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  Chapter one

‘You won again.’ It was a statement, not a question as Cleo knew what the answer would be. 
Anita inhaled, lines appearing on her forehead as she raised her eyebrows, two graceful dark wings framing impatient grey eyes. She had entered and won every challenge since she was twelve years old. First she’d won all the junior challenges, then, when she was fifteen and competing at a pace none of the adults could keep up with, people started to care more about who came second, as that’s where the real competition was.
‘So nonchalant.’ Cleo teased.
‘It’s hard to get excited about winning when you know you’re going to win.’
‘I don’t know, Bass has got pretty close to you a couple of times,’ said Cleo, mischievously, her eyes glinting as she threw her long, silky black hair over her shoulder.
Cleo onto her favorite topic of conversation so soon, that must be some kind of record, thought Anita. She half smiled and raised one lofty eyebrow. ‘Bass. Beat me?’ 
Cleo smirked. ‘No, I suppose not’. 
‘Come on, we’ll be late if we don’t get a move on, and I’d be happy not to be late to our Mind class, given how terrible I am at it.’ Anita was very definitely a Body. She could take anyone on when competing in Body disciplines. She suspected there was a fair bit of Spirit in her blood too, but Mind had always been a challenge. She didn’t really understand why everyone had to continue with these ridiculous classes for years after school anyway. She was twenty five, but formal weekend education had to continue until thirty, the age when the Center comes together, whatever the bloody hell that meant. Allegedly, at the mystical age of thirty, one’s Mind, Body and Spirit blend into one, and from that point, developing any one skill would become more of a challenge.
Well, Anita found Mind enough of a challenge anyway, and seeing as nobody she knew had morphed into some new magical being at thirty, she suspected it was all just propaganda anyway. The Descendants and their councils had always had a passion for the theatrical. However, today was not the day to challenge the Descendants’ vision, and she really didn’t want to have to play chess for hours on end with a councilor, the punishment for being late, so it was best to be on time.

      ***'Oh, look who's here,' said Cleo, playfully. She shot a sly sideways glance in Anita's direction as they approached the temples.
Anita looked around and saw the cause of Cleo's sudden excitement. She'd clocked Bass, with his tall, muscular frame, angular features, and short, sandy colored hair. Bass exuded his normal relaxed demeanor, leaning back against the base of a large oak tree, soaking up the sun's hot rays. His legs were bent, arms resting on his knees.
'He's looking for someone… I wonder who that could be…' Cleo was in her element, mincing her sparrow-like legs gleefully as they approached.
Anita gave Cleo a rough shove, putting an end to the strutting, but knowing all it would really do was encourage her.
'I see him every day at the observatory,' said Anita. 'He's probably looking for that girl we saw him with.'
But Anita knew Cleo was right: Bass was waiting for her. She could feel his energy perk up every time he saw her. It was a sharp intensification that directly corresponded with the wide, endearing smile that would spread across his face.
Thank the Gods not everyone could feel energy, the fundamental life force that drove everything in their world, and nobody knew she could. It was a skill reserved for the Spirits, but she had always been able to, ever since she could remember.

      ***They rotated through their classes. Mind was first, where today the aim was to move an object using only the energy of one's mind. Everyone thought this was ridiculous; no one could do it, not even the councilor leading the lesson. A girl at the back had a hysterical moment, swearing she'd moved the flower she'd chosen, but she couldn't repeat the feat.
Anita wasn't a fan of the Mind Temple. Its gothic features made it oppressive, like the walls contained secrets and the doors might suddenly slam shut, locking you in, never to let you go.
They escaped the gloomy space and moved onto their next class: Spirit. Anita had always loved the Spirit Temple. It was so lofty and light, sunlight streaming in through enormous slit windows that extended up the clean lines to a spired point miles above. The flowers everywhere were free and wild, flitting spontaneously in the light breeze that played across the open expanse of the temple's floor.
The Mind Temple had closed off, secluded areas, full of dark corners where it was easy to hide, conspire and observe. In contrast, the Spirit Temple was one enormous open space. Soaring columns that seemed too few and too high to hold the walls in place loosely sectioned the temple. Obviously, Anita was most loyal to the Temple of the Body, but she had always felt an inexplicable pull towards the Spirit Temple.
The lesson focused on joint meditation, where two people sat opposite one another to meditate to a shared mental space in one or the other's mind. Here, they would have a shared experience invisible to the outside world.
This again had seemed ridiculous, until several months ago, when Anita and Cleo had paired. They had each meditated to a boat on the sea. They hadn't seen one another there, but through much in depth comparison, they'd found that the details of the boat, the weather, the sea, had all been identical. Now they always tried to pair with each other to see if they could repeat the feat, or even get a step further.
Today, however, Bass jumped in before Cleo and Anita could pair up. As a result, Anita spent a couple of very uncomfortable hours trying to ignore Bass' soaring energy and closing herself off to anywhere his mind wanted to go.
It wasn't that there was anything wrong with Bass. He was gorgeous, with a tall, athletic frame, olive skin, and classic good looks. He was a kind, loyal friend, Anita's only real friend apart from Cleo. He usually came second to Anita in Body challenges, not to mention that he was intelligent, in an academic sort of way, ran the energy observatory, and came from a well-connected council family.
