic tone as his hand slid up her arm, skimmed her shoulder and rested over the pulse at her neck.
 
   Cleo shivered at the sudden flood of energy radiating through her, her toes going fuzzy when it reached them.  He took her wrist, leaving the hand at her neck, and wrapped his fingers over her pulse there too, the energy intensifying further, building through her blood.  ‘Mirror my hands,’ said Bakko, softly, feeling her energy become unsettled.  She hesitated, looking into his eyes, searching for reassurance.  ‘Trust me,’ he urged, compelling her with insistent eyes to touch him.  Cleo did as he said, reaching her fingers to the places where she could feel his blood pumping at the surface of his skin, and instantly the sensation changed.  No longer was his energy moving from him to fill her, now their energy was flowing back and forth between them and through them, intermingling, embracing, exploring.  Cleo closed her eyes and cleared her mind, comprehending nothing but the tide of energy that matched her heartbeat.
 
   Bakko smiled, revelling in a sensation that he had created but never even dared hope he would experience.  He leaned towards her and touched his mouth to hers, an explosion of sparkling force peppering their delicate lips.  She opened her mouth to him, caressing his lips with hers, their energy rising still higher as their kisses deepened.  This contact seemed to lift them, throwing them upwards, Cleo impulsively pushing her mind into Bakko’s, searching for his assurance everything was okay.  He willingly let her in, eager to share the space within his mind that, in over a thousand years, not a single other person had explored.  He pulled his lips from hers, compelling her to open her eyes inside his mind. She did, holding his gaze for a moment more before dragging her focus away from him to take in their new surroundings. 
 
   It was like they were somehow hovering between the ground and the sky, flying, but at the same time connected to the earth, like they were moving through the very moisture in the air.  The place was unlike anything she had seen before.  ‘This is your centre?’ she asked, looking around at the collage of water, air and earth that filled the vast expanse of his mind.  It seemed to shift in form even as she took it in; mountains forming and falling, new rivers springing from the ground, building momentum as they snaked their way downwards, cutting through the earth, bringing life to all kinds of wonderful plants and flowers that in an instant came to life, the very pinnacle of beauty, and then shrivelled and died as though they had never been at all.  Seas rose and fell, great forests covered new ground only to be pushed back like an army in retreat.
 
   Bakko smiled as she took in the scale of what she saw before her.  ‘In a way this is my centre,’ he replied, stroking the hair back off her face.  ‘But we Gods don’t have a centre as you do and our minds are not segmented like a young person’s.  We have only one vast space, and the scope of it is greater than that of any other you will know.’
 
   ‘So it’s true then?  You are a God?’ she said, not quite believing it could be possible.
 
   ‘Yes,’ he nodded, monitoring her closely to make sure he picked up every nuance of her reaction.
 
   ‘That explains a lot,’ she replied, evenly, shrugging before turning her attention back to the landscape around them.  ‘So, when a centre comes together, is it like this?’ she asked, having never meditated with anyone who had reached that landmark.
 
   Bakko shook his head, looking indulgently in her eyes with the play of a smile on his lips; she never ceased to amaze him.  ‘No,’ he said, running his hand down her arm until his fingers reached hers.  ‘Most peoples’ minds lack this kind of scale and scope.  One’s mind is the only true reflection of one’s subconscious being.  It lays your soul bear so even a casual observer could learn your secrets in a second and know you better than you truly know yourself, if they only knew how.  To my dismay, most people haven’t discovered the art of meditation, or maybe they’re too afraid of what they might find there to even try.  Most centres are narrow and protected places, rigid in form, like a barricade against the outside world, defending all that person holds dear.’
 
   ‘You say that like it’s a bad thing,’ said Cleo, running her fingers over his.
 
   ‘Not bad,’ he responded, ‘just limiting.  Change is the only enduring force we know, and those with closed, protected, minds try to secure a wall around their fleeting and familiar existence, seeking to block out that which is uncertain, trying to force all energy to somehow stand still.’
 
   Cleo nodded.  ‘Is that so wrong?’
 
   ‘Of course not,’ he replied.  ‘But those who embrace and revel in the inevitable are the ones we need to find; they’re the ones who will be able to help us return the Relic.’
 
   ‘Because they’re the ones who are open to discovering new things?’
 
   ‘Partly that,’ he replied, ‘and partly because their energy flows more freely, which makes it stronger, more potent.  It takes a lot of effort to maintain the status quo, and if you’re subconsciously concentrating on that, there’s less energy to focus on the future.’
 
   ‘So your energy is entirely free?’ she asked, a note of disappointment creeping in.  ‘That’s what we’re looking at?’ she asked, turning her head away from him to take in, once again, the shifting patchwork all around.
 
   ‘Almost,’ he said, grasping her fingers and pulling her with him.  ‘You see down here?’ he said, Cleo not seeing a thing, a blur of colour and light filling her vision as they moved at lightning speed through his mind.  ‘This curious area has taken root of late,’ he said, setting her down at the edge of a cluster of four or five trees.  It was difficult to tell their true number as their roots had grown above the surface, all tangled together.  ‘There used to be a forest surrounding this place, but these trees were left behind when it went.  Can’t imagine why,’ he said, mischievously.  He pulled her forwards, through a gap in the roots just large enough for them to squeeze, into a domed cavity with shafts of butter gold light spiking through from every angle.  The floor was covered with pelts of fur of a deep, rich brown that made it seem as though they were there quite naturally.  Bakko pulled Cleo down onto the comforting warmth of the furs, serenity seeming to embrace them as they lay, his arms wrapped around her, looking up at the mesh of trees cocooning them.  ‘See,’ he said, kissing her lightly on her hair, ‘a barricade against the changing forces all around.’
 
   She smiled and snuggled closer before kissing him, her hand reaching provocatively under his shirt.  ‘Well, if nothing is permanent,’ she said, carefully tracing the muscles of his chest, ‘then it would be wrong not to take full advantage while we can.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They reconvened in Cordelia’s quarters, one of a network of small tree houses spread out across the forest.  It was a light and airy platform with just one room, a sloping ceiling, and a large balcony at one edge.  Inside it contained a bed, a desk, a makeshift kitchen and a small table, but they sat outside on the balcony, where several strips of wood had been precariously perched atop two trestles, with wooden benches either side.  They sipped smoky tea and ate banana and chocolate chip muffins, delighted to discover that Cordelia’s baking tasted as good here as it did in Empire, and discussed at length how to proceed.
 
   ‘You have to come back to the city with us,’ said Anita, adamant.  ‘The only way people will believe the truth is if they see some evidence of it.  We’ll go back, tell the rebels about the prophecy, use the Magnei as proof of the Descendants’ longstanding deceit, and find people to help us figure out a way to actually return the Relic.’
 
   ‘You’re not worried about the effect that will have on the energy?’ asked Edmund, his scepticism almost palpable.
 
   ‘I don’t see we have much choice,’ said Anita.  ‘We thought we’d bought ourselves some time when it came to the Relic, but really we’ve done quite the opposite.  All we’ve done is give Theseus more time to syphon off more energy and make the world more unstable.  It’s time we brought this out in the open and asked for help.  Maybe we should have given the people more credit from the start,’ she said, bitterly.
 
   ‘That would mean the Magnei can work with the academics, and now everyone has full access to the Archives,’ said Cleo, ‘that might help speed things up.’
 
   Bakko’s usual impatience was bubbling to the surface.  ‘We need to be focused about it.  As I showed you Cleo, some people have minds that can help us and some people do not.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ asked Anita, eyeing Cleo suspiciously.
 
   ‘He showed me that a person’s mind is either open to new discoveries or it’s not,’ said Cleo, not feeling that this was the time to go into real detail about her meditation with Bakko.  ‘Some people use their energy to hold on to all they know, whereas others free their minds from constrictions and conventions and let their energy take them wherever it wants to go.  Bakko means we should seek out those with open minds to help us; we need visionaries and creative thinkers, they stand the best chance of finding a solution.’
 
   ‘And how do we find these people?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘Simple,’ said Bakko.  ‘We stage a challenge.’
 
   ‘Like a Chase?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘Exactly,’ said Bakko, ‘but this one will be biased towards Mind rather than Body skills.  We need to find someone who will know how to think like the Mind God, that way we might stand some chance of working out how to expel him and his Relic from this world.’
 
   ‘So we’re going to go back to Kingdom, tell the rebels the truth about the Magnei and the Prophecy, and then ask them to announce a challenge, before they’ve even held the election?’ asked Edmund.  ‘Lunacy,’ he muttered, resentfully eyeing Bakko’s hand on Cleo’s.
 
   ‘Who said it had to be before the election?’ retorted Cleo, her tone hostile in an attempt to cover her remorse; she and Edmund hadn’t been anything serious, but she felt guilty none the less.  She removed her hand from under Bakko’s.  ‘In fact, there’s no reason why it can’t be immediately after the election, as a celebration to mark the occasion.’
 
   ‘Which gives us less than a month to get back to Kingdom, convince the rebels, and prepare the challenge,’ said Edmund, changing tack.
 
   ‘We never said it would be easy,’ said Cleo, immediately regretting her use of the word ‘we’.
 
   ‘It seems sensible,’ said Anita, reading Cleo and Edmund’s energy and trying to move the conversation on before it turned into a fight, ‘that we should find some skilled and open minded Minds to help us, unless anyone has any better ideas.  However, the other obvious problem is we don’t know where the Mind God or the Relic are.  We could find a way to send them back, but have to search for years before we can make it happen.’
 
   ‘We’ll just have to keep our ears to the ground,’ said Cordelia.  ‘He’ll turn up eventually, and in fact, we might already know where he’s hiding out.’
 
   ‘Where?’ asked Anita, frustrated at Cordelia’s apparent lack of urgency.
 
   ‘The Cloud Mountain seems an obvious location,’ Cordelia replied.  ‘Communications from Timi have ceased entirely since the Temple collapse, but there’s been no announcement regarding a new Spirit Leader, which there should have been by now if Timi were dead or missing.’
 
   ‘And the energy there is strange,’ said Anita.
 
   Cordelia nodded.  ‘It has to be our first port of call.’
 
   ‘Draeus and Rose were on their way there when we came out here,’ said Anita.  ‘We should find them before doing anything else; they may have information that could help us.’
 
   ‘Agreed,’ said Cordelia.  ‘Bakko, you’re in agreement?’
 
   All eyes turned to Bakko, who was staring intently at his fingers, not listening to a word they were saying.  Cleo was exhibiting a similar level of attentiveness, her gaze towards her lap, her hands balled into fists.  It had started as a light and playful game, Bakko nudging Cleo’s energy field in teasing flirtation and Cleo retaliating with a slightly harder shove, but it had soon escalated into a spirited battle of wills, Cleo now in full defence as Bakko’s complete concentration was on her and nothing else.  He was slowly ramping up the onslaught, Cleo using her energy field as a barrier, resisting the growing weight of force that Bakko sent her way, Bakko relishing the anticipation of the moment when her defences would buckle, and a wave of potent strength would crash against her soul.
 
   ‘Bakko,’ said Cordelia, this time forcefully, ‘I take it you’re in agreement?’ she barked, Anita not recognising the woman before her.
 
   Bakko’s eyes snapped up and his energy dissipated, Cleo both overjoyed that he had been denied this immediate victory and dismayed that she wouldn’t experience the sensation that would have marked his triumph.  ‘Of course,’ he said, his eyes cloudy.  ‘I agree entirely.  I don’t see we have much other option.’
 
   ‘We’re done here,’ Cordelia ordered, ‘go now, please.  We will leave first thing in the morning.  Bakko, please see to the preparations.’
 
   ‘If you insist,’ he said, raising one defiant eyebrow at his fellow God.
 
   ‘Anita,’ said Cordelia, holding her back and waiting for the others to file down the spiral wooden steps before speaking.  ‘I just wanted to say I’m sorry.’
 
   ‘I should hope so after lying to me for so many years.’
 
   Cordelia paused.  ‘I wasn’t talking about that actually,’ she said, continuing before Anita could respond.  ‘I mean about Alexander.  I tried to get to him, but he was whisked away before I could.’
 
   ‘What?’ she said, stunned.  ‘What do you mean?  You saw him outside the Temples after they collapsed?’
 
   ‘It was during the collapse, but when I saw him, he was nearing the exit.  I didn’t see him again once the Temples were down, but then I didn’t hang around.’
 
   ‘So he definitely didn’t fall down the hole by the Mind Temple?’
 
   ‘Not unless he turned around for some reason, but there was so little time, I doubt he could have made it that far even if he had.’
 
   ‘So he’s alive,’ she said, one weight lifting, only for another to settle on her.
 
   ‘I’m sure if he could have contacted you he would have,’ said Cordelia, seeming to read her mind.
 
   ‘Then you think he’s in some kind of danger?’
 
   ‘There are a number of possible explanations, but in my experience, it’s unwise to jump to conclusions.’
 
   Anita couldn’t bear to talk about Alexander any further, so took the opportunity to talk to Cordelia about something else that had been bothering her.  ‘Have I ever been here before?’ she asked, taking Cordelia off guard.  ‘Or my mother, or Peter?  Did either of them come here?’
 
   ‘Not as far as I’m aware,’ she replied, shaking her head a little as she spoke.  ‘Why do you ask?’
 
   ‘Do you know the places in my mind?’ Anita asked, suspiciously, instead of getting straight to her real question.
 
   ‘We’ve never meditated together, I make a point of not barging uninvited into people’s minds, and you’ve never told me, so I’m afraid I have no idea.  Is one of them somewhere here?’ she asked, her interest piqued.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Anita, slowly, wondering for a moment if it were wise to tell Cordelia the truth, before dismissing the notion; the women had, after all, raised her.  ‘It’s the Great Hall,’ she said, watching for Cordelia’s reaction.
 
   ‘The Great Hall?’ Cordelia repeated, visibly shaken.  ‘The Great Hall of the Magnei?  The one here?’ she said, her voice urgent.
 
   Anita nodded.  ‘And I’d very much like to know why you think that is?’
 
   Cordelia sat down on one of the benches, motioning for Anita to join her.  ‘Anita, the Great Hall here is the only unnatural structure the Gods built in this world.  It was here from the very beginning and used by the first people to worship their creators.  Of course, over the years, people started to worship only one or the other of us depending upon their needs and dispositions, and eventually worship was split into the three distinct Temples you’re familiar with today.  The Great Hall is no longer used for worship; the Magnei are a secular people, the first of them blaming the Gods for their being ostracised from society, so the hall is now used for meetings and events alone.  How it became a location in your mind I cannot say, the causes behind that which takes root in a person’s mind are a mystery even to us Gods, we made sure of that at creation so free will was assured.’
 
   ‘So you can’t help me,’ said Anita, despondent.
 
   ‘I’m not sure anyone can,’ she replied, seeming truly sorry.  ‘Some things are meant to be a mystery, even to the Gods.’
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   The group travelled swiftly towards Empire; Anita determined to get back to check the Observatory’s readings and Cleo keen to visit the Archives.  However, they were nearing the border between Wilderness and the farming district when they came across Draeus and Rose at a trading post.  It was a bizarre building to match the equally curious district.  Everything was upside down with bedrooms downstairs and communal spaces above.  The rooms were all decked out with strange and different furniture, from boat bunks as beds, to tree stumps as seats, to artwork made of cutlery, and each room was a different shape and layout.  It was odd yet somehow chic, the owner an eccentric with exacting standards.  Each bedroom had a door out onto decking at the back of the building, from where one could descend to the small lake, on which the trading post was based.  Upstairs, there was one, large, open plan area, with an open kitchen at one end, chefs busily working away to produce a gourmet supper for their guests, and an array of whacky seating across the rest of the room, split into small areas to allow some privacy for those staying.  There were floor to ceiling windows overlooking the lake, and the setting sun cast the room in golden orange light.
 
   Anita stared out across the lake, tracking the sun’s ponderous movements through the sky, revelling in these few precious moments by herself before the others came upstairs and the relentless pace took hold once more.  She felt energy approaching from her right, up one of three staircases that popped up in the room, each entirely different from the other; one spiral, one basically a ladder, and the other a somewhat understated, glass-sided affair.  She resisted the urge to turn and see who was there, holding on to the tranquillity of the scene before her, but her senses told her she knew whose energy it was and she whirled around to greet him.
 
   ‘Marcus?’ she said, surprise clear in her tone.  ‘What are you doing here?’
 
   ‘It’s a nice joint this one,’ he said, light-heartedly, ‘unlike so many of those glorified shacks that call themselves trading posts, so I thought I’d come out for a couple of nights off,’ he said, the devil-may-care Marcus of old taking Anita by surprise.
 
   ‘So you weren’t spying on me then,’ she said, a warning flaring in her voice.
 
   Marcus stepped towards her.  ‘No.  I promise I wasn’t spying on you, but the lack of information about where you were and what was happening was driving me mad, so I thought I’d come and look for you.  I will admit I sent a few scouts out ahead of my group, and they reported back where it looked like you were heading, but I have absolutely not had people following you,’ he said, his most charming, persuasive smile dancing from his lips to his eyes.  ‘Come on,’ he said, spreading his arms wide and gathering her into an embrace, ‘don’t pretend you’re not happy to see me.’  He moved his hands to her arms and pushed her far enough away to be able to kiss her cheek.  His face remained close, one hand moving to her chin, his mood playful and flirtatious as he positioned his eyes above hers, so she had to look up to see him.  Anita could feel his energy lift as she took in the challenge on his face, and her wretched heart began to race, ignoring her chastisement.  Her cheeks flushed.  ‘See,’ he said, triumphantly, kissing her lightly on the nose, ‘I knew you missed me too.’  He broke away as the others clattered up the stairs, choosing a large, comfy armchair and lounging back into its depths.  He called to the waiter to bring him a whisky and some nibbles, Anita taking a seat opposite, in a smaller armchair by the roaring open fire.
 
   Once Marcus had greeted the surprised group and Cleo had sent Anita a number of covert eyebrow raises, Anita filled them in on what they’d found in The Jungle.  Draeus, Rose and Marcus’ mouths fell open when they learned who Cordelia truly was, Cleo laughing out loud to see her father’s confusion; it was so out of character.  Anita brought them up to speed with their current plan before urging Draeus and Rose to share news from their own explorations.
 
   ‘Well I can’t pretend what you’ve just told us isn’t a huge shock,’ said Draeus, visibly shaking away his fuzz of disbelief before telling them about the killings at the Salt Sea and their trip to the Cloud Mountain.  ‘Timi’s there, but he seems more odd than usual,’ said Draeus, shooting sideways glances at Bakko and Cordelia.
 
   ‘How so?’ asked Cordelia, leaning forward in her seat.
 
   ‘He was seriously injured in the Temple collapse,’ replied Rose.  ‘He had burns all over him, and his hair was all gone, but there was almost a nervous edge to him I’ve never seen before.  He’s surrounded himself with security; Amber has people everywhere, and we were escorted wherever we went.  He’s more secretive about what’s going on up there than ever, and he chucked us out as soon as he possibly could.’
 
   ‘To get to the mountain at all you now have to go through a number of military checkpoints, and they’re letting virtually nobody up the actual mountain itself,’ added Draeus.
 
   ‘And he’s left The Institution,’ said Rose.  ‘Says he no longer wants anything to do with it, as he has more important stuff to focus on.’
 
   ‘But he wouldn’t give you any details as to what that was I take it?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘No,’ confirmed Draeus, ‘just that it was ground-breaking, that it would help everybody and that it didn’t have anything to do with returning the Relic.’
 
   ‘Indeed, he considers the work he’s doing more important to the world than finding the Relic,’ added Rose, ‘and he told us the security was because he didn’t want the rebels to come and destroy everything he’s worked so hard to achieve.’
 
   ‘Did you ask him about the Relic?’ asked Anita.
 
   Draeus nodded.  ‘He says he has no idea where it is, nor does he have any idea how to find it.’
 
   ‘And you believed him?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘If he was lying he did so convincingly,’ replied Draeus.
 
   ‘When you say he was nervous,’ said Cordelia, ‘what specifically made you think that, aside from the security?’
 
   ‘He couldn’t wait to be rid of us,’ said Rose.  ‘Amber came to get him shortly after we arrived.  She told him someone was ready to see him and he became all twitchy.  I don’t know if it was just because, in that moment, Amber revealed how close she is to him, or because he was worried she would let something of consequence slip, but he left at speed, which is most unlike him.’
 
   ‘What do you think?’ Cordelia asked Bakko.
 
   ‘Difficult to say,’ he replied.
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ asked Anita, not appreciating being outside their private discussion.
 
   ‘Whether he’s being inhabited by the Mind God,’ Cordelia explained.
 
   ‘Are you able to inhabit someone without their permission?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘Yes, it is possible,’ said Bakko, ‘but it’s much easier with a willing host.’
 
   ‘How so?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘A hostile takeover takes a great deal of energy to maintain.  You always have to be on your guard, worried about whether the host is going to try and make it known to others you’re in there, or try to expel you, or even kill themselves to try and escape you.  It also takes a lot of energy from the host, because they’re constantly fighting an internal battle for control, albeit one they’re extremely unlikely to win.’
 
   ‘So it’s possible Timi is being inhabited against his will?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘Anything is possible,’ said Cordelia, ‘but I don’t think he would have been nervous if that were the case, as Theseus would have been in control.  What’s more likely is the Mind God is at the Spirit Mountain, either in his Godly form, or inhabiting someone else, and Timi was worried Rose and Draeus were somehow going to find out.’
 
   ‘We have no way of knowing that for certain,’ said Bakko.
 
   ‘But if Theseus is there, it stands to reason the Relic is also,’ said Cordelia.
 
   ‘So what next?’ said Rose, never one for resting on her laurels.
 
   ‘We go back to Empire,’ said Anita, ‘tell the world the truth, ensure the elections go ahead as planned, and figure out a way to return the Relic.’
 
   ‘Using people from the Mind challenge we’re going to set up,’ added Cleo.
 
   ‘Oh, is that all?’ asked Marcus, flippantly.
 
   ‘And how do we find the Relic?’ asked Rose, ignoring Marcus’ comment.
 
   ‘We have to get into the Cloud Mountain and have a good look around without Timi, Amber, or anyone else knowing we’re there,’ said Draeus, surprising the others with this deviation from his usual sensible self.
 
   ‘Impossible,’ said Rose.  ‘You saw the security.’
 
   ‘I saw it, but I’m also willing to bet they haven’t lavished as much security, if any at all, on the other side of the mountain,’ he said, cryptically.
 
   ‘The other side of the mountain?’ asked Cleo.  ‘What do you mean?’
 
   Draeus bowed his head and took a deep, laborious breath before facing his daughter’s demanding eyes.  ‘The other side of the mountain is where your mother and I used to live before she went mad.  Or at least that’s what I thought happened, although now it looks as though I may have judged her too harshly.  There’s a back way into the mountain from where we lived.’
 
   Cleo slumped back in her seat.  ‘What?’ she said, softly, shrinking under the pressure of everyone’s eyes, wishing they would look elsewhere.  ‘Tell us what you know,’ she demanded, steely determination taking hold behind her hurt exterior.
 
   ‘Your mother and I met when I was a young trader in the Wild Lands,’ he started, looking around to find he had the rapt attention of all present.  ‘I used to travel far more widely than I do today, to all the places too dangerous or too remote for others to want to venture.  Here I found items to trade beyond the wildest dreams of the others in my business; spices, flowers, crystals, and my reputation flourished.  If you wanted something different, or difficult to find, I was the one you came to.  
 
   As my reputation grew, so the requests became more and more outlandish.  One day a Councillor came to me and requested I venture to the dark side of the Cloud Mountain and bring back a type of mushroom that was rumoured to grow there.  I was cocky, never having failed to bring back that which had been requested, and I accepted without a second thought.  So I ventured to the dark side of the mountain and found there a barren, desolate place, with little sunlight to bring life; green sludge and fungi the only things that seemed to grow.
 
   I resolved to complete my job quickly and leave as soon as I could, climbing to the high caves where the Councillor had thought I would find this mushroom.  I was on my third or fourth cave when, to my astonishment, I pulled myself up over the ledge to find a wall of glass across the entrance, complete with sliding door.  My first thought was that I was hallucinating, that one of the fungi I had climbed past was making me delusional.  Then a beautiful young woman came through the entrance, and I thought I must have slipped and fallen to my death; she must have been an angel to take me to the Gods.’  Draeus paused, smiling at the memory.  ‘But when I asked her if this was so, she slapped me sharply across the face, apparently to snap me out of whatever craze had overtaken me, then instructed me to get up off the floor and come inside at once.
 
   Needless to say, we fell in love.  Several years went by, me travelling back and forth to the cities, continuing to trade, and Joselyn continuing to work on whatever it was she did out there; I didn’t know at the time, she was secretive, and I never thought to mind not knowing.  But as nothing grew where we lived, Joss would sneak into the mountain and steal food and other supplies we needed.  I have no idea how she found the secret way in.  I don’t think anyone in the mountain knows about it, but somehow she’d discovered a chink in the mountain’s armour.’
 
   ‘So what happened next?’ asked Cleo, sensing her father was coming to the end of his story, leaving so many questions unanswered, the searing pain of betrayal cutting through her insides.
 
   ‘Later, Cleo,’ he said, with pleading eyes, before returning his attention to the others.  ‘So you see, I know there’s a back way into the mountain.  I suggest I go and use it to find out more about what’s going on inside.’
 
   ‘If you’re going, I’m coming too,’ said Cleo, adamant, desperate to know the woman she’d thought was dead, ignoring Bakko’s silent protest against her energy.
 
   ‘Cleo, it’s not safe,’ replied Draeus.  ‘We don’t know what we’ll find there.’
 
   ‘What do you mean “we”?’ she demanded.
 
   ‘I think Anita should come with me,’ he said, anticipating the barrage coming his way and continuing before Cleo could get going.  ‘Anita has certain Body and Spirit skills which will be invaluable, and you have phenomenal Mind skills which will be needed in setting up the Mind challenge.’
 
   ‘Someone else can do that,’ said Cleo, feeling like she might explode with fury.
 
   ‘Who?’ asked Draeus.  ‘You and Bakko are the only ones who understand what you’re trying to achieve, and Bakko is a Spirit, not a Mind.’
 
   Cleo looked at Bakko, considering for a second, then quickly rejecting the possibility that he would let anyone else see the inside of his head.  ‘Fine,’ said Cleo, knowing she was defeated, ‘but as soon as the Mind Challenge is over, I’m coming to join you.’
 
   ‘That’s settled then,’ said Rose, ‘we’ll go back to Empire, help ensure the elections go smoothly, tell the world the truth, and set up the Mind Challenge.  Draeus and Anita will go to the Cloud Mountain and find out what’s really going on there.  Now, I’ll see you all later; I’m going for a dip in the lake.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   No one questioned Rose’s strange decision to swim in the dark, and they all dispersed back to their rooms, all aside from Cleo and Draeus, who remained sitting in silence for some time.
 
   ‘Why didn’t you ever tell me about her?’ asked Cleo, imagining what else her father may have lied to her about.  ‘What happened?’
 
   ‘Cleo,’ Draeus started, struggling to find the right words to explain, ‘I always planned to tell you, but I could never work out how.’
 
   ‘Dad,’ said Cleo, her face hard and dispassionate, too angry to give him the reassurance that he craved, ‘is she still alive?’
 
   Draeus looked away.  ‘I don’t know,’ he said, his voice low, his shoulders slumped with shame.
 
   ‘You don’t know?’
 
   ‘As I told the others, your mother was secretive,’ he said.  ‘I didn’t think to question it for a while; the circumstances under which we’d met were insane, she’d obviously been out there for ages, and I was entirely caught up in the moment.  She was extraordinarily intelligent, devouring books I brought for her, picking through the intricacies of the political news I’d heard, outwitting me at every turn.  But she was also eccentric.  Her views were increasingly radical, and after a while she started to scare me.’
 
   ‘How so?’ asked Cleo, softening a little.
 
   Draeus met Cleo’s eyes.  ‘She thought the Gods walked among us, that they were stealing energy from the world, that the Descendants were illegitimate, and that we had to overthrow the status quo to prevent disaster.’
 
   ‘She was a genius?  A forward thinker, and you didn’t believe her?’ Cleo spat, disgust thick in her tone.
 
   ‘Cleo, even you must admit, in isolation, it sounds crazy, and after a while, that’s exactly what I thought; that she’d gone mad.  It started as a single comment here or there, but by the end, the ideas consumed her, she was obsessed, single-minded about finding a way to expel them from this world.’
 
   ‘So you left her,’ accused Cleo.  ‘You didn’t believe her, were too scared to open your mind, and ran away.’
 
   ‘No,’ Draeus replied, forcefully.  ‘I tried to understand where it had all come from.  We lived in the middle of nowhere; she saw not a single person other than me, so how could she have known all this?’
 
   ‘And?’
 
   ‘She got defensive, saying I just had to trust her, that the likes of me could not comprehend her work.  For a while I tried to understand, to give her the space she asked for, but it ate away at me.  I had no secrets from her, nor would she have tolerated it if I had, and it came to a point where I couldn’t live with the imbalance.  I tried to make her understand, but she was firm in her resolve; she would rather lose me than share her secrets, so I left and have not been back to this day.’
 
   ‘You told me she was dead,’ said Cleo, tears welling up behind her eyes.
 
   ‘I didn’t know what else to say,’ he replied.  ‘She may well be dead, or she may have been discovered sneaking into the mountain, or she may still be there devising the answer to the puzzle we all now seek to solve, or she may have moved on, finding another location from which to conduct her work.’
 
   ‘Or she may have found the answer.  What if she’s already discovered a way to return the Relic and no one believes her?’
 
   ‘Cleo, she lived in total isolation.  Even if she had found the answer, first she would have needed to find someone to tell.’
 
   ‘And where do I fit into all of this?’ asked Cleo, upset that her name was yet to be mentioned.
 
   ‘I moved back to Empire and one day, around eight or ten months after I left the mountain, you turned up on my doorstep.  I’d only just returned from a trip into the wild, and there you were, tiny and entirely helpless, only a couple of months old, with nothing but a note to confirm you came from her.’
 
   ‘What did the note say?’
 
   ‘It said, “Find here our legacy, of which we can both be proud.  All my love, Joselyn.”’
 
   Cleo took a deep breath, blinking back tears.  ‘What did she look like?’ she asked, changing tack to try and regain some composure.
 
   ‘A great deal like you,’ he replied.  ‘Petite in every way, long dark hair, olive skin, almond eyes, full of exuberance, entrancing, determined, fascinating, volatile,’ he said, smiling indulgently at his daughter.
 
   ‘Some occasions are best served by a bit of volatility,’ she replied, edgily.
 
   ‘She was like nobody I had ever met, nor like anyone I’ve met since.  I wonder now if she was a Magnei; I’m sure her energy was powerful beyond what she showed me and she had an intense personality that would not have been tolerated by many in polite society.’
 
   ‘How do you mean?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘It was like her intelligence blinded her; it was only important to say whatever followed logically in her mind, no empathy, no regret, no compromise.  Things were right or wrong, black or white and greyness scared her.’
 
   ‘You think that’s why she chose to live alone?’
 
   ‘I think in part, yes, other people are, after all, especially full of grey areas.  But I also think she lived there because her work demanded it, but then again I have no idea what that work really was.’
 
   ‘You think she’s still there?’ asked Cleo, almost sympathetically.
 
   Draeus shook his head, slowly.  ‘I have absolutely no idea.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Cleo, Bakko, Cordelia and Rose arrived back in Empire still pondering the mystery of where Edmund had disappeared to.  They had parted ways from Anita, Marcus, and Draeus at the trading post, the plan for Edmund to return to Empire with them, however, the night before they’d planned to leave, he’d disappeared.  They’d enquired with the trading post owner who’d told them he’d checked out and gone on his way.  They’d searched for him high and low nonetheless, but to no avail.  They’d delayed their departure for a day to see if he would turn up, but when he didn’t, they’d left and headed for Empire, full of questions.
 
   They went their separate ways on the outskirts of Empire, not wishing for anyone to see them travelling together in such a conspicuous group.  Bakko and Cleo headed to the Archives, Cordelia went home to retrieve Thorn, her springer spaniel, who Anita had told her was being looked after by a neighbour, and Rose went to find Gwyn to learn the latest news on the rebels and the election.  As it turned out, it wasn’t hard to locate her.  The Temple area of Empire was the seat Gwyn was standing for, so she announced her presence everywhere she went.  Rose found her holding court outside the Body Temple, a crowd of loyal followers gathered around her, lapping up every word she spoke.  Gwyn saw Rose, who inclined her head towards Temple Mews, Empire’s prestigious shopping street, and went to sit in Mungo and Meg, a popular café, to wait for Gwyn to appear.
 
   Gwyn joined her ten minutes later, happy for the excuse to relax and have a coffee for a while; the endless barrage of questions and accusations from the voting public wearing her resolve a little thin.  Rose relayed the stories from the Wild Lands, filling her in on the Magnei, Cordelia and Bakko, and the trip Anita, Marcus and Draeus were now on to the dark side of the mountain.  She told her of their suspicions about Timi and the Mind God, and then asked for news of goings on in the cities.
 
   ‘Wow,’ said Gwyn, pausing before she started her own story, her mind reeling.  ‘It’s so farfetched, I’m not sure whether I should believe you!’ she said, her mind still processing the implications.  ‘It’s all been very boring here by comparison,’ said Gwyn.  ‘The rebels moved here a few days ago, once they’d done all they could to patch up Kingdom.  Matthew says he wants to make a clear break from the rule of the Descendants, and seeing as they ruled from Kingdom, he thought Empire a better base for the future government.  Election plans are going off without a hitch, and the people seem quite excited about the new system we’re putting in place.  Matthew’s popularity is growing by the day.  A few of the old Councillors have started a rival party, which I think is good for Matthew’s overall vision, but they don’t seem to be gaining much support.  I’m campaigning for the Temple area seat here, but so are an old Body Councillor, and Joshua, Matthew’s right-hand man.’
 
   ‘Do you think you’ll win?’ asked Rose.
 
   Gwyn shrugged.  ‘It’s difficult to say.  I seem to have good support, but so does Joshua.  There are those that associate me with the old system and Joshua with the new, so it could go either way.’
 
   ‘Has there been any trouble?’ asked Rose.
 
   ‘Not really,’ replied Gwyn.  ‘Matthew’s been holding open meetings to demonstrate the transparency of the new system and a few Councillors have given him a hard time, but other than that, nothing I know of.’
 
   ‘And everything is ready for the election?  All the logistics are in place and robust?’
 
   ‘Yes, it all seems to be very well organised.  Marcus left his chief bodyguard, Sol, here to run the logistics and he’s done an extremely good job.  They’ve gone out to all the trading posts and local community halls and encouraged everyone to register, creating an electoral role.  They’ve issued polling cards and have enlisted volunteers to run the polling stations, who will also count the votes.  But they’ve also organised a second central count of votes to ensure there’s no fixing.’
 
   ‘Sounds very well thought out,’ said Rose, nodding to show her approval.  ‘We just need to find a way to fit in the Mind Challenge now,’ she said.
 
   ‘And that’s where I come in?’ laughed Gwyn.
 
   Rose looked a little sheepish, hiding her discomfort by taking a large gulp of her marshmallow laden hot chocolate.  ‘We had hoped, given the relationship you have with Matthew and his team, that you would see what you can do to convince them.’
 
   ‘You also want me to persuade them that announcing the truth about the Relic return is a good idea.  Am I right?’ she asked of Rose, who nodded her head.  ‘That will take more doing.  They’ve established themselves as a new bastion of truth and transparency.  Should they make that announcement, they would either have to lie to the people about their prior knowledge, or admit they’ve been withholding the truth.  Neither is a happy position for them.’
 
   ‘I know,’ said Rose, ‘and it’s regrettable we’ve ended up here, but I can’t see another way without perpetuating existing lies, or indeed creating new ones.’
 
   Gwyn took a deep breath.  ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ she replied.  ‘That is all I can promise.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matthew stood and started pacing, his feet moving of their own accord, barely noticing he’d left his desk.  They were in his office inside an old Council building.  It was worn and tired with very little natural light finding its way in.  The leather adorning the top of the large, beaten up desk was battered and holey, the furniture drab and depressing.  Why Matthew had insisted he had the worst of the offices available Gwyn would never understand, but he’d said he wanted to keep his feet on the ground, and surrounding oneself with plush opulence was a sure-fire way to fail in that endeavour.
 
   ‘You want me to announce to the world that the Relic still exists?’ asked Matthew, his disbelief palpable.  ‘Was this the plan all along?’ he asked, suspiciously.  ‘Convince me not to say anything at first, then tell me later I should announce it to the world and undermine my messages of honesty and openness?’
 
   ‘Of course not,’ said Gwyn.  ‘If you like, blame the Descendants and say it’s only recently come to light; I’ll lose my seat for sure, but it will protect you and your party.’
 
   ‘Until it comes out later I lied to protect a lie.’
 
   Gwyn shrugged.  ‘You also need to tell them the Relic’s dangerous; it’s syphoning energy away from our world.  We need all the help we can get to find a way to return it once and for all.’
 
   ‘And you want to stage a new sort of challenge to find those who might be able to help?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘But you can’t yet tell me what that will entail.’
 
   ‘No.  As I said, Bakko and Cleo are working on it as we speak.’
 
   ‘And the others who came back from the Wild Lands are relations of the Descendants?  And I should use them to illustrate the Descendants’ long-term deceit.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ Gwyn confirmed, saying as little as possible whilst Matthew weighed up his thoughts.
 
   ‘You’ll be out of the running as soon as that message is out.  You know that?’
 
