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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Her long hair, dark with auburn streaks, falls down her back as she twirls in his arms. Her full gown—blue silk and satin trimmed in white fur and studded with sapphires, diamonds, and intricate silver thread—spins around her. Her eyes, as blue as her dress, are full of love and laughter as she looks up at him. She is angelic. Pure.
 
   Andriy Zorin smiles down at his new bride, his heart full of heady emotion. "You are mine, dear wife."
 
   Her smile is dazzling. "And you are mine."
 
   Water from a nearby fountain splashes as it feeds into a small pond filled with exotic fish. Danika holds her husband's hand. "We should return to our guests, should we not?"
 
   Zorin leans in to kiss her lips. "They can wait. We have a marriage to consummate."
 
   She laughs and pulls away. "I do not think this is the place for that, lovely as it is."
 
   This villa had belonged to Zorin for many years, but he hadn't spent much time in it. Now it felt like home. With Danika, it was home. They had excused themselves from their elaborate wedding reception to catch a quiet moment together in the private indoor courtyard adjacent to their bedroom suite. Zorin does not fancy returning to the many people who want to steal his attention from the woman before him, so he pulls her closer. "Our bedchamber is but a short distance away."
 
   She laughs again, spinning out of his arms in another twirl.
 
   Time stops.
 
   Silence.
 
   Blood.
 
   He sees it in her eyes first. They are full of life in one moment, empty the next.
 
   Vacant.
 
   An empty vessel. 
 
   Her body takes a moment to catch up. To realize what has happened. 
 
   Zorin is fast, but not fast enough. For his mind also requires a moment to make sense of what is happening.
 
   She falls into the pond, her beautiful dress spreading around her.
 
   The thud of her skull against the stone is loud. It breaks the silence. It is all Zorin can hear. 
 
   Blood stains the water around her head like a macabre halo. 
 
   He reaches for her, cradling her lifeless body against his. Her human fragility against his immortal strength.
 
   His voice carries through the halls and through the town, so loud is his grief and anguish.
 
   "Danika! Danika!"


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorin remembers New York before it was New York. Before it was a kingdom of the Four Orders. Before the tall buildings. Before Eden Architecture and Landscaping swept through the streets and turned them into this bewitching blend of old and new. Of nature mating with science to give birth to living landscapes and skyscrapers created from earth and stone and trees. But even before all that. He remembers.
 
   He remembers the Old World, so named back when this world was new. He remembers Broadway before it was Broadway. As his footsteps fall heavy in the unusually quiet night, he locks his dreams up in a corner of his mind and thinks about a different part of his past. One where Danika isn't dead. 
 
   One where he flies with her to see the world. One where they walked this street when it was an old footpath of the Lenape Indians in the early 1500s. Before Europe seized hold of the world. 
 
   Back then this magical street full of Fairy Trees glowing with their ripe fruit was a dirt path trodden by moccasins. He brought Danika here once, from their villa in Italy across the seas into a land of savages. But they weren't savages. They became friends with the natives. Danika and Zorin, both revered for their powers, rather than scorned. 
 
   But that was many lifetimes ago. 
 
   The Lenape people are all dead and gone.
 
   Like that version of New York. And the one after it. 
 
   Like Danika Star. 
 
   But he's still here. He'll always be here. 
 
   Around him the Fairy Fruit glows in bright pinks, oranges, greens, blues and reds, the ripe hanging heavy on the green branches. The eScreens above him light up with news, advertisements and messages from the Pope and the Four Orders. Inquisition Guards are dispersed in pairs, monitoring the streets, looking for rebels or Zeniths abusing their powers. Zeniths who aren't tagged properly or registered.
 
   He ignores it all in search of a bar that might house liquor strong enough to erase the shadows of his dreams.
 
   A wooden sign sways in the gentle breeze, the symbol of the Teutonics painted in faded red ink that reminds Zorin of blood. The Knight's Inn is not an elaborate set-up by any means, which suits Zorin's mood just fine. The door swings open with a thud at a push from his palm, exposing the insides of a gluttonous tavern, complete with the stink of ale and smoke, and sweat and vomit from those who cannot hold their liquor. The scent of food, of boiled potatoes and meats and vegetables long past their prime, assaults Zorin's senses.
 
   His sight is not hindered by the dismal lighting. Used to seeing in much darker places, Zorin scans the rugged groups of drinkers for the one face he knows will be here. He finds that face in the back, hidden by the shadows, sitting at a small wooden table alone, nursing a pint. Zorin passes the bar, where a young woman rushes to fill orders and pour drinks for her increasingly intoxicated clientele. She looks up as he enters and smiles in a way that makes Zorin pause. It's a genuine smile—authenticity in a world of posturing. He smiles back, his face stretching with the effort of kindness. The surprise on her face gives him pause. She doesn't expect kindness to be returned. She shouldn't have this much faith left in her twenties, nor should she be so jaded. It's an odd juxtaposition that bothers Zorin as he turns away from her grey eyes and pretty, but worn, face. 
 
   He sits in the seat opposite the man wrapped in a dark cloak whose wrists, still bound by broken chains, are hidden as he holds the pint to his lips and takes a long drink. The man looks up, his face showing many human years, but masking many more. "Zorin, I wasn't sure you'd come."
 
   Zorin wasn’t sure either. "What are you doing here, Carter?” he asks. “You should not be here."
 
   Carter reveals nothing with his face, but Zorin has known this man long enough to feel the burning energy humming beneath the calm exterior. "Is that any way to treat an old friend?" Carter asks.
 
   "Is that what you are?" Zorin asks. "An old friend?"
 
   Before Carter can respond, the bar maid arrives at their table. "What can I get you?" she asks Zorin. She has large grey-blue eyes and an Eastern European accent.
 
   "I will have the strongest liquor you have," he tells her, studying her face.
 
   She nods. "Rough day?"
 
   "Da.” Zorin continues in Russian, saying “All days are rough, are they not?"
 
   She smiles and replies in Russian. "They don't all have to be rough. It's all in our perspective. How do you speak Russian? Not many do anymore."
 
   "I remember," is all he says. She raises an eyebrow but says nothing else as she walks away, the hem of her simple blue dress brushing against his leg as she does.
 
   "You don't usually show your roots," Carter says. "You've been dreaming of her again, haven't you?"
 
   Zorin narrows his eyes. "Never mind about my dreams. Why are you here?"
 
   "To serve Nyx," Carter says in a soft voice. "To serve you."
 
   "I do not need service."
 
   Carter shakes his head. "You have not changed. All those years trapped in a box like a corpse did not soften you. That is good. Our kind needs your fire to rebuild."
 
   "Is that why you saved me? To rebuild a Nephilim army?" The thought might have appealed to him once upon a time. Now, he's not so sure.
 
   The eScreen above the bar plays a video of a Nephilim spiraling through the sky, surrounded by her silver wings. She tears apart a jet plane with her sword, then lands amongst a crowd of people as the aircraft crashes behind her. “The Nephilim have returned,” says the news reporter. “And this is their leader.” A pause. The camera stays on the girl as she rises. “She calls herself Nightfall,” continues the reporter. “And she claims to fight for justice. Yet, when has a Nephilim ever fought for more than power? We’ve reached out to Dr. Cane Denin, an expert in Nephilim history—”
 
   The young waitress changes the channel to a commercial and grins. She returns with a dark bottle and a shot glass. She sets both on the table in front of Zorin. The bottle has no label and is covered in dust. Zorin looks up at her. "Dare I ask?"
 
   She smiles. "It's a special brew. I made it myself. It'll give you what you're looking for."
 
   "And what am I looking for?"
 
   She tilts her head, her eyes losing focus as her small pale hand falls over his. "Redemption. But you'll settle for forgetting." She pulls her hand away and looks around, her eyes darting and her breathing coming faster. "I'm sorry," she says. "I was just teasing. Enjoy your drink."
 
   When she leaves, the commercial ends, the video changes to a live showing of Nox Aeterna, the latest Broadway hit. A live retelling of how the War between Nephilim and Humans ended.
 
    
 
   In the center of the screen, mist rises to fill an empty stage as a haunting melody in a minor chord fills the auditorium. The mist dissipates to reveal a throne carved from dark stone, floating in the air. A woman sits upon it wearing a crown of yellow and white gold, large wings glowing behind her. The Twilight Queen. 
 
   To her left and right two men hover in the air with their own golden wings. Their golden armor shines under the lights of the stage.
 
    
 
   Zorin's back itches as he watches, his own wings anxious to come out, to feel the wind and freedom of flying. Too long trapped. Too long buried.
 
    
 
   Below the queen, the stage moves soundlessly as three old men and a woman approach the throne. 
 
   "Who approaches the Twilight Queen?" asks one of the guards.
 
   One of the men in the group steps forward. "Varian of the Knights Templar."
 
    
 
   That looks nothing like Varian, Zorin thinks, opening the mystery bottle and pouring himself a shot.
 
    
 
   Another speaks. "Titus of the Teutonic Knights."
 
   The third man addresses the Queen. "Victus of the Inquisition."
 
   And finally the woman speaks. "Marian of Knights Hospitaller."
 
   Varian continues speaking. "Our alliance grows frail, Queen Seraphina. There have been men turned against their will. Babes stolen to be nothing more than food. You must uphold your oaths."
 
   The Queen speaks from her floating throne. "I have punished those who have transgressed, and new policies are being put in place, so that this does not occur again." 
 
   Varian bows his head a fraction. "Then our alliance holds."
 
   "Our alliance holds," the Queen agrees.
 
   The stage grows darker and thunder claps overhead as a voice off stage calls out, "No!" 
 
   Mist forms around the stage, and lightning flashes through the auditorium. A man flies above the audience, emerging from the mist, his wings glowing darkly. He wears a white mask.
 
   Nyx, the leader of the Nephilim during the war.
 
    
 
   Zorin swallows the shot, feeling it burn down his throat. He pours another drink. And another. 
 
    
 
   As Nyx flies overhead, audience members cry out, shrinking from the sight of him. 
 
   "You have been deceived," he says to the representatives of the Four Orders. "There will be no alliance."
 
   Seraphina rises from her throne, her body floating in the air above them. "Be silent."
 
   Nyx does not back down. "No. Too long have we tempered ourselves. Too long have we allowed a lesser race to rule."
 
   Seraphina's guards charge forward, but Nyx disarms them instantly with a sword black as night. He moves for the Four Knights as other Nephilim, clocked in black, join him from around the auditorium, flying over the audience like avenging dark angels to surround the Knights and the Queen. 
 
   "Now," Nyx says, holding his sword high and hovering above the slain bodies of the guards, "It's our turn." The stage roars with thunder, and lightning rips through the darkness.
 
   The audience cheers.
 
    
 
   Zorin takes another drink. 
 
   He half-watches, shuffling a silver coin across his knuckles. The show continues for hours.
 
    
 
   Nyx overthrows the Queen, but Varian escapes. Battles blaze above as Nyx and his army of Nephilim win victory after victory. 
 
   The climax mounts as Nyx and Varian set to duel each other. 
 
   They battle, Nyx flying through the sky, Varian fending him off with two swords expertly wielded. The fight is long and brutal.
 
    
 
   That part is true enough, Zorin thinks. His blood feels hot.  
 
    
 
   In the end, both Nyx and Varian are wounded and can no longer fight. 
 
