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This book is dedicated to my sisters by choice, especially when all they want is a good set of horns to hold on to and aren’t afraid to use them.
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Content Warning 

This novel is intended for an adult audience and may contain themes and element troubling or unsuitable for some readers, which includes graphic language, violence and sexual activities on page. For a full list of content warnings, please visit my website at beebeevans.com
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The Six Laws

	Thou shall not kill

	Thou shall not steal

	Thou shall not commit adultery

	Thou shall not bear false witness

	Thou shall not contempt thy parents

	Thou shall keep the species pure
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Prologue

T

o prepare for the upcoming feast, King Hunter led his servants up the grand staircase. In appearance, he was as imposing as his name suggested, a tall and unyielding figure dominating the room with his broad shoulders encased in spiked armor. He dressed entirely in leather of the richest, darkest hue of black, reflecting his sense of power. His gloves were of the same make, meticulously handcrafted to fit him perfectly. His hair, black as the midnight sky, cascaded down to his shoulders in a waterfall of ebony silk. A stark contrast to his skin, it framed his face in a halo of darkness. His eyes matched his hair, so dark they seemed almost black, windows to a soul that held depths unseen. His boots were sturdy, reaching just below his knees, giving him an air of invincibility. No one knew the full extent of the prophecy and what it meant for their world. For now, all eyes fixated on the king, a ruler radiating strength and demanding respect with each step. 

When he approached his judgment chambers, his younger brother’s presence leaning against the red double doors, arms crossed, with a sly smile, surprised him. Lord Gorgon had always been a daunting figure, known by many as the Lord of Darkness. He matched his ominous nickname with his attire. He wore garments made of black leather. His trousers and jacket clung to his muscular frame, amplifying his formidable presence. His shirt was semi-open, revealing glimpses of a complex chest tattoo that told tales of battles fought and victories won in the Underworld. Thick, curly, brown hair crowned the lord’s handsome face, flowing down his broad shoulders and framing his silvery eyes that were sharp and unyielding. His beard added an element of raw masculinity to his appearance, tracing the lines of his sharp jaw, intensifying his threatening aura.

“Gorgon, what brings you to my kingdom?” King Hunter asked incredulously.

“I don’t believe I need a reason to escape from that dungeon of hell that I call a kingdom,” Lord Gorgon replied sardonically. “As much pleasure as I receive from tormenting souls in the Underworld, even I must come up for some fresh air since our elder brother has exiled me from the Afterlife.”

“You would be welcome in the Afterlife if you would stop trying to overthrow Anu,” he pointed out, throwing open the doors.

“Well, how would you suggest I fill my days?” Gorgon mumbled with a sense of disgust as he sauntered past the reigning king, brashly claiming a seat on his older brother’s throne.

Ignoring his brother’s indignant tone, Hunter offered, “Since you are here, would you like to join us for the feast tonight?” The servants had rushed in around Hunter to open the wall panels, making them disappear behind the white marble columns, exposing the dining room. They had laid long, rectangular tables with white tablecloths, lined up silverware next to plates, and set wine glasses at intervals around the perimeter of the room. A small group of them had returned to get more chairs, creating rows of tall-backed wooden seats in alternating dark and light brown tones. Once the feast was complete, guests could have left their seats to move into the king’s judgment chambers for the social hour of the celebration. The feast was a ritual to celebrate and give thanks by verbally pledging their loyalty to his kingdom. “You’ll be my guest of honor tonight.”

“I’ll stay for the wine,” he agreed.

“I would not get comfortable on my husband’s throne,” Queen Circe commanded, entering from their private chambers, her presence a force among the men in the room. Her body was an exquisite work of art, heightened by a red velvet dress that hugged her curves. The fabric swayed as she walked gracefully across the floor, mesmerizing everyone with each step. Her black, curly hair cascaded down her back and shoulders like soft waves of silk, nearly obscuring her cleavage. When she pulled her hair back with delicate fingers, the world seemed to stop for a moment. She leaned over Gorgon so he could drench himself in her perfume. “Hunter’s going to need that for tonight.”

“Don’t worry, dollface,” Gorgon said to her. “There are other places I’d rather get comfortable.”

“You forget too easily that I’m married.”

“So am I, but that never stopped me before.” He chuckled.

“It should. You have a very jealous wife,” Circe reminded him. She took a step back. “Will Anasazi be joining us this evening?”

Before Gorgon could answer the question, the pool of blood turned and parted like curtains on a stage. The cover with three inward-facing swirls had opened, revealing a crown made of silver thorns forcing its way through, filling Hunter’s judgment chambers with an icy chill, announcing evil’s arrival. The shape of a woman formed, hidden within the churning crimson pool that dissolved around her, trickling down to reveal Lady Anasazi. She stepped onto the stone ring that held the blood. Her eyes were dark green with jealousy, becoming even deeper when she looked at her husband. Lady Anasazi elegantly lifted her long black dress to step down. Her presence would have provoked more fear than her husband’s. Her appearance and facial expressions were always cold, wearing a velvet dress that covered up everything to her neck. As she walked across the room, her back was straight, her hips swaying very little. She folded one hand in front of the other, clasping them together with her long, pale fingers.