   ‘That may well be so,’ said Gwyn, ‘but as you’re always at pains to point out, there are more important things in life than winning an election.  The truth being one such thing.  Not to mention, as you’re well aware, the energy continues to drop steadily, with no other explanation.  The mood amongst the people is higher than it has been for months, food rationing is working well, and they’re excited about the prospect of a new political system.  Yet the energy still falls.’
 
   ‘After the elections the energy will pick up,’ he said, his resolve weak.
 
   ‘You know as well as I do that’s probably not true, so all you’ll be doing is delaying the inevitable.  Not to mention, if the energy is still troublesome after the election, there’s a pretty easy road to political instability for anyone who wants to cause trouble.’
 
   Matthew’s shoulders slumped.  ‘When do you suggest I make the announcement?  Before or after the election?’
 
   ‘I think it has to be as soon as possible,’ replied Gwyn.  ‘You can’t win the election based on a lie and then reveal the truth just after you’ve won.’
 
   ‘But if we tell them now, the whole thing could fall apart.’
 
   ‘Look, all you have to do is stand up, say some new information about the Relic has come to light, that it’s still in the world and is being used for evil, and say you need help to return it for real.  You need to tell them the first Descendants twisted the prophecy, and in fact, anyone could be the one to find a way to send it back.  To prove this, you can use the Magnei to show the pure bloodline of the Descendants was a myth right from the beginning, and show them the original prophecy Cleo found in the Archives.  In true revolutionary style, you will not give in to this new difficulty, but will, in an open and inclusive way, seek the help of others to find the answer that will save the world.  To kick off the search for those who can help, you will hold a Mind Challenge straight after the election.  However, you should also encourage anyone with any ideas to come forward as soon as possible.’
 
   ‘You make it sound so easy,’ said Matthew, an edge of cynicism in his voice.
 
   ‘I don’t think it’s easy,’ she replied, ‘but you know as well as I do that it has to be done.  I’ll almost certainly lose the election, and you may have to be replaced, but the new system will endure, and we’ll be a step closer to finding a way to properly fix the energy crisis.  It’s the right thing to do Matthew, and you know that as well as I do.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ‘You see,’ Joshua shouted across the raucous crowd, ‘even when the Descendants told us they were finally trying to do their duty and return the Relic, they were still in fact lying.’  He roared the word with relish, adrenaline flaring as he rounded on Gwyn, daring her to respond.
 
   Matthew had held an open meeting telling the world the truth about the Relic only a few hours before.  He’d gone further than Gwyn had expected and had even admitted he’d known for some time that the Relic return had been a hoax.  It had been broadcast across the world, and Joshua had lost no time in capitalising on the rare opportunity to diminish his opponent, organising a rally in front of the Body Temple at once.  He’d sent some of his followers to find Gwyn and bring her back to the Temples, commanding her to explain herself, and now the baying eyes of the crowd turned to her.
 
   Gwyn stood still, taking in the clamouring mass, collecting her thoughts before responding slowly, purposefully, and with gravitas.  ‘Bravo,’ she said, barely loud enough to be heard, so the crowd had to quieten to catch what she would say next.  ‘Bravo,’ she repeated, her look sincere, but Joshua knew it was anything but.  ‘Matthew makes an announcement, the implications of which are widespread and grave, and Joshua here,’ she turned, meaningfully, and made a small gesture in his direction, ‘without delay, gleefully calls me here to press his seeming advantage.  But,’ she said, emphasising the ‘t’, then pausing, letting the tension within the crowd build in anticipation of what she would say next, ‘I’m sure what he has neglected to mention, is that Joshua knew already of the Relic’s continued existence.  Joshua,’ it was her turn now to round on him, ‘was at the very meeting where it became known, and Joshua,’ she looked back to the audience, her palms open to them, ‘chose, like Matthew, not to make it public at that point.’
 
   Joshua tried to speak, but she continued before he could get started.  ‘Do you not remember,’ said Gwyn, addressing the crowd with an authoritative edge, ‘the situation in which Matthew found himself when he first arrived in Kingdom?  Destruction, confusion, loss, plummeting energy.  And he made a decision, right or wrong, that it would not have been wise to make that particular announcement at that particular point in time.  However, now we are back on the right track, he has laid himself at the feet of you all and told you the truth.  He’s gone even beyond that; he’s admitted he does not himself possess the solution, that to solve this problem, the whole world needs to work together to find a way.’  She paused to let the thought sink in.  ‘What more should you ask of a leader than that?’
 
   Gwyn turned to face Joshua, inviting him to respond, but he had nothing to say.  The crowd started to disperse, sensing the show was over, and Joshua came closer to Gwyn.  He stood between her and the audience and took hold of her chin, ferocity hard and cold in his eyes.  ‘Do not think, for even a moment, that you shall find victory here,’ he said, his tone icy.  ‘This seat is mine, and I will not let you stand in my way.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ‘The energy’s been surprisingly stable since the announcement,’ said Cleo, lifting her head from Bakko’s chest to look into his eyes.  He smiled and stroked her glossy hair.  Cleo and Bakko had been living an almost entirely secluded existence since returning from the Wild.  They spent their days between the Archives and Cleo’s apartment, gleaning what inspiration they could from past Mind research and talking through challenge formats.  They meditated together whenever they could, wondering each other’s minds and finding it a surprisingly fruitful way of coming up with ideas for the challenge, before that is, the inevitable distraction of the other became too great.
 
   They’d made significant strides with the Challenge, only a few final finishing touches to go before they were ready.  The tingles of energy they’d now become accustomed to had provided inspiration, along with countless articles in the Archives, research into all three disciplines, and of course, Bakko’s mind.  Now, as the justification for their secluded existence was coming to an end, they savoured every last precious moment.  Light poured into Cleo’s bedroom, the curtains wide open, to let in not just the sun, but also the perfect view across the river, both of them wishing they could hide here together indefinitely as they watched the landscape before them.
 
   ‘Cordelia will have a view as to why that is,’ replied Bakko, after a meaningful pause.  He often did that; Cleo left wondering if he’d heard her before he would come back with some cryptic response; his brain having had four or five other steps of conversation with itself first.
 
   ‘How very banal,’ mocked Cleo, his response this time seeming to go no further than to reply to her own comment.
 
   He pulled her lips to his and kissed her.  ‘Sometimes I just get distracted by your beauty,’ he said, pulling away.
 
   ‘Liar,’ she accused, giving him a playful nudge.
 
   ‘Come on,’ he said, kissing her one last time, ‘if we don’t go now we’ll be late.’
 
   ‘Fine,’ she said, sulkily, ‘but as soon as it’s over, we’re coming straight back here.’  Her tone was final, and even if Bakko had wanted to argue, he’d have known any attempt would have been futile.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Anita and Marcus looked around them, their expressions full of disbelief.  The place was barren and foreboding; nothing grew, the landscape was a greyish black from the rocks and boulders strewn as far as the eye could see, and to say the going under foot was tough was an understatement, each step bringing with it the threat of an ankle sprain.  The sky was clear yet somehow also grey, the sheer-faced mountain rearing up before them, keeping them in perpetual shadow.
 
   Draeus had insisted Marcus’ bodyguard remain at the boundary to the dark side, only a few hundred metres from where they now stood, but seeming a lifetime away across the treacherous ground and obscured by the curve of the mountain.  They were on their own, the three of them, as they made their approach towards Joslyn’s cave, moving as carefully as they could to the base of the strenuous climb that awaited them.
 
   They reached the face and looked up, Draeus pointing out the best route to climb.  ‘Wait for me before you enter the cave,’ he warned Anita.  ‘Joslyn may be Cleo’s mother but she’s also a formidable force, and she may not be all that pleased to receive visitors.’  Anita agreed, then set off in the lead, her movements nimble and confident as she navigated the route Draeus had shown her.  She reached the ledge having barely broken a sweat, took in the strange glass wall and door, and almost disregarded Draeus’ instructions, but a cry from below pulled her away from temptation.  She looked back over the edge to see Marcus’ feet dangling free, hands stretched out above him clinging to the rock, face ashen white as he struggled to get his emotions and limbs in check.
 
   He regained his footing, but Anita could feel his terrified energy from where she sat, so guided him the rest of the way from above, thoughts of entering the cave alone fading as she focused on the matter in hand.  Marcus completed the rest of the climb with relative ease, but as Anita helped him over the lip, he sprawled out on the floor, heart pounding, staring at the rocky ceiling, silently thanking the Gods he was still alive.
 
   ‘I will never fathom why you enjoy such terrible past times,’ he said, once he’d finally got his racing heart under control.
 
   ‘It’s the danger,’ she smiled, pulling him back to a seated position.
 
   ‘Crazy,’ he said, rolling the word around his mouth, holding her hand for a moment too long as he looked directly into her eyes.
 
   She raised one eyebrow, their faces close together.  ‘One of us is,’ she said, derisively, pulling away as Draeus swung up onto the ledge.
 
   ‘Right,’ said Draeus, business-like.  ‘Follow me and let me do the talking; this may not be easy.’
 
   Draeus took a deep breath and marched up to the door, knocking fiercely to hide his trepidation.  They waited for almost a full minute, disappointment seeping out to infect their energy, when a figure appeared on the other side of the glass door.  The door slid open and a waft of spiced air flooded out, an intoxicating warmth wrapping around them and drawing them inside.  Joslyn closed the door behind them and motioned for them to sit at a rough sort of table, which looked as though it had been carved out of the cave itself.  The seats were upturned wooden food crates with worn wool-stuffed canvas pouches perched on top.  Anita was struck by how comfortable these were as she lowered herself onto one, Marcus sitting close by her side.
 
   ‘Not you,’ said Joslyn, with a slight shake of her head in Draeus’ direction, her accent thick with the delicate notes of the Wild.  ‘You can help make the tea,’ she said, turning to an ancient-looking metal stove and placing a kettle of water on top.
 
   Anita stared at the woman, struck by her resemblance to Cleo.  It wasn’t that they looked the same as such, but more that there was a deeper, more innate resemblance of movement, presence and energy.   That’s not to say there wasn’t a clear family resemblance; they both had long, sleek, black hair, a petite frame, and olive skin (Joslyn’s darker than Cleo’s), but there was something else she couldn’t quite put her finger on, something that made Anita feel she and Joslyn were already old friends.
 
   ‘Now,’ said Joslyn, approaching the table with a pot stuffed full of leaves, ‘what explanation do you have for this impolite disturbance of my peace?’  She poured the tea and Anita and Marcus waited, expecting Draeus to answer, but he said not a word.  Anita finally opened her mouth to respond but Draeus shot her a sharp, warning look, which somehow caused it to close of its own accord.  Joslyn smiled.  ‘At least I don’t have to listen to some tittering, half true explanation,’ she said, handing round chipped clay mugs, ‘of course I already know why you’re here,’ she said, taking a seat and indicating to Draeus that he too may do so.  ‘It’s not difficult to imagine, but of course I know anyway.’
 
   ‘Delicious tea, as ever,’ said Draeus, taking a deep sip.
 
   Joslyn nodded, her energy, which was strange in ways Anita couldn’t even begin to understand, taking an upward turn at his comment.  They sat in silence for many minutes, each sipping their tea, which had a delightfully fresh, yet also sweet taste, Anita and Marcus feeling more than a little awkward as they wondered what the hell was going on.
 
   ‘At least you’re not bombarding me with useless questions,’ said Joslyn, approvingly.  ‘You never were one for idle chatter,’ she said to Draeus, her expression that of a lioness testing her prey.  Draeus met her eyes but said nothing, his expression carefully neutral, as was his energy.  They sat like that for what felt like an eternity, Draeus and Joslyn’s eyes locked together, the other two sat in silence, daring not even to look at the other for fear of doing something wrong.
 
   ‘Fine, enough of this,’ said Joslyn, eventually, springing up from her chair and pulling Draeus behind her.  ‘You two, come,’ she said, not looking back over her shoulder as she headed further into the blackness of the cave, candles somehow appearing to light their way.  They entered a large, circular chamber, a bed covered in furs housed in its centre, white drawings, words, and symbols covering every inch of wall.  ‘I don’t have the answers to many of your questions,’ she said, simply.  ‘But I can share with you my progress.’  Anita, now frustrated at Joslyn’s apparently chaotic approach, almost opened her mouth to seek some clarity.  However, Marcus, standing ever close, reached across and seized her hand before she was able, Anita spinning towards him, ready to unleash her irritated energy in his direction instead.  She shot him a warning look, but for some reason kept hold of his hand.  ‘Young love,’ said Joslyn, not even looking in their direction.  ‘So full of delicious volatility, don’t you think Draeus?’
 
   Draeus said nothing, but turned to look behind at Anita and Marcus, giving them a stern look that made them shrink like naughty children.  Anita snatched her hand away and folded her arms in front of her.
 
   ‘Good for you,’ laughed Joslyn.  ‘Hard to get; my favourite tactic too,’ she said, still facing away from them.  Anita scowled but said nothing; Joslyn was obviously a reader, so she focused on getting her energy under control instead.
 
   ‘So, what can I tell you?’ asked Joslyn, before launching into a concise volley of information.  ‘All you seek is in the Cloud Mountain, including some things you don’t yet know you’re looking for,’ she said, with a smile.  ‘They have stepped up security, so it’s difficult for me to get in and out now without detection; I must be careful to keep my entrance secret, or my existence here will have to come to an abrupt end.  They have created a whole, prosperous town inside the vast mountain crater; food grows, men work, and not only spiritual men, but practical ones also.  They have brought together the most skilled craftsmen from across the world, the most skilled everything in fact.  What they can’t produce here they buy with the coin people pay as a fee to come and live here, or with coin they make from trading things they make, or from trading the rare and natural things that already grow here.  The energy is strange; it has become more and more so over recent months, but it’s most uncomfortable now, for someone like me that is.’
 
   ‘A reader you mean?’ asked Anita, not able to contain herself any longer.
 
   Joslyn whirled around and fixed her with cool, deep eyes.  ‘A reader?’ she mocked.  ‘Is that what you call it?  You ignorant people who know nothing of what you have inside you?  Like it’s a skill you either have or don’t have, as simple as that?  Skills are a spectrum, like light, or sound, or love, or anything else worth a second thought.  You will find it uncomfortable in there too, of that I can assure you.’
 
   Anita wanted to say more; to complain she hadn’t answered her question, but she thought better of it, waiting instead for her to continue without further interruption.  ‘Let me think,’ she said, pondering, ‘what else would you want to know?  Oh yes, of course, how to return the Relic.  For real this time.’
 
   Joslyn paused and walked to a section of drawings on the wall.  ‘Look familiar?’ she asked, this time looking for an answer.
 
   ‘They’re replicas of the drawings and inscriptions that were found alongside the Relic,’ said Marcus, having seen them more times than the other two combined.
 
   ‘Indeed,’ said Joslyn, ‘I’ve deconstructed them; they’re the only clues the Mind God left as to how to return the Relic.’
 
   ‘What?’ said Anita.  ‘The Mind God created the inscriptions?  Not the Body and Spirit Gods?’
 
   Joslyn looked confused.  ‘What have they got to do with anything?’ she said, almost venomously.  ‘That useless pair sent a couple of academics searching for the Relic, but aside from that, they’ve done not a single thing to help.  You realise they could put an end to this tomorrow if they overlooked their ridiculous ‘no meddling’ rule?  Do you?  Did you know that?’ she demanded.
 
   ‘They implied as much,’ admitted Anita.
 
   ‘Then, of course, two useless Gods, who refuse to do anything to help the world they created, did not put the images and inscriptions next to the Relic.  No.  The Mind God did this himself.  He, like every Mind, has an arrogant playfulness about him.  He put these alongside the Relic to help us send it back, but by setting the Descendants apart as the only people who could return it, he knew very few people would ever concern themselves with investigating them too closely.  Not to mention, Theseus occupied Austin and his father before him, so was able to put a stop to any Relic based research whenever it suited him.’
 
   ‘So you think someone was getting a bit too close for comfort and that’s why they banned Relic research?’ asked Marcus.
 
   ‘Of course,’ she snapped, ‘why else?’
 
   ‘But you continued this work here?’ asked Anita, trying to get back on track.  ‘Have you made any headway?’
 
   Joslyn shot her another cold look.  ‘Of course I’ve made progress, but I don’t have the answer, if that’s what you’re hoping for.’
 
   ‘Walk us through it,’ said Draeus, keen to finally discover what she had been working on all this time.
 
   ‘Fine,’ she said, sharply.  ‘Draeus, it’s important to understand I didn’t tell you the detail of this all those years ago because I was only just starting my research.  When I told you small snippets, you thought me mad; if I’d shared it all, you’d have left without delay.’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Draeus, curtly, not wishing to have this conversation in front of Anita and Marcus, ‘but I guess we’ll never really know for sure,’ he said, not knowing himself how he would have reacted.  ‘Please continue,’ he said, after a short moment’s silence, motioning back to the drawings and refusing to meet her eyes.
 
   ‘Let us start with the drawings,’ said Joslyn, seemingly unconcerned by Draeus’ discomfort.  ‘The first is of three people around a vaguely circular blob of blue-ish colour, which most have taken to refer to the three Descendants around the Relic.  We now know this is ridiculous as the Descendants are a hoax, so we may look more objectively at the drawing.  The three people are smudged, which could be significant or simply sloppy workmanship, however, let us assume for the moment everything we see is entirely intentional.  This would mean there is some reason why the images are smudged.  My guesses are: they are not really humans, but Gods, or the people are dreaming, or meditating, or they don’t really exist, or maybe existed in the past.  But what I think is certain is that they are three distinct people and their genders are not made clear, which I think is also significant.’
 
   ‘The message being anyone, of any gender can return the Relic, but there should be three people?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘A wild assumption,’ snapped Joslyn, refusing to answer Anita’s question and continuing along her own train of thought.  ‘What is also, without a doubt, significant, is the blob of colour around which the three figures stand,’ she said.  ‘The most obvious explanation is this represents the Relic, although blue has historically been a colour associated with energy itself, so this could be a reference to the energy more broadly.’
 
   ‘Or an indication that energy should be used to return the Relic?’ mused Marcus.  Joslyn simply ignored this comment, deciding to see if this would discourage interruptions more effectively than her stern words.
 
   ‘So we have three people around the Relic, or around some energy,’ she continued, ‘then, in the next image, we have what looks like the same three people, with one arm each raised upwards, and the blue object above their arms.  My presumption would be the people are raising up the energy or Relic from its initial position.  Above this whole scene are three symbols, which people have historically assumed to represent the Gods, however, again, this is an assumption based on nothing but conjecture.  The symbols; a triangle pointing down, a triangle pointing up, and a diamond, do not appear in any other literature concerning the Gods.  This does not mean they do not represent the Gods, just that there is nothing I can find to support this notion.’
 
   ‘One to ask Cordelia and Bakko,’ said Anita, Marcus nodding his agreement.
 
   ‘So the illustrations seem to depict three people sending the Relic, or some energy, skyward, towards the symbols waiting above,’ Joslyn continued.  ‘This much is in line with the prophecy, although there is some uncertainty as to who these people are, their gender, their skills, and indeed whether it is three people, or whether the three are being used to depict a crowd.  There is also some confusion around whether they themselves are sending the Relic skyward, or whether they are sending energy, or indeed something else towards the symbols above.’
 
   ‘The questions just keep on coming,’ said Anita, almost under her breath.
 
   Joslyn shot her another look, but kept on going.  ‘So let us turn our attention to the inscriptions: ‘look to the light’, ‘knowledge is power’, and ‘she who dares will surely triumph’.  Commonly, these have been considered to be motivational messages to the Spirit, Mind, and Body Descendants respectively.  Again, now we know this is fiction, we need to look objectively at what they could mean.  We should also assume they have something to do with returning the Relic; clues if you will.  So, the light reference may be indicating the return should be done in daylight, or that the daylight may help make some part of the return clear.  Or maybe it’s metaphorical; academia, for example, is commonly thought to bring ignorant people into the ‘light’.  Equally, the monks at the Cloud Mountain are initiated into what is known as ‘The Order of the Light’, so maybe this is of some consequence.
 
   The second one, ‘knowledge is power’, broadly seems to refer to the obvious metaphorical meaning of the first, making me think the light reference may be literal.  What knowledge this refers to I cannot say, however, it may simply be the knowledge as to how to return the Relic, or maybe some weakness of the Mind God to be exploited.  The third saying indicates a woman will be instrumental in returning the Relic, although it also implies a single person, which contradicts the images.  It implies there is some element of personal risk here; even though they may be secure in the knowledge of how to return the Relic, until someone takes the leap of faith, there will be no triumph.’
 
   Joslyn’s run through came to an end.  To Anita, it seemed as though she’d achieved very little in the decades she’s spent searching for an answer and Joslyn sensed her thoughts.  ‘You may well think I have uncovered little,’ she started, simply, ‘but to think this would be to misunderstand the nature of what we’re discussing, and to underestimate the number of stones that have been turned.’
 
   ‘But this doesn’t give us much to go on other than what we already know,’ said Anita, sounding negative although not meaning to be.  ‘What do we do next?’ she asked, half rhetorically.
 
   ‘You venture into the mountain and see what you can glean,’ Joslyn replied.  ‘There are new people in there who you know far better than I.  There is a chance they will give something away that we don’t already know.’
 
   ‘What do you think they’re trying to achieve in there?’ asked Marcus.  ‘Why build a new town with the most skilled people they could find from all three disciplines?’
 
   ‘Utopia,’ she replied, cynically.  ‘They have resources beyond imagination, and now they have a God, the Relic, and all the energy this brings with it, albeit they don’t realise the Mind God is taking the lion’s share for himself.’
 
   ‘Their intention is to leave the rest of the world to die out?’ asked Anita, shocked.
 
   Joslyn shrugged.  ‘I do not know the Mind God’s true intentions,’ she said, ‘but there may be one inside who does.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The light was pure and clean and a riot of otherworldly colour as it skipped through thousands of tiny crystals and out across the floor of the brand new temple.  Three people worked diligently in its centre, lifting with reverence a large rock-like object between them and placing it on a sculpted metal plinth that had been waiting patiently for this moment.  This temple was of a new design.  Whereas there would usually be three parts, one each for Mind, Body, and Spirit, this had only one circular area, contained by a curtain of crystals and open to the sky above.  At its centre was the finishing touch they had all been waiting for; finally, the Relic was in its rightful home.
 
   Anderson, Bella and Edmund took a step back and admired their work.  ‘It looks magnificent,’ said Edmund, revelling in the way the light danced across the Relic, illuminating every nook and cranny.
 
   ‘It certainly does,’ said Timi, stepping into the circle and pausing a moment to admire it in all its glory.  ‘He’ll be pleased,’ he said, before his eyes locked onto their newest addition.  ‘I heard you’d made it, Edmund.  What news?’
 
   Edmund tore his eyes from the spectacle and turned to give Timi his full attention.  ‘As I told the others,’ he said, pointedly, this the fourth time he had been required to repeat his story, ‘they are coming to the mountain, to the dark side of the mountain, where there is apparently another way in.  They will use this back entrance to spy inside and see what’s going on.  They know there’s something strange about the energy in the mountain and they suspect both that the Mind God is hiding out here, and that you have the Relic in your possession.  They suspect the Mind God is using you as a host, Timi,’ Edmund paused a moment before throwing caution aside, ‘is that true?’
 
   Timi fixed him with an impervious look, clearly having no intention of revealing the truth to Edmund.  Edmund huffed.  ‘Very well.  They have announced to the world the truth about the Relic return as well as the truth about the Descendants, which I’m sure you already know.  They plan to stage a Mind Challenge to find those who could help solve the problem of how to return the Relic for real.  This will take place immediately after the election, but again, I’m sure you already know this.’
 
   Timi nodded.  ‘Nothing else?’ he asked, suspicion clear in his tone.
 
   Edmund shook his head.  ‘No, that is all,’ he said, his attention wandering back to the Relic for a split second before a change came over the Temple.  Edmund was no reader, but even he could tell there was a surge of energy coming their way.  He looked towards the entrance, the hair at the back of his neck standing on end, a mix of trepidation and excitement filling him.
 
   He was almost disappointed when a tall, well-built man with blond hair entered the circular space; he’d expected something more.  The man walked over to the Relic and placed his hand upon it, stroking it affectionately as though it were a pet dog.
 
   ‘It’s perfect, is it not?’ said Anderson, watching his movements carefully.
 
   ‘It is perfect,’ replied Alexander, although his face remained neutral, ‘everything worked out exactly according to plan.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Marcus and Anita made their careful way through the small hole at the back of Joslyn’s cave.  It was low to the ground, and they had to crawl on hands and knees to fit through.  ‘Just follow it to the fork and then keep left,’ said Joslyn, as they disappeared into the unknown.  ‘Make sure you stay silent all the way; you never know who might be listening,’ she said, more to herself than to the others, who had already rounded the first bend.
 
   They crawled in silence, Anita at the front, moving as quickly as she could, a light strapped to her forehead to illuminate the path.  The floor was cold and unforgiving and they had bruises on their shins in no time, but it wasn’t far to the fork, so they pressed on in comradely silence.  They did as they had been told and turned left, feeling the ground almost immediately start to slope upwards, the tunnel becoming pebbly, slowing their progress as they picked their way along.
 
   ‘There’s light up ahead,’ whispered Anita, eventually, ‘only another minute or two and I think we’ll be there.’  Marcus grunted his acknowledgement.  They reached the end and waited for several minutes, listening intently, adrenaline pumping, their senses heightened, before they snuck out into the back of an enormous, dingy, store room.  They stood up and looked around, Anita surprised by both the sheer scale of the place and the breadth of resources.  There were racks and racks of all manner of herbs and spices, metals, rocks and fabrics, not to mention the food, of which there appeared to be enough to satisfy an army for a decade.
 
   ‘I guess this explains why Timi’s monks haven’t been affected by the rationing,’ said Marcus, quietly, brushing dust from his legs.
 
   ‘I guess so,’ replied Anita, taking in every detail as she wasted no time in the hunt for the door.  The room was cold and poorly lit, and aside from the colossal quantity in storage, there seemed to be nothing special about it.  Anita was wondering whether the purpose of all this was really to be able to survive in isolation, when Marcus’ hand shot out and pulled her towards him, circling into a side row.
 
   ‘Ssssh,’ whispered Marcus, Anita scowling furiously.  ‘Listen.’
 
   Anita listened and recognised the far off sound of muffled voices.  ‘I think that move was a little dramatic,’ she scorned, using the hand that had come to rest on his chest to push herself away.  They moved towards the voices, close enough to hear their words, which, to their disappointment, concerned only the supplies they had been sent to retrieve.  They waited for a handful of minutes until the two men had everything they needed and left, a dull thunk reverberating through the store as they pulled the large door shut.
 
   ‘Looks like we found the way out,’ said Anita, heading quickly towards it.
 
   ‘Anita, wait,’ hissed Marcus, catching up with her as she reached the door and grabbing her arm.  ‘Before you throw that door open in reckless abandon, what’s the plan here?’
 
   Anita turned to face him.  ‘That’s more your style than mine,’ she retorted, putting her ear to the door and listening intently, focusing every ounce of concentration on detecting any nearby energy.  ‘It’s clear,’ she said, finally satisfied there was no one there.  She reached out to the door handle, pressed down the lever and gave it a solid tug, the heavy wood swinging ponderously towards her.  She opened it just a crack and peered carefully through the gap to see what lay beyond.
 
   ‘Wow,’ she said, almost involuntarily, as she took in what lay before her.  She had expected to emerge in some dingy corridor, from whence they would have had to snoop about in the vain hope of stumbling upon something significant.  The reality was altogether different.  Light poured through the chink, beating their eyes and making them squint, and when their eyes adjusted, they found themselves gazing out over what could only be described as a small town; houses, shops and people bathed in soft light from the open crater above.
 
   ‘We’re in the crater?’ asked Marcus.  ‘I had no idea we were that high up.’
 
   ‘I know,’ said Anita, ‘strange.’
 
   The crater was enormous, and the store room was positioned at its edge, away from the town, presumably quarried out of the mountain itself.  It was also set slightly above the level of the buildings, meaning from where they stood, they had a good vantage point to spy on the whole place.  The town was bustling; sounds and smells wafting on the light breeze up to where Anita and Marcus hid, people going about their business as though this were any normal town.  On the far side of the crater the land was being farmed; crops and orchards growing happily, people working in the fields, but to the right of where they stood, on the edge of the crater, was a tall cliff, on top of which sat a curious, decadent structure, towards which everything else was oriented.
 
   They took in the spectacle for a moment in silence.  ‘It’s some kind of Temple,’ said Marcus, eventually, eyeing up the winding stone steps that made their theatrical way to the top.  
 
   ‘I agree,’ said Anita.  ‘The whole place is angled towards it.  And are those crystals all the way around?’ she asked, not quite believing her eyes.
 
   Marcus laughed.  ‘I think so,’ he said, eyeing up the strange structure warily.  ‘I take it that’s our new destination,’ he sighed.
 
   Anita smiled but gave no answer, instead, heaving the door open a little further and slipping through.  She headed in the direction of the Temple without so much as a backwards glance, Marcus left with little option but to roll his eyes and follow in her wake.
 
   They headed around the edge of the crater, using the boulders scattered everywhere to shield them.  Anita moved quickly meaning Marcus trailed behind, both taking care not to make a sound.  He caught up to her near the bottom of the cliff, Anita having paused to study the new object of her attention.  ‘I wonder what they could possibly want a Temple like that for,’ said Anita, sarcastically.
 
   ‘You think it’s up there?’ asked Marcus, ducking down to keep out of sight.
 
   ‘If it’s here, yes,’ she replied, excitedly.  ‘It’s as likely a place as we’re going to stumble upon.’
 
   ‘But we can’t just waltz up those steps.  The whole town would see us.’
 
   ‘That’s why we’re going round the back,’ said Anita, making a break for it across a gap in their cover, Marcus taking a deep breath before propelling himself behind her.
 
   ‘Round the back?’ he asked, having reached the safety of another boulder, his back pressed against it, the jagged coolness providing a strange sort of comfort.
 
   ‘It’s the only place that’s not overlooked.  If you follow the edge of the cliff around, you can see there’s some kind of space behind it.’
 
   ‘I’m not blind,’ he snapped, ‘but you’re not seriously intending to climb a sheer cliff face with no idea what’s at the top?’
 
   Anita frowned.  ‘Of course,’ she replied as they reached the base of the cliff.  ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, goading him, ‘you can stay at the bottom and keep a look out if you’re too scared to come up with me.’
 
   Marcus raised his eyebrows.  ‘Aside from the way I feel about climbing,’ he said, ignoring her spurn, ‘I don’t think having a look out is a bad idea.  Or at the very least I can try and make it back to the cave to tell someone if you get caught.’
 
   Anita shrugged.  ‘Very well,’ she said, as they reached the back of the strange structure.  ‘Here will do well enough,’ she said, scoping out her climb from below.  ‘Yes,’ she said, after several moments, satisfied she could easily make it to the top.  ‘Wish me luck,’ she said, flippantly, grasping hold of the cliff.
 
   ‘Wait,’ said Marcus, placing a hand on her arm and pulling her back from the face.  ‘Seriously, Anita, be careful,’ he paused, trying to make the gravity of his words sink in, ‘make sure you come back down here in one piece.’  He pulled her into a rough embrace, holding her head to his chest and waiting for her to hug him back before letting her go.
 
   Anita half smiled, softening a little.  ‘I’ll be fine, Marcus, I’ve climbed things far more difficult than this and come back alive.  And you just be careful not to strain yourself sitting down here keeping watch,’ she said, her eyes twinkling as she lifted off and began her climb.
 
   ‘Funny,’ said Marcus, ‘very funny,’ as he settled down to watch and wait.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita climbed quickly and easily, this face no more of a challenge than the cliffs in Empire on which she frequently trained.  However, when she reached the top, she paused, concentrating all of her energy on trying to work out what was going on above.  She strained her ears and focused her energy field, but everything was silent and still.  She waited a few more moments before lifting her head and peering over the top, apprehensive about what she would find, and surprised to see a curtain of crystals between her and the space beyond.  The curtain circled right around the outside of the cliff, forming, from what she could make out, a huge open space inside.  There appeared to be no one on the inside either, so, steeling herself for surprises, she hoisting her body easily over the lip, crouching like a cat on the edge, waiting carefully for any movements this action might provoke. 
 
   To her relief, everything stayed still and quiet, with no apparent energy signatures.  She crept silently towards the barrier of crystals, keeping low to the ground, every movement carefully considered.  She reached the crystals and lay flat on the rocky floor, tentatively reaching out with her hand to make a small hole through which she could see.  She was careful to make only small, slow, delicate adjustments to the crystals, only too aware that any shift in light inside would draw immediate attention to her presence.
 
   She moved her eyes to the hole and was shocked to see several figures talking intently inside, a wash of energy and sound suddenly hitting her.  Her energy leapt, adrenaline flooding her as she watched for a reaction, preparing for a hasty retreat.  When no one seemed to notice her, she looked down and took several deep, slow breaths to get herself back under control, before looking up once more at the three figures inside.  Two of them she recognised immediately.  That double-crossing runt, thought Anita, as she took in Anderson’s tall, skinny, red-haired form.  Her mind raced through the implications of his involvement here; had he been the one who’d betrayed them after the Relic return?  Was he working for the Mind God all along?  Or for Timi?  This raised weighty questions about where his wife Bella had been for the last few months too.  Anderson had told everyone she was sick, but maybe she’d been just fine, working here the whole time.  The second figure was Timi, which was less of a surprise given he ran the place.  She pushed all thoughts of them to one side, forcing herself to focus on their conversation.
 
   ‘Everything is ready,’ said Anderson, addressing the other two with something akin to reverence.  Anita couldn’t tell for sure if the third figure was a man or a woman, as they were wearing a cloak and the hood was up, but given their height and broad shoulders, she guessed it was a man.  ‘It’s been arranged just as you stipulated and the ceremony will take place just as you planned.’
 
   ‘Good,’ said the man in the cloak, a tickle of dread starting to pool in Anita’s stomach.
 
   ‘Yes, very good,’ said Timi, nodding at Anderson, although his face remained a steely mask of contempt.
 
   ‘I aim to please,’ said Anderson, resentfully.  ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other things to which I must attend.’
 
   Anderson made to leave and Timi followed him.  ‘I’ll leave you alone with the Relic awhile,’ he said, something akin to fear in his voice.  ‘See you at supper.’
 
   The third man turned away from them as they left, circling slowly towards where Anita hid, and her breath caught in her lungs.  She was dimly aware of the Relic behind him, the man, who had been shielding it from view, having moved to reveal it.  But the sight of the thing that had caused all this mess barely even registered as something far more powerful clutched her insides.  She watched as the man turned in what seemed like slow motion, lowering his hood, revealing a mess of dishevelled blond hair.  Anita’s energy exploded, a million feelings radiating out of her and hitting him like shards of razor glass.  She thought she saw him wince a little, but he kept turning, electric blue eyes seeking out the face they knew so well.  He found her and his features contorted as though he were in pain, but his energy remained resolutely neutral, much to her dismay.  She froze, half of her wanting to jump up and run into his arms, the other half wary and afraid.
 
   ‘What are you doing here?’ asked Alexander’s familiar, chocolate voice.
 
   Anita stared at him for a long moment, confusion turning to anger at his impervious demeanour.  ‘That’s it?’ she demanded, not stopping for a second to think.  ‘You disappear, I think you’re dead or held captive, we’re finally reunited, and you ask me that?’  Anita felt a bit ridiculous, remembering she was lying on the floor, so she climbed purposefully to her feet on the inside of the crystals and took a step towards him.
 
   Alexander’s mouth twitched and a shadow flashed behind his eyes, but he remained absolutely still, adding fuel to Anita’s fire.  ‘Nothing?’ she raged.  ‘You have nothing at all to say to me?’  A plea crept into her voice, and she thought she saw something soften in his eyes.
 
   ‘What are you doing here?’ Alexander repeated, impatiently.
 
   ‘I could ask you the same question,’ she said, her tone still hostile, but uncertainty creeping in.
 
   Alexander said nothing, his body language cold and aloof, his features uninviting, and Anita realised there was something entirely different about him.  His energy felt strange and his eyes lacked the depth she usually found there.  She studied them and found them cold as stone; simple and straightforward, none of Alexander’s usual complexity on display.
 
   ‘Alexander, what’s going on?’ she asked, scared and unsure.
 
   No words came to Alexander’s lips, but his features twitched once more.  She was about to ask him if he was okay, when his body convulsed and then collapsed to the floor, legs crossing underneath him as though he were about to meditate.  He looked up at her, his familiar soft eyes finally meeting her own, but they suddenly snapped shut, a frown taking hold of his face until they opened once more, all tenderness snuffed out by a look of pure evil.
 
   Anita recoiled, whirling away from him and racing back through the crystal curtain and over the side of the cliff.  She expected to see him appear at the top, or for him to call others to apprehend her, but the place remained silent and still, as though she’d imagined the whole encounter.
 
   She reached the bottom and was met by Marcus’ concerned form, hovering nervously as she completed her descent.  ‘What happened?’ he asked, taking in her haste and disquiet.
 
   ‘We have to get out of here.  Now,’ she said, grabbing his hand and pulling him behind her, flying back the way they had come.
 
   ‘Anita, what’s going on?  Were you discovered?’
 
   ‘You could say that,’ she said, only just loud enough for him to hear.  ‘I’ll tell you everything when we’re back in the safety of Joslyn’s cave,’ she said, hastily, ‘now stop asking me stupid questions and run.’ 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They made it back to the cave without incident, Anita’s energy almost back under control by the time they tumbled out of the tunnel and onto Joslyn’s floor.
 