   It looks to be a draw. Neither can defeat the other.
 
   But then the winds of battle change. The Pope arrives with reinforcements. Varian never needed to best Nyx one-on-one. He just needed to distract the Nephilim long enough for backup to arrive. It was all a trap.
 
    
 
   A trap. Zorin drinks again. 
 
    
 
   The play ends with Nyx executed by beheading and Varian bowing before the Pope as he is named King of the re-established kingdom of Sapientia, a vast land spanning the south of England, once great but lost even in stories long ago. Varian's father died in the war, making Varian heir to throne. 
 
   He receives his cloak and sigil, a golden raven on black and, as he leaves the ceremony, his three small children run up to him, hugging him. Two boys and a girl. He's finally reunited with his family after many years of bloody war.
 
   The stage goes dark and the crowd rises to their feet in cheers and applause.
 
    
 
   "The Nephilim should have won," a quiet voice says beside Zorin. He looks up to see the young woman holding a pitcher of ale and staring at the screen. 
 
   "Be careful where you say such things," Zorin warns her, noticing the belligerent men next to them paying attention to their words.
 
   The biggest of that group stands and walks over to them, putting his body too close to the girl. "You one of those Nephylites? Think they'll come flying out of the sky to save you? We killed them all off, the bloodsucking cockroaches. We won."
 
   She squeezes past the brute’s putrid body and scurries to the back of the bar, disappearing behind a door.
 
   "They are not all dead, are they?" Zorin asks, to pull attention away from the girl. 
 
   The man looks down at him and sneers. "You mean that biter everyone calls Nightfall? She'll get hers."
 
   His friends laugh and cheer him on. One chimes in. "She'll get hers soon. Haven't you heard? Varian the hero is back. He'll kill her just like he killed Nyx."
 
   Zorin stands and towers over the other men. His eyes harden. "What are you talking about?"
 
   "King Varian," the biggest, drunkest one says. "He's back in New York. Pope sent him to wipe out the last of the Nephilim once and for all. So all you blood sucker lovers can go to hell."
 
   Zorin looks over at Carter who is still shrouded in his cloak. "Did you know about this?"
 
   Carter looks down. "I was going to tell you. The girl is in danger, and I don't think you should get involved."
 
   Zorin sits back down and leans in to Carter. "You will tell me everything you know, and you will help me protect her. You want to serve me? That is how."
 
   Carter nods. "As you wish."
 
   As it happens, Carter does not know much more than the thugs who just left the Inn.
 
   "How did you get her to trust you?" Carter asks. 
 
   Zorin thinks back to the memories he showed her of her parents. "Sometimes the past doesn't always tell the truth."
 
   Zorin takes the last swig of liquor straight from the bottle and leaves a generous tip under it. He doesn't see the girl as they leave through a side door, hoping to avoid the crowds. Instead, they find themselves in an alley where trash of the human kind awaits. The four thugs from the Inn are out here, taunting someone in the center of their circle. Zorin cannot see who they are abusing, but he can tell by the sound of her voice. It is the girl from the Inn.
 
   Carter puts a hand on his arm. "You cannot save everyone, Zorin."
 
   Zorin looks down at his old friend. "I can save her."
 
   They have her shoved against a dumpster, her face pressed against metal as the leader lifts her dress and runs his dirty hands over her body. "Always wanted to do a Nephylite," he says.
 
   They are his last words.
 
   Zorin's wings expand, dark tendrils whispering through the night, glowing around his body. His teeth elongate and his bloodthirst soars. "Leave her alone!" His voice carries, deep and heavy, through the alley. 
 
   The four men are stupid. Too stupid to know to be scared. But the girl, she knows. She sees him and knows what he is. She isn't scared though. She smiles and closes her eyes, whispering a thank you only Zorin's ears can hear. 
 
   When Zorin is done, all four men lay bloody and broken in pools of stink and trash. He spared their lives, but only just.
 
   The girl walks over to him as he licks the last blood off his lips. She lays a hand on his arm and smiles, her eyes lighting up. "Thank you.”
 
   He pulls away. “Why do you speak of Nephilim in public? Why take the risk?”
 
   She bows her head, shivering. “My brother’s a Zenith, Ice Elemental. Just a week ago he was walking home from the corner store, when Inquisition Officers stopped him. He’d bought a bag of ice for the bar, and they said he wasn’t permitted to carry ice. He told them that wasn't true. His powers didn’t work that way. He could lower the temperature of things is all, not manipulate water or ice. They said he was uncooperative with Officers. Said he had to be punished. Then they beat him. They broke his nose, his ribs. They may have killed him… but she was there. She came from the shadows, her hair silver and black. She touched the Officers, and they paused, and they walked away. She helped my brother up, and for some reason, his wounds felt a little better. And then she disappeared. 
 
   “My brother stumbled home that night, his face bloody, two of his ribs broken. If not for Nightfall, he may never have come home at all. I owe her my life.”
 
   Zorin's lips curve into a soft smile. When he picked Nightfall to lead, he picked the right person. She inspires people. And before this is over, she will have to inspire the world.
 
   He turns and walks away. This is why he fights. This is why he will not stop until the Orders have fallen. Not just for the losses he's suffered, but for all who have suffered under the rule of the Orders. 
 
   And then Zorin thinks of Varian, and he remembers the feeling of fear. 
 
   The King is on his way to capture Nightfall.
 
   And she is unprepared.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorin stands and closes his eyes, letting his dark wings extend around him, shifting the air currents with their movements. He revels in the feel of weightlessness as he ascends from the ground and shoots into the night sky. 
 
   It does not take him long to reach the Cathedral, the new headquarters for the Dark Templars, led by Nightfall herself. 
 
   When he lands outside the gates, he notices many new people scurrying about the large property, repairing fences, building new dwellings, setting up perimeters. He shoves open the obsidian gates and the man working on them falls to his knees.
 
   "Your blessing, Darkness."
 
   "Stand up, man," Zorin says, pulling the thin man to his feet. "I need no worship."
 
   "I am Nephilyte," he says, his eyes averted. "I am here to do your bidding."
 
   So many people here to do my bidding, yet none actually doing it, Zorin thinks with disgust. 
 
   "How did you hear about this place?" 
 
   "TR is our unit leader. He said we'd be safe here. That we could fight for Nightfall and the Dark Templars and free all Zenith and Nephilim from the tyranny of the Four Orders."
 
   "He did, did he?" Zorin leaves the man standing there as he lifts off the ground and flies straight to the obsidian cathedral glimmering in the fading sunlight. He needs to call a meeting with TR and Trix. He sends them a message with his eGlass. No one responds. Fine. He will do things the old way. 
 
   He looks for TR and Trix, first in the training halls below the main level of the Cathedral. He winds down the staircase, his hand resting gently on the polished wood handrail, the sounds of metal clashing against metal and wood greeting him.
 
   Several Zeniths and Nephylites are paired off in the large hall, practicing hand-to-hand combat, swordplay, and defensive and offensive techniques he's been teaching them.
 
   He walks up to a scrawny kid, no more than fifteen, and places a hand on his shoulder. "Kevin, you're showing real improvement. Make sure when you parry you keep you wrist straight and body angled."
 
   "Yes, sir," he says, smiling at the compliment. When he first came here he could hardly lift a sword. Zorin knows he'll likely never be a fierce warrior, but the boy has spirit and determination. And because of his particular Zenith abilities, he has nowhere else to go. 
 
   Zorin weaves through the trainees making gentle corrections, offering encouragement and demonstrating more challenging techniques as needed. He sees one of the advanced recruits leaning against the stone wall sipping a cup of water, and he walks to him. "Steve, you are proving yourself a fine teacher."
 
   "Thank you," Steve says, brushing a dark lock of hair from his face. He's an older gentleman, likely in his late forties, and has seen the cost of war firsthand. 
 
   "Have you seen TR or Trix?" Zorin asks.
 
   Steve looks around. "TR was down here a bit ago helping with the training. Not sure where he went. Trix is probably working on mechanical repairs. Never seen a woman who could use a wrench better than a man, but there you have it."
 
   "Indeed," Zorin says, a small smile playing on his lips.
 
   Steve is not wrong. Zorin finds Trix under an old truck, her small feet sticking out as she grunts and metal grinds against itself. A young recruit stands near her, nervously fidgeting with a screwdriver as he watches her feet.
 
   Her hand pops out. "Lug wrench," she says from under the truck.
 
   Zorin walks over to the toolbox and pulls out what she needs, handing it to her outstretched hand. 
 
   "Thanks."
 
   "You are welcome," Zorin says. 
 
   Trix rolls out from under the truck and looks up at him, her face smudged with oil, short red pixie hair ruffled and messy. "Zorin, hello. I wasn't expecting to see you this early."
 
   "We need to meet in the War Room. Immediately."
 
   Trix frowns. "I gotta finish this first or it'll keep leaking oil."
 
   Zorin fights down impatience. There was a time he would have been obeyed immediately. It seems that time has past. "Very well. At your earliest convenience, then. Where is TR?"
 
   She shrugs and slides back under the truck. "He's around here somewhere. And this shouldn't take me long. "
 
   He has clearly been dismissed. The boy looks over to him with a sympathetic smile, which only aggravates Zorin more. "How many vehicles have you got up and running?" he asks. 
 
   "We have four trucks equipped with the latest eDrive programming and synched to Nightfall and her AI. I'm still working on the others. Some of these are really old and out of date."
 
   Zorin nods and shuffles out of room, in search of TR. 
 
   He finds him outside overseeing the building of a dormitory-style house, squinting at the roofing. He has dark circles under his blue eyes and his blond hair is tussled and unkempt. "This will give a lot of rebels a place to sleep as more permanent dwellings are built," says TR.
 
   "We are not creating an entire city here," Zorin protests. "This is supposed to be a secret location known only to a trusted few."
 
   TR looks over at Zorin, his customary scowl in full force. "These are our trusted few. Nightfall can't do it all by herself. She will need an army of loyal supporters to tear down the Orders and build a new empire. This is how we get them."
 
   Zorin sighs but does not wish to argue. Yet. "Meeting in the War Room in ten minutes," he tells TR.
 
   Zorin waits for the contrary man to argue, but TR just shrugs. "Trix coming?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "See you then."
 
   Another dismissal. 
 
   He knows he made the choice to step out of leadership and support Nightfall in her role as their leader. But he is her second, her creator, and the one who keeps things running while she lives her double life in the Orders. Some things are going to have to change around here.
 
   It takes fifteen minutes for Trix to show up. TR looks about ready to leave, but settles back in when she enters the room and sinks into a chair. "What's up?" she asks.
 
   Zorin sits, strumming his long fingers on the War Table. Trix, with her pixie-cut red hair, looks younger than her years, and she is young to begin with. Early twenties in human years at most. TR isn't much older, but the scowl on his face ages him, his blue eyes digging into Zorin.
 
   “We’re playing on the world stage now,” says Zorin. “And the Orders will send their greatest warriors against us. We need to be prepared. We need an army.”
 
   TR rolls his eyes. “Not this again.”
 
   Zorin sighs. “You think you know what is coming. You think we are ready. Have you ever fought a Knight of the First?”
 
   “No,” says TR, softly. 
 