It was just that Anita had never seen Bass as anything other than a friend. She saw the girls swoon when he walked by. Most of them would have, just because of his family connections, social climbing rife amongst Empire's well to do. Mothers with nothing better to do spent their days plotting how to marry their daughters off in advantageous ways. In addition, Bass was handsome, clever, and didn't have a big head about his background, making him Empire's most eligible bachelor.
But Bass' energy never shifted with other girls like it did with Anita. She'd tried to make it obvious she didn't see him that way; there was no chemistry, but he'd never quite taken the hint.
Next up was Body class, where they learned how to use their energy to influence the actions of their bodies. The lesson was on knife throwing, but seeing as Anita was a better shot than any of the councilors, she skipped it. In fact, she hardly ever went to Body lessons. She'd only show up if something like yoga was being practised, and only because there was a crossover with the Spirit disciplines.
Anita usually went for a run or a ride during this time, meeting up with Cleo and Bass afterwards to walk home. Today she stayed in the Spirit Temple; she could do with some actual meditation after her session with Bass…

      ***Two long hours of not being able to concentrate later, her mind not in the mood to relax, Anita wished she'd gone for a run after all. She was getting ready to leave, when a sudden surge of energy filled the temple. Her head snapped up, a shot of adrenaline coursing through her as she searched for the source.
Her eyes snagged on a movement in the center of the temple, a man emerging from a newly formed circular hole in the floor. His mind was elsewhere, face angled towards the floor, the stone slab sliding closed unnoticed behind him. He started walking towards where Anita sat, transfixed, at the back of the temple.
He seemed weightless, moving apparently without effort, yet purposefully, with the grace of a highly trained dancer. He was tall with broad shoulders, and an athletic, lean frame. She assumed he was a councilor.
He looked up, towards the entrance, and Anita's breath caught involuntarily in her throat. He was ruggedly handsome, eyes a bright, piercing blue. They had both a depth that could have been a century old, and a life that hinted at a rebellious intelligence. Tousled blond hair framed his face, neat enough not to be outlandish, but messy enough not to be conformist. His jaw was locked, lips pursed and twitching, brow furrowed, deep in complex thought.
Tanned, muscular forearms protruded from a loose, white shirt with casually rolled-up sleeves. A heavy, red, floor-length cloak flowed around him.
Anita's blood stood still in her veins. Her energy bubbled uncontrollably inside her. It rose rapidly, as though riding on the back of a bird, frantically flapping its wings. It catapulted upwards from her stomach to her chest. Here, she could contain it no longer. It burst free with a force so strong that Anita feared there might be an actual hole, not that she could muster the will to tear her eyes away and look.
The man snapped out of his thoughts, immediately alert. His radiant energy diminished as he tracked her. His eyes found her without difficulty, scrutinizing every contour of her body, assessing the threat before his shocking blue eyes locked with hers.
Anita couldn't begin to read what she saw there. Confusion? Aggression? Wariness? Intrigue? It was all she could do to hold his gaze with her own inquisitive eyes, her energy shamelessly betraying her interest as he considered her from afar.
He stood stock still, she sat spellbound, considering her next move, when a crisp, impatient voice rudely shattered the silence. 'Alexander,' it said, as a second man strode confidently into the temple.
Alexander? It couldn't be… Anita's energy shifted, defensive and panicked. Alexander smiled, intrigued by her reaction.
'I'm coming, Marcus,' he responded, not taking his eyes off Anita for a second, 'is Gwyn ready?'
Shit. She struggled to regain some composure. Why were they here? Anita gathered the tremendous strength required to tear her eyes from Alexander, moving her gaze to Marcus. She was completely unprepared for what she found. Holy Gods; he too was perfect. He was as tall as Alexander, but his thinner form made him seem somehow more refined.
Whereas Alexander was wearing a loose shirt, slacks, and beaten up soft leather mules, Marcus was impeccably dressed in expensive, well-cut attire. Everything seemed flawlessly in place, from his shiny leather brogues, to his pressed white shirt and expensive gold knot cufflinks, to his perfectly coiffed, short, dark hair and chiseled cheekbones.
His eyes were dark and opulent and contrasted with Alexander's for reasons more integral than just color. Marcus had none of Alexander's grounding. His eyes flitted playfully, looking for something, anything of interest. They were impulsive, giving the impression that life bored him. Like their sole occupation was to find something entertaining, to supply at least a small diversion before returning to the usual dull monotony.
Marcus too sported a floor-length red cloak, but he wore it with a different kind of authority, an audacious authority. Whereas Alexander seemed to flow when he walked, Marcus was more overtly commanding, arrogant, with clipped, impatient strides. His energy was the most potent she had ever felt, and as it flowed over her, it had a drug-like effect. Once again, the pressure in her chest built, nothing she could do to stop her energy from erupting.
Alexander turned casually back to look in her direction, the side of his mouth twitching almost unnoticeably. He raised one, infuriating, mocking eyebrow, flicking his eyes over her once more. This was mortifying.