   ‘Gods, what happened?’ asked Joslyn, rushing over and helping Anita to her feet.  ‘Your energy is a wreck.’
 
   ‘Thanks,’ said Anita, bitterly.
 
   ‘Seriously,’ said Marcus, pushing himself back to his feet.  ‘What the hell happened up there?’  Joslyn led Anita to the bed and forced her to sit, Marcus following, crouching in front of her to see if she was alright.  He looked over her limbs, making sure she hadn’t suffered an injury, then hooked her hair back off her face and looked directly into her eyes.
 
   Anita met them and held his gaze a moment before responding.  ‘The Relic’s up there, and so are Timi, Anderson and Alexander,’ she said, matter-of-factly, ‘and they’re planning something, some kind of ceremony.’
 
   ‘Hang on,’ said Marcus, the news hitting him like a hammer.  ‘Alexander’s up there?’
 
   Anita looked from one of his eyes to the other and then dropped her head.  ‘Yes, along with Anderson and Timi and who knows who else.’
 
   ‘Anita,’ said Marcus, gently, ‘what happened?’
 
   She relayed the whole story, leaving out no detail and then waited for the inevitable barrage of questions, which, to her surprise, didn’t come.
 
   ‘Spineless bastard,’ said Marcus, not being specific about which of the three, in particular, he was referring to.
 
   ‘They all are,’ said Joslyn, nodding her agreement, ‘hiding away behind a mountain fortress.’
 
   Anita’s hackles came up.  ‘We don’t know what’s going on yet,’ she said, forcefully.  ‘They could be there against their will for all we know.  Timi seemed scared, and Alexander’s energy wasn’t like it usually is.  And I told you he was making weird facial expressions and then kind of collapsed to the floor.’
 
   ‘So you think the Mind God is using Alexander as a host?’ asked Joslyn, seeing where she was going.  ‘Not Timi?’
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ said Anita, shaking her head and launching herself to her feet.  ‘But I think Alexander wanted me to meditate with him; I think that’s what he was trying to signal to me.’
 
   ‘If he were being used, that would make sense,’ said Joslyn.  ‘Alexander’s centre would remain his and his alone, even if he were being used as a host.  The Mind God could, in theory, force his way in, but Alexander would know whether or not he was there.’
 
   ‘It’s worth a try then,’ said Anita.  ‘I’ll go back up there after the sun has set and try to make contact.’
 
   ‘You’ll what?’ asked Marcus, rounding on Anita.  ‘You can’t be serious?  It’s obviously a trap.’
 
   Anita shook her head.  ‘I don’t think so,’ she replied, ‘and even if it is, it’s not like we have a better plan.’
 
   ‘Anita,’ said Marcus, slowly, ‘have you stopped to consider the possibility that Alexander is the one behind all this?  From what you’ve said, it was like the other two were scared of him, he didn’t seem to be under guard, and surely a powerful Spirit isn’t exactly a natural host for the Mind God.’
 
   ‘Not like there’s much other choice on a mountain full of Spirits,’ sniped Anita.  ‘Of course I’ve considered it,’ she said, evenly, trying to keep emotion out of it.  ‘But have you considered that we have no other option?  The Mind God continues to syphon energy out of the world using an object which is now safely under his protection.  We have no plan, no idea really what to do next, and now, using Alexander, we have a way to connect with someone on the inside.’
 
   ‘You expect me to believe that’s really why you want to do this?’ Marcus asked, hotly.  
 
   ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ Anita spat, anger beginning to boil inside her.
 
   ‘I could go instead,’ he said, testily.  ‘I’m doubtless more objective when it comes to him.’
 
   Anita laughed a cruel laugh.  ‘Objective?  In what world are you that when it comes to the two of us?’
 
   The word ‘us’ stabbed Marcus like a knife.  ‘The two of you?’ he said, squaring up to her.  ‘Where has he been since the world collapsed?  Where was he when you were being held prisoner?  Why is he still up there now, even after he’s seen you two feet in front of him?’
 
   Anita stayed quiet, calming herself down.  ‘Marcus,’ she said, eventually, placing her arm on his, ‘I’m sorry, but I’ve got to do this.’
 
   ‘Obviously not as sorry as I am,’ he said, snatching his arm away and storming out of the room.
 
   ‘I do love a good lover’s tiff,’ said Joslyn, delighted, clapping her hands together in glee.
 
   ‘We’re not lovers,’ said Anita, firmly, ‘but at least now I know where Cleo gets it from.’
 
   A shadow moved behind Joslyn’s eyes.  ‘Cleopatra is like me?’ she asked, her face locked in confusion.
 
   ‘Yes.  She’s the go-to person in Empire for gossip of any kind, and she loves nothing more than a bit of melodrama.  She most certainly does not get that from Draeus.’
 
   ‘No,’ agreed Joslyn, ‘he always was a bit of a stick in the mud when it comes to all that.  Too discrete for his own good.  Tell me more about her.  I keep meaning to ask Draeus, but I don’t seem to be able to find the right words.’
 
   ‘Well,’ said Anita, ‘where to start?  She looks a lot like you; her skin’s a bit lighter, but she has your features, and long dark hair just like you.  She flits through life, chasing gossip and boys, loves getting dressed up, gets overexcited about parties, and works at Draeus’ bar in Empire.  She runs the place really, which she enjoys because it’s where everyone goes to gossip.  She’s...’
 
   ‘...she’s the cleverest, most devious, most convincing person I know...,’ came a deep, male voice from the entrance.
 
   They whirled around to see Draeus, back from taking a message to Marcus’ bodyguards.  ‘...and I’ll be damned, but I can’t control a single thing she does,’ he finished, stepping fully into the cave.
 
   ‘No one can,’ smiled Anita, walking past Draeus to the exit.  ‘Everything alright with the message?’ she asked as she made her way past him.
 
   ‘All fine,’ he nodded, and Anita left them alone.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   The election had gone as well as anyone could have hoped, for all except Gwyn that is, but aside from her lack of seat, it had been a wild success.  Matthew’s party had swept to victory, Matthew now ensconced as the inaugural President, and most areas had a good number of new representatives.  That is not to say many Councillors were not elected, as they were, in their droves, and especially in Kingdom, but everyone was relieved to see a good injection of new blood into the world’s politics, and crucially, a new leader, in whom there was a lot of trust.
 
   ‘So we’re all set?’ asked Rose, as they walked up the steps in front of the new parliament building, looking from Bakko to Cleo for any sign of hesitation.
 
   ‘As we said,’ Cleo nodded, impatiently, ‘we’re ready to go.’
 
   ‘And you’ve managed to include something about the Relic inscriptions as per the note from Draeus?’ she pressed, not taking the hint.
 
   Cleo suppressed the urge to huff.  ‘Yes, we have included that modification; luckily it wasn’t difficult to do.’  Bakko sent a nudge to the edge of her energy field, letting her know he felt her pain.
 
   ‘Okay then,’ said Rose, ‘let’s talk Cordelia through it.’
 
   Bakko’s eyes flashed with annoyance; like he, the Spirit God, needed permission from Rose to speak to his fellow God.  This time Cleo sent him a nudge, and he grasped her hand in exasperation as they entered the impressive new construction.  It was a curious mix of traditional and modern; intricate carvings combined with large swathes of glass and steel.  It had a sort of established yet progressive feel, light exposing every nook and cranny of the huge circular debate hall, yet the offices on the higher levels were cosy and inviting, in stark contrast to the previous halls of power and control.
 
   ‘I have no idea how they built this so quickly,’ said Cleo, marvelling at the ornate stone carvings that wrapped over the edge of the nearest pane of glass.
 
   ‘They had enough people with a strong enough desire to see it done,’ said Bakko, also impressed by the quality of the work.  ‘Ah, Cordelia, good to see you,’ he said, halting in front of his fellow God, but offering no further greeting.
 
   ‘Likewise,’ said Cordelia, ‘and of course it’s good to see you two as well,’ she said, nodding to Cleo and Rose.
 
   ‘Let’s get down to it then,’ said Bakko, wishing this formality to be over so he could retreat back to seclusion with Cleo.  ‘I take it we’re in here?’ he asked, walking into the main hall without waiting for an answer.
 
   ‘Welcome,’ said Matthew, walking towards him with open arms.  ‘Thank you so much for coming.  This way,’ he said, gesturing towards the dais in the centre of the round chamber.  The room was filled with an array of newly elected people, their energy, for the most part, excited and upbeat, the new system still proving novel and enticing.  There were a few detractors, sitting with crossed arms, their straight, negative energy permeating through the buoyant enthusiasm and hitting Bakko’s energy field like small, irritating, pins.
 
   ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ said Matthew, gesturing around with wide, open arms as they reached the room’s focal point, ‘it is with great pleasure I present to you, Bakko, the Spirit God, along with Cleo, daughter of the renowned trader, Andraeus.  They come to us today with a plan to find people who can help find a way to return the Relic.’  He paused to let the room settle down, building suspense for his guests.  ‘Please welcome Bakko and Cleo,’ he said, with a sweeping gesture, taking his seat in the front row.
 
   Bakko and Cleo stood a moment, letting all eyes settle on them, each taking in a different segment of the room.  They let the pause reach almost awkward proportions before Cleo spoke out, her voice quiet and intense, so the audience instinctively leaned a little towards her.  ‘You all know the truth now,’ she started, ‘about the Relic, the Descendants, the old system of rule,’ she paused, picking out a few of the most sullen politicians and meeting their brooding eyes with a warning.  ‘And you’re all more than aware of the ongoing consequences of ignoring the problem of the Relic return.  That being said,’ she said, smiling, ‘tomorrow is a pivotal day in our fight to stabilise the energy, and you are all crucial to our success.’  Cleo stopped talking and looked to Bakko to continue.
 
   ‘The Mind Challenge will take place in an environment in which no person has before set foot,’ said Bakko, cryptically.  ‘The event will take place in the central chamber underneath the Temples here in Empire, around the pool of water that grounds the energy there,’ he said, his tone nonchalant.  ‘We have, from preliminary challenges, interviews and energy tests, already handpicked the nine Minds who will compete.  However, whilst the challenge is going on beneath the Temples, there will be a festival above.  The Temples will be filled with music, food, dancing and games.  It’s very important for the success of the activities below that there’s a large amount of positive energy to draw from.  The people will not be able to see what’s going on in the challenge, but they must remain in high spirits for the duration, and this is where you all come in,’ he said.
 
   ‘You must create a party atmosphere and keep the place filled with people,’ said Cleo, ‘for as long as it takes.’
 
   ‘And how long will that be?’ asked one of the politicians.
 
   ‘Could be hours,’ Bakko shrugged.  ‘Could be days.’
 
   ‘You want us to keep a party going for days?’ scoffed one of the ex-Councillors.
 
   Bakko’s eyes flashed.  ‘Will that be a problem for you?’ he asked, the colour seeming to drain from the room as they awaited his answer.  The man bowed his head and shook it, not meeting anyone’s eyes and not able to find a voice to reply.  ‘Good.  In which case, we’ll see you all tomorrow,’ said Bakko, turning in unison with Cleo and heading for the exit.
 
   ‘Aren’t you going to tell us what the format of the challenge is?’ asked Joshua, smug about his new position amongst the elected.
 
   Cleo kept walking, but Bakko looked over his shoulder, without stopping, an impassive look on his face.  ‘No,’ he said, simply, and followed Cleo out of the room.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The following day, an hour before noon, the politicians had diligently arrived at the Temples in Empire.  There was already a large crowd outside, milling expectantly, and all the contestants – aside from Cleo – were nervously waiting in the rooms below, which had, until recently, belonged to the line of the Body Descendants.  The band was setting up, traders were tending to slow cooked meat, which was turning on spits, the delicious smell wafting through the air.  Bars dotted around the Temples were plentiful and well stocked, and the games were set for those with a competitive side.
 
   ‘Everything ready?’ asked Cordelia, standing in the open space of the Body Temple.
 
   ‘Yes,’ Cleo replied, ‘as ready as it’s ever going to be.’
 
   Cordelia nodded.  ‘I’ll see you down there then,’ she said.  ‘I’m going to prepare.’
 
   ‘See you there,’ said Bakko, clasping Cordelia’s shoulder as she passed him before she descended to the pool below.
 
   Bakko looked around, satisfied there was little more they could do to ready the place, and weary of the growing mass of energy all around.  ‘Come with me,’ he said to Cleo, turning towards the Temple of the Spirit and moving towards it at speed.  Cleo followed, although not obviously – they were trying to keep their relationship secret from the public – and was careful to avoid interception from anyone as she went.
 
   Bakko descended into the quarters which had previously belonged to Alexander, all his things yet to be removed, and waited impatiently for Cleo to join him.  She descended the stairs barely thirty seconds behind him, and he sprang forward to meet her, lifting her down the final few steps.
 
   ‘Finally,’ he breathed, kissing her with an urgent intensity.
 
   Cleo responded enthusiastically.  ‘You’re insufferable,’ she teased, between kisses, ‘we’ve only been here a few hours.’
 
   ‘A few hours too many,’ he said, pulling her backwards to a beaten up old leather sofa.  He sat down and pulled Cleo down with him, so she sat across his lap, legs out along the rest of the sofa.  They stopped kissing and Bakko leaned back into the leather, taking a deep, restorative breath.  ‘That’s better,’ he said, as Cleo wriggled down to lie along the sofa, putting a pillow under her head in his lap.
 
   ‘Too many energy signatures?’ asked Cleo, as Bakko absent-mindedly stroked her cheek, then pushed her hair back off her face.
 
   He nodded.  ‘Yep.  I can’t stand it all the time,’ he said.  ‘At least in the Wild Lands there are a limited number of other people.’
 
   ‘So that’s where you’ll go once today is over?’ Cleo asked, hesitation in her voice.
 
   Bakko smiled.  ‘I don’t know,’ he said, taking her hand and putting it to his lips.  ‘Where do you intend to be?’ he asked, playfully.
 
   ‘I suppose that depends,’ she replied, matching his tone.
 
   ‘Oh?  Upon what does it depend?’
 
   Cleo turned suddenly sombre.  ‘Bakko, seriously, what will happen to us?  If we find a way to return the Relic, won’t that mean you’ll be leaving this world too?’
 
   ‘There are always ways,’ he replied, distantly.
 
   ‘Like what?’ she asked, her tone insistent.
 
   ‘Like, let’s not talk of this now.  We’ve both got a big day ahead of us.  Speaking of which, if anything turns sour, you get out of there as soon as you can.  You know I won’t be able to protect you...’
 
   ‘...I know, we’ve been through this a thousand times,’ said Cleo, swatting away his hand and sitting up.
 
   ‘Cleo,’ he said, his words halting when he saw her face.  He paused, meeting her flaming eyes, then hesitantly placed his hand back on her cheek.  She thought about resisting for a moment before sinking back down into the warmth of his embrace, burying her head in his torso.  ‘Cleo,’ he said, faltering a moment before finding his resolve as she turned her head to meet his eyes.  ‘I love you.  I have never loved anyone before.  I will fight until my dying breath for us to be together.  I will find a way.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Noon arrived, loud and unwelcome, many feet thundering into the Temples above where Bakko and Cleo lay.  The Temples’ central chamber, which had previously been the location of Council meetings, had been removed entirely, meaning one could now walk freely from one Temple to another.  The very centre point, which stood directly above, and contained a hole through to the pool of sacred water below, had been kept clear with a cordon, so nobody could accidently interrupt the events taking place beneath.
 
   ‘Time to go,’ said Bakko, finally accepting that now was the moment he would have to prise himself away from Cleo.  ‘Good luck,’ he said, gently, squeezing her hand as he led her into the tunnel at the back of the chambers.  
 
   ‘You too,’ she replied, as they reached the door to the Mind quarters, kissing him one final time before they were sucked into a world full of others.  She pulled away, took a deep breath and walked confidently into the room which held the other contestants.  Bakko watched her go then slipped away to find where Cordelia awaited him below.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Cleo looked around the room, taking in the other eight contestants, none of whom she recognised.  There were four women and four men, and they were spread across a wide range of ages, from a boy who could have been no older than thirteen or fourteen, to two older contestants who looked as though they were at least eighty.  The rest were aged somewhere in between, one other who looked as though he was around Cleo’s age, and the others older, with the smug look of educated middle age about them.  We’ll see how smug you are once we’re in, thought Cleo, a knot of anxiety gripping her stomach as she tried to work out which of them represented the biggest threat.  Of course it was impossible to tell; she had no idea of their capabilities, so she could do nothing but wait to find out.
 
   Cordelia had been most insistent that Cleo shouldn’t have any advantage over the others and Bakko had been entirely unwilling to go against her, so, frustratingly, Cleo was in the dark about her fellow contestants.  Of course, she knew a great deal about the challenge itself, having been instrumental in its construction, but she didn’t know everything, nor did she know how much the others had been told, so maybe they had a good idea of what they were heading into as well.
 
   ‘Ready?’ asked a politician who’d volunteered to help run the challenge, scanning her eyes across the group of contestants.  ‘It’s nearly time for you to go up there to be introduced to the crowd,’ she said, in an irritatingly perky tone.  ‘Remember to smile and wave,’ she added.  And as if they might not have understood, she smiled and waved her hand in energetic demonstration.
 
   Right on cue, the stone in the roof which sealed the chamber slid aside and Matthew’s excited voice wafted in from above.  ‘...so without further ado, ladies and gentlemen, please welcome our contestants!’  He said it with rousing anticipation, hyping the audience to ever greater levels of animation, a wild applause meeting them as they climbed the steps into the light of the Temples above.  Cleo raised an involuntary eyebrow, at least the energy levels are high enough, she thought, trying to block out the noise and concentrate on what they would be faced with in only a few short minutes’ time.  Matthew introduced them all in turn, Cleo waving as her name was called, but barely hearing the words he spoke, forcing herself to focus her mind, thinking of nothing but the challenge ahead.
 
   ‘The challengers will enter the minds of the Gods,’ said Matthew, mysteriously, ‘where they will work to solve a puzzle laid before them.  The first to solve the puzzle will be crowned champion,’ he said, taking a moment to revel in the attention of this mass of excited humanity.  ‘There is no second place,’ he said, a hush falling.  ‘The challenge could take hours or days, and it is the job of us all,’ he said, waving a sweeping hand across the crowd, ‘to maintain a lively atmosphere of celebration up here, ready to welcome our victor.’  A cheer went up from the crowd.  ‘So, with no further delay, let us wish our contestants the very best of luck, and send them to their challenge.’  The audience roared, stamped and clapped as the contestants filed down through the floor, the stone sliding back into place, muffling the cacophony overhead.
 
   Two of the newly elected members of parliament ushered the contestants to the central underground chamber, their movements thick with fear as they hovered before the door.  ‘Send them in, then leave,’ came a quiet, penetrating voice from beyond, the politicians jumping to obey the command of a God.
 
   Cleo hung back whilst the rest of the challengers entered, watching their faces carefully as they entered the unknown.  She felt her own heart rate rise as she followed them, a wash of energy hitting her like a force field as she stepped through the door.  Inside the room was almost dark, only a few flickering candles lighting the way.  It was unnaturally still and calm, and the challengers spread out in a circle around the pool, each moving to a spongy mat, which had obviously been laid out for them to sit on.  The Gods were in the very centre, sitting back to back, each holding the other’s hands, which were held out to either side.  They had their eyes closed and acted as though they hadn’t noticed the room’s new occupants, appearing to somehow sit on top of the pool of water itself.
 
   Cleo hadn’t been expecting this.  Now she thought of it, she wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, but the sight of Bakko and Cordelia apparently sitting on water in front of her eyes was curious, captivating and entirely distracting.
 
   ‘Sit or lie on your mat, whichever you wish,’ the quiet but powerful voice came again, without either Bakko or Cordelia moving a muscle.  They all did as they were told, each contestant fixated on the Gods, each tense and excited to see what would come next.
 
   ‘When you are ready, begin your meditation,’ said the voice, which Cleo thought might belong to Cordelia.  ‘Push your energy towards the pool, and you will end up where you’re supposed to be.’  The voice ceased and the room went still.  They waited for several long heartbeats to see if anything further would be said, but, met with stony silence, they lowered themselves into meditation one by one.
 
   Cleo opened her eyes to find herself in the familiar landscape of Bakko’s mind; the impossible expanse of continuous change rolling out from where she stood, and a familiar shiver of warmth ran up her spine.  ‘Concentrate,’ she told herself as she looked around for the first step of the challenge that she had helped devise.  Although she knew the theory behind the tasks ahead, she had not been privy to the exact details of how they would manifest, nor the order in which she would have to face them.  Her eyes found the other contestants, who had gathered together just down the slope from where she stood.  They were looking around, bewildered, and she moved towards them, thinking maybe they’d found the first clue.
 
   She reached them to find she was wrong.  They hadn’t found anything of note, but were simply overwhelmed by what they saw around them; this was entirely unlike any mind they had meditated to before.  They heard a rumbling behind them and turned in unison to see a great, edgeless mirror appear out of the ground.  It stood fifteen feet in the air and reflected the colossal, changing landscape behind them, wispy clouds drifting across the calm blue sky.  Words appeared across the mirror, and the group took several steps forward to see what they said.
 
   ‘Why are you here?’ read the youngest contestant.  ‘It’s asking us to tell it why we’re here?’ he said, incredulous, as though this were the easiest thing in the world.  He didn’t wait for an answer, but stepped up to the mirror and said in loud, clear, arrogant tones, ‘I’m here to win the Mind challenge.’
 
   They waited expectantly for something to happen, and after a few moments, some more words appeared in the mirror.  ‘Set yourself free,’ read one of the other women.  ‘As in the saying “the truth will set you free”?’ she asked.
 
   Cleo was as in the dark as the rest of them.  She had been expecting something different as the first step of the challenge and a twinge of annoyance crept into her energy.
 
   ‘So we need to tell it why we’re here, aside from the obvious,’ said one of the older men.  He stepped up to the mirror and said, ‘I’m here because my wife recently found out I was having an affair with her best friend.  She told me if I didn’t enter, and win, she’d divorce me.  The only way to save my marriage is to win this challenge.’
 
   Aside from the raised eyebrows and hidden smiles this generated, it also caused the mirror to change in appearance.  The reflection blurred then went pitch black, and a tunnel became visible beyond.  ‘Great,’ said the woman again, ‘let’s go,’ but as she tried to step through the mirror, a shockwave hit her, and she was thrown to the ground and then vanished into thin air.
 
   ‘Kicked out of the meditation,’ said one of the others.  ‘I guess she wasn’t the one supposed to step through.
 
   ‘I guess that would be me then,’ said the philanderer, gingerly stepping towards the mirror.  He reached out a hand and felt the boundary of the tunnel, his features a knot of anxiety.  He breathed a deep sigh of relief as his fingers crossed the threshold, then followed them through into the tunnel beyond, immediately disappearing from view as the mirror returned to block their way.
 
   The rest of the contestants stepped up to the mirror and gave their reasons one by one.  Cleo was careful to lag behind, both so she could learn a bit about her competition, and also because she didn’t want everyone to know why she was really here.  The old couple went through next, without incident.  They were here because they were husband and wife, had lived long lives together, and had run out of entertainment.  The challenge had presented a great opportunity for them to do something exciting, and they had both leapt at the chance.
 
   Then came another of the middle-aged men.  ‘I am here to make a name for myself,’ he said, a little sheepish.  Nothing happened.  ‘I am,’ he protested, looking around at the others.  ‘I’m here to become famous.’  Again, the mirror remained a mirror.
 
   ‘Let me try,’ said a portly and officious woman, around the same age as the man.  ‘I am here because I am the best Mind I’ve ever met.  If anyone can win this challenge, it’s me,’ she said, self-assurance dripping from her.  The mirror remained resolutely in place.  ‘It’s broken,’ she said, determined this were the only explanation.
 
   ‘Or maybe only the first three were allowed through?’ mused the guy around the same age as Cleo.  He stepped up to the mirror.  ‘I’m here because I’ve always had a crush on Cleo.  I knew she would be here, so this was a chance to impress her,’ he said, easily.  The mirror instantly changed to black, and he stepped through without a backwards glance.
 
   ‘Well I guess it’s not broken then,’ said Cleo, going a little red in the cheeks.
 
   ‘Apparently not,’ said the young guy, shooting her an infuriating look as he stepped up to the mirror once more.  ‘I’m here because there’s a girl I’m trying to impress too.  Nothing turns a head like a champion,’ he said, honestly, and the mirror changed for him too.
 
   Cleo shrugged.  Given the other two had already had a go, she stepped up to the mirror.  ‘I’m here firstly because I want to help save the world, and secondly because I’m in love with Bakko.’  The mirror changed to black, and she turned to look at the other two.  Something told her they were going to have a difficult time getting through; they looked like the kind of people who had to lie to themselves just to get through each day.  She turned and stepped into the black, a jolting rush of energy dragging her forwards.
 
   She landed in a crumpled heap on a bed of soft green moss, trees rearing up all around her, the other contestants on their feet, looking around in bewilderment.  ‘Where are we now?’ asked the guy with a crush on her.
 
   ‘I have no idea,’ she replied, truthfully.  Although she had known truth would be a component, she had no idea the mirror would be its execution; this was all very different to what she’d thought it would be like.
 
   They were wondering what to do next when a creaking, cracking sound whipped out around them and a series of six wooden doors rose up in a semi-circle in front of them.  Each door was distinct; some short, some tall, some narrow, some wide, one with a stained glass window, one with a brass knocker, one with a letterbox, several with rounded tops, one with a strange triangular top, but they each had a unique number from one to six somewhere on their surface.
 
   They were taking in the doors and wondering which to approach when a voice boomed out in Cleo’s head.  ‘Take the others through door three,’ it said, evaporating as quickly as it had appeared.  She looked up to see five startled faces and walked towards door one.
 
   ‘What are you doing?’ asked the young boy.  Obviously your door, thought Cleo, smugly.
 
   ‘Just having a look at what we’re dealing with,’ she replied.  ‘I’m Cleo, by the way.  I’ve just realised we haven’t even introduced ourselves yet.’
 
   ‘I’m Rupert,’ said the young boy, giving a half wave.
 
   ‘Wilan,’ said the guy around Cleo’s age.
 
   ‘I’m Glen, and this is Patsy,’ said the oldest man, motioning to his wife, who was ignoring them, instead scrutinising the doors.
 
   ‘Desmond,’ said the philanderer, walking up and examining door two.  ‘So were you all given a door to lead the others through as well?’ he asked, casually, working his way down the row of doors.
 
   ‘Were we supposed to reveal that?’ asked Wilan, nervously bunching his hands.
 
   ‘Nobody said we couldn’t, I suppose,’ said Glen, taking a seat on the moss and watching his wife move slowly from one door to another.
 
   ‘So who had which door?’ asked Cleo.  ‘Mine was door one.’
 
   ‘No, mine was door one,’ said Rupert, rushing to door one as though this would reinforce his claim.
 
   ‘Maybe other people are in the same situation,’ said Cleo, ‘which doors were you all told?’
 
   ‘Two,’ said Desmond, shrugging.
 
   ‘Five,’ said Glen.
 
   ‘Six,’ said Wilan.
 
   ‘I wasn’t given a door,’ said Patsy, continuing her minute inspection.
 
   ‘So that’s two for door one,’ said Cleo, ‘and nobody for doors three or four.’
 
   ‘Bit strange Patsy’s the only one without a door,’ said Rupert, his voice thick with suspicion.
 
   Patsy frowned.  ‘Bit strange there are two people claiming to have been given door one,’ she replied, her tone even but her eyes hot.
 
   ‘I don’t think so,’ said Desmond, cutting across the tension as he inspected doors three and four.  ‘It’s not surprising the Gods have given us something that’s not straightforward.  The question is, what’s different about these two doors?’ he asked, looking at them suspiciously.
 
   ‘And it’s basic mind education to question everything,’ said Wilan, joining Desmond by the doors, ‘even what may seem like a clear instruction from the Gods.’
 
   Patsy half smiled as they all crowded around the two unclaimed doors.  At least I know who my competition is now, thought Cleo, studying the doors closely along with the others.  Door three was the most plain of the lot; it had a rounded top, a handle, and a shiny, brass number three in an odd location at the bottom of the door.  Conversely, door four was ornate, with every embellishment possible, including a section of beautiful stained glass across the top.  The number four was large, silver and had elaborate serifs.  Altogether the ensemble screamed of stately decadence, whereas door three was understated and peasant-like in comparison.
 
   ‘Nothing conclusive,’ said Desmond.
 
   ‘Maybe we should go through door one then,’ said Wilan, trying to sound casual and falling a long way short.  ‘Two of us were told to go through that door, so maybe the answer is as simple as that.’
 
   ‘The Gods are supposed to be setting us a challenge,’ said Glen, ‘and that explanation seems a little mundane for an event of this magnitude.’
 
   ‘I agree,’ said Patsy, ‘the answer has to lie somewhere in these two doors,’ she said, looking studiously between the two.  ‘Door three looks hopeful,’ she said, lightly, before pausing for a moment, trying to draw out her competition, who she already knew was almost certainly Cleo.
 
   ‘Why?’ Wilan jumped in, Patsy silently cursing.  ‘Door four is so much more ornate.’
 
   ‘And the glossy, flashy option is very rarely the path to enlightenment,’ said Desmond, looking pointedly at Wilan’s expensive clothes, slicked back hair, and gleaming shoes. 
 
   ‘There’s nothing wrong with taking pride in one’s appearance,’ scowled Wilan, shooting a sideways glance at Cleo to see her reaction.
 
   Feeling the weight of attention turn towards her and not wanting to reveal her cards too early, she deflected.  ‘Glen, you haven’t said much, what do you think?’
 
   Patsy’s eyebrows went up just a fraction; her competition had just been confirmed.  ‘Honestly, I don’t know,’ he said.  ‘But if I were to take a punt, I’d go for door four.  It is my experience that, no matter how much we try to fight it, form generally triumphs over function, and door four is indeed in fine form.’
 
   ‘See,’ said Wilan, pointedly.  ‘That’s settled it then.’
 
   Cleo knew she had to make her move with momentum swinging towards door four’s cause, but just as she was opening her mouth to speak, Rupert jumped in first.  ‘Well I don’t know about the rest of you,’ he said, ‘but the Gods told me to go through door one, and that is what I intend to do.  Cleo, Patsy, I think you should come with me,’ he said, confidence ringing through his voice, ‘Cleo, for obvious reasons, and Patsy because you weren’t given a door, and it’s always best to gain strength from numbers.’
 
   The group looked curiously at Rupert, wondering why he thought trying to bully them into following him would work, when, to everyone’s surprise, Patsy said, ‘great.  I’m right behind you.’  She walked confidently towards Rupert and sent Cleo a meaningful look.
 
   Cleo caught on immediately.  ‘Okay, if you insist,’ she said, playing along.  ‘Go on then Rupert,’ she said, urgency peppering her words, ‘lead the way.’
 
   Rupert couldn’t quite believe his luck and yanked the door open with childish excitement, rushing through into the blackness beyond.  Cleo and Patsy halted as soon as he disappeared, throwing each other a ‘thank the Gods he’s gone’ kind of look, when a loud noise erupted from the open doorway.  They apprehensively watched the black space, and moments later, the door spat Rupert back out, slamming indignantly behind him.  Rupert landed in an undignified heap on the floor, emitting a loud string of expletives before disappearing into thin air.
 
   ‘Fail,’ said Wilan, flippantly, displaying a boyish grin.
 
   ‘And then there were five,’ said Desmond, triumphantly.  ‘So, what are we going to do?’
 
   All eyes turned to Cleo, given she was the only one who was yet to express her views, and she paused a moment, deciding what to say.  ‘It’s clearly between doors three and four,’ she said, slowly.  ‘The choice we have is between something flashy and something simple.  We have very little to go on other than that, but in my experience, things which are flashy are usually so in order to divert attention from something rotten underneath.  Things that are plain and straightforward on the other hand, tend to be just that; honest and true.  I would rather walk through a door like this than a door covering some foul secret behind its frame.’
 
   ‘You make a compelling case,’ said Wilan, stepping behind Cleo, ‘I agree, door three it is.’
 
   Desmond suppressed a laugh at Wilan’s sudden change of heart, but fundamentally he agreed with Cleo’s analysis.  ‘Okay, I’m with you,’ he said, simply.
 
   ‘I’m afraid I can’t agree,’ said Patsy, her palms spread upwards as she gave an open shrug.  ‘It’s got to be door four.  For an occasion such as this, a little pomp and ceremony are right and proper.  Of course door four is the one for us,’ she said, as though this were a fact, indisputable, obvious and entirely out of her hands, as though she were just following orders, which of course, she was.
 
   ‘I’m with Patsy,’ said Glen, getting to his feet and standing behind his wife.
 
   ‘Well I guess there’s only one way to find out who’s right,’ said Wilan, stepping towards door three.  ‘Hopefully see you on the other side,’ he said, swinging the door open and stepping through.  They waited, half expecting to see him returned to them as Rupert had been, but their curious stares were met with nothing.
 
   ‘Well that settles it once and for all,’ said Desmond, following Wilan confidently through the frame.
 
   ‘Come on,’ said Patsy, taking Glen’s hand and pulling him towards door four, ‘there’s more than one way to skin a cat.’  Glen looked wary, but he was loyal to his wife; if she were certain this was the right choice, he would follow her without question.  They stepped through the opening and Cleo was suddenly alone, a profound silence settling around her.  With the others gone, she could feel the true peculiarity of the energy here, the atmosphere around her almost snapping with electric tension.  She took a deep breath and stepped confidently through door three.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Cleo emerged to find herself on a ledge half way up a cliff, overlooking a millpond sea.  The sun was enormous as it set on the horizon, casting spectacular rays of shimmering orange light across the water.  She was alone, none of the others anywhere to be seen, her only companion a chalkboard attached to the face of the cliff itself.
 
   ‘So it’s just you and me,’ came a quiet voice from the edge of the cliff, making Cleo jump violently, turning to see who was there.
 
   ‘Patsy,’ she said, breathing a sigh of relief as she took in the old woman.
 
   ‘I suppose we were the only two who managed to persuade others to come through our doors,’ she said, with a mischievous grin.
 
   ‘I thought you played it well,’ said Cleo, returning the smile.
 
   ‘Likewise,’ said Patsy, ‘you were very convincing.  So what do we have next?’ she asked, stepping up to the chalkboard.  ‘Hmmm,’ she said, causing Cleo to take another look at the board.
 
   ‘Triangles,’ said Cleo, surprised, as she saw the crude drawings that had appeared, ‘there was nothing there when I looked a minute ago.’
 
   ‘Well there’s something there now,’ said Patsy.  ‘Male energy,’ she said, indicating a triangle pointing upwards, ‘female energy,’ she said, gesturing towards to a triangle pointing down, ‘joined energy,’ she said, looking at the last symbol, a diamond.
 
   ‘What?’ asked Cleo, her energy rising with excitement.  ‘You know what these symbols mean?’
 
   Patsy laughed.  ‘Of course.  Well, I know what the ancient Wild tribes used to think they meant anyway.’
 
   ‘Ancient Wild tribes?’ asked Cleo, hardly able to contain her anticipation.
 
   Patsy rolled her eyes.  ‘It’s such a shame they don’t teach proper history in schools any longer,’ she said, huffing a little.  ‘Back in a time before the Gods we know today were worshipped, the people were broadly split into two groups; those who lived together in the cities, and those who lived in the Wild.  Those who chose the Wild had a nomadic, tribal existence, always moving from one place to another, trading with other tribes, and living for the pursuit of conquering their energy.  It is said, alongside the furtherance of one’s own skills, that they also looked for those they were able to join their energy with.  This required not only practice, but also compatibility and willingness from both sides.  A fleeting touch might reveal you’d found a match, but you had to trust the other enough to put that which keeps you alive in their hands.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ asked Cleo, frustrated at her lack of understanding.  ‘How could a touch reveal if your energy is compatible?  And what do you mean about putting your energy into their hands?’
 
   Patsy frowned.  ‘Tingles,’ she said, simply.  ‘Have you ever felt them?’
 
   Cleo said nothing, reeling at this news, she only nodded in a way that at the same time asked Patsy to continue.
 
   ‘When you meditate with a person who gives you this sensation, you literally share your energy with each other.  This heightens your abilities, especially if that person is stronger in another discipline, but it also leaves you vulnerable.  The other is able to sap some or all of your energy and keep it for themselves.  In the most extreme cases, people have taken every last ounce of energy from another and found them dead and cold when they emerged from the meditation, whether they meant to or not.’
 
   Cleo shivered, realising the power Bakko had knowingly had over her, and the power Anita, Marcus and Alexander had unwittingly had over each other.
 
   ‘However,’ continued Patsy, ‘if you can find someone with whom you are compatible, but also able to trust, you can join your energy together, giving you the kind of power you could never hope to achieve alone.’
 
   ‘But how would that help you?  The energy is only joined in a meditation, which means you’re asleep to the outside world.’
 
   ‘It’s entirely possible to half wake from a meditation,’ said Patsy, shrugging.  ‘Back before it was considered bad form to do so, for exactly this reason, people did it all the time.  It’s a sensation sort of like extreme focus, concentration and clarity of thought all mixed into one, and if you’ve joined your energy with someone else, you will be able to do things you can’t ordinarily do by yourself.’
 
   ‘Wow,’ said Cleo, stunned by the thought of what else might be out there that had been forgotten about, or purposely cut out of modern life, or which just hadn’t yet been discovered.
 
   ‘There’s been a dumbing down in recent times, of course,’ said Patsy.  ‘Absolute travesty in my view.’
 
   ‘I think I agree,’ said Cleo, still reeling from this news.  ‘So what do we do now?  We’re supposed to try and join our energy?’
 