“Yes, my beautiful wife will join us.” He groaned as he slumped back on Hunter’s throne.

“I will expect both of you to behave,” Hunter warned, his eyes shifting from Gorgon to Anasazi. “I don’t need another argument erupting in the middle of the celebration, like last time.” 

As the hours passed, Hunter sat on this throne watching the celebration grow more and more unruly. To his right, his brother was sulking, sitting by himself at the head table, cradling the goblet between his hands. To his left, Anasazi was ordering around his servants like they were hers to command. For now, they were at least ignoring each other.

“Your Majesty, someone has a request,” Delphi, his ever so loyal servant, said as she approached. 

As Hunter turned his head, he caught sight of his daughter peeking out from behind Delphi. A warm smile spread across his face as she stepped fully into view. Her cheeks were flushed with joy, and her eyes sparkled with excitement. A gush of love engulfed him as she sprinted toward him, arms wide open for a hug. He bent down and scooped the little girl up onto his lap.

“You should be in bed, little angel.” He chuckled.

“Dance with me, Daddy.” 

“One dance, and Delphi is going to take you to bed.” Hunter stood, cradling the little girl in his arms. “Let’s go find Mommy on the dance floor.” 

When his daughter wrapped her arms around his neck, he knew what happiness was. With each step he took toward the dance floor, Circe seemed to come alive in motion, her body swaying gracefully as she danced with a soldier. Her glittering gown flowed and twirled around her, enhancing her beauty as she moved with grace and poise. Next to the little one he carried, Circe was his first love. 

As he twirled around the dance floor with his daughter, he caught glimpses of his wife’s stunning face out of the corner of his eye. Her smile lit up the entire room as she effortlessly charmed everyone around her. Above the beat of the music, he could hear her infectious laughter, filling him with a warmth and joy that only she could bring.

After a few more turns, he noticed her disappearing into the crowd. Concern crept into his chest, slowly replacing the joy he felt just moments before. It quickly rose to anger when his gaze fell on Circe and Gorgon across the room. His brother had her by the arm, pulling her behind a tall marble column in the corner. She looked as if she were resisting him, but Hunter couldn’t be sure.

Before he could investigate Gorgon’s questionable actions, Hunter broke his attention away with a sudden and unexpected appearance of a ball of light descending to him. The ball flashed to reveal Emperor Anu and Empress Ki standing in front of him.

Hunter’s older brother, Emperor Anu, was a figure who exuded an air of wisdom and authority. His age reflected in his silvery white hair, a stark contrast to his rich, dark skin. Weathered yet radiant, his face bore the traces of time, and his eyes held an indomitable spirit that spoke volumes to the wisdom he had gathered over the years. He wore an immaculate white robe trimmed with intricate patterns of gold that hinted at his royal lineage.

The surrounding crowd felt his presence, but his wife drew the attention away. The Empress Ki, magnificent in her white dress adorned with gold trim, was the living embodiment of classic elegance, with gold leaf on her arms and hair. Her radiant golden skin seemed to glow against her snow-white hair, which shimmered like diamonds under any source of light. Her eyes were like full moons on a clear winter night.

“Something is wrong, brother,” Anu explained to Hunter. “The balance of power is about to shift.”

“I know,” he said. “Our brother with his damn raging hormones is tempting my wife. I have to save her before Anasazi finds out.”

“She’s aware.” Ki pointed.

Hunter turned his head to the other side of the judgment chambers; Anasazi was pushing her way through the crowd of drunken soldiers. With anger etched on her face, ice flames swirled around her feet, encompassing her legs, consuming Lady Anasazi’s existence. 

Forming an ice ball in her palm, Anasazi pushed her arms outward from her chest, releasing it from her bitter heart. Striking the column where Hunter had last seen his wife, icicles formed at the base, crawling upward. With the core of the structure beginning to cool, she summoned all of her magical strength to form another ice ball even colder and larger to hurl across the room.

The building material of the column exploded in all directions, showering the crowd with deadly fragments. The throng of people stumbled backward as they watched in terror while she launched a third icy sphere toward the weakened column. With an almighty crash, the column collapsed into pieces, showering marble shards on Circe. All music ceased, and pandemonium with screaming ensued. Hunter watched in horror as Circe and Gorgon collided with the wall, which was now scattered with column fragments.

Hunter knew his beloved wife was in mortal danger.

Handing his daughter to Delphi, Hunter pushed through the shocked crowd. His feet felt like heavy weights as he charged to reach his wife, screaming her name. He couldn’t get to her fast enough. Panic and worry set in as the crowd parted to allow him through. Lying on the floor, buried in the rubble from the waist down, Circe was unconscious and unresponsive.

He rushed to his wife, falling to his knees, cradling her fragile body against his chest. “Circe,” Hunter cried, brushing the dust from her face and pushing a piece of her black hair back. He held on to his wife’s limp body, tears in his eyes, feeling her warmth draining away with each passing second. Blood trickled down the side of her face, her hair matted from the wound just above her ear. Turning his attention to Anasazi, he asked, “What have you done? Circe has done nothing to deserve this.”

