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        For helping me find my way.
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      His lips were warm and tender over hers, but they were barely there as he kissed her so lightly he almost felt like a ghost.

      “Dyston,” she whispered against his mouth hotly. But he didn’t talk back to her. Instead, as he sat up and looked at her, his eyes turned black and his lips began moving, but no words or sound came out of them. Then he flickered like a flame and went out.

      “Dyston?” He was gone, but she could still hear his voice.

      “Go find Rachael,” he told her.

      “Rachael? As in Lakyn’s Rachael? Dyston, what’s going on?”

      He didn’t say anything other than “go find Rachael,” once more and then he was gone.
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      Scarlett stirred. The sunlight hit her face brightly, the glare burning the inside of her eyelids. She groaned and rolled over. Then she realized that the bed beside her was cold. And empty.

      She opened her eyes and stared at the blank space Dyston had recently vacated. Half asleep, she rolled out of bed reluctantly and grabbed her lime green kimono from the back of a chair, and slipping it on. She had really wanted to wake up next to Dyston on her birthday and have him greet her with a sweet kiss, but so far, that hadn’t happened as planned. Hopefully, the rest of her day would still be okay.

      Scarlett walked over to the door and was about to open it when a knock came at the other side. It startled her, making her jump. She took a deep breath before opening it. She secretly wished it was Dyston, but she knew he wouldn’t knock.

      “Good morning, Miss Scarlett. I have your breakfast,” said a short, slightly balding man in a neat and formal suit. Her butler.

      “Thank you.” She was still getting used to being waited on. Since they had come to reside at the presidential palace, now that Dyston’s mother had been sworn in as their new Nephilim president, things had been great.

      That was, for everyone besides herself and Dyston.

      Scarlett had noticed that ever since learning of what his father had done to him and Lakyn, Dyston had become distant. He had begun drawing away from her intimately and from everyone else around them mentally and physically. She knew she had to find him and talk to him. But first things first—she needed coffee. As the butler poured her a cup of strong espresso, Italiano style, she couldn’t help but question him.

      “Do you know where Dyston is?”

      He nodded and turned, handing her the cup of coffee. “Mr Blackbell is on the roof.”

      “Thanks.” Scarlett took a sip of her espresso. The hot liquid didn’t scald her insides, only warming her. Scarlett usually loved coffee, and the feeling and the buzz it gave her, but she wasn’t feeling it this morning. She had to find Dyston, and she knew she wouldn’t feel complete until she did. She placed her almost full cup back down on the tray and headed for the door, much to the dismay of the butler.

      “Miss…” he called after her, but she ignored him.

      Getting to the rooftop wasn’t difficult. Scarlett only had to enter the elevator and press the penthouse button. When the doors opened, she was in a brightly lit room with no furniture and with walls made of glass. It wasn’t glary. But that wasn’t the most spectacular thing about the room. The most spectacular thing was the roof. Like the walls, the ceiling too was glass. The entire room was shaped like a decagon and coming from the centre of the ceiling, with an opening shaped like a smaller decagon, was a metal staircase leading onto the rooftop.

      Scarlett climbed the staircase and lifted herself onto the roof. As she stepped down off the glass, she noticed something black fluttering in the wind out of the corner of her eye. Dyston. Scarlett’s heart did a little flip as she took in the sight of him. He had his wings out, but they were neatly folded behind him. His back was facing her, and he was standing at the railing, looking out over the city.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing you in a suit,” she said as she approached.

      “You should.” He turned to face her. His eyes looked sad. Scarlett felt her heart sink. The dream the night before had made her feel so empty, and somehow, filled her with dread. Probably, because she knew her dreams were not just dreams. They were prophetic visions.

      “You should come have breakfast. Did you know we have butlers?”

      “I know. And I can’t.”

      “Why not?” She stepped closer to him. Somehow, even though she wanted so much to deny it, she knew something was about to happen that was out of her control. Dyston turned towards her and placed his hands on her shoulders.

      “I have to leave.” He placed a finger to her lips as she began to protest. “Before you say anything, let me tell you this. I have to leave because of what I am—because of what I’ve become.”