   ‘No,’ said Patsy, smiling knowingly.  ‘These signs can also be taken to mean a number of other things, most notably, these were the signs you would put on a card and send to someone if you were to challenge them to an energy dual.’
 
   Realisation dawned on Cleo as Patsy’s arms went wide, then fanned forward in a vigorous motion, eyes closed, frown lines appearing on her forehead.  There was nothing Cleo could do to defend herself.  Even if she’d known she was in a dual, she didn’t know how to block, deflect, or turn her opponent’s oncoming energy.  Patsy hit her hard in the chest and knocked her to the ground, beautiful blue sky filling her vision before everything went to black.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Cleo awoke to find Bakko’s face above hers, her head throbbing and her vision a little blurred.  ‘I got kicked out of the meditation?’ Cleo asked, her voice ringing in her ears.
 
   ‘Not exactly,’ Bakko said, sheepishly.
 
   ‘No.  He pulled you out,’ said Cordelia’s furious voice.
 
   ‘But Patsy had me beaten,’ said Cleo, ‘fair and square.  I have no idea how to dual with energy.’
 
   ‘We do NOT interfere,’ spat Cordelia.
 
   ‘He didn’t.  He just sped up the inevitable and prevented me from getting a pummelling for no reason,’ said Cleo, leaping to Bakko’s defence, looking to him for confirmation this was truly what had happened.  He gave a slight nod, and she relaxed.  ‘The outcome would have been exactly the same,’ she continued.
 
   ‘You don’t know that,’ said Cordelia, ‘you have no idea what Patsy would have done next.’
 
   ‘Where is Patsy?’ asked Cleo, trying to move them to less dubious ground.
 
   ‘She’s being crowned victor, to the raucous appreciation of the crowd.  Next she will give the winner’s interview, where she’ll tell everyone what happened in the meditation.  After that, all the challengers will take part in the presentation of prizes,’ said Cordelia, as Bakko looked deep into Cleo’s eyes to see if there was any damage he had missed.
 
   ‘At least I know how to send the Relic back now,’ said Cleo, sitting up, ‘and neither of you two breathed a word of it.  Very clever of you to include someone with knowledge like Patsy’s in the challenge.’
 
   ‘You haven’t a clue the implications of what she told you,’ snapped Cordelia, as though she were a child.
 
   ‘Enough,’ roared Bakko, ferociously turning on Cordelia.  ‘You’re furious with me, and you’re taking it out on Cleo.  If you want to fight with anyone, fight with me, later, when this is all over.  For now, we need to make sure Cleo is fit for the prize ceremony, so I’d appreciate it if you left us alone.’
 
   Rage burned behind Cordelia’s eyes and she thought about refusing, but she knew her temper was getting the better of her, and instead left the room, resisting the petty urge to slam the door behind her.
 
   Bakko kissed Cleo lightly on the lips.  ‘I was worried about you,’ he said, stroking her cheek.  ‘If you could have felt Patsy’s energy, you would have known she was dangerous.  Her opening punch was a fraction of what she could have sent your way, and I couldn’t risk her doing anything to harm you.’
 
   ‘I know,’ said Cleo, reassuring him that he’d done the right thing.  ‘I don’t think she would have hurt me unless I’d tried to stand in her way, but there was nothing I would have been able to do to fight back.  I was a lamb, and she was a wily old fox; I would have surrendered if it had gone any further and withdrawn of my own accord.’
 
   ‘Really?’ asked Bakko, surprised.
 
   ‘Of course.  I can’t see any advantage of refusing to realise when I’m beaten.’
 
   ‘How wise you are,’ he said, pulling her to his chest.
 
   ‘I’m just annoyed that the challenges all manifested in totally different ways to how I thought they would,’ she said, a look of irritation manipulating her features.
 
   ‘It was Cordelia,’ he said, shrugging.  ‘She insisted we change everything so you didn’t have an advantage, but it didn’t work out badly, and we tested the same core Mind principles you and I had discussed.’
 
   ‘Truth, persuasion, knowledge, and reason,’ Cleo said, realising he was right.  ‘And as I said, at least I know how to return the Relic now,’ she said, brightly.
 
   ‘Oh?’ asked Bakko, amused.  ‘And how is that?’
 
   ‘Anita felt tingles with both Alexander and Marcus,’ said Cleo, ‘and, coincidently, they each represent one of the Mind, Body and Spirit disciplines.  If what Patsy said is true, they need to jointly meditate, merge their energy, half wake, and then send back the Relic together.’
 
   ‘And how do you propose they go about doing that?’ he asked, not unkindly.
 
   Cleo’s shoulders slumped, and she let out a long breath.  ‘True,’ she said, grudgingly.  ‘But at least it might be a step in the right direction.’
 
   ‘If you say so,’ said Bakko, smiling knowingly.
 
   ‘You are so infuriating,’ she replied, giving Bakko a rough shove.
 
   ‘We do not interfere,’ he said, laughing as he pulled her back into his arms.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Once the sun had set, Anita returned to the crater, having told only Joslyn her plan.  She made her way through the tunnel, into the store room and then out into the fresh night air, the town’s small buildings lit up with twinkling lights.  It looked almost romantic, the smoke from many fires rising into the sky, people laughing and singing as they made their way to or from the only pub in the crater.
 
   Anita found a well-hidden vantage point and settled down to wait.  Alexander had never been a morning person, always preferring to meditate in the evening, and she hoped against hope this routine continued.  Indeed, more than that, she was hoping he would meditate by the Relic, as opposed to in some hidden room somewhere, far away from prying eyes.
 
   She waited for hours, eavesdropping on the conversations of anyone who came close enough for her to hear, and watching normal life play out before her.  It was after midnight, the town beginning to quieten down, when a movement at the top of the cliff caught her attention.  A procession of four or five people was descending the winding path down to the town, darkness shielding their identities, Anita had to move closer to the cliff’s base to see who they were.  She got as close as she dared then waited for them to come into view, recognising them all as they passed the torches placed along the path.
 
   Timi, Anderson, Bella, Amber and Edmund were chatting animatedly, Anita having to keep her furious energy under control as she recognised Edmund in the gloom.  Another traitor, she thought, as she listened to their conversation.
 
   ‘He seemed troubled tonight,’ said Edmund.
 
   ‘He’s fine,’ said Amber, as though she knew the inner thoughts of whoever they were talking about.  ‘We’re so close, that’s all.’
 
   ‘I’m not sure,’ said Timi.  ‘I agree with Edmund, something seemed different tonight, not that I can put my finger on it.’
 
   ‘Well that’s not our problem,’ said Bella, taking hold of Anderson’s hand.  ‘We’ve all played our parts, now it’s down to him.’
 
   They nodded as they walked away, moving out of earshot, Anita sure it was Alexander they were discussing, and knowing now was her chance.  She circled to the back of the cliff, finding the route she had scaled earlier in the day.  She climbed deftly, the lack of light making it trickier than before, but Anita’s hands and feet seemed instinctively to know where to go.  She pulled herself over the lip and walked to the crystal curtain, unafraid in the dark of being spotted from below.  She pushed the crystals aside and stepped confidently into the Temple, walking silently to where Alexander sat cross-legged before the Relic.
 
   Without hesitation, Anita sat, mirroring Alexander’s position, although she sat back to back with him, just in case she needed to make a hasty retreat.  She lowered herself into meditation, pushing her mind into his, finding her way to his familiar centre.
 
   It was more difficult than usual, almost like she was swimming through thick, gloopy treacle, but she eventually opened her eyes to find herself at the pool underneath the Temples in Empire; Alexander’s centre.
 
   She looked around and found, to her surprise, his familiar form lying on the ground on the other side of the pool.  This was odd; she was so used to him striding towards her, arms thrown wide as he welcomed her presence in his mind.  Now it were as though he were hiding from view, scared someone might see him.
 
   She walked over to where he lay, huddled into the side of the pool, eyes closed, forehead a tight knot of worry.  She crouched beside him and placed a hand on his brow, trying to iron out the unfamiliar crinkles.  His eyes flicked open immediately, and relief flooded his features as he recognised her, his hands finding her torso, pulling her roughly down on top of him into a desperate, fearful embrace.  He held her to him, placing his lips to her hair, breathing deeply to savour her using every sense he could.
 
   Anita could feel the frantic beating of his heart, and the desperation in his arms, but to her alarm, his energy remained static, as though he hadn’t even noticed she was there.  She pulled back from him and forced his head up to meet her eyes.  He was reluctant to do so, turning away, until she became angry and he looked at her at once, her relieved energy crashing into him as she saw in his eyes that he was still himself.  He pulled her to him, holding her as though his life depended on it, revelling in the feel of her soft skin against his, his mind filled with nothing but her.  She pressed herself into him, calm washing over her as his hands slid up and down her back, pulling her close, showing her he hadn’t left without good reason.
 
   Anita forced him up, sitting astride him, arms and legs wrapped reassuringly round him as though she would never let him go, and silence settled over them as they took each other in.  ‘What happened?’ Anita asked, finally breaking the tense quiet.
 
   He kissed her gently, hands stroking her hair, then took a long, deep breath before he could find the words to reply.  ‘The Temples came crashing down around me and I was thrown back into one of them, I think the Mind, I don’t really know which.  I got to my feet and was helping a group make their way towards the exit when I was hit over the head, presumably by falling debris, and was knocked unconscious.  When I woke up I was here, monks fussing over me, Anderson and Timi hovering around wringing their hands.  They told me the rest of the world had become uninhabitable in the aftermath of the Temple collapse.  They spoke of death and destruction of colossal proportions; whole areas imploding, boulders raining down from the sky, water supplies turning sour.  They told me the Cloud Mountain was the only safe place left, that we were the only survivors.’
 
   ‘And you believed them?’ asked Anita, an edge of scorn in her voice.
 
   ‘I didn’t know what to believe,’ Alexander shrugged, no energy left in him for a fight.  ‘It didn’t really matter if I believed them or not.  As soon as I recovered sufficiently, the Mind God occupied my body and most of my mind; my centre is about the only private place I have left, and he could even force his way in here if he so wished.  Of course, now I know at least some of the world must have survived, or you wouldn’t be here.’  He stroked her arm down to her hand, where he played lovingly with her fingers.
 
   Anita yanked her hand away in frustration.  ‘Everything they told you was a lie,’ she said, harshly, ‘the world is pretty much as it was before, but the Descendants have been overthrown, and a democratic election has taken place.’
 
   ‘Good,’ said Alexander, feeling a little strength of will return at the news, determinedly taking her hand back in his.
 
   Anita’s energy responded to his touch.  ‘Why is your energy so static?’ she asked, suspicion flowing out, no longer content with confinement.
 
   ‘I have to keep it flat, otherwise the Mind God will know something’s going on.’  Anita gave him a wary look, weighing up whether to believe him.  ‘If only you knew how high my energy wants to soar at the sight and feel and sound and smell of you,’ he said, a storm of desire brewing behind his eyes as he ran his thumb across her cheek.
 
   ‘Really?’ asked Anita, playfully, running a slow, seductive breath down his neck, his energy pulsing for a heartbeat as a result.
 
   He pushed her away, his features serious.  ‘Anita, don’t.  If he finds you in here, he’ll kill you.’
 
   Anita rolled her eyes.  ‘Fine,’ she said, moving to get off him.
 
   ‘Stay,’ he said, pulling her back to him.  ‘I can’t bear not to touch you.’
 
   She sat back down, an appeased look in her eyes, and ran her fingers through his hair.  ‘So, what’s he planning?’ asked Anita, abruptly changing the subject.  ‘What’s the ceremony for?’
 
   Alexander’s eyes went dark.  ‘He’s planning to lure the other Gods here so he can kill them,’ he said, bluntly.
 
   ‘How?’ asked Anita, shock written across her face.
 
   ‘He knows they’ll come, one way or another, to try and stop him.’
 
   ‘And he’s entirely confident that he can take on both of the other Gods and win?’
 
   ‘He seems to be.  I don’t know why.’
 
   ‘Because he’s been syphoning energy out of the world using the Relic for decades,’ said Anita, her tone grim.
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘That was why he put the Relic in the world in the first place,’ she said, realising Alexander knew nothing of what she’d found out from Bakko and Cordelia.  She told him everything she knew, and he listened intently.  ‘But the other Gods won’t interfere in the goings on of this world,’ she finished, ‘so I don’t know how he plans to lure them here.’
 
   ‘It sounds like they’re going to come of their own accord,’ he replied.  ‘If they come as far as Joslyn’s cave, it’s simply a case of finding a way to get them into the mountain.’
 
   ‘Then I’ll just have to keep them out.’
 
   ‘Do you really think the Mind challenge will result in knowledge of how to send the Relic back?’ asked Alexander, longing thick in his voice.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ said Anita, ‘but that was the best idea we could come up with, so I really hope so.  And in the meantime, we need to figure out a way to get you out of here.’
 
   ‘Impossible,’ he replied, too quickly.
 
   ‘Why?’ Anita shot back.
 
   ‘Because the only way to get me out is to get the Mind God out of me first, and short of killing me, I have no idea how we’d do that.’
 
   ‘I don’t know yet,’ said Anita, ‘but there must be a way.’
 
   ‘You should go,’ said Alexander.  ‘The Mind God will end his meditation soon, and you can’t be here when he wakes up.’
 
   ‘Why did he let me go before?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘Because I attacked him to stop him from chasing you, but I don’t have the energy to do that again right now.  He’s using a lot of my energy just being in here, so it takes me a long time to recuperate from any exertion.’
 
   ‘Okay, I’ll go,’ she replied.  ‘But I’ll come back when I have a plan.  Does he meditate every night alone like this?’
 
   Alexander nodded.  ‘Most nights,’ he said, holding her firmly to him and kissing her hungrily, his energy flicking up once more.
 
   Anita pulled away, feeling Alexander’s energy turning reckless.  ‘I’ll come back soon then,’ she said, pressing her forehead against his before pulling her energy away.
 
   She lifted herself out of the meditation.  It was a tricky thing to do, getting out of Alexander’s mind without his help and without disturbing the Mind God, but she eventually managed it.  She had to use sheer will to pull herself out, Alexander’s energy trying to suck her back in, and of course she didn’t really want to go.  She emerged back into the world, opened her eyes and sprang into action.  She flew down the cliff, through the store and back into the tunnel, seemingly without giving her body instructions.  It was only when she was back in the safety of Joslyn’s cave that she slumped to the floor, tears she’d locked away since Alexander’s disappearance finally finding their escape.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita told the others what she’d found out, and the mood in the cave turned sour.  Marcus withdrew into himself, pointedly avoiding Anita, and Joslyn and Draeus left them to it, spending every hour they could out of the cave.  They said they were searching for some rare flower or other, although Anita suspected they just wanted an excuse to spend time alone together.
 
   A week after Anita’s encounter with Alexander, she’d finally had enough.  ‘I know this isn’t how you wanted things to pan out,’ said Anita, having found Marcus sitting on the edge of the cliff, feet dangling towards the ground, ‘but you can’t refuse to speak to me forever.’
 
   Marcus gave a shrug, tensing as Anita sat down next to him.  ‘What are Draeus and Joslyn looking for today?’ he asked, avoiding the gaping hole between them that Anita was trying to address.
 
   ‘Lotus Cacti or something similar,’ said Anita, playing along as she looked out across the barren landscape, ‘but they never seem to find what they go looking for,’ she said, with a wry smile.
 
   ‘No,’ he said, plainly.
 
   ‘So where do we go from here?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘We wait,’ he replied, irritation creeping into his tone.  ‘Then we don’t go anywhere.’  Anita sighed; why did he always have to make things so difficult.  ‘I’ve requested my army join us,’ he continued, ‘seems pointless for them to be in Empire now the election has been successfully completed, and we may yet need them here.’
 
   ‘Where will they stay?’ she asked, playing along.
 
   ‘Back with the rest of my men.  Sol’s adamant they can find sufficient supplies to sustain everyone; the land is surprisingly bountiful, not to mention the army will bring a great deal with them.’
 
   ‘When do you think they’ll arrive?’
 
   ‘Any day now.’
 
   ‘Won’t they be spotted by Amber’s scouts?’
 
   ‘What if they are?’ he said, dismissively.
 
   ‘They might be attacked,’ Anita replied, her tone now a little testy.
 
   ‘They might be,’ he agreed, his voice bored, ‘but at least that would move us forward, one way or another.’
 
   ‘Gods!  Marcus, just snap out of it,’ said Anita, days of anger boiling over.  ‘Why don’t you just say it?  Tell me how annoyed you are we’ve found Alexander.  Shout at me for all I care, just stop avoiding the issue.’
 
   Marcus turned slowly and looked her up and down.  ‘I feel as though the ghost of Alexander has reached into my chest and ripped me apart,’ he said, quietly.  ‘I feel sick and weary and dead inside,’ he continued, his voice devoid of emotion.  ‘Every time I look at you, my heart leaps with excitement and then breaks when it remembers he’s alive and you are his, not mine.  I can’t stand being close to you and not being able to touch you, to kiss you, to sweep you into my arms.  But when I’m not near you, I can’t stand that either.  Is that what you wanted me to say?’
 
   Anita looked down at her hands as Marcus turned back to the horizon.  ‘No,’ she whispered, her energy still and low.  ‘I’m sorry.  I never meant...’ she started, but before she could finish, two figures appeared at the base of the cliff and called up.
 
   ‘Anita?’ came Cleo’s eager voice.  ‘Is that you?’
 
   Anita looked down at her best friend.  Terrible timing as always, she thought.  ‘Yes, of course it’s me,’ she replied.  ‘Get your arse up here.’
 
   Bakko and Cleo made surprisingly short work of the climb, Cleo embracing first Anita and then Marcus, giving Anita a questioning look when she realised there was something going on.
 
   ‘Come inside,’ said Anita, before Cleo could make a thing of it.  ‘I’ll put the kettle on.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They sat around Joslyn’s table, drinking tea and eating apple and cinnamon flapjack that Cordelia had insisted Cleo bring for Anita.  The mood was strange; Bakko and Cleo fawning over one another on one side of the table and Marcus and Anita careful not to touch on the other.
 
   ‘The election was a great success,’ said Cleo, ‘although Gwyn was just pipped to the post for her seat by Joshua.’
 
   ‘Who?’
 
   ‘You know, the over confident one who’s always at Matthew’s side.’
 
   ‘Ah, yes.’
 
   ‘The energy is still much as it was,’ Cleo continued, ‘although you could make a case that there’s a very slight upward trend overall.  And of course the Mind Challenge bore fruit,’ Cleo went on, turning to see if Bakko wanted to take over at this point.  She ignored Anita’s surprised smile and resumed the story when he showed no interest in taking up the reins.  She relayed the ins and outs of the challenge, missing no detail, although, seasoned storyteller that she was, making sure to keep it interesting for her audience.
 
   ‘So the symbols from the Relic indicate that the three people in the drawings need to join their energy?’ asked Anita, making sure she’d correctly understood.  Cleo nodded.  ‘Then they need to half wake from the meditation and somehow use their combined energy to return the Relic.’
 
   ‘Possibly.  But as I mentioned, the second way of interpreting the symbols is that they indicate a dual.’
 
   ‘So maybe the people meditating have to duel with the Mind God?’ asked Anita.  ‘Or the Relic?’ she added, as an afterthought, wondering if it were feasible to dual with an inanimate object.
 
   ‘It’s possible,’ said Cleo, nodding and shrugging at the same time.
 
   ‘Who do you think the three people are?’ asked Marcus, his voice quiet but menacing.
 
   Cleo flashed Anita a questioning look, but continued anyway.  ‘I think the most likely candidates are you two and Alexander,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders to show this was only a guess, ‘assuming he’s still alive,’ she added, flicking a look at Anita.
 
   ‘Because Anita allegedly felt energy tingles with both Alexander and me?’ he continued, unconcerned by the awkward tension building in the room.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Cleo, her voice small, holding Bakko’s hand under the table.
 
   ‘We found Alexander,’ said Anita, sending Marcus a stern look.
 
   ‘You what?’ sang Cleo.  ‘Why didn’t you tell me that straight away?’  Anita looked at her as though she were an idiot.  ‘Oh,’ said Cleo, dropping her eyes.
 
   ‘The Mind God has taken him hostage, possessing him.’
 
   ‘But you’re working on a plan to get him out?’ Cleo replied, as though this went without saying.
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Bakko, firmly, surprising them all by jumping in.  ‘You can’t force a God out of a person; it’s too dangerous.  He could easily kill Alexander out of spite when he realises what you’re trying to do.’
 
   ‘We can’t just leave him there,’ said Anita, hotly.  ‘And if we need him for the plan to send the Relic back, we need to get him out.’
 
   ‘As I said,’ said Bakko, testily, ‘you can’t force the Mind God to leave Alexander, but there are other ways.’
 
   ‘Jealousy,’ said Anita, almost as a reflex.
 
   ‘Sorry?’ said Marcus.
 
   ‘You said the cylinder in my Mind opened because it was jealous,’ said Anita, looking Bakko squarely in the eye.  ‘So maybe the Mind God is naturally jealous too.  Maybe we have to find someone he wants to possess more and coax him into swapping,’ she said, her eyes darting between Bakko and Cleo.
 
   ‘No,’ said Bakko, standing up and planting both hands on the table as he leaned towards Anita, rage hitting her from both his voice and his energy.  ‘You will not put her in harm’s way,’ he commanded, sending a force of energy so strong it knocked her backwards to the solid stone floor, her head hitting the ground with a sickening thud.
 
   A blur of motion followed, everyone moving at once, Bakko somehow standing over Anita before she had time to blink, Marcus lashing out at Bakko, pulling him away, and Cleo moving to crouch over her best friend, protecting her from further assault.  ‘Leave her,’ she ordered Bakko, her voice full of an anger she had never before had cause to send his way.  He heeded her words immediately, moving back to his seat, silent and brooding.  Marcus went to Anita’s side, helping Cleo shift her to a seated position, leaning her back against the jagged stone wall before fetching a fur to place between Anita and the cold, hard rock.
 
   ‘What was that?’ asked Anita, no anger in her energy, only curiosity.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ said Bakko, ‘that’s never happened before.’
 
   ‘Cleo has a strange effect on people,’ said Anita, dryly.
 
   Cleo rolled her eyes.  ‘Obviously no real damage done,’ she said, giving Anita a light shove before returning to her seat.  Marcus sat protectively next to Anita, his back against the wall, supporting her weight as she slumped against his arm.  He glowered at Bakko, warning him to keep away.
 
   ‘Seriously, what was that?’ Anita repeated.  ‘How did you force me backwards without so much as a touch?’
 
   Bakko looked perplexed.  ‘Energy, of course.’
 
   ‘Like when Patsy duelled with Cleo in the Mind Challenge?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘You need to teach us,’ said Anita.  ‘If we’re to jointly meditate and use our combined energy to send the Relic and the Mind God back, we need to know how to use our energy like that.’
 
   ‘We do not interfere,’ Bakko replied, his features set.
 
   ‘The Mind God won’t hesitate to use his energy against us,’ said Anita, ‘so it’s just levelling up the playing field a bit.’
 
   ‘We do not interfere,’ Bakko repeated.
 
   ‘Is that why you were leading the revolutionaries before Matthew stepped up?’ came Draeus’ intense voice from the entrance.
 
   ‘Dad!’ said Cleo, jumping up and giving him a hug.
 
   ‘How do you always do that?’ asked Anita, marvelling at his ability to sneak into a room without giving himself away.
 
   ‘Top secret tricks of the trade I’m afraid,’ Draeus smiled, before turning his attention back to Bakko.  ‘Or maybe it’s more like how Cordelia has been leading the Institution all this time?  Which of those two activities constitutes remaining aloof from the goings on of this world?’
 
   ‘And then there’s how you inhabit people,’ said Joslyn, her tone hostile as she appeared behind Draeus, a bunch of buff coloured flowers in her hand.
 
   ‘Joslyn,’ said Bakko, flicking a look towards Cleo.
 
   ‘She doesn’t know, does she?’ Joslyn replied.
 
   ‘No,’ he said, evenly, ‘but now is as good a time as any.’
 
   ‘What don’t I know?’ asked Cleo, looking from Bakko to Joslyn with a curious mix of emotions.
 
   ‘I inhabited your mother for a very short time whilst she was living with the rest of the Magnei in The Jungle.’
 
   ‘You’re one of the Magnei?’ said Cleo.
 
   Joslyn didn’t take her eyes off Bakko for a second.  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘and he found his way into my mind.’
 
   ‘For only a few moments before...’
 
   ‘...before you realised my mind was too dark a place for even a God to be able to thrive,’ she laughed, lightly, although her eyes were made of steel.
 
   ‘As I told you all those years ago, that is not the case.  But now, as then, I cannot make you believe me.’
 
   Cleo looked between Bakko and her mother, her energy turning harsh as her mind struggled to understand the meaning of what they’d just said.
 
   ‘Will you teach us then?’ asked Anita, refusing to allow their conversation to be derailed when they were so close to getting him to agree.  ‘Seeing as you have interfered before.’
 
   ‘Please,’ said Cleo, shaking off her rising anger as she placed a hand on Bakko’s arm, looking him in the eye.
 
   He breathed heavily.  ‘Fine, I will teach you, but Cordelia is not to hear a single word about it.’
 
   ‘Not a single word.  We promise,’ said Cleo, giving him a playful victory kiss on the cheek.
 
   ‘Oh, by the way, the Relic is also up in the Cloud Mountain, as are Edmund, Timi, Anderson and Bella, just to keep you up to date with all the latest developments,’ said Anita, flippantly.
 
   Cleo’s features went dark.  ‘Bastards,’ she said, with feeling.  ‘Then it looks like we have a lot of work to do.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   After more tense discussion, they agreed there were three main areas for them to work on; firstly, how to get Alexander away from the Mind God and back to the cave so he could prepare for his role in their plan.  Secondly, Anita and Marcus needed to practice joint meditation, with the added difficulty of half waking.  Thirdly, they all had to learn how to energy duel, although opinions differed as to whether this was going to be helpful when returning the Relic, principally because they still had no idea how one might achieve this.  However, seeing as it was the only route forward they had, they set about it with vigour.
 
   The next few days were difficult in the, now crowded, cave.  Cleo and Joslyn spent hours together, presumably catching up on everything they’d missed in each other’s lives.  Draeus spent as much time avoiding everyone else as he could, going back to Marcus’ bodyguard at least once a day to gather supplies and check for new news.  Bakko, Marcus and Anita practised joint meditation, to varying degrees of success, and in the evenings, they all partook in some post-dinner energy duelling.
 
   The joint meditations were successful or otherwise depending in large part on Anita and Marcus’ moods.  The tingles between them were acute, and to start with they could concentrate on little else.  Anita found it frustrating not to be able to control her energy, and Marcus was simply embarrassed.  Bakko’s remedy was for them to spend all their time together, touching if possible, so they became once more comfortable with the presence of the other.  A few days of discomfort later, they had slipped back into old habits; small touches between them becoming natural once more, knees and arms brushing when they sat together no longer a cause for concern.  But the more comfortable they became, the more unwelcome thoughts of intimate activities popped into their minds.  Aside from this difficulty, Bakko was pleased with their progress.  They now managed to half-wake from their meditations in two out of every three attempts, and it was getting easier with each successful effort.
 
   Marcus and Anita sat facing each other next to Joslyn’s bed, crossed-legged and fingers entwined as they meditated into Bakko’s mind.  They found it easier to learn new skills when Bakko hosted their meditation; one less thing for either of them to worry about.  They were walking through his ever morphing landscape, holding hands, Marcus idly running his thumb down the inside of Anita’s palm; this level of intimacy now so normal Anita barely even realised he was doing it.  They stopped beside a pool of bubbling water, and before she could stop him, Marcus jumped in, pulling Anita with him.  They broke the surface, and Marcus swam away, laughing as Anita splashed and chased him.  She caught him and jumped onto his back, about to dunk him under when Bakko appeared.
 
   ‘I thought you were practising coming awake, or am I mistaken?’ he asked, amused.
 
   ‘Don’t look at me,’ said Anita, slipping off Marcus’ back and pulling him towards Bakko by the hand.
 
   ‘Thought I would lighten the mood a little, that’s all,’ said Marcus, slipping his arm around Anita and finding a spot between her ribs that he knew would evoke a reaction.  She squirmed away from his fingers, pressing herself into him before she playfully shoved him away.  Bakko smirked, although careful to hide the look as they turned their attention back to him.
 
   ‘Don’t let me keep you if you have more important things to do,’ he said, his tone still light-hearted.
 
   ‘Come on,’ said Anita, breaking contact as she climbed out, both feeling a gaping loss at the absence of the other.
 
   Marcus climbed out after her and grabbed her hand, harmony settling once more.  ‘Come on then,’ he said, ‘we haven’t got all day.’  He turned to face Anita and took her other hand.  ‘Ready?’
 
   ‘Of course,’ she replied, closing her eyes and concentrating on coming half way out of the meditation.  It was a tricky thing to do as they both had to move at exactly the same speed.  If they went too quickly, they were liable to miss the half-way point and come catapulting straight out of the meditation, but if they went too slowly, one would invariably reach a half-conscious state before the other, which would pull them out of the meditation too.
 
   When she was comfortable she’d reached the required state, Anita opened her eyes to see Marcus blinking his eyes to adjust to the light in the room.  She felt the same relief she always did when they achieved a half-wake and looked around to see the others waiting for them.  She felt the now-familiar strangeness of half-mediation, with its almost dream-like qualities.  The edges of her vision were a little blurred, and her reactions felt a half beat slower than they would usually.  Bakko assured her this was not really the case; she would just feel this way as her mind was having to work much harder than usual, balancing between two states at once, but she found it off-putting nonetheless.
 
   ‘Right,’ said Bakko, ‘let’s get to work.  Cleo, you attack Anita, and Joslyn, you have a go at Marcus.’  They all nodded to show they understood and set to their tasks immediately, Cleo wasting no time in sending a volley of energy at Anita.  Her energy was strong, but there wasn’t much of it, and Anita managed to absorb it, having to take only a small step backwards.  She sent it back towards Cleo, who easily sidestepped the attack, but Anita had anticipated that and sent a follow up straight away.  This hit Cleo squarely in the chest and knocked her off her feet, Bakko responding instinctively, sending an energy wave towards Anita’s feet.  She saw it just in time and jumped over it, but it took out Marcus, who was facing the other direction, having just sent a wave at Joslyn.
 
   Marcus thumped to the floor, Anita having to cover the next assault from Joslyn, using some of her own energy to deflect it towards the ceiling.  Most of it was absorbed into the stone, a small wave bouncing back and ruffling her hair as she looked around to see what would come next.
 
   ‘Enough for today,’ said Bakko, looking a little sheepish under Cleo’s stern scrutiny.  ‘You two meditate into one of your own minds and wake up from there.  It will be good practice.’  They waited for him to elaborate about which skill this would be good practice of, but he turned and stalked after Cleo, leaving them to it.  They shrugged and lowered themselves back to the floor, pushing into Anita’s mind and finding themselves at the Great Hall of the Magnei when they got there.
 
   ‘So this is where the cylinder was hiding?’ asked Marcus, wondering around the strange space.
 
   ‘Yep.  According to Cordelia, this is the only non-natural structure the Gods built when they created the world.’
 
   ‘And somehow it ended up in your head,’ he said, smiling.
 
   ‘So it would seem, although even Cordelia didn’t know how.’
 
   ‘The Gods do seem a little different to how I imagined,’ said Marcus, running his hand across one of the tapestries.  ‘More human than I would have expected.’
 
   ‘I know what you mean,’ said Anita, watching Marcus’ progress around the room from her seated position on the floor.  ‘Bakko’s relationship with Cleo is a good example of that.’
 
   ‘Hmmm, but I suppose they must have created our world by taking inspiration from what they knew themselves.’
 
   ‘That would make sense,’ said Anita.  ‘So do you think there are other Gods living lives similar to ours?  In whichever other world the Gods come from?’
 
   ‘It would be a lonely existence if there were only the three of them.’
 
   ‘Maybe that’s why the Mind God paid so much attention to our world to start with,’ said Anita, as Marcus finished his circuit and sat down next to her.
 
   ‘Maybe,’ he agreed, taking hold of her hand and bringing its’ back to his lips.  The movement confused Anita.  She had become so used to being close to Marcus, to their physical contact, but she wasn’t sure if his kissing her hand crossed a line.  She looked him in the eye, questioning his intentions and saw he was amused at her turmoil.
 
   ‘Confusing, isn’t it,’ he said, looking down and playing with her fingers.  ‘Holding hands, touching arms, hugging, all fine, but what about a kiss on the back of your hand?’ he said, slowly, ‘or on your palm?’ he said, kissing her palm and looking in her eyes.  He ran his fingers up her bare arm.  ‘What about my fingers on your neck, or tangled in your hair?’ he asked, as his fingers carried out these actions.  ‘A kiss on the cheek?’ he whispered, ‘or on the lips?’ he breathed, brushing his lips lightly across hers, then looking deep into her eyes.  He couldn’t read her energy, but he could read her eyes; her emotions a twisted mix of desire and restraint.  She closed her eyes and tipped her head forwards, her face rubbing against his, fingers seeking out his face as her lips reached quietly forwards.  Their lips touched, lightly, her mind racing, demanding more.  They kissed slowly at first, gathering pace as their hands tangled in the other’s hair or clothes.  Marcus pushed her down onto her back, her dress slipping from her shoulder as she tugged off his shirt.  He kissed her neck, her collar bone, then made his way down towards her breasts.  For Anita, this was too far, and she pulled his head up from her skin.  He obeyed her, but moved back to her lips, Anita not stopping him, making himself content with their attention.
 
   They eventually pulled apart, Anita sitting and Marcus moving to sit behind her, a leg either side.  She leaned back against his chest.  ‘It is an interesting philosophical point,’ said Anita, staring across the room as Marcus caressed her skin.
 
   ‘Where the line is?’
 
   ‘Hmm.  I think that’s part of what Bakko is trying to do; challenge our current preconceptions.’
 
   ‘About energy?’
 
   ‘About everything.’
 
   ‘So our minds will be more open to new possibilities?’
 
   ‘I suppose so,’ she said, picking up one of Marcus’ hands in both of hers.  ‘Marcus,’ she said, her voice serious, tension creeping into Marcus’ arms at her change of mood.
 
   ‘I know,’ he said, resignation thick in his tone.  ‘I know...Alexander...’ his voice trailed off.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
 
   ‘I know.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They continued to meditate together, kept close physical proximity to each other, and they all kept up their training in energy duelling, but Marcus and Anita didn’t kiss again.  They knew they’d crossed a line, and although neither one regretted it entirely, it would be unhelpful to blur the lines of their relationship during the challenging time to come.
 
   ‘You and Marcus seem more comfortable together now,’ said Cleo, several days later, as she and Anita enjoyed some rare time alone in the cave.  Anita knew she wasn’t probing for gossip, but was making sure things were okay.
 
   ‘I think we understand where we both stand now,’ said Anita, sipping her tea.  ‘Everything with you and Bakko going okay?  He seems very...into you,’ said Anita, sending Cleo a meaningful look.
 
   ‘He is a little intense,’ she laughed, ‘but I knew that from the day we first met.  He loves me, and strange as it may seem, he’s never been in love before.  He created energy tingles, and yet this is the first time he’s ever felt them.  Can you imagine?!’
 
   ‘Not really,’ laughed Anita, silence settling over them as they thought their separate thoughts.  ‘What will happen when we send the Relic back and the Gods no longer have a reason to be here?’ asked Anita, looking intently at Cleo to gauge her reaction.
 
   ‘We haven’t spoken about it, so I don’t know for sure, but I can guess,’ she said, pausing.  ‘He has to go back to his world, where I don’t belong, and I have to continue in this one, where he shouldn’t be.’
 
   ‘But he could choose to stay here?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘I’m not sure it’s that straightforward.  Cordelia will need his help to ensure Theseus never troubles our world again, so I don’t see a way for him to be able to stay without putting the world at risk.’
 
   ‘Unless they find a way to put an end to the Mind God for good,’ hypothesised Anita.
 
   Cleo shook her head.  ‘I don’t know much about it, but from what I understand, that’s not what they want.  They used to be the closest of friends, so their goal is not to kill him.  They want to remove him and leave the world in harmony.  Each God is responsible for sustaining the skills they put into the world, and if Mind skills were to diminish away into obscurity, the world would be a very different place.  Worst case, our ecosystem could tip out of balance entirely, and then we’d be in trouble.  Killing him is simply not an option.’
 
   ‘And Bakko has to return too.’
 
   Cleo shrugged.  ‘All I can do is enjoy the time we have together and deal with whatever I have to deal with when the time comes.’ 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Cordelia sat in the office she had commandeered on the ground floor of the Archives in Empire.  She’d put in place an operation that was run with military precision since returning to her hometown, utilising the Magnei, who had returned with her, to sift through the areas previously off limits to the public, desperate to find research relating to the Relic.
 
   They’d been searching for weeks, all items methodically removed, catalogued by the Archives’ staff, looked over by a member of the Magnei, and put back if they were of no use.  Aside from several centuries’ worth of scandal, mostly relating to the Descendants and other prominent families, they had discovered very little of use.  They’d discovered research into energy transfer, which would probably have prevented the Temple collapse, some stuff around the Relic’s composition, which they kept, just in case it might come in useful, and an original copy of some famous fairy tales, which made Cordelia nostalgic for past conversations.  Other than that, they had nothing at all which might help return the Relic to whence it came.
 
