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  Preface



I walk through the neighborhood I grew up in and it’s exactly how I remembered it. The rows and rows of cookie-cutter homes piled on top of each other. The smell of fresh-cut grass, bacon, and laundry detergent perfectly combining into a scent made only for suburbia. The Smith kids riding their gender colored bikes up and down the street like a scene from a fifties movie. Quaint and idealistic. The very thing the darkness wants to destroy.   

I look around the block, nervous I’m being watched. Wayward, my school’s dean, has been watching me closely, and I need to ensure no one knows I still remember my old life. 

I walk up the driveway to the concrete stoop with a sign that reads Welcome to Our Home. My Mom loves to entertain guests, or at least she used to. My hands shake as I press the cold doorbell. I’m scared of a repeat of Easton, empty eyes who don’t remember me.

I haven’t been able to talk to my mom since my memory’s eradication procedure failed. I still remember her, but I’ve had to pretend she doesn’t exist, that my memory is empty. The procedure was supposed to erase my memory from every human’s mind who knew me, but I hope since my memory is still intact, my mom’s is too. 

I hear our old wood floor creaking inside the house as my mom walks to the door. I hold my breath as the hinges swing open and she stares back at me in jeans and a plain purple shirt. “Hello.”

I swallow slowly. “Hi.” A heaviness expands through my body as I quickly realize she doesn’t remember me. If she did, she would have hugged me tightly, bringing me into our home and stuffing me full of snacks and liquids.

But instead, she stares back blankly. “What can I help you with?” 

I look at her for a long second, committing her image to memory. Her almond eyes are identical to mine. “Sorry. I was looking for the Smiths’ house.” I want to cry, to crumble to the floor, but my grief rapidly begins to turn into something else. Something determined to succeed. To retrieve everything that’s been taken away by the Darkness.

“No problem,” she says as she points down the street. “They live just two houses down. It’s the blue house, with toys in the yard,” She says longingly before politely closing the door, and leaving me all alone.

I turn from my mom’s house slowly and begin to walk back to downtown Austin. Slowly at first then quicker, as I get some control of my sorrow and stop uncontrollably gasping for air. 

Last year my search for the Darkness plaguing Cognosco ended horribly. My best friend and roommate, Nora, was killed and Easton, my first boyfriend, had his memories of me erased forever. And now my mom’s memories have been taken. The air feels thick and my lungs heavy with jagged stones, pulling me down. I squat down in the middle of the busy path. I will not let this destroy me, I say to myself over and over again until I begin to believe it. 

The Darkness tried to erase my memories too, but to my great satisfaction, that failed. I still remember everything, and I plan to use that to my advantage. My breath returns and I stand up and begin to walk again. 

Of course, I didn’t do that alone—my godly mother Sax helped. She prevented the procedure from taking away my past and then dropped the bomb that imploded my entire future. I learned that I’m her daughter and put here to rule Earth and destroy the darkness that plagues it. No big deal, just a small request. My pace quickens again.

For the moment our wants align because after the darkness took everything from me, I plan to obliterate it from the Earth. But first I need to figure out how to return Easton and my mom’s memories, because everyone needs someone to care about them. Otherwise, what’s the point in living?
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Wayward’s voice pounds through his thin office walls. “Lili, you can come in now.”

I steady my thoughts and ensure my face is emotionless and dark, before I sit across from the man who killed Nora and erased Easton’s memories. I spot a young girl with stringy yellow hair sitting in the corner of the room, and my heart beats hard in my chest. Why is she in here? What does Wayward have planned? I try my best to ignore her, focusing on Wayward’s bookcase, looking at the leather-bound hardcovers and ancient artifacts behind him. 

“This is Sara. How old are you, Sara?”

Sara’s voice is faint and shaky. “I’m twelve, Sir.”

I meet her eyes, which are a murky ocean blue with waves of fear. I swallow hard, speaking to her in a steady voice that’s meant to calm. “Hi, Sara.” Sara’s lack of smile is contrasted by Wayward’s intense grin, which screams evil and proud of it. 

The happy, encouraging Dean of Cognosco is gone and the wicked that hides underneath is free. “I hear from your energy teacher, Blake, that you’ve been having problems reigning in your powers. That you’ve blown quite a few things to pieces. I’d like to help you. I thought maybe you could move Sara.” 

I swallow hard, as I meet Wayward’s glare. “I’d rather not. It may make your office messy.” I feel Sara’s scared energy permeate the room and I want to hold her and tell her everything will be okay, that I would rather die than hurt her, but I can’t. I need to continue my charade. 

“Now, this is exactly why you can’t control your abilities—you shy away from using them. She only weighs seventy pounds; this should be easy for you.” Wayward lifts Sara into the air, tossing her around like a football. I grip my chair, horrified by my lack of action. What can I do? How long can I sit here and watch him? 

Sara cries weakly, and I can’t stand by idly anymore. “If I were you, I’d put her down. Now.” My voice is harsh and dangerous, and I’m starting to lose control.

Wayward stares at me, begging me to explode. “Or what, Ms. Araica?”

I wish he’d just listen. It takes everything I have to speak as my dark and light energy fight inside of me. “You know what. Put her down.”

He chuckles. “You want her, you can have her.” He raises Sara to the ceiling, then drops her. With no time to think, I reach my energy out, catching her mid-air right before she smacks into the hardwood floor. My breath releases with my hold on Sara, and I drop her only an inch off the floor. She stands up, sobbing as she runs to me. 

“You’re okay,” I whisper in her ear, as I watch Wayward sit at his desk smugly. 

Wayward’s door opens, but I don’t take my eyes off him as I hold Sara in my arms. Whoever entered behind me scares Wayward because his eyes widen with the fear I was looking for. 

“What is happening here?” Adem, the leader of Celestials, walks past me, standing across from Wayward.

“I was just helping Lili learn how to control her abilities.”

Adem’s eyes turn to me. “Is this true?” When I first saw Adem, I felt inexplicably drawn to his emotive eyes delicately painted on the walls of Cognosco. But after I discovered he was working for the Darkness, my interest in him was squashed.

“I’m sure that’s what he thought he was doing,” I say, adding, “Sara needs to be taken home. And I’d like to be the one to do it.” 

Adem looks down at the girl in my arms, whose eyes are still wet. “Would you mind waiting outside, Sara? I’ll make sure you get home safely.” Sara looks at me for approval, which I don’t give. “Do you not trust me?” Adem asks without emotion.

Is he crazy? Of course, I don’t trust him. “Well, I don’t really know you, do I?”

Adem’s creases soften as he says, “That’s true, you don’t, but you will soon.” I look at him with confusion, which he squashes quickly. “Your end-of-the-year assessment results came back and you scored exceptionally high, which means you’ll be interning with Celestial leadership. More specifically, me.”

Adem clearly expects a joyful reaction, and I oblige, giving him a half-grin. “Okay.” His eyes scrunch, making me add, “Good to know.”

“Just okay?” Adem asks with what sounds like humor. What does this guy want? He’s evil and helped Wayward capture and torture me just two months ago.

I try to correct myself one more time. “I’m excited,” I say with a lack of excitement in my voice, and face, and soul.

Adem clears his voice. “You will report to Verve in two weeks. Your advisor will show you around and take you to my office. I look forward to speaking with you more.”

I move with Sara like a hostage trying to get away from her captors, slow and steady. 

Wayward’s voice stops my escape. “No one dismissed you. Sit down.”

I stand still, refusing to follow his directions. I move Sara behind me just in case.

Adem pointedly looks at Wayward. “That’s enough from you.” He then turns towards me, his voice smoother. “It’s okay. That’s all I wanted to say. You can take Sara home.”

I nod to Adem, right before the bold part of me decides to poke the bear. “Just out of curiosity, is Wayward coming to Verve?” 

Wayward tenses as his malice pours out of the wide hole that he calls a mouth. “I will be there, watching…”

Adem’s solid voice crushes Wayward’s. “He will be preparing for next year’s classes, in the school’s new location. Wayward will not be in Verve; you have my word on that.” 

“What a pity,” I say with glee as I try to open the locked door. “The door won’t open,” I say aloud.

I feel the energy begin to change drastically, as Wayward begins to pull power into his core. I ensure Sara is behind me as I do the same. This is it. The moment I knew would come, where I have to kill in order to live.

Adem’s voice fills the room with a warning for Wayward. “You open that door now. This is your one and final warning.”

“I will not be diminished and banned from Verve, so you can play games with your pet,” Wayward growls. I stand firmly in front of Sara, preparing a shield that will hopefully protect us both.

Wayward’s glare moves to me as his hands extend and an unwavering bolt slams into my shield. “You are a waste of space.” His energy tries to find a weakness in my protection. I hear Sara begin to scream behind me as her small hands dig into my shoulder, cutting my flesh.

I will not let him kill her. My shield remains steady as I pull energy from the earth, sending a bolt that Wayward just barely blocks. His dark expression is unaffected as he prepares to attack Sara and me again. 

This bolt is stronger, filled with more darkness than before, it smacks into my shield, pushing Sara and me back against the locked door. I pull more energy, determined to end this, but Wayward’s bolt dies mid-stream as I watch the calm and unemotional Adem lose his cool, striking Wayward with a bolt aimed at his head. The bolt hits directly, spreading down his body, turning Wayward into an ash that doesn’t linger in the air, dropping to the floor with a thud. He dies silently, without any last words or anyone to care for him.

I know I should feel uneasy about the murder of anyone, but I don’t. I feel relief. Relief that Wayward is unable to hurt me anymore. Relief that he finally paid for killing Nora. 

I stare at Adem, unsure if I should lower my shield. 

“You have nothing to worry about from me.” Adem wipes some ash from his hands. “He was on my last nerve. I was thinking of firing him anyway.” His lack of emotion frightens me as I stare at him in shock, my shield still up. 

“Okay,” is all I can say in return. “Well, I better take Sara home.”

“Yes, you should,” he says with a small crease in his forehead. I wait for him to add something to show some kind of emotion, but he doesn’t. Wayward’s office door is now unlocked, and Sara and I exit. Before I close the door behind me, I get one more glimpse of Adem standing there with Wayward’s ashes at his feet. The realization that this is my new boss hits me, and a shiver spreads through my body that I’m unable to stop.
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I sit on the edge of my soft bed, despondently looking around my room with the sizable tree in the center for the last time. My time here was filled with monstrously bad memories and wonderfully good ones. I guess you can’t have one without the other.

 I move to sit at Nora’s bare wooden desk, remembering her love of reading and our study sessions, where she would pretend to be a game show host. Nora was the kind of friend I’d dreamed about having, and I miss her boldness and wit more than I can say. I feel a wave of grief getting ready to crash as an unwanted tear rolls down my tired face, hitting the bureau. I take a deep breath, wiping the painful proof of Nora’s absence away from the antique oak, when I notice a hidden book caught behind Nora’s desk. I try to shimmy it out, but I cut my middle knuckle against the splintered wood behind the dresser. I use all my strength to try to push the desk, but my weak arms are unable to make it budge. Why didn’t I work out more?

I hesitate to use my powers, but with puny arms and no one to help me, I’m without another option. I carefully use my abilities to levitate the desk a foot to the right. I try to lower it gracefully, but the claw feet thump hard on the floor, wobbling from the impact.

 I gained my full Celestial powers on my sixteenth birthday and I’ve been having issues controlling them. So, I’m thrilled my little desk move didn’t explode the school. 

The golden book dislodges from its hiding spot, floating to the floor like a feather in the breeze. I pick it up and am hit by a surge of magic radiating from the cover. The title of the book reads, “Icarus and the Labyrinth.”Wayward must have missed the book when he cleared my room of Nora’s belongings. I wonder if it just fell or if she intentionally hid it. I flip it open and read aloud.

“Icarus was a young man with everything before him. He was loved by his father and adored by all who meet him, but…”

There’s an odd rhythmic knock at my door and I hurriedly place Nora’s book at the bottom of my packed bins.

I take a deep breath, answering the door as my new darker self. “What?” I ask, sounding ridiculous to myself. I see Sebastian staring back at me with his distinctively mischievous eyes. He’s wearing a purple and white striped suit, which reminds me of Beetlejuice, and I can’t help but say, “The ghost with the most!”

Sebastian, my only remaining friend, looks at me with confusion. He slowly tilts his head to the side. “Should I know this ghost?”

“It’s from a movie, never mind.” I open the door wider, inviting Sebastian in.

He walks in my room, shutting the door behind him with a flick of his wrist. “Guess who I saw in the hallway, just outside your room?”

“Who?” I ask, curious where he’s going with this.

“The school’s resident hottie, Easton. He was suspiciously lurking.”

I swallow hard. “That’s strange. I don’t know him well.” I briefly look at my door, imagining Easton on the other side.

Sebastian throws himself dramatically on my unmade bed. “Lili, there’s no need to pretend with me. I’ve seen you staring at Easton in the halls and I know your memory eradication procedure was a big failure.” He’s right. I miss Easton, and he doesn’t even know I exist. For the last two months, I have been working tirelessly on how to get Easton and my mom’s memories back, but I’m currently at a standstill. If only Nora was here to help me. 

I look at my hands as I try to hide the emotion behind my words. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I really need to take an acting class. Sebastian shakes his head, then begins mimicking me in a high voice that makes me cringe. 

“Who’s Easton?” He boisterously laughs, jumping off my bed as he adds, “Quit it! You’re the worst liar ever!” Once his enjoyment dies down, he stands up and becomes more serious. “What’s the plan to get his memory back?”

I struggle between telling Sebastian the truth and continuing to lie. Dishonesty is the safer choice but without anyone in my life, I need to have a friend before I become a stinky recluse who talks to herself. “I was hoping I could discover where the removed memories were stored in Verve. Adem or Michael must know something.”

Sebastian smiles playfully, like a Cheshire cat with purple shimmering eyeshadow. “I knew you wouldn’t give up. Adem most definitely knows where the memories go. Just know, there’s a reason the humans think he’s the devil. He’s cruel and unempathetic.”

The image of Adem standing over Wayward’s ashes still haunts me. “Believe me, I’ll be careful with Adem. He thinks I’m dark and without my memories. I hope to use that to my advantage.” Removing a Celestial’s memories supposedly allows the darkness to infect us with evil. The Darkness believes my memory was erased, so therefore I must pretend to be infected if I’m to be successful.

Sebastian speaks in a whisper. “Very sneaky! I love it. Just remember to not overdo the darkness and don’t let Adem get too close.”

I try not to let my grief enter my response. “I won’t. He’s the Celestial responsible for taking everything I love away from me.” 

Sebastian looks at me with rounded eyes. “Well, should I take you to Verve then?” Sebastian took me to Cognosco for the first time, so it’s only fitting he take me to Verve.  

I shake my head yes, as I watch Sebastian take out a shimmering metal ball with celestial etchings on it from his suit pocket. He twists the sphere open and a blue electric portal opens in front of us. The gateway is made of small lightning bolts which produce a circular entryway. 

The electrical current causes my hair to float in the air, making me look like the possessed chick from Ghostbusters. I step through the gateway and into the vivacity channel, determined to get Easton and my mom’s memories back. I feel energy passing through my body, filling me with a thousand tiny shocks from my head to my toes. My body finally emerges through the channel and I inhale deeply. The air feels lighter here making me feel ten pounds lighter. Well, that’s a positive.

I came to Verve for the first time on my fifteenth birthday when I learned I was a Celestial. I thought this town was a dream from a fairytale, but today the metallic city in the sky seems more apropos than it once did. Verve is filled with Celestials floating down the stoned walkway. Lightning shoots into the shiny metallic flower pods that line the streets. Buildings made of large trees and metallic flower houses seamlessly intertwine, making up the city. Today is gloomier than my last visit, with purple cotton candy clouds blocking the majority of the blue and peach ombre sky. 

Sebastian finally comes through the portal, floating with ease to my side. He lifts his hand like a 1950s bellman, waiting for me to grab it as he announces, “Time to learn all there is to know about Verve…”

I look at him with attentiveness. “I’m a sponge— ready to absorb!” 

Sebastian laughs lightheartedly, walking with me down the city’s walkway. He points, drawing my attention to the right side of the capital. “That’s where you’ll be living during the summer.” 

It takes me a second to see what he’s pointing at. The building is a mirrored rectangle that is almost invisible to the naked eye. The only perceivable part of the structure is the entrance, which is a large, exposed archway. 

 “Anything important to know about the house of mirrors?” I ask.

He replies quickly, “I won’t be taking you there yet. It’s full of ordinary things: bedroom, bathroom, and shared living spaces. Very anticlimactic. Very mundane. Let’s first check out where you’ll be working.” I look to the center of town and see a large golden flower with glass windows that climbs high into the bright sky. 

The building makes me feel anxious; like there’s a toddler on my shoulders weighing me down and smacking me in the face. What if I don’t discover where the memories are stored? What if they’re gone forever? I bend my neck from side to side, snapping my fear away with each cracking joint. 

Sebastian leisurely points out a football stadium-sized arboretum with flowers and trees adorning the outside. “Food and drink are located there. There are little stands with different cuisine. It’s cute, really.”

The thought of different food, besides the raw fruits and veggies I’ve been eating for the last year, excites me. “Really? Do they sell spicy Cheetos?”

His perplexed look gives me insight into his response. “I highly doubt it. Those don’t sound natural in origin. Cheat-toes. I’m going to have to try those.” Celestials believe in eating only natural foods, insisting anything else pollutes our energy. I would be fine with contaminating my powers for just one taste of my mom’s Christmas tacos! 

“Maybe I can sneak some of those Cheat-toes to the Summer musical festival for you. You have to attend. It’s the event of the year. Everyone will be there.”

“I’d love that,” I reply, “as long as we go together.” 

Sebastian looks at me with surprise. “It would be my honor.”

We get closer to the capital, passing by clothing stores made of glass with glowing outfits and flowers in the window. We walk through a flower garden with benches and waterfalls before we finally make it to the front entrance of Verve’s headquarters. 

Sebastian’s voice becomes grandiose. “Welcome to HQ, where good thoughts go to die.”

I roll my eyes as we get scanned before we enter the building. The glass capital building is imposing, with panoramic views of the city. The marble and gold interior is cold and feels like an insane Egyptian god designed it. 

Sebastian signals to a large rotating sphere in the center of the building with his chin. “That is the main source of power for the entire city. The electricity allows Verve to float above the clouds and creates a barrier that hides us from humans.” 

“So, you’re saying I should never touch the ball.” 

Sebastian chuckles. “Depends on if you want to have a really exciting day or not.” I grin as Sebastian continues his tour. “Every floor has a purpose and the higher up you go the more important the activity. You are interning on the top floor with Adem and Michael.” 

As we climb the impossibly tall stairs, I begin to worry about seeing Adem again. Will I be able to work for him and go unnoticed? Sebastian and I finally make it to the highest level, where we are face to face with two female guards who are protecting the golden entrance. 

Sebastian bows to the guards. “This is Lili Araica and today is her first day as an intern for Adem.”

The tall guard with wolf eyes and mocha skin checks a list on her Gnosis, the celestial version of an iPad, then looks at me suspiciously. “You are cleared to enter, but your advisor is not.” She quickly types on her Gnosis. “I just sent a message, and someone will be out to show you around shortly.”

I’m nervous to enter Adem’s lair of darkness by myself but I grin at Sebastian, trying to make him feel okay about leaving me. “I’m good. Thanks for the tour.” 

Sebastian doesn’t move. “I’ll just wait here to make sure you get inside safely.”

The enchanted metal door opens with a groan and Easton stares back at me from the entrance.

He is devoid of all emotion as he asks, “Ready to check out the place?”

Sebastian takes a step towards Easton and the guards watch him like a threat. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt him,” he says to the guards, turning back to Easton with a grin. “I completely forgot you were working here.”

Easton squints and his tone hardens. “Yeah. It’s my second year.”

Sebastian’s body tightens. “I liked you before you lost your memories for the second time.” He then walks down the stairs, yelling back to me. “See you at the festival.”

Easton’s eyes follow Sebastian down the stairs, ensuring he’s out of sight before moving closer to me. “Let’s try this again. Are you ready?”

His closeness causes a flush of energy inside of me, but unlike last year, the spark makes me sad. 

I bottle up my inner feelings, putting on an indifferent facade. “Sure, lead the way.”

Easton gazes at me before signaling me to enter through the now open doors. “Let’s do this.”

I enter the leadership floor, which has ornate paintings, gold accents, and ostentatious stone columns raising three floors into the sky. The large windows have a spawning view of the peach and blue sky, making it feel like the floor is in the clouds.  

Easton moves close to me, touching my arm with his and making my skin tingle from the contact. “Yeah, Michael loves gold. I would be good with a little less luxury and more comfort.” 

I’ve been actively avoiding Easton ever since I learned his memory was erased. I attended classes late to avoid him in the halls, skipped meals to avoid him in the dining hall, and I may have even hidden in a bush outside as he walked by. So, to say I’m uncomfortable now would be an understatement. 

“Give me a bean bag chair and some cheese balls and I’d be good anywhere.”

Easton looks at me suspiciously. “What’s a bean bag?”

Easton is most likely a spy for the other team and I need to be more careful. I quickly try to change the subject. “What is your position here?”

 “I’m an intern for Michael. I started about a week ago.” He continues to lead me through the vast leadership floor. “I’m not really a tour type of guy, but I’ll take you to your desk. I’m sure you can figure out the rest.” I remain silent as we walk into a separate office with glass tables, golden floors, and a see-through roof. Easton points to an empty desk. “This is you. I’m over there.” He points to the opposite corner of the room, to a cluttered desk full of shimmering papers and a display of Gnosis monitors.

I debate how to respond. I want Easton to leave, but I also secretly want our conversation to continue. “Okay. Is there anything else?”

“Nope.” He walks back to his desk quickly like I’m a monster and he’s fleeing for his life. I try to ignore him as I sit at my empty desk without a clue what to do. 

I feel lost in this elegant room full of important celestials running back and forth. I pretend to be busy as I make thinking faces. But without a beard to stroke in thought, I play with my hands. I wish I had worn something more professional—jeans seem out of place with all the shiny onyx and gold around.

A kind-looking black girl with oak-colored eyes and tight bouncy curls walks from the large office directly in front of me to my desk. She sits on the glass edge in jeans and a crisp white shirt that sits right at her naval. Her jeans are much more professional than mine, but they’re still jeans, making me like her instantly. 

She leans into me and talks like she’s singing. “Don’t worry, I was nervous on my first day, too. I’ve been waiting to meet you. Everyone calls me Beth.”

“Beth, it’s a pleasure.”

Her mouth tightly closes, like she’s unsure if she wants to smile or glower. “Everyone is mostly nice, but you should always be careful. You never know what’s lurking below the service.” I look at her, unsure if she’s warning me or just being playful. “I will teach you everything you need to know, but first, Adem asked to see you. He rarely ever talks to anyone, so you must be something special.”

I feel my stomach tighten at the mention of seeing Adem again. My face feels flushed and I wipe away sweat from my forehead. “If I must.” Crap! Did that just slip out?

Beth giggles. “Most girls clamor at the chance. I’m glad to see someone with sense finally works here.” She jumps off my desk, landing on her feet gracefully. “Follow me, if you dare.” I do as she instructs, following her into Adem’s office.

He sits at his desk, sternly shuffling a pile of glimmering papers. This is the first time I’ve seen Adem since he killed Wayward. I’ve thought about that day a lot, trying to decide if he killed him to save me or simply because he didn’t like him. Though neither reason brings me comfort.

Adem looks right at home in his pretentiously cold office. There’s a dual staircase framing his desk, and gold and black accents everywhere. The room screams evil playboy, and I find myself wondering if that’s who he really is. 

He looks up at me with despondency. “Lili, I’m happy to have you join the team.”

Our eyes connect and the room suddenly sways, like I’m on a small boat. My vision blurs and I fall to the floor with a thud.








  
  
  Lili - Dreaming
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I see Adem sitting in a wooden chair painting the large navy colored river in front of him. He is wearing a linen shirt and an amber fur as he paints aggressively, hitting the canvas with short, bold brush strokes. 

A bustling city surrounds him, but Adem doesn’t notice the rolling hills or women dressed up in their bodices and puffy skirts. His attention is on his art, which reminds me of a piece by Michelangelo that would be in a museum. The ancient Roman architecture surrounds me, but it’s not aged in appearance. Nothing like the images I’ve seen on Google. 

This is new. I’ve never dreamed of the past before. My hands shake in fear as I stare at Adem. What if he sees me? What if this is some trick he’s playing? I watch carefully, positioning myself behind a large white column, just in case. Adem turns towards me. There’s a light in his eyes and a joyful smile, unlike his typical sneer. 

I freeze in place, praying he’s not looking at me. My body begins to tremble, feeling like a cold wind, unattached and flimsy. Someone walks through me and suddenly I’m a different person. 

The new me likes Adem. No, not just likes — but loves. I run towards him, eager to be in his arms and away from the darkness that plagues me. 

Adem’s lips meet mine and we kiss. Soft at first then more zealously. We both pull apart, unashamed of the looks we get from the humans around us. 

He softly whispers in my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. “I missed you. Were you able to help the needy?”

I respond firmly, with pride. “Always. Why else were we put here, but to help those in search of miracles?”

Adem raises his eyebrows. “Trust me, I understand. But humans will always disappoint you.” 

He has been alive much longer than I have, but I can’t help but feel that I’m destined to help humans find their way out of the darkness. “Really? Why do you think that?”