      Scarlett pushed his hand away. “That’s stupid! That’s the most idiotic thing I have ever heard. You should know better than to think I care about that. I don’t care about any of that. I don’t care what you are or what you’ve become. All I care about is that I love you. You showed me that when you told me you loved me, and told me I was unique and beautiful when I doubted myself. Well, I am sending all that back to you.”

      The tears were falling freely now, and she couldn’t stop them. “Please, don’t leave, especially not on my birthday.”

      “I have to. Last night, you won’t remember, because I erased that memory, but a darker side of me came out. I don’t want you ever to have to see that again.”

      Scarlett thought hard. She thought back to the evening before after they had escaped the press conference with Beth, and came up blank. It was as if she were ramming into a cement wall over and over again. It was useless. Try as she might, she just couldn’t access that memory.

      “You won’t be able to access that memory unless you come across someone with a healing Trait. And I doubt you’ll want to be within one hundred kilometres of my brother.”

      “I might want to since you took away my memories. You shouldn’t go that far to protect me. I told you I could fend for myself.”

      Dyston hung his head. He knew it was pointless trying to stop her. His efforts were coming back to bite him now. “Fine, but I can’t stay.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Somewhere far from here until I can learn to control myself. Until then, I can’t be with you.” It hurt him more than anything to be saying it… He couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth. Perhaps it was the demon blood talking, telling him to say these things, influencing him. He felt numb, as if a Tear tip had pierced his heart.

      “Are you… breaking up with me?”

      He didn’t flinch. Didn’t even move as his lips moved and the words escaped. His demon blood had caused him to feel no remorse. He looked straight ahead into her eyes as he spoke, “Yes.”

      He turned to the railing and jumped up onto it, spreading his wings wide.

      “Dyston, no! Please, don’t leave. I can deal with this, I can… please!”

      But he didn’t listen to her pleas. Instead, he crouched and looked down at her as her hand gripped the sleeve of his jacket. His irises were no longer opal. They were the colour of onyx.

      And then he whispered as he leapt off the rooftop and into the sky.

      “Happy birthday, Scarlett.”

      After scanning the skies, searching for any sign of his dark wings until it had grown too dark to see, Scarlett made her way back inside.

      When she sunk into her bed with no dinner in her stomach that night, she knew it was official. She felt empty without him. The very thought of possibly not seeing Dyston ever again made her too sick to eat.

      It had been the worst birthday ever.
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      “Scarlett, wake up.”

      Someone was trying to wake her, but she refused to move. Her head felt like a million pounds and her eyelids seemed glued shut.

      “Scar? Is she dead?”

      The voices sounded familiar, but she didn’t want to open her eyes to see who they were. She felt dead and she wanted to stay dead. Dyston had left her all alone. He had left her on her birthday! What a crappy time to pick to leave, Dyston! She screamed mentally, hoping he could hear her.

      “Her eyelids are moving. Maybe she’s having REM sleep.”

      “What’s REM sleep?”

      “It’s the time when you’re in your deepest sleep. The time when you dream.”

      “You are such a nerd, Joshua.”

      Joshua. And Emer. They were here. Her friends were here!

      “Thomas, maybe you can blow your air horn in her face?” suggested Del.

      Thomas and Delilah were here, too.

      “Oh, yeah, good thinking, babe. I’ll go get it.”

      “Enough. You should leave her be.” This voice sounded more authoritarian. How many voices were in her room?

      “Hey, Jacob.” She heard Emer’s young girl giggle. “Congratulations, guys.”

      Congratulations? What were they celebrating? She needed to wake up soon. But she wanted to wait until more of the people had left the room.

      “I’ll come find you girls soon, when Scarlett wakes.”

      Kat?

      There were numerous goodbyes and the room grew silent. Scarlett mentally sighed. Finally.

      “Where’s Dyston, Jake?”

      She had heard him sigh before he spoke. “He’s gone.”

      “Gone? Gone where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “So, he just left her?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Why?”

      “To protect her, was all he said.”

      All he said. He knew! He was speaking to Dyston! What else did he know?

      “Why does he feel the need to always protect her? Doesn’t he know how strong she is?”