“You are a fool if you truly believe that,” Anasazi insisted. “She cast a spell on my husband to tempt him. I hear him call her name in his sleep.”

Hunter held his limp wife close to his chest. The room fell silent as his cries filled the hallways of the castle and echoed throughout the kingdom. The light dimmed to nothingness with the loss of their goddess queen. From the Field of Sorrow to the top of Enlightenment Mountain, everyone felt King Hunter’s pain. When Anu tried to pull his brother away from his dead wife, he gripped her even harder. 

He begged his brother, “Please, bring her back to me.”

“I can’t,” Anu muttered, bowing his head helplessly.

“Yes, you can. You have the power, brother!” he yelled.

“My power has limits. It doesn’t work on immortals,” Anu explained. “I can’t save her. Circe is gone.”

Empress Ki abruptly spoke up. “She can be reborn. We can remove her spirit and soul and place them into an unborn child. It has been done with mortals.”

“Will she remember who she is?” Hunter asked. “Will she remember me?”

“No, she will have no memory of this life, and she may be mortal,” Ki warned. “She will have to be born into the living world.”

“I will find her again,” Hunter insisted.

“She won’t be the same,” Ki warned.

“I don’t have any other choice,” he said with a heavy heart, tears blocking his sight. He hugged his wife’s body one last time, leaning over to kiss her on the forehead. He whispered, “I will find you again, my love.”

In a grand display of sorrow and hope, Hunter gently laid his beloved wife’s head down, creating a space for Anu and Ki to perform their sacred chant. They stood on each side of Queen Circe’s lifeless body, their hands extended over her serene form.

Fingers spread wide to harness the queen’s magic, they chanted, “From this body, extract the spirit and soul to bring our loved one back as a whole. Please guide them to the living side. Come now across the great divide.” As they continued chanting with passion and devotion, a radiant brilliance enveloped Circe’s body. The light emanating from her being grew steadily brighter and more intense until it seemed to consume her entirely. “Take this one to fulfill an unborn’s eyes. Hear her voice in this child’s cries. Three times greatness in her name. One, but not the same.”

In response to their powerful invocation, a shimmering sphere of pure white light emerged from Circe, now giving her physical body to the empty void. A place of no existence, like a wasteland of the forgotten slain in the Far Viscera. Floating gracefully above the crowd, it seemed to hold all the love, strength, and essence that had once lived within her. Transcending the bounds of physicality, the ball of light began its journey toward the towering red double doors at the far end of the chamber.

With an otherworldly gust of wind from across dimensions, the majestic doors swung open, creating a portal through which the white ball of light would pass. The force of this divine wind propelled the ethereal essence with unparalleled swiftness and purpose, carrying it across realms and weaving it into the tapestry of existence.

Hunter watched in awe and anguish as the visible remnants of his wife wove their way toward the threshold of birth. His heart ached for what he had lost, yet he clung to the hope that lay within this extraordinary ritual. The room stood in reverent silence, witnessing the transcendence of Circe’s spirit and soul as they embarked on their journey to be reborn.

Circe was his everything, but now he had nothing. He grabbed his chest, feeling the tightness of his loss. Rubbing his shirt, he tried to soothe his pain, but it only made the emptiness linger. It seemed like someone had stolen his breath. 

She was his life.

Among the rubble, one small piece of his wife flickered to catch his attention. Upon retrieving the object, he realized it was Circe’s wedding ring. He had forged the opal and white onyx band from gems found in the Earth debris that make up the rings of the planet Niberia. It was now all he had left of his love. “This was supposed to protect you.”

Holding the ring, a wave of revenge unexpectedly consumed his thoughts. In his pain, he blinded himself to anger, searching for the one who had caused his grief. The taste of vengeance felt sweet upon his lips as he called, “Anasazi!” The crowd willingly parted to allow Hunter to look the accused in the eye. “I want your head as a trophy.”

“Oh, please,” Anasazi laughed, “your threats are meaningless to me.”

Her words only fueled Hunter’s rage and hunger for revenge. He opened his right hand to summon his staff. In a swirl of light smoke, his loyal and accurate weapon appeared. He had forged the staff from the magic of the Saqqara bird’s claw, which rested on top of the staff, fueling the red sapphire gem it held. His battle cry reverberated through the chamber. The sharp hiss of smoke from his loyal staff created a thunderous boom as it surged across the room toward Lady Anasazi. The red sapphire gem pulsed with magical power, turning it into a deadly spear. Before the blade struck, Lady Anasazi’s form dissipated into a swirling cloud of ice smoke, her laugh lingering in its wake.

[image: 6081c3da-4f5b-4025-a939-1584e3420cc4.png]
King Hunter never recovered from Queen Circe’s death. All the goodness died in him that night, making his heart cold. Now in complete isolation, he stood staring at the pool of blood, a shadow of his former existence.