Adem rolls his shoulders. “Humans are selfish, cruel to themselves and others, and in my observation will always act in their own best interest. They are their own worst enemies.”

I understand Adem’s point of view, but he doesn’t see the good, only focusing on the bad. “The other day I saw a man starving by the Colosseum. He was amongst many others just like him, weak and dying. Then I said a Roman man of wealth, give him a piece of bread.”

Adem interrupts me, “Well when you have a lot, a piece a bread is nothing.”

I ignore him. “Maybe, but that’s not what touched me. What stuck with me is this starving man, with shaking hands and nothing to his name, tore his bread into four pieces, sharing with the people around him.” 

Adem’s hazel eyes whirl in thought. “That is surprising.” 

I smile at him, seeing the good he always hides. “You ready to take me back to Cognosco?” I ask, with triumph in my voice.

“Want to stay at my place tonight?” 

I stroke his cheek with my hand, pulling him to me for a long kiss. 

Adem looks around, then takes my hand in his, gently rubbing my palm as we walk. “I’ve been alive for thousands of years and you’re the boldest, kindest lady I’ve ever met.” 

I feel elated by his comment. “Well as the strong lady I am, I will regretfully have to decline your offer. The rules of Cognosco are very clear and I can’t miss my curfew, even for the famous Celestial, Adem.” Adem is known by both humans and Celestials. Though he abhors that humans associate him with the devil.

 “The idea of me is famous, not me as I am.” I can tell my comment has drudged up a sensitive topic. Adem’s face contorts and his posture is less proud than before. 

 “Who cares what anyone thinks? I know you. You’re strong, kind, and loving. Simply perfect.”

He stops in the street, turning to me with his beautiful eyes that tell of grief and trauma too deep for me to ever fix. “Mary, I wish you had been by my side from the beginning, maybe things would have turned out differently for me.”

“Your life isn’t over. You still can be the man you want to be.”




I’m abruptly pulled from my dream, finding myself in my own body once again. Adem’s arms hold me and I can see in his eyes what Mary did. Oh crap, I’m in trouble.










* * *




Adem’s strong voice comes out in a whisper, meant only for me. “Lili, are you okay?” I feel real concern radiating from his energy.

“I’m great. I just needed a nap.” I sit up, removing his hands from around my body. 

Adem smirks. “Makes complete sense.” Unlike my sarcasm, his is thick. “Do you feel refreshed?” He signals for me to follow him to his desk. “Please have a seat.”

I should listen, but instead, I walk to the side of him and stare at the painting I saw him create in Rome. It’s striking with green trees and statues surrounding the river. The lightness of the river is sharply contrasted by the darkness in the sky. 

I bite my lip, trying to remain quiet. But my Nancy Drew instincts win out. “This is beautiful. Who painted it?” Of course, I know he is the artist, but I want to see if he’s honest.

 “It was created in Rome during the 14th century. A wonderful time full of art.” Adem’s eyes fill with emotion. “And beauty. This was actually the last painting I ever created.” He didn’t lie, surprising me.

I touch the brush strokes in the sky, seeing darkness everywhere except for the light clouds, which are barely visible. “What inspired you to paint it?” I turn towards him, eager to see his reaction.

“Well, art is objective. What do you see?” Of course, he’d turn it on me.

My vision of Mary and Adem has softened my resolve to hate him and now I feel unsure. “I see a battle.” Adem moves closer to me as I continue to analyze his painting. “The river is pristine and set with unemotional statues and the clouds are dark and messy, hiding something dark underneath. Something broken.” 

Adem speaks in a monotone. “That pretty much sums me up. Unemotional, messy, and broken.” 

I roll my eyes at him. “Don’t be dramatic.”

               His eyebrows elevate in surprise. “Now, I’ve been called a lot of things, but this is the first time anyone’s ever called me dramatic.”

               “Yeah, because everyone is afraid of you.” He stares at me and I stare back. He’s not going to win this game of chicken. 

               He’s the first to break, grinning at me. “And why aren’t you?”

I want to say because you’ve already taken everything I care about away, but I don’t. “I didn’t think I needed to be. Would you rather I was?”

Most people would immediately answer with a resounding no, but Adem takes his time, watching me squirm. “There’s a reason everyone else is fearful.” His eyes quickly dart towards the painting from my premonition before returning to me. 

               I continue to push Adem, hoping he’ll help me make sense of my vision. “You could easily change that. Do you ever feel fearful?”

               Adem’s facade of strength appears in his physicality as his stance widens and body tenses. “Fear is a useless emotion and after thousands of years I’ve learned not to spend time on it.” Yoda would say fear leads to the dark side, but apparently, Adem never saw that movie. One more reason I should dislike him. 

“I think fear is horrible, but if you never fear anything, you never get a chance to prove you can overcome your fear.”

His looks away from me in disgust, like I’ve transformed into a hideous monster. “Maybe.” Adem walks back to his desk, putting his thumb on a clear panel nearest him.

I hear the office door creak open as Beth prances to Adem’s side with stiff steps. “How can I help you?” 

He doesn’t even acknowledge her, turning his attention to the glowing different-color papers on his desk. “We are through here. Please show Lili around the office.” 

Beth’s tone becomes apologetic. “Come with me, please.” I follow her towards the door, confused by Adem’s reaction. You’d think after living over a thousand years, he’d at least picked up some manners.

Before I close the door behind me, I politely say, “Thanks for your time.” Maybe I need to show him how to be kind, like a child.

Right before Adem’s office door closes, I swear I hear him murmur, “It was a pleasure.”

Beth turns to me with her eyes scrunched tightly. “What happened with Adem? He’s usually very steady but he seemed irritated when I went in there. What did you two talk about?”

I hesitate to answer, wanting to avoid the question. “Uh, it may have been because I called him dramatic. We talked about his art.”  

Beth stares at me with wide eyes, then begins wildly laughing in a high pitch that echoes through the open office. “You what?” 

Every celestial in the room stares at us like we’re prostitutes at a beauty pageant. Easton’s the only one to come over and join us.  He gawks with curiosity. “What did I miss?” 

Beth abruptly stops laughing, turning to Easton with suspicion. “We were just talking. All you need to know is Lili is a boss.”

I smile at Beth for keeping my comment between us and she slowly smiles back. 

Easton stares at Beth in an almost intimate way, making my heart beat quickly in my chest. I try to make myself breathe normally as I ask, “How long have you two known each other?” 

Easton looks at me briefly before returning his gaze to Beth and responding in a flirty tone I know very well. “Not as long as I’d like.” 

Beth rolls her eyes at Easton as she says, “I’ve been alive for too long for your lines to work on me. Get back to your desk, we have work to do.” Easton leaves as quickly as he came. 

I grab my chair and try to catch my breath. Their exchange makes me want to throw up, as my stomach turns like a washing machine. The spark I feel when he’s nearby hurts, and he doesn’t even know I’m alive. I close my eyes to prevent my tears from forming a large puddle on the golden floor. When I open them, I’m face to face with Beth.

“Are you okay?” She looks towards Easton. “Do you two know each other? Do you like him?”

I quickly pull myself together. “I’ve seen him at school, but I don’t know him, know him.” In a way it’s true, the Easton I knew is gone. 

Beth twists her mouth. “Whatever you say, Boss.” She then uses her abilities to float a stack of papers from her desk to mine. “These alerts and predictions are basically your entire job. They hold everything you need to know about the world.” I try hard to focus on Beth’s words, pushing my jealousy down deep. “If anything of importance happens on Earth an alert is created, then that appears in our office. There are too many for me to sort through, so you will now have the honor.”

 I’m pleased to focus on something else besides my heartbreak, and I blurt out the first question that comes to my mind, like a horseshoe hitting a metal rod. “How do I sort through them?”

Beth types on her Gnosis as she walks towards a large columned counter in the middle of the floor. She lazily points as she continues to instruct me. “These bins have varying degrees of urgency. Critical is all the way to the right and non-consequential is all the way to the left.” There are about twenty bins between critical and non-consequential, and each bin is piled into the sky with glowing papers, reminding me of something I’d see inside of a crazy scientist’s lab. I have no idea how to organize the papers but I’m too emotionally drained to bother asking.

Beth stares at me looking for understanding and I try to oblige her. “Got it.”

She nods in approval, squinting her eyes as she says, “I knew you’d be smarter than our last intern. She asked me so many questions. It was tiring!” I grin like an idiot, making a mental note to not bother Beth with queries. 

She suddenly begins power walking towards the exit, and I jog after her, trying to keep up with her increasingly fast pace, unsure of where we’re going. 

We exit our floor heading downstairs one level. There are two guards protecting this section, just like the leadership floor. 

Beth announces our arrival with a bored tone. “We are on a tour of the building. Adem has approved our visit.” The main guard is a small, thin boy who looks like he doesn’t belong. He stares at his Gnosis, then walks towards Beth and me, looking us up and down. 

His voice sounds threatening, like a knife cutting through concrete. “You are correct, Adem has approved your visit. You have two minutes to look, then you must exit. Don’t touch anything or distract the workers, or you’ll be immediately removed,” he barks.

Beth takes a deliberate step forward, so she stands only an inch away from the small guard. She looks down with distaste. “We know how to behave ourselves, Phillip.” 

Phillip doesn’t look away from Beth as he blindly touches his Gnosis and the doors open with a long and painful creak. “You better not.” Man, I wouldn’t want to be on either of their bad sides. 

I smile at Phillip before entering the room. “Thanks, Phillip. Don’t work too hard.” He does a double-take like he’s not used to people being nice to him.

Beth and I enter the floor and I’m immediately taken back. The desks, ground, and ceiling are all white. The only color is the bright cards, which float aimlessly in the air. The rooms’ energy feels calming and I take a deep breath, trying to soak it in. In the corner of the white room, I see a card fly down into a curly-haired Celestial’s hand. She inspects it, then closes her eyes and writes without looking onto a green glowing paper that vanishes as soon as she finishes. 

 Each Celestial speaks to themselves, making the room so noisy I barely hear Beth talking to me. “This floor is relatively new. Only about 600 years old. Celestials used to get warnings for Sax, but ever since Pax infected the Earth, we’ve had to resort to predictions.” Her voice tightens at the mention of Pax. “Celestials use energy cards to see what’s meant to be or will be. Once more than three predictions are found to be similar, the prophecy is sent to Adem or Michael.” 

I watch the room in fascination. “Huh, interesting.” 

My long hair begins to slowly lift from my back as the room’s energy begins to change. The calm energy turns frantic and the colorful cards begin to organize in the air, creating a large circle of red that rotates quickly, creating momentum like a tornado. The room becomes silent as every Celestial in the room looks up. I feel fear spreading, like a tidal wave, unstoppable and overwhelming. 

I whisper to Beth, “What’s happening?” 

“I’ve never seen this before,” she says tightly.

The cards suddenly freeze in the air. Then one by one they violently shoot to every Celestial in the room, landing directly into their now open hands. They all close their eyes then open them at exactly the same time staring at Beth and me with wide eyes and furrowed brows. 

Beth looks at me and orders, “I’m unsure of what just happened, but we won’t speak of it again.”








  
  
  Adem - New Day
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This day is perplexing and full of a never-ending list of incidents that give me a headache. My shoulders ache from pressure as I look at an unopened prediction that sits on my smooth and clutter-free desk, calling for me to read it. The truth is, I don’t want to open it because after I do, I have to plot my response, no not my response, our response. 

I look around the room searching for something else to do, but I come up short. Fine! I’ll face the inevitable and open the prediction. The paper is a clear red and throbs from ruby to scarlet, like a turn signal on the back of a car. The dainty inscription twists and twirls on the page, but the words are anything but light.




Two great powers fight for dominance of the Earth, battling to each other’s demise, whilst another more formidable power conceals itself, trying to remake the race in its image, hidden from all who seek it. 

A new leader is prophesied, a young girl who will be the end or beginning of all things on Earth.




I place the prophecy down slowly as I peer at my last painting, reminding me of the most painful moment of my existence. I keep it as a constant reminder of my failure and weakness, so I can do better. I have to do better. I participated in the destruction of my one and only love, Mary. She was kind and pure goodness. A rare beauty who didn’t care about her outward appearance. I had never met anyone like her for five hundred years — until I met Lili. 

I take a deep breath, trying to push my pain away with each inhale and exhale, a technique Gandhi taught me in his later years.  He too had a prophesy where his life could have swung either way. Michael insisted I leave him be, but I was determined to right my wrongs and intervene. Determined to make a difference, I first met a young and lost Gandhi in 1883 and I helped him rethink his atheism, question life, and quit smoking. It was the one good deed I accomplished in over eight thousand years. What a waste.

My large door thumps open and an irritated Michael enters with Easton trailing behind him. Easton has rubbed me wrong from the first moment I met him. It’s like looking at yourself when you were at your worst. I can barely stand the sight of him. How he had everything at his fingertips and wasted it. 

Michael places the same prediction I received on my desk, pushing it down like he can squash it with pure brute force. Michael once was light, but became infected, turning dark; that’s why he lost his connection to Sax. Every year since his abandonment, he’s gotten darker and darker. I sometimes wonder if Sax could have avoided all of this by just talking with him. That’s why I never praised either of them, though everyone has assumed differently. 

His voice is gravelly like he’s been screaming for hours. “Did you read the prediction?” Unfortunately, the loss of Sax allowed Pax, the dark God, to connect to Michael’s hurt soul. He now praises him and listens when he whispers in his ear. 

I calmly reply, “I did, Michael. It’s not set in stone. Take a breath.” 

He doesn’t heed my advice, carrying on more frantic than before. “Did you hear how every Celestial received the same prediction at the same time, while she was in the room? How is that not set in stone? She’s going to destroy us!” I needed time to think before engaging in this conversation. I’m not sure how I want to respond yet. Michael fills my silence, always quick to act and slow to thought. “Should we just kill her and start over? Maybe send Easton in as a spy?” He pauses, looking more and more frightened. “Do we need to tell Pax?”

It takes all my energy not to hit Michael across his idiotic face. “It would be unwise to try the same thing twice. She would just be replaced with another.” I pat Michael’s shoulder, trying to calm the angry beast before me. “We don’t need to connect to Pax. I’m sure he’s already aware and from what you told me, he wants the girl alive. In fact, you said he demanded it.” Easton stares at me unknowingly. He, just like me, fell in love with a girl he didn’t deserve. 

Easton’s face tenses. “I’m willing to get close to her if that is needed.”

“I bet you would, but it’s not going to happen.” I walk closer to him, trying to figure out his motives. “Let me fill you in: you already played this game and lost. We had to remove the memory of your failure but trust me, it was one for the history books.”

Michael rubs his face angrily. “If not Easton, then who? James? I’d say Wayward, but you killed him.”

               James is the lowest of the low and I’d never trust him to carry out a plan. “James isn’t smart enough and we’ve been over this, Wayward deserved it. He attacked me.”

Michael’s voice becomes louder and his normally pale skin turns pink. “You certainly love to shoot down my ideas. What would you recommend, Adem?” 

               I pause, debating if I should say what I’m thinking. “I’m not sure. Maybe I could get close to her. If we connect, I can figure out a plan from there.” Michael has no idea I work in opposition to him. That I’m trying my best to be one of the good guys.

Michael brushes his hair back with the moisture from his sweaty hands. “You? Since when have you ever been willing to participate?”

                “I’m the best chance we…” My thought is interrupted by pretty boy, Easton. 

“I know it’s not my place, but I think I’m meant to get close to her. Both of you should know that something weird happens when I’m close to Lili. It’s like a buzzing through my whole body. An intense energy that calls to me, overwhelming everything else.” 

Easton’s admittance startles me. A buzzing energy? I fell in love with Mary, but not because of a catalyst. 

I walk back to my desk and grab the prediction again, reading it aloud. 




Two great powers fight for dominance of the Earth, battling to each other’s demise, whilst another more formidable power conceals itself, trying to remake the race in its image, hidden from all who seek it. 




I sit at my desk, the pressure in my back increasing, making my muscles feel like ungreased steel. “Who is this hidden power more potent than the darkness and light and what are they planning?”

Michael taps his foot on the floor, making a noise that works my nerves. “I don’t know, maybe Lili? Whoever it is will meet their end. I won’t let anyone stop me, I mean us, from ruling Earth.”




* * *







My dreams last night were full of Mary. Not reminiscent dreams of our past but warnings pertaining to my present. Her copper coiled hair blew in a breeze that I couldn’t feel as she warned, “Do not make the same mistake twice. Do not get caught up in the game.” I woke in complete darkness and quiet, in wet clothes that stuck to me, like my dream. I was unable to sleep the rest of the night, nervous to see Mary again. Her face still haunts me, even after five hundred years. 

Dreams typically don’t visit me unless I’m working through a problem without a clear solution. Right now, there are too many balls in the air and eventually, they’re going to drop. Each one making a bigger splash, until we’re all drowning. 

I walk towards Easton’s room in the mirrored halls of the Cognosco students’ summer rooms. The impressionable students ogle me, with open mouths and frozen bodies. Every guy wants to be me, and every girl wants to sleep with me. It’s exhausting. I never wanted to be famous, but life rarely gives you what you want. Maybe that’s the point.

A blonde, wiry girl exits Easton’s room. I’ve seen her before, hanging on me like a groupie. 

She’s surprised by my appearance, blushing as she extends her too long nails in my direction. “I’m Gwyneth. We’ve met at Cognosco.”

I don’t take her hand, not liking to touch others if I don’t have to. 

“Pleasure,” I say to her in a contradictory tone. She becomes less confident by the second as she turns and leaves. Time has made me cruel and lacking the patience to pretend. 

I open Easton’s door without knocking. He’s standing in the middle of his messy room in torn jeans and a black shirt in his hands. I don’t know what Lili saw in him. He’s dirty, aggressive, and without manners. 

Easton openly stares at me without fear and with a cocky grin that irritates me to my core. “Hello, Adem. So nice to see you.” His sarcasm is obvious, but I won’t give him the reaction he’s looking for. “I didn’t realize you’d be coming by, or I would have cleaned the place up a bit.”

I look around his room. “Well, nothing inspires cleanliness more than unexpected guests, so I guess I’m doing you a favor.” Easton pulls his worn-out shirt over his messy hair. “A decision has been made concerning your connection to Lili, and I’ll be escorting you out of Verve until it has been deemed safe for you to return,” I announce, happily.

This catches Easton off guard. “And where are you taking me?”

“Hopefully somewhere hidden from this unknown power.”

His body tightens with irritation. “Why? I can still be of service. Just tell me what you need from me.” His voice strains becoming more desperate. “I’ve avoided, Lili. Done everything in my power to ignore her and my desire.” 

I roll my shoulders, trying to remain patient with Easton after a night of little sleep. “Look, I’m saving you here. You have little choice. Once Pax finds out about your connection, he’ll most likely want you dead.”

I can tell this is something Easton didn’t consider, as his face contorts in thought. “Alright. Where are we going?”

“I’ll tell you when we get there. Grab my arm.” Easton hesitates. “Hurry up, I don’t have all day.”

He lightly touches my forearm and I grab my energy transporter from my back jean pocket. I twirl the smooth silver ball against my palm until the circular vivacity channel appears before me. Easton and I enter through the sparking opening, and I feel the channel’s energy create a buzz through my body. I follow the normal channel towards my destination, then we deviate off-course into a hidden path, you can only find if you know it’s there. The path is heavy and hard to push through. It feels like walking through tar, but it has to feel that way otherwise anyone who stumbled onto it would be able to easily enter. I continue on the passageway even though every sense in my body screams for me to escape, to turn around. 

Easton, of course, knows none of this, and his fear is poignant. “We should return,” he pleads, pulling my arm back towards the vivacity channel.

I continue forward, pulling him through. “We’re almost there.” The location we are heading to lives in a spot hidden from all Celestials, but I’ve always known of its location because I’m the one who built it. 

Easton and I finally emerge from the hidden transportation path, falling onto a warm, pink Bermudan beach. As I expected, we are immediately confronted by Baxoney — Verve’s most wanted Celestial. 

Baxoney and I first met eight thousand years ago, and we became fast friends. There wasn’t much to do back then, so we would play innocent tricks on humans, like making strange noises while they were hunting. I sometimes wonder if that’s how some of the creatures in their myths were created. I was pretty big and hairy back then. Now our interactions are few and far between and Baxoney’s scowling face doesn’t seem happy to see me so soon after my last visit. 

“I thought you said you wouldn’t return again. What if you were followed?” Baxoney’s alarm shifts to Easton. “You brought me another one? What am I, the underground railroad? Why is Easton with you?” 

Easton stares at Baxoney like he’s searching for a memory that’s not there. “Have we met before? I don’t remember you.” 

Baxoney’s nostrils flare as he moves closer to me with heavy steps. “What have you done to him? Where’s Lili?” 

“Lili is safe, but I need you to keep Easton hidden until I figure out why they have the connection they do.”

Easton steps between us. “I guess I’m in danger. Though I don’t understand why. My pull to her doesn’t affect my reasoning.” 

Baxoney closes his tired eyes, inhaling slowly. “You aren’t yourself and don’t remember. You were deeply and madly in love with Lili. You told me you’d die before letting anything happen to her.” He tilts his head, giving Easton a once over. “I guess you did die, in a way.” 

Easton’s face falls as he begins to realize a life with Lili was taken from him. I understand, more than he knows. He sits down in the sand like a lost child, soaking in Baxoney’s words. “I would remember that.” He looks up at me. “Is that why I can feel her emotions and crave to be close to her?” 

               I can only answer with the truth. “I don’t know, but I plan to find out.”








  
  
  Lili - Unstable Ground
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I sneak out of my room before the sun rises, walking down the stoned paths of Verve at twilight. The sky is softly lit with clear brilliant stars and a blush sky. 

Every day for the last week, I’ve sorted through predictions and alerts as I’ve secretly checked the office for information on memory eradication. After thorough searching, rifling, and probing, I’ve come to the conclusion that anything of significance must be kept in Michael’s or Adem’s offices, which is why I’m breaking in at five a.m. 

The flowered headquarters is polished and empty. The gold accents that line the floor and walls are dim and soft, and the majority of the staff is still sleeping, except for the upper-level guards. I pass by Phillip, who’s safeguarding the premonition floor. He nods to me in recognition. “Getting an early start?”

“The early bird gets the worm,” I say with anxiety I hope he doesn’t notice.

I swiftly walk past the guards outside the leadership floor, talking as I enter the building. “Good morning. The early bird gets the worm.” I have no idea why I keep saying that. The guards don’t say a word as they suspiciously watch me enter the office. “See ya,” I add before the door shuts behind me. I really need to work on my banter.

I move to Easton’s desk, searching through the predictions that have piled high. Easton hasn’t been in the office since my first day, and though I enjoy avoiding the discomfort I feel when he’s near, I worry where he’s gone. I curl my hair around my finger as I fervently search his desk, popping my head up every time I hear a creak within the room. I don’t see anything personal and most of his alerts and predictions are ones I’ve already sorted through. 

I take a deep breath and debate if I want to search Michael’s or Adem’s office next. I have some knowledge of Adem’s office, having been inside it, so I decide to start there. I look around, ensuring I’m alone as I run, with my Converse making squeaking sounds, to the other side of the room. Adem’s office door is completely open and I hesitate before entering. He usually locks it before he leaves for the night, but maybe he forgot. Or maybe not. 

I decide to play it safe and enter Adem’s lair carefully, searching the space for anything strange. “Hello? Adem?” I wait by his desk, making sure he’s not going to jump out in a surprise attack. After what feels like an hour, but is probably much closer to ten seconds, I begin to look through his ornate wooden desk. His drawers are surprisingly unlocked. What is up with him? Does he have no concerns in the world? No fear of being burglarized?

I pull on the first drawer, which slides out smoothly as it moves by itself. There’s nothing in the drawer beside a small painting of a woman. I stare at her cracked image, recognizing Mary. Her pale face is surrounded by curling wisps of hair and she looks forward lovingly. The bottom of the depiction is very worn and fragile, like Adem’s been caressing it for hundreds of years. The canvas is frayed, with strands falling off and I don’t dare touch it, staring at it in wonder.  

The painting makes me feel unexpectedly sad and I close the drawer softly. I remind myself that Adem basically took my mom and Easton from me and I shouldn’t feel sympathy for him, but emotions can’t just be turned off. I try to disconnect from the growing guilt in the pit of my stomach and open another drawer in his desk. 

This drawer only has two objects. Man, Adem is a minimalist. I usually have all kinds of junk in every drawer in my room. I see his Gnosis with a red shimmering prediction sitting on top. The red prophecy begins to increase in intensity like it’s meant just for me, and I cautiously pick it up with my fingertips. It feels like smooth silk and holds no creases or wrinkles. I begin to unfold it when it springs open, floating in the air.




Two great powers fight for dominance of the Earth, battling to each other’s demise, whilst another more formidable power conceals itself, trying to remake the race in its image, hidden from all who seek it. 

A new leader is prophesied, a young girl who will be the end or beginning of all things on Earth.




I stare at the prophecy for far too long, re-reading it over and over. What does it really mean? Two great powers and one more formidable power? I know the girl is me, but how would I destroy the Earth? Why would I?

               I read it again. A young girl will be the beginning or end of all things on Earth — I jump, scared by a loud bang upstairs by Adem’s books and artifacts. I drop the prophecy quickly, unsure if someone is watching me. My heart rate races, and my nerves begin to take over. I’ve stayed too long and need to leave before someone finds me. I push the desk’s chair in, and head towards the door, finding it blocked by Adem, who has his arms and legs extended, preventing me from running.

