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A SELECTED GLOSSARY OF TERMINOLOGY

Fallen angels: Angels sent to earth by God to protect humanity who strayed and intermarried with humans.

Nephilim: Children descended from the union of fallen angels and humans. Guardians: Good Nephilim.

Cardinals: Guardians with the ability to control energy, solids, water, air, time and psi/mind.

Civilians: Guardians with limited abilities who support the Cardinals financially and by monitoring demonic activities.

Hermonites/demons: Nephilim who can choose to be good or bad.

Primes: Powerful demons with the ability to control energy, solids, water, air, time and psi/mind.

Souled Demons/Neutrals: Demons and children of demons who have given up their evil ways and/or have no interest in hurting humans.

Neteru: Nephilim who don’t have the ability to shift into other beings, form or sprout non-human body parts.

Nosferatu: Vampire Nephilim.

Werenephil: Shape-shifter Nephilim.

Lazari: Werenephils that can shift into smoke-form.

Nephling: Nephilim with one human parent or grandparent.

Nature-benders: Nephilim with the ability to manipulate nature.

The Brotherhood: Short for the Brotherhood of Guardians—Souled Demons who live in a closed community with their own chosen leaders, are peaceful, and don’t side with Guardians or demons.

Chosen One: The most powerful Guardian, prophesied to unite the Nephilim.

Kris Dagger: A powerful dagger the Chosen One uses to channel and

direct his or her psi energy.

Psi or psi energy: Psychic energy channeled by Nephilim.

Alrunes: soul mates.

Tartarus: The abyss where fallen angels and evil Nephilim can be sent.

Alphas: Energy balls created by Cardinal Energy Guardians.

Omegas: Energy balls created by ordinary energy demons.

Omnis: Energy balls capable of great destruction, produced by powerful demons. Only one person can destroy them—the Chosen One.

Teleport: Move from place to place by dematerializing and rematerializing. Telegate: An energy pathway left behind when someone teleports.

Medium: A human psychic who channels communication between humans and Nephilim.

Mimic: To shift and copy another being.

Athame: a powerful dagger used by demons.


PROLOGUE

The Guardians were so close, I could feel their energies, yet their faces were blurry through the haze of my tears. Everything and everyone I loved was lost to me.

Bran.

I heard his thoughts. Felt his anguish, but there was nothing he could do, not unless he wanted to lose me forever. The Tribunal had made its decision—I had to live with my father, a powerful demon, for a year or give up my right to be a Guardian and protector of humanity. Being a Guardian was what I’d trained for over the past year, ever since I got my powers at sixteen and learned I was one of the Nephilim—part human and part angel.

You will be fine, little one, a familiar, melodic voice said inside my head.

I recognized Goddess Xenia’s voice. She, the goddess who’d charged us with guarding humanity, hadn’t stopped the Tribunal from handing down their sentence. Why? Because living among demons was part of some divine plan to prepare me to be the leader of our race. If this was my destiny, why then did I feel betrayed?

Stay out of my head!

A hand wrapped around mine and I turned my head. My sister Solange… No, my stupid, jealousy-ridden, evil half-sister stared at me. I hated her. All this was her fault. Her attempt to get rid of me and become the apple of our father’s eye or some stupid cliché had led us to this.

I wanted to jerk my hand away, but fatigue washed over me like a sudden downpour. It didn’t make sense. Was Solange draining my psi energy—the energy that gave us life and supernatural abilities? Without it, we were nothing. Empty shells. I tried to jerk my hand from Solange but couldn’t. Tried to stop my eyelids from drooping but failed.

Darkness wrapped around me, offering me temporary comfort, and I embraced it.

Seconds later, I picked up on things—the soft pillow under my head, the warm wrap covering me, the birds calling through the window, and the crashing waves. But the most insistent and annoying were the voices.

They demanded that I get up, eat, and communicate with them. I tuned them out and sought solace in sleep. It took away the pain and gave me dreams of the people I loved. I’d thought I could be strong, but I wasn’t. I was weak, scared, and angry. Maybe I would sleep for an entire year, like Sleeping Beauty, and only wake up when it was time to rejoin the Guardians.

“If she doesn’t eat, she won’t survive, my Lord,” a female voice said. “We’ve tried everything, even the Kris Dagger, but it is not responding to her.”

I wanted to laugh, but then they’d know I was awake. The Kris Dagger would remain useless until I held it. The power of the mighty weapon forged by Azazel, my ancestor and a Principality, was no longer contained in the blade. It was in me.

“I wanted a daughter, not a corpse,” Lord Valafar bellowed. “Call every Prime Psi in the league. The Prime who can compel her to do as she is told will have untold riches and a seat in my court.”

I drifted again. Hours passed. Or was it days? It didn’t matter. I didn’t care. At times, I was in a state of unconsciousness, not able to open my eyes, yet my senses stayed alert. Sometimes I woke up to someone trying to get inside my head.

I fought back and screams filled the room.

“Even unconscious, she’s powerful, my Lord,” the woman said. “That was the tenth Prime she’s reduced to a catatonic state. The rest don’t dare try.”

“Throw them in the dungeons. Bring in Dante.”

Dante. My protector. Could he really be here? I knew the moment he appeared in the room. His psi energy was familiar. There was a sewer-like stench in the air. Was that from him? He was a dashing guy with impeccable taste in clothes. I wished I could spare him, but I couldn’t afford to be sentimental now.

“How dare you bring him to me unwashed?” Lord Valafar bellowed. “Clean him up.” I know you can hear me, daughter, he said, linking with me before I could block him. Your protector is a prisoner in my dungeons. Only you can help him. Stop being difficult.

Using all my powers, I pushed my father from my head. He couldn’t fight me. I’d always been stronger than him. I wanted to open my eyes and help Dante, but I refused to give my father the satisfaction of manipulating me again. Like most Prime Psis, Dante was powerful, but I could still hurt him.

I refused to link with him.

“Little one, you must stop this,” Dante said. “You are a fighter. You’ve faced your worst enemies and survived. You can’t give up now.” I remained silent. “The entire Nephilim race is depending on you, Lilith.” Fight him, little one. Don’t let him win.

Lord Valafar roared. Then there was a sickening thud. My heart bled for Dante, but there was nothing I could do for him now. I needed a plan. I had to survive this year. I just didn’t know how.

“My Lord, what are we going to do?” the same woman asked. There was fear and doubt in her voice.

“I need to consult someone,” Lord Valafar said. His voice sounded troubled now.

Silence followed, and then someone sat by my side and gripped my hair. The pain radiated down my neck, but I fought hard not to wince.

“Listen, you little brat,” a female voice snarled in my ear, her voice dry and brittle. “We worked hard to get you here, so do what you are told or your Guardian friends are going to die. We have Raphael on speed dial.”

Really? She actually thought a threat would work on me? They didn’t stand a chance against the Guardians, and Raphael was out of commission, thanks to me.

Her grip eased. The next second, she was stroking the same area of my hair. “Little princess, you need to stop this foolishness.” Her voice was back to being sweet. “You can’t win, not against your father. Please, give him a chance to love and guide you. That’s all he’s ever wanted.”

I wanted to tell her to shut up, but I realized why she’d changed her tactics. My father was back in the room. Once again, he wasn’t alone. Sure that I’d scramble the brain of whoever he’d brought, I waited.

The person didn’t speak and I couldn’t locate his psi energy, which was strange. I could find anyone’s energy. A weird suspicion worked its way into my mind. My eyes flew open and I saw him.

Archangel Raphael. My worst nightmare.

He grinned, light from the window making his golden hair look like a halo, his massive wings draping over his back like a cloak. The one I’d nearly chopped off was angled oddly against his body. I screamed and launched myself at him.

At least, that was my intention. Instead, I found myself paralyzed. A sudden chill crept under my skin as though I’d been dunked in ice-cold water. I tried to lock onto his energy, but I couldn’t. My energy was being drained, my mind scrambled into goo. My eyesight dimmed and my chest hurt with every breath I took. I tried to find my father, to beg him to stop the archangel. Promise him to be a dutiful daughter. I think I did, but my hearing was gone. Then I was free-falling into a depthless void.


PART I THE REEDUCATION OF LILFALCON


-1-

The covers were soft and warm. The need to linger and not open my eyes kept me burrowing deeper. Somehow, I knew things wouldn’t be the same once I opened my eyes. I don’t know how I knew; I just did. But I couldn’t shut out the world forever.

Slowly, I lifted my eyelids and squinted against the glare. It was too bright and my eyes couldn’t focus, so I closed them again and tried to use my other senses to get a feel for where I was. I moved my legs. They were stiff, like I hadn’t used them in a while. The sheets were soft and felt good against my skin. I couldn’t hear anything.

Was I deaf?

Panicking, I opened my eyes again, slowly this time, giving them time to adjust. The first thing I noticed was the emerald-green bedcover. It looked expensive. My arms were weak and heavy, but I managed to run my hands over it. It felt like nothing I’d ever touched before. I turned my head to study my surroundings.

Where was I?

The bed was huge, topped with a lacy canopy embroidered with colorful butterflies. The room appeared endless. There was something weird about it, but I couldn’t put my finger on what. One wall had floor-to-ceiling mirrors; another had windows covered with green velvet draperies that matched my duvet. It was unnaturally quiet, though light poured into the room through the windows. The sheer curtains covering them fluttered gently as though blown by a breeze.

I pushed aside the covers and swung my feet to the floor. Dizziness washed over me and my stomach rebelled at the sudden movement. I imagined throwing up on the white carpet and cringed.

I waited until the nausea passed before standing. My toes curled on the soft carpet, but my knees gave way. I landed back on the bed and took a moment to catch my breath, panic surging through me again. Why was I so weak?

I sat up slowly and looked around again. Then I realized why the room appeared funny. There were no doors. What kind of a room didn’t have doors? A tower?Was I a prisoner?

I grimaced. Now wasn’t the time to have negative thoughts. I caught my reflection in the mirrored wall and frowned.

The image staring back at me was familiar. Moss-green eyes. Long and curly hair of different shades of red, like the skyline at sunset, tumbled down my back to my waist, but it wasn’t long enough for me to wrap around the bedpost and escape out a window.

Now, why did I think of that? Who was I? Why couldn’t I remember my name?

Slowly, I got up. I was more prepared for my weak, unsteady legs this time around. Taking one step at a time, I moved toward the window. My pajamas…no, my nightgown was white and delicate, and frothed around my ankles. It didn’t look or feel like something I’d wear normally. I didn’t know how I knew that.

My reflection on the mirrored wall drew my attention again. I was tall, maybe five-nine or ten, and skinny. Change that to too skinny. I could see my collarbones. The girl in the mirror didn’t look or feel like me.

I giggled at my thoughts. Of course it was me, whoever “me” was.

I made it to the nearest window and sank with relief into the cushions covering the wide window seat. Breathing heavily, I lowered my head until the dizziness passed. Such a short distance, yet I felt like I’d climbed a hill. I glanced out the window, down, left, then right, and finally up.

I was somewhere near the top of a large and very weird castle-like building. It was carved on the face of a cliff, as though part of it was embedded in the mountain. The bricks were earthy colors and blended with the landscape.

Nothing about the castle, the courtyard below—with statues, flowerbeds, a pond with water birds, and a gazebo—or the surrounding valley floor was familiar. The valley itself looked like something from a painting, with rolling hills of colorful flowers, shrubberies, and trees. Farmlands, except there were no roads or landmarks separating the grassy areas from the shrubberies and the trees. And there were no other buildings.

To my left, sunlight bounced off a beautiful waterfall, and to my right were jagged edges of a mountain range. The scent of the sea was in air.

As though someone turned on my ability to hear, I heard voices and the clang of metal. I angled my head to listen, but there were too many people talking at once and I couldn’t see where the sounds came from. They grew louder and louder. I slapped my hands over my ears, but that didn’t stop the sounds. Then I realized why. The voices were inside my head. As soon as the thought crossed my mind, the voices disappeared.

Okay, I was crazy and this was probably a nuthouse. Once again, I fought dizziness as I walked to the dresser by my bed and sat on a stool. I reached down to pull out a drawer and then realized there were no knobs.

Weird, but considering the room didn’t have a door, not surprising. It was definitely a prison. A picture frame caught my attention. It sat next to lotions and creams and showed a different picture every few seconds.

The images showed a couple and a little girl with red hair. Was it a younger me? The woman had black, curly hair and laughing eyes. The man’s hair color was similar to mine. They must be my parents. Others showed an older, not-so-emaciated me standing by the same man and a pretty older girl with pitch black hair.

I reached for the frame and brushed against a purple crystal the size of a lime. Images like those on the frame shot from the crystal.

“Princess Lilith. You are awake,” a high-pitched voice called from behind me.

Startled, I dropped the crystal. Was the voice in my head?

“You shouldn’t be trying to walk,” the voice added with concern.

Okay, that didn’t come from my head. Relieved, I slowly turned. A tall, big-boned woman stood in the doorway that hadn’t been there a few seconds ago. Thick and glossy black hair hung to her waist. Brown eyes twinkled under her bangs. She was more handsome than beautiful, and her makeup was subtle, making it hard to guess her age. I had never seen her before.

I frowned. So my name was Lilith. It didn’t ring a bell. Princess of what?

“How are you feeling?” the woman asked, hurrying to my side. She wore a simple white dress inspired by ancient Egyptian fashion. Or was it Roman? It came to her ankles. The jewels on the belt around her hips caught the light from the window and threw splashes of colors around the room.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Lady Nemea, your personal maid and assistant.” She bowed. “Your father will be pleased to hear you are awake. I must inform him at once.”

“Don’t,” I said. “I mean, not yet. I, uh, I need to change first.” I stood, but dizziness washed over me and I gripped the edge of the dresser.

“Oh, dear,” she said, and rushed to my side. “You shouldn’t be moving around anyway, not after months of being unconscious. I will select an appropriate gown for you after I bathe you.” She helped me back to the bed.

Months of being unconscious? Bathe me? I was sure I could shower and dress myself. “No, that’s okay.”

“Of course, I’ll choose something for you after a nice, long bath.” She waved her hand and part of the wall slid open to reveal another room. “You must also be hungry.”

I was, but what she’d done was more intriguing. Doors didn’t just appear out of nowhere. I couldn’t explain how I knew that.

“The whole island will be happy to know that you are awake. We thought the Archangels damaged your mind.”

Fear and hatred zipped through me at the same time. “Archangels?”

“Our enemies.” The twinkle in her eyes disappeared. “How much of the past do you remember?

“I don’t know.” My throat felt dry and scratchy. “Could I have something to drink, please?”

“Of course.” She shimmered and disappeared.

Where did she go? I was still glancing around trying to figure things out when she reappeared out of thin air with a tall glass of an orange liquid and smiled. “Food is on its way. Here you go.”

“How did you do that?”

“Do what, Princess?”

“Disappear and reappear.”

She smiled. “I teleported. Don’t you remember about teleporting?”

I shook my head, accepted the drink, and sipped cautiously. It was sweet and cold. I guzzled half of it. I knew what the word teleport meant—moving from one location to another in a matter of seconds. I just didn’t remember ever having used it.

“Don’t worry about your memories. They’ll come back. You weren’t the only one affected by the Archangels and their dirty tricks. It’s just taken you longer to recover because Raphael targeted you during the battle. The people who fought in the Great Battle either ended up in Tartarus or slipped into a coma, their memories wiped clean when they woke up.”

Tartarus? Great Battle? None of these words made sense. The name Raphael, however, filled me with rage.

“Who am I?” I asked hesitantly.

She blinked, her eyes glowing strangely. “You are Princess Lilith, youngest daughter of Lord Valafar, our exalted ruler. May the Principalities guide him wisely.” She pressed a fist to her chest.

I had no idea who or what the Principalities were, and my father’s name didn’t ring a bell.

“We must choose something for you to wear before your father gets here.” Lady Nemea hurried across the room to the closet and lights turned on inside. From my position, I could see a row of clothes, but they didn’t interest me. I was more interested in learning my identity.

She’d mentioned people, yet I hadn’t seen a single building out there. Maybe our people lived far from the castle or underground. What a thought. Only animals lived underground. My eyes went back to the pictures.

My baby pictures looked familiar, but the more recent ones did not. They were only a few of them. I wore black pants, a matching shirt, and a trench coat, and in my hand was a dagger with a wavy blade. The photographs appeared to have been taken at the same place. Something about the dagger made me angry. The more I tried to remember why, the hazier my memories grew. My head began to hurt.

“That’s you and your father,” Lady Nemea said from behind me.

I tried to associate his face with the name “father,” but it didn’t feel right. Maybe I called him Dad. No, that didn’t seem right, either. Daddy? Papa? Da? Baba? Papi? Pops? I couldn’t explain how I knew so many ways to say father.

I pointed at the curly-haired woman. “Is that my mother?”

“Yes. Look at those later,” Lady Nemea ordered, and waved a hand over the crystal. The images disappeared.

I learned something about myself. I hated being ordered around. I imitated her gesture and the pictures reappeared. I continued to study my mother. “Where is she?”

Lady Nemea sighed. “She died when you were a child, Princess. Then our enemies kidnapped you and kept you for years. Your father never gave up hope of finding you. So many times, he followed false leads, but he didn’t stop searching.”

Our enemies the Archangels? My father must really love me. Maybe if I saw him, I’d remember him. “Where’s my father?”

“He’s off the island on business, but I’ve already sent for him.”

We lived on an island, which explained the sea air. I looked around, trying to organize my thoughts. “I, uh, heard voices, but when I looked out the window, I didn’t see anyone. Where are the other people? Are we magical?”

Lady Nemea chuckled. “You heard telepathic voices of our people. They are here on the island. And magical hardly describes us. We are Nephilim, part angel and part human, so we have angelic abilities.”

I knew about humans and angels, but neither filled me with rage like Archangels. “We are part angel, yet the Archangels are our enemies?”

“Yes.”

“Are they the ones who kidnapped me?”

“No, the Guardians did.”

Another name that didn’t ring a bell but made me angry. I couldn’t explain it. Maybe I was one of those girls who were pissed off all the time. “You said our enemies kidnapped me, so I just assumed—”

“We have many enemies, Princess.”

Lucky us. “And we live on an island?”

“In the human world,” she explained. “We have sector leaders all over the world, but this island is our home. For now. When the time is right, we will take our place as rulers of this world like our forefathers did thousands of years ago, just like the Principalities decreed. It is our destiny to guide humans again.”

“Who are the Principalities?”

“The original angels who married humans and gave birth to the first Nephilim, our ancestors. Don’t worry,” she added with a smile, “you’ll learn our history as soon as you are strong enough to start attending school.”

School. Now, that was a place I knew, though no particular school came to mind. “How long have I been sick?”

“About seven months.” She paused as though calculating. “Six months, three weeks to be exact, though I wouldn’t say you were sick. Your psi energy was drained during the Great Battle. Without psi energy, we lose our ability to function. We couldn’t replenish yours, but not from lack of trying. Your father brought every Prime in our nation to help, but they couldn’t. Your mind wouldn’t let them, and we lost quite a few of them in the process.” She patted my arm and stood. “Let’s get you bathed. I can check on the kitchen staff while you’re in the tub. I told them something light, but they probably panicked and are planning a feast.”

I’d shifted to selective listening as soon as she mentioned my mind and losing Primes, whatever that meant. My stomach growled again and my face heated with embarrassment when she looked at me. “You said my mind wouldn’t let them?”

Lady Nemea smiled. “You have a powerful mind, my dear.” She patted my hand and smiled. “We are happy you are okay. We’ll have a big celebration to welcome you back to the land of the living. Maybe tonight or tomorrow, depending on what your father says.”

I didn’t know who or what I was, so why the heck would I want to celebrate? “I’d like to have a bath now.”

“Of course, Princess.” She waved again and a second door slid open.

She did something and my body lifted off the bed and hovered above it. My stomach roiled. “No! I’ll walk.”

She seemed shocked by my reaction. “My dear, it is an honor to take care of you. I’ve been doing this for months, so please…”

My face, I was sure, matched my hair. The thought of someone bathing me… “I need to exercise my legs.”

She lowered me back onto the bed. “I made sure your muscles were massaged every day so they wouldn’t atrophy. Just like I bathed you, changed your clothes, and brushed your hair.”

Yeah, list them all and make me feel even worse.

“Oh. Okay. Thanks.” I followed her, though she kept glancing back.

The bathroom was huge, with a circular sunken bathtub made of black marble and surrounded by four ivory pillars with detailed finishes at the base and top. The ceiling above the tub was dome-shaped and decorated with paintings of butterflies. There were mirrors, a lounge chair, several stools, and a counter packed with more lotions, creams, and perfumes.

I watched from the doorway as Lady Nemea turned on the water, and then poured scented salt into the tub. Fluffy towels floated to her lap, one spreading on the floor. A robe glided from a cupboard and draped itself on the back of a lounge chair. All she had to do was wave a finger to accomplish anything.

Did I have the same powers? Standing for too long made me woozy, so I moved closer to the lounge with the robe and sat. I pointed at the towels and they shot up from her lap and hit the ceiling. I laughed as they tumbled down. She froze them before they landed in the frothing water, and then brought them back to her lap.

“Careful, Princess,” she warned. “You are a powerful Psi. A Prime Psi. So always try to be careful when you use your powers indoors.”

That was the second time she’d used that term. “Sigh as in…S-I-G-H?”

She chuckled. “No, sweetie. P-s-i. It’s the ability to control things with the mind. You also have other abilities that make you very special,” she added mysteriously. “But until you get your strength back, we don’t want you exerting yourself. I’m here to see to your every need.”

The idea of doing nothing while someone took care of my needs just seemed unnatural. “About this Great Battle you mentioned…”

Something flashed in her eyes, something I couldn’t read—wariness, or maybe annoyance. “The Great Battle was fought between us and the Archangels.” She smiled, and whatever I thought I’d seen in her eyes was gone. “We won, but like I said, the Archangels wiped out our memories in retaliation. We’re reeducating every knight and soldier, young and old.” She got up and turned off the faucets. The bubbles were almost to the edge. “I’ll help remove your night—”

“Oh, no. Thank you, Lady Nemea, but that won’t be necessary. I’ll do it myself.”

She chuckled and bowed. “As you wish, my dear. And you don’t need to thank me. It is an honor to serve you and your family. I’ll see what’s keeping the kitchen staff.”

As soon as the door sealed behind her, I tested my powers again. I pointed at the same wall and then moved my finger. The door flew open. Grimacing, I carefully closed it and then tried again and again until I could do it without banging it.

Smiling, I stripped and stepped into the tub, leaned back, and closed my eyes. The water was a bit hot, but after a few seconds my body adjusted to the temperature. Processing the things Lady Nemea had told me made me drowsy. It was hard to believe I’d been unconscious for nearly seven months.

“So, it’s true—our sleeping beauty finally decided to rejoin the living.”

I turned to see a stunning woman enter the bathroom. I recognized her from the pictures on the crystal, but the images didn’t do her justice.

Her porcelain skin was flawless and contrasted attractively with her long, glossy black hair. Her black clothes—skinny pants, shirt, and knee-high boots—were thankfully modern. I was beginning to worry I’d woken up in some medieval alternative world. A dagger with a red jewel dangled from her waist. The dagger made me uneasy. It was so ancient-looking.

“Did you get a kiss from a prince?” she teased, walking to the edge of the tub.

“No.” But then I remembered I was Princess Lilith and my father was the king. “Uh, are there any around here?”

She laughed. “No, thank goodness. It’s hard enough dealing with power-hungry dukes, lords, and their mates. How are you feeling, little sis?”

“Like I’ve been asleep forever. You are…?” I asked.

Something flashed in her eyes. I couldn’t tell whether it was sadness or worry. “Solange, your older sister. Your memories are gone, too. Go figure. We’ll fix that. As soon as you get your strength back, you’re going to school.” She sat on the lounge and crossed her booted legs, then rocked the top one. “No more lounging in bed and being waited on by a bevy of minions. You have to train like everyone else.” She studied me and then shuddered. “Hmm, maybe it’s too soon for school. You look like a zombie. I’ll see what Father says.”

Train to do what? More battles? I studied her. I didn’t see any resemblance to me. “You look like our mother.”

She stared at me like I’d lost my mind. “What?”

“I saw pictures of our parents. Mom had black hair, like yours, and my hair is like our, uh, father’s.”

She grimaced. “Yeah, you can hardly miss that. The answer is no. We had different mothers.” She jumped up, her hand going to the hilt of her dagger. I winced as though I expected her to pull it out. “So? Are you getting out of that water or what?”

“After you leave,” I said.

She chuckled. “Come on. I’ll help you choose something to wear. Dad’s already summoned sectional leaders to announce your… How had he said it?” She wiggled her fingers as she walked away. “Miraculous recovery.” She paused by the doorway and added, “Come on. I don’t have all day.”

“I can dress myself.”

“You were a prisoner until several months ago, Lilith. I’m sure they weren’t dressing you in the latest couture. Hurry up.”

I stepped out of the tub, grabbed a towel, and went to turn on the shower. After a quick rinse, I slipped on a robe and followed her. She was kind of bossy but probably right. Someone who’d been a prisoner her whole life wouldn’t know how to dress up for court.

The walk-in closet was U-shaped, with a semicircular couch at the curved end and display cases packed with expensive-looking bracelets, necklaces, and even a few tiaras. The wall was mirrored, which really sucked because the last thing I wanted to see was my wraith-like reflection. Feeling a little lightheaded, I sat on the couch before I could fall flat on my face.

One side of the closet had gowns, some long, others short, but all in pastel colors. Those looked modern. The opposite side had skirts in various colors, pants, tops, coats, and sweaters. The cloaks, all black with different-colored linings, weren’t exactly this century. The inner curved wall had shelves of shoes, boots, and sandals. High heels, medium and low, as well as flats. Whatever world this was, it was a blend of new and old, which was intriguing and scary.

“Boring…boring…” Solange kept saying, flipping through the dresses and making faces. “Whoever shopped for you had no idea what flatters someone with your coloring.”

I winced at my reflection. I had no color to speak of and my hair was a wet, stringy blend of red strands. Not liking what I saw, I looked at the dresses and pointed at a sleeveless white silk dress. “That’s pretty.”

Solange shuddered. “No way. First, no sleeveless gowns for you. You are too skinny to pull them off. Do you know they had to pump fluids into you like they do humans? Totally gross.” She swept a hand across the gown. Plum color inked into the fabric, until every white thread was suffused with it. The white lace became black.

“What do you think?” Solange asked.

“That’s amazing,” I said. “Is that your power, changing colors?”

“No, silly. I can manipulate solids, among other things.” She kept walking and running her white-tipped nail across the fabrics. Cool pastels became rich and warm—burnt orange, red, magenta, navy-blue, fuchsia, rose… She laughed. “Much better.”

“Did you fight in the Great Battle against the Archangels, too?” I asked.

She stopped smiling. “Yeah, the evil fiends. I remember…” She stopped and frowned. “Nothing. Like you and every knight and soldier on the island, my memories were wiped clean by those sons of bitches. I’m rediscovering my powers, just like you will. At least I don’t have to go to Mount Hermon Academy. School and I never mixed. I’d rather run it.” She shrugged, chose three outfits—one each in navy blue, burnt orange, and emerald green—thrust them in my arms, then sat beside me, crossed her legs, and cocked her brow. “Try them.”

I hesitated.

“Don’t tell me you’re modest. I’m your sister.”

My face grew hot. I didn’t have any underwear. “What’s that got to do with modesty?”

“What have you done?” Lady Nemea demanded from the doorway, and I looked up. She carried a tray covered in plates covered with dome-shaped silver lids. “All her beautiful clothes. You have no right to—”

“Right? Get out!” Solange ordered.

“But—”

“You don’t dictate anything to me about my sister.”

Lady Nemea’s eyes flashed. “Your father—”

One second Solange was beside me, the next she was in front of the older woman. “Remember, I don’t need his permission to send anyone below, Lady Nemea. And by the time he realizes what I’ve done, you will have spent a few hours with energy-starved criminals.”

Lady Nemea grew pale, but her cheeks had the telltale redness of anger. She looked ready to strangle Solange. Then she disappeared.

“That was a bit harsh,” I said.

Solange shrugged. “You have to let them know who’s in charge. I don’t just mean the workers in the castle. I’m talking about all of them—minions, lower, middle, and upper level Hermonites, even the regional lords. Our father is the king. He refuses to use the title, but everyone considers him our king. As his children, we sit at the top of the hierarchy. You tell them what to do, not the other way round.” She paused, angled her head as though listening, and smiled. “Father just arrived. Get dressed. I’ll bring my stylists to fix your hair and makeup so you look less like a starving Nosferatu.”

She disappeared and I exhaled. Note to self—never get on the wrong side of Big Sister. She had a complex. What were Hermonites? Nosferatu? My head was going to explode from the information they kept throwing at me.

Back in my bedroom, I was surprised to see the tray Lady Nemea had carried on a round table in the middle of the room. Whatever was hidden under the silver lids smelled nice. My stomach growled again.

First things first—underwear.

I stood in the middle of the room, pointed at various parts of the room and waved like a conductor leading a band. Band. Conductor. More things I just knew about. Windows slammed shut, curtains closed, and the doors to the closet, the bathroom, and the one leading out of the room all slid open. No drawers.

Before I could close everything, a man dressed in black appeared outside my bedroom. The red hair gave him away. He was huge with broad shoulders. The black tunic and pants made him look intimidating. Our gazes met. He had dark, cold eyes, unlike my moss-green ones, and his expression gave nothing away. I shivered and waited for a flood of memories.

Nothing. Not even a flash.

“Father?” It came out as a question.

His eyes narrowed. Not a hint of a smile on his face. Once again, I shivered.

“Good afternoon, daughter. Will you join me for lunch?”

I looked at the covered food and then at my robe, my hand clutching the opening. “Uh, okay. Give me a moment to change.”

“Of course.” He flicked a finger and the door closed.

I released a breath, my heart pounding and feelings I couldn’t explain making my stomach flutter. I couldn’t tell whether I was nervous or scared. My father didn’t appear to be doting or act remotely like my idea of a father.

Walking to the bathroom, I waved a hand, and a dozen drawers and cupboards I hadn’t seen popped out of the walls. Bath and hair products. Seriously, I needed a map to find my way around this place.

Closing my eyes in frustration, I took a deep breath. Something interesting started happening. A sparkly white glow appeared around objects in the room. It was as though I could see with my eyes closed. See-through walls and doors. Eyes still closed, I walked through the door and went through my bedroom to my closet. Finally, the drawers with my underwear.

Grinning, I opened my eyes and got dressed. I chose a ruffled goldand-black skirt that went all the way to my ankles, with a simple black top. The outfit was a perfect fit and comfortable. Blowing out air, I hurried back to my bedroom.

My stomach churned with nervousness and apprehension. So, I was about to have lunch with the ruler of my people. He also happened to be my father, someone who loved me even though I hadn’t seen anything resembling love in his eyes earlier. I moved my finger the way he’d done and the door slid open with a bang.

I cringed.

Lord Valafar turned and scowled. Seeing me, he nodded and then went back to the conversation he’d been having with two men. The men were nearly as tall as he was and dressed in black, including long trench coats. One of the guys had dark brown skin, and something about him made me smile, though I couldn’t explain why…until he turned and his catlike eyes narrowed on me. My smile disappeared.

He pressed his fist to his chest and bowed. “It is nice to have you back with us, Princess Lilith.”

His companion, who had shaggy brown hair and a thin moustache, bowed too and said, “Nice to have you back, Princess.”

Once again, I wasn’t sure whether to bow too, so I just nodded. “Thank you.”

“Get it done,” Lord Valafar said dismissively, and the two men’s bodies turned into black smoke before disappearing. The way they teleported was different from the way Solange and Lady Nemea did.

“How do they do that?” I didn’t realize I had spoken until Lord Valafar spoke.

“Teleport? I’ll explain while we eat.”

His voice was cool and impersonal. I wondered what kind of relationship he and I had. Swallowing, I watched him warily as he slowly moved closer to where I stood. It was weird the way he slowed down as though afraid I’d bolt. Sure, he was intimidating, but I wasn’t that scared of him. He stopped and studied me as though waiting for something, his gaze probing.

“It is truly nice to have you back, daughter. You had us worried.”

Strange. He didn’t make an attempt to hug me or anything like that. Lady Nemea’s words zipped through my head. He loved me and never gave up searching for me after I was stolen by our enemies.

“I’m okay now, right?” I asked.

“Yes, you are. Come on. You must be famished.” He turned around abruptly and led the way into the room. “We have much to talk about.”

I followed. Once again, I wondered about our relationship. He seemed, I don’t know, uncomfortable around me, which didn’t make sense.
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My stomach reacted to the steaming bowl of soup. Sandwiches were piled high on a plate beside two glasses and a pitcher of the same orange drink Lady Nemea had given me earlier. A platter of tropical fruit sat at the center of the table.

“Eat,” Lord Valafar ordered.

I picked up the spoon and took a spoonful of the yellowish soup. I scooped more and didn’t stop until I saw the bottom of the bowl. I glanced at Lord Valafar and cringed. He was watching me while munching on some grapes, a weird expression on his face.

My face hot, I mumbled, “Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” he said sharply. “You haven’t eaten in months. We had to feed you through tubes.” His voice gentled a bit. “Now you need to eat to get your strength back. Have a sandwich.”

The sandwiches didn’t look appetizing. “Can I have more of the soup, please?”

Lady Nemea appeared with more seconds later. “She shouldn’t eat too much too soon, my Lord,” she said.

“She’s hungry,” Lord Valafar said firmly. “Leave us.”

Lady Nemea bowed and teleported. Once again, there was silence in the room, but this time, Lord Valafar ate. I studied him on the sly. I still couldn’t bring myself to think of him as Dad or Father. He was too cold and curt, and he barked orders. It was impossible to guess his age by looking at him. His red hair didn’t have gray in it and his face was unlined. His hands were large with trimmed nails. On his right index finger was a silver ring with weird knots and symbols and a red stone. It reminded me of the same red stone on Solange’s dagger.

“So, uh, Solange said something about starting school,” I said, hoping to get a conversation going.

He shook his head. “Not yet. You will work with a private tutor before joining the other students.”

I wanted to protest. How was I going to recover my memory cooped behind the castle walls with a tutor? Maybe I would meet someone who could trigger my memories at the banquet.

“Is it true we’re having a celebration tonight?”

Annoyance flashed across Lord Valafar’s face. “No, not tonight. I’m postponing it for now. You need to get your strength back and our people need time to prepare. They can’t wait to meet you.”

I frowned. “They’ve never met me before?”

“No. You were lost to us for years, Lilith. Having you back means a lot to our people.” He became silent, his expression dark as though he was reliving something unpleasant. “That it took the Great Battle for it to happen is something we must live with.”

“So, I haven’t always lived with you?”

“Not since you were three years old.”

Maybe that was why I couldn’t think of him as my father. “The people who kidnapped me—”

“Are traitors to our race,” he said calmly, like it didn’t bother him, but I noticed his clenched jaw. He studied me intently. “How much do you remember?”

I searched my memories. “Nothing about me or you or any of this”—I waved to indicate the room—“yet I know basic things when I see them and hear about them.”

He nodded. “It will come back to you, but in the meantime, we’ll fill in the blanks. You will have doors and knobs and anything else that you need to make you feel at home. The one thing you must never forget is who you are. You are my daughter, a descendant of the mighty Principality Azazel. Our destiny is to bring light to the human world, to guide them and protect them from themselves. Humans,” he added in the voice of a father talking about a difficult child, “are incapable of taking care of anything or themselves. The Principalities gave them knowledge, but what do they do with it? They use it to kill each other, pollute their bodies and minds, destroy everything they touch.” He paused and studied me as though checking my reaction. “Do you think it’s wise to allow someone to destroy your home while you stand back and do nothing?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“That’s the situation we are in with humans. If we do nothing, they will destroy this world. This is our home, too.” He poured himself a glass of juice and sipped, but I was impatient to hear more.

“How do the people who kidnapped me fit into all this?”

His eyes flashed with hatred, but his voice continued to be calm as he spoke. “The Guardians are our misguided brothers and sisters who have appointed themselves protectors of the human race. They enable humans to continue in their foolish ways and hunt us down instead of joining us. They don’t care about this world, because they have theirs in Xenith.”

A feeling I couldn’t explain washed over me. Was it sadness or longing? I couldn’t tell. “Xenith?”

“It was once our world, the world of all the Nephilim, but some of our people didn’t like our progressive way of thinking and banished us. Those who follow this faction of our people are the Guardians. They hide in Xenith and only send their most powerful to Earth to protect humans. So when all this”—he lifted his hands to indicate the world—“is destroyed, they can just retreat to the safety of Xenith. But this is our only home and we must protect it.”

It made perfect sense. “Why did they kidnap me?”

“Because you are special,” he said with conviction, his eyes locked with mine. “There is a prophecy about a child with the power over all elements. That child will unite our race. Under her, Hermonites and Guardians will once again become one.”

I frowned. “Power over all elements” sounded daunting. “You think I’m this child?”

“I don’t think,” Lord Valafar said. “I know, and so do the Guardians. That’s why they wanted you on their side. You belong with your family, with me and your sister.” He studied me intently as though waiting for my response. What could I possibly say? Of course I belonged with my family. “I never gave up searching for you, Lilith. Nothing gives me greater joy than having you here with me.” He patted my hand. “Rest. If you want to explore, call for a guard or Lady Nemea to go with you, but stay within the castle walls.”

“But—” I protested before I could stop myself.

“What is it?”

For one brief moment, I wasn’t sure whether to speak up. His expression said he wasn’t used to being contradicted or challenged, but something egged me on. “I’m too old for a babysitter.”

He scowled. “You’re only seventeen, eighteen in about five months. And yes, you need to be guarded.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want the Guardians sneaking in here and kidnapping you again.”

Great. From kidnapped victim to a prisoner in my own home. My emotions must have shown on my face, because he added, “This is for your own good, Lilith. Anything else you’d like to know before I leave?”

“How did Mom die?”

There was silence, but a change came over his face. His eyes blazed and his lips tightened. “Your mother died the night the Guardians took you. She’d be here with us if it weren’t for the events of that night.”

I was seriously beginning to hate these Guardians.

“But I blame myself for her death,” he continued. “I failed her as her husband and chosen mate. I should have made her understand who you are and our duty to guide you. The problem was that I didn’t know everything at the time, either.” He sighed. “Sometimes things happen that we regret, Lilith, and your mother’s death is one of them.” He paused, his expression softening for the first time since we sat. “You are a lot like her. Stubborn and brave but kind.” He looked over my shoulder. “She loved butterflies.”

I followed his gaze to the embroidered canopy over my bed. “Did she make that?”

“Yes, she did.” He stood, studied me intently again as though something about me bothered or fascinated him, but then he said, “Rest. I will see you tomorrow.”

I waited until he left the room, then walked to the window seat and stared outside, everything he’d told me running through my head. Singing and laughter filled my head, but this time, I could filter it like a person tuning a radio. I listened, dimmed some, and made others clearer. Below, I actually saw people. They kept appearing and disappearing in the courtyard, although I couldn’t tell what they were doing.

One particular guy stood by the gazebo and stared up at the castle. Not the castle. He seemed to be staring at my window. I felt a slight pressure inside my head then a soft voice said, Lil.

A chill shot up my spine. There was something very familiar about the voice. I angled my head to catch more words from him, but all I got was the knock on my door.

“Come in.”

The door opened and Lady Nemea walked in with two men and a girl around my age. They avoided looking at me, just pressed hand to chest and bowed, then grabbed the table, chairs, and tray before teleporting, leaving me with Lady Nemea.

She joined me at the window and glanced outside. The guy by the gazebo was gone. “They are getting the castle ready for the celebrations. Your father wants it to be spectacular.”

Lord Valafar looked like the type who always got his way. “Is he always so curt and distant?”

“What do you mean?” Lady Nemea asked.

Something in her voice had me evading her question. “It’s hard to explain. He just seemed, uh, preoccupied.”

“He’s a busy man. Our people here and around the world depend on him to guide them. If he seemed distant, it’s because he’s still worried about you. When was he curt with you? What were you discussing?”

I shrugged, not wanting to discuss my father anymore. “How do you teleport? Lord, uh, Father was supposed to explain but he forgot.” Lady Nemea threw me a brief look of pity. I learned another thing about myself in that instant. I hated to be pitied. “Forget it.”

“No, it’s okay. You keep a mental picture of where you want to go and will yourself there,” she explained. “You dematerialize and become energy, then rematerialize when you reach your destination. Most people can’t stay in the energized state for too long, so the sooner you reappear the better. Otherwise, you might reappear too soon and crash land or get stuck inside a solid object.” She reached out and stroked my hair, which was still wet. “Teleporting is one of those things you never forget once you learn it. It’s like riding a bike.”

I moved, forcing her hand to fall from my hair. “So, is teleporting a special ability?”

Lady Nemea chuckled. “Oh, no. All Hermonites can teleport and use telepathy. Even the minions with their weak psi energy and lack of abilities do it.”

From her words, we were Hermonites. Did that mean I was to unite Guardians and Hermonites? Two factions of the same race. The idea was mind-boggling.

“How does telepathy work?” I asked.

She shook her head and stepped away from the window. “I’m sure your tutor will explain all these abilities better than I can ever do.”

“I just wanted to see if I can do it, but I guess I can wait.”

Once again, she sighed. “Telepathy is no different from talking to a person, dear. When you want to talk to someone, you either call out or whisper to get their attention, depending on the distance. When you want to do it, you send your thoughts to them.”

“But won’t others hear you?”

She nodded. “Yes, but there’s a way around that. You know how you reach out and touch someone when you want to get their attention? We send a burst of energy when we desire a connection. They can either let you connect with them or ignore you. Once you are connected, thoughts flow back and forth.”

I felt and then her voice. Did you feel that?

Grinning, I nodded. I’d felt the same tag earlier before a voice said Lil. Should I ask her if anyone called me Lil? Or had I intercepted a communication between two other people?

“That was a ping, followed by my thoughts,” Lady Nemea said. “When your powers are back, you’ll be able to connect with anyone. Prime Psis can send mass pings and block people from pinging them or even noticing their presence.” She smiled. “Your father said you might want to explore the castle.”

I nodded. “Do we have a library?” Once again, it was weird how I remembered basic things like libraries, but I had no memories of ever being inside one.

“We have two. I can escort you in a day or two. You need to rest now.”

I’ve been resting for nearly seven months, I wanted to protest. “What floor are they on?”

Lady Nemea frowned. “One is on the second floor and another on the first sublevel.”

“Sublevel? How big is this place?”

She chuckled. “It’s huge, with a city underground. We have more levels below and inside the mountain than above it. The library caters to all of us. We have all kinds of books. From history books about our people to contemporary human books—”

“Human books?”

“Yes, popular fiction they read for entertainment, as well as newspapers and magazines. We have them here and at the Academy for students to learn and understand human behavior.”

I frowned. “Why do we need to understand their behavior?”

She chuckled. “As their future leaders, we must learn about their desires, weaknesses, and strengths. Right now, only a few hundred of our people live among them. In a few years, we’ll be living with them”—she made a face as though disgusted by the idea—“heading most of their organizations. At least, that is your father’s vision. The island may be our home now, but not for long. The majority of us, even your father, own businesses and homes in major cities around the world. He lived among them for many years after he became an adult, and he got to know their world very well.”

No wonder he wanted to save it. Maybe I should read a few human books too and learn about them. “I’ll check out some books later.” I was getting tired again. “I’d like to rest now.”

“Of course, dear. I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed.”
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When I woke up, the sun was setting. My stomach growled. For a moment, I stood at my window and watched the colorful sky. Something about the sunset over the mountains was familiar, yet I couldn’t put my finger on it. As shadows appeared in my room, the crystals under the sconces on the walls turned on. The silence was spooky.

Where were Lady Nemea and Solange?

Facing the room, I waved my hand and the door opened to reveal the room where I’d seen Lord Valafar talk to those two people. It was a large room with sofas and tables. I left my bedroom to explore. It looked like a living room or an entertainment room. There was a big-screen TV on one wall and a bar of some kind across the room.

“Princess?”

I smothered a scream when I realized the room wasn’t empty. It was also bigger than I’d thought. Two guards were bowing near the couch at the far end of the room. When they lifted their heads, one of them moved closer. She had short hair and gray eyes, and wore everything black—pants, a tunic, a sash, cloak, and soft boots. There was a red logo on the breast of her shirt.

I waved halfheartedly. “Hi. I’m, uh, just looking around.”

“If you need anything, we’ll be at our station,” she said.

“Okay. Thanks.” I watched her walk back to the other end of the room and join her partner. Their eyes followed me. I could either let them bother me and go back to my room or ignore them and continue to explore. My curiosity won.

I opened a fridge and studied the contents—bottled water and soft drinks. I grabbed a bottle of water, twisted the lid open, and guzzled. Two doors opened when I stood in the middle of the room and waved. Soft music came from one of the rooms. The tune was beautiful, soothing. Once again, I ignored the guards and went to investigate.

It was another bedroom, a little like mine, except it had a huge round bed and the décor was gold and black. A pile of female clothes was on the bed. The scent in the air said the room was my sister’s.

“Solange?”

No response. Where was the music coming from? Curious, I entered the room. The door started to close, but I raised my hand. Stop.

It stopped. Nice. I followed the sound to the bedside table. The music came from an iPod on a docking station. I grinned. An iPod, another thing I remembered.

I studied the assortment of makeup boxes on the dresser. From the pictures hovering about her crystals, this was definitely Solange’s room. Most of them showed her with two other girls, a blonde and a brunette. They were all stunning and, going by the number of different guys with them in some of the pictures, popular. Having modern and angelic magical objects side by side was weird.

I left Solange’s room before she could catch me snooping and hurried across the room to the second door. It led to another bedroom, a smaller one. It had two beds and was less luxurious.

Where were the stairs? Castles had stairs.

Back in my room, I picked up the clairvoyant crystal with pictures and curled up on top of my bed. For a moment, I studied the recent images, trying to recall when they’d been taken. From the dagger in my hand, I was dressed for battle. Must have been the day of the Great Battle. For some reason, tears rushed to my eyes.

Soon I was sobbing, though I couldn’t explain why.
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I didn’t wake up until the next day and was surprised to see doors with knobs. Even the drawers in the bathroom and my closet had knobs. I ate breakfast in the outside room, which I called the family room, while Lady Nemea watched and directed the maids. Then she “encouraged” me to rest. It was more like “ordered.”

Days blurred as I ate, slept, and talked to my father and Lady Nemea. Or rather, they talked while I listened. My father acted the same. Cold. Distant. Always issuing orders. He left clairvoyant crystals with the recorded history of our people for me to watch, and grilled me during dinner. We had quite the collection, but I found it all so tedious.

“I’m bored out of my mind,” I complained after several days.

Lord Valafar paused in the middle of explaining a historical fact and frowned. “You can explore the castle now. The celebrations are not until next week, but we can postpone them until next month if you are not up to it.”

“Nooo, I’m fine.” When he chuckled, I realized he had been teasing me. That was a first.

I grinned. I wasn’t about to miss out on a chance to mingle with others. I was tired of talking to only three people—Lady Nemea, Lord Valafar, and Solange, who only appeared during dinners and disappeared again. The minions didn’t count because they walked with their heads down and never made eye contact. The guards never said anything except to ask if I needed anything, and they kept changing shifts, so I went days between seeing the same ones. And the people in the courtyard were too far away to be entertaining.

“Are you using your powers?” Lord Valafar asked.

“Not yet.”

“Good. Give your body time to heal and your psi energy a chance to grow stronger.”

“I need to do something else besides watching recordings from the crystals. I tried to find the stairs to the library, but there aren’t any.”

“Most floors contain sleeping quarters for visiting members of the High Council and are only accessible by teleportation,” he explained. “Privacy means a lot to most of them and we offer it.”

I guess that meant no stairs. “They don’t live here on the island?”

“No. They live among humans where they work, though some of their children attend Mount Hermon Academy. Do you want to see the rest of the castle?”

“Oh, yes, please. And the people.”

He smiled at my eagerness. “Then I’ll be happy to escort you.”

We teleported to the floor below ours. Guards jumped to attention, dropped to their knees, and pressed hands to chests.

Lord Valafar nodded, but he didn’t introduce me. These were his quarters, he explained. The layout was similar to ours except he had larger rooms, including a private dining room. The floor below his was for his private guards. More guards. More bowing. The guards, men and women, wore the uniform—black tunic, pants, and sash. The rest of the floors were in total darkness until our arrival activated the light crystals. The décor was different, but each floor had several bedrooms and a family room.

“What’s at the top of the castle?” I asked when I realized we hadn’t gone to the top floors.

“More bedrooms and at the very top, offices of the security guards monitoring the island. Do you want to see it?”

I shook my head. “No.”

The next stop was the main hall, a soaring room that started from the first floor and ended above the second floor. Huge golden chandeliers dominated the ceiling, and gilded torches of crystals lined the walls. Along the second floor were ornate mirrors.

Before I could appreciate the hall, Lord Valafar whisked me to the library, then the offices. Workers appeared to be communicating with holographic images.

“Real-time clairvoyant images,” he explained.

Clairvoyance was the ability to see things, people and places through time and space. Something about the workers was familiar, like I’d seen them before. The dress code was casual and modern. So far, only Lady Nemea appeared to favor long gowns. A few of the workers noticed us and scrambled to their feet to bow.

Lord Valafar nodded as we left. Next stop was the gleaming rail running around the second floor. Two ornate stairs wound to the hall below. Six large pillars etched with battle scenes between Archangels and the Principalities rose majestically to the arched ceiling above us. Since both the Archangels and the Principalities had wings, the only way to tell them apart was through their clothes. The Archangels wore battle armor while the Principalities had flowing robes.

Everything around the foyer was done in gold and white marble—the floor, the water fountain in the middle of the floor, and of course the pillars. In the middle of a fountain, a statue of a woman with massive bat-like wings carrying a dagger stood on top of a mountain. The dagger was like the one I carried in my pictures. I didn’t have to ask who she was—Queen Coronis, the exalted founder of our people. I’d seen enough statues of her in the clairvoyant crystals I’d been watching.

To our right, doors opened to the terrace that faced the courtyard. The island with its lush vegetation spread before us like a land from some fairy tale. I could see people near the waterfalls, but I couldn’t tell what they were doing.

A few garden workers noticed us standing on the balcony, stopped whatever they were doing, and bowed, fists pressed to their chests.

“Do they do that all the time?” I asked.

Lord Valafar nodded. “Yes. It’s a demonstration of their allegiance. Ah, Malax.”

I turned to see who he was talking to. An older man dressed in all black like Lord Valafar joined us. Unlike the others, he wore a black cloak with red lining. He had a hawkish nose and weird eyes. On close inspection, I realized why. One eye was black and the other yellow. Since he didn’t drop to his knees right away like the others, I got to see the crest on his shirt. It was an image of a flying black bird on a red background. The bird had red eyes.

“This is Sir Malax, head of security,” Lord Valafar said. “If you need anything when I’m not around, ask him and he’ll get it.”

“Princess Lilith, your servant.” Sir Malax bowed, then studied me intently as though searching for something. “Our offices are accessible through here and there,” he said, indicating the doors at the top of the left and right stairs. “They connect to the Throne Room on one side and the High Council chambers and Judgment Hall from the other, so if you need to talk to Lord Valafar, just come inside and see me, and I’ll escort you.”

In other words, I had to go past the security before seeing my father.

“Join us, Malax,” Lord Valafar ordered. “My daughter wants to see the rest of the castle and meet the people.”

“What’s down there?” I pointed at the doors across from the grand entrance.

“An arena, a ballroom, a dining room, and more offices,” Sir Malax said.

I headed for the stairs. The gold carpet that covered the stairs blended nicely with the ornate railing. Several doors from the hall led to an indoor arena with a platform on one side. An ornate throne and two smaller chairs sat on either side of it. About three dozen fancy chairs were on either side of the dais, which gave way to cushioned benches.

Workers stopped dusting the benches and bowed. I wasn’t sure whether they were bowing to me or Lord Valafar. I just smiled and kept going. The ballroom was gorgeous, with gilded windows frames on one side and arches of mirrors on the other. A large mural of the Principalities dominated the ceiling.

Sir Malax led the way to the dining room, which was decorated in white, eggshell, and tan. Gorgeous chandeliers hung over long dining tables with embroidered tablecloths and ladder-back chairs. Then we backtracked to the arena and to the three double doors in the back. The one he opened led to a broad hallway lit by crystal sconces. Voices and laughter reached us, but I couldn’t tell where they were coming from until we reached the back terrace, and my jaw dropped.

The balcony opened into what appeared to be an underground city. Six-story buildings ran in three different directions—straight ahead and to our left and right. Crystal lights lit balconies and front porches, stairs, and the main three roads that converged in front of the castle. It was like the castle had two courtyards—the one at the front, which opened to the outside world, and one in the back facing the underground city. Curving stairs led to the city center.

“The buildings are made of marble and glass,” Sir Malax explained. “Stairs connect floors on each building and lead to the main streets. No elevators. Along the courtyard and the three main roads are play areas with jungle gyms and benches for parents to watch their children.”

“It is beautiful.” The only things missing were trees and grass, and of course sunlight. But who needed sunlight when crystals lit everything up? “It’s like Vegas at night.”

“You remember being in Vegas?” Lord Valafar asked.

I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud. “I know stuff like that. You know, cities, landmarks, various things and their uses, but I don’t remember when I saw them.”

Silence followed, then Lord Valafar said, “It will all come back to you.”

He said that a lot, but so far nothing from my past had popped up. On the other hand, it had only been a week since I woke up. Sir Malax watched me with narrowed eyes as though trying to understand.

“I only remember certain things,” I explained.

He nodded, and I had a distinct feeling he was relieved. I couldn’t explain how I knew that. Maybe I was an empath. From the clairvoyant crystal movies I’d watched, I knew empathy was one of those special abilities that some of our people had.

“How many stories is the castle? How many people live here? How was it built?”

Lord Valafar smiled. Twice in one day. Progress. “I think you have toured enough for today.”

“No, please. I don’t want to go back upstairs yet.” I was so tired of being cooped up in my quarters. “I can explore alone if you have to leave and do some kingly stuff.”

His smile became a chuckle. “No, we’ll finish the tour, but if you feel fatigued, let me know.” He nodded at Sir Malax.

“I’ll show the princess the first sublevel, sire,” he said.

The library took up half of the first sublevel. It was huge and packed with shelves of books and cases of clairvoyant crystals. It was bigger than the one upstairs. Through the windows, I could see some of the streets and children in the playground. A door opened to stairs leading to the eastern side of the courtyard.

People noticed us and did the whole bowing thing, except the ones in one of the smaller rooms, who appeared to be having a serious discussion. They wore a uniform of some kind—navy-blue pleated skirts and pants, light blue shirts, and red-and-blue-striped ties.

“Students from the Academy,” Sir Malax explained.

Lord Valafar handed me a few books. “You might enjoy these.”

History? Was he serious? “How long did it take to build the city?”

“A year.” Sir Malax explained how the Prime Earth Hermonites built the castle and the city by using their ability to manipulate solids, turning rocks into glass and various building materials. “Air vents open to a ravine and the water supply comes from the waterfalls.” He lost me as he went on and on about the infrastructure. I sighed with relief when he said, “I’ll show you the kitchen.”

A large hallway separated the library from the kitchen. The cooks and their helpers looked up in surprise when we appeared, then stopped whatever they were doing to bow.

The kitchen was huge and very modern, like a restaurant kitchen. I didn’t know how I knew that, either. The place was busy, the scent of freshly baked pastries mixing with spices. Lord Valafar introduced me to Bilal, the head cook.

“If you need any special dishes, just send word to her,” he added.

“There are so many workers,” I whispered.

“They’re preparing for next week’s banquet,” Sir Malax explained. “Continue with your duties,” he ordered.

One guy carrying a sack on his shoulder caught my attention. Maybe it was his thick, long, wavy black hair, or the way he carried himself, but something about him was familiar. As he left the room, he turned his head and our gazes met. He had startling green eyes.

I felt a ping, then Hey.

I recognized his voice. He was the same guy I’d seen staring at my window, the one who’d said Lil. Then he’d worn a green shirt with matching pants like all the gardeners. Today, he wore white pants and shirt like the kitchen workers.

He winked and my jaw dropped. As though my reaction amused him, he smiled and a lone dimple flashed on his cheek. He was gorgeous.

I smiled back. Then I remembered I wasn’t alone.

My eyes flew to Lord Valafar to see if he’d noticed the guy, but he was busy talking to Bilal. Sir Malax stared at the door through which the guy had disappeared. Had he seen the green-eyed guy wink at me?

“Sir Malax, does this floor lead to the city, too?” I asked, effectively distracting him.

“Yes. This way, please.”

We went through the door Green Eyes had used. They opened to stairs leading to the western side of the courtyard.

We moved to sublevel two, then three and finally four, which were warehouses packed with barrels of water and crates of food. Were they expecting a war, or total world destruction? I met Kasset on the second sublevel. She was in charge of food and seemed nice.

The castle workers lived on the fifth sublevel, which had broad tunnels that led to the sixth sublevel and homes in the underbelly of the Mount Hermon City, Sir Malax explained.

“Who lives down there?”

“The minions,” he said.

“Are there more floors below the sixth?”

He hesitated, glanced at Lord Valafar and said, “Just the dungeons,” then he led the way back upstairs. I guess the subject of the dungeons wasn’t open for discussion.

I chose several books from the second-floor library before my father escorted me back to my quarters. It was nice to read something instead of watching documentary on CCs, as Lady Nemea called the clairvoyant crystals. I already knew about the four different groups of our people—the Neteru, the Werenephils, the Nosferatus, and the Lazari.

The Neteru were humanlike. Most of the people I’d met so far were either Neteru, or the other groups taking humanlike form. Werenephils had the ability to shift into human form, some animal or half-human and half-animal form, or into smoke. The smoke shifters were called the Lazari and were considered a group, not a subgroup of the Werenephils. They controlled humans by possessing them. The Nosferatus were what humans called vampires. They enjoyed drinking warm blood from living things.

All the groups could teleport and use telepathy, but some had special abilities and controlled elements. These were the Primes. The Primes’ powers came from having strong psi energy.

The more I read about psi energies and Nephilimic abilities, the more I wanted to see what I could do, but Lord Valafar and Lady Nemea discouraged it. They had a way of encouraging me not to try or do certain things that sounded more like orders.


-3-

It was the day of the party and I couldn’t contain my excitement.

I stared out the window at the sun-kissed valley and grinned. No matter how beautiful the underground city was, I loved sunlight and fresh air. Not that the air in the city was stale. Sir Malax had explained about the ventilation system. Since I was forbidden to explore the city, I’d found a spot by the ground-floor window where I could watch the children and their parents on the playgrounds unobserved. Watch and envy them their freedom. Today, I was finally going to mingle with others.

There were so many people on the grounds and I was bombarded by their excitement, further confirming that I was an empath. I fought the insane urge to teleport to the grounds and mingle with them. Run around barefoot on the lush grass and pick up flowers. Talk to people like a normal person without the bowing and “Princess, do you want this” and “Princess, do you need that.”

People were erecting something huge to the left of the castle. It was so tall and wide, it blocked the waterfalls. Colorful tents dotted the grounds under it. I couldn’t wait to mingle. Maybe I’d see the green-eyed guy who’d winked at me.

I hadn’t seen him since the kitchen. Maybe Malax had thrown him in the dungeons. I was sure there was a law against minions winking at the daughters of the king.

I chose to test my powers despite my father’s warning not to. I looked at my bed, kept the image in my head, and closed my eyes.

Teleport to bed.

One second I was seated on a cushion by the window, the next I was floating. I opened my eyes, but I couldn’t see me. Instead, I was surrounded by energies of various objects in my room.

Lady Nemea never said I could float around. I just assumed I’d hop from one place to the next. She’d also said I had to know exactly where I was going. Maybe I teleported differently. My way was much cooler. I could control my teleport, go slow or go faster. Maybe I could float out the window and drift away without anyone noticing I was gone.

No, better stick to shorter distances.

I reappeared on my bed and grinned. Next, I tried the bathroom, which meant going through the wall. It felt weird, ticklish. The bathroom lights were off, but with the glow from the objects in the room, I knew where everything was. I drifted back to my bed and reappeared. Laughing, I bounced on the bed.

“That was easy,” I mumbled to myself.

Telepathy wasn’t. The people I pinged were rude. A few times, I thought I felt a ping, but no one telepathed me, so I just listened to people’s thoughts and soaked in their excitement. Occasionally, despair mingled with the euphoria, but it was faint, as though coming from far away or from the dungeons.

“Meditating, little sis?” Solange asked from behind me.

I was pissed at her. I never saw her except at dinnertime. Even then, she ate quickly and was out the door. If she were in my position, I would have visited her, maybe even sneaked her out of the castle or something. Instead, I’d been stuck inside these four walls for days and she hadn’t even cared.

“I’m eavesdropping on people’s thoughts while thinking up ways to make you suffer,” I said, turned, and realized she wasn’t alone. With her were the two girls from her pictures. The blonde’s condescending smirk sent a feeling of déjà vu through me.

The brunette laughed. “She’s funny.”

“Yeah, she’s a hoot,” Solange retorted. “What did I do?”

I wanted to whine about being confined in the castle but decided against it. I shrugged. “Nothing.”

Solange frowned. “If you are pissed because I’m never around, I’m sorry, little sis. I work. This is Kimber”—she pointed at the blonde, then the brunette—“and Riesa. They are my friends. And they”—she indicated five other women in the doorway—“are here to pretty you up.”

“I don’t need to be prettied.”

She laughed and her friends joined in. My face warmed. “You are about to be officially introduced to the Hermonite Nation. Believe me, you’ll want to look your best.”

In minutes, I was getting a manicure and pedicure while someone did something to my hair. Solange issued instructions about hair and makeup like a drill sergeant, then went into my closet and called Lady Nemea every name imaginable before “fixing” my clothes again. Lady Nemea had brought someone to change them back to their original colors. To be honest, I preferred Solange’s warmer colors.

“Tell Lady Nemea not to touch your clothes again,” Solange told me before she and her friends left. “I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

Lady Nemea wasn’t amused when she saw my clothes.

“Where is she?” she demanded.

I shrugged. “In her room. It’s okay about my clothes.”

“No, it’s not. That’s too much makeup; wipe it off,” she ordered the women. “She has gorgeous eyes that don’t need to be enhanced, so no eye shadow, just mascara. Use gloss instead of lipstick and very little blusher.”

Lady Nemea marched to Solange’s bedroom. Within seconds, her voice and Solange’s reached from my closet. They must have teleported there. This wasn’t even about my dresses. There was bad blood between them, and they were using me to stick it to each other. It was so stupid.

“Excuse me.” I got up, their voices getting louder as I crossed my bedroom.

“Your father wants Lilith to look a certain way,” Lady Nemea said. “You know, innocent…harmless.”

“Innocent and harmless?” Solange asked in an incredulous voice. I wasn’t sure whether the idea that I could be innocent and harmless shocked her, or the fact that my father would want me to appear that way. “That girl out there is…” she mumbled the rest of her words.

Lady Nemea said something in response, but I didn’t catch it. I inched closer and strained to hear her next words. “Your father didn’t want you involved because he wants the two of you to get along. Not a repeat of the past.”

Repeat of the past? What past? Solange mumbled something.

“The people don’t trust her, Solange. Some think she shouldn’t be here. Others believe she’s a spy for the Guardians, just because she lived with them for so long. The way she appears tonight is important. She can’t be seen as a threat.”

“That’s nonsense! She looks like the wind might blow her away. How can they possibly think she’s a threat?”

“Because she’s a Special, Solange. Those of us who didn’t fight in the Great Battle know just how powerful she is. Maybe too powerful for one so young. We have to convince our people she’s not here to hurt them. That she’s one of us.”

“She’s not more powerful than me,” Solange retorted, sounding a little sulky.

“Of course not.”

There was silence.

Shocked, I left the bedroom and hurried back to the living room, where the women fixing me up were waiting. I was a threat? Too powerful? And what the heck was a Special? I didn’t say anything as the women went back to work, not even when Solange joined us to make sure I looked… right.

Innocent.

Non-threatening.

I didn’t care what dress they chose. I stood in front of the mirror and studied the results—minimal makeup, my hair falling in gentle waves down my back, and a white dress that flowed to the floor. I looked ethereal, delicate, and fragile as one of the butterflies my mother had embroidered on my bed canopy. All that was missing were wings.

The thought had barely entered my mind when Lady Nemea came out of the closet with a white cloak with red lining and draped it on my shoulders. It was longer than the dress.

“If you are cold, pull it to cover the front. Now just let it fall back.”

Just like wings. And despite what I had heard, I really did look nice. Sweet, even. The nude flats Lady Nemea chose added to the illusion of a barefooted sprite.

“You look amazing,” she said, stepping back.

“Perfect,” Solange said, but she couldn’t meet my eyes. “I think I might have a pearl haircomb she can borrow.” She disappeared and came back with one, which she tucked neatly above my right ear.

“Thank you,” I said, dying to ask her what else Lady Nemea had told her. Did we know each other while I lived with the Guardians? Maybe hated each other? Was that what Lady Nemea meant by a repeat of the past?

“Meet us downstairs when you’re dressed,” Lady Nemea added, glancing at Solange. “Your father wants to see both of you.”

Lady Nemea took me to Lord Valafar’s waiting room. She kept fussing with my dress, my hair. I was about to tell her to stop when his bedroom door opened and he stepped out, expensive-looking boxes in his hands.

He looked regal in a black-and-red ceremonial robe made of some heavy material. Around his neck was a gold neckpiece set with colorful jewels. I squinted and realized the stones made a raven behind a rising sun. It was the same crest that I’d seen on the security guard uniforms. Ravens must mean something to our people.

“Very nice, Lilith,” he said. “You chose well. I don’t recall seeing that hairpiece in your jewelry case.” He pointed at Solange’s borrowed comb.

“It’s Solange’s,” I said. “She let me borrow it.”

He nodded in approval. “That’s good. I have something for you, too.” He opened the top box to reveal a pearl necklace with a ruby heart pendant and a matching bracelet. The core of the pendant appeared to move like a trapped liquid.

“These belonged to your mother,” he explained.

Just like that, I had something to smile about. I lifted the hair from the nape of my neck so he could clasp the necklace. I didn’t know what I expected. A connection, perhaps. Instead, the stone was cold against my skin. I shivered, but I doubted my father noticed. He was busy snapping the bracelet around my wrist.