   “You will, soon. Do you have the serums they inject? The strength and speed they possess? The minds they’ve spent decades sharpening?
 
   TR bows his head. “No.”
 
   “But you have me.” Zorin lays down his cup. “ I can turn whoever is ready. I can train them in the ways of Nephilim. We can have hundreds, thousands of soldiers to match theirs.”
 
   Trix tilts her head, sipping her drink, “Maybe once we’re more established—”
 
   “It will be too late,” says Zorin. 
 
   Trix shrugs, leaning back in her chair. TR frowns, but says nothing. 
 
   Zorin continues. “We need to act now. Provide me with a list of those able and wanting, and I will begin.”
 
   “It didn’t work before,” says TR. “It won’t work now.”
 
   His words remind Zorin of the battles, the screams. He pushes the memories away. “It will. It has to.”
 
   TR chuckles. "That's an insane plan.” 
 
   Zorin taps his pale fingers on the table. This argument has gone on for too long. "We need more Nephilim."
 
   TR snickers. "How will you control them? What if one of them goes out on their own and creates an army?"
 
   "Without Nephilim, we don't stand a chance against the Orders."
 
   "I've fought the Orders for years," says TR. 
 
   Zorin raises his voice. "And look how much you've accomplished!"
 
   TR stands. "If you create more Nephilim, you'll be the death of this rebellion."
 
   "The death of this rebellion?" Zorin laughs. "The death of this rebellion will be the men and women you're letting move in outside the Cathedral. They're fixing houses, putting up fences. Is this our base of operations or a summer retreat?"
 
   Trix sighs, swiping the red hair from her face. "We're only allowing a few dozen trusted people to move in. None of them will leak our location."
 
   "When they are tortured, they will talk," Zorin says. He's seen enough to know that, eventually, anyone will talk.
 
   "Some of them have been tortured before, I can assure you—"
 
   "Enough." The voice comes from the doorway and the room goes silent. Scarlett marches up to the table and faces Zorin. She is dressed as Nightfall, with a black mask and black hair, save but one strand that falls to the side of her silver-blue eyes. Her armor is sleek and dark, hugging her body like it was made for her, with a silver Tree of Life weaving up her chest.
 
   "The people stay," Nightfall says. "If we are to inspire hope, we need to be seen. The Nephilim have returned. They need to know we fight for them." Nightfall looks down at the papers on the table. Maps of New York City, maps of Italy. "And TR is right. We can't create more Nephilim. Not while we're still organizing."
 
   Zorin shakes his head, rubbing back his black hair. "When the Orders come for you, and they will come, you will want Nephilim to stand beside you. Not a few humans and Zeniths."
 
   Nightfall steps forward, no doubt trying to impress or intimidate. Zorin resists a grin. 
 
   "No new Nephilim," she says.
 
   He clenches his jaw, but then bows his head. This conversation is not over, but he will not have it here, with TR and Trix listening. This is Nephilim business, and they are not Nephilim, no matter how devoted they are to the cause. 
 
   Nightfall turns to Trix. "Have you received any messages from the other rebel groups?"
 
   She nods and sips her wine. "We've received messages all right, but they aren't good, N. No one wants to meet with you."
 
   This is new to Zorin. He expected some to decline, but not all, not with the video of Nightfall destroying an aircraft playing across the world.
 
   "Do they give a reason?" Nightfall asks. 
 
   "They say, 'If Jaxton Lux declined her offer, then why shouldn't I?' I've told them you secured my escape," Trix says. "It hasn't helped."
 
   "Contact them again," Nightfall say. "Tell them I have outsmarted Ragathon, Grandmaster of the Inquisition, twice. And when I do so for the third time, with their help, it will be to end the Inquisition."
 
   Trix whistles. "Big words, N."
 
   "Too big," says TR. "The Red Eagles and Sons of Eden will think you're bluffing."
 
   "I'm not. Tell them."
 
   Trix nods. "Alright, N, but if you ask me, you need to focus on something smaller first. Something that can show the leaders you can win this war."
 
   "More Nephilim would draw their attention." Zorin sips from a silver cup—not wine, but blood—the taste sweet on his tongue. Nightfall stares at his drink.
 
   She frowns. "We won't create new Nephilim, but we can search for old ones." She points to Zorin. "You were kept alive. There must be others."
 
   The door behind them creaks. A parched voice speaks. "You will find none." Zorin does not need to turn around to know who it is, but Nightfall spins and draws her sword.
 
   An old man, cloaked in black, a thick shackle on each wrist, stands before them. "You will find none," he says. "Except me."


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   His muscles burn. Sweat drips into his eyes. He lunges, thrusts, moves through the dance of swords with the ease and skill of one trained long ago. One trained in the art of war. It is one of the most advanced forms, the Way of Erebus. An ancient practice lost to this world, but not to him.
 
   Zorin remembers. 
 
   He knows what he must do tonight. He also knows it is a fool's plan, inspired by a fool's wish to save yet another person who has snuck into his heart.
 
   "You put too much trust in her," Carter says as he steps onto the roof of the Cathedral, where Zorin is practicing. 
 
   Zorin does not slow his movements, his blade catching the light of the moon as it becomes a blur in his hands, moving so fast he could kill several opponents before they even knew he was there. 
 
   "You shouldn't be here," Zorin says as his sword hums.
 
   "I should be where you are. It is she who should not be here."
 
   Zorin stops. The action is sudden, and even the air currents struggle to keep pace with the tall man's change in trajectory. "We need her. She will save this world. And our people."
 
   Zorin’s sword vanishes in his hands, a power of his blade, and he expands his wings.
 
   Carter looks up at him, a frown on his weathered face. "She's dangerous."
 
   "It has to be her. I am no longer the leader our people need. She is." Zorin steps to the edge of the roof. "Keep her safe while I am gone."
 
   "Where are you going?"
 
   "To save Nightfall."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Zorin has not flown like this since before his captivity. He can still feel the blood of his earlier meal filling him, strengthening him. He is quicker than any plane, flying at speeds so fast no mortal eyes would see him even if they could reach their vision to these heights. 
 
   It takes mere hours to travel from New York to Italy, to the place he has avoided since he lost his wife.
 
   Dawn is just beginning to break on this side of the world, pink and golden rays of sun peeking out from the darkness. The villa he stands before is bathed in this virgin light, like a halo.
 
   His heart pounds in his chest, and he remembers Danika. He remembers how they lay in the gardens, feeding each other sweet berries. How they walked the stone ivy-covered halls, her soft hand brushing against his. How they danced in the greatroom below a ceiling of stars.
 
   The garden is overgrown now. The marble angel that still stands watch over Danika's grave is covered in vines. Zorin kneels before the marker, laying a hand on the angel as he closes his eyes, a single tear escaping down his cheek.
 
   When he looks up, Danika is standing before him, glimmering in white light, dressed in the gown she wore on their wedding day. Her dark hair, long and lustrous, falls around her shoulders. She smiles in the way that is only for him.
 
   "Hello, Andriy. I did not think you would ever come home."
 
   The sound of her voice almost breaks him. He draws closer to her but knows he cannot touch this ghost of memory. "You are not real," he says to her.
 
   She smiles. "I live within you, as I always have. I am real enough."
 
   "You should not have died. It should have been me," he tells her. All these years he has tried to live a life she would be proud of, but it should have been her to live this life.
 
   "What was meant to be has been. We cannot change that. You are meant to be here, my love. You have a destiny beyond ours."
 
   "I would give it all up to have you in my arms one more night," he says honestly. 
 
   She kneels before him and lays her ghostly hands on his. He cannot feel her physically, but something shifts in him. "And I would give my life again and again to save yours. I chose my path. You must choose yours."
 
   Her eyes are luminous, dark seas that pull him in. "I think I have found the one who can fulfill our dreams of equality for all. But am I doing the right thing? She will lose everything to be who we need her to be. How can I ask that of her?"
 
   Danika smiles gently. "How can you take the choice away from her? Did she not choose this path, just as you have? Does she not control her own destiny?"
 
   Zorin nods once.
 
   Danika rises and he stands with her. "Why have you come, my love?" she asks.
 
   "To become someone I once was." He pauses. "And to see you. You have always been my North Star."
 
   He follows the memory of his wife into their old home. The foundation of the villa has stood the test of time, but the interior has turned to rubbish. It is dark, dank, full of mold and mildew. It smells of dead things long since rotted, but as Danika moves through the space ahead of him, the scene changes and he sees it as it was. Full of life.
 
   Pots of herbs and flowers appear as she twirls through the halls. The stone is remade into something beautiful. The gargoyles that stand guard have their cracks vanish. And as they move into the hall, it fills with people dancing and laughing and eating and drinking. This is the night of their wedding. 
 
   The night Danika became a Nephilim.
 
   "Should I have let you die that night in my arms? Would that have been an easier way for you to go?" he asks her as they walk through more memories. 
 
   She turns to him, smiling. "No. Every moment I had with you after our wedding was a miracle. We stole our days and nights after that, but I was not meant long for this world. I knew that from the beginning. I died to save you, and to save this world. That was my sacrifice. Yours was to lose me and still continue on our path. And you have done that."
 
   She leaves the room, entering a secret passage behind a book case. 
 
   The memories fade and Zorin is once again standing in the ruins of a life remembered. 
 
   He follows her through the passage and down the steep winding stairs to a room he thought he'd never enter again.
 
   But tonight he must.
 
   He finds the trunk where he left it, and works the code to unlock it. Within is armor black as night, armor the world would recognize. He pulls it out and begins to dress in it as Danika watches.
 
   "Can you be that person again, my love?"
 
   "I must," he says as he slips his mask on. "Nyx is needed one last time."


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   King Varian of the House of Ravens commands the respect of the world… but somehow has failed to command the respect of his eldest son. A frustration that does not sit well on the powerful man's shoulders. 
 
   They sit around a large stone table at a villa in New York, in anticipation of his welcome to Castle Vianney and his new appointment in the Four Orders. All three of his children have begun their training there, and while Corinne and Wytt are mostly amenable to his unexpected arrival, Kai is clearly displeased. 
 
   "If you're here now, then I don't need to be. I came to keep an eye on Corinne and Wytt. I have no desire to be a Knight of any Order," Kai says, ignoring the meal placed before him. 
 
   Corinne and Wytt exchange worried glances.
 
   Thane Blackthorn, their dinner guest, slurps at his soup. Varian wishes Kai had chosen a more private environment for this encounter. While Thane may have been raised with the Ravens, he is not one of them and never will be. But Varian must play nice with the 24-year-old Knight, as they will be working together now. 
 
   Thane's long blond hair is tied back at the base of his head, and he tugs on the ponytail as he continues to slurp. Varian resists the urge to smack him.
 
   "Kai," Varian says with as much patience as he can muster, "you are the Prince of Ravens, and as such you need to attend Castle Vianney and become a Knight in the Order that chooses you. This is not negotiable. It never has been. Many would give anything to change fates with you."
 
   Kai slams his silver wear on the table. "Then let them. I don't want my spot, so give it to someone who does."
 
   Varian clenches his teeth. He loves the boy more than most people realize, but sometimes he wants to wring his handsome neck.
 
   Thane speaks, his mouth still full of food. "You going to let him talk to you like that? If it were my kid, grown man or not, I would slap him for that insubordination."
 