   The spring sun was low in the sky, shafts of light illuminating Cordelia’s desk as she leafed through the fairy tales for the hundredth time.  She smiled at the familiar illustrations; princesses and princes, witches and knights, spirituals and demons, running her hands over the pages, when there came a knock at her door.  She closed the book.  ‘Come in,’ she said, looking expectantly at the door.  Patsy appeared, carrying not one, but two books, a broad smile adorning her lined face.
 
   ‘Good news?’ asked Cordelia, a flutter of excitement flying around her stomach.
 
   ‘I think we’ve finally hit the jackpot,’ said Patsy, reverently placing the two items in front of Cordelia.
 
   ‘Oh?’ she said, raising a happy eyebrow.  ‘Enlighten me.’
 
   ‘We know there was a time when a significant amount of Relic research took place, primarily right back at the beginning, when the Relic was first discovered.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ nodded Cordelia.  ‘Until the Descendants stamped it out.’
 
   ‘Indeed,’ said Patsy, ‘then every so often one of them would allow it again, just for another one to come along a while later and put a stop to it once more.  At the implementation of the most recent ban, they seem to have been very thorough in the destruction of related work, presumably because Theseus was worried that someone was getting close.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Cordelia.
 
   ‘But we’ve just found two works in the Body vault, hidden in a secret compartment in the wall.  The first speaks of the nature of the Relic itself, and the second makes a study of how energy is drawn to it.’
 
   ‘Impressive that someone managed to work out that was what was happening at all,’ said Cordelia.
 
   ‘I agree,’ said Patsy.  ‘I don’t think they realised quite what they’d discovered, but I believe we’ve found what Theseus was worried about; the answer to the question of how to return the Relic.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Cordelia and Patsy left for the Cloud Mountain at once.  They gave strict instructions to those still searching the Archives to send word immediately should they discover anything further, then joined Marcus’ army as they left for the Wild.
 
   They made good time on the journey, and arrived at Joslyn’s cave to a happy reception.
 
   ‘Thank the Gods,’ said Anita, as she saw Cordelia and Patsy crawl awkwardly over the lip of the cliff, gather themselves to their feet and enter the cave.  Cordelia gave her a strange look as they embraced.  ‘Sorry,’ said Anita, realising she’d just, in essence, thanked Cordelia and Bakko, ‘hard to break the habit of a lifetime.’
 
   Cordelia smiled.  ‘It’s good to see you.’
 
   ‘You too, and about time,’ she said, although her energy was still a little wary of the new Cordelia.  ‘We’ve been going slowly stir-crazy up here; tell me someone has finally come up with a way to return the Relic?’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Cordelia.  ‘Patsy has found several books that might prove useful.’
 
   ‘That might prove useful?’ Anita repeated.  ‘Cordelia, the time for staying aloof has well and truly passed, don’t you think?’ she said, her tone harsh, weeks of pent-up irritation at being stuck in an overfull cave with no clear way forward spilling over.  ‘If you would just tell us all you know we might have a chance.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Cordelia, firmly, as she stepped past Anita and greeted the others.
 
   Anita rolled her eyes and muttered under her breath, taking a seat on the floor of Joslyn’s crowded kitchen and waiting for Patsy to share her news.  There were minutes of agonising greetings, tea-making, small-talk swapping and seat re-arranging before everyone was settled and ready to listen to what Patsy had to say.
 
   ‘So, as you know,’ she began, looking around at her audience, ‘we have been conducting a thorough and methodical search of the Archives, focusing on the areas previously off limits to the public.  We know Austin, Marcus’ father, put an end to Relic research relatively recently, which indicated the Mind God was concerned someone was getting too close, but it’s taken us weeks of searching to come across what we think it was that he was worried about.’  She paused and took a sip of tea.  ‘We searched the Mind Descendants’ family vault first, thinking the Mind God may have kept whatever was troubling him, but we weren’t to be so lucky.  It was eventually in the Body vault we finally struck gold, stumbling upon a hidden compartment with these two books tucked away inside,’ she said, indicating to the unassuming objects in front of her.  They were both small and worn, one with a green leather cover, the other having lost its cover at some point along the way.  They were nothing more than notebooks, untidy handwriting scribbled across the pages, crossings out scattered here and there, additions crammed into the margins.
 
   ‘This one,’ said Patsy, indicating the more dogged of the two, ‘goes into detail about the nature of the Relic; its composition, character and preferences.’
 
   ‘Its what?’ said Anita, not sure if she had misunderstood.  ‘Composition I get, but character and preferences?  It has a personality?!’
 
   ‘Yes.  Apparently,’ said Patsy.
 
   ‘It’s a lump of stone,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘Is it?’ Patsy replied, bringing Anita up short.
 
   ‘Well yes, I thought so,’ she said, now a little embarrassed by her outburst.
 
   ‘Always challenge preconceptions,’ teased Marcus, quietly, so only Anita could hear.  She flushed, glad the room’s attention had shifted back to Patsy.
 
   ‘The text implies the Relic is more than a “lump of stone”, to use Anita’s inelegant description.  It suggests the Relic should be thought of more as an animate object, albeit a stationary one.’  Patsy looked around at a sea of confused faces, so continued without pause.  ‘This means the possibilities for interaction are significantly increased.  Indeed, I suppose it should be possible to meditate with the Relic itself.’
 
   Anita felt opposition bubble inside her, but told herself to consider the outlandish theory objectively before disregarding it.  ‘So you’re suggesting we attempt to mediate with the Relic?’ she said.  ‘Does the notebook give any ideas as to how to go about that?’
 
   ‘Unfortunately it does not,’ said Patsy, ‘but this is where the second book comes in,’ she said, indicating the other text.  ‘This tells us how energy is drawn into the Relic itself.’
 
   ‘Someone realised the Relic was sucking energy out of the world?’ asked Anita.  ‘Who?’ she added, annoyed someone had realised what neither she, nor Bas or Alistair had managed to.
 
   ‘It’s not clear who the book belonged to,’ said Patsy, ‘but obviously someone both very intelligent and with an open mind,’ she said, pointedly.  Anita gave her a dirty look, but kept her mouth shut.
 
   ‘So how is energy drawn to the Relic?’ asked Marcus, eager for the knowledge Patsy could give them.
 
   ‘It’s complicated,’ she explained, ‘but essentially, it seems as though the Relic absorbs energy waves, just like any other object.  However, the Relic has a way of storing this energy and becomes more and more powerful over time, using energy gained to attract increasing amounts of energy to it.  The more energy it takes in, the more it attracts, or so the author hypothesises, which might explain why the energy crisis has gathered pace in recent times.’
 
   ‘So you don’t think it has anything to do with sentiment?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ said Patsy, ‘and energy balance is an incredibly complex beast.  They probably both play a part, but now there’s less energy to go around, maybe any changes due to sentiment have a more profound effect.’
 
   ‘So we should try and stop it from absorbing energy,’ suggested Anita, ‘by meditating into it so we can destroy it from the inside?’
 
   ‘Or maybe we could trick the Relic into absorbing our energy, by appearing to be just like any other energy source?’ said Marcus.
 
   ‘Or a combination of both meditation and absorption?’ added Cleo.
 
   ‘I think it prudent to remember the illustrations and words the Mind God gave us,’ said Joslyn.  ‘Meaning, there needs to be a coming together of a compatible Mind, Body and Spirit – assuming that interpretation of the symbols is correct – and they need to “look to the light” when sending the Relic skyward.’
 
   ‘But assuming we somehow manage to rescue Alexander, and jointly meditate into and destroy the Relic, without being stopped by everyone in the Cloud Mountain,’ said Anita, counting out the steps they would need to go through to ensure success, ‘how will we then eject the Mind God from this world?’ she asked, looking between Bakko and Cordelia for an answer.
 
   Cordelia sized her up, before shrugging.  ‘Bakko and I will take care of that bit,’ she said, easily.
 
   ‘How?’
 
   ‘Once the Relic is destroyed, the Mind God’s additional energy will be removed from him, to be re-distributed back into the world,’ she said.  ‘With his advantage gone, Bakko and I will jointly have greater power than the Mind God, and between us will be able to remove him from this world.’
 
   ‘Removing yourselves at the same time,’ said Cleo, without really meaning to.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Cordelia, firmly.
 
   ‘We’d better come up with a way to get Alexander out then,’ said Anita, ‘whilst keeping the two of you out of the way,’ she said, to Cordelia and Bakko.
 
   ‘And why is that?’ asked Cordelia.
 
   ‘Because, according to Alexander, Theseus is planning a ceremony where he intends to put an end to your opposition once and for all.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next few days were fraught with tense strategizing.  They all agreed the best chance of the plan succeeding was to get Alexander out, and for Anita, Marcus and Alexander to practice meditating jointly as much as possible before attempting to meditate into the Relic itself.  The problem was, the only way they could think to get him out was to use someone else as bait.  That Theseus was jealous and selfish was not in dispute; these were the traits which had brought about his being in the world in the first place.  But the only ones who made good bait were Cleo and Cordelia, (the real Cordelia, who the Body God had inhabited for decades), as they were the only ones who meant something to the other Gods.  Of course, Anita would have been a good candidate too, having been brought up by Cordelia, but she was needed for meditation practice, so wasn’t an option.
 
   Cordelia and Bakko flat refused to play along with the bait plan, although Cleo was keen to help.  Knowing this, Bakko proceeded to follow her everywhere she went, not trusting Anita and Cleo not to put together a plan behind his back.
 
   Given their stalemate, they instead settled on plan B; for Anita to meditate with Alexander again, tell him the latest plan, and find out if he had any ideas as to how they could get him out.  It was agreed Draeus would go with her into the mountain, as Marcus’ essential role in the plan meant the others wouldn’t let him go, much to his open and vehement disagreement.
 
   They went at dusk, as the sun dipped under the horizon, making their hasty way up through the tunnel and into the store room above.  They headed out into the night air and reached the base of the cliff without incident, Draeus marvelling at the settlement nobody in the outside world had a clue was in existence.  Draeus stayed at the bottom as lookout and Anita scaled the now familiar route to the top.  She paused, listening and feeling for the presence of others, and was about to hoist herself over, when faint energy waves and then voices floated to where she hung against the cliff face.
 
   ‘You’re sure she’ll come back?’ asked a hushed male voice.
 
   ‘Of course she’ll come back, eventually, and everything is in place for when she does,’ said Amber’s familiar snarl, her voice low.
 
   Anita froze.  Who were they talking about?  Did they mean her?  Their energy disappeared, presumably back through the curtain of crystals and Anita snuck a look over the lip to see what was going on.  She couldn’t see clearly through the curtain, but she could make out more than one figure moving around beyond.  Warnings flashed in Anita’s mind, and she decided to abandon the attempt to contact Alexander.  Something strange was going on, and she needed to find out what before running headlong into a potential trap.  She climbed down and Draeus appeared from a crease in the wall, concern written all over his face.
 
   ‘What happened?’ he asked.  ‘Did someone see you?’
 
   Anita shook her head, and Draeus was placated, largely because Anita’s body language backed up the gesture.  ‘I heard two voices discussing a plan that’s in place for when someone eventually returns.  It wasn’t clear who they were talking about, but they said ‘she’, so it’s obviously a woman.’
 
   ‘Couldn’t they have been referring to someone within the Cloud Mountain?’
 
   ‘It’s possible, but it didn’t sound like it.  They weren’t sure when she would return, if at all, and one of the voices was Amber.’
 
   ‘Never a good sign.’
 
   ‘And they were discussing it away from everyone else, like it was some kind of secret.’
 
   ‘Strange,’ said Draeus.  ‘So what are our options?’
 
   ‘Wait until the others leave the Temple and hope the Mind God stays up there to meditate so we can try again, or return to the cave and come back tomorrow.’
 
   ‘Or we could stay up here and observe, waiting for the right moment to get to him?’ suggested Draeus.
 
   ‘We could do that, but the real question is, if they were talking about me, does that mean Alexander is in on it too?  I didn’t think the Mind God could access Alexander’s centre without him knowing.’
 
   ‘I’m not sure it’s that straightforward,’ said Draeus.  ‘You know how complex and uncertain things can get when you’re dealing directly with a person’s mind.  I’m sure if he tried hard enough, the Mind God could have found a way to go undetected.’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Anita, unsure.
 
   ‘So, what’s it to be?’ asked Draeus.  ‘Retreat, or stay?’
 
   ‘We have to find a way to move forwards,’ Anita reasoned, ‘and we’re not going to achieve that by going back to the cave.’
 
   ‘So we stay?’
 
   ‘Yes.  Hopefully I can get to him tonight.  We’ll have to watch the front of the cliff to see if they come down.  If that doesn’t work, we’ll have to stay up here and watch for another opportunity,’ she said, her mind made up.
 
   ‘Okay,’ agreed Draeus, with a firm nod of the head.  ‘Lead the way.’
 
   They traced their steps back the way they’d come until they reached a point with a good view of the descent from the top.  They made sure they were out of view, between a cluster of large boulders, and settled down to wait.
 
   Several hours passed and they were stiff and cold, the night air full of bite, before torchlight appeared at the top of the path.  They strained their eyes, trying to make out how many were descending, but it was impossible to tell.  They waited for them to come closer, adrenaline pumping as they watched the shadowy figures make their painstaking approach.  It seemed to take an eternity for the group to reach the bottom, but they finally made it, close enough for Anita and Draeus to see who they were.
 
   They watched like hawks, careful not to let anyone slip past unseen, Anita focusing her energy on identifying their number at the same time as forcing her eyes to catch their every move.  She identified Amber, Anderson, and Bella as they made their way past.  Amber and Anderson were conversing loudly about how they were masters of the universe, whilst Bella followed in their wake, her energy for some reason low.
 
   Draeus and Anita waited for them to pass before comparing notes.  ‘Three?’ asked Anita.
 
   ‘Yep,’ replied Draeus.  ‘Amber, Anderson and Bella.’
 
   ‘Same,’ said Anita.
 
   ‘So, what next?’
 
   ‘I climb back up to the top and hopefully find Alexander meditating alone.’
 
   ‘Right you are,’ said Draeus, his tone more appropriate for a Sunday picnic than their current circumstances, and Anita smiled, her face hidden by the night.
 
   They moved carefully back to Anita’s climbing route, picking their way more slowly now they had only the distant light of the town to illuminate their path.  They made it, and Anita wasted no time before scaling back up the cliff.  She reached the top and paused to listen.  She held her breath, blood rushing in her ears as she concentrated on picking up any faint sound or trace of energy.  After a few minutes, satisfied there was no one outside the crystal curtain, she pulled herself up over the edge, crouching like a hunting cat as she took in her surroundings.  The place was quiet and empty, no signs of life on either side of the curtain, although a dim glow snuck through the crystals, betraying some source of light beyond.
 
   She stayed perfectly still for a number of minutes, watching for any movement and listening for any sound.  There was nothing, not a single hint of a person.  So, crouching low to the ground, she approached the barrier that protected this strange new Temple.  She paused as she reached it, once more straining to discover any evidence of life on the other side, but as before, she was disappointed.
 
   She took a deep breath and lay flat on the floor, her stomach pressed against the freezing stone, a shiver working its way down her spine.  She reached her hands forward and parted the crystals a fraction, enough only to break the strange barrier and gain a glimpse of what lay inside.  It took a moment for her eyes to adjust and she struggled to see across the open space, careful to take in every detail.  To her surprise, and gut-wrenching disappointment, there was nobody there.  Other than the Relic and a handful of torches around it, Anita could see nothing in the Temple at all.  She lay still for a moment, considering her next move; should she retreat back to Draeus and regroup, or take the opportunity to more closely inspect the Relic.
 
   She considered the options for several frantic heartbeats before crawling slowly forwards, until she was entirely through the curtain.  She was up on her feet and approaching it in seconds, her legs seeming to move of their own accord, her mind trying to stay calm and focused, whilst distracted by the danger of what she was doing.  She reached the Relic and found her hands stretching out to touch it, the familiar jagged edges as cold and uninviting as ever.  She felt it all over, searching for anything she might have missed before, any small clue that their plan was on the right track.  She found nothing.  She focused on the energy in the room, trying to feel the energy of the Relic, but again, there was nothing.  She took a deep breath and turned to make her way back to Draeus, but as she turned, a movement on the other side of the Relic, right back by the crystal curtain, caught her eye.
 
   Anita froze and retrained her eyes, fear and dread filling her as she searched for what was there.  Once again her eyes found nothing, but a trace of energy suddenly buzzed against her back, and she spun around to see who or what was behind her.  A gasp of air escaped her as she picked out a figure in the shadows, everything in her screaming to run.  But there was nowhere to run to; the figure was blocking the only exit she had.
 
   ‘What are you doing here?’ asked Alexander’s familiar, rich voice, his body still hidden from view.  The voice chilled her; it was Alexander’s, but not the Alexander she knew.
 
   ‘I wanted to see what all the fuss was about,’ said Anita, motioning back towards the Relic.  ‘But that piece of junk seems as benign as ever.’
 
   Alexander stepped slowly into the light and raised his eyebrows, mocking her.  ‘Benign junk?’ he asked, smiling a sinister smile.  ‘Curious, for an object such as that to get the world in such a spin, don’t you agree?’
 
   ‘Hence my own curiosity,’ Anita replied, edging towards the crystal curtain and her only chance of escape.
 
   He spotted her movement and easily headed her off, toying with her like a cat with an injured bird.  ‘Going somewhere?’ he asked, casually.
 
   ‘I’ve seen everything I came to see,’ she said, evenly, ‘and it would be rude to outstay my welcome.’
 
   ‘Have you?’ asked Alexander, pausing.  ‘Seen everything you came to see, that is?’ he continued, before suddenly dropping to his knees.  Anita took an involuntary step towards him before forcing her body to stop.  He looked up at her and his eyes were familiar once more, a look of horror contorting his features.
 
   ‘Anita, run,’ choked the real Alexander, before his eyes went dark once more. 
 
   Anita’s energy froze.  ‘What have you done to him?’ she demanded, as he got to his feet, shaking his head.
 
   ‘It’s a great honour to be possessed by a God,’ he sneered.  ‘I have done as I please, as I am entitled.’
 
   ‘I think you’ve perfectly struck the underlying problem,’ snapped Anita, all caution leaving her.  ‘Your sense of entitlement has caused a great number of people a great deal of suffering, and I’m not so sure I agree with it.’
 
   ‘How unfortunate for you,’ he replied, his voice steely.  ‘Fortunately for me, I don’t have to listen to people like you; I’m a God, and as such can do as I please.  Timi, lock her up, I’m sure we can find some use for her.’
 
   To her astonishment, two hands seized her from behind.  She hadn’t felt his energy until this moment, yet he’d been standing right behind her.  She responded immediately, spinning Timi over onto the floor before he had a chance to realise what was happening.  She wasted no time, pelting for the place in the crystals where she’d entered, but moments before she reached it, a splitting pain struck her mind, lightning flashes cascading across her vision, then everything went black, her empty body falling, mid-sprint, to the unforgiving floor.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita disappeared over the top of the cliff and Draeus waited a few moments to make sure she wasn’t about to make an immediate retreat.  When she didn’t reappear, he made his way back around to the front of the cliff, from where he would have some visibility of anyone leaving or entering the Temple.  He settled down and waited, tension gripping him as the minutes ticked by with no sign of Anita.  He told himself this was a good thing, that this probably meant she was meditating with Alexander, but he couldn’t shake the feeling of foreboding creeping up inside.
 
   Only a few minutes later, a flame torch appeared at the top of the cliff, waving left and right in an obvious signal to someone watching from below.  Draeus waited, holding his breath, knowing in his gut that Anita had been discovered.
 
   Five men appeared out of the darkness and flew at the steps to the Temple, their torches betraying their progress, making it to the top with alarming speed.  They disappeared behind the crystal curtain, reappearing moments later, several of them grouped together, moving more slowly than before.  The torches made pitiful progress down the descent, but as they eventually passed nearby, he could make out a female figure slung between two of the men, Timi bringing up the rear, his smug smile menacing in the flickering orange light.
 
   Draeus slunk back into the darkness, fighting to keep his energy under control so as not to betray his presence.  They disappeared into a tunnel in the side of the mountain, and he waited ten full minutes before moving from his position, making sure they really were gone, and watching for any further movement from the Temple.  None came, so he crept slowly back to Joslyn’s cave, a knot in his stomach as he tried to work out how he was going to tell the others that Anita had been captured.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Anita’s eyes flew open as she came round, memories of what had happened flooding back and setting her on guard.  She bolted upright, blood rushing to her head, making her dizzy as she sat, disorientated, on the floor.  The fuzz cleared and she forced her eyes to focus, taking in her gloomy cell, enclosed on all four sides by jagged rock walls, the only interruptions a solid metal door and a recess holding a dull energy lamp which cast a sallow glow across the room.
 
   ‘Finally awake,’ crowed a voice from behind her, making her jump and sending a cool shot of adrenaline through her blood.  She spun around to find an unfamiliar man leaning against the cell’s wall, but she knew immediately who it was.  He was tall and on the thin side of being well-built, with light brown hair and spindly fingers.  His features were fine and attractive with light green eyes like pools of water, mocking her where she sat.
 
   ‘And you’ve finally decided to show your true self,’ Anita replied, after several moments of careful study.
 
   ‘And?’ he taunted, walking towards her, ‘I’m just dying to hear what you think.’  He walked closer, circling her where she sat.  ‘Who wins?  Me or Alexander?’
 
   Anita was taken off guard by his approach, feeling helpless, like she was the prey of a snake slowly coiling around her and a cold lick of fear took hold.  ‘What do you want from me?’ she asked, trying to divert him from his current course.
 
   ‘I plan to drain your energy, slowly, until I possess it all and you die,’ he said, matter of factly.  Anita paled, shocked by both the content and nonchalance with which he delivered the news.  ‘Well, you did ask,’ said the Mind God, shrugging and rolling his eyes as though her reaction were melodramatic.  ‘But don’t worry,’ he continued, ‘first I plan to possess you for a while; see what all the fuss is about.’
 
   ‘Where’s Alexander?’ asked Anita, suppressing a wave of panic that threatened to engulf her.
 
   ‘Boring sod that one,’ he laughed, ‘he’s around somewhere.  I’ll probably drain him too, just to keep things tidy.  But you’re the one I really want, after all, you’re the one who killed Austin.’
 
   ‘That’s what this is about?’ asked Anita, incredulous.  ‘You want to kill me because I acted in self-defense against a man who had sought me out to kill me?’
 
   ‘He was my favourite.’
 
   ‘You’re favourite what?’
 
   ‘Host of course,’ he said, offhandedly.  ‘But there’s also all the sniffing around you’ve been doing into the energy and the Relic, which is irritating.’
 
   ‘But you’re killing the world you helped create,’ said Anita, eager to learn as much as she could from this strange man.
 
   ‘Of course I’m not,’ he snapped, rounding on her before getting himself back under control, ‘I’m making it better.’
 
   ‘By killing off most of the people?’
 
   Theseus disappeared into thin air and a splitting pain filled Anita’s head, the world outside of her fading in intensity, somehow now beyond her grasp, just a little too far away for her to impact.
 
   ‘So, now, where shall we start?’ asked a sniggering voice from inside her head.
 
   ‘Get out,’ said Anita, out loud.
 
   He laughed.  ‘You might want to learn to talk to me without speaking, or everyone will think you’re crazy.’
 
   ‘Get out of my head,’ Anita thought.
 
   ‘Better,’ said the smug voice.
 
   ‘You can listen to all my thoughts?’ asked Anita, alarmed.
 
   ‘Most of them,’ he replied.  ‘Now, let’s have a look around.’  Anita sat down and meditated, following Theseus as he tore through her private spaces.  ‘A horse in a stable?  Seriously?’ he laughed, mocking her.
 
   ‘You and your fellow Gods designed how this works,’ Anita scolded.  ‘You only have yourself to blame if you don’t like the results.’
 
   Pain seared through Anita’s mind.  ‘I won’t hesitate to punish you if you displease me,’ he replied, Anita shaking her head to try and clear it.  ‘Ah, strange centre, quite tribal, very earthy, typical of a Body I suppose.  But now, this boat is unexpected, lots of Mind here I would say, and...’ a scream filled Anita’s mind.  She tried to close her ears to it, but didn’t know if that was possible when the sound was coming from inside her.  She shook her head again, until, moments later, a great weight lifted and she felt suddenly free.
 
   Anita pulled herself out of her meditation, blinking as her eyes took in Theseus slumped on the floor.  She stifled a laugh.  ‘What happened?’ she said, as the Mind God got to his feet.
 
   ‘What was that?’ he asked, Anita surprised to find a hint of worry in his, until now, entirely self-assured tone.
 
   ‘What was what?’ she replied, trying to hide the confusion from her face.
 
   ‘I tried to link from the boat to the next place in your mind, but it wouldn’t let me in,’ he said, fear creeping through him before turning to anger.  He rushed to where Anita sat and wrapped a hand around her throat.  ‘What have you got in there?’ he spat, his face inches from hers as his fingers squeezed her flesh.
 
   ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Anita choked, her hands scrabbling at his as it crushed her windpipe.
 
   ‘Or who then,’ he said, his tone borderline hysterical, ‘are you harbouring another in there?  One of the other Gods?’ he pushed Anita backwards, so she was lying on the ground, a knee on her chest as his hand continued to choke her.
 
   ‘I have nothing and nobody in there,’ she managed to whisper, ‘only another place, a large hall.  It was hard for me to find...took a long time,’ she mumbled, as her head began to swim.
 
   Theseus let her go and exploded to his feet.  ‘A large hall?  What hall?’ he asked, his mind racing.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ she lied, her voice still small as her hands assessed the damage at her neck.  She hoped he wouldn’t be able to make out the lie amongst the cacophony of emotions mixed up in her galloping energy.  ‘You couldn’t get in?’ she ventured, sitting up, curiosity trumping self-preservation.
 
   ‘No,’ he confirmed, pacing around the cell.
 
   ‘Has this ever happened before?’ she asked, in the most innocuous tone she could muster.
 
   ‘Of course not,’ he snapped, ‘I’m the Mind God; all minds are open to me.’  He paused, looking curiously at Anita.  ‘Except the minds of the other Gods of course,’ he said, rounding on her once more, his hand returning to her neck.  ‘Which one is in there?’ he demanded.
 
   ‘I honestly don’t know what you mean,’ she replied, taking comfort that his hand was a little less tightly wrapped around her throat than before.  ‘I’ve never been possessed by anyone other than you just now,’ she said, willing him to read her energy and see she was telling the truth.  He pushed her back to the ground, discarding her, and got to his feet, pacing once more, Anita hoping this meant he believed her.
 
   He paced faster and faster before letting out a roar of anger and thundering towards her.  ‘Mark my words,’ he said, in a slow, menacing voice, ‘I will drain you of your energy, and it will kill you.’  He left the room, slamming the heavy metal door behind him with terrifying force.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Draeus finally heard voices enter the cave as the others returned from whatever they had been occupying themselves with.  It was dark, but he’d lit only one solitary light, pouring all of his energy into trying to determine the way forward.  Cleo and Bakko entered the room, Bakko pushing her up against the wall, thoughts only of Cleo, before he realised they were not alone.  He spun around and met Draeus’ eyes, feeling Cleo’s embarrassment and Draeus’ dismay at the same time.
 
   ‘What happened?’ Bakko asked, quickly, taking a step towards where Draeus sat.
 
   ‘Where’s Anita?’ asked Cleo, looking around for her best friend.
 
   ‘Get the others,’ said Draeus, and Cleo jumped to it immediately, desperate to find out what had happened.  She was quick about it, fetching Joslyn and Marcus from the kitchen and returning in under a minute.
 
   ‘What happened?’ demanded Cleo, moving around the room and turning on the lights.
 
   ‘Anita was captured,’ said Draeus.  The others stayed silent, knowing more would follow.  Draeus recounted the whole story before anyone said a thing.
 
   ‘They knew she’d been up there,’ said Marcus, ‘and in all likelihood that she’d come back.’
 
   ‘Assuming Anita was the woman Anderson and Amber were discussing, yes,’ said Draeus, ‘but this is by no means a foregone conclusion.  We have no idea what else they have going on up there.’
 
   ‘You said they took her into the mountain itself?’ said Bakko.  ‘You didn’t pick up anything from the guards about where specifically they were headed?’
 
   ‘No,’ said Draeus, shaking his head.  ‘The guards didn’t say a thing, and nor did Timi, who was following them.’
 
   ‘But there was no sign of Alexander?’ said Marcus.
 
   ‘No,’ replied Draeus.
 
   ‘We have to go up there and get her,’ said Marcus, resolutely.  ‘We have to go tonight.  Hopefully we’ll get there before they can hurt her.’
 
   ‘So we’re going to waltz into the mountain, with no idea how many people we may face,’ said Draeus, evenly.  ‘Not to mention, we have no idea what else they might have up there; energy weapons and the like.  Then we’ll run around a bit until we find Anita and Alexander and then, what?  Escape back the way we came?’
 
   ‘Who said anything about rescuing Alexander?’ said Marcus.
 
   Cleo rolled her eyes.  ‘Much as I don’t like the idea,’ she said, ‘we can’t just leave her there.  If Anita was the one they were discussing, they said everything was ready for the ceremony.  You’ve got to admit, that doesn’t sound good.’
 
   ‘I agree we have to do something,’ said Draeus, ‘but getting ourselves captured out of sheer stupidity isn’t going to help anyone.’
 
   ‘We could create a diversion,’ said Joslyn’s quiet voice.  Having silently listened and weighed up both sides of the argument, she had made up her mind.  ‘We,’ she gestured at everyone in the room, ‘will go into the mountain through the tunnel.  We will find out where they’re holding Anita and Alexander, and what they have planned, then we’ll find a way to rescue them.  At the same time, Marcus’ army should attack the front of the mountain, both on the path and up the cliff face.  Cordelia should lead this attack.  They’ll think she’s enraged as a result of Anita’s capture and hopefully that means they’ll take it seriously, not to mention, if we are all captured, at least she’ll stand a chance of getting away.’
 
   ‘At the very least it should draw Amber’s attention away from what’s going on inside,’ said Marcus, ‘and hopefully it will invoke a bit of chaos; none of the others should have any idea what to do when under attack.’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ said Joslyn, shooting him a warning look.  ‘They are clever, astute, and they’re all readers; that is a dangerous combination.’  Marcus had the good grace to look a little abashed as the others agreed to the plan.
 
   ‘Where’s Cordelia?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘I’m here,’ said an unfamiliar voice from the entrance.  It was light, like the wind, and twice as mesmerising.  A tall, beautiful, woman stepped into the dim light.  She was lithe, of medium build and had olive coloured skin.  She could not have been older than late thirties, dark hair cascading down her back as her green eyes took them all in.
 
   ‘Cordelia?’ asked Cleo, unsure.
 
   Bakko smiled and strode to embrace the woman.  ‘Finally,’ he laughed, as he let her go, ‘Tatianna walks in the world the three Gods created together.  At last.  We can finally have some fun.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ‘I possessed her,’ said Theseus, pacing at the top of the mountain, where Timi had previously held court.  ‘But there was a place in her mind I could not reach,’ he said, pausing, looking from Amber to Timi for answers, the dramatic sunrise behind him making him look every bit the God he was.
 
   ‘I thought that impossible,’ said Timi, warily.
 
   ‘I am the Mind God,’ he spat, ‘of course it’s supposed to be impossible.’
 
   ‘So it stands to reason the only way it is possible is if it has something to do with the other Gods?’ ventured Amber.
 
   ‘That would seem most likely,’ he replied, his tone softer.  ‘But there was no trace of either of them in her, and they could not have hidden in there from me.’
 
   ‘So they left something in there?’ asked Timi.  ‘Some kind of object maybe?’
 
   ‘Unlikely,’ he snapped, ‘it was no object, but a place.’
 
   ‘Did you try to force your way in?’ asked Timi.
 
   Theseus rounded on him.  ‘Do I look like an imbecile?’ he snarled.  ‘I was expelled from her mind when I tried to force my way in.’  Timi paled at the implications, fear running hot within him at the thought he might have picked the wrong side.  Theseus felt it.  ‘Out,’ he raged, ‘get out of here.’
 
   They both made for the exit, Timi’s relief palpable, Amber harder to read.  ‘Not you,’ he said, indicating for Amber to stay.  She obliged as Timi retreated down the steps, moving back to stand by the Mind God, waiting for his next move.  ‘Sit,’ he said, eventually.  She did as she was told, lowering herself to a pile of rugs on the floor, keeping her eyes trained on him.
 
   ‘You would like to possess me?’ she asked, arching an eyebrow.
 
   He took a long while to respond.  ‘It would be strange for me,’ he said, watching her.
 
   ‘Because of Austin?’
 
   ‘In part,’ he replied, slowly.
 
   ‘I know how it relaxes you,’ she said, provocatively.
 
   He watched as she leaned back and unbuttoned her blouse, revealing a lace bra beneath.  His mouth twitched at the corners, amused by her actions.  ‘How did she get in?’ he asked, lightly, prowling towards her, making her lift her head to keep her eyes on his.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘not yet anyway,’ a steely edge creeping into her tone, but her eyes stubbornly inviting.
 
   He walked behind her, out of her view, and her skin prickled with concern.  She was used to toying with others, and she didn’t like it when the tables turned, now vulnerable, unable to see his movements, fighting the urge to turn around and face him.  A blur of action exploded behind her and she felt an impact at her back.  Her energy spiked, no idea what was happening, forcing herself to remain still until she’d worked out what was going on.  She took a breath and two hands appeared at her shoulders, pausing for a moment before kneading the tension they found there.  Amber relaxed a little, relief flooding her.
 
   ‘I don’t think I’m the one who needs to relax,’ he whispered, nipping her ear with his teeth.
 
   She leaned back into him, her back against his chest, her head under his chin, his warm, strong hands massaging their way down her arms, across the palms of her hands, to her fingers.  ‘I do plan to possess you,’ he said, meaningfully, his rich voice mesmerising, ‘but it’ll be no fun for me if you’re so wound up.’  Amber tipped her head back and closed her eyes as his fingers intertwined with hers, tugging them gently.  He wrapped his legs around her and his body heat thawed the tension in her soul, months of strain and pressure beginning to melt away.
 
   ‘I plan to drain Alexander and Anita together, tonight,’ he breathed, ‘and I need you on top form for the ceremony; we must make sure nothing gets in the way.’
 
   ‘Of course,’ she murmured, ‘whatever you need.’
 
   ‘I need to rest, and so do you,’ he said, wrapping his hands around her, still holding her fingers, so her arms went with his.  He lay down, pulling her back with him until they both lay flat, Amber lying on top of him.  They lay there for several moments, their energy mingling, then, unexpectedly, Amber thudded to the ground.  She arched her back, a shiver of intense pleasure running down her spine as she felt him take command.  She smiled; he was finally with her, she could finally feel his power pulsing through her mind.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sol, Marcus’ most trusted deputy, had joined them in the cave, anxiety rising as he listened to their plan.  He looked round the strange collection of people and wondered as to their chances of success.  He had to consider, after all, how many of Marcus’ army – his army – were going to be killed or seriously injured in this fight?
 
   Marcus finished speaking and Sol arranged his thoughts before formulating his response.  ‘So,’ he started, looking around at their expectant faces, ‘if I’ve got this right, the plan is for me to lead the army up the front of the mountain, assuming we can get through all the checkpoints leading to the base.’  He paused, Marcus nodded.  ‘We will then proceed to try and force our way in, by climbing both the path to the top, which usually takes the best part of a day, but also, by finding other potential routes up the sheer cliff face.’  His scepticism was palpable.  ‘You, in the meantime, will slip in through the back entrance, find Anita and Alexander, and then slip out again, before anyone realises what’s going on.’
 
   ‘You will provide a distraction, yes,’ said Marcus, trying to cover his irritation.
 
   ‘But what I don’t understand,’ said Sol, carefully, ‘is why you want to get them out so quickly.’
 
   ‘I’m sorry?’ said Cleo, spoiling for a fight; she didn’t appreciate Sol’s criticism of their plan either.
 
   ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ said Sol, his body language pacifying them a little, ‘I know why this seems like a good idea, and of course, you want to get your friends back to safety, but this a one-time plan.  If we do this now, we lay all our cards on the table.  You’ll more than likely be chased out of there, assuming you manage to get out at all, which means you’ll lead them to the tunnel.  Then, you’ll either have to hastily block it off, or they’ll follow you back down here.  Not to mention, we will lose men in the assault on the front of the mountain.  Morale is not exactly at an all-time high, and we will have given Amber the opportunity to experience an attack, identify her weaknesses, and learn for next time.’
 
   ‘So what do you propose as an alternative?’ asked Marcus, ‘seeing as you’re not in favour of our plan.’
 
   ‘In fact, I am in favour of your plan,’ said Sol, surprising his audience, ‘just with a few moderations.  The army is restless out here with nothing to do, on short rations and with reports of the energy still dropping.  Soon we’re going to start seeing defections, either to Amber’s army in the Cloud Mountain, or back to the city.  We need to do something sooner rather than later, and I agree, our best chance of creating the greatest distraction, and drawing Amber’s greatest force, is by attacking the approach to the mountain, so we need to engage them there in some way.  However, given this is going to be our one and only solid chance of getting into the mountain, we need to execute the full plan whilst we’re there,’ he said, looking around for confirmation of their understanding.
 
   ‘You think we should try to send back the Relic at the same time?’ asked Draeus.  Sol nodded.
 
   ‘But they haven’t had a chance to practice joint meditation, at least not all three of them together,’ said Cleo, flicking her hair in distress.
 
   ‘As ever,’ said Sol, ‘if we wait to be entirely ready, the war will be over, and we will have lost.’
 
   ‘So we find Anita and Alexander, get them and me to the Relic, and then try to get rid of it, with all manner of chaos going on around us,’ said Marcus.
 