He led me to the mirror. The jewelry was beautiful and added a flash of color to the dress. Studying our reflections, same red hair, red gleaming around our necks and hands, I felt closer to him somehow.

Our people dislike you, a voice mocked in the back of my head. He and Solange were the only ones in my corner. We ate dinner together every evening and they always had some funny anecdotes to share, yet having me as a daughter couldn’t be easy. Our eyes met, and I smiled.

“Thank you, Father,” I whispered, calling him “Father” for the first time.

He smiled as though pleased by my response, and once again I wished he did that more.

“You asked for me?” Solange asked, breaking our bonding moment.

I turned and my eyes widened. She wore the exact replica of my gown in black, with a red-lined black cloak. With her well-developed chest and athletic body, bright red lipstick and dramatic makeup, she was sexy and wicked-looking, too. I wasn’t sure whether she wore it to make me look even more innocent by contrast or something else. Whatever the reason, it suited her.

She laughed. “Look at us, wearing similar dresses. We must have the same taste in clothes.”

Right, like she didn’t know what I’d wear.

“If you made mine black, we’d be like twins,” I teased.

She shuddered. “Black would make you look like a starving Nosferatu,” she said, putting an arm through mine. “And that’s the last thing we want. Right, Father?”

“Right. Black is too severe for the occasion, Solange. Change it to a different color or wear something else.”

“But I like this dress,” she insisted, pouting. “What do you think, Lil?”

“I think, uh, it’s up to you to choose what you want to wear, but at the same time, you have to be conscious of the message you’re sending.”

Lord Valafar nodded in approval. “Listen to your sister, Solange.”

“You’re going to make a fine diplomat one day, little sis. When I’m queen, you will be my right hand.” The dress changed to blood red. “What about now?”

“I like it.” It didn’t matter what color she wore. She looked stunning.

Our father scowled. “An improvement. I’m not sure if this makes it better or worse.” He opened the second box to reveal another pearl necklace. It had more red gems and the design was more intricate. Solange squealed and planted a kiss on his cheek. I envied her ease with him.

“It’s time,” Lord Valafar said. “We don’t want to keep our guests waiting.” He offered Solange his right arm and me his left.

The guards were dressed for the occasion, in black cloaks with red lining and matching sash, swords and daggers strapped to their sides. Four of them escorted us.

The main hall was surprisingly empty. Over the last few days I’d noticed a stream of people coming and going. The scent of fresh flowers filled the air. Ribbons and sewn flowers draped the columns and the rails. Even the statue of Coronis had a garland around her neck. The main door to the arena opened slowly to reveal seated people.

“Lord Valafar, son of Kass, great-grandson of Queen Coronis, King of the Hermonites, and Head of the Order of the Principalities,” Sir Malax announced. “Princess Solange, firstborn daughter of Lord Valafar and Lady Raya of the House of Lazari, and heir to the Hermonite throne. Princess Lilith, the long-lost daughter of the House of Neteru, the last daughter of Lord Valafar, and the Light-bearer of the Nephilim.”

I noticed he didn’t mention my mother. Wasn’t her lineage lofty enough?

Silence followed us as we walked across the threshold and entered the arena. I concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, hating the attention now that I knew my own people feared me.

Lord Valafar walked with his head held up, so sure of his place as the leader of our people. Solange was in her element, turning her head left and right and nodding, a serene smile on her lips. I glanced at the people from the corners of my eyes.

The chairs to the right and left of the throne were occupied by men and women in ceremonial robes and gowns just like Lord Valafar’s. They must be the upper-level Hermonites—dukes and duchesses, lords and ladies. On the rest of the benches of the arena were the other Hermonites.

Everyone, even the lords and their wives, bowed and pressed their right fists to their chests. One particular head caught my attention. It was Green Eyes. He studied me insolently from head to toes and back up again as he bowed. Somehow, I couldn’t help thinking that he was mocking me. He shook his head, which didn’t make sense.

Stop staring at me, he said.

Heat crawled up my face. How did he link with me without pinging first? Lord Valafar indicated I should take a seat on the chair to his left, while Solange sat on his right. Once we were seated, everyone stopped bowing and pressing their hands to their chests. If I were queen, that annoying gesture would be the first thing to go.

I didn’t make eye contact with anyone after that but felt many eyes on me. Lady Nemea’s words resounded in my head. They didn’t trust me and thought I shouldn’t be here, that I was a spy for the traitorous Guardians. That hurt. Why would I spy for the very people responsible for my mother’s death, the same people who’d kidnapped me and hunted us down like animals? Did Green Eyes think I was a spy too?

I glanced toward where he was seated, but he was gone.

A woman seated to the right side of the throne stood, and silence filled the room. “Lords and ladies, heads of the houses of Neteru, Nosferatu, Werenephil, and Lazari, and my fellow Hermonites, I welcome all of you on behalf of Lord Valafar, our exalted leader. May the Principalities guide him. It is not often we have a reason to hold a celebration of this magnitude. We have mourned our brothers and sisters who fought so valiantly and now suffer in Tartarus, but the time is right to honor them and thank them for defeating our enemies and bringing home our long-lost daughter.”

The arena erupted as people clapped and stamped their feet. My eyes connected with a few who didn’t clap. I looked away, hating that I wanted them to like me.

Troupes of entertainers—dancers, trapeze artists, contortionists, swordsmen—streamed in one after another. No one tried to hide their true identity—Werenephils with tails, pointed ears, scaly skins, and horns sticking out of their hair or their foreheads, Nosferatu with their fangs, Lazari turning into smoke and back to physical form.

Nearby upper-level Hermonites met my gaze, smiled or nodded. One particular guy stared at me with an expressionless face. No smile or nod, gray eyes unreadable. He appeared younger than the other lords, silver hair perfectly styled. Something about him made him stand out. Maybe it was the fact that he wore a white suit under his robe while everyone else wore black, or maybe it was something else.

Even though his expression was calm, anger flowed from him. He hated being here.

What is it?

Startled, my gaze flew to Lord Valafar’s. It was weird hearing his voice inside my head. It’s nothing.

Our people can tell you are distracted. I can tell, he said, stressing the I.

Sure enough, when I studied the hall, more of the spectators were staring at me. I could also feel their emotions. Some were curious about me. Others were worried, but a few were downright scared. What did they think I’d do? Kill them in their sleep?

Who’s the man with silver hair?

Gavyn, son of Llyr. Why?

I can hear his thoughts, I said.

What is he thinking about? Lord Valafar asked.
 
Food.
 
Lord Valafar frowned. What is he feeling?

I glanced at him, but he kept staring at the entertainers. How did you know I could feel his emotions?

You are an empath, and empaths feel other people’s emotions. What is the son of Llyr feeling right now?

He’s angry about something. When his eyes narrowed on Gavyn, I wondered whether I should have said that. We should feed him before he starts having thoughts like the woman next to him. She keeps imagining feeding on the entertainers.

Lord Valafar smiled. Most Nosferatus drink blood from the living—humans, minions, and animals—but they prefer humans.

I studied the woman. She was pretty, but fragile-looking. She’s a Nosferatu?

One of the few pure ones left. Her name is Iyana and seated to her right is Gabreel, her husband and the head of the House of Nosferatu.

The husband had the same smooth, marble-like complexion like his wife. He needs to use the bathroom.

Lord Valafar laughed out loud, drawing everyone’s attention. I’d never heard him laugh before. Since his eyes were on the contortionists on the floor, one would think he found the performers entertaining.

You are excused, my friend, I overheard him say.

Lord Gabreel teleported and came back a few minutes later. He tilted his head toward me and smiled. Thank you, Princess.

My gaze returned to Gavyn and caught him watching me again. I smiled.

He looked away. Either he didn’t like me, or something about me bothered him. Laughter from the audience drew my attention back to the floor, where a group of actors was having a mock battle.

Winged warriors battled those in black uniforms with red belts and cloaks. Black and red were colors I now associated with my people. Somehow, I knew this was a reenactment of the Great Battle. The winged people were presumably Archangels, except the entertainers’ wings had no feathers. Siding with them were men and women in white uniforms with broad, self-righteous grins on their faces. Guardians. They strutted and appeared to be showing off.

Boos filled the hall.

Then a flame-haired girl in a flowing white dress appeared and the room grew quiet. She walked past the Guardians and the Hermonites alike, a dagger with a wavy blade in her hand. The Guardians cowered in fear while the Hermonites followed her, until she faced the biggest archangel, a blond with massive wings.

“I dare you to fight me, Archangel Raphael,” she called out.

“You are nothing but a child. You can’t fight me. I am the mighty Archangel Raphael.” He flipped back his perfect blond hair, his wings lifting behind him.

More boos came from the audience.

“You underestimate me, Raphael,” the girl said, then she ran forward, dodging the archangel’s sword, flipping and teleporting until she landed behind him. In one smooth, continuous arc, she hacked off his wings. She raised her dagger in victory as the archangel fell to his knees.

Cheers filled the hall as the archangel lay dead at her feet. A chant rose in the air. At first, I wasn’t sure I was hearing right.

“Lilith… Lilith…”

The redhead was me? I glanced at my father. He grinned, his focus on the actors. Solange, on the other hand, watched me. Something in her eyes sent a chill through me. Then she winked, and I wondered if I’d imagined the hatred in her eyes.

“I curse you, Lilith, daughter of Lord Valafar,” the archangel whispered. “You shall not remember the day you defeated me, the mighty Archangel Raphael.” Lightning shot from his fingers and hit the girl.

Silence filled the room.

The archangel splayed his fingers and blasted everyone on the battlefield. “No one shall remember my humiliation.” Then he disappeared.

The audience jumped to their feet, clapping and chanting my name again. My face grew red. If everyone who fought in the Great Battle had their memories erased, how did they know I fought the archangel and defeated him?
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The woman who’d welcomed people stood again and the arena went quiet. “That was a beautiful reenactment of the Great Battle. Now let’s feast.”

One by one, the audience members teleported and left the upper-level Hermonites behind. None of them was my age except Solange and the silver-haired guy, who was keeping his distance from me like I had cooties. Father led the way into the dining hall. The tables were laden with platters of food, fruit, drinks, and sweets.

My assigned seat was next to Father and Lord Gabreel.

“I know you don’t remember me, Princess Lilith,” he said, “but I was with you in the battlegrounds before the Archangels appeared. You saved quite a number of us that night, including my wife.”

I frowned, a bit confused. I was a prisoner of the Guardians at the time, yet I’d saved some of my people. I must have hated the Guardians to work against them.

“I wish I remembered that night.”

He smiled, his elongated canines sparkling. “I’m sure you will. You fought with my daughter.” He glanced around. “Her name is Lottius. Maybe you’ve seen her at the Academy.”

“I haven’t started at the Academy yet, Lord Gabreel.”

“Then you two must meet. Ah, here they are.”

The new arrivals were younger, dressed in trendy designer clothes I’d seen in human magazines. I wasn’t sure whose attention Lord Gabreel was trying to get, but the younger generation appeared not to want to share tables with their parents. They sat to our far right and left, and continued with their animated conversations.

I wished I was seated with them.

“You can meet Lottie later. Ah, you’re back, my dear,” Lord Gabreel added with obvious relief.

His wife had disappeared from the hall a few minutes before. There was a bit of blood at the corner of her mouth, which she wiped with a napkin.

“I was telling Lilith about the Great Battle and how she rescued us.”

“Oh, you saved my life, Princess.” She patted my hand, then reached for her glass of wine and sipped. “In fact, quite a number of us in here”—she glanced around the hall—“owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“Could you tell me more about that night?” I asked.

“I don’t know where to begin.” She jerked as though prodded and glanced around. “I mean, I wasn’t there long enough and didn’t see much.” One again, she glanced over my shoulder. “Do eat your soup before it gets cold, dear.”

It was obvious she didn’t want to discuss that day. I glanced over my shoulder to see who she’d glanced at, and my eyes connected with Sir Malax. He was by the doors as though personally guarding them, even though guards were posted around the room.

Had she been looking at him? Could he be the reason she’d lost interest in talking about that night? Maybe I was reading too much into the woman’s behavior. Maybe she’d decided the subject wasn’t right for a dinner conversation.

I couldn’t believe I’d looked forward to this. Dinner was boring. Most people used telepathy to converse. Platters of fruit and food floated to the table without spills, and bottles of wine refilled glasses without making a mess. Even used plates and utensils disappeared as soon as they’d served their purpose. Tired of watching what appeared to be natural to everyone, I studied the others.

Across from me, on Lord Valafar’s right, was Solange. She and Gavyn were having a heated conversation about some club. From the sound of it, it was one of his and he was thinking of expanding within the same sector while she thought he could move to the next one.

I tried to catch his eye with little success, so I studied him. He was determined not to look at me. The few times our gazes connected, he stared blankly at me or scowled. I managed to tap into his feelings. He didn’t like me. In fact, I’d go as far as say he hated me. He probably thought I shouldn’t be here or I was a spy for the Guardians.

Well, he could rot in Tartarus. I was finally home. He and everyone else who hated me had better accept it.

Lady Iyana appeared beside me when we left the dining hall for the arena. With her were two girls around my age. The one with gray eyes, pale skin, and black hair looked just like Lady Iyana. Her lipstick was dark red, almost black, and her makeup dramatic. Her black dress matched the choker around her neck.

The other girl was her opposite—short and curvy with medium-brown hair, and amber eyes. Her makeup was subtle. She was exceptional pretty, with Cupid’s-bow lips and dimples.

“This is my daughter, Lottius,” Lady Iyana said, indicating the pale girl, then she touched the brunette’s arm, “and my niece Katia. Gabreel insisted you meet since you’ll be going to the Academy together. Get to know each other,” she said with a warning look at her daughter. “Lottie, be nice, dear, and show Princess Lilith a good time. Don’t do anything that will disappoint your father, okay?”

Lottius rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mother.”

“That’s my darling.” Lady Iyana patted Lottius’s cheek and walked away, leaving the three of us alone.

“When are you starting at the Academy, Princess Lilith?” Katia whispered, amber eyes sparkling with excitement.

“I don’t know. Please, call me Lil…” I faltered and frowned. “Lilith.”

Katia stared at me with round eyes, then she glanced at Lottius, and then back at me. “Uh, I don’t think we can do that. You are the princess and we are…we just can’t.” She glanced at Lottius again. “Right?”

“She said we can,” Lottius said impatiently.

Katia still didn’t look convinced. “There are laws, and your sister always says—”

“I’m not Solange. I want us to be friends, so please treat me like you’d treat one of your friends.”

“She smothers them and drives them crazy with her incessant chatter and do-good projects,” Lottius said in a bored voice.

“Shut up, Lottie.” Katia focused on me, her expression hopeful. “Are you sure, Princess? Because once given, you can’t take it back.”

She was funny and sweet. “Yes. I’d really like for us to be friends.”

“You’ll want to take that back before the night is through,” Lottius warned.

Katia ignored her. “Then it’s an honor to be friends with you, Prin… Lilith.” She pressed her hands together and giggled. “Oh, we’re going to have so much fun together. I’ll let you in on a little secret, Lilith. Everyone is dying to meet you.”

“Don’t you mean all the boys are dying to suck up to her to get in good graces with Lord Valafar?” Lottius asked. “Boys are such idiots. Everyone knows the king will choose your mate when you turn eighteen, and it’s not going to be some wide-eyed young teenager with acne.”

“No, that’s not what I mean and you know it, Ms. Glass Half-Empty,” Katia snapped, and scrunched her face. “I apologize for my cousin. She tends to be difficult.”

“What do you mean, choose my mate?” I asked.

Katia glared at her cousin. “She has no idea what she’s talking about. You should never repeat rumors, Lottie. It is so improper.”

“Improper?” Lottie asked, and laughed.

“Rumors?” I repeated at the same time.

Katia ignored Lottie. “Yes, rumors. No one will force you to marry some old lord. Your father is not Queen Coronis. If you fall in love—”

“I’m gagging on your sweetness already, Katia, and it’s only nine o’clock,” Lottius said, making a face. She glanced at me, her expression hard. “Princess, I tell it as it is. One, I hate being told what to do. Two, bowing to royalty is a major pet peeve of mine. Three, if my bluntness is a problem, the same goes. I’ll leave. If not, I’ll help you escape this nightmare of a celebration.”

“Great! Let’s go,” I said.

She glanced at Katia and sighed. “Oh, and your arranged marriage is just a rumor.”

But rumors had to start from somewhere. I planned to find out where. “Where are we going?”

“The rides,” Katia said. “The entire castle grounds and the park near the waterfalls are packed with gaming booths.”

I nodded. “Sounds good.”

“No, we’re going to Lord Zhane’s club at the mall,” Lottius corrected.

“There’s a mall on the island?” I asked.

Lottius made a face. “Sort of.”

“Sort of? It’s a strip mall of shops, clubs, and restaurants that circles the island from the west, up the north shores, to the east,” Katia explained. “It has everything you could possibly need—fashion, electronic gadgets, foods from around the world, candy shops, cafes, gaming stores…”

“The best part is you can’t see the shops from the castle and the castle can’t see you,” Lottius piped in. “I hate the idea of being watched all the time.”

I frowned. “We are?”

“Oh, yes. The top floor of the castle is Sir Malax’s spy glass.” Lottius shuddered.

“Security and surveillance crystals,” Katia corrected.

“Spy glass,” Lottius retorted. “Even humans have more freedom than us.”

“But we are safer,” Katia cut in.

Lottie made a face. “We defeated the Guardians and the Archangels. We shouldn’t be watching over our shoulders 24/7.”

“We are not having this argument here,” Katia said. “And I don’t think Lilith can leave until the celebrations are over. We can play games on the grounds or go on rides.”

“The games are childish and the rides boring,” Lottius retorted.

“Get out of your funk, Lottie.” She wrapped a hand around Lottius’s arm and the other around mine. “You are making us look bad in front of Lilith. Besides, she’s okay with going on the rides.”

Lottius glowered.

Katia smiled sweetly back at her.

“Fine,” Lottius said. “But keep the children away from me.”

“Lottie pretends she’s all tough, but she’s a total softy on the inside,” Katia whispered, but I was sure Lottius heard. “She can’t stand to see anyone suffer. Do you need to ask Sir Malax’s permission before we leave?”

Lottius groaned. “Why should she? She’s the princess. She can do whatever she wants.”

Unfortunately, Sir Malax was watching us with narrowed eyes. Beside him stood Lady Nemea. She’d been seated behind my chair during the first half of the entertainment and kept an eye on me from her table during dinner.

Father was having a serious telepathic conversation with some lord in the middle of the room, but he looked up and found us. He studied Lottius and Katia intently, as though trying to remember who they were, then smiled and nodded as though giving his approval. I smiled back. Solange was with her two friends and a bunch of guys who kept glancing our way.

“You see that woman by the door?” I indicated with my head.

“Lady Sour Face?” Lottius asked. “She gives me the willies.”

“Everyone gives you the willies,” Katia said. “Yes, we know who she is. Lady Nemea. She is very close to Lord…I mean, your father. She used to be his nanny.”

I laughed. “Really? She looks younger than him.”

“She’s much older,” Katia said. “She’s nice.”

“Everyone is nice to you. They don’t know how manipulative you are,” Lottius added with a mocking grin. “Just because you do it with a smile doesn’t make you any less…annoying. Are we going or what?”

“First, let Princess…I mean, let Lilith speak. She was about to tell us something about Lady Nemea,” Katia said firmly, then flashed a smile my way.

I liked these two. They were different, yet complemented each other. “Can we lose her?”

Lottius chuckled. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

Katia frowned. “Are you sure, Lilith? We don’t want you getting in trouble.”

“Live a little, Katia,” Lottius snapped.

We walked across the room, skirting around men and women who bowed and quickly stepped out of our way. Being a princess had its perks. They weren’t so accommodating to Lady Nemea. We reached the outside, where rows of tables were packed with food and drinks. People were everywhere, eating, talking, and laughing. The ones who noticed us stopped and stared, then switched to telepathy, but I heard them anyway. Maybe I shouldn’t leave the castle grounds if people were this scared of me.

The gazebo, a familiar voice whispered in my head. Green Eyes. I’d recognize his voice anywhere.

Thanks. “Let’s go to the gazebo,” I said.

“Great! We can teleport to the gaming tents from there,” Lottius said.

 “I thought you said the games were childish,” Katia reminded her.

“That was to shut you up.” Lottius didn’t even crack a smile.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Lady Nemea and several guards burst through the castle entrance. She searched around frantically. Forget about the people and their attitude; this was the most fun I’d had since I regained consciousness.

“Let’s go,” I whispered.

Lottius followed my glance and grinned. It was obvious she thrived on breaking rules, while the more level-headed Katia tried to keep her in check.

We teleported and reappeared behind the gazebo, bumping against each other, laughing and giggling.

“Next time, we teleport one at a time or hold hands,” Lottius whispered.

“It’s going to be fun having you around,” Katia said, squeezing my arm. “I can’t wait for you to start at the Academy.”

“Ah, ladies. She’s coming this way,” a voice said from above us and we looked up. It was Green Eyes.

“Thank you,” I said.

He bowed, his eyes twinkling, dimples flashing on both of his cheeks this time. “Any time, my princess.”

Was he mocking me or flirting?

“Hold hands,” Lottie ordered. She grabbed my hand and Katia’s. “I’ll choose our destination.”

We teleported and reappeared behind a secluded tent at the edge of the field. Behind us, the base of a mountain ridge rose sharply. To the right were terraces with swimming pools, slides, and tubes. In front of us were tents and booths. To our left were giant rides with more screaming thrill-seekers. Crystals on poles lit up the night, and voices, not telepathic ones, real voices filled the air with laughter and squeals of delight.

“You need to cover your hair or everyone will recognize you,” Katia said.

“No, we need everyone to recognize her,” Lottius protested. “No one will expect us to wait in line when they do.”

“Rules, Lottie. Everyone follows them.” Katia glanced at me. “Unless, of course, you don’t mind passing all the kids and mothers who are waiting their turn.”

I laughed. “I mind, thank you very much.” I grabbed the hood of my cloak and covered my head.

Katia laughed. “They’ll still recognize you. Let’s change the color. Blue?”

“Green. Emerald green,” I said.

Katia touched the bodice of my gown and green-inked it, completely replacing the white. She tucked my hair out of the way, adjusted the cloak to hide my necklace, and rearranged the hood.

Lottius watched us with obvious annoyance. “Seriously?”

“Hold your horses, Lottie.” Katia adjusted the sleeves to cover my bracelet. “There. Everything is hidden.”

We left our hiding spot and joined the throng of people enjoying treats. Everything was free. We picked up cotton candy from a stall and waited in line to win trinkets, stuffed animals, treats. The scene was familiar, yet I couldn’t recall where I’d attended a fair before.

Little kids’ games were simple—toy baby ducks floating in the air, toy frogs in a row opening and closing their mouths, bobbing hoops, and darts for popping water-filled balloons. Grownup games were more complicated. Most tried to use their powers to win, but the people manning the tents were using powers too, which made the games fun to watch.

The back of my head prickled, telling me I was being watched. I turned and saw Green Eyes. He was alone, an ice-cream cone in his hand. He raised it in a toast. He was dressed in black and had a black cloak. Something about him was familiar, and it had nothing to do with the fact that I’d seen him in the kitchen. Maybe it was his smile or his cockiness. Katia followed my gaze and her eyes narrowed.

“That’s the guy from the gazebo,” she said.

“You want to call security?” Lottie asked, and nudged Katia.

Katia made a face. “Over a minion? Please. He’s harmless. They have no powers,” she added for my benefit.

Harmless was hardly a word I’d use to describe the guy.

“He’s kind of hot,” Lottius said.

Katia’s eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Would too.” She laughed when Katia’s jaw dropped. “Tartarus pit! You’re such a prude.”

“Wouldn’t dare what?” I asked.

Lottius just grinned, her canines elongating.

“Ask her parents to hire him, so she can have a little fun with him. They are not toys, Lottie. They have feelings and their situation is so sad. Besides, you are mated.”

“But minions are fun. They’re usually so eager to please.”

I glanced at where the guy was, but he’d disappeared. The idea of Lottius toying with one of them bugged me. Or maybe it was the thought of her with him.

A little girl won a small stuffed Pegasus and in her excitement, tripped and fell right by my feet. She whimpered. I bent down to help her up.

“Are you okay?” I asked. She didn’t respond, just stared at me with big eyes. Then I saw her knee. She had a nasty bruise. “You’re bleeding.” I brushed off the dirt near the wound.

A tingling warmth shot up my spine and then down my arm. Then everything happened fast. Strange markings appeared on my skin. Before I could react, my hand glowed briefly and then dimmed.

“Look, Mommy,” the little girl called out. “The nice lady healed my knee.”

I stared at her knee and was surprised to see that the wound was healed. Stares and whispers followed. Those nearby moved away.

What? I wasn’t supposed to heal her? I didn’t know how I had done it, but I didn’t regret it. Lottius and Katia didn’t say anything either, but they couldn’t hide their shock. I stepped forward and smiled at the woman running the game.

“You don’t have to play to win,” she said. “Choose any stuffed animal and it’s yours.”

“But I, uh, want to play,” I said.

“Of course.” She eagerly gave me five darts.

Ignoring the crowd that had gathered, I aimed and threw them one dart after another, and missed the target. I shrugged. “Thank you.”

She held a huge teddy bear. “Please, take it.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t win it.”

“You don’t understand,” she whispered. “That was a minion child you healed, Princess Lilith.”

I blinked, surprised she recognized me. “That’s okay. I didn’t mind.”

“You’re not supposed to heal them, Princess. They have their own healers. Some people believe they’re cursed. Not worthy. And that’s why they have no special powers.”

What a stupid, senseless logic. None of the clairvoyant crystals I’d watched mentioned such weird beliefs. From the woman’s tone, she didn’t buy it, either. I turned and looked at the child, who was clinging to her mother and holding on to her puny Pegasus like it was the most precious thing in the world. Both looked scared.

“She’s a child. Harmless. I’ll take that, please.” I pointed at the largest stuffed Pegasus. I took it to the little girl. “What’s your name?”

The child stuck her thumb in her mouth and burrowed in the crook of her mother’s neck.

“Seraph,” the mother whispered. “I’m so sorry she bothered you, Princess Lilith. She didn’t know who you are. We didn’t know.”

“She didn’t bother me, and I’m happy to meet you, Seraph.” I touched her arm and she cringed. My hand dropped to my side. “She didn’t bother me, and if anyone says you did, ask your mommy to bring you to the castle and tell me about it. Do you know why, Seraph?”

The little girl shook her head, her eyes wide.

“Because you are my friend and friends look out for each other. This is for you.” I gave her the stuffed animal. At first, she was reluctant to take it. When she did, I turned and smiled at the crowd that had gathered. Some of them wore security uniforms. They all stared at me as though I had grown two heads. Their telepathic conversations said just as much, so I tuned them out. I couldn’t explain how I did it. Must be instinctive or something.

I looked up and my gaze met Green Eyes’s. He smiled with approval and heat crawled up my face. I turned to Lottius and Katia. “Let’s go.”

Katia took my arm and giggled. “Oh, you are going to cause waves across this island. No, across the entire Hermonite Nation. I’ll be honored to work with you, be your right hand woman”—she punched the air—“the enforcer of your will.”

“She’s going to cause nothing but trouble,” Lottius said.

“With who? The king? Everyone knows she’s his favorite.” Katia looked at me and winced. “I heard he searched for you all over the world and never gave up.”

I didn’t want to discuss my father. “Come on, let’s go have some fun.”

But news spread fast. Minion children and their parents started to follow us wherever we went. When I smiled at them, the bold ones showed me their cuts, which I healed, and scars, which I couldn’t. More and more joined us. One gave me flowers. I plucked one and tucked it in my hair. More arrived with flowers. By the time we reached the end of the gaming tents, Katia and I had our arms full of flowers and nearly two dozen children with their parents trailed us.

Lottius turned and raised her hands. “Okay, enough. Princess Lilith is here to have fun too, so leave her alone.”

“Diplomatic, isn’t she?” Katia asked. “I’ll take care of this.” She turned and faced the kids. “Lady Lottius meant to say the princess is happy to meet you, but right now, she needs to go on the rides.” She pointed at the trolleys hurtling past us so fast they were a blur.

I squatted so I was at the children’s eye level, then reached out and touched a cheek here and an arm there. “I will come and visit you as soon as I can, okay?”

Nods followed.

“Good. Now go to your mommies and daddies.” I stood and waved to the parents. A few took their children and left. Others stayed and watched us walk away.

“You don’t want to visit their homes,” Lottius said, throwing me a sideways glance.

“Why?” I asked.

“Yeah, Lottie. Why?” Katia jumped in. “Doesn’t she deserve to know that some of our people live in burrows? That they’re illiterate and stuck here because they’re scared of living among humans? The power-that-is doesn’t care—” Then her eyes widened and she covered her mouth. “I, uh, I’m so sorry, Lilith. I didn’t mean to imply that your father is a mean or a bad ruler—”

“It’s okay.” Minions were stuck here? The way my father and Lady Nemea talked and from what I’d watched on the CCs, I thought this place was paradise for our people.

“Would you like to see where they live?” Katia asked.

I didn’t know if that was a good idea. What could I do to change their lives? I’d barely woken up from a coma and I didn’t know what lines to cross or if I should even cross them. Besides, the minions in the castle didn’t seem unhappy.

“Okay,” I said weakly.

“Good. Now I want to go on a ride,” Katia said, and ran ahead to get in line, the conversation we were having seconds ago forgotten.

“You don’t have to visit the minions, Lilith. There’s not much you can do for them. The caste system was set by Queen Coronis thousands of years ago. Each Hermonite plays his and her role, the hierarchy never changing. You have the dukes, the lords, the knights, the guards, and the workers. Katia has a good heart, but she is too impulsive. She thinks we can change the system. It takes decades for changes to occur, and even if they happen, they are usually small and insignificant.”

I didn’t know how to respond, so I just shrugged. We moved from ride to ride. We were leaving one when I saw Lord Gavyn with two men standing behind him like bodyguards. My heart skipped and started to pound.

He flashed a smile and walked toward us. Wariness washed over me. Was he here for me?

“Katia,” he said softly, taking her hand and bringing it to his lips.

“Why can’t you just leave her alone?” Lottius snapped through clenched teeth.

“Nice to see you again, Lottie.” The smile Gavyn gave her was stiff. He glanced at me and bowed. “Princess.” His focus shifted to Katia, and he offered her his arm. “Want to join me on the next ride?”

Katia threw Lottius a beseeching look and took his arm. They walked ahead of us, Katia’s cheeks rosy. It was obvious she liked him. The expression on Lottius’s face was thunderous.

“You don’t like him,” I whispered, conscious of Gavyn’s guards behind us.

“No. He singled her out during the first conference after the Great Battle and has been pursuing her, buying her things and meeting with her every time he’s on the island.”

“And what’s wrong with that?”

“I think he’s up to something.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, but I plan to find out,” Lottius vowed.

I frowned, studying Katia and Gavyn, who were ahead of us. Gavyn seemed attentive, his head angled to catch whatever Katia was saying. I didn’t get any negative vibes from him now, not like earlier. He seemed genuinely happy to be with her.

“What do you know about him?” I asked.

“He’s the youngest lord, rich, and the king’s favorite. I tried asking my parents why Lord Valafar favors him and they warned me to stay away from him. They warned Katia, too.”

Which was like waving a red flag at a bull. “Maybe we should let them take this ride alone.”

“Oh, no, we’re not.” Lottius gripped my hand. “Wherever they go, we go. Excuse us,” Lottius told the people ahead of us, “Princess Lilith coming through. We’re with Lord Gavyn.”

My face grew hot as the people stepped aside to let us pass until we were behind Gavyn and Katia. He glanced at us, his glance lingering on me. A mocking smile lifted the corner of his mouth. I frowned. There was something oddly familiar about that smile.

We piled into a tram for six, Gavyn and Katia in front, Lottius and me in the middle, and the two bodyguards in the rear, carrying our flowers. The ride rose smoothly like a well-oiled engine, taking us higher and higher. At the top, a cover slipped over our tram, completely covering us and leaving us in total darkness. Sizzling energy balls appeared around us like stars. They looked so real.

As we started a slow descent, they moved toward us. The faster we went, the faster and closer they appeared. Lottius forgot about Gavyn and screamed, gripping my hand. We were laughing hard when the ride came to a stop.

“That was awesome,” I said.

“Let’s do it again,” Lottius said, hurrying after Katia and Gavyn, but I noticed Lady Nemea with half a dozen guards waiting for us.

Something snagged my foot and I lost my balance.

“Pardon me, Princess Lilith,” one of Gavyn’s guards said, gripping my arm and saving me from a humiliating fall. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Take this.” He pressed something smooth in my hand. I lowered my head to look, but he added, “Don’t look down. It’s a clairvoyant crystal with a message from Lord Gavyn. Watch it when you’re completely alone, then destroy it. Your bodyguards are here, so please take my arm and pretend you tripped because you are exhausted.”

I wasn’t sure how to react, so I played along. Lady Nemea and the guards stepped into our path.

“We’ll take it from here,” she told Lord Gavyn’s man with a broad smile, but my empathic sensors were on full alert and picked up on her anger.

The guard let go of my arm, bowed, and joined his partner, who stood by Gavyn, Katia, and Lottius. We were drawing attention. My cheeks warmed.

“Do you still want to go on more rides, Princess?” Lady Nemea asked.

“No.” She’d spoiled my fun. I brushed past her and went to my new friends. Ignoring Gavyn, I hugged Lottius. “Thanks for tonight.”

I turned to Katia. She was worried. “I’ll be fine.”

“I hope so.” She glanced at Lady Nemea, then hugged me.

“See you at the Academy,” I whispered. “Or come to the castle tomorrow and visit.” I hugged Lottie again. “Promise me you’ll come and visit.”

“Or you could visit us at the Academy,” Lottie said defiantly and aloud, her eyes drifting to Lady Nemea. From the older woman’s expression, I doubted that was ever going to happen.

“Sure. Why not?” Then I remembered something my father had said. “Don’t your parents stay in the castle when they visit? I was told High Council members do.”

Lottius shook her head. “Most do. Because of the sun, mine have a penthouse in the city. It’s perfect for private parties,” she added with a wink.

“Princess, your dress,” Lady Nemea said when I joined her and the guards.

“I love the color,” I said.

“Your father—”

“…will not approve.” I was tempted to defy her, but I’d rebelled enough for one day. I started to turn toward Katia to ask her to change the color of my dress and froze. The emerald green was already leaching away from my dress. I glanced at Katia. “Thanks.”

Katia shook her head. “I didn’t do it.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Lady Nemea said imperiously, moving to my side. She took my arm. “Princess Lilith did. She is an Earth Prime, too.”

I was?


-5-

“Your father is going to be very disappointed in you. Taking off like that was reckless,” Lady Nemea scolded. “You are seventeen, almost eighteen, too old to be pulling childish pranks.”

“Or to be lectured because I went to enjoy a few rides,” I said, wishing I had the power to make people shut up. “I was on the island, Lady Nemea. Hardly a reason to panic.”

Her eyes narrowed. “We had every reason to panic. We lost you before and I refuse to let it happen again. On Monday, you will start working with a tutor here in the castle. You will not leave the castle without him or a guard, and when you do, you are not to go beyond the castle grounds.” She stopped and frowned as though thinking up more crap to pile on my head. “Oh, and you are not allowed to associate with those two girls.”

My jaw dropped. “You can’t dictate who I see or can’t see.”

“Oh, I most definitely can. Your father put me in charge of your welfare. Your safety means everything to him. You are not to mingle with minions, either. They have healers to tend to their wounded. It is not your job to heal them.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“I’ll tell you what is ridiculous—Guardians kidnapping you under our very nose.”

“Enough!” Lord Valafar’s voice thundered and I jumped. I hadn’t seen him teleport into the room. “Leave us.”

Lady Nemea bowed and then disappeared. I was so pissed I couldn’t think straight. He moved closer. I glared. “Let me guess,” I said. “You are furious, too.”

“No, daughter. This is your home.” He stopped in the middle of my bedroom and gripped his hands behind him. “You can come and go as you please now that the people have met you.”

I laughed with relief. “Maybe you need to send Lady Nemea a memo.”

“I’ll ping her with instructions.”

“Good.”

“On the other hand—”

I groaned.

“You scared her,” he said firmly. “She helped your mother take care of you when you were a baby and was devastated when we couldn’t find you. She blamed herself for a long time. When you disappeared tonight, she panicked.”

That explained her behavior, but it didn’t excuse it. “Can you tell her to ease up on me a little? I’m going to have a tutor and bodyguards twenty-four-seven, and I can’t see Katia and Lottie.”

He shook his head, a frown flattening his eyebrows. “Of course, you can see your friends. Invite them here any time. You are fairly safe here on the island.”

I frowned. “Fairly?”

“We do have the occasional breach in security. Guardians attempting to infiltrate us, humans lost in their boats. Promise me one thing.”

“Sure.”

“Take a guard with you whenever you want to explore or visit anywhere. It will ease my worries.”

That seemed reasonable. “Can I have guards close to my age? Most of them are old and serious and they never smile.”

His frown deepened. “I’ll order them to smile more.”

Was he serious? He couldn’t possibly order… I saw a twinkle flash in his eyes and grinned. He was joking. I played along. “Please do.”

He inclined his head. “Anything for you, daughter. I heard you healed some of our people.”

I nodded. “That’s okay, right? I mean, everyone acted like it was a big deal, but they were just children.”

“You are their princess. Feel free to spend time with them. Get to know them and let them get to know you.”

I was confused. “So it’s okay to heal them?”

“Yes. Heal them. Bond with them. Let them see you as one of them, but…” He peered into my eyes. “Be careful not to overuse your powers. Psi energy is not limitless, and you’ve been in a coma for months and need to replenish yours.” He angled his arm and I put mine around his. “Come on. The fireworks are about to start. You don’t want to miss it. Sir Malax promised it would be spectacular.”

I still had the crystal from Lord Gavyn. Pretending to straighten the pillow, I slipped it under one of my pillows and left with my father. I’d find a better hiding place later.

The guests were waiting by the doors to the terrace when we arrived on the second floor. The crowd parted for us as someone opened the doors. The guests fell behind us as Father and I led the way.

I didn’t see Katia or Lottius. Since I couldn’t detect people’s energies, I couldn’t tell whether they were back in the castle or they’d been sent home. My eyes connected with Solange. She winked. Beside her, Gavyn Llyr stared straight ahead. Below, a crowd had gathered and I found myself searching for Green Eyes.

I didn’t see him.

The fireworks show was spectacular, but I was eager to go back to my room and see the message from Gavyn. I kept glancing at him to see if he was looking my way. He didn’t until after Solange disappeared. His expression was hard to read, but the feeling that he didn’t like me persisted. Then why would he give me a CC when he didn’t like me?

As soon as I could, I faked fatigue and excused myself. Back in my bedroom, the first thing I noticed was my bed. The covers were turned down. I ran to check under the pillow.
 
The CC was gone.

I flung the pillows aside, yanked the covers back. Nothing. My heart pounding, I searched under the bed.

“What are you doing?” Solange asked from behind me.

I glanced at her over my shoulder. “What do you think? Looking for something.” I went back to searching under the bed.

“You do know we have minions to find missing things and do that kind of stuff.”

I got to my feet. “Who turned down our beds?”

“Probably Lady Nemea, since she decided to be your personal maid.” Solange’s eyes narrowed. “Are you okay?”

“No. I left a crystal one of the kids gave me under my pillow, and now it’s gone.”

Solange shrugged, walked to my dresser, and carefully touched a petal of one of the flowers the minion kids had given me.

“Probably a non-clairvoyant crystal she picked up from the gutter. Totally useless and crawling with bugs like these.” She grabbed the flowers I’d left on my dresser, which someone had put in a vase, and dumped them in the garbage can. “Which reminds me—you shouldn’t have taken off without guards like you did or treated minions. Some of them have weird diseases.”

“You’re a snob.” I fished the flowers from the can and put them back in the vase. “Are you telling you’ve never broken rules? Taken off without a guard?”

She laughed. “All the time, but I’m older and wiser, and my guards are also my two best friends. Are you sure you’re okay? You look a little pale. Was Father furious? He can be scary when he’s angry.”

“He wasn’t. Not really.” I sat, still ticked off that I’d lost the crystal. “He seemed nicer tonight.”

A look I couldn’t define flashed in Solange’s eyes. She was so hard to read sometimes. “Don’t try to be too friendly with minions, little sis,” she said. “It can be seen as a sign of weakness. When I rule, I will do it with an iron hand. I’d rather be feared than liked.”

“Then it’s a good thing I have no intention of being a ruler.” I glanced at her. “Look, I’m tired. I just want to go to bed.”

“Good idea.” She blew me a kiss and started out of the room. “See you in the morning. We’re going to a club. We might even leave the island and go to a human one.”

“Why?” I asked, even though I didn’t really care where she went, and humans didn’t interest me.

“Because it’s fun to mess with them. Sleep tight, little sis. Be good.” What mischief could I possibly get into now? “Could you do me a favor?”

“As long as it’s not sneaking you out of the castle or taking you with us.”

I rolled my eyes. “Very funny. I have no interest in clubbing or hanging out with humans. Could you send Lady Nemea upstairs?”

“Sure.”

I went back to searching for the crystal after she left. I completely stripped down the bed. A knock rattled my door. I waved my hand and it flew open. Lady Nemea stood in the opening with a cup of hot cocoa, my nighttime drink.

“Did you turn down my bed?” I asked.

She frowned, her eyes going to the messed-up bed. “Princess?”

“My bed. Who turned down the covers?”

“I did.” She continued to stand in the doorway. “Is everything okay?”

She was still angry. “No. Did you see a crystal under my pillow?”

She shook her head. “No. What type of crystal?”

I couldn’t tell her the truth, either. “One of the children gave it to me, along with these.” I indicated the flowers. “With my memories gone, I want to remember everything that’s happened since I woke up, and that includes mementos from the fair.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t see it.”

“Are you coming in?” I asked when she continued to stand by the door.

“May I?”

I sighed. “Of course, you may. I, uh, want to apologize for what happened earlier. I shouldn’t have left the way I did.”

She smiled, entering the room. “Oh, sweetheart. I understand that living under strict supervision can be taxing, but your father wants what’s best for you.”

“I know.”

“Then you will listen to him?”

“I’ll try.” I sat on the stood and reached for the hairbrush. Where did my crystal go? Why would someone take it? What message was in it?

Lady Nemea put the drink on my dresser and took the brush from my hand. Slowly and carefully, she brushed the knots from my hair.

“Father said Katia and Lottie can visit me any time.”

She sighed. “I told him it wasn’t a good idea.”

“Why? Because of the ride?”

“Yes and no. You should ease into relationships. You are the princess, and people could easily befriend you to use you. Even young people are ambitious. Your father is just learning how to raise a teenager and doesn’t know how important it is to set boundaries.”

That didn’t make sense. “Solange was once a teenager, wasn’t she?”

Lady Nemea chuckled. “Surprisingly, yes. But your father didn’t raise her. Her mother did. You were the first baby he rocked to sleep, sang and read to. I remember when he first learned you were still alive. He was beside himself with excitement, but he worried that you might not remember him. He spent hours watching CCs of you and your mother when you were a baby. He wondered what you knew about him, whether the Guardians had taught you to hate him.”

I frowned. “He didn’t know I was alive?”

“No. He thought you’d died with your mother. When he made contact and you didn’t even remember him, he was devastated.” She put the brush down, pulled my hair away from my face, and separated it. “He struggled with the decision to come after you and bring you home or let you go. He didn’t like uprooting you from a life you’d known for fourteen years, but at the same time he felt like he’d failed you by not giving you a chance to know him.”

I frowned. “Life I’d known? I thought I was the Guardians’ prisoner.”

Lady Nemea shrugged. “We don’t know what kind of life you led. It couldn’t have been good, since you fought beside Lottius and saved the lives of some of our High Council members. I know what the Archangels did was wrong, but in your case I think it is a good thing your memories are gone. Much better to start afresh. There,” she said, patting the single braid. She remade my bed. “Did you brush your teeth?”

I laughed. “I’m not three, Lady Nemea. You don’t have to remind me to brush my teeth or make my bed.” I tugged the covers from her hands and flung them over the bed. “See.”

She chuckled. “I guess I missed tucking you in. I took care of you from the moment you were born. You were such a happy child.”

My eyes flew to the pictures on my dresser. “And my mother?”

“Was an amazing mother,” she said. “She loved you and your father very much.” Lady Nemea picked up the clairvoyant crystal and smiled at the images. “Crystals don’t lie.”

“Thank you for telling me about Father. It’s not easy waking up one morning in a strange world to a father you don’t remember.”

“I know. I’m here to answer all your questions. Now, drink your hot cocoa and go to bed.” She pressed a kiss on my forehead. “Goodnight, my princess.”

“Lilith,” I corrected her.

She smiled. “You’ll always be my little princess. And call me Nemea.”

She teleported and for a moment, I just sat there and sipped my hot chocolate. It was too sweet. I forced myself to finish it, crawled under the covers, and stared at the canopy around my bed.

Who could have taken my clairvoyant crystal? Why? What was in it? Sighing, I turned and waved my hand above the bedside light. It dimmed until the crystal core stopped glowing.

I was halfway asleep when I heard, Are you asleep, Lil?

For a moment, I was disoriented. Who is this?

Who else calls you Lil? Did you get in trouble for the stunt you pulled with your friends?

Green Eyes. What’s your name?

He chuckled, the sound rich and sexy. If I tell you, I’ll have to kill you.

I rolled my eyes. I didn’t figure you for someone who talked in clichés.

He laughed. How do you know it’s a cliché? Are your memories coming back?

I read a lot, and no, my memories are gone. So, why can’t you tell me your name?

He might get inside your head and steal it.

Who?

Raphael.

I frowned, trying to remember where I’d heard that name. Raphael?

The archangel you fought. You really don’t remember anything from your past?

Not a thing.

Not even me?

I frowned. Why should I remember you?

Because you and I had something special before you lost your memories.

I was dating a Hermonite while living with the Guardians? How is that possible? You are a minion while I—
 
Is it hard to believe about us?

I’d hurt his feelings. That’s not it. I was going to say I was a prisoner of the Guardians. How could we have met? Besides, if I’d known you, I would remember.

There was silence and I wondered what he was thinking. Can you promise me one thing, Lil?

That depends.

Don’t let anyone stop you from being yourself.

I smiled. I wasn’t planning to.

Good. But be careful.

Let me guess. My psi energy needs to replenish, so I must take it easy.

He chuckled. No. Your energy is growing stronger fast. I’m not worried about that. Be careful around people who didn’t fight in the Great Battle.

His words reminded me of the conversation between Lady Nemea and Solange. Are they the ones who don’t like me and think I’m a spy for the Guardians?

Who told you that? Now he sounded pissed.

It’s just something I overheard.

Don’t let such nonsense stop you from being yourself. Goodnight.

I frowned. Could he really be from my past? I’d lived with the Guardians before the Great Battle, so did that make him a Guardian? Or was I seeing him, a minion, while living with the Guardians? Or maybe he was just messing with me.

Oh, forget it. I shouldn’t be listening to him or believing anything he’d said.

I fell into a restless sleep and dreamed about flying with Green Eyes. He had massive black wings. His mouth kept opening and closing, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Then I fell, strange words echoing around me.

Yours always, mine forever.

I woke up with a start, the words still ringing in my head like a distant memory. It was a crazy dream. A minion wouldn’t have wings. According to the books I’d consumed over the last week, the ability to fly was rare even among upper-level Hermonites.

I turned, punched the pillow, and tried to go back to sleep, but thoughts of my missing CC chased away all thoughts of the dreams from my head. Who could have taken it? Why had Gavyn given it to me instead of just talking to me? And what was on the crystal? It was obvious he didn’t want anyone to know he was communicating with me.
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“Hey, little sis,” Solange said, appearing behind me.

I jumped. I hated it when she did that. She had some serious boundary issues. She never pinged or knocked before entering my bedroom. This time, I forgave her when I realized she wasn’t alone. Lottius and Katia were right behind her. I hadn’t seen or heard from them since the party a week before.

“Where have you guys been?” I asked, hugging Lottius.

“School,” she said.

Like the night of the banquet, Lottius wore black—leggings and a long-sleeved gauzy, see-through, batwing shirt with a picture of a bloody mouth with fangs. It had the slogan Top of the Food Chain written on the back. On her head was a baseball cap. I still had to figure out how she, a Nosferatu, could walk in the daylight.

Katia wore a sundress that suited her curvaceous body. She turned around, laughing. “I can fit ten of my dorm room in here.” She plopped on my bed and bounced on it. “And four of my beds on this.”

Lottius shook her head. “My parents like to have family moments whenever they visit,” she explained. “Since I hadn’t seen them in months, we had a lot of catching up to do.”

“Don’t you mean they grilled us on what we remembered from the past and what happened at the party?” Katia said, then hopped off the bed and walked to the window. “Nice view.”

“Nice to see you too, Katia,” I said.

She laughed and walked back to give me a hug. “Did you get in big trouble for what we did?”

I shook my head. My own company had started to drive me crazy since I’d seen them, which was weird because I was never alone. Servants saw to my every need and guards followed me everywhere. I had even started looking forward to the arrival of my tutor. Father was having a hard time finding one he approved of, according to Lady Nemea.

“Lady Nemea freaked out, but my father was cool with it,” I said.

“They can’t stay for too long, Lilith,” Solange warned.

I’d completely forgotten her presence. “Why not?”

“Because I bypassed security protocol to bring them up and Malax will know soon. He never misses my tricks.”

“What security protocol?” I asked.

“Every visitor to the castle must inform Malax’s office. Personally, I don’t follow it, but that’s just me. If he asks how they got up here, tell them I brought them.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not getting you in trouble when you did this for me.”

“Just trying to make up for ignoring you the last week. And FYI, I could get to like this new you.”

“New me? What was the old me like?”

“A pain in my ass.” She made a face and chuckled. “Kidding. Frail, pale, and afraid of her own shadow. You two”—she pointed at my friends—“don’t overstay your welcome.” She disappeared.

“Your sister is scary,” Katia said.

“It’s all an act.” Some of the time. She said weird things and was unpredictable.

Katia laughed. “It’s not fair we can’t stay. I want a tour.” She turned around and frowned. “Where’s Lottie?”

“She was here a minute ago.” The door to my closet was open. “In there.”

Katia grabbed my wrist before I could take a step toward the closet. “Did you mean it? You know, about visiting the minions?”

I nodded slowly. “Yes. I just don’t know when. My tutor will be arriving any time, and then I’ll be in lessons.”

Katia frowned. “You are not attending the Academy?”

“Not yet. My father said I have some catching up to do first, so I’ll work with a tutor for a while.”

She frowned. “How long is a while? The tourney is this semester.”

“Tourney?”

“When we compete and pit our powers against each other’s. Juniors, that’s us—ages seventeen to twenty—compete against the hateful seniors—ages twenty-one to twenty-five. It is the first time we’re doing this, so everyone is super-stoked.”

“Hey, you two,” Lottius called out from my closet. “Get in here. You have an insane amount of jewelry, Lilith.”

“With you on our team, we’ll cream them,” Katia whispered. “They say you have all the powers of the Principality Azazel. Queen Coronis had only three.”

I didn’t want to discuss my powers. My missing CC was still a priority. I’d been searching for it since the night of the party. “So, tell me about Lord Gavyn. Do you see him often?”

Katia blushed. “Whenever he’s on the island, but at times he just comes to visit me. Why?”

“Are you two mated?”

She shook her head. “No, but I’m thinking about it.”

Now for the real question I wanted to ask. “Was he in the Great Battle?”

“No. He was on a business trip.”

Green Eyes said not to trust those who weren’t in the battle. “So, his memories are intact?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Why?”

“I want to ask him something about the Great Battle. I mean, I saw the reenactment, but I still have questions. I tried talking to your uncle and aunt during the party, but they didn’t want to discuss it.”

She rolled her eyes. “They never do.”

“Can you arrange a meeting when Lord Gavyn visits?”

“Sure. He’s a favorite of your father’s and was very concerned about you when you were unconscious.”

So, what was in the CC he’d given me? I was dying to find out.

“Guys!” Lottius called again.

“Let’s go before she turns mean,” Katia said, laughing. “She hates to be ignored.”

Lottius was trying on a diamond choker when we joined her. She studied us suspiciously in the mirror. “What are you two up to?” she asked.

“Thinking up ways to piss you off,” Katia said.

“You do it every time you open your mouth. Some of these clothes, Lilith…” Lottius shuddered.

“Hey, no disrespecting my clothes,” I said. “Solange changed their colors to darker hues, but Lady Nemea threw a fit, so she changed them back. Personally, I like darker colors.” I touched the eggplant-colored summer dress I was wearing. “So, I color the ones I wear and change them back to keep the peace.”

Katia pulled a teal dress from the rack, pressed it against her, and preened in front of a mirror. “I like this one. I think I saw it on the cover of Fashion Week Digest a few months ago.”

“What is Fashion Week Digest?” I asked.

“Next time, we’ll bring magazines,” Katia said. “We are going to give you a crash course in pop culture.”

“Don’t include me in your madness,” Lottius said. “I don’t care one way or the other about humans and their interests.”

“So you keep saying,” Katia retorted, then glanced at me. “Don’t listen to her. She scours their fashion magazines like a miner searching for gold. I hate saying this, but we need to go before Sir Malax finds us,” Katia added.

“Oh, let him,” Lottius mumbled, removing the choker.

“Really, Lottie?” Katia snapped. “After the long lecture your mother gave us?”

“She’s always on a soapbox.” She carefully put the jewelry back in the glass case. “I thought the whole purpose of coming here was to take Lilith to the beach with us.”

“Really? Let’s go,” I said.

Katia shook her head. “I don’t know. Solange said—”

“Forget what my sister said,” I said. “Anywhere is better than staying indoors. Please.”

Katia still appeared undecided.

“If we get busted, you can say Lilith commanded you and you couldn’t say no because she’s the princess,” Lottius said.

I grinned. “I like it.”

“I don’t,” Katia retorted.

Lottius groaned. “Just zap her, Lilith.”

“What?” Katia and I spoke at the same time.

“You are a Prime Psi, which means you can make her change her mind or persuade her to do as you wish. Try it.”

My gaze volleyed between Lottius and Katia, who didn’t seem too happy with her cousin’s suggestion. Neither was I.

“No. I don’t think I should use my powers on a friend. It just seems wrong. Just a second while I tell the guards.” I ran to the family room. Two guards were at their station. They were the same two I’d had when I gained consciousness. The girl with short, pageboy hair and gray eyes was called Ruby, and her ruggedly handsome partner had a name starting with K or C. “We’re going to the beach for a couple of hours.”

They looked at each other.

“Come on. Let’s go,” I said.
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We appeared on a wide stretch of sandy beach packed with young, beautiful people sunbathing and frolicking in the water. Behind us was a rocky divide that went all the way to the sea. It looked like a wall. Ahead, a group of shirtless guys and scantily dressed girls played beach volleyball.

Not just any beach volleyball. They were using powers, and something about it had my pulse racing. It was too familiar. The ones with the ability to manipulate the air hit the ball without touching it. The Energy Primes used energy balls. When the volleyball shot up in the air, one dark-haired guy disappeared and I looked up, expecting him to appear in the air with his wings out. Instead, he appeared above the ball, hit it, and teleported back onto the sand before the ball reached the other side of the net. Th girl who was supposed to block the ball missed. The thud and crack of bones filled the air as the ball hit her. I winced and moved closer, the instinct to help taking over.

Then I noticed that the others weren’t paying attention to her. Even her two teammates who’d dropped on the sand beside her weren’t looking at her.

They were all staring at me. Telepathic whispers followed.

It’s the princess.

What is she doing here?

Are we supposed to get up and bow?

Man, I was enjoying the sun.

Shut up. They say she can hear and feel everything around her.

I tuned them out, but I could feel resentment mixed with curiosity. Cringing, I checked left and right. The sunbathers were scrambling to their feet, my image reflected in their sunglasses. The ones in the water also stopped goofing around. It was like being in the zoo and I was the star attraction—except some resented me. My face, I was sure, matched my hair.

“Dimwits,” Lottius said.

“Don’t mind them,” Katia added, tugging on my arm. “Skylar needs your help.”

“Who?”

“The girl who was bludgeoned by the ball,” she said.

As we started forward, people pulled their towels out of the way and bowed. Others pressed their hands to their chests and murmured, “Princess Lilith.”

“I wish they’d stop with the bowing,” I whispered.

“Want me to tell them?” Lottius asked with a smirk.

“Don’t even think about it, Lottie,” Katia said from my left. “They can’t stop, Lilith. Not bowing is a sign of disrespect. And you have four guards who can identify each and every one of them who shows you disrespect.”

I had forgotten about the guards. I glanced back. Ruby carried beach towels, while her partner had a large umbrella. But behind them were two more guards—tall, big men who looked like they could flatten anyone with one blow.

This was beyond embarrassing. I made eye contact with Ruby. Can you guys stay back?

No, Princess—

I order you to stay back and tell them to stop bowing, I added.

I can’t follow that order, Princess Lilith, Ruby said. I took an oath to stay as close to you as possible.

Probably Lady Nemea’s orders. If only I was more commanding like Solange. I glanced at the people bowing, hoping to catch their eyes, but I couldn’t see beyond their reflective sunglasses. Shaking my head, I went toward the volleyball field, where a brown-skinned guy with dreadlocks was holding the hand of the girl who’d been hit.

Katia hurried to their side and dropped on the sand. A large bruise was already forming on the girl’s side and her body was twisted at a weird angle. Her hands must have been raised when she was hit.

“Is it your ribs, Skylar?” Katia asked.

Skylar tried to talk but groaned instead.

“Several. I felt them,” Dreadlocks said, but his brown eyes were on me. He lowered his head. “Princess.”

“Please, don’t try to get up to bow or let her go,” I told him when he tried to release the girl’s hand. “Is there someone here who can heal her?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“If she doesn’t mind, I can heal her,” I said.

“You don’t have to, Princess,” Ruby said, and signaled another guard.

“Is there a healer on the beach?” the guard barked.

“He just left,” several people called back. “We are trying to telepath him to come back.”

I started to kneel and one of the guards placed a towel on the sand. My face warmed again. Deciding not to make a deal out of it, I knelt on it and made eye contact with Skylar. She was in so much pain that her breathing was hollow and rapid, tears streaming down her cheeks.

You are going to be okay, Skylar. I’m going to try and heal you while we wait. Is that okay?

Her fear mingled with the pain. Why should she be afraid of me? I extended both hands over her chest and her fear increased. I’m not going to hurt you, Skylar.

She nodded, but the fear stayed. There was nothing I could do to ease it. Maybe time would make people like her realize I was one of them, not someone to be feared.

This time, the weird writings I’d seen before stayed on my arms and hands. Gasps and whispers reached me from every direction. When they swelled and overwhelmed my empathic senses, I blocked them.

My hands lit up like light bulbs, the glow first bright, then acquiring a greenish haze. They grew brighter until I couldn’t see my fingers.

Skylar stared at me, tears streaming down her face. Her rib cage, which had collapsed, appeared to reshape and grow rigid as she healed. Then the nasty bruise faded until there were no signs of bleeding under her skin.

My hands stopped glowing and the weird markings disappeared. Skylar sat up. “Thank you, Princess Lilith.”

“It was nothing. I’m happy I could help.” I stood and glanced at Katia and Lottius. The others stared at me curiously from beyond the barricade the guards had set with their bodies. Two more had joined the first four and they faced the crowd with their backs to us. My presence on the beach was spoiling everyone’s fun.

“Let’s go back to the castle,” I said.

“No, don’t leave, Princess,” Skylar said. She bowed again. “I am Skylar Rathi, a friend of Katia’s.” She had a flawless caramel complexion, high cheekbones, and pitch-black hair.

“Nice to meet you, Skylar,” I said. “And please, don’t bow.”

“And this,” she pulled the guy who’d been holding her hand, “is Ravan Clifton, my chosen mate.”

Ravan started to bow, but I shook my head. “Don’t. All this bowing is unnecessary. I’m not my father. I just want you guys to treat me like one of you.”

He flashed a boyish grin. “Cool. I’m a healer too, but nothing like what you just pulled. I’m a P2.”

Skylar laughed, wrapped her arm around his, and stared at him adoringly. “You are the best Prime Energy.”

They looked cute together. “What is P2?”

“P is Prime,” Ravan explained. “I can manipulate energy and air, so that makes me a P2. Skylar is…”

“P3.” She said it like it was something bad. “Air, earth, and psi.”

“Me, too,” Katia said.

I glanced at Lottius. She shrugged. “I don’t like talking about my abilities. It serves no purpose.”

“She’s a P1,” Katia said. “Time.”

I glanced at their faces, then at the people still watching us. “I don’t understand. Are more powers good or bad?”

No one spoke, but their thoughts all expression confusion that I didn’t know the answer to my question.

Lottius sighed. “More abilities mean their psi energy is being diluted, so their powers are not very strong. All in all, Coronis’s experiment was an epic failure.”

Experiment? What experiment? I opened my mouth to ask.

“Shhh,” Katia hissed, and glanced at the guards. “They’ll hear you. And are you forgetting Angelia and her friends?”

“Oh.” Lottius rubbed Katia’s arms. “Sorry, I did.”

“It’s okay. Let’s go to Drago’s.” Katia waved toward the stores lining the beach.

The five of us moved away from the volleyball court. Eleven, if you included the guards. People parted and eyes followed us, but that was something I could either ignore or allow to bother me. I made eye contact with some and winced when they bowed.

Don’t do that, please, I said.

No one seemed to listen. I received more bowing and stupid hands pressed on chests. Maybe Lottius was right. Our people were never going to change. Everyone had their place and role to play, which meant the minions would always be treated like second-class citizens and I would be treated like a princess.


[image: Image]



Drago’s turned out to be a busy ice-cream parlor. Silence filled the room when we appeared, then whispers of “Princess” filled the room, followed by the sound of stools scraping the floor as people got up and bowed.

“Please, don’t mind me.” They didn’t stop. I command all of you to stop bowing, damn it!

Heads lifted, frowns creasing faces. I grinned at their confusion.

It’s okay to call me Lilith. My empathic antenna picked on their discomfort. Fine, add Princess if you must, but no more bowing and showing allegiance to me. Do that with my father. Not me.

They still hesitated.

I mean it. Bowing to me will land you in the dungeons. Laughter followed. Uh, your icy treats are melting.

They sat and went back to their cold treats. Some whispered and glanced at us. A few offered me their seats. I didn’t want to sit while the others stood.

“I’m fine, thank you,” I said.

“Take our table, Princess Lilith,” a guy called out from the back. He and his friends were leaving and their booth was large enough for all of us.

“Thank you,” I said.

We had barely sat when a short, middle-aged man with a thin moustache hurried from the back of the counter. He dropped on one knee. “Drago, son of Zerovath, at your service, Princess Lilith. It’s an honor to have you in my shop.”

“No need to do that.” I reached down and urged him to his feet. “Can we have the menu, please?”

“Of course, Princess.” He teleported.

Katia giggled and pointed at the menu behind the counter, where several girls and guys were placing their orders. “You order at the counter before sitting.”

“Oh. You should have said so,” I said.

“And miss out on the perks of hanging out with you?” Lottius asked, and leaned back against her seat.

Katia shook her head. “Self-serving opportunist.”

“And proud of it,” Lottius retorted.

We laughed. Drago appeared before we could get up, placed several CCs on the table, and activated them. Pictures of the menu hovered in the air. “I stopped using the crystals because the customers would steal them.” He personally took our orders, then left.

I leaned forward. “What experiment were you talking about? Why is it Queen Coronis’s fault people’s psi energies became diluted?”

Katia, Ravan, and Skylar glanced at the guards, who’d taken the booth next to ours. Lottius snickered at their reaction. “So what if they hear us? The truth is that the Guardians slaughtered and decimated us. They targeted our people out in the human world and stopped us from forming alliances with humans.” Her eyes narrowed. “You know our objective?”

I nodded. “I’ve had nothing but time to read and watch about our history. The Principalities taught humans everything they know. Their children, the first Nephilim, are our forefathers. They ruled this world until the Archangels came down and slaughtered most of them, but some of us remained. Our objective is to guide the humans again and stop them from destroying this world.”

Lottius made a face. “All true. When the Guardians kept slaughtering our people, Queen Coronis came up with the idea to create more powerful Hermonites at Azazel Institute. She experimented with intergroup breeding—Werenephils with Neterus, Nosferatus with Lazari, and so on. People weren’t allowed to mate without permission. Marrying for love was against the law. She chose mating partners, the more powerful the better. She produced two generations of P1s and P2s. Some, like your father, are P3, and that’s because he’s related to Coronis. She had them practice their powers around humans, causing natural disasters.”

I frowned. “They killed humans?”

Lottius shrugged. “Perfect way to reduce their numbers. The world is overpopulated as it is, and humans continue to breed like roaches. There are billions of them to…what? Five thousand of us?”

Someone cleared their throat and we looked up. I blinked. Green Eyes balanced a tray like an expert. Why did he keep appearing wherever we went?

Up close, he was even more gorgeous, tall and masculine. His green T-shirt hugged his chest and chiseled arms and made his emerald eyes pop. His raven-dark wavy hair had a tousled look, as though he’d run his fingers through it repeatedly. I had the urge to touch him, run my fingers through his hair.

“Princess, I hope this meets with your approval.” He placed a cup of ice cream in front of me first and handed me a spoon, his finger touching mine and lingering. My breath caught. As though he saw my reaction, he smiled. “If you need a refill, just call out Number Two,” he added softly, and again that feeling of recognition coursed through me.

Maybe he was right about knowing me before the Great Battle. I shook my head, not liking the direction of my thoughts. Just because he’d said we’d known each other didn’t mean it was true.

“Is there a problem, Princess?” he asked.

I opened my mouth to ask him who he was again, but decided against it. “No. It’s perfect.”

He placed the other cups of ice cream in front of the others. Katia studied him. “Aren’t you the guy at the gazebo and the rides?”

“I think you are mistaken, Miss Katia,” Green Eyes said.

“No, I’m not.” Katia nudged Lottius. “Lottie?”

Lottius just shrugged, but she was totally checking him out.