   All three of the kids who, it is true, are now all adults, turn to stare at Thane. Kai stands and stares down the Knight. "You want to try that yourself? Be my guest."
 
   Varian stands and slams his fist on the table. "Enough!" He turns to Thane. "You are with my family and you will not disrespect them in my presence, do you understand?"
 
   Thane shrinks in his seat, and Kai looks over at his father, surprise on his face.
 
   They lock eyes for a moment and Kai nods, his expression softening a moment, then turns and leaves the room.
 
   Varian falls back into his seat, no longer hungry for dinner. He excuses himself and heads upstairs to his private suite. The furnishings are fit for a king, with Eden designs woven into the room. The fire is lit and the bed, a luxurious affair with silk sheets and bamboo blankets, is turned down. He ignores the bed and heads for the large balcony that overlooks New York, taking a small wooden box from his desk with him.
 
   The night is crisp, reminiscent of fall rather than late summer. 
 
   He opens the box and pulls out a single white candle, which he lights and sets on the balcony. He inhales deeply, closing his eyes. "I wish you were here, my love. You were a better parent than I could ever be. I need you. The kids need you. Kai most of all. I wish I knew how to be what he needs. I miss you."
 
   He hears footsteps behind him and smiles a tired smile. He knew this was coming. He just didn't know when. He turns to the figure cloaked in black, hidden behind a white mask. 
 
   "I've been expecting you, Nyx."


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "You're fighting a losing battle, Nyx. You always have been." Varian stands by the balcony, the white candle beside him flickering in the suddenly vicious wind. Rain begins to pour from the sky, drenching them both.
 
   "You won’t have Nightfall," says Zorin. He doesn't wait for a response. He runs his body into Varian's and pushes him over the side of the balcony. Zorin's wings twirl around him, and he lands softly on the grass outside the villa. Varian rolls and lands on his feet. He wipes the mud from his face.
 
   Zorin summons his sword and lunges.
 
   Varian parries, and the ringing of steel fills the air. Thunder roars above.
 
   And then the dance of death begins. 
 
   They move quickly, their blades clashing. To others, they would be little more than a blur. To Zorin, their movements are slow, precise, limited by their bodies. His mind thinks moments ahead, anticipating the next attack, the next feint. But Varian counters him at every turn. This is not a fight, but a chess match. He who sees further ahead shall win. 
 
   Zorin dashes into the sky where Varian cannot follow, a small pause to their game. The King is stronger and faster than he used to be. More genetic modifications, no doubt. 
 
   “You will not last a minute longer,” says Varian. “You know it is true.”
 
   Zorin has calculated the possibilities, but he cannot surrender. Even if he can’t win, he must try. 
 
   Varian flicks his blade, turning it into a whip. He snaps it at Zorin’s feet, but the Nephilim spins away. He remembers this trick. He parries the next attack, trying to get closer to Varian, but Varian's whip keeps him at a distance. 
 
   Thunder claps in the sky, filling the air with the boom. Lightning streaks the sky. 
 
   "Father?"
 
   The voice comes through the rain before the girl does. She's soaking wet and dressed in pajamas. Her hair is short and dyed blue. Princess Corinne. She is only a few meters away from Zorin. He could take her as a hostage, gain the advantage, end this for good. 
 
   Varian looks at his daughter and back at Zorin. 
 
   There is a moment. 
 
   A space between heartbeats.
 
   Zorin turns to Corinne. "Get back in the house."
 
   Varian sighs. "Do as he says, Corinne. I'll be fine."
 
   Corinne pauses, then turns and runs away.
 
   Varian faces Zorin again. "You could have won just now."
 
   "It is your side who likes to hurt the innocent. I'm trying to protect them," Zorin says. He has one advantage. Varian does not want him dead, only captured. Zorin has no such limits.
 
   "Your plan didn't work last time, Nyx. It's not going to work this time. Not even with Nightfall."
 
   His whip and Zorin's blade dash through the air.
 
   "This world will not survive the corruption of the Orders,” says Zorin. “It's the only way."
 
   Varian shakes his head. "That was always your problem. You can only see one way, whereas I see many. Some of which allow us both to live."
 
   The whip flicks around Zorin's throat, choking him, turning to blade and cutting him deeply. 
 
   He falls to the ground, his sword vanishing. 
 
   "You needed an army to win last time," Zorin says through blood as he stands up. "You couldn't defeat me alone."
 
   "You've been out of practice, though, haven't you? And I'm stronger than I once was. The Pope made sure of that. I'm stronger and faster than any of your kind."
 
   The whip cuts into Zorin’s legs, his arms. His strength fades. His vision grows dim.
 
   No. Not yet.
 
   He pushes forward, crashing into Varian, knocking the King's head against a boulder with a loud crack. The whip slackens. 
 
   And Zorin flies away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Zorin flies as far as his body will let him, collapsing near a mountain ridge. He lays there, his body broken and bleeding as the rain pours down.
 
   The thunder shakes the ground, but does not wake him. 
 
   It is not until he hears her voice that he stirs.
 
   "Andriy, my love, this is not your time to leave this earth."
 
   His eyes peel open slowly. Danika is kneeling beside him, her ethereal hand resting on his face. "Wake up. You must heal. She still needs you."
 
   He feels the pain of his injuries in every molecule of his body as he pushes himself out of the mud and water and rolls onto his back. The rain pelts his face, cleaning off the dirt and blood. "I have already failed her."
 
   "You will only fail her if you give up now and die. So don't. You need to feed. To heal. To return to her."
 
   Zorin turns his head to the side, to look at his dead wife. "There are no animals here to feed on. Perhaps this is best. We could be together again."
 
   Would he be with her? He doesn't know, but he wants more than anything to find out. To hold her again.
 
   He hears the cries of an animal not far off, and he looks over. A deer has broken its leg. Its pained voice carries through the storm. 
 
   "Go," Danika says. "Feed. Heal. This is not your time."
 
   Zorin crawls over to the deer. It looks at him without fear, only pain and misery. 
 
   "I will make this quick, friend." He snaps the deer's neck, putting it out of its misery—and then he feeds.
 
   As the blood pours into him, he feels his body mend and repair, his strength return, his vision grow clearer. He is not done yet.
 
   Nightfall needs him.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorin lands on a stone path amongst a field of dark green, his feet making no noise as they touch down. The deer’s blood helped rejuvenate his body, but he is still wounded. He needs to rest before he can make it back to the Cathedral. He walks in the dark, waiting for sunset, waiting for his body to finish its healing. The world around him hums with the soft sounds of night insects and animals finishing up their nocturnal routines before the rise of the sun. The cusp of a new dawn was Danika's favorite time of day. When old and new meet and share stories, she would say.
 
   He exhales heavily and turns right, onto a path that takes him through a church garden. A cluster of tall sculpted angels tower over him, their wings spread wide, their faces fierce as they hold their swords high. The scene surprises him, and he places a hand against one of the marble statues. 
 
   "They are beautiful, are they not?" 
 
   Zorin turns quickly toward the voice. A priest stands there, his hands clasped before him. He's an older man, white hair haloing a face etched by time. But his eyes are sharp, bright, clever. 
 
   "I apologize if I have intruded in your space," Zorin says, surprised he didn't hear the priest approach.
 
   "Not at all. This is a space for anyone who needs it. You seem troubled, my son."
 
   "Lost in thought. It's been a night of…"
 
   "Conflict?" the priest suggests.
 
   Zorin nods. "Conflict."
 
   "What, may I ask, are you conflicted about?"
 
   "The usual, I suppose. Good versus evil. Right versus wrong."
 
   The priest chuckles. "The simple questions. Of course."
 
   Zorin looks up at the angels again. "It is rare to see an angel these days."
 
   The priest raises an eyebrow. "Perhaps not as rare as all that, as it were. Times are changing again, are they not?"
 
   Zorin studies the priest more closely. "Is this your church?"
 
   "No, I am here but for a visit. My church is much larger." The priest looks at Zorin or, rather, into Zorin. "I go where I am needed. Tonight, I was needed here, it would seem."
 
   Zorin smirks, sarcasm on his tongue. “Doing the work of his Holiness, Pope Icarus?” 
 
   "I do not follow him," the priest says simply. 
 
   Zorin pauses. He did not expect such words from a priest. "Icarus does not have the best interest of humans or Zeniths at heart," says Zorin. His own honesty surprises him.
 
   "You sound as if you know him well."
 
   "I know his type," Zorin says. 
 
   The priest sighs. “Icarus is not the hero we need. But, what of Nightfall?”
 
   Zorin freezes. “What of her?”
 
   “Is she the one we need? The Nephilim may be part Angel, but they are also part human. They are the bridge between the worlds and, I suspect, she has the best of both in her heart, and the worst.” He stares into Zorin’s eyes. “Beware setting up false gods, Zorin, even if only to take down devils.” 
 
   His name. How did he know his name?
 
   Zorin steps back, his hand calling forth his sword, which shimmers from the darkness into steel and magic, solid in his palm. "Who are you?" 
 
   The priest smiles, holding his hand up. "Rest assured, I am not your enemy. As to who I am—well, aren't we all trying to figure that bit out? "
 
   He must be a Zenith. With some ability to see into his mind, or perhaps to see things from afar.
 
   The priest chuckles. "You are not the only one with power, Zorin. And you are not the only one struggling to know the right course of action."
 
   Zorin raises an eyebrow and lets his sword disappear, but keeps his distance. "How do you know I am struggling?"
 
   "Because we are all struggling. Whether human, Nephilim, Angel, Zenith or other."
 
   "I know the right course of action,” says Zorin. 
 
   The priest steps closer, a sadness in his eyes. "Nightfall will change the world, but what will be left when she is done?”  
 
   “A better place,” says Zorin.
 
   “And who will rule? Her? You? The people?”
 
   The people. People destroy each other. He has seen it again and again. He will not let it happen this time. Zorin grins. “Be careful, priest. Men of god should not commune with devils.” And he flies away, into the darkness. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Zorin lands on the Cathedral roof. He sits on the edge, resting. Seeing Danika tonight, even if only in ghostly memories, has shaken him. He misses her more, not less, as days march on. Whoever said time heals all wounds hasn't lived as long as him. Time is not a healer. It cares nothing for the hearts of man. 
 
   But beyond his longing for Danika and the life they once had, he is scared. It is not a feeling he enjoys or experiences often. Varian is too strong, and Nightfall isn't ready for an enemy like him. And as Scarlett Night she'll be right under his nose, studying at Castle Vianney.
 
   The door to the rooftop opens and Carter walks out, his dark cloak casting him in shadows. He hands Zorin a blood pack and sits by his side.
 
   Zorin drinks in silence until the bag is empty. His healing speeds up with this new infusion of blood, and he breathes deeply as the pain finally ebbs away. 
 
   "You went after Varian alone," Carter says. It is not a question. Carter knows him too well.
 
   "I did."
 
   "And you lost?"
 
   "I am not dead," Zorin says, staring at the first hint of sunrise on the horizon. 
 
   "But Varian yet lives." Again, it is not a question. "You need to be more careful. Never has an enemy been as dangerous as that man. He has the strength, the ambition and the strategy to be our undoing. And he has the backing of the Pope. Give him the girl and let us move on with our own plans." There's a desperate edge to Carter's voice.
 