   ‘Which is why I propose that a small force should come with you into the mountain.  It’ll be crazy in there once people realise they’re being invaded, and you’ll need help to keep yourselves alive.’
 
   ‘What about Bakko and Tatiana?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘They come too,’ said Marcus, ‘and once we’ve returned the Relic, they deal with the Mind God, hopefully back on an even footing.’
 
   Cleo paled.  ‘You’re right,’ she said, her voice thin.  ‘Excuse me,’ she said, and left the room.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The door rattled open and Alexander looked up from his cot on the floor, his face a mix of curiosity and fear.  His surprise was obvious, and he didn’t try to hide it when he recognised Timi’s agitated form.  ‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, his voice even, having learned fighting his captors didn’t get him anywhere.
 
   ‘Come with me,’ said Timi, worry written across his face, ‘now,’ he snapped, ‘quickly, and be quiet.’
 
   Alexander immediately got to his feet.  He could read the torment in Timi’s emotions so didn’t waste time arguing.  He didn’t ask where they were going, or what they were doing, staying silent as he followed, tiptoeing through the maze of tunnels inside the mountain.  Alexander’s energy was hopeful as he considered what this could mean; was Timi setting him free?  Had Timi been a triple agent all along?  His thoughts were interrupted by Timi’s hand pushing him back out of view as two young guards sauntered along the corridor, too consumed in their own conversation to pay a couple of calm energy signatures any attention.
 
   ‘Good,’ said Timi, ‘you’ll need to keep your energy under control for the next bit too.’  Alexander nodded.  ‘Stay here and keep out of sight,’ he said, as he rounded the corner to where a guard stood watch outside a door.  ‘We are changing protocol,’ said Timi, his voice sullen, ‘to ensure our security is maintained.  Your shift should finish in fifteen minutes, but I am relieving you now.’
 
   ‘What?’ said the surprised guard, clearly torn between leaping to obey and following the orders he had already been given.
 
   ‘As I said,’ said Timi, ‘we are concerned about security.  I will oversee the transition to the next guard, and you are not permitted to be here for the changeover.’
 
   ‘But...’ started the guard.
 
   ‘...when the Mind God gives me an order, I tend to obey it,’ he said, fixing the young guard with a barbed stare, ‘immediately,’ he snapped.  The guard faltered and Timi resisted the temptation to give him a verbal lashing.  In most situations of rank, he had learned intimidating silence was his best weapon.  The guard hesitated further, and Timi cocked his head to one side, his, until now, placid expression turning cruel.  This was enough to seal it.
 
   ‘Should I report to anyone?’ the guard asked, as he stepped aside and handed over a set of keys.
 
   ‘No,’ said Timi, ‘you’ve simply finished your shift early, so do whatever it is you would normally do when your shift has finished and consider yourself lucky for the extra time off.’
 
   The guard disappeared without further comment, confusion shining in his eyes.  Alexander watched him go, then waited until his footsteps had disappeared before approaching the door where Timi stood, the key now in the lock.  ‘You can thank me later,’ said Timi.  ‘Whatever you do, make sure you’re quiet.  The next guard will have no reason to enter unless you give him one.  Around midday, they will open the door and slide some food in on a tray.  They guards are not permitted to enter, so if you stand behind the door, out of view, you should be okay.  When they discover you’ve escaped, this is the last place they’ll look.’
 
   ‘Why not just let us go?’ asked Alexander.  ‘Assuming it’s Anita behind that door, you’ve already shown your true colours and gone against the Mind God, so why not just set us free?’
 
   ‘You may think that’s what I’ve done, but as usual, you’ve missed the point; I want the ceremony to go ahead,’ he said, a sick smile pulling at his thin lips.  ‘Now, you can waste time out here trying to persuade me to do something I will never do, all the time risking the next guard appears for his shift early, or you can walk through that door.’
 
   Alexander gave a slight shake of the head, not for a moment understanding the true motive behind Timi’s actions, but eagerness to see Anita outweighing all else.  He reached out and twisted the cool handle, pushing the door inwards and stepping through into the dim light beyond.  The door swung closed behind him and the lock clicked back into place, but Alexander barely heard, his eyes fixed on the woman lying on the floor at the other side of the cell.
 
   She had been asleep until the rattle of the door had brought her back to consciousness, fuzz still clouding her mind.  She lay with her eyes closed, tempted to give into the powerful pull of darkness, urging her back into its clutches, but her senses told her there was someone else in the room, so she forced herself awake.
 
   He watched as her forehead creased, familiar annoyance written in her bunched skin.  He took several steps toward her, examining every move she made to make sure it was truly her.  He reached her side and crouched down to touch her, brushing a stray hair back off her face.
 
   Anita’s eyes came open, blinking away her confusion at his touch, his energy, his face.  ‘Alexander?’ she choked.  He pulled her to him, engulfing her, revelling in the feel of her against him.
 
   ‘Are you okay?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Other than a terrible headache, I’m fine.  How did you get in here?’
 
   ‘Timi,’ he said, simply.  ‘He seems to have had a sort of change of heart, unless this is all some kind of trap.  What did they do to you?’
 
   ‘The Mind God possessed me.  He tried to force his way into the hall in my head, but somehow he got kicked out.’
 
   ‘You expelled the Mind God?’
 
   ‘I don’t think it was me exactly, more the place in my mind didn’t want to be discovered or something.’
 
   ‘How is that possible?  Our minds are a part of us; they don’t have abilities independent of us.  Do they?’
 
   ‘I don’t know, but it turns out the hall in my head exists in the Wild, and it’s the only non-natural structure the Gods put in the world.  So maybe this one is an exception.’
 
   ‘I have so many questions I don’t even know where to start.  Does he know what the place is?’ concern thick in his tone.
 
   ‘No.  I told him it was a large room, but said I didn’t know where it was.’
 
   ‘He might work it out himself.’
 
   ‘He might, but that doesn’t mean he’ll be able to force his way in, even if he does, not that I intend to let him possess me again.’
 
   ‘And how are you going to stop him?  With the power of your Mind or your superior Body skills?’ he teased.
 
   Anita laughed.  ‘Both if I have anything to do with it.’
 
   ‘Shhhhh,’ he said, silencing her by putting his lips to hers, ‘we have to be quiet; the new guard will be in position any minute, and I’m not supposed to be here.’
 
   Anita ran her hand through his unruly hair and pulled his mouth back to hers.  ‘Then stop talking,’ she whispered, between kisses.
 
   Alexander silently obeyed, slowly caressing her lips, savouring the contact they had so long been denied.  He ran his fingers down her side, sending shivers through her, chasing away the tension she hadn’t even realised had been there.  He rolled on top of her and she arched her back into him, the warmth of his body seeming to radiate into her soul.  Her hands reached under his shirt, finding bone and sinew where there had once been muscle, his hands revealing the time apart had not been kind to her either.
 
   ‘Just think of all the chocolate we can eat when this is over,’ she whispered, kissing his neck.
 
   He said nothing, but kissed her more greedily, Anita driving his desire as she teased him with her hips.  Their hands explored each other, revelling in the familiar yet different feel, their energy entwining, making them feel whole.  They moved together, bodies working as one, tension building, until waves of pleasure hit them, rolling through them, their energy combined.
 
   It eventually subsided and Alexander kissed her, smiling a satisfied smile as endorphins coursed through his veins.  They lay there together, minutes ticking by, neither wanting to move, but Anita knew there was much for them to do.  She pulled away, sitting up.  ‘We can’t lie around all day...,’ she started.
 
   ‘Shhh,’ he scolded, sitting up and putting a finger across her lips, ‘the new guard will be in position by now,’ he said, his voice low.  ‘And who knows how much time we have...’
 
   ‘...before I’m drained of my energy?’ she finished, her tone flippant, although her energy betrayed her true emotions.
 
   ‘He told you?’
 
   ‘Yes.  We’ve come up with a plan though,’ she said, looking him in the eye, his pupils dilating as he studied her, ‘to return the Relic.’
 
   ‘I’m all ears,’ he said, surprised.
 
   ‘You, me and Marcus need to jointly meditate, half wake up, together, then meditate into the Relic itself.’  Alexander looked sceptical.  ‘I know, it sounds crazy,’ she continued, ‘but we think that’s what the images around the Relic point towards.  It’s a long story, but it’s our best chance.’
 
   ‘Well we don’t have many other options,’ he said, ‘so show me how we do this.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ she said, kissing him one more time before settling opposite him, legs crossed.  He mimicked her.  ‘We mediate jointly – let’s go to my centre for ease – and then we both push our energy back towards the outside world, at the same time.  We have to be careful not to push too far.  Otherwise, the meditation will be broken, and we’ll wake up separately, but we obviously need to go far enough to half wake up.  From there, we all agree for one of us to take the lead, the other two following unconditionally, remaining largely passive, but lending all their collective energy to the actions of the lead.’
 
   ‘Who will the lead be?’
 
   ‘We think it makes most sense if it’s me,’ she replied, evenly.  ‘Marcus and you both get tingles with me, and I get tingles with both of you,’ she paused, as his energy dipped a little.  ‘Sorry,’ she said, placing her hand on his leg, ‘you know you’re the one I want to be with.’
 
   ‘I know,’ he replied, doing his best to level his energy.  ‘Sucks to be Marcus,’ he said, his voice regretful.
 
   ‘I know, and I feel terrible, but either way someone was going to get hurt, and I love you,’ she said, unable to suppress a smile.  ‘Also, it makes sense if I’m the lead, because of the words the Mind God put next to the Relic: ‘she who dares will surely triumph’,’ she recited.
 
   ‘Makes sense to me,’ he replied.  ‘So, we all meditate to your centre, then we pull ourselves half way out, careful to maintain our connection, and then we push all our energy into you, so you have enhanced power?’ he said, making sure he had the gist of it.
 
   ‘You don’t push your energy into me,’ she said.  ‘If you did that, your energy would have to follow the direction in which you push it.  It’s more subtle than that; you need to give up control of your energy, but at the same time entertain the notion of my controlling it, and no one else.’
 
   Alexander raised his eyebrows and gave a willing smile.  ‘I’ll give it a go,’ he said, ‘but it sounds like we could use all the practise we can get.’
 
   ‘We could,’ she confirmed, as they each pushed their energy to the centre of Anita’s mind.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   The sun made its ponderous way down through the sky, clouds glowing purple and orange as its rays sliced through them, the Temple’s crystals casting full spectrums of playful light both inside and out.
 
   ‘It is time,’ Theseus’ voice rang out through Amber’s head, ‘first Alexander, and then Anita; I want to see her face when she sets eyes on him, his life force draining away into me.’
 
   Amber signalled at two men who stood nearby and they jumped into action, rushing off to bring Alexander to his fate.  Amber and Theseus made their way up the cliff, him still inside her mind, sucking her energy into him as he possessed her, bolstering his force for the ceremony to come.  It felt good to be inside a Mind once more; it was so much easier to possess one of his own than a Body or a Spirit.  
 
   They progressed to the summit, to the Temple that belonged just to him, but just as they reached the top, a shout from below made them turn back.  A guard was racing up the path to meet them, something clearly wrong.  Amber started back towards her, moving as fast as she could without risking a fall.  They finally met, halfway down, and Amber’s mood was dark.
 
   ‘What is it?’ she snapped, making it clear the guard should not hesitate in getting to the point.
 
   ‘We’re under attack,’ she spluttered, ‘an army,’ she gasped, trying desperately to catch her breath, ‘coming up from the base of the mountain.’
 
   ‘Whose army?’ Amber asked, dread clutching at her insides; could this timing be a coincidence?
 
   ‘We don’t know; they haven’t identified themselves.’
 
   ‘Go,’ came Theseus’ voice as Amber felt a weight lift from her.  She turned to see Theseus standing behind her, fury riddling his face.  ‘Go and put a stop to this.  Use whatever force is necessary; we will continue as planned.’
 
   ‘Of course,’ said Amber, almost wishing the Mind God good luck, but thinking better of it.  Instead, she turned back down the mountain, descending at speed, the guard trailing in her wake.
 
   Theseus made his way back to the top, to his Temple.  He walked through the curtain and a wash of power flooded through him.  He took a deep breath, revelling in the sensation.  Edmund, Bella and Anderson awaited him.
 
   ‘Everything okay?’ asked Bella, noting both the look of rage still on his face and the absence of Amber.
 
   ‘Of course,’ he replied.  The last thing he needed was for everyone to get distracted at this crucial stage.  Bella shot Anderson a look but had the good sense to let it go.  ‘Where is Timi?’ Theseus demanded, noticing his absence, itching to possess someone else for as long as he could.
 
   ‘Um, we haven’t seen him,’ said Bella, ‘he’s been gone for a while.’
 
   ‘Update,’ he barked, ignoring this particular issue for now, Edmund leaping to an immediate response.
 
   ‘We have everything ready,’ he said, his demeanour that of a scared child.
 
   ‘Stand up straight and try to have some strength of character,’ shot Theseus, irritated he had to spend time with people like this pitiful bunch.
 
   Edmund made a concerted effort to pull himself upright, but it had the opposite effect to that which he’d hoped for, so Theseus looked to Anderson to continue.  ‘The crystals are all in place around the Relic,’ said Anderson, trying to look as though he were in possession of at least a marginal amount of control.  ‘We’ve tested them ourselves, and the energy drain appears to work, most effectively,’ he added, looking apologetically at his wife, upon whom they had tested the process.
 
   ‘Good,’ he said, ‘now get out until Alexander arrives.’
 
   Theseus felt a presence outside the Temple’s boundary, a terrified person hovered around the perimeter, too scared to enter without permission, but not seeing anyone from whom permission could be sought.
 
   ‘Wait,’ Theseus said, the three of them stopping in their tracks.  ‘Edmund, show in whoever that is hovering like an idiot outside.’
 
   Edmund said nothing, but snapped to his task, pulling back the crystal curtain and ushering the scared man inside.  ‘What is it?’ Theseus asked, unkindly, taking out his anger on anyone he could.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ he started, faltering under the weight of their collective appraisal, ‘but...but...Alexander is...um...gone.’
 
   Theseus rounded on him, and in a blur of movement was suddenly standing over him, holding him by the neck.  ‘What did you say?’
 
   ‘He was gone when we opened the cell,’ he choked, ‘someone must have let him go.’
 
   Theseus flung the man to the ground.  ‘Anderson, go and fetch Anita.  Do not return here without her.  Take a contingent of guards with you.  Edmund, find Timi and bring him here immediately.  You,’ he said, to the man cowering on the floor, ‘go and find Alexander, put the whole place on alert if you have to.  And you,’ he said, whirling around to face Bella, who had been edging towards the exit after her husband, ‘stay here with me until they return.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They regrouped in the store room, Marcus, Sol, twenty of Sol’s best men, Bakko, Tatiana, Cleo, Draeus and Joslyn, relieved to have made it this far without detection.  ‘Everyone clear on the plan?’ asked Sol, giving them one last chance to ask questions before they entered the fray.  They all nodded, nobody hesitating for a second, and Sol nodded too.  ‘Good.  In which case, Draeus, lead the way.’
 
   They followed Draeus to the door at the front of the storeroom, too thick to hear through, so they had no idea what they would find on the other side.  ‘Open the door,’ said Sol, indicating for two of his men to pull the door open a fraction, positioning himself to be able to see through the crack once they had.
 
   ‘It’s stuck,’ said one of the men, throwing all his weight behind the task.
 
   ‘It must be locked,’ said Marcus.  ‘When Anita opened it, it swung easily, with no apparent effort.’
 
   ‘As it did when I opened it yesterday,’ Draeus confirmed.
 
   ‘Shit,’ said Sol.  ‘Spread out and search the room,’ he said to his men.  ‘Floor grates, wall grates, ceiling grates, doors, cracks, holes, I want to know about them all.  Go.’  The men fanned out and started to methodically search the space, which they all knew would take an age, given the sheer size of the room.
 
   ‘Likelihood is they’re not going to find anything,’ said Cleo, looking around at each of them in turn.  ‘We’re inside a mountain made of solid rock, and even if there is something, there’s no guarantee they’ll be able to find it.  Nobody’s discovered the tunnel we used, and Joslyn’s been using that for decades.’
 
   ‘So, what do you suggest?’ asked Marcus.
 
   ‘What we do have in here are supplies, a great deal of them, some of which are military in nature.  I suggest we force our way through the door.’
 
   They stayed silent, letting her words sink in, considering their options.  ‘If we do that,’ said Sol, at last, ‘we’ll announce our arrival to everyone within earshot; we lose the element of surprise, and we lose our only means of escape.’
 
   ‘I’m sure we can find something in here that’s forceful yet relatively quiet,’ she responded, feeling the weight of opinion swinging her way, ‘and anyway, most of the noise will be in here, muffled by the door.’  Nobody spoke, so she continued.  ‘There has never been any mention of guards around this area, or visible in the town, so unless they’ve already stationed people here, which would mean they already know this is our way in and out, we won’t be met by an immediate force.  And the door is a bit of a way from the rest of the town from what Marcus and dad have told us.  So there’s a good chance no one will hear us at all, meaning, if we do this, we’ll still have a real shot at being able to slip into the mountain unnoticed.’  They were starting to nod a little now.  ‘And anyway, we don’t have a great deal of choice,’ she finished, matter of factly.
 
   They stood in silence, considering her words.  ‘She’s right,’ said Marcus, ‘we don’t have time to waste; who knows what they’re doing to Anita right now, as we stand here and delay.’
 
   ‘Fine,’ said Sol, knowing they’d made up their minds.  ‘I’ll give the order,’ he said, striding off to find his men.
 
   It took half an hour of searching before they discovered a box of suitable explosives and energy devices capable of detonating them.  Sol himself placed the weapon in the lock and armed the detonator.  He walked around the group, giving final orders to his men, ensuring everyone was well out of range of the expected blast.  When at last he was satisfied they were all both clear on the plan and in a safe location, he crouched down behind a rack of shelves, did a final visual sweep, and then executed.
 
   A muted bang filled the storeroom, bouncing a little around the stone walls before being absorbed by the liberal quantities of stuff everywhere.  Sol’s men ran to inspect the results, ushering the others forward once they’d confirmed the job was done.  They swung the door open, and the small force ventured through, Sol’s men sweeping the way ahead before motioning for the others to follow.  He had done a first-rate job on the explosives; the door still mostly intact, only a small section blown out where the lock had previously sat and a small amount of blackening creeping up the door, both inside and out.
 
   They moved quickly, seeming to have gained entry without discovery, keeping low, using boulders for cover, doing all they could to avoid the notice of the milling crowd in the town below.  They hurried towards where Draeus had seen Anita disappear into the mountain the night before, searching the rock carefully when they got there, no door or opening obviously apparent.  It took less than a minute for Tatiana to discover the entrance, concealed by a fold in the rock.  It looked like no more than a natural fissure in the stone, but a few paces in, it opened up into a fully-fledged tunnel, torches adorning the walls to light the way.
 
   They followed the tunnel, careful not to make a sound, the floor inclining steeply upwards after a short time on the flat.  They moved quickly; there was nowhere to hide if someone else came this way, so their best chance was to get through as swiftly as they could.  The climb was long, and after several hundred metres of steep incline, sweat trickling down their backs, they were beginning to wonder if it would ever end, when the floor levelled abruptly and the tunnel suddenly opened up.
 
   ‘Back,’ Sol hissed, ‘crouch to the floor,’ he said, waving them down with his hand.  He too crouched, observing the space above the lip, creeping forward slowly to assess their options.  The tunnel opened out into a circular intersection, five tunnels crossing, an intricate compass mosaic on the floor, indicating only north, south, east and west.  There was no clue as to where each tunnel led, and each looked identical, so Sol ordered one of his men to mark the wall of the tunnel through which they’d come, just in case.
 
   ‘Come up,’ he said, quietly, only just loud enough for the others to hear.  Draeus and Marcus stepped forward, the only two to have been here before, and they looked around, searching for anything Sol might have missed.
 
   ‘I’m going to go a little way down each tunnel,’ said Draeus.  ‘Hopefully one of them will give us something to go on.’
 
   Sol nodded.  ‘Be quick, and be quiet,’ he said, ‘and if you run into anyone, act like you’re supposed to be here.’
 
   Draeus smiled.  ‘Will do,’ he said, heading off down the first tunnel, just to the left of where they had emerged.  He found nothing in the first two, each appearing to go on for some distance without change.  However, the third tunnel told him exactly where they were.
 
   ‘We’re up by the main entrance,’ he said, when he returned to the others.  ‘That tunnel is one of the ones that encloses the central courtyard; there are windows looking out over the fountain.’
 
   ‘Did you see anyone else?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘No,’ he replied, looking worried.  ‘Every time I’ve ever been here there have been at least seven or eight people milling around this area.’
 
   ‘It’s close to the front entrance though,’ said Marcus, trying to recall the layout from his previous visits.  ‘Maybe they’ve all hidden inside because they know they’re under attack.’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Sol.  ‘Or maybe they know we’re here and there are guards headed in our direction as we speak.’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Draeus, ‘in which case, we should get a move on.’
 
   ‘And do what?’ asked Sol.  ‘You know where to go now we’re up here?’  This had been one of Sol’s biggest concerns when they’d been planning their mission; that nobody had a clue where they should search once inside.  This meant they were just hoping to get lucky, which was never a course of action which sat comfortably with him.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Draeus, ‘we should start with Timi’s quarters at the top of the mountain and work our way down from there.  At least that way we shouldn’t miss anything.
 
   ‘And when we come across monks or guards?’ asked Cleo.
 
   ‘We capture them and put them in a holding cell,’ said Sol, ‘and hope there aren’t so many of them that we get overrun.’  Marcus looked sceptical, and Sol rounded on him.  ‘I told you I had reservations about this plan from the get-go, but now we’re here, we have to see it through,’ he snapped.
 
   ‘I didn’t say a word,’ said Marcus, throwing Sol an apologetic look.  ‘Come on, let’s move.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They cleared the area, finding only two monks on the way to Timi’s quarters.  They held them in a large room by the courtyard, several men keeping guard, Sol peppering them with questions.  They confirmed there were far fewer people around than normal, both because of the attack, but more importantly, because the Mind God had announced a ceremony would take place at sunset, and all mountain residents were to attend.  The two they’d captured had been checking on an experiment before heading to the strange new Temple.  They were in the dark about the purpose of the ceremony, but were clearly anxious to witness whatever it was that was going on.
 
   Convinced they’d uncovered everyone in the area, Sol’s men finally reached the stairs to Timi’s quarters.  Four of them lead the way up the steps to ensure there was no immediate threat at the top, but the space there was also abandoned.
 
   ‘I’ll check the sleeping quarters,’ said Marcus, leading two of the men through the tunnel which led to Timi’s rooms.  To his great surprise, when he got there, he was greeted with the sight of Timi sitting cross-legged on the floor, palms out to the side and facing upwards to show he carried no weapons and meant them no harm.  He looked up at Marcus, his expression open, curiosity and excitement lighting his eyes.
 
   ‘What are you still doing here?’ asked Marcus, warily.  ‘Don’t you have a ceremony to get to?’ he sniped.
 
   Timi laughed.  ‘What could you possibly know about that?  Obviously not enough to know that’s where you should be if you wish to save your girlfriend.’  Marcus’ face creased into a snarl.  ‘Oops, I forgot,’ he said, as though he were amused by some joke, ‘she’s not your girlfriend any longer.  Her actual boyfriend, is, as ever, by her side.’
 
   Marcus took a few deep breaths, looking into Timi’s provoking eyes.  ‘You didn’t answer my question,’ he said, calmly.  ‘Don’t tell me you’ve fallen out of favour?’
 
   ‘As I said,’ he replied, ‘if I were you, I’d head to the Temple.  The ceremony you speak of is already underway, which means Anita has limited time left in this world.’
 
   Joslyn appeared at Marcus’ elbow.  ‘And why, pray, would we believe any words uttered by your deceitful lips?’ she asked, looking him over and reading his energy as he gave her his answer.
 
   ‘Because I realise I’ve backed the wrong horse,’ he said, ‘and I am a pragmatic man.  The Mind God can be defeated, and I believe Anita is the woman for the job, but she won’t be able to do it if he drains her of her energy first.’
 
   ‘He’s doing what?’ said Marcus, reeling.
 
   ‘As I suspected, you have no idea what’s really going on here.  The purpose of the Mind God’s ceremony is to link Anita and Alexander to the Relic, then use it to drain them dry; it will kill them, and he will be made stronger by their energy.’
 
   ‘How do we stop him?’ asked Marcus.
 
   Timi smiled.  ‘I don’t have all the answers,’ he said, shrugging.  ‘All I can do is tell you what I know, point you in the right direction, and hope you succeed.  Or indeed, if you fail, that the Mind God doesn’t suspect my betrayal.’
 
   ‘Won’t he already be suspicious at your absence?’ said Joslyn.
 
   ‘Yes,’ Timi replied, simply.  ‘But the quickest way for you to get to the Temple is to follow me.  If I leave you to your own devices, who knows how long it’ll take you.  You might even arrive too late, and that would not be good for me.’
 
   ‘You want us to follow you?’ laughed Marcus.  ‘How do we know you’re not leading us into a trap?’
 
   ‘You don’t.  But Joslyn can read my energy; she’s extremely adept, so it would be tricky for me to mask it in a way that’s convincing to her.  If you don’t believe me, feel free to try and find your own way there, but I pray to the Gods you’re not too late.’
 
   Marcus looked to Joslyn for confirmation, refraining from asking how they knew each other so well.  She nodded, but he wasn’t convinced.  ‘We could just go back the way we came.  That leads to the Temple,’ he said.
 
   ‘Does it?  Right to the Temple?’  Timi said, his voice slick and irritating.
 
   Marcus made up his mind; they had no time to waste.  ‘Fine,’ he snapped, ‘lead the way.  I can but pray, for all our sakes, that you’re telling the truth.’
 
   They returned to the others to find Edmund on the floor, Cleo pinning him there and holding his arms behind his back.
 
   ‘Traitor,’ he shouted, as Timi emerged.
 
   ‘Bit rich coming from you, don’t you think?’ said Cleo, twisting his arm.
 
   Edmund yelped in pain.  ‘Let me go,’ he demanded, sounding like a petulant child.  ‘You can’t win, so I suggest you let me go and beg the Mind God for forgiveness.’
 
   Sol rolled his eyes, took a baton out of his belt, and calmly hit Edmund over the head.  He went limp, his head thudding to the floor.  ‘Tie him up,’ Sol ordered two of his men, ‘and for Gods’ sake make sure you gag him.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anderson returned, at the head of a column of ten men, smiling like a Cheshire cat as he swept past the gathered crowd into the Temple, his mission yielding results better than he could have ever hoped for.  He looked triumphant as he assessed the ranks of senior monks and guards now assembled inside the Temple, but his smile vanished as he saw Bella fall to the floor, the Mind God reappearing before him.
 
   ‘Your wife was a most amenable host,’ he said, watching Anderson with interest.  ‘I believe you have something for me?’
 
   ‘Um, yes,’ he said, faltering, his emotions raging as he fought the urge to run to where she lay.  ‘Someone moved Alexander to Anita’s cell,’ he said, his eyes flicking between Bella and Theseus.  ‘Nobody knows who put them together, and of course, they’re refusing to tell us.’
 
   ‘Is that so,’ he smiled, walking slowly towards his captives, taking in first Anita and then Alexander, who had both been forced to their knees between several guards.  ‘Who put you together?’ he asked lightly, his eyes meandering backwards and forwards between them.
 
   They looked up at him with blank expressions.  They were neither hostile nor accommodating, neither scared nor comfortable; they were giving nothing away, and Theseus’ temper flared.
 
   ‘I asked you a question,’ he said, his voice menacing and low, but they kept their expressions neutral and their lips shut.  ‘We can play that game if you want to,’ he snarled, suddenly rounding on Anita, backhanding her across the face.
 
   Alexander flinched as Anita’s head snapped round, but he didn’t try to move, and she didn’t cry out.  She simply returned her head to its previous position and assumed the same blank expression as before.
 
   ‘Interesting,’ said Theseus.  ‘Let’s try something else,’ he said, as he turned to Alexander, slowly, making his intent clear, trying to provoke a reaction, gauging Anita’s energy as he kicked Alexander in the ribs.  Alexander doubled over, winded, air rushing from his lungs, pain shooting through his chest.  He focused his attention on the floor and forced his body back under control, thinking only of pushing air back into his chest and composing his mind.  He lifted his head, straightening his back, his expression already returned to a carefully crafted mask of calm.
 
   ‘No matter,’ said Theseus, circling behind them, knowing a prolonged and brutal interrogation would be needed to get either of them to talk; time he didn’t currently want to waste.  ‘It will be of little consequence once I’m through with you tonight anyway.’
 
   The Mind God whirled away, his cloak billowing out around him as he approached the Relic.  ‘Bring them here,’ he said, the guards immediately complying.  ‘First her,’ he said, pointing towards Anita, his energy a torrent of venom.  They brought her to the Relic, forcing her to sink to a cross-legged position, chaining her hands to the ground in front of her, ensuring she couldn’t possibly escape.  Once they were certain she had been secured, they moved Alexander to his tether point and repeated the process.
 
   ‘Good,’ said Theseus, a cruel, triumphant smile adorning his pale lips.  ‘Now we will begin.’
 
   He turned and walked towards the crystal curtain, which parted as he approached, remaining open as he stood on the threshold of the Temple and addressed the mass before him.  Every resident of the mountain had collected either somewhere on the ascent, or around the cliff’s base below.
 
   ‘My people,’ he said, arms wide in welcome, his voice carrying with eerie clarity to every single soul, ‘my loyal and accomplished subjects.’  He paused.  ‘This is but the first of many similar occasions that will soon come to pass.  I know some of you will be curious as to what you,’ he broke off, smirking, ‘and, I suppose, I, are doing here.  But here, in this moment, in the dying light of day, inside my Temple, I reveal to you our collective purpose.’  He stopped for a moment, surveying the crowd, revelling in the rapt attention of every single one of them.  ‘Anita and Alexander are traitors to our world, plotting and scheming both energy and political demise, and, in part, they have succeeded.  There are others.  They did not act alone.  However, they were the catalyst to this world’s very destruction.’  A collective intake of breath rippled across the cool evening air, but no one dared utter even the smallest whisper.
 
   Theseus smiled what he thought was a reassuring smile.  In reality he seemed smug and wolfish; an animal about to finish off his prey.  Anderson shivered, but tried to keep his energy neutral as he turned to the Relic, focusing on the job with which he was about to be tasked.
 
   ‘Today, we take control of our future.  We begin to clear from our path those who wish to stop us, to destabilise the world.  When we look back in years to come, when we are living a peaceful, plentiful life, we shall site this day as the beginning, the foundation, the opening ceremony of our fight; a fight we cannot fail to win.’  He built his final words into a crescendo of energy, riling up the crowd so they couldn’t help but cheer, despite themselves, baying for the blood of the two traitors in the Temple.
 
   The Mind God turned to Anderson.  ‘Please begin,’ he commanded, striding back to the Relic, disappearing from the view of most of the crowd, a self-satisfied glow settling over him.  ‘You lose,’ he said to Anita, crouching down to take hold of her chin.  ‘You have lost, and Austin is avenged,’ he whispered, squeezing her face so hard that pain radiated out from his touch.  She said nothing, looking into his eyes with the same steady, blank expression as before.
 
   He threw her face away and stood up, barely able to contain his fury.  ‘Get on with it then,’ he snapped at Anderson, who was hovering on Anita’s other side.
 
   ‘Of...of course,’ he stuttered.  He picked up a string of crystals from the floor and attached it around Anita’s throat, one particularly large crystal sitting snug to the back of her neck, and another hanging from the choker to lie flat against her chest.  Once he was happy that Anita’s crystal connector was in place, he quickly saw to Alexander’s, ensuring the fit was tight and uncomfortable.  Anderson nodded to Theseus once his work was done, stepping back to where Bella lay on the floor.  He waited until Theseus’ attention was fully on Alexander and Anita before crouching to his wife’s side and feeling for a pulse.  He closed his eyes with relief when he felt the blood pumping under his fingers, reasoning it was best to leave her where she lay until the ceremony concluded.
 
   Theseus stepped up to the Relic.  He crouched and picked up the end of Anita’s crystal chain and wrapped it around the Relic, so the crystals lay flat across its surface.  She immediately felt a pull from within, and a convulsion racked her body.  Theseus smiled, victorious, as Alexander paled.  He picked up Alexander’s chain and wrapped this too around the Relic, careful the two strings didn’t touch and that each had good contact with its surface.  One look at Alexander showed he was now feeling the pull also, and Theseus stood back in triumph, raising his arms to demand applause from those who could see the show.
 
   His audience responded without hesitation, unable to tear their eyes from the spectacle before them, and their pattering claps spread, growing as they travelled out of the Temple, down the path and to the main crowd below.  The people knew not why they were clapping, but a wave of excited energy grew as the applause travelled, the crowd believing the lies they had been told.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Timi led them through a maze of tunnels which twisted and turned through the mountain.  They had no idea where they were going other than that they were losing height.  They were becoming increasingly suspicious that he was leading them into a trap when they popped out into the crater, the dying light of day taking them by surprise.  They were on the other side of the cliff to the store room, but thankfully close to the cliff’s base, around which there now gathered a mass of awed humanity.
 
   They heard Theseus’ voice from above, all eyes on him, no one paying them the least bit of attention, which was lucky, seeing as Marcus and Timi were both highly recognisable figures.
 
   ‘Come,’ said Timi, ‘we must act quickly whilst their attention is elsewhere.’  From above they could hear Theseus’ speech coming to a close, so they followed without protest as he made for a gap at the back of the cliff.  They had only twenty metres to cover, but they breathed a collective sigh of relief as they ducked into the shadow of the cliff, confident only a handful of the crowd had seen them; probably not enough to cause a scene.
 
   ‘We don’t have much time,’ said Timi.  ‘Theseus is about to attach Anita and Alexander to the Relic using a string of crystals.  This will start to drain their energy; it’s a slow process, but they’ll need every ounce of strength if they’re to successfully return the Relic.  We’ve got to get up there, and seeing as there’s no hope of making it up the path, we’ll have to climb.’
 
   None uttered a word against Timi’s plan.  ‘Draeus,’ Timi continued, ‘where did Anita climb before?  At least we know her route is a viable way to the top.’
 
   ‘Round here,’ he replied, searching for the familiar spot.
 
   ‘Look for other routes up,’ Sol ordered his men, ‘we need to get up there as quickly as we can, so the more of us climbing at once, the better.’  They nodded and obeyed, spreading out and scanning the rock for an acceptable route to the top.
 
   Draeus found the place where Anita had scaled the cliff, pointing out the route to Bakko and Tatiana, who had silently assumed the roles of first climbers.  They barely hesitated before Tatiana gracefully stepped onto the climb, scaling the rock at speed, as though it were as easy as walking up a set of stairs.
 
   ‘Body’s!’ exclaimed Bakko, rolling his eyes before kissing Cleo on the lips.  ‘I might not climb as elegantly, but you watch, I’ll be as quick,’ he laughed, climbing after her.  He was right, he was, and they were half way up by the time Cleo had chosen her first footing and started after them.
 
   ‘Cleo,’ said Draeus, ‘what are you doing?’ he asked, urging his daughter to stay with him.
 
   She didn’t even falter.  ‘Dad, now is not the time.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   By the time Cleo reached the top, Tatiana and Bakko were nearing the front of the Temple, where the crystal curtain had been pulled apart so the Mind God could address the crowd.  Cleo followed them, noting that Sol’s men had found another three routes up the cliff, three men making it to the top at roughly the same time as her.  Good, she thought, as she trailed in the footsteps of the Gods.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Theseus was revelling in the appreciation of the crowd, sucking up the energy they were freely offering him, when he suddenly sensed the presence of the others.  They were daggers against his energy field.  ‘Shut the curtains,’ he ordered, the crystals falling closed immediately, Theseus pushing the crowd aside so he could walk the perimeter of his Temple, searching frantically through the glass for his fellow Gods.
 
   He moved wildly around the edge, feeling for them, trying to track their movements, finally locating them as they neared the front of the cliff.  The men and women inside shot each other worried looks at his erratic behaviour, but Theseus ignored them, for once occupied by something far more important than disciplining errant subjects.
 
   Tatiana and Bakko stopped when they reached the front of the cliff, finding their entrance barred.  They knew better than to try and force their way through the crystals, which were no doubt a trap laid especially for the two of them, and now also knew Theseus had realised they were there.
 
   ‘Come out Theseus,’ said Tatiana, her voice soft, caring, luring.  ‘We mean you no harm.’
 
   Theseus laughed.  ‘You think I’m that gullible?  Tell me why you’re here.’
 
   ‘We’re here because you are destroying the world we created, killing innocent people made from our energy, causing suffering where it need not exist,’ said Tatiana.
 
   ‘I am making the world the place it should have always been,’ he spat, pacing like an animal in a cage.  ‘The place we created was imperfect, lacked obedience...was forgetting all about us.’
 
   ‘And rightly so,’ said Bakko.  ‘We shared the vision of a self-sustaining world, where we were not required.  So what if they forget us?  What’s it to us?’
 
   ‘An insult,’ he hissed.  ‘A disgrace.  A humiliation.’
 
   ‘It’s what we planned,’ said Tatiana, kindly.
 
   ‘It’s what you two planned.’
 
   ‘You shared our vision at the start,’ said Bakko, his tone less kind.
 
   ‘Liar,’ Theseus replied, his teeth gritted.
 
   ‘Come out and talk to us,’ said Tatiana, ‘why involve the mortals in our fight?’
 