Katia gave me the look that said, What do you think? I shrugged, too. I wasn’t going to be drawn into discussing Green Eyes. Behind me, a server spoke to the guards. “I’m Number Three. I will be your server.”

I didn’t hear the guards’ response because my focus shifted to Green Eyes. He’d refused to tell me his name. “Hey,” I said before he could walk away.

“Yes, Princess?”

“What kind of name is Number Two?” I asked.

“A convenient one.” He smiled and dimples flashed on his cheeks. Katia and Lottius kept staring at him. He bowed. “If you’ll excuse me.”

“I’m telling you, he’s the one,” Katia said.

Lottie watched him with a speculative gleam in her eyes until he disappeared, then said, “Yeah, he’s the one. That walk is unmistakable.”

When had she observed his walk?

“He doesn’t carry himself like a minion,” Skylar said.

“Or talk like one,” Ravan added.

“I’m Number Five, not Six,” a server said a few tables away, in a voice that was clearly annoyed. “I’ll find him for you.”

“No, it’s okay, Number Five,” a girl said. “We need bottled water.”

“Make mine carbonated,” one of her friends said.

“What’s with the numbers?” I asked.

Katia sighed. “Most people don’t bother to ask minions their names. They just number them.”

“That’s rude,” I said.

“Yep,” Katia said.

“I’ve been to a house with a minion who answered to Hey You,” Skylar said.

A name defined a person. Not using their names was demeaning. It made minions less than nothing. And I’d bet they hated it, too. I observed them, tapped into their emotions. Yeah, they definitely didn’t like it.

“You guys want to come to the castle for dinner tomorrow night?”

“Can I bring a friend?” Lottius asked.

“Sure.”

I was thrilled when they all accepted my invitation. They discussed things my father and Lady Nemea had never mentioned, things that interested me. In the past week, I’d searched for CCs on minions and had come up empty-handed. The upper-level Hermonites called them hardworking but incapable of taking care of themselves, but I wasn’t so sure.
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“Your father wants you downstairs, dear,” Lady Nemea said in the doorway of my closet the next morning, and I whipped a dress in front of me.

“Privacy, please.” I wished she’d announce herself before barging into my room or closet. She and Solange had serious boundary issues.

She smiled. “Of course, dear. But do not wear that dress. I already laid out something on your bed.”

Another outfit to make me look harmless, I was sure. “I can choose my own clothes.”

“I know,” Lady Nemea said. “Just like I know you keep changing the colors back and forth.” She disappeared into my bedroom.

Perks of having the ability to manipulate solids. Grinning, I touched a burnt-orange dress. Burgundy. The color replacement took seconds. What else could I manipulate other than fabric? I hadn’t tried messing with other solids yet. Maybe I could mentally lock on to the missing CC from Gavyn. I left the closet.

On my bed were black pants, a black top, and soft leather shoes. That was new. They usually shoved pastels down my throat.

“Come to the hall when you’re done,” Lady Nemea said. “And do put your hair back in a ponytail.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“You’ll see.”

She wore a smile that said I wouldn’t like whatever waited for me downstairs. She was still ticked off about my trip to the beach yesterday.

“Okay, I’ll play. There’s something I forgot to ask you yesterday,” I said before she could leave.

“Was that before or after you decided to go to the beach with out informing Sir Malax or me?”

I refused to argue with her again over a simple trip to the beach. We’d already rehashed what could have happened to me a gazillion times. The fact that I had Ruby and her partner, whose name I still couldn’t remember, and four Godzilla guards hadn’t placated her.

“Why can’t people make an effort to learn minions’ names instead of using numbers? Why does everyone I meet mention their powers? I’m Rita, P1, energy. Callum P2, psi and air… Ha, that’s his name.”

Lady Nemea frowned. “Whose name?”

“The guard, uh, Ruby’s partner. Anyway, what’s with the power intro?”

“Our abilities define us,” Lady Nemea explained. “Not our groups or what we look like. The more powerful you are, the more you are revered. So, it’s common to mention them so you are treated accordingly.”

“You mean you can be a douche and still receive respect because you are a P1?”

She shrugged. “As for the names, I didn’t know people used numbers. I know the kitchen staff and the cleaning staff by name. I have to go now. Don’t keep your father waiting.” Then she was gone.

I tried the pants. They were form-fitting and came to my knees. The top was really a sports tank top with a built-in bra. It had the raven logo on the breast. There were also fingerless gloves. Once I put on socks and the boots, I teleported downstairs.

Father was talking to two men. One had long, sleek black hair tied back, and slanted eyes, and was dressed like me, right down to the gloves. The other guy was a skinny man with glasses. He was shorter than me and something about his eyes was off.

The guy with slanted eyes saw me first and smiled. A memory teased my mind but disappeared before I could analyze it, leaving behind wariness in its wake. Father turned and indicated I join them.

“Lilith, I want you to meet your tutors. Kenta”—Lord Valafar pointed at the guy dressed like me—“is your physical trainer. You’ll work with him twice a day, in the morning before your lessons, and in the evenings.”

Kenta hesitated as though waiting for something. “It will be an honor to work with you, Princess Lilith.” He bowed.

“And this is Rahm.” Lord Valafar pointed at the skinnier man. He was bowing, so all I saw was the crown of his head. He had long curly hair. “He’ll help you in the coming months to catch up before you can join the academy.”

“Months? You said a couple of weeks,” I protested.

“That depends on how fast you catch up,” Lord Valafar said firmly. “They’re six months ahead of you.”

If I studied my butt off, I could catch up within a month. “Why can’t he test me to see what I know, then we can cover what I don’t know? If I pass after that, I join the Academy.” My eyes swung from Lord Valafar to Rahm.

Lord Valafar smiled. “It depends on Rahm. He’s in charge of your lessons.”

I studied my new tutor. I realized why his eyes seemed weird. He had cat eyes, which meant he was a Werenephil. “Can I?”

He bowed slightly. “The princess drives a hard bargain.”

“So, we have a deal?”

“Yes, but only if we start testing you today.”

“Yes!” The sooner I convinced him I was ready, the faster I’d join my friends at the Academy.

“But first, we train,” Kenta said.

“Then I’ll leave you to it,” Lord Valafar said. He pinned me down with narrowed eyes. “Make me proud, Lilith.”

“Does that mean I have done something to make you not proud?” I teased.

Surprise flashed in the eyes of my teachers. Lady Nemea sighed as though I’d committed another mortal sin, but I ignored her. Lord Valafar studied me from his great height without cracking a smile. I could tell he was amused. I wish he could smile more.

“You’ve tried my patience once or twice, but I’m adjusting,” he said.

I grinned. “Good, because my friends are coming to visit this evening. I’ve invited them to dinner.”

He tilted his head to the side as though thinking about it.

“It’s okay, right?” I added quickly when he took too long.

“Yes. We’ll eat in my quarters. The dining room is larger.”

“No way. They’ll be too intimidated by you to relax.”

“We are a family, Lilith. We eat dinners together. Bring them to my quarters. Seven o’clock sharp.”

“Stinker,” I said before I could stop myself, then cringed. I expected him to scowl with disapproval. Instead, he smiled.

Then something weird happened. Instead of his face, I saw a face of an older man with a graying beard, long hair, and twinkling dark eyes. The image lingered even after Lord Valafar disappeared.

Who was the old man, and why did his face fill me with mixed emotions—anger, sadness, and regret? I turned and faced the others. Lady Nemea looked like she was about to have a stroke while Kenta studied me with amazement. I found Rahm’s poker face more intriguing.

I tried listening to his thoughts, but all I heard was static. Only a Psi could do that. I wanted to know how to block people from getting inside my head.

“Can you teach me to do that?” I asked.

A smile flickered across his face and I was sure he’d pretend he didn’t know what I was talking about. “Of course, Princess.”

“Oh, good.” I turned to face Kenta. He didn’t seem pleased about something. I bowed toward him. “Where do we train, Kenta?”

“Outside, and it is Master Kenta, or Daisensei Kenta.” He studied me intently. “Do you know what that means?”

“Teacher,” I said. Then I glanced at my new tutor. “I know several languages. I didn’t realize it until I read some books at the library.”

“That’s good—”

“You should know all worldly languages, including extinct ones,” Master Kenta cut off my tutor rudely. “The weather is perfect for outdoors. Follow me.” He teleported like Solange—one minute there, the next gone.

What a grouch. And how could he know what languages I knew?

He was standing by the gazebo when I arrived outside. Propped against the wall of the gazebo were wooden sticks and swords, along with real daggers and swords. Workers taking care of the gardens watched us curiously until they realized who I was and bowed. I smiled. I felt Green Eyes’s presence and looked around.

He watched us from the corner of the castle. I couldn’t explain how I’d known he was around. He waved.

“Focus, Lilith,” Master Kenta said sharply. “Catch!”

I froze the wooden sword before it hit me. What was Master Kenta’s problem? If he continued to be a jerk, I was so going to ask Father for a new trainer. I plucked the wooden sword from the air.

“Not real swords?” I asked, smiling and hoping he’d thaw a bit.

“I want to see how much you remember first. En garde.”

Remember from where? I barely evaded his wooden sword before he could hit me. We parried, moving back and forth, sideways. The entire time, he watched me with narrowed eyes.

“Your form is still good,” he said. “At least the Guardians didn’t screw that up.”

Not what I wanted to hear. As far as I was concerned, the memory of my time with the Guardians was better left buried. Then I frowned. “What do you mean, ‘still good?’”

“Let’s see how fast you are,” he said instead of answering, and went on the offensive.

Somehow, the hated Archangels hadn’t erased memories of my training, because I knew what to do. Every strike and move he pulled, I countered and outmaneuvered him. When I teleported and appeared behind him to land a blow, surprise flickered in his eyes.

“I guess the Guardians did teach you a thing or two,” he mumbled.

Enough with the Guardian references. “Or maybe I’m just a good learner.”

“You were. Next time, we’ll use the swords.”

Again, his wording made no sense. “What do you mean by ‘you were?’”

He shrugged. “You must have been good, since everyone knows Guardians are weak, manipulative, and incompetent,” he snapped, and pointed at two wooden staffs. One moved toward me while he grabbed the other.

We were in the zone when Green Eyes returned. Once again, I knew the moment he appeared. He stood behind a shrubbery, shears in his hands. When he gave me a thumbs-up, I almost lost my footing.

He wasn’t the only one watching us. Lady Nemea and Master Rahm were talking in low tones inside the gazebo, but their eyes were on us. The workers around the garden had stopped whatever they were doing too, and my father stood on the balcony with Sir Malax.

Master Kenta pushed me harder, probably to impress my father. The more he pushed, the more I pushed back. Soon, we were both breathing hard, sweat dripping down our faces. He threw down the staff on the ground and assumed the position, legs apart, hands raised.

“Hand-to-hand combat,” he snapped.

I swept hair from my sweaty neck and imitated his stance. Then I made the mistake of smirking. Anger flashed in his eyes.

Okay, he definitely had serious anger issues.

He rushed me. Once again, each move was familiar and I countered it. Unfortunately, he was faster on his feet. Or maybe being in a coma for six months and not exercising meant I wasn’t up to his level physically. My arms grew tired and heavy, my feet sluggish. I lost my footing a few times and he landed blows and kicks to my torso. Concern drifted from those watching us.

Master Kenta smirked. “I guess the Guardians fell short in preparing you in some areas.”

Anger slammed into me. Maybe it was his mocking tone or the mention of the Guardians. It didn’t matter. I wanted him to shut up. I went on the offensive, throwing punches and kicks, attacking from different angles.

“That’s enough,” he said, raising his hands in a placating way.

“Don’t ever mention the Guardians to me. They kidnapped me and kept me away from my family. My mother would still be alive if it weren’t for them.”

Shock flashed in Master Kenta’s eyes, but his hands stayed up. “Okay, I won’t do it again. I promise.”

“You deliberately goaded me by mentioning them. Why?”

“I wanted to see if you remembered anything from your time with them. Put the swords and the daggers down, Lil.”

I frowned, confused. “What?”

He glanced to my right hand and I looked down. A sword floated near my arm. I checked the other side to find another sword. Both were pointed at Master Kenta, ready to strike.

“I’m controlling them?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“The daggers?” I asked. He turned slowly and I saw the daggers pressed against his back.

“Just lower them,” he said.

“How?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know how the Guardians taught you to control so many at the same time. Order them the same way you order the Kris Dagger.”

The what dagger? I closed my eyes and saw their energies. Down.

The swords and daggers dropped to the ground.

Wall.

They moved back and propped against the wall of the gazebo.

“The old man taught you well,” Master Kenta mumbled, but I heard him.

“What old man?”

A frown creased Master Kenta’s forehead. “We are done for now. See you tomorrow morning.”

“We’re not training this evening?”

He shook his head and couldn’t meet my gaze. “No. It is your first day. We’ll work in the mornings for a few days before we add evening lessons.”

Nothing to worry about, sire, he said just before I teleported back to the castle. “Sire” meant he’d communicated with my father. Father must have been worried about me. How sweet.
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Master Kenta’s words stayed with me while I showered and changed. The old man trained you well. What old man? Order them the same way you order the Kris Dagger. What the heck was the Kris Dagger?

Lunch was already laid out on the table when I stepped into the living room off my bedroom. The surprise was my father. He was already waiting for me. We hadn’t had lunch together since the week I woke up. Dinner, on the other hand, was a family affair. Even Solange made an appearance.

“Your swordsmanship is impressive,” Lord Valafar said, pulling out a chair for me. “You can teach our people a thing or two.”

I grinned. “Like almost killing my trainer? I had to apologize.”

Lady Nemea nodded with approval. As usual, she was overseeing lunch without eating. I wondered about her relationship with my father. At times, she acted very friendly, and other times she was very subservient.

“You don’t need to apologize for anything,” Lord Valafar said. “If he’s not a worthy trainer, he will be replaced.”

“No, he’s okay.” He’d called me Lil instead of Lilith. Only Green Eyes ever did that. Could Master Kenta and I have met before? He’d mentioned “the old man” training me and that I’d been a good learner. And he had ignored my questions.

Part of me wanted to ask my father if I’d known Master Kenta before the Great Battle. Another wasn’t sure I should. Heck, I wasn’t even sure I could trust anything the trainer said. Green Eyes had told me not to trust anyone who hadn’t fought in the Great Battle. On the other hand, why should I trust anything Green Eyes said?

This was all so confusing. If there was one person I could trust, it was my father. He’d never lied to me. I waited until I was done eating before asking, “Did Master Kenta fight in the Great Battle?”

Lord Valafar carefully put his spoon down. Lady Nemea stood from where she’d been seated behind us.

“No,” Lord Valafar answered, speaking slowly.

“Did I know him before? You know, before the battle?”

Lord Valafar’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask? Did you remember something?”

I shook my head. “No, but Master Kenta mentioned my training with the Guardians as though he knew something. He also mentioned a dagger. Uh, the Kris Dagger.”

“I see.” Lord Valafar wiped his lips and carefully placed the napkin beside his plate. “When I learned about your existence, I placed Kenta among the Guardians to keep an eye on you.”

My eyes rounded. “He was a spy?”

“Yes.” There was no apology or hesitation in his voice. “Feel free to ask him anything you want to know.”

I wrinkled my nose. “No. I don’t really want to know about my life with the Guardians. I’m home now, and that’s all that matters.”

He studied me so intently that, for once, I tapped into his emotions. Usually, he was so guarded. Whatever I had just said had pleased him. “Come with me.”

I followed him to his quarters. He dismissed his guards, so it was just him and me.

“Stay here,” he said, and disappeared into his bedroom. Seconds later, he came back with a box covered in weird writings and closed with weird locks, then placed it on the table. “Open it.”

My eyes volleyed between the box and his face. “What is it?”

“Don’t be afraid.” He stepped back and crossed his arms. “It’s yours.”

More jewelry? I sighed and unlocked the strange box. Inside it was a bag with more of the same writings. These ones looked familiar. I’d seen them…on my arms the night I healed the minion, and yesterday afternoon at the beach just before my hands glowed.

“What is inside? What’s this written on it?”

“An ancient language,” he said nervously. That was the second time in the last few minutes I’d read him.

I reached inside the bag and my hand closed around a blade. It nicked me. I pulled my hand out and sucked the blood from my finger. The wound closed, leaving behind flushed skin.

Careful the second time around, I reached for the handle and pulled out a dagger that looked awfully familiar. It had a transparent, wavy blade, with writing along the blade and a green stone in the middle of the guard.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

“Do you recognize it?”

“No, but it looks familiar.” An image flashed in my head and I grinned. “I remember now. Solange has one just like it, except hers has a red stone.”

Lord Valafar frowned, disappointment pouring from him in waves.

“Why? Am I supposed to know it?” Then I recalled the reenactment of the Great Battle. “This is the blade I used to fight the Archangels?”

He nodded. “Yes. It is called the Kris Dagger. It only obeys one person. You.”

“Really? How?”

“You bond with it and it does your will. For instance, you ask it to come and it does. You instruct it to protect you and it does. At times, you don’t even have to tell it to protect you. It just does because it senses your fear or danger. The bond between you and the dagger is unique and cannot be broken.”

Interesting. I studied it, then opened my palm and thought, Move. Nothing happened. “It’s not working,” I said.

“It will, one day. Put it back in the bag and close the box.”

His disappointment bothered me. “I’m sorry, Father. I know you wanted me to bond with the dagger.”

“You’re still not fully recovered, Lilith. We’ll keep trying until you can command it again.”

Master Kenta had known I used to command it. “Does everyone know about the dagger?”

Lord Valafar nodded. “Yes. It is legendary. I told Kenta you shouldn’t practice in the evenings yet. Give your body a week to adjust to the rigorous workout.” Then he pressed a kiss to my temple. My insides softened. That was a first. It showed he cared more about me than the bond between me and the dagger. “I’ll see you and your friends tonight,” he added, and patted my hand.
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Instead of teleporting back upstairs, I went to the library to search for a book on the Kris Dagger. There weren’t any. I checked the clairvoyant crystal catalogue. Nothing under weapons, daggers, swords, or metaphysical weapons. It didn’t make sense.

“Looking for something?”

I turned and found Green Eyes studying me from the other end of the aisle. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you. You were amazing out there.”

My cheeks warmed. “Thanks.”

“You’re a bit rusty, but you’ll get better with practice. Don’t use anger to tap into your skills. That’s not who you are. Always stay in control or you’ll hurt a lot of people.”

It took all my effort not to gawk. “A compliment and a pile of insults, wow. You are something else.”

He smiled, dimples flashing. “Don’t want you getting too comfy.”

I thought I should ignore him, walk away. Instead, I studied him. He leaned against a shelf, completely at ease and uncaring that someone might catch him talking to me. His confidence and arrogance made him so irresistible.

“Are you sure you are supposed to be in here?” I asked.

He glanced around and smirked. “It’s a public library. What are you doing here?”

I smirked right back at him. “It’s a public—”

“Seriously. I can help you find anything. I’ve spent the last seven months reading every book in this place and watching every CC. Anything you want, I probably know where it is.”

“Seven months?”

“I was trying to find a cure for a magical coma. Turned out they don’t store those around here.” He grinned. “So, what is it you’re searching for, Princess?”

“A book about a special dagger. They don’t seem to have anything on it.”

His eyes narrowed as he moved closer, his voice dropping to a whisper, “Clear wavy blade, green gem at the guard?”

I blinked. “Yes.”

“The Kris Dagger. Do you have it?”

“Yes.”

“Did you link with it?”

I frowned. “No. How do you know so much for a minion?”

He rolled his eyes. “Minions are just as smart as everyone else around here.” He extended his hand to me. “Come with me and I’ll show you something about your dagger.”

Something shifted in my stomach at the thought of going anywhere with him. I wanted to, but I could get him in trouble. “No.”

“Scared of being seen with me?”

“You should be scared. You could get in trouble if you were seen with me.”

A weird expression crossed his face. It was though the thought had never crossed his mind. “You are right. I’d hate to end up in the dungeons. Wait here,” he commanded.

I was tempted to ignore him and leave, but I was curious. I went back to the large crystal in the middle of the library. Placing my hand on it, I linked with its energy and searched the library database for the dagger again. Instead of one word, I went with phrases.

Wavy blade dagger. Green gems on a pommel. Clear blade daggers. Nothing.

“Pssst.”

I turned to see Green Eyes gesturing from an aisle. In his hand was a thin book. It looked like a journal. “What’s that?”

“A private journal about the Kris Dagger.”

I shot him a skeptical look that said, Yeah, right. “Our entire collection of CCs and books doesn’t have anything on the dagger, and you have a journal.”

“My family members weren’t always minions, smarty pants,” he retorted. “A member of my family once wielded the Kris Dagger.” He lifted the book. The front showed a crudely drawn picture of the dagger. “And this is his journal.”

“You know you can’t talk to me like that,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

“Like what?” He moved closer.

Something unfolded in my stomach at his nearness. He smelled nice. “Calling me smarty pants.”

He bowed. “I apologize, your royal high—” He angled his head, the smile disappearing from his face. “Lady Nemea is looking for you. You should put up your shield and block her from finding your psi energy. If she can’t find it, she can’t find you.”

“How do I do that?”

“Just will it. The same way you do when you want to find anyone’s energy. Think about what you want and will it. Perks of being a powerful Psi.”

I searched for Lady Nemea’s energy. She was in my quarters. I found myself wishing she wouldn’t find us. “Go before she gets here.”

“Worried for me?”

His smirk did it. “No. Stay, for all I care. Just remember, if she catches you and throws you in the dungeons for stalking me, I will not rescue you.”

He laughed. “Do I look like a stalker?”

No, he looked like he’d stumbled out of bed and pulled his clothes on. His hair was disheveled and he had a shadow on his chin like he needed a shave. Unfortunately, the look was perfect on him. He looked gorgeous, and the naughty thoughts that flashed in my head sent heat to my cheeks. “I have to go.”

“Are you forgetting something, Princess?” He waved the book. But when I reached for it, he whipped away and hid it behind him, a naughty twinkle in his eyes.

I glared. “I don’t like playing games, and it’s obvious you do. Either you give me the stupid journal or leave before Lady Nemea finds you.”

“Will you come looking for me if they throw me in the dungeons?”

“No. I don’t even like you.” I extended my hand toward him.

He moved closer, the gleam in his eyes saying he was about to do something he knew he shouldn’t. The worst part was that I was actually looking forward to see what else he’d do and say. He pushed the book in my hand, then reached out and touched my cheek. His hand was warm. His touch was nice. Familiar. Worse, I wanted to touch him, too. Should I ask him about the dream I’d had about him, or would that sound weird?

“Who are you?” I whispered.

“A minion, sunshine,” he whispered in a husky voice. “I have to go now. Don’t let her see the book.” Then he was gone.

I slipped the journal under the waistband of my skirt, pulled my top over it, and grabbed the nearest book off the shelf just as Lady Nemea peered at me from the end of the aisle.

“There you are,” she said. “What are you doing down here?”

I showed her the book. The cover read Coronis Isle History. I laughed.

“Come upstairs with me,” she said.

I removed the thin journal from my waist and hid it between the pages of the history book, then followed her. Lady Nemea didn’t ask why my father had asked me to leave with him. The table had long been cleared of our lunch. I glanced at her and found her studying me. Did she know about my meeting with Green Eyes?

“What is it?” I asked.

“We need to work on your decorum,” she said, walking around me. “The way you sit, walk, talk, and conduct yourself in public reflects on your father. You can act any way you like in private, but when in public, you must act like a princess. The people expect their princess to be perfect.”

“What? I don’t eat like a princess now? How do princesses eat?” I fought a grin when she sighed in exasperation. She took things too seriously. “No, don’t tell me. They lounge on pillowed daybeds and are fed by servants all day. Bet minions chew their food for them, too.”

“This is a serious matter, Lilith,” she reprimanded. “This morning when you were talking to your father, you teased him in front of your teachers. That is not acceptable behavior.”

“He’s my father. I can talk to him however I want.”

“No, you can’t. There’s protocol set in place for how you conduct yourself.”

I jumped up and marched to the fridge for a bottle of water. “I’m supposed to train while recovering from months of being in a coma, find out what powers I have and try to master them, work my butt off to get into the Academy, and now I’m to learn how to sit, talk, and walk? What happened to just being myself?”

She sighed. “You can’t afford to be yourself. You are a princess.”

I laughed. “Then I don’t want to be one.”

“Stop being difficult, Lilith,” she said.

“Is this what my father wants? Is this going to make people stop fearing me?”

Lady Nemea blinked. “Where did you get the idea—?”

“I’m an empath, Lady Nemea. I can feel their fear whenever I come too close. Some even cringe and move away. Others believe I’m a spy for the Guardians. I hear their thoughts even when I don’t want to.” My voice trembled to a stop. “Why would I be a spy for people who kidnapped me and kept me away from my family? Where’s the logic in that?”

“Oh, sweetheart,” she said, walking to where I stood. She cupped my face. “They will see what the majority of us see—a caring, benevolent future leader of our people.”

I shook my head. Solange was the future leader of our people. “Can’t I skip this etiquette training for a few weeks? I want to focus on getting into the Academy.”

“No, I’m sorry, dear. Even at the Academy, you must act like a princess and have guards with you at all times.”

“No way.”

She sighed. “Stop fighting me, Lilith.”

“I’ll see what Father has to say about this.”

Lady Nemea sighed again. “He’ll let you get away with anything because he wants you to choose him.”

“Choose him? What’s that supposed to mean?”

She blinked as though confused, and then anger flashed in her eyes. “Love him like you are supposed to,” she snapped. “He sacrificed a lot to find you, so loving him and listening to him is the least you can do. I, on the other hand, must mold you into the future leader of our people, whether you like it or not.”

Whoa. Where did the anger come from? “That is Solange’s future, not mine.”

“Solange is powerful, but she’s not the one. You are, and we must make sure you’re ready. Get to know the people if you must, but always keep your distance. They need to see you as a strong leader, not their best friend or someone they visit clubs and play beach volleyball with.”

Somehow, I knew she’d bring that up. “I went to an ice-cream shop with friends. What’s wrong with that?”

“Down in the kitchen, Bilal can prepare whatever ice-cream flavor you crave. Katia and Lottius are your subjects. Future subjects, Lilith. Not friends. Inviting them here for dinner was not right, either. There’s a protocol for inviting visitors to the castle.”

I growled. Talking to her was like banging my head against a wall. “So, what you are saying is I can’t have friends?”

“Not like normal people. You have me, Solange, and your father, and, when you turn eighteen, the mate he will choose for you.”

That again? “I’m not interested in choosing a mate.”

“It is the custom to find mates for the royal children. It guarantees the propagation of abilities to the next generation. Your father will continue with the tradition Queen Coronis started.”

“You mean the one that ended up producing P2s, P3s with weakened powers, and the minions? I don’t think so.”

She harrumphed. “Your friends should not be discussing such matters with you. The young see things differently and naïvely. Most parents want to produce Primes and will only mate their children with other Primes. That’s how we’ve stayed strong. And since you are the most powerful Hermonite around here…”

“What?”

“Every noble house will want their son to marry you,” she finished. “Before your eighteenth birthday, you will have a chance to meet all the eligible men. Then you and he will choose.”

I wanted to throw up. My birthday was about four months away. “What happened to love?”

“The Principalities help me,” she muttered, then she added louder, “Every day after lunch, we’ll spend an hour working on your etiquette—speech pattern, walk, and smile.”

The next hour was a nightmare. Don’t slouch. Tilt your head this way and that way. Shoulders back. Head high. Eyes forward. No extreme emotions.

I had a headache by the time we finished.


-8-

“Tell me about Queen Coronis’s selective breeding program,” I said as soon as I was seated across Master Rahm in the library.

“What do you want to know?”

“Was it an epic failure?”

His lips twitched. “I wouldn’t call it that. We had three generations of powerful Primes.”

“Three? I was told two.”

“Before Coronis Isle was destroyed, we had a group of promising kids at Azazel Institute. We called them the Specials.”

A feeling of déjà vu washed over me. I’d heard that word.

“Unlike the rest of us, whose powers appear when we are in our teens, theirs came early. Some right after birth.”

“What do you think of arranged marriages?”

Master Rahm chuckled. “You are very direct.”

“It’s the only way to get answers around here, and I want to know everything the archangel took from me, including our laws and how we can change them.”

He pushed his glasses in place. “Don’t you mean how you can avoid them or bend them?”

I grinned. I liked this guy already. “That, too.”

“I think that arranging marriages to create powerful Primes is a terrible tradition. People should choose who they love.”

“Then why can’t people demand change?”

“Change takes time. Your father is different from Queen Coronis. He doesn’t do selective breeding, and people are allowed to choose their mates here on the island.”

“Except me,” I mumbled.

“I’m sure you will find a way around that. I’ve only just met you and I can already see you are an industrious young lady. Can we start?”

“One last question. Why aren’t there books on the Kris Dagger in the library?”

He stared at me, his cat eyes slitting. “That’s because the knowledge is passed down from wielder to wielder. There are no recordings or books.”

“So the previous wielder teaches the new one?”

He chuckled. “No. You hold the dagger and link with it. All its powers and the knowledge from past wielders are passed down to the new one.”

Why the heck had Green Eyes’s ancestor written it down? I’d hidden it upstairs in my panties drawer and I knew it had better be there. Since I hadn’t found the CC Lord Gavyn had given me, I was scared of losing something again. “I’m ready now.”

Master Rahm produced a crystal, activated it, and a math problem projected in the air. “No pencil and workbook?”

“No. When I taught at a Hermonite Academy in Los Angeles,” Master Rahm said, leaning back against his chair, “we had to warn students to be careful when using crystals, in case humans noticed. It’s nice to be on the island among our people. We don’t have to hide our powers or who we are here, thanks to your father.” His cat eyes gleamed. “Look at the questions and work them in your head.” He placed a different crystal by my right hand. “Put your hand on this, so your thoughts can flow into it.”

So, that was how the recording was done.

“You have an hour, Princess. When you are done, we’ll discuss the problems.”

The afternoon went by fast. Master Rahm was not afraid to speak his mind, and his progressive way of thinking meant he and I would get along perfectly.

“So, you think a king should mingle freely with his subjects?” I asked him just before we finished.

“Absolutely. The people don’t want a king in an ivory tower. They want one willing to listen to their problems. Visit them in their homes, see what they need to make their lives easier, and make it happen.”

I made up my mind to ignore everything Lady Nemea had said about Katia and Lottius. Whether or not I was the future leader of our people, I refused to give up my friends.
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“Is it true you beat the crap out of Master Kenta?” Lottius asked when she, Katia, Skylar, and Ravan arrived at the castle that evening. I didn’t know the fifth guy, but Katia had told me they would bring a friend. I was thrilled that they wanted to hang out on a school night.

My eyes went to the guards at their station. Had they heard her? Lottius often spoke her mind and didn’t care who overheard her. I waved at the guards. I’d already told them we weren’t going anywhere, except downstairs to my father’s quarters. The other two left, leaving behind Ruby and Callum.

“I’d hardly call it beating the crap out of him,” I said.

Lottius made a sound as though annoyed and dropped onto the nearest couch.

“That’s her way of saying she hates Master Kenta and would have loved to hear that you humiliated him,” Katia explained. “He trains us at the Academy, too.”

“I don’t hate him. I dislike him,” Lottius corrected, and sank lower in the seat. “He’s a phony, just like every teacher at school. Nothing exciting happens around here, yet we can’t leave the island.”

“You know why,” Katia said. “It’s safer here.”

“So say our parents and the powers-that-be.” Lottius glanced at me as though to say your father.

“You can leave with me,” the new guy said. “I’ll protect you.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Lottius retorted.

The guy laughed and said, “Because you love me.”

She made a face and the others laughed. They hadn’t bothered to change from their school uniforms. The girls wore pleated blue plaid skirts, gray knee-high socks, light blue shirts, and navy-blue blazers with the school logo. The red-and-blue-striped silk ties were loose around their necks. The logo on their blazers was a shield with a raven perched on top of a mountain, inside an outer yellow circle with Mount Hermon Academy sewn on it. A ribbon with the words Commitment, Attitude, Performance curled at the bottom of the circle.

I focused on the new guy, who didn’t wear a uniform. He was dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt. With his golden-blond hair and blue eyes, he looked like someone who spent most of his time outdoors. He caught me studying him and cocked an eyebrow.

“I’m Lil. And please, don’t bow or call me princess,” I added.

He cocked his eyebrows. “Lil?”

I frowned, surprised I had shortened my name like Green Eyes often did. “Lilith.”

“I like Lil. It’s less princessy. I’m Gusphon, but everyone calls me Gus. I’m a P1, Earth”—he glanced at Lottius and winked—“and Lottie’s mate.”

“Friend,” she corrected him with a glare.

“Whatever you want to call me, sweetheart.” He bumped her knee, which earned him another glare, and sat next to her. “You and I are mated.”

“I was tricked.” She elbowed him and scooted away, but he scooted closer.

“Are they really mated?” I asked Katia.

“Yep.” She sat by me while Ravan and Skylar took the loveseat.

“Did your parents arrange it?” I asked, glancing at Lottius, who was now leaning against Gus.

“Yes,” Lottius said.

“We fell in love,” Gus said at the same time.

“So they say,” Lottius mumbled, though she didn’t look so torn up about it.

Gus kissed her temple. “I’m going to spend centuries proving to you that there’s no conspiracy.”

Intrigued, I leaned forward. “Conspiracy?”

“To turn us into model citizens by feeding us false information about the past,” Katia piped in. “She’s always looking for evidence.”

“Where do you look?” Skylar asked. She hadn’t spoken since they arrived. “I can’t remember anything that happened before the Great Battle.”

“Pictures. Our parents said we would remember,” Lottius said, and rolled her eyes. “They lied.”

“Eventually would remember,” Katia corrected her.

“Mine act like they don’t know anything, yet I know they weren’t in the Great Battle,” Skylar added.

Lottius’s mother had tried to tell me something the night of my party, but had suddenly developed amnesia. Maybe Lottius was onto something. I caught the tail end of Skylar’s words.

“…lived in New York City. None of my sisters and brothers survived the Great Battle.”

I hadn’t really thought about where I’d lived with the Guardians.

Lottius and Katia had lived in Beverly Hills, while Gus was from Malibu, where he spent hours on the beach when not taking classes at a nearby human college.

“Coronis Isle, born and raised, then Chicago,” Ravan said softly. “Mom loves to talk about our life on the island. According to her, it was perfect. When the Guardians attacked, they destroyed everything and left us with nothing. Overnight, we had no home. No queen. No community. Nothing.”

Silence settled in the room. Skylar squeezed Ravan’s hand and hugged his arm. It was obvious she’d heard the story before. Gus massaged Lottius’s sock-covered feet absentmindedly. Katia’s chin trembled.

“Living on Coronis Isle didn’t prepare us for living among humans,” Ravan continued. “On the island, we had everything we needed. Food. Clothing. Shelter. We didn’t have to worry about paying for anything. Coronis provided for us. Out here, money talks. Those of us with relatives in the human world were lucky. My family went to Chicago to live with my uncle, who owns a construction company. Others weren’t so lucky. They disappeared into the underbelly of big cities, took to crime and gang activities.” He stopped talking and buried his face in Skylar’s hair.

“Ravan’s mother said there were few schools for our kind,” Skylar continued, stroking Ravan’s hair soothingly, “so they sent their children to human schools. They had to hide their powers and learn to act like humans. The only academy was in L.A., and it was expensive.” She stroked Ravan’s dreadlocks, which he had pulled back into a ponytail. “Want to take over?”

He nodded. “My mother said it was terrible. They were scared all the time. Scared of being discovered, scared of messing up, scared of the Guardians finding us. So, when your father bought this island and turned it into a refuge, our people came from all corners of the world.” He glanced at Lottius. “It might not be perfect here, Lottie, but it’s home.”

The silence this time was different. There was anger and pain. So much pain.

“Do you hate them?” I asked, searching their faces. “The Guardians?”

“I do,” Lottius said. “They still raid our businesses.”

“We are not talking about what’s going on out there, Lottie,” Gus said. He was no longer smiling. “We are talking about here. We are trying to turn this island into a paradise for everyone. Even the Guardians are welcomed.”

“I don’t think so,” Lottius retorted.

“Does that mean minions are supposed to consider this place paradise?” I asked, remembering people’s reaction when I’d treated Seraph’s injury.

Gus nodded. “Unfortunately, we’ve reverted to the way things were on Coronis Island. The most powerful are at the top and the powerless are at the bottom. We plan to change that.”

“One person at a time,” Katia said.

The others nodded, but Lottius rolled her eyes. I decided to ignore her like the others. “How can I help?”

“When you become the leader of our people, you can change things from the top while we do it from the bottom,” Gus said.

“Talk to your father,” Lottius said.

Surprised, I glanced at her. “And tell him what?”

“Everything. How you feel. You don’t like how minions are being treated, right?”

“She can’t do that,” Katia protested. “That’s like saying she doesn’t like the way he’s running things.”

“She doesn’t, or she wouldn’t have asked for help,” Lottius retorted.

“We could tell him tonight during dinner,” I said.

Unease followed my announcement and no one could meet my eyes.

“I thought we were eating with you, not him,” Katia said.

“We’re still wearing our uniforms,” Skylar added.

“No one just sits down with him for dinner without preparation,” Katia said. She glanced at Lottius. “Remember how nervous your parents were before Lilith’s party. They were worried about what to wear, what to say or not to say, how to treat Lilith.”

Gus nodded. “My parents, too.”

“I already told him you guys are coming to dinner,” I said. “But if you guys are uncomfortable, that’s okay.”

“Uncomfortable with what?” Lady Nemea asked, appearing suddenly with several minions. “Put the drinks on the table and the snacks on the counter,” she directed them.

I got to my feet and went to the nearest worker to take the tray. “Thank you.”

“Princess.” She bowed, gracefully balancing the tray, but her grip on it didn’t ease.

“What’s your name?”

“Iris, Princess.” She kept her head low.

I lifted her chin until our eyes met. “Thank you, Iris.”

I took the tray from her hand. The others followed my example, taking the trays from the servers, who didn’t hide their dismay. They asked the minions their names and to join us.

Lady Nemea clapped. “Out!”
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“Dinner is served.” Lady Nemea came upstairs to announce hours later.
 
We arrived at Father’s private dining room to find the table set for eight.

“Where is he?” Katia asked nervously. She and the others had gone back to their dorms and changed. The guys now wore dinner jackets and the girls wore semiformal dresses. I had changed, too, because Lady Nemea insisted that we all change for dinner.

“He’ll be here,” I said.

“Who’s the eighth person?” Skylar asked.

“Probably Solange,” I said.

“I’m so nervous, I’ll probably choke on the first thing I eat,” Skylar whispered.

“Or throw up,” Katia added.

Gus and Ravan tried to act nonchalant, but I could tell they were also nervous, which made me wish I had canceled the dinner. Lottius was the only one who seemed to have it together.

We had barely sat—Katia, Skylar, and Ravan across from me, Lottius and Gus next to me—when Father arrived. The others scrambled to their feet and bowed.

“Sit down.” Lord Valafar nodded at the minion who’d pulled out his chair and took his place at the head of the table. “How’s your grandmother doing, Gus? I heard about her accident.”

Gus was surprised, and for one brief moment he just stared at my father. “A healer took care of her wounds, sire.”

“That’s good. At her age, she needs to be more careful. If it happens again, contact me and I’ll send my personal healer.”

Gus nodded. “Thank you, sire.”

Lord Valafar’s glance shifted to Lottius. “I had a meeting with your parents this afternoon, Lottius, and mentioned tonight’s dinner. They sent their love.”

“Thank you, sire,” Lottius murmured, her earlier bravado gone.

“They also said you’d like to visit them more often?”

Color flooded Lottius’s naturally pale cheeks. “If it is safe to do so, sire.”

“I will talk to Sir Malax about giving you young people more opportunities to visit your parents.” Lord Valafar studied Ravan and Skylar, and I wondered if he recognized them, too. “I hear congratulations are in order for you two. I may have not attended your pactus ceremony, but I was told both your parents approved.”

“Yes, sire,” Ravan and Skylar said at the same time, smiling.

“Good. Life is too precious to spend centuries with someone you don’t love.”

I decided I would have to remember to remind him of that when the topic of my mate came up. Thoughts of mates disappeared from my head when he said to Katia, “We are still trying to find Angelia, Katia. No matter how long it takes, we will not give up.”

Katia nodded, but her chin trembled. Once again, I wondered who Angelia was. Servants appeared with trays of food and drinks. They set bowls of soup in front of us.

“And how was your first lesson, daughter?” Father asked.

“Easy. Two pretests. Math and geography. I aced geography, but math…” I made a face. “I have to work on a few areas.”

“And tomorrow?”

“History.” I shuddered. “One month and I should be ready for the Academy.”

“Don’t be in a hurry to finish,” he said softly and picked up his soup spoon. “There’s so much more Master Rahm can teach you.” His gaze shifted to the door and annoyance crossed his face.

I followed his gaze and bit back a smile. My melodramatic older sister had chopped her hair to a bob cut and added fuchsia streaks. As for her leather pants and top, I didn’t need to see Lady Nemea’s disapproving expression to know that her outfit was inappropriate for dinner.

“Good evening, folks,” Solange said, shrugging off her black duster. One of the minions hurried forward to take it. “Don’t stand on my account,” she told my friends, who’d started to get up. She studied them with a slight smile as she handed her gloves to another minion, then waited for a third to pull out the chair for her. She didn’t look at them or thank them. “When you said we had dinner guests, Father, I assumed you meant lords and their mates.”

“We do have lords and their mates,” I said, glancing at my new friends. They hid smiles. “They’re just young and fun, and my friends.”

“Hey, brat,” she said, sitting down. I didn’t let her bait me this time.

“I’m happy you could join us, Solange.” Lord Valafar tasted a spoonful of the soup and added, “Your sister and I were discussing her lessons.”

Solange winked at me. “If you need help with anything, don’t ping me. I was never a good student. Although I find history very interesting.”

“History bores me,” I mumbled. “Love your hair.”

“I did it at a human salon. Do you want me to take you?” Even though she was asking me, her eyes were on our father.

The frown on his face matched his feelings: he didn’t approve. I couldn’t help teasing, “Should I, Father? You know, crop it short and color it?”

He chuckled. “I don’t think you should, but what do I know of female fashion?”

“Who selected my clothes?”

“Not me. Shopping bores me,” he added, imitating the tone I’d used when describing history. Snickers and giggles came from my friends. “However, I don’t think you are ready for the outside world yet.”

Good. I never wanted to leave the island. Solange’s presence eased my new friends’ nervousness. She kept conversation going while our father watched with an indulgent smile. He occasionally added a comment. He had a dry sense of humor and it showed. If anyone had told me two weeks ago he’d be this nice and all smiley, I would not have believed them.

There was so much food, and once everyone relaxed, they packed it away. We lingered after Father and Solange left the table.

“I cannot believe how nice and approachable the king was,” Skylar said, and everyone had something good to say about him. I watched them and grinned.

Something about Lottius had been bothering me since we met. I didn’t get a chance to ask her until just before they left. “So, how come you don’t drink blood like your parents?”

Her eyebrows shot up. “That’s why you kept staring at me during dinner.”

I made a face. “I didn’t think you’d notice.”

“You’re as subtle as a wart on a nose. Coronis bred my kind to extinction, so most of us are mixed-breeds. My mother and my uncle are the only pure Nosferatus left. My father is part Neteru, so I inherited quite a bit of his genes. I can tolerate the sun. I also can go without drinking warm blood. It’s still a delicacy, and the effect…” She sighed and smacked her lips. “Better than anything out there, but I don’t have to drink it.” She glanced at Katia.

“I am more Neteru, but my half-sister is more Lazarus,” Katia said, eyes watering. “My stepfather was a Lazarus.”

“Your half-sister? Are you talking about Angelia? The one who’s missing?” I asked.

Katia nodded. “I know she’s out there. I hate that I never really knew her. They were the last group of hybrids and Queen Coronis guarded them like precious jewels. My mother and stepfather were killed during the raid on the island, and I thought Angelia and the children at the institute had died too, until we heard she was seen in L.A. Before we could locate her whereabouts, she’d disappeared again with the others.”

“That’s awful.” She was furiously plucking at her dress. I gripped her hand. “Who could have taken them?”

She glanced at the others and then sighed. “We don’t know for sure, but some people think the Guardians took them.”

“If they did, that’s their first mistake,” Gus said.

I frowned. “Why?”

“The Specials are scary powerful,” Gus explained. “They were taught to work together from when they were little. The Guardians won’t stand a chance if they decide to attack.”

“I don’t think they’ll attack unless it’s in self-defense,” Katia said. “Besides, Lilith has given us hope.”

“Me?” I asked.

Katia nodded. “You are a Special, too. You lived with the Guardians for fourteen years and they didn’t hurt or brainwash you.”

I made a face. “So, how many Specials are missing?”

“We don’t know,” Gus said. “There were about fifty at the institute when the Guardians attacked Coronis Isle. Somehow, they got out and found each other. They tend to gravitate toward each other.”

“That’s because they communicate at some weird level the rest of us can’t hear,” Lottius said

“The worst part is that Queen Coronis had them living at the institute away from their parents, so most weren’t close to their families,” Gus added. “Safety to most of them is being with each other, not their parents.”

“I don’t care,” Katia said. “With my parents gone, Angelia is the only family I have left. Immediate family,” she added, glancing at Lottius.

“Then why aren’t our people out there scouring the world for them?” I asked.

“We are. My hunting team goes out daily to search for them,” Gus said. “The few times we thought we’d located them, we found them gone.”
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I went in search of my father after my friends left. He wasn’t in his quarters. Downstairs, Sir Malax met me before I entered the throne room.

“Your father is having a hearing in the council chambers, Princess,” he said, bowing.

“Oh. Okay. Then I’ll see him tomorrow.”

What is it, daughter? Lord Valafar asked.

I just wanted to say goodnight and thank you for being so nice to my friends, I said.

He chuckled. Join us. I need your help with something.

“He says I can go in now,” I said.

“This way, Princess,” Malax said.

I followed him past a room with guards down a short hallway to an inner door, which he pushed open. I’d never entered the room, though my father had pointed it out the day he gave me the tour.

The room was circular with a high ceiling. The walls had etchings of the Principalities standing over people in various states of agony. There were twelve mini-balconies with dukes and duchesses in black ceremonial robes. I recognized a few from my party. Above them were galleries for observers, but they were empty now.

At the front of the room sat my father, his chair larger and more ornate than the elders’ chairs. My focus shifted to half a dozen men and women kneeling on a dais in front of him. They appeared to kneel near the eyes of a giant mural of a raven painted on the floor. From their suits and trench coats, they were not from the island. Their psi energies also indicated they were mid-to upper-level Hermonites.

“Come,” Lord Valafar said, and patted the arm of his chair. I teleported to his balcony.

“What’s going on?” I asked.
 
He narrowed his eyes at the six men and women below. One of them is guilty of spying for the Guardians. They all claim to be innocent, yet they were known associates of the Guardians and the Outcasts.

According to Lady Nemea, Outcasts were Hermonites who refused to join us in our fight to reclaim the world. Some had human parents or grandparents and were sympathetic to humans.

They know the penalty for spying, Lord Valafar continued.

One woman wailed and fell forward until her head pressed on the marbled floor. “I’m innocent, sire.”

“Silence!” Lord Valafar bellowed. He wasn’t the same man who’d joked with my friends during dinner. The hatred toward the Guardians in the room was palpable and it wasn’t coming from my father alone.

I moved to the edge of the rail of the balcony and studied the six men and women. Why would they spy for our enemies? What’s their punishment?

A decade in the dungeons with their psi energy drained so they cannot attempt an escape. Without looking at me, he added, You are a powerful Psi, Lilith. More powerful than anyone in this room. Get inside their heads and find out the traitors.
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“Congratulations, Princess,” Master Kenta said the next morning when I joined him. He handed me a sword. “I heard you fingered some traitors.”

Last night, I was thrilled when my father had asked for my help. Now all I felt was guilt. So the couple had close ties to the Outcasts and met with the Guardians a few times. Was their punishment justified? No one had gotten hurt and I was still here on the island.

“Why would our people spy for them?” I asked.

“Because of you.”

“Me?”

“The Guardians would do anything to have you on their side. Whoever controls the Kris Dagger… I mean, whichever side you are on will run things when you unite our people.”

I frowned. According to my father, I was the only one who could command it. Surely Master Kenta didn’t mean whoever controlled me would run things. Lady Nemea’s words flashed through my head—my father indulged me because he wanted me to choose him. Even though she’d changed it to love, I wondered if she’d really meant it. Why would I choose anyone else but my father?

I’d read enough about the dagger to know that it was not a force to be messed with. It could create worlds or destroy them, depending on the wielder’s will. I would never knowingly hurt anyone with it. On the other hand, until the previous night, I had never thought I’d knowingly send someone to the dungeons, either.

“Lilith?” Master Kenta asked.

I smiled at him so he wouldn’t see how terrible I felt. “Too bad the dagger is completely useless now.”

Master Kenta’s eyes sharpened. “You’ve seen it?”

“Yes, but I felt nothing. It just sat there like a steak knife. I wasn’t impressed.”

Master Kenta frowned. “That’s strange. You and your father retrieved it from a cave on Coronis Isle because you linked with it and commanded it.”

I stared blankly at him. “What? I was on Coronis Isle? When?”

“Your father tracked you down and the two of you went to Coronis Isle to retrieve the dagger.”

“This was before the Great Battle?”

“Yes. Even while under the Guardians, you knew you could trust him. He outsmarted the Guardians and helped you retrieve the dagger.” A gleam entered his eyes as though he derived pleasure from the idea of defeating the Guardians. My hands tightened around the hilt of the sword.

“He hasn’t said anything about it,” I said.

“Your father is a modest man, Lilith. Queen Coronis had hoped to have you by her side, but the Guardians attacked Coronis Isle that very night while you and your father were in the cave, retrieving the dagger. Once you got it, the Guardians ganged up on your father and took you with them. Again.”

Rehashing the past was pointless. It only pissed me off. “Let’s train.”

He stepped back, bowed, and lifted his sword. “Show me what you can do with a real sword.”

I was riding high on pissed-off energy, and it made me vicious. Unstoppable. Like the day before, people stopped to watch us. This time, I didn’t let them distract me or check on Green Eyes, even though I felt his eyes on us.

“That’s enough for today,” Master Kenta said an hour later.

He kept rubbing his temple and looked a little frazzled. I glanced around and frowned. The courtyard had cleared, which was unusual. There were always minions and guards around. I dropped the sword, bowed toward Master Kenta, and teleported.

Lil? Green Eyes said as soon as I appeared in my room.

I don’t want to talk right now, I snapped, peeling the sweaty clothes off my skin.

What happened? What did he say?

I sighed, turned on the water in the shower, and let it run over my hand. Who?

The bastard Kenta, Green Eyes practically snarled. Did he say something to piss you off?

The concern in his voice was sweet, but he wouldn’t understand. As a minion, his problems were completely different from mine.

I blew out air, but before I could respond, something brushed my psi energy and the anger drained out of me. I closed my eyes and savored the calm. I’m okay now. I can handle it.

I know, but you still affected everyone nearby earlier.

I frowned. What do you mean?

You are a powerful psi. When angry, you pulse.

Pulse?

Release energy in short bursts. If a ping is a tap, your bursts are like a punch. No one can withstand it for too long. We get headaches. Minions, on the other hand, have no defense against it. Their psi energy could be damaged and they could lose their ability to teleport or telepath.

Could that explain why Master Kenta kept rubbing his temple and the minions had left the yard? How do you know these things? And you said, “We get headaches and minions have no defense…” If you’re not a minion, why are you pretending to be one? And where did you get the book on the Kris Dagger?

Do you want to talk about Kenta or what?

I want to talk about the book and your weird behavior. Tell me who you are and how you know so much about me.

I can’t.

Then we’re done talking.

Lil. He said my name and sighed.

Goodbye. I was surprised when he didn’t push, but the gentle brush against my energy happened again. I liked the feeling accompanying it. It made me feel warm and happy but, at the same time, tingly.

After showering, I changed and went to the family room for lunch. Lady Nemea had already had minions lay out my lunch. I ate under her watchful eyes. I bet she was making sure I used the right fork and spoon.

“You are unusually quiet today,” she said when we started our lessons.

I shrugged. “I’m being a model student.”

And I was. I listened and cooperated so well that I must have scared her, because she kept frowning. Like Master Kenta, she ended our lessons early.

“Do I release energy when angry?” I asked before she left.

She gave me a strange look. “Yes, but it’s nothing most of us can’t handle.”

“What about minions?”

She shrugged. “There’s nothing we can do about that. We told them to head to the city and stay there. The distance and the shield dampen the effect.”

“There’s a shield around the city?”

“And the island.”

As soon as she left, I headed to the library, where Master Rahm waited with the history pre-test. I hated history with a passion, but I didn’t complain. I was all about controlling my emotions.

“You are unhappy,” Master Rahm said, his irises narrowed.

“You’re an empath now?” I asked rudely.

“No.” He studied me. “What’s wrong?”

I made a face. “I did something I shouldn’t have done.”

“What did you do?”

I shook my head. “Last night, I… It doesn’t matter. It was a mistake.”

“You helped find the traitors.”

I cringed. “Everybody knows?”

He nodded. “Our people are very proud of you.”

“Then why am I not proud of me? Why do I feel so awful?”

“Because you don’t like hurting people.” He studied me with knowing eyes. “You know, I knew this woman once, a human, who through no fault of her own picked up a man from a lineup and swore he was the one she’d seen robbing a convenience store. After the man was convicted, she started having doubts about his guilt and tried to do something about it. At first, she tried to visit him, but he was too angry and didn’t want to see her.”

Fascinated, I nodded. “Then?”

“She found a way to have the case reopened and eventually set him free.”

I frowned. “Are you saying I should find a way to set the spies free?”

Master Rahm shook his head. “I’m not saying anything, Princess. Whatever you decide is up to you.”

I wasn’t interested in freeing the spies. Ever. I’d deal with the guilt some other way.
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Days rolled into weeks. I still couldn’t find the stupid crystal Lord Gavyn had given me. In fact, I’d given up on ever finding it. I hope whoever had stolen it wouldn’t use it against him.

Between my morning and evening practices, Lady Nemea’s debutante lessons, and studying with Master Rahm, I had little time for anything else except nursing the guilt over the couple in the dungeons. They were never far from my mind.

I hated feeling guilty. Hated feeling like I should do something to set them free. Since I couldn’t think up a way to do it, I focused on studying my butt off and memorizing the names of every minion in the castle. I shamelessly interrupted their chores in my room, the kitchen, and the storage areas. I visited the kitchen so often that Bilal, the head cook, always had treats waiting for me. If I could, I would have eaten lunch with her and the others in the kitchen. They finally stopped pressing their hands to their chests. Instead, I got a nod and a smile, or a slight bow.

My dislike of the Guardians only grew as Master Kenta continued to regale me with Guardian stories between sword practices and sparring—Guardians chasing Coronis and her followers from Xenith’s cities and marooning them in the frostiest part of the land. I already knew about that, but not about the number of Hermonites who’d lost their children because of the harsh conditions. Then there were Guardians destroying businesses without provocation, putting hundreds out of jobs, slaughtering our people, and leaving children without parents, wives without husbands, and vice versa. That they would kill their own for humans made no sense.

I didn’t lose it again like the first two days. I came close a few times, but the gentle brush on my psi energy often calmed me down even though I had no idea who was doing it. I knew I wasn’t the one doing it, and my father wasn’t either.

“How can I stop shooting off psi energy?” I asked him one evening.

“By controlling your emotions,” he’d said.

My father could be so doting one minute, and curt the next. I realized his moods had nothing to do with me and didn’t take it personally. Instead, I teased him or shared silly anecdotes until he smiled or laughed. He tested my knowledge of history whenever he could, which drove me crazy. The worst part was that I always had this weird feeling we’d done this before—the endless Q&A, the disapproval when I complained.

Master Rahm, on the other hand, was easygoing, patient, and an amazing teacher. When I complained, he always listened.

“Stop,” I said several weeks later, imitating the commanding tone my father often used when he wanted to get everyone’s attention.

Surprisingly, Master Rahm responded and stared at me with wide eyes. Immediately, I felt bad. I wasn’t my father or my sister, and ordering an older person like my tutor just seemed wrong.

“Please,” I added in my normal voice. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Do what, Princess Lilith?”

“Sit in here every morning and afternoon studying the same things.”

“But your father said you’re not ready for the Academy.”

“Then let’s change venues,” I said and got up. “Study outdoors? Walk on the beach? Visit the Academy? At least focus on something else every other day?”

He pursed his lips. “History is your weakest subject, Princess.”

I sighed. “I know. I just need a break from the monotony of it.”

“Okay. We can use the gazebo and focus on languages for the next couple of days.”

“Thank you,” I said with relief. “You are the best.”

“Then we’ll go back to history,” he added.

“I take it back. You are a slave driver.”

He kept a straight face and waited.

“Fine. Can we do it in another language?”

“We’ll see. Come on. Gazebo it is.” We teleported outside and the two guards followed. I was learning to ignore them. As always, workers teleported in and out, pruning hedges and maintaining the gardens, but Green Eyes wasn’t among them. He tended to appear during my sessions with Master Kenta.

A servant brought fluffy cushions for the already-padded wooden gazebo benches, and another brought out a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses.

“Okay, we’ll start with French,” Master Rahm said in French, picking up a book. “Let’s see how fluent you are.”

I chuckled. “I understood everything you just said,” I answered in fluent French.

His eyebrows shot up. “Nice.” He put the book down. “Describe the gardens.”

I did, standing on the gazebo bench to see the pond and the colorful birds floating in it.

“Very good. What other languages can you speak?”

I shrugged. “Pick one.”

“Okay, describe the gardens in Latin.” After forty languages, he said, “Your grasp of languages is impressive. From now on, we’ll study history in a different language every day. No eye rolls or groans. Your father insists you learn our history, Princess Lilith.”

“Why? I already know about Coronis, the Guardians, and the Great Battle.”

“To prepare you for your future, you must learn from your past,” Master Rahm said. “History is more important than metaphysical training or math.”

“Meta what?” I asked.

“Your abilities or powers over elements.”

“But I want to see what I can do.”

Master Rahm’s expression became reflective. “Next week.”

True to his word, Master Rahm helped me work on blocking people from my mind, hiding my energy, and reading thoughts without anyone knowing it. All I had to do was will it, just like Green Eyes had said. The ease with which I mastered these stealth moves said I must have known how to do them before. Another thing I learned from the Guardians.

Everything always came back to the Guardians.
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“What was my life like with the Guardians?” I asked Master Kenta one morning.

We were by the gazebo, taking a break after an intense round of handto-hand combat. I’d fought asking him this particular question, preferring not to dwell in the past. But after walking the streets of Mount Hermon City, I’d wondered how and where I’d been raised.

Master Kenta chugged water, then wiped his lips and squinted. “The old man who took you in didn’t raise you among the Guardians. He knew your father was searching for you, so he chose to live among humans.”

Now, that was a surprise. “Humans?”

“He was married to one, a Gypsy. You stayed with his wife’s people. When you turned sixteen and your powers started to show, he took you back to the Guardians’ community.”

Was the old man the face I’d seen when my father had smiled? I tried to recapture that image, but it evaded me. “Who was he?”

Master Kenta shrugged. “A respected and revered Prime Psi, or Cardinal Psi as the Guardians called them. The others were wary of you and your powers because they came from your father. Even when they learned you were the wielder of the Nephilim’s most powerful weapon, their attitudes didn’t change. I remember you in tears when your fellow trainees learned you were an empath and didn’t want you near them. They thought you might read them. Another accused you of using air abilities to attack her during sparring when it was obvious you were a superior swordsman. A few times, you left the training room in tears.”

A lump formed in my throat. How could I forgive them? How could anyone on the island forgive them?

“They never trusted you enough to take you to Xenith, either. You didn’t know why, of course. You were not good enough because you are your father’s child.”

I wanted so badly to lead a raid against the Guardians and make them pay.

As though he knew what I was thinking, Master Kenta said, “It’s all in the past now, Lilith. You are home now. One day, you will rule over them, and then you can decide the best punishment for their treachery.”

His words stayed with me, and the idea of me as the future leader of my people started to sink in. I wasn’t sure how Solange would react to that, but I wasn’t going to worry about it. The whole leadership thing depended on my wielding the Kris Dagger, and it still wasn’t responding. My inability to link with it was beginning to eat at me. I tried several times a week.

“Okay, back to training,” Master Kenta said.

I drained my water and then I heard it, the clang of metal hitting metal. I searched for their source. “What’s that?”

“The knights training the guards.”

More metal hitting metal reached my ears. “Where’s it coming from?”

“The practice fields. They must have changed their hours.” He put his bottle of water down. “Let’s start sword—”

“Can we visit them?” I couldn’t explain the urgency zipping through me. All I knew was that I had to see them. “Just for a few minutes.”

Annoyance crossed Master Kenta’s face, but I didn’t care. I was tired of one-on-one sessions with him. “Please. If Father asks, we can tell him it was part of my lessons.”

Master Kenta shook his head.

“Or we can tell him I persuaded you.”

He shot me a disapproving look. “You are forbidden to use your powers on me.”

“I know, but we can say I was angry and it just happened.”

He let out a long-suffering sigh and stood. “Fine. Follow my telegate.”

I knew what a telegate was—the energy disturbance left behind after a teleport—but I’d never followed one. Still, I went with my instinct. Closer to the field, I noticed the energies of the guards. I counted forty of them. I appeared beside Master Kenta, Callum, and Ruby.

“I didn’t know you could slow down your teleport,” Master Kenta said.

How the heck did he think I surprised him whenever we sparred? My attention shifted to the fighters, an anticipation I couldn’t explain pulling at me. This was all too familiar. I must have watched the Guardians practice.

At first, no one noticed us. The instructors yelled instructions and insults at the trainees. “Feint left, man. Block and… You idiot! What in Tartarus was that?”

“Thrust. Move those sluggish feet. Your mother can hit better than that.”

“Incoming! Incinerate it. You call that an energy ball?” The instructor created an energy ball and hurled it. Screams followed.

I winced. These instructors were brutal. To my left, some trainees or guards were using wooden staffs. They were just as bad.

I cringed as I watched one man pummeled another again and again. The pairing was wrong. The man winning was a superior fighter, yet he didn’t give the weaker guy a chance to recover.

“Let’s go,” I whispered.

Master Kenta glanced at me with surprise. “Why? I thought you wanted to observe the fight.”

“Yeah, a fair one. Not someone being beaten to a pulp. This is not sportsmanship. This is… I don’t even know what it is.”

Unfortunately, the trainees at the edge of the crowd noticed us and stopped whatever they were doing in mid-action, causing or receiving some serious injuries. I cringed. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. They bowed, some smiling, others frowning. I gave them a tiny wave.

“Would the princess like to give us the honor of watching our session?” a knight asked. Unlike the trainees, his black shirt had the red raven crest worn by Sir Malax. Some of the trainees had a yellow raven, while others wore plain shirts.

I glanced at Master Kenta, but he was talking to Ruby and Callum. He glanced at me. Your father needs me at the castle. Stay here.

He teleported. I smiled at the knight who’d asked me to stay. “I’ll watch, thank you.”

The trainees split into two groups, the ones with yellow crests on the right and the ones wearing plain T-shirts on the left. The instructor selected a fighter from each group and gave them wooden staffs.

Watching them, I visualized moves and countermoves. Their technique wasn’t bad, just brutal. Once again, the pairing was wrong. Instead of giving the less-experienced trainee a chance to recover, the superior fighter pushed his advantage, leaving nasty bruises on his opponent’s arms and face. The cut on his right cheek was deep and bled profusely. The instructor didn’t stop them. The smirk on the instructor’s face said he was enjoying the beatdown.

“Why isn’t he stopping the fight?” I asked.

“The other man is a minion,” Callum said calmly, but his hazel eyes flashed with anger. “The guards fight them during practice.”

More like use them as target practice, I thought. The man’s face was swelling fast. He had another nasty cut, this one on his left eyebrow. “Why can’t someone heal him?”

“Their healers don’t come to the field,” Callum said. “He’ll visit one after practice, then come back for the same beating tomorrow.”

“And usually they return before they are fully healed,” Ruby added.

How could Father let this happen? The defeated minion dropped to his knees. The superior fighter raised his staff again and arced it toward the poor guy. Thoroughly annoyed by the knight’s inability to mediate the fight, I lifted my hand and froze the stick. The bully tried to lift it but he couldn’t. Confusion flashed across his face.

“What’s happening?” someone asked.

“How did the minion stop it?” another added.

“He doesn’t have that kind of power.”

“But I do,” I said, drawing their attention as I marched to the field. “That is enough. Can’t you see the man is not fighting back?”

I hated bullies—another new discovery. With a flick of my hand, I indicated to the man standing over the injured man to move aside, but I underestimated my powers. He flew backward and took down several trainees from his team with him.

Take that, you bully. I flung the stick aside and hoped it hit him. I glared at the knight. “Did you notice that this poor man was injured?”

“Yes, Princess. But—”

“Then why didn’t you stop the fight?”

“He’s a minion. They are here as sparring partners.”

“Don’t you mean target practice? Why not fill bags with sand or use trees, for that matter, if you want to fight something that can’t fight back? I don’t get this. It’s senseless and unfair, and stupid. When a man is injured during sparring, the fight must be stopped. And you never pit a superior fighter against a trainee unless he’s teaching him. There’s no need to beat your fellow Hermonite into a pulp when it’s obvious he can’t self-heal.”

“I apologize if we’ve offended your sensibilities, Princess.” He sounded like I’d insulted him. “But I’ve trained royal guards, other knights, and regular guards for centuries. This is how we do things here.”

I didn’t care how many people he’d trained. He was a brutish-looking man with thick limbs, scraggy brown hair sprinkled with gray, and heavy eyebrows. His lips were thin and he had a cruel gleam in his green eyes.

“What’s your name?”

“Sir Kellion, Princess.”

“I think it is time to change things around here, Sir Kellion. For now, this man—”I pointed at the bleeding minion—“needs to be healed.”

He glanced at some of the trainees. “Take him back to the hole and find him a healer.”

“Wait. Hole?” I asked.

“The minions”—he pointed at the trainees in plain T-shirts—“volunteer to train with the guards. Their families are paid handsomely for their, uh, participation.”