   "Leave me in peace, Carter," Zorin says, a deep weariness overcoming him. "I do not wish to discuss this with you tonight."
 
   Carter rises and walks away without a word as Zorin continues to stare into the new day. Sometimes, he wishes he and Carter had never been friends. Sometimes, he wishes his path had been different. But it is too late for such things.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Varian endures the medical ministrations from his daughter with silent impatience. "Corinne, I am already healing. There injuries are less severe than they appear."
 
   Corinne rolls her eyes as she inspects his wounds and dabs a potent-smelling mixture onto them. "I'm aware of your GenMods, Dad, but you can still get an infection. And bones can heal incorrectly if not set, no matter how powerful you are."
 
   "I appreciate your concern, but—"
 
   She cuts him off with a stern look. "No arguing."
 
   His lips twitch with a smile as she wraps his worst injuries in gauze coated with a special anti-bacterial mix. "How is school going?" he asks.
 
   She pauses to examine a cut on his cheek. "It's fine. Busy. I like my roommate, Scarlett. She and I will be best friends, I'm sure of it."
 
   He chuckles. "I look forward to meeting her. And your brothers, how are they doing?"
 
   Corinne shrugs. "Wytt is charming and annoying in equal measure. Kai is mostly just annoying. But they're fine. We're all fine. You didn't really have to come. We can take care of ourselves. We're adults now."
 
   Corinne moves to stoke the fire burning in the stone hearth facing Varian's bed. He stays in the chair she ordered him into and watches his daughter. She has indeed grown up into a beautiful and talented young woman. She will make an excellent Knight of the Hospitallers with her healing abilities. He can already feel his wounds closing, in part thanks to her concoctions. 
 
   "You could run a nice business with your healing potions," he tells her. 
 
   She returns to him and smiles. "I don't need money, I'm heir Princess to the Kingdom of Sapientia. What I need is my father the King to not get into deadly fights with renegade Nephilim after dinner."
 
   "I'll do my best to stay out of trouble," he promises. 
 
   The eScreen on his wall comes to life, and they both pause to look up. The Vatican symbol appears on the screen and is replaced by the image of a man in the prime of youth wearing pristine white robes.
 
   Corinne looks over at her dad. "His Holiness? At this hour?"
 
   Varian frowns. "You should leave."
 
   She doesn't argue as she grabs her medical supplies and scurries out of the room. Pope Icarus smiles at Varian through the screen. "King Varian, you look as if you have been in a brawl."
 
   "A skirmish," Varian says. "Nothing serious. Just training harder than normal to prepare for Nightfall."
 
   Icarus nods. "Have you found Nyx yet?"
 
   Varian shakes his head. "No one has seen or heard from him since he escaped the care of Marcus and Violet Night."
 
   "That's disappointing," Icarus says.
 
   Varian maintains his smile as he pulls a shirt on to cover his bandages. He keeps his thoughts to himself about the corrupt reign of Pope Icarus, knowing no good will come from defying His Holiness now. No, he must wait, bide his time, find what he needs, and then he can strike. Once he has Nightfall he can make the world a better place and save it from this man before him. But for now, he needs the Pope as much as the Pope needs him.
 
   "So little success, Varian. I wonder, do you have a plan?”
 
   Indeed. Varian bites his tongue. "I do have a plan, Your Holiness. I will play to her weakness."
 
   "And what is her weakness?" Icarus asks, his dark eyes penetrating.
 
   "She believes she can save everyone."


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When Nightfall finds Zorin, he is fully healed and still sitting on the roof, legs hanging of the edge, letting the golden sun light his face. She walks up behind him, her footsteps light, but he can feel her approach.
 
   "Do you worry the Angel will return for you?"
 
   It seems so long ago that he battled the Angel after it killed Scarlett's parents and nearly killed her. So many battles. So much blood. Will it be worth it? He shrugs. "No point in worrying about what you can't control." He leans back, letting his elbows rest on the roof. "Out of curiosity, what will you do after you find the Angel?"
 
   "Kill it." 
 
   She sits next to him and he can see the profile of her face. She is, as always, dressed as Nightfall, the avenging rebel leader. But he has seen her as Scarlett, scared eighteen-year-old who just lost her parents. Who nearly lost her life. Who lost everything and yet keeps fighting for what she believes is right. "No. After."
 
   "I'll…" She pauses.
 
   Zorin smiles. "If all you care about is the Angel, why create the Dark Templars?"
 
   "For my parents."
 
   "Were they secret rebels too?" He knew her parents and knows the answer more than she, but he needs her to think. 
 
   "No—"
 
   "Then why?"
 
   "Because I've seen injustice, and I will end it."
 
   "Because you know what is right?"
 
   "No." Her voice softens. "But I believe more than one person should decide."
 
   He nods. "Remember those words. When you find your Angel."
 
   "You think the Angel should live?"
 
   "I just wonder whether you'll give it a trial, or play judge and jury."
 
   She scowls at him. "Whose side are you on?"
 
   "Yours," he says, his smile fading. "Always yours." He leans closer to her and begins to talk.
 
   "I traveled with a prince, once. His father, the King, disowned him when he was a boy. ‘No weakling is a son of mine,’ he said. So the prince vowed to grow strong and one day return and destroy his father. 
 
   "For years he traveled, collecting mercenaries, bandits, thieves, until he was no longer a boy. ‘I'm not ready,’ he said. ‘I need a castle of my own,’ he said. He did not pillage or burn. He marched his army to the castle of a warlord, one known for terrorizing the countryside, and forced him to surrender before his might. As the prince took his new throne, his right-hand man informed him that his father, the King, had passed away in his sleep. The prince felt rage, for he had failed at his revenge. And then he felt hollow, for he realized it didn't matter. And he felt happy, for he realized he had stopped a warlord and turned criminals into an army. For him that was enough."
 
   She frowns. "So my vengeance will feel hollow."
 
   "Vengeance is powerful, but it is not justice."
 
   "It can be both."
 
   He shakes his head. "It cannot."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Motivation."
 
   Her face turns dark, likely replaying memories of the night her family was murdered. "I have enough."
 
   "But what kind? Good men steal, bad men steal. Good men kill, bad men kill. What is the difference between good and bad, right and wrong, if not motivation?"
 
   "So I should forget the Angel? I cannot."
 
   He turns his head to stare at the horizon. "If the prince had forgotten his father, would he have accomplished as much as he had?"
 
   "No. He would have grown complacent in an easy life."
 
   "And instead he became a great man. What would he have become if he had killed his father?"
 
   She pauses. "You worry about who I will become," she says.
 
   He doesn't answer for a while. When he does, his eyes are full of sorrow. "I've made mistakes, Scarlett. I pray you are not one of them."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They watch the sunrise in silence. As morning dawns, Zorin stands and holds a hand out to Nightfall. "Would you like to see the progress we have made here while you were at school?"
 
   She accepts his hand and lets him pull her up. They extend their wings and fly off the roof, then use a secret passage to enter the catacombs inside the Cathedral. Blue lanterns light the gray walls. The halls are spacious. They enter a circular clearing where a man and woman spar with swords. The woman throws sand at the man, blinding him, then lands a strike to his ribs. "I've been training some of the Dark Templars," says Zorin. "Some show more promise than you." He grins at her and she rolls her eyes.
 
   They continue on through a tunnel and enter a different clearing. Here the roof has been torn open allowing sunlight to pour down. The Night Raven, covered in dirt, sits in the center. Zorin points at the opening above. "Eventually, we'll install a door you can control remotely." 
 
   Trix slides out from under the aircraft, wiping dust from her hands. She studies a bolt in her palm, then throws it aside. "Stupid piece of metal."
 
   "What are you doing?" Nightfall asks.
 
   "Upgrading." Trix pets the Night Raven with affection. "Some of these parts are old. Sure, they still work well, but not top of the line anymore. You know what I'm saying?"
 
   "The Night Raven is new," Nightfall argues.
 
   "New official military aircraft, yes. But they're making better prototypes now. See what I'm saying?"
 
   She nods. "How do you know so much about planes?"
 
   "Planes. Tanks. Cars. You name it. My mom taught me how to fix them." Trix walks over to a workstation and grabs a wrench. "You know, if it wasn't for the war, I could be sitting somewhere with a wrench in one hand and a beer in the other." TR walks in and tosses her a beer. "Well," says Trix, smiling. "It's sunnier where I imagine." 
 
   "Were you conscripted?" Nightfall asks.
 
   "Nah." Trix opens the beer and takes a sip. "But TR and I couldn't sit around and let others do all the fighting."
 
   TR nods. He looks more relaxed since last night, but when his eyes meet Zorin's, both men clench their jaws. 
 
   "Good work," Nightfall says, extending her wings. She is airborne in a breath, flying out of the ceiling and landing on a patch of grass by the Cathedral. Zorin follows and lands beside her. 
 
   "You will cooperate with TR," Nightfall says, walking back to the Cathedral.
 
   "He killed Nephilim." Zorin eyes the girl next to him.
 
   "And you've never killed?"
 
   He clenches his jaw.
 
   Nightfall keeps walking, smiling at him. "You and TR are more similar than you think. You'll both do whatever it takes to win." She raises an eyebrow. "And if I knew you better, perhaps I would notice more similarities."
 
   He chuckles. "So you want to know about me?"
 
   "Yes. Tell me more about your life."
 
   "When you have thousands of years to choose from, it's hard to pick what to share."
 
   "Then tell me about your week." She stops near a large white rock and sits on it in The Thinker pose. 
 
   Zorin rolls his eyes. "I did some research to catch up on the times, learned the new Pope likes tournaments."
 
   "New?"
 
   "Well, new for me. How about you? How was your week?"
 
   She shakes her head. "We're still on you."
 
   He sighs, then speaks rapidly. "I started the week buying more marshmallows. Then I painted part of the Cathedral. Then I had a snack. About mid-week, everyone was asleep, and I considered getting a dog for company. But then I thought about the smell and the poop, and I thought what if I ever get hungry, would I really be able to resist? So, I decided no dog. That enough?"
 
   She grins. "For now." 
 
   "Now your turn." He pulls a bag of marshmallows from his cloak and starts snacking.
 
   She jumps off the rock and grabs a marshmallow for herself. "I saw a play. Nox Aeterna."
 
   "Oh, yes. I've seen it. Not particularly historically accurate."
 
   "That's what my roommate said."
 
   "Who's your roommate?"
 
   "Princess Corinne of the House of Ravens."
 
   He freezes mid-bite. "That's a dangerous roommate to have."
 
   "It gets better. Her father's coming to New York. To capture Nightfall."
 
   He hides the marshmallow bag back in his cloak. He hoped they wouldn't have to talk about Varian quite yet. She is in more danger than Zorin realized, if she is rooming with their enemy's daughter and the heir to the Kingdom. "If Varian is coming here, we must be extra careful. I've seen him fight. You are not ready for him."
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   They walk back into the Cathedral, to the training room, and Zorin tosses Scarlett a practice sword and tells her to repeat the Way of Nyx.
 
   She is only at it a few minutes when she sighs, her form only moderately acceptable. "Zorin, I need to fight. To fly."
 
   "You need to practice your form."
 
   "I've done it a million times. Can't I learn the other six now?"
 
   He rubs his head as he reclines in one of the golden chairs. "Trust me, I know what's best. You need to learn patience. You're an immortal now. Stop acting like a whiny human girl."
 