He neglected his responsibilities as the judge of souls. The signs were subtle at first, disguised as grief as a widower. Once his grief turned into anger and obsession, it became harder to hide his fear of failure and loss of power.

Hunter surrounded himself with security guards, trying to make his world right again by building an army of souls. Even with the army, Hunter had doubts about finding his love again, so with the risk of becoming consumed with the dark evil, he turned to blood magic. He took the last piece he had of Circe and cursed it. Calling upon the spirits in the pool, the blood swirled around the ring, taking it to the living world as he chanted, “With this ring, I shall bind, for my love it will find. Soul to soul, believing in extremes. Spirit to spirit, invade her dreams.”
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Chapter one

Talia

“T

his is my world, which I will defend until my last breath,” the Niberians said collectively. 

According to the known passages in the Book of the Dead, it was tradition every Niberian was required to take an oath the year of their twenty-first birthday. Each region swore allegiance to their god and their societies. This celebration took place across the planet of Niberia as a rite of passage into adulthood every mid-year on the summer solstice. 

In 3021 A.H., thousands of young adults were gathering to take this oath. Within the massive crowds, four young Niberians came together to change their world, and this oath set in motion a series of events that made that fate possible. Twins from Anunnaki, a convict from Sumer, and a scientist from Enoch took their respective oaths on that day.

“As peacekeepers of our gods to the Far Viscera, King Hunter and Queen Circe, I take this oath to preserve the balance between good and bad, right and wrong, and pure and evil,” Talia and Olivia promised, along with the other Anunnakians from Central Niberia.

“As soldiers of our gods to the Underworld, Lord Gorgon, and Lady Anasazi, I take this oath of loyalty and courage to maintain freedom and individuality of choice,” Storm, a convict from Sumer, swore along with the other Sumerians from West Niberia.

“As messengers of our gods to the Afterlife, Emperor Anu, and Empress Ki, I take this oath of goodness to spread tranquility and enlightenment,” Scooter, a scientist from Enoch, vowed along with the other Enochians from East Niberia.

“United as one, divided by one,” the Niberians promised collectively.

After the oath, the Trismegist family invited their relatives and friends over to the house to celebrate the transition for the twins. Everyone was filled with excitement except for Talia. She fidgeted nervously at the thought of leaving her safe place to go off to college in a few months. Despite having control over her unique abilities for several years, she glanced back at the charred remains of her father’s old workshop. She curled the corner of her lip and bit down hard. Only one wall remained standing, a reminder of the time when her anger had spiraled out of control during her childhood. She was grateful the fire hadn’t spread to the nearby forest, avoiding a disaster for the whole town.

“Damnit, Talia. You could have at least dressed up for the occasion.” Olivia criticized her sister’s wardrobe choice with a turned-up nose as she joined Talia at the back of the yard. “We are celebrating our adulthood and giving thanks to our gods.”

Olivia was the life of the party, shining as brightly as ever. She was floating around to socialize with everyone and having a good time, her laughter filling the yard. She had on her favorite shimmery pink dress with over-the-top shoulder accents, a low-cut neckline, and a metallic silver colored skirt. She completed her look with matching pink hair pulled up high on her head in a ponytail. It was a dress she had designed and made herself. Her designs were unique, and she had talent. Talia wondered how she could walk in the four-inch-high-heeled pink boots that went up to her knees.

“I did. I wore my black dress pants.” Talia smirked. “Besides, I don’t think King Hunter and Queen Circe are looking down from the Far Viscera and judging me for my wardrobe choice. They haven’t stepped foot on Niberia in over three thousand years.”

Talia found herself more comfortable standing in the background, watching the surrounding people. She dressed in her usual cargo pants, but in black for the special occasion. She wore a long sleeve shirt with open, flowing cuffs to show off the silver bracers on her wrists. Over the high collar shirt, she had accented her breasts with a center-laced front closure bodice. Her outfit was never complete without her warrior belt to hold her Chakram on her side. Normally, she would wear her signature leather jacket to cover her weapon, but on that day, it was much too warm.

“Do you have to carry that weapon so openly?” Olivia pointed to Talia’s warrior belt.

“Do you have to wear boots that are such a death trap?” she shot back. “No, you don’t, but you want to. It has been over ten years. Are you still jealous?”

She pulled the weapon from her belt, showing off the sliver Chakram with the center carved out in three inward-facing spirals. Dad had made the weapon with a sharp edge, but not too sharp to hold. The weapon, made of silver, conducted Talia’s lightning power. It had a purple and blue coating of vanadium dioxide that kept it cool enough to hold. Only she could use this weapon because it was coded to her DNA, making it unique to her. It was a source of tension between the twins for years.

When Dad gave her the Chakram on her tenth birthday, he said it was a symbol of their gods. Each swirl represents the three realms of their dimension, and it balanced good and evil. She spent hours in the forest, channeling her lightning powers through the weapon. It was safer than burning up appliances and blowing up lightbulbs in the house. He told her it was the key to her destiny with their goddess, Queen Circe, and someday she would find her shield. 