I frowned. “And the hole?”

“They don’t live with their families. They stay in special barracks and go home one week every month.”

“I don’t get it. The island has one city. Their families are a teleport away.”

Silence followed.

They don’t want their families to see them like this, Princess, Ruby telepathed.

Tears rushed to my eyes. How could Father let his people be treated like animals? I blinked to stop the tears from falling. The defeated minion watched me with one bloodied eye. The other was swollen shut and I felt every throbbing pulse of his pain. My anger shot up.

I squatted and he cringed. “I’m not going to hurt you. Give me your hand, please.” I offered him mine, but he didn’t take it.

His eyes went to Sir Kellion.

“Your princess gave you an order!” Sir Kellion barked.

It wasn’t an order, I wanted to snap. My eyes stayed on the wounded man. “Can you stand?”

He shook his head. He must have broken a leg. I didn’t recall hearing a snap.

“Will you let me heal you, please?” I asked, keeping my voice calm.

Surprise and then relief poured from him. He nodded.

“Princess Lilith, you shouldn’t,” Sir Kellion said.

I glared at Sir Kellion, wanting to kick his arrogant butt from here to yesterday. “Are you ordering me not to heal this man, Sir Kellion?”

“No, Princess. But minions—”

“…are Hermonites, subjects of my father’s kingdom, and deserve to be treated with the same courtesy as you and me.”

Sir Kellion’s jaw clenched. “Perhaps the princess is unaware of how we run things around here. Minions have their own healers.”

Perhaps the princess is aware but she doesn’t give a damn, I wanted to snap, but I remembered Lady Nemea’s teachings. “My father said it was okay. If you don’t believe me, ask him.”

Anger flashed in Sir Kellion’s eyes. Yeah, he wouldn’t dare ask my father.

“I’m very much aware of how things are done on the island, Sir Kellion. Most methods are great, but a few are outdated. Just because I was born with powers doesn’t make me better than him and others like him. Maybe we who have special abilities should prove ourselves worthy of their trust before we can lead them.”

Silence followed.

I looked around and dared anyone to contradict me. The crowd had gathered around us, and from the emotions pouring from them, they were shocked by what I’d said. Telepathic whispers followed as they repeated my words. I didn’t care.

I focused on the injured minion. It hurt to feel his emotions—gratitude, hope. The same emotions poured from the minions behind him.

I placed a hand on his cheek and another on his arm. Writings appeared on my arms, and then they started to glow. The cut above his eyebrow closed and the swelling on his eyes went down, until only smears of blood were left. A gentle swipe along his cheek, and the smear floated away. I offered him my hand, and this time he accepted it. I pulled him up.

“How come you don’t wear a shirt with my father’s crest?”

“I’m a minion, Princess. Minions are not issued uniforms,” he said hesitantly, his glance going to Sir Kellion.

“Hmm, interesting.” I noticed something else about the ones with the raven crest. They were buff and bigger, while the minions were skinny as though they were malnourished. “Thank you for allowing me to watch, Sir Kellion.”

Sir Kellion bowed and pressed a fisted hand to chest. “Princess.”

“Would the princess want to put her words to the test?” a voice called out as I turned.

I searched faces, trying to locate Green Eyes. “Test?”

“You said that those born with powers—”

“Know your place, minion,” Sir Kellion bellowed and grabbed him by his shirt. Green Eyes didn’t seem scared of the knight. Everything about him confused me. Drove me crazy. He was the last person I wanted to talk to, yet I couldn’t ignore him after defending the other minions.

“No, let him speak,” I said.

Sir Kellion didn’t look happy, especially when Green Eyes yanked his shirt from his grasp and said cockily, “Excuse me, Sir Kellion.”

Green Eyes sauntered to where I stood, my heart pounding with every step he took. For a minion, he was in great shape. I’d tried to ask the castle workers about him, but no one seemed to know him or remember seeing anyone with his description.

“What test?” I asked.

“Prove that you are not better than us,” Green Eyes said.

Gasps and murmurs buzzed around, but my eyes didn’t leave his. Heat crept up my face at the challenge. I wanted to kick him. Why did he insist on complicating my life? On the other hand, I had started this mess by interfering in the way Sir Kellion trained the guards.

“Prove that you are worthy to be our future leader,” Green Eyes added.

Silence followed, and varied emotions pouring from the guards and the minions—shock, amazement, fear, anger. My anger was directed at Green Eyes. Once again, I regretted coming to the training field. I really wanted to smack him.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked calmly, Lady Nemea’s teachings coming to my rescue.

“You should train with us once a week.”

Whispers followed. Unease filled the air. Sir Kellion looked ready to snap off Green Eyes’s head. The challenge was strange, but for some reason, it didn’t bother me. I was open to anything to escape lessons with Master Kenta.

“Deal,” I said.

Chuckles greeted my response, but Sir Kellion was practically foaming at the mouth.

“What is the problem, Sir Kellion?” I asked.

He bowed again. “Pardon me, but maybe the princess is better off training with the women.”

“Where do the women train?” I asked.

“From nine to eleven, when you are in the middle of your session with Master Kenta,” Callum said from behind me. “The men practice from seven to nine. You can join them before your lessons.”

“Look here, Callum. I make decisions that affect the guards,” Sir Kellion bellowed.

“And I make decisions that affect the princess’ education,” Master Kenta said from behind us. I didn’t know he’d come back. “If training with you makes her a better fighter, then she will train with you. If you have a problem with it, take it up with Lord Valafar.”

They glared at each other, Sir Kellion’s eyes changing from brown to red.

What had I started? “Uh, you know what? I can train with the women,” I said.

“No,” Master Kenta snapped, his eyes still locked with Sir Kellion’s. “You will train with the men once a week.”

Sir Kellion looked like he’d swallowed a frog. “We look forward to having you join us, Princess.”

“Thank you.” I searched for Green Eyes, but he was gone. I didn’t understand him. Why did he want me to train with the men? How did he appear and disappear without anyone questioning him?

“Your father will never allow you to train with them,” Master Kenta said when we teleported back to the gazebo.

I wasn’t too sure of that. “Then why did you insist I train with them?”

“I’ve never liked Sir Kellion and his methods of using minions as punching bags. He needs to be stopped.”

For once, he and I agreed on something. “I agree. Leave Father to me.”
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“Of course you can train with the men,” Lord Valafar said.

“But, Father,” Solange protested. We were having dinner in his private dining room again. “You said we can’t train with the men because we distract them.”

Lord Valafar reached out and patted her hand. “You did and several got injured, sweetheart. Lilith won’t.”

“Why? Because she dresses like a twelve-year-old?” Solange retorted.

My face grew hot. The guards and the servants were in the room and could hear everything. “I do not.”

“Do too,” Solange retorted. “Your clothes don’t do anything for you and you don’t wear any makeup.”

I made a face at her. “That’s because I don’t need it, and you obviously do.”

Solange’s jaw dropped. “You didn’t just call me ugly.”

“Girls!” Lord Valafar stared down at Solange. “You did not let me finish. Lilith can practice with the men if Sir Kellion gives his approval.”

Solange shot me a triumphant look. I glared back at her. Sir Kellion already made it clear that he didn’t want me in his field. For the rest of the meal, I plotted ways to change the knight’s mind. Solange probably assumed I’d lost the battle before it began, because she was in high spirits. Gah, she was so petty. I was so happy when she left the table, and thoroughly enjoyed the time I spent alone with Father.

Upstairs, the last person I expected to find in my room was Solange. “Come to gloat?”

“No. Offer a truce.” She glanced up from the magazine she was studying. “Father is obviously overcompensating for the years you were gone by indulging you and giving in to your every wish. He never did that for me. Hope it doesn’t come back and bite him in the ass.”

“He never… How would you know? You memories were wiped, too.”

She glared at me, then looked away. “Nemea told me.”

Why would Lady Nemea tell her that? Was she trying to cause trouble between me and Solange? “Sir Kellion is not going to allow me anywhere near his men. How is that for Father indulging me?”

She dropped the magazine on her chest and studied me. “Maybe not this time, but we used to do family dinners once a week. Now it’s an every-night thing because he doesn’t want you to eat alone. You escaped your guards and went on a joyride with a bunch of girls you just met, and he didn’t even bat an eyelash You treated a minion, something that was never allowed, and he encouraged you to do it. You’re going to get a chance to train with the elite guards when my unit is not even allowed near the men.”

“I don’t think I’ll train with them.” I wrinkled my nose. “Sir Kellion can’t stand me.”

“Father will make sure he backs down.”

She was jealous and I didn’t blame her. Father spent more time with me than with her. I sat on the bed and kept my voice light when I said, “I think men and women should train together. If the Guardians attacked, how will they work as a team when they don’t know each other’s strengths and weaknesses?”

She shot me a look that said idiot. “First of all, little sister, the Guardians have zero chance of finding this island. Second, we don’t have weaknesses.”

“Do you beat up minions to prove you’re powerful, too?”

She chuckled. “That’s Sir Kellion’s MO. I heard you chewed his ear about it.”

“Father should do something about it. I was going to tell him what I saw, but that would be tattling.”

“I’m happy you didn’t. Sir Kellion holds grudges.” She reached up and touched my hair. “So, I heard Father showed you a special dagger?”

I rolled my eyes. “Weeks ago. There’s nothing special about it. It looks just like yours, except it has a green gem instead of red. Do you control yours with your mind?”

Her frown intensified. “No. Do you?”

“I’ve tried, but nothing happens.”

She sat up. “Do you have it?”

I shook my head. “Father wants it kept in his quarters.”

“Do you give it to him? Does he touch it?”

Weird questions. “No. Shouldn’t he?”

“He’s never allowed me to touch it. Will you tell me when the dagger responds to you?”

“Sure. Why?”

“It might help me learn how to control mine. Mine isn’t responding to me either. But enough about daggers. Let’s talk about this.” She pulled out the clairvoyant crystal Gavyn’s man had given me weeks ago. I recognized the pattern and shape. “I found it between your headboard and the mattress a few minutes ago. Is it the one you were looking for?”

“Yes.” How could I have missed it? “Did you activate it?”

“No.”

I didn’t believe her. My eyes volleyed between her face and the crystal. I extended my hand. “Give it to me.”

She lifted it out of my reach. “Who is it from? A secret admirer?”

“I told you, a kid gave it to me at the rides.”

She cocked her eyebrows, her free hand hovering over the clairvoyant crystal.

“This isn’t funny, Solange. Give it.” I dove and snatched it from her hand.

“Activate it,” she challenged.
 
“No. So, can I train with your fighters sometimes?” I asked, hoping to distract her.

“No way. I still can’t believe you lectured Sir Kellion on how he should train his guards. You are bold; I’ll give you that.”

“I thought you said we, as Father’s children, were at the top of the hierarchy and should not let others boss us around.”

Solange grinned. “You shouldn’t listen to me. Kids your age train at the Academy.” She stood. “That’s what you should do, little sis. Attend the Academy.”

“I’m seventeen, hardly a kid. How old are you, again?”

“None of your beeswax. Tell Father you’re ready to attend the Academy. You’ll see your friends more.”

I got ready for bed after she left. As usual, Lady Nemea stopped by with a cup of hot cocoa and to express her disapproval of my visit to the training field. I tuned her out as she went on and on about powers, abilities, and Guardians. She was such a worrywart. If I listened to her, I’d be scared of my shadow.

I waited until she left, crawled under the blanket, and activated the crystal. Light shot up, but no images appeared. I turned it off, then reactivated it again.

No images.

I waited and waited. It turned off. Had someone deleted the message? I studied the crystal. It was the same one. It had to be. I wrapped my hands around the crystal and connected with its energy. If there had been a recording, it was gone now. I yawned, my eyelids drooping. Maybe I was too tired to do this right. Maybe it was the wrong crystal.

Frustrated, I flung it across the room.

Lightning appeared from the air and blasted the crystal, vaporizing it along with the carpet and the floorboards, leaving behind a giant hole on my floor. A feeling of déjà vu washed over me. I got up, my limbs heavy, and walked to the hole. I could see Father’s private dining room below.

He was first to arrive with several guards, who spread around the room as though searching for an intruder. He closed the gap between us and gripped my arms.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his eyes searching my face.

I nodded. He did something he’d never done before. He hugged me. Tight. Body trembling with fear.

I’m okay, Father.

I thought I’d lost you. Then he let me go, leaned back, and asked, “What happened?”

Heat flooded my cheeks. “I don’t know. Lightning shot across the room.”

“From your fingers?” he asked.

I shook my head. “From the air around the room.” Several guards stared back at us from below. But what surprised me were the second hole on my father’s floor and a familiar set of green eyes. Green Eyes was with my father’s guards. He looked worried.

“How far down did the lightning hit?” I asked. “Did anyone get hurt?”

“No,” Father reassured me. “Everything is okay.”

“Did you know I could do that?” I asked.

“Yes,” Father said. “Your powers are coming back fast.”

I lifted my hand to study my fingers and the guards ducked. That I’d given them a reason to fear me bothered me. Fatigue weighed heavy on my shoulder and my words slurred. “I’d never hurt you, guys. Not knowingly.”

“Come on. Move away from the hole,” Father instructed, then barked orders to the guards to repair the holes. One in my bedroom squatted and pressed his hands to the carpet. The iron and wooden planks re-molded and sealed the opening, and then the carpet shifted and flowed until there was no evidence of what had just happened.

“Leave us,” Lord Valafar ordered.

The guards left.

“Well, well,” Solange said, and I turned towards her. I didn’t know she was in the room. The resentment and jealousy pouring out of her didn’t make sense. “Aren’t you full of surprises, little sister?”

“Solange,” Lord Valafar said firmly.

“She’s a Prime Psi, Energy, and Earth, and she can heal. What else can she do, Father? Manipulate water and air?”

Aspasm crossed Lord Valafar’s face. “We are not having this discussion now.”

“Is she the one? You showed her the Kris Dagger.”

Lord Valafar shot me a censuring glance. What? I wasn’t supposed to share that tidbit with my sister?

“The dagger does not respond to her,” Lord Valafar said.

I didn’t like the way they were talking as if I wasn’t there. “The one?”

“Oh, your tutor hasn’t told you about the Chosen One?” Solange asked in a venomous voice. She’d never spoken to me like that before. She always teased or came across as condescending or bitchy, but never mean.

Lord Valafar turned and gripped her shoulders. I was sure he was going to shake her, but all he did was drop a kiss on her forehead. “I love you, sweetheart. But you need to go to bed now.”

For a second, I thought she’d ignore him. Then she said in a subdued voice, “Yes, Father.”

The one-eighty turn in attitude didn’t make sense. Throwing him one last glance, she teleported. Left with him, I waited for an explanation. He studied me with a furrowed brow, then asked again, “Are you okay?”

I started to nod and then shook my head. “I feel strange and tired. I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired.” My slurring grew worse.

“Then go to sleep.” He cupped my face, pressed a kiss on my forehead, and left.

Lady Nemea appeared. She, too, wore a long face like Father. “Come on, little princess.” She straightened my covers, which was pointless since I was getting in bed.

“What is the Chosen One?” I asked.

“That is a can of worms you are not ready for, dear. Off you go.”

“Father told me I would one day unite the Guardians and the Hermonites. Is that what Solange meant by the Chosen One?”

She frowned. “I didn’t know your father had spoken to you about it.”

“Is it bad to be this Chosen One?”

“No, dear. It is good. Your powers are coming back faster than we expected. Very soon, you will link with the Kris Dagger.” She patted my hand. “Just remember, no more using your energy powers indoors.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“I know. Now go to sleep,” Lady Nemea added, and left.

I crawled into bed, wishing I understood what was happening to me. Something about my energy powers had spooked my father, Lady Nemea, and even the Guards. I knew energy was a very destructive power when unchecked. Was it the reason people were scared of me? Or was there a connection between the Kris Dagger and my energy powers?

According to the journal Green Eyes have given me, the light from the dagger could destroy a city, level a mountain, or create a world in another dimension, depending on the wielder. It was also lethal to demons. The book didn’t explain what demons were.

I knew about demons in a general sense of the word. Most human religions believed they existed to hurt, torment, and test them. Why was it the job of the wielder of the Kris Dagger to hunt them down and stop them?

My eyes started to close. I was almost asleep when I felt a familiar ping. I debated whether to ignore him.

Don’t even think about it, Green Eyes warned.

How do you do that?

Do what? he asked.

Read my thoughts.

You and I are linked in ways you still don’t understand yet, Sunshine.

Everything about him was off. The way he walked, talked, and acted. He took chances to see me at the weirdest hours and he seemed to come and go without being seen.

You’re not a minion, are you?

How are you feeling? You usually become weak after using your powers.

That explained my exhaustion. I’m super exhausted, but we’re talking about you, not me.

He laughed. I told you, I am your servant. Wherever you go, I go. Don’t try to analyze me too much, Sunshine. It won’t do either of us any good. So, I asked you to practice using your powers and you blow a hole through the ceiling? How typical of you.

I frowned. It wasn’t deliberate. What were you doing with my father’s guards? Why are you always around and no one seems to notice or care? Are you stalking me or are you a spy?

He laughed.

Well?

Stalking is such an ugly word. Good luck training with the knights and the guards. Go easy on them.

Will you be there?

Nope. I don’t hang around once my job is done.

I frowned. You’re not making sense. What job?

You’ll understand one day.

I sighed. Does the journal about the dagger really belong to your ancestor?

My grandfather. He left it on Coronis Isle for the next wielder. That’s you. You retrieved the dagger and bonded with it.

That was exactly what Master Kenta had said. It’s refusing to bond with me now.

That is because it already has.

You are not making sense again.

I know. Did you finish the journal?

Twice. How come your grandfather’s power didn’t trickle down to you?I mean, he must have been powerful to wield the Kris Dagger and, well,you’re a minion.

You just go for the jugular, don’t you? Coronis’s diabolical interbreeding program was a hit-and-miss thing. I have to go before Malax overhears us. See you around, Lil.

I frowned. One last question.

Make it a quick one. I can’t hide our link for long.

What are demons?

No response.

Are you still there?
 
Don’t mention that word to anyone. Not even your father.

Why?

I’ll explain later. Goodnight. Dream about me.

You wish. Why can’t I ask about demons? Silence greeted me. He was gone, the link between us broken. He was so annoyingly stingy with information.

Once again, I dreamed about him flying.
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I was still in bed the next morning when Father appeared. In his arms was the ancient box with my dagger. He placed it on the dresser.

“With your powers being restored, you should be able to link with it soon. Let me know when that happens.” Like the last night, he pressed a kiss on my forehead and left. It was as though he couldn’t wait to get out of my room.

Lady Nemea’s eyes widened when she brought my breakfast and saw the box. Awe gave her eyes a weird glow. She slowly reached out as though to touch it, her hand trembling.

“He gave you the dagger,” she whispered.

“Yes. Have you ever seen it?”

“No,” she whispered, her eyes still on the box.

I unlocked it and reached inside the smaller bag for the dagger, careful with the blade so I didn’t get nicked. I pulled it out. When I looked up, Lady Nemea was hallway across the room, fear in her eyes.

“It’s okay,” I reassured her. “It’s harmless.”

She gave me a weird smile. “The Kris Dagger can never be called harmless, not even when dormant. Put it back in its case.”

I put the dagger away and watched her scurry out of the room instead of teleporting. Weird. I pulled out the journal Green Eyes had given me and reread it as I ate. I was still tired, even after a good night’s sleep. I figured creating lightning bolts must use up a lot of my psi energy.

Next, I grabbed the first history book on my nightstand and searched. There was nothing on demons. I picked up the second book. Nothing. A dagger that didn’t exist in our history books but killed demons, which also didn’t exist in our history books. It didn’t make sense.

I dragged my tired body to the showers, got dressed, and went to the library to do more research.
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For the next several days, I tried linking with the dagger with little success. I also still couldn’t find CCs or books on it or on demons. Master Kenta and I started training away from the castle, where there were no people. I guess he didn’t want me hurting someone.

I was surprised when he pinged me earlier than usual toward the end of the week. “Sir Kellion contacted me this morning,” he said when I joined him downstairs. “He’s invited you to his training field.”

I grinned. “Finally.”

“He will try to humiliate you or teach you a lesson, but you can take any of his men without breaking a sweat. Just don’t use your energy abilities.”

That was the first time he’d warned me against using my energy abilities since the accident in my room. He’d encouraged me every day to blast things with better precision, but my energy power was flaky. Some mornings, lightning appeared with ease, but other times, I was too tired to lift a feather. Still, his confidence in my ability to spar with the guards was heartwarming and surprising. Praises from him were rare.

The sun was warming up the valley when we arrived at the training field. Sir Kellion and his men weren’t training, though long staffs lay on the ground by the swords. I assumed they’d give me a staff and a sword, since I didn’t bring any.

From the expressions of the guards and their knights, they hadn’t really expected me to show up. The minions didn’t look surprised.

“A staff for the princess,” Sir Kellion yelled, and someone threw one of the sticks my way.

I caught it, twirled it, and gripped it with both hands, one hand closer to the end for controlling the stick’s movements and the other one-quarter in for pivoting. I felt Green Eyes’s presence, but he wasn’t on the field.

“Who is my partner?” I asked.

The people created space for us and Sir Kellion moved closer, crossed his arms, and pinned me with hard eyes. “You fight whoever I choose. If you knock him down twice, you stay. If he knocks you down, you join the women.” His eyes went to Master Kenta, as though daring him to disagree.

I didn’t bother to check my trainer’s reaction. My eyes stayed on Sir Kellion. “Let’s raise the stakes.”

His eyes narrowed. “What did you have in mind, Princess?”

“If I win, you stop using the minions as punching bags and start training them.”

He scowled. “For what purpose?”

“Guards. The lords and ladies of the High Council need some. And when we are attacked, the Guardians or the Archangels cannot tell us apart.”

Sir Kellion smirked. “No one would hire them.”

“I would, and so would my father.”

The smile disappeared from his face. “And if you lose?”

“I’ll train with the students at the Academy and I’ll never bother you or visit this field again.”

His grin came back. “Deal.”

We shook hands, and then he beckoned a man forward. Not just any man. This guy was built like a giant. Massive arms and legs. His brown hair was thick and coarse, and the logo on his shirt said he was a knight. Probably Kellion’s second-in-command, going by the way the others reacted. They hurriedly stepped out of his way and bowed.

Please, let him be stupid and slow. When he stopped before me, I had to tilt my head to look at him. He was huge.

“This is Sir Norath, my right hand,” Sir Kellion said.

I bowed. “Nice to meet you, Sir Norath.”

“The honor is mine, Princess,” he said in a deep, rumbly voice, and bowed.

“Let’s make it a clean fight,” Sir Kellion said, eyes flashing with malice.
 
He fights dirty, a familiar voice said in my head.
 
I didn’t search for Green Eyes. Knowing he was nearby was reassuring. I couldn’t explain why. Thanks for the heads-up.

I adjusted my stance, readied the stick, and waited. My opponent assumed the fighting stance too, our sticks touching. Sir Kellion gave the signal.

I slipped under Sir Norath’s stick, pushed it aside, and thrust forward. He blocked and shuffled sideways. I came at him with a downward swing, but he bounced back. He was fast for such a big man. At first, I played it safe and studied his footwork and technique. He was good. No, he was better than good. He was a fighting machine. Fast. Relentless. Smart. But I was faster and smarter, and I was fighting for a cause.

I teleported behind him, but he was ready and blocked me. He pulled a similar move and managed to land a blow on my arm, the sting radiating up to my shoulder. The crowd gasped. Sir Norath smirked. I realized something. He was reading my thoughts and anticipating my every move. The cheating bastard! Green Eyes was right.

Two could play this game.

I let random thoughts fill my head and attacked with a flurry of movements. Thrusting, parrying, always in motion. Sweat pooled on my forehead. Dripped on the side of my face. I got him on the shoulder with a dull thud and the crowd aaahed.

Surprise flashed in his eyes.

The sparring grew intense. Sir Norath might have looked like a gentle giant, but he wasn’t gentle. He fought like a bear. He didn’t cut me any slack, and I got a perverse thrill from besting him. The reaction of our audience egged me on. Every time his stick hit a part of my body, gasps followed. My hits drew the opposite reaction. He pushed hard and I pushed back harder, dodging and flipping.

From behind. He turned, expecting me to appear behind him. I delayed my reappearance and watched him frantically turn around. I saw the perfect opening and reappeared, planted the staff on the ground, swung on it, and caught him in the gut with a flying kick.

He stumbled and tried to break his fall, but I was in his head, telling him what to do. Misleading him. I came low with the staff from behind and finished him. He lost his balance and landed on the ground with a thump. I wasn’t sure who was most surprised—him, or the crowd watching us.

The applause was sporadic at first, and then it spread.

I offered him my hand, but he ignored it, rolled on his heels, and jumped up. He assumed the stance, anger pouring out of him. Angry people made mistakes. I hoped he did.

I made the mistake of smirking. Snarling, he rushed me. Thrust, block, counterattack. He took a step back and twirled his stick. The stick shifted and changed shape until it was a sword. A nasty sword with serrated blade and a guard that looked like it was forged by an evil monster.

What are you doing? someone snapped inside my head. Sir Kellion or Master Kenta, I wasn’t sure.

Teaching the little imp a lesson, Sir Norath snarled, and swung.

I tried to block his sword, but the blade sliced through my staff like it was made of butter. Dang! I needed a sword. I ducked and teleported to escape his blade. But he was waiting when I reappeared. The sound of metal hitting metal resounded in the air.

My sticks had changed into swords. Sweet. They didn’t look as evil as his, but they would do. I didn’t have time to marvel at my first non-clothing solid transformation. He had me on the run, but I knew it was only a matter of time before I turned the tables on him. The silence in the field was thick.

From my training with Master Kenta, I knew that I loved sword fights, and I put every trick I knew into use. I let one sword go, controlling it with my mind and forcing Sir Norath to deal with attack from two angles. The more I outmaneuvered his moves, the angrier he got. Soon, I had him on the defensive. He tried to get inside my head, but I pushed back hard.

He stumbled, his free hand going to his head. Why did you do that?

You tried to get inside my head, Sir Norath. You don’t want to do that.I could hurt you.

He lost it. The rage that shot out of him told me he would to do something stupid. I must have teleported, or maybe I was having out-ofbody experience, because one second I was facing him, and the next I was in the air watching the two of us fight.

Yelling, he swung his sword at me, hoping to knock the swords off my hands or slice me in half. A tingle started at the base of my spine and shot up my back. With it came a surge of heat. In seconds, my entire body was covered with the ancient writings. They were the same writings that often appeared before I healed someone. I started to glow. Not just my hands. My entire body.

It was weird being in two places at the same time, seeing and feeling the same things. Sir Norath’s eyes grew red as he closed the gap between us. The glow from my body was for healing, but this time, it did something different. It sent off a pulse of light.

Sir Norath’s sword burst into flame before it could connect with mine. He dropped it and reached for my arms, his right knee lifting to ram my ribs, but he didn’t touch me. His face contorted as though he was in pain, and then he, too, burst into flame. The crowd scrambled back, people tripping over each other to get away from me. Those closest to me burst into flames, too. Lightning came from everywhere and blasted them.

The next second, I was back on the ground, watching Sir Norath advance toward me with a murderous expression. Realization hit me hard. What I saw hadn’t happened yet. It was just a premonition.

The tingle at the base of my spine came alive and panic coursed through me. My premonition was about to come true.

Stop!

Sir Norath froze. Not in shock. He became like a statue, his face contorted and teeth bared, and his sword raised to attack. I sighed with relief, but it was short-lived. Sir Kellion and everyone on the field were standing still, too, weird expressions on their faces. To my left, Master Kenta, Callum, and Ruby were also frozen.

I stepped back and racked my brain. What had I done? How could I unfreeze them?

“What happened?”

I whipped around, so happy to see Green Eyes that tears rushed to my eyes. He closed the gap between us and I walked into his embrace. His arms closed around me. My tongue tripped as I recounted what had happened.

“It’s okay,” he said. “This is perfectly normal.”

“Normal?” I asked, my voice squeaking. I pushed his arms away, but he wasn’t letting me go.

“Yes. That powerful mind of yours does amazing things all the time, and you always fix them.”

I believed him. For a moment, I let his warmth and strength steady me. Calmer, I became aware of his body pressed against mine. His tense muscles. His scent. He smelled amazing. My heartbeat picked up its tempo.

I didn’t get our relationship. I had walked into his arms as though I’d known he’d comfort me. Everything about him, his scent and warmth, was familiar. I wanted to stay in his arms. Hang on to him and never let go.

It would never work between us. I stepped back and avoided making eye contact. “How did I do this? How do I fix it?”

He cupped my face and pressed a kiss onto my forehead. “You stopped time. You’ve done it before, so don’t worry about it. You’ll unfreeze them by just willing it. But the premonition is new. It’s going to become handy in the future.”

I didn’t care anymore how he knew so much about me. What mattered was that he was here to help me and he’d kissed me. Well, kissed my forehead. I could still feel the imprint of his lips. He stroked my face, his touch gentle.

“I control time,” I murmured, remembering Solange asking about my abilities after my lightning fiasco.

“Yep, and from what I saw from my hiding place, your earth powers are coming along great. As for me, your ability to stop time and everything in it doesn’t work on me anymore.”

“Anymore?”

He grinned, dimples winking on his cheeks. “Yep. Know why?”

“Why?”

His eyes gleamed. “Because you’re crazy about me.”

I turned my head, forcing his hands to drop from my face. “I don’t even know your name.”

“You do; you just don’t remember it. If Raphael ever crosses my path again, he’s leaving wingless. Hear that, you sanctimonious prick?” he called out, and shook his fist at the sky.

Having a conversation with him was maddening. “Look, just tell me what to do to fix this. You can rant against the Archangels later.”

“But I was just warming up to the subject of us,” he said, faking hurt.

“How about you focus on them first?” I pointed at the frozen fighters. “What if I’ve frozen the entire island?”

“You haven’t,” Green Eyes said. “Now, if your powers were fully back, you would have done it.” He walked around Sir Norath. “Poor bastard. He should have known better than to agree to fight you. What do you want to do with him?”

“Not kill him.”

“What were you thinking before you froze him?”

“I wanted to stop him before he attacked. His attack was the reason I turned into a murderous torch.”

Green Eyes laughed. “You’re not a murderous torch. That was your body protecting itself from an attack. Perfectly normal.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “My body turns into a weapon when someone attacks me?”

His eyelids dropped, so I couldn’t read his expression. “Something like that. Okay, unfreeze him.”

I studied Sir Norath while trying to wrap my head around my body being a weapon. Unfreeze, Sir Norath.

Sir Norath staggered forward, the sword arcing down hard and sinking into the ground. I locked it in place. He tried to pull it from the ground, his eyes darting right, then left, as though expecting me to attack, a growl rumbling through his chest. Then he saw the frozen people and me. Green Eyes was long gone. His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What’s going on?”

“I froze them so you and I could talk,” I said.

He glanced at the others again and tugged at the sword. “You cheated.”

“Calm down, Sir Norath. You were about to hurt me with your sword. I don’t think either of us wants that or the consequences that go with it.”

He let go of his sword and stepped back, a sheepish expression settling on his face. “Sorry, Princess,” he said slowly, bowing. “I have a temper, you see. Cost me my position as head trainer of the knights.”

I heard the shame in his voice. I’d bet Sir Kellion had deliberately chosen him to further humiliate him. “I’m sorry, too, Sir Norath. I tend to act before thinking when I get angry as well. Got me in plenty of trouble, like this time.”

He smiled. “You are very kind, Princess. What do you want us to do?”

“You are a skilled fighter, Sir Norath, and so am I. We need to stop this fight without either one of us losing face. What do you think we should do to stop it?”

His eyes narrowed. For the first time, I saw intelligence in his gray eyes. “You told Sir Kellion we’d train the minions if you won.”

I nodded. “Yes.”

His eyes narrowed. “Then I’ll let you win.”

“No, Sir Norath. Your reputation is on the line here, too.”

Sir Norath and I looked at each other. I shouldn’t have agreed to this when Sir Kellion had suggested it. It was stupid.

“What if someone intervened and stopped the fight?” Sir Norath suggested.

“Who? Sir Kellion?”

“No, he won’t do it,” Sir Norath said. “He thinks training minions is a waste of time.”

“What about you? Would you train them if you were still head of the knights?” I asked.

Sir Norath nodded. “Yes, Princess. We need more guards and fighters. We lost a lot in the last two battles. Not having powers doesn’t stop them from being skilled fighters.”

“That would be great. You can teach them so much more because you’re an amazing fighter. You are fast and you have great technique.”

Sir Norath smiled with pride and bowed. “Thank you, Princess. You are pretty badass yourself.”

I laughed. “Thank you.”

“Would Kenta stop the fight if you asked him to, Princess?”

I shook my head. “No. He and Sir Kellion hate each other. Let’s get my father to intervene. He doesn’t know about our little sparring this morning, but I can have someone whisper it in his ear.”

Fear flickered in Sir Norath’s eyes. “I don’t want to be punished, Princess.”

“You won’t be,” I reassured him. “We’ll put on a show for them until Father arrives. No one will know we are doing it except the two of us.” My eyes went to Callum and Ruby. “I’ll unfreeze one of the guards to warn him.”

Sir Norath still looked unsure.

“I give you my word you won’t get in trouble,” I promised.

He nodded, but I could tell he was still uneasy. I unfroze Callum, who looked thoroughly confused, but he agreed to go to my father, then Sir Norath and I resumed our positions and waited for the signal from Callum.

Father was going to go ballistic, but anything to stop the fight.
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“You’re never ever to go to the training grounds or interfere with the guards again. Never challenge my knights to a fight like that. Never make a bet based on your abilities. It was reckless and stupid,” Father yelled.

He’d been at it since we left the field.

“It was for a good cause. Sir Kellion treats them like punching bags.”

“Then you tell me what’s going on; don’t take matters into your own hands. Don’t accept a challenge from a seasoned fighter like Sir Norath. He will face disciplinary—”

“No, please. It’s not his fault. He was reluctant to fight me, but I got cocky and insisted. Don’t punish him or Sir Kellion because of my decision. I just thought someone should stand up for the minions.”

“There are ways to do that without putting your life and everyone else’s in danger. Take up their cause, become their representative at the High Council if you must, but no more reckless behavior.”

“Okay. So, you won’t punish Sir Norath?”

“I haven’t decided yet.” Then he was gone.

His words stayed with me for weeks, as did the smug smile on Solange’s face. She was the worst sister ever. To make matters worse, I didn’t know if Sir Piece of Crap Kellion stopped using minions as punching bags or if Father punished Sir Norath.

I trained and studied my butt off. My powers continued to fluctuate in ways that didn’t make sense. It had nothing to do with using my energy powers, either. Some mornings, I woke up tired and lethargic and couldn’t lift a feather with my mind. Other times, I was unstoppable. My staff transformed into swords, daggers, shields with a touch. Lightning sizzled in the air with little effort. Master Kenta loved it.

Green Eyes continued to be Mr. Mysterious, appearing when I least expected him and then disappearing. I didn’t think he was a spy, despite what I’d said, but it was obvious that he was more than he seemed. Maybe he was my guardian angel. He seemed to be around a lot when I needed help, but he still refused to explain how we knew each other, what demons were, or why he thought I was already linked with the Kris Dagger. I tried a couple times a day with no response.

I saw Lottius and Katia on weekends. At times, we just stayed around the castle. Other times, we went to West Coronis Beach to hang out or shop. Everything was charged to accounts set up by our parents.

“What if your parents don’t have money?” I asked.

“Like the minions?” Katia asked.

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“Then you’re freaking out of luck,” Lottius said.

Katia sighed. “Really, Lottie. The High Council takes care of their needs, just like Queen Coronis did.”

I studied the bodies soaking up the sun on the sandy beach and the ones moving in and out of stores. Except those working in the stores, I hadn’t seen any minions. I was becoming good at recognizing them. Their psi energy wasn’t bright or large. I also hadn’t seen the children who’d followed us around during the rides.

“Don’t they come to the beach? I mean, I don’t see them around, and it can’t be fun being cooped up inside the mountain all the time.”

Katia and Lottius exchanged a glance.

“Can we show her?” Katia asked.

Lottius shrugged. It was just the three of us. Ravan and Skylar had a date, and Gus was off the island.

“Show me what?” I asked.

“You’ll see. Let’s go to the bathroom,” Katia whispered, glancing at me and then Lottius.

“I’m staying right here,” Lottius said, adjusting her sunglasses.

“Come on, Lottie,” Katia said.

“There’s nothing Lilith can do. Our people will never change. You saw what happened to the minions she tried to help in the elite guards. Nothing.”

I rounded on her. “You know what, Lottie? I’m tired of your defeatist attitude. Just because nothing has changed doesn’t mean I’m ready to give up. You don’t want to be involved? Then shut up and stay out of our way.”

She glared, and I glared right back.

After a few seconds, she sighed. “Fine. I’ll be the decoy and keep them preoccupied.” She slanted her head toward Callum and Rudy, my favorite bodyguards, and two other security guards.

Ruby and Callum followed us inside the ice-cream parlor while the others stayed by the entrance. I’d become very good at ignoring their presence, since no amount of complaining had convinced my father I didn’t need them twenty-four-seven.

Several girls came out of the bathroom and smiled when they saw me. “Hi, Princess Lilith.”

I loved that they had stopped bowing. I smiled back and waved, finding it hard to remember the lessons Lady Nemea had drummed into me over these past several weeks.

“We’re having a party at our place,” one of the girls said. “Would you and your friends like to come?”

“Ask her later,” Katia said, pulling me into the bathroom. “Follow my telegate.”
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We appeared on a narrow and rocky beach packed with picnicking parents and children. Some lined up to get snow cones and drinks from a lone building by the rock wall bordering the beach. Others splashed in the water, swimming.

To our right was a rocky divide that went all the way to the sea. It was the same pile of rocks I’d seen the first time I’d come to the beach, which meant it separated this beach from West Coronis Beach. A waterfall to the left neatly confined the occupants to the narrow land. It didn’t seem to bother them, though.

“Is this part of Coronis Beach?” I asked.

“No, this is Rocky Beach,” Katia said. “Or, should I say, the minions’ beach. On the other side of the waterfall is East Coronis Beach, which, if you’ve noticed, is favored by families.”

The beach had more pebbles than sand. No wonder they called it Rocky Beach. “What happens when a family has a child without powers?” I asked.

Katia chuckled. “I don’t know. They keep it to themselves, I guess. Do you see her?”

I followed Katia’s gaze and saw who she was talking about—Seraph, the little girl I’d healed weeks ago. She’d seen us and was pointing.

One by one, the minions dropped to their knees, bowed their heads, and pressed hands to their chests. “No, don’t kneel.”

By the time we walked across the sand to their side, the entire beach was on their knees, on the rocky ground. Please, stop bowing. Get up. Now.

No one moved.

Please, stand up, I added.

One by one, heads lifted. They were confused, but they got to their feet. I recognized faces from the castle. Most workers there rotated, getting a few days off every week. Surprise flashed in their eyes when I remembered their names, but I didn’t dwell on it, because Seraph was running toward me, two of her friends following. I was sure she was going to hug me but stopped short and stuck her thumb in her mouth.

I knelt down. “Hey, Seraph. I promised I’d come.”

She just stared.

“Sorry it’s taken me so long,” I added, feeling a little guilty.

“Five weeks, twenty hours, and fifteen minutes late.”

I looked over my shoulder at Green Eyes. Dressed in a black surfing suit that hugged his masculine chest and taut abs, his hair plastered to his head and falling past his shoulders, he looked utterly male and tempting.

“I didn’t know you were keeping count,” I said.

“I always keep count, Princess.” He glanced at Katia. “Hi.”

“It’s you again,” Katia murmured. “Are you stalking us?”

“No. I just happen to have a large family to feed and must work as often as I can.”

“But the High Council is in charge of making sure everyone is fed,” I said.

“Weekly provisions are based on work hours, Princess, whether a minion works in some nobleman’s home, a shop, farms, or the palace grounds. You want decent meals each day, fresh fruit and vegetables, or even a decent home, you work your tail off. The problem is that when parents are busy working, the children are cooped underground doing nothing or working alongside them. Coming to the beach means lost work hours and less provision, yet the children need fresh air.”

Rocky Beach was small for the number of people flocking it, but he couldn’t be serious about food and home. The minions working at the castle always seemed happy. As an empath, I would have known if they were angry, hungry, or unhappy. As for their homes, I knew that most of the minions lived in the belly of the city, but I hadn’t visited them.

I glanced at Katia. “Is this true?”

She nodded.

I studied the minions and something registered. No one was speaking, not even telepathically. Were they listening to our conversation? I knew the ones closest to us could hear us.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Just as you made sure Sir Kellion stopped abusing the volunteers and got him bumped to number two, the rest of us need a champion, Princess,” Green Eyes said.

“What? He stopped?” I laughed.

Green Eyes grinned. “Sir Norath is now the head of the knights. He started a new regiment made up of minions. They started training this morning.”

“That’s great!” I hugged Katia.

“Like I said, the rest of us need an advocate, someone who cares about our welfare. Someone who can go to the High Council and demand changes.” He nodded at the minions. “Ask them what they need to make their lives better and you’ll be surprised.” He bowed and disappeared.

Why did he keep doing that?

I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud, until Seraph’s mother said, “He’s always been like that, even as a child. On Coronis Isle, he’d bring the children treats, then disappear. Now he brings supplies to the shop.” She indicated the beach shop with a nod. “Drinking water and fresh fruit.” She looked at something behind me and fear flashed in her eyes.

I turned and groaned. Lottius and my guards had caught up with us, but they weren’t alone. Lady Nemea and several guards were with them.

“We are so busted,” Katia whispered. She sounded scared.

Lottius hurried to our side, a broad grin on her face. “Are you done? I took them all over the island before they finally caught on. Idiots.”

Katia giggled. “You won’t believe what we just learned. They’ve started training minions as guards because of what Lilith did.”

I tuned out Katia and Lottius as Lady Nemea and the guards drew closer. A psi scan said my father was in the castle. I tried to ping him, but his shield was up. I tried again, hoping he’d recognize my energy and respond. No response. Weird.

The minions took off, some going back to their activities. Others left the beach altogether. I waited, my mind already made up.

“Don’t leave, please,” I called out. A few looked back and smiled, but the majority acted like they hadn’t heard me. Seraph and her two friends shuffled back with their mothers.

“What’s going on?” Lady Nemea asked imperiously. Nearby minions looked down.

“Join us, Lady Nemea,” I said. “We came to the beach to swim.”

Her eyes narrowed on Katia accusingly, then Lottius, before coming back to me. “You’re supposed to use West Coronis Beach.”

I shrugged. “We like this one better. Lots of rocks and itty-bitty space.”

Annoyance simmered in her eyes. “Swimming? Where’s your swimsuit?”

I looked down at my sundress, wishing it was a swimsuit. The material shifted and remolded to form a swimsuit. Grinning, I glance at Lady Nemea. “This swimsuit?”

She sighed. What are you really doing here, Princess?

I let the image of my sundress fill my thoughts, and the swimsuit transformed back into the dress. “My friends and I ended up on this beach and we wanted something fresh to eat and drink. You know, fresh fruit or a cold smoothie, but surprise, surprise, they didn’t have enough to go around. That little shack”—I pointed at the lone building—“can hardly handle the needs of this many people. There should be more shops here.”

Lady Nemea gave me a tight smile. “There’s still a lot of work being done around the island, so more stores will be added on Rocky Beach.” She glanced around at the minions and nodded. Three elderly ones—two men and a woman—had moved closer. Standing protectively behind them were buff younger ones in their teens or early twenties. From their expression, they didn’t believe Lady Nemea.

“I will talk to Kasset and make sure your supplies are increased, but right now Princess Lilith has duties in the castle that require her attention,” Lady Nemea added.

The expressions on the faces of the minions didn’t change, but their thoughts filtered through unchecked. They didn’t expect their situation to change. They didn’t trust Lady Nemea, and if I did nothing, they’d never trust me, either.

“No, Lady Nemea. My duties are here, serving my people.” I indicated the minions with a nod. “They need me.”

“Princess—”

“I will return to the castle, Lady Nemea, but first, we need some…” I glanced at the elderly woman.

“Fresh fruit,” she said.

“How many crates?” I asked.

“Three or four.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Four crates of fresh fruit.”

“And at least two barrels of drinking water,” one of the men chimed in.

“Anything else?”

“Fresh vegetables,” another added. “Three crates.”

Lady Nemea sighed. “Princess, I don’t think there’s enough to go around this week. They’ve already been given their weekly supply.”

I hated arguing with her in front of the minions, but dang it, Mount Hermon Island was home to all of us. “I know, Lady Nemea, but they need more now.” The minion elders nodded. “I know you’ve been busy preparing my etiquette lessons and probably haven’t had time to visit the storage, Lady Nemea.” Chances were she had, but I couldn’t accuse her of lying. “But there’s enough food to feed everyone on this island for years. Just yesterday, I saw crates of fresh apples, pineapples, mangoes, and peaches.” I paused and smiled at the elderly minion woman. “May I know your name, ma’am?”

“Halib,” she said, then pointed at the man on her right, “Jalal and Dadelon,” she pointed to the man on her left. “We are the elders and representatives of the P-zero group.”

I winced. This crazy way of defining people by their power had to stop. P-zero meant they had no powers. Having no psi power didn’t mean they were powerless or insignificant. Someone needed to remind them that as long as they were contributing members of the society, they were important. But that was for later. Now…

“How many barrels of water do you get daily, Halib, and how many more would you like daily?”

“We get water in our homes, Princess,” one of the elders explained. “It’s only here at the beach that we don’t have enough. But the waterfall is nearby.”

As the minions went into details about what each household needed, which included fruits and vegetables, Lady Nemea’s disapproval grew.

“To add that amount to their supplies, we need to talk to Kasset,” Lady Nemea said. “She’s in charge of food.”

I’d spent enough hours visiting the servants in the kitchen and Kasset in her office in the sublevels. She would understand.

“Can I have some volunteers, please?” I called out.

Several men and women raised their hands. I waved them over. The others stepped aside to let them pass. When they reached us, they went on their knees and touched their chests.

“We are here to serve you, Princess,” a woman said, and the others echoed her. I recognized her from the rides. She was the one manning the booth where I’d healed Seraph. “My name is Jazreel.”

“Nice to see you again, Jazreel. Come with me. All of you.” I didn’t look at Lady Nemea.
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“Princess, what are you doing down here?” a short, round woman with rosy cheeks and white, curly hair asked, hurrying from an office when we appeared on the second sublevel. Behind us were huge barrels, crates, and sacks on raised platforms.

“Hi, Kasset. You said I could visit you whenever I liked.”

“Yes, to get a few pieces fruit or share the cook’s pie. Today, you brought visitors.” She studied the men and women who’d teleported behind me, her eyes locking with the woman from the rides. “Jazreel.”

“Mother.” The anger and hurt in that one word said it all.

“Can we talk in your office, please?” I asked.

Kasset nodded, her glance going to her daughter one last time. Once inside, she faced me. “What’s going on, Princess?”

“We need barrels of drinking water, fresh fruit, and vegetables sent to Rocky Beach.”

“May I know what it is for? Are you having a party?”

“It is for the people. I just found out some of our people are not getting enough fresh vegetables and fruit. I hate using the word minions or P-zeros, but they’re just as important as P1s, or the Specials, for that matter. The bottom line is they need water on the beach and fresh fruit, and I’m hoping you’ll give us some. Whatever their daily or weekly rations, I would like to see it—”

“Oh, Princess.” She cut me off, took my hand, and pressed it against her ample bosom. “Thank you. May the Principalities always guide you. I have placed requests for months, but Malax kept saying it was enough. I knew it wasn’t, because my daughter tells me in excruciating detail what the minions need.”

“She has no special powers?”

Kasset chuckled. “She does, but she’s what you call an activist. She and her friends work with the minions to better their lives.”

I frowned. “By doing what?”

“I don’t know. She refuses to discuss anything with me because, according to her, I am part of the problem.” She sighed. “She doesn’t understand that I answer to Malax, who answers to your father.”

“I’ll talk to my father.”

“That’s wonderful,” she said in an upbeat voice. “We’ll need to increase our budget to buy more. The fresh fruits we have right now might not be enough for a week—”

“Then let them last three days. Where do we get our fruit and vegetables?”

“We’ve grown our own since arriving here, but it’s not enough, so we buy from Hawaii and other parts of the US.”

According to my tutor, Mount Hermon Island was somewhere in the Pacific. “We have orchards here on the island?”

She nodded. “On the east side of the island.”

I hadn’t completely explored the other side of the island, just the beach. “Who does the planting, the tending, and the harvesting?”

Kasset hesitated, then said slowly, “Minions.”

Yet they weren’t getting enough to eat. Oh, my father was going to hear an earful. “Give them what they need for now.”

The ten volunteers were about to leave when Lady Nemea arrived. The gleam in her eyes said I wasn’t going to like whatever she said next.

“Your father wants to see you, Princess Lilith,” Lady Nemea said.

“Where is he?”

“In the throne room.”

The last couple of weeks, I’d become very good at finding the energies of those closest to me. I searched for my father’s. It amazed me how bright and red his energy was. Was mine like his? Some people had yellow, others orange energies. The minions’ were bright and white. Father?

You pinged me earlier. What’s going on?

I’m helping our people and I wanted you to know about it before you hear it from someone else.

A chuckle. Good.

Can you join us on Rocky Beach?

Silence.

Father?

I’ll be there. He sounded wary.

“He’s coming to the beach,” I said. Lady Nemea didn’t hide her surprise, and the minions’ fear was equally easy to read. “It’s okay,” I reassured them. “Take the crates to the beach.”

PART II LILITH THE LEADER
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Lady Nemea and the guards followed us back to Rocky Beach. Lottius and Katia helped hand out fruit while I talked to the elders. They had a list of complaints, minor and major. Some minions took their share home, while others sat and munched.

Lottius, Katia, and I joined them. Lady Nemea and the guards didn’t. She was such a buzzkill. I ignored her long-suffering expression as laughter and excited chatter filled the air. I soaked it all in.

No more thoughts about the Guardians and what they’d stolen from me. No more thoughts about making them pay. I glanced around, exchanging smiles. These were my people, my concern, not the Guardians. I found out that Seraph’s mother was called Ziminair and that her father, Anzu, was a day laborer in the fields.

I searched for Green Eyes, but he hadn’t returned. I couldn’t feel him, either. It was hard to explain how the mere thought of him sent my pulse racing. I had a serious crush on the guy. Probably more than a crush, but the situation was hopeless. My father would find me a mate, and minions weren’t qualified.

Silence spread across the beach like a giant wave. I turned and grinned. Father had arrived. Minions went down on their knees. Even Lottius and Katia joined them. I guessed I should be nervous about interfering in matters that didn’t concern me again, but I wasn’t. This was the right thing to do.

“May the Principalities guide you, Lord Valafar” followed him as he walked past the people. He paused to pat heads and shoulders, ask about family members. Some reached out to touch him as he passed them. From their reaction and emotions, they revered him.

I waved. “Over here.”

“May the Principalities guide you, sire,” the elders said when he reached us.

“Thank you.” Then he turned to me. “Daughter.”

“I’m happy you came,” I said, offering him an apple.

He smiled and took it. “I’ll always come when you need me.”

I grinned and patted the sand. “Want to sit?”

He looked around, face expressionless. I don’t think so.

It shows that you are one of us, Father.

I am one of you, he said stressing “am”. Someone appeared with a chair for him. The guards stayed standing.

No one offered me a chair, I griped.

That’s because you’re not our leader yet.

Yet? Did that mean he meant to step down? I didn’t want to think about that now. “Sit, please,” I told the guards. “Grab some fruit.”

They acknowledged my words with a nod, but they didn’t take me up on the offer. Instead, they studied everyone and the horizon as though they expected Guardians to pop up from the sea of harmless minions or from the water.

The minions pressed closer as though waiting for Father to say something. The children grew restless. A few tried to move from their mothers’ sides but were stopped by firm grips. I closed my hand around the mango core and felt it shift and change texture. When I opened my hands, the core had turned into sand. I made eye contact with Seraph’s mom.

Ziminair, the children are bored. I want to play with them in the water. Can you see if it’s okay with the other mothers?

She smiled. Of course, Princess.

I stood when she nodded, and took Seraph’s hand and the hand of the friend she’d been playing with. The other children, nudged by their parents, joined us.

“Where are we going, Princess Lilith?” Seraph asked.

“We’re going to play in the water.”

She giggled. “You can’t swim in a dress.”

“Oh, but I can. This is a special dress. It can change into a swimsuit just before I get in the water, and as soon as I step out of the water, it changes back into a dress.”

“You have earth powers,” her friend whispered softly. “My mother said so.”

I smiled. “Yes, I do.”

“Can you make my swimsuit blue with snowflakes?” she asked.

“I want pink snowflakes,” Seraph cut in.

“Ask your parents first,” I said. “If they say it’s okay…”

The children ran to their parents to ask permission. The water was blue and clear; I could see the sandy bottom. My sundress changed into a bikini as soon as I stepped in the water, but I was too busy adding polka dots, flowers, and hearts to swimsuits to feel self-conscious. Not that I had any reason to be. I wasn’t pale and scrawny anymore. I’d filled out.

Most of the children, like their parents, were in their Neteru/humanlike form, so that made things easier. I didn’t have to deal with tails and whatnot. I guess the ability to shift depended on the psi energy. I focused on creating more pink, blue, red, and yellow snowflakes, balls, bugs, and bikes on shorts.

Help, I begged Katia.

Katia helped with the swimsuits, then with keeping an eye on the younger kids. She was good with them. She laughed and splashed with them, chased them under the water like an eel. Their level of playfulness was different with her. I guessed no matter how hard I tried, I’d always be their princess and they’d always treat me differently.

I knew the moment my father left. There was a mass exodus into the water, but it was more than that. My father had a presence and a powerful energy that was hard to ignore. I wondered if that was how people felt around me. According to my tutors, I had the strongest psi energy on the island.

Lady Nemea left with his guards, but mine stayed. Lottius walked to the edge of the water and waved.

A little help with my swimsuit, Prime Earthlings, she teased.

Katia laughed. “Do you want to do the honors?”

“You do it. You know what she likes. Besides, she called us earthlings. That is insulting and demean—”

Hands wrapped around my waist and pulled. Arms flailing, I went under. The kids were finally treating me the way they treated Katia. I glanced over my shoulder and my eyes widened.

What are you doing? I asked Green Eyes.

He smirked, letting me go. Trying to get your attention. What to see something cool?

I shook my head and surfaced.

Chicken, he said, still underwater.

Not.

Please. His gorgeous eyes twinkled and his ridiculously long hair floated in the sea like a mermaid’s. I couldn’t resist, so I nodded. He beckoned me to join him and I dove in. He took my hand and I expected us to teleport.

The water parted around us as we swam until we were inside some sort of bubble. Instead of floating to the top, the bubble moved farther from the others and the shore and into deeper waters. It was weird. Green Eyes held on to me as we sank until our feet landed on the bottom of the ocean.

The seabed was rocky and bubbles shot upward from cracks on the floor, probably from some nasty sea creatures wondering why we had invaded their space. But I didn’t care. I was alone with Green Eyes.

A school of colorful fish floated past us, skirting our dome as though they knew the inside had no water. Above us, light rays streaked through the water like splashes of white paint on a watery canvas. I poked at the wall and my finger sank into the cool wetness of the ocean, but when I pulled it out, the bubble didn’t pop.

“Did you do this?” I asked, glancing at him. I caught his smile. He really had a beautiful smile, and from the look in his eyes, he was enjoying my reaction. Heat crawled onto my cheeks and I was suddenly aware that he was holding my hand, and that I was only partially dressed in a bikini while he wore a surfing suit.

“Did you?” I asked again.

He shook his head. “How could I? I’m only a minion. Maybe your water powers are appearing.”

Could they? He laced our fingers. Holding his hand seemed natural.

“I don’t buy it,” I said. “Do you have wings?”

He laughed as though the idea was absurd, then let go of my hand, leaned against the bubble, and crossed his arms. “If I had wings, I’d be up there flying, not down here.” He angled his head and studied me. “Why do you ask?”

I pushed my finger into the water. “I had a dream about you.”

He wiggled his brow. “Only one? I’ve had plenty with you.”

Heat flooded my cheeks. “Yeah. Well. In the dream you had massive black wings.”

“Nice. My dreams tend to be more…”

His smile changed and something shifted in my stomach. “More what?”

“Realistic.”

“Oh.” I’d expected him to say something more, I don’t know, romantic.

He smirked as though he’d read my thoughts. “Meet me at the sublevel library at midnight tonight and I’ll show you. I’ll be in the east study room with the giant globe.”

I cocked my eyebrows. “You plan to show me your dreams?”

“Yep. I capture them on canvas.”

He had paintings of me? Now I was intrigued. “You paint?”

“Beautifully.”

“Yeah. Right.”

“I have it from a reliable source that I’m a brilliant artist.” He grinned as though enjoying a private joke. “So, you’ll come?”

“No. I have guards with me all the time, you know.” That sounded like I wanted to meet him. “And I can’t meet with someone whose name I don’t know.”

He shrugged. “You do a good job of ditching your guards all the time, and Green Eyes is a perfect name for me.”

How did he know? “You listened to my thoughts?”

He rocked on his heels and made the bubble wiggle. “Nope. I’ve heard you use it.”

“I’ve never mentioned that name to anyone.” I wanted to cross my arms and lean against the bubble, but I was sure I’d fall into the water. I didn’t believe I was controlling the water. He was. He had to be. If I got inside his head and listened to his thoughts, I could get my answers.

“You don’t want to do that, Lil,” he warned.

I pointed at him. “Ha. Gotcha. You just read my thoughts.”

“No, I didn’t. The gleam in your eyes said you were thinking naughty thoughts and I was the subject.”

“You wish.”

Grinning, he closed the gap between us. I didn’t feel threatened or scared, but for some reason I stopped breathing, which was really stupid. I could feel his warmth. It was strangely comforting, yet exciting. He reached up and twirled a lock of my wet hair.

“Dreams aside, do you think about me at all, Lil?”

“All the time,” I said.

He chuckled and lowered his head. I knew he was going to kiss me. I wanted him to. I’d thought of us making out and always dismissed my thoughts and feelings accompanying them as impractical. I was the princess and he was a minion.

“Not the way you’re thinking,” I lied. “You knew me before the battle with the Archangels and I don’t remember anything. Will you tell me about how we met?” And why I keep dreaming about you, I wanted to add. Every time I looked into his eyes, heard his voice, even thought about him, I heard echoes of my lost memories. Like all I had to do was focus hard and I’d remember. Except I never did. Some days the feelings were strong, but other times, they were hardly there.

“I can’t.” He stepped away from me. “You should head back to the shore.”

I didn’t want to leave yet. “Why can’t you tell me?”

“Because you are on a journey, and anything I say will interfere with it.”

“What journey?”

He shook his head.

Getting frustrated, I asked, “Did we meet when I was on the road with the old man?”

He frowned. “Old man?”

“Master Kenta told me I was raised by an old man, a Cardinal Psi Guardian. Is that how we met?”

His eyes narrowed. “When did he tell you this?”

“Does it matter?”

“What else did he tell you?”

I gave him an overview of what I’d learned about my life with the Guardians. He didn’t interrupt, but his eyes flashed. I didn’t have to be an empath to know he was furious. For the first time since we had sunk to the bottom of the sea, I was scared. Not of him, but of what he might do.

“I, uh, think you’re right. I should teleport back to the beach,” I said.

“Don’t believe everything that bastard tells you,” he ground out.

“Then tell me the truth. Why don’t you like him?”

He opened his mouth as though to speak, then clammed up and glared into space.

“I don’t get it,” I said. “You know about my past but you won’t tell me. You warn me about people but don’t explain why. You encourage me to do things, then you disappear. You talk about my journey, and then you won’t explain. What’s going on?”

He glowered without responding.

“Seraph’s mother said you always bring them supplies and then disappear. She said you did the same thing on Coronis Isle. Where do you go? Where do you live?”

“The lowest sublevel, where little princesses are too scared to visit. Have you ever visited the sublevels below the warehouses?”

His attitude was pissing me off. “Don’t make this about me just because you don’t want me to know your secrets.”

He angled his head and smiled as though my anger amused him. “They’re doing a psi sweep. Go. Teleport to the beach before they find you down here.”

“No. Let them find us.”

He wiggled his fingers in a goodbye. “See you at the library tonight. I’ll bring the paintings.”

I thought he was going to teleport. Instead, the bubble rose, leaving him behind. The water swirled around him. He still stood on the ocean floor, confirming what I’d suspected all along. He was the one manipulating the water.

I teleported to the shore and appeared beside the minion elders, startling them. Guards and minions appeared around me, their concerns impossible to escape.

“I’m okay,” I reassured them. “Sorry for scaring everyone.”

“Scare? Let’s talk about full-blown panic,” Katia scolded. “I was about to telepath Lady Nemea. I don’t care if you can control water, air, land, and everything in between. You don’t just disappear like that. We thought the Guardians—”

I hugged her. “I’m here and I’m fine.” I stepped back, my eyes volleying between Katia and Lottius. “I got carried away. It was so beautiful down there.” Except for the last few moments.

“We both tried to contact you, but it was as though you were gone,” Katia said.

“I told you she blocked us,” Lottius said. “I’m going home to change out of this. Telepath me with the plans.” Then she was gone.

Callum handed me a dry towel just as my swimsuit transformed back to the sundress. A wet sundress. I wished it dry, but nothing happened. I definitely had no water powers.
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In the next week, Father held a meeting with the minion elders. He visited them in the fields, their homes, and even went back to the beach. I wasn’t included in the visits and felt a little left out. After all, if it hadn’t been for me, he wouldn’t have known about how the minions were being treated.

I tried to bring them up during dinner, but he wouldn’t discuss what he was doing. I had a feeling he had put Sir Malax in charge of domestic affairs and was equally appalled by the minions’ situations. Or maybe I just hated the idea that he might have known and not cared.

Bilal and the kitchen staff made special treats for me, more so than usual. Whenever I stopped by, Kasset was chattier than usual. Solange, on the other hand, became cattier. Most of the time, I ignored her. Other times, I gave as good as I got.

Then Father dropped the bomb. “The minions need a representative to the High Council.”

We having dinner and at first, I thought he was talking to Solange, until I caught her staring at me. “What?”

“Your precious minions need an advocate,” she said.

I glanced at Father, then at Solange, my heart pounding. “Are you saying…?”

Father nodded. “Do you want to be their representative?”

Did I? “What do I do?”

“Listen to their whining and placate them,” Solange said, grinning.

Father shot her a warning glance. “You attend meetings and represent their interests.”

I grinned. “Then, yes. I will be their representative.”

He nodded. “Good. The High Council will hold a meeting next week. Be ready.”
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I didn’t start to panic until I left my father’s dining room. I was a member of the High Council, a representative of the minions. What if I couldn’t do it? What if I failed them?

Suddenly, I felt the familiar gentle brush of energy against mine. I welcomed the effect. I needed to be calm, confident, like there was nothing I couldn’t conquer, and it did the trick.

Ruby and Callum were waiting upstairs. “Telepath Lottie and Katia and tell them to come here, Ruby.”

She nodded. “Yes, Princess.”

“Callum, find Jazreel, Kasset’s daughter, and bring her here, too.”

I was in and out of the shower in ten minutes. Jazreel and Katia were in the entertainment room when I stepped out of my bedroom.

“What’s going on?” Katia asked. “We were getting ready to go clubbing.”

“Where’s Lottius?”

“She’ll be here. I left her a message. So”—she glanced at Jazreel, then me—“What’s up?”

“I have to attend High Council next week to represent the minions. Argh, I hate that name as much as I hate P-zero. Anyway, I must have something to tell the council.”

Katia squealed and hugged me. “That’s huge. We’re going to make sure they get everything they need. Salary, better homes, education…”

Lottius joined us while Katia was still listing possible reforms, and she wasn’t alone. Skylar, Ravan, and Gus teleported behind her.

“Did you say the High Council?” Lottius asked. I quickly explained my new duties.

“I can’t believe we missed the excitement at Rocky Beach and almost missed this,” Skylar griped.

“We were just discussing the minions a few weeks ago and now this,” Ravan piped in.

“Imagine what will be happening six months from now,” Gus added.

“Something great, I hope,” Katia said.

“Okay, guys,” I said, drawing their attention. “I want to know everything about the minions if I must be ready for next week’s meeting. I also plan to pay them a visit and talk to their elders.”

Jazreel looked unsure of her place.

I indicated a chair. “Sit. I need to hear what you know, too. In fact, all of you”—I gave them a sweeping glance—“are officially members of my little initiative council.”

“Can we get something to eat as we talk?” Ravan asked, and Skylar laughed. “I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving,” Skylar teased him.

“Shall I tell the kitchen you need food and drinks, Princess?” Ruby asked from somewhere behind me.

I gave her the go-ahead and she disappeared. I faced my friends, who were all seated now. “First, we need a name for the minions.”

The kitchen workers streamed in and out with drinks and food as we brainstormed. Finally, Jazreel said, “Most of them live on sublevel six. Can we call them Level-sixers?”

“Or Sublevel-sixers,” Ravan suggested.

“Too mouthy,” Skylar said.

“Subsixers,” I said, and the name got everyone’s approval.

The more I heard about the way the minions were being treated, the more I knew I was in way over my head and the more worried I became. I had to be prepared. The stakes were too high.


-13-

The day of the Council meeting arrived too soon. It didn’t matter that I’d conferenced with my friends nearly every day, visited the Subsixer elders and listened to everything they had to say, hung out with them at the beach, and talked to some at their places of work. I was a nervous wreck.

Lady Nemea waited for me in the closet with three different outfits. She’d finally listened to me and gone for darker colors. The problem was that I wanted to go for a different look. I’d learned a lot of things about my people in the last several weeks. One of them was, when you acted contrary to what everyone expected, people paid attention.

Lady Nemea’s eyebrows shot up when I chose a simple white dress. It was similar to the one I’d worn during my party, but less formal.

“Remember? Nonthreatening,” I explained to Lady Nemea when she frowned. “I need to get dressed now.”

She nodded but didn’t move.

“I need privacy,” I said firmly in a voice she’d taught me to use when dealing with other people. “I’ll call you when I’m ready.” She grimaced, then teleported.