   She groans and continues the drill. "New subject. I need your help with something. I need an apartment in the city. My new friends at school were getting suspicious about me leaving and I needed a cover."
 
   Carter walks in with a cup of LifeForce. "I'm happy to set that up for you, miss.” He acts the kind servant around her. Is it only for Zorin’s sake, or does Carter plan something more?
 
   “Do you have a particular part of the city in which you'd prefer to live?" asks Carter. 
 
   Nightfall looks at Zorin, but he just shrugs. She takes the LifeForce and sips it. "I don't know. Someplace fun, artsy. Someplace my friends would believe I would pick."
 
   Carter bows. "Consider it done. I know just the place. You will have your keys by the end of the weekend."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   Carter returns upstairs and Nightfall resumes her drills, still distracted by her own thoughts. "How would you turn someone?"
 
   Zorin pauses. "You're losing focus, but okay. First, the person must be drained of blood."
 
   "So you feed from them."
 
   "Yes, but if they had lost blood another way, say an injury, that would suffice."
 
   She stops her training for a moment. "Did you have to feed off me?"
 
   "Yes. You were bleeding out, but I needed to speed up the process. There was an Angel there, after all."
 
   She resumes the drill, performing a block, then a strike. "What next?"
 
   "You feed the person your blood, often by cutting open your wrist. The Nephilim blood replaces the human, and the person begins to change."
 
   "How long does it take?"
 
   "It is different for everyone, but it often takes a while to awaken."
 
   She finishes her form. "Zorin, if you knew where I could find the Angel, would you tell me?"
 
   His face hardens. "I would tell you what you needed to know."
 
   Her eGlass beeps at her ear and she pauses, pressing a button. Her AI speaks into her ear and Nightfall frowns. "Show me."
 
   Nightfall feeds the link to TR and Trix and sets the display to public so Zorin can see it. 
 
   An image of an apartment building surrounded by Bruisers and Officers appears. The reporter speaks. "As you can see, the Zeniths have taken everyone in the building hostage, and the Inquisition has the area surrounded. The terrorists don't seem to be part of a known group. We don't know if any demands have been made—" Nightfall stops the video and speaks to TR and Trix. "We need to rescue the hostages," she says over eGlass.
 
   "We can't go against Zeniths," TR replies. "Not publicly. Let the Orders handle it."
 
   "I don't trust them," Nightfall says. "If Inquisition messes this up, both the hostages and Zeniths will die."
 
   Trix speaks through the eGlass. "One of our guys has eyes on the area. Looks like the Zeniths have snipers at the windows. There's no way in."
 
   Nightfall unleashes her wings and flies out of the Cathedral. "I'll find one."
 
   Zorin follows her into the sky. 
 
   She explains her plan over the eGlass.
 
   "You can't save everyone," says TR.
 
   Nightfall doesn’t respond. She speeds up. Zorin speaks to her alone. “He’s right. Even if you save the hostages, you will lose support, and those who follow you will suffer.”
 
   “I protect those who need protection,” she says. “Whether they follow me, or not.”
 
   Zorin remembers the Nephylite girl at the Inn. What would she think of Nightfall fighting Zeniths like her brother? Would she still believe in their cause?
 
   “We should turn back,” he says.
 
   Nightfall stares at him for a moment. “Am I the leader, or you?” And she dashes forward, disappearing into the clouds.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They arrive a few blocks away from the Inquisition perimeter, and everyone takes their positions. Nightfall and Trix head into the sewers to make their way into the building with hostages. Zorin and TR keep a look out from the building across the street, TR setting up his sniper rifle at the window. They each wear an eGlass synced with Nightfall and Trix, so they can see and hear what’s happening.
 
   As the two women trudge through the mud and filth, they begin to talk about their mothers. Nightfall must be using this chance to bond with her General.
 
   Zorin mutes the feed, standing by the window facing the apartment building Nightfall is infiltrating.
 
   TR paces at his side. "They're taking too long," TR says. 
 
   "They are on target. They should arrive at their destination in a few minutes."
 
   "You seem entirely too calm right now," TR says. 
 
   "Because I'm not bouncing around like a child jacked on caffeine?" Zorin crosses his arms over his chest. The video feed from his eGlass shows the dank sewer path Nightfall is taking. 
 
   "That's your problem," TR says. "You don't care enough. To you we are all expendable. That's why you don't understand the flaws in your plan to make new Nephilim. Because life has no meaning to you. When you live an eternity, the frailty of humanity doesn't register."
 
   Zorin glares at the man next to him. "I am quite aware of the frailty of humanity. You don't think I see the value in lives? I have lost every single person I have ever loved."
 
   TR smirks, though there's no joy in it. "So soothing. I'm glad our lives are in your hands."
 
   "Your lives are not in my hands," Zorin says. "They are in hers." He tilts his head toward the street Nightfall is under.
 
   "A young girl with a superhero complex. Not sure that's better."
 
   Zorin resists the urge to smack the man. "Then why are you here, TR? Why are you a Dark Templar if you care so little for the Nephilim you’re trying to help?"
 
   TR is silent as they both listen to the women in the sewer discuss blasting a hole in the structure's floor. 
 
   "Ah, I see," Zorin says. "You are here for Trix. And I am here for Nightfall. So I suggest we both put aside our personal grudges and focus on doing what we can to keep them alive."
 
   TR gives a curt nod as Trix, on the video feed, flies up and thrusts her open hand against the ceiling. A ring of red explodes from her palm, turning the stone into lava and then ash. 
 
   As Trix falls back down, so does the white dust, revealing a hole with a steel building on the other side. Nightfall and Trix jump through to the floor above and land in a wide hallway. Trix grabs her rifle and scans the area. "We're clear," she says into her eGlass.
 
   "Evie, hack the cameras," Nightfall commands her AI eGlass. Zorin's feed changes to images from a different room. The hostages are all in one location, surrounded by ten Zeniths. The terrorists wear thick blue armor, military grade, making them look more machine than human.
 
   The top level is dark, the windows covered in metal. A lantern on the ground lights one side, casting the shadow of someone sitting alone. Zorin can't make out details through the haze, but the hair on the back of his neck stands on end, and he pushes closer to the glass as if that could bring him closer to Nightfall. He changes the feed to the room where she and Trix scout their surroundings, the feed that Nightfall hacked with her eGlass. 
 
   Trix points her rifle at the double doors before her. "What's the plan, N?"
 
   "We request a meeting. Evie, the military helmets will be equipped with eGlasses. See if you can contact one. Tell them Nightfall wishes to meet their leader."
 
   "N, they're here," Trix says.
 
   Zorin's heart beats faster as he changes the feed to Trix's point of view. Two armed Zeniths enter through the doors. None of the camera's showed anyone near by. They must have been—
 
   "The cameras have been tampered with," Nightfall says. TR is no longer pacing. He's staring at the feed with as much intensity as Zorin, waiting to see what happens.
 
   Zorin switches his view to the room's camera. He sees Trix clench her jaw, finger on the trigger, no doubt ready to shoot. Nightfall raises a hand, gesturing her to hold.
 
   One of the Zeniths speaks. He sounds as if he's speaking through a radio. "Nightfall, we are here to escort you to our leader. He is very eager to speak with you."
 
   Nightfall is quiet, and there is panic on her face. It is gone in an instant, and Zorin wonders if anyone else noticed. "We have many things to discuss," Nightfall says.
 
   The Zenith tilts his gun at Trix. "You must come alone."
 
   "I will, but my companion may not be harmed," Nightfall says.
 
   "Very well."
 
   A new voice, male and heavily modified, enters the feed. "Don't go with them, Nightfall."
 
   "Who is this?" she asks.
 
   "Call me Crixus, leader of the Red Eagles."
 
   Zorin and TR exchange looks. Nightfall has been trying to set up a meeting with other rebel leaders, but this doesn't feel right. Zorin begins to scan his eGlass for hacks. Someone is playing with them, and it won't end well.
 
   Two shots explode from behind Trix and Nightfall, hitting the Zeniths in the head. They collapse, and Nightfall turns. Through her camera, Zorin sees two people in the same heavy armor. But unlike the Zeniths, their armor is black. A red eagle is painted across the chest.
 
   The voice in their eGlasses continues. "These are two of my soldiers. You can trust them. They will escort you out of the building."
 
   "No. I need to save the hostages," says Nightfall.
 
   Zorin’s hands curl into fists. She needs to see reason. She needs to leave while she can. 
 
   The voice sighs. "My contacts have informed me this is a trap. If you stay, you will be captured."
 
   Trix moves her gun from one soldier to the other. "N, what's going on? Why are the Red Eagles here?"
 
   "They want to help," Nightfall says. "Why?" she asks Crixus. 
 
   "You and I share an enemy. We can be very useful to each other," he says through the eGlass.
 
   "Why are you contacting me now?"
 
   "Because trust is a rare thing in our line of work, and I want you to trust me, Nightfall. So please, accept my help."
 
   "I will free the hostages."
 
   Zorin frowns and TR begins pacing again. 
 
   "Very well," says Crixus. "My soldiers will depart. But remember, I offered help in a time of need." His signal ends. The soldiers turn and disappear around a corner.
 
   Trix keeps her gun at the ready. 
 
   Nightfall has her hand on the hilt of her sword. "Evie, how did Crixus contact me?" she asks.
 
   "He hacked your eGlass," says Evie.
 
   Trix gabs Nightfall's shoulders. "N, you still want to do this? What if their leader doesn't want to listen?"
 
   "I can be very convincing," Nightfall says. 
 
   "Not if they put a bullet in your head."
 
   "We have no other choice," Nightfall says.
 
   "I know, but this… this doesn't feel right."
 
   "I know." Nightfall taps her eGlass. "Evie, contact them."
 
   "What shall I say about their two dead men?" Evie asks.
 
   "Tell them to check their cameras," Nightfall says. "I had nothing to do with it. I seek a peaceful solution." 
 
   "Very well. I've made contact."
 
   Zorin checks the cameras. Four armored Zeniths enter an elevator, heading towards Nightfall and Trix. So not all the video feeds have been edited.
 
   "They're on their way," Nightfall says. "Evie, loop the video from here to the room adjacent to the hostages, but keep my feed original. Trix, take position. Be ready for plan B."
 
   "Okay, N. Be careful." Trix disappears around the corner. 
 
   A moment later, the Zeniths arrive and surround Nightfall, escorting her to an elevator. "Where's the other one?" one of them asks.
 
   "She left," Nightfall says.
 
   The elevator stops at the top floor, and the Zeniths lead her to a door at the end of the hall. Zorin checks the other feeds. Trix is in position.
 
   His eGlass beeps and a text message pops up.
 
    
 
   You have eyes on Trix?
 
    
 
   It's Nightfall.
 
    
 
   TR responds, adjusting his rifle.
 
    
 
   Have eyes on her and the hostages.
 
    
 
   She writes back. 
 
    
 
   Don't act without my command. The situation is delicate.
 
    
 
   Done with texting, Zorin speaks through the eGlass. "If it's between you and the hostages, I will choose you."
 
   The Zeniths open the door and gesture Nightfall to enter. When she does, they leave, closing the door behind them.
 