'Come on. We haven't got all day,' came a curt, officious, female voice from the entrance. Anita couldn't see the woman, so focused instead on the vain struggle to get her energy under control.
Marcus spun briskly, striding past Anita to join the woman outside, without sending as much as a glance in Anita's direction. Alexander followed him, but stopped as he came close to where she sat.
'You should learn to control your energy,' he said, in a voice low but commanding. 'With energy that strong, you're a very desirable asset.'
With that, he flowed out of the temple, leaving Anita dumbfounded, head spinning, drained and empty, wondering what in the world had just taken place. That he could read her energy was horribly embarrassing, but why had her energy reacted like that towards both Alexander and Marcus? That had never happened to her before. Her energy was usually so static, unless of course she found a new challenge… was this a challenge? How? What did Alexander mean about her energy being so strong? And what did he mean about her being an asset? Most of all though, why were the Descendants in Empire? They usually lived in Kingdom, close to the Grand Temples… they rarely came out here…
Anita spilled out of the temple and almost ran headlong into Bass and Cleo, who had just finished their Body lesson. 'Oh my Gods, did you see her?' Cleo practically sang. She was bristling with delight, wildly swishing the ends of her thin cotton scarf; Cleo's equivalent of rubbing her hands together with glee.
'I saw them in the Spirit Temple. Alexander appeared out of the center, and then Marcus came in, and then a woman, I think Gwyn, called them from outside. Gods… what are they doing here?' said Anita, the words a jumbled rush.
'Three of them?' said Cleo, jealousy all over her tone. 'We only saw Gwyn. She appeared from the center of the Body Temple, all flowing golden locks and cloak. What are Alexander and Marcus like? I bet they're gorgeous, just like everyone says.'
Anita felt a pulse of aggression in Bass' energy. Given she wasn't sure she could find the words to adequately describe them, even if she tried, she changed tack. 'More importantly, why are they here?'
'Don't know,' said Bass. 'Nobody in our class knew either. I mean, the councilor probably did, but he wasn't letting anything slip.'
'It'll give me something to find out at work then,' said Cleo. 'I'll see you there later?'
Cleo worked at The Island, a bar on an island, in the middle of the river, on the outskirts of town. It was pretty much the only place to socialize in Empire, so that's where everyone went. 
Cleo used her place of work to keep abreast of anything and everything going on. She wasn't above slipping a few free drinks across the bar to help people on their way, not to mention that her skills of persuasion were the stuff of legend. So, she was right of course, the quickest way to find out why the Descendants were in town, was through Cleo, at The Island.
'Have fun,' said Anita, shooting Cleo a knowing smile. Cleo was about to be in her element; fun was an understatement.






  
  Chapter two

Bass went back to the observatory and tried to persuade Anita to go too. He'd been paying close attention to the energy since the recent death of Philip, the reigning Spirit Descendent and wanted to see if there had been any movement in the last few hours. 
Interested as Anita was to see the effect this was having on the energy, she wanted to mull over what had happened at the temple. She opted for a run by the river instead. She would stop by the observatory and pick up Bass later, so they could head to The Island together.
After her brief encounter with the Descendants, Anita was like a coiled spring. She was angry at herself for her uncontrollable and embarrassing energy, and Alexander's cryptic comment about her being an asset had left her feeling vulnerable. She didn't understand why they were here, but the whole thing was deeply unsettling; she didn't like it one bit.
She ran for miles along the river, her long, muscular legs eating up the ground. The shallow, meandering water usually took her mind off any preoccupation, but today it was no help. She ran faster and faster, but it just made it worse. She was more frustrated by the end than she had been at the beginning, and by the time she got to the observatory, she was in a foul mood.

      ***'So, are you going to ask her?' asked Patrick, Bass' lab assistant. He had floppy brown hair, blotchy, almost translucent skin, and exceptionally bad fashion sense, although he thought he was the height of cool. He had been probing about this for weeks.
'Maybe,' Bass replied, feigning exasperation, but he was fooling no-one, least of all Patrick. Patrick, like everyone else, saw the way Bass looked at Anita, and knew there was nothing Bass wanted more than for her to want him too. Patrick, frankly, had always thought Bass was crazy. He could have his pick of any other girl in Empire, and it wasn't like they didn't throw themselves at him. But Bass only had eyes for Anita.
He just didn't get it. Anita was alright, he supposed; she was quite good looking, had a cracking body, if you liked the toned, athletic, boarder-line menacing look. But she was unpredictable and stubborn, she did not suffer fools, and was used to winning everything. Patrick found Anita intimidating and unfathomable. Maybe that's what the attraction was… that she was mysterious.
A light started flashing on the dashboard in front of Bass, showing a spike in the energy in the immediate vicinity. They usually used the sensor to alert them to an approaching Descendant. Strangely, Anita had the same effect, her energy so strong that it set off the alarm.
'Well, now's your chance to maybe ask her,' said Patrick. 'I'll make myself scarce. See you at The Island later.'

      ***'Hi, Patrick,' said Anita, as she clunked up the spiral metal staircase into the room. Anita had no idea why Patrick always seemed to be leaving as she arrived. How was his timing so impeccable?