I slipped on the dress, studied my reflection, and smiled. Perfect. I went to the bathroom to blow-dry my hair. My curly mane was impossible to tame most of the time. Doing it while my stomach churned with nervous energy was a nightmare.

Growling in frustration, I switched off the blow-dryer and fought the urge to throw it across the room.

“What’s wrong?”

I smothered a scream and whipped around. I hadn’t seen Green Eyes since our fight in the bubble. I hadn’t met him in the library and I’d assumed he was ticked off.

“What are you doing here?” I asked warily.

“I’m worried about you,” Green Eyes said. “You’ve been in control of the situation over the last week, and now you’re panicking. Why?”

I put the brush down. I wanted to ask him why he hadn’t visited me. It was obvious he’d been around. Watching, but keeping his distance. “You shouldn’t be here.”

He moved closer. “I’m sorry I made you angry the last time we spoke.”

I stepped back. He was too bold, and if his presence was discovered, he’d be in trouble. “Forget about it.”

“One day, you’ll understand.”

“Listen, I can’t talk now, and you need to leave before Sir Malax realizes you’re in my quarters.”

“They’ll have to catch me first,” he said indifferently, still moving closer to where I stood. “So, what’s wrong? Why are you panicking?”

Lilith? Katia asked at the same time.

Just a second.

We need to talk, she said.

Damn it. I was never going to be ready for this meeting. Later, Katia. After the meeting. “Leave,” I added louder, glaring at Green Eyes.

“Your emotions are all over the place, Lil,” Green Eyes said. He was now an arm’s length away and my back was against the sink. “What’s going on?”

He was so annoyingly stubborn. “If you must know, I’m nervous.”

“About?”

“The meeting. I’m sure you know I have to attend the High Council meeting and represent the Subsixers. I don’t know if I can do it. What if I make a fool of myself? What if they shut me down? All my ideas are radical.”

“Sensible,” he corrected firmly. “They should have been implemented years ago. It needed someone with your conviction to make it happen. Your friends believe in you. The Subsixers believe in you. I believe in you.”

It was weird, but his presence and utter confidence in me steadied my nerves. “How do you know my ideas? Is someone spying for you in my little group?”

He laughed. “No. I know you, and I know that whatever plan you present to the council will be inspired and spot-on.”

Just like that, whatever doubts I had disappeared. “You know, sometimes I think you are my guardian…”

My voice trailed off when he reached out and stroked my hair, his fingers grazing my temple. A strong surge of electricity shot through my scalp and my breath caught.

“You think too much,” he said, stepping back. “You look perfect now. Go. Be their champion. If you can, come to the library at midnight and tell me about it. I’ll be waiting. Same room.” Then he was gone.

I shook my head. Weird man. I turned to finish brushing my hair and caught my reflection in the mirror. My jaw dropped. My hair flowed to my shoulders in gentle curls. I reached up and touched it. It was dry. He’d removed water from my hair, which explained the tingle I’d felt when he’d touched my hair.

What was a Prime Water doing pretending to be a minion, uh, Subsixer? I quickly applied lip gloss and mascara, then hurried to the door. Jazreel, Lottius, and Katia were outside my bathroom door, and behind them stood Ruby and Callum.

“What happened?” Katia asked.

“We couldn’t link or find you again and they”—Katia indicated the guards—“couldn’t teleport inside, either.”

Green Eyes must have done something to block our presence like he’d done while we were under water. “I, uh, just needed privacy.”

“Privacy for what?” Lady Nemea asked from behind them. She must have just arrived.

“To get ready,” I said, improvising when the guards stayed quiet.

She studied me and nodded. “You look amazing, dear.”

“Finally, I did something right,” I teased.

She chuckled. “Come along. No need to keep them waiting anymore. You must tell me how you fixed your hair so fast.”

That was never going to happen. “Can they come, too?” I pointed at Jazreel, Lottius, and Katia. “They are my assistants.”

“No,” Lady Nemea said firmly. “Only representatives.”

I smiled at my friends and my guards. “Wish me luck.”
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Downstairs, Lady Nemea paused at the entrance of the conference room, forcing me to stop, too. I’d expected a few people—heads of various groups of the Hermonites or the High Council. Instead, there were about three dozen men and women in flowing black robes standing around the room, holding heated discussions and sipping drinks.

Trays of drinks floated from group to group as though balanced on invisible hands. The efficiency of Psis never failed to amaze me. I imagined them in a hidden room, waving hands like conductors, moving trays and glasses around like chess pieces. What would happen if one made a mistake and dropped a tray? Would it throw the room into chaos? I grinned at my thoughts.

Sir Malax sent a mass ping to draw everyone’s attention, then announced, Princess Lilith.

Silence fell in the room and the focus of the room shifted to me. My face grew warm, but I didn’t let the attention get to me. I was becoming good at acting confident even when my stomach churned.

Lady Nemea had told me to never apologize for being tardy except to my father. What a load of crap. The annoyance of the people in the room was thick and I was the cause.

“I apologize for my tardiness,” I told the room. “I was swimming and it takes a long time to blow-dry this.” I touched my hair.

“You look lovely, Princess Lilith,” a barrel of a man with red hair and beard said. He had reptilian eyes, and I could swear a tail was swishing on the floor under his robe. Laughter followed his comments, but I got busy reading minds.

“Thank you, Lord Pathak. I hope your family is well.”

“Oh, yes, Princess.”

“Congratulations on the birth of your first grandson,” I said.

Surprise flashed on his face. If only he knew how fast I read thoughts.

“Thank you, Princess. The Principalities have blessed us.”

“Tell Kalin and Soulas we wish them well.”

“I most certainly will, Princess,” he said with a wide grin. He was one of the lords who’d suspected me of being a Guardian spy. I intended to win them over one at a time.

I worked the room like a pro, reading thoughts and asking the right questions. I wasn’t my father’s daughter for nothing. I’d watched him work the Rocky Beach occupants, asking personal questions and showing concern without overdoing it.

“Sorry about the strikes at your factories, Lady Snow,” I told another lady.

“It was nothing my people couldn’t handle, Princess.” Then she lowered her voice and asked, “Did I hear you say you blow-dry your hair?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“You should have a Prime Air hairdresser,” she said. The woman beside her, Lady Urius, nodded.

“Not a Prime Water?” I asked.

“Oh, one of them would be perfect,” Lady Snow said, “but Prime Water Hermonites are very rare.”

“The few we have are in high demand,” her husband added. “I wouldn’t have problems on my offshore rigs if I had a permanent one in my service.”

“Our cargo ships could use a permanent one, too,” Lady Urius chimed in.

Maybe that was why Green Eyes was never around? I moved from group to group, anger disappearing from the room until I reached my father. He was already seated at the head of a long oval table with Solange on his right and Lord Gavyn on his left. Lord Gavyn offered me his chair and bowed.

“Nice of you to finally show up, sis,” Solange said.

“I’m just a few minutes late.” I rested my hand on the arm of my father’s chair, leaned down, and kissed his cheek. “Good evening, Father.”

“Daughter.” He glanced at Sir Malax. Now.

Sir Malax pinged everyone, and one by one, people took their seats. I sat with Gavyn to my right.

Lord Valafar leaned forward and pinned Lord Snow with narrowed eyes. “What’s happening in your sector, Japheth?”

For an hour, the occupants at the table talked about their successes, businesses they’d expanded, and humans they had in their pockets—politicians, celebrities, businessmen and women, presidents and prime ministers. It was a big brag-fest, but the one thing they complained about was the lack of Primes to help them fix things.

I knew we’d lost Primes when the Guardians attacked Coronis Isle and during the Great Battle, but I had had no idea how badly off we were until then.

“I’ll see if we can give our senior Primes incentives to graduate early,” Solange said. “We already encourage them to take a year off and work anywhere across the globe, but some of them prefer to stay here.”

“You are in charge of Mount Hermon Academy?” I asked.

“Education,” Solange corrected smugly. “The elementary school in the city and the secondary one your friends attend in the ravine.” And you should be attending there instead of playing grownup.

I wanted to kick her under the table, but I couldn’t in case I kicked our father instead. I did the next best thing—blasted her with psi energy.

She winced, recovered, and glared. I can’t believe you hit me.

Stop being so mean.

Brat.

Bitch.

Her jaw dropped. You have some nerve, calling me a bitch.

If you act like one—

Girls! Lord Valafar snapped.

I backed down and only half-listened to the others as they discussed ways to speed up students’ graduation rate—more hours of training, less schoolwork, less free time, morning and evening training sessions.

An idea popped into my head. Most of their suggestions made sense, but each sector head was only looking out for their own interests. Most wanted the students to intern at their companies and sweetened the deals they’d offer. Solange’s eyes gleamed. I could already see her thinking up ways to pit the prospective employers against each other.

“I have a suggestion on how to get the students ready for the outside world,” I said when the preening and the haggling stopped.

Solange’s eyebrows shot up as though to ask, You? She glanced at our father and then made a face before asking, “What do you have in mind?” There wasn’t much interest in her voice. It was as though she believed I had nothing important to add.

“Let them do projects right here on the island, so prospective employers can see their strengths and choose the best Primes for their companies. This will give them a chance to practice using their powers.” And stop my sister from playing games. I smiled at her when she frowned. The others nodded and I knew I had their attention. Now for my case. “Case in point, I need help expanding Rocky Beach and building more waterfront stores for the Subsixers.”

“Subsixers?” Solange asked.

“Our people who live on Sublevel six. We call them minions, which is derogatory. And P-zero just reinforces the fact that they don’t have any special abilities.” I didn’t give her a chance to comment. “The Earth Prime students can help fix the beach, for starters, and the others can connect ventilation, water, and sewer systems to the shops.”

Silence followed. Doubts crept in. Maybe these people would never change. Or maybe I was the wrong person to be the champion of these people.

Taking a deep breath, I continued, “Also, Subsixers barely know how to read or write. I’d like to use the Academy in the evenings to teach them.”

“You?” Solange asked again. Aloud this time.

I swear, if she said “you” one more time in that condescending tone… I stole a glance at my father. His expression didn’t give his thoughts away, but my empathic antenna said I had his support. My confidence shot up.

“I will help, of course. But the students not involved in the Rocky Beach Project can each choose a Subsixer to tutor for extra credit or a trip off the island.” I glanced at Father again. “Remember, some students were complaining about not having enough trips off the island.” I glanced around the table and smiled, ignoring the surprise on their faces.

Glances were exchanged, thoughts and feelings eloquent, but no one spoke except my sister. “You are talking about educating minions,” she said, not masking her disbelief. “They are incapable of taking care of themselves.”

Nods from the others followed.

“Please, don’t use that derogatory name when referring to them,” I said calmly, even though I wanted to smack her. Sometimes, I wondered how we could possibly be sisters. “It is not their fault they were born without powers.” I glanced at the faces around the table and added, “And lack of power doesn’t make them powerless or stupid. We make them powerless by ignoring them and not allowing them to contribute to our society. We are the ones who believe they are stupid when they are not.”

“Whoa, little sister,” Solange said. “They do contribute.”

“By doing what? Serving in our shops? Cleaning our homes? Cooking and fetching things for us? Not that I’m saying there’s anything wrong with the above if they get paid for their services, and if that is all they aspire to. The problem is that they don’t have choices and opportunities to better their lives.”

Silence followed. The uneasy kind.

“We should learn from humans when it comes to this. They once treated each other the way we treat Subsixers. We call them minions; they called them slaves. Time and opportunities showed they were wrong in their thinking. I know it’s going—”

“Stop!” Solange’s voice whipped across the room and cut the air like shards of glass. “Is this what Master Rahm“—she said it like my tutor was a slug—“has been teaching you? That we ignore the needs of our people? That we are less civilized than humans?”

My tutor and I had discussed a lot of things during history—how Queen Coronis had ruled our people, how humans had changed their methods of governing over the centuries. The humans were still making strides while we were stuck in the Dark Ages, despite our abilities.

“No, he hasn’t, Solange,” I said, leaning forward, begging please listen to me with an open mind. “I listen to our people when they talk. I know that we feed and clothe them.”

She glared. “And what’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing if you like to be treated like a child,” I retorted this time. “They don’t. They want to work, get paid for their services, and decide how to use their wages. If they can take care of themselves, the time spent taking care of them will be spent elsewhere.” I looked down the table, but no one met my gaze this time except one. Lord Snow. He smiled encouragingly. “Lord Snow, do you employ Subsixers?”

“Yes, Princess. I also pay them wages.” He smiled.

“Good. That is what they all need.”

Lord Snow puffed his chest.

“What positions do they hold?”

The smile disappeared from his face.

“They are low-ranked,” I said with certainty. I didn’t wait for him to verbally confirm what I’d already read from his thoughts. Once again, I studied the other members of the Council. This time, my gaze locked with Sir Malax’s. The head of security wore a weird expression as though he was constipated.

“Sir Malax, do you have any guards in the castle or on the island without powers?”

“No, Princess,” he said, speaking slowly.

“Can Subsixers be trained to protect us?”

Amusement flickered in his mismatched eyes, but I didn’t get the same emotion from him. He was smug about something. “Yes, Princess. In fact, because of your intervention, we’ve started training min…Subsixers. They are picking up skills fast.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Despite lack of special abilities, they can still be trained to use weapons.” I glanced at the women, and something in Lady Urius’s thoughts had my eyes returning to her. “Lady Urius, do you have humans ranked higher than minions in your chain of hotels?”

She hesitated before saying, “Yes. Lawyers and upper management.”

“Why?”

She sighed. “They are more educated and there are times when we need to deal with human employees or government officials. They see to such things. We don’t own all of them.” She looked around and added, “Yet.”

Laughter filled the room.

Own? Interesting way of putting it. “So, if we had our people live and learn with the humans, they could easily replace them as your lawyers and upper management, couldn’t they?”

She glanced at her husband and then leaned forward. “Yes, Princess, but after Coronis Isle was destroyed, our people tried living among humans and failed to be integrated into their society.”

“They turned to criminal activities,” Lord Urius piped in.

“And against each other,” an older lord said from the other end of the table.

“Bringing them to the island was our way of protecting them. If we send them out there, they will return to that kind of life,” Lady Urius finished.

“They weren’t prepared to live among humans,” I said. “That’s why they had to do whatever they could to survive. If you educate our people here on the island and follow the human education system, they will be prepared. Finding employment will not be a problem, because from what I’ve heard here tonight, our people are already running one-third of the world’s businesses.”

The silence that followed this time was different. I could feel them becoming less defensive and actually listening to what I was saying.

“Master Rahm reminded me in the last couple of weeks that we are naturally brilliant. Geniuses, even. We can educate most of our people in half or a third the time it takes humans to get education and have them out there working alongside you in your companies and gaining the trust of humans.”

I had everyone’s attention, and from their mood, they were finally seeing things my way, except for a couple of die-hard skeptics and Solange.

“We talk about preparing our people to take over the world. How will we do that when we don’t know how to interact with the average human? Right now, we head businesses, control politicians, and are part of the top one percent of their population. Uh, how did Lady Urius put it? We don’t own them yet. Who is going to help us control the remaining ninety-nine percent? When we take over, we shouldn’t just be running things. We should be in all levels of the human society.”

More nods. Solange was looking rather lonely out there on a limb.

“People tend to trust people they know, people they work with, people they believe are just like them or have things in common with. Subsixers would blend perfectly with humans. They don’t have to worry about using their powers and revealing their identities.”

My heart was pounding hard by the time I finished, but I felt good. I had laid out my plan and it was solid. I glanced at my father. The expression on his face made me feel invincible.

“So, as the representative of the Subsixers, I want to see them trained, educated, and contributing members of our society. They have an equal stake in this world, just like you and me.”

Everyone started talking at once, but I focused on Solange. She was studying me with a frown, not particularly pleased with my ideas. She was also super jealous. The lessons in diplomacy I’d received from Lady Nemea flashed in my head.

I can’t do this without you, sis, I said. I need your help.

Her eyes narrowed.

You’re in charge of education, I added. Without your approval, I can’t get this project off the ground.

Solange gave me a slow smile. It wasn’t the yeah-I’m-eager-to-helpyou kind. She was going to make me pay for calling her a bitch.

Okay, little sis. Leave everything to me.

Thanks, Solange. This is going to be…huge, I telepathed her excitedly.

She rolled her eyes and then glanced at our father. “Lilith and I can work together on this project, Father.”

He didn’t respond to her right away. Instead, he studied the others and then glanced at Sir Malax. The head of security telepathically demanded silence.

“When my daughter joined us after the Great Battle, most of you thought it wasn’t a good idea. You suspected her of spying for the Guardians, doubted where her loyalties were.” He paused and studied the faces around the table. He leaned forward. “No need to be embarrassed or apprehensive. I understood your misgivings. However, I didn’t doubt her for one single moment.” He glanced at me and smiled. “She’s been conscious for two months now, and within that short time, she’s figured out something we all overlooked in our hurry to solidify our hold on the world—preparing all of our people. The little things she pointed out could easily foil our grand plan if ignored.” He reached out and gripped my shoulder, his eyes on my face. “Lilith, I’m very proud of you. You have my support.” He studied the others. “We all are going to do what we can to make sure her plan works.”

“Father?” Solange asked from his other side.

He reached for her hand. “My dearest Solange, I love your suggestion. The two of you will work together. Lilith is going to need your help with the students at the Academy and your guidance.”

Oh, he was good. I had felt Solange’s jealousy from across the table, but he’d smoothly defused it by making her feel good about my problem.

The rest of the meeting passed fast. As I left the table, Lottius’s mother placed a hand on my arm. “That was well done, Princess Lilith,” she said.

“Thank you.”

The praises followed me out of the room, but Solange had the last say. She was waiting for me outside the conference room. She put an arm around my shoulder, and said, “Looks like we’re going to work together, little sis.”

“Yeah, us,” I said weakly. Solange chuckled, though there was no humor in the sound. Over her shoulder, my eyes met Father’s. He smiled.

“Listen,” Solange snapped, and I sighed. “This is how it’s going to be. You want the students to work on your beach project, go to the Academy and ask them.”

“But you said—”

“I know what I said, but I’m going to be busy jumpstarting your minion education program.”

“But I don’t know the students and they don’t know me.”

“There you go. I knew you’d get it,” she said. “They need to know you and you them. On Monday, you will start at the academy as a new student. Your tutor agrees with me.” She smirked. “I’ll notify the principal to expect you. Have fun.” She pinched my cheek playfully, then walked back into the room. I fumed, wishing I could scream at her. And why hadn’t Rahm told me himself I was starting on Monday?

“It’s okay, princess. She’s just a little miffed because you came up with a brilliant idea,” Lady Nemea said from behind me. When I faced her, I was surprised to see her eyes bright with unshed tears. “You made us proud in there,” she added, and enveloped me in a hug. “Very proud.”

This was huge, coming from her. She hadn’t approved of anything I’d done since the day of my party. “Thank you. But we still have a lot of work to do.”

She stepped back. “Just not right now. Go with them.” She indicated Ruby and Callum. “Your friends are waiting upstairs.”

They were finally my friends? She disappeared before I could say anything. Not that I wanted to antagonize her. I glanced at the guards. “Come on, guys.”

“Excuse me, Princess,” Ruby said before I could teleport. “Thank you for what you said in there. We”—she glanced at Callum—“have family members who are Subsixers. My older brother,” Ruby added.

“Oh. Does he live here?”

She shook her head. “No, Princess. He works on an oil rig off the California coast. He always wanted to be an engineer, but—” She broke off in a wobbly voice, her chin trembling.

“Then he will become one.” I closed the gap between us and hugged her. At first, she was too shocked to react. Then she hugged me back. My eyes met Callum’s.

“My parents and my little sister are all Subsixers,” he said.

“How old is she?” I asked.

“Twelve.” A sheepish expression settled on his face. “I taught her to read and write, but that’s all the education she’s ever received. She wants to be an author when she grows up.”

“And I look forward to reading her books.”


-14-

“You did it,” Katia yelled, and ran to give me a hug. I have a message for you from Lord Gavyn. I’ll give it to you later, she added.

Over her shoulder, I made eye contact with the others—Lottius, Skylar, Ravan, Gus, and Jazreel. Everyone converged on us, talking and laughing. Lottius pulled Jazreel along, the poor girl not sure whether she should be included in the hugs. They wanted to hear what I’d said, word for word. I did what I could, but I wasn’t a parrot. I finished with “I’ll be starting at the Academy on Monday.” I hoped Solange hadn’t made that up.

Katia squealed. “We have a few weeks till the tourney, so this is perfect.”

I laughed. “I’m supposed to charm the students into signing up to fix Rocky Beach, not win tournaments.”

The kitchen workers streamed in and out with drinks and food as we talked. The bold ones thanked us. Even Bilal came upstairs to see if we wanted anything else. I don’t know how long we talked and plotted before Katia indicated my bedroom with a nod, and we excused ourselves.

“Gavyn asked me to give you this.” She pressed a clairvoyant crystal in my hand.

I looked at the CC and frowned. “He said he supports what you are doing and this should help. It is for your eyes only.”

I nodded, my heart pounding.

“I’ll, uh, leave you alone.”

“Thanks. Tell the others I’ll be out shortly. Are you meeting Lord Gavyn later tonight?”

Katia blushed and nodded. “Ten o’clock. We have a date.”

I glanced at my watch. It was almost eight. She had time. “Don’t leave yet, okay? Please.” She nodded. “Oh, and make sure I’m not interrupted.” I disappeared inside the bathroom, closed the door, sat on the lounge, and activated the crystal.

Light shot from the crystal and Lord Gavyn’s face appeared. The picture zoomed out and showed him seated on some sofa, legs crossed and elbow resting on the arm of a chair. He looked furious. Not exactly what I’d expected.

“Listen, Lilith,” he said through clenched teeth. “Once again, I’m asking you to send my brother home. You don’t need him here. In three months, you’ll be together again, so you shouldn’t allow him to risk his life.” He paused and glowered.

I shook my head in confusion. What was he talking about? I didn’t know his brother.

“Celeste is threatening to come to the island to search for Bran. I can put up with his bullshit because he loves you, but I will not allow him to drag her down with him because of you. If you truly love Bran, get him off the island before someone discovers his presence and he ends up in your father’s dungeons.” He scrubbed his face and then disappeared from the image.

My heart pounded with both excitement and dread. Bran. The name sounded familiar. “Bran.” I practiced saying the name out loud and closed my eyes to see if an image popped up in my head.

“Celeste has changed,” Lord Gavyn said, and my eyes snapped open. He was back with a bottle of water. He chugged and scowled some more. “She took it hard when you left and even harder when Bran disappeared. She left the Guardians and came to find me. If you are her friend as she claims, you do not want her on the island, being brainwashed by your father’s minions. I’m begging you”—he made a face as though he’d swallowed something rotten—“get Bran off the island before it’s too late. Use Katia to get in touch with me if you run into trouble. Bran can be stubborn.” The light dimmed and the recording ended.

Bran.

Whoever he was, he loved me and was on the island because of me. I hadn’t met any guy who claimed to love me or know me…

Green Eyes. It had to be him. He knew so much about me, and my reaction to him always defied logic. No, it couldn’t be him. He looked nothing like Lord Gavyn, who had silver hair and gray eyes.

I had to know more. I had hours before my midnight date with Green Eyes…with Bran. I couldn’t wait that long for answers. Besides, Bran had refused to tell me anything. On the other hand, Lord Gavyn seemed to have no problem talking to me about the past. I was friends with his sister Celeste, whoever she was. I didn’t like the part about “brainwashed,” though. What did he mean?

I hid the CC in a stack of towels and left the bathroom, almost bumping into Katia, who was pacing in my bedroom.

“Well?” she asked.

I stood a little straighter and kept all emotions from my voice. “I want to talk to him. He said you can arrange it.”

Katia blinked and nodded. I had blindsided her by shifting from Lilith the friend to Lilith the Princess, just like Lady Nemea had taught me.

“Good. I will meet him at the east corner of the castle’s back terrace.”

Katia nodded again. “Okay.”

I smiled. “Thanks.” I went to my closet to grab a cloak. When I reentered the bedroom, Katia was wringing her hands. “What is it?”

“He said, uh, he’ll be done in thirty minutes.” She winced. “I tried telling him he can’t turn down a meeting with you, but…” She shrugged. “He can be so…stubborn.”

“Stubborn,” I said at the same time, and frowned. How did I know that? “Tell him he has five minutes.” I watched her face as she telepathed Lord Gavyn. She didn’t know how to hide her feelings. “What did he say?”

She grimaced. “Thirty minutes.”

He was being difficult. Well, he was about to meet his match. “Do you know where he is?”

“At Lord Z’s. I mean, Lord Zhane’s. He owns a penthouse in the city and a club on West Coronis Beach.”

“Let’s go.”

Katia blinked. “Lilith—”

“If he won’t come to me, Katia, I’m going to him.” I was getting answers about his brother tonight. “You don’t have to come. Just give Ruby the location.”

Katia’s chin shot up. “No, I’ll come.”

She followed me outside. Jazreel and Lottius were arguing about something but stopped and looked up when we appeared.

“Guys, feel free to stay and keep ironing out our plans. If you need anything else from the kitchen, let them know.” I indicated the guards at the station at the other end of the room, then glanced over at Ruby and Callum. “We’re going to the city.”

Surprise flashed on their faces, but they didn’t question me. Lottius, as usual, didn’t accept anything without an explanation. “What’s going on?”

“It’s private, Lottie,” I said firmly. “Hold the fort until I come back.”

She nodded. Switching to princess mode had its perks. People responded without question. I adjusted the hood of my cloak, then something else occurred to me and I frowned at Ruby and Callum. “Shouldn’t you two be off duty by now?”

“We requested longer hours today,” Callum said.

After the development at the meeting, I kind of understood why. They’d probably wanted to eavesdrop on our discussion. “Okay. Lead the way, Katia.”
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Soft jazz music and a buzz of telepathic conversation greeted us when we appeared in a hallway. Strong psi energies pulsed in the air. When Katia had said a penthouse, she hadn’t lied. Lord Zhane had an entire floor at the top of one of the buildings. Through a glass window, I could see the spectacular view of the castle and the city center where the three streets converged.

The tingle at the base of my spine started. I hadn’t felt it since the morning I sparred with Sir Norath. I hadn’t thought about it since Green Eyes had said it was my body protecting me.

Katia pointed at an arched doorway ahead. “That way.”

We moved as a group, Katia beside me, Ruby and Callum taking the rear. We paused at the entrance and I tried not to gawk at the room.

A large three-dimensional mural of the beach at sunset covered two of the walls and continued onto the ceiling. I wasn’t sure how he did it, but the clouds in the sky, or ceiling, actually drifted. The third wall had another mural of arches and a broad hallway, adding to the illusion of space.

I ignored the burning on my back and focused on finding Lord Gavyn among the guests. Lights were dimmed, so it was impossible to recognize anyone at first, but going by their psi energy, they were powerful. Some lounged on the couches, while others stood in groups, sipping drinks and laughing at their telepathic conversations. Floating trays delivered flutes of champagne to the guests, who were obviously comfortable because they were in their true forms. I spied fangs, wayward tails, pointed ears, and animalistic heads. I recognized a few of my sister’s friends from my party. Any second, I expected Solange to step into the room and reveal my identity. I pulled the hood of the cape lower.

The burning at the base of my spine intensified. I reached back to rub it. Bad idea. Heat shot up my spine. I stepped back from the doorway before we were noticed, almost bumping into my guards.

“Are you okay?” Katia asked, following me.

I shook my head. The surge of energy shot to my limbs. I looked at my hands and sighed. The writings were back. Why now? Would I release energy and hurt people?

Lil? Where are you?

Impeccable timing once again by Green Eyes. Please, let him be Bran. I couldn’t afford to be in love with one guy while fantasizing about another. My hands were starting to glow. I hid them under the cloak. Despite the thick fabric, I could still see the light.

Damn it, Lil! Talk to me. What’s wrong? I can feel your powers surging.

His radar must be tuned to mine. The familiar gentle brush of energy against mine didn’t calm me down this time. Katia said something I didn’t catch and I could feel the concern from Ruby and Callum, but none of that mattered. The power surging through me was threatening to consume me.

It’s happening again, I said. Heat is shooting up and down my spine and my hands are glowing. I don’t know how to stop it.

Where are you? His voice rose in panic.

Lord Zhane’s.

He cursed. Why in Tartarus would you go to that man’s home?

I need to talk to someone.

Not there, you don’t. And definitely not tonight. Get out now.

Sometimes, his arrogance was annoying. I blocked him and wrapped the cloak tighter around me, crossed my hands, and hid them under my armpits. “Let’s go.”

We entered the room again and everyone turned to stare, the ones closest to us stepping back. The conversation died down as though someone had thrown a switch. Trays came crashing down, frothy drinks spilling on the furniture and carpet. No one bowed or spoke. Instead, waves of fear and hatred hit me hard.

What was their problem? Hadn’t I proven there was no need to fear me? I lowered the hood of my cloak and lifted my head. My glowing hands seemed to have a weird effect on them. There was mass teleporting, the people tripping and bumping on each other as they appeared on the other side of the house. Sharp fangs and canines bared as some snarled; hair rose on the backs of the hairy Werenephils as their ears twitched and their tails jutted up. I knew enough about animals to recognize aggression. Ruby and Callum flanked me, pushing Katia behind them.

Stop blocking me, dammit! Is your body glowing?

Yes.

I can’t get in there, so we’re doing this your way. Repeat after me. These are my people. They cannot hurt me.

Was he serious? These hate-filled people with claws unsheathed and fangs bared weren’t the Hermonites I knew. What?

Just say it.

Weird request, but why not. These are my people. They cannot hurt me.

Again. Say it like you mean it and control your breathing.

These are my people… I repeated the words over and over again, inhaling deeply, holding my breath, then exhaling. The glow disappeared first, then the writings. The tingle at the base of my spine remained, but it was deep. My body was reacting to the hatred in the room. I noticed that no one bowed. I didn’t particularly care.

“I’m looking for Lord Gavyn,” I said.

There was a collective sigh of relief in the room. Some looked behind them at the arched doorway, telling me Lord Gavyn’s location.

A tall man broke through the crowd. He had neon green streaks in his black hair had and some serious tats.

“Lord Zhane?” I asked.

He bowed. “At your service, Princess. Welcome to my home.”

“Thank you. I’m here to collect Lord Gavyn.” I hoped he heard me. That was for making me chase him to this party where people treated me like Public Enemy Number One.

“Of course, Princess.” Lord Zhane glanced at his guests. “The party will continue at the club, guys.”

The room cleared in seconds. Lord Zhane looked at the mess and sighed. “This way, Princess.”

We walked through the arched doorway and into what appeared to be a gaming room. It had a poker and roulette table, and a long bar with stools. Lord Gavyn leaned against a stool, a drink in his hands. He’d changed out of his black outfit and was back into his trademark white suit. Today, he wore a black shirt.

He started to bow, saw Katia, and froze. He put down his drink and hurried to her side. He glared at me briefly. “She shouldn’t have brought you here, Katia.”

He led Katia out of the room, leaving me with Lord Zhane and the guards.

“Would you like a drink, Princess?” Lord Zhane asked, waving toward the bar.

“No, thank you.”

“A seat, perhaps?” He pointed at a stool, then a chair.

He was charming, but that didn’t mean jack. After the reaction from his friends, I was treating him like a viper. “I’ll take the chair.”

He took the seat across from mine. “I heard about the High Council meeting. In fact, that’s all everyone is talking about now. I was impressed.”

I frowned, surprised by his comment. “You approve?”

“Absolutely. I don’t have the stamina to go against the system, so kudos to you for taking this on. We could use more people like you and less like me.” He leaned forward. “What made you think I wouldn’t approve?”

“When I arrived, I…” Was he the right person to tell about the hatred I’d felt from his friends? Lady Nemea’s teachings flashed in my head. “I wasn’t sure what to expect.”

“Nice comeback,” Lord Gavyn said, entering the room. His two guards flanked him. “There’s only so much you tell someone you just met, and my friend here”—he slapped Lord Zhane’s back—“happens to be in the business of selling information to the highest bidder.”

A weird expression crossed Lord Zhane’s before he glanced up at Lord Gavyn and smiled. “How well you know me, Gavyn. I think I’ll leave you with your guest.” He stood. “If you need anything else, I’ll be at the club.” Lord Zhane gave a stiff bow. “Your humble servant, Princess.”

Lord Gavyn walked behind the bar counter and started mixing a drink. He glanced at his guards. “Leave us. You, too,” he added, inclining his head toward Callum and Ruby.

My guards didn’t move.

He glared at them. “She’s not in any danger here.” The guards gave no indication they’d heard him. “Princess, send these two goons away or this meeting is over.”

“Are you always this rude or is it just with me?” I asked. He smiled and something about it reminded me of Green…Bran.

“If I’ve been rude, I apologize,” he said, bowing, and I couldn’t help feeling that he was mocking me. “I am your humble servant, Princess.”

Definitely mocking. “It’s okay, guys,” I told Ruby and Callum. “Wait for me in the other room.” They were reluctant to leave. “Go.”

Lord Gavyn watched them leave. “Idiots. If I wanted to kidnap you, they wouldn’t stop me.”

I ignored his bragging and waited until the guards were gone. “You go out of your way to make people dislike you, don’t you?”

He chuckled and leaned back in his chair. “It’s more like I don’t care whether they like me or not. Did you really expect me to meet you on the castle’s balcony? Is that what you’ve been doing with Bran? Sneaking around? How typical of you.”

His arrogance was starting to tick me off. “Did you know me when I lived with the Guardians?”

He sneered. “Let’s do away with the pretense, shall we? I don’t buy your lost memories story. I’m not judging, mind you. Whatever makes the year go faster, right?”

I shook my head. “You think I’m faking my memory loss? Why would I do that?”

He sipped his drink and took his time swallowing. “You defeated Raphael, just like they reenacted during your lavish party, but he never erased your memories. You know it. I know it. And everyone who was conscious when the Tribunal handed down their sentence knows it. You recognized me the night of your party, so I knew you were faking.”

What the heck was the Tribunal? “You looked familiar, so I asked my father who you are.”

“Bull. I can spot a fake a mile away. Your sister tried and I saw through her act the second she opened her mouth.”

“Are you saying Solange remembers what happened before the Great Battle?”

He chuckled. “Of course. Why do you think she’s busy doing what she does best, scheming? I don’t know or care what you did or who decided you should be in a coma for more than half the year. My concern is Bran. I know you love him, but you have to let him go. In three months, you’ll be together, so what’s the point of keeping him here?”

Why would Solange fake memory loss? And why did anger course through me at the mention of the Tribunal? “What’s happening in three months? What is the Tribunal?”

“Quit playing games, Lilith,” he snarled.

“I’m not, Gavyn,” I snapped.

He went silent and frowned as though taking a mental step back. A calculating gleam entered his eyes. “Do you recall our first meeting?”

“No, but from the look in your eyes, I’m sure it was memorable.” Lord Gavyn chuckled. The chuckle became a laugh. His reaction was annoying and puzzling. “What’s funny?” I asked.

“Our first meeting was memorable, all right. Bran had decided to join the Guardians just so he could be with you. He barely knew you, but was willing to give up everything for you. Ring a bell?”

“No.”

He made a face as though to say liar. “We tracked him down to the Guardian community. The two of you were together when my guards saw your psi energy and went a little crazy. The idiots lacked discipline.” He smirked. “That’s why they’re gone and I’m here.”

Did he have to brag about everything? “What has my psi energy got to do with them going crazy?”

“You have a limitless source of pure psi energy and they wanted it. Bran decided to be your protector.” Lord Gavyn shook his head. “The fool. He was willing to fight two P1 Energy Hermonites lobbing omni balls with his water powers. No one in their right minds takes on P1 Energy. Not even the Guardians.”

The more I heard about Bran, the more I knew he was Green Eyes. Water powers. Cocky. Stubborn. Noble. No wonder I fell in love with him. “Omni balls?”

He gave me another look that said he still didn’t believe I’d lost my memories. “The most powerful energy balls. They are usually unstoppable, but you, a sixteen-year-old, stopped them like they were Ping-Pong balls. That was when I knew you were different.”

Floating red fireballs and water rising from a swimming pool flashed through my head. I tried to hold on to the memory, but it disappeared. “What would anyone want with someone else’s energy?”

He shrugged indifferently. “To enhance theirs. Yours is pure and regenerates fast. You can enhance and replenish the energies of hundreds and still survive, and that’s without the Kris Dagger. At the same time, you can bend anyone to your will, render them powerless, freeze and destroy thousands like that.” He snapped his fingers.

I frowned, remembering my premonition on the training field. “There’s no way I’d knowingly hurt anyone.”

Lord Gavyn drained his drink and pushed his glass aside. “That’s where you are wrong, Princess.” He smirked. “You have hurt people. Surely even you can’t have forgotten that victorious raid on Coronis Isle.”

I stood. “If you’re done telling me about Bran—”

“Scared of the truth? You? Now that’s a side of you I’ve never seen before.”

I wanted to slap his smug face. “I’m not scared. But I will not sit here and listen to your lies.” The problem was that I had a feeling he wasn’t lying.

“Lies? How do you think the Guardians destroyed Coronis Isle and killed so many of our people? You used the Kris Dagger to freeze every Hermonite on the ground and in the air, and the rest of your Guardian pals finished them off. Why do you think Zhane’s friends weren’t too happy to see you tonight? They didn’t fight the Archangels, so they remember that raid. You killed their parents, Princess. Their uncles and aunts, their older brothers and sisters. You even killed my mother, mine and Bran’s.”

My stomach roiled as the conversations I’d had with my friends zipped through my head—the Guardians attacking Coronis Isle and killing so many of their parents, taking Katia’s sister and the Specials, raiding their businesses.

I shook my head. “No. I went to the island with my father to retrieve the dagger. I could not have hurt my people.” I fought queasiness. “If I did anything, it was by accident or the Guardians made me do it. I’d never knowingly hurt anyone. I would never do something that…”

“Whoa. Okay.” He raised his hands. He studied me, eyes narrowing as though he was strategizing. “Forget the part about the raid. I was only playing with you.”

His words slowly sank in. “You mean what you just said—”

“Was a lie,” he finished, and grinned.

I slapped him hard. “You are the most despicable, arrogant, self-centered… Why would you say something like that to me?”

He rubbed the cheek I’d slapped. “Because I’m a jackass. You were on the island to retrieve the dagger and you helped Bran rescue our sister Celeste. It just so happened that the Guardians were attacking at the same time. You were not involved.”

I wanted to hurt him, really hurt him, until he begged for mercy, but it wouldn’t make a difference. I was an empath. I could tell when someone was feeling sorry for me and he was. Why would he pity me unless everything he’d said was the truth? Could I have really killed my own people with the Guardians? I was only sixteen when Coronis Isle was destroyed.

“You’re not going to start crying, are you?” he asked.

My tears were threatening to fall, but to cry in front of him would be beyond humiliating. “Of course not.”

“Good. One, you are not the crying type. And two, I’m not the consoling-females type.” He reached for the decanter with whatever alcoholic mixture he’d made, poured it into his glass, and took a sip. He glanced at me from the corner of his eye. “Want some?”

“I don’t drink alcohol, you jerk.”

He grinned. “Who said I was offering alcohol?” He reached for a bottle under the counter, splashed some of the contents into a glass, and shoved it at me. “Don’t sip it. Throw it in the back of your throat. It’s the best remedy for weeping females.”

“I’m not crying,” I snapped.” I studied the clear liquid. “Are you sure this isn’t alcohol?”

“Coward.”

I tilted my head and threw the drink into my mouth. I sputtered and coughed as the liquid burned its way down my throat. My eyes watered. “What in Tartarus was that?”

“It doesn’t matter. Still feel like crying?”

No. In fact, I felt warm. I glared.

He laughed.

Hating him was a waste of energy. “What kind of a person was I before the Great Battle?” Other than the kind who could kill her own people.

“Annoying. Arrogant.” He gave me a look that said he was remembering our past encounters. “You had and have a right to be, I guess. You are powerful and can manipulate most elements. You are the Chosen One, after all, the one destined to wield the most powerful Nephilimic weapon.”

The weapon was useless now, but I decided not to tell him that bit of information. I didn’t trust him. He liked to play games, and I refused to give him more ammunition.

“You care about the people here?” he asked.

“Of course I do. Why do you think I’ve taken up the Subsixers’ cause? They are just as important as everyone else.”

His expression grew thoughtful. “And you’d never hurt them?”

I shot him a glare. “What do you think?”

“I think your heart is in the right place, so I’m going to be honest with you.”

“Why? You’ve been lying all this time.”

Annoyance crossed his face. “Just shut up and listen. You cannot afford to be ignorant like most knuckleheads around here. Information is power, and as your future brother-in-law, it’s only right I watch out for you while you’re here.”

Somehow, I doubted he cared one way or another if anything happened to me. “What information?”

“Do you know why your hand glows green before you heal someone?”

“That’s my body protecting itself.”

“No, that’s the power of the Kris Dagger protecting you. For whatever reason, the powers shifted from the dagger to you. Celeste let that detail slip by accident. You are now the most powerful weapon, not the dagger. No need to look horrified. Your secret is safe with me. But if you continue to heal people around the island, everyone will know and that will tilt the power struggle in their favor, so no more healing minions.”

“In whose favor?”

“Your enemies’. Those who hate what you plan to do, and I’m not talking about taking up the minions’ cause. You are the Chosen One and they have no interest in uniting with the Guardians. Oh, and don’t forget those whose brains you fried while you were in a coma. Some are still not fully recovered and they’re pissed.” He drained the rest of his second drink. “Back to why we’re having this meeting. I want Bran off the island.”

Those I’d hurt… How could I have forgotten about them? As for Bran, I wasn’t his keeper. Besides, I liked having him around. But I decided to play along. “Okay. Can you describe him?”

Gavyn frowned. “I gave you his description in my first message when I thought you’d lost your memories.”

I made a face. “I didn’t watch it.”

“Why not?”

“I hid it and went to watch the fireworks, but when I went back for it, it was gone. When we finally found it, someone had erased it.”

“Damn it. Someone knows Bran is on the island.” He teleported from the other side of the counter to my side. “Find out who took it. I don’t care how you do it. Read their thoughts. Mind blend with them. Get the names of everyone they’ve told and erase all their memories. If your father learns that Bran is on the island…”

My jaw dropped. “My father would never hurt anyone unless they deserved it. And I’m not erasing anyone’s memories.”

He leaned closer and snarled, “Bran joined the Guardians to be with you, Lilith. According to your father, Bran is a Guardian and therefore, an enemy. If they catch him within a foot of you, they’ll give him the same treatment they gave the two traitors you fingered a few weeks ago.”

I started to worry. Gavyn was right. If Father believed Bran was a Guardian, he would throw him in the dungeon and drain his psi energy. “What do you want me to do? And please don’t say erase memories.”

He glanced over his shoulder before whispering. “Do everything in your power to find him and tell him to leave. Don’t trust anyone with this except Katia. I wasn’t lying when I said you defeated Raphael during the Great Battle, and he didn’t erase your memories. Something or someone erased them here on the island. You should be asking yourself who and why.”

He was a raving lunatic, making up stories and filling my head with ugly suggestions. My memories were erased during the Great Battle. “Are you implying—”

“I’m not implying anything. I’m telling you the truth. Don’t trust anyone except Katia. Find Bran. He’ll confirm everything I just told you. Black wavy hair, green eyes, and dimples, he’s hard to miss. After you find him, have Katia contact me.”

Green Eyes was definitely Bran. The guy who loved me. The guy who came to the island to be with me. The guy who might be in trouble if anyone knew he was around. “I’ve seen him.”

“When and where?” he barked.

“Everywhere. He appears when I least expect him and disappears again. It started after I regained consciousness. He refused to tell me his name, but insisted I would know it when my memories returned.”

“So, he’s okay,” Gavyn mumbled.

“Yeah. He even telepathed me when I came here and told me to leave. He doesn’t like the company you keep.”

Gavyn shrugged as if he didn’t care what his brother thought. “Somehow, I knew he’d find a way to get your attention. And he knows better than to come to Zhane’s house. The dark lords meet here all the time and they would have recognized him.” His expression became serious. “What I said is true, Lilith. It’s too dangerous for Bran to be on the island. Convince him to go home. If that fails, contact me through Katia. I’ll come and get him out. Maybe keep him chained up for the next three months.”

I frowned. “You never explained the three months.”

“That’s when you’ll decide whether you want to live with the Guardians or here with your father. The Tribunal said the choice would be yours.”

Lady Nemea’s words came back to haunt me. She’d meant choose. My father wanted me to choose him. “Why would I want to live with the Guardians? This is my home.”

Gavyn smiled. “I hope that’s true, Lilith, because the people here need you. Whether you realize it or not, they really need you. Remember everything I told you,” he said, then started for the arched doorway.

I stared after him, more confused than before, unanswered questions burning my tongue. Who the heck was the Tribunal?
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An hour before, I had been euphoric. I had an objective. Now, I couldn’t think past the things Gavyn had told me. Should I ask my father about my memory loss? Or ask Lady Nemea? Solange? No, my sister was faking amnesia. Or maybe Gavyn was lying about that, too. But would he lie when he wanted me to help Bran?

Ruby and Callum entered the room and I studied them, wondering how much they’d heard. I hated doubting them. Their loyalty was the one thing I’d taken for granted the last couple of months.

“Let’s go home,” I said.

We teleported back to the family room. Katia and the others were still there. From the looks of things, they’d ordered more food. How would they treat me once they learned I’d participated in raids that had destroyed their homes and killed their families?

“How did it go?” Katia asked, coming to my side.

Had Gavyn told her why he wanted to talk to me? He’d said I could trust her. “Fine. You guys came up with any ideas while I was gone?”

“Plenty,” Gus said. Ravan, busy shoving a large chunk of pie in his mouth, nodded.

Lottius lifted a CC. “We have the recordings of the entire meeting, including the time you were gone.”

Seeing the CC reminded me of the one I’d incinerated. Could Solange have erased it? Lottius had been with me when Gavyn’s personal guard had given me the first crystal. She was also curious about where I was going before I left. Could she have sneaked into my quarters?

Dang it, I was beginning to suspect everyone. Lottius had never visited my rooms before the night the CC disappeared. Besides, her presence would have alerted the guards. Sir Malax always insisted on having two guards stationed there whenever I was gone.

“Lilith?”

I blinked. Katia looked at me questioningly. The others were standing. “Sorry. Uh, are you guys leaving already?”

“She’s got a date,” Lottius said, indicating Katia with a nod, “and we are going clubbing, ending at Club LZ. You can join us if you like.”

“She’s not yet eighteen, Lottie,” Katia said. “LZ’s bouncers won’t let her in.”

“Lord Zhane is about profit,” Lottie retorted. “He’ll let in babies in strollers if they’re paying customers.”

Listening to them added a little normalcy to my life, which had taken a nosedive during my talk with Gavyn. I might not know who to trust, but the people in this room and I had one thing in common—concern for the Subsixers. I should focus on that.

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m not in the mood for clubbing, anyway. It’s been a long day.” I glanced at Ravan, Jazreel, and Gus. “Let’s take a break for a couple of days. I need to talk to my father and Solange, who’s supposed to be working with me on this.” Solange, the faker. Now I questioned everything she’d ever said.

“Lilith,” Katia said again, concern in her voice. “Are you okay?”

The others were gone, except Lottius and Katia. “I’m fine. I’ve a lot of thinking to do and I want to watch that”—I pointed at the CC in Lottius’s hand. “Go and get ready for the club, Lottie. And you”—I smiled at Katia—“have a fun date. I’ll see you guys on Monday at the Academy.”

They both frowned.

“What?” I asked.

“We were planning on going to the beach tomorrow,” Katia said.

“You’re coming, right?” Lottius added.

“I don’t know. I’ll ping you if I can get away. If not, I’ll see you on Monday.” I’d been looking forward to attending the Academy, but now all I thought about was what Lord Gavyn had said. I reassured the girls again that I was okay before they left. My eyes met Callum and Ruby’s. “Goodnight, guys,” I said. “Let other guards take over. It’s been a long day.”

“May I say something, Princess?” Ruby asked just as I turned to enter my bedroom.

I stopped, turned, and studied their expressionless faces. “Sure.”

“Anytime you need to be alone or go somewhere, just ask for us and we’ll help,” she said.

Callum nodded. “You can trust us to keep your whereabouts a secret.”

Once again, I wondered how much they’d heard. I glanced at my watch. I had over two hours to kill before my meeting with Bran. Should I trust them? According to Gavyn, no one could be trusted.

“Thanks, guys. Goodnight.”

“We knew exactly where you were last week under the water, Princess,” Ruby whispered. The other two guards were too far away to hear us.

I frowned. “What are you saying?”

“We kept the searchers away until you and Bran were done,” Callum said quickly.

“We also knew he was in the bathroom with you before the High Council meeting today,” Ruby added. This time, color crept into her cheeks. “We told your friends you blocked our attempts to come inside or to communicate. Actually, I blocked them.”

Of course. All of my guards were Prime Psis.

“How do you know him?” I asked, not completely sure I could trust them.

Ruby smiled. “We all grew up near each other on Coronis Isle. We were with Gavyn in the same training unit, so we know Bran and Celeste, too.”

The sister Gavyn had mentioned. She and I were supposedly friends. “Can you describe her?”

“Black hair like’s Bran, but she has Gavyn’s eyes. She’s spunky. Even their mother couldn’t stamp it out of her.”

Ruby’s voice changed when she mentioned Bran’s mother, but I let it go. “Did Bran leave the island to join the Guardians?”

Ruby chuckled. “That was just a rumor. Bran would never willingly join the Guardians. He fought for the House of Neteru during mortal combat when we were choosing a leader and won. Why do you think your father refuses the title of king? That title belongs to the person who won mortal combat. Bran did.”

So, he was a king pretending to be a minion? No wonder he was everywhere. This was getting even more confusing. I had to talk to him. Only he could answer all my questions. How could I love him and not remember him after all these months?

Then a thought occurred to me. What if all this was a scam by Gavyn and these two were in on it? I shook my head. I was going to go crazy if I continued to second-guess myself. Ruby and Callum studied me with worried expressions. If they remembered their pasts, they knew about mine, yet I’d never felt hatred or resentment toward me.

“Did Bran tell you anything about tonight?” I asked.

“Not about the meeting with Lord Gavyn,” Callum said. “But he contacted us while you two were talking. He said to remind you about your midnight meeting at the library.”

Okay, so Bran trusted these two. Did that I mean I should, too? I glanced at my watch. “Yes, I’m meeting him at the Sublevel Library.” Bran should confirm everything his brother had said. But if the entire thing was a scam… “Give me a moment.”

I headed to my bedroom, removing the cloak and throwing it on my bed. First, I went into the bathroom and got the CC with Gavyn’s message. Without watching it again, I closed my hand around it and felt it crumble into tiny pieces. I threw the sandy remains into the garbage and rinsed my hands. Then I contacted Rahm and confirmed that I was starting at the Academy on Monday. I didn’t have the heart to ask why he’d told my sister first.

“Ah, there you are,” Lady Nemea said, and I whipped around. “How were the visits?”

She was the last person I wanted to see tonight. “What?”

“I just talked to Callum and Ruby. They said you were visiting min… Subsixers.”

The guards had covered for me. Nice. As for Lady Nemea, I didn’t want her hovering around tonight. I was making that meeting with Bran.

“It was a short one, but tomorrow I’ll make longer rounds.”

“You don’t have to visit them in their homes,” Lady Nemea said. “You could hold an audience downstairs in the auditorium or the conference room.”

“I can’t refuse to visit their homes if they invite me. That would be rude. Isn’t that your number one rule? Princesses cannot show real emotion. You smile and stay cordial at all times.”

She looked ready to argue, then appeared to change her mind. “Are you getting ready for bed?”

I wanted to say yes so she could leave. This constant monitoring had to stop. “Yes.”

“Good. I brought your bedtime drink.”

“Thanks.” I followed her to the bedroom and took the drink. She’d turned down my bed. While she went to get my nightdress, I sipped my drink and went over everything Gavyn had told me.

Part of me wanted to verify everything he’d said, but another part wished I could pretend he’d never said them. Lady Nemea came back with a white frothy nightdress made of silk and lace. I’d stopped complaining about her choosing my clothes and treating me like a child. It didn’t really matter what she chose anyway, because I always changed the color to suit me. She brushed my hair while I continued to sip the hot drink.

“How did you style your hair so fast this afternoon?” she asked as she pulled the brush down.

I shrugged. “I just did.” I looked at my watch. “Thanks.” I gave her the mug, stripped, and slipped on the nightdress, then lifted the hair from my neck.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” she asked.

“Yeah. Why?”

“You usually insist I leave the room while you change.”

I hadn’t even realized I was doing it. “I, uh, I have a lot on my mind.”

“You’ve taken on a serious responsibility for one so young. No one will blame you if you bow out or ask for help. I’m here if you need help.”

“No, I’ll be okay. Goodnight.” I reached out and kissed her cheek, knowing it would please her. Sure enough, she smiled and patted my cheek.

“Goodnight, my dear.”

I waited until she teleported, then removed the Kris Dagger from its box and waited for a sign that we were linked. Ever since Bran told me we were, I’d reread his grandfather’s journal and memorized everything the dagger could do. If Lord Gavyn was right, I could do these things now. Every night, I tried to command it, with zero results.

As always, the dagger didn’t react when I touched it or commanded it. I started feeling drowsy, and I fought to stay awake, but it became harder and harder. Better to fall asleep at the library, where Bran could wake me up, than here.

I got my cloak from the closet, where Lady Nemea had put it, clasped it on, and left the bedroom. Four guards, all male, were settling at their post. Two of them, Krampus and Drias, were not so strict or anal.

I had gone out of my way to make friends with all my guards. The older one, Krampus, had two kids, while Drias’s wife was expecting. I’d shared snacks and played card games with them on some nights. Until an hour before, I would have trusted them with my life. Part of me hated Lord Gavyn for turning me into a bundle of nerves and mistrust.

“Evening,” I said, keeping my voice light.

“Good evening, Princess,” they said in unison.

“We heard the good news, Princess,” Drias said. He was a talker. “The min…uh, Subsixers are lucky to have you as their champion.”

The others nodded.

“Thanks, guys,” I said, then asked after their families, but my heart wasn’t really in it. I kept wondering if they were in the Great Battle. I knew it was a terrible habit to acquire, but from now on, I’d always wonder how many people knew my memories were intact after the battle, and how many knew they were erased here on the island or just assumed I was faking amnesia like Lord Gavyn had.

“Is everything okay? Do you want us to get you anything from the kitchen?” Drias asked.

Food was the last thing on my mind. “Not tonight.”

“We brought cards in case you wanted to join us,” he added.

I grinned. “I want to do a little reading downstairs at the sub-library. Maybe tomorrow.”

“But Lady Nemea said—”

“I know, Drias. I can’t sleep. I want you and Krampus with me.”
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The place was usually packed with students in the back room having telepathic debates, adults picking up and dropping off books, and children streaming to and from story time. Tonight, it was like a graveyard. Saturday night was for partying and clubbing.

The head librarian sat behind the desk with her eyes closed, but I’d bet she knew the moment people teleported into and out of the library.

The back room with the globe was visible from where we were. Even though the lights were on, the room was empty. I grabbed a few human magazines on my way, smiling and nodding at the few readers who looked up. The rest had their noses buried in their books. I disappeared inside the room while the two guards stayed outside the door.

The room had slat-covered glass windows facing the main floor of the library. Inside, an oval table with six chairs took up most of the space, but along the walls were comfortable leather chairs. I closed the slats and the door, curled up on a chair to wait.

The magazines kept me busy for fifteen minutes, but then I checked at my watch and groaned. I still had almost an hour to kill. Worse, my eyes kept drooping. One second I was semi-alert, the next I couldn’t lift my eyelids. I tried to summon the guards, but I couldn’t make a link.
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Bright lights on my eyelids woke me up. I squinted and looked around. I was in my bedroom. How the heck did I get here from the library?

I sat up and dizziness washed over me. I flopped back on the pillow and scowled at the clock by my bed. It was ten. I’d had enough sleep and shouldn’t be fatigued.

This wasn’t the first time I’d woken up tired after nearly twelve hours of sleep. I’d blamed my slow recovery from the coma, then the emergence of my energy powers. But after Gavyn mentioned his men wanting to drain my psi energy, I couldn’t help wondering.

Crap. Bran. I never got to meet him last night. Bet the guards carried me back to my bedroom. How humiliating.

Good morning, dear, Lady Nemea said cheerfully in my head.

I winced at her overly loud voice.

Are you awake, Lilith?

I sighed. I am now.

She chuckled. May I come up?

Would she insist if I said no? You defeated the archangel Raphael, and he didn’t erase your memories, Lord Gavyn had said. Did she know who did it?

Lilith? She asked again.

Sure, come up.

She appeared in my bedroom, looking joyful and radiant. I was so used to seeing her disapproving expression that her happiness seemed off. She wore a long lavender dress that suited her willowy figure perfectly. There was something different about her.

“Your hair is different,” I said. She still had bangs, but it was now shoulder-length and darker. Something about her face reminded me of Solange. Maybe it was the darker hair.

“You like it?” She patted it. “I did it to celebrate our victory. You, my dear girl, have made us so proud. All our hard work paid off. You are finally a princess.”

Despite the battle going on inside my head, I laughed. “I thought I was born a princess.”

A chuckle escaped her. “You were and you were not. Come on. Today is another beautiful day and your father wants the two of you to have brunch.” She picked up the cloak I’d left once again at the foot of my bed and carried it to the closet. “Everyone is talking about you and the wonderful changes you’re bringing to the island,” she called out from the closet. She appeared with two dresses. “Which one do you think?”

One had lots of yellow and the other was emerald green, like Bran’s eyes. I had to find him. “You pick.”

Her brow shot up in surprise, and then she smiled and disappeared inside the closet. I left for the bathroom. By the time I finished with the shower, she was gone and the emerald-green dress was on my bed.

Father got to his feet and smiled when I appeared in his private dining room. Something about his smile sent a rush of emotions through me. He’d searched for me and never gave up on finding me. He’d known about my past with the Guardians, yet he had never stopped loving me. After last night, his love was the one thing I didn’t doubt or question. But could he have erased my memories?

“Morning, daughter,” he said.

Instead of answering, I walked straight to him and gave him a hug. I didn’t care whether Lady Nemea thought my actions were inappropriate. I just needed to connect with someone I loved on a different level.

At first his arms stayed at his sides. He was surprised. Then he wrapped his arms around me. His musky scent was familiar. I held on, my cheek pressed against his chest. I was tall, about five-ten, but he was taller.

I leaned back and grinned. “Morning, Daddy. I’m starving.”

He laughed. “Then we’d better tell the kitchen staff to bring more food.”

Soon, we were having a lively discussion about the High Council meeting, my ideas for the Subsixers, and the suggestions from my friends. He didn’t agree with some of them and I tried to see things from his point of view, but I didn’t back down from my position. One thing we agreed on was that Master Rahm should be in charge of the Subsixers’ education, since he wasn’t going to teach me anymore.

Two hours later, we were still having a serious debate. Father didn’t seem in a hurry to leave, which suited me. I needed an “us” moment. To be with someone I loved and I knew loved me. A few times, I was tempted to ask him about my memories, but I didn’t want to spoil the moment.

“Tell me about Mom,” I said.

He leaned back and studied me with an indulgent expression. “What do you want to know?”

“Who was she? How come, whenever I’m introduced, no one mentions her?”

A faraway look entered his eyes. “Your mother was a Guardian.”

I choked on the orange juice and winced when he slapped my back. Of all the explanations, that had never crossed my mind. I’d assumed she was a Subsixer or even human. Never a Guardian.

“You married a Guardian?” I whispered.

He chuckled. “I fell in love with a wonderful woman. I didn’t know she was a Guardian when we met. It wouldn’t have made any difference to how we felt about each other. She was working as a computer programmer in Seattle. I was running one of our companies. I want to show you something.” He left and reappeared with CCs of childhood moments.

Two hours became three.

“Something happened to scare her. She didn’t care that I was related to Queen Coronis or that I was a product of her experiments, so it didn’t make sense when she took off. I was angry and determined to find her.” A haunted look entered his eyes. “I mounted a raid against the Guardians. She told me you were dead, that she’d killed you rather than have Queen Coronis raise you.” He shook his head. “I don’t know where she got that idea from and I didn’t get a chance to ask her. When she told me you were dead, that she’d killed you, I lost it.”

My chest hurt and my mouth had long since turned into sandpaper. The anguish in his eyes and intensity of his emotions confirmed what I’d already guessed. He’d killed my mother.

“In my grief, I did the unthinkable. The unforgivable.” He glanced at me, his expression shifting into the smooth marble that hid everything. “I told you before that it was my fault she died that night. The fact is—”

“You hurt her.”

“I did, but I didn’t mean to kill her. I wanted her to stop talking about your death, and I lashed out in my grief.” The mask slipped and bared his pain. “Because of me, you were denied a chance to know and love her.”

I reached for his hand. “It’s okay, Dad.”

He covered my hand. “No, it’s not okay. I should have known she’d never harm you. You were everything to her.” I opened my mouth to speak, but he shook his head. “There’s more. Things I did to find you and bring you home. Things I regret, yet I would do them again to have you here by my side.”

“Don’t, Dad,” I said, tears streaming down my face.

“You don’t understand, Lilith. I was selfish and manipulative. My methods were unconscionable and extreme. Do you know what mortal combat is? I had our people fight to the death just so you could win and be their queen.”

“Stop, please. You love me and wanted me with you. How can that be wrong? We all do things we think are right at the time. It’s only later we realize we’ve made a mistake. We can learn from it, find a way to make amends, or let the guilt eat at us. You created this island, brought our people here, gave them a place they can call home. Then you found me and brought me home. That’s what we should focus on. The future, not the past.”

He smiled and shook his head. “When did you become so wise?”

Since last night. I had some serious atonement to do too. I owed it to my people. “I am the Chosen One. These rare moments of wisdom are supposed to come naturally.”

He threw back his head and laughed. It was the first time I’d heard him laugh out loud. It sounded good.

“I’m afraid your genes or future duties have very little to do with it. Your grandfather is to be thanked for the way you’ve turned out.”

“My grandfather? I have one?” I asked.

He chuckled. “Of course you do. I might be a product of Queen Coronis’s breeding program, but your mother was born out of love. I’m talking about your mother’s father, the Guardian who raised you. Kenta said he explained about him.”

The conversations I’d had with my trainer flashed in my head. “The old man was my grandfather?”

“Is,” he corrected. “He’s still alive.”

“Master Kenta said we moved from place to place because the Guardians didn’t trust me.”

My father frowned. “I don’t know if that was Falcon’s reason for moving from place to place. Whatever his reasons, he preferred the company of his wife’s people. He didn’t just live among the Gypsies, Lilith. Your grandmother was a Gypsy.”

“A human?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

So, everything Master Kenta had told me was true. They’d rejected me because of my father and my grandmother. “How did you find me?”

“Do you remember Lord Gavyn? I pointed him out during your party.”

I nodded.

“His younger brother went missing and he followed him to the Guardians’ enclave. When Gavyn came back and told me of a teenager with red hair who could stop omni energy balls, I was interested because no one can stop those balls, not even those who create them. That was when I approached Kenta to find out more about you. I expected to find the Chosen One, not my child. You were still alive.” He smiled. “Your grandfather raised you by himself and kept your existence a secret, despite our paths crossing.” He gripped my hands and studied our linked hands intently before focusing on my face. “I’ve forgiven him for keeping you from me, and because of that, I’m willing to consider a request he sent a few days ago.”

“What?”

“He wants to see you.”

“What? Why?” I stammered, trying to process the information my father was throwing at me. He’d just confirmed part of Gavyn’s story and now my grandfather wanted to see me? The man who’d kept me away from my people? Made me hunt my own people down and commit heinous acts? I didn’t think so.

“He wants to make sure that you are okay. I had to petition the Tribunal, the highest council of elders in charge of Nephilimic affairs, to have you here with me. Your grandfather wasn’t happy with the way I went about it, but I wanted you with me and I did what I had to do to make it happen.” He frowned, his hands squeezing mine. “I know you said you don’t need an explanation, but when you’re ready, I’d like to tell you everything. It doesn’t justify so many things that I did, but…” He sighed. “I was desperate.”

“I understand, and I already said all is forgiven.”

He smiled. “For now. Your grandfather misses you very much and wants to see you.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Lilith—”

“I don’t want to see him. Not yet.” Not until I made amends for the pain I had caused when I was a Guardian. Maybe the person who’d deleted my memories had done me a favor. The memories would have crippled me.


-16-

“Bran didn’t come to our meeting,” I told Callum and Ruby that evening when they started their shift.

The two guards exchanged glances. I hated it when people did that. It usually meant secrets. “What is it?”
 
“We saw him last night and he was on his way to the library,” Ruby said.

“He wanted to be there before you got there, Princess,” Callum said.

My stomach dropped. Bran could not be missing. Not now. “He wasn’t there. I was waiting for him when I fell asleep.”
 
“We haven’t seen him today,” Ruby said.

“Do you know where he lives?”

They both shook their heads.

I closed my eyes and tried to feel him. I always knew when he was around. He wasn’t today. Maybe he was in the dungeons. I felt a little sick thinking about that. Could my father have arranged the brunch while the guards tortured Bran? No, my father would never do that.

“We’ll ask Ziminair. She knows him.”

“Ziminair?” Ruby asked.

“Seraph’s mother,” I explained. I had an open invite to visit them, which fit perfectly with my plans to visit the dungeons. They’d better not have thrown Bran down there.

“Okay, let’s track down Seraph’s family,” I said.

The two exchanged another look. “Now what?”

“We have direct orders never to let you visit the Subsixers,” Ruby said.

“Orders from?” I asked.

“Sir Malax,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. “I am visiting Subsixers. You can tell Malax I teleported and you had no choice but to follow.”

“He expects us to inform him if you go anywhere past sublevel four,” Callum said.

“Are you?” I asked.

“No,” they said in unison. “But you might want to use your power of persuasion so we don’t get in trouble,” Callum added.

I chuckled. “Thanks for the permission.” I got inside their heads. By the time I was done, they would have done the chicken dance if I’d ordered them.

“We are going to visit Subsixers,” I said.

“Yes, Princess,” they said in unison. “You may want to wear a cloak,” Ruby added. “It’s cold down there.”