      “I know. But he’s protecting her from him.” As Kat grew silent, Scarlett stirred, and then opened her eyes. She awoke to Kat’s smiling face above her.

      “Good morning, honey. Happy birthday!”

      Scarlett groaned. “Don’t.” She rolled over.

      “Why? It’s your birthday, Scar. You should be happy.”

      “Don’t play dumb. I could hear everything you were saying. He’s gone. How can I be happy when he’s gone?” She felt Kat’s hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry. Do you know what you need?”

      “What? I don’t need anything but Dyston.”

      “No, you don’t. You need breakfast with your best girlfriends.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      Jacob chuckled. “Yes, you are. We can both hear your stomach growling from over here.”

      As if to remind her, her stomach chose that moment to agree. Scarlett also felt the desperate need to inhale a truckload of coffee to awaken her from the funk she was in. On second thought, she felt as if nothing would awaken her from the funk she was in. She felt so groggy and dead, like she had been drugged. Maybe she had been. Maybe Dyston had drugged her, and she was hallucinating this moment. Or she was still dreaming. No way did it feel real. She sat up and immediately clutched her pounding skull.

      “Okay. I need coffee.”

      “Here.” Kat disappeared and then her nostrils were assaulted by the most amazing scent. Coffee. Something warm was held in front of her face. Scarlett wiped the sleep from her eyes, took the cup with both hands, and inhaled.

      “Drink this while I help you dress.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      Something nagged at the side of her brain. “What time is it?”

      “Almost ten a.m.,” Jacob told her.

      Ten in the morning? Scarlett never slept that long. Dyston definitely must have done something to her to make her feel this drowsy.

      “That means its time for you to leave, baby.” Kat leaned over towards Jacob and placed a kiss on his lips.

      “Fine. Find me again when you come back from brunch.”

      “Certainly.” They kissed again and Jacob walked towards the door.

      “Wait. I heard Emer say congratulations to you. What are you celebrating?” They met each other’s eyes with a loving intensity and then smiled at Scarlett.

      “Our engagement.”

      When Jacob had left the room, Kat sat back down on the bed next to her.

      “I’m sorry. You don’t want you to hear about our happiness when you’re so obviously hurting.”

      “No. It’s okay. Someone should be happy around here.”

      “I can’t believe he would just leave you like that!”

      “I know. And he picked the perfect timing!” she growled. “He always feels the need to protect me. I don’t need freaking protecting!”

      “I know. Come on, let’s get you dressed.” Kat headed to the closet and pulled the doors open. She came back a few seconds later with something striped in black and white.

      “This was left for you, with this.”

      Kat placed a black and white-striped dress on the bed beside her, and then handed her a gold envelope. Her name was inscribed on it in a delicate font. Her heart ached and flipped in her chest. It was Dyston’s familiar cursive. He must have done this before his so-called dark side had taken over. She didn’t want to open it because she knew what it would say. She knew the contents would only worsen the pain.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” asked Kat, unzipping a black vinyl makeup bag.

      “No. It’s from him.”

      “He loves you, Scar. If you don’t open it, I will.”

      Scarlett sighed and flipped back the flap on the envelope. Inside was a note. The envelope also felt bulky. There was something else inside. She pulled out the note and a little silver item fell out with it onto the bed. She unfolded the note and read.

      “Scarlett,

      I know it is your birthday and I picked the worst time to do this. But I had to for your safety. This is my family ring. I want you to keep it safe. I don’t know if it’s infused with evil or with good, but I made it, so it must count for something.”

      Scarlett looked down at the glistening silver ring on the bed. She picked it up and held it up to the light. The sunlight hit the silver and shone just like its wearer’s eyes had. And she noticed that a little bell had been engraved on it. A tear escaped her eye and raced down her cheek as she continued reading.

      “I don’t know if you received my dream, but in case you didn’t, I’m going to tell you again, just to make sure you get the message. I don’t want you to find me. Instead, I want you to find Rachael. She can help you with what you want to know about your lineage and your parents. I love you very much, and when it is right, I will return to you. But you must promise me, that you will not come looking for me. Go look for your parents instead. If you come looking for me, you will not like what you’ll find.

      Until then, my archangel.