   The floor is tiled marble. The room is large, but empty except for the lantern and the man. He sits cross-legged, his back to Nightfall. His breathing is deep and slow. His hair is dark brown and twisted in a ponytail. He stands, his body tall, thick and muscled. Black and gold armor clads his body, but it's not the armor of the others. It's thinner, shaped for his figure. It's the armor of a Knight. As he turns, the light catches his black cape. And Zorin sees the golden raven.
 
   Varian. 
 
   Nightfall whispers the name, jumping back. 
 
   The King grins. His voice is deep. "You wanted to talk. So let us talk."
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   She is so young. Probably his daughter's age. Varian watches her for a moment before speaking. "You wanted to talk. So let us talk."
 
   She yells into her eGlass. "Trix, get the hostages out, now." 
 
   Varian waits patiently. Nightfall still believes this is about hostages. He finds her naiveté refreshing. This isn't a hardened foe like Nyx. This is just a girl trying to help people. But she cannot go against the Orders without consequences. 
 
   Someone is speaking to her through her eGlass. She responds. "It's Varian. He's here." She unleashes her silver wings and flies toward the door.
 
   Varian stands slowly, drawing one of his blades. It extends, turning into a whip. He snaps it forward and it grabs her ankle mid-air, yanking her to the ground with a thud. He does not delight in fighting this girl, but he must. Too much depends on it. 
 
   She manages to untangle herself from the whip and struggles back to her feet. Varian stands, waiting, his whip recoiling back into a sword. His eGlass projects video feed from the fight happening outside these rooms—Trix attempting to rescue the hostages, fighting off Varian's soldiers. "This is your weakness," he says. "Choosing to rescue them."
 
   Nightfall draws her sword. Her face, even partially covered in a mask, is fierce, silver-blue eyes glowing. "You'd use innocents to lure me? You'd lie to your people?"
 
   Varian chuckles, though he feels no humor. He is playing a part, like they all are. And so he gives her the lines she expects from a tyrant. "The people are pawns, and I their King. I will manipulate them again and again to win. But, innocents… Nightfall, you disappoint me."
 
   He watches as the realization changes her face from confusion to shock to fear. "Trix, get out of here!"
 
   She is too late. Varian whispers into his eGlass and on the video feed the hostages rise, drawing pistols from under their clothing. They aim at Trix. She shoots one down, then a soldier hits her from behind. She falls to her knees. All ten remaining soldiers aim at her. "There were never any hostages, Nightfall."
 
   Her eyes are filled with tears as she screams "Stop!" 
 
   "Don't hurt her." Varian whispers to the soldiers, and they hold their position. He smiles at Nightfall. "Tell me, what happens next?"
 
   "I surrender," she whispers.
 
   "That's it?" He shakes his head. "You are nothing compared to Nyx." Varian taps his eGlass. "Execute the Shadow of Rome on my command."
 
   "No, please. I'll come with you," Nightfall begs. 
 
   His voice is cold. "You will come with me, and the Shadow of Rome will die."
 
   Nightfall charges at Varian with her sword.
 
   He blocks her easily, like sparring with a child, and knocks her back.  This is not a fight, but an expert swordsman destroying a novice.
 
   She drops to her knees. "Please. Let her go."
 
   Varian ignores her. On the screen, a soldier presses a gun to Trix's head.


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "Run, Scarlett. Run. I'm coming.” Zorin turns off the video feed and extends his wings. He flies through the window before him, shattering the glass, and drops to the ground in front of the next building. The windows to Varian are shut with steel. He needs to find a way in. Fast.
 
   His eGlass buzzes and he answers, hoping it's Nightfall. 
 
   It's Carter. 
 
   "Zorin, what are you doing?"
 
   "What I have to." 
 
   "You have to let her go. You can't save her," Carter says. "You couldn't defeat Varian last night. What makes you think today will be different?"
 
   "I don't have to defeat him," Zorin says. "I just need to save her."
 
   "At what cost?" Carter asks softly.
 
   "At any cost.” 
 
   His hands clench. His palms are sweaty. Through his eGlass he hears Nightfall scream. "Zorin, save Trix!"
 
   No. 
 
   Nightfall has to come first. Without her, they lose. He will carve through the steel if he must. He will save her. He summons his blade and steps forward.
 
   A voice whispers in his ear.
 
   “I thought Nyx was gone now.” 
 
   Danika. Her memory stands behind him.
 
   “I must be him again,” says Zorin. 
 
   She tilts her head at the building. “For her? Or for yourself?”
 
   Zorin pauses. He knows what is right. He knows what he must do. 
 
   “Thank you, my love,” he says. And he dashes upwards. He crashes through the window and into the room. The room where Trix is held.
 
   And the dance of death begins. 
 
   He moves through the Way of Erebus, striking down the soldiers before they can react. It is quick. Easy. They do not even scream.
 
   Zorin stops moving, the wind rushing behind him. He helps Trix to her feet. They share a glance. And they know what they must do.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Varian watches as his soldiers are killed. They were good men, ones he could trust with a secret. And Nyx slaughters them all.
 
   This needs to end, now, before more lives are lost. "He's here,” says Varian, sneering. He steps toward Nightfall. "Let's see how long you last."
 
   She flies for the door.
 
   His whip catches her. Poor girl. She is slow. Nyx did not train her well. 
 
   She talks into the eGlass. "Leave me. Leave me, or we're all dead."
 
   So, she is a selfless leader. Or so she thinks. It is easy to be selfless when your life is already forfeit. 
 
   Varian stands over the girl. He can see her silver eyes. There is no anger. Only fear. Only sorrow.
 
   He lifts his sword.
 
   She clutches something around her neck. A fury fills her face. And she jumps at him. She tries to grab him.
 
   To Varian, she moves slowly, and he wonders at her motive. Is this a last feeble attempt at freedom, or is this something more? A plan?
 
   And then he remembers a tale. A tale of a Nephilim who could order others to do its bidding. Order them with a touch.
 
   So, this is the reason behind her success.
 
   It will not serve her here.  
 
   Varian brings down his sword.
 
   And cuts off her hand.
 
   She collapses, frozen. And then her eyes meet her hand. It lays beside her, limp and pale. She screams. Her face becomes one of death. Varian has seen it before, on the battlefield, on soldiers who realize their life is over. It comes right before the darkness takes them. 
 
   It is time to end this. Varian lifts the pommel of his sword, ready to knock her unconscious. He strikes.
 
   He stops.
 
   The ground below him is burning, turning red. He jumps away as the floor turns to ash, and Nyx flies through the dust.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Zorin’s dark sword clashes with Varian's silver blade. 
 
   Trix melted the roof of her room, providing them with a way to Nightfall. Now, while he distracts Varian, Trix will get Nightfall out. Even if he can’t win. Even if he dies, Nightfall will be safe.
 
   The thought fills him with peace. 
 
   He parries Varian’s blade. They land and dash across the room, never standing still, weaving around each other.
 
   "Nyx. You look different without your armor," Varian says.
 
   "Nyx is dead," Zorin growls. 
 
   "Not yet," Varian says. "But he will be soon."
 
   Trix helps Nightfall walk over to a barricaded window, and Trix uses her powers to burn a hole to the outside. They are almost free. Soon, Zorin can stop fighting. Soon, it will be over.
 
   "N, you need to fly us out of here," Trix says.
 
   Nightfall pauses. She looks at Zorin and he hesitates, Varian using the distraction to strike him in the chest. Pain burns through him.
 
   Leave, he tries to yell, but he is struck again, and his jaw clenches shut.
 
   "He'll follow us," Trix says. "N, we need to go now."
 
   Surely, Varian has reinforcements on the way. Nightfall needs to leave now. But he can see it, in her eyes. She won’t go without him. Stubborn girl. 
 
   It is why he chose her for this. Why he chose her to lead.
 
   She cares for others more than herself. She cares for Zorin.
 
   And he…
 
   He cares for her.
 
   You can still save us, Scarlett. You may not be stronger than Varian, but you are smarter. That is why you will win.
 
   Her eyes dash around the room. She is thinking, planning. Zorin will give her more time. He fights harder, faster. Varian may be more skilled, but he is fighting for himself. Zorin fights for others. He moves through the Way of Erebus, rage filling him. And then, he switches to the Way of Nyx, the simplest of the forms. It catches Varian off guard, and Zorin strikes a blow.
 
   The King stumbles, then attacks. His movements are quick. Quicker than Zorin can follow. This is the end.
 
   And then he hears her voice.
 
   “Evie,” she says, "hack into all the eScreens. Play my conversations with Varian."
 
   An eScreen in the room lights up and speakers throughout the city boom with Nightfall's voice. "You'd use innocents to lure me? You'd lie to your people?"
 
   In the video, Varian chuckles. "The people are pawns, and I their King. I will manipulate them again and again to win." The video loops. People yell in protest.
 
   And Varian hesitates. 
 
   It's only a split second. But it's enough. 
 
   Zorin pulls away from the battle. He grabs Trix and Nightfall. And he carries them into the sky.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "Do you have them? Are they safe?" TR's voice blasts into Zorin's ear as he flies.
 
   "Yes. Meet us at the Cathedral."
 
   "Trix?" TR asks into both Zorin and Trix's eGlass.
 
   She answers. "I'm okay." There are tears in her voice. "But N. It's bad."
 
   "Nightfall will be fine," Zorin says, hoping he speaks true.
 
   Back at the Cathedral, Zorin carries Nightfall to his room. Trix hovers by the door. "What can I do?"
 
   Zorin shakes his head. "Nothing. She needs my blood. It will take many hours."
 
   Trix nods and closes the door as she leaves. 
 
   Zorin looks down at the pale girl lying on his bed, her wrist no longer bleeding from her missing hand. 
 
   He works quickly, removing her armor until she is wearing only her undergarments.
 
   There is a knock at his door and he hurries to answer it, irritated by the interruption. It's Trix, holding a white linen nightgown. "For N."
 
   Zorin nods his thanks and closes the door, then slips the gown over Nightfall's mostly naked body. He pulls out an old bag with medical tools and finds what he needs. Needles and an IV. It takes him no time at all to slide one needle into his arm and one into hers. 
 
   His blood begins to move to her, giving her back the life she lost. 
 
   He sinks into a chair by the bed and thinks about what happened that night.
 
   Carter comes in and tends to the fire, bringing it back to life and warming the room. He sits in the chair near Zorin, concern etched on his face. 
 
   "Caring too much has never led to anything good for you."
 
   Zorin looks over at him. "I would not trade my time with Danika for anything, not even for the absence of pain caused by her death."
 
   "She isn't Danika," Carter says, looking at the girl in bed. 
 
   "No," Zorin says. "She's not. But she is mine to protect, and protect her I will." Zorin leans forward as far as the IV will allow him. "And you will protect her as well. As if your life depends on it." 
 
   Carter nods. "As you wish."
 
   He leaves then, and Zorin settles back into the chair and watches the rise and fall of Nightfall’s—Scarlett's—chest. She will live. And she will lead. And he will not let her die.
 
   Zorin is almost asleep when he hears her breathing change. She is awake. 
 
   He stirs, his mind thick and heavy from loss of blood.
 
   He is watching her as she orients herself. When she holds up her arm, the one that lost a hand, she gasps.
 
   Zorin smiles. "It grew back,” he says.
 