               He stares at me with wide unblinking eyes. “What are you doing here?” 

               I quickly try to hide my true intent, but I can’t control my shaky voice. “I was actually coming to see you and thought I’d wait until you got here.” I am supposed to be dark after all, maybe I could get away with breaking a couple of rules. 

Adem deliberately moves closer to me like a snake about to strike. I see his glance move beyond me to his desk, where the red prediction brightly glows, drawing his attention. Crap, I forgot to put it back in the drawer.

Adem’s tone darkens, scaring me. “I see you searched through my drawers while you waited.”

I prepare my energy for an attack. “Not really. You left the drawer slightly open and I was curious. I’m really quite nosy. When I was…” When I’m nervous I talk, and I just almost told him a story about my childhood. 

Adem’s pronounced shoulders tense. “I’m sure you know it’s in reference to you. So, what do you make of it?”

His honesty catches me off guard. “I, well, it seems to be pretty vague, but I’d guess the two powers battling would be Sax and Pax. Darkness and light. The third power could really be anything.” 

At the mention of Sax, a memory of the last time I saw her comes back to me. I was in the white abyss, and we were discussing her origin.




“My creator, Zax, was the first energy in existence. He was both dark and light and learned how to effectively balance the two. He is the strongest power alive, but he didn’t understand the repercussions of his creations. I believe Zax has played a part in your connection with Easton, but it’s impossible to know.” 

I ask Sax, “And where is Zax? Can I talk to him?” 

Sax’s face brightens. “That would be a sight. Zax has been missing for thousands of years.” 

“Is he dead?” 

She shakes her head, then says, “Energy never dies. It can change, but not expire.” 




Adem tilts his head and looks at me with confusion. Then his puzzlement lands somewhere and he inhales sharply. “I know you think I’m the enemy, but I only want to help you.”

I move to Adem searching his energy for the truth. He’s completely guarded, and I’m unable to breach the walls he’s created. “If you want me to trust you, you have to let me see your energy.”

Adem takes a step towards me extending his hand freely. “You’re welcome to look, but know my energy is old and powerful. It may overwhelm you.”

I grab his hand, feeling unexpected butterflies. Though I’m unsure if they’re mine or his. I ignore the sensation and look into his core, where he’s lowered his protection. I see darkness, which I expected, but there’s also light. It’s like a thousand lifetimes flood me. Too many images for me to make sense of, but his feelings I understand. He has intense feelings that are overwhelming. Too much for anyone to bear. I feel love, hurt, anger, and anguish like I’ve never felt before. He hates the Darkness. Hates it for taking away the only thing he’s ever loved. I now understand why he wants to help me. I remind him of Mary, and he wants redemption for his part in her demise. 

I retract my energy from his, but Adem pulls me back. “It’s only fair that I see your energy too.” 

I try to prevent him from searching me, but he’s much more experienced and quickly accesses my raw energy. He looks at me hiding my powers as a little girl, my dad’s death, my love for Easton, Nora’s death, and the loss of Easton and my mom’s memories. The pain, hate, and anger towards the Darkness and him.

I fill with rage. Horrified by his intrusion into my most painful memories. I reach for the nearest energy source, finding Adem. I normally would never pull energy from a living source, but he’s violating me and deserves it.  I begin to pull his energy from his core and he instantly breaks our connection, pulling back like a bungee cord. I feel Adem’s power radiate through my body, and I begin to levitate off the ground. I embrace the electricity coursing through my body as I smile with confidence and strength, sending him flying across the room into his metal staircase. 

The loud crash echoes through the space and I scream at him, unable to help myself, “Those are my memories and you will not try to take them again.” I float down to the ground, feeling a letdown of power and emotions as I stare at Adem’s body on the ground.

His body is twisted on the steps and his back curved unnaturally. He appears lifeless, and I begin to worry I may have killed him. I walk towards him, nervous about what I’ll find when I check his pulse. I kneel on the hard marble and put two fingers on his neck like they do in the movies. I don’t feel anything at first, moving my fingers around frantically until I finally find a weak pulsing vein. I let go of my breath, which I didn’t even know I was still holding, and slump over, relieved he’s alive.

Adem’s eyes begin to flutter before sluggishly opening. He stares at me like a haze he can’t see through. “Well, I won’t do that again.” 

Due to a weird combination of fear, worry, and anger, I begin to laugh like a maniac, which feels cathartic. “You better not!” 

Adem shakes as he uses the handrails of the stairs to pull himself up into a sitting position. “I didn’t want to take your memories the last time, but it was either that or death. You can trust me, I just wanted to make sure I could trust you.” I understand his reasoning, but not his actions. “I didn’t realize you still had your memories. The pain you feel when you’re near Easton.”

Seeing him differently, I sit down next to him. “Well, now that you know I remember Easton, do you know where he is? He hasn’t been at work for almost a week.”

Adem answers cautiously. “He was removed from Verve for his safety. I believe you two are connected by an outside power and I’m unsure why. Just know he’s safe and protected.” 

I worry for a brief second whether my love for Easton is genuine or created by another. Then I shoot that down. I love him because of who he is, not because of the spark. “Do you know how to return the memories that the procedure removed?”

Adem shakes his head. “No, Michael and I never set up that operation. The memories are stored somewhere only Pax has access to.” I feel defeated, putting my head in my hands in frustration. Adem reluctantly adds, “But I may know someone who does.”

I feel real hope for the first time. “When can we go see them? Who is it?”

He takes a deep breath. “Hold on a bit. I have to find her first and she’s a complicated creature. We will have to play it just right and catch her off guard. Give me some time to make arrangements. Let’s plan to leave the day after the summer festival.” A week is a long time, but I have no other option but to wait. Adem tries to get up but can’t hold his body weight up without shaking. He sits back down, irritated by his weakness. “I need you to answer something for me.”

Of course, he does. “And what would that be?” Do you know who the third power is? Earlier, it looked like you might.”

 I hesitate to answer, but if he’s going to help me return Easton’s memories then I need to help him. “Don’t ask me how I know, but I think maybe the third power is Zax. I think he’s the entity that’s hiding.”

Adem’s eyebrows crease as he rolls his shoulders back repetitively. “That would make sense. I never met him, but I’ve heard he’s dangerous and will destroy anyone who crosses him.”
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The Celestial Patrol structure sits hidden from the main street of Verve, in the corner of the capital. It’s made of platinum and shaped like a triangle, the strongest known structure in the city, which is fitting given it holds the security of Earth within its walls.

Outside the building waits Phillip, the head of the Celestial Patrol. He’s been guarding the premonition floor for the last couple of weeks, due to multiple break-ins. That’s just one of the reasons I like him. If there are security issues, he takes care of them personally and effectively. 

“Adem,” he says in greeting. Another reason I like him, he’s a man of little words that always gets to the point quickly. “What would you like to check out today?” 

Philip and I walk into the Patrol Headquarters, which is full of about 5,000 Guards, Officers, and Patrol Celestials. Each section has different uniforms differentiating them, but the common emblem is wings, which is based on the human’s image of us. I thought it was pretty funny at the time I created it. 

“I’d like to go into the security wing. I want to try to locate a couple of energy sources.” 

Phillip nods, leading the way into a heavily secured section of the building.  “Is this regarding the girl?” he asks. 

Phillip barely talks unless required, so the fact that he asked me about Lili is shocking. “No, Lili is still off-limits. No one can change that but me.”

The back of his neck relaxes slightly. “Good. I like her.” 

He likes her? I’ve never heard this grumpy man say he likes anything. “May I ask, why that is?”

He opens the secure door, with a silver key that only he possesses. “She’s kind,” he says swiftly. 

Wanting more details, I ask, “kind?” Lili is compassionate, but there’s also a side of her that’s dangerous. My body still aches from her throwing me into the stairs. 

Phillip and I enter the platinum hall with protective etchings engrained on the walls. Secured rooms flank the long hallway. Rooms that keep the planet safe and well-guarded. There’s a room to speak to every Celestial telepathically, a room containing dark energy, and a situation room that the white house stole from us, but I’m not here for any of those rooms. I’m here to find the unknown power that’s been prophesied and Serenity. 

Phillip finally answers my question. “She has no idea who I am, but yet she smiles at me every day. She asks how I am and tells me to have a good day. She’s kind. Plus…” Phillip stops talking, maybe thinking better about what he was about to say.

“Please continue,” I urge as I try to recall the last time I talked with a man like this.

He looks at me with caution. “When I’m near her, everything feels right. It’s like a feeling one would have when they’re home.”

I understand exactly what he means. I feel that way too. Though my feeling of comfort is also mixed with other feelings. Emotions I had forgotten about, like nerves.

Phillip uses his key again to open up the energy location room. The all-metal room is cold with clear monitors around the entire space. The Earth is displayed with dots of energy. Red dots represent dangerous levels of energy, green is normal, and yellow is below average. This room runs by itself printing off alerts if an energy is deemed dangerous, but it can also be used to find strange energies manually.

I first look through every continent for any signs of unnatural energy, looking for my information source, Serenity, and the unknown energy. I zoom into Europe, locating a red energy source, with yellow energy circling it. I found Serenity easier than I thought. She must really be having fun stealing the energy of others. 

I move on to finding the Unknown power. Everything I find resolves itself once I look closer at the source. So, I move on to the most likely location for this unknown energy, Verve. I zoom in looking at thousands of individual energies. 

I see a red energy pop up quickly in the corner of the map, then it disappears. I begin frantically searching for it, moving my hand across the map in pursuit of the dot I saw. Where did it go? Who was it? The only reason energy would be hidden is if it means to do harm. I stare at the screen, waiting for it to reappear, to lower its guard for just a second, but nothing happens. After twenty minutes of intently staring, I exit the room.

My head pounds as I tell Phillip, “If anything, abnormal appears alert me immediately.” 

“Is there something I should be made aware of?” Phillip asks.

“There’s a threat, that’s hiding. I’m unsure what it wants but I have a feeling it’s not good.”
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Sebastian and I walk to the summer music festival, crammed together. Celestials from all over the world are in Verve to display their talents in the warm summer air, and the city feels like a sold-out rock concert. The sky even transformed for the event; with pink, green, purple, and blue puffs that look like God created lighting just for the festival. 

Sebastian has a wood picnic bag on his back, and a bottle of Nectar in his hand. “I’ve actually never been inside the festival before. I usually watch it from a distance,” he says earnestly. “I’m excited to finally have someone I can go with.”

I can’t help but smile at him. “Me too.” 

We continue to slowly crawl through the entrance of the arboretum, where groups of Celestials picnic throughout. Women and men dance loosely with their hands in the air, reminding me of Church, when people feel moved during worship. I never understood it, always looking at the men and women in the front rows of my parents’ church saying, “Amen,” with their hands raised to the heavens. 

Sebastian and I find a small empty spot at the front of the stage, which is made up of a rock waterfall with elevated purple flowers framing the platform. At the edge of the stage stand Michael and Adem, looking around at the crowd. Michael waves to Celestials at the festival like a movie star waves to their fans. I try to not look in their direction for too long as I lay a blanket out on the short green grass, and Sebastian and I sit down, taking the food out of his backpack picnic basket. On top of all the food is a bag of spicy Cheetos, and I grab it and throw it into the air in complete and utter love. 

“I can’t believe you remembered. These are amazing.” 

I open the bag and grab a messy, hot wonderful Cheeto, studying it before I cram it into my mouth. It tastes amazing and exactly how I remember it. No, it’s better than I remember it. Cheesy, fake spice that sneaks up on you, only after you’ve swallowed one. I offer the open bag to Sebastian, who looks ecstatic. His fist dives in, coming out covered in red Cheetos residue. He crams maybe ten Cheetos in his mouth, swallowing them whole. 

“They’re hot!” he exclaims, looking at me in shock. 

I laugh so hard I spit a Cheeto out of my mouth. “They say spicy on the bag.” 

A new performer enters the stage, with a violin in her hand. She doesn’t introduce herself or boast of her talents, she just places the violin on her chin and begins to play. Her melody is dark and hypnotic, like the strings of her violin are made of magic. Her quick wrist fills the air with rapid trills and slow wobbly notes that sound like they come directly from her heart.  The flowers surrounding the stage shift colors on each new beat, making the performance even more surreal and causing my eyes to moisten. 

“She was given the gift of music,” Sebastian says to me with an understanding tone.

“I’ve never heard anything like it.” I listen to her play for a little bit more before I add, “Sometimes everything feels so dark and then I hear something like this, and the world somehow feels brighter.”

“You’re very similar to me. I love music too. Sometimes the best music is played when an artist doesn’t think anyone is listening. When they’re all alone and they don’t think anyone can hear them.”

James walks through the arboretum in front of us with Gwyneth on his arm. I quickly turn towards Sebastian, praying they don’t come over here.

Sebastian studies my reaction to James and sneers with pure evilness in his eyes. “No way he’s going to come over here after the look I just gave him,” he brags.

“Thanks. I…well he is…I don’t like either of them.”

Another singer takes the stage and I turn around, trying to avoid looking at Adem, who I swear is staring at me from the corner of the stage. A blue-haired girl with a blue flowing dress sings her melancholy tune with flailing arms, like a demented conductor. Her voice is crystal clear, piercing the air like a bullet and my dark thoughts of James disappear. 

Sebastian bops his head to the beat, obviously liking the energetic blue girl’s voice. After about a minute, he turns to me with a half smile. “I forgot to mention I watched Bettlejew. It was very funny. I will have to add his lines to my repertoire.”

               I’m horrified by his mispronunciation and quickly say, “Beetle-JUICE, Not Beetle-JEW.” 

               Sebastian hoots, “I myself am strange and unusual — His character really spoke to me.”

               “I thought you’d like it. It was one of the movies my dad introduced me to.”

               Sebastian’s brow crinkles. “Do you think of your dad often?”

                “Yes. Sometimes it’s sad, when I want to talk to him about something or he misses a birthday. But the majority of the time it’s a happy memory.” I take a deep breath.

               Sebastian grabs my hand tenderly, which is very unlike him. “I’m truly sorry.” I try not to creep on his energy, but it’s hard for me to control the surging power I have bottled up. I gain a glimpse into a tumultuous past; one full of deep pain, regret, and loss. I see light and dark energy flashing through his entire history.

               I let go of his hand, not wanting to intrude any more than I have or see something I can’t unsee. “What about you? Is there anyone special in your life?”

               His face contorts into his normally frisky expression, with pursed lips. “No one besides you. I did have a family of sorts, many years ago, but things turned sour.”

               Sebastian seems so extraordinary that I never really thought of him having a past. “I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?”

               He leans back, crossing one slim leg over the other with exaggeration. “I guess the normal things that happen with a family. I expected one thing and got another.” I lean forward fully captivated. “I don’t take disappointment well. I’m all fire and brimstone. Let’s just say I may have overreacted. Now every time we see each other, we fight. They never listen to me, so I avoid them.” 

               “I understand that. My mom and I used to fight like crazy. She’s always there for me when I really need her, but she also makes everything about her. I don’t know if she really hears or understands me.” I take a breath, trying to still the rumbling pain deep inside before I continue. “But the thing is, I’ve lost her now and the small things don’t seem to matter when you really love someone.” I look down at my hands.

               Sebastian scoots so close our legs are touching. I look up at him and his voice croons softly, “There you are. You should never hide what you feel. The good and bad of life is what makes it precious.” He grins at me, changing his tone. “And speaking of BAD, where’s Easton at?” 

               I shove a handful of Cheetos into my mouth as I debate how much I should tell Sebastian. “Easton? Adem told me he’s out of town on some business, but that’s all I know.” 

               “Adem told you that, huh?” He raises his eyebrows, looking at Adem boldly. His face gets a mischievous look as he begins to yell, “Hey Adem!” Everyone in our vicinity looks at us, peeved by Sebastian’s outrageous volume, but he doesn’t care. “Adem. Hey Adem!” This time Adem looks in our direction and I’ve never wanted to disappear as badly as I do now. 

My face feels hot and I scrunch down low, horrified by the crowd staring at us. “Why would you do that?” I ask Sebastian in embarrassment.

               Sebastian simply says, “Other people’s opinions shouldn’t concern you.” Sebastian and I watch Adem as he whispers something to Michael then begins to head our way. Sebastian’s face fills with suspicion. “that is unexpected. Adem’s known to be a recluse, never wanting to talk to anyone.”

               “Oh, great. Thanks a lot,” I say sharply. 

People point and stare at Adem as he passes them on his way to us. He pretends to not hear the giggles and whispers, staring straight ahead, like a man unaffected and uninterested in everything and everyone.

“He sure is a tall drink of water,” Sebastian says right before Adem joins us.

“I heard you calling me. Is there something I can help you with?” Adem asks Sebastian.

To my surprise, Sebastian responds without the fear so many others attach to Adem. “If we are being honest, I was really just teasing Lili. I didn’t expect you to come, but I’m very pleased that you did.”

Adem looks at me quickly, then back to Sebastian. “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

“I stopped by Easton’s room the other day and he was gone. Lili was telling me Easton was away on business. I was just curious where that would be?”

Adem’s voice doesn’t waver and his eyes are unmoving. “He had to leave at the last moment. He most likely will just get clothes in his new location.” Adem’s eyes once again shift to me. “As I told Lili, it’s concerning the Earth’s security, so I can’t disclose his location.” Adem and Sebastian glare at each other and I decide to change the subject.

“Adem, are you a music lover or a hater?”

Adem’s glare softens as his eyes fall on me. “Music has always held a special place in my heart. I remember hearing the first music ever created. It was just beating sticks on stones, but even then, there was talent, and soon the bone flute was created.” 

Truly curious, I ask, “What was your favorite period of music, has it gotten better over the years?” 

“Hmm. It’s hard to pinpoint, but when I briefly lived in Rome during the 1500s, I remember there being music everywhere. There was music for every occasion, and I had a friend who just loved dancing to all the songs. She was very touched by everything special in this world.”

I smile at his memory. “I think I would have liked this friend.”

Sebastian’s voice is icy cutting into our conversation, like a sharp knife. “The next band is up.” 

“I better get back,” Adem says almost reluctantly. “See you tomorrow, bright and early.” His eyes meet mine once again before he returns the way he came. 

As soon as Adem is far enough away, Sebastian speaks in a serious tone. “I know he’s charming, but don’t forget about Easton. His memories will return and then what will you do?”

His words sting. I could never forget Easton, but how much pain can one person take? “I would never,” I say with fear.




* * *







After a long day of sun, music, and too many spicy Cheetos, I stumble into my room exhausted and ready for bed. Adem and I are meeting his friend tomorrow and I need to be at my best. I begin to put my PJs on when I hear a confident pounding on my door. I put on my Carpenters shirt, then drag my feet to answer it. 

               I’m pleasantly surprised to see Beth leaning against my doorway. She is wearing a tiny schoolgirl skirt with a Nirvana shirt. “I hope it’s okay I stopped by. I saw you at the Festival, but I never got a chance to come over, so I thought I’d stop by before heading home.” 

               I swing my door open as I tiredly say, “Completely fine. Come on in.”

               Beth enters my modern bedroom, looking around at my half-unpacked belongings, then stopping at my books. “Would you mind if I looked through some of your books? I just finished mine and have nothing to read.” 

“Absolutely.” 

She grins at me, then begins pulling books out and strumming through the pages. “Who was that guy you were sitting with? A boyfriend?” 

I can’t help but laugh. “Sebastian? Ha. He is my friend. He probably plays for the other team. Or maybe both teams. I’m not really sure.”

She looks at me, then continues searching my books. “Did you like the music?”

“It was beautiful,” I say, hiding a yawn behind my hand.

“You sure do have a lot of men interested in you. I met someone at the festival named James and he couldn’t keep his mouth shut about you.”

My upper lip lifts in revulsion, a tick I have trouble hiding when his name is brought up. “He’s not my type.”

“Not your type? Then who is? Dish!” She moves from my books with a hardcover in her hand. 

“I don’t really know.”

“You don’t know? You have to know! What about Adem? He seems rather interested in you,” she says with curiosity. 

“Nope,” I say with suspicion as I start to wonder why she’s so interested in my love life.

Beth picks up on my distrustful tone, puckering her lips as she says, “Well, it doesn’t really matter anyway. We can’t marry or have kids, so what’s the point really. It’s just for fun.”

Her words catch me off guard. “Why do you say that?”

Her tone softens. “I’m sorry, I thought they taught that in year one. Maybe it’s year two? I really thought you knew that.”

The funny thing is marriage and children are the furthest things from my mind, but the idea that I can never have them feels painful. But I’d never let Beth know that. “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t planning to have kids or a husband anyways.”

“Well, I am sorry. You kind of remind me of the old me, before I became who I am today.” Beth covers her mouth swiftly, like she’s preventing herself from saying something else. She then raises the book in her hands. Nora’s book, Icarus and the Labyrinth. “Would you mind if I borrowed this one? I’ve never heard of it. Is it any good?” 

Suddenly, I don’t feel tired anymore. “I’m actually still reading that one, but you can borrow anything else you find.”

She lowers the book, placing it next to her. “Totally understand. What’s it about anyway?”

 “It’s a mythology book with ancient stories,” I carefully explain.

“Mythology isn’t my thing.” She grins, moving to sit on my white triangle lounger like a bird perching on a broken branch. “How are you liking the job? Did you receive that mysterious prediction? from the day we visited? I was curious what it said. If it was about either of us.”

Beth and I haven’t spoken about that day once, so I’m curious why she’s asking about it now. “Never came across my desk.”

My Gnosis begins to flash. Beth looks at it, then stands abruptly. “Looks like someone’s trying to get ahold of you. I better leave, it’s getting late and we have an early morning tomorrow. We should do this again.” She gives me a peck on the cheek as she whispers, “Be careful,” right before she exits.

I feel uneasy like I’m missing something important as I stare after her. I search for a worried expression or something to explain her warning, but she waves at me with a smile.

I rush to grab my Gnosis before I miss the incoming call. “Hello? This is Lili,” I say, out of breath.

I feel Sax’s energy connect to mine. “My beautiful Lili! I’m here.”

My voice is rough. “I’ve been trying to talk with you. You saved me and told me I’m essentially your daughter, then you disappeared. Poof, you’re gone for four months. What that crap?”

Sax’s normally quick response is slow. “I never wanted to disappoint you, but I’ve been battling Pax, who has been growing in strength every day. He feels even more dangerous than he did before.”  Sax seems weaker than I remembered. Broken. “You have to take your place and destroy him before he destroys me.” 

Her words create a heavy responsibility that scares me. “I don’t know how. I need to get Easton and my mom’s memories back. I have to get everyone’s memories back, so Pax can stop infecting Earth.”

“Do not waste your time on that. It’s too dangerous a task.” She continues to lay weights on me, pushing me further and further down. “You need to help me destroy the darkness before it consumes everything it touches.”

I urgently ask, “Do you know where the memories are kept? Why is it dangerous?”

“Do not go down that path. You must discover who the darkness is, or the light will vanish from the Earth. I feel that Pax is within Verve, but I’m unable to find him. You must do it, before it’s too late.”

“I don’t even know how to control my powers,” I plead.

“You can do it. You were created from me and have all the strength I do. All you have to do is channel it.”

               Sax drops our connection and leaves me alone.

“Sax? Are you there?” Silence returns, and I fill with anger. I try again, this time with a rougher tone. “Where are you? I have questions!” Silence, once again. 

Just perfect! No big deal. I just have to find Pax, return everyone’s memories, and save the world.
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I came into the office early today to make the final arrangements before Lili and I travel to Rome. It’s been a long time since I returned to Italy and my normally steady nerves feel like live wires, ready to electrocute anyone who crosses my path.

It took me a while to find Serenity’s location. She’s typically the head of Zeta Alpha Zeta, where she can freely seduce men, abuse her sisters, and party all year. But just like every other sorority sister, she goes on vacation during the summer. 

Serenity knows how to hide, sucking the energy out of men and women alike. She’s been alive for almost as long as I have; slowly sucking the lives from thousands of humans. Energy isn’t the only thing she takes. Succubi also extract secrets and Serenity is the biggest database of hidden information on Earth. The only problem is, she and I have a not-too-pleasant past. Hopefully, she doesn’t react poorly to my visit. I wouldn’t want to be under her thrall again. It took me almost a hundred years to break free the last time.

I exit my office with a small leather bag in hand. This is the only luggage I own. Typically, suitcases don’t travel well through the vivacity channel, but leather seems to fare well enough.

I try to avoid looking at Lili on my way to Beth’s desk but fail. She diligently sorts through my alerts with her soft hair swaying from her rhythmic movements. 

Beth’s head pops up abruptly, shocked to find me standing before her. “Adem! I didn’t hear you call me. What can I do for you?” She looks around incredulously. 

I get straight to business. I abhor small talk. “Please hold my calls for the next two days. Only, and I mean only, contact me if a red critical alert appears.”

Beth grabs her Gnosis, making note of my requests. “Where are you going?”

I stare at Beth intently, “I will be in Italy for 1-2 days on vacation.”

“Vacation?” asks Beth, flabbergasted. I look back at her emotionless. I am unwilling to disclose anything more.

She nervously smiles. “Anything else?” 

I turn my attention to Lili who is now staring at me with doe eyes, full of beauty and drama. Everything about her is a contradiction. “Also, Lili will be traveling with me. You should find someone to take over her duties until we return.”

Beth’s mouth hangs open and her words stumble out. “Lili? I…I can do that.”