      Your dark prince,

      Dyston”

      Tears streamed heavily down her face as Scarlett scrunched up the note and tossed it away angrily. Her hand came down on something hard. She lifted her hand. The ring. She picked it up and tried it on each of her fingers. It didn’t fit.

      “Here. Let me.” Kat took the ring from her. Scarlett almost protested, until she saw what she was doing. Kat reached around the back of Scarlett’s neck and unclasped the silver chain that still hung there. She had completely forgotten she still had that chain. It was still there from when it held Kat’s soul. Something cold slipped down the side of her neck and landed just under her clavicle. Scarlett looked down at the silver ring sitting there, just as if it belonged. She clasped it in her fingers and smiled up at her friend.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now get dressed. We’ll be waiting in the foyer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Scarlett didn’t want to have breakfast with her friends. She wanted to find Dyston. She wanted nothing more than to be with him. He always thought he was hurting her. She would prove him wrong, she thought. Even though she didn’t know if what happened the night before was a dream or reality, she couldn’t get the image out of her mind… His eyes turned from their natural chocolate to a much more unnatural, inky black. Was he possessed? Or was the demon blood finally making its appearance? If she wasn’t sure about that, she was sure about one thing—Dyston had told her to go and find Rachael, and that’s what she planned to do.

      Instead of dressing in the dress that had been provided for her, Scarlett dressed quickly in jeans. And instead of putting on one of her own tops, she searched through the closet and found one of Dyston’s. She brought it to her face and inhaled. The scent she loved so much still lingered in the cotton. She smiled and slipped it on. It was one of his more formal shirts, but she didn’t care. She buttoned it up like it was one of her own. If Dyston didn’t come back, it would become her own. As she pulled on her black leather boots and black military coat, she silently cursed herself for thinking that he wasn’t going to return to her. “He is going to return, he is,” Scarlett repeated to herself over and over, as she slipped out the door.
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      “Where is Scar? I thought she was coming?” asked Emer as she impatiently checked her phone.

      “She was. Maybe I better go check on her,” Kat suggested, ready to rise out of her chair.

      “She did just lose the love of her life on her birthday. Give her time,” added Delilah.

      “Del, you shouldn’t talk about Dyston like he’s dead. He’s not dead. He’s just… M.IA.”

      “It’s like he is dead. He’s dead to me,” Del replied coldly.

      “Fine.” Emer lifted her coffee cup to her lips and sipped. She didn’t want to fight with one of her best friends, not while in Rome.

      “Don’t let Jacob hear you say that,” said Kat, a little offended.

      “Why don’t you just go ahead and marry Jacob, right here and now.”

      Emer gasps. “Del? Are you all right?”

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “If you ask me, I’d say you’re jealous of Kat and Jacob’s engagement.”

      “I am not. I’m fine. Just coffee deprived, I guess. And in need of the bathroom.” Delilah quickly rose out of her chair, almost causing the chair to topple over as she hastily left.

      Emer leans in close over the table towards Kat. “What the heck’s up with her?”

      “I don’t know. But strange things have been happening lately.”

      “I’ll say.” Emer and Kat shared worried looks as they finished their coffee, waiting for their friends, whom, unbeknownst to them, would never show.
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      Jacob felt a firm hand on his shoulder. Expecting it to be Dyston, he turned around with a smile. But the smile soon fell when he saw it was only Beth.

      He nodded to greet her. “Beth.”

      “Jacob, have you seen Dyston? I can’t seem to find him.”

      At that moment, he had two choices. One, to lie to Beth and pretend everything was okay. Or two, tell her that everything was not okay and that her son was missing. If he lied, she would inevitably unravel the truth sooner or later. Lies never stayed intact for long. He let out a breath before he spoke.

      “Beth, there’s something you need to know.”

      “What is it?”

      But before he could tell her, another voice cut in. “That I am here.”

      Both of their eyes turned to face the visitor.

      “Lakyn? What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come to support you, Mother.”

      “I thought you were mad at me for doing what I did to your father.”

      “I am not mad, just disappointed.”

      Beth smiled proudly at her son. “You just reminded me of myself.” She stepped forward and pulled her eldest into her arms, embracing him. Lakyn reciprocated the hug.