'Hi, Anita,' he replied. 'I'm off to The Island. See you there later?'
'Yep, sure,' she said, her tone terse. The last thing Anita wanted was to be left alone with Bass. Patrick turned and grabbed hold of the express exit, a pole through the floor, winking annoyingly at Bass as he slid out of view.
The observatory was an incredible building. The Descendants had commissioned it four generations back, so they could keep tabs on the energy. Bass' family were known for their study of energy and had helped design the building. They'd been in charge of research from the start, earning Bass' ancestor a council position. Bass' father now held that position, and it would be Bass' in time. His family had been instrumental in understanding both energy volatility, and how everything in their world linked together.
The observatory was over three levels. Downstairs sat a large, perfectly round, midnight blue pool of water that was always eerily still. It helped to absorb any background energy 'noise'. The middle floor contained dashboards that provided readings of energy levels in various locations around the world. A gentle humming filled the air as the energy flows were processed. Dials whished backwards and forwards and lights flashed in a way meaningless to the uninitiated.
The top floor contained the instruments that actually recorded the energy waves, and it was Anita's favorite. Numerous instruments adorned the roof, each trained in a different direction, and all with golden receiver dishes that were shaped like the energy waves themselves. The receivers were of various sizes so they could pick up different frequencies of energy from different distances, with the biggest so large it had to rest on the floor of the roof. Anita loved to lie on that one and stare up at the stars, the large, lolloping energy waves reverberating through her, off to be recorded downstairs. Of course, this affected the readings, so Bass wouldn't let her do that at a time like this, when a ruling Descendant had just died, but she climbed to the roof anyway to look out over Empire.
Empire had a regal look about it, sort of understated yet effortlessly elegant. It was balanced, embraced, and contained by the river. Beautiful, arched, red brick bridges stretched across the meandering waters, connecting the wealthy center to the other side. 
The center of Empire spanned an area about the size of a square mile, built in an era before anyone saw a need to put up walls. The imposing spires of the temples dominated the skyline, seeming to watch over and protect the buildings around them.
Surrounding the temples were several well-to-do areas, with fully stocked food markets, jewelry shops, clothes shops, perfumers, stationers, and restaurants serving an array of new and fantastical concoctions.
Empire had once been the world's premier city, where trade was done and Gods were worshipped. Kingdom, a much more impressive metropolis, had long since claimed that title. Empire was now in retirement, basking in previous honors and glories, living out a dignified and well thought of old age.
'I'll never tire of that view,' said Bass, coming through the window onto the roof behind Anita, nodding towards the town. 'It's beautiful at night.'
Anita moved further onto the roof, so Bass wasn't standing so close. She sat on a pipe connecting to the instruments downstairs.
Bass leaned against a receiver, Anita appraising him as he struggled with some internal debate. The muscles around his mouth clenched uncharacteristically, tension filling his torso and powerful arms, energy spiking with… something. Anita held her breath, dread filling her.
'So, are you going to the ball?' he blurted, trying to make throwing caution to the wind sound casual.
Anita turned away to hide the look on her face, her body rigid, hands clasping the pipe for support. 'No, I don't think so,' she said. 'The ball isn't really my thing. Sucking up to councilors, watching everyone make idiots of themselves in front of the Descendants, pretending to fawn over every word they say.'
'Oh,' said Bass, energy tumbling.
A pang of guilt hit her; maybe she'd gone too far. Bass was, after all, going to be a councilor one day, but there was nothing she wanted less than to go to the ball with him. Or, at least, not in the way he wanted… urgh, she was useless at this. And aside from the obvious, that it would give him the wrong impression, she didn't want every girl in town to hate her. People already thought she was weird for winning all the challenges; she didn't need the scheming mothers on her back too.
'Found anything new with the energy?' she asked, hoping the change of subject would lift his mood.
'No, nothing yet. There was a small downshift when they announced Philip's death, but it seems to have come back up again. I'm expecting Alexander's Crowning to lift the energy further; it's exciting to have a new ruling Descendant.'
The death of Philip, Alexander's grandfather, was cause for concern around the energy. Everything was connected, and a fall in the energy meant there was less to go around. If it fell enough, it could impact crop yields, the weather, and many other things besides. 'It's Christiana's death I'm really worried about… the Body bloodline...'
'Hopefully we won't have to worry about that for a while,' said Anita, getting to her feet. 'We Body types are stronger than we look.'
Anita shot Bass a smile that was supposed to say both, 'sorry' and, 'chin up'. Bass smiled optimistically, his energy giving a little jolt: message not received, again.

      ***The Island was nothing more than a shack, really. Strips of wood thrown precariously together decades before to form a building initially intended as a warehouse for traded goods. Since then it had been embellished inside, laid out over two levels.
A short, stubby bar adorned the wall on the lower level to the right. Bottles of all kinds of mysterious looking liquids balanced perilously on the uneven shelves behind. This level also had a private room behind the bar, ample space for standing, a couple of tall tables, and ledges here and there to place drinks on. One of these ledges partially obstructed a shady-looking passage to the back door. Despite appearances, it led to a pretty wooden deck with benches overlooking the river.