   "After Jax… " She pauses. "After Jax's execution, my throat healed, but I didn't expect to regenerate an entire limb."
 
   "As long as you're alive and have blood, you will heal."
 
   "How long was I out for?" she asks.
 
   Zorin glances at the clock. "Eleven hours."
 
   She frowns. "And you've been giving me blood the whole time?"
 
   "My blood is the most effective."
 
   She tightens the clasp on the IV and removes the needle from her wrist. Zorin moves to stop her, but he is weak. Tired. Slow. She easily pushes him away and he sighs and slumps back into his chair. 
 
   She pulls the sheets off herself and stands, looking down at her clothes. 
 
   "Thank you for the dress."
 
   "I wanted you to be comfortable," he says, grinning.
 
   She touches his arm with her new hand, a small smile on her face. 
 
   "Thank you, Zorin. You saved me today."
 
   He trembles, his mind flickering in and out. "I wasn't sure I could fight him. I wasn’t…" He begins to mumble.
 
   Nightfall runs to the closet to grab a LifeForce and hands it to him, but the can slips from his grasp. "Zorin? Zorin?"
 
   Her words sound distant. Echoey. It is hard to focus on her voice.
 
   Something is placed at his lips and liquid pours from it. It gags him until he remembers how to swallow. He drinks slowly at first, then faster. His head begins to clear. Nightfall brings two more cans and he drains them quickly. 
 
   "Thank you, Scarlett," he says. 
 
   She tosses him another LifeForce and sits on the bed with one of her own. "I wouldn't be here without you. I… was careless. I was used to fighting Ragathon, but Varian is different. He thinks like no one I've ever met. He outmaneuvered me at every turn."
 
   "Not at the end," says Zorin. "Hackers are still playing your video on the net."
 
   "I got lucky. He could have killed me in an instant, but he didn't. He must have had to take me alive. I've… I've never seen anyone fight like him." She meets his eyes. "I've never seen anyone fight like you."
 
   He frowns, but only for a moment. "I've had many teachers and a long time to study."
 
   "I'm sorry I haven't been a better student," she says, twirling the can in her hands. "I will practice what you tell me. I will work harder."
 
   Zorin reaches over and places a hand on her shoulder. "You will learn to fight, and one day, maybe you will even beat Varian. But, remember, it is your wits that will win this war." 
 
   She nods. A moment passes. "You're afraid of Varian, aren't you?"
 
   He doesn't speak for a while. "It would be foolish not to be. But as long as we don't let fear stop us, we can still fight." He stands and walks toward the door. "When you're ready, we'll have a meeting downstairs. Your armor is in the chest." He points at a black and gold chest in the corner.
 
   She nods. He turns the door handle when she calls out.
 
   "Nyx?"
 
   Zorin pauses. "What about him?"
 
   "I thought, maybe…"
 
   He chuckles, opening the door. "Haven't you seen the play?" he asks softly. "Nyx is dead."


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When Varian returns back to the villa that night, Corinne is waiting for him in his suite. She frowns as he pulls off his armor. 
 
   "Did you mean what you said? About being King and manipulating your people like pawns?"
 
   Varian sighs and sits down, his eyes distant as he thinks about his day. "Yes and no. I gave her the words she expected from the tyrant she imagines me to be. Sometimes we have to play to the expectations people have of us if we want our plans to work."
 
   Corinne sits next to him. "What do you mean?"
 
   "Nightfall expected a certain kind of person from me, and I gave her that. I let her place me into her box, and by so doing, she underestimated me and will continue to do so."
 
   "So it was a strategy to win?" She asks, her large purple eyes trying to understand. Trying not to place her father in that same box of tyrant. 
 
   "Yes."
 
   "But you lost." 
 
   "Did I?"
 
   The eScreen behind him lights up and the Pope's face appears. Corinne leaves without a word and Varian, weary and in need of rest, instead stands to greet His Holiness.
 
   "You have made quite a mess of things, King Varian."
 
   "I have Nightfall where I want her," Varian says. 
 
   "You lost her."
 
   "I tested her. And I learned her greatest weakness, her fighting style, her loyalties and who are loyal to her. I know now how her mind works, and I have fed her a lie that will make her underestimate me when we meet again. Today wasn't about capturing her. It was about learning my enemy. You cannot win a war if you do not know your enemy as yourself."
 
   The Pope sighs. "I will trust you with this because you have never failed me. But I need Nightfall."
 
   "She is just a girl," Varian says. "She will not be hard to break."


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TR finds Zorin as he comes down the stairs. 
 
   "How is she?" he asks.
 
   "She is healing," Zorin says. 
 
   They walk through the Cathedral toward the War Room, but TR stops Zorin. "Thank you," he says. "For saving Trix. It can't have been easy, choosing Trix over Nightfall."
 
   Zorin pauses. "It wasn't," he says honestly. "But Nightfall never would have forgiven me if I'd chosen her first."
 
   TR nods. "You're not so bad," he says. "For a Nephilim." Zorin narrows his eyes, and TR laughs. "Lighten up. We got out alive. I think we can call it a win for tonight."
 
   TR holds out a hand to Zorin, who takes it. They shake. 
 
   Trix smiles and walks over to them. "You two getting along? Will wonders never cease?"
 
   Zorin chuckles. "I wouldn't get too used to it. I'm sure we will find something to be disagreeable over soon enough."
 
   Trix links arms with them both. "Then let's enjoy the peace while it lasts."
 
   They head to the War Room and TR and Trix settle into their chairs, talking head to head, smiling. Zorin paces the room, waiting. 
 
   Nightfall arrives, dressed in full armor. Trix jumps from her chair and runs over to hug her. "How you feeling, N?"
 
   "I have a new hand," she says, waving it.
 
   Trix stares at the hand, smiling. "Hey, we could all use some new parts from time to time, right?"
 
   "Right." Nightfall hugs her again and whispers in her ear. "I'm sorry for what happened."
 
   She pushes Nightfall away, grinning. "Don't be. I know what I'm getting myself into. Besides, today was a victory."
 
   "What'd we win?"
 
   Trix projects an image onto the wall with her eGlass. People riot down a street. Officers try to push them back. "After you played your video, riots like this broke out all around North America and Europe. Most of them have been put down now, but people aren't happy. You made a fool out of Varian."
 
   "But the world knows I couldn't beat him," Nightfall says.
 
   "Nah. For all they know, this was our entire plan. Reveal Varian's corruption."
 
   "Just got another confirmation," says TR, standing from his chair. He walks over to Zorin who's leaning against a wall. "Sons of Eden just agreed to the meeting. The video got their attention."
 
   "I was contacted by the Red Eagles earlier," Nightfall says.
 
   "They've confirmed as well. So have many of the smaller groups. We've got our meeting, man," TR roars, clasping Zorin on the shoulder.
 
   Nightfall watches them both with a small frown. "You two are getting along."
 
   "We talked," says TR, by way of explanation. 
 
   Zorin smiles. 
 
   Carter enters with a tray of cups and crackers. "Splendid to see you well, Miss. I prepared a LifeForce green tea to aid in your recovery."
 
   "Thank you, Carter." She sips it as her eGlass beeps.
 
   Zorin watches as her smile falls from her lips. 
 
   Her hand trembles, dropping her cup. The glass shatters, spilling red over the floor. 
 
   "Are you alright, Miss?" asks Cater.
 
   "Yes. I'm fine. Sorry. I'll clean that up."
 
   "No, allow me, Miss." Carter bends to one knee and begins collecting the pieces of glass. "Miss, can you move over…"
 
   Nightfall is frozen.
 
   "N?" asks Trix.
 
   She doesn't respond.
 
   She is still, and everyone is silent. Their faces tighten in concern. But not Zorin. He looks at her calmly.
 
   And her face too becomes calm. She pulls Zorin away from the others and speaks to him quietly. "I have to get back to Castle V,” she says. “King Varian is in town and is about to be presented to the students." She straightens her back and walks out of the room. 
 
   Zorin smiles. She, like him, fears Varian, yet she will still face him. She will still fight. And that is why, one day, she will win.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Zorin sits on the Cathedral roof and watches Nightfall fly away. When she is beyond his sight, he closes his eyes. When he opens them he sees a memory of Danika in his arms on their wedding day, dead. But not so dead he couldn't bring her back to life. His teeth sink into her neck as he drains her blood, then replaces it with his own. He knows he will face dire consequences for turning a human without permission from the Twilight Queen, but he doesn't have time to go through proper channels. 
 
   The memories flicker, moving to new scenes of them together—flying, free, happy. But those were fleeting. 
 
   And in the end, Zorin is forced to watch as Danika is chained to a pyre and set aflame. 
 
   There's an irony there. The Nephilim Queen did not kill her. It was the Inquisitor who burned her alive as a witch. The universe had too many deaths planned for the woman he loved. They couldn't escape them all.
 
   He watches the memory. She sings a song in a lilting language as the flames lick at her skin. 
 
   She never screamed. She never cried. She smiled through it all, until her body could no longer withstand the torture. 
 
   He feels her settle beside him as the memory fades. "You should not watch such things. Focus on the happier memories, my love."
 
   "I cannot get your death out of my mind," he says, turning to look at the ghostly memory sitting by his side. 
 
   "This girl, you care for her?"
 
   "No," Zorin says. 
 
   Danika laughs. "You never could lie to me well. You are free to love another. It does not diminish the love we have."
 
   "Had," he corrects. 
 
   "Have," she insists. “Our love will always be, Andriy Zorin. That's why I am still here. To show you our love did not die when I did."
 
   "You're here because I carted you from my mind."
 
   "From memories," she says. "From the part of me that lives in you."
 
   They sit for many hours, watching the night creep back into morning. "Be of good cheer, my love. The sunrise is so beautiful. A time when old and new meet and share stories." She looks at Zorin, and he knows she will be leaving soon, and that she will not return for a long time. "You still have stories to share,” she says. “Old stories to share with those who are new. Let those stories be told."
 
    
 
    
 
   TO BE CONTINUED
 
    
 
   I am the Princess of Ravens, but soon I shall be Queen. I am the keeper of the songs for my people, but soon I must sing the song of the dead for my brother. I am the one the world looks to, but I am also what they fear.
 
    
 
   They just don't know it yet.
 
    
 
   My enemies play a dangerous game. And soon they will regret their dance with the Raven.
 
    
 
   Song of Kai is a short novel that takes place between House of Ravens and Daughter of Strife, from the point of view of Princess Corinne.
 
    
 
   Order Song of Kai now!
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   Thank you for reading. If you'd like to know when the next Nightfall Chronicle launches, please sign up for our newsletter. We only send out quality updates and giveaways.
 
    
 
   Sign up here >>
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

ABOUT KARPOV KINRADE
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Karpov Kinrade is the pen name for the husband and wife writing duo of USA TODAY bestselling, award-winning authors Lux Kinrade and Dmytry Karpov.
 
    
 
   Together, they write fantasy and science fiction.
 
    
 
   Look for more from Karpov Kinrade in The Nightfall Chronicles and The Forbidden Trilogy. If you’re looking for their suspense and romance titles, you’ll now find those under Alex Lux.
 
    
 
   They live with three little girls who think they’re ninja princesses with super powers and who are also showing a propensity for telling tall tales and using the written word to weave stories of wonder and magic.
 
    
 
   Find them online at KarpovKinrade.com
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