Our first stop was sublevel five, which was really part of the castle. Subfive had the quarters of the castle workers. We walked along a broad, well-lit hallway, passing one door after another. Laughter and music came from behind some doors.

Callum stopped outside a door. “My family lives here, Princess. Dad works on the castle grounds and Mom works in the kitchen,” he said with such pride that I smiled. “My sister knows everyone on this level and below.”

A girl opened the door and squealed, “Callie. What are you doing here?”

“Visiting, imp. And quit calling me Callie.” He ruffled her hair. “Is Ma home?”

“Quit messing with my hair, you big oaf.” She pushed away his hand. “Of course, she’s ho…” Her eyes widened when she saw me. “Ooh, Ma is going to kill you, Callum.” She stepped back and disappeared into the room. “Ma! Callum brought Princess Lilith home without a warning.”

Callum shook his head. “Could you excuse me, Princess?”

He disappeared inside and closed the door. A minute later, the door open and Callum appeared with an older woman and the girl who’d squealed. I could see the family resemblance in the curly brown hair and the arched eyebrows.

“Princess Lilith, this is my mother.”

“Sally,” I said. I recognized her from the kitchen.

She bowed. “Princess, it is an honor to have you in my home.”

“We are just passing by,” I said. “Next time, I promise, I’ll stay.”

She gripped my hand. “You are always welcome here. Now, Callum tells me you are looking for a family down here.”

“Yes.”

“Mena can show you,” she said. “She knows everyone down here.”

We left Callum’s mom behind and followed his sister, who kept glancing at me and grinning. I smiled back whenever our eyes met, though I had no reason to smile. Bran was missing. Someone on the island was responsible for my memory loss and possibly my coma.

An arched door led to the tunnels under the city. Stairs wound upward, which meant the castle workers had access to the playgrounds of the city. I wondered if they ever used them.

The tunnel was wide and made of concrete and steel. Ventilation outlets were evenly spaced on the ceiling and light crystals were embedded along the floor and on the walls. There were no doors.

“Where are the homes?”

“Around the curve,” Mena said.

“That’s where sublevel six begins,” Callum explained.

Sure enough, we turned the corner, went down a long ramp, and saw the windows, then short hallways leading to doors. The tunnels went in different directions like a maze. If I’d come down here alone, I would have gotten lost.

“Where are the people?” I asked. I’d expected to see children running about, but it was quiet and no sounds came from closed doors.

“Most children stay on the beach for as long as they can. There are no play areas around here,” Callum added.

“And they don’t use the city playgrounds,” Ruby added.

Giggles and sounds of running feet came from ahead. We turned a corner and almost bumped into a bunch of boys chasing each other. They recognized me and stopped, their eyes wide as they pressed against the wall to let us pass.

I waved to them, but they must have telepathed their friends because suddenly doors opened and people peered at us. Whispers of “the princess” filled the air. I stopped to return greetings, touch a shoulder here and there, and talk to a mother or a father.

Invitations to visit their homes and sit with them for dinner followed. I made promises I knew I couldn’t possibly keep unless I threw a big dinner party. After what seemed like forever, Callum and Ruby took charge to help us move along. They were amazing at crowd control.

When we finally reached our destination, I sighed with relief. I was beginning to feel claustrophobic. Ziminair opened the door, saw us, and smiled. “Princess, welcome.” She turned and called out, “Seraph, honey. Look who came to visit.”

We had no choice but to enter her home. It was neat and normal-looking, with plaid sofas, coffee table, area rug, and CCs of family pictures. Seraph entered the room and squealed when she saw me. She practically flew into my arms.

“I promised I’d visit and here I am,” I said.

She smiled and touched my hair. “Do you want to see my room?”

Callum and Ruby were talking to her mother, so I nodded. “We’ll be back.”

The little girl led me into a bedroom done in pink and purple. I pushed aside my need for answers, met her dolls and stuffed animals, and admired her artwork.

“We need to go, Princess,” Ruby said from the doorway.

“Don’t go yet,” Seraph begged.

I kissed her cheek. “I’ll come and visit again. Or your mommy can bring you to visit me, okay?”

She nodded, her thumb slipping into her mouth. In the other room, Ziminair was wringing her hands. “What is it?”

“I was just telling Callum that the young lord does not live down here. We thought he lived in the city.”

“I know everyone who lives down here and he doesn’t,” Mena said, then she glared at Callum. “I would have told you if you’d asked.”

We thanked Seraph’s mother and left. I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or more worried. I looked left, then right. The Subsixers had disappeared behind their doors.

“Are we going back to the castle?” Ruby asked.

“No.” It was time for plan B. My grandfather always told me to have a backup plan. I smiled. What a moment to remember something my grandfather taught me. “We’re going to the dungeons.”

Ruby and Callum didn’t argue. I’d ordered them to go along with whatever I said.

“Go home,” Callum told his sister. He waited until she went around the bend, then pointed at the opposite path. “This way.”

I followed him with Ruby in the rear. We passed the last door, then a stretch of tunnel with large exposed pipes. Water, air, and sewer pipes, Callum explained. The tunnel narrowed and fewer crystal lights dotted the walls. Either it was my imagination or the temperature dropped. I shivered and pulled my cloak tighter.

A weird echo came from behind us and my heart leaped. I turned to look, but there was no one there. My breathing quickened and my heart pounded as we continued along. I focused on putting one foot in front of the other.

The tunnel was endless and curving every which way. Shadows and distorted images appeared at the corners of my eyes, superimposed on the wall. The wall itself changed as though alive. At times it was smooth, at times rough or wet like a cave wall.

At some subconscious level, I knew that the images weren’t real. Yet I started feeling queasy, my heart threatening to leap from my chest. I stopped and lowered my head, my entire body trembling as though I had run for miles.

Hands gripped my arms. “We should go back, Princess,” Ruby begged.

“No, I’m fine. How far to go?” I asked, my breathing shallow.

“We’ve never been down here,” Callum said. “I can carry you.”

I laughed, and the sound echoed around us. I shivered again. “Thanks, Callum. I’m claustrophobic, not sick. I can make it.”

I staggered forward, ignoring the concern pouring from them.

I developed tunnel vision, the peripheries blurry. The pressure inside my head increased. Every breath burned my lungs as though there wasn’t enough oxygen, but I knew that wasn’t true. Callum and Ruby weren’t hyperventilating. This was in my head.

Breathe, little one, a man said in my head. Think of those you love and those who love you.

The voice was familiar, yet I couldn’t place it or put a face to it. Still, I listened and I let my father’s face fill my head. When his face ebbed, Bran’s green eyes smiled down at me. The faces that came after his were ones I didn’t recognize—an older woman with short hair, a blonde, a black guy wearing an apron, a black girl with curly black hair, a blond guy with a twinkle in his eyes.

Instead of calming down, the images had the opposite effect. They were confusing. Worse, the voice kept telling me things that didn’t make sense, his voice fading and echoing.

Don’t come… Go back…

My knees grew wobbly, the roar inside my head deafening. This wasn’t just claustrophobia. I took deep breaths and focused on my father and Bran’s face. The pressure in my head eased a little and my eyes started to clear. I turned the corner and saw the gate.

I wanted to teleport to it, but I couldn’t summon the psi energy to do it. Whatever was messing with me was also screwing with my powers. We reached the gate, and I grabbed the metal bars of the gate for support and clung to it.

“Are you okay, Princess?” someone asked. Ruby or Callum. I must have reassured them, because their fears eased.

The square area behind the gate was like a courtyard, except it was indoors. It had a high ceiling, benches, and a section with freestanding punching bags. This was probably the exercise yard for the prisoners. Crystals embedded on the floor shot beams to the ceiling, forming a light cage. As my breathing slowed down and my vision cleared, I could see four tunnels leading from the foyer.

“Princess,” a voice rang out. The next second, a man in a black robe, stood on the other side of the gate, his hand pressed to his chest and head bowed. The gate slid open. “I was not informed you were coming.”

A quick read and I got his name. “This is a surprise visit, Emory. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not, Princess.” He stepped back and waved his hand. The crystals dimmed and the beams turned off. “I’m here at your service.”

Whatever was down here grew stronger, making my skin crawl. But now that I was no longer in the tunnels, the effect on me wasn’t as strong. I took a deep breath and stepped into the room. I could see what looked like an office between the second and third hallway entrances.

“Would the princess like a tour?” Emory asked.

Yes, the princess would. I had to know if Bran was down here. “Thank you. That would be nice.”

“These hallways lead to the cell blocks.” He pointed at one to our right. Above the doorway was an A. “Block A is for thieves and petty criminals.”

We followed him down the hallway, which was wide and well-lit, so I didn’t feel as much like the walls were caving in on me. The prisoners were housed in twos in private cells, their beds and bedside desks visible through the glass walls.

They looked up, then either went back to their card games or stared passively at us as we walked past. They weren’t aggressive or scared. They also didn’t bow or act like they knew who I was, which was nice for a change. The best part was that none of them was Bran.

“How long do you keep them here?” I asked.

“That depends on the severity of the crime, Princess. We keep first-time offenders for a few months to a year. Repeat offenders stay for twice as long. Habitual offenders are moved to Hallway C.”

“Why are they all men?” I asked. “Women must be good citizens.”

Emory chuckled. “Not really, Princess. The women are housed in Hallway B.”

We looped into Hallway B, the women’s block. There were more men than women. And like the men, they watched us without reacting. I didn’t know whether it was normal for prisoners to be so docile.

“They’re so well-behaved,” I commented.

“That’s because they don’t want to end up in Block C,” Emory said.

We were back in the common room or the yard. “Is that the worst place to be sent?”

“It depends on how you look at it.” We followed him into the entrance to Block C. The hallway was wider. “This is where we keep criminally insane people.”

My feet faltered. “I didn’t know insanity was a problem among our people.”

“They have unstable psi energy and either killed people or destroyed property using their powers.” He glanced back and realized I had stopped walking. “Don’t worry, Princess. Most of them are in comas.”

Unlike the other cells, these had light cages. Their beds were narrower and each prisoner had his or her own cell. They looked so still and lifeless under the covers. Was I like that for six months?

“What are the lights for?” I asked.

“To stop them from teleporting out. These are not ordinary light crystals. They give off light that is harmful to us in any form, so we use them to create cages.”

A memory flickered in my head, then disappeared. I didn’t try to chase it. I was busy checking the faces of the prisoners for Bran. But it was obvious this wasn’t the first time I’d seen a light cage used.

“How do you keep them in comas?”

“We drain their psi energy regularly. Their psi energy surges come and go, completely unpredictable. It doesn’t matter whether they’re asleep or awake. One blew up his cell with omni balls while asleep and suffered severe burns. Another destroyed the crystals and escaped to the surface. Now we keep them in comas, and as soon as they stir, we drain their energy and they slip right back.”

I was in coma for seven months. Did that mean someone had drained my energy, too? The Archangels, perhaps? According to Gavyn, they hadn’t erased my memories. If I were to believe him, then they hadn’t drained my energy, either. The thought that there was someone here on the island who had done that to me was scary.

“How long do they stay in a coma when drained?” I asked.

“About a month,” the guard said.

I was out for nearly seven months, which meant I’d been drained often. By who, and why? Fear kindled somewhere deep inside me. Was it for my own protection? Would I have hurt people if they hadn’t? I must have been drained monthly to be in a coma for so long. According to Lady Nemea, I was the most powerful person on the island. Even Lord Gavyn had said my energy was limitless. More energy probably meant a higher chance of instability. No wonder everyone had freaked out when my energy powers had appeared.

“Do you drain their energy?” I asked, starting to feel a little sick.

Emory chuckled. “No one comes near the prisoners but Sir Malax’s team.”

Could Sir Malax have drained me, too? Did Lady Nemea know? She’d watched over me and considered me her charge. Did Father know? He’d do anything for me.

“What do they do with the drained energy?” I asked.

The guard pointed down. “They store them below us in large crystals until the P1s need them.”

Maybe the energy hum from the crystal was the relentless tug I kept feeling. It was beginning to give me a headache. We reached the end of the hallway and looped back. I forced myself to keep counting and fought the urge to teleport upstairs and demand answers. The problem was that I didn’t want to know the answer. Who in their right mind wanted to hear they were a ticking time bomb?

But this explained everything—why people feared me. Why even my own sister resented my powers. She probably thought I belonged down here. The only ones who didn’t seem to care about them were my father and Bran. Would Lottius and Katia, and their friends, start treating me differently if they knew? They were probably ignorant about them because their memories had been wiped clean by the Archangels. “I thought P1s are all-powerful,” I said in a voice that shook slightly.

Emory shot Callum and Ruby a weird glance. He could probably tell I was close to losing it. Deep breaths… Exhale… Princesses don’t lose it. They hide their true feelings.

“The P1s take care of the island, Princess,” the prison guard said. “The Air Primes clean the air circulating through the city. The Earth Primes take care of all solid waste. The Water Primes purify the water. The Energy Primes supply us with all the light and heating crystals, and the Psi”—he pointed at Callum and Ruby—“are in charge of security around the island and maintaining the shield. A couple of times a month, they all need to replenish their energies.”

Like rechargeable batteries. I pushed away the crazy thoughts threatening to drown me and focused on why I was in the dungeons.

“Have you had any new prisoners, Guard Emory?” I asked.

“Just the two traitors they sent down here a few weeks ago.”

Thirty-six comatose inmates and none, thankfully, was Bran. Just before we left, Ruby gasped and I looked over my shoulder. She’d been so quiet I’d completely forgotten her presence.

“What is it?” I asked.

She pointed at the last cell. There were movements under the blanket. “One’s waking up.”

“That’s Patient Thirty-Six. She’s due for a power drain,” Emory said as we exited the hallway. “I must contact Sir Malax at once.”

Who will boot us out, I thought. There was only one wing left. “Can we finish the tour first?” And confirm that Bran isn’t down here.

The guard frowned. “Sir Malax insists on knowing if one of the Specials wakes up.”

I blinked as though I’d been sucker-punched. “Specials?”

He nodded. “All the inmates in Block C are Specials. The ones that came out wrong. I must inform Lord—”

“Of course you must.” These people were definitely like me. Specials with unstable energy. The difference was that I had people who loved me and had drained my energy to make sure I didn’t hurt anyone. “We’ll leave and finish the tour later. I’ll ask Sir Malax’s permission next time before I visit.”

The jailer shook his head. “You don’t need permission to visit us down here, Princess. You can come anytime.”

“Thank you, Guard Emory. Unfortunately, not everyone thinks so. Sorry we didn’t get to see the last block. Maybe next time we’ll start with it.” I got inside his head and planted a thought. Let your princess see the last block. Please.

“If we are quick, maybe the princess can take a look,” the guard said. “There aren’t many prisoners, so it won’t take long.” He hurried down the last hallway and we followed.

“Who is kept in this wing?” I asked.

“Traitors,” Emory said.

The cells had metal walls instead of glass, each with a small opening for feeding the inmate. Emory opened one, but the cell was dark and I couldn’t see the prisoner. CCs mounted outside the doors showed images of the inmates every few seconds. I recognized the two I had fingered. I still hadn’t figured a way to free them.

Emory stopped before we could reach the end of the hallway and I almost bumped into him. “There are only five prisoners in this block, so the rest of the cells are empty.” He glanced over his shoulder and frowned. “Prisoner Zero doesn’t count. They keep him apart from the others.”

Please, don’t let it be Bran. “Is he new?”

“No. This one betrayed Lord Valafar a long time ago. May the Principalities punish him for eternity. He was his right-hand man,” Emory said.

What kind of a person would betray my father? After everything he’d done, he should be loved by all, revered. I walked past the guard.

“Princess, where are you going?”

“I want to take a quick look at this prisoner.” I stopped by the CC and studied the image of the traitor. A hollow feeling settled in my stomach. He was a large man with smooth brown skin, serious gray eyes, and a nicely trimmed beard. Diamond studs twinkled in his ears. When the image rotated and showed us his back, I realized the heavy trench coat he wore wasn’t really a coat. They were wings. Like a bat’s. I hadn’t seen flyers around the island. I knew they were rare, which made my dreams about Bran and his massive wings insane.

The more I stared at the prisoner’s image, the more the weird feeling in my gut intensified. I knew him. Without thinking, I placed my hand on the door.

“What are you doing, Princess?” Emory asked.

“I want to see who dared to betray my father.” I visualized glass and let the image fill my head.

“No one has seen his face in nine months, Princess. He is not washed or bathed.”

I tuned out the jailer’s words as the metal underneath my palm changed and became clear. The glass surface spread until I could see inside the cell. It was dark, the only lights coming from the cage of beams.

“He must be powerful for you to use a cage,” I said, peering at the bed, but it was hard to see anything. The covers on the bed were crumpled up. If he was in there, he was rail-thin.

“He’s a P2. Psi and Energy. Very powerful.”

I kept peering at the bed. “I can’t see him.”

“You should leave now, Princess,” the guard said.

I stepped away from the wall, but I continued to stare inside the cell as the metal slowly re-formed. Just before the last section of glass disappeared, something dark coalesced into a person. Two gray eyes in a sunken face stared at me.

Don’t ever come back down here, little one, a voice said inside my head.

I gasped and stumbled backward, my heart pounding. It was the same voice that had told me how to control the panic attack in the tunnel, and it came from the prisoner.

“What is his name?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Dante, Princess,” Emory said. “He is Dante, son of Gorgas.”

Dante. His name was familiar. He knew me. Knew I was having a panic attack in that hallway and knew exactly how I could counteract it. He’d betrayed my father, yet he knew me. What was I to make of that?

We left before Emory contacted Sir Malax, but I planned on going back down there until I learned more about about Prisoner Zero.

“What are you going to do?” Ruby asked when we went back to my quarters.

I stopped pacing and stared at them. “Nothing. If Bran comes back, let me know.”

“We can ask around the city—”

“No.” That would only alert someone of his presence. I was going to wait for him to come to me. He always did. “I’ll know when he’s back.”

“Would you like to know when Lord Gavyn comes back?”

Katia had that covered, but it didn’t hurt to have more eyes and ears. “Sure, thanks.”

Instead of staying in my quarters, I headed to the library and spent the next couple of hours scouring books and CCs on articles about my father, Prisoner Zero, and the Specials. If the prisoner in the dungeon had betrayed him, I figured there must be a record. As for the Specials, I had to know more about their instability. It was like learning you had a debilitating disease. I had to know just how bad it was before asking anyone about it.

I didn’t leave the library until dinnertime and I still had no answers. There should have been a whole shelf of books on unstable Specials. There wasn’t anything except praises for Queen Coronis’s interbreeding program. And there wasn’t anything on Father and Prisoner Zero, either. Strange.


-17-

“Your father and sister are not on the island this evening,” Lady Nemea told me when I went upstairs to change for dinner.

“Eat with me,” I heard myself say.

She was more than happy to join me, but I didn’t know where to start with my questions, so I went with “How long have you known my father?”

She smiled. “Since he was a child. When he was born, the queen herself placed him in my arms. I was only seventeen at the time. She believed he was the one, the red-headed child from her family who would have the powers of Principality Azazel. The Chosen One.”

I frowned. “What happened to his mother…my grandmother?”

“She was around, but the queen decided they were not equipped to raise him. She took him from her, brought him to the castle, and asked me to be one of his nannies. He never wanted for anything. She watched him grow and watched him train.” Lady Nemea smiled. “He was special and she never let him or anyone forget it. Then he turned sixteen and his abilities appeared.”

“He didn’t have powers early like the Specials?”

She chuckled. “No, dear. That only happened with the last batch of children. First to appear was your father’s energy power, then solid, and finally psi. She waited for the rest to appear. Waited and waited.” Lady Nemea went silent and I felt her anger. “When they didn’t, she cast him aside, exiled him to the human world to watch over the other Specials. He was only eighteen.”

Poor Father. “Was he happy? As a child, that is?” I asked.

A pensive expression settled on Lady Nemea’s face. “As happy as a child who knew the fate of an entire race was resting on his shoulders could be. I tried to love him as a mother would, but I was a child, too. It wasn’t enough. He needed her love, but got her approval when he ran faster than everyone, outfought boys his age and older, and was at the top of his class academically. He knew she loved seeing him excel at various things, and he worked hard to impress her, but deep inside he would have preferred a hug or a kiss instead of a nod. It was heartbreaking watching him wait patiently as she read his report, then patted his head before sending him away. Yet he never complained, acted up, or cried. He worked harder, grew distant, and shunned everyone who tried to show him kindness or love.”

My heart ached for him. “Even you?”

She shrugged. “We had our moments when he was younger. Leaving home was hard. It was the only time I ever saw him show emotions. He was devastated. He knew what she was saying by sending him away. He wasn’t the Chosen One and therefore he was no longer worthy of her time. For years, he worked hard, hoping she’d call him home. She just gave him more and more responsibilities.”

“What about his parents and grandparents? Didn’t he have siblings, half-brothers and sisters, nephews and nieces, anyone?”

“He did, but he didn’t know them, and Queen Coronis made sure he didn’t have anything to do with them when he was growing up. Like most Specials, he wasn’t really close to his family.”

His family meant my family. Excitement coursed through me. “So, are they here on the island?”

She sighed and shook her head. “Maybe third or fourth cousins. No close relatives. Like most of us, you lost them when the Guardians attacked Coronis Isle.”

Great! Not only had I killed my people, I had killed my relatives. Talk about dysfunctional. “Did he ever go back to Coronis Isle?”

“Oh, yes, for meetings. She refused to find him a mate. Decade after decade, he waited while she approved mates for his cousins and other young men around his age. He met Solange’s mother and went to ask the queen’s permission to marry her, but she said no.”

“She was punishing him,” I said, fighting tears.

“Yes. It is a good thing he didn’t tell her the woman was already pregnant with his child. There’s no knowing what she would have done. He was afraid she’d take Solange and raise her the way he was raised. He made sure Solange and her mother were cared for, but he kept away from them. He visited whenever he could, but he couldn’t be in her life. Sometimes…” She sighed and blinked as though fighting tears, too. “I try to explain things to Solange, but she doesn’t understand that he was protecting her.”

No wonder Solange was always competing for his attention. I gripped Lady Nemea’s hand to console her. It was obvious all this distressed her. The smile she gave me was wobbly.

“So, when he met your mother, he made sure no one knew about her. He panicked when you were born and you had his hair. Anyone who saw you would know you were a descendant of Azazel. We had enough redheads on the island being treated like they could be the Chosen One, but none had hair like his, except you.” She reached up and touched my hair. My hair was various shades of red, totally weird, and everyone was always staring at it. “He worried that Queen Coronis would find out about you. Just like Solange, he didn’t want you raised like he was. Unloved. Every movement scrutinized. Every mistake treated like it was the end of the world. He was thinking of leaving everything behind, finding a place like this”—she waved to indicate the island—“and disappearing with you and your mother.”

Lady Nemea went silent, but I knew what was coming. “Someone betrayed him,” I said.

She blinked and stared at me for a moment without saying a word, then nodded. “Yes, someone close to him betrayed him, and Queen Coronis sent her guards to Seattle to get him and you. The orders were to kill your mother. I hid you and your mother in a secret room under the floor. When they started the search, I used my energy to hide hers and yours.” She cupped my face and wiped my cheeks with her thumbs. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. We triumphed. You and your father are back together now, and that’s all that matters.”

“He’s been through so much,” I murmured.

She shrugged. “He’s a tough man.”

“Even tough guys need love,” I said.

“He’s loved. By you. By your sister. By everyone on this island.”

I studied her. She was young for someone who used to babysit him. “Do you?”

She cocked her brow. “What?”

“Do you love him, too?”

She smiled, her eyes twinkling. “I’ve known him since he was a baby. I changed his diapers. Of course I love him.” She stood. “We need this food warmed. We’ve been talking and completely forgot to eat.”

She was running. “Telepath the kitchen and they’ll warm it for us.”

“Oh, I need to oversee this.”

I grabbed her hand to stop her from teleporting and telepathed Bilal, the head chef. “It’s okay, you know. To love Father.”

Lady Nemea studied my upturned face, a weird look in her eyes. A spasm crossed her face and I thought she was going to cry, but then she took a deep breath and smiled.

“You’ve seen him at his best and his worst, been there for him through the good and the bad. You must love him.”

“I do,” she said, her voice sounding sad, “but it’s complicated. And you have a lot to deal with without worrying about me and your father. Now, can I go warm the food or not?”

I smiled and indicated the servants standing behind her. “They’ll take care of it.” I waited for them to leave and for Lady Nemea to sit down again. “So, what’s complicating things?”

“Now, this is cozy,” Solange said from the doorway of her bedroom, her voice sounding funny. She was dressed in black, which seemed to be her standard uniform whenever she left the island. “Did I miss dinner?”

“No,” Lady Nemea said, and I could feel her relief. “It’s being warmed.”

“You two look like mother and daughter, talking and exchanging secrets.” Solange came to where we sat in the family room, leaned down, and stared Lady Nemea on the face. “But she’s not your daughter, is she?”

“Solange, stop it!” I snapped.

She glanced at me. “And she, little sister, is not your mother.”

I frowned. She sounded weird and her eyes were glazed. “Are you drunk?”

She smirked. “The best high, little sister, but we’re not talking about me, are we? This relationship you two enjoy is like a house of cards, little sis. One gentle push and it’ll tumble down.” She glanced at Lady Nemea. “Why don’t you go and see what’s keeping the food, Lady Nemea?”

Lady Nemea stood. “Your behavior, Solange, is incomprehensible.”

“Whatever you say, mother.” She dismissed Lady Nemea with a wave.

Solange took Lady Nemea’s seat, picked up a piece of dinner roll, and took a tiny bite. “So, little sis? Apple of Daddy and Mommy’s eye. Whatcha been up to since your victorious first council meeting?”

I leaned back from the fumes pouring from her mouth. She smelled like sulfur. “Why are you such a bitch all the time?”

“Because being nice gets you nowhere. You end up with responsibilities like educating the minions and fixing their beach.” She laughed. “What next? Their homes?”

“Yes. They live in the tunnels. Since the Prime Psis glamour the island, why not just build homes on the surface?”

She rolled her eyes. “You are such a child. Security means everything to Father. If we are ever attacked, we can teleport from the city to anywhere without being seen. And if the Guardians make it inside, then it’s kaboom. We have enough energy stored in crystals to sink the island.”

Ah, the crystals below the dungeons. I hated to be reminded of my psi energy being drained. The fact that she knew about them meant she knew about me. “Yeah, the energy from innocent Specials.”

“There’re no innocent Specials, including you.” She pointed at me. “Especially you.”

My heart dropped. Here was her confession. “Me?”

“You’re not as innocent as you look. You have blood on your hands.”

I swallowed. “Meaning?”

She gave me a lopsided smile, her eyes closing. She was really wasted. “Sweet, sweet, Lilith. Not so sweet, Lil. Do you know where I’ve been?”

I leaned forward. “What do you mean? Are you talking about the past?”

She frowned as though confused. “Who cares about the past? I fought Guardians today. Do you know why?”

I sighed. She wasn’t going to admit anything. “No. Why?”

“They destroy our businesses and we destroy theirs and the Neutrals who side with them. They kill one of us. We kill one of theirs.” She finished her roll and stood. “And with Father visiting the sectors after yesterday’s meeting, we want to keep them busy and away from where he goes.”

“Dad is visiting sectors?” I stood and followed her into her bedroom.

“You think he’d take the sector leaders’ preening and bragging as the truth?” She shook her head, pulled off her shirt, and threw it down. She wobbled slightly on her feet. “No. He’s visiting all sectors and businesses.” She kicked off her pants. Wearing panties and bra, she turned to face me, hands reaching behind her to unclasp her bra. “That’s how you become a leader, little sis. You trust your people to do the right thing, but you must verify. We have all the knights doing their parts, including your friend Lottie’s boyfriend. Gus got his first Guardian tonight.”

My stomach dipped. Hopefully, it wasn’t my grandfather. “Who?”

“Some old man who owns a restaurant in Vegas.” She laughed, still struggling to unhook her bra. She wobbled slightly on her feet, her eyelids dropping. “You should have seen his face. He enjoyed the kill. Golden Boy has it in him to become a great dark lord, the kind that makes humans shake in their boots and Guardians lose sleep. Beats being the docile stay-at-home, just-want-to-get-along Hermonites we’re training now.”

I’d gone into selective listening right after she mentioned a dark lord. Lord Gavyn had used that term, too, when referring to Lord Zhane’s guests.

“Dark lord?”

“The ones humans call demons. The Hermonites with a higher purpose and…” She frowned and studied me as though she realized who she was talking to. For one brief moment, she looked sober. “Forget I said that. Want to help me with this?”

“What is a demon?” I walked around her and unhooked her bra.

“Nothing. A slip of tongue. Don’t ever mention it to anyone.”

Bran had said the exact same words. So, Hermonites became demons? Bad Hermonites? Why wasn’t I supposed to know about them? According to the journal Bran had given me, the Kris Dagger was created to kill demons, among other things. That meant I as its wielder killed demons, or dark lords. No wonder the ones at Lord Zhane’s had reacted in fear and loathing.

I shook my head. “Solange, are there many dark lords—”

“No more questions, Lilith. I need a bath.” She dropped her bra on the floor and started for the bathroom. I followed her.

“Gus told me his team is searching for the Specials.”

“Nixed that. The little brats would rather play video games and dress up, anyway. All that power in their pudgy little hands and they want to be neutral. We ought to round them all up and harness their powers until they agree to join our knights.”

She disappeared inside her bathroom. Since she left the door open, I followed. “What do you know about draining the energy of Specials?”

She didn’t stop, just got rid of her panties and stepped into the tub. Her personal maid adjusted the tub pillow for her. “Go away, Lilith.”

“What do you know about the Specials? Have you seen them?”

“No. Just rumors. Believe me, if I knew where the little brats were, I’d personally wipe out the people holding them and bring them home. Now. Go. Away.”

My sister was such a liar. She knew about the Specials or she wouldn’t have said the things she had.

“Stay with her,” I told her maid. Solange might be a pain in the ass, but she was my sister and I didn’t want her drowning in the tub because she’d had a few too many shots. “If she tries to leave, call me.”

In my room, I fished the Kris Dagger journal from its hiding place and reread the parts dealing with demons. Then I took out the dagger and tried to link with it.
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Thoughts of my father out there and vulnerable to an attack by the Guardians, the dark lords and Solange, and my unstable psi energy and inability to connect to the Kris Dagger kept me awake. Whatever Solange had drunk had her so wired, I had to use my power of persuasion to make her go to sleep.

I ignored the light streaming through my window and pulled the blankets over my head. But I couldn’t go back to sleep. My sister was a dark lord—a demon. So were her friends and Lord Zhane’s guests. That was why the Kris Dagger’s power in me had reacted to their presence. Why didn’t they react to Solange? The powers must not have believed she was a threat. Maybe she was all talk. But now I understood why the wielder hunted demons down. They were a threat to humanity.

I hadn’t thought much about humans since I came to the island, but I now realized their role in the war between Guardians and Hermonites. Dark lords corrupted humans and made them do evil things. Guardians protected humans from dark lords. The problem was that not all Hermonites were dark lords, but Guardians didn’t know or care. They went after all Hermonites, which explained the attack on Coronis Isle and on Hermonite businesses.

A ping from Lady Nemea was followed by Rise and shine, dear. Today is your first day of school.

Crap, I’d completely forgotten. It was my first day at the Academy.

Lady Nemea had already laid out my uniform—navy-blue pleated skirt, light blue shirt, a navy-blue vest, and a striped red-and-blue tie. I was pulling on my socks when I remembered my father had been gone the day before.

I searched for his psi energy and smiled when I found it. He was home. Unharmed. Maybe I should agree to meet with my grandfather and ask for a ceasefire, because if they hurt my father…

I pinged him. Where are you?

He chuckled. Good morning to you, too, daughter. I’m in my quarters. Are you ready for school?

Yes. Are you okay?

There was a brief silence, then, Couldn’t be better. Why do you ask?

I was worried when Solange said you were off the island.

Have you had breakfast? Father asked.

I’m about to.

Come join me.

I pulled up the socks. They came to my knees, which made me look ridiculous. I poked my head out of the room. My breakfast was laid out already and a girl waited by the table. Ruby and Callum glanced my way.

“I hope you guys haven’t eaten breakfast,” I said, and pointed at the table. I teleported downstairs. Father was already seated.

“Morning, Dad.” I hugged him, pressing my cheek against the crown of his head. His hair had grown longer since I’d regained consciousness. “Please, don’t take off like that again without telling me.”

He chuckled and leaned back to look at me. “Now, why should I inform you of my every move?”

“Because I worry about you out there.” I dropped a kiss on his cheek and plopped into the chair beside his. Someone placed steaming waffles in front of me, then different syrups. I smiled at the girl. “Thank you.” I focused on my father. “I kept imagining terrible things—the Guardians attacking your entourage, hurting or capturing you.”

He threw me an indulgent smile. “And what would you have done?”

“Hunted down the person responsible, then had a long chat with my grandfather.” I poured blueberry syrup on the waffles and picked up the fork and knife. When I glanced at my father, the smile had left his face. “What is it?”

“Have you thought about what we discussed yesterday?”

“Yes, but I’m still not ready to see him. There’s a lot of work to be done around here, and that’s my first priority.”

There was silence as we both ate. I glanced at Father from the corner of my eye. He was focusing on his food, but he wore a pensive expression. I was happy he wasn’t a dark lord. He couldn’t be. He’d told me his goal from the moment I woke up. He was all about saving our people and making the world safe for all of us, which should benefit humans. I pushed the matter aside, picked up a piece of bacon, and bit into it, my thoughts returning to the conversation I’d had with Solange.

“Solange said you’ll be visiting sectors this week.”

Father nodded. “Starting today.”

“Will you be home tonight?”

“I plan to, but I might come in late. It all depends on how long each visit lasts.”

“Can you wake me up when you come home?”

He chuckled. “You do know I travel with well-trained knights, headed by Norath.”

Sir Norath was unstoppable. I hadn’t seen him since our little show. “I haven’t seen them practice, so I don’t really know how good they are or whether I should trust them to guard you properly. Maybe I should come with you and…”

He was shaking his head before I finished.

“Okay,” I said. “You don’t have to look so shocked. It was just a suggestion. Promise to wake me up as soon as you get home.”

He reached out and touched my cheek. “Sure, sweetheart.”

Sir Malax appeared in the doorway just as we finished eating. “I beg your pardon, my Lord…Princess. Something requires your attention, sire.”

Father nodded. “How about you finish getting ready for school, Lilith, then come and find me in the office?”

I looked at my skirt. “I’m ready. I just need to brush my teeth and get my backpack.”

He frowned and indicated I get up. I did, then turned, showing him the uniform. His eyes narrowed. “Isn’t that skirt a little too short?”

I laughed. “No.”

He shook his head. “I will have a talk with your sister about a new dress code. Maybe you girls should start wearing pants.”

I giggled. My eyes met the serving girls’ gazes and they were both trying hard not to smile. “Now you’re being a prude, Dad. This is perfectly decent. I’ll see you downstairs.” I blew him a kiss and disappeared upstairs.

Solange was in the family room, sipping coffee, and she wasn’t alone. Her two friends, Riesa and Kimber, were curled up on the couch, both holding steaming mugs of coffee. The lights in the room were dimmed, but I could still see their haggard faces.

“Morning,” I said, waving a hand and increasing the intensity of the light in the room.

They all groaned and tried to cover their faces.

“Turn it down,” Riesa said.

“No need to yell, either,” Solange grumbled.

After her behavior last night, I wasn’t feeling sorry for her. “You guys been partying hard or fighting Guardians?” I asked, keeping my voice deliberately loud and chipper.

Curses came from them this time. Callum and Ruby traded grins.

“Go away,” Solange said, and shot me a glare.

I smirked. “You know what they say about playing hard and suffering in silence. Or is it do the crime and—” I froze the piece of toast she threw at me, plucked it from the air, and bit into it.

I was brushing my teeth when Solange appeared at the entrance of my bathroom. She really looked bad.

“Listen,” she said, squinting. “I was a bit out of it last night and said some pretty mean things.”

I spit out the toothpaste and rinsed my mouth. “You did.”

“So I’m apologizing.”

She didn’t sound apologetic, but it was a start. “That’s okay. Your bitchiness is growing on me.”

She gave me a weird smile. “And just so you know, I already apologized to Nemea.”

“That’s even nicer.”

“You should get going. You don’t want to be late on your first day of school.” She turned to leave.

“Hey,” I said, and she turned. “If you ever want to talk, I’m here.”

She wrinkled her nose and I thought she was going to blow me off. “My mother wasn’t around much when I was growing up, so I learned to fend for myself. So, when Nemea and I lock horns, just stay out of it. I always apologize.” She blew out a breath and sighed. “Now I need more sleep. Later, little sis. Don’t let the knuckleheads at the Academy mess with you.” She chuckled and left.

Shaking my head, I finished brushing my teeth, put on mascara and lip gloss, and then went to get my bag—a small satchel with the box of CCs for recording lessons.
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Lady Nemea was waiting for me outside the offices.

“He’s having a meeting with some of the lords, but he wants to take you to the Academy.”

“He doesn’t need to.”

“Humor him. He missed out on your first day of school…kindergarten, middle school. That is, if your g…the Guardians gave you proper education.”

“I was homeschooled,” I said, then frowned. Where did that come from?

Lady Nemea whipped around and studied me with narrowed eyes. “What did you say?”

“I said I was homeschooled.”

She continued to study me, but she couldn’t hide her shock. “Are your memories coming back?”

“I guess so. Nice, isn’t it?”

The smile she gave me was super weird, then she pushed open the door to the first security room. Guards jumped to their feet. Malax was having a meeting with some of his people. He dismissed them and came to join us.

“Morning, Sir Malax,” I said cheerfully.

“Princess Lilith,” Malax said, bowing. “Lord Valafar is almost done. Would you like a seat while you wait?”

“No, I’ll stand.” Silence followed. It was the uneasy kind. I was never comfortable around Sir Malax, and now even less so since I had learned he was in charge of draining psi energies from the Specials. Possibly mine, too. I wonder if he’d confess if I asked. Maybe I had smoked people with my lightning bolts and that was why they’d drained me. Maybe that was what Solange had meant by saying there was blood on my hands.

“Are you excited about school, Princess?” Sir Malax asked.

“Oh, yes. Are you excited to see me go? No more guards chasing me all over the castle or the island. You’ll know exactly where I am from nine to four.”

Lady Nemea and Sir Malax exchanged glances.

“You can have a party,” I said, grinning.

He didn’t even crack a smile, but I felt his emotions. He was annoyed. Yeah, big deal psi-energy stealer. “Come on, guys. You know you’re stoked. Smile.”

Lady Nemea shook her head. “I’m looking forward to four o’clock.”

“I’m looking forward to school dances, sleepovers…”

She looked horrified.

“This way, Princess,” Sir Malax said. He led the way to Father’s office.

He was having a meeting with several men and women I didn’t recognize, except Sir Norath. Must be his security team. While they stood and bowed, I hurried to my father’s side.

“Dad, if you are busy—”

“Not for this.” He got up, took my arm, then glanced at the others. “Malax, finish up here. I’m going to enroll my daughter in school.” He made it sound like the most important event of his life.

I grinned. I couldn’t tell who was more excited, him or me. I pinged Sir Norath. Take good care of him out there.

I will, Princess.
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The sounds of rushing water, birds chirping, and other nature sounds greeted us when we materialized. I looked around.

We were in an outdoor clearing at the bottom of a ravine. Sunlight filtered down from the wide crack running above us. Trees covered the upper parts of the ravine, casting shade on the valley floor and probably hiding it from prying eyes, but the bottom was all gray rocks. A waterfall disappeared somewhere to our right, the sound mixing with nature calls.

There were no sounds of talking and no buildings. “Where’s the school?”

“Look again. See past the glamour.”

I studied the rocks, and the stairs leading to the entrance of the school became visible. We were standing at the bottom. The entrance was elegant, with huge roped columns and a portico. On either side were huge glass windows.

There were no students outside, but a face appeared at a window, then another and another. A few waved. I waved back, though I didn’t recognize anyone.

“Ready?” Father asked.

“Yeah.”

“Nervous?”

I had fought Sir Norath, faced a room filled with people scared of me, and stood up for the ignored members of our society. There was absolutely nothing people my age could throw my way to make me nervous.

I looped my arm around my father’s. “I’m fine.”

He patted my hand. “That’s my girl.”

The foyer was beautiful—pillars etched with the scenes of the Principalities passing their vast knowledge to humans, an ornate staircase that wound to the second- and third-floor balconies packed with students staring down at us. The stares didn’t bother me. I’d faced all kinds—hateful, fearful, curious, adoring, even murderous. I made eye contact and nodded, recognizing faces from the beach or the shops. None were Katia or Lottius. I waved to Ravan and Skylar.

The entire teaching staff lined up to welcome us, and I couldn’t help but wonder how many of them had fought the Archangels and how many knew the truth about me. I tried to keep up with who was who—the classroom teachers and the power instructors. I was surprised to see Master Kenta. He was in charge of martial arts training.

Principal Kessler personally handed me the crystal with my class schedule and school map. The classes offered included our history, math, English, human studies, and technology. The computer lab had every gadget imaginable.

The tour of the school seemed to go forever. There were about five hundred students, two hundred of them seniors, Principal Kessler explained. Most of them were boarders. He pointed out the double doors leading to the dorms and the cafeteria. Most of the hallways were wide and had quotations from the Principalities, Queen Coronis, even my father, about feeding our minds, our powers and superiority, and of course, the school motto. Like the castle, most of the school was embedded in the mountain for security purposes.

“Where are the younger students?” I asked at the end of the tour. We were outside the classroom of my first class, math.

“At Mount Hermon Elementary Academy in the city. When they turn sixteen, we bring them here,” the principal explained.

I hadn’t seen Katia or Lottius, but I wasn’t worried. I could sense their energies, so I knew they were around. I was more worried about my father. Ignoring his guards, Ruby and Callum, and the principal, I turned and faced him.

“Okay. I’m definitely ready now.” And nervous.

“I know.” I wasn’t sure whether his “I know” meant he’d heard my thoughts or he believed I was actually ready. He put his arm around my shoulder and pressed a kiss on my temple. The open display of affection was a breach of protocol, if Lady Nemea was to be believed. “Be good.”

“Do I have to?” I teased.

He chuckled. “No. Just make me proud.”

I hugged him back, aware of students watching us through the open doorway. The teacher wasn’t in class yet. Be careful out there.

I will.

Don’t forget what I asked.

To wake you up when I come home. How could I forget? You’ve reminded me a hundred times.

Grinning, I reached up and kissed his cheek, then waited until he left with his guards. I stared at where he’d last stood and felt a little, I don’t know, alone and vulnerable. He was the only person I knew I could trust.

“The class is about to begin, Princess,” Ruby whispered.

I nodded, gave her and Callum a wobbly smile, and entered the room. Guys jumped to their feet and offered me seats. I guess seating was random. One dark-haired guy introduced himself as Tannin, the class prefect and captain of the junior varsity Earth team.

“We look forward to having you join us in the fourth period,” he said.

He had a beautiful smile, but he was no Green Eyes. I mean, no Bran. “I warn you, though. My powers can be off sometimes.”

“We like off,” a blond said, grinning.

“Especially when we crush the varsity,” another added.

“Down, boys,” a girl said, coming to my side. She was about my height, with smooth olive complexion, short pitch-black hair, and flawless makeup. She was built like someone who could kick some serious ass. “Come sit with us, Princess Lilith.”

“Lilith,” I corrected her. I recognized her from the ice-cream shop. She’d invited me to a party just before Katia and I went to Rocky Beach weeks ago.

“And I’m Daeva. Captain of the JV Psi team. Our class is second period, so sit with us. I mean, you can sit with us if you like.”

She stuck out her tongue at one of the guys and led me to a desk next to hers just as the math teacher walked in.

Math wasn’t bad. I was actually ahead of the class, so I spent the time studying the psi energies of the students. There were a few with strong psi, and unlike the older people, their energies weren’t red with dark spots. They were bright and without blemishes.

Second period was in a non-regular classroom, a gym with floor mats and glass walls. Soccer balls of different colors lined the walls, and the student seating area was outside the wall. Daeva was explaining what they did in the class when Skylar joined us. It was nice to see a friend. The balls were made of different materials and had different weights.

The point of the class was to channel psi energy to lift and control your own ball while knocking other ones out of the air.

We started with the lighter balls and slowly progressed to heavier ones. Most of the students had moderate psi energies. A few were powerful. Daeva was one of them. She was cocky, though. I wondered if she could wield several swords with her mind like me.

One timid guy stayed in the back of the group and always went last. His psi energy was powerful, yet for the entire period he was in a state of panic. I didn’t understand why. Lifting heavier objects didn’t seem to be a problem for him, yet he allowed people to knock his away with little effort.

I checked his energy just before the class ended and saw why. His energy was fluctuating. He was pulsing just like me when I was angry or scared.

“Who is that?” I asked Skylar.

“Locke. He’s a loner—keeps to himself, even in the dorms.”

“That’s because he’s an orphan, living with people he hasn’t even known for a year yet,” Daeva said, coming to stand beside us. “Lost his parents on the island. They were Specials, but he didn’t get their powers.”

Or he didn’t want people to know his energy was unstable and end up in Block C. Fear flashed in his eyes when he saw me watching him. He looked down. Part of me wanted to reassure him, but the other part knew he had reasons to be wary. I was the daughter of our supreme ruler, and Block C might be Father’s brainchild.

After psi gym, I was trying to find my next class when a familiar voice yelled, “Lilith.”

I turned to see Katia hurrying toward me.

“Where have you been?” I asked.

“We were told to keep our distance while they were showing you around. And you’re in a different math class. What’s your next class?”

“Tech.”

“Me, too. The labs are this way.” She took my arm and steered me down a hallway. Students stared. Others smiled. We turned a corner. “I’ll help you set up before the class begins.”

“Why do we need to understand technology? We don’t need modern machines.”

“To understand humans, we must keep up with their technology,” she explained. “Most of us are learning how each machine works. Computers, tablets, telephones, MP3 players… A few Earth Primes can recreate them, too.”

“That’s impressive.”

“Wait until human studies. We use social networks to study the human psyche. Every student has accounts on popular websites.” She grinned. “I have about three thousand followers on each of them.”

The rest of the morning went smoothly. In each class, the teachers treated me like any other student, despite Ruby and Callum’s presence outside the classrooms.

I liked the metaphysical classes better. Earth class had more guys than girls, and most of them had some serious powers. Five minutes with Tannin and his friends and I knew I had found the students to work on Rocky Beach.

I also learned something about my energy powers—I created lightning bolts differently than they did. Ravan and the others used their fingers to channel the bolts, but I did it with my mind.

Two sisters in the class could create omni balls. Even though the class was taught in the main gym, which was huge and had walls covered with heat-resistant materials, the instructor didn’t allow them to use their powers.

“Tomorrow, we’ll go to the training fields,” Master Yaza said. “We don’t encourage creation of omni balls within the building.” The girls, I noticed, had fluctuating psi energies like Locke’s.

The last class before lunch was history. The teacher, Master Otego, encouraged students to voice their opinions, which were many and varied. I just sat there and listened. It wasn’t bad for a history class. I might even say I enjoyed it.

Lottius, Skylar, and Ravan were waiting for me and Katia after class. Together, we walked to the cafeteria, passing through the double doors the principal had pointed out earlier and entering a broad hallway. There were more portraits of the Principalities, Coronis, and my father.

The cafeteria looked more like a fancy restaurant. It was huge, filled with cloth-covered tables set with artfully folded napkins and gleaming utensils. There were three buffet carousels. The first one was for salad, cold cuts, and soups. The second one had hot foods. The last carousel was all desserts, from ice cream to pies. Drinks and cups were on rectangular carts around the room. If I were starving, I’d be in food heaven. We lined up with our trays.

“Are you sure you should be carrying your tray, Princess?” Tannin teased as he and his friends walked past.

“Why? Want to carry it for me?” I shot back.

“If you agree to sit at our table,” he said, and his friends nodded.

Katia and Skylar laughed. Lottius rolled her eyes.

“Sorry, boys,” I said. “I’m going to stick with my girls.”

“How about a date? You know, take pity on a son of a lowly lord,” he added with a mock-sad face.

I laughed. He was cute. “I’ll think about it.”

The frown disappeared from his face. “Seriously?”

The girls laughed. Shaking my head, I faced forward and my eyes collided with familiar green ones. My heart dropped. Bran? Here?

He grinned, dimples winking on his cheeks. Hey.

My mouth went dry and I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. He was okay. And as usual, he was doing something menial. But even in a cafeteria server’s white shirt and apron, he looked gorgeous.

I heard you were looking for me, he said.

I nodded. At least, I think I did. This man loved me and was putting his life in danger to be with me. Except he wasn’t really with me. He was just hanging around, making sure I didn’t get hurt. How could Father not approve of him? He was amazing.

Move, sweetheart, Bran added. A line is forming and people can see you staring.

I didn’t care.

I do, he said, reading my thoughts. I don’t want to lose my job. Not now that they’re paying us per hour. We’ll talk as soon as I can arrange it. He indicated that I should keep walking.

I don’t remember serving myself various foods and following my friends to a table. Daeva and her friend Eisheth joined us. They were all talking at once while I was still processing. Bran was back. The telepathic conversation between Katia and Lottius caught my attention.

It’s the same guy, Katia said.

Lottius shrugged. So?

Katia made a face. So, I think he has a crush on Lil or something. He appears everywhere we go. Look at him. He can’t take his eyes off her.

Sure enough, Bran’s eyes were on me when I glanced at the carousel. Now who’s staring?

He chuckled. You look beautiful. Love the uniform.

Warmth flooded my cheeks. Thanks.

So, do you think I have a crush on you?

You shouldn’t be listening to other people’s conversations. So, how come Lottius never seems to remember you?

I pick and choose who sees me. About that crush…

I heard from a reliable source that you’re crazy about me.

He sighed. What else did my shit-for-brains brother tell you?

He wants you to go home because your sister is threatening to come to the island.

Bran chuckled. Celeste is okay now. She said hi.

I smiled. Then I remembered something and stopped smiling. Are you putting your life in danger by being here? Lord Gavyn said you were and that I should convince you to leave.

Bran frowned. I’m going to beat the crap out of him next time I see him. And please, don’t call him a lord. He’s Gavyn or…

Shit-for-brains? I asked. He grinned.

Bran and Gavyn were about the same height, but Bran looked like he could kick some serious ass. Gavyn had that pampered, rich-boy look most of the kids in this school had. Are you in danger?

Nothing I can’t handle. My brother had no business talking to you about me or asking for your help. I’m sorry he worried you.

I frowned. So, I wasn’t supposed to know about you?

It’s more like I made a deal not to interfere with your journey, and he swooped in and messed things up.

There was that journey again. A deal with who?

Women too powerful to con. I’ve already bent and broken enough rules, so don’t ask me who they are. Just know that, without their help, I wouldn’t have lasted an hour on this island.

He’d given me hints about us and my powers. Surely, that wasn’t wrong. Someone bumped me and I glanced to my right.

You’re staring at the server, Katia telepathed.

Heat rushed to my cheeks. No, I’m not.

It’s okay. He’s gorgeous and he’s always everywhere we go. I think he likes you.

No, he loved me. Smiling, I forked pieces of my salad and shoved them into my mouth. I studied his psi energy. It was dim and small like a Subsixer’s, yet I knew he had water abilities. How did he make it so small? Oh, I had so many questions to ask him.

Can we meet later? I telepathed him.

Nope. Your security team has tightened since your father left. I have to figure out a way past them first.

I glanced at the guards by the door. Callum and Ruby will cover for you.

I’m not worried about them. I’m talking about the others, the ones out of uniform doing a crappy job of blending in.

I glanced around, but I couldn’t tell the guards and the students apart by appearance. You don’t have to do menial work to see me.

Ah, but it’s the perfect camouflage. No one looks at a minion twice. Sorry, I mean a Subsixer.

Is it true you won a mortal combat and are really the future king?

He chuckled. I didn’t win anything. Someone more powerful did. I was just an instrument. Let’s talk later. I gotta go. Duty calls. Don’t try to contact me. You still suck at shielding your energy and we might get busted.

I wrinkled my nose. Thanks a bunch.

He chuckled. It’ll come back when your memories return, along with everything else.

I hope so. Since he couldn’t tell me anything useful, I wanted him to confirm some of the things Gavyn had already said. Maybe I could convince Father to let him see me openly without all this cloak-and-dagger crap. After all, Bran had only joined the Guardians to be with me.

I checked the psi energies in the cafeteria and noticed the odd ones, red psi energy that was typical of security guards. Bran was right. My security detail had tripled. Would there be that many in the castle? I really wanted to go back to the dungeon and interrogate Prisoner Zero.

I focused on the conversation at the table. They were discussing who was dating and who was breaking up. Lottius didn’t bother to hide the fact that she was bored. Skylar and Ravan were lost in their little world.

“Tannin is on the prowl again,” Eisheth said.

“Isn’t he always?” Daeva said.

Katia glanced at Daeva. “Didn’t you two date once?”

“Ew, no,” Daeva said. “We are neighbors. That’s it. His parents are gone most of the time, and his sister doesn’t really keep an eye on him, so he throws wild parties and has all sorts of girls traipsing in and out of his bedroom.” She glanced over at Tannin’s table just as he looked over. Some girl sat on his lap. He blew Daeva a kiss. She gave him the finger. Katia and Eisheth laughed. Lottius just rolled her eyes. My eyes went to the food carousel, but Bran was no longer there. His psi energy said he was in the kitchen.

The conversation at our table moved to parties and, of course, next week’s tourney. Thankfully, no one expected me to contribute much until we were back in class, where the current affairs teacher decided to single me out.

“I’m happy to welcome Princess Lilith into my class,” Master Carmelo said.

“Thanks,” I murmured. All teachers had said the same thing.

“Today, we are focusing on the Guardians,” he added.

Snickers and telepathic whispers followed. The mental comments weren’t nice.

“Now, now, be nice.” He grinned. “And since you have so much to say, today’s topic is…drumroll, please.”

The students pounded their desks.

Master Carmelo raised his hands and silence filled the room. “How can we make the Guardians understand that they are misguided? How can we make them join us in the fight to reclaim this world? Go.” He sat on the edge of his desk and crossed his arms, his eyes darting from student to student.

“Convince them to love themselves first, and humans second,” someone called out from the back.

“They need to accept that survival is for the fittest,” another student added. “Even humans believe that.”

“And your point is?” Master Carmelo asked.

“If humans can’t compete with us, they should step aside and let us run things or get crushed into extinction. The dinosaurs once owned the world, and now they’re gone.”

The debate that followed showed how divided the students were and how passionate they were about their positions. Some were convinced the Guardians were beyond redemption and should be wiped out. Others were more forgiving and thought we should bring them to the negotiation table. No one mentioned the dark lords.

Master Carmelo’s eyes found me. “Lilith, any thoughts on the subject?”

Everyone turned to look at me. Yeah, pick on the new girl who was hoping to get a pass on her first day. Whatever I said could be misinterpreted or taken as my father’s position. Lady Nemea had drummed that in me. I was never to take sides, either. On the other hand…

“Violence only breeds more violence. Is negotiation the solution? Maybe. It depends on whether both sides are willing to come to the table and talk.”

The silence that followed was deafening.

“So, how would you go about making this happen?” Master Carmelo asked.

Seriously? I wanted to tell him to stop putting me on the spot, but princesses weren’t supposed to show excessive emotions. Dang, I hated hearing Lady Nemea’s voice in my head.

“I would find moderate Guardian and Hermonite leaders and start a dialogue,” I said.

The students started to whisper among themselves. Katia, seated beside me, leaned over and said, “Nicely said. Very diplomatic.”

“Annoyingly vague, typical bureaucrat mumbo-jumbo,” Lottius retorted from my other side.

I glared at her. “I can’t very well tell them to storm the Guardian enclave and demand they stop or else,” I said.

Lottius grinned. “Why not? You achieve results faster that way.”

“What if talks fail, Princess Lilith?” Master Carmelo asked.

Okay, the teacher needed to leave me alone. Then it’s time to kick ass. No, I couldn’t say that. “Then we up the pressure until they cave in. And please, don’t ask me how, because I’m not exactly sure whether we could do that without crushing them.”

Laughter filled the class.

Master Carmelo took pity on me and moved on to someone else. After that, the topic switched to current affairs. In the last twenty minutes of class, everyone went online. Katia helped me create accounts. By the end of the class, I’d received friend requests from everyone in the class.

Time-power class proved to be just as interesting as energy. Time was Lottius’s element and she owned it. Like her, most of the students controlled time by time-travelling. They didn’t go far, but the tricks they pulled were cool. Like in energy, my ability to control time was different from the others. I’d assumed I simply stopped time, but my teacher explained it better. I controlled time by putting it in a loop.
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“How was school?” Lady Nemea asked as soon as I arrived home.

“I blew up a class, but they decided not to contact you, because I told them not to.” I opened the fridge and removed a bottle of water. “Is Father home yet?”

“You blew up a class?”

I saw her face and laughed. “I’m kidding.”

She shook her head. “You… So, how was it?”

“Great. I made new friends and I have an hour and a half before my session with Master Kenta. I’m starving.”

“I’ll ask the kitchen staff—”

“No, I’ll go and get something myself. Bilal promised me a mango smoothie.” I could tell she wanted to ask something. “Come. I know you’re dying to know what really happened at school.”

“Of course not.” She straightened her posture. “However, I will come to make sure the staff doesn’t ply you with too much food before your practice.”

I hid a smile. She’d missed me. For two and a half months, she’d been responsible for me. Monitoring what I ate, where I went and with whom, and all of a sudden I was gone for hours. She probably knew who had drained my psi energy, which meant I probably owed her for keeping my surging energy a secret.

I took her arm. “Come on.”

As usual, the kitchen was buzzing with activities. The aroma of spices and freshly baked pastries filled the air, but my eyes went to the tall glass of a yellow drink on the kitchen table. Bilal was removing more baked goodness from the oven when she noticed us. A smile creased her rounded cheeks as she led me to the table and handed me the drink.

“You’ll like it,” she reassured me. “How was your first day of school, Princess?”

The kitchen came to a standstill as everyone paused to hear my answer.

“Long.”

Laughter filled the room.

“I made friends,” I added, sitting. I took a long sip and sighed. Lady Nemea hovered by my chair. She probably wanted us to leave, but I had a few questions for the head chef. I patted the chair next to mine. She hesitated.

Dad would sit with me, I said. She made a face and sat. Someone asked her if she wanted a smoothie, but she declined it with a wave of her hand.

“What kind of friends?” Lady Nemea asked.

“Guys who could become useful,” I said softly, then spoke louder. “I want to throw a party on Saturday, Bilal.”

“What kind of party, Princess? How many are coming?”

“Pizza and finger-foods party,” I said, and sipped my smoothie, aware of a scowling Lady Nemea. “I don’t know the head count yet. We could do it in the banquet room.”

Lady Nemea looked like she was about to have a heart attack.

“Too formal?” I asked, ignoring the fact that she had disapproval written all over her face.

“Can we discuss this upstairs?” she asked.

“Sure.” I stood with my drink. “Or we might have it on the beach, Bilal. I’ll let you know once I talk to my friends.”

“I’ll be here, Princess,” Bilal said, and turned with a plate of pastries. “Chocolate-filled croissant?”

“Oh, my favorite. You’re the best.” I took the plate, kissed her cheek, and teleported upstairs.

“So, these boys you mentioned inviting…” Lady Nemea said.

“…will be working on Rocky Beach,” I said. “They are Earth Primes and I want them working on that beach by next week.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh. Can I go now and change?”

She smiled, relief in her eyes, and nodded. “I’ll let you know when your father comes home. Where will you be?”

“Around. I have homework.” I disappeared in my bedroom, placed the croissant on the bed, and headed to the closet. After I changed into my workout clothes, I settled on the bed and got busy.

Every few minutes, I did a psi scan to check for my father and Bran. Bran was around, but I didn’t dare connect with him. Father wasn’t back. I put the crystals away and glanced over at the bodyguards. I had thirty minutes to kill.

An idea popped in my head. The more I thought about it, the more I liked it. I did another psi scan. Lady Nemea was in her quarters, which were below my father’s. I let the image of Block C fill my head. I should just do it. I knew the place now. I’d be in and out before the guards realized I was there. Or maybe not.

I hurried to the door and stuck my head outside. “How many guards are assigned to me right now, Ruby?”

“You are the primary,” she said.

“Meaning?”

“Your every movement is being monitored twenty-four-seven,” Callum explained.

I sighed. “So, if I went to the dungeons?”

“Sir Malax would know before you arrived there.”

“Does he know we were down there?” I asked.

They shook their heads.

“If he does, he hasn’t said anything,” Callum added.

“Hmm.” The dungeons were off-limits. “Okay. Thanks. I’m heading downstairs to warm up for my session with Master Kenta.”
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I was starting to sweat when Master Kenta arrived outside the gazebo twenty minutes later. I put the staff down and teased, “I’m almost done, and you’re just arriving.”

I was surprised when he smiled. His smiles were rare. “We are not going to practice here today. We are going back to the Academy.”

“Oh. Am I joining the other students?”

He chuckled. “Not really. Interestingly, they asked the same question.”

“And?”

“I told them you are too advanced for them.”

Oh, gee, thanks for setting me up to be disliked by the entire school population, I thought.

“They’d like to see why,” he added.

“Oh.” I grinned. “They want me to join them in the tourney.”

He shook his head. “You can’t participate in the tourney. You’d give your team an unfair advantage.”

“Unfair? They’re going against seniors, twenty-five-year-olds who’ve had years of training.”

He shrugged. “The tourney isn’t a big deal. This is Kessler’s attempt to start a school tradition, but he’s going about it the wrong way and it’s going to fail.”

Why was he such a killjoy all the time? “Who am I sparring with?”

“Me. Come on.”

We teleported to the hallway outside the main gym. The buzz of student voices reached me before Master Kenta pushed open the door. Unlike earlier, the bleachers were down and packed with students, teachers, and non-teaching staff. Something about the gathered students and the anticipation in the air was vaguely familiar. Bran would know if I’d ever fought in front of an audience. A quick scan told me he wasn’t around. I waved to Katia and Lottius.

Master Kenta raised a hand and the room became silent. “This is going to be a short, friendly fight.”

Somehow, I doubt it, Bran said, and I searched the audience for him. I found him at the top of the bleachers. He winked.

“Lilith is a gifted fighter and has learned a lot since I started working with her.”

Now, that’s a joke, Bran piped in. I tried hard not to laugh.

“We will start with hand-to-hand combat before using staffs, then swords,” Master Kenta continued.

Of course, he starts with what he’s good at, Bran added. What a douche. Heads up, sunshine. You can control solids now. Use it to your advantage.

But I didn’t need to prove anything or let Bran’s dislike for Master Kenta mess with my head. The fight was intense, but he backed off when he could have taken me down a couple of times. When we switched to staff and swords, I took it easy on him, too. I even warned him before pulling some new moves. The crowd, on the other hand, ate it all up, the silence so thick it was spooky. Even Bran shut up.

When we finished, the applause was deafening. The excited whispers and telepathic communication that followed said they were impressed. Well, not all of them. A few die-hard skeptics still didn’t trust me and I could feel a trickle of suspicion, even hatred. I tried not to dwell on haters, but I still noticed. I wiped the sweat of my brow and bowed.

“Just so you know, she was playing nice and let me get away with quite a bit,” Master Kenta said, taking me by surprise. “I would say without shame that she, my pupil, has surpassed me. Anyone want to try and take her on?”

“I’d like to try,” a girl said, and waved from the middle of the bleachers.

“Me too,” a guy said from the bottom on the bleachers. Oh, one of the haters.

“Same here,” another guy added.

Master Kenta frowned and I knew he had been joking when he’d asked the question and hadn’t expected the students to volunteer. I knew he was going to turn them down.

Please don’t turn them down, I telepathed him.

I already told you—

I’m not asking, Master Kenta. It took a lot of guts for them to step up. Shooting them down will only undermine their self-confidence. I want to spar with anyone who volunteers. I didn’t look at him the entire time we were having the exchange, but he knew what that meant—if he turned them down, I would go against his wishes. I’ll keep it fun.

He nodded, but he wasn’t happy. Smiling, he acted the part of a master allowing his prized student to educate lesser-trained recruits, and invited the volunteers to the floor.

I started by fighting individuals, then pairs, and finally several at once. I didn’t push too hard, but I didn’t toy with them, either. A few seemed more determined than others, but they had good sportsmanship and accepted their losses gracefully, except for the ones who didn’t trust me. They were actually better trained than Master Kenta had led me to believe.

“Can you train with us?” a student asked, and the ones surrounding us echoed her.

I glanced at Master Kenta. It’s your call.

He nodded, although reluctantly. I grinned and bowed. Thank you.


-19-

Red lights woke me up. I tried to open my eyes, but it was as though I had lead eyelids. I wasn’t alone in my room. Someone was standing over my bed, and a familiar scent teased my nose, but I couldn’t place it. My eyes grew heavy. The person mumbled something.

“Father?” I asked.

“Sleep.”

Was that Father? The base of my spine itched. “Happy…you…home.” I drifted to sleep. What seemed like five minutes later, someone shook me awake. I squinted against the light pouring in through the window.

“You’re going to be late if you don’t get up, my dear,” Lady Nemea said. “I pinged you several times, but you didn’t respond.”

I stretched and glanced at my watch. I had thirty minutes. The Academy was less than a second away. I turned and pulled the covers over my head.

“Oh, no, my darling child.” Lady Nemea pulled the covers down. “You need to get up, unless you want me to carry you to the shower and bathe you like I used to when you were in a coma.”

“Ew, no,” I mumbled, and covered my face with a pillow, wishing I didn’t have to get up. I was so tired and sleepy. I’d gone to bed early, so the fatigue didn’t make sense.

“You are the one who insisted on attending the Academy. It starts in exactly twenty-eight minutes, unless you want to have a different set of rules just for you.”

I lifted the pillow. “Can I?”

She chuckled. “I’ll get your uniform.”

Did she have to be so damn chipper so early in the morning? I sat up just as she disappeared into my closet. “I don’t understand why I’m so tired. I went to sleep early.”

“Your energy fluctuates, that’s all.”

Like that boy Locke and the omni sisters in my energy class. Not to forget the criminals in the dungeons. “Is this common among all Specials?”