To the left of the door was a set of three squeaky wooden steps that groaned agedly every time a pair of feet touched them. They led to a raised seating area with a series of booths and rough wooden tables, affording varying degrees of privacy. Weird and wonderful trinkets adorned the walls; trophies from successful trading expeditions to the Wild Lands. 
The place was packed. Clearly news that Descendants were in town had spread like wildfire, and everyone wanted to know why. Luckily, Cleo had grabbed a booth at the end of her shift, and Bass and Anita pushed their way through the crowd to join her.
'Before we get into the gossip, let me get you a drink,' said an overzealous Cleo, by way of a greeting. She flagged down a bartender and ordered a bottle of Ginger Champagne.
'What are we celebrating?' asked Bass, surprised. Ginger Champagne was rare and usually only saved for special occasions. Luckily, being friends with the owner's favorite bartender and only daughter meant they never had to pay for such luxuries, even so, this was an extravagant move.
'We're celebrating my brilliance at extracting the gossip I am about to tell you from a councilor,' Cleo replied, carefully annunciating each word to make sure they could all hear and therefore marvel at her achievement. The bartender placed three glasses on the table and filled them with champagne.
'The gossip mill comes up trumps again,' said Anita, wishing that Cleo would just get on with it, but knowing there wasn't a speck of hope on that front. At least the promise of gossip had lifted her mood.
'Indeed, it does,' said Cleo, taking a moment to build suspense, savoring the attention before beginning her story. 'So, we know so far that the ruling Spirit Descendant, Philip, passed away a couple of weeks ago, meaning that Alexander, Philip's grandson, will succeed to the throne soon. We also know that Christiana, the ruling Body Descendant, is getting on a bit.'
Cleo paused, the silence pregnant.
'What we didn't know, until tonight, is that Christiana is more than getting on a bit.' Cleo looked between them, her voice hushed. 'She's dying.'
'What?' Bass and Anita said together, their voices low.
'That's going to have a significant effect on the energy,' said Bass, livid. 'The bloodline…they have got to prepare people for news like that.'
'But why would Gwyn, Marcus, and Alexander come here if Christiana is dying?' asked Anita.
Cleo looked smug. 'Why indeed?'
'Cleopatra, we know you're brilliant, and for that we're eternally grateful, but we're dying over here. The suspense is literally killing us,' said Anita, barely covering her frustration.
'Alright, alright. They're all here, not just the young ones, and they've brought Christiana here to die. There's something here she wants to make peace with before she goes, but nobody knows what it is. All I know is that she's currently on her death bed below the Temple of the Body, and that Austin is fuming about the whole thing.'
Austin, Marcus' father, the ruling Mind Descendant, had a reputation for being venomous. He, as with most Minds, thought himself superior to everyone, including the other Descendants, so it wasn't surprising that he was cross at having to be in Empire at the whim of another.
'They're going to hold the Chase, the Crowning, and the ball here, instead of in Kingdom. They're going to hold off for a couple of weeks, as the likelihood is it'll be a double Crowning, with Peter succeeding Christiana.'
'They're going to let him rule?' asked Bass. 'Surely it would make more sense to pass straight to Gwyn? It's supposed to be a female line…'
'Nobody knows if either of them is eligible to rule, given that Christiana has no direct female heir. The bloodline could be broken anyway, and the prophecy could already be dead,' said Anita, trying to take in the magnitude of what she'd just heard.
'Gwyn certainly doesn't think it's dead, given the way she was strutting across the temple earlier,' said Cleo.
'So, they're having the Crowning here, but where will it take place if not by the Relic?' asked Bass.
They’d built the three temples as triangles, with three tips, one from each temple, meeting at a point in the middle. In Kingdom, the main areas of the Grand Temples were open to everyone, with a central section that only the Descendants could use, and the joined tips, which housed the Relic, were also open for everyone to visit.
Crownings usually took place by the Relic, so that everyone could see them, but in Empire, the layout was slightly different. The temples were open to everyone, but underneath each temple were chambers that only the Descendants could use. Underneath the joined tips was a sacred area, but nobody, apart from the Descendants, and a few select councilors, knew what was there. On the main level, the area of the joined tips was closed off to everyone but the councilors, who used the hexagonal chamber inside to host council meetings when in Empire.
'The rumor is that most of each Crowning will take place in the public center of the relevant temple,' said Cleo. 'The Descendants will then go to the sacred center underneath the tips to perform part of the ritual, and then will come back up to complete the ceremony.'
Cleo really had excelled herself this time.
'And the Chase? Where and when will that take place?' asked Anita, as offhandedly as she could.
Cleo and Bass smiled. 'Bet you can't wait to get your teeth stuck into that one,' said Bass. 'See if you can't beat the Descendants...'
Luckily, at that moment, there was a ruckus across the bar, and Anita took the distraction as an opportunity to evade a ribbing and head to the restroom. But what Cleo had failed to mention was that the young Descendants were in the back room. The commotion was the result of them leaving, and Anita found herself trapped directly in their path.