“I would not say I was ever jealous.”

When Talia’s attention turned to the other side of the yard, she asked, “Do you know who Dad is talking to?” A woman approached their father and stopped him as he was walking out the back door. At first, he looked confused, trying to place why her face was familiar. He appeared to know her but didn’t recognize her.

She was a mature woman of indeterminate age. Her stature was on the lower end of average, yet her body was robust, enriched by the years she had lived. Her hair was an enchanting mix of silver and ash gray, chopped quite short in a fashion that highlighted her astute intelligence. It framed a wholesome face dominated by two deep-set brown eyes that expressed kindness more profoundly than any words could communicate. When the woman handed Bud two letters, he seemed to remember her.

“I don’t know who she is. Let’s go find out,” Oliva insisted as she grabbed her sister’s hand. Before she could object, Olivia was dragging her across the yard, weaving through the crowd.

“Let me introduce you to my daughters,” Dad said as he waved the twins over. Their father, Bud, was a towering figure, standing head and shoulders above the crowd, his slender but sturdy frame giving him an air of calm strength. His short, dirty-blond hair complimented his striking blue eyes. Hidden behind the glasses that reflected the light in curious ways, those eyes held a depth of intelligence and knowledge that few could match. “This is Talia and Olivia. Girls, this is Delphi.”

“Oh, my word. You two grew up to be such lovely young women,” Delphi said as she put her hands over her heart.

“Thank you,” the twins said in unison.

“Now that you’ve taken the oath, what big plans have you made for the future? Have you decided on a college yet?” Delphi asked.

“I’ve narrowed down my list to my top three choices,” Talia said.

Delphi smiled. “Well, I hope Grand View University is on your list.” 

“I don’t remember applying to that college,” Olivia said, confused.

“Sure, you do,” Dad said, dismissing the confused looks he received from his daughters. “Delphi delivered your acceptance letters.” Dad handed each of them a letter with their names on it.

Talia looked over at Olivia and said to her telepathically, I know I didn’t apply to this college because it was too expensive.

“I guess I will have to add Grand View University to my list.” Olivia smiled, holding up the letter. She looked back at her sister. We’ll have to talk about this later.

Talia nodded in agreement.

“This is an incredible opportunity. I will add this one to my list.”

“Brutus is here,” Olivia predicted.

Olivia could feel Brutus’ presence before she even saw him, and sure enough, he soon rounded the corner of the house. Being an empath, she would tell her things before they were going to happen, and she always knew what everyone around her was feeling. Talia found that annoying because she couldn’t hide anything from her sister. 

Talia rolled her eyes as she dropped their conversation to run to Brutus, catching Dad’s furrowed brow out of the corner of her eye. She watched her sister’s ponytail sway, brushing against her Nibmarks on her back. Her dress was so low cut in the back, it showed all her markings from her neck to her waist. Talia felt a glint of jealousy at not being able to show off her own Nibmarks like her sister did.

Dad sighed. “She should’ve worn something to cover her Nibmarks. I hope that boy doesn’t know where the right ones are.”

Oh, Dad, he knows. That’s why she designed the dress that way.

Olivia leaped into his powerful arms and clung to his neck, and they shared an intense kiss in a display of their excitement at being together. Brutus rubbed the back of her neck, dangerously close to her stimulant Nibmark.

Leaning over to Dad, Talia patted her Chakram at her hip and whispered, “If he gets any closer, Dad, I’ve got my weapon ready.”

“My fierce warrior.” He kissed her forehead. “As much as I dislike him, your sister will never forgive you if you cut her boyfriend’s throat and fry him.” 

Talia rubbed the back of her neck where her Nibmarks would be, but hers were not real. They were given to her every birthday by her parents as tattoos to match her twin sister. Nibmarks were Niberian birthmarks that began at birth with a single, raised black dot at the back of the neck and grew each year. The direction of growth depended on which region you were born into. Anunnakians spread across their back, Enochians grow to their right shoulders, and Sumerians formed on their left shoulders. These Nibmarks could be used for identification because each Niberian family had a unique pattern, and certain ones were used for sexual arousal. 

Since Talia had no interest in finding a mate, she was thankful hers were fake. It also meant she had to cover up her back. As the sun beat down, she wished she could pull her long black hair in a ponytail like her sister. At least, it was true until she saw Brutus wrap his hands around Olivia’s and pull her head back to kiss her neck.

I don’t think a ponytail would look good on me.

Talia never really liked Brutus; she thought he was simple-minded and foolish, and it was hard for her to converse with him. Despite his shortness of brain cells, she admired how devotedly he followed her sister around. Olivia had once confided in her that she enjoyed having Brutus beside her, as he was easy to manipulate, letting his views mirror hers. He looked perfect in his tight t-shirt, flaunting every muscle on his arms and chest, jeans clinging to his legs, and hair messily falling across his forehead.

“Hey, babe,” Brutus said when they came up for air between kisses. 