“Yes, but most learn to control it.” Lady Nemea stepped back into my bedroom with a cleaned and pressed uniform.

A memory flitted in and out of my head as I dressed. Father was supposed to come back last night. A quick scan said he wasn’t home. “I don’t detect my father’s energy. Did he come home last night?”

“No, dear.”

My stomach hollowed out. “He promised me he’d be home.”

“He’s perfectly safe, Lilith. If there’s a problem, they’ll inform us. Knowing him, he probably visited family after family, putting their feelings ahead of his own.”

“It takes a fraction of a second to teleport,” I griped.

Lady Nemea sighed. “If he’s being monitored, that’s also how long it would take the Guardians to follow his telegate to the island. Your father will come home when he can, my dear, and worrying about him won’t make him do it sooner.”

I thought I’d had a dream about my father, but the more I tried to remember it, the hazier it became. Despite what Lady Nemea had said, I couldn’t help but worry about him.

Our sparring demonstration was the topic of conversation when I arrived outside the school building. Students stood in groups, enjoying the crisp morning air and basking in the sun. Greetings and smiles followed me, but mingled with curiosity and respect were wariness and suspicion. I imagined I was never this “popular” at a school growing up. No, I was homeschooled, although I wasn’t sure how that memory had slipped past my mental block.

Oh, well, I knew I couldn’t win them all.

Bran was pushing a mop when I entered the main hallway. Someone must have spilled water around a water fountain. Bet he would have taken care of that effortlessly using his water powers if he was alone. The students hurried past him without seeing him. No one appeared to notice the way he stopped and watched me with a wink and a twinkle in his eye.

My feelings for him were strong and scary and overwhelming, and I didn’t know what to do with them. For one insane moment, I allowed myself the luxury of fantasizing about us as a couple, walking up to him and kissing him.

Heat flooded my cheeks when I caught him studying me from underneath a canopy of long black lashes.

I’d dare you to come and kiss me if your guards weren’t around, he said.

And I’d definitely not do it. Scandals and princesses didn’t go together. Lady Nemea had drilled that into me. A custodian today? Very industrious, I teased.

Don’t mock my cover, woman. You have more security. Why?

I don’t know. And didn’t care.

What’s wrong? You’re worried about something.

I couldn’t tell him I was worried Father hadn’t come home last night without coming across as clingy and insecure. It’s nothing. Homework.

I felt the familiar brush against my energy, and calmness and warmth surrounded me. I still didn’t know how I did that. Bran might know. He was pushing his mop bucket a few feet behind me.

How do I calm myself when I’m scared or worried and my powers surge?

By focusing on those you love, namely me.

I smiled. Right.

I’m serious. If you haven’t already guessed, you’re pretty crazy about me. You focus on me, and you regain control.

He was so full of himself. Laughing, I turned a corner and almost bumped into Tannin and his friends. Bran whistled as he walked past us without looking back. I wished I could ditch the guys and continue talking to him, but no such luck.

“You have to teach me how you made the floor shift in that move you pulled fighting that senior,” Tannin said when I entered math class.

“It was like yanking a carpet from under him,” his friend said.

I showed them how I channeled my powers, but my mind wasn’t really on explaining every move from yesterday. I saw Bran between classes and during lunch, but we could only telepath each other. The guards watched my every move; I couldn’t sneeze without drawing their attention. If Dad were around, they wouldn’t guard me so tightly, like I was the crown jewels.

He returned late at night and left a small gift bag on my dresser. I smiled and tried on the bracelet. That became my routine—finding a gift from whatever city he’d visited by my bedside in the morning, and Bran greeting me the moment I entered school. Sometimes, he was in the hallway with his broom. Other times, he was outside the school with a weed whacker or hedge trimmer. We talked all the time. He was an amazing listener and had a wacky sense of humor. I had to fight to keep a straight face whenever he gave me a rundown on my new friends. His opinions of them were so unflattering.

I didn’t bother to search the bleachers during evening physical training to find him. His funny commentaries kept me entertained. A few times, he almost got me in trouble with Master Kenta. As for alone time, we didn’t get lucky, which was frustrating. We got close enough for hand brushes, but that was the only contact between us. If Katia noticed our behavior, she didn’t comment on it. Lottius, like most people at school, never seemed to notice him.

As the days passed, I settled in at the Academy and got to know my classmates. The omni sisters were Xezbeth and Zagan, but Kewpie and Barbie suited them better. One had curly hair, a round face, and wide brown eyes like a kewpie doll, while the other had straight black hair, a narrow face, and delicate features like a Barbie doll.

Master Yaza took us outside often during energy class to practice creating lightning and energy balls. The students went a little wild, except for the omni sisters. They were so cautious.

Don’t be afraid of your powers, I finally told them.

They glanced at me as though they’d recognized my voice. I smiled and waved.

My energy surges, too; it’s tied to my emotions. When I’m angry, I pulse, and anyone within a mile gets slammed by my energy.

The surprised expressions on their faces would have been comical if it weren’t for the seriousness of our discussion.

Ours, too, Kewpie said.

We have after-school private training to control them, but it hasn’t been easy, Barbie said. The teachers here fear our powers. They tell us to try and contain them.

The instructors on Coronis Isle taught us the opposite, Kewpie added. How do you control yours? And you never seem scared.

If only they knew. Lately, my powers had been completely off, which was pretty scary. I focus on those I love and those who love me. Knowing that they love me no matter what happens makes me feel safe and calm. When I’m calm, I’m in control. I smiled as I thought of Bran telling me the same thing.

They looked at each other, then me.

Thanks, Barbie said.

We’ll try it, Kewpie added.

Kewpie and Barbie continued to work on controlling their inconsistent energies, and also introduced me to some more Specials. Locke kept to himself and wouldn’t link with me or even make eye contact. He was the most powerful of the Specials I’d met so far.

Sometimes, I wished I could hang out with them, but I ate lunch with Daeva, Eisheth, Katia, and Lottius. Skylar and Ravan sometimes joined us, and Tannin and his friends—Ley, Bastiel, and Corson—often took the table next to ours.

“I’m having a party on Saturday and you are all invited,” Tannin said on Wednesday as we entered the cafeteria. “Except you, Daeva.”

She laughed. “Do I look like I want to come to your party, pinhead?”

“You know you’re dying to be get up close and personal to all this.” He indicated his body.

“I’m throwing one on the same night, at Club LZ. Let’s see whose party rocks.”

He laughed. “It’s on. And FYI, the venue of my party is going to be a secret.”

“Way to generate interest,” Bastiel said.

“As long as it’s not Club LZ,” Daeva retorted.

My plans to throw a party went out the window. We got our food, but Daeva and Tannin’s flirting—it was obvious they were into each other—followed us. The boys decided to combine tables. They didn’t just push the two tables together. They used their Earth abilities to create one giant table. It became our new lunch spot.
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“Can we have my party at your place?” Tannin asked me Friday morning. “Please. I’ll owe you.”

“Let me guess. Lord Zhane couldn’t host it at his club?” I asked.

He shot Daeva a glance, his eyes softening. “He dotes on her, so I didn’t even try it. She’s his only niece.”

“Why don’t you just cancel your party?” I asked.

His expression grew pensive, then he shook his head. “Nah. She’ll know why I did it and things will get weird between us.”

“Then combine your parties and use an open space like Rocky Beach,” I suggested.

“Sir Malax will never give us permission to use it at night. He’s convinced Guardians could use water as camouflage and attack us.”

“Leave him to me.” Sir Malax didn’t like being hounded, but I kept telepathing him until he gave his permission. By the end of the afterschool training, Tannin had convinced Daeva to have one large beach party together.
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The work on the beach started that evening, but I joined them on Saturday morning and grinned when I saw senior Earth Primes. Tannin introduced me to his cousin and her friends. He also pointed out some prospective employers. At the pace the group was going, it would take two, maybe three weeks to fix the entire beach. I spied several security guards keeping watch. I was sure they were reporting to Sir Malax.

We were still working when the Subsixers started arriving on the beach. They watched us work, the children interrupting us with questions. Since my Earth powers were the weakest, I played with the kids and kept them away from the others, who were surprisingly nice to the kids. Most of them, anyway. A few were still not used to treating Subsixers as equals.

Word must have spread, because representatives from a few companies stopped by to “see” our progress. I was sure they were scouting out prospective employees. By the time I left, Rocky Beach was a lot less rocky.

I started getting ready early. Bran had promised he’d be there, so I wanted to look nice.

What are you wearing? Katia telepathed me.

I studied my reflection in the mirror and frowned. I couldn’t make up my mind—pants or dress. Right now? Panties and a bra.

Katia giggled. To the party, silly. He’s going to be there, isn’t he?

Who?

The one who makes you have that dopey smile at school.

I do not have a dopey smile. I tried to be indignant, but I ended up laughing.

I’ve learned to differentiate between your Princess-smile and your talking-to-Bran-smile.

I blinked. You know his name?

There was silence.

Katia? Have you been eavesdropping on my conversations?

No, I haven’t. Gavyn told me. He wanted to know if I’ve seen a guy fitting Bran’s description with you. Then he told me he’s his younger brother.

Oh. That’s okay, then.

There’s something else. Promise you won’t be mad?

I made a face. What did you do?

I told Gavyn about the party tonight. He’ll be there to talk to Bran.

That wasn’t going to be fun. No, I’m not mad. I’ll see you in a few hours.

I took forever to decide on what to wear and how to wear my hair, but I was happy with my choices—a white-and-blue parachute maxi dress, hair down and held with a simple platinum head chain with a teardrop diamond.

Katia loved the dress, Lottius the head chain. “Very boho,” she said.

As usual, Lottius was dressed in black—miniskirt with thigh-high, leather boots, white top, and black jacket. Katia wore patterned blackand-white leggings and a white dress shirt.

The expanded part of the beach was alive when we arrived, modern technology meeting angelic powers. Large CC crystals projected images of popular human bands in the air, and music pulsed from speakers connected to an expensive audio system. Some crystals shot strobe lights in the air while others flashed colored disco lights.

The students were everywhere. When Tannin had said he’d invite the entire student body, he hadn’t been joking. Junior and seniors mingled. Some students were in the water, and others lay on blankets on the beach sipping drinks from plastic cups, but the majority of them were dancing in the wider section of the P-shaped beach. Ruby had carried several blankets from the castle and spread them out for us.

“This is amazing,” I said.

“About time something fun happened around here,” Lottius said. “See you, ladies. I’m going to find my man.” She ran to the dance area. We settled on the blanket and watched dancers move in a frenzied trance on the sand.

“Is he here yet?” Katia whispered.

I did a psi scan. “No. Gavyn?”

“He said he’d be late.” She rolled onto her stomach.

We watched the dancers. Couples not dancing made out on the blankets around the beach. Some sneaked away from the dance area for some privacy.

“Gavyn said you and Bran knew each other when you lived with the Guardians. Do you remember him?” Katia asked.

“No, but he followed me here.”

“Ooh,” she said. “That’s romantic.”

“What’s romantic?” Bran asked, and I looked up, my heart thumping and warmth unfurling in my stomach. He looked amazing in black. He wore a baseball cap.

“You following me to the island,” I said, sitting up.

Bran cocked his eyebrow.

“She didn’t tell me, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Katia said.

“I wasn’t,” Bran said. “I know about you and Gavyn.”

Katia blinked. “Oh. Well, uh, he’s coming tonight to talk to you.”

“I don’t want to talk to him,” Bran said rudely.

Katia rolled her eyes. “He said you would react like that. He’s coming anyway.” She jumped up. “Do you guys want a chaperone, or should I go dance?”

“Go,” Bran and I said at the same time. She took off and he replaced her.

This was the closest we’d been in a long time, shoulders pressed together as we lay side by side on our stomachs. He bumped me with his shoulder. I bumped him back. Chuckling, he turned his head, and I could feel his eyes on my face.

I glanced at him. What?

His eyes roamed my face, from my hair to my lips, and then met mine. You look amazing.

You, too.

He chuckled. “Can we sneak away like the other couples?”

I glanced over my shoulder. Ruby and Callum were closest to us, but the other guards were keeping a close watch on us, too. “The guards would stop the party and make everyone hate me forever.”

“The people adore you and would get over it.”

I turned my head and tried to see his face. The brim of his cap was in the way. I tilted it. We were so close, if I moved just a little, our lips could touch. I wanted to kiss him.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he whispered huskily.

I smiled and let go of his hat. “Exactly the same thing you’re thinking.”

A gleam entered his eyes. “Do you think they’ll throw me in the dungeons if I kiss you?”

“Don’t even joke about the dungeons.”

He laughed, reached out with his other hand, and ran his fingers up and down my palm in a gentle caress. He turned his head and pressed a kiss on my shoulder. My heart jumped and I looked around to see if anyone had noticed. Other students were curious, but they didn’t intrude.

“Look at me. I’m still here,” he said.

“You’re silly.” I let my head rest on his shoulder and he pressed his cheek against my temple. We watched the dancers. Several kept glancing at us, probably trying to figure out who he was.

“Did we ever throw a party like this? You know, when we were with the Guardians?”

He was quiet as though thinking up a way to answer me. “No. We went to clubs.”

“Just you and me?”

He hesitated again. “And friends. But this is the most relaxed I’ve ever seen you.”

Relaxed, not happy. “When was I happiest?”

Instead of answering, he rolled onto his back. The lights from the makeshift dance floor flickered across my face, but he had the better view since I was still on my stomach.

“When you and I were alone together,” he said.

“You do that a lot, you know,” I said.

He reached up, took a lock of my hair, and twirled it around his finger. “Do what?”

“Hesitate before answering.”

“I don’t want to interfere with your—”

“Journey,” I finished. I studied him. He stared right back, but I felt his emotions. He was struggling with something that both worried and scared him. I took a mental step backward and decided to stop pushing. “My father wants me to meet my grandfather.”

Bran stiffened. “And?”

“I don’t know if I should.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not ready. We did terrible things, Bran. Gavyn told me. I don’t care that the dark lords do terrible things and must be stopped. Guardians hurt innocent people, too. I have to forgive myself first before I can talk to my grandfather.”

He stopped playing with my hair and frowned. “Who told you about dark lords?”

“Solange. She was drunk and let it slip. Then she told me never to mention dark lords or demons again.”

“Solange was drunk?” Bran repeated in disbelief.

“Yeah. You know, speech slurry, eyes droopy, and staggering.”

He shook his head. “No, she couldn’t have been drunk. We process alcohol too fast to get drunk. She must have come home right after possessing someone.”

I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Solange is half-Lazarus, so she can shift into smoke form. The only time a Lazarus acts loopy is after a possession.”

“What’s that?”

“When a Lazarus enters a human, takes over, and makes them do evil things. When they come out, their senses need time to adjust.”

So, when I’d seen Solange and her friends acting like they had a hangover… “I hate that she’s like that. I can accept her lying about her memories, jealousy, tantrums, and even the possibility that she’s behind my memory loss, but for her to be evil is just wrong. I mean, she’s my sister.”

“You are not her keeper, Lil. She made her choice,” Bran said. “Just don’t ever let her possess you. A Lazarus can destroy you from inside out. One possessed Gavyn and screwed with his head and energy. By the time she finished with him, the brother I knew was gone. Overnight, he started doing terrible things. I tried to help him, but I finally gave up.”

“I didn’t know.”

He shrugged. “What I’m trying to say is that you can’t change someone who doesn’t want to change. You can love them, get angry with them, but you can’t blame yourself for their choices. What exactly did Gavyn tell you?”

Bran’s expression didn’t change as I talked, but his anger slowly swelled. “Gavyn said he was only kidding about Coronis Isle, but I think he felt sorry for me because of the way I’d reacted. Is it true?”

“Yes, but there are things you don’t understand and that I can’t explain yet,” he said.

His refusal to answer some of my questions was frustrating. We were still talking when Katia came back with Skylar and Ravan. The couple’s curiosity was obvious, but they didn’t ask who Bran was or recognize him from school.

We had to wait until they left before continuing. Bran confirmed the things Gavyn had said, except the one question that had bugged me for days.

“Was he right? Did someone erase my memories here on the island?” I asked

Bran sat up, his eyes not leaving my face. He spoke cautiously. “I don’t know. It’s true that Raphael didn’t erase your memory during the battle, because the Guardians taught us how to block them. But I don’t know whether it happened right after the Tribunal handed down their sentence and you joined your father, or later on the island after you left. That’s a question that only you can answer when your memories return.”

“Or my father might know,” I added. He’d mentioned things he’d done to have me by his side, things he’d tried to explain but I didn’t want to hear at the time. Maybe this was one of them; I didn’t know how I felt about that. My stomach hurt just thinking about it. Please, let it not be him. He and Bran are the two people I trust completely now.

Bran peered at me. “I asked around when you woke up and I realized your memories were gone, but I got nowhere. Are you sure you want to do this? You might end up asking the wrong people, and then they’ll know that you know the truth.”

“I’ll be discreet.”

He made a face. “Arguing with you is pointless once you make up your mind, so I’ll just tell you to be careful.” He leaned in to kiss me.

“I’m sorry to interrupt this intense romantic moment,” a familiar and not-so-sorry voice said.

“Get lost, Gavyn,” Bran said calmly.

“Nice to see you too, brother. I thought we had a deal, Princess.”

I wanted to zap Gavyn to Tartarus, but I had to remind myself a Lazarus had screwed with his head, so I tried to be nice. “I tried, but you know how stubborn he gets.”

“Maybe you didn’t try hard enough,” Gavyn snapped.

“Watch your tone when you talk to her,” Bran warned in a hard voice. “Did it ever cross your mind that maybe it wasn’t your place to tell her things?”

“Nope,” Gavyn said indifferently. “But we need to talk now. Without her.”

“Yes, we do.” From Bran’s voice, they were going to do more than talk. He focused on me. “I’ll see you later.” He kissed my hand and jumped up.

The fun went out of the evening after they left.
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Father didn’t come back that night, but he was home on Sunday long enough for brunch. I couldn’t bring myself to ask him about my memory loss and psi energy. I was too worried about him going back out there to discuss such a serious subject, especially after he said, “I’m on the last leg of my tour, but it’s going to take me longer to sort things out because we’re having problems in the Northwest Sector—”

“What problems?”

He chuckled. “Nothing to concern yourself with. I just wanted you to know in case you don’t see me for a couple of days. How is Project Rocky Beach?”

I wrinkled my nose. “It’s only been a few days, but it’s looking good. The students are really into it. They’re also talking to the Subsixers. It’s like they’re connecting. Now, can we go back to the subject we were discussing before you tried to distract me? What problems are there in the Northwest Sector?”

Father chuckled. “You are tenacious. Okay. A few lords are not too happy with the jobs I assigned them. I need to straighten things out.”

It took all my effort not to ask if the lords he was talking about were dark lords.

“I don’t want you to worry while I’m gone. Any luck with the Kris Dagger?”

I couldn’t tell him the powers were inside me without explaining my visit to Lord Zhane’s and the dark lords, so I shook my head. “But I check every day.”

He nodded. “Good. I should be home by Wednesday night.” He dropped a kiss on my forehead. “Be good.”

“And you be careful, Daddy.”

Wednesday came and went. He didn’t come back. I tried not to worry, but I had a sick feeling in my stomach. The kind you get when something bad has happened or is about to happen. I kept busy at school and training even though Master Kenta still insisted I couldn’t participate in the tourney. Students kept trying to guess who had been with me at the beach during the party. Tannin even had a pool going, so students watched my every move. Only Daeva had the guts to ask me. I just shrugged.

In the evening, I worked with my friends on Rocky Beach. Tannin rallied more Prime Earth students, both juniors and seniors. It wasn’t hard once students heard company reps were stopping by.

Master Rahm finally started an afterschool program for the Subsixers, using the Mount Hermon Elementary classrooms and the sublevel library. He offered two-day vacations off the island for volunteers, and they came in droves.

“This is temporary until I hire more teachers,” he explained when we spoke.

“And classrooms?” I asked.

“Your father plans to expand Mount Hermon Academy and Elementary.”

There was no word from either Father or Solange on Thursday. The Northwest Sector was America, Canada, and Mexico. I used the school computers to search for any problems in the area—strikes, riots, political mayhem—and came up empty. Maybe the problem concerned only our people, not humans.

I paid Sir Malax a visit before I went to bed. “Have you heard from my father?”

“No, Princess. But we know he’s fine. He’s on a tight schedule.”

“Do you have real-time clairvoyant observation stations?”

He frowned. “What is that?”

“A live feed from wherever he is,” I said. I couldn’t even explain how I knew about live feeds. “Clairvoyants observing him can pass the images to clairvoyants here, so you know exactly where he is.”

“No, we haven’t tried that kind of live feed.”

Why not? I wanted to demand. I studied the people in the office talking to clairvoyants. The images were real time. Why wasn’t he monitoring my father? Something was definitely wrong.

“Thank you, Sir Malax,” I said politely, when I wanted to rant and call him names.
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I had another weird dream. I couldn’t move or open my eyes, and a red light shone on my eyelids. I woke up feeling more tired than usual. My powers were fluctuating again. Since they were tied to my emotions, it made perfect sense that they were. The sick feeling in the pit of my stomach grew. I couldn’t get rid of the feeling of déjà vu, like I’d waited for someone like this before and things had gone south.

Bran wasn’t waiting for me at school on Friday when I arrived. A quick psi scan said he wasn’t in the city. Or his shield was up. Katia and Lottius distracted me until we went to our separate classes, then my thoughts returned to my father.

What’s wrong? Bran asked during third period.

Hey, I missed you this morning.

I had to take care of something. What’s wrong? You’re pulsing.

I listened to thoughts in the class. I can’t be. No one is complaining of headaches.

No one is complaining of headaches because your psi energy is low. Abnormally low. Did something happen last night that I missed? This morning?

I frowned. No. I probably drained my energy fighting Master Kenta and the students last night. He extended it for another thirty minutes because some students were goofing around. I woke up tired this morning.

There was silence. How often does this happen?

I smiled. Lady Nemea had asked me the same question last week. I’d hedged. Not this time. Once or twice a week since I came out of the coma, but fluctuating energy is normal among the Specials. Three students in my class are Specials and their energy surges and falls, too. I’m worried about my father, Bran. I’m sure something is wrong.

You’re surging again. Just a second.

The brush of energy against mine didn’t surprise me. And like always, I welcomed its warmth and calming effect.

Better? Bran asked.

Yes, how did you…? Everything fell into place before the words left my lips. How could I have been so blind? It’s you.

It’s me what?

The one who calms me whenever I panic or get angry. You stroke my energy with yours.

Of course it’s me. Who did you think it was? He sounded annoyed.

I grinned. I don’t know. I tried to figure it out and gave up. I just knew it calmed me down and I welcomed it. And watch your tone, mister.

I don’t like the idea of someone else getting inside your head or that close to your energy.

A shiver ran up my spine. Dante, the prisoner in the dungeons, had gotten inside my head and told me what to do to calm down. I swallowed, my heart pounding hard. How did the traitor in the dungeon know such personal details about me?

What’s going on, Lil?

I tried to calm myself, but the sunken eyes of Prisoner Zero zipped through my head. We need to talk.

Whoa, sweetheart. Easy. You’re pulsing again. A lingering caress didn’t seem to help. Okay. I think I may have found a way to evade your security without throwing a party. Meet me at Seraph’s tonight after dinner. I’ll be there around seven.

Okay. If my father was in trouble, I was going to help him, which meant knowing everything about my past.

“What do you think, Lilith?”

Master Otego, the history teacher, yanked me back to the classroom. I stared at him blankly. “Can you repeat the question, please?”

He frowned and I could swear his ears twitched. He was a bald guy with a dark-brown complexion. His head, neck, and even his temples had light and dark spots like a leopard or a cheetah. It made him look very interesting.

“History tells us that the Guardians tend to accept Hermonites who stray to their side. Should they keep the displaced children from the war on Coronis Isle?”

The conversation I’d had with Solange flitted in my head. “It is my understanding that we already have people searching for the Specials. We are discussing the Specials, right?”

He chuckled. “Yes. So you think we should bring these children home?”

I shrugged. “Yes. They belong with their families.”

“Do they?” Master Otego paced in front of the class. “How many of you think they belong with the Guardians, and why?”

“They were raised at Azazel Center and had little contact with their families, so they didn’t really know their parents or siblings, and vice versa,” a student said.

“The Guardians have given them the only home they’ve ever known,” another added. “So, if it boils down to who gives them a happy home, they win.”

My eyes connected with Katia. She looked furious and her eyes were bright with tears. I raised my hand.

“Yes, Lilith?”

“Can I give a rebuttal?” I asked.

He nodded. “Sure.”

“Just because their parents or family members didn’t see them often doesn’t mean they didn’t or don’t love them,” I said. “The bond between a parent and a child happens before birth and grows stronger when the child is placed in their mother or father’s arms. That bond is never broken. The love never goes away.”

“The Institute took some of the children when they were as young as six months, depending on when their powers started to show,” a student at the back of the class said. “The love might have been transferred to their caregivers, so the bond you’re talking about could be one-sided.”

“Then the children should be given a chance to rediscover or reconnect with their birth parents and siblings,” I said. “I am the poster child for what could happen between a parent and a child. My father never gave up on finding me, and I don’t think any parent”—my eyes met Katia’s—“or sibling should give up on finding their missing sisters and brothers. Now that I’m home again, I can’t imagine a life without my father.”

“Well said,” Master Otego said. “However, it is a known fact that some of the Specials were unstable and their parents gave them up out of fear of what they might do. Do these parents deserve to have their children back?”

There was a chorus of “no.”

My eyes met with the omni sisters and I wondered about their background.

“Then it is our duty as a people to raise them,” someone said.

“Let’s not forget that the Specials wouldn’t be in this present predicament if the Guardians hadn’t attacked us,” another student added.

“And that Guardians will only want to use them in their misguided fight to protect humanity,” Katia said. “Some families here just want them home.”

For the first time in months, I was actually enjoying history. Unfortunately, as soon as I left the class, I went back to stressing over my father. Even my friends noticed it.

“What’s wrong?” Katia asked as we headed to the cafeteria.

“My father,” I said. “I’m worried about him.”

Katia and Lottius exchanged glances. “He takes trips and stays away for days, even weeks,” Katia said. “I mean, he has homes on every continent.”

“Maybe he has a lady friend,” Lottius looked at me, and shrugged. “Or more than one. He’s a powerful man, and certain women are attracted to that.”

I made a face. “I don’t care about how many women he has.” Though I was sure Lady Nemea would. “I just want him home safe. He said there were problems in the Northwest Sector before he left.”

Bran was not in the cafeteria, and once again, I performed a psi scan. He wasn’t on the island. Not sure whether to worry or not, I focused on the conversation around our table.

We barely started eating when everyone scrambled to their feet, their hands going to their chests, heads bowed. Thinking it was my father, I whipped around.

My sister was the grande dame of entrances.

Solange, Riesa, and Kimber strode toward our table. Students hurried to make a path for them. They were striking in their black pants, shirts, boots, and trench coats. Dark lords. Or did they call the females dark ladies?

Her friends went to get something to eat while Solange plopped onto the chair next to mine. “Hey, little sis.”

I searched her face. “Is Father okay?”

She smiled. “Of course. He sent me with these. More presents.” She put a small present bag in front of me. “He thought you might be worried.”

I dove inside the bag and pulled out a clear box with a green crystal, probably a CC, and a black velvet box. I looked up and caught a strange expression on Solange’s face. She smiled and I wondered if I’d imagined it. “Thank you. I was so worried about him.”

“Why?”

“He said he’d be back on Wednesday and today is Friday. I was sure something bad had happened to you guys.”

“You are so melodramatic.” She rolled her eyes and stood. “I’ve done my sisterly duty, so see ya.”

“Are you going back?”

“Yep.” She waved to her friends.

“To where?”

“L.A. Can I go now?” She didn’t wait for an answer, just joined her friends and then left the cafeteria.

“Your sister scares the crap out of me,” Tannin said.

“She’s sweet,” I fibbed.

“Yeah, like a viper,” Lottius said under her breath, but I heard her. We exchanged a grin. I was in such a good mood, her attitude didn’t bother me. My father was fine.
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Lady Nemea was waiting for me when I got home. “Solange said you heard from your father.”

I showed her the CC. “I haven’t watched it yet.”

“Go ahead. I’ll get you something to eat.”

“Thanks.” I sat on my bed and opened the velvet box first. The butterfly necklace inside was simple and gorgeous. Lady Nemea came back and found me trying to put it on.

“That is beautiful,” she said, walking around to help snap it on. She lifted the butterfly and stroked it.

“He knows I love butterflies, like my mom.” I studied the necklace, then reached for the CC. Lady Nemea continued to sit. “I’d like to watch this now. Alone.”

“Of course. Let me know what he says.” She teleported.

I opened the box with the crystal and activated it. Light shot out. I waited for Father’s image to appear. Waited and waited.

Nothing happened. The light dimmed and went off. No, there must be a mistake.

I reactivated the crystal again. Once again, no images appeared. Anger swelled inside me. That conniving, bitter piece of dark matter masquerading as my sister…

Solange! I screamed. What was her problem? First the CC from Gavyn, now this. Had she switched them, or just deleted them? I paced, imagining different ways to make her suffer.

Then I realized what I was doing, stressing, probably shooting off energy. The fact that Bran hadn’t come running said he wasn’t on the island. A quick scan confirmed it. Taking a deep breath, I focused on calming down.

Still a little pissed, I marched across the room and through the family area. The two guards who’d taken over from Ruby and Callum jumped to their feet. They were new, but this was one time I didn’t ask for names. Sir Malax had been using new and younger guards since Father left.

“Have you seen Solange?” I asked.

“No, Princess,” they said in unison.

I could feel their eyes drilling holes in my back as I entered Solange’s bedroom. “Solange! Where are you?”

Of course, I knew she wasn’t around, but I still made a show of searching for her. The closet and bedroom were empty. I focused on the energies around the room and found where she hid her stash of CCs—in a secret compartment under her massive bed.

I took the box and teleported to my room. She had so many of the crystals in different colors, but several of them were like the purple one Father had sent me.

I chose one of them and activated it. Gavyn’s smug face appeared in the holograph. My stomach started churning as he started talking.

“We have everything in place at my end, Solange,” he said. “My brother and Lilith are exactly where we want them. Finish your part and get in touch with us ASAP.”

I frowned. Who was “us?” I activated the second crystal.

“The Tribunal will have no choice but to send the Archangels to take care of them now. I know we’ll lose some of our people, but it is for the greater good. Have you found your father yet? We’ll need him to rally the people behind us,” he said.

“We have to get rid of the High Council,” he said in another. “They lack vision. We’ll replace them when the time is right. Right now, we need Lilith. Oh, thanks for keeping me updated on your father. Who knew he’d bought an island and was building a city for our people? You are right. It is perfect.”

“So, the little princess is under your control. Make sure it stays that way. He can’t know, or our plan is blown. Keep them busy.” This fourth CC was short and to the point.

I couldn’t breathe. Nausea hit me hard and I ran to the bathroom. I lost the snack I’d eaten, my eyes tearing. I’d bought everything Gavyn had told me. Was Bran really my boyfriend, or was he part of a diabolical plot with my sister and his brother?

I rinsed my mouth, staggered back into my bedroom, and continued watching the CCs. In one, Gavyn talked about the Tribunal and the plans for the island. In another, he responded to one about keeping me docile, powerless. That meant lowering my energy. Draining it. They weren’t draining my energy to help me. They did it to control me.

The CCs appeared to cover the period from before the Tribunal until after I arrived on the island. There was very little mention of my father after Gavyn mentioned the island, so I couldn’t tell if they had plans for him, too. At least I now knew my father was never behind the Tribunal.

My first instinct was to destroy the CCs. Turn them into dust. Nuke them. But that would let her know that I knew about them. Not that I knew what their endgame was or who else on the island was in on it. Did Katia know?

My stomach heaved again. I gathered the crystals, put them back in their box, locked it, and took it back to her room. I hoped she didn’t realize I’d found them. As soon as Father came home, I was showing him every last one of them. In the meantime, I had to know if Bran was involved.

I nearly jumped out of my skin when I left her room and found Lady Nemea waiting for me. “Is Solange back?” she asked.

“No. I was hoping she was. What’s going on?” I hoped I sounded normal, because my mind was a mess.

“I just wanted to ask about your father.”

Part of me wanted to tell her about Solange, but the cautious part wasn’t sure she could be trusted. Just because she loved my father didn’t mean she wasn’t colluding with Solange and Gavyn. Gavyn, Mr. Don’t Trust Anyone On The Island, was a liar. Bran had repeated his lies or agreed with most of the things he’d said. What did that make him? Another liar? Were the brothers colluding to control me? Maybe that was why he could move around the island without being busted. Their supporters helped him. My anger started to build up again.

“Lilith?”

I stared at Lady Nemea, wishing she could leave me alone. “He said not to worry, yada, yada, yada,” I fibbed. “He’ll be home soon. I, uh, need to shower before dinner, and after dinner I’m going to visit the Subsixers.”

“You know how I feel about you going down there, Lilith,” Lady Nemea said.

“I know.” I wanted to touch her arm to reassure her, but I wasn’t in a benevolent mood. “But I promised Seraph I’d visit again. Bilal said we have surplus pastries. Can you believe they forgot Father and half the guards were gone? Weird, huh? I asked her to put them in baskets so I can take them with me. Gotta go.”

I disappeared into the bathroom and sagged against the door. That was the best acting I’d ever done. The problem was that I had to continue doing it until Father returned or until I found out what was really happening on this island.

The shower didn’t make me feel better. Where was Bran? A quick scan said he wasn’t back. I needed to connect to someone. I did something I would never have thought of doing a few weeks ago—I went to Father’s quarters. The guards didn’t even bat an eyelid when they saw me. I knew they would call Sir Malax, but I didn’t care.

I sat on his bed. Being surrounded by his earthy scent brought me some comfort. Feeling so alone, I kicked off my shoes, curled up on his bed, and closed my eyes. The dam broke. I cried and cried until I was drained. By the time I left his room, I was calmer and focused.
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Lady Nemea was unusually quiet during dinner, and I was sure I was to blame. She tried to talk about Father, but I wasn’t in the mood. When she asked me about school, I answered in monosyllables.

“Are you sure you want to go to Sublevel six now?” she asked when we were done eating. “Most people will be eating dinner or having family time.”

“Then the pastries will be my contribution to their meal.” I was probably safer among the Subsixers than among the people in the castle. Another scan said Bran was still not around. He’d better be at Seraph’s place when I get there, I thought. I needed proof once and for all that he was on my side.

I waited until Lady Nemea left before leaving, too. “Let’s stop by the kitchen to pick up a few things,” I told the two new guards. They were young and looked so inexperienced.

“May I ask where we are going, Princess?” one of the guards asked.

“Sublevel six.” When they looked at each other, I cocked my eyebrows. “What?”

“We must inform Sir Malax or—”

“Okay. Go ahead. Lady Nemea already knows and she’s okay with it. I mean, we’re taking them leftover food from the kitchen.” Despite my indifferent tone, I hoped they didn’t inform Sir Malax, since he could foil my plans. I’d never trusted Mr. Funny Eyes. If anyone topped my list of People Plotting Something Dastardly, it was Malax.

Downstairs, Bilal’s assistants handed each guard a large basket filled with bread and pastries. I thanked Bilal. She’d told me about the extra food when I’d gone to get my snack after school.

“It is no problem, Princess,” she asked. “Are we still throwing a party this weekend? I can start planning it now.”

Throwing a party was the last thing on my mind now. “No. I’m putting it on hold for now. But thank you.” I nodded at the guards. “Follow me.”

I didn’t know whether they had told Sir Malax or not about our impromptu trip. No one came to stop us or greet us when we appeared in the hallway outside Seraph’s home.

Callum opened the door before we could knock. “Princess, what a surprise.”

Was it? My distrust level was off the charts. “What are you doing here?”

“Visiting,” Callum said, then added telepathically, Bran is inside.

“We’re here to see Seraph,” I said to distract my guards. “We brought some treats.”
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There was hardly enough room for all of us inside Seraph’s home. Callum wasn’t the only visitor. Ruby was there, too. I wasn’t sure how I felt about their presence. I planned to visit the dungeons and talk to Prisoner Zero, and I didn’t want guards with me. Bran wasn’t in the living room, but he was nearby.

“Can I have this too, Mommy?” Seraph asked, adding a cream-filled croissant on top of the three pieces on her plate.

“I don’t know, sweetheart,” her father said. “Don’t you want your friends to have some too?”

Seraph’s lower lip jutted out, but she nodded and put one back in the basket. She glanced at me. “Can I have one more, Princess Lilith?”

“Two is great. I’ll bring more tomorrow.” I smiled at her father. It was my first time meeting him. He was a dark-haired man with a serious face. The wife had introduced him as Anzu, son of Barachiel.

“Thank you, Princess. Is it okay if she helps pass the rest to our neighbors?” Anzu asked, and I nodded.

Seraph and Ruby left with a basket and headed down the left hallway. Callum convinced the guards to help him. “The princess will be fine with Anzu and his wife,” he reassured them. “I’ll keep an eye on her.” They headed right.

Inside the house, Seraph’s parents pointed at another door. At the back of my mind, I wondered if I could really trust them. I had questioned the loyalty of some people after my talk with Gavyn. Now I suspected everyone.

I walked in to find Bran pacing. He stopped, his eyes locking on me with an intensity that made me blush. I smiled weakly. He looked amazing as usual in black T-shirt and jeans, but then again, what he wore never really defined him.

I closed the door and silence followed as we stared at each other. I wanted to clutch him and never let go, but there was that nagging voice in the back of my head questioning everything. Could he be working with his brother?

“You okay?” Bran asked.

I started to nod, but then I stopped. I hated liars and didn’t want to become one. I shook my head. Emotions surged through me and I started to shake. After the things I’d learned, I felt alone and vulnerable. Who could I trust? This beautiful man standing before me was supposedly putting his life in danger to be with me, yet I wasn’t sure whether to trust him anymore.

“Lil,” Bran whispered, and took a step closer. “What is it?”

I raised my hand to stop him from getting closer. If he touched me now, I’d dissolve into tears. “No. Don’t. I have things I need to say first. Questions that I need answered.”

He frowned. “Questions about us?”

“About everything. You and I are supposed to be in love, yet I don‘t remember you. How is that possible when I’m this powerful person? How could someone erase my memories? What’s wrong with me that I can’t remember anything?”

Bran extended his arms as though to touch me but stopped when I flinched. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. When he opened them, his eyes gleamed with unnatural intensity.

“First,” he said slowly as though choosing his words carefully, “there’s absolutely nothing wrong with you. We are dealing with Principalities and Archangels, powerful deities and demons. And they are douchebags. Second, there’s no ’supposed to be in love’ when it comes to us. We are bound in ways no one understands. We complete each other, Lil. From the moment I met you, I knew you were the one.” He gave me a sheepish grin. “In fact, I was drawn to your energy before we met. Whether you remember me or not, my place is with you, and that’s why I’m here. Always and forever.”

I searched his face. My chest hurt as though he’d sucked the oxygen from the room and my lungs were starved of air. My heart threatened to leap from my chest. I loved this guy. I couldn’t explain how I knew. It wasn’t just the utter belief in his voice or how I felt whenever he was around. Something inside me recognized him, like he was a part of me. But the doubts refused to disappear.

“Yours always, mine forever,” I whispered.

He smiled. “Those were our vows. We exchanged them thousands of miles in the air with the elements as our witnesses.”

“I dreamed about those words. I just didn’t know what they meant. So, you have wings?”

“Yes.” He pulled off his T-shirt and I caught myself ogling him. He had a beautiful body—broad shoulders, a chest that went on forever, washboard abs, and narrow hips. I wished I could let go of the doubts and just enjoy the view.

He curled his body, his knees bending, head dropping to his chest. Bumps appeared on his back. It was as though something was alive under his skin. He strained, the muscles on his back shifting and reforming until V-shaped bumps formed. The bulges grew and transformed into wings. At first, the wings were small like Cupid’s. Then they grew.

I took a step back, my eyes widening as they kept growing, the feathers black and glossy with a white line of down on the inside. They were huge.

In seconds, he stood before me shirtless, wings jutting above his shoulders and down his sides. He was magnificent. Echoes of memories teased me. I’d seen him like this before. Touched him.

“Why did you deny having them when I told you about my dreams?” I asked.

“It wasn’t the right time.” His wings retracted. He pulled his T-shirt back on and pointed to the bed.

Funny I hadn’t realized we were in a bedroom until then. The room was sparsely decorated, with just a queen-sized bed, dresser, and wooden chair. “The right time for what?” He went quiet, making my chest hurt as my suspicions shot up. “I want to know everything about my past, Bran. Not just the things you confirmed last Saturday. No more hesitating or giving me vague answers. I want…” I wanted to know that I could trust him.

Bran laughed. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to hear you say those words.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Because they mean the time is right. You’re ready for the truth. I see it in your eyes and hear it in your voice. We need to mind-meld.”

“Mind-meld?”

“We overlap our energies and our minds, and you’ll see everything. My memories. My thoughts. My feelings. They might not answer all your questions, but at least you’ll know more than you know now.”

I studied him, wanting so badly to believe him. How could I love him and not trust him? He moved closer and searched my face. “What is it?”

“Does it hurt?”

“Not for us. Our energies are matched.”

“Meaning?”

“They blend perfectly and completely, enhance each other without the highs and the lows others feel when they steal energies.” Without breaking eye contact, he took my hand and directed it to his lips, pressing a kiss into my palm. “I know you don’t trust me. I can see it in your eyes, but once we mind-meld, you’ll see you have no reason not to.”

“How is it done?”

He cupped my face and gave me a calm, reassuring smile. “Look into my eyes and let that powerful mind of yours take control.”

It was weird recognizing his energy, the same energy that had comforted me so many times over the last three months. Tonight, he didn’t have a shield and I actually saw his psi energy for the first time. It was bright and pure with no blemishes.

It was both comforting and exciting as our energies blended until I couldn’t tell where mine ended and his began. We were one.

Then something weird started happening. I could feel what he was feeling, hear his thoughts. Then the thoughts were replaced with images. Scenes after scene starring me—entering this bedroom, at school, practicing with Master Kenta, at the beach…

Hearing my own voice seemed weird. He’d watched me often. In some of them, I hadn’t been aware he was around. He’d fought with his brother after the beach party. He kept yelling at Gavyn that he shouldn’t have told me about the past before I was ready. I saw his sister Celeste, who idolized him. Another tunnel led to a scene of me on my bed. He’d visited me while I was in a coma. The feelings accompanying the visits were raw and intense. When he’d said he loved me, he hadn’t been joking. He’d visited me often, sometimes leaving just before Lady Nemea or my father came into the room.

I wanted to stay there, but I had other memories to explore. I went down another tunnel to a weird place—the top of a building or a mountain. I could see the sky and clouds and that was it. Or maybe they were in the air, since the gorgeous woman that appeared had massive wings just like his. Instead of leaving, I stayed and stared at her in awe.

She was gorgeous, with luminous eyes and radiant skin as though tiny lights danced under it. Her long red hair flowed to her waist, and her wings, white and dazzling, fluttered gently behind her. The white silk dress hugging her curvaceous figure frothed around her feet.

“Goddess Xenia, thank you for meeting me,” I said, and I giggled at my voice. Actually, Bran said that. I was reliving his memories as him. Using all his senses. Seeing with his eyes, hearing with his ears, and talking in his voice.

“You were once foolish enough to make a deal with me, son of Llyr,” she said, her voice melodic and calming. “I guess you haven’t learned your lesson. How are your wings?”

“The feathers grew, Goddess,” Bran said. “Lilith found the cure.”

“She’s a resourceful young lady, isn’t she?” Xenia said with pride.

“She loves me and would do anything for me,” Bran said, the conviction in his voice unwavering. “I want to show her the same devotion. I want to join the Hermonites and watch over her.”

A tinkle of laughter escaped the goddess. “You ran away from them, and now you want back in?”

“Yes. I’m willing to give up anything for her. Take my wings.”

She stopped smiling. “Taking away your wings was not my doing, my dear. But it was part of Lil’s journey. The Tribunal was another.”

“You sent the Tribunal?” Bran asked.

“No, silly boy,” a voice like nails sliding on a chalkboard hissed. “I did.”

A second woman appeared. She was so pale that blue veins were visible under her translucent skin, and her hair was as pale as her skin. Like Goddess Xenia, she wore a flowing robe, but hers was red, matching her blood-red eyes. Her wings were like Prisoner Zero’s, bat wings with sharp points. I knew who she was before she opened her mouth. Queen Coronis. The paintings and statues on the island had been kind. Probably created by those who’d loved her.

“So many people died because of you,” Bran snapped.

Coronis looked at Xenia. “Tell your boy to watch his tone or I’ll try to take his soul again.”

Xenia laughed. She sounded like wind chimes. “That won’t be necessary, my dear sister. He tends to be passionate and a bit careless when it comes to our Chosen One.” Xenia threw him a warning glance. “He forgets we don’t help unless they ask.”

“That’s right,” Coronis said. “Your brother and his friends wanted justice for what they perceived as the Guardians’ unfairness, and I helped.”

“By sending the Archangels?”

The sister goddesses looked at each other and shrugged.

“The Archangels come and go, but the Nephilim survive,” Xenia said.

“Why did you summon us?” Coronis asked impatiently.

“I summoned her.” Bran pointed at Xenia. “Not you.”

Coronis cackled. “Don’t you understand anything, silly boy? When one of the Nephilim asks for help, we answer it. Even if I’m not here, I know when you summon her. When someone summons me, she knows. I am her shadow in the Tribunal. When you asked her to show you a way to save your sister, I was still alive and busy. Her shadow in the Tribunal didn’t know any better.” She shook her head. “My son, the idiot, represented me.”

“What my sister is trying to say is,” Xenia cut in, “you asked for my help to save your sister and I led you to the Guardians, where you met your true love and destiny.”

“And I decided to take your wings,” Coronis said with malice.

“My soul,” Bran said.

“Wings, souls, who cares?” Coronis snapped. “Good and bad go hand in hand. You can’t get blessings without suffering. I still don’t like his tone, Xenia. Can’t I just take his soul?”

“No, sister. His is not yours or mine to take. He’s already given it to her.”

“You could give her another one,” Coronis suggested.

“I could,” Xenia said.

“He would make a wonderful addition to my minions in Tartarus.”

“No, you can’t,” Bran cut in, sounding a little worried. “My soul is perfectly safe with Lil. You said my brother and his friends wanted justice? What good came out of sending the Archangels, other than death and mayhem?”

“Lil is gone to the island with her father, my dear,” Xenia said. “This is the good that came out of it. Being with her father is going to be good for her. It is part of her journey.”

“I find this tiresome, son of Llyr,” Coronis said. “If you are not here to trade your soul, what is it you want?”

Xenia’s blue eyes glowed. “Remember, there will be consequences. So think very carefully what you ask.”

Bran swallowed and nodded. “I want the ability to come and go undetected around Mount Hermon Island so I can keep an eye on Lil.” The sisters looked at each other. “The only people who would see me would be those I choose.”

Some sort of exchange went on between the sister goddesses before Xenia said, “Okay, dear. You have your wish.”

“But she will not remember you or her past life,” Coronis said bluntly.

“All of it?” Xenia said. “That’s a little extreme.”

“I’m responding to the request I received, little sister.”

Xenia frowned. “Request? From whom? And when were you going to tell me this?”

Coronis chuckled darkly. “That’s not my job, sister. It’s not my fault your minions are asleep on the job. But I can adjust the little one’s memories. That will make things difficult and painful for our boy here.”

Xenia smiled mysteriously.

“Who asked to have her memories erased?” Bran demanded.

“I don’t answer to you,” Coronis snapped.

“Lilith is following her destiny, son of Llyr,” Xenia said. “You need to follow yours as her protector, guide, friend, and love.”

“You’ll know when your paths can cross and when they cannot,” Coronis said.

Bran sighed. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Coronis cackled. “It means that if your paths cross at the wrong time, your destiny will change and she will be lost to you forever.”

“But I believe in you, Bran. You will triumph. Do we have a deal?” Xenia asked as Coronis watched with glee.

Bran nodded. “Yes.”

Bran’s confidence was daunting. I saw it again and again as the memories of the night he and I met under a willow tree unfolded. He might not have known me before my sixteenth birthday, but I’d told him about my childhood. I knew about my grandfather and what the Guardians represented. How they viewed my father and the Hermonites. What my destiny as the Chosen One meant. I might not know what had happened between the moment I’d left the presence of the Tribunal and the morning I regained consciousness, but I knew about the Great Battle and the sentence the Tribunal had handed down.

I was crying hard by the time our minds separated. I don’t know how I ended up in Bran’s arms, but I clung to him, never wanting to leave the room.

Behind the door was a responsibility so great my stomach hurt thinking about it. How could I unite people who’d been fighting for thousands of years? I’d warmed up to the idea of being a leader to my people because I’d assumed that responsibility was decades away. Instead, I had two months to make tough decisions.

“You can do it,” Bran whispered above my head.

I didn’t want to.

“You already started,” he added. “You know both sides, know their strengths and weaknesses, their beliefs and prejudices. Only you can bring them together. I will be by your side. Always. I believe in you.”

Just like the Goddess Xenia had believed in him. As he talked, I calmed down. I pushed away my uncertainties and focused on what had to be done. I stepped from his arms and smiled weakly. “Now I understand why you said we are dealing with douches.”

Bran smiled. “I said powerful demons and deities who are—”

I touched his lip. “You took a chance making a deal with them.”

“You are worth it.” He grinned. “Besides, I knew our love would pull us through. You reached out to me when you needed me, and I stayed away when you didn’t, and here we are.”

I touched his face. He was amazing. “I think Solange might be the one who asked Coronis to remove my memories. She has a stash of CCs from Gavyn. They talked about controlling me, keeping me docile, and killing the old High Council to make way for a new one. I think she or someone she’s working with has been draining my psi energy, too. Sometimes, I wake up with low energy and weakened powers.”

Bran scowled. “I noticed that when you practiced with Kenta.”

“At first, I thought it was because my energy was unstable and they did it for my own good, like the Specials in the dungeons, but now I know that’s not it.”

“There are Specials in the dungeons?”

I nodded. “Solange also brought me a crystal from Father during lunch today, but it was blank. I think she and her dark lord friends are planning something, and it involves Father.”

“He’s okay now.”

“How do you know?”

“I went to check on him. That’s why I wasn’t around much today. Once you told me you were worried, I took off. I saw him at a meeting in L.A. He’s fine.”

Tears rushed to my eyes. I couldn’t believe I’d doubted him.

“In fact, if you want to send him a message, Sir Norath and I have become buddies since your fight.” He wiped the tears from my cheeks. “Don’t cry.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He searched my face. “For what?”

“Not trusting you. I wasn’t sure whether I should…” I touched his face again.

“Can you show me the crystals from my brother?”

I nodded. “Sure.”

A ping came from Ruby. We’re almost done and will be on our way back shortly, she said.

Keep them busy until I ping you. “Ruby and the others are almost done, and I still want to talk. Can we meet later at the library? I’ll bring the crystals.”

“Ten minutes?”

“Hmm, thirty minutes. I’m going to the dungeons to talk to Dante.”

Bran’s eyebrows shot up. “Dante?”

“He’s being kept down there, Bran. I went down there and saw a CC recording, and he looked familiar. Then I saw him. He’s so skinny and sad, Bran. How could Father keep him locked up after everything he’s done in the past to protect me?”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Bran said, a preoccupied expression on his face.

Dante had taken an oath to protect me and hadn’t cared who he went up against to protect me—Hermonites, Guardians, or Archangels. He’d risked his life several times, and even lost the man he loved because of me.

“Lady Nemea told me an elaborate lie about how Dante betrayed my father when they lived in Seattle. Why would Lady Nemea lie?”

“I don’t know. To gain your trust? Maybe mislead you?”

I felt a little sick. Lady Nemea was now added to the list of those I couldn’t trust. What else had she lied about? “I can’t trust anyone. Not even Katia. And poor Lottius…” I winced, remembering. “We weren’t nice to her before. I hope she never finds out.”

“I don’t trust her.”

“I do. The whammy I put on her still holds.” Another person I owed more than an apology. “I want to talk to Dante and find out what happened.”

Bran shook his head. “No, you can’t go down there.”

“I wasn’t asking.”

He stepped away. “No way. I sneak in and out of places undetected. You come with an entourage, guards, kids and their parents screaming ‘princess, princess’ and alerting everyone nearby to your presence. Then there’s all this.” He bowed. “And this.” He pressed his hand on his chest. “So, let me do what I do best, sneak in and out. I promise to tell you everything he says. Okay?”

He was right, even though I found his imitation of our people insulting. “Okay.”

He leaned forward and kissed me. “Sorry. I couldn’t help it. I love your smile and had to capture it.”

My lips tingled. “Be careful down there. They have light cages.”

“Light cages don’t affect me anymore.” He stole another kiss, taking his time.

I reached up and gripped his face as the kiss deepened. Then he was gone.
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I thanked Seraph’s parents and promised to visit again. Ruby and Callum were laughing over something with the guards, whose names I learned were Eknar and Kasdaya.

“Thanks for helping out tonight,” I said as calmly as I could. I was sure they could tell I’d been crying. “We’ll bring more tomorrow.”

“Can we start on the west wing?” Ruby said. “We barely made it to the central hallway.”

“Sounds great. Say hi to your sister, Callum,” I added before we teleported.

Upstairs, two new guards jumped to their feet when we arrived. I didn’t even look at them. Instead of going to my room, I went straight to Solange’s and checked the secret hiding place for the box of CCs.

The lightness of the box was the first warning. The lack of rattling sounds was the second. I opened the box and cursed.

They were gone. Someone had taken the crystals.

The four guards were talking but turned when I reached the door. “Did my sister come back while I was gone?”

“No, princess,” one of them answered.

“Did anyone come up here?”

“A maid, uh, Yuki, brought us drinks and snacks, but she didn’t go into your bedrooms.”

Yuki was Lady Nemea’s personal maid. She must have deliberately distracted them while her mistress took the crystals. Why would Lady Nemea take them, unless she was in on whatever Solange was doing to me?

I went over the exchanges between Solange and Lady Nemea. The number of times they’d yelled, insulted, and treated each other as mortal enemies. Had it all been an act to fool me?

Instead of waiting in my room, I grabbed a cloak and my homework, then told Eknar and Kasdaya I’d changed my mind and was going to the library. Downstairs, the lights were off in the globe room, so I knew it was empty.

The guards stayed outside while I disappeared inside with magazines. The room was for group studies and I’d noticed students from the Academy use it. The one next to it had shelves of CCs. I couldn’t focus on the magazines. I kept going over everything Lady Nemea had ever told me. Some things she’d said were about Father, and he’d confirmed them. The others were about Guardians.

It was almost eight when a knock rattled the door. Bran wouldn’t knock. I waved and the door flew open to reveal Lady Nemea. I hated that my breath caught and fear coursed through me. She was the one who should be afraid. She was the liar. The one in cahoots with Solange.

“May I interrupt?”

She’d celebrated the night I’d convinced the High Council that minions deserved respect. All lies.

“Lilith?”

I forced myself to smile. “Come in.”

She walked in, smiling, and rested her butt on the table, innocence written all over her face. What a fraud. “How did it go in Sublevel six?”

I leaned back against my seat. “Great. I’ll ask Bilal to do more baking tomorrow.”

She nodded. “That’s nice.”

Nice? Really? “Aren’t you going to tell me they get enough food and I’m making the cooks do unnecessary work?”

She chuckled. “What good would it accomplish? Once you make up your mind, there’s no changing it. It is both endearing and maddening about you, dear. So, I heard you were asking about my maid?”

Which one of the guards tattled? “I was going to thank her. She took drinks and snacks to my guards.”

Lady Nemea sighed. “She’s in love. Silly girl. She’s a minion and he’s an elite guard. It will never work.”

Like I’d believe anything she said again. “Minion? Really?”

Lady Nemea sighed. “Did I say minion? It’s going to take most of us a while before we stop using that word. So, what are you doing?”

It hurt to look at her. To listen to her act like she cared about me. Part of me wanted to ask why she’d lied. Another part just wanted her gone. “Light reading. Where can I get more blank CCs? I was looking for some and went to Solange’s room to borrow hers, but she didn’t have any blank ones,” I added, watching her reaction.

She smiled, but she couldn’t hide her emotions. She was shocked I’d mentioned the crystals. “I’ll make sure I get you some.”

“Just leave them in my room.”

She pushed away from the table. “Don’t stay down here too late. They have the tourney tomorrow morning and you are one of the judges.”

I checked my watch. Bran was going to be here any minute. “I’ll be up in ten minutes.”

“I’ll leave your cocoa on the dresser.” She closed the door behind her.

I eavesdropped on her conversation with the guards. They were to let her know the second I teleported upstairs. What was she planning now? To erase my memories? Drain my psi energy like those sleeping beauties downstairs?

Eight o’clock came and went. Bran was a no-show.

Eight-ten. I did a psi sweep. I couldn’t detect his energy, but I refused to panic. He probably had his shield up.

I waited. Paced. Quarter past. Another sweep. Nothing. What was taking him so long? I did several scans and each time came up blank.

That was it. I was going to the dungeons. I gathered up the magazines, put them in their box, then my school bag. The guards wouldn’t know I was gone.

A rapid rattle on the door, followed by “Princess,” had me looking up.

What now? They were reading my mind, too? The rattle became a pounding, the knob turning. I waved, the door unlocked, and four guards stumbled into the room.

“I’m fine,” I snapped. There was no way I was going to the dungeons with the four of them. Six, I amended when Ruby and Callum appeared behind them.

“We are here to escort you to your quarters,” Callum said, taking charge.

I shook my head. “I don’t think I need the six of you to do that, Callum.”

“You don’t understand, Princess,” he said. “A very dangerous prisoner is on the loose.”

Dante. Had Bran helped him escape? “What prisoner?”

“The lord who betrayed your father,” Ruby said. “He vowed to seek vengeance for the death of his lover, but we captured him before he could hurt anyone.”

Was that the real story, or another fabricated one?

“We are taking you to your quarters in case he comes after you,” Callum said.

“Why would he come after me?”

“He blamed your father for the death of his lover,” Sir Malax snapped, appearing behind the guards. “You have your orders to take the princess upstairs. Do it now.”
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I paced, so angry I could scream. I was under lockdown with six guards posted outside my door, and the entire island security watching my every move, when the escaped prisoner was my former bodyguard. A friend. Maybe that was why Sir Malax had panicked and put me under lockdown. I bet I couldn’t go to the bathroom without them knowing. Was Malax working with Solange and Lady Nemea?

I pinged Lottius. After seeing Bran’s memories, I knew how we’d tortured her. Then there was Katia’s sister, Angelia. Angelia was a Special. The last time I saw her, they were headed for the Guardian enclave with their adopted Neutral mothers. I had so many amends I had to make, I didn’t know who to begin with.

Where are you? I asked.

Dorms. We’ve been told no teleporting anywhere. You?

My room. Maximum security.

They said there will be no school until he’s caught. Could take days.

What? How hard is it to catch one man? I was sure Bran had helped him.

They think he had some help. They’re checking everyone. We’ll sneak out to see you tomorrow.

My first instinct was to tell her not to bring Katia, but then I mentally backtracked. Gavyn liked Katia. A lot. Maybe he’d come running if he knew I had her stashed somewhere he couldn’t reach. Like the dungeons. I wanted to torture him until I learned the details of their evil plans.

Okay, Lottie. See you guys tomorrow.

Lady Nemea pinged and walked into my bedroom. “Brought you your cocoa.”

“What’s going on out there?”

She placed the mug of cocoa in my hand. “Witch hunt. The prisoner is long gone. Sir Malax thinks someone helped him. He’s interrogating the guards to see who visited him over the last several days.”

Oh, no. Ruby and Callum were going to get in trouble. “Where is he?” “In the dungeons.”

I pushed the cup into her hand and marched to my closet for my cloak.

“Where are you going?” she asked, following me.

“To turn myself in. If he’s interrogating people who’ve been to the dungeon, he can start with me.” I turned around and almost bumped into her. The cocoa spilled onto her dress.

“When did you go to the dungeons?”

“A few days ago.” I walked past her, but she was hot on my tail. I pushed open the door and waved to the guards. “We’re going to the dungeons.”

“Did you talk to him?” Lady Nemea asked.

“Talk to who?” Then I felt her panic surging. I turned and studied her. What was she afraid of? “Who are you talking about?”

“The prisoner.”

“No, but I saw him and the other prisoners.”

She shook her head. “You shouldn’t have gone down there. Your father will not be happy.”

“My father would rather I stop Sir Malax from torturing our people over nothing.” I glanced at the guards. “Follow me.” I focused on the image of the tunnel and teleported. I saw the blotchy, red energies before I reappeared outside the gated indoor yard. The pain and screams hit me like a tsunami, the tingle on my back kicking into gear. Funny how it hadn’t tingled last time I was down here.

“Stop!” I yelled.

The three guards with Sir Malax looked over their shoulder at us. Annoyance crossed Sir Malax’s face before he schooled it into the condescending expression I’d come to hate. Hovering in the air between them was a man with nasty bruises on his face and burn marks on his arms. Two more lay on the floor looking like zombies, skin ashen and burns on their torsos. None of them were the prison guard who’d showed me around. Sir Malax was a sadistic bastard.

“This is a security matter you should not be concerned with, Princess,” Sir Malax said.

“What have these men done to warrant torture?”

He smiled, his mismatched eyes gleaming evilly. “Princess, your father leaves security matters in my capable hands,” Sir Malax said. “I was told someone came here to see Prisoner Zero the last week.”

“I did. I saw him and all the prisoners.” I placed my hand on the gate and it peeled back, leaving a hole big enough to walk through.

Ruby caught my arm. “Princess, you cannot go in there. The light from the crystals will burn you.”

The Guardian girl, Izzy, had used the crystals to trap demons, which meant the rays couldn’t harm me. “I’ll be fine.”

The guards watched me in horror. Sir Malax’s eyes narrowed with anticipation, as though he couldn’t wait for me to burn. Like I’d said, he was a sadistic bastard. I stepped inside the yard, the light from the crystals dancing around me.

Not even a pinch. I released a breath, but I didn’t have a chance to gloat. Whoever held the poor guard they’d been torturing let go, and I barely managed to freeze him before he hit the ground. I lowered him down gently.

“How did she do that?” a guard whispered behind me.

“The light doesn’t affect her,” another said.

“She is the One,” a third said.

I didn’t look at them, though I heard the awe in their voices. “I’m here, Sir Malax,” I said. “What do you want to know?”

“You walked through the light field without the Kris Dagger,” he said.

I had no idea what the Kris Dagger had to do with anything. But going by the dazed look on his face, it was the only thing that could protect me from the effect of the light. He didn’t know that the powers of the dagger were in me.

“I was here last week and saw all the prisoners. This man did not let me in.” I went down on my knees and checked his injuries. I wanted to heal him, but I remembered Gavyn’s warning. “He’s in a lot of pain.”

Sir Malax glanced at the guard, then me. He still wore a dazed look. “I’ll make sure he receives medical attention, Princess.”

There was reverence in his voice now, and I could feel his fear. “Good luck finding out whoever released the prisoner.”

Sir Malax bowed. “Thank you, Princess.”

I joined the six guards outside the gate. They stepped back. What? They hadn’t believed I was the Chosen One? Father obviously hadn’t sent them the memo, and who would blame him? The Kris Dagger had never responded to me, despite my testing it every week. I couldn’t wait to tell my father that the powers were inside me.

Upstairs, Lady Nemea paced. She stopped when she saw me. “Well?”

“Well what?” I asked, faking ignorance. I removed the cloak and placed it at the foot of my bed.

She picked it up. “What did you tell Malax?”

“I stopped him from hurting those guards.” I sat on the bed and reached for the hot cocoa. “I hope this mess will be over by tomorrow.”

“I hope so, too.” She went to hang up my cloak. She’d replaced the cocoa I’d spilled. Without thinking, I only drank half before putting it down. While I brushed my teeth, she turned down my bed.

“Are you going to finish your drink?” she asked.

“No, I’m done.” I crawled into bed, and the last thought before I fell asleep was how nauseatingly sweet my hot cocoa had tasted.
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Something woke me up hours later. I struggled to open my eyes. Panic surged as a thought flashed in my head. I’d experienced this before. Many times before—the red light shining on my eyelids, the awareness of other people in the room, the voices, and the inability to move or talk.

I strained to hear them, but the words were jumbled. The weakness spread, my thoughts becoming hazy. I recognized the feeling. Someone was draining my energy. Why? To keep me docile, like Gavyn had said?

Something hard pushed against my hand. It felt like some sort of weapon. Someone was trying to give me a weapon. I tried to wrap my fingers around it, but couldn’t. What could I possibly do in my state? Even the pool of power that usually started on my lower back was silent. My body could not protect me against these people.

I fought back, strained harder to stay conscious, maybe even identify one of them, but the darkness circled like a predator, attacking my senses until sleep seemed like the only refuge.
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Voices woke me again. This time, I recognized them.

“She looks the same,” Katia said to my left.

“Don’t you mean dead?” Lottius whispered on my right.

“Really, Lottie. I swear you’d kick a dog when it is down.”

Did she just compare me to a dog? I tried to open my eyes with little result, then I tried to ping them and tell them I was semiconscious, but I didn’t think I succeeded. I didn’t want to slip into a coma again, especially when I knew someone in the castle was doing this to me.

“No, I wouldn’t,” Lottius said. “I love dogs and everything quadruped. I even like shifters when they’re on all fours. It’s the two-legged species that annoy me. What is Sour Face’s problem?”

“She doesn’t want us here,” Katia said.

“What is she going to do if we decide not to leave? Force us out?” Lottius’s voice drifted to my right.

“She’s in charge of Lilith, Lottie, so what she says goes.”

“How long are they going to keep the stupid vigil down there?” Now she sounded far away. If my guess was right, she was by the window

“Until she wakes up and waves or something,” Katia said. She was still by my side. Warm hands touched my forehead, and once again, I tried to move and ping them. “I wonder what the prisoner did to her.”

Prisoner? I wasn’t attacked by Dante, I wanted to yell.

“Probably drained her psi energy,” Lottius said. “It’s been two days and she’s still out.”

Two days? No wonder I was starving.

“Do you think Lord Valafar knows?” Katia asked.