   ‘Because they belong to me, and I say they stay.’
 
   ‘They belong to no one,’ said Bakko, ‘they have free will, another point on which we all agreed.’
 
   ‘Come out and face us.  We were all so close, we shared so much, we can find a way back to what we had,’ cooed Tatiana.
 
   ‘Leave,’ said Theseus, his tone cold, ‘before I set this entire place the challenge of ending you.’
 
   Bakko smirked and shook his head.  ‘As if you could,’ he said, ‘as if they could,’ he sniggered, his self-assurance riling Theseus further.
 
   ‘Find a way back?  With him?’ Theseus said, sarcastically.  ‘I think not.’  Theseus turned his back and began to walk away, towards the Relic, to where his plan had begun.
 
   ‘Where are they?’ demanded Cleo, her hostile tone startling all those present, no one having noticed her approaching the crystal curtain.
 
   ‘Cleo, no,’ said Bakko, his tone strong, but his eyes pleading with her to reconsider.  He took a step towards her, but was repelled by the lure of the crystals; she was too close for him to force her back to him.
 
   Theseus turned, his spine prickling with excitement; the impervious Bakko had fallen for one of them, and a Mind too.  Curious.  ‘To whom do you refer, young Mind?’ Theseus’ smooth voice asked, feigning ignorance to play a little.
 
   ‘Unless you’re entirely witless, you know only too well “to whom I refer”.  Where are they?’
 
   ‘In here with me,’ he said, easily.  ‘You are more than welcome to join us.  Simply step through the curtain and you will be able to see them for yourself.’
 
   ‘Cleo...no...please,’ said Bakko, shaking his head.
 
   Cleo took a step closer to the threshold, as did Theseus from the other side.  Marcus arrived along with Joslyn, Draeus and Sol’s men, but she blocked them out.
 
   ‘I want to see them,’ she said, edging ever closer, Bakko’s energy wild.  She threw Marcus and Sol meaningful looks, inclining her head towards the curtain.  ‘Help me,’ she mouthed, silently, the crystals obstructing her face from Theseus’ view.  They nodded, catching her meaning, and crept to stand either side of her, although a little way back.
 
   ‘The curtain won’t hurt me if I try to step through?’ she asked, moving ever closer, so she and Theseus were so close they were almost touching.
 
   ‘It’s designed to repel Gods, not people.  You’re not at any risk,’ he said, as she reached out her hand, hovering tantalisingly close to the barrier, Theseus willing her to touch it, his hand reaching out to hers.
 
   ‘Very well,’ she said, ‘I suppose I’ll have to trust you.’  Her fingers met the crystals and Theseus’ hand shot out to grab her, taking hold around her wrist.  As soon as he made contact she threw her weight backwards, Sol and Marcus already in motion, surging forward to grab Theseus’ arm, the three of them combining their force to pull him free of his protection.  Theseus was taken off guard, not a natural warrior, nor in possession of much in the way of Body skills, and so was half a beat too slow in mustering his defences.  He’d been so caught up in the capture of Bakko’s plaything that he’d let his guard down, his mind chastising him even as he was being pulled free of the Temple.  Bakko and Tatiana responded immediately, surging forward to take hold of him, then retreating to the cliff’s edge, pulling Theseus away from the safety of his Temple.
 
   Cleo, Marcus, Sol and his men stormed through the curtain, assessing the threat, but glad to see there was little open opposition, most of those inside wearing traditional monk’s robes, staring, aghast, at the events unfolding before their eyes.  There were, however, a handful of Amber’s guards, who did what they could to repel the invading force, although they were not permitted to carry weapons inside the Temple, so had to take on Sol’s men hand to hand.  Sol’s force, on the other hand, were carrying an array of tools; knives, batons, and energy stunners, of which they were now making good use; a neat row of guards convulsing on the floor in no time.
 
   Cleo and Marcus dodged the fighting, making a beeline for the Relic, to where Anita and Alexander were sitting on the floor, relief flooding them as they watched their friends approach.  Marcus crouched at Anita’s side, his hands moving to the crystals at her neck, working the clasp free, whilst Cleo made for the Relic itself, planning to tear the ropes away from its surface.
 
   ‘Wait,’ said Anita, forcefully, so Marcus and Cleo’s movements ceased at once.  ‘The Mind God has provided us with a connection to the heart of the Relic, to break it would be foolish when we can just as easily use it for our own purposes.  Undo the chains holding us here,’ she said, rattling her hands around to emphasise the point.  Marcus quickly searched the bodies of the convulsing guards, finding the keys on his third attempt.  He set them both free and Anita moved her hands to her throat, where her fingers worked the choker free, feeling the pull of the Relic cease when the large stones at the top of her spine and on her chest were removed from her skin.  She kept hold of the rope, keeping the connection with the Relic, and instructed Alexander to do the same.
 
   ‘Take my hand,’ she said, holding out her palms to Marcus and Alexander, ‘it’s now or never.’
 
   They nodded and reached for her, the familiar tingles spreading across their skin, their connection, at this moment, stronger than it had ever been.  ‘The inscriptions told us to look to the light,’ she said, eyeing the sun, not far above the horizon.  ‘Face the light,’ she said, and they stepped around the Relic until they were all facing the sun.  ‘Now we meditate,’ she said, pulling them down to sit on the ground, ‘to my centre.’  Marcus and Alexander nodded, wasting no time before sending their energy into Anita, her mind lighting up at the influx of power.  She’d never before meditated with two others, and she felt lightheaded at the surge of strength that now forced its way into her.  She opened her eyes to find Alexander and Marcus in the centre of her Mind, neither feeling comfortable in the presence of the other, but both staring at her with their own look of concern.
 
   ‘I’m fine,’ she snapped, ‘it’s just a bit different having you both in here,’ she said, softening enough to shoot them a reassuring smile.  ‘Now, we’ve never done this all together, so how do we make sure we wake up at the same speed?’
 
   ‘Have you two had a chance to practise?’ asked Marcus, surprised.
 
   ‘Yes,’ said Anita, ‘for some strange reason Timi moved Alexander to my cell earlier, so we’ve had a few hours.’
 
   Marcus nodded.  ‘Timi helped us too,’ he said.  ‘He told us where you were, what was going on, and then led us back here to come and rescue you.’
 
   ‘Obviously someone’s had a change of heart,’ said Anita.  ‘Maybe the Mind God is too crazy even for him.’
 
   ‘So, how are we going to do this?’ asked Alexander, aware of time ticking away.
 
   ‘Let’s just concentrate on getting back to our bodies,’ she said.  ‘If we go slowly, it might just work.’
 
   ‘Ok,’ said Alexander, ‘on three?’
 
   Anita nodded.  ‘Ready?’ she asked, not waiting for an answer.  ‘One, two, three,’ and they all forced their Minds out of Anita, back towards the troubled world above.
 
   They went slowly, but seemed to rapidly pick up pace as they got closer to their goal, missing the halfway state entirely and catapulting forcefully back into themselves.
 
   ‘Shit,’ said Marcus, ‘that was way too fast.  Maybe everything’s amplified when there are three people?’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Anita, ‘or it could have something to do with the crystals we’re holding?’
 
   A raft of noise punctuated their concentration and they all looked round together.  The curtain had once more been pulled aside, the defeated guards had been bound and lined up in a row, but Sol’s force was now being met by reinforcements, who had just reached the summit and were fighting their way over the top.
 
   ‘We have to hurry,’ said Anita.  ‘Go to my Mind, now,’ she said, closing her own eyes and pushing her energy to her centre.  She opened her eyes to once again see Marcus and Alexander standing before her, their chests, as usual here, bare and distracting.  ‘Maybe there’s another way,’ she said, looking from one to the other.  ‘What if you give your energy to me now and I try to control us waking up?  Maybe if only one of us is willing our energy back to our bodies, it will slow things down?’
 
   It was nothing more than a hopeful hypothesis, but they had nothing to lose.  ‘Okay,’ said Marcus, ‘one at a time or both together?’
 
   ‘Um, I don’t know, let’s try both together?  But just do it slowly.’
 
   ‘One,’ said Alexander, ‘two, three,’ he said the words calmly so as not to rush them.  Alexander and Marcus cleared their minds, relinquishing control of their own energy, holding onto the thought that they would be happy for Anita to utilise their energy for whatever task she deemed appropriate.
 
   Anita felt a shift.  It was like the large weight of energy inside her had suddenly become a lumbering, unstable force, tipping slowly off its, until now, perfect point of balance.  ‘Stop,’ she said, screaming, as she felt the tipping energy begin to gain momentum.  ‘Take back your energy,’ she coughed, straining, screwing up her face with concentration under the immense struggle she now faced.
 
   Alexander responded first, his energy lifting from the rolling force that snowballed through her mind.  Marcus reacted a split second later, his body thrown to the ground by the force of his energy returning.
 
   ‘Are you okay?’ asked Anita, rushing to his side, crouching to make sure he was still conscious.
 
   Marcus turned over, his eyes dazed.  ‘I think I’m fine,’ he said, shaking his head to clear it, ‘just a bit of a headache.’
 
   ‘Me too,’ said Anita.  ‘That wasn’t pleasant, and I think we can safely chalk that one up as a fail,’ she said, her shoulders slumping a little before resolve set behind her eyes.  ‘What next?’
 
   ‘What about if we try to surface directly into the Relic?’ suggested Alexander.  ‘That way, even if we do end up going too far, we’ll just be propelled towards where we want to end up anyway.’
 
   ‘Worth a go,’ said Anita.  ‘Ready?’ she said, looking at Marcus, who was struggling back to his feet.  He nodded.  ‘Okay then, here we go again; one, two, three,’ she said, and they all pushed their energy towards the Relic.  They felt their energy emerge from Anita’s head and pull to return to their bodies, but the crystals provided an anchor, a pathway to follow, helping them to resist the homeward pull.  They felt their energy glide through the cold, stark crystals, shafts of rainbow light filling the air around them, the world a blur of technicolour.  They felt themselves pick up speed, hurtling towards the Relic, through the crystal ropes that bound them to their target.
 
   ‘Give me your energy,’ Anita managed to communicate to the others; she wasn’t sure if she had said the words out loud, but whatever she’d done, thankfully they understood.  A flood of power bolstered her as she saw the solid wall of the Relic approach.  Her plan had been to simply ram their energy into the Relic, hoping the sheer force of their collective power would gain entry, but two thoughts popped into Anita’s head simultaneously.  The first was the scorn Bakko had shown her when she’d admitted trying to force her way into the cylinder in her head.  The second was the phrase ‘look to the light’.  She suddenly understood she couldn’t break into something as powerful as the Relic; she had to find a way to convince it to let her in.
 
   She had only a split second before their energy would impact the Relic, and time seemed to slow.  She had only one chance to get this right, the thought dawning on her that, at this speed, they might all die on impact if she didn’t.  She pushed the thought aside and instead sought out one of the light waves also travelling through the crystals towards the Relic.  She looked behind her to find one bearing down on them, and without thinking, reached out with her energy and anchored herself to it.
 
   The wave continued, unchecked, towards the Relic, the three of them feeling a jolt as they were forced up to its speed.  Anita scrunched her eyes closed, bracing for impact, Alexander and Marcus looking on in horror as realisation dawned.  The wave crashed into the stone, and to her surprise, Anita felt nothing but a strange weightlessness come over her.  She opened her eyes and was momentarily blinded by light, briefly considering the possibility that she’d died on impact, before Marcus and Alexander’s rough hands caught her around the arms and hauled her to her feet.
 
   ‘You did it!’ said Marcus, excitedly, hugging her.
 
   Alexander smiled as she looked up at him, a little confused.  ‘It would appear we’ve safely made it into the Relic,’ he said, turning to gesture around them.
 
   ‘We must have been absorbed along with the light wave,’ Anita mused, also looking around.  The place was a blank, open space, enclosed on all sides as though they stood in the hollowed out centre of the Relic.  But instead of a pitch black space, as would be expected of the centre of a rock, this place was bathed in natural light; light rays seeping through from outside.  The waves seemed to follow a curious path around the perimeter of the cavern before shooting upwards and punching out through the jagged roof above.
 
   ‘Where do you think they go?’ asked Anita, walking over to the place where the waves turned sharply upwards, playing her hands through the light.
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ said Alexander, ‘but the energy somehow goes from here and then becomes available to the Mind God, so there must be something that connects them.’
 
   ‘Something up there?’ suggested Marcus.
 
   ‘Seems the most likely place,’ Anita replied.  ‘I’ll stand on Alexander’s shoulders and see if I can get high enough to have a look.’
 
   Alexander walked to where Anita stood, and between the three of them, they manoeuvred her onto his shoulders.  Happily, once standing, she could reach the ceiling, so could stabilise herself and more closely inspect the surface.  The rock she placed her hands on was pleasantly warm, and the whole ceiling radiated power, Anita a little wary of what her hands were touching.  No sooner had that thought crossed her mind than the rock started to crumble under her fingers; grains as small as sand, along with chunks of rock the size of a fist falling to the ground below.
 
   One hit Marcus on the shoulder.  ‘Ouch,’ he said, stepping back from where Alexander and Anita stood.  Anita ignored him, instead starting to rub at the roof with her hands, slowly at first and then more frantically as the ceiling came away.
 
   ‘Do you think that’s wise?’ asked Marcus, nervously.  ‘What if you make the whole place unstable whilst we’re still in here?’
 
   Anita continued to ignore him as her hands worked at the ceiling.  ‘Take a step to your right,’ she said to Alexander.  He did as he was told, asking no questions as he supported her weight, knowing no good would come of that now.
 
   Anita continued to scratch away, pulling larger and larger chunks free, until at last her hand was met with no resistance.  She looked up and held her breath as she tried to make sense of what she could now see through the newly created hole in the ceiling; a cascading ball of blue light swirling above them.  She pulled another few slabs away, enlarging the hole, and then jumped down from Alexander’s shoulders.
 
   ‘What is that?’ asked Marcus, stepping back to where the others stood, directly under the hole.
 
   Alexander looked up and took in the sight, his breath catching in his throat.  ‘Do you feel that too?’ he asked, turning to Anita.
 
   ‘The pull?’
 
   ‘Yes.  It’s like it’s trying to suck us into it,’ he said, taking an unconscious half step backwards.
 
   ‘So it must be a mass of energy?’ asked Marcus.
 
   ‘I think it must be,’ replied Anita, her eyes full of wonder as she stared upwards.
 
   ‘So the Relic is really a big ball of energy,’ said Marcus, ‘but how do we get rid of it?’
 
   The words were barely out of his mouth when they were distracted by chunks of rock falling from above.  They shifted their attention to see where it was coming from, and, to their horror, found the hole Anita had created was becoming rapidly enlarged, more and more debris falling from above.
 
   ‘The place is imploding,’ said Anita, panic in her voice as she watched the ceiling disappear and the walls start to disintegrate, the pull from above becoming stronger and stronger.  ‘We have to get out of here.’
 
   ‘How?’ asked Alexander, his eyes tracking the progress of the Relic’s destruction.
 
   ‘The same way we came in,’ she replied, ‘through the wall.  Make your energy available to me; I’m going to throw our combined force towards the floor, there,’ she said, pointing to a spot about to be destroyed, ‘where the light is coming in.  When that piece of Relic disintegrates, I’ll propel us out, together, aiming to get back to my mind.’  She saw Marcus’ sceptical look and rounded on him.  ‘Unless you have any better ideas?  And we’ll be stronger if we merge our power than all trying to go separately.’  She didn’t give him time to respond; there wasn’t the time available.  ‘Ready?’ she asked.  Alexander and Marcus nodded.  ‘Now,’ she said, and they relinquished control of their energy, urging it to comply with Anita’s will.
 
   Anita waited for the exact moment the floor began to buckle, then pitched them forwards, visualising the hole through which they would travel back to the outside, imagining their combined energy returning to her mind.  The world blurred around her and time seemed to slow.  She felt the weight of the outside begin to settle on her and belief started to take hold; they were going to make it.  They were almost through, she could see their bodies awaiting their return, could see the Gods fighting, could see Sol’s men holding back the guards, when she felt something sucking at her, pulling her backwards.  The Relic, now entirely free of its stone shackle, began to slow their progress until it halted entirely, panic fluttering in Anita’s stomach.  She threw everything she could muster at the task of getting them away from it, but it wasn’t enough, and the Relic began to pull them backwards, towards the sea of angry energy at its newly visible centre.
 
   ‘No,’ Anita screamed, as their backwards progress picked up speed, clawing forwards with everything she had, her mind rebelling against the pull of the Mind God’s tool.  ‘No.  This is not how it ends,’ she screamed, although the realisation began to dawn that there was nothing she could do.
 
   Anita turned to look behind her, the Relic coming ever closer, and she closed her eyes, furious at herself for bringing this upon them.  She searched her brain for anything that might help them get away, desperately trying to unearth any scrap of hope, when she felt the force pulling them backwards check and then diminish.  She didn’t hesitate for even a moment, once more rallying their combined force towards her lifeless body.  She began to move towards her goal, picking up speed, seeming to fly across the empty space between her and her body, until finally, she was there, back in the safety of her mind.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Bakko and Tatiana pulled Theseus to the edge of the cliff before launching their combined assault.  Tatiana held him in place whilst Bakko battered his energy, sending wave after wave of draining offensive at every part of his energy field.  Although he couldn’t physically escape Tatiana’s clutches, Theseus knew there was little they could do to truly hurt him.  Up here, he’d been careful to put in place layers of defences, and his power was even more formidable now than it had been back at the beginning, when he’d first beaten the two of them and escaped to this world.
 
   Bakko could feel his energy draining, the assault taking it out of him, Theseus’ grin getting bigger and bigger as he felt his fellow God’s predicament.  He watched as wave after wave of his guards stormed up the path to the Temple, knowing the small invading force of twenty men couldn’t hope to hold off the sustained defence of his considerable army.  Then he smiled because he saw through his crystal curtain, to where the Relic was beginning to fall apart.  He caught a glimpse of the churning ball of energy, his energy, and took in the lifeless figures of Anita, Marcus and Alexander on the floor.  He knew this meant they’d found a way inside and a chuckle escaped his lips as he also knew they would never be able to find a way out.  Another problem solved, he thought, as he let the onslaught from Bakko wash over him, knowing all he had to do was ride it out for just a short time more.
 
   Cleo heard the laugh escape Theseus’ lips, following his eyes from the Relic to the crystal curtain, back to the Gods who fought him.  She saw Sol’s men slowing, their movements becoming laboured as the fighting took its toll, and knew the tide was turning against them.  She frantically looked around, searching for something, anything she could do that might help.  Draeus was fussing over two of Sol’s men who had sustained injuries during the fighting, and Joslyn was standing over the captured guards, making sure they stayed put.
 
   As she watched, one of them somehow managed to get to his feet, his wrists and ankles still bound, so his move was foolish, and Joslyn leapt on him before he was able to put any distance between them.  They were right next to the crystal curtain and the guard went down, falling through it, unsteadied by Joslyn’s attack, several strands of crystals caught between them, ripping from the ceiling as they went down together.
 
   Cleo heard a sharp intake of breath from behind her and saw Theseus pale as he took in the sight.  She followed his gaze as his eyes went skyward, checking the fixings which held the rest of the curtain in place, worry written plain in the frown across his face.  ‘The curtain,’ Cleo whispered, realisation dawning as she snatched up the nearest strand of crystals and burdened it with all her weight.  Nothing happened, so she redoubled her efforts, causing as much stress to the strand as she could, her modest weight not helping her cause.  Eventually, she felt movement, and the strand gave way, unceremoniously dumping her on the floor as it fell.
 
   ‘Stop that at once,’ came Theseus’ strained voice from behind her, but Cleo didn’t even look around; she was obviously onto a winner.
 
   ‘Dad, Joslyn, help me take down this curtain,’ she shouted, jumping onto the next strand.  ‘I think it’s protecting Theseus.’
 
   They looked up simultaneously and realised what Cleo was doing, rushing to help.  Draeus was considerably heavier than Cleo, and the strands he jumped on gave way almost immediately, Joslyn moving to work together with Cleo, their combined weight having the same effect.  The Mind God was lashing out now, trying to free himself from Tatiana, who held him easily in place, the beginnings of a smile at the corners of her lips.
 
   Anderson saw what they were doing and looked from them to his wife, who still lay lifeless on the floor.  He made his choice, struggling to get up, his hands and feet bound, but Joslyn no longer there to keep him in place.  He grabbed the nearest strand of crystals and applied his full weight until it gave way, landing with a jarring thud on the floor.  The other bound guards saw what he was doing and hesitated for only a moment before struggling to their feet to help.  Most of them had had no knowledge that they’d been supporting the Mind God until a long time after they’d arrived, Amber leading them to the Cloud Mountain without offering them a choice.  They had seen what he was capable of, had caught a glimpse of the kind of world they could expect to live in if he were victorious, and most of them didn’t like it.  They got up from the floor one by one and threw themselves into the effort.
 
   Then the others in the Temple, monks and senior laypeople, took up the cause, until all around the Temple’s edge strands were falling.  With each success, the Mind God became a little more hysterical, until, in one great rush of noise and movement, the whole structure suddenly came free, crystals everywhere hurtling to the ground.  The noise was deafening, crystals smashing everywhere, those who realised in time crouching to the ground, covering their faces and their ears against the onslaught.
 
   The sound ricocheted around the crater, bouncing off the stone, eventually petering out on the far side of the mountain.  Silence settled across the remains of the Temple, cuts peppering all present, no one escaping the impact of the carnage, but no one noticing their own ails.  The silence was heavy as they took stock, even the Gods pausing to assess the damage.
 
   Moments later, an almost visible release of energy leapt up from where the crystals lay on the floor, radiating up and out from where it had, until the destruction of the curtain, been detained.  The Mind God lost his lustre, his smug smile wiped from his face, leaving a look of panic as the playing field was levelled a little, one of his defences gone.  Bakko sensed it and resumed his offensive with renewed vigour, progress with every strike spurring him on.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita, Marcus and Alexander broke their meditation, launching to their feet as soon as they returned to their respective bodies, taking in the changed scene around them.  The Relic was now a ball of swirling blue energy, the curtain was gone, people everywhere were nursing cuts from the crystal shards, and the Gods were fighting at the edge of the cliff.  Sol’s men still had their hands full with guards coming up the mountain, but their job had been made easier when the curtain came down, as many had fled, obviously afraid this meant defeat for their cause.
 
   ‘Gods,’ said Marcus, at a loss for anything better.
 
   ‘We need to destroy the Relic once and for all,’ said Anita, turning her attention back to the only thing that really mattered.
 
   ‘And how do you suggest we do that?’ Marcus replied.
 
   Joslyn came to stand with them.  ‘By following the illustrations found around the Relic,’ she said.  ‘The three of you need to combine your energy and send this back to the light, which is dying for today, so you had better do it quickly.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ said Alexander, taking Anita’s hand and stepping closer to the Relic.  ‘We might need a few tries at waking up together, given our last effort, so we’d better get started.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ said Marcus, taking Anita’s other hand, ‘let’s try it standing though, I just feel like it will be easier.’
 
   ‘It’s as good an approach as any,’ said Anita.  ‘Ready?’ they nodded.  ‘See you in there then.’
 
   They all closed their eyes and meditated to Anita’s centre once more.  Standing somehow heightened the sensation in the meditation and Anita felt light headed, grabbing onto Alexander for support to stop herself from falling over.  Her energy raced at the contact and Alexander gave her a strange look.  ‘Are you okay?’ he asked, looking into her eyes, which were fully dilated even though it was light inside her mind.
 
   ‘I’m fine,’ she said, brushing off his concern, ‘just feels a bit weird, that’s all.’  Marcus and Alexander exchanged looks, and Anita’s temper flared.  ‘Let’s just get on with it, shall we?’ she said, inadvertently running her fingers over Alexander’s muscular back.  He narrowed his eyes at her.
 
   ‘Come on then,’ he said, pushing her away a little, ‘we don’t have much time.’
 
   ‘Hang on,’ said Marcus, stepping towards where they stood.  ‘Maybe it will be easier if we’re all touching before we try to get back outside?’
 
   ‘Worth a go,’ said Alexander, Marcus putting his arm around Anita and placing a hand on Alexander’s arm.  Alexander mirrored the movement.
 
   Anita looked from Alexander to Marcus, a strange buzz running through her at their touch.  Bloody energy tingles, she thought, shaking her fuzzy head to try and focus.  She looked up to see the other two looking at her with worry.  She huffed.  ‘One, two, three, go,’ she said, angrily, making them focus on the matter in hand.
 
   The sensation of them leaving Anita’s mind was a peculiar one.  Instead of the world going black, they seemed to levitate, then fly, somehow breaking through the roof of the hut in her centre and out into the sunny sky above.  They began to turn slowly around, still touching, still making progress ever higher, and then the sunlight blinded them.  They woke up to find themselves back in their bodies, but their energy was shared perfectly between them, running through their touching fingers from one to the other.  They looked at each other, trying to make sense of the sensation, feeling raw power course between them, building with their excitement as they realised they’d achieved step one.
 
   ‘Don’t let go,’ said Anita, quickly.  ‘Come with me towards the Relic.’  They followed her lead, still holding hands as they stepped towards the furious ball of energy.  ‘In the images they found around the Relic, the three people held up their hands and sent the Relic skyward, towards the light, I presume,’ she said.  ‘So let me have your energy, and I’ll direct it at the Relic.’
 
   They both did as she asked and Anita held their hands out in front of her, eyes locked on the Relic, willing their combined energy to lift it from its current position up and out of their world.  She tried for a full minute, but nothing happened.  She closed her eyes and visualised the Relic moving skyward, but again, nothing.
 
   ‘It’s not working,’ she said, giving them back their energy, ‘but I think I know what might.’  Her words were hesitant as she knew they wouldn’t like it.
 
   ‘What?’ said Marcus, impatient as ever.
 
   ‘I think I need to touch the Relic; to physically lift it up and send it skyward.’
 
   ‘You can’t be serious,’ said Alexander, ‘you’ll be killed.’
 
   ‘You don’t know that,’ she said, eyeing the last rays of sunlight still visible over the horizon.  ‘The writing around the Relic said, “She who dares will surely triumph”, but if I’m hurt, and I have your energy with me, I don’t know what’ll happen to you.’
 
   ‘The writing also said “knowledge is power”,’ countered Alexander, ‘and we have no knowledge of how this works.’
 
   ‘And maybe that was the Mind God’s real meaning,’ said Anita, gently.  ‘We have to take a risk when we don’t have all the knowledge we need.  We’re powerless and at the Mind God’s mercy, but the only way we’ll ever find a way to return the Relic is to take a leap of faith and try.’
 
   ‘And maybe die,’ whispered Marcus.
 
   ‘Maybe,’ said Anita, ‘but it’s now or never.  So it’s up to you two; I won’t do it without your permission to use your energy.’
 
   Alexander took a deep breath.  Time was running out, and this might be the only chance they would ever get.  ‘Fine,’ he said, resolutely, ‘you have mine.’
 
   ‘And mine,’ said Marcus, reluctantly.
 
   Anita looked at each of them in turn, smiling calmly as she prepared herself for what was about to come.  ‘If this goes wrong,’ she said, dropping their hands and stepping towards the Relic, raising her arms towards it, ‘I’m sorry, and I want you both to know I love you, I have from the very start.’
 
   They had no time to respond, she was gone, engrossed in the task before her.  She gathered up their combined energy, inching ever closer to the blue orb, then finally, with aching care, reached out and touched it, the cause of so much heartache.
 
   Her hands wrapped around the Relic and a strange lightness seemed to lift her, elating her, tempting her to dive into its deep blue depths and surrender her energy to its mercy.  For the first time since she’d met the Descendants she felt carefree, light, euphoric, filled with the excited jubilance of youth, and to keep this feeling, all she had to do was give herself over to it.  Her mind raced, her heart thumped with longing, her fingers held the Relic ever tighter, never wanting to let it go.  She smiled a strange smile, foreign to her lips, her head fuzzy, struggling to focus, giving into the immense power of this thing she held.  She was almost ready to leap, to give her energy freely, when two, dark, almond shaped eyes filled her vision, staring into her soul, mouthing words she couldn’t quite understand.
 
   She frowned, her forehead creasing in frustration as she fought to hear the girl who was glaring so intently into her eyes.  She shook her head, pulling herself back, fighting an internal battle, terrible turmoil swirling within her as she tried desperately to remember what was going on, what she was here to do, when a faint memory of a primitive drawing popped into her mind.  She remembered, suddenly, and felt sick at what she had almost let happen.  Her mind rejected the lure of the Relic, and the full force of her burden came crashing back, hitting her with renewed force.  Gone was the feeling of weightless joy of moments before.  Now her limbs were heavy, shaking with the effort of holding her upright, her mind straining to the point of breaking, the pressure of duty weighing her down, the energy of the two men who had put their life force in her hands only adding to her load.
 
   Anita took a long, deep breath, knowing now what she must do.  She raised her head to where the sun’s final rays were glowing orange across the mountain’s crater and focused on the path that connected them back to their source, to the greatest burning ball of energy of all.  Anita gathered every grain of her resolve, pulling to her command all that Marcus and Alexander could give, combining theirs with her own diminished reserves, compelling the Relic’s mass upwards from her lifted hands.
 
   The first movement was the hardest to achieve; the Relic holding on to its position in the world, resisting her efforts to send it back.  She dug deeper, knowing she could defeat this enemy, believing it, telling herself all she had to do was to persist, to sustain the fight until she emerged victorious.  She had been here so many times before, competing with another, and although people attributed her success to the unparalleled Body skills with which she had been born, Anita knew this to be a lie.  She would succeed now the same way she had so many times before; because she made it happen, refusing to give in, digging deeper than anyone else was willing, combining the power of her mind, body and spirit to determine her strategy, to sustain her campaign, to outlast all others, to win.  To Anita, this battle was just like any other; she gave everything she had, demanding that the Relic should move, telling it to bend to her will, so to Anita, it was simply inevitable when her adversary finally relented and started to unwillingly inch into the sky.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Mind God saw Anita’s actions unfold in slow motion.  He tracked her ponderous movements towards the source of his advantage, gasped as he felt her reach out and grasp it, smiled when he felt its power seduce her, and cried out when she finally rejected it, assaulting it with a tirade of power and resolve.  He felt the strength of that resolve and knew he had to stop her, to end her once and for all, as he should have done the moment she had come into his possession.  But even as he thought it, a sliver of doubt cut through his own resolution, after all, he had been unable to force his way into a whole area of her mind.
 
   Theseus was flooded with panic; he had to stop her and he had to do it now.  He started to fight Tatiana, trying to get to his feet, but his focus on Anita had left him unprepared for a joint energy assault from both of the other Gods, which sent him reeling backwards, further into her grip.  He played dead, going entirely limp in her grasp and she loosened her grip, shifting her weight so she could look more closely at him.  Theseus seized the only opportunity he knew he would get and used his legs to whip Bakko’s feet out from under him.  Bakko went down hard onto his back, distracting Tatiana further.  Then, continuing the same motion, Theseus rolled away from her, kicking her in the face as his legs swung around, knocking her off balance.
 
   He sprang to his feet and rushed towards Anita, the Relic now half way to its destruction, almost out of the crater and into the sun’s rays.  He leapt from several feet away, disappearing from the world as he crashed into her mind with a shuddering force.  He clawed his way into her centre, surprised to find it entirely undefended and at his mercy.  He laughed.  ‘Stupid child,’ he said, loudly, so the sound would find her wherever she was hiding.  He was about to start destroying her centre, to rip apart the fabric of her being, when he remembered the place he couldn’t access.  He didn’t hesitate to push his energy to that place, somehow knowing now he would be able to force his way in.
 
   Anita felt a hostile force enter her mind and knew it could only be Theseus.  She felt him enter her centre and heard his words, “stupid child” echoing around her, ringing in her ears.  She knew he meant to throw her off, so she let the words wash gradually away, ignoring them as she focused with iron determination on returning the Relic.  It was at the edge of the crater, so close to the rays of light, so close to where it had to be for the world to finally be free of its influence.
 
   She felt the Mind God’s change of intent and part of her breathed a sigh of relief; at least she had a little more time before he destroyed her from the inside out.  She felt him reach the Great Hall and her curiosity piqued; was this place still restricted to him?  But the answer was not welcome; Theseus flung open the doors and without hesitation strode inside.
 
   A roar of anger erupted as he took in his surroundings.  ‘Here?’ he raged.  ‘How can this place be here?’  His voice demanded an answer, but Anita couldn’t have given him one even if she’d wanted to.  She once again ignored him, her entire being engrossed in the task of inching the Relic ever closer to its destruction.
 
   The Mind God left the Great Hall and careered back to her centre in a fit of fury, ripping up everything he could find.  He started with the smaller items; racks of drying herbs, the bed, utensils, sending them flying everywhere, and Anita felt the damage he was inflicting as a searing pain through her skull.  She blinked back tears but forced herself to carry on; she needed only a few more seconds.  She knew she could do it; she just had to ignore the pain and keep going.  He moved on to target the fire, smothering the flames with a nearby fur and Anita felt as though her mind were splitting in two, the light of hope inside her burning less brightly than before.  He targeted the walls next, finding a knife and cutting holes in the canvas; shooting, stabbing pain forking through Anita’s body and mind.  She cried out, but nothing could pull her back from her task.  She would certainly die at the hands of the Mind God, but in only a few moments the world would be free.
 
   Theseus knew his time was almost up and became frantic.  He rushed back to the fire and grabbed a burning ember, throwing it to a pile of dried twigs on the floor next to the yurt’s wall.  He followed it and flapped the canvas, fostering the fire, which caught with little encouragement, a burning pain gripping Anita, her energy rapidly depleting.  But even as the flames licked across her dying mind, a small note of joy radiated through her as she watched the Relic cross the final few feet towards the light.  She had done it.  They had won.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   All eyes in the Temple tracked the Relic’s ponderous journey to the light.  The fighting stopped, the other two Gods stood and watched, Marcus, Alexander and Cleo pulled their eyes away from Anita and followed its slow progress through the sky.  Each and every one of them willed it on, for even those whose recent loyalty had been to the Mind God wanted nothing more than to be free, for the world to return to the tranquil equilibrium it had once known.
 
   Anita cried out in pain and Cleo, Marcus and Alexander snapped out of their trance, rushing forward to where she stood.  Marcus and Alexander each grabbed an arm, willing every last ounce of their energy into her, trying to bolster her for the final push, all that was now needed.  Cleo held Anita’s head, helping her keep her eyes on the Relic, pushing her hair back from her face and offering words of encouragement, not caring that she obviously couldn’t hear them.  Anita started shaking, her whole body straining to keep focused on the Relic, her face sheet white, her eyes dull, her lips blue, her skin feverish.
 
   ‘Just a little bit further,’ said Cleo, ‘just a tiny bit more,’ she whispered, willing her best friend on as tears rolled down her cheeks.  The Relic edged ever closer to its destruction, only moments left to go.  ‘Come on Anita; I know you can do this.’  No sooner were the words out of her mouth then a great crack exploded across the crater from above.  Cleo tilted her eyes upwards to be blinded by a great flash of light that consumed everything around them.  She’s done it, thought Cleo, relief rushing through her as she watched the spectacle unfold above.
 
   The Relic was being pulled apart by the light, holes peppering its surface until they reached all the way through, fireworks shooting out in every direction from where the light touched it.  The cracking sound came again, then again, and again, and then silence.  An eerie quiet spread across the mass of bodies watching from below, fear racing wildly through them as they wondered what would happen next, when the Relic was finally destroyed.  Mothers pulled their children close, friends started holding hands, silently praying to the now useless Gods for mercy, but not one of them so much as blinked.
 
   A blinding light suddenly exploded from the Relic, a shockwave following, which somehow seemed to radiate through the bodies of the crowd as opposed to knocking into them.  Everyone felt the energy as it reached them, but the only ones to be physically affected were Tatiana, Bakko and Anita, who were flung with considerable force towards the floor.  Marcus and Alexander had tight hold of Anita, which softened the impact a little, but there was nothing they could do to stop themselves falling to the ground with her, her eyes now glazed over, staring into space.
 
   ‘Anita,’ said Alexander, urgently, turning her head towards him so her eyes would see his.  She stared straight through him, her eyes vacant as though no person resided inside.  Alexander and Marcus felt their depleted energy return to them as Anita’s eyes rolled back in her head, her body starting to convulse on the floor.
 
   Alexander and Marcus held her as best they could.  Bakko and Tatiana appeared at their side, placing a piece of wood in her mouth, their hands around her head.  ‘We have to go in,’ said Tatiana, ‘this is where it ends.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ cried Cleo.  ‘You’re going to kill her if you go in there.’
 
   ‘She’ll die without question if we don’t,’ said Bakko, turning to Cleo and soothing her.  ‘Trust me,’ he said, his eyes locked with hers, so much he wanted to tell her, but with no time to find the words.  Instead, he pulled her to him, and whispered, ‘I love you, Cleopatra,’ kissing her deeply before turning back to Anita.
 
   Tatiana nodded at Bakko.  ‘Wait,’ said Alexander, ‘Anita is weak, extremely weak.  I want to find her, wherever she is in her mind and help her endure this.  Will that work?’ he asked them, looking desperately from one to the other.
 
   ‘I don’t see why not,’ said Bakko, ‘but...’
 
   ‘But what?’ asked Marcus.
 
   ‘But if she dies when you’re in there, as a result of what we have to do...’
 
   ‘...then I’ll die too,’ Alexander finished.
 
   ‘We’ll die too,’ Marcus corrected.
 
   Alexander looked at Marcus and nodded, no time to argue, and Anita needed all the help she could get.  ‘Let’s go then, every second we waste she gets weaker.  Cleo, can you hold her down?’
 