      Jacob almost felt sick. If Beth were seen embracing her son, who was publicly known as the leader of the Lucifites, her career and position as President of the Nephilim would be in tatters. He decided to clear his throat. They both had to know about Dyston’s disappearance.

      “I hate to break up the family reunion, but Beth, there’s something you need to know. It’s about Dyston.”

      Beth and Lakyn both stepped away from each other and turned to face Jacob.

      “What about my little brother?”

      “He’s missing.”

      “Missing? What do you mean missing?”

      “I’m not sure. Scarlett said he left her early this morning or late last night. I’ve tried talking to him telepathically, but the connection was… unclear.”

      “Why would my little brother just leave?”

      “I don’t know. I was hoping you’d tell me, Lakyn.” Jacob spoke Lakyn’s name as if it were poison on his tongue.

      “Every time something evil happens around here, why does everyone look at me?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because you’re the leader of the dark side.” Jacob matched Lakyn’s icy cold glare.

      “Boys, please. I think I know the reason he left. And I am afraid it is all my fault.”

      “What do you mean, Beth?”

      “The blood,” muttered Lakyn.

      “Excuse me?”

      “She means the blood that our father injected into us when we were infants, the demon blood.”

      Jacob finally put the pieces together. “So, he thinks he’s turned dark. That’s why he left Scarlett. He thought he was protecting her.”

      But no… Now, she is unprotected, Lakyn thought. He tried not to let his giddiness show on the outside.

      “I should never have told him. He takes everything so seriously and over analyses it.”

      Lakyn placed a hand on his mother’s shoulder. “No, Mum. You did the right thing. We can’t help it how Dyston thinks. He will always remain tortured, and he knows that.”

      “Yes, tortured because of me.” She flinched away from his touch and began to walk away. Then Lakyn turned to Jacob.

      “Ready for another mission?”

      “I am not doing anything for you.”

      “It’s not for me, it’s for my mother. I need you to find my brother and bring him back. Now, I don’t care if you have to drag his arse back with brute force. Just bring him back.”

      “I’m trying. But first I need to figure out where he’s gone.”
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      As soon as Scarlett reached the doors to the ballroom, or throne room, as it was now known, the voice she heard coming from the other side was unmistakable. Her heart rate picked up. If Lakyn were here, it meant Rachael wasn’t far behind. But to get to Rachael, first she had to approach Lakyn. And there was nothing she liked least. Her indiscretion with the eldest Blackbell brother in his office back at the Academy was still fresh in her memory. She wished Dyston had taken that memory instead of the one he had taken last night. She shook her head to dislodge the nasty thought and pushed open the ornate doors.

      “Well, well, if it isn’t my favourite fiery vixen. Back for another round?” Lakyn sat alone on the dais, behind a desk typing away on his laptop. No one else was around. Scarlett swallowed and approached the dais.

      “Bite me.”

      His smirk widened. “Not so innocent now, are we?”

      “I am not as vulnerable as you might think.”

      “I hate to break it to you, princess, but aren’t you all alone in a big room, with little ol’ me?”

      Scarlett would not let him get the better of her. She decided to change the subject.

      “I am not here to see you. I’m actually here to see Rachael.”

      She had done it, touched his kryptonite. He froze, took off his black-framed reading glasses (she secretly wished Dyston wore glasses) and placed them on top of his closed laptop. Then he turned his icy blues on her.

      “What makes you think Rachael is here?”

      “She is never far from you. I need her help.”

      “Whatever for?”

      “I don’t have to tell you. It’s a private matter. Secret women’s business if you may. Please, Lakyn.” She decided to pull out her doe eyes. If that didn’t work, she would pull out her flames.

      He groaned and stood. “Fine. Yes, she is here. I’ll call her if you tell me what this is about.”

      She knew he would pull that on her. Once a blackmailer always a blackmailer. She didn’t want to tell him, but it was the only way she would get to talk to Rachael.

      “I need to talk to her about Dyston. He’s missing and before he left, he told me to find Rachael. Does that mean anything to you?”

      Lakyn’s expression was one of deep thought and then he seemed to come back to the present. He was hiding something from her.
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