A mass of bodies closed ranks behind her to gawk at the Descendants as they passed, and she couldn't go forward without attracting the Descendants' attention. There was nothing she could do but duck her head and try to keep her energy under control.
Gwyneth came first. Cleo was right, she did have flowing golden locks, her long blond hair glimmering in the light. She was tall and thin; unpleasantly thin. Her floor length silk dress and red cloak made her look the part, but she had the air of someone trying just a little too hard. She wasn't unattractive, but nor was she a great beauty, her nose too long, eyes set a little too close together.
Gwyn walked past Anita without so much as a glance in her direction. Unfortunately, the same luck was not to be had with the next Descendant, Alexander. As soon as she saw him, her energy lifted. She did everything she could to suppress it, but Alexander's head turned slowly, carefully, searching for the source. Here we go again, thought Anita, desperately trying to push back through the crowd.
He found her, of course, piercing blue eyes looking down into hers, this time only a meter away. Neither said a thing as they held each other's gaze. She searched for any hint of what he was thinking, but his expression gave her nothing to work with. The crowd watched with growing interest, but Anita was determined not to break first. He might affect her, but she wasn't going to let every victory be his.
Marcus, who had been talking to a couple of councilors at the bar, sauntered over to see the cause of the crowd's interest. Alexander moved on, following Gwyn outside.
'Well, that was interesting,' Marcus drawled, standing close and looking down with flirty eyes. He smelt of vanilla, and as it wafted over her, she inhaled greedily, momentarily disorientated as her pulse reacted, racing, energy singing, color rising to her cheeks. She told herself to snap out of it, exhaling sharply, trying to get a handle on her out-of-control emotions. 
'Alexander rarely deigns to interact with anybody… even if he didn't talk to you, I would call that an interaction, wouldn't you?'
'I'm not sure what I would call it, other than weird,' Anita shot back, a little too sharply.
Marcus smiled. 'We're heading to my family's residence just outside of town. Why don't you join us?'
She couldn't take on the Descendants all at once, and certainly not on their territory. If Anita had had a social climbing mother, what she was about to do would be cause for disinheritance. Seeing as she didn't, and that, to Anita, winning was more important, she had no choice but to refuse.
'I'm terribly sorry, but I have a prior engagement,' she said. 'Please excuse me.' And with that, she forced her way through the shocked crowd, heading for the back exit, out onto the deck.
'Holy Mother of the Gods,' Cleo exclaimed, bounding after Anita. 'What were you thinking?'
'I couldn't go with them,' said Anita.
'You have just committed social suicide.'
'Social suicide? How?' Anita spat. 'Where exactly was I in the social standings anyway? They're just people, Cleo. People like you and me. They just happened to be born into a different bloodline.'
'They're powerful. You need to be careful.'
Alexander's earlier words came back to her, you are a very desirable asset, and it halted her tirade. She knew Cleo was right; her abilities often made her reckless, but staying off the Descendants' radar was the smart thing to do.
'Look, I know I shouldn't have done it like that, but I couldn't go to Marcus' residence and be their plaything for the evening.'
Cleo nodded. 'At least you didn't make a complete swooning idiot out of yourself like half the other girls in there would have.'
'Look, Cleo, I think I'm going to head home. Thanks for the champagne and say bye to Bass for me?'
'Sure, no worries,' said Cleo, shaking her head as Anita turned and walked back inside.






  
  Chapter three

Alexander got up and made his excuses. There was only so much of Gwyn and Marcus proclaiming they were masters of the universe that he could take. He had never enjoyed spending time with them, but since Philip's death, he found them tedious at best. 
He would go back to the temples and see how Christiana was doing; she was always a sound source of advice. Maybe she could help him understand why the Body girl was having such an effect on him.
He, unlike the girl, could control his energy, so no-one would know, but he couldn't stop thinking about her. Maybe it's her energy, he thought, as he descended through the center of the Temple of the Spirit into the lower chambers; raw and unrefined. She has no idea how powerful she could be.
But he knew that wasn't all it was. His brain flashed endless images of her pale lips, smoky eyes, slender hands, creamy skin, dark hair, the dip between her neck and collarbone, the curve of her toned arms… she invaded his every thought. For some inexplicable reason, his mind kept drawing him back to her. 
Alexander entered the plush private chamber that now belonged to him underneath the Spirit Temple. His spacious accommodation consisted of a study, a bedroom, a bathroom, a sitting room, and a small kitchenette. His grandfather, Philip, had had the whole place overhauled when he had ascended to rule. Alexander hadn't even thought about changing it; he didn't see the need.
He pushed a small square at the side of the worn wooden paneling covering the wall at the back of his study. It was the only wall not covered in bookcases laden with Philip's dusty old manuscripts. A secret door sprang open. He ducked through into the gloomy corridor beyond, lit only by the occasional lantern, and followed it towards the chambers underneath the Temple of the Body.
Alexander's mind wandered as he walked… wandered to her. He barely noticed the twists and turns, feet seeming to follow their own path. But as he approached Christiana's chambers, the sound of muffled voices jarred him back to life.