“I have something to show you,” Olivia said as she jumped down from wrapping herself around him. She held up the letter addressed to her with the Grand View University shield on the opposite side. “This is my acceptance letter from Grand View University. This is huge news.”

“Wow, babe. That is so...” Brutus found it difficult to find the words to express himself.

“I know. I’m so excited. I could study with the top designers in the world at Grand View.” Her eyes lit up the more she talked about the opportunity. “This is an Ivy League college.”

“Wow, babe. That is so far away.” Brutus’s voice lost its excitement.

“I know we talked about going to a local college, but this college isn’t that far. It’s only a six-hour car ride. You can come visit me on the weekends while you finish your senior year here. We could go to Capital City,” Olivia said, trying to give him all the reasons he should be as excited as she was.

“I’ve always wanted to go to Capital City and see a game,” he admitted.

“We could also eat at all the famous restaurants.” Olivia redirected his attention. “This would make me happy.”

“Then that makes me happy.” He smiled before he kissed her to show his support for her decision.

Talia shook her head and chuckled at how easily her sister could convince Brutus it was a good idea. He is such a doofus, she thought. When she saw Olivia narrowing her eyes, she realized her sister had read her mind. Well, he is.

Keep your opinions to yourself. Olivia narrowed her eyes even more.

I was until you decided to go roaming around in my mind. I don’t like him, and you know that.

Hunter, damnit!

Don’t let Mom hear you swear like that. I am not fighting about this today. We can do that tomorrow.

Olivia childishly stuck her tongue out.

Shrugging off her sister’s annoyance and immaturity, Talia effectively excused herself to go into the house. She wasn’t so easy to convince. She had another plan in her head, which included staying close to home and going to a local college with her sister. It was where she was comfortable. She sat at the kitchen table by herself, staring at the unopened message from Grand View College. 

It was always a secret dream to attend a major university, but she didn’t think it was possible. Over the past thirteen years, she had learned to control her powers, hiding them from the world. With this opportunity staring back at her, she felt being that far away from home would put that at risk. She bowed her head for a moment to say an unspoken prayer to King Hunter for guidance.

What should I do?

“Is everything okay? What are you doing in here by yourself?” her mother, Carol, asked as she came into the kitchen to get more food for the party. Strands of her sun-bleached hair slipped out from a hastily fashioned bun, framing her fair features. Her normally serene blue eyes now burned with strength, marked with flashes of brighter cerulean. She wore exhaustion on her face from her all-night food preparation; still, her beauty shined through her tired eyes. Talia imagined her sister would look like that someday.

“I was just thinking. What does an Ivy League college want with two small-town girls from Miesville?” Talia asked, not expecting an answer.

“You two are smart and talented,” Mom said as she sat down next to her daughter.

“You have to say that. You are my mom.”

“I think it’s time I tell you an important story.” Mom sighed. “You and Olivia being accepted to this college was no accident. When I was pregnant, our gods gave your dad and me a gift. That gift was you. A second baby. The night that I went into a labor, the ground shook, and I heard the cries of King Hunter. It was a warning from our gods. I was struck with a blinding white light.”

Straightening her posture, she asked, “Was it lightning?”

“Yes, it was, but it didn’t hurt me. It filled me with a sense of warmth and purpose from Queen Circe.” Mom placed her hands over her heart as she spoke. “We were so grateful to be chosen to be your parents, but we were also so scared. We knew we had to protect you because our people wouldn’t accept you. They wouldn’t understand your abilities. If the Council found out about you, they would take you away. We couldn’t let that happen.” Mom’s eyes filled with tears and her lips quivered. Her face contorted with grief as she struggled to speak through the tears. She let out a heavy sigh, trying to contain her emotions.

“You and Dad did a great job protecting me. I’m still here. I would not exactly call my childhood normal, but I know you tried.” Talia chuckled when flashes of memories flooded her mind of her parents trying to control her supernatural abilities. “I didn’t make it easy.”

“Nothing about you was ever easy.” Mom smiled through her tears. “Your dad and I had no idea what we were doing. We needed help. Our prayers to King Hunter were answered when we met Delphi. She was my delivery nurse. She knew about you. I don’t know how, but she helped us to keep you a secret.”

Before she uttered a word, the rusty hinges of the back door creaked open, causing them to be startled. As she turned toward the sound, Talia’s gaze landed on her father, standing in the doorway with a questioning expression on his face. His shoulders were tense, and his hands were buried deep in the pockets of his pants.

“Why the sad faces, ladies?” Dad asked. “We’re having a party.”

Mom nodded. “Bud, it’s time to tell the twins the truth.” 

“Oh, we are having that conversation right now. I’ll get Olivia,” Dad offered.

“Dad, there no need to yell across the yard. I’ll get her in here.”

Olivia, Mom and Dad need to talk to us.

What did you do now?

Nothing. Untangle your lips from Brutus and whatever else you have wrapped around his body. Get your ass in the house. This is important.

She entered through the back door. Olivia’s tone conveyed apparent frustration as she asked, “What’s so important?”

“Your mom and I have something to tell you two,” Dad said, gesturing for her to take a seat next to Talia and locking the back door.