Lili walks to my side without any reservations. She looks at me like I’m normal. Like a human girl would stare at a human boy. It’s refreshing to be seen for the real me and not for the legend, which has grown wilder and more inaccurate over the years. 

Lili clears her throat uncomfortably. “Thanks, Beth.” Her lips curve in a sorry sort of way towards Beth then she looks up at me. “I’m ready to hit the road. I’ve never been to Italy.”

With Beth’s eyes on me, I reply with a steady voice. “I believe you’ll enjoy it. It’s been a while since I’ve been back.” 

Lili looks at me like she hears the hidden feelings behind my emotionless tone. “Let’s hit the road, or rather the vivacity channel.”

I nod. “We first have a quick stop to make.” 

We exit the office together and for the first time, I don’t notice the stares of the Celestials around me—all I can pay attention to is Lili. She looks around town, taking everything in with vigor, not wanting to miss a thing. It’s refreshing to be around and makes me think about how I’ve lost my love of life.

We exit Verve’s town square and enter the forest that surrounds the city, which is where my house is. Our journey is silent, and I begin to wonder what she’s thinking about and what she thinks of me. “Have you visited the forest since arriving here?” I ask. Am I engaging in small talk? 

It takes her a second to hear me and respond. “I’ve really only gone to work and my room.” She pauses, then continues. “It’s beautiful though. I had no idea people lived out here.”

I grab her hand, helping her over a fallen branch. “Not many of us, just those who like to live in the quiet.”

“I like the quiet too. Maybe because people have always thought I was odd.” Her voice catches. “The first friends I made were at Cognosco.” 

My house becomes visible through the surrounding trees. Celestial homes are either made of metal or wood. Metal conducts electricity and wood doesn’t, so it’s really a preference. My house is built inside the inferno tree, a celestial tree that only grows in Verve. My tree is about 1,000 feet wide and 500 feet tall, one of the biggest trees within the city. The inside is hollow and the top of the tree branches are unnaturally bent to create a dome roof, which is magnificent during a sunset. 

Lili pauses outside the entrance, scanning my house with raised eyebrows. “Do you live here alone? It’s a mansion in a tree!”

I walk inside and she slowly follows. “Just me.” 

“Wow.” Her eyes dart through the inside of my house. She walks to a wall rubbing her small fingers over the carved wood that adorns the whole interior. “Who designed this?”

I feel exposed, with my art displayed so prominently throughout my house. Lili’s the first person to be invited inside since I began to carve images on the wall. “I carve a little almost every day.” 

Lili stops rubbing the wall, moving her hand to her chest as she moves to me. “It’s beautiful. How many years did it take you to do all this?”

“I’ve been doing it for so long I can’t really remember.” That’s a lie. I started carving the wood after Mary died. First in rage, then it transformed into a way to calm me. 

“If I ever owned a home, I’d want you to carve the inside. Though, maybe not so gruesome,” she jokes as she points at a battle scene I carved when I first started. 

I can’t help but grin. “It’s a deal. No blood and gore.” I want our conversation to continue, but it’s time for us to head to Rome. I extend my hand out to her, excited for the feeling of her skin against mine. It’s been so long since I felt anything for anyone. “Are you ready?”

She holds her hand back. “You promise not to read my energy?” 

“I don’t intend to do that again, trust me.” I knew she’d have a hard time forgetting that. It will stay in my memory forever too. A warning of her true power. 

She grins. “As long as we are on the same page.” Her eyes look at my hanging hand like it was a possum that’s been sprayed by a skunk. “And what part of Italy are we going to?”

I inconspicuously drop my hand. “Rome. I located her somewhere in the city.”

Lili looks down at her baggy jeans and cotton onyx shirt. “Is this outfit okay for Rome? I didn’t pack anything.” 

 “Don’t worry, we can buy something once we’re there.” Lili blushes, looking down at her jeans, and making me feel bad about my comment. I grab my orb from my pocket, rolling it in my hand and envisioning Rome. The vivacity channel opens up and a gateway appears with Rome’s Celestial hotel, Delicia, on the other side. 

I once again extend my hand out for Lili, which she embraces placing her hand in mine. We step inside the transporter and arrive in the lobby of Delicia within two seconds. The energy surge from the vivacity channel makes my skin sensitive to the touch, and I become all too aware that Lili’s hand lingers in mine longer than necessary. 

Delicia has grey and white checkered floors, chandlers hanging from the ceiling, and rose brushed walls. It’s elegant and historic. An overly tanned bellhop extends us steamed cotton towels to clean ourselves after our travels. Lili grabs the warm cloth wiping her face, and full arms. The snotty bellhop looks at her with a pinched face and I decide to join Lili and do a full wipe down of my body too. Lili smiles at me, filling me with an unfamiliar feeling. Maybe happiness? I hand my towel to the bellhop and move to the check-in line. 

The front desk is busy with Celestials waiting for their rooms, but I’m quickly ushered to the head of the VIP line. Aurora—Delicia’s Manager, which is written on her name tag—stares at me seductively. “It’s an honor to have you in our hotel. I took the pleasure of checking you into the presidential suite.” Her Italian accent is thick. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” 

I grab a brochure from the counter, laying it flat on the desk as I point. “Can you ensure the right sizes are brought to our room as soon as possible?” 

“Of course,” she says as she strokes my inner wrist while handing me two gold bracelets. 

I move my hand sharply, glaring at her with venom, and she shrinks down, turning her attention elsewhere. I feel irritated by the ogling eyes in the lobby and unwanted touches from staff, moving to Lili’s side with frustration. “This is our key to our room.” I attach the bracelet to her wrist, which adjusts to the right size. “It’s all you’ll need when in the hotel.” Lili’s cheeks turn magenta once again. “There are two rooms in our suite. You don’t need to worry.” Her flush lessens as she follows me to the elevator, which promptly carries us up to the top floor.

Lili looks up at me, with arched eyebrows. “Are you okay?”

“I am. Sometimes the stares irritate…” The elevator dings melodiously and we exit the space into our grand Roman suite, fit for a God. Or at least a Celestial leader.  Lili doesn’t pay much attention to the luxurious items and shiny metals displayed throughout the room. 

She heads straight for the balcony, which has an unobstructed view of the Colosseum. “It’s beautiful, better than my photos from Google Maps, that’s for sure.” 

“Pictures don’t do it justice.” I join her on the green ivy balcony filled with white flowers in bloom. “The environment is enchantingly romantic, and I desperately want to kiss her. But self-doubt enters my mind. Could she really like me? Does she blame me for trying to take her memories? I’ve had over 8,000 years to gain confidence and yet I feel scared. I need to be honest. “Do you miss Easton? Do you wish he was here with you?”

I instantly feel sorry for asking her about Easton. Her fantasy world in Rome comes crashing down as she fights to gain control of her emotions. “He was my first love. We didn’t break up because we grew apart. We broke up because his memories were taken. Because Darkness plots to destroy all that I hold dear. So, yes I miss him.” 

I lean into her. “I’m sorry for asking. Normally nothing bothers me, but for some reason, I worry about what you’re thinking.” My voice trails off, secretly hoping she doesn’t hear. “What you’re thinking of me.” 

Her eyes leave the Colosseum and move to me. “I’m not sure what I think yet. It’s…”

A loud bing interrupts out conversation and an airy female voice travels through the suite. “Your clothing was placed in the Master Suite. Please let us know if you need anything else during your stay.” The voice disappears.

Lili tilts her head back, looking at me. “What did she say?”

“Come with me.” 

She follows me to the large master bedroom that has twenty outfits hanging on display. Lili walks to the rack of women’s clothes, moving the garments one by one. “These are for me?” Her demeanor is hard to read.

“If you don’t like them, we can pick something else up.” 

She grabs an elegant all-black jumper without a back from the metal rack. “No, these are perfect. I like this one. It feels very me.”

I begin to leave the room. “Let me know when you’ve finished changing. We need to find Serenity before she realizes I’m in town.”

I begin to leave when she says, “Adem?”

“Yes,” I respond. 

“Thanks for the clothes and for all the help.”

“You’re welcome.” I shut the door behind me, wishing for things that are impossible.
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Adem and I take an old green tram from our hotel to a local Italian restaurant by the Tiber river. The bistro is packed full of people dressed stylishly, like an ad from Cosmo, and I’m very happy to have a fitted jumper on, that allows airflow. The relentless beating sun feels sticky, and the pavements so hot it feels as though it will melt my converse’s souls. The heat doesn’t seem to bother the locals though; they sit outside with sunglasses, Italian hats, and wine in hand enjoying the beauty of the Roman city that they’re familiar with. Oh, to be a Roman, just for a day. 

My belly snarls hungrily as the smell of garlic and lemon floats through the air. I become mesmerized by a young girl’s pasta plate, walking towards it like a hungry animal ready to pounce. Smartly, Adem grabs my arm and turns me towards a dazzling girl on the opposite side of the restaurant, who happens to be staring at us. She has a perfectly proportional button nose, green eyes the color of moss, and a long neck made for diamonds. We are from completely different worlds: my neck is short and made for a camp lantern.

Adem stops right before we curve our way through tightly arranged tables to the Succubus’ side. “Serenity is dangerous. Whatever you do, don’t let her touch you,” he whispers.

She smiles at us seductively, then turns her sensual eyes towards me as we finally squeeze our way to her table. “And who are you? I can feel your power from miles away. Power plus beauty, such a winning prize.” 

She extends her hand out for me to shake, but I nod instead, keeping my hands at my side. “Nice to meet you, Serenity. I’m not much for physical contact. I hope you don’t mind.” I use the Southern charm my mom taught me, demurely smiling in a show of politeness that’s contradictory to who I really am.

She winks at Adem. “I see you taught her well.”

There’s a man at Serenity’s side who doesn’t even notice we take a seat at their table. His eyes are glazed and there’s a permanent smile plastered on his vacant face. I can’t help but stare at him, alarmed.

Serenity’s voice floats towards me. “Don’t you worry about Michael. He’s enjoying his time with me.” She strokes his arm with her index finger as she clicks her tongue, “Aren’t you, Michael?”

Michael aimlessly gazes at the river as he answers her like he’s in a trance. “I love you, Serenity.”

Adem interjects Serenity’s demonstration. “Yes, yes he loves you, he’s captivated, whatever you want us to believe.”

Serenity flutters her eyelashes at Adem, “I remember you enjoying your time with me. You loved being wrapped around my little finger.” Adem used to be in Serenity’s thrall? She grins at him wickedly, waiting for a reaction.

Adem’s anger comes then goes quickly and he looks at Serenity intensely. “Which is why I have a favor to ask today.” 

Her face drops. “And what would that be?” Adem looks towards me.

I clear my throat. “Do you know where Celestial memories go to after they’re removed?”

Serenity raises her perfectly styled eyebrows. “Right to the point. I like you.” She takes a drink of her martini before continuing. “I may know where they go. What do I get if I tell you?” 

If I had something to give her, I would offer it. “I have nothing of worth.”

Serenity takes another drink. “Wealth is of no consequence. I like to deal in secrets.”

The first secret that comes to mind is a secret of my own. I’m Sax’s daughter and meant to rule Earth. I take a deep breath, well aware that if I divulge this secret, I’m putting myself in danger. But I have no other choice. “I have something you might…”

Adem interrupts me quickly. “I have a secret I know would suffice in exchange for information on where the memories are stored.”

Serenity gawks at me— searching for my secret—before she agrees to Adem’s exchange. I remain emotionless, staring at her with a strength I wish I had all the time. She retreats, wantonly turning towards Adem.

“That sounds very interesting. What does this secret entail?”

Adem’s eyes slowly meet Serenity’s. “You’re favorite subjects: betrayal and deceit.” 

She smiles with pleasure. “Alright. You had me at betrayal.” 

Serenity kisses Michael on the lips passionately, then hands him a thick American Express black card. “Get the table a new round.”

“Whatever you need, my sweet!” Michael wobbles inside, like a zombie who hasn’t eaten enough human flesh for dinner. 

Serenity runs her hand through her long perfectly styled hair, flipping it to her right shoulder with ease. “Memory Eradication. Where do I start?” She smiles, making sure Adem and I are on the edge of our seats before continuing. “The story must start at the beginning, with Icarus.” Icarus’ name is familiar to me, and I begin to search my brain for why it rings a bell. “Remind me of who Icarus is?”

Adem answers, “Icarus’ story has all but gone extinct. He was the son of Daedalus, a master craftsman. Daedalus built a large maze to imprison a Minotaur, then somehow got himself and his son captured by someone and was kept in a tower?” Adem’s story starts to fall apart. “Yes, it was a tower. Somehow, and I can’t remember how, Daedalus created wings for his son Icarus to escape. He gave him a warning. What was it again?”

Michael returns to the table with a tray of martini glasses, interrupting Adem’s lackluster retelling. He hands each of us a cup, then sits down next to his mistress. 

Serenity holds her fresh cup in the air. “Cheers! To good secrets and good drinks.”

I push my drink in the air then place it back down on the table. It spills, pulling Serenity’s attention. She tilts her head towards the mess on the table then exclaims, “You have to drink, or I won’t divulge my secret.”

Adem barks back at her, “Serenity don’t be your normal self. She doesn’t have to if she doesn’t want to. Our bargain is for secrets, not drinks.”

She meets my eyes. “You will drink, or I won’t talk.” 

I’m not much for peer pressure, but with so much in jeopardy I chose to partake to get what I want. I take a quick sip of the martini, which is horrible and pungent. It tastes of olives and acid, which lingers in my mouth for far too long. I stick out my tongue in disgust.

Serenity boisterously laughs. “You will drink for the entirety of my story, or I will stop. Deal?”

“She will not,” Adem growls, but I put my hand on his leg, quieting him. I don’t want to anger the crazy succubus until I have what I need from her.

I lift the drink from the table, staring at it like the vile thing it is, then take another sip. This time it doesn’t sting as badly as the last. “Deal, but you better make it good.” 

She smiles widely. “Michael, get another round and keep them coming,” Serenity barks. Michael rises again following his command. “Daedalus made the feathers from glue and wax. He warned Icarus not to fly too high because the sun would melt them, and not to fly too low because the ocean would get them wet and he would drown. Of course, Icarus was a complete douche and ignored his father’s warning, melting his feathers in the sun and then drowning in the sea. He was full of pride and didn’t listen. Pride, of course, is the root of all evil, and Icarus’ pride allowed Pax a foothold in Earth.” 

Serenity pauses, pointedly looking at my drink on the table. I take a deep breath, finishing the beverage, which is replaced by another. Adem moves his chair closer to me, whispering in my ear. “Take it slow. Small sips will suffice.” Adem’s voice sends a shiver down my side, which I shake away, not wanting to indulge that part of myself. 

Serenity smiles at our exchange. “The real secret of the story is Pax saved Icarus and commissioned him to build a Maze hidden within the Earth. A place Pax could hide things he didn’t want found. Icarus’ Labyrinth leads to Nirvana, where Pax hides light and memories, so he can grow his power within the Earth.”

I’ve been to Nirvana before. I rescued Easton when Baxoney sent him there. I remember seeing thousands and thousands of balls of light. Those must have been memories. “How do I get there and how do I destroy it?”

She annoyingly responds, “Drink up.” I take another sip, wiping the liquid from my mouth as I wait impatiently for Serenity to divulge the location. “It’s easy to get to, but hard to leave. And the only way to destroy it is to blast it with more energy than the barrier contains. It should explode if you could manage that.” 

Adem’s normally controlled voice becomes irritated. “Good. Now back to the location. You must have accidentally left that part out.”

Serenity looks to Adem with sharp eyes. “Fine. It’s located in Bermuda, off the cliffs of Jobson’s Cove. There’s an overhang that points jaggedly out to nowhere, and you must walk off it in order to enter the maze.” Knowing the location after six months of searching is a burden off my shoulders. The heaviness of my tasks lightens, and I feel like I can finally breathe. 

  Adem isn’t satisfied, probing Serenity for more information. “What should we expect inside the maze?”

“Drinks for the table,” Serenity exclaims, watching like a vulture as I take another sip. “I may know a lot, but that I don’t know. There’s never been a person to return to tell me.”

My energy turns to fear far more swiftly than I’d like. I must have had too many martinis. I start to spin, grabbing the table to steady myself. I feel Adem’s hand grabs mine, calming my spiraling anxiety and bringing me back to center. I lean towards him, comforted by his closeness and mint smell.

Serenity smiles wildly, leaning towards Adem. “It’s your turn. Spill.” 

Adem squeezes my hand. “I have betrayed Pax and am working toward his obliteration.” 

I’m horrified Adem exposed himself to this manipulator for me. Why would he do that? I thought he had something else to give her. Not something that could kill him.

Serenity stands, strumming her hands together like an arch-villain. “And why did you betray Pax?”

Adem’s body tenses. “That’s not part of the deal.”

Serenity wickedly glares at Adem, “I guess I’ll have to ask Michael, then.” Her threat angers me, and with alcohol racing through my body, my control is nonexistent. 

I stand, feeling my figure fill with energy from the Earth. I see my body glowing as my voice echoes in the open space. “You will do no such thing.”

“This is part of the deal, sweetheart. There’s no reason to get all apocalyptic.”

Her response angers me even more and my voice grows louder, more demanding. “You will keep your mouth shut or I will end you.” 

“Are you really just a Celestial? I feel way more power coming off of you,” she says accusingly. “I’m sure there would be a lot of people interested in that.” 

Serenity then jumps towards me in an effort to steal my energy, but I repel her, pushing her body into the cobblestones of Rome. She hits with a crunch, bleeding purple as her head trembles from the impact. I float above her, watching her desperately crawl. To what, I don’t know. 

The sun disappears and the sky darkens as heavy clouds appear out of nowhere. Lightning begins to whip and strike the streets around us and I faintly hear people screaming as I land in front of Serenity. “You will tell no one! Do you understand?”

Serenity’s strength and sex appeal disappears, and a weak and scared creature lies before me. “I won’t do a thing. I promise.” 

I feel a hand grab my arm and I prepare to respond violently until I see Adem. His eyes connect to mine, bringing me back to just Lili. 

He pulls my arm as he yells at me, “We’ve got to get out of here, now.”

My power slowly drains from my body as Adem and I run through the streets for what feels like forever. With too much alcohol and too little food in my belly, I stop moving, leaning against a yellow wall with both my forearms holding the weight of my body up. “Adem, I can’t run anymore. I need a break.” 

Adem comes to my aid, picking me up in his firm arms and opening a transportation portal that he jumps into quickly, with me hanging over his shoulder. The power of the vivacity channel swirls in my mind; up becomes down and left converts to right.

I hear Sax talking in my head, “You’ve exposed yourself; the dark is coming for you. You have to kill Pax before he kills you.” Then I pass out, becoming dead to the world.
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I watch over Lili, who lays in my bed like a corpse. Her normally golden complexion looks pale and I’ve checked her breathing at least a hundred times throughout the night to ensure she’s alive. I fight to stay awake as I sit next to her in my plump leather chair that’s begging me to sleep. The heaviness of my eyes and limbs becomes too much and I lose the battle, falling asleep hard and fast.

I wake, startled to a loud bang downstairs, and promptly check my bed for Lili but find it empty and made. “Lili?” I shout. I made my house over a thousand years ago when I thought the larger the better, but now I wish the space was more intimate. I walk downstairs and rub my eyes in disbelief as Lili cooks in my never-used kitchen wearing one of my black shirts. The shirt looks impeccable on her, and I never want her to remove it. Something of me on her.

I walk closer to the kitchen, smelling green beans, butter, and bacon. My stomach contracts into an aching emptiness that desires food. My voice becomes more beast than Celestial. “I see you found my bacon.”

Lili grins at me, moving my usually heavy and lifeless heart towards a feeling I want to avoid. “I found it hidden.” She raises her eyebrows. “I thought Celestials weren’t supposed to consume meat.”

I grab a piece of perfectly cooked bacon from a plate on my rounded tree trunk counters. “What can I say? I’m a rule breaker.”

Lili shakes her head while turning off my stovetop. “Believe me, I’m not complaining. I woke starved.”

We sit next to each other at my rustic dining table made for a minimum of twelve people.

Lili eats her food in silence, looking down at her plate like it holds the secret to life. 

I feel her regret, strong and unmoving. “Lili, don’t worry about yesterday. It’s normal to lose control, especially when alcohol is involved. How do you think I got my reputation?”

She looked up at me, with a slight grin, which collapses after only a second. “I’m sorry, I should have been better.” She takes a deep breath. “I could have hurt someone. I don’t know what happened, I’m supposed to be light.”

I understand exactly how she feels. It’s hard not living up to the perfect box you’ve created for yourself. “You can still be light and make mistakes. Everyone makes mistakes. What matters is how you learn from them.” I pause, debating whether to continue. “I made a mistake that never leaves me, but I try every day to make it right. To never make the same mistake again.” The house becomes silent. I move closer to her, tenderly moving a strand of hair behind her ear. She looks up at me and all I want to do is kiss her, but I don’t. The moment passes and Lili and I finish our plates then clean up in the kitchen.  

Lili dries the last plate. “I’ve been thinking all morning about what Serenity said. The name Icarus was super familiar to me, but I couldn’t figure out why. Maybe because of too much alcohol. Well, it finally came to me. Nora…” her eyes begin to puddle, then stop. “I found a book Nora hid, which is a story about Icarus.” 

 “Do you know if the book mentions the Labyrinth?” I ask.

“I don’t know. I never finished it.” Her voice wavers. “I can’t fail again. This isn’t just about returning the memories anymore. Last night I realized Pax’s darkness is everywhere and if I’m to destroy him, I first need to weaken him.

“I understand.” I want to comfort her, but I don’t know how. I’ve avoided emotional attachments for so long I’ve forgotten how to connect. “It’s safest if you get the book tomorrow, when we are scheduled to return. We can plan our next step depending on what the book contains.” 

Lili squints her eyes like she’s assessing my character. “It’s customary for people working together to discuss their next steps jointly, not just decide themselves.”

“Good to know. Is there anything else you’d like me to understand?”

“Not at the moment, but trust me, if I think of something, I’ll make sure to tell you right away.”

I can’t help but chuckle. It’s been a very long time since someone wasn’t fearful of me and I like it. “I can’t wait.”

Lili walks to my living room, sitting on my U-shaped couch looking through a stack of books I left on one of the cushions. “The Great Gatsby, War and Peace, Pride and Prejudice, and Invisible Man. I guess you’re a classics kind of guy. I’ve read all of these except Invisible Man.” 

“Invisible Man is from the 1950s, and about African American identity and culture. It was pretty groundbreaking when it was released. You can have it if you’d like. Stories of importance should be shared.”

Lili touches the book with her thumb, smelling the cover as she flips it open and reads the copyright. “This is a first edition. I’d be nervous to get peanut butter on it or something.” 

I pucker my lips, trying to not laugh at the thought. “It will just add character.” Lili smiles. I love it when she does that. 

My house alarm begins to flash blue as a voice is heard throughout the room, Celestial on the premises. Will be at the front door in five, four, three, two, one. Someone is at the front door.

I never receive visitors here. No one would dare to disturb me uninvited. I look at Lili calmly, trying to not alarm her. “Stay there. Let me see who it is.” She obviously sees through my calming tone, sitting upright on my couch like she’s preparing for battle. 

I answer my door, swinging it open violently. 

Beth stares back at me with alarm. “Hello. Nice place! I didn’t know we lived so close; I live just around the corner from here.”

Irritated by her small talk, I dryly ask, “What can I help you with?”

Beth avoids my eyes, looking around aimlessly. “Sorry about that. It’s just that you received an urgent alert last night that needs your immediate attention, and you instructed me to contact you if, well, you received a critical alert.” Beth hands me the red throbbing warning with an apologetic smile and shaking hand. 

“Wait here. I’ll be back in a minute.” I have an idea of what the alert pertains to, so I want to open it in private. I walk to the kitchen turning my back to Beth. 

The red alert pops open urgently. Its letters are bold.




CRITICAL ALERT: Rome, Italy [41.9028° N, 12.4964° E]

: 3pm UTC

A God of infinite power is detected within Rome. This power is unknown and deemed dangerous. It must be captured in any way possible.




I knew Lili was dangerous and destined to be the new connection to Sax. I had guessed she could be Sax’s daughter, but I wasn’t positive. Now I know for sure. I stop my head from spinning, and I crumple the alert in my hand, placing it in my pocket. 

Beth is grilling Lili in my doorway and I listen before interrupting.

“But are you two a couple? Why are you in his house?” Beth asks Lili with worry.

“We are not a couple, but we are friends.”

Beth’s eyes bulge. “Adem doesn’t have any friends. What are you not telling me? You’re being…”

I step over to Lili’s side, glaring at Beth. “Why are you so interested?” 

Beth’s back elongates like she’s possessed. “You’re right it was none of my business.” She digs her hands into her palms, trying to hide her fear from me. “Michael requested a meeting first thing tomorrow morning, regarding the alert.” 

“Book it.” I move to close the door. “Thanks for the message. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Beth turns her attention to Lili, puckering her lips as she says, “Bye. I’ll see you soon.”

Lili’s response is short and almost cold, surprising me. “See you.” She then clutches the door, shutting it quickly.

Worried I’m missing something, I ask, “Everything okay? Did she upset you?”

Lili’s normally obvious emotions are unreadable. “I’ve been betrayed before. I won’t let it happen again. I know something is off with her, but I’m not sure what it is. Sometimes I feel darkness, and sometimes light.” 

I look at her again and see she’s not unemotional. She’s the exact opposite. She’s closed off because of lingering betrayal and fear, which is how the darkness begins to infect the good-hearted. I don’t want her to feel all alone. 