The only people allowed down here were the Descendants, a handful of trusted and very well-paid servants, and occasionally a councilor, accompanied by a Descendant. Alexander listened, picking out the harsh tones of Austin, the Mind Descendent, and Christiana's weak replies.
Unsettled energy radiated from them both, and Alexander knew something was wrong. He snuck forward as far as he dared and hid behind an ornate grey pillar. He positioned himself so he could see what was going on, and strained to hear their every word.
'I've got to find her; I have to tell her. She's here. What we did…' said Christiana.
'You're going to tell her?' said Austin. 'I thought you just wanted to find her and see her. What good can telling her do now?'
'The energy. Once I'm gone, who knows what will happen. Only the Gods should have the power we took. It's my greatest regret.'
Alexander felt Austin's intentions. Waves of malicious, negative energy rolled off him, rising to unprecedented levels. Christiana would know; she had surprising Spirit skills for a Body.
'Austin, she will find out. The prophecy will be fulfilled and the true bloodline will be restored,' said Christiana, her voice strained.
'No, she won't,' Austin sneered, brushing Christiana's words aside. 'We're the only two who know the truth now Philip's gone. And soon it will just be me.' His voice was a terrifying mix of wistful longing and startling cruelty. Austin reached down and put his hand on the pillow next to Christiana's head, his brutal intention plain. Christiana didn't fight. She had accepted what was to come, her face relaxed, energy calm, unconcerned with the imminent danger.
'The true bloodline will be found, Austin,' Christiana repeated, her voice soft but insistent, like this was so obvious an observation that anyone would be a fool not to see it. 'This is bigger than you; it's in the hands of the Gods,' she said, pausing and looking openly up at Austin, her eyes still sparkling, full of life, a smile playing around her old, thin lips. 'The Gods who you are about to help me join.'
Austin's eyes flew open. He grabbed the pillow and furiously covered Christiana's face, using all his weight to hold it resolutely in place. Christiana didn't struggle. She lay totally still until Alexander could feel her energy no longer. He could have intervened. Should he have? But Christiana could read energy; she would have known he was there, and she hadn't appealed to him. He had a better chance of fulfilling her last wishes if he wasn't at war with Austin, but now he knew exactly what Austin was capable of, and it made him sick.
Alexander turned and left, navigating quickly back through the black corridors. He rushed into his chamber, swinging the panel swiftly and firmly closed before retreating up into the temple and out into the night.
He vomited violently as he reached the cool night air, still not quite able to believe the act he had just witnessed. He left the temples and somehow stumbled to the river before letting his legs give way, sinking gracelessly to the hard ground of the riverbank. He sat all night, not feeling the cold or the damp that penetrated his clothes, numb, barely even hearing the river swirling by.
Eventually, as the sun rose, a greyish light illuminating the water, tears trickled down his cheeks. He held his head in his hands, staring into nothing, a deep sense of loss growing inside.
Hours later, when the sun was fully in the sky, but blocked out by determined black clouds, he returned to his chamber, full of questions. What had Christiana meant about taking the power of the Gods into their own hands? And about the bloodline, and the prophecy? Did Christiana have a female heir? Was that who Christiana had wanted to find? What had they done and why? His grandfather, Philip, had known something and never told him? Had Philip been involved in whatever this was?
There were too many questions to answer all at once, but Alexander knew the place to start his search was in the archives. Maybe an examination of the birth and death records would cast some light.

      ***Ever since the encounter at The Island a few days before, Anita had been restless. People were gossiping, trying to determine why she had attracted the Descendants' attention. Anita wanted nothing more than to fade into the background. She had gone to the observatory every day and had been sullen and moody with Bass and Patrick. For that, she felt bad, which made her even more frustrated.
She had turned to Body pursuits, but no amount of riding, sailing, climbing, or swimming could seem to lift her mood. To add insult to injury, the Descendants had gone quiet since that night at The Island. Nobody had seen them or heard from them, and even Cleo had nothing to share. They could be anywhere. They could have left Empire. Nobody knew.
Anita desperately wanted to understand why her energy had reacted to Marcus and Alexander. She didn’t know how to control her energy, as Alexander suggested she should.
Today's attempt at distraction was a run by the river, with her grandmother's springer spaniel, Thorn. Surely the combination of exercise and playing with Thorn would pick up her spirits…
Anita was preoccupied with thoughts of embarrassing displays in bars when she felt powerful energy approaching from behind. She was instantly wary, her automatic reaction to most people since Alexander's words in the temple, as she spun to see who was there.
Her energy leapt when she saw Marcus' blissful form coming towards her. For Gods' sake, get a grip, she said silently to herself. Unfortunately, this seemed to spur on her energy's disobedience, Anita feeling once again like she might explode. At least Marcus didn't seem to have Alexander's reader skills; that should save her one embarrassment, at least.
'Well, hello,' drawled Marcus as he approached. 'Fancy seeing you here.'
'Hmm,' Anita replied, feigning disinterest and calling to Thorn.
'Mind if I join you?'
'Umm…'
Anita was trying to think of a suitably offhand reply, when Marcus said, 'Great!' His smile that of a triumphant five-year-old.