“Ugh, story time in the middle of the party.” She rolled her eyes as she slumped down in the chair.

Hunter, damnit! This is serious. Mom and Dad have a secret.

What? That you’re weird? It’s not a secret. I’m telling Mom you’re swearing.

You said it first.

Dad moved behind Mom and placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “You’re both about to enter the real world,” he said seriously, his eyes shifting between the twins. “We won’t always be there to protect you, but we will arm you with the truth so you can protect each other.”

“Truth about what?” Olivia said, adjusting her posture. 

“Talia,” Dad said, with his gaze landing on her, “what your mom is trying to say is you were the first of your kind born on our planet in over three thousand years. You’re a human like King Hunter and Queen Circe.”

Talia sat in stunned silence, her mind reeling at the revelation her father had just shared. The weight of his words hung heavy in her mind, as if the entire world had shifted. She stared at her parents, searching their faces for any hint of deceit or uncertainty, but all she found was a profound sense of honesty and love.

As the truth settled in, a flood of memories rushed through her mind, moments of inexplicable power, of feeling out of place among her peers, of the strange occurrences that seemed to follow her wherever she went. Everything suddenly made sense, yet nothing felt familiar anymore. She had always known she was different, but to hear it spoken aloud, to be told she was a human, was more truth than she could reconcile.

Her father’s words about being the first of her kind in over three thousand years echoed in her mind, stirring up a whirlwind of thoughts about her place in the world and the implications of her existence. Her heart beat a little faster as she tried to grasp the magnitude of what it meant to be a human in a world that may not fully understand or accept her true nature.

“Is that why you tattoo my Nibmarks on my back every year? I am not a Niberian?” she asked, allowing her back to fall against the chair, using it as an anchor against questions swirling in her mind.

“Yes, you are human.” Mom touched her daughter’s hand. “We believe you to be the reincarnation of our Queen Circe.”

“Your mom and I decided not to tell you because we wanted you to have a normal childhood.”

“We can’t protect you within these walls for the rest of your life. Talia, you are a spirited warrior. You need to have adventures, and this town is getting too small for you.” Mom squeezed her hand. “We trust Delphi. She kept our family secret.”

“What does Delphi want from us now?” Olivia asked.

“She wants to look out for you now so you can go away to college. She knows how important you are, and she made this opportunity possible for both of you.” Mom pointed to the letter.

“We can’t afford this college,” Talia said.

“If this is what you want, your dad and I will worry about that. Besides, Delphi said she has an apartment to rent only blocks from the college. We will make this work. One thing you will learn about Delphi is that she always seems to be there when you need her, and she always knows what to do.” Mom smiled. “If she gave you this letter personally, there is a bigger reason that you need to be there. It’s your decision, but at least you can open the letter first.”
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Chapter two

Talia

I

t was only two months later when the Trismegist family drove into Grand View pulling a small trailer packed full of the twins’ things. They drove past the large campus, which went on for several blocks of buildings, landscaping, and student housing. 

Perched atop a hill was the main building, gray bricks that told tales, looking over its dominion. That was the town of Grand View. A colossal statue demanding attention stood proudly in the courtyard, paying homage to the humans’ first touchdown on this alien terrain by casting an interstellar space shuttle in stone.

This wasn’t just some decorative afterthought or misplaced artistic license. The six human explorers used this very hill as the landing site and built the university here. The belief ran deep. This fine thread spun deeply into everything around it as well. Grand View didn’t just awake one day to find itself built. It emerged from a singular exuberant belief—Humans were the first to set foot here three thousand years ago.

As the family cruised the town roads, a sense of familiarity seeped into their veins. The whispers of history were loud in Talia’s ears as the energy of the place nuzzled against her senses right from the moment they veered onto the main street. Being highly sensitive toward spirits, it puzzled her to notice some who hovered unattached.

A middle-aged man’s spirit caught her eye, particularly at one such corner where Dad halted for a red light. He stood there looking utterly bemused about his whereabouts and destination, as an unmoored spirit just inches away from Talia’s car window. When he looked back, her keen eyes locked on to him; he realized she could really see him.

Even though blessed with this unusual ability to perceive spirits, teenage angst made young Talia give up that path a while ago. In all honesty, it was easy in a town like Miesville, a sleepy hamlet housing fewer than three hundred people. Suffocating small-town gossip dubbed her as ‘the weird kid’ often found ‘talking’ to herself. Ditching that infamy meant she could no longer guide spirits to Far Viscera to make peace with their judgment.

In her newfound sanctuary and role as a student, showing normalcy was high on her list. Lost among class schedules on day one or pulling strenuous all-nighters muddled with major choices paralleled general freshman blues. That was how she envisioned fitting right in without raising any eyebrows, especially since she was struggling to accept the truth surrounding her birth. She had always felt different, but it never occurred to her how much of an outsider she truly was. 

As the Trismegist family pulled up to Delphi’s place, Talia noticed how distinct it looked compared to the surrounding buildings. In the heart of town, this unique structure stood proudly as a testament to the past. The oldest building in the area, it boasted a charming facade made entirely of weathered bricks that had witnessed the passing of time.