Without much thought of the repercussion of my action. I remove the crumbled alert from my pocket, handing it to Lili. “I will never betray you. You have my word.“

Her hands shake as she reads the alert over and over until she must have it memorized. Her watery eyes look up at me, wobbling in their resolve. “I’m not dangerous.”

I try to reassure her with my words, but the truth is she is dangerous. Dangerous to those in power. “I will clear up everything with Michael tomorrow. You have to get the book tonight, then we will head to Bermuda in the morning and hope the book gives us the information we need.”

Lili grabs my hand with both of hers. “Thank you for everything.” 

As she holds my hand, the alert keeps repeating in my head over and over again.  This power is unknown and deemed dangerous. It must be captured in any way possible.
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I stand in my room, full of fear. It’s not how I left it. Things have been moved, and I can feel dark energy in places it shouldn’t be. Someone was in here, looking through my things. I begin searching for the objects that mean something to me. A heart necklace my dad gave me that I can’t bring myself to wear. My Yoda clock that my mom gave me, even though she didn’t understand the movies. 

Nora’s book, which I hid under my mattress before I left for Rome. I use my energy to lift the mattress in the air and find nothing. Where is the book? I frantically search under my bed, hoping it fell. Hoping the darkness didn’t steal my best chance of rescuing my loved ones and defeating it. But it’s not there. I drop to the floor, lost. I know I put it there. I didn’t move it…did I? How could I be so stupid?

I resemble an addict, searching for the book like it’s my drug of choice and I’m on the verge of becoming sober. I tear everything out of my closet, the only place I’ve yet to search, but it’s nowhere. It’s gone. It disappeared, along with my hope of surviving the trip to Nirvana. I begin to cry uncontrollably, my body convulsing from lack of breath, from lack of control, like a broken fire hydrant unable to stop. I just need a break, need a way to come out of this. 

I put my head between my knees and take deep breath after deep breath until my shattered lungs return to normal and my tears dry up. I’m not a damsel in distress. I can solve this. My dad used to tell me that problems are the catalyst to growth, and you have to solve them in a different way than how they were created. I got myself into this mess because I decided to handle it myself, so maybe I need to ask someone for help.

I grab my Gnosis, to call Adem, but I hesitate. We’ve been spending so much time together that I’m beginning to feel things I don’t want to feel. I need to think clearly, and when I’m with Adem my thoughts become clouded. I decide to call Sebastian instead. He helped me last year when I needed it, maybe his peculiar mind will have some insight now.

My Gnosis rings until I hear a click and Sebastian answers. “Speak.”

I fight to make my voice sound stable, not emotional and scratchy, but I fail. “Hi. Uh, it’s Lili…I…Would you be able to come over?”

I hear a whooshing sound on the other side that then appears in my room, along with a forming transportation circle. Then suddenly, without warning, Sebastian jumps through, floating to my side like a fairy king. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks with sincerity. I’m caught off guard by his sudden appearance and wipe the remains of my breakdown from my reddened face. I try to hide behind a smile, but it comes out wrong, feeling more like a snarl. Sebastian giggles. “Good try, but bad execution. That’s exactly how I imagine Big Foot to smile before he consumes his prey.”

His imagery makes me laugh, which is exactly what I needed. “Would you mind helping me out?”

“Always.” His answer is simple and exactly what I need to hear. 

“Someone stole something from me that I need to return Easton’s memories. I need it back and want help to figure out how to do that. I just can’t think right now.”

Sebastian begins to walk around my room. He pauses at my closet, then continues to my desk, where he once again stills.

Curiosity fills me and I can’t help but ask, “What are you…” But before I can finish, Sebastian extends his hand up in the air, flexed and taut, guaranteeing my silence.

He continues to pace the room, stopping at my bed, where he places both of his hands down with clear intention. He begins rubbing them against my messy sheets and comforter in small circles, that increase in size. Then he stops springing up like a jack-in-the-box on steroids. “This is Pax. Pure dark energy. But there’s also something else here.” He rubs his face on my sheets. “Interesting,” he says to himself aloud.

“What? What did you find? Is it Pax?” 

“Yes, in a way. But the real question is, how did he get in? The Housing is guarded against pure darkness. Pax can only enter if he’s invited.”

“How do you know it’s Pax?”

Sebastian jumps dramatically onto my unmade bed. “Because darling, he’s the only being with pure dark energy. Others have darkness but aren’t pure darkness.” He looks around my room like it’s a dump. “What did he take and why did he take it?” 

“He took a book about Icarus with possible info about Nirvana, which I need to get Easton.”

“Well, we can’t accept that. We need Easton.” He grins at me. “He’s destined to lover again; I just know it.” The word lover makes me cringe, but Sebastian doesn’t notice as he crosses his legs in thought. “Who did you invite inside?”

Sadly, I’ve only invited Beth and Sebastian into my house, and I know Sebastian isn’t Pax because he helped me with Baxoney last year. “Maybe Beth is working for Pax. She was invited in and seemed interested in the book.” 

Sebastian grabs his lip, pulling it repeatedly in thought. “Beth? What does this Beth do? I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone named Beth.”

“She’s Adem’s assistant.” 

“That would fit. Do you know where she lives?” 

I faintly remember her mentioning to Adem that she lives in his neighborhood. “I think I know the general area. I’m sure we could find it.” My mind begins to assemble a plan. “She’ll be working tomorrow, with Adem.” 

Sebastian puckers his lips in thought before saying, “That’s perfect. We can search her house as soon as she leaves for work in the morning. Hopefully, she’s daft and has the book laying out on the coffee table.”

I don’t know Beth well, but I know she’s far from daft. “Hopefully.”




* * *




Sebastian and I trudge through the forest, which is accented by soft pink and blue tones shining through the gargantuan trees. When Adem and I walked to his house, I thought the forest was magical, with unexplained lights and ancient trees and rivers. Like someone created it with love and care, paying attention to every detail. It’s funny how our viewpoints can change so quickly. Now, the forest feels more menacing. It’s of course still beautiful but the shadows and lack of animals make it feel darker than before. Though, I wonder if it’s just because I’m not with Adem. Maybe he’s the difference.

Sebastian leans against a tree in front of me, picking his foot up abruptly and removing his shoe. “I don’t understand the creation of small rocks.” Sebastian turns his Gucci loafer upside down and softly shakes it. “If I had created this planet, I would have made everything grass. I love the way it feels against my bare feet. Just divine.”

I can’t help but laugh. We’ve only been walking ten minutes. “Grass is nice, but so is sand, which is made from rocks.”  

Sebastian sticks his tongue out. “Eh, it gets stuck to you. it’s so messy.”

I can’t help but grin as he huffs and puffs with each step. “We can stop if you want. Adem’s house isn’t too far. I can see the top of it ahead.” 

Sebastian brushes dirt that only he can see off his white pants. “It’s fine. I think it’s time to take to the air.” He floats off the ground happily, rocketing up above the trees. 

“I guess I have no say about it,” I say to absolutely no one. I fill my core with energy and lift above the trees, meeting Sebastian high in the sky. 

Sebastian’s voice floats in the breeze, “Lets split up and meet back here.” 

I nod, soaring through the air in the opposite direction of Sebastian. At first, I don’t see anything besides trees below me, then like when a gnat lands on a salad, I see a small dark spot far out in the forest. The closer I get to it, the bigger it becomes until I’m right on top of it. In the center, there’s a tiny dark house cut from the nearby trees, which are now stumps of decay. The ground is black and dead. Lifeless. This is the moment in every scary movie where you beg the star to stay out and not enter, but I have to. I have to step into the darkness. But I don’t have to do it alone. 

I mentally connect to Sebastian. “I found something you have to see.”

His response is short and quick. “Our first clue. I’ll be right there.” I guess I’m not the only Nancy Drew here.

I feel a sharp wind, chapping my face and bringing Sebastian to my side. His eyes crease sharply, as he looks below at the blackened Earth. “Only pure darkness can stain the Earth like that.” 

Evil lingers in the air, giving me goosebumps as we both lower to the ground. As soon as my feet connect to the Earth, I feel a biting chill ricochet through my body, making me want to run away to the comfort of my mom. When she would rub my back and tell me I didn’t see a spirit on the edge of my bed. She used to almost make me believe, to make me feel safe in an unsafe world. “let’s make this quick,” I say right before we move to the front door.

I open the thick blackened door directly into an exposed studio which is modern and clean. The walls are grey and the lines harshly sharp. It kind of feels like an old lady with too many facelifts—you just know something’s unnatural underneath the facade.

There’s only one piece of furniture inside, a large round lounger in the center of the room. The weirdest thing is, the space is devoid of anything personal or convenient and doesn’t even contain a fridge. Just a lounger and an aged wooden dollhouse in the back corner. 

Sebastian looks at me. “What is that?” His eyes linger on the unsettling mini house, the only thing of mention. 

“I don’t know, but it’s almost identical to the house we are in.” I move towards it with care, kneeling on the wooden floor and trying to open it. There’s a golden handle on the top, which I pull with all the strength I have, but it doesn’t budge. I reach out with my energy, trying to assess a weakness, but nothing comes to me. I wipe the beading sweat from my forehead, turning to Sebastian with frustration. “I’m unsure of how to open it.”

With confidence, Sebastian turns towards the locked house. “Let me give it a go.” I feel his magic encircle the house, lifting it into the air. The walls and roof stretch and pull at the seams until the entire piece breaks into a thousand tiny fragments of char and paper that float down like dandelion leaves.

Sebastian sheepishly turns to me. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.” 

“I can see that.” I begin to search the remains from the blast and find a lonesome silver key lodged into one of the bare walls of the rotten house, sticking out like ketchup in a mustard jar.  

The key calls to me, humming a tune that’s meant for just me. As if in a trance, I listen getting closer and closer to its melody. I grab the shiny circular piece, feeling odd unnatural energy within it. A clinking that begs me to use it. 

I faintly hear someone talking to me. Sebastian’s voice cuts through the humming bringing me back to the room. “What is that?” he says, pointing to the key clutched in my hand.

“A key of some kind. It sings.”

His voice becomes intrigued. “Sings to you? May I see it?”

I’m hesitant to hand it over, clutching it even harder.

“I promise to return it.” He touches my shoulder, breaking my connection to the key. I quickly hand it over, freaked out by my reaction to it. 

Sebastian rubs it in his hand. “Interesting. Pure light energy. That must be why it calls to you. This is somehow connected to Sax.”

He extends it back to me, but I shake my head in refusal. “No, please keep it.”

“Just for now, but I plan to give it back to you,” he concedes. His eyes wander behind me. “Is that the book you’re looking for?”

I turn around looking at a floating book with the title Icarus and the Labyrinth. Relief fills me and I jump in the air, tightly wrapping Nora’s book in my chest. “I can’t believe we found it.”

Sebastian smiles at me, then grabs a torn piece of paper from the wooden floor. He theatrically reads it aloud, like an actor in a musical. 

“I despise being Beth. I miss the old me. Who I really am.”

I begin to search the frayed papers on the ground, searching for any names or places familiar to me. I see Adem’s name on a piece the size of my palm. “Adem is plotting with Lili to end me. I’m sure of this, more than anything before. I have to stop them before they destroy me and all my work.” 

I pick up one more piece of paper from the floor and read it aloud, “The Earth will soon be ruled by Darkness.” 

Sebastian clears his throat “I guess Beth isn’t working for Pax, she must be some version of Pax.” He continues to hold a piece of paper in his hand, rubbing it between his finger in thought.

Dread fills me. “Yes, and Adem is in trouble.”
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I arrive at the office right on time for my meeting with Michael. Beth greets me at the entrance with an eagerness that exasperates me; an eagerness that begs me to participate, when all I want to do is withdrawal. “Is the meeting still on?”

“It is. Michael is already waiting in your office,” she says, adding, “He’s in a mood today.”

Michael’s never been known for his patience or control. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

Beth’s voice is hesitant. “Would you mind if I joined the meeting? I’ve been working for you for over a year and haven’t made a single mistake during that time.” It’s true, even though her persistence annoys me, she is detail-oriented and always on top of things. My old assistant, Bertha, died mysteriously a couple of years ago and Beth filled in for her beautifully. Like Bertha had trained her herself. Plus, her presence may force Michael to pretend to be sane. “You may join us; just ensure you don’t speak unless spoken to.”  

Beth’s eyes briefly narrow before expanding in a joy I doubt is genuine. “Thank you. You won’t regret it.”

My office doors recognize my energy and open widely. I enter with Beth trailing behind me to unhappily find Michael sitting at my desk chair, waiting for my arrival.

Michael’s voice is tight like the strings of a violin. “It’s about time you showed up. I’ve been waiting forever.” 

“I’m on time. I can’t help it if you’re constantly early. Relax and take a breath.”

Michael scratches his neck in irritation. “Fine. Let’s get on with it.” He stands up jamming his left hand into his pants pocket pulling out the red alert like a lawyer at the Supreme Court. “This states the unknown power originated in Rome, which is where you and Lili were seen together. Do you confirm this alert is in response to her? To her power?” 

I could barely sleep last night in anticipation of this question and how I’m going to answer it. “I don’t deny it.” I could have blamed it on Serenity, but then Michael would know we saw her and investigate why. This is my only play.

Michael’s breathing becomes heavy and frustrated. “You don’t deny it?” He moves around my desk to face me and buy himself time. He wasn’t expecting me to admit it. “Then what’s your plan?”

After five hundred years of working with Michael, I know exactly how to press his buttons. “I think the plan is fairly obvious. What are your thoughts?”

I can see the wheels turning behind his scared facade. His weakness is crippling. He always wants to seem in control and comes up with half-thought-out ideas in order to do so. “Of course.” He pauses briefly, looking at Beth in the corner. “I think we should…we should imprison her forever.” The room grows deadly silent. 

I knew where this conversation was heading. “That sounds interesting. Please elaborate.” Michael’s plans usually fall apart at this point. I just need to ignite the flame and watch it burn.

Beth’s normally light personality seems darker than normal as she looms in the corner looking from Michael to me. Her voice is unexpected and robust. “Do you really think that wise?”

Michael’s body tightens into sharp angles aimed at Beth. “I do. We can’t kill her, our corruption didn’t lessen her threat, so our only other option is to capture her.” His tightened fists flail in the air at Beth. “Does your opinion even matter? You’re an assistant.” 

Beth snaps back angrily, her peaceful demeanor dissolving into something else. “My opinion. My opinion used to matter.” I move towards her to peacefully escort her out of my office before she ruins my plan, but I stop in alarm.

Beth’s body begins to contort, twisting and turning like a monster. She transforms into a dark mist with a white center. The mist whips at Michael and me and a voice fills the room. “It’s time for me to take control, before you two ruin everything I’ve worked to achieve.” The uncontrolled mist then forms into a body, without a face or any recognizable feature. 

Michael who once was a Celestial of strength and honor, backs away, his fright making him small. He bows low, fearfully speaking to the black shadowed figure in front of us. “Pax, I am at your service.”

Pax’s voice fills the office, sounding thunderous. “She’s grown too powerful. We must show her the power of the Darkness.”
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I cautiously walk through the capitol building. Pax has been posing as Beth and anyone could be working for her. A curly-haired girl with a twisted tooth, one I’ve seen many times before, smiles at me and I stare back with squinted eyes, looking for something evil lurking underneath her white teeth and tightly curved lips. Looking for the Darkness. 

She turns from me quickly, walking in the opposite direction, faster than before. That’s right, I’m not to be messed with. I walk up another two levels, with guilt trying to squeeze itself into my unwavering mind. I hope I didn’t hurt her feelings. No, this is not the time for kindness. I have to be vigilant and careful. I quickly head up the stairs, jogging at a brisk pace. 

I pass the premonition floor, where Phillip smiles at me. “Getting some exercise?”

“Something like that,” I say with a grin.

Once on the leadership floor, I look for Beth. She’s not at her desk or in the open break room. She’s nowhere to be seen, which leaves only one place for her to hide. I look at Adem’s closed office, debating whether I should go in. With the critical alert about me floating about, I don’t want to be roaming around in the open for too long. What if Beth’s in there killing him, and I’m just standing here doing nothing? My decision is made. I enter Adem’s office. 

The smell of ash hits me hard as I watch a cloud of black swirling about the room in a frenzy. Unsure of what’s happening, I call out in fear, “Adem, are you okay?”

The cloud stops moving abruptly like my voice frequency disturbs it. Then the darkness begins to mold itself into a shape. The shape changes, like it can’t decide who it wants to be until it finally shifts into Beth, who stares back at me with pure hate and sharp lines across her face. She looks like a body snatcher who doesn’t fit into its old body anymore, but maybe that’s because I now know she was never Beth. 

I see Adem’s fear-stricken face as he runs to me. “They’re going to kill you,” he screams. “Run!” Before I know it, he’s grabbed my hand and is dragging me across the leadership floor to the stairs. I hear a loud commotion behind me and tell myself not to look, but I can’t help it. Michael and Beth, or Pax rather, are chasing us and their villainous looks fill me with pure terror. I should stop and fight, but Adem’s grip is strong and I think he would drag me across the floor if I stopped running.

Adem and I pass Phillip, running for our lives. Phillip looks at us, confused, and I try to warn him as we pass him. “Run, Phillip. The Darkness is here.”

“What?” he asks, turning towards Michael and Pax, who chase us. I see him step in front of them fiercely. “What’s happening?” he asks Beth. He doesn’t realize she’s The Darkness I was speaking about.

“Get out of my way,” she screams, sending him flying across the room. I send my energy out, catching him before he smacks the wall. 

I feel the energy change in the building, turning dark and heavy, and I place Phillip down and begin to brace myself for an attack. I squeeze Adem’s hand, begging him to stop pulling me. “They’re going to strike us; we need to brace.” 

“Lili,” Pax yells. I look back at her, and she sends a fierce lightning bolt towards Adem and me. It plunges at us unforgivingly, lashing back and forth like a whip. A cracking sound echoes through the entire building and Celestials run and duck around us. 

Adem throws me down, blocking the strike with a powerful shield. I feel his breath hot on my chest as the powerful strike continues to plow at his slowly wavering shield. His body begins to shake, and I wrap my arms around him, strengthening his shield with my energy. He looks down at me, with fear and I think love, kissing me passionately like it’s his last moment on the Earth. 

“Stay down,” he whispers, right before he rises and sends a mammoth lightning bolt directly to Michael’s middle. His attack sends him flying over the railing of the stairs, as I hear screams rising from below. 

A whoosh of air travels up in a cylinder and Michael returns, exchanging blows with Adem once again. You don’t live for thousands of years and drop out of a fight in the first round. Fires are started everywhere, and the smell of smoke and exhaust fills the capitol building.

I stand up, still reeling from Adem’s kiss amongst the chaos around me. Who kisses in the middle of a battle for life and death? I push my complicated feeling down and focus on the task at hand, killing Pax. My energy gathers in my core and I channel it directly into Pax, hoping to weaken him. At first, he seems shocked by my attack, faking sorrow with wide innocent eyes. The Darkness knows how to use your weaknesses and exploit them, and I won’t stop my attack. 

Then Pax’s demeanor changes, showing the real monster inside. He allows my strike to hit him, acting as though it’s just a scratch as he leisurely steps closer and closer to me, like he’s invincible and I’m but a measly mortal. I swear my energy is giving him power as his steps become wider and more pronounced. His strength grows, and mine weakens until I’m unable to hold my bolt up any longer. I withdraw my attack. Trying to catch my breath. Trying to gather more energy.

 Pax senses my weakness sending a bolt of red lightning to my center, which I just barely block, as he shouts, “I guess you’re not as powerful as they predicted.” 

I have no reason to exchange insults with him, this isn’t an eighties movie. The brief reprieve between attacks didn’t give me enough time to restore my energy and my failing powers cause my hands to shake as I try to block him again. I feel like a diabetic when they’re low. But I don’t need sugar, I need energy. 

With his bolt about to break through my barrier, I urgently pull power from the only energy source I can find, the energy sphere that allows Verve to be unseen and float in the air, in the center of the capital. I use it as a tap, filling up my empty reservoirs quickly.

The source feels limitless and my body powerful as it did in Rome, and I levitate without even trying. Pax’s bolt now feels weak compared to the power coursing through me and I easily figure out how to deflect his bolt through the glass roof, which shatters violently from the impact.

I smile at him as glass crashes around me. The energy makes my body glow as I shoot the strongest, grandest bolt I can from both my hands into his core. His smile begins to waver, and I grow more confident. I continue to suck energy from the limitless sphere, directing it into Pax, who begins to abate. He drops to the marble floor, too weak to fight back and my smile widens.  He begins to desperately plea with me, “You’re going to destroy me and the Earth with me.”

The building begins to shake, and my bolt moves with it, striking the golden walls of the capital. 

Adem soars to my side, screaming, “Stop it, you’re going to destroy Verve.” I look around and see the sky shaking as the city begins to drop. Weightlessness engulfs me until I’m flung to the metal-frame roof, where I desperately cling to an exposed metal rod as the whole city plummets to the ground. 

I begin to panic, screaming at anyone who can hear, “The energy sphere is depleted.” I took too much energy and now the whole city is doomed. Pax was right, in my attempt to end him, I destroyed the city.

I do the only thing that comes to my mind: shoveling everything I have inside me back into the sphere. Pushing my power out with every breath I have — praying it will be enough to restore the power source. I begin to grow weak, losing my grip on the slippery rod, as I continue to push my remaining energy into the sphere. My hand can no longer clutch the cold platinum and I let go. My body goes flying hard against the building’s floor, into a stable city that begins to rise again. Everything hurts from the impact as I lay on the ground trying to move.

I search for Adem, who’s laying twenty feet away on the destroyed golden floor, and I begin to crawl to him, forcing my body to move. Then out of nowhere, I feel a sharp pain in my lower stomach as a bolt of energy cuts me open. I look at the source and see an emotional Beth, who yells, “It was you or me.” I see a bolt shoot from behind me, as another fight begins. I don’t watch the bolts exchanged back and forth; instead, I watch as my blood pours from my stomach onto the white floors, unable to stop it. I feel unknown arms grab me, and I pass out.
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I wake in a completely white space, with flickers of shapeless glitter floating in the air. Sax floats before me in a flowing white robe and a big smile on her face. 

The fluidity of the space makes my voice sound airy. “Am I dead?” I pinch my arm, feeling the tightening on my flesh.

Sax twirls a floating lock of my hair in her long fingers. “Thankfully, no. You’re safe and on the mend as we speak. Adem has you. If not for him you’d be dead.”

The mention of Adem makes me flush, which is very evident in this space of all white. “So, he’s safe?”

Her response is emotionless. “He is safe and by your side. Though the location is hidden from me.”

I touch my lips in thought. “He is different than I thought he’d be. I think I may be falling for him.” Does that make me a bad person to like two people at once?” 

Sax purses her lips. “No, my sweet. You could never be bad, you’re pure light. You can see the good in even the darkest of creatures.” She strokes my cheek, which feels warm. “Love is boundless, but the dark will take advantage of your kindness. Pax has done so many times before. If you want to continue to love freely, you must destroy him.”

Pax’s rotten house in the forest, which infected the trees around it, bursts into my mind. “Did you know Pax was posing at Beth? That he was on Earth?”

“Pax has always gotten close to those he’s infected. He’s almost infested the entire Earth. People are divided, diseases are spreading, natural disasters are happening every day. Earth is all but lost if you don’t stop him.”

She’s right, the Earth is at a tipping point, but unlike her, I believe humans and Celestials can still overcome the darkness. “I think Adem and I found a way to return the eradicated memories, which should weaken Pax.”

Sax’s normally open eyes shrink in worry. “I told you, it’s too dangerous. Too many unknown variables. You just need to concern yourself with tracking Pax down and killing him.” 

I snap back. “I know my purpose. I think returning everyone’s memories will help me do that.  Could you please just support me?” 

Sax’s face becomes still as she speaks within my mind. “Youth always gives you the illusion of indestructibility, but please listen to my wisdom. Don’t try to reverse the procedure. It will cause only pain.”

I stare at her, trying to see into her soul. Trying to figure out why she’s so against me going to Nirvana. “I don’t understand.” The white abyss begins to fade as I return to my body.

I wake to the ocean waves pounding against the shore. My abdomen aches, feeling like Freddy Kruger carved me up with his special glove. I carefully search my pain with soft fingertips and find a tight wrap securing my injury. 

The room I’m in is familiar and I quickly recognize it as Baxoney and Ella’s beach house. Their family portrait is still displayed over the white stone fireplace and seashells are exhibited proudly on every surface possible. I feel comforted being back in their home again and eager to see them.

I hear whispers outside the living room window, and I sit up, looking for Adem. My stomach throbs deeply and I squeal in pain, like a pig running from slaughter. I quickly lay back down, begging for the pain to stop. 

“Lili, are you awake?” Adem calls. The house door opens, letting the ocean breeze and the smell of saltwater into Baxoney’s tiny house. “I was so worried.” I wiggle, trying to position myself better. “Don’t move, I’m coming to you,” he demands.

Adem sits next to me on the tan fluffy couch with turquoise pillows, and I feel butterflies in my stomach instead of pain. Maybe it’s the ambiance, maybe it’s the fact that I almost died and he tried to save me, but I grab his dark-grey shirt, kissing him. His hands are gentle, rubbing my ear as our kiss grows in intensity. He reluctantly pulls back from me, speaking in a whisper. “That’s the second good kiss I’ve had in 500 years and both were within a day.” 