“I don’t think Sour Face would want him to know Lilith has been attacked while under her care,” Lottius said. “But Sir Malax sent a search team after the prisoner and his accomplice.”

What accomplice? Bran?

“Okay, Lady Nemea is starting to give me the creeps, too,” Katia said. “Let’s go.”

Don’t go, I begged them. Please. Stay and protect me. But I couldn’t hear them anymore. I was alone with people who got some sort of kick from draining my energy.
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I must have fallen asleep, because when I woke up, the red light shone on my eyelids again. The energy suckers were back. I tried to channel my energy and stop time, but it was hopeless. This time, I heard them.

“Are you done yet?” Lady Nemea asked.

“Almost,” Solange said. “Did they find Dante?”

“No, but Malax’s men captured him before and they will again.”

Captured him before? Why was everyone lying about Dante? He never attacked me.

I felt a tug and tried to resist it, but I was still too weak.

“Be careful with the crystals,” Lady Nemea warned.

“Is this really necessary anymore?” Solange asked. “I understand why we did it before, but why now? We have enough crystals with her energy.”

“Not enough. It’s exhausting drugging her several times a week just to drain her. You saw what happened when we didn’t. She created lightning bolts. We have to completely drain her once a month, or her powers will peak and she’ll bond with the dagger. She must never bond with the dagger. Queen Coronis was denied the chance to wield it, but you will. As the firstborn, the dagger is rightfully yours, not hers.”

Drugging me? So, that was what the stupid cocoa was for. The mornings I woke up tired always followed the night the cocoa had tasted especially sweet. And all because of that stupid dagger.

“Father is becoming suspicious.” Solange sounded worried. “Today, he asked why she hasn’t responded to his CCs. We’ll have to ask her to make one or he’ll know something is wrong.”

“Your father became weak the moment that half-Gypsy Guardian came into his life. I should have killed her and kept Lil instead of telling Coronis about them. That was my mistake.”

So Lady Nemea was the one who’d betrayed my parents, not Dante. I should have known. Everything that ever came from her mouth, except Father’s love for me, was false.

“I’ve done everything for you, Solange. Don’t ever forget that. From summoning the Tribunal so we could get our hands on the dagger—”

“Uh, that was my idea, Aunt Nemea,” Solange said.

Aunt Nemea?

“You helped with the summoning, sweetie. Not the same thing. I came up with the solution to erase her memories. It doesn’t matter that your father made it happen.”

So, Father was the one who’d had asked Coronis for help? Why? Did he know that the summoning was to get their hands on my dagger, or that these psychos were draining my energy on a regular basis?

“I just need a few more days,” Lady Nemea mumbled. “A few more crystals and you’ll have all you need to control the Kris Dagger.”

“Maybe we should just let her rule. She’s not so bad. I’ve even grown fond of her.”

“No,” Lady Nemea snapped. “It’s the only way I can fulfill the promise I made to my sister. You will be the queen.”

“I’m done with her. She’s slipped back into a coma.” Despite her words, it felt like Solange squeezed my arm reassuringly. Or maybe I just wanted to think so.

“Now go and keep your father away while I finish here,” Lady Nemea said.

Did that mean that Solange’s mother was Nemea’s sister? All this time and the two of them were working together? My head swam.

The scent of sulfur filled the air and a chill crawled over me. I knew that scent. I’d smelled it on Solange the night she’d appeared drunk, and the next day on her and her friends. I tried to breathe, but couldn’t. My inside roiled when I realized what she was doing—attempting to get inside me. To possess me. I channeled the little energy I had left and zapped her.

She screamed. “You little brat.”

“What are you doing?” a male voice asked sharply. Malax. Finally, someone who would stop her. “I thought Solange was going to do that.”

Whatever hope I’d had that Malax was on my side drained out of me. I should have known he’d be in on it.
 
“She is too blinded by love for her father to do it. She even talked about letting Lilith rule. Can you believe it? After everything we’ve fought for?”

“There’s something about Lilith that tugs at people’s hearts,” Malax said.

“All I see is a spoiled little brat,” Lady Nemea snapped.

“Don’t stress yourself, love,” Sir Malax said. “We’ll put the rightful queen on the throne. But we’ll be the power behind the throne, not Valafar.”

“As long as Solange believes I’m her aunt, she’ll listen to me.” Her voice grew fainter, as though she was moving away from my bed. “If she stirs before I return, drain her. Don’t use her usual guards. Use men loyal to us.”

I waited until I couldn’t feel their energy, then I relaxed. I didn’t realize I was crying until I felt coolness trail down the side of my face to my ears.

I wasn’t sure why I was crying. My lost innocence? My father, the man I’d thought could never hurt me, had been responsible for my memory loss. Why?

I didn’t know what to do. I was still too weak to move, but Solange had bought me time. It didn’t matter whether she had done it because she was tired of all her “aunt’s” scheming or because she wanted to help me. I had to help myself now.

I did a psi sweep and tried to locate Lottius and Katia, but I was too weak to find them. Desperate for any help, I summoned all my energy and sent a ping.

Help me. Energy low. Being drained.
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I woke up to a buzz of voices. It was just like the day I’d regained consciousness, except I didn’t feel tired. In fact, I felt like I’d had a shot of adrenaline. The voices didn’t bother me either, so I listened in on a conversation.

Princess Lilith is still sleeping? a boy asked.

Yes, baby, a woman answered. We’ll keep coming back until she wakes up.

Why?

Because we need her. When we gather here, our love floats up to her window, fills her heart, and chases away the bad things the traitors did to her.

The traitors will go to Tartarus when the knights catch up with them, won’t they, Mommy?

Yes, baby. They will.

Knights were searching for Dante. That wasn’t good. I sat up and did a quick psi scan. My father wasn’t back, but some seriously powerful people were outside my door. I recognized a few energies, including my friends’, but the more powerful ones belonged to strangers. Going by their brilliance, I recognized them as Specials. I found a robe at the foot of my bed and shrugged it on.

My stomach growled as I walked to the window. The sun must have set hours before, because stars dotted the sky. Fear floated through the window and hit my empathic sense like a hurricane. I looked down and frowned. What looked like the entire population of the island had gathered on the lawn, the light from the crystals in their hands lighting up the yard. The people were scared and needed to see me. Not up here but down there, reassuring them.

Someone saw me and pointed. Whispers of “the princess” followed. I waved. They lifted their crystals, but their fear didn’t lessen. I channeled my powers and sent a mass telepath. Thank you for watching over me. I am okay now.

The whisper of “the princess” became a chant, a demand that I join them. No matter what Lady Nemea and Solange had done to me, these people were innocent. They were my people and they needed me.

I smiled and waved again. I am coming.

Hunger pangs hit me as I cut across my bedroom. How long I had been out? I was starving, yet I didn’t feel weak. With a wave of my hand, the door flew open to reveal Katia, Lottius, Ravan, Skylar, and Gus. Behind them stood Kewpie and Barbie and the Specials they’d introduced to me the first week at the Academy. In the back on the sofa were more people. Children, actually. And Locke? The children were all Specials. No wonder I’d felt their energies.

“Don’t ever scare us like that again,” Katia scolded, hugging me.

Was she or was she not working with Gavyn? “How long was I unconscious?”

“Five days.”

Which meant today was a school night. “Shouldn’t you guys be doing homework or something?” I teased, hugging Lottius.

“School was canceled, thank goodness,” Lottius said. “We should have prison breaks more often.”

Katia rolled her eyes, but the others looked shocked. Guess they weren’t used to Lottius’s glibness. “I’m sure they’ll allow a few inmates to escape just for you, Lottie. Thanks for coming, guys.” I touch Skylar and Ravan’s arms and smiled at the omni girls. I would have expected Tannin and the guys to show up, not the Specials. “Thank you.”

“We had to come.” Kewpie indicated the children behind them. “They picked up your ping just before you passed out two days ago and told us you needed our help.”

“You said someone was draining your energy,” a boy with curly hair said with a lisp. He couldn’t be more than eight.

A girl of about ten pointed at Locke. “And he helped fix you.”

“Fix me?” I asked.

“Your energy was too low,” Katia said. “He gave you some.”

“Oh.” I studied the shy guy. He still couldn’t meet my gaze. “That was a dangerous thing to do. In my weakened state, I could easily have drained him.”

“We know, but he offered when you didn’t recover,” Barbie added.

“He was very careful, though,” Kewpie again.

“Then I owe you a lot more than thanks, Locke.” I glanced at the others. “Let’s all go downstairs. I want to talk to the people.” I pulled Katia and Lottius aside. “I’m starving. Can one of you get me something to eat?”

“I’ll do it,” Katia said, and teleported.

The Specials didn’t leave, despite the fact that I’d told them to head downstairs. I also noticed another odd thing. My guards weren’t at their usual station. “Where are my guards?”

Lottius nodded toward the Specials. “When the scary little people got your SOS, they decided you needed new guards. As you can see, they’re still not leaving.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or worried.

“Even their parents tried to convince them to leave, but they refused,” Lottius continued in a whisper. “Xezbeth and Zagan organized shifts, and they took turns watching over you. Impressive, if you ask me, except for the part where they insisted on invading my head and Katia’s in the name of vetting us.” She glared at Kewpie and Barbie.

“We had to confirm you were not traitors,” Barbie protested.

Lottius made a face. “Yeah, whatever. Just stay away from me.” Bran had already told us to keep an eye on you.

You saw him?

He sent a message with his brother after he tried to come back. Yeah, I know all about Gavyn. I heard something you told him made him change sides. Her dislike for Gavyn was still obvious and justified. He said to tell you the goddess took away his shield, whatever that means.

It meant his deal with the goddesses was over. “You do know we can all hear you,” Kewpie piped in, interrupting our private conversation.

“Then quit eavesdropping, Xezbeth,” Lottius snapped. “Oh, FYI, the guards left.”

“What guards?” I asked.

“The ones upstairs. They’re all gone.”

Upstairs meant the top security team that watched over the island. “Gone where? Never mind. I’ll find out downstairs. Let’s go.”

“There’s something else you need to see, Princess,” Barbie called out before I could teleport.

Fear and hunger were making me queasy and irritable. “Not now. I have to go…” My voice trailed off when I saw the box Locke was carrying. The Kris Dagger box. “What are you doing with that?”

“He took it from Lady Nemea,” Kewpie said. “She was stealing it, along with a trunk full of crystals with your energy. She escaped with those. Sorry.”

My dagger was more important, and I knew it had better be there. I pointed at the lock and lifted the lid of the box. The sack with the ancient markings lay inside. With a curl of my finger, I loosened the string and lifted the dagger.

It rose in the air, the blade clear and wavy, the green jewel on the guard catching light and sparkling. I realized what the red light I always felt on my eyelid was—the red stone on Solange’s jewel. They’d used her dagger to drain me, just like Queen Coronis had used it on the junior Guardians when we’d attacked Coronis Isle. I’d relived that night during my mind-meld with Bran. Not something I wanted to imagine happening to me while I was unconscious.

The dagger floated to my hand. The tingle at the base of my spine kicked into gear. It shot up my spine, the writings appearing on my arms. Instead of my hand glowing like it always did, the writings flowed to the blade. When all the writings left me, I felt strangely bereft. The dagger started to glow.

I knew it! an excited Locke yelled.

He finally spoke! Knew what?

That the powers of the Kris Dagger were inside you, he said. I felt them. Lady Nemea didn’t.

No, she didn’t. She hoped the dagger would link with…her, so she drained my energy and absorbed it. I couldn’t tell anyone Solange was involved. When that failed, she tried to possess me.

Locke’s eyes widened. She’s a Lazarus?

Yes. Anyway, thanks for giving me your energy. I owe you one.

Bring my brother home, he said.

I blinked. Your brother?

He’s a Special like us. He’s only seven.

I nodded. Then I promise I’ll do my best to find him and all the Specials if it’s the last thing I do.

He looked down, his cheeks reddening. I glanced at the others, but they were mesmerized by the dagger. Lottius was the only one who didn’t seem impressed. But then again, she’d seen it. She just couldn’t remember it. I transformed my nightdress into a regular dress and the robe into a cloak, then indicated that we should leave.
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Downstairs, the offices were empty. Usually, they were open twenty-four hours a day. Guards stood in groups around the foyer, talking in low tones.

Callum looked up and saw me first. “Princess Lilith.”

Heads whipped up. They teleported upstairs, Ruby and Callum leading.

“What’s going on? Where is everyone?” I asked.

“Sir Malax and Lady Nemea left two days ago,” he said.

“Left for where?”

“To search for your father, Princess. At least, that’s what they told us. They left with all the high-ranking knights and nearly half of the guards. When we checked the tower, the live-feed crystal that monitors security around the island was gone, and their rooms were emptied of personal belongings.”

Why would they leave the island unprotected? I’d bet the knights who left with them were their followers or people loyal to Solange. The remaining guards looked young and unseasoned.

Katia appeared beside me with a tray. There were sandwiches, meat-filled pastries, and a tall glass of juice. I went for the juice.

“Do the people know they’re gone?” I asked.

Callum glanced at the others and nodded. “Yes. We had to tell them something. We have families in the city.”

“It’s okay.” Now I understood the fear pouring from the people outside. I was still hungry, but food became number two on my list of priorities. “I have to reassure the people. Who’s in charge of security now?”

“We are.” Callum looked at Ruby and then added, “We’ve been taking turns doing rounds. Visually. I have a roster Sir Malax used to rotate guards.”

“Then I’m putting you in charge of security for now, Callum. However, we’re not using Sir Malax’s roster, and we don’t need his live CC feed. We will create a better system.” There was much I’d learned about the Kris Dagger from Bran’s memories and his grandfather’s journal. Now was the time to put them into use. I pointed the Kris Dagger at the water fountain in the middle of the foyer.

Light shot from the blade and hit the fountain. The guards hurried to the rail to watch as the fountain solidified and then remolded into a crystalline replica of the island.

“I’ll put a shield over the island. Once it’s up, you can monitor everything from here,” I said. “Anyone not loyal to my father won’t be able to teleport into the island without setting off an alarm. If you prefer one in the tower, I’ll create it, but right now, let’s keep it down here.” I turned and walked to the balcony on the second floor, the dagger in my hand, my stomach churning. The guards followed.

The buzz below died down. Within seconds, I had the attention of the crowd. I studied the upturned faces, my friends and the Specials among them. I wondered how many of them knew about my years with the Guardians and chose to ignore them. I also wondered how many were still secretly suspicious of me. Even though I felt vulnerable, scared, and angry, I knew I couldn’t lie to them. I was their princess and they were my people.

“Thank you for watching over me while I was unconscious. Without your thoughts and love, your devotion and support, I would not be standing here before you. I’d especially like to thank my friends who stayed by my side and made sure no more harm came to me.” I named Lottius and Katia, Xezbeth, Zagan, and Locke, then the rest of the Specials as Lottius telepathed me their names. “Your parents should be very proud of you for your bravery. I know I am.”

Some people looked at each other and smiled. Others just nodded. Die hard skeptics watched and waited to see what I would do. I didn’t let their attitude nip at my confidence.

“Ten and a half months ago, I lived with my grandfather, the father of my mother. My mother died when I was a child, so I never knew her. Growing up, I had no idea my father was still alive.” I took a deep breath, my hand gripping the rail. “I had no idea who I was or who my people were. I traveled with my grandfather and lived among my grandmother’s Gypsy tribe.” A buzz rippled through the crowd. That was news to some of them. I raised my hand and the murmurs died down. “When I turned sixteen and my powers appeared, my grandfather explained to me who I was. That was the first time he took me to meet the Guardians.”

Whispers swept the crowd. I didn’t stop them this time.

“I lived and trained with the Guardians for a year. I did things I deeply regret when I lived with them. I now stand before you and apologize for the pain I caused. I was naïve and thought I was doing the right thing. I was wrong.”

The murmurs disappeared.

“I hope that, one day, you’ll forgive me. Not because I am my father’s daughter. But because you’ve found me worthy and deserving of your forgiveness.”

The silence was spooky, and butterflies fluttered in my stomach.

“I promise you right here and now that I will never allow a Guardian to hurt any one of you. I plan to do everything in my power to stop the constant raids so we can all live in peace. War only breeds misery and suffering. We’ve been doing it for hundreds of thousands of years and it’s time it stopped. We are the same people, Hermonites and Guardians, and it’s time we accepted it.”

I waited for the people to boo me. Throw something at me. Teleport. All I got was silence. I swallowed, but my throat had seized up and I was close to throwing up.

“This island you call home is my home now. You are my people. Despite the year I spent with the Guardians, I never visited Xenith. I wasn’t allowed to. Yes, it hurt, but I’ve learned to forgive them because, you see, I already have a home. Here. On the island. With my father and you. Until we forge peace with the Guardians, I will protect our island, our homes, our children, our mothers and fathers, from anyone who dares to step on our shores and attack us.”

The applause started in spurts and picked up momentum. I raised the Kris Dagger. The blade started to glow, the green light reflecting in the eyes of the people below. The applause grew thunderous.

Protect the island and those loyal to my father.

Green light shot from the tip of the dagger and sped into the darkness. It appeared to stop and coalesce thousands of feet above the island. Then it exploded and fanned out like an umbrella. The green light formed a thin protective field like a dome around the island, the edges disappearing into the ocean.

Below, the people watched in awe. Once the green film blended with the air and became invisible, applause and whistles followed. I raised my hand until they grew silent.

“I have created a shield over the island. Nothing and no one hostile to our people will enter the island without our security team knowing about it.”

I turned and indicated to Callum and the guards to step forward.

“These brave men and women have been taking care of you since you moved to this island and will continue to do so. As you are aware, some of the senior guards left with Sir Malax and Lady Nemea, leaving us a bit short-handed. We are going to need the help of the new trainees who were being trained by Sir Norath. So, please, if you’ve been taking lessons with Sir Norath, come to the foyer for debriefing by the leader of the guards, Sir Callum.” I glanced at Callum, who raised his hand.

A round of applause followed. I waited for it to die down.

“My father will be home soon. He’s been away for too long. I miss him.” There was a rumble of laughter. “I’m sure you miss him, too.” More laughter and whistles. “But he will be home soon. I want him to find the home he created for us to be exactly how he left it. Safe, happy, and thriving. The students will go back to school tomorrow and the castle staff will be back to monitoring our businesses.”

Princess!

I glanced over my shoulder at Callum.

Sir Norath is here. He indicated the castle, and I peered at a group of guards standing just inside one of the doors leading to the balcony. They were surrounding someone.

Sir Norath was the head of my father’s security. My stomach hollowed out, but I kept the smile on my face as I turned and looked at the people. “So, what I want you all to do right now is go home knowing that you are safe. Tomorrow is a new day.” I kept waving until applause died down and people started teleporting. Some were taking their sweet time.

I couldn’t wait anymore. I whipped around and hurried into the castle. Sir Norath looked like he’d been hit by a truck. His clothes were dirty and singed in some places. I hoped the shield hadn’t done that to him.

“What happened, Sir Norath?”

“We were ambushed by the Guardians. Your father and the others were captured.”

My mind went blank and wooziness washed over me. No way. There must be a mistake. Blood slowly returned to my head. “Are you sure? Did you see their faces?”

“No. They attacked us from behind. It was dark and they were many, but they left behind this.” He pulled a replica of the Kris Dagger.

From Bran’s memories, the Guardians had plenty of replicas of the Kris Dagger to fool Hermonites who’d want to steal the real one. But they also wouldn’t attack my father without a reason. Dirty and underhanded was something I’d expect from Lady Nemea and Sir Malax, not my grandfather.

I hated doubting Sir Norath, but I had to know everything before I left. “Where did the attack take place?”

“In L.A.” He glanced at the guards and added, “Can we talk privately, Princess?”

My first instinct was to say yes, but then I remembered my speech. These were my people and I’d sworn to make amends for the past. “Speak freely, Sir Norath. I don’t mind if they hear what you have to say.”

“Your father’s behavior became erratic the last few days. He was absentminded a lot and would take off without his bodyguards. I thought he was meeting, uh, a lady friend.” He swallowed, his face becoming red. “I followed him last night. He went to meet an old man with beard, a Guardian.” He hesitated before mumbling, “Your grandfather, Princess.”

“Oh.”

“We followed him again tonight. I took two guards with me this time. We just wanted to make sure he was safe, but we were attacked. I don’t know why they left me behind with the dagger.”

“So you could let us know they have him. Don’t worry. I’m going to find him and bring him home tonight.”

“But we don’t know where they’ve taken him, Princess,” Sir Norath said.

“I know how to get their attention. Thank you, Sir Norath.” I touched his arm and his clothes repaired themselves, and the dirt on his skin peeled off and floated away.

“I will accompany you,” Sir Norath said.

“Me, too,” Callum said.

I shook my head. “No. We have already lost enough knights, and our people need you here. All of you. Callum will explain.”

“But Princess—”

“No, Callum, you can’t come with me. You too, Ruby,” I added when she raised her hand. “No one is fighting tonight. We are going to show them we are a peaceful people.” I glanced at Lottius and Katia. Katia looked scared, and I didn’t blame her. The security she’d taken for granted was shaken. “Katia, you are great with people, so I need you here in case we don’t return tonight. Take over Lady Nemea’s duties. Talk to the castle staff and make sure everything is running smoothly, see that the guards are fed and the Subsixers receive their supplies, and ease the worries of anyone who comes looking for me.”

I could smell Katia’s relief. She nodded.

“What about me?” Lottius asked.

“You’re coming with me. Get Bar…” No more nicknames. They were representing my father tonight. “Get Zagan, Xezbeth, and Locke. Tell them to dress formally in red and black, my father’s colors. You, too, Lottie. If they don’t have anything red or black, I’ll take care of them when they get here.”

She grinned and left. Silence followed her departure. The guards didn’t hide their confusion.

“If I take knights, the Guardians will believe we’ve gone to fight them. I plan on bringing my father home alive. Tonight, if possible.” I wanted the Specials because they were young and innocent-looking but powerful. What was it the Guardians had called them? Nature-benders. Lottius had Time ability. Messing with time was never fun, but if the Guardians didn’t show up, we were going to need a Prime Time. “Excuse me. I need to shower and change.”

“Princess, if something happens to you,” Ruby said, “the peace you mentioned in your speech is never going to happen.”

I smiled. “I promise you, nothing will happen to us. Callum, bring me the couple in the dungeons accused of associating with the Guardians.”
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Lottius and the others weren’t back when I returned. The couple was. They looked a little thinner and the man had grown a beard. They looked scared but hopeful.

“Do you still claim you are innocent?” I asked.

“Yes, Princess,” the woman whispered. “We only ate at the Neutral’s restaurants.”

“It was our anniversary, and it’s the fanciest Nephilim-owned restaurant in L.A.,” her husband added.

“Okay. I’ll intercede on your behalf when my father comes home. Right now, I want to know more about this restaurant. Who owns it, and what’s the address?”

“It’s called Keiran’s,” the man said. “The restaurant is frequented by the Guardians but also by our people. The young man who owns it, Keiran, is nice and friendly. We’ve known him for years.”

I remembered Keiran and his restaurant from the mind-meld with Bran.

“He even employed our people before Lord Valafar built the island and we moved here,” his wife added. “That’s how we knew him. He employed our son until Coronis Isle was destroyed and he came to live with us.”

“You have a son?”

“We did, Princess.” Her chin trembled. “He died during the Great Battle.”

A battle my father had used to force me to live with him. I’d avoided thinking about him or Bran since I got up. I couldn’t afford to get distracted.

“Do you have a home here, or do you live in L.A.?”

“We have an apartment here in the city and also in L.A,” the woman said, tears pooling in her eyes.

I glanced at Callum. “Have some guards take them home. I’ll talk to Father when he comes back.”

The woman grabbed my hand and kissed it. “Thank you, Princess. Thank you. May the Principalities guide you.” Her husband pulled her away, but he was also teary.

“Okay, it’s time to go. Where are the…?” I caught their reflection on the wall mirrors and wondered how long they’d been standing behind us. Locke and Lottius wore black. The only color came from the red inner linings of their cloaks.

Xezbeth and Zania both wore crimson dresses and black cloaks lined in red just like Lottius’s. Their hairstyles were perfect, as though they’d just left a salon. Then I remembered that Xezbeth had air powers, too. I needed my hair dried and styled.

As though she heard me, she walked to my side, rolled my hair into a bun, then blew warm air through it, using both her energy and air powers. When she unrolled my usually curly hair, it fell in waves down my back.

“Thank you.” The others came to join us.

I’d chosen a cream-colored chiffon dress that hugged my upper body, then fell in gentle folds around my ankles. The black cloak with red lining and trim Lottius had given me earlier draped over my shoulders and fell to the floor. Around my neck was the necklace my father had given me the night he’d introduced me to our people. It was my way of honoring him.

My dagger, the only weapon we were carrying, was in a sheath attached to a belt around my waist.

I studied the faces of the guards. No one was smiling. “Come on, guys. Everything will be okay. Remember, our people are depending on us, so you can’t walk around with long faces, and that’s an order.” I took Locke’s arm. “You and I will teleport together. Lottius”—I glanced at my friend—“the three of you follow our telegate.”

I let the image of Keiran’s office fill my head, waved to the guards, then we teleported.
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I slowed down when we reached Kieran’s office. A man was in the office, but he wasn’t alone. The man was making out with some blonde, his back to us. Keiran and Kim? The dark roots said it wasn’t my friend Kim. From Bran’s memories, she’d been dating him before I went to the island. I had to see the man’s face to confirm that he was Keiran. I chose the perfect landing spot and directed Locke in next to me. Lottius and the sisters appeared beside us.

“Get lost, Guardians,” he mumbled. The rudeness and voice said he was our guy.

The sisters giggled. Lottius was busy staring at his ass with such lustful heat, I was sure he’d burst into flame. He stopped kissing the woman, sighed melodramatically, and mumbled, “Later?”

But the girl was staring at us with her mouth open. He turned, violet eyes widening underneath thick lashes. Bran’s memories flashed in my head—tall, dimpled chin, chiseled features and brown hair with purple highlights, and a Gothic array of earrings, chains, rings, and bracelets. We had the right Keiran.

He’s hot, Lottius said.

“Hi, Kieran,” I said.

He blinked. “You remember me?”

“Of course.” I glanced at the girl he’d been kissing, who looked like she was about to crap bricks. “So, you and Kim are…?”

“Complicated. I’m surprised to see you considering everything that’s happening. I mean, I thought… Never mind. What can I do for you, Lil, uh, Princess Lil…? I’m not exactly sure what to call you.” He was a nervous mess.

“‘Princess Lilith’will do,” Locke said, stepping forward as a bodyguard would, which was cute. He barely reached Keiran’s chin.

I didn’t correct him. “Can we have a table? I’m starving.”

“Uh, a table in my restaurant?” he asked.

“You still serve the best food in L.A., don’t you?”

“Of course. A table for five?”

“Make it ten. We’re expecting company.”

We followed him down a broad hallway and through some double doors. The hostesses watched us with petrified expressions. Whispers followed us. I made eye contact with a few customers and smiled. Mount Hermon Island was in the Pacific Ocean and two hours behind the continental USA. It was too late for little children to be eating out, so most of the clients were adults.

Keiran led us to a window table with a beautiful view of downtown L.A. I took a window seat and had a clear view of the entrance and most of the L-shaped room. He placed CC menus in front of us. He was nervous, but I pretended not to notice.

“What would you recommend, Keiran?” I asked. “I’m starving.”

“She hasn’t eaten in days,” Lottius said.

Keiran studied her, then me. “May I ask why?”

“No, you may not,” Locke said.

I hid a smile. We placed our order and he left. We were still drawing attention, which was distracting. We would like privacy, please.

The staring stopped.

We were in the middle of our meal when the Guardians arrived. The pulsing powerful psi energies made the hairs on the back of my head rise. Everyone at our table must have felt them, because they stopped eating. The customers gathered their things and teleported out of the restaurant. Then the Guardians moved closer and surrounded us. Luckily, most of them were old friends of mine.

The guys looked nothing like what I’d seen in Bran’s memories. Remy had grown a moustache and beard, Sykes’s hair was shorter, and Kim and Izzy looked more gorgeous than Bran had viewed them. They had two new members of their team, a boy and a girl. I wondered what their powers were and if they were my replacements.

I waited for a flood of memories and emotions. Maybe a flash. A smidge.

Nothing. The lack of connection bothered me. The echoes of the past were like stars—there, yet out of reach. I had expected more. A feeling of coming home, perhaps.

The Senior Guardians appeared behind them a moment later. Cardinal Janelle…no, Aunt Janelle was what I’d called her. She looked the same. My insides softened when our eyes met. It was the first real emotion I had felt since seeing them. Where was my grandfather? Surely seeing him would trigger something stronger.

My eyes locked with Cardinal Seth’s. He wore sullen arrogance like a cloak, and Cardinal Moira was breathtakingly beautiful. The seniors stood protectively close, but not so close that they couldn’t hurl weapons.

Our amulets and daggers are not glowing, Kim telepathed the others.

I told you she couldn’t possibly have turned evil, Izzy retorted.

Of course, they expected me to be evil. Guardians were so naïve. Just because someone was a Hermonite didn’t necessarily make her evil.

She looks amazing, Sykes finally said. He was the flirt. I felt nothing toward him. With his blond locks and hazel eyes, he was cute in a boyish, surfer-dude sort of way. He reminded me of Gus, Lottius’s mate.

I don’t think she remembers us, Remy said. He was the serious one, the leader of the group. The two new additions thought I looked like Goddess Xenia, which was flattering. The seniors had their shields up.

“Hey, guys. Join us,” I said, and waved at the empty seats.

No one moved.

“Of course, I remember you, silly. Remy, I always liked you better without facial hair. And Kim, you look exactly the same.” I studied her, then Izzy. “Like your new short ’do, Izzy. And you’re right. I’m not evil. Sykes, I don’t know if I like your hair this short. It makes you look old.”

Their expressions didn’t change. Okay, no red carpet. I pushed my chair back and they all reached for their weapons. Now, that was a reaction I hadn’t expected. It hurt and ticked me off. I was tempted to reach for the Kris Dagger.

“You know what? I didn’t come here to fight. Just take me to my father and we’ll leave. I don’t even care why you kidnapped him. Just hand him over.”

“We don’t have your father, Lil,” Aunt Janelle said.

“Why would we kidnap him?” Cardinal Seth asked.

“Because every Hermonite is evil in your book,” I said calmly. “Where’s my grandfather, Aunt Janelle?”

Cardinal Seth lifted his hand and stopped her before she answered. “We are not here to play games, Lil,” he snapped. “You took your grandfather last night and you’re here to gloat.”

My stomach hollowed out. “Grampa has disappeared, too?”

Seth laughed. “You are good, but I know all the tricks your kind throws.”

“My kind?”

“Just because you were once one of us doesn’t change what you are. We were told your memories were erased, but from your display a few minutes ago, you remembered and told your people where we live. They’ve attacked us nonstop for the last several days. Your people destroyed our enclave and annihilated our support staff.”

“We did not attack you,” I said. “If anyone did, it’s the bunch of rebels who left the island two days ago when they realized they couldn’t control me. Chances are they are working with Gavyn’s stupid dark lord friends.”

“Do you really expect us to believe you?” Seth asked. “You grabbed your grandfather and put him out of harm’s way, then came out of hiding to finish us.”

“Aunt Janelle?”

“Your grandfather has been acting strange the last several days, taking off alone,” Aunt Janelle said.

I glanced at Lottius. Sir Norath said the same thing about my father.

She nodded. They were meeting.

“I guess I was wrong,” I said. “You don’t have my father. Come on, guys.” I got up. “I know people who can help us rescue him and my grandfather. Excuse us, please.”

Cardinal Seth stepped forward. “You’re not going anywhere.”

The man was seriously beginning to piss me off. I didn’t know much about my relationship with this particular Guardian, but I doubted I liked him. He had serious issues.

“Cardinal Seth, I don’t need your permission to leave. I’m not a Guardian. You have no idea what the people who kidnapped them are capable of.”

“I’m a hunter; I know how demons think.”

“I’m not talking about hunting or fighting. They will drug them, drain their energy, and keep them hidden where we’ll never find them. I have to find them. They are the only family I have left, and I will not let you or anyone else get in my way. So, step back.”

“You are not leaving,” Cardinal Seth said. “You’ll have to go through me and every one of us here before—”

A blinding light flashed to my left and I turned. Bran had arrived. Perfect timing. A tall black dude appeared beside him. Dante. He was gaunt, and not as dashing as I’d seen him in Bran’s memories, but then again, he’d been living in the dungeon for almost a year.

“What’s going on?” Bran asked, walking to where I stood. Dante kept his distance.

“We don’t have to tell him anything when he associates with his kind.” Cardinal Seth sneered at Dante.

“Stop it, Uncle Seth,” Kim said.

“Put a sock in it, Seth,” Aunt Janelle said at the same time.

Cardinal Seth turned to glare at them. “You cannot believe anything the girl says.”

“I do,” Kim said.

“Me, too,” Izzy said.

Remy and Sykes lifted their fingers and nodded.

Cardinal Seth glared at them before turning to Aunt Janelle and Cardinal Moira. “She’s no longer the girl we knew. Surely you can see that.”

“Of course she’s not,” Aunt Janelle snapped. “She’s been through a lot and it’s not over.”

Bran stopped in front of me, eyes steady on my face. “What’s going on?”

“My father and grandfather are missing,” I said.

“Taken by her people,” Cardinal Seth said, pointing at me.

“I’ve tried telling him we didn’t, but he’s so angry, he won’t listen. Sir Malax and Lady Nemea left the island two nights ago with half the guards. They drugged me and drained my energy again, so she must have used crystals with my energy to lure Grampa and Father. I promised I’d take him home tonight. We must find them.”

He nodded. “Sorry I bailed out on you. Again. But I had to get Dante out.”

I walked to Dante. The Kris Dagger vibrated in its sheath, but I ignored it. “I’m sorry you were imprisoned for nothing.”

A smile touched his lips. He bowed and pressed a hand to his chest. “It wasn’t for nothing, Princess.”

I wondered why my father had done it. “We need to go.”

“We cannot hunt with them.” Cardinal Seth indicated me and my Hermonite team. “We can’t trust them to watch our backs.”

I wanted to laugh. He was such a petty person, and a sore loser to boot. “You don’t need to trust us, because I am going to get my father and grandfather. You wait here.”

“Lil, you cannot fight these people on your own,” Bran said.

“We can help,” Remy added, and the rest of the younger Guardians nodded.

“Only if you promise not to kill them.” Confusion flashed on the Guardians’ faces. “After what happened on Coronis Isle, I swore to make amends for the innocent people and families we’d hurt. That is why I came with them,” I indicated my team with a nod. “They can subdue people without using a weapon or killing them. I will not send anyone to Tartarus if there’s a chance he or she can change.”

Disbelief flashed on the faces of the Guardians. If I had unsheathed my dagger and attacked them, they wouldn’t have been more shocked. I overheard a mental exchange between Remy and Sykes.

“I’m not talking about demons, Sykes,” I said. “I don’t like to generalize. Dark lords are Hermonites, but not all Hermonites are dark lords. I’m talking about the ones that are not evil. People like you and me, people who love each other and care about their children and worry about their future. People who have no interest in destroying humanity or souls…” I sighed and smiled sadly at Aunt Janelle. “No, I haven’t been brainwashed, Aunt Janelle. What I’m saying is that you can fight and subdue them—just don’t use Guardian weapons. I cannot look into the eyes of my people and tell them I am the one who killed their wives, husbands, brothers, and sisters again.”

Cardinal Seth laughed. The sound was cold and bitter. “What about my wife? My child?”

I searched the memories Bran had given me. There was no mention of Cardinal Seth’s family. “I’m sorry you’ve lost so much at the hands of the dark lords, Cardinal Seth. But killing innocent people won’t bring your family back or take away the pain.”

A spasm crossed his face.

“Someone has to be the bigger person and stop the raids. It is my duty, my destiny to make both sides understand that.”

I actually caught their attention that time. Even Cardinal Seth was listening. I just couldn’t tell whether he did with an open mind. His face was an unreadable mask and his thoughts were jumbled static.

“The reason Sir Malax took my father and grandfather was so we would blame each other and continue raiding and destroying each other. They even attacked your compound so you’d retaliate. And to make sure you destroyed the island, they made sure you’d meet little or no resistance. If I hadn’t woken up…” I glanced at Locke, then the sisters. “If my friends hadn’t protected me and restored my psi energy, I would still be in a coma. The people left there do not have the training or the powers to defeat you.” My eyes met the Guardians’ one at a time. No one spoke. “Sir Malax made sure of that when he left with all the knights and senior guards. What we don’t know is whether they went willingly. I want to give them the benefit of the doubt.” I glanced at Bran. There was awe and love in his eyes. He squeezed my hand. “When we go in, we go to retrieve my father and grandfather. If my way fails, then we regroup here and reevaluate. However, I don’t plan to fail.”

Silence followed.

“I have a question,” Sykes said.

“Yes?”

“I’ve heard you talk about your energy being drained, being drugged, and knights deserting the people. What kind of life are you living on this island?”

I smiled. “Most of the time it’s…” I glanced at Lottius.

“A paradise,” she said, then winked at Bran. “With hot minions.”

Bran smiled. “Come on, we’ll pay my brother a visit. We’re going to a private club at the Ritz-Carlton, L.A. Live.” He glanced at Remy and the younger Guardians. “You guys know the way.”
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We appeared in a hallway, and the Kris Dagger buzzed and started to glow. I willed it to behave. These were my people, after all, including the dark lords. “Hermonite Lodge, Private Club and Restaurant” was written in white on a dark gray wall. Bran stopped outside a set of double doors.

“About this outfit,” Bran whispered.

The appreciative gleam in his eyes said he liked it. Still, I had to ask, “You like?”

He made a face. “No, hate it.”

If we were alone, I would have elbowed him hard. “It was meant to make a statement.”

“It’s loud and clear—majestic, don’t-mess-with-me-or-else leader. The Guardians now know who they’re dealing with.”

I glanced over his shoulder. The senior Cardinal Guardians weren’t too happy. The younger ones were having a serious discussion about the way I had changed. Dante stood apart from them.

“The new policy of no killing, did you plan it before you left the island?”

“Yes. I didn’t really believe they had Father.”

Bran’s eyes roamed my face, then a gentle smile tugged the corner of his mouth and his dimples flashed. “So, what’s the plan?”

“The Guardians cannot come inside with us. Sir Malax and Lady Nemea made their move when they left the island. But being seen with the Guardians will seem like I’ve rejoined them. I want the people to understand it is us against the dark lords before we can bring the Guardians into the equation.”

“That’s a good idea,” Cardinal Moira said, and I looked up. They’d all moved closer while I was talking and I hadn’t even realized it.

“Thank you, Cardinal Moira. There are dark lords inside mingling with regular Hermonites, and they are not above telling everyone I’ve switched sides when I’m supposed to be neutral.”

“Supposed?” Cardinal Seth pounced again.

“Eventually I will be, but right now my people need me. They are divided and it’ll be easy for them to lose faith in me and my father. Chances are a few dark lords will teleport to tell their leaders that I am in town. You guys follow them.” My eyes met Lottius’s. “You stay with the Guardians.” I nodded at the sisters and Locke. “You three, come with me.”

Bran squeezed my hand and stepped back. He was planning on staying with the Guardians. “Your place is with me.”

“I know. We’ll sort that out later. Right now, you need to go and do your thing inside so we can find your family.”

You are my family, too.

And proud of it, he said.

I was sure the others overheard us, but I didn’t care. My gaze swept the Guardians’ as I repeated. “No vanquishing.”

“As long as we kick ass,” Sykes said as he elbowed Remy.

Remy didn’t react. He had been watching me with a pensive expression since they’d appeared. Kim and Izzy didn’t like the changes in me, but they nodded, as did Cardinals Moira and Janelle. Cardinal Seth studied me as though trying to separate the girl he once knew from the woman I was becoming. His emotions were easy to read. He didn’t know what to think of me, which was good in my book. As long as I kept him off-balance, he wouldn’t go against my wishes.

My eyes met with Lottius’s, then Dante’s. Keep an eye on Cardinal Seth.

My place is with you, Princess, Dante said.

I’m asking you to help find my father.

He didn’t like it, but he nodded.

I turned and willed the doors open. Time seemed to slow down as I entered the restaurant. The Kris Dagger vibrated again, but I willed it to behave.

The entryway had chest-high walls to my left and right. Everything was familiar—the heavy curtains and paneled ceiling, the comfortable leather seats, the wraparound bar dominating the center of the room. The customers ranged from powerful Hermonites in their expensive suits and dresses to Subsixer laborers. I guessed Gavyn’s club welcomed all Hermonites, not just his snooty, power-hungry buddies.

“The princess,” someone said.

People got to their feet and bowed. I recognized a few from Lord Zhane’s party. I did my princess thing, nodding, waving, and smiling. The bartender watched us warily. Gavyn appeared beside him before we reached the bar.

You shouldn’t be here, Lilith, he said.

Yet here we are. Could we get my friends drinks? I turned and faced the room, still waving. A few tables were empty when they’d been occupied seconds ago. Yeah, go ahead, traitors. Lead the Guardians to your leaders, I thought. Two guys built like pro wrestlers left their table and approached us. One had a long hair and beard, and the other wore a Mohawk. I didn’t get negative vibes from them, and the Kris Dagger stayed calm.

They bowed and did the hand-to-chest thing. “We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you to show you our loyalty is with Lord Valafar and the House of Neteru,” Mohawk said.

“You’re not from the island?”

“We are, but we work on an oil rig off the Gulf of Mexico and just came into town to listen to your father’s speech and grand ideas. Everyone’s been talking about it,” Long Beard said.

I’d bet Lady Nemea and Sir Malax had started that rumor. What grand ideas? “You should come home and listen to him.”

“I plan to, Princess,” Mohawk said. “In a couple of weeks.”

“Good. Make sure you stop by the castle for a visit and ask for Sir Callum.”

“My sister told me about you, Princess,” Long Beard said. His gray eyes were familiar. A quick mind read and I knew he was.

“You’re Ruby’s brother,” I said.

“Yes, ma’am, uh, Princess,” he said, his neck turning red. Despite the beard, he looked young. Mid to late twenties. “I apologize.”

I touched his arm. “You don’t need to. I hope you’re going home to visit, too. We need more able people helping out around the island.”

He nodded. “Yes, Princess.”

As though their courage had opened a floodgate, more people got up and came to shake my hand, ask about things at home. Subsixers and regular Hermonites all cared. The dark lords stayed back.

We found them, Lil, Bran telepathed me. Their energies are low, but they’re alive.

Any casualties?

Not yet. We’re plowing through them. He humphed and I felt a sharp pain on my arm.

He had just gotten hit on his arm. Be careful.

Always. I should be done in five minutes. Ten, tops. How are things?

Okay. I’m talking to people. Focus. I’m feeling every hit.

He chuckled. Then quit talking to me, woman. Sum it up and meet us at Keiran’s.

I stopped the flow of people with a raised hand. “I want a chance to sit down with all of you and talk. But tonight, I came to meet my father, and then we’re going back home. He’s asked me to convey to you a message. He needs you. Our people need you. If you haven’t heard, Sir Malax left with half the guards and all the knights, leaving us vulnerable. Most of our guards are trainees. Most of them are just like you.”

“Liar,” a familiar voice called from the back of the room, and people turned. Lady Nemea. She was dressed all in black, including a trench coat, like a hunter. Around her waist was a belt with a dagger. I could see the gilded pommel and a green stone in the center of the hilt. It looked like a replica of the Kris Dagger. “Lord Valafar has forged an alliance with the Guardians and plans to destroy us all.”

Everyone turned to see my response. She might be right about my father and grandfather coming to an understanding, but she would twist the truth to make their association seem evil.

“That is a lie,” I said. “I asked Father to talk to my grandfather, who you all know is a Guardian. It is time to bring our people together and stop the endless raids and wars. Are you tired of Guardians hunting you down?”

“Yes.” Their response was slow in coming.

“Are you tired of losing your brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, sons and daughters?”

“Yes!” The response was better.

“Do you want to live peacefully, watch your children grow, prosper, and grow old with the woman or man you love?”

“YES!” they hollered.

“Then we will do it, but only if we work together as a people and stop killing each other.”

“That sounds nice, Lilith,” Lady Nemea spat, and heads turned to look at her. “Where are we going to live in peace when the Guardians don’t want us here on earth?”

The focus shifted to me. I had thought about this long and hard.

“We will go back to Xenith where we belong,” I said. “The land Goddess Xenia built for us all.”

Lady Nemea laughed. “The Guardians will never allow us back there.”

“It is not a matter of allowing us. It is about reclaiming what is ours. We belong there as much as they do. I am the Chosen One, the voice of Goddess Xenia and the Principalities, and I give you my solemn promise that we will go home.” I was pushing it, but I had to calm the anxiety bubbling from these people.

“Just because she carries the Kris Dagger doesn’t make her the Chosen One,” Lady Nemea said, lifting up a replica of the Kris Dagger, except her blade glowed. Gasps filled the room. “Anyone can be the Chosen One.”

How did she do that?

The people moved back, fear replacing their curiosity, eyes volleying between me and Lady Nemea. I wanted to reach for my dagger and pull it out, but I refused to play her game.

“Don’t be afraid,” I reassured the people, my eyes not leaving Lady Nemea. “She will not hurt you.”

“That’s right,” Lady Nemea said. “I will not, but she will. How, you may ask? She’s a fake, a Guardian plant supported by a father desperate to have his child with him. Follow her, and the Guardians will destroy you the way they did your families. Follow me, and together we will stop the Guardians.” She raised the dagger in the air. The blade glowed bright.

This was bad. The people were becoming confused.

Do something, Lilith, Gavyn snarled from behind me.

I’m thinking, I snapped.

Then I saw a flash of red in the tear-drop green gem in the middle of the guard and knew how she’d done it. That wasn’t a replica of the Kris Dagger. It was Solange’s dagger, Queen Coronis’s Athame. How could Lady Nemea wield it? Why was the red gem looking like a jadeite? Maybe the dagger wasn’t tailor-made for one wielder like my dagger.

I focused on Lady Nemea’s Psi energy. I’d seen it often enough to know it was red with dark spots. Tonight, an aura of brilliant energy covered it. I didn’t need to connect with it to know it was my own energy. She must have absorbed the drained energy she’d stolen from me and was using it to control the blade. I glanced at the sisters and Locke. They nodded encouragingly. At least I had their support.

“Prove to them you’re the Chosen One,” Lady Nemea yelled. “Show them what your dagger can do.”

No one spoke. Instead, they moved back, leaving a clear path between us across the restaurant floor, their eyes on me.

I knew what she was trying to do. If I attacked her, the people would always see me as a killer. That was not the kind of leader I wanted to be. “No.”

Hatred flashed in her eyes. “See? I told you she wasn’t the Chosen One. She’s just a Special with more powers than the others. The Chosen One is a myth, a story our fathers and grandfathers told us so we could feel better every time the Guardians attacked us. The thought of someone, one person, changing our lives is an illusion. The future is in our hands, not controlled by some chosen person with a special dagger.”

Silence followed.

“Then get rid of me,” I said. “Right here, right now, blast me with your dagger.” Gasps filled the room. The twins moved closer. “I won’t resist and I won’t fight back. I swore I’d never raise a hand against my people again, and I won’t raise it against you.”

Lady Nemea laughed. The demented light in her eyes said she planned to kill me. Fight me, you stupid kid, she snarled, or your entire family is dead. I have your sister, father, and grandfather.

I smiled. My father and grandfather are safe.

She angled her head and asked, Malax, is everything okay there?

No response.

Malax, she screeched.

They took them and trapped us in light cages, he said.

Who took them?

The Guardians.

Lady Nemea’s face contorted with rage. She pointed the Athame at me and green light shot toward me. I teleported out of the way.

“Get out of here,” I yelled to the people, but they only moved, and closer to the walls. No one left. “She’ll hurt you. She has Coronis’s Athame.”

The green light hit me that time, and the impact threw me over the bar and into one of the glass cases. The glass surface exploded and shards rained down on me. Then I realized something when they bounced off me without making contact. The Kris Dagger had created a shield around me. It glowed bright in its sheath.

“Stop this before you hurt someone, Lady Nemea,” I called out, jumping to my feet.

“I don’t care. Fight me, you silly girl. Show these people your true colors. You’re not a peace-loving person. You are a killing machine, a product of the Guardians’ training.” Light shot from the blade again and cut across the room, hitting the counter to my right and leaving a large hole.

A blast of energy shot past me, and the next second, she was flying backwards. She spun, her shrieks filling the room. I looked over my shoulder and my eyes met Locke’s.

“No, Locke. You could hurt her.”

“She attacked you, Princess,” he protested.

“She can’t hurt me. The Kris Dagger is protecting me. See?” The blade was vibrating and glowing in its sheath, but I held it in place. “Get these people out of here.”

“Leave!” Locke and the sisters yelled to the people, but their morbid fascination with the showdown, or maybe their need for proof, kept them rooted in place. Some stared at my dagger, noticing the glow shooting through the sheath and around the hilt. I had to force them to leave before they got hurt. Time to use persuasion.

I order you to teleport—

“I have Solange,” Lady Nemea screeched. “If you don’t fight me, I will give the order and my friends will kill her.”

I stopped trying to persuade the people.

“Got your attention, didn’t I?” she sneered.

Part of me wanted to tell her to go ahead and kill Solange, but another part knew I couldn’t. My father would be devastated if anything happened to her. Besides, she was my sister, crazy and messed up as she was. And this woman was a big part of the reason Solange was like that.

“Fine. But we don’t use the daggers and they”—I pointed at the people in the restaurant—“must leave. I don’t want them hurt.”

“No. They stay so they can see you for who you are.”

A sudden surge of energy sizzled near meand I knew Bran and the Guardians had arrived. They must have gotten tired of waiting for me at Keiran’s.

“Fine. Go ahead and use your dag—”

A shaft of red light mixed with green shot from her blade before I finished speaking. She must have been running short on her stolen energy. Part of me wanted to just stand there and let the shield protect me, but I wanted to smack her. No, beat the crap out of her.

I teleported and appeared behind her. A well-placed jab between her neck and shoulder sent her to her knees. She recovered and turned with a roundhouse kick. I caught her leg and threw her away from me. She landed on a table, plates and utensils flying. She managed to send a blast of the red light my way. I stood my ground this time and it bounced off the green shield the Kris Dagger had created around me. The air displacement pushed me backwards and I nearly tripped on the hem of my dress.

“Use your dagger!” she screamed.

I got inside her head. Do not order Solange’s execution and stop— Her body and features sagged like a cartoon character, the edges shifting and blurring as she shifted into smoke form. The cloying sulfur scent filled the air, making it hard to focus. I tried to lock onto her energy, but it wasn’t easy.

Fully in smoke form, she coiled around my legs like a giant snake. Tendrils curled from the swirling black mass and crept up my body. It was like being touched by thousands of writhing worms.

Okay, this was bad. There had to be a way to stop her without killing her, but I could not let her possess me. Then, from the corner of my eye, I saw the omni energy balls zipping toward her.

“Nooo!” I screamed, my hand extending toward them. They froze above smoke Nemea. If she lifted off the floor, the sizzling red orbs would kill her.

I bent down toward the floor. Go ahead, Lady Nemea. I give you permission to possess me.

Good, she gurgled, sounding like water bubbling through a pipe. I’ve wanted to do this for a very long time.

“No, Lil,” Bran yelled. I glanced at him. He stood with the junior Guardians by the counter. They didn’t look like they’d fought demons. Except for looking slightly disheveled, they were unharmed. He shook his head. I knew what he’d told me about a possession by Lazari.

Did he really think I’d willingly agree to be a host to a Lazarus? I moved closer to the omni balls. Tendrils curled from the mass and crept toward my face. I closed my hands on the energy balls and they hissed into smoke as though I’d dropped them in the water.

Smoky Lady Nemea crept past my mouth and into my nostrils. A chill crawled under my skin and my senses dulled. I grabbed the hilt of the Kris Dagger and the surge of energy packed quite a punch. I sucked in a breath, taking more of Lady Nemea into me.

Damn it, Lil. Don’t let her possess you.

I know. Catch me. I ejected the little of her inside me, locked onto the destructive energy of the Athame, and teleported into Bran’s arms.

My arm shot out. The Athame jetted from the gray, wiggling mass into my hand and burst into flame. A keening sound came from the rippling mass on the floor as it coalesced back to the Lady Nemea I knew.

“My dagger,” she whimpered.

The people in the restaurant closed in on her, their murderous thoughts obvious.

“No. Leave her alone.” They stopped and looked at me in shock. “She’s lost, but when she finds her way, we’ll welcome her back.”

“You are going to be the death of me,” Bran whispered, his arms tightening around me. I closed my eyes tight and exhaled. Then my eyes flew open as a cackle filled the room.

Across the room, Lady Nemea staggered to her feet. “I’ll never crawl back to you, Princess. It is our destiny to go after human souls. More of our people will realize that and join us.” Then she teleported.

“Don’t listen to her,” Bran whispered.

Unfortunately, she was right. Some would join them, but I was determined to lead as many as I could away from the path she’d chosen.

“I want to see my father and grandfather.”
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I noticed the weak psi energies of Father and Grandfather before we appeared inside Keiran’s. They were in different corners of the room, divided like the Guardians and Hermonites. Somehow, I had to bring them together. They had already taken the first step because of me. They were going to have to go the extra mile for the sake of the entire Nephilim race.

Grampa was surrounded by Cardinals Seth, Moira, and Janelle, while Father had Lottius. Both were on the floor, still out. I glanced at one corner, then the other. The sisters hurried to my father’s side, the junior Cardinal Guardians to my grandfather’s. Bran stayed by my side.

“Do you want me to take care of Lord Valafar’s psi energy?” Locke asked.

“No, I’ll do it.”

He frowned. He didn’t understand, and I didn’t have the time to explain that I was the link between these two powerful men. I couldn’t favor one over the other.

“Stay with them,” I told Locke, and then my eyes locked with Dante’s. He stood apart from everyone. I moved away from Bran and approached him. I warned the Kris Dagger to keep behaving. “Thank you. You didn’t have to go.”

He bowed, his fist pressing on his chest. “Anything for you, Princess.”

“I’m sorry about the dungeons. I don’t know what my father was thinking.”

He smiled, which made his face look even more gaunt. “It wasn’t your fault. If you want me to do anything else, just send the Llyr boy.”

I nodded. “Visit us on the island sometime, okay?”

He made a face. “I don’t think so.”

“It’s an open invite.” Then I blindsided him with a hug. He stood stiffly for a few seconds, then put his arms around me. I stepped back and studied his face. “Keep an eye out for Solange, okay?”

He nodded, then teleported. I joined Bran and started across the restaurant toward the Guardians. “Solange wasn’t with them?”

“No. Does she need rescuing?”

“In more ways than you know, but we’ll have to find her first. Just not tonight. The people on the island need to see my father.”

I skirted around the chairs to where the Guardians were gathered. The senior ones moved out of the way as I approached. My heart pounded so hard it hurt to breathe. I had faced Evil Nemea without breaking a sweat, yet the thought that my grandfather would hate the changes in me, maybe even look at me the way the Guardians had earlier, scared me.

I studied his pale, lined face. The gray beard and hair. He looked older. As though someone had superimposed a different image on his face, I saw a younger Grampa laughing at something. I smiled. Then the image was replaced with another one of him pushing me on a swing while I squealed. I couldn’t be more than five. I saw Grampa taking pictures while I blew out candles, watching me with pride as I wielded a wooden sword.

The images flooded my head like water busting through a dam. Grampa showing me how to drive our old RV, doing a trick for terminally ill kids at a hospital, on stage at the circus…

The memories rushed back—every forgotten laugh and smile, disapproval, tears, and fears. My chest hurt and I realized I had stopped breathing. I gulped in air, tears filling my eyes. Familiar arms wrapped around me from behind and I leaned against the familiar broad, hard chest.

“You remembered,” Bran said.

I nodded, laughing through my tears. “Everything.”

“I knew you would.” He pressed a kiss against my temple. Take care of him. Your other people are getting antsy.

I knelt by my grandfather’s side, took his hand in my left hand, and grasped the Kris Dagger with my right. His energy was so low that I had to replenish mine as I fed him.

“You mean her memories were gone all this time?” Izzy asked, but I didn’t listen to the response Bran gave her.

Closing my eyes, I linked our energies, tears still racing down my face. I could feel him grow stronger, as though I was infusing him with the will to live. His fingers twitched and my eyes flew open. After another ten minutes, he squeezed my hand, and then his eyelids fluttered and finally opened.

I smiled. “Hey, Grampa.”

“Sweetheart,” he whispered. He sat up, reached up, and wiped my cheeks. “Are you crying over this old geezer?”

“No, I have soap in my eyes.”

He laughed. “Come here.”

I put my arms around him and pressed my cheek on the top of his head. His hair had grown longer and he was a little frailer, or maybe I just wanted to believe he’d missed me and not eaten well. I leaned back and studied his face. Tears shimmered in his eyes.

“Come on.” I helped him up, kissed his cheek, and hugged him properly. “I missed you, Grampa.”

“And now you’re squeezing the life out of me.” He leaned back and grinned. “Look at you. You’ve gone and grown up on me.”

“I still need my grandfather to tell me everything will be okay.”

“I think our roles are reversed now. I”—he glanced at the others—“we are going to depend on you, and not just to tell us everything will be okay.” He cupped my cheek. “You’ll make sure everything is okay.”

I laughed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I glanced over at the Hermonites. “I have to go now. I’ll visit. We have a lot to talk about and make it all right.” I glanced at the others.

We hugged again, and then he pressed a kiss to my temple. I love you, kiddo.

Love you too, Grampa. It wasn’t hard to walk away this time. This was one journey I was making willingly.

When I reached my father and the Hermonites, I waved to the Guardians and knelt by my father’s side. Bran sat on a chair behind me, his warmth comforting.

I took my father’s hand. He looked so peaceful. I brushed the hair from his forehead and smiled. His energy was reddish with dark spots. I knew what that meant now. He’d done terrible things in the past. Over a century of bad things. But he was making amends. Maybe his energy would be purified. Maybe not. It didn’t matter. He was my father and I loved him.

I linked my energy with his and slowly revived him.

He opened his eyes, saw me, and smiled. I grinned back. “You gave me quite a scare, Daddy.”

“I didn’t mean to.” I helped him up. He pressed a kiss to my temple. Not the side Grampa had kissed, or that would have been weird. Then we hugged. “Somehow, I knew you’d find me,” he whispered.

“Not without help.”

Keeping an arm around my shoulders, he turned and thanked the sisters, Locke, and Lottius before studying Bran. I couldn’t tell whether he was pleased or disappointed by his presence. Then he surprised me by shaking Bran’s hand. “Thank you.”

“We couldn’t have done it without her, sire,” Bran said.

Finally, Father turned his attention to the Guardians, who hadn’t left. though they kept their distance. He gave a stiff bow and Grampa responded. I didn’t know what that bow meant, but it filled me with optimism. I waved to the Guardians and watched them teleport. Father’s eyes were narrowed on me when I glanced at him.

“Your memories…”

“…are back,” I finished.

A flicker of something flashed in his eyes. Wariness or fear, I couldn’t tell. To reassure him, I reached up and kissed his cheek. “We’ll talk later, Dad. Right now, we need to go home. I promised our people we’d be back tonight.”

A spasm crossed his face, but then he pressed another kiss on my forehead. “Yes, daughter. Let’s go home.” His eyes went to Bran. “I take it he’s coming, too.”

I hid a smile. “I don’t know. Are you?”

Bran shot me a look that said try and stop me. “If it’s okay with you, sire.”

“Somehow, I have a feeling the decision is not up to me,” Father said. “Come on, children. Let’s go home.”

Bran reached for my hand and the two of us led the way back to the island.


EPILOGUE

“How bad was the attack on the Guardian enclave?” I asked.

Bran stopped rubbing my feet. We were in the family room on the couch, my back to the armchair and my feet over his lap. Hanging out with him without worrying about being caught was great. Word had spread fast as soon as we arrived and people had come out to see Father. His rousing speech still made me smile. He was now talking to the guards.

“They destroyed the enclave, but we managed to get everyone to safety.”

I frowned. “Cardinal Seth said the staff was killed.”

Bran made a face. “There were a few people hurt, but no one died. They’re already searching for a new site. No one in the valley will remember them.”

Cardinal Seth. Sometimes, I thought he hated me because he needed someone to hate. “So, I’ll never see Kylie again?” Kylie was my human best friend. It was strange remembering everything so suddenly.

“You can, but she won’t recognize you. Your grandfather erased her memories.”

“Do you still hunt with both junior and senior Cardinals?”

“Oh, yeah. Every time I’ve been away from here, I was out with either the junior or the senior Cardinals. I was pretty careful, which makes me wonder how the dark lords learned about the enclave. I’m sure they’re the ones who attacked it.”

“Maybe they talked to the Neutrals or… Oh, no.”

“What?”

“Lady Nemea went smoky on me two days ago after she drained my energy, and she tried to possess me. Don’t worry. She wasn’t in for that long. I used whatever energy I had left and ejected her. She must have seen the memories you shared with me.” It always came back to me. Death and mayhem.

“Hey.” Bran shifted and lifted me to his lap. “You didn’t lead the dark lords to the Guardians. Lady Nemea did. She used you.” He palmed my face. “Look at me. Stop blaming yourself.”

“I know I shouldn’t, but—”

He kissed me, cutting me off. When he eased off, he pressed his forehead against mine and smiled. “No buts.”

It took me a moment to focus. “Okay.”

He chuckled. “You think your father is going to allow me to court you?”

Someone cleared his throat and we looked up. Father stood behind the couch. Bran lifted me off his lap and stood. He bowed. “Sire.”

“Go downstairs and see Sir Callum about your quarters. We will talk later. Right now, I want time alone with my daughter.”

Bran bowed, glanced at me, and teleported. My father took the side chair. He crossed his arms and studied me, a tiny smile on his face.

“What?” I asked.

“You made me very proud tonight. Several people recorded your speech. The CCs will be added to the library’s collection.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. “I guess that’s okay.”

Father leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Before you tell me what happened while I was gone, I want to apologize for what happened when I brought you to the island. I didn’t know what to do. You refused to eat or talk to anyone. You cried in your sleep, and while you were awake, you fought all my attempts to reach you. I was scared you might waste away.”

I winced, trying to see things from his point of view. “I know. I heard you.”

“I asked Goddess Coronis to send Archangel Raphael to help. He promised to make you forget your time with the Guardians so your past wouldn’t cloud your life with us.” He frowned. “I would be lying if I didn’t admit I’d hoped to influence your decision, make you choose us, but the more I got to know you and saw how you reacted to our people, the more I realized I shouldn’t do it. You are your own person, and you see right from wrong with such clarity that it shames most of us who have been around for decades and centuries. I now know that whatever decision you make, I’ll learn to live with it.”

“Thanks for saying that, Dad.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Would I make the same decision again if I were in the same situation? The answer is yes. I wanted you to know me and our people, and I was willing to do anything. But if I’d known what I know now, the kind of person you are and that Archangel Raphael would suck your psi energy and leave you in a coma for months, I would have used a different method.”

“Dad, Raphael didn’t suck my energy. Lady Nemea did, with the help of Sir Malax.” I deliberately left out Solange’s name.

He shook his head. “Why would they do that?”

I told him everything that I’d learned about Lady Nemea draining me before I regained consciousness and storing my energy in crystals, being drugged afterwards and drained at least twice a week. I left out Solange’s part in all of it and made it seem like Lady Nemea had wanted to control the dagger. As long as there was hope that my sister would come back, her part in all the mess would be her story to tell our father, not mine.

Halfway through my narration, Father stood and paced. Then he sat again, the anguish in his eyes painful to watch. Then I finished with our trip to L.A. and my fight with Lady Nemea. Anger pulsed from him like a geyser.

Silence followed.

“I had no idea,” he said. “I’ve been so blind and focused on the bigger picture that I never saw the havoc those closest to me were causing. Nemea… Malax…” He fisted his hands and I thought he was going to punch a hole through the table. “I trusted them. She spent so many years with Solange, guiding her, being like a second mother. If she poisoned her mind…” He got to his feet. “I must find Solange before it’s too late.”

I nodded. “Not tonight. We can do that tomorrow. Solange is smart. If Lady Nemea filled her head with lies, she’ll see through them.” At least, she had been beginning to change.

Father paced. “She can be very temperamental and rash, but she has a good heart. They must pay. Malax and Nemea cannot get away with what they did to you.”

“No.” I scooted closer and gripped his arms until he focused on me. “We cannot hunt them down.”

“They drained your energy for seven months right under my nose. No, ten months. Then she tried to possess you. Do you know what an evil Lazarus possession does to one of our kind?”

“I know.”

“Then you must see why they must answer for their crimes.”

“They can’t, or I’ll break a promise I gave our people.”

“Lilith—”

“Dad, I promised that I would never hunt down one of our people or send them to Tartarus. The Guardians can deal with anyone who chooses to go after souls; we won’t. But if you want revenge, go ahead. Do it. I’m sure it will make you feel better.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand.”

“Oh, I understand the need to strike back. I felt it when I faced her earlier tonight. But don’t you see that everything you or she or anyone else has done, I’m always at the center of it? You held the mortal combat so I could live with you. She summoned the Tribunal so she could get her hands on my dagger. Many of our people died in both cases when they didn’t need to. And you know what?” My voice shook. “I feel responsible. Just like I feel responsible for every dead person on Coronis Isle or anytime I have hurt a Hermonite who was not a dark lord. Dante lost the love of his life and ended up in the dungeon because of me. You and Grampa were kidnapped because of me, and Solange, wherever she may be, is probably suffering because of me. If you go after Lady Nemea and Sir Malax, do so knowing you’re adding to my guilt. So, you go ahead and get your revenge.”

My father stared at me for a very long time, then reached out and wiped tears from my cheek. I didn’t even know I was crying. “Okay, sweetheart. You win.”

“Really?” I asked.

He nodded. “Just now, as you listed my deeds, I realized just how terrible I must seem to you. Do you think you’ll ever forgive me?”

I nodded. “Of course, Dad. We’re family. It might take me a century or two, and many uncomfortable dinners with Grampa and the Guardians, but we’ll get there.” He chuckled. Some of the things he’d done were going to take a little longer to forgive, but he didn’t need to know that. “Now tell me what you and Grandfather were meeting about.”

THE END
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