Among the landscape of modern developments, Delphi’s antique shop stood as an island of nostalgia. Its exterior remained untouched, preserving its historical significance, while neighboring houses and businesses had succumbed to demolition or modern refurbishment. The shop occupied the ground level at the front of the building, showcasing an eclectic collection of vintage treasures that beckoned passersby to step inside and explore.

Behind the antique shop, tucked away from prying eyes, was Delphi’s personal domain. A door at the back of the shop led to her residence on the main level. The warmth and coziness exuded from behind those walls was palpable, promising a home filled with cherished memories and comforting familiarity.

As the car came to a stop, Delphi emerged from her beloved shop to greet the Trismegist family. Her presence radiated an ageless wisdom and an air of mystery that seemed to dance in perfect harmony with the enchanting surroundings. “I am so glad you made it. How was the trip?”

“It was a long car ride,” Olivia said as she got out of the car to stretch her legs.

“The apartment is upstairs. You guys have your own entrance at the back of the house. Here are the keys. I hope you like it.” Delphi handed a key to Talia and one to Olivia. “I’ll let you look around, and I’ll come up later to check on you two.”

“Thank you so much,” Talia said, holding up her key.

“By the way, if you run into a young man in the back yard, that’s just my nephew. He lives in the basement,” Delphi announced over her shoulder as she walked back into the store.

Because the house was built on a slight hill, it looked so much bigger from the back. Under the stairwell to their apartment was a recessed patio with two small steps down to a sliding glass door leading to the basement. Talia found it odd the blinds were closed, showing no sign of life, in the middle of the afternoon.

She went up the stairs first. Before she put her key in the door, she said a little blessing, placing her hands on each side of the door. Believing this ritual would protect the building, she began with a whisper, and each time she repeated the blessing, her voice got louder.

“Please, I beg of thee, just let this home be, cloaked from evil forces and shielded from unseen sources,” Talia chanted, repeating it three times.

Her palms tingled as she summoned her power, the invisible shield spreading around the house like a second skin. She let out her breath and felt a sense of security wash over her, easing the anxiety and pressure that had been building since leaving home.

“Are you going to unlock the door? This box isn’t getting any lighter,” Olivia said, sounding a little impatient as she stood on the landing, waiting to walk up the last few steps to the door. She shifted her weight to adjust her grip on the box while Talia unlocked the door.

The Trismegist twins stepped into their new apartment. The spaciousness and charm of the living room and kitchen area immediately captivated Talia. The vaulted ceilings created an airy, open atmosphere, allowing light to flood in through large windows adorned with delicate lace curtains. The walls, painted in a soft, warm shade of cream, stressed the natural beauty of the exposed brickwork that lined one side of the room.

A sofa in a deep shade of burgundy sat against one wall, accompanied by a pair of matching armchairs, inviting relaxation and conversation. A rustic coffee table adorned with carefully arranged trinkets and a vase of fresh flowers served as the centerpiece of the seating area. Talia inhaled the comforting smell coming from the plate of cookies on the edge of the table displayed as a welcome to them. 

The kitchen was small but charming, excluding any updates in the last twenty years. It was functional. A farmhouse-style dining table stood in the center of the room, surrounded by mismatched chairs that conveyed character and personality. Above the table, a simple chandelier cast a soft, warm glow.

Leaving the living room behind, a short hallway beckoned the twins to explore further. Along this corridor were two bedrooms, each having its own unique ambiance. The first bedroom had a cozy aesthetic with walls painted in soothing shades of sky blue. A plush queen bed covered in crisp, white linens sat against one wall, flanked by weathered bedside tables displaying antique lamps.

The second bedroom was an oasis of tranquility and whimsy. Soft, lavender-colored walls harmonized with delicate floral wallpaper. A queen bed with an intricately carved wooden frame stood against the opposite wall, adorned with colorful quilts and cushions that added a touch of playfulness to the room. Sunlight filtered through gauzy curtains, casting a soft shimmer that created a serene atmosphere.

The bathroom between the two bedrooms featured vintage fixtures that harmonized with the overall theme of the apartment. A claw-foot bathtub beckoned for leisurely bubble baths, while an antique vanity with an ornate mirror and delicate porcelain sink offered a charming space for primping and pampering.

On the opposite side of the living room, next to the kitchen, a doorway caught their attention. As they stepped through it, a spiral staircase revealed itself, leading down into the enchanting realm of Delphi’s antique store. The staircase was wrought iron with elegantly curved banisters, reminiscent of a bygone era. Soft ambient lighting illuminated each step, casting intriguing shadows on the walls.

“Is this it?” Olivia groaned.

“This is it,” she said with more excitement in her voice, taking one cookie. The sweetness of warm chocolate filled her mouth and delighted her taste buds. “I like it. This feels like home.”

Walking into one bedroom, Olivia announced over her shoulder, “There’s only one closet in the bedrooms. How am I
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