I know he’s speaking of Mary and I begin to doubt his feelings for me. “Do you like me because of her? Are we exactly alike?”

His words stumble before he finds his balance. “Yes and no. You’re both strong, but different. Mary saw the good in people, just like you, but she never saw the bad even when it was right in front of her. You see everything, but you listen before judging. You’re a beautiful combination of power and kindness and I’m in love with you.”

I pull him down for another kiss, surprised I’ve fallen so deeply in such a short period of time. I hear the beach door swing open and remorsefully end my kiss with Adem. I look up and am astonished that Easton stands frozen in the doorway. I knew he was safe, but I had no idea he was in Bermuda. I instantly feel intense guilt for kissing Adem. 

Easton’s strong body stiffens, and I feel his energy fill with jealousy as his eyebrows harshly scrunch. I forgot how strong our connection was. “She needs to know now.” 

Adem coldly stares back at Easton. “I was getting there.” He looks at me like we are the only people in the room as he rubs my hand and says, “Before I brought Easton here, I…”

The front door opens once again, and standing in the doorway is a fiery redhead that I thought was dead. Nora is alive and well and runs towards me with open arms and a smile on her face.

Complete and utter happiness travels through my body. I had ignored the pain of missing her for so long, that it now all comes rushing back. Mammoth tears stream down my face, snot drips from my nose, and an incoherent sobbing mess escapes from my mouth. “Nora? What? Dead. Baxoney helped? You were hiding? Who else knew?” My breath tries to run away, but I catch it and bring it back. “I missed you! I’ve needed you!” My sobs make my stomach hurt, but I don’t care. These tears are filled with joy. Joy that Nora is alive and I have my best friend back. 

Nora barely says a word, holding me tightly. “I missed you too.” 

Our hug is long and solid, bringing my sensible emotions back to my core. “How did you escape? They told me you were dead.”

“Wayward, or as I like to call him, Rumpelstiltskin, had me imprisoned with Easton in a cell, and he was going to end me, when Adem stopped him and said he’d take care of it.” I grab Adem’s hand and squeeze it, falling for him even more than I already have. “At first, I was horrified Adem was going to kill me—I mean look at him—but instead he brought me here.”

Adem clears his throat. “That’s me, a knight in shining armor.” 

Baxoney and Ella enter their house. Baxoney looks like he’s just coming from a workout. His skin is glistening and his normal irritation intact. “Lili, I’m so glad to see you awake. I think there are far too many people in my house.” 

Ella runs to my side. “I was so worried. We had Easton, but I was so worried about you and the danger you were in.” 

Baxoney pulls Ella back. “She’s still injured, my sweet.” He then gestures with both hands towards Easton and Nora. “Having these two has been a delight.” His sarcasm is evident, and I can’t help but giggle at the thought of Nora, Easton, and Baxoney together.

Nora frowns at Baxoney. “I’ve been through a lot. Baxoney’s troop of unwanted thespians don’t own a single book.”

I laugh hard and loudly, which of course hurts the open gash in my belly, but I don’t really care. Laughing feels good after all the trauma. I almost forgot how much I laugh when I’m with her. 

The only person who’s not enjoying the happy vibes of the room is Easton, who longingly looks out the window. It’s funny, the last time we were here, Easton and I were madly in love. I glance at him, trying to figure out if I still love him, in the same way I did before he forgot me. So much has changed, and I feel lost in the mess of it.

Nora leans into me, talking quietly. “I filled him in about everything I could remember about him and you together. I think he was looking forward to seeing you.” 

My breath catches. “Thank you for doing that.” My stomach aches, or maybe it’s my heart. “It’s just so complicated now. Everything has changed.”

Nora angles her head and looks from Adem to me. “You two are serious? I mean, he’s cute, but he’s not Easton. Not that I’m not into a ménage a trois kind of situation.” She looks at Easton then Adem. “Do you think they’d be into that?” 

I roll my eyes at Nora. “No, I’m pretty sure they hate each other and would not be into that.” I make sure Adem isn’t listening as I quietly add, “I’m falling in love with Adem, but it’s different than Easton and I were. I feel lost and unsure of what to do.”

“I say the only way to know for sure is to return Easton’s memories and go from there. Until he’s who you fell in love with, you’ll never know.” Nora’s expression then becomes devious. “Though, once again, two hotties at once wouldn’t be a bad thing. You need to have some fun every now and then.”

My face reddens. “You’re out of control.” 

Easton moves in front of Nora and me and bends down next to my ear. “Can we talk privately?”

Nora interjects, “Yes, she would be delighted to talk with you — in private.”

I can’t help but grin at her, happy to be sitting next to her again. Even when she butts into my personal life. Man, this death thing is going to give her a pass for a long time. 

I raise my hands to Easton. “Sure. Would you mind helping me up? I’m still pretty injured.”

He reaches down, lifting me easily. As soon as our skin touches, a spark of energy flows through my body and I bite my lip in response.

Easton helps me outside the house, and we sit together on the porch swing, which sways from the ocean breeze.

He’s the first to speak. “I’m sorry about what happened to us. The way Nora and Baxoney talk about us, it sounds like we were something special.”

It’s painful to discuss what we lost, but at least I don’t have to pretend we never happened. “We were. You were the first guy I ever liked, and you made me stronger when I needed to be. We understood each other perfectly, but we also had issues.”

He shakes his head in understanding. “See for me, I just remember loneliness. In my mind, I’ve never been in love and never will be, but that’s not the truth. I’ve had some time to think about it and I want to remember, the good and the bad. I want to remember you and me together.”

“I would like that. Adem and I found a way to return your memories, once I recover, I plan to return everything they stole from you.”

Easton scoots a little closer to me on the swing. “I’d like to help if I can.” A gust of wind blows my hair into my eyes. I flip it back where it belongs, missing just one stray strand. Before I have a chance to move it back, Easton delicately brushes it behind my ear. 

My face feels warm and heart races. “Sure. We can figure it out together.”
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Lili - Team Work

My energy allows me to heal pretty quickly and within two days I’m almost back to normal, besides a soft ache that still lingers in my stomach. With only a scratch visible, I wonder if the ache is more in my mind than my body. While I healed, Adem was able to sneak in and out of Verve to retrieve Nora’s book, Icarus and the Labyrinth, and now Nora, Easton, Adem, and I all sit outside on Baxoney’s front porch as we try to plan our trip to Nirvana.

Nora rubs the front cover of the book like it’s her baby. “Finally, there’s a book on Baxoney’s island.” She brings the gold book to her nose, inhaling deeply. “You’re so beautiful.” 

“Why did you hide the book behind your desk? How did you know we’d need it?” I ask Nora.

“Last year after Easton described Nirvana, I went searching for information and discovered this book in a psychic shop in Austin. It had all kinds of information about Pax and Icarus and I thought it would be dangerous if the wrong people found it, so I hid it. I was going to tell you, but I never had a chance.” 

“What psychic shop? Do you remember?”

Nora puckers her lips in thought. “Mrs. Markie’s shop? Something like that, I think. Why?”

“Mrs. Marlowe?” I ask.

Nora’s face brightens. “Yes, that’s it. Why?” 

“I know her. She helped me when I had no one else to go to. It’s weird that the book was with her.”

Easton jumps into our conversation impatiently. “So, what does this book say? How do we get through the labyrinth?” 

I watch Nora meticulously strum through the pages of her book, landing on a passage. “The journey is dangerous and deadly for those who oppose nature.” She flips another page, reading as she talks. “And there’s a sacrifice required.”

“A sacrifice?” I ask, scared by the term.

Nora looks up from the book. “Sacrifice doesn’t have to be a slaughter of an animal. It can mean lots of different things.”

Adem interjects. “She’s right. Usually sacrifice is giving something up in order to get something. Like a quid pro quo.” 

The thought of losing anything else makes me nervous. What else do I have to lose? I try to hide my fear as I ask Nora, “Did you find any specific details about the labyrinth and the journey to Nirvana?”

“Yes and no. It says the farther you travel in the labyrinth, the more disconnected you’ll become to the outside world. That one’s path through the labyrinth will become clear only when their own path is discovered.”

Easton’s voice sounds tired and stressed. “Is that all it said? I don’t understand.”

Nora shifts uncomfortably before answering. “Well, it does mention a Minotaur, but it doesn’t go into specifics.”

Adem chuckles. “I remember humans talking of Minotaurs. I always thought they were made up.”

Easton’s voice becomes dark and pointed. “I guess you were wrong.” Adem’s glare at Easton was pure abhorrence.

I stand up from the swing, moving to the middle of the porch. “I know there’s some tension, but if we are all going to be successful, we need to be able to work as a team. This is going to be dangerous and if we don’t trust each other, we will never survive.” Now that I have everyone’s attention, I lean against the stairs column before I continue. “So, does anyone have anything we should address before we go?” My stern tone reminds me of my mom when she wanted me to admit to something I’d done wrong. 

Unfortunately, Easton and Adem are similar to six-year-old me, unwilling to admit anything. The sound of the ocean waves hitting the shore makes the silence feel long and painfully awkward. My comment is obviously aimed at Easton and Adem, but either they don’t want to work through their issues or they don’t know I’m talking about them.

Nora  stands from the swing, which then continues to softly hit her in the back of the knees while she speaks. “Let’s not dance around this anymore. I have no patience to sit here while you two men refuse to fix your ridiculous crap.” She looks directly at Easton, then Adem. “You both hate each other. So, you two need to work this out and pronto. Start talking.” 

Adem and Easton stare at each other with tense eyes, until Adem breaks their stare-down. “Though I don’t particularly care for you, I’d never put Lili in danger. I can put emotions aside and do what’s needed.” He looks at me, with concern that only I can see.

Easton looks back and forth between us before he stops on Adem. “I’ve been told of this great love I’ve shared with Lili, then I find out you schemed to remove my memories and then stole her from me.” 

“I did no such thing,” Adem asserts. 

Easton’s head shakes in disbelief before he turns his attention to me. “And you.” He realizes his tone is angry and speaks softer. “I don’t understand fully what we had, but I know I want this procedure to work more than anything.” I can feel the pain behind his words, and his energy feels bare and exposed. 

I feel so many emotions I don’t know where to start. “Look, I don’t know what’s going to happen. I care deeply for everyone here and it’s difficult.”

Nora interjects. “And so are the days of our lives… I’m over here sweating bullets. Is everyone good now?” She wipes perspiration from her forehead with her white beach dress. 

Everyone seems to come to a consensus that we may have issues, but we won’t let it affect our journey through the labyrinth. “Okay, so tomorrow morning we all meet here, and we will travel to Jobson’s Cove,” I say.

“Yes, at 4 am,” declares Nora. “There’s only one tiny snag. I forgot to mention that the sacrifice requires an odd number of people. Three, five, or seven. Something about odd numbers being magical in origin.” She pauses. “So, one of us has to stay behind.”

Everyone freezes in shock, looking around at each other and hoping someone else volunteers.

Everyone is essential to our journey, and I have no idea who should stay behind, so I ask, “Does anyone want to stay behind?” I take a seat back on the porch, feeling emotionally depleted.

Nora sits next to me, grabbing my hand as she talks. “I want to go, but I think I’m the weakest amongst you, so I should probably be the one to opt-out.” 

I squeeze her hand. “Plus, you’re the only one who could figure out how to get us out in case we don’t return.” 

Nora smiles at me. “You bet your ass I could.” 

Easton pushes his hair from his eyes in a too edgy movement. “You will be missed. I guess it will be us three then.” He stands up, looking at me with sorrow in his eyes. “See you in the morning.” He then walks to the beach. 

Nora stands abruptly following Easton with concern. I want to go with them, but I have a feeling that wouldn’t help the already tense situation.

Adem sits down beside me and I lean my head on his shoulder as we gently rock to the sound of the ocean, but the silence isn’t soothing, highlighting my inner turmoil.




* * *







The sun rises on Jobson’s Cove, helping warm the chill in the air from the morning breeze. Easton, Adem, and I stand on the edge of one of the cliffs that surround the cove beneath us. The water is motionless, a secluded turquoise beach meant for love and weddings. It reminds me of the beach Easton and I went to and how he held me tightly in the ocean and the future was still ours. Now everything has changed and guilt tears me apart. 

Walking off the edge of the overhang is supposed to bring us directly into the labyrinth. The entrance’s location is safeguarded to ensure humans could never enter, unless they wanted to drop into the sharp, black jagged cliffs below. 

Adem grabs my hand. “You ready?” 

I nod my head yes, too afraid my voice will wobble in fear. I grab Easton’s hand, which sends a spark through my whole body, feeling like a thousand shocks within my veins. I try to hide my reaction from Adem, but Easton looks at me with unease, most likely having experienced the same thing. 

He squeezes my hand tightly yelling ahead to Adem. “We are all good to go.”

“Here goes nothing.” Adem steps off the edge, disappearing before my eyes into the labyrinth. His hand is gone from mine, and I fear we’re all going to be separated. I take a deep breath and slowly turn to Easton. “Just know, you were good and still are.” I then step off the cliff, ready for whatever I find on the other side. 

My step lands in Icarus’ Labyrinth and I’m in a circular area, surrounded by hundreds of entrances made of stone bricks. Standing before me in the maze is a half-naked man in his twenties, with only a white cloth hiding his parts. He has widespread wings made from different colored bird feathers strapped to his wide shoulders. He looks like a homemade paper machete statue that’s come to life and I just stare at him, as he moves closer to me with a smile on his face.

“I’ve been waiting for your visit. The only visitor I’ve had has been Pax and he’s horrible. Absolutely dreadful! But I’ve been able to watch below and have been cheering you on.”

“Are you Icarus?”

His smile widens. “I am. See, I knew you were smart. But smart enough to break my maze, that is the question.” His smile loses its sharp edges. “I can’t interfere in your challenges, but I read through the rules and it says nothing about not giving you a hint.” Icarus’ eyes widen into saucers. “Would you like a hint? Or do you prefer to go it alone?”

I’m not sure if I trust him or if this is part of my test, so I ask, “Why do you want to help me? Didn’t you create this maze?”

He stretches his back, extending his burdensome wings wide. “I did but under protest. I was meant to die, was supposed to die, but Pax rescued me and enslaved me to build a maze that no one could break. I’ve been imprisoned here for so long; I’ve lost track of the years. My only entertainment has been watching the world beneath me.”  He smells the air deeply, like a pig looking for truffles. “You smell like lilac — I miss the smell of flowers. The smell of anything, really.” I whiff the air, realizing it has no aroma. “You were my favorite thing to watch. First your love affair with Adem when you were Mary, then with Easton, and now with Adem again. It’s so juicy and so sad. Definitely entertaining.” I feel almost violated thinking about Icarus watching me. Like it’s an addiction, he continues to watch me, taking in my reaction and adding, “I was in love once, but she’s dead now.”

“I’m sorry. I know the pain of losing someone and I know it’s hard to get over.”

Icarus’ fast voice slows. “Dreadful. You’ve always been nice to others. I’m glad that is true in real life. I really hope it helps you break through my maze, so I can be free. I want so desperately to be free.” 

I grab his hand, squeezing it as I say, “I’d love that hint now. I’ll do my best.”

Icarus stares at my hand, tears rolling down his face. “I’ve not been touched for so long.” His puffed-up eyes connect to mine. “You must discover who you are and what you want to break free from the maze. This is almost impossible to do, especially when people aren’t aware of what the key is.” He looks away as he adds, “Kindness is also required, which you have in spades. Please don’t ask me more. It’s too dangerous. I’m not even supposed to be here.”

I take a deep breath, scared by what he’s told me. I can’t even choose between Adem and Easton. How am I supposed to know who I am? I’m only sixteen. “I’m not really sure who I am, but I’ll try my best.”

Icarus smiles again. “I know you will. You already know who you are, you just don’t want to admit it.” He looks down at one of the bricked entrances for an abnormal amount of time then says, “I also can’t tell you which path to take.” He winks then smiles.

I start to head down the path he’s so clearly hinted at then stop turning to him. “Before I go, did you tell Easton and Adem the same thing? Are they safe?”

“I didn’t and can’t. It’s too dangerous. Pax would know. He would discover my interference and make me pay.” I feel scared for them, but I have to trust they can handle whatever the maze throws at them. “Just to ease your mind I’ll tell you one thing, they get to battle the maze together, though I’m not sure that’s a positive. They seem to dislike each other so much.”

At least they’re not alone like me. I take another step into the maze when I hear Icarus speak like he’s talking to himself. “Just remember, no one is safe inside the labyrinth.”
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I wait for Lili to come through the entrance. The longer I wait, the more my thoughts turn grim. She should have been right behind me. Maybe the labyrinth separates everyone who enters, or maybe this was a trap and Lili is battling Pax without me. 

I hear a buzz in the wall straight ahead and I run ten feet down just as a hand comes through the rocks. I immediately know it’s not Lili from the dark hair on its stubby fingers. Please don’t let it be who I think it is. Easton’s head emerges first, followed by his bulky body. He looks just as happy to see me as I am to see him. 

He glances around the maze, noticing the obvious. “Where is Lili? She went right before me.” He begins to walk back and forth in the passageway, yelling as loudly as he can, “Lili! Lili! Where are you?” Silence replies and he stops moving, looking at me with pure disdain.

I roll my tight shoulders, begging them to relax.  “Lili is smart and powerful; she’ll be able to get out of here.” I have to believe what I say, or I’ll never be able to endure. “We need to figure out a path out of the labyrinth.”

Easton’s face contorts and his legs widen. His face is straining, but from what I have no clue. He stops straining, breathing heavily as he says, “Our abilities don’t work here.” 

I of course know this. It was the first thing I tried when I came through. “Yea, we’ll have to do it the old school way, like humans.” Easton puffs at the thought. “Trust me, it’s going to be a lot easier for you than me.”

“Yeah, but I don’t remember my human life.” Easton strums his fluffy hair back, as he looks around like a model looking for his hairbrush. “Then I guess we can climb.” He jams his feet between the rocks of the maze’s wall, grabbing the stones with his thick fingers as he climbs. The wall is around twelve feet tall, which he climbs slowly to success. He sits on the wall as he stares blankly at our surroundings. “Adem - climb up, you have to see this,” he insists.

Though I hate to follow directions, especially from my competitors, I am curious and relish the chance to climb up faster than him. I grab the stones, which are small and hard to grip, and position my toes on each foothold, propelling myself up. It’s not as easy as it seems and my fingers are forced to cling tightly to the slippery stones, bleeding from the sharp unseen edges. 

I’ve been in a lot of battles but have rarely bled, making me realize the immortality I’ve grown accustomed to is no longer in play. The labyrinth’s no magic policy must extend to our healing abilities, making the danger more real than before.

On top of the wall, I see thousands of paths that seem to lead to nowhere. There’s no visible escape, telling me the maze is just the frame for our tests. An overwhelming fear for Lili consumes me and I have to close my eyes. I imagine her safe and sleeping in my room, wearing my black shirt and smiling at me with love.

Easton’s voice penetrates my daydream. “We’re going to die here.” 

I don’t disagree, but I try to calm his fear anyway. “There’s always a way out. Always a solution.” 

The sun begins to set, creating a darkened edge of the labyrinth that feels perilous. Easton gazes at the endless maze around us, then jumps down to the floor below. “Might as well go this way. Maybe there’s an exit we can’t see from above.” He then begins aimlessly walking left, without waiting for me to follow.

I figure two is better than one, even if one of us is annoying, so I follow him unable to come up with a better plan, probably for the first time in my life.

After only five minutes of walking, the sun falls below the labyrinth and the maze becomes black and murky. It’s too dark to continue our journey, so Easton and I stop, sitting on the cold stone floor. The walls slightly glow, providing enough light to make out shapes, like a dim night light. 

The maze is without sound and smell, which is unsettling. Thoughts of Lili keep entering my mind, driving me insane and after what feels like an entire night, I decide to ask Easton something I don’t know if I want to know the answer to. “So, are you in love with her again?”

Easton shifts against the wall, turning to me, but I don’t look back. “No, I don’t really know her.”

His answer fills me with relief for just a moment. “Yes, but once you get your memories back, you’ll be in love again. Trust me. Then what would you do?”

“I’d like that. It would be nice to have some light in the darkness.”

An image of Mary pops into my mind. “Sometimes. But once you lose it, it’s impossible to recover from.”

Easton’s voice softens just a tad. “That’s how I feel when I’m near her. Like I lost something great, but I can’t remember what.” I remain silent until he continues. “It hurts to be around her, and I’ve been purposefully distant and cruel to stop myself from aching for something I can’t quite figure out.”

I don’t want to feel sorry for him. “I do understand. Just know I’ve lost love before and I don’t plan to lose another one.”

Even though I can’t see clearly, I can feel Easton’s gaze intently on me. This time I look back, ensuring he knows I won’t back down.

A high-pitched scream ricochets from around the corner, making me jump up in a panic. A woman’s voice screams, “Adem, help me.” I recognize the voice as Mary’s, and I run towards it, turning corner after corner. I run hard and fast until I find her sprawled on the ground, blood pooling around her. 

My knees drop hard on the stone floor by her head. Her neck is open with a gushing wound which I rapidly put pressure on. “I found you. You’re okay.” My voice begins to quiver. I can’t help it, I missed her so much. “I’m so sorry!” I try to channel my energy into hers, but the maze doesn’t let me. I can’t save her, and I’m forced to relive this day again. 

Mary’s voice is weak and fading. “I love you. You can save me. Please save me. Don’t leave me again. Do you promise to save me?”

“Of course, I do. Tell me what to do.” I kiss her forehead. “Tell me. I’ll do anything.”

She pulls my lips to hers for a kiss that’s soft and gentle, just like her. “You must choose.”

“Choose what? Tell me.”

Her thin hands stroke my forearm, exactly how she used to. “Choose who will live and who will die. Me or Lili?”

I pull back from her, horrified by the choice. 

Her neck gushes blood and I can barely hear her gurgling words. “Help me, Adem. I love you. Do you still love me?” 

Unable to stop myself, I grab her neck again, trying to help her keep what little blood she has left. I know this isn’t Mary, just a game of the labyrinth. She would never ask me to choose between her and Lili. Mary would have died to save a stranger. 

With my free hand, I wrap a strand of her hair around my finger, trying to absorb as much as I can before she disappears. Before she’s gone forever, only living in my memory. “I won’t choose.” I can’t even bring myself to choose, even though I know she’s an illusion. 

Mary’s eyes close and her lips barely move. “Then we both will die.”

It hurts every part of my being to say the words I know I have to. “Then I choose Lili. I choose the living.” I kiss her once again. “I love you.” Mary’s body stops moving, as she dies in my arms. I’ve tried to avoid reliving the day of her death for 500 years and now all the pain I’ve avoided comes rushing back, crushing me.

 I sob uncontrollably, pulling her up into my chest. Time slips away and I feel like I’ve been living in the sorrow of her death forever. Night soon turns to day as the sunrise turns bright and hot. I continue to hold Mary’s lifeless body until I feel a hand on my shoulder. Mary’s body disappears and I turn to find Easton’s Inflamed face staring back at me with empathy. 

He sits beside me cautiously. “Are you okay?” he asks.

I want to lie but can’t. My throat feels dry and raw. “No, but I will be soon.” I look at his disheveled appearance, wondering if he experienced something similar to me. If his soul aches too. “How about you?”

“I’ve been better.”

The blistering sun beats down as we stare at each other differently than before, with understanding. A large shadow spreads beyond us, providing shade we both so desperately need. Easton and I both turn around, finding ourselves face to face with a half-man, half-horned beast, who huffs at us with aggression.

“Run!” I scream as the Minotaur chases us, like a possessed bull ready to slaughter.
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I’ve been walking aimlessly for a full day and night. I’m suffering from exhaustion, dehydration, and sore feet. The backs of my heels ache from blisters that feel raw and exposed, and I feel like Tom Hanks in Cast Away, but I’m without Wilson or a beach. I turn the corner, cutting my arm deep on a large pultruding rock that grows jagged and pointy out of one of the stone walls. I tear a piece of my shirt, tying it around my arm to stop the bleeding. What is this place trying to do, kill me with dehydration and cuts? This wasn’t at all how I imagined it to be.

I’ve tired of this maze, desperately wanting something to happen. Anything at this point, before I die a slow and painful death. “I want out! I’m ready to be tested,” I scream at absolutely no one. The responding stillness of the labyrinth is disheartening, but I’ve never been one to give up.

“Icarus, can you hear me? I’m ready. Send whatever you’ve got my way!” This time I hear a shifting in the stones, just down my path. I rush towards the noise, ignoring the expanding sores on my heels and the tightening of my dull skin concaving inwards from dehydration.

The thin walkway expands out into a round covered patio with a swing. It’s a weird combination between my mom’s backyard and Baxoney’s front porch; two places I find comfort in, well at least I did.

Fear fills me, making my heart pound more than it already was. I cautiously walk into the center of the new space, searching the perimeter for danger. Instead of the monsters I was expecting, I’m confronted by someone unexpected. My dad stands before me, smiling at me like a father who’s proud of his daughter—something I’ve yearned for ever since his death.

“Mi Hija, Te Ves linda.” His voice is exactly how I remember it: velvety, with a slight roughness. 

Everything falls away. I forget about being in the labyrinth, about my sore feet, and the fight between light and dark. All I care about is my dad. I run to him just like I did when I was young. Back when I thought he was a superhero. 

He holds me tight; his arms wrap around my shoulders and his partly grey mustache tickles the top of my head. For the first time in a long time, I feel safe, even though I know I’m lost inside the labyrinth.