'Right,' she said, setting off across the field, not pulling any punches. Marcus kept pace with her, but he wasn't in any state to make casual conversation. Anita smirked and increased the pace.
They reached the fence and Anita jumped straight up, making to climb over into the next field. Marcus reached out a surprisingly strong hand, grabbed the back of her top, and pulled her roughly back down.
'I think that's enough of that,' he gasped, trying to catch his breath. 'You've made your point.'
'I'm sure I don't know what you mean,' said Anita. The run had improved her spirits no end, and now she was in a mischievous mood. She liked the way this encounter was going.
'I think you've got a fair idea,' Marcus fired back, having recovered enough to assume his usual superior stance. 'How did you get so fast?'
Anita shrugged. 'I don't know,' she said, softening a bit. 'I've always been fast and strong and able to beat anyone I've competed against. At first people thought I cheated, but now they just think I'm weird.'
'Well, I know what that's like.'
'What you know is adoration and envy and jealousy. Nobody thinks you're weird.'
'What's so different about how people treat me? They stare at me, they talk and point, they whisper and snicker…'
'… ahh, the poor little Descendant…'
Marcus exploded forward, his face inches from Anita's, the smell of vanilla washing over her. Her stomach dropped, her heart rate rocketed. The informality of the run had made her bold; had she pushed him too far?
'You think it's funny? You haven't got a clue.'
His energy was all over the place; he was an intriguing animal. 'Then enlighten me,' she said, her voice soft. 
The side of Marcus' mouth curled into a smile. He inched forward, crowding her, Anita instinctively stepping back, but a tree blocked her escape, her back flat against its bark, nowhere for her to go. 
Marcus placed his arms on either side of her, pinning her in place, and her pulse quickened. He leaned his head down, looking straight into her eyes, amusement dancing across his features. To her surprise, Anita liked it, despite his misguided assumption that he was in control.
His features smoothed, and the mood between them shifted. Tension filled the air as they waited for what seemed like forever to see what would happen next. Faces inches apart, eyes boring into each other, breath mingling, Anita's pulse beat loudly in her ears. The heady scent of him invaded her lungs, clouding her mind. She tilted her face up slowly, holding his gaze, challenging him to make the next move.
His eyes flicked to her lips, a shot of triumph punching through her. He bowed his head warily, watching her cautiously, as though she were a wild, unpredictable animal. He brushed his lips against hers, a shocking jolt of electric energy running between them, and Anita gasped in surprise. She fought the urge to pull away as Marcus pressed his lips more purposefully to hers, intense, intoxicating. He was gentle, moving his hands to her face, kissing her more deeply.
She relaxed into the kiss, mind racing, her lips responding willingly, seemingly without instruction. He pulled back, slowly running his thumb across her now sensitive lips, before replacing his hands on the tree. He leaned back in towards her, flirting, making her think he was heading for her lips once more. He changed course at the last moment, moving his mouth to her ear, where he softly commanded, 'Come to the ball with me.'
Anita froze: she hadn't expected that. A flurry of thoughts poured into her mind, adrenaline-fueled panic filling her body. Given what had just happened, she was struggling to think at all, let alone clearly. She had to buy herself some time…
Anita looked down at the ground, searching for inspiration, before taking a deep breath and returning his gaze once more. She paused, savoring his confusion, impatient intrigue in his eyes. 'Maybe,' she said, huskily, then quickly, before he had time to process her response, ducked under his arm and out into the open field.
'Maybe?' Marcus called after her.
She put her fingers to her lips, still tingling from his touch, gazing back at him. 'Maybe,' she confirmed, sporting a triumphant look as she turned, called to Thorn, and ran back the way they had come.
Marcus sank to the ground, leaning back against the tree trunk. He took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his perfectly coiffed hair. Why the Gods did he like her? 
Anita's mind exploded as she ran. What should she do? She didn't want to hurt Bass, who she had already turned down. She didn't want the other girls to hate her, or to have the attention that going to the ball with Marcus would bring. But Anita had kissed plenty of guys, and she had never felt an energy jolt like that before. In fact, she had never felt an energy jolt at all. Had Marcus felt it too?
She sprinted home. She would avoid Marcus; give herself time to think about her answer… and why did the memory of Alexander striding across the Spirit Temple keep invading her mind?

      ***Alexander had spent the last two days buried in the archives. He'd waded through the birth and death records for the ten generations of Descendants before Christiana, but couldn't find anything suspicious. It looked like she was authentic, so he turned his attention to Christiana's heirs. The problem was, although everyone else had to register babies with the relevant council, Mind with Mind, Body with Body, Spirit with Spirit, the Descendants could enter their births into the records themselves. There were two entries in Christiana's line. First, Peter, on 21st May 1310, and then Gwyneth, on 20th March 1337. Again, it looked fine.
The only thing he could find was that they had waited for three days after Gwyn's birth to enter her into the records. Other than that, there was nothing. No other children of Christiana, and no sign of record tampering. It was a dead end.
Alexander had also looked through the newspaper archive, hoping for a clue in some innocuous article. He'd found a story about a woman dying from childbirth a few days after Gwyneth was born; not a regular occurrence, but not unheard of. There
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