   ‘I’ll try,’ said Cleo.
 
   ‘Sol,’ called Marcus, ‘help Cleo,’ he shouted, across the Temple, not waiting for a reply as he and Alexander pushed their exhausted energy into Anita’s mind.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita cowered in the flaming remains of her centre, crouched, knees to her chest, pain pinning her, her body refusing to respond to her commands.  She sobbed silently as wave after wave of torment hit her, Theseus working his brutal way through every last piece of her mind.  She closed her eyes, and rocked, as far as she could, backwards and forwards, barely moving an inch, but trying to find anything to focus on other than the pain.  She felt her mind start to falter, blackness claiming the edges of her vision, pain muddling her thoughts, and she squeezed her eyelids more tightly shut, throwing everything she had into rocking, the only thing she had to keep her going.
 
   The onslaught paused as Theseus reached the Great Hall once more, the pain easing as he walked around, taking in the space he hadn’t explored since the very beginning.  ‘Everything’s here,’ he said, to himself, almost forgetting he was still inside Anita’s head.  ‘It’s just as it was at creation.’  He walked over to one of the tapestries and ran his fingers across it.  ‘Remarkable, but too dangerous to be left here I’m afraid,’ he said, loudly, as though the reason why would be obvious to all.  He took the knife he’d put to work on the rest of Anita’s mind and slashed at the tapestry before him.  Anita braced herself for the pain, her body tensing, but to her surprise, it never came, or at least the pain she was feeling already didn’t get any worse.
 
   ‘We can’t destroy the one true Temple we created.  You know that well enough,’ came Bakko’s voice, from inside her, a great mass suddenly filling her, the weight almost too much to bear, so much energy now flowing through her that she briefly wondered if her mind might crack open under the pressure.
 
   ‘Anita,’ said Alexander’s warm, inviting voice, as he pushed his way through her burning walls and rushed to her side, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her to him.  ‘What has he done to you?’ he said, stroking her hair.
 
   ‘Destroyed me,’ she choked out, ‘my mind.’
 
   ‘No,’ said Alexander, ‘we’ll rebuild it.’
 
   ‘We have to put out these flames,’ said Marcus, ‘we need to contain the damage.’
 
   ‘Yes,’ whispered Anita, ‘help him.  I can’t...I’ve tried...the well outside...’
 
   Alexander kissed the top of her head.  ‘Sussh,’ he said, ‘we’ll put out the flames.  Just hold on.’
 
   Anita bowed her head as Alexander and Marcus left her side, rushing to the well outside, filling buckets to begin the futile attempt of staunching the damage to her mind.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ‘This isn’t the Temple we built,’ snarled Theseus, whirling around to face his fellow Gods.  ‘She won’t survive with all of us in here,’ he laughed.  ‘Your precious Anita, killed by your energy,’ he said, to Tatiana, goading her.
 
   ‘Anita’s stronger than you could imagine,’ said Tatiana, stepping carefully towards him with her hands up as though he were a frightened puppy.  ‘It’s over now,’ she said, gently, ‘the Relic’s gone, and the people know the truth about you; they’ll never follow you now.’
 
   ‘You don’t know that.  They’re loyal to me,’ he said, vehemently, swinging the knife around and bearing it at Tatiana.  ‘Stop,’ he ordered, ‘you’re close enough.’
 
   ‘Come back with us,’ she said, softly, coaxingly.
 
   Theseus smirked.  ‘To what?  To solitude?’
 
   ‘To where we belong,’ she said.
 
   ‘To where we were banished.’
 
   ‘That won’t last forever,’ she said.  ‘If we bide our time it will end soon enough.’
 
   ‘No,’ he snapped.  ‘Not soon enough.’
 
   Bakko took a deep breath. ‘What we did was wrong.  We had to be punished.  We knew there would be consequences if we were found out and now we have to deal with it.  It won’t be more than another couple of hundred years, and then we’ll be back, like nothing ever happened.’
 
   ‘I will not endure it for so much as another second,’ he shouted, ‘so you’ll have to either kill me or leave me here.’
 
   ‘Or do neither of those things,’ said Tatianna, surging towards him, easily disarming him then pulling his arms behind his back and pinning him on his knees in front of her.  ‘I can’t tell you how glad I am that we’re back on a level playing field,’ she said, throwing Bakko a victorious smile.
 
   ‘Look, Theseus,’ Bakko said, crouching down in front of him, ‘I know it was particularly difficult for you.  It was your plan that failed, not Tatty’s Body skills or my Spirit skills, but your plan.  But it could have been any of us; you were just unlucky, that’s all.’
 
   ‘Someone tipped them off,’ said Theseus.  ‘I didn’t fail.’
 
   ‘Regardless, whatever way you look at it, the plan failed, and that was down to all of us.  Had we been more considered about the whole thing, we might have entertained the notion that something could have gone wrong.  And if we’d done that, we may have decided not to do it at all.  But we didn’t; we were young and foolish, and now we’re paying for our actions.  We’re just as much to blame as you, and when we’re finally brought back into the fold, we’ll put all of this behind us and never try to do anything so stupid again...or I won’t at least.’
 
   ‘Now,’ said Tatiana, forcing Theseus to his feet, ‘let’s see if the door works the same way in here as it does in the other one.’
 
   Bakko led them to the tapestry Theseus had been trying to destroy and pulled it aside.  ‘Ah yes,’ he said, with glee, ‘the door’s just where it’s supposed to be.’
 
   ‘This really was a foolish addition,’ said Tatiana, ‘if anyone had found it and worked out how to get through it, we would have been banished for eternity.’
 
   ‘Or they would have just killed us and been done with it,’ said Bakko, ‘and you couldn’t blame them really.’
 
   ‘True,’ she said, as she forced Theseus to stand in front of the strange door; three slabs of stone stacked horizontally in front of them, each a different colour and with no apparent handle.
 
   As they took in the door, the enormity of what they were about to do became real, and Tatiana looked at Bakko.  ‘We could put this off until we’ve had a chance to say goodbye,’ she said, slowly, thinking of Cordelia, her host for so many years.
 
   Bakko shook his head, a shadow passing behind his eyes.  ‘They’ve done their bit, and now it’s time to do ours,’ he said, firmly, his thoughts flashing to Cleo’s round face and sharp, almond eyes.  He closed his eyes.  ‘This is the time,’ he said, resolute.
 
   Tatiana nodded, and Bakko placed his right hand firmly on the top slab of stone, the lightest in colour and porous in texture.  Tatiana placed her right hand on the next, grey, stone, then forced Theseus’s right hand into the centre of the hard black slab at the bottom.  He resisted a little, but she pinned him to the floor with her knees and used her free hand to hold his in place.  They pushed their hands into the stone and it turned to dust under their fingers, a deep blue void opening up beyond.
 
   ‘No,’ said Theseus, staring into the abyss that was about to steal him from the world he had been so close to ruling.  ‘I can’t go back.  You can’t make me go back.’
 
   ‘I’m afraid we can,’ said Bakko, grabbing Theseus on one side as Tatiana firmly grasped the other.  They hauled him to his feet, Bakko and Tatiana looking at each other, so many unspoken words passing between them.
 
   ‘Ready?’ she asked.
 
   Bakko nodded, and they stepped through the opening, forever leaving the world they had created, returning to the enduring exile that awaited them beyond.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Anita watched as Marcus and Alexander doused the flames burning through her centre.  They weren’t raging through the place as they might have in the real world, but were burning gently, hopping laboriously from one item to another, each jump chipping a little more at Anita’s resolve.  She began rocking once more, barely even realising she was doing it as her eyes tracked the movements of the other two.
 
   Marcus rushed back and forth to get pales of water, whilst Alexander smothered patches of flame with a heavy animal hide.  They were making slow progress, but Anita started to feel a little hope, which in turn seemed to stem the spread of the flames.  Once she realised she had an element of control, her resolve strengthened, and she forced the paltry energy she had left to help with the task of putting out the fire.  To her surprise, within moments, the fires were out, but Anita collapsed onto her back, the effort leaving her unable even to sit by herself.  Alexander and Marcus rushed back to her side, Alexander scooping her up and carrying her to the burnt bed, whilst Marcus hastily gathered as much padding as he could find to put beneath her.
 
   They settled her down and Marcus took her hand, Alexander’s hands on her face, stroking her hair, telling her it would all be okay.
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ she asked, weakly, looking up into Alexander’s concerned face.  ‘There’s more energy in here than there should be.’
 
   ‘The Gods came in with us,’ said Alexander, pushing a stray hair back off her forehead.  ‘They’re fighting Theseus, presumably in the Great Hall.’
 
   Anita’s eyes flew wide.  ‘You two can’t be in here,’ she said, trying to sit up and push them away.
 
   ‘We’ll be the judge of that,’ said Marcus, squeezing her hand gently.  ‘We’re in this together,’ he said, ‘and besides, you’re too weak to throw us out currently, so if I were you, I’d just focus on staying conscious until the Mind God has been expelled.’
 
   At any other time Anita would have given Marcus an earful, but he was right, she was too weak to throw them out, and she appreciated the comfort of both their presence and the energy they were propping her up with.
 
   ‘I just don’t want you to get hurt,’ she said, closing her eyes for a moment.
 
   Marcus and Alexander both reacted immediately, Marcus pulling on her hand and Alexander tapping her face.  ‘No, no, no,’ said Alexander, ‘you can’t go to sleep right now.’
 
   ‘I wasn’t,’ she protested, although she knew it was a lie, sleep pulling hard at her mind.  The effort to stay awake was inordinate and lying down wasn’t helping.  ‘I need to sit up,’ she said, giving Alexander a look that told him not to disagree.
 
   ‘Okay,’ he said, pulling her upright, her legs folding under her so she sat cross-legged on the bed.
 
   He made to sit behind her, to support her weight, but she stopped him.  ‘No,’ she said, gently, placing a hand on his arm.  ‘I need to keep myself awake.  If you want to help me, think of a way to do that.’
 
   Marcus began pacing, frustrated, and starting to feel like a third wheel now there was nothing any of them could do but wait.  ‘How about I go to the Great Hall and try to find out what’s going on?’ he suggested, without even looking at Anita.  ‘Maybe the Gods need some help.’
 
   The words were barely out of Marcus’ mouth when the ground beneath them began to shake, the canvas walls flapping wildly.  ‘This is it,’ said Anita, feeling her very foundations begin to tremble.  ‘You have to go,’ she demanded.
 
   ‘No,’ they said, together.
 
   ‘Yes,’ she said, quietly, gathering up every remaining iota of energy she had and using it to expel them from her mind.  It worked, and they disappeared from her centre, Anita feeling at the same time lighter without them there, but heavier, without the support of their energy.  The pressure closed in all around her, like solid walls, squashing her consciousness into the smallest of spaces.  She felt no pain, only compression, as the force of whatever the Gods were doing filled up every last bit of space within her.  She leaned forward and grabbed her head in her hands, scared it would be too much, that her mind would implode.  She rocked, holding her head, shaking her head, doing anything she could to try and lift the burden on her mind.  It got worse, and she screamed, rocking back so hard she fell backwards.  Her head hit the bed.  Her mind went black.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Marcus sat at Anita’s bedside, holding her hand to his lips, taking in every line and detail of her face.  There was a light spring breeze floating in through the open window, curtains moving gently as it flitted past.  The scent of viburnum filled the room, a simple flower decoration on a round table to one side of the bed, the rest of the ample space filled with cream furniture and understated artwork.  The room was bright and airy, one of Alexander’s guest bedrooms in his cottage outside Empire.  It felt tranquil and restorative, uncluttered and homely, but Anita lay unconscious on the bed, as she had for the last ten weeks.
 
   Alexander and Marcus had been kicked out of Anita’s mind just as the Gods’ energy had disappeared from the strange Temple on top of the Cloud Mountain.  No one knew what had happened inside Anita’s head, but the world’s energy had instantly rebounded to levels as high as anyone could remember.  There had been reports from the Magnei that the Great Hall in the Wild Lands had crumbled to dust and disappeared, no one having any explanation as to why, most still ignorant of its previous existence.
 
   Amber and her army had simply melted away when they’d realised they were beaten.  Many surrendered willingly, pledging their allegiance to Marcus and Sol.  Those who could have been captured had been allowed to run away; no one had had any appetite to deal with them.
 
   Matthew had made an announcement shortly after word of the Relic’s return reached Empire, telling the people that the prophecy had been fulfilled – genuinely this time – and offering energy readings from the Observatory as proof.
 
   The power of the Descendants was already as good as forgotten, and those who had been Councillors found their reputations further diminished.  Even the idea of the Gods held little sway any longer; only the truly devout turning up to worship, and that tradition would surely only last as long as they did.  The Temples themselves were still a focal point, used to host weddings, funerals and other ceremonies, but the pull was tradition and a love for the beautiful old buildings rather than fear of the Gods and a belief in their supremacy.  The change had been so swift as to almost be indecent, people’s memories short when it came down to it, and the elation of their new found freedom making them bold.
 
   That is not to say there were not those who still valued the old blood lines; scheming social climbing mothers still trying to orchestrate unions with those from traditionally influential families.  But now they were as keen, if not more so, on the new political class, those who had taken up the reins of power and control.  For everyone else, life went on much as it had before; fishermen fished, farmers farmed, academics studied and taught, the young flirted, the old complained, so really not that much was different at all.
 
   Cleo popped her head round Anita’s door.  ‘Any change today?’ she asked, walking in with a new vase of blossoms, which she set down on one of the tables.
 
   ‘No,’ said Marcus, shaking his head and placing her hand back at her side, ‘nothing.  I’ll leave you to it,’ he said, watching the rise and fall of her chest one more time before standing to leave.
 
   ‘She will be okay, you know that, don’t you?’ said Cleo, putting a reassuring hand on Marcus’ arm as he went past.
 
   ‘I don’t know anything,’ he replied, wearily, ‘but I always hope.’
 
   Cleo sat at Anita’s side as the door clicked shut.  ‘Well,’ she started, looking at her best friend’s face, ‘it’s getting a bit ridiculous now,’ she said, light-heartedly.  ‘I never had you down as a lazy person, but I think you’re pushing this beyond the bounds of what’s reasonable.  It’s been ten weeks.  Ten weeks.  Are you hearing me?’ she asked, hovering over Anita’s face to inspect for any response.  ‘It’s rude not to give me any indication that you’re paying attention by the way.  I know you’ve been through a tough time, but we’re now getting into territory where you could be accused on milking it.  I’m just saying,’ she said, throwing her hands up, ‘don’t blame me, I’m just telling it as it is.  So, if I were you, I’d bloody well just wake up.’  She looked again at Anita’s face, scrutinising it for any slight twitch, but there was nothing there.
 
   ‘Fine, be like that.  You’re not the only person who’s been through a rough patch,’ she said, her voice light but a shadow passing behind her eyes, the memory of Bakko bringing tears she had to blink away.  ‘Bakko just upped and left me, just like that, not even a proper goodbye.  I know it wasn’t his fault; he was just doing his bit to save the world and all, but you do realise you have not one, but two, gorgeous, men fawning over you out here?  If I were you, I’d hot-foot it out here and capitalise.  I mean, just think how much running around they’re going to do for you – too good an opportunity to pass up by anyone’s standards.  Not to mention, I’m dying to find out how you’re going to navigate your way through those two love sick idiots; I’m not going to lie, it’s going to be awkward, and I’m looking forward to a front row seat.  So you see, you pretty much owe it to me to wake up, just to give me some light entertainment and alleviate some of my own personal suffering.  I know it’s not exactly selfless behaviour on my part, but you’ve been away for ten weeks; you’ve got a lot of making up to do.’
 
   Cleo took a deep breath and stood up, walking to the window to look out over the garden.  ‘The weather’s been lovely,’ she said, ‘perfect weather for outdoor yoga, or a run by the river.  Perfect weather for sitting outside at the Island and talking about the ridiculous girls fawning over the politicians.  It’s just like it used to be, only with a whole new group of guys; it’s really freshened things up you know.’  She was barely even aware of what she was saying any longer, her thoughts drifting elsewhere.
 
   ‘Any change?’ came a voice from behind her.  She turned to see Alexander standing in the doorway; she hadn’t even heard the click of the latch.
 
   ‘No, but I’m sure she’ll be back with us soon.  She just needs a bit more time,’ she said, as positively as she could.
 
   Whereas Marcus had thrown his energy into creating a new life for himself, utilising his army, turning them into farmers and labourers and businessmen in his new business empire, Alexander had done nothing but look after Anita, waiting for her to return.  He spent long hours at her bedside, reading to her, relaying the events of the world, talking about all the things they would do when she woke up, but the strain was beginning to show.
 
   ‘You should come to the Island for a drink later,’ said Cleo.  ‘I could use a drinking partner other than my father or Marcus,’ she joked, ‘all they talk about is business, and it’s getting old.’
 
   ‘Maybe another time,’ he replied, sitting on the side of the bed and stroking Anita’s hair.
 
   ‘Alexander, a few hours out will do you good.’
 
   ‘I said no,’ he snapped, not even looking at her.
 
   ‘Okay, well we’ll all be there in case you change your mind,’ she said, but Alexander had already stopped listening.  She left, and he breathed a sigh of relief when they were once more alone.
 
   Alexander closed his eyes and pushed his energy towards Anita’s mind, finding his way to her centre.  It was no longer the yurt, but an open landscape of fields and woods atop a cliff overlooking the sea.  He walked to the treeline and sat down, as he had every day for the last nine weeks, observing the movement of clouds across the sky, waves coming into land, the rustling of leaves in the breeze.  He sat, waiting.
 
   When he had first dared to explore her mind, a handful of days after they’d got her back to Empire, he had searched for other places; anywhere she could have been hiding, but none existed.  This was all that was left; one last open expanse of countryside.  When he’d first entered, there had been a storm raging overhead, waves crashing into the cliffs, trees swaying dangerously in the wind, great cracks echoing out as branches broke off and came crashing to the ground.  Since that day, every visit had seen slight improvements in her mood, and the place had come to life; rabbits racing out across the open fields, birds appearing in the sky, wildflowers popping up and dancing in the wind.
 
   Every time he came, Alexander made his energy available to her, willing her to feel it and use it.  At first there had been no response, so all he could do was sit and observe Anita’s torment, but slowly, he’d come to feel her making use of him.  She took only a little at first, a tentative draw, but over time she’d become more bold, taking greater amounts, and the landscape had calmed and bloomed as a result.
 
   A few days before Alexander had noticed an eagle circling high overhead, its large brown wings spread wide as it coasted on the wind.  He’d looked up and openly tracked the bird’s progress, but at his interest it had fled, leaving Alexander frustrated at himself.  The following day, when the bird came, he tracked it only from the corner of his eye, resisting the temptation to shift his head when it flew out of view.  It stayed much longer, circling overhead then swooping low before leaving him.  Over the days that followed, the bird had swooped right down in front of him, then landed in a nearby tree, and yesterday had even become so bold as to land just behind him at the edge of the wood.  Alexander had not been able to resist shifting a little to see where she was, which had made her fly away, but he was filled with excitement at the prospect of what Anita would do today.
 
   He waited, caring little for how long it took, and was surprised when eventually he heard a rustling in the undergrowth behind him.  He froze, forcing himself to stay where he was, looking forward, towards the sea.  The rustling came closer, followed by the snapping of a twig, and he knew it was no bird that moved behind him.  He breathed out slowly, his heart thumping wildly in his chest.  The movement stopped and his mind raced, trying to decide what to do next.
 
   ‘Will you run away if I turn around?’ he eventually asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.
 
   There was no reply for what felt like an eternity, before she said, ‘I don’t want you to see me.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ he replied, fighting the urge to ask why.  ‘What do you want me to do then?’
 
   ‘Stay exactly where you are,’ she said, creeping ever closer.  ‘Please don’t turn around.’
 
   ‘I promise I won’t,’ he said, high on the bliss of her company.
 
   Anita stopped just behind him and sank to her knees, leaning slowly across the small distance that separated them, reaching forward with a tentative hand, her fingertips lightly brushing his shoulder.  A ripple of energy passed between them and Alexander shivered, closing his eyes to savour the sensation.  He sat still, battling the urge to turn around and wrap her in his arms.  She placed her whole hand on his shoulder, then raised her other hand to his back.  Alexander bowed his head then moved it to one side, his eyes still closed as he braced against the feel of her energy running through him.  He exhaled slowly, then breathed in deeply, using every ounce of self-control to keep himself still.
 
   She traced the muscles of his back, then inched her fingers under his white shirt and across his smooth skin, feeling the tension beneath.  She moved one hand to his neck, running her fingers across his pulse, behind his ear and into his hair.  He leaned into her touch, dying to reach up and take her hand, but forcing himself to stay still.  She shuffled forward behind him, sitting down and placing her legs either side of his body, pressing her torso to his back and wrapping her arms around him.  He opened his eyes, and she froze as he took in the cuts and bruises that littered her skin.  It was a riot of colour; purple, green, yellow, red, and swollen, her joints barely recognisable, so much fluid lying beneath the surface.
 
   Very slowly, Alexander moved his fingertips to her hands, covering them with the warmth and safety of his touch.  She flinched but didn’t pull away.  Instead, she leaned her face against his shoulder and closed her eyes, breathing in the comforting scent of him and letting the energy flow back and forth between them, cleansing her soul.
 
   They stayed there for hours, neither wanting to leave the solace of the other, but eventually Alexander broke the spell.  ‘I need to go,’ he said, quietly.  She held him more tightly.  ‘I’ll come back later, I promise, I’ve just got a few things I must do.’
 
   ‘Alright,’ she said, eventually.  ‘When will you come back?’
 
   ‘I won’t be more than a few hours.’
 
   ‘What are you going to do?’
 
   ‘Matthew’s organising a ball to celebrate the coming of summer,’ he replied, carefully playing with her fingers.  ‘Given the winter celebrations didn’t go ahead as planned, I said I’d help make sure it was a success.’
 
   ‘Now I’m intrigued,’ she replied.  ‘Tell me all about it.’
 
   ‘I don’t need to tell you,’ he said, his tone light.
 
   ‘Oh?’ she questioned, ‘And why is that?’
 
   ‘Because you’re going to be there, so you’ll see it all for yourself.’
 
   ‘Alexander...I...’
 
   ‘...I’m not forcing you to do anything you don’t want to do,’ he said, quickly, before she had a chance to pull away, ‘but you’re healing well, your strength is coming back, and you’ve got to come back to us sooner or later.’
 
   ‘I was planning on later.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Because...it’s easier that way.’
 
   ‘And since when have you opted for the easy option?’
 
   ‘I was thinking it might be a good idea to give it a try.’
 
   ‘Anita, you saved us all.  Not even a God could stand in your way.’
 
   ‘And now I’d quite like to lay low for a while.’
 
   ‘All you’re doing is putting off the inevitable.  If anything it will make the attention worse when you finally show up again.’
 
   ‘Not if I go and live in the Wild.’
 
   Alexander spun around to look at her, furious, and was shocked at what he saw.  Her face was unrecognisable, eyes swollen and the same array of colours as the rest of her body.  He ignored it and treated her as he would have in any other circumstance.  ‘And what about me?  Are you leaving me behind or expecting me to slink off into the Wild with you?’
 
   Anita was so shocked at his reaction she could find no words to reply.  She sat and stared at him for several long moments.  ‘Look at me,’ she said, eventually, motioning to her face.  ‘I’m broken and beaten.  I wasn’t taking anything for granted.’
 
   ‘You were never beaten,’ he replied, fiercely, ‘and you’re healing,’ he said, moving a cautious hand to her face, ‘and healing quickly.  It wasn’t long ago that a storm raged across your mind, and now look at it,’ he said, waving an arm around to demonstrate.  ‘The sun is shining, the waves roll gently into shore, there are even bloody wild flowers.’
 
   ‘But look at me,’ she protested.
 
   ‘I am looking at you.  You look like someone who has been through a lot.’
 
   ‘There are pieces of me missing; this is the only place left in my mind.’
 
   ‘Your centre has come together early, that’s all,’ he said, with such conviction that she was almost convinced.
 
   ‘Really?’ she asked.  ‘You think that’s what’s happened?’
 
   ‘Yes, of course,’ he said, as though this were the most obvious thing going.  ‘The Gods caused chaos in here; Theseus ripped through your mind, and who knows what the other two got up to in order to send Theseus back.  So it’s a perfectly logical response for your mind to shape itself into what it will be forever; totally pointless healing into a new version of what existed before.’
 
   ‘You honestly think that’s the truth?’
 
   He looked her squarely in her anxious green eyes.  ‘I’ve never believed anything so strongly,’ he said, a smile lighting his face, ‘well, apart from the belief that you and I are meant to be together, and that I love you, more than anything.’
 
   A slow smile touched Anita’s lips.  ‘Really?’ she asked, coyly.  ‘More than anything?’ she said, stroking a hand down his cheek.
 
   He nodded, sincerely.  ‘More than anything,’ he confirmed, leaning forward and placing a feather light kiss on her lips.
 
   ‘Do I look this bad on the outside too?’ she asked, looking down at her disfigured body.
 
   ‘No,’ he replied.  ‘On the outside you look as though nothing ever happened.’
 
   ‘Gods!’ she exclaimed, then looked surprised at her outburst.  She sat for several moments, quietly contemplating, Alexander knowing there was something brewing behind her eyes.  ‘I look like normal on the outside?’  Alexander nodded and Anita’s brows knitted together.  ‘Then maybe...maybe I could come back with you?’ she suggested quietly.  ‘I was convinced I looked like a monster.’
 
   ‘Anita, there’s no way you could ever look like a monster, and yes, I think it’s time you came back to us; everyone’s really worried about you.  We’ve all missed you.’
 
   ‘Enough of the soppy stuff,’ she chided, giving him a mock stern look.  ‘Okay, let’s go.’
 
   ‘Now?’ he said, taken by surprise.
 
   ‘No time like the present,’ she said, her mind made up, a business-like front shielding her worry.
 
   ‘Your wish is my command,’ he said, playfully, before pulling himself out of the meditation.
 
   They woke up and looked at each other, Anita blinking as her eyes adjusted to the light.  ‘Where am I?’ she asked, shocked.
 
   ‘At my cottage outside Empire,’ he said, reassuringly, reaching for her hand.
 
   ‘It didn’t even cross my mind that we wouldn’t still be at the Cloud Mountain,’ she said, looking around.  ‘Just how long have I been inside my head?’
 
   ‘Ten weeks.’
 
   ‘Ten weeks?!  I’ve got to get up.’
 
   ‘Anita, slow down,’ said Alexander, placing a restraining hand on her shoulder.  ‘I’ll help you up, but you’ve been lying down not moving a muscle for ten weeks, so don’t try to go too quickly.’
 
   ‘If you say so,’ she replied, taking his arm to help pull herself upright.  She felt the blood rush to her head and went dizzy, leaning forward and clutching onto Alexander until the feeling cleared.  ‘I want to stand up,’ she said, pulling her legs over the side of the bed.
 
   ‘Okay.  Just take it slowly.’
 
   Anita took Alexander’s hands and used them to pull herself off the bed and up onto her feet.  Her legs went weak beneath her, but he caught her before she fell, holding her until the life came back into her limbs.  She nodded at him and began walking slowly towards the window.
 
   ‘How do you feel?’ Alexander asked, watching her progress from the bed.
 
   ‘Fine,’ she half-lied; her body felt fine, but her head was killing her, jolts of pain and flashes of light shooting across her mind and her vision.  She looked out across the pretty walled garden and breathed deeply, closing her eyes, concentrating on nothing but taking one breath at a time.  ‘So what happened after I blacked out?’ she asked, still looking out at the view.
 
   Alexander sat down.  ‘You kicked Marcus and me out of your mind, and our connection with you was severed immediately.  We tried to get back in, but seconds later there was a huge pulse of energy that sent every single person sprawling to the floor.  It didn’t hurt anyone, but it was enough for people to be concerned about what might come next.  We all stayed where we were and waited, Marcus and I trying to wake you, trying to make sure you were still with us, but your pulse was weak, and we couldn’t get you to open your eyes.  When we’d waited long enough for it to feel foolish to stay on the floor any longer, people started to get to their feet, and from there we began the clean-up.’
 
   ‘There are still monks at the mountain?’ she asked.
 
   ‘No.  Marcus’ army cleared the place, taking into custody those senior enough to be questioned, and forcing their way into the secret areas.  Joslyn and Cleo led the search for anything interesting, drafting in the Magnei to help them collect everything and transport it back to Empire.  What they found has been made public, and anyone who wants access to the research need only ask.  Many of the monks have joined our ranks of academics, insisting they only kept their research secret in the first place because otherwise, Timi would have killed them.  The rest of the people who were living in the mountain were allowed to go free, but Amber disappeared without a trace and is still on the run.  Timi, on the other hand, was captured, put on trial, and is now serving a very long sentence in the prison on Wild Island, with Anderson, Bella and Edmund soon to join him.’
 
   ‘What were they found guilty of?’
 
   ‘Various charges; aiding and abetting a plot to take over the world and all its resources, taking hostages, kidnap, attempted murder, the list goes on.’
 
   ‘How long will they be away for?’
 
   ‘The rest of their lives, supposedly, although if anyone can talk their way out of something like that, I’d bet it would be Timi.’
 
   ‘True.  So what else?’
 
   ‘The supplies they were hoarding have been brought back to Empire and redistributed to where they’re needed most.  The Mountain has been shut down and cleared of any signs that the Mind God was ever there, and there’s a twenty-four hour guard around the place for now.’
 
   ‘What about the others?  Joslyn, Draeus, Cleo, Marcus, Sol and his men,’ she paused, ‘Cordelia?’
 
   ‘Miraculously, everyone got out alive.  Joslyn came back to Empire with Draeus; they seem to have rekindled their relationship, much to Cleo’s bemusement.  Marcus is fast becoming a business mogul.’
 
   ‘That was quick.’
 
   ‘Hmm.  And Cleo is much the same as ever; managing The Island, collecting and trading in gossip, although she’s started frequenting the Observatory too, taking energy readings and relaying them back to Matthew and his parliament.’
 
   ‘I’m surprised she knows how!’
 
   ‘There’s a lot that’s surprising about Cleo.’
 
   ‘True.’
 
   ‘And Cordelia’s gone back to her old life as far as I can tell.  I’ve only spoken to her once.’
 
   ‘Did she come and see me?’
 
   ‘No,’ he said, slowly.  ‘I think she’s nervous about seeing you.  She seemed scared of the idea you might never speak to her again, or that you might not like her now Tatiana’s gone.’
 
   They paused, Anita tracking the progress of a bird as it hopped across the garden from the lawn to a bench, then to the wall.  ‘And what about you?’ she asked, half turning to look at him.  ‘What have you been doing?’
 
   He shrugged.  ‘I brought you back here as quickly as I could.  Empire has the best doctors in the world, and I called on every single one of them to see if there was anything they could do.  They’ve kept you fed and hydrated, but there was little they could do for your mind or your spirit, and the academics were no help either.  So I’ve been here mostly, meditating with you, or talking to you, doing anything I could think of that might help bring you back to me.’
 
   ‘And what will you do now?’
 
   Alexander laughed.  ‘I don’t know really.  I’ve been focusing on nothing but getting to this moment, and I suppose a lot depends on you.  Not that I’m expecting you’ll know what you want for a while,’ he added quickly.
 
   ‘I know exactly what I want,’ she replied, walking over to him.
 
   ‘Oh?’ he said, holding his breath as she reached him.
 
   ‘Yes,’ she said, leaning down to kiss him.  ‘A cup of tea,’ she said, hands either side of his face, eyes looking into his, a smile dancing across her lips.
 
   Alexander rolled his eyes, pushing her back onto the bed.  ‘Really?  That’s all you want from me?  A cup of tea?’
 
   ‘Well, that, and I suppose a couple of other things.’
 
   ‘Such as?’ he said, hovering above her.
 
   ‘I’d kill for a sandwich,’ she said, her face serious, ‘followed by a crisp apple, and then maybe some orange flavoured chocolate.’
 
   ‘I see.  Anything else?’
 
   ‘Hmmm, let me think.  A long hot bath, a run by the river...and maybe one other thing.’
 
   ‘Just one?’
 
   ‘That you’ll be mine forever,’ she said, searching his eyes for an answer.
 
   ‘I’m glad you brought that up,’ he replied, leaning over her as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a thick strand of gold that had been twisted into a ring, the two ends crossed artfully at the top.  ‘This was my mother’s,’ he said, sliding it onto Anita’s finger.  ‘It was her favourite because my father made it for her with his own hands.  Every time I look at it, it makes me think of you.  It belongs on your finger.’
 
   Anita smiled, holding up her new ring for them both to admire.  ‘I love it,’ she said, kissing him.  ‘Thank you.’  She admired it for a moment longer.  ‘Now, what’s a girl got to do around here to get a bloody sandwich?’
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Matthew’s party was held at and around The Island, areas for games and food set up on each bank, and the main dance floor on the island itself.  There were boats filled with flowers and lanterns floating here and there along the river, blossom used liberally, the scent of lily of the valley on the air.  The sun shone, and there was not a cloud in the sky as Anita and Alexander made their way across the bridge to the far side, sheets of canvas strung up between trees to provide shelter from the sun.  They ignored the prying eyes of all who noticed them, heads swinging to follow where they went, hushed voices murmuring as they passed, rolling their eyes and smiling at each other as they headed away from the crowd.
 
   They sat and watched a while as the gathering swelled in size.  Anita smiled as she spotted Sol getting Cleo a drink, nervously handing it over.  He’d asked her here on their second date, and by the looks of things it was going well; it was rare for Cleo to let things progress past one dinner.  Gwyn was fending off a drunk Joshua when Matthew’s son Henry appeared and told him to move along, then offered Gwyn his arm and led her to the dance floor.
 
   ‘It’s nice to be around so many people,’ said Anita, leaning into Alexander’s arm.
 
   ‘You mean this gossiping lot?’ Alexander laughed.
 
   ‘When the Gods and you and Marcus were in my head, it felt impossibly crowded, but when you all left, instead of feeling free, I felt hollow and empty.  When I’m around so many other people, with so much energy about, it helps me forget that feeling.  In an odd way, I find it relaxing.’
 
   Alexander shook his head.  ‘You never cease to amaze me,’ he said, shoving her playfully.
 
   ‘Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to be around other people all the time, but when everyone’s so happy and carefree and playing games and dancing, I’m buoyed by it too.’
 
   Marcus joined Sol and Cleo, and Anita froze.  Since she’d woken up almost two weeks ago he’d avoided her completely, having, according to Alexander, been at her bedside every day beforehand.  She’d sent him countless messages, but he’d ignored every one.  She’d tried to visit him at his castle, but each time she’d been told he wasn’t in.  Now was her opportunity.  ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said, already on her feet and moving towards him, Alexander watching her go.
 
   Marcus looked up when she was a couple of paces away, and as recognition hit, looked like he was about to run.  ‘Don’t you dare,’ she said, forcefully, placing a hand on his arm before he had time to get away.  ‘I need to speak to you,’ she said, softening her tone.  ‘Just give me five minutes, that’s all I need, then I promise I’ll leave you alone.’
 
   Marcus nodded and let her lead him up the bank to the treeline, so they were largely out of view from the revellers at the party below.  ‘Marcus,’ she started, looking him in the eye, ‘I just want to thank you.’  He looked away, but she continued.  ‘In the Cloud Mountain, you gave me your energy without hesitation, you came into my mind when you knew it was dangerous, you came to my bedside every day for ten weeks to try and bring me back.  I owe you a great deal.’
 
   ‘Are you trying to torment me?’ he whispered.
 
   ‘Of course not.’
 
   ‘Then please just leave me alone.  I’ve told you everything I need to.’
 
   ‘But we’ve been through so much together, and what I said at the mountain is true, I love you.’
 
   ‘Just not enough.’
 
   Anita had no words to respond.  She tried to put her hand on his arm, but he shrugged her away.
 
   ‘I can’t be what you want me to be,’ he said, ‘so please, just let me be.’  He turned and walked back to the party, Anita following in his wake, slowly returning to Alexander.
 
   ‘Are you okay?’ he asked as she reached him.
 
   ‘He won’t even talk to me,’ she replied, tears in her eyes as she sank down beside him.
 
   ‘I’m not sure I can blame him.  If you’d chosen Marcus over me, I doubt I would have wanted to be around you much either.’
 
   ‘So after everything we’ve all been through, that’s it?  We never speak again?’
 
   ‘Forever is a long time,’ he said, gently.  ‘I’m sure he’ll meet someone else eventually, but for now it’s raw, and it’s easier for him when he doesn’t have to see you.  I can understand that, and I know you can too.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ she said, simply, blinking away the tears and shaking her head, putting on a brave face.  She watched the dance floor fill up below and a smile started to pull at her lips.  ‘Come on Mr Know-It-All; it’s time for me to show you how to dance.’
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rose and Milly watched from a distance as Anita and Alexander took to the dance floor, spinning each other around with the vigour and enthusiasm of youth.
 
   ‘I can’t believe anyone ever thought she was a Descendant,’ said Rose, scrutinising Anita’s every move.
 
   ‘No, she looks too much like her mother for that,’ said Milly, looking between her son, Marcus, and the girl who had repeatedly broken his heart.
 
   ‘I suppose none of that matters any longer,’ said Rose, taking a deep breath and tearing her eyes away.  ‘They found a way,’ she said, quietly, ‘that’s all that matters, and now we’re finally free.’
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed Design of the Spirit, why not write a review on Smashwords, Amazon or Goodreads.  Reviews are the best way for readers to discover great new books and authors really appreciate your feedback.
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