 “I’ve missed you, Dad. I’m so sorry,” I cry. 

He lets go of me, wiping the tears from my cheek. “I’ve been watching you and I’m so proud. Why didn’t you tell me you had powers? You’re like a real-life Luke Skywalker.”

I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. If I had told my dad about my abilities earlier, he would have believed me and may still be alive. I could have saved him, but my fear prevented me. “I guess I was afraid, afraid you wouldn’t love me anymore,” I cry.

“Mija, that would never happen. I will always love you even though you have a little Darth Vader in you.”

My magical moment is broken. I’m taken back. “Darth Vader? I was created by Sax. I’m more light than dark.”

My dad scratches his peppered stubble in contemplation. “Is that really the truth? I’ve been watching and you have darkness in you, and it grows more and more every day.” I step away from him, looking at him with hurt. “Do you deny it?” he asks.

My words come storming out, like a soldier ready for battle. “I absolutely deny it. I am not Dark! I am light. I am good, not evil.”

My dad purses his lips in contemplation. “I see. Then do you believe you’re pure light?”

My immediate answer is yes, but I know that’s not the truth. The truth is I’m not light or dark. I’m something in the middle. “No, not completely,” I admit.

He’s quick to respond, trying to push me towards his conclusion. “Then what are you?”

I remember Icarus telling me that in order to break free from the maze, I’d have to discover who and what I am. I think I’ve always known, but just didn’t want to admit it to myself. “I’m dark and light. I’m the daughter of Sax, but I have darkness in me, and I think it’s always been there.” The words hurt to say like if I admit it, I’ll become pure evil. 

My dad sits on the swing in the middle of the circular patio. Though I want to be close to him, I stay where I am. 

He tilts his head in confusion. “Now, you don’t want to be close to me?” He looks at me with my dad’s eyes. “I didn’t mean to make you mad. We don’t have much time. Admitting is the first step to knowing yourself. The darkness always pretends to be something it’s not.”

I decide to join him on the swing, even though I’m unsure if it’s the right thing to do. I miss him so much and I don’t know if I can handle this version of him. “Is this a test?” I ask suspiciously.

My dad smiles with closed lips. He was always embarrassed by his crooked teeth. “It is a test and no, I’m not your dad, though I was made of memories of him.” He crosses his legs, turning his torso towards me in a very unnatural way. “Do you wish I was him? The real him.”

I can’t meet his eyes, looking down at my throbbing feet. “I do. His spirit never visits me.” 

Pity enters his voice. “I did try to look for him, just to add more accuracy, but I couldn’t find him. Like his soul doesn’t exist anymore.”

I cross my arms in front of me. I refuse to cry. “Is that all. Have I passed?” 

“You’ve passed this stage. Though the next is sure to be harder.” 

I can’t help but be defiant in my response, overcompensating for the pain I really feel. “I’m ready for whatever you’ve got.”

My dad turns into Icarus, who smiles boldly. “I know you are. Just remember what I told you.” He then disappears, and I hear collapsing rocks and screams behind me.




* * *







Easton and Adem come crashing through the wall behind me. They’re covered in tan dust and look like they’ve been camping in the Sahara for months. 

I should be shocked and frightened by whatever caused them to collide through a thick stone wall, but my first thought is relief. Relief that they’re alive and relief that we are now together. 

“There you guys are. Are you both okay?” I yell in a tired voice that tries to sound excited.

Easton looks up at me in alarm. “Run, Lili.”

A beast shoves his head through the newly made human-sized hole. I can’t help but stare, it has a muscular man’s body and hoofs instead of feet. It screams, shaking the huge horns protruding from his forehead. It snarls at me with anger, then charges me, with its horns leading the way. I hear the clopping sound from his hooves against the stone, before my eyes process its movement. 

As if in slow motion I begin to run towards a pile of jagged rocks on the ground, with the beast following close behind. I don’t scream, saving my energy to push my legs further and faster. I just barely make it to the rubble, grabbing a stone the size of my hand and throwing it at the beast’s head. I was never a good throw, but when you’re trying to survive, it’s amazing what you are able to do. 

The rock smacks his head, causing him to stop for just a second, but that’s all that I need. My arms are weak and shaky, but I grab another rock, throwing it as hard as I can. It looks at me, more enraged than ever, and begins to charge again, with large teeth chomping at the air. 

With my rock attack a bust, and no weapons but my wobbly hands, I turn to run in the opposite direction of the beast. 

I hear Adem’s voice down the maze. “Lili, come this way!” 

I do as he instructs, running as hard as I can. Pushing my feet against the rocks until I see Easton and Adem on top of the wall, thrashing their arms in the air. The beast is only a person behind me, and I fear I won’t make it in time.

“Come on, Lili. You’ve got this,” Easton screams, looking uncertain. 

 The odorless maze now smells of rotting flesh as the beast grows closer to capturing me. l extend my arms up with worry, right before I make it to Adem. He lifts me up onto the wall right as the beast makes contact with me, scratching the back of my calf with its horn. 

“Are you hurt?” he asks as the beast growls and head butts the wall beneath us.

My aching head is the only pain I feel. “I’m okay, let’s go before the wall collapses.”

The width of the wall is wide enough to walk without dropping, and that’s what we do. I have no idea where we’re going, but I’d rather be on the wall than down below with the beast. Walking becomes difficult as my limbs become stiff and heart rate slows.

After maybe an hour, we stop. The beast isn’t beneath us, and I figure we lost him for the moment. 

Adem and Easton both sit down on the wall in unison. Adem holds his hand up and helps me sit, hugging me once I’m down beside him. “Does your leg hurt?”

My throat is dry and rough. “It’s no worse than the rest of my body. Are you guys okay?”

Easton bends forward so I can see him. “We are alive, at least for the time being.”

I take a deep breath, trying to refill my depleted lungs. “I was so worried when I came through and learned we’d been separated.” 

Adem pulls me into him, kissing my forehead. “You have no idea.”

I see Easton look away like he can’t stand to watch us. I can’t feel his energy, but I still know exactly what he’s feeling. I put my hand on Adem’s shoulder and move back slightly. I can tell in the sharp rise of his eyebrows, that it hurts him, but I can’t cause Easton any more pain.

“Anyone have an idea of how to stop the beast?” I ask, hoping to get out of here as soon as possible.

Adem answers tightly, “It’s a Minotaur.” His wounded eyes look away. The labyrinth has made his typically controlled emotions much more visible. “It can die like anything else, but we don’t have powers or weapons.”

I speak as my thoughts come. “Actually, there’s a pretty large jagged rock close by where we found each other.” I remove my self-made bandage from my arm, showing my deep cut. “It left me this beauty. We could break it off and use it like a knife, or stake, or whatever you make to kill a Minotaur.”

Easton’s body straightens with hope. “Perfect. Let’s get out of here. I desperately need some water.” We’ve been in the maze for a least two days without any liquids, which is starting to take its toll on all of us. 

Easton slides down into the maze, waiting below for us to join him.

Adem looks at me longingly. “Give me your hands. I’ll help you down.” My hands grab his and he slowly and softly lowers me off the wall. 

I lead the way, with Adem behind me and Easton behind him. Adem and I both look worse for wear. The further we walk the more disoriented I become, like each motion my legs make depletes my already drained energy. I soon become disoriented and dizzy, and I can’t concentrate and walk at the same time, causing me to stop. I lean against the wall, hoping for a miracle or at least to catch my bearings. 

Easton’s hand moves to my forehead. “You’re burning up.”

Unable to stand, I slide down the wall onto the hard rocks. My mouth is bone dry. “I’m fine. I just need to rest for a second.”

Adem sits next to me, and he looks just as horrible as me. “We’re dehydrated. We just need to get the stake and kill the beast, then we are free.” He pauses. “I hope.”

I shake my head in understanding and use my limp arms to try to rise from the floor, but it feels impossibly hard like the ground is pulling me back. 

I feel arms grab me, looking up to see Easton moving me onto his back. “Hold on. We are almost there. We’re where we first ran into each other.” I use everything I have to wrap my arms securely around his neck as he transports me like a monkey. Even now, I feel a slight flutter in my heart as Easton’s skin touches mine.

“I miss this,” I say aloud. Delusions and dehydration making me lose all common sense. I feel Easton’s hand grab the top of mine as my energy begins to refill. My weak body starts to recuperate, as energy radiates from Easton and me, healing me. Easton stops moving as I feel his body become more energized from our unexpected boost. With my common sense returned, I jump off of Easton, staring at him in wonder.

“What just happened?” I ask. Easton extends his arms out in astonishment, looking back at me like I’m a god and he wants to kiss me. 

I feel the same thing he does, but I couldn’t do that to Adem.

I close my eyes, inhaling deeply as I turn towards Adem who looks at us with deep pain swimming in his eyes. “What happened? How are you healed?”

I answer carefully, “I don’t know exactly. Do you feel better?”

Adem shakes his head no. Then continues towards the stake slightly stumbling. “Let’s end this.”

With my energy restored, I grab Adem’s arm, helping him walk. He sadly grins back at me, breaking my everything.

I hear Easton shout ahead. “I found it.” A loud banging echoes back to us, and Adem and I look ahead in concern. The entire maze can most likely hear the banging noise, and the Minotaur will soon find us.

We turn the corner to find Easton smiling back with a large stake in his hand. I place Adem on the side of the maze as Easton hands me the stake. “You should do the honors. I’ll distract him and you stab him from behind.” 

I feel wrong about stabbing the creature from behind, but I desperately want out of this maze. “Okay,” I say lamely.

We prepare our plan, and everyone gets in position right before the Minotaur comes trotting into our vicinity.

Easton throws a rock at it and the Minotaur begins to charge him, then Adem tries to draw the Minotaur’s attention, yelling at it as he jumps down the wall. “Hey, come and get me.” The Minotaur’s attention turns to Adem, just as we predicted, and I’m able to position myself perfectly with the stake in hand. I crawl into position to leverage the stake against the strong floor, but the Minotaur sees me, turning around with sad eyes that beg to be free. 

The last part of the plan is for Easton and Adem to push him into the now perfectly propped up stake. But I can’t go through with it. I move the stake at the last minute, and the boys push him over into nothing. 

I swallow hard, nervous I made a huge mistake. I slowly move next to the fallen Minotaur. “I showed you mercy, now it’s your turn.”

I can tell he understands me, as his bulging eyes soften, and he sits up, more human than before. 

He looks up at the sky sounding more human than before. “Finally.” He then turns to me and whispers, “Thank you. You’ve passed.” Then he disappears.
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I would have never thought to give the Minotaur mercy. That thing was a monster, and I was determined to kill it. But unlike me, Lili, saw through its snarl and horns, seeing something I couldn’t. Maybe that’s the real difference between light and darkness. Good people are more willing to listen and look for the good beneath the mask.

I sit down next to Lili, who lays on the ground, right on top of where the Minotaur vanished. She purposely looks up at the sky, like the clouds are talking to her. Maybe they are.

I look up, trying to see what she sees. “How did you know to do that? To show it mercy?”

She turns her head slowly, speaking to me with a slight sorrow she now has when she looks at me. “I understood his look. It reminded me of how I sometimes feel.” She breathes deeply. “He looked trapped and even though I wanted to escape the labyrinth more than anything, I couldn’t stab him in the back. It felt wrong.”

Easton sits down next to Lili, listening to our conversation. She glances at him quickly and I can clearly see something has changed between them. 

“Are you talking about being trapped in the labyrinth or something else?” I ask her, trying to ignore the stabbing pain in my chest when I see Lili and Easton together.

Lili sits up, crossing her legs. “Well, I want to be free from here, for sure. But I mean trapped in my life. Trapped being something I didn’t want to be. To fight a battle I’ve no interest in.”

The wind picks up and a gush of odorless air blows Lili’s hair into her petite face, overwhelming it. Easton quickly springs to action, moving small loose curls from her eyes. Once her face is free, they slightly smile at each other. 

Easton leans into Lili. “I completely understand what you mean, I feel the same way,” he says. 

Lili looks at him for a little too long, then turns back to me with large eyes, and irritation in her voice. “Icarus!”

“What?” I ask, hoping for a little more context.

Lili points behind me at a Greek man with ‘crazy’ written all over him. He begins jumping up and down in excitement as he says, “You’re almost there. I knew you would make it.”

Easton’s sharp brows lock in place as he asks, “So, you’re the one behind this?” His tense body moves aggressively towards Icarus as he screams, “You’re demented. Demented. Who was that little girl in my vision?”

 I stand up slowly, placing myself between Easton and Icarus, who scrunches behind me to make himself smaller. “Calm down. Let him speak,” I urge, but Easton won’t listen. 

He quickly jukes to the side of me, trying to charge Icarus, just like the Minotaur. “Who was she?” he screams.

Lili touches Easton’s arm gently, his mad flailing stops, and he turns to her like she’s put him in a trance. Her voice is understanding and kind, much more than Easton deserves. “He’s not our enemy. He’s stuck here too.”

Icarus pops out from behind me, adding, “Yeah, what she said.” His wings extend out as Icarus spreads his arms in an odd stretch. “If you make it to Nirvana, you’ll find out who she is,” he pointedly says to Easton. “You’re at the last part of the Labyrinth. The hardest part.”

“And what part would that be?” I ask with dehydration making it hard for me to hide my annoyance.

Icarus apparently doesn’t like my attitude, so he moves over to Lili. A little too close for my comfort. “You all passed all the tests, but in order to enter Nirvana, a willing sacrifice has to be made. Something dear and precious and only given once. The greatest sacrifice there is.”

Easton’s face snarls again as he aggressively asks, “Can you give us more than that?” I instantly know what Icarus is saying. There’s only one thing that matches his description and he’s right, the toll is heavy.

Icarus moves closer to Lili like she’s the one who asked him the question. I have a sinking feeling he’s into her. Get in line, Icarus. “If a sufficient sacrifice isn’t made, everyone will die.” He pauses, his tone lightening. “Best of luck, I know you will figure it out.” 

Icarus then disappears as though he was never here. Our surroundings turn to black and like a quick blip on a TV screen, we are standing in a completely new setting, on top of a cliff.

The cliff is deep and blue, with one lone tree without many branches in the center and three large goblets of water by its trunk. I lean over the edge of the space, finding a deadly drop below with blackness at the bottom. 

Lili and Easton both run to the chalices under the trees, drinking water feverishly. I can tell Lili is nervous by the small shake of her hand, and the dazed look she gets when she’s deep in thought. Easton stands as close to her as he can without touching her. He lets her silently think but his eyes keep gazing over at her, ensuring she’s alright. Lili leans into him; not purposely, but it hurts just the same. Their love is clearer to me than it’s ever been before. It’s in all the things they do and don’t do.

A thousand thoughts collide in my mind. A laundry list of a life wasted. The labyrinth has shown me things I didn’t want to see. Things I had pretended didn’t affect me and my mind pushes my reluctant thoughts to the day of Mary’s death.




It was Mary’s sixteenth birthday, and I was just finishing up at the office. I had been working on a painting of her for a month, which I intended to give to her today after her classes. I wrapped her present in a silk purple cloth and tied it with a matching silk bow. She’d been asking me to paint her since the day we met, and I couldn’t wait to see her reaction. 




Just as I’m about to transport to Cognosco, Michael walks in my office with a red alert in his hand.

“Did you get this yet?” he asks with fear.

I don’t know why, but something inside of me becomes fearful of what’s written. I grab the alert from his hand, reading it aloud calmly. 




                   “Mary, a new sort of Celestial, is the daughter of Sax and created to rule the Earth. Her arrival sets into motion events that can’t be stopped. Everything will change, and Celestial leadership will fall.” 




I stare at the paper, looking at Mary’s name written in big bold letters.

Michael pats my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Adem. I told you not to get involved with her.”

I have a hard time talking, but I do what I’ve always done pushing my emotions down. “How do you know it’s her?”

Michael’s eyes soften. “Because she’s the only new celestial named Mary. Plus, you know she’s stronger than she should be. It’s clearly her.”

There’s no refuting what he’s said—it’s all true. My usually active mind is numb. “What is the plan?” 

Michael grabs the alert from my hand. “Don’t worry, I’m taking care of it. You don’t need to get your hands dirty on this one.” He walks from my office, stopping in the doorway. “I am sorry, Adem.”




 This is the moment I should have stopped him. I should have killed him where he stood, but instead, I just stood there, trying to figure out how to save us both. I should have just been worried about how to save her. 




As soon as the door closes, I walk to my desk, trying to figure out what to do and how to rescue Mary and me. There’s only one place we can hide. The Bermuda Triangle has the strongest energy vortex in the world, preventing any energy from entering or being located within its barriers. Plus, there’s no vivacity channel by it, so Celestials can’t easily travel there. It takes me all night to secure our new home. To set up supplies, create a barrier around our personal island, and to create a passage. 

As soon as everything’s set, I quickly head to Cognosco to rescue Mary. I arrive on campus and search for her light energy everywhere, but I can’t find her. I run from the transportation center to the school. The normally clean and elegant inside is destroyed. There are broken walls, smashed paintings and statues, and spots of blood everywhere, but no Celestials in view. With fear propelling me, I rush upstairs running to Mary’s room. Her door is open and she’s lifeless on the floor, all by herself. Who left her here? Who did this?

Her neck’s twisted with a large hole, which isn’t bleeding any more. Her lips are blue, her skin’s pale, and the smile I love is gone forever. I fall to the floor, my hands and legs covered in what remains of her. I grab her corpse and hold her in my trembling hands as I cry for the first time in my life. I did this. This is all my fault. 




“Adem? Are you okay?” Lili kneels next to me, looking at me with worried eyes.  She hands me my water goblet. “You need to drink.”

I roll my tight shoulders, trying to calm the storm inside of me before I reply. “I haven’t been okay for a long time.”

Lili’s head tilts and I can tell my uncontrollable emotions are affecting her. Tears drip down her face and she hugs me tightly. “I’m here for you. I’ll always be here for you. What can I help you with?”

The truth is I love her, but not as much as Mary. I don’t know if I can ever love someone like that again. I’ve had eight thousand years to live and I’ve barely done any good in all that time. I was worried about the wrong things. About hiding who I really am behind a mask, so nothing could hurt me. A mask of what I thought I should be, and I’m done with that.

I look at Lili and Easton and even though their relationship hurts, I see Mary and me 500 years ago. Just like that, everything falls into place. I know the right thing to do, to help destroy the Darkness once and for all. My one and only contribution to the world.

I stand and turn to Lili, handing her my untouched water goblet. “Don’t make the same mistake as I did—be you. The whole beautiful you. Do more good than bad, but don’t stress your mistakes. Love with your whole heart because you never know when it will end.” I kiss Lili passionately and firmly. 

“Adem, why are you talking like that,” she cries knowingly.

I stare into her beautiful eyes, eyes just like Mary’s, as I say, “Just know I love you and you brought me back to life.” Then without regret, I run off the cliff’s edge and sacrifice myself.
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On repeat, the image of Adem jumping off the cliff keeps playing in my mind. Like my mind is trying to figure out if he really died. His death is different than the others; instead of sobs and pain, I feel numbness and disbelief. I know I should be crying, but I can’t. Or maybe I won’t. I keep looking at the cliff’s edge expecting him to return, but he doesn’t. Can a person experience too much loss? Is there a switch that flips, preventing pain and sorrow?

Easton stares at me warily, like I may jump over the cliff myself. “Lili, what do you need from me?”

I stare ahead aimlessly. “I’m fine. I just want all of this to be over.” 

We sit in silence until Icarus wisps onto our cliff. I stare past him, not wanting to meet his gaze. He keeps his distance from me as he struggles to find the right words for the moment. I know more than anyone else that there’s nothing anyone can say to heal the death of someone you love. Loved.

Icarus’ voice is empathetic. “I’m sorry, Lili.” I coldly look at him, making him squirm as he adds, “His death won’t be in vain.”

The more Icarus talks to me the more I want to hurt him, so I don’t respond. I know he’s not to blame, but it’s hard for me to interact with him. It feels like betraying Adem.

Maybe Easton understands this because he speaks, saying exactly what I would have. “Just get to the point. How do we get to Nirvana?”

Icarus’ usually loud voice is quiet. “I can take you there now if you want.” He looks at me in search of the old Lili. In search of someone who shows kindness when it’s needed. 

Easton extends his hand in my direction and I take it without hesitation. 

Icarus stares at me, “You have to know I didn’t want anyone to die. I…he wanted to make the sacrifice. He did it willingly.”

I squeeze Easton’s hand like it’s a stress ball, but he doesn’t flinch. He remains silent until my hand stops clutching his. “We are ready,” he says with urgency.

Icarus’ eyes widen with sadness. “Of course,” he says. A door suddenly appears in the tree, and Icarus opens it slowly, staring at me like a starving puppy begging for food. The passageway to Nirvana is open and begging us to enter, and I’m not sure the cost to get here was worth it. On the other side of the door, I see a grey space with bright lights that look like distant stars. The space feels dead and everything inside of me says, not to enter.

Easton tenses as he stares at Nirvana with terror. After about a minute, he turns his fear-stricken face towards me. “How are we supposed to find my memories again?

Helping him relax actually helps my numb mind begin to work again. Though, my voice still sounds emotionless and unlike myself. “According to Nora, you should be able to find your own memories. They’re going to glow brighter than everything else. And remember the succubus told me that a blast of energy bigger than Nirvana’s should release all the memories trapped there.”

Easton nods. “That’s right. We will combine our energy.” He looks at me with worry. “Do you still think you’ll be able to do that?” 

“Absolutely. I’m fine,” I say, though I know that’s not the case. I can tell something’s fractured deep inside and if too much weight’s applied, I may break.

I grab Easton’s hand and nod in the direction of the door. “I guess there’s nothing left to do but go inside.” Before I step through the passageway, I look at Icarus and try to give him what he was looking for. “I don’t blame you. I hope you enjoy your freedom and live a life of happiness without too much heartache.” I see relief flood his expression, which surprisingly helps return a small part of me that I thought would be gone forever. 

Icarus clears his throat and speaks without moving his mouth like he’s delivering a secret he doesn’t want anyone else to see. “I hope the same for you. You two are meant to be together. A balance Earth so desperately needs.” His lips then begin to move again. “And thanks for releasing me. I’ll never forget it.”

I watch him disappear then squeeze Easton’s hand as we step through the portal. The space between the cliff and Nirvana is small and circular, with twirling lights inside a spherical tunnel. We only walk for about ten seconds until our bodies drop, falling into Nirvana’s grey abyss. The space feels cold and devoid of emotion, like everything inside of me, all the happy and sad emotions that make me who I am, are now wrapped tightly in aluminum foil, unable to affect me like they used to. The last time I was here I wanted to leave as soon as possible. Now the emotionless void doesn’t bother me.

Easton’s voice sounds like he’s inside a bubble with extended vowels and no reverb. “I’m going to head over here.” There are hundreds of thousands of spherical lights throughout the space, which Easton regards nervously.” I don’t want us to get separated. Follow me.” Easton begins to search the balls of light for something only he can see.

I follow him through the balls of light, looking inside the globes at other’s forgotten memories. The happiest and worst parts of someone’s life contained forever in such a small object. 

Easton’s pace quickens and I assume he’s getting close to his missing memories. I know I should feel excited for him, but Nirvana doesn’t allow me to feel at all. I watch Easton like a movie on in the background as he grabs ball after ball, shoving them back into his body. I can see every new memory changing his emotion. Flashes of happiness, sorrow, pain, and fear showing on his face. Why is he not emotionless in this space of nothing. He grabs another ball then walks to my side, staring at me with so much emotion that I’m unable to comprehend it. 

He holds the ball out between us, his fingers wrapped around it tightly. “These are the memories of us. I can see your face inside. I want you to be with me.” 

I don’t reply, just stare at him blankly as I look inside the sphere, seeing our first kiss.

I logically know a smile is appropriate here, and I try to form one. Easton stares at me with distress, touching my skin, and looking for our spark. I don’t feel a thing. He begins to cram the ball into his chest, pushing it hard with both hands. The sphere finally absorbs into him and I see his face fill with emotion. His hands extend out to me, in love maybe. “Lili, I’m so sorry. I…I didn’t want this to..” As he speaks, I can see his expression change, but to what I can’t tell. His head tilts and his eyebrows crease as he starts to talk again. “We are going to get you out of here. You need to combine your energy with mine.” 

I have no desire to combine my energy with him. For what? Why go through all that work? He frantically begins to spin around the abyss, searching for something. “Where’s the door?” he asks aloud. I look back at him, confused by the emotions on his face. It feels like I missed a plot turn and am adrift in the story. 

Easton picks me up and places me over his shoulder as he carries me through the lights. I don’t feel time pass as I bounce up and down, moving with his steps. The only thing that grabs my attention in all the greys around me is a light brighter than the others. A light that calls to me and all that I want to do is connect to it, to reach it.

I kick my legs and scream, “Let me go. I have to get to the light.” 

Easton drops me and I walk towards the bright sphere like a mouth to the flame. I grab the ball and it feels hot to the touch, which is nice in this cold space. I just hold the light, looking at it.

Easton touches my shoulder and says, “Lili, please take it in. It will help you feel again. You’re dying.”

His emotions don’t affect me as I continue to stare at the ball with images of my dad floating around inside. Easton then grabs it from my hands, shoving it into my chest with a strength that overwhelms my body. My memory begins to return, and I’m transported back to the memory that was taken, to the day of my dad’s death.
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Nirvana is freezing and feels disconnected to space and time. With the majority of my emotions already missing inside my old memories, I desperately cling to the feelings that remain, even if they are basic. Nirvana is so large, I worry if I’ll ever be able to locate my memories amongst the millions here. 

Lili’s body slumps next to me, and I look at her for just a second, confirming she’s okay. She stares back at me without emotion, which in the short time I’ve known her, is very un-Lili-like. I know losing Adem hurt her and I worry about what’s happening inside her mind.

I search the space, frantically looking for my memories before I lose all sense of self, but then a bright light draws my attention. Far back in the abyss, I see what looks like a floodlight, which is bright and all-consuming, taking away the grey.

Before I head towards my memories, I make sure Lili and I remain together. “I’m going to head over here.” She doesn’t react to my words and I don’t even know if she can hear me, so I speak louder. “I don’t want us to get separated.” Still nothing. “Follow me.” I guess she heard me because she slowly trails behind me as I move towards my past. 

My already underdeveloped emotions begin to fade, making me hurry until I reach my memories. I stand in the middle of the brightness present in so many balls around me. The energy of each sphere calls to me, begging me to reconnect as they glow with the beat of my heart. With trembling hands, I grab the nearest ball, recognizing the girl from my vision inside the labyrinth. 

With too much time spent inside Nirvana, I begin to debate if I want to learn who she is, the girl with the ringlets and big eyes who visited me in the maze. 

She smiles from within the sphere, and for a second I feel like her image calls to me. I grab the burning ball and shove it deep into my chest before I have a chance to debate it. My core fights back at first then willingly absorbs the memory.




I chase Addie through the kitchen as she infectiously giggles, running with bouncing red curls and spaghetti noodles dragging behind her. I jog slowly, pretending to be winded, so her little body and big spirit have a chance to win our game. 

Addie climbs on top of our marble countertop island, shouting at me fiercely with victory displayed on her face. “I win. I’m the spaghetti Queen and you’re my servant.” I can’t help but smile at her sweet baby face, which hides her fierce strength in its cuteness. 

I reply with humor in my voice as I bow deeply. “At your service, my lady. Your wish is my command.” 

Addie looks around our modern white kitchen, searching for a task for me to do. “Please make me a royal plate of food.” I bow again, accepting my orders and heading for the cabinet that holds the plates. 

Our kitchen is full of expensive appliances, marble countertops, and large stone vases with elaborate purple flower arrangements. The space screams money, but there’s warmth and personal touches hidden within the cabinets. My mom makes us decorate dishes every year, obsessed with spending time as a family even though she’s always working. 

My dad’s plates are the worst, with unidentified objects he calls art. I grab one of Addie’s plates with rainbows and unicorns and begin to make her a PB and J. Her little freckled nose scrunches as she impatiently waits for me. I hand Addie her sandwich, which she quickly begins to devour, enjoying her winnings in under ten bites. In the process, her hands and mouth become completely covered with peanut butter. 

“You are the messiest queen I’ve ever seen.” I grab her from the counter and wrap her in my arms as she fiercely fights against my hold, trying to break free. 

She suddenly and unexpectedly stops struggling against my arms, flipping her body upwards and placing her little innocent hand on my face. “I love you.” 

I smile with pure love and absolute devotion. “I love you too, Addie Sue.” When I hold Addie in my arms, all the darkness in me dissipates, allowing me to breathe again.

Addie has always been my anchor to the goodness on earth. I’m not innately moral like the rest of my family. Sometimes I can’t help but feel something’s wrong with my wiring. I can feel other’s emotions and hear their thoughts, making me think my powers are from the devil himself.




The girl from my vision was my sister, who I loved. I had a family that cared for me, and I loved them. I feel a widening of my emotions as I grab ball after ball, shoving them into my core. Each new memory hurts, like they’re expanding my soul beyond what it’s used to. It feels like I was the tin man, and now the wizard gave me a heart. I actually know movie references.

I continue until I reach the last ball. The biggest ball of all. I hold the orb securely, staring into its images. Lili’s face shines with love, and I look up seeing her grey and emotionless as she stares ahead at nothing. I carry the memories to her, trying to elicit an emotive response. “These are the memories of us.” She looks sickly, but I continue praying my words spark something inside of her. “I can see your face inside. I want you to be with me.” Nothing. I grab her, hoping our spark brings her back. Nothing.

I shove the ball into my core as quickly as it will absorb, and my memories begin to build inside hitting me one at a time. Flashes of my life returning. 

When I found out about Lili’s threat to me from Baxoney, when I first saw her and felt a spark spread through my body; warming me for the first time. She was kind, strong, funny, and perfect. Absolutely perfect, even in her imperfections. I loved her so much, and it was taken. I feel love and pain swimming in a current, and I can’t stop. Our first kiss, meeting her mom, and seeing her childhood home. Her kind soul being infected with darkness. Once everything comes back to me, I feel a love I’ve never felt before. A love I would kill for.

I look in her eyes once again but the Lili I love is gone. My words come pouring out. “Lili, I’m so sorry. I…I didn’t want this to…” As I speak, I realize she’s dead to everything. I begin to panic, talking to her with fear. “We are going to get you out of here. You need to combine your energy with mine.” She doesn’t hear me. 

What am I going to do? I can’t get her back just to lose her again. I pick her up and begin to carry her through the endless amount of balls in search of the door we entered through. Screw all the memories. I just want to ensure Lili survives. 

I can’t find it anywhere, then Lili’s unmoving body begins to fight against me. 

She kicks and punches me, screaming, “Let me go. I have to get to the light.” I do what she asks, unsure of what she’s doing. She begins to run through the grey abyss until she abruptly stops, grabbing a glowing orb in her hands. Her look is filled with fear and recognition and I realize she’s found a memory. But she just stares at it, as she begins to turn greyer and greyer. 

“Lili, please take it in. It will help you feel again. You’re dying,” I plead in desperation. She just stares at the ball. 

I can’t wait for another second, grabbing the ball from her weakened hands and shoving it directly into her core as quickly as I can. Her body resists at first, then absorbs the memory; joy, pain, and anger flash across her face.
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My memory has frayed black edges, like an old picture show. I’m sitting next to my father in his silver Ford Fusion, which is meant for paved roads, but my dad still drives it through the small gravel roads only he and a couple of old men know about. 

I’m sitting in my body, but just a spectator of what’s happening. I’m not able to say what I want or participate in the action.




“No hands. No hands,” my dad shouts, trying to elicit a reaction from me as the car weaves and bounces on the dirt road. 

I’m not in the mood. “I guess we’ll crash, then.”

He doesn’t stop, never being one to give up. “I guess we will then,” he teases as our car begins to move towards rocks and fallen trees.

So, he wants to play a game of chicken. “So be it. I guess my time has come.”

His eyes crunch in thought. “If you give up, then so do I, our fates are sealed. Darth Vader has finally won.” The car begins to really shake as the rocks get bigger and bigger.

He would completely ruin his car just to win our game, so I have no choice but to recede. He’s so stubborn. “Fine. Dad, please put your hands on the wheel, The force is strong with me,” I sarcastically scream.

My dad smiles. “Anything for my daughter.” He then stops our car from drifting off the dirt road, steering it back into safety. He loves to play this game with me, and I’d like to say it doesn’t work, but it always lightens my dark moods.

“What do you want to know?” I ask, knowing where this conversation is going.

“Why is my beautiful, kind daughter upset? Is it the kids at school again?”

“Isn’t it always?” I say, feeling the pain from constant teasing and torment from my classmates.

My dad takes a deep breath. “Why do you let those kids get to you? They’re not worth your time and energy.” 

“I know, Dad.” I start debating if I should tell him about my real issue. That I’m a freak who not only gets teased but can hear the horrible thoughts of others. “I’m not normal and I just want to fit in.” I know his thoughts on this, so I add, “Not always, but maybe just one day. Just to have one day as a normal teen.”

My dad takes one hand off the steering wheel, clutching my free hand fiercely. “Only the strange and abnormal change the world, Lili, and I know in my gut you are made for greater things than just being normal.” He lets go of my hand, returning it to the wheel. “Plus, no one’s normal. They’re just hiding their freak flags, putting on a show that kills every bit of magic they were created to do.”

I stare at my dad, looking inside his mind, which believes every single word he says. My gloom begins to lighten as I look at him, happy he’s always honest and always himself. I smile internally, not wanting him to know he’s lightened my mood yet. I can’t give him an even bigger head than he already has. 

My dad continues to drive, staring at me every minute or two, looking for some kind of sign he’s gotten through my stubborn mind. Honestly, he’s more stubborn than I am. Like father, like daughter. 

My dad suddenly starts screaming, “Hold on, Lili,” as he breaks unexpectedly. I look through the front windshield and am surprised by a woman standing in front of us in the middle of the abandoned dirt road, forcing my dad to break hard. Our tires screech and the brakes lock as we begin to slide in the dirt, towards the stranger who just stands there, unmoving.

“Please, God,” my dad yells. 

Everything seems slow motion, and I close my eyes, afraid to see her body smash against the front of our car. Our car stops and I jerk forward in my seatbelt. I hold my breath and open my eyes, dust floating all around us. I exhale as soon as I see the woman alive and unharmed. She walks to our car with a devious look in her eyes.




 As she moves closer, I instantly recognize her as my biological mother, Sax, and I watch with shock at her appearance in my forgotten memory. 




     “Hello, Lili,” she says. 

Her energy hits me hard. I’ve never felt darkness like that before and I become fearful of her intent. She looks at me, surprised. “I didn’t realize you’d be able to feel my energy so early.” Then, like magic, her energy becomes good. The hate and anger are replaced with a feeling of love and understanding. This more than anything freaks me out. I want to run, but my dad’s here.

“Lili, who is this?” my dad asks, looking between us. 

I look at my dad with hidden fear. “I don’t know. I’ve never met her.”

My dad’s head angles towards Sax with confusion. “Are you okay? Why were you standing in the middle of the road? Do you live around here?”

Sax can’t hide her revulsion for my father as her tone seeps with disdain. “Don’t you worry. You could never hurt me, even if you wanted to.”

Sax looks at me and a shiver spreads down my body. Who is this lady and what does she want?

My dad kindly speaks to her, her faux goodness drawing him nearer. “Is there something I can help you with? Someone I can call?”

Sax smiles. “There is one thing you could do for me.”

“Sure, anything,” my dad replies. 

Sax’s look turns towards me, “Lili is in danger and I’d like her to live with me, so I can train her to fight the darkness.”

My dad steps back and looks at me, saying sharply, “Get in the car, Lili, now!” 

I don’t want to leave him with this woman, so I reply, “Let’s go together. We can call someone to help.”

My dad looks at the determination on my face and instantly knows I won’t abandon him. “Okay. We will go together.” He then turns to the lady and adds, “Someone will be here to help you soon. Just give us a second.” 

We begin to hurry to the safety of our car when my dad is lifted into the air and placed in some kind of bubble. The lady is next to me in a flash and I jump back, alarmed, and freaked beyond measure. “Lili, you’ve always known you are different, that’s because you were created from my energy. I am the origin of all light in the world.”

My entire body shakes, fear and alarm ringing so loud I can barely think straight. I stare at my dad in the air and I see his mouth violently yelling, but I can’t hear his screams. “What are you doing to him?” I ask her. “If you are the origin of all light, then you would let him go.” 

“He will be released when you come with me. Our mission is paramount.” Sax’s attention abruptly changes and her false love changes to hate as she stares behind me. I quickly turn, looking at a thin man sauntering towards us as though he’s on a scenic stroll through the park.




I feel betrayal flame inside me hot and uncontrollable. I know this man. Sebastian looks at me from inside my memory and all I can do is watch as he speaks to Sax.




    “Hello, Pax. Long time no see. Why are you pretending to be my daughter?” Sax is really Pax? What is happening? His attention then turns to me. “And who is this? Is this my kin? The girl you created to destroy your sister?” 

Pax’s expression is pure anger. “Why does it concern you why I created her?”

Sebastian’s usually light tone turns terrifying as the clouds above fill with electricity. “I have my own horse in this game. Admit defeat and leave the Earth.”

Pax responds with pure hate. “I will not!” 

“You will not interfere, and you will not touch the girl.” Sebastian becomes scolding, like a father talking to his kid. “I always told you not to mess with that which you do not understand.”

Out of nowhere, a shield surrounds me. If feels like I’m inside a hamster ball. Sebastian looks at me, then back to Pax as lightning bolts erupt around him. “Are you sure this is the action you want to take?”

Pax looks at Sebastian with venom. “Do what you’re good at—disappear.” My shield begins to waver as the shining space around me begins to crack. I look at Pax, who raises into the air, forming the biggest lightning bolt I’ve ever seen. It shakes the ground around us as he flings it at Sebastian. 

Sebastian doesn’t even duck. He stands straight, hitting the lightning away with a flick of his wrist, turning the large bolt into thousands of tiny sparks. 

I push against the cracks on my shield until they burst, freeing me from my cage. The air crackles as Sebastian and Pax fight all around me. Lightning bolts burn the earth. I need to get to my dad before we both become collateral damage. He remains in the air and just like my shield, his is cracked and damaged. I get on top of my dad’s Ford, climbing to the roof. I squat, trying to get enough power to jump up and knock my dad free, but with the car shaking from the battle I trip off the roof, falling hard. 

In a panic I throw my arms out, trying to brace my fall, but instead of hitting the ground, I levitate. What am I? I’m wobbly and uncontrolled in the air, but with little time to spare I push down my questions and fears, and I try hard to make myself float to my dad. I expand my mind outward, willing myself to move, and I do. I fly to him slowly and shakily, like a toddler riding a bike for the first time. I put my hand on the ball containing him. I tell it to break, and for the first time in my life, I don’t doubt I can do what I say. The ball listens to my command, breaking into powder. 

My dad’s soundless screams are now heard as he falls towards the ground hard. I propel myself as quickly as I can, just barely catching his shin before he hits the dirt.

Have I been able to fly this entire time? What is happening? Lightning bolts continue to crash around us as I scream at my dad, “We have to go.”

He looks at me with wonder, grabbing my hand and saying, “I told you, you were meant to change the world.” I help my dad off the ground, just to have him ripped from my hands, by Pax, who now holds him in a headlock. 

Pax’s exterior wobbles between looking like Sax and Beth until it finally lands back on Sax. “This will all be erased from your memory. You need to come with me, or I’ll kill your dad.”

“No, Lili,” my dad screams.

But I can’t let this devil take my father. I have no choice. “Okay. As long as you promise to save him.” 

Pax looks around like he’s waiting for an attack, then says, “Of course. Let’s go,” in a rush.

I walk to  Pax, then demand, “It’s your turn.”

Pax grabs me, letting my dad go. He then smiles at me ruthlessly. “I don’t have the time for all these dramatics. It’s easier just to kill him.” A lightning bolt strikes from above, and my father turns to me, yelling something I can’t hear, right before he burns to ash before my eyes. 

I collapse on the floor as once again a battle occurs around me. But I don’t pay attention to the claps of thunder or bright lights. I just focus on the spot where my father used to stand, the spot where Pax killed him.

I see Sebastian’s legs walk in front of me. He gently grabs my chin and raises it to look him in his eyes. “I’m so sorry, my child.” He looks at the spot which used to be my dad, then back to me. “It’s not time for you to know all this yet. I’m going to remove it. Just know it’s for your own good. When your memory returns, come to find me and I will tell you everything you need to know.” He stares at me kindly. “Don’t worry, I will protect you until that time.”

I stare at Sebastian with shock until my memory turns black.
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My vision ends and I return to Nirvana with my emotions intact. Easton’s forehead scrunches in anticipation, but I remain quiet, just trying to take in everything that just uploaded into my mind. I obviously already knew my dad died, but the memory I had of it was false, a spun story told by Sebastian. Did he tell it to protect himself or to protect me?

Easton gawks at me in wonder and I’m surprised by his emotive eyes; there’s something different in their depths. A light I don’t remember being there before. What an odd thing to notice on such a horrible day.

“Can you hear me?”  he asks in concern.

I look at him, confused. Nothing happened to my ears. “Yes. Can you hear me?” 

All the tension in his face relaxes and a sly grin appears. “What was the memory about? Have your emotions returned?” I stand up, stretching my arms out as an image of my dad turning to ash pops into my mind. I shake it away, trying to make my heaviness light.

“Betrayal, Pax, and…” my words catch. “Death.” I inhale deeply, that feels better. “And I feel about every emotion a person can feel, so I’m not sure I’m too stable. Probably not the time to make me mad.”

“Copy that. Sounds just like a typical day,” Easton jokes. I’d grin at him if I could. 

I want to tell Easton exactly what I’ve discovered, but Nirvana isn’t the place to catch up. I can already feel my emotions slipping away again and I need to cling to my hate for Pax if I’m ever going to destroy him. 

The glowing balls of memories begin to shake within the grey abyss as I expand my energy out.

Easton grabs my arm. “Lili. Are you okay?”

“Never better,” I reply as I move closer to Eason. “It’s time to release these memories. Their owners need to see the truth, no matter how ugly it is.” Easton nods, but I can tell he’s worried for me. 

We combine our hands, interlocking our fingers tightly. Our merged energy begins to spark, creating an ebb and flow within Nirvana that causes the brightness of the memories to shift between light and dark. Easton and I begin to lift off the ground, floating in the grey and dead space above the lighted memories. Our spark travels through my veins, igniting every part of me and filling me with a power that makes me feel invincible. 

I don’t allow my mind to doubt my power, telling myself our combined energy is strong enough to break Nirvana’s restraints and ultimately hurt Pax. 

Easton screams, his words carrying through the charged atmosphere. “I’m ready. Push everything you have out.” 

I gather my energy into my core, pulling it from Nirvana’s own supply. Then I begin to push it out, joining Easton’s energy, which does the same. It feels like I’m pushing a thousand-pound ball up a hill, and it takes everything I have to ensure I don’t lose an inch of progress. 

Our energies together feel all-consuming, like they were perfectly made to combine. I can feel Nirvana’s space weakening, and I push out everything I have left until I feel the bounded space begin to crack. 

“We’ve got this,” I yell at Easton, whose body strains from the effort. He squeezes my hand harder in response as we both continue to push until Nirvana expands so far it can’t contain our energy, breaking like a bubble that was blown too large. A muffled burst dies in the echoless space of the darkness that used to be Nirvana. And the floating memories begin to soar in different directions, returning to their owners. It looks like shooting stars, which I used to wish upon, but don’t anymore. 

The collapse of Nirvana allows me to finally relax, breaking the barriers that held all my grief, sorrow, anger, and betrayal inside. “We did it!” I scream in a relief I desperately needed.

“It’s beautiful,” Easton says as the memories shoot by us, leaving a trail of light behind each ball. I begin to cry, tears falling hard and fast down my face. 

Easton’s attention turns to me, and he holds me tight against him, allowing my pain to flow free, like the memories of Nirvana. Then when the last sphere is gone, we are transported back to the cliff in Bermuda, where we entered the Labyrinth. As soon as my feet touch the rocks, my body collapses, and Easton holds me tightly as I silently cry in his arms.

“It’s okay, Lili,” he whispers, and I know everything will eventually be bearable again, but for right now I can’t see how I’ll ever smile.

“Please kiss me,” I beg, wanting to feel anything else besides the rush of emotions that are obliterating me. He looks at me sadly, not sure if he should listen. I wipe the tears from my swollen face and pull his white jersey shirt to me, kissing him hard. “I just want to forget,” I plead, and he begins to kiss me back until our lips are chapped and our clothes are removed.

We remain on the cliff, for almost a whole day and night, just holding each other as the waves crash below us. This wasn’t exactly how I imagined my first time, but my mind needed something else to focus on besides all the death and sorrow and I’m happy Easton could be that thing. 

The initial sting of my grief feels slightly less heavy and I’m eventually able to tell Easton how Pax killed my dad and how Sebastian is really Zax, and he tells me how he had a family and a little sister. We talk for what feels like forever until our words stop coming. 

As the sun sets again Easton gives me my clothes and gently tickles my back with his fingertips. 

I put my white dress back on and lay next to him for just another minute before we have to return to Baxoney’s village. 

He kisses me then smiles. “I’m so happy to have you back.” His voice carries in the ocean breeze.

I smile then whisper back, “me too.” 

I close my eyes for just a second, listening to the calming sound of the waves and feeling Easton’s bare stomach against my head. 

 “Hi, Lili. I hope I’m not interrupting anything. I was hoping you’d let me explain.” I open my eyes and am confronted by Sebastian, who stands on the edge of the cliff with a sheepish grin.

 There goes my peace. “Sure.” My voice seeps with pure malice. “You’ve had over a year to tell me, but sure. You can tell me now.” I raise my hands in the air. “Sure. Tell me.”

Sebastian’s eyes widen. “I never wanted you to be hurt, Lili.” He looks at me with pleading eyes. “I genuinely like you, which I didn’t expect.” His voice becomes full of regret. “But I should have never separated light and dark. Good and bad. It created a ripple effect of chaos that I’m responsible for.”

“Then why did you?” I ask in disgust. “You can’t fix it?”

“I was bored and lonely. I didn’t understand what I was doing at the time. Sax and Pax, well they both have their issues, but I can’t bring myself to end them. They’re still my children. You’ll find out there’s no greater love than that.”

My anger begins to intensify until I can barely hold it inside. “So, you left it for me?” 

“No, Pax created you to destroy Sax. The only thing that could end her is a power stronger than hers. A light power. I created it that way, so I’d have the decision of who lives and dies.”

My stomach drops dramatically, leaving me sick. “So, I’ve been created to kill Sax. The real Sax?” 

“Yes. The majority of Sax’s light energy is encased inside Beth. But Pax is controlling her, the majority of the time at least.” Sebastian looks to Easton as he continues. “I created Easton to balance you. He was created to eliminate Pax. There cannot be one without another. Pax should have seen this coming, but it’s hard to be strategic when you can only see things from one viewpoint.” Sebastian moves closer to us, like a bunny moving closer to a lion’s cave. “You two are yin and yang, with the power of Gods. The power of my children.”

Easton tenses and his heart pounds like he’s preparing for a fight. “Why does our energy spark around each other? Is that you too?”

Sebastian tightens his lips in thought. “Well, I also made you with a desire to combine with Lili. I wanted to correct my mistake. To reconnect the good and bad into one entity.” Easton and I stare at each other. I can feel he’s lost in thought, but I don’t care what Sebastian says, I won’t lose Easton just because he was created for me. I grab his hand and kiss it, my eyes connecting with his. A spark shoots down my body, the spark Sebastian created. 

I then turn back to Sebastian. “Got it. We are destined for each other.” Easton and Sebastian both stare at me, but for different reasons.

“Yes, in a way. What I didn’t realize was that you two would willingly merge your energies. Each one of you becoming more like the other. God’s in love, can do all kinds of miraculous things, really.”  

Sebastian sits down next to me, closing the gap between us. “The first moment I met you, at your mom’s house, was the instant I realized you were more like me than I’d expected. It was the first time I felt a real connection to anything.” I stare at him, unsure of how to react. “This happened differently than I thought it would, but nature has a way of intervening. It’s best if I depart before I can’t do what I need to do.” I don’t want him to leave, but I don’t say anything. His eyes soften, looking down at my belly, “Your new family is going to need all the protection they can get. Everyone will be coming after you.”

My breath catches, as I stare back at him with huge eyes. “What did you just say?” My mouth hangs open as I’m transported into a vision of the future:




I’m standing in the middle of a battle. Lightning, fire, and smoke surround me, and I’m scared beyond measure. Not scared for me, but for another. The most important being in my life. I fly through Celestials who are in combat, flicking away bolts as I scream, “Juno. Juno, where are you?”

Only a mother can hear her child cry in a battle, and I hear Juno screaming for me, “Mommy. Help me,” but I can’t find her. I send Celestials flying through the air like leaves dropping from a tree in Autumn.

I see Easton covered in blood, battling Pax, and I need to help him, but I have to find Juno first. I finally spot Juno in her jeans and a unicorn shirt with sparkles in the middle of the chaos. She’s being held by someone, but I can’t make out their face. I pull all my energy in my core rushing to get her before something happens.

“I’m coming,” I scream as I try to comfort her. I need to have her in my arms, to have her safe and with me. I wouldn’t be able to survive if anything happened to her. The Celestial holding her hostage turns and I see Sebastian smiling back at me.




My vision ends and I return to the cliff with Easton next to me and Sebastian floating up into the air, too far away for me to catch him.

He smiles at me, just like in my dream, saying, “The birth of Gods is much quicker than humans. She’ll be grown before you know it. I’ll come when she’s old enough.” He then throws me the silver key from Pax’s blacked house. “You’ll need this to release Sax. If that’s something you choose to do.”
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THANK YOU for reading Shadows! If you enjoyed the story, please leave me a review on Amazon and Goodreads. Reviews are critical to my success and help me to continue to write.




For news on upcoming books, novel promos, and exclusive stories join my mailing list.

https://www.lisachampagne.org/subscribe

* * *

Don’t miss the next book in the series, Goddess Ascending, available December 6th, 2020. 

Pre-order today on Amazon.

www.amazon.com/Goddess-Ascending-Paranormal-Romance




This is the final book of the series and the stakes for Lili are higher than ever. Lili, Easton, and Nora join forces to protect a new power on Earth, and finally put an end to the Darkness’ corruption. But things aren’t as they seem, and the group soon becomes lost in the battle. Only one side can claim victory, in this captivating ending that will surely have everyone on the edge of